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      Thanks for downloading this anthology of short stories; it’s a great place to get to know some new authors. These stories are perfect for those moments when you find yourself with a little time to spare, but you want to be able to complete a whole story, not just a chapter or two.

      The stories cover different themes from spying to kidnap, from stolen identity to night time intruders. They vary in length from just over 1,000 words to 28,000, so even if you only have a few minutes, there is something here for you. Some are written by new authors and others by authors with many full length books under their belt. The authors come from around the world, from the United Kingdom like me, from America, Ireland, Australia and New Zealand.

      The table of contents is hyperlinked so you can jump from story to story. There’s a short synopsis and a word count for each story to help with your choice. After each story there’s a brief bio of the author and a link to their web page, so that you can find out more about them and their books if you’d like to.

      It’s been an absolute pleasure collating these stories and working with different authors from across the globe, and I hope that you really enjoy reading them.

      

      
        
        Happy reading!

        Trudey Martin
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      You can click the title to be taken straight to your chosen story.

      

      Even Money—by Trudey Martin

      This is a stand-alone Verity Spencer short story set a few weeks after the events of No Deadly Medicine, the first full-length book in the series.

      Can you ever really bury a secret...?

      A random act of kindness plunged Verity Spencer into a world of criminality and cover-ups. After discovering and exposing a web of murder, deceit, and corruption in No Deadly Medicine, her life will never be the same again.

      Unwilling to return to her boring job as a college lecturer, and still mourning her husband, she's filling her time chasing errant husbands and wives for money. She needs to decide what to do next. Susanna Means approaches Verity believing that her partner is being unfaithful...but as Verity looks into his life she realises that he may be holding a much darker secret...

      But has he buried it deep enough…?

      This story is 12.5k words long

      

      Identity–by Kenneth James Allen

      Are you completely satisfied with your life? Do you want more from it? These are the questions the enigmatic Xavier Titan Cane asks stationery salesman Scott Harris after a chance meeting in an airport bathroom. Xavier tells Scott he can change his life, help him become who he is meant to be. All Scott needs to do is access Identity, an application that has been mysteriously installed on his phone.

      Xavier is hiding secrets.

      And life just got a little more complicated for Scott.

      Would you give up your life if you could live your fantasy?

      This story is 14k words long

      

      The Pusher’s List–by Michael Angel

      Supermarket cart pusher Colin Webb’s day goes from bad to terrifying the day he comes across a note scrawled in a child’s hand: Pleze Help Us We R Kidnaped. 

      Colin’s co-workers dismiss the note as a joke. Colin’s boss threatens to fire him if he takes any action. 

      But Colin knows, deep down, that unless he can figure out who the kidnapper is, any chance of rescuing the victims will vanish without a trace.

      This story is 6k words long

      

      Intruder–by Eoghan Egan

      A father’s biggest fear.

      A mother’s greatest dread.

      A family’s worst nightmare.  

      This story is 2.5k words long

      

      Defector–by Peter Kozmar

      Moscow 1993 and CIA agent Andy Flint lands an important mission, secure the immediate defection of a high value asset. Flint soon finds himself facing a ruthless opponent, Oleg Malchik, a dynamic FSB agent who’s closing down Western intelligence networks one after another.

      With Malchik closing in, Flint has his own problems with the local Mafia. But things turn for the worse when Malchik wants Flint dead. With the FSB and the Mafia in hot pursuit, Flint believes there’s a mole helping Malchik.

      Who can Flint trust? Can he complete his mission? Who will get to him first, the Mafia or Malchik?

      This story is 28k words long

      

      A Random Act–by MJ Newman

      She needs urgent help, but is the 'Good Samaritan' everything he seems?

      'It was the eyes. I saw something in them. A memory, a vulnerability, hidden behind the glazed mask. A different life, one I’d long forgotten. I didn’t need to get involved. A violation of my parole. The fact that I’d stopped, lingered a moment longer than everyone else on the sidewalk, that in itself was enough to put me back inside.'

      This story is 1.2k words long
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      Everything had taken me by surprise. 

      I sat in my living room, looking around me. Much of it appeared very similar to how it had when my husband, John, had still been alive less than six months ago. Some of the photos had new frames now, and John’s treasured vase had been glued back together, but on the surface everything looked pretty similar. I caught my reflection in the dark screen of the closed down laptop and it struck me that I, unlike the room, didn’t look much like I had when John had been here, not on the outside or the inside.

      Thinking about it now, I supposed that John’s sudden death had still been quite raw for me when I had, rather foolishly, picked up that bloody notebook. If only I’d known what that simple act of kindness would do to my life. If I’d not noticed it, or just left it on the ground, it wouldn’t have been me who’d found Dr Neasden murdered. It wouldn’t have been me who’d had to leave my home, hole up in a couple of hotels in London for a while and try to figure out the contents of the aforementioned dropped notebook. 

      And they had been quite cryptic.

      I’d certainly never have known about the corruption in my hometown of Lincoln. But would I change it if I had the chance? Would I leave the notebook for the next person to pick up? I didn’t think so. Because then I wouldn’t have become the woman I was now. I still didn’t know quite how I’d managed to do it all; I’d been thinking on my feet, digging deep into all my powers of resourcefulness. And as I sat there looking at my reflection, I realised that I’d changed beyond all recognition. 

      It’s amazing what you could achieve when you were in fear for your life.

      I got off the sofa and walked over to the bookshelf where I stood gazing at a photo of me and John. The business with Dr Neasden seemed like a lifetime ago, although it was less than two months. Powerful people had wanted that notebook back, and no wonder. I’d had to hide. I’d had to stay hidden. And to do that I’d had to change my appearance. My hair was still catching up with where it had been when I’d chopped it all off. Blonde ends framed my face with the darker roots growing quickly and now almost an inch in length. But John wouldn’t only struggle to recognise me physically. It was me, the essence of me, that had changed. I’d been forced to reassess the important things; not just keeping myself alive, but ensuring other people stayed alive too. 

      One of the good things that had come out of it all was that I’d met Sam Charlton. I wasn’t quite sure if things would have turned out the way they had without Sam’s help and knowledge. I’d been so lucky to find such a talented detective inspector to help me out during that strange time. His support - during what he still referred to as ‘the incident’ – had been invaluable. To be honest, Sam didn’t know the full extent of everything I’d done, which had involved a fair amount of dishonesty and some not inconsiderable violence. But I’d been wary of everyone, not trusting a soul, and I’d been taking no chances. 

      Sam was a witty and intelligent man; dark skinned and dashingly handsome, and we’d been keeping in touch over the last few weeks. I suspected that he felt a misplaced sense of responsibility for checking that I was okay. I was okay. Mostly. I looked at my watch; he was due to call me soon, so I went into the kitchen and poured myself a glass of wine. I took it through to the living room and flopped back down on the sofa before grabbing my laptop off the coffee table. We were due to have a video call but I wanted to review my research first.

      I fired up the laptop and scrolled through my open Internet pages. I’d been digging into someone’s history. I was amazed at what you could find out about people online. As I perused the records, photos, certificates and so on, I paused on the page of a local newspaper. I’d had the page open for the last few weeks. It was an article written about ‘the incident’ and it ended with the sentence:

      

      Local heroine Verity Spencer was thanked by the chairman of the council for her part in uncovering the true nature of such a horrific form of corruption; Lincoln is a safer place thanks to her determination and dedication to justice.

      

      I wasn’t sure I’d been driven by a dedication to justice, more a yearning to stay alive, but it was still pleasing to read such praise. The crime had been reported nationally, but at that level nobody was interested in how it had been uncovered, and Sam had helped ensure that when the police spoke to the press they didn’t mention my name. Initially, I’d been disappointed when the local paper had printed the story and openly stated that I’d been involved. I’d have rather been kept out of it altogether. But actually, it had turned out to be a really good thing.

      My laptop started ringing and as I clicked answer, the smiling face of Sam Charlton appeared. His dark brown eyes twinkled, reflecting the fairy lights on his Christmas tree somewhere beyond the laptop.

      “Verity,” he said. “How’s things?”

      “Good, Sam, thanks. And you?”

      “All good,” he replied. “I think my transfer has come through, so I should be starting my new job in a few weeks.”

      “That’s fantastic!” I was genuinely pleased for him. I knew how much he’d been hoping to get the new job, a move to a Criminal Investigation Department in London. Not because he didn’t like what he was doing, more because he fancied something different after a few years doing the same thing. “Anyway,” he carried on. “How did it go with Mrs Morgan?”

      “Ah, yes, Mrs Not-Actually-Morgan after all.” 

      Mrs Morgan had managed to track me down after she’d read the press report. For some reason, she’d thought that because I’d uncovered the mysteries of ‘the incident’ that I’d be a good person to prove that her husband was having an affair. With Sam’s encouragement, I’d agreed to follow him in return for a small fee.

      “Oh, really?”

      “Yes, it turned out her worst fears were actually nowhere near as bad as the reality. Mr Morgan wasn’t having an affair after all.”

      “Oh? What was he up to then?”

      “Well, I say he wasn’t having an affair. He was actually having an affair. He was having one with Mrs Not-Actually-Morgan.”

      “I thought they were married?”

      “Yeah, so did she. But it turned out he was already married. He’d been splitting his time between his wife, his real wife, who lives near Leicester and Mrs Not-Actually-Morgan.”

      “Wow, another wife? Busy man.”

      “And three kids.”

      “Poor Mrs Not-Actually-Morgan.”

      “Hmm…” I pondered. “There’s another Not-Actually-Morgan on the way, so you can imagine how she felt. But to be honest, she’d suspected something was awry for a while and I think it was quite a relief in a way for her to see the hard evidence.” I paused. “Although, she wasn’t keen on the prospect of having to untangle the bigamist conundrum.”

      Sam nodded at the other end of the connection.

      “It was hard showing her the pictures of him dropping off the little Morgans at school,” I carried on. “Something I guess he isn’t going to get the opportunity to do with the new one.”

      Sam gave a half laugh. “I guess not,” he agreed. “So, what have you been up to since then? Have you had time to relax?”

      “Ha!” I retorted. “No, not at all. Mrs Not-Actually-Morgan was so pleased with my services that she told everyone who would listen. And after a couple of days, her colleague Mr Fletcher called me up. His wife turned out to be having an affair with her boss. Then when that was all finished, Mr Fletcher told other people, and I had a call from a lady called Jo Peters. She was a little nervous. She kept telling me that she really didn’t suspect her fiancé, but it was best to be safe all the same. I have to say she was less than thrilled to find out that he was actually having a tryst with Glorious Gaynor, a Portuguese drag queen from an out of town club.”

      Sam tipped his head back and laughed. “Wow, you’re turning into a proper investigator!”

      “Well, I don’t think so. But it’s certainly keeping me occupied while I think about what I really do want to do next.”

      “What do you think you really want to do next?” he asked, tapping his chin with his finger.

      “Well, I don’t know. And right now I haven’t got time to think about it because I have Susanna Means to deal with.”

      “Tell me,” Sam said and he leaned into the computer and ran his finger across his jaw. He genuinely seemed interested.

      “This one started off as a potential affair,” I mused. “But I don’t think it is. I think there’s something more than that.”

      “Okay.” Sam nodded and leaned back again, folding his arms. The hint of a smile was forming at the corner of his mouth.

      “What?” I said, affronted at his amusement.

      He shook his head. “Nothing. It’s just that I don’t think you need to think about what you really want to do. Look at you.” And he pointed at me through the computer. “You’re loving this.”

      “Yes, but it’s not a real job, is it?” I shrugged. “It certainly doesn’t pay like a real job. Anyway, Susanna Means.”

      “Yes…tell me more.”

      “She is in a relationship with a guy called Charlie Fletcher. Charlie Fletcher is behaving a little suspiciously and, I have to say, I agree with Susanna that things don’t seem to add up. He may well be having an affair, but there’s something else. I haven’t actually met Susanna yet, I’m seeing her tomorrow but I’ve been looking into him.”

      “And you’ve found something suspicious?”

      “Not as such. It’s what I haven’t found.” I paused, unsure of my ground. I thought about my hours of searching online. “I can’t find anything about him beyond three years ago, which is just before he met Susanna. Apparently he moved in with her not long after they met. Recently, there are articles about the business he runs in Lincolnshire and there are mentions on the electoral roll, companies house and so on. But before that, there’s nothing.”

      “I’d say that was suspicious,” Sam mused, pulling his mouth to one side. It was good to get the corroboration of an experienced detective.

      “I’ve found the birth certificate on one of these genealogy sites, you know?”

      “I do. And it’s definitely him?”

      “Yes, same date of birth and the other details all match what Susanna gave me. The age matches, he’s forty-five. The strange thing is…” I tailed off. I was really unsure of what I’d seen. I navigated on my computer to the site where, following the payment of a hefty annual fee, I’d been accessing the records, and I stared at the certificate in front of me.

      “What is it?”

      “There’s a death certificate too. According to the records, Charlie Fletcher died in nineteen eighty-five.”
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      I was lost in thought as I walked along, my breath visible in the cold crisp air. The sun was low in the sky casting long shadows across the ground. Frost still covered the parked cars, forming patterns of ferns and leaves that coated their windows. I was heading to see Susanna Means to talk about her partner, Charlie Fletcher, who Charlton was fairly convinced was not Charlie Fletcher at all. After I’d told him about the death certificate he’d encouraged me to look for missing people who might have disappeared just before Charlie made his appearance. 

      Not long after Charlton and I had said our goodbyes I’d gone to bed, but I’d spent most of the morning poring over reports of missing people, reading local newspapers from up and down the country, scouring article after article. I was taken aback at the number of people who’d gone missing; all those families hoping that their loved ones would return. But there was nothing that had given me any clues. I’d searched Facebook pages and Twitter accounts dedicated to finding missing people, but apart from a couple of vague potentials, which I’d bookmarked, I was none the wiser.

      I glanced down at my phone, which let me know that I was two minutes away. Susanna Means lived in the area of Lincoln affectionately known as the West End, in a nicely kept tree-lined street edged with Victorian red brick houses. Each house had a tidy little front yard and a square bay window. It was peaceful, being the middle of the morning, and apart from parking being a nightmare I imagined it was a tranquil and pleasant area to live. I checked the address and stood by the front door. Nerves were niggling at my chest; I really wasn’t used to knocking on strangers’ doors and I appeared to have forgotten all the opening lines I’d been practising on my way there.

      Susanna Means answered the door and led me straight into a bright but cluttered living room. She looked to be a similar age to me, fortyish, but she was a good deal shorter and quite a bit stockier than I was. Her short dark hair was greying at the roots and the creases at the corner of her mouth gave it a downward turning appearance.

      “Coffee?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “I’m fine thanks.”

      Susanna pointed to the sofa and I sat down. A dark tortoiseshell cat jumped off the other end and leapt onto the windowsill, gazing out at the cold, clear day. Susanna perched on a footstool that was placed to the side of a reading desk. A bookshelf behind her groaned with the weight of books and I scanned the titles. She followed my gaze and swivelled round to survey the shelves, brimming over with books placed haphazardly, piled on top of one another.

      “I can’t throw a book away,” she said, by way of an explanation. She turned back to look at me, rubbing her hands together and blinking rapidly. She seemed more nervous than I was.

      “Tell me a little bit about Charlie,” I said, hoping that might relax her a little. 

      She glanced down at her hands and then back up at me. “It was all a bit of a whirlwind,” she said, studying her hands again. “I met him at the university, in the café. I teach English literature”—and she gestured towards the bookshelves as if that explained the number of books that she possessed. She met my gaze. “I didn’t know what to make of it really. I’ve lived here, alone, and well, I guess he just swept me off my feet a bit.”

      I nodded and sat forward. “Tell me what happened.”

      “We got talking. We sat there talking for hours. And then I really needed to get home to feed Chloe.” She nodded towards the cat. “But he asked me out, and I said yes. And it just went from there, really. Within a few weeks he moved in here.” She rubbed her hands together. “He’d just set up the business, so he was out a lot, and he didn’t have much money then. He told me that he had some big business deals in the pipeline, that they were worth a lot of money, that soon he’d be cashing in a large amount and we’d be able to buy a bigger house, go on a nice holiday.” She looked down and rubbed her slippers together. “It just never seems to be happening. He keeps saying, soon, soon. In the meantime I’m paying for everything.” Tears filled her eyes, and she fished a tissue from a pocket and dabbed at them. “I’m sorry,” she said quietly, the words disappearing into her chest. “I don’t mind, but it’s not how I imagined it would be.”

      “Do you know what he was doing before he met you? How he came to be here in Lincoln?” I inwardly kicked myself at asking more than one question at once. I was really new to this and making mistakes, but I smiled and hoped she wasn’t put off.

      “He told me that he used to be a lawyer, that he worked in a firm that specialised in working with banks.”

      “Do you have a name for the firm he worked for?”

      She clasped her hands together and stared down at them. “No, I’m sorry.”

      “And what happened? Why did he leave?”

      She leaned her head back and stared at the ceiling, giving a great sigh before looking back across at me. “Apparently he was arrested. He’d been in jail and he wanted a fresh start.”

      “Arrested for what?”

      “To be honest, I’m not quite sure. He said he was set up. I think there was some kind of embezzlement going on. He said he did some time in prison and then wanted to make a fresh start. So, he moved to Lincoln and set up the business. That’s when we met.”

      “What’s his business?” I already knew the answer to this, having done some research but I wanted to see what she would say.

      “He set up a company. He said he wanted everything to be above board after his prison experience. It’s a business that does all sorts. Window cleaning, yard tidying, rubbish clearance, other odd jobs. They cover the whole of the county. Their target market is rural villages where people struggle to get these things done.”

      “But he says he’s got some kind of a deal?”

      “He’s been saying that since we met. ‘Just you wait, Suze,’ he kept saying. ‘You’ll not believe it, we’re going to make it big.’ But it’s never happened.” Her mouth drooped and her shoulders dropped. She oozed disappointment.

      “Did he give you any indication about what he thought was going to happen?”

      “Some kind of investment that he’s made. He says it’s going to make him a fortune.”

      I looked around the room. There were lots of pictures of Susanna, a few of the cat. Some older people I assumed were Susanna’s parents. There was one of Susanna with a man, and I walked over and picked it up. “Is this Charlie?” I asked, showing her the picture.

      “Yes, that’s when we went to London for the weekend. He said he had some business so we made a weekend out of it.”

      “When was it taken?” I glanced down. Charlie wasn’t a handsome man; he was stocky, average height, with a full head of curly hair. His face was round and his chin leaked into his neck. He was holding Susanna’s hand, but he seemed to be distracted. His eyes were looking off to the left.

      “It’s about a year ago now. Maybe eighteen months, it’s hard to remember. It was spring time, I remember the daffodils being out.”

      “Who took it?”

      “The waiter. Charlie didn’t really want his picture taken. He’s quite shy like that. But before he could object I’d handed my phone over and there you have it. It’s the only picture we’ve got of the two of us together.”

      “Where were you?”

      She shook her head. “I have no idea. I’m sorry, is it important?”

      I tipped my head. Who knew what might be important? “It might help.”

      “I’m really sorry. We went out to the pub, it wasn’t far from where we were staying but I’ve never been to London before. We didn’t do much sightseeing, Charlie had his meeting in the morning before I’d got up, we went to the pub and then we drove back. I don’t know where we were. The hotel was a stone building, on a road with other stone buildings. The only thing I can remember is that there were flags by the door.” She looked crestfallen; her whole body sagged and she ran her hands nervously through her hair.

      I pointed to the picture. “Can I take a copy?” I asked, digging my phone out of my bag.

      She nodded, so I laid the picture flat and snapped a copy. I put the photo back how I’d found it and sat back down. The cat jumped off the windowsill and came and wrapped itself around my ankles. “Does Charlie have any pictures of himself, before he met you?”

      She looked around the room, as if she was searching for inspiration. “Um, no I don’t think so.”

      “Do you have anything from before? A passport, maybe?”

      She stood up and took a step towards the writing desk. Opening the right-hand drawer she reached in and rummaged around. After a few seconds she stood up, holding a passport. She opened it up and looked at the details. “This was issued two years ago,” she said, handing me the passport.

      “You know,” I said, looking at the passport, “could I get that coffee after all?”

      “Sure,” she said. She headed for the kitchen, leaving the door open behind her. 

      The sounds of coffee making began; a kettle being filled, cups being placed on the work top, cupboard doors being opened and closed.

      I stood up and went over to the writing table, pulling out the drawer that had held the passport. I pulled out a few papers; bills and invoices for Charlie’s business. I put them back and carried on looking through the contents. There was nothing of any interest, just impersonal letters and some shop receipts. In the kitchen, the kettle was boiling, so I shut the drawer as quietly as I could and opened the one on the far side of the desk. My heart sank as I saw another jumble of papers and invoices. Had the man not heard of files? The clinking sound of teaspoon against cup told me that the coffee was nearly ready so I pushed the drawer gently, but something had got stuck. Something had wedged itself between the drawer and the desk frame. I pushed my hand to the back of the drawer and pulled out the offending article. It was a photo. A faded photo of four men. I studied each of them. I hadn’t any idea who they might be, but if Charlie was keeping the photo, perhaps it was important. The man second from the right had a look of Charlie about him, but it wasn’t him. Perhaps a brother? Footsteps coming down the hallway snapped me to attention. I didn’t have time to take a picture of the photo so I stuffed it in my handbag, closed the drawer and, just as Susanna appeared in the doorway carrying a tray of coffee I scooped up the cat and pretended I’d been playing with her all along.

      “Does Charlie have a brother?” I asked before she’d even had chance to enter the room. The cat jumped out of my arms and reclaimed its position on the windowsill.

      Her eyelids fluttered and she hesitated with the tray. I wondered if she’d thought of it before. “Um…I don’t know, I’m sorry. I don’t think he has anything to do with his family anymore.”

      Susanna put the tray down on the coffee table and handed me a cup; a proper cup with a saucer. I took the drink and sat back down on the sofa, pulling my handbag close to my legs in case she caught a glimpse of the photo I’d just stolen.

       “What makes you think Charlie might be having an affair?” I asked, sipping on the steaming hot coffee.

      She blew across the top of her cup, but didn’t take a drink. She put the cup back down and bit her lip, screwing her mouth to one side. “He’s been going out a lot lately. He didn’t used to, but the last few months he’s started to. Going out more often and staying out longer. He won’t tell me where he’s been.” She bit the side of her thumb nail.

      “Do you have any idea where he’s been going?”

      “I looked through all his things, his pockets. I know I shouldn’t have, but…” She ran her thumb backwards and forwards along her lips. “I found several receipts for places in town. The Steam Hammer pub and The Olive Tree restaurant. One of the dinner receipts was for two people, with wine. The other was for four.” Her shoulders drooped and she rested her hands on her lap. “I suppose the idea that I’d met the man of my dreams and we were going to buy a big house in the country was just too good to be true.” She paused, examining her fingernails. “I should have known it, really. These things don’t happen to people like me.”
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      I had a feeling she was right. It was too good to be true. But who was Charlie Fletcher, and where had he suddenly appeared from? I hurried home, pulling my scarf close around my neck to keep out the cold winter air. The cloudless sky was holding no warmth in the pavement and as the cold penetrated deep into my bones, I vowed to buy some thermal socks. 

      When I got home I turned the heating up and tucked my feet into a pair of sheepskin slippers. I really didn’t care that they looked as if they’d been stolen from an old people’s home. They were warm and my feet were freezing. I made myself a coffee and took it through to the living room where I sat on the sofa, my laptop on my knee and scoured the Internet for any clues about who Charlie might be.

      I tried again with missing person websites. Now I had a photo of Charlie I had a better chance of matching him up, but I drew a blank. The Facebook sites I’d bookmarked turned out to be no use – the photos of missing men matching Charlie’s age looked nothing like him. 

      I fished the photo of the four men out of my handbag and stared at it. They were young, probably in their early thirties. There was nothing on the back to give me any clue as to when it had been taken, no date stamp or anything, which probably meant that it had been printed directly from somebody’s phone or camera. It was faded and creased and had obviously been taken some years ago. I turned it back to look at the picture, staring at the man who looked like Charlie; his hair was long, curls dancing round his head and shoulders. He had a slim face and strong features, a much broader nose than Charlie but he could definitely have been a brother. He was wearing a leather jacket with a black T shirt underneath. All four men were standing up, although they weren’t close. They didn’t look like friends; there were no arms around shoulders. The man next to ‘Charlie’s brother’, on the far right of the photo was tall and skinny. He was wearing jeans and a paisley blazer. He had sunglasses on and his head was turned away from the three other men, looking off to his left. 

      To ‘Charlie’s brother’s’ right was a man with a wiry face. He was wearing a suit and tie and had a trilby on his head. The last man, to the far left of the photo, looked like a bouncer. He was wearing a black suit with an open-necked black shirt. He was a tall man, sturdy, with a round face and small features, his mouth drawn in a straight line and his eyes almost hidden they were so deep set. 

      There was little in the background to give away the location. The men were standing outside what could have been a pub, but it was impossible to tell. They were standing in the road, double yellow lines behind them, but the photo was zoomed in too far to see much of the building behind them.

      I put the picture down and picked up my phone, looking at the picture of Susanna and Charlie in London. Susanna had said that Charlie didn’t like having his picture taken, and he certainly looked as if he’d been caught off guard. He was staring off to one side, whilst Susanna gazed directly into the camera. On closer examination I could see that she was actually clinging onto his hand. There was little reciprocation in the gesture. They didn’t look like a couple. He was leaning back, away from her touch. The body language screamed desperate woman clinging onto unwilling man. I gave a sigh. I felt sorry for Susanna. My heart tugged thinking of her being wooed by a man who clearly had an ulterior motive for striking up the relationship. 

      I wondered what they’d been doing in London. Susanna had said it had been a business trip and I thought if I could figure out where they’d been it might give me something to go on. They were clearly outside a pub; they were standing next to a table, their empty glasses behind them. A well-kept hanging basket hung to the side of the door, and above the door was the word ‘dining’ in fancy gold lettering. The word was partially obscured by an old-fashioned lamp; the photo had been taken at an angle. Above the couple were the last three letters of the pub name ‘…MES’ and when I zoomed in I could see the blurred image of a man with a moustache engraved into the glass window.

      I Googled pubs in London, but that threw up hundreds of results and after scrolling through the first few I knew I’d have to narrow it down a little. I searched for pubs called King James or St James and spent some time locating them on Google Maps and examining them on street view to see if they matched. I looked for images of King James, none of which were anything like the man engraved on the window. He seemed to be from a much more modern era with his handlebar moustache. I returned back to the picture to see if it would give me anything else. I scrutinised it from top to bottom. In writing that was blurred by the quality of the photo, I could just make out that there was the name of the brewery company above the door. I couldn’t see what it was, but it gave me an idea and I started searching for pubs by brewery companies. 

      Bingo!

      After several hours of searching, I’d found it. The Sherlock Holmes. And of course, that was Sir Arthur Conan Doyle engraved in the window. I should have recognised him, I’d been a massive Sherlock Holmes fan as a teenager. I went to Google Maps again, the street view confirming that this was indeed the pub that Susanna and Charlie had been sitting outside. The hanging basket was less verdant, but apart from that everything was the same. It turned out that The Sherlock Holmes was located in Charing Cross, and I then spent some time looking at nearby hotels until I located the hotel as described by Susanna only a few hundred yards away.

      I stood up to go and make myself another drink, staggering as a sharp stab of pins and needles ran around my legs. My stomach growled, angry at the lack of food. I glanced up at the kitchen clock, amazed to discover it was almost seven. I’d spent hours on my laptop, but at least I now knew that Susanna and Charlie had stayed in Charing Cross. Just exactly how that might help me I had no idea, but I felt a certain degree of satisfaction at having figured it out, nonetheless.

      I made myself a sandwich and poured a cup of tea. Susanna had said that Charlie was going out again tonight and so I’d need to be in position well in advance. I hoped that he was a creature of habit and would be revisiting old haunts, otherwise I’d have to redraw my plans. If I was going to eat in a restaurant later as part of my undercover operation, I didn’t want to be too full, so I left half the sandwich. I took my plate back through to the kitchen and stood staring at the half-eaten food. My stomach was churning, and not just with hunger. Nerves were creeping up from my gut to my throat, constricting my breathing. I took a gasp of air and steadied myself against the worktop. I’d got quite used to following people over the last few weeks, but that had been mostly in a car and from a reasonable distance. This would be up close and I had no idea how to make sure I learnt what I needed without being obvious. I vowed, once again, to look at job adverts tomorrow. I needed to make a decision about what I wanted to do with my life.
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      I sat in The Steam Hammer nursing a glass of red wine, swirling it around the glass without drinking it. I was sitting by a full-length window, looking out into the darkness of the pedestrian street outside. The pub was at the foot of Steep Hill, on a little stretch of road called the Strait, and from my vantage point I’d be able to see anyone arrive. I took out my notebook and started writing meaningless words. I wanted to look as if I were an esoteric writer or something, sitting here expecting inspiration to hit. If I suddenly started writing when Charlie said something interesting, assuming that there was something interesting for him to say, it might look a bit suspicious.

      I’d been sitting there for about twenty minutes when he came in. I recognised him instantly, his double chin wobbling as he laughed at something his portly male companion had said before they opened the door. Both men were dressed in suits with open-necked shirts. They went up to the bar and ordered their drinks, and then turned round to look for a table. The place wasn’t busy so they had plenty of choice. They plumped for sitting in the window, a couple of empty tables between me and them and I buried my head in my notebook and scribbled imaginary notes. 

      When I looked up, Charlie was leaning back in the seat, his arms spread out across the back of the bench. His companion had his face pointing away from me, his bald head bobbing as he spoke. Charlie drew his arms in front of him; he was gesticulating, pulling both hands up and down vertically.

      “We need to get things moving faster,” he said. “The business is doing what it can, but it’s not enough.”

      His fellow drinker replied, but I couldn’t hear what he was saying. He was gesticulating too, but it was a palms-down gesture. Then he looked over as the door opened and he stood up. “Dennis,” he said, holding out his hand. 

      I followed his gaze and peered at the man who had just walked through the door. I was pretty convinced that this was the wiry man from the photo. The one who’d been wearing a trilby. The man was tall and thin, his pointed chin recognisable even though he was clearly older. I reached into my handbag and placed the photo inside my notebook so that I could hold it up without anyone seeing what I was looking at. I compared the man’s features; the flat eyes, the narrow nose. It was definitely him. Dennis. I wrote the name down in my notebook, although I wasn’t sure where it would get me.

      “Gordon,” Dennis replied, shaking the hand of the bald man. He turned to Charlie and greeted him, “Charlie,” he said, clasping him by the arm. They clearly knew each other well. 

      Gordon had got halfway to the bar when another man came into the pub and joined them. This man was younger, possibly early thirties. They congregated around the bar, which was at the far end of the room and I didn’t hear another name, or what they were talking about. Once they had their drinks they sat back down. They huddled forwards over the table, talking in mumbles. I caught the occasional word, “double-up”, “follow each other”, “even”, “must take some risks”. Nothing made any sense, I couldn’t place it in any kind of context. 

      I scribbled down the few words that I could hear, in the hope that it might make some sense in the future, but my heart was sinking. I’d been sitting here for over an hour and the most I had gleaned was that the wiry man from the photo was called Dennis, that Charlie obviously knew him, and that they had a friend called Gordon.

      A flurry of movement drew my attention back to the men’s table. They were standing up, swilling down their last mouthful of beer, gathering their things together. I finished my wine, threw my things into my handbag and waited for them to leave. They congregated just outside the door for a while, pulling on gloves and turning up their lapels against the cold. I was anticipating that they would head up the hill towards the Olive Tree, which was on the opposite side of the street a little higher up the hill. I sat and waited, deciding to let them get a few feet ahead before I followed them. But then they turned downhill, towards the city centre and set off striding out in the opposite direction.

      I grabbed my handbag and ran, fumbling with the sleeves of my coat as I headed out of the pub. They were a few feet ahead, and walking at a brisk pace. I blew on my hands to keep them warm as I followed them down the hill, but they quickly veered off the High Street and into the little car park in St Martin’s Square. The young man, whose name I didn’t know, blipped on a car key and the lights blinked on a Mercedes parked at the end of the row.

      My heart thumped heavily, with the cold and with the knowledge that they were going to get into the car and I was about to lose them. But then Charlie pulled away, indicating the shops just down the hill and miming smoking a cigarette as he moved.

      “I’ll meet you at the casino,” he shouted back. “I’ll be five minutes.”
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      There was only one casino in Lincoln, but it was out of town. I remembered the fuss when it had been built a few years ago; several of the councillors had been apoplectic at the idea of a casino in the town. The local papers had been full of predictions of families ruined by gambling debts, abandoned children, a city fallen into the hands of money-makers. As far as I was aware the fears had been unfounded; life had carried on pretty much as normal and there were other, far more immediate, problems that the city centre had to cope with. Like most cities, there were always issues with crime, with drugs, with homelessness; things councillors could probably do well to concentrate on improving.

      I ran back to the warmth of the Steam Hammer and called for a taxi. I was told there would be a twenty minute wait, so I sat back down where I’d been before and took out my phone. 

      I knew that Charlie had been doing some business in Charing Cross. Perhaps that was where he’d been living before. So I decided to search for any information on missing people from that area. I was greeted with a barrage of pages and headlines:

      

      ‘Concerns growing for missing Londoner who disappeared five weeks ago. 62 year old, Peter Jones…’

      

      ‘Julie Hammond’s mother is said to be ‘fraught with worry’. The teenager was last seen at Charing Cross station…’

      

      ‘Appeal launched to find 32-year-old mum of three. Sex worker Roxanne Blair was well known in the Charing Cross area…’

      

      I tried to narrow it down; looking at information from two years ago. Then three years ago. I was fairly sure that Charlie must have disappeared, or decided to disappear around about then. Nothing came up, so I searched back further. I scrolled past headlines and articles, links to Facebook pages. But then something caught my eye. It was a photo of a man. And I was sure he looked familiar. I took the faded photo out of my handbag and compared it to the picture of the man on my phone. There was no doubt about it; this was the large bouncer-type man from the photo that Charlie had had in his drawer. I clicked on the link.

      

      Missing jewellery recovered in daring sting, states police chief

      

      As Stuart Barber was sentenced to thirteen years in prison for the brutal armed robbery of a Charing Cross jeweller, the Metropolitan Police Commissioner, Sir Christopher Rogers, explained how a team of undercover police officers had managed to locate and retrieve the vast majority of the £1million haul. Rogers explained that, although Barber had been arrested the day after the robbery, he had made contact with associates on the outside who had tried to sell the stolen jewels. Rogers’ team had posed as jewellers, in some cases taking over local shops, who had agreed to buy the jewellery. The associates had been caught as they exchanged the goods…

      

      At that moment, my phone pinged to tell me that my taxi was waiting, so I closed my phone and headed down to meet it. Although Stuart Barber would still be in jail, I now knew that the hefty man in the photo was an armed robber. And that Dennis, who was here meeting Charlie, obviously knew him. I was building connections. I scribbled notes in my notebook as I sat in the taxi—questions I wanted answered and things I’d need to research tomorrow. As we approached the casino I put the notebook back in my handbag, smoothed down my hair and tried to look as if I knew how to gamble. 

      I approached the large theatre-style doors with caution. My experience of casinos was limited to James Bond films so I was unsure what to expect. I was greeted by a plush bar area with a restaurant just beyond. I wasn’t entirely sure what I’d been expecting, but I was taken aback by the stylish décor. A bar with high stools ran along one edge; one lone man occupied the one at the far end, nursing a drink and chatting to the barman. A few customers were scattered across the tables in the restaurant, but then I guessed you didn’t come to a casino just to eat or drink. 

      A smiling young lady greeted me from behind a reception area, which was just to one side of the restaurant. Her name badge told me that she was called Jade and she indicated that I should go over.

      “Hi,” she said with a cheery tone, a transatlantic twang noticeable in her voice.

      “Hello,” I replied a little tentatively. “Am I okay to just come in?”

      Her friendly smile was reassuring. I guessed she had to be used to people not really understanding what the norms were. “Of course, madam. We just need a few details first. It’s real quick. You’ll be done in no time. Do you have photo ID?”

      I nodded. Luckily I always carried my driving licence around in my purse. I handed it over. Jade pushed a form across the reception desk, which I completed and handed back. 

      “Could you just stand back a little?” she asked, pointing a digital camera at my face. She tapped away at her laptop, looked at the screen then back up at me. “Perfect,” she said, clicking at the keys on the computer. Jade walked across to a machine to her right, retrieved a card and handed it over to me along with my driving licence. “You just need to show this card every time you come. This allows you access to any of our casinos across the country so be sure to keep it with you.” She looked me up and down. “Would you like to leave your coat in the cloakroom?” she asked.

      I said that I would and handed it over. She placed a slip of paper with a number on it across the reception desk.

      “Thank you,” I said, scooping up the number and the cards and placing them in my purse.

      “You’re more than welcome,” Jade smiled. “Have a great evening.”

      

      I tucked my handbag under my arm and wandered off. Luckily I’d dressed as if I’d be going for dinner in a restaurant as the dress code appeared to be smart casual. I couldn’t see anyone in trainers. Several men wore jeans, but they were coupled with shirts and blazers. There were fewer women, but those that were here were in dresses or trouser suits. I headed away from the reception area, my feet sinking into the carpet as I walked. To my left, a few people, men and women, were sitting in a large salon feeding coin after coin into a bank of slot machines. Across to the other side there was a large room with various tables, people circling around them. I couldn’t see Charlie and his friends anywhere.

      I doubled back to the bar and bought myself a drink. I thought a cocktail might be fitting for a casino, shaken not stirred, but in the end I settled for a red wine. I leaned my back against the bar and sipped at the drink, surveying the room. Then I spotted the young man. The one whose name I didn’t know. He was sitting at a table in the far right-hand corner of the room, playing cards. I picked up my drink and sauntered over, looking around at the tables as I went. There was a variety of different games, none of which I knew anything about. Just as I drew close to the card table, the young man stood up, picked his drink up and ambled over to one of the roulette tables. He placed his drink on a trolley that was just behind the stools and sat down on the seat closest to it. Two men sat at the far end of the table, opposite the wheel. One was tall and slim, the other short and squat. They reminded me of Laurel and Hardy. The young man threw a £50 note down in front of the croupier, who placed it in a wooden till and pushed a pile of red chips across the table towards him. I moved closer and put my drink down on the same trolley, before sitting at a stool a few to the young man’s right. I took £20 from my purse and did as he’d done. Without a word, the croupier pushed over a pile of yellow chips.

      A heavy sigh and a movement opposite drew my attention, and when I glanced across I realised that Dennis had come to sit at the table. He didn’t look up, and the young man gave no hint of recognition. I searched around the room, but there was no sign of Charlie, or Gordon. The croupier had thrown the ball into the roulette wheel and by the time I looked back round everyone at the table had already placed their chips.

      “No more bets,” said the croupier and the little ball clattered as it bounced around the spinning wheel, landing firmly on one of the numbers. “Red, thirty-six,” the croupier called out and he scooped up all the chips and pushed them into a hole in the table that I assumed caught them all, ready for reusing. Seemingly without having to figure out the maths, he pushed little piles of chips to the two winning players. Dennis had won, adding his chips to his stash, but the young man had missed out.

      I studied the action a bit closer the next time. The tall slim man at the far end placed a few chips on the number 35, the short squat one on a box that said ‘3rd 12’. Dennis placed a pile of chips on the black diamond that was just in front of him and the young man pushed a pile across and placed them on the red diamond. I had no idea, and not wanting to lean right across the table, I put one of my chips on the nearest number, which happened to be 6.

      The croupier span the wheel again, sending the ball whizzing in the opposite direction. “No more bets,” he called, and at length the ball settled on top of number 28. 

      Dennis had won again, as well as the short squat man, although he’d won a good deal more than Dennis. I studied the way the table was set out and realised that by picking just one number you had a much slimmer chance of winning anything, although I guessed if you did win you’d win a good deal more. I leaned over and threw a chip across the table and it landed outside any of the boxes. 

      The croupier picked it up. “Evens?” he asked.

      “Oh, no, I was going to put it there I said, pointing to the box that said ‘1st 12’ and the croupier dutifully moved it for me.

      Dennis exchanged his coloured chips for white ones and wandered off. I looked up to see where he was going. He sauntered over to one of the other roulette tables and sat down. Then I noticed that Charlie was there already. No glances were exchanged between the two. No one would guess that they knew each other. I wanted to go over and see what they were doing but a call of “six” brought my attention back. The croupier pushed over my original chip and two others. I’d won! I added them to my pile and picked them up. The croupier hastily explained that I’d need to exchange them for ‘cash chips’ before I left the table and although I didn’t really understand what the difference was, I handed them over and received some white ones in exchange.

      “You need coloured chips at each roulette table,” he said, although I hadn’t asked. “But the cash chips are what you need to get your money at the end of the evening.”

      “Okay, thanks,” I said. I picked up my drink and moved across the floor, taking a seat at Charlie and Dennis’s table. As I glanced back, Gordon was sitting down opposite the young man.

      The evening carried on in much the same way. The four men made no eye contact, nor did they make any acknowledgment of each other. To any casual observer, or to anyone watching the CCTV cameras, they were four lone gamblers moving around trying their luck here and there. Occasionally one of them would wander off to join a card game or to play on the slot machines but for the most part they stuck to roulette. Once in a while, one of them would stake some money on a single number, or a combination although they were mostly gambling on the even money options.

      Even with my rudimentary understanding of gambling, I could see what they were doing. Although the pairs changed frequently, and the bets varied slightly too, they were matching each other. When one bet on odd, the other bet on even. When one bet on red the other bet on black. It meant that between them, apart from their occasional flutters on other games, they weren’t losing anything. But they weren’t winning either. What was the point in that?

      As the clock headed towards one in the morning, I called it a day. I’d won a little, lost a little more, and come away empty handed.
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      Early the following morning I took my laptop into the city centre and sat in a café drinking coffee and eating a croissant. I redoubled my efforts to discover who Charlie was. I’d already spent some time researching Stuart Barber but I couldn’t find anything at all that might have explained why Charlie, or whatever his real name was, had a photo of him. 

      I tried searching with the name Dennis, and also Gordon and combining them in different ways with other keywords – ‘missing people’, ‘Charing Cross’, ‘London’, and I was still coming up with nothing. I left my laptop on the table and went and ordered another coffee. When I sat back down I tried looking through archives of newspapers, searching from three or four years ago for missing people, or other articles that might throw some light on things.

      As I sipped at my coffee, I took out the photo of the four men. My back was aching from hunching over my laptop so I leaned back in my chair, stretching my arms back and glancing around me. I sighed in frustration at my lack of progress and picked up my phone to look again at the picture of Susanna and Charlie in London. I started relooking at all my old search combinations but adding in ‘The Sherlock Holmes’ as an additional variable. I scrolled through pub reviews and recommendations, finding nothing of value, until a news article in a local paper grabbed my attention. It was dated almost exactly four years ago.

      

      London bank robbers used Sherlock Holmes pub to plot their raid

      

      Local residents were horrified to learn that the so-called Coutts Looters, who recently got away with £32million, plotted their daring heist in The Sherlock Holmes pub. Martin Ferrell, a 52-year-old grandfather and a guard who worked for Coutts, was arrested early on Wednesday morning and is now banged up in HMP Brixton on remand. Ferrell has not given any names to the police, but he has admitted that the gang met at The Sherlock Holmes to plan their raid.

      Coutts is well known as a bank for the rich and…

      

      Tingles of anticipation crawled down my neck and across my back. I carried on searching, able to narrow it down now to a bank robbery I remembered reading about, and a name of one of the participants. 

      Before very long I had several news articles saved on my laptop. I had gleaned that the gang had consisted of four men, including Martin Ferrell who had worked for the bank and had enabled entry to the vaults in the early hours of one Saturday morning. They’d threatened and bound the guards, wielding weapons and leaving the terrified men in the vault. Ferrell and the rest of the group had been able to work through the weekend, stealing both cash and items from targeted deposit boxes. They’d dressed as workmen, in hard hats and high-visibility jackets, moving money and valuables out in wheelbarrows, skips and unmarked vans. No one had taken any notice of them at all, working in plain sight as people walked up and down the busy street outside. 

      Martin Ferrell was now serving a very long prison sentence and would be an old man when, or if, he was ever released. One of the other gang members was a man called Nick Joseph, a veteran of both bank thefts and prison. He had come to Britain from the Caribbean in the fifties, his photo showing a creased and aged face. He had also been arrested not long after the robbery and was back in jail.

      The other two members of the gang were Christopher Chan and Scott Johnson, who had been arrested at the same time eating breakfast together in a Wetherspoons pub on the outskirts of London a few weeks after the robbery. I found an article that talked about what had happened next.

      

      Dangerous Coutts Looters escape custody during court attendance

      

      Two of the Coutts Looters gang escaped custody yesterday during a court appearance, in what is thought to have been an escape assisted by someone in an official capacity. Christopher Chan, 47 and Scott Johnson, 39 were being held on remand. They were scheduled to appear in court yesterday on charges of armed robbery but escaped through a side exit of the court before their appearance in front of the judge. Court spokesperson Janice Horton stated, “We believe that the accused were assisted to escape via a staff exit prior to their appearance in the court.” Exact circumstances of the escape are unknown, but both men were still in handcuffs. Horton confirmed that investigations were ongoing into how the men were assisted to escape.

      Chan was located and arrested a few hours after his escape, still in his handcuffs, at his family home. Johnson is still at large. The public are warned not to approach Johnson, who is considered to be dangerous, but to call the police with any information about his whereabouts. A reward of £20,000 has been offered for information leading to his arrest.

      The £32million haul from the robbery has not yet been located.

      

      Scott Johnson was still at large. I found nothing to suggest that he had ever been arrested. Or that the police had got any closer to finding out where the money had been kept. I realised that my coffee had gone cold a long time ago, so I packed up my things and headed back up the hill towards home. My mind was spinning with possibilities as I marched up the hill. Christmas lights hung across the street, twinkling brightly against the grey sky, distracting me and pulling my thoughts away from bank robbery and back to the present day. A choir dressed like Victorians bellowed out ‘Oh Come All Ye Faithful’ as I reached the square at the top of the hill, their mouths opening wide. The enthusiastic conductor gesticulated at them and their voices quietened as they whispered their first ‘Oh come let us adore him’.

      I paused to look at them. I had no Christmas lights at home. No tree. No presents. I lingered, listening as they moved on to ‘Oh Little Town of Bethlehem’. The icy wind brushed my cheeks as I stood there, transfixed, listening to carol after carol. This would be my first Christmas without John and I had no idea how I was going to cope. I’d been sweeping the whole Christmas idea under the carpet and yet here it was, writ large in front of me. There was no escape; December was moving forward as it ever did, not stopping to take account of my grief. I imagined the Christmas holiday period would be a good time to search the job adverts, to find something new, a way forward, something that would move me on. I needed to find a job that would interest me, excite me even. I’d spent too long as a college lecturer; the job had bored me for the last few years and I was pleased that I’d taken the decision to leave. But now my future lay ahead of me like a blank page on a book and I wasn’t sure where to start, or what I wanted the writing to say.

      I wiped my cheek with the back of my glove; now was not the time for tears. I left the carol singers just as they were starting ‘In the Bleak Midwinter’ and I headed for the warmth of my home.
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      I sat in my living room, a steaming cup of coffee going undrunk in front of me. I had been searching for photos of Scott Johnson. There weren’t many pictures of him, most of the online articles used the same two photos time and time again. One was clearly a mugshot, so he’d obviously been arrested before. The other was an old shot, a man who looked much younger than his reported 39 years. I had both of them up, side by side, on my screen and I was comparing them to the photo of the four men. I was reasonably convinced that Scott Johnson was the man who looked like he might be Charlie’s brother, but it was hard to be sure.

      I read and reread the reports. The latest article I could find was from a couple of years ago. It covered all the same ground – Johnson’s arrest along with Chan and how the other three members of the gang were now in prison. It carried on…

      

      …Johnson being the only member of the gang still at large. Police have so far been unable to locate any of the estimated £32million haul from the robbery. A recent reconstruction on television’s Crimewatch resulted in several promising phone calls but Metropolitan Police Commissioner, Sir Christopher Rogers, said that there are no firm leads as to either Johnson’s or the money’s whereabouts. Commissioner Rogers stated that Johnson had a distinctive tattoo on his lower left arm; a snake that curled around his wrist and forearm, covering up an unsightly childhood scar on his wrist...

      

      Could it be complete coincidence that Charlie had taken Susanna to The Sherlock Holmes pub on a ‘business’ trip? The very pub the raid had been planned in? It would seem a stretch, so what was Charlie’s involvement? I was stumped for ideas, but I wasn’t giving up. If I gave up, I’d have to think about Christmas and I really didn’t want to have to do that.

      Charlie was connected to Scott Johnson via Dennis, and Dennis was here in Lincoln. But what were they doing?

      I carried on searching. I read story after story about bank robbers, most of whom had not been successful at evading escape. Although it did appear that they were better at hiding the money. I wondered if it was worth spending twelve years in jail to have millions waiting for you when you came out. And what would you do with the money? You’d have to either pay for everything in stolen cash, or launder the money. I went off on a tangent and found out what I could about money laundering, fully expecting the Revenue and Customs people to turn up at any moment and demand to see my bank account.

      As I read, cogs in my brain started whirring into place, piecing together the information that I already had. I rubbed my hands down my jeans, my palms clammy with anticipation. The sensation that I was finally getting somewhere was sending my body into overdrive. Two of the places that came up time and time again as excellent spots for money laundering were cash businesses and casinos. The business would be easy; you could just push money through as legitimate transactions, bank it, pay tax on it and that would be that. But I imagined you’d be limited in how quickly you could work it through. I was fairly convinced official eyebrows would be raised if you suddenly put millions through a window cleaning business.

      Maybe Scott Johnson had become impatient.

      Charlie and the others had definitely not been playing for high stakes. They’d lost a little every now and again, but I guessed that would be seen as collateral damage in order to legitimise the cash. You could purchase chips with your dodgy cash and play at gambling for a while, shuffling around the roulette tables for a few hours trying not to lose too much. The minute you had a receipt from the casino for cashing in your ‘winnings’ the money would be clean.

      I sighed and looked around me. Maybe I would dig out some Christmas decorations. I was heading to my good friends Robert and Keith’s house on Christmas day, but my best pal, Collette and her children, my Godchildren, were coming over on Christmas Eve and they’d like it.

      I turned back to the laptop. This time I read about famous British robberies; Hatton Garden, Brinks Mat, the Great Train Robbery. I lingered over the last one, aware that some of that gang had escaped from custody, like Scott Johnson. It was then that the coin finally dropped.

      

      After scaling the wall at Wandsworth prison with a rope ladder that had been thrown over from the outside, Biggs fled to Paris where he spent much of his share of the proceeds on plastic surgery.

      

      Plastic surgery. Of course.

      I took out the old photo of the four men and compared ‘Charlie’s brother’ to the picture of Charlie that I had on my phone. The two men looked similar, but there were definite differences. Charlie’s nose was slimmer and shorter and his lips fuller. The man in the photo had quite droopy eyelids, and Charlie did not. All of those things could be altered through plastic surgery. I scanned the photo for things that would be harder to alter, like the shape of your forehead. The passing of time and the poor quality of the photo made it impossible to be sure. But if Charlie Fletcher had a snake tattoo on his left arm, that would confirm it. I got ready to make another trip to the casino.
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      I sat on a high stool, with my back against the bar, sipping on a margarita and surveying the casino.

      To my relief, Charlie and his friends had arrived earlier, appearing one by one and taking up their positions by the tables. At least I hadn’t made a wasted journey. They made no eye contact with one another, no acknowledgement, not a hint that they knew each other. Once again they moved around, occasionally playing a solo game of cards, but for a couple of hours now they’d been continuing their even money stakes; one winning, one losing.

      I’d considered calling the police before I’d come out; I still had the phone number of the detective who’d interviewed me after Dr Neasden’s death. But what could I tell them? That someone I thought looked like a bank robber might be about to go to a casino where he was possibly laundering his ill-gotten gains? I didn’t think they’d take me very seriously. I had to know for sure that Charlie was actually Scott Johnson.

      I picked up my drink and walked over to the table where Charlie was sitting a few seats down from Dennis. I placed my drink on the trolley that was to Charlie’s left and sat at the seat next to it, the trolley between me and Charlie.

      “Hi,” I said as he glanced in my direction.

      “Evening,” he said, looking me up and down.

      I placed one of my chips on the number 7 just as the croupier span the wheel. The little white ball danced and bounced around before eventually settling on number 32. The croupier scooped up my chip, along with Charlie’s and delivered a pile of winning chips to Dennis.

      “Hm!” I scoffed, turning to Charlie, “I guess a single number is a bit of a long shot, but with these ones you don’t get to win much.” I pointed at the even money boxes.

      “You can shorten your odds by placing your chip over more than one number,” he said, demonstrating by placing one of his so that it covered both the 10 and the 13. He glanced up. “Or like this,” he said returning his attention to the table and moving his chip slightly so that it covered the corner of four numbers; 10, 11, 13 and 14. He left it where it was, so I copied placing one of mine over the corners of 1, 2, 4 and 5. 

      Dennis took the cue and placed a few chips on the number 22.

      “No more bets,” said the croupier as the ball pinged around the roulette wheel, eventually coming to rest on the number 11.

      “Well done,” I said turning to Charlie and smiling. 

      The croupier pushed 8 extra chips towards him and he placed them on the red diamond.

      I tried again with the same numbers.

      “Red four,” the croupier announced as the ball came to rest.

      “I won!” I shouted, trying to sound more enthusiastic than I felt, and I clapped my hands.

      Charlie reached across to pick up his drink, and I flapped my hand in mock-excitement, sending my margarita tumbling over his shirt sleeve, drenching the entire cuff.

      “Damn!” he said, leaping to his feet.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said, pulling a carefully placed handkerchief out of my handbag and dabbing the bottom of his sleeve. “Here, let me.” I tugged at his cuff, quickly undoing the button and opening out the cuff, dabbing frantically with the hanky as I did so. 

      “Leave, it!” he snapped, and then instantly calmed a little. “Leave it,” he said again. “It’s fine, don’t worry.” And he pulled his arm away from my grasp. 

      There was no tattoo. Charlie Fletcher didn’t have a tattoo on his lower left arm. Not anymore. But he did have an ugly scar. An ugly scar that wrapped around his wrist.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said again. “Excuse me, please.” I grabbed my handbag and headed towards the ladies, leaving Charlie shaking out his damp cuff and tutting loudly.

      As soon as I was out of the main room, I ran down the carpeted corridor to the toilets. I flung open the door and quickly checked that there was no one else in there. Shutting myself in an empty cubicle I fumbled for my phone, my hands shaky with nerves. 

      “This is 999 how can I help you,” a voice said clearly down the phone.

      “Police, please,” I replied and I paced the small cubicle whilst I waited.

      “Hello,” someone eventually said. 

      I sat down on the lid of the toilet and started to explain the situation.

      “A fugitive?” the female operative said, her voice rising with surprise.

      “A bank robber, yes. Scott Johnson. He was part of the gang who robbed Coutts in Charing Cross.”

      “And you think you know where he might be?

      My breathing was shaky. I tried to stay calm. I took in a deep breath. “Yes, I know where he is, he’s here. In the casino.”

      Outside the cubicle someone came into the toilets and I saw a pair of men’s shoes walking up and down, pausing at each cubicle door. I pulled my feet up onto the lid of the toilet and held my breath.

      “Hello? Hello?” the lady on the other end of the phone asked. “Are you alright? Hello?”

      And with that, the door of the cubicle flew open, crashing into the side and only missing my legs because I had them pulled up onto the lid. The door swung wildly backwards and forwards and I watched in horror as it gradually slowed, coming to rest against the side.

      Dennis stood in the open doorway, his brow pulled down and his mouth set hard in a grim line. He clenched and unclenched his fists and then reached in and grabbed me by the neck of my blouse. As I was wrenched from the toilet seat, my phone skittled across the floor, clattering to a halt against the wall. 

      I twisted quickly, yanking myself away from Dennis’ grasp. My blouse ripped, buttons pinging onto the floor, my shoulder exposed to the air as the seam gaped open. I ran for the door, but he was quick and he grabbed me by my hair, hurling me to the floor. My teeth spliced into my lip as I landed on my side and the tangy taste of blood filled my mouth. I attempted to stand up, but the full force of a kick in the middle of my back pushed me down to the ground once again. I rolled over to face him. As Dennis reached down towards me, I kicked at his side, momentarily halting his progress. I hadn’t done much damage, but it was enough to allow me to slide away a little. I pulled both knees tight to my chest. When he made his next approach I kicked hard with both feet, aiming for his face. A sickening crunch told me that I had probably got him on the nose and he reeled away, blood pouring down his face. 

      Dennis clenched his jaw, his face twitching beneath the trickles of blood and he grimaced as he lurched for me again. This time I aimed my right foot at the side of his head and as it made contact with his skull, he staggered into the bank of sinks. I leapt to my feet and ran for the door, pushing it open and charging down the corridor as a nonplussed customer sauntered down the other way. I hurtled across the casino floor, racing towards the table where Charlie was still sitting. The commotion made him turn my way, a look of puzzlement creeping across his face. I guessed he’d thought Dennis would have taken care of me.

      “Scott Johnson!” I shouted out.

      Charlie’s mouth opened, but he said nothing. Then he took the drinks trolley and threw it to the ground in front of me and ran towards the door.

      I swerved around the trolley, the drinks seeping into the carpet in front of me, and chased after him, brushing people out of my way as I did so.

      “Scott Johnson, stop!” I shouted, but he took no notice and lumbered across the casino, his route towards the exit followed by the gazes of several dozen mystified gamblers.

      As he reached the door he turned towards me, casting a brief look in my direction before swinging round to attempt an escape through the front door. Blue lights were filling the night air outside and sirens sounded as police approached from the end of the road. Charlie hesitated, clearly not knowing what to do, and I took advantage of his indecision. I bent down and, like a magician with a tablecloth and tea set, yanked the door mat he was standing on from underneath him.

      Charlie’s arms flailed as he tried to stay upright; a vain attempt to prevent himself from falling. He landed heavily on his back, and I jumped on top of him, pinning him to the ground just as several police officers came pouring through the door.

      “Scott Johnson,” I said. “Your time’s up.”

      “Who the fuck are you?” he spat, as I moved to one side allowing the police to do their job.

      “Verity Spencer,” I said, looking down at him. “I’m a private investigator.”
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      Scott Harris wiped his hands on his pants. Like it did any good. There was too much blood and all it did was spread the mess. He jerked the headphone cable, and the buds popped out of his ears. Pulling the phone from his pocket, it slipped out of his hands and bounced on the carpet. He swore. It might have been because of the blood, or the fact he was shaking violently. Most likely both. 

      He picked the device off the floor and pressed the screen. Nothing. Fingers caked in red. It had seeped between the ridges of his fingerprint and hardened. Over the past few days, everything about him was unrecognizable. He wiped his hands again, this time on his shirt, and then the bed, and then the carpet. It seemed to do the trick because he could unlock the device and dial the number in his contacts. 

      Each unanswered dial tone was like the approaching footfalls of police coming to take him away. Every round seemed to get louder and louder. Sweat dripped down his face. His heart smacked against the inside of his chest like a cat trying to get out of a pillowcase. His mind was a scattered mess, but he had enough sense to make one call. 

      He couldn’t take it anymore, at the end of his tether. He was about to throw the device against the wall when someone accepted his call.

      “Jesus Christ, Scott. I told you not to call me anymore. Do you realize the danger you’ve put me in? Put us both in?”

      “I…I didn’t know who else to call.”

      “What’s happened, Scott?”

      “I…I don’t know. I started the app before you could delete it. And now I’m here. And…”

      “And what, Scott? What’s happened?”

      Scott looked down at the lifeless body at the center of a tornado of objects. Anything that wasn’t bolted down was in a new location. The fluffy white nightgown now a dripping mess of red ferocity. A knife handle stood out of her chest, bounded by a pool of blood. He turned away to avoid adding bile to the scene and clenched his eyes shut.

      “It’s bad, Xavier. It’s very bad. I think she’s dead.”

      Silence.

      “Get out of there, Scott? Do you hear me?”

      “I can hear sirens.”

      There was silence, and then Xavier swore loudly. Several deep breaths seeped through the phone speaker. Eventually, he said, “Where are you?”

      In the panic, he couldn’t remember the name of the damn place. “I…I don’t remember.”

      “Jesus Christ. I’ll just track you myself. I will be there soon. Just don’t touch anything. And don’t say anything to anyone either.”

      No fear in that. Scott didn’t want to be there, let alone touch anything. Plus, he didn’t think he’d be able to string two words together to anyone else.

      The call disconnected, leaving Scott with an eerie silence that a dead body in a small room can create. He lowered himself on the bed that squeaked under his weight. 

      He didn’t want to look again. 

      Looked.

      Shouldn’t have looked. 

       “I’m so sorry, Samantha,” he said, holding back tears. “So, so, sorry.”

      Sirens blared in the distance.
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          Four days earlier

        

      

    

    
      Scott stared at the swirling of the toilet bowl and once more upended his stomach’s contents. Which wasn’t much. This was the fourth time he couldn’t restrain himself from vomiting, and each time he felt worse, not better. Chunky greens and oranges gave way to the clear variety, his stomach now entirely empty of anything except self-loathing. 

      He flushed and spat a few more times into the swirl, then closed his eyes and tried to compose himself. His gut muscles were tight after the carnage they produced, and Scott struggled to stand fully upright. He checked his watch and closed his eyes. His flight would board in ten minutes, and he didn’t know whether he could make it until then.

      Again, he hit the flusher, picked up his backpack, unlocked the cubicle door and shuffled out towards the washbasins. An overhead fluorescent blinked repeatedly as passengers rushed by him, from urinals and stalls to soap and sinks. Faces were a blur. He grabbed hold of the sink to stop his vision spinning like he was on an out-of-control merry-go-round. 

      He looked at his reflection in the mirror. Lifeless, bloodshot eyes stared back at him. Everything he had ever read, heard and seen about his affliction, ordered itself in his mind and he started to mentally tick off the items. He took a deep breath, held it for a second and slowly released. He washed out his mouth, splashed water on his face. Nothing helped. It was all a crock of shit.

      He was inspecting his blue sports coat and beige polo shirt for deflected disgorge when a flush erupted from one of the stalls. The door kicked open, and a man marched to the sink. Scott watched as he washed his hands and inspected himself in the mirror. He brushed down his dark charcoal three-piece suit and ran a hand through a mop of chestnut hair. He turned.

      “Is everything alright?”

      Scott shook his head, made a look on his face like he was trying to remember something that had just come to him. 

      “Sorry? Yes. Of course. I was just...” and then he trailed off, mumbling the last few words. Not even he knew what he was talking about.

      “It’s just that I heard you before. It didn’t sound like you were okay.”

      Scott looked down at his cracked black leather shoes. He could feel his face get hot. “Oh, ah, it’s just that I’m not a great flyer.”

      “Quite normal, nothing to be embarrassed about.” 

      “Nerves,” Scott said. “I never used to be this way, it’s just that—.”

      “Just flying?”

      “Just about anything,” Scott replied.

      An announcement donned the airwaves. Scott’s flight was boarding. Just the thought of it had him bowing his head to the sink. He retched three times, each attempt placing more strain on his gut muscles. He could feel the six-pack under his layer of fat getting a workout. Nothing came up. There was nothing to come up. 

      He turned to find his companion standing there, inspecting him, looking over him like we would a new sports car, deciding whether to invest time and money into it. In the end, his guest clicked his fingers. 

      “You know what? I have something that could help you.”

      “Is it a gun to blow my brains out?”

      “Calm down. First of all, my name is Xavier Cane.” He produced a business card and handed it over. Scott took it. It was matt black, with simple white embossed lettering. On the front were his name and cell number in a font that was so pleasing to the eye that Scott just wanted to read it over and over. It was heavier than the business cards Scott was used to receiving.

      “And you are?” 

      Scott looked up to see Xavier with his hand out. They shook hands. 

      “Oh, I’m, um, I’m Scott Harris.”

      Xavier folded his arms and leaned against the sink. “And what is it that you do, Scott?”

      The card held Scott’s attention, and he jerked his head up when he heard his name. “Um, sales. I’m in sales.”

      “Ah, very good. And what do you sell?”

      Scott pocketed the business card, more so to stop it being a distraction. He replied. Faintly.

      “Sorry?” Xavier inquired, leaning forward.

      “Stationery. I’m in stationery.” 

      Xavier pursed his lips.

      Scott couldn’t tell if he was stifling a laugh or paused for concern. It wasn’t different from the reactions he usually received. In fact, at parties, his wife often suggested he pick another occupation, any other occupation, to align himself to. He usually just kept to himself anyway, taking a seat in the corner while the other guests joked and laughed and gently placed hands on each other’s shoulders. 

      “Trust you have a business card then? Someone in your line of work must have one.”

      Scott shrugged, pushed his hands inside his pockets. “Actually, the boss said with budget cuts that I can’t have any. Oh, but it’s just temporary. Until I can make that huge sale. Then the sky’s the limit.” Scott’s face dropped. His mind whirred. “Oh, God. I’m going to miss my flight.” He leaned over the sink again.

      “Listen,” Xavier said. “Just shout out your number. I will send you something that will help.”

      Scott didn’t hesitate to yell out the numbers. He would try anything. A moment later, his phone buzzed.

      “Come on,” Xavier said. “I’ll walk you to your gate.”

      

      Xavier parted seas of people as they strode the terminal. In fact, people made a special effort to allow him to reach his destination unimpeded. Long queues of people would break in half, groups of nattering people would disperse. All the while, Scott skipped along to keep up, feeling like the proverbial puppy being led by his master. He investigated the new application that had appeared on his device. 

      “What the hell is Identity?” he asked.

      Xavier smiled and thrust a hand into his pocket like a runway model. “Scott, have you ever wanted something more?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “From life. Are you satisfied?”

      Scott laughed. “Is that a trick question? Of course I’m not satisfied. I mean, look at me. I’m a forty-five-year-old man going to a stationery exhibition who can’t control his nerves.”

      “You really need to start seeing yourself differently. Identity will help see yourself in a whole new way. It will help you realize you’ve got more control than you think you do. You are more than you think you are.”

      “What is it? Guided meditation?”

      Xavier chortled. “No! It’s how I got to be where I am today. Believe it or not, Scott, I was once just like you. My wife had left me. My friends wouldn’t talk to me. I hated my job and my life. Let the world walk all over me. Had really low self-confidence. Even attempted suicide a few times.”

      “Shit!” 

      “Yes. And then I found this. Trust me. Get on the plane, put in some headphones, and let the app do everything else. Believe me, you’ll love it. I just have one request of you.”

      “Sure, what is it?”

      Xavier mulled it over. “Nah. You know what, just enjoy it. The first time is always the best. Just call me when you reach your destination. Where are you headed?”

      “East.”

      “Client?”

      “Exhibition.”

      “There’s an exhibition for stationery?”

      “You’d be surprised. I mean, it’s not all blue pens and recycled paper. The Japanese are doing some amazing things in this territory.”

      “So, your boss can’t afford business cards but can send you to the exhibition?”

      “The company gets a discount if we go. Not that we pass that discount onto our customers.”

      Xavier didn’t respond, so Scott kept his mouth shut. This is what his wife was talking about. No one enjoys talking about what he does. He brings down the entire mood of the party.

      Comfortable silence ensued.

      “So, what exactly does the app do?” Scott said, making polite conversation.

      “That’s a little hard to explain. It affects different people in various ways. The only true way to know is to try it out. What have you got to lose?”

      “Yeah,” Scott said defiantly. “What have I got to lose?”

      It turns out, everything.
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      Scott stood in the aisle and looked at his seat. The man against the window was huge. His jeans and tight black shirt did little to stop the massive gut from almost touching the seat in front. His fat arm hanged lazily at his side, resting on the currently empty middle seat. His head was back, mouth agape, breathing awkwardly. Waiting for his heart attack.

      A woman spilled out into every available space from the aisle position. Her loose-fitting top made her look like a melting scoop of ice cream. Her long straggly brown mop framed chub and chins. 

      The longer he looked, the more he was sure he was having a stroke. He rotated his glance from the seat to the ticket, then to the overhead identifier. Something was wrong. Surely someone had made a mistake. He didn’t care who; the person who booked the ticket. The person who issued the ticket. The printer for printing the ticket. 

      A tap on his shoulder. “Excuse me, sir. We require all passengers to take their seats now.” Her voice had a school teacher edge to it.

      “Oh, it’s just that—”

      “It’s a full flight today,” she said. “So, your bag will have to go under the seat in front.” Tone intensified, like this was the last flight of the day, and she was in no mood to deal with a problem passenger.

      “I get that. It’s just that—”

      “Is there a problem here?” 

      The question originated from his other side, a male flight attendant closing ranks on him. Chest broad. Scott could feel it against him. But he dared not make eye contact—that would suggest confrontation. And he didn’t want any hostile interactions. So he said nothing.

      “Sir,” she said again. “You need to take your seat.”

      There was a lot Scott could have said at that moment, a hundred reasons why he couldn’t just take his seat yet chose to voice none of it. The last thing he wanted was for someone to record a scene on their phone and post it to social media for the world to see. So, he merely nodded and accepted his fate.

      The large woman sighed heavily when she hauled herself out of her crevice, placing sufficient downforce to leverage her weight that she almost broke the seat in front. With backpack clutched to his chest, Scott eased down into his confines. 

      He felt hot again, stuffy. As the other bookend took her seat, Scott’s world closed in around him. His traveling companions’ legs and arms rubbed against him. There was no escape now. Couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. It was going to be the world’s longest flight. If there was an emergency to get off the plane, he most certainly would die. And at that moment, he was happy with that. 

      Might as well kill me now and beat them to it.

      The safety briefing began, and Scott figured there was no point in listening to it. So, he removed his phone from his breast pocket and looked at the screen. The Identity application emblem—a fingerprint in the shape of a brain—looked back at him. It pulsed like it was alive, unlike any of the other applications he had on the phone. It instantly calmed him, drew him in, arrested his attention. 

      He unzipped the front pocket of his backpack, retrieved his headphones, fought with the mess as he untangled the cord, then plugged in the other end to the device. Finger hovered over the application. He remembered what Xavier had told him, that the first time is always the best time. Took a deep breath, clicked the button, and immediately passed out. 
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        * * *

      

      “Excuse me, sir. Your champagne.”

      The words didn’t sound right. Perhaps an interaction from business class was being broadcast over the intercom. So he ignored it.

      “Sir?” A hand on his shoulder gently rocked him.

      Scott hoped he had somehow slept the entire journey, and the flight attendant was rousing him from his slumber as the plane sat at the arrival gate. He felt strangely light, lacking any anxiousness or worry. His heart softly panged along at the resting rate. He wore comfort like pajamas. Couldn’t remember the last time he felt that way, if ever. He also couldn’t feel the body heat of the two meat sacks flanking him. 

      He slowly opened his eyes. Light dazzled, his viewpoint glittering until it settled into his conscious. He gasped, looked around with wide eyes. Found it difficult to rationalize his surroundings. 

      A man stood at his side, holding a tray carrying a glass of champagne. He wore a sleek, dark suit and black bow tie. His brown eyes held a level of mystique Scott couldn’t fathom, and it took a lot of willpower to tear himself away from the gaze. 

      In front of him was a big screen inset into a polished wooden wall. To his right a duplicate single leather chair. He peered around towards the rear of the aircraft. More chairs, a sofa along one edge. All the blinds over the windows were closed.

      At the back of the fuselage, a lady in a red bowtie and crisp white shirt stood behind a bar and mixed a cocktail. Her short blond hair bobbed up and down as she took charge of the shaker, rattling the contents. She smiled as they made eye contact. Scott blushed and spun back to the front. 

      “Is everything okay, sir?” the attendant at his side asked. “Anything I can get you?”

      Scott failed to find his voice. Was this the application? Had it sent him into a dreamlike state? Perhaps this was all a hallucination, and the beverage wielding attendant was really the airline attendant offering him peanuts. Or he was dead. The plane had crashed and the passengers on either side had crushed him upon impact. 

      “Where am I?” Scott inquired as if he had just woken from a decade long coma. “Who are you?”

      “Your private jet, sir. As always.” 

      “My private jet?” Scott said. 

      “And apologies for not introducing myself. My name is Woodward. Your personal assistant for this journey. I’m responsible for making sure you have everything you need.”

      “But… How… Where…”

      “May I recommend starting with the champagne, sir, and then Maxine at the bar will whip you up an old fashioned. The best you’ve ever had.”

      Scott reached for the flute before he knew what he was doing. He was being drawn into the world and he was powerless to stop it. Then he noticed it. He was no longer wearing his tattered blue sports coat. Instead, he donned a navy-blue woollen suit. Black and silver cufflinks held his stiff, white sleeves together. The silver rim of a watch peeked from under it. He owned none of these things yet admired them on others.   

      He took the glass. “Old fashioned?” Scott questioned. “Haven’t had one of those in quite a while.”

      “Quite right, sir,” Woodward remarked. 

      “How long until we land?”

      “Let me just check with the captain.” 

      He smiled, nodded, and approached the front of the aircraft. He knocked twice on the wood panel and a section of the wall swung in. With a final glance over his shoulder, he dissolved into the darkness, the panel sealing shut.

      Maxine arrived at his side as Scott swallowed the remnants of his champagne.

      “Allow me to take that, sir,” she said, gripping the crystal flute. Her voice was innocent yet sultry. Scott felt the strange concoction of attraction and shame as he gazed into her bright blue eyes. He noted his wedding ring was as absent as his concern for infidelity. 

      “It’s okay, sir,” she said. “I understand.” 

      Maxine held out her hand and Scott took it. She led him towards the rear of the plane where a drink was waiting on the bar, swiveling a chair so it faced the bar. For the five steps, he tried not to focus on her round ass in the tight black pants. Then she turned. Stood unprofessionally close to him. Pushed him down into the plush leather. 

      “You need to get comfortable, Mr. Harris. This next part will get a little… bumpy.” 

      She winked and turned around to the bar. When she turned back with a heavy glass in her hand, a hypnotic baseline and thumping backbeat poured out of the speaker system. She handed the drink over. Lust surged from her eyes. Then she started to sway her hips.

      Scott’s eyes fell into line with her movements, entirely mesmerized by the show as he sipped his drink. The alcohol generated warmth over his entire being. Each swallow dragged him deeper. He shouldn’t watch but just couldn’t tear himself away.

      Maxine ran hands over her body. Fingers across her lips. Between groans of sensual agony, she locked eyes with the passenger. She circled her prey, softly dragging her hand across his shoulders, face, and legs. In prime position, she pulled off the bowtie and slowly unbuttoned her shirt. When completed, she just let it hang, keeping her breasts a secret on the verge of discovery. She stalked towards him, straddled, deliberately easing onto his lap and jumping up again.

      Scott stared and drank. She had awoken so many things within him he thought to be extinct, yet now knew they were only dormant, waiting for the right person to come along. He reached out, tenderly placing a hand on her sternum. Felt the lace brassiere under his grasp. She playfully groaned with each movement. He drank for every groan.

      He opened the curtain to reveal the stars of the show, her ample bosom aching for him to release them. All the while she gyrated on his lap, swayed her perfect hips to the flawless beat. 

      “I want you,” he whispered.

      “Say it louder, Scott,” she groaned.

      “I said I want you,” he said, a little louder, his body undertaking too many simultaneous activities that he seemed almost put out with having to repeat it.

      “Louder. Say it like a man.”

      “I want you!” he screamed.

      She grasped his hands, intertwined fingers as she continued to writhe over his body, immersed in the composition. Took him with her.  

      Then a thud. The music came to a natural ending, the outro diminishing into silence. Maxine stood, long blinks, satisfaction oozing from her.

      “Thank you, Mr. Harris.” She buttoned her top. “We trust you’ve had an excellent flight today.”

      Scott didn’t know if he was fulfilled or not, or if she was entirely satisfied, regardless of her words. She spun the chair so he was facing the front of the jet, where he noted Woodward standing guard. Scott wasn’t sure how long he had been there or how much he had seen. He did, however, nod approvingly.  

      “We’ve arrived,” Woodward announced. “We have a short taxi to the pickup and then they’ll bring your car up. They’re eager to meet you.”

      “My car?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Wait! Who wants to meet me?”
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      Scott stood at the top of the stairs and looked out. Several black SUVs had descended on the private transporter. Between them, men and women in dark suits and sunglasses stood stoically, the wind wiping through them, tussling hair and billowing suit jackets. Amongst the black and gray and charcoal, a red Mustang convertible sat idling, the pile shaking in anticipation of being driven. The latest model, gleaming paintwork, top down. The trunk lid was up, and several suited people were loading large containers into the compartment. 

      Still coming to terms with everything, Scott descended the stairs. He decided he was dreaming, regardless of the realism of it all. He had willed himself a few times to wake up, to no avail. So what the hell. When his feet hit the tarmac, one of the suits took off his sunglasses and approached. He had white hair and a nondescript face with features you couldn’t describe to a sketch artist. He threw his hand out.

      “Mr. Harris, so glad you could make it. My name is Special Agent Tom Rollinson.”

      They shook, and he escorted Scott to the car, talking as he did so, over the winding down of the jet engines.

      “Our intelligence suggests Dimitrijevic will be at the club at nine. You just need to make the sale.”

      They reached the back of the vehicle. 

      “What am I supposed to sell him?” Scott asked Rollinson with interest. He didn’t feel any unease with the thought of selling something to someone named Dimitrijevic in a club late at night. In fact, it all sounded quite straightforward, like he did it every day. 

      Rollinson reached inside the trunk, popped the lid of one of the containers and stood back. 

      “Barrett M95 bolt-action sniper rifles. Courtesy of the U. S. government.”

      For some reason, it still seemed like a good idea.

      “In all of those cases?” Scott asked.

      “We also have night vision goggles and a whole lot of M67 hand grenades. Everything Dimitrijevic could want for his little war with Croatia.”

      “Well,” Scott said. “It all seems very straight forward.”

      They shook hands again. “Oh, just one thing. Dimitrijevic is extremely paranoid. He won’t do business with just anyone. You’ll need to go deep cover if you want to win this guy over.”

      “I get it.”

      Rollinson squared him up, stared deep into his eyes. “Do you? Mr. Harris, you will need to prove yourself to him, to show he can trust you. Whatever he asks you to do, you must do it. Do you understand?”

      Scott nodded. 

      “Now,” Rollinson continued. “Don’t forget, if this all goes wrong, you’ll be on your own. For reasons I’m sure you can understand, this mission can no longer officially involve our agency.” 

      He set his sunglasses back on his face. 

      “You’re all we’ve got. The success of this mission is entirely up to you.”

      He then made a signal with his hands. Agents from across the tarmac simultaneously boarded their nearest SUV and disappeared. 

      Scott stared at the red Mustang amongst the feeling black vehicles, a splash of color on a dull backdrop. Maxine leaned against the bonnet; her arms crossed, her eyes inviting, her smile alluring. Woodward held the passenger side door open. Broad shoulders back. 

      “Right this way, sir,” Woodward called out. 

      Scott looked at the car longingly as he advanced. 

      “If it’s all the same to you, Woodward, I’d rather do the driving.”

      “Very good, sir.” He nodded and eased the door closed. “Maxine and I will take alternative transport and meet you at the hotel.”

      “Sounds good,” Scott said. “And what hotel is it?”

      “It’s plugged into the GPS for you, sir. Enjoy your journey.” 

      

      Scott tore along the highway, swerving between cars like they were stationary. He shifted up and down, through the cycle of gears as often as he could, obtaining great delight in seeing the digital tachometer burst around the dial. And the car seemed to love every moment. Speed seemed inconsequential, road rules merely guidelines as he swerved and veered around every obstacle. 

      Every traffic light was orange, enticing him to fly through before the red signal. Every intersection was an opportunity to drift. He checked the touchscreen a few times, however, the car seemed to know where he was going. And he was getting there in excellent time. 

      He rounded the fountain and came to a screeching halt under the awning, narrowly avoiding the three Porsches parked there. A majestic entrance, the stone structure sprawled across his vision. The frontage comprised of manicured bushes and French balconies. A flag atop a central pole bustled in the wind.

      A valet rushed over to open the driver’s side door. Scott sat there, soaking in the moments, redlining the tachometer with unspeakable delight. He gripped the steering wheel, stared out the windscreen, and beamed as if he had just won the lottery for the third time that week.

      He pulled himself out of the car.

      “Take good care of my baby.” 

      “What?” the young man replied.
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        * * *

      

      Scott looked back to the car. Patted the hood. Something was wrong. Very wrong. He ducked inside the interior, then stepped away. His baby had transformed itself into a Taurus. The resort he pulled up to was now a two-story motor inn. He sighed when he noticed his tatty blue sports coat and cracked shoes had returned. 

      He heard a noise behind him and realized he still had his headphones in. He pulled them out and stuffed his device and ear wear into his pocket. Turned to see a woman, mid-fifties, red hair tied into a messy bun, smoking a cigarette. Deep creases all over her face looked like the topography of a mountain range. 

      “Sorry,” Scott said. “Were you talking to me?”

      “Yes, you imbecile! Don’t sit in the entryway and rev your god damn engine. What sort of neighborhood do you think this is?”

      Scott took in his surroundings, which wasn’t much to look at. A homeless man shuffled along the footpath beside the main drag, coming to rest at a bus stop. Boarded-up houses and businesses in either direction looked derelict; someone with nothing better to do plastered graffiti across their facades. A rusted tricycle sat in a front yard amongst tall grass that threaded through a chain-link fence. An SUV with black tinted windows crawled up the street. 

      “Are you stupid or something?” she continued. 

      “N—No,” he stammered.

      “You checking in?” she said gruffly. Sounded like she had been smoking since birth.

      “Y—Yes.”

      “Well get inside here and I’ll check you in.”

      He started to follow the old bag, then stopped. He marched to the back of the vehicle and popped the trunk. The only thing in the recess was his powder-blue suitcase. He bought it because he thought the color was relaxing. Then he immediately regretted it. The shopkeeper refused to offer an exchange or refund, even though he hadn’t even touched it after the sale was complete. Scott didn’t want to argue, so he wheeled it out of the store with an itchy neck and short breaths. 

      The foyer looked like he had time-traveled back three decades ago. The green, orange, and pink carpet were threadbare, yet somehow spongy underfoot. Mildew grew against the walls, where mold took over and climbed the walls. There was furniture present, yet he wasn’t game to touch anything. In fact, he loathed to breathe in the potentially toxic fumes. No wonder the old bat wanted to smoke. Helped to mask the moist air.

      Once again, surely, someone had made a mistake. The company personal assistant, someone in the conference team, even the online travel agent. One of them has made a mistake and booked the cheapest possible dump they found on the web. When images of the room came to him, he started having heart palpitations. The bus stop on the curb seemed like a better option than what was potentially upstairs. 

      

      With suitcase in hand, Scott kicked the door to his room open. Even though it was adjacent to the backside of the lift well, he had to pass thirteen other rooms to get to it. He dragged his suitcase inside (one wheel had locked up and the other was cracked), looked at the surroundings, and sighed.

      The corner lamp and bedside lights—the only working lights—emitted a sickly yellow glow on the room. It smelled as though something had crawled into a hidden crevice and died. The furnishings mirrored that of the foyer—dated, decrepit, dirty. A lumpy mattress against the vibrating wall so he could feel every movement of the lift. Above the bed was a crappy oil painting that would offend ninety-nine percent of the population in a heavy, gilded frame, that if it fell, would certainly decapitate him. He approached some heavy curtains and drew them back, keen to find some fresh air that could save him from the putrid wet, dead animal smell. Alas, what he found was a plain brick wall that was damp to the touch.    

      Just the thought of staying in the room another second longer induced sweat to appear on his forehead. Cheeks were hot. Arms were itchy. He should complain. No, request a better room. Wait. Better than that. He should get in his car and drive. Fast. To the nearest five-star hotel he could find. He wouldn’t even bother looking back in the rearview mirror… But who was he to take such action? He was a nobody. No one. Weak. Pitiful. A speck on the human landscape. 

      Scott screwed his nose up as he inspected the rest of the furniture. An old television box with rabbit ear antenna. A minibar fridge, the inside of which was hotter than the room. A shower bath accompanied with rust rings and an incessant drip. It’s funny. Being an incessant drip is something his wife said about him to her friends.

      His phone rang. An unknown number. 
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      Scott answered with uncertainty. Hoping it was Maxine, knowing it wouldn’t be.

      “Mr. Harris! Did you forget to call me?”

      Scott settled down on the bed. It complained loudly. He could feel every rotted spring. 

      “Huh? Who is this?”

      A conscious sigh. “Xavier. Titan. Cain. We met at the airport? The app? I introduced you to the Identity app?”

      “Ah, yes,” Scott replied, forgetting all about his room predicament. “Oh my god. It was amazing. I was on this private jet. And there was this girl there. Oh my, Xavier. This girl. And, oh my, I drove this mustang. And boy did I drive it.”

      “Well, it certainly sounds like an adventure. Trust no anxiety issues, then? Problem solved?”

      Scott looked around again, sensations of a moving elevator rumbled through the bedding and into his limbs. Shook away memories of the plane and the car and the girl. “There was this weird part where I was part of some shady government arms deal. Not sure what that’s about.”

      Silence.

      “You there, Xavier?”

      “Oh, yes. Sorry. I think the line dropped out. The experience is different for everyone. It latches into the subconscious and draws on suppressed intentions.”

      “Suppressed what?” 

      “Fantasies, Mr. Harris. All those things you wish you could do. It lures them into the conscious for you to play out. Believe me, I have heard just about everything. And I do mean everything. Unfortunately, I can’t help you with the content of your fantasies, however, please know they are completely harmless. They are there for your enjoyment, nothing more.”

      “Can’t wait for my next hit then,” Scott said with a snicker.

      “It’s not a toy, Mr. Harris. Best to use it sparingly. For those times when you most definitely need to use it, when there is no other choice. It’s for dire circumstance, not to gain confidence to pick up women. Do you understand?”

      “Yeah,” Scott replied absentmindedly, his attention on the cracked and peeling wallpaper near the door. It looked like someone had tried to claw their way out of the room. Maybe he would do the same.

      “You don’t sound very convincing, Mr. Harris.”

      “Yes,” Scott replied. “I’ve got it.”

      “And if there is anything more about shady government dealings, best you contact me immediately. Agreed?”

      Scott wasn’t sure why Xavier was placing so much emphasis on it, so he shrugged and accepted the terms of the arrangement.

      “Very good. Now, what will be keeping you busy this evening?”

      “Exhibition dinner. We’re supposed to attend, but I’m thinking I will skip.”

      “You will do no such thing. You must attend. You can’t run away from yourself forever. Eventually you must face these things. Surely your experience on your flight will have renewed your self-confidence. Best you build on this immediately.”

      The call ended and Scott lugged the suitcase onto the mattress. The whole bed shifted under the new weight. He opened the lid and stared at the contents. Uninspired. He chose a pink (he would’ve liked to call it aggressive salmon), short-sleeve shirt his wife purchased for him some months prior. He more than hated it. However, it didn’t need ironing, which was helpful, as the room had no iron. He figured if he kept his blue sports coat on all night, hardly anyone would notice. He doused himself in deodorant spray (the old shower in a can) because he couldn’t face the shower in the room. Surely, he could go two days without a shower.

      He reviewed his choices in the mirror. When he released his breath, his shoulders hunched forward, and his head dropped. He thought about the strangers he would interact with at the dinner. Closed his eyes. Deep breaths. Kept counting. Thought of something else. Anything else. Maxine. Thought of her. Oh my. What was he going to tell his wife? Would she even care?

      

      The Uber dropped him off at the exhibition hall where the dinner was to take place. It was cheaper than a taxi, and he knew his boss would probably screw him on the deduction. Stood on the sidewalk in front of a mountain of stairs. Men arrived in rented sports cars and sported expensive suits, taking the steps two at a time, eager to impress. Ladies arrived donning professional pantsuits or cocktail dresses. Some had partners. None as fetching as Maxine. 

      Pressure starting to build in his chest. Yes, a heart attack. If an ambulance came to take him to the nearest hospital, he wouldn’t have to go to the dinner. He could sit the rest of the exhibition out. They would understand, still give the company its discount. Could go home early. Short breaths, shaking hands, nausea consumed him. Wished for the pavement to open and swallow him. Was almost on one knee.

      Pulled out the headphones. Thrust them in with sweaty hands. Found the application. Pressed the button.
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        * * *

      

      A musclebound bouncer in a shirt two sizes too small opened the double doors, allowing Scott to walk in. The unrestricted base thumped his eardrums. The hypnotic beat drowned out his insecurities. Lasers attacked every surface in time to the music. Dressed in a white suit, matching loafers and reflective sunglasses, Scott danced between shadow and light. Throngs of gyrating, sweaty bodies dispersed as he approached, moving around him like water flowing over a stone. 

      He emerged from the crowd flanked by two people, arms around each other, keeping time with the beat. Maxine on his right wore a short black dress with a split that went to her waist, and heels that accentuated her calves. On his left, Woodward wore a navy-blue suit, thin black tie, and polished black shoes.

      Several large men assembled as the trio approached the VIP area. One of the security guards approached the rope barricade and folded his arms. The two groups eyed each other off. Scott looked past him to the man on the couch. 

      Dimitrijevic lounged back, his arms up on the back of the couch, his dark shirt unbuttoned just one more than it should be. Gold chains highlighted the area, matched by his large, gold wire-framed glasses. He made eye contact with Scott and he stopped bopping his head to the music. A guard leaned down and whispered to him. Dimitrijevic rubbed the growth on his chin, his eyes searching his guest. 

      Scott removed his sunglasses, eased them into his jacket pocket, and nodded to the contact. The security guard, having received instruction through his earpiece, bowed his head and unlinked the rope, allowing the trio to enter the restricted area. Dimitrijevic stood as they drew closer. 

      He looked like he dealt in soft-core porn, not weapons. But then again, Scott didn’t think he looked like a spy. He remembered the words from Special Agent Rollinson: You’re all we’ve got. The success of this mission is entirely up to you.

      Scott held out his hand, however Dimitrijevic ignored the offer and sat. Undeterred, the trio sat.

      Dimitrijevic leaned forward, elbows on knees. “I understand you have something for me,” he said, his accent mixed and muddled, yet clearly understood. It was like the music paused when he spoke. 

      Scott smiled. “More than you could possibly want.”

      Dimitrijevic rubbed his chin. “I see. And who do we have here?” 

      Scott introduced his counterparts and Dimitrijevic seemed to drink in their presence. He leaned back and inspected the two, studied them with his eyes, taking in Maxine’s exposed thigh and Woodward’s impressive physique. The smirk on his face articulated his thoughts clearly. 

      Eventually, he shook a finger at Scott. “You know what? I like you.” He slapped his knees. “Let’s do this. You have my order with you?”

      Scott nodded. “In the alley out back.”

      

      “Now, this is a beautiful car,” Dimitrijevic said.

      “Four hundred and sixty horses,” Scott detailed. 

      Dimitrijevic ran a finger along the side of the car, rounded it like it was in a showroom. 

      “Tell you what,” Scott said. “You like it so much; take it.”

      Dimitrijevic stood back, clutched his hands over his heart, a shocked look on his face. “What? You’d do that? For me?”

      “Of course,” Scott said. “Save’s you having to move the package, right?”

      “This is all very generous of you.” Then his attention turned from the vehicle to Maxine and Woodward standing either side of Scott.

      “Perhaps you would care to sweeten the deal further?”

      Scott looked over them, then shook his head. “I’m sorry, Dimitrijevic, but some things aren’t for sale.”

      He approached Scott with bedroom eyes. Pursed lips. Leveled stare. Put an arm over Scott’s shoulder and grabbed the back of his neck. Pointed to his chest.

      “You are a lucky man. And on top of that, you have principles. I like that…I like that a lot. Tell you what I’m going to do. If you are going to give me this wonderful gift, I will give you something.”

      “Really, Dimitrijevic, there is no need.”

      “No. Please. It is important for me you accept this gift without hesitation.”

      Scott shrugged. “Of course, of course. What is it?”

      Dimitrijevic stood back, pulled a gun from the back of his pants, pointed it. Scott held his breath. Hard stares. Then Dimitrijevic relinquished. Eased his grip, turned the weapon, so the handle faced Scott, who reluctantly took it.

      “A gun?”

      “Yes. Come with me.”

      Scott followed Dimitrijevic to the back of a dark blue Mercedes SUV. It looked like a tank. The back door opened. Scott’s eyes grew. Crumpled into a fetal position on a piece of white plastic, hands, and feet bound, was Special Agent Rollinson. 

      “What the hell do you want me to do?” Scott asked, turning to Dimitrijevic.

      “Finding someone to trust is very hard these days. It seems like everyone is out for themselves. Hidden agendas. Shadow games. So, I need to know if I can trust you.”

      Scott looked down at the agent who returned a resigned gaze. Rollinson’s words echoed in his ears. You will need to prove yourself to him, to show he can trust you. Whatever he asks you to do, you must do it.

      “If you kill him,” Dimitrijevic said, “we have a deal.” 

      Someone placed a gun at the back of Scott’s head. He wasn’t sure who was holding it. 

      “If you don’t, I kill you. The choice is yours.”

      Scott’s mind went blank. “Now, Dimitrijevic, I think we should talk about this.”

      “Three.”

      “This is ridiculous. This is no way to commence our relationship.”

      “Two.”

      Scott pointed the gun at the agent. Rollinson shut his eyes. So did Scott.

      “One.”

      Gun fired.
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        * * *

      

      Cool froth erupted out of the bottle like a geyser. People were on their feet, jostling against each other with hands in the air trying to catch the liquid as if it was a thrown wedding bouquet. The horde chanted his name repeatedly. Scott viewed the writhing mass from his vantage point on top of the table. He stood amongst dirty plates, half-drunk wine glasses, and cheaply purchased table decorations. 

      The room was a buzz, and it seems he had created it. However, he didn’t truly appreciate the cacophony until he removed his headphones. People danced and writhed to elevator music, a generic tune with not much beat or seismic rhythm. They cheered wildly, demanding more. A man in his fifties wearing a suit to match his graying hair approached the table and reached out for the bottle. Scott handed it over and the man drank from the bottle amongst a posse of adoring fans.

      It was then he noticed how fast his heart was racing. The mental stimulation, or whatever the Identify app offered, had produced something startling. The whole thing had started innocently enough. The private jet, the secret agent type mission, the red Mustang. But then things had taken a sinister route. He had to kill someone. Did he pull the trigger? There was a gunshot, certainly enough. It still rang in his ears, the echo playing havoc with his surroundings. Is this what it was supposed to be like? 

      Xavier told him to make contact if there was anything more about “shady government dealings”. But if he did, he would have to admit he used Identity again after he was told to use in only the direst of situations. It just so happened that Scott faced those types of situations more than most. Maybe it was all over. The arms deal. Dimitrijevic. The agent tied up in the boot. Perhaps whatever part of his consciousness that scenario came from was now satisfied.

      He promised himself it was the last time, that he would try any hundred other techniques before he resorted to the app. 

      Then a hand came down on Scott’s shoulder, and he shirked under the surprise. 
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      “A hell of a thing you did here tonight,” she said. 

      Scott turned to view his visitor. Brunette. Blue eyes that sparkled. He could feel his knees weaken, his throat tighten. Words with no way out. 

      “Can’t believe you were so reluctant to pop that damn champagne!” she continued. “You certainly know how to keep people on a leash! You’re such a tease!”

      They looked at each other in silence. 

      “Scott, right?”

      He slowly nodded, furrowed his brow.

      “Sorry, you don’t remember me. My name is Veronica, we met briefly last year? I tried to talk to you in the foyer, but it seemed like you were in a hurry to leave. I recall you didn’t look so well.”

      “Oh,” Scott said, his brow furrowed. “Maybe it was something I ate?”

      “But for some reason I remember you.” She turned side-on, inspected him closely. “But you seem different. So very intoxicatingly strange.”

      They stood on the table and watched the masses contorting themselves to an invisible beat. 

      “Don’t know how you did it, Scott,” she said. “The bunch of boring fuckers are really getting into it.”

      “To be honest, I’m not sure exactly what I did.”

      “Too modest, Scott,” she said with a laugh and a light touch on his arm. Electricity. “You are a good guy.”

      Shit. Was he? His wife never called him a good guy or anything for that matter. She much preferred vilifying adjectives in place of nouns or pronouns. 

      “Listen,” she said, offering her hand, and guiding him down from the table. She led him to a corner of the room, a blind spot from the stridency. “I’m impressed with what you’ve been able to do here tonight. To get these people to follow you, for them to soak up whatever you threw at them, is an amazing quality.”

      Scott still wasn’t sure exactly what he did.

      “Which is why,” she continued, “I want you to come and work for me. Global head of sales.” She stepped forward. “Big salary.” Another step. “Company car. Business class flights.” Another step, if that were possible. She ran her hands up and down his lapels. “And some… shall we say… company perks.” She thrust her lips up towards his, and before Scott could figure out what was happening her tongue was in his mouth, one of her hands squeezing his ass.  

      Scott pushed her away. Reflex more than anything. Fright or flight.

      “I’m sorry, Veronica.” He held up his hand and pointed to his ring.

      “Oh, I don’t mind that,” she said, her eyes half-closed. “I just can’t resist such self-assurance. Such… poise!” 

      Scott checked his ears. Were the buds in the canal? Had he accidentally started the app? Was he dreaming? This was all too absurd, that an alluring woman could offer him such a glamourous position with her company.

      She reached down and grabbed his crotch. Scott gasped. Although she didn’t squeeze, just held it. 

      “Think about my offer, Scott. I’ll send you an email with details. I hope you accept it.”

      And then she disappeared, morphed back into the crowd. 

      Scott slowly released his breath.

      Then he found himself outside, standing on the front steps. He blinked. How the hell had he gotten outside? Things seemed to be moving fast. Too fast. Much too fast. Breathing intensified. Things were happening, and he was falling out of control before he could anchor himself in the present. 

      Then he was on the street.

      Then a taxi.

      Then standing in the middle of an alleyway. He fell to the damp bitumen. On his hands and knees, he could feel water soaking his pants. Vomited. Loudly. There was no other way it was coming up. It swirled in a puddle and he averted his eyes to avoid a repeat performance. Pounding in his chest. Shallow breaths. Body shook. Fingers numb. Dark thoughts. He was powerless to stop the spread of panic invading his body. He apologized profusely to himself, repeating “sorry”, as he struggled to push the buds into his ears. 
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        * * *

      

      Footsteps coming towards him. A pair of shoes coming into view.

      “Here,” the man said, his voice accented. “Let me help you up.”

      The man heaved Scott to his feet, then he was off the ground. Flying backwards. His body crunched against a brick wall. Air knocked out of his lungs. A hand around his throat. 

      “Do you think Dimitrijevic enjoys playing games?”

      Before Scott could fathom his predicament and answer the question, a fist hammered into his stomach, ripping out whatever oxygen he had sucked into his lungs. He dropped to the ground, trying to breathe, squirming like a newborn calf. Through the mayhem he had the sound mind to pull at his ears, ever hopeful this was all some sick imaginary world he had been harboring deep in his subconscious.

      A boot connected with his face creating a sickening crunch as his head rocked back. He thought he had momentarily lost consciousness. Could feel blood stream out of his nose. His broken nose. 

      “You pissed off Dimitrijevic. He wants me to put a bullet in your brain right now.”

      In a world washed with tears, Scott could see the man reach into his pants and produce something. Heard a gun slide being pulled back, a bullet seating in the chamber. Smelled the residue from the ejection port. Felt the barrel pressed against the back of his head. 

      “My name is Miroslav. I tell you this, so you know who killed you.”

      “Wait!” Scott discharged. He still didn’t know what the hell was going on. Everything felt real. “The guns were in the back of the car.”

      Gun pushed harder into skin. A voice, right next to his ear. “The only thing in the back of that car was a blue suitcase with some shitty clothes inside. Dimitrijevic needs his guns. So, you will tell me where they are, or I will kill you.”

      This can’t be happening. Shouldn’t be happening.

      “No!” Scott yelled out. “I’ll get the guns. I’ll get everything.” He didn’t know how to get them, or why they weren’t in the back of the car in the first place. He saw the agents load them in. Rollinson himself showcased one of the containers. Was he being set up? 

      A pause. Could hear the sounds of traffic, rubber over the roadway. The echo of a distant honk. Detached voices talking, much too garbled to make out the words. He thought about yelling out for help, but what good would that do? Either it was all in his head and wouldn’t matter. He was drowning and couldn’t find his way to surface.

      Gun retracted. Picked up by the scruff of his neck to unsteady feet. Cold eyes. 

      “You have twenty-four hours. There won’t be any second chances. Do you understand?”

      Scott nodded.

      “Bring them to the club. Oh, and just in case you thought you’d try anything clever; we’re holding onto that Maxine of yours for safe keeping. So, don’t even think about skipping town.”

      The fist flew from nowhere. A haymaker by any other standard, but Scott didn’t see it until he didn’t have time to react. It collided with his face. He groaned out as he spun off his feet, landing flat on the ground. 
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        * * *

      

      Through hazy vision, Scott watched a pair of black boots walk away, filling his senses with soft clicks. Noted the white headphone cable in front of his face. 

      “Who are you?” he croaked. Electricity crackled through every fiber of his being.

      The boots stopped. Turned.

      “Just bring Xavier and you can go back to your life.”
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      Scott held onto the sink in his hotel room bathroom. It felt like a week since he had been there. Soap scum sat around the fixtures. A cockroach ran across his field of vision, antennae searching for a signal. Gradually looked up into the mirror. Purple around his eye tender to the touch. Dried blood under his nose, the snout in question was bent. Lifted his shirt to see some bruising on his stomach. More real than real.

      He tried to rationalize everything, attempted to separate what was real and what was fake. Everything to do with Dimitrijevic was part of the simulation. He was sure of it. Then who was the person in the alleyway that had made his face a punching bag? He said he wanted Xavier, however he hadn’t been a part of any fantasy to date. 

      He dug the phone out of his pocket and hurriedly redialed a number. Xavier answer the call almost immediately.

      “Mr. Harris. I didn’t think we’d been talking so soon.”

      “What the fuck is going on?”

      A second of silence. “What on earth are you talking about? Is everything alright?”

      “No, Xavier. No. Things are not alright!”

      “What happened?”

      “I… I don’t know,” he spurted out.

      “Take a deep breath, Mr. Harris, and tell me what is going on.”

      “Something’s wrong. The simulation is all fucked up. I had to kill someone, for god’s sake. And then some guy attacked me and wanted me to take you somewhere. And then—.”

      “Say that again,” Xavier interrupted. 

      “What?”

      “He mentioned my name? Are you sure?”

      “Yes!” Scott gasped.

      “And this was real? Not part of your Identity experience? I need you to be absolutely positive about this.”

      “Yes, I’m sure. I’ve got the black eye and broken nose to prove it.”

      “They’re on to me again…” Xavier’s voice was a whisper. 

      “What? Who’s onto you?”

      “Nothing! Listen to me closely. Pack your belongings, get to the airport and take the first flight.”

      “Where to?”

      “Anywhere! Just get out of town! After I delete the Identity application from your device, I want you to take out the sim card and throw it away. It doesn’t matter where. Then throw the phone away somewhere else.”

      “What? No! You can’t take the app away!”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Harris, I thought I was doing the right thing. And with the additional security protocols, I didn’t think they’d be able to track you.”

      “Who? Who’s tracking me?”

      “Just do what I say, Mr. Harris. Best you don’t call me again. I’ll make contact when it’s safe. It’s important you stay alive.” 

      “Fucking what?” Scott demanded but Xavier had already ended the call.

      Scott threw the phone down on the bed and paced the room while squeezing his head. What was real? What was fake? He felt the pull of unfinished business in both directions. How had this happened? How had he come to be in this position? Stopped mid stride, felt the lure of his device, drawing him in. He needed a shot of adrenalin. The buzz. The pleasure.

      Scott rummaged in his pockets, found his headphones. Four attempts to plug them in. Jammed the buds into his ears. Swiped to the application. Pressed on the screen. 
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        * * *

      

      Scott looked over the black cases of weapons before slamming the lid shut and dropping the Mustang’s trunk. 

      He looked at Woodward. “Listen, if this all goes to hell, I want you to get out of here as fast as you can.”

      “Allow me to come with you, sir.”

      Scott shook his head. “This is something I need to do myself. Besides, I’m sure you’ll have your hands full out here.”

      He thrust out his hand. “All the best to you then, sir.”

      Scott shook it. Electricity flowed through him. 

      “And to you,” he replied.

      

      Scott found walking through an empty club a peculiar feeling. His dancefloor footsteps echoed in the silence as he strode across the room towards the VIP area. True to his word, Dimitrijevic was waiting in the roped-off section, although he could have been waiting anywhere. Maxine sat beside him, her wrists and ankles bound with white cloth. A piece of tape over her mouth. Her expression was a blend of hope and aggression. Seeing her there tore at him, but this was the one place emotion couldn’t take over. He needed his mind clear. 

      Security personnel dispersed as Scott arrived and sat down opposite Dimitrijevic. He reached across the table, grabbed the glass of champagne and drank the contents in a single gulp. He looked to Maxine.

      “You okay?”

      She nodded. 

      Dimitrijevic crossed his legs at the knee. “You really should be dead by now,” he sneered. “I don’t usually let people live who try to screw me over.”

      “If I was dead, then you wouldn’t get your guns,” Scott replied.

      “That is true. Are the guns here this time?”

      Scott nodded. “They’re outside.”

      “Oh, maybe I should kill you now then,” Dimitrijevic mocked. 

      Scott pulled down the hood. “Or I could kill you,” he replied coldly.

      “A contest? A dispute settled like men?” He pursed his lips and nodded. “I like it.” He stood, removing his jacket. He lay it over the back of the couch. Removed his glasses and delicately sat them on the table.

      “Wait,” Scott said. He grabbed the bottle out of the ice, sculled the contents, and threw the empty receptacle on the ground. 

      Dimitrijevic watched the glass break into a million fragments. “You got that out of your system? You ready to do this now?”

      “Not while all of your guys are here. Send them out back to inspect the goods. Leave us to settle this on our own.”

      “Very well.” Dimitrijevic waved his hand, and the goons departed. He rolled up his sleeves and started stretching his arms.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      Dimitrijevic placed a foot on the table and felt the pull of his hamstrings. “Warming up. What the hell are you doing?”

      “Not warming up.”

      Dimitrijevic shook his head. “It’s your loss. It would be a terrible thing to pull something in the middle of a fight.”

      Scott watched… then rolled his neck, followed by a few star jumps. 

      “Okay,” Dimitrijevic announced, throwing a few shadow punches. “Before we start, what are the rules?”

      “Rules?”

      “Of course. How can we fight if we don’t know the rules?”

      Scott leaned in. “If there were rules, would you stick to them?”

      Dimitrijevic mulled this over. Shrugged. “Good point. But one more thing before we start.”

      Scott threw his arms in the air. “What?”

      “This!” 

      Scott didn’t know how the foot went as high as it did, or how it seemed to strike him in the side of the head as hard as it did. It was all a blur and then pain up the side of his face. The impact drove him sideways, and he ended up lying face down on the couch.

      “You see,” Dimitrijevic said. “This is why you stretch.”

      Scott was still coming to terms with why he was no longer on his feet when Dimitrijevic suddenly pulled him onto the floor. Scott hit the surface hard. With hands on the collar of his hoodie, Dimitrijevic dragged him along the ground. Face sliced through something sharp. Face off the floor. Face on the floor. Rubbed on the broken glass. Scott screamed out. Glass in deep. Shards climbing into his skin.

      “Oh, there is no point screaming like a little girl. We are fighting like men. If you must make a noise, beg me to kill you like a man.” 

      Then he was alone. Heard footsteps. Different sounds. Turned to see shoes on a table. Then they were in the air. Scott rolled out of the way just in time as Dimitrijevic crashed with a dull thud. The arms dealer yelped and rolled onto his back, holding his knee. 

      Scott took in deep breaths as he yanked glass debris out of his face. “How’d your stretching work for you there?”

      “Fuck you,” Dimitrijevic huffed, trying to regain a standing position. 

      Scott had just gotten to his feet when Dimitrijevic lunged. Scott was once again being pushed back against his will, powerless to the unstopping ram that was Dimitrijevic. The duo crashed into a bar, with Dimitrijevic grabbing any nearby object and crashing it down on Scott’s head; two heavy spirits glasses, three flutes, repeated hits with the soda gun. Scott tried to negate each blow, covering his face or disrupting Dimitrijevic’s progress to find new weapons.

      “Alright! Alright!” Scott screamed. 

      Dimitrijevic stepped back. “What do you mean, ‘alright’?”

      Scott puffed hard. Blood covered his face. His body ached. “I mean we should call it a draw.”

      Dimitrijevic laughed hard. “You know, for that, I really should keep you alive.” Then his face changed, morphed into a serious stare. “But for that, I really should kill you.” He grabbed a heavy unopened champagne bottle from the bar, held it above his head like a club. “Today you die like a man.”

      He drew back the weapon, brought it down. Then stopped mid-swing. He gasped. Once. Twice. Let the bottle slip from his hands, narrowly missing Scott and crashing on the bar, sending expensive bubbles and glass to the floor.

      Dimitrijevic blinked. Turned. Shuffled to the lounge. He held the knife handle that was sticking out of his chest. A large red patch grew on his front. Warmth covered his hands. Breathing became labored. He fell awkwardly on his side.

      “Why?” Dimitrijevic gurgled.

      “So I can be free,” Scott said. “Free from you. Free from all of this.”

      Then the body collapsed. Dimitrijevic didn’t move. Didn’t make a sound. Life extinguished.
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        * * *

      

      Scott rolled the body over. Blinked. Rubbed his eyes. Rubbed blood through his eyes. Slowly pulled at the headphones. Panic swept through him. He dropped to his knees. Wide eyes. Stared. What had he done? He crawled to his wife over the spongy carpet. 

      “Samantha?” he whispered. “Samantha?” 

      No response. 

      “Help!” he screamed. Natural reaction. Fright or flight.

      He gently touched her ageless cheeks. Her horrid face that refused to look at him or smile in his direction. 

      Held her soft hands. Those scrawny claws that refused to touch his disgusting body.

      Placed a hand between her bountiful bosom. Those hideous saggy bags she constantly covered away from his repulsed eyes.

      He stood. Love and hate colliding in his heart.  

      Looked to the bad oil painting over his bed. Judging eyes glared back.

      He wiped his hands on his pants as the sound of police sirens sparked in the distance.
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      Scott sat at the table of the police interview room and stared at himself in the mirror. It was a stark transformation from what he was a few days earlier. Was it a few days? Time seemed like water. He sat with folded arms, shoulders back. Disheveled hair. A broken face. Disinterested expression. A few days growth on his chin, although it might have been more. He was never any good at growing facial hair. Something his wife told him every morning he didn’t shave. She was good at pointing out his flaws. 

      He ignored the opening door. Was too busy preparing for the next round of police interview. Xavier told him not to say anything to anyone, so his responses were vague and stunted. Not that he could provide answers with any substance. What actually happened in that room is a complete mystery to him.

      “Mr. Harris. What the hell have you done?” 

      Scott snapped his head around. Xavier stood at the closed door, briefcase in hand. 

      “What are you doing here?” Scott questioned.

      “My job is to get us both out of here as quickly as possible,” Xavier replied, approaching the table and sitting next to Scott.

      “I didn’t know you were a lawyer,” Scott said, thinking back to the ambiguous business card he received in the airport bathroom.

      “I’m many things to many people,” he replied matter-of-factly. “Now, tell me what you remember. And talk freely, no one can hear us.”

      Scott shook his head. “I… I don’t know. I don’t remember anything. One minute I’m in my shitty hotel room talking to you, and then the next…”

      “You used the app again,” Xavier stated, finishing Scott’s sentence.

      “Well, yes, but you don’t understand. I needed to. You were going to take it from me, and Maxine was in trouble…”

      “All fantasy,” Xavier interjected. He looked hard at Scott, as if contemplating his next sentence. “The plane. The girls. Even that spy shit. An invented world to allow you to deal with things in the real world. The flight. The exhibition dinner…Your wife.”

      Scott looked down. “I never wanted her dead.”

      “Really, Scott? Think hard about that. Because all of this came from you. You get to live out your wildest desires while your subconscious gets you through the tough stuff you can’t bear to face in the real world. The simulation keeps you engaged until endorphins and serotonin soak the neural pathways, until the brainwaves have settled and reached normalcy.” He leaned forward, searching Scott’s eyes. “Until you have become who you truly are.”

      Scott explored Xavier’s eyes in return, sought to decipher the underlying message.

      Xavier pulled away. “Of course, I never meant for this to happen. If I knew you were going to kill Samantha, I would have pulled you from the program.”

      “So, what happens now?” 

      Xavier placed a hand on Scott’s arm. “From what I understand they don’t have any evidence against you, so they aren’t going to lay any formal charges. The hotel manager saw someone wearing a dark hoodie run away after the disturbance, about twenty minutes before you turned up. I’d like to think no one is going to find that hoodie, Mr. Harris. I would also like to think the police are going to arrest someone else matching your description in the coming days.”

      “That’s a lot of thinking and not much certainty.”

      “Trust me, Mr. Harris. I can make many things happen, including the department eventually making the entire investigation disappear. However, I’m more concerned about the people after you.”

      Scott thought back to the brief encounter in the alley, the request to bring Xavier to them. “To be honest, it sounded like they were after you. Who are they?”

      When Xavier spoke, it was barely audible. “A concealed department known as Zero Division.”

      Scott shrugged. “Never heard of them.”

      “They wouldn’t be doing their job if you had.”

      “What do they do?”

      Xavier pursed his lips. “Pretty much whatever they want. They’ve got a very long and loose leash.”

      “What do they want with you?”

      “That is something I can’t share. Not yet. Not until you’re ready.”

      “So, what the hell do you want me to do then?”

      “You are in danger, Mr. Harris. We both are. You need to get the hell out of here. And I don’t mean the city, I mean the country.”

      “What am I supposed to do?”

      “Disappear. And wait for me to contact you.”

      Scott shook his head in disbelief. “Who are you? Really?”

      “It doesn’t matter who I am. It matters who you are.”

      “I’m a nobody.”

      Xavier shook his head. “For now. Best you keep it that way.” He turned to his briefcase and pulled out an envelope. 

      “What’s that?” Scott asked.

      “Your new identity. Passport, credit card, driver’s license, cash—enough for you to get by. I hope you like the name Kevin Pyne. Now, I’ve removed the application from your device, it’s turned into a ticking time bomb. In fact, get rid of your device all together. You can get a new one when you reach your destination. When we get to the airport, don’t talk to anyone, don’t call anyone, don’t tell anyone where you’re going. Not even me, understand? I’ll find you when it’s time.”

      “I can’t believe this is happening,” Scott mumbled.

      “Believe it, Mr. Harris. Play your cards right and you just might make it out of here alive.”

      

      Xavier’s Maserati tore up the freeway towards the airport. The journey had so far consisted of deafening silence sloshed over an understated canvas of soft jazz, with Xavier not wishing to elaborate on anything already said, and Scott too afraid to ask any more questions. 

      As distant cityscape blurred by, Scott felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. A sideways glance to Xavier before easing the device out of his pocket. Xavier told him to get rid of it, and he had every intention of disposing the sim card and device into different police rubbish receptacles. But there were more important things to think about, more pressing issues that consumed his thinking. 

      He surreptitiously glanced at the device while pretending to look out his window. Noticed something that shouldn’t be there. It seemed to call for him; he could almost hear it say his name. He could feel the anxiety starting to build. Shifted in his seat. Ground his teeth. The fix was right there. Balanced Xavier’s warnings with his own mental anguish. Bit his tongue. Clenched his eyes shut, yet it called to him still. 

      Secretly inserting the headphone jack into the device proved to be a difficult enterprise, however he managed to evade detection of his movements. With a cough, he inserted a bud into his ear. Finger hovered over the application. He could feel the connection, taste the sparks between him and the device. 

      Xavier had just taken an offramp when the car’s console emanated a beep. He looked down. Did a double take.

      “What the fu… Scott.”

      Scott didn’t respond. 

      “Scott, what the fuck are you doing? Don’t touch that device!”

      Scott turned, the headphones hanging from his ears. 

      “I’m sorry, Xavier.”

      And he pressed the button.
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        * * *

      

      Scott piled on the gas as he tore the Mustang through the side streets. The airport was within reach, and he knew Maxine would be waiting with the G6 private jet fueled up and ready to go. He just needed to contend with the Black SUV that had been tailing him for the past few blocks first. 

      “I think you’ve lost them, sir,” Woodward said, scoping the surrounding area from the passenger’s seat. 

      Suddenly, two identical SUVs skidded out from the side street to join the pursuit. Engines roared, tachometers redlined, as the finish line drew nearer. Another block, and another SUV joined, this one drawing alongside. The black tinted window eased down to reveal Miroslav’s irritated face. He slid a thumb under his chin, from ear to ear. Scott didn’t have any trouble interpreting the sign language. 

      One of the tailing cars had pulled up the other side, with the final one regularly kissing his bumper. He almost felt claustrophobic, as the vehicle fought to stay separate from its neighbors. 

      Scott could see a T-junction approaching and knew that something had to give. Swerved left and right. Sparks flew as the sports car scraped and bounced off the larger vehicles. The end of the road loomed, and Scott had to make a decision. 

      “What are you thinking, sir?” Woodward asked, bracing himself to prepare for a collision.

      “The worst possible idea,” Scott said.

      He gripped the steering wheel tight and prepared to jam on the brakes. 

      “You’re not planning on surrendering, are you, sir?”

      Scott looked over. “Not if I can help it!”
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      Xavier swore as they swerved down the back streets. It didn’t matter where he went, as long as he kept moving as fast as possible. As soon as they stopped, Zero Division would be on them. Scott made sure of that when he started the damn app. How someone installed it back on Scott’s device would have to be investigated later. Someone was playing games with their lives, and if he survived the night, he’d make damn sure they paid the price.

      The car zig zagged through the industrial area. The airport was out of the question, at least for the foreseeable future, however he still had a few options up his sleeve. He scanned the streets but had no clue where he was going. He felt like he was stuck in a rabbit’s warren. He needed to get back out onto the main roads, where there were options. Room to move. Room to think. 

      Veered right and powered down. Then came to a screeching halt. It was a dead end. He swore as he thumped the steering wheel. Noticed two burning orbs in the rearview mirror, stalking them. 

      Xavier’s throat instantly squeezed shut. “What the fuck are we going to do now?”

      Scott positioned himself so he could see their hunter in the wing mirror. “You got any guns?” he said. Calm soothed through his voice.

      Xavier looked over him questioningly, trying to ascertain the best course of action. When was the simulation going to end? What would Scott be like at the end of it?

      “In there,” he said, pointing to the glove box.

      Scott opened it and withdrew a black semi-automatic pistol. Yanked back the slide like he had been doing it his whole life. 

      “You got any more?” Scott asked as he inspected the firearm.

      Xavier nodded towards the boot.

      “Alright then,” Scott said as he turned in his seat and prepared to fire at the van driver through the back window.

      “That’s not going to do you any good,” Xavier claimed.

      “Why not?” 

      “Bulletproof glass.”

      Scott looked at him. Sighed. “Not such a good idea now, is it?” 

      “No,” Xavier mumbled. “I guess not.”

      Scott sat back in his seat. Stretched his neck. 

      “I’ve got an idea.”
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        * * *

      

      The van hovered at the beginning of the dead end, engine rumbling. There was no way out and whoever was in it held all the cards. It was like an old fashioned western gun fight at high noon. The first to move would signal the start of the contest. Winner would take all. 

      The Maserati lurched backwards, the vehicle instantly transforming from a sleek sports car into a guided missile. The change had been sudden and surprising. The vehicle gained speed remarkably quick, covering the distance before the people in the van could counteract. 

      Xavier and Scott were on a collision course.

      Impact was imminent.

      Sometimes the worst ideas were the most powerful.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Scott Harris gripped the steering wheel tight. His Mustang bounced off the surrounding black SUV’s that boxed him in. The shadowing aggressor constantly nudged the rear bumper. The T-junction was fast approaching and Scott knew that something had to give. He gripped the wheel tight.

      “You’re not planning on surrendering, are you, sir?” Woodward punched while preparing for impact.

      Scott looked over. “Not if I can help it!”

      He jammed his foot down on brakes. The consequences were brutal and sudden.

      The trailing SUV crashed into the back of the Mustang. Glass smashed and carbon fiber tore away, the impact lurching the Mustang forward and to the left and the SUV into the back of the flanking beast. 

      The impact jolted Scott and Woodward into their seats from the sudden acceleration, their environment a mash of glass and smoke. Scott yanked down on the steering wheel and careened into the remaining SUV. They hit it dead center, causing the front bumper to crumple and airbags to deploy, shielding their view. The sound of screeching tires and tumbling metal filled the airwaves. 

      When their car inched to a halt against the gutter, Scott looked over to the passenger seat. 

      “You alright, Woodward?”

      “I’ll be fine, Sir,” he cringed. “Just need a minute to catch my breath.”

      “If only I could give you one,” Scott replied.

      

      Miroslav, the caretaker head of the Croatian crime family, kicked open his door. The remnant glass still in the frame crashed to the ground in a kaleidoscope of sound. He reached up to the cut above his eye and collected a sample. After investigating the residue, he ran it over his tongue. Revenge coated his features as he ran his tongue over his teeth.

      Looking over the carnage, he viewed his men pulling themselves out of the wreckage. He jammed two fingers into his mouth and whistled loudly to get their attention. When the chirp echoed about them, they immediately turned in his direction, like dogs who had picked up on their master’s call. Miroslav conveyed several hand gestures. However, they needn't have been experts to interpret the instruction. 

      They checked their fully automatic machine guns, several of them pulling back on the weapons cocking handle, sending a collective ominous message to their prey. They surrounded and converged on the Rapid red, beat-up Mustang. Miroslav gave the order and all ten machine guns opened fire simultaneously, filling the panels with holes, and breaking any unscathed glass. Tires burst and upholstery exploded as countless bullets tore through the bodywork and into the interior of the wheeled-coffin.

      Happy with the conclusion, Miroslav held up his hand. One of his thugs approached the wreckage carefully, his gun up, sights trained on the front of the vehicle. When he inspected the interior, his head dropped. 

      “Nisu ovde,” he shouted out.

      Miroslav bared his teeth in frustration.

      “Well, find him and kill him,” he ordered. 

      One of the mercenaries turned in time to see one of his crew’s brain explode through a balaclava, as a pair of leather shoes came baring down onto his face. It was all he could do to let loose a couple of shots as he reactively squeezed the trigger on his machine gun.

      Scott had deftly climbed to the roof of the SUV as the crew of killers encircled his smashed-up ride. He knew their initial attention would be on the debris, allowing him and Woodward time to outflank them. From across the street, he could tell he had pissed Miroslav off, and rightly so. In fact, he would feel the same way. And given Dimitrijevic executed Special Agent Rollinson, he knew exactly how it felt. An eye for an eye.

      After they delivered a deluge of shrapnel into his car and determined his absence from the vehicle, it was the perfect time to strike. He jumped for the nearest thug, firing a round into the head of a nearby soldier. A spurt of brain exploded from the side of his head and the lifeless body fell face-first onto the pavement. 

      Continuing with his trajectory, Scott landed on the guard’s face, driving him down. The back of his head impacted with a wet squelch, silencing his itchy trigger finger. Scott rolled away and ran for the nearby cover of his car, firing into the crew of mercenaries as he did so. 

      Woodward matched his gunfire as he darted from the street corner, squeezing his trigger repeatedly at every soldier he could find. A trail of sparks on the concrete chased him behind one of the SUVs. 

      Mercenaries launched their return attack, alternating a barrage of fire between them. One of them kneeled on one knee to insert a new clip of death, only to receive a bullet to the face, destroying his identifiable features. Another found himself without kneecaps as the death projectiles found their mark. A headshot silenced his agonizing groans.

      After Scott bombarded them with indiscriminate firing, he clicked dry. He dropped behind his cover and waited for the return volley to cease. Taking one last look at the gun, he placed it on the ground. It would be no more use to him in the fight. He limbered up his hands and shoulders, as best he could manage given the circumstances, and waited for his moment to pounce. 

      The cracking of weapon discharging ended suddenly. Sounds of bodies being dragged over concrete enveloped the area as injured mercenaries, the ones still alive, dragged themselves to the sidelines for treatment. Those still capable of killing closed in on their quarry, weapons at the ready, fingers hovering over the triggers.  

      Scott heard the sounds of footfalls edging closer. He knew he would have one chance at a surprise attack. As soon as he caught sight of the barrel, he would grab it, yanking the mercenary down, over-powering the assailant, and use their weapon to take down the remaining attackers. As Scott thought about the ensuing turning of the tables, he smirked. It seemed like child’s play.

      A machine gun barrel came into view and Scott prepared himself. Just as he was about to launch, he felt something hard in the back of his head. He paused, stopped breathing. Turned slowly. Beyond the tip of the killing machine were a pair of cold eyes beaming from the holes of a balaclava. The soldier waved, and Scott knew he was in some deep shit.

      The guard shoved him hard in the back as he presented his prisoner to Miroslav. Woodward was already on his knees in front of the crime family’s new boss, sporting a large red patch on his shoulder, courtesy of a successful round.

      Surrounded by the destruction of cars and bodies, Miroslav produced a cigarette, lit it and took a deep breath. He, too, was without harm. However, despite the blood streaking from his arm and leg, he showed no discomfort on his face. 

      “Now,” he said between puffs. “Now we settle the score. Now we get our revenge on you.”

      He extracted a nickel-plated revolver from his waistband and pointed it at Scott’s head. Then he shifted the barrel to Woodward’s face. 

      “No, you don’t deserve to die first. You deserve to watch your comrade die. And there’s nothing you can do about it.”

      Scott looked down, searching the ground for an answer to the predicament. He thought through every strategy, every potential opportunity, without success. 

      “No,” Miroslav grunted. “Look at me.”

      Scott raised his head and into the dead expression.

      “I want you to watch. I want you to watch me execute him. Then it will be your turn.”  

      The pair locked eyes as the hammer slowly pulled back. 

      “It was a pleasure working with you, sir,” Woodward said gracefully. “May our paths cross again.”

      BLAM!

      But it didn’t originate from Miroslav’s canon. Scott flinched at the boom and saw a puff of red mist erupt from the side of Miroslav’s head. His lifeless body turned over and slumped to the ground. 

      Several more shots followed, as every member of the Miroslav clan fell where they stood. The shooter didn’t spare the already prone bodies from the onslaught. 

      Woodward and Scott looked at each other, then turned and looked up. A figure on top of the building stood, lugging their sniper rifle onto their shoulder. With the sun directly behind them casting their body in shadow, the silhouette saluted, then disappeared from view.

      Scott stood and surveyed the terror.

      “You okay, Woodward?”

      “I’ll survive just fine, sir. And you?”

      “Alive… thanks to Maxine.”

      “Damn fine handy agent to have around, sir.”

      “You’re telling me. Now, you think we can get one of these shredded SUV’s working?” 

      They took in the condition of the wrecks and almost regretted asking the question. It didn’t take a mechanic to figure out the answer to the question.

      Woodward turned to Scott. “There’s something I must tell you, sir.”

      “What is it, Woodward?”

      A garbled response. Scott’s surroundings warped. Colors collided. Sound merged. Time seemed to slow.
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        * * *

      

      “What?” Scott asked.

      Xavier placed a hand on his shoulder. 

      “I said it’s time I told you something.”

      Scott looked around as he slowly removed his headphones. The Identity app had done it again. Night had taken over the late afternoon canvas he was just living in. A mangled car wreck was the centerpiece, surrounded by numerous bodies, guns and spent ammunition.

      “What the hell is going on?” Scott pleaded.

      “Look at me, Scott.”

      Mesmerized. So much carnage. So many bodies.

      Woodward shook him. “Scott!”

      Scott turned, half dazed, caught in a world between dream and reality. Numb.

      “Scott. You are more than you think you are. And there is much to be done. But first we need to get the hell out of here.”

      In the distance a roar echoed, an engine redlining.

      And heading right for them.

      

      THE STORY CONTINUES IN REALITY
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      Colin Webb cursed as his stack of shopping carts stopped with a jolt in the middle of the supermarket’s parking lot.  He rubbed his chest where he’d been pushing the rear cart’s handle with one threadbare mitten.  Grumbling, he bent down and squinted at the wheel housing as the night wind blew through the lot with a chilly moan.

      A sheet of paper had blown up against one of the wheels and stuffed up the works but good.  Colin pulled the paper free.  Gave a shove.  With a rattle and another judiciously applied curse, he got the stack moving again.

      He manoeuvred the carts into the market’s holding area, and then ducked around one of the concrete pillars that made up the decorative façade of the Stop n’ Save.  Colin dug around in the pocket of his windbreaker for his pack of Lucky Strikes.  Instead, he came up with the same damned piece of paper that had gotten stuck in the cart’s wheel.  He’d just jammed it into his pocket without thinking.

      Colin unfolded the sheet out of idle curiosity.

      The black ink of a felt-tip pen spelled out a ten-item shopping list.  The flowing cursive print put its entries in a neat stack.  It was unremarkable, save for a couple misspellings.

      And a strange entry at the bottom.

      O.J.

      Pizza

      W.Whet Bread

      Whole Milk

      Letuce

      Jell-O

      Pop

      Albicore Tuna

      Chkn Soups

      SL-PAT2X6

      That last item made Colin bite his lip in thought.  He knew the most obvious abbreviations, like ‘O.J.’ for ‘orange juice’.  But SL-PAT2X6?  That sounded like a cough syrup formula.  With Thanksgiving only a week away, people had been coming in for meal fixings, snacks, and flu remedies.

      Colin moved to throw the paper in the garbage can.  He felt something wet on his index finger.  He pulled his finger back and saw it was coated in scarlet.  For a crazy half-second, he thought it might have been blood from the mother of all paper cuts.  But as he rubbed his skin, the color flaked off in little red particles.

      Puzzled, he turned the shopping list over.  It bore a scrawled message.

      HELP US PLEZE WE R KIDNAPED

      Colin’s index finger had smeared the bottom left leg of the ‘H’ into a long, bloody comma.  He felt his body temperature plummet and his skin goose-pimple as if one of the store’s jerkweed butchers had shoved him into the meat locker.

      “Ho-lee crap,” he rasped, “Someone’s gotta be screwin’ around.”

      Colin looked up and down the lot.  The air held a strong hint of rain mixed with the sharp undertone of gasoline.  Except for the puddle-filled potholes, the blacktop shone like an oil slick from the drizzling rain.

      Almost every space had a car in it.  Mostly American-made SUVs, vans, or pickups.  Michiganders liked Detroit steel, and a lot of it.

      Enough space in just about any jalopy here to stow a couple of people.  Unless this is all a big joke on me.

      He grimaced at the thought.  Colin Webb had eked his way through high school, just another slouchy kid with a choppy shag of brown hair.  His counselor had called him a ‘floater’.

      Colin had ‘internalized’ it, as the counselor would have said, in his nose-in-the-air fashion.  If by ‘internalizing’, it meant pounding down every sort of booze a 21-year old could get his hands on in Roscommon County.

      He’d been through Alcoholics Anonymous.  Kept him dry, but it was still a long way back up.  Spending his mid-twenties as a cart pusher and bagger at the local Stop n’ Save wasn’t great.   But it was the best he could do when his mother’s welfare check barely covered the rent.

      He let out a frustrated breath and rustled the paper again.  The store at his back was full of people, but the parking lot was dead, activity-wise.  No one wanted to stay out in the chilling wind spilling off of Lake Skegemog.

      It was the lake that made up his mind.  The wind always blew in one direction—from off the water.  In a direct line from the water, there was a frontage road, the lot’s double-sized driveway, a half-dozen rows of cars, and then him.  Beyond his line of carts were the dumpsters, and then acres of open, weedy fields.

      The note had to have come from someone in one of the lot’s cars.  The odds of someone writing a note, tossing it into the wind, and having it strike his line of carts—it was pretty long.  Almost ‘tossing a bottle in the ocean’ kind of long.  Not the kind of odds you’d take if you just wanted to screw around with somebody on the low end of the totem pole like Colin Webb.

      His skin goose-pimpled as he thought of two people crammed in some back seat, stuffed in some trunk, cuffed in the back of one of the vans or SUVs.  Part of him wanted to dash out into the lot, hammering on doors and trunks, shouting and demanding for someone to answer.

      Yeah, great idea, idiot!  What if they’re gagged, bound, and can’t respond?  What if one or more of the kidnappers is waiting in the vehicle?  They see you coming, banging around like a maniac, they’ll plug you and leave you to die bleeding at this effing Stop n’ Save.

      He looked at the list one more time.  Could he at least identify the car?

      SL-PAT2X6…

      Colin shook his head.  Too many characters to be on a license plate.

      He turned to dash around the side of the store.  Pushed through the curtain of orange-tinted plastic strips that made up the loading dock’s door.  Colin spotted two figures in the gloomy light of the storage area.  He ran up to them, waving the paper in one hand like a trophy.

      “Josh!  Al!” he said, huffing from the run. “You’ve got to see this.”

      “Slow down, Webbster.  Don’t go trollin’ when we’re doubled down with no extra help,” said the heavier of the two.  Josh Asher was a blond-haired fireplug of a young man whose only aim in life was to be a goalie for the Detroit Red Wings.

      “You heard him, Colin.  This whole night’s been a lick on us.”  This from Alberto Amador.  Colin had worked with the older man enough to learn his personal slang.  Any bit of hardship, from a dented fender to an especially demanding work shift was ‘a lick’.

      “Yeah, I bet.  But check this out.”

      Colin handed the note to Al, who reclined on a pile of canned goods as he sweated like a sprinter fresh off the track.   Josh looked over the man’s shoulder in order to read the note.

      He let out a snort after Al flipped the page to see the shopping list.

      “Okay, pal.  You had your fun.  Where’d you get the mascara to write the ‘help us’ note?  I mean, come on.  This is really lame.”

      “This ain’t mascara,” Al pointed out.  “It’s lip gloss or something.  Weird.”

      “I sure as hell didn’t make this note up,” Colin replied.  “I found it.  It had to have come from of one of the cars in the lot.  There’s two people stuffed into a car in our lot on their way to be ransomed, or worse.”

      Josh and Alberto exchanged a look.  Colin gritted his teeth.  These guys were co-workers, sure.  They were nominally friendly.  But they weren’t friends.  A guy like him didn’t rate friends, he figured.  Josh’s next comment confirmed that thought right quick.

      “Yeah, right, Webbie.  You know what?  I think you’re gettin’ the damned D-Ts from putting the bottle down and trying to climb back on the wagon.”

      Colin clenched his jaw.  Josh was okay sometimes.  Other times, Colin wanted to smash the guy’s teeth in.  Just out of frustration.  Small town, back woods people never forgot what they saw.

      Once an alkie, always an alkie.

      It didn’t matter if Colin made it through the next twenty years, dry as a bone.  They’d still be tempering their assessment of him through those eyes.

      “You’re a real Ash-hole sometimes.” Colin said, pulling out the nickname that he knew Josh Asher hated.  It worked like a charm.  Josh’s hands curled into fists and he took a step forward.

      “Hold on!” Alberto stopped him with an upraised palm.  “We get into it now, it’s a whole bunch of licks on us.”  He glared at Josh. “You doubtin’ this?  That’s cool, so am I.  Humor him a bit.  Say he’s right.”

      “Yeah,” Josh sneered, “A gang of kidnappers just decided to stop in and pick up some thimbleberry jam, Yooper-brewed beer, and some smoked whitefish.  You know, in case they get hungry and decide to piece around while they decide when to call in for the ransom.”

      “Why not?” Colin demanded. “They’ve got to feed the man, woman, whomever they took, especially if they plan to keep ‘em for a while.”

      “Girls.  They’re probably twin girls,” Alberto said sagely.  “At least, that’s what makes sense.”

      The older man stopped, held his side, and let out a little moan.

      Colin frowned.  “What’s wrong?”

      “Just my side.  Gimme a sec.”

      “He’s been like this off and on all evening,” Josh put in.  “Sweating, groaning, generally being a lazy-ass.”

      “Screw you, Josh.  And the horse you rode in on.”

      Colin knelt down and gestured for Alberto to raise his shirt.  When Al did so, the lower right side of the man’s abdomen looked swollen.  Colin didn’t touch it, but held his hand near.  He felt the dull heat of inflammation radiating from the dusky red skin.

      “I’m no doctor, but I’m sure it’s appendicitis,” Colin said, “I had mine out in junior year, same thing happened.”

      “I can work through this.  Tough it out like a man.” Alberto declared.

      On the heels of that statement, like a dark comic punchline, he coughed.  Then dry-heaved.  Then fell to his hands and knees on the dirty floor.

      “Holy crap!” Josh exclaimed, going white-faced.  “I better get Kendall back here.”

      “Wait!  We can-” Colin said, but Josh had already disappeared through the rubber-edged swinging doors that separated the storage area from the supermarket aisles.

      Al carefully eased himself onto his back.  He jammed the note into Colin’s hand.  The man’s face had gone gray as slate gravel.  A sticky sheet of sweat coated his face.

      “It’s okay,” Colin said, “We’ll get you to a hospital.  Get you in my car.”

      “Oh, hell no.”

      Colin reddened.  “It’s a heap, I know.  Okay, your car.”

      “Hitched a ride with Josh today,” Al gasped.  “Your car’s too small…for me to stretch out.  Need the back seat in the Ash-hole’s pickup.”

      “Yeah, that figures.  Al, I need to know…what makes you think that note’s from a couple of little girls?”

      “Been watching too many crime dramas.  To me, looks like…a little girl wrote that note.”

      “Because she used makeup?  I mean, lipstick to draw with?”

      “No, hell no.”

      Al held himself rigid and let out another groan.  Colin didn’t know what to do.  When he’d had appendicitis, it hurt for anyone to touch him, anywhere.

      “That note’s color…it’s dark.  Sexy red.  Grown woman’s makeup.  The handwriting looks like a kid’s.”

      “What makes you think it’s two girls?”

      “You been working too many night shifts.  Ain’t been watching the news.  Two nine-year old girls went missing in Ann Arbor last night.  State Senator Galloway’s twin daughters.  Kidnappers are askin’ for a cool ten million dollars or the girls disappear for good.”

      “I’ll call the cops!”

      “Hope they get…get here in time.  Damn town is in the boonies.  Saginaw cops’ll maybe get here in twenty, thirty minutes.  You got a license plate, car make, anything to give ‘em?”

      “No!  That’s just it, I don’t know which car!”

      “Better figure out which…which car it is before it pulls out.  If you’re right, they’re gonna slip right through.”

      “Shit!  It’s a lick on me, ain’t it?”  Colin looked up.  He heard the sound of angry voices, approaching footsteps.  Not much time now.

      “Not if you figure it out, Colin.” Alberto let out a gasp of pain that made his knuckles clench white.  “Like they say…most days you’re the windshield, but every now and then you get to be the rock.  Get to…hit something, not stand around and get hit.”

      Al arched his back as if he was having a terrible cramp, and let out a scream.  And right then, Josh burst through the double doors with the night manager at his side.  Kendall Price was a ‘Citiot’, an unflattering name for an unpleasant person from the Detroit City suburbs.   He had a tall beanpole of a frame topped by a mop of bright red hair.   Josh called him ‘the human matchstick’, though never to the man’s face.

      “God damn it all,” Price cursed, “You had to go and get sick on this effing shift, didn’t you?”

      “Sorry…to cause trouble, sir.”  Even in pain, Al managed to convey just the right tone of ‘screw you’ in his voice.

      “Come on,” Colin said.  “Josh, help me get him to the back seat of your pickup.  You gotta take him to County Medical.”

      “Can we call him an ambulance or something?”  Price said harshly, “We’re so damned short-handed now, we got a line halfway down the aisles.”

      “Josh can get him to County Med before the ambulance can make its way out here,” Colin pointed out.  The manager glared at him, eyes ablaze, as Colin and Josh lifted Alberto as gently as they could and got him into the pickup.  When he returned, Kendall Price hadn’t budged an inch.

      “That was damned insubordinate,” Price said, “And I’m docking your pay for the time you just spent screwing around back here when you should’ve been pushing carts!”

      Colin bit back his first reply.  Hell, his first ten.

      “I’m heading out to the lot now, Kendall.  I just figured, if an employee died on your shift, you’d be a mite concerned how it’d look on your monthlies.”

      “Didn’t know you cared so much, Webb.”

      “You don’t know the half of it.”  Colin snatched the note out of his pocket and held it up.  “I found this in the lot just now.  We’ve got someone kidnapped in a car out there, and we’ve got to call the cops.  I don’t have my cell so we need to use the land line in your office.  We gotta do it now.”

      Price read the note, astounded.  His eyes swiveled back and forth like he was watching a tennis match.  Colin could practically see the gears turning in the man’s head as he seemed to be juggling, weighing things on the fly.

      “This is pretty serious.  You know which car?”  Colin shook his head.  “Okay, then I’m going to call it in.  You, I need working.”

      “What? When any of those people out there could be one of the bastards who snatched whoever wrote that note?”

      “You better watch your tongue, Webb.”  Kendall Price snapped his fingers under Colin’s nose.  “I could axe you from this job so quick that you’ll be left wonderin’ where your beer money went to.  I got a new job for you.  Now that you sent Dumb and Dumber to the hospital, all I got left is your ugly ass and Ginnie LeVoss.  Get up front and bag.”

      Colin sighed.  “I’m on it.”

      “I’ll be watching you.  Like a goddamned hawk.”  Price gave Colin a little nudge to get him moving, and then stuck the note in his shirt pocket.

      That casual nudge sparked something in Colin’s gut.  He half-turned to Price and said, “I just don’t get you.  You think that bossing us around like this is gonna get you a promotion?  Maybe to swing shift manager, net you another buck or two an hour?”

      Price sneered.  “People like me are on their way to bigger and better things.  People like you?  Well, there’s two types of Webb-folk.  Those who shut up and do their jobs, and those who don't work at Stop n’ Save anymore.”

      And with that, they pushed through the double doors and into the clean, tiled expanses of the supermarket proper.  Price marched into the manager’s bullpen at the end of the rows of registers.  Colin hurriedly donned a bright red Stop n’ Save apron and went to the bagging position.

      Normally, bag duty was a mind-numbing task.  Tonight, it was nerve-wracking.  Colin couldn’t help but keep glancing at the long, impatient line of customers.  Wondering which of them was a kidnapper.  Either a scared, desperate amateur, or a cold, calculating type like in the movies.

      His heart pounded like a big metal gong in his chest.  Colin rubbed his brow, wiped away sweat caused more by nerves than exertion.  He didn’t know who it could be.  Dammit, he knew most of the people in line, and it could be one of them, for all he knew.

      Colin looked over his shoulder, at what Alberto jokingly called the ‘secret spy mirror’.  One of the old, transom-style windows at the front of the store tilted in just such a way so that he could make out what was going on in the manager’s bullpen.  Price had taken out the note and was re-reading it.  Colin could see the man’s lips moving silently.

      “Where’s Al and Josh?” Ginnie asked, between loud pops of her chewing gum.  Her breath reeked of what a poorly educated chemist thought peppermint should smell like.

      “Al fell sick.  Josh took him to County.”

      “Dang it,” she said, more annoyed than alarmed.  She moved the items over the beeping scanner pad a tad more quickly.  “It’s a lick on us.”

      “Yeah, it is.”

      He glanced once more at Kendall Price, trying to will the man to pick up the phone.  What the hell was he waiting for?  Price paced back and forth like a caged leopard.  Colin had to turn away to face the next customer, a portly middle-aged man he’d seen playing the pipe organ at his mom’s church.

      “Paper or plastic?”

      Mr. Organ Player wanted paper inside plastic, as he expected.  Folks with less than 20 items usually went for the plastic.  If people had a lot of stuff to haul, it was paper bags, with or without plastic.  And there were enough groceries coming off the conveyor belt to feed a small army.

      Colin threw himself into the work as his mind churned.  The two sides of the note flashed in his mind like brightly lit X-ray plates.

      But do they tell me anything?  Come on, focus!

      Say that Alberto was correct.  That it was the Galloway twins stuffed in one of those cars.  Trapped, but resourceful enough to get a note written with whatever they had at hand.

      There was Alberto’s comment about the makeup used.  Colin’s gut agreed with it. The color he’d seen was the deep red of romance novel covers, seductive lingerie, or the roses Stop n’ Save sold around Valentine’s Day.

      Their captor, or at least one of the girls’ captors, must be a woman.

      The flip side of the note came into his mind next as Mr. Organ Player wheeled his cart off and the next customer stepped up.  He thought about the neat, feminine cursive script on the shopping list.

      That he could even read the list at all implied that she was still here.  Still in the Stop n’ Save.  Most people crossed out found items on their shopping list with a pen.  The words on this list were pristine.

      Especially SL-PAT2X6.  What the hell was that?  A kind of medicine?  A food additive?  Cleanser, maybe?  He’d done some stacking of dishwasher detergent boxes and some of the latest brand names were pretty weird.

      Okay, so what if I can’t figure it out?  I can look for the other nine items.  And I can look for that scarlet shade of makeup.

      His knuckles tightened around a loaf of whole wheat bread as he saw most of the items from the list fall into place in front of him.  A can of frozen orange juice.  A pint of skim milk, a head of lettuce, two liters of Coke, and a can of albacore tuna in water.  And a loaf of bread.

      “Please be careful, Colin,” a woman’s voice said.  He looked up into the kind face of his seventh-grade English teacher.  She wore a collection of bright green scarves to stave off the cold.  “I think you’re going to leave your fingerprints on my morning toast!”

      “Sorry, Mrs. Isaacs,” he apologized, as he put her groceries carefully into her cart. “Just a lot on my mind, I guess.”

      The next customer stepped up.  A man of Middle Eastern descent, wearing a camouflage-colored parka that looked like it had been purchased at a Wal-Mart ‘Last Chance’ sale.  His dozen or so items were mostly auto-related, including three quarts of motor oil and a spray bottle of Armor-All.

      Colin shook his head.  He sent a droplet of sweat flying.  He felt like his mind was stuttering, trying to speed up after a lifetime spent in whatever gear was labeled ‘amble’.

      He cursed under his breath, which earned a glance from Ginnie LeVoss and the guy with the camo parka.  He saw all of the assumptions he’d built up come crashing down.  Had to, unless he thought that Mrs. Isaacs was the kidnapper.

      The kidnapper could’ve left her purse with cosmetics in the vehicle.  But it didn’t mean that she was wearing that particular red shade.  Or any makeup at all.

      And it didn’t mean that what he saw on the bag line here would match the list.  After all, the list had been forgotten in the car.  Worst of all, nine of the ten items on that list were pretty generic.  Anyone, even Mrs. Isaacs, could and would buy them.

      Camo parka guy took his groceries and left.  Colin forced himself to slow his breathing.  Wasn’t going to do those girls any good if he passed out.

      What Colin did know was that there was only one way out of the store—through him.  And the tenth item, SL-PAT2X6—that had to be something distinctive.  If he could only figure out what it was, then he would hit paydirt.  That made him feel better, like a ray of sunshine had passed over his face.

      The feeling vanished as he glanced up at the ‘spy mirror’.

      His stomach did a somersault as Kendall Price shoved the note into the paper shredder.  Then Price bent down, out of sight, and came up with the phone line from behind the desk.  He took out a butterfly knife and slashed the dangling cord in two.

      “The hell?”  Colin said in amazement.

      Ginnie cleared her throat and nodded impatiently at the groceries that were piling up at the base of the conveyor.  Absently, he started packing the items.  The first paper bag got filled with a quart of milk and a twin-sized carton of orange juice.  He stuffed the next one with a couple cans of Campbell’s Chicken & Stars, a jar of thimbleberry jelly, cans of tuna fish, and a loaf of wheat bread on top.

      It was a pretty close match to the list he’d pulled off the cart, but like Mrs. Isaac’s items, it wasn’t exact.  For a moment, he put aside the mystery of Kendall Price’s odd behavior.  The last damned item on the mystery shopping list kept rolling around in his head like a loose can of beer in the trunk of his car.

      “Hey, space case!” Ginnie said, with a loud pop of her gum, “You know if our beer sale covers the pale ales, or just Bud?”

      “It’s all beer, Ginnie,” Colin said absently.

      He looked up at the next customer in line.  A couple.  The man was broad-shouldered, with a brown leather vest and a greasy-looking black mullet.  The woman was a blonde with a nice, willowy figure that showed through, even in her ill-fitting jeans and sweater.

      “You want your alcohol in a separate bag?” Colin asked.

      The woman shook her head but said nothing more.  Colin simply grabbed the two six-packs of beer and set them in the cart.  The bottles were a cheery brown and white, labeled with a drawing of an adobe-walled mission church and the brand name Santa Lucia.

      The hairs went up on the back of Colin’s neck.  He squinted at the church drawing again.  The words under it read Pale Ale Temptation.

      Colin blinked.  All those nights, passed out on the couch with a nice hoppy buzz.  From any and all brands he could beg, borrow, or swipe.  He’d once lugged home a pair of six-packs of this.  Two six packs of Santa Lucia’s Pale Ale Temptation.

      SL-PAT2X6.

      He knew from experience that a two-by-six was just the right amount of alcohol for a lush’s evening of sipping.  Or, he supposed, a hot time on the town with a pair of kidnapped girls stuffed in a closet somewhere.

      A tap at his shoulder.  Kendall Price looked at him, his mouth twisted in a wry expression.  The tones in his voice sounded as canned as the tuna that Colin had been bagging.

      “I called the cops,” he said.  “They said that they’ve been on the lookout. Don’t do anything, they’ve got everything under control.”

      Colin didn’t have the energy to pretend anymore.  Price wasn’t just an annoying night manager anymore, a guy in love with his own voice and his petty sense of authority.  He was a liar.

      “No, you didn’t.  I saw you.  You didn’t call.  You sliced the phone line.”

      Price only paused for a moment.

      “Why, you must be mistaken, Colin.  Perhaps you might rephrase that.”

      Colin’s insides turned to ice.  When challenged, Kendall Price was a blowhard, a total jerkweed.  He wasn’t calm and polite.

      “Go on,” Price said. “Everything.  Is under.  Control.”

      And then Colin saw that his prick of a manager wasn’t talking to him.  Price looked over his head and at the couple he’d just bagged groceries for.  As if in a bad dream, Colin saw the three exchange glances.  Price nodded at the mullet-haired guy.  Mullet-head nodded back, grabbed the sacks of groceries, and calmly walked arm-in-arm with the woman out the door.

      “Hey, you left your receipt!” Ginnie called, but they ignored her.

      So did Colin and Price.

      “I think you and I need to have a little talk, Webb.  Man to man.”

      “You and I got nothing to talk about, Price.”

      Kendall Price’s gaze swiveled towards Colin like a rifle sight.  “Manager’s bullpen.  Now, Webb.  Don’t make me break you.  Or you won’t be able to get so much as a job digging turnips in Cheboygan when I’m done with you.”

      Colin’s made as if to speak.  Then his face fell, and his expression went slack.  He really did need the job.  He and his mom did, if they were going make it through the winter.

      “Okay, Price.  You win.”

      Head hanging low, Colin followed Price as they walked along the front of the store towards the bullpen.  Through the plate glass, he saw the couple crossing the parking lot towards a beat-up looking Chevy Impala.  They were holding hands, and they didn’t seem to have a care in the world.  Time slowed to a crawl for Colin Webb.  He felt like he was floating.

      “That’s all you are,” the voice of the counselor said in his ear.  “A floater.”

      “Tryin’ to climb back on the wagon?”  Josh’s voice said.  “Yeah, right.”

      The voice shifted to Alberto’s.  “Figure it out, Colin.  Most days you’re the windshield, but every now and then you get to be the rock.  You get to hit something, not just stand around and get hit.”

      Every now and then you get to hit something…

      He and Price passed the pre-cut bundles of firewood stacked by the front doors.  One of the mesh bags had split open.  Without stopping to think, Colin grabbed a chunk.  The wedge-shaped piece of wood fit his hand perfectly.

      Colin decked Kendall Price across the back of the head.  The man went down with a groan.  The customers in line who saw what had happened let out a shriek or a shout.  Ginnie’s gum rolled out of her open mouth in a sticky white mass and landed in the open cash till.

      “Oh my God!” shouted one of the customers.  “He’s gone crazy!  Someone call the cops!”

      “Yeah, do that!” Colin shouted back, as he dashed out the door.

      An icy droplet of rain smacked his upper lip as he ran outside.  The slam of a car door.  The couple had gotten into their vehicle.

      Colin heard a motor start up as he ran around the side of the market.  He sprinted to the employee parking spaces.  He felt more drops of rain patter on his head and hands as he threw open the door of his shot-to-hell Kia Rio.

      The tiny car was on its last legs.  The Rio’s hatchback refused to open, so Colin had had to store the cargo net, tire jack, and his spare toolbox on the floor in front of the passenger’s seat.  Alberto Amador had been right to be nervous about going to the hospital in Colin’s automobile.

      Colin belted himself in, fumbled with the keys, and then slapped them home in the ignition.  He cranked the motor.  It rattled and squeaked like a nest of hamsters that had gone on strike.  Colin went through an entire string of four-letter words.  Through it all, his mind hummed along like a parent chiding their child.

      You know if you let them get out of this lot, they’re as good as gone.  And whoever wrote that note is as good as dead.

      He twisted the key again.  He heard the metal creak as it bent. But the Kia’s rattletrap engine sprang to life.  He shifted into reverse and swung the little car around.

      Colin gunned the motor.  Took the speed bump at the corner of the lot at speed.  The Kia’s cheap shocks decided to not cushion the blow.

      The toolbox spilled open.  His head struck the hard plastic on the underside of the roof.  Colin saw stars for a second.

      Balding tires squealed in protest and skidded on the wet asphalt.  Up ahead, the driveway exited onto the frontage road.  If he could block it, then the rules of the game would change.

      The Impala pulled up towards the exit.  It wasn’t moving fast, but the large blue car was a lot closer.  No way could Colin get to the driveway first.

      He swallowed hard.  He hesitated, but with each blink of his eyes, the image of that note burned on the inside of his lids.

      HELP US PLEZE.

      Colin crushed the gas pedal underfoot.   No, he couldn’t get to the driveway first.  But he could get there at the same time.

      The Impala rolled to a stop at the exit.  The car’s turn signal blinked on in a friendly pulse of yellow.  The driver hadn’t seen the approaching Kia.  Colin had left his headlights off.

      Maybe I’ll get a ticket for that, he thought wildly.

      A shattering CRASH!

      Colin hit the Impala just ahead of the driver’s side door.  He felt the impact of his face into the airbag.  Heard the sickening crunch of metal on metal.  The acrid smell of battery acid and wiper fluid.  The iron taste of blood in his mouth.

      The world spun crazily and resolved itself into the broken hulks of the two cars and the blaring of a horn.  He saw through the half-shattered windshield that it wasn’t his horn going off.  The blonde woman lay unconscious, face buried in the flaccid folds of her own deployed airbag, chest up against the horn button.

      Colin groped in the dim light inside his car.  His fingers closed around the metal crowbar from his tool kit.  He stumbled out of the wreck of his Kia, tool held low at his side, and came around the banged-up hood of the Impala.

      He felt a trickle of blood run from one nostril.  His left elbow felt two sizes too big.  The rain started to come down hard, like icy needles against his skin.  But he ignored it all as he saw the massive frame of the mullet-headed man begin to climb out of the passenger-side door.  In the man’s right hand was a gun.

      Colin was too pissed off now to be afraid.  He kicked the side of the door as hard as he could.  It smashed mullet-head’s hand against the door frame.

      The gun went off.  The bullet whined off into the night.  Colin kicked the door a second time.  The gun dropped and skidded away.  Something in the man’s hand snapped.  He let out a howl.

      Snarling, the man shoved his way out of his seat.  He made it to his feet just as Colin clocked him with the crowbar.  His eyes rolled back and he fell to the asphalt without a sound.

      Colin heard muffled cries and banging from the rear of the Impala.  He went around back.  One of the tail light covers had fallen out.  A little white finger waggled desperately through the opening, trying to attract attention.

      “Get back!” he shouted, and the finger withdrew.  He jammed the end of the crowbar into the bottom of the trunk lid.  It popped open with a single heave.

      Gasping, he looked down on two frightened little girls.  Their wrists, ankles, and mouths had been bound in duct tape.  Colin pulled out his pocket knife and sliced through their bonds.

      The Galloway twins shrank away from him until he lifted them out of the cramped trunk space.  Then they began to cry, and as they did, they grasped on to the sides of his dingy Stop n’ Save apron.  He knelt, wrapping his wiry arms around the two little blonde girls.  He heard the distant sound of sirens.

      Colin didn’t think he’d ever have thought they sounded so sweet.

      “Shh, it’s okay,” he crooned, “You’re safe now.”

      “Who…who are you?” one of the girls asked him.

      “My name’s Colin.”  He beamed as he added, “I got your note.”

      He had to hand it to Alberto Amador.  The man was right.  You never really knew how your day was going to end.

      Some days, sadly, you were the windshield.

      But tonight?   Tonight, Colin had gotten to be the rock.

      And that was a lick on everyone else.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Michael Angel writes thrillers, suspense, and epic fantasy. His fictional worlds range from the former Soviet province of Ozrabek to the magic-drenched realm of Andeluvia. You can find out more about his writing at the link below.

      

      https://michaelangelwriter.weebly.com

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Intruder

          

          By Eoghan Egan

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Intruder

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Seán?’ Tracy nudged her husband.

      ‘Hmm.’

      ‘Seán. Wake up.’

      ‘Hmm?’

      ‘We’re being burgled.’

      ‘Hmmm.’

      ‘Seán!’ Tracy hammered her husband’s shoulder.

      ‘Oww.’

      ‘Shh. I heard a bang. Someone’s broken in.’    

      They both strained to catch a sound.

      Silence.

      Seán groped for his glasses and peered at the bedside clock.

      1:27 a.m.

      He rolled onto his back and yawned. ‘Probably the wind, or else you’re dreaming.’

      ‘Wasn’t a dream. I definitely heard a noise,’ Tracy said. ‘Like… hitting—’

      ‘Nobody’s hitting anything,’ Seán said. ‘Did you set the downstairs alarm as you always do since the last time you thought we’d a break-in?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Well then.’ Seán pulled the duvet under his chin. ‘If someone had broken in—’

      The wailing house alarm siren shattered the stillness.

      

      Seán lunged from the bed, scrabbling for discarded clothes. His leg hit the bedside locker. The radio alarm clock toppled, bounced on the floor and started its high-pitched chirp. ‘Phone the guards,’ he said, pulling on a T-shirt. 

      Tracy switched on her bedside lamp, reached for the mobile. ‘There’s no reception in here. I’ve told you that a thousand—’

      ‘Tracy!’  

      ‘Yes. Yes, I’m trying.’ Her hands shook. 

      ‘Try harder.’ Seán hopped in place and pushed a leg into his jeans. 

      ‘What do you want me to do, Seán? There’s no fuc—’

      ‘Get the kids. Bring them into the en-suite. You’ll get a signal bar in there if you hold the phone up to the window.’ 

      ‘Okay. Check the security camera.’

      Seán stooped, searched around the bed for shoes. Couldn’t find them. He slammed his knuckles on the radio alarm, silencing it, then opened his bedside locker and rifled through the contents. A thump from downstairs, loud enough to hear over the shrieking alarm forced Tracy into action. She jumped out of bed, intent now on protecting her two children. ‘Check the security camera,’ she said again.

      Seán took a key from the locker, swung around to the built-in wardrobe units, and unlocked a door. He removed an old side-by-side double-barrelled shotgun, stretched up to a shelf and took down a small box. 

      ‘What the hell are you doing?’ Tracy watched Seán thumb open the gun’s safety catch and roll two cartridges into the barrels.

      ‘What do you think I’m doing?’

      The gun mechanism locked with a rusty click. Seán eased back the triggers, gripped the stock and barrel, finger inside the trigger plate, and moved towards the bedroom door. 

      ‘Seán? Security camera.’

      ‘I turned it off.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I turned it off.’

      ‘You… what?’ Tracy stared at her husband. ‘Why would you turn a security camera off?’ 

      ‘Cos, the monitor was making a buzzing noise last week, and it kept me awake, so I turned it off.’

      ‘For God’s sake, Seán. The whole reason for having a security camera is to… What’s the point of—?’

      ‘Now’s not the time.’ Seán moved towards the bedroom door.

      ‘Jesus, Seán.’ Tracy’s voice quivered. ‘This is… You’ve never … when did you even hold that gun last? What are you thinking? Guns solve nothing. Shout at the robbers. Make them go away.’

      Seán glared at his wife. ‘Do you think that’ll work? Calm down. It’ll be fine.’

      ‘Clearly, it’s not fine if you have to—’  

      ‘Kids. Bathroom. Now.’   

      Tracy pulled on a nightgown and ran to the door. 

      ‘Bring your phone, Seán said.’

      Tracy doubled back, grabbed her mobile, stopped. ‘What if they’re already upstairs? On the landing?’

      Seán adjusted his spectacles and placed his forefinger on the trigger. Gunstock tight to his shoulder, he squinted down the barrel and jerked his head at the door. ‘Open it an’ step outta the way.’  

      Tracy stretched her hand to the handle, pulled the bedroom door open, and jumped aside. Light from the hallway night lamp immediately flooded the room. The burglar alarm, deadened somewhat by the closed door, shrieked now like a demented banshee. 

      Seán edged forward, pushed the shotgun barrels around the doorframe, stepped through the doorway and into the landing... ‘There’s no one out here,’ he said. ‘Get the kids. I’ll wait.’ He stood at the top of the stairs.

      Tracy bolted into Sarah’s room, lifted the sleeping four-year-old onto her shoulder, turned, and bumped into Jack, their seven-year-old son who had wakened and wandered out. ‘What’s that noise, Mummy?’ Jack yawned and rubbed his eyes, still half asleep. 

      ‘The alarm went off, Jack. We’ll go into our en-suite and let Daddy sort it out.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because that’s why.’ Tracy shepherded the boy ahead of her, through the bedroom, looked back at her husband. ‘Be careful. Don’t—’

      ‘Lock the bathroom door,’ Seán said. ‘Keep tryin’ the guards ‘til you get through.’     
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        * * *

      

      Heart thumping trip-hammer fast, Seán tiptoed down the first three steps and looked through the bannister railings into the downstairs hallway. 

      Nothing.

      His glasses steamed up. Seán blinked away the sweat that burned his eyes, took another cautious step, then wondered why he was quiet; the alarm was making enough racket to wake the dead. 

      Another step. 

      A thump somewhere off the kitchen stopped him in his tracks and raised the hairs on the back of his neck. Fear crouched in his stomach causing nausea to climb into his chest. He tasted bile in his throat and swallowed hard. 

      Bang. 

      Someone was hammering something. Fear crouched in his stomach, ready to spring free. He touched the first trigger, trying to determine where the burglars were. The incessant high-pitched wail was disorientating. He wondered why the alarm hadn’t frightened the intruders away, and if he’d get killed defending his property and family. He descended another step, and his bare foot arch trod on a piece of Lego. A flash of pain momentarily blinded him and Seán bit down on his bottom lip to stop himself howling in agony. He wiped his forehead, gripped the shotgun barrels tighter, moved into the hallway and sidled toward the kitchen door.  

      

      With Sarah draped across her shoulder, Tracy hustled Jack into the en-suite, locked the door, sat on the floor, back against the toilet bowl, and hugged her children tight. She looked at her mobile phone screen, willing a signal bar to appear. The incessant shrill of the muffled alarm still penetrated through the walls, and she tried to control her breathing. Hail Mary full of Grace, the Lord is with… She closed her eyes. Lord, I swear I’ll bring Sarah and Jack to Mass every Sunday. Please get us out of this, and I’ll teach them—

      The mobile in Tracy’s hand jingled, making her jump. Sarah woke and started to cry.

      Tracy answered the call. ‘Maggie?’

      ‘Tracy? Ye alright over there?’

      ‘Jesus, Maggie, we’re being burgled,’ Tracy told her sister-in-law. ‘Shush, Sarah. It’s okay, baby. Mummy’s here. Go back to sleep.’ Tracy jammed the mobile between her shoulder and jaw, cocooned the children in her arms, and used her hands to cover Sarah and Jack’s ears against the relentless siren.   

      ‘And the noise hasn’t frightened them off?’ Maggie asked. 

      ‘No. Even over the alarm, I can hear them banging about downstairs.’

      ‘Huh. Brazen bastards. Where are you?’

      ‘In our en-suite with Jack and Sarah. The door’s locked and—’

      ‘Is Seán there?’

      ‘Not with us. He’s gone downstairs… with a gun—’

      ‘Good.’

      ‘What do you mean goo—?’

      ‘Mummy?’

      ‘Shh, Jack. Maggie?’

      ‘Yeah?’

      ‘Tracy’s voice dropped to a whisper. ‘Did you hear me? He’s taken the shotgun—’

      ‘Oh, the shotgun? I thought you meant a real gun. Jesus, has he still got that piece of corroded crap? It’s as old—’  

      ‘Mummy?’ Jack tugged his mother’s nightgown.

      ‘Hold on a second, Maggie. Yes, Jack?’

      ‘Is Daddy going to die?’

      ‘No, Daddy’s not going to—’

      ‘Am I going to die?’

      ‘Course not. What makes to say that?’

      ‘Cos I heard you tell Auntie Maggie there are burglars, and Daddy’s got a gun, and… and I heard Daddy tell you to phone the police.’

      ‘Hush, Jack. Everything’s fine. Daddy will take care of it. No one will die. I promise, okay?’

      ‘But what if—’

      ‘Not now, Jack. Maggie? Maggie? I’ve got to call the guards—’

      ‘Brendan’s already done that, and he’s rang ‘round for help. Don’t suppose you know how many broke in?’

      ‘With the racket they’re making, at least two. At least.’

      Tracy heard Maggie relay that news to Brendan, Seán’s brother.

      ‘Right,’ Maggie was back on her mobile. ‘Bren’s leaving now. He’ll meet the others at the top of the road. You stay on the phone with me, an’ let the lads handle it. I’ll let you know when all’s clear. Never fear, the robbin’ bastards can’t escape. Even if they get outta the house alive, the lads’ll whale the livin’ daylights—’

      ‘What? Maggie, that’s… Stop saying things—’

      ‘Man’s got every right to protect his property,’ Maggie said. ‘Law’s on the owner’s side, so long as Seán fires a warning shot first. Then there can be no reprocuss—’ 

      ‘Shut up, Maggie. I don’t want anyone to get hurt. Let them take whatever the hell—’

      ‘That’s the law, Tracy. But you gotta fire a warning shot first.’ 

      ‘Make the noise stop, Mummy.’

      ‘It’ll stop in a second, Sarah. Go back to sleep.’ Tracy rocked the sleepy girl and kissed her hair. ‘Maggie? You still there?’

      ‘Yeah, I’m here. Ah, Kelly’s across the road have switched on their lights as well. At least those thievin’ blackguards know now we’re all awake now and ready for ‘em. Oh-oh.’

      ‘What? What?’ Tracy tightened her grip around Sarah.

      ‘Nuthin’. I can hear Lukie Murray’s Doberman’s is all. Sounds like he’s brought the whole feckin’ pack with him. Boys-oh-boys, this could get nasty.’

      ‘Jesus, Maggie. Stop it, will you?’    

      ‘I’m looking across at your house,’ Maggie added. ‘Apart from the upstairs landing light, the place is dark. Must’ve got in at the back, somehow. You didn’t leave a window open, by any chance?’

      ‘I know I’m a blow-in, but I’m not that stupid—’ 

      ‘Can’t see any getaway van either… Hmm. Maybe they parked it off-road, ‘til they figured out what to rob.’

      ‘We’ve nothing to rob. Why pick on us?’

      ‘Cos we live in the sticks, and they think we’re easy pickin’s. Well, they’ve another think coming. When the lads—’

      ‘Seán’s never been in a fight in his life, Maggie. He’s a coward when it comes to—’

      ‘Aye. Bren said that too,’ Maggie said. ‘Even when they were young, Seán hated fighting. But that doesn’t matter now. Man pointing a gun doesn’t have to be a fighter. With a gun in hand, every Seán becomes a Goliath. Hope he’s kept them shotgun barrels oiled though; don’t want the bloody thing blowing up in his face, and that he remembers to fire a warning shot first. It’s the—’

      ‘Will you stop talking rubbish?’ Tracy was hyperventilating now. ‘Christ Jesus it’s bad enough having—’

      ‘Mummy, will Daddy soon come back to get us?’

      ‘Yes, Jack. Daddy will be here in a minute when he turns off the alarm.’

      ‘—the law, you know.’

      ‘You’ve said that already, Maggie. There’ll be no shooting. Anything happening outside yet?’ 

      ‘Nah. I can see lights from the heavy-duty torches the lads use for hunting foxes. They’re circling now, cuttin’ off the escape routes… Anyway, all I’m saying is: God made all men different, but a gun makes all men equal, and … argh, stupid me, I’m not thinkin’ straight. Sure, the lads can always fire a warming shot afterwards.  Between you and me, Tracy, who’ll know if the warning shot gets fired before or after the lads take care—’

      ‘For God’s sake, Maggie. Stop being such a drama queen.’

      ‘Oh, man,’ Maggie said, ‘I bet you can hear that.’

      ‘Hear what?’

      Lukie’s Doberman’s. That alarm’s drivin’ ‘em bat shit crazy. Where was I? Oh yeah. Who’ll be able to tell the difference if a warning shot gets fired before or after—’

      ‘Will you please stop, Maggie? Please? Just stop. I’m disconnecting this second. There’s no way in hell that Seán will fire the gun, so nobody’s getting hurt—’

      A double shotgun blast reverberated through the house, stunning the women into silence.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Christ.’

      Detective sergeant Jim McHale rested his shoulder against the doorjamb and surveyed the scene in the back kitchen. ‘This is some shambles.’ 

      He shook his head, turned and trudged into the sitting room. Lukie Murray had brought his Doberman’s home, but everyone else had stayed… waiting. Now, they traipsed after the policeman, watched him settle his bulk into an armchair, before arranging themselves around the room. Brendan and his cousin P.J. leaned against a mantelpiece. Peter Kelly slouched against a wall. Maggie had brought over flasks of coffee and plastic cups. She poured and passed the steaming liquid around. Jack knuckled sleep from his eyes. Sarah slept in her mother’s arms.

      McHale took a notebook from the breast pocket of his Hi-Viz jacket, thumbed through it, found a clean page, checked his watch, and wrote 1:56 a.m. ‘So, the alarm went off at…?’

      ‘One twenty-seven,’ Seán said. ‘I looked at the alarm clock when—’

      ‘I heard the bangs a few minutes before that,’ Tracy interrupted.

      ‘Steady on. One at a time. I’m not a shorthand typist,’ the detective sergeant said. ‘One twenty-seven, you say?’

      ‘Yes.’

      They waited for him to catch up. 

      ‘And ‘twas you who heard the banging first, Tracy?’

      ‘Yes. I—’

      ‘It’s all her fault,’ Seán cut in. ‘If she—’

      ‘It’s all his fault,’ Tracy fired back. ‘If he’d left the security camera alone—’

      ‘If you hadn’t—’

      ‘Easy. Easy now,’ detective McHale said. ‘What’s done is done. Main thing is, none of the family got hurt. No sense in pointing fingers—’

      ‘If she hadn’t—’

      ‘If he’d—’

      ‘Easy,’ McHale said again and took a slug of coffee. ‘Anyway, between the jigs and the reels—’

      ‘What’s the point in having a security camera, if it’s turned off?’

      ‘What’s the point of putting on a load of washing in the middle of the night—’

      ‘Because we haven’t had a washing machine for a week. If you want to walk around in dirty clothes, that’s fine. The children need clean—’

      ‘If you’d waited—’

      ‘And if you’d—’

      ‘Anyway,’ detective McHale drew a line underneath what he’d written, ‘between the jigs and the reels, the vibrations from the new washing machine stroke tumble dryer shifted it from its spot, because Seán didn’t level it properly, and the movement broke the laser beams, setting off the siren. The banging ye heard was the washer-dryer hitting against the side of a cupboard. Is that it? More or less? Seán?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Tracy?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And you,’ McHale looked at Seán, ‘burst in and blasted the bejaysus out of the new washing machine, thinking it was a burglar, and—’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘—and burst the water mains pipe.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Well, Seán,’ detective McHale closed his notebook, stuffed it back into the jacket, drained his coffee and winked at Tracy, ‘you showed that damn washing machine who’s Bosch.’

      ‘Seán, I heard a joke the other day,’ Brendan said. ‘Why was the washing machine laughing?’ Brendan looked around, building suspense before delivering the punchline. ‘Cos it was takin’ the piss outta your underpants.’   

      Everyone laughed except Tracy and Seán. 

      The detective slapped his knees and lumbered to his feet, shoulders still shaking with silent mirth. ‘Well, thanks for the coffee. I’ll leave ye to the clean-up. Shotguns, man, they’re a great detergent … I mean, deterrent.’

      This time, Tracy smiled. 

      On his way out, McHale paused and peeked into the back kitchen. ‘Water damage, eh? It’s a terrible thing. Good luck having a go at convincing the insurance crowd you’re entitled to compensation after shelling a washing machine to smithereens. I’d say you’ve got two chances, but sure, they’ll have a laugh reading the claim.’ 

      At the front door, the detective turned to Seán. ‘Good job there wasn’t a real burglar, or I’d be arresting you for murder now. By law, you’re supposed to fire a warning shot you know…’ 
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      This had better not be locked, Andy thought in the instant before he crashed, shoulder first, into the solid wooden door. The door burst open; its frame splintering with the hard impact. He stumbled onto the busy Moscow street but managed to quickly regain his balance. Turning swiftly, he sprinted off to his left, away from the Government building from which he’d just sprung.

      The sidewalk was wide, well maintained and full of office workers going about their daily grind. Even with an efficient and regular Metro service, when the weather was good, like today, commuters preferred to walk in the fresh air rather than head into the stale air of the underground network deep beneath the city. 

      He dodged and weaved around slower pedestrians. Some of them stopped and turned towards the sound of raised voices coming from the direction of where Andy had first appeared. With their ordered lives, a man running along the sidewalk was unusual and attracted attention; more so if the man was being chased by people shouting for him to stop and he kept running. The growing commotion made more pedestrians stop to witness the unfolding drama of the chase.

      Andy clutched the brown file, marked ‘CEKPET’, firmly in his left hand; after the risks he’d taken this morning absently dropping the file was not an option. He headed towards a road junction with traffic-lights and a pedestrian crossing. As he approached, the crossing man changed from red to green. Yes! Slowing immediately to a walk, he was able to hide among the mass of pedestrians crossing all at once and take the chance to catch his breath. He also gained more distance from his pursuers and the curious onlookers. 

      I’m in the clear, he thought with some relief. Then, only a few meters away, a man wearing a tan-colored suit and chocolate brown tie, started yelling and pointing at him. His mind spun. What the hell! Running again he could hear the police whistles of the chasers behind him but didn’t attempt to check how much distance he’d put between them. In the distance came the unmistakable sound of police sirens; he felt the net closing in on him. His heart pounded rapidly, his mind willing him to move faster and push through the pain. His legs pumped hard, carrying him away from the chasing pack, I need to go to the gym more, he thought!

      At the next corner he dodged right to avoid a child holding tightly on to her carer’s hand and collided with an older woman carrying a large handbag sending her sprawling onto the sidewalk. “Idiot!” the woman shouted in anger as passers-by stopped to see what had happened. Some simply stared at her; others at Andy. He didn’t stop and help, he needed to get clear of the area, so he ran without any attempt to apologise; Russian cries of, “Oi! Oi!” and “Stop!”, followed him as he fled. 

      The sound of police whistles seemed to grow closer. Andy glanced quickly behind to check if any ‘have a go’ heroes were pursuing him; there weren’t any. He found the Metro entrance at the next corner and ran down the steps two at a time whilst he stripped off his jacket, rolled it into a small ball and clutched it under his left arm as his left hand still held the file tightly. 

      As he reached the bottom of the stairs he joined an orderly flow of commuters moving towards the automatic access gates leading to the platforms. He made for the furthest gate and slowed with the queue, then quickly switched to join the file of commuters heading for the exit on the opposite side of the street. 

      Noticing a small group of young men of a similar age to himself he casually moved over to join them as they walked up the steps into the bright daylight. He turned his head towards one of the group and nodded giving the impression, to anyone watching from a distance, that he was part of their group. 

      The group turned right out of the Metro and headed in the direction of the woman he’d sent flying moments earlier. This isn’t good, he thought. Even on the other side of the busy road with plenty of people around him there was still a chance she would look up and see him. Luck was on his side as she seemed intent on continuing her commute and didn’t look in his direction. He felt safe, for now, so continued moving with the general flow of pedestrians. 

      He edged towards the side of the sidewalk closest to the store fronts. Stepping through the open door of a small bakery he stopped, looked at the owner behind the counter and gave the kind of nonchalant shrug that said he’d forgotten why he’d entered. He turned and left stepping back onto the sidewalk, only this time heading towards his extraction point. 

      He became conscious that, unlike the people around him, beads of sweat poured down his forehead and his armpits were heavily sweat-stained. He approached the corner where he exited the Metro and felt safer. Almost there, he told himself, don’t make any sudden moves to draw attention. 

      Then, a voice, shouted, “Police! Police!” Andy swung round to locate the owner. It was the man in the tan-colored suit standing at the top of the Metro steps only meters away. Making a spilt second decision he rushed towards the man. The man’s eyes widened with a look of surprise as Andy easily covered the short distance and then threw a punch which connected hard to the man’s jaw. The man’s eyes lost focus and he tumbled backwards down the Metro stairs; he made no attempt to break his fall and landed in an untidy heap at the bottom of the steps. 

      A policeman appeared and approached the unconscious man. Andy realised that he’d paused too long as the policeman looked up and locked eyes with him. “Stop! Police!" the policeman shouted, reaching for his holstered pistol as he moved towards the steps. No way! Andy thought as he took off at speed. 

      He’d memorised the plan. He needed to make it to the end of the next block, turn right and the yellow Lada Riva would be waiting for him, engine running, the driver ready to put his foot down as soon as Andy was inside. I can be there in one minute as long as I don’t body-check anyone else or get shot! The sound of a police whistle screeched from the Metro entrance and spurred him on faster.

      As he reached the end of the block he glanced backwards.  He saw at least a dozen police officers closing in on him from both sides of the sidewalk. Traffic horns blared loudly in protest as the police forced cars to brake hard so they could get across the road. He had about minute lead, at most, on the chasing posse. Andy turned the corner and made ready to snatch open the door to the Lada and then … he came to an abrupt halt.

      “What the fuck?” Andy cursed as a wave of panic washed over him and his eyes searched frantically for his way out, “Where the hell is he?”    
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      With less than thirty seconds before the police would be turning the corner and joining him there was no time to stand still; he had to improvise. He saw an old grey Volvo parked two bays along with a driver and its engine running. Have they changed the extraction car without telling me? he asked himself, no time to check, I’ll just have to act and ask questions later!  He opened the passenger door and jumped in beside the driver.

      “What the …?” the driver protested. 

      This wasn’t his driver, clearly a civilian, and a surprised one at that; his extraction was now officially screwed. Safe in the knowledge that most people in Russia had something to hide gave him an angle to work with: “Go! Go! Go! They’re coming for you!” Andy screamed in Russian.

      The driver looked panicked and confused: “Get out of my car!” he protested.

      “I’m here to warn you, but I’m late. They’re here. Move! Now!” The driver still wasn’t responding. “They knew you’d be here. It’s a set-up. Make your mind up. Stay here and get robbed and beaten or escape. Now!” Andy watched as the driver quickly worked through his options. His own heart raced as precious seconds had been eaten up since turning the corner but, to Andy’s relief, the driver decided not to argue further, put the car in gear and pulled out into the busy traffic; moments later they were invisible among the other vehicles. 

      Andy leaned forward and looked in the Volvo’s side mirror to catch the street scene behind them. Four police officers had just turned the corner and were now having a discussion. That was a bit too close for comfort, he thought as he continued to observe. One officer stepped away and talked into his radio while the other three worked their way along the line of cars towards the Volvo: two officers ran along the sidewalk; the third ran between the lanes of slow-moving vehicles. They glanced into each vehicle making split-second decisions on whether they’d found their quarry before moving on to the next. Andy caught a glimpse of their drawn sidearms. 

      His attention to the rear was distracted by more movement, this time at junction they were approaching. He could see about a dozen uniformed police officers forming a line and starting to move towards them. The net was quickly closing in on him. 

      “Get us out of here!” Andy shouted as he slammed his open palm on the grey plastic trim of the Volvo’s dashboard: “It’s the police too!” he had no idea of the meaning of what he said but it sounded good.

      “I’m stuck in traffic or are you blind?” the driver spat back. 

      The traffic moved towards the junction and closer to the approaching line of police, Andy saw a side road on the right and, hoping it wasn’t a dead end, shouted: “Right! Turn right!” The Volvo took the turn a bit too quickly, as when Andy leaned forward to look in the mirror, one of the officers was pointing frantically towards them. Two officers gave chase but were not fast enough to catch up with the Volvo as its driver eased up the gears. Realising they were falling behind, one of the officers stopped, raised his pistol and quickly squeezed off four rounds. 

      At the sound of the gunshots Andy instinctively ducked down. He knew the thin metal skin of the car would offer no protection from the lethal projectiles. One clearly hit its target but Andy had no way of knowing where, the driver didn’t seem to notice; he was focused on getting as far away as possible without being shot or arrested or both! 

      A white box van, with loud thumping rock music bellowing out of its windows, appeared behind the Volvo shielding it but blocking Andy’s view of the chase. Shit! he cursed. The police sirens seemed to be growing louder and, although Andy hadn’t caught sight of any police vehicles yet, he knew they wouldn’t be far away. “Take the next right!” Andy ordered.

      The driver took the turn followed by the white van which stayed pinned to their bumper. After a few more turns, left and right, they lost the white van and Andy instructed the driver to turn back onto the main road. They were now a safe distance from the intersection and would avoid detection. 

      They kept moving with the flow of the traffic and were soon clear of the immediate area; Andy listened to the police sirens fading as they continued to drive further away. “What the hell happened back there?” the driver demanded. Andy now had the luxury of time to think of a reasonable story within the realms of truth without giving too much away for both their protection. 

      “Um, a bit of a misunderstanding … a case of mistaken identity … better to get away and sort it out later.”

      The driver nodded, he understood the need to be a cagey and didn’t push Andy to elaborate. They drove in silence for a few minutes before the driver introduced himself, “Vladimir Martirossian.” 

      “Andy Flint. Thanks for getting us out of there.”

      “I went to get cash from the bank. I’d best get back to my office as I can’t go to the bank with all the police out there now looking for my car.”  

      “Don’t worry. You’ll be fine.” Andy said giving the driver a once over. Like Andy, he was in his early twenties; unlike Andy, Vladimir had a shaven head and old bruising on his neck and around his eyes where he’d taken a beating. Vladimir noticed Andy looking at him instead of the road ahead. 

      “What are you looking at?”

      “Just wanted to see who helped me out. I don’t want to forget a friendly face.” Andy could feel the atmosphere change and tension radiate from Vladimir; they drove in silence for the rest of their journey. Andy used the time to put on his jacket and stuff the file inside before zipping up his jacket to conceal it from immediate prying eyes. 

      The car slowed as it approached a six-story concrete apartment block. Vladimir drove into a run-down garage through open grey metal doors located to the right-side of the apartment block. Vladimir stopped and quickly got out of the car making his way around the rear of the vehicle to close the doors. As he closed the first door he glanced back and stopped.

      “What the hell?” Vladimir cursed, “Look what you’ve done to my car!”

      Andy joined Vladimir to survey the damage and couldn’t miss the large bullet hole in the rear tailgate. The bullet had made a mess of the back seat and exited through the floor between the two front seats. “It’s not too bad. You can still drive it,” Andy said optimistically.

      “If I take this to a garage they’ll call the police,” Vladimir groaned and added, “even in Moscow a bullet hole in your car would raise questions.”

      “Don’t take it to a garage, I’ll see what I can do,” Andy said hoping to defuse Vladimir’s anger, “I know some people who can help.” He didn’t, but at this moment in time, a small white lie was the least of his problems. He was unsure of his location or the person standing next to him; a wrong move could put him in a whole heap of trouble so he needed to keep the driver sweet and not add fuel to his anger.  Vladimir paced up and down for a moment with both hands on his head. 

      “My day isn’t going well. I needed the money from the bank. Now I have no money, a bullet hole in my car and the police are out there searching for it!” he exclaimed while wafting his right hand in the general direction of the city. Once they were both outside the garage Vladimir finished closing up and locked the doors. Turning to Andy he said, “Come up to my office. I think we both need a stiff drink.”

      Andy nodded and followed Vladimir to the communal entrance of the apartment block where he stopped and turned to face Andy. “My friends call me Vladim,” he said, offering his hand for Andy to shake. Andy didn’t hesitate and the two men exchanged a warm handshake. In the short time they’d been acquainted they’d been through an interesting introduction to their ‘friendship’. Andy relaxed a little, but not too much as he knew it would be a mistake to drop his guard. They entered the block and made their way up the chipped concrete stairs to the third floor. They continued along a drab corridor with reinforced steel doors off to the right. Eventually Vladim stopped at a dark-green steel door. 

      Andy noticed the door was slightly ajar and, with Vladim emitting a deep sign as he pushed the door fully open, his level of alertness was raised. He followed Vladim inside preparing to react to what was on the other side of the door. I could do without more surprises today. He thought.

      The entrance hall had been fitted out as a rather cramped reception area. Just off from the reception area, Andy saw what appeared to be a meeting room and watched as Vladim step through its entrance. Andy peered in and saw four leather-jacketed men sitting around a large wooden table. They looked like the local hoods. A muscle-bound bald man with a long grey beard spoke first. 

      “Mr Popov is waiting for you in your office.”

      Vladim abruptly turned on his heels out of the room, almost colliding with Andy, and walked round the corner, through a large working area, where there were rows of desks stacked with computers, boxes and bulky monitors, towards an office on the far side of the room. The office door was wide open and Vladim walked purposefully inside. 

      Behind a cluttered desk sat a small fat man wearing a dark-blue suit with a dark-green shirt and light-blue tie; his feet elevated and resting on the desktop. The man remained seated when Vladim entered, his hand-stitched Italian shoes didn’t move from the desk. I don’t like you already. Thought Andy … then the man started to talk.

      “Martirossian, you have my money?”

      “No Max, there was a …” 

      Before he could say more the fat man sat up and slapped his hand hard on the desk. 

      “Mr Popov to you!”

      “I’m sorry, Mr Popov, I had a problem at the bank. There was an incident or something and I couldn’t get the money. There were police everywhere and I had to leave.”

      “Has your lover boy here got any money?” Popov pointed with his stubby index finger towards Andy.

      Andy regretted not following the advice he’d been given to carry a firearm on the operation as at this moment he would have felt a lot happier if his right hand was caressing the butt of his favored semi-automatic. Instead Andy looked on apologetic as Popov slowly looked him up and down. 

      “I thought not.”

      A long silence followed as Popov considered his options.

      “I’ll give you twenty-four hours … but it will cost you another five hundred.” Vladim took a sharp intake of breath in shock at the number just added to his debt. “If you don’t pay up, I’ll just have to start breaking things, maybe, your lover boy’s legs first,” Popov pointed at Andy, “then your arms and, finally, your business. You understand?”

      What the hell have I walked into? 

      Popov stood up and headed for the door. As he walked past Vladim he paused and slapped Vladim gently on the left cheek. “Don’t force me to let Ivan and his boys loose on you. They’re in need of a good workout … all that pent-up aggression waiting to be released.”

      Popov continued on his way with Vladim and Andy following. The four thugs loitered in the reception area, the cramped space now even smaller than it had appeared moments earlier. Popov exited through the open entrance way and once in the corridor he called out. 

      “Twenty-four hours ...”
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      “You finished that quickly,” Grant Manchester said to Andy, “here, have another.” Grant was Head of Station and Andy’s ultimate boss in Russia. He had a reputation for being a tough taskmaster, though today, Grant had been all smiles and back slapping as he handed Andy another chilled beer from the refrigerator. “Some stunt you pulled this morning.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “The file you lifted is a treasure trove of new information for us. We now know for certain what the Politburo is thinking about the Constitutional referendum in two weeks, and how little support Yeltsin actually has within his own cabinet. It will keep our analysts busy for months; the intelligence reports it contained gives us the opportunity to disrupt several KGB operations on US soil and in Germany.”

      Manchester will be the toast of Langley. It’ll look good on his annual review, Andy thought.  “I’m surprised they didn’t take more care of their Politburo files, if I’d not been disturbed I could have taken the lot.”

      Manchester gently held Andy’s right arm and led him out of earshot from his co-workers. “I expect great things from you, son. I hope you aren’t one of those one hit wonders. If you are, I’ll not hesitate in giving you a poor performance review and have you shipped home.”

      Andy wasn’t expecting this and wasn’t sure how to respond, “I won’t let you down, sir.” Were the only words he could find. Manchester patted Andy on the shoulder, “I know you won’t.” Manchester led him back to the main group of celebrating intelligence staff. They went their separate ways to different groups as the party atmosphere continued with staff taking the opportunity to relax and share a few stories.

      Andy had just started his third beer and was deep in conversation with one of the junior administrators when the room fell unexpectedly quiet. He looked around and saw a small group clustered in a huddle. Someone lay on the floor. He couldn’t make out who it was, but he did recognise Frank Brown from the Marine Corps kneeling over the person and applying chest compressions.

      “Someone call Doc!” Brown shouted. Andy moved closer to see who had collapsed and reeled in shock when he saw Grant Manchester on the floor, his face a pale grey color. Brown blew air into his chest; then carried on with the compressions. A few minutes later, the group parted as Doc Hall, the Embassy’s Medic known to all as ‘Doc’, approached the casualty. 

      “Okay folks. You’ve all seen enough. Clear out of here while Frank and I deal with this,” Doc said calmly. Doc with his battered leather medical bag knelt next to Brown and asked for a quick update. Andy watched as he checked Manchester’s pulse. Doc’s face showed only concern as he bit onto his lower lip and made a call. “Keep going,” he instructed Brown.

      Doc reached into his bag and with two hands produced a portable defibrillator which he placed on the floor. He quickly ripped Manchester’s shirt open, peeled the backing off the conductive pads and attached them, connected the lead from the pads into the defibrillator and pressed the large green on button. An automated voice took over and after a few seconds recommended applying a shock. “Stand Clear!” Doc shouted. After checking all was clear he pressed the red button and the defibrillator sounded three short beeps followed by a long one as it applied a shock to Manchester’s chest. 

      Time seemed to stop as they waited for the machine to re-analyse Manchester’s heart rhythm. A few seconds later the automated voice instructed Doc and Grant to continue CPR. 

      Andy made his way out of the room as Doc took over from Brown in giving chest compressions. Although he couldn’t see what was happening, he could hear their efforts as they fought to keep Manchester alive. Two minutes later he heard Doc shout, “Stand Clear”, followed by the machine’s short beeps as it shocked Manchester again. He was relieved when he heard Doc announce: “There’s a faint pulse. He’s breathing. We’ve got him back.”

      The room cleared leaving Doc and Grant looking after Manchester. With the atmosphere now sombre, the celebration had fizzled out. Apart from a few people who were concerned about Manchester, the rest of the staff left decided head home earlier than normal. Andy headed out of the Embassy with Tex Striker for their safe house a few blocks away. 

      Tex and Andy had recently graduated from ‘The Farm’ together and that was where their similarities ended. Tex was a bear of a man. Just over six four of solid muscle, he’d turned down offers of pro-football to realise his dream of serving his country through the Agency. Together Andy and Tex had been finding their way around Moscow and learning about the field work the Agency conducted in Moscow. 

      While Andy and Tex got along, they had very different personalities which sometimes grated on Andy. Andy respected other people’s personal space; Tex had no concept of personal space … it was all his. Andy tried to keep the volume of his music down or the noise from his television manageable; Tex showed no restraint … he believed sound was meant to travel. While Andy tidied up after himself; Tex was quite happy to leave their small kitchen in a mess for several days before tidying it up … or watching Andy tidy it up. Andy knew where the vacuum cleaner was and how it operated; Tex claimed no knowledge and showed no indication he was inclined to learn. Andy was punctual to the point of being five minutes early; Tex, on the other hand, was consistently late. 

      But Tex had a great sense of humor and his charisma always lit up the room. He was loud, playful but, more importantly, he was loyal. With the evening still early, the two men stopped at a small bar in a side street for a few drinks before heading using different paths to the safe house. A healthy precautionary measure drilled into them at ‘The Farm’.    
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      The following morning when Andy arrived at the Embassy, he found a note on his desk asking him to meet with Carrie Roper, Grant’s number two. Andy looked around and saw Carrie by the communal coffee percolator and he wandered over to find out what she wanted. She led him into one of the windowless meeting rooms. 

      “Andrew, you pulled off an amazing coup lifting the Politburo file yesterday.”

      “Thank you. How’s Grant?”

      She looked concerned and took her time to figure out what to say. “He’s had a heart attack. Frank and Doc were able to revive and stabilise him. They saved his life. We put him on a diplomatic flight as an emergency medivac case to Ramstein Airbase in Germany. They operated on him last night. I’m told it was a bit touch and go a few times, but he’s a fighter and pulled through. He’ll be out of action for a few months.”

      “It’s good to hear he’s going to be okay.”

      “It is good news, but our work doesn’t stop. We have a real-time situation which I need you to deal with in Grant’s absence.” 

      Andy was intrigued “I’m listening.”

      “I’m desk based. I run operations. I’m not a field agent,” said Carrie.

      “And?”

      “We’ve been contacted by one of our key assets, an FSB Colonel. He wants to meet urgently. Grant had been his regular handler, with no Grant, that’s now you.”

      Carrie slid a brown paper file, marked ‘Top Secret’, across the table. “You’re meeting him in half an hour, so read quickly; that file doesn’t leave this room.”

      “Before I read the file, what can you tell me about him?”

      “The Colonel has been an asset of the Agency for several years. From what I know he’s been highly reliable and of great value to us.”

      “Do you trust him?”

      Carrie laughed. 

      “What do you think? I don’t even trust you!”
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      The Embassy minibus drove to the corner of Znamenka and Mokhovaya Street stopping briefly to give Andy time to get out and close the door. He was immediately among the throng of morning commuters. Andy felt pretty safe in the knowledge he wasn’t being followed as he made his way to Borovitskaya Metro Station, only a short distance from the Kremlin. 

      He descended the steps into the Metro, headed for the barriers and used a Metro token in the turnstile before making his way down to the platform. He was wearing an old grey suit with worn brown shoes; to complete the look he wore thick framed glasses with clear lenses and carried a battered leather briefcase. He easily blended in among the crowd of government workers patiently waiting for the train going north to Otradnoye. 

      He checked his plastic digital watch at the same moment the station public address system announced the imminent arrival of the next train. To make sure he’d be in the first carriage to leave the station he carefully threaded his way through the crowd of waiting commuters towards the distant end of the platform. The rush of air around him, the electronic hum from the transmission gear and a loud clattering of carriages announced the arrival of the train which moved rapidly along the platform. The piercing metallic squeal from the train’s brakes echoed loudly off the curved walls as the train slowed and pulled to a halt a few meters in front of him.

      Andy waited while a wall of passengers alighted from the train before he stepped inside the still crowded metal tube. He moved over to the far door, making room for other commuters to get on board and grabbed the hand rail to steady himself. Next to him stood a man wearing a smart, dark grey, three-piece suit, white shirt and dark red tie. He wore thin black leather gloves and held onto the hand rail as the doors to the train closed and the train accelerated out of the station.

      “I’ve not seen leather gloves like those in years. Where did you get them?” Andy asked the suited man.

      “I bought them on Oxford Street in London,” the man replied.

      “Did you get to see the Tate Modern?”

      “No. I’m not an art lover. I did go to Saint Paul’s; it offers stunning views over London.”

      This is my guy. He has authenticated correctly. Andy thought. 

      “What’s with the need for the urgent meeting?” Andy asked.

      “Where’s Grant?” came the reply. The Colonel’s English was good.

      “He’s been taken ill and had to leave the country, that’s why I’m here.” 

      “I hope he makes a full recovery, but who are you?”

      “Andy Flint, I’m the new kid on the block.”

      “Nice to meet you Andy. You closely resemble the man in the photos issued after yesterday’s theft from the Government archives.”

      “That’s interesting,” Andy didn’t want to give too much away; he didn’t know if anyone was listening.

      “Yes, we were impressed with his audacity and cunning. He caught the guards asleep on the toilet, so heads will roll,” The Colonel chuckled, “I must remember to never underestimate you.” 

      “So why are we here?”

      “I must defect to the West within a week.”

      “What?” as soon as the word left his lips, Andy immediately kicked himself for revealing his surprise.

      “There’s a new and rising star in the FSB. His name is Oleg Malchik. He wants to make a name for himself and is conducting an aggressive hunt for moles within our Government and its agencies. His searchlight has been cast over me and its beam is starting to focus in.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “Malchik has already taken out two administrators who were working for French intelligence. An SVR agent who took money from the Germans and three diplomats who had been compromised and were working for the British. With those ‘wins’ on his board, Malchik has been allowed to sharpen his claws.”

      “And now you believe he’s coming after you?”

      “Yes. If I’m lucky, I have a week. You need to get me out,” The Colonel looked relaxed as he spoke.

      “I’m new here. I’ll look into it and see what I can do.”

      “You’re a resourceful young man. I don’t see the slow wheels of bureaucracy being much of an obstacle to you.”

      The train slowed as it pulled into Chekhovskaya.

      “This is my stop,” The Colonel announced, “I’ll be on this train at six this evening.”

      “Okay.”

      The doors opened and just before The Colonel stepped off the train, he turned to face Andy: “If you don’t move quickly it will be the firing squad for me.” The Colonel turned and joined the crowd exiting onto the platform. The doors closed and the train moved on, Andy glanced back but The Colonel had already disappeared from view.  
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      With Vladim’s office three blocks from the Metro station, Andy had planned his route back to the Embassy taking in a small detour. He made his way to the front door and rang the bell. After a long wait, Vladim opened the door. He didn’t look that pleased to see Andy, “Don’t just stand there. Come in. Quick!”

      Vladim opened the door just wide enough for Andy to push past into the reception area where an assortment of broken wood that was once office furniture together with other debris which littered the floor. Vladim led Andy through the workshop, almost everything there was broken too. A few members of staff were picking up the pieces in an attempt to bring some order to the chaos. In Vladim’s office large graffiti, sprayed on the wall in black paint read simply: ‘Get my money!’ 

      “Why would Popov do this to you when you were going to pay him?”

      “He wants to make my life difficult so I can’t pay. If I can’t pay, he then takes a lucrative share of my business, so I have him earning from my profits too.”

      The two men sat and faced each other at the table.

      “How did you get into this mess?”

      “As soon as we moved into these offices we were approached by Popov and his thugs. Ivan was the one who spoke to me yesterday … he’s named after “Ivan the Terrible” for good reason! The deal was to either pay his weekly protection money or have staff beaten, goods damaged and customers intimidated.”

      “What did you do?”

      “What do you think? I paid. Initially the amounts were small, but the numbers soon grew. I saw a pattern emerge from the businesses around me. They too had their local taxation increased until the only way they could clear their debt was to make Popov a business partner. That’s why my stock and my office have been trashed; he wants me on my knees.”

      “Have you been to the police?”

      Vladim laughed. “You’re new to this aren’t you? I pay Popov … he pays the police. You see my problem? The police won’t help me.” 

      Andy reached into his jacket and removed a stack of hundred dollar bills: “I can give you two thousand dollars for helping me out of my spot of bother yesterday.”

      With hungry eyes Vladim looked at the money: “That will go a long way to paying off Popov.”

      Andy realised that the two thousand dollars he’d brought with him wouldn’t cover the debt so he added, “I’m waiting for the compensation to come through from Finance so you can repair your car. The payment will be generous as we also want to buy your silence.”

      Vladim smiled: “Thanks!” and quickly tucked the money inside his jacket pocket.  

      The guy looks genuinely happy, Andy thought. “Do you want help clearing up?” Andy asked.

      “No. I’ve got plenty of idle hands who are clearing up or making deliveries. I need to go to the bank to draw more cash and pay Popov in full. If you can get me a few thousand dollars more, I’d be grateful and I’d forget that you were carrying that file.”

      Andy smiled and carefully threaded his way through the debris as he headed for the exit. Vladim stayed a few paces behind as he issued instructions and words of encouragement to his staff.

      Outside the apartment block as they stepped onto the sidewalk, Andy spotted two men in leather jackets positioned across the road. They’d been smoking while watching the stairs and on seeing Vladim, quickly discarded their cigarettes into the gutter and started to follow them. Andy headed for the Metro with Vladim at his side.

      “You’re not driving?”

      “At this time of day, with that large bullet hole, I think my car might attract unwanted attention.”

      “You may have a point.”

      The two men trailing just behind stayed together on the opposite side of the street. After two blocks, a black BMW with frosted glass drove slowly past and pulled in. Now what do you want? Andy muttered to himself. Their two followers made their move to cross the street. “Run!” Andy shouted, “head for the alleyway on the right.” 

      Vladim had a good running technique and already had two metres on Andy by the time they reached the narrow alleyway. Andy turned and saw the two thugs running after them. They were not fit nor built for running and had fallen behind. As he turned into the alleyway he glanced back at the BMW. Popov was now stood with two more thugs and looked unimpressed at the efforts of his two runners who had slowed down to walking pace. Andy pushed harder to catch Vladim and by the time they reached the exit to the alleyway he could have touched him. The Beretta in its shoulder holster had restricted his arm swing, though he was still happy with his effort to have caught Vladim.

      “Head for the Metro!” he managed to get out. Vladim turned left and took the steps two at a time down into the Metro. Andy saw the BMW speeding towards them as he descended the steps. He watched as Vladim didn’t slow, easily clearing the entry barrier, but Andy didn’t feel he would make it so effortlessly, so he stopped and hurriedly fed a token into the slot. As the barrier opened he sprinted after Vladim. 

      Andy reached the platform as a Metro train entered the station and started to slow down. Vladim had stopped and looked around anxiously. Andy joined him as the train doors opened. They stepped inside together with a large school group and their teachers. The teenage girls were dressed in their smart blue uniforms which sported a strip of red tartan across the pockets and around the cuffs, and talked excitedly among themselves. 

      Andy positioned himself behind two of the teachers to conceal himself from anyone looking into the train from the platform. The doors closed and moments later, the train started to accelerate out of the station. Andy looked back down the platform at the faces waiting for the next train. He spotted Popov with Ivan and three of his thugs, and he could see they were scanning the sea of faces looking for Vladim. Seconds later the train entered the darkness of tunnel. 

      They took two stops before they left the train. 

      “Andy, this is where we say, goodbye, I need to get to the bank as I want to avoid any more ‘extras’ on my debt.”

      “I’ll come back to your office when I have some extra cash.”

      “Great, I’ll see you then,” Vladim replied.   

      The two men shook hands and headed for different exits. Andy paused, turned and watched Vladim disappear into the crowd before he continued on his way, not spotting the two women, a discreet distance behind, following him as he exited.  
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        * * *

      

      Carrie Roper looked alarmed as Andy delivered the news that one of their prime assets wanted out, and quickly. “I’m sure we’ll take him … it’s just the timescales … defections take months of detailed planning and multiple layers of sign-off before we get the green light.”

      “So, you don’t believe he’ll be out of Russia in a week?” Andy asked.

      “In a week? We won’t get an answer on whether he’d be welcome Stateside in a month!” Carrie tried to look upbeat. “I’m sure we’ll take him,” she repeated, “he’s been a valuable asset for years.”

      “Do I need to speak to anyone?” Andy asked.

      “No. Leave it with me. I’ve got a good working relationship with Langley. I’ll raise it with the Assistant Director. He’ll raise it with State and check in with The White House.” Carrie smiled; one of those false ‘smiling for no reason’ smiles. Her eyes fixed on the door behind him, then flicked briefly back to Andy as she spoke, “Andrew, I’m sure you’ve got lots to be getting along with,” she looked back towards the door.

      Meeting’s over, Andy thought. “I need to check in with Finance and put a claim in for the damage made to the civilian’s car. I don’t want him making trouble for me.”

      “Yes, Yes, Yes, make sure you fill in the correct form. It’s the J101F. Bring it to me and I’ll sign it.”

      “Thanks.” Andy turned and left the room. Carrie remained behind, her fixed smile still in place. 

      He headed up to the third floor where the small finance team was located. Up until today he’d never filed a claim for anything, not even a Metro ticket. Now he’d be asking for ten thousand dollars in cash. Andy pressed the door bell and, after a short delay, they ‘buzzed’ him in through the heavily reinforced door. Following a quick conversation with one of the admin staff he walked out with two J101F’s. The second just in case he made an expected mistake on the first, which they told him was common for most newbies. Andy didn’t think he’d need it but took it anyway; he didn’t want to spend more time than necessary in the sterile environment as everything had its place, even the paperclips!

      Back at his desk Andy got to work on the finance form. He sat and thought for a few moments about the question ‘Reason for your claim’. Then wrote:

      ‘During the extraction phase of a covert operation, the Russian Authorities attempted to apprehend me. Due to the fluidity of the situation, and in order to escape imminent capture, I commandeered a civilian vehicle. The driver of the vehicle complied with my instructions to leave the area. The Russian Authorities fired at the vehicle causing damage to the exterior, interior and the owners property. The owner was in the process of delivering computer supplies and the bullets damaged much of his stock. The claim is to pay for repairs to the vehicle, to compensate for the replacement stock and to buy his silence.’   

      The damaged computer supplies were a small white lie. True, stock had been damaged, but the location was Vladim’s office and not his car. 

      Tex Striker appeared with a coffee in hand and a large goofy smile across his face, “Hey buddy. What are you doing there?” he asked.

      “Paperwork. Making an expense claim.”

      “Oh.” 

      Andy knew Tex wasn’t one for paperwork. 

      “You want me to grab you a coffee?”

      “No. I’m nearly done.”

      “Hey … um … thanks for not mentioning I was late and didn’t park at the pick-up point.” 

      “I’ve got your back. You’ve got mine.”

       “Do you want me to check it? A fresh pair of eyes?” He offered as he gestured towards the form with his coffee mug. Andy felt it wouldn’t hurt. With the form completed he slid it across to Tex who studied it for only a few seconds, before he took a step back, clicked the fingers on his right hand and pointed with his index finger at the form. “There it is!” he said with a high degree of satisfaction.

      “Go on?” Andy looked at the form.

      “You put today’s date. The incident with the car was yesterday, right?” Andy slapped his forehead with the palm of his hand. Tex moved forward and slid the form back. Andy started to complete the second form, while Tex returned to his own desk.

      With the form correctly completed, Andy headed over to Carrie’s office to get it signed. Through her open door he could hear Carrie’s raised voice. Andy paused, waiting for an opportune moment to present his claim. 

      “Greg. Come on. Cut us some slack … The Colonel wouldn’t make the request if he didn’t need to … you knew about the Germans and the Brits losing their assets before I told you. So you know The Colonel is at risk …”

      Andy decided he’d wait and continue to listen.

      “You’re telling me he can’t surrender to the Embassy or Consulate in Russia … can he make his own way out of the country?” Carrie sounded perplexed. “Can he then surrender? ... What? ... Not even to a former Communist Country like Poland? Let me get this straight, he can defect as long as we don’t help him leave Russia and he hands himself over to one of our missions in the West, and ‘West’ doesn’t mean a former Soviet satellite country? Okay … thanks Greg … Yes? …Flint? … I’ll pass on your comments regarding his recent assignment … Talk soon … Bye.”

      Andy didn’t need to work out what had been discussed. He’d been trained to join the dots. He slowly counted to five before knocking on the door.

      “Come in!” Carrie shouted.

      Andy entered. The office was pretty standard for a mid-level manager at the Agency. The only trace of personalisation was a wooden photo frame containing a photo of a man and two young girls. Andy assumed them to be of her husband and kids.

      “You got that J101F for me to sign?” Andy handed the form to her which she read quickly, “You believe ten thousand will cover repairs to his car, the loss of his stock and buy his silence?” She tapped the form where he’d indicated the value of the claim.

      “Yes.”

      “Here’s what I’m going to do. I’m amending your claim to twenty thousand. You take Tex with you and I want Tex to take photos of you handing the money over to …” She quickly found the name on the form, “… Vladimir Martirossian … that way if he thinks he can turn you in, you’ve got him by the balls.”

      “Okay.” 

      Carrie amended the form, initialled the change, signed and dated it. She handed the form back to Andy. “Take it to finance and they’ll give you the funds. Oh … about The Colonel, Langley support the defection, however, he has to make his way to a friendly Western country. He can’t make the move in a former Soviet Satellite country and he’s got to do it on his own.”

      Andy knew not to argue. Carrie’s hands had been tied by Greg.

      “Okay. I’ll let The Colonel know tonight.”

      “Good. Oh, one more thing, the Assistant Director was impressed with yesterday’s operation and the data we gathered from the document. You certainly got the attention of the people upstairs. Keep up the good work Andrew,” she smiled.

      Andy smiled in return and left the office making his way back to Finance.
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      Right on time, he thought as he stepped onto the waiting train. The Colonel cut a distinguished figure among the commuters making him easy to spot. Andy held back for a few moments as he studied the faces around The Colonel before he approached. Andy stood next to The Colonel and faced away as he initiated the contact authentication process.

      “I’ve not seen leather gloves like those in years. Where did you get them?”

      “I bought them on Oxford Street in London,” came the reply. 

      So far so good. “Did you get to see the Tate Modern?”

      “Yes. I went there with my friends.”

      This is wrong. He’s being tailed. Why didn’t I spot them? Andy chastised himself before continuing with the authentication. “Do your friends live near you?”

      “Yes. Very near, almost on top of me. You will meet them if you stick around long enough.”

      “Okay. Let’s keep this short. The party for your brother is all good with the party planners. Your brother just needs to make his own way to their main office in Amsterdam.”

      “Can you help distract him to make it a big surprise when he finds out?”

      “I’ll work on that for you.”

      “Good, meet me tomorrow night at ten in Gorky Park, south entrance, off Titovsky. I’ll be taking my regular walk with my neighbour’s dog.” 

      Andy didn’t reply. He moved away from The Colonel. Moments later the train entered the next station and slowed to a stop at the platform. When the doors opened, he avoided the natural impulse to turn and look back, instead he focussed on getting out of the Metro and spotting any tails he’d picked up; if there were any he’d be able to lose them quickly enough. 

      He made his way along the busy platform and buried himself among the crowd. He cut into one of the exits keeping close to the right wall, the passenger tunnel made a right and then left. Andy switched his position so he now hugged the left wall. On his left, another exit from the platform, had disgorged more commuters into the tunnel. Andy ducked down slightly and spun left walking close to the right wall again, nimbly dodging the wave of exiting commuters. With a final left turn, he found himself back on the platform, where, less than a minute or so earlier, he’d alighted from the train. 

      The Colonel’s train had gone and the platform started to steadily fill with commuters getting ready to catch the next train. Do I stay for the next train and risk being caught or do I leave and risk being caught as I walk into their net? Andy thought as he considered his next move. He hadn’t picked up anyone following him so he was confident he’d either lost them or he wasn’t the target and The Colonel was in a heap of trouble. 

      His realised he was breathing rapidly and could feel his heart racing as if it might burst out from his chest. An announcement over the station PA system told the gathering commuters the next train would be arriving in two minutes. Stay. Go. Stay. Go. He was irritated that he was being so indecisive.

      Andy took a moment to calm his breathing while he looked around. He realised he couldn’t go anywhere as he’d now be easy to spot if he decided to leave; a lone commuter leaving the platform in between train arrivals would definitely draw attention. Andy moved along the platform to join a small cluster of men waiting for their ride home. 

      A man further down the platform caught Andy’s attention. Andy recalled the man had been on the train when he had met The Colonel. The man wore a long grey coat and had been standing next to a younger man who wore a black leather jacket and sported a ‘Freddie Mercury’ style moustache. To Andy it looked like the two men were travelling together.

      Now ‘Grey Coat’ was walking in Andy’s direction. That in itself wasn’t suspicious but from where he was positioned Andy could see he was slowly and deliberately studying each male face. Andy looked away but kept ’Grey Coat’ in his peripheral vision. Then he spotted ‘Freddie’ approaching from the other direction also closely studying each male face. The man’s leather jacket couldn’t conceal the bulge of a shoulder holster and pistol. Andy realised he was stuck between the two men who he assumed were Russian FSB Agents. So much for staying put!

      The air pressure in the station changed as a gust of air blew down the platform, followed by a roar as the leading carriage entered the station. Andy watched as the train moved down the platform and started to brake with its wheels emitting a high pitch metallic screech in protest. Andy looked along the platform and saw all the commuters were looking at the slowing train except ‘Freddie’, his eyes were locked on Andy. Shit! Andy quickly looked to his left and, to his dismay, he saw that ‘Grey Coat’ had also seen him and was working his way through the crowd.

      The train came to a halt and almost immediately the doors opened allowing a mass of commuters to spill out of the carriage onto the platform and adding to the already crowded space. Andy stepped onto the train. He saw both ‘Grey Coat’ and ‘Freddie’ get onto the train each two carriages down either side of his carriage. Andy remained hidden in the crush and out of the view of his pursuers. No further commuters were leaving or entering the carriage. Andy paused for a moment before rushing for the open doors. As he’d cleared them, the doors closed behind him and he landed on the empty platform. 

      He watched the train as it accelerated away. ‘Freddie’ pressed his face against the window, his eyes scanning the platform, when he saw Andy, his mouth contorted with a sneer. Andy turned and moving quickly caught up with the tail end of the exiting commuters.
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      Exiting the Metro, the warmth from the sun’s rays washed over Andy making the decision to walk across the central city to the safe house an easy one. He’d use the safe house as a base where, without interruptions, he could think of a plan for The Colonel. 

      He walked along Tverskaya Street, then moving with the flow of the other pedestrians, he took the underpass to Mokhovaya Street. His mind was working through the outline of a distraction plan for The Colonel when he walked past four of Popov’s thugs who were busy shaking down a stallholder for protection money. The stallholder had to be in her seventies and looked distressed. He could hear her protests as they thumbed through her record collection and demanded free samples of the cheap Vodka she sold. 

      One of the four stood to one side smoking a cigarette from the corner of his mouth. Ivan, Andy thought as he continued to watch. Ivan’s face carried a bored expression as he counted the money she’d just handed over. To her, the money would supplement her meagre state pension and having to give it up meant she wouldn’t eat tonight; to him, it was just another line entry in Popov’s ledger. Andy carefully avoided eye contact and kept his gaze low. He strode on with more purpose to get clear.

      “Hey! Lover Boy!” a voice called from behind and he instantly recognised Popov’s sarcastic tone. He didn’t stop, or turn, he ran … fast! He could hear the loud footsteps of the thugs behind him as he quickly climbed the steps onto the street towards Kazan Cathedral hoping to lose them in the mass of excited picture-taking tourists. He also hoped the enhanced police presence in the area would make them break their pursuit. 

      As he reached the Cathedral he turned and saw only two of Popov’s thugs behind him. The same two who’d chased after him yesterday. In twenty-four hours their fitness hadn’t improved as the distance between them had widened. Andy continued past the Cathedral heading into the Gum Shopping Mall. 

      Once inside the Mall, he took the stairs up to the next level and sprinted along the narrow walkway which overlooked the central atrium. About halfway along, he bolted left into a store and came to a halt, immediately regretting his choice as he faced several female mannequins dressed in various styles and colours of women’s underwear; it was lingerie store! I can’t walk out now or I’ll attract unnecessary attention, he thought, as he did his best to look interested in the merchandise. After a few moments an attractive young shop assistant wearing perfectly applied make-up approached him. He smiled at her.

      “How may I help you? Do you have something already in mind?” she asked in Russian.

      “Yes, it’s my girlfriend’s birthday next week and I wanted to …” Andy blushed as he paused, he delivered his Russian fluently, but still with an American accent.

      “Give her a surprise?” she finished his sentence.

      “Yes. I want to surprise her and make her feel special.” They both laughed.

      “Is she a Russian girl?” the assistant enquired.

      “Yes.” Andy lied. 

      “Then she’s very lucky you found us, we must make her present very special,” the assistant had switched to English.

      She wants to impress me. “That’s why I’m here,” Andy smiled and gestured with his hand in a theatrical wave.

      For the next twenty minutes Andy and the assistant discussed the merits of the different female lingerie sets. He gained an entire education on what modern Russian women like from their underwear to their lovers. More than once he nearly forgot his fictional cover story and had to stop himself from asking for her number. He’d had the presence of mind to move deeper into the store and away from the direct line of sight of the glass storefront whilst maintaining a view of the passing foot traffic in the Mall. No Popov or Ivan and his pals.

      When he left the store Andy was in possession of a small bag containing a very expensive set of black silk lingerie and he wondered how much of this he could put on a J101F without needing too much explanation. 
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      The senior administrator of the ‘Ports and Aerodrome Department’ had nearly finished reading his daily newspaper when a loud knock at his door rudely interrupted him. His staff knew not to disturb him before eleven unless urgent. 

      “Come!” he commanded.

      One of his office juniors opened the door and entered. “Sir, I have someone from the Investigative Branch to see you, it’s Colonel Shanina!” the junior informed him.

      Yuri Stepanov had been an FSB agent for over twenty years and had spent most of his career posted to the remotest and coldest parts of Russia. He had a suspicion it was because of his father who had been detained for ‘undisclosed activities against the interests of the state’ as a result of which he’d spent six years in a Siberian Gulag where each harsh winter he nearly froze to death. Yuri had never been given the opportunity to become an officer but had been grateful for each of his promotions to his current position. 

      “Show him in,” Stepanov instructed. Stepanov stood as Colonel Shanina entered his office. The Colonel had a good five inches on him and was impeccably dressed in a well-tailored suit with matching designer white shirt and red tie. Stepanov wore a crumpled brown suit, white shirt and cheap dark red tie which showed a small yellow stain.  

      The two men shook hands. “Please, sit,” Stepanov directed the Colonel to a chair opposite his cluttered desk.

      “Thank you for seeing me without an appointment,” the Colonel said.

      “You’re welcome. How can I help?”

      “I can’t go into much detail. All you need to know is I’m leading an active investigation. I need to see the FSB duty rosters for the ports of Saint Petersburg, Vladivostok and Murmansk for the last six months. I also want to see who is rostered on for the next month.”

      “Certainly, we have all of the historical records so I can easily get this for you. I personally approve all rosters so I can tell you who is detailed to be working at each of those locations over the next month.”

      “Good. I’ll wait while you get them.”

      Stepanov’s smile slipped for a moment as he picked up the handset from his yellow desk phone and dialled the number of the office junior. He knew this task would take hours during which he would be left ‘entertaining’ this senior officer from the IB. After issuing his instructions to the office junior, he put the phone down and smiled at the Colonel.
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        * * *

      

      To open the heavy wooden doors required more effort than Andy expected to gain entry to the Moscow Chamber Opera Theatre off Nikolskaya Street. Once inside, Andy found the temperature pleasantly cool. He looked around. With its high vaulted ceilings and bright blue décor Andy thought the theatre highly ornate and, for a historic building in Russia, surprisingly well-maintained. 

      Andy moved further into the theatre but, although his footsteps clattered loudly on the wooden parquet flooring in the entrance hall, he didn’t seem to be attracting any immediate attention. All good so far, he thought as he approached the reception area and glanced inside; it was empty. As Andy continued deeper into the theatre, the wooden parquet flooring gave way to bright blue carpet, which perfectly matched the color of the walls and ceiling. 

      He briefly looked at his reflection in a wall-to-wall mirror before moving into the main auditorium where he stopped in his tracks. The auditorium oozed elegance with its large stage and seating areas which reached up into the galleries way above him. The expansive use of bright blue gave the theatre a feeling of opulence from another era. 

      Andy gave credit to the Communists for their heavy investment in the arts as a way to provide entertainment for the Party Elite. He thought the performers may have lived less privileged lives and earned peanuts, but they were probably grateful they were not digging coal or uranium from the mines or working on a collective farm in all weathers.  

      Andy jumped with surprise when he turned to find a middle-aged bearded man, standing not two meters away, staring at him. Where the hell did he spring from? he thought as he composed himself. Wearing scruffy jeans and a grubby black tee-shirt, the man smelled strongly of stale tobacco and alcohol. 

      “What are you doing in here?” the man demanded in Russian.

      “I’m organising a tour for a group of American tourists and I’ve been asked to find a theatre with a suitable performance for them to attend. It’s this week.” Andy replied in his best poor Russian.

      “Why didn’t you phone reception instead of coming inside and sneaking around?”

      “I did phone, but no-one picked up, so I thought I’d come here and take a look for myself.” 

      “We do have a performance this week: ‘The Magic Flute’. I’m in charge of lighting. I don’t do tours. Come back when there’s someone on reception.”

      Andy reached into his wallet and produced a twenty-dollar bill. “I’m really short on time. Can you show me around?” With little hesitation the man pocketed the money, introduced himself as Igor and indicated Andy should follow him quickly through a side door.

      To Andy’s surprise the tour lasted nearly thirty minutes and went better than expected as Igor showed him around all of the backstage areas, including the dressing rooms and the trap doors in the stage. Igor was enjoying himself and, as a bonus, showed Andy how the trap door mechanism worked.

      “I think this might be the right place,” Andy said as though totally engrossed. “Any issues if I sleep on this overnight and maybe come back tomorrow?” Igor nodded but looked perplexed, he didn’t think selecting a theatre performance for a bunch of tourists was such an intensive undertaking. Andy saw the hesitation and produced another twenty-dollar bill. “Thanks you’ve been a great help,” he said handing the note to Igor.

      He turned and left the theatre not waiting to see Igor pocket the bill.
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      Andy took a circuitous route back to the safe house during which he doubled back on himself and continuously checked for tails. By the time he reached the apartment complex he was confident he had no tails following him.

      It was three in the afternoon and Tex had sprawled himself across the double sofa, his feet draped over one arm, his shoulders and head over the other. He screamed at the television while watching a football game. The volume set to maximum, making the commentary and stadium noise almost deafening. The game still had a quarter to go and the Patriots were trailing.

      “Come on guys … get it to the quarterback … snap it back … Noooo!” Tex screamed at the screen. He looked surprised at Andy’s unexpected arrival and immediately put the game on pause; the apartment fell silent until Tex spoke: “You’re back early.” 

      “I’ve got a lot on at the moment.” Tex sat up from the sofa and listened as Andy continued, “I have to plan for an op and tonight I’m meeting with an asset.” 

      “Hey buddy, I feel really bad about the stuff-up the other day near the Archives building when I was late. I want to make it up to you. Is there anything I can do to help?”

      Andy thought for a moment, “Yeah, you can make dinner while I work.”

      “Deal.” Tex looked at his watch. “What time are you out tonight?”

      “I’ll be leaving before eight, the meet is at ten.”

      “Okay buddy. I’ll get back to the game with the volume down, while you work, and later I’ll make us a spaghetti bolognaise.”

      “Sounds fine to me.” Andy made his way to the dining room table where he spread out his note books, various maps, transport time tables and reference guides. “Did you check the security footage or sweep the place today?” Andy asked just as Tex reached for the remote.

      “No,” came the response. Andy seethed inwardly as it had been Tex’s responsibility this week to review the security footage of the apartment and sweep the place for transmitting devices. Tex hit play, turned the volume down and resumed his interest in the big game without a care in the world. 

      Andy headed for the security suite. The name was a rather grand title for a room not much larger than a broom closet. Andy stepped inside, closed the door behind him and sat down in the single black swivel chair. 

      On the wall were five screens: the top left showed the front door from a hidden camera across the corridor; the top right, a view from inside the apartment from an oblique angle showing the door from the inside; the main part of the room and kitchen were on the middle screen; bottom left, the feed from across the street and a good twenty meters either side of the front entrance to the complex; and, the final screen, played feed taken from the roof showing the alley to the rear of the apartment building. 

      Andy grabbed the keyboard and keyed in the date and time of the last review. The screens went dark for several seconds before showing their respective views. Andy selected ‘fast forward’ and watched as the images moved at fifty times their normal playing time. His particular focus was the footage from the apartment. He also looked to spot anything unusual from the other screens. 

      This part of the job he found to be a regular pain in the butt, but it needed to be done; he didn’t want to work on his extraction plan only for the Russians to be closely monitoring everything. Over the last three hours nothing had caught his attention and no one other than Tex and him had been in the apartment. Andy emerged from the security suite and rubbed his eyes with his left hand. In his right hand he carried a state-of-the art spectrum analyser. He switched on the analyser in search of electronic transmissions from their vicinity. 

      Tex had moved from the sofa and was busy in the kitchen. The smells indicated he had the food preparation well underway. “I’m doing some garlic bread. That okay with you?”

      “Sure.”

      “Anything on the tapes?”

      “All clear.”

      “Great! Chow will be ready in fifteen.”   

      Andy looked at the display on the spectrum analyser. Tex was using the microwave and Andy could see a clear signal spike from it. “Hey, just turn that off a second,” Andy asked. Tex paused the microwave and the signal spike at two-point-four-five gigahertz disappeared. “All good, you can switch it back on.”

       Tex hit ‘Start’ and the microwave whirred back to life; the signal spike returned. Andy powered down the spectrum analyser and returned it to its shelf in the security suite. Andy calmly sat at the table in front of his paperwork, but under the surface he fumed, I’ve just spent three hours doing your job and you didn’t even budge when you knew the sweep needed to be done. You’re an asshole! Andy decided he’d put in for a change of accommodation, without Tex, once he’d completed his current assignment.

      ‘Hey buddy. You don’t want to be doing that. You need to clear that away and set the table. Chow is almost ready…’ that was it, Tex had just pressed all the right buttons. Andy stood up, walked across the space between them and looked up directly into Tex’s eyes allowing his frustration to boil over.

      ‘Tex, I wanted to work this afternoon, instead, I’ve been looking at three hours of security footage and doing the weekly electronic sweep. Those were your only jobs to do today!”

      Tex looked hurt. “Hey buddy, I forgot,” he held out both his arms, palms upwards as if asking for divine forgiveness, “if I thought it my turn. I would have done it.” Tex rubbed his nose as he dropped his arms.

      “I’m so far behind, it’s not funny.”

      “I’m sorry buddy.” he sounded genuine, he always did. “What can I do to help? Come on, let me make it up to you.”

      “You could help by driving me tonight. I’m meeting The Colonel at Gorky Park on the north side of Leninsky Avenue. You can drop me off on Krymsky by the bridge a couple of blocks away, so I can check for any tails, and you can pick me up afterwards across the road at the carpark at Gorky Park Towers. That would give me back a few hours.”

      “Done.”

      “We’ll leave at nine.”
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      Tex didn’t look comfortable as he squeezed into Andy’s yellow Lada, his head scraped against the interior of the car’s roof and, even with the seat right back, his bent knees brushed against the bottom of the steering wheel. Tex found driving quite a challenge in such a small car as they made their way across Moscow. 

      At twenty–past nine Tex briefly stopped the car on Krymsky just across the bridge over the Moscow River. Andy jumped out and spoke to Tex as he closed the door: “Remember, pick me up from Gorky Park Tower carpark at ten–twenty. Drive in and, if I’m not there, drive out, circle round and come back at ten–thirty. If I’m still not there, come back at ten–forty–five, after that head back to the safe house and I’ll make my own way back.”

      “Got it buddy.”

      Andy watched as Tex pulled away and the car’s lights disappeared into the distance. With Tex gone, Andy headed down the stone steps which led from the road to the river bank. He followed the walkway under the bridge towards one of the park’s northern entrances. The night air had an unexpected chill to it and, being this close to the river, felt damp. Andy shivered and made sure the zip on his lightweight jacket was fully done up before driving his hands deep into his pockets.

      He walked briskly in the darkness making his way from lamppost to lamppost using the small islands of light they cast on the ground to guide him along the path. Andy found the park wasn’t as deserted as he’d hoped it would be as he passed two dog walkers, a few people taking a shortcut through the park and a courting couple who sought privacy for their intimate encounter. Fifteen minutes later, standing to the side of a tall pine tree, Andy had a position overlooking the south entrance, off Titovsky. His eyes had gained their night vision and the area looked quiet.

      The distant chime from a church bell told him it was ten o’clock. Moments later a tall figure, being led by a large dog pulling on its lead, came into the park. Andy felt certain it was his man. To double check, he concentrated on the sounds of the night. He listened to the dog’s rapid panting as it strained on the leash, next were the footsteps of the dog walker, and, finally, road noise carried in from outside the park. He looked around once more to confirm visually they were alone and, as the figure approached, he stepped from the shadows and waited on the path. The dog snarled and closed in on Andy as it strained on its lead.

      “Kazak. No!” The dog was pulled back as its lead was snatched back. 

      Recognizing The Colonel’s voice Andy spoke, “Do you walk Kazak every night?” 

      “Most nights, it gives me a routine and makes me difficult to follow,” he paused, “ … also, it helps my neighbor out.” 

      “I’m working on a plan to create a diversion for when you make your move.”

      “I need this to be soon, Malchik is getting closer.”

       “How soon can you move?” Andy asked.

      “Two days.”

      “Okay, remember that you’re responsible for getting out of the country and making your way to Amsterdam.”

      Before The Colonel could respond, Andy picked up the sounds of rapidly moving footsteps from the direction The Colonel had entered the park. There were at least two people, running in heavy footwear, not sneakers, Andy instinctively backed into the shadows of the tree. “Go!” Andy hissed.

      The Colonel calmly walked away with an enthusiastic Kazak trying to drag him forward faster than The Colonel intended. Andy watched as two figures passed his position and quickly closed in on The Colonel. I hope they don’t have flash lights, he thought, as he knew he would be easy to spot behind the tree. The Colonel was a good fifty meters away by the time the men caught up with him. Andy could hear their voices as they carried easily in the cold night air.

      “Colonel Shanina?”

       “Yes?”

      “Moscow Militia. We have received reports of increased criminal activity in the park at night,” said one.

      “Robberies, assaults, that kind of thing …,” cut in the second.

      “We heard you were coming to the park and we wanted to make sure you were safe,” the first voice stated as sincerely as he could muster. Andy wasn’t fooled by the ‘co-incidence’ nor did he think The Colonel would be as easily fooled either.

      Andy heard a vehicle pull up from the direction The Colonel and two men had entered the park. He shifted his position slightly and saw, from the light emitted by nearby streetlights, four men step from the vehicle and enter the park. Andy could see the figures moving to form an extended line; the conversation with The Colonel continued behind him.

      “We’ll escort you through the park. Think of us as your … personal security detail.”

      “Most kind of you, but as you see I have a large dog.” Andy heard The Colonel’s voice and was impressed with how calm and even it sounded. Years of practice in this country where your friend could just as easily turn out to be your enemy for the right price, he thought. Andy heard the sound of forced laughter. 

      “Your dog won’t stop a nine-millimetre round at close range as the mugger demands your wallet!”

      Andy knew The Colonel had no choice but to allow the men to accompany him on his walk. As he watched The Colonel move further away, Andy caught a glimpse of further movement in front of the trio. It looked like there were at least a half-dozen figures moving ahead of The Colonel; the figures had fanned out with blinding flash lights sweeping from side to side towards Andy and the four men behind him. He closed his left eye to preserve at least some of his night vision.

      Shit! he said to himself as he realised the four men were acting as ‘beaters’ driving their quarry, him, towards the trap which they set with the line of men in front. Andy didn’t have time to dwell on his situation, he had two options: get clear or risk being captured.

      He bent double and kept low, using the darkness and well-developed trees and shrubs lining the path to conceal his movement, as he ran away from the danger. He knew he had to avoid the footpaths as they were darker in contrast to the grass and surrounding shrubs making it easier to spot movement … and the sound of his footsteps would be amplified. He hoped the guys with the flash lights would be dependent on seeing only within the wide beams of their torch lights. If he could stay out of their sweeping beams, he’d be relatively safe from detection, but Andy had to stay on this side of the park and not be pushed in the other direction towards the waiting reception party. 

      Crouched and moving slowly, it took Andy several tense minutes to outflank the ‘beaters’. He knew there was no point in leaving via one of the park entrances as all the entrances were most likely being watched. With the beams behind him, he headed for the park fence which stood at nearly nine feet. He picked a spot along the perimeter where there was a tall tree with thick branches some of which were overhanging the fence. The tree’s dense foliage offered another bonus as it blotted out the nearest street lights from Leninsky Avenue, making anyone near the tree, practically invisible. 

      Andy reached the wide tree trunk and jumped to reach the lowest branch. He pulled himself up and for additional leverage, used his legs to kick against the bow of the tree. Once perched on the lower branch, Andy climbed up to the next set of thick branches. He stopped, looked around and listened. He could easily make out the line of flashlights sweeping and moving further away. The traffic, now a few metres away, generated the only noise he could hear and would mask the sound of his landing. Andy steadied his breathing as he felt his heart pounding in his chest.

      All looks clear, he told himself as he edged along one of the larger branches which overhung the fence. Above the sidewalk on the outside of the park, Andy gripped the branch, swung his legs down and extended his arms moving him closer to the ground before he released his grip. The Physical Training Instructors at The Farm had trained them to bend their knees when falling from a height and roll with the impact; he executed the move smoothly and with one fluid movement was back on his feet and walking away. To anyone not paying close attention Andy had just appeared out of thin air.

      Andy crossed the road to be on the same side as the Gorky Park Tower. He checked his watch, it was approaching ten–thirty. Tex would be making his approach for the second pick-up attempt. So far, so good. As Andy neared the pick-up point, he saw the familiar color and shape of his Lada as it arrived and entered the carpark in front of the Tower. Relieved that Tex had been true to his word, Andy started to move towards the relative safety of the car but with less than one block to cover, all hell broke loose.

      Cars appeared, to the front and rear, immediately boxing in the Lada; Tex was stuck with nowhere to go. Figures jumped from other cars, swarming towards the Lada … and Tex. Get out! Andy screamed in his head. Two militia cars with flashing red lights screeched to a halt disgorging their uniformed passengers who proceeded to also surround the car. Andy had drifted back into the shadows but was still close enough to see the look of surprised panic on Tex’s face. There was nothing Andy could do but watch the unfolding scene.

      “This is the Security Services. Place your hands where we can see them on the steering wheel,” a voice commanded. Andy knew Tex struggled with the tiny space in the car and saw him drop his hands out of view and looked, to Andy at least, like he was trying to push the seat backwards before moving to raise his hands. 

      “Pistolet!” a voice shouted from the crowd.

      Almost as one, the figures surrounding the car opened fire. As the glass shattered and the doors popped with holes, Tex’s body jolted and jerked as if it was being struck rapidly by a high voltage cattle prod. His head exploded, his jawbone vanished, as round after round tore into him. Andy continued to watch, helplessly glued to the horrific scene, as Tex was brutally murdered. Then he saw a spark flash inside the Lada and, seconds later, flames quickly spread across the bullet torn interior engulfing Tex and the car completely; if Tex wasn’t dead he soon would be and burnt to a crisp. 

      “Fire! Fire!” he heard a voice call out. 

      The shooting stopped. The rapport from the last shots echoed off the buildings, leaving an eerie silence to settle on the scene.

      “Let the Yankee burn!” came the reply. 

      What? the voice had the effect of snapping Andy out of his daze and returning him to real time. He should have left the scene immediately, but his anger and curiosity got the better of him; he wanted to find out who had uttered those words. It was easier than expected to pick out the speaker as a figure stepped forward to take a closer look at the burning vehicle. Satisfied that the ‘person’ inside was still there, and wasn’t going to walk away, the figure turned to address the shooters.

      “Call the Fire Brigade and move back from here. The fuel tank is likely to blow.”

      “Yes, sir!” one of the men replied.

      The light from the burning car illuminated the figure. He was young, with short, dark hair and well dressed. 

      “Lieutenant Malchik. What do you want us to do about Colonel Shanina?”

      “Let him go about his business. We can play with him for a few more days before we arrest him for his crimes against the State. With Flint dead, his plans will have been derailed. He isn’t going anywhere soon.” 
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      Andy watched the approaching fire trucks stop and set about the task of putting out the car fire. He heard the wailing sirens as more militia vehicles arrived at the scene. He’d seen enough, there was nothing he could do for Tex; he needed to get clear to avoid being swept up in any follow-up operation for witnesses or, worse, being identified by Malchik. 

      Andy turned and walked away from the blazing vehicle; its dancing flames still bright enough to cast shadows in front of him. He looked back over his shoulder, despite the efforts of the firemen, thick black smoke bellowed from the fire and climbed with burning orange embers high into the night sky.

      He moved away from Leninsky Avenue taking turns, right, left and right, not thinking about his direction, hoping he was putting enough space between him and any potential tail. How did Malchik know about the meeting? Malchik thought I had been in the car. Malchik wanted me dead. Andy’s thoughts were jumbled and unclear.

      He wanted to lose himself in the city, never to be found. In the darkness he recognised the Donskoy Monastery and stopped to look at the looming structure. The mind works in strange ways when under extreme stress, and for Andy, the history of the building came into his mind: established in 1591 it became the site of an uprising during the plague riots in 1771; ransacked by Napoleon’s army in 1812 it was closed after the October Revolution in 1917; used as a penal colony for children in 1924 before returning to its current cloistered monastic use. A turbulent past, but now, as he stood there in silence he felt the peace and tranquillity radiate out towards him; he slowed his breathing and calmed himself allowing the darkness to keep him safe for the moment.

      Andy gained control of his expanding thoughts and locked them back in their box, before he continued his journey back to the safe house. The initial shock had subsided leaving Andy focussed and alert. He knew he only had a few hours before the fatigue would kick in and needed to use this narrow window to ensure his own safety.   

      Andy took the pedestrian walkway on the Novoandreevsky Bridge to cross back over the Moscow River; the bridge’s thick steel girders and solid structure offered a feeling of security and relative safety from the speeding cars on the adjacent highway. After crossing onto the far bank of the river, Andy hailed a passing cab, the driver pulled over grateful for the fare, and more so, when Andy gave his destination across the other side of the city. 

      The driver, Alexi was talkative and told Andy he came from Georgia and had lived in Moscow for eight years. By the end of the journey Andy knew about the Alexi’s life story and of his family left back home in Georgia. With two relatively well paying ‘cash-in-hand’ jobs he sent money at the end of each month to support his wife, kids and her parents. He had a young girlfriend in Moscow who was three months pregnant which meant he had no plans to return home anytime soon. Andy gave Alexi a healthy tip as the driver dropped him a block away from the safe house. 

      Without further excitement he reached the safe house and relaxed slightly once he’d triple locked the door behind him. He picked up the secure line and called the Duty Officer at the Embassy. At this hour it would be quiet and the Duty Officer was probably reading a book or catching up on paperwork. Either way Andy didn’t believe they’d be rushed off their feet. 

      While Andy waited for the Duty Officer to answer, he looked around the apartment. He felt a lump form in his throat as he saw constant reminders of Tex; from remnants of their last supper together through to his clothing which he’d discarded in the living room. Tex had promised to pick it up and launder it when they got back that night. Some promises are just not kept.

      Andy could see into Tex’s bedroom, then averted his gaze as the call connected. “Duty Officer, Shapiro, how can I assist?” a rather bored sounding voice answered the phone.

      “This is Andrew Flint from the Overseas Aid Analytics Department. I need to report a major incident.”

      “Please confirm your ID number?” any trace of ‘boredom’ had quickly evaporated.

      “Five, three, two, eight, two, two, black,” Andy replied immediately.

      “Check digits, one eight,” came the authentication challenge.

      “Check digits, zero two,” Andy replied 

      “You are authenticated,” the Duty Officer stated, “I can confirm your line is secure, please tell me about the major incident and let’s get you some help.”

      “At ten this evening I had a scheduled meeting with an asset at Gorky Park when we were compromised by the Russian Security Services. I evaded detection, however, the Russians stopped Agent Tex Striker at the pick-up point in the adjacent carpark, and shot him dead.”

      “Confirm, ‘Agent Tex Striker is dead’,” Shapiro asked.

      “Yes. I confirm.” Andy replied.

      “Please, continue.” 

      Andy could hear Shapiro typing furiously. He knew the call was being recorded at the Embassy; a copy would be automatically encrypted and sent in real time to Langley. He repeated his statement, this time a bit slower so that Shapiro could keep up: “The Russian Security Services blocked the car Tex was driving so he couldn’t extract himself from the situation. He was told to raise his hands and as he attempted to do so it was misinterpreted and someone shouted he had a gun. Then, with the car surrounded, they opened fired and shot him multiple times.”

      “Can you confirm Agent Striker is dead?” Shapiro repeated. 

      Andy’s patience evaporated as he lost his cool “Yes. About ten guys with guns shot him from about 5 meters away. They emptied their magazines and reloaded. The car burst into flames and Tex didn’t get out from the inferno.”

      “Could he have survived?” Shapiro asked. 

      Jeez are you really that stupid or do I need to come over and type the damn report myself, Andy thought as he attempted to calm himself down: “If Tex is bullet proof, doesn’t need a head or an intact brain to function, and is fireproof at up to two thousand degrees, then yes, he could have survived.”

      Shapiro fell silent for a moment as though he was thinking how to calm Andy down but instead he just asked another inane question: “Are you being sarcastic?”

      “No. I don’t think so. Do you?” Andy spat back barely controlling his anger at the constant stream of daft questions from this inept desk jockey. 

      Shapiro paused before continuing, “OK Andrew, let’s not get personal, I have a job to do. I’m here to help. We need to understand whether this is an extraction or recovery operation. Where did you say the shooting took place?”

      Andy breathed deeply and calmed down before he spoke: “The carpark at Gorky Park Tower, off Leninsky Avenue. The car’s registered to me. The Russian FSB believe I’m the person who died at the scene.”

      “OK Andrew, I have Carrie Roper on the line, she’s going to join the call.”   

      “Hi Andrew, what the bloody hell happened?” Carrie asked, her voice unusually slow and somewhat deeper, as though she’d just been disturbed from a deep, comfortable sleep. Andy went through the incident again; Carrie and Shapiro listened without any interruptions.

      As he finished he said, “We have a serious opponent. An FSB officer called Oleg Malchik. He knew about the meeting and expected me to be there. He believes I’m dead, not Tex.”

      Carrie spoke next, “Thanks Andrew, I’m going to speak with Langley and we’ll get back to you once we have a plan to sort this mess out.” The line went dead. Andy replaced the receiver and sat quietly for a few minutes, his head buried in his hands, as he replayed Tex’s last terrifying moments. The sound of the phone ringing brought him back to the present.

      “Hello?”

      “Andrew Flint, this is Greg Harrison in Langley. I’ve been briefed on what happened and I need to hear it from you.” Andy realised this was the Greg with whom Carrie had been speaking earlier that day which now felt like a lifetime ago. Andy knew this wasn’t going to be an easy conversation. “Start from the beginning.” Andy repeated the evening’s events in as much detail as possible for Greg and at the end Greg said, “Thank you Andrew. It can’t have been easy to see your colleague gunned down in front of you.”

      “No, Sir, it wasn’t.”

      “There is one thing which bothers me,” Greg said, Andy sat up alert – he’d heard the change in Greg’s tone – he knew he had to listen careful as Greg continued, “didn’t you get the message this meet wasn’t to go ahead? I thought I’d been crystal clear with Carrie. Didn’t she pass that instruction on?”

      “No, Sir, my instructions were to meet with the asset and provide information so he could gain our protection once outside of Eastern Europe.”

      “Well there’s going to be an investigation to find out why the communication didn’t get through to you particularly as it resulted in the death of a field agent. You’re new in the field aren’t you?”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “Pity, we’re short of good field agents.”

      The line went dead. 
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      The sound of a ringing phone disturbed Andy from his deep sleep; he checked his watch, just after six in the morning, he’d had three hours sleep. Andy yawned, stretched and made his way to the secure phone and picked it up.

      “Jack Masters, FBI. Is that Andrew Flint?” 

      “Yes.” Andy was confused. The FBI. Must be on the case to investigate the murder of a Federal employee, while on duty. 

      “Are you alone?” Masters asked.

      “Yes, I am.”

      “Okay. You’re going to need to sit down as this call isn’t going to be easy. I’m with the Counter-Espionage Investigative Branch.”

      “What’s this got to do with Tex’s murder?” Andy asked as he was already confused.

      “I’ll come to that in a minute. What I want to discuss with you is a matter of national security and is not to be discussed with anyone apart from me. Is that clear?”

      “How do I know you’re legit?” Andy asked.

      “Are you trying to obstruct justice?” Masters snapped back.

      “As far as I know you’re a voice I’ve never heard of before on the end of a secure phone.”

      The line went quiet as Masters worked out what to do next. “Okay, if it helps, call the FBI main number and ask for the Director of Counter-Espionage.”

      Andy hung up and dialled Langley’s main number and asked the operator to assist by putting his call through to the FBI. “Connecting you now, Sir,” the CIA operator announced as the destination started to ring. “Federal Bureau of Investigation, how may I direct your call?” the next operator asked.

      “Director of Counter-Espionage, please.” 

      “One moment, Sir,” the line went quiet, before it started to ring.

      “Jack Masters, Director of Counter-Espionage.”

      “Okay, I believe you are who you claim to be.” 

      “Then let me start by saying I’m sorry about Tex, I heard you two were good buddies, so I can imagine you’re going through a rough patch.” – Not quite buddies, I was planning to move out, Andy thought – Masters continued, “we believe there is at least one mole at the Agency working for the Russians.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “We’ve been investigating this for over a year and The Colonel knows who they are.”

      “Why all of the rush right now?”

      “The FSB officer you came across last night, Malchik, has recently gained access to the mole and used them to close down our eyes and ears in Russia. You know we regularly share intelligence with our allies and our allies share theirs with us, right?”

      “Yes, Sir,” Andy confirmed.

      “That’s how our allies were compromised. Someone at the Agency is helping the Russians. The Colonel believes he’s been betrayed and that Malchik is closing in on him.” 

      “He told me about Malchik at our first meeting. What do you expect from me? I’m the new guy, remember?” Andy said with a bit of edge to his tone. He had a good idea where the conversation was going, but he needed Masters to say it out loud … just for the record, Andy told himself.

      “The FBI wants The Colonel in the United States as soon as possible. This means you’re going against your chain of command. That’s why you can’t discuss this matter with anyone at the Agency.”

      Andy sat in silence. Extreme fatigue meant his thinking was slow as he considered his predicament. “Since I can’t speak to anyone at The Agency, is there anyone in Moscow I can call on for assistance?” Andy asked. 

      There was a long paused from Masters. “Yes, the US Ambassador in Moscow, he’s a good friend of the FBI, I’ll brief him that you are part of a parallel operation.”

      “Thanks.”

      “What’s the plan with The Colonel?” Masters asked.

      “In two days he’ll make his way to our Embassy in Amsterdam where he’ll surrender into our custody.”

      “Does the CIA know the plan?”

      “No. I haven’t shared the plan with anyone yet,” Andy replied, in truth he was still working on the details.

      “Good, don’t tell them anything. I’ll arrange for my agents to be at the Embassy in Amsterdam to receive The Colonel when he presents himself.”

      “Okay.”

      “Andrew, good luck!”

      “Thanks!” he said as the line went dead, he’d need every bit of luck going if his plan was to work. With the call over Andy headed back to bed for extra sleep. 

      Less than two hours later Andy had showered, dried and dressed. He picked up the phone to call Roper at the Embassy. She answered on the third ring.

      “Hi Carrie, it’s Andy Flint,” he announced. 

      “Hi Andrew. How are you holding up?” Roper asked. 

      That’s odd she actually sounds concerned. Andy had already thought about his language and speech patterns before the call with Roper. He’d slow it down, add pauses, hesitation and some repetition for effect: “There’s been a lot to get my head around from last night ... seeing Tex die like that … I need time, yeah time, to think and come to terms with it ... I mean, um, seeing Tex die like that … I’ve got to accept he’s gone.”

      “You’re right, I’m worried about you,” she replied, “you’re a victim too.” This wasn’t what he was expecting at all, he believed she was trying to give the impression that she actually cared about his well-being. Roper continued, “I’ll arrange counselling for you to make sure you’re coping and you’ve come to terms with what you witnessed.”

      “Thanks Carrie … err, I appreciate your help and concern,” Andy felt a lump form in his throat as he briefly thought about Tex and then Roper’s supportive response. After a short pause, Andy continued, “since the Russians believe it’s me who died last night, why don’t we keep it that way for a little while longer? Why make their lives easier, we don’t owe them anything do we?”

      The line went quiet for a second: “You’re right. We don’t owe the murdering bastards anything. We’ll keep them in the dark as long as possible. They’ll know you’re alive soon enough when you leave.”

      “Leave?” he tried not to sound surprised but failed miserably!

      “You can’t go back into the field until you’ve completed the psych evaluation and interview with the internal review team investigating the events leading to Tex’s death. So you’re heading back to Langley and are deskbound for now.”

      “I see?” Andy realised as soon as he uttered the words, his tone was wrong, it came across as questioning. He jumped in quickly to smooth her over: “All help is welcome. I need to be fit, healthy and focussed one hundred percent on the job and if this gets me there sooner, it can only be a good thing.” Hopefully that sounded more upbeat and agreeable, he thought, enough to put her off the scent at least!

      “Andrew, that’s the right attitude, many in the Agency, particularly the old guard, would struggle with what you’ve been through. They’d bottle up their problems, bury them deep in the back of their minds and years later either turn to drink or blow their brains out.”

      “I understand, but before I’m on the plane, can I take a couple of days to sort through Tex’s effects and get them shipped back to his folks.”

      “Andrew that’s kind of you to offer, take the time you need, but be discrete. We don’t want the Russian Authorities to find out you’re still alive until you’re on a flight back to DC, understood?”

      “Yes, and thanks Carrie, I’ve got his folks’ address and I’ll use the Embassy to return his personal effects back to them,” Andy smiled at the ease of buying the time he needed. With the call over Andy headed for the door. He knew he had a busy day ahead and with no car, he’d either have to walk or use the public transport network. 
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      Andy made good time as he arrived at the theatre. He stepped inside and the cool air that greeted him felt refreshing and welcoming. He walked confidently towards the side door leading back stage and, just as he reached for the handle, a female voice behind him demanded, “Where are you going?”

      Andy stopped and spun around to see a young woman staring at him. She looked to be in her early twenties wearing skin-tight black trousers and a black cotton top. Her brown hair was tied immaculately back in a ponytail; he could see that it was long as it fell below her shoulders. She was carrying a box which appeared to contain programmes for the production.

      “I’m meeting with Igor. He’s expecting me,” Andy smiled, his fluent Russian had only a trace of an American accent.

      “Okay. Let me put these in the ticket booth and then I’ll take you to him. Do you work in theatre?” she asked as she walked to the booth and placed the box of programmes next to the cash register. 

      “No. Just catching up with my friend.”

      “You live in Moscow?” 

      Is she interested in me? Andy thought as he followed her backstage. “I do, but I’m leaving for a few weeks and I’m not sure when I’ll be back.”

      She looked disappointed: “Do you have a girlfriend?”

      Wow! She’s keen. “No, I’m single,” he replied. Andy was pleased the theatre’s poor lighting hid the red flush spread across his cheeks.

      “Oh, maybe we could meet up if you come back to Moscow?” she suggested

      “Er … yes … that would be great,” he stammered, “by the way, my name is Andy.” 

      She smiled, “I am called Lenya it is nice to meet you.” Their conversation ended when they arrived at Igor’s small, untidy workshop filled with an assortment of wires, cables and lights of various types. To one side were stacked different lighting rigs which Andy thought had been used at one time or another in a performance.

      “Igor, I have Andy for you,” she called out. 

      “Thanks,” Andy replied.

      “Look me up when you’re back in Moscow.”

      Andy smiled, “I will.” 

      Lenya turned and left the two men alone.

      “I think she likes you,” Igor said with a grin.

      “Maybe,” Andy blushed with embarrassment.

      “Will you be bringing your tour here?” Igor asked.

      “Yes, I came to get the tickets for tomorrow evening and, in addition, I’ve been given five hundred dollars if you can help me with something a little bit special for my clients.”

      Igor slowly rubbed his beard as he thought about the offer. After seeing the way Igor had quickly pocketed the forty dollars the previous day, Andy knew it would be too tempting to turn down more easy money. He wasn’t disappointed!

      “Let’s talk,” came the response.

      

      Andy sat on a wooden bench watching the crowds of ‘out of towners’ and tourists taking photos of The Kremlin, Lenin’s Tomb and Saint Basil’s Basilica. He would never get bored of Red Square. He enjoyed watching people trying to guess, or make up, their life stories. It was a game he’d played as a child when his parents left him for hours alone in the car outside the Roosevelt Mall in Philadelphia. 

      He admired the different architecture surrounding Red Square marking various periods in the history of the city; the opulence and extravagance of the Tsars as well as the drab and oppressive architecture of the Stalin’s era. He couldn’t quite believe his good fortune at being posted to Russia and having the opportunity to take in the sights he’d read about at school. 

      Andy’s thoughts drifted to Tex; how sudden and unexpectedly his luck had changed. If Andy hadn’t got Tex to drive, he wouldn’t have been in Andy’s car and he’d still be alive, but he, Andy, would have been toast! After half-an-hour of people watching and reflection, Andy headed back to the Embassy and his appointment with the Ambassador. 

      When Andy reached the fourth floor he stepped out of the lift and was greeted by the formally quiet atmosphere of the Ambassador’s suite. The Ambassador’s assistant kept Andy waiting for ten minutes before ushering him into the Ambassador’s spacious office.

      Ambassador Rushbrooke approached Andy and held out his hand for Andy to shake, which he did, firmly. Before coming to Moscow, Andy had read a report about the Ambassador. A long-time friend of the President – and rumoured to have contributed generously to his successful campaign – he’d been appointed to this high profile and much sought after position as a reward for his support during the lead up to the election. 

      The report stated the Ambassador had made his enormous fortune in construction with an enviable high-end property portfolio across North America and Europe. It speculated that he was looking to capitalise on the political changes in Russia viewing it as a lucrative growth market for his business. As the US Ambassador, he would certainly gain the influential contacts he’d need to make this a reality. 

      The Ambassador smiled and gestured for Andy to sit on one of two leather chairs which faced his desk. It was no surprise to Andy that Rushbrooke chose to sit in the larger, higher chair. “Jack Masters called me early this morning and said I should meet with you. Must be important?” the Ambassador said, his pronunciation betraying a slight southern drawl. 

      “I think so. I’m involved in an operation and last night the FSB, and the Russian police, murdered my colleague in front of me.”

      “I heard about that. What do they think the Russians were doing? Why would they shoot dead an American?”

      “They knew they were shooting an American, I heard them cursing him as he died.”

      “You were there?” the Ambassador sounded genuinely surprised.

      “Yes,” Andy broke away from the Ambassador’s gaze and looked down at his shoes.

      “If it’s any consolation, I’ve made formal protests to both their Ministry of Interior and to their Deputy Prime Minister. I want to hear what they’ve got to say,” the Ambassador sounded pleased with his efforts; Andy knew it would lead nowhere. He looked up and once again locked eyes with the Ambassador.

      “I need your help.”

      The Ambassador looked interested.
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        * * *

      

      With his meeting over, Andy headed down to his office on the second floor to clear Tex’s desk. The sombre mood hit Andy as he walked across the floor. He noticed a number of the office staff were carrying tissues and wiping their eyes. A few offered their condolences to Andy, others hugged him and wept. He picked up a cardboard box from the stationary cupboard.

      Andy started removing Tex’s personal effects from his desk starting with two framed photos of Tex: in one, his arms were wrapped around his younger sister, they were smiling, their eyes sparkled with happiness; the second was a head shot of Tex wearing his soccer helmet capturing a moment of focus and determination mid-game with his eyes fixed on his opponent. Next Andy removed his graduation certificate from The Farm. He picked up Tex’s coffee cup with the inscription ‘No1 brother’ and placed it carefully in the box. 

      Andy scanned the desk and, aside from stationary, there was nothing else to pack so he turned his attention to the desk drawers. There was a well-thumbed guidebook for Moscow and three sporting magazines from home. One thing he didn’t expect to find in Tex’s desk drawer, a bible. He’d never known Tex to share his beliefs with anyone and didn’t even know if Tex attended church; it was the final item he placed in the box. 

      Andy looked up and momentarily froze on the spot. His senses quickly returned and he ducked behind a partition and dropping out of sight under a desk. Seconds later, Malchik, guided by his host Carrie Roper, walked calmly past Andy’s hiding place and into her office. 

      What the …?
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      The Colonel stood in his usual spot on the Metro train looking out of the window. He didn’t see Andy approach and stand behind him. Andy issued the start of the authentication code. The Colonel’s reply told Andy he wasn’t being followed. The Colonel turned to face Andy and looked as if he’d seen a ghost. 

      “What happened at the Park?” Andy demanded, “they murdered a good friend of mine.”

      “Malchik set a trap. He suspected you would attempt to contact me in the park. I underestimated him. I’m sorry.”

      “How did Malchik know it would be me in the park?”

      “We know who works at your Embassy. We know Manchester is out of the country. Roper isn’t a field agent and you were the new pain in the ass. Malchik figured you’d be the Agency contact. His men identified you from the other day on the Metro. That gave him the confirmation he needed.”

      “Why kill Tex?”

      “He thought,” The Colonel hesitated, “no, he still thinks, that it was you in the car. The execution was payback for the file you stole. In addition, he thinks that he’s disrupted the plans for my defection.” The Colonel talked calmly, as though Tex’s murder didn’t matter. Andy felt a rage burning within; he knew he needed to control his anger.

      “Why should I help you?” Andy asked, “are you really worth it?”

      The Colonel looked surprised at being challenged and casually checked no one was within earshot: “I keep a great many secrets. I know of three reliable sources we have in your own Agency. I can tell you the name of a Senator who is being blackmailed by his Russian mistress to make your Government more sympathetic towards Russia and our interests,” The Colonel leaned closer and continued, “We have people at Boeing, Lockheed Martin and IBM as well as two high level assets within the British SIS … who share every secret you provide them so we can manipulate situations to our advantage. I can tell you who they are once I am safely out of the country.” The Colonel stood up straight and moved away to give Andy some space and allow his words to sink in before finishing with, “Don’t let your colleague’s murder have been for nothing, by assisting me you will enable the FBI to arrest the traitors and, maybe, turn them into double agents”

      Andy clung tightly to the leather grip strap as the train swayed and jolted while he processed his options. It all sounded too black and white in a world where there were many shades of grey. He despised The Colonel who was willing to sell his soul to highest bidder to save his own skin, there was no honour involved, it was just business. But Andy was a pragmatist, if he’d joined the CIA to meet people who were all squeaky clean and honourable, he was in the wrong job. With his decision made, he turned to face The Colonel: “Okay. It’s on. Can you get out of the country tomorrow night?”

      “I have a plan,” came the reply.

      “As part of the decoy, book last minute tickets on the midnight Lufthansa flight to Frankfurt.”

      “Okay. Anything else?”

      “Yes. Tomorrow night wear your usual overcoat and hat.”

      “Very well.”

      “Oh, and one more thing, and this is important, go to the bench nearest to St Basil’s Basilica on Red Square. Underneath, on the right side, are instructions on how we’ll lose Malchik.”

      The train entered the next station and came to a stop; the doors opened and The Colonel stepped onto the platform quickly becoming invisible among the throng of evening commuters.
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      It hadn’t turned nine in the evening when the Colonel entered the now quiet offices of the ‘Ports and Aerodrome’ Department. The Colonel gave a firm knock on Yuri Stepanov’s closed office door. After a long pause he heard Stepanov shout, “Come!” Unaware of what was going to greet him on the other side of the door the Colonel took a deep breath, opened the door and entered. 

      A newspaper lay to the left side of Stepanov’s desk, a half-drunk coffee sat resting on a coaster to the right of his desk and in the middle were files set to give the impression he’d been working through them. Stepanov wasn’t expecting the Colonel and couldn’t hide his look of surprise.

      “Yuri. I’m sorry to disturb you, but I thought it important to see you in person.”

      Stepanov’s surprised expression changed to one of confusion: “What important matter do you have to discuss?” Stepanov gestured for the Colonel to sit.

      “The files you gave me access to have been very useful. They helped us make significant progress on our investigation and I’m pleased to say we’ll be making arrests soon.”

      Stepanov smiled. “Can I ask what it’s in relation to?” he asked.

      “I’m afraid not.” Stepanov looked disappointed. The Colonel was unmoved and ignoring the look continued, “I can tell you we will be making arrests in Moscow tomorrow morning and in Saint Petersburg the following day.” Stepanov leaned forward, clearly interested in what the Colonel had to say. “To make the operation run smoothly, I need you to send a message to your team leader in Saint Petersburg, I believe it is Boris Nevich tomorrow night?”

      Stepanov hung off each word: “Yes, it is Nevich. You aren’t arresting him, are you? He’s one of the few hardworking ones up there!” Stepanov looked worried.

      “No, it’s not Nevich,” The Colonel reassured him. 

      Stepanov sat back relieved: “What message would you like me to send to Nevich?”

      “Tell him to expect my visit in the next two days. Instruct him to give me access to all areas and to give me his full cooperation.” 

      “Okay,” Stepanov smiled clearly relieved Nevich wasn’t the target of The Colonel’s operation.

      The Colonel rummaged in the black holdall he’d been carrying when he entered the office. “Ah, here it is!” The Colonel removed six large bottles of vodka and placed them on Stepanov’s desk. The Colonel watched Stepanov’s face light up with delight and continued, “this is for you to share with your team, tomorrow night, to celebrate the success of our operation. Your part in it has been critical.”

      Stepanov sat up with his chest puffed out: “Thank you, Colonel, it’s more than I’d have ever expected. It will give me great pleasure to share it with my team.”

      “Tomorrow, I want you to make a toast about your help in cracking our important case.”

      “I will, now, I’ll send your message.” 

      The Colonel stood and left Stepanov’s office.
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        * * *

      

      The Colonel stepped out of the building onto the sidewalk heading towards Red Square. He doubled back on himself twice checking for tails before dumping the empty holdall in a garbage bin where he knew there were no cameras watching the street. 

      Even with the detours, Colonel Shanina reached Red Square in twenty minutes. The Colonel turned up his collar as a cold wind swirled around the large open space; today had been much cooler and windier than previous days which meant fewer sightseers. Confident he wasn’t being followed he headed for the wooden bench at the far end of the square as instructed by the young American and with a casual glance checked there were no ‘watchers’ lurking nearby. 

      The Colonel was relieved to find the bench unoccupied save for a big fat pigeon pecking at the remains of a burger bun someone had carelessly discarded. He sat and tried to look relaxed as he spread out the newspaper he’d bought from a street kiosk earlier that day. Although it was late the lampposts surrounding the Square were lit so brightly it easy to read the main articles: The forthcoming referendum recommending the people should vote for prosperity and security by backing the motion; Two columns dedicated to Yeltsin and a speech he delivered on his vision to reform the country; Finally, a small article on Saddam Hussain crushing an uprising in Basra by killing the terrorists and criminals who’d led it. 

      While appearing to be engrossed in the newspaper, the Colonel constantly scanned the area to confirm he wasn’t being watched. Satisfied there were no eyes on him, he positioned the open newspaper to create a screen to hide his hand as he felt under the seat. There it is, he thought as his fingers touched the envelope. He briefly looked around the square again then tugged hard to free the envelope. He studied the outside for a brief moment before deftly opening it with one hand while still holding on to the newspaper as a screen with the other. Inside was a ticket for the following evening’s performance of ‘The Magic Flute’ at the Moscow Chamber Opera Theatre and a plain white card with a brief note for the reader:

           ‘Be at the theatre tomorrow night. Remember to wear your overcoat and hat.’

      The Colonel finished reading the note. He’d soon be in the West with a new identity and a new life. He pocketed the note and the ticket, folded the newspaper and headed for his office. He had one final task to do – call Lufthansa to arrange his flight to Frankfurt – which would cause alarm bells to ring loudly in the ears of anyone listening in on the conversation. The Colonel chuckled to himself as he walked.
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      Andy used much of the next day in the safe house to pack Tex’s belongings away. He’d underestimated how much Tex had brought with him, and accumulated, over the few short months he’d lived at the apartment. By the time he’d finished it was nearly three in the afternoon. He’d skipped lunch as he was keen to clear the apartment before the end of the day. 

      Whilst it served a practical purpose, Andy realised the packing kept his mind occupied as the clock ticked slowly down to the zero hour at eight. With the packing over, he made himself a cheese and pickle sandwich and allowed his mind to work through the plan, for the umpteenth time, again. Naturally, doubt and uncertainty seeped in. 

      What if the ticket had been found under the bench? What if The Colonel didn’t follow the instructions? What if Malchik was one step ahead and had detained The Colonel? What if the plan doesn’t work? The ‘what ifs’ kept coming. An obscure thought crossed his mind, if the plan fails, no one in Langley would know of its failure. He was insulated, the only loser, apart from The Colonel, would be Jack Masters at the FBI. 

      With his sandwich finished and his mood much improved, Andy needed to call in a favour so he grabbed his jacket and headed out of the door.
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        * * *

      

      Vladim smiled when Andy entered his office; moments earlier he’d had the look of a haunted man. He stood and shook Andy’s hand enthusiastically. “Hello, what brings you here?” Vladim asked.

      “I came looking for you. But first, how are you? What’s happening with Popov?”

      “As you see, I’m still here!” Vladim shrugged. “I paid Popov what I thought I owed,” his expression changed, he looked pained, “but … he increased the amount again. The swine won’t leave me alone.”

      “What will you do?”

      “Work harder and keep paying. That’s all I can do,” Vladim sounded resigned to his fate. “Now you my friend. What about you?”

      “I’m fine. Popov and his men have been chasing me around town, but they need to get fitter and lose a few pounds.” 

      Vladim laughed, then spoke, “He said I need to pay up or else. I wish I could outrun him, but he knows I’ll be at my office.” 

      “I’ll see what I can do to help,” Andy sounded sympathetic, but he couldn’t tell whether Vladim believed him or not. 

      “So, why are you here?” Vladim asked as he reached into a drawer and removed a large bottle of vodka and two glasses. He placed them on his desk and started pouring.

      “My car has had some, um … problems, and I need someone to drive me around the city this evening.”

      Vladim slid one of the glasses towards Andy and held the other. “What happened to your car?”

      “It caught fire. I believe it’s a write-off.”

      “That’s not good. Was it a cheap Russian car?” 

      “Something like that.” Andy didn’t want to say his car had been shot at too!

      Vladim raised his glass to Andy. Andy copied Vladim. The two men clashed their glasses together with enthusiasm. Some of the clear liquid spilled out of Andy’s glass. “To friendship.”

      “To friendship,” Andy repeated, then drained his glass in a single swig. The cheap vodka burnt the back of his throat and after a second, slowly warmed his stomach. Vladim started to recharge their glasses.

      “Where do you need to go?” Vladim asked as he picked up his glass and started to refill it. 

      Andy passed him his glass and said, “This is the last one for today,” Vladim looked disappointed but he continued, “I have work to do. I need to be at the Moscow Chamber Opera Theatre before eight tonight. Would you be able to drive me?” Andy looked Vladim in the eyes. He badly needed his help with the plan this evening and hoped he wouldn’t ask too many questions. Vladim paused, looked at his glass of vodka then looked directly at Andy. 

      “Of course, that’s what friends do,” he said as his eyes sparkled.

      “Thank you. I’ll try and make this up to you, somehow.” Andy said raising his glass to meet Vladim’s. “To good fortunes.”

      “To good fortunes,” Vladim responded. 

      Both men knocked back their glasses and returned the empty glasses onto the table. 

      “We’ll be out for a few hours. I hope that’s okay?” Andy said.

      “I hadn’t planned anything for tonight. So I’m looking forward to your company.” Vladim glanced at his watch. “We should go out for dinner. Let’s eat early, otherwise we’ll be hungry.”   

      “Where do you recommend we eat?” 

      “I know a good Armenian place not far from here. They serve great Chi Kofte and their Baklava is the best in Moscow.”

      “My kind of food, let’s go!” Andy said suddenly aware that he was hungry.
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      The sudden jarring sound of the ringing phone disturbed Oleg Malchik from his deep thoughts as he read his team’s weekly operational report on Colonel Shanina. Malchik picked up the phone.  “What?” he asked abruptly.

      “The Colonel has just booked return flights to Frankfurt leaving tonight at midnight,” the voice on the far end informed.

      Malchik smiled, so far Shanina had shown no signs of any changes to his routine, everything was normal, until now.

      “Which airline? Is he travelling alone?” Malchik demanded, his voice couldn’t hide his excitement. From the volumes of information his team had gathered on their target, there was no apparent reason for him to travel overseas, this was the break they were looking for, maybe the traitor is finally making his move.

      “He’s on Lufthansa. Travelling alone.” 

      Why now? Malchik thought as he rubbed his chin. The death of the American spy could have made him nervous, maybe even tip him over the edge, and he’s decided to run. The fool! “Are there any other persons of interest on the same flight?” he asked while his mind spun quickly. Who are your minders? Is it the Americans? They would normally have eyes on the same flight to watch and keep their mark calm.

      “No one on our database at present.” 

      Somehow, Shanina would have help, his handlers would be fools to let him travel alone. “Are there any Americans on the same flight?” As he waited for the answer he finished the last of the cold, sweet coffee sitting on his desk.

      “There are two Americans.”

      This information had Malchik sit up straight in his seat, ah ha, got you! “Tell me more.”

      “Two men. Blake Bolton, aged fifty-six, and Gary Mentor, aged sixty-four,” the voice replied, “it says they are pastors from Ohio.”

      “Interesting, have either of them been in Russia previously? How long have they been here on this trip?” Another long pause followed. Malchik was pleased Shanina had made his move. His team would add a little pressure, make him uncomfortable, then detain him, and the two Americans, as they boarded their flight.

      “This is Bolton’s first time in Russia; Mentor has been here five times. They have been in Russia for six days. They flew together from Frankfurt to Saint Petersburg and, three days ago, flew from Saint Petersburg to Moscow.”

      This could be it: Shanina’s extraction team posing as men of religion. Malchik felt good. Another traitor taken down by him would help further his career, he smiled, “Good work. Get the team assembled. Five minutes in the briefing room. I want the treacherous dog to feel some heat.”
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        * * *

      

      The Colonel could sense them watching him long before he saw them. Seated on a metal bench across from the entrance to his office building, a middle aged woman, wearing a green dress and grey jacket, her hair worn up in a tight bun. She looked out of place pretending to read a magazine using the light cast by a nearby lamppost. 

      One. 

      He turned right out of the building on his usual route home as he headed for the Metro. He spotted two more on the other side of the road. He noticed the men had been loitering until he stepped out of the building, the next moment they were walking with purpose in the same direction as him. 

      Two and Three.

      As the Colonel turned right two blocks along he paused, as if he had suddenly remembered something, and glanced back. The tail had little chance to avoid being seen by the Colonel.

      Four.

      Two young men wearing leather jackets and blue jeans climbed out of an official looking car parked opposite the Metro. He watched as the car pulled away. The men crossed the road and fell in behind him as he descended the steps into the Metro. 

      Five and Six.

      He couldn’t be certain whether the young couple at the bottom of the escalator, seemingly in a romantic embrace, were watching him or whether his paranoia was growing.
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      Although he’d lived in Moscow for many years, Colonel Shanina had never been to the Opera Theatre. He’d driven and walked past it many times, but he’d not been through its doors. He needed to take his mind from the surveillance teams following him. He’d identified four more on the route from his apartment and he suspected there were more. Inside the theatre foyer he weaved his way through the crowd of opera lovers and headed for the doors leading to the stalls, showing his ticket to a nearby attendant.

      “The door on the left, your seat is at the front by the orchestra pit,” the attendant smiled and moved on to assist the next theatregoer. The Colonel turned and caught a glimpse of two of his shadows pushing their way to the front of the queue at the ticket booth. Another agent, located to the right of the main entrance, failed to use his hand-held radio discretely, making him easy to spot.  

      The Colonel entered the main theatre and headed down the left side of the auditorium to take his seat at the front. As per his instructions, he’d dressed in his long overcoat and wore his hat. With the performance only minutes from starting, the Colonel found his seat and unbuttoned his coat slightly. He knew the theatre would become uncomfortably warm, however, his instructions were clear.

      ‘Keep your overcoat and hat on during the performance.’

      The sound of a solo oboe playing a single note, strong and steady, was joined swiftly by the other instruments building the crescendo to a forte of discordant notes as the orchestra tuned-up. Less than a minute later the orchestra fell silent. 

      The lights dimmed, then for a moment, they went out completely plunging the theatre into darkness. The lights flickered and came back on, this time dimmed to their performance level. The stage was now illuminated ready for the actors as the orchestra began the prelude to part one. The Colonel looked over his shoulder and saw four men rushing towards him. His heart raced and he closed his eyes. This was it. They’re going to take me into custody. 

      He waited for what seemed an age expecting to feel eager hands grab him by the collar and drag him from his seat. Several seconds passed and nothing happened. He opened his eyes and, to his surprise, he saw the agents walking away. He realized he’d been holding his breath and, relieved he wasn’t under arrest, he started to breath easily again and turned his attention back to the stage. 

      The Colonel enjoyed the first-half as best as he could, knowing that, at any moment, they could arrest him. When the production reached the interval and the music stopped, the lights flickered for a few seconds before they came back on. The noise from the audience increased as they stood to stretch legs, use the restrooms or purchase ice creams and drinks. The Colonel remained seated continuing to play his part as instructed even though he felt uncomfortably warm in his heavy clothing. He could feel several pairs of eyes watching from around the theatre, but when he looked, they averted their gaze and didn’t make eye contact. 

      After ten minutes the bell rang to indicate that the part-two would be commencing shortly. With the audience back in their seats the lights flickered and went out. Once again the theatre was plunged back into darkness, a few moments later, the lights in the theatre flickered on, dimmed low and the orchestra enthusiastically introduced the second-half of the opera. 
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        * * *

      

      Standing across the street from the theatre, watching restlessly, was Malchik. He saw the lights go off and demanded an immediate update on his radio. He paced anxiously along the sidewalk when, a few seconds later, the theatre lights came back on. Shitty wiring! They need to get it fixed. Next thing the place will burn down. he thought just as his radio came to life and a voice gave him the information he wanted to hear.

      “Sir, the Colonel is still seated in the same place, he hasn’t moved.”

      “Keep watching. Only detain him if he makes any sudden moves, otherwise, we’ll pick him up as planned.” Malchik smiled, he had one team here at the theatre and another waiting at the airport for the pick-up. A third had eyes on Bolton and Mentor. He could sense the successful outcome of the mission was near and soon he’d be making the biggest arrest of his career so far.

      He wasn’t sure what made him turn, but when he did, he saw an old grey Volvo driving down the road away from the theatre. In the passenger seat he caught a fleeting glimpse of someone resembling the dead CIA agent; he knew this was impossible as he had witnessed Flint being permanently ‘retired’ from service. Still, the feeling something wasn’t quite right had him reaching for his notepad. In the circumstances, with so much at stake, why change the habit of a lifetime? He made a note of the Volvo’s registration plate as it stopped briefly at a set of traffic lights.

      I’ll have it checked later … once we have Shanina in custody.
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      “Can you drop my friend off? He’s in a hurry,” Andy asked Vladim. 

      “Sure, where do we need to go?” After receiving his instructions Vladim drove through the quiet Moscow streets. He knew from the edginess of his new passenger, and how he quickly hid in the back of his car, now wasn’t the time to ask too many questions.

      Vladim pulled into a convenient side street close to the stranger’s destination and stopped. He continued to look out of the front windscreen while the man climbed from the back. As the stranger climbed out of the car, he paused briefly and thanked Vladim who simply nodded his head. Andy was already out of the car and shook the stranger’s hand. “Good luck,” he said. 

      “Thank you. I’ll need it,” replied the stranger. His voice couldn’t mask his nervousness. It looked like he wanted to say something else, but instead he turned and quickly strode confidently away. Andy walked around the corner of the side street and watched as The Colonel bound up the stairs and into the building without giving as much as a backward glance. Andy re-joined Vladim in the car.

      “What the was that about?” Vladim asked.

      “He’s a man with problems and I’m just helping him out.” Andy’s answer had an element of truth, but he was careful not to give too much away so as to protect both The Colonel and Vladim. An awkward silence fell between them as Vladim drove back towards his office. Andy was first to break the silence.

      “Could you drop me off near the US Embassy?”

      “Is that where you work?” Vladim’s pitch had risen and his volume raised a notch or two.

      “Yes.”

      “What have you got me mixed up in?”

      “Best not to know just in case things don’t work out. Can you drop me off? I’ll make it worth your while.” The awkward silence returned as Vladim drove Andy towards the Embassy. Once Andy was out of the car, Vladim sped away without saying another word, leaving a cloud of dark oily smoke in his wake.  
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        * * *

      

      Vladim parked in the garage and made his way up to his office. He’d decided to head to the office rather than inflict his bad mood on his mother, father and sister. Vladim wanted his business to be a success so he could afford to buy his own place to live and maybe, if he was lucky, somewhere for his sister too.

      His heart sank when he found the office door open and the lights on. Sat in the reception area was Ivan and one of his thugs. Ivan looked at Vladim, the other continued to entertain himself by spinning around on an office swivel chair.

      “Mr Popov wants to see you, in his office at the back,” Ivan informed him indicating with his head the direction of Vladim’s office. The spinning thug stopped himself, stood and dropped in behind Ivan who followed Vladim as he slowly made his way towards his office. 

      Popov was inside, sat with his feet resting on Vladim’s desk while smoking a cigarette. He smiled, as Vladim entered, though his smile didn’t reach his eyes which were cold and cruel. He stubbed the cigarette out on Vladim’s desk.

      “What do I have to do to make you understand?” Popov said as he took his feet off the desk and stood up.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Vladim protested.

      Popov walked around the table and stood only inches from Vladim’s face, “Every time I try and drive you out of business … you keep paying up!”

      Vladim didn’t see the punch, but he felt its full force as it found its mark in his abdomen knocking the wind out of him. He bent double with pain and struggled to breathe. Popov casually searched through Vladim’s jacket pockets and removed his wallet which he tossed to Ivan. Vladim couldn’t breathe let alone put up any resistance to the search. Next, Popov stuffed his hands into Vladim’s trouser pockets and felt his car keys being lifted.

      “No. Not my car!” Vladim managed to gasp as, finally, some air made it into his lungs. 

      Popov threw the keys to the other thug who caught them with his right hand.

      “Add it to my fleet,” he instructed. Popov stepped away from Vladim and nodded to Ivan who’d just pocketed Vladim’s wallet. This time Vladim saw the right hook but he didn’t have time to react as the large fist struck him on the jaw knocking him to the floor. He tasted blood in his mouth and while he didn’t see the follow up kick to his ribs he felt the intense pain it delivered.

      “Ivan, take him to the basement and have some fun with him,” Popov laughed.

      Firm hands grabbed Vladim, dragged him out of his office and down the corridor towards the stairs where both thugs set about beating him. Vladim hoped the beating would stop as kicks rained down on him, striking his arms, legs, back and head. The thugs stopped their assault long enough to drag him down the concrete stairs to the basement. Through his swollen eyes he could see a metal chair and four more thugs waiting for him under the light of a single dull lightbulb.  

      This is going to hurt. He wondered whether he would make it out alive as the blows kept coming; then everything went black as he slipped into unconsciousness while the thugs continued their assault on his broken body.
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      The last notes of the performance faded out and once the enthusiastic applause from the audience had died down, the lights flickered again before lighting up the main theatre. The hubbub from the audience increased as people talked appreciatively about the show as they started to file out. 

      Outside the theatre, Malchik watched as the first of the audience spilled out onto the sidewalk. His radio crackled to life.

      “Sir? You need to come inside.”

      This wasn’t a message he expected to hear. He held the radio up and spoke into it, “What’s the problem?”

      “Sir, you need to come inside and see,” the voice sounding just a little bit too urgent for comfort.

      Malchik ran towards the entrance. “Get out of the way. Make way!” he shouted as he fought against the tide of exiting crowd. A gap cleared allowing him to enter the building. One of his team met him and led him into the main auditorium. The agent directed Malchik’s attention to a man sitting in the front row wearing a heavy coat and hat. From their position it looked like Colonel Shanina, but unlike the other members of the audience, this man remained seated.

      “Was that Shanina’s seat?” Malchik demanded.

      “Yes, Sir, but I don’t think it’s him.”

      The man wearing the hat stood and slowly turned to make his way to the exit. 

      “Who the hell is that?” Malchik demanded, but before the agent could answer, Malchik strode past him bearing down on the man at the front of the auditorium. “You. Stay there!” Malchik ordered. The man stopped and waited for Malchik to join him. “You’re under arrest,” Malchik calmly informed the individual even though he was inwardly seething at the deception. “Now, who are you?” 

      The man smiled, removed his hat and addressed Malchik: “I’m Ambassador Rushbrooke of the United States Government and I have full diplomatic immunity, so, no, I’m not under arrest.”

      Malchik turned away from the Ambassador. 

      “Seal the theatre,” Malchik ordered his men, “Now!” He turned back to face the Ambassador.

      “I’ll be leaving with my wife; she should be on her way back from the restroom. Please make sure your people don’t delay us further, my car will be outside waiting for us,” the Ambassador said as he walked past the furious Malchik.

      

      “The Ambassador’s party will be leaving the building shortly,” Malchik hissed into the radio, “no one else in or out.”

      Malchik turned to his subordinate, “Kindly escort our guests safely out of the building.” 

      The Ambassador and his wife left the theatre, escorted by one of Malchik’s underlings, climbed into their official car and were soon on their way. The theatre swarmed with FSB officers whilst outside the local militia surrounded the building and stopped attendees from leaving. They doubted their target was still inside the theatre so they extended their cordon and randomly stopped cars and men in the street, checking their identity papers.

      Malchik was working hard to maintain his composure as he thumbed through his notebook looking for some breadcrumbs to work with. He stopped at a page and paused for a second. The Grey Volvo? Of course! 

      He raised his radio and spoke into it with icy coolness. “Control, this is Oleg Malchik, run the following number plate for me,” he read the Volvo’s registration number as he headed for the exit. He didn’t have time to stand idly waiting for the information. He was certain the Volvo was the breadcrumb he needed to solve Shanina’s ‘disappearance’ and, if not, he still had one more opportunity to arrest Shanina … at the airport. 

      By the time Malchik received details of the address he was on the sidewalk outside the theatre. He looked at his watch and thought about timings. Malchik made up his mind. He ordered his men to get into their cars ready to follow him to the address and requested police units to meet them there. Raiding the address could yield more important clues or, if they were lucky, deliver Shanina on a plate. Moments later Malchik sat in the lead car feeling confident that his quarry was within his grasp.
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      Popov’s thug, Ivan, used a rope to tie his unconscious victim’s feet and hands together and around a chair he had placed in the basement, pulling the rope tight to make sure his victim wasn’t going anywhere. When he was satisfied the knots would hold, he stood back and threw a bucket of cold water over his victim to bring him round … then Ivan and his friends continued their assault. 

      Their victim screamed with pain as the blows and kicks rained down on him. The thugs were happy in their work knowing the sounds of their brutality wouldn’t carry beyond the thick walls of the basement. Their victim knew if anyone did hear it, they wouldn’t report it, or they would be sitting in the chair instead of him. The beating continued, unrelenting, until Ivan held up his hand.

      “Let’s take a break. I need some refreshment, so let’s get a few beers,” he suggested. The others nodded their approval as the basement was warm and their exertion had made them thirsty. He held up the keys to the Volvo: “Look, our friend here has kindly given us his car!” he said before laughing out loud, the rest of the thugs joined in as they made their way up the stairs leaving their unfortunate victim broken and alone. 

      The five large men grumbled as they squeezed themselves into the Volvo. Ivan put the key in the ignition and the engine came to life. He pulled out onto the quiet main road towards the bottle store where they had an ‘account’ courtesy of Popov’s protection scheme. They weren’t sure what happened next but two police cars suddenly appeared in front of them and blocked their path causing Ivan to slam his foot on the brake to prevent a collision. Panicked, Ivan put the car in reverse in an attempt to escape only to find two more police cars had pulled up behind and hemmed them in. They were stuck, uncomfortably crammed in the car, with policemen running towards them from all directions; weapons drawn. There was no way out.

      A man in civilian clothes opened the driver’s door and pointed a large pistol at Ivan’s head. The cold steel from the tip of the barrel pressed into his skin, this close, he could see the pistol’s hammer had been cocked, Ivan automatically raised his hands to indicate he wasn’t armed or going to resist.

      “Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!” Ivan pleaded. There was no reply just an indication to get out of the car which he did, slowly, making sure he didn’t make any sudden moves that would give the pistol’s owner an excuse to squeeze the trigger. The rest of the thugs were dragged from the Volvo and joined Ivan lying face down on the road. Moments later they were all handcuffed. 

      Malchik stepped forward and squatted down close to Ivan: “You’re in so much shit, who else is involved with this?” he demanded, “be careful how you answer this as my patience is running very thin.”

      Ivan struggled to get his words out, partly because he was finding it hard to breath and partly because he was afraid, very afraid. Since Popov had recruited him, he was usually the one with the gun and holding a hapless victim down on the ground, but now he was on the receiving end. “Upstairs! Upstairs in the office! He’s in the office! On the third floor!” Ivan curled round as much as he could to indicate the building they’d just come from.

      Malchik stood up and quickly set off on foot to the building’s entrance followed by three of his team. His pistol swung in his right hand as he ran up the stairs, easily clearing two steps at a time. He paused by the dark green door. This was the Volvo’s registered address. The FSB officers formed up behind him ready to go in. 

      Malchik used the fingers on his left hand to count down from three. They burst into the office quickly clearing the empty rooms. Making their way through the large workshop to reach the back office they were approached by a short man wearing an ill-fitting suit waving a gun at them.

      “What the bloody hell are you doing in my office?” the man bellowed at the FSB officers.

      Malchik saw the gun, raised his own and without any hesitation fired. As the man fell to the floor he dropped his pistol and clutched his chest, moaning with pain. Malchik watched as a trail of dark blood started to grow and pool on the carpet around the man. “Get an ambulance!” Malchik instructed one of his team as he knelt by Popov: “Where is he?” Malchik demanded, his voice low and menacing. The man’s breathing was shallow and rapid which made it difficult to suck in the air he needed to stay alive. Malchik had no intention of getting blood over his hands so made no effort to plug the man’s large chest wound, instead he repeated the question: “Where is he?”

      As blood trickled slowly out of the corner of his mouth, Popov managed to gasp what would be his last words: “Downstairs. The basement. I’m sorry.” Popov struggled to stay conscious as his life ebbed away. Malchik stood and moved towards the door: “You, stay here,” he ordered the closest agent, “the rest of you, follow me.” 

      Malchik ran back to the corridor and headed for the stairwell. He felt excited as he ran down the stairs to the basement believing his quarry was almost within his grasp. He reached the drab green steel door to the basement and turned the handle then pushed hard to open the door. He saw only darkness. Damn! He blindly felt around the doorway for the light switch, “there you are…” he muttered to himself as he flicked the small switch down.

      A dull light filled the large room revealing a lone figure tied to a chair. Malchik’s heart raced. He had his man. He strode forward confidently with his team following closely behind. He reached the slumped figure, grabbed the man’s hair with his left hand and yanked his head upright.

      “Thank God you’re here!” murmured the victim. 

      “Who the hell are you?” Malchik demanded.
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      Malchik and his team of FSB agents drove at high speed through the city streets to reach Sheremetyevo Alexander Pushkin International Airport to join the team already in position. They conducted their journey in silence as Malchik, quietly seething, remained deep in his private thoughts going over and over the evening’s events minute by minute. That cunning fox, Shanina, must have somehow used the Volvo and the man tied up in the basement as a distraction to buy time. Malchik was annoyed with himself at falling for the trick and not remaining focused on the airport and the late night flight to Frankfurt.

      As Malchik leapt out the car his radio came to life: “Bolton and Mentor are airside and located in the Irish bar, Sir.”

      “Anyone with them?” Malchik asked as he ran through the terminal.

      “No, sir,” came the reply.

      Malchik glanced at his watch as he entered the terminal building his eyes darted around looking for Shanina. He raised his radio to speak. “Has Shanina got his boarding pass yet?”

      “No, sir.”

      He’s cutting it fine to catch his midnight flight out. He’ll have to arrive in the next few minutes or the desk won’t issue his boarding pass. Malchik slowed to a walk heading in the direction of the Lufthansa check-in desks, sweat dripping down the sides of his face from his exertion and the excitement of the chase.

      “Sir, a tall man wearing a woollen suit, large overcoat and hat, has just walked in from the other entrance.’

      He must have evaded them by entering the building from the Arrivals Hall. “Where is he?” Malchik looked around, scanning faces. He was still quite a distance from the Lufthansa desks. He picked up his speed to a slow jog and soon arrived at the first check-in desk. 

      “Approaching desk sixty-eight, Sir,” came the reply.

      “Are you sure it’s him?” Malchik asked looking up to see which desk he was passing. Desk twenty-seven … I’m not going to be there in time to arrest him in person.  With the disappointment palpable he started to run; he wasn’t going to be late at this party!

      “No, Sir, there are too many people and I can’t be sure but he appears to fit the description.”

      “What’s he doing now?”

      “He’s at the Business Class desk check-in.”

      Malchik looked up. Desk forty-eight. Come on!

      “Have we got people near the desk?” Malchik asked.

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “Stall him at the desk. I want to be there when we move in.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      Less than thirty seconds later Malchik could see desk sixty-eight with its Lufthansa logo and sign: ‘Business Class Check-in’. 

      Through the crowd he saw the back of a tall man wearing a heavy coat and hat standing at the desk. Two of his agents were either side of him, while another stood behind the check-in desk with the airline representative and held the man’s passport. Malchik got closer and looked at the agent holding the passport, his face said it all as the agent looked up to see Malchik and shook his head. 

      It’s got to be him. Malchik reached the counter and his team. 

      “Sir, this is Hans Schmidt,” the agent holding the passport informed him.

      Malchik felt the knot in his stomach tighten. His day had gone from bad to worse.

      “Take your hat off and face me!” Malchik demanded. The man removed his hat and faced Malchik. Aside from being taller than average, and well dressed, he bore only a passing resemblance to Shanina. It was all he could do to keep a lid on his temper and, as calmly as possible, he apologised for the delay and informed Schmidt he could carry on with his journey. The agent returned his passport as the airline representative handed him his boarding pass.

      The agent turned to Malchik: “What do we do now, Sir?”
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      The first rays of daylight started to break through the grey mist which blanketed the port facility. The display on his digital watch read six fifty-three. With the temperature just a few degrees above zero Shanina fastened his heavy coat to protect him from the early morning chill. He was pleased he had his hat to keep his head warm.

      Shanina walked into the security office at the entrance to the port and flashed his FSB credentials at one of the two guards who sat looking bored. The office lacked signs of maintenance as the yellow paint peeled from the walls and some of the office lights were broken. Shanina cast his gaze around the room and thought the guards were lazy judging by the discarded take-out food cartons which littered the desks. He didn’t want to remain in here for too long as the room was filled with the stale smell of tobacco and body odour.

      After a cursory glance at his papers, they gave the Colonel directions to Building Twelve, the ‘Ports and Aerodrome’ office. The security guards knew Building Twelve to be an FSB outpost and had been briefed not to ask questions about what went on there. Shanina was soon on his way towards Building Twelve knowing Boris Nevich would be on duty and expecting him.

      Through the early morning mist Shanina could make out the silhouettes of two large container ships and a P&O cruise liner berthed at the wharfs. Two large cranes moved across the container ships plucking metal containers off the ships and carefully placing them on port transporters which effortlessly shuttled them between the ships and the holding area for customs clearance and onward despatch out of the port. 

      By the time Shanina reached Building Twelve, daylight had broken through the mist and he could see more of the hustle and bustle of the busy facility. Shanina didn’t bother to knock, he opened the grey wooden door and walked straight in. Facing Shanina was a uniformed FSB officer walking from the kitchen towards the main office, he held a coffee cup in his right hand and a thick slice of black bread smeared with butter in his left. The FSB officer stopped when he saw the visitor.

      “Who are you?” he demanded, he clearly wasn’t expecting a visitor this early in the morning; especially one who thought he could enter a restricted area without an invitation. 

      The Colonel smiled benevolently: “I’m Colonel Shanina from Moscow. Boris Nevich is expecting me. Please be kind enough to show me to his office.”

      The officer nodded briefly and indicated that Shanina should follow him. They walked through an open doorway into a spacious office which had four desks and two computers with bulky CRT screens. A large printer sat on the edge of a table. Two uniformed FSB officers, sat behind their desks, looked up from their paperwork as Shanina and the third officer entered.

      “Boris Nevich?” Shanina asked the two seated officers.

       The bald officer stood looking sheepish. 

      “That’s me, are you Colonel Shanina?” he asked.

      Shanina faced the approaching officer who looked to be in his early thirties. Even through his drab uniform Shanina could tell the officer worked out regularly. “Yes. I’m here as part of Operation Octagon. You should have received the briefing note and your instructions from Yuri Stepanov in Moscow.”

      Octagon had been Shanina’s own creation and he’d sent the briefing note easily forging Stepanov’s signature which told Nevich to facilitate an officer gaining passage on a container ship as part of a covert infiltration operation. That and the legitimate order to provide the visiting senior officer with their full co-operation should have been enough to convince Nevich to assist.

      Nevich gave Shanina’s hand a firm shake and looked directly at him eye-to-eye as he said, “We don’t receive many visitors from Moscow. This must be special.” Shanina felt uncomfortable as Nevich maintained his gaze, doubts started creeping into his mind.  Did Nevich smell a rat? Did he know the first signal didn’t come from Stepanov? 

      “Let me tell Yuri you’ve arrived safely, and we’ll then proceed with your operation.” Nevich said as he returned to his desk.

      Damn! I didn’t plan for this. “No, it’s okay. There’s no time as the operation is underway.” Shanina said in an attempt to stall the officer. 

      “I’m not stupid. I won’t say anything which compromises your operation,” Nevich replied as he picked up his phone and dialled a number from memory. The room became unusually warm; Shanina started to sweat. Nevich listened as the phone in Stepanov’s office rang without answer. He hung up and immediately dialled another number. “There’ll be someone in the main office,” he said confidently.

      Shanina turned away and wiped his brow with his hand, then wiped his hand on the back of his overcoat. With his brow clear of sweat, Shanina faced Nevich who now looked puzzled as his second call went unanswered. “Maybe they’re busy or been called away to a meeting. I have lots of meetings in Moscow,” Shanina said as he shrugged his shoulders. 

      Nevich stayed on the line for another ten seconds then hung up: “Stepanov is normally at his desk early. I’ll call again later, I’m sure he will want to know we’ve been helpful.” Nevich stood from his desk and approached the Colonel before continuing, “you have a cabin on the ‘Mykonos’ bound for Rotterdam, it leaves at high tide in an hour, so we have to move quickly to get you on-board.”

      “Good, I don’t want any further delays,” Shanina replied, “a lot of work has gone into this operation; it would be a disappointment if we don’t get a result!”
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      Malchik read the report for the third time, looking for the lie. The facts as presented were simple enough to understand:

      The car used by the unknown CIA Agent to get away after the archives break-in resembled the Volvo registered to Vladimir Martirossian. During the escape the car had been fired on by one of the officers giving chase.  Close examination of the Volvo registered to Vladimir Martirossian shows gunshot damage to the rear of the Volvo. 

      The Volvo had been sighted at the Opera Theatre shortly after the performance interval and before Colonel Shanina’s disappearance was discovered. Later that evening, when we stopped the Volvo in question, it contained five men all known to the police. They were arrested at the scene but, as yet, have not indicated they had any involvement in the archives breach or Colonel Shanina’s disappearance.

      On entering the business address of Vladimir Martirossian, we were approached by Maximillian Popov. Popov was also known to the police due to his long criminal history and alleged criminal activities. Popov approached us in an aggressive manner while brandishing a loaded firearm. I was concerned for our safety and fired a single round to neutralise the threat. Popov died at the scene as a result of his injuries. 

      We searched the area and found Vladimir Martirossian tied to a chair in the building’s basement. Martirossian had been badly beaten; it was clear he could not have tied himself to the chair. The medical examination of Martirossian concluded his injuries had been sustained over a period of a few days as new injuries had been inflicted upon older wounds which had yet to heal. 

      While being interviewed in hospital, Martirossian claimed that he’d had problems with Popov going back many months. Martirossian said that a few days ago, matters escalated when he was abducted, his wallet and car keys taken, and he had been tied to the chair in the basement where he had been beaten repeatedly by Popov’s men; he could not say what Popov’s men had been doing with his car in the days since his abduction. Despite being the registered owner of the Volvo, it would appear that the presence of Vladimir Martirossian was coincidental; Martirossian is not linked to Popov’s criminal activity and, therefore, no longer a person of interest.

      We recovered a large amount of foreign currency, which came to twenty thousand US dollars. This was found in a leather bag, in the office that Popov emerged from prior to being shot. The fingerprints on the bag match the fingerprints of the unknown CIA Agent found at the archives following the breach. This confirms our suspicions that Popov was paid for his services by the American Government. 

      In conclusion, it would appear that Popov was using Martirossian’s address to mask his criminal activities. Popov was also colluding with the Americans by assisting the security breach at the archives and the disappearance of Colonel Shanina at the theatre. It would appear that Popov was acting alone and, following his death, our line of investigation is now closed.

      Malchik put the file down and with both hands rubbed his temples to ease the stress he felt. He picked up the phone and called his team monitoring Martirossian’s bedside. They answered within three rings.

      “Hello?”

      “This is Malchik.”

      “Sir?” the voice on the distant end replied.

      “You can stand down. He’s not of interest to us.”

      “Yes, Sir, understood,” the line went dead.

      Just as Malchik replaced the receiver in its cradle, there was a knock on his office door, and before he could issue his usual curt response, the door opened and General Dudek’s Staff Officer, walked in: “General Dudek has summoned you. Come with me.” 

      Malchik had taken the unusual step of wearing his uniform as he’d expected the call from ‘upstairs’. Following the General’s Staff Officer out of his office towards the elevators, Malchik could feel the stares of the people gathered in the main office area. He made no attempt to make eye contact, just focussed straight ahead, as he walked towards his punishment for failing to arrest Colonel Shanina, prevent him from leaving Russia and allowing him to defect to the Americans. He knew he had allowed his previous successes to impact on his handling of Shanina and, instead of his usual calculated direct action, had given his target just enough room to wriggle free. He deserved to be held to account, as he would expect nothing less from his chain of command.

      General Dudek didn’t look up from his paperwork as his Staff Officer ushered Malchik into his office. Malchik came to a halt in front of the General’s desk, saluted and remained at attention, looking straight ahead: “Lieutenant Malchik reporting, Sir.”

      Malchik noticed his voice had developed a slight tremble. Dudek was a legend within the FSB, a thirty-year veteran who had known Krushchev and reported directly to Brezhnev for his ‘special projects’. Dudek had the ear of the Politburo and Malchik had heard rumours that each General Secretary of the Communist Party would confide their secrets with Dudek and, in return, he would keep their secrets by removing any potential loose ends along the way. Dudek knew where the bodies were buried which wasn’t difficult … he’d put most of them there!   

      After several seconds Dudek looked up, his piercing dark eyes bore into Malchik’s soul. Malchik couldn’t help but notice a scar which ran across Dudek’s throat as though someone had once tried to garrotte him.

      “Malchik. What am I to do with you?” Dudek asked. Malchik remained standing at attention, his mouth firmly closed. “You have created a diplomatic incident with America by killing a CIA agent on Russian soil, the wrong agent from all accounts, and trying to arrest the US Ambassador, in public, on a night at the theatre with his wife. Finally, and most importantly, you had a traitor, who was about to defect, under close surveillance and, with over twenty agents at your disposal, you allowed him to escape. Have you any idea of how much your ineptness will damage our operations both here and overseas?”

      Malchik felt the room closing in on him. His chest tightened. He couldn’t speak … it didn’t matter he wasn’t expected to respond … he just had to take the hit … his previous successes counted for nothing at this exact moment … the General’s decision would be final and his career stopped in its tracks … or worse!

      “Do I have you serve twenty-five years of hard labour or taken outside and shot?” 
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      The light was starting to fade as the spectacular golden sunset was coming to an end. The elongated shadows from the New York skyscrapers were pointing further into the distance as the sun touched the horizon. Andy savoured the moment as he knew the shadows would soon be gone and the sun with them.

      The refreshingly cool beer went down smoothly as the two men toasted The Colonel’s good fortune.  The Colonel had been debriefed day and night over the last three months and moved between safe houses each week, sometimes twice in a week, often with no notice. The rooftop bar overlooking New York’s iconic skyline made an appropriate venue for The Colonel’s first outing since his defection. Even so the FBI took no chances; three agents sat at the next table and two more covered the entrance. 

      Today was a special day – he’d been given his new identity, Karl Lentov – complete with his US citizenship and passport. Here, he was celebrating his new life and relative freedom. He smiled as he shared a cold beer with the CIA agent who made it happen. 

      “Do you know what happened after you left?” Andy asked.

      “Only small bits, from here and there, naturally my former colleagues and friends don’t return my calls.” The two men laughed. Lentov continued, “Boris Nevich didn’t talk with his boss Yuri Stepanov as Stepanov and his colleagues were all hungover from the vodka I’d left with them … sometimes it pays to keep your head down and ‘forget’ you helped a ‘traitor’ escape!” 

      “What of Malchik?” Andy asked.

      Lentov took a sip of his beer and continued: “Malchik got posted to Novosibirsk for two years as a way to appease the Americans and for his failure to take me into custody earlier ... but he’ll be back.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Dudek likes him. I think Malchik will go far in the FSB… his current posting is just a reminder of how quickly your fortune can change … he won’t be so easy to fool again!”

      “I’ll bear that in mind … next time!” 
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      Four months had gone quickly for Vladim and his fortunes had changed. The physical scars from his ordeal had healed, but the mental ones would take longer to fade. The canvas bag, waiting for him when he came out of hospital, contained fifty-thousand dollars in US dollar bills and had helped rebuild his life. 

      He relocated his business to a prime location one block from the central police station. His staff turned up to work without fear of being attacked. Vladim’s business was growing and he’d just put down a sizeable deposit on an apartment he’d craved for himself many months ago. Finally, he traded in his old Volvo for a newer model which didn’t belch oily smoke ... or have bullet holes as a decorative feature.

      Sitting at his desk in his new office, he held a large glass of vodka and wondered whether he’d see Andy Flint again. Their chance encounter had changed his life: his staff were happy; his business was booming; and Max Popov, Ivan and his thugs would never bother him, or anyone else again. 

      Vladim held the glass up to the light and looked at the clear liquid, then, in one swift move, he downed its contents and slammed the glass onto the table. He jumped as he caught a glimpse of a figure standing in his doorway.

      “Hello my old friend.”

      Vladim recognised the voice instantly. He smiled and reached for a second glass placing it on his desk next to his, filling them both to the brim … this was going to be a long night.
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      I guess I should have just kept moving. It would have been better to keep it simple. Hindsight’s a wonderful thing, but I never was very good at that kind of stuff. I don’t know what happened. Something in me, something way down deep inside, buried, hidden. Least I thought it was, until now.

      I’m not exactly what you’d call the hero type either. What I mean is I don’t work out; I’m not a gym freak with toned abs like concrete slabs. I’m not in to that martial arts stuff either. Sure, back in the day, I tried it. Was even awarded a couple of belts, but I figured it was too much like commitment, I didn’t have the discipline to put in the hours needed. So I dropped out within a year of taking my introductory class.

      Sure, it would have been easier to walk on by. To ignore her, just like everyone else. It’s not as if I’m religious either, I wasn’t bound by some moral or ethical code to help, but I chose to stop all the same.

      It was the eyes. I saw something in them. A memory, a vulnerability, hidden behind the glazed mask. A different life, one I’d long forgotten. I didn’t need to get involved. A violation of my parole. The fact that I’d stopped, lingered a moment longer than everyone else on the sidewalk, that in itself was enough to put me back inside.

      Doesn’t matter what I say now, little point in trying to justify it. I have a record, the type that’ll follow me to the grave. I’m a marked man. Tainted, my soul blackened like soot. It wasn’t my fault but the judge didn’t want to hear that. She decided to make an example of me. Can’t have people like me doing as they please, it sets the wrong tone.

      Back then, I was jacked up on meth amphetamine. I had to play it that way. I had no choice. I needed an outlet. That’s just the way it was. I’d do anything for the next hit. It numbed me to the outside world but still I had to answer the demons inside my head.

      Things are different now. I’m what you might call a reformed character. Out on license, back on the road, ready to take my place in civil society. I’m clean too. Been that way for eleven months and three days. The one and only benefit of my incarceration. Sure, I still get the urge, that’ll always be there. The difference is now I have mechanisms to deal with it. The elastic bands on the wrist help some. I snap them against the tender raw reddened skin on my wrist for the most part. Does the trick…so far.

      Should’ve walked on by, can hear her voice now, Janice, my parole officer, scolding me like a child. But this girl, she had that look. The moment I saw her, I just knew. That’s what it was, the mirror image, the glassy, dead eye staring up at me, ripping through the flesh, exposing my tarnished soul to the world.

      She’s sleeping now, kind of peaceful, serene almost. I got one of those intravenous lines feeding her up. Good medicine not bad. I did what I could to clean her up. She’s got bruising to her arms, legs and midriff and the remains of swelling to her face. Yellowed greens and purple melded together like an autumnal slush. I reckon she took a beating sometime in the last seventy-two hours. Someone worked her over real good. Perils of life on the street, you fall in to this life you have take the rough with the smooth, just the way it is.

      She doesn’t speak much on account of her teeth being mostly broken. Where they aren’t broken she has gaps like an infant. Yeah, someone did a really good job on her. Her body’s like a road map, it bears the marks of her existence, her chosen lifestyle. Track marks vying for space amongst a mixture of weals, sores, and scabs. She’s weathered to the life, broken bone, and torn flesh left to heal unaided. Her body nothing more than a beaten, ragged husk. If I were a betting man, which I’m not, I’d say she’s gotten so used to the regularity of the beatings, she offers no resistance. Easier that way. Having the shit kicked out of you enough times will do that.

      She was little more than a ragdoll when I scooped her up off the street. I managed to drag her limp and lifeless carcass the twenty metres to the waiting car in the alleyway. I propped her up against the front passenger door before manhandling her through the rear door and on to the back seat. Then I covered her with the blanket.

      I know this neighbourhood well; it makes for fertile hunting ground, no cameras to record my Good Samaritan routine. The authorities gave up on that long ago. A self-declared no go area. The cops don’t venture in to this part of town. Commuters keep their eyes fixed on the road, ignoring the periphery, doors in lockdown mode. Eager to get as far away as fast as possible. This isn’t the kind of neighbourhood where folks feel obliged to get involved. What lurks in the shadows stays in the shadows.

      Those people, they make me sick, driving through at speed, windows shut tight, with their doors locked, believing what they don’t see, can’t harm them. They don’t want to know. Their lives already complicated enough. No time to get involved in the lives of others. And who can blame them? I understand that, once upon a time, long ago, before the meth, that was me.

      Back then, I was what most people might consider respectable. I had it all, a good job in the City, a wife who loved me, and a desirable postcode to call home. A different life.

      But now I’m free.

      I’m standing, seems as if time has stopped, everything’s slowed to nothing. I’m looking down on myself. Watching as the man I once was peers in through the passenger window, he’s watching her lying there, bundled on to the back seat of the car. Poor girl, she has no idea what day of the week it is, let alone the magnitude of her predicament. I want to call to her, to wake her from slumber, to tell her to run.

      It’s too late, now I’m in the car, sitting in the driver’s seat, engine at three thousand revs. The other voice ordering me to fucking drive. I try to block it out, I’m snapping at the wristband. He’s laughing like a maniac, think that’ll help.

      She’s groaning but her eyes can’t focus. She’s hurting, I know. I’ve been there. She’s attempting to move, trying to sit up. Getting nowhere fast.

      I could have ended it right there and then. Maybe I should have, that would have been the decent thing to do, kinder that way. Where’s the fun in that? But this isn't about compassion. Humanity left me stranded, exiled to the wasteland years ago. Now I wander in the darkness, searching, seeking out the truth.

      The voice is screaming at me. I feel the tears stream down my face. I already know how this plays out.
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