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PROLOGUE



Checkoui.

The shiny black plastic swipesthrough.

Nothing.

The machinefalsin its habitua insectile chittering and the screen blinks, as
if outraged at what it has been fed. The checkout girl looks up at the woman
who has handed her the card and smilesalittletoo widdly. It'sa smile that
contains as much genuine emotion asthereisfruit juicein acarton of Five
Fruit D-Lish.

'Are you sure you want to use this card?

Up to her armsin bagged shopping, the woman sets down the two-year-old
she has been propping against the checkout flange and looks back to where her
husband is ill unloading the last of the brightly coloured tins and bagsfrom
thetrolley.

‘Martin ?

'Y eah, what? Voiceirritable with the household task they've just completed.
‘The card doesnt...’

'Doesn't what? He meets her eyes and reads the distress there, then switches
to the checkout girl. His voice comes out tight. 'Run it again, please. Must have

glitched.

Thegirl shrugs and swipes the card asecond time. The screen flickerswith

the same disdain.

TRANSA CTION DENIED.

The girl takes the card and hands it back to the woman. A small pocket of
quiet expands around the action, bubbling out past the conveyor belt to the boy
at the next checkout unit and to the three customers waiting behind Martin. In
afew more secondsit will dissolveinto the dither of whispering.

'14Zould you like to try another card.'

‘Thisisridiculous, sngps Martin. "That account had funds as of the first of
the month. I've just been paid.’

'l can run. the card athird time," offersthe girl with studied indifference.

'No." Thewoman's knuckles have gone white around the small piece of black
plagtic. 'Martin, try the Intex.'



'Helen, thereé's money in that acc--'

‘Some problem,’ asks the man behind him, tapping his own plastic
sgnificantly againgt the pile of shopping he has assembled so closeto the
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Martin's mouth shutslike atrap.
'No problem.’
He hands over the blue flecked Intex card and watches at least asintently as
the people behind him as the checkout girl swipesit.
The machine chewsit over for a couple of moments,
And spitsit out.
Thegirl handsit back and shakes her head. Her smooth, plastic politenessis
beginning to degrade.
‘Card's blocked,' she says dismissively. "Tennind audit.’
'What?
' Termind audit. I'm going to have to ask you to put those purchases back on
the far sde of the counter and leave the store!’
‘Runthecard again.'
Thegirl Sghed. 'l don't haveto runthecard again, Sr. | haveall thein
formation
| need right here. Y our rating isinvaidated.'
'Martin,' Helen pressesforzvard at hisside. ‘Leaveit, well come back when
itsclearedu’
'No, goddamn it." Martin shrugs her off and leans over the counter, into the

checkout girl'sface. Thereismoney in that account. Now swipe the card

agan.

‘Better do as she says,' saysthe pushy customer behind him.

Martin swings on him, tensed.

"This got something to do with you ?

' anwaiting.’

'Wdll, wait some fucking more. 'He sngps hisfingersin the man'sface,

dismissing him, and the pushy customer flinches back. Martin turns back to the



checkout girl. 'Now, you--'

The prod hits him in the side like arude elbow. A heartbest later the charge
shocks him off the counter and into a seemingly immense clear space. He hits
the floor, smdlling burnt fabric.

He hears Helen shriek. Sees confusedly from floor levd. Bootsin front of him
and avoicethat sounds like tearing cardboard at a great height.

'l think you'd better leave the Sore, Sir.'

The security guard hauls him to hisfeet and props him against the counter
again. A big man, swelling at thewaist but watchful and hard around the eyes.
He's been doing thisfor along time, probably cut histeeth on cordoned zone

clubs before he got this gig. He's shocked men before and Martin is out of office
J

clothes at four-thirty on a Wednesday afternoon, casua in faded jeansand a
well-worn crew-neck pullover that doesn't show what it was once worth. The
Securityknow,

guard thinks he has the measure of this one. He doesn't know, can't
il



level Astheguard fals, Martin drivesinto the base of his skull with one
clenched fig.

The guard hitsthe ground adead weight.

'Stand where you are!’

Martin reels around and comes face to face with the guard's smdller, femae
partner just as she clears apistol from her holster. Still scrambled from the
cattle prod, he lurches the wrong way, towards her, and the guard blows his
brainsout al over hiswife and son and the checkout and the checkout girl and
al the shiny packaged items on the belt that they can no longer afford.
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INVESTMENT



ONE

Awake.

Jackknifed therein swest.

Fragments of the dream till pinning hisbreath in histhroat and his
face into the pillow, mind reding in the darkened room...

Redlity settled over him like afresh sheet. He was home.

He heaved a shuddering sigh and groped for the glass of water beside
the bed. In the dream held been faling to, and then through, the tiles of

the supermarket floor.

On the other sde of the bed Carla tirred and laid a hand on him.
'Chris?

"'sokay. Dream.' He gulped from the glass. 'Bad dream, sall.
'Murcheson again?

He paused, peculiarly unwilling to correct her assumption. He didn't
dream about Murcheson's screaming desth much any more. He shivered
alittle. Carlasghed and pulled hersdlf closer to him. Shetook his

hand and pressed it onto one full breast.

'My father would just love this. Deep stirrings of conscience. He's
aways said you haven't got one.'

‘Right.’ Chrislifted the alarm clock and focused on it. Three-twenty.

Just perfect. He knew he wouldn't get back to deep for awhile. Just
fucking perfect. He flopped back, immobile. 'Y our father has convenient
amnesiawhen it comesto clearing the rent.’

'Money talks. Why'd you think | married you?

Herolled his head and butted her gently on the nose. 'Areyou taking
the piss out of me?

For answer she reached down for his prick and rolled it through her
fingers

‘No. I'm winding you up,’ she whispered.
Asthey drew together hefdt the hot gust of desire for her blowing

out the dream, but he was dow to harden under her hand. It wasonly in
thefina throes of climax that hefindly let go.



Fdling.

It was raining when the alarm sounded. Soft hiss outside the open
window likean untuned TV a very low volume. He snapped off the
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bleeper, lay ligtening to the rain for afew moments and then did out of
the bed without waking Carla.

In the kitchen he set up the coffee machine, ducked into the shower
and got out in time to steam milk for Carla's cappuccino. He delivered
it to her bedside, kissed her awake and pointed it out. She'd probably
drift off to degp again and drink it cold when she findly got up. He
lifted clothes from the wardrobe - plain white shirt, one of the dark
[talian suits, the Argentine leather shoes. He took them downdtairs.

Dressed but untied, he carried his own double espresso into the

living room with adice of toast to watch the seven o'clock bulletins.
Therewas, asusud, alot of detailed foreign commentary and it was
time to go before the Promotions & Appointments spot rolled around.
He shrugged, killed the TV and only remembered to knot histie when
he caught himsdlf in the hall mirror. Carlawas just making waking
noises as he dipped out of the front door and disabled the darms on the
Saab.

He stood in the light rain for along moment, looking at the car. Soft

beads of water glistening on the cold grey metdl. Finadly, he grinned.
‘Conflict Investment, here we come,’ he muttered, and got in.

He got the bulletins on the radio. They started Promotions & Appointments
as he hit the Elsenham junction ramp. Liz Linshaw's husky

tones, just atouch of the cordoned zonesto roughen up the otherwise
cultured voice. On TV she dressed like a cross between a government
arbitrator and a catered-party exotic dancer, and in the last two years

she had graced the pages of every men'slifestyle magazine on the rack.
The discerning exec's wet dream, and by popular acclaim the AM

ratings queen of the nation.

' very few chalenges on the roads thisweek,' shetold him huskily.

"The Congo bid play-off weve dl been waiting on is postponed till next
week. Y ou can blame the weather forecasts for that, though it looks
from my window asif those guys have blown it again. Thereéslessrain
coming down than we had for Saunders/Nakamura. Still nothing on the
no-name orbital call out for Mike Bryant at Shorn Associates. Don't
know where you've got to Mike, but if you can hear me we're anxiousto
hear from you. And so to new appointments thisweek -Jeremy Teal by
makes partner a Collister Maclean; | think we've dl seen that coming
for along time now; and Carol Dexter upgradesto senior market
overseer for Mariner Sketch, following her spectacular performance
last week against Roger Inglis. Now back to Shorn again for word of a
strong newcomer in the Conflict Investment division'

Chriss eyesflickered from the road to the radio. He touched up the
volume anotch.

' Christopher Faulkner, headhunted from investment giants Ham
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mett M cColl where he's dready made aname for himsdlf in Emerging
Markets. Regular Prom & App followers may recadl Chrissremarkable
gring of successes & Hammett McColl, commencing with the swift
elimination of rival Edward Quain, an exec some twenty years his senior
a thetime. Vindication of the move came rapidly when' Excitement

ran an aorupt diceinto her voice, 'Oh, and thisjust in from our
helicopter team. The no-name call out on Mike Bryant has broken, with two of the challengers down
past junction twenty-two and the

third signaling awithdrawal. Bryant's vehicle has gpparently sustained
minimal damage and he's on hisway in now. WEIl have in-depth
coverage and an exclusive interview for the lunchtime edition. Looks
like the start of agood week for Shorn Associates then, and I'm afraid
that'sdl weve got time for this morning, so back to the Current Affairs
desk. Paul.’

‘Thank you, Liz. Firgt up, thefaling rates of production in the manufacturing
sector threaten afurther ten thousand jobs acrossthe

NAFTA territories, according to an analysis by the Glasgow-based
Independent News Group. A Trade and Finance Commission spokesman
has called the report "subversively negetive'. More on the'

Christuned it out, vaguely annoyed that Bryant's no-name scuffle

had knocked his name off Liz Linshaw's crimson lips. The rain had stopped and hiswipers were
beginning to squesk. He switched

them off and shot a glance at the dashboard clock. He was till running

ealy.

The proximity darm chimed.

He caught the accelerating shape in the otherwise deserted rearview
and dewed reflexively right. Into the next lane, brake back. Asthe other
vehicle drew level, he relaxed. The car was battered and primer-painted
in mottled tan, custom-built like his own but not by anyone who had

any clue about road-raging. Heavy sted barbs welded onto the front
fenders, bulky external armouring folded around the front wheelsand
jutting back to the doors. The rear wheels were broad-tyred to provide
some maneuvering stability but it was fill clear from theway the car

moved that it was carrying far too much weight.

No-namer.

Like fifteen-year-old cordoned zone thugs, they were often the most
dangerous because they had the most to prove, the least to lose. The
other driver, was hidden behind a dat-protected side window, but Chris
could see movement. He thought he made out the glimmer of apae
face. Along the car'sflank was flashed the driver number in luminous

yellow paint. He sighed and reached for the comset.

'Driver Control," said an anonymous male voice.



"Thisis Chris Faulkner of Shorn Associates, driver clearance
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260B354R, inbound on M1 i past junction ten. | have apossible no
name challenger number X23657.
'Checking. A moment please!

Chrisbegan to build his speed, gradualy so that the no-namer would
s0ak up the accderation without tripping into fight mode. By thetime
the controller came back on, they were pacing each other a about one
hundred and forty kilometres an hour.

‘That's confirmed, Faulkner. Y our challenger is Smon Fetcher,
fredancelegd andy4.

Chris grunted. Unemployed lawyer.

‘Challengefiled at 8.04. Thereésabulk transporter in the dow lane
passing junction eight, automated. Heavy load. Otherwise no traffic.

Y ou are cleared to proceed.’
Chrisfloored it.

He made afull car length and dewed back in front of the other

vehicle, forcing Fletcher to a split-second decision. Ram or brake. The

tan car dropped away and Chrissmiled alittle. The brake reflex was

inginctive. Y ou had to have awhole different set of responses drilled

into you before you could switch it off. After dl, Fletcher should have wanted to ram him. It wasa
standard dud tactic. Instead, hisingtincts

had got the better of him.

Thisisnt going to last long.

The lawvyer acceerated again, closing. Chrislet him get within about
threefeet of his rear fender, then hauled out and braked. The other car
shot ahead and Christucked in behind.

Junction eight flashed past. Inside the London orbita now, amost

into the zones. Chris calculated the distance to the underpass, nudged
forward and tapped at Fletcher'srear. The lawyer shot away from the
contact. Chris checked his speed display and upped it. Another tap.
Another forward flinch. The automated haulage transport appeared like
amonstrous meta caterpillar, ballooned in the dow lane and then
dropped behind just as rapidly. The underpass came into sight. Concrete
ydlowed with age, stained with faded graffiti that pre-dated

the five-metre exclusion fencing. The fence stuck up over the parapet,
topped with springy rolls of razor wire. Chris had heard it carried

killing voltage.

He gave Fetcher another shove and then dowed to let him diveinto
the tunnel like a spooked rabbit. A couple of seconds of gentle braking,



then accelerate again and in after him.
Shutdown time.

Benesth the weight of the tunnd's roof, things were different. Y elow
lights above, two tip-to-tail rows of them like tracer fire dong the
ceailing. Ghostly white 'emergency exit' Sgnsat intervasaong the
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walls. No breakdown lane, just a scuffed and broken line to mark the
edge of the metdled road and a thin concrete path for maintenance
workers. A sudden first-person-viewpoint arcade game. Enhanced sense
of speed, fear of wall impact and dark.

Chrisfound Fetcher and closed. The lawyer was rattled - telegraphed
clear in thejerky way the car was handling. Christook awide

swing out into the other lanes so that held disappear from Fletcher's
rearview mirror and matched velocities dead level. One hundred and
forty on the speedo again - both cars were running dead level and the
underpass was only five mileslong. Makeit quick. Chris closed the gap
between the two cars by ayard, flicked on hisinterior light and, leaning
across to the passenger side window, raised one hand in stiff farewell.
With the light on, Fletcher couldn't fail to seeit. He held the pose for a
long moment, then snapped the hand into a closed figt with the thumb
pointing down. At the same time, he dewed the car one-handed across
theintervening lane,

Theresultswere gratifying.

Hetcher must have been watching the farewell gesture, not the road
ahead and he forgot where he was. He jerked his car aside, pulled too far
and broadsided the wall in a shower of sparks. The primer-painted car
staggered drunkenly, raked fire off the concrete once more and bounced
away in Chrisswake, tyres shrieking. Chriswatched in the mirror asthe
lawyer braked hisvehicleto asprawling hat, sdeways across two lanes.
He grinned and dowed to about fifty, waiting to seeif Hetcher would
pick up the challenge again. The other car showed no sign of restarting.

It was till stationary when he hit the upward incline a the far end of the
underpassand lost Sight of it.

'Wise man," he murmured to himself.

He emerged from the tunnd into an unexpected patch of sunlight.

The road vaulted, climbing onto along raised curve that swept in over
the expanses of zoneland and angled towards the cluster of towers at the
heart of the city. Sunlight struck down in selective rays. The towers
gleamed.

Chris accelerated into the curve,
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Thelight in the washroom was subdued, filtering down from high
windows set in the doping roof. Chrisrinsed his handsin the onyx
basin and stared at himsdlf in the big circular mirror. The Saab-grey
eyes that looked back at him were clear and steady. The bar-code
tattoos over his cheekbones picked up the colour and mixed it with
threads of lighter blue. Lower till, the blue repeated in the weave of his
auit and on one of the twisted linesin his Susanalngram tie. The shirt
shone white againgt histan and, when he grinned, the silver tooth

caught the light in the room like an audible chime.

Good enough.

The sound of splashing water ran on after hekilled the tap. He
glanced Sdeways to see another man washing his hands two basins
down. The new arriva was big, the length of limb and bulk of trunk
habitually used to modd suits, and with long fair hair tied back ina
ponytail. An Armani-suited Viking. Chrisalmost looked for adouble
bladed battle axe resting againgt the basin at the man'sside.

Instead, one of the hands emerged from the basin and he saw, with a
sudden, viscera shock, that it was liberdly stained with blood. The

other man looked up and met his gaze.

'Something | can help you with?

Chris shook his head and turned to the hand-dryer on thewall.

Behind him, he heard the water stop in the basin and the other man
joined him at the dryer. Chris acknowledged the arrival and gave alittle
space, rubbing away the last traces of moisture on his hands. The dryer
ran on. The other man waslooking at him closdly.

'Hey, you must be the new guy.'

He snapped hisfingers wetly. There was till some blood on them,
Chrissaw, tiny flecksand somein thelinesof hispam.

‘Chris something, right?

‘Faulkner.'

'Y eah, Faulkner, that'sit." He put his hands under the flow of air.

‘Just comein from Hammett McColl?

Right.



'I'm Mike Bryant." A hand offered sideways. Chris hesitated briefly,
eyeing the blood. Bryant picked up on it. 'Oh, yeah. Sorry. | wasjust in
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ano-namer, and Shorn policy isyou've got to recover their plastic as
proof of thekill. It can get messy.'

'Had ano-namer mysdf thismorning,’ said Chrisreflexively.
'Y eah? Where was that?

‘M1 i, around junction eight.’
"The underpass. Y ou take him down in there?

Chris nodded, deciding on the spur of the moment not to mention
the inconclusive nature of the engagement.

‘Nice. | mean, no-namersdon't get you anywhere much, but it'sal
rep, | guess.'

'l guess!

'Y ou're up for Conflict Investment, aren't you? L ouise Hewitt's
section. I'm up there on thefifty-third mysalf. She was batting your
rsum about afew weeks back. That stuff you did at Hammett McColl
waly back was some serious shit. Welcome aboard.'

‘Thanks!'

I'll walk you up thereif you like. Going that way mysdf.’

'Great.'

They stepped out into the broad curve of the corridor and aglass
wall view of thefinancia digtrict from twenty floors up. Bryant seemed
todrink it in for amoment before he turned up the corridor, il
scratching at a persistent speck of blood on hishand.

"They giveyou acar yet?

'Got my own. Customised. My wife'samechanic.

Bryant stopped and looked at him. 'No shit?

'No shit." Chris held up hisleft hand, the dull metal band on thering
finger. Bryant examined it with interest.

'What's that, steel”? He caught on and grinned suddenly. ‘Out of an
engine, right?1've read about this stuff.’

Titanium. Got it off an old Saab venting chamber. Had to resize i,
but apart from that '



'Y eah, that's right." The other man's enthusasm was amost childlike.
'Did you do it over an engine block, likethat guy in Milan last year?
The finger sngp again. 'What was his name, Bonocello or something?

‘Bonicdli. Yeah, likethat, pretty much.' Christried to keep the
annoyance out of hisvoice. His engine-block atar marriage pre-dated
the Italian driver's by some five years, but had gone amost unnoticed in
the driving, press. Bonicdli'sran for weeks, in full colour. Maybe
something to do with thefact that Silvio Bonicelli wasthe hellraisng
younger son of abig Florentine driving family, maybe just that he had
married not amechanic but an ex-porn star and blossoming manufactured
pop singer. Maybe d o the fact Chris and Carlahad done it with a
minimum of fussin the backyard & Me's AutoFix, and Silvio Bonicdlli
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had invited the crowned heads of corporate Europe to aceremony on a
cleared shop floor at the new Lanciaworksin Milan. That wasthetrick
with the twenty-first century's corporate nobility. Family contacts.

'Marry your mechanic.' Bryant was grinning again. 'Man, | can see
where that would be useful, but I've got to tell you, | admire your
courage.'

It wasn't redlly acouragething,’ said Chrismildly. 'l wasinlove. You
married?

'Y eah.' He saw Chrislooking at hisring. 'Oh. Platinum. Suki'sa
bond trader for Costerman's. Mostly works from home these days, and

she's probably going to quit if we have another kid.'
'Y ou got kids?

'Y eah, just the one. Ariana.’ They reached the end of the corridor and
abattery of lifts. Bryant dug in hisjacket pocket while they waited and
produced awallet. Heflipped it open to reved an impressive rack of
credit cards and a photo of an attractive auburn-haired woman holding
apixie-faced child. 'Look. We took that on her birthday. She was one.

Nearly ayear ago already. They grow up fast. Y ou got kids?
'No, not yet.'

'Wdll, dl | cantdl you isdon't wait too long.' Bryant flipped the wallet closed asthelift arrived and they
rode up in companionable

slence. Thelift announced each floor in a chatty tone and gave them

brief outlines of current Shorn development projects. After awhile

Chris spoke, more to drown out the earnest synthetic voice than anything

dse

"This place have its own combat classes?

'What, hand to hand? Bryant grinned. 'Look at that number, Chris.
Forty-one. Up here, you don't go hand-to-hand for promotion. Louise
Hewitt'd consder that the height of bad taste."

Chris shrugged. 'Y eah, but you never know. Saved my life once!'

‘Hey, I'm kidding." Bryant patted him on the arm. They've got a

couple of corporate ingtructors down in the gym, sure. Shotokan and Taste kwon do, | think. | do some
Shotokan myself sometimes, just to

dtay in shape, plusyou never know when you might wind up in the

cordoned zones." He winked. 'Know what | mean? But anyway, like

one of my ingtructors says, learning amartial art won't teach you to

fight. Y ou want to learn that shit, go to the street and get in some

fights. That'show you redly learn.’ A grin. 'Leadt, that'swhat they tell



me.

Thelift bounced to a hdt. 'Fifty-third floor, it said brightly. 'Conflict
Investment division. Please ensure you have a code seven clearance
for thislevel. Haveaniceday.

They stepped out into asmall antechamber where awell-groomed
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security officer nodded to Bryant and asked Chrisfor ID. Chrisfound
the bar-coded strip they'd given him at ground-floor reception and
waited while it was scanned.

'Look, Chris, I've got to run.' Bryant nodded at the right hand

corridor. 'Some greasy little dictator's uplinking in for a budget review

at ten and I'm il trying to remember the name of his defence minigter.

Y ou know how itis. I'll catch you at the quarterly review on Friday. We
usudly go out after.’

'Sure. Seeyou later.'

Chriswatched him out of Sght with apparent casudness. Beneath

was the same caution held gpplied to the no-name chalenger that
morning. Bryant seemed friendly enough, but dmost everyone did

under theright circumstances. Even Carlasfather could seem likea
reasonable man in the right conversationd light. And anyone who
washed blood off their hands the way Mike Bryant did was not someone
Chriswanted at his back.

The security guard handed back his pass and pointed to the twin
doors straight ahead.

‘Conference room,' she said. "They're waiting for you.'

The last time Chris had been face to face with asenior partner wasto
hand in hisresignation at Hammett McColl. Vincent McColl had a
high windowed room, pandlled in dark wood and lined dong onewall
with books that looked a hundred years old. There were portraits of
illustrious partners from the firm's eighty-year history on the other
walls, and on the desk aframed photo of hisfather shaking handswith
Margaret Thatcher. The floor was waxed wood, overlaid with atwo
hundred-year-old Turkish carpet. McColl himsdf had slvery hair,
buttoned his dim flame into suits ageneration out of date and refused
to have avideophonein his office. The whole place was ashrineto
halowed tradition, an odd thing in itsalf for aman whose primary
respongbility wasadivison called Emerging Markets.

Jack Notley, Shorn Associates ranking senior in Conflict Investment,
could not have been lesslike McCoall if he'd been on secondment from
an inverted pardle universe. He was a stocky, powerful-looking man
with close and not especially well-cropped black hair that wasjust
beginning to show a seasoning of grey. His hands were ruddy and
blunt fingered, his suit was a Susana Ingram origina that had probably
cost as much asthe Saab'swhole original chassis, and. the body it
clothed looked fit for a boxing ring. His features were rough-hewn and
there was along jagged scar under hisright eye. The eyes were keen
and bright. Only the fine web of lines around them gave any indication
of Notley'sforty-seven years. Christhought he looked like atroll on
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holiday in Elfland as he moved across the light-filled pastel -shaded
reception chamber.

His handshake, predictably, was a bonecrusher.

'Chris. Great to have you aboard at last. Comeonin. I'd like you to
meet some people.’

Chrisdisentangled hisfingers and followed the troll's broad back
acrossthe room to where alower centra level housed awide coffee
table, apair of right-angled sofias and a conspicuoudy unique meeting
leader's armchair. Seated at either end of one sofawere aman and
awoman, both younger than Notley. Chriss eyesfocused automatically
on the woman, a second before Notley spoke and gestured at

her.

"Thisis Louise Hewitt, divisona manager and executive partner.
Shel'sthe red brains behind what were doing here!’

Hewitt unfolded herself from the sofaand leaned acrossto take his
hand. She was a good-looking, voluptuous woman in her late thirties,
working hard at not showing it. Her suit looked Daisuke Todoroki -
severe black, vented driver's skirt to the knees and square-cut jacket.
Her shoes had no appreciable hedl. She wore long dark hair gathered
back in aknot from pale features and minima make-up. Her handshake
wasnt trying to prove anything.

'And thisis Philip Hamilton, junior partner for thedivison.'

Christurned to face the deceptively soft-looking man at the other

end of the sofa. Hamilton had aweek chin and afat bulk that made him
untidy, evenin hisown charcod Ingram, but his pae blue eyes missed
absolutely nothing. He stayed seated, but offered up adamp hand and a
murmured greeting. There was, Christhought, aguarded didikein his
voice.

‘Wl now," said Notley, injovid tones. 'I'm not redlly much more
than afigurehead around here so I'll hand over to Louisefor the

moment. Let'sal take aseat and, would you like adrink?

'Greentes, if you'vegot it.'

‘Certainly. | think apot would bein order. Jiang estate okay?

Chris nodded, impressed. Notley walked up to the large desk near

one of the windows and prodded a phone. L ouise Hewitt seated hersdlf

with immaculate poise and looked across at Chris.

'I've heard alot about you, Faulkner,' she said neutraly.



‘Great.’

Still neutrd. 'Not entirely, asit happens. There are one or two items
I'd like to clear up, if you don't mind.'

Chris spread his hands. 'Go ahead. | work here now.’

'Y es' Thethin smile told him she hadn't missed the counterblow.
'Wéll, perhaps we could start with your vehicle. | understand you've
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turned down the company car. Do you have something against the
house of BMW?

‘W, | think they have atendency to overarmour. Apart from that,
no. It was avery generous offer. But | have my own vehicleand I'd
rather stick with what | know, if it'sdl the sameto you. I'll fee more
comfortable.’

Customlsed, said Hamilton, asif naming apsychologica dysfunction.

'What's that? Notley was back, settling predictably into the armchair.
'Ah, your whedls, Chris. Yes, | heard you're married to the
woman who put it together. That isright, isntit.’

‘That'sright.' Christook aflickered inventory of the expressons
around him. In Notley he seemed to read an avuncular tolerance, in
Hamilton distaste, and in Louise Hewitt nothing at dl.

"That must give you quite abond, Notley mused, amost to himsdif.
'Uh, yes. Yes, it does!'

'I'd like to talk about the Bennett incident,’ said L ouise Hewitt
loudly.

Chrislocked gazes with her for abest, then sighed. 'The detailsare
pretty much as| filed them. Y ou must have read about it at the

time. Bennett was up for the same analyst's post as me. Fight lasted to
that raised section on the M4o inflow. | swiped her off the road on a
bend and she stuck on the edge. Weight of the car would have pulled
her over sooner or later; she was running areconditioned Jag

Mentor.'

Notley grunted, a used-to-run-one-mysalf sort of noise.

'‘Anyway, | stopped and managed to pull her out. The car went over a
couple of minutes later. She was semi-conscious when | got her to the
hospitd. | think she hit her head on the steering whed .’

"The hospital? Hamilton's voice was politdy disbelieving. 'Excuse

me. Y ou took her to the hospital?

Chrisstared at him.

'Y eah. | took her to the hospital. Is there a problem with that?

'Wdll," Hamilton laughed. 'Let'sjust say people around here might
have seen it that way.'

'What if Bennett had decided to have another crack at the post?
asked Hewitt gravely, detached counterpoint to her junior partner's



hilarity. Christhought it rang rehearsed. He shrugged.

'What, with cracked ribs, abroken right arm and head injuries? The
way | remember it, shewasin no condition to do anything but some

heavy breathing.’

‘But she did recover, right? Hamilton asked dyly. 'She's still working.
Still in London.’
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'Back at Hammett McColl." tiewitt confirmed, still detached. The
jab, Chrisknew, was going to come from Hamilton's corner.

‘That why you left, Chris? The junior partner was right on cue, voice
gl tinged lightly with derison. 'No somach to finish thejob?

'What | think Louise and Philip aretrying to say,' Notley interposed,
the kindly uncle at a birthday-party dispute, ‘isthat you didn't resolve

matters. Would that be afair summary, Louise
Hewitt nodded curtly. ‘It would.'

'| stayed a HM two years after Bennett,’ said Chris, keeping his
temper. He hadn't expected this so early. 'She honoured her defeat as
expected. The matter was resolved to my satisfaction, and to the firm's.”

Notley made soothing gestures. 'Y es, yes. Perhaps, then, thisismore
aquestion of corporate culture than blame. What we vaue here at
Shornis, how shdl | put it? Well, yes. Resolution, | suppose. We don't
like loose ends. They can trip you, and us, up at alater date. Asyou see
with the embarrassment the Bennett incident is causing usal hereand
now. We arel€ft in, shal we say, an ambiguous situation. Now that
couldn't have happened had you resolved the matter in atermina
fashion. It'sthe kind of ambiguity we liketo avoid at Shorn Associates.
It doesn't fit our image, especidly in afied as competitive as Conflict
Investment. I'm sure you understand.’

Chrislooked around at the three faces, counting the friends and
enemies he appeared to have dready made. He manufactured asmile.

'Of course," he said. 'Nobody likes ambiguity.’
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THREE

The gun sat, unambiguoudy, in the middle of the desk, begging to be
picked up. Chris put hishandsin his pockets and looked at it with wary
didike.

Thismine?

'Heckler and Koch Nemesis Ten." Hewitt strode past him and filled

her hand with the black rubber butt. The Nemex. Semi-automatic,
double action hesitation lock, no safety necessary. Just pull it out and
gart shooting. Standard Shorn issue. Comes with a shoulder holster, so
you can wear it under asuit. Y ou never know when youll haveto givea
coup de grfice!

Hefought down asmirk. Maybe she saw it.

" 'Weve got away of doing things here, Faulkner. If you call someone
out, you don't take them to the hospital afterwards. Y ou go in and you
finish thejob. With thisif necessary." She pointed the pistol one-handed

at the datadown unit built into the desk. There was adry click as she
pulled the trigger. 'If you can, you bring back their plastic. Speaking of
which." She reached inside her jacket pocket with her free hand and
produced asmadll grey rectangle. Light flashed on theentwined red S

and A of a Shorn Associates holologo. She tossed the card onto the table
and laid the gun down beside it. 'There you are. Don't get separated

from ether. Y ou never know when you'll need firepower.'

Chris picked up the card and tapped it thoughtfully on the desk-top.
Hel€ft the gun whereit was.

'Clipsarein the top drawer of your desk. It's ajacketed |oad, should
go through the engine block of abulk transporter. Y ou actudly used to
drive one of thosethings, didn't you? Mobile Arbitrage or something.’

'Y eah.' Chris pulled out hiswallet and racked the card. He looked
back up at Hewitt expectantly. 'So?

'No, nothing.' Hewitt walked past him to the window and looked out
at theworld below. 'l think it was an ingpired idea, selling commodities
from ahaulage base. But it's not quite the same thing as driving for an
investment bank, isit?

Chrisamiled alittle and seated himsalf on the corner of the desk, back
to the window and his new boss.

'Y ou don't like me very much, do you Hewitt?
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"Thisisn't about like, Faulkner. | don't think you belong here.”
'Well someone evidently does.’

He heard her coming back to the desk and turned his head casudly
towards her as she arrived. Behind her, he suddenly noticed how bleak
the undecorated office was.

'Well, look at that,' she said softly. 'Got me back here, didn't you?Is
that the kind of powerplay you're used to? Y ou won't cut it here,
Faulkner. I've seen your r&umé& Big kill eight years back with Quain,
nothing much since. Y ou got lucky, that'sal.’

Chriskept hisvoice mild. 'So did Hammett McColl. They saved
about fifteen mil in bonus payments when Quain went down. And |
haven't needed to do much killing since. Sometimesit'sjust enough to

do thework. Y ou don't have to be proving yoursdf dl thetime.'
'Hereyou do. Youll find that out.'

‘Really." Chris pulled out the top drawer and looked in at the contents
asif they interested him marginaly more than the woman in front of
him. "Y ou got sometoy boy lined up to call me out for this office?

For just amoment he had her. He caught it in the way her frame
dtiffened at the upper edges of his periphera vison. Then shedrew a
long breath, asif Chriswas anew flower she liked the scent of. Ashe
looked up, she smiled.

'Cute,’ she said. 'Oh, you're cute. Notley likes you, you know that?
That'swhy you're here. Y ou remind him of him, back when hewas
young. He came out of nowhere just like you, riding one big kill. He
had atattoo, just like you. Stream of currency signs, like tears down
from one eye. Very classy.' Her lip curled. 'He even dated his mechanic
for about five years. Little zone girl, with asmudge of grease across her
nose. They say she even turned up to aquarterly dinner once with that
smudge. Y eah, Notley likesyou, but you notice something about that
tattoo? It'sgone now. Just like thet little zone girl. See, Notley gets
sentiment attacks sometimes, but he's a professiona and he won't let it
get inthe way. Hold that thought, because you're going to disappoint

him, Faulkner. Y ou don't have the grit."
'Welcome aboard.’

Hewitt looked at him blankly. Chris gestured with one open hand.
'l thought one of us should say it.’

'Hey.' She shrugged and turned to leave. 'Prove me wrong.'

Chriswatched her go, face unreadable. Asthe door closed, his eyes
fell on the mait black Nemex pistol on the desk and hisown lip twisted



derigvey.
'Fucking cowboys!'

He swept the gun ceremonidly away with the clips and dammed the
drawer closed.
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Therewasaligt of induction suggestions on the datadown: peopleto

cal, when to call them, and where they could be found. Proceduresto
implement, the best time to access the areas of the Shorn datastack
necessary for each procedure. A selected overview of his caseload for the
next two months, flags to indicate which needed attention first. The p.a
package had phased everything into a suggested convenience sequence
which got the work done as efficiently as possible and told him he would
find it most convenient to go home at about eight-thirty that evening.

Hetoyed briefly with the idea of loading up the Nemex with its
jacketed ammunition and repeating Hewitt's target practice on the
datadown.

Instead, he punched the phone.

'Carla, thisis Chris. I'm going to belate tonight, so don't wait up.
Therés gill some chilli inthefridge, try notto et it dl, it'll giveyou
the shitsand I'd like some myself when | get in. Oh, by theway, I'min
love.’

He put down the receiver and looked at the datadown screen. After a
long pause, he prodded the bright orange triangle marked Conflict
Investment and watched asit maximised like an opening flower.

The backglow lit hisface.

It was past eleven by the time he got home. Hekilled hislights at the
first bend in the drive, though he knew that the crunch of hiswheds

on the gravel would probably wake Carla as surely asthe play of high
beams across the front of the house. Sometimes she seemed to know he
was home more by intuition than anything else. He parked beside the
battered and patched Landrover she ran, turned off his engine and
yawned. For amoment he sat in the ftill and the darkness, listening to
the cooling tick of theengine.

Homefor six hours deep. H/hy the fuck did we movethisfar out ?

But he knew the answer to that.

Thisplaceisno different to HM. Live at work, deep at home, forget you
ever had ardationship. Same shit, different logo.

Widll, that'swhere dl the money comesfrom.

Helet himsdlf into the house as quietly as he could and found Carla
inthe lounge, watching a TV screen tuned to the soft bluelight of an

empty channdl. Ice clicked in her glassas shelifted it to her lips.

"You're awake,' he said, and then saw how far down the bottle she



was. 'You're drunk.'
'lsn't that meant to be my line?

'Not tonight, it isn't. | waswired to the fucking datadown until
quarter to ten." He bent to kiss her. 'Rough day?

'Not redlly. Same old shit.’
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'Y eah, done some of that mysdlf." He sank into the chair beside her.
She handed him the whisky glass just afraction of a second before he
reached out for it. "What you watching?

'Dex and Seth, 'til the jamming got it.'
He grinned. 'Y ou're going to get us arrested.’
'Not in this postcode.’

'Oh, yeah.' He glanced across at the phone deck. 'Did we get any this
morning?

'Any what?

‘Any mail?

'Bills. Mortgage repayment went through.'
‘Mready? They just took it.'

'No, that was last month. We're over the line on acouple of cards as
wdl.

Chrisdrank some of the pesat-flavoured Iday whisky, tutting learnedly
over the sacrilege of icein aglass of Snglemat. Carlagavehima
murderous look. He handed her back the glass and frowned at the TV

screen. 'How'd we manage that?
'We spent the money, Chris!'

'Wdll." He stretched his suited legs out in front of him and yawned
again. That'swhat we earnit for, | guess. So what same old shit did you
do today?

'Sdvage. Some arms supply company just moved into premises out
on the northern verge lost adozen of their brand new Mercedes
Ramjetsto vandas. Whole lot written off.'

Chrissat up. 'A dozen ? What did they do, park them in the open?

'No. Someone dropped a couple of homemade shrapne bombs

through avent into their executive garages. Boom! Corrosives and
fast-moving metd in dl directions. Mel got acontract to assessthe
damage and haul every write-off away gratis. Paid to clear it, and he gets
to keep whatever salvage we can strip out of the wrecks. And here'sthe
good hit. Some of these Mercs are barely scratched. Md's till out
celebrating. Saysif the corporates are going to ingst on this urban
regeneration shit, we could have alot more work like that. He must

have put agood metre of NAME powder up his nose tonight.'



'Shrapnel bombs, huh?

'Y eah, ingenious what kids can wire together out of scrap these days. |
don't know, maybe Md even set them up to do it. Connections he's got

in the zones. Jackers, drugs. Gangwi, Stuff.’

'Fuckers,' said Chrisvagudly.

'Y eah, wdll." An edge crept into Carlas voice. '"Amazing what you'll
get up to when you've got nothing to lose. Nothing to do but stand at

the razor wire and watch thewedth rall by.'

24



(Jhrissighed. '(Jaria, could we have this argument some other time,
please? Because | haven't rehearsed in awhile!’

"Y ou got something else you want to do?

'Wdll, we could flick by the light of the TV screen.’

'We could,’ she agreed serioudy. 'Except that | always end up on top
and I've dtill got carpet burns on my knees from the last time you had

that bright idea. Y ou want to luck, you take meto abed.’

'Ded.’

After, asthey lay like spoonsin the disordered bed, Carla curled
around his back and murmured into his ear.

‘By theway, I'minlove’

Thetoo.' He leaned back and rubbed the back of his head against her
breasts. She shuddered at the touch of the close cropped hair and
reached ingtinctively for his shrunken prick. He grinned and dapped
her hand away.

'Boy, that'syour lot. Go to deep, nympho.’

'So! Y ou just want to fuck me and leave me. Isthat it?

'I'm," said Chris, dready diding headlong into deep. ‘Not going
anywhere!

‘Just use me, and then when you've used me you go to deep. Tak to

me, you bastard.’

A grunt.

'Y ou haven't even told me how it went today.

Breathing. Carlapropped hersaf up on one arm and prodded at the
goringy musclein Chriss scomach. 'I'm serious. What's Conflict Investment

like?

Christook her arm, folded the offending finger around his own and
tugged Carlaback into the spoon configuration.

‘Conflict Investment isthe way forward at aglobal level, he said.
'Isthat right?



'It'swhat the Shorn datadown says.’
'Oh, it must be true then.'

He amiled reflexively at the scorn in her voice and began to drift away
again. Just before he dept, Carlathought she heard him speak again.

Shelifted her head.

'What?

He didn't respond, and she redlised he was muttering in his deep.
Carlaleaned.over him, graining to catch something. She gave up after a
couple of minutes. The only sense she succeeded in straining out of the
soup of mumbling was asingle, repeated word.

checkout

It took along timeto find deep for hersdlf:
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FOUR

‘Conflict Investment isthe way forward!'

Applauserose, and clattered at the glass roofing like the wings of
pigeons gartled into flight. Around the lecture theatre, men and

women came to their feet, hands pumping together. The entire Cl
contingent of Shorn Associates were gathered in the room. The youngest,
Chris noticed, were the most fervent. Faces gashed open with
enthusasm, teeth and eyes gleaming in the late afternoon sun from

roof and picture window. They looked ready to go on applauding 'til

their hands bled. Sown in amongst this crop of pure conviction, older
colleagues clapped to a dower, more measured rhythm and nodded
approva, leaning their heads together to make comments under the

din of the applause. Louise Hewitt paused and leaned on the lectern, waiting for the noise to ebb.

Behind his hand, Chris yawned cavernoudly.

'Y es, yes," Hewitt made damping motions. The room settled. 'Weve
heard it called risky, we've heard it called impractical and we've heard it
cdled immord. In short, weve heard the same carping voicesthat free
market economics has had to drag with it like abdl and chain from its
very inception. But we have learnt to ignore those voices. We have
learnt, and we have gone on learning, piling lesson upon lesson, vision
upOoN Vision, success upon success. And what every success has taught
us, and continuesto teach us, again and again, isavery smpletruth.
Who hasthefinance.' A dramatic pause, one dim black clad arm

holding a clenched fist doft. 'Has the power.'
Chris tifled another yawn.

'Human beings have been fighting wars aslong as history recdls. It is
inour nature, itisin our genes. Inthelast haf of thelast century the
peacemakers, the governments of thisworld, did not end war. They
samply managed it, and they managed it badly. They poured money,
without thought of return, into conflicts and guerrillaarmies abroad,

and then into tortuous peace processes that more often than not |eft

the Stuation no better. They were partisan, dogmetic and inefficient.
Billions wasted in poorly assessed wars that no sane investor would have
looked at twice. Huge, unwieldy nationd armies and clumsy internationa
adliances; in short a huge public-sector drain on our economic
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systems. Hundreds of thousands of young men killed in parts of the
world they could not even pronounce properly. Decisons based on
political dogmaand doctrine done. Well, thismode isno more!

Hewitt paused again. Thistime there was acharged quiet that carried
with it the foretaste of applause, the sameway athick hest carrieswith it
the knowledge of the storm to come. In the closing moments of the
address, Hewitt's voice had sunk close to normal conversational tones.
Her ddivery dowed and grew dmost musing.

"All over the world, men and women il find causes worth killing and
dying for. And who are we to argue with them? Have we lived in their
circumstances? Have we felt what they fed? No. It is not ourplace to say
if they areright or wrong. It isnot for usto pass judgment or to

interfere. At Shorn Conflict Investment, we are concerned with only

two things. Will they win? And will it pay? Asin al other spheres,

Shorn will invest the capitd it is entrusted with only where we are sure

of agood return. We do not judge. We do not moraise. We do not
waste. Instead, we assess, we invest. And we prosper. That iswhat it
meansto be a part of Shorn Conflict Investment.'

The lecture theatre erupted once more.

‘Nice speech,’ said Notley, pouring champagne into the ring of glasses
with an adept arm. "And press coverage too, thanks to Philip here.
Should profile us nicely for license review on the eighteenth.’

'Glad you liked it." Hewitt lifted her filled glass away from thering

and looked round at the gathered partners. Excluding Philip Hamilton
at her side, the five men and three women watching her accounted for
fifty-saven per cent of Shorn Associates capital wedth. Each one of
them could afford to acquire a private jet with less thought than she
gave to shopping for shoes. Between the eight of them, therewasno
manufactured object on the planet that they could not own. It was
wedlth she could taste, just out of reach, like bacon frying in someone
elsg'skitchen. Wedlth she wanted like sex. Wanted with adesire that
ached in her gums and the pit of her ssomach.

Notley finished pouring and raised hisown glass. 'Well, heré'sto
smal wars everywhere. Long may they smoulder. And congratul ations

on agrest quarterly result, Louise. Small wars!'
'Small wars!'

'Small wars." Hewitt echoed the toast and sipped at her drink. She
surfed the polite conversation on autopilot and gradudly the other
partners began to drift back to the main body of the hotel bar, seeking
out their own divisona acolytes. Hamilton caught her eye and she
nodded amost imperceptibly. He dipped away with amurmured



excuse, leaving her with Notley.
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"Y ou know,' she said quietly, ‘I could have done without Faulkner

faling adeep in the front row. He's too impressed with himsdlf, Jack.'
'Of course, you never were at hisage.”

'He's only five years younger than me. And anyway, I've dways had
these." Hewitt set her glass aside on the mantel piece and cupped her
breasts asif offering them. 'Nothing like a cleavage for reducing professond

respect.’
Notley looked embarrassed and then away.

'Oh, come on Louise. Don't give methat tired old feminist rap
agai--

'‘Being awoman around here makes you tough, Jack.' Hewitt let her
handsfdl again. Y ou know that'strue. | had to claw my way up every
centimetre of the way to partnership. Compared to that, Faulkner got it
handed to him on aplate. One big kill, catch the imagination of App
and Prom and he'smade. Just look at him. He didn't even shave this
morning.’

She gestured across the bar to where Chris appeared to be degp in
conversation with agroup of men and women hisown age. Even at this
distance, the dusting of stubble on hisfacewasvisible. Asthey watched,
he masked another yawn with hisglass.

'Give him abreak, Louise." Notley took her shoulder and turned her
away again. 'lIf he can do for uswhat he did for Hammett McCall, I'll

forgive him not shaving occasondly.’
'And if he can't?

Notley shrugged and tipped back his champagne. Then hewon't last
long, will he!

He put down the glass, patted her on the shoulder again and walked
off into the press of suited bodies. Hewitt stayed where she was until

Hamilton appeared noiselesdly at her side.
'Well? he asked.
'Don't ask.'

On the other Sde of theroom, Chriswasin fact degp in nothing other
than the classic party nightmare. He was becamed at the edges of a
group he had only passing acquantance with, listening politely to
conversations he had no interest in about people and places he did not
know. Hisjaws ached from trying not to yawn and he wanted nothing
more than to bow out quietly and go home.



Five daysinto the new job? | don't think so, pd.

Out of boredom he went to the bar for arefill he didn't want. Ashe
was waiting, someone nudged him. He glanced round. Mike Bryant,
grinonfull beam, with aLiz Linshaw clonein tow and atray full of
drinksin hishands.
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'ttey, Chris." Bryant had to raise his voice above the crowd. 'How did
you like Hewitt? Talks up astorm, doesn't she?

Chris nodded noncommittaly. 'Y eah, very inspiring.'

'Y ou're not kidding. Redlly getsyou in the guts. First time | heard her
speak, | thought 1'd been personally sdlected to lead aholy fucking
crusade for global investment. Simeon Sands for the finance sector.’
Mike did a passable burlesque of the satellite-syndicated demagogue. ‘Hallelujah, | believd |
havefath/Serioudy, you look at the productivity

graphsfollowing each quarterly address she gives. Spikesthrough the
roof, man.'

‘Right.’

'Hey, you want to join us? Were sitting back on the window flange
there, see. Got some of the meanest analysts in creation gathered round

thosetables. Isn't that right, Liz?

The woman at Bryant's sde chuckled. Shooting aglance at her, Chris
suddenly realised thiswas no clone.

'Oh, yeah, sorry. Liz Linshaw, Chris Faulkner. Chris, you know Liz,

| guess. Either that or you don't haveaTV.'

‘MsLinshaw.' Chris stuck out his hand.

Liz Linshaw laughed and leaned forward to kiss him on both cheeks.
'Cdl meLiz,' shesaid. 'l recogniseyou now. From the App and Prom
sheetsthisweek. Y ou're the one that took down Edward Quainin ‘4l
aren't you.'

'Uh, yeah!'

‘Beforemy time. | wasjust astringer on a pirate satellite 'cast in those
days. Quiteakill. I don't think there's been onelikeit in the last eight
years.'

'Stop it, you're making mefed old.'

'Will you two stop flirting and grab some of these drinks,’ demanded
Bryant. 'lI've got a dozen thirsty animals back there to water. What do
you want in that, Chris?

'Uh, Laphroaig. Noiice.

"Yyyeurgh.'

They carried the glasses over to the tables between the three of them



and unloaded. Bryant pushed and shoved at people, joking and cgoling
and bullying until he had spacefor Chrisand Liz to St a histable. He
rased hisglass.

'Smdll wars," he said. 'Long may they smoulder.’

Approvd, chord involume.

Chrisfound himsdlf squeezed in next to atal, dim executive with
sted-rimmed glasses and the air of ascientist peering down amicroscope
lensat everything. Chrisfelt aripple of irritation. Affected eyeware had
always been one of Carla's pet hates. FuckiJ,g povey chic, sheinvariably
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snarled when she saw the ads. Fake fitcking human imperfection. It'll be cool
to ride around in afucking whedl chair next. It'sfucking offensve. Christended
to agree. Sure, you could run adatadown uplink projected onto the inside

of the lenses, but that wasn't it. Carlawasright, it was zone chic. And why

the luck pretend you couldn't afford corrective surgery when everything

€lse you were wearing screamed the opposite.

'Nick Makin," said the narrow face behind the lenses, extending a
long arm sideways across his body. The grip belied his dender frame.

'Y ou ah Faulkner, ahn't you?
That'sright.’

Mike Bryant leaned across the table towards them. 'Nick was our top
commisson analyst last year. Predicted that turnaround in Guatemaa
over the summer. Went againgt dl the modesfor guerrilla conflict that

we had. It wasarea coup for Shorn.'
‘Congratulations,’ said Chris.

'Ah." Makin waved it off. That was last season. Can't live off things
likethat indefinitely. I1t'sawhole new quarter. Time for fesh mest.
Another new gppoach. Speaking of which, Chris, ahn't you the guy that
let apomotion challenger off the hook at Hammett McCall last year?

Probably imagination, the way the whole table was suddenly listening to this sharldsh young man with the
carefully masked speech impediment.

Probably. Chriss eyesflickered to Bryant. The big blond

waswatching.

'Y ou heard about that, huh?
'Y eah." Makin smiled. 'It seemed kind of. Odd, you know?
'Well,' Chris made a giff smile of hisown. 'Y ou weren't there.'

'No. Lucky for ElysiaBennett that | wasn't, I'd say. Isn't she ill
awound somewhere?

'l assume s0. Y ou know, Nick, | tend not to worry too much about
the past. Like you said, it'sawhole new quarter. Bennett was two years

ago.'

'Still." Makin looked around the table, apparently to enlist some
support. ‘An attitude like that must make for alot of challengahs. Shit,
I'd dive againgt you mysdif just for the expewienceif | thought you'd
have a sentiment attack like that after the event. If | logt, that is!

Chrisredlisad abruptly that Makin was drunk, a cohol-fuelled aggres



sve and waiting. He looked at his glass on the table.

'Y ouwould lose," he said quietly.

By now it wasn't hisimagination. The buzz of conversation was
definitely weakening asthe executiveslost interest in what they were
discussing and became spectators.

'Bigwords.' Makin had logt his amile. 'Fom aman who hasn't made a
kill in nearly four years'
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Chris shrugged, one eye on Makin'sleft hand whereit rested on the
table top. He mapped options. Reach down and pinion the arm. Snap
thelittle finger of that hand, take it from there.

'Actudly,’ said ahusky voice. 'l think they're quite small words from
the man who took down Edward Quain.’

The focus of attention legpt away acrossthetable. Liz Linshaw sat
with one long-fingered hand propping her toud ed blonde head avay
from the back of her seat. The other hand gestured with acigarette.

‘Now that," she continued, 'Was the mother of al exemplary kills. No
one ever thought Eddie Quain was coming back to work. Except maybe
as|ubricant.’

Somebody laughed. Nervous laughter. Someone el se took it up, more
certainly and the sound built around the table. Bryant joined in. The
moment passed. Chris gave Makin one more hard ook and then started
laughing himsdlf.

The evening spread itswings under him.
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HVE

An unclear space of timelater, he was rdieving himself in ascarred
porcelain urind that reeked asif it hadn't been cleaned in aweek.
Y dlowed plaster wals crowded round him. Sullen, gouged graffiti
ranged from brutal to incomprehensible and back.

PLAISTOW GANGWITSIN YER SOUP

YOUR RAGS SUIT THEM

FUCK OFF MARKEY CUNT

MONEY MAKES THE WORLD GO BROWN

EMMA SUCKED MY PRICK HERE

U SUCKED IT USELF

ZEK TIV SHIT

BRING THE OMBUDSMEN

FUCK THE U.N.

PISSON YOU TOO

MEAT THERICH

It wasn't dways clear where one message ended and the other began.
Either that or hewas very drunk.
Hewas very drunk.

Bryant'sidea, as numbersin the hotel bar began thinning; carry the
party over into the cordoned zones.

"They may be shit-poor over there,' voice blurred as he leaned across
the table. 'But they know how to have agood time. There's a couple of
places | know you can buy al sorts of interesting substances over the
counter, and they've got floor shows you wouldn't believe!

Liz Linshaw wrinkled her sculpted features. 'Sounds gtrictly for the
boys,' she said. 'If you gentlemen will excuse me, I'mfor acab.’

She kissed Bryant on the lips, causng asmall storm of whoops and
ydls, and left with asdewaysgrin at Chris. A couple of other women



excused themselves from the group, in her wake and Mike's expedition
began to look in danger of fizzling out.

'Oh, come on, you bunch of pussies, he durred. ‘What are you afraid
of 2. Welve got guns.’ He yanked out his Nemex and brandished it,
'Weve got money, we've got this city by the bals. What the fuck kind
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of lifeisit when we own the fucking streets they walk on and the [)locks
they livein and we're till fucking scared to go there. We're supposed to
bein charge of thissociety, not in hiding fromiit.'

It wasn't peech-making of Louise Hewitt's calibre, but Mike managed
to ropein ahaf dozen of the younger men round thetable and a

couple of the harder-drinking women. Ten minuteslater, Chriswasin
the passenger segt of Bryant's BMW, watching the emptied streets of
thefinancia didrict roll by. In the back seat sat anameessyoung mae
executive and an older woman called Julie Pinion - macho salestak
snarled back and forth between them. In the wing mirror, the following
lights of two other cars. Shorn was descending on the cordoned zonesin
force.

'Okay, you two keep it down,' said Mike over his shoulder as they
turned a corner. Up ahead the lights of a zone checkpoint frosted the
night sky. They won' let usthrough hereif they think therésgoing to
betrouble’

He brought the BMW to a remarkably smooth halt at the barrier and
leaned out as the guard approached. He was, Chris noticed, chewing
gum to mask the acohol on hisbreath.

"Just going down to the Falkland,' Bryant called cheerfully, waving his
Shorn Associates plastic. 'Takein the late show.'

The guard wasin hisfifties, with a spreading paunch benesth hisgrey
uniform and broken veins across his nose and cheeks. Chris saw the

cloud of vapour he made when he sighed.
'Haveto scan that, Sir.’

"course.' Bryant handed over the card and waited while the guard ran
it through his hipswipe remote and handed it back. The unit chimed

melodically, and the guard nodded. He seemed tired.
'Y ou armed?

Bryant turned back into the car. 'Show the man your peacemakers,
guys.

Chrisdid the Nemex out of its shoulder holster and displayed it.
Behind him he heard the two backseat disputants doing the same. The
guard flashed historch in the windows and nodded dowly.

'Want to be careful, sir," hetold Bryant. There's been layoffs at
Pattons and Greengauge thisweek. Lot of angry people out getting
drunk tonight.’



'Wdll, welll stay out of their way,' said Bryant easily. 'Don't want any
trouble. Just want to see the show.’

'Y eah, okay.' The guard turned back to the checkpoint cabin and
gestured to whoever wasinside. The barrier began torise. 'lI've got to
check your friendsaswdll. Y ou want to park just past the gateftill we
clear them?
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‘Be glad to." Mike beamed and drove the BMW through.

The second car passed muster but with the third there was some
trouble. They peered back and saw the guard shaking his head while
suited forms craned from the windows front and back, gesturing.

"The fuck is going on back there? muttered Julie Pinion. 'Couldn't
they even act sober for acouple of minutes.’

'Stay here,' Bryant said, and climbed out into the night air. They
watched him walk back to the third car, lean down and say something to
those leaning out. The heads disappeared back into the vehicle, asif on
wires. Bryant put his hand on the guard's shoulder and dug in his

pocket. Something passed between them. The guard said something to
the driver of thethird car. A clearly audible whoop of delight bounced
out of thewindows. Bryant came back, grinning.

'Gratuities,' he said as he got into the car again. '‘Ought to be
compulsory, the shit they pay those guys.’

'How much did you give him? asked Pinion.
‘Hundred.'
‘A hundred] Jesus.’

'Ah, come on Julie. I've tipped waiters better than that. And he's
going to take alot more heat than awaiter if thisdinner party goes

anry.
Thelittle convoy pressed on into the cordoned zone.

It was an abrupt trangtion. Inthefinancid didtrict, street lighting

was aflood of halogen, chasing out shadows from every corner. Here,
the street lamps were isolated sentindl's, spilling a scant pool of radiance
at their feet every twenty metres of darkened street. In some

places, they were out, lamps elther fused or smashed. Elsawhere they
had been destroyed more unambiguoudy, rendered down to jagged
concrete stumps still attached to their trunks by ariot of cablesand
metal bands.

'Look at that,' said Pinion disgustedly. "What abunch of fucking
animas. It's no wonder nobody wants to spend money fixing these
placesup. They'd just tear it dl down again.’

Even the street beneath their whedl's changed. Within ahundred

metres of the checkpoint the ride turned bumpy and Bryant had to
dow down and negotiate rain-filled potholes the size of smal garden
ponds. On either sde, the houses huddled. Here and there, for no
visible reason, one had been taken down, sprawling smashed brick and



spilled interior in the space in which it had stood. There were no other
vehicles on the streets, moving or parked. A few figures moved on the
pavements on foot, but they grew immobile asthe twilight-bluearm
oured saloons with their Shorn Associateslogos rolled by. Most turned
up their collars or smply sank back into the shadows.
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'Fucking creepy,’ said the young executive behind Chris. 'l mean, 1
knew it was bad out here but--'

‘Bad,’ Julie Pinion coughed laughter a him. "Y ou think thisis bad?
Mike, you remember the suburbsin that shithole we got seconded to for
Chrigmas|last year.'

'Muong Khong, yeah.' Bryant looked in the rearview. 'Givesyou a
whole new perspective on what real poverty is, man. Chris, you ever

been on secondment? With Emerging Markets, | mean?
‘Couple of times, yeah.'
"Pretty awful, huh?

Chrisremembered the cal of amuezzin inthewarm evening air,

smells of cooking and asmal child prodding three goats homewards.
Later, hed been walking past a stone-and-thatch dwelling when a
young girl of about fourteen came out and offered him fruit from their
dinner table because he was a guest in the village. The unlooked-for
kindness, with its hints of an antique and aien culture, had pricked tears

out on the underside of hiseyes.

He never told anyone.

It wasn't somewhere | would have wanted to live," he said.
Pinion smirked. 'No shit,’ she agreed.

The Fakland- asquat brick building at the intersection of two

streets ill boasting a picturesgue scattering of car wrecks. The
vehicles|ooked old enough to have burnt leaded fud when they were
dive. Mike Bryant'slittle convoy swept to adisdainful halt and disgorged
uits.

'No cars,' said the young executive, wonderingly. ‘I only just noticed.'
'Of course, no cars,' said Pinion, rolling her eyesin Chrissdirection.
'Who, outside of criminds, do you suppose can afford atank of fuel
around here? Or alicence, cometo that?

'Price of the green agenda,’ said Mike as he darmed the car. 'Y ou
guys coming or what?

The door of the Falkland was beaten stedl. Two black men in coverals
stood outside, one dangling a sawn-off shotgun negligently from

his |eft hand, the other, older, watching the Street, armsfolded impassvely
across his chest. When he spotted Mike Bryant, he unwrapped

and hisface split into ahuge grin. Mike lifted ahand in greeting ashe
crossed the street.

'Hey, Troy. What're you doing on the fucking door, man?



'Protectin’ my investment.' The rich treacle of a Jamaican accent.

'Being' seen. It'smorethan | can say for you, Mike. 'Ave not seenyouin
afuckin' long time. What's the matter? Suki not let you out to play any
more?

‘That's right." Mike winked. 'Chopped it off and locked it in the
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ledro()m dresser. That way she can takeit out and play with it whileT'ill
a work. Which, by theway, isdl the fucking time.’

‘That isthe motherfuckin' truth." He looked at the entourage Bryant
had brought to the bar. These are friends of yours?

'Y ep. Julie, Chris. Meet Troy Morris. He ownsthis shithole. Mnong
others. Troy, Julie Pinion, Chris Faulkner. Therest | don't remember.’
Bryant waved back at the entourage he wastrailing. 'Just sycophants,
you know how it iswhen you're an important man.'

The Jamaican regled off adeep chuckle. 'Faulkner,” he rumbled. ‘'No
relation of Villiam, right?

Chrisblinked, confused. Before he could ask, Mike Bryant brokein
agan.

They'redl carrying, Troy. Left minein the car, but theseguysare
new and they don't know the rules. Bear with us. Y ou got abag for the
hardware?

With the dozen-odd pistols dumped into agreasy holddl clearly
reserved for this specific purpose, they pushed insde. Quiet dammed
down through the smoke-hung bar. Even the girl on the stage stopped
in mid writhe, one doped boa constrictor gripped in each fist. Music
thumped on behind her, suddenly unchalenged by voices. Mike nodded
to himself, took achair to the centre of the bar and climbed onto it.

'Asyou may have noticed," he said, pitching his voice above the

music. 'We are zek-tivs. | know that may passfor acrime around here,
but we don't want any trouble. All we want isto buy adrink for everyone
in the house, and have afew oursaves. Anyone who has a problem

with that can come and have aword with me, or my friend Troy Morris,
and well sort your problem out. Otherwise, it's open bar for the next

ten minutes and the drinks are on me." He turned to the girl onthe

stage. 'Please. The show must go on. It looks like we got herejust in
time!

He climbed down and went to talk to the barman. Conversations
resumed dowly. The dancer went back, alittle siffly, to what shewas
doing with the two boas. People drifted to the bar, afew at first, then
the bulk of those present. Bryant appeared to know a couple of them.

Chriswas introduced, promptly forgot names and cornered Mike.
'What did Troy mean about being related to William?

Bryant shrugged. 'Search me. Troy knowsalot of people. What are
you drinking?

And so it went on, the night sweling with noise and hilarity for a
while, and then paring down again as people left. Chriss high began to



flatten into something more reflective. Julie Finion went homein acab,
the young executive sheldd been arguing with in smug tow. d'he driver of
one of the other cars announced hisimminent departure around three
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am. and most of the remaining Shorn crew went with him. By four the
party was down to onetable - Chrisand Mike, an off-duty Troy Morris
and acouple of the floorshow dancers, now dressed and divested of
most of their garish make-up. One introduced herself as Emmaand
lurching into the toilets, Chris had to wonder if she wasthe object of

the fellatio-inspired graffiti gouged there amidst the political commentary.

When he got back to the table, Emma had gone and Troy was leaving
with her colleague. The gun bag from his doorman duties was dumped
on the table, the sawn-off and Bryant's Nemex nestling together in the
canvasfolds. Chrisjoinedin theround of farewdlls and there was much
drunken promising to keep in contact. 'Y eah,’ said Troy, pointing at
Chris. 'Y ou should write, Faulkner.'

Heleft, chortling inexplicably, with the shotgun dung over one

shoulder and his other arm around the dancer'swaist. At that moment
Chrisfound himself possessed of apowerful desireto be Troy Morris,
walking out of the Falkland into an entirely smpler and, to judge by the
black man'slaughter, more joyous existence.

He dumped into the chair opposite Bryant.

'l," he pronounced carefully, 'Have drunk far too much.’

'Wdll, it's Friday.' Bryant's attention was focused on heating a stained
glass pipe. 'Switch horses, try some of this!'

Chriss eyestightened on what the other man was doing.
'I'sthat--'

Bryant's eyes shuttled sdeways above the pipe and lighter. Narrowed
irritably. 'Ah, come on, man. Lighten up. Just alittle drive-right.’

The contents of the pipe smouldered and Mike inhaed convulsively.
A shudder ran through his suited form. He made a degp grunting sound

and hisvoice came out squeeky as he offered the pipe.
'So. How doesit fed?
Chrisfrowned, confused. 'What?

'‘Conflict Investment, aweek in. Go on, takeit. How'sit fed?
Chris waved the pipe away. 'No thanks.'

'Pussy.’ Bryant grinned to defuse the insult, and drummed im
patiently on thetable. 'So tell me. How'sit fed?

'What?



‘Conflict fucking Investment!'

'Oh." Chris marshaled his dudgy thoughts. ‘Interesting.’

'Y eah? Bryant seemed disgppointed. That all?

'It'snot so different to Emerging Markets, Mike." Trying to think

was hard work. Chris began to wonder if he should have accepted the
pipe. 'Longer-term outlook, but basicaly the same stuff. Yeah, | likeit.
Apart from that bitch Hewitt."
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'Ah. | wondered how that was going. Had arun-in, have we?
'Y ou could say that.'

Bryant shrugged. 'Hey, don't et it get you down. Hewitt's been that
way aslong as| can remember. It'salways been harder to cut it asa
woman in thisfield, so they come out twice astough. They haveto. See,
these days Hewitt practicaly is Conflict Investment. Big reorganisation
about five years back, austerity measures. Division got cut to the bone.
Theresalot of pressure to make good, and most of that pressurefalls
on Hewitt's shoulders!

'Notley's senior partner.'

‘Notley? Bryant piped more smoulder. 'Nah, it was hisbaby in the
beginningl but once he went senior he downloaded everything onto
Hewitt and Hamilton. There was another guy, Page, but Hewitt caled
him out just before profit share last year. Rammed him right off the

Gullet. Bdievethat?
The Gullet?

'Y eah, you know. Last section as you come up over the zones on the
MI i. Thetwo-lane narrows. Where you took out that no-namer, well,
just after, after the underpass. Where it goes elevated. Hewitt let Page
get ahead there, knew he'd have to either dow down or turn around to
face her. No chance of just being first to work these days, you've got to
turn up with blood on your whedlsor not at dl. So yeah, sheletshim
go, waits, he's not good enough to make the 8o turn on a piece of road
that narrow, o he dows up, triesfor aside-to-side, shewon't let him,
just rams him offon acorner. Barnl' Bryant gripped the pipein histeeth
and dammed fist into open pam. 'Page goes through the barrier, fdls
right into alow-rise, goes through seven levels of zone housing like they
were paper. Gas supply ripped open somewhere in one of the flats on

the way down. Boom. Adios muchachos, everybody in black.'
‘Jesus.!’

'Y egh, pretty fucking impressive, huh." Mike squinted at the pipe,

tried the lighter again. 'See, now what Hewitt did, that's okay, but now
she's got to prove that she doesn't need two junior partnersto help her
run Cl. If she can't, it means she made abad call. Pure greed call. No
one round here minds greed, just so long asit's good for the company as
well. If it works out for Hewitt, she's saved Shorn the expense of a
junior partner, and she and Hamilton get bigger equity. It'sthe free
market trade-off. Something for us, something for them. But if it

doesn't work out, she's dead in the water and she knowsit.'

'‘Wel, Ms Conflict Investment doesn't have awhole lot of confidence



inme," said Chris gloomily. 'Not bloody enough for her, apparently.’

‘That what she said? Bryant shook his head. 'Shit, after what you did
to Quain? That doesn't make any sense’
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'Wdll, let'sjust say that not al my chalenges have been that
uncompromising. Thiskill-or-be-killed stuff isgtrictly for the movie
makers. It's crude, man. Y ou don't dways need akill. That's crude.’
Chrisleaned forward as his enthusiasm kindled. 'Y ou ever see any of
those old samural movies?

‘Bruce Lee? Shit like that?

'No, no. Not those. Thisis other stuff. Older. More subtle. See, these
two guys, they're about to have aduel. So they both stand there, swords
out.' Christhrust with an imaginary sword and Bryant jerked back in

reflex. His eyes narrowed momentarily, and then he laughed.
"Whoops. Scared me there!’

‘Sorry. Wasn't intentiona . So yeah, the two of them stand there, and
they stareinto each other's eyes.’

He locked gazes with Bryant, who emitted another snort of laughter.

"They just sare. Because they both know that the one who blinks or
looks away fird, that's the one who would have lost that fight.'

Bryant's laughter dried up without fuss. He set the pipe aside. Both

men were leaning on the table now, drilling their gazesinto each other's
eyeswith chemicadly dtered concentration. The shared stillness of the
moment stretched. The sounds of the bar receded into a backdrop, surf
on adistant beach. Timeran on like atrain they had both just missed.
The pipe smouldered quietly to itself on the scarred wooden table.
Vison wired their staresover it, eyebal to eyebal. From somewhere, an

internd slence leaked into theworld.

Mike Bryant blinked.

Mike Bryant laughed and |ooked away.

The moment blew away like an autumn leaf and Chris sat back with a
look of tipsy fulfilment on hisface. Bryant grinned, alittleintensely.
Chriswastoo drunk to catch the upped voltage. Bryant made a pistol of
thumb and forefinger. He pointed at Chrissface.

‘Bang/

The laughter bubbled up again, thistime from both men. Bryant

made a sound between asnort and asigh.

‘Thereyou are. You stared me out.’
Chris nodded.



‘But | blew your fucking head off.’

'Y eah.’ Chrisleaned back across the table. Enthused. Obliviousto the
edge sheathed in the other man's voice. 'But you see, there was no need
for that. Wed dready established the winner. Y ou blinked. | would

havewon.'

‘Bullshit. Maybe | had ahair in my eye. Maybe dl these samurai guys waked away from fights they could

have won just because they had a
jumpy eye muscle that day. Whered you read dl this shit, anyway?
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'Mike, you're missing the point. It's about total control. It'saduel
between two whole people, not just two sets of skills. We could have a
fist fight and you could turn up with agun. We could have agun fight
and you could come with an armoured car and aflame-thrower. That's
not what aduel's about.’

Bryant picked up the pipe again. 'Dud's about winning, Chris," he
sad.

Chriswasn' ligtening.

'Look at China, acouple of centuries ago. There were casesthere

where two warlords sat down on the battlefield and played chessto
decide the outcome of a battle. Chess, Michadl. No death, no daughter,

just agame of chess. And they honoured it.'
Bryant looked sceptical. 'Chess?

‘Just agame of chess.' Chriswas staring off into acorner. 'Y ou
imaginethat?

‘Not redly, no.' Bryant stuffed the pipe into a pocket and started to get up. 'But it makes agood story,
I'll give you that. Now, how about we

get the car and get out of here before the sun comes up? Because Suki's

going to fucking take me gpart if | don't get back soon. And she's not

into chess!
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They came out of the Falkland through a side door and onto a different
dreet. (;old night air like adap in the face, and for a couple of moments

Chrisreded. He wondered how Bryant was dealing with the pipe high.
'Where'sthe fucking car?

Thisway.'

Bryant grabbed him by the arm, dragged him round the corner and
started across the deserted street. Halfway there, he jammed to an
abrupt halt.

'‘Ooops,’ he said softly.

The BMW sat on the far Side of the street under one of the few
working street lamps. Sitting on the car: four men and one woman, al
dressed in oil-smeared jeans and jackets. The grime was a uniform, the
pale silent faces style-coordinated accessories. Heads shaven and tattooed,
feet heavily booted. Handsfilled with avariety of blunt meta
implements

None of them looked over eighteen.

They stared at the two suited men on the other side of the street and
made no move to get off the car.

'Y ou've got to get your contact stunner fixed, Mike,' Chris sniggered,
gtill drunk. ‘Look at the shit you get dl over it if you don't haveit
powered up.'

'Shut the fuck up,” hissed Bryant.

The female contingent of the car-jackerslevered hersdf off the hood
of the BMW with snuous grace.

‘Nice car, Mister Zek-tiv," she said solemnly. 'Got the keys?
Bryant clutched automatically at his pocket. The woman's eyes
flickered to the move and locked on. She nodded in satisfaction.
'Get off my fucking car!" Bryant barked.

Theremaining four jackers obeyed in unison, arms spread and hands
holding their makeshift wegpons. Chris glanced sdeways a his companion.

'‘Bad move, Mike. Y ou carrying?
Bryant shook his head amost imperceptibly.

'In the car, remember. You?



'Y eah.' Chris paused, embarrassed. '‘But it's not loaded.’
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'What?
'l don't likeguns!'

'Seg, it'slike this" The woman's voice jerked Chris back from the
disbelieving expresson on Bryant'sface. 'Either you can give usthe
keys. And your wallets. And your watches. Or we can take them from
you. That's our best offer.’

She lifted thumb and little finger solemnly to ear and mouth, making
achild'stelephone.
'Sl sl Al

Bryant muttered something out of the corner of his mouth.
'What? Chris muttered back.

'l said, back the way we came and fucking run!!!’

Then he was gone, printing flat out for the corner they had just
rounded. Chriswent after him, flailing to stay upright in the Argentine
leather shoes. Behind him, the incentive - sounds of yells and booted
pursuit. Helevelled with Bryant and found, incredibly, that the other
man was grinning.

‘All part of anight out in the zones," he said through gritted teeth.
"Try to keep up.'

Behind them, someone ran ameta wrecking bar long a concrete
wall. It made asound like agigantic dentist's drill.
They looked at each other and put on speed.

Three streets away from the Falkland, the neighbourhood plunged

from run-down to rotted-through. The houses were suddenly derelict,
unglassed windows gaping out at the street and tiny gardens full of

rubble and other detritus. Chris, brain abruptly adrenain-flushed and
working, grabbed Bryant and yanked him sideways into one of the
gardens. Over piles of junk, scrambling. In past afront door that
someone had kicked in long ago. Weeds grew up waist-high inthe gap

it had left. Beyond, anarrow, darkened hallway ran paralld to astaircase
with half the banisterstorn out. At the end, atiled room that bresthed
gtench like adiseased mouth.

Chrisleaned cautioudy againg the staircase and listened to the yells
of the car-jackers as they ran past and down an adjacent Street.

Bryant was bent over, hands braced on his knees, panting.



'Y ou mind teling me," he managed hoarsdly after awhile. '/d/hy
you're carrying an unloaded gun around with you?

'l told you. | don't like guns. | don't like Louise Hewitt telling me
what to do.'

'Man, after five daysthat's a bad attitude to have. | wouldn't go telling
anybody thingslikethat, if | wereyou.'

'Why not?1 told you, didn't 17?7

Bryant straightened up and looked hard at him.
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'Anyway, where's your gun, hotshot?
‘At least it's loaded.’

'Alright, old piece of folk wisdom coming up.’ Chrisgulped his
bresth back under control. 'A gun in the hand isworth haf afucking
millionlocked inthecar.’

'Y egh, you'reright.' Bryant's grin flashed in the gloom. 'But | wasnt
expecting thiskind of trouble. Were only a couple of klicksingdethe
zones. Those guys are out of thelr territory.’

"Y ou think they know that? Chris nodded out towards the strest,

where voices were coming back. Some of the jacker gang, at least, were
retracing their steps. He jabbed an urgent finger upward and Bryant

took the creaking stairsinto the darkness at the top. Chris did back
aong the hallway towards the tiled room and sank into the shadows
there. The stench enveloped him. The floor was dimy underfoot. He
tried not to breathe.

A moment later two of the jackers were sanding where he had just
been. Both were armed with long crowbars.

'l don't see why we need the keys anyway. Why not just smash the
fucking window.'

'Because, moron, thisisaBMW Omega series.’ The other jacker cast
adoubtful glance up the stairs. 'State-of -the-fucking-art corporate jam
jar. These mothers have darms, engineimmobilisation locksand a
broadcast scream to the nearest retrieval centre. Y ou'd never moveit a

hundred metres down the fucking street before they got you.'
'We could till smashiit, anyway. Rip it up.’

‘Ruf, you got no fucking ambition, man. If it weren't for Mally, you'd
gtill be smashing up tel ephone points and throwing stones at cabs. You
got to think bigger than that. Come on. | don't think they camein here.
Too much chance of getting their suitsdirty. Let's’

Chrissfoot dipped. Knocked against something that rolled on the
tiled floor. Clink of glass. Chrisgritted histeeth and inched one hand
down to the butt of hisempty gun. The two jackers had frozen by the
door.

'Hear that? It was the ambitious member of the duo. Chrissaw a
slhouetted wrecking bar raised in thefaint light from the doorway.

'Okay, Mister Zek-tiv. Game over. Come out, give us your fucking keys,
and maybe well leave you some teeth.’

Thetwo .jackers advanced down the hall. They were about halfway



when Mike Bryant dropped through agap in the banister rail above. He
landed feet first on the head of the gangwit bringing up therear. The
two of them tumbled to the floor. The lead jacker whipped round at the
noise and Chris exploded from his hiding place. He punched hard,
driving high for the face and low for the guts. The jacker turned back
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too late. Chriss high punch broke his nose and then he folded as the
solid right hook sank into his midriff. Chris grabbed the gangwit's
shoulders and ran his shaven head sideways into the staircasewall. Up
ahead, he saw Bryant red to hisfeet and stamp down hard on the other
jacker's unprotected stomach. The gangwit moaned and curled up.
Bryant kicked him again, in the head.

'Mother fucker | Touch my car, you fucking piece ofshit I
Chrislaid ahand on his shoulder. Bryant hooked round, face taut.
'Whoa, it'sall over.' Chris stood back, hands raised. ‘Game over,

Mike. Come on. Theres only threeleft now. Let'stry for the car again.’
Bryant'sface cleared of itsfury.
'Yeah, good. Let'sdoit.’

The street outside was quiet. They checked both ways, then dipped
out and loped back towards the Falkland, Bryant navigating. Lessthan
five minutes to relocate the corner pub, and the BMW sat gleaming

pristinely under the street lamp asiif nothing had happened.
They circled the vehiclewarily. Nothing.

Bryant produced his keys and pressed a button. The alarm disarmed
with a subdued squawk. He was about to open the door when the
shaven-headed woman stepped out of the shadows of adoorway less
than five metres away, apiece of iron ralling raised inironic greeting.
She put her fingersto her mouth and whistled shrilly. Another jacker,
smilarly armed, stepped out of another doorway up the street and
ambled down to meet them. The woman smiled &t Bryant.

"Thought you'd be back. Now, you want to throw me those keys?

In the moment that her eyeswere fixed on Bryant, Chris produced his
empty gun and levdled it a her.

‘Alright, that's enough,” he snapped. 'Back off.’

The other jacker took a step forward and Chris swung the gun to
cover him, willing himto believe.

'Y ou too. Back off, or you're dead. Michadl, get inthe car.'

Bryant opened the door. Chriswasfeding for the door handle on the
other side when the woman spoke.

'l don't think that gun'sloaded.’
Shetook astep forward, followed by her companion. Chris brandished
the Nemex.



'l said, back off.’

'Nah, you would have shot us by now. Y ou're bluffing, Mr Zek.'

Sheraised her piece of railing, took another step forward and Mike
Bryant stood up from his side of the car, Nemex in hand.

'I'm not bluffing," he said mildly and shot her three timesin the chest
and scomach.

Boom, boom, boom.
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The sound of the gunin the quiet street. Fchoes off houses.

Chris saw and heard it in fragments.

The woman, kicked back two metres before she dropped. Therailing,
out of her hand and flying, clattering and rolling across the camber of
the street into the gutter.

The other jacker, hands raised, placatory, backing away.
Face implacable, Bryant put the next three shotsinto him. Boom, boom, boom.

He reded and spun like amarionette, crashed into thewall and did
down it, leaving gouts of blood on the brickwork.

'Mike'

The sound of pounding feet.

Thefind member of the gang, summoned by the gunshots, sprinting
across the street towards the fallen bodies. He seemed obliviousto the
two men in suits. He hit the ground on his knees next to the woman,
dishdieving.

‘Moally! Mally/

Chrislooked across a Bryant. 'Mike, let's-'

Bryant made a Sdeways hushing gesture with hisfree hand and
lowered hisaim.

Boom, BOOM.

Theknedling boy jolted asif eectrocuted, and then keded dowly
over on the woman on the ground. Blood ran out over the street and
trickled down to join the crowbar in the gutter.

The echoesrolled away into the predawn gloom like rel uctant applause.

They drove back to the checkpoint in silence, Chriswrapped in numb
disbdlief. The guard let them through with a cursory glance. If he
amelled the cordite from Mike's gun, he said nothing. Bryant waved
him acheerful goodnight and accelerated the big car away into the well

lit canyons of thefinancid didtrict. He was humming quietly to himsdif.
He glanced across at Chris as they were approaching the Shorn block.
"Y ou want to sleep over at my place? Plenty of space.’

The thought of the hour-long drive back home was abnlptly unbear



able. Chris mugtered a dried-out voice.

'Y eah. Thanks.'

'‘Good.' Bryant speeded up and cornered west.

Chriswatched the towering blocks begin to thin out around them. As
the BMW picked up the main feeder lane for the London orbita, he
turned dightly in his seet to face Bryant.

'Y ou didn't haveto kill them dl, Mike."

'Yeah, | did." There was no animosity in Bryant'svoice. 'What else
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was 1 supposed to do. Fire warning shots? This symbolism of combat shit you talk about doesn't work
with peoplelike that. They're gangwit

scum, Chris. They don't know how to lose gracefully.

"They'd dready lost. And they were kids. They would have run away.'

'Y eah, yeah. Until the next time. Look, Chris. Peoplelike that,
civilised rulesdon't gpply. Violenceisthe only thing they understand.’

Outsde the hurrying car, the ky was brightening in the east. Chriss
head was beginning to ache,
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SEVEN

Chris awoke with the horrified conviction that he had been unfaithful to
Carla Liz Linshaw was Sitting up in bed beside him, buttering a piece
of toast and wiping the knife casually on the sheets.

'Breskfast in bed,' she was saying authoritatively, 'is so sexy.’

Chrislooked down at the stains she was making and felt a hot lump of
mingled guilt and sadness swelling in the base of histhroat. Therewas
no way he could hide thisfrom Carla

He opened hiseyeswith ajolt. Daylight strained through chintz
curtainsjust above hishead. For amoment the chintz hammered home
the dream - Carla hated the stuff with a passion. He redlly had gone
home with Liz Linshaw, then. He turned on his side with the blockage

of unshed tears till jammed in histhroat and--
Hewasin asingle bed.

He propped himsdf up, confused. Matching chintz quilt and pillowcase,
massive hangover. Close behind this sensory surge, the events of

the previous evening crashed in on him. The Street. The jackers.
Bryant'sgunin the quiet night. Therelief made him forget thepainin

his head for acouple of moments. Liz Linshaw was adream.

He hauled up hiswrist and looked at his watch which he had evidently
been in no state to remove the previous night. Quarter past twelve.

He spotted his clothes hanging on the door of the tiny guest room and
groped hisway out of bed towards them. The door was open a crack -
beyond, he could hear kitchen sounds. The smell of coffee and toast
wafted under his nose.

Hedressed hurriedly, stuffed histiein hisjacket pocket and picked up
his shoes. Outsde the guest room, awhite-painted corridor hung with
innocuous landscapes led to awide, curving Saircase. Halfway down, he
met awoman coming up. Auburn hair, light eyes. He made the match
with Michagl'swallet photo. Suki.

Suki had.a cup of coffee, complete with saucer, in her hand and there was atolerant smile on her
perfectly made-up face.

'‘Good morning. It's Chris, isn't it? I'm Suki." She offered one dim,
gold-braceleted arm. 'Nice to meet you at last. | wasjust bringing you
thisup. Michad said you'd want to be woken. He'sin the kitchen,
talking towork, | think.'
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t.I-IrlStook the coffee, bdancing it avkwardly in hisfree hand. Ills
head was beginning to pulse darmingly.
"Thanks, uh. Thanks.'

Suki's smile brightened. Chris had the disturbing impression thet his
hands and face could have been painted with blood and she would have
amiled the same way.

'Had funlast night, did you? she asked materndly.
'Uh, something like that. Would you excuse me?

He dipped past her and found hisway down into the kitchen. It wasa
large, comfortable room with wooden furniture, and tall windows aong
onewall letting in the sun. The scrubbed wooden table was laid for
three and Covered with an assortment of edible breakfast items. At the
far end atwo-year-old child sat in ahigh chair, belabouring aplate

of unidentifiable dudge with a plastic spoon. Over by the window,

and well out of splash range, Mike Bryant watched her with atender
expression on hisface and drank coffee out of amug. Therewasa
mobile pinned between his ear and shoulder and he appeared to be
listening intently. He nodded and waved as Chriscamein.

"They certainly were. What, you think | imagined it? Who saysthat?
Right, get him ontheline’

Bryant cupped a hand over the phone.

'Chris, cdll your wife at work. She's been screaming down the Shorn
switchboard since eight thismorning. Y ou degp well?

He pointed at a videophone hung on the wal near the door. Chris

put down his coffee, picked the phone up and didled from memory. He
waved at Ariana, who regarded him in silence for amoment and then
grinned and started bashing her breakfast again. Bryant went back to his
conversation.

'Yes, thisisMichael Bryant. No I'm not, I'm at home, which iswhere
I'm likely to stay until you can promise alittle more safety on the

streets. | don't care, we don't pay you people to stand around scratching
your balls. We were less than three, don't shout me down detective,
three Hicksingde the cordon. Y es, you're fucking right | shot them.’

Thescreenin front of Chrislit up with agrimy, gum-chewing face.
'Y eah, Md's AutoFix.' He caught sight of Chris. ‘Need atow?

'No,' Chris cleared histhroat. ‘Could | speak to CarlaNyquist
please’



'Sure. Beamoment.'

Behind him, Bryant went on with .histirade. They were just about to
take me and my colleague to pieces with machetes. What? Well, I'm not
surprised. Probably got scavenged by someone last night. Listen, there
were five of them to two of us. Hardcore gangwits. Now if | can't claim
that as selfdefence then'
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Carlaappeared, knuckling grease across her nose. "I'here was afairly
obvious scowl under the black marks. "'What happened to you, then?

'Uh, | stayed over at Mike's place. There was some, uh.' He glanced
a Bryant who was listening to the other end of hisown call with aface
likethunder. Trouble

"Trouble? Are you--?7
'No, I'm fine." Chrisforced agrin. 'Just a headache.’
'Well, why didn't you call me? | wasworried sick.’

'l didn't want to worry you. It was late, and | was going to call first
thing thismorning. Must have overdept. Look," heturned to Bryant
again. 'Mike, are you going in to Shorn today?

Bryant nodded glumly, covering the phone mouthpiece again. 'Looks
likeit. I've got tofill out haf ahundred fucking incident reports,

apparently. Say an hour?

Christurned back to Carla'swaiting face. 'I'm going in to pick up the
car with Mikein about an hour. I'll pick you up from the garage and tell
you al about it then. Okay?

'‘Okay,' It was grudging. '‘But this had better be afucking good story.'
'Dedl. By theway, I'minlove’

Mike Bryant shot him a peculiar glance across the kitchen.

On screen, Carlakept her scowl. Y eah, yeah. Metoo. Seeyou at
four. And don't belate.’

She reached for the phone and the image faded. Christurned just in
timeto catch thelast of Bryant'scall.

'Yes, | am aware of that, detective. Well next time I'm attacked on the
sreet, I'll be sure and remember it. Goodbye.'
He snapped the phone shut angrily.

'‘Asshole. Get this, the corporate police, our fucking police want to
conduct an investigation into whether thiswas an unlawful shooting. |
mean.' He gestured helplesdly, lost for words. 'Defend yoursdlf, and
you're fucking bresking the law. Meanwhile, some piece of shit gangwit
cracksafingernal in aback aley and you've got Citizens Rights
activists screaming for someone's neck. What about us citizens? Who's
looking out for us? What about our rights?

'Michadl!" Suki appesred in the kitchen doorway, a coffee cup in each



hand. 'How many timeshave| told you, don't use that language in front
of Ariana. Shejust comesright out with it at the playgroup, and | get
dirty looks from the other mothers." She put the coffee cups on the table
and went to clean some of the surplus food from around her daughter's
mouth. Arianamade half-hearted protests, dl the time squinting shyly

at Chris, That'sright, don't you listen to Daddy when hetalkslike

that.' She turned afraction of her multi-tasked attention in the same
direction as her daughter. 'Take no notice, Chris. He's dways moaning
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about citizens rights. Thisll be the second time he's been in trouble, there, isthat better darling, the
second time he's been in trouble with

the police thisyear. Use of undueforce. Yes, who'saclean girl?1 think

hejust likesliving dangeroudy.'

Bryant made adisgusted noise. Suki went to him and put an arm
round hiswaist. She kissed him under the chin.

'Maybethat'swhat | seein him. Y ou're married, aren't you Chris?
Wasthat her on thevid?

'Y eah.' To Chris, his own voice sounded unfairly defensive. 'She'sa
mechanic. Got to work most Saturdays.”

He sipped his coffee and watched for areaction, but Suki either
didn't care one way or the other or had been trained to black belt
insocid graces. She smiled as she unfastened Arianafrom the high
chair.

'Y es, Michadl said. Y ou know, one of the Shorn partnershad a
girlfriend who worked in auto reclaim. Now what was his name? She
snapped her fingers. ‘| met him at the Christmas bash.'

‘Notley,' said Bryant.

‘That'sit, Notley. Jack Notley. Well, you must both come over for
dinner, Chris. What's your wife's name?

'‘Carla

'Carla. Lovely name. Likethat Italian holoporn star Mike gets so
turned on over.' She put aplayful hand over Bryant's mouth as he
protested. 'Y es, ask her to come over. In fact, why don't you come over

tonight? Weve got no plans, have we, Mike?
Bryant shook his head.

'Wdll, then. I'll cook sukiyaki. Y ou're not vegetarian, either of you?
'No.' Chris hedtated. There had been some notion of going to visit
Carldsfather today, and in the whirl of the week just gone, he wasn't
sure quite how solidified the plan was. 'Uh, I'm not sureif '

'Not to be missed, that sukiyaki,' said Michadl, draining his coffee
and setting down the mug. 'Besef direct from the Sutherland Croft
Association herds. Hey, you reckon Carlad like alook at the BMW?
Seeing as she'samechanic and al. That's the new Omegalnjection
series under the bonnet. State of the art, not even on general release
outside Germany yet. | bet shedd loveto watch it turn over.’



Chris, aware suddenly of the exact depth to which he did not want to
vigt hisfaher-in-law, made adecison.

'Y eah, she'd like that,' he said.

'Good, that's settled then,' said Suki brightly. Tl get the beef this
afternoon. Shall we say about eight-thirty?

Mike ingsted on dropping Chrisright beside his car. The underground
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parking decks beneath the Shorn block were largely deserted and the
level Chrishad parked on showed only three other vehicles. Bryant
dewed to a halt across the battery of empty spaces opposite, killed the
engine and got out.

'Hewitt's," he said, nodding at the nearest of theisolated vehicles.
'Audi built it for her to spec when she made partner. Fancy seeing that
coming up in your rearview?

Chrislooked at it. Broad black windscreen, heavy impact collison
barsthat jutted from the end of the raked hood.

'Not much," he admitted. 'But | thought Hewitt wasaBMW fan.'

Mike snorted. 'Hewitt's afan of money. Back when she made partner,
Shorn had this dedl with Audi. They supplied al our company carsand
hardware, and the partners got specia edition battlewagons thrown in
for free. Two years ago BMW made Shorn a better offer and they went
withit. Asapartner, Hewitt can opt for any vehicle she likes but when
this baby gets written off or superseded, you can bet shélll just takea
top-of-the-line Omegawith dl the armour options, free to partners of

BMW clients. To her, it'sall just acost-benefit andyss!
'So what does Notley think of all this?

‘Notley'sapatriot. Mike grinned. 'l mean, in the real, uncut sense of
theword. Last of the diehard anti-Europeans. Anti-American too,
cometo that. He actudly believesin the cultura superiority of England
over other nations. Shit like that. | mean, you'd think he'd be

ableto seealittle more clearly from thefiftieth floor, wouldn't you.
Anyway, when he made partner, he didn't want to know about the
German makes. He had Landrover build him a customised battlewagon
from scratch. And he' dtill driving it ten yearslater. Fucking

thing looks like atank but it'll do nearly two hundred kilometres an
hour. Except hewon't use metric, so that'd be... what, about a
hundred and twenty-something? Miles an hour? Whatever. That's

what his speedo readsin.’

"Yeah, right.’

'No, redly. He made them fit an imperid speedo. Miles per hour. Ask
him to let you look at the dashboard sometime.’

'He's not here today?

'No way. Y ou won't catch Notley working weekends. Callsit the
American disease, working al the hours God sends you.’ Bryant's eyes

flicked away. with recollection. 'l remember one quarterly do, | raninto
him in the men'sroom, we were both pretty pissed and | was asking him



if being apartner wasredly worth dl the extra shit, the weekend work,

the dl-nighters and helooked at melike| wasinsane. Then he says, ill

treating me like I'm aheadcase, talking very dowly, you know, he says, Mike, if you make partner and
you're gtill working weekends then there's
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something wrong somewhere. Y ou make partner so they can't tellyou to do that
shit any more. Otherwise, what's the point? Y ou believe that?
‘Sounds like a decent philosophy.’

'Y eah, not like the rest of these fucking wannabes." Mike gestured
around dismissively. He wandered acrossto Chriss car. 'So what have
we got here? This looks Scandinavian to me.'

'Yeah.' Chrislaid aproprietorial hand on the car's flank. 'Saab

combat chassis. Carlasfamily are Norwegian, but she did her apprenticeship
in Stockhohn. Been around Saabs and VVolvosdl her life,

She says the Swedes were building cars for road-raging decades before
anybody even thought of it."

Bryant nodded. 'It looks pretty mean. But | reckon you'd still lose on
speed to an Omega.'’

'She'sfagter than shelooks, Mike. A lot of that bulk's Volvo spaced
armouring. Strut-braced stuff. It isn't solid, and the dipstream channdls
through flues on the outer edges for stability, but by Christ you'd till
know if it hit you. Volvo've crash-tested the struts at aeroplane speeds,
and they hold.'

‘Spaced armouring, huh? Bryant looked thoughtful for a couple of
moments, and Chris had the unsettling sensation that he had given
something important away to the big man. Then another grin swept the
caculating expression out of hiseyes. He clapped Chrison the
shoulder. 'Remind meto divorce Suki and get a Swedish mechanic to
shack up with.'

The parking deck wasfilled with asoft chime. The Shorn eevator
voice announced two o'clock for the whole building. Mike glanced
reflexively at hiswatch.

‘That's me," he said sourly. ‘Look, Chris, I'd better run. Corporate
police can be ared drag when they're determined to do something by
the book. See you tonight, alright?

'Y eah.’ Chris watched him stride away towards the double doors that
led upwards into the Shorn tower. 'Hey, Mike!'

Yo.'
Good luck.'
Bryant raised ahand and waved it Sdeways. 'Ah, don't worry about it.

Piece of piss. Be out of here by three. See you tonight.'

'He said what?



Carlapaused in the act of fastening one earring and stared dis

believingly at Chrisin the mirror. Chrislooked back at her, confused.
'He said it'd be a piece of piss and they'd--'

'No, before that. That stuff about divorcing Suki.'

'He said to remind him to get adivorce so he could shack up with a
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Swedish mechanic.' Chris saw the look on her face and sighed, fedling
the edge of the row they were teetering on. 'He'sjust trying to be
friendly, Carla. It'sakind of compliment, you know.'

It'saload of sexist shitiswhat it is. Anyway,' Carlafinished with the
earring and came away from the mirror. "That's not the point.’
'No? Then what isthe point, Carla?

Thistimeit was Carlathat Sghed. The point,’ she said heavily, ‘is

that I'm not some curiosity for you to show off. Thisismy wife, by the
way she'samechanic. I'm sureit'sfun to say. The shock vaue. The
looksyou get. | know you get akick out of taking me to these corporate

functions, showing everyone what arebd you are.’
Chris stared at her.
'No, it'sbecause | love you.'

'l * Sheld been about to raise her voice. Something broke in the

effort. 'Chris, | know that. | know. Y ou just, you don't haveto proveit
against overwhelming odds dl the time. It's not a-a battle or aquest. It's
jugt, living." She saw the pain flit across hisface and went to him. Her
hands, scrubbed clean with aromatic oil, cupped his downturned face. 'l
know you love me, but I'm not herejust to be loved. Y ou can't use me as
astatement of how strongly you fed about everything, how loya you

are!

Hetried to turn hishead away. She hdd it in place.

'Look a me, Chris. Thisisme. I'm your wife. Mechanic isjust ajob,
just astatement of financid disadvantage. | don't let it defineme, and |

don't want you doing it behind my back. Were more than what we do.’
'Now you sound like your father.'

She paused for amoment, then nodded and let go of his head. 'Y eah,
you'reright." She touched her throat. 'Should be fucking miked up,
huh? And that reminds me, you said we'd go and see him this weekend.

Whatever happened to that promise?
'l didn't think wed'

'Oh, forget it. | don't really want to go anyway. | don't fed up to the
refereeing. Once you two get at each other'sthroats...’ she sighed

again. 'Look, Chris, about this mechanic thing. How would you likeit if

| dragged you over to see Md and Jessand said you'd just loveto have a
look at their tax returns!’



Chriss eyes widened with outrage. 'I'm not a fucking accountant.'

Carlagri.nned and dropped into a defensive boxing stance. "‘Want to
bet? Want to fight about it?

The bravado ended in ashriek as Chrishurled himself at her and
rugby-tackled her back onto the bed. The brief tussle ended with Chris
graddling Carla's body and struggling to hold her flailing arms at bay.
He could fed the strength leaking out of hisgrip in giggle increments.



'Sssh, sssh, stopit, stop it, behave yoursel £ We're going out.’

'Fucking let go of me, you piece of shit." Shewas laughing aswell,
breathlesdy. 'I'll claw your fucking eyesout.’

'Carla Chrissaid patiently. "That's not redlly an incentive. Y ou've
got to learn the art of negotiation. Now--'

An incoherent squedl. Carlatumbled him. They grappled at each
other across the bed.
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EIGHT

Out, driving through Hawkspur Green in the waning light of evening,
while Carlatried to do something with her dishevelled hair. The sex
hed taken half an hour, and it fill lurked in the grins at the corners of
their mouths.

'Were going to belate,' said Chris severely.

'Ah, bollocks" Carlagave up on her hair and settled for pinning it
untidily up. 'l don't know why we're doing this anyway. Going out to
dinner with some guy you're going to wreck in acouple of years time.
It doesn't really make sense, doesit?

Chris glanced across at her, theimplied confidence in the remark
warming him inside. There was dways an intimacy to the conversations
they had while driving, maybe born out of the secure knowledge that
the car was clean. Carla swept for bugs on aregular basis, and her
knowledge of the Saab meant they were sure of their privacy in away
they never quite could be a home.

'Y ou know it might not cometo that,’ Chris said, feding hisway
through his own thoughts. 'A wreck. We don't have to run for the same
promotions.’

'No, but you will. Like at Hammett McCall. It dwaysworks out that
way.

'l don't know, Carla. It'sstrange. It'slike he'sjust decided hel's going
to be my friend and that'sit. | mean, theré'salot about him | don't like.
That tuff in the zones was pretty extreme--'

'No shit. The man sounds like afucking crackhead psycho to me,
Chris. Whatever you say.'

Without actualy lying to hiswife about anything specific, Chris had
somehow managed to omit Bryant's execution-style dispatch of Molly
and her jacker colleagues. Theway it came out, it really had been sdlf
defence against armed and violent attackers. In retrospect, Chriswas
amog garting to believe it himsdf. The gangwits had wrecking bars.
Not much doubt they would have used them if Chriss unloaded gun

had given them the chance. Carlaremained unimpressed.
'He'sjudt like alot of the guysat Shorn'

'Wdll, | certainly believethat.'

Chris shot her an irritated glance. 'He'sworked hard for what he's
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got, (Jaria. ttejust got angry because S()meone was trying to take it
away from him. That'sanatura reaction, isn't it? How do you think
Mée'd react if someone turned up and tried to trash the workshop.'

'Md doesn't make his money the way you people do,’ Carla muttered.
'What?

'Nothing. Forget it.'

'Mé doesn't make his money like me and Mike Bryant?

'l sad, forget it, Chris!'

‘That's right, he doesn't, does he? Md doesn't do what we do. He just
makes aliving fixing our carsfor us, so we can go out and do it again.
Jesus fucking Chrigt, don't you take the high mord ground with me,
Carla, because--'

‘Mright." Her voice caught on the second syllable. 'l said forget it. I'm
sorry | said it, sojust forget it.'

The air between the two front seats frosted with silence. Findly,
Chrisreached across the chill and took Carla's hand.

'Look," he said wearily. 'In the First World War fighter pilots used to
toast each other with champagne before they went out and tried to
shoot each other out of the sky. Did you know that? And the winners
used to drop wreeths on their enemies airfields to commemorate the
men they'd just killed. That make any senseto you? And weretaking

about less than a hundred and fifty yearsago.’
‘That was war.'

'Y eah.’ Chris made his voice stay calm. ‘A war for what? Lines drawn
on amap. Can you honestly say that those men were fighting for
anything that made any kind of sense? Anything that makes more sense
than a competitive tender or a promotion duel?

"They had no choice, Chris. If they laid wregthsit was because they
hated what they had to do. Thisisdifferent.’

Hefdt hisanger twist and jump likeafishin anet: thistimeit wasan
effort to hold it down. It looked asif Carlawas going to pull her
favourite trick and they were going to arrive a the Bryants front door
in the brittle silence of an interrupted row.

'Y ou think we have any more of a choice than they did? Y ou think |
likewhat | dofor aliving?



'l don't think you didikeit as much asyou say.’ Carlawasdigging in

her bag for cigarettes, abad sign on the row barom.eter. 'And if you do,
there are other jobs. Other companies. Chris, you could go and work
for the fucking ombudsmen with what you know. They'd take you.
UNECT, or one of the others. The regulatory bodies are screaming

for people with real commercia experience!

'Oh, great. Y ou think | want to be afucking bureaucrat. Playing at
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internationd socia democracy with afucking placard and azone-level
day.

'‘Ombudsnlen make alot of money, Chris'’

'Sayswho?

'My mother used to know some of the guysfrom UNECT in Odlo.
Ther fidld agents pull down near two hundred grand ayear.'
Chrissnorted. ‘Not bad for fucking socidists.

'Mright, Chris." It was cold and even, aflip side of her anger he hated
worse than the shouting. "Forget the fucking ombudsmen. Y ou could
get ajob with any other investment firm in the city.’

‘Not any more." He hunched his shoulders as he said it. 'Have you
got any idea how much Shorn paid to get me out of Hammett McColl?

Any ideawhat they'll do to protect that investment?
‘Break your legs, will they?

The sneer hurt, not least because it sounded like something Mel
might have said in workshop banter. Jedlousy flared. He hid it and
worked at cam.

‘Not mine, no. But the word will be out there, Carla. Every executive
search company in London will have been warned off me. Anyone
who choosesto ignoreit, they'll find strung up under Blackfriars
Bridge

She exploded smoke acrossthe car. 'Come off it.'
'No? Y ou don't remember Justin Gray, then?
"That was petrol-mafia suff.’

"Y egh, right. A recruitment consultant with aflat in Knightsbridge
and ahousein St Mbansisredly going to get mixed up with those
clowns. Everybody believed that one.’

"Wearing asuit doesn't make you smart, Chris. It just makesyou

greedy.’

"Thank you.'

"That's not what | meant, and you know it."

'Look. Two weeks before he died, Gray was insrumenta in moving

two senior cutting-edge technol ogies execs out of Shorn and into
Caders UK. Hetold the police he'd been receiving death thrests



throughout the run-up to that deal. Conveniently enough, they failed
toinvedigate.'

'l think you're talking wine-bar dramatics and a coincidence, Chris.'

'Suit your.sdlf. Gray's not the only one. There wasthat guy they

found floating in hisswvimming pool in Biarritz last year. Another one
acouple of years before that in acar smash. Mistaken due cdl-out, they
sad, likethat happensdl the time. Both chasing candidates a Shorn.
Coincidence? | don't think so, Carla. Over thelast five years, thereve
been at least a dozen executive search personnd who've ended up dead
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or damaged while, coincidentally, they were trying to prise candidates
away from Shorn.’

'So why'd you go to work for them? she snapped.
Chris shrugged. 'It was alot of money. Remember?
'Wedidn't need it.'

'Wedidn't need it, right then. These days, that means nothing. You
can't ever be backed up too much. Besides, Shorn aren't the only ones
to play rough with the reckies." He found he was amiling faintly.
‘They'rejust better at it than most. More prepared to go to the asphalt,
quicker to floor it when they do. Just aharder crew, that'sall.’

'Yes, and that'sredly it, isn't it Chris’ Therewasicein her voice -
shed caught the smile. ‘It wasn't the money, it wastherep. You
couldn't wait to get in the running with the hard crew, could you?
Couldn't wait to test yourself againgt them.'

‘All I'm saying iswhen you talk about choices, face the facts. Be
redigtic. Redigicdly, what choicedo | have?

'Y ou dways have achoice, Chris. Everyone does.'

'Yeah? Findly, hisanger dipped itsleash. 'Have you listened to any
fucking thing I've said, Carla? What fucking choicedo | have?

"Y ou could resign.’

'Oh, good idea' Thistime there was abreak in hisvoicethat he
couldn't iron out. 'And then we could go and live in the zones. And
when your father gets threatened with eviction again, instead of paying
off what he owes, we could just be poor and hel pless, and maybe go and
help him pick his possessions up off the street where they throw them.
Maybe you'd like that better.'

Carlaflicked ash offher cigarette and stared out of the side window. 'I'd

like it better than waiting to see this car on fire on the six o'clock news!”
‘That isn't going to happen.' He said it reflexively.

'lsn't it? Now he could hear the unshed tearsin her throat. She drew
hard on the cigarette. 'lan't it? Why isthat, Chris?

Silence. And the sound of the Sagb engine.

Mike grinned. Laughter erupted around the table.

Two hours earlier, Chriswould have been willing to bet that he
wouldn't hear Carlaor himsdlf laugh for the whole weekend. But here
he was, seated in soft candldight, watching across afood-laden, black



wood table top as hiswife broke up in peals of genuine hilarity. Against
al the odds, the evening with the Bryants had taken off like a deregulation
shareissue.

'No, redlly." Suki fought her own laughter down to asmirk. 'He
actualy said that. Can you believeit? Would you have gone out with a
man who said that to you?
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'No, 1 wouldn't." Carlawas till laughing, but her answer was
absolutdly serious.

'Oh," Suki reached across the table and took her husband's hand. 'I'm

being horrible, aren't I. Tell us how you met Chris, Carla’
Carlashrugged. 'He camein to get his car fixed.'
The laughter rekindled. Chrisleaned forward.

'No, it'strue. Y ou know, she was standing there, in this. T-shirt." He
made vague femae body gestures with both hands. 'With a spanner in
her hand, grease on her nose. And she says, | can give you the best road
holding in Europe. And that wasit. | was gone. Fdling.'

Carlalog alittle of her mirth. "Y eah, what he doesn't tdll you is, he
was beaten up from some fucking stupid competitive tender. He wasfalling. He could barely stand. Torn
suit, blood on hishands. Down his

face. Trying dl the time to make believe he wasn't hurt.'
'Mmm," Suki grinned. 'Gorgeous!’
Carlas smilefaded dightly. 'No, not redly.

'Oh come on, Carla. | bet that'swhen you fell for him aswell. Noble
savage and dl that caveman stuff. Just like that Tony Carpenter flick,
you know, the one where hefights off dl those motorcycle thugs.
What'sit caled, Michadl? | can never remember the names of these

things'

'Graduate Intake,' said Mike Bryant, eyesintent on Carlas face.
Chris nodded. 'Seen it. Great movie.'

"That kind of macho shit doesn't turn me on,’ Carlasaid flatly. 'l see
too much of the results, working salvage. See, they haven't dways
finished pulling the bodies out by the time we get there.’

'Carlas boss spends alot of time separating losers from their
vehicles,' said Chris, miming apair of sdvage shears. 'Literdly.’

'Chridl" Suki laughed again, then put one elegantly varnished set of
fingernals over her mouth in mock mortification asif shed just redised
what she waslaughing at. 'Please.’

'Okay, herésajoke." Chrisignored the look Carlawas giving him.
'Who are the lowest-paid headhuntersin the city?

'Oh, | know thisone." Suki wagged afinger a them. 'Don't tell me,
don't tell me. The guys at Costermans were telling this a couple of
months ago. Ohhh, | can't remember, Chris. Go on, then.'



'Paramedic crews on the orbital after the New Y ear playoffs.

Suki's brow creased in fake pain. 'Oh, that's awful. She sniggered,
winding up to another full-blown laugh. That's howible!

lsntitjust, said Carlaunsmilingly, staring acrossthetable a her
husband.

Mike Bryant coughed. 'Ah. Would you like to see that Omeganow,
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arla It'sjust through the kitchen to the garage. Bring your glassif you
like'

He got up and flashed aglance a Suki, who nodded on cue.
'Yes, goon. I'll clear these away.'

'l hdp you,' said Chris, stlanding automatically.

'No, it'sjust loading the machine. Y ou can help me make the coffee
later. Go on, | don't know thefirst thing about engines. Michael's
been dying to show it off to someone who understands what he's
talking about.' Suki reached across and kissed Bryant. 'lsn't that right,

darling?

'Well, if you're sure--' Chris broke off as Carlatugged at hisdeeve,

and the three of them trooped out after Bryant, leaving Suki at the table.
They crossed the kitchen space and Bryant threw open adoor that let in
awave of cold air and aview of awide, concrete-floored garage. The
BMW stood gleaming in the light from overhead neon tubes. They

filed through the door and stood around the hood end of the vehicle
while Mike Bryant reached in and popped the locks. Then he set aside
his wineglass on aworkbench and lifted up the hood. Servicelights
gprang up in the engine space and the Omega I njection wasreveded in
al itsmait grey glory.

'Ain't that a beautiful sght? Bryant burlesqued, some mutilated sub
Simeon Sands idea of an American accent.

'Very nice' Carlawaked around the engine, peering down into the
clearance on either side. She pressed down hard with one hand on the
engine block and nodded to herself. Shelooked up at Bryant. 'Cantilevered
support?

'‘Gotitinone!

'Looks like they've mounted the weight along way back thistime.'

'Y eah, well, you probably remember the Gammas.' Bryant cameto

lean into the engine beside her, leaving Chrisfeding suddenly unreasonably
isolated. 'Never drove one mysdlf, but that wasthe big

complaint, wasn't it? All that nose armour and the engine too.'

Carlagrunted agreement, still groping around down the Sde of the
engine. 'Yep. Handled like apig. Thisone doesnt, | imagine’

Bryant grinned. 'Y ou want to takeit for aspin, Carla? Put her
through it?

'Well, | .. ." Carlawas clearly taken aback. She was saved an answer



by Suki, who appeared in the door with her hostess smileand asilver
foil packet in one hand.

'How many for coffee, then?

‘Leaveit, Suki.' Bryant went to her and took the packet away. 'Were
al goingto go for aride.

'Oh no, Michad.' For thefirst timethat Chris could detect, he saw a
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crack in Suki's socid arnlour. 'Y ou've drunk too much, you're just going to get someonekilled.'
'No, Carlasgoing to drive.’

'Oh, I'll believe that when | seeit. Carla, honestly, the number of
times he'slet me behind the whed, then yanked me out again a the first
serious sign of -

'Don't lisen to her, Carla. Suki, it'sthe weekend, it's nearly midnight,
there's nothing on the roads. Just out on the orbital, asfar asthe
M11 hook up. Carladrivesthere, I'll drive back. C'mon, it'll be fun.’

Trueto Mike's prediction, the orbital was aghost highway. Nothing
more substantia than waste paper tirred beneath the march of gull
winged sodium lamps. There was no sound other than the rush of their
tyres on the asphalt and the comfortable growl of the Omega Injection
engine. Carladrove with arapt expression on her face at arock-steady
hundred and fifty kilometres an hour, occasiondly swerving from lane
to lane as chunks of decaying surfacing flashed towards them. A faint
rain fell onthebig ova windscreen, cleaned off meticuloudy by the

gapped speed wipers.

‘Crawler,' said Mike Bryant from the passenger seet, asthetail lights
of atransporter appeared on the sweep of motorway ahead of them.
'Lookslikeit's automated; only amachine drivesin the dow lane with
this much road to play with. Passhim close, seeif you can trip the
calligon sysems!’

Next to Chrisin the back, Suki sighed. 'Y ou are such achild, Michadl.
Carla justignorehim.'

The BMW flashed past the transporter, giving it awide berth.

Mike sighed and shrugged. Up ahead, thelights of ajunction glowed
likeaUFO landing Site. A massive meta sign announced the M i
ramp. Carlapulled acrossinto thefilter lane and eased off the
accelerator, letting the BMW's speed bleed away on the approach
dope. They cruised to agentle halt at the summit, just short of the
roundabout. Carlasat for amoment, listening to the engine run, then
nodded.

"Very smooth,’ she said, amost to hersdlf.

lsn'tit." Mike Bryant cracked open hisdoor. '‘Swap places. Theresa
couple of things| want to show you.'

Carlamet Chrisseyesin the rearview mirror for amoment, then she
got out and walked round the front of the car, passing Bryant halfway.
Bryant high-rived her, came round and fastened himsdlf into the driving
seat with abroad grin. Hewaited until Carlahad adso belted hersdlf in,
then dropped the car into gear and revved hard against the parking



brake. Chris heard the wheels spin and shriek for amoment asthe
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BMW held position, then Bryant knocked off the brake and they |egpt
forward.

'Mways forget that bit." Bryant shouted above the engine and he
grinned in the mirror. The car plunged down the ramp opposite,
gathering speed and hit the main carriageway of the orbitd at nearly a
hundred and twenty. Bryant let them cover about haf akilometre, then
dapped hisforehead.

'Wait! Thisisn't the way home!'

He grinned again, then hauled on the whed. Chris heard hisfeet hit

the pedas a the same moment and was just too late to brace himself
and Suki asthe BMW executed a perfect U-turn dead stop in the centre
lane.

'Michael,’ said Suki severdly. 'Stopit."

'Let'stry that again,' said Bryant and kicked the BMW into another
whed-spinning takeoff. They flashed back towards the intersection,
swerving into the dow lane on the dight incline under the bridge.

Bryant turned round to look at Chris and Suki.
'Now, you know that '

They trampled him down with their voices.
'Michadl!"

'Look at the fucking r--'

‘Don't tur--'

Inthetimeit al took to begin saying, Bryant had turned back to a
more conventiona driver's posture and they were under the bridge and
climbing theincline up on the other sde.

'Shit, sorry," he said. 'l wasjust going to say, you know that truck we
passed a couple of Hicks back '

Theinterior of the car flooded with light as the automated transporter
cleared the crest of the rise ahead and bore down on them. Suki,
Chris and Carla uttered another multiple yell and thistime Bryant
yelled with them, louder than anyone. The transporter's robot brain
blasted them with an outraged hoot from the collison aert systlem
and bands of orange hazard-warning lightslit up on the cab. Mike's
burlesgue Sands accent resppeared, cut with wide-eyed, breathless

psycho.

'I'm sorry, honey. | guess|. Just shouldna. Taken all those drugs!’



Helaughed maniacally and, at the last moment, he yanked the whee!
and the BMW swung violently to theleft. They did out of the path of
the oncoming juggernaut and past' the high side of the transporter's
wagon, S0 close that through the sde window Chris saw individua
dentsin the meta surface of the freight container. He heard the hissing
explosion of brakes acrossthe night air, and knew that Bryant had just
gone ahead and done what he'd asked Carlato do earlier. Hed deliber
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ately tripped the trangporter's collision systems. He'd been playing
chicken with the machine's reflexes. For fun.

Much later, back in his own car, he watched the same stretch of road
again while Carladrove them home. Had he been alittle more aware of
hisimmediate surroundings, he would have seen Carla open her mouth
to speak severd times before she finally made up her mind.

'I'm sorry, that was my fault. | didn't

'No, it wasn't.

'| didn't think he'd forceit like'

'Hewasjust making things clear,’ said Chris distantly.

They rodeinglence.

'He'sgood, isn't he,' said Carla after awnhile.

Chris nodded wordlesdly.
'Even drunk, even like that, he'sthe best I've seen.’ She laughed
without humour. 'And to think | said you were going to wreck himina
couple of years time. Jesus, irony or wha'

'Carla, I'd redly prefer not to talk about it, dright.’

Carlalooked sdeways at him, eyes narrowed, but if she'd planned to
be angry, what she saw in hisface drained the anger out of her. Instead,

she reached acrossto take hishand in hers.
'Sure,' she said very quietly.

Christook up the offered clasp, squeezing her fingerstightly. A faint
smiletwitched at his mouth, but his eyes never |eft the road ahead.
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NINE

In architectural echo of service pyramid theory, the Shorn block had
rented out its bottom two levelsto a series of shopping and eating units
that collectively went under the name Basecamp. According to the Shorn
promotiond literature that Chris had read, Basecamp provided employment
for over six hundred people and, together with the Shorn-owned
vehiclerepair shopsin the basement, was aworking embodiment of the
virtues of trickle-down wedth creation. Prosperity spread out from the
foundations of the Shorn block like vegetation from an aquifer, said the
literature warmly, though the metaphor that occurred to Chriswas

water leaking from the cracked base of an old clay flowerpot. Wedlth,

in his experience, was not something the people who had it were at dl
keen to seetrickling anywhere.

On the street opposite the Shorn complex the prosperity had

blossomed - or leaked - into the form of atiny corner restaurant

caled Louie Loui€s. Originaly set up in the previous century to serve

the butcher's market that had once stood where the Shorn complex

now loomed, the place had closed down briefly during the domino

recessions and then reopened under new management, supplying

coffee and snacks to the post-recessiond influx of workersin Basecamp. This much Chris had gleaned
from Mike Bryant when they went

across for coffee one morning. What he noticed on his own was that

the place never seemed to close and that, whether through inverted

snobbery or genuine qudity, the execsin the Shorn tower sent out to Louie Loui€'sin preference to
amog any other esting establishment in

thedigtrict.

The coffee, Chriswas forced to admit, was the best held had in the
UK, and he derived afurther, ridiculoudy childish, satisfaction from
drinking it out of thetall styrofoam canister while he stood by the
window of his office and gazed down fifty-odd floorsto the dimly
illuminated frontage of the place it had been made. Hewas doing
exactly that, and bluffing hisway through an audiophone loca -agent
cdl from Panama, when Mike Bryant cameto call.

'Wdll, you go and tell E1 Commandante that if he wants his Panthers
of Justice to have bandages and mobile cover next month held better
reconsider that stance. M 1 the phones--'
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He broke oil as someone banged on the halt-open door. lurning

from the window, he saw Bryant shouldering hisway into the office. In
the big man's arms were two packages wrapped in fancy black and gold
paper. The bottom package was wide and flat and about the width of
Bryant's shoulders, the top one about the size and shape of two hard
copy dictionaries taped together. Both looked to be heavy.

'I'll call you back,' Chris said and clicked the audiophone off.

"Hi, Chris Bryant grinned. ‘Got something for you. Where do you
want it?

'Over there.' Chrisgestured a a smdl table in the corner of the il
minimally furnished office space. ' What isit?

'Show you.'

Bryant put down the packages and ripped back the wrapping on the
flat package to reved the chequered surface of amarbled chess board.
He grinned up at Chrisagain, freed the board from the wrapping
entirdy and st it Sraight on thetable.

'Chess? Chris asked stupidly.

'Chess,' agreed Bryant, working on the wrapping of the other box. It
cameloose and hetipped the box sideways, spilling carved onyx pieces
across the board.

'Y ou know how to set thisup? he asked.

'Y eah.’ Chris came forward and picked up some of the pieces, weighing
themin hishand. Thisisgood stuff. Whered you get it?

'Place in Basecamp. They were having asale. Two for the price of one.
I've got the other one set up in my office. Here, give me the white ones.
Y ou do the black. Who was that on the phone?

'Fucking Harrisin Panama. Got problems with the Nicaraguan
insurgents again, and of course Harriswon't take afucking decision on
his own because he's five hundred Hicks off the action. He's not sure of
theangles'

Bryant paused in mid-action. 'He said that?

'Moreor less!

'So he called someone who's five thousand Hicks off to decide for
him?'Y ou ought to cal in the audit on that guy. What's he on anyway,



three per cent of gross?
‘Something likethat.'

'Audit the fucker. No, better yet, call aretender. Let's see him fight
for hisfucking three per cent like we haveto.’

Chris shrugged. 'Y ou know wheat it'slike out there!'
'What, better the scumbag that you know?

"You got it." Chris put thefina black pawn in place and stood back.
"Very nice. Now what?

Bryant reached out to the whitefiles.
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'Wéll, 1 don't know much about this game, but apparently thisisa
fairly good way to dart.’

He moved the white king's pawn forward two squares and flashed
another grin.

Y our move.
'Do | have to decide now?

Bryant shook hishead. 'Cal mewith it. That'stheidea. Oh, and
listen. That thing with Harris. | had the exact same shit with him over
Honduraslast year. Wish I'd called the retender then, but it was a
sengtivetime. Isthisasengtivetime?

Christhought about it for amoment.

'No. They're plugged up in the jungle somewhere, nothing going to
happen till therain stops''

Bryant nodded. 'Cdll the retender,’ he said, pointing a cocked finger
pistol downward, execution-style. 'l would. Get that motherfucker
Harris either dead or jacked up and working properly for you. You
ever been to Panama?

‘No. Emerging Markets stuff was all further south. Hammett McCall
wereinto Venezuda, the NAME, bits of Brazil.'

'Y eah, well, let metell you about Panama.' Bryant offered hisgrin

again. 'Just for your information. The placeis stuffed full of agents

who'll do Harriss job twice aswell for half the money. Y ou offer

one and ahaf, maybe two per cent of totdl, they'll rip hisfucking

heart out and et it. Down there they do the tendering in converted

bullrings, gladiator-style.' The American burlesque came on full. 'Red messy.

'Delightful,” muttered Chris.

'Fuck it, Chris, he deservesit.' Bryant's brow creased with good

humoured exasperation. He held out his hands, palms up. That's our

investment he'sfucking with. If he can't cut it, well, get someone who

can. Anyway, not my account, not my call. Speaking of which, I've got

some cdlsto make. Y ou coming out to play tonight? Up for the Falkland again?

Chris shook his head. 'Promised Carlawed eat out in the village.
Maybe some other time.'

'Okay. What about cutting work early, coming down to thefiring
range with me. Just for an hour or so, before you go home. Get the fed
of that Nemex, in case you ever decideto put bulletsiniit.’

Chrisgrinned reluctantly. ‘That'snot fair. At least | was carrying



mine. Alright, dright. I'll come down and play in the arcade for an hour.

But that'sdl. After that, I'm off. Meet you down there at Six, say.’
'Done.’ Bryant shot him with thefinger pistol and Ift.

Chris stood and looked at the Chesshoard for awhile, then he moved
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the black king's pawn hesitantly out two spaces, so it was faced of
againg itswhite counterpart. He frowned over the move, shifted the
piece back a space, hesitated some more then pulled an irritated face
and restored the pawn to the face off position. He went back to his desk
and stabbed rapidly through a number from memory.

'Panama Trade and Investment Commission,’ said aHispanic
woman'svoice in English. The spesker swvam into focus on the screen
and recognised him.

'Sefior Faulkner, how can we help you?

'Get me Tendering,’ said Chris.

'l don't know," hetold Carlathat evening over margaritas and fgjitasin
thevillage Tex-Mex. 'l thought after that shit on the orbital last week,
the battle lineswere drawn. | fdt likeafucking idiot for dl that suff I'd
been saying to you about us staying friends. But | wasright. Hewantsto
bemy friend.

'Or he's scared of you.'

‘Same difference. | seem to remember someone telling me once that
same-sex friendships are just away of negating competition. Now who
was that?

'| didn't say that. | said that'swhat Ml thinks. | didn't say | agreed
withhim.!

Chrisgrinned. 'Wdl, hed know about same-sex friendships, | sup
pose. From ared in-depth point of view.'
'Don't be awanker, Chris'’

'Hey, come on. It wasajoke." Chris hung onto hissmile, but there

was atiny feding of dippage somewhereinside him. There had been a
time, he was sure, when Carla could read him better than this. 'Y ou
know I've got nothing against M or Jess. A whole stack of the people
| worked with a& HM were gay. Jesus Carla, before | met you | was
sharing afla with two gay guys.'

'Y eah, and you used to make jokes about them.'

'l--' But the oozing sense of unfairness was dready setting in, like

cold mud, chilling hismood and tugging hissmile away. 'Carla, they

used to make jokes about me too. They caled me the household het, for
fuck's sake. It was dl part of the banter. I'm not homophobic. Y ou know
that.'



Carlalooked at her food, then up at him.
'Yeah, | know.' She mustered asmall smile. 'I'm sorry. I'mjust tired.'

'Who fucking isn't? Christook an overly large pull a his margarita
and said nothing morefor awhile.

Fgitas are not adish to be eaten in resentful silence, and neither of
them did much more than pick at the food. W-hen the waiter stopped by
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he sensed the mood radiating out from the little table and took the
cooling dishes away without comment.

'Any dessert? he asked carefully when he returned.
Carla shook her head, mute. Chris drew a deep bresth.

‘No thanks." He made a sudden decision. '‘But you can bring me
another margarita. In fact, make it another pitcher.’

'l don't want any more, Chris,' said Carla sharply.

Helooked at her with ablank expression he knew would hurt her.
"Who asked you? Pitcher'sfor me." He nodded at the waiter, who

withdrew with obviousrdief. Carlaput on her disdainful face.
'Y ou're going to get drunk?

'Well, looking at the logistics, | would think so. Yes!'
'l didn't come hereto get drunk.'

'l didn't ask youto.'

‘Chris. ..

He waited, going nowhere near the opening the forlorn fadein her
voice had left him. Her shoulders dumped.

'I'm going home,' she said.

'Okay. Want them to call you a cab?

I'll walk,' she said coldly. 'Itisn't far.'

'Fine. He buried himsdf in the margarita glass as she got up. She

hestated towards him for just a second, barely leaning, and then something
dtiffened in her carriage and she walked away from the table.

Chrisvery carefully did not look round to watch her leave and when she
stalked past the window of the restaurant, he bused himself with his

drink again. Out of the corner of hiseye, he saw that she did not ook in
ahim.

Heworried for awhile about her walking home done, but then

stopped himsalf, recognising the feding for guilt over the fight. Hawk

spur Green was a hamlet, made ludicroudly prosperous by the influx of
driver-class professonads and their families. It had crime levels gppropriate
to aplaygroup, nothing beyond occasiona vanddism and

even that modtly graffiti tagging. Plus Carlacould look after hersdlf

and the house was bardly fifteen minutes away. He was just manufac

turing excusesto go after her.



Fuck that.
The pitcher came.
Hedrank it.
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TEN

South-west zone. The Brundtland.

The decaying concrete bones of the estate squatted mostly in darkness.

A handful of unsmashed lights cast poradic stains of sodium

orange on walkways and stairstacks. |solated lit windows stamped the
darkened bulk of buildingsin black and yellow code. Child-sized shadows
scurried away from Carlas headlights as she parked the Landrover.

Once outside the protection of the vehicle, it wasworse. She could fedl
professional eyeswatching her set the anti-theft systems, professiond

ears listening to the quick, escalating whine of the contact stunner

charging from the battery. She walked as rapidly as she could without

showing fear, away from the vehicle and into the lobby.
Miraculoudly, the lifts appeared to be working.

She had stabbed at the button more to vent frustration than anything
else, and was dmost darmed when the lights above the battered metal
doors blinked and the downward arrow illuminated. She blinked allittle
hersalf, wiped angrily a atear that had leaked out from under one
eyelid, and waited for thelift to arrive. Her right hand was wrapped
tightly around the stungun Chris had bought for her and there was acan
of Macein her |eft. Thelobby at her back was coldly lit by grating
protected halogen bulbs and starkly empty, but the wired glass portds
sheld come through were cracked and pushed in at a height suggesting
kicks, and the damage |ooked recent.

FUCK YOU ZEK-TIV CUNTS said awall to her left in daubed red
lettering. Pointless rage; no self-respecting executive was going to be
seen dead in the Brunditland.

Thelift arrived, but when the doors opened the stench of urinewas

s0 thick she gagged. She deliberated for amoment, then compressed her
lips and headed for the dimly-lit stairwell to her right. Holding the

Mace, hand extended, and keeping the stungun hidden behind her back,
she climbed the five double flights of stairs and marched down the
corridor with stepsintended to convey to anyone who might hear her
that shewas a homein thisstinking pit.

She stopped at number fifty-seven and hammered on the door with
the bottom of the Mace can. There was the sound of dow, durred
movement ingde and alight sprang up under the door.
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"Who'sthere?

'Dad, it's Carla’ Shetried to keep her voice even, partly out of pride,
but more out of adesire not to alarm. Only ayear ago, her father had
told her, one of the local edge gangs on the estate had forced an elderly
woman to open her door by holding agun to her daughter's head on the
doorstep. Oncein, they'd ransacked the flat, raped the daughter while
her aged mother was forced to watch and then beaten both women into
unconsciousness. Apparently, they hadn't bothered to kill either of their
victims. They knew there was no need. The palice attitude to the zones
was containment, not law enforcement. Raids were infrequent and
unrelated to actua crimes committed. The estate was gangwit-run.
Rape andburglary were not considered transgressions of gang law.

‘Carla? There was the snap of thelock being unfastened, the solid
thunk as the security-bolt system she and Chris had paid to have
installed was disengaged, and then the door was thrown wide. Her
father stood in the doorway, apool cue hefted in hisright hand.

‘Carla, what are you doing here at thistime of night? He switched to
Norwegian. '‘And where's Chris? Y ou didn't come up here alone, did

you? For Christ's sake, Carla.'
'Hello, Dad,' she managed.

He ushered her insde, dammed the door shut and engaged the bolt
system again. Only then did he relinquish his grip on the cue, dropping
the makeshift weapon into an umbrella stand by the door and opening
hisarmsto hug her.

'It'sgood to seeyou, Carla Eveniif it ishaf past midnight. What the
fuck happened? Oh, don't tell me." He nodded as the repressed tears
began to leak out and she trembled against him. 'Not another fight?Is
he downstairs?

She shook her head againgt his shoulder.

'‘Good. | won't have to be diplomatic then." Erik Nyquist stepped

back from his daughter alittle and took hold of her chin. "'Why don't

you come and have awhisky coffee with me and we can bitch about him
in his absence.’

She choked alaugh. He echoed her with agentle smile.

‘That's better,' he said.

So they sat in front of an antique eectric firein the threadbare living

room with mugs of cheap coffee and cheaper whisky steaming in their
fistsand Erik stared into the reddish glow of the heeting €lement while



his daughter talked. The tears were under control now, and Carla's
voice wasfirm, an andytica tool sfting through the settled sediment,
firgt of thelast few hours, then of the last few weeks, findly of the last

few years.
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It'sjudt,’ shesaid. 'I'm surewe didn't always used to fight this much.
Did we?Y ou must remember.’

'Wéll, you never drove across the cordoned zonesin the middle of
the night alone because you'd been fighting,' Erik admitted. That'sa
firg, at least. But if I'm honest? | think you've been having rowswith
Chris about as long as you've known him to any appreciable depth.
Certainly aslong asyou've been married. | couldn't say if you have

more now than you used to, but that's not really the point.’
Carlalooked up, surprised. 'It isn't?

'No, itisn't. Carla, marriageisan artificia state. Invented by the
patriarchy to ensure that fathers know who their children are. 1t's been
going on for thousands of years but that doesn't make it right. Human
beings were never designed to live like that.'

' think I've read this somewhere before, Dad.'

"Thefact that it was written by your mother,’ said Erik severely, 'does not invalidate the argument. We
aretriba, not matrimonid.’

'Y eah, yesh. Let'sseeif | remember how it went. The basic human
socid unit would have been amatriarchd tribe; afemale, child-rearing
and knowledge-keeping centre with a protective outer shell of warrior
males. Uh, how doesit go, children held in common by thetribe,
reproduction only understood by the females and--'

"Thepoint is, Carla, exclusve pairing isunnatura. Two people were
never meant to be so exclusvely much to each other.'

"That's apretty fucking poor excuse,' she said, then bit her lip.

Erik gave her areproachful look. That isn't what | meant. Look,

even in the recent past you had extended familiesto soak up some of the
grain. Now we liveinisolated couples or nuclear families, and either
both partners are working so hard they never see each other, or they're
not working and the stress of living on the poverty line tearsthem

apart.'
That'sasmplification, Dad.’

'Isit? Erik cradled his mug in both hands and |ooked back into the

red glow from the bar fire. 'Look a whereyou live, Carla. A village
neither of you knew the name of three years ago. No friendsliving

close, no family, not even aworkplace socid life unless you're prepared
to drivefor an hour and ahdf at the end of the evening. M1 thesethings
put ahuge strain on you both, and rows are the result. The natural

result. It wouldn't be natura not to fight with someone you share your
whole deeping and waking lifewith. It's hedthy, it provides .release, and



if you don't hold grudgesit shouldn't damage the reationship.’
Carlashivered despite thefire.

‘Thisisdamaging us,' shesaid.

Erik 9ghed.
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"Y ou know what your mother said to me before she went back to

r

| romso?

'Fuck you and that English bitch? She regretted it as soon asthe
words |eft her mouth, surprised that the anger was il there on tap
nearly two decades|ater. But Erik only smiled wryly and if there was
pain behind that, it didn't show. She reached across to him with one
hand. 'I'm sorry.'

'Don't be. The smileflickered but held. 'Y oureright, she did say
that. More than once. But she also said that it was high time, that she
wasn't really surprised because we didn't have fun together any more.

She said that. We have no fun any more, Erik.’
'Oh, come on!*

'No, shewasright, Carla' He looked across at her and thistime there
was painin hisface. Y our mother was usudly right about these things. |
was awaystoo busy being politica and angry to spot the emotional
truths. She hit the nail on the head. We didn't have fun any more. We
hadn't had any red fun for years. That'swhy | ended up with Karenin
thefirgt place. She was fun, and that was something your mother and I'd

stopped trying to do years ago.'

‘Chrisand | till havefun,’ Carlasaid quickly.

Erik Nyquist looked at his daughter and sighed again. "Then you
hold onto him," he said. 'Becauseif that'strue, if it'sredly true, then

what you've got isworth any amount of fights!'

Carlashot him a surprised glance, caught by the sudden gust of
emotionin hisvoice.

'l thought you didn't like Chris!'

Erik chuckled. 'l don't, he said. 'What'sthat got to do with it?1I'm
not degping with him.'

She smiled wanly and went back to watching thefire.

'l don't know, Dad. It'sjust.’

He waited while she assembled her fedingsinto a coherent shape.
‘Just since he went to work at Shorn." She shook her head wearily. It

doesn't make any sense, Dad. He's making more money than he ever
has, the hours aren't so different to what he used to clock at Hammett



McCaoll. Fuck it, we ought to be happy. Weve got al the propsfor it.
Why are we faling out more now?

'Shorn Associates. And is he il in Emerging Markets?

She shook her head. 'Conflict Investment.'

‘Conflict Investment.’ Erik smacked hislips, then got up and went to
the bookcase set against thewall opposite the fire. He dragged afinger
acrossthetightly packed spines of the books on alower shelf, found
what he was looking for and tugged the volume out. Hicking through
the pages, he came back to the fire and handed it to her.
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'Read that,' he said. 'That page.

She looked at the book, turned it to seethetitle. "'The Socidi'rt Legacy. Migud Benito. Dad, I'm notin
the mood. Thisisn't about politics.'

'Everything isabout palitics, Carla. Politicsis everything. Everything
in human society anyway. Just read the passage in highlighter.'

She sighed and set down her coffee mug at her feet. Clearing her
throat, she picked up the line with onefinger and read doud. "'Reval

utionaries throughout the twentieth century had aways been aware'?
'Yes. That one!'

"'Revolutionaries throughout the twentieth century had aways been

awarethat in order to bring about a convulsive palitica change™.’
‘Actudly, | meant, read it to yoursdf.'

Sheignored him, ploughing on with the edge of Sngsong emerging

in her voice. "'In order to bring about a convulsive political change, it
was essentid to intengit the existing socid tensonsto the point where

al would be driven to choose sdesin what would thus be established as
asmpligic equation of class conflict. Marxistsand their ideological
inheritors described this as sharpening the contradictions of society. In

populist recog " Dad isthere apoint somewherein al this bullshit?
‘Judt finish it, will you.'

She pulled aglum face. "' In populist recognition of thisunderlying

truth, the cry during the latter hdf of the thelast century becameif
you're not part of the solution, you're part of the problem.” Aaaagh, new
paragraph. "What any survivor of late Marxist ideology would be forced
to recognisein the palitics of the twenty-first century isthat the
contradictions are now so heavily disguised that it would be the work

of decades ssmply to reved them, let done sharpen them into anything
resembling apoint.” A bit like this prose style, huh? Alright, aright,
nearly there. "An overdl problemisnow no longer perceived, therefore
an overdl solution no longer sought. Any distasteful ementswithin

the world economic order are now considered ether candidates for longer term fine tuning or worse till
an irrevocable by-product of economic

laws supposedly as set in stone as the laws of quantum physics. So

long asthisisbelieved by the vast mgority of the populacein the
developed world, the contradictionsidentified by Marxism will remain
hidden and each individua member of society will beleft to resolvefor
themsdvesthe vagudy fdt tensonsat aninternd leve. Any effort to
externalise, this unease will be disdained by the prevailing politica
climate as discredited socidist utopianism or Smply, aswasseenin
chapter three, the politics of envy."" Shelaid down the book. 'Y eah, s0
what?



"That's your problem, Carla.' Erik had not sat down while she was
reading. He stood with his back to the fire and looked down at her asif
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shewere one of his students. Shefelt suddenly fifteen yearsold again.
'Unresolved contradictions. Chris may till be the man you married but
he'salso asoldier for the new economic order. A corporate samurai, if
you want to adopt their own imagery.’

'l know that, Dad. That's nothing new. | know what he does, | know
how hisworld works. | help build and repair the vehiclesthey useto kill
each other, in case you'd forgotten. I'm just asinvolved init dl, Dad.
What?

He was shaking his head. He crouched to her level and took both her
hands gently in hisown.

'Carla, thisisn't about you and Chris. It's barely about you at all.
Benito'stalking about interna contradictions. Living with what you are,
with what your society is. At Hammett McCall, Chris could do that
because there was a thin veneer of respectability over it al. At Shorn,
thereisnt.'

'Oh, bullshit. Y ou've read what these people are like. Dad, you used
to write about what they were like, back when there was anyone with
the gutsto publishit. The only difference between Conflict Investment
and Emerging Marketsistheleve of risk. In Emerging Markets, they
don' like conflict or ingtability. The guysin CI thriveonit. But it'sthe
sameprinciple’

'Hmm.' Erik smiled and |et go of her hands. "That soundsto melike
Christaking. And he's probably even right. But that's not the point.' Y ou keep saying that, Dad.'

Erik shrugged and seated himsalf again. That's because you keep
missing it, Carla. Y ou think thisis about arift between you and Chris,
and I'mtdlling you it'snat, it's about arift insgde Chris. Now you're
saying there's no difference in what he used to do and what he's doing
now, and aside from afew semantic quibblesthat may betrue. But
Chris hasn't just changed what he does. He's changed where he doesiit,
and who he doesit for, and that's what counts. Along with Nakamura
and Lloyd Paul, Shorn Associatesis the most aggressive player inthe
investment field. That appliesto their Arbitrage and Emerging Markets
divisonsjust as much asto Conflict Invesment. They'rethe origina
hard-faced firm. No gloss, no mord rationdisations. They do what they
do, they'rethe best at it. That'swhat they sdll on. Y ou go to Shorn
because they're mean motherfuckers, and they'll make money for you,
come hell or high water. Fuck ethicd investment, just give me afat

fucking return and don't tell me too much about how you got it.'
'Y ou're making speeches, Dad.'

Therewas ataut slence. Carlagtared into the fire, wondering why
shefound it 0 easy to Sink these barbsinto her father. Then Erik
Nyquist chuckled and nodded.



74



"You'reright, 1 am, he said cheerfully. 'Sorry about that. 1 miss
seeing mysdlf in print o much, it dl just bals up insde me. Comes
out whenever | have someoneto tak to."

'l don't mind,' she said distantly. 'l just wish.. ..
'Wish what?

She had avivid flash of recal, toothpaste-white. She would have been
about Sx or seven a thetime, staying with grandparentsin Tromst and
cocooned in the cold outside/'warm insde security the viditsthere
aways brought. She remembered Erik and Kirgti Nyquist on sKis,
propped against each other for support on the hill behind Kirsti's
parents house and laughing into each other'sfaces. Having funin the
definitive Nyquist fashion that she, asachild, had dwaysimagined
would characterise her future married life, the way it would dways
characterise her parents.

The flash faded, into the dull red glow of the dectric fire. She reached
for her father's hand.
‘Nothing.'
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ELEVEN

‘Drink?

Mike Bryant shook his head. 'Still degling with ahangover, thanks,
Louise. Just water, if you'vegot it."

'Of course.' Louise Hewitt closed the stedl-panelled door of the office
drinks cabinet and hefted a blue two-litre bottle from the table beside it
instead. 'Sit down, Mike. Drinking - or whatever - mid week, that can
be a pretty lethd mistake.'

'Not lethd, said Bryant, massaging histemplesalittle as he sank
onto the sofa. 'But definitely amistake at my age.’

'Y eah, must be hell being thirty-four. | remember it vaguely.' Hewitt
poured water into two glasses and sat on the edge of the sofa opposite.
Shelooked at him speculatively. 'Wdll, | won't toast you with water, but
congratulations do seem to bein order. | just got off the phoneto
Bangkok. That sketch on Cambodiayou dropped last time you were out
therefindly landed on theright guerrillahead.’

Bryant sat up straighter, and forgot his hangover.
‘Cambodia? The smack-war thing?

Hewitt nodded. 'The smack-war thing, asyou so elegantly defineit.
Weve got aguerrillacodition leader willing to dedl. Khieu Sary. Sound
familiar?

Bryant drank from hiswater glass and nodded. 'Y eah, | remember
him. Arrogant motherfucker. Had ancestorsin the origind Khmer
Rouge or something.’

'Y eah.’ There wasthe dightest hint of mockery in Hewitt's echo of

the grunted syllable. 'Well, it lookslike this Sary needs arms and cash to
hold the codlition together. The Cambodian government's on the edge

of offering an amnesty to any of the heroin rebels who want to comein
and disarm. If that happens, the codition's gone and Sary loses his
powerbase. But if he can hang on, our sourcesin Bangkok reckon he'sin

line to march on Phnom Penh inside two years!'

'Optimidtic.’

'Loca agentsawaysare. Y ou know how it is, they pitch rosy so you'll
bite. But this guy's been on the money in the past. I'm inclined to go

with it. So you'd better break out your copy of Reed and Mason,
because this one's yours, Mike.'
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Mike Bryant's eyes widened. 'Mine?
'All yours." Hewitt shrugged. "Y ou made it happen, you've got the

executive experience to cover it. Like | said, congratulations:’
"Thanks!'

"The proposal isnot uncontested,’ said Hewitt casually.
Bryant grinned. 'What a surprise. Nakamura?

‘Nakamura and Acropalitic both. Nakamura must have paralé
information on Sary, they're offering him essentidly the same dedl you
put together in Bangkok, and the bastard's smart enough to know that

forcing usdl to tender will bring the prices down.'
'‘And Acro?

‘They've got the status quo mandate. Official economic advisersto
the Cambodian regime. They'rein it to squash the proposal before it

gets off the ground. It'sal aready cleared with Trade and Finance.'
'What's the ground?

'North. Three-hundred-kilometre duel envelope, contractsto be
sgned in conference auditorium six & the Tebbit Centre. Turn up
with blood on your wheels or don't turn up. The word is Nakamura
have pulled Mitsue Jonesfor this one. Flying her in to head up the UK
team. Acropoalitic don't have anyonein her league, but they'll no doubt
be sending their finest. Againgt dll of that, you get ateam of three
including you. Suggestions?

'Nick Makin. Chris Faulkner.' There was no hesitation in Bryant's
voice.

Hewitt looked dubious. 'Y our chess pal, huh?
'He'sgood.’

'Y ou don' let persona fedings get in theway of professiona judgment
around here, Mike. Y ou know that. It's bad for business!

‘That'sright, | know that. And | want Faulkner. Y ou said thiswas
mine, Louise. If you don't"

'Makin doesn't like Faulkner,' said Hewitt sharply.
'Makin doesn't like anyone. That's his secret. The problem here,

Louise, isthat you don't like Faulkner. And it isn't much of asecret,
ather.



'May | remind you that you're speaking to the executive partner of
thisdivison.' Hewitt's voice stayed level, just ashade cooler dl of a
sudden. She poured herself more water while she talked. 'For your
information, Mike, persond fedings have nothing to do with this. |
don't think Faulkner isup to atender of thismagnitude. | also think
that you're letting afriendship cloud your professiona judgment and
I'm going on record with that. Thisisgoing to go badly wrong if you're
not careful.’

'Louise, thisisgoing to go like adream.’ Bryant grinned wolfighly.
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"Nlakan and 1 aulkner are both proven hard men on the road and asfar as
I'm concerned that's the bottom line. We don't have anybody better
and you know it.'

There was a pause in which the loudest sound was L ouise Hewitt
swallowing water. Findly she shrugged.

'Alright, Mike, it'syour cdl. But I'm still going on record againdt it.
And that makes Faulkner one hundred per cent your respongbility. If
hefucksup'

'If he fucks up, Louise, you can fire him and I'll hold the door open.’
Bryant flashed the grin again. 'Or the window.'

Hewitt took adisc out of her pocket and tossed it onto the table
between them.

'If hefucksup, you'l dl be dead,' she said shortly. 'And Shorn'll be

out of amedium-term CI contract worth billions. That's the briefing.
Route blow-ups, road-surface commentaries. Make sure they both get
copies. Make sure Faulkner understands what he's got to do. Blood on
the whedls, Mike, or therésno dedl !

'l remember atime,' Bryant let just ahint of his American burlesque
tinge the words. 'Used to be enough just to get therefirst.’

Hewitt smiled despite hersdlf. '‘Bullshit, you do. Y ou just heard
Notley and the otherstalk about it. And even they barely remember
when it wasthat cuddly. Now get out of here, and don't disappoint me.'

"Wouldn't dream of it.' Bryant picked up the disc and got up to go. At
the door, he paused and |ooked back to where shewas il Sitting at the

desk, Spping her water.

‘Louise?

IY%I

"Thanksfor giving methis'

'Don't mentioniit. Like | said, don't let me down.’

'No, I won't." Bryant hesitated, then took the plunge. 'Y ou know,
Louise, you go on record against Faulkner now and you run the risk of
looking very silly when heworks out.'

Hewitt gave him anicy, executive-partner amile.

I'll run that risk, thank you, Michaegl. Now, was there any other
advice you'd liketo give me on running the divison?

Bryant shook his head wordlessly and | ft.



He stopped by Chris's office and found the other man standing at the
window, staring out at the hail. Winter was hanging on unseasonably
long in London and the skies had been gusting fistfuls of the stuff for
weeks.

"s happening? he asked as he stuck his head around the door.
Chrisjerked visbly as Bryant spoke. Clearly held been along way off.
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Coming across the office to the window, Bryant was hard put to see
anywhere visbly more attractive than the fifty-third floor of the Shorn
tower, and was forced to conclude that Chris had been daydreaming.

'Mike." Christurned away from the view to face hisvigtor. Hiseyes
were red-rimmed and angry with something not in theimmediate
vicinity. Bryant backed up astep.

'Whoa, Chris. You've got to lay off the crystal edge.’ It was only half
ajoke, he admitted to himsdlf. Chrislooked like shit. 'Remember
Rancid Neagan. Just say No, not 'til the weekend.'

Chris smiled, aforced bending of thelips, as herolled out thetime
honoured Dex and Seth comeback.

'Hey, | don't do that shit no more.’
"What, weekends?

Re uctantly, the smile became agrin. 'Y ou come up with amove or
what?

‘Not yet. But don't worry, the turnaround isin sight.’

Thistime they both grinned. The match, currently their fifth, was

wdll into the endgame, and, barring abrain haemorrhage, Chris
couldn't lose. Which would make it four to one against Bryant, ascore
that the big man didn't seem to mind as much as Chris had thought he
might. Bryant played a flamboyant, queen-centred game and when
Chrisinevitably worked out afork and took that piece away from him,
Bryant's strategy usually went to pieces. Chriss cautious defensive
earthworks stood him in good stead every time and Bryant continued
to be perplexed when his assaults broke on the battlements of pawns
whileapair or atrio of innocuous pieces chased his exposed king
around the board and pinned it to an ignominious checkmate. But he
was learning, and seemed content to pay the price of that processin
defeats. His calls at weekends came far faster than they had in the
beginning, and Chriswas taking longer to respond each time. Thislast
match, at over two weeks, had aready lasted twice aslong as the
preceding games. Christhought it might betimeto go up in theloft

and bring down some of the battered strategy books his father's brother
had given him as a child. He needed to sand off the rust if he was going
to hold hislead.

Maybe in return, Mike was teaching him to shoot. They were down

to the Shorn armoury a couple of times aweek now, firing off Nemex
rounds at the holotargets until Chriss gun hand was numb with the
repeated kick of the big gun. To hisown surprise, he was turning out to
have some natural aptitude. He hit things more often than he missed,

and if hedidn't yet have Mike's casud precision with the Nemex, he was
certainly making, in the midst of the crashing thunder on thefiring



range, aquiet kind of progress.
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tie wasnt sure now nefdt about tlaat.

'Got something for you," said Bryant, producing the briefing disc
from his pocket with a conjuror's flourish. He held it up between
index and ring fingers. Thelight caught it and opened up arainbow
sheened wedge on the bright silver circle. Chrislooked at the colours
curioudy.

'And that iS?

'Work, my friend. And this season's shot at the big time. TV fame, as
many drive-dte groupies asyou can handle!

Chrisran thedisc a home.

'Look it over,' Bryant told him. 'Kick back and relax, take offyour tie
and shoes, pour yoursdlf ashot of that iodine-flavoured shit you drink
and just let it wash over you. I'm not looking for feedback for at least
forty-eight hours!'

'Why can't | just run it now? Chriswanted to know.

'Because,' leaning closer, with a secret-of-my-success type air, 'that

way you're keyed up with anticipation and you est it up at a deeper level.
Your brain redly sucksit in, just like the forty-eight-hour wait after
givesit timeto redly stew, and by the time we meet to talk abouit it,
you're ready to boil over with insght." He winked conspiratorialy. ‘Old

consultancy trick from way back.'
‘Thisjust you and me?

Bryant shook his head. Three-man team. Y ou, me, Nick Makin.'
'Oh.’

'Isthere a problem with that? Bryant's eyes narrowed. 'Something |
should know about?
‘No, no.'

Watching the closing sequences of the briefing disc, Christurned it

over in hishead and tried to work out why he did fed therewasa
problem with Nick Makin. Makin hadn't exactly come across as
friendly, but neither had Hewitt, or Hamilton for that matter, and alot

of Shorn execs had probably heard the story of Elysia Bennett and Chris
Faulkner's sentiment attack.

The disc ended with the Shorn Associates ogo engraved into a
metallic finish on the screen, then clicked off. Chrisshelved his



thoughts, picked up hisdrink and went to look for hiswife,

He thought for amoment she'd gone to bed with abook, but as he
passed the kitchen he saw that the connecting door to the garage was
open and the lightswere on. Led by the clinking sounds of tools, he
walked through, and around the bulk of the Saab, which wasjacked up
on one sde. Carlas coverdl-clad legs and hips protruded from under
the car besde an unrolled oilskin cloth full of spanners. As he watched
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she must have stretched out to one side for something, because the
angle of her hips shifted and the plain of her somach changed shape
beneath the coverdls. He felt the customary twinge of arousd that her
more sinuous movements il fired through him.

Hey, he kicked one of her feet. 'What're you doing?

She stayed benesth the car. "What doesit look like I'm doing. I'm
checking your undercarriage.’

'l thought you'd gone to bed.’

There was no response other than the creak of something metallic
being tightened.

'l said | thought you'd goneto bed.'

'Yeah, | heard you.'

'Oh. You just didn't think it was worth answering me!'

From the stillness he knew she had stopped work. He didn't hear the
sgh, but he could have cued it, accurate to milliseconds.

'Chris, you'relooking at my legs. Obvioudy | haven't goneto bed.'
"Just making conversation.'

'Wdll, it's not the most engaging conversational gambit I've ever
heard, Chris. I'm sorry | didn't pick uponit.'

‘Jesus! Carla, sometimes you can be so--' Anger and dismay at the
ideaof having arow with hiswifesfeet gave groundinasinglejolt to
mirth. It was such aludicrousimage that he suddenly found himself
smirking and trying to stifleasnort of laughter.

She heard it and did out from under the car asif spring-loaded there.
One hand knuckled across her nose and I eft streaks of grease.
'What's so funny?

For some reason, theirritation in her voice combined with her rapid
gection from under the car and the grease on her nose drove thefind
nail into the coffin of Chriss seriousness. He began to cackle uncontrollably.
Carlasat up and watched curioudy as he leaned back on

thewadl and laughed.

| ssaidwhat'sso. . .

Chrisdid down thewall, spluttering. Carlagave up asareflexive

gmile fought itsway onto her face.



'What? she asked, more softly.

It wasjugt," Chriswasforcing the words out between gigglesand
snorts. 'Just your legs, you know.'

‘Something funny about my legs?

'Well, your feet redlly.' Chris put his glass down and wiped at his
eyes.'l, just.' He shook his head and waved a hand with minimal
descriptive effect. 'Just thought it was funny, talking to them, you
know. Y our feet.' He snorted again. 'It's. Doesn't matter.'

She got up from the floor with an accustomed flexing motion and
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went to crouch beside hmL 1 urnmg her hand to present the ungrimed
back, she brushed it againgt his cheek.

‘Chris. ..

‘Let'sgo to bed, he said suddenly.

She held up her hands. 'I've got to wash up. In fact, | need a shower.’
I'll comewithyou.'

In the shower, he stood behind her and ran soaped hands over her
breasts, down across her belly and into the V of her thighs. She
chuckled deep in her throat and reached back for his erection, hands
gl gritty with thelast of the engine grime. For awhile it was enough to
lean in the corner of the shower stall together, locked in an unhurried
kiss, rubbing at each other languidly in the seam and pummelling jets

of hot water. When the last of the dirt and soap had cascaded off them
and swirled away, Carla swung hersalf up and braced her upper body in
the corner while her thighs gripped Chris around the waist and her hips
ground againg this.

It was an inconclusive coupling, so Chris shut off the water and
staggered with Carla's arms and thighs till locked around him into the
bedroom, where they collapsed giggling onto the bed and set about
running through every posturein the manual.

L ater, they lay on soaked sheetswith their limbs hooked around each
other and faces angled together. Moonlight fell in through the window
and whitened the bed.

'Don't go,' she said suddenly.

'‘Go? Chrislooked down in puzzlement. He had did out of her some
time ago. 'I'm not going anywhere. I'm staying herein thisbed with

you. Forever.'
'Forever?
'Well, till about six-thirty anyway."

'I'm serious, Chris.' Shelifted hersdf to look into hisface. 'Don't go
on this Cambodiathing. Not up against Nekamura.'

'Carla’ It was amost areprimand the way he said it. 'We've been
over thisbefore. It'smy job. We don't have any choice. Theresthe
house, the cards, how are we going to cover those thingsif I'm not

driving?

'l know you've got to drive, Chris, but &t Hammett McColl--'



'It'snot the same, Carla. At HM | aready had my rep. I've got to
carveit out all over again at Shorn, or some snot-nosed junior andyst is
going to cal me out, and once that starts you're watching your tail
forever. If they think you're easing up, going soft, they're on you like
fucking vultures. The only way to beet that isto stay hard and keep
them scared. That way you make partner, and from thenoniit'sa
Sunday afternoon spin. They can't touch you. No one below partner
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satusisalowed to cal you out.' A vague disquiet passed over him ashe
remembered what Bryant had told him about L ouise Hewitt and the
partner called Page. 'And partner challenges are few and far between.

Y ou see them coming. Y ou can negotiate. It'smore civilised at that
leve.

'Civilised.'
Y ou know what | mean.'

Calawasslent for awhile. Then sherolled away from him and
huddled hersef into the pillow.

"The disc says Nakamura are going to send Mitsue Jones.’

Chris shifted alittle and tucked in behind her. 'Y es, probably. But if
you'd stayed to watch the rest of it, you would have seen that Jones
hasn't dudlled in the last Sx months. And it won't be her home turf.
There'sagood chance they won't even use her because of that. Not
knowing the road can get you killed alot faster than going up againgt a
better driver. And anyway, driving on the same team as Mike Bryant and
this other guy Makin, I've got nothing to worry about. Redlly.’

Carlashivered. 'l saw aprofile of Jonesacouple of years ago. They
say she'snever lost atender.’

'Nor havel. Nor has Bryant asfar as| know.'

'Y es, but she's driven over two dozen challenges, and she'sonly
twenty-eight. | saw her interviewed, and she looks scary, Chris. Redlly

scary.

Chrislaughed gently against the skin at the nape of Carlas neck.

‘That'sjust camerawork. In the States, she's done centrefolds for Penthouse
Online. Pouting lips, theworks. She'safucking pin-up, Carla

Itsal hype'

For amoment, hedmost believed it himself.

'When isit? she asked quietly.

'Wednesday next week. Dawn start. I've got to deep over at the office
Tuesday night. Y ou want to comein and stay in the hospitality suites
with me?

‘No. I'll go acrossto Dad's!’

"Y ou could always ask him to come and stay herefor achange.' Chris

frowned and nuzzled at her back. "Y ou know | don't like the thought of
you deeping in that shithole. | worry about you.'



Carlaturned round to face him again. It was hard to tell which was
uppermost in her expression, affection or exasperation. 'Y ou worry
about me? Chris, listen to yourself, will you? Next Wednesday you're
out on the road, dudlling, and you're worried about me deeping in some
substandard housing. Come on.’

"Theré's been alot of violence on that estate,’ said Chris doggedly. 'If
Ihadmyway *
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lie stopped, not entirely sure what he wanted to say next.

'You'd what?

He shook hishead. 'Doesn't matter. Forget it. | just think, why can't
Erik come and stay here with usfor achange?

"Y ou know why.'

Chrissghed. Y eah, because I'm afucking suited parasite on the lives
of honest working men and women.'

'Got it inone.’ Carlakissed him. 'Comeon, I'll bedright. Y ou just
worry, about keeping my spaced armour intact. If you come back with

thewingsdl chewed up likelast time, you redly will see someviolence!
'Oh yeah?

She jabbed himin theribs. ‘'Oh yeah. | didn't put in al that work to
have you broadside and stick like afucking no-namer. You drivelikeit
matters what happensto your whedls, or that'll be the last blowjob you
seethisyear.'

'Haveto go to my usua supplier then. Ow!'

'Fucking piece of shit! Usud supplier did you say? Who else are you
getting blowjobs from, you piece of ---'

‘Blowtorch! | thought you said blowtorch.'

Their mingled laughter penetrated the glass of the window and

sounded faintly, in the still of the garden beyond. Had Erik Nyquist
been there in the darkness, he would have been forced to admit that
what he could hear was, indisputably, the sound of his daughter and the
man she had married having fun. He might even have been glad to hear
it.

Unfortunately, Erik Nyquist was nearly ahundred kilometres southwest

of the laughter, listening instead through paper-thin wallsto the

sounds of an edge dedler beating his girlfriend to pulp. In the garden,

the only witnessto the noise of Chrisand Carlas hilarity wasalarge

tawny owl who watched the window unwinkingly for amoment, and

then turned its attention back to the more pressing matter of disembowelling
the half-dead fidld mouseinitstalons.
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TWELVE

Apparently, it was along-standing Shorn tradition to do fina briefings

down among the varioudy stripped and jacked-up bodies of the

company workshops. Chris could see where the custom originated. Nomindly,
it gave the executives the opportunity to do some corporate

bonding with the mechanics overseaing ther final vehicle checks. Far

more importantly, the scattered flare of welding torches and the stink of
scorched metd put the hard edge of redlity on what might have otherwise
seemed very far removed from the air-conditioned civility of a

more conventiond briefing room. In Shorn parlance, it avoided any

potentid ambiguity.

Accordingly, Hewitt kept it brutally short. Keep it tight, don't fuck
up. Come back with the contract. Leave the othersin pieces on the
road. She thanked the chief mechanic persondly for histeam's hard
work, and walked away.

After sheld gone, Bryant went for Indian carry-out and Chris sat in

the open passenger doorway of the Saab, leafing absently through the
background printout on Mitsue Jones, while two mechanicsin logo
flashed company coverdls strovein vain to find anything worth doing to
the engine that Carla had not aready done.

'Chris? It was Bryant, somewhere off amidst the clang and crackle of
the body shop. 'Chris, where are you?

'Round here!’

Therewas the sound of sumbling, aclatter and cursing. Chris
repressed agrin and did not ook up from the printout. Ten seconds
later Bryant appeared round the opened hood of the Saab, cartons of
take-out food in his arms and a huge naan bread jammed into his
mouth. He seated himself without ceremony on a pile of worn tyres
opposite Chris and started laying out the food. He took the naan bread
out of his mouth and gestured with it towards two of the cartons.

"That's yours. Onion bhaji, and dhansak. That's the mango chutney.
Whered Makin go?

Chris shrugged. Toilet? Helooked pretty constipated.'
‘Nah, Makin dwayslookslike that. And-retentive.

A shadow fell acrossthe food cartons and Bryant looked up, biting on
the naan again. He talked through the mouthful.

85






IN1CK. | our tIRKas In there. Klce there, bpoons.”

Makin seated himsdlf with awary glance at Chris.

‘Thanks, Michadl.'

Therewas slence for awhile, broken only by the sounds of chewing.

Bryant ate asif ravenous and finished first. He cast glances at both men.
'Make your wills?

'Why? 1'm not going to die." Makin looked across at Chris. 'Are you?
Chris shrugged and wiped hisfingers, till chewing.
'See how | fedl.'

Bryant coughed laughter. Makin alowed himsdf asmdl, precise
smile. 'Vewy good. It'sgood to have a sense of humour. | hear they ah
bigonit a HM. Must makelosng more beahable!

'Y eah.’ Chris smiled gently back. ‘It can make winning pwetty wad
ical too, you should twy it.'

Makin tensed. His glasses gleamed in the overhead arc light.
'Doesthe way | speak amuse you?
‘Not wedly.'

'Hey, you guys,' Bryant protested. 'Come on."

'Y ou know, Chwis," Makin looked down at his open right hand asiif
consdering using it asafist. Tm not achess player. Not much of a
game player a al. Oh, | know you like symbolism. Games. Humour.
All good ways of avoiding confontation.’

He tossed hisfork into the cooling sauces of Chriss carton.
‘But tomorrow isaconfontation. Y ou can't laugh it away, you can't
turn it into agame. Mitsue Joneswon't play chesswith you. Shelll hit

you with evything she'sgot and shell hit you fast.'

On thelast word he clapped his hands violently and his eyes pinned
Chrisfrom behind the rectangular-paned screens of his glasses.

"Ther€lll be no timeto consider your moves out there. Y ou must see
it coming.' He snapped hisfingers. 'And act. Nothing else!

Chris nodded and looked down at hisfood for amoment. Then his
hand whiplashed out and snatched Makin's glasses from his nose.

'l think | see what you mean,” he said brightly.
'Chris. Therewasawarning in Mike Bryant'svoice.



Without his glasses, Makin looked alot less sharkish, for al hisclear
lack of vison defects. The narrowly watchful face now looked smply
thin. When he spoke, his voice had gone thick and dow with rage, but
there was nothing to back it up.

'Michad, | don't think | want to dwive with this clown.'

Chrisheld out his hand. 'Would you like your glasses back? he asked
innocently.

Oddly, it was Bryant who snapped.
'Alright you two, that's enough. Nick, you asked for that, so don't act
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so fucking superior. And Chris, give him back his glasses. Jesus, I'm
going up againgt Nakamurawith apair of fucking kids'
'Michadl, | don't think--'

'No, you didn't think, Nick. Y ou just opened your fucking mouth.
L ouise asked me to head up this team. When she asks you, you can pick
who driveswith you. Until then, just get inlineand keep alid oniit.’

The small circle of space between the three men rocked with silent
tension. Behind them, the two mechanicslooking over the Saab had
stopped what they were doing to watch the action. Nick Makin drew in
acompressed breath, then took his glasses back without aword and
stalked away.

Bryant prodded at the food cartons for awhile. Finaly he glanced up
and met Chrissgaze.

'Don't pay any atention to him. Hell have camed down by morning.’
He brooded alittle. 'l think this chess thing might be backfiring.

Symbolic conflict isn't what you'd call apopular concept around here.”
'Whét, no game-playing? Come on, you're winding me up.'

'Y eah, there's games, sure. Some of the other Shorn guys| know are
into those dliance games on the net. The Alphamesh leagues, Suff like
that. But chess.' Bryant shook his head. 'Just not cool, man. Makin isn't
thefirst to mentionit. | don't think it'll be catching on.'

Chris picked an onion bhaji out of acarton and bit into it reflectively.

'Y eh, well. Always happens when you challenge someone's world view.
Meansthey have to re-evaluate. Most people don't like to think that
hard.'

Bryant forced a chuckle that loosened up audibly as he produced it.

'Y eah, meincluded. Still, Makin should know better. No way you
dart thisshit a atimelikethis!

'Going to be bloody tomorrow, huh?

'Y ou heard of Jones?

The and the rest of the Western world, yeah.'
Bryant looked at him. "Theres your answer, then.'

'Well,' Christossed the half-eaten bhaji back into the carton. 'l
aways wondered what the big bonuses were for.'



"Y ou keep your mind on that bonus tomorrow,’ grinned Bryant,
regaining some of hisgood cheer. 'And everything will work out just
fine. Youll see. Easy money.'

The Acropoalitic car caught the central reservation barrier head-on,
flipped effortlesdy into the air and came down on its back, whed s ill
gpinning. A figure dumped broken and gtill within, Chris, who'd been
expecting a prolonged dogfight with the other car, whooped and
dammed afist againgt the roof of hisown vehicle as he swept past.
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"Acropolmc, thank you and goodnight! "

‘Nice,' said Mike Bryant's voice over theintercom. 'Now torul up and
dtay tight. Those guyswerein pristine condition, which to my way of
thinking means Nakamura aren't on this stretch.’

‘Conforming,’ said Nick Makin crisply. Chris smirked, raised his eyes
to theroof and, saying nothing, tucked into the wedge behind Mike.

Behind them, the wrecks of the Acropalitic team lay strewn across
three kilometres of highway, like the abandoned toys of achild with
emerging sociopathic tendencies. Two of them were burning.

‘Conforming."

Chriswasn't the only one smirking at Makin'sfighter-pilot

pretensons. Thirty kilometres up ahead, Mitsue Jones grinned disbelievingly
asthe voice cracHed out of her car radio. She grasped the

edge of her open door and hinged herself out of the Mitsubishi Kaigan.
Thewind came and battered at her two-hundred-dollar Karel Mann

tumbling spike cut.
Ohwdll.

The face beneath the jagged hair was pin-up perfect, tanned from a
month on the Mexican Pacific coast and made up to accent her Japanese
heritage. In kegping with Nakamuradud tradition, she went formally
suited, ablack Daisuke Todoroki ensemble whose sole concession to
the driving wasthe flared and carefully vented skirt. There wereflat

heeled |eather boots on her feet, sheer black tights on her legs.
'Looking good, Mits.'

She cranked round in the direction of the shout. Behind the long

sunken lines of the Kaigan, her colleagues own shorter, blunter

Mitsubishi cruisers were parked with raked precison aong the overgrown
curve of the intersection roundabout. The two Nakamurawedge

men were cutting up lines of edge on the deek black hood of the closest
car. One of them waved at her.

Jones pulled aface and turned to the motorway bridgerailing on the
other side of the road. Beyond the bridge, the green of the landscape
rosein aseries of granite flecked interlocking spursthat blocked out the
view of theroad at about five kilometres distance. She crossed the road
and prodded at the feet of the fourth Nakamura team member, who

sat with his back to therails, checking the load on his Vickers-Cat
shoulder-launcher. He glanced up as Jones kicked him and grinned
through his beard.



'Ready to rock 'n' roll." It came out surfer-drawled. His English, like
hers, was West Coast American. The association ran back acouple of
years. He nodded across at the other two men and their edgeritud.

'Y ou cool with that?
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Jones shrugged. 'Whatever works. New Y ork says they're the best
we've got around here, and they should know.'

"They should.' The missileer laid his wegpon aside and got up.
Standing hewas a giant, towering over Joness diminutive frame. 'So
what's the digposition?

'Acropalitic are out of the game.’ Jones|eaned on the bridge rail.
'Shorn did the shit work for us, just likewefigured. All wehavetodois
sweep them up.'

The missileer leaned beside her. ‘And you're surethisis going to
work?

‘It worked at Denver, didn't it?
‘It was new at Denver.'

'On thissde of the Atlantic it's still new. Tota press blackout until

US Trade and Finance thrash out the precedent." A cold smile. "'Which,
I'm rediably informed by our government liaison unit, isgoing to take
the rest of the year. The report won't be out till next spring. These guys

aren't going to know what hit them.'
"It could till be disallowed.'

'No." She seemed lost in the southward perspectives of the road
below them. 'l had the legal boys check the rulings back asfar asthey
go. No discharge of projectile weaponry from amoving vehicle, no
substantial destruction to be inflicted with a projectile weapon. Well
get through the same loophole we used in Colorado.’

Out of the open door of the Kaigan battlewagon, the radio crackled
again. Thevoices of the men they were waiting for wavered asthe set
strained to pick up and decode the scrambled channel. Therewasa
sudden increasein volume and clarity asthe Shorn team cleared some
geographical obstaclein amongst therising land behind the bridge.
Mitsue Jones straightened up.

‘Better get in position, Matt. Fedls like showtime.'

Mike Bryant saw the intersection bridge up ahead asthey cleared the
last spur and he let afraction of his speed bleed off.

'Watch the bridge," he said easily. 'Watch your peripheralstill we're
past. Keep it tight.'

On the northside ramp, Mitsue Jones heard him and grinned as she
dipped her driving glasses on. In the rearview mirror, she saw Matt



stleinto afiring sance with the Vickers-Cat. Shelet off the parking
brake and the Mitsubishi shifted on the hard shoulder.

Themissileleapt out, trailing athin vapour thread as it went.

Asthey hit the bridge, Bryant saw it. Through the windscreen acolumn
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of greasy smoke lifted from the hills up ahead. A muffled crump rolled
in to accompany the explosion.

'Seethat? He braked alittle more, puzzled. They must bein trouble
up ahead.’

'l don't know, Mike.' Chris's voice crashed into the cabin. ‘Trouble
with who? Tender was dl over the news thisweek. No onell be out
here who doesn't haveto be.'

'Maybe one of those fancy Mits fuel feeds blew up on them,’ suggested
Makin.

'Could be." Chrisstone said he thought it was a stupid idea, but since
they'd started the run both he and Makin had shut down the bullshit. ‘I
gill don't like, goright!! Right!!!"

Theydl cametoo late. They were under the bridge and past the

access ramp and the deek black shapes on the left came spilling directly
down the grass dope like commandos breaching awall defence. The
lead Nakamura car hit the highway at reckless speed, bounced and

dammed into Mike Bryant's BMW.

"Fuck!"

Bryant hauled on the whedl, too dow. The second Nakamuravehicle
scuttled through the gap behind him and came up on hisright flank.
Therewas along grating clang as the two Mitsubishi cruisers sandwiched
him. Bryant caught aflash of athird vehicle, longer and lower,

pulling ahead and knew what was going to happen. He wrestled desperately
with whed and brakes, but the clinch was set. The Nakamura

wingmen hed him.

'Can you get these motherfuckers off me,' Bryant tried for a

nonchalant tone, but sweat was beading on hisface. Every move

he tried to break free was matched. "They're going to head-to-head

ml

A sideimpact jarred through Bryant.

'No fucking way.' Chrisyelled hisresults. They'relocked on tight,
Mike. Y ou've got to crash-stop.'

'‘Can't afford to lose the momentum, Chris. Y ou know that.'

'Y ou can't afford to stay in theah, Mike." The crisp edge of control in
Makin's tone made him sound amost prissy. ‘Chwisiswight. Dwop

out, pick it up after.’



'No fucking way.'

Up ahead, thelong, low Mitsubishi battlewagon whipped around on
shrieking tyres and came back up the highway towards the locked-up

Shorn leader.

‘Nick,' Bryant's voice was strained. 'That's Jones up ahead. Get out
there and seeif you can't derall her.'

'Onit. Makin's BMW flashed on the edge of Bryant'svision asit
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accelerated away from the three-vehicle clinch. Bryant blew out breath,
hard and fast, and settled into his speed.
'What about me?

'Y ou hang back, Chris. This doesn't work, I'm going to need you.'

Up ahead, he watched as Nick Makin drove hard at what had to be
Mitsue Joness vehicle. A hot knot of hope pulsed through hisgutsin
defiance of theicy knowing that told him Jones would not be stopped.
The Nakamurateam had set him up with consummate skill, and they'd
left him with only two options. Sam stop and lose the dud inertig; in
effect drop out of the combat, admit Nakamurastactical superiority

and haveto drive catch up for the next two hundred kilometres--
Animage of Chriss chessboard flashed through his mind.
Symboalic defest.

Or--

The Mitsubishi flinched aside and left Makin stalled across the highway.
Bryant grimaced and floored his accelerator. The two Nakamura
vehicles matched it effortlessy. The battlewagon came on.

'Chris, thisisgoing to be messy,' he gritted. 'Get yoursdlf clear.’
Seconds from the chicken head-to-head, the two Nakamurawingmen
peded away asif their vehicles were under the command of asingle
driver. Bryant caught aface grinning & him from the left-hand vehicle
and ahand lifted in farewell. Jones's car was almost on him. Theradio
crackled at him.

‘Sayonara, Bryant-san.'

Mitsue Jones must have jerked the whed at the last possible moment.
Bryant misread it and stayed on line, but Jones had |eft the rear of the
Mitsubishi in his path. The BMW hit at speed and the front |eft wing of
the car kicked into the air. Bryant yelled, incoherent with shock ashis
vehicleleft the road. The Omegaturned lazily in the air and came down
onitssde, trailing acarpet of sparks across the asphalt. Three seconds
into the skid, it ploughed into the centra reservation.

Jones heard the ydl| but had no timefor anything other than fighting

her own vehicle back under control. The Mitsubishi whipped about on
the impact and staggered sideways. For three seconds the wheel was like
alive thing under her hands, and then she had it back. She braked the
cruiser towards a smoking halt, facing back the way sheld come.

Bryant'sBMW lay on one side, jammed into the central barrier and
leaning jauntily. The vehicles roof faced out, windscreen showing
spiderweb cracked in the weak spring sunlight. Bryant was pinned in
clear view, struggling with his belt. Jones snarled agrin and came off the
brake, damming in the gear asthe cruiser freewheeled backward,



accderaing hard againg theinertid drag. The Kaigan'sengine shrilled
and the cruiser sprang forward.
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Trapped and twisted against his own seatbelt, Mike Bryant heard the
sound and flailed about to look. By the time he had forced his head

round far enough to see, the Mitsubishi was amost on him.
Hejust had timeto scream.
'‘Ah, fu'

And the cruiser was gone, jolted past, and there was atitanium-grey
Saab crunched to itstail. Two enginesin savagely low gear, roaring

againgt each other, and the shriek of stedl under stress.
‘Chris?

Chrissvoice drifted into the upturned space, laconic.
‘Beright back.’

Metal tore down onewing of the Nakamura car and ripped clesr,
exposing the driver's side rear whed. Jones shrieked abuse in Japanese,
her English abandoned in momentary fury. Chriswas aready pas,

ydling into hismike with sudden urgency.
'Makin, where are you?

'Up ahead.’ There was atight edge of panic in the other man's voice.
'I've got both these motherfuckers on my tail. | think they're going to

lock me up same asMike!’
'Onmy way.'

Chris spotted the Nakamurawingmen a pair of seconds later, dancing
gpiras behind and alongside Makin's BMW. As he watched, the
left-hand car dipped in and struck the Shorn car aglancing blow. Makin
jerked sdeways and the other Mitsubishi rammed him from therear. It
was consummate teamwork, Chris had timeto reflect briefly, something
that the young guns a Shorn could learn from and probably never
would. Then hewas on theleft-hand car. He hit it at full acceleration

and felt the impact down to the roots of histeeth.
‘Right, he muttered.

The Nakamuracar tried to pull away but didn't have the power.

Chris gave up ahand's breadth of space, then floored the pedal and hit
again. Thistime the wingman tried to skate Sdewaysright. Chris
matched the move. He gave up the hand's breadth again and when the
Nakamuradriver dewed to theleft, he let him. He went with the move
and forced it. Another jolt and he was jammed onto the rear fender,



driving the other car towards the grass bank that lined the left-hand
hard shoulder.

It could have been better - could for example have been the drop on
the other side of the carriageway - but it would have to do.

Something flashed in his periphera vision, the glassy black of the

other Nakamura car. The other wingman was coming to his comrade's
ad. Chrisfought down the urge .to let go and face the new threat. His
voice went gritted into the mike.
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'Makin, get rid of thisfucker, will you?
‘Done!’

The BMW wasthere, twilight blue jostling with the black for pogtion.
Thetwo cars peeled away asthe Nakamuradriver fled. Chris
turned hisfull attention back to killing the man in front of him.

The rapid rumble asthey crossed the cats-eye line of the hard

shoulder and the wingman finally panic-braked as he neared the bank.

It was far too late. Chris hit the overdrive on the Saab's gear box and
drove his opponent hard up the fifty-degreeincline. As soon asthe
other vehicle wasfully off the road, he braked savagely and dropped
back. Denied the power of the Saab's pushing, and subject to hisown
desperately applied brakes, the wingman dithered back down the grass,
hit the road surface with an overload of kinetic energy to shed and

tumbled across the three lanes into the crash barrier.
The Mitsubishi exploded.

'‘Bonus,’ said Christo nobody in particular, and threw the Sagb into a
U-turn crash-stop.

A kilometre back aong the highway, he saw what he'd been expecting.
Mitsue Joness battlewagon heading directly for him, trailling

wreckage from onewing like ashark with prey initsjaws. Chris
engaged the Saab's launch gear. The rear whedl's squealed on the road,
scrabbled for purchase and found it. The Saab leapt forward.

Past the egg-yolk yelow and billowing black smoke of the crashed

and burnt wingman, back down the dope towards the bridge where the
dud had kicked in. The hungry roar of the engine seemed to recede as
he plunged back towards the Nakamura car. He had time to notice the
marred lines of the other vehicle asit ballooned in hiswindscreen, time
to notice the pewter cloud formations smeared across the sky behind,
time even to see the gusting wind blowing the grassflat dong the
embankment to hisright--

At the last possble moment, Jones flinched |eft, covering thetorn

wing damage as he guessed she would. He ploughed into her right-hand

rear Sdewith bruta precision. The Saab spaced armouring held and

opened ahuge gap over the Mitsubishi'srear tyre. Chrishit the brakes

and at the relatively low speed he'd devel oped the U-turn came comfortably.
He was back on Jonesstail before sheld made five hundred

metres of road away from him.

The Mitsubishi was crippled, limping a barely ahundred. He
matched speeds and glanced across at the other car. Polarised glass hid

Jonesfrom view.



Fnishit.

He dewed sideways, caught the exposed rear tyre on the leading edge
of hisfront fender and braked. Textbook manoeuvre. The tyre ripped
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and exploded with amuffled bang. He felt the front fender ungtitch
aong hdf itslength with the force of theimpact, but therest held. Yes! Carla, you fucking beauty!

The Kaigan jerked and began to skid. Chrisworked his pedals,
gunned the engine and rammed into the rear of the Mitsubishi asit
floated past ahead of him. The skid built, the car wallowed on the road
and Chris steered back across and around. Another sharp jab at the
retreating side of the car. The driver's side door dented inward, and
Mitsue Jones was irretrievable. The Nakamura battlewagon skated a
figure of eight in towards the bank and hit with an audible crump.

Chris brought the Saab to a screeching hadt, braking clouds of rubber
smoke off the asphalt as he did past Jonesswreck. A three-sixty sweep
showed no other vehiclesin either direction. He engaged the reverse
and backed up gingerly to check on his handiwork.

'Chris? It was Bryant's voice, distorted over the comset.

'Y eah, Mike. I'm here. The strange calm was back, the sky and
windswept |andscape pressing down on his consciousness like athumb
on an eyebal. He gave the status report through lipsthat felt dightly
numb. '‘One wingman down, flamed out. Think Makin got the other.

Y ou okay?

'l will be as soon as someone comes and cuts me out of thisfucking
wreck. What about Jones?

He stared at the wrecked battlewagon. The deek bodywork wastorn
and crumpled, sunk on tyresthat had blown out somewherein the
crash. Steam curled up from the gashed radiator grille like smoke, was
whipped away by thewind. And in amidst dl that calm, it looked asif
Joneswas trying to kick the driver's side door open. The buckled metal

quivered but didn't shift.
Fnishit.
‘Jonesisout of the game," he said.

Mike's whoop came through, bristling with static and overload digtortion.
Chrisdropped his hand to grasp the gear lever, and with the

motion asmall ripple arosein the pit of his stcomach. It was nothing
much, thefedling of having eaten too much sweet food, but as his hand

touched thelever, he was suddenly dightly sick of thewholething. Then finishit!

Burn her up. The thought belched abruptly up from the degpest mud
geyser recesses of hisbeing, and it gripped him like claws. It wasthe
sckness of the moment before, turned up to full. The edgy thrill of
rollercoaster exhilaration as he turned the sticky new ideaover in his



mind. Ram the tank and barbecue that bitch. Go on! If it doesn't blow when it
ruptures, you can go and light her from close up. Like--

He shook himsdlf free of it with ashiver. Impossbleto believe

A



he'd even been consdering it. After dl, what if the tank blew when he
hit--

They dmost never do.

"Too risky." He heard himsdlf talking out loud to the hot mud-thing
in his head and what he heard sounded too much like whining. He
grimaced and dropped the car into reverse again. Much better just to

He backed up another twenty metres, aligned the nose of the Saab

and then crushed the accelerator smoothly to the floor. The Saab leapt
across the the short gap and dammed into the driver's Sde door. Metal
crunched and the Mitsubishi rocked on its springs. The glassinthe sde
window cracked and splintered. He backed up and watched carefully to

seeif therewas any movement. Do it again.| Finish #f
Sheisfinished.

Hewitt, with the Nemex in her hand. Y ou bring back their plastic.

He heard his own voicein the Shorn conference chamber two months

ago.
Nobody likes ambiguity.

Y eah, and thisisred fucking ambiguous, Chris. So either you go for the
burn, or you take that pistol in your pocket and go and recover Joness fucking
plagtic right now.

'Chris, are you okay? Bryant, sounding concerned. His voice ruptured
the ominous quiet on the comlink, and every second that Chris
left without replying was a dtillnessthat prickled.

'Y eah. I'm fine." He unlatched the door and pushed it open. The
Nemex had aready somehow found itsway into his hand. ‘Beright
back.'

He climbed out and advanced cautioudy towards the Mitsubishi,
gun-hand extended and trembling dightly. Steam was till boiling from
the engine space, hissing asit went, but there was no scent of petrol.
The car'sfud system, classic weaknessin most Mitsubishi battlewa
gons, had apparently not ruptured.

Chris stopped | ess than ametre away from the smashed glass of the
polarised window and peered in over the Sight of the Nemex. Mitsue
Joneslay, till strapped into the driver's seat, face bloodied and right
arm hanging dackly a her sde. Shewas still conscious and as Chriss
pale shadow fell across the car window she looked up. Blood had run
into her right eye and gxlmmed it shut, but the other eye was desperately
expressive. Her left hand came up and across her trapped body in a



futilewarding gesture.
Fnishit!

Chris shidded hisface with one hand and levelled the Nemex on
Jonessface.

95



t
Nobody likesambiguity.

The shot echoed out flatly across the pewter-smeared sky. The blood
gplattered warm on hisfingers.



THIRTEEN

%V ould you say that thistender was excessively bloody?

Chrissfacefdt stretched tight under the make-up. Studio lights

made his eyes ache with glare. Beside him, Bryant betrayed no discomfort
as hetilted his head back at an angle and swivelled dightly on

hischair.

‘That'satricky question, Liz.'

He paused. Pure theatrical bullshit, the bloodshed question was a
daple of al business news post-tender interviews. Bryant had had nearly
afull day to think about his answer.

Liz Linshaw waited. She crossed long, tanned legs and readjusted the
datadown clipboard on her short-skirted lap. From where he was sitting,
dightly to theleft of Bryant's centre-stage, Chris could seeliquid

crystal sentences spilling down the clipboard screen. Her next set of
cues from the studio control room.

From where he was sitting, he could also seethe swdll Liz Linshaw's
left breast made where it squeezed up in the open neck of her blouse.
He shifted his gaze uncomfortably, just as Bryant launched into his
answer.

‘Thething s, Liz, any competitive tender isbound to involve a

certain degree of conflict. If it didn't, then the whole market ethos of
what we're doing here would be lost. And in the case of atender of this
magnitude, obvioudy the partiesinvolved are going to play hard. That,
sadly but necessarily, means bloodshed. But that's exactly the way it
should be!’

Liz Linshaw made out she was taken aback. 'There should be bloodshed?
You're saying that it'sdesirable ?

'Desirable, no.' Bryant put on aschoolmasterly smile that looked
Notley-derived. Beside him, Louise Hewitt nodded sober agreement.
'But consder. The situation in Cambodiais extreme. These people are
not part of some theoretica economic model. They areinvolvedina
life-and-death struggle to determine the future of their nation. At

Shorn, we've just been appointed their financiers. We are supposed to
fund and advise these people and, | might add, take afair chunk of their
GNP asafee Now, if you were a Cambodian, what kind of exec would
you want? A suited theoretical economist with computer models he says
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define your redity haf aworld awvay? Or awarrior who has put hisown
lifeon thelineto earn his place besde you?

"You cdl yoursdf awarrior.' Linshaw made an €l egant gesture that
might have been acceptance. 'And obvioudy the fact that it's your team
here at the Tebbit Centre this evening proves your credentialsin that
department. Alright. But does that necessarily make you the best
economist for thejob? Does agood economist have to have blood on
his hands?

'I'd say apractising free-market economist has blood on his hands, or
heisn't doing hisjob properly. It comes with the market, and the
decisonsit demands. Hard decisions, decisons of life and death. We

have to make those decisions, and we have to get them right. We have

to be determined to get them right. The blood on our handstoday isthe
blood of our less determined colleagues, and that says something. To

you, Liz, to our audience, and most of al to our Cambodian clients, that
blood says that when the hard decisions come, we will not flinch from them.’

'How do you fed about that, Chris? Liz Linshaw swiveled abruptly
to face him. Y ou iminated Mitsue Jones today. What do you think the

Nakamurateam lacked that gave you the edge?
Chrisblinked. HEd been drifting.

'l think, ah. Ah, they were very polished, but... He scrambled after

the answer they'd worked out earlier when they ran the question checklist
with the programme's producer. 'But, ah, there didn't seem to be

much flexibility of responsein the way they played as ateam. Once
they'd sprung the trap and it failed, they were duggish.’

'Wasthisthefirg time you'd driven againgt Nakamura, Chris?

'Yes. Ah, wdll, gpart from afew informa skirmishes, yes." Chrisgot

his act together. 'l| drove against Nakamurajunior execsin two consortium
bidswhen | wasworking at Hammett McCall, but it's not the

same. In aconsortium bid, people tend to get in each other'sway alot.
They usudly haven't had alot of timeto train. It's easy to bresk team
wedges. Thiswas awhole different engine!’

'Yes! Sheamiled brilliantly at him. 'Was there any point where you

were afraid Shorn were going to lose to Nakamura?

Hewitt sat forward, bristling.

'l don't think we ever came that close,' said Bryant.

'Y es, but you were trapped in wreckage for most of the duel,
Michadl.' Therewasjust ahint of acid in Linshaw's voice. 'Chris, you



were the one who actualy took Jones down. Wasthere ever acritical
point?

'I--" Chris glanced across at Bryant who was wearing arather thin
amile. The big man's shoulderslifted in the barest of shrugs. Beyond
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him, Hewitt showed as much emotion as ablock of granite. 'l think the
missile ploy caught usthe way it wasintended to - and the jury's till

out on whether that was alega manoeuvre or not - but after Nakamura
actualy engaged, we were never redly up againgt it."

'l see’ Liz Linshaw leaned forward. Thisisagreat moment for you,
isn'tit Chris. The hero of the hour. And coming so soon after your
transfer. Y ou must be over the moon.'

'Uh, yes." He shrugged. 'It'smy job.’
‘A job you enjoy?

Mindful of Hewitt's gaze, Chris manufactured asmile. 'l wouldn't be
inthisline of work if | didn't likeit, Liz.

'Of course.' Linshaw seemed to have got what she wanted. She turned
her attention to Hewitt. 'Now, Louise, you made all this happen. How
do you fed about the way your team performed?

Chris switched off again as Hewitt began to mouth the viewer
consumable platitudes.

'‘What was that al about?

He asked Bryant the question later, asthey sat in front of whisky
tumblersin the hotel bar of the Tebbit Centre. Outside, wind-driven
rain lashed impotently at big glass pandsthat gave aview out onto
drenched and darkened hills. Makin had cried off early, pleading
tomorrow's crack-of-dawn start. It was pretty obvious he was choked
about Chriss guest spot on the Liz Linshaw evening specid. Standard
practice in post-tender reports was to interview only the team leader
and the divisiond head, but Bryant had been crowing about Chriss
performance from the moment they cut him out of the wreckage of his
BMW. Makin had gone conspicuoudy unmentioned.

"That? Bryant gave him awry grin. 'Wdll, let'sjust say I'm not
flavour of the month with Ms Linshaw at the moment.'

Chrisfrowned. His nerveswere dtill alittle shot from the duel and he

found his mind tended to skitter when he tried to concentrate. At the same
time, asif compensating for its poor performance in other aress, it spat
chunks of memory at him with neer tota recal. Now, asif ligeningtoit on
tape, he heard the words Liz Linshaw had used over theradio that first
morning as he drovein to the new job a Shorn: Still nothing on the no-name
cal out for Mike Bryant at Shorn Associates, don't know where you've got to,
Mike, but if you can hear me were anxious to hear from you. He strained

to remember Bryant and Linshaw's body |anguage the evening of the

quarterly review party, but hisrecall wastoo a cohol-damaged to trust.



'Wereyou two, ah... 7

Bryant grinned and sank haf hiswhisky. 'If, by that delicate ah, you
mean fucking, then yes. Y es, we were fucking.'
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Chrissat till, remembering Suki.

Asif reading hismind, Bryant said, 'lIt was no big dedl. Scratching an
itch, you know. She gets off on driversthe way some guysdo on Italian
holoporn. It was back when Suki was, you know, off sex. Just after
Arianawas born.' He shrugged. ‘Like| said, no big dedl.’

Christried to think of an appropriate question to fill the space. Inthe

background, something ingpid lilted from the bar's sound system.
'So how long did it last?

'Wdll,' Bryant turned to face him, getting comfortable. 'In theinitia

stages, about eight months. I'm telling you, Chris, she was hot. We

both were. She was doing thisin-depth study of Conflict Investment,

for aseries and then, you know, that book, New Asphalt Warriors. So we
saw alot of each other without anyone wondering. She used to do these
interviews and then we'd get off cameraand fuck like rabbits wherever
there was alockable door. | used to get hard-onsjust talking to her on
camera. Even after the series was wrapped, we were fucking two or three
timesaweek in hotes around the city, or the car. Sheredly liked thet,

the car. Then it sort of cooled off. Once aweek, sometimes not even

that. And Suki came back on line, so there was that as competition. I'd
missed Suki, you know, and that whole pin-up buzz thing was fading
anyway. Therewas about six monthswhen Liz and | didn't see each

other at dl.' Another grin. 'Then she made, like, this amazing comeback.
She asked me out to the studio one night, after everyone had gone

home. | wasn't going to go at first, but | was curious, you know. Man,

I'm glad | went." Bryant leaned closer, till grinning. 'We fucked on the
interview set and she filmed the whole thing with one of those big

studio cameras. Then she mailed methe fucking disc at work. Y ou believe
that? | mean, | didn't know at the time she was doing it, otherwise I'd
never have agreed. Then suddenly there'sthis Studio Ten disc on my

desk with Souvenir written oniit.'
Jesus!

Bryant nodded. 'l thought at first she was going to send it to Suki.

Fact, | thought she aready had when | got my copy. But when | rang
her shejust asked how I'd liked it and if | wanted arepeat performance.
So the last sx months we've been repeat-performing a couple of timesa

month and it's still ashot asever.’

'And Suki?

'She doesn't know. Y ou know, theweird thing is, you'd think 1'd go
back to Suki too tired to perform but it's not like that. I'm more buzzed

when | get home from asesson with Liz than | would beif | hadn't had sex al week. It'sthat fucking
disc, man. It makesyou fed like afucking porn star.’



'So what's the problem now?
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'Ah, nothing redly. We had this big row the last time we met up to
fuck.' Bryant's gaze floated off into the corners of the bar. The carnd

shine faded from hisface. He seemed disinclined to go on.
'What about?

Bryant sighed. 'Ah, shit. Chris, do you think | was right to shoot
those gangwit motherfuckersthat night at the Falkland?

'Y eah, sure.’ Chris heard himsalf and stopped. 'l mean--'
‘Seethat'swhat | think.'

"They were'

'Fucking going to trash us, right?

Chrisgestured. 'Uh, yeah.'

‘Right, that'swhat | said. It'swhat Suki says, it'swhat the fucking
corporate police enquiry says. So, what's the big deal ?

'She doesn't buy it?

Bryant glanced at him. 'What'sto buy? | told her the truth.’

'What about the machetes?

'Machetes? Wrecking bars? What's the fucking difference. | don't
even remember which thing | told her." Bryant swallowed more whisky
and waved his glasslaterdly. 'Didn't matter. She said | was afucking
animd. Get that. |, | wasan anima. Never mind the fuckerswith the

crowbars. | wasafucking animd. Y ou understand that?

Chris crowded Carlas voice out of hishead with apull a hisown
drink. 'She wasn't there, man.'

"That'sright, she wasn't.' Bryant stared broodingly at the bottles
behind the bar. 'Fucking reporters.’

Chris sngpped hisfingers and the liveried barman arrived asif on
rails. Bryant didn't look a him. Chrisindicated their glasses.

'Hll usup!

Theliquor drizzled down, catching thelight.

'Got work to do tomorrow," said Bryant gloomily. ‘Makin'sright,

you'l see. They'll want twenty-five fucking drafts of that contract
beforeit's put to bed. Bentick from the DTC, | know that mother



fucker and he wants every 'i' double-dotted, just in case his precious
minister runsinto embarrassing questions on civilian casudties or some
such shit!

'Worry about it tomorrow.' Chrisraised hisglass. 'Here. Small wars:'
'Y egh, smdll wars!’

Crystal chimed between them. Bryant knocked back the whisky in
one and signalled the barman again. He watched the glassfill up.

I'man animd," he muttered with bitter dishelief. 'I'm afucking
animd.’
They kicked it in the head about an hour later, when it became clear
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that no amount of drinking was going to extract Bryant from his sudden
puddle of gloom. Chrishdf-carried hisfriend to thelift and dong the
corridor to hisroom, where he propped him against the wall while he
fumbled with keys. Once insde the room, he hauled Mike most of the
way onto the pristine expanse of king-size bed and set about unlacing
his shoes. Bryant began to snore. Christook off the shoes and shovelled
Mike's unshod feet up onto the bed with the rest of him.

As Chris bent over him to remove histie, the other man sirred.
'Liz? he queried blegrily.

‘Not achance,' said Chris, loosening the knot on histie.

'Oh." Bryant heaved his head up and made an attempt to focus.
'Chris. Don't even think about it, man. Don't even think about it.'

'l won't.' Chrisfinished unknotting the tie and stripped it from
around Bryant's neck with asingle hard tug.

‘That'sright.' Bryant's head fell back on the bed again and hiseyes
rolled duggishly closed. "Y ou're agood guy, Chris. That'syou. You're
a Fucking good guy.’

He drifted off to deep again. Chrisleft him there snoring and let

himsdlf quietly out of the room. He dipped into hisown room likea

thief and went to his hotel bed, where he lay awake awhile, masturbating
to the thought of Liz Linshaw's tanned thighs and cleavage.

It was very quiet insde thelimo now. Thetorrentid rain of the slorm
had died back to apersistent drizzle that smeared the windows but no
longer drummed on the roof. The limo's Rolls Royce engine made
dightly less noise than the rush of itstyres on the wet asphalt outside.
Theloudest sound in the rear cabin wasthe chirrup of Louise Hewitt's
laptop as it processed data.

Maps and graphs came and went, summoned and dismissed by the

deft ripple of Hewitt's hands across the deck. Projectionsfor the
Cambodian conflict, dtered minutely as new potential eementswere
factored in. Crop failures, what ij?. Typhoon impact, what if?. Hong
Kong federation cuts diplomatic ties, what ij9. Bryant's preliminary
work was an inspired piece of modeling, but Hewitt believed in tracking
her subordinates and pushing for potential weaknesses until they
emerged. It was an exercisein basic security. Aswith any aloy, you
didn't know the materid well until you knew what would bresk it.

The car mobile purred up at her from where it was curled on the seat
likeared eyed cat. She killed the phone's video option and picked up

the handset, eyes il fixed on the Hong Kong federation variant.
'Yes?



A familiar voice crackled in her ear. She smiled.
'On my way to Edinburgh, why?
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O'ackle crackle.

'No, | didn't think there was any point. I've got breakfast with aclient
inthe Howard at eight and contractsto go over before that.'

Grackle crackle SNAP. Hewitt's smile broadened.

'Oh, isthat what you thought? Well, sorry to disgppoint you, but |
wouldn't have come dl theway up here just for that. Good enough to
eat though you looked.’

The phone crackled some more. Hewitt Sighed and hoisted her gaze
to the roof. Her voice became soothing.

'Y es, media exposure's apowerful thing. But | was Sitting there,
remember. | really wouldn't worry about it if | wereyou.'

Thevoicein her ear grew agitated and Hewitt's good-natured
exasperation hardened. She sat forward.

‘Alright, listen. Y ou just let me worry about Faulkner. Y ou leave him
alone.' The crackling stopped on a sharp interrogation mark.

'Yes, | know. | was there, remember. It's no big surprise, to be honest.
Look, it'sjust an angle.’

Snap, crackle. Incredulous.

'Yes, | do.'

Snap, question.

'Because that's what they pay mefor. | don't have the details worked
out yet, but it shouldn't take much leverage!

Crackle, crackle, crackle.

'Mike Bryant will do ashe'stold. That's the difference between them,
and you need to remember that. Now, we've talked about this enough.
I'll be back in London day after tomorrow, we can meet and discuss it
then.’

Sullen crackle. Silence.

Hewitt cradled the phone and grinned to herself in the quiet gloom.
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FOURTEEN

‘Seen enough?

Erik Nyquist got up and held the cracked remote closer to the screen.
Thered active light winked feebly a couple of times and the programme
credits continued to scroll down, superimposed over an aerid view of
Nakamurawreckage. Findly, Erik gave up on the failing remote and
snapped on the blue stlandby screen manudly. Inthe glow it cast, he
turned back to face his daughter. Carla sat, glassin hand, and stared at
the place where the images had been.

"The hero of the hour,’ Erik grunted. ‘Jesus, theirony of that.
Butcher acouple of fellow human beings to maximise neo-colonia

profiteering haf the globe away and you're agoddamn hero.’
'Dad, Carlasad tiredly.

'Y ou heard her. Thisisagreat moment for you, Chris. And your beloved
husband stting there grinning likeaMormon. | wouldn't bein thisline of
work if | didn't likeit, Liz. Chrigt!"

'He had no choice. The woman on the left was his boss, and from
what | hear she already doesn't like him. What was he supposed to do?
If he stepped out of line theway you want, he'd probably lose hisjob.’

'l know that." Erik went to the table that served him as an open-plan

drinks cabinet and began to mix himsalf another vodka and orange. '‘Been there, bought the T-shirt. But
sometimes you have to stand by

the odd principle, you know.'

'Yes, | know,' Carlasnapped, surprising hersdlf. 'And where did that
get you in the end, standing by your much-vaunted principles?

'Wdll, let's see.’ Erik grinned down into the glass he was pouring.

Having provoked her, he was now cheerfully backing down again. It was
one of hisfavourite drinking games. 'l was arrested, held without trial
under the Corporate Communications Act, shunned by my so-called
friends and colleagues, blacklisted by every news editor in the country
and refused a credit rating. | lost my job, my home and any hopesfor

the future. Nothing that ayoung man of Chriss cdibre couldn't takein

hisstride. Thetroubleis, he just lacks the vison to make it happen.'
Carlagmiled, despite hersdlf.

'Liked that one, did you? Erik lifted hisglassin her direction. 'For
once, it'ssomething | just made up. Cheers!’
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'Cheers.’ She barely sipped at her own neat vodka. It had taken her
the whole news report to get three fingers down the drink, and now it was warm.

'Dad, why do you stay here? Why don't you go back to Troms6?

'And meet your mother in the high Street every day? No thanks. I'm
living with enough guilt asit is'

‘Sheisn't there most of the time and you know it.'

'Okay, I'd just see her every time she comes back from some particularly
successful book launch or lecture tour.’ Erik shook his head. 'l

don't think my ego's up to that. Besides, after dl these years, who would
| know?

‘Alright, you could move to Odo. Write a column back there.’
'Carla, | dready do." Erik gestured at the battered computer in the
corner. 'Seethat. It's got awirein the back that goes all theway to

Norway. Marvelous what they can do with technology these days."
'Oh, shut up.’

'Carla’ The mockery drained from histone. "What am | going to
change, moving back there now? It isn't asif the costs are prohibitive
here. Even with the zone tax on top, email is so chegp you can't
redigticaly cogt it on the number of articles| mail out inamonth.

And evenif you could, evenif | waswaking my work to the editorsin

Odoto save money, |'d spend what | saved on winter socks.'
'Don't exaggerate, it's not that cold.’
' think you're forgetting.’

'Dad.’ Her voice grew very gentle. 'We weretherein January.'

'Oh." She heard, in that sSingle gruff syllable, how much it hurt
him. He made a point of looking her in the face. 'Visiting your
mother?

She shook her head. 'There wasn't time, and anyway, | think she was

in New Zedand. Christook me to the Winter Wheels show in Stockholm,
and we went across to see Sognefjord on the way back. Hed

never been there!'

'And it wasn't cold? Come on, Carla. | may not be able to afford
flights on awhim, but it hasn't been solong.’

‘Mright, it was cold. Yes, it was cold. But, Dad, it was so
' She gave

up and gestured around her. 'Dad, look at this place.’



'Yeah, | know | haven't tidied up for awhile, but *
"Y ou know what | mean!'

Erik looked at her in dlence for awhile. Then he went to the window
and tugged back one of the ragged curtains. Outside, something had
been set on fireand it painted legping shadows on the ceiling above
where he stood. Shouts came through the thin glass pane. 'Yes," he said
softly. ‘I know what you mean. Y ou mean this. Urban decay, as only the
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British know how to doit. And here | am, fifty-seven years old and stuck
inthemiddleof it

She avoided hiseyes.

'It'sjust so civilised back there, Dad. There's nobody deeping on the
Streets’

‘Just aswell, they'd freeze to death.’

Sheignored him. ' nobody dying because they can't afford medical
attention, no old people too poor to afford heating and too scared to go
out after dark. Dad, there are no gang zones, no armoured police trucks,
theré'sno excluson likethereis here!

It sounds asif you should be talking to Chris, not me." Erik knocked
back alarge portion of hisdrink in one. It was an angry gesture, and his
voice carried the ragged echo of the emotion. 'Maybe you can persuade
him to move up thereif you like it so much. Thoughit'shard to see

what you'd both do for aliving without anybody to kill on the roads.’
Sheflinched.

Hesaw it and reined himsdlf in.

‘Carla’

She looked at her lap. Said nothing. He sighed.

'Carla, I'm sorry. . 1 didn't mean to say that.'

'Yes, you did.’

'No." He set down hisdrink and came to crouch in front of her. 'No, |
didn't, Carla. | know you're just doing what you haveto get by. We adl
are. Even Chris. | know that. But can't you see. Any argument for me
going back to Norway isan equdly valid argument for you. How do you
think | fed, looking atyou, stuck in the middle of this?

The thought stopped her like adap. Her hands tightened on his.

'Dad--' She swallowed and started again. 'Dad, that'snot it, isit?
Y ou're not staying because of me?

He chuckled and lifted her chin with one hand.

'Staying because of you? Staying to protect you, with dl the money
and influence I've amassed? Y eah, that'sright."

Thentel mewhy.’

'Why." He stood up and for a moment she thought she wasin for



another lecture. Instead, he went to stand at the window again, staring
out. The flames were stronger now and they stained hisface with

orange. 'Do you remember Monica Hansen?

"Y our photographer?

Erik smiled. 'I'm not sure she'd like the possessive pronoun, but yes,

Monicathe photographer. She's back in Odo now, taking photos of furniture for some catalogue. She's
bored, Carla. The money's okay,

but she's bored to screaming.’

'Better bored than deeping in the streets.”

106



'Don't exaggerate, Carla. I'm not deeping in the streets. And, no,

listen to me amoment, think about it. Y ou said yourself theré's no
exclusion there like there is here. So what would | write about. Back in
the comfort and safety of my own Scandinavian socia system? No,
Carla Thisisthefront line - thisiswhere | can make adifference!

'No one wants you to make a difference, Dad.' She got up from the
chair, suddenly angry again, and faced him. She jerked back the other
curtain and glared angrily down at the fire below. 'Look at that.'

The source of the flames, she saw as she gestured, was an overturned
armchair. Other items lay scattered around, unrecognisable in the darkness
and as yet untorched. A shattered window directly above suggested

an origin. Someone had been in one of thefirg-floor flats, throwing

down what it contained. Now figuresin baggy, hooded sportswear

stood gathered around the fire, making Carla think of menacing
negeative-image Disney dwarves out of some nightmare whereit all
definitely did not end happily ever after.

'Look at it," she hissed again. "Y ou think those people care what you
write? 'Y ou think most of them can even read? Y ou think peoplelike
that care about you making a difference?

'Don't be so quick to judge, Carla. Like Benito says, don't make 3D
judgments of what you can only seeon your TV screen.’

'Oh, for ' Her expletives evaporated in an exasperation too old and

deep for words. She rapped hard on the glass. ThisisntaTV, Dad. It's
afucking window, and you live here. Y ou tell me what we'relooking at,
community night barbecue maybe?

Erik sghed. 'No, it's probably gang retribution for something.
Someone they thought informed on them, someone who spoke out of
turn. They did the same thing to Mrs McKenny last summer because
shewouldn't let her son run balloonsfor them. Of course, then he had
to, just to buy some new furniture. Y ou can't fault the gangwits on
psychology.' He turned away from the window, and suddenly, in the
motion, she saw how tired he had become. The vison only fanned the
flames of her anger again. Up from the pit of her somach, alicking,
gusting Sckness.

Erik gppeared not to sense it coming. He was freshening hisdrink
again, working on an ironic grin to match it. 'Of coursg, it could just be
kids having fun. Random stuff. A lot of thosefirgt-floor flats have been
empty for longer than I've been here. They just bregk inand'’

He shrugged and drank.

'And throw the stuff out the window/* Suddenly she wasyelling at
him, redlly ydling. 'And s&t firetoit! For fun/Jesusfucking Christ, Dad,



will you listen to yourself. Y ou think thisisnovnd? Are you fucked in the
head?
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The flashback caught like magnesium ribbon behind her eyes. Eleven
yearsold again, and screaming at her father as hetried to explain what

he had done and why she had to choose. It burned out asfast, afterimage
inked onto her retinaand the returning dimness of the room. She

looked up quickly, caught the expression on Erik'sface, and knew he
was remembering too.

'Dad, I'm sorry,’ she whispered.
Too late.

Hedidn't say it, but he didn't need to. Silence was settling around
theminlittle black shreds, like scorched down from a pillow shot

through at close range.
IDw 1

She had thought for amoment he might yell back, but he didn't. He

only moved dightly, the way she sometimes saw Chris move when some
piece of driving-induced injury caught him awkwardly. He moved and
nodded to himself, asif her scream had been aswallow of rough but
interesting whisky. She saw theway he was composing himsdlf, and
knew what was coming.

'‘Normd? He said the word with careful pedantry that aimost hid the
returning gruffnessin hisvoice. 'Wdl | think, in the context of the
daughter weve just seen committed by the man you share your bed
with--'

'Dad, please--'

Hisvoice trampled hersdown. 'I'd call it normal, yes. Infact I'd call it
compaaivey hedthy. Burnt furniture you can dways replace. Burnt
fleshisalittle harder.’

She bregthed deliberately, loosening the tightnessin her chest.
‘Listen, Dad, I'm not going to'

'Of course, thereis dways the double standard to consider. As
Mazeau would have put it, crimeisamatter of degrees and the degree
that redly mattersin society's eyesisthe extent to which the crimind

has asserted himsdlf beyond his designated socia class and status--'
'Oh, bullshit, Dad!

But the anger had deserted her, and al she could fed now wasthe
edge of tears. She held onto her drink with clumsy, even-year-old
hands, and watched as her father retreated, swathing himself in the
gauze bandage of palitical rhetoric to hide the hurt.



"The sons and daughters of the powerful buy and sell drugs amongst
themselves with impunity, because dl they have doneis overstep dightly
the licence their class entitles them to, misunderstood thelip service

to legdity that must be paid if the common herd are to continue grazing
quietly. But let one child from the Brundtland enter their fairy kingdom
and do the same, and watch the full bloody weight of the law fall on
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him, because he has prerumed to behave asheis not entitled, presumed
to not know his place. And that we cannot allow.’

'Dad,’ shetried one more time, voice pitched low and urgent. 'Please,
Dad, look down there again. Never mind whosefault it is. Never mind
the palitics of it. Do you think anyone down there gives aflying fuck
what you write? Do you think they give afuck about anything any
more?

'‘And my son-in-law does? He did not turn to the window, but his
eyeswere bright with the reflected fireglow. 'Chris gives aflying luck

for the bodies he left on the motorway today? Or the bodies that they'll
be stacking in the streets of Phnom Penh ayear from now?Y ou know
what | wish, Carla?| wish you'd married one of those edge dealers down
thereinstead of that suited piece of shit you deep with. The dedler, at
least, | could make excusesfor.'

That'sgreat, Dad.' Findly, with theinsult to Chris, she had the

anger back. The strength to hurt. Her voice came out flat and cold.

'Y ou findly had the gutsto say it to my face. The man who paid your
rent and bought you anew kitchen last Chrissmasisapiece of shit. And
| guessit's clear what that makes me.’

She sat down the drink on the coffee table and made for the door. She

saw how he lifted one arm involuntarily towards her as she passed him,
but she shut it out.

'Where are you going?

'I'm going to pack my bag, Dad. And then, if | don't get mugged and
raped on the way out by one of your oppressed proletarians, I'm going
home!

'l thought you didn't want to be on your own in the house.'

Hesaid it sulkily, but there was an undertone of fear and regret in his
voice now. Dismayed, she redlised that it was exactly what she wanted to
hear. She could fed the relish bubbling up on hearing it.

'l didn't,’ shesad. 'But I'd rather be alone, somewhere safe and sane,
than with you inthis shithaole!

Shedidn't turnto seehisface asshe said it.
Shedidn't need to.

Some damage, Chris had once told her, you don't need to see. Y ou know
what you've done on impact. Y ou can fed it. All you haveto do after that is

disengage.

She went to pack.
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FIFTEEN

It finaly hit Chriswhile he waswaiting at the counter in Louie Loui€'s for adouble-spike cappuccino.

Hed sat up late the previous evening, going over the possibilities, and
by the time he finaly came to bed, Carlawas aready adeep. More and
more, that was becoming the pattern. Work on the Cambodia contract
was keeping him later and later at Shorn. He was forced to relegate his
self-defence classes and gun practice to lunch-time, which stretched the
day even longer. Carlawas getting home anything from two to five
hours ahead of him during the week and they had given up any pretence
of dining together. He ate the remains of what she had cooked for
hersdlf earlier and talked desultorily to her about hisday. Loading

the dishwasher was usudly the only shared activity of the evening;

after that, one of them would retire upstairsto read, leaving the other
marooned down in the living room with the entertainment deck.

Therewas an air of detached politenessto their lives now. They had

sex a increasingly irregular intervals and argued less than they ever had
before, because they rarely had the time or energy to talk about anything
of sgnificance. They kept meaning to take along weekend

together somewhere like New Y ork or Madrid and use thetimeto
recharge, but somehow it never came together. Either Carlaforgot to
book the Saturday off with Mel, or Chris was suddenly needed for a
weekend mesting with the Cambodiateam. Summer came on, pleasantly
mellow, but the layer of superficidity continued to thicken over

their day-to-day life and Chrisfound himsdlf enjoying the new westher
only in moments of isolation that he was later curioudy unwilling to
sharewith Carla

Helay awake beside her, turning the game over in hismind until he
findly fel adeep.

Onthedrivein that morning held tried again, but he'd been too

deepy from the night before. In the last few weeks his habitud driver's
caution had grown lax to apoint that under other circumstances might
have been called recklessness. Asit was, the attitude made perfect sense.
Following the Nakamura challenge, word had got out about the
dangerous new player at the Shorn table and no one among the young
no-name challengers was keen to go up against Chris Faulkner's clearly
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identifiable Saab Custom. The vehicl€'s spaced armouring and Mitsue
Joness demise a its owner's hands were equally thoroughly mytholo
gised among the driving fraternity - detail upon invented detail until it
was impossible even for Christo separate the true facts from the thicket
of embdlishmentsthat had sprung up around them. In the end, he gave
up trying and started to live with the legend. In this, he was probably
the last person on board. Amidst dl the hype, one thing had been
universally accepted in the City of London weeks ago - there had to be
easer waysto carve anamefor yoursdf than go up againgt Chris
Faulkner.

'Double cap for Chris," yelled the girl at the counter.

Hewas on first name terms with the staff of Louie Loui€sthese days-
they'd torn out the front cover of GQ that month and pinned it up
behind the counter. Reluctantly, he'd autographed it, and now, every
time hewent in, his carefully groomed features grinned back at him
from beneeth the imprisoning gloss and black ink scrawl. It made him
dightly uneasy. Fame had dripped like sap al over him and now it was
hardening into amber and he was trapped inside for al to see. Fansites
were starting to give him serious coverage for the first time since the
desth of Edward Quain. East European working girlswith unlikely
stage names and credit-card hotlineswere in hismail, plying him with
suggestions of varying subtlety.

And you're pinned down, overdeployed, no way to

The solution boiled out at him like the milk froth from the steamer,
bubbling up on itsdlf asit unfolded. It might have been the crosshatched
patterning of the yellow and black tiles behind the counter, or

maybe just the results of dissociative thinking, atechnique hed picked
up from a psych seminar the week before. Whatever it was, hefielded
theinsight and took it back up in the Shorn eevator with his coffee.

‘Cambodia Resourcing continuesto lead the rising stock trend,’ the
elevator informed him as they powered upward. 'With end-of-day
tradingat'

Hetuned it out. He dready knew.

Mike Bryant was taking to the machine. Chris could hear him

through the door, dictating in jagged piecesto the datadown. It was
achewed-over verson of adocument to the Cambodian rebels that
they'd been working on most of yesterday. The East Asia Trade and
Investment Commission was leaning on them for Charter compliance
with an uncharacterigtic fervour. Industria espionage reports suggested
Nakamurabribeswere going in a high leve.

'We have no interest in the so-called, no, scratch that, no interest in
the areas you have designated resettlement zones, nor are we concerned
with what goes on within those zones. The administration of the camps
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is, of course, not within our jurisdiction provided no overt human rights
abuse, uh-uh, provided no human rights abuse, mhmmm, no, back up
again, not within our jurisdiction, uhhh, provided, given that, oh fuck
it--'

Chrisgrinned and knocked at the door.
'What? Bryant bellowed.
'Having trouble?

'Chridl' Bryant stood poised in the middle of his office space, arms

dung on a polished wood baseball bat that he'd braced at the nape of his
neck. It gave him the posture of aman crucified, and the tirednessin his
face did nothing to dter the impression. 'Would you believe I've been

on this motherfucker since eight thismorning. It hasto go to the uplink

at noon, and I'm il splitting fucking hairs on the covering | etter.

Listen to this." He walked to the desk and read aloud from a piece of
hardcopy that curled from the datadown printer. " The administration

of the campsis, of course, not within our jurisdiction, provided no
human rights abuse occurs.” Sary's going to go through the roof if we

send him that - helll say we'reimplying the Friday satement'salie’
tis, isn'tit?

'Please.’ Bryant rolled his neck against the wood of the bat. ‘I'm
trying to do politics here. We can't imply he'slying.'

'l thought we were going to go with "given that no human rights

abuseisoccurring'.
Bryant shook his head. "'Won't wash with the UN. Therésan
Amnesty report doing the rounds in Norway and no one's prepared to
deny it a minigteria level. Weve got to stay "vague but firm". That'sa
direct quote from Hewitt.'

'Vague but firm." Chris pulled aface. ‘Nice.’

'Fucking Amnesty.'

'Y eah, well. Shit happens.’ Chris came and stood at Bryant's
shoulder, reading the hardcopy. "What abot...'

Hetore the sheet from the printer and scanned it. Bryant undung the
baseball bat from his shoulder and parked it in acorner.

"... Confident. That'sit, look. Admin of the camps blah blah blah
not within our jurisdiction and we are confident that no human rights
abuse, no, that none of the aleged human rights abuse has occurred.’ He

handed back the sheet. 'How about that?



Bryant snatched it.
'Y ou bastard. Forty-five fucking minutes I've been staring &t this.'

'Caffeine.’ Chrisheld up histake-out from Louie Loui€'s. 'Want
some?

'I'mall caffeined out. | wasin a sx with Makin, and thislanded on
my desk an hour ago from upstairs. Notley and the policy board.
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Response required. Asif | didn't have enough elseto do. Let'ssee. . .
"that none of the alleged human rights abuse has occurred”. Right.
Now what about this? "However we cannot permit your forcesto
obstruct the passage of fuel and supplies'.’

"Try "forces operating in the area’. Takesthe sting out of it and
makes him fedl like abig man. Like you're asking him to police the zone
generdly, not just get agrip on hisown troops.’

Bryant muttered and scribbled on the hardcopy as he read it back.
""However we cannot permit forces operating in the areato obstruct the
passage of fuel and" blah blah blah blah. That'sit. Brilliant.'

Chris shrugged. 'Ready-wrapped. | used the same scare on the
Panthers of Justice a couple of weeks back, and they lapped it up.
Stopped the banditry dead. All most of these rebelsredlly want is some
kind of recognition. Paterna acknowledgement from somekind of
patriarchd authority. According to Lopez, it had them swaggering
around, posting police directivesin every village.'

Mike barked alaugh. ‘Lopez? That Joaquin Lopez?

'Yeah!

'S0 you put Harris up to tender after al.'

'Wdll, like you said. It was our investment he was fucking with. And

Lopez worksflat out for ahaf per cent less of total. Redlly took Harris

gpart in the bullring too, apparently.’
|

'Y eah, he's il young enough to have the drive. Harris burnt out
il

years ago, it'sjust no one ever cdled himonit. Y ou did the whole
t



industry aservice putting him out."

't wasyour idea. If anything, | owe you onefor the advice. So

anyway, what'sthissix am. shit with Makin? Anything | should know

about?

'Nah, shouldn't think ' Bryant stopped. 'Actualy, maybe | should
t

bounceit off you. Y ou worked the NAME, didn't you? North Andean

Monitored Economy? Back when you were at HM?
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Chrisnodded. Y eah, we were into the ME in abig way. Anybody
I

with a decent emerging markets portfolio had to be. Why, what's going
[

on down there now?
i

'Ah, it'sfucking Echevarriaagain. Y ou remember that first day we

met in the gents, | told you | was off to see some greasy dictator for a
budget review?

"That was Hernan Echevarria? | thought hewas dying.'

'No such luck. The old bastard's pushing eighty, he's had major
surgery twicein the last decade, and he's till hanging on. He's groom
ing hiseldest son, in true corrupt land-owning motherfucker fashion, to
take over the whole show when hel's gone. And, as you'd expect with

these haciendafamilies, the son's acompl ete fucking waste of space.



Spendsdl histimein Miami doing the casines, powdering hisnose and
fucking thelocd gringas.’

Chris offered another shrug. 'Sounds okay. Easy enough to contral,
ayway.

'Not on present showing.' Bryant punched a couple of points on the
datadown screen and the display shifted. 'See, Echevarriajunior's

making alot of friendsin Miami. Investor friends'’
‘Oh.’

'Y es, oh. Fresh money, mogt of it homegrown, but some from Tokyo
and Beijing viaUS management funds. Have alook at thislittle snap.’
Bryant turned the datadown screen to face Chris. 'Taken aboard
Haithem M-Ratrout's private yacht last week. Y ou'll recognise some
faces!

It was astandard paparazzi shot. Hurried and unflattering angleson
people who usually only appeared in the public eye coated inahigh
media gloss. Chris spotted two Hollywood pin-ups of the moment
displaying the cleavage for which they were famous, the US Secretary
of State caught picking the olive out of his martini and

'Over on the left you've got Echevarriajunior. Theoneinthelngrain
suit and the stupid hat. And that next to him is Conrad Rimshaw,
executive head of Conflict Investment for Lloyd Paul New Y ork. On
the other sde and towards the back you've got Martin Meldreck from
Caders Rapid Capita Deployment division. The vultures are gathering.'

‘But the father's till ours so far, right?

'So far.' Bryant nodded and touched another part of the screen. The
photo minimised and gave way to a spreadshest. 'But it's an uphill
sruggle. These are from the budget review | mentioned. The stuff in

red is contested. He wants more, we can't let him haveit.'
Therewasalot of red.

"The Echevarrias have been with Shorn's Madrid office ever snce

Hernan pulled the coup back in '27. Good solid clients. Our Emerging
Markets divison backed them all through the civil war and the crackdown
afterwards.' Bryant bent back fingersoneat atimeashe

enumerated. 'Fuel and ammunition, medica supplies, helicopter gunships,
counter-subversion trainers, interrogation technology. All at

knockdown prices, and for over twenty yearsit'sal paid off big time.
Quiescent population, low wage economy, export-oriented. Standard
neolibera dream.’



‘But not any more.

‘But not any more. Weve got another generation of guerrillasin the
mountains screaming for land reform, another generation of disaffected
student youth in the cities, and were al back to square one. Emerging
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Markets got scared and dropped the whole thing like a hot brick
draight
into Conflict Investment'slap. Hewitt gaveit to Makin.'

‘Niceof her.'i
'Y eah, well thiswasjust after Guatemaa, so Makin'srep wasriding

pretty high. Top commission andy<t for the year and dl that. | guess
Hewitt thought hed swing it in hisdeep. But thingsdidn't work out, so
they brought mein to assst. Now Makin's having to share Echevarria
with me and I've got to say,’ Bryant walked across to the door and
pressed it completely closed. His voice lowered. 'I've got to say he's not
handling it dl that well.

Chrisleaned againg the edge of Bryant's desk, feding the friendly
warmth of trust and ashared conspiracy coming off the other man.

'So what's the problem?

Bryant sighed. 'Problem is, Makin doesn't know how to handle i
Echevarria. See, he's used to these penny ante revol utionaries holed up
inthe jungle with their peasant education programmes and he thinks

Echevarriasjust the same anima made good.’
[

'‘Oops.’

'Y eah, I'vetold him. The Echevarrias are as close as you get to

nobility in that part of theworld. That's how comethe link with
[

Europe. Old Hernan traces his ancestors right back to Pizarro's origina

[i

conquistadors. As he never fucking tires of telling us. ‘course, al that
i

meansis he's descended from some dirt-poor younger son mercenary
i



glory-roader who grabbed a seat on the boat over from Spain, but it
¢i

isn't cool to mention that in budget meetings.’
I

'Makin said that?

Bryant laughed. 'No, I'm exaggerating. Makin'sto() damn good a
negotiator for that. But it smokes off him every time Echevarriagtartsin
on that nobility rap. Y ou can dmost see hislip curl. Echevarria seesit
too, and that fucking Hispanic pride stokes up, and Makin'slip curls
some more, and there we are, deadlocked. Were trying to lock him into
something long-term, so that when hefindly croaksthe NAMEII be
stable and, more importantly, ours, but he gets more hostile every time
wetalk to him. Now he wants double-figure percentage increasesin the
military budget to put down the rebels, and there's no way we can afford
to givethat to him and keep the fund managers happy. The problemiis,
he's taking the whole thing persondly.’

'So hewon't ign?

'He might eventudly,’ Bryant picked up the baseball bat again,

twirled it through the air and shipped it across one shoulder. 'If | can
talk him round. But eventudly might betoo late. HEs not awell man. If

he dies or his condition deteriorates too much, junior takes over and
i

then we're fucked. Junior hasn't got his old man'sillusions about the
i
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European connection, and he's pissed off with Makin for his attitude -
helll bring in LIoyd Paul or Caders RapCap just to snub us. And they'd
just loveto buy usout.'

Chrisspped at his coffee and thought about it while Bryant paced
towards the window, playing imaginary curveballs off the bat. When the
other man turned back to face him, he set the styrofoam canister down
on the desk with studied cam.

'What about the rebels? he asked.

"The rebels? Bryant spread his hands in supplication. 'Come on, who
thefuck arethey? Thisisatwenty-year client were talking about. Y ou
can't write that off against some bearded campesino hiding out in the
hills. There's probably haf ahundred different factionsand fronts, all
squabbling about their revolutionary lineage. We don't know them, we

don't have the time to get to know them and anyway

' know them.'
'‘What?

'l said | know them. HM Emerging Markets did an in-depth survey
of the ME'sradical factionslast year.' Chris gestured, open-handed.

'Weflew out there, Mike. I've got the files at home somewhere.’
Bryant gaped. 'Y ou're bullshitting me.’

'Do you aprofile by Thursday.'

‘Jesus. What did you do, just come up here to make my day?

'Oh." Chris picked up his coffee and crossed to the low table where
Mike kept the chess board. He hooked up a knight between index and
second finger and relocated it. 'Almost forgot. Check.'

Bryant grinned and feinted at him with the bat. Chris caught it with
his other hand.

'‘Motherfucker.'
'Yeah.' Chrislooked at the board. 'And mate in seven, | reckon.'
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SIXTEEN

The HM fileswere in the garage, stacked on an upper shelf nextto a
box of worn gear bearings that Carla had hung onto for some
unfathomable reason. Chriswent up on astepladder to retrieve the

disc he wanted and nearly turned an ankle jumping down afterwards.
'Fuck.'

Had Carlabeen there to seeit, he thought, she would have laughed.

She would have laughed out loud, and he would have joined in, pretending
that his ego was not pricked through, and after afew moments

the fleeting anger a being mocked would have leached out for redl.

But Carlawas a an evening course with two other mechanicsfrom
Mél's Autofix, learning about developmentsin virtud design technology,
and the house echoed with her absence.

He went through to the study and fed the disc into the datadown. A
search protocol swam up onto the screen.

‘North Andean Monitored Economy,' he told the machine. 'Hernan
Echevarria, political opponents.’

The search protocol dissolved and inits place a series of thumbprint
photos began to spring up like multicoloured blisters. Chris stood and
watched for amoment as the programme resized the rapidly multiplying
images, trying vainly to fit them al onto asingle screen page.

Then hewent out to the lounge, to fetch the whisky.

Hed built thisfilein ano-gtar hotel room overlooking the luminous
night-time surf of the Caribbean. Hammett McColl sent two teams out
to the NAME - one highly publicised visit, booked into the Bogota
Hilton, whaose function waslargely cosmetic, and one stedlth audit
crew, flown in undercover of a shoestring movie company'slocation
scouting. It had been astupid kind of fun at first, until the policing data
garted to flow in.

Chrisremembered velvet black nights, street life and lanterns strung

in the street outside. Swest rolling off hisbody and brow, pricked out in
amost equa quantities by the humidity and the details from the detention
records. Hisfingersleaving damp prints on the keys of the laptop.

He drank cane rum and smoked atrociousloca cigarettes and somehow
kept it dl in perspective most of the time. Just sometimes he paused and
lifted hisfingersfrom the keyboard asif he had heard something,
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because even the rum could not keep out the anima-ingtinctive knowledge
that the things the reports described were going on right now in
police stations across the city.

He never heard screams, he told himsdlf, then and later. It wasthe
reportstalking, working at hisimagination like afeeble dentist a an

infected tooth. That was al. He heard nothing.
Thetelephonerang.

Hejerked round, one hand on the neck of the whisky bottle and
looked out towards the lounge. It was the home phone, the unscreened
line. Hel€ft the office and stood in the connecting doorway, staring
across at thelittle blue screen. The call bell symbol pulsed on and off in

green, in time with the soft chiming.
Who

Can't be Carla. He checked hiswatch. The seminar till had haf an
hour to run, and anyway he'd had the thought before he knew what time
it was. Astheir separate work schedules chewed off more and more of
the time they used to spend together, they'd fallen out of the habit of

checking in with each other for anything other than pure necessity.
The telephonerang.

Hewatched it stupidly, holding the whisky, thoughts locked up.

Work would have used the datadown. From habit and from the
manua. There was a Shorn directive againg talking shop on unscreened
lines

The phonerang.

Erik, ringing to back down from the ludicrous sulk Carla had

described when Chris got back from the north. Chris grimaced. That
particular Viking? Not likely.

Just answer the fucking thing, for Christ's sake.

He crossed to the terminal and thumbed the accept. The blue background
blipped out and a picture sank into place.

For a curious moment, Chris wasn't sure what he was looking at. He
made out dark glossy hair and aprofile, seemingly pillowed on twin
cushionsthat...

Moaning gusted through the air from the spesker.

The profile turned, mouth open.



A hand appeared, enamd red-tipped.

Adrenalin bubbled abruptly through Chris's head as the picture made
sense. He was watching adice of holoporn, downloaded direct to the
phone link..A heavily made-up woman with long black tresseswas
crouched over an equally painted blonde partner, sucking and nibbling
at apair of breasts so large and so perfectly rounded it was hard to
believe they were physically attached to either participant.

Chris sank onto the arm of the sofa, watching.

The shot dilated alittle and background detail emerged. Thetwo
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women were sprawled on what appeared to be some kind of exercise
bench and wore nothing beyond afew studded leather accessories that
served only to lift and separate curved areas of flesh. The blonde half of
the duo was on her back and upside down, hair trailing to the floor. The
other woman had somehow contrived to straddle her partner but leave
her own backsideraised highinthe air like the top of a child-drawn
heart. The twin mounds of buttocks mirrored the silicone-enhanced
globes of the woman below so that a bizarre kind of vertical symmetry
was created. Y ou could amost believe you were looking at asingle
hourglass-shaped creature with the incidental appendages of limbsand
faces added after the event.

Chrisfelt the blood stirring through his somach and puddling into

his prick asthe two woman faked their way towards amutua climax.
The dark-haired performer was evidently cast in the role of dominatrix
and she worked the other woman's flesh with much snarling and flash

ing of purple-painted eyes, while the blonde benesth her moaned and
rubbed semi-convincingly at her own improbable breasts.

The dominatrix--

The thought skated almost casudly acrosstherink of hismind,
replacing something €' se held been going to think.

--was Liz Linshaw.

He leaned forward uncomfortably over his erection. Confirmed, the
recognition sent asmdl shiver up hisspine. Liz Linshaw had aged afew
years since the footage was shot, but behind the purple eyeshadow and
the dyed black hair, the face was unmistakable. It was the same line of
cheekbone and nose, the same long, mobile mouth. The same dightly
crooked teeth.

Chriss eyesflickered from the face to the exposed flesh below it. Six

weeks ago, at the Tebbit Centre studio, he'd seen the steep curve of her
cleavage loaded into just-glimpsed lingerie under an open-necked |
blouse. Hed falen adeegp that night thinking about it and - he only i
admitted it to himsdf now - held looked for it on the morning Prom

and App bulletinssince.

Now, hereit waslaid out for hisperusa at leisure, and it was, he
noticed, the same steep curve. Liz Linshaw's breasts were not of the
same epic proportions as those of her performing partner, but they were
dill

cosmetic-standard



enough to defy gravity without external support,
it

The nipples, now being forced mock-sadisticaly into the blonde
woman's mouth, were large and dark and blunt. If there were scars
where the implants had gonein, they werelost in the dl-over tan.
Chriswasrock hard.

He watched as the blonde woman's mouth dragged and smeared
down the length of Liz Linshaw's body to the juncture of her thighs.
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The panting and moaning grew mutua as the two women got into the
inevitabletop-to-tail clinch and filled their brightly taloned handswith
bronzed flesh. Chriss hand moved unwillingly acrossthe buckle of his
belt. Semi-convincing or not--

White lights splashed across the window and drenched the curtains.
The Landrover crunched up the drive.

Chrisleapt up and snapped the phone off. The liquid sounds of
orgasm evaporated into illness. For amoment he stood over the unit,
glaring at it. The message option pulsed, download message, dump
message, replay message, download, dump, replay, download, dump
replay, download

He stabbed the screen and the copying bar filled from left to right
likeatiny, unrolling carpet in mauve.

The Landrover'sengine tilled. A door clunked, open and closed.
He stabbed the gject button and snatched the minidisc asit emerged.
It fell from hisfingers, hit thefloor and rolled.

Footsteps on gravel.

He cast about, tiny triphammersin histemples. The disc glinted
dlver from under an armchair.

Carladsrecognition tag scraped on the lock.

He bent and grabbed the disc, buried it in his pocket on the way out

of the lounge. He heard the front door open as he reached the study. He
madeit to his sedt.

'Chris?I'm home.’

‘Just aminute.’

The erection, hewas relieved to find, had mdted in the panic. His
jeansfdt amost loose. He swivelled on the chair as Carlacamein and

kissed him on the cheek.

'Work? Therewasjust ahint of weary resignation in the singleword
as she glanced past him at the screen.

"That'sright. He returned the kiss, fedling asif hefitted badly into
his own skin. The words were jumbled and overlarge on histongue. ‘It's

some stuff I'm digging out for Miched.'

'Y ou eaten?



'Y eah, therest of the curry. You?
'On the way." She grimaced. 'Kebab.'
"Yeah, | canamdl it

'Y eah. Sorry." She stopped abruptly and leaned back alittle, holding
his head between her pams. 'Y ou okay? Y ou look a bit pale.’

'I'm." He gusted a Sigh, pushing out some of the tension. Jerked his

head at the screen so she had to let go. 'It'sjust some of this stuff. We're
looking at the North Andean Monitored Economy. I'd forgotten the

shit they get up toin police cdlls out there.”
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She moved away. 'No worse than what's going on in Cambodia, from
what | hear.'

'We're leaning on them to stop that,’ he told her.

'Y eah? Therewas adull disinterest in her voice as she walked out of .
the room, a coat of detachment they had both started to evolve asan
aternative to the rows there was no longer time or energy for.

He went after her. Back into the lounge, where the phone terminal
stood in the corner. He remembered with ajolt through the ssomach
that he had not erased the origind message.

‘Carla’

'What? t

He moved up close to her and put one arm on the juncture of neck i!
and shoulder. The gesture felt clumsy, unaccustomed. It was weeks

sncethey'd fucked. Shelooked at him out of suspicious eyes.

'Wheat, Chris?
[

Heran hisfingers up into the hair behind her ear and tugged through
until his hand was clasping the back of her head. It was a caress that
invariably set her cooking, but it till felt awkward. He closed the fina
gap between them, relieved to find that his erection had returned in
force. Shefdt it pressed between them and athin little smile gppeared
on her lips.

'So what's got into you?

He kissed her. After acouple of moments shewarmed toit.

'I've missed you," he said when their mouths split apart.

'I've missed you too.'

'‘Come upstairswith me!'

She had started to rub at the crotch of hisjeanswith one hand. The
other worked at the buckle on hisbdlt. "What's wrong with right here?
He hesitated. The passion in the moment guittered down. She looked

up from what her hands were doing, terrifyingly atuned to the con



fusonfogging hishead. 1
'Chris?

'l don't want you getting carpet burns,' he said, and hauled her off her

feet. The classic wedding threshold lift. One hand went to her breast,
cupping and

the blonde gobbles down Liz Linshaw's nipple, smearing crimson lipgtick
Shelaughed.

'Wdll, well. Romance.'

Staggering alittle, he got her upgtairs. They crashed onto the bed and
shed their clothes. Carlaturned towards him, naked, and hefelt atiny
crysta of warmth drip and dide somewhere deep insde him. He had
forgotten how beautiful her body was, the broad-shouldered, long
boned pae expanse of it, theflat width of somach and the full breasts
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above, breasts that would have been large on a smdler-framed woman
but here

the swollen hemispheres, flesh taut to breaking point, kneaded by red taloned
hands

He blinked and forced the image aside. Focused on the woman he
was with, dotting into the old, comfortable sequence of postures and

pressures, the places she liked to be touched, the eventua coupling Liz Linshaw's mouth, burrowing

He could not loseit. Even when Carla got on her hands and knees
ahead of him theway they both liked to finish, he fantasised the other
two women into existence on the bed with them. He imagined them
vampire-like, clutching and sucking at Carla's flesh and hisown, and he
came with that last image printed indelibly across hiseyes.

They |€eft then, dragging his post-coitd warmth away with them like
the fur of anewly daughtered animal. And afterwards, when Carla
shifted and murmured and tightened her arms around him, al he
could fed wastrgpped insde something that wasn't his.

‘Thisisfucking grest Suff.’

Mike Bryant paced about the office space, leafing through the sheaf of
hardcopy. Chris sat in acorner armchair and watched him. He hadn't
dept wel, and there was a spreading ache behind hisleft eye. Hewas
having a hard time getting up to the same level of enthusiasm as Bryarnt.

'l mean, Jesus, these guys have got some grievances, Just look at

it. Better than a dozen different insurgent leaders and every single one
has got family tortured to death or disappeared. Fantastic. Primary
Emotiona Moativation, PE fucking M, right out of Reed and Mason.
Textbook diehard revolutionaries. They'll never quit. Listen, weonly
need to hold about athird, no, lessthan athird, of this stuff over

Echevarrias head, and he should caveright in.'

'And if he doesn't?

'Of course hewill. What'swrong with you? Wed only need to
persuade about three of these groups to team up, give them some

second-hand Kalashnikovs out of stock- and Christ knows we've got

enough of those - they'd pissdl over Echevarriasregular army.’
Chrisstemplethrobbed. 'Y eah, but what if he doesn't scare.”

'Chris, come on." Mikelooked a him reproachfully. "Y ou're ruining
my day here'



'What if, Mike. Fucking think about it.'

"Jesus, you got out of bed thewrong side today. Alright.’ Bryant

threw himsdf into another armchair opposite, dumped hisfeet on the
coffee table between. 'Let's be grown up about it. What if. Contingency
planning. Like| said, we wave about athird of these guysin hisface.
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And wetell him there are double as many more where those came from,
right?
‘Right.’

‘Then, if he doesn't see sense, welll use someone out of the other
two-thirds. That way, whatever reprisas he takes, helll be hitting the
wrong people. Meanwhile, wetalk to the front runner, and if necessary
set him up with what he needs. That'd be, let's see.’ Bryant flipped
through the hardcopy again. "This guy Arbenz maybe, the Peoplé€'s
Liberation Front for whatever it was. Or Barranco's Revolutionary
Brigade. Or Diaz. They're dl strong contenders. Y ou were there. Who
do you make for the best bet?

'Wéll, not Arbenz. He got shot up in agunship raid a couple of weeks
ago. Didn't you catch the bulletin?

4

'Fucked if | remember.’ Bryant snapped hisfingers. 'Wait aminute, j
that business with the villagesin the south. Echevarrias been strafing
them again, fucking shithead. Y ou know he made me adirect promise
those BAe hdlicopters wouldn't be used againgt civiliansthis year.
Lucky we didn't issue a press statement on that one.'

'Y egh, well, your BAe gunships shattered Arbenz's legs from the hips
down, and apparently they were running that bioware ammunition,

the stuff we saw at Farnborough back in January, dugs coated with
immune-sysem inhibitors. Very nasty. They'vegot himin afield
hospitd in the mountains, but thelast | heard from Lopez, it'stouch
and go if helll makeit." Chrisrubbed at his eye and wondered about
painkillers.'And even if he does, hell bein no condition to conduct a
campaign any time soon.'

'Okay, o that's Arbenz out. What about Barranco?

'Y eah, I'd leave Barranco aone too, unless you absolutely haveto use
him. | met him once. He's committed, and he's short on ego - tough to
win over.'

Bryant pulled aface. 'Y ou met Diaz too, right?

'Couple of times, yeah. He's a better bet. Very pragmatic, strong

sense of hisplacein history. He wants his name on a statue somewhere



before he dies. Oh, and he'sarea Shakespeare nut.'

'Y ourewinding me up.'

'No, serioudy. He can quote the fucking stuff. Got a scholarship on

some bullshit liberd arts exchange programmein the States when he

was a student. He gave me Hamlet, Macheth, whatsit, King Lear, you

nameit. M1 word-perfect.’ Chris shrugged. 'Wdll, sounded like it was

word-perfect anyway. What do | know? Anyway, he told me, get this; he

awayswanted to visit Britain and see the mother of parliaments.’ 'What? Bryant barked laughter.."Y ou
arewinding meup.'

'| swear. Mother of parliaments. That's what he said.’
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"The mother of parliaments. Man, | loveit. | dmost hope Echevarria
doesn't cavein, just so we can have thisguy across!'

Makin, perhaps predictably, was less amused by it dl. He went through
the stapled paperwork, one snatched-aside sheet at atime, without
saying aword, then tossed the whole thing onto his polished desk

top soit did away from him. He looked across the desk to where Chris
and Mike sat in stedl flame chairs, bracketing him. He focused on
Bryant.

'l seioudy don't think thisisthe way to go, Mike!'

Bryant wasn't up for it. He said nothing, just rolled hishead in
Chrissdirection.

'Listen, Nick,' Chrisleaned forward. 'I've worked the NAME before
and I'mtdlingyou'

'Y ouah telling me nothing. 1've been working Latin American Cl
longer than you've been here. | took top commission in the Americas
market last yeah'

Bryant cleared histhroat. "Y ear before last.’

I'minitfor thisyear aswdl, Mike.' Makin's voice stayed even, but
behind the stedl glasses hisface looked betrayed. 'When the unwesol
vedscomein.'

'Ah, come on Nick, Chrisfet atight, fera jag of pleasure ashe

swung the comeback. "That was last season. First thing you ever said to
me, man. Can' live off stuff like that indefinitely. I1t'sawhole new quaer.
Timef or fresh meat. Another new gppoach. Remember that?

Makin looked away. 'l don't remember saying that, no.'

'Well, you did, Nick.' Bryant got up and brushed something off the
shoulder of hissuit. 'l wasthere. Now, thisisno longer under discussion.
We are going to do it Chrissway, because, to be honest, your
Echevarriagame plan ismaking metired.'

'Mike, | know how these fucking spics work. Thisisthe wrong move.'
Bryant looked down at him. He seemed more disappointed with the
other man than anything else. Thisisn't Guatemaa, Nick. Chrisisthe
resdent NAME expert, you likeit or not. Now you talk to him and get
this stuff into ausable form by Monday. | meant what | said. | amtired

of dicking about with that old fuck. We go uplincon with Echevarria

and his cabinet next week, and | want the axe over his head by then. You
coming for acoffee, Chris?

'Uh. Sure.’ Chrisgot to hisfeet. 'Nick. You'l cal me, right?



Makin made anoisein histhroat.
At the door, Bryant turned and looked back across the office.

'Hey, Nick. No hard fedings, huh? It'sjust, we've let thisdide too
far. It's getting out of hand. Timeto bring in the riot squad, you know. |
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don't want Notley looking in on uslike were abunch of kidsjust set fire
to the kitchen. That's not good for anyone.'

They left Makinwithit.

'Y ou threatening him? asked Chris, in thelift.

Bryant grinned. 'Bit.’

The doors opened at ground level and they walked out into the
arching, light filled space of the tower's|obby area. Fountain splash
and an ambient subsonic vibefilled thearr. Chrisfdt hismouth flex into
agrinof hisown.

'Y ou pissed off with him, then?

‘Nick? Nah. Just he'stoo fucking impressed with himsdlf, isdl. Ever
since that Guatemaathing. He just needs to know where the orders are
coming from, then he jumps. Jesus, look at that."

Hanging in the air above one of the fountains, a huge Shorn Associates

holo ran back-and-forth flicker-cut footage of the Cambodian

conflict. Cross-hair graphics sprang up and tracked selected hardware as it appeared on screen -
helicopters, assault rifles, medical gear, camera

zeroing in, logitica data scrolling down aongs de each sniper-caught

item. Make, specs, cost. Shorn contribution and involvement.

"Thisthe BBC footage? asked Bryant. Hed handed publicity to
Chrisacouple of weeks ago.

'At base, yeah. We bought it right out of the can in Phnom Penh, in

case there was something inappropriate in there. Y ou never can tell with
that guy Syd, he'sared fucking crusader. Won aPilger Award last
year. Anyway, the woman at Imagicians said they'd generate some of the
closer detail themselves, like for the medica hardware. They can shoot
some red dtate-of-the-art life-support stuff in the studio, then mix and
match on the palette, so it lookslike it was redlly there.” Chris nodded

up at the holo. 'L ooks good, huh?

'Y eah, not too shabby. So did Syal cut up rough when they took his
footage off him?

Chris shrugged. 'Don't think he got any say. We made sure there was
aprogramme producer out there for the handover. Standard sponsorship
terms. And what we handed them back had enough battle

sequences to come across as gritty realism. Y ou know, corpsesonfire,
thet sort of stuff.’

'No women or children, right.’



'No. Ran it mysdlf on the uplink. It'sclean.’

In the holo, a Cambodian guerrilla commander appeared, fiace weary.
Herattled away in Khmer. Subtitling sorang up inred letters. Itisa

hard fight but with the help of our corporate partners, our victory isas certain
&

'Heredly saying that? asked Bryant curioudy.
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"Think s0." Chriswas tracking awell-endowed blonde woman across

the floorspace. Think they give them cue cards or something. You

know, sometimes | think | could just come down here and stand under

the subsonicsfor haf an hour, save mysdf buying the coffee.’
Bryant spotted where Chris was looking. That's not subsonics.'
'‘Ah, come on Mike.'

'Y eah, that reminds me. Want to go to a party tomorrow night?

'Party in the zones? Chris and Mike had been back acrossthe

cordons afew times since the Falkland incident, though never back to
that particular pub and never quite as wrecked as they had been that
night. At first, Chriswas nervous on these vigts, but Mike Bryant's easy
familiarity with the cordoned zones and their nightlife dowly won him
over. He cameto see that there was atrick to handling things there, and
that Bryant knew it. Y ou didn't flaunt your €lite Status, but nor did you
try to play it down. Y ou acted like who you were, you didn't try to be
liked, and in most cases you were accorded awary respect. Intimethe
respect might develop into something else, but you didn't expect thet.
And you didn't need it to have agood time.

'Why should it be in the zones? asked Bryant innocently.

'Oh, | don't know.' They stepped through the armoured-glass doors
and into the street. The sun fell warm on their faces. '‘Because the last
three were?

‘Bullshit. What about Julie Pinion's bash.’

'Okay, thelast two, then. kald Julieswasn't far off, come to that."
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'I'm sure shéld be thrilled to hear that, price she paid for that duplex.
That's an up-and-coming regenerated area, Chris.'

'Soitis. I'd forgotten.’

They pushed into Louie Louie's and nodded at familiar facesin the
queue. Chrissfame had eroded sufficiently thet dl he got from his
Shorn colleagues these days were grunts and the odd grin.

'So tell me abouit this party.’

Mike leaned back on thetiled wall. 'Remember Troy?

'From the Falkland. Sure." They'd run into the Jamaican a couple
more timesin clubs on the other side of the wire, but in Chrissmind he
wasirrevocably linked with the events of that night.

'Wdll. Turnsout his eldest son just got ascholarship to the Thatcher
Indtitute. Fast-track internationa finance and economics programme,
guaranteed placement with amgjor consulting firm at theend of it. So
he'sthrowing aparty at hisplace. Y ou are cordialy invited.'
'Soitisin thefucking zones!

'What? Nah, Troy doesn't livein the zones. He moved out years ago,
got aplace on the edge of Dulwich.’

'Which edge?



'Look, it's abetter areathan Julie Pinion picked, dright. Y ou don't
want to come, I'll tell him you're working late. On aFriday.’
'Heinvited me?

'Yeah, like | said. Cordialy. Bring Faulkner, he said.'

‘Niceof him.'

'Y eah, you got to come. Troy's parties are fucking cool. Lots of
powders and potions, big sound systems. Really good mix of people
too. Suits, media, DJs, deders’ Bryant'sface fell abruptly. 'Shit, you
know what. | bet fucking LiZIl bethere!
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SEVENTEEN

'Look, | redly don't think it'sgoing to be your kind of thing.’

'Why not? Carlafolded her arms and leaned back against the door of
the freezer. 'Too high-classfor me? Am | going to show you up?

"That isn't fair. I've asked you to come to every Shorn function weve
had thisyear.'

'Yes. Very dutiful of you.'

'And that's redlly not fucking fair. | wanted you there, every time.
Including al thetimesyou said no, | wanted you to be there with me.’
Chrislowered hisvoice. 'l was proud of you. | wanted to show people
thet."

"Y ou mean you wanted to show off.'

'Ah,' Chris made a helpless gesture. 'Fuck you, Carla. | put mysdlf on
thelinefor you every sngle--'

'If you're going to talk to melikethat...' She was dready moving,

across the kitchen and away from him. 'I'm going to bed. Goodnight.'
'Fine. Fuck off, then.'

He stood, fists knotted, surrounded by the twinned debris of another
evening's separae dining, while she walked out on him. Again. Her
voice drifted back down the gairs.

'I've got better thingsto do tomorrow night, anyway.'

'Fine, thenfuck off." He bawled the last two words after her, dismayed
a the sudden detonation of fury in hisguts.

Shedidn't answer.

For awhile, he crashed plates and cutlery about, loading the dishwasher
with alack of care or interest that he knew could sometimes drag

her back into the kitchen to take over. He was kidding himself, and he
knew it. Thiswasanew leve of hodtility they'd reached.

He sdlected a clean tumbler and went to look for the whisky. Poured
the glass hdf full while he gared into the dead blue glare of the TV.
Theend titl.es of whatever mindlessterrorisis-thresten-civilisation flick
they had just spun was dready gone, aready wiped off the screen as
cleanly asthe details of plot and action from hismind. Rage evaporating
into remorse and a creeping sense of desolation.



A vicious clarity caught up with him, just before he knocked back the
drink.
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Hewas glad of the row, he knew abruptly. Glad of the out it had
gvenhim.

Hewas rdieved she wouldn't be coming with him.
Relieved, because--

Hetook the knowledge by the throat and drowned it.

Troy Morriss home might not have been in the cordoned zones, but

Chris could see a zone checkpoint just down the street from his front

door, and the quality of housefronts plunged rapidly on the way there.

The street was restored Victorian, Troy's place and the surrounding
facades carefully painted, windows clean. After that it Started to get

rough - at the checkpoint end, paint was a flecked rumour on most
frontages and window glass had become drictly optiond. Plagtic coverings
flapped in acouple of places.

Thelast three houses on both sides of the street had been demolished

to provide open ground on ether side of the checkpoint. The rubble

had been cleared, and defoliant kept the weeds down. A hundred metres
beyond the barriers, the closest structures on the other Sde wereriot

fire blackened and crumbling. A shabby concrete block rose ten storeys
high behind the shdlls, dirty grey facades stained darker with leakage
from substandard guttering. Chris spotted someone watching him from
awindow near the top.

It was a perfect summer evening, il fully light after eight o'clock

and the day's heat was leaching dowly out of the air without therain
that had been threatening al afternoon. Junk salsathumped out of
Troy's opened sash windows and when Bryant rang the doorbdll, the
door seemed to blow open on agust of basdine.

'Mike! Good to see you, man.' Troy was kitted out in aJamaica Test
‘47 shirt with Moses M cK enzi€'s grinning victorious face poking out
behind a holoshot fast-bowled cricket ball that seemed to come right off
thefabric a them. In contrast, Troy's face seemed unusualy sombre.
'Hey, Faulkner. Y ou came. That'sgood.’

Chris murmured something, but Troy had aready gone back to
Bryant.

'Mike, listen. Need to talk to you later, man.'

'Sure. What's the ded ?



Troy shook hishead. 'Later's better.’

'Whatever you need.’ Bryant craned his neck to look down the hall.
'Any chance of aspliff?."

'Y eah, somewhere | guess. That blonde TV faceyou like, she'shere,
shesralling.

'Right.

They went down the hdl, into the heart of the party.
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Chris had never been much of afiestamachine. Growing up smart

and strangely accented in azone school had ensured he was routinegly
bullied nearly every day of hislife and didn't get invited to many parties.
Later, helearned to fight. Later till he grew into looksthat alot of the
cooler femalekidsliked. Life got easier, but the damage was aready
done. He remained withdrawn and watchful around other people, found
it hard to relax and harder to have fun if he was surrounded. A reputation
for moody cool, approved and codified by male peers and female
fansdike, nailed the doors shut on him. By the time he hacked hisway
into the corporate world, he had exactly the demeanour required for
long-term survival. The edgy, peer-thrown parties and corporate functions,
rancid with rivary and display politics, were acomfortablefit. He

turned up because he had to, faked hisway through the necessary rituas
with polished skill, never let his guard down and hated every minute,

Just like the parties of hisyouth.

Accordingly, hewas mildly shocked to discover, acouple of hours
later, the extent to which he was enjoying himsdlf a Troy Morriss

gathering.

He'd ended up, as he often did a house parties, in the kitchen, mildly
buzzed on acouple of tequiladammers and asingle line of very good
cocaine, arguing South American politicswith Troy's son Jamesand a
glossy Spanish fashion model called Petricia, who they'd discovered - wow, you're kidding me - had
appeared in the sameissue of GQ as Chris,

though wearing alot fewer clothes. Not, Chris couldn't help noticing,
that shewaswearing alot of clothes a the moment ether. Therewere
about a dozen of these exotic creatures sprinkled around the party like
sex-interest models at amotorshow. They drifted elegantly from room
to room, drawn occasiondly into the orbits of the expensively dressed
men they appeared to have come with, spoke English in avariety of
aluring non-English accents and, without exception danced superlatively
well to thejunk salsablasting out of the speakersin the lounge.
Tojudge by Patriciaand her end of the South America conversation,
they had all been required to check their brainsin at the door. Or had
maybe just pawned them for the wisps of designer clothing they were
fractionaly wrapped in.

'For me, al these bad things they say about Hernan Echevarria, |
think they exaggerate. Y ou know, | have met hissonin Miami and heis
aredly quite niceguy. Heredly loveshisfather.’

James, perhapsthinking of hisimminent entry into the Thatcher
Ingtitute and the possible eavesdroppers on this conversation, said
nothing. But he was young and unschooled asyet, and hisface sad it al.

It isn't redly aquestion of hisson,' said Chris, making an effort.
"The point isthat excessive use of force by aregime, any regime, can
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make investors nervous. If they think the government is stepping up
repressive measures too much, they start to wonder how secure the
regimeis, and what'll happen to their money if it comes tumbling down.
It's like scaffolding around an gpartment block - it's not the sort of
thing that makes you keen to buy in that block, isit?

Patricia blinked. 'Oh, | would never buy aflat in ablock,' she assured
him. 'No garden, and you would have to share the swvimming poal. |
couldn't stand that.'

Chrisblinked aswdll. Therewas a short slence.

'Actudly, theright kind of repressonisusually a pretty good booster
for investor confidence. | mean, look at Guatemda.’

It wasthe dedler of the high-quality powdered goods. He'd been

leaning into the conversation on and off for the last hour, each time
making remarkably astute observations about the palitical and economic
sientsof Latin America. Chris couldn't make up hismind if

thiswas aresult of close association on the dedler's part with some of his
corporate clients or just exemplary background knowledge of his supply
chain. He thought it'd be unwiseto ask.

'Guatemaas adifferent game,' he said.

'How s0? asked the dedler. 'From what | hear their indices are pretty
closeto Echevarrids, pro rata. About the same balance of payments.
Same military budget. Same structura adjustment.’

‘But not the same governance durability. The last twenty-five years,
you've had over adozen different regimes, adozen regime shifts, most
of them with violence. The US military has been in and out of therelike
itwasaurina. Violent changeisthe norm. Theinvestors expect it
there. That'swhy they get such ahuge return. And, sure, violent
repression is part of the picture, but it's successful violent repression.

Y oureright. Which doesinspire investment.'

James cleared histhroat. 'But not in the North Andean Monitored?

'No, Echevarrias been in power along time. Tight grip on the military, he's one of them himsdlf. Investors
expect stability, because

that'swhat he's given them for decades. That'swhy shooting protesters

on the steps of mgjor universtiesisn't smart.’

'Oh, but they were marquistas,’ broke in Patricia. ‘He had to do that
to protect the public.’

‘Thirty-eight dead, over ahundred injured,’ said Chris. ‘Almost
al of them students, and more than half from middle-classfamilies.
Even a couple of visting scholars from Japan. That's very bad for business,

'So are you handling the NAME account for Shorn these days?



It was Liz Linshaw, suddenly propped against the worktop opposite,
agpliff cocked in one upheld hand beside her face, spare arm folded
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across her body to support the other elbow. He looked across at her and
felt her presenceturn on atiny tap in hisguts.

He'd seen her acouple of times aready, once in passing on the dairs

up to the bathroom, once across the cleared space and dancersin the
lounge where she was weaving back and forth loneto the junk salsa
beat. She was decked out in classic designer oil-stained Mao jeans, a
deep red T-shirt and ablack silk jacket. Her riotous blonde hair was
gathered up and pinned at one side with an artful lack of care, left
elsawhere to tumble down past her shoulder and partly mask that sde of
her face. Therewas atigerish vitdity init dl, he saw now, an animation
that took the constructed charms of Patricias kind and made them
plastic and spray.

Now shetilted the hair away from her eyes and grinned at him.

Hefound himsalf grinning back. Y ou know | can't answer that, Liz."
"Just you sounded so informed.’

'I'minformed about alot of things. Let'stak about Mars.'

It was that season's Dex and Seth ultra-cool quote, immortdisedina
series of sketches featuring Seth's fawning, craven TV interviewer and
Dex's high-powered American corporate shark. Whenever theinterview
geered into politicaly iffy waters, Dex started to make angry American
noisesthat didn't actualy contain any words and Seth'sinterviewer
invariably reacted by cringing and suggesting let'stalk about Mars.

With that line, you knew that across Europe, hundreds of thousands

of waicherswereredling away from their illegally tuned screens, clutching
their sides and weeping with laughter. Apart from being asfar

removed as you could humanly get from current affairs on Earth, news
from Marswas famoudy dull. After nearly two decades of manned
missions and exploration, the rotating teams of scientists were doing
nothing anyone cared remotely about. Sure, people might be ableto live
out therein acentury. Big fucking ded. Meanwhile, here are some more
red rocks. More Red Rocks was another big Dex and Seth number, the
two comedians done up in pressure suits and geeky masks, bouncing in
faked low g and singing the lyricsto tunes ripped off from junk-salsa
giantslike Javi Reyesand Inez Zequina.

‘Let'snot talk about Mars,' said Liz Linshaw firmly, and everyonein
the kitchen broke up with laughter. Amidst it, she leaned acrossthe

narrow space between them, and offered the spliff to Chris.
Her eyes; he suddenly noticed, were grey-green.
The deder sniffed the air with professond interest. That the new

Moroccan stuff?." he wanted to know. 'Hammersmith Hammer?



Liz spared him aglance. 'No. Tha direct.’
'‘Anyone | know?

'l serioudy doubt it.'
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Chrisdrew it down, coughed alittle. Let it up again dmost immediately.
Hewasn't abig fan of the suff. Asde from acouple of

parties at Mée's place with Carla, he hadn't smoked in years.

Liz Linshaw waswaeatching him.

'Very nice, he wheezed, and tried to hand the spliff back. She pushed
it away, and used the motion to lean in close. Close enough that tendrils
of her hair brushed hisface.

'I'd redlly like to talk to you somewhere,' she said.

'Fair enough.' He found astupid grin crawling onto his mouth and
twitched it away. 'Garden?

'I'll meet you out there." She withdrew, nodded casudly at James and

the powder man, and wandered out of the kitchen, leaving Chris hold- "
ing the spliff. Patriciawatched her go with enough venom in her gazeto
poison acity water supply.

'‘Who is that woman? she asked.
'Friend,' said Chris, and drifted off in Liz Linshaw'swake.
Either Troy's garden was larger than held expected or the Thai grass

was dready beginning to kick in. It wasfull dark by now, but Troy had thoughtfully provided half adozen
garden torches, driven at intervals

into the long tongue of well-kept lawn. The garden was bordered by a
mix of trees and shrubs, amidst which the dwarf pams seemed to be
doing the best, and at the far end agnarled oak tree raised crooked
limbs at the sky. From one lower branch someone had strung asimple
wooden swing on blue plastic ropesthat picked up the flickering light of
the nearest torches and glowed. Liz Linshaw was seated there, onelong
leg drawn up to wedge her body back against one of the ropes, the other
ontheground, idly stirring the swing intiny arcs. Therewas afresh

spliff burning in her hand.

Chris hung from the moment, and felt something happen to him. It

wasn't just the fact that he knew she waswaiting for him. Therewas
something in the air, something that caught in the luminous blue

twistings of the swing ropes, in the casua elegance of the way she had
folded her body like an origami sketch of sexual apped. Thelavn wasa
carpet laid out under hisfeet, and the other people in the garden - he
only registered them now - seemed to turn in unison and gpprove his
passage towards the tree.



He grimaced and threw away the spliff. Made hisway warily to her.
'Well,' shesad.

'Y ou wanted to talk to me." It came out rougher than he'd intended.
'Yes.' Sheamiled up at him. 'I've wanted to talk with you since the
Tebbit Centre. Sncethefirst timewe met, in fact.'

It felt asif the ground beneath hisfeet had gone suddenly soggy and
unsupportive.
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'Why isthat?

Shelifted ahand. 'Why do you think?

'Uh, Liz, to be honest, | thought you and Mike'

'Oh." The crooked smile was back. She smoked some more and he
struggled with his doped senses. 'He told you about that. Well, Chris,
how can | put this? Mike Bryant and | are not some kind of exclusve
event.

The ground was, apparently, gone now.

'Infact,’ she said very softly, 'there's no reason why | can't ask you for

what Mike's been giving me. Isthere?
He stared at her. 'Sorry?

'Interviews,' she said, and laughed. 'Y our life so far, Chris. My publishers
are promising me ahaf-million advance, if | can come up with

another book like The New Asphalt Warriors. It's aguaranteed bestseller.
And with the Nakamura thing, Cambodiaand the rest of it, you'rethe
man of the moment. Idedl focus!’

The ground came up and hit himin the heds, so hard he dmost
sumbled.

'Oh." He looked away from the level grey-green gaze. ‘Right.’

Shewas il grinning. He could heer it in her voice. 'Why, what did
you think | wastalking about?

'No, I. Yeah. Fine, that, that's good.'

She pushed with her foot and cranked the swing back alittle, then let
go. The edge of the wooden seat hit him across the front of the thighs.
Her weight sivung with it, pressed againgt him.

'Was there something else you wanted, Chris?

Sprawled, airbrushed bodies on the exercise bench, liquid moans

Carla, the house, the stagnant anger through empty rooms

Y ou'reagood guy, Chris. Bryant, lolling semi-conscious on the hotel bed That'syou. Y ou're a. Fucking
good guy.

It fell through his head like an avdanche, images crushing each other. Liz Limhaw's cleavage loaded into
an open-necked blouse

Carla, sogping him in the shower, hands till gritty with thework on the
Saab



Mitsue Jones, trapped in the wreck of her Vlitsubishi, struggling
what we vaue here at Shornisresolution

you're afucking good guy

was there something € se you wanted 'Chrigl’

It was Bryant. Christook a sudden step back from Liz Linshaw and

the swing. He saw her face, and theway it changed. Then he wasfacing
Mike as he strode up the garden towards them.

'Been looking for you everywhere, man. Hi, Liz.' The conjunction
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appeared to strike him for thefirst time. His eyes narrowed. "What are
you guys doing out here?

"Taking,' sad Liz, unruffled.

Chris scrambled for cover. 'Book deal.' He made agesture at Liz that
fdt likeawarding off. 'She says!'

'Y eah? Bryant gave Liz an unfriendly look. 'Well, my adviceisdont

tell her anything too redidtic. Y ou wouldn't want to get |abelled an
animd.’

Liz, smiling to hersdf, turning away, unfolding hersdlf from the
swing. Chrisshut it out and focused on Bryant.
'So what's happening?

'Ah, no big dedl. Troy needsafavour. Liz, you want to give usalittle
privacy?

'Mready leaving, boys. Mready leaving.'
They both watched her walk back down the garden and into the

house. Mike turned and mimed a pistol a Chrissface. He wasn't
amiling.

'Hope you know what you're doing here, Chris.'

'Oh, for fuck's sake, Mike. I'm married. She just wants another half
million advance from her publishers!’

'l wouldn't count on that being the whole story.’

'Mike, | an married.'

'Y eah, metoo.' Bryant rubbed at hisface. 'Not like you, though,
huh?

'Y ou said that, not me."

'Y eah.' Bryant smiled sadly and dung an arm across the other man's

shoulders. 'Y oure agood guy, Chris. Y ou're agood fucking guy.’
Chris stowed the unease dithering through him.



'So. What's the ded with Troy?

It wasdl inthe zones.

Mike said held drive, though Chriswasn't convinced hewasin any

waly the more sober or straight of the two of them. They went out to the
car together with Troy, who for the first time since Chris had known
him seemed angry and uncomfortable.

'I'd come with you, Mike. . ." 'l know you would, man. But you can't.' Mike held up his corporate
plastic. 'We're the only ones can do thisfor you. Y ou know that.'

The Jamaican shook hishead. 'l oweyou for this. Big time!'

"Y ou don't owe me shit, Troy. Remember Camberwell?

IY%.I

‘Right, well asfar as1'm concerned, I'm till paying off the interest.

'kay? Now give Christhe camera’
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Troy Morris swallowed and handed over the shoulder set. His
features were knotted up with rage and frustration. Chris remembered
him at the Falkland, the sawn-off shotgun propped against his shoulder
as heleft laughing, the sense of street competence that radiated off the
man. It was abruta transition to the Troy he saw before him now.
Chrisfelt ajagged pang of sympeathy. He knew thefedling of sudden
impotence from his own youth, knew how it could cook your brainsin
your head, chew up your insdes until you couldn't deep.

He got in the car. Stowed the shoulder set in the back sest.

'Be back before you know it,' said Mike as he swung himself in the
driver'sside. The engine rumbled awake. Gears engaged and the BMW
swept out into the street.

'What was that about Camberwel|? Chris asked, asthey came up on
the checkpoaint lights.

'Y eah, first timel met Troy. About ten years ago, back before he had
thisplace. | was out in the zones, hitting the whiff pretty hard, went
home with the wrong woman.'

'For achange,' said Chris sourly.

Mike chuckled. "Y eah, guess you never can get dl the spots off the
tiger, hun?

‘Leopard.’

'What? They pulled in beside the checkpoint. A nervous-looking kid

in guard uniform came out of the cabin and glanced into the car. He seemed unsure of himsalf. Mike
leaned out and handed over hisplagtic.

'Leopard,’ said Chris, while they were waiting. 'Tigers used to have

stripes, not spots. Leopards were the spotted ones.’

'Y ou sure?

'Y eah, saw it on some nature digest awhile back. They used to be able

toclimb trees, just likeared cat.'

'What, tigers?

‘Leopards.’

Theyoung guard findly got his hipswipe unit to work and Mike's
card chimed through. The barrier rose and they were waved across.

'| swear these guys get younger every time we do the zones,' said
Chris. 'l mean, isit redly agood ideato give automatic wegponsto
teenagerslikethat?



'Why not? They doitinthearmy.'

They hit. their first pothole. Mike took aleft. Around them, the
housing grew increasingly haggard.

'So yeah, Camberwell. Thiswas before | met Suki. | was pretty wild
back then. Pretty stupid. Used to get through a can and ahalf of Durex
amonth, easily. And the drugs, ah, you know how it iswhen you've got
money. Anyway, thistart wasn't redly atart, or maybe shewas atart
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and she changed her mind, | don't know. End result, there were these
il

three guys waiting outside her gpartment. They threw me down aflight
{

of sairsand started dancing on my head. Troy wasliving in the
t

gpartment downgtairs, he heard the noise, came out and chased them
1

off.
N|

'All three of them?

'Y eah, that's right. He's pretty fucking hard, Troy is. Or could behe ,i
faced them down. Don't know, | was out by then, semi-conscious. But, !t,
yeah, maybe hejust talked them out of it. See, they were black, | was
white, Troy was black. That maybe had something to do with it. Or
maybe not. Anyway, the guy saved me getting hospitalised for certain,
maybe saved me from awheedlchair. | owe him forever, and then some.’

They drovein silencethe rest of theway, parked outsde a
nondescript little row of three-storey houses and sat for amoment.
Mike hauled the camera out of the back seet and dumped it in Chris's

lap.
'Okay, now just follow my lead. Back me up.’
They got out of the car, went through an ungated garden gateway

and up a short, decaying concrete path. The door was cheap beige
impact plastic, scarred and ugly. A Sorry securicam lens and spesker
grille gleamed incongruoudy from the chest-high panel inwhichiit had
been sat. Theingallation looked professiona. Mike touched the edge of
the pand with onefinger.

'See. Going up in theworld. Just like the man said.'
Chris shook his head and whispered. 'l can't believe'
‘Believeit. Mike hit the doorbell. '"Now turn that thing on.’

Chrisfound the on/off in the camerasgrip. A cone of hard light legpt
out of the front end and splashed on the scarred plastic of the front
door. He wondered if thiswas going to play. Most state-of-the-art
shoulder setsthese days would shoot the whole range from infra-red to
ultraviolet with no externd lighting a al.

Movement behind the door. He shouldered the set and tried to look



like acameraman.
"Y ou know what fucking timeit is? said afemae voice from the
gpesker grille. "Thishad better be fucking important.’

Mike pitched hisvoice mediabouncy. 'Ah, Mrs Dixon? Thisis Gavin
Wallace from Powerful People. Isyour husband home?

A slence. Chrisimagined her peering into the securicam screen at the
two expensively-dressed men on her" doorstep. The voice came, tinged
with suspicion.

"YoufromTV?

'Y es, Mrs Dixon, that'swhat | said. Y our husband has been selected
from--'
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A second voice, male and further from the speaker pick-up. The
woman's voice faded as she turned away from the door.
'Griff, it'sthe TV. Powerful People!

Another pause, laced with muffled voices. Someone had ahand over
the pick-up. Mike looked at Chris, shrugged and put on the media voice

agan.

'Mr Dixon, if yourethere. We don't have alot of time. The helicopter
has dready |eft Blackfriars, and we need to get through the
preiminaries before it arrives. We're on avery tight schedule!’

It wastheright chord. Half the draw of Powerful People derived from
the breakneck pace the programme sustained from the moment the
names came out of the studio computer. There was much aerid

footage, cityscapestilting awvay beneath the swift-flying pick-up copters,
locator teams sprinting through the zonesin search of the night's
contestants

The door cracked open the width of aheavy-duty security chain. A
lean, paeface appeared in the gap, blinking in the light from the
shoulder set. Therewas athin pink streak of artiflesh smeared over a
cut on onetemple.

'Mr Dixon. Good.' Mike leaned in, beaming. '‘Gavin Wallace. Powerful
People. Pleased to. Oh. That looks nasty, that cut. Make-up'll need to
seethat. Infact, | hateto say thisbut in al conscience--'

It was astroke of genius. Powerful Peopl€'s selection teams had been
known to pass over a candidate for aslittle asrecent dental surgery. The
door hinged in, the chain came off. Griff Dixon stood beforethem in all
hismidnight glory.

It'sjust ascratch,” he said. 'Honest. I'll befine. I'm fighting fit.'

It was an appropriate expression, Chris thought. Dixon was stripped
to thewa &, taut-muscled torso risng from apair of jeans with redl
gainson them. His hair was arazored single centimetre al over, there
were heavy black boots on his feet and in his hand was a crumpled-up

white T-shirt that Chris somehow knew he had just tugged off.
'Wdll," said Mikerichly. 'If you're quite sureyou'
'I'mfine, I'm fine. Look, you want to comein, right.'

'Wdll, dright. Mike made a show of wiping his shoes on the doorstep
and walked into the threadbare hall, smiling abig TV amile. 'Hello,
MrsDixon.'

A thin, worn-looking woman about Carlas age stood behind Dixon's



sculpted musculature, one thin-boned hand resting on his shoulder. She
squinted into the cameralight and brushed vaguely at her shoulder
length brown hair.

"Thisismy colleague Christopher Mitchdl. I'm sorry. Could we
maybefilm thisin theliving room?
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'Y eah, yeah. Sure.’ Dixon's eagerness was dmogt pitiful. 'Jazz, make
sometea, will you. Or would you like coffee?

Bryant glanced round. 'Christopher?

'Uhh, yeah.' Chris fumbled the question. 'Coffee. White, no sugar.' .
'And black for me,' said Mike. 'One sugar, please. Thank you.'

1

The woman disappeared up the hall, while Dixon let them passand

closed the door behind them. In his excitement, he forgot the chain.
I

They went left into asmdl living room dominated by ahuge Audi
i

entertainment deck set againgt onewall. The system didn't look any
older than the securicam in the door.

'Ah, that corner, | think, said Mike, nodding at Chris. 'I'll St here
and Griff, doyoumindif I cal you Griff, if you could sit here’

Dixon lowered himsdf onto the edge of the armchair. There was
something painfully vulnerablein the expresson on hisfaceashe
looked at Bryant.

'Y ou'll need to get dressed,’ said Mike gently.

'Huh?

"The T-shirt?

'Oh. Oh, no, it's. Filthy." He compressed the aready crumpled piece
of clothing in his hands. '‘Been working on my bike. I'll go up and get
another one.’

'Wdll.' Bryant lifted aforestalling hand. ‘Perhapsin amoment. But
we really need to get these questions sorted out. Uhm. Y ou have a child,

don't you?
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'Y eah.' Dixon grinned happily. 'Joe. HE's three!’

'And he's Mike gestured at the ceiling. 'Upstairs adeep, | suppose.’
'Well, yeah.'

'Good, good. Mright, now the officia questions,’ Bryant reached into
hisjacket. 'Where are we, ah. Yes!'

The Nemex.

Evenfor Chris, the trangtion was an dmost eectricd jolt. Mike
transformed in a single motion from beaming, chocol ate-voiced media
host to aman with alevelled gun.

For Dixon, it was clearly beyond the realms of comprehension.
'What's," he shook his head, grin gtill licking around hislips. 'What's,
what're you doing?

'Chris." Mike didn't look round. ‘Close the door.'

Dixon till hadn't got it. ‘Isthis part of--'

'Show usthe T-shirt.'

'Wha'

‘Show me the motherfucking T-shirt, you piece of shit!’

'Mike?



just relax, Chris. Everything's under control. When Jazz comes back,
you just keep her out of the way. Were not herefor her.’
Dixon dirred. ‘Ligen’

'No, you listen." Bryant took a step forward and drew afresh downward
bead on Dixon'sface. Throw the T-shirt on the floor. Now.'

‘No.'

'I'm not going to ask you again. Show me the fucking T-shirt.’
'No." It was like talking to acornered child.

Bryant moved faster than Chris had ever seen another human being
move. From standing, he was suddenly at Dixon's chair. The Nemex
whipped out sideways and Dixon was redling back, clutching at his head
with both hands. The T-shirt fdll to the threadbare carpet and Bryant
scooped it up left-handed. Blood splintered bright through Dixon's

fingers

'You'renot on TV, Griff." Mike's tone had gone back to conversationd.
He crouched to Dixon's level. 'There's no need to be shy.'

He shook the T-shirt out and laid it on the floor, face up. It was clean
and freshly ironed, black |ettering on soft white cotton.
WHITE ARYAN RESISTANCE.

The words were printed horizontally, one under the other, thefirgt
letter of each limned in red in case someone didn't get the message.

The door swung open and Jazz backed into the room, still crouching
from the contortion necessary to depress the handle without putting

down thetray in her hands.
'l brought some--'

Turning, she saw Griff cringing and bleeding in the chair, saw the
gunin Mike Bryant's hand. She dropped the tray and shrieked. The
coffeelegpt Sdeways, broad swipes of liquid on itsway to the floor.
Cheap crockery scattered and broke amidst something else. Biscuits,
Chris saw. Sheld brought biscuits.

‘Be quiet,' snapped Bryant. Y ou're going to wake Joe up.'
Naming the child seemed to do something to Griff Dixon. He

dropped his hands from hisface. The gouge that the forward sight of
the Nemex had opened in his scap showed clearly through hisrazored



hair, and blood was running down hisface into one eye.

'Y ou fucking listen to me. Whoever you are, | know people. You
touch any of us, I'll--'

'Y ou'll do nothing, Griff. Y oull St there and fucking bleed, and you'l
listen to me, and you'll do nothing. Jazz, will you shut up. Chris, for
Chrigt's sake make her st down or something.'

Chrisgot hold of the woman and forced her onto the sofa. She was
trembling and making a high keening sound that might have had the
words my baby in it somewhere.
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'l know people who--'

'Y ou know politica people, Griff." The scary thing about Mikesvoice,
Chrisredlised, was the energy of it. He sounded like an enthusiagtic
coach pushing afighter who wasn't punching hisweight. ‘Political
scum. Look at thisgun, Griff. Recogniseit?

It was only then that Chris saw the fear appear on Dixon's face. For
thefirst time since they'd entered the house, Griff Dixon was afraid.

‘That'sright." Bryant had seen it too. He grinned. 'Nemesis Ten.

Now you know the only people got access to these babies, don't you
Griff. You're wel enough connected for that. Thisisacorporate gun.
And where it comes from, politicians mean less than a bucket of runny
shit.

Jazz's keening changed pitch.

'First question for you, Griff." A tremor ran down Mike Bryant'sface.

It was the single indication of the fury he was working through. "What
possible reason does amember of the white master race have to stick his
dick in ablack woman?

Dixon flinched asif struck. Hiswifé's keening broke abruptly into
something between a sob and ahowl.

'Didn't you understand the question? Would you like to phone a

friend? | asked you, what possible reason does amember of the white master
race haveto stick hisdick in ablack woman ? Especidly, Grill, if that black
woman is screaming and fighting and begging you not to do it?

The room settled down to quiet and the sound of Dixon's wife weeping. Bryant crouched again. He
pressed hislipstogether hard.
Pushed out a breath.

‘Alright, Griff. Heréswhat were going to do. I'm not going to hurt
your wife or your son, becauseintheend it isn't their fault you'rea
piece of shit. But I'm going to shoot you in both kneecaps and the balls!’

Jazz erupted in shrieks. Shetried to get up from the sofaand reach
her husband. Chrisheld her back. Bryant got up.

'And then I'm going to blind you in one eye. There's no way around
any of this. | want you to understand that. Y ou and your friends picked
on thewrong black girl.'

Dixon came out of the chair, screaming. For abrief second he
reached Mike with hisfists. Then the hollow boom of the Nemex
shook the room and Dixon was convulsed on the floor, blood soaking
the crotch of hisjeans. The new sound that came out of him didn't
sound human.



Mike Bryant got back to hisfeset, bleeding from the mouth. He got

his breath back, then very carefully sighted on Dixon'sleft knee and
pulled the trigger. The white supremacist must have passed out because
the noise stopped. Bryant wiped his mouth and lined up on the other
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leg. By now Jazz had given up fighting Chris and was holding onto him
asif he could rescue her from drowning. Her tears burnt on his neck.
He covered her earswith his hands as Mike pulled the trigger for the
thirdtime.

In the cordite-reeking quiet, he watched as Bryant stowed the

Nemex, took out a steel-cased pen, bent to Dixon's head, peeled back

the eyelid and jabbed hard into the eye beneath. It al seemed to happen
very dowly and without sound and somehow he found that his gaze had
dipped away by the end and focused on the deek lines of the entertainment
deck.

'Chris." Bryant was leaning over him.
'What?'Y eah, yeah.'

It took both of them to unfasten Jazz's grip on Chris. When they
had findly tugged her away, Bryant crouched in front of her and
gripped her lower jaw in one hand. In the other, he held up afolded
wad of notes.

'Mright, now listen to me. Thismoney isfor you. Here. Here, takeit.
Takeit, for Chrigt's sake." Findly, he had to open her hand and fold her
fingers around the notes himsdlf. 'If you want him to live, you'd better
get help for him soon. | don't much careif helivesor dies, but if helives
you tell him. He, or anyone €l se around here, touches another person
with the surname Morris or Kidd, I'll come back for the other eye, and
I'll kill your son.’

Her whole body jerked. Bryant took her hand and squeezed the
money into it again.
‘Now you tell him that, and you make sure he understands | meaniit. |

don't want to come back here, Jazz. | don't want to do it. But | will if
your fuckwit racist husband and his friends make me!'

In the car, Bryant put his hands on centre of the steering whedl in front

of him and pressed his body back into the padded seat. He emptied his
lungsin along, hard single breath. Then, he just stared at the windscreen.
He seemed to be waiting for something. Therewerelightsonin

some of the houses, but either no one had heard the gunshots or no one

had any interest in finding out what they signified.
'Did you mean it? Chris asked.

"The eye? Bryant nodded to himsdlf. Hisvoice was barely above a
murmur. ‘Oh, yes. People like that, they've got to have something to

lose. Otherwise, you've got no leverage on them.’



'No, his son. Did you mean it about his son?

Mike looked across at him, outraged. 'Jesus Chrigt, of course not.
Fuck, Chris, what kind of man do you think | am?

Hewasdlent for awhile. Very faintly, the sound of asiren came
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wailing to them out of the night. Bryant looked at hiswatch. He
grunted.

'Fast. She must have called apricey one!'

He dtarted the engine. The BMW'slights carved up the gloom in the
poorly lit street.

‘Let'sget out of here, hun? Welve got alot to do.'

It took them the rest of the night to find the other two men. Both were
young, neither had afamily and it was Friday night in the zones. Troy
Morrissinformation gave starting points, but from thereon in, it was
hard work. Mike drove, Chris checked streets, house numbers, the
names on dismd little neon signs. They worked their way through
mistaken addresses, dimly-lit pipe houses, underground clubs with
promising names like Cross of Iron and Endangered Race, brothels, fast
food stands and even aloca paycop garrison near the river. Everywhere
they went, Mike Bryant brandished the Nemex or thick wads of cash to
amogt interchangeabl e effect. The money worked more often than the
gun. It unzipped the right lips, opened the right doors.

They found the first man at a hot-dog stand, drunk and swaying. He
didn't blow they were looking for him. No one had bothered to warn
him. The white supremacists weren't big on solidarity, and besides,
functioning phonesweren't dl that common in the zones. Thelandlines
got fucked up by technosmart vanda gangs and mobile cover was a bad
joke, fatally compromised by rolling waves of government jamming
amed at satdllite programming like Dex and Seth. Whedled transport
wasall but non-existent. People didn't get about much, messages even
less

Bryant leaned on the stand, bought the man aburger and watched

him ezt it. Then hetold him why he wasthere. The man took off, trying
to sorint. They went after him. Halfway down aside aley they found
him vomiting up Mike's burger and the rest of the night'sintake. Mike
shot him four timesin the groin and scomach with the Nemex, then
bent to peer at the damage in the dim light. When he was sure the man
was bleeding to desth, they left him aone.

They had to drag the second supremacist out of abed that wasn't his
own in afifteenth-floor apartment that reeked of damp and rat poison.
The woman next to him didn't even wake up. When they got himinto
the living room he was mumbling, incoherent with ingested chemicas
and deep. They took an arm each’ and ran him head first against the
bal cony window until it smashed through. Outside, on the glass-strewn
bal cony, dawn was turning the night air dowly grey and there were
birds singing in the trees below. Neither of them were sureif the man
was dead or not. They stopped over the body, careful to avoid getting
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glassin their hands, picked him up and threw him over therail. The
birdsong stopped abruptly with the impact on the concrete below.

In the kitchen, Mike |eft money for the broken window.
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EIGHTEEN

it

The sun caught them leaving the zones somewhere south of London |
Bridge. The streets were aready full of pedestrians on their way to work i
and Mike had to hoot repeatedly to get them out of the road asthey t
approached the checkpoint. Queues backed up hundreds long, snaking
randomly away from the various turngtile entrypoints. Therewaseven a
gueue at the road barrier, three rusting buses that |ooked almost pre
millennid, one of them belching oily fumesfromits exhaugt. Beyond

the checkpoint, glimpsed through the low rise of preferential South

Bank housing, gold light impacted and dripped on glass skyscraper
panels acrosstheriver.

‘Jesus, look at this' said Bryant disgustedly. 'Emissions monitoring,
my fucking arse. Look at the shit coming out of that bus.'

'Y eah, and it's packed. We're going to be here for awhile.’

It was true. Armed guards were ordering the passengers out of the
firgt bus, lining them up. Thefirgt line had aready assumed the position
- right hand on the back of the head, passcard held up in theleft. A

single guard moved down theline, scrutinising the cardsone a atime
and swiping them through his hip unit. Every second card needed

repeated swipes.
'Don't know why they bother,' Chris yawned with aforce that made

hisjaw cregk. 'It's not like there's been anything resembling terrorismin
London for the last couple of years.'

'Y eah, and you're looking at the reason why. Don't knock it, man.’

Bryant drummed hisfingers on thewhed. 'Still, thisisgoing to take
forever. Y ou want to get breskfast?

Hejerked athumb over his shoulder. Christwisted about in his seet.



A handful of frontages down the street they had just driven up, agrimed
sign said Care. People flowed in and out with paper packets and garishly

coloured cans.

'Inthere?

‘Sure. Cheap and nasty, plenty of grease. Just what you need.’
'Speak for yoursdlf.' Chris il felt dightly queasy when he thought
about what Mike had doneto Griff Dixon'seye. "Think I'll stick to
coffee’

'Suit yourself. Bryant plugged the BMW into reverse and punted it
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back dong the street. The engine whined high with unnecessary revs.
Pedestrians scrambled to get out of the way. Level with the cafe, Bryant

dewed into the curb and jolted to ahalt a arakish angle. He grinned.
'Man, | love the parking in this part of town.'

They climbed out to hogtile stares. Bryant smiled bleskly and darmed
the car with the remote held high and visible. Someone behind Chris
ragped something unintelligible and hawked up spit. Twitchy with the
events of the night, Chris pivoted about. The phlegm glistened ydlow
and fresh near hisfeet. Not what he needed.

He scanned the bystanders faces. Mostly they shuffled and looked

away, but one young black man stood his ground and stared back.
"Y ou got something to say to me? Chrisasked him.

The man stayed silent but he didn't look away. His white companion
laid ahand on hisarm. Bryant came round the car, yawning and
dretching.

'Problem?
'No problem,’ said the white one, pulling hisfriend away.

'‘Good, you'd better get cracking then.' Bryant jerked athumb up the
street. That'sahell of aqueue up there. Y ou coming, Chris?

He shoved back the door of the cafe and they worked their way past
the line of people waiting at the take-out counter to the seeting area a
the back. There were no customers apart from a black-clad old man
who sat done, aring into amug of tea.

Thisll do." Mike did into abooth and beat adrum rift on the
tabletop with the flat of both hands. 'I'm starving.'

There was amenu scrawled in luminous purple marker acrossthe
quickwipe surface of the table. Chris glanced acrossit and looked away
again, nervous of the standing queue at his back. He knew the food.
He'd eaten in placeslike thismost of histeens, and occasiondly, after a
mechanic's night out with Carlaand the othersfrom Md's Autofix, he
dill did. Like prime-time satellite programming, it would be aloudly
flavoured blend of low-grade bulking agents seasoned with garishly
advertised vitamin and minera additives. The sausages would average
about thirty per cent mest, the bacon came swollen with injected water.
He was glad he had no apptite.

A waitress appeared at the booth.

'Getya?



'‘Coffee,’ said Chris. 'White. Glass of water.'

I'll have the big breskfast,’ said Mike expansively. 'Y ou get eggswith
that?

"They're Qweggs,' said thewaitress sullenly.

‘Right. Better give me, uh, six of those then. And plenty of toast.
Coffeefor metoo. Black.'
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The waitress turned her back and strode off. Mike watched her go.
'Friendly here!
Chris shrugged. 'They know who we are.’

'Y eah, which meansamassivetip if they can just secrete alittle
common courtesy. Pretty fucking short-sighted attitude, if you ask me!'

'Mike." Chrisleaned across the table. "What do you expect? The

clothes you're wearing cost more than that girl makesin ayear. She
probably livesin an gpartment smaller than my office, damp walls,

J

leaking drains, no security, and about two-thirds her weekly wage just
to cover the rent.’

'Oh, and that's my fucking fault?

‘It isn't about--'

‘Look, I'm not her fucking mother. | didn't pop her out in the zones,
just s0 | could claim breeding benefit. And if she doesn't likeit here, she
can make her own sweet way out, just like anybody dse’

Chrislooked at hisfriend with sudden didike. 'Y eah, right.’

‘That'sright. Listen, Troy was born and bred in the zones, he made it
out. Jamesis off to the Scratcher in Six weeks, he could end up making
more money than both of us. So don't tell meit can't be done.’

'And what about Troy's cousin? The one got raped two nights ago by
Dixon and his pas. How come she hasn't made it out?

'How thefuck should | know? Bryant's anger collapsed asrapidly as

it had sprouted. He dumped back in his seat. 'Look, dl I'm saying,
Chris, issome of us have what it takes. Othersdon't. | mean, thisisn't
some cut-rate little African horrorshow of anation. Y ou don't haveto
live in the zones becauise of your tribe or something. No one cares what

colour you are here, what religion or race. M1 you've got to do is make
the money.’



"They seem to care what colour you arein Dixon's neighbourhood.’
'Y eah, that's fucking palitics, Chris. Some maggots nest of little loca
government thugs looking for away to build a powerbase. It's got
nothing to do with the way the real world works.'

"That's not the impression | get from Nick Makin.'

'Makin?

'Y eah, you heard him in that meeting. He'safucking racis, that's
why he can't handle Echevarria.

'Y eah, well." Mike brooded. 'Might have to do something about
Makin.'

The coffee came. It wasn't as bad as Chris had expected. Bryant
drained his and asked for another cup.

"There going to be an investigation? wondered Chris.

'Nah, shouldn't think so."

"They got you for those jackers at the Falkland.'
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'Y egh, that'sawhole different sory. Civil rights activigts, off the back
of grieving family members, my little Jason was agood boy, he only
gtole cars because socia deprivation blah, blah, boo, hoo. That kind of
crap. Thisthing with Dixon is different. Theré's an agenda. Dixon's
politica friends are on the anti-globaism wing. Britain for the British,
immigrants out, fuck multiculturalism and tear down the international
corporate power congpiracy. Right now, the last thing they need isfor

that to come out into the open. They'll St onthis!'
‘But the zone police’

"They'll buy them off. They'll get some paycop ouitfit to dig the dugs
out of Dixon'sfloor and the street under that other piece of shit we
wasted, and they'll make them as Nemex load.' Bryant grinned. 'That
should send amessage!’

Chrisfrowned. 'lan't that going to be awhole stack of political capital
for them? The big bad corporations, off the leash. They'll milk it il it
bleeds!’

'Oh, yeah, on alocal levd, of coursethey will. They'll turn Dixon

into afucking martyr, no doubt. If helives, they can havehimina
wheselchair a theloca Y oung Nazi fundraisers, and if he diesthey can
have his weeping widow do the same thing. But they aren't about to take

on Shorn in the public arena. They know what we'd do to them.’
‘And Dixon?

Mike grinned again. "Wdll, 1'd say Dixon's got hishandsfull for the

next sx monthsjust learning to walk again. And if he ever does, well

he's got afamily and another eye to worry about before he does anything
stupid. Plus, you know what? Somehow, | don't think the civil

rights crowd are going to be there for him. Just not theright profile.’

Mike's breakfast arrived on atray and the waitress set about laying it
out. While she worked, Bryant grabbed a Qwegg off the plate with

finger and thumb, and popped it in his mouth. He chewed vigoroudly.
"Y ou going to work today? he asked through the mouthful.

Chris thought about the house, cold with Carlas absence or, even
worse, with her unspeaking presence. He nodded.

'‘Good. Mike swallowed the Qwegg, nodded thanks at the departing
waitress and picked up hisknife and fork. 'Listen, | want you to call
Joaguin Lopez. Tdl him to catch aflight down to the NAME and sart
sounding out the names on thet list. Today, if possible. WElI pick up
the expenses!’

Chrisfdt asmal surge go through hisguts, not unlike the feding held had talking to Liz Linshaw the night



before. He nursed his coffee
and watched Mike eat for awhile.

"Y ou think were going to haveto do it? he asked findly.
'Dowhat?
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'Blow Echevarriaout of the water.’

'Wéll,' Bryant chased another Qwegg around his plate and after some
effort managed to puncture it with hisfork. '‘Believe me, I'd love to. But
inthis case, you know how it goes. Regime changeis our worst-case
scenario. Well only go that way if we absolutely haveto.’

He gestured at Chriswith hisfork.

'Y ou just get Lopez on the case. Get the namesto Madn, make sure
there'saclear strategy locked down for the uplincon next week.'

'Y ou want mein on that?

Bryant shook his head, chewing. He swallowed.

'Nab, you stay out of it. | want a clean bresk between current
negotiations and whatever we need you to do. Echevarria doesn't know
about you, he doesn't know about your contacts. There's no linefor
him to follow. Better that way.'

'Right.

Bryant grinned. 'Don't look so disappointed, man. I'm doing you a

favour. | tell you, every time | have to shake hands with that piece of
shit, | fed like | need to disinfect. Murderous old luck.’

They gaveit another half hour to let the queues subside, then paid and
left. Despite hisgrouching, Bryant left atip amost as much asthe cost
of thewhole meal. Outside, he yawned and stretched and pivoted about,
face turned up to the sun. He seemed in no hurry to get in the car.

'We going to work? asked Chris.

'Yeah, inaminute’ Mike yawned again. 'Don't fed much likeit, tell

you thetruth. Day likethis, | should be home playing with Ariana.
Playing with Suki, cometo that. Christ, you know, we haven't fucked in
nearly two weeks.'

Tell meabout it

Bryant cocked his head. 'Carlagiving you grief about that?

‘Only dl thetime." Chris consdered thereflexive lie. "Well, recently



not so much. We're both tired, you know. Don't see alot of ea.ch other.'
'Y eah. Got to watch that shit. Come the end of quarter, you ought to
take some time out. Maybe get out to theidand for aweek.'

'Y ou see Hewitt Signing off on that? il
'Shelll haveto, Chris, the profile you've got on Cambodia. It's

turning into the year's premium contract. Shorn owe us al some serious
i

downtime before the end of thisyear. Hey, who knows, maybe me and
i

Suki'll get out there the same time as you guys. That'd be cool, huh?
'Y egh. Cool.

,Wdll, don't sound so fucking enthusiastic abot it."

Chrislaughed. 'Sorry. I'm wasted.’

'Yeah, let'skick thisin gear.' Bryant disarmed the BMW's alarm and
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cracked the driver's side door. 'Sooner we get out of here, sooner we can
get home and act like we have alife!

They cleared the checkpoint without incident, threaded onto the
approach road to the bridge and accel erated up acrosstheriver. Sunlight
turned the water to hammered bronze on ether side of them.
Chrisfought down awave of tiredness and promised himsdlf atake-out

from Louie Louie's as soon as they hit the Shorn tower.
'‘Be good to get someredl coffee,” he muttered.
‘That coffee wasn't bad.'

'Ah, come on. It was about as red asthe eggs. I'm talking about
something with apedigree here. Not fucking Ma santo's Miracle beans.

Something with ahit you canfed '

'Fucking speedfreak.’

They both laughed, asif on cue. The BMW filled up with the sound
asthey left theriver behind and cruised into the gold-mirrored canyons
beyond. To Chris, groggy with no deep and the events and chemicals of
the night before, it felt good at alevel deeper than he could find words
to explan.
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NINETEEN

Mike dropped him outside L ouie Louie k and drove off into the car decks
with awave. Chris shot himsdlf full of espresso at the counter, then
ordered take-out and another coffeeto carry up to his office. Shorn was
unusudly quiet for a Saturday, and he barely saw anyone on hisway in.
Even the security shift was made up of men and women he barely knew
well enough to nod at.

It was the pattern for the day. Outside of the datadown, there was no

oneto tak to. Makin had not shown, which was going to makefor a
tight squeeze when they tried to put together the NAME package on
Monday. Irritated, Chris rangJoaquin Lopez anyway and told him what
he wanted. Lopez, at least, was keen, but it was still the early hours of
the morning in the Americas and Chris had got him out of bed. His
conversation wasn't oarkling. He grunted back understanding, possible
flight timesand hung up.

Chrisrang Carlaa Mée's and discovered she'd taken the day off. He
checked his mobile, but there was no message. He phoned home, and
heard her voice telling anyone who rang she wasflying up to Tromsb

to see her mother. She would probably stay the week. It sounded, to
Chrisstutored ear, asif she had been crying. He threw the mobile
acrossthe officein ajag of caffeine-induced rage. He rang Mike, who
was on the other line. He retrieved the mobile, got agrip on himsdlf and
went back to talking to the datadown.

By five o'clock, hed had enough. The work was a seamless plane,
extending to the horizon in dl directions. Cambodia, Assam, Tarim

Pendi, the Kurdish Homeland, Georgia, the NAME, Parana, Nigeria,

the Victoria Lake States, Sri Lanka, Timor - in every single place, men
were getting ready to kill each other for some cause or other, or were
already about it. There was paperwork backed up weeks. Y ou had to run
just to stand till.

The desk phone rang. He snapped the 'open’ command.

‘Faulkner.'

"You Hill here?

Chrissnorted. 'And where are you? Caling from theidand?

'Give metime. Listen, rook to bishop nine. Check it out. Think I've

got you, you bastard.'
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Chrisglanced over a the chesstable.
‘Hang on.’
'Y ep.' He could hear the grinin Bryant'svoice.

It was agood move. Chris studied the board for a moment, moved
the piece and fdt atiny fragment of something detach itsdf from his
heart and drop into his guts. He went back to the desk.

'Pretty good,’ he admitted. 'But | don't think it'slocked up yet. I'll
cal you back.'

‘Do that. Hey, listen, you and Carlawant to drop round tonight? |
rang Suki and she'sjust bought a screening of that new Isabela Tribu
movie. The onethat won dl the awards, about that female marinein
Guaemaa'

‘Carlds away at the moment.’ He tried to make it sound casud, but it
gill hurt coming out. '‘Goneto see family in Norway.'
'Oh. You didn't mention*

'No, it was a spur-of-the-moment thing. | mean, we'd talked about
it." Chris stopped lying abruptly, not sure why he suddenly needed to
justify himsdlf to Bryant. 'Anyway, she'sgone.’

‘Right." There was a pause. 'Well, look Chris. Why don't you come
across anyway. If I've got to watch this fucking tearjerker, 1'd sooner not
do it done, you know.'

The thought of escaping the silence waiting for him at homefor the
warmth and noise of Mikésfamily waslike seeing the digtant lights

of avillage through ablizzard. It ft like chesting Carla.out of
something. It felt like rescue. On the other hand, given the fury of

the last knock-down drag-out bare-knuckle bout with his own wife, he
wasn't sure he could face Suki Bryant's saccharine Miss Hostess 2049

perfection.

'Uh, thanks. Let me think about it.'

'Got to be better than going home to an empty house, pal .’

'Y eah, |--' The phone queeped. 'Hang on, I've got an incoming.
Might be Lopez from the airport.’

'Cdll me back." Mike was gone.

‘Thisis Chris Faulkner.'

'Wdll, thisisLiz Linshaw.' There was adancing mockery in theway



shesadit, alight amusement that reminded him of something he

couldn't quite touch. He groped after words.
‘Liz. What, uhm, what can | do for you?
'‘Good question. What can you do for me?

The last twenty-four hoursfell on him. Suddenly, he was closeto
angry. 'Liz, I'mabout to call it aday here, and I'm not redlly in the
mood for games. So if you want to talk to me'’

"That's perfect. Why don't | buy you dinner thisevening.'
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About half adozen reasons why not suggested themsalves. He swept
them to the edges of perception.
'Y ou want to buy me dinner?

'Seems

the

least

can do, if we're going to cooperate on a book.
J

L ook, why don't you meet me uptown in about an hour. Y ou know a
place caled Regime Change?

'Yes.' HEd never been insde. No one who worked Conflict Investment
would ever have considered it. Just too tacky.

'I'll bein there from about six-thirty. The Boliviabar, upstairs. Bring

an appetite.

She hung up.

He called Mike back and made some excuses. It was tougher work than
he'd expected - he could hear the disgppointment in the other man's
voice, and the offer of the night with the Bryants now carried added

overtones of comfortable safety compared to

'Look, to be honest with you, Mike, | need sometime on my own.'
A brief slencedown theline. "You in trouble, Chris?

'It's." He closed his eyes and pressed hard on the lids with finger and
thumb. 'Carlaand | aren't getting on too well right now.’

'Ohhh, shit.’

'No, it's. | don't think it's that serious, Mike. It'sjust, | wasn't
expecting her to take off like that. | need to think.'

'Well, if you need to talk...'

'Y eah. Thanks. I'll keepitinmind.'
‘Just take it easy, huh.'



"Yeah. Yeah, | will. I'll talk to you Monday.'

He wandered amlesdy about the office for awhile, picking thingsup
and putting them down. He studied Mike's move, tried out a couple of
half-hearted responses. He leaned on the window glass and stared down
at thelights of Louie Loui€sin the street fifty floorsbelow. He tried not
to think about Carla. Tried, with less success, not to think about Liz
Linshaw.

In the end, he killed the office lights and went down to St in hiscar.
The enclosed space, recessed instruments, the stark smplicity of whedl
and gearshift, were al more bearable than life outsde. Asthe Saab's
security locks murmured and clunked into place, he felt himself relaxing
measurably. He sank back into the seat, dropped his hand onto the

gearstick and rolled his head side to sidein the neck support web.
‘Now then," hetold himsdlf.

The car deck was dmost deserted. Mike's BMW was gone, the other

man no doubt well on hisway hometo Suki and Ariana. Therewasa
thin scattering of other BMWs across the luminous yelow-marked
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parking ranks, and Hewitt's Audi stood off in the partners corner. It
dawned on Chrishow little held seen of the executive partner sSince
Cambodiatook off. Thered been the usua brushes at quarterly functions,
afew team briefings and a couple of congratulatory mails, copies

to himsdlf, Bryant and Makin. For the rest, Hewitt had ignored him as
completely aswas possible given the work they both had to do.

For amoment he entertained the fantasy of waiting behind the wheel
until she came down to the car deck. He thought about ramming the
vehicleinto drive and smashing the life out of her. Smearing her across

the deck surfacing, the way Edward Quain--
He shook it off.

Timeto go. Hefired up the engine, rolled the Saab up the ramp and
out into the street. He let the vehicle idle westward. Therewasno
traffic to gpeak of, Regime Change was five minutes away, and with the
corporate ID holoflashed into the windscreen glass he could park

anywhere.

He left the Saab on a cross street filled with the offices of image
consultants and data brokerage agencies. As he alarmed the car and
walked away fromit, hefelt adow adrend flush risngin hisblood. The
buzz of aL.ondon Saturday evening drifted to him onthewarm air,
dreetsfilling dowly with people, tak and laughter punctuated with the
occasona hoot from acab trying to get through the tangle of pedestrians.
Hedipped into it, and quickened his pace.

Regime Change was the end building on athoroughfare that folded

back on itsdf like a partiadly-opened jackknife. Music and noise spilled
out onto the streets on either side from open-danted floor-length glass
panelsin the ground floor and wide open sash windows above. There
were a couple of queues at the door, but the doorman cast an experienced
eye over Chriss clothes and nodded him siraight in. Chorus of

complaint, dying away swiftly as Christurned to look. He dropped the
doorman atenner and went inside.

The ground floor bar was packed with propped and seated humanity,

al ydling at each other over the pulse of aZequinaremix. A cocktall
walitress surfed past in the noise, dressed in some fevered pornographer's
vison of aCl exec'sauit. Chris put ahand on her arm and tried

to make himsdf heard.

‘BoliviaBar?

‘Second floor,' she shouted back. "Through the Irag Room and left.’
‘Thanks.'

Screwed-up face. "What?



Thanks.'

That got astrange look. Hetook the sairs at alope, found the Irag
Room - wailing DJ-votiona rhythms, big screens showing zooming
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aerid views of flaming oil wellslike black and crimson desert flowers,
hookah pipes on the tables - and picked hisway through it. A huge
holoprint of Che Guevaraloomed to hisleft. He snorted and ducked
undernegath. A relaive quiet descended, pegged out with melancholy
Andean pipes and Spanish guitar. People sat about on big leather
beanbags and sofas with their stuffing coming out. There were candles,
and some suggestion of tent canvas on thewalls.

Liz Linshaw was seated at alow tablein one corner, gpparently
reading athin, blue-bound sheaf of paperwork. She wore avariant on
her TV uniform - black dacks and ablack and grey striped silk shirt
buttoned closed at asingle point on her chest. The collar of the shirt
was turned up, but the lower hem floated a solid five centimetres above
the belt of her dacks. Tanned, toned TV flesh filled up the gap and
made long triangles above and below the single closed button.

Either she didn't see him gpproaching, or shelet him get close
ddiberately. He stopped himsdf clearing histhroat with an effort of

will, and dropped into the beanbag opposite her.
'Hullo, Liz

'Chris." She glanced up, apparently surprised. 'Y ou're earlier than |
thought you'd be. Thanksfor coming.'

Shelaid aside what she'd been reading and extended one dim arm
acrossthetable. Her grip was dry and confident.

'It's." Chrislooked around. 'A pleasure. Y ou come here often?

She laughed. It was distressingly attractive, warm and deep-throated
and once again Chris had the disturbing impression of recal held had
on the phone.

'l come herewhen | don't want to run into anyone from the Conflict
Investment sector, Chris. It's safe. None of you guyswould be seen
dead in here!’

Chrispulled aface. "True enough.’

'Don't be superior. It's not such abad place. Have you seen the
waitresses ?

'Y eah, met one downgtairs!'
'Decorative, aren't they.'
'Very.' Chrislooked around reflexively. Therewasalong bar bent

into one corner of the room. A woman stood mixing drinks behind it.



'What would you like? Liz Linshaw asked him.
Til get it

'No, | ingst. After dl, you're making yourself availableto me, Chris.
It'stheleast | can do, and it's tax-deductible." She grinned. 'Y ou know.
Research costs. Hospitality.'

'Soundslikeaniceway to live!'

"Whisky, wasn't it? Laphroaig?
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He nodded, flattered that she remembered. 'If they'vegot it."
Liz Linshaw pressed apam on the table top and the menu glowed
into life beneath her hand. She scrolled about abit, then shook her head
regretfully.
'No Laphroaig. Lot of bourbons, and, ah, what about Port Ellen?
That'san Iday malt, isn't it?
'Y eah, it's one of the new ones.' The sense of flattery crumbled
dightly. Had she being doing research on him, he wondered. 'Reopened
back in thethirties. It's good stuff.’
'Okay, I'll try it."
She pressed on the selection and swept a hand across the send patch.
At the bar, the woman looked down, face stained red by the flashing
table dert on her worksurface. She glanced across at them and nodded.
'So, Chris!" Liz Linshaw sat back and smiled at him. "Where did you
develop your taste for expensive whisky?
'Isthis part of theinterview?
'No, just warming you up. But, I'm curious. Y ou grew up inthe
zones, didn't you. East End, riverside estates. Not much Iday malt
around there!'
'No. Thereisn't.’
'Isit painful to talk about this, Chris?
"Youreazone girl yoursdf, Liz. What do you think?
Thedrinks came, herswithice. Liz Linshaw waited until the waitress
had gone, then she picked up her tumbler and looked pensively into it.
Sheswirled the drink and the ice cubes clicked abouit.

'My zone origins are mostly, shal we say, artistic licence. Exagger



ated for exatic effect. Thetruthis, | grew up on the fringes of 1dington,
at atime when the linesweren't as heavily drawn asthey are now. My
parents were, till are, moderately successful teachersand | went to
university. Theré's nothing that hurtsin my past.

Chrisraised hisglass. 'Lucky you.'

'Yes, that'safair description. Y ou weren't so lucky.'

‘No.'

'Y et age nineteen you were driving for Ross Mobile Arbitrage. You
weretheir top paid haulage operative, until you moved Sdewaysinto IS
Euro Ventures. Two years after that Hammett McCall, headhunted.
No qualifications, not even driver's school. For someone with zone
originsthat's more than remarkable, it'snigh onimpossible.’

Chrisgestured. 'If you want out badly enough.’

'No, Chris. The zones are full of people who want out badly enough,
and then some. It gets them nowhere. The dice are loaded against that
kind of mobility, and you know it.'

'l know other people who've madeit out.' It felt strange to suddenly
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be on the other end of the argument he'd had with Mike Bryant that
morning. 'Look a Troy Morris!

'Do you know Troy well?

'Uhh, not redly. HE's Mike's friend more than mine!’

'l see" Liz Linshaw lifted her drink in hisdirection. 'Well, anyway.
Cheers. Herésto Conflict Investment. Small wars!

'Small wars.' But there was something vagudly disquieting in hearing

it from her lips. He didn't like the way it sounded.

She sat down her tumbler. Beside it amicrocorder. 'So. How does it
fed to betherising star a Shorn CI?

Theinterview went down as smoothly asthe Port Ellen. Liz Linshaw
had aloose, inviting manner at odds with her screen persona, and he
found himself talking asif to an old friend he hadn't seen in many years.
Such areas of resistance as he had, she picked up on and either backed
smoothly away from the topic or found another way in that somehow he
didn't mind as much. They laughed alot, and once or twice he caught
himsdlf on the verge of giving up datathat he had no business discussing
with anyone outside Shorn.

By nine o'clock they were working up to Edward Quain, and he had
drunk far too much to be able to drive the Saab safely.

"You didn't like him, did you.' There was no question in her voice.
'Quain? What makes you think that?

Y our form.’

Helaughed, durring dightly. ‘What am |, afucking racehorse?

She smiled dong. 'If you like. Look, you've made atota of eleven

kills, including Mitsue Jones and her wingmeate, plusthe Acropalitic
driver on the samerun. Eight beforethat. Threeat L S Euro, two
tenders and one Prom and App duel. Then the moveto HM, and out
of nowhere you take Quain down.’

'It was the easiest way to get up the ladder.’

It was off thewall, Chris. Quain was the top end of your permissible
challenge envelope. As senior asit gets without exempted partner status.



At that level in some companies he would have been an exempted
partner.’

'Y eah, or out on hisear.’ Chrisdrained his current whisky. 'Y ou want

to know the truth, Liz? Quain was a burnt-out old fuck. He wasn't
bringing in the business, he drank way too much, did too much 1
expengve coke, he fucked hisway through every high-pricewhorein
Camden Town, and he paid for it dl with bonuses taken out of money
junior anaysts on atenth hisincome were generating. Hewas an
embarrassment to everyone at Hammett McColl, and he needed taking

out!
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'Very public-spirited of you. But there must have been easier targets
on theway up the HM ladder.'

Chrisshrugged. 'If you're going to kill aman, it might aswell bea
patriarch.’

'‘And what | find curiousisthe duds after Quain. Four moreKills,
none of them even closeto as brutal as Quain'sand’

'Murcheson burnt to death,’ Chris pointed out. The screams, he did
not add, still came back to him in his nightmares.

'Y es, Murcheson was trapped in wreckage. It was nothing to do with
yOuU.
‘Hardly nothing. | created the wreckage.'

'Chris, you ran over Quain five times. I've seen that footage'
'What areyou, Liz? An X fan?

The crooked smile again. 'If | was, I'd have been pretty unhappy with
your performance for the next eight years. Like | said, four morekills,
al clean bar Murcheson, who was an accidental burn. And alongside
that, another saven inconclusives, including one you actually rescued
from wreckage and drove to hospital. That's not going to get you an
honourable mention on any of the Xtreme sites, isit.’

'Sorry to disappoint you.'

'Relax, Chris. | didn't say | wasan Xer. But when you'retrying to
build a profile, this stuff matters. | want to know what you're made of .

He met her eyes, and thelook lasted. Went on far longer than it
should have. He cleared histhroat.

'I'm going to go home now.’

She raised an eyebrow. "Y ou're going to drive?

'l." He stood up, too fast. 'No, maybe not. I'll get acab.’

"That's going to cost you afortune, Chris!'

'So. | earn afortune. ‘s not like the fucking army, you know. | get well
paid for murdering people.’

She got up and placed ahand on hisarm.



'I've got a better idea.’

'Y eah? Suddenly he was aware of his pulse. 'vVhat's that, then?

'l livein Highgate. That's achegp cab ride, and there's a spare futon
there with your nameonit.'

'Look, Liz'

She grinned suddenly. 'Don't flatter yoursalf, Faulkner. I'm not about
to tear your clothes off and stuff your dick down my throat, if that's

what you're worried about. | like the men | fuck to be sober.’

Unwillingly, helaughed. 'Hey, giveit to me straight, Liz. Don't let
me down gently.'

'S0.' She was laughing too. 'Do we get this cab?
They ordered the taxi from the same table menu asthe drinks. This
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early inthe evening, it wasn't hard to get one. Liz cleared the tab, and

they left. There was frenetic dancing in the Irag Room, harsh, mindless

bests drawn from early millennium thrash bandslike Noble Cause and Bushin'. They ducked through the
press of bodies, got the stairsand

made it out into the street, il laughing.

Thetaxi wasthere, gleaming black in thelate evening light like atoy
that belonged to them. Chrisfetched up short, laughter drying in his
throat. He glanced sideways at Liz Linshaw and saw the hilarity had |

drained out of her the same way. He could not read the expression that

]

had replaced it on her face. For amoment they both stood there, staring
at the cab likeidiots, and like aNemex shell the redlisation hit Chrisin
the back of the head. The sardonic amusement on the phone, thei
maddeningly familiar notein her deep-throated laugh. The sense of

recall about this woman came crashing down on him.
Shereminded him of Carla
Carlawhen they first met. Carla, three or four years back. Carla

before the cregping distance took itstall.
Suddenly, he was sweating. What the fu--

It was the fear swest, chasing arolling shudder across hisbody. A

feding hed left behind adecade ago in hisearly duels. Pure, exigtentid
terror, distilled down so clear it could not be pinned on any single
identifiable thing. Fear of death, fear of life, fear of everythingin
between and what it would do to you in time. Theterror of inevitably

losng your grip.

'Oy, areyou getting in or what?

The driver was leaning out, thumb jerked back to where the door of
the black cab had hinged open of its own accord. There was atiny light
oninside, seats of cool green plush.

Liz Linshaw stood watching him, face still unreadable.

The swest cooled.

Hegotin.
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TWENTY

Westward, there were mountains spearing up grimly under gathered
blue cloud. Wesk ladders of late afternoon sun fell through at infrequent
intervass, splashing scant warmth where they hit. Carlashivered

dightly at the sight. There was no darknessyet - thisfar north, daylight
held the sky asit would for another full month, but the L ofoten skyline
gtill looked like the watchtowers of atrall city.

'Cold? Kirsti Nyquist glanced sideways from the jegp's driving set.
Her ability to pick up on her daughter's moods and fedlings sometimes

verged on the witchy. "We can close the hood, if you want.'
Carlashook her head. 'I'm fine. Just thinking.'
'Not happy thoughts, then.’

The road unwound ahead of them, freshly carved from the bleak

terrain and laid down in asphalt so new it looked like liquorice. There
were none of the luminous yellow markings asyet, and they kept
passing raw white rock wallsthat till had defined grooves where the
blasting holes had been sunk. A sign said Gjerlow Oceanic Monitoring -
15 kilometres. Carlasighed and shifted in her seat. Kirgti drovethebig
Volvo M1-Terrain with acare that, to Carlas London-forged road
ingincts, seemed faintly ridiculous. They'd seen five other vehiclesin

the last hour, and three of those had been parked outside afuelling post.
‘Tunnel,’ caled her mother cheerily. 'Mittens!’

Carlareached for her gloves. Thiswasthe second tunnel of thetrip.
Thefirg time, shedd ignored her mother'swarning. They were lessthan
two hundred kilometresinsde the Arctic circle, and the westher had
been pleasant since she got off the plane at Troms6 two days ago, but
tunnels were another matter. Degp in the mountain rock, an Arctic chill
hit you in the lungs and the fingers before you'd gone a hundred metres.

Kirgti flipped on the headlamps and they barrelled down into the
sodium yellow gloom. Their breath frosted and whipped away over
their shoulders.

'‘Now you're cold, hey?

‘A bit. Mum, did weredlly have to come dl thisway?
'Yes. | told you. It'sthe only chance welll get to see him.'
"Y ou couldn't invite him up to Troms6?

Kirsti made awry face. ‘Not any more.’
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Carlatried primly not to laugh. Kirgti Nyquist waswdll into her

fiftiesnow, but shewas till astrikingly handsome woman and she

changed her loverswith brutal regularity. They just don't grow with me, she once complained to her
daughter. Perhaps that's because they're all

young enough to be your children, Carlahad retorted, alittle unfairly. Her

mother's choi ces often were younger men, but not usualy by more than

adecade or s0, and Carla hersdlf had to admit most of the optionsin the

fifty-plus male range weren't much to look at.

The tunnd was six kilometreslong. They made the other Sde with
teeth chattering and Kirsti whooped as she droveinto the fractured
sunlight outside. The temperature upgrade soaked into Carlas body
liketropica hesat. The chill ssemed to have gone bone-deep. Shetried
to shrugit off.

Get afucking grip, Carla

Shewas dready missng Chris, alack for which she berated hersdlf
because it felt S0 pathetic aongside her mother's cheerful salf sufficiency.
The anger a him that had driven her out of the house was

aready evaporating by the time her plane took off, and dl she had by
thetime she arrived in Troms6 was maudlin drinking talk of distance
andloss.

Now, out of the mess she had laid out for her mother the night she
arived, Kirgti had snatched the possibility of meaningful action. Carla
wondered vaguely what you had to do to attain operationd pitch
likethat - have a child, write abook, lose ardationship? What did it
take?

‘Thereitis.' Kirsti gestured ahead, and Carla saw the road was
dropping down to meet one side of asmall, stubby fjord. On the other
Sde, inditutiona buildingswere gathered in ahuddle, lit up shiny ina
wandering shaft of sunlight. It looked asif theroad ran dl theway up to

the end of theinlet and then back round to the monitoring station.
'Sothisisdl new aswell?

'Relocated. They were based in the Faroes until last year.'

'Why did? Carlaremembered. 'Oh, right. The BNR thing.'

'Y es, your beloved British and their nuclear reprocessing. Gjerlow
reckonsit's contaminated local watersfor the next sixty years minimum.
Pointless taking overview readings. None of the tests they do will stand
theradiation.’

Not for thefirst time, Carlafelt awave of defensvenessrisngin her
at the mention of her adoptive home.

'l heard it was just heat exchanger fluids - not enough to do much



damage.’

'My desar, you've been living in London too long if you believe what
the British mediatell you. Thereisno just where nuclear contaminants
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are concerned. It's been amonumental disaster and anyone with access
to independent broadcasting knowsit.'

Carlaflushed. 'Weve got independent channels.”

'Does Chris buy off the jamming? Her mother looked interested. ‘I
didn't think you could do that effectively.'

'No, he's exempted. Under licence. For hisjob.’

'Oh, | see’ Therewas a studied politenessin Kirdti's voice that didn't
quite shroud her distaste. Carlaflushed again, deeper thistime. She said
nothing more until the wheels of the Volvo crunched acrossthe gravel
parking lot beside the monitoring station. Then, Stting till in the
passenger seat as Kirdti killed the engine, she muttered, 'I'm not sure
thisissuch agood idea.’

It was agood idea when we had it on Friday night,' said her mother
emphaticaly. 'It's still agood ideanow. One of my best. Now, come
on.

Kirdti's Troms6 University ID got them in the front door, and a

quick search of the building's locationd database at reception told them
TrulsVasvik was up on the top floor. They took the stairs, Kirgti
leading by a couple of steps on every flight. Good for the buttocks, she
flung over her shoulder in response to her daughter's puffed proteststo
dow down. Only fivelevels. Come on.

They found Vasvik in the saff cafe. He was, Carlathought, aclassic
Kirdti type - gaunt and long-limbed, radiating self-sufficiency like the
effects of some drug recently injected. He wore a crew-neck swester,
canvas work trousers, walking boots and an uncared-for heavy black
coat that he somehow hadn't got around to removing. The clothes hung
off him, incidental drgpings on hislean frame, and his slver-threaded
black hair waslong and untidy. He looked to bein hisearly forties. As
they approached, he got up and offered a bony hand.

‘HelloKirdti.'

'Hello Truls. Thisismy daughter, Carla. Carla, TrulsVasvik. It's

good to seeyou again.’

Vasvik grunted.

'Have you seen Gjerlow yet?

'About an hour ago.’

'Oh, sorry. | didn't redlise’



'Shdl wedl st down. There's machine coffee over there, if you want

it

‘Can | get you one?

Vasvik indicated the cup in front of him and shook his head. Kirdti

went off to the bank of self-service machines across the cafe and | eft
Carlastranded. She offered Vasvik an awkward smile and seated herself
a thetable.
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'So, you've known my mother for awhile’

He stared back at her. 'Long enough.’

'l, uh, | appreciate you taking the time to see us.'

'I had to be here anyway. It wasn't aproblem.’

'Y es, uh. How'sit going? | mean, can you talk about it?

A shrug. 'Itisn't, strictly spesking, confidentia, at thisend anyway. |
need some data to back up a case we're putting together. Gjerlow hasit,
he says.'

'Isit aBritish thing?

"Thistime around, no. French.' A margina curiosit7 surfaced on his
face. "You live there, then?

'Where, Britain? Yes. Yes, | do.'

'‘Doesn't it bother you?

She bit her lip. Kirdti arrived with coffee cups and saved them both
from the rgpidly foundering conversation.

'So,' she said brightly. "Where are we up to?

'We haven't sarted yet,' said Vasvik.

Kirgti frowned. ‘Are you okay, Truls?

'Not redly. He met her gaze. 'Jannicke died.’

‘Jannicke Onarheim? Oh, shit. I'm sorry, Truls." Kirsti reached out
and put her hand on Vasvik'sarm. 'What happened?

He smiled bleakly. 'How do ombudsmen die, Kirgti? Shewas
murdered. | only got the cal thismorning.’

'Was she working?

Vasvik nodded, staring into the plastic-topped table. 'Some American
shoe manufactury up near Hanoi. The usud stuff, reported human

rights abuse, no local police cooperation.' He drew a deep breath.

"They found her car run off the road an hour out of town, nowherei



near where she should have been. Looks like someone took her for al

ride. Raped. Shot. Single cap, back of the head.' |
He glanced up at Carla, who had flinched on the word raped.

'Y eah. It's probably good you hear this. Jannickeisthethird thisyear.

The Canadians have logt twice that number. UN ombudsmen earn
their money, and often enough we don't get to spend it. From what
Kirdi says, your man might not suit the work.'

Theimplied dight to Chris, asaways, fired her up.
'Well, | doubt you'd last long in Conflict Investment.'

The other two looked at her with chilly Norwegian disapproval.
'Perhgps not,’ said Vasvik findly. ‘It was not my intention to insult

you or your man. But you should know what you are trying to get him
into. Lessthan fifty years ago, thiswas still acomfortable, localised,
office-based little profession. That's changed. Now, at thislevd, it can
get you killed. Thereisno recognition of the work we do - a best we
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are seen as fussy bureaucrats, at worst asthe enemies of capitalism and
the bedfdlows of terrorists. Our UN mandate isabad joke. Only a
handful of governmentswill act on our findings. Therest caveinto
corporate pressure. Some, like the United States and so, of course,
Britain, amply refuse point blank to support the process. They are not
even sgnatories to the agreement. They block us at every turn. They
query our budgets, they demand atransparency that exposes our field
agents, they offer legd and financial asylum to those offenders we do
manage to indict. We shelve two out of every three casesfor lack of
viability and," he jerked his chin, perhaps out to wherever Jannicke
Onarheim's body now lay, ‘we bury our dead to the jeers of the popular
media’

More slence. Across the cafe, someone worked the coffee machine.
'Do you hate your job? asked Carlaquietly.

A thin smile. 'Not as much as| hate the people| chase.’
'Chris, my husband, hates hisjob. So much that it'skilling him.’

"Then why doesn't hejust quit? There was scant sympathy in the
ombudsman'svoice.

"That's so fucking easy for you to say.'

Kirgti shot her awarning glance. Truls, Chriswas born and brought

up in the London cordoned zones. Y ou've seen that, you know what it's
like. And you know what happens to the ones who manage to claw their
way out. First-generation syndrome. If quitting means going back to

the zones, he probably would rather die. Hed certainly rather kill. And
in the end, we know how closely those two can be intertwined.'

Another smile, somewhat lessthin. 'Y es. Firg-generation syndrome.
| remember that particular lecture quite well, for some reason.’

Kirgti joined himin the smile. She flexed her body beneath her
swester in afashion that made her daughter blush.

Thanks,' she said. ‘| hadn't realised it was that memorable.’

It was asif something heavy had dropped from Vasvik's shoulders.
He sat up alittle in the moulded plastic chair, turned back to Carla

‘Alright, he said. 'l don't deny it. Someone like your husband could

be useful to us. Theinformation he has alone would probably be

enough to build acouple of dozen cases. And, yes, abackground in
Conflict Investment would go along way to making agood ombudsman.
But | can't promise you, him, ajob. For one thing, we'd need an
extraction team to get him away from Shorn. But, yes, if heredly wants
out, | can ask around. | can set some whedlsin motion.'



It was what she wanted to hear, but somehow it didn't fill her with the
feding sheld expected. Something about Vasvik's clamped anger, the
news of sudden degth or maybe the bleak landscape outside, something

was not right.
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And later, when they got up to go and Kirsti and Truls embraced
with genuine affection, she turned away so that she would not haveto
watch.
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TWENTY-ONE

Monday was soft summer rain and a nagging pain behind the eyes. He
drovein with avague sense of exposure dl the way, and when he parked
and dlarmed the car, tiny twitches of the same discomfort sent him

scanning the corners of the car deck for watchers.
This early, there was nobody about.

There were phone messages on the datadown - Liz Linshaw, drawling,
ironic and inviting, Joaguin Lopez from the NAME. He shelved

Liz and told the datadown to did up Lopez's mobile. The Americas
agent had caled four timesin the last two hours and he sounded closeto

panic. He grabbed the phone at the third ring, voice tight and shaky. 'Si, digame.’

'It's Faulkner. Jesus, Joaguin, what the fuck's the matter with you? 'Escuchame.’ There was the sound of
movement. Chrisgot theimpresson

Lopez wasin ahotel room, getting up from the bed, moving.

The agent's voice firmed up as he crossed into English. ‘Listen, Chris; |

think I'm introuble. | got down here last night, been making some

enquiries about Diaz and now | got aclutch of Echevarrids political

policedl over me like putas on payday. They'rein the bar acrossthe

dreet, downgtairsin thelounge. | think acouple of them havetaken a

room on thisfloor, | don't--'

‘Joaquin, cadm down. | understand the Situation.'

'No, you don't fucking understand my situation, man. Thisisthe
NAME. These guyswill cut my fucking cojones off if they get the
chance. They bundle meinto acar, and that'sit, I'm fucking history,

maen.

"Joaquin, will you just shut up and ligen!" Chriswent direct from the
command snap to enabled conciliatory without alowing the other
man aresponse. Textbook stuff. 'l know you're scared. | understand
why. Now, let's do something about it. What do these guys ook
like?

'Look like? A panicky snort. 'They look like fucking political police,
what do you want meto say? Ray Bans, bellies and fucking moustaches.
Get the picture?

Chrisdid get the picture. Hed seen these cut-rate bad guysin
operation on hisown trip to the Monitored Economy with Hammett
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McColl. He knew the gut-diding sense of menace they could generate
samply by appearing on the scene.

'No, Joaguin, | meant. Did you get pictures? Have you got your
shades set down there?

'Y eah, | brought them.' A pause. 'l didn't use them yet.'

'Right."

'l freaked. I'm sorry, Chris, | fucked up. | didn't think.'

'Well, think now, Joaguin. Get agrip. Y ou can fuck up on your own
time, right now you're on the Shorn clock. I'm not paying you to get
your arsekilled." Chris glanced at hiswatch. 'What timeisit there? One
am.?

‘A little after.

'Right. How many of these moustaches are there?

'l don't know, two down in the lobby.' The panic started to seep back

into Lopez's voice. 'Maybe another two or three more across the road.’
'Can you get me pictures?

'I'm not fucking going outside, man.’

‘Alright, aright.' Chrispaced, thinking. Trying to put himsdf inthe

hotel room with Lopez. The Nikon sunglasses and the datatransmission
gear had been an end-of-quarter gift from Shorn - they were

very high spec. 'Look, can you see the onesin the bar from your
window? Go and check.'

More movement. Lopez came back calmer.

'Y eah, | can seetheir table. | think | can get a decent shot from
here!

‘Mright, that's good. Do that.' Chris cranked his voice down, as
soothing as possible. Then | want you to go down to the lobby and
get full frontals of the other two. They shouldn't try anything there. Are
you armed?

'Areyou kidding? | camethrough US security at the airport, just like
everybody dse

'Fine, doesn't matter. Just get the pictures and mail them through to
me as quickly asyou can. I'll be waiting. And, Joaguin. Remember what
| said. You don't get killed on the Shorn clock. Well pull you out of



there. Got it?

'Got it." A brief pausein which he could hear Lopez breathing down
theline.

'Chris. Thanks, man.'

'De nada. Stay cool.’

Chriswaited until he heard the disconnect. Then he dammed afoot
againg the desk leg, knotted afigt.

'Fuck." Another kick. 'Fuck.’

Back to the datadown. He estimated L opez's performance time,
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placed forward calls. Then he went to the window and stared out at the
London skyline until the phone chimed.

'_\

The images came through, two clear face-and-trunk shots that must

have been taken from less than five metres. Lopez had got close. The
two pargpoliticas were grinning unpleasantly into the Nikon's hidden
lens. Their teeth showed, spotted brown with decay. The cafe snap was
lessto rejoice about, but there was a pavement table centred in the shot,
three clear figures around it, faces turned in the cameras direction.

Thefirg of theforward calswent through. Even with the fore

warning, the other end took awhileto pick up, and the first sound to
come through was anoisy yawn. Chrisamiled for the first time that day.
‘Burgess Imaging.’ The screen caught up, filled with adark unshaven
faceinitslateteens. 'Oh, hdllo, Chris. What can |? Uh, those satellite
blow-ups okay?

'Y eah, fing, it's not that. Listen, can you do me step-ups of a street
shat, right now? Faces good enough for machine ID?

Jamie Burgess yawned again and scratched a something in the corner
of oneeye.

‘Costya'

'l guessed. Look, I'm wiring it through on inset. Just take alook.’
Burgess waited, blinked at the screen a couple of times and nodded.
'Nikon shot, yeah?

" eah!

'Give me two minutes. Leave the line open.’

Thanks, Jamie.'



Another yawn. 'Pleasure.

Burgess was as good as hisword. The datadown spat back perfect
head-and-shoulder shots ninety seconds later. Chris punched them up
next to the two he aready had from the lobby and nodded.

'‘Okay, motherfuckers. Let's hope you've been to church recently.’
The second forward call picked up onthefirst ring. A grizzled virtua
head above crigp army khaki fatigues. The accent was American, the

redl-life verson of Mike Bryant's Smeon Sands burlesque.

‘Langley Contracting.

"Thisis Chris Faulkner, Shorn Associates, London. Do you have
operationa unitsin the Meddlin area?

Therewas a pause, presumably while Chriss scrambler code and
authorisation cleared at the other end. Then the virtua customer
service agent nodded.

'Y es, we can work in that area’

'Good, | need five extreme prejudice deletions with immediate effect.

Exact locationd dataand visud 1D attached.'

'Very good. Pleaseindicate the level of precision required.
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'Uh." Thiswas anew refinement. 'Sorry?
'Pleaseindicateleve of precison required from thefollowing five
options, surgical, accurate, scattershot, blanket, atrocity.'

‘Jesus, uh.' Chris gestured helplesdy. 'Surgical.

'Please note the surgica option may incur asubstantia time delay.
Char--'

‘No. That'sno good. Thisiswith immediate effect.’

'Do you wish to supersede precision levels with an urgency marker?
'Y es. | want this done now.'

‘Charge card or account?

Account.'

"Y our contract is enabled. Thank you for choosing Langley Con
tracting. Have anice day.'

Chrislooked once more &t the five faces floating on his screen. He
nodded again and pressed a thumb down on each oneto make it go
avay.

'Adios, muchachos.'

When the last face had wiped, he wired the datadown lineto his

mobile and went out to get coffee from Louie Loui€'s.

Lopez caled him about an hour later. V oice rampant down theline,
whooping shrill with delight. Srensin the backdrop.
'Chris, you're beautiful man!!!! You did it. Hijos de puta, they're dl

over the gtregt, man! They'redl over thefucking street!’
1

'What? said Chrisfaintly,
[



'Drive-by, man. Fucking exemplary. They must have used one of
I

those shoulder-launchers. Whole fucking cafes on fire. I'm telling you,
theré's nothing left but pieces.’

Chris sat down heavily behind the desk. He saw it, lit in tones of night
I

and flame. Pastiche newsred footage, memories of ahundred such
1t

scenes. Bodies and bits thereof, streak-scorched black and red. Screams
and blundering panic from the sidelines.

"The hotdl." It was dmost awhisper, like words he couldn't be
bothered to push out of his mouth. "The people in the hotel.

'Y eah, they got them too. | heard the shots. Spray guns.’ Lopez made
agtuttering machine gun noise. He was drunk on his own narrow
escape. 'Just been down to check, right now. See, | was il looking
out the window ét the fire when--'

'No, Joaquin. Stop. The other people in the hotel. Y ou know, staff.
Other customers. Did they hit anybody €lse?

'Oh." Lopez stopped. 'l don't think so, | didn't see any other bodies.
Man, who'd you cal?

‘Never mind.' It was like tasting ashes. He could smell the blast, smell
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the scorched flesh on the scented night air. Over the phone, the Sirens
sobbed out and he heard screaming in the spaceit left. 'Y ou best get out
of there. Better yet, get back to Panama City. Y ou're blown down there
for now. You'll have to work through someone e se’

'Y eah. What | thought.' Lopez's voice shifted. ‘Listen, Chris. | lost it

for awhile back there, but | know my work. | didn't make one wrong
move in the last twenty-four hours. Those hijos de puta, they knew | was
coming.’

Chrisnodded drearily, for al it was an audio link.

‘Right, Joaguin.’

'Give me another two days. We can gill make thisrun. | know the

right people. Y ou don't haveto worry.'

He squeezed his eyes shut. 'Right.’

'Count on it, man. I'll hook you up, | swear.

Behind Lopez, someone gtarted using an ampbox to yell down the

noise of the crowd. Chrisreached out and cut thelink.

Bryant and Makin got in about the same time. Chriswent down to the
car deck to meet them. Mike grinned when he saw him.

'Hey, Chrisl Jesus, what time did you get in?

Heignored the greeting and went straight for Makin. Right fistin

under the rib cage with the full force of the last stride behind it. Makin
doubled up and vomited a spray of breakfast. Chris stepped back and
hooked into his face from the sde. The glassesflew. Makin hit the deck
and rolled, retching. Chrisgot asinglekick in, and then Mike had him
pinioned from behind and was dragging him out of range.

‘That'sit, Chris. Timeout.’

'Fucking piece ofshit. Sdll out my agents, youfuck.'

'l don't,’ Makin got to one knee, holding hisface. 'Know. What the
fuck. Y ouah talking about.’

Chrisrenewed his efforts to break Mike's hold. Makin straightened,

wiped his mouth and looked up. He raised hisfreearm.



'I'll see you on the fucking woad for that, Faulkner.'

'tteyi' Mikeloosened his hold on Chriss shoulders. That's enough

of that shit, Nick. Nobody sees anybody on the road in thisteam. Nobody. Y ou save that shit for the
tenders. Chris, I'm going to let you

go now, okay. Now you behave. No brawling on the car decks, it's

undignified. Thisisn't the zones!

Helet go of Chrisand stepped away, carefully poised-between the
two men, ams spread dightly upward from the wal s, ready. Makin
prowled sideways and spat. Chrisfdt the reaction twitch through him
from the fist back to the shoulder. Mike Bryant drew a deep bregth.
'Okay, guys. Wheat the fuck isgoing on?
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"Thispiece of shit,' Chriswas il adrendin fired, thrumming with
the need to do violence. 'Wired through our detail on Diaz to
Echevarria

'Y eah, s0?
"

Bryant blinked. 'Y ou did that, Nick?
A

‘Jesus, yes. You said to light afiah under Echevaidsarse.’
]

Chrisfelt the fury drop out of him to make room for disbelief. He
{

saw the samein Bryant's stare. The big man shook his head.
]

lButl
t

'Christ, Mike. | want the axe over his head by Monday, that's what you
said. What was | supposed to do?

Chrisflared. That'sfucking bullshit. Y ou weren't in here at the
weekend.'

'How the fuck do you know wheah | was? What are you, my fucking
mother?

'| didn't seeyou Saturday,’ said Bryant quietly.

'| took the stuff home, Mike. Look, Echevaiawas holding ralliesfor
the faithful al weekend. It seemed like agood time to shake him. The
uplincon istomorrow, what was | going to do? Wait and then twy and
pasteit al together today? I've got Cambodian logistics to think about,
apaace wevolution in Y emen. The Kashmiah thing. Guatemaas
coming gpart again. | don't havetimefor thisshit.’

Chris surged forward a step. Fetched up with Mike Bryant'sarm
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across his chest.

'l sent Joaguin Lopez down to the ME, fuckhead, asking after Diaz.
He nearly fucking died today.'

"That's supposed to be my fault?

Bryant 9ghed. 'Diaz was off-limits, Nick. He was our holdout if old
scumbag didn't fold.'

'Y ou knew that/'
1

'Oh, what am 1? A fucking telepath? No one told me not to use Diaz,
and he's the stongest theat we've got.'

'Alright." Mike rubbed at hisface. 'Maybe we didn't make it clear
enough. But you should have checked with Chrisfirst. Same goesfor
you, Chris. Y ou should have run it by Nick before you sent Lopez down
there!

‘But." Chris couldn't identify the sudden fedling in hischest. 'Y ou told
meto send him.’

'Wéll, yeah, but not without consultation.’ Bryant looked back and
forth between the two men. 'Come on, people. A little communication.
A little cooperation, for Christ's sake. Isthat too much to ask?
Neither of the other men even gl.anced at him. Chrisand Makin were

ather end of ahardwired stare.



'People died, Mike, because of thisfucking clown.’
Makin snorted.
Bryant frowned. 'l thought you said nearly.’

'Not Lopez. Other people. | had to call in Langley to get the goons
off hisback, and they blew up awhole fucking cafe.’

Makin traded in his snort for a sneer. Bryant made anoise only
dightly lessdismissve.

'Well, what'd you expect? Come on, Chris. Langley? These guys used

to bethe CIA, for fuck's sake. Even before deregulation, they werea

bunch of cack-fisted incompetent fucking clowns." He looked across at

Makin, grinned and made an imploring gesture with one hand. 'l mean, Langley, for Christ's sake.’

Chrisfdt himsdf losng histemper with hisfriend. Therewasno
fucking option, Mike," he snapped. ‘No one esein the ME hasthe
responsetime. Y ou know that.'

'Y eah, well, that's one for the Monopolies Commission.’ Mike

pressed thumb and forefinger to the bridge of hisnose. 'Look. It'sa

shame about the care, but it could have been worse. | mean, with

Langley you'relucky they didn't kill Lopez for you aswell." Makin

laughed out loud. Bryant joined in. 'Fuck, the kind of punk sicarios they're contracting out to these days,
you're lucky they didn't take out

the whole block.'

Itisn't funny, Mike.

'Oh, comeon, itisabit.' Bryant shelved hisgrin. Sobered. 'Alright. A
fuck-up, iswhat it is. But we can cover the damage. Well ride out any
waves Echevarriamakes tomorrow, keep it in the team, and welll bury
the Langley account. Pay it off, | don't know, through one of the
Cambodia dush funds or something. No one else hasto know. Clean
hands dl round, come the quarterly. Alright? He looked round at his
team. 'Agreed?

Makin nodded. Chris, findly, too. Bryant's grin came back.

'Good. But remember, gentlemen. A little more attention to detall
next time, please.’
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TWENTY-TWO

Hernan Echevarria, predictably, did not take it so well.

"You st thisout,’ said Mike, rather grimly, asthey stood in the covert
viewing chamber, waiting for the uplink to go through. 'Well do the

lying.

Asusua when faced with palitics, he had dung his baseball bat across
his shoulders cruciform, and now he prowled about, rolling his neck
back againgt the polished wood. On the other side of aone-way glass
wall, Nick Makin busied himsalf with bottled water and screen control
mice along one edge of the conferencetable. Therest of the date grey
expanse was bare, but for the shallow dope of recessed display screens
near the centre.

"Y ou think thisisthe break point? Chris asked.

Mike pulled aface. 'If yesterday's performance is anything to go by,
it'spretty fucking close. It'sonly thefact heisactudly yelling at usthat
makes me think we might still have achance. If hewas planning to walk,
| don't think we'd even be talking. Well, shouting.'

The cdl had comein a couple of hours before lunch, barely past

dawn back inthe NAME. Echevarriamust have spent dl night talking

to hisforensc expertsin Meddlin. Miketook it. Chris never heard the

detail, but understood it had gone something like what the fuck did you
gringo sons of whores think you were doing on my turf who the fuck do you
think you are, talking to this Marquistatraitor Diaz behind my back, if you
were men of honour and not grey suited scum | would etcetera etcetera, blab,
blah, apoplexy.

'‘Okay, not quite, Mike admitted. 'Figure of speech. He hasn't

dropped dead, fortunately. Otherwise we redlly would bein trouble. |

don't rate our chances of negotiating with Echevarriajunior a al. So,

at the meeting, let'stry and keep temperatures low. Conciliatory approach.’

Later that day, they heard the news. The gunships had flown, the
highlandswest of Meddllin werein flames and the Monitored Economy's
pet press were proclaiming Diaz either dead or fleeing for the
Panamanian border where he would be cornered and caged like the
cowardly Marquistadog hewas. In the cities, the arrestsran into triple
figures
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'Hell be riding high, weve got that going for us." Mike, trying for
upbest as the three-minute countdown for the uplink commenced.
"Taste of blood in histeeth, with abit of luck hell think he'sinvincible.
With the right amount of cringing gpology, | think we can talk him
round.’

Chris hauled up achair and leaned on the back. 'Y ou sure you don't
want mein thereinstead of Madn?

Bryant just looked a him.

'What?

"You going to let thisgo?

'Mike, it isn't even my fucking account. Inthe end, | don't give ashit.
But you're not going to tell methiswasn't ddliberate.’

'Oh, give me afucking break with the conspiracy theories, Chris.
Why can't you just accept it was acommunications fuck-up? Isbasic
incompetence so hard to believe in?

In the conference room, Makin stood facing them and rapped on the
glass.

"Two minutes, Mike.'

Bryant leaned down to one of the mikes and pressed trans. ‘Beright
there, Nick. Fasten your seatbelts, ladies and gentlemen.’

He dipped the baseball bat off his shoulders and leaned it in acorner.
Chrisput ahand on hisarm.

'Mike, you saw hisface when weran it by him on Thursday. Y ou were
there. He resented the change of tack, and he made damned sure it blew
up in our faces. He handed up Diaz so we'd have nothing else to work
with, and you know it.’

'And nearly blew out his own account? Cost himsalf maybe thousands
inlost bonuses, come quarterly. Chris, come on. It makes him look bad.

Why would he do that? What'sin it for him?
Chris shook hishead. 'l don't know, but '

'Exactly.' Mike gripped his shoulders. 'Y ou don't know. | don't know
ether. Thereisnothing to know. Now let it go."

'Mike, I've got no axeto grind here. | came'

Another sharp rap on the glass. 'Y ouah cutting it fine, Michad.'



'l only came on board to help you, and I'm--'

The shoulders, squeezed tighter. Mike met hiseye. 'Chris, | know

that. And I'm grateful. And I'm not blaming you for what happened.
But you've got to let it go now. Get back to Cambodia. Start worrying
about your own quarterly review.'

'Mike--'

'I'm out of time, Chris." He squeezed once more, then darted for the
door. Chriswatched through the glass as he zipped into the seat next to
Makin and settled, ingtants before the uplink chimed.
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Onething that every Conflict Investment client Chrishad ever dedlt

with had in common wastheir love of developed world technotoys. It

was basic Cl wisdom, handed down from partners to anaysts everywhere
inthetrade. Don't gtint on toys. At the top of every hardware gift

list, you placed your state-of-the-art globa communi cations gadgetry.
That, and persondised airliners. Then the military stuff. Mwaysthat

order, it never failed. Echevarrids uplink holocast was razor-sharp in
resolution, and came with about a dozen attached display screens.

Chrisknew hisface, of course, from the HM files and occasional
newscagts from the ME. Still, it had been awhile snce held seen
Echevarriafor red. Heleaned in close to the glass wall and focused on
the sagging, leathery face; the pouched eyes and clamped mouth, the
scrawny neck, held ramrod straight, disappearing into the neck of a
dress uniform laden with medas and awards. The peripherd display
screens fanned out behind him unignited, like ablack halo. The hands
resting on the holocast table top looked bloated.

'Ah, Generd,' said Bryant, with plastic charm. 'Thereyou are.
Wecome!

Echevarriaraised one hand to hislips and looked to hisleft. The
uplink chime sounded again and about a metre down the table, a second
holocast image blipped and fizzled into existence.

'My sonwill bejoining usfor these proceedings.’ The dictator
smiled, showing brilliant white teeth, clearly not hisown. 'If you gentlemen don't object.”

Theirony was heavy, but worse lay behind it. Francisco Echevarria
was currently in Miami, Chrisknew. And the speed with which the
holocast had comein past Shorn's databreaks, uninvited, suggested a
level of intrusion equipment beyond that usualy on offer to guestsat
the Miami Hilton.

He'swith the fucking Americans. Rimshaw or M dreck, got to be. Chris
scrabbled for ahold. Mogt likely Rimshaw. Lloyd fucking Paul. Caders
arent usudly thisflamboyant.

The new holocast settled down. Francisco Echevarriaemerged,
darkly handsomein one of hishabitua Susanalngram suits. Hisface

was dready flushed with anger looking for discharge.
Mike Bryant took it and ran with it.

'Of course. We are delighted to have Sefior Echevarriawith usas
wdll. Infact, the more varied the input a atime--'



'Hijo de puta,’ spat Echevarriajunior without preamble. The only
fuckin'input | havetotdl you isthat if my father was not so sentimenta
about old attachments, you would be drivin' for tender tomorrow. | am
sick of your Eurotrash duplici *
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'Paco! Please.’ Therewas alight amusement in the father's voice.

His English, Chris noticed, had a mannered southern-states drawl

toit, a odds with the Miaspanic rhythms of his son's speech. These
gentlemen have an apology to make. It would be rude not to hear them
out.'

So.

Chris saw how Makin tautened. Hewaan't sureif the father and son
noticed.

‘Certainly,’ said Mike Bryant smoothly. 'There has been a serious
misunderstanding, and | do fed that the respongbility isours. When
my colleague brought our files on the rebelsto your attention, he
perhaps did not stress enough that we were concerned--'

Echevarriajunior ragped something indistinct in Spanish. Hisfather
looked in hisdirection and he shut up. Bryant nodded grateful acknowledgment
to the father, and picked up the threads again.

"Were concerned that perceived ingtability was going to draw new
and less scrupulous investors than ourselves!'

Hernan Echevarria smiled bleskly from around the globe.

Thisingability you speak of has been dedt with. And you'reright,
Sefior Bryant. That was not how your colleague presented the matter.'
One of the periphera screenswoke into static prior to transmission.
'Would you like to see the message?

Bryant raised ahand. 'Weve al seen the message, Colonedl. | don't
propose to take up any more of your vauable time here than absolutely
necessary. As| said, it was a case of poor communication, for which we
take full responghility.’

He looked pointedly at Makin.

'Genera Echevaia' It sounded asif the words were being ripped out

of Makin with pliers. 'l apologise. Unconditiondly. For any. Misunderstanding
| have caused. It was never my intention to. Suggest

that we would be intested in dedling with your political enemies'

"The enemies of my country, sefior. The enemiesof our national
honour, of al Colombian patriots. Condemned, you will recall, by the

Catholic church and every other symbol of decency in the Americas!
'Yes,' said Makin giffly. "Asyou say.'

'I have something here.’ Bryant came to hisrescue. "Which you may
beinterested in.’



One of the recessed screensflickered to life, and Chris knew that on
the other sde of the world the Echevarrias were watching the image
emerge from somewhere over Mike Bryant's shoulder.

"Thisis some of the primary documentation you received from usin
itsorigina format,' said Bryant, steering the control mouse with one
casud hand. 'Asyoulll seefrom the blow-up, it is not a document
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originating from Shorn. In fact, this, as1'm sure you'l recognise, isthe
logo of Hammett McCall.

It could have been computer-generated fakery, and everyonein the
room knew it. But Echevarriahad invited HM out to the NAME

himsdf the year before, and he knew it fitted.
'Where did you get this? he asked.
'From asource!’

Echevarriajunior erupted again in mother-reated Spanish inaults.
Bryant waited him out. The father sllenced the son again, thistimewith

anirritated gesture.
'What source?

‘At thisstage,' said Bryant carefully, 'l am not prepared to reved that
information. A sourceisonly useful solong asit remains secure, and
thislink-up is not. However,' He caught the son's bristling and moved to
bedt it. 'In agenuine face-to-face Situation, | would be happy to discuss
al and any details pertaining to this matter. | fed that we oweyou a

certain candour after the weekend's confusion.’
'Y ou are suggesting | fly to London?

Bryant spread his hands. 'In your own time, naturally. | am aware that
you have anumber of pressing engagements a home!'

'Y es." Echevarriasmiled again, with about as much warmth as before.
'Notably clearing up the mess created by one of your agents.'

Mike sighed. 'Generd, | have done what | can to demonstrate our
good faith. | give you my word--'

A repressed snarl from Echevarriajunior.

--that whatever this man was doing in MeddIfn, it was not at our

request. He may have been operating at the behest of Hammett

McCaoll, or someone else. | do not deny that our sourcein HM could
very well have sold the same datato anyone else willing to pay corporate
prices. | understand this person, let us say, has good contactsin both
New Y ork and Tokyo and--'

‘Alright, Sefior Bryant. | believe | have heard thisexcuse. Y ou have
offered aface-to-face meeting. To what end?

'Wdll." Mike went back to the mouse. The HM document faded and
was replaced by one of the hardware lists he'd shown Chris the week
before. Thereisan outstanding question over the matter of military



equipment. In view of these new developments, and the disturbances
they are bound to cause, | had it in mind to review the budget.’

Chris caught the reaction. He wondered how Mike managed not to
orin.

'Y ou are saying?

‘Next month, London hosts the North Memoria armsfair. | am
suggesting that you kill two birds with one stone and that we vigit the
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fair together with an eye to your immediate requirements. While you
are here, we can discuss the matter of Hammett McCall'sinformation
anditsUSimplications!

Echevarriads eyes narrowed. 'US implications?

'I'm sorry, | meant internationa implications." Mike did agood
imitation of embarrassment. 'l tend to leap to conclusionsthat cannot
aways bejudtified, but. Well. We can discuss this further when you are
in London.’

After that, it wasjust noise. Bryant layered on the gpologies, with a
couple of wheded-in words from Makin. Echevarriajunior growled and
sngpped at intervas, dways brought to hedl by hisfather who just
looked thoughtful throughout. Goodbyes were said cordidly enough.
Mike came storming back into the viewing chambers and dammed the
door behind him.

'Get on to Lopez. | want contact with the rebels by the end of the
week. Thismotherfucker isgoing to turn onus!'

Chrisblinked. 'l thought you'd hooked him.'

'Y egh, for the moment. The military stuff ought to hold him for a

while, and that smear about US involvement will stave off junior's
Miami connections. But in the end, it'sadum block waiting to come
down. Old Hernan doesn't really buy anything we said in there, he'sjust
biding histimeto see what he can get out of us. And he's not going to
stay bribed with ahandful of chegp cluster bombs, which isabout dl we
can afford right now, the Sate thingsarein. No, the Americansare
going to get him, sooner or later, and | want a player of our ownin
position before that happens.’

'Y eah, but who? Chris gestured out through the glassto where
Makin gtill sat at the table, staring into the middle distance. "Fuckhead

there's managed to trash Diaz. Who does that leave us?
'WEell have to go with Barranco.' ' Barranco?"

'Chris, heswhat we've got. Y ou said yoursdlf, Arbenz isn't going to

bein any position to lead an armed insurrection this year.
'Y eah, but Baanco. He's committed, Mike!'
'Ah, comeon. They all sart out that way.'

'No, he'sared fucking Guevara, Mike. | don't think were going to
be able to control him.'

Bryant grinned. 'Y eah, wewill. Y ou will." He glanced back through a
Makin. The other executive hadn't moved. 'I'm going to take this shit to
Hewitt and get Nick reassigned. It's high fimking time. Meanwhile, you



get Barranco to sit down. | don't care what it takes. Fly out there
yoursdlf if you haveto, but get himto atable.’

Therewas abrief rush off the words, an image from the Hammett
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McCall visgit, a Caribbean night sky shingled with stars, the warm
darkness benegth and the noises of the night time street.

Y ou want me to go out to Panama?

'If that'swhat it tekes.'

‘Hewitt isn't going to like this. She gave the account to Makin in the

firs place. It isn't going to look good if he's written off asthewrong |
choice. And that'swithout her fedings about me. She'shardly afan.’

'Chris, you're fucking paranoid. | told you before. Hewitt's afan of
money, and right now you're making plenty of it. Bottom line, that's
what counts." Mike grinned again. '"And anyway, she gives me any stic,
I'll go talk to Notley. You arein, my friend, likeit or not. Welcometo
the NAME account.'

Out in the conference room, Makin stirred in his chair and turned to

ook towards them. It was asif he'd heard the conversation. He looked
besten and betrayed. Chris stared back at him, trying to chase out a

faint disquiet that would not go away.
‘Thanks!'
'Hey, you earned it. Run with it.' Bryant dung an arm around

his shoulders. 'Besides, were afucking team. Now let'skick Hernan
Echevarriainto touch and make some fucking money.'
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TWENTY-THREE

Someone had tied up a damaged speedboat beside the jetty and then left
it to drown. The boat's prow was raised, roped tightly to amooring
iron, but behind the fly-specked windscreen, the water was up over the
pale leather upholstered interior dmost to the dashboard. Chrissaw a
fish hanging suspended below the surface like atiny zeppdin, nibbling
at something on the lower arc of the submerged steering whed. Twigs
and decaying leaf matter floated around the sunken stern, shifting
doppily back and forth as the wake of apassing water taxi rolled up to
thejetty. Wavelets dapped at the wooden supports. Out across the
lagoon, low cloud adhered like grey candyflossto trees on theidands,
and drifted across the seaward view, trailing rain. The sun was avague
blot on the lighter grey overhead. The air waswarm and clammy.

Christurned away. It wasn't the Caribbean as he remembered it. He
went back to where Joaquin Lopez sat with his back to the wooden

shack that judtified the jetty's existence.
'Y ou sure he's coming?

Lopez shrugged. Hewas atdl, tightly-muscled man, mostly Afro
Caribbean, and he radiated acam at odds with the panic he'd shown
over the phone from Medd|fn. 'He has every reason to. | wouldn't have
brought you for nothing, man. Smoke?

Chrisshook hishead. Lopez lit acigarette for himsdf and plumed
smoke out across the water. He scratched absently at a scar on his
forehead.

It will not have been easy for him. Thereésalot of heat dong this

part of the coast. The turtle patrols have authority to stop and search
anyonethey think is poaching. And you sometimes got US drug
enforcement boats up from the Darien. They don't have any authority,
but...

He shrugged again. Chris nodded.
'When did that ever stop them, right?
‘Right." Lopez looked away and grinned.
'What?

‘Nothing. Y ou don't talk like agringo.'

Chrisyawned. He hadn't dept much in the last couple of days. TlI
take that as a compliment.’
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'Keep it up. It may help with Barranco.’
It was piling up behind his eyes now. London, Madrid, San Jose
CogtaRica. A blur of arports, executive lounges in muted pastel shades,

the grey whisper of air-conditioned flight. Chasing down the sun,

gaining aday. Helicoptered out of San Jose at dawn and acrossthe
border into Panama. Touchdown on a sun-drenched airfield outside
David, where L opez had sneaked out of Panama City and west to meet
him. Another short hop north to Bocas del Toro, a series of shacks and
people Lopez knew, agun on loan, awater taxi out here, wherever
exactly it was, and waiting, waiting for Barranco.

'Y ou ever meet him?

Lopez shook his head. 'Spoke to him on the videophone a coupl e of
days ago. He'slooking tired, not like the pinups they did of him back in
‘4]. He needsthis, Chris. Thisishislast throw.’

The year echoed in hishead. In'4l, Edward Quain had died in
smeared fragments on the cold asphalt of the M20. At thetime, it had
seemed like some kind of ending. But Chris had woken the next day to
find the world intact and nothing hed begun at Hammett McColl even

closetotidy, let donefinished. It had dawned on him only then that
I

he'd have to go on living, and that he'd have to find some new reason to
I

doit.

A soft snarling, out acrossthe water,
i

'‘Boat coming,’ said Lopez.
1



The vessd cameinto view around aforested headland, raising abow
wave to match the noise of itsengines. It was abig, navy-grey vess,
built for speed and, judging by the twinned machine guns mounted
behind an impact-glass cupola on the foredeck, for assault. A flag

flapped at the stern, white design on agreen background. Lopez
breathed asigh of relief when he saw it.

"Turtle patrol,' he said.

The powerboat dowed and settled in the water as the motors cut to
I

anidle. It nosed into the jetty and someone dressed in khakis came up
on the foredeck. Y ellsin Spanish. Lopez responded. The deckhand
gathered up aline and jumped blithely to the jetty withit. He landed
with apractised flex in thelegs. A woman, smilarly attired, came and
leaned on the machine-gun cupola, saring at them. Chrisfdt caution
creep through him.

'Y ou're armed too, right? he muttered to L opez.

'Sure. But these are turtle guys, they arent”

The next man off the boat wore the same. army fatigues and had a

Kaashnikov assault rifle dung over his shoulder. He passed Chris
{

without a glance, ambled up to Lopez and rapped out something in

Spanish. When he got the answer, he disappeared into the shack behind
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them. Chrislooked at the water on the other side of the jetty and
wondered how deep it was. HEd want agood half metre over his head
to be sure of not getting shot. The Smith and Wesson Lopez had lent
him was apparently guaranteed to fire wet, but againgt assaullt rifles--

Let'sfaceit, Chris, you wouldn't last five minutes. Thisisnt a Tony
Carpenter flick.

'Sefior Faulkner?

He jerked back to the boat. Another khaki-clad figure had joined the
woman on the foredeck. As the man vaulted to the jetty, Chris caught
up with the voice. It was Barranco.

It was the same westhered set of features Chris remembered from the
HM mesting just over ayear ago - aface darkened by sun and dtitude,
broad across the cheekbones, chipped with the blue of eyestossed into
the gene pool by some European colonist decades or centuries absorbed.
The same close-cropped greying hair, the same height and length of

limb as Barranco moved to greet him. The same calloused grip, the same
search in the eyes when you got up close. It was agaze that belonged on
the bridge of some warship from the last century, or maybe the last of

the pirate trawlers, scanning the grey horizon for signs.

'Sefior Faulkner. | remember you now, from the Hammett McColl
mission. The man with the lgptop. Y ou were very quiet then.'

'l cameto ligen." Chrisreached into hisjacket. Thistimel '

'Very easy, please.' Barranco raised his own hands. 'My companions
arealittle nervousthisfar from home, and it wouldn't do to let them
think you're planning to use that badly concedled gun in your belt.’

He gestured in turn at the woman by the cupolaand the first deckhand
ashore, who now straightened from the mooring iron with apistol
gripped in onefist. Chris heard the snap of aweapon being cocked,
looked back at the shack and saw the man with the assault rifle emerge
from the building again, weapon cradled at hiship.

'So,' said Barranco. "Welcome again to Latin America.'

Theinterior of the shack was equipped with basic fecilities - atoilet
behind awall of plastic partitioning, atiny ssovein acorner and an
ancient wooden table two metres|ong, scarred with decades of use and
carved with what looked like whole generations of gréfitti. A half dozen
tired-looking plastic moulded chairs were gathered around the table -
Chriss choice from among the untidy pile they'd found behind the
shack when they arrived. Hardly Shorn conference standard. The
windows were smal and liberaly grimed, but bulbs from an aquaight
system hung suspended at intervasin the roof space and thelong
uptake taper was ill intact, dangling down through a crudely bored



holein the floorboards and into the water below the pilings. Chrishad
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tested the system earlier and the taper was well soaked. Now he flipped

thewall switch and gentle light sorang up in three out of the five bulbs.
Barranco glanced around the shack and nodded.

"Wl it's not the Panama Hilton," he said. ‘But then, | suppose | am
not Luis Montoya.'

It seemed to require areaction. Christried a chuckle and gestured
towards the table. 'Please st down, Sefior Barranco. I'm afraid our
concern so far has been security rather than comfort. Outside of one
or two deluded drug enforcement diehards, Luis Montoya has no real
enemiesin the Americas. Y ou, unfortunately, have many.'

‘A problem you are offering to solve for me, no? Barranco did not Sit
down. Instead, he nodded at his own security, two of whom had followed
him in. Without aword, they moved to positions at the windows and

took up an at-ease stance that fooled no one. Neither of them spared
Chris more than aglance, and that filled with easy contempt.

Chriswalked to the table and pulled out the chair for Barranco.

'I'm sure that, given time and alittle luck, aman such asyoursdf is
probably capable of solving the problem without any help from men
like me. Given time and luck. Please. Have a seet.’

Barranco didn't move. 'l am not susceptibleto flattery.'

Chris shrugged and took the seet for himself. 'l didn't think you were.

| was making astatement of fact. | believe, which isto say we, my
colleagues at Shorn and I, believe you are capable of resolving a number
of theissuesfacing Colombiaat present. That iswhy | am here. This

vidt isademondration of our faithinyou.'
It brought Barranco to the table, dowly.

"You cdl it Colombia," he said. 'Isthat how your colleaguesrefer to it
in London?

'No, of course not." Chris brushed at the table top and held up his
hands, seeking the gaze of Barranco's security before he reached dowly
into hisjacket and brought out the folded Iaptop. He thought he made

it look pretty cool, consdering. 'We cdl it the North Andean Monitored
Economy, asI'm sureyou're aware. AsI'm a'so sure you're

aware, we are hardly doneinthis.'

'No.' There was aflat bitternessin the words. Barranco's hands had
fallen on the back of the chair opposite Chris. 'Y ou are not. Thewhole
world callsusthat way. Only that son of awhorein Bogot usesthe
name Colombig, asif wewere fill anation.’



'Hernan Echevarria,' said Chris softly, 'milksthe patriotism of his
countrymen to shore up aregime that rewards the top five per cent of
the country with riches and keeps the remainder with their facesin the
dirt. You do not need meto tell you this. But | think you need meto
help you do something about it.’
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'How quickly we move.' Therewas alook on Barranco'sface, asif he
could smdl something bad seeping through the plastic partition from
thetoilet. 'How quickly, from flattery to bribery. Did you not say that a
man such as myself could resolve'

'Given. Time." Chrislocked gazes, made sure hed stopped the other
man, then set placidly about unfolding the laptop. 'l said, giventime.
And given luck. And | said "probably™.

'l see.’ Chriswasn't looking at him, but Barranco sounded asif he was
amiling. How quickly we move. From asneer to asmile. But hedidn't look
up yet. The laptop was heavily creased in a couple of placesand it was
taking awhileto warm up. He busied himself with flattening out the

screen. He heard the chair opposite him scrape out. Heard it take
Barranco's weight.

The screen lit with amap of the Monitored Economy.

Chrislooked up and smiled.

L ater, with the numbers wrung out to dry, they walked out dong the
jetty and stood at the end, watching the weather. To the east, the sky
was clearing in patches.

'Smoke? Barranco asked him.

'Y eah, thanks." Christook the proffered packet and shook out a
crumpled cylinder. Barranco lit it for him from a battered silver petrol
lighter that bore engraving in Cyrillic around a skull and cross bones
and the date 2007. Chris drew deep and promptly coughed himself to
tears on the smoke.

"Whoh.' He took the cigarette out of his mouth and blinked at it.
'Where'd you get these?

'A shop you haven't been to.' Barranco pointed what looked like
southwest. *Seven hundred kilometres from here, up in the mountains.
It's run by an old woman who remembersthe day Echevarriatook
power. Shewon't sell American brands. It's black tobacco.'

'Y eah, | noticed.' Christook another, more cautious draw on the
cigarette and felt it bitein hislungs. He gestured. 'And the lighter?
Military issue, right?

'Wrong.' Barranco held up the lighter again, rubbing afinger back
and forth across the Cyrillic characters. '‘Advertising. It says Degth
Cigarettes - too bad you're going to die. But it'sa, what do you call it in

English, aknock-out? Anillegd copy?



'Knock-off.'

'Y es, aknock-off. Some crazy English guy back in the last century, he
actudly made cigarettes with that name.’

'Doesn't sound too smart.'

Barranco turned and bresthed smoke at him. 'At least he was honest.’
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Chrislet that one st for awhile. Barranco wandered the width of the
Jetty, smoking, waiting him out.

'l think you should come to London, Sefior Barranco. Y ou need
'Areyour parents alive, Sefior Faulkner?

It stabbed him through, punctured the dowly inflating sense of aded
donethat wasfilling him up.

‘No.'

'Do you remember them?

He shot a glance across at the face of the man beside him, and knew
thiswas not negotiable. Thiswas required.

'My father died when | wasyoung,' he said, surprised at how easy it
had becometo say it. 'l don't remember him well. My mother died
later, when | wasin my teens. Of thorn fever.'

Barranco's eyes narrowed. "What isthat? Thorn fever.'

Chris smoked for amoment, checking his memoriesfor leakage
before he answered. He thought he had it locked down.

It'saTH variant. One of the antibiotic-resstant strains. Welived in

the zones, what you'd cal the favelas, and thereésalot of it there. She

couldn't afford the smart drugs, no one there can, so she just took basic ABs until she collapsed. No
one's surewhat killed her inthe end, the

thorn fever or something e se her immune system was too wasted to

cope with. It took---'

Hedidn't have it locked down. He looked away.

'l am sorry," said Barranco.

'It," Chris swallowed. Thanks, it's okay. It was along time ago.’

He drew on the cigarette again, grimaced suddenly and flung it away
from him into the water. He pressed the back of hisindex finger against
his eyes, one by one, and looked at the scant streaks of moisture they
18

'My mother was taken away," said Barranco from behind him. ‘In the
night, by soldiers. It was common at thetime. | too wasin my teens. My
father had long ago left us, and | was out, at apolitica meeting. Perhaps
it was me they camefor. But they took her instead.’

Chrisknew. Hed read thefile.



"They raped her. Echevarrias men. They tortured her for days, with
electricity and with abroken bottle. And then they shot her in the face
and left her to die on arubbish tip at the edge of town. A doctor from
LaAmnestiatold methey think it took her about two hours!'

Chriswould have said sorry, but the word seemed broken, drained of
ussful content.

'Do you understand why | am fighting, Sefior Faulkner? Why | have
been fighting for the last twenty years?

Chris shook his head, wordless. He turned to face Barranco, and saw
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that the other man had no more emotion on hisface than hed shown
when they were discussing cigarettes.

'Y ou don't understand, Sefior Faulkner? Barranco shrugged. 'Well, |
cannot blame you. Sometimes, neither do I. Some days, it makes more
sense to take my Kalashnikov, walk into any police station or barracks
bar and kill everything that wears auniform. But | know that behind
those men are otherswho wear no uniform, so | changethisplan, and |
begin to think that | should do the same thing with agovernment
building. But then | remember that these peoplein turn are only the
front for an entire class of landowning families and financierswho call
themselves my compatriots. My head spinswith new targets.’ Barranco
gestured. 'Banks. Ranches. Gated suburbs. The numbersfor daughter
riselike alottery total. And then | remember that Hernan Echevarria
would not have lasted ayear in power, not asingle year, if he had not
had support from Washington and New Y ork.' Heraised afinger and
pointed at Chris. 'And London. Are you sure, Sefior Faulkner, that you
want mein your capitd city?

Chris, dill busy hauling back in the emotiona canvas, mustered a
ghrug of hisown. Hisvoicerasped alittlein histhroat.

'I'll take the chance.'

'Brave man.' Barranco finished his own cigarette and pinched it out
between finger and thumb. 'l suppose. A brave man, or agambler.

Which should | call you?

'Cdl me ajudge of character. | think you're smart enough to be
trusted."

'I'm flattered. And your colleagues?
'My colleagueswill listen to me. Thisiswhat | get paid for.'
'Yes. | supposeitis!

Chris caught the drip of it in Barranco's voice, the same thing he'd
seen in the other marquistas eyesin the shack.

Suck

Hed overplayed it, too much macho boardroom accel eration coming
off the emotiona bend. He wasleaning in for damage limitation, but
what he wanted to say twisted loose on its way out. Aghast, he heard
himsdf teling thetruth, raw.

'What have you got to lose? Y ou're in shit-poor shape, Vicente. We
both know that. Backed up in the mountains, outgunned, living on
rhetoric. If.Echevarriacomesfor you now, theway he did for Diaz,



you're history. Like Marcos, like Guevara. A beautiful legend and a
fucking T-shirt. Isthat what you want? All those peopleinthe NAME,

going through what your mother went through, what good are you to
them like that?

For amoment that froze asthe last word | eft his mouth, heimagined
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the world caving in around him with the dedl. Barranco's eyes hardened,
his stance tightened. Telegraphed so clear it sent the security guard on
the patrol boat's deck smoothly to her feet. An assaullt rifle hefted.

Chriss breath stopped.
I mean'
'l know what you mean.’ Barranco's posture relaxed first. He turned

to the woman on the boat and made a sign. She sank back to her seat.
When he turned back, something had changed in hisface. 'l know what
you mean, because thisisthefirst time you've come out and said it. You
can't imagine how much of ardlief that is, Chris Faulkner. Y ou can't
imagine how little dl your numbers have meant to me without some

sgn that you haveasoul .

Chris breathed again. Y ou should have asked.'

'Asked if you had a soul? There wasn't much humour in Barranco's
parched laugh. 'Is that a question that can be asked in London? When |
am seated around the table with your colleagues, discussing what dices
of my country's GDP | must offer up to gain their support. What crops
my people must grow while their own children starve, what essentia
medica servicesthey must learn to live without. Will | ask them where
they keep their soulsthen, Sefior Faulkner?

'l wouldn't adviseit, no.'

'No. Then what would you advise?

Chrisweighed it up--

fuck it, it'sworked so far

--and told the unbandaged truth again.

'I'd advise you to get what you can from them with aslittle commitment
on your side as possible. Because that's what they'll be doing to

you. Leave yourself escape clauses, remember, nothing's ever writtenin
stone. Everything can be renegotiated, if you can makeit worth their
while'

A pause. Barranco laughed again, warmth leaking into the sound this

time. He offered the cigarettes again, lit them both with the Russian
knock-off.

'‘Good advice, my friend," he said through the smoke. 'Good advice. |



think | would hireyou as an adviser, if | could afford you.'

'Y ou can. I'm part of the package.’

'No.' Thetrawlerman's gaze settled on him. 'l know alittle about you
now, Chris Faulkner, and you are not part of any package in London.

Thereis something in you that resstsincorporation. Something.' t
Barranco shrugged. 'Honourable!'

It flickered across Chriss memory before he could stopit. Liz |
i

Linshaw's body in the white Silk gown that untied and opened like a{
gift. The curves and shadowed places within. The sound of her laugh. |
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'l think you are mistaken about me," he said quietly.

Barranco shook his head. Y ou will see. | am not a bad judge of
character mysdlf, when it counts. Y ou may get paid by these people, but
you are not one of them. Y ou do not belong.'

Lopez got him back to Bocas by nightfall, and they sat in awaterfront
cafewaiting for thelate flight to David. Acrossthe water, the sequin
twinkle of restaurant lights on another idand seemed threaded directly
onto the darkness. L ocal-owned pangas puttered about in the channel
between, cruising for taxi custom. Voices drifted out over the water like
smoke, Spanish shot through with an occasiond English loan word.
Kitchen noise clattered in the back of the cafe behind them.

The whole meeting with Barranco already seemed like adream.
'So it went well,' Lopez asked.

Christirred at his cocktail. 'Seems that way. He's going to cometo
London, anyway.' His mind cut loose the replays of Liz Linshaw and
went wearily to work. 'l want you to set that up as soon as possible, but
safe. Above dl, safe. Quick asyou can without endangering hislifeor
his gtrategic postion. I'll move thingsaround at my end to fit in with

whatever that means!'

'‘Billing?

"Through the covert account. | don't want thisto show up until...

No, better yet you pay for it yoursaf. Cash. I'll have the money dumped
to you in Zurich soon as | get back. Mail me an advance estimate at the
hotel tomorrow morning. Oh yeah, you got anything that'll help me deep?

'Not on me." Lopez dug out his phone. 'Y ou're a the Sheraton,
right?

'Yeah.iioi. Jenkins!

The phone screen showed a cosy green glow. Lopez punched hisway
down alist and held up the instrument to face him. After a couple of
rings, avoice answvered in Spanish.

'Eningl& gue,' said Lopez impetiently.

Whoever he was|ooking at grumbled something filthy and then
switched. 'Y ou herein town, man?

'No, but afriend of minewill be shortly. And he needsalittle

something to help him deep.’



'Ishedfizi?

Lopez |ooked up from the phone at Chris. 'Y ou do alot of this sort of
Suff?!

'Christ, no.'

The Americas agent dropped his gaze to the phone screen again.
'Definitely not. Something gentle.’
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'‘Got it. Address.'

192

‘Sheraton, roomi ioi. Mr Jenkins.'
'Charge card or account.’
'Very fucking funny. Hastaluego.'

'Hastala cuenta, amigo.'
I

Hefolded up the phone. 'Stuffll be waiting for you at the desk. Y ou
[

goin, just ask if you got any messages. Ther€ll be an envelope.’
[

"Y ou can vouch for thisguy, right.’
I

'Y eah, he'saplastic surgeon.’
Chris couldn't see why that was supposed to reassure him, but he was

getting past caring. The thought of crushing hisjetlag beneath the soft

black weight of seven or eight hours of chemically guaranteed deep was

likeafinishing line ahead. Liz Linshaw, Mike Bryant and Shorn, Carla,
Barranco and the skipper's scrutiny; he let them dl go like apack held
been carrying. Seep was coming. Hed worry about everything ese
tomorrow.

But behind the aching relief, Barranco's words floated like the voices

out on the water.
I

Y ou do not belong,
]



TWENTY-FOUR

Hewoke in the standard issue luxury of the Sheraton, to the softly

ingstent pulse of an incoming signd from hislgptop. He flopped over in

the bed and glared blearily around the room. Located the fucking thing,

there on the carpeted floor amidst thetrail of his dropped clothes. Bleeee, bleeee, fucking bleeee. He
groaned and groped, half out of bed,

one hand holding hisbody rigidly horizonta off the floor. He snagged

the machine, dragged it onto the bed and sat up to unfold it in hislap.

Mike Bryant's recorded face grinned out at him.

'Morning. If | timed thisright, | figure you've got about three hours
before your flight, so here's something to think about while you're
waiting. Y ou are under attack. And thistime, you are going down!'

Groggy from the plastic surgeon's specid ddivery, Chrisfelt aduggish
gpasm of darm rip through him. Then the other man'sface blinked

out and a stylised chessboard took its place. Mike had launched an
unlooked-for rook-and-knight assault on him while he dept. It looked
bad.

'‘Mother fucker.'

He got up and shambled about, packing. Still not flushed clean of the
deeping fix, he reacted unwisely to Mike's gambit over breskfast and
lost abishop. Bryant, it seemed, was playing in red time. He went to the
arport smarting from the loss and picked up the piecesin the exec
lounge. It was Saturday and Mike, if he'd known what was good for him,
should have let the game ride for the weekend. He could have thought it
out over the next couple of days and taken Chris apart at leisure, but
Chrisknew him better. Bryant waslit up with the taste of hisvictory

and hed stay in real-time play now. View, absorb, react, al night if he
had to. Chris had lent him Rakhimov's Speed Chess and the Attack
Momentum a couple of months ago, and the big man had swallowed it
whole. Hewasin for thekill.

Somewhere over the Caribbean, Chris beat off the attack. It cost him
his only remaining knight and his carefully constructed castled defence
wasin ruins, but Mike's attack momentum was down. Theflurry of
moves dowed. Chris played doggedly acrossthe Atlantic and by the
time they touched down in Madrid, he had Bryant nailed to alucky
gaemate. Mike sent him aTony Carpenter clip attachment in response
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- the post-tght stand-off from The Deceiver. Carpenter's trademark lack

of acting taent, lines creaking with the burden of clich& We arewdl|
matched, you and L We should fight on the same side. It was so bad it was
amogt camp.

Chris grinned and folded the | aptop.

He got off the flight with abounce in his step, grabbed asaunaand a
shower in the exec lounge while he waited and dept naturaly on the
shuttle back to London. He dreamed of Liz Linshaw.

At Heathrow, leaning on the barrier at arrivals, made up and dressed
in clothesthat hugged at her figure, Carlawaswaiting.

'No, it'sjust. You didn't need to. Y ou know, I'm running on the Shorn
clock. They'd pick up thetab for ataxi al the way home.!'
'l wanted to seeyou.'

So why thefuck'd you go to Tromso'? He bit it back, and watched the
curving perspectives of the road ahead. Saturday morning traffic on the
orbital was sparse, and Carla, with the easy confidence of the professiona
mechanic, had the Saab up to a hundred and fifty in the middle

lane.

‘How was your mum?

'She'sgood. Busy. They want to bring out an interactiond version of
the new book, so she's been rewriting, dotting in the GoTo sections
with some datarat from the university.'

'Isshe shagging him? It didn't quite come out right. Too harsh, too
much slence around it. There was atime Chris could get away with
theseriffs on Kirdti's sex life, and Carla used to laugh in mock outrage.
Now she just looked across at him and went back to watching the road,

tight lipped. The chill filled the car dmost palpably.
‘Sorry, |
"That was nasty."

It wasn't meant to be.’ Helplesdly.

What the fuck is happening to us, Carla. What the fuck are we doing here?
Is#ust me?1sit?

He saw Liz Linshaw again, the easy smilein the spare room, face and
hair dappled with street lighting through the tree outside, the glass of
water in her hand. She had navigated the moment with the same ease
that Carladrove the Saab. Stepping closer than necessary to hand him



the water, the warm tang of whisky on her breath. A soft, surprised oh, in ladylike tones her newscasts
had never seen, ashe pulled at the raw

slk belt and the gown fell open. Broken street light across the curves
within. Thefed of her breast, as he laid one hand on it, was burnt into
his pam. The soft sound of the laugh in her throat.

Highgate.
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Involuntarily, he opened the hand at the memory. Looked &t it, asif
for some sign of branding.

[, uh, | can't dothis, Liz, held lied, I'm sorry, and he'd turned away to
stare out of the window, pretty sure this was the only way to stop the
landdide. Trembling with the force of it.

Fair enough, she told him and in the window he watched her bend to
leave the glass on the table by the futon. She stood for amoment at the
door before sheleft, looking at his back, but she said nothing. She had
not retied the gown. The gap between its edges was black in the
reflected image, empty of detall that his own mind was feverishly

happy tofill.

In the morning, he woke to find the gown draped acrossthe quilt he
had dept under. At some point during the night she had comein, taken
it off and stood naked, watching him deep. Even through the layers of

mild hangover, it was an intensdly eratic image and hefelt himsdlf
hardening at the thought.

The house was silent around him. Birdsong from the tree outside the
window, asolitary car engine somewhere distant. He lay propped up on
one elbow in the bed, vague with last night's drinking. Without conscious
thought, he reached for the gown, dragged it up the bed and held

itto hisface. It smelled intimately of woman, the only woman's scent
outsde of Carlasthat he had breathed in nearly a decade. The shock
was viscerd, dissolving the hangover and dumping him out into redlity
like an exasperated bouncer. He threw off the gown and the quiltina
single motion, threw on clothes. Watch and wallet, off the bedside table
in asweep, stamping into shoes. He did out of the spare room and

paused.

Therewas no one home. It was afedling he knew well, and the house
echoed withit. A handwritten note lay on the kitchen table, detailing
where breskfast things could be found, the number of agood cab
company and how to set the darms before leaving. It was Signed Stay in
touch.

fiegot out.

No appetite for breakfast, no confidence that he wouldn't do something
redlly stupid like go through her things or, worse till, wait around

for her to come back. He triggered the alarm set-up and the door closed
him out on arising whine as the house defences charged.

Hefound .himsdlf on atree-lined hill street that swept up behind him

and down then up againin front. A couple of prestige cars and afour

track were parked at intervas dong the kerbs, and down near the base

of the parabolathe street described, someone was walking a German
Shepherd. There was no one el se about. It looked like anice neighbourhood.
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Hedidn't know Highgate, had been in the areaonly a couple of times
beforein hislife, to drink- and drug-blurred parties a the homes of
HM execs. But the air was mild and the sky looked clear of rainin al
directions.

He chose the downd ope at random, and started walking.

The Saab jolted on abadly mended pothole. Dumped him back into
redity. The memory of Highgate dropped away, receding in the rear

Vi ew.

'Carla’ He reached across the space between them. He touched her
cheek with the back of hisfingers. 'Look, I'm sorry. | didn't mean

anything about your mother. It wasajoke, dright.'
'Hafucking ha'

He held down the quick flare of anger. 'Carla, we've got to stop this.
Weve only been in each other's company haf an hour, and we're
fighting dready. Thisiskilling us'

'Y ou're the one who.' She stopped, and he wondered what she was
biting back the way he'd bitten back words afew moments earlier.

Isthisit, he wondered dismdly, isthisthe only way to survive along term
relationship? Hide your thoughts, bite back your fedings, build aneutra silence
that won't hurt. Isthat what it'sal about? Neutrdity for the sake of awarm
bed?

Isthat what | turned Liz down for?

Liz, waiting, wrapped in the white silk that carried her scent.

'Carla, pull over.'

'What?

'Pull over. Stop. There, on the hard shoulder. Please!’

She shat him alook, and must have seen something in hisface. The
Saab bled speed and drifted across the lanes. Carla dropped a gear and

brought the car under ahundred kilometres an hour. Onto the hard

shoulder and they crunched to ahalt. Carlaturned in her seet to face him.
‘Alright.’

'Carla, ligen.' He put his hands on her shoulders, fedling hisway
towards what he needed to say. 'Please don't run off likethat again. Like
you did. I missed you. | redly did. | need you, and when you're not here

| redlly. | missyou so much. 1. | do stupid things.'



Her eyeswidened.
Thingslikewhat?

And he could not fucking tell her. He couldntt.

He thought he was going to, he even started to, started with Troy
Morriss party, even got as far astaking about Liz and her book
proposal, but he couldn't do it, and when she knew there was more
behind it and pushed for it, he veered off into the zones and what he and
Mike Bryant had doneto Griff Dixon and hisfriends.
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Shewhitened ashetoldit.

"That can't be," she whispered. "Y ou, they can't,’ scaling dmost to a
shout. 'People can't do thingslike that. It'snot legal .

Tell that to Mike. Ah, Chrigt, tdll it to the whole fucking Shorn corporation, whileyou're at it." And then it
al had to cometumbling

out, the morning after, the NAME contract, the fuck-up with Lopez

and Langley, the dead in Medellin and the quick-fix burid of the facts,

Panamaand Barranco and his quiet ingstence. Y ou do not belong. Chris

found he was trembling by the time he got to the end and there was

what fdt like alaugh building in histhroat, but when it finaly came out

his eyes were wet. He unfastened his belt and |eaned across the space

between the seats. He pulled himsalf across and againgt her, teeth

gritted on the fraying shreds of his control.

They clung together.

'Chris’ There was something in Carlas voice that might have been a
laugh aswdll, and what she was saying made no kind of sense, but the

way she held him that didn’t seem to matter much. 'Chris, lislen to me.
It'sokay. There'saway out of this.'

She garted tolay it out for him. Lessthan aminutein, he was shouting
her down.

"Y ou can't be fucking serious, Carla. That's not away out.'

'Chris, please ligtento me.'

‘A fucking ombudsman. What do you think | am, asocidist? A fucking
loser? Those people are’

He gestured at the enormity of it, groping for words. Carlafolded her
armsand looked at him.

'Are what? Dangerous? Do you want to tell me again how you
murdered three unarmed men in the zones last weekend?

"They were scum, Carla. Armed or not.’

'‘And the car-jackers, back in January. Were they scum too?

"That'

'And the peoplein that carein Medell[n? Her voice wasrising again.

"The people you killed in the Cambodia playoff. |ssac Murcheson, who
you dreamed about every night for ayear after you killed him. And now,



you have the insane fucking nerve to tel me the ombudsmen are dangerous?
Heraised hishands. 'l didn't say that.'

'Y ou were going to.'

"Y ou don't know what | was going to say,' helied. 'l was going to say

those people are, they're losers Carla, they're standing against the whole
tide of globaisation, of progress, for fuck's sake.’

'Isit progress? she asked, suddenly quiet. '‘Balkanisation and daugh
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ter abroad and the free market feeding off the bones, apoverty, line
economy and gladiatoria contests on the roads at home. Isthat
supposed to be progress?

"That'syour father talking.'

'No, luck you Chris, thisismetaking. Y ou think | don't have
opinions of my own. Y ou think | can't look around and see for mysdlf

what's happening? Y ou think 1'm not living out the consequences?
'Y ou don't--'

"Y ou know, in Norway when | tell people where| live, where | chooseto live, they look a melike I'm
some kind of mord retard. When | tell
them what my husband doesfor aliving, they '

'Oh, herewe go.' He turned away from her in the narrow confines of
the car. Outside his window, the wind whipped aong the embankment,
flattening the long grass. 'Here we fucking go again.’

'Chris, listen to me." A hand on his shoulder. He shrugged it off
angrily.

'Y ou've got to stand outside it for amoment. That'swhat | did while

| wasin Troms6. Y ou've got to see it from the outside to understand.

Youreapadkiller, Chris. A paid killer, adictator in al but
name.

'Oh, for--'

'Echevarria, right? Y ou told me about Echevarria

'What about him?

'Youtak asif you hated him. Asif he wasamonger.’

'He pretty muchis, Carla’

'And what's the difference between the two of you? Every atrocity
he commits, you underwrite. Y ou told me about the torture, the people
in those police cells and the bodies on the rubbish dumps. Y ou put
those people there, Chris. Y ou may aswell have been there with the
electrodes.’

‘That'snot fair. Echevarriaisnt mine!'

lsn't yours?

It isn't my account, Carla. | don't get to make the decisions on that
one. Infact'



'Oh, and Cambodia's different? Y ou get to make the decisions on that
one, because you told me you do, and | read the reports while | was
away, Chris. Theindependent pressfor achange. They say thisKhieu
Sary isgoing to be as bad as the origind Khmer Rouge.’

"That's bullshit. Khieu's a pragmatist. HE'sagood bet, and even if he
getsout of hand we can'

‘Out of hand? What does that mean, out of hand? Y ou mean if the
body count getsinto the tens of thousands? If they run out of placesto
bury them secretly? Chris, for fuck's sake listen to yourself.'
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Heturned back. 'l didn't make the world theway it is, Carla. I'm just

tryingtoliveinit.

'Wedon't haveto liveinit thisway.'

'No? Y ou want to live in the fucking zones, do you? He reached
across and grabbed at the leather jacket she was wearing. "Y ou think
they wear thiskind of stuff in the zones?Y ou think you get to jet off to

Scandinaviawhen you fucking fed likeit if you livein the zones?

'I'm not--'

'Y ou want to be an old woman at forty? Sheflinched a thelashin his
voice. Hewaslosing control now, tears tinging in hiseyes. 'Isthat what
you want, Carla? Obese from the shit they stuff the food with, diabetic
from the fucking sugar content, alergies from the additives, no money
for decent medical treatment. Isthat what you want?Y ou want to die

poor, die because you're poor? Is that what you fucking want, Carla,

because'

The dap turned hishead. Jarred loose the tears from hiseyelids. He

blinked and tasted blood.

‘Now you listen to me,’ she said evenly. "Y ou shut up and hear what |
haveto say, or thisisover. | meanit, Chris!’

'Y ou have no idea," he muttered.

‘Don't try to pull rank on me, Chris. My father livesin the zones-'

'Y our father? Derisively. Voicerising again. 'Y our father doesn't--

'I'm warning you, Chris!'
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He looked away. Cranked down the anger. "Y our father, he said
quietly, ‘isatourist. He has no children. No dependents. Nothing that
tieshim where heis, nothing to force him. Heisn't like the people he
surrounds himsalf with, and he never will be. He could be gone
tomorrow if he choseto, and that's what makes the difference.’

'He thinks he can make adifference.’

'And can he?

Silence. Findly, he looked back at her.

'Can he, Carla? He reached out and took her hand. 'Y esterday | was
on the other sde of the world, talking to aman who might be ableto
kick Echevarriaout of the ME. If | get my way, it'll happen. Isn't that
worth something? |sn't that something better than the articles your
father hammers out for readers who'll shake their heads and act shocked
and never lift afucking finger to change anything?

'If it matters to you so much to change thingsall of a sudden, why
cantyou'

The heavy throb of rotors overhead. The car rocked on its suspen
son. Theradio crackled to life.

‘Driver Control. Thisis Driver Contral.'

The rotor noise grew, even through the Saab's soundproofing. The



helicopter's belly dropped into view, black and luminous green, showing
landing skids, underdung cameras and gadings. It skittered back a

few metres, asif nervous of the stopped car. The voice splashed out of
theradio again.

'Owner of Saab Custom registration s8i0576, please identify your

of!

What the fuck for, dickhead? The thought was arandom jag of anger.
Match me from the footage you've just shot through my windscreen, why don't
you? Instead of wasting my motherfucking time.

"Thisisasecurity requirement,’ admonished the voice.

"Thisis Chris Faulkner,' he said heavily. 'Driver clearance 260B354R.

| work for Shorn Associates. Now fuck off, will you. My wife's not
feding wel, and you're not helping.’

Therewas abrief slence while the numbers ran. The voice came

back, diffident.

'Sorry to trouble you, gr. It'sjust, stopping like that on the carriage
way. If your wife needs hospitdlisation, we can'

'l said, fuck off.’

The hdlicopter dithered for amoment longer then spun about and

lifted out of view. They sat for awhile, listening to its departing
chunter.

‘Niceto know they're watching, said Carlabitterly.

'Y eah.' He closed hiseyes.

Shetouched hisarm. 'Chris'’

‘Alright." He nodded. Opened hiseyes. 'Alright. I'll talk to them.’
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TWENTY-FIVE

Two weeks.

For Chris, marooned on the fringes of the preparations, it passed like
awaking dream. He lived a distorted copy of hisred life, tinged in equa
portions by nightmarish tension and an odd, unlooked-for romantic
nodagia

Work was as he'd expected. He acted normal and watched his back.
Troop movements in Assam, hostage-taking in Parana, and in Cambodia
ahandful of executions no one had foreseen. He handled it al with
egriecam.

At home, he dared not talk openly to Carla so they took up abizarre

dud exigtence, lifein the house asif nothing had changed, set againgt
hushed exchanges snatched in the secure confines of the Saab. Carla,
somehow, had persuaded Erik and Kirsti to act together asthe link with
the ombudsmen, and she went regularly to the Brundtland to gather
detailsfrom her father. Some kind of codewasin use over Erik's

netlink, afake reconciliation underway between the parentsto serve as
cover for theinformation Chris and Carlaagreed in their hasty conferences
inthecar.

And here came the nostalgia, the bittersweet taste of something

amost used up. The moments grabbed in the Saab had the tang of

illicit sexua encounters, and once or twice even ended that way. And the
rest of thetime, acting out normdity for any possiblelisteners, they
treated each other with an abnormal tenderness and consideration. In
both aspects of their new existence, they were getting on better than

they had in months.
It wasweird.

Two weeks, and the ombudsman came.

Hedidiked TrulsVasvik on sight.

Partly, it was the Norwegian thing - the sameirritating aura of easy

outdoor competence that he'd noticed in most of Carlas friends on the few occasions they'd been up to
Tromst together. But more than that,

it was the clothes. Here was atrained professona who, Carla claimed,

earned at least the same as he did, and Chris could have bought the

man's entire outfit for lessthan he usualy spent on ahaircut. The grey
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wool of the jersey was stretched and pilled, the nondescript trousers
were bagged in the knees and the walking boots had shaped themselves
to Vasvik'sfeet with constant use. The coat looked asif hed deptinit.
It only needed the carelesdy-tied-back greying hair to complete the

image of ateen antiglobalist who'd never grown up.
f4/hich isexactly what heis.
"Thanks for coming,' he said guardedly.

Vasvik shrugged. 'l should thank you. Y ou are taking afar greater risk
than .’

'Redlly? Christried to ignore thejolt Vasvik's comment delivered
to hisstomach. The set-up had left him jangled and twitchy. A shrill
part of him wondered if the ombudsman wastrying to psych him
out. 'l would have thought we'd both be arrested pretty fucking

rapidly.’

'Y es, we would. But your government would be forced to release me
intact. That much power we gtill have. The police might work me over a
little while they have me, but it's unlikely to be worse than some other

close encounters I've had.'
'Hard man, huh?

Another shrug. Vasvik looked around the workshop and spotted an
ancient stedl bar stool shoved againgt one wall. He went to fetchit.
Chris mastered hisirritation and waited for the Norwegian to come
back. Again, he couldn't be sureif Vasvik was doing it deliberately or
not. The ombudsman's detached calm was impenetrable.

Out in therest of Md's AutoFix, toolswhined and screeched. The
noise raked along his nerves. It hadn't been easy, finding asafe place
to medt, and even now he wondered how far he could trust Carlas
boss.

'Well.' Vasvik dragged the stool under the jacked-up Audi Mée had
|eft on thelifter, and seated himsdf. 'Shall wetak about extraction?

'Inaminute.’ Chris prowled the space benesth the Audi. Extraction. The way the word hung there was
another jolt initsdf, likewaking up

to Louise Hewitt at the quarterly and asking her out loud if she wanted

to fuck. 'I'm gtill getting used to this. Maybe | still need to be convinced.'

"Then we're wasting each other'stime. I'm not hereto talk you into

something, Faulkner. We can live without you at UNECT .



Chrissared a him. 'Carlasad’

‘CarlaNyquist cares about you. i do not. Personally, Faulkner, |

don't give ashit what happensto you. | think you're scum. The ethical
commerce guyswould like to hear what you have, that'swhy I'm here,
but I'm not asalesman. | don't haveto red you in to get my name up on
some commission board somewhere, and frankly, | have alot of better
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thingsto do with my time. Y ou comein or you don't. Y our choice. But
don't waste my time.’

Chrisflushed.

'I'mtold, he said evenly, 'that UNECT recruit people, scum, like me

for the ombudsmen. That'simportant, because | need ajob. Now. Have
| been misinformed?

‘No. That's correct.'

'So we could end up colleagues!’

Vasvik looked at him coldly. ‘It takesdl sorts.'

'Must be hard,’ Christaunted. "Working a ongside people that dis
gust you. Putting up with such alow grade of humanity.'

'It's good preparation for undercover work. Living with the stink.'

The workshop Md had lent them had been swept for bugs an hour
ago, and there was too much metalwork going on in the other shopsfor
exterior scanning to be possible. Still, there seemed to be an audience
waiting as the pause smoked off Vasvik'swords. Chrisfet hisfists
curling.

'Do you have any idea," he said, ‘who the fuck you're talking to?

The other man's grin was a baring of teeth, a challenge. "Why don't
you enlighten me!

'I have treated you with respect '

'Y ou've got no fucking choice, Faulkner. I'm your escape hatch. Y ou
want out so bad | can smell it onyou. Y our shrivelled little soul has
findly got tired of what you do for aliving, and now you'relooking for
redemption with no drop in sdary. I'm your only hope.’

'l doubt you earn what I'm used to."



'Doubt away.'

'Oh yeah?Blow it dl on clothes, do you? Chris stabbed afinger a

the Norwegian. 'l know your sort, Vasvik. Y ou grew up in your cosy
little Scandinavian nanny state, and when you found out therest of the
world couldn't afford the same propped-up artificia playgroup eco
nomic standards, you never got over it. Now you're out there sulking
and throwing moral tantrums because the world won't behave the way
youwantitto'

Vasvik examined the pam of one hand. Y eah, but on the other hand |
didn't watch my mother die of acurableillnessand’

‘Hey'

'And then go to work for the people who made it happen.’

It waslike alightning strike. The dow burning anger sheeted to split
second fury, and Chriswas in motion. Attack raged at the edges of his
control. A Shotokan punch to the temple that would have killed Vasvik,
had it landed. Somehow, the ombudsman was not there. The stool
staggered in the air, tumbled sideways. Vasvik was awhirl of black coat
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and reaching hands, off to one sde. Chrisfdt hiswrist brushed, turned
in some subtle way, and then he was hurled across the workshop on thei
wingsof hisown momentum. |

He crashed into the bench, hands trying to brace. A sound behind .1
him and something hooked his legs out from under him at the ankles.
Hisface smashed the bench surface among scattering drill bitsand
bolts. Something sharp gouged his cheek in passing. Hefelt Vasvik's
weight on him and tried to kick. The Norwegian locked hisarm up to
the ngpe of his neck, grabbed his head by the hair and rammed it back
down on the bench sdeways.

'Misgtake,' he gritted in Chriss ear. 'Now, you going to behave, or am

| going to break your fucking arm?

Chris heaved up once against the weight, but it was useless. He
dumped. Vasvik let go suddenly and was gone. Somewhere behind
him, Chris heard the ombudsman picking up the stool. When he got
himsdlf upright and turned, Vasvik was seated again. Therewasafaint
beading of sweet across the pale forehead, but otherwise the fight might
never have happened.

'My mistake," he said quietly, not looking at Chris. 'l shouldn't have

let you get to melike that. In a Cambodian enterprise zone, that kind of
giveaway'd get me abullet in the back of the head.'

Chris stood there, blinking tears. Vasvik sghed heavily. Hisvoice was
dull and weary.

'As an operational ombudsman, you'll earn approximately a hundred
and eighty thousand euros ayear, adjusted. That includes a hazardous
duties bonus, which you can reckon on getting for about sixty per cent
of thework you do. Undercover assignments, swoop raids, witness
protection. Therest of the time they keep you on backroom stuff.
Admin and forward planning. That's so you don't burn out." Another
deep breath. 'Housing and schools for your kids are free, accommodation
and expenses while on assignment, you claim. I'm sorry for that

crack about your mother. Y ou didn't deserve that.'

Chris coughed alaugh. Told you I made more than you.'

'Y eah, well fuck you then." Vasvik's voice never lifted from the

tired monotone. His gaze never shifted from the corner of the work

shop.



'Doyoulikeit? Chrisasked him findly.

The ombudsman looked at him. It matters,’ he said, pausing on

each word asif English were suddenly difficult for him. 'Y ou're doing
something that matters. | don't expect you to understand that. It sounds
likeabad joke, just saying it. But it means something.'

They faced each other for awhile. Then Chrisreached into hisjacket
and pulled out a plastic sheathed disc.
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‘Thisis abreakdown of the accounts | servicefor Shorn. There's
nothing here you can use, but anyone who knows the ground will be
ableto work out what | know. Takeit back and ask them if I'm worth
extracting. | want the package you just talked about, plusamillion
dollar or -euro equivaent payout on extraction.'

He saw thelook on Vasvik'sface. He heard his own voice harden.
'Itsnot negotiable. I'm losing heavily if | pull out now. I'm plugged
in here. Comfortable. Stock options, executive benefits. The house.
Industry rep, client connections. All of that's worth something to me.
Y ou want me, you've got to make it worth my while!'

He tossed the disc across. Vasvik caught it and examined it curioudly.
He looked back up at Chris.

'And if we don't want you that badly?
Chrisshrugged. Then I'll stay here!'
'Y eah? Y ou sure you've il got the ssomach for that?

'I'm not like you, Vasvik.' Chriswiped at the gougein his cheek and
his fingers came away specked with blood. 'I've got the ssomach for
whatever they can feed me.'

Vasvik |eft in the back of acovered truck, supplied by Mel and on its
way to Parisfor Renault parts. Jess drove, no shotgun rider aong.
UNECT operatives would vanish the ombudsman at the other end.

No questions. Carla had sold the whole thing to Me aswrangling over
preferential supply contracts, anew covert bid from VVolvo cominginto
upset the BMW status quo at Shorn. Both Mel and Jess hated BMWs
with a deep and abiding passion, and asfar as they were concerned
anything that might reduce the number of them on the streets of

London just had to be agood thing, dear, just had to be.

Carlacamein acouple of minuteslater, awelding mask still pushed
up on her head. Chriswastrying to assessthe damageto hisfaceina

propped-up fragment of mirror he'd found on the floor.
'What did you say to him? she asked angrily.

Chris pressed at his cheek, peering at the gouge in the mirror shard.
'l told him our terms. And | gave him the disc. Went like swimming.'

'Y ou had afight, didn't you.'

'We had aminor disagreement.’ He gave upon the mirror and turned
to face her. 'l said somethings| shouldn't have. Then he said some



thing hereally shouldn't have. Took awhileto Sraighten out.”
'He'strying to help you, Chris''

'No." He couldn't keep the snap out of hisvoice. 'He'slooking for
benefits, Carla. Just like every other fucker in thisworld. Quid pro
fucking quo.’
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She tared at him, wordless for amoment, then turned away and
walked out of the workshaop.

Helet her go.
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TWENTY-SX

It rained hard most of the next week, and the roads turned treacherous.
Asusual, patchwork repairs hadn't stood up to the summer wesather, and

the various service providers were still squabbling about whose responsibility
it wasto put it right. Chris drove the Saab at careful velocities,

getting in to Shorn later than usud and doing alot of his phone work

from the car. The datadown ran remote scrambling and patched

through flagged callers on automatic.

Back to work. Back to the pretence.

It was easier now he was committed. Two weeks of jittering uncertainty,
of not knowing if they'd get away with it, knowing even less

what would come of the meeting - now it all gave way to solid data.

He knew they wanted him now, knew at aleve he could trust more
than Carlaswishful thinking assurances and his own mixed fedings.
Now it wasjust amatter of waiting to seeif they could afford him. A
no-lose situation. They could afford him, he went. They couldn't

afford him, he stayed. Either way, he had work, he had guarantees.

He had income.

A small part of him knew that hewould lose Carlaif he stayed, but

somehow he couldn't make that matter as much as he knew it should.
Back to work.

Wednesday morning, turning onto the Elsenham ramp, he heard
from Lopez. Confirmation of Vicente Barranco's arrival date.

'It'sgood,’ said the Americas agent through the crackle of the
scrambler and abad satdllite link. Theway | figureit, you've got
North Memoria on. Y ou could show him round, maybe buy him afew
assault rifles!

'Y eah, that's. Fuck.' Hisfoot came off the accelerator astheredisa
tion hit. He nearly braked.

'Chris? Lopez sounded concerned. 'Y ou still there?

He sighed. The car picked up speed again, down the ramp. "Yeah, I'm
gtill here. | don't suppose there's any way you can set thit date back
about aweek?

'A week? Jesus, Chris, you said as soon as possible. Y ou said you'd
movethingsaroundto'

'Yeah, | know.' Therain intensfied as he came off the ramp. Chris
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turned up the wipers. 'Look, forget it, send him anyway. My problem,
I'll dedl withit here!

'Isthis something | need to worry about?

'No. You did theright thing, it'sfine. Il bein touch.' He cut the
connection and redialed.

'Y egh, thisis Bryant.'

'Mike, it's Chris. Wevegot *
‘Just theman. You in yet?
'Ontheway. Listen, Mike'

'How about lending me some of that old Emerging Markets background
you don't like to talk about these days, huh?'Y ou wouldn't

fucking believe what happened in Harbin thismorning.’
'Mike--'

"Y ou remember that thing we were putting together with the guysin
EM? Thetransport net sall-off?

Chris gave up and searched his memory. The north-eastern end of

the former People's Republic of Chinawasn't his sphere of interest.
Outside the tendencies of ethnic Chinese where Tarim Pendi was
concerned, he didn't pay the area much attention. And hisdealings
with Shorn's Emerging Markets divison had been minimal so far. They
were a hard enough bunch, but gtill pretty urbane by Cl standards.

Stll, listening to Mike'stae of woe might help take the sing out of
the minor fuck-up he had to report.
Sothink.

Herecdled alate night wine bar bitching session aweek back.
Mike and some eegant Chinese woman from Shorn EM. Crossover
with an old CI account, guerrillafigures from the last decade, now
snugly ingtaled as politicd leaders. Privatisation schematicsand
character assassination of the mgjor players. Who could be trusted
further than they could be thrown. Macho stuff. The wine had been

crap.
'Chris?

'Y eah, yeah.' He groped after aname. "The Tseng thing, right?
‘Right." It was hard to tell if Bryant was angry or amused. 'Had it all
lined up and ready to roll. Now some shithead civil servant hastaken



out, get this, afucking injunction to prevent the sdl-off. They'reclam
ing it'sunlawful under the'37 Condtitution.’
'Well, isit?

'How the fuck would | know?i'm not EM, am I. Irene Lan's team
handlethelegd stuff.

'Well, can't you, | don't know, passalaw or something? Change the
current law? It's not like thisis Conflict as such. Y ou are the government
out there.’
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Mike sighed audibly. "Y eah, | know. Fucking politics. Giveme a

Kalashnikov and adickhead to fireit any day. So. What's up?
"What?

'Y ou sounded worried.'

'Ah, yeah. Just aglitch. Barranco's down to arrive in London on the
eighteenth--'

"The eighteenth. Ah, luck, Chris. That's two days after Echevarria
'l know.'

'Couldn't you have'

'Y esh, my fault, | know. | gave Lopez carte blanche to get him here
asap. No other parameters.”

‘Carte Blanche? He could hear Mike grinning. 'Who's she? Y egh,
aright, | don't suppose it matters much. We'd better just make sure
they don't bang into each other inacorridor.’

'Or at the North Memorid. | was thinking--'

Impact!

The meaty crunch of metal on metal. The Saab jolted hard left and
started to skid from the back. His foot dipped on the accelerator and he

fdlt the treacherous dither asthe whed s spun in water.

"Fuck!'

'‘Now what? Bryant, through ayawn.

Hefought the skid, shedding speed asfast ashe dared. Eyesripping
across the mirrors, searching for the other car. Teeth gritted.

'Where are you, motherfucker?

'Chris? Y ou okay?

Another crunch from the rear. He wasn't yet fully out of the skid and
it sent him dithering again. He hauled on the whed.

'Motherfucker!'

'Chris? By now, Mike had got it. His voice came through urgent.

"What's happening out there?



lllml

Impact, again. He thought the Saab might spin clear round thistime.
Fighting it, he caught aglimpse of the other vehicle asit pulled clear.
Primer-grey, looked like an old Mitsubishi from what he could see of
the lines, but with the amount of custom-buih armouring, it was hard to
tell.

No-namer?

It was coming back, and the skid--

He made the decision too fast for it to register until afterwards. Asthe
other car legpt forward, he jerked the whedl back the way he'd hauled it
and opened the skid up. His guts doshed. The no-namer struck, but Chris
had read the manoeuvre correctly. With the spin on the Saab, his
attacker'simpact was abardly felt jab, in adirection he was dready diding.
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The Saab spun abouit.

For a heartbesat they were paralld, facing each other. He saw apae
face, staring through the windscreen of the other car. Then it was gone,
past him southward as he braked the Saab to awagging halt, pointed
north.

Rain drummed down on the roof. He felt his pulse catch up. 'Chris?

'I'm fine. He dammed the car into gear and cut asharp U-turn,

peering through the duicing water across hiswindscreen. Up ahead, he
spotted brake lights. 'Some. Motherfucker. I's about to have his chassis
squeezed.'

'Y ourefighting achdlenge?

'Lookslikeit." He took the Saab up through the gears, pushing each
one as hard as he dared in the rain. The brake lights ahead of him went
out and he had to work to spot the outlines of the other car. 'Guy just

landed on me, Mike. No-namer, and no warning.'
Hefrowned. And no proximity darm.

'Chris, cdl Driver Control.' Bryant sounded worried. "Y ou don't have
to drivethis, if he hasn't filed. HE'sin breach of *

'Y eah, yeah. Bewith you inaminute The car was swellingin his
forward view, moving but throttled back, waiting for him. ‘Come on,
you fucker. Let's see what you've got.'

Thegrey car braked suddenly, trying to get behind him. He matched
the manoeuvre and dewed into the vehiclés sde. Metal screeched and
tore. Hiswing mirror went, ripped free and bouncing away in their
wake like a grenade. He looked across and made eye contact through
windows streaming with rain. He saw the other driver flinch.

The side-to-side clinch came apart. The no-namer picked up escape

gpeed. Chrisgrinned savagely.

Rattled.

He went after him.

His own shock was ebbing now, pulse coming down, brain working. Timeto kill thispiece ofshit. Bryant
seemed to have rung off, and the only

sound wasthe roar of the engine and the hammering rain. The other car

held him off. Nether driver could afford to go flat tothefloor inarain
duel, and the no-namer was cool enough to know it. Chris stopped



trying to close the gap, and thought about the road ahead.
‘ThisisDriver Control.'

He glanced down at theradio in surprise.

'Y eah?

'Driver clearance z60B354R, Faulkner, C. Y ou are engaged in an
unauthorised dud--'

‘Hardly my choice, Driver Control.'
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'Y ou are required to disengage immediately.’

'No fucking way. This piece of shit isgoing down.'

A pause. Chris could swear he heard athroat being cleared.
'l repest, you are required to disengage and '

'Have you tried tdling that to our little primer-painted friend?
Another pause. The gap was less than ten metres. Chris upped his
velocity, higher than he could afford on therain-dick road. Hefdt a

tiny bubble of fear risng in his chest with the knowledge.
"Y our opponent does not respond to radio address.’

Y eah, wdl, I'll just go talk to him.'

'Y ou are required, immediately, to--'

He flattened the accelerator, momentarily, and clouted the no-namer
acrossthe driver-sde rear wing. Driver Control wittered from the
speaker asthe Saab dipped and he dropped speed, fighting the urge to
brake hard. The no-namer wastrying to dow down. He drifted across
and blocked the move. Another clank as they jammed together, noseto
tail. The other car flailed spray off theroad asit tried to pull away and
lost purchasein the wet. Chrisfdt hisupper lip ped back from his
teeth. He pulled fractiondly |€eft, shivery with thelack of firm control he

had over the Saab, and accelerated again.
'‘Good night, motherfucker.'

He hit a an angle and the skid kicked off in both cars. He felt the

Saab start to skate from the front, saw the other car doing the same from
therear, in graceful mirror image. Fragments of control left to him, like
sand through hisfingers. He made a noise behind histeeth and fed dl

he had to the engine. Hard and fast and raking uncontrolled acrossthe
no-namer's sdeways-skating rear fender. Enough to push the whole
thing beyond any hope of redemption for either of them. The nose-to

tail clinch came apart like astick broken across aknee.
It waslike cutting acable.

Lossof control, seeming welghtlessness, something approaching

cam asthe Saab spun out. For atimeless moment, it was amost quiet.
Even the snarl of the frustrated engine seemed to fade. Then, hefdta

S deswiping impact asthe two cars glanced off each other in drunken
ballet. The Saab lurched. Time unlocked again. He was on the brakes.
His hands were a blur on the whed, hopelesdy late behind the
uncontrolled motion of the vehicle. Therain took over. In the windscreen,
it seemed to curtain back momentarily, to show himthe



embankment, coming up fast. Deep breath. The Saab hit.

The force of impact lifted the car up on two whedls. It hung there for
amoment - he had time to see the grass on the bank flattened against
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the passenger sde window - then fell back to the asphalt, hard. The
landing snapped his teeth together and clipped a chunk out of his

tongue.

For what seemed avery long time, he sat in the tilled car, aamson
the whedl, head down, tasting the blood in his mouth.

The steady drumming of rain on the roof.

Helifted hishead and peered out across the carriageway. Fifty metres
off in the dashing grey, he spotted the other car jammed againgt the
crash barrier. There was steam pouring out of the crumpled hood.

He grunted, and sucked at the damage to histongue. One hand crept
out more or less automatically, knocked on the hazard lights, killed the
Saab's engine, which - | fucking love you, Carla- had not cut out. He
opened the glove compartment and found the Nemex. Checked the

load and snapped the dide.
Right.
He cracked the door and climbed out into therain.

It drenched him before he'd gone hdf the distance to the other car,
plastered his shirt to trangparency on his body, turned histrousers
sodden and filled his Argentine legther shoes. He had to blink the stuff
out of hiseyes, rake his hair back from hisface to peer into the wrecked
car. It looked asif the other driver wastrapped in his seet, Struggling to
free himsdf. Oddly, the expected victory surge didn't come. Maybe it
was therain that dampened the savagery, maybe arapidly assmilating

picture of anglesthat didn't fit. No proximity alarm.
No filed chdlenge.

He stared at the Sde of the primer-painted vehicle. There was no
driver number anywhere on the body.
No point.

He circled the wreck warily, Nemex held low in both hands, as Mike
had shown him. He blinked rain out of hiseyes.

The other driver had the door open, but it looked asif the whole
engine compartment had shifted backwards with the impact and the
steering column had him pinned back in the seat. He was young. Not
out of histeens, by thelook of it. The unhedlthy pallor of hisskin
suggested the zones. Chris stared a him, Nemex down.



'What the fuck did you think you were doing back there?

Thekid'sface twisted. 'Hey, fuckyou.’

'Y eah? The anger came gushing up, the memory of the attack

suddenly there. He sniffed the air and caught the scent of petrol under
therain. "Y ou got acracked fuel feed there, son. Y ou want meto fucking
light you, you little shit?

The bravado crumpled. Fear smeared the kid'seyeswide. Hefelt a
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sudden flush of shame. Thiswas some car-jacker barely out of nappies,
some joy-rider who

just happened to jack an unnumbered crash wagon? Some joy-rider who just
happened to be cruising a motorway ramp an hour out of town? Who decided to
take on an obvious corporate custom job whose proximity alarm just happened to fail? Y eah, right.
Chriswiped rain from hisface, and tried to think through the

adrenalin comedown and the drenching he was getting.

'Who sent you?

Thekid set hismouth in asullen line. Chrislogt histemper again. He

took a step closer and ground the muzzle of the Nemex into the boy's

temple.

'I'm not fucking about here," he ydlled. Y ou tell me who you'rea

scariofor, | might cal the cuttersfor you. Otherwise, I'm going to

gplash your fucking head al over the upholstery.' He jabbed hard with

the gun, and the kid yelped. 'Now, who sentyou?

"They told me--'

‘Never mind what they told you." Another muzzle jab. It drew blood.
'l need aname, son, or you're going to die. Right here, right now.’

Thekid broke. A long shudder and suddenly legking tears. Chris
eased the pressure on the gun.

‘A name. I'm ligening.'

"They cdl him Fucktiona, but--'

'Fucktiona? He azoner? A gangwit? Hejabbed the gun again, more
gently. '‘Comeon.’

Thekid started to cry out loud. 'He run the whole estate man, he's
going to--'

'Which estate?
'Mandela. The crags:
Southside. It was a start.

'Okay, now you're going to tell me'
'STAND AWAY FROM THE VEHICLE.' The sky filled with the

metal voice. "YOU ARE NOT AUTHORISED ON THIS STRETCH.
STAND AWAY



The Driver Control hdlicopter swung down from the embankment

where the Saab had wound up and danced crabwise acrossthe air to the
central reservation, ten metres up. Chris sighed and lifted his hands,
Nemex held ostentatioudy by the barrel.

'‘STAND ASIDE AND PLACE YOUR WEAPON ON THE
GROUND.'

The kid was looking confused, not sureif he was off the hook yet. He
couldn't move enough to wipe the tears off hisface, but there was an
ugly confidence dready surfacing in hiseyes.
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Wdll, whoever said agood driver had to be smart aswell.
I'll be talking to you later,” Chris snagpped, wondering how the hell
he was going to ensure it happened. Estate ganglords had a nasty habit
of disappearing their scarios when they became aliability, and he didn't
have much faith in the regular police's ability to keep undervaued zone
crimindsdivein custody. Hed haveto call acontractor, get private
security onto the cutting crew and trace the kid to whatever charity
clean-up shop they dumped him at. Then talk to Troy Morris about the
southside gangs.
He backed off a haf-dozen steps, bent and placed the Nemex on the
ground, then straightened up and spread hisarms at the helicopter.
'‘RETURN TO YOUR VEHICLE AND AWAIT INSTRUC
TIONS!
Hewent, arms still raised, justin case.
He was about halfway back when the gatlings cut loose.
The sound of whining, whirling stedl and the shattering roar of the

i

multiple barrels unloading. He hit the asphalt, face down, apair of
i

seconds before the redlisation hit him, that they were not firing a him,

could not be because hewas dtill dive. Helifted his head a cautious
fraction, craned it to look back.

The hdicopter had sunk dmost to asphdt leve, and swung around,

nose to nose with the wrecked car. Later, he guessed the manoeuvre was
intended to keep him out of thefield of fire. The zone kid must have got

it head-on, thefull fury of the gatling hail asit tore through the



windscreen and everything behind it.

The tank went up with adull crump. Chris clamped his hands over

his head, face to theroad. An insanely cam part of him knew there
wouldn't be much shrapnd off avehicle that armoured, but you aways
had glass. He heard some of it hiss past.

The gatlings shut off. In their place, there was a greedy crackling as
the firetook hold in the wreck. The departing throb of the helicopter.
Helifted hishead again, just in time to see it disappear over the
embankment the way it had come. Flames curled from the strafed car,
bright and cheery through the rain. Thinking about getting up, he

heard asudden ripple of explosons and flattened himsdlf to the asphat
again. Slugsin the abandoned Nemex, he guessed, cooked to ignition
point by the backwash of heat from the fire. He stayed down. The
fucking Nemex. Hefound himsdlf grinning.

Louisewill be pleased.

Findly, hejudged it safe and picked himsdlf up. Helifted hisarms
wide and stared down at himsdlf. His shirt was sodden and grimed from
contact with the road, but there was no blood that he could find. No
pain but the faint sting of abrasons on his pams and a couple of numb
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spots on hip and knee. He couldn't tell if he'd done any serious damage
to the suit trousers, but he guessed they were as soiled asthe shirt.

In the wreck, the rain was aready beating out the flames.
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TWENTY-SEVEN

Theinquest was held, in stark corporate style, around a huge oval table

in Notley's penthouse conference chamber. Shorn had given the public
sector three days - overly generousin my opinion, was Hewitt's comment -
and now it was smackdown time.

The conference chamber was an apt arena. The walswerefull of
violent commissoned art from the new brutalist school, solid blocks of
primary colour dumped amidst vague scattered scrawls that might have
been writing or crowds of tiny people. Obvious videoscan units gleamed
beadily from the ceiling, but there was a standard forty-second delay on
the recording system, and two Shorn lawyers sat in, to make sure
anything potentially awvkward got stopped before it was hdfway said.

In the run-up, Chris and Mike both got repested briefings from the

legal team until they were coached dmost to aline. Louise Hewitt and
Philip Hamilton joined Notley to form an operationd quorum, though
everybody on the corporate side of the table knew no serious decisions
would be taken at this particular meeting. Thiswas noise-making.

Shorn was coiled up like arattlesnake, sgndling loud offence. Any
genuine strike would come later, when no one was around to take notes.

Acrossthe table from Chris sat the crew of the helicopter and the
Driver Control duty officer from the day of the duel. They were
recognisable by ther suits - you could have bought any three of the
outfitsthey worefor the price of Jack Notley's shoes.

Between Notley and the duty officer sat the Assstant Commissoner
of Traffic Enforcement and the District Police Superintendent for
London South Nine. Holographically present at the opposite end of
the table, the current Minister for Transport floated like an gpologetic
ghost.

'What remains most disturbing about this matter,' said Notley, asthe
recriminations began to run down. ‘I s not the type of response icited
from Driver Control, but the rapidity of that response. Or should | say
the lack of rapidity.’

The duty officer flinched, but stoically. Held aready had a pretty

rough ride and he was learning not to react. Any attempt at defence
from the public sector players around the table had led to a shredding at
the hands of the Shorn partners. Hewitt led, wet razor-swift and dicing,
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Hamilton provided soft-spoken, insolent counterpoint and Notley

camein behind, picking up the points and swinging the mace of Shorn's

corporate clout. There wasn't a person in the room, the Minister

included, whose job was secure if Notley decided the time had cometo
dop the coffee cup hard enough.

The Assistant Commissioner, nobly, essayed arescue. Sheldd been
working salvage throughout the meseting. 'l think we're agreed that the
response team would have been scrambled earlier if Mr Bryant's
origina emergency call had been supported by Mr Faulkner's responses
to radio communication. The recording shows'

"The recording shows an angry executive, acting unwisdly,' said

Louise Hewitt, with athin smilein Chrissdirection. 'l think we can

al understand how Chris Faulkner felt, but that does not mean he
reacted correctly. Hewas, shdl we say, overwrought. As duty officer,
with the advantage of a detached view, it was your job to redise that and
react accordingly.’

The duty officer met her gaze bravely. 'Yes, | gppreciate that. | should
not have alowed an executive to override my professond ingtincts. |
shdl not let it happen again.’

'‘Good." Hewitt nodded and scribbled on her display pad. ‘That's

noted, and appreciated. Superintendent Lahiri, can we go back to the
matter of the crimina who, according to Chris Faulkner's testimony,
was responsiblefor hiring the dcario.’

The superintendent nodded. He was awiry, tough-looking manin

hisfifties, an obvious hangover from the autonomous days. He had kept



quiet for most of the proceedings and watched the interplay with
shrewd attention. When he spoke, it was with the precision of aman
who measured and cut his sentences before uttering them.

'Khalid larescu, yes. He has been arrested.

'Has he confessed?

Lahiri frowned. 'Heisacareer crimina, MsHewitt. Smply arresting
him has caused seriousinjury to three of my men. We are unlikely to
extract aconfesson.'

‘Can't we put pressure on hisfamily?

‘Not without further large-scae incursions into the southside, and

that 1 would not recommend. The populace isaready tirred up more

than wed like. And larescu has unchalenged control of the Mandela

edtate, aswell as agreements with the ganglordsin neighbouring aress.

Hisimmediate family are doubtless aready well hidden and protected.
And hislawyers are now attempting to have him released under the
Citizen's Charter.' Lahiri spread hishands. 'l can have him charged
with ressting arrest, maybe with one or two outstanding drug offences,
but beyond that, | am not hopeful. Even within that framework | am not
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hopeful that we can secure aconviction. Khalid larescu isawell
connected man.'

Bryant snorted. 'He's afucking gangwit, iswhat heis!’

Notley cut him asharp look. 'The name, Superintendent. It's what,
Hungarian?

'Romanian. That is, hisfather was a Romanian immigrant. His

mother isMoroccan.’

'Can we threaten him with expulsion? Notley had shifted focus. The
guestion was addressed to the Minister.

The holo shook its head regretfully.

'No, I've examined the files. Both parents were naturalised. Heis, in
technica terms, asEnglishasyouor I

Notley rolled hiseyes.

Hamilton made adeegpy gesture. 'Just athought. The boy who
actudly stole the car. He had family?

'Yes!" Lahiri looked down at his notes, did not look up again while he
spoke. 'The Goodwins. Mother and father, two brothers and asister.
They've been evicted. As per policy.’

'Y es, good." Hamilton reached for his glass of water and Sipped &t it.
'l don't suppose there's any chance that this larescu will be seen to
associate with them. Offer them succour, so to spesk. Solidarity from
the estate patriarch. The, uh, big man ethos.'

Lahiri shook his head. "It doesn't work like thet, i, outside of the
movies. larescu isasuccessful crimind. He knows the ropes both within
and without the zones. If anything, hewill distance himself from the
whole affair. Infact,’ - ahestant look at Chris- 'I'm afraid there redly
isnothing substantial to make the connection in thefirst place.”

Chris held down histemper. They'd been round this block before. 'l

told you what | heard, Superintendent. | didn't imagineit. The boy



named the estate, and larescu.’

'Yes, | understand that, Sir. But you must seethat thisin itself is not
evidence. No, please.' He raised ahand. 'Hear me out. In gang culture,
statusis accorded by association. The boy may have believed that by
naming amgjor player as his sponsor, he could protect himsdif.'

'Fascinating,” murmured Hamilton. "Almogt talismanic, isnt it.

Almogt tribal.'

Lahiri'slip dmost curled. '"Moreover, the tag Fuktiond is closeto
generic. In the southside zones aone, you have gang leaders styling
themselves Fuktion Red, Sataz Fuktion, Fuktyal, Fuktyal Bass. Thelist
goeson. Gang cultureis mimetic, imaginative only within very limited
given parameters. To my ears, what you heard hasthering of stock
response.’

Chris shook his head.
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'Do you have something fresh to add, Chris? asked L ouise Hewitt
swedly.

Silence. Some shuffling from the duty officer. The Minigter'sholo
checked itswatch, surreptitioudy. Jack Notley uncapped an antique
fountain pen with aloud snap.

'Well, then," he said briskly. 'If we can proceed to recommendations.’

‘Motherfucking whitewash bullshit." Chriswasn't sureif Mike's place

was secure or not; pre-Vasvik, he'd never even have given it consideration.
Now hejust didn't care. The long squeeze of keeping to

the Shorn script had festered in him for too long. 'Fucking lies and shit

mouthed expediency from end to motherfucking end.’

'Y ou think so?

Mike leaned across the kitchen table with the riojaand topped up his
glass. Behind the gesture, he raised hisbrows at Suki, who shrugged and
went on sculpting roses into the carrot sections on her chopping board.
Chrismissed it. 'Of courseit was. Stock response, my fucking arse.
That kid was hired by larescu to grease me, and someone hired larescu
to get it done. Someone with money.'

Mike was slent. Chris gestured with hiswine glass.

'Y ou heard what Lahiri said. larescu's connected, in the zonesand

out. Thisis corporate, Mike. This came down from on high.’

'Chris, you redlise how paranoid you sound?

'| wasthere, Mike. They blew that kid away to stop him talking.'

Bryant frowned and leaned back in his chair. "'The report says he went
for awegpon.'

'Oh, Mike. He was pinned in the fucking wreckage. Chris caught Suki's
glance a the ceiling. Sheld only put Arianato bed an hour ago. He
lowered hisvoice. 'Sorry, Suki. I'm just. Upset.'

'Wereadl upset, Chris." Mike got up and prowled the kitchen.
'Obvioudy. | mean, yeah, we can't have just anybody on the roads,
raging without authorisation. The whole damn systemll collapse.”

"That'swhat I'm telling you, Mike. Thiswasn't just anybody. This
was dlowed to happen. They didn't scramble the hdli until they knew
I'd driven that little shit off the road. They did what they weretold, and



they let it happen. I mean, why'd you think no one got sacked? The hdli
crew, the duty officer '

‘Comeon. They al got reprimands. It'll go*

'Reprimands?

"on their file. Chrigt, the duty officer got three months suspension
without pay.'

'Y eah, and did you see how happy he was with that? Hell be taken
care of, Mike.'
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'l think," said Bryant sombrely, ‘that he was happy because he still has
ajob to go back to. Notley could easily have kicked him into touch.

'Exactly. So why didn't he? Someone's got dua control here, Mike,
and you know it. Someone's cranking Notley's cable.’

Thistime Mike Bryant laughed out loud. Suki frowned a him.
'Michadl, that's not very nice. Chrisisupset.’

'‘Okay, I'm sorry. It'sjust the thought of someone cranking the cables
on Jack Notley. I mean come on, Chris. Y ou know the man. Suki,

you've met him. He's not exactly mdleable!’
They both looked at Chris. He sighed.

‘Alright, maybe not Notley. Maybe not that high up. Maybe Hewitt,
she'snever liked me. Or, listen, maybeit'sassmple as Nick Makin
looking for payback on that punch | landed.’ Thistime he caught

the exchange of glances between husband and wife. ‘Alright, dright,

| know. But I'm not paranoid, Mike. Someone tampered with my
proximity darm.’

‘Thereport said it wastherain, Chris. Y ou saw that crack.' Bryant
turned to include Suki. The mechanics at Driver Control found aleak
in the access panelling on Chris's security masterboard. It shorted out
thewholedam sysem.’

'Oh bullshit, Mike. Carla checks those panels every ' He gestured,
suddenly unnerved by hislack of certainty. 'l don't know, every week, at
least. Shewould have spotted it.’

Hedidn't tell them that he'd had a screaming row with Carlawhen

the preliminary results of the Shorn investigation camein. That held
jumped autometically towards blame and belief in what Mike obvioudy
gl believed, that Carla had missed the legk.

It had taken her over an hour to talk him down.

| know what I'm fucking doing, shetold him grimly, when the row had
burnt itself out. If therewas a crack in that panedlling, someone fucking put it
there, and not that long ago.

‘Carlaknowswhat she'sdoing,’ he said, staring into hiswine glass.
Nobody answered him. The silence started to creak under its own
weight. Chris stared at the table top, trying to think of something to say
that wouldn't sound deranged.

"You redlly believerthis, don't you, Chris,' said Suki. It didn't come
out as supportive as she was obvioudy trying to be.

Chrisshook hishead. 'l don't know what | believe. Look, Mike, isit



possible thisis something to do with 'the NAME contracts? Somebody
outside Shorn, | mean. Maybe | was tagged getting in and out of
Panama.’

Bryant gestured. 'Y ou said you were careful !

'l was. But something isgoing down, Mike. | canfed it.’
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Sure, something's going down. Y ou're about to sdll out your colleaguesfor a
public sector sinecure with the bleeding-heart UN leech gang. That'swhat's
going down, Chris.

And maybe someone knows that.

The paranciamadeicy tracks down his spine.

'Okay.' Mike sat down again. He steepled hisfingers on the table.

Tell youwhat. Well look into it. Unofficidly, | mean. I'll talk to Troy,
get him to ask around. He's got friendsin the southside zones. Well see
what he turns up. Meantime, we've got other stuff to worry about.
Echevarria'

Chrisgroaned. 'Don't remind me."

--fliesin Tuesday, Chris. And we've got Barranco arriving right

behind him. Not even two full days between.’

"The week from hdll.'

Mike grinned. That'sright. So tonight, let'sjust forget about the

whole fucking thing and get wrecked. What time you reckon Carlall be
here?

'She said before eight.’ Chris glanced at his watch. 'Maybe she got

held up at the checkpoints.'

'Want to call her?

'No, it's. Herealised how it looked. 'Y eah, maybe | should.’

Carlawas running an hour late, for no reason she fdt like offering.
Chrishit back his annoyance.

'Wdl, when--" he began thinly.

'Oh, Chris, just start without me. I'm sure you're already having fun.’

He looked round at Mike and Suki, glad he/d used the mobile and not
the videophone. Bryant was leaning againgt hiswife and nuzzling at her
ear through the immaculate auburn mane. She laughed, flinched away,
then reached round to grab the ends of hisloosed tie and pull him close.
Thelittle scene radiated groomed marital content, a synthetic blend of
sex and wedth and domesticity straight out of ascreen ad. He thought
suddenly of akitchen in Highgate, and an unforgivesable wish surged up
inhim.

'Well, get here as soon as you can,’ he said, and hung up.



Mike looked up. 'She okay?

'Y eah, be herein about an hour. Some kind of crisiswith alubricant
system." He smiled weakly. 'Suppose | should be glad she'sthat obsessive.'

'Shit, yeah. If Suki was my mechanic, 1'd never let her out of the
fucking garage. Ow!'
‘Bastard.'

Hetried to join in with the laughter, but hisheart wasn't iniit.
'Chris, you know the horse joke? Bryant poured more wine. 'Guy
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goesinto abar and sees a horse standing there. So he goesup to him
and says So. Why the long face?

More laughter, filling up the beautiful kitchen like the sméll of

cooking he wasn't invited to share. He wished Liz would hurry up and Carlat
He wished Carlawould hurry up and

And what? Come on, Chris. Finish that thought.

It must have shown on hisface. Mike came across and clapped him on
the shoulder. 'Ah, Chris. Come on, man. Honestly. T redlly don't think
you should be worrying. | mean, in the end, you trashed the little
fucker. He's smoked meat. And let's faceit, with the rep you've got, no
one smarter than afuckwit gang sprog is going to want to drive against
you.' Heraised hisglass. 'Y ou got nothing to worry about, man.'
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TWENTY-EIGHT

Midweek, Regime Change was quiet. Cheap cocktails and gentedl pole
dancing brought in a scattering of suitsfrom theloca officesand
recently-paid zone workers who knew they'd never get in on aFriday
or Saturday night. By eight-thirty or nine they were mostly leaving, the
zone types headed home with their shallow finances drained, the suits
going on to less gented clubs where you could get your hands on the
dancers.

'l would have suggested somewhere else.’ Chris gestured at the centre
of the Iragq Room, where aveiled woman, naked from the neck down,
flexed around anewly ingtaled slver poleto the unwinding cadences of
Cairo Scene. The spectators sat at pipe tables or stood about in small
knots, staring. 'l didn't redlise!’

Liz Linshaw laughed and spped at the pipe between them. She
plumed whisky scented smoke in the dancer's direction.
"Y ou don't approve?

'Uh." He spread his hands helplesdy. 'Well, it'sjust not what | had in
mind when . Y ou know, caled you.'

‘Chris." Sheleaned closer to best the music, grinning. 'Y ou redlly
don't have to work so hard at not looking at her. | already know you're
an honourable man. Way past honourable, in fact.'

The dancer bellied up to the pole, did it up and down between her
breasts. Christook a deep interest in the low hammered copper table
the pipe stood on. Liz Linshaw laughed again.

'Look." She leaned acrossto place one hand gently againgt his cheek

and pushed his head back towards the performance. He fought down a

jagged impulse to grab the hand and twist it away. '| mean, look, redly

look at her. Let's get this over with. She's sexy, isn't she. Y oung. No,

don't look away. It'sagreat body. Worked out. And worked on, obvioudly, unless someone invented
anti-gravity fields recently. Yeah,

if | wereaman, shed do it for me. Shed make me, Chris, hey, Chris,

you're blushing.

‘No, I'm"*

You are. | canfed it. Your faceishot." She laughed again, delightedly.
'Chris, you redlly arein trouble. Y ou're agrown man, you've got a

dozen kills under your belt, and you can't look at soft porn without
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flushing like ateenager. | mean, what do you and CarlaNyquist doin
the bedroom?

She must have seen the change in hisface. Before he could move, she
reached out and touched hisarm.

'Sorry. Chris, I'm sorry. That was bitchy.’

Thistime he did take hold of her hand. He pushed it back acrossthe
table and sat looking at her in silence.

'Chris, | said I'm sorry.!

They were saved by the pipe waitress. She sauntered across, lifted the
cage and cast a practised eye over the glowing embers of tobacco in the
pan. She glanced at Chris.

‘Bring you another?

He hadn't smoked much of thefirg, it wasjust the price of Stting
therewhile hewaited for Liz Linshaw. He shrugged.

'No, | think we're pretty much done here!'

Thewaitress|eft. Hemet Liz Linshaw'sgaze and held it.

‘Chris--'

'Reason | asked you here, Liz. You've got friendsin Driver Control,
right?

She looked away, then back. 'Yes. Yes, | have.

'Ins de sources? People who can get information for you?
Isthisredly why you caled me, Chris?

'Y es. Y ou have sources, right?

A shrug. I'majournalist.’

"Theré's something | need to know. | need to find out if--'

'Whoa, Chris." She gave him ahard little smile. 'Slow down. Now |

may havejust gone over theline alittle with that bitchy crack about
your wife. But that doesn't mean you own apart of me. Why the fuck



would | put pressure on one of my hard-won sources for you? What'sin
it for me?

"Y ou're writing another book, right?

She nodded.

'So thisisawhole chapter if youre lucky.' He hesitated at the edge,
looking for something to fill the gap that had suddenly opened up
between them. 'Y ou heard | was up against ano-namer last week?
'Yes. Inconclusive, | heard. Driver Control had to comein and
mediate.’ She smiled, alittle morewarmly thistime. 'I'm sorry, Chris.
| likeyou but I don't shadow you through the net on aday-to-day basis.
There was something about a software failure, the chalenge didn't
register in the system or something?

'Y egh, that'sthe officid line!

One eyebrow arched. He thought there was alittle mockery iniit.

'‘And theunofficid line?

226



"The no-namer was never registered in the first place. Some zone kid
jacked a battlewagon and tried to take me down in therain. No
chalengeissued. And Driver Control didn't mediate, they turned up
with an enforcement copter after | drove the kid off the road and they
fed him acouple of cans of gatling shellsfor breskfast.'

He saw, with some satisfaction, the way the shock went through her.
How her carefully constructed cool fractured open. Her voice, when it

came, was dmost awhisper.
"They killed him?

'Pretty conclusively, yeah.'

'But haven't they traced the car?

Chrisnodded. 'To an unemployed datasystems consultant. He
reported it stolen from outside his house in Harlesden about an hour
after thedud.'

'He must have known before that!

'Not necessarily. He hadn't driven it for awhile, gpparently. Couldn't
afford to renew the licence this quarter.’

'Do you bdlievethat? Journdigtic interest kindling.

'From the look of him in theinterview tape, he'd be hard-pushed to
afford afull tank of fud, let donealicenceto useit, soyes, | do. Butin
the end it doesn't matter. Whoever set thisup isalong way up the chain
from either him or the kid who nicked the car. And whoever set thisup
aso hasther clawsinto Driver Control.'

‘Alright, I'll buy that. What € se do you have?

‘That'sthelot." He wasn't about to get into the Mandela estate
connection. Troy Morriswas aready running down rumours across

the southside, asking softly after Robbie Goodwin's displaced family,
trying to find a safe gpproach to Khalid larescu's underworld machine.
Thelast thing hed need was a high-profile journdist crashing the zones
and girring things up. Liz Linshaw was most use where she dready was
- highly placed in the world of competition driving, reeking of cachet
and connection.

Sheamiled, asif she could read histhoughts.

'No, therésmore. You just don't fed like telling me right now.' She
shrugged. "sokay, | can live with that. Sure, I'll talk to some people |
know. Shouldn't take much leverage to seeif something's being covered
up. | cantake it from there." She picked up the pipe and drew on it.



Inside the cage, the last of the embersflared. 'Y ou understand, this

doesn't comefor free. | doit, and you'll owe me, Chris. Big time[’
‘Likel said, it'll make achapter of '

'No." She shook her head, and her hair fell across her face. It made
him want to clear it away with one hand. 'That's not what | mean.’

'So what do you mean?
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The corner of her mouth quirked and she looked away. "Y ou know
what | mean, Chris!'

That sat between them for awhile, smouldering out like the pipe.
'Listen, he said.

'l know, Chris. | know. Infact, I've seenit all before. Y ou've got some
stuff you've got to work through. Don't worry about it and. Don't
flatter yourself. I'm not short of male company, believe me!'

'Y ou seeing Mike again? It was out before he could stop himsdlf.

She raked fingersinto her own hair and grinned up at the corner of

the room. 'That really isnone of your business, Chris!’
I'mnot like him, Liz.'
'No, you're not.'

'l don't see the women around me as. Product.’ Theimages from the
porn segment glowed in his head. Studded leather parting buttocks,
encircling breastsimpaossibly full. Fully clothed, the Liz Linshaw gtting
opposite him shrugged.

'Mike Bryant knows what he wants, and he takesit and then he looks
after it asbest he can. | don't think his mordality stretches much further
than that, but he does at |east know what he wants.'

Her eyesflickered up to meet his. Shewas till smiling.

‘Ligten, Liz. That night, I.' He swalowed. 'I'm having some problems
with my marriage, but that doesn't mean I--'

'Chris.! HEd never in hislife been interrupted so gently. 'l don't care.

| want to fuck you, not replace your wife. But I'll tell you something for
nothing. Y ou came home with me that night, and you grabbed hold of
the merchandise when it was on display. Whatever's going on in your
relationship with Carla, you might aswell have fucked methen. Y ou've
got the same guilt, and the same hard-on for me. Thefact you didn't do

itisatechnicdity.’

You'

Shewaved it off. Getting up, shouldering her way into her jacket.

'I'll get back to you about Driver Control. But the next time you get a

bed for the night a my place, you'll work your passage.’

In the end, the pipe waitress came and told him he'd have to order
something eseif he wanted to St there any longer.
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TWENTY-NINE

Lopez routed Barranco'sflight plan through Atlantaand Montred

before adawn arriva a Reagan Internationa, New Y ork, where a
Shorn jet would pick the two of them up under paperwork that identified
them as economic advisersfor the Parana Emergency Council.

L opez spoke Brazilian Portuguese amost aswell as his native Spanish,
and Barranco, like most palitica figuresin Latin Americathese days,

had enough to get by. Lopez was betting security a Reagan Internationa
would neither know the difference nor care.

Apparently, his assessment was on the nall. The Shorn jet lifted
without incident and touched down in London just after lunch. Chris
rode the courtesy copter out to mest it.

‘Sefior Barranco.' He had to shout above the racket of the rotors and
the unseasondly cold wind that came buffeting across the asphdt of the
private carriers termind. His grin felt sandblasted onto hisface. Armed
security stood around in suits, jackets whipping up constantly to reved
their shoulder holsters. "Welcome to England. How was your flight?

Barranco grimaced. He looked good in the smart-casual mobile
consultant wardrobe Lopez had disguised him with, but above the
knitted wool jacket hisface was smeared with jet lag.

'Which flight do you mean? | seem to have been in trangit for aweek.
And now a helicopter?

‘Believe me, Sefior Barranco, you wouldn't want to drive through this
part of London. Is Joaquin Lopez with you?

Barranco jerked athumb back at the Shorn jet. 'He's coming.’

L opez appeared in the hatch and clambered down, followed by two
more men with baggage. He grinned and waved at Chris. No sign of the
weariness you could see on Barranco. Beneath his mobcon clothing,
there was a prowling energy that Chris guessed was chemicd. In the
absence of any other escort, he'd been Barranco's only security since
leaving Panama City.

Chris ushered everybody aboard the copter and into seats. The door
cranked itself closed and shut out the wind with an artight clunk. The pilot turned to look a Chris.

'Y eah, that'sit. Take us home.'
The copter drifted into the Sky. They bent away over the city.
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Barranco leaned across to the window and peered down at the sprawl
below.

"This doesn't seem so terrible,' he remarked.
'No,' Chris agreed. 'From up here, it'snot.’

The tanned face turned to look at him. 'l would not be safe walking in
those streets?

'Depends on the exact neighbourhood. But as agenera rule, no, you
wouldn't. Y ou might be attacked and robbed, maybe just have stones
thrown at you. At aminimum you'd be recognised as an outsder and
followed. After that,” Chris shrugged. 'Depends on the kind of crowd
you draw.'

'l am not dressed like you.'

'Wouldn't matter. They don't care about politicsin the zones. It's
tribal. Localised gangs, territorid violence.'

'l see’ Barranco's gaze went back to the city diding past beneath
them. They have forgotten who did thisto them.’
"That'soneway of looking &t it.'

Therest of the flight passed in silence. They crossed the westward
cordons and picked up the beacon for the West End cluster. Machines
took the controls, read the flight data and drew the helicopter dong a
preprogrammed path. Hyde Park opened up under them. The hotels
beckoned at its edge, like moored cruise liners from an earlier age.

Mike had Hernan Echevarria buried in the heart of Mayfair, well

away from the modern hotels. They were playing to the dictator'sold
world pretensions. A Roya Suite a Brown's, the whiff of two centuries
tradition and the dropped names of European roydty dong the historica
guest list. An armoured Shorn limo collected Echevarriadaily at the
Albemarle Street frontage and ferried him about on a carefully baanced
programme of meetingswith senior banking officids, A-lised arms
deders and one or two house-trained palitica figures. Evenings were
given over to operaand dinnerswith more tame dignitaries.

I'll keep him busy,’ Bryant promised. 'And I'll keep him away

from the Park end. Y ou stash Barranco in the Hilton or something.

Get atower suite. I'll cross-reference with you on programme, well
make sure these two guys never come within acouple of Hicks of each
other.’

The Hilton it was. They touched down on the tower helipad and
were met by liveried attendants who busied themsdaves with the



baggage and led Barranco and Lopez off in the direction of the access
elevators. Chriswent with them, mainly to take care of tips.

'Y ou won't haveto do that, he said, as the last attendant dipped out

and closed the door with trained noiselessness. 'Just Sgn gratuitieson
any room service you ask for, and well cover it. I'd recommend about
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ten per cent. Expectations are alot lessthan that, but it never hurtsto

be generous. So anyway, uh. | hope you'll be comfortable.’
‘Comfortable?

Barranco stood in the midst of the suite's opulence, looking like a
hunter whose large and dangerous quarry has suddenly disappeared into
the surrounding undergrowth.

Chriscleared histhroat. Y es, uh. Joaguin Lopez will be staying on
the floor below. Room 4148. I've put two armed security guardsinto
4146 aswell. The hotel has pretty good security of its own, but you
can't betoo careful, even up here.' He produced a small matt black
mobile and held it out. Thisisadedicated phone. A scrambled line
direct to me. wherever | am. Any problem, night or day, call me. Just
pressthedid key.'

"Thank you.' Barranco's tone was distant, but if there wasirony init,
Chriscouldn't hear it.

'l thought you'd probably want to rest now.’
'Y es, that would be good.'

'I'd like to introduce you to a colleague of mine later on, and aso to
my wife. | thought perhaps we could have dinner together. Therésa
good Peruvian restaurant in the hotel mezzanine. We could et |ate, say
about nine-thirty. Or if you'd prefer to stay here and leaveit for another
night, that'sentirely up to you.'

'No, no. | would.' He drew a deep, jet-lagged breath. 'Like to meet
your wife, Sefior Faulkner. And your colleague, of course. Nine-thirty
will befine'

'Good, that's great. I'll call herejust after nine, then.’
'Yes. Now | think | would liketo rest.’
'Of course.'

Helet himsdf out and went down to talk to the security detachment.
They were pretty much what he'd expected - two hard-faced men
past their physica primein shirt deeves and shoulder holsters. They
answered the door and then his questions with impassive cam. The
surveillance equipment held ordered wired into Barranco's suite stood
unobtrusively on alow table to one side. Standby lights winked below
the row of smal liquid crystal screens. On one of them, Barranco had

aready collapsed onto a bed, fully clothed. Chris bent and peered.
'He adeep?
'Out likealight.'

'Y ou sure heisn't going to be able to find any of these cameras?



'Yes, gr. Unless he'sa survelllance specidist. And he hasn't shown
any sgnsof looking for them yet.'

'Wdll, let me know if he does start looking.'
'Yes, ar.'
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'And if he moves from the suite, | want to know before it happens.
Y ou'vegot my direct line?

They exchanged weary glances. One of them nodded.

'Yes, ar. It'sunder control.’

He took the hint and l&ft to check on Lopez. The Americas agent had
been waiting for him. Chemica impatience made his movements about
theroom erratic and irritating. Christried to project cam.

'No trangit problems then?

'Noo, man. Onward tickets.' Lopez grinned speedily. 'They don't give
afuck who you are, so long as you're going someplace ese!'

'And Barranco? Did hetak to you at all?

'Y egh, hetold me | was arunning dog for the globa capitalist
tyranny, and | ought to be ashamed of mysdlf.

'No change there, then.' Chriswandered across to the window and
stared out over the park.

'Y eah, you want to watch him, Chris. HE's out of his depth with al

this corporate stuff, he's going to be defensive. Mot likely, hell cling to
what he knows. My guessisyou're going to hear a shitload of out-of
date dogmathisweek.'

'Wdll, he'sentitled to his point of view.'

That cracked Lopez up.

'Y eah, 'safree country, he chortled. 'Right? Everyone's entitled to
their point of view, right?'safree country! That'sright!’

‘Joaquin, you need to take some downers.'

'No. Lesstime around these Marquista hero typesiswhat | fucking
need, man.'

The sudden, bright vehemence brought Chris around from his contemplation
of the view. Lopez was standing glittery-eyed in the centre

of the room, fists knotted, surprised by his own sudden rage.
‘Joaquin?

'Ah, fuck it The anger fled asrapidly asit had come. Lopez looked
abruptly drained. 'Sorry. It'sjust my kid brother hands me the



samefucking linedl thetime. Running-dog capitaista, running-dog
capitalista. Ever ancel got my PT&I licence. Likeafucking skip
burned disc.’

'l didn't know you had a brother.'

'Y eah.' The Americas agent waved a hand. 'l don't advertise the fact.

Little squirt'saunion organiser in the banana belt, up around Bocas,
where we were. Not the kind of thing you put on a Trade and Invest

ment CV if you can avoid it.’
'l guessnot.’

Lopez's eyes went hooded. 'l try to keep the worst of the shit
from raining on him. | made contacts that are good for that much.
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And when the strike-breakers do come round, | pay his hospital
bills, | feed hiskids. Gets back on hisfeet and he drops by to insult me

agan.
Christhought fedingly of Erik Nyquist. 'Family, huh?

'Y eah, family.' The agent lost his drugged introspection. Shot Chrisa
sdewayslook. 'We're just talking here, right, boss? Y ou're not going to
go tdling tales on meto the partners?

‘Joaquin, | don't give a shit what your brother doesfor aliving, and

nor would any of Shorn's partners. They've got atogether bigger game
to shoot. Everyonés got an Ollie North or two hanging in the classified
record. So long asit doesn't interfere with business, so what?

Lopez shook his head. '"Maybe that's a London attitude, Chris, but it
wouldn't wash that way with PanamaT & 1. | don't want to wake up
one morning and find mysdf served with aPlaza de Toros summons

likeyou did to old man Harris!'
'Hey, Harriswas afuck-up.’

'Y egh, not much of aknifefighter either, evenfor agringo.’ Lopez
skinned an unpleasant grin, but something desperate leaked from the
edges, around the eyes. 'Time | reach that age, | want to be out of this
fucking game. | do good work for you, Chris. Right?

'Y eah. Sure.’ Chrisfrowned. Candour wasn't something he'd looked
for here, weakness till less. The naked anxiety in the agent's tone was
touching him in places hed thought long sealed away .

And we're ill not into the brutal honesty shitstorm with Barranco yet. Jesus
fucking Chrigt

'l mean, | caled it right everywhere you asked me, right? | set up
what you need, soon as you needed, right?

"Y ou know you have." He didn't know which direction to roll this.
Maybe

'I know | lost it back therein the NAME, | sill oweyou for that,
but '

"Joaquin, you've got to drop that shit." Chris made for the mini-bar.
Shipped bottles and ice up from the chiller unit onto atable, talking as
he worked. 'L ook, it was aproblem at thisend. | told you that, and |
told you we look after our own. Just think about it. Chrigt, if you don't
trust me, think about the logigtics of the thing. Would | have hauled
your arse out of there, with dl the expenseweincurred, just so | could
can you sx weeks down the line?



'l don't know, Chris. Would you?
‘Joaquin, I'm serious. Y ou redly need to take something.'
'Y ou know Mike Bryant, right?

Chris stopped, aglassin each hand. Y eah. He's a colleague, so watch
what you say next, dright.’
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'Y ou know he'sworking a Cono Sur portfolio at the moment?

Running contacts through Carlos Caffarini out of Buenos Aires?
'Y eah, | heard. Didn't know it was Caffarini, but *

Itisn't any more,’ said Lopez abruptly. 'Last week Bryant canned
Caffarini because there were call-centre strikes in Santiago, and he
didn't seeit coming. Or maybe he didn't think it wasimportant

enough to chase. Now he'son aventilator in intensive care until his
hedlth cover runs out, and some fucking seventeen-year-old is running
the portfolio a aquarter the old retainer. They were only strikes, Chris.
Management abuse of fema e workers, localised action, no politica
demands. | checked.'

Chris put down the glasses and sighed. Lopez watched him.
Fuck, Mike, why can't you just

'Look, Joaguin. Strikes can get out of hand, whatever the origina
rationale. Reed and Mason, it's chapter one stuff. Y ou know that.’

'Y eah.’ The Americas agent had the manic splinter back in histone.
'So tell methis, Chris. What's going to happen to meif abanana strike

getsout of hand on a certain plantation up near Bocas?
Chrislooked a him.
'Nothing.' He kept Lopez's eyeswhileit sank in. 'Alright? Got it?

Nothing is going to happen to you.'
'You can't giveme" 'l am not Mike Bryant.'

The snap in hisvoice came out of nowhere, jolting them both. He
clamped down on it. Made his hands work on the drinks. He dumped
iceinto two glasses, decanted rum over the cubes and swirled the mix.

Spoke quietly again.

'Look. I'm happy with what you've donefor usand | don't give a shit
about what happened in Meddllfn. Forget about Caffarini and whatever's
going on in Buenos Aires and Santiago. | give you my word,

you're secure with us. Now let's drink to that, Joaguin, becauseif you
don't crank down soon, you're going to pop. Come on, thisis expense
account overproof rum. Get it down you.'

He offered the glass. After acouple of seconds, Lopez took it. He
gared into the drink for along moment, then his face came up.

'l will not forget this, Chris;' he said quietly.
'Nor will I. 1 look after my people.



The glasses chimed in the room. The liquor burned down. Outside
the windows, something happened' to the light as afternoon shifted
smoothly towards evening.
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THIRTY

'| fill don't see why you want me there." Carla checked her make-up
again in the drop-down roof mirror as Chrisrolled the Saab down into
the Hilton's parking deck. 'It's not like | know anything about the
NAME.'

"That's exactly the point." Chris scanned the crowded deck, found
nothing to hisliking and steered down the ramp to the next levd. 'Y ou
can get himto tell you about it. | don't want thisguy to fed he's
surrounded by suited experts. | want himto relax. To fed in control for

awhile. It'stextbook client handling.
Hefdt her eyeson him.

'What?

‘Nothing.'

The lower level wasall but empty. Chris parked agood half dozen
gpaces away from the nearest vehicle. Since the proximity aarm had
faled on him, held taken to parking out in the open where the security
cameras could see him. It wasirrational, he knew - no one short of afull
covert ops squad was going to breach the perimeter defences of the
Hilton or the Shorn block in thefirst place, let done have time and skill
to get through the Saab's security locks before they were noticed. But
the proximity larm had failed. How exactly was till up for grabs, but in
the meantime he didn't intend it to happen again.

'I'll go up and get him," he said, killing the engine. 'The restaurant's

on the mezzanine leval. EIMeson Andino. Mike said hed meet usthere!
"Y ou don't want me to come up with you?
‘Therésredly no need.

Hedidn't tdll her that he wanted to check in on the security squad on
the way, and that in some undefined way hefelt ashamed of the two
blunt middle-aged men and their assemblage of little screens and mikes.

'Suit yoursdlf.' She dug out acigarette and put it to her lips. She
seemed to draw into herself asshelitiit.

'I'll seeyou there, then.'

IY$-I

The security men had nothing to report. On the screen, Barranco
prowled back and forth like aprisoner in acell. Hehad dressed in a
black dinner suit adecade out of fashion. Chriswent up to collect him.
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'l don't know much about Peruvian food,' he said as they rode down
inthelift together.

‘Nor do I,' said Barranco shortly. 'I'm from Colombia.'

The food turned out to be excdlent, though how Peruvian it was

became amatter for dispute afew glasses of wineinto the meal. It broke
theice with aresounding crack. Barranco argued that a couple of dishes
were pure Colombian, and Chris, casting his mind back to histime
inthe NAME, had to agree with him. Mike, on good social form,
reasoned with grest persuasiveness and almost no evidence, that the
cuisine of the different regions must have interpenetrated over time,
Carlasuggested rather acidly that this probably had more to do with
marketing than regiona mobility. Peruvian was aconsumer |abd here,
not anational identity. Barranco nodded sober approva. He was obvioudy
quite taken with Carla, whether because of her blonde good

looks or her unorthodox politicd attitudes, Chris didn't know or much
care. He stowed an unexpected twist of jealousy and resisted the
temptation to shift hischair closer to hiswife's. Relief at the way the
evening was going closed it out.

Business|eaked into the conversation in low-intengty bursts, mostly
from Barranco's side and nurtured by the warmth of Carlas genuine
interest. Chrisand Mikelet it run, sonar-tuned for the dangers of
political reefs and set to Steer rapidly away where necessary.

'Of course, solar farms are abeautiful idea, but it isthe old ingtability
argument. Theinfrastructure istoo costly and too easy to sabotage.’

'Doesn't that go for nuclear power too? | thought the regime was
going to build two of those new Pollok reactors.’

'Y es" Barranco smiled grimly. 'Francisco Echevarriaisaclose
persond friend of Donad Corddl, who is CEO of the Horton Power

Group. And the gationswill be built along way from Bogotfi.'
Carlaflushed. That'sdisgusting.'
IY$-I

Mike shot Chris awarning glance and picked up the bottle.
'Sefior Barranco. More wine?

'l had aquestion about Bogotfi,' said Chris, feigning memory failure.
'Oh, yegh. Last time | wasthere, | saw thisredly beautiful churchinthe
centre of town. | waswondering...’

And so on. If Barranco resented the steerage, it didn't show. Helet
the tides of the conversation carry him, and stayed polite throughout.
Chrisknew from the look on Carlas face that she saw what was going
on, but she said nothing.



Only once, when Mike Bryant retired to the toilets for the second
time, did the veneer crack. Barranco nodded after him.

"That kind of thing's not a problem where you work?
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'What kind of thing?

Carlasniffed ddicately. Chrislooked in the direction of thetoilets.

Hed honesily not thought anything of it.
'Wéll,' said Barranco. 'l wouldn't say your colleague has a problem.
But nor ishe particularly subtle about it. In the Bogotfi Hilton, ina

restaurant full of people, thingswould be alittle different. Even our
ruling families have to watch their drug stancein public these days."

'Must be why Francisco Echevarria spends so much timein Miami.'
It hit Chris, just too late, that he'd drunk alittle too much.

Barranco's eyes narrowed. 'Y es, | imagineit is. Meanwhile, hisfather
uses the hdlicopter gunships you buy him to firebomb cocafarmersinto
oblivion. lronic, isntit.'

The silence opened up. Carlamade asmdl noiseinto it, amixture of
amusement and disgust that told Chrisheld get no help from that
quarter.

', uh, that isn't,” he stumbled. 'Shorn policy as such doesn't outlaw
coca production. In fact, weve done feasibility studies on bringing the
crop into the legitimate commodities market. Shorn's Financid Instru

ments divison actualy commissioned work aong thet line!

Barranco shrugged. "Y ou expect meto be impressed? L egitimisation
will only send cocatheway of coffee. Richmenin New York and
London will grow richer, and the farmerswill starve. Isthat part of the
package you plan to sall me here, Chris Faulkner?

That stung. More so, with the fierce satisfaction he saw risng on
Carlasface. Mike had not regppeared. Fedling suddenly very alone, he
scrambled to salvage the evaporating good humour around the table.

'Y ou do me aninjustice, Sefior Barranco. | merely mention the study
to demongirate that at Shorn we are not blinded by mordistic prgjudice.’

'Yes. | find that easy to believe.



A small, colourless smile from Carla. Chris plunged on doggedly.
'Infact, | was going to say, the study found legitimisation on the
commodities market would be too problematic to consider serioudy.
For onething, therésavery red fear thet it would drain immediate
finance out of practicaly every other investment sector. And clearly we
can't havethat.’

It was meant to be funny, but no one laughed. Barranco leaned across
the table towards him. His blue eyes were bright and marbled wet with anger.

'l giveyou fair warning, Chris Faulkner. | have little compassion to

spare for the spailt stupid children of the western world and their
expendve drug problems. | ook through the lens that your free marketeers
have sold us, and | see aprofitable trade. So." A short, hard gesture,
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one upward-jutting calloused palm, hafway between akarate blow and
an offer to shake hands. 'Sell us your wesgpons, and we will sell you our
cocaine. Thiswill not change when the Popular Revolutionary Brigade

takes power in Colombia, because | will not sacrificethewedth it can

bring my people. If your governments are so concerned about the flow
of product, let them buy up the supply on the open market like anybody
else. Thenthey can burnit or put it up their noses asthey seefit.’
'Hear, hear!" Mike Bryant was back, clapping dow applause as he
circled the table back to his seat. His eyes burned bright enough to
match Barranco's pae blue glare. 'Hear, hear/ Outstanding analysis,
redly. You wereright, Chris. Thisisthe man for us. No doubt abouit it.'
He seated himsdf with agrin.
'Of coursg, it'll never happen. Our governments don't redlly care
enough to take that rather obvious step. They operate a containment
policy in the cordoned zones, so crack and edge addiction there costs
them amost nothing. And therich, well, you can dwaysrely ontherichto
take care of their own misdemeanours without recourse to public process.’
Barranco looked at him with open didike. 'Strange, then, Sefior
Bryant, that there should have been so much loudly publicised military
activity devoted to destroying the cocatrade over the last seventy years.
Mike shrugged and helped himself to more wine. 'Well, of course,
things weren't quite as clearly defined afew decades back. Therewasa

t
lot of playing to the gallery back then." He smiled again. 'Something we

don't have to worry about these days.’
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'And yet the frigates St a anchor in Barranquillaharbour ill, flying
foreign flags. Our coasta waters are smart-mined in contravention of
UN law and our people are showered with ngpalm for trying to make a
living

Another shrug. 'Matters of control, Sefior Barranco. I'm sure you're
familiar with the dynamic. It'sdistagteful, | agree, but it isthe stance the
Echevarriagovernment and its creditors have settled for. That, in avery
real sense, isone of the reasonswhy were al hereright now. If we can
reach aredidtic agreement with you, Sefior Barranco, you could be the
man to change that stance.’

Barranco'slip curled. Bryant, seeming to missit, sniffed and rubbed
with aknuckle at both sdes of hisnose.

'In the meantime, you have my word as arepresentative of the Shorn
Conflict Investment division that until the time comesto implement
those changes, you'll be given access to the same covert export routes
Hernan Echevarriacurrently turnsablind eyeto.’

"Y ou're going to take meto the table with Langley? Barranco's gaze
shuttled back and forth between Chris and Bryant. His tone had scaled

towards disbelieving.



'Of course.’ Mikelooked surprised. 'Who did you think | wastaking
about? They're the premier digtributors of illicit narcoticsin the
Americas. We don't believe in doing things by halves at Shorn. | mean,
well hook you up with some other European and Asian distributors as
well, naturally, but to be honest none of them arein the same classas
Langley. Plusyoull probably shift the bulk of your product in Langley's
back yard anyway, and they can do pretty good onward salesto

mogt of the western Pacific Rim if you're interested. More wine?

Anybody?

Carladrove them home, focused wholly on the road ahead. In the
dashboard-lit warmth of the car, the sllence came off her in waves.
Chris, till smarting from the way sheld lined up with Barranco, turned
away and stared out of the passenger-side window at the passing lights
of the city.

'Well, that was fucking greet, he said findly.

Carlapicked up the motorway feeder lane. She said nothing. If Chris
had looked at her, he would have seen how close to the edge they were.

'Mike in the bathroom powdering hisfucking nose, Barranco on a
politica rant and you backing him up every fucking'

'Don't gtart with me, Chris.' The Saab never wavered from its accelerating
trgjectory up the feeder ramp, but there was aragged edgein

Carldsvoicethat did findly make him look across at her face.
'Wdll, didn't you?

'Y ou should be overjoyed | did. Wasn't that my job tonight? Make
your client feel good. Relax him. Isn't that what you said?

'Y eh, that didn't mean hang me out to dry in front of him.'

'Well perhaps you should have made yoursdlf clearer. I'm your wife,
remember, not some grinning whore out of the escort pages. | don't do
thisshit for aliving.'

'Y ou fucking enjoyed watching Barranco lay into me!'

It drew asideways ook from her. For afull two seconds she stared at
himin silence, then her eyes went back to the road.

"Y ou going to shout like that at Mike Bryant tomorrow? she asked
quietly. 'For his bathroom manners?

'Don't avoid the fucking question, Carlal’



'l wasn't aware you'd asked me one.’

"Y ou enjoyed watching Barranco lay into me, didn'tyou ?

"Y ou sound pretty convinced adready.'

‘Just fucking ' He clenched afigt, clamped his mouth. Locked down

the fury. Forced out the words close to normal volume. 'Just answer me
the question, Carla’

'Y ou answer minefirgt. Y ou ever shout at Mikelikethis?
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'Mike Bryant ison my side. Whatever e'se he might do, whatever

problems he might have, | know that much. | don't need to yell at him.'
'‘Don't need? Or don't dare?

'Fuck you, Carla' It was dmaost amurmur. The sheeting fury had
guttered out ingde him. It wasn't gone, but abruptly it was cold, and ,
that frightened him more. Frightened him becausein the chill he
thought he could fed something dowly dying.

'No, fuck you, Chris." Her voice was barely louder than his had been,

but it hissed at him. "Y ou want an answer to your question? Yes. |
enjoyed it tonight. Y ou know what | enjoyed? | enjoyed seeing aman
who's fighting for something more than his fucking quarterly bonus get
the upper hand for once. | enjoyed hearing someone who cares what
happensto other people telling the truth about the way your sick
making little world works!'

‘A man who cares.’ Chris bounced the loosdly curled edge of his hand

off the window in the weary ghost of a punch. 'Oh, sure. A man who
wantsto sall crack cocaine and edge to children in the zones. Y eah, he's
ared fucking hero, Barranco is. Y ou heard what he said.'

'Yes, and | heard Mike Bryant promise to hook him up with Langley,

who supply eighty per cent of North Americasinner cities. Langley,

who you work with on aday-to-day basis. And this weekend, the two of

you are taking Echevarriaand Barranco both to the North Memorid to

sl them the weapons they need to fight each other. And now you're

taking some kind of mora stance here? Jesus Chrigt, you could give

lessonsin hypocrisy to Simeon fucking Sands. What choice have we | eft

these people, Chris? What favours have we done them? Why shouldn't they swamp usal in crack?

'l didn't say they shouldn'.’
'No, because the truth isyou don't care about that either. Y ou don't

care about anything, in fact, except making your end of the dedl stick
S0 you can Say at the top table with the other big players. That's what
thisisabout, isn't it Chris? She laughed, something that wasamost a
sob. 'Chris Faulkner, global mover and shaker. Observe the cut of his
auits, the cool command he brings with him to the table. Princesand
presidents shake his hand, and when he speaks, they listen. Qil flows,
where and when he saysit will, men with gunsrise up and fight at his
command'

'Why don't you just shut thefuck up, Carla’ The anger was suddenly
warming again, heating his guts, looking for the way to do damage.
"Y ou got such athing for Barranco and hismora crusade, maybe you



should have just gone up to hisfucking room with himinsteed of
coming home with me. Maybe aman of consciencell light you up a
little better than | do.’
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Sudden pressure across the chest, amost pain. The belt gripped him
into his seat. He heard the brief shriek of tyres asthe Saab danmedto a
halt.

'Y ou fucking bastard, Chris. Y ou fucking piece ofshit.’

She sat with her fists clenched on the whedl, head down. The car
stood dewed fractionally off centre beneath the sodium glare of the
motorway lamps. The engine rumbled to itself. Ashewatched, she
shook her head dowly and lifted her face. There was an unsteady
adrendin-shock smile pinned to her mouth. She shook her head again,

whispered it like adiscovery.
"Y ou piece of shit.'

It was her end-of-the-line insult, the one sheld never used on him
except in play. In the whole seven years of their relationship, hedd only
heard her 1abel perhaps ahalf dozen acquaintanceswith it. Men, and on
one single occasion awoman, that she wanted to wipe out of her life,
and in most cases had. For Carla, it meant total shutdown. Benegth
contempt.

He sat and fdlt it dripping off him like aphysicd thing.

'Y ou'd better mean that,’ he said.

Shewould not ook at him.

‘Thisisanew level, Carla’ He looked at his handsin the stained
orange radiance coming down through the windscreen. Therewasa
fierce exhilaration pumping through him that he dared not examine
closdly. 'We haven't been getting on, but. Thisisnew. Thisis!
Helifted ahand to gesture. Gave it up haf-formed.

It must have caught her periphera vison. She stoleaglanceat him.
Behind her eyes he saw fear, not of him.

'l ought to make you get out of thisfucking car.' Her voice was
shaking, and he knew she was going through the same pounding near

the-edge rush. 'l ought to make you fucking wak home.'
It'smy car, he said gently.

'Y eah, and every centimetre | built for you, and rebuilt and rebuilt
again, you ever, Chris, you ever speak to melikethat again, you'

'I'm sorry." It was out of his mouth before heredlised hedd said it.
And then they were groping for each other across the space between,
tears pilling down her cheeks, stopped up unshed in histhroat, both of



them held back by theidiot grip of the belts on their bodies. The solid
ground of the relationship was suddenly back under their feet, the edge
was gone, shoved back from convulsvely, the thundering pulse of the
drop receding in his ears, the familiar warm sticky dide of remorse and
regret, the

of it dl again, bearing them up and binding them together.
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They fought loose of the belts and held each other without speaking.
Long enough for the hot, wet tear ribbons on her cheeks to cool and dry
againg hisface. Long enough for the swollen obstruction in hisown
throat to ease, and the locked-up trembling to stop.

'We haveto get out of this' she said at last, muffled, into his neck.
'l know.'

'It'sgoing to kill us, Chris. Oneway or the other, on theroad or not,
itsgoing to kill usboth.’

'l know.'

Y ou've got to stop.'

'l know.'

'Vasvik will come back to you. | know he will. Please, Chris, don't
luck it up when he does!'

‘Alright.’ There was no resstance left in him. Hefelt drained. It
occurred to him, for thefirgt timein the whirl of thelast three days:
'Have you heard anything more?

She shook her head, till pressed against him.

Hefound asingletear welling up in one eye. He blinked it away.
"They'retaking their sweet fucking time!'

'Chris, it'salot of money. A big risk for them. But we haven't heard

and that means, Dad saysthat meansthey're going to do it. He says
otherwise we'd have heard by now. They're raising the finance, judtifying
it a budget levd, that'swhat he thinks!'

Chris stroked her hair. Even theirritation a Carlas constant undying
fath in her father's superhuman bloody wisdom was gone, temporarily
dynamited in the shock of how close they'd come to the break.

'Okay, Carla' There was amirthless smile cregping out across his

face now. 'But whatever they're doing, they need to hurry it up. Someone
out there'strying to kill me. Someone connected. And if they can't

take me down on the road, then they'll find some other way.'

Sheraised her head to look at him.

'Do you think they know? About Vasvik?

'l don't know. But | do know that if Vasvik and hispasdon't get a
move on, they're going to be too late to do anything except clean up the



blood. Just like Nigeria and the Kurdish homeland and every other
fucking gig the UN have ever played.’

Hefound, oddly, his smile was gaining strength. He couldn't pick

gpart the knot of feding behind it. Carladrew back from him asif he
wore agtranger's face. He looked away from her and aong the nighttime
perspectives of the road.

'Doesn't give you much hope, doesit.’
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THIRTY-ONE

They got agood day for the North Memorial. The unseasond gaes
drove out the cloud over the rest of the week and by Sunday the Norfolk
sky was scrgped dmost clear. They spotted abig jet banking lazily
againg the blue while they were gill adozen kilometres off.

‘Surveillance mother,’ was Mike's opinion. 'Probably the new Lockheed.
| hear they findly ironed the bugs out of the droneretrieva.
They'll be showing off. Ah, here we go. Junction saventeen.’

He swung the BMW into the off-lane. Behind him, someone hit a
horn with what sounded like both feet. Christurned acrossthe back seat
and saw a streamlined red Ford jockeying to get past them. Beneath the

tinted glass of the windscreen, he made out an angry young face.
‘Should have indicated, Mike.'

'Y eah, yeah. Mike squinted up at the mirror. 'Fucking asshole. If this
strip wasn't triple-monitored for thefair, 1'd fucking have you, my son.'

'What isit? Barranco had been cathapping in the front passenger
sedl.

'Nothing, said Bryant. 'Just someone looking to die young.'

Barranco craned round to look. Chris shook his head not to worry

and grinned. Thetraffic had been heavy dl the way up from London.
They must have seen close to ahundred cars snce they |eft, and asthey
drew closer to the L akenhegth turn-off, the density went steadily up.
Bryant wasn't used to driving in these conditions. No one was.

Thered car edged up beside them asthey hit the ramp. Bryant
grinned and accelerated up the dope.

'Maybe we should have flown," said Barranco nervoudly.
'On aday likethis? Mikewas dill grinning. ‘Come on!'

The Ford camelevd, on theright. Chris cast an eye over the vehicle's
lines and reckoned cheap, look-good armouring. Probably ajunior
analyst or arecruitment sprog. No contest. He braced himsalf without
thinking and asecond later Bryant feinted Sideways. The other driver
spooked, braked and dewed aside. Mike carved up the space held left
and straightened out in the middle of the lane. He started to brake a
couple of dozen metres off the summit, and came to asmooth halt at the
roundabout junction. He waited, eyes on the mirror. After a couple of
moments, the Ford crept up and queued respectfully behind them.
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"Thank you," said Mike, and turned sedately onto the curve.
Barranco looked back at Chrisfor guidance. 'Did this mean something?

‘Not athing, said Bryant breezily. 'No chdlenges permissible on this
stretch today. Just teaching the guy alittle something about respect.”

Chriswinked.

"Fen minutes later they cleared the main gate at the airbase and a

uniformed atendant waved them through into the parking segment.

The place was packed with corporate battlewagons and hired limos.

Here and there, one or two khaki-drab armed forces utility vehicles had
been lft out, mainly, Chris suspected, to enhance the genuinefed of

thefair. On occasion, new developing world clients remained resolutely
unimpressed by the suited godparents they had come to depend on.

It helped to accentuate the military aspect, gave dictators and revolutionaries
something to relate to.

Asthey climbed out, atrio of venomous-looking fighter planes came
screaming acrossthe airfield at rooftop height, then trailed the gut
crunching roar of lit afterburners back up into the azure sky. Out of the
corner of hiseye, Chris saw Barranco flinch.

'Fucking clowns," he said. 'Don't know why they got to do that.'
"Those are Harpies,' Barranco told him quietly. '‘Demonstrating a
graferun. They aremadein Britain. Last year you sold fifteen of them
to the Echevarriaregime.

'Actudly,’ said Mike, darming the BMW, ‘they're made under
licenceto BAein Turkey. Have been for acouple of yearsnow. This
way, | think.'

He st off in the direction of the hangars, where aloosely knotted
crowd could be seen drifting about. Chris and Barranco followed him at
adistance.

"Y ou did not need to bring me here," muttered Barranco.

Chris shook hishead. 'l think you'll be glad we did. The North

Memorid pullsin state-of -the-art wegponry from every leading manufacturer
intheworld. Not just the big stuff, you've got assault rifles,

grenades, shoulder launchers, areadenia systems. New propellants,

new ammunition, new explosives. Vicente, even if you don't buy much

of thisstuff, you need to know what Echevarriamight be deploying

agang you.'

Barranco fixed him with ahard look. 'Why don't you just tell me

what Echevarrias got, and save us both sometime.’



'Uh...
"Y ou know, don't you. Y ou supply him, you pay for it dl.’

'Not me." He stamped down the coil of guilt insgde him, shook his
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head again. 'That's not my account, Vicente. I'm realy sorry. I've got
no more accessto it than you do.’
'No, but you could get access.'

Chris coughed. Bent it up into alaugh. "Vicente, that's not how it

works. | can't just walk into another executive's office and go through his
client files. Quite apart from the security systems, it'saquestion of ethics.
No, serioudy. | meanit. | could lose my job over something like that.'

Barranco turned away. 'Okay, never mind. Forget | asked. | redise
you havealot to lose!'

It didn't seem to be meant ironicaly, and Christhought he was
beginning to get the measure of Vicente Barranco enough to spot
these things. Over the past two days, he reckoned he'd built some
pretty solid scaffolding for his reationship with the Colombian. Hed
had the man out to dinner at hishome and actively encouraged Carlato
reprise her solidarity of the night at the Hilton. Hed gone drinking
with him in some semi-risky clubs at the edges of the cordon. And on
the Saturday morning after, at Barranco's insstence, held even taken
him on a short tour of the eastern zonesin the Saab. Thislag, the
Colombian sat through in dmogt tota slence until he asked thesingle
guestion. Isthiswhere you grew up, Chris?

It wasthefirg time he had used Chrissfirst nameonitsown. A
watershed. Chris considered amoment, then he spun the whed! of

the Saab and made a U turn in the empty street. He headed southward
through amaze of deserted one-way systems and roads he thought he
would have forgotten by now, but had not. He found the abandoned,
half-built multi-storey car park that overlooked the riversde estates to
the west and drove up the spiral pipe to the roof. He parked at the edge

and nodded forward through the windscreen.

'‘Down there, he said smply.

Barranco got out of the car and wandered to the edge of the deck.
After awhile, Chrisgot out and joined him.

Riversde.

The name waslike atastein hismouth. Metalic bitter. He stared
down at the low-stacked housing, the shaggy green of miniature park
gpaces alowed to run wild in between, the oil-scummed expanses of
water the estates backed onto on three sides. It wasn't the Brundtland,
he told himsdlf, it wasn't the labyrinthine concrete expanse of homes

never designed for any but the dregs. That wasn't it. Something atogether
different had gone wrong here.



'In my country,' said Barranco, echoing his thoughts with uncanny
accuracy, 'you would not be considered poor if you lived here!'
"It wasn't built for poor people.

The Colombian glanced back at him. 'But poor people moved in.'
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'Well, no one else would, you see. After the domino recessions. No
facilities. No loca shops, no transport unless you could afford taxis or
fuel and alicence. Which, increasingly, no one could. Y ou want to get
anywhere? Christurned and pointed north. 'The nearest bus stop is
two kilometresthat way. There used to be arail link, but the investors
got scared and pulled out. When | was growing up, afew of the ones
who had jobs used to cycle, but the kid gangs started throwing stones at
them. They knocked one woman right off adock into the river. Kept
dropping stones on her 'til she went under for good.' He shrugged.
'Having ajob, ared job, marked you out.'

Barranco said nothing. He stared down at the estate asif he could
push the whole place back in time and spot the woman floundering in
the oiled water.

'A couple of thekids | used to play with died that way too,' said Chris,
remembering clearly for thefirg timein along while. ‘Drowned, |
mean. No security fence dong the wharf, see. They just fell in. My
mother was waystelingmenotto'

Hefdl slent. Barranco turned to him again.

'l am sorry, Chris. | should not have asked you to come here!'
Christried on asmile. 'Y ou didn't ask me, exactly.'

'No, and you brought me nonetheless.’

The obvious question hung therein the air between them, but
Barranco never asked it. Chriswas glad, because he didn't have an
answer.

They got back into the car.

‘Do you guyswant to see this stuff, or what?

It had dawned on Mike Bryant that Chris and Barranco were lagging
behind and held come back for them.

Barranco exchanged glances with Chris and shrugged.

‘Sure. Evenif | don't buy much, I'll need to see what Echevarria
might be deploying againg me. Right?

'Exactly!" Mike clapped his hands and snapped out a pointed pistol
finger. That'sthe spirit."

Insdethe hangars, big air conditioning units blasted warm, spice
scented air down from the celling. The exhibits sat in pools of soft light,
interspersed with crisp repesting holos showing them in sanitised use.
Brand names hung inilluminated capitas. Logos badged thewalls.

Bryant made for the assault rifles. An eegant saleswoman glided



forward to meet him. They seemed to know each other far better than
Mikesvigt yesterday with Echevarriawould explain.

'Chris. Sefior Barranco. I'd like you to meet Sdlly Hunting. Shereps
for Vickers, but she's afredance small-arms consultant in her spare
time. Isn't that right, Sal? No strings'!”
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Sdly Hunting shot him areproachful look. Beneath her Lily Chen
auit and auburn tumbling spike haircut, she was very beautiful inapae,
understated fashion.

'Spare time, Mike? What isthat, exactly?

'Sdly, behave. Thisis Sefior Vicente Barranco, avaued client. And
my colleague, Chris Faulkner.’

'Of course, Chris Faulkner. | recognise you from the photos. The
Nakamurathing. Well, thisisagresat pleasure. So what can | do you
gentlemenfor?

'Sefior Barranco isfighting ahighland jungle war against an oppressive
regime and well-supplied government forces," said Bryant. ‘It's our
fedling he's under-equipped.’

'l see. That must be very difficult.’ Sdly Hunting was al mannered
sympathy. 'Are you relying on Kaashnikovs? Mmm? Yes, | thought so.
Marvellous weapons, | have clientswho won't ook at anything else. But
you may want to consider switching to the new Heckler and Koch.
Now, it'salittle more complicated to operate than your basic AK,

but '

Barranco shook his head. 'Sefiorita, my soldiers are often as young as
fourteen years old. They come from bombed-out villages where most of
the adults have been killed or disappeared. We are short of teachers,
even shorter of timeto train our recruits. Smplicity of operationis

vitd.'

The sdleswoman shrugged. The Kaashnikov, then. | won't bore you
with details, they've been making essentialy the same gun for dmost a
hundred years. But you might like to have alook at some of the
maodified ammunition we have here. Y ou know, shredding rounds,

toxic jacket coatings, armour piercing. All compatible with the standard
AK load.’

She gestured across at adisplay termind.

'Shall we?

Barranco |eft the North Memoria armed - on paper - to the teeth.
Seven hundred brand new Kaashnikovs, eight dozen Aerospatide
shoulder-launched autoseek plane-killers, two thousand lightweight
King antipersonnel grenades and two hundred thousand rounds of
gate-of-the-art ammunition for the assault rifles. They were unable,
despite SAly. Hunting's best efforts, to sell him landmines or acomplex
automated area-denid sentry system.

'No big dedl,’ she told them while Barranco was with one of the



clinica experts, having immune-inhibitor toxinsexplained to him. 'I'll
get sandard commission on the AKs. Not as much asthe Heckler and
Koch, obvioudy, they're il trying to bresk the lock Kaashnikov have
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on theinsurgency market, and they're being very generousthisyear.
Still, with what I'll make off the Aerogpatide stuff and the grenades, I'm
not complaining.’

'I'm glad to hear that,’ growled Mike, 'because my impression was |
't

just handed you acrippled rabbit on afour-lane drag. Y ou owe me big
timefor this, SAly.'

Shetwinkled at him. 'Collect any time, Mike. I'm abusy girl, but | .....
can dwaysfit youin, you know.'

‘Behave!'

On the drive back, Barranco was quiet. If his new acquisitions pleased

him, he gave no sign. For the whole journey he held asingle jacketed
]

rifledug in hishand, rolling it back and forth between hisfingerslikea
cigar. Hisfaceinvited neither conversation nor comment. He looked,
Christhought in one particularly morbid moment, like aman who has
just been told he has adisease for which there is no known cure.
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THIRTY-TWO

They dropped Barranco at the Hilton, and were about to pull awvay
again when the security entry darmswent off in violently coloured

LEDs and nasdl braying. Still buried in his brooding, the Colombian

had tried to walk through the scanner with the AK round in his hand.
Chris nipped up the steps to the entrance and unwrinkled things,

clapped Barranco on the shoulder and told him to get somerest. Hed
see him a nine the next morning to go over contractud stuff. Then he
piled back in the BMW and they drifted out into the sparse traffic.

Mike hooked around Marble Arch and picked up Oxford Street heading
eadt. Still plenty of light in the sky.

"Want to get something to eat? Mike asked him.
'Sure, why not.'
'‘Noodles?

‘Sounds good to me." Chris jerked athumb back the way they'd come.
'Y ou think he's okay?

‘Barranco? Y eah. Just shellshocked. Probably never seen so much
hardwarein asingle day.'

'l don't know. He didn't look happy.'

Mike snorted. 'Well he bloody should be happy. That's the biggest
single credit-card payment I've ever made.’

'Y ou didn't buy any toysfor Echevarriayesterday?

'On account.’ Mike grinned at him. 'Sixty-day cancellation clause!’
"Y ou route that stuff through Sally Hunting aswell?

'No way. Tota account separation, remember. Anyway, Sally doesn't
get her commission unlessthe money clears. Wouldn't want '

The BMW's phonelit up with apriority cal. Mike made aquiet
gesture a Chris, and answered.
'Yeah, Bryant.'

‘Mike. It's Troy. That tuff about Faulkner you ran past me? Something
came up.'

‘Right, he's here with me, Troy. Tell uswhat you got.'.

Therewas a brief pause. 'It's better we meet. | don't want to talk on
thisline. Can you come out to my place?



Mike glanced across at him. Chris nodded.
"We're on our way.'
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Troy's house seemed strangely quiet in the early evening light. It took
Chrisamoment or two to understand that he was comparing it with
memories of the last time held been here, when the party wasin full
swing. He got a determined lock on his cregping paranoia, and followed
Mike up to the front door.

Theworry must have shown on hisface. Mike grinned encouragingly
ahim.

‘Bedright,' hesaid.

Troy Morris answered the bell by securicam before he opened up,
ushered themin asif there was a storm coming, and then threw every
bolt and security device the door had before he spoke again. The anti
tamper unit whined rapidly up to full charge. Mikelooked at Chrisand
raised an eyebrow.

‘Little jumpy, aren't we?

'Y ou'd better come through,’ said Troy. 'Someone | want you to
medt.’

Inthelounge, athin black manin hisearly twenties sat twitching
restlesdy in one of Troy'sarmchairs. There was ascar across hislower
jaw and his clothes said zone gangwit. He surveyed the new arrivals
without enthusiaam.

‘ThisisMarauder.' Troy told them. 'Marauder, thisis Mike Bryant.
Chris Faulkner. Friends of mine'

'Y eah, yeah. Whatever.'

'Mike, Chris, you want to sit down? Get you adrink?

Mike Bryant nodded, most of his attention fixed on Marauder. 'Some
of that Polish vodkayou keep in the freezer. Smdl one!’

'Chris? Single mdt, right?

'Y eah, if you've got it. Thanks.'

‘Aberlour or Lagavulin? Or I'vegot Irish.

‘Lagavulin'sgood. Noiice'

'Marauder?

The gangwit rolled his head once back and forth, dowly. He said
nothing. Troy shrugged and went out to the kitchen. They sat and
waited.

The slence stretched.



"Who you run with? asked Mike suddenly.

Marauder lifted hisjaw. 'Fuck'sit got to do with you?

Christensed. Neither he nor Mike were carrying, and Marauder
looked street enough to be aproblem in astraight fight. He checked
Mike out of the corner of hiseye, but saw no signs of impending
violence.
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just curious," said Mike lazily. ‘Just wondered what kind of fuckwit
outfit letsits soldiers get strung out on the merchandise.”

Marauder sat up. 'Hey birdshit, you want to fuck with me?

'Y ou don't understand.” Mike Bryant's voice was patient. 'I'm a suit. |
represent the establishment. | wanted to fuck with you, you'd beina
pend hospital donating akidney to society and your mommald be

out on the street, evicted and giving blowjobsto pay your post-op. Sit

down. "

The gangwit was up out of hischair. On the way there, hed
magicked ablade out between the knuckles of hisright hand. He
brandished it.

'Hey, luck you, birdshit.'

'I'd put that away aswell, if | were you. Touch me, and I'll have your
fucking house bulldozed. That'sapromise.’

Marauder dithered, rage etched into his stance. If Mike had got up to
meet him, Chris reckoned the gangwit would dready have dashed at
him.

'Ernie, put that fucking thing away before | take it off you mysdf.' It
was Troy, back with atray of bottles and glasses and an exasperated
look on hisface. "What do you think thisis, the Carlton Armslounge
bar? Thisis my fucking home.'

'Ernie? A hugegrin lit up Bryant'sface. 'Ernie ?

'Y ou behave aswell, Mike. Y ou should know better." Troy nodded at
the gangwit, who looked away and snicked the blade back out of sight.
Helowered himsdlf onto the front edge of the armchair. Chrisfelt the
tenson leaking dowly out of him, and breathed again. Mike examined
the nails of hisright hand. Troy Morris hadn't even put down the drinks

tray.
That's better.'

'Cdll yoursdf ablack man,” muttered Marauder weekly. 'Fucking line
up with them every time, you're nearly birdshit yoursdlf.'

'Ah, belt up.' Troy wasn't even looking at him any more. He handed
drinks round and parked the tray on a coffee table. Settled into the
remaining armchair with awhisky of hisown, and gestured. This
fine example of urban youth hasa story to tell. | told him you'd pay
him.

'Well." Mike looked up at the celling. That seemsfair. Let's hear it.



Emie’

There was asullen, hate-filled pause. Everyone looked at Marauder.
'Going to cost you,' he said findly, looking at Chris.

"Two hundred.’ Christold him. 'That's apromise. Maybe more, if |
likeit.

'Youantgoingtolikeit a al,' the gangwit sneered. He seemed to be
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getting back his poise. 'Y ou're Faulkner. Knew that ‘cause | seenyou on
the TV. Big popular driver, right. Well, turns out you ain't so fucking

popular after al. Turns out someone thinks you're afucking sdlout.’
Chrisfdt hisgutschill. 'Go on.'

Marauder nodded. 'Y eah, that's it. Crags Posse got the word. Jack a
wagon, put asicario behind the wheel. Someone paid out fifty grand to
have you bunnied.’

"That's not so much.'

'Itisaround the crags, Mike,' Troy said sombrely. "Y ou can get a
scario hit on larescu's patch for agrand, grand and ahdf. Maybefive, if
they haveto go into town.’

'Well, expenses.” Mike gestured. ‘Jacking the car.’

Marauder sneered again. "Wasn't no fucking jack, birdshit. That guy,
he knew they were coming. larescu sent a sparkman and datarat up to
Kilburn to wire that wagon two days before it was jacked. Fucking suit knew, man, they paid him for it.'

'How do you know dl this? Chrisasked him.
'Defector. | run with the Gold Hawks--'

Mike Bryant threw up his hands. 'Well, why wasit such abig fucking
secret before, you're telling us now like it was nothing? Fucking--'

'Mike, shut up.' Chrislooked back at the gangwit. 'Y eah, the Gold
Hawks. And?

Marauder shrugged. ‘Like | said, defector. The sparkman, he came
over. He's black, the Crags are abirdshit gang, they only ever tolerated
him for the wirework. He's got anew girl in Acton now, suitshim to get
out from under larescu. Hetold me this shit couple of nights ago. |
heard Troy was asking, so. Like that.'

Troy leaned forward. 'Now tell them what the sparkman was doing
to thewagon.'

'Y eah. Said they put in afrequency jammer.
Chrisand Mike looked at each other.
‘A what?

‘Sparkman didn't know much about it." Marauder seemed to be
stling into hisrole as storyteller. 'The datarat did most of the work.
Seemslike hetold him it was asystem to trick out some kind of darm.

Very expensve, hesaid. larescu got it given to him specidly.’



Chrisnodded to himsdf. 'Uh uh. Mike? Bdieve me now?

'Shit." Mike threw himsdlf to hisfeet. Marauder twitched, but by then
Bryant was at the window, staring out. 'Shit.’

"Y ou said someone thinks I'm asdllout.’ Chris focused on the gang
wit. He had to ask. 'What does that mean? Who told you? The spark
man?

‘Sure. larescu wasfull of it, talking up how the suitswere sdlling each
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other out. How this guy Faulkner wasn't ateam player, he didn't belong
and that's how come he was getting greased.’

'Chris, that could just be larescu reinforcing his own loyaty system. Look

how much better we are than these fucking suits. Fucking each other over at
every opportunity. Not like us, we stand together, and I'm the best fucking boss
you ever had. Someone outside Shorn could have got hold of the prox
frequencies on the Saab, if they were jacked in a theright level. Lloyd

Paul. Nakamura, maybe. Any of them could have bought the information.’

' don't think so.'

Outsdethe car, it was getting dark. The buildings of thefinancia
district loomed around them as Mike threaded the BMW through
deserted streets towards the Shorn block. Most of thelightsin the
towers were out, and there was a ghost town hush over thewhole
place. The emptiness of Sunday dying, likethe last day of some cycle
of avilisation now reaching itsend. Chrisfet the chill lesking into him

again.

'Why would they do it that way, Mike? It doesn't make sense. Why
trust some punk sicario more than one of their own drivers? Comesto
another tender, they can field the best they've got against me!’

'Not if they wanted to use that trick with the jammer. Trade Standards
authoritiesd be al over them like acrack whore. They'd finethem
into bankruptcy.'

'Exactly.’ Chris shook his head. "It doesn't pay amgor corporation to
break the rules for the sake of asingle driver. Not when theresno

money init.

'So maybe it was persond. Mitsue Joness family or something.'
'Same gpplies, Mike. They lose the insurance, the pension, the
bereavement pay. Fuck it, they go to jail. Nakamurawould drop them
like vomit, and with no corporate protection more than likely Shorn
would have them greased just to make an example.'

'If they get caught. And revengeisapowerful *

'Y ou think | don't fucking know that. | * Chrisgot aleash on

himsdlf, gppalled at what held been about to tell the other man.

'Y ou're reaching, Mike. How many families of men you crashed have
come after you?

‘None, but

‘That'sright. None. Thisistheway things get done, Mike. Road



raging is hereto stay. No one breaks the rules any more. They test, they
probe, they hammer out new road precedent, but nobody does this.
Nobody goesto the trouble unless there's a hard cash reason. And that
means someone ingde Shorn.'
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'Y ourethinking Makin?

'Or Hewitt.'

Bryant shook his head. The Shorn block appeared and he drew to a
halt afew metres off the car deck security entry. He leaned hisarmson.
the steering whedl. Stared up at the blank face of the tower.

'Alright." He Sghed. 'Let's assume you'reright.'

'Yes, let's!

'Let'sassumethefix wasin, like you said, from insgde Shorn. That
means you were right about Driver Control aswell. Y ou know Liz has
got contacts with those guys. Maybe I'll give her acall, get her to do me
afavour and ask some questionsin theright places.”

'What? Chrislooked round, tried to squeeze the sudden pul se of

alarm back out of hisvoice. 'Liz Linshaw? Ah, maybe that's not, | mean,
isthat agood idea? Involving her?

'Relax. Y ou could trugt Liz with your life!

'Y eah, but. | thought you and her were, you know. Over.'

Mike grinned. 'That woman? No way. It runs hot and cold, depends
onwhat eseisgoingonin our lives. But it'slike gravity. No escape for
either one of us. Longer we stay apart, hotter it iswhen wefinally fuck.
Thelast time, sheléft this bite on my shoulder you wouldn't believe.”
Chris stared hard at the dashboard. 'Y eah? What did Suki have to say
about that?

'Wdll." Mikesgrin turned conspiratorid. 'Y ou're not going to believe
thiseither, but you know what | did? Went back to the office, smashed
mysdf in the nose with the end of that baseball bat I've got.'

"lgrhat?,

'Y eah. Fucking agony. Gave mysdlf a serious nosebleed. Dripped it all
over my practicegi. Told her I'd snagged a psycho in asparring

sesson.!



Chris remembered the bruised nose from afew weeks back.
‘That's what you told me, too.'
'Wdll, yeah. Didn't want to force you to liefor meif it ever came up

with Suki.' Mike Bryant's expresson grew musing. 'Y ou know, if it
weren't that | already had Suki and Ariana, | redlly think Liz might have
been the one!’

'Y ou think so, do you?

Mike nodded sagdly. 'Y eah, | do. She'sredly something, Chris.!'

On the Shorn car deck, the Saab stood isolated in the gloom. Anyone
el se clocking weekend time had gone home for dinner. Chrissat inthe
car for along time before he started up. The quiet whined in hisears.
Acrossthe deck, afaulty roof light spattered on and off like an obscure
distresssgnd. It felt asif hewaswaiting for someone.
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When he finally powered the Saab up and got out into the Streets, it
waslike driving in adream. Thecity did by on ether Sde of him asif
cranked past on rollers. The Saab's interior was abubble of neurasthenic
cam, a safe place he was scared he might not be ableto leave easly.
The dashboard and whed, pedals and shift, gave him remote control

and adistant, autopilot strength. Options murmured in hisear. Let'sgo

there. No, here. No. Fuck going anywhere, let'sjust leave.
Leaveit dl behind.

He was dmost into the streets of Highgate before the autopilot
neurasthenia cut out and he redlised thiswas not the way home.
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THIRTY-THREE

Carlawas aready adeep when he got in. He vaguely remembered shed
told him something about a crack-of-dawn start with Mel's recovery
unit on the western periphery. Partnership trialsin some structura
adjustment consultancy. Chris had never heard of them, but these days
that wasn't so unusua. He had alot lessto do with adjustment pro
grammes now he was out of Emerging Markets, and new SAP con
auiting groups were dways springing up, like mushrooms on amanure
heap. It wasn't rocket science, after al. Slash public health and education
spending, open to foreign capita flows, dynamiteloca blockagesin

the lega and labour sectors. Lie about the results, and get the local
military to crush inconvenient protest. A trained ape could doit. You
could get the paper qualifications by distance learning insde ten weeks.
Then dl it took was asuit and adriver'slicence.

He stood in the bedroom, watching Carla deep, and was overcome by
awave of almost unbearable tenderness. He pulled the quilt up alittle
higher around her shoulders and she muttered something without
waking. He dipped out, closed the door gently behind him and went
downgtairsto the study. Behind another closed door, he ran the porn
segment of Liz Linshaw and her plastically enhanced playmeate.

He sat for an hour, head propped on one hand, trying to sort out
what hefdt.

He dept badly, twisted by bruta dreamsthat evaporated in vague
traceries of impending menace when hefinally woke. Carlawas gone,
her side of the bed was amost cold, and light was streaming in through

half-open curtains. The bedside clock said ten past eight.
'Fuck.'

He got out from under the quilt, groped after shirt and trousers and

got them on. In the bathroom mirror, he stared at the angry eyes and
the stubble, picked up arazor then flung it into the basin and settled for
gticking his head under the cold tap. Chilly water trickled around his
neck and down hisback. Heraked it out of his hair, crushed atowel
over hishead without taking it off therail and closed hisshirt. Sung a
tiearound hisneck. Shoes and cuffs. Wallet and watch. Into the jacket
and out thed
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Keys, fuckavit.

He ran back upstairs, couldn't find them on the bedside table.
Remembered hisvigil in the study, darted in and grabbed them up off
the desk. He kicked the Saab backwards out of the driveway, swerved
untidily round in the road at the bottom and | eft rubber on theworn
grey asphdt as he took off westward. He made the Elsenham ramp in
record time.

Rolling in past junction ten, he checked hiswatch. Couple of minutes
off quarter to nine. Great. Fucking great. He put through acal to
Barranco at the Hilton. There was no answer from the room. Growing
irritation sprouted suddenly into irrational fear. He cut the connection,

redialed for the security detail. Someone answered on ayawn.
'Y eah?

'Faulkner. What happened to Barranco?

'What's the matter, he not turn up yet?

Chrisfelt aspike of ice run him through the heart.

"Turn up where?

The voice on the other end got suddenly deferentia. At Shorn, gir.
Weren't we supposed to let him go? He took the secure limo. Called
Shorn for it to come and get him.'

Foot to thefloor, now. Head still fogged. Think.

'Who authorised the fucking limo? he grated.

1, uh, | can check.'

'Y ou do that. Do it now. And stay on the line." He summoned anap

of the day from memory and tried to place Hernan Echevarriaoniit. His
head refused to cooperate. Breakfast with the partners, or was that
Tuesday? Touring Mil-Tac's new smart-minefacility in Crawley? I

that wasit, he was dready out of town, under Mike Bryant's watchful
gye. Hefdt thetenson ease alittle.

Security came back on line from their room in the Hilton. "Trangt

was authorised at partner leve,' the voice said, smug with belated relief.
'Louise Hewitt. She said she was surprised you weren't around to cover
it

‘Ah, shit.'

'Wasthere anything else? Sir?

Chrismade anoisein histhroat and killed the connection. The Saab



barrelled down the approach road to the first underpass.

He was on the raised section that ran across the northern zones when
he suddenly remembered where Mike Bryant and Hernan Echevarria
were that morning.

Hefloored it again.

The damage was done.
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He knew. Jolting the Saab into a space as ch)se to the lifts as he could
get, he knew and wondered why he was il bothering. Riding up done
with the chatty elevator voice for colnpany, he knew and nearly
screa)ned aloud at the waiting. Shouldering past abrace of startled
admin assistants on the fifty-second floor, he knew beyond doulbt.
Staring at the coded entry door to the covert viewing chamber, the
nightmarish confirmation of its cardesdy gar angle, he knew. Still,
through al the knowing, as he threw the door &l the way open and saw
Barranco standing there, it hit him like dudgein hisguts.

Beyond the glass, Nick Makin and Mike Bryant sat with Hernan
Echevarriaand another uniform, gpparently discussing interrogation
training. Ther voices strained through into the chamber. A brittle burst

of laughter rang so sharp it was dmost satic.
Vicente.. .
Barranco turned the face of a corpse towards him. Hewas pae

benesath histan, mouth drawn down tight. A vein beet at one temple. 'Hijos de pzta," he whispered.
Y ou--'

In the conference room, Echevarriawas nodding sagely.
'Vicente, listen to me--'

Heflinched back, went halfway to a karate guard as he saw Barranco's

eyes. The Colombian was trembling. He wondered fleetingly what

combat skills honed in genuine combat would look like up againgt his corporate Shotokan training.
Barranco looked at him with sick wonder

and then turned away. He stood staring down at the desk where someone

had |eft abound copy of the Echevarria schedule.

'l did not believe," he said quietly. "When the assistant told me. Asked
meif | waswith Hernan Echevarria. If | had got lost, and brought me

here, amiling, fucking .mziling. Let mein hereto watch you--'
'Vicente, thisisn't what it looks like--'

Itisexactly zvhat it lookslikd' Theyell rang in the confines of the
chamber. It seemed impossible those beyond the glasswall could not
hear. Barranco lashed out with one foot. The desk skidded, spilled
schedule, associated discs and papers. A chair fell, caught Mike's basebdll
bat and sent it rolling.

'Vicente.' In hisown ears, Chris could hear the pleading in his voice.
'Y ou must have known Echevarriawas till at the table. But he's out
now. You'rein. Can't you seethat?

The Colombian turned back to face him, crook-handed.



'In," he hissed. 'Out. What isthis, afucking game to you? What do
you havein your veins, Chris Faulkner? What the fuck kind of human
being are you?

Chrislicked hislips. Tm on your sde, Vicente--'

'Side? On my side? Barranco spat on the floor. His voice scaled up
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again. "Y ou grinning, fucking whore, don't talk to me about sides.

There are no sdesfor men like you. A friend to murderers,' he gestured

at the glass, eyesgligtening. To torturers, if it pays. Y ou are afucking zvaste, asoulless gringo puto, a
gench.’

Something ripped open behind Chriss|eft eye. Hefelt himself flinch
physicaly with theimpact. Red-veined wings billowed upward in his
head. The HM file opened for him like a brightly-coloured trap door.

He saw helicopters hanging from atattered-cloud rain-forest sky, whine
and dlatter of gatlings, whoosh-thump of rockets. Villagesin flames,
cremated trees, charred bundles scattered across the scorched earth. He
heard discordant jail-cell screams spiking atropical night. A visitation

he hadn't had since the death of Edward Quain was there beside him,

shouting hoarsein hisinner ear.

Thebat.

It wasin hishand.

The door code. Fivetiny queeping touches across the keypad. The

glass door hinged back and he erupted into the conference.
'Faulkner, what thefuck are you doing?
Makin, voice dmos girlish in shock.

Mike, turning from a sde table where he was building drinks.
Echevarria, eyesfixed past Chris on Barranco. His swollen, old man's
face mottled and worked as he struggled to hisfeet. VVoice reedy with
outrage.

Thisis-'

Chrishit him. Side on, both hands, full swing with the basebal|l bat

and al he had behind it. Into the dictator's ribs. He heard the bones go,
felt the brittle crunch through the bat. Echevarriamade anoiselikea
man choking and dumped againgt the edge of the table. Backswing, in
again. Same spot. The old man shrilled. Mike Bryant waded in. Chris
stabbed him handily in the solar plexus with the bat end. Bryant staggered
and sat down against the wall, whooping for breath. The other

uniform bellowed and tried to get round the table to his boss. He

tangled in hisown chair and went over backwards. Chris sivung again.
Echevarriaraised an arm. The bat broke it with an audible snap. The

old man screamed. Back up, and swing again. He got the face thistime.
The dictator's nose broke, the bone over one eye caved in. Blood ripped
out, spraying warm and wet on his own face and hands. Echevarriawent
down and lay on thefloor, curled foetdly and gtill screaming. Chris
spread his stance low and wide, and chopped down asif he was splitting
logs. Head and body, an indiscriminate frenzy of blows. He heard

hoarse yelling, and it was his own. Blood everywhere, running off the

bat, in hiseyes. The white glint of exposed bonein the messat hisfest.



Choking, bubbling sounds from Echevarria
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The other uniform cameflailing round the table at last. Chris, down
now to adrenalin-cold clarity, swung about and let him have the bat
Sdeways across the throat with full swing. The man jerked back asif
tugged on an invisible string. He hit the floor like an upturned beetle,

grangling noidly.

Everything stopped. On the floor, Echevarria made a bubbling sigh
and fdl slent. A metre and ahdf off, Nick Makin had findly madeit to
hisfeet.

'Faulkner!"
Chris hefted the bat. His face twitched. His voice seemed to come

from the bottom of awell, rasping tones unrecognisable in hisown ears.
'Back off, Nick. I'll do you, too.'

He heard Mike crawling to hisfeet. He looked back to the door held
comein, where Vicente Barranco stood staring at the carnage. Chris
wiped some of the blood off hisface and grinned dizzily a him. The
trembling was starting to set in. He tossed the bat to the floor, next to
Echevarrias crumpled form.

'Okay, Vicente,' he said shakily. "Y ou tell me. Whose fucking sdeam | on?

"Y ou know, that wasn't the smartest thing I've ever seen you do.’

Mike Bryant handed him the whisky glass and went back to sit behind
his desk. Chris huddled on the sofain the blanket the paramedics had
lent him, il shivering. In front of him on the table, the chess board

pieces faced off againgt each other in the silence. The onyx gleamed.
‘Sorry | hit you.'

Mike rubbed at his chest. "Y eah, with nay own fucking bat. Could
have done without that aswell.'

Chrissipped at the whisky, both hands cupped around the glass asiif it

was hot coffee. The spirit went down, warming. He shook his head.
I just lost it, Mike.!'

'Y eah, no shit.' Bryant glared a him. 'Think | spotted that one too.
Chris, what the fuck was Barranco doing a Shorn unsupervised? Y ou
knew we had Echevarriain for budget review today. Why didn't you
take Vicente out for adrive or something? Or at least keep himin the
Hilton until you could check with me.’

Chris shook his head again. The words limped out of hismouth. 'l
was running late. He went out without me.’



"That doesn't explain how he got in here. Who cleared, him for the
tower?

"That'swhat | tried to tell you earlier. Hewitt authorised alimo to
bring him here’

Mike's eyes narrowed. 'Hewitt?
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'Y eah. Louise fucking Hewitt. I'm telling you, she's been gunning for
me sincethe day | walked in here. She wants--'

'Oh, bullshit!" Bryant cameto his feet, hands braced on the desk. He

shouted for the first time since the aftermath in the conference chamber. 'For Christ's sake | Now isnot
the fucking timefor your bullshit

paranociaand hurt fedings. Thisis serious!’

The anger evaporated asfast asit had arrived. He sighed and sat
down again. Swivdled the chair away and stared out of the window.
One hand opened in Chrissdirection. 'Well, I'm open to suggestions.

What do you think we should tell Notley?

'Doesit matter what wetell him?

'Fuck, yes." Mike jerked back round to look at him. What'sthe
matter, you want to lose your job or something?

Chrisblinked. 'What?

'l said. Do you want to lose your job?

'l. But." Chris gestured hel plessly and nearly dropped hiswhisky.
'Mike, thejob'sdready lost. Isn't it? | mean, you can't just go round

clubbing the clients to desth, can you.’
'Oh, I'm glad you redlise that now.'

'I'm. Mike, of course| don't want to losethisjob. | likewhat | do.’
Chris made the curious, prickling discovery that he wastelling the
truth. 'We're just getting somewhere important & last. I'm telling you,
Barranco'sthe one. He can turn the whole NAME around, if we get

behind him. He can makeit work. He can make usthe. What?
Mike Bryant was watching him narrowly.
‘Goon.'

'Mike, I'm good at this. The people stuff. Y ou know that. And after
this, I've got Barranco for keeps. We're close now. Redlly close. This
one matters.’

'And Cambodia doesn't?

"That's not what | mean. There's nothing new in Cambodia. They've
been down thisroad at least four times before. Same old song, just a
different decade. All we have to do isride the wave, and make surethe
enterprise zones don't catch any damage. The NAME's different.
You'relooking at aradical restructuring of aregimethat'sbeenin



place dmost since the beginning of the century. How often do you get
to do work like that any more?

Mike said nothing for awhile. He seemed to be thinking. Then he
nodded and got up from the desk.

‘Alright, good. Well go with that. Radica restructuring. Tone down

the stuff about Cambodia, though. All our accounts are important, and
whatever Sary eventually does or doesn't achieve, we stand to make alot
of money over there. Remember that.'
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Raised voices from outside Mike's office. The unmistakable tones of
L ouise Hewitt arguing with security. Mike made awry lace.

'Herewe go,’ he said. 'Block and cover. Start talking. And get rid of

that fucking blanket, you look like an evicted crimina.

'What?

‘Something about the NAME, Chris. Relevant detall. Come on, quick. Try to sound intelligent.’
'Uh," Chris groped. 'The, uh, the urban situation's no better. Sure

you've got a pretty contented overclass but that's only--'

‘The blanket.'

He shrugged it off. Got up and started to pace. Voice strengthening

as he picked up the thread again. Improvising. Thethingis, Mike, that
business with the students was crucial. Some of those kids werefrOm the
overclass, okay not many, but with an extended family system like the
oneyou've got in the NAME, pretty much everybody knows someone

who--'
Louise Hewitt burst into the office.
'V/hat the fuck have you done, Faulkner?

Heturned to look at her and what struck him like aphysical blow was
how drop dead gorgeous she looked angry.

He'd aways been aware that Hewitt was attractive in ahard, dark
fashion, but it wasn't the kind of look that drew him. Too severe, too
buttoned up and in the end,/et's be honest here, Chris, blonde wasreally
what did it for him. Louise Hewitt was manifestly a dark-haired woman
in utter control of her own degtiny. It didn't help mattersthat he hated
her guts.

Now, with colour burning in her cheeks, her hair in light disarray and
her jacket settled with less than perfect attention on her shoulders, he
suddenly saw through to the woman beneath. She stood with legs
braced dightly apart, asif the fifty-second floor was the deck of ayacht
in suddenly choppy waters, hands floating just off her hipslike those of
amovie gunfighter. The stance was unconscioudy sensud, stretching
the fabric of her narrow knee-length skirt and highlighting the lines of
her hips.

Onetiny part of Chriss mind stayed rationa enough to register the
bizarre perversity of hissexud programming. Therest of him was shit
scared of what was going to happen next.



‘Louise,' . said Mike Bryant cheerfully. Thereyou are. | imagine
you've heard, then.’

'Heard? Heard? She advanced into the room, still half-focused on
Chris. 'I'vejust come frown the fucking sickbay, Mike. They've got

Echevarriaon aventilator. What thefitck is going on?

'Ishelikely to die?
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ttewitt pointed her finger. 'l asked you aquestion, Mike. Spare me
the executive deflection techniques.’

'Sorry." Mike shrugged. 'Force of habit. The Echevarriaend of things
is played out. He was making the Situation unmanagegble.’

'So you beat him to death?

'It's unfortunate, but--'

‘Unfortnate? Are you--'

Chris cleared histhroat. 'Louise, Barranco is-'

'Y ou,' she swung on him like combat, 'shut the fuck up. Y ou've done
enough damage today.’

Mike Bryant came out from behind his desk, hands lifted, soothing.
'Louise, we had no choice. It waslose Echevarriaor lose Barranco. And
Barranco isthe key to this. He can turn the whole NAME around, if we
get behind him. He can make it work.’

Chrisjust stopped himsdlf staring as he heard his own words coming
out of Bryant's mouth. Hewitt looked from one man to the other. Her

anger seemed to crank down a notch.
"That's not what Makin says.’

'Well." Mike gestured. 'That doesn't surprise me. Nick isrunning
scared from his own mistakes. Come on, Louise, you know he's fumbled

this one snce the outset. Why ese did you cal mein?
‘Not to do this, that's for sure.’

'Look, let's St down for amoment.’ Mike gestured at the sofas
around the chess table. '"Come on. Theré'sno point in ydling at each
other. It'snot an idedl Situation, but it is manageable!

'Isit? Hewitt raised one immaculate eyebrow. Some of her customary
cool seemed to be reasserting itsalf. This|'ve got to hear.’

They sat. Mike bundled up the paramedic blanket and dumped it
casudly over the Side of the sofa.

"Thething is, Louise, Vicente Barranco's our only shot. Echevarria
was on hisway out the door to the Americans. He was playing with us.
And Barranco'sthe only viableinsurgency dternative. Chrisll tell you.
There are no other available choices!



Hewitt switched her gaze to Chris. 'Wdl?

'Y eah.' Christried to snap out of his daze at the suddenly civilised
turn events had taken. HE'd expected by now to be either sittingina
holding cell or clearing out hisdesk. 'Y eah, it'strue. Arbenz is dead or
dying of acollapsed immune system. MCH bioware ammunition. And
Diaz isether on the run or dready caught and we just haven't heard
yet, in which case Echevarrias secret police will have tortured him to
death by now.'

‘Thereyou go.' Mike nodded along. ‘Barranco's what we've got, and
we nearly didn't have him an hour ago. All we had was Echevarria
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getting ready to grab the hardware we'd advanced him and then kissus
goodbye and head out for Lloyd Paul or Calders RgpCap. And
Barranco thinking we'd sold him out. Under the circumstances, | think
Chrisdid the only thing that had any hope of salvaging the Situation.
Now, at least, we have achance!

Hewitt shook her head.

‘Thishas got to go to Notley.'

'| agree. But it can go to Notley as a handled package, or it can go asallless:!
It isamess, Mike. Barranco should never have been adlowed any
where near Echevarriain thefirst place.’

'We dl make mistakes, Louise’

Something in Bryant's tone brought newitt round. ‘Meaning?

'Well, you did authorise the limo for Barranco." Mike was dl innocence.
'l mean, sure, you probably assumed that Chriswould be hereto

meet him. And then Chriswas at the Hilton instead, so--'
'Chriswasfucking late,' said Louise Hewitt delicatdly.

'Y eah. That wasamistake. Thelimo was amistake. Shit, it was my
mistake, or Nick's, leaving the viewing-chamber door open. Not to
mention theidiot who told Barranco whereto find us. Y ou'reright,

Louise, we have made a mess of this. But there's no percentage for any
of usin presenting it that way to Notley. We need to accentuate the

positive.

For apair of seconds, Hewitt was silent. Chris could amost hear the
whine of concentration as she played it through. Then she smiled sourly
at both of them and nodded.

‘Alright,’ shesaid. ‘Let'sspinit, shal we.
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THIRTY-FOUR

Echevarriadied just before noon, of repeated interna haemorrhaging.
He never regained consciousness. Vicente Barranco was there to watch
him die. Everybody € sewastoo busy.

They'd been scrambling since Hewitt gave the green light.

'Get his phone records from Brown's," she flung at them on her way

out to find Notley. 'Seeif he posted any forward calsfor this afternoon,
and find out if he was checking in with anyone regularly. That way,

well have someideaof how much timeweve got to play with. And start
coming up with adisposd plan.'

Chris spent the next hour digging through files on useful terrorigts.

Mike Bryant's office became the command post. Chris commandeered
the datadown while Mike paced about with his mobile,

talking to people. They sent Makin after the phone records. M1 incoming
business got routed down to the forty-ninth floor where junior

analysts had ordersto shelve it unless there was aNAME connection.
In the cleared space it gave them, they built the contingency plan. A
Langley shadow unit was hired out of Miami, sent to find and track
Echevarriajunior. The conference-chamber recordings were isolated
from al external dataflow ports, and played back on a stand-alone
projector to agrey-haired datafake expert on secondment from Im
agicians. The expert tut-tutted like a disappointed schoolmistress, hit
replay and started making notes. A stow-faced interna security squad
with high-level clearance arrived, courtesy of Louise Hewitt, and Mike
sent them to clean up the blood.

Makin cdled in from Brown's with the phone data. There were no
forward calls placed on Echevarrias account.

‘Praiiisethe Lord, said Mike, doing Simeon Sands with remarkable
good cheer, given the circumstances. He flourished with hisfree hand.
"ThereisaGod because | am saved. Good work, Nick. They giveyou
any static down there? Uh-uh. Good. No, but you never know. Bite the
hair of the clichd that fed you and atl that. What about regular stuff?.
Uh-uh. Uh-uh. Yeah, well, to be expected, | guess. Y eah, we've got the
hounds out in Miami. Y eah, Langley, best we could do at short notice.
They're on atight leash. What? Ah, come on, Nick, thisisn't the
fucking timefor recrimin-- Y eah, well I'm sure he knows that too.' He
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glanced at Chrisand rolled hiseyes. 'Look Nick, we haven't got the
timefor this. Pay thegn off, get copies of everything and get back here.'

He cut off the call, held the mobile away froin him and massaged his
e

'Like adog with afucking bone. Blame, blame, blame, likeit'sgoing
to fucking help now. So what do you reckon, Elaine?

The datafake expert froze the tape and raked a hand through her
dlvered hair. On the pastel shaded wall, Christowered four metrestall,

leaning into the swing, face blind with fury.
'Doesit need to stand up in court?
‘No. Nothing like that."

She shrugged. 'So we can fix it. Just tell me what you want.'
'Okay, good. Chris, how you doing?

Chris nodded at the datadown. 'Got afew possbilities, yeah. But
Mike, none of these guys have pulled off a successful bombingin
London for years:

'Y eah, well, they won't haveto. All they need do is claim responsibility.
There ought to be plenty of thelittle fuckers up for that. No

effort, no risk, instant media coverage. What more could they want?
Mike flicked afinger at the screen. "What about them? They look ugly
enough.'

'No good.' Chris shook his head. 'Chrigtian militants, anti-gay, antiabortion.
No axeto grind. Besides, they're too fucking inept for anyone
to believe they could get something like thistogether.'

'Y eah, but--' Mike's phone queeped in hishand. 'Y eah, Bryant. Uh
uh. Alright, thanks. What about the other one? Uh-uh. Okay, well keep

him that way then. No, | don't know how long. Alright. Y es. Goodbye."
He weighed the phonein his hand and looked pensively &t it.
'Echevarrids dead. Just now. Dead and cooling fist. And Nick
reckoned he promised to cal his sonin Miami sometimethis evening.
We'relosing our window.'

In the end, they opted for agroup of antique revolutionary socidists
with acomplicated acronym no onewaslikely to remember very well.
The group had enjoyed a sudden resurgence in recent years, drawing
disaffected zone youth in anumber of European cities, staging the
machine-gun assassination of low-level executives and causing big
explogonsin, or a least inthe vicinity of, rather vaguely designated
'globaist strongholds. They'd managed to kill nearly two dozen people



inthelast five years, often including their intended targets. They used a
wide range of military-grade automatic wegpons and explosive devices,
acquired mainly through Russian black-market channels and very essy
to get hold of. Their justificatory rhetoric was a dense mesh of out269



moded Trotskyist sentiment and anti-corporate eco-babble, and it
appeared they spent almost as much energy purging the ranks and
backbiting asthey did killing people. Shorn'sinfiltration opswing

hed |abelled them noisy but essentially harmless.

They were perfect.

Mike went to get fitted for aWeblar vest.

Chriswas chasing up the hardware, when Jack Notley walked into

the office unannounced and stood looking around with the nonchaance
of someone on aguided tour. His Susanalngrain jacket was

buttoned closed and he held his hands lightly clasped in front of him.
He nodded pleasantly at the Imagicians consultant, who'd been back
and forth from theimaging studio down the hal with variations on

the requested footage and now, in Mike's absence, was packing up her
Suff.

'Elaine. Glad to see we're keeping you busy.'

'Wouldn't be here otherwise, Jack.’

'No, | suppose not.' Notley's gaze switched to Chrisand helost his
smile. His eyeswere unreadable. ‘And you. Areyon busy aswell?

Chrisfought down atremor. 'l, uh, we're pretty much done here. But
| need to check in with Vicente Barranco. He's been--'

'I've had Sefor Barranco taken back to hishotdl. Elaine, could you
give usafew minutes?

‘Sure. I'm done here anyway. I'll come back for this stuff later.’

She dipped out. Chriswatched her go with a pang of envy. Notley
came round the desk to stand at his shoulder.

'What are you doing? he asked flatly.

'Hardware profile. Chris gestured at the screen, scrabbling after
composure. He found, oddly, that he was more embarrassed than
afraid. 'Wevefound agroup to take thefal for Echevarria. I'm matching
most-used weapons againgt our local inventory. Well need to use

our own people, of course, theré's no time for anything ese’

'No. We are pressed for time, aren't we.'

'Y es, although to be honest it's probably better thisway.' Histhroat
wasdry. 'It, uh, lowers our exposure, and it means we can control the



gtuation.’

‘Control, yes. Hefelt Notley move behind him, out of his periphera
field of view. It took an effort of will not to twist round in the seat. Now
the warm blush of embarrassment was shredding away into cold fear.
The senior partner's voice was hypnotically tranquil a his back. It felt
like handslaid on his shoulders. 'Remind me, Chris. Why areweinthis
gtuation, exactly?

Chris swallowed. He drew a deep breeath.
‘Because | fucked up.'
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'Yes. Now Notley had moved back into periphera view on thelcfL
'Putting it mildly, yon have indeed. Fucked. Up.'

Ite came round the side of the desk and he had the Nemex levelled. Thistime, there was no fighting
down the tremor. Chrisflinched,

violently. Notley stared a him. Therewas nothingin hisfaceat dl.
'Isthere anything you want to say to me?

Chrisfdt the pounding cdm of aroad duel descend on him. He
measured angles, knew he was caught. His replacement Nemex was
back in hisown office, fill not out of the factory wrapping. The desk
pinned him. He couldn't rush Notley, and there was nothing on the
desktop worth throwing. He was used to making these calculations at
combat speed, measuring and acting in thetimeit took for the Saab to
cover ahandful of agphat metres. Theimmobility and the limping time
scae madeit unred, afloating fragment of adream.

the upermarket vam before his eyes, the painful bang of thegunin his

ear3; the sudden warm rain of blood
Hewondered if 'Wdl?

'l think." Suddenly it was easy. All he had to do waslet go. 'l think
you're making a big fucking mistake. Echevarriawas a bag of pus
waiting to burst. All | did was save you the trouble.’

Notley's eyes narrowed. Then, out of nowhere, he lowered the
Nemex and tucked it away in hiswaistband. He shook his head.

‘Niceimage, that. A bag of pus, waiting to burst. Charming. Y ou
need to refine your act, Faulkner.'

He cast about and found achair, pulled it up to the desk and sat
down. Chrisgaped at him, still swamped in chemicas by anervous
system expecting to be shot. Notley smiled.

"Tell you astory,” he said comfortably. ‘Guy called Webb Ellis. Went
to my old school about two hundred years before | did. What does that
tell you, incidentally?

Chrisblinked. 'Hewasrich?

'Very good. Not wholly accurate, but close enough. Vebb Elliswas

what, these days, we'd call jacked-in. He had connections. Father died

when hewas gtill young, but his mother bootstrapped him up on those

connections and come sixteen he was gill astudent. Among other

things, he played a pretty sharp game of football and cricket. And apparently, during one of those
football games he broke the rules pretty

severdy, by picking up the bal and running with it. Y ou know what



happened to him?
'Uh. Sent of 2.

Notley shook his head. 'No. He got to be famous. They built awhole
new game around running with the ball.’

271



"That's. Chrisfrowned. 'Rughy.’
"That's right. In the end they named it after the school. Y ou can see

why. VTebbe lishall would have been abit of amouthful. But that'sthe
legend of how rugby got started. There's even aplaque on thewall at
the school, coinmemorating old Webb Ellis and the day he broke the

rules. | used towak past it every day.'
Quiet soaked into the room.
'Isthat true? Chrisasked, findly.

Notley grinned. 'No. Probably not. It'sjust auseful piece of school
mythology, graven in stoneto resemble the truth. But it is representative,
indl likelihood, of what awhole gang of different elite

schoolkids were doing at around that time. Breaking the rules, and
making up new ones. Later that century, you get aformalised game

and creative back-marketing laysit at the door of one man, because
that'swhat people rdate to. But theinteresting thing isthis, Chris.

The game was never new. It dates back to Roman times, at least.
They'd been playing gamesjust likeit for centuriesin the streets of
villages and towns dl over Britain. And you know what? Just around
the time Webb Ellis and his friends were making sporting history, the
common people were being told, by law and by big uniformed men
with gticks and guns, that they weren't dlowed to play this game any
more. Because, and thisis close to aquote, it disturbed the public order
and was dangerous. Do you see, Chris, how these things work? How
they've dways worked?

Chrissaid nothing. It waan't five minutes snce thisman had held a

gun on him. He didn't trust the ice enough to walk on yet.

'Okay." Notley leaned back in the chair. 'Fast forward a couple of
centuries. Here's something you should know. Who made thefirst
competition road kill?

'Uh, Roberto Sanchez, wasn't it? Calders Chicago partnership chal
lenge, back in, no, wait aminute.’ Chris sieved an unexpected chunk of
information from the seaof TV junk held been letting wash over himin
recent months. 'Now they're saying it wasn't Sanchez, it wasthis guy
Rice, red thug from the Washington office. He beat Sanchez to it by
about three months or something?

Notley nodded. He seemed, for amoment, to belost in thought.

'Yes, they say that. They aso say it was Begofia Sdlas over at |berFon
dos. That'sthe feminist revisonist angle, but it holds some water. Sdas



was cutting edge around then, and she dways drove like afucking
maniac. There's another school of thought that says Caders stole the
ideafrom a strategic-thought unit in Caifornia That peoplelike Oco
Holdings and the Sacramento Group were aready trialing it secretly.
Y ou want to know what | remember?
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Once again, the distance behind Notley's |ook, the sense that most of
him was suddenly elsewhere.

‘Sure. What?

Notley smiled gently. ‘I remember it being me.'

Feetingly, Chrisrecdled hisfirst impression of the senior partner,

the day he cameto work at Shorn. Like atroll in the df pastel shades of
the interview room. He looked at Notley now, at the brutal crackle of
power about the man, shoehorned into the Susana Ingrain like too
much upper body muscle, and an initid urge to match the partner

smilefor smile did aruptly away. His pulse began to pick up dowly.
Notley seemed to shake himsdlf.

It was adifferent time, Chris. We'real used to it now, but back then
you could smell the changeintheair.' He breathed in, deep. 'Fresh, like
spilt fuel. Reeking with potentia. The domino recessions had come and
gone, we'd been bracing oursdvesfor it dl that time, for theworst we
couldi:nagine, and it came and went, and wewere d| sill standing.
Better than still anding. We'd barely missed astep. A few riots, afew
banks out of business, that nuclear nonsense in the Punjab. We stded it,
Chris. Werodeit out. It was easy.’

He paused. He seemed to be waiting for something to fill the gap.
Chris hurried to oblige, mesmerised by the intensity coming acrossthe
desk at him.

'Y ou il had to drive, though? Right?

'Ohyes.' A casud gesture. "The domino gave us competitive driving.
Hard-edged solution for hard-edged times. But it was till pretty
civilised back then, gtill pretty closeto itsroots. Y ou know how road
raging started?

Chris stumbled, wrongfooted. 'What? Uh, yeah, sure. Those formula
cars, ones you see on the history channdl, looked like little rockets,
right? They started getting owned by the same people that made the

money. And then, uh, with the roads empty and everything..."
He stopped. Notley was shaking his head.
'‘No?

'Not really. WTel 1. Yes, sure, you had that dynamic. That's part of it, |
suppose. But it al goes back alot further than that. Back to late last
century, the pre-millenia stuff. Sniff my father told me about. Back

then some of the harder-nosed firms were aready experimenting with
conflict incentivesfor their new recruits. It was an American thing.

Eight traineesin asection, sectional office space, and only seven desks!'



Notley made a QED motion with both hands. 'So. Get to work last,

you had to work on awindow ledge. Or beg space from someone with a
better darm clock. Let that happen to you more than a couple of times,
you can see how the group dynamic startsto lean. Thelate guy'sthe
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weakest link. So therest gang up on him. (Jhimp behaviour. I,end him
your desk-gpace, and you';v weak, by association. Y ou're makiug the
wrong alliances. So you don't doit. Y ou can't afford to.’

Chris couldn't decide, but he thought he saw afaint distasterisingin
Notley'seyes. Or maybeit wasjust the energy again.

‘Now. Y ou transfer that idea, not just for trainees but for everyone.
Think about the times. The domino recessions are scratching at the
door, you've got to do sol nething. Most invesunent houses and ngjor
corporations are waterlogged with top-end personnel. Ex-politicians

on sinecure non-executive directorships, useless executive directors
shipped around on the old-boy network from golden handshake to
golden handshake, headhunted bright young things staying the obligatory
two years then shipping out for the next move up on rep

vapour and nothing else, because | ask you what, in two years, have
you redlly achieved in a corporate post? And that's just how we were
fucking things up at the anglo end of the culturd scde. Elsewhere,
you've got fuckwit younger sons and daughters being cut in on Daddy's
pie sraight out blatantly, because in those cultures who's going to tell
Daddy otherwise? And dl of thisisteetering on the brink asthe
dominos sart to fal. Something has to be done, at a minimum something
has to be seen to be done. Something harsh.

'So what do you do? Y ou go right back to that eight-trainee section

with seven desks, and you extrapolate. Late to work, you don't lose your
desk. Youloseyour job. At atime when you had adozen identicaly
qudified people for every rea executive post, why not? It was asred as
any other measure. Y ou sure as hell couldn't depend on salesfiguresor
productivity, not with agloba econoiny intailspin. And since no one
could afford to lose ajob at atimelike that, you got some pretty fierce
driving. Some genuine road rage. But back then,’ Notley produced
another of hissmiles, wintry thistime. '‘Back then, it was till enough

to just get therefirst. Have you got anything to drink in here?

'Uh." Chris gestured across at Mike Bryant's brushed sted, fitted
drinks cabinet. 'l don't know, it's Mike's office. HEll have some stuff
inthere!

'l imagine so." Notley hulked to hisfeet and wandered over to the
cabinet. "Y ou want anything?

'l, uh, I've got to--' He nodded at the datadown. "Y ou know, finalise. The, uh--'

Animpatient wave. 'So findiseit. I'll makeyou adrink inthe
meantime. What do you want?

'Uh, whisky. Laphroaig, if it'sthere.' He knew Mike kept that
around; he produced it with aflourish every timethey ended up inthe
office late. Chessjuice, held taken to cdling it. 'Just asmall one. Noice!'
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Notley grunted. Think I'll join you. I'm agiu mau, mysdf; but I'm
buggered if | can seeany in here!'

Chris bent to the datadown. Nailed the explosives dong with the
cheap Russian machine pistols held dready sdected and thumbed it dl
down to issuing, tagged with Mike's notification code. Notley placed a
brimming tumbler at his ebow, swallowed some of hisown drink and
glanced over the on-screen detall.

'Y ou done? Good. So put on atolerant expression and listen to the

old man's story.' He went back to the seat and hunched forward over his
drink. 'Let's see, | wasworking at Calders UK, | would have been what,
twenty-four, twenty-five, something like that. Y ounger than you,

anyway. About as stupid, though.'

No smilewith that. Notley took another chunk off hisdrink.

'l had this promotion playoff. Not the first I'd driven, not even one of
thefirgt, but it wasthefirgt timeI'd thought | might bein trouble.

Barnes, the other analyst, was my age, good rep, on the road and off,

and he drovethisflame-red Ferrari roadster. Very fast, but very lightweight.
Nothing like the ones they make now. | was on Audisat the

time, no choice back then, it waswhat | could afford. Good wagon, in

itsown way, but heavy, very heavy.'

'No change there, then.' For the first time in the conversation, Chris
felt hewas on familiar ground.

Notley shrugged cardesdy. 'Armouring iswhat they do. Same with
BMW. Maybeit'sa German thing. Look, | knew if | could just getin
front of Barnes, | could hold him off dl the way there. Nothing that

little roadster could do to my back end that wouldn't straighten out in
the shop. Back then it wastherule, everybody knew. Y ou didn't haveto
kill anyone, you just had to get to work first. So, that wasit. Get ahead,
stay ahead. Block and cover. And | had Barneslike that, every mile'til
thelast. Then thelittle cunt dipped past me.’

Heraised his eyebrows, maybe a his own sudden profanity.

‘Tothisday, | till don't know how hedid it. Maybe | wastoo

confident. Maybe it was agear change | |eft too loose, do that on aheavy wagon, you know how it s,
suddenly you're underpowered.’

Chris nodded. 'Happened to me a couple of times, before | got the
Saab.'

'Y eah, you've got that spaced armouring now, right?
'Y eah. Hewasn't sureif it wasthe whisky, or just the dide after the

hours of tension and the rollercoaster ride of facing Notley's gun, but
Chris could fed himself starting to relax. "WTorkslike adream. | hear



BMW aretrying to get past the patents and do their own version.’

'Quite possibly.’ Notley stared into his glass. '‘But we were talking
about Barnes. Barnes, and that last bend on the overhead as you come
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into the Eleven ail-ramp. It used to be alot narrower then, barely even
adoublelane. We hit it with Barnes ahead, and | knew there was no way
past him. And the way | remmnber it, there was no Roberto Sanchez
making headlines then, no Harry Rice either. Could beit wasjust il
under wraps, adl deniad and cover-up until Caders decided what needed
to go into the shredder and what they could get away with. But | don't
remember any precedent, | just remember fury. Fury that | was going to
lose by acouple of fucking metres.’

Hetook another mouthful of whisky and held onto it. Swallowed,
grimeced.

'So. | pushed him off. Down agear, pedal flat, revs up to thered on

that |ast bend. Into the back of that little roadster asif | wasgiving it one
up thearse. It went through the crash barrier like afist through tissue
paper, right over and nosefirst into the Calders car park. Hit another

car and one of the tanks blew, then the other one. By thetime | got
down there, it was all over. But they showed me security-canerafootage
later.'

Notley looked up and gave Chrisagrin that dipped just alittle.

'Hetried to get out. H/as dmost out, when the tank went. There was
this two-minute sequence of Roger Barneslit up in flame, il tangled
inthe belt. He tore free, he was screaming, screaming al the way. It
must have been the pain that got him out, findly. He ran about adozen
steps on fire, and then hejust seemed to . . . melt. Collapsed and folded
over himsdf there on the asphalt, and stopped screaming.

'And the next time | checked, | was a pin-up. Magazine covers, car
ads, introduced to the CEO of Cadersin Chicago. It was out in the
open al of asudden. It was precedent, Chris, it waslegal, and Caders
were the new field leaders. Pointing the way out of the domino trap.
Turn up with blood on your whedls, or don't turn up at dl. It wasthe
new ethic, and we were the new breed. Jack Notley, Roberto Sanchez,
transatlantic mirror images of the same new brutaist dynamic. Worth
our body weight in platinum.’

Notley seemed to have coasted to ahat. He looked up at Chrisagain.
'Precedent, Chris. That's what counts. Remember Webb Ellis. Inthe

elite, you don't get punished for breaking the rules. Not if it works. If it
works, you get elevated and the rules get changed in your wake. Now.

Tel me Barranco isgoing to work.'

Chriscleared histhroat.

'It'll work. The NAME'saspecid place. VVeretaking about the
radical restructuring of aregime that's been in place dmost sincethe

beginning of the century. It'stimefor that change. Echevarriawas just
a a-



'Y eah, yeah, abag of puswaiting to be. | remember. Go on.'
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'Vrith Barranco, we can build awhole new monitored economy, fie
believesin things, he bdievesin change, and he can get other peopleto
believe. That's a power we can harness. We can useit to build something
out there that no one in this fucking business has ever seen before.
Something that gives people--'

It was the whisky. He clamped shut.

Notley watched him, features shrewd and attentive. He nodded, set
hiswhisky on the edge of the desk and got up. Abruptly the Nemex was
in hishand again, but gripped flat in hisupheld pam.

'Careful,’ he said, enunciating theword asif to demondrate its

meaning. 'l likeyou, Chris. If | didn't, make no mistake about this,

they'd be taking you out of herein pladtic. | think you've got what not

one Shorn exec in ten has got, what we can't ever get enough of round

here, and that's the ability to create. To build new modesin your heed

without even redising you'redoing it. Y ou're achangemaker. And we

have to have the gutsto let you be what you are, to take the risk that you may luck up, and to trust that
you won't. But you need to be clear on

what we're about here, Chris.

'Shorn exists to make money. For our shareholders, for our investors

and for oursalves. In that order. We're not some last-century, bleeding

heart NGO pissing fundsinto ahole in the ground. Were part of a

globa management system that works. Forty years ago, we dismantled

OPEC. Now the Middle East does aswetdll it. Twenty years ago we

dismantled China, and East Asagot in lineaswell. Were down to

micro-management and the market now, Chris. We let them fight their

mindlesslittle wars, we rewrite the deals and the debt, and it works. Conflict Investment is about making
globa stupidity work for the

benefit of Western investors. That'sit, that's the whole story. We're

not going to lose our grip again like last time.!’
'l didn't mean--'

'Yes, you did. And it'snatura to fed that way sometimes, aboveall
when you're rubbing up againgt someone like Barranco. You said it
yourself, he can make other people believe. Do you think, just because
you wear asuit and drive acar, that you're immuneto that? Notley
shook his head. 'Hope is the human condition, Chris. Belief in abetter
day. For yoursdf, and if they really get to you, for the whole fucking
world. Give Barranco time and h€lll have you bdieving in that. A world
where the resources get magicaly shared out like some globd birthday
teafor well-behaved kids. A world where everyone's beaming content
with alife of hard work, modest rewards and smple pleasures. | mean, think about it Chris. Isthat a
likely outcome? A likely human outcome?

Chrislicked hislips, watching the gun. 'No, of coursenot. | just
meant that Barranco is--'
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But Notley wasn't ligtening, tiewasit up with thewhisky and
something e se that Chris couldn't get afix on. Something that looked
like desperation hut wore an industrid-wettage grin.

'Do you redly think we can afford to have the devel oping world develop? Y ou think we could have
survived the rise of amodern,

articulated Chinese superpower twenty, years ago? Y ou think we could

manage an Africafrill of countries run by intelligent, uncorrupted

democrats? Or aLatin Americarun by men like Barranco? Just imagine

it for amoment. Whole popul ations getting educated, and hedthy, and

secure, and aspirationa . Women'srights, for Christ's sake. We can't af)brd these things to happen,
Chris. Who's going to soak up our

subsidised food surplus for us? Who's going to make our shoes and

shirts? Whao's going to supply us with chegp labour and cheap raw

materials? Who's going to store our nuclear waste, balance out our

CO. misdemeanours? Who's going to buy our arms?
He gestured angrily.

'An educated middle class doesn't want to spend eleven hours aday

bent over a gtitching machine. They aren't going to work the seaweed

farms and the paddy fidlds 'til their feet rot. They aren't going to live

next door to afud-rod dump and shut up about it. They're going to

want prosperity, Chris. Just likethey've seeniton TV for thelast

hundred years. City lives and domestic gppliances and eectronic game

platformsfor their kids. And cars. And holidays, and placesto go to

spend their holidays. And planesto get them there. That's development, Chris. Ring any bells?
Remember what happened when we told our people they couldn't have their cars any more? When we
told them they

couldnt fly. ¥hy do you think anybody el seisgoing to react any

differently out there?

'l don't." Chris spread his hands. He couldn't work out how things had
got back up to this pitch. 'l know this stuff. | don't need convincing,
Jack.’

Notley stopped abruptly. He drew adeep breath and let it out, hard.
He seemed to become aware of the Nemex in hishand for thefirst time.
He grimaced and put it away.

'My gpologies. Shouldn't touch the hard stuff thisearly.' He picked
up hisglass from the edge of the desk and drained it. 'So. Getting back
to practicdities. Y ou've got the disposa handled.’

'Y eah. We pin the rap on the CE--, | mean CA--, uh--' Chrisgave
up and gestured at the screen. 'These guys. Mike's down sorting out the
limo and the logitics, but basicaly wereal st

‘Louisetdls me ther€'s another body. Echevarriahad an adjutant? Is
that correct?



'Yes. That'sright.’

278



'And | understand you battered him too, in the same rather impulsive
f:ashion you took care of Echevarria
'Yes. fie, uh, hegot intheway.'

Notley raised an eyebrow. That wasinconsderate of him. So, ishe
dead?

'No, not yet." Chris hurried into explanation. 'But that's okay.

Sickbay have got him on life support, sedated until wereready. In fact,
that's one of the strengths of the way we've set thisup. iF i can just show
you the--'

'No, that won't be necessary. As| said before, thisis about having the
gutsto let you runwith thebal.' A faint smile. 'Just like our old friend
W-ebb Ellis. llustrious company you find yoursdlf in, Chris Faulkner.
Maybe they'll put up a plague for you too, one day.’
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THIRTY-HVE

He caught it on the radio as he drove home. Some genera news
reporter from the scene, awoman hut not--

Cut that out.

'--were shocked by thisterrorist attack in the heart of London's

West End. I'm standing outside the famous Brown's Hotel, only afew
metres from the spot where less than an hour ago visiting head of
date, Generd Hernan Echevarriaand hisaide, Lieutenant Colonel
Rafael Carrasco, were fired upon by masked gunmen. Detalls aren't
clear asyet, but it ssemstwo men opened fire with machine pistols as
Genera Echevarriawas brought to hishotel in a Shorn Associates
limousine. The generd'’s aide and an unnamed Shorn executive were
both hit by machine-gun fire asthey exited the vehicle ahead of the
generd. Theterrorists then threw some kind of anti-personnel grenade
into the interior and made their escape on amotorcycle. M1 three
men and the driver of the limousine have been rushed to intensive care

at__l
Heturned it off. He knew the rest. Michael Bryant, thrown miracu

loudy clear of the explosion, recovers from gunshot woundsin hospital.
The limo driver, protected by the annoured partition, gets off with

burns, abrasions and shock. Generd Echevarriaand hisaide go homein
body bags, scorched and shell- and shrapne -riddled beyond useful
autopsy. State funerd, full military honours. Riflesvolley, women

weep. Closed caskets. Everybody in black.

In the highlands, Barranco'sinsurgents stir to freshly-equipped life.

Y ou're achangemake,; Chris.

Hefdt it risngin him, dirring like the hard-eyed men and womenin
the NAME jungle. He saw himself. Embodied purpose, rushing over
asphdt in the darkness, carving a path with the Saab's high beamslike
some furious avatar of the forces he was setting in motion on the other
sde of the globe. Riding the quiet power of the engine acrossthe night,
face masked in the soft backwash of dashboard light. Bulletproof,
careproof, unstoppable.

He called Barranco &t the Hilton.

'Y ou heard?



'Yes, it'sonthe TV. I'm watching it now.' For the first time that
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Chris could remember, Barranco's voice sounded unsure. 'Y ou are
okay?

Chrisgrinned in the dark. 'Y eah, I'n okay.'

'l, would not have believed. Something like that. To do something
likethat. In front of your colleagues. In your Stuation. | did not
expect--'

'‘Sipit, Vicente. The old luck had it coming.'

Barranco was slent. 'Yes. That istrue.

And more slence across the connection, like snow drifting to the
ground on the other side of the world. For abesat, Chris could fed the

cold out there, like something dive. Like something looking for him.
'l saw him die,' said Barranco.

Chris shook himsdf. 'l, uh. Good. | hope that was worth something
toyou, Vicente. | hopeyou fed. Avenged.’
'Yes. Itisgood to know heisdead.

When the Colombian showed no further sgn of spesking, Chris
cleared histhroat.

'Ligten, Vicente. Get some rest. With what's coming down in the
next few weeks, you're going to need it. Plane's not 'til noon, so deepin.

Lopez|l get you up in plenty of time.'

Silence, sfting down.

‘Chris?

'Yeah. Still here!’

"They aren't going to punish you for this?

'No onés going to punish mefor anything, Vicente. Everything's
under control, and you and | are going right to the top of thisthing,
together. | giveit six months before you'rein the streets of Bogotfi.
Now get so:ne deep. I'll see you tomorrow.'

Hewaited for areply. When there was none, he shrugged, cut the
connection and gave hinsdf to the driving.

changemaker/

He got off at the Elsenham ramp, and picked up the road east,



pushing the Saab faster than was smart. The car jolted in potholes and
the engine grew shrill as he dropped gears late on the bends. Trees
stood at the roadside, sudden and dusty-looking in the glare of the
Saab's lights. When he got to Hawkspur Green, he shed some of his
gpeed, but hewas il rolling too fiast. The car snarled angrily to itsdlf as
he took theturn into the driveway, and he had to lean on the brakes.

Hekilled the high beams and up ahead in the sudden dark, the house
security lightsflared to life. He frowned and glanced at the ID broadcast
st A tiny green active light glowed back at him, reassuring asfar as

it went. He fdlt tension go stealing dong his nerves, wondering if

Notley had, after al, gone conservative on him and sent night-callers
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with genced guns. The Saab crunched up the winding drive. He
reached across to the glove conpartment and opened it. The Nemex
fdll out into hispam, till dightly greasy from thefactory wrapping ails.
He straightened up again and cleared the last bend.

Carlawaswaiting for him, wrapped tight in atowelling robe, hair wet
and straggling. Bacldit by the security system'slamps, shelooked like
the ghost of a drowned woman. When she bent to his window, face

hard-boned from the wet and the lack of make-up, he dmost jumped.
He stopped the Saab short and opened the window.

'What are you doing out here? Y ou'll catch your death of cold.’
'Vasvik, shesad. 'Hejust called.

Therest of the week snapped by like scenery.

He got Barranco out of the country, got final signatures on the
regime term sheets on the way to the airport. Sandwiched between
Lopez and Chrisin the helicopter, Barranco Sgned it dl likeaman
under sedation. Chriswaved him goodbye from the asphdlt.

He dropped in on Mike at the hospital. The other executive had
nothing worse than severe bruising across the ribcage from the
machine-gun fire, but it seemed politic to keegp himin theintensive
careunit for afew days at least. There were news crews queuing in the
corridor outsde, but Shorn security had them managed.

'So now you're afucking celebrity?

Mike grinned from achair beside the bed. There were a couple of
smadll cuts on hisface, and hisleft hand was bandaged. He got up,
wincing with the effort.

'You seeLiz out there? he asked.

'No. Y ou expecting her?

‘Never know." Mike poured himsdlf adrink from apitcher beside the
bed. 'Nah, to be honest, sheld be the last thing | need right now-. I'min

enough pain just breathing heavily. Y ou want some of this?
'What isit?
'What doesit ook like? Juice.’

'‘Maybe later. What happened to your face?



'Ah." Mike waved dismissively. 'Did it myself with a broken bottleneck,
beforehand. Good for the mediato see area wound or two, |
reckon.’

'And the hand?

A scowl. 'Sprained any wrist going down on the pavement. Like a
fucking idiot. | wastrying to keep Carrasco upright for the machine
gun, likethis. And then dive out of the way, thisway, when they tossed
in the grenade. It was awkward.'

‘amy witnesses?
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Bryant shook hishead. ‘Monday night, and it'saquiet Sreet, anyway.
A couple of people might have looked our way once the firing Sarted
maybe, but too late to notice anything odd. Ther€ll be footage from the
hotel security cameras, maybe that street scanner we couldn't mask out
at the corner of Stafford Street. Elain€'s already on it. No problem, she
says. Barranco get off okay?

Back at Shorn, Chris sat in the covert viewing chamber while Nick
Makin and Louise Hewitt talked to Francisco Echevarria by uplink.
The young man was pale and hollow-eyed, and it was clear he had been
cuing. From theway he kept looking off to the side, it was also clear he
was not aonein the projection room at the other end. Hewitt conveyed
smooth corporate sympathies, and encouraged him not to concern
himsdlf with contractua details at such atime. Shorn's own principa
officer for the NAME account was, in any case, unable to leave hospital
for the foreseeable future. There was no sensein rushing into anything.
Shorn CI would be very happy to put the whole issue on ice until the
family felt more able to ded with the negotiations.

by which time, Barranco will have your worthless nutsin theficking vice,
you and your whole stinking haciendaclan

The sudden violence of his own thoughts took Chrisby surprise.

Francisco Echevarriaflickered out. They adjourned to Hewitt's office
to discuss atentative caendar for Barranco's revolution.

He went down to the forty-ninth floor to thank the junior execsthat

had covered the other accounts for them while the crisswasin full
swing. Hetook gifts- cask-strength Iday single mat, Galapagos
bourbon ground coffee, single estate Andaluz olive ail - and got into
mock sparring sessions with acouple of the known hardcasesin the
section. No full-force blows, he stayed just the right side of friendly, but
he pushed hard and fast and got close-up body contact each time. It
wasn't wise to show raw gratitude, untempered by signs of strength. It
could get taken the wrong way.

He got back his casdload. Started mechanically through the detal,
building back up to operationa pitch where necessary.

Hetook abasket of Indonesian fnfit and a crate of Turkish export

beer up to the hospitd, and found Liz Linshaw stting on the corner of
Mike's bed. Mike sat there grinning like apost-blow jobidiot, Lizwasa
study in her usual off-screen rough-and-ready e egance. She showed
Chrisexactly the civilised blend of camaraderie and casud flirtation that
he remembered from their earliest meetings. The downshift cut him to
the quick.

‘Ligten, Chris Mike said findly, waving ahand at the bedside seat
Liz wasn't using. "We've been taking about your no-namer problem.
Liz says she could ask around, no problem.’
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"That's great.' He looked across at her. "Thanks.'

'My pleasure.’

It was more than he could handle. He caught himself with a barbed
comment about Suki rising to hislips, and caled time. He made
workload excuses and got out.

As he opened the door to go, Liz Linshaw caled him back.

‘Chris, I'll beintouch,’ she said.

Back a Shorn, he went down to the gyn and did an hour of full
contact with the autobag.

Heworked late.

He took the Nemex to the firing ranges, and emptied two dozen clips
into the ghost-dance of holotargets there. The machine scored him
high on accuracy and speed, abysmadly low on sdlection. He'd killed too
many innocent bystanders.

And then it was Saturday.

It wastime.
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THIRTY-SIX

There were police trucks gathered at the entrance to the Brundtland.
Revoalving blue lights dashed the poorly-lit wakways and Sair

stacks with monotonous regularity, each touch fleeting and then gone,
giving way again to the gloom. Torch beams and bulky armoured
figures moved on the exterior walkways. An ampbox blattered across
the night.

'Ahfude.’ Chris braked the Landrover to a halt.
Carlagtared at out at the lights, wide eyed. 'Do you think..."
'l don't know. Stay here.'

Heleft the engine running and climbed down, digging in his pocket

for corporate ID, hoping the Nemex didn't show under the jacket. A
body-armoured police sergeant noticed the new arrival and detached
himsdf from the knot of figures beside the trucks. He strode acrossthe

cracked concrete, torch and sidearm held high.
'Y ou can't comein here!

Chrisheld hisID out in the beam of the torch. 'I'm visting someone.
What's going on?

'Oh.’ The sergeant's tone shifted, abruptly conciliatory. He holstered
hispistal. 'Sorry, Sr. With what you're driving, you know, | didn't
redise’

'Don't worry about it." Chris manufactured a grin of forbearance.
'Easy mistake to make. My wifeéswheds. Sentimental value. So what's
going on here?

'It'sdrugs, sir. Bathroom edge. A couple of the locd gangwits have

been bad boys. Exporting their product acrosstheline, dedling in the
Kensington catchinent. Hanging around the schools and such.' The
sergeant grimaced in the torchlight and shook his head. 'Not the first

time elther, and the comnmnity |eaders have been warned before, o it's
the next step. VTeve been told to turn up the heat on caseslikethis. You
know how it'sdone, sir. Bresk afew doors, bresk afew heads. Only
thing getsthrough to these animasin theend!

'Sure. Look, | need to get up to thefifth floor and see my father-in

law. It's quite urgent. Can you do something about that?

Hesitation. Chris switched on the grin again. Reached carefully into
his jacket pocket, well above the Nemex.

285






"l understand it's trouble you don't need right now, but it isinpor
tant. I'd be very grateful '

Thetorchlight gleamed off the edges of the racked plastic and the
Shorn Associates holologo on the front card. At the back, the wallet was
gtiff with athick sheaf of cash. The sergeant waslooking down &t it like

someone &raid of faling.
'Fifth floor? hesaid. That'sright.’

"Just amoment, Sir." He dug out a phone and thumbed it to life.
'Gary? Y ou there? Listen, are we working on five? No? So what's the
nearest? Okay. Thanks.'

He stowed the phone. Chris handed across adice of currency.

'Should be safe enough to go up there, ar. I'll have a couple of my

men take you up, just to be sure." He folded the notesinto his palm with
an awkwardness that bespoke lack of practice, and looked back at the
Landrover. Y our wife too?

'Y eah. Tdll the truth, she wantsto be here alot morethan | do.’

Their escort took the form of two helmeted, body-armoured uniforms
with pump action shotguns and hip-holstered pistals. They

bounded from the rear of the reserve truck like eager dogs when their
names were called. One was white, one black, and neither looked old
enough to be shaving yet. They covered anglesin the stairwel witha
kind of self-consciousintengty that on older men might have looked
like professionalism, and once or twice they grinned at each other. The
white kid chewed gum mechanicdly throughout, and the black kid
appeared to be rapping under his breath. They both seemed to be
enjoying themsalves. When the party reached thefifth floor, Chris
gave them afifty apiece and they clattered back down the stairswith
what sounded like none of the drilled caution they'd exhibited on the

way up.

Carlaknocked at the door of fifty-seven. Erik answered, looking
haggard.

' tried to call. The police--'

‘Just talked to them,' said Chris, luxuriating in the advantage. ‘It'san
edge bust. Nothing to worry about.’

Erik Nyquist's mouth tightened.

'Yes, | forgot, he said thinly. ‘A different matter when you'rea
member of the dlite, isn't it. When--'

'Dad’



'Maybe we could comein," added Chris.

Nyquist gave him avenomous ook, but he stood aside and they filed
through into the lounge. Behind him, Chris heard the door being
locked and bolted. Almost asloud through the cardboard-thin walls of
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the lounge, he could hear raised voices from the flat next door, and what
sounded like ababy crying, lie glanced around the cramped living

gpace, kept an expression of distaste off his face with an effort, and

seated himsdf gingerly in one of the battered armchairs. He looked up

as Nyquist followed Carlainto the room.

'Getting on with the neighbours okay? he asked brightly, nodding

towards the noise next door. 'Sounds alittle below your level of intellectua
debate.’

interfering fucking cunt camelesking through thewall.

Erik looked at him stonily. 'He'sadeder. He's probably expecting to
have his skull caved in by your stormtroopers out there.’

'No danger of that. Their commander told me they're not working
thisfloor. Want meto go next door and tell him?

'In those clothes? Erik sneered. 'He'd probably stab you as soon as
look at you.'

'Hecould try.’

'Ohyes, | forgot. | have aprofessiond killer for ason-in-law.’
Chrisralled hiseyes and was on hisway to hisfeet when he caught a
glare from Carlathat stopped him.

'Dad, that's enough.'

Nyquist looked at his daughter and sighed.

‘Alright," he said. 'Let's get on with this!'

Chris clapped his hands together, pistol-shot loud. The voices next
door stopped abruptly.

'Suitsme. So whereisVasvik? Hiding in the toilet?

Carlamade an angry gesture at him. Erik moved to atable loaded
with bottles and glasses. His voice was tondless with suppressed anger.
He picked up abottle and studied the label intently.

'Perhapsyou'd liketo act asif you were civilised for achange, Chris.
I'm aware that the strain might be too much, but maybe you should try.
Thismanisaguest in my house, and he, in fact everyonein thisroom, is
taking chances for your benefit.

'Glem det, Erik.' Truls Vasvik had appeared in the lounge doorway,
scruffily dressed and running stubble. He looked tired. 'Faulkner's here



to negotiate, just like me. The only favours he owes are to you for
getting involved.'

Chris shook hishead. "Y ou're wrong about that, Vasvik. I'm not here

to negotiate. I'vetold you what | want and it's not negotiable. Smple
yesor nowill do.'

'Well then.' Vasvik dropped into the other armchair, eyes speculetive
on Chrissface. Theanswer isyes. UNECT will take you. But I'm
afraid therésacatch. A sub-clause, | guessyou'd cal it.'
Chrislooked up a Carla, whose face had gone from tenson to
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relieved delight to puzzlement in as many seconds. He felt a petty,

jeering sense of vindication rigng in him.

'What sub-clause? he asked.

Y ou'll haveto wait.' Vasvik was dtill watching him carefully. 'For the
extraction, | mean. Wewill extract you, and you will be paid what you

ask. But we need you in place for another three to sx months. Until the
Cambodia contract has matured.’

'What the--' Chris stopped himsdlf with an effort of will and worked

back to the easy confidence held come in with. "What the fuck do you

know about the Cambodia contract, Vasvik?

'Probably more than you imagine.’ The ombudsman made adis

missive gesture. '‘But that isn't redly the issue--'

'No, snapped Chris. Theissueis, you're fucking with me.'

Vasvik smiled faintly. 'l don't believe atime-frame was mentioned at

any point. What did you think? | would come here and magic you out

with one sweep of my UN wand? These thingstake time, Chris. You

have to wait your turn. For achange.'

Pushing. The redlisation seeped into Chris's consciousness, damping

down theingtinctive anger to an irritated curiosity./d/hy's he pushing me?

The previous meeting in the workshop a Md's. Vasvik'sface, hard

with distaste.

Persondly, Faulkner, | don't give a shit what happensto you. | think you're
scum. The ethical commerce guyswould like to hear what you have, that's why
I'm here, but I'm not asalesman. | don't haveto redl you in to get my name up
on some commission board somewhere, and fi'ankly, | have alot of better things' to--
But the ethica comme,Z'e guys have sent you back here, haven't they,

Vayvik ? Chrisfdt the answer light up in hishead like an arcade game. Y ou warned them not to bite, but
they ove,ruled you and they sent you back for

me, and now you've got to swallow that shit whole.

Unless, that is, you can trip meinto blozving out the offer of my own accord. Hefelt agrin building. The
maneuvering room wasimmense. And a



the back of it dl he had Notley's avuncular indulgence spread like dark,
protecting wings. He could run Vasvik ragged, grind his bony nose up
againg hisown controllers ordersto acquire Chris Faulkner at asking
price, and even if he pushed the ombudsman over the edge and blew it,
he could walk away from the wreckage of the dedl. Fuck 'em if they
couldn't take ajoke. He'd stay at Shorn.

'Mright.' He grinned. 'L et's talk about Cambodiathen.’

Thetenson in the room eased. Carla seemed to sag dightly withiit,
and Chris saw how her hand fell on her father's shoulder. Erik reached
up and clasped it without looking back from the drink he was building.
Neither of them looked at Chris.
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'‘Good,' said Vasvik. 'So. Theway we seeit at the moment, you've got
Khieu Sary on the customary long-leash arrangeinent, nomindly acting
inlinewith the accords you al signed up to, but in actud fiact pretty
much doing what hefedslike. Recruiting from the villagesthet'll listen

to him, burning the onesthat won't. Standard terror tactics. My question
IS, what are you going to do about the enterprise zones?

Chris shrugged. "Weve got an understanding with him about that
whole area. Gentleman's agreement, nothing on paper.’

'l see. Any reason why he should stick to that any more than he's
suck to the Geneva Convention stuff so far?

'Y egh. If he doesn't, we pull the plug on his mobile cover. Ever tried
coordinating aguerrillawar by landline?

Erik Nyquist leaned over and handed Vasvik atal glass. Therewasa
conspicuouslack of adrink in his other hand as he turned to look at

Chris, and afamiliar anger risng on hisface.
'Very negt,’ said Vasvik thoughtfully.
'Y eah, because that kind of thing matters, doesn't it, Chris. Can't have

some firg-world sportswear manufacturer losing productivity, can we.'
Chrissighed.

'Erik, you till got any of that Ardbeg non-chill filtered | bought you
for your birthday?
‘No.'

'Oh. Can | get some of that cheap blended stuff you like, then?
Erik'sright arm twitched at hisside. Chris saw thefist knot up. Then
Vasvik murmured something in Norwegian, and the older man stopped
himsdf.

'Get your own fucking drink," he said, and stalked acrossto the

lounge window. The police lights outside pricked the bluein hiseyes

as he stared downward. Chris shrugged, pulled aface at Vasvik and rose
to follow hisfather in law's advice. Carlaturned away from him ashe

got there. She disappeared into the kitchen, arms wrapped around
hersdf. Chris shrugged again. It was aview he was getting used to. He
selected a clean glass and a bottle from the table, poured four inches of
something apparently called Clan Scott.

'l don't see where you're going with this, Vasvik," he said over his shoulder. 'It's standard Cl operating
procedure. Protect the foreign
capital base at dl costs. Sary understandsthat, like al the rest of these



toy revolutionaries!

'And presumably you have informed those with interestsin the EZs
that thisisthe sate of play.’

'Y egh, sure. Mogt of them are buying their protection through our
reinsurance arm anyway.' Chris sniffed dubioudy at the Scotch and
took it back to hisarmchair. 'Why?
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'Did you know that Nakamuraare moddling fir amilitary coup
againg the Canbodian government?

'No." Chris swallowed some of hisdrink and grimaced. Next door the
shouting seemed to be starting up again. 'But it doesn't surprise me.
With Acropalitic sill holding the officia advisory angle, itd betheir
only chance of carving themselves adice of the action. Our indesp guys
should bring it in before they make any substantial moves'!’

'Indugtrid espionage might give you backroom detail on the models,
but it won't help you on the ground. What are you going to do if it
looks like Nakamura can get the Cambodian army to do what they
want?

Chrisshrugged. 'Call Langley, | suppose. Have the relevant uniforms
capped at home!'

At thewindow, Erik Nyquist made anoisein histhroat. Chris
glanced across at him.

'Hey, I'm sorry if that upsets your senshilities, Erik. But thisisthe
way theworldisrun.’

'Yes. | know that.'

fucking bastard screamed the wonan next door. The baby was crying
again. Chrisfrowned into hisdrink.

'Wdll, Erik, maybe you'd prefer it if we left these generalswith their
skullsintact, and then they could rall their tanks out to play in the

streets of Phnom Penh and daughter afew thousand people!’
"Theway Khieu Sary isgoing to, you mean?

‘That's not the way we've moddled it.'

'Oh, good.'

Again, Vasvik said something in Norwegian, and Erik looked back
out at the night. He seemed to see something of interest down below.

"Your friends are leaving,' he said flatly. That's obvioudy enough law
enforcement for this month. We must have used up our credit.’

'Hey, not my friends, Erik." Chrisgrinned at the older man. 'l just
paid them oft; that'sall. Just because | give someone money, doesn't
mean | like thegn. Y ou should know that.'

‘The point,’ said Vasvik sharply, ‘isthat we would like you to remain
in position until the Nakamuramoveis completed one way or another.
The Canbodian EZs are under investigation--'

Chris hissed through histeeth. "Y egh, so what elseisnew. Don't tell



me you're actualy getting ready to take someone to that joke court of
yours.'

Something smashed againg thewall in the next flat. The maevoice
was back, competing for air time with the woman. The baby's crying
scaled up a couple of notches, maybe in an attempt to be heard over all
the ydling. Chrisraised an eyebrow and drank gone more Clan Scott.
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'We need insde information from after any move by the Cambodian
milita T.' For dl the changein Vasvik'sw)ice, the fight going on next
door could have been on TV. 'l don't want to disclose details but if we
don't have clear data then a number of the people we've got our eye on
will be able to use the confusion of the coup to muddy the waters over
their own actions. They'll get through the reasonable doubt loophole

and they'll walk. Well lose the whole case’

'Don't you usudly?

cunt, cunt, cunt screamed the guy next door. Fucking CUNT
A blow, and someonefaling. A broken shriek.

The baby, walling.
Carlacame out of the kitchen, asif fired from agun.
'Dad, what the luck is he doing to--'

'l know." Erik cameto take his daughter's hands. He looked suddenly
very old. 'It's, he's. It happens alot. There's nothing you can--'

Vasvik gared into the middle disance with no more emotion than a
cat.

Another shriek. A meaty thump. Chris stared around and coughed
out alaugh.

'Y ou guys are fucking hysterical, you know that. Erik, with your
fucking writing, and the fucking ombudsman here. All going to change
the fucking world for the better." Suddenly he was ydling himsdlf. ‘Look
at yoursalves. Y ou're fuctdngparalysed, al of you.'

Something hit the wall, big enough to be abody. Blowsfollowed,
regular, spaced. Chanting.

you cunt, like that?you cunt, like thatyou fucking like that cunt?

Hewasin motion, and it was like the Saab ride home dl over again.
Embodied purpose, unstoppable. He went out, dong thetiny entry hal,
out the front door, |€eft, dong to the next door. He kicked it in. Cheap
wood splintered in the frame, the door flew back. Slammed into the
wall, rebounded. He kicked again and erupted into the space beyond,
through the hdl and into the lounge.

They'd heard him comein. The woman was sprawled across the

carpet, dressed in a short, moth-eaten, grey towelling robe and moving
weekly like an injured soldier trying to crawl to cover. She was bleeding
from the mouth. Below the hem of the robe, her thighs were mottled
with old bruises. The baby wasin aplastic carry chair, marooned atop a
cheap entertainment stack near the kitchen door, mouth open wide asiif
insurprise. The father wasturning, garish purple shdlsuit.bottoms and
ared deeveless T-shirt tight across a boxer's physique. MEAT THE



RICH wasinked across his chest in white capitals stretched wide. His
eyes were defocused with fury and hisfists were clenched. Blood on the
knuckles of theright hand.
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"Y ou're making too much noise,' said Chris.

'What? The man blinked. Thelack of uniform registered. Maybe the
cut of Chriss clothestoo. 'Fuck are you doing in my house, cunt? Y ou

looking for afucking fight?

'Yeah!

Another blink. Y ou fucking what?
'Y eah. I'm looking for afight."

For some reason, the answer seemed to stall the other man. Chris,
who'd been worried about the baby, used the moment to take two neat
seps sdeways and give himsef aclear fidd of fire. The other man
gaped asif the executivein front of him had just done apirouette. Chris
cleared the Nemex and pointed the weapon in asingle fluid move that
he reckoned L ouise Hewitt would have been proud of. The man gaped
some more.

'Never mind.'

Bag

Chris shot aslow down the thigh as he trusted himself to hit. The

target screamed and collapsed, clutching at hisleg. Chrisreversed his
grip on the gun, stepped in close and clubbed the man hard, sdeways
across the head. He went down, eyesrolled up. The woman on the floor
shrieked and scuttled backwardsinto acorner.

'It'sokay, Chrissaid absently. 'l won't hurt you.'

‘Chrig’

Carlagtood in the doorway, face ashen. Staring at him.

'It's okay, he's not dead.’ Christhought about it for ainoment, then

put the Nemex to the man's knee, just below thefirst wound, and pulled
the trigger. The man jerked with the impact, but didn't come round.
Carlaand the other woman's screams seemed to blend in the wake of
the shot. The baby started wailing again. He looked across at the
woman, whose left eye was rapidly swelling closed. Thought some

more. He placed the Nemex muzzle on the man's right elbow'Chris
- don't.

--and pulled the trigger again.

Carlajerked back asif it was her held shot.



He put the Nemex away and crossed to where the woman was
crouched in the corner. Hetook out hiswallet and gave her about half
of the cash hewas carrying.

'Listen, he said, pressing it into her hand. 'Pay attention, listen. This
isfor you. Cal him an ambulanceif you like, but don't let them take
himin. They'l try to. It'swhat they're paid to do, that's how they make
the big money. Don't et them. They'll dress the wounds hereif you ask
them to. It's chegper and it'sall he needs. HE'S not in any danger. He
won't die. Do you understand?
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Shejust stared at him.

He sghed and folded her hand around the money. Sheflinched ashe
touched her. He sighed again and got up. Looked at the baby. The mess
around him. He shook his head and turned away.

They were dl there now. Erik Nyquig, featurestight with disgust.

Carla, hugged in her father'sarms, face buried in his chest. Vasvik slent
and impassive.

Yihat? he asked them. '/d/bat?
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THIRTY-SEVEN

The Landrover jolted over another pothole, hard and too fast. Coins
and other dashboard detritus cascaded onto the floor. Chris swayed in

the grip of his seatbelt. He glanced across at Carla.
'Y ou want to dow down abit?

She looked back at him, then away. Said nothing. The Landrover
bounced again. High beams splashed jerkily acrossthe curve of the unlit
street and aravaged concrete structure that looked asif it might once
have been the back end of an arena. Dead street lamps stood at intervals,
most of them remarkably intact and upright.

'For Christ's sake, Carla, thisisthe zones. Y ou really want to haveto
stop and change aflat tyre around here?

She shrugged. 'Y ou've got agun. I'm sure you can cripple anyone
who givesusahard time.’
'Oh, for fuck's sake.’

They |eft the curving Street and swung |eft past decayed low-rise
housing and stedl-shuttered frontages. The usud graffiti leered from
the walls, incoherent tribal rage and abstract flashing that looked like
stretched purple and white skulls. Carla stared ahead, tight-lipped.
Chrisfet his post-fight mellowness charring at the edges.

'Hey, perhaps you'd rather held beaten her to death whilewe dl
sat there and listened to it. Good training for my future in the ombudsmen.
Observe, take notes and never, never fucking intervenein

anything.’
No response.

"Y our father lives next door to that every fucking day of hislife, Carla.
And he does Joth#zg. V orse than nothing. He just shakes hisfucking
head and writes his agonised socid commentary and he feedsit to
people who'll never know the redlities of the Situations he describes,
and they dl shake their heads and do nothing. And next door, athug
goes on beating hiswifeto pulp.’

'My father'saman in hissixties. Did you see the Size of that piece of
shit?

'Yeah. That'swhy | shot him.'

That," o solutionst'



'l don't know - it seemed to dow him down.'

294



'‘And what about when he recovers, Chris? When he's back on hisfeet
and twice asangry ashe ever was''

"You're saying | should havekilled him?
Thisi 't fucking fudmy,n

Christwisted round to face her. ‘No, you'reright Carla, itisn't. It's
sck. Youretrying to get me, out of some twisted sense of moral
outrage, to quit my job at Shorn and go work for men like Vasvik. And
you saw how concerned he was back there. What amora stand the

fucking ombudsmen are prepared to take in the face of injustice.’
'He wasn't there for that, Chris.'

‘Neither was|, Carla. But | did something about it. Just like I'm going
to do something in the NAME. Jesus, you think you can go through
thislifewith your pristine idedls, taking notes and trusting some fuckwit
UN judge to make everyone play nice. Y ou thinks

The Landrover leaned abruptly on its suspension. The road swung
away in the high beams, replaced by the cross-hatching of an empty
parking area. An abandoned supermarket loomed up ahead, facades
smashed in and boarded up in about equal measures. There seemed to
be awhite tubular metal reindeer riveted to the roof, face turned blankly
to greet the shoppersin their cars. Vague, tangled debris that had once
presumably been adeigh trailed from the anima's rear and spilled

down theroof asfar asthe sagging gutters. For one bizarre moment,
the image reversed for Chris and he saw an amorphous tentacled
creature dragging the reindeer down to its death.

Carlabraked them to ahalt in the middle of the car park.

For amoment, they both sat staring out at the mall front. Then she
turned to look at him.

'What's happened to you, Chris? she whispered.
'Oh, Chrigt, Carla-'
'l." She gestured convulsively. 'l don't. Recognise you any more. |

don't know who you are any more. Who the fuck are you, Chris?
'Don't be stupid.’

'No, | meanit. Youreangry dl thetimefuriousal thetime, and now
you carry that gun around with you. When you started at Shorn, you
told me about the guns, and you laughed about it. Do you retnmnber
that?'Y ou made fun of it. Y ou made fun of the whole place, just like you
used to at HM. Now you barely laugh at anything. | don't know how to



talk to you any more, I'm scared you're going to just snap and start
ydlinga me'

'Keep on likethis, he said grimly, 'and guesswhat, I'll probably
sngp and sart yelling a you. And no doubt it'll be my fi¢cking fault
agau.

Sheflinched.
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'Y ou want to know who i am, Carla? lie was leaning acrossthe
Landrover towards her, in her fiace. 'Y ou really want to know? I'm your
fucking medl ticket. Just like | always have been. Need new clothes?
Need tickets to Norway? Need a handout for Daddy? Need to move
out of the city and live somewhere nicer? Hey, that's okay. Chris has got
agood job, helll pay for it al. He doesn't ask much, just keep the car
clean and the odd blow job. It'safucking bargain, girl!'

The words seemed to do something coming out. Hefdlt tearing,
somewhere indefinable. He fdt dizzy, suddenly weak in the numb quiet
that swallowed up what held said. He propped himself back away from

her and sat waiting, not sure what for.

The slence hummed.

'‘Get out,' she said.

She hadn't raised her voice. She didn't ook at him. She hit the central
locking console and his door cracked open.

'Y ou'd better be sure about--'

'l warned you before, Chris. Y ou called me awhore once. Y ou don't
get to do it twice. Get out.'

He looked out at the deserted parking area, the darkness beyond the
Landrover'slights. He smiled thinly.

'Sure," he said. "Why not. Been coming to thisfor long enough.’

He shouldered the door fully open and jumped down. The night air
was warm and comfortable, edged with adight breeze. It was easy
enough to forget where you were. He checked he still had the Nemex

initsholster, hiswallet in the jacket pocket, till thick with cash.
'See you then, Carla’

Her head jerked round suddenly. He met her eyes, saw what wasin
them and ignorediit.

'l be at the office. Cdll meif the bills need paying, huh?
'Chris--'

He dammed the door oniit.

He strode away without looking back, aiming only to get beyond easy
hailing distance. Behind him, he heard the Landrover put in gear and
moving, tie wondered briefly if shed come after him at kerb-crawl
speed acrossthe car park, and what, in that ridiculous scenario, he
would do. Then the high beams washed once over him and fled left,



away across the white boxed acreage of the parking area. The engine
lifted through the gears as she picked up speed.

Hefdt asingle stab of worry, that she might not be safe getting home
on her own. He grimaced and dammed a door on that aswell.

Then shewas gone. He turned, finaly, to look, and wasintimeto
catch thetail lights of the Landrover disappearing amidst the low-rise
huddle of housing on the other side of the car park. A few moments
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later the engine noise t]ded into the vehicle-free stiliness of night in the
ZOlleS.

He stood for awhile, trying to get his hearings, geographical and
emotiond, but it was al utterly unfiamiliar. There was nothing recognisable
on the skylinein any direction. The supermarket faced him with
itswrecked frontages, and he felt a sudden insane desire to lever loose
some of the boarding, use the butt of the Nemex to do it, and dip inside,
looking for--

He shivered. The dream marched through his head in neon-lit pulses. udden warm :a of blood
jaling

He shook his head, hard. Turned his back on the facade. Then he
picked an angle across the car park at random and started walking.

Up on the roof, the tube meta reindeer watched him go through eyes
empty of anything except the cool evening wind.

Saturday night, Sunday norning. The cordoned zones.

He'd expected trouble, had even, with some of the same twisted joy
that had driven his actions at the Brundtland, been looking forward to
it. The Nemex was agrab away beneath hisjacket. His hands were
Shotokan-toughened and itchy with the desire to do damage. Worst
case scenario, hismobile would get him a police escort out, should he
redly needit.

Rather coldly, he kmew held haveto beliteraly fighting for hislife
before hed make that call.
Anything less, hed never liveit down.

He'd expected trouble, but there was nothing worthy of the name.
Hewaked for awhile through anonynous, poorly-lit estates, emerging
once or twice onto main thoroughfaresto take his bearings from
scarred and vandalised road signs and then plunging back in, heading
what he estimated was east. TV light flickered and glowed in windows,
game-show noise escaped through the chesp glazing. Occasiondly
figures moved within. Outside, he saw children perched on wallsin the
gloom, sharing cigarettes, two-litre plagtic bottles and crudely hone
made solvent pipes. Thefirst set he ran across spotted the clothes and
came jeering towards him. He drew the Nemex and met their eyes, and
they backed off, muttering. He kept the gun where it could be seen dter
that, and the other groups just watched him passwith bleak calculation.
\hispered invective dithered in hiswake.

Eventudly, he came out onto amain road that looked asif it might
run due east. Between the buildings on hisleft he thought he could
meake out the vaulted march of the M4o inrun converging from the



north, which suggested he was somewhere near Edling. ()r Greenford,
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it he'd miscalculated how far out Carlahad dumped him. Or Alperton.
Or

Or yourelog, Chris.
Fuck it, you don't redlly know this part of town, so stop pretending you do.

Just keep moving. Pretty soon the sun's got to come up, and then you'll damn
well know if you're heading east or not.

Keep moving. It had to be better than thinking.

He garted to see sgns of nightlife. Clubs and arcades a intervals

along the stret, in various stages of turnout. Junk food carry-outs, most

of them little more than white-neon-blasted acovesin the brickwork.

The low-intengity stink of chegp meat and stale acohol, laced once or twice with acid spikes of vomit.
Little knots of peoplein the street,

eating and drinking, shouting at each other. Turning to sareat himas

he passed.

It couldn't be helped. He lengthened his stride, kept the Nemex
lowered but clearly in view. Kept to the centre of the Strest.

In theory, he could have tried to call acab. He had landmarks now,
identifiable club frontages and, if he was prepared to look hard enough

in the gloom, street name plagues. In practice, it was probably awaste

of time. The companies his mobile knew numbersfor mostly wouldn't

come more than afew hundred metres the wrong side of the cordons,
especidly at thistime of night. And those few that would tended to

follow an esoteric driver's mythology on exactly which Streets were sefe

to pick up from. Get the wrong configuration in thistarot of zone

codes, and you could wait dl night. Hearing alocation they didn't like - better yet hearing someidiot
raving about the corner of Old Something

Smudged street, some nameless club and a pink neon rabbit with tits and atop
hat - individua driverswere going to chortle grimly, ignore the controller

and shelvethe fare. There just wasn't enough zone custom to

push things the other way. Y ou went to the zones, you drove. Or you

walked home.

He caught eyes, made no attempt to look away. He remembered
Mike's demeanour on their previous expeditions to the zones, and aped
it.

Bewho you are, and fuck 'em if they don't likeit.

The gun helped.

No onewanted to push it any further than acurled lip. No one came
close. No one said anything.

Outsde one of the clubs, two crack whores broke his run of luck.
They registered the clothes and stumbled across the road towards him



like kidswading into cold water on ashingle beach. Their barelegs
worked asif badly jointed, their feet were wrenched on ludicrous stiletto
hedls. They wore push-up bras and black mesh microskirts cinched

298



savagely tight. Their make-up was sweat-streaked anti caked, and their
eyeslooked bruised haf shut. One was skinnier than the other, but
otherwise the pre-dawn whore's makeover rendered them uniform,
wiped difference away.

They wereall of fourteen yearsold.
'Y ou want to get sucked? asked the skinny one.

'Y ou got a place we can go? The other was clearly the brains of the
outfit, theforward thinker.

Chris shook his head. 'Go home.'

'Don't be harsh, baby. Just want to do you good.' The skinny girl
amplified her sales pitch with afinger-licking digplay. She stuck the wet
finger insde one cup of her barely necessary braand rubbed it back and
forth with afixed little smile. Chrisflinched.

'| said, go home." He raised the Nemex where they couldn't missit.
'Y ou don't want anything to do with me!'

‘Baby, that'sabg gun you got,' said the skinny girl.
"Y ou want to put it somewhere warm?
Chrisfled.

He came through the westward cordons at Holland Park, an hour
before dawn. The checkpoint detail gave him some strange looks, but
they said nothing and once his Shorn card swiped clear, they called him
acab. He stood outside the cabin while he waited for it to arrive, staring
back across the barriers the way he'd cotne.

His mobile queeped. He looked at it, saw it was Carlaand turned it
off.

The cab arrived.
He had the driver take him to work.
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THIRTY-EIGHT

This early on a Sunday, the Shorn block was in darkness above the
mezzanine level and the shutdown locks were il in place. He buzzed
security, and they let him in without comment or visible surprise. He
supposed, rather bitterly, that it couldn't be entirely unheard of for a
Shorn exec to come in before dawn at the weekend.

He thought briefly about grabbing afew hours deep in the hospitdity
suites, then dismissed the idea out of hand. Outside, it was dready
getting light. He wouldn't deep unaided now. Ingtead, he rode the lift
al theway up to the fifty-third floor, made hisway through the cosy
dimnessof corridorslit at stlandby wattage and let hinsdlf into his
office.

On his desk, the phone was dready flashing amessage light.

He checked it, saw it was from Carlaand wiped it. He stood afterwards
with hisfinger on the stud for awhile, reached once for the

recaiver but never made it. Reached for the lighting control on the
datadown but changed his mind. The grey pre-dawn quiet the office

was stegped in had an oddly comforting quality, like achildhood hiding
place. Like apillow under his cheek and aclock in front of hisfiace
showing agood solid hour before darm time. Without the lights, he
wasin limbo, acomfortable state in which decisons did not haveto be
made, in which you didn't have to move forward any more. The sort of
date that just couldn't last, but whileit did--

He muted the phoné's ring tone, went to the built-in cupboards by
the door and took down a blanket. Crossing to the sofa-and-coffee
tableidand in the corner of the office, he shucked hisjacket, shoulder
holster and shoes and then lowered himsalf onto the sofa. Then he
covered himsdf with the blanket and lay Saring at the white textured
ceiling, waiting for the dow cregp of morning to soak acrossit.

Back down at reception, the younger of the two security guards made
bladder excuses and l€ft his colleague while he went up to the mezzanine.
He pushed through the swing doors of the toilets, locked himself

in acubicle and took out his phone.

He hesitated for amoment, then grimaced and punched out a
number.
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The phone purred beside awide, grey-sheeted bed in aspace lit by
hooded blue softs. A nassive picture window in one wall was polarised
to dark. On atable under the sill, a chess set of ornate figurines stood
next to a screen that displayed the state of play in silver, black and blue.
Grecian-effect scul pture stood around the room on plinthsin the
shadows. Beneath the sheets, the curves of two bodies moved against
each other astheringing tone penetrated layers of deep. Louise Hewitt
poked her head up, reached for the receiver and held it to her ear. She

glared baefully at the time display beside the phone.
"This had better be fucking important.’

She listened to the hastily apologetic voice at the other end, and her
eyes opened wide. She twisted, struggled free of the sheet and propped
hersalf up on one ebow.

'No, you wereright to call me. Yes, | did say that. Yes, itisunusud, |
agree. Of course. No, | won't forget this. Thank you.'

She cradled the receiver and turned over onto her back. Her gaze was
dreamy on the blue-tinged ceiling, her tone thoughtful.

'Chrisjust rolled into work on his own. In acab. Four-thirty on a
Sunday morning. Lookslike hesbeen up dl night.'

Thedimforn beside her stirred fully awake.

Chriswas dreaming about the supermarket again, but thistime he was
watching the whole scene from outside, and the car park wasinsandly,
impossibly full of cars. They were eveyz,he,-e, every colour under the
aun, like spilled sweets, and al in motion, cnising and parking and
reversing out like someimmense robotic ballet, and he coddt't get
throzgh them. Each tine he took a step towards the supermarket and
the peoplein itsbrilliantly-lit interior, acar rolled into his path and
stopped with a short squeak of brakes. He had to go round, he had to go
round, and histime was running out. The peopleinsde didn't know.
"Fhey were shopping in anaesthetised warmth and content and they had
no way of knowing what was coming.

Up on theroof, tube metal groaned and clanked in protest asthe
reindeer shook its head.

And the cars, he suddenly saw, were all empty. Therewere no
shoppersin them, no one driving, no oneloading, no one anywhere.
Everybody wasingde. Shopping. Fzcki,g shopping.

lie madeit to the doors and tried to open them but they were closed
up with impact plastic boarding and metres of heavy sted chain. He
tried banging on the windows, shouting, but no one heard him.



The shots, when they came, rippled the glass under hishands, eMad as
aways, they drilled into his ear like something physical.
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He yd ped and woke up, fists clenched under hischin.

For alnoment, he cringed there, curled defensively at one end of the
sofa. Hed twisted the blanket up in his deep and now it barely covered
half his body. He blinked hard a couple of times, breathed out and sat
up. Dawn had come and gone while he dept, and the office was full of
bright sunlight.

He got up from the sofaand found his shoes. Bending to put them

on, he fdt his head throbbing. Hed drowsed himsdlf into alow-grade

headache. He shambled to the desk and opened drawers with myopic
clumsiness, looking for painkillers. The phone flashed at one corner of

hisvison. He fumbled a snarl and checked numbers on the piled up

messages. Carla, Carla, Carla, fucking Carla--
And Liz Linshaw.

He stopped dead. The call had come in an hour ago. He grabbed a
foil of speed delivery codeine tabs out of an open drawer and hit "play’.

'Chris, | tried you at home but your wife didn't know where you
were." A wry curl to the voice - he could see the fiaint smile that went
withit. 'She, uh, shewasn't too helpful but | got the impression you
might be coming into work today. So listen, there's abreakfiast bar in
India Street called Bresk Point. I'm meeting someone there at eight
thirty.

| think you might want to be there too.’

He checked hiswatch. Eight-twenty.

Jacket, Nemex. He chewed up the codeine tabs on hisway downin
thelift, swallowed the powder and went out hurriedly into the sun.

It took him alittle longer than he expected to find India Street. He
remembered the breakfast bar from adamage limitation strategy meeting
he'd had there once when he still worked at Hammett McColl. But
because he associated the place with the reinsurance brokers at the
mesting, he misremembered the address and found himsdf inan dley

off Fenchurch Street with the wrong name. He cast about for a couple
of minutes, blurry with the onset of the codeine, before the mistake
dawned on him. Working off the new memory, he plotted avague
eastward course and set out again through the tangle of deserted streets.

He was waking north up the glass-walled canyon curve of Crntched
Friars, when someoneydled hisname,

'Faulkner!"



The word echoed off the enclosing steel and glasswalls, bounced

away down the curve of the canyon..Chrisjerked around, dudgily aware
he wasin trouble. About twenty metres away, blocking hisway to the
right turn into India Street, five figures stood spread out acrossthe

width of theroad. All live wore black ski-masks, dl five hefted wegpons
that to his untutored eye looked like shotguns. They were faced off
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againg him in the ludicrous cliche stance of a Western gunfight, and
despiteit dl, despite the abrupt knowledge of his own rapidly gpproach

ing death, Chrisfelt asmirk creep out across hisfiace.

'Y ou what?

Maybeit was the codeine. He laughed out loud. Shouted it.
'Y ou fncking 'hat?

The :nen fiacing him shifted, apparently discomforted. They glanced
inward to the figure at the centre. The man took astep forward. Hands

pmnped the shotgun's action. The clack-clack echoed along the street.
'Go foah it, Faulkner.'

The knowledge hit Chrislike cold water. He opened his mouth to
ydl the name, knew he would be shot before he could get it out.
ffust aminute’

Everyonelooked round &t the new voice. Mike Bryant stood at the
mouth of asde aley about ten metres behind Chris, panting dightly.
Herased hisleft hand, right floating closeto hisbelt. Gripped in the
upraised fist was athick wad of currency.

Makin fatered behind histnask. The shotgun lowered a couple of
degrees.

"This has got nothing to do with you,'" he called.

'Oh, but it does." Mike ambled out of the dley and drifted up the

gtreet until he waslined up beside Chris. There was athin beading of
sweat across his brow, and Chris remembered he couldn't be more than
aday out of the hospital. He till held the wad of cash before him likea
weapon. 'Y ou take down one Shorn exec in the Street, where'sit going
to end? Eh, Nick? Y ou're breaking the fucking rules, man.’

And out of the corner of his mouth, he muttered to Chris.
'Y ou carrying?

'Yeah, I'm carrying.'

'Loaded thistime?

Chris nodded tautly. A surge of adrendin punched through the
codeine vagueness, asavage pleasure at the comradeship in the man at
hissde and the will to do harm together.

'‘Good to know. Follow my lead, thisisgoing to go last.'



'We only want Faulkner, shouted Makin.

Mike grinned and raised his voice again. That's too bad, Nick,
because you got metoo." It was the bright, energetic tone Chris had
last heard when Bryant crippled and blinded Griff Dixonin hisown
living room. 'And before we start, gentlemen, just look at tonight's

wonderful prizes.!

He held up thefigtful of bank notes again. His voice resonated in the
stedl canyon acoustics, loud and game-show fruity.

'For the winners! Twenty thousand euros, in cash! Lay down your
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weapons and walk away with it dl! Tonight! Or, take the gamble, lose
and die! Ladiesand gentlemen, you decide!’

He hurled the money up and outward. It was bundled together with a
thick netallic band that glinted asit turned end over end, highin the
bright morning air.

'Now," he snapped.
After that, it al seemed to be happening on freeze-frame advance.

Christugged out the Nemex. It fdlt appallingly heavy in hishand,
gopalingly dow to bring round and point.

Beside him, Mike Bryant was dready firing.

Makin's contingent were till staring up at the money. Mikesfirst
dug took the man on Makin'sright under his back-tilted chin, tore
through his neck and dropped him in ashower of arteria blood.

The remaining four scattered across the perspectives of the Street.

Chris held the Nemex out, memories of a hundred shooting-gdlery
hourslikeiron tracery in hisright arm. He squeezed the trigger, felt the
kick. Squeezed again. One of the men ahead of him staggered. Hard to
see blood against the dark canvas clothes. He squeezed again. The man

folded forward and collapsed on hisfacein the Street.

A shotgun boomed.

He pointed and fired a Makin. Missed. Out of periphera vison, he

saw Mike Bryant stalking forward, face fixed in agrin, Nemex extended,
shooting in an arc. Another of Makin's men went down, clutching at his
thigh.

Another shotgun blast. Chrisfdt athin stinging of pelletsacross his

ribs. He spotted Makin, pumping another shell in. Heyelled and ran
towards him, firing wildly. Makin saw him coming and took aim.
Another figure ssumbled into Makin's path, shooting across the street

a Mike. Thetwo men tangled. Chris shot indiscriminately into them
both.

Makin got clear, raised the shotgun again. There seemed to be
something wrong with hisarm.

Chris emptied the Nemex into him. The gun locked back, breech
open on thelast shot.

And it wasover.



The echoesrolled away, like trucks moving off down the street. Chris
stood over Nick Makin and watched as he stopped breathing. Off to his
left, Mike Bryant walked up to the shotgunner held hit in the thigh. The
injured man flopped about weakly. Blood was lesking in astonishing
quantities from histwisted leg. Beneath the mask, his head shifted back
and forth between Chrisand Mike like atrapped animd's. He was
making a panicked moaning noise.

'Look, you're going to bleed to death anyway,' Miketold him.
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The Nemex shell punched him flat. The ski-masked head jerked
about with the impact. A new rivulet of blood groped out acrossthe
asphdt from the torn wool and gore of the exit wound. Mike knelt and

checked his handiwork, then looked up at Chrisand grinned.
'Fiveto two, eh. Not bad for a couple of suits.'

Chris shook his head numbly. The Nemex hung at the end of hisarm
like adumb-bell weight. He unlocked the opened breech, put the
weapon away, fumbling with the holster. Post-drive shakes, setting in.

‘Thisisnice." Mike picked up the dead man's shotgun and hefted it
with gpprova. 'Remington tactica pump. Fancy asouvenir?

Chris said nothing. Bryant got up, tucked the shotgun casually under
hisarm. "sokay, I'll talk to the police, get one for both of us out of
evidence, when they've finished with it. Something to show to your
grandchildren.' He shook his head, talking alittle fast with the adrendin
crash. "Fucking unbdlievable, huh? Like something off agame
platform. Ah. See you got Makin pretty good then?

'Y eah.' Chrislooked incurioudy at where the other exec lay, ill
masked. Up close, you could see the woundsin his chest and belly. His

whole body was drenched with the blood. 'Dead.’
Mike looked around judicioudly.

'l think they all are. Oh, wait aminute.’ He crossed to the man Chris
had hit when he tangled with Makin. He crouched and put two fingers
to the man's neck, shrugged. 'On hisway out, | reckon. Still.’

He got up and pointed the Nemex down at the man's masked face.
Hewas dready turning away as he pulled the trigger.
'How did you know I'd be here? Chrisasked him.

Another shrug. 'Carlarang me thismorning at home. Intears. Told
me you'd had arow, you'd got out in the middle of the zones and now
she couldn't get hold of you. | camein looking for you. Had to break
into your office. Sorry about that, | was pretty worried. Anyway, |
spotted that message from Liz. Thought I'd catch you up. Took a
while, my ribsare dill killing me!'

Chrislooked at him narrowly. 'Y ou just happened to be carrying
twenty grand in cash?

'Oh, that." Mike grinned again and crossed to where the bundle of
currency till lay on the street. 'Improvisation. Look.'



He tossed the money across, and Chris caught it awkwardly with his
left hand. The notes were twenties. There was athousand eurosin the
bundle at most.

'Best | could do on the spur of the moment. Y ou really walk in from
the zoneslast night?

IY%I,.I.I

'Must have been some row.'
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they stood amidst the carnage, the scattered weapons and spreading
pools of blood, and very dowly Chris became aware that, amongst a
small knot of people gathered at the end of India Street, Liz Linshaw
waswatching him.

Hewaked towards her.

'Do you have any idea how bad thislooks?

Louise Hewitt stood <tiff legged at the head of the conference table
and gestured at the projection. Blown-up surveillance camerafootage
ran grainy and slent behind her, Mike Bryant giving the coup de grfice
to the two masked gunmen till breathing.

'Do you have any ideawhat thiskind of brawling doesto our image as
asriousfinancid inditution?

Chris shrugged. His side was numb where the Shorn medic had

dosed him with contact anaesthetic prior to digging out the shotgun
pellets. Therest of him was past feding very much of anything too.

"Y ou should be talking to Makin. He started it

‘Thisisnot afucking playground, Faulkner!'

'Louise, you're being unreasonable” Mike Bryant met Philip Hamil
ton's eyes across the table and the other man looked away, towards
Hewitt. Besde him, Jack Notley stared into the middle distance, seemingly
obliviousto the storm building around him. 'Makin called this

one, al theway down. If | hadn't been there, Chrisd be dead now and
the blame'd be farmed out to zone gangwits. We wouldn't even know
we had aloose cannon aboard.'

On the projection screen, Chris waked away from the bodies and out
of shot. It was odd, watching himsdlf disappear, back into the past of
three hours ago and the confrontation with Liz Linshaw.

Y ou set me up.

Shetook it like adap. For thefirst time he could recall, he saw open
hurt in her face. Thesight of it licked the pit of hisbelly.

Fou fucking set me up, you bitch.



NO. She was shaking her head. Chris, | don't--

And then Mike was there, and they both did their masks back on.
Passion sheathed. There was control, there were words that meant
something factua, there was the long, verba comedown. Explanations,

talk and shots of rough, blended whisky in Break Point to combat the
shakes. Sanity leaking into the nightmare aftermath like blood across

asphalt.

| just got acdl. Thisguy said he worked Driver Control, he knew what
really happened to Chrisonthe M1 , did | want to know too? Meet him here.
Fivegrandin cash.

She brandished the money out of her wallet. Like proof of innocence.
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When Mike went to the bathroom, she reached out across the cheap
plastic-topped table and took Chriss hand in her own. No words, only a
cabled ook, eyeto eye. Spinning sudden vertigo, and then the flush of
thetoilet through cardboard-thin walls, and their hands legpt apart like
matched magnetic poles.

Louise Hewitt wastaking to him, but he couldn't make it metter. He
levered himsdlf to hisfeet, faced her disbdieving fury..

'I've had enough of this shit, Louise. It's pretty fucking clear what
happened here.’

'Sit down Faulkner, | haven't--'

'Makin couldn't hack the NAME account. | took it from him, and it
hurt. He couldn't take me on the road, so he hired agangwit kid to do

what he didn't dare do himsdf. When that didn't work--'
'l told you to sit dozv--'

He shouted her down. 'When that didn't fi¢ching work, Louise, he
hired some more sicarios and tried this. He couldn't beat me playing by
the Shorn rules, so he broke them. And now he's dead. Everybody in
fucking black.

'Chris." Notley's voice didn't seem to have raised much, but therewas
an edge onit that cut acrossthe air like tyre screech. 'Y ou don't talk to
partnership like this. Y ou're overwrought, but that's no excuse. Now
get out.'

Chris met the senior partner's eyes, and saw the man who had almost
shot him dead in his own office aweek ago. He nodded.
'Fair enough.'

They watched him go in silence. Mike Bryant looked round the table
again. He shook his head.

Thisisnt right, Jack. | mean, it'safucking mess. But Makin caled it.
He's been afuck-up since he took over the NAME, he was way too
impressed with himsdlf from day one. | would have caled him out

mysdlf, but what's the point. Anyone could have seen held blink first.'
Hamilton blinked. 'l beg your pardon?

'Y ou don't have to drive against someone to know you're better than

they are, Phil. That's crude. Sometimes you just know what the outcomed
be, and that's enough. Thiskill-or-be-killed shit just getsin the

way.'



Thelook ran between the partnerslike current. Up on the projector
screen, the .survelllance film had looped. The gun battle was starting
again. Jack Notley cleared histhroat.

'Mike, perhaps you could give us sometineto discussthisfrom a

partner perspective. WEIl get back to you again on Monday morning.'
Bryant nodded. 'Sure.’

When the door closed, Louise Hewitt soun on Notley.
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[Jd you llear that? Y ou know where that comes from, don't you.
That's chess and bullshit neojap philosophy, courtesy of Chris bloody
Faulkner. The man isafucking toxin, Jack. He'sthe real loose cannon
around here'

"It doesn't show up like that in the numbers, Louise
'It's not &/JO11t the numbers!'

'No? Notley raised an eyebrow. 'Am | missng something here?
Would you careto tell me what Shorn Cl is about besides the
numbers?

'Don't be obtuse. It's about an ethic. A corporate culture. A way of" doing things. And if we let that go,
this,' she jabbed afinger at the

survelllance fihn. Masked figures, collapsed like unstrung marionettes.
Pools and snakes of blood. 'l's what happens. Structural breakdown,
anarchy in the dreets. It's axiomatic. Does anyone dtting round this

table have any inkling why Nick Makin might have acted theway he
did? Why hefound it necessary, even believed perhapsthat it would be
acceptable, to breach Shorn etiquette like this? Think hard, Jack. Think
about a certain major client, beaten to desth in conference aweek ago.
Think about the way you rewarded Faulkner for that. Does anyone seea
connection?

For afraction of asecond, Jack Notley closed his eyes. When he
gpoke, there was a soft warning in hisvoice.

'l don't think we need to revisit that, Louise.

'l think we do, Jack. Y ou gave Chrisagreen light for behaviour

beyond any acceptable limits. And Makin learnt the lesson, resulting in
this mess. And meanwhile weve got Bryant, our best driver, talking like
afucking ombudsman. Any way you look &t it, Jack, you've destabilised
what we're about. And we can't afford that.'

'l wonder if Martin Page would seeit that way?

Hamilton and Hewitt traded aglance. Hewitt came to the table and
seated hersdlf carefully.

'Isthat somekind of accusation?

Notley shrugged. ‘Let'sjust say that your talk of loose cannonsis
sdlective, Louise. Pagewas ajunior partner. What you did to him ran
counter at least to an unspoken |cnderstanding of how partnership works
here.’

'l resent that, Jack. Page was afiled chdlenge.

'Y es, achallenge without avacant post to judtify it. Executive brawling



at partnership level..4a act of pure, equity share greed.’
'Which you underwrote, as| recall.’

'Retrospectively, yes. Because back then, Louise, you were the loose
cannon, and | admired you for it.'

Hewitt smiled thinly. \Veil, thank you. But | think therésalimit--'
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'Oh, shut up. Don't talk to me about,” Notley gestured impatiently, ‘destabilisation, asif it's something we
have some kind of choice about. As

if it's something we can avoid. Y'Vhat we do hereis built on ingtability.

It'safucking prerequisite.’

Philip Hamilton cleared histhroat. 'l think what Louise meansis--'

'Yes, | thought it was about time you weighed in, you little sycophant. Christ, you're beginning to sicken
me, both of you.'

Notley stood up and strode to the head of the table. He stabbed the
projector control with two folded fingers, and the wall behind him was
abruptly blank. Hisvoice wastight with leashed anger.

‘Louise, | helped you climb to the top of this pile, and now you're up
here dl you want to do is surround yourself with low-threat colleagues
likethis bag of guts, and kick away the ladder in case anybody sharper
getsto scramble up and destabilise thingsfor you. Haven't you learnt anything on the way up? Either of
you?Y ou can't have stability and

dynamic capital growth. It's textbook truth. Come on. What transformed
the stock market back in the last century? Volatility. Competition.
Deregulation. Theloosening of theties, theremova of socid

securit] systems. What's transformed foreign investment in the last thirty
years? Voldtility. Competition. Smal wars. It's the same pattern. And
what ensuresthat we stay on top of it al?Voldility. Innovation. Rule
breaking. Loose cannons. Christ, why do you think | hired Faulkner in
the first place? We need that factor. We have to keep topping up withiit.
Otherwise, we dl just turn back into the same fat-fuck, complacent,
country-club scum that nearly sank uslast time around. Sure, men like
Faulkner are ungtable. Sure, they keep you looking in your rearview all
the time. But that's what keeps us hard.’

For acouple of bedats, silence held the conference room. Nobody
moved. Notley stared from Hewitt to Hamilton and back, daring them
to dispute. Findly, Hewitt shook her head.

'It may make you hard, Jack," she said with measured insolence. '‘But
to meit'sjust bad business. We have structuresin place to ensure
volatility and competition. | don't think we need to go courting chaos
into the bargain. I'm making arecommendation this quarterly that we
let Faulkner go.'

Notley nodded, amost affably.

'Alright Louise. If that'sthe way you want it. But understand this.
Weve been. courting chaos since the day we signed on for Conflict
Investment. All of us. It'swhat drives us, it'swhat getsresults. And

I'm not going to watch you sdll that out, just because you've got
comfortable. Y ou go on record with that recommendation, | will find
reasonsto cal you out. Do you understand me? | will drive you off the
road.






Thistime no one broke the silence. Notley leaned his neck hard to
onesdeand they heard it click in the fillness.

"That will bedl.

When he had gone, Hewitt got up and went to stare out of the
window. Hamilton pushed out along bresth.

'Do you think he meansit?

'Of course he meansit,' said Hewitt irritably.

'So what are you going to do?

'l don't know." She came back to sit on the edge of the table. She
looked down into Hamilton's face. '‘But I'm going to need your help.’
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THIRTY-NINE

Out in the corridor, Mike Bryant quizzed security. They told him Chris
had taken alift to the ground floor. Seemed pret pissed off, admitted one
of the guards. Mike called alift of hisown and bombed downward in
pursLit.

He spotted Chris, dready halfway across the sun-lit cathedral
expanse of thelobby. The holos and fountains and subsonics were dl
switched off, and there was nobody about. In the Sunday afternoon

emptinessthat was left, the space felt suddenly steely and inhuman.
Mike cleared histhroat and called acrossit.
'Chris. Hey, Chris. Wait up aminute.’

‘Now's not agood time, Mike.' Chrisflung it back over his shoulder,
not stopping.

'‘Okay.' Mike jogged to catch up. Residud bruising across his chest
made it painful. 'Y ou'reright, it's not agood time. So why don't we go
and grab adrink somewhere.’

'I've got to get my car back from Hawkspur Green. And then check
into ahote.’

'Y ou're not going home?
'What do you think?

Mike put out a hand, breathing heavily. 'What | think is, you need to
drink some of that seaweed-iodine shit you like, and talk about this.
And, luckily, I'm hereto listen to you spill. Mright? Come on, | saved
your life out there, Chris. At least buy me adrink. Mright?

Chrislooked a him. An unwilling smile bent hismouth. Mike saw it
and grinned back.

‘Mright. I'll get thecar.'

They found atiny antique pub called The Grapes, tacked onto the Lime
Street edge of Leadenhall Market, catering mainly to the insurance

crowd and powered down to a single barwoman for the Sunday trade.
Like mogt city-based hostdries, it opened seven days aweek because the
amplefact that it was ways open was worth something in itsalf.

Brokers knew they could get fed and watered there whatever day they
were working, and the knowledge stuck. There was no room for fiveday
amateurs.



Ihrce- 0;'Jmr?- whiskiesin, Chris had drowned his fiwy and was
dulnped on astool, watching dust motes dance in the streams of
sunlight thet fell in through the windows opposite the bar. A fhint,
pervasive odour of acohol seeped up off the polished wood counter.
The Laphroaig sat on top of the cheap three fingers held taken in Break
Point, the codeine tabs and no food to spesk of. He felt like amud
smeared windscreen.

'Look," Mike was saying. 'lt doesn't matter what Hewitt thinks. You
took Makin down. That'swhat counts. Sure, it was unorthodox, but
that's the point isn't it? It ups your don't-fuck-with-me stock through
theroof. Buildsyou thekiller rep.’

Killer rep.’ Chris stared into his glass. He coughed up alaugh and

shook his head. "Y ou want to know something about ine, Mike?
‘Sure!’
'My killer rep isafucking accident.’

He saw how the other man's gaze narrowed. He nodded, knocked
back therest of the Laphroaig. Ghmted, like letting go.

% right. I'm afucking fake, Mike. Hewitt has me, cross-hairs and
centred. She awaysdid. She's not wrong. | don't belong here!’

Mike frowned, finished hisvodka and gestured to the barwoman.

‘Same again. Chris, what are you talking about? Y ou've been afuel
injected killing machine since Quain, at least.

'Ah! Quain.' Chris watched as the whisky rose two fingersin hisglass.
'Quain, Quain, Quain. Y ou want to know about Quain?

'| dready know about Quain. Chris, you left him smeared dong
thirty metres of asphalt. That's pretty open and shut. Y ou ran him over

fivefucking times, man.'
IY%I,].I

He sat, remembering. Brilliant spring sunshine, and the crunching
impact of hisbarely legd ten-year-old VVolvo Injection againgt the
smooth racing green flanks of Quain's Audi. The light had gleamed so
hard off the bodywork, hed had to squint.

And Quain spinning out, finaly, into the barrier, jammed onto a
snapped section of uprights. What Chris had been try. insfor al through
the difticult latter stages of the duel, well past the point when hed
actualy won. Quain gaping, middle-aged and fearful, through the
smashed-in driver-sde window asthe VVolvo backed up, preiminary to



ramming. Gaping as Chriskilled the motor and got out.

Hefdt hisface twitch with the memory.

fie seemed to make the walk between the two cars at animmense
distance from himsdlf. The turnover of his pulse throbbed in hisown
ears. No Nemexes back then. He walked right up to the window and
showed Quain the thing in his hand. The recycled raki bottle, the
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soaked rag. Perfume of petrol as he waved it back and firth. Snap of the
lighter and the pale flame in the sunny air. Quain started tmbbling.

Get out, Christold him, surprisng himself. The plan had been to

burn Quain dive. The plan had been to tell Quain why, and then throw
the bottle with enough force to shatter on the floor between hisfest.
The plan had been to watch Quain turned into ashrieking, flaling,

flame-armed thing, to listen to the screams and-- Get out md run, .you fick. And Quain did.

Crazed, maybe, with fear of what he saw in Chriss eyes, hypnotised
by the blob of pale, dancing flame. Chris stood there and watched him
go, groping about inside his own head for areason. Something was
happening in there, and he couldn't make out what it was.

Hethrew the bottle into the Audi anyway, as much in frustration as
anything ese. It shattered on the dash and the flames sprang up. The
sight seemed to switch something back on insde him. He sprinted back
to the Volvo, kicked it alive and floored the accelerator. Fishtail waltz as
he hauled the whed over and his gaze sharpened on the portly, Imnber
ing figure ahead on the road. Quain nust have heard the engine and
known what it meant. He was making for the centrd reservation asthe
Volvo came up on hisheds. It wouldn't have made any difference, Chris
redlised later. He would have driven straight through it to get to Quain.
He dropped a gear and the engine screamed. Quain looked back over
his shoulder just before the Volvo hit. Chris saw hiseyes. Then hewas
gone, asuddenly, impossibly aerodynamic body thudding and tumbling
up off the hood, the windscreen, theroof. A flash of dark faling in the
rearview as Chris braked the Volvo to a screeching halt.

It wasn't enough.

He never knew if Quain was dead when he reversed back over him the
firgt time. But he saw what emerged under the front whedls as he pulled

up five metres back from the body.

It still wasn't enough.

Hedid it again. And again.

Fivetimes, before he redlised it would never be enough.

'Hekilled my father,' he said.

And Mike Bryant, staring a him in the sfting dustlight. A look on his

face Chris had never seen before. Stdlled out, lost.



Your lather?

Chrissghed. Loading up for the long, tedious climb of explanation.

‘Not directly. Quain never met my father directly. My father worked for
arecongruction consultancy called |ES - International Economic
Solutions, but when you said it al together it sounded like Y es. Cute,
huh? My mother said he used to.'
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He clamped his mouth. Shook his head. Cleared histhroat.

'Uh, they modelled admin systeins, infrastructure, things like that.
They wereinto centra Africa, the Middle East. Pretty small, but

hungry and hard on the roads, asfar asthat went back then.’
Mike nodded. 'Enough to just get therefirgt, right?

That'swhat they say.' Chrisstared at aray of dusty light faling
acrossthe bar top. A faint scarring of overlaid glassrings showed up in
the wooden glow. '2018, Edward Quain was a hotshot young gunin
Hammett McColl Emerging Markets. Couldn't have been older than
his early twenties. And he pulled off this cutting-edge piece of incurson
for Hammett McColl in Ethiopia. Got backing for amagjor policy shift.
Nothing dramatic by CI standards, thisis more than thirty years ago,
remember. But it was enough to bring down the government. A lot of
high-ranking officidslog their jobs. And Quain's new team publicly
reneged on astack of externa contracts. Happened overnight, literaly.
|ES couldn't take the damage. They went under, bankrupted aong
with adozen or so others, and about forty per cent of the low-end
commercia sector in Ethiopiaat thetime. They say it precipitated the
civil war.'

'Ah yeah, | remember this" Mike snapped hisfingers. The Ayele
Protocal, right? Read about it in Reed and Mason.’

‘Right. Quain walked away with a huge commission, Hammett

McColl repositioned for regiona dominance in the Red Sea zone, and
my father woke up with awalletful of dead plastic he didn't know abouit.
He got shot the same day, arguing with a supermarket security guard.
His card wouldn't scan at checkout, they wouldn't take him serioudly
and it got." Chriswatched his knuckles whiten around the whisky glass
with absent fascination, asif they belonged to someone ese. 'Out of
hand. My mother says, said, if he'd been dressed better that day, it
would never have happened. Hated suits gpparently, my old man.
Dressed scruffy as he could, outside the office. Maybe they thought
he'd stolen the card or something. They tried to throw him out, it got
rough. Blare. Somefat over-the-hill fuck with adick extension blew his
fucking head off.

Helooked at the whisky glass. Let go of it abruptly and stared at the
pam of his suddenly liberated hand.

'Welost everything. The house, both cars. Hedlth insurance, savings.
Stock options. My mother got rehoused in the eastern zones. My
father's friends helped out as muchas they could, but most of them

were going under too. They weredl at IES or working in related firms'’
Chris picked up hisdrink again, knocked it back. 'And then, even that
early, they say you could see the domino coming if you were paying
attention. 1t was till nearly a decade off, theworst of it, but people were
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dready running scared, just hanging on with whatever they had. And
Quain had just seento it that we had nothing.'
'Y ou remember al this?

‘Not redly, no. | was two when my father waskilled. | wasthere but,'
Chris shivered, dodging the dream. 'l don't remenber it. | just remember
growing up in the zones with this accent everybody hated. This

vague sense that things were better once. BgjOre. But | could have picked
that up listening to my mother. No way you remember stuff from when
you'retwo yearsold.'

‘No. But.' Mike gestured helplesdy. 'How the luck did you. | mean,
Quain. Didn't he see you coming, the day you joined HM? How did
you even get into HM, cometo that?

'I changed my name. My father wasn't cdlled Faulkner, it was my
mother's maiden name. Shedied of thorn fever, when | was seventeen. |
took her name, sold everything € se we owned and cut mysdlf anew
identity. Got agangwit datarat in Plaistow to fix my records. Probably
did ashit job, themoney | gave him, but it waswhat | could afford. |
doubt it would have stood up to close scrutiny, but when you're from

the zoneswho the fuck cares. Y ou're just cheap, faceless labour. And by
thetime | got to Hammett McCall, | had five years of new identity
behind me. I'd made alot of money for RossMobile and IS Euro, |

could drive. That's all the HM recruiters cared about.'
'Soppy. Was that their own people?

'No, contracted out. Some cut-rate two-room outfit off Ludgate
Circus. They tendered for HM on straight cost. No duel requirement.
Lowest offer wins'

Mike shook his head. 'Fucking amateurs.'

'Y eah, but you know whét. It wouldn't have mattered anyway. Quain
wouldn't have recognised my father's name. Some guy he ruined twenty
years ago, one name out of hundreds he probably didn't even know
back when it happened, let aone two decades on. What are the
chances?

'Y eah, figures." Mike puffed out his cheeks. 'Jesus, what astow. Does
Carlaknow dl this?

'No. Sheknows | grew up in the zones, she knows my parents are
dead, but we don't talk about it. | met her after Quain. I'd already
buried it al. She used to ask, back when we started seeing each other.
Think it might even have been some of the attraction for her, the zone
connection. | told her | wasn't interested in looking back:' He stared



down the receding perspectives of the memory. 'Snapped her head off
whenever she asked. She stopped asking after awhile.’

"Yeah, it'strue. Y ou never talk about it, do you.'

Chris shrugged. 'Nor do you. Nor do any of us. We're all too flat-out
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fucking busy trying to inake it big right no,v to talk about the past.

Y ou'd think none of us had parents, theway welive.'
'Hey, I've got parents. | see them pretty often.’
‘Good for you.'

Mike shook hishead again, alittle blearily thistime. 'Still can't
beieveit, man. It'slike afucking movie. All theway back from the
zonesto take down Edward Quain.'

Chrisfinished hisdrink. "Y eah, well. Some of us have got what it
takes, some of us haven't. Remember.'

'Ah, shit, Chris, | didn't mean you. I'm not saying everyonein the
zones deservesto be there, you know that. If 1'd known, you know,
about your parents and stuff, | wouldn't have said--'

'No?Y ou must have known my background, Mike. Y ou said yoursdlf,
that first day | met you in the washroom, Hewitt was batting my details
about before | arrived. And it's not a secret where | grew up. It'son the
rdsumd.’

'What? Mike squinted at him. 'Well, yeah, but | assumed. | don't
know, accidental son of some dumming exec and abargirl, adancer or

something.’
"Thanks!'

'Fuck, | don't mean. | mean, it doesn't mean anything, but | just
assumed. It happens, you know. Seen it happen. Come close a couple of
times, mysdlf. | just figured, something like that, that's how you got

your break at Ross Mobile, maybealeg upinto ISaswell.’

'No.' Chrissmiled tightly. 'l got Ross through an old friend of my

father. Everything ese | clawed down mysdlf. Don't worry abott it,
Mike. Y ou wereright. Some of us have got what it takes, and what it
takesishate. | had enough hate to paint atowerblock. | grew up hating.
It waslike fuel. Likefood. Y ou don't need much of anything else when

you've got hate.'
'Look--'

'And then one morning | woke up and I'd killed Edward Quain, and
theworld was il here. | had ajob, | had alife, well, alifestyle anyway.
Hammett McColl had just promoted me. | had money, alot of money,
for thefirg timein my life" Hetipped hisempty glass horizontdl.

Looked into it and laughed. ‘It seemed alittle ungracious not to go on

living.



Thetwo of them sat therein sllence for awhile. Findly, Mike shifted
uncomfortably and cleared histhroat.

'Chris." He hesitated. 'Y ou, uh, you want to stay at my place tonight?
'No. Thanks, no. I've got to be alone for awhile, Mike. There's stuff

| need to sort out. I'll get ahotel. But thanks. And.' He waved vaguely.
"Thanksfor, you know, saving my life and everything.'
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Bryant grinned.

'Shit, | lways owed you for MitsueJoues. Just call it even.'

The hote would not hold him.

fie poured hinsdlf awhisky - dotherfucking hisky - and stared at
the phone asif it were poisonous. His mobile was till switched off. No
one outside of Mike knew where he was. Hed have to pick up and didl.

He picked up the TV remote instead, and zapped through the
channels. Endless, nindless, brightly-coloured shit and an upbesat
report just in from Cambodia. fie recognised the editing.

He shut down the TV's painted window and went out on the

balcony. Varm night air gusted over hisface. A well-lit Kensington
street angled past seven floors below. A couplewaked dongit, amin
arm. Laughter floated up. A cab idled by in the opposite direction,
cruising for custom.

He retreated to the bedroom. He lay face up on the bed and stared at

the perfectly moulded plaster celling. Tension itched down hislimbs.
He prowled the suite and gnawed athumbnail down to the quick.
Helit the lgptop and tried to carry out simple database tasks.

He hurled the whisky glass across the room.

He grabbed wallet, Nemex, jacket, and he | eft.

Shewaswaiting for him.

She must have heard the cab in the street outside. The door opened

as he pressed the bell. She stood in the clothes she'd worn at treak Point,
black leggings and aloose grey running top, face scrubbed clean of
make-up, hair gathered back. They stood looking at each other, an
arm'’s reach apart.

'I've got to talk to you," he started, but she shook her head.

She reached for him as he crossed the threshold. It fdlt likefaling. He
was close enough to smell freshly drunk coffee on her breath, behind
that the swirl of female scent mingled with orange blossom. Thekiss
was an open-mouthed collision that squeezed tearsinto hiseyes, a
mutua assault of tongues, of teeth tugging on lips and handson

clothing below. She waslaughing excitedly into his open mouth as

they clinched and his handsfdt impossibly full of her body, unableto
grasp the substance of it with enough fi)rce. He kicked the door shut
and found a.breast beneath the sports top, unsupported and surgically
perfect - the porn segnent .p:ang through hismind like .-aeat hard under
soft, aswath of ssomach sprung with taut muscle, the hard length of one



thigh and the lift of arse cheek aboveit. He could not settle on any of it.

Her leg thrust between his and ground upward against his prick. He
was aready hard. She bit him on the neck. Hands dragged him down
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the hall, past the kitchen and bathroom and left into an untidy bedroom.
Cluttered bedside unit, ateetering pile of books and aglass of
stalewater. A pae blue quilt crumpled across an unmade bed. He drank
itin and the new intimacy was atiny itching in the pit of his ssomach, an
opening to an inner sanctum, built into his prior knowledge of the rest

of the house. Shelet him go with asudden motion asif he was hot, sank
to the bed in front of him and pedled off her leggingsintwo single
gtripping motions. Fingers touched the mound benesth the white

cotton thong she wore undernegth, rubbing the groove up and down.
She grinned up a him as she did it. Her free hand scrabbled acrossto

the bedside table, ripped open adrawer and reached inside.
'No, wait.'

He shed jacket and shirt, dropped to his knees beside the bed and
buried hisface in the white cotton, breathing in the undiluted scent of
her. She gasped and sank back on the folds of the quilt. The heated
heart of flesh between her thighswas moist. He did hishands up the
ingdes of her thighs, fingersfirst, pulled aside the cotton and sank his
tongueinto her. A hard spasm and her hands cameto grip the sides of
his head. Her legs|ifted and folded over hisback like wings. Shewas

panting.

V ghen she came, she ground up hard against him with adeep grunting
sound, then flopped to twitching stillness. He shouldered hisway
gently out from under her legs and straightened up. In the drawer she
had opened, he found the Durex can. Heralled its chilly length long
the plain of her ssomach, got another twitch asit touched her, then
lodged it between her breasts and rolled it idly back and forth in the
indelible cleavage surgery had given her. Sheraised hersdf on her
elbows.

'So what do you want now ? she asked, mock tough.
| want toflick you, Liz.'

She seemed to consider that for amoment, heed tilted dightly. Then
she sat up, tugged her hair loose of its binding and set about unfastening
his belt buckle. She liberated the engorged length of his prick from the
clothit wastrapped in, handling it with greedy care and diding it back
and forth into her mouth. Then she gripped it at base between thumb
and forefinger, picked up the Durex can and sprayed him steedily from
end to end.

It was along time since he'd needed to use the stuff, and the sudden,
cold tightening of the ingtant membrane was a shock. He gasped and
Liz Linshaw grinned again as she heard it.

‘That'sjust for starters,' she said in the back of her throat and held up
the can for hisingpection. Thisis cocktail-laced. Expensve stuff: You



wait 'til the contact sensitiserskick in. You're not going to last long.'
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He reached for her and she scooted back on the bed, opening hersalf

for him. He sank dl the way into her with agroan, cupped one breast in both hands, working the flesh.
He sucked in the nipple and it touched

the roof of hismouth.

Shewasright. Hedidn't last long.

'Can you fed my heart? she asked him, later.

He nodded drowsly against her chest.

Its4till besting like afucldng drum, Chris. That'swith thinking

about what you did to me. | want youto do it again.’

'What, right now?

Shelaughed. 'Well, idedlly yeah. But | can wait.' She craned her neck

tolook at hisface. 'Areyou staying the night?
'If you ask meto.’
'Stay the night." ‘No, | got to go.'

'Y ou bastard.’ She dapped at hisflank. That's not funny. | want you
to stay, Chris. | want accessto you.'

'Y ou've got accessto me. Look at me." But beneath the comfortable
humour, he felt avague stirring of alarm. Not a what she wanted. At
what he might want from her.

'So were going to do thisagain?
He thought about Carla. Pushed the thought away again. Let go.
'Y egh, we are. I'm living out of ahotel now, Liz. No more complications.'

And in the back of hishead, something heard and lifted itsthroat to
the sky, and laughed like ahyena.

Mnidst the plinthed Grecian sculpture, Louise Hewitt sat on the edge

of the grey-sheeted bed and stared past the white blast of abedside
halogen lamp. The room was silent around her. She had hung her jacket
away with automated care on her way into the apartment, and now her
shoulders dumped under the soft silk of her blouse. Therewas an
unaccustomed ache in her throat.

She looked down at the bed and pressed her lipstogether. Then she
lay Sdeways on the covers and lowered her face to the pillow. His scent
came off the grey cotton and she clenched her eyes shuit.



'Oh Chrigt, Nick,' she murmured, and her throat clicked as she
swdlowed. 'Didn't | tell you? Didn't | zt, 8,7 you?

Shelay therefor awhile, and asingle tear leaked out from under her
right eydid. It trickled jerkily to the edge of her face and soaked into the

pillow.

When the second and third tear dipped out, she sat up abruptly and
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wiped them off her face with the angry gesture of someone ripping off a
mask. She cleared her throat, got up from the bed and went through to
the study. She stabbed the datadown awake and seated herself before its
soft, multi-coloured glow.

She worked.
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FORTY

There weretiines over the next few weeks when Chris had to forcibly
remind himsdlf that thiswas hisown life hewasleading.

Partly it wasthe hotdl. There was something insulated about living

out of abox of high-class serviceslong-term, something that felt like
wearing thin rubber gloves. Household tasks he was used to performing
himsdf happened digantly, dmost invisbly. He put out hisdirty

laundry and it came back again pristine, asif cleaned by elves. Fresh
towels, and little bottles of soap and shainpoo appeared daily in the
bathroom by asimilar magic. He ordered food and it came to his door
from akitchen he never saw, or hefed himself in one of the hotel'sthree
internd restaurants. Either way, he was saved the tiny increments of
physical and emotiona effort involved in going outsde to look for a
placeto eat.

At Shorn, he performed with adightly numb, mechanica competence.
The work piled up into account overload as Nick Makin's

abrupt departure took itstoll on everyone. He cut apath through it like
someone working through dense bush with a blunt :nachete. Focus
ahead, swing, grab, clear and step, focus ahead, swing. Occasionally he
sagged, but habit kept him on hisfeet.

The pellet woundsin hisside hedled, fading rapidly from actud pan
to inconvenience to vague memory. Dreams of Carlastubbornly refused
to follow the same path.

Covert reports camein from the NAME via L opez. Barranco had

taken hisfirst dose of Shorn beneficence - three hundred Kaashnikovs
plusammunition, thirty of the Aerospatide plane-killers, an even
thousand King grenades, al brought ashore in the dead of night on

some Pacific beach, courtesy of a privatised Epsilon-class Russan attack
sub and her demobbed crew-. The best international bulk-by-stealth
couriers money could buy.

On the other side of the globe, Nakamura played Cambodia the way
Vasvik had told him they would. Planning for the military coup lurched
into motion. Chris had the relevant local toolsto hand - hed mustered
them almost absently - days before the indesp intelligence came

through. He pretended to study the reports, phoned through prearranged
authorisation codesto Langley an hour later, sat and waited.
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Ixplosons|)loonled across Phnom Perth like arash. A colond and

hisfamily in acar bomb. A generd in arestaurant. An air force
commander in awhorehouse, shot three timeswith an uncharacteristic
precision that made Chris suspect the place was a protected Langley
franchise of some sort. A couple of others, drive-by and car bomb
respectively. The remainder got the message. The coup fell apart
beforeit could properly gain momentum, and Nakamurarecoiled.
Word came down to Chrisfrom on high. Notley was impressed.

Meanwhile, an ongoing investigation was launched into the mysterious
disappearance of Nicholas Makin. No one outside the Shorn
debriefing knew where hed gone. His corpse was helicoptered out of
Crutched Friarswith the rest, still masked, still warm. No footage of
faces, and no DNA trace - before they I€ft, the rapid response

crew Mike cdled had hosed down the bloody asphat with chemicas
that would defeat any tissue analysis. Thefirefight was written off as
an overly ambitious gangwit incurson that had met with poetic

justice. Carefully massaged media speculation arose that Makin had
fdlen solitary victim to the same gang before their luck ran out. Chris
and Mike gave prepared statements and watched it dl from the Sdelines.

Themediadid itsjob, rather better than anyone had expected.
Accurate detail dissolved rapidly in asplash of lurid full-colour,

replayed from the survelllance camerasin Crutched Friars. The
gunfighter chic of the thing caught and sold. Comp Drivers In Eastwood
Style BloodbathVZone Gangs Resp High Noon V'V hirlwind/ Police Commend
Shorn Heroes/Coverage went globd, TV and the men's magazines went
crazy. Chrisand Mike got their souvenir Remingtons, handed over by
the chief of corporate policein awhite gale of erupting flashbulbs.
Everyone grinning into the teeth of the mediastorm. It made the

triumph against Mitsue Jones and her team seem like relative obscurity.
One morning Mike came into work and found acdl on his phone from
aHollywood agent. Studios, the agent said, were queuing up. Options,
offers, amounts of money that made even Louise Hewitt blink. There
wastak of abook tie-in. A game. Action figures.

Sign nothing, said Notley with characteristic avuncular tolerance. Y et. Corporate police units went into
the zones |ooking for associates and

relatives of the four men who had died with Makin. They kicked in

doors and broke heads, bullied and bribed and ascertained that no one

lew anything worth teling. Arrestswere made. The media stood up

onitshind legs and applauded. Show, Leads Gang Crackdown/Law and

Order Priority for Cbrporate Community/ Drug Scum Will Be Stopped Says

Shorn Partner/Sgjbr Streets for Our KM s Promise Executives/

Tendaysin, the origina event surrounding Nick Makin's death
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were gone. No one remembered anything but the quick-draw images of
Chris Faulkner and Mike Bryant, outnumbered and outgunned, taking

down five cold-blooded, cowardly, drug-dealing masked killers.
Redlity blurred out in hype.

Chrisgaveinterviews, looked into cameras. Fended off a spate of calls
from the driving fanworld and the London Chamber of Commerce,
Requestsfor after-dinner spesker engagements, pleas for worn pieces of
the Saab's engine and offers of bizarre sexud servicesal fogged into a
sngle drag on his atention. Messages piled up once more on the
datadown from the same wolfish-looking women with Eastern European
names, and from drive stes like Road Rash and Asphalt Xtreme. He
read movie treatments and CI reports with the dazed sense that some
time soon he might not be able to tell the difference. Herolled out

the officia Shorn line, dictated policy down phones. He handled Cambodia,
the NAME. Parana. Assam. Makin's accounts in Guatemala,

Kashmir, Y emen. More.

Hetook the Remington down to the firing range and took out some

of the secreted stress on holotargets. There was a deep satisfaction to
the scattered blast pattern it made that not even the Nemex could equdl.
He grew to like the wegpon in away he had never dlowed himself with
the pistol. He used the fedling like adrug.

In the evenings, in the anonymous seclusion of the hotdl, hehad Liz
Linshaw, like ajagged sensory overload on the screen of hisfedlings.
Sprawled degantly naked across his bed, sogped dick in his shower,
pressed againgt the walls of the room, legs wrapped around, tensed with
orgasm, damp with swest, grinning through her touded hair.

Her too, he used like adrug. Like amateridised visitation from some

soft-porn pay-channe redlity the hotel had moored close to. When she

wasn't there - about every third night, just S0 zve tay sane about this, Chris - he masturbated thinking of
her. She helped him deep, helped him

avoid overly conscious introspection when at the ragged end of each day

he arrived back in the hotel and found himself wondering if you redly

could live out awholelifethisway.

Eventudly, Carlacameto the hotd.

Shecdledfirst. Severa times. He had her screened out of his mobile
and the office phone, but somehow sheld got the hotel out of Mike. The
first time she cdled, hewaked into it, head-on. He hung at the end of
the phone, weightless, making monosyllabic responses. After awhile,
shecried.

He hung up on her.

He rang the switchboard and got them to screen and announce all



further incoming calls. Then he called Mike, furious. He got an gpology
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of sorts, but what the other man was redly thinking came through
underneath, loud and clear.

'Y eah, | know Chris. I'm redly sorry. She'sbeen calling for days- |
just couldn't blow her off any more. She was upset, you know. Redlly

upset.’
'I'm fucking upset aswell, Mike. And | could use a bit of solidarity

here. It'snot like | go tdlling talesto Suki behind your back, isit?
'Y ou need to talk to her, man.’

"That's an opinion, Mike, and you're entitled to it. But you don't

fucking make my marital decisionsfor me. Got it?
There was along pause a the other end.
'Got it." Mike sad findly.

'Good.' Chris cleared his throat, cranked down histone alittle. 'I'll

See you tomorrow at eight, then. Cambodia briefing.’
'Yeah.
"night, then.'

'Y eah. Goodnight, Chris." There was aflat quality in Mikesvoice
that Chrisdidn't much like, but he was dtill too angry himsdlf to care
much ether.

Liz emerged from the bathroom, naked, towelling her hair vigoroudly.
'Who was that?

He gestured. 'Ah, Mike. Work stuff.’

"Yeah? Y ou look pretty pissed off about it.'

'Y eah, well. Cambodia.’

'Anything | should know?

Heforced agrin. ‘A lot of stuff you'd like to know, probably. But let's
talk about Mars!'

Shethrew thetowe at him.

'I'll get it out of you," she promised, advancing.

The next morning on the way to work, Mike's tone came back to him
and hewondered if the other man was going to have another go after
the Cambodia briefing. He rehearsed angry rejoindersin his head asthe
cab swung around Hyde Park Corner.

He never got achance to use them. It was the day Hollywood chose
to come calling and dl Mike wanted to talk about were the hallucinatory



figuresinvolved and the possibility that they might get to watch
themsalves immortaised on screen by Tony Carpenter or Eduardo Rojas.

Carlacalled a couple more times that week, and then, suddenly, she
was at the front desk, asking for him. Mercifully, it wasanight Liz
Linshaw had chosen not to show up. He thought briefly, cruely, about
telling the desk staff to send her away, then caught a glimpse of himsdlf
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inawal mirror and grinaced. He changed into something freshly
laundered, dipped on apair of casua shoes and went down to face
her.

Shewas Stting on one of the sofasin reception, immaculate in faded
jeans he remembered buying with her, boots and aneat black leather
jacket. When she saw him, she got up and came to meet him, trying for
agmile

'So. | get an audience with the man of the moment. Feel good, being
famousagan?

'What do you want?

‘Can we go up to your room?

‘No.'

Shelooked elaborately around the quiet, well-bred bustle of the

lobby. The hurt barely showed in her voice.
'Have you got someone up there?

'Don't be afucking bitch. No, | haven't got anyone up there. Jesus,
Carla, thisisn't dbout someone ese. Y ou fucking left me!'
'So I've got to stand here while you shout & me?

He swallowed and lowered hisvoice. There'sabar through there,
through that arch. We can st inthere.’

She shrugged, but it was a manufactured detachment. In the corner of
the bar, she sat and stared at him out of eyesthat shone with unshed
tears. She'd been cuing recently, he knew. He could tell. Hefdt atiny
thawing at the edges of hisanger at the knowledge, atiny, aching
warmth. He crushed it out. A uniformed waitress appeared with an
expectant smile. He ordered Laphroaig for himsdlf, asked Carla
whether sheld like something to drink, and watched the formdity of
his tone stab her through. She shook her head.

'I didn't come here to drink with you, Chris.'

'Fair enough.' He nodded to the waitress and she went back to the
bar. 'What did you comefor?

"To apologise’

Helooked at her for along moment. 'Go on then.'



She managed a smile. Shook her head. 'Y ou bastard. Y ou've turned
into ared bastard, Chris. Y ou know that?

'Y ou left mein the middle of the fucking zones, Carla. At two o'clock in
the fucking morning. Y ou've got some gpologising to do.’
'Y ou called meawhore.’

"And you called me." He gestured helplessy, not remembering-how
the row had stoked so high. 'Y ou said--'

'l said | couldn't recognise you any more, Chris. It wasn't aninsult, it
was the truth. | don't recognise you any more.’

He shrugged. Ignored thetiny acid drip at the centre of hischest. 'So
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why come here at dl? I'm awrite-off, I'n unrecoverable. Tender trash.
So why waste your time?

'l told youwhy | cane!

'Y eah, to gpologise. Y ou're not making avery good job of it.'

The Laphroaig came. He signed for it, Sipped and put it down on the
table between them. He looked back up at Carla.

'Wel?

'l didn't cometo apologise for leaving you in the zones. He opened
his mouth and she made adashing gesture to silence him. 'No, listen to
me, Chris. I'd do it again if you spoke to melike that again. You

desarved it

She stared away across the bar, assembling what she wanted to say. Absently, she reached acrossthe
table for the whisky tumbler, recog- promised the automatic intimacy for what it was and stopped herself
rigidly.

She blinked acouple of times, fast.

"That's not what | have to apologisefor. | have to gpologise because |

should have left you along time ago. I've spent the last year, the last two
years, | don't know maybe even longer than that, trying to turn you

back into the man | thought you were when wefirst met.' She smiled
unconvincingly. ‘And you don't want to be that man any more, Chris.

Y ou aren't that man any more. Y ou've found something harder and

fagter, and you likeit better.'
‘Thisiscrap, Carla' 'Isit?

Silence. A tear broke cover under her left eye. He pretended not to
seeit, reached for hiswhisky instead. She found awipein her jacket.
'I'm leaving you, Chris. | thought maybe. But | wasright the first

time. There'sno point." She gestured at the hotel around them. 'Y ou're
happier likethis. Living on room service, locking out the rest of the
world. It isn't just thejob you do any more, that fucking tower you run
your remote control warsfrom. It's everything. Twenty-four, seven,
insulated from redity. How long would you have gone on sitting in this
place, if | hadn't come here tonight? How long would you have shut me
out like everyone else?

She got up abruptly. He sat staring straight ahead, out of the windows



of the bar to the street outside.

'Y ou fucking left me, Carla. Don't try and turn it around.’

She gave him abright, brittle smile. 'Y ou're not listening to me,,

Chris. I'mleaving you. I'll need a couple of weeksto get my stuff out of
the house--'

'And where are you going to go? It came out ugly.

'I'm going to stay with,' shelaughed alittle. 'Not that it's anything to

do with you any more. I'm going to stay in Troms6 for awhile. Until |
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can get the divorce sorted out. I'm assuming you aren't going to contest
it, you'll probably be happier than | am to get free. Give you plenty of

room for your new penthouse playmate, whoever sheis!'
'What the fuck are you talking about?

'Oh, please. I'm not stupid, Chris. | saw the way the people at the

desk looked at me when | asked for you. | hear the way they react when |
try to cdl you. I'm not the only woman you've got coming here. | just
hope whoever it isisworth what you're paying.

He shrugged. Think what you like. Better yet, check the credit-card
accounts. Spot al the chargesto escort agencies | must be making. You
never did have avery high opinion of me, did you?

She shook her head, drew a hard bresth that had tearsin it. "Y ou
don't know how wrong you are about that, Chris. Y ou'll never fucking know.'

'Y eah. Whatever.'

She turned to go. Paused and turned back.

'Oh, yeah. Y ou'd better come out and collect the Saab. Sometime
soon. | haven't touched it, but I'm not sure how long | can stand it
gtting therein the drive while | know you're here fucking some moan
on-demand tit-job. My maturity's wearing pretty fucking thin."
Shewalked away from him.
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FORTY-ONE

Liz Linshaw caine over the following evening, and walked bang into the
aftermath. Chris was moody and snappish, and when they got into bed
he needed a hand-crank start. They fucked, but it wasn't much fun. He
went through the motions, wrestling irritably over choices and changes
of posture, and only finally managed to lose himsdf in the pay-channd
perfection of her body as he came. Scant seconds later, he hit the redl
world like concrete from fifty floors up. No post-coital warmth, no
chuckling or smoothing of sweet-soaked skin. Therewas araw hollow
behind hiseyesand in hischest.

They unplugged and lay apart.

"Thanks,' she said, staring at the celling.

'Sorry.' He rolled towards the juncture of her thighs. ‘Come here!'
She pushed his head away. 'Forget it, Chris. Just tell mewhat's
wrong.'

'Y ou don't want to hear it.'

‘Yes| do.'

Herolled onto hisback again. He blew imaginary cigarette smoke a
the calling. 'Carlacameto seeme," he said findly.

'Great.' she sat up against the headboard, arms folded under her
breasts. 'Fucking great. Y ou seeing her again?

"Told you you didn't want to heer it.'

Shelooked down at him, angry. 'Y ou'rewrong. | do want to hear
it, | want to hear al about it. Every fucking detail. Y ou're what |
doin the evenings now, Chris. Anything that'sgoing to ruiniit this
badly, you better believe | want to hear about it. Are you seeing her
agan?

'Doubt it.'

He recounted the conversation in the bar, amost word for word.

When he cameto Carlas parting line, she grimaced.



'Y eah.' Chris stared off into a corner of the room. 'Used to scare me
sometimes, how she could get insgde my head like that. Just read stuff
out of melike |l wasascreen.'

Liz Linshaw's gaze twitched around. 'Excuse me?

'l mean, the way she knew that '
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‘That'swhat | am in your head? A moan-on-demand tit-job? Well,
thanks afucking lot, Chris. "I'hank you very much.'

‘Liz, I'm not. That's not what | meant. It's." He groped after some

explanation of what he meant, the way she seemed to form an integrated

part of the smooth-lined hotdl-suite redity he wasliving. 'Christ, you're beautiful, thet'swhat | wastrying
to say, too beautiful to bered, it seems

like. Okay? And that must have been what she picked up onin my head.

| mean, look, she wasright about the tit-job, wasn't she.'

Liz cupped her breasts at him. The anger on her face robbed it of
sexuality. Y ou got a problem with these? Funny, because you didn't
seem to earlier when your face was fucking buried between them. You
know, Chris, thisisme. I'm herefor red, dl of me. I'm not trying to sdll
myself to you as some piece of fucking merchandise!’

'No? A little of hisown anger was starting to seep back through the
emptiness under hisribs. 'So why send me the edited highlights of your
porn career? Good old airbrushed girl-on-girl action?Y ou wouldn't call
that merchandising the goods?

She gtared at him. "What the fuck are you talking about?

'Oh, comeon Liz. You'retrying to tell me you didn't do porn?

'No, | did." Something in her face had changed. '‘Back when it was the
best way | knew to make money. | just want to know how come you
never told me you'd been jerking off toiit.’

'Liz, you fucking sent it to me.'

'No, Chris. | didn't.'

'Y ou're saying you didn't mail me avideoclip of you and some blonde
bimbette on a, like, an exercise rack or something. Y ou never sent that?

She sighed and sank back against the headboard. Her gaze rolled out

to the middle distance. She seemed to curl into hersdlf. 'Donna's Dominion,' she muttered.
‘Sorry?

'Donnas Dominion. That'swhat it was caled, that particular piece of
classy eratic art. | was Donna Dread, gym training world dominatrix."
She amiled without much mirth. 'Pretty infantile stuff, huh?

Chris gestured uncomfortably. He was pretty sure he was blushing.
Liz Linshaw nodded.

'Got you hard, though. Right?
'Uh." He looked away.

She sighed again. 'L ook, don't worry about it. Stuffs made to get you



hard. Asamale, you'd be practically dysfunctiond if it didn't. Y outhful
tits are supposed to turn you on, and there you've got four of them on
screen, dl rubbing up against each other, and al blown up to hyper-regl
proportions. Y ou might aswell get embarrassed about four lines of
uncut NAME powder keeping you awake dl night. It'sjust another
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drug, Chris. Refined, maxed-up, bang-on-the-nail sex-chenigtry trigger
dust." Another weary smile. 'So you liked me, huh?

He cleared histhroat. 'Y ou, uh, were you redly into, you know?

'Girls? She shrugged. 'Not redlly, no. | mean, get someonelicking

your clit for you, that's not unpleasant, whatever sex the person doing
itis. Onceyou get used to the Six or seven people watching you off
camera, that is. And you'd be surprised how quickly you do get used to
that. But no, | was never atry-out lesbian, not even atry-out hi. It's pure
theatre, Chris. Just ajob. Oh, yeah, and if you stick to girl-on-girl, your
health insurance premiums go way down. Lessrisk, less generd wear
and tear on the works.'

'Why did you, | mean, how did you get into it?

Thistime her smile seemed genuine. Her posture unwound. She
shook her head, reached over the edge of the bed for her bag, and
garted going through it. "Well | wasn't kidnapped into it by white
davers if that'swhat you mean.'

She found a bent and crumpled ready-rolled spliff, alighter. Sat back
againg the headboard again and lit up. She coughed and waved little
eddiesin the sudden cloud of smoke.

"Y ou want some of this? No? Sure? She pulled down alungful of
smoke, held it for amoment and let go. Shelooked criticaly at the
embered end of the pliff. Thingis, you listen to some twisted evangdlica
fuck like Simeon Sands, you'd believe we are dl sex davesby any
other name, kidnapped, trapped by drugs, victims of our own unclean,
incest-aroused lust - | think guys like Sands like that one especialy, you
hear the way they trot it out. One hand on the pulpit, one hand below,
eh.’ She grinned crookedly. 'But it just ain't so, Chris. | mean, it isn't
this other thing the industry wantsto sdll you ether. Y ou know, we're
al dripping wet duts, just can't wait to get our orifices suffed. Forget
that. Y ou want clinical and jaded, go watch a porno shoot. It'swork,
Chris, pure and smple. More or less professiona, depending on who
you'reworking for, better or worse paid ditto. But no one ever put me
under pressure to do stuff | wasn't happy with, and no onetried to stop
mewhen | quit.'

'Do you think you were typica ?

Liz held down more smoke. Frowned, then let it up. Shook her head.
‘Globaly? No. | heard alot of nasty stories coming out of Costa Rica
and Thailand. Still do. But you don't need meto tell you about that,
Chris. Thisiswhat you do for aliving. Enterprise zones, politica
ingtability. Market forces, weak governmenta structure, the poor get
fucked. Literdly, inthiscase!

'Oh, right.' The casuad way sheld said it stung, made him snappish.
'So everyone you worked with was miling and happy were they?
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She plumed smoke, looked a him quizzically.

‘No. Even in Copenhagen, you've got some fucked-up girls working
thetrade. That blonde | was with in Dom, as Dotal ,zion? Renata something,
| think she was Polish. She had some strange ideas, and those tits

were just insane. She had to go to three different plastics guys before she
found one who'd give her those il nplants and then she had on-and-off
post-op trouble the whole time. So, yeah who knows? Maybe old
Simeon wasright in her case. Turned on to pornographic filth because
her father abused her asachild. But, to be hones, | think she just wasn't
very bright. Y eah, Chris, there are going to be women doing porn who
were fucked up by abuse when they werekids, it makes sense. But most
of the ones | worked with were just like me - uninhibited, maybe overly
exhibitionigtic mediawannabes, marking time while they looked for

their big break. | went out to Copenhagen, looking for work with the
pirate ‘casters out of Christiania. | got into Danish porn instead. It was
eader, therewas alot more of it about than pirate work, and it was
better paid. It was acouple of years, it felt weird and different and
maybe taught me afew things about mysdf that | wouldn't know
otherwise. And | saved alot of money. End of stoW. kind. Happy
ending, yeah.'

‘But you need to smoke that stuff to talk about it.'

The quizzical ook again. 'Chris, you need to get agrip. You're

telling meyou'veredly got somekind of mord problem with my

career asaporn doll adecade ago? For aman who worksin international
finance, you've got some fucking nerve.’

'l don't have aproblemwithit. And | didn't think you had a problem
withwhat | do ether.’ Spite gleamed through. 'Infact, | thought it got
you off.’

Her eyes narrowed. 'What?

‘Sure. Y ou fucked Mike Bryant, now you're fucking me. Spot the
connection. Hey, I'm not complaining, Liz, but teke alook at your own
fucking motivations. Thisistextbook passenger-seat passion. Let's be
honest about it."

She sat up abruptly, flicked ash off the spliff. 'Y eah, ttaat's agood ides,
Chris. Let's be honest. If you had a problem with me, you could have
left mewd| done’

'LeftyOu done? Theinjustice of it staggered him. It waslikefighting
with Carla, al over again. An opening well of curdled hurt. 'Y ou came
on pretty fucking strong to me, as| recdl. At Troy's party. After the
party, a Regime Chage. Y ou caled mefor that one.’

'Oh, yeah, well maybe you shouldn't have sent me a copy of your
wifesflight timesto Norway, then. Because you know Chris, asinvitations



go, that was pretty fucking blatant."
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Shock held him ungtirring for amoment. She caught it, coiled back
on the bed, face ill tight with anger.

'What?

'l. Liz, | didn't send you anything.'

‘Right.’

'No, fucking listen to me." He reached out for her with both hands.
She gestured him away. Stared out of the window. 'l didn't send you
that stuff. | didn't even know Carlawas going to Troms6 until about an
hour before you called me. . Someonée's fucking with us, Liz.

Her gaze tracked warily back to him. She didn't turn her head. Her
whole body was closed to him again, limbsfolded defensively.

'I'm not adrive-site groupie, Chris!'

'Okay.' He held up his hands, palms out. 'Okay, you're not adrive
Stegroupie. Whatever you say. But I'm telling you, | never sent you
those flight details. And you're telling me you didn't send me Donna's
Dominion. So. Someone's fucking with us, right? It's got to be that."
And he got her back. Limb by limb, line by line, the softening stole
through her. The place in Carlahe could no longer reach, the point of
reconciliation abraded by years of impact aong the same emotiona
front. She opened alittle, turned to face him. Nodded.

A tiny shard of hope spiked him, unlooked for. A prickle acrossthe

underside of each eye and a sudden surge in the empty space held
excavated in hisown chest.

Thistime. He promised himsdlf slently. Thisone, thistime, thiswoman.
| will notfuck this one up.

But the hyenawas il out there, dill prowling in silhouette on the
sunset horizon of histhoughts.

And would not shut up.

334



FORTY-TWO

He got to work early, running on residua anger that till had no clear
focus. The datadown rolled out its gathered screed of messages. Top of
the line, Irena Renko, subject: need loading fast. It wasn't thefirst time

he'd seen the name in the last week. Something snapped. 'For fuck's sake. He hit reply, and listened to
thedia. 'Da?

‘Listen to me, you stupid fucking natasha. | do not need your whore's
sarvices, now or ever. Just leave methe fuck alone!

Therewas apause, during which he nearly hung up. Then the
accented voice came back, icy with controlled rage.

"Just who fucking you think you are talking to? Fucking suit cowboy,
think you will talk to melikethis. | am Captain Irena Renko, commander
of free sub freighter Kurt Cobain talking to you.'

'I'm. Sorry?

'Y ou should fucking be sorry. Fuck your mother! Four days| am here
in Fadane, awaiting second loading. Four days! My crew drunk in
Glasgow bars. What for you waste my time like this?

'l. Wait. The Cobain? Chrisflailed across the desk and hit the
datadown deck. Detailsfled up into anew window. "Y ou're loading for
the NAME? Military hardware.’

'No," purred the woman at the other end. 'l am not loading, because

I'm waiting four fucking daysfor cargo. Port Authority know nothing. |
cal Lopez, he dso knows nothing. Normally, Cobain, she sailsand fuck
you dl if thishappens. But Lopez tellsme, call you. Y ou are sympathetic,
he says. Not like other suits. Perhaps| have wrong man.’

'No, no. Captain Renko, you have the right man. I, | apologise for my
tone earlier. Theré'salot going on at thisend.’

'Wdll, a thisend is nothing going on. No delivery, no data about
delivery. And mooring chargeis costing me'

‘Never mind the mooring charge. I'll cover that, plusten per cent for
your inconvenience. Go get your crew, I'll get back to you.'.

He cut the connection and stared across the office. The marbled
chess board gleamed back at him, pieces frozen in a pattern that hadn't
changed in weeks. He cdled Mike.

'Yeah, Bryan.'






Mike, listen, we've got a problem.’

'I'll say. | would have caled you earlier, but | didn't see the Saab.
Didn't know you werein.'

It'sdill at home. | haven't been back for it yet." A chilly quiet back
down theline. 'Mike, | just heard from our couriersto Barranco.'

'We haven't got time to worry about the NAME right now, Chris.
Didn't you catch the news this morning? Fuck, last night even.'

'No, last night I." | was kiss-and-make-up fucking your ex-mistress. 'l
went to bed early. Headache. And I'm coming from the hotel in cabs at
the moment, | don't get the radio either. What's going on?

‘Some fucking junior Langley aide just came down with abad dose of
conscience. He's promised covert reports from the last two yearsto

ScandiNet and FreeVid Montreal.'

'Oh, fuck.'

'Y egh. What | said.'

‘Cambodia?

%Vedon't know yet. Thisgutlesswonder at Langley worked archive,
s0 could be the Phnom Penh stuff is too recent to show up. But we can't
rely on that. There's no telling what he's going to give them.’

'Can't we just have the guy wiped?

'Oh, what do you think Langley aretrying to do right now? Chris, he
worked for them. Hewas on theinside. Y ou don't think he'sgoing to
have covered himsdlf?. He's grabbed the discs and gone underground.’
'Okay, so get someone else, someone better than Langley. Specia

Air, or one of the Isragli contractors.'

'Same gpplies, Chris. First they've got to find the fucker. And meanwhile
ScandiNet and FreeVid are leaking this fucking stuff like vindaoo

diarrhoea. We're going to have the UN charter people dl over usby
end of the week at the outside.’



'Well, look." Chrisfrowned. Something didn't fit here. '‘Cam down.
They don't have any power of access. All they can do is make anoise.
Wefight them in the courts, the whole thing boils down to two years
paperwork and lega wrangling. What are you getting so bent out of
shape about?

'It's bad for fucking business, dright. Leakage of any sort. Kind of
publicity we don't need.'

'Y eah, well, speaking of bad for business, you'd better get onto your
pa Sdly Hunting. I'vejust had a Russan sub commander yelling at me
because she's been waiting four days at Fadane for aNAME shipment
that hasn't turned up.'

There was a beat of slence. 'What?

'Y ou heard. Barranco's Mao sticks have gone wa kabout. No one at
Fadane can find them.'
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"That can't be.' Therewas an odd strain in the other man's voice.

'Can be. Is. Look, I'm going to ring Lopez in Panama. Seeif he
knows anything. Y ou get onto Sdlly, then cal me back.'

Lopez wasn't answering. Chris hung up and was about to try again
when the datadown lit with an incoming video cal from Philip

Hamilton. He frowned again and picked up.
'Y eah?

Hamilton's soft features resolved on the screen. ‘Ah. Chris. There
you are.’

'Y eah." Still the vague sense of something out of place. HEd had
amost no dedingswith the junior partner since hejoined Shorn. Some
of the Central American stuff held inherited from Makin brushed up

againg Hamilton's accounts, but--
'What can | do for you, Philip?

'Wdll, Chris.' Thejunior partner'stone was silky. 'It's more a case of
what | can do for you, | think. Y ou've no doubt heard about the Langley
crigs!

'Y eah. Miket--' He just stopped himsdlf. 'l wasjust talking to Mike
about it. Archive materid, they reckon. Suggests the Cambodia stuff
might not beincluded.'

"That's correct." Hamilton nodded. His chinsfolded. 'In fact, we just
got confirmation. Good news for everybody. Louise will probably
forward it down to you shortly. But, ah, it seemsthereis one covert
operation that will crop up, and unfortunately it has your nameonit.
I'm talking about the action you took against Hernan Echevarrias
security forcesin MedelEn.'

Now the sense of wrongness was quick and jagged. Like the floor
cracking gpart under him.

He covered it with drawl. 'Y eah. So?

'Wdll, | think under the circumstances, and given recent developments
with the Echevarriaregime, the best thing would probably beif you were

removed from the NAME account, at least for the time being.'
Chrissat up. 'Y ou can't fucking do that.'
'l beg your pardon?

'What developments are you talking about, Philip? Last | heard, the



Echevarriaregime was acorpse walking.'

'Ah, yes. Hamilton fingered hisjowls. Thisalso is new. Perhaps

you'd better come along to the briefing this afternoon. 1'd invited Mike,
and assumed he could pass on detail to you later. But, yes, perhapsit's
better if you're there. Main conference, two o'clock.’

Chrisgtared a him. 'Right. I'll bethere!

'Marvdlous." Hamilton beamed and cut the link. Hisface inked out,
dill gmiling.

337



Christried Lopez again. Still nothing. He windowed up an indesp

site he had the keys to and checked the Langley data. Nothing solid.

The whistleblower'sface grinned out of an employee file thumbprint

that wasfive years stde. He looked young and happy, and blissfully
unaware of what his just-acquired job was going to do to him afew years
down the road.

Because they're going to fucking crucify you, son, Christold the thumbprint
dlently. They're going to take you gpart for this.

The datadown chimed. Audio call from Mike. He grabbed it.
‘Tak to me, Mike. What's going on.'

'l don't know, Chris. | wish | did. Sdly saysthe order till went
through, but it's been diverted to some surface shipping contractor out
of Southampton. Standard cross-Atlantic rate, she's getting a cashback

bonusfor the differencein cost.'
'Surface?

'l know, | know. | don't get it either. It's not like Barranco can
wander into Barranquilladocks and just sign for it.’

"That's-' He stopped. Abruptly, the spinning chaos of thelast ten

minutes locked to ahalt in his head. He saw the sense.
'Mike, I'll call you back.'
'Wait, you--'

He snapped the line across, sat staring at the datadown for afull
thirty seconds while the sudden weight in his guts settled. Hasto be, he
knew. Fucking hasto be. Hefelt physicaly sck with the knowledge.

He placed another call to Lopez, got the busy signa and fired an
override down the connection. There was a brief € ectronic squabble on
theline, as Shorn'sintrusion software fought with the Panama City net,
then Lopez came through, il talking to someone elsein furious

Spanish.

' -de puta, me tienen media hora esperando--'

‘Joaguin, ligento me.'

'Chris? Como has podido ' The Americas agent stopped as his
language caught up with the change of cal. 'Listen, Chris, what are
you fucking playing at over there?

'l don't know, Joaquiin, | don't know. This shit only just landed on me,
and | don't know what it is. Talk to me, man. I'm blind here. Tell me



what'sgoing on.’

'What's going on,' said L opez, rage spurting from every syllable, ‘is

that you've sold mejust like your fucking amigo Bryant. Arenachdlenge,
Chris. That mean anything to you. | just got the word. Shorn

approved tender, | got some fucking favela-born sicario calling me out
for ahalf per cent fee reduction. HeE's twenty years old, Chris. Priority
challenge, two weeks notice. Shorn-fucking-approved, man.’
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‘Alright, ligen." Chrisfdt the sudden clarity of drivetime setin, the
suspended icy seconds of adrendin injection. 'Joaquin, listen to me
carefully. That's not me. Thetender, it's not authorised by me. I'm
going to fix it for you, it's dead on the datadown. | promise you. Y oull
never haveto fight. Meantime'

'Y eah, you say that. Y ou said--'

"Joaguin, fucking listen to me. | got you out of Bogoti in one piece,
didn't 1?1 told you, | look after my people. Now, | don't have much
time. | need you to get onto Barranco.’

"Y ou want me to fucking zvork for you while--'

'Fucking ligten, | said." Whatever wasin his voice must have got
through. Lopez went quiet. Thisislife or death, Joaguin. Y ou get

onto Barranco, and you tell him to stay away from that delivery beach
next week. Tdl him therest of thearms aren't coming, and most likely
therell be an army desth squad waiting for himinsteed. Tell him I'm
under fireasmuch asheis, and it'll take metimeto sort it out. HE's got
to fal back to safe ground, and stay there until he hearsfrom me. Have
you got that?

'Y eah.' Lopez was suddenly calm, asif the same adrenalin shiver had
crept down the line and touched him with itstime-warping cold. ‘Got
it. You'rein the arenatoo, huh?

'Y eah, looks that way.' There was afindity about the way hisown

words sounded in hisears. 'I'll get back to you assoon as| can.’
‘Chris’

He hdd off the disconnect. Y eah. Still here!'

'Chris, listen to me. Y ou going into the arena, you stab low, man.
Stab low, where they won't seeit coming. And when you pull it out, you

twist that fucker. Quadruples the wound. Y ou got that?
Chrisnodded digtantly. 'l got it, Joaquin. Thanks."
'Hey, I'll be praying for you, man.’

Philip Hamilton cut asurprisngly impressve figure in presentation.
Somehow the softness of the man disappeared, became confident bulk
and the resonance base for arich baritone voice that gave hiswords a
longevity way beyond the moment of their utterance. His evidence was
compelling, it was set up that way, but more powerful was the echo of
what he said in the minds of hislisteners. Chrislooked round the table
and saw heads nodding, Mike Bryant'sincluded.

"Thus we convert,” Hamilton declared vibrantly, ‘the uncertainty of



change, the certainty of post-land-reform unrest, and the probable
budget deficit of the classic revolutionary regime, a astroke, into a
return to the profitable status quo we have enjoyed in the NAME for
the last twenty years. It seemsto me, ladies and gentlemen, that thereis
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really no question or choice here, only a course of action that common
sense and market return dictate. Thank you.'

Applauserippled politely round the table. Murmured comments.
Hamilton inclined his head and stood back a couple of steps. Louise
Hewitt stood up.

'l think that's pretty clear, thank you, Philip, but if there are any
guestions, perhaps we could have them now?

'Yes!" Jack Notley raised ahand with completely superfluous deference.
Every exec in the room shut up on the instant, and pinned their

gaze on the grizzled senior partner. Louise Hewitt folded hersalf back
into her chair, and Philip Hamilton moved to take up the space she had
left him. 1t was, Christhought bitterly, choreographed tightly enough

to be a Saturduy Night Specia dance act.
"Yes, Jack.'

"The Americans,’ said Notley with heavy emphasisthat earned a
sprinkling of laughter. The old man's nationalist eccentricity waswell
known in the division. "We know from Mike here's painstaking research
that Echevarriajunior has, shall we say, a predilection for our transatlantic
cousins and they are, unfortunately, far closer to him, both
geographicaly and culturdly, than arewe. | gppreciate, Phil, that

you're factoring in Calders RapCap with the liaison work, and obvioudly,
Martin Meldreck, well he believesin afree market about as

much as Ronad Reagan did." More laughter, louder thistime. 'So the
secondary contractors he bringsin will be exclusvely USfirms. That
much isclear. My question is, will this be enough? Will it hold off
Conrad Rimshaw at LIoyd Paul, for example? Or the Saunders Group,
or Gray Capital Solutions, or Moriarty Mills& Silver? Francisco
Echevarria has had close dedlings with al these gentlemen, or a least
their Miami officers, a onetime or another. Can we be confident he

will not bring them into play as soon as abudget review failsto please
him?

Hear fucking hear, deeted through Chris. Glad someone in th# bunch of fucking sycophants spotted it.
Hamilton cleared histhroat.

‘That'safair concern, Jack. | think it'sindiceative that the firmsyou've

just named, with the exception of the Saunders Group, are dl fadt,
hungry playersfrom the New Y ork corner. Sure, they'll al bear watching.
But the point with Caldersisthat they havethe US state

department's ear. That's long-term relationship - in the case of Senator
Barlow, were talking fifteen years, and there are others with tiesamost
asold. And of course, asyou say, the secondary contractors Calders
RapCap's people will bring in should have their own lobby network in
place. If we combineal that pull with theinfluence we have on our own






Foreign Office herein London, | fed surewerein apostion to repel
any prospective boarders.'

He got the laughter too. He beamed round the table.
'Any more questions?

'Y egh, I've got aquestion for you.' Chris climbed to hisfeet, trembling

dightly. He gtared at Hamilton. 'I'm curious asto why the luck you're throwing away a guaranteed regime
change, with aleader whoiis

guaranteed one hundred per cent proof against USinvolvement of any

kind - in favour of this. Fucking. Carve up.'

Sudden dither of shock around the table. Gasps, shuffling, the shaking
of wiser heads. At hisside, Mike Bryant waslooking up a himin
dishdlief.

'Ah. Chris" Hamilton amiled briefly, like acomic to hisaudience just
before the straight man getsit. 'Now before you go and get Mike's
basebal|l bat, could | just point out that we're trying for a non-violent
model here!

A couple of sniggers, but battened down. Officialy, no one below
partner level was supposed to know what had reglly happened to
Hernan Echevarria. Nick Makin would have talked, Chrisknew, he
would have made sure word got out, but just how far they could al go
aong with Hamilton'sindiscretion was unclear. Once again, gazes
sought Jack Notley for his reaction, but the senior partner's features
could have been pale granite.

'Y ou tupid luck," said Chris clearly, and the sllence that followed it

was absolute. ‘Do you redly think Vicente Barranco isgoing to be
stopped by some pissant cokehead dressed up in his old man's uniform?
Do you redly think hell just go away ?

He saw Louise Hewitt on her way to getting up. Saw Jack Notley lay
ahand on her arm and shake his head dmaost imperceptibly. Philip
Hamilton spotted the exchange aswédll, and his mouth contracted to
amogt and proportions.

'Might | remind you, Mr Faulkner, that you are talking to a partner.
If you can't show the proper respect in this meeting, | will have you
removed. Do you understand me?

Chriss eyes widened dightly, and an unpleasant smile floated onto
hisface.

Try it, he said softly.

'Chris." Notley's voice cracked across the room. 'If you have anything
to contribute, 1'd like you to contribute it now, and then sit.down. This



isapolicy meeting, not the Roya Shakespeare Company.’

Chris nodded. 'Alright." Helooked round the room. 'Thisisfor the
record. | know Vicente Barranco, and I'm telling you, if you try to fuck
him over likethis, hell fade back into the highlands like he has before

341



and hell take the disenfranchised of the NAME with him by the
thousand. And then, some day, maybe five years down the road, maybe
next year, helll be back. Hell be back, and helll do what we were going
to ask himto dointhefirg place, and when he's sitting in the Bogotfi
parliament chamber, and Echevarriajunior isfacing afiring squad
somewherefor crimes againgt humanity, well find oursaves on the
wrong fucking side. Hell go to someone e se, maybe Nakamura, maybe
the Germans, and he will cut us out. No GDP percentage, no enterprise
zone licences, no armstrade, no supply side contracts, no commodities
angle, nothing. Well just have aroomful of angry Americans, and
nothing to feed them with.’

More slence, glances up and down the table in search of where this
was going. Chrisjerked his chin at Hamilton and sat down.

Hamilton looked at Notley. The senior partner shrugged. Hamilton
cleared histhroat.

'Well, Chris. Thank you for that, ah, academic insght. Of course, |
gppreciate you taking the time to come and give your view on an
account you're no longer working on, but let me just say, | think we
can handle one disgruntled marquistaand indeed there are dready
initiativesin place--'

Chrisgrinned likeaskull.

'He won't be there, Hamilton. | dready called Lopez, told him to

steer Barranco well clear of the beach. When the Cobain doesn't show
up, and junior's pet thugs do, elther they'll find nothing, or better yet
Barrancoll catch them in an ambush and daughter them. After that,
hell fade like afucking ghogt.'

The room erupted before he finished. Uproar from the gathered ranks

of execs, hdf of them on their feet, pointing and shouting, not al wholly
opposed to Chris, it seemed, Hamilton yelling across the m&le of voices,
something about jCucking professiona misconduct, Notley bellowing for
order. The door burst open and security rushed the room, wielding non
letha wesgponry. Louise Hewitt went to stop them, hands and voice
raised to make hersalf understood above the noise,

Inthe midst of it al, Mike turned to Chris, face distorted with shock
and anger. 'Are you fucking insane? he hissed.

It took ten minutes to clear the conference room, and even then security
weren't happy about leaving the partners with Chris. They'd heard their
own set of rumours about the Echevarriaincident.

'It'll befine,' said Notley. 'Redly, Hermione. | appreciate your
diligence, but we're dl colleagues here. Just tempersflaring, that'sdl.
A bit of misplaced road rage. Just keep a couple of your people outside



the door, that'll befine.'
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He ushered the guard captain out and closed the doors, then turned

back to the table. In the places they had occupied when the room was
filled, Chris, Mike, Louise Hewitt and Philip Hamilton sat staring at

their respective patches of polished wood. Notley came back to the head
of the table and stood looking at them.

‘Right," he said grimly. 'L et's sort this out, shall we?

L ouise Hewitt made an impatient gesture. 'l don't see anything
to sort out, Jack. Faulkner'sjust admitted to gross professiona misconduct-

'Y eah, that's--'

'Chris, you will shut up,’ roared Notley. 'Y ou are not a partner, nor
will you ever beif you cannot behavein acivilised fashion. Do asyou're
told and be fucking quiet.’

‘Louiseisright, Jack." Hamilton's voice was soft and calm, at odds

with the rage held shown earlier. He was back on comfortable ground.
'Warning Barranco has endangered a delicate piece of policy restructuring.
At aminimum, it's cost us apossible bargaining chip with

Echevarria. At word, it's given succour to aterrorist who could provide
uswith insurgency problemsfor the next decade.’

'He was afreedom fighter last week," muttered Chris.

Louise Hewitt turned alook of distilled contempt on him. 'Let me

ask you aquestion, Chris,' she said lightly. 'Would it be fair to say that
you've become political where the NAME is concerned? That you've
been contaminated by locd issues?

Chrislooked at Notley. 'Am | allowed to answer that?

'Y es. But you'll keep your tone civil, and show some respect, isthat
understood? Thisisn't some basement fight club in the zones!’

'Yes, | understand that.' Chris jabbed afinger at Hamilton. "What |
don't understand is our junior partner's system of communication.

Until thismorning, | had no idea either that | had been relieved of

duty on the NAME account, or that we were reversing our established
client relaionship.’

'Echevarriaisthe established '
'Philip." Notley wagged afinger at thejunior partner. 'Let him
finish!

'Infact,’ Chris saw the opening and accelerated into it. The client
change was newsto me until this meeting, which wasn't hdpful. If |
warned Barranco off, it was because | thought someone was running
infiltration into the account '



'Oh, please.’ Louise Hewitt pulled aface. Thisisyour job on the
line, Chris. Surely you can do better than that.'

‘Thismorning, Louise, | received adirect call from the captain of the
sub freighter we're using to ship Barranco'sarms. She'sstuck in
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Fadane, waiting fir freight that isn't coming because thl),’ Chrisindicated

Hamilton, ‘genius has had it rerouted to the NAME miilitary.

Only hedidn't think to inform me of thefact, sodl | can assmneis

outside interference. | act accordingly, | protect our client asbest | can. | get dammed for it, when the
real problem hereisalack of top-down

communication.

"You'relying, said Hamilton angrily. He aso had seen the loophole.

'Am |, Philip? Christurned to gesture a Mike Bryant. 'Ask Mike.

He'sbeen as much in the dark as | have, he knows al about the sub

freighter call, because the two of uswere both trying to work out what thefuck was going on this
morning. Right, Mike?

Bryant shifted in his segt. For thefirst time ever that Chris could
remember, he looked uncomfortable.
Notley's gaze sharpened. ‘Mike?

'Y egh, that'sright." Bryant sighed. "Sorry, Phil. Louise. Chrisisright.
Y ou should havetold us earlier.

Hamilton leaned acrossthe table, flushed. 'Bryant, you kezv --'

'l knew there was a policy meeting, and yeah, from the hints you
dropped, | guessed the way it was going. But there was nothing solid,
Phil. And nothing about the shipments. Y ou know,' asideways glance at
hisfriend, 'l didn't know what Chriswas going to do, but | couldn't tell
him for sure what was going on ether. | can see why hewould have
played it theway hedid.

Theroonwas4till. A glance crackled between Hamilton and Hewitt.
No one spoke. Jack Notley steepled hisfingers.

'Isthere anything else? he asked quietly.

L ouise Hewitt shrugged. 'Only that what we've heard isapack of lies

designed to hide the fact that Chris has gone palitical on us'’
'Anything congtructive,” asked Notley, till more softly.

'Yes,' said Chris, thinking of Lopez, tossed into the arenaand up
againg atwenty-year-old blade sicario who'd be savage with favela
poverty and sight of away out. Thinking of Barranco, machine
gunned to desth on a darkened beach, blood lesking into the sand
under ashattering of glass shard stars. 'l am not politica. My reasons
for backing Vicente Barranco have nothing to do with politics. And
anyone who wantsto cal that into question can see me on the road.’
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FORTY-THREE

'Y ou are alying motherfucker, Chris." Mike Bryant paced back and

forth in front of the BMW, furious. Hisfeet crunched in the hard

shoulder gravel. Off to one sSide, a breeze stirred the grass beside the

motorway ramp. He stopped and jabbed afinger a Chris. 'Y ou have turned palitica, haven't you.
Fucking Barranco got to you, didn't he?

Chrisleaned on the still warm hood of the car, armsfolded. The

orbital stretched away below them, deserted asfar asthe eye could see
in both directions. After the confines of the Shorn block, the sky over
them seened enormous. They'd driven for lessthan an hour, but it felt
asif they stood at the edge of theworld.

'Oh, give me afucking bresk. Y ou're accusing me of palitics. A week
ago, Barranco was the horse to back. Now suddenly, he's unprofitable? What is that, Mike? That's not
politica?

"The numbers make sense,’ said Bryant.

"The numbers? Chris came off the hood of the BMWT, taut with

rage. The fucking numbers? That shit is made up, Mike. Y ou can make
the numberstell you any fucking thing you want them to. What about
the numbers that made sense fir Barranco? What happened to them?
What are we, economigts al of asudden? 'Y ou want to draw me a
fucking curve?It's got nothing to do with redlity, Mike. Y ou know that.’

Mike looked away. 'That fact remains, Chris. You'rein way too close
with Barranco. Y ou've got to come off the account. Let Hamilton run
with it, see what happens.’

'Great. And meanwhile what happens to Joaguin Lopez?

"That's not important!" Bryant made fists, punched exasperatedly off
into the wind. 'Fuck Chris, pay attention, will you. Y ou can't get
personal on thisthing. It'sjust business. Lopez has been undercut,
that'sdl thereistoit. If thisnew guy can do the same work for a
percentage point less commission, what the fuck are we doing ill

working with Lopez anyway?

It'sahdf per cent, Mike. And he'satwenty-year-old sicario, straight
out of the favelas. How do we know what helll do?

'If he'shungry, hell do well. They awaysdo.’

'Oh, what the fuck are you talking about, Mike? Y ou were at the
briefing. Thisguy is chegp and aggressive, and that's dl we know. He
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could befuckingilliterate for al the background Hamilton's shown us.
Thisisabad cdl, Mike. Thisisn't business, it'safucking greed call.

Can't you seethat?

'What | see, Chris, isthat you're cruising for afdl.' Mike'svoice
softened, but it was the gentle tug of a stedl tow cable, taking up dack. He
moved in, stood close. '| seewhy you're acting like this, but it's no good.
Y ou're out of contral. Y ou're unmanageable. And we can't afford that,
not in any of us. I'm sorry about what happened to your dad, redly | am.'
Chrisflinched away. Mike caught hisarm.

'No, | am. I'm sorry about the zones and your mum and everything

that's happened to you. But that's the past, Chris, and it'sover. It

doesn't give you an excuse to fuck up everyone ese'slife around here.
Now I'mtelling you, listen to me, Chris, I'm telling you, you're off the
NAME account. End of story. I'm the one that brought you aboard in
thefirg place, and now I'm cutting you loose. It's not like you haven't

got enough else to worry about. Fuck, Chris, why don't you go home?
Tak to Carla, sort your life out.'

Chris shoved him away, both palm-hedsinto the chest. For a
flashpoint second, both men amost dropped into a karate stance.

'I've told you before, Mike. | don't need marital advice from you.'
'Chris, you're throwing away the best--'

'Shut the fuck up!* The ydll lashed out, fury etched with pain. 'What

do you know about it, Mike, what thefuck do you know about it?

'l know '

Chriscut acrosshim savagely. Try staying faithful to Suki for ten
minutes, why don't you? Try acting like aresponsible father and husband
for achange. Get your dick out of Sally Hunting and Liz Linshaw

and whoever e se you're dipping it into these days. There. Y ou enjoying
this, Mike? Doesn't fedl good, doesit?

'I'm not seeing Liz at the moment,' said Mike quietly. 'She'sgot alot

of work on. And | haven't fucked Sdly Hunting in better than Six years.
Y ou want to make sure of your facts before you start mouthing off.'

'l couldn't have put it better myself.’

They stood twitchily, facing each other across one corner of the



BMW'shood. Very distantly, the sound came of asingle vehicleon
the orbitd. Findly, Mike Bryant shrugged.

‘Alright, he said. 'If that's the way you want it. But what | said before
stands. Y ou're off the NAME account, you're-

His phone queeped for attention: He grimaced and fished it out,

pressed it impatiently to hisear. 'Y eah, Bryant. Out on the orbitd, why?
Y eah, hel'sright here.’

He handed the phoneto Chris.

'Hewitt,' he said.
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Louise Hewitt sat behind her desk, hands spread on its surface asif she
night find built-in wegponry thereto blast Chrisinto grease on the
carpet. Her tonewas chilly.

'Wdll, I'm glad you're back from your picnic in the country. There
are a couple of things we need to clear up.'
Chriswaited.

"Primarily, I'm concerned to get your filesfor the NAME transferred

to Philip Hamilton's desk as soon as eectronicaly possible. Hell need
your Panama City contacts, the background data on Barranco, and any
of the other insurgents you did work on for Hammett McColl." She
offered him athin smile. 'Since we're now back in the business of
helping the regime flatten its opponents, anything you have will be of
somevaue!

"Then maybe you should shut down the agency tender on Lopez. He
knowsthe ground. That's value, right there!'

She looked him up and down, like a specimen of something she'd

thought was extinct. 'Remarkable, Chris. Y our capacity for inappropriate

loydty, | mean. Quite remarkable. However, | think we all agreed a

the briefing that aclean break is essentid. Therés no telling what

inconvenient loyaties Lopez himsdaf may have. Perhaps he has, uh, bonded with Vicente Barranco as
grongly asyou have. Themanis, by al

accounts, quite inspiring.

Nothing. He wouldn't give her the satisfaction.

‘But | digress,' Hewitt said smoothly. 'In addition to the file transfer,

| want you to prepare aformal statement of apology for your behaviour
today. For posting on our intranet. First and foremost, that means an
apology for your zone-mannered outburst in Philip's briefing, but it's
not limited to that. There are other matters. | fedl, and our senior
partner concurs, that the gpology had better so cover your fallureto

consult your colleagues before taking client-related decisions!’
‘Notley said that?

Thethin smile again. 'He's not on your side, Chris, whatever you

think. Don't make that mistake. Notley's concerned wholly with the
success of Shorn Conflict Investment, with maybe asideinterest in
waving the Union Jack when he getsthe chance. Call it ahobby. That's
it, that's the whole story. At the moment, he dtill thinksyou'rea
necessary component for the divison to do well. Thusfar, I'vefailed

to persuade him otherwise, but | think, with your help today, he's
coming around. | told you once you'd disgppoint him, and | think

we're closng onthat.'



"That'd make you happy, would it?
'What'd make me happy, Chris, isto take back our plastic from your
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lightly charred and broken corpse.’ She shrugged. 'I'm unlikely to get
that chance, of course. Policy doesn't allow usto duel across partner
employeelines. But | will, I think, live to see you booted out of Shorn
and back to the riverside dum existence you so eminently suit. I'vetold
you before, and it's becoming clearer by the day, you do not belong
here

Oddly, theline made him grin. "'Well, you're not the only person who
thinksthet, Louise

It got him asharp look, but Hewitt wasn't biting.

'Notley and | have also agreed that you'd better draft the apology to
Philip's specifications. A firg draft by thisevening. That'saminimum
requirement if you intend to continue with thisfirm. Philip'sin uplink
conference right now, with Echevarria. But helll be done by six. Takeit
infor hisapprova then. Y ou might like to add averba gpology at the
sametime.' Shelooked at him, grim amusement curled in the corner of
her mouth. 'A persona touch, say. A little bridge-building.'

Hewaked out, wordless. Louise Hewitt watched him go, and asthe
door dammed, the smile broadened on her lips.

It took him thewalk to his own office to decide. Two flights of Sairs
and a corridor. He saw no one. He reached the door with hisname on
it, stood facing the metalled dab for ten seconds, and then turned away.

He was a dozen paces away and accelerating beforeit had properly
dawned on him what he was going to do.

| look after my people.

Hefound hisway dmost absently, most of him thinking about Carla
and how fucking ddlighted sheld be to see hislife come tumbling down
likethis. The main door to the conference room was locked, but the
entrance to the covert viewing chamber was on a code he knew. He let
himsdlf in. Peered through the gloom and the glass pand.

In the conference room, Philip Hamilton sat opposite aholo of
Francisco Echevarria. The dictator's son was dressed in hisusua
Susana Ingrain splendour. He looked hard and implacable againgt
Hamilton's soft and light-suited untidiness.

' are aware that you have friendsin Miami, and we have no desireto
exclude them from the proceedings. Y ou should certainly spesk with
Martin Meldreck a Calders, who will, I'm sure'

Enough. He coded himself through the connecting door, stood
abruptly behind Hamilton. Echevarrias eyes widened as he stepped
insdethe pick-up field of the holoscanner and he knew that in the



chamber on the other side of the world he had appeared, like aghost at
the feast.

Hamilton turned around in hischair.
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'Faulkner.' Thewasn't worried yet, just surprised. Anger edged his cultured tones. "What the hell do you
think you're doing, interrupting
mewith aclient?

Chrisgrinned down at him. "Y ou wanted a satement from me.'
'Y es. In due course. At the moment, I'm busy. You can'

Chris hit him. Open-handed, swinging from the shoulder. It took
Hamilton across the side of the head and tipped him out of the chair.

'Frgt draft. Chris grabbed him up by the hair and hit him againin
theface, thistime with afist. Hefelt the junior partner's nose bresk. He
punched him once more for security and let go. Hamilton dumped to
the floor like afilled sack. He turned about, reached Francisco Eche
variawith hiseyes,

'Hello, Paco.' He got his breath back, straightened up the chair. 'Y ou
don't know me, do you? Allow meto introduce mysdlf. I'm the man
who begat your father to death.’

Echevarridsface tightened. 'Are you fuckin' crazy, man? Y ou di'n kill
my father.’

Chris settled into the chair. 'No, | did. Theterrorist stuff was

something we set up to cover what really happened. The CE , those
guys, they went with the claim because it gives them prestige. Y our
father was asick fuck, and anyonekilling him could claim they'd done a
good day'swork.'

'Y ou gonnafuckin' die for that, man.' The dictator's son was staring
at him, trangfixed. 'Y ou gonnafuckin' die .

'Oh, please. As| was saying, theres no way the, that bunch, are well
enough organised to do something like that on the streets of London

and get away withit. So, as| said, | killed your old man. | beat himto
death, in this very room, with a baseball bat. All part of aday'swork for
the Shorn corporation. Check with Mike Bryant if you don't believe me,
I'm acolleague of his!

Echevarridsvoice came out strangled. ' Yoz,

'It'swhat we do here, Paco. Neolibera commercia management.
Globa mayhem, remote-control death and destruction. Market Forces
inaction. If you dont likeit--'

Hamilton charged him from the sde.

He had time to be impressed - fat fuck didn't ook like he had it in him - then the chair went over and the
junior partner was on top of him,

bloodied nose spattering down into hisface, soft hands digging into the

cords of histhroat with surprisng strength.



Chriswasted no time struggling. He got agrip on thelittle finger of

Hamilton'sright hand, curled it back and snapped it. Hamilton yel ped
and let go. Chris came up from the floor like a hinge and punched the
partner in the throat. Hamilton lurched back, just on hisfest, clutching

349



at the point of impact. Somewhere on the other side of the world,
Echevarriawas yeling in Spanish. Chrisgot to hisfeet, saked towards
Hamilton. The partner's eyes widened. Christhrew apunch, Hamilton
ducked and fended with arusty boxing move, the other hand il at his
throat. There wasn't much strength in it, and he came up panting.
Impatiently, Chris repeated the punch, snagged Hamilton'swrist with

an aikido hold he knew and jerked the partner off balance towards him.
He punched low into the expansive gut, and as Hamilton spasmed, he

grabbed him round the neck and yanked up and round.
It hed the fury of the whole day behind it.
It snapped Hamilton's neck.

Chris heard the muffled crack, and asthe partner went limpin his

grip, therage drained out of him. He let go and Hamilton hit the floor.
He turned back to Echevarriaand the suited aides who were crowding
into the holocast around him. They stared at him like frightened
children.

He cleared histhroat. 'Now '

Something cold and jagged dapped him. He blinked and raised one
arm to look at the mass of slvery wire mesh that had come out of
nowhere and wrapped around his Sde. He was starting to turn to the
door behind him, when the stungun web sparked and went off with a
amd| like scorching plagtic. Thejalt flung him hard againgt thetable,
where he clung for amoment, Saring.

In the open doorway, L ouise Hewitt stood with the stungun still
levelled and watched him collgpse.

Thelast thing he saw was her smile.
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FORTY-FOUR

The cell measured about three metres on aside, and smelled very faintly
of flesh paint, thick pastel layers of which coated thewadls. Therewasa
comfortable stedl flame bed against one such wall, athree-drawer desk
under the window and an en suite bathroom capsule in one corner. Next
to the capsule, plain white towel s hung on a heated rack and next to that
there was hanging space and boxed shelving for his clothes. Thefixtures
were good-quality wood and metal, and the window looked out over the
river through glassthat only betrayed its toughened qualities with the
tiny red triangle logo in one corner. The whole place was no worse than
some hotels Chris had seen on placement, and it wasin considerably
better condition than any of theroomsin Erik Nyquist's Brundtland
edtate gpartment.

Asfar as he could work out, he was the only person in the block.

Guest of honour, he thought vaguely as he went to deep the second
night. Full run of thefadilities.

The truth was, the corporate police didn't seem to know what to do
with him. They'd taken his phone and hiswallet on arriva, but beyond
that basic security measure, they appeared to be making it up asthey
went dong. They weren't used to holding executives for anything more
serious than drunken affray or the occasond white-collar accounting
misdemeanour. Mot of their duties went the other way - investigation
of crimes and apprehension of suspects where the victims were corporate
but the criminas were not. Anyone of that stripe who madeit to
custody aive would be summarily handed over to the conventiona
police so that grubby business of state law enforcement could be set in
mation.

Here, the victim was corporate but so was the offender.

Say what ?

lurder, they were saying, but hell, don't these guys off each other on the
road practicaly every month.

That's different.

It was confusing for everybody. In the ensuing vacuum, Chriswas
accorded a status somewhere between cherished celebrity and dangerous
lunatic. Thefirg role at least, he waslearning how to play.

The daysinched aong, like dow, bulky files downloading.
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Hegot mealsin hiscell at three gppointed times daily, ddivered ona
tray by two uniformed ofricers, one of whom watched from the door
while the other set down the food on the desk. An hour after each nedl,
the tray was removed by the same team, but only after al items of
cutlery and crockery had been checked off on a pam-pad. Both men
were friendly enough, but they never let the conversation get beyond
pleasantries and they watched him warily dl thetime.

Impotence was two clenched fists and afizzing wire through the head.
Lopez, Barranco, the NAME account. Nothing he could do.

A different team, dso dl male, escorted him out of the cell for an

hour's exercise after breskfast and lunch. They marched him aong well
cared-for corridors and down astairwell that let out to an internal
quadrangle. There was a profusion of plants and trees planted in shingle
beds, acomplex step-structured bronze fountain and ahigh, angled
glassroof covering athird of the open space. His escort left him donein
the quad, closed the doors and watched him from a glassed-in mezzanine
gallery above. Thefirst couple of times, he paced back and forth
amlesdy, lessout of any red inclination than from avague sense of
what was expected of him. Once he redised this, he stopped and spent
most of hisalocated hour Stting on the edge of the fountain, lost in the
noise it made, knotted, hopeless plans to save Joaguin Lopez from the
arena, and daydreams of driving the Saab.

When it became apparent he wasn't leaving any time soon, he got
clothes. Three changes of good-quaity casualsin dark coloursand a
dozen sets of cotton underwear. He asked the woman who cameto fit
him how she wanted him to pay, cash or cards and she looked
embarrassed.

'We bill your firm," she admitted findly.

He got no vigtors, for which he was obscurely grateful. He wouldn't
have known what to say to anybody he knew.

Between mesls, the hours stretched out. He couldn't remember a

time when less had been expected of him. One of hiswarders offered to
let him have some books, but when the promised haul arrived, it
consisted of a bare half-dozen battered paperbacks by authors Chris
had never heard of. He picked one a random, aluridly violent far
future crime nove about a detective who could seemingly exchange
bodies at will, but the subject matter was aien to him and his attention
drifted. It al seemed very far-fetched.

Hewas asked if he wanted paper'and pens and said yes, reflexively,
then didn't know what to do with them. He tried to write an account of
the eventsleading up to Philip Hamilton's degth, as much as anything

to get it clear in hisown head, but he kept having to cross out what hed
written and start further back. When hisfirg line read my father was
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murdered by an executive called Edward Quain, he gave up. Perhaps
inspired by the novel he wastrying to read, he wrote an imaginary

brief for the NAME account set five yearsinto afuture where Barranco
had taken power and ingtituted wide-ranging land reform. It a'so
seemed very far-fetched.

He started a letter to Carlaand tore it up after lessthan ten lines. He
couldn't think of anything worth telling her.

The week ended. Another started.
Shorn camefor him.

He was on morning walkabout, chesated of hisusual seet at the fountain
by apersstent, heavy drizzle that drenched the exposed patio areaand
kept him penned under the glassroof. His escort had obligingly
dragged a bench out from somewhere for him, and now he sat at one

end of it and stared out at the curtain of rain faling ahalf metre away.
The plants, at least, seemed to be enjoyingit.

The door to the quad snapped open and he flicked a surprised glance
at hiswatch. Hed only been there twenty minutes. He looked up and
saw Louise Hewitt standing there. It wasthefirst time held seen her

since she shot him with the stungun. He looked back at therain.
'Morning, Faulkner. Mind if | St down?

He stared down at hishands. 'l guessthey'll stop meif | try to break
your neck.'

"Try to lay afucking finger on me, and I'll stop you mysdlf,’ she said
mildly. "Y ou're not the only one with karate training, you know.'

He shrugged.

I'll take that asayes, then.’

Hefdt the bench shift dightly as shelowered herself onto it at the
other end. They sat ametre gpart. Therain fell through the silence,
hissng softly.

‘Liz Linshaw sayshi,' Hewitt told him, finally.

It jerked his head around.

'Well,' she amended. 'That's paraphrase. Actualy, she says, you fucking
bitch, you can't hold him without chargesthislong, | want to see him. She's

wrong about that, of course. We can hold you pretty much indefinitely.’



Chrislooked away again, jaw set.

'We don't plan to, though. In fact, your rel ease papers should come
through some time tomorrow morning. Y ou can go home, or back to
that expensive hotel fucknest you've been maintaining. Want toknow
how come?

Helocked down the urge to ask, to give anything. It was hard to do.
Hewas hungry for detail from outside, for anything to engage the
frantically spinning whedlsin hishead.
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"50 1"11 tell you anyway. I'omorrow's Thursday, you shouht be out by
lunchtime at worst. That gives you the best part of aday before you
drive. We've posted for aFriday challenge, it'straditiona at Shorn.
Gives everyone the weekend to get used to the result.’

'What the fuck are you talking about, Hewitt? The insolence
shrouded the question enough that he could justify breaking his sillence.
'What chdlenge?

"The partnership chalenge. For Philip Hamilton's post.'
He coughed alaugh. 'I don't want Hamilton's fucking job."

'Oh yes, you do. Infact, you issued aformal notice of chalengejust
before you killed him. Citing unprofessiona conduct over the NAME
account, ironically enough.' She reached into her jacket and produced a
pam-pad. 'l can show you it if you like.

'No thanks. | don't know what shit you're cooking up, Hewitt, but it
won't gart. Y ou know the policy, you told me yourself last week. No
partner/employee crossover.'

'Wéll, yes, granted your actions were unorthodox. But, as you know,
our senior partner isabig fan of policy-making by precedent. He's
agreed that we can blur the distinction in this case. Apparently, he'shad
you in mind for partner status for quite awhile. Y ou or Mike Bryant, of

course.

And thenit al came crashing down on him, like adum clearance hed
watched asakid. Explosions ripping through what he thought was solid
from one sde to the other, dean Straight lines of structure tipping,
curtseying and dissolving into a chaos of tumbling rubble and dust

while ahuddled crowd watched. He couldn't see the resulting wreckage
clearly yet, but he sensed its outlines.

'Mikewon't drive againgt me," he said without conviction.

Hewitt smiled. 'Y es, hewill. I've taked to him. More precisdly, I've
talked to him about equity, capital weahh, partner-safe status, professiona
versus unprofessiona behaviour and the dangers of unmanage

ability. Oh, and the identity of Four mystery hotel est over the last

couple of weeks!'

"The fuck are you talking about? But as he said it, the diding sense of
despair was overwhelming, because he aready knew.

'Don't be obtuse, Chris. I've got indesp microcam footage from Liz's
house and the hotel too. Should have seen Mike's face when he saw that stuff.’



‘Bullshit!

‘No," she said dmost kindly. 'I've been modelling this one for

months, Chris. | mean, come on. Who do you think sent you Donna
Dread'slittle performancein the first place? She waited for aresponse,
saw she was getting none and sighed. ‘Okay, Linshaw was dready
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leaning pretty hard in your direction, she's such alittle tart with the
driving thing anyway. But even s0, | think | deserve some credit. If it
weren't for me, you'd probably still be grinding through the same stde
old fiddity numberswith your Norwegian grease monkey.'

Chris nodded to himself. The shock was till coming, inwaves. 'Y ou
set me up with Hamilton, didn't you. Y ou knew what 1'd do.'

"It seemed likely." Hewitt examined her nails modestly. To tell the

truth, | wasn't sure I'd get aresult this good. Putting you and Hamilton
on acollison course was an obvious no-lose strategy, the Lopez/
Barranco stuff looked likely to pull you in, you proved that with
Echevarriasenior. Littlefavour caled in a the Langley end, tip you

off the account and offwe go. But even so, Chris, | wasimpressed. You
really managed to fuck up beyond my wildest dreams. | don't know
what you werethinking. If you werethinking.'

"Y ou wouldn't understand,’ Chris said distantly.

'No, | do understand. Y ou're hooked on Barranco's shiny new dream - actualy, it's a pretty grubby, old
dream, but let's leave that - and some

macho loyaty thing for Joaquin Lopez. | just wonder what you think

trashing Hamilton was going to achieve.’

It wasaray of light, worth an dmost-grin. 'Y ou're wrong, Louise.
Trashing Hamilton wasincidentd. Hewasjust intheway. Thepoint is,
your dedl with Echevarriaisfucked. HEll never touch Shorn again.’

'Well, that remainsto be seen. He'sasmarter young man than you
give him credit for, and if we can show him your charred corpse with
Mike Bryant's boot on it, well, who knows?

Hefolded hisarms. 'I'm not doing it, Louise’

'Oh, yesyou are.' Her voice turned momentarily ugly. '‘Becauseif you
don't drive, then Phil Hamilton's degth isjust murder, and you'l be
getting aswift ride to the organ bank. Those are your choices, Chris.
Dieon theroad or die strapped to agurney at St Bart's. Either way is
finewith me!

She leaned closer. Close enough that he could smell her perfume
under therain, clean and sharp and lightly spiced. Her voicewasa
Serrated murmur.

'‘And whichever it is, Chris, when it happens, asyou're going under,
you just remember Nick Makin.'

Chrislooked at her, not redlly surprised. ‘Makin, huh?

"That'sright." She sat back again. 'Makin.'



'So | called it from the beginning. Y our toy boy got bumped for me,
and you sent him to kill me." He shook his head. 'Him and his gangwit

proxies. That was brave of you.'

‘Theré's no sent about it, Chris. He hated you for free. If anything,’
she closed her mouth, looked away. She blinked. 'If anything, | tried to
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talk Iron down because 1 knew it wasn't necessary. 1 knew you'd hck up
sooner or later. And don't talk to me about brave, Chris. Not with
Mitsue Jones shot through the head at close range while shewasinjured
and trapped in wreckage. Not with the blood of an eighty-year-old man
on your hands. Y ou're no fucking different to mein theend.’

'No? He spotted the weak spot and stabbed at it. He mimicked her
savagely. Tried to talk him down? Come on, Louise, if you'd wanted to
stop Makin, you could have. He wasn't that strong. Y ou let it happen
becauseit suited the play. Tdl yoursdf what you likein the wee small
hours, but don't try and sdll that shit to me. In the end, he was just
another pawn.’

'Pawn. Ah, yes, the chess player.' Her colour was hectic again, but her
voice had evened out. 'Y ou know, | play alittle chess mysdlf, Chris. |
never made a big splash about it, like some people, but | play. Andit'sa
very limited game. Inthe end, it'sjust you and the other guy. That's not
agood model for what we do, Chris. Not agood mode for lifein
generd. Of courseit's very male, one-on-one combat, nice and smple.
Butitisn't real. Y ou need to upgrade, play something like AlphaMesh or

Linkage. Something multi-sded, something with shifting aliances!
'Y eah, that sounds more like your speed.’

'It's the speed of the world, Chris. Look around you. See the chess
players? Sure you do, they're the stupid third-world fucks sending out
their pawnsto kill each other over afifty-mile strip of desert or what
colour pyjamas God likesto wear. Were the AlpbaMesh players, Chris.
The investment houses, the consultants, the corporates. We shift, we
change, weredign, and the game keeps flowing our way. We move
around these horn-locked back-and-forth testosterone dickheads, we
play them off against each other and they fucking pay usfor the

privilege.
‘Thanksfor theingght.'

'Y eah well.' She got up to go. 'Here's another one. When Mike
Bryant drivesyou off theroad on Friday, Mr Chessman - and he will,
because he's harder and faster than you - when that happens, just
remember. You didn't loseto him, you lost to me.’
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FORTY-HVE

It rained on and off through the night and into the next morning. The
last of the showers sputtered out as Chris was eating breskfast, and
by the time he finished, the Sky was brightening. His release order
cane through about an hour later. The medl tray detail turned up,
looking unusudly cheerful, and told him he could leave whenever he
wanted. They'd brought his phone and walet, asmal black carry-al
for his clothes, and the one who'd loaned him the books said he was
welcome to keep anything he was dtill reading. Chris said he couldn't

possibly.

Outside, the city was till damp from therain, and the air smelled
rinsed. The weather had cleared the Streets of people, leaving aforlorn
Sunday fed on everything. A moisture-beaded Shorn limousine was
waiting for him a the kerb, engineidling.

'WEell need to hurry, gr," the chauffeur told him. "The pressrelease
said four this afternoon, but you never know. Even the corporate cops
have been known to leak. Mways a price for drive data, en?

In the event, his cynicism proved unfounded. The drive to the hotel

was uneventful, and the chauffeur left him alone. Only once, ashis
passenger was getting out, did the man's professiona lacquer crack. He
waited until Chris started up the stepsto the hotdl, then climbed haf

out of the driver-sde door and leaned across the roof of thelimo.
'Good luck, sr,' he sad.

Christurned to look at him. 'Not a Bryant fan, then? he asked, not
quite steedily.

'No, gr. Didn't want to say anything before, in the car, in case you
thought | was brown-nosing. But I'll be watching you tomorrow, gir.
Betting on you too.’

‘That's. Very kind of you.' The attempt at irony wavered away,
unnoticed. 'Any particular reason you're not backing Bryant? Because
he sure as fuck is a better driver than me.

The chauffeur shrugged. ‘Can't bring mysdlf to like the man. 'course,
you didn't hear me say that, Sir.'

'Say what?

The chauffeur grinned. ‘Likel said, gr. I'll bewatching.'

Chriswatched him drive away, gripped by apowerful desreto
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exchange places with the man. Secztre service job, preferentia hots,zg as
likely as not. Modest **leats, amodest life and a probable, futzlre measwed in

decades, not days. Look at him, not a care in the fucking world.
Suddenly, hefdt sck.

When he got up to hisroom, the sense of unredlity was complete.

The only visible change snce he left for work the day he murdered
Philip Hamilton was the absence of Liz Linshaw's deeping form curled
into the bedclothes.

And the document pouch on the desk.

He ripped off the seals and skimmed through the paperwork

standard challenge documentation, agreement to waive norma lega
protection, itemised rules and references to the zo4x (revised) corporate
road charter. Duel envelope details, satellite blow-ups and recent road
surface commentary from the relevant service providers. It wasthe M1 | run, practically from hisfront
door, down through the underpass and

up over the vaulted section, the Gullet, across the north-eastern zones
and down. The old favourite. No motorway changes, no ramps, just
into the pipe and drive. Brutal, Smple stuff.

In hisjacket pocket, the mobile queeped. After ten days without the

phone, it took him amoment to realise what it was. Hetook it out,
identified avideo cdl from Liz and accepted.

'Chris." She stared out of thetiny screen at him, alittle haggard
around the eyes, he noticed, and couldn't help being dightly flattered.
‘Thank Chrigt for that, you're out.'

'Y ou must be paying alot for your tips.'

Her smilewas strained. 'Tricks of the trade, Chris. Journaism, |
mean. Y ou know what's happening, | takeit."

"Yeah, | got afull briefing yesterday. Has Mike been in touch?

'Y eah.’ She winced. 'Not a conversation | want to repest.’
Christried to think of something vaguely intelligent to say. 'l guess
he was alot more serious about you than he liked to show.'

'Y eah, and about you too, Chris. That's what redly hurt, apparently.

Asfar as| could make out between the expletives.



'Yeah, well!
A long pause.

'Chris, areyou redly going to--'
'l don't redlly want to talk about it, Liz.'
'No. Right.' She hesitated. 'Do you want Ine to come over?

Again, the pitching Scknessin his somach. The sheer fucking dishelief
at what was going to happen. A rising, swelling bubble of fear.

I,uh’
'Fine. It'sokay, | understand.’

'‘Good.'



The conversation fizzled for afew more seconds, then died. They
said goodbyes that were dmost forma, and he hung up.

He sat on the edge of the bed and looked at the phone for awhile.
Findly, he cdled Mike.

'Hello, Chris' Therewas aflatnessin Bryant's voice and eyes that

told him everything he needed to know. He could have hung up there
and then.

Hegaveit ashot.
'Mike, you can't be serious about this shit.'

'What shit isthat, Chris? The trail-of-bodies-in-Shorn-conference
chambers shit? The politica-alignment-with-terrorists shit? Or did you

mean the fuck-your-best-friend's-woman shit?

'Hey. Y ou're married to Suki, not Liz.'
'Do thewords you don't fucking make my marital decisonsfor me sound
familiar?

'Listen Mike, I'm coming in to the office. We'regoing to talk
about '

'No, we're not. I'm taking ahalf day today. Spending it with Suki,
you'll be pleased to hear.

‘Then I'll come and see you there!

"Y ou do and I'll kick your fucking teeth down your throat on the
doorstep.' Mike'stop lip drew back from histeeth. 'Y ou just stay where
you are and luck Liz a couple moretimes, while you've till got the

chance. If you can get it up right now, that is.’

Chris snapped.

'Ah, fuck you then. Assholet I'll see you on the fucking road.p'

He hurled the phone across the room. It hit the wall and bounced,
undamaged, to thefloor.

He made one more call. Two, to be completely accurate, but when he
caled the house in Hawkspur Green, no one answered. He shrugged
philosophically and dug Erik Nyquist's number out of the phone's
memory. Leaking ail in ahead-on collison. It could hardly hurt more
than what he'd already swallowed.



The Norwegian was curioudy gentlewith him.

‘She'snot here, Chris," he said. 'And honestly, even if shewas, | doubt
shedtalk to you.'

‘That'sfine, | uh, I understand. Uh, do you know if she's gone home?
Tothehouse, | mean. | tried her there, not to talk to, only .to warn her
I'm coming, | mean." He heard the choppy stumbling of his own speech
and stopped. Herubbed at hisface, glad Erik didn't have videophone
capacity. 'I'm going out to collect the Sagb this afternoon. | didn't want
to surprise her, you know, if she didn't want to, uh, to see me.’
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'She hasn't gone to the house,' said Nyquist, and Chris knew then she
was there, mayhe standing next to her father in the cranped, damp
amelling confines of the hal, maybe off in the kitchen, back to it dl,
trying not to listen.

'Okay."' He cleared histhroat of an unlooked-for obstruction.

‘Ligten, Erik. Tell her. When you see her, | mean, tell her she needs
to stay resident in the UK for the next six months. Otherwise, uh, the
terms of my will areinvaidated. Y ou know, the share options and
mortgage insurance on the house? If she's gone, back to Norway,
Shorn'll get thelot. So, uh. Makes sensefor her to stick around, you

"know. '

Therewas alot of silence before Erik answered.
1"l tdl her,' hesad.
'Great.'

More silence. Neither man seemed ready to hang up.

'Y ou're going to drive then? Nyquist asked him finally.
Chriswasrdieved to find he could gtill manage alaugh. 'Well, let's
just say the other options aren't gredt.

Y ou can't run?

‘Shame on you, Erik. Run, from thefilthy corporate monsters of
Conflict Investment? He grew abruptly serious, fighting the up

bubbling fear. There'sno way, Erik. They've got me checked, filed

and monitored. That fucked-up system you're dways raging about?
That system'll be locked up againgt any move| try to make. Plagtic
sdlectively invaidated, corporate police checking ports and arports. To
put not too fineapoint to it, if 1 don't roll out the wheelstomorrow, I'm
acommon crimina on my way to thejag gurney.’

Nyquist hesitated. 'Can you besat him? Carla says--'

'l don't know, Erik. Get back to me tomorrow afternoon, I'll have an
answer for you.'

The Norwegian chuckled dutifully. Chrisfelt his own face take up

the echo. He was suddenly, dmost tearfully thankful for the older man's
unhostile presence on the line. Theingtinctive mae solidarity, the
shoring up of his desperate bravado. He suddenly understood how
badly he had failed to do the same thing for Erik at the criss pointsin

hisfather-in-law's life. How he'd taken the Norwegian's own cornered
bravado at face value, failed to seeit for what it was, berated him for it



and cut him loose to suffer done. With the redlisation, something
lodged in histhroat.

'From what | understand,’ Nyquist was saying, ‘'well al know by

then. In fact well dl be watching you crack open the champagne. The
networks have been ad-screaming about full coverage since yesterday.
Sponsored by Pirdli and BMW, they say.’
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Chrissgrin melted into agrimace. 'So. No prizes for guessng who they think's going to win, then.’
'Almost worth beating him just to pissthem off, huh?

'Y egh, that'sright." He could fedl another bubble of fear coming up.

He cleared histhroat again. 'Listen, Erik. I've got to go. Thingsto do,

you know. Got to get ready for dl that publicity tomorrow. Interviews,
fame, al that shit. It, uh, it isn't easy being adriving hero.’

'No,' said Nyquist very gently. 'l know.'

He sgned the chalenge documentation, got the hotel to courier it

acrossto Shorn and sat waiting for receipt confirmation. He studied

the route blow-ups and the surface reports with desultory attention,

tried vaguely to imagine hisway insde something resembling a

drategy.

He could not focus on anything. He kept skittering off into day

dreams. His thoughts dowed down, fragmented to useless shards.

He heard Carladsvoice.

Even drunk, even like that, he's the best I've seen.

Hewitt's voice.

I/Vhen Mike Bryant drives you off the road on Friday, Mr Chessman - and
he will, because he's harder and faster than you - when that happens

He remembered Bryant's driving. Bryant's chess playing. Headlong,
full on, joyousinitssavagery.

Bryant and the car-jackers. The boom of the Nemex, the tumbling
bodies.

Bryant and Griff Dixon. Implacable, precise.

Bryant and Marauder, daring the gangwit forward, grinning into the
possibility of it.

Bryant on Crutched Friars, walking empty handed into the duel
agang five men with shotguns.

Hestared at it dl, behind the curtain of his closed eyes.
And heard Hewitt again.

Mitsue Jones shot through the head at close range while shewasinjured



and trapped in wreckage--

---the blood of an eighty-year-old man on your hands---
Y ou're no fucking different to mein the end. He wondered if she wasright.

Recoiled -automaticaly as soon as he thought it.

Found himself lying face up on the bed an hour later, exploring the
ideagingerly, like abroken bone or agaping wound he didn't dare look
a directly.

Caught himsdlf, findly, hoping it might be true.

Because, in the absence of the consuming hatred that had driven him
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after Edward Quain, he didn't know what €l se he could summon to keep
him divetomorrow.

He had the cab leave him at the end of the drive.

It felt strange to walk up the gravel S-curve and see the house emerge
gradudly through the trees. Just being there felt odd enough - he

hadn't seen the place in weeks, and even then, before hislife brokein
half, he couldn't recdll the last time held zvalked from the road. One
weekend, one evening, out with Carlain the village maybe. Back at the
dart of the summer. He couldn't remember.

He reached the turning circle at the top, and the Saab wasthere, quiet
and sequined with rain. He wondered if Carlahad looked at it recently,
wondered in fact when it had last been moved. He'd need to road-test it.
Check it for

A memory arrowed in past his defences - Carla under the Saab post
test-drive, caling out questions about handling, while he stood with a
whisky in his hand, watching her feet and answering. Warmth of shared
knowledge, shared involvement.

He stared at the Saab, throat aching. The urgeto get in and drive
somewhere was overwhelming. He stood for afull twenty seconds, like
agarving man faced with alarge anima that he might just conceivably
be able to kill with his bare hands and eat raw. He only moved when the

straps on his bags began to cut deep enough into his palmsto be painful. Not yet.

He dumped the bags at the front door while he fished the recog tab
from his pocket and showed it to the lock. Shouldered the door aside
and moved across the threshold. Inside was cold with the lack of recent
occupancy and everything had the skin-thin unfamiliarity of return

home after long absence. He stood in the lounge, bags dropped once
more at hisfeet, and Carla's departure came and hit him like ahard dap
across the mouth.

Shed taken very little, but the holesit had I€eft felt like wounds. The
green onyx woman-form she'd bought in Cape Town was gone from its
place by the phone deck. Two blunt little metal stubs protruded from a
suddenly naked patch of wall where the flattened and engraved VVolvo
cylinder head from her mechanic's graduation had once hung. On the
mantel piece, something else was gone, like apulled tooth, he couldn't
remember what it was. The framed photos of her friends and family on
the window ledge had been weeded out from others of Chrisand Carla
or Chrisaone, and the remaining crop looked stranded on the white
wood like yachts run aground. The bookshelves were devastated, the
bulk of their occupants gone, therest fallen flat or leaning forlornly
together in corners.
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He had no stomach for the rest of the house.

He unpacked his bag across the sofa, dung the Nemex and his
recently acquired Remington into an armchair. The Sght of the
weapons brought him up short. Hed never brought the Nemex inside
beforethis, he redised. Even when they went to the Brundtland that

fucking night, he'd had to get it from the glove compartment of the

Saab. It felt as aien now, perched on the soft leather of the armchair, as
the absences where Carla had taken things away. It felt, in an odd way,
like an absence of itsown.

He picked up the shotgun, because it delayed the time when hed

have to go upstairs to the bedroom. He pumped the action a couple of
times, deriving athin satisfaction from the powder-dry clack-clack that it
made. Helost himsdf in the mechanism for awhile, put thething to his
shoulder and tracked around the room like achild playing at war,
pausing and firing on the spaces Carla had left and, findly, on the
image of himsdlf in the hall entrance mirror. He stared for along time

at the man who stood there, lowered the Remington for amoment to

get abetter look, then pumped the action rapidly, threw the shotgun to
his shoulder and pulled the trigger again.

He went out to the car.

Later, asevening wasfalling, he parked again and went back into the
house for the second time. With darkness shading in outside and the
lights on, the blank absence of things and Carla seemed less brutal.

Hed dready eaten. He locked the door and went straight up to the
bedroom. Carla had taken her scrubbed granite analogue clock from the
beds de table and the only other time-piece in the room was on the
dressing table, an old Casio digital darm they'd bought together a

some antique auction years back. Chrislay in the dark for along time
daring at its steady green numerass, watching the seconds of hislifeturn
over, watching as the last minutes of the day counted down to zero and
the new morning of the duel began.

He didn't deep. He couldn't see the point.
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FORTY-SIX

They weretaking about him asheturned onthe TV.

'--for adriver of that rank. It's not redlly what you expect, isit, Liz?

'l think that depends, Ron." She was resplendent in afigure-hugging
black scoop-necked jersey, light make-up, hair pinned carelesdly up.
Looking at her made him ache. 'It's true Faulkner's form since Quain
has been variable, but that doesn't necessarily make it bad. | know from
interviewing him mysdf that he aSmply doesn't see blanket savagery as
an ass4t.

'Whereas Mike Bryant does!'

'Wdll, again, | think you're smplifying. Mikesform is more consgtent,
more conservative you might say, and yes, he certainly isn't

afraid to go foot to the floor when it counts. But he'snot cast in the
same thug mould as, say, someonelike Y eo a Mariner Sketch or some
of the imported driverswe've got from Eastern Europe. That's savagery

asadefault setting. That'snot Bryant at dl.’

'Y ou know them both quite well.'

She made amodest gesture. ‘Mike Bryant was one of themain

sources for my book, The New Asphat Warriors. And I've been working
with Chris Faulkner, among other drivers, on afollow-up. | hateto plug

S0 blatantly, but--'

'No, no. Please.’

Mannered laughter.

'Wdll, then. It's called Reflections on Asphalt- Behind the Driver Mask, and
it should, my workload permitting, be out sometimeinthe New Year.' She
grinned professionally into the camera. 'It'll be agreat read, | promise!’

I'm sureit will.' Face to camera. Pause, and. Cue. 'So now, let'sgo

over to our live-coverage crew at the Harlow helideck. Sanjeev, can you

hear me?

‘Loud and clear, Ron.' The inset screen sprang up. Maximised.
Windswept backdrop, rotors and the location anchor sweeping dis

hevelled hair out of his eyes as he spoke.
'So what's the weather like up there?

'Uh, looks asif therain's till holding off, Ron. Maybe even some
chance of sun later on, the forecast peopletell me.’

'Good driving conditions, then?
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'Yes, it lookslikeit. ()fcourse, we won't be alowed over the envelope
until twenty minutes or so after the dudl ends, but I'm told the roads
have more or less dried out. And with the summer repairs on this stretch
completed well ahead of schedule, this promisesto be’

Hetold the TV to deep, finished his coffee and I eft the espresso cup
standing on the phone deck. Brief exigtentia shiver ashelooked at it
and realised it would still be there tonight, untouched, whatever
happened on the road today. Wherever its owner was.

He shook off the chill and settled hisjacket on his shoulders. Inthe
hal mirror, he put on histie with alanguid, frictionless calm that was
just theright Sde of panic. His hands, he noted, were trembling dightly,
but he couldn't decideif it was fear or caffeine. Hed dosed himself

pretty heavily.

Hefinished thetie, looked at himself in the mirror for what seemed
like along time, checked for keys and wallet, and went out to the car.
He pulled the door of the house closed and breathed in, hard. The

morning air was still and dampin hislungs.

Grave crunched to his|eft.

‘Chris’

fie gpun, clawing at the shoulder holster. The Nemex came out.

Truls Vasvik stood at the edge of the house, hands spread at waist
height. He smiled, alittle forcedly.

'Don't shoot me. I'm hereto help.’
Chris put up the Nemex. 'You're alittle late for that.'

‘Not at dl. Thisiswhat | believe you English guys call the nick of

tine'

'Y eah, right." Chris shoved the Nemex back into the shoulder hol ster,
gpoiling the blunt gesture alittle asthe gun failed to clip in. He pushed
acouple moretimes, then left it. Clicked the car key with his other hand

and the Saab's lights winked at him asthe darms disabled. He stepped
towardsit.

'Wait. Chris, wait aminute.' Vasvik moved to block him, hands still
held placatory at hissides. "Think thisthrough. Bryant's going to kill

you out there.'
‘Could be!'
'And - what? That'sit? The great macho sulk? Kill me and be done

withit. Seeif | fucking care. What does that achieve, Chris?



'l don't expect you to understand.’

'Chris, | can get you out of here." The ombudsman pointed. ‘Back

that way, through the woods. |'ve got a three-man team back there and
acovered van. Seded unit, medical waste documentation. It'll get us
through the tunndl without checks. Y ou get your million dallars, you

get the job. All you've got to do is come with me!’
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Out of nowhere, Chrisfound he could grin. The discovery made his
eyesprickle, and put abal of sudden, savage joy inthe pit of his
gomach.

'Y ou've not been keeping up on current events, Truls, hesaid. 'I'm
globally famousthese days. My faceisright up there with Tony
Carpenter and Inez Zequina. Everybody knowswho | am. What kind
of ombudsman isthat going to make me?

'Chris, that isn't important. Wecan'

'What are you going to do then, give me anew face?

'If necessary. But--'

'And the million dollars, well." Christutted regretfully. ‘That just
isn't such alot of money any more, Truls. I'm up for junior partner.

That's equity. Capitd wealth. Severa millions, plus benefits.’
‘Or cremation later today.'

Chrisnodded. Theresarisk of that. But you know what, Truls. The
thing you guyswill never understand. That risk iswhat it'sal about.

Risk iswhat makeswinning worthiit."
'Y ou aren't going to win, Chris'’

‘Thanksfor the vote of confidence. I'll seeif | canliveuptoit. Now,
if you'll excuseme'

He stepped forward. Vasvik stayed where he was. Their faceswerea
handsbreadth apart. Eyes|ocked.

'Don't think | don't know what you're doing, Chris." The ombudsman's
voicewas|ow and taut. Y ou think thisis going to pay off what

you've doneto Carla, and everybody else? Don't be afucking child.
Being dead doesn't solve anything. Y ou've got to live if you're going to
make adifference’

Chrisgrinned again. 'Well, that's about as good a defence of cow

ardice asI've ever heard. | guess you need that, working where you do.'
Hesaw theflarein Vasvik's eyes.

'Y eah, that'sit, Truls. Back the fuck off. Go file areport or something.
Y ou came and asked, and | turned you down.'

'You'reafool, Chris. Y ou've pissed away your marriage, pissed al



over your wife--'

The Nemex came out again, smoother thistime, and he jammed it
under Vasvik'schin.

'Hey. That's my fucking business!’

The ombudsman smiled with one corner of his mouth. He went on
talking asif the Nemex wasn't there. ' and now you're going to piss

your life away too. Just to make Carla Nyquist cry over your corpse.’
Through gritted teeth. 'l toldyou. '

'And shewill." Vasvik saw the change in hisface, and reached up for
the Nemex. He curled his fingers around the barrel and pushed it away.
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Hiseyeswereicy with disgust. 'Y esh. Shell cry for the next ten years of
her fucking life over you, Chris. But then, she would have done that
anyway. Whatever happened. Whether you were dead like you're going
to be, or just dead insde like you dready are.’

Chrisgave him afixed little smile and stowed the Nemex again.
'Get out of my way.'
'My pleasure.’

Vasvik stood aside and watched him climb into the Saab. The engine
awoke with arumble like distant thunder. Chris closed the door and put
the car in gear. Ashelet out the clutch and the Saab began to crawl
forward, something in the ombudsman's face made him crank down the
window.

'Oh, yesh, Vasvik. Spesking of millions, | forgot. Y ou heard they're
going to make amovie about me?

'Y eah.' The Norwegian nodded sombrely. 'l heard. Make agreat

ending if you and Bryant managed to kill each other both.'
Gravel crunched under the whedls. 'Fuck you.'
'No, redly. I'd go and seeit.’

He hit the turn for the ramp going too fast, ignored the bounce and
acce erated down onto the motorway. Vasvik's offer was gone, like
Vasvik himsdf, like conscious long-term thought, bundled up and
flung out behind him, flapping on the road in the rearview. Over and
out of reach. There was only the road ahead and his hold on the car
around him. The Saab snarled throatily to itself as he picked up the

centre lane and flipped on the comset.

'Driver Control '

"Thisis Chris Faulkner, driver clearance 260B354R.' Hisvoice was
evenin hisown ears. Hefet aquickening of thejoy inthe pit of his
stomach. He felt armoured. ‘Inbound on M1 for partnership chadlenge.
I'm looking for the duel envelope.’

Therewas abrief pause. He wondered suddenly if any of the same
crew that had worked the gangwit car-jack fiasco were on today.

'Got you, Faulkner. Y ou're about twenty kilometres off the northern

edge. We will advise when you breach. Leave the channd open.’
Traffic?

'Executive traffic has been disdlowed until nine-thirty. Y ou have two
automated balk transporters currently inbound within the envelope,



moderate loads, and maintenance vehicles at junction eleven. Please
note that collaterd damageto said vehiclesisnot permitted within the
dud protocoal.’

‘Noted. So where's Bryant, then?
Another pause. Y ou could hear the outrage.
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"That information is classified under dud protocol. Please do not
request it again.'

‘Noted. The sense-of-humour failure, | mean.'

'Please ds0 note that selective jamming isin effect within the
envelope. Y ou will be unable to receive outside transmissions other
than our own.'

"Thank you, Driver Control. | have done this before a couple of
times!

He settled into his speed. The overgrown margins of the motorway
flashed past on either sdein abumpy green blur. The asphdt fed
thrumming under hiswhed s and fled in hiswake. The sense of power
grew, feeding off the caffeine and adrendin. Dying suddenly seemed a
long way off, aridiculous rumour he didn't believe, something he
wouldn't get round to.

Redlity was the road.

He hit the duel envelope, torethrough it at ahundred and sixty.
Driver Control squawked the fact, whole seconds | ate. Periphera
glimpses of huddled vehicles on the bridge and ramps. Policelights,
news crew vans and arising boil of activity asthe Saab dammed past
them. He thought he felt the lenses of the cameras swing hungrily to
follow.

No, you've just had way too much coffee.

A dightly hysterical laugh sat behind the thought. Heforced it down
and watched the hurrying perspective of the road, keyed up for the
evening-blue flash of Mikes BMW. His speed sank to amore cautious
hundred and thirty. The ghost of Strategy floated up behind his eyes.
Retained knowledge of the route from the blow-ups, sense of how
Bryant drove.

Bryant! He grinned wolfishly. Folded away hismisgivings, gaveinto
the pure hot flow of too-fucking-late-now.

Come on, you motherfucker. | took Liz off you, now let's see about that pretty
blue car. Let's see about your plastic.

Lopez. Barranco. The men and women in the gunship-tortured
highlands of the NAME. But most of dl Bryant, Bryant and his craven
fucking, keep-the-rain-off-me need for Hewitt and Notley and dl the
rest of it.

He mapped the faces over - Bryant into Quain. Just another murderous
fucking suit. Just another



The Saab hammered down towards junction ten. Thefirst of the
automated trangporters blew up in hisvision, nailed to the centre lane.
Chime from the proximity aert, as he swtmg the Saab out and past. Gut
deep satisfaction asthe car swayed, and then straightened out under his
hands. The high metd wall did away on hisleft and he swvung back in.
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The road ahead--

Impact!

Hewas il swvimming in the warm gutswirl of car control. FHlash of
twilight bluein onewing mirror, metalic screech of impact from the
rear. Jolt of the crash, the seatbelt webbing grip across his chest. He
braked ingtinctively, remembered the transporter and dewed the Saab
hard right. The automated vehicles collison dert split the air, blaring
banshee outrage above and behind him. He didn't havetimeto seeif it
had braked. Mike Bryant's BMW shot past on the left, shedding speed
and hauling acrossto stay with the Sagb. Forcing the dud, right here,
right now, right under the grille of the transporter.

He swam the blind spot, Chris knew numbly. Shadowed the automated
vehicle from thefront until he spotted Chrisin the depths of thewing
mirror, faling back on the left as Chris overtook right, timing it on
ingtinct, pinning the Saab's blind spot asit emerged ahead of the
trangporter, getting up closefor theram

Even drunk, even like that, he's the best I've seen.

He's harder and faster than you--

Chris saw the BMW coming side-on and hauled over savagely. The
two cars met with ashriek. Flayed paint and sparksin the crushed air
between. Counterforce tried to push them apart again. Chris kept the
clinch, steering againg the other car so the grating scream ran on like
nails down ablackboard. Bryant rode it, forcing him back and closer to
the centra reservation. The BMW's gregter weight wastelling, the

plan loomed massively clear. Sideimpact at this speed would smash the
barrier down but not clear it. The wreckage would kick the Saab into
theair likeatoy.

Options.

Behind them somewhere, the automated transporter came on, an
unknown quantity Chrisdidn't have timeto look for.

Desperation crept out, flicker-tongued in hisguts.

Hefloored the accelerator, but the BMW's nose aready had him
blocked. Bryant had locked with careful malice, a half metre ahead of
neck-and-neck, enough to cut off any escape forward. Now, through
both side windows, he looked over at Chris and ripped a cocked thumb

across hisown throat. He was grinning. The crash barrier

Chris hit the brakes with everything he had.



The Saab staggered. Jerked free of the sparking, sandpapering fury on
itsleft flank. There wastime for aflash glimpse of the .transporter
coming up and he hauled hard left across Mike's rear, across the centre
lane and out of the automated vehicle's path. Another blaring of
machine rage and the transporter thundered past on hisright cutting

off vision of the BMW and what it was doing. Chris gritted curses and
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let them both go. Junction eight. His speed bled down to an unsteady
ninety. Adrendin reaction doshed in hisguts.

He caught adistant glimpse of the BMW disappearing down the
incline towards the underpass.

It didn't take much imagination to work out what was coming.
He had about a minute, he reckoned. After that

After that, somewhere down in the gloom of the tunndl, Mike Bryant
would have executed his one-hundred-and-eighty degree crash-stop
turn, would be barrelling back up the road towards him for the head
to-head chicken.

That old number. The Mike Bryant profile - fearless, headlong,
savage. Conservative to the end.

Chris built speed. Cranked his nerves back up to drivetension. He
passed the transporter again. Head buzzing with calculation.

Two outcomes for this. The head-to-head kills the duel, one way or
another. Saab or BMW out of the game, turned too hard, too late and
tumbled, into the path of the long-suffering transporter maybe, or
maybe both cars, clipped against each other, tossed effortlesdy apart
with kinetic energy raging off a al angles, looking to shed itsdlf in
impact and flame. Or

Or we both make it, and you're south, up and into the Gullet, no way to

fight but dow down and let him ram you off into space like Hewitt did to Page,
or try for the turn, ahundred and eighty screaming degrees on avaulted
highway only two lanes across.

Hethought of this. He thought it out. Three-stage play, the crash barrier,
the head-to-head, the end gamein the Gullet.

And he knows you can't make that turn. The BMW bloomed in the road ahead.
Up out of the tunnel ramp. Fery fast.

He had time for aglance at the speedo, saw a hundred and something
insane, doubled it in hishead for Bryant's share of the speed, saw the
BMW's armoured snout coming at him, rock steady and directly

ahead

He's harder and faster than you--

and ydled, and hauled hard right.

The BMW flinched fragments of a second later. Flashed past.

Was gone.



Chrisfloored the accelerator and the Sagb dived for the tunnel. Again,

he had aminute at best. Not the time' he needed, he'd have to make some
more. Thetunnel flew past in the hollow roar of the Saab's echoed
passing. Up, out of the gloom and into sudden, watery sunlight. The
Gullet flung itsdf down at him like amassive asphdt loading ramp. He
roseto meet it, took thefirst curve at the very edges of hisdriving ability.
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Fdt his heart sumble as the Saab papably gathered enough sideways
momentum to skid. He dared not brake, there wasn't time. He needed
the straight at speed. He unhinged the angle of the turn amiserly couple
of degrees, dewed back across the double lane, fishtailing, muttering
imprecations to the car. The Saab came back to him. He picked up the
long rise-and-fdl of the straight and ran for the next curve.

Almost to the end of the gut-tickling swoop, dmost on the curve, he
choked off his speed and threw the Saab into a shrieking, gibbering
handbrake turn.

For one very long moment, he thought he'd fucked up. Thought hed
lose atyre and then the car and plunge with it through the crash barrier
into the zones below. The car dithered, tripped drunkenly acrossa
badly mended pothole, screamed protest and tyre smoke he could

suddenly smdll--
And stopped.

Not the hundred and eighty. Just a ninety-degree sprawl across both
lanes, blocking the Gullet like abonein the throat.

Back dong the straight, the BMW came over therise.

He grabbed the shotgun from the passenger side footwell, threw
open the driver side door and tumbled out of the car. Found hisfeet,
found the BMV and cranked the action of the tactical pump.

Curioudy, now that the Stuation was drawn, everything seemed very
quiet. The Saab had gtaled out in the turn, and the BMV's engine
noise seemed almost inaudible past the distant ocean roar of hisown
pulsein hisears. Thewind came and tugged at his hair, but gently. The
sprawl of cordoned zone housing below seemed to be holding its
bresth.

Helet Bryant come on for another second, then put the first shot into
the driver-sde haf of the windscreen.

The familiar boom - he/d done a solid hour down in the armoury
firing ranges, afind tuning of hisearlier unexpected love afair with the

long gun.

The BMV ¢'swindscreen cratered and crazed. He saw the splinter
lines

No discharge of projectile wegponry from amoving vehicle. The
parchment-dry conclusion of the legd board of inquiry after the

Nakamura playoff. No substantial destruction to be inflicted with a projectile
weapon. Provided these directives are adhered to



Bryant's windscreen was armoured glass. Even with the state-of -the

art vehicle shredder load the armourer had shown him, care of Heckler

and Koch - the roadblock ammunition of choice for al your urban

enforcement needs - even with that, at this range thered be no substantia destruction.
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He pumped the action, fired again. The spider-webbed screen
resplintered, almost to opaque.

It was pushing the envelope, pushing it the way Jones and Nakamura
had done, pushing it the way Notley liked.

The BMW came on. Behind the ruined screen, Bryant had to be amost blind. Chris pumped in another
round, ran Sdewaysto get the
angle. Went after the leading tyre.

The shotgun kicked. The tyre blew into shreds.

No substantial--

The BMW dewed violently across the road, brakes shrieking protest,
scorching rubber into the road and the wind.

Precedent, Chris. That'swhat counts.

In the dlite, you don't get punished for breaking therules. Not if it works. The BMW careered past him,
ploughed through the crash barrier

and plunged over. It took lessthan a pair of seconds. Chris had time for
one glimpse through the sde window, Mike 4till fighting the whed for
control, then the big car was gone, and there was only theragged gap in
the barrier to mark its passing.

Breath held.

A flat, oddly undrametic metallic crump from below. Then nothing.
Done. Won. Finished.

Emptied out.

Nothing.

It coursed through him like current, that nothing. Emptiness, building

to ecstasy. He threw back his head and screamed at the sky. It wasn't
enough. He couldn't get it al out. He screamed until histhroat felt
ripped and hislungslocked up on exnpty. Until he gagged, finaly, toa
halt.

It wasn't enough.

Echoes rippled out across the cityscape below, chasing each other off
towardsthe cluster of glass and stedl towers on the skyline.

Overhead, even the clouds seemed to hurry away from the sound.

Behind them, the sky was a flawless, vacant blue. Againgt al the odds,
it was going to be abeautiful day.
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FORTY-SEVEN

Y ou bring back their plastic.

Stranded atop the marching pillars of the Gullet, listening to hisown
pulse and the echo of his screams, Chris heard Hewitt's words with
halucinatory clarity. It was asif the woman was standing next to himin
thewind.

Y ou goinand you finish thejob. If you can, you bring back their plastic. He peered down on the zone
sprawl below. Asfar ashe could tell, the

BMW seemed to have fdlen through the roof of a decaying commercia

unit. He scanned the surroundingsin both directions and spotted his

access point. Fifty metresfurther along the Gullet, a caged saircase

wound down around one of the concrete support pillars and came out at

the end of ashabby residentia street. It looked asif there might be a

foot passage through from the Street to the commercid units. With luck

he could bein and out in ten minutes.

Hejogged dowly aong the road to the top of the staircase. Therewas
an ancient padlock on the rusting iron cagework. He levelled the shotgun,
remembered the jagged vehicle-shredder |oad and thought better

of it. He reached for the Nemex and found an empty holster.
Fuck.

He remembered the way the gun had refused to clip in while he

talked to Vasvik. Remembered tumbling out of the Saab with the
shotgun. He looked back along the road to where the car was dewed.
No sign of anything on the asphalt, but it could have skittered away
under the belly of the vehicle. Or falen while hewas dlill inside.

Wi, that'sit. Y ou can't get down. Haveto leaveit for the clean-up squad.
Not like they'll take long to get here.

Therelief gusted through him. Duel etiquette forbade outside approach
for aregulation fifteen minutes, except in medical emergencies.

But they'd redl the Situation in on satdllite blow-up, seetheway it had
played out and be here pretty soon. All he had to do was sit at the edge
of the road and wait.

But he knew what Hewitt would say. Knew how the whisper would

run among the junior andysts on the floor below. Y eah, sure, Faulkner's
some natty driver. But theway | heard it, no ssoneswhen it comesto the
conseguences. Too soft to pick a corpse's pocket.

373






Fuck it.

He locked on the Remington's safety, reversed the weapon and

pounded at the rusted lock until it gave. Dull clank of metal on metal.
Orange flakes of rust scattered around his feet. The lock snapped and
hung, severed. He levered the cage door open and picked hisway down
the steps.

At the bottom, it was the same story. Another grilled iron door,

another rusted lock, thistime ontheinsde, asif aretreating arny had
fought arearguard action out of the zones and up onto the highway.
Weeds had grown up to shoulder height on the other side of the grille,
effectively hiding the bottom of the staircase from outside view. From
theinside, you could bardly see the twinned row of black brick-terraced
housing beyond. Chris craned his neck and stared through the nodding
heads of the weeds, listening, trying to get some sense of whether there

was anybody nearby.
Nothing stirred.

He started hammering at the lock. Slipped a couple of times, scraped
his hand on the rugting iron. It was hard to manoeuvre the shotgun in
the confines of the cage, hard to get aworking angle. Ven hefinaly
stepped out through the weeds, he was sweating and sticky inside his
uit.

The street beyond was empty.

He scanned the frontages - the only motion was the flap of plastic
sheeting over a broken upper window. A wrecked and rusted Landrover,
one of thelate models modified to burn acohol, was beached on its
axles about twenty metres down the street. It was skeletal, stripped of
everything that would come off, the frame scorched mol otov-cocktail
black where rust had not yet crept in. He spotted the passageway a
couple of houses beyond on the left and moved cautioudy out into the
street. Unrepaired potholes gaped in the cracked asphalt, some of them
wide enough to take the whole front end of the Saab.

He moved a couple of stepsat atime, painfully aware of the windows

looking down on ether Sde, pausing to listen every two metres. Belatedly, he remembered the
Remington's safety and thumbed it off.

Pumped out the last spent shell. The harsh meta noiseit made shattered

the quiet.

Suit and shotgun, he reasoned nervoudly. It ought to keep the flies off long
enough.

He siwung wide around the bu'nt-out Landrover, feding dightly
ridiculous as he covered the angles. He cleared the corner of the
passageway. Moved down past high brick walls topped with broken



glass. Detritus crunched under hisfeet. The passage cameto an end
amidst shalow mounds of weed-grown rubble and a clutch of |eaf
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canopied trees. He climbed the first mound with difficulty, burying his
Argentine leather shoesto the anklein little avalanches of diding soil.
From the top he saw the corrugated meta side of the commercial unit
and aloading bay door, rusted open on empty square metreage beyond.
In the gloom he could make out haf of the BMW lying onitsback. A

qudified reief a hisown navigationa skills seeped
Motion.

He whipped around, finger tightening on the Remington'strigger.

And snatched it away again, asif the metal was hot. On the down

dope of the next mound, two children around four or five years old were
playing agame with the daughtered limbs and torsos of plagtic dolls.
They froze when they saw him, then scrambled to their feet and started
shouting.

"Zek-tiv-shit, zek-tiv-shit! Zek-tiv-shit, zek-tiv-shit!’

He shook his head, lowered the shotgun and wiped ahand across his
mouth. This close, the vehicle-shredder load would have--

'Zek-tiv-shit, zek-tiv-SHIT!" Elfin faces distorted with the force of
the chant.

A woman's voice came from one of the houses, raised and harsh with
anxiety. The children vectored in on it, looked at each other for a
moment that was amost comical, and then darted away like spooked
animas. They scrambled across the mounds of rubble and through a
holein awal he hadn't seen. He was | eft looking at the plastic carnage
of dismembered dalls.

Fuck. Fuck this. Fuck Louise Hewitt and her fucking plastic.

But he went on, over the rubble mounds, up to the loading bay door
and through.

Inside, it was cold. Water dripped ceasalesdy from the girder-laced

roof and puddled aong the lines of unevenly-laid concrete flooring.

The BMW lay under the hole it had made, nose to the floor with the
weight of engine and armour, back end inthe air. Therewasafaint

hissng from the front, and steam curled out through agap where the

hood had crushed out of true. Otherwise, it looked remarkably undamaged.
The armouring had stood up.

Chris moved crab-wise to the driver-sde door, hesitated amoment
and then hooked it open. Bryant tumbled out like a bundle of unwashed
clothes. Suit bloodied, eyes closed and mouth open. One arm trailed
acrossthefloor at an impossible angle to the rest of the body.

Nausea. Therising tide of delayed reaction from the .dudl. Chris



pressed histongue hard against the roof of his mouth and knelt beside
the body. He stowed the shotgun under his arm and flapped back one
sdeof Bryant's jacket. The wallet gleamed gold-cornered from the
insde pocket. Hetook it between thumb and forefinger and tugged it
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free. Hipped it open. The photo of Suki and Arianasmiled up at him
opposite Mike'sracked plastic.

A hand closed around hisleg.

Chrisamost vomited with the shock. The shotgun clattered across
the floor. He ssumbled away from the car, broke the grip and saw.
Bryant was till aive, eyeswide and staring up out of hisinverted face.
His good arm made feeble motions. His mouth opened and closed
dlently, likealanded fish. It wasimpossibleto tell if he recognised
Chrisor not.

Y ou go in and you finish the job. Y ou don't take them to the hospita
afterwards.

He remembered Bryant's gesture as the two cars ground against each
other - the cocked thumb ripping across the throat. The grin. His
mouth tightened and he picked up the Remington again.

Y ou don't take them to the hospital, Chris.
I Tou finish thejob.

He stepped back and raised the weapon. Bryant saw it and flailed
desperately about on the concrete. A broken moaning came out of his
mouth. It looked asif hewastrying to bring hisworking arm up to his
shoulder holster and the Nemex, but he didn't have the strength. Chris
clamped his mouth tighter, took another step back and levelled the
shotgun. Jagged motion, quick, before he could give it thought. HEd
stopped breathing.

Finish the fucking job, Chris. He squeezed the trigger.
Nothing.

No click, no detonation, no kick. No spray of blood and tissue. The
trigger gave soggily through haf the pull and stuck. Chris pulled

harder. Still nothing. He worked the action and jacked a perfectly

good unfired shell out into the air. It hit the concrete and rolled away,
cheerful cherry red.

Mikesface, pleading up at him.

Squeezed again. Nothing.

'Fuck.' It gritted out of him, asif he was afraid to be overheard

in the empty warehouse. It till seemed to echo off the walls. 'Fuck, fuck!'
The padlocks - hammering at the padlocks until they snapped and

came loose. He remembered the savagery held brought to the action,
the haphazard angles he'd been forced to use in the cage at the bottom



of thegairs.

He'd jammed the mechanism, jolted something, maybe broken something
indde, irretrievably.

He stood looking at Mike Bryant. Wiped his mouth and swallowed.
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Finishit. Fcking finishiit.

He stalked closer, staring fascinated into the other man's eyes. Bryant
gaped up at him, twitching. He made noises that sounded like the name Chris, the word please.

For some reason, it was enough.
'Fuck you, Mike," he said quickly. "Y ou had your chance!'

He turned the injured man's head with one foot, reversed the
Remington and jammed the butt of the weapon into Bryant's exposed
throat. Leaned hisfull weight on the gun.

'Fuck you, Mike!" Now he was spitting it, bent over and glaring into
Bryant'sface. 'Fuckyou.r Fuck you, al of you suited fuckers!'
It seemed to take forever.

At firgt Bryant only made choking sounds. Then, from somewhere, he found strength to get his
undamaged arm up and grab the Remington
around the trigger guard.

Chris kicked the hand away and stood on it. He was panting.

Mike's choking sounds grew frantic. He twisted his head against the
concrete. He curled histrapped fingers around the edges of Chriss
shoe, nails cdlawing at the Argentine legther.

Chrisleaned harder. Tears sprang out in his eyes and streamed down
hisface. Helifted hisfoot and stamped down hard on Mike's hand. He
heard the dry snap as one of the fingers broke. He leaned harder. His
wholeweight lifting on the braced shotgun, taking hisbody amost off
thefloor.

Something crunched. Mike stopped moving.

Afterwards, Chris could barely get himsdlf upright. It was asif the
shotgun had suddenly become indispensable, asif held been afflicted
with a sudden muscular disease. He limped back from the corpse,
trembling so violently histeeth chattered. He made lessthan adozen
steps. He bent suddenly double and, finally, threw up. A thin helping of
vomit and bile - he'd barely eaten that morning, but what he had came

up. He dropped to hiskneesin a puddle, retching.
The sound of boots through the wet.
Helooked up, only vaguely interested, and saw the men. Big, blocky

formsin thefiltering light from outside, like knightsin armour from
some mediaevd fantasy.



Heblinked to clear hiseyes.

There were nine of them, dressed in the cordoned zone gangwit
ensemble. Cheap, grimed clothes, loose canvas trousers, bulky padded
jackets, shaven heads and workboots. Hands held crowbars, wrenches,
sawn-off pool cuesand avariety of other itemstoo jagged to identify.
Faceswere scarred with streetfight souvenirs. Eyes watchful on the
scenethey'd just interrupted.
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lie got ungteacllly to histeet. Une of the men stepped torward, lie was near two metrestal, heavily
muscled under adeeveless T-shirt

scrawled red with the legend | am the Minister for the Redistribution of

Hedlth. The lettering was splattered to make it ook bloody. Hisface

was scarred from the corner of the left eye and down the cheek. It gave

him an oddly mournful look.

'Finished, have you? Is he dead?
Chrisblinked and coughed.
'Who areyou? he asked harshly.

'Who are we? Laughter rasped out, first from one throat, then
building to arattling echo off the metd roof. It died out as abruptly.
The gangwit spokesman was swinging a short black-enamelled prybar
softly and repeatedly into hisleft pam. His gaze seemed welded to
Chris, playing up and down the clothes, the hair, the shotgun. He
smiled and the scar tissue tugged at hisface. 'Who are we? Werethe
fucking dispossessed, mate. That'swhowe are.’

There was no laughter to follow thistime. The men had tautened,
waiting for theleash to dip. Chris suppressed another cough and lifted
the Remington as convincingly as he could manage.

"That's close enough. The police are on their way, and there's nothing
to see here!’

'Y eah? The spokesman for the group gestured a the BMW and
Mike Bryant's corpse. 'From what we've seen so far, | beg to differ. This
isprimetime. Mr Fadkner.'

Chris pumped the action on the Remington.
‘Alright, | said that's close enough.' Mistake.

The unspent shdll legpt in the air, hit the concrete and rolled towards
the other man. For amoment, they both looked down at it. Then the
gangwit looked back up at Chris and shook his head.

'See, that's a perfectly good round, mate. And to judge by your
manner of execution back there amoment ago, I'd say '

Chrisflung the shotgun in hisface and ran.

Back to the upturned BMW and Mike Bryant's corpse. He heard
booted feet behind him, more than one pair. The gangwit's voice rang
exasperated above the clatter.

'Wdl don't fucking stand there. Get him!"

He dived and landed on Mikein akind of embrace. Scrabbled under
the jacket, flt the buit of the Nemex in his hand. Proximity sensetold



him the first of his pursuers was dmaost on him. Shadows blocked out
thelight. The smell of old leather and chegp aftershave swamped him. A
hand grabbed at hisjacket.

Herolled free and came up wi{ h Mike's gun dmost touching the
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gangwit's chest, fie saw the man's eyeswiden. A pool cue smashed
down on his shoulder. He squeezed the trigger.

The Nemex thundered. The shot kicked the man off hisfeeat and back
across the concrete. He crumpled and lay till.

‘Toby/" It was ahowl of anguish. The gangwit spokesman. 'Fucking
zek-tiv piece of shit.t

The second gangwit was two paces behind hisfalen comrade, but the
gun brought him to a deed halt. The others were converging, but now
they stopped and began to back away, |eft and right. Chris got himsdlf
upright, grinning fiercdly.

‘That'sright, back the fuck off.’

Something black whipped through the air and hit him anumbing

blow acrossthe ebow. The Nemex went off, firing wide into the
concrete floor. Chris clutched at hisarm and tried to bring the gun to
bear as the gpokesman, legping in after the hurled prybar, hit him from
theright. Below the elbow, his muscles were water. He snapped off a
panic shot. It went wide. The gangwit snarled agrin and grabbed the
arm, twigting. Chrisfet his hand spasm open. The Nemex spun away,
gplashing into a puddle. He threw a punch |eft-handed and saw his
opponent ride it with a streetfighter's impatient grunt. Desperate, he
reached and grappled. The Minigter for the Redistribution of Hedth
punched him in the chest with shattering force. He collapsed backwards,
fending weekly, tripping on Mike's corpse. The gangwit let him

go, let him fall against the body of the upturned BMW and turned to
scoop up hisprybar. Stalked forward, still grinning. Chris saw the attack
coming and rolled weekly |eft, dong the BMW's flank. The crowbar
arced down and clawed along dint in the twilight-blue bodywork where
he'd been. The metal screeched. Chris came off the car yelling,
ddivered a hooking left-handed punch to the Minister'stemple. The
gangwit threw up ablock that didn't quite cover and staggered dightly
with the impact. He grunted again, shook his head and whipped the
crowbar round. Chris caught it across the sde of the head.

Multi-coloured light rang in hisskull. The celling waltzed by overhead.
Hereded and fell. Something snagged hisarm, he looked muzzily
and saw the Minigter had him, was holding him up. Comfortably.

'Fucking piece of shit driver,' the man wasyelling in hisface. '‘Come
into the fucking zones with your suit, will you?

The crowbar dammed into hisribs. He screamed like ababy and
twisted. There were others around him, holding him up for the spokesman,
cuffing him back and forth across the head.

'‘Comeinto the fucking zones, will you?Hold him.’



Another blow, another rolling tide of numbness. He thought hefelt a
rib crack thistime. He ydled, but weakly. The grip on hisarm let go
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and he dumped into aring of supporting grasps. He saw afist coming,
heavy with dull metd rings. It split hisvison gpart, sent shards of it
pinning away againgt aroaring darkness. He felt part of hisface teer,
felt blood streaming down into his collar.

'Show you what we think of--' the Minister wastelling him between
blows, but the rest was carried away on the roar in an opening tunnel of
darkness.

Oddly, in the bottom of it dl, he heard Carla.

So.t You just want to fucle me and leave me. Isthat it?

Her hands on him. She was smiling. For some reason he couldn't pin
down, he wanted to laugh and cry at the sametime.

I'm. Already diding headlong into the dark. Not going anyzvbere. But he was.
And asound like distant thunder.
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FORTY-EIGHT

Driver Control helicopters held the sky over the vaulted highway where
Chris Faulkner had dewed the Sagb to its shrieking Sdeways halt.
Bright sunlight winked off underdung cameralenses and the clustered
barrdls of the gatlings. At a prudent distance beyond, news crew aircraft
circled like sharkswaiting for something to give up and die. There were
police vehicles scattered up and down the stretch, equipment set up and
armed figures hurrying about. Louise Hewitt stood talking to aranking
tactical-force officer and her mobile at the sametime. She looked

up and shielded her face as anew, twilight-blue helicopter drifted in
through the black-and-green Driver Control machines and settled to
the asphalt, twenty metres away. Jack Notley climbed down from the
cabin, settled hissuit alittle more firmly on his shouldersin the gale of
the rotors and strode towards her.

I'll call you back,' she told the phone, and snapped it shut. ‘And
Captain, if you could just give me amoment.'

The officer saw who was coming and stepped back. Notley reached
Hewitt and stared at her. 'Well?

'l expect you've heard.'

‘That'swhy I'm here." Notley looked grim. 'What have you got?
Hewitt shrugged and nodded towards the crane and winch system at
the edge of the Gullet. 'We put in the tacs. Apparently they're bringing
them both up now. Not a pretty sight, iswhat | wastold.'

Notley looked away, up and down the stretch of highway. 'Four
miles," he said. 'Four miles from where Page went off. Y ou redise that?

'Four? Hewitt frowned. 'Oh, miles, that's what, about Six kilometres?
Y eah, probably about that. And not far from where Barneslearnt to fly,

cometo that.'
IYS-I
'Exciting stretch of road.’

The winch whined into action. Both partners turned to watch asiit
brought up a sheet-covered stretcher. Tactical-force corporate police
swarmed around the load, swinging it in and lowering it gently to the
road. The covering was white and blood had soaked through in smdll
patches. A medic crouched, turned back the sheet and winced visibly.
The winch swung back down. They watched the cable unwind.
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'Going to be alot of questions,’ observed Hewitt when it stopped.
‘Lot of precedent to be hammered out.’

Notley grunted. ‘Good. Kind of thing that keeps us sharp.’

'Keepsthe lawyers sharp, you mean. They're going to be arguing this
one back and forth for months at our expense.’

'While we go ahead and get on with doing things anyway.'

'Ethics after the event.' Hewitt offered him a crooked smile. 'My
favouritekind.'

Notley raised an eyebrow. 'Are there any other sort?
The winch swung up again. More activity, another stretcher settling

to the asphat. More blood stains on white.
‘Not inthisworld.'
'I'm glad--'

Amidst theweaving of the tactica-force uniforms, commotion. Uniforms
milling. And Chris Faulkner, dimbing off the stretcher like the

living dead. Pushing hisway clear. A ragged cheer floated over him like
abanner.

Hewitt froze.
Notley blinked.

Then the senior partner was striding rapidly towards the new arrival,
agrin broadening on hisface. He only faltered as he got closer and saw
the damage. Chrissface was amask of blood and bruising. One eye
swollen amost shut, ribbons of torn flesh around the mouth and both
cheeks ripped, blood from a nose that looked broken. The way he
moved under the abused and bloodied suit screamed cracked ribs.

'Chrisl Jesusfuck, you'redive. | thought. Y ou had meworried for a
moment there. Congratulations!’

Chrisgtared at him. Stared past him, like the zombie he so closdly
resembled. Notley grabbed his shoulders.

'Y ou've doneit, Chris. You won. Y ou're a partner at thirty-three
years old. Fucking unprecedented. Congratulations! Y ou know what
this means?

Chrislooked sideways at him. Focused.

"What does it mean? he whispered.



'What doesit mean? Notley was admost burbling. ‘Chris, it means
you're at the top. From here on up, there's nothing you can't do.
Nothing. Welcome aboard.’

Hethrust out hishand. Chrislooked down at it asif the gesture
didn't make sense. He made a coughing noise that it took Notley a
moment to realise was laughter. Then he stared up into the senior

partner's face and off past it again. The Saab. Hewitt.
'Uh, Chris'
'Excuseme.’
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He pushed past Notley, pacing asteady linefir Hewitt. She saw him
coming and tensed. A brief nod to the tactical captain, and the man was

at her shoulder. Chris caneto ahat ametre away, swaying alittle.
'Louise," he husked.

She manufactured asmdl smile. 'Hello, Chris. Well done!’
‘Thisisfor you, Louise!

Heheld it out. The Shorn Associates card, Mike Bryant's nane
engraved and streaked across with new blood.

'l don't think now is--'

'No, it'sfor you.' Christook another, sudden step in and tucked the
card into Hewitt's breast pocket. He nodded to himself, aready turning

away. 'For you. Because that's the way we do things around here, right?
Hewitt's smile was frozen on. 'Right.’
I'll seeyou ontheroad, Louise!

Hewalked away, dipping in his pocket for keys. The door of the Sasb
was gtill wide open. Driver Control personnel busied themsdlves around
it, measuring and photographing. When hetried to get in behind the
whesdl, one of them barred hisway.

'Sorry g, were not finished hereye'
He backed up as Chrislooked at him.
'Get. Out of my way.'

The man retreated. Chris eased himsdlf into the seet, teeth clenching
up as his hagtily taped ribs grated with the move. The medics had shot
him full of something warm, but the pain was till getting throughin
flinty little flashes. He sat for awhile, breething it under control. He
thought it would probably be manageable.

He closed the door. Reached for the ignition.
The Saab fired up growling. Around him, up and down the Gullet,

activity stopped at the sound. Heads turned. He saw people gesturing.
No one seemed interested in stopping him.

He moved hisheed, alittle awkwardly. Coughed and tasted blood.
Checked the rearview and cut a smooth circle in reverse, so the car was
pointing southward, towards Shorn. He shifted gesr, let the vehicle

dart to glide forward.

'Sir, wait." Muffled through the sedl of the closed doors and windows.



A uniformed tactical hurried across and rapped on hiswindow. He
cranked it down and waited, foot light on the clutch, barely holding the
Saab back. The tac hesitated.

'Uhm, g, it'sjust. The shooting down there. Well, we arrived sort of
inthe nick of time, Sr, soit wasabit rushed. Just trying to get them off
you, you know.'

'Y es" Hisvoice still wasn't working properly. It had taken him whole
minutes, lying there on the concrete, to make sense of the thunder, the
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screams of men dying and then the urgent voices of the tacs asthey
circled him. Thering of concerned faces peering down. 'Y es. Thank

yOuU.

'Yes, wdl, uhm. Thing is, afirefight like that, you don't dways get
everyone dead centre, and now it lookslike at least a couple are going to

live. I, well, | assumeyou're going to be pressing charges, sir.’
'Yes, dright.'

'Wdll, I'll need anumber for you, sir. For the statement. Obvioudly,

we can get you at Shorn, but welike to provide afull personalised
sarvicein caseslikethis. Victim support, one-to-one interviews, we can
come out to you any time. And I'm the officer assigned, so. Do you, uh,
have a home number, sir?

Chrisclosed hiseyesbriefly. ‘No, not redly.’

'Oh.' Thetac looked at him for amoment, puzzled. "Well, anyway.
I'll get you at Shorn, then.'

'Yes.' Hetried to curb aflooding tide of impatience. He wanted to be
gone. 'Isthat all you need?

'Oh. Yessir. But, uh, you know, congratulations. The duel and
everything. My whole family werewatching it. Well done. Fantastic
driving. Uh, my son'sahugefan, sr.’

Hefought down the urge to cackle. Hid it in acough.
That'snice.

'l expect you'll be on the screen alot the next few weeks. Probably
even get an interview with that Liz Linshaw, eh? The tac saw the ook

on hisface and stepped back. 'Anyway, I'll. Let you go, Sir. Thanks!'
'No problem.’

He let the Saab roll forward. People got out of the way. He moved

past Louise Hewitt and then Jack Notley, gathering speed. By thetime

he passed the last of the uniforms and the parked police vehicles, hewas
closing on ninety. The Saab took the curve on arising growl. He hita
pothole, but the suspension and the onset of the painkillers damped it

out. He reached for the phone, jabbed it on. Winced only alittle this

time as his cracked ribsjarred. He placed aforward call to Joaquin

Lopez in Panama, ten minutes ahead. Then he didled Shorn's priority
client operator and told them to get him Francisco Echevarriaimmediately.



They didn't likeit. They didn't know if

Tl himit'sanaiond emergency,’ Chris suggested.

It took a couple of minutes, but'Echevarriagrabbed the call. He
wasn't pleased. Chris got theimpression theridein the last week had
been bumpy.

‘Bryant? That you? Now fuckin' what? What nationd fuckin' emergency
you talkin' about?
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"The onethat's going to put you in front of afucking firing squad,
you piece of shit. Thisis Chris Faulkner.'

Strangled silence, then fury. 'Y ou motherfuckin''

'Shut up and listen, Paco. | don't know what line of shit they've been
handing you in my absence, but things just changed for the better. Mike
Bryant isdead.

You relyin'.

'No, I'm not. | killed him mysdf. With my bare fucking hands. So

I'm now junior partner at Shorn Conflict Investment, which means executive partner for the NAME
account. Which means you, Paco. And

I'mtelling you, I'm going to have Vicente Barranco in the streets of

Bogotfi by theend of thisfucking month. So if | wereyou, | would

gather up as much of your father's stolen loot asyou can get inalLear

jet, and | would fuck off out of the NAME right now, while you can il

walk to the plane.’

Echevarrialost English in the stcorm of hisfury. Spanish washed
down the line, beyond Chriss ability to follow. He cut acrossit.

'Y ou've got forty-eight hours, Paco. That'sit. After that, I'm sending
Specid Air to put abullet in your face!
'Y ou cannot do thig!

Thistime, Chrisredlly laughed. Acrossthe painin hisbrokenribs,
acrossdl the pain. The drugs were numbing him nicdly.

"You till don't get it, do you, Paco? From where I'm sitting, | can do
whatever the fuck | want. Men like me, theré's nothing you can do to

stop us any more. Understand? There is nothing you can do any more." He killed the cdll.
Fed power to the Saab and watched as his speed climbed.

Gave himsdf up to the snarl of the engine, the spreading numbness of
the drugsin his system, and the onrushing emptiness of the road ahead.
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