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WAKING THE BEAST

Two men slipped silently through the door of unit twenty-four. It was a generic looking warehouse building, typically found in business parks all over the world; this particular unit was in Beckton, East London, and the park was aptly named ‘The East London Business Park.’ The second man, Harvey Stone, closed the front door softly behind them, turned to his companion, Julios, and nodded; the movement was barely discernible in the pitch darkness, but Julios understood the signal and moved forward, listening for any change in noise.
They entered through the narrow door meant for customers which led them into a small hallway with stairs leading up the mezzanine offices to the right, and a door directly in front of them that led out to the large warehouse space, where several men could be heard loading a truck. The sound of a heavy, battery-powered forklift manoeuvring around whirred, and the hiss of the hydraulic rams lowering its cargo onto the truck was clear in the otherwise silent warehouse.
Julios chanced a glance through the gap in the semi-open door. He watched intently for a while before holding three fingers up to Harvey who stood behind him calmly in the darkness.
The three men worked in silence, except for the whirrs, hisses and metallic rattles of the forklift.
Julios and Harvey had a plan, and would carry it out precisely; it was the only way to ensure a one hundred percent chance of success. Any deviation from any plan causes variants in possibilities, and Julios did not like variants. They led to mistakes, and mistakes often ended in failure or death.
Harvey and Julios heard the sliding tail-gate of the truck being pulled down followed by the light click of a padlock. Then, as the diesel engine fired up and the twin thumps of the truck’s two doors boomed around the empty warehouse, the screeching of the sliding concertina shutter began its banshee-like cry as it was pulled open to allow the truck to pull out slowly. The sliding shutter was replaced with a crash and chains being dragged through a series of steel rings, marking the end of the performance.
Julios and Harvey remained in the darkness, blocking the only remaining exit. Two truck doors had been slammed shut, which meant that only one man remained in the unit. The forklift was shifted to a spot under the mezzanine where its batteries were connected to the mains to recharge, presumably to be used the following day.
Julios sunk back into the shadows ready for the door to open. Harvey moved across to the stairs where he would be out of sight of anyone that came through the door from the warehouse. Julios and Harvey waited in practiced silence, listening to the sounds and imagining their meanings. A few digital clicks told them the man had unlocked his iPhone. A stutter of further clicks indicated a message being sent, probably to his boss, maybe his wife.
Then the long-awaited sounds of the lights in the warehouse being turned off; six switches in two rows of three, according to Harvey’s interpretation of the timing of each click.
Total darkness ensued, but Julios didn’t need light to carry out the job. Keys jangled lightly like they were swinging on a chain or lanyard as opposed to being held in a bunch. The noise grew closer until the little door opened fully and the man stepped through, not bothering to close it behind him. He hadn’t taken two steps into the hallway when Julios’ shape emerged from the darkness behind him and silently slipped the steel wire around his neck.
Harvey remained where he was, as Julios had instructed. He saw the struggle in the darkness, but the only sounds he heard were a few feeble squeals of the man’s trainers on the painted floor and the sickly, choking sound of his death. Julios was a pro; Harvey admired his control and composure during these moments and looked on with awe. Emotion was not a part of the transaction; no anger, spite, or bitterness tainted his methods. He was, in Harvey’s eyes, a master of his trade.
Their instructions had been quite simple, “Make a statement, but don’t make a mess.”
Julios waited his standard one minute, from when he believed his work to be done, to confirm that his work was indeed complete. Julios’ gloved fingers tugged lightly at the wire trace and he pocketed it, believing firmly that leaving any evidence behind would create a trail. The wire trace had to be bought somewhere, by someone from someone else. That meant three possible areas of investigation that were, in Julios’ mind, unnecessary.
He looked up at Harvey who stood waiting in the shadows on the second step, and nodded at him in the darkness, signifying that it was Harvey’s turn to perform. Stepping back into the shadows, Julios watched with pride as his protege stepped past him and began to carry out the efficient means of making a statement without making a mess.
Harvey stepped over the body and, using a two cell Maglite, found the light switches; two rows of three as he had guessed. He used the point of his knife to turn on just one switch and pocketed the Maglite. The knife point wouldn’t rub off any existing fingerprints, and certainly wouldn’t leave his own on there, even if he hadn’t been wearing gloves.
He glanced at the front end of the warehouse and saw an electric hoist connected to a running beam that was fixed to a series of overhead gantries roughly ten metres high. The running beam led from the large shutters at the front, all the way up to the rear of the warehouse, where the mezzanine floor stored some large machinery and crates. Presumably the hoist was used for loading flat-bed lorries.
Harvey had no problem in finding the yellow console that hung from the hoist by a thick electric cable and hit the ‘down’ button. Nothing happened right away, but Harvey gave the large red emergency stop button a twist; it popped out, and the down button was operational straight away. The large hook came down quite slowly, and the sound of the joist was loud in the large space, but Harvey was a patient man. He waited for it to reach knee level then the hoist’s automatic switch prevented any further wire rope being spooled out; a safety measure, thought Harvey. He then moved back to the doorway, grabbed the dead man by his armpits, and dragged him across the smooth painted concrete floor until the man was positioned below the hook. Finding a nearby chain sling, Harvey hung it on the hook by the large ring and wrapped one of the two-metre chain legs around the man’s torso beneath his arms. He connected the little hook back on its chain in a choke position that would tighten on itself as the hoist took up the slack. He casually hit the up button and watched the hook slowly hoist the limp, dead body into the air. The man’s head rolled forward lazily, but his eyes were wide open in a combination of fear and surprise. Harvey held the button down until the hook reached its maximum height and the automatic switch cut the power, another safety feature.
The warehouse was silent once more. Harvey looked up at his work briefly before turning the light out with the point of his knife and stepping out of the building with Julios behind him. They turned right and stayed within the safety of the shadows created by the long row of identical units before they slipped into the trees at the end of the row, and through a gap in the fence that they’d made the previous week using a car jack. Harvey’s motorbike was there hidden amongst the bushes. Julios’ Subaru was parked further along; its shiny windscreen was the only giveaway as the paintwork had faded and rusted, exactly how he liked it.
They didn’t say goodbye, they never did. It was Julios’ best practice to split up straight after a job, and anyway, what would they say to each other? Well done, or nice work? Finishing a job was hardly cause for celebration or a pat on the back.
Harvey didn’t wait for the sound of Julios’ engine starting, he’d already turned the ignition on his BMW and was clicking his helmet strap on before the older man had even managed to unlock the beaten up old car. He wheeled forward out of the trees and rolled onto the road, popping the clutch, and then smoothly joined the Royal Docks Road, with no sign of any other car around. At that time of the morning, the only cars on the road would be cabbies, police and piss-heads, and on his bike with its two large panniers either side of the rear wheel, he just looked like a courier coming back from a long day in the city.
He took the A406 North Circular Road, round to the Wanstead exit, and cut through Chigwell to Abridge on into the village of Theydon Bois, where he lived in a little cottage in the grounds of his foster dad’s three-hundred-acre estate. The little house was dark when he rolled the bike into the immaculate garage space and clicked the remote for the door to close behind him. He unclipped the helmet, stuffed it in its protective stuff sack, and returned it to a hook by the front door. He then removed his gloves, clipped them together and hung them alongside the helmet. His father was a rich man, but Harvey wasn’t. He could have anything he wanted, his foster dad would pay for it, but he chose to lead a simple life, and liked to look after the few possessions he had. Julios had given his knife, in its leather case, to him when he was just twelve years old. It was still as sharp and clean as the day his mentor had presented it to him and was fixed to the inside of his bike jacket every time he rode.
The two doors that led from the garage to the house were unlocked successively, and he stepped into his lounge. There was no TV, no radio. In fact, the only sign that it was the twenty-first century was the Apple MacBook that sat dormant on the kitchen counter, beside the one wooden stool, where Harvey sat and hit the power button. He unbuttoned his jacket and slid it off while the laptop’s operating system booted, then hung it on the single hook beside the door to the garage.
He entered his password and stretched his neck out with a satisfying click to the left and then the right while the laptop woke up and sat ready for his command. He opened an internet search and typed the words, ‘Shaun Tyson’ before hitting enter, letting the engine retrieve information and present them as search results.
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MEMORIES

Harvey woke in a sweat from a long night of running dreams. He dreamed of his sister, Hannah. It was a reoccurring dream.
He’d chase her through long grass that lined the edge of a wild and untamed beach. She was older and his little legs tired easily. He would draw near to her and reach out; the sun would shine brightly on them as they ran and laughed. Then as soon as he tried to grab her, she would appear further down the beach, and the bright light would fade away.
He dressed in cargo pants and tan boots and pulled on a plain white shirt. His standard attire. He washed his face in the freezing cold water from the ancient taps in his small bathroom and left the house by the front door. The only time he used the front door instead of the garage door was when he walked to his foster father’s house across the lawn, went to train in the gym at the rear of the house or took a walk in the grounds.
This time he was going for a walk. The recent dreams of his sister had ignited a thirst inside him. His desire to catch the man who’d raped his sister had always been unrelenting, but when the dreams came frequently, his push for the answers increased, to the point where it was almost debilitating, and distracted his focus on anything else. In Harvey’s line of work, distractions were dangerous.
He often walked in the grounds to clear his head. He had fond memories of playing in the orchard, and in the stream with his sister when they had been young. Hannah had been older by a few years, but she had still taken the time to entertain her younger brother.
Hannah had enjoyed picking the flowers and would take to their foster mum bunches of colourful roses and daffodils. Hannah and Harvey would often play hide and seek, or climb the tall trees. Harvey remembered chasing her once with a frog he had pulled from the stream. They’d laughed as they ran, as children do, and had rolled in the long grass, panting and giggling.
Hannah was older and bigger but had always let Harvey catch her. Then they’d lay in the grass and look at the sky, and she’d tell Harvey stories of the few memories she had of their parents. By then he’d heard the stories many times but never grew tired of hearing Hannah tell them. She had a sweet, kind voice. An innocent girl’s voice.
Harvey walked through the orchard alone. He stepped around the apples on the ground and remembered how he’d stamp on them as a child. Bits of apple would fly out from under his foot. Hannah would always say, “Harvey, no,” but then laugh when he smiled his cheeky smile.
He walked along the stream that ran from behind the gym, down the hill toward the orchard. He didn't see any frogs but did see the large rock that sat in the middle of the stream. It was more than two feet across. The water ran around it and had smoothed the underside but left the top surface rough. It had made the ideal stepping stone for young Hannah and Harvey to cross the stream during their games.
A large willow hung lazily over the water beside the rock. Its finger-like branches hung all around it, creating a space inside that the two children had called their own. The boughs hung low enough for a child to climb. Harvey parted the long branches and stepped inside. He hadn't been under the tree’s canopy since he was twelve years old. Since the day Hannah had killed herself. It seemed smaller inside, but familiar. He reached for the knot that protruded from the trunk. He remembered it being the key to climbing the tree. If you didn't grip the knot, there was no way to pull yourself up.
He stared up at the thick tangle of branches above. The trunk split into two parts, creating a large Y-shape. Harvey used to sit on one side, and Hannah on the opposite side. They had pretended the tree was a pirate ship. Hannah was always the captain and Harvey first mate. Man-eating sharks infested the grass below, and Harvey had cried once when Hannah made him walk the plank; a thick branch that grew horizontally and bent with the weight of a pretend pirate, threatening to drop the child into the shark-infested waters below. Hannah had let him live on the condition that he ran to the house to get lunch from the cook.
Harvey saw their names scratched into the trunk. The bark had tried to recover over time, but the names Hannah and Harvey were still clearly legible.
From up there, the young children could see through the branches to the long driveway that led from the main gates to the front of the house. So whenever John arrived home from work, or a guest arrived, Harvey and Hannah would run across to the car and be waiting ready to see who it was.
Harvey had been in the tree alone that morning when he had seen the ambulance drive into the grounds. He hadn’t run to greet the ambulance men. The ambulance had sped to the front of the house and stopped sharply on the loose gravel. Harvey had watched, scared to climb down until the paramedics had returned from the house carrying a stretcher. He knew immediately that it was Hannah. The men carried the stretcher with ease, and a child’s body lay under a thin sheet. The blood hadn't seeped through and soaked the material; it had already dried. Her heart had already stopped. Hannah had killed herself in the dead of the night.
Harvey stepped out from the tree’s canopy and continued to follow the stream to the rear of the house. The gardener maintained the immaculate lawns and kept seasonal flowers planted in the raised flower beds. It was a beautiful garden.
Behind the house was the pool. Harvey had enjoyed the pool as a child but wasn’t allowed in without adult supervision. When he began his training with Julios, shortly after Hannah’s death, Harvey had started to use the pool for fitness. He swam across the width until he was strong enough to swim further. Then Julios had told him to swim a full length without stopping.
One length became two, then three, then ten, twenty, forty, then sixty-five. Julios had clapped him on and cheered during the last few lengths, when Harvey’s arms had felt too heavy to move, and his legs had no more kick left in them. Julios’ voice had boomed across the water, and Harvey had pushed one more stroke, then one more; each stroke had been a huge effort until he saw the end of the pool metres away, a few more strokes and he’d completed his first sixty-five lengths. Julois had lifted him from the pool and wrapped the boy in a towel, and Harvey half laughed and half cried when he staggered back and fell on to the grass with exhaustion. He lay with his eyes shut in the summer sun, his arms and legs stretched out. He hadn't the energy to move a finger.
Julios had stood over him and blocked the sun. Harvey felt the temperature on his face drop and the light behind his eyelids fall into shadow.
“You know what you just did?” Julios had asked.
“Swam sixty lengths.”
“Sixty-five lengths, Harvey.”
“It’s nearly the same.”
“Be accurate, Harvey. Success is in the details. People who ignore the details fail. Are you a failure, Harvey?”
“No, Julios.”
“How far did you swim?”
“Sixty-five lengths.”
“And how far do you think sixty-five lengths is?”
“I don’t know.”
“If you were to walk it, where would you be when you finished?”
“Erm, maybe at the little house by the front gates?”
“Further.”
“Further?”
“Further.”
“Would I be at the top of the lane?”
“Further still.”
“Even further than that?” Harvey had opened his eyes and looked up at the large man who loomed above him.
“Shall I tell you?”
“Yes, how far away would I be?”
“Do you know where the pond is in the village? On the village green?”
“With the ducks?”
“That’s right, the pond with the ducks.”
“No way, that’s miles away,” Harvey laughed.
“The pond with the ducks is exactly one mile from here.”
“I swam a whole mile?”
“You did, Harvey. One whole mile. I’m very proud of you.”
“You are?”
“Of course I am. I’m also very hungry, shall we eat some lunch?”
“Oh, I’m so hungry,” said Harvey, moving his arms for the first time and clutching his stomach, “Julios?”
“Yes?”
“Can you carry me to the kitchen?”
Julios bent down beside him, and Harvey smiled and laid his arms back out ready to be picked up.
“You just swam a very long way,” said Julios.
“It feels like I swam around the earth.”
“You’re growing into a very strong boy. Do you want to grow strong, Harvey?”
“Strong like you?”
“Strong like me.”
“Yes, I want to be big and strong.”
“So get yourself up and walk to the kitchen and don't be lazy.” Julios stood, stepped over Harvey and walked to the house.
Harvey stared at the spot where he had laid. He smiled at the memory and carried on with his walk back to his little house.
Julios had shaped Harvey into the man he was, and he loved him like no other. Not like a father, not like a friend, but something else. Julios had been a strict mentor. He was stern and his principles were unwavering. Training was difficult and never over. Even during the times that they sat and talked after a run or a swim, Julios would correct Harvey’s way of thinking and steer it onto a path nearer to his own.
Julios had seldom spoken of his own life, only a few times had he mentioned his home in Portugal, and if he did it would be an anecdote from his childhood in a small village near Santa Luzia. He would tell Harvey about the blue ocean and the fish, the blue sky and the birds. Harvey would listen fascinated at the insight into the mysterious man's life.
“I would ride my motorcycle through the mountains to the north and along the ocean to the south. Life was free. I was a lot like you are now, Harvey.”
“Did you have a sister too?”
“I had a little brother.”
“So you was the oldest?”
“Yes, I cared for him, just as Hannah cared for you.”
“What’s his name?”
“His name was Adeo. He used to sit behind me on my motorcycle. It was a Royal Enfield, Harvey, and it was deep red, like blood. I saved many months for that motorcycle.”
“Do you still see him?”
“Adeo? No, Harvey. He’s with Hannah now.”
“I’m sorry, Julios.”
“It’s okay.”
“How come you live here now if it was so nice there?”
“I think you’ve learned enough about me today. We can save that conversation for another day.” Julios had closed off.
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THE HUNT

Frank Carver drove in silence. He always preferred to have silence when he was in deep thought, and driving often afforded him the time to think clearly, without the background noise and interruptions of the office building.
He drove at sixty miles an hour on the M25 motorway and prepared to take the next exit which would lead him onto the M11, then onto the North Circular Road and into Beckton. It was late morning, which meant that the roads were fairly quiet, or at least less busy than mid-morning.
One of the cases he had been working on was building up. He had a feeling that it was all going to come crashing down soon enough, and in his experience, he would need to be there to ensure the rewards came his way, and the right suspects were locked up. If he left it to anyone else, the lead investigator would settle for prosecuting anybody involved, with no hard strategy. To nail a big fish, you needed a strategy. An infallible plan that produced irrefutable evidence. Anything less and they would sink below the surface of their legitimate operations for a few years until it had all blown over and their smart lawyers had found some kind of loophole. Then they’d commit themselves to another big job somewhere else. They were like that, he thought, criminals. They were all mouth when it comes to the easy money, they get brave and do a big job, then when it goes tits up, they get frightened and hide. He wouldn’t let the Thomson family slip away this time, and he’d take down anyone who stood in his way.
Frank had been informed of a murder that had taken place in a warehouse in an East London business park. The computer tool that one of his team had designed to sniff for tags in the Metropolitan police database had flagged the case as soon as it was logged. In the old days, links between cases and new information would have been missed, and he’d likely never have heard about it. But these days not a lot was missed. In fact, too many leads were generated, of which only a handful were useful. The trick was to sift through the pile and identify the ones that would lead somewhere.
He took the exit he needed, onto the dreaded A13, the main artery into London from the east, which was notorious for being heavily congested. He then turned off into Beckton at the next exit as the traffic closed up ahead. Frank’s satellite navigation told him the business park was the first turning on the left, so he took the turn and drove slowly down the road, which had been made bumpy by years of heavy lorries driving in and out.
He didn’t need the annoying woman on the navigation unit to guide him from that point. At the far end of the road, he could see the spinning lights of the local police cars that had been parked to block the way.
Frank drove up to a bored looking policeman who stood by the traffic cones and roadblock. He hit the button to lower the passenger window. “You’ll have to turn around, sir,” the officer said, with a Manchester twang, “The road’s closed for the morning I’m afraid.” Frank flashed his ID without saying a word and continued to drive forward, squeezing through the small gap between the police car and the curb.
The murder looked straightforward. In Frank’s mind, it broke down into stages very easily. There was no sign of forced entry, and the victim was Bradley Thomson, son of renowned East End villain Terry Thomson. Bradley had been garrotted with zero mess. There was no blood and no damage to the immediate environment. This all suggested that the killer was old school. These days killers had no style. Too many Hollywood films had made dealing with a messy murder an all too frequent part of the job. But a messy murder leaves clues. This perpetrator was a pro; he had left no traces.
The victim had then been dragged across the floor and hung from the overhead crane rather pointlessly in Frank’s opinion. It was either to make a statement, like a warning, or a response to a previous attack. The killer had worn gloves and obviously had a plan.
It wasn't often that he saw the work of a pro anymore, not in a murder anyway. He hadn't officially worked a murder for years, and he missed the challenge. He’d enjoyed his work back then, cases were open and shut, but didn't leave much room for talk over dinner. Instead, he would listen to his wife rattle on about the neighbour’s dog, or about the local shop being bought out by Asians. Given a chance, he would give everything to hear Jan rattle on about anything right then and there.
Local police units were hunting for fingerprints on the surrounding environment and footprints in the dust. They spoke of having the body checked for third-party DNA. It was just local investigators following an enquiry template, which left no room for common sense and creativity. It was more like data collection, which somebody lower in rank than themselves would feed into a computer and hope for it to spit out the right answer. It rarely did. Besides, Frank thought it was pointless to hunt for clues on the scene when the killer had been clearly carrying out a job for someone else. Time would be much more efficiently spent hunting the man who gave the order and checking the surrounding areas, where the perpetrator may have been less diligent about leaving traces of evidence. Pros like this were hired men.
Frank used his phone to take a photo of the abrasions on the neck, and one of the victim’s face before heading back outside. He was out of the warehouse in less than ten minutes.
He walked past two women who were stood outside crying. It was cold out and they hugged each other for comfort and warmth. Frank discovered that one of them, the elder of the two, had found the body in the morning when she’d opened up. She tried to explain, but Frank had no patience for the emotional blubbering of hysteria, they rarely lead anywhere. He’d get his hands on the report and read that in silence without the snotty sniffs and tears.
Frank stood outside and looked around. Cameras were fixed to tall poles standing at the entrance of the two rows of identical buildings sitting opposite each other. One more camera was fixed to the side of the building and pointing down the road at the oncoming traffic. But there were no cameras facing into the park. It was as if the security designer has assumed that they weren't needed because all the traffic had to come through the gates. Frank took a walk along the front of the neighbouring units, many of which had people standing outside in the cold, trying to get a look at the commotion.
Frank walked past them all. He wore jeans and a loose fitting button up shirt under a long jacket that hid the growing paunch he’d been developing for the past few years. People turned and watched him walk by, he didn’t look like police, so he was able to avoid the tedious questions. It was a benefit that had allowed him to fit into many places and remain unseen.
At the far end of the line of business units stood a small copse of trees with a steel fence marking the perimeter of the business park. It was the type of fence that had two-inch steel bars running vertically every four inches so a person might get their hands between the bars but not much else. At the end of the fence, Frank found a gap. Two bent steel bars had been forced off, probably with a car jack, and were laid on the floor outside the perimeter.
He stepped through, being careful not to rip his jacket, and walked among the trees until he found himself at the dual carriageway that ran around the back of the estate and up to the North Circular Road. If Frank wanted a way in and out of the park without being seen, he’d come this way.
A quick glance at the ground and a look at the single tire track told him that the killer had hidden a motorbike there. The print wasn’t very clear close-up, but from a distance, the line that trailed through the soft topsoil was easily visible. Frank laid a ten pound note on the ground and snapped a shot with the camera on his phone. The ten pound note would provide accurate scaling for Tenant, his tech research man to identify the tire tracks.
Frank returned to the investigation and found the inspector in charge, who was at the time requesting the camera footage from an African security guard in an ill-fitting, bright yellow, high-visibility jacket.
“A word in your ear,” said Frank in his soft Scottish accent, hinting that the guard should leave them to talk. “Those cameras won't show anything. That’s a waste of time.” Frank turned and nodded in the direction he’d just come from, “He came from that way, there's a gap in the fence and a motorbike track in the dirt. You can dust the fence for prints, you won't find any, but send me through the results of the track analysis as soon as you have them. I’ll need a list of motorbikes that tire might belong to.” He handed the bemused inspector his card. “I’ll be waiting for your email,” said Frank, as he stepped away from the scene.
Frank hadn't mentioned that he knew who the victim was, the investigator would waste precious time figuring that out, and Frank would be well ahead by the time he had. Besides, being that Bradley was the heir to the throne, as it were, the case would probably just be handed over to Frank and his team anyway, who were, after all, organised crime specialists.
He returned to his car, sent the photos to his small team and drove around the roadblocks once more to head back to his office. Frank knew one thing for sure, there was definitely more than meets the eye in that murder.
His phone rang over the car’s Bluetooth system.
“Carver,” answered Frank.
“Sir, we received your photos,” said Mills, his lead investigator, “you’re on loudspeaker with myself, Tenant and Cox, did you find anything useful?”
“Did you see the victim?” asked Frank.
“We did, sir, not sure what to think of that.”
“Things are about to get messy, Mills,” replied Frank, “are you able to identify the bike from the picture of the tire track?”
“I can try, sir,” said Reg Tenant, the team’s tech guru, “I can probably get a list of bikes that might fit the bill, it’d give us a starting point.”
“Good, can we have it ready by the time I get back to the office?”
“I’m on it now, sir.”
“Mills?”
“Sir?”
“Research, we need eyes and ears on the ground, who do we have out there that owes us favours?”
“I have someone in mind, sir. Did the job look pro?”
“Clean as a baby’s arse, Mills.”
“Looked like a garrotting from the photos, am I right?” asked Mills.
“Spot on. Neat job, would have been over in seconds.”
“We’ll pull up all the garrottings then, maybe there’s a link somewhere.”
“Good, we need to know what the Thomsons are involved in right now, and what they’re planning. Whoever did this is either stupid or has some serious balls.”
“There’s only two real main players, sir, the Stimsons and the Cartwrights,” said Melody, “killing is not the Stimsons’ style, but let’s not write them off.”
“Agreed,” said Frank, “but for John Cartwright to have a go at Thomson would be like poking a sleeping bear, he doesn’t have the men to back up a move like that.”
“Need a big stick to poke that particular bear, sir.”
“You would, even then you’d be asking for trouble. See what sticks Cartwright currently has in his arsenal, see if there’s one big enough to take out Bradley Thomson.”
“Will do, sir.”
“Oh, and Mills?”
“Sir?”
“Have Cox sort out that van, I can see this going mobile,” said Frank. “Plan for a recce out in the sticks, find out where Cartwright is, and where Thomson is holed up these days.”
“I’m right here, sir,” said Cox.
Denver Cox wasn’t an investigator or a tech research guru. He was an engineer assigned to the unit and came with a certain set of skills that had come in handy on numerous occasions. Denver was a first-class rally driver, trained by the best. He’d also gone on to obtain his private pilot’s license and CAA approved helicopter license, which gave him a leg up over the other drivers and engineers, and meant that Frank was loathed to let him be seconded to other units. There had been a few times when Frank had to step in and block a request for Denver’s time, much to the annoyance of the younger lead investigators.
“Good,” said Frank, “we need that van up and running, you’re going to be busy over the next few days, and we can’t have it just sitting on the side of a road somewhere.” The van had been a nuisance, but funds for a replacement had been slow. Budget cuts, Frank had been told.
“The van’s golden, sir,” said Denver, “won’t be an issue.”
“Good stuff.”
“And Stimson, sir?” asked Melody, “you want me to bother with them? Or do you want me to concentrate on Cartwright? Process of elimination.”
“The mythological Stimson? See what you can find, but don't hold your breath, I haven't seen him in the thirty years I’ve been on the job. Chances are you’ll find people that work for him and they’ll have their mouths tightly shut, but you won’t get no further than that. Better to find our big stick.”
“I’ll do my best, sir.”
“I know, have that report ready for when I get back,” said Frank, “and find me that big stick, that’s the key to this one.”
“Big stick, sir.”
“Big stick, Mills.”
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BEST MADE PLANS

Sergio woke, as he did each morning, early and with the soprano melody of Strauss’ Epheu. The crisp tones from the ceiling speakers flowed through his small but lavish apartment. The hardwood floors gave resonance to the sound. Sergio smiled at the dexterity of the vocalist and slid from the smooth, black, silk sheets into the cold bite of the air-conditioning.
He looked back at the girl who had stayed. She slept naked, her mouth was opened just a fraction, and her perfect young teeth showed their tips beneath soft and full lips. The smooth sheets lay across her, and one arm rested on top revealing a soft and firm breast. Her nipple stood proud and hard, exposed to the cool air that circulated the apartment. Sergio checked his email and messages on his phone, then took a sly video of the sleeping girl. He hardened at the thought of watching it later that evening when she had left. He would add it to his collection.
He showered in the tiled black en-suite and dressed in a black tailored shirt and suit, Saville Row’s finest. His shirt was ring spun; smooth to the touch like silk, but it retained a masculine look with its matte finish, unlike Italian, cheap looking, shiny silk.
He ate yoghurt with banana and drank fresh coffee made with Ethiopian beans direct from the source.
He placed his dish, cup and spoon in the dishwasher; the maid would turn it on and empty it when she arrived. When he opened the dishwasher, he saw the upturned martini glass from the night before; it was tainted with the lipstick of the sleeping girl, and he remembered her lips fondly.
His mornings were clockwork. Disruption to his patterns caused disruptions to his thinking, which led to mistakes, and John would not tolerate mistakes. Sergio walked into the bedroom and woke the girl by cupping the breast that was offered in the cool air. She breathed in deeply and murmured in a sleepy, cute voice. He squeezed a little harder.
“Does Daddy want to play some more already?” The girl smiled and opened her eyes. Seeing him fully dressed, she said, “Oh, so early, you have to leave?”
“It’s you that has to leave I’m afraid,” he replied coldly.
She ran her hand up his leg and found what she was looking for growing as she returned the squeeze. “Are you sure you can’t stay a little longer?” She found the zipper and began to pull slowly.
He considered the thought of being ten minutes late. He was technically an hour early each day anyway, so ten minutes delay would not actually be late. She reached inside and gripped firmly. Her gaze followed his body up to his eyes as she moved her mouth closer to him and she ran her hands across the smooth material of his shirt.
He let her; he enjoyed toying with them. He liked the power. The power to say no, for them to stop when he commanded; to be the boss. He enjoyed it a moment longer before pulling away.
“Now get up, you’re leaving.”
She sat back on the bed and looked at him incredulously, “Is that how you treat such a nice gesture?”
“Are you dressing?” he asked, “In one minute you are leaving this apartment, dressed or not.”
He left the room and heard the pillow bounce softly across the room behind him, “Pig!”
He stood in the kitchen looking out over the forest, watching the trees move gently in the breeze. Birds flew from one branch to another in a restless state of fear and food, just like workers in the city, he thought.
Sergio heard the front door slam as the girl left and he smiled to himself. She had been expensive, but worth every penny.
His Mercedes waited for him in the small basement car park of the apartment building and seemed to wake like a happy puppy with a push of the key fob. The headlights and indicators flashed on then dimmed; the locks popped open, and the soft interior light gently brightened the plush leather interior.
The stereo picked up from where apartment stereo had left off, and continued with Strauss. The large saloon pulled out of the brand new private apartment’s car park and onto the back streets of Theydon Bois. Sergio turned the volume up, drove past the hooker, and headed for the office.
Sergio’s day had started well.

Harvey finished his walk and reached the door of his little house, but instead of using the front door, he opened the garage and looked at his own motorcycle, remembering what Julios had told him about his Royal Enfield. Harvey smiled as he ran his hands across the seat; he knew the strength of feelings a man has for his motorcycle. Harvey pulled his helmet from the hook and removed it from the black cotton bag. Within two minutes he was cruising along the narrow country lanes that led into Chigwell. His plain white shirt flapped in the wind and the cold air stung the skin on his arms like a burn. He was alive.
Harvey rode to his foster father’s office, which was above a bar John owned near Chigwell, in Essex. John Cartwright wasn’t originally from either Chigwell or Theydon Bois, but that part of Essex was, in his foster father’s words, “An affluent area where people aren’t afraid to splash the cash.” It was an ideal location for a man whose primary business required a legitimate way of cleaning up money.
John had several bars in various parts of London and even owned a little country pub on the South Coast that he visited every few months. John enjoyed the lord-like welcome he received when he arrived with his flavour of the month, which usually came in the form of a blond half his age with a coke habit.
“Alright, Son? Take a seat,” John said when Harvey opened the door without knocking and walked into the office unannounced. Only three people were able to do that. Sergio, who acted as an adviser to the family, kept the books and was often the face of the firm in their more legitimate business dealings, occupied the office next door, and typically used the no-knock rule because he was in and out of John’s office all day long; it was practical. Donny, Harvey's foster brother, also didn’t knock, but not because his office was close by, Donny was based in the bars, keeping the businesses running. He used the no-knock rule just because he could; it was a display of power, it fed his ego.
Harvey didn’t knock because he didn’t see the point in knocking, it was a waste of time. He refused to feed people’s egos, no matter who they were.
Sergio heard Harvey arrive and stepped out of his office into John’s, settling in before the fireworks went off.
Sergio took a seat at the side of the room with his laptop. Sergio was a lean man, bordering skinny, whose taste for immaculately crafted tailor-made suits and fine Italian shoes gave him a presence that his small frame lacked. He also had a knack of knowing everything; by placing himself in the middle of any conversation, he guided the firm whereas John told it where to go. Sergio was the only one who had the power to coerce John into his way of thinking. John trusted him, as did the other more silent partners. He was a safe pair of hands with a massively intelligent head on his shoulders; he was a strategist.
Out of the whole firm, including the bar staff, the managers, the heavies and the runners, it was only Harvey who openly detested Sergio. There were many who just didn't like him or distrusted him, but Harvey had grown to hate the man. Ever since Harvey had been a kid, Sergio had been around, always there in the background, sneaking about, whispering. Sergio had always kept a watchful eye on Harvey. Harvey couldn’t explain his feeling, Sergio was just one of those people that Harvey resisted, it was more of a gut feeling than a tangible reasoning. Sergio shrank when Harvey was around. He averted his eyes as if Harvey could see what he was thinking. That was what bothered Harvey most, he was always hiding something.
“Did it go alright? Any problems?” Sergio asked Harvey, with a little cock of his head.
“No problems, it was easy, in and out,” replied Harvey without looking at him.
“Good, what about the truck?” asked Sergio.
“It was loaded up and driven off, no questions, two blokes drove off in it. I didn’t see their faces,” said Harvey.
“Perfect. And did you-”
“Make a statement, Sergio?” finished Harvey. “We did what we could with the resources available to us.” Harvey continued to stare at John but could feel Sergio’s eyes boring into him.
“There may be some backlash coming from this,” warned Sergio. “It’ll get noisy before it gets quiet; it won’t happen until after the funeral, but we need to be ready.”
“It’ll get noisy before it gets quiet? You just started a war, Sergio,” said Harvey, unable to look at the scrawny little parasite. Instead, Harvey looked up at the ceiling, “What do you think the Thomsons are going to do now? They are not going to sit on their backsides feeling sorry for themselves, they’ll be planning a genocide.”
“Sergio, what exactly did you ask Harvey and Julios to do?” asked John, leaning forward. John sat in a large, leather, reclining office chair; he commanded the room.
“You mean you don’t know?” asked Harvey.
“Exactly what I told you, John,” said Sergio, “we took out one of Thomson’s men, we need them busy, we need them distracted while we-”
“You don't know do you?” said Harvey to John.
“Someone is going tell me in the next three seconds,” John replied, his eyes widening. John kept his cool, a trait he was notorious for. But he looked between the two men with a rage growing behind his calm exterior.
“My contacts assure me that Terry Thomson will be far too distraught to continue pursuing any other job, while he is in mourn-”
“The man is a cold-blooded killer and a businessman, Sergio.” The weak justification from Sergio for killing a powerful man like Bradley Thomson was too much for Harvey. “You could set Terry Thomson’s mother on fire, and he’d still make time to shove your head up your backside and see that your family were all strung up by their balls before he even threw a bucket of water over her. You don’t understand these people, Sergio. Why don’t you go back to your office and do a spreadsheet or whatever it is you do.”
“Let me finish,” said Sergio, his voice rose in pitch. “My contacts assure me that the family will be too busy running their legitimate businesses to even consider organising a job as big as the northern job.”
“What northern job?” asked Harvey.
John slammed his hand down on his desk. The room fell silent, but his voice remained low and calm, “I want to know who it was we killed last night.”
Harvey turned away.
Sergio looked defeated. “It was Bradley,” he said quietly.
“Bradley Thomson?” John said calmly. He lifted the papers from his desk and straightened them before neatly placing them back down on the corner of the table. He turned in his chair and looked down out the window at the cars that drove past. Average people driving average cars, heading to average jobs.
“Sergio, leave the room please, we’ll discuss this later.” John remained turned away while Sergio stood and opened the door. “Sergio?”
Sergio turned to face John but kept his head lowered like a scolded child.
“Get Donny to up the security on the bars, I imagine Thomson will be looking for blood, but he might decide to hurt my pocket before the bloodbath starts.”
When the door was pulled closed, John turned back to Harvey.
“I thought you’d know,” said Harvey, “Sergio said it was all part of a plan.”
“Not your fault, Son, but you’re right, Thomson is going be spitting fire right now, and we need to be crystal on what we’re going to do about it.”
“We?” asked Harvey, “I’d say that was a job for Sergio, he spilt the milk.”
“Listen, Harvey, there’s something we need to take care of later this week,” said John. “It’s an important job but will be dangerous after this. I don’t want to talk about it here, but you and Julios are going to have to handle it after Sergio’s cock up.”
John Cartwright always spoke about problems using the words ‘we’ and ‘us,’ but Harvey didn’t pay any attention to it. It was just his foster father’s way of trying to make Harvey feel included in the bigger picture, so that Harvey would try harder and not make a mistake that could have a knock-on effect. This was despite Harvey’s attempts to remove himself from any picture, big or small.
“Why don’t you come over, have dinner with your old man? We can talk about it at home.” That was a signal for Harvey to leave, he was interrupting John’s day, and the argument with Sergio had clearly annoyed the old man. “Eight o’clock?” John asked cheerfully as Harvey stood to leave.
There was no point in nodding or agreeing, it wasn’t an optional invitation, it was a decision made by his foster father with an informal agreement. Disobeying the instruction would have severe consequences. Harvey didn’t care much for consequences but played along with John’s games for an easy life.
Harvey respected the old man and admired his control. Deep down Harvey loved him in his own kind of way. But their relationship was soured by a deep mistrust that was rooted in the past. It was clear to Harvey that John knew more than he let on, but whenever Harvey raised the topic of his real parents to John, the same old story was recited, verbatim. John made no attempt to embellish it to make it believable and expected Harvey to carry on as usual. Harvey could never be sure if the truth was hidden for his own protection or for reasons John would rather forget. But John had raised Harvey and Hannah as his own, and Harvey wasn’t blind to the affection in John’s eyes.
Harvey would infrequently raise the subject of his parents and asked about their deaths, or where they were buried, but John wasn’t going to be fooled into spilling anything other than the story he’d told Harvey a thousand times already.
It was the affection in John’s eyes that had fuelled the rift between Harvey and Donny, Harvey’s foster brother. Harvey had been twelve years old when his sister, Hannah, had been raped. Her suicide followed soon after, which left Harvey alone, and a target of John’s attention. John was a busy man, he only had so many hours in the day to dote on his kids, and Harvey started to get the lion’s share of the two boys. Donny had taken the doting on Harvey as favouritism and, despite being four years older than Harvey, soon began an onslaught of sly attacks on him. Spitting in his dinner, pushing him down the stairs and locking him in the dark attic were common. The incidents were small, but over time they built up to a hatred between them; until Harvey grew wiser, bigger and stronger and had put Donny in his place several times. Harvey made it clear that Donny was no longer a threat to him. Since then it was rare that Harvey and Donny were in the same room. Donny, like Sergio, carried a look of fear in his weak eyes and had a knack for keeping away from Harvey.
Harvey left the first-floor office via the metal steps that led out the back of the building. He walked around the side street where his bike was parked and strode through the alleyway staying close to the fence. It was another of Julios’ rules to never create a pattern, never leave a trail, and never let anybody get one step ahead of you.
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THE MONSTER IS BROKEN

Terry Thomson spoke quietly and slowly but never raised his eyes from the photo on his desk.
“Why wasn’t I told sooner?”
“We only just found out, boss,” said Lenny. “Apparently, the police took his….” He stopped and adjusted his sentence, “Took him away for examining. They didn’t release the news until they had to formally.”
“How?” asked Terry.
Lenny paused before speaking, rapid thoughts made the decision for him, he’d just tell him how it was, man to man, “Strangled, boss,” he began. Lenny spoke with no fear, no hesitation, he gave it to Terry straight, “Steel wire around his neck, it would have been quick.”
“Was it a professional, Lenny?”
“It looks like it. No prints, no sign of anyone.”
“Who found him? Who else knows?”
“The woman who opens up the yard saw him when she walked in. He was hanging from the hoist by a chain. All the girls at the yard know, they’ve been told not to shout about it. Police closed the scene off pretty quick, so no-one else got a look in.”
“Any ideas about who it might be?”
“None, boss,” replied Lenny, “want me to put the feelers out?”
“If you find him, Lenny, I want him alive,” said Terry, “make sure the boys know that this one is mine.” He paused. “Thanks, Lenny, can you give me a bit? I need some time.”

John Cartwright sat at his desk thinking about Terry Thomson’s possible reactions. There was a light knock at the door, Sergio’s knock. He only knocked when John was angry.
“Enter,” he said, sitting up in his chair and straightening the papers on his desk, “Sergio, what’s the news?” John’s mood had quietened enough for the monotonous weekly financial report from Sergio, but Sergio knew that it would only take a little spark to ignite the fire inside John when he was already riled up.
“Hello, John. I have the weekly reports, do you have time for me right now?” Sergio was hesitant. He had known the target was Bradley and had known the consequences, but if he’d verbalised it to John, the plan would have been cancelled. Sergio knew John would be fearful of a war with the Thomsons, but without the war the northern job would be chaotic, and they’d lose out on the diamonds for sure. The diamonds were Sergio’s key to success. It would, after all, be him approaching the black market buyers. The sum of money the diamonds would fetch would be an impressive figure, even after Sergio had shaved off a million and tucked it into his Isle of Man account.
“Is it that time already, Sergio?” replied John, as he reached for the desk phone and asked his assistant to bring two coffees through. John eyed the tall, lean man in front of him. His long, bony fingers held the printed reports of all the firms, the legitimate and the not-so-legitimate. His gaunt face was clean shaved with pale skin that stretched across high cheekbones, and his large Romany nose held thick-rimmed glasses that magnified his permanently bloodshot eyes.
“Okay, so let's start with the BVI report,” began Sergio. His faint eastern European accent added a little romance to the otherwise dull conversation that was about to ensue. The British Virgin Islands report was a holistic view of the legitimate businesses that were grouped under a BVI holding company, which, being tax exempt, saved John thousands each year. “We transferred clean assets-”
“Where’s Donny?” John interrupted.
Sergio paused, “I haven't seen him since we landed from our trip.”
“I want him to be here for the weekly reports, Serg. He needs to know what’s going on, does he even know you’re here?” Even as he spoke, John was reaching for the desk phone. “Get me, Donny, please. Call back is fine.”
“You would like me to wait, John?” asked Sergio.
The door opened, and John’s assistant walked in with a tray that boasted two espressos in small cups sat atop two large saucers, each with an expensive looking Italian biscuit on the side. A touch previously added by Sergio, and a sign of his impeccable taste.
“Thank you, May,” John said. As the door closed, he added, “No, Sergio, give me the BVI report, then wait for Donny to give the report on the rest.”
“Okay, so July saw a ten percent-”
The desk phone rang, John answered and was connected to Donny by May, “Where are you, Son?”
“I’m in Wembley, Dad, just doing an audit of the stock here, Sergio gave me a heads-up that an FSA inspection is likely.”
John was used to the Food Standards Agency showing up unannounced.
“Did Sergio also give you a heads-up that today was report day? And is that why you decided to saunter off to the other side of London? Sergio is here now, why don’t you come join us, you are after all the operations manager.”
“What about the audit?”
“You earned five hundred grand last year, did you earn that by counting bottles and frozen burgers or by making sure the fire extinguishers work? No, you earned it by making sure the business is profitable. I’ll see you in less than an hour.”
John replaced the handset. Sergio continued.
“Okay, we transferred everything we could off-shore, but we still have the clean-”
The phone rang again. John answered.
“There's a gentleman on the line who would like to talk with you.”
“Who is it, May?”
“I'm afraid he wouldn’t give a name, but he said you’d be keen to hear from him.”
“Alright, put him through.” John motioned for Sergio to hold on and pushed the loudspeaker button. Sergio sank back in his chair, crossed his legs, and unlocked his phone. He tapped on the screen while John spoke, but he listened carefully. He always listened carefully.
“Cartwright,” said John cautiously.
“The one and only John Cartwright?” the gravelly voice said on the other end of the line; the words hinted at humour or sarcasm, but the tone was far from it.
“That must be the one and only Terry Thomson. To what do I owe the pleasure?”
“Well you know how it is, John, we’re in the same game, thought I’d give you a call and see how business is going.”
“No, Terry, not really. We seem to of managed to get this far without standing on each other's toes, why change all that now?”
“Are you planning something, John? Be straight with me.”
“The only thing I’m planning on doing, Terry, is putting the phone down and getting on with my busy day. Take care, Mr Thomson.”
“Hang on, hang on,” Terry’s voice was urgent on the phone, a momentary lapse of dignity and composure, “you there, John?”
“Yeah, I am.”
“He’s gone, John. Bradley. Did you hear?”
John waited a few seconds as if in shock, he sat back in his chair, put his feet on the edge of his desk and closed his eyes, imagining the scene, “No, Terry, I didn’t hear.”
“John,” Terry’s voice was clear and strong, but wounded, “I’ve got to ask. Was it your lot? Cause if it weren’t then it could only be one other firm, and this isn't their style.”
“I’m going to be polite given the circumstance, Terry. I’ll ask the boys to keep their ears to the ground, if I hear anything, you’ll be the first to know.” He disconnected the call.
“He fell for it?” asked Sergio.
“He did, Sergio. For your sake, I hope he did.”

Terry Thomson disconnected the call and sat staring at the phone.
“Lying bastard,” he said to the empty room.
Terry opened the top drawer of his desk and lifted the false bottom panel up to reveal his Sig Sauer P226. He slid the handgun from where it had sat untouched for over a year, released the magazine to check it wasn’t loaded and slotted it back into place with a click. Terry slid the action back to see inside the empty chamber and fingered the trigger. After laying the handgun on his desk, he placed his hands palm down in front of him, closed his eyes and breathed slow and deep.
His meditation was disturbed by a gentle knock at the door. He wasn’t in the mood for company, conversation or consolation. He wanted silence so he could think about possible suspects and possible reasons for them to do this to him. It was after all an attack on him, even though he was not the one who was killed, Bradley had been his eldest son and the only son in the business with him. His other son, Spencer had chosen to live an average life removed from the money, the adrenaline and the risk. A normal life where paying off the police, and putting hits on other families weren’t discussed over breakfast.
Terry would need to call him and tell him the bad news about his brother. He hadn't spoken to Spencer in a few years, the last time he saw him, the father and son chat had ended in another heated exchange of spiteful words, car doors slamming and unanswered calls. Terry had given up calling after several weeks of persistent attempts. Gradually they’d drifted apart. He didn’t even know where his son was now, but Lenny might, they had been fairly close when the boys were younger. He’d ask Lenny.
Terry’s mind returned to the matter at hand.
“Why would somebody kill Bradley? Why now?” he said softly to himself.
Terry wondered if either Cartwright or Stimson had gotten wind of Terry’s plan’s to do the northern job. Stimson would know that without Bradley resources would be too stretched to plan such a big job. But why would Adam Stimson kill Bradley? That wasn’t a move designed to distract Terry from doing the northern job. Killing a man’s son was something someone did to initiate a war, and Stimson was not a killer.
Unless, that was the point. Stimson would know that all eyes would be on Cartwright. Meanwhile, Stimson would be free to go and do the northern job. So if Stimson was trying to start a war between Terry and the Cartwrights, Stimson was counting on Terry coming to that conclusion.
“Smart bastard,” said Terry, “if he wants a war, he’ll get a war. I’ll kill the fucking pair of them.”
The theory made perfect sense. Cartwright was supposed to be buying twelve Heckler and Koch MP5s from Terry later that week, there’s no way John Cartwright would kill Bradley before they did a deal.
It wasn’t often that the two families did deals of any kind, they mostly kept out of each other’s way since the heavy wars of the eighties. But Terry had come by twenty-four of the MP5 assault rifles, and only needed twelve of them for himself. He’d offered them to Cartwright via a mutual friend, knowing that if he had agreed to the high price, then reading between the lines, John would also be be planning to do the northern job.
Terry would still sell Cartwright the guns, he couldn't hang on to them. But he’d take the bastards down somehow in case John was lying. Someone had to pay for it. It was like the eighties all over again, thought Terry, you took a hit and really couldn’t be arsed to retaliate, but you knew that if you didn’t go in heavy, it’d be seen as a weakness. That kind of thing had to be stopped fast.
The one person he’d never managed to hit was Stimson, nobody had. Stimson was known to be smart. His men were all smart too. They were known for going in, getting what they wanted, usually diamonds or art, then getting out again without being seen. The most harm Terry had known the Stimsons do on a job, was knock a security guard down with the butt of a rifle.
Maybe Terry would offer Frank a carrot. If Frank could get Stimson locked up after the gun deal with Cartwright, Terry could get to him on the inside easily enough, plus he could keep Frank in tow, another favour. He liked having Frank in his pocket; it was useful.
Terry thought a little more. Stimson would get suspicious if Terry didn’t retaliate. Terry needed to somehow demonstrate to Stimson that he believed it was John Cartwright that killed Bradley. Stimson would have his finger on the pulse.
The answer hit him like a slap in the face that left him smiling. Donny Cartwright. An eye for an eye. A son for a son.
Terry placed the handgun back on the desk and picked up his phone. He dialled a number from memory, a number he hadn’t dialled for a long time.
“Adeo, my old friend. How have you been?”

Frank had long finished his lunch and had just stepped out of a debrief with his team at the department offices on the South Bank. He’d given them the details of the man that had been strung up in Beckton. They’d shared information that had been received about the motorbike tracks and studied details of similar recent investigations. They could use the information to pinpoint crossovers in each of the victims’ personal and professional lives.
A total of four men had been garrotted in the past year, three of them were known villains and one unknown. One of the men was linked to another criminal organisation that Frank had helped put away, while the other three had no known ties to any of the known families or gangs. They were just wannabes; small-time thugs that found themselves out of their depths and had learned the hard way that crime definitely does not pay.
It was the manner in which the body was left that Frank was thinking about; why hang him up if he was already dead? What was the point?
His phone rang, so he excused himself and stepped away from his colleagues and into the fire escape. The phone's screen displayed Number Unknown.
“Carver,” he answered, clearly but discreetly.
“Frank, it’s Terry.”
“I wondered when you’d call.”
“Yeah well, I had something to sort out,” replied Terry. His thick East London accent suited his gruff tone, but somehow he still managed to sound clear and articulate. “I’ll have someone send you through a pin to the gun drop. It’s not for a week yet, so in the meantime, I suggest you get yourself some sleep, you need to be on your toes, Frank, remember, it’s a favour to me personally.”
“Sure, I know how it works,” said Frank. Frank knew how personal favours to Terry Thomson usually went.
“You haven’t heard what I want yet,” said Terry.
That wasn’t what Frank wanted to hear. He wanted to hear Terry tell him to turn up, make sure no-one does the other one over and keep the local police away, then get out of there like nothing happened. Instead, he heard Terry say something else.
“All I want you to do is watch the deal go down. If it comes on top, you step in and let my boys get away. If the old bill…sorry, Frank, if the police turn up unexpectedly, show your badge and tell them they’re cocking up an ongoing investigation.”
The thought of someone sending a pin to Frank scared him a little, he could barely answer the phone and had to use childlike instructions on how to enter his food into a diet app.
“Who’s the buyer?” asked Frank.
“That’s a bit direct, Frank.”
“Should I fluff it up a little for you? You want me to stroke your ego, Terry?”
“Why do you want to know who the buyer is?”
“Self-preservation, Terry.”
“Self-preservation, Frank?”
“Self-preservation. If you tell me the buyers are three little old ladies, I’ll know where I stand, but if you tell me you’re selling twelve Heckler and Koch MP5s to the Essex arm of ISIS, then I might need to adjust my approach, Terry.”
“It’s neither.”
“I was hoping for old ladies.”
“You like old ladies, Frank?”
“They make good tea, Terry.”
“It’s not old ladies, Frank.”
“So no tea then.”
“No tea.”
“Are you going to tell me? You’ve built it up now.”
“Did I build it up or did you? I recall it was you that asked the question, Frank.”
“And it’s you who’s been avoiding the answer.”
“Cartwright.”
“John Cartwright?”
“The one and only. Feel better?”
“I know where I stand, that’s all I wanted.” Frank paused, “Terry?”
“Yes, Frank.”
“These favours will stop soon. I’ve repaid the debt.”
“Are you severing our relationship, Frank?”
“No, not severing, but I won’t be in your pocket after this one.”
“One of my men took the rap for you if you remember, Carver, you don’t get to make demands.”
“It’s been long enough,” said Frank, “I’m retiring soon, I’d like to actually live that long.”
Terry was quiet for a moment.
“Alright, Frank, I understand.”
“You do?” said Frank.
“Yeah, course, I’d like to put my feet up one day myself.”
His feet had never been down in the first place, thought Frank.
“Course, there’s a price to pay for that kind of freedom, Frank,” said Terry.
“A price?”
“For freedom, Frank.”
“Is that right?” Here it comes, thought Frank.
“That's the rules,” said Terry, “how badly do you want to retire?”
“Don’t play games, Terry, spit it out.”
“I suppose you know already, don’t you?”
“Depends what it is you suppose I already know, Terry.”
“Bradley, my boy.”
“What about him?”
“He was hit, Frank. Did you know?” Terry left a pause, to listen to Frank’s reaction.
“No,” Frank lied.
“Adam Stimson’s boy got him.”
“You sure about that, Terry?” asked Frank, “That doesn’t sound like Stimson’s style.”
“You came to that conclusion quickly, Frank. Sounds like you already gave it some thought.”
“It’s my job to see through the crap, Terry. I’m sorry to hear about it anyway.”
“Yeah, well. It doesn’t end here.”
“And this is where I come in, is it?” asked Frank.
“I want you to off the Cartwrights.”
“You want me to….” Frank stopped himself from shouting it aloud and whispered into the phone, “You want me to kill John Cartwright? Are you insane?”
“Careful, Frank. We’re friends, but let's not throw insults around.”
“We’re not friends, Terry, we’re two people on two very different paths if that’s what you think I’m going to do.”
“I don’t need you to off John himself, I’ve taken care of the family. But I do need his men sorted out, just whoever he has turn up at the gun deal. My man gives them the missing guns, their man gives my man the money, my guy drives off, you take the Cartwrights down, and as a sweetener, you get to keep the guns.”
“You make it sound so easy,” said Frank, “but I thought you said it was Adam Stimson’s boys?”
“Well it’s not rocket science is it?” said Terry. “Stimson’s trying to start a war, isn’t he? Cartwright’s buying my guns because he wants to play with the big boys.”
“So you take out the Cartwrights, and Stimson thinks you fell for it.”
“You’re learning.”
“Meanwhile, Cartwright doesn’t interfere in the job you’re planning, and Stimson walks right into your hands.”
“Everyone’s a winner, Frank,” said Terry. “Well, everyone that counts.”
“Right.”
“You know what to do, Frank?”
“I do now, then we’re done.”
“Oh, Frank, I nearly forgot,” Terry added a final comment to make him think, “don’t try anything stupid.”
“Of course not,” said Frank, but Terry had hung up already.
Frank hated his voice. Even over the phone he could hear the threatening tones and could picture his smug face sitting in some plush chair somewhere, ordering people about. People that did his dirty work for him. Frank wanted out. He’d never be able to retire knowing Thomson had things on him. Things that would send them both down for a long time.
Frank suddenly had the horrible gut feeling that he was missing something he shouldn't be. A job. Why was he selling to Cartwright? Why was Cartwright buying? It could only be for one job.
Adam Stimson wasn’t a cold-blooded killer like Thomson or Cartwright. He was a thief. But he was a smart thief, who played Thomson like a fool. Frank knew that there was no way Cartwright would have killed Bradley, especially not when they were doing a gun deal a few days later. It’d be suicide. By the time the diamonds reached British soil, there’d be no-one left except Stimson to rob them.
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FOUND YOU

Harvey Stone was many things. He wasn’t particularly proud or ashamed of any of them. He was just Harvey Stone. He’d been bred to be a ruthless killer. That was the path that was laid out for him, through Hannah, through Julios’ training and through the work that John gave Julios and him to do. He was efficient, clean and stone cold.
Working for John wasn’t like driving a delivery van. He didn’t rock up to an office each morning and collect his jobs for the day. The work was infrequent, but when it came, it needed to be done with no fuss.
Harvey had been just twelve years old when he’d killed his first man. Julios had planned it for him and oversaw it, but let Harvey do what he needed to do. He hadn’t killed again until he had been training with Julios for a few years. A local lad in Epping had been caught touching up little girls, and had done a runner. Harvey recognised the boy's name and remembered him from school. He’d been a spineless bully then and had apparently not progressed. The news of the assaults had awoken something inside Harvey; a need, a hunger. He felt a responsibility to Hannah, to the girls. He had carried out his research and found the boy before the police.
At sixteen years old, Harvey had found the boy’s hiding place and taken him by surprise. Harvey had dragged him into Epping Forest, as far as he could go where it was dark, still and silent. Harvey had discovered a strange feeling of ease and righteousness from tying the boy to a tree, forcing a confession and making him suffer. The boy hadn’t died quickly. The pain had been long and drawn out. To Harvey, it had felt like he was doing it for Hannah, and all the other little girls, whose lives had been ruined by the boy’s sick fantasies; above all else, it had felt good.
The days that followed were not guilt-ridden. Harvey had no sleepless nights over his actions. The truth is, he slept better than he had for a long time. If the police drove past while Harvey jogged along the streets, he didn’t lower his head. Harvey didn’t stay in hiding either as many other killers might have. The fact that Harvey soon learned was that the police didn’t actually try to find the culprit at all. Minimum effort. Harvey had done them a favour.
Since then, Harvey had targeted known sex offenders either wanted for their offences or recently released from prison. He’d honed all the skills that Julios had taught him on the men that society rejected. Each time he’d given a little bit of retribution back to Hannah. But he wouldn’t fully rest until he’d found the man that did it. With each kill, Harvey had developed a style, a way to glean a confession, and had discovered various ways to kill slowly, prolonging the suffering. It was, in Harvey’s mind, the suffering that brought balance to their actions. Once the balance had been achieved, Harvey would finish them.
Harvey rode past Potters Bar police station to get a look at the layout, then he turned into a side road and worked his way through the back streets so he could take another pass at the police station.
According to several reliable news reports on the internet, Shaun Tyson, Harvey’s latest target was due to be released from Potters Bar police station, pending his court appearance. Harvey would watch him, he would plan, and then he’d execute his plan, just like Julios had taught him.
As Harvey turned into Cotton Road, which would take him back to the adjoining High Street where the police station was, he saw that a white van had pulled alongside the curb. The passenger was talking to a man on the street through the van’s window. At first, Harvey interpreted the scene as somebody asking a local for directions, but something about it wasn’t right. The man on the street had the hood of his jacket pulled up around his face, and was definitely up to something; it just looked and felt wrong to Harvey.
Harvey slowed to allow himself a good look at the nervous man on the footpath. He was sure it was Tyson, the descriptions matched and it made sense that he’d be on the back streets and not walking through the centre of town. But who were the men in the van?
Harvey passed them but couldn’t just stop in the road, it would be too obvious. He rode to the end of the road and turned left onto the High Street, then immediately found a place to turn round. But by the time he rejoined the traffic and pulled back into the side road, both the van and Tyson were gone.
Gunning the throttle, Harvey reached the end of Cotton Road, where he was presented with a choice of left or right and no sign of the van in either direction. He chose right, knowing that a left turn would lead him back into the maze of back streets. There were thousands of white transit vans in the UK, the chances of him finding it again were slim, but Harvey knew that the people he hunted usually turned up someplace, sometime. Patience was the key and Harvey had plenty of it.
Harvey fell in with the traffic on the M25 and cruised, while deep in thought. Who would have picked Tyson up? Did he have friends? Did he know the men in the van? Ideas bounced around his mind while he rode in the middle lane at a comfortable sixty-five miles per hour. Cars shot by in the outer lanes and weaved in amongst other cars in an endless mishmash of average people who had to be somewhere more urgently than Harvey.
One car decided to pull into the middle lane directly in front of Harvey. The move caused Harvey to brake; he quickly but casually changed lanes. Harvey remained calm, an invaluable trait that he’d learned from Julios. He changed down while offering a touch of brakes, and the car moved across yet another lane without any indication. A roar of angry horns from the slower, and less agile lorries behind chorused their disapproval. Harvey rode on but watched the dangerous driver in his mirror for a moment before returning his attention to the traffic in front of him. It was then that he noticed the white van in front that had begun to pull off the motorway onto the slip road.
Harvey slowed a little and moved over into the next lane. It was the same van, he’d made a mental note of the number plate. He hung back and put some distance between them.
A few miles later he found himself on the M11 northbound; the roads were quiet which made staying invisible difficult, so he dropped back some more. The van turned off onto the A11, then left the main road once more for the winding lanes that filtered throughout the English countryside. The smaller lanes worked in Harvey’s favour, and meant that Harvey was able to keep a safe distance and watch the white van, which was prominent against the green hedgerows. It turned left into another smaller road and then turned right into an old farm two hundred yards later. Harvey stopped his bike, and stood atop the hill overlooking the little house and its two surrounding buildings. He studied the area around the property. It was surrounded by fields that long ago probably belonged to the farm.
Harvey saw a route across the fields to the rear of the property. It was early evening, and darkness fell early. A gap in the hedge that lined the road had enough tree cover to hide the bike from passers-by. After hiding his bike, he began the walk on foot, using the fields as cover to get down the hill. Then he crossed the smaller lane that the buildings were on, and made his way to the rear of the property. He stayed in the shadows the entire time, moving slowly and cautiously, alert for any sign of movement.
He thought about what Julios would do and quickly came to the conclusion that Julios would walk the perimeter, make a note of the security and identify any weaknesses or entry points, as well as exit points. Keeping to the perimeter, Harvey walked the long way around the two-acre patch of plowed earth. He came to the rear of the property, which had an eight-foot brick wall surrounding it, to protect the small cluster of buildings from unpredictable strong winds and prying eyes.
Harvey remained motionless in the shadows of the trees for a while, listening to the sounds of the open countryside. He moved to another patch of trees and bushes further along the wall, keeping an eye out for motion sensors or cameras. Harvey found the perimeter to be solid until he reached the rear of the property, where there was an old gateway in the wall. It was presumably for farm vehicles and machinery to get out into the fields beyond, back from when the farmhouse had been a working one.
There were no cameras, so Harvey tested the strength of the double-gates by carefully leaning on the panels, hoping one of them was loose. No panels moved or budged, but the door itself opened inward a fraction as if the deadbolt into the floor hadn’t been properly located. The doors creaked open a fraction and stopped once more as the thin chain across them drew taught. The metallic sound was loud in the dark and silent night. A mistake, thought Harvey. He needed to slow down. The gap between the doors was big enough for him to slip his arm through, but he waited in case the sound had caught somebody’s attention.
He waited Julios’ standard one minute but heard no other sounds, so he slid his arm through the gap to feel around for the chain release. Before he slipped the chain from its hook, he withdrew his arm and stopped for another full minute. No sounds anywhere.
The standard one minute wait was Julios’ way of ensuring an entry remained undetected. If a guard or a dog had heard a noise, Harvey would have heard footsteps or the dog barking.
He quietly slipped the chain off its hook, stepped through into the rear courtyard and pushed the gate closed, but not fully, he left one side slightly ajar for a quick exit. The ground inside was gravel, but inside the perimeter wall, rows of conifer trees stood in a raised brick flower bed covered in scattered tree bark, presumably to prevent weeds coming through, just like John’s gardener did at the house in Theydon Bois.
Harvey stepped into the shadows of the conifers and worked his way around the rear of the house; he was hidden by the trees and left no footprints in the bark. Harvey’s senses were heightened by the small dose of adrenaline that his body had released into his blood. He was in his element.
The cluster of buildings comprised of three rectangle structures in a U-shape. The centre building was two storeys and clearly the main house, while the two adjoining side structures each only had a ground floor. Harvey was stood at the rear of the U-shape.
Two lights were on, both on the ground floor of the left-hand side building. One of the lights lit a large room with a few fancy, leather couches in various seating arrangements and one large desk at the far end. The office reminded Harvey of John’s office in the house, where, years ago, John’s men would come for gatherings and meetings to discuss the firm.
Further along the building, the second light showed what looked like a small bedroom as wide as two beds. Possibly a small guest room, it had a cot and a wall mounted TV that was switched off. Harvey waited, he thought he saw the movement of a shadow on the plain, featureless wall. Then somebody stood up and moved to the window. Harvey froze. The person drew the thin net curtains back and tried to open the window, but it was locked. The man stared out into the darkness, looking directly at where Harvey stood in the shadows. Harvey was sure he couldn’t be seen. He was also sure that the man he was looking at was Shaun Tyson.
“Found you,” he whispered to himself.

“Get in,” the passenger's voice said, and he nodded to indicate the open side door.
“Eh? Who are you?” Shaun was frightened, he knew people were out to get him now that he’d been caught. But he hadn’t been charged, they couldn't prove anything, not yet, but these men didn’t know that.
“Are you getting in or what?” the man’s voice said in a thick East London accent. Shaun peered into the dark space, the rear of the van looked empty. He thought about it, they weren't violent, they hadn’t put a bag on his head and manhandled him into the back. He wasn’t being kidnapped.
“Shaun, seriously mate, I won't ask you again. Get in the van, it’s not safe out here,” the man said, his voice was getting slightly worked up. A motorbike turned slowly into the side road ahead of them and made its way along the straight road toward the van; the rider's helmet turned to look at Shaun as he rode past, but Shaun couldn’t see the rider’s eyes through the visor.
“Who are you? How do you know my name? You can’t expect me to just climb into the back of a van and not ask?” said Shaun.
“Shaun, we are here to stop you getting into any more trouble. Do you know how many people in this place want to rip your nuts off right now?”
“No,” Shaun mumbled.
“All of them, get in the van.” The man finished with a backward jerk of his thumb and wound his window up as a sign that the chat was over.
Shaun climbed timidly into the back of the van and slid the door shut. He sat on the wooden panelling over the wheel arch; he was in total darkness. He felt the motion of the van pulling away from the curb and wondered what he’d just done. Doubts about his decision went through his mind; what a stupid idea. What would they have done if he’d run away? Would they have caught him? Probably. If they’d have caught him, then he’d probably have a bag on his head and would have been manhandled into the van. He tried to hold it together, but the past forty-eight hours in the police station had been horrific. He’d been beaten; sly digs from officers as they moved him around had left bruises on his ribs and legs. But it was the looks he got from them that were worse. He was a degenerate and the looks they gave him told him so. He’d fallen to the lowest rung of society’s ladder and become an outcast. The hated. He knew that the same officers that told him to go home and not leave the house would be part of the mob that, should he venture away from the relative safety of his home, would rip him apart, balls first.
He felt so alone.
The journey seemed endless, although the driver was calm, made no sudden turns and braked gently. Presumably because of the cargo. He tried to guess where they were taking him; he tried to follow the roads in his head. But a small turn here and there had left him doubting his location until they hit the M25 and the van picked up speed.
The M25 ran around London in a full circle. It cut through the countryside that surrounded the city, the green belt, Shaun had heard it called. He always thought it ironic that the green belt had a river of diesel and petrol fumes spewed into it twenty-four hours a day.
After more than an hour of being sat in the darkness, the van pulled off the motorway. A few minutes later, Shaun felt the van slow, and then turn. He heard the indicator clicking away and wondered if kidnappers generally followed the rules of the road. But he guessed they were avoiding getting tugged for a road offence and risk having the police find him in the back. That would raise a few eyebrows and take some answering.
The reality of Shaun’s mistake began to sink in. He’d stepped out from the police station and was set free until the court date when, though it was her word against his, he would surely be found guilty. The officer had told Shaun that the date would be prioritised so the family could move on with the knowledge that he was behind bars, and their daughter could sleep at night.
Shaun thought about his mum. She would be worried when he didn’t come home. He had let her down, and he could never ever even begin to explain what he’d done, and why he’d done it to her; the girl. He didn't even know himself why he’d done it. A dark side of him had taken control.
He knew though, deep down, that she was his mum, and she’d always love him. Though he might never see her again. He pictured her sitting at the kitchen table on her own. In Shaun’s imagination, she wore her tatty dressing gown as she always did in the mornings. She drank her tea and smoked as she always did. Shaun was sure she’d be smoking too much, and definitely crying. He wondered if the tears would be for her lost son, or for her monster son. Maybe it would be better for everyone if he didn’t come home again. His mum would be devastated, of course, but at least she’d be able to walk the streets with her pride intact. As soon as the court date came around, he’d be charged, and she’d be labelled as the woman with the monster son.
Shaun’s head filled with warm waves of blood, and his eyes began to burn. The tears followed. Hot tears that ran down his bright red face. Snot rolled from his nose and hung in the darkness until he caught breath enough to sniff. He sat silently on the wheel arch in the darkness, alone.
He’d end it as soon he got the chance. It would be closure for his mum, and hopefully, she’d remember him for all the times they had before. Hopefully, the last few weeks of his life would be forgotten in mourning. He pictured her again; he imagined the photo of them both from one Christmas, the photo was on the fridge in the kitchen. Shaun looked like an embarrassed teenager, his mum looked like she’d won the lottery. She was so happy. He hoped it would be those memories that rose to the top of the pile.
The van pulled forward after a short pause, and dropped down onto what felt and sounded like a gravel track driveway full of potholes. He heard the sound of puddles swishing as the van's tyres rolled through them, throwing water up onto the underside of the vehicle. Then the van stopped and shuddered as the engine was killed.
He heard the front doors shut, and squinted his eyes when the side door was unlocked and pulled open; the inside of the van filled with harsh light. The man was silhouetted in the doorway.
“Come on. Out.”
Shaun hesitated, afraid to move. The journey had allowed his mind to make all sorts of wild presumptuous guesses, but none of them followed up with any course of action.
“Are you deaf or something?” The voice came again, “Out!”
Shaun heard the driver call from the other side of the van, “Come on, Lenny, what are you playing at?”
“It’s not me, I can’t get him out of the van. He wouldn’t get in without a note from the queen, now he won't get out?”
“Well tell him he can sleep in there if he wants, or he can come inside and have a nice cup of tea.”
The man at the door spoke quietly. Shaun’s eyes were beginning to adjust to the light so he could see the man’s face more clearly.
“Mate, we’re not going to hurt you, we’re going to help you. Trust me.” He held out his hand to help Shaun up, “Come on.”
Reluctantly, Shaun rose and stood hunched against the low ceiling of the van. He timidly stepped out onto the gravel and took in the surroundings.
“Where are we?” he asked.
“You’ll see, this way.” Lenny slammed the door and followed the other man into the building.
Shaun was led from the van into a converted barn fitted out to be an office, with a small kitchen and a bedroom off the short corridor. The wooden floor inside the office looked expensive, and the finish of the decor was immaculate.
“Take a seat, Shaun,” said the wiry old man who was sat behind the desk at the far end of the large room. The old man was small with thick horn-rimmed glasses and looked like wealth had given him the confidence of a large man; his eyes had a brutal intelligence behind them. He offered Shaun the seat with an open palm, indicating that he should sit in that particular seat, not any of the comfy reddish, leather sofas that were scattered around coffee tables.
“Lenny tells me you often need telling more than once, and that maybe you’re a bit slow. Well, Shaun, my old son, I’ll tell you this once, so listen very carefully.” The old man cleared his throat, “I do not intend on repeating anything I say just so that you can stand and stare at me gormlessly. Understood?” Shaun nodded. “Now, sit down and listen.”
Shaun sat in the offered seat and placed his hands on his lap as if he were in an interview.
“Good, do you want a cup of tea?”
“No, thank you, sir,” Shaun replied quietly.
“Lenny, get him a cup of tea will you,” said the man, ignoring Shaun’s response. Lenny rose and left the room by a side door, leaving just the man and Shaun at the desk. The driver of the van sat on one of the reddish leather sofas in the corner of the room playing with his phone.
The wiry man at the desk put his elbows on the surface and linked his fingers, resting them against his mouth. “Tell me about yourself, Shaun,” he said.
“About myself?”
“Don’t make me repeat myself, Shaun,” the old man warned.
“I’m twenty-four.”
“That’s a start. How about embellishing on that very detailed account.”
“I’m from North London, but I live in Potters Bar now. My dad left, and Mum moved us up there for a fresh start.”
“You live with your mum do you?”
“Yeah,” said Shaun, slightly embarrassed that he hadn't managed to leave the family nest at his age.
“And why did your dad leave?”
“Dunno, I don’t think he had another woman, but him and mum always argued, he just never came home one time.”
“That’s a shame, Shaun. Do you see him at all?”
“No, I haven't seen him since he left.”
“And how do you feel about that? Would you like to see him?”
“I don’t mind really, I mean, I don’t know if he wants to see me, especially not now.”
“Especially not now? But he’s your dad, Shaun. Why wouldn’t a father want to see his son?”
“Because of what I did, and because of who I am.”
“Tell me about what you did, Shaun, tell me why the police were holding you.”
“You know what I did.”
“Do I? All I know is what I read in the papers, and you can't believe everything you read in the papers can you, Shaun?” The man sat back and folded his arms, “Tell me what you did.”
Shaun leaned forward and rested his elbows on his legs. He stared at the floor, his eyes didn’t focus or blink, they just followed the intricate patterns of the hardwood’s grain.
“Shaun, I’m waiting. Tell me where you did it, let's start there.”
“In the park near our house, in the forest by the lake.”
The man let Shaun continue of his own volition, he knew he’d gain momentum and tell him what happened, but sometimes people just needed a nudge.
“I was out walking one time. I liked to walk there, it's quiet. Every now and then I’d get a couple of beers from the off-license and sit there by the lake. If you sit long enough, the birds and squirrels and stuff all get used to you, and you can watch them running around. Anyway, I was sitting there one time, I’d finished my beers and was sat near the lake looking at the swans. There was a voice behind me, a girl’s voice. She asked me what I was doing.”

“Stop snivelling, Shaun, you’re going to mess the floor up,” said Terry.
Lenny came in with a cup of tea in a mug with the slogan, ‘Worlds Best Husband’ on it in bold red letters, and set it on a coaster on the desk in front of Shaun.
“Len, get him some tissues will you, he’s making a right old mess over there.”
Lenny left once more to fetch a box of tissues from the kitchen and returned immediately holding them out for Shaun, who took the box without looking up at Lenny.
“Do you know what they do to people like you in prison, Shaun?”
Shaun shook his head and continued to stare at the floor.
“Well, put it this way, you wouldn’t be doing much of what you did again, mate. Your old boy would be hacked off and probably fed to E-wing in their supper.” The man laughed at his own joke. Shaun could feel his eyes on him, burning into him.
“I don’t know what would be worse though, to be honest,” Terry continued, “they must be hunting you down in Potters Bar right now. I imagine crowds of them sat outside your mum’s house with pitchforks. You’re lucky we found you so easily. What do you reckon Rob? Being locked up or being let out? Which one would you prefer?”
“I reckon I’d prefer to off myself, boss, in that scenario,” said Rob from the other side of the room. “Let's face it, neither one of the options is likely to make you many friends.”
“Too right, Rob. Did you hear that, Shaun? Rob over there reckons you ought to off yourself, eh? What do you say to that then?”
“I thought about it,” said Shaun quietly through his phlegm-filled throat, but the talk of suicide only made his sobbing worse. His body convulsed as he tried to stop the inevitable. He closed his eyes tight, which screwed up his face; snot ran down from his nose far too fast for a tissue to stop it.
“You thought about it, did you? Did you hear that Rob? He thought about offing himself.”
“Yeah, we heard, boss, we’re amazed he didn’t follow through with it, aren’t we, Lenny?”
“That’s right, amazed we are,” said Lenny. The two men both continued to play on their phones.
“How would you do it, Shaun?” asked Terry. “Here, Rob, how would you do it, if you was him?”
“Well, it would have to be quick, boss. I reckon jumping off a bridge is a pretty good way to do it, they reckon you have a heart attack on the way down, so you don’t even feel the bump.”
“Jumping off a bridge,” he said the words staccato, “Shaun, what do you say to that then?”
Shaun didn’t reply.
“Lenny, what about you? How would you do it?”
Lenny was sat opposite Rob on the couch looking at his phone, “Well, I always thought jumping in front of a train would be quick, but it's such a selfish way to go, you know, all those people late home from work and that. So I reckon it’d have to be….” He drew the last word out, while he made up his mind, conscious that the boss was waiting and he didn’t like waiting, “Drowning. That’s it yeah, they reckon it’s quick and one of the better ways to go, over in seconds.”
“Do they now? One of the better ways to go, eh? Drowning. Did you hear all that, Shaun? Shaun, don’t make me repeat myself, I don’t like repeating myself.”
“I heard it, I heard it all.”
The wiry man in the chair leaned forward and spoke quietly, “So tell me, Shaun. Tell me how you would do it.”
Shaun couldn’t hold the build-up of emotion inside any longer, a loud whimper escaped from his throat along with a deep breath which itself culminated in a howl. He cried hard, unable to restrain it, the tears had to come.
“I was going to hang myself!” he said mid-sob, “I was going to jump from the balcony in the library and snap my neck. I’d be done with it all.”
“There we go,” said the wiry man, sitting back in his winged chair, “you were going to hang yourself.”
“You ever seen a man die, Shaun?”
Shaun shook his head, “No.”
The man was silent for a moment, “I have,” he grinned, “I’ve seen many men die, and you know what, Shaun?” he said, with a lift of an eyebrow, “Pretty much every single one of them pissed their pants. What a way to be remembered eh, Shaun? Pissing your pants? Not only would you be remembered for being that nonce that ruined that girl’s life, took away her innocence and caused devastation among her family, but they’ll all remember that you pissed your pants as well. Not to mention, of course, the nightmares you’d have given the old Doris who unlocked the library every morning, eh. She’d have walked in one morning, probably slipped over in your piss, broken her hip, and lay in the stinking puddle looking up at your ugly mug swinging around above her. What do you reckon, Rob?”
“I reckon you’re right, boss. Slipped over, broke her hip and lay in his piss.”
“What do you want from me?” Shaun asked.
“Lenny, tell Shaun the first thing I want.”
“Courtesy, Shaun,” said Lenny.
“That’s right, Shaun, courtesy,” said the old man. “A little bit of respect for the man that got you off the street before you were lynched, castrated and set on fire by the locals with their pitchforks. Understood?”
Shaun nodded his head.
“So do me the courtesy of looking me in the eye when you talk to me, I’m fed up of looking at your ear, what’s on the floor?”
“Nothing, there’s nothing on the floor,” Shaun said, lifting his head to meet the man’s eyes.
“Right, well stop looking down there, and look at me. Can you drive?”
“Eh?”
“A car, Shaun, can you drive a car? Do you have a driving license?”
“Yes, yeah, I got one,” he started to pull his wallet from his pocket.
“I don’t need to see it, just as long as you’ve got one. Right, you’re going to be doing a little job for me.”



7


THREE CHOICES

“What is it you want me to do?” asked Shaun.
“Oh its just a little job, drop something off for me, collect something else. You’ll know nearer the time. In the meantime, why don’t you relax, watch some TV, go for a walk if you want, it's nice out there, proper countryside.”
“What happens after I do this job for you?”
“Shaun, there are three possible outcomes, and you get to decide which one happens.” The wiry man behind the desk was growing impatient, but composed himself well, and explained things to Shaun in a childlike manner, so the possibilities were communicated plain and simple.
“One,” he leaned forward on the desk and held up the skinny index finger of his right hand, which looked like it had never been asked to do anything except accompany his mouth in pointing and ordering other people around.
“You try to run away, call the police, or mess things up for me in any way, shape or form, and Lenny and Rob over there will take you outside and give you a good kicking. Then we’ll dump your broken, pitiful body on your mum’s doorstep for either her or the locals to find you. Pitchforks, Shaun. Pitchforks.”
He added a middle finger to the first without removing his eyes from Shaun’s, “Two. You ask too many questions. So, if that particular habit doesn’t stop, the boys here will see to it that my pigs are fed and that you aren’t ever seen again. Have you ever seen a pig eat a human body, Shaun?”
“No,” Shaun felt his mouth hanging open.
“It’s quite fascinating really. There’s no grace to it, they don’t care which bit they eat first, Shaun. They’re not like you eating your mum’s lovely roast dinner on a Sunday in front of the telly, eating your greens first to get them out of the way, so you’ll be left to savour the tender meat and succulent gravy, no, Shaun, it’s not like that at all. One or two of them will start on your feet, or your hands, whichever is closest. Then they’ll work their way up until literally nothing is left of you. They have to grind your bone down with their huge incisors and tear your flesh off, but they manage it okay, and it doesn’t take long.” The old man sat back in his chair and studied Shaun’s reactions, “Whereabouts along that process a man actually stops feeling pain and dies is different every time. Some blokes have survived for ages, even watching their knackers getting chomped off, unable to defend themselves, because their hands had already been chewed off. Do you remember that one, Lenny?”
“Yes, boss. I remember. One of my favourites that was,” replied Lenny.
“It’s a fascinating thing to watch, Shaun.”
The finger configuration changed from the index finger and the middle finger combination, to the pinkie, ring and middle fingers together, the hand turned palm out.
“Three. You relax, thank God, or anyone you want, that you’re not being sodomised in Pentonville prison right now and that you’re able to walk in the countryside with the fresh farm air and a chance at starting life again. In a week or so, you’ll take the van, do a delivery, pick up a bag for me and come back home.”
“Then what?”
“That’s another question, Shaun. Can you remember what outcome asking too many questions is part of?” asked the old man.
Shaun nodded, “Yes,”
“Oink oink, Shauny,” Terry turned to his boys, “Lenny, Rob, show him to his room, and then sort that box in the garage out will you?”
“Yes, boss,” replied Rob.
“Oh and Shauny, my old son,” said Terry.
Shaun looked back at the man at the desk.
“No more questions.”

Shaun was shown into a small bedroom off the corridor behind the large room where he’d spoken to the older guy at the desk. He had cried himself into a frenzy. His captors had left the door to the room unlocked so he could access the small washroom and kitchen, but all the other doors were locked. He ran the tap and poured a glass of water before returning to his room. He stared blankly at the TV but decided to leave it turned off, preferring instead to insult himself with the violent imaginations of his bipolar mind.
He sat on the bed with his head in his hands wishing time would slip away. The spiteful taunts from the old man and the offhand remarks of the other two guys had been far more tolerable than the antagonising suicidal encouragement that his own mind currently entertained.
He stood and walked to the window. He pulled the nets back and tried to lift the window, but the old sash frames were either stuck fast by years of paint or fixed in the closed position, possibly by screws in the wood. He sighed, pulled the curtains back fully, and stared out into the dark night.
The sky, being lighter than the surrounding fields, was framed by the tips of evergreen trees, possibly conifers. They stood in a neat row around the perimeter wall, their pointed tops looked like black teeth in a dark mouth; a sprinkle of stars dotted the night sky.
The view from his bedroom at his mum’s house had been of the street behind theirs. The house had been too close to London to see the stars, too much light pollution. The only good thing about the view there was the occasional glimpse of a careless neighbour who had forgotten to draw the curtains before changing. The thought of his neighbour dressing woke that cruel part of his mind that relentlessly tormented him.
He felt the cold of the glass and rested his forehead against it. He thought about smashing the pane and slicing himself up, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to do it; he was a coward. Anger rose steadily inside him as he questioned his own personality once more with rhetorical questions, “Why am I like this? Why did I do it?” He tried to control his self-hate, but he’d never learned how. The endless argument inside his head just made him even angrier.
He stared out the window and felt the stare of someone, or something evil, staring back.

There was something about the scene, the cold air, the dark night, the monster staring out the window from inside, that made Harvey think of the night that changed everything.
He’d been twelve years old and had woke in the night. As he often did he went to Hannah’s room. They often shared the sleepless nights, when lonely thoughts of reality, kept dreams of what was and what could have been at bay.
Hannah’s bed had been empty. So Harvey started down the stairs to look for her. He stuck the edges of the wooden stairs so the creaking boards wouldn’t wake anybody up. Harvey remembered the stale smell of cigar smoke and dim lamp light coming from the room on the right.
He crept to the kitchen and let the cold stone tiles bite his young skin. It was the first time Harvey could remember being downstairs in the dark on his own. Muffled voices came from the cellar, and grew louder. Someone was coming. Harvey moved past the door and ducked into the corner of the pantry. He sank down to his haunches, and stared up as a tall man emerged from the cellar and leaned on the kitchen counter, he was breathing heavily. From somewhere, Harvey heard the rhythmic grunts and pained cries of Hannah. She’d been upset, but she hadn’t been alone, a man’s voice had filled the spaces between Hannah’s whimpers.
The tall man in the kitchen lit a cigarette and blew smoke upward to the small open window that the cook left open. The moon, bright in the dark night, lit the man’s profile perfectly. It was a face, Harvey would never forget.
Harvey found himself staring at the moon. By the time he returned his gaze to Shaun, he had gone.
There were no doors to the back except into the main house. Harvey made his way around the right-hand side of the buildings. The gardens and raised beds were well maintained, and he came across no obstacles. He found himself behind a double garage. Then he heard noises.
Two sets of footsteps on gravel grew louder. Harvey heard voices and the whine of an electric motor from the garage doors. He froze, listened, then stepped closer. The voices moved inside the garage, they were carried by the echo of bare walls. Harvey crossed the small country lane quickly and moved through the field opposite the house so he could get a clearer view. He found himself squatting in a ditch looking at the courtyard, and into the open garage door.
The garage walls were bare as Harvey had thought, unlike most garages, where tools and children's toys fought for prominent space or hung from the ceiling. This garage was clean and clutter free. It was the garage of a man who also kept his desk clean and clutter free, and likely his life.
Harvey was of a similar mind. He knew that clutter and mess did not allow him to think as clearly as he needed. It was like acting without a plan, and hoping for the best; it just wasn’t conducive to a successful outcome. Success required patience, planning and execution.
One of the men walked back out of the garage across the noisy gravel that carpeted the courtyard. Harvey slowly ducked down behind the long grass; no sudden movements.
He watched intently as the man pulled open the van door, reached under the seat and pulled out a jimmy bar. Harvey noted the potential weapon. The man shut the door quietly and strode back into the garage. Harvey took the opportunity to move along the ditch to get a better view inside.
The men used the jimmy bar on the lid of the wooden crate, and between the two of them, they lifted the lid and leaned it against the side of the box.
Harvey could see the crate was on a pallet, as though it had previously been forklifted onto a lorry or truck. The men had their backs to Harvey, so he waited patiently for them to move, to make a mistake. He was unable to see past the men and unable to get closer.
He was also very aware that the opportunity to slip into the smaller building, cut Shaun's throat, and duck out again unnoticed had already presented itself to him and was now slipping by with every moment he waited. Meanwhile, he crouched in a ditch watching two men that didn't matter do something that mattered even less; but there was a curiousness to their behaviour. Harvey trusted his judgment and continued to wait.
He looked around the building on the right. The lights were now off, and Shaun was likely inside, in the room at the back. His targets were usually far easier to hunt; often easy to the point of being monotonous. But this one had become very interesting. If Harvey got to his targets before the police, they would find the body in various forms. Death and torture were usually quite evident. He did that for the families of the people whose lives the target had ruined. Harvey would move on from his thankless task, knowing that, although somebody had been irreparably damaged, mentally and physically, some kind of retribution had been granted. He hoped this allowed them an easier transition back to some semblance of normality. His thirst for revenge was usually temporarily satiated in the following weeks until Harvey’s dreams became frequent, or another victim presented themselves. The media loved to announce a predator.
But Shaun was interesting, or at least his captors were. He wondered if the men had the same thing in mind as Harvey; a slow painful death. Sorrow.
The unmistakable metallic sound of a magazine being inserted into a gun, followed by another unmistakable sound of the action being slid back and released caught Harvey’s attention.
The two men had turned and stepped out into the courtyard, each of them had an MP5 sub-machine gun in their hands. Harvey noticed they had pulled white disposable gloves on, the type a forensic team would use, and would be using in this very house very soon by the looks of things. Harvey checked his position to be sure that he couldn't be seen. The two men took the guns out to the driveway and studied the weapons under the stronger outdoor light. They held them up to the firing position. Harvey saw how smoothly they handled the guns; they were practised or trained, familiar with handling weapons at least. Harvey watched as the men felt the weight of the assault rifles, they tried the action and checked the sights. Then one of them turned to face Harvey. He raised the gun to his shoulder and lowered his right cheek to the metal stock. Harvey froze.
The gun was pointing directly at him.
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DINNER WITH THE DEVIL

Harvey sat unmoving in the darkness. He couldn't tell if he'd been seen, or if it was by chance, but he stayed. Maybe the man was testing the weight. A marksman will often hold the rifle to his shoulder, to gauge how long he can remain on target with the weapon. Harvey was not willing to make himself known. His heart thumped away like a steam train gaining momentum, but his breathing remained calm. He stayed dead still, eye to eye with the man.
The courtyard was suddenly lit by the bright lights from the office behind. The men quickly lowered the rifles and took them back to the garage. Harvey saw them banging the lid of the wooden box back on, and then hit the button for the automatic door, before hurrying across the gravel to the office.
Harvey slipped back into the shadows, and skirted around the edge of the field back to his bike.
It had been a productive evening.
The slow ride back to Theydon Bois gave Harvey time to think. Did Tyson know people that would hide him? Not many sex offenders had reliable contacts like that. Anyone bold enough to hide a criminal was usually criminally minded themselves, and criminals rarely befriended sex offenders. However heinous their crimes against society, the average con wouldn’t allow their moral compass to steer them anywhere near a nonce, let alone hide one.
It had to be a kidnapping. Maybe a friend of the victim’s family taking care of things their own way. It wouldn’t be the first time. Remove the guy from the streets and bury him in the woods somewhere. The police would probably give up looking after a few weeks. They’d realise the bloke had likely been taken care of on the outside and be happy about the paperwork it saved them. The victim’s family could begin to repair the damage that had been done much quicker than having to go to trial and testify. It was often the testifying that kept the damage alive. Trials could take months.
Harvey’s own methods were far quicker, and far more satisfying than a trial.
Harvey enjoyed the hunt. He enjoyed learning the movements of his targets. It allowed him to strike with confidence. Once he was certain that the target would be in a location at a specific time, it removed any doubt that may cloud his execution. It made for a much cleaner kill.
Harvey’s early targets had sometimes taken weeks to shadow. Finding them was the hardest part. He often came to know of their existence through the media, which meant that the general public also knew of them. So the target would either go into hiding or custody.
If they were in custody, Harvey stood little chance of ever getting them. A few potential targets had been saved that way. Once they were in the system on remand, they were saved from him, but at the mercy of the class A criminals on the remand wing. If Harvey reached a target before any hard evidence was established, they would disappear before the trial date.

John Cartwright stood at the centre unit in the middle of the large kitchen of his five-bedroom farmhouse. He was chopping onions and carrots with a practised hand; his workstation was neat and organised, a reflection of his own life and mind.
Harvey leaned on the other side of the unit. He was relaxed and sipped a glass of water.
“Fancy making yourself useful and getting your old man a brandy?”
Harvey left the room and stepped into the lounge to pour John a drink. He knew how he liked it, three ice-cubes, then a half-inch of brandy poured slowly over the top.
He sat the brandy by John’s hand and resumed his position leaning on the counter.
“Thanks, Son.”
“Is anyone else joining us?” asked Harvey.
“No, I thought we could have a night together, you know, have a little chat.”
Harvey didn’t reply.
“So how’s the bike? Why don't you get yourself a car? It must be bloody freezing on that thing.”
“It’s fine, you’ll be surprised how warm the leathers are.”
“What about the place, you know, France?” It was a typical conversation with John, the topic changed from one minute to the next; never seeming to delve into details, unless John wanted to hear the details, then there was no escaping it.
“I’m getting there, no rush.”
“Well, there’s a job coming up, you could earn big if you want it.”
“I told you, I don’t want to get involved in all that, I like the little jobs that Julios and I do, it’s enough for me.”
“Yeah, but they’re not frequent, you need a regular income, you need more so you can make plans and go and buy that little French farm you always wanted.”
“The farmhouse will happen. Can we leave it there?”
“Alright alright, just trying to make sure you’ve got enough, making sure you’re sorted, that’s all.”
“I know. Where’s Donny skiving off to these days? I haven't seen him creeping around for a while.”
“Your brother? He’s off somewhere, said he’d be back tomorrow, and he needs to be too, I need him on this northern thing.”
“What’s the job?” asked Harvey.
“Thought you didn’t want in?”
Harvey didn’t reply. John smiled.
“There’s a job up north next month, and we’ll need firepower, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about.” John sipped his brandy and smacked his lips, a habit that Harvey thought he was unaware he did. “I’ll need you and Julios to go pick something up for me. The less you know, the better, Harv. I’ll give you details nearer the time, but needless to say that you won’t fit a crate of automatic rifles on that bike of yours, so you’ll have a van, and Julios will be with you. Sergio will make the arrangements.”
Harvey took a breath at the mention of Sergio’s name. Putting his life on the line for a job that Sergio had arranged was a risk.
“Sergio?”
“Leave Sergio to me, Son.”
“Aren’t you concerned at all about the repercussions? Bradley Thomson was a major player in the Thomson empire.”
“No, leave it to me,” replied John. That was enough for Harvey. It was another one of John’s unspoken commands.
“A crate of rifles? I can handle that on my own, why send Julios?”
“In case the job goes south, Harvey, I don’t want you there on your own. Sergio will make the arrangements, it’s his contacts.” Harvey frowned at Sergio’s name again.
“What’s going to happen? Cash in a bag, guns in the van? I check, they check, we both leave, what can go south?”
“It’s the Thomsons, Harvey.”
“You’re buying guns from the Thomsons? Correct me if I’m wrong, but didn’t Julios and I just off one of their main men and string him up?”
“You did, Harvey, and remember yourself, don’t question me.” John often reminded people who he was, regardless of who they were. “Have a little faith in your old man. Think about it, Sergio’s faux pas may just work in our favour,” John tapped his temple with his index finger. “Right now Terry Thomson is sitting there trying to work out who killed his boy. He probably thinks that whoever did it wanted the Thomsons out of the way for the northern job, right? This gun deal has been lined for a while now, why on earth would I put a hit on his son so close to a deal? He knows we don’t have the men to go up against him.”
“So who’s he going to think it was?”
“Who else has the men to go do the northern job, and also happens to like diamonds? A lot.”
“The Stimsons? This gets worse,” said Harvey, “what we did to Bradley Thomson isn’t their style-”
“Yeah, but, the Stimsons are the biggest jewel thieves in the country, if anybody is going to go after the northern job, it’ll be Adam Stimson or Terry Thomson, we aren’t even players.” John took a swig of his brandy and pucked his lips. “If I’m right, which I normally am, Thomson will come to the same conclusion and go after Stimson.”
“Right.”
“Which means that we get the Thomsons and the Stimsons out of the way, and we get the guns. The job’s ours for the taking, Son.”
“So the job is jewels? You’re going to start a war and then nick a load of diamonds? What happened to us running bars and doing over cash vans?”
“Slight correction, Harvey. I believe Sergio has already started the war, I’m just making the best of a bad situation.”
Harvey didn’t reply.
John tipped the carrots into a saucepan and banged the chopping board with the knife.
“You hungry, Harv? This’ll be ready in about five minutes.”
Harvey didn’t reply.
“Harvey, what are you up to? Is everything okay?”
“Everything is fine, I want to ask you something.”
“Anything for you, Son, take a seat, ask away. I’d offer you a drink, but you’d only refuse.”
Harvey didn’t respond and allowed John to go and pour himself another brandy before he brought the topic up.
“You look like you’ve got something on your mind, Harvey. What’s up?”
“Tell me again how you found us.”
“How what? How I found you? Oh, Harvey, I told you before, you need to drop it mate.”
“I need to hear it again, small details.”
“There are no small details, Harvey. You were both left on a seat in my bar, in East Ham.”
“And my parents? I mean my real parents?”
“Harvey, come on, we’ve been over this how many times?”
“I know, but something doesn’t add up. None of it adds up, it never has done.”
“You were found with a note from your mum. I’m sorry, Harvey, I’ve always hated saying this part, but they both killed themselves. I don’t know why. I wish I still had the note, I didn't know them, I just happened to own the bar nearby I guess. I was well-known, Harvey, maybe they knew we’d take care of you.” John had used that phrase countless times in response to the countless times Harvey had raised the topic. It was verbatim.
“Barb wanted to keep you both,” he continued. He spoke slowly, as if savouring the memory, “We couldn’t have any more kids, you know, complications. We finished up in the bar one night, the staff had all gone home, and we were cleaning up. We did it all ourselves back then, and we found you in a little hamper, and your sister sitting by your side.”
“Wrapped in blankets,” finished Harvey.
“Wrapped in blankets,” said John in confirmation.
“Are we done, Harvey? I need a favour.”
“I guess we are.”
“I need you to shadow Donny.”
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THE SHADOW OF THE BEAST

The fields and trees thinned out, eventually giving way to the urban sprawl that chewed its way across the country like a cancer. Harvey followed the motorway down and joined the North Circular Road until he reached the A13, where he turned off. He rode past Beckton and into East Ham. It was an old part of east London that had been on the edge of the city itself. It mostly housed dockers back in the day when the River Thames was the source of most lower class wages.
Harvey wound his way along the back streets and cruised by the Shine bar that the family owned. It had been John’s first bar.
Tucked into the alleyway down the side of the detached brick building he saw Donny’s car parked up. Harvey stopped his bike and parked up. He wandered into the cafe opposite the bar and ordered a tea, taking a seat by the window with his back to the wall. He picked up a random newspaper that someone had left on a table as he passed.
John hadn’t issued a specific reason for tailing his foster brother, he only said that he should keep him in sight and report back with anything he deemed out of the ordinary.
His view of the bar’s entrance from the window was skewed slightly by a car and van that were parked in front of the cafe. But he had a clear view of Donny’s car, and Harvey figured that eventually the van would move; he’d seen the driver was inside making a call.
He drank his tea slowly and watched as the contracted cleaning firm entered the bar; three of them armed with buckets and mops and bags of cleaning products. He was still surveying two hours later when the cleaning firm left in their small van. Nobody else walked in, and nobody else walked out.
“Are you going to order something sweetheart?” A shrill voice came from beside him, “It’ll be lunchtime soon, and the crowds will come in.” As she spoke the door opened, and two tradesmen dressed in grubby jeans walked in. “Morning boys,” the woman said, apparently familiar with the two men.
“Alright, Rose, couple of bacon rolls please, love,” said the larger of the two men.
“No problem, darling, take a seat, I’ll be right with you,” she replied, before turning to look back at Harvey, who was staring out the window. He felt her stare and turned to face her.
“What takes the most time to cook? I’m waiting for someone. He’s late,” said Harvey.
“The all-day breakfast,” said Rose.
“I’ll take one of them then,” replied Harvey, who was already looking back out the window.
“Please?” said Rose, like he was a child asking for a sweet and needed to learn the values of good manners. Harvey turned to face her again, he didn’t say anything. “One all-day coming up.” She walked off with a huff and a swish of her apron.
Harvey had a way of communicating with people without using words. Often a mere expression would tell people exactly where they stood, and that they should act accordingly. It was a skill he had never been taught, but one that he learned from Julios, and one that came naturally. It was, of course, a reflection of Julios’ own techniques.
Harvey had been home-schooled in John’s large house with various tutors stopping by for weekly lessons in mathematics, English and the sciences. John wanted Harvey to have the best education, but taking him out of school was also safer for the other children, especially while Harvey was grieving.
John had taken Harvey out of public schools when his older sister, Hannah, had killed herself. Harvey had become different, subdued and distant. He’d taken his aggression out on the other children at school and had landed John with several visits to the head’s office. It didn’t matter that the victims of Harvey’s attacks were themselves bullies and that he only stepped in to stop another poor kid being beaten up or humiliated. Unfortunately, once Harvey had begun to defend the boy and punish the bully, he couldn’t stop his rage. He had put three of the bullies in the hospital with broken arms, noses and one with a severe concussion from when Harvey had stamped on his head. It was during this period that he began to learn how to communicate without words.
John had asked Julios to take him under his wing, to teach him how to channel his aggression, how to remain composed and act appropriately. Julios had agreed to undertake the training, and so, over time, Harvey had followed Julios’ instructions and learned the values of composure, planning, and emotional intelligence. “Above all,’ Julios would say with his romantic Portuguese twang, “you must remain composed. If somebody comes at you, if they’re angry and wanting to fight, you will continue to maintain composure. They will make mistakes. You will not strike until you intend to strike. You will plan. You will wait patiently, and then you will execute your plan promptly and precisely. Do you understand?”
Harvey had been patient, had planned and had executed more times than he could remember. It was those words that shaped his life. It was Julios who had served as his mentor; over the years, Harvey began to look up to him, even more so than his foster father, John, whom Harvey had lost much of his faith in with his blatant lies about his parents.
John had refused to hear talk of Harvey’s sister, Hannah. Even at her funeral, he spoke only a few words. John, of course, played the emotional card and preferred to keep face in front of the small gathering, so had stepped down from the podium after a very brief eulogy, with his head held high and full of apparent bravado. But Harvey had seen the shame within him as John sat back down on the pew. It was a shame that was not born of John’s own actions but of knowledge and guilt. He knew more than he ever let on; there were dark secrets buried inside that shame.
Movement in the corners of Harvey’s eye caught his attention; the blue van that was parked in front of the cafe was pulling out. It joined the slow-moving traffic of Green Street, leaving Harvey with a clear view of Donny’s car, which remained parked in the alleyway beside the main entrance to the bar.
School children walked past in waves. Their excitement and energy was like a hive of bees. Every so often a school child would walk past the cafe alone with their head down. Harvey wondered about the kids that walked alone. Life is hard for children, his own childhood had been very lonely once Hannah had gone. Children often feel like they have no voice, nobody to talk to, to tell things. Until of course, the pain and suffering become too much. Hannah had been the same. She’d been quiet for weeks before it happened. Harvey had sat that time in the kitchen, hidden in the shadows. He’d heard the cries. He’d seen one of the men come out of the cellar; he never found out who the other man was, but when he did, he would be patient, he would plan and he would execute, then remove himself from the Cartwrights and retire in peace. He had vowed never to sit in the shadows again.
Harvey had continued to punish bullies of all descriptions. The school incidents were just the awakening. Once Julios had begun to teach Harvey, not only how to defend himself but how and when to attack, Harvey sought new applications for his skills. Patience, planning, execution.
Harvey had practised hard and had listened to everything, every word that Julios said. Julios was not a man to waste words on fluff. He had taught Harvey a way of life.
Harvey had continued his studies with Julios into adulthood. He’d never actually stopped training, it wasn’t like there was a certificate waiting for him and a graduation. The passing out ceremony was not a celebration or a gathering of the collective achievements of students. Instead, it was Harvey being sent on a real job with Julios, and then another. Each time they went on a job together, Julios assumed the role of command and his decision was final. But over the years, Harvey and Julios had developed as a cohesive team. Julio would usually carry out the dirty work if there was only one target, while Harvey would prepare the approach, escape, the plan B’s and keep his eyes open. The team was infallible, the slightest gestures or expressions from one could be translated into actions by the other, with no spoken words required.
Julios’ intuition was the salt in the stew, the catalyst for Harvey’s development. It was what pushed Harvey onto the path he had been walking ever since he was twelve years old.
Julios and Harvey had been training in the large gym to the rear of the house. It was a standard oblong building with a pitched roof, and floor to ceiling glazing that ran around the perimeter of the building and allowed a view of the wooden deck and swimming pool. It was separated from the main house by a short walk across the grass. After training, they had walked to the house to fetch water. Inside, John had been holding a meeting with his men. The meetings were monthly, and the men would come and talk in John’s large office to discuss jobs, review problems and socialise. There were usually between fifteen to twenty of them from all of John’s bars across London.
Two of the men had taken a coffee and smoke break as Julios and Harvey stood in the kitchen drinking water. They strode into the kitchen like they owned the place, asked the cook for coffee and stood there waiting and smoking while she boiled water. Harvey watched them curiously. Harvey had been tall for a fifteen-year-old, but still a boy to most men. The first man took a drag on his cigarette and moved to the sink to tap the ash. He leaned on the counter with his back to Harvey and Julios and continued his conversation with the second man, using wild arm gestures. He turned to tap his ash once more and blew his smoke up toward the open window. His profile was framed in the sunlight that shone through the glass. Harvey froze, instantly recognising the features, the movements and the breathing. He’d seen the profile before, only previously it had been lit by moonlight.
Julios had picked up on Harvey’s change almost instantly. His attention during the training session that had followed the chance encounter was far removed from the previous session. Julios stopped and lowered his pads. Harvey stood, with his guard up.
“That man,” began Julios, “you know him?”
“What man?” Harvey remained composed and offered no emotion through facial movements. He continued to hold his guard up.
Julios was an artist at communicating without words, the Da Vinci of facial gestures. He looked at Harvey.
“I thought he was someone else,” Harvey lied. His eyes diverted to the floor and his guard dropped. Julios continued to look at him. Harvey could not voice his thoughts unemotionally with words. Instead, he returned Julios’ stare with a look of his own. Julios nodded.
“I think it is time for patience, planning and execution, Harvey,” Julios had said.
He was dragged back to reality when the waitress cleared her throat and said, “Are you going to sit there all day?”
“How much will it cost to sit here all day, drink tea and be left alone?”
The woman was taken back, nobody had ever asked that before, why would they?
Harvey pulled a twenty pound note from his pocket. It was loose and crumpled as he didn’t own a wallet. “Tea,” he said and turned his head to face the bar.
The old lady took the note, looked at it in her hand and quickly squirrelled it away into her apron, “Right, tea it is.”
For Harvey, it was easy work, the only thing he didn’t like was the sitting around, he preferred to be active. He watched as the cleaning firm came and went and wondered why he’d been asked to trail Donny, who as far as Harvey knew was the golden boy in the eyes of their father. Donny was John’s real son, Harvey was just a prize John’s wife had collected along the way, like a shell that a child might pick up on the beach and put on their window ledge.
The cafe’s punters around Harvey changed as if he sat in slow motion and the world buzzed around him. School kids, workers and a few mothers stopped by, meeting up for a chat about their husbands and some other woman who they referred to as “the slag”. Harvey didn’t turn his head to look at any of them. He just watched, like a faithful hound watches and waits for its master.
Green Street was a busy road with slow-moving traffic. Often, Harvey’s view was obscured by large lorries that sat waiting for the traffic lights to change further up the road. They moved by to reveal Donny’s car still there and the front of the bar exactly how it was one minute before. The bar, which opened at 5pm, was mostly dormant during the daytime.
Harvey noted a Ford parked on the far side of the street, a few doors down from the bar. He wouldn't have seen it, but for the hulk of a man that sat unmoving behind the wheel. Harvey sipped his tea and watched. The man had a hat on, and although Harvey could only see the shape of the man from across the street, it looked out of place and felt very wrong.
The door to the bar opened, and Donny stepped out with Sergio by his side like a loyal puppy. They were deep in conversation as Donny locked the doors and walked to the Mercedes in the alley. He checked his hair in the glass before unlocking the car and climbing in. Sergio waited patiently and eased himself in alongside Donny. The Ford rocked gently as the man sat up from his slouch, and readied himself to drive.
Harvey left and walked calmly to his motorbike, which was parked a few feet from the entrance to the cafe. He pulled on his helmet and watched from the corner of his eye as Donny’s Mercedes began to slowly roll out of the alleyway.
Harvey fired up the ignition on his bike and waited for Donny to enter the traffic. Harvey watched the man from inside his visor but did not look at him directly. He knew now why he was asked to tail Donny, it wasn’t to catch him doing something he shouldn’t be, it was to protect him. As Donny waited for a gap in the traffic, Harvey looked for his own entry, he glanced over to the Ford, and the man in the hat was staring directly at him.
Donny’s Mercedes pulled into the traffic, and the Ford fell in a few cars behind. Harvey knew the backstreets well and decided to make a show of turning the opposite direction to throw the man off. Harvey turned left where the man had turned right. He took the next few right turns that eventually brought him back out onto Green Street, and saw the Ford in the traffic ahead. The Mercedes was in front of it. The tailing continued through East Ham; Harvey maintained his position, well out of sight behind the two cars. The convoy opened up when the three vehicles left the smaller roads and joined the North Circular road, where the wide, five-lane highway made discretion difficult. Harvey sat behind the Ford, a few cars back, but saw the man’s head look in his rear-view mirror to offer that stare. His fat head turned briefly at first, then again for a longer period of time. He’d been spotted.
Donny was oblivious to the cat and mouse game behind him, and turned off at the Wanstead junction; he was followed by the Ford and then Harvey. They waited at a set of lights, where Donny took the left turn into the quieter country lane that led eventually to Theydon Bois. Harvey guessed he would be taking Sergio to either John’s house or home to Sergio’s new swanky apartment that had been recently built at the far end of the village. Sergio had moved there to be closer to John.
The lights turned green. Donny made a slow turn into the lane, Harvey saw him through the Mercedes’ rear window, he was gesturing to Sergio with his hands. They were apparently in a discussion about something, and driving was not Donny’s primary focus. The Ford followed, but by the time Harvey reached the signal, the lights had turned to red. The car in front of Harvey stopped, leaving him behind to watch the Mercedes and the Ford disappear from view into the quiet winding country lane.
A long two minutes passed as Harvey watched the cars in the oncoming traffic, one by one, speed by obliviously. Harvey had enough of waiting, he nosed out passed the red light, ready to cross as soon as a gap presented itself. Seeing a gap, Harvey accelerated into the lane where Donny had disappeared from view. He wound the bike up and got his knee down to the floor, taking each bend in the lane with adrenaline-fueled precision. He saw the upturned Mercedes laying on its side in a ditch on the edge of the road, its underside ablaze in rich red and orange flames. Harvey caught the tail of the Ford as it disappeared around the bend, obscured by trees.
Harvey stopped the bike close to the flames. The stand was down before fully coming to a stop, and Harvey jumped off smoothly. He raised his arms to prevent the heat from burning his face, and ran around to the other side of the car, which was half buried in the trees. Sergio was sat there, twenty feet away, leaning on a tree. His eyes were wide, his knees were pulled up under his chin with his arms wrapped around them. He was in a state of shock.
“Harvey, get me out,” Donny pleaded. The flames still rode the upturned side of the car, but it would be moments before it caught the vapour of the fuel that had leaked inside. “Harvey!”
Harvey dragged the windscreen away, it had shattered and hung limply by the rubber seal at one end. He reached into the car through the windscreen hole and pulled Donny, trying to take his weight. But he was unable to help from the awkward position, and the heat from the fire was growing in strength.
The flames began to move down onto the dashboard, finding fresh fuel in the plastics and wiring; angry thick black smoke began to fill the car.
Donny’s leg was trapped. Harvey straightened, turned and put one leg into the car to stand on the centre console, he then bent low and folded his upper body into the tan leather interior. The heat immediately worked through his leather jacket, and his back began to cook.
He reached for Donny’s belt and took hold with both hands, taking his weight from the door, which gave Donny the chance to re-arrange his feet, so they popped free of their restraints behind the pedals.
The motion in the unstable car caused a pool of petrol to drip down onto Donny’s face.
“Ah no, no.” The flames caught the scent of the fumes, and immediately reached out of the fire and licked Donny’s face.
Donny screamed, and frantically tried to get out. He swiped at his face, but the flames remained hungry for his skin. His hair caught on one side.
Harvey unfolded himself from the car, wrenched Donny clear and dropped him to the floor. He removed his jacket and smothered his foster brother’s face. He was moaning in pain beneath the jacket. Harvey uncovered Donny’s red and swollen face and put his jacket back on.
“It’s not too bad.” He told Donny, as he dragged him across the ground over to Sergio, who sat aghast at the heroic endeavour he’d just witnessed.
“Where’s your phone?” Harvey asked Donny.
Donny just looked at the burning wreck with his mouth open and tenderly touched the bright red skin on the side of his face. The flames were high now, the blaze grew louder and reached higher. Though they were far enough from the fire, they still felt the intense heat.
“Donny, don't touch it. Where’s your phone?”
Donny fumbled through his jacket and felt the lump in his inside pocket.
“Here.”
“Call John,” replied Harvey turning away. He ran the few yards back to his bike.
Moments later, Harvey was accelerating away, winding his way through the gears and leaning into the bend. The fire disappeared out of sight, but he saw the smoke rise high above the trees in his mirror.
Harvey had some time to make up. The lanes were blessedly empty, so he took full advantage, and used the entire road to navigate the long, sweeping bends. He dropped his knee and rode the walls of the tires. Before long, he shot out of the lanes and into a little village, setting off the speed camera that was hidden in the overgrown trees. The camera marked the beginning of a thirty miles per hour zone. Harvey was touching one hundred and ten miles per hour. As he came out of the village, he still hadn’t seen the Ford. There was only one turn off it could have taken, so Harvey made a full loop of the roundabout at the end of the road and sped back down the way he had come. He took the turn carefully and headed toward Theydon Bois.
The road was wider than the lanes had been, and was protected by trees on either side. So Harvey opened the bike up fully and hit one hundred and twenty-five miles per hour on the long straight. A long chicane divided two farms on either side of the road; he manoeuvred the bike expertly through the bends, and back onto the final straight before the village. He caught sight of the Ford in the distance and lowered his head again, giving the bike all it had.
The sound of police sirens far behind caused Harvey to look back in his mirror. The much-slower traffic police car was a way off but was accelerating hard; the cop must have been parked up waiting to pull someone over and give them a hard time. Harvey maintained his speed until he was behind the Ford; he was close enough to note the plate number when the big man slammed on his brakes, causing Harvey to veer wide into the opposite lane. Harvey pulled back to the correct side of the road and checked his mirror, easing the brakes to a sensible speed.
The car hadn’t followed, but the sirens grew closer. Harvey calmly turned the bike into a nearby farm that advertised fresh eggs and pulled behind the fence. The rush of wind sounded and faded as the police BMW sped past in the driver’s vain attempt to catch up with Harvey.
Harvey removed his helmet and took a long, deep breath to control his adrenaline. He felt his phone vibrate and pulled it out of his inside pocket. John’s private number was displayed on the little screen.
“Harvey? What’s going on? I just got a panicked message from Donny, I thought I told you to shadow him?”
“Someone had a go at him,” replied Harvey.
John’s voice calmed, “Did you get him?” He lingered on the word.
“I caught up with him, but the police were on my tail.” He paused before adding, “I lost him.”
There was silence from John, then, “Okay, well I’ve sent some boys to pick up Donny and Sergio, best you get back home. Come and see me.”
Harvey put the phone back in his pocket, zipped up his jacket, put his helmet back on and rode calmly out of the little farm. He drove back to the house, lost in deep thought as to who might’ve put the mark on Donny. It could only have been Thomson.
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THE HUNT IS ON

Frank Carver sat at his desk in his office. It was dark outside, and most of the team had gone home, except Mills who was sat opposite Frank. Melody was a workaholic, she’d climbed the ranks faster than anyone he’d seen before and was dedicated to the job. Frank sensed she wasn’t in it simply because she despised criminals. She worked hard to catch them because she liked to win, she had to win. Losing wasn’t an option, and when push came to shove, the young girl would give everything she had to get the job done.
Frank didn’t have much to go home to anymore. His options were to go home and drink, or stay and work, and keep his mind occupied. He kept a little nip in the drawer of his desk, which held the cold at bay, along with old memories he’d rather not think about. He enjoyed Mills’ company. Frank liked the way she thought; he liked her approach.
“I think I may have a name to go with those tire marks, sir,” said Mills, tapping away on her laptop.
Frank sat back and opened his mind, “Hit me.”
“Well, Reg gave us several makes and models of motorbikes that would use that tire. It’s not common, it’s a hybrid, meaning it’s good for both off-road and road use, which limits the types of bike it can be put on.”
“Okay,’ said Frank, “so our man is into motor-cross?”
“Not necessarily, could just be that the bike is used in rough terrain, which means it’s not necessarily a city worker’s bike, but we can’t write any city workers off.”
“This guy is not a city worker, that was the work of a pro. The man doesn’t sell stocks or insurance or whatever, he sits quiet, until he’s needed.”
“That’s what we thought, sir,” began Melody, “I had Reg give me a list of owners of that bike in the area-”
“Hundreds?” asked Frank.
“Just over one hundred, not too many but enough to find a professional killer difficult.”
“So?”
“So, first of all, I tried to find common facts among them, demographics; age range, gender, location, vocation. Nothing jumped out of the screen.”
“There’s not much to go on,” said Frank.
“Exactly, sir.”
“We’re looking for a big stick in a forest, Mills,” said Frank.
“Epping Forest to be precise,” said Melody.
“Epping Forest?”
“Looking for common demographics wasn’t working as I’d hoped, but it did highlight one man. Out of the hundred or so bikes we found that matched the tire marks, and the hundred or so owners, there was only one person who we had no information on. No previous, no job, no idea of age, just a name.”
“A name?” asked Frank. “That's more than we usually get.”
“Stone, sir. Harvey Stone.”
“Any ties to Thomson, Cartwright or Stimson?”
“Looks to be a sole operator, sir,” said Melody. “The man barely exists. Reg hacked the BMW showroom where the bike was purchased, all of the information was false.”
“Somebody called him and gave him the job to off Bradley.”
“Unless we have the number, we’ll have no way of knowing who that might have been. I’ve taken the liberty of putting in a request for information on the number plate registered to the bike from the dealer, and asked for it to be sent you. That way we have legit evidence.”
“Good work, Mills.”
On the wall behind his old leather chair was a large pin board with various members of the Thomson family and associates pinned up on it. Frank spun in his chair to face it. Terry Thomson was in the centre. String was tied to a pin and led out from the black and white photo of him getting into a black Mercedes to photos of other known accomplices, including the man that had been found earlier this week, Bradley Thomson, Terry’s son.
Terry Thomson was a powerful man. He was the type of villain that was hard to put away, he’d have top lawyers and wouldn’t ever get his hands dirty. He’d need to be guilty of something big to take him down. It needed to be either something his lawyers would stumble over and fail to defend or death. Something was coming, something in the air, Frank knew it. Three of the major crime organisations under continuous investigation had all come out of the woodwork; the Thomsons, the Cartwrights and the Stimsons. Bradley Thomson’s death would not be without retaliation. Trouble was brewing, and if Frank played it right, it would be a perfect opportunity to clean up and hand over to a younger, career hungry investigator, like Mills.
Frank couldn’t just take everyone down, that wasn't how it worked. That would leave large voids that younger less experienced crews would fill, without the finesse of the old school villains and the common respect that comes with years of criminal experience. It would be a bloodbath that Frank could never hand over with a clear conscience. If you removed the spiders from an old house, the flies would party, but you could never have too many spiders, or there would be webs at every doorway. It was a balance, like many of life’s intricacies.
The trap would need to be perfect, with no plausible means of escape or denial. It would be Frank’s pièce de résistance, the one that would send him on his way with honours.
Mill’s informant had blabbed about a shipment of diamonds coming in from Europe. They were to be stored in a government vault up north to be examined and then transported to London. Apparently, they were priceless. Frank knew how it worked. If the diamonds reached the black market, they’d be worthless initially, the risk of being caught in possession of them would be too high for anyone in their right minds to touch. There would be a national investigation. Every known villain and associate would be under scrutiny. But, over time, the black market price would rise, and if the right person got hold of them and managed to keep them, and if that individual managed to keep them for long enough, they could filter the diamonds back into the black market at whatever price they wanted.
If the Stimsons were back on the scene now after being so quiet for so long, the timing wasn’t coincidental. If Adam Stimson was going after the diamonds, Frank would have bet money that the Thomsons wanted them too, and would do whatever it took to make sure that both Cartwright and Stimson were unable to attend the event.
The one ace up Frank’s sleeve was that he knew that Thomson had twenty-four MP5s. He was only selling half, which meant that he was likely keeping the other half to do the diamond job himself. That’s why he wasn’t fussed about the first twelve being lost, as long as Cartwright’s men were taken down.
Frank would make sure the gun deal went down without a hitch, then he’d allow Terry to let him into the next part of the plan. Frank would find the twelve Heckler and Koch MP5s and take down Cartwright’s men, which would leave the Thomsons free to do the job up north themselves with the other twelve.
Terry and his men would then stroll into the job up north, guns blazing only to find no-one there but the law, for which Frank would be credited once more with the remainder of the missing MP5s and either the arrest, or death, of Mr Terence Thomson.
It was perfect. He’d need to keep Thomson sweet, but that was a small price to pay.
Frank stood and stared at the black and white image of Terry Thomson. Several other photos surrounded Thomson’s, including his ex-wife, his primary employees and of course his son, Bradley, who was recently killed.
Various members of the organised crime families were pinned to the wall surrounding Terry. Some of them had done deals before, and Frank was known to many of them, although most kept their distance. It was a trust thing. Lots of back scratching took place at various levels of the game.
Frank reached down to his desk and picked up a photo. He pulled two spare pins from the corner of the board where he kept them waiting, and he pinned the new face to the board.
His desk phone rang, and the voice on the other end of the line asked, “Mr Carver?”
“Yes.”
“You requested information on a number plate and the owner of the vehicle,” the voice stated.
“Yes.”
“The information has been collated from the various organisations, the DVLA, HMRC and internal agency databases and will be emailed to you shortly. Before the email is sent, can I ask if there is any further information required or can I close this request on our system?”
“Nothing further, for now, thank you,” said Frank.
He opened the inbox on his laptop and waited for the incoming sound to indicate a new email had arrived.
The incoming email noise sounded, and the title of the email appeared as unread in bold at the top of his inbox. He clicked on the heading, ‘Request 36523 – Carver, F. Background check on Vehicle and Owner.’ The email opened up fully, and a brief message stated that the report was attached to the email as a PDF and the request was being closed. At the bottom of the email was an opportunity for Frank to rate the support he had received. The support was good, but not so good that he had time for that kind of thing.
He double clicked on the PDF attachment and closed the email as the document opened and filled his screen. He printed the file immediately without reading it and hit the red cross in the corner to close it without saving. He had difficulty reading files on the screen and preferred to print them, lean back in his chair and flick through a physical document.
The small printer on the edge of his desk jumped and clunked into life, and began to crunch, beep and whir until it spat out the report on four pieces of paper. He swivelled the chair to face the picture he had just pinned and began to read. He glanced up periodically to study the man in the photo, as he read more into the man described in the report.
“So, let’s recap,” said Frank, “we have a dead son of a gangland boss, and some tire tracks that identify a man who doesn’t want to be found.”
“That’s about it, sir,” said Melody, “for the time being.”
“So it’s time we found Harvey Stone and understand who he works for.”
“Gut feeling, sir?”
“Gut feeling?” replied Frank. “Stimson. He’s the one orchestrating all this. If we can tie Stone to Stimson, then that’ll give us an idea of what’s going to happen next.”
Frank already knew what was going to happen next; Thomson had told him he was going to destroy the Cartwrights and then the Stimsons. But he couldn’t tell Mills. She would find out in a heartbeat that Frank was involved, his own phone would be monitored and they’d be tracking him. It would be the end of his career.
Cogs were falling into place.
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DEAD DOGS LIE

John Cartwright paced the floor of his home study. Harvey sat in the chair calmly with his back to him.
“Who was he?” asked John, “Have you seen him before?”
“New face,” said Harvey, “he was waiting in his car outside the bar in Green Street.”
“So you saw him?”
“From a distance. When Donny and Sergio came out of the bar, he made a move, and I followed.”
“Can you find him?”
“Probably.”
“I want to know who he was and I need confirmation that he works for Thomson,” John turned and began to pace again.
The door opened, and Donny walked in with Sergio behind, who closed the door and took a seat in the corner. Donny strode up to the desk and sat in the spare chair.
John waited for them to settle before speaking, “You boys okay?” He turned to Sergio, “Serg? Okay?” Sergio nodded. Harvey saw the cowardly shame on his face as he blatantly refused to acknowledge Harvey. He’d crawled to save himself and left his friend inside; Harvey had found him just sat there crying but didn’t mention it to John. He’d just think Harvey was saying it because he didn’t like him, which was true but it was all pointless.
Harvey turned to look at Donny who had a bandage across the side of his face and over one eye. He was clearly shaken. His mannerisms and tell-signs showed it. Harvey saw his shaky hand as he accepted a brandy from John. Donny also wouldn’t usually go anywhere near Harvey, he wouldn’t even talk to him unless he wanted something, and Harvey sensed he wanted his brother’s protection after the crash and burn.
“Right, what the hell happened?” asked John.
Harvey didn’t reply. Donny and Sergio just looked at the floor.
“Somebody answer me?”
“Someone came after us, Dad,” said Donny quietly.
“I can see that. I just had to send two blokes to pick you both up, and Harvey had to drag you out of the burning car, Donny.”
“I don’t know who it was, Dad. I didn’t see his face.”
“What I want to know is, why Harvey didn’t have to drag you out of the car, Sergio?” he turned sharply to his right, and all eyes fell on the gaunt-looking man sitting at the edge of the room.
“Excuse me?” said Sergio, buying time for an answer.
“Do not make me repeat myself, Sergio. You know better than to antagonise me.”
“I was able to pull myself out.”
“And you left my son in the burning car?”
“What was I supposed to do? The car was on fire,” Sergio glared at Harvey who absorbed the glare and returned his own. Sergio looked away.
“Don't look at Harvey, Sergio, he hasn't told me anything. Do I look stupid, Sergio?”
“No, John.”
“Do you think I’m stupid?”
“No, John.”
“Well don’t lie to me then, I can see the guilt written all over your face. We’re supposed to be a family, we’re supposed to look out for each other. If we can’t do that, we’ll be wiped out, and it’ll be game over for all of us. That goes for all of you,” he looked around the room, “There’s too much distrust in this family, it breeds like a virus, and I want it stopped.”
“There’s a bigger picture here, and you all need to know what it is,” continued John, closing the conversation and opening a new one, a fresh start. It wasn’t often he bore a grudge and was able to switch between angry and personable in a moment, which made him extremely volatile.
“It was us that took out Bradley Thomson.” Donny was the only one who looked shocked at the news. Sergio looked sheepish. Harvey remained impassive.
“He had it coming anyway, gobby little prick,” said John to Donny. “But now, Terry Thomson has put a tag on Donny. So, Donny, you are going to go away, go on holiday or something.” He paused to sink his brandy and passed his empty glass to Sergio, who stood to pour him another. He continued his pacing, it helped him focus, “In less than one week’s time, we are buying twelve Heckler and Koch MP-5 machine guns off the Thomsons. Harvey, you’re handling that.”
“What?” exclaimed Donny.
“But,” John continued, raising his voice to stop Donny’s outburst, he eyed him with a look of warning, “they don't know that it was us that offed Bradley.” He took his drink off Sergio, who skulked back to his chair on the edge of the room, “They think it was Stimsons to try and start a war between us so they can go an do the job up north without us interfering .”
“What job up north?”
John Cartwright smiled, “I hoped you would ask that. We are robbing a little-known vault up in sunny Manchester in two weeks’ time, where they happen to store a load of very sparkling and very expensive diamonds.”
“Diamonds? Why?”
“And,” John continued, reinforcing the warning look at Donny, “where there just happens to be a delivery of very special specimens coming in from Europe. The diamonds will be stored there overnight before being moved down to Hatten Gardens. Are you going to continue interrupting me with dopey questions, Son, or can I continue?” John’s patience was running thin.
“I,” John started again, “just happen to know that Terry Thomson is also planning on robbing the very same diamonds, but, he doesn’t know that we are. See? He thinks it’s our mutual friend Adam Stimson, who by the way is probably right now sitting in a nice little bar in St Tropez with a hotty on each knee, and up to his eyeballs in sniff, totally unaware that any of this is going on.”
“So I’m supposed to just disappear and miss out on all the action?” asked Donny, unable to keep his mouth shut.
“I had the boys put a random body in your car, so not only are you supposed to disappear, Son, but while you’re gone, we,” John gestured at Harvey, Sergio and himself, “will be attending your funeral.” John sank his drink again.
“You what?”
“It’ll be a sombre affair, don't worry, we’ll all be extremely upset.”
“So that’s it, I’m dead am I?”
“It was nice knowing you, Son,” finished John with a wry grin.
Harvey smiled a rare but beautiful smile. He’d been tasked with finding the man, but hunting the man that was trying to kill Donny was certainly not at the top of his list. Harvey had more pressing issues to think about.
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FALLING APART

Frank Carver’s office door opened, and Melody Mills popped her head into the room, a sign that she was too busy for a full-on chat but had some important information for Frank.
“Sir?”
Frank turned from the board.
“Mills, what have you got for me?”
“There’s been a report of a car accident involving a person of interest, sir.”
“It’s all happening, isn’t it. Go on, Mills,” said Frank. He folded his hands in his lap and leaned back further in his reclining office chair.
“Donny Cartwright, sir. Black Mercedes sedan, found upturned in a country lane in Essex, burned beyond recognition. The number plate was thrown from the wreck and found nearby, that’s how it was identified.”
“Thank you, Melody, that’s very helpful.”
“Will there be anything else, sir?”
“What was the name of the road, Melody?”
Melody consulted her report on the top of the large pile of papers she was carrying. “Epping New Road, sir, in a place called Loughton.”
“And Donny?”
“No survivors found, sir. One body severely charred. I’ll update you once DNA has been run.”
“Good work, Mills,”
“There’s one more thing, sir.” Said Melody.
“Go on,”
“Stone.”
Frank looked up again with interest but said nothing.
“Reg had the motorbike’s plate number tagged for sightings or incidents, if the plate is ever called through for a check, Reg would know as soon as the operator hit the search button.”
“Okay, and…?”
“Speed camera got him a few miles from the accident.”
“Thank you, Melody, that’ll be all.”
Frank spun back to face the board, he was smiling broadly. He looked up at Harvey, who stared back resolute. Frank stood to adjust his board once more, collected a black marker from his desk and put a cross through Donny’s photo to match Bradley Thomson’s.
“Stimson, you clever bastard,” he laughed to himself. “Check, your move, Cartwright.”

Lenny and Rob were sat in the office, in the comfy reddish couches, when Terry Thomson walked in, “Where’s the nonce?”
“In his room, boss. I think he’s saying goodbye to his testicles.”
“Well get him out here, I need to go over tomorrow’s plan with you all.”
Rob and Lenny looked at each other. They were both equals in Terry's mind, but between the two of them, an unofficial rank elevated Lenny, on account him working for Terry for longer and therefore having done more jobs for him. Rob stood to leave the room, "Get me a tea while you're up Rob will you?" said Terry.
"I wouldn't say no to a tea come to think of it, Rob. Cheers mate," said Lenny without looking up from his comfortable position on the couch. Rob left the room with an audible sigh, he returned a moment later with a sheepish looking Shaun in tow.
"Take a seat, Shaun," said Terry. Shaun did as he was told and sat at the desk in the same chair where the older guy had broken him and reduced him to a snivelling wreck. "Not there, let's join Lenny on the couches, I need to talk to you all, and I don't want to shout across the room." Shaun stood once again and walked to the far end of the furthest couch, to be as far from the others as possible. Rob returned carrying a tray with three teas on, and a little plate of biscuits.
“Shaun, do you want a tea, mate?” asked Terry.
“Um,” Shaun hesitated and looked at the tray of steaming teas and cookies.
“Get Shaun a tea will you, Rob, while you’re up.”
“Him?” questioned Rob, “A tea?”
"We're going to have a civilised chat and Shaun's one of us, so he needs a tea. You've got a tea, Lenny's got a tea, I've got a tea. Shaun needs a tea and seeing as you clearly possess the tea making skills in this band of merry men, you have my vote for tea maker of the year, and the man of the hour goes to you. Now go and make Shaun a tea."
Lenny sipped at one of the cups, “Cracking tea, Rob.”
Rob turned and walked away muttering to himself.
“Hold on, Rob. Shaun, how do you like it?”
Shaun looked up, slightly embarrassed, but enjoying the banter, “Like it?”
“Tea, Shaun. Tea.”
“Oh, er, tea, white, please.”
“White,” said Rob.
“You want sugar, Shaun?” asked Terry.
“Have a sugar, Shaun,” said Lenny.
“One please, Rob,” said Shaun, trying not to smirk.
"So let's get this straight. One cup of steaming hot tea, white with one sugar," summarised Terry, "You got that, Rob?"
“It’s not rocket science, boss,” said Rob, trying to sound cheerful and not let the banter get the better of him. He walked off.
"The British Empire was forged on good tea, Rob. Just remember that," called Terry.
"Yeah, I know," said Rob, as he reached the door, "I remember the time Alfred the Great stopped killing all the Vikings and made them tea instead. They all stopped fighting, sat down and had a nice little chat; Alfred made them all tea. Then the big ugly Viking pulled his great big sword out of the big ugly Englishman and produced a packet of bourbons from his pocket."
“That might be taking it a bit too far, Rob,” said Lenny.
“Yeah, a bit far that, Rob,” said Terry. “Vikings used to like custard creams, mate, not chocolate bourbons.” Lenny and Terry chuckled to themselves.
Rob returned shortly with one more cup of tea and put it on the coffee table in front of Shaun. "Thank you, Rob," said Shaun.
“Right, now that we’ve all got tea, finally, can we discuss the job tomorrow?” began Terry. “The meet is at six o’clock, and I trust you’ve been to check the place out?” he looked at Lenny questioningly.
"Yeah, not a problem, boss," replied Lenny.
“Good, you’ll be meeting Cartwright’s boys. I doubt he’ll be there himself, but it’ll be his boys, two of them, maybe more, but I doubt it. Shaun, you are our number one. You will be on your own, son. Lenny and Rob won’t be far away, but you can manage it, you won’t need them.”
“On my own?” blurted Shaun. “But-”
“Don’t worry, Lenny and Rob will be close by to make sure nothing happens.”
“Why me? I don’t know nothing about it, I don’t even know what it is we’re doing.”
"Well, in that garage over there is a big box of guns, Shaun. When we're done talking, you three are going to load them all into the van. Then tomorrow, you're going to take them up to a cosy little spot in the pretty English countryside, sit, wait, and then sell them to the two men that will arrive at six o'clock."
“Guns? You want me to sell guns? But-”
"But what, Shaun? You could go to prison? You could get eaten by pigs too, and you've managed to avoid that so far, by the skin of your balls I might add. It's easy. They rock up. You show them the guns. They nod their head, give you the cash before they put the box in their own van and you drive off."
“This is serious stuff. I don’t know-”
"Shaun, Shaun, Shaun. Calm down," began Terry, "Lenny."
“Boss.”
"What would you rather, given a choice; go to prison for selling guns to villains, or go to prison for letting underage girls lick your lollipop?"
“Selling guns, boss. I imagine I’d have much nicer time.” Lenny continued to dunk his biscuit.
"There you go, Shaun. See, we've given you options, Son. If you were walking free now, waiting for your court date, you would have probably been lynched by the locals, then you would have gone to prison as a nonce, and you'd have more fingers in you than a bucket of KFC. But, now you have options. You could always turn yourself in. Or you can do this job for me, as a thanks. Yes, there is a small risk of getting caught and going to prison, but at least it won't be for dirty sex offences. Failing that, the pigs are hungry, so there's three options on the table, Shaun, three. You, mate, are a very lucky boy."
“What if they want to take the guns before they pay me the money? How am I going to stop them.”
"Just close the van doors, Shaun. Get in and drive off," said Lenny.
"If they want them that bad, and they do, I know they do, they'll soon hand over the cash. Done right, the deal will take fifteen minutes tops," said Terry.
“And do I go free after?”
“Free?” cried Terry, “Free? Shaun, you are free. I just told you. I should mention that you have now skipped bail and are wanted by the police, but you are definitely free to go.” Terry picked his tea up, dunked a biscuit and took a bite.
“After the job, what then?”
“We’ll see, Shaun,” said Terry, swallowing his biscuit, “I could do with another pair of hands, maybe we’ll keep you on.” He popped the other half of the biscuit into his mouth, “Clive on the farm needs help with the pigs, maybe you could be his farm hand if the pigs don’t mind the smell? We’ll talk about that when you get back here.”
“Can I ask one more question please?” Shaun sat forward, put his own tea on the table, and folded his hands, “How come I’m going to be on my own?”
Terry put his tea down, sat forward, and mimicked Shaun by folding his hands, “Lenny and Rob have been with me for years now. We’ve done many jobs together, and I’ve come to like them believe it or not. So if there’s a chance we can do a job, and not put the lives of my friends in danger, then we’ll take it.”
“Danger?”
“These are very serious men we’re dealing with, Shaun. They are the sneakiest, most cunning, and deviant villains I know, and I happen to know a lot of villains. It would not surprise me in the slightest if they shot you dead and just took the guns. That’s why Lenny and Rob will be close by, to make sure Stimson’s lads don’t get away without paying, in one way or another.”
Shaun sat back, “So I’m…”
“Expendable, Shaun. Expendable is what you are.”
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TAILING THE BEAST

Harvey took his morning run through the forest and returned home with his mind clear of the dizzying confusion. Chance or good fortune had dealt him a hand he could not refuse. He understood now. He could make plans. All along there had been something not quite right, but now he was able to slot the pieces into the little places in his mind where he stored these things. He would be able to add the memory of Shaun to his ever-growing list of victims and move on, maybe take a break, head to France again.
France was his go-to place after a target. The emotions that he suppressed during the hunt, the chase and the kill, drained him of clarity. To lay on a beach, listening to the ocean and the birds for a week was all it usually took.
He had been looking at some small properties online that would be ideal for his needs; somewhere to invest the money that he’d saved over the years. He could have a very nice life, simple, but nice.
He wondered if Shaun Tyson would be his last. He wondered if he would ever redeem the memory of Hannah enough to allow him to carry on, to step out of the murky shadows and lead a civilised life in sunshine and light. To be in a place where nobody would come knocking on the door, where he could bin his mobile phone and live in peace.
He took the short ride into Epping, where, in a lane behind the train station, he parked his bike and walked into his favourite coffee shop, a place where everything was just right. The waitress smiled at him as he entered, and allowed him to choose a seat. He sat in the corner by the window with his back to the wall, a habit that would be hard to shake. It was those secure habits that he often wondered if he would ever be able to leave behind when he moved on. Would he ever be able to sit in a public place with his back to the door?
He saw the old Subaru drive past once, then return a moment later to park facing away from town, two houses down from the coffee shop. Constant voyeurism, another habit born from years of looking over a shoulder.
The big man stepped up to the door in his long overcoat, thick pants and boots, and walked in without smiling at the waitress. He sat on the table next to Harvey and faced the door with his back to the wall.
They ordered coffee which was delivered with effortless manners and minimal disturbance. Two menus were placed in front of the two men, but no waitress disturbed them afterwards with a request to place an order for food or offering the special of the day. Instead, the only two customers in the coffee shop talked in near silence. Their gestures filled the gaps in the sparse words that each offered.
“It’s set for Tuesday night, John sent me the location,” said Harvey. Julios nodded and looked at Harvey with one eyebrow raised.
“It’s a safe enough place. In a small grass clearing off a country lane in the sticks.”
Julios continued to look at Harvey, his mouth was a perfect horizontal slit, his eyes focused on Harvey's and his head cocked to one side to hint at more information.
"The space is meant for tractors and farm machinery to turn. It's no bigger than required; enough for two vans to pull up back to back. We'll need to be there first, so we can turn and face the entrance. Otherwise, if it comes on top, we haven't got a hope in hell. Either side of the space are trees, but there’s not much chance of being jumped if we're early enough; you can’t get near the place on the lane without being seen a mile away."
Harvey took a sip of his coffee and stared out of the window. Julios took a sip of his and turned back to Harvey.
“My target,” said Harvey, pausing to choose his words, “my target is involved somehow.”
The door to the coffee shop opened, and a little old lady walked in. She was greeted by the waitress and helped to a seat on the far side of the confined room. Harvey watched as the waitress opened the menu for her, and explained what was on offer, then waited for her to make a choice. The waitress took her order and walked behind the counter, while the old lady sat looking out of the window.
"I did the recce. A few days ago. I saw he was being released on the news, so I rode up there. I found him on a side street, but he got into an unmarked white van. I followed them back to some farm in Cambridgeshire, nice little place. I found a way in around the back. There was some bloke about John's age and two younger guys." Harvey turned to Julios to see his reaction, but he sat unmoved and continued to offer his stare, which meant he was listening.
“They’ve got a crate full of MP5s. It’s the Thomsons.”
Julios’ head cocked a little more, just slight enough to show interest. "I think they plan on bumbling the drop and needed someone dispensable. I've heard what John has to say about Terry Thomson, said he's a sick man but smart. Sick and smart makes evil."
“So what is the concern?” said Julios, his first words in the entire conversation.
“There’s no concern. I’ll take the target out once the deal is done. Be at John’s Monday at noon, we’ll be up there for two o’clock.”
They both stood, placed a five pound note on the table each and walked out of the room, just as the waitress returned with the old lady’s coffee on a tray. The waitress smiled pleasantly and watched them leave. Harvey and Julios nodded and closed the door behind them.
“We need to find a new place to meet,” Julios said, offering no supporting reason.
Harvey was looking through the window at the waitress. He didn't confirm, but Julios was right, they’d used the coffee shop once too many times already.
They didn't say goodbye, they never did. But as Harvey sat on his bike and pulled his helmet down over his head, he raised the visor and watched as Julios lowered his bulk into the old car, fired up the engine, and pulled out precisely as a driving instructor would have him do. His big bald head was touching the ceiling, and his hands completely encircled the steering wheel. He pulled out of the space without glancing at Harvey and drove off. Harvey waited the standard one-minute, then pulled the clutch and kicked into gear. He checked his mirror as he kicked the stand back and took the weight of the bike on his leg, but as he prepared to pull away, five cars back an indicator came on, and the front end of a Volvo estate edged out.

Frank’s contact in the Essex police had found the motorcycle easily enough. The next morning the high street cameras and the police’s ANPR system had picked up the bike, and the flag had been raised, alerting Frank’s contact, who then directed the results to Frank’s mobile phone. Frank had stayed in a small local hotel in nearby Chigwell to be close by when the alert came in; his house in west London would have been too far away to react.
Epping high street being fairly short meant that the bike was easy to locate, and Frank had arrived and parked nearby with his camera. Technology certainly did have its benefits.
While he sat and waited, he made a note to get a bunch of those little trackers from the tech guys that he could stick to a vehicle, or person if need be; then he could sit and piece the puzzle from his desk.
He watched as Harvey Stone stepped from the coffee shop, followed by a large man. The large man muttered something under his breath, then turned and left. There had been no shaking hands, they just went their separate ways, but Frank took a photo of them together anyway. His Nikon DSLR and telescopic lens were a permanent fixture in his car.
He waited for another car to pass before he started his own engine, to muffle the noise. He indicated and pulled out just as the bike nosed out into the road. He knew it was a cock up as soon as he’d done it, he’d not waited long enough, but had to go with it anyway; hesitation would have drawn Stone’s eye even more. So he continued to pull out of his parking space while Stone sat there unmoving, watching discreetly from behind his visor as Frank drove past. He could feel the stare, and as much as Frank tried to turn away to hide his face, he knew he’d been spotted.
Frank accelerated as any normal driver would with a clear path ahead, and he followed the road around a small bend, under a railway bridge and out of sight. He kept one eye on the rearview mirror, but slammed his hand onto the wheel, and cursed loudly. It was when he swore like that, that his thick Scottish accent rang true. He kept to the speed limit and accepted the fact that he'd messed up, luckily nobody on the team was aware of his whereabouts or his objective, so there would be no comeback. But still, maybe it was a sign that he was slipping.
He followed the road into the small village of Stapleford, which if somebody were to look down from space, formed the third point of a triangle, if Theydon and Epping were the other two points. The lanes opened up, broadening into a wide B-road. He checked behind him before accelerating and saw the bike hanging back in the distance, like a dirty mark on the glass of his mirror.
There were fields either side of the roads, which were devoid of traffic, so Frank slowed a little, just enough to see if the gap closed. It did. He slowed more. Before long, Stone was riding fifty yards behind the Volvo, so Frank moved closer to the curb, a common gesture among drivers to signal that it was okay to pass. Stone didn't pass. He continued to hang back.
The road came to a small roundabout. Frank slowed enough to give Harvey no option but to pass so that Frank could follow him, but still he hung back. If Frank took the wrong turn, and then came up behind him a few minutes later, it would be game over.
Frank entered the empty roundabout as if he were going to the second exit which was straight over, but at the last minute he ignored the second exit and pulled the car full circle to see what Stone would do. Stone had dropped to one knee and taken the first exit, leaving Frank far behind, if Frank went after him, Harvey would be on to him immediately. The game was up, for today at least. It was pointless giving chase, better to stay away for a couple of days.
Frank watched as Harvey made his way onto the long straight; he admired the impressive whine of the motorbike’s engine as it was opened up. By the time Frank had completed the circle and had taken the correct exit, he was looking at Harvey’s back in the distance, like the dirty mark had moved to his windscreen.
Frank pulled over into a small lay-by next to the road. A river ran alongside him, stretching the full length of the road. He picked up his camera from the passenger seat and studied the photo of the other man. He didn't recognise the face as a player but felt like he should know the name; the face had a distant familiarity. He'd have the team carry out some facial recognition when he got back; perhaps he was one of Stimson's guys. Frank openly admitted he wasn't aware of everyone involved in every crime organisation, but only to himself. To others, he lived and breathed it. He pulled out of the lay-by onto the tarmac. The motorbike was long gone, but he lost himself in thoughts of the new face, he had definitely seen it before.
He worked the Volvo up to the speed limit and watched as the trees rolled by. The stereo was turned off, his standard setting for what he deemed as quiet time.
The river Roding to his right was very pretty. It was slow moving with patches of long reeds. A few men were fishing near a small weir, enjoying their own version of quiet time. He saw the gleeful arch of a fishing rod as one man stood on the bank and played a fish. Frank looked back to see the action, he was quietly pleased for the man. He turned to face the road again just in time for his peripheral vision to catch sight of the old Subaru before it slammed into the side of his Volvo.

Julios drove past the coffee shop and saw that Harvey's bike was already there. He turned around in a small car park and drove back past, noticing the exhaust fumes from a parked Volvo. There was a grey-haired man in the driver's seat making no preparation to get out of the car. He was just sitting there, possibly waiting for somebody.
Julios drove back past him and the coffee shop. There was a space directly outside on the roadside, but he chose to park in the free space a few bays down.
He sat with Harvey, drinking coffee and listening to Harvey’s news on his latest target as he called them. For years Harvey had been researching individual predators, hating them and making them suffer just as he had suffered, it wasn’t healthy.
Julius could remember them all, just as he remembered all of his own, although his own were mostly paid jobs and served a purpose far greater than personal satisfaction.
He'd watched Harvey grow from a troubled kid with anger issues, into a very dangerous man; though he was now calm, mostly, and followed Julios' own patience, planning and execution rules. But Harvey still had a wild side; something was eating him inside that caused him to hunt the perverts.
He'd avenged his sister's death thirty-three times that Julios knew of. Each time ended with a trip to France, from which he'd return relaxed and with a new name to hunt, track, torture and offer a long, slow, and painful death.
Julios had been there, that first time. He’d shown Harvey the way, he’d taken the young boy and led him into the darkness. He was heading that way anyway, so it was better to learn how to stay in the shadows. Leave no trace.
Harvey’s first time was messy; the anger poured from him in dangerous, carnal bursts of emotional hatred. Julius had allowed it that one time, then he had taught him the way.
The first target was one of John’s own men, the man from the kitchen. Julios knew something wasn't right when he saw Harvey's face slip from the excited smile that he had from training to a cruel, hate-filled stare. He was just a kid, and a kid’s face doesn't lie. Their words do, sometimes, but they do not hide their emotions well at that age.
Julios had helped Harvey find the man's home and enter it. They waited in silence, which Julios had enjoyed. So much of his life he had spent waiting in the shadows, alone. It wasn't a problem, but it was good to have someone else there, in the silence that came before death.
The whole job was silent. Fear brimmed in Harvey like a pan ready to boil over, but the boy had done well; he'd kept it at bay, turned the heat down, but not off. Julios had armed Harvey with only a knife and would step in if the boy was overpowered, but he wasn't.
Harvey had reached out from the shadows as the man poured himself a drink. Harvey had stood in plain sight behind the man, knife in hand. A single lamp lit the room and flicked dancing diamonds across the walls as it shone through the cut glass tumbler that the man held. The man's name had been Jack. And Jack had switched on his record player. The turn-table had begun to turn, and the needle crackled as it worked its way through the single groove. Jack closed the clear perspex lid of the old record player and turned the large silver volume knob on the front of the wooden panelled player. The powerful first bars of Carmina Burana burst from the speakers. Jack took a sip of his drink and put his head back letting the music wash over his long day.
Harvey stepped closer until he was directly behind Jack. He seemed to study the man, from his feet, up his long legs, his broad torso and to the back of his head. Julios remained in the shadows of a side room looking on as the scene played out. Harvey crouched, reached out with his knife, and with no hesitation at all, sliced the back of the man’s ankles with one long, vicious swipe of the razor-sharp blade. Chaos joined the steady pulse of Carmina, and as the man fell backwards, Harvey stood and smashed the lamp before the guy even hit the ground. The room plunged into total darkness.
Julios stood in the shadows, a blind witness. O Fortuna had faded, and the orchestra prepared for the next act. Julios knew it well, Veris leta facies. The haunting harmonies of a choir, led by the tenor, served to complete the scene.
Julios felt Harvey moving around the room and heard the sudden cries as he stepped in silently out of the darkness to stab some random body part of the dying black shape on the wooden floor. Then he'd move away again, to attack from a new angle. Jack grunted and growled in pain and knowing. His teeth clenched hard; each wound that came from the shadows weakened his growl until the carnal moans were no longer the noise of a wild animal, but those of a whimpering child. The choir were quiet enough for Julios to hear each lunge with the knife pierce flesh, the slice of wounds, and the suck of its release.
Harvey signed the music, then turned his attention back to Jack. The small boy rolled the man onto his back; he no longer moved about the room like a banshee hiding in the darkness. Instead, he stood over the man. Julios saw him in the gloom, his childlike body seemed to feed off the man's agony. He saw Harvey, silhouetted in the window, swing his arm back, lower his body and plunge the blade deep into the man's balls. The man recoiled like a spring, but Harvey was ready with a knee to his face that sent him back to the floor. Jack lay in a pool of blood from his multiple wounds.
His whimpers had become barely audible to Julios. Blood blocked his airway, and Julios heard the familiar sound of a man choking on his own blood; his memory tasted the iron-like flavour. Harvey moved around to Jack's head, his arms were useless from the frequent random stabbings, he was no longer a threat no Harvey, he was dying. Harvey ran the tip of the blade from the man's forehead in between his eyes. Jack's eyes opened, and Julios saw them glisten in the dark.
Julios saw the knife slowly cut through skin, from his forehead, along his nose. It fell down to his lips and sliced through onto hard gum, falling once more into his mouth where it stopped.
Julios watched the boy lean forward, and put all of his weight onto the knife. He heard the frantic, final gasps and chokes as the sharp blade cut through his throat and exit from the back of his head. Julios heard the knife tip hit the hard wooden floor; he heard the crunching of gristle and the effort of the boy who twisted the blade; he heard the silence of the dead man and the calm, satisfied breathing of the boy.
Julios stepped out from the coffee shop onto the pavement. They’d used the same coffee shop for too long, and he told Harvey so before turning and walking to his car without offering a goodbye.
He unlocked his old car and habitually glanced at the surrounding cars before getting in. He noticed that the Volvo that had not moved; a momentary glint of light from the lens of a camera flashed faintly within the car.
Julios pulled onto the road and drove away from the small town. He knew that Harvey would wait before following, it was protocol. Julios made his way through the lanes and onto the broad B-road. He reached the roundabout where he knew that Harvey would turn right to head to Theydon Bois, so he took the exit. He found a small tree covered lane on the left side of the road, it was the entrance to a farm; the beginning of a long track with fields of barley on either side. Julios turned the car around and waited. He had a clear view of the road from the roundabout and was hidden by the trees to anyone who wasn't looking.
He wound down the driver's window, depressed the clutch with his foot, and selected first gear. He heard the distinct sound of Harvey's motorbike approaching, then fade away as it passed.
He saw the distinctive shape of the Volvo's headlights in the distance. The Volvo grew closer, then pulled into the side of the road. Julios waited patiently. It was like the cars were two animals. The lion lay in wait in the trees, and the timid gazelle stood scared on the open plains. The Volvo pulled onto the road again but moved slowly and cautiously. The driver had his head turned, looking behind him over his shoulder.
Julios gunned the engine. The wheels spun on the loose gravel, finding traction on the firm dirt beneath. The old Subaru jumped into life. Julios was up into third gear when the front wheels bounced onto the tarmac, and the nose of the car buried itself into the side of the Volvo.
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KEEP THE GOOD MAN DOWN

Frank felt rather than heard the silence that ensues before a collision. He had no time to react. His body arched to the left, then to the right; his head slammed into the driver's side window, smashing the glass and knocking him unconscious. The Volvo lifted up onto two wheels, and the car slid on its side across the road, it rolled onto its roof as it found the grass that lined the river, then continued to roll and bounce until it landed with an almighty splash. The front end of the car was submerged, the rear wheels sat in the thick reeds that bordered the river, and the car slowly began to sink.
Frank woke with a start, his feet were cold and wet, his head was bleeding and pounded with his pulse; blood ran into his eye.
The water was rising, most of the car was in the river, and it began to pour into the broken driver's window. He unbuckled his seatbelt and painfully brought his legs around to the passenger seat before he reached out of the window and pulled his body through the open space where the glass had been. His weight on the side of the car caused the balance to shift, and the old Volvo sank lower, tipping up as he pulled himself through until he was completely submerged. His feet slipped through the gap as his head broke the surface and he watched as the car rolled fully into the river. Large bubbles of air formed where the car had been, and when they finished, there was no trace of the Volvo.
A fisherman stood on the river bank calling to him, “Grab the net.” Frank was disoriented and searched for the voice along the far side of the bank, “Mate, this way, grab the net.”
Frank turned and reached out. His frozen fingers were barely able to grasp the hoop, so he used both hands, and the man carefully dragged him closer to the grass. The fisherman helped Frank from the water, then called the police while Frank sat shivering on the bank.
“Did you see anything?” Frank asked.
“Na mate, I just heard the crash, looked up and saw your car skidding across the road.”
“Did you see the other driver?”
“No, his cars a mess, it span off into the trees, but yours was in the river, so I came to help.”
“Check the other car.”
"Mate, take it easy, you're bleeding, my mate has gone to the other car. There's an ambulance on the way, just sit tight, let's get that wet jacket off you, you'll catch your death of cold."
‘I’m fine,” snapped Frank, “I just need to stand, help me up.”
“You’re in shock, stay down, mate.”
“I’m police, help me up.”
Frank stood on shaky legs and walked to the edge of the road. He saw the ruined Subaru a hundred yards away, mostly hidden by trees; it was burning.
A man walked towards him on the side of the road wearing dirty old clothes, the other fisherman. Frank was joined by the man who had saved him, who helped him out of the water; the other man shrugged and called, “No-one in it.”
“That’s Pete, he’s with me,” said the fisherman, nodding at his friend.
Frank scanned the road both ways, “Were there any other cars? Did anybody else come?”
“He’s a policeman,” explained the first man.
“Oh right, I never saw anyone else,” said Pete, “I came to your car with Trev then when we saw you’d got out, I ran over to the other car, but it was already on fire. The driver was gone. I checked the bushes in case he was thrown from the crash, but didn’t find anyone.”
Frank stepped away from the two fishermen. He moved to the middle of the road, and looked as far as he could in both directions, but knew he wouldn’t see anything. In the distance, the wail of an ambulance grew close. Frank suddenly felt cold and began to shake with both shock and the wet.

Frank leaned on the back of the open ambulance. A thick blanket hung from his shoulders, and he sipped a hot tea donated but the fishermen, who were being questioned by the police. A heavy recovery truck arrived and parked in front of the fire engine, where three firemen doused the flaming Subaru, which was charred and smashed beyond recognition.
An EMT slammed the passenger door of the ambulance and walked around to Frank. "How are you feeling, Mr Carver?” she reached up and lifted the corner of the bandage on his head. "You'll need to have that cleaned and checked for any more broken glass in the hospital, we're just waiting for the all-clear from the officer in charge, and we'll be on our way. Is there anyone you'd like to call?"
“I am the officer in charge, and I won’t be going to the hospital, although I do appreciate the help, you’ve been extremely professional.” Frank pulled the blanket from his shoulders and offered it to her.
“I’m afraid you’ll need to come with us, Mr Carver, we can’t have you walking about with a head wound like that, you’ll need to be discharged.”
“I don’t think-”
"I understand fully, Mr Carver, but the regulations state that we are not to release a casualty with a head wound. The doctor will examine you, and you'll be released when they agree that you do not have a concussion or symptoms of anything else."
“Excuse-”
"Mr Carver, it's no good raising your voice at me. I'm doing my job. Now, would you like help into the back? Or can you manage it on your own?"
Frank saw it was no use arguing. He heard the loud warning beeps of the recovery vehicle reversing and saw the large truck backing up to the river. A policeman in a bright yellow high-vis jacket guided him and stopped him well clear of the river. The tail end of the Volvo was visible through the reeds, its tow bar just below the surface.
“Okay, but wait a few minutes, I’ll come with you.”
"Glad to hear it, Mr Carver, thought I'd have to wrestle you in," Frank put the cup down on the floor of the ambulance and walked towards the rear of the truck, "you wouldn't be the first," he heard the EMT call out after him. The driver of the truck pulled a yellow console from a sliding compartment near the wheel arch and plugged one of the long cables into the winch that was fixed near the bulkhead. He pulled the hook of the winch and activated the console, the winch slowly but surely issued its cable. A heavy-duty nylon strap was thrown over the Volvo's tow bar and fixed to the hook. The operator began to wind the cable in. The Volvo's back wheels found the river bank and bumped up onto the grass, and before long the front wheel did the same. Murky water spilled from the cracks of the doors until Frank opened one to let the full body of water wash out onto the ground and over his feet. The footwells still contained a substantial amount of water, so Frank put his hand in the passenger side and immediately found what he was looking for.
He pulled the camera out and turned it over in his hands, letting any residual water leak out; a little did, but it wasn't much. He walked back to the ambulance and picked up the cup, before turning and handing it to the fisherman. "Thank you, both, for your help," he said, genuinely. "Good luck with the fishing, I hope you catch."
"Not much chance of that now, mate," said Trevor screwing the cup on the top of his flask, "hope you catch him." He nodded farewell, and the ambulance door closed as Frank sat on the stretcher and dialled a number on the EMT's phone, "What hospital?"
“We’ll be going to St Margaret's, in Epping.”
Frank put the phone to his ear, he heard it ring twice before a familiar voice answered, “Mills.”
“Melody, it’s Frank.”

Frank was in the hospital reception waiting to be discharged when Melody Mills stepped through the door. She wore tight jeans and a loose-fitting top that showed ample chest and shoulder but only teased at anything else. Her hair rested on her slender shoulders and moved gently with the rhythm of her strut through the automatic doors.
She carried a man's sports bag in one hand and a binder in the other. Car keys dangled from her little finger. Her big eyes appeared larger still through her wide glasses that sat on the bridge of a delicate nose. Frank watched her walk and thought that underneath that cute, bookish exterior, lies something wild and untamed. He wondered if any man had ever tried to tame her. It would take some doing. She had been asked on dates from countless men in the building, from various departments, and she had declined them all. Her private life was private, and she rose quickly. Frank had asked the chief, to bring her into his team, and she had responded well. She was his eyes and ears and knew everything before anyone else, apart from the Thomson debacle. Nobody knew about that.
“My saviour,” said Frank as she approached him.
“Hello, sir. Everything you asked for is in the bag, and the file on the suspect is in here.” She handed him the folder, bag and keys. It was thin. He opened the flap and flicked through.
"Thank you, Mills. Take this and see what you can get from it," he said, handing her the flooded camera. She flicked the power switch but no lights came on, and the little LCD screen remained blank and dull. She pulled a smartphone from her pocket and handed it to him.
"I set you up a new phone, and restored the profile from a backup; you should have everything you need. It might be missing anything you received since you last plugged it in and backed up, but let me know, and we'll see what we can do."
“That’s great, Melody. How are you getting back to the office?”
"I'll work it out, call if you need anything else. There's a Range Rover out front, hit the alarm button on the fob, and you'll find it." She walked away and cruised back the way she came. The same heads turned, and the same eyes followed her gentle and confident bounce through the out-patients foyer.
Melody left the building and climbed into a black Volkswagen Transporter van. Denver Cox pulled the vehicle away from the hospital slowly. In the back was Reg Tenant whose face was lit by the laptop on his lap and the screen that sat on a small bench in front of him.
“Okay, we have a connection on the phone,” said Reg.
“Right, let’s hole up somewhere and wait for him to leave. He looked about ready to go when I left him.”
Denver parked up in a lay-by on the road that led into Epping town centre. He kept the vehicle running to keep them warm, and so that the equipment in the back wouldn't run on the battery for too long.
They watched on the screen as the phone icon made its way to the car icon on the map, and both icons moved off together. A separate window on the screen allowed Reg to see what was displayed on Frank's phone. They saw that he was searching for hotels off the M11 in Cambridgeshire. They waited five minutes after the Range Rover had passed, then moved off. There was no need to tail the boss directly, they could afford to hang back and be guided by technology.
They found the hotel and parked discreetly away from the Range Rover. Night fell, and Denver walked across to the nearby petrol station to buy them pastries, coffee and water. Reg slept, and Melody Mills watched the door of the hotel.
“What do think he’s up to, Melody?” asked Denver. “It’s not like him to be so radio silent is it?”
“He only does this when he’s onto something,” said Melody. She didn’t mention that Frank usually did a disappearing act when he was in the middle of something bad. The last time he’d acted this way had involved Terry Thomson, and Frank had been twitchy and grouchy for weeks after.
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THE DROP

Shaun stepped out of his room shortly after waking. For the first time since his arrival, he made tea. Hearing voices in the office next door, he made four cups, hoping to please Rob, Lenny and the old man, whose name Shaun had still not learned.
He knocked and walked into the office to find all three men stood by the desk. They all looked up as he entered.
“Tea?” he said, proud of himself.
"Now that's what I call cognitive thinking, well done, Shaun," said the old man, who was in a slightly jovial mood. But Shaun sensed that it was a front. He'd heard them talk about his son dying. He knew the funeral was soon. Shaun thought that deep down the old man was less than jovial.
“Where should I put them?”
Lenny reached out, took a cup and passed it to the old man before reaching back and taking one for himself. Rob took one for himself and left Shaun holding the tray with both hands, unable to get his own from it. His nerves began to kick in, and he spilt the tea on the tray.
“Stick it on the table over there, Shaun,” Lenny said, helpfully. The opportunity for a barrage of insults was there, but the men were clearly not in the insulting mood.
Shaun picked up his tea and joined them at the desk.
“What do you want?” asked Rob.
“I…I thought we were planning.”
“Yeah, we
are planning, you don't need to plan, all you need to do is-”
“Easy, Robby. The bloke just made you a cup of tea, play nicely,” the older man interjected.
“Shaun, squeeze in, mate,” said the old man, “you’re going to need to know this more than any of us anyway.” Shaun moved to a space around the table. “Right, the drop is at six o’clock. Lenny, talk me through the sequence of events.”
“We’ll arrive at five o’clock. Rob and me will get out and walk through the trees in case Cartwright’s lot are already there hiding in the trees. Shaun will take the van in on his own. Rob and me will find-”
“Rob and I, Lenny. Its Rob and I,” said Terry.
“Rob and you, boss?” said Lenny, confused.
“No, its English, Lenny, it’s not Rob and me, it’s Rob and I.”
"Right, okay, so Rob and I will find somewhere out of eyesight to keep an eye on things. If things go well, Shaun will drop the stuff and get the money, and we'll be waiting on the road when he pulls out."
“What if things don’t go well?”
“Rob and… I will be in a good place to step in and take them out.”
"I do not want a full-scale war with the Cartwrights, Lenny. He's a clever man and can throw a lot of spanners in a lot of works; I do not have time to cock about. I'm burying my son in two days, the last thing I need is for that to come on top; there'll be old bill everywhere anyway, they love a good funeral, sick bastards."
"We won't start shooting unless it looks like they're pulling one over on us," finished Lenny.
“Shaun, talk me through it,” said Terry, moving his attention to the wiry, nervous kid.
“I’ll drop Rob and Lenny off before the car park, then drive in alone.”
“Good, then what?”
“I’ll turn the van around, so I’m facing the exit like Lenny told me to.”
“Good.”
“Then I’ll wait.”
“Okay, what happens if a nosy policeman comes sniffing around?”
“I’ll tell him that I’m a delivery driver and just stopped for a break or something.”
“Have you got your driver’s license on you?”
“Yeah, it’s…” Shaun reached for his wallet in his pocket, removed his license, then Lenny took it from him, snapped it in half and tossed the two halves in the waste bin behind Terry.
“Don't be stupid, Shaun. You’re all over the news, you’re on the run,” said Lenny.
"Lenny's right, Shaun. You show a copper that licence and not only will you be nicked for being the dirty, little nonce you are, but they'll also be slapping a fair chunk of time on you for what’s in the back of the van." The old man opened the desk drawer to his right and pulled out a wallet. "This, is your wallet, throw the other one away."
Shaun opened his wallet again and began to search inside, but Lenny took it from him and tossed it in the bin with the license. He then took the new wallet from Terry and passed it to Shaun.
“What are you going to do if the Cartwrights are already there?”
“How do you mean?”
“Well if they are already there and they’ve presumably turned around so that they are facing the exit, what are you going to do?”
“Reverse up to them?”
"No, turn around as well, then pull alongside them, it'll be further for them to carry the crate, but that’s not your problem," said Rob. “Whatever happens, you need to be parked facing your exit.”
“Right,” said Shaun.
“So, you’re now all parked up, and they’re there, now what?”
“I show them the crate?”
“Exactly. Open the doors and step back. Let them work it out. You want to know why?”
“Why?”
"Because, Shaun, if I wanted a load of guns and didn't really want to pay, and if the dopey bloke I was buying them off climbed into the back of the van willingly, I'd shut the doors on him, drive him somewhere and have the lot for nothing. They'd have the van, the money and the guns, Shaun."
“Right.”
“Then what?”
“They open the crate, have a look, give me the money, then move the crate.”
“Good boy, Shaun.”
“Any questions?”
“No.”
“Good, one more thing, Lenny, Rob. I’ve arranged to have a little bit of security attend. He won’t get involved, but he will sit and watch. Don’t do anything stupid, just do what you have to do, and everything will be fine,” said Terry. “Shaun?”
“Yeah?”
“Don’t yeah me, Shaun.”
“Sorry.”
“As soon as the deal is done, you need to get your pervy little backside out of there, I’ve got a little something planned for Cartwright’s boys.”

Harvey took the ride up to Cambridgeshire slowly, keeping Julios in his mirror and signalling well in advance. He took the exit off the motorway to the drop, and rode slowly through the lane, over the bridge and along the narrow strait that led to the blind corner and then the clearing where the deal would take place. Around two hundred yards from the blind corner, Harvey spotted a gap in the trees on the left. He pulled over and slowed, motioning for Julios to pull alongside.
“Take the bend slowly and pull into the clearing on the left,” he told Julios. Harvey rode on into the trees, found a space to park the bike, turned it around and covered it with branches from nearby trees.
He walked through the trees slowly and quietly and came upon the clearing to find Julios sitting in the van. He'd already turned it around and parked out of sight from any passers-by on the road. Somebody would have to pull into the space to know they were there.
Darkness fell like the flicking of a switch.
Harvey climbed into the passenger seat. The two men sat in silence. After an hour, Harvey got out and stretched. Julios followed him and made his way to the trees. He began a walk around the perimeter. Harvey saw him note the view of the road through the trees and mark the spots in the clearing where the road was not visible. The van was in one of the spots where the road was clearly visible, meaning the van was also visible from the road.
“John was asking about you,” Julios began.
“What was he asking?”
“He’s just concerned. You keep asking him about your parents.”
“He knows something.”
“That’s not my concern.”
“Tell me, Julios. Was you around when they found us?”
“I was, you know I was.”
“Where did they find us?”
“What did John tell you?”
“That’s not what I asked.”
“What did he tell you?”
“In his bar, after closing, we were in a booth. I was in a hamper, and Hannah sat beside me.”
“Then you know. Stop chasing nothing. It’s clouding your judgment.”
“It’s not the full story,” said Harvey.
“I know nothing more,” Julios attempted to end the conversation, but Harvey had caught the thread between his teeth.
“You too? I thought I could at least count on you?”
“You can count on me, as you have always done, to keep you alive,” Julios snapped.
“You know something?”
“I know that if you do not get your head out of ancient history and into the game here, we will be both be killed. Snap out of it,” Julios ordered and slid out of the van.
A black Range Rover drove past along the road as Julios walked around to the front of the van. It slowed for the bend and then crawled along the lane. The driver craned his head to peer through the trees at the van as he passed, then accelerated away. Julios looked back at Harvey.
“Recognise him?” asked Julios.
“I didn't see his face,” replied Harvey joining Julios in front of the van.
“One hour.”

They drove in silence with Shaun in the middle. The heavy box in the back of the van notably weighed it down, and also weighed heavy on Shaun's mind. He was in way over his head. What had happened to his life? He'd had a job, wasn't rich but he was stable. What had gone wrong? He knew what had gone wrong, he'd let his perverse inner self out of its cage. Now he found himself sitting in between two hardened criminals, in a van full of guns, heading towards a gun deal with more hardened villains.
They pulled off the motorway and into the lane. There was a black Range Rover parked up on the right with one man inside.
“Did you see that, Rob?” asked Lenny.
“Yeah, do you think it’s Cartwrights’s surprise, the boss was talking about?”
"I hope so," replied Lenny. A few hundred yards on, he said, "Shaun, I'm stopping here, do you remember everything we told you?"
“Drive the van in, turn around, show them the box, take the money and drive off.”
Lenny pulled over to the side of the lane, opened the door and got out. Rob slipped out of the passenger seat, and Shaun shuffled over to the driver's seat. Rob and Lenny were out of sight by the time he was comfortable. His heart was thumping, and his clammy hands slid on the gear stick as he selected first. He revved harder than needed, he wasn’t used to the van's pedals. He pulled off, selected second gear and juddered around the bend. He rolled into the clearing, which he thought was empty at first until he saw the white van on the right as he pulled in further. He turned too soon, not accounting for the size of the vehicle he was driving, and had to reverse up alongside the other van. He waited for the two men to come to him. Instead, they just stood looking at him.
Shaun tried not to look scared, this was just another day. He thought that if he looked tough, he’d get away with this just fine. The two men just stared.
The black Range Rover pulled into the clearing moments later, drove past the two suspicious looking vans and turned behind them, it reversed parked and sat facing the backs of the vehicles. From his side mirror, Shaun could see only one headlight of the Range Rover, but not the driver. Shaun stepped from the van.
“Are we doing this or what?” he asked.
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THE DEVIL SHOWS HIS FACE

“I knew it,” said Harvey, “they’re up to something.”
Julios looked at him.
“That’s my target,” Harvey’s eyes followed Shaun as he turned the van and reversed up alongside theirs.
“We’re here for the guns, keep your little hobby out of this.”
“What the hell is he doing here, unless they were planning-”
“Did you hear me, Harvey? Stay professional. You can have your fun later.”
The anger and adrenaline that fueled Harvey's sport had already been released into his system. His blood was now rich with the chemicals that kept a man alive. His senses heightened and the veins on his temple pulsed.
“Harvey.”
Then the black Range Rover that had driven past earlier pulled into the clearing, drove past Harvey, Julios and the two vans, and reverse parked behind them. Nobody got out of the SUV. Its windows were tinted dark, so Harvey couldn’t even see how many were inside.
“Who do you think that is?” asked Harvey.
“Back up for the boy.”
Harvey looked, but couldn't see a face through the Range Rover’s dark glass.
“You watch the Range Rover, I’ll check the guns,” said Harvey, getting his head back into the game.
The driver’s door opened on the other van, and the target stepped down to the ground. “Are we doing this or what?” the young guy said, his voice weak with fear.
Harvey walked between the vehicles and opened the rear doors of the boy's van. The crate was the same one he'd seen in the garage of the farm, he wasn't surprised. He pulled his knife from his jacket, and the boy's eyes widened a little before he caught himself and controlled them. Julios joined them at the back of the van and positioned himself where he could see both the boy and the Range Rover. He'd pulled the handgun from his waist and let it hang at his side in clear view. A warning to whoever it was in the car.
Harvey prised open the lid of the crate, letting it fall to the floor with a deafening boom like a bass drum. He reached in and pulled out a Heckler and Koch MP-5, checked the serial numbers were gone, tested the action and slotted one of the magazines in and out.
"They're new. They're clean," he called out to Julios.
"Okay, move them out," said Julios.
“I need the money first,” Shaun blurted out. His voice wavered, “You can’t take them until you give me the money.”
Harvey stepped down with the rifle in his hands, opened the door to his own van and laid the gun down at one end of the thick blanket that was neatly laid out ready inside. He turned back to Shaun, "Are you going to help or are you going to just stand there?"
Shaun returned his look but did not speak. He took a step back. His eyes darted from the van to the trees behind Julios, where he hoped Lenny and Rob would be, and suddenly felt very alone, "I need the money."
Harvey took a step toward Shaun, slowly. His eyes peered into Shaun’s, and he took another step. Harvey’s boots stopped close to the ends of Shaun’s trainers, and he looked down at the boy.
“Now now,” Julios said, cautioning Harvey, “Play nicely.”
Harvey’s face was close to Shaun’s, who stood with wide fearful eyes. Harvey reached behind him into the waistband of his cargo pants. Shaun closed his eyes. Harvey hesitated, then pulled a thick envelope out between them. He shoved it into Shaun’s chest and followed through with a hard shove which forced Shaun to step back. Harvey’s eyes never left Shaun’s. But Shaun’s eyes darted from Harvey to Julios, to the trees and then back to Harvey.
"Come on, let's get this done," Julios said. Harvey stepped away.
“You stay there,” Harvey pointed at Shaun. He turned to Julios, “If he moves, take him down.”
Harvey stepped up into the van, pulled out two of the guns and began to transfer them two at a time. The final one was lifted and added to the line of automatic rifles. They had the distinctive smell of gun oil, a smell Harvey enjoyed. He rolled the blanket on top of the guns to stop them sliding around.
Harvey slammed the rear doors of his own van, locked them, gave Shaun a final warning look and stepped around to the passenger seat. "Let's go," he called to Julios, "We're done here." He reached over and started the van, then looked across at Shaun who had quickly climbed into the driver's seat of his vehicle and was fumbling for the ignition. He glanced back at Harvey nervously, and looked away again as he turned the key, eager to leave.
The first gunshot cut through the air, the second was so fast it could have been an echo.

Tyson slammed on the accelerator, and Harvey saw his van speed away out of the clearing. It bumped up onto the tarmac lane, scraping the trees as he over-cut the corner.
Harvey saw Julios lying in the mud.
He opened the door and checked the rear before he stepped out. His hand was pulling the handgun from his waistband before he’d even taken a step. The Range Rover door slammed shut and the car shot forward; its front end lifted from the vehicle’s huge torque.
Harvey braced his feet, his right foot planted firmly behind his left foot. He held the gun with two hands and fired at the black SUV's windscreen and radiator as its powerful engine roared to life. The wheels span briefly before finding traction and the car lurched forward with the driver crouched low into the passenger seat. Harvey continued to fire, he hit the front left wheel, but the car still roared passed. Harvey took out all the left side windows and had to change clips as the car continued on. The heavy Range Rover bumped over Julios' body, and up onto the road. Harvey continued to fire as the car raced around the sharp corner and out of sight.
Harvey ran to Julios and found the broken body of his friend; his jaw hung wildly at an angle, as did his head. The car had driven over his neck. Harvey found the two gunshot wounds in his back. One of them had torn through his massive chest. Julios would have been dead before he hit the ground.
Harvey stood and ran into the trees. He jumped the fallen log and tore blindly through the brush to his bike. A vehicle moved along the lane to his left, its headlights were switched off. Harvey stopped, and peered through the trees, motionless. Whoever it was, it meant trouble for Harvey. He waited for the vehicle to pass, then pulled away the branches that covered his bike and started the engine, letting it idle for a few seconds while he put his helmet on. Climbing on, he kicked the stand in one smooth movement, then shot out of the trees. The rear wheel span through the loose debris of the forest floor until it found the tarmac, then powered him away.
Harvey heard sirens in the distance, so he reached behind him and slipped the number plate off the bike, then tossed it into the river as he passed over the small bridge at the end of the lane. It was the reason he kept it loose, it wasn’t the first time he'd lost a plate on a getaway.
He passed over the motorway onto the entry ramp, and from the bridge, saw the white van joining the traffic below. Ahead of it was the black Range Rover, which was now in full getaway mode with a blown tire. As Harvey came down the ramp himself, the bike was shifting at eighty miles per hour around the long sweeping bend, and his knee was down low.
Harvey joined the traffic and made his way to the fast lane with adrenaline-fueled ease. The bike's manoeuvrability and speed easily found the gaps, and other drivers let off to allow the madman past; by the time anyone complained angrily, Harvey was long gone. He needed to catch the Range Rover before the police or anyone else did. He passed the van, and a large part of him wanted to stop and take Tyson down, he'd deal with Shaun another time. The man in the Range Rover had just killed Harvey’s only friend.
He overtook and undertook cars in the fast lane, often before the drivers had time to even see he was approaching, he passed them before they knew it. His leather jacket was unzipped and flapped wildly in the wind; the handgun in his waistband was visible to all who had time to see him.
Harvey rode on in the darkness. His senses steered the powerful bike, and the rear lights of cars streaked by; the only noise was the steady, reliable pulse of the bikes high-performance engine. The Range Rover was nowhere to be seen. Harvey had sat at between one hundred and thirty and one hundred and fifty miles per hour for twenty minutes. He'd weaved between the traffic as only a motorbike can and knew that if the SUV were still on the same road, he'd have caught up with it; clearly the killer had turned off somewhere. Harvey took the next exit, drove over the bridge and back onto the M11 northbound. He dropped to the speed limit and made his way back to the clearing to collect the body of his friend. He'd lost his killer, but he'd find him; of that Harvey was sure.
It was during the ride back that he thought about what had happened, and made his decision. The deal was done when the shots were fired. The money was already exchanged. Tyson had been in the Thomson's van, and Julios would have been walking back to their van. So why shoot then? And the who the hell was in that Range Rover? Harvey didn't get a look at the man’s face. He couldn't shake the image of Julios' broken body from his mind. That was it. It was over. Harvey was out. He'd finish Tyson and find the guy that killed Julios, make him suffer; then he'd take off. It was time.
It was pitch dark when Harvey returned to the scene. He rode slowly to make sure that the area was empty before he pulled into the clearing. Listening for movement, he parked, and looked around. He walked to the spot where Julios was killed, but the body was gone. He searched around. Julios had definitely been dead. Even the big man himself couldn't have survived those injuries, could he?
Harvey pulled the van keys from his pocket and walked to the rear doors; they were unlocked, even though he clearly remembered locking them. He opened the two doors.
The guns were gone.
Harvey pulled his gun, loaded a fresh clip and chambered a round. He ran back to his bike and shone the headlight across the muddy grass to confirm that Julios hadn't crawled off somewhere, dying. Returning to the van, he pulled the small fuel can from behind the driver's seat and doused the interior and exterior of the Ford. He lit the trail of petrol and felt the rush of the fire ignite, and reach high into the air.
He rode off slowly, with the orange glow of flames fading in his mirror.

Melody and the team sat in the VW. The rear was dark save for the warm glow of the computer screens. The front was dark save for the few ambient lights of the car park that shone through the windscreen. The team had followed the on-screen icon as Frank had driven to the lane, and waited. They had watched Frank's laptop screen like voyeurs when he’d opened his laptop. Melody had noted how he had opened the email from her several times, and re-read the message she had sent. He had pulled up the photos she’d sent that had been recovered from the flooded camera, and studied them repeatedly. She had seen him behave this way before. He had the bit between his teeth, but she had no idea what the bit actually was, which made being a step ahead of her boss, very tricky.
The team followed his icon as he came off of the motorway, had turned around and driven back the same way, then stopped. When Frank had moved from his position, she had given the go-ahead for the team to move in closer; the light was fading, and she wanted to be nearby for whatever went down.
She had seen Frank behave like this before. The last time was when he'd landed himself in hot water. She wanted to protect her boss. His habit of going radio silent was a symptom of him being onto something, possibly mixed up in something. They took the turn off the motorway and entered the country lane.
"This was where he was waiting, on the left here according to the GPS. He's currently in what looks to be a small clearing further down the lane," said Reg, matter of fact.
“Okay, let's park up here,” said Melody. The driver, a middle-aged man named Denver, stopped the van on the side of the road. The inside of the van was warm from the screens, and computers in the rear. Melody sat and listened, trying to tune out the hum of the technology to concentrate her senses on the surroundings.
“His laptop is off,” confirmed Reg, “we’re relying on his phone now.”
She heard the two gunshots in the still of the evening and looked across at the driver. "Did you hear that?" she said.
“I heard it,” said Denver, reaching for the keys.
“Wait,” she said, cracking the window. Several more shots could be heard, one gun emptying its clip, rapid fire, there was no variance in the sound or the timing of the shots.
"Right, let's move in, take it slow." She pulled her own weapon and checked the clip and her spare.
They began to pull away with the lights switched off. Headlights ahead of them paused in the road briefly. Melody saw the interior light of the vehicle turn on and off as though the doors opened for somebody to get in or out. “Reg, call back up, take the plate of this van and call it in for motorway police to stop them.” But before the van could move off again, lights came from behind it and overtook without slowing. The vehicle was moving fast.
"This is Frank, he's on the move, and he's not hanging about," called Reg from the rear. He was typing frantically into the computer, preparing a message to be sent as soon as he saw the plate of the van. The Range Rover rushed past, its flat tire slapping the tarmac.
“That was definitely Frank, windscreen smashed, and by the sounds of it, a tire is blown.”
“Do you want me to follow him?” asked the driver.
"No, Reg, you follow Frank on screen, I want to see where this all went down. We may have more casualties." The van moved past them gaining speed. Melody called the plate number out as it passed. "Right, let's go," she ordered.
They pulled into the clearing and found it empty apart from a second van. Melody got out and swept the area with her weapon raised in one hand and her Maglite in the other. She heard the motorbike start somewhere close by, in the trees maybe; it whined off into the distance.
Then she saw the body on the floor.
“Man down, call it in, Reg.”
“Ambulance?”
“No, he’s too far gone, we’ll take him. Open the back and help me get him in.”
The rear doors opened, and Reg got out slowly. He stretched his legs and moved over to Melody.
“Pulse?”
"Nope, he's dead, grab his legs." They half lifted and half dragged the large man to the VW then manhandled him inside. "It's Edgar Parrish, Frank just took down a wanted man. My guess is that whoever is on that bike is now after Frank. Reg, find Frank on the GPS, guide him to somewhere safe before the bike catches him, get him off the main roads. Denver, check that van." The driver got out of the VW and wandered slowly over to the cab.
“Nothing in the cab, it’s brand new.”
“What’s in the back?”
Denver walked around and tried the door, but it was locked. "I'll need a second." He pulled his multi-tool from his belt and had the door open in a few moments. He reached in and pulled the blanket back. "Holy crap."

Frank sped from the scene. His flat tire tugged the vehicle to one side, but the run-flat tire allowed him to get away. He screeched around the ramp onto the motorway, spending more time looking in his mirrors than in front. The flat tire barley gripped, but he manhandled it around at speed, grabbing the steering wheel firmly. In the distance behind him, he saw the Thomson van joining the motorway. His phone rang, caller unknown. He answered, but the noise of the road through the missing windows and smashed windscreen made conversation difficult. "Carver."
“Sir, take the next exit, turn left and stop.”
“Who is this?” he shouted, “I can barely hear you.”
“Next exit, turn left, then stop,” said Reg.
Frank disconnected. He could see the signs on the overhead gantries but the shattered windscreen made reading difficult. The next exit came along, and Frank pulled across at the last minute and drove up the ramp. He kept his eye on the mirror behind him to see if any other cars made a similar last-minute move, but none did.
Frank turned left, stopped and got out the car. He packed his laptop into the sports bag and stepped away from the ruined SUV. The adrenaline was wearing off, and Frank felt the familiar burn of emotion pulse through his body. He recognised the feeling each time he took somebody’s life. He hadn't killed many men, and certainly, nobody that didn't deserve it, but he had killed, and knew the sensations. He felt the stab of guilt in his gut.
He needed to have the body removed. Proof that he’d nailed a wanted criminal after thirty years. He pulled out his phone and dialled.
“Mills.”
“Melody, Frank.”
“Sir, how are you?”
“Fine, the hospital released me yesterday. I need a hand, I have a mess to clean up, where are you?”
“Right now, sir, Reg and I are loading Edgar Parrish into the back of a van, and Denver is moving the MP-5s. You want to tell me what happened?”
“Edgar Parrish?” asked Frank. “How do I know that name?”
“Not sure, sir, but I’m pretty sure it’s the man you just shot. He matches the photos you took of him and Stone yesterday. Reg ran some facial recognition and his file was picked up, been on the run for twenty odd years.”
“How the-”
“I was worried about you, sir. I had you tailed.”
“He’s dead?”
“Parrish? Yes.”
“Edgar Parrish, Mills, was wanted for many murders, but nobody could ever nail him. In particular, a double homicide back in the day. We had him bang to rights, but he just vanished. Never been seen since.”
“Well, he’s back, but he wont be doing much more after tonight.”
“Any other mess?”
“Just the van, I presume the guy on the bike will be back for that and the guns.”
“The guy on the bike?”
“Yes, sir. Soon as we got here, we heard a motorbike start up nearby; it shot off in the direction you went. That’s when Reg called and told you to get off the road.”
“You’re a smart girl, Melody, I owe you all a drink.”
“Sir, you want me to stay here, in case the biker comes back for the van?”
“No, I want you to take the guns and get out before he sees you. I have a feeling that whoever he works for will be making themselves known when they don't get their guns. Good work, Mills.”
“Okay, sir. We have your location and will be with you in approximately twenty minutes. Sit tight.”
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A LIGHT IN THE TUNNEL

Harvey woke with a start. He'd managed to get small bursts of sleep, but his mind was plagued with the visions of Julios. It was over, he was dead. There was an unshakeable sinking feeling in his gut; his friend was dead. Julios was the only man he could talk to. He was the only one that knew about Harvey's targets, and he was the man who had shown him the way when Hannah had died.
Harvey’s face burned with the anger that swelled inside him. He needed to burn some energy. He needed clarity. The dark room felt close, his mind felt smothered, and he felt out of control; he didn't like it.
He'd been trained to control his emotions and was very good at it. But this was different. This outweighed ordinary feelings. Not only was Harvey seeking the answers to his parent's deaths, and searching for the other man that raped his sister, but now, someone had killed Julios. There was a reason he'd been taken, the deal had gone down well, it was over. Did Julios know something? He was good at secrets. Harvey knew that Julios knew more about his parents than he let on. He was keeping a secret for somebody, John most likely. But why would someone take Julios out right then? It didn't add up.
Harvey stood, dressed and stepped outside into the fresh morning. He ran to the gate, onto the lane and down the hill into the village. Normally he'd ride his bike to the forest for his morning run, but his bike had been fairly exposed the previous evening so he kept it hidden, at least until he could get new plates for it.
He took long strides, but not fast ones; he entered the village in less than ten minutes and ran across the green. People went about their day. Elderly ladies crossed the road to get to the shops; two mums pushed prams across the grass while their dogs sniffed everywhere. Swanky cars pulled out of the side streets, driven by men in expensive suits. Theydon Bois was a peaceful retreat from the city and only thirty minutes away by train. This made it very suitable for brokers and city workers, people with regular jobs.
Harvey continued to run, he thought about what Julios had done for him the day before the drop. He'd risked his life and written off his car to protect Harvey. Where had Harvey been when Julios had needed protecting? His eyes welled up as he ran. The release of energy signalled the rest of the body to do what it needed to do, and he found himself choking back tears. Harvey wiped them away, but they returned. His nose began to run, and he bit his lip. He ran faster and spat the phlegm to the floor, but again his throat clogged, and his eyes filled. He crossed a side street without stopping to look and somewhere in the far corners of his clouded mind he heard the screech of brakes.
The car’s bumper stopped precisely where Harvey had been stood. He stepped back and watched the wide-eyed driver’s mouth fall open. Harvey rested his hands on the bonnet, he was panting, not from running but from the excitement of understanding. It was a moment of clarity. All this time he’d been searching the shadows, clawing at a web of lies, trying to reach higher ground to look down, to look around and see clearly, and it had gotten him nowhere. He knew the problem now. It was because he was inside it. He was part of the web. He couldn’t see the top of the problem if he was a brick at the bottom, and he couldn't climb higher if he was tangled in a web.
He had struggled to see the wood for the trees and now it felt like long bony hands gripped his ankles, dragging him down. He climbed the tree in his mind but a thick tangle of vine stopped him, and the tree grew higher and higher above.
“You alright, mate?” A middle-aged man stood at the open driver side door of the car, “Mate, do you need an ambulance?”
Harvey stared at him. A grin slowly formed across his face. The man kept his eyes on Harvey but slowly sank back into the car.
“Never been better, mate.”

Harvey stepped off his motorbike and walked directly to the office door.
He climbed the stairs while removing his helmet and entered John's office without knocking or acknowledging May, who was sat sipping tea at her desk.
“Here he is,” said John in welcome, “how did it go?” John stood from his desk.
“It’s over, I’m out.”
“Whoa, what do you mean you’re out?” replied John, sinking back down. “What’s happened?”
“It’s all lies. There’s no truth to any of it is there?”
“Start from the beginning, sit down.” John pushed the button on his phone and called for coffee and water, and asked not to be disturbed.
“The beginning, John, is when you got your hands on me and Hannah. It’s been twenty odd years, and I still don't know the truth about my parents. Then there’s Hannah’s death.”
“Easy, Son,” John warned, “she took her own life, you know that, as much as it pains me-”
“As much as it pains you? You know more than you’re telling me, and it eats me, John; it eats me inside. You watch me day after day trying to work it all out, and you know I found one of them, and you know what I did to him. But I know there was someone else there, and that someone else still works for you, and you protect them.”
“I don't pro-”
“Julios was killed last night.”
John stopped in his tracks and sat motionless. He was stunned.
“I chased the car but lost it. When I got back, his body was gone.”
John leaned forward and hung his head.
“Now you tell me why someone would choose that moment to shoot him.”
“The guns?”
“The guns, John?” Harvey’s face twisted in despair. “The guns? They’re gone. What the hell does it matter about the guns? Julios was killed!”
“Julios’ real name was Edgar Parrish,” said John, sitting back in his chair, “You want the truth? Sit down.” He spoke sternly, taking control of the argument. Harvey pulled a chair toward him and sat opposite John, who took a deep breath.
“Edgar Parrish was my personal bodyguard. You saw how good he was. When he was younger, he was wild, Harvey. He was frightening in fact. Back then the firm wasn’t as big as it is now, I only had one or two bars and a handful of loyal men, but we were making a name for ourselves, mostly due to Edgar’s ferocious appetite for violence and his undying loyalty to me.”
The door opened, and the drinks were brought in. The door closed silently behind Harvey.
“He did a job for me; it didn't go as planned. Julios had to go into hiding for a long while. I eventually brought him back out; I took care of him and got him a new identity, that’s when he became Julios Saville. You was just a baby then.” John sipped the coffee and winced at the hot drink. He placed it back on the desk and looked at Harvey, “Do not ever insinuate that my men mean anything less than everything to me, Harvey. It’s men like Edgar that helped me build the firm up. I owe them more than they owe me, and I’ll never be able to repay that debt.”
John stopped briefly. The two men stared at each other across the desk.
“The truth is, Son, that Edgar or Julios if you prefer, walked a thin line for many years; he knew as much as I did that one day something would happen, something terrible. What you’re feeling is natural, you’re mourning.”
“Of course I’m mourning, he was the only one that’s been honest with me, at least, I thought he was.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“I mean, I thought he told me everything he knew, until yesterday anyway; seems like even he was holding stuff back from me. It’s over, John. I feel like everybody knows something I don't, and everybody else looks on while I spend my life trying to understand who the hell I am, running around in circles and hitting dead ends time after time.”
“Julios trained you well, but you need to reign in the emotion, Harvey.”
“Julios trained me to be in control, to stay in control. This isn’t emotion, this is me having enough of all the lies and deceit.”
“The way I see it, we have a few problems to sort out, and you’re perfectly placed to sort them.” John licked his lips, “You’re on your own now, you always wanted Julios’ job, well now it’s yours, Harvey. I’ll double the payments.”
“Julios is still warm, don't insult me.”
"You know me, Harvey, I'm a practical man. One of the reasons I did so well is because I see the bigger picture, it's like a gift, Harvey. It’s also a curse. It means I can't relax because my mind is always planning."
“Well the latest plan didn't go so well did it?”
“No, Harvey it didn’t,” replied John.
“I’m done, I can’t chase shadows anymore, I’m cutting loose.”
“Harvey, hear me out. Julios’ body is missing. Either the police have him or Thomson’s lot. We are missing twelve MP-5s, which is a significant investment and a huge problem if it comes back our way. It means that someone who doesn't like us has them and can use them on us.” John took another sip of the hot coffee.
“None of this is my problem anymore, I told you.”
“Before you say anything Harvey, I’ll make you an offer. If you find me my guns and bring them back to me, and if you clean out the Thomsons, I’ll not only set you up so you can go on your jolly over to France and sit on the beach for the rest of your life but also…” He paused again to let the initial offer sink in, “I’ll tell you who it was that…hurt Hannah.”
“So if you know, why can’t you just tell me, why couldn't you have just told me years ago so I could put it behind me. She was your daughter, you swore to protect her.”
“I’m loyal to those who are loyal to me, Harvey. Besides, I couldn’t prove anything after you killed Jack.”
“Loyal? How is molesting your foster daughter loyal? You should have ripped his head off.”
“At the time, Harvey, there was no proof, he was extremely useful to me and to the success of the business. He had things on me that would have sunk this ship ten times over. I didn't want to believe it myself. It sickened me.”
There was a short silence while the offer hung in the air. Harvey could reach across the desk and get the name in less than a minute. But the offer was good, being given a name wouldn’t bring closure. Harvey needed to earn it.
“Tell me where the guns are and who has them, and kill Terry Thomson. A life of freedom, Harvey. Imagine it. You can get your revenge, and you can walk.”
“Why would you give up his name now? What’s changed?”
“Let’s just say he’s no longer as useful as he used to be, Harvey. He’s become a bit of a liability.”
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CARVER’S REWARD

Frank was at his desk staring up at the pinboard once more. The photo of Edgar Parrish was added to the top left alongside Adam Stimson and his band of merry men. The photo was pinned carefully and symmetrically; Frank had drawn a neat cross through Julios’ face from corner to corner to match Bradley Thomson’s and Donny Cartwright’s.
When the email came through with the results from the coroner’s office. Frank’s face broke into a broad smile. A weight lifted that had been dragging him down since the death of his wife, and the tension on the skin of his brow seemed to ease somehow.
It was the second piece of good news that he'd had that day. The MP5s that they found were recorded as untraceable, but Frank had received a call from the chief to tell him well done. The missing batch of guns were in fact originally twenty-four in number, which meant that there were still another twelve out there somewhere. The chief had said that should keep him busy. The undertones in the final sentence relayed the simple message, 'Find them.'
Calls from the chief were rare, and since Frank’s recent mistakes and reprimands, interactions with the chief had stopped altogether, leaving Frank full of ambiguity.
Frank’s desk phone rang, it was an internal number. He reached across to it and pushed the loudspeaker button.
“Carver.”
“Sir, you’ve been requested to join the chief in conference room two,” said the secretary.
“I’ll be right there, thank you.”
He sat back in his chair and took a deep breath. He gave a thought to his wife whose photo stared lovingly at him from the desk, she would have been proud. She had always supported him, even though she didn't understand the ins and outs of the work he did, she had always been there for him to vent; she had always been there to cheer him up when a case was tough, and the pressure was on.
He stood and pulled on his jacket. He checked his shoes were clean enough and left the room. Frank was nervous as he walked the corridor to the lifts and nearly pushed the wrong button when it pinged its arrival.
The elevator stopped on the third floor, and he stepped out, new faces smiled at him, old faces nodded their heads and carried on working. Phones rang continuously, it seemed like when one was answered another rang; constant noise. Printers spat out endless reams of paper, despite the so-called paperless environment the support staff were trying to achieve, and the hum of ambient noise was loud in his head.
He knocked on the door of conference room two and walked in. The chief was stood at the head of the room in his expensive suit. Melody, Reg and Denver sat at the table looking professional and not acknowledging Frank’s arrival. Instead, they listened intently on the anecdote the chief was telling.
At the back of the room were three others; one female and two males, all in sharp suits. Expensive looking bags sat by their feet, and shiny smartphones lay on the desks in front of them along with iPads and laptops. Frank recognised the asset sticker on the laptops as being department owned, and presumed they were senior of some description; he'd never seem them before, they were top floor maybe.
"Frank, come in," said the chief, stepping towards him and offering his hand. Frank shook it and sat opposite his team at the front of the long table. He looked across to them and nodded; Melody smiled at him and nodded back.
"Thank you all for coming," began the chief. "This won't take long, I know you are all as busy as I am. It is our duty to break the rings that form the illegal environment that pollutes this city, and every now and then we stumble upon a link in the chain. We follow that link to the next, and before long we reach the end of the chain. It is this very analogy that serves as this department’s raison d’etre." The chief had aimed the first of his speech to Frank and his team, but lifted his head to the three at the back for the next part, "We pride ourselves on the loyalty of the individuals that choose to work in this department. Their dedication plays a huge part in the success of the team. Recently, the four individuals sat between us found and killed an extremely dangerous man; a man who had been on the run for more than twenty years and who is believed to have been responsible for many crimes and countless murders. The actions performed by these individuals will allow us to close a whole range of unsolved crimes in the east London arena. For that," the chief looked back at the team, "I am very grateful. But," he continued, looking back at the three unknowns at the rear end of the room, "During the takedown, they managed to overcome a shipment of small arms, Heckler and Koch MP5s to be precise. These weapons were known to have been in the UK but were unaccounted for. Several teams were looking for them. They were believed to be smuggled in for the sole purpose of overcoming the transportation of several rare and priceless diamonds, purchased by an extremely influential family. The gems were valuable enough on their own, but the buyer’s social status would have made these diamonds invaluable. Once stolen, they could be purchased only within the confines of deepest of black market rings, at an unknown financial cost and we would have suffered heavy collateral damage; the reputation of the department would have never recovered. And for that," he looked back at Frank and his team, "I am deeply honoured to have you all on my team."
“Who was the suspect?” asked one the men at the rear of the room.
"Edgar Parrish, sir. He was a migrant of Portuguese descent and a trained killer. He was tied to the Cartwright family in the eighties, though the ties could never be proven, until he made a mistake, a severe mistake. The Cartwrights disowned him, and he disappeared, believed to have returned to his home country of Portugal. Recently Frank Carver and his team here discovered his association with the Cartwrights once more, and the rest as they say is history.”
The three people at the back of the room clapped briefly, in recognition of the success, but it was short and by no means an ovation.
"My proposal, ladies and gentlemen, is for Frank Carver and his team, Mills, Tenant and Cox," the chief nodded at each one as he spoke their names, "to run independently of the department. A small specialised unit, segregated from the internal affairs and politics of a shared office space, to concentrate their efforts entirely on organised crime. I can discuss the budget with you later, but I do believe the team should be rewarded well, housed in a specialised unit and report directly to me. The operation would be dark. Only those people in this room would have knowledge of it, and the team would not be in a position to accept the success of any operation for the purposes of remaining dark. The success of any operation would fall to this department."
"And of course, any failures? We'd have to put it to the board," chimed the lady in the suit.
“Of course, but given the success of the team so far and potential success for the department, I see no reason for objection.”
“Why these individuals? If we were to form a dark operations team, we could select from anyone in the Met or SO10.”
"Because, ma'am, these individuals together have all the skills and traits a small team would need. They may expand at some point, but the focus would be to remain small and discreet. Carver here has the transformational leadership skills and understands the mindset of the criminal better than any detective I've ever met." The chief held his hand out as if presenting Frank to the panel, he lowered it and raised his other to present the rest of the team. "Mills, martial arts expert and reconnaissance expert, and Bisley one-hundred championship marksman. She has photography, topography and satellite skills that have proved to be invaluable to the department." Melody blushed slightly at the recognition. The chief moved his hand along to Reg.
"Tenant. Tech genius, solely responsible for hacking into the MoD firewall and bringing an entire training facility to a standstill in power, data and security. The attack was the reason for the ninety million pound network security overhaul in two thousand and eight, which resulted in all of us attending the security awareness program, if you remember?"
“So, we hired him?” asked one of the men incredulously.
"Tenant subsequently attacked the MoD again and armed the tier two defence system, which elicited several heated telephone calls between Downing Street and The White House."
“Again, so we hired him?”
The chief looked at Reg, who was red-faced and looking at his knees, ”How old were you when you managed all of this Tenant?”
Reg looked up at the chief, failing to conceal the childish smirk that ran across his face from ear to ear, “Fifteen, sir.”
"Fifteen years old," said Frank, "Tenant was also responsible for a well-known oil company's six percent share price drop in two thousand and ten. He was once again arrested and entered into a government-funded rehabilitation program for minors, where we trained him to use his skills in a more ethical manner beneficial to the country." The chief nodded at Reg, who returned to his attention back to his phone.
“And this one?” asked the lady, nodding at Denver.
“Cox is one of the best mechanics, electrical engineers, pilots and drivers you will ever meet. Cox, why don't you tell your story?”
Cox looked up, wide-eyed like a rabbit in headlights.
“Go on,” the chief prompted.
"Well, my father put me in a go-cart when I was a kid, and I ended up winning the race; I loved it so much, he eventually bought me my own cart. I went on to win the national championship four years running and went into early formula cars. I preferred streetcars, so finished on the formula scene and got into rallycross. I won the European rallycross two years running. Since then, I earned my pilot's license, helicopter license and I'm sponsored by Red Bull in the international rallycross and the Red Bull Air Race."
“How did you come to work for the department?”
"I led the motorway police on a chase and got away, ma'am."
The three looked confused, “So how did you come to work here?"
The chief stepped in, “Ma’am, I’m afraid the team’s modesty is not doing them justice. The particular car chase involved two police helicopters and around fifteen ground units. We found his photo on a speed camera that flashed during the chase and that was the only reason we found him.” The chief paused, “Cox was entered into a rehabilitation program, which led to enhanced driving techniques, and eventually he found his way to us.”
The lady shook her head and pursed her lips disapprovingly, “Who else would you need?” she asked. She was making notes on the iPad which was propped up on its attached keyboard.
The chief looked at Frank, “Carver?”
"First and foremost, thank you, sir, for such a most humbling description of my team." He turned his attention to the rear of the room, "Ma'am. Sirs. Apologies if my analysis is not as thorough as you would expect from such a significant proposal. As you are aware, I have only just learned of this development as you have, but," he cleared his throat, "I can see, by looking at the range of skill sets here in this room, that I would need one more pair of hands to get the unit operational. I'll prepare an in-depth report and submit it to the chief here for your perusal. The report will be comprehensive; there will be an outline of the facility requirements, plans for growth and associated targets. I wouldn't imagine the funding would be offered for everything the unit would require without prior demonstrations of the capabilities, so I'll incorporate a growth and cost analysis. I believe with such a team working closely together without the interruptions of department duties and restrictions, the success rate would be extremely high. I know of several operations that could be expedited if they were given to a dark ops team. Currently, as you are aware, existing dark ops are over-resourced working on anti-terrorism efforts, and rightly so. However, this does leave a large void for native and domestic organised crime to fall under the radar."
“Thank you,” said the lady, “do you have any more questions for us?”
“I have a question,” said Reg. He raised his hand like a schoolboy and grinned from ear to ear, as he often did.
“Go ahead, Mr Tenant,” said one of the men.
"The chief and Frank have both offered extremely compelling reasons for the four of us to work together, with verbal justification for growth that will be supported by a comprehensive report. Yet you still believe Mr Cox and I to be a risk, don't you? You see us as somewhat inappropriate for the sensitive nature of a dark ops unit. Maybe because of our backgrounds, of which I can assure you that the chief here and Frank have both done a sterling job of steering our skills into good use; a more ethical manner I believe it was described as." He glanced at the chief, who looked stunned at the interaction between what was essentially the tech guy and a very senior member of the board of defence. Reg took a sip of the water in front of him, but left no room for interruption. "Secondly, can I please ask what you would like to know, or rather, what is it that we could do to convince you that we are indeed both a safe pair of hands and the very best at what we do? What is that you would like to see from us? How can we demonstrate our competence to you all? If this were to move forward it would clearly benefit the department, the country even, and definitely our careers. It’s an opportunity that I think we are all very interested in pursuing," he glanced around at the rest of the team who all sat in shock, but nodded, wide-eyed.
“I’m not sure I fully understand the question, Mr Tenant,” said the lady, “could you be more concise?”
"Well, ma'am. We would all like to pursue the opportunity to defend our country using the skills that we have. After all, not everyone has an opportunity like this. So how can we put a circle around our names on that iPad of yours" he indicated at Denver and himself, "just like you have around Melody's name, instead of those lines that you've drawn through Denver's name and my own?"
"How on earth..." she said, picking up her iPad and looking at the back of the device as if it were transparent. She checked over her shoulder for cameras in the room. She glared at him. "The network connection is disabled, blue-tooth is disabled, and the device is encrypted," she said, closing the iPad and laying it flat on the large conference table and turning a deep red. "How?" She pushed it across the table away from her.
"Easy when you know how, I wouldn't want to bore you with the technicalities of tapping into the insecurities of modern devices, it'd spoil the fun. I didn't mean to be intrusive, ma'am, I merely wanted to demonstrate the capabilities we have, and the only way I know how to do that is by, well, demonstrating them." He stopped for another sip of water and raised the glass to his smirking mouth. "By the way, sir," he caught the attention of one of the men, "your wife just Whatsapped you, reminding you not to forget that her parents will be visiting tonight. She's cooking lamb, but you need to pick up a bottle of red on your way home. I can recommend a fantastic South African red if you want, its perfect for lamb, and has a real fruity bite."
The man looked totally distraught, but the other man appeared suitably impressed, nodded his head and made a note in his paper notebook.
“I think we’ve had enough for one day-” the chief interjected, he was worried the charade would ruin the hard work and progress that had been made so far.
"If I may?" continued Reg, "I apologise for my immaturity. If you would like, I can show you how to protect yourselves from others who can do what I do."
"I'd like that," the woman said, slowly.
"I would like to finish with a brief statement,” Frank chimed in, "if we do this, it’s all of us here, the team or nothing at all. That's my terms."
The panel all looked between each other.
"I look forward to your comprehensive report, Mr Carver."
"Thank you, ma'am."
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LIVESTOCK

Shaun sat in the lounge area of the big office. The muted TV showed images of the news program, the chain of event was easy to follow. The Koreans were mad at someone, China had refused to take sides, and stocks had fallen, and nothing else in the world really mattered.
The van pulled into the courtyard and Shaun watched through the window as Lenny and Rob climbed out and started unloading boxes and bags into the garage.
“Why don't you go help them, Shaun?” said Terry from behind his desk, “I need some time; no distractions.”
There had been no celebrations following the deal. They had got away with it, and it was the wildest thing Shaun had ever done. It had also been the scariest, but the buzz that followed was incredible.
Attention in the office was now turned to Bradley’s funeral; the old man was holding himself together well. Shaun had heard the arrangement being made over the phone and orders being given to Lenny and Rob.
He stood and left the room pulled his hoodie up and left the building. He walked across the gravel towards the two men.
“Capone, how you doing?” asked Lenny in a mock Italian accent.
“I’m okay. I was told to come and help, what can I do?”
“Listen, Shaun, you’re not really a people person are you?”
“Eh?”
“You may have been told to come and help, but you don't need to come out and tell us you’ve been told to come and help. Right Rob?”
“That’s right, Lenny.”
Shaun looked confused.
“See, if you had walked up to us and said, ‘Hey guys, can I help you?’ we would have just thought it was your exceedingly good nature that brought you out here in the cold, and we’d have appreciated the gesture. However, being told to come out means that you are in fact reluctant to help but will do it because the boss said to, right?”
“I guess.”
“He guesses, Rob.” Lenny climbed into the rear of the van and pulled a few boxes to the edge before jumping back down and passing them to Rob.
Rob just snorted but remained impartial and carried on shifting the boxes.
“What are you doing anyway?”
“We’re emptying the van, Shaun, what does it look like we’re doing?” Lenny dropped another box carefully to the ground.
“What is all this stuff?
“Blimey he don't stop asking questions does he, Rob?”
“No mate, he doesn't stop asking questions.”
“You know what, Rob?” said Lenny.
“What’s that, Lenny?”
“I seem to remember something about questions, it was something the boss said about asking too many of them.” Shaun looked at the floor. He had thought that he’d won some respect from the two men, but they were both still as mean as ever.
“Oh, I remember that,” said Rob, in mock thought. He stopped and leaned on a box, “What was it now? Was it, if you ask too many questions you get to lay in a big cosy bed all day, and the boss would pay for hookers to keep you company?”
“No, I don't think so, Rob, that doesn’t ring any bells. Was it, if you ask too many questions the boss will make you a roast dinner with all the trimmings and serve it to you while you watch the match?”
“Hmm, no I don't think it was that either,” said Rob, “I’m sure it had something to do with…”
“Pigs,” they both said at the same time.
“That’s it,” said Lenny, “pigs.”
“If you ask too many questions the boss will feed you to the pigs.”
“Alright, alright, I get it,” said Shaun. The two men laughed at his dejection.
"Look if you really want to help, why don't you grab that sack over there and the gaffer tape?" said Lenny, passing the last box to Rob.
Shaun found an old hessian sack on the floor and the gaffer tape on a shelf. He passed them to Lenny who threw them into the back of the van.
“Is that it?” Shaun asked.
“Easy eh?” said Lenny.
“One day you’ll be as good as us at moving boxes and passing the gaffer tape,” said Rob.
“Is that more guns?” said Shaun, pointing to a wooden crate, identical to the previous one that he’d sold the contents of.
“I don't believe it, Rob.”
“I’m flabbergasted, Len.”
“What?” said Shaun.

The little pocket in the bushes where Harvey stashed his bike sat in the darkness waiting for him.
He took a walk, as he had done once already, through the field and came upon the house. The light from the garages lit the courtyard where the van was parked with its rear doors open. Harvey sat in the spot where the gun had been aimed at him and watched as two men pulled boxes from the van and placed them in the garage. There were boxes of wine, beer and spirits, plus other boxes. They didn't look heavy. Harvey assumed Bradley Thomson's wake would be held at the house.
He walked further down the field to come behind the house on the right side of the road. He slipped silently around the side of the garages where he had stood once before. If anybody were to drive down the lane, he'd be seen in the headlights, but he would see any cars coming and have time to hide, besides he hadn’t seen a single other car on the road both times he’d been.
He listened to the two men chat.
“I don't know how the old man does it. Imagine having your son killed and still being able to hold it together enough to plan the job up north, sell a load of guns to Cartwright and arrange the funeral.”
“Yeah, I feel for him. I did ask if we could help, but he said he’d take care of it, he wanted to.”
“You think he feels guilty?”
“For what? Bradley? No, he walked the line, we all do, right?”
“Yeah, you ever think about getting out before it’s too late?”
“What do you mean, too late?”
“You know, getting killed. Seems like it’s getting serious again; Bradley’s dead, that guy at the gun deal, I even heard the old man talking to that bloke on the phone, I think he’s going after the Cartwright boy.”
“What bloke?”
“You know,” the man began to talk in hushed tones, “the bloke he gets to take care of business.”
“John? Terry’s going after John?”
“Shhh. No his son, Donny.”
“None of it makes sense mate, and as for getting out, do you really think you could walk away from all this with your knees intact?”
“Hold on, keep it down, Rob.” Harvey heard footsteps on the gravel, “Capone, how you doing?”
“I’m okay,” the new voice said, “I was told to come and help, what can I do?”
Harvey placed the weak voice immediately. Shaun Tyson. He had a perfect opportunity to find the guns, finish Thomson and his target. It needed to be done right. He needed to plan.
He carried on listening. The urge to step around to the front and shoot all three of them dead was strong, but Harvey resisted. He wanted Tyson to suffer. That was the point, he’d welcome death. Suffering would be retribution. A little more for the memories of Hannah and all the countless others, so they could rest.
“Is that more guns?”
Harvey’s attention was grabbed, and a rare smile crept onto his face as the plan formulated.
“I don't believe it, Rob.”
“I’m flabbergasted, Len.”
“What?” asked the simple voice.
Harvey heard the muffled screams and shouts of Tyson. He imagined the scene taking place behind the wall with striking accuracy.
One of the men had his had over Tyson's mouth. The dull thumps of two well-paced body punches quieted the noise, but his feet still scraped on the concrete garage floor. Harvey could see it all take place. He heard the gaffer tape being ripped off the roll; he heard the sharp inhale of air through Tyson's nose as he fought to control his breathing with his mouth taped up. Harvey stepped back into the trees and moved further to the corner of the garage to gain a better view. He saw under the open rear door of the van as Tyson was thrown onto the back, his knees hit the gravel floor hard, and his body lay on the wooden interior. His hands were bound behind him, and his legs were wrapped inside the hessian sack with gaffer taped around his knees and down to his ankles.
“Questions, Shaun, we told you.”
Shaun’s legs were helped up into the van and thrown unceremoniously into the back. The doors were slammed and locked.
“Are we taking him tonight or in the morning?” asked one of the men to the other.
“Let’s just get it done. Tomorrow is a big day for Terry, it’d be one less thing for him to worry about.”
Harvey watched from the shadows as they walked to the front of the van and open the doors. The garage door closed and the courtyard light turned off automatically, plunging the large driveway into darkness. As soon as the van door on the side closest to the road was pulled shut, he made his move.
He pounced onto the back of the van, timing his step onto the rear bumper with the lift of the clutch and the movement of the vehicle. Clinging to the rear doors, he wedged his fingers into the gaps between the doors and the van and pulled himself close as Lenny turned right and took the van along the empty country lane. It stopped at a junction, giving Harvey a moment to adjust his fingers and reposition his hand before they turned left onto a wider lane. They hadn't gone far when they slowed and pulled into a group of farm buildings. It wasn't an old farmhouse converted into a country pad for rich men like John Cartwright or Terry Thomson, it was a working farm.
The main house looked old, dark, and poorly maintained while the barns looked well kept. Fresh mud flew from the wheels as the van passed through the centre of a cluster of barns and pens and onto a bumpy track that ran between fenced off fields.
The driver stayed in first gear, and the ride was jolting. Harvey hung to the edge of the doors and planted his feet firmly on the bumper. The van struggled in the mud, and nearly stuck fast, but the driver kept the power on and turned the front wheels, finding traction. They managed to get through eventually.
He felt the van stop and heard the handbrake. He chanced a glance around the van and saw three massive hogs in a large pen surrounded on three sides by trees. They began to grunt at the arrival of the men. Harvey sensed it was not the first time they had seen the big white dinner van. He heard the passenger door open, so stepped down to the mud and rolled under the van. The driver joined the passenger, and the rear doors were opened.
“Time to meet your maker, Shauny.”
Muffled whines and screams came through the floor of the van, followed by scuffled struggles on the van's wooden floor as they pulled Tyson out and onto the ground. He hit the floor hard, his wide eyes were streaming with panicked tears of fear, and his breathing was short and sharp through his nose. He rolled onto his side when one man kicked him to be quiet, and his eyes fell on Harvey; they pleaded for Harvey to help.
“Don't worry, the noise excites the pigs, they love it. Gets them all horny or hungry, one of the two, I doubt young Shaun would mind if they get a bit frisky, dirty little perv would probably enjoy it.”
Shaun lay on his side watching Harvey. Harvey put his finger to his lips and motioned for him to look away, but Shaun's eyes remained fixed on Harvey until recognition set in and fright took over. He began to panic and kick out at the men.
“Come on, let’s get him in there,” said one of the men, and Harvey saw a hand reach down to grab Shaun under an arm. “Grab the other one then, Rob, I want to get back, I’m bloody freezing. My trainers are ruined as well.”
The other pair of legs moved closer, and another arm reached down to Shaun. He was whisked from view.
Harvey turned under the van, and watched as the men dragged Tyson away toward to the pen; four feet sticking in the mud slipped into the darkness. Tyson’s feet wrapped in the hessian sack dragged helplessly between them.
Harvey quietly rolled out from under the van and moved carefully around to the rear doors, treading softly in the mud behind the preoccupied men.
He stood ten feet behind them in the darkness as the two men called the pigs over.
Pigs do not typically respond to being called, they respond to being fed. The pigs came to the fence and fought for the prime position. Their size was impressive, the biggest swine Harvey had ever seen; bulky shadows wallowing in the dark mud. But the noise they made was the most impressive. The loud grunts and snorts of the hogs gave no indication of the number, but the noise was chaotic as they fought to be at the front. The racket allowed Harvey to step closer to the men.
He drew his knife from his belt and switched the handgun to his left hand. He stepped around behind one of the men, who both stood leaning on the fence, antagonising the hogs.
Harvey reached around and forced the razor-sharp blade to cut the man's throat, his left arm with the gun raised at the other man who was stood on the first rung of the fence, clapping to get the attention of the pigs. He didn't even notice his friend was drowning in his own blood.
The man next to Harvey coughed a lungful of blood into the pen and slipped to the floor clutching his neck. His frantic gargles were lost to the grunts. One of the pigs caught the scent of the fresh blood in the muddy pen and trotted over, greedily scouring the filth. The last man followed its trot and then, with the realisation of someone who had led a life of danger, he stiffened; finally aware of the gun that was pointed at him. He slowly stepped down to the ground.
He looked at his friend on the ground, but gave no effort to save him, or call to him. The shape on the ground stopped twitching and lay still.
“Do you know what you’ve just done?” he called to Harvey.
“Pretty sure, put your hands on the fence.”
“Do you know who we are?”
“I don’t care who you are, put your hands on the fence.”
"Are you going to shoot me or what?" the man said as he placed both hands on the fence. The hogs came to him and increased the noise level.
“The fence. Climb it.”
“What?”
Harvey didn’t repeat himself.
“No, no you’re going to have to shoot me.”
Harvey remained impassive.
The man looked around him into the darkness beyond the van.
"I'm alone, but you won't get far,” Harvey said. “You think you can make it to the other side before they get you?"
“Are you crazy? What are you doing?”
Harvey had seen it before many times. A man who knew that death was imminent asked questions with no answers, their brain somehow buying time.
“You make it to the other side, I’ll let you go.”
The man looked at the distance, the fence on the far side of the pen was barely visible in the black night. The hogs stood jostling for position and reaching their heads up eagerly.
Harvey walked toward him, switching the blade and the gun but keeping the Sig Sauer P226 aimed at the man’s head. He pressed the gun into the back of his skull, being careful to keep the distance between them. A desperate man will try desperate things.
“Keep your hands on the fence.”
Harvey felt around the man's waist and removed the gun. It was a small compact Beretta Nano, useless anywhere further than twenty feet away.
"I'll give you a fighting chance," said Harvey, tossing the man's gun into the middle of the pen. The hogs saw the move and heard the dull sound of the weapon hitting the mud behind them. They turned and scrambled to find it, their greed leading their minds.
“Now’s your chance,” said Harvey stepping back.
The man looked behind him at Harvey. His eyes were wild now. Adrenaline pumped through his body, and Harvey saw the fast rise and fall of his chest. The man psyched himself up with three loud breaths, his hands gripped the top bar of the fence, and he lunged upwards. He jumped down to the other side still holding the fence. Harvey acted fast, he jammed his knife through the man's hand and deep into the soft wood. It held fast. The man screamed, at first with shock and pain as he tried to release the fence, then he cried with fear at the realisation of what was about to happen.
"No, no, you said. You ass-hole, you said. No, stop, don't leave me here," he switched his head between Harvey and the hogs, who had stopped sniffing the inedible gun and now eyed him with curiosity. The bigger of the hogs took a step toward him. He grabbed the knife with his left hand and tried to pull, but Harvey saw the pain shoot through him in a violent burst of nerves. His hand slipped off the bloody wood of the knife's handle. The hogs moved closer.
Harvey waited for the pigs to reach the man before he turned and walked toward Tyson, just to make sure he couldn't somehow free himself before the pigs reached their dinner. He reached down, grabbed the sack and dragged his body to the van.
Harvey lifted the young man into the empty cargo space of the vehicle, turning his nose at the stink; he'd soiled himself.
He slammed the doors closed and walked back to the man who had stopped calling and threatening and had begun to cry as two of the hogs sniffed inquisitively around his legs. Harvey reached the body of the first man and bent to retrieve the van keys.
Looking up, Harvey saw one of the hogs take a tentative bite of the man’s soft flesh. Huge incisors sunk easily into the skin. He screamed himself hoarse, and jerked on his trapped hand, pulling the blade through the flesh. He growled through gritted teeth as he pulled harder. Louder still as the blade found the joints of his knuckles.
Harvey looked on with admiration of the man’s tenacity. He saw the man give a final wrench; his hand split in two and freed him from the knife. He stepped backwards and stumbled over the pigs onto his back. The largest of the hogs looked down at him, sniffed, then opened his mouth and closed his jaws around his face. The screams were wild and carnal. The ruined body of the man frantically fought the hogs off, but they were undeterred.
By the time Harvey had manhandled the first man's body over the fence and closed the driver side door of the van, the screaming had stopped, and the quiet content snorts of the hogs hung in the darkness; only the percussive tones of cracking bone and gristle accompanied their baritone grunts.
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THE END OF AN ERA

Frank found the farm in the dark lane and drove past. His replacement Volvo was identical to his previous one and hugged the road with a familiar, secure feeling.
He turned right at the end of the road and right again back towards to the farm, finding a spot at the top of the hill to stop and look down upon it. He turned off the engine and pulled his binos from his bag. It wasn't hard to find the farm through the lenses, with it being the only lit building in the middle of the otherwise dark landscape.
He saw three buildings in a U-shape. The largest one in the centre remained unlit, he could see only the building on the left. Garages. The left door was open with a white van backed up to the entrance, and a single bright light on the soffit board lit the small compound. The building to the right faced away from Frank; he couldn't see if it was lit from where he stood.
There was a small flurry of activity around the back of the van, and the doors were slammed shut. The noise reached Frank faintly a second later.
Two men climbed into the van, and the compound fell into darkness as the garage door closed, triggering the automatic light to turn off.
The van pulled away, its headlights lighting the narrow lane in front, and turned right, away from Frank. He saw it meander along the road and watched as the lights faded into the distance behind trees and hedgerows.
He sat and waited for further activity, then slowly took the walk down the hill. Keeping to the side of the lane, he could jump out of the way if the van returned. Soon he stood on the threshold of the property.
Frank made his way into the courtyard, keeping to the right-hand wall that led him behind the conifers lining the perimeter. He stayed quiet and listened for the sounds of anybody approaching or dogs, he hated dogs.
The narrow space between the trees and the wall led to the rear of the property, where Frank found nothing but dark, empty windows and a dark, empty gravel-floored garden. A pair of iron gates were at the back of the garden, and Frank found that he could slip between two loosely chained ones. If he needed to escape, he'd make it, and sink into the darkness.
A light came on in the ground floor of the house. Frank saw that the room's central feature was a large brick fireplace, the type that serves a parlour on one side, and a lounge on the other. Two heavy orchestral chords struck loud through the glass. The space between them seemed to fill the void between Terry and Frank. It was the opening of Mozart's Don Giovani opera. He saw Terry Thomson in his gown leaning against the mantel. He was focused on something, but somehow his eyes were far away. A framed picture stood on the mantelpiece.
Frank cautiously stepped out of the light, worked his way through the shadows to the window and peered inside. Terry was fifteen feet from him, holding onto the wooden mantelpiece with both hands; a few tears rolled down his face, and his lips were curled in an angry snarl. Mozart was building behind him in winding woodwind arpeggios.
Frank watched, allowing the man his moment of weakness, a voyeur to his suffering. Frank thought of the times he too had broken. Times when he was alone, times when the smallest thing reminded him of his wife, like the time soon after her funeral when he'd walked mud into the house. He cleaned it before she had a chance to find it, knowing full well that she'd never find it. He wished she could find it. He'd knelt on the floor and picked up the loose mud, and used a sponge to clean the rug her mother had bought them. He'd broken down then, at the foot of the stairs, he’d curled into a ball and sobbed like a baby.
Frank looked on at Terry Thomson now and felt his pain, his loss. He saw himself standing there. No one else would know the pain of loss. The feeling that you are the only person ever to have experienced it; it was overwhelming.
Terry walked to the far side of the room by the doorway hidden from Frank's view. He poured himself a tumbler of brandy; it was a healthy measure. He scooped some ice from the ice bucket on the drinks cabinet and returned to the photo on the mantel.
Terry raised his glass to his dead son while he stood in the centre of the room. Meanwhile, Mozart faded into the soft tones that marked the halfway point of the overture. Wind instruments replaced the heavy strings; delicate tones clung to the ceiling and the walls. Then slowly and softly the string section increased in depth, building with each bar. Frank was transfixed. It was a solo performance; a monologue taking place before him. The music sang the unspoken words of Thomson's expression with eerie synchronicity. The pace of the orchestra increased with the intensity of Terry's tears.
The wind instruments sang his tears, and the tenor strings sang his pounding heart. Frank watched as Terry turned to refill his drink and froze, he stared at the doorway. Frank moved to see what had caught Thomson's eye, but the entrance remained out of view. Frank looked on enthralled.
Thomson shook his head slowly, he was denying something, death maybe. His eyes were downcast; it was not the behaviour of such a powerful man. Until he looked back up. His eyes moved first. His head seemed to follow. His snarl reappeared, and he raised his arms as if welcoming the guest in the doorway. Frank's eyes widened with the realisation of what was about to happen, but his feet remained planted, he had to watch; it was the final act.
Mozart artfully pieced the long and winding trails of flute and clarinet, like two intertwining birds gracefully flying alongside each other; lower and lower, until they met the deep roar of the river of cello strings, flying so close to the surface of the thunderous swell they almost touched. The river grew wild and ferocious, the birds fought to stay out of reach, but each time they were coerced back down by the charm and lull of the rhythm.
The music built its crescendo, piece by piece, until the stage in Frank's mind was a riot of perfectly timed and orchestrated dancing arms, until the birds and water met in an epic mutual climax, and Terry Thomson fell the floor. His brandy glass bounced on the soft carpet and smashed on the hearth of the great fireplace. His hand clutched at his broken heart; his bleeding chest. He took a last painful breath, looked up at the photo of his son, and closed his eyes in peace as Mozart faded to a deathly silence.

Harvey took the lanes slowly until he found the turn into the lane near the farm. He killed the lights and the engine and rolled down the hill and into the courtyard. He silently closed the van door and stepped onto the gravel. With the two heavies gone, Terry would be alone.
Harvey began to formulate a plan. The main house had an upstairs light on, then through the opaque glass doors, he saw a light turn on at the rear of the house. He tried the front door, softly and slowly turning the handle. It was unlocked.
Harvey stepped into the house and closed the door behind him to stop the breeze announcing his arrival. Classical music began to play, it came from the only lit room in the building, which was through the long hallway to the rear of the house. He pulled his Sig out once more and quietly stepped along it.
He edged into view around the door frame, listening for voices, but all he heard was the loud orchestra. Creeping further along the hallway, he caught sight of a robed arm holding a brandy. Further still, he found himself looking at the back of Terry Thomson's head.
Thomson was stood leaning against the mantel. A picture of Bradley and Terry in a restaurant somewhere was the focus of his attention. Terry turned, and Harvey stepped back and raised his Sig, waiting for him to walk around the corner, but he didn't. Instead, Harvey heard the chink of ice in a glass, a sniff, then the metallic sound of the aluminium lid being replaced on the ice bucket. Harvey chanced another look. He edged around slowly until once again he found Terry. Edging further still, he saw Terry standing in the centre of the room with his glass raised to the photo of Bradley.
Harvey stepped forward.
The music was loud, not how Harvey liked to work. Peace and quiet would have been safer, but he was committed.
The orchestra worked itself into a frenzy, building up to a crescendo as Terry turned, saw Harvey standing in the doorway, and froze.
“You want closure?” asked Harvey.
Terry Thomson just stared at first. Then he shook his head, denial. At least he wasn't begging for his life like most of them did. Harvey had seen many so-called hard bastards beg for their life, piss themselves and cry for their mums. Terry stood firm.
“I killed Bradley.”
Terry shook his head once more, wrenching his eyes closed and looking to the floor. Then he composed himself and accepted death.
Terry raised his eyes and his head. He stared directly at Harvey, took a deep breath in, raised his arms in welcome to death, and nodded. He was ready.
Two shots; one in the heart and one in the forehead.
Terry hit the floor just as the music finished. The timing was impeccable. His glass bounced and smashed on the brick fireplace as he took his last breath.
Harvey was out of the door by the time Mozart’s act one had begun. He opened the garage door on the left and saw the crate. It was stood on a pallet in the centre of the second garage.
Harvey prised off the lid and let it fall to the floor. Inside were twelve Heckler and Koch MP-5s. In a few moments he had the van backed up and the rear doors open.
Tyson lay in a heap by the bulkhead. Wide-eyed and scared, he shuffled himself further into the corner when the dim light fell into the van.
"Not your time yet, Shaun. Just you keep quiet." Harvey began shifting the guns into the back of the van.
Harvey heard footsteps on the gravel as he loaded the last gun. He peered around the van and saw a man in a long coat on the edge of the gravel. He was stood there looking at the house. He saw Harvey and called out to him.
“Hello,” the man said, he had a subtle Scottish accent, “I’m looking for an old friend of mine.”
"Good for you," said Harvey, closing the rear doors. He walked to the edge of the garage and hit the button for the door, which began to close automatically. The courtyard light turned off, and the driveway fell into darkness.
“I’m sorry,” the man said, “I didn’t tell you his name. It’s Terry, Terry Thomson?” Harvey walked to the driver’s door, and the man edged closer.
"Mr Thomson is having a bit of a lie-down, come back tomorrow, eh," said Harvey, pulling the door closed.
The man began to say something else, but Harvey chose to ignore him and drive away. He glanced to his right to make sure the old man was out of the way and saw the gun pointing at him through the glass. The old man nodded at the ignition.
“Hands where I can see them,” he said.
Harvey put his hands on the steering wheel and looked him, not defiantly and not aggressively, but like he was making Harvey late.
“Out,” the man said, stepping back.
Harvey opened the door of the van and stepped down, keeping his hands in view. The man took one more step back, maintaining a safe distance.
“Who are you?” he asked.
Harvey didn’t reply.
“It was you that killed Bradley Thomson wasn’t it, but who do you really work for Mr Stone? How’s Adam Stimson?”
Harvey thought on this a moment. “Probably sipping a pina colada somewhere in St Tropez.”
“Is that right?” said the man. “Are you sure he’s not up north somewhere, planning a job?”
“And what job might that be?”
“Don't play me for a fool, I know more than you think.” Said the man, “Or are you really one of Cartwright’s boys?”
“Okay, well why don’t you tell me something?” Said Harvey, “Then we can both be in the know eh, I’m just picking something up.”
“And Mr Thomson knows you’re here does he?”
“Mr Thomson won’t have any objections, no.”
"You're Harvey Stone, I know you are," said the man. Right then, Tyson must have heard the conversation and kicked the side of the van from inside, and the man's attention was briefly turned to the noise. Harvey reached out with one hand and grabbed the handgun. He twisted the gun, which still had the mans finger in the trigger guard. A round fired into the air. The old man tried to release his hand, but Harvey had his elbow locked. The whole arm was twisted, and the man was forced to bend over or have his arm snapped. Harvey had done this with one hand. He gently released the gun from the man's hand and pocketed it.
“You’re a cop.”
The man did not reply, he merely grunted at the pain and prepared himself to be shot.
With his other hand, Harvey reached around and brought the man’s arms together. He released the man’s belt and bound his arms behind his back.
"You're lucky," said Harvey. "Kneel." The man dropped to his knees in the gravel.
“Why is that? I don't feel so lucky right now.”
Harvey bent lower to whisper in Frank’s ear, ”Because I’m a good guy and I don't kill cops.”
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TRUTH OR DARE

Harvey drove the van through the open gates into John’s grounds and carried on past the house to the garages on the far side of the property.
He pulled the van into the long building between John's 1963 E-Type Jaguar and his Triumph Spitfire. Both cars were immaculately restored to their original condition and lay under custom-made car covers. Harvey had no real enthusiasm for cars and ignored them as he passed. He hit the garage door switch to close it and walked back to his house.
The little house felt strange, like he'd been away for a while. By the time he showered he was beat and slept in the single armchair in the lounge.
He dreamed once more of dark and light, and of fluid shapes. He chased Hannah through long grass at the edge of a wide beach. She ran slowly so that his young legs could catch her. He closed in, laughing and seeing her smile. The sky grew bright with the sun, but each time he tried to grab her she appeared further away, and the sky around her silhouette turned dark.
He woke before the sun, which was standard for Harvey, and walked across to John's house. He wanted to deliver the news before John left for work. Then once he had finished what he'd started, he could be free to go. It was the end of an era.
"Morning, Harvey," said John cheerily from behind his desk. He had a coffee in front of him and was reading the paper.
"It's done," said Harvey dryly.
"I can see, Harvey. It says so right here. The papers don't mess about, do they? Probably couldn't wait to tell the world that Terry Thomson has been killed," John looked away out of the window. "All these years we've been enemies, Harvey. You know, I think I’ll miss him."
Harvey didn’t reply.
“He burnt down my first bar you know.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah, he reckoned I was on his patch. I weren’t. On his patch, you know?”
Harvey didn’t respond.
“Funny isn’t it?”
“What’s funny?”
“Life, Harvey. Life.”
“It depends on your sense of humour, John.”
“I can’t remember the last time I saw you laugh, Harvey.”
“I don't remember complaining about it.”
“No, of course not. You never complained about anything really. When you were a little boy, you laughed at everything, always smiling you were.”
John looked up at Harvey, “Did I do okay?”
“When?”
“You know, as a dad. Was I a good dad?”
“Like I said, I don't remember complaining.”
“You had everything you needed right?”
“For a while.”
John sensed the reference to Hannah.
“I’m going to miss you, Harvey. Honestly, Son. I love Donny of course, I love you both. But you have something inside you that any dad would be proud of. You’re a special guy, Son.”
Harvey didn’t respond.
“When are you leaving?”
“Depends.”
“What are you going to do when I give you the name?”
“You really want to know?”
“No. No, probably best I don't know eh?”
Another silence fell.
“The guns?” John asked, his eyebrow raised questioningly.
“In a van in the garage. You’ll need to get rid of it.”
John nodded, “All of them?”
Harvey didn't reply.
“Good. Good work. You sure I can’t convince you to stay, Harvey?”
“No. It’s time.”
“Okay, okay. So you want the name then I imagine?” John stood and walked to his liquor cupboard. It was early, but the day was already full of loss. John poured himself a brandy, three ice cubes. He set it down on the desk and walked to Harvey.
“Give your old man a hug, Son. Before you go eh?”
Harvey gave the older man a hug. He smelled the coffee and brandy, he’d never forget that smell.
John walked back to his chair, sipped his brandy and leaned forward, linking his fingers as he did.
“You know who it is, don't you?”
“I have an idea.”
“Who do you think it is?”
“Sergio.”
“How come you never acted on it then?”
“Nobody ever confirmed it. You always protected him.”
John nodded, “I’m sorry, Son.”
“Why are you telling me, now of all times?”
“Why am I telling you? He’s no longer an asset, Harvey, black and white.”
“Did he set Julios up?”
“Not directly, but…yes,” John paused. “Sergio knows too much, Harvey. He’s become a liability.”
“Where is he now?”
“I don't know, at the office probably.”
“Message him, tell him to come here then leave.”
John picked up his phone and sent Sergio a message saying he was working from home and that he should join him.
“When are you leaving, Son?” asked John.
“I’ll be gone when you get back.”
John’s eyes moistened a little.
“You know where the cash will be right?”
Harvey nodded.
An SMS alert sounded on John’s phone. John looked down at it, nodded, then looked up at Harvey.
“Bye, Son.”
“Bye, Dad.”
John walked to the door, looked back at Harvey, then left the office. Harvey remained standing. He walked to the window and watched John load a small suitcase into his car and drive out of the gates. Harvey set to work.

Sergio arrived at John's house. He parked in the large driveway and walked to the front door. As always, he opened it and walked in. Within minutes he had his laptop open and was sitting on the guest side of John's large desk, with his back to the door. Harvey watched him arrive from behind the double staircase. He watched his movements, his face and his actions. Sergio was unaware, clueless. John hadn't warned him.
Harvey crept across the large rug that covered the hallway floor and stood in the doorway. Sergio continued to work on a spreadsheet.
"Today's a special day, Sergio," said Harvey.
Sergio jumped at the words and stood. Harvey had the exit covered, and Sergio looked around, knowing full well that the room had no other doors.
"Morning, Harvey. Where's John?" he said nervously.
“Out, I guess.”
“When will he be back? He asked me to come?”
Harvey took a step into the room. Sergio took a step back.
“What’s the matter, Sergio? You seem a little jumpy.”
“I asked you a question, Harvey, when will John be back?”
“I don't think it matters, does it?”
Sergio stepped behind John’s desk, putting the large wooden obstacle in Harvey’s way.
“Why don’t we go for a little walk, Sergio. Just you and me, eh?”
“I need to stay, in case John comes back,” he offered, weakly.
“Sergio, you and I are going for a little walk. You can do it the easy way or the hard way.”
“Why, what do you want?”
“You know what I want, Sergio.”
“You want money? I can give you money, I have access to it all; everything.”
“Money doesn’t really interest me, Sergio. I live a simple life.” Harvey took another step closer to him. Sergio backed away, keeping the desk between them.
“I’m not chasing you, Sergio, either you come for a walk with me, or I shoot you and drag you behind me. Trust me, it’ll hurt a lot less if you walked. But I don't mind either way. You know me by now.”
“Where are we going?”
“For a walk. We’re going to have a chat.”
“We’ve never chatted before, why now?”
Harvey didn’t reply. He just stared.
Sergio walked from behind the desk to his bag by the guest chair.
“I just need my bag.”
“You won’t need that where you’re going, Sergio.”
Sergio’s hands shook as he found the handles to the tan leather laptop bag, and picked it up. “I’ll take it anyway.”
"So be it, come on, after you." Harvey waved him past harmlessly, and Sergio walked to the door. Harvey saw his hand reach into his bag slyly. By the time Sergio had pulled the gun and turned around, Harvey had his Sig out. He aimed and took Sergio's kneecap off his right leg.
Sergio went down, screaming in pain. He dropped the gun and held his ruined leg with both hands.
Harvey picked Sergio’s left leg up in both hands and dragged him behind the double staircase toward the kitchen. He kicked open the door to the basement and dropped his leg onto the hard concrete steps.
“Stop, stop, no.”
Harvey stepped behind Sergio, placed his foot on his back and shoved him with his foot. Sergio bounced from stair to stair, his damaged leg bending awkwardly off the walls, he landed in a crumpled heap at the foot of the steep steps on the cold hard concrete floor.
Harvey went back to collect the gun that had been dropped then returned to the basement, closed the door behind him and slowly walked down the stairs.
He dragged Sergio to one of the two wooden uprights in the centre of the basement that supported the floor above and tied his hands around the thick wooden beam. Sergio lay slumped on the floor. He was out cold, and a large bump was forming on his head.
Tied to the other beam was Tyson. He was tied in a similar manner but stripped to his underwear, which was soiled and stained. He stank. He was also out cold. Harvey had used chloroform to silence him, which allowed Harvey to prepare without the pointless struggles of a man who sees exactly how he is going to die. There would plenty of time for that later.
Opposite the two beams, at the foot of the stairs, stood an old copper bathtub with claw feet. It was two feet deep with rolled edges. A real antique. The tub was two-thirds full of lukewarm water. Beneath the tub, Harvey had placed two small gas burners. They would take a while to heat the water to boiling temperature, but would do the trick; the longer it took the better. Harvey was in no hurry.
He pulled up a chair and waited for the two men to wake up.
It was Sergio who woke first to Harvey’s surprise. The instant he woke, the man with the ruined leg gasped at the pain and tried in vain to clutch his knee. His bound hands wouldn’t allow it; he sucked in air through gritted teeth to calm his breathing.
"Harvey," he shouted between gasps, "Harvey, untie me now." His efforts at authority fell on deaf ears. Harvey remained silent and motionless, and continued to sit, watching and enjoying. He took the time to imagine what the little man had done to his sister in that very room. Harvey remembered the screams he'd heard while hiding amongst the shadows in the kitchen at the top of the stairs. The cold tiled floor had hurt his young bare feet, but he had dared not move. He’d been trapped by the man who had come for a smoke after he'd finished. Jack.
He imagined Sergio back then. Harvey could barely remember him; he only remembered the eyes. He never forgot eyes. Shame, guilt, hate, pleasure, Harvey could see it all in peoples eyes.
“I saw them, Sergio. Your eyes.”
“What? What are you talking about? Let me go, damn it.”
“I saw them at her funeral. You were shamed, not sad.”
“Whose funeral, Harvey? Just tell me what you want.”
“You remember her, don’t you? Hannah?”
Sergio didn’t reply.
“Ah, I thought so. You remember her well.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Harvey. Of course I remember her, she was your sister.”
"But you remember her better than the others don't you? Not Jack of course. He remembered her as you do, but, sadly he doesn't remember her anymore, he doesn't remember anything does he. You do remember Jack, don't you, Sergio?"
“Harvey, I don’t know what you want from me, but tell me, you can have it, please Harvey,” Sergio broke down into sobs; his body convulsed as he cried. “Please, Harvey. All these years I’ve taken care of you.”
“All these years, Sergio, you’ve lied to me.”
“What? Tell me what you want, you can have anything.”
“There’s nothing you can volunteer, Sergio. The only thing I want is to see you suffer.”
“I am suffering, Harvey, look at me, I’ll never walk again.”
“You’ll never do many things again, Sergio.” Harvey’s east London accent became thick as he worked himself up. He was allowing himself to disregard Julios’ rule of maintaining a check on emotions. It was his emotion that was running the show.
"You're going to die a very painful death, Sergio." Harvey strolled casually over to the tub. The water was warming, not hot, not cold, nearly warm, but it was a slow process. Vengeance usually was.
Shaun came to in a panic to find himself restrained and semi-naked. “What the? Where am I? Who are you? What’s going on?”
Harvey shot him a glance, and Shaun silenced. “You woke in time for the show, Shaun. Do you know Sergio?” Harvey presented Sergio with his open palm.
“No, I, I don’t think I do. I know you though. You’re the man-”
“Shhh, keep the noise down Shaun. This is a civilised show. We don’t want the cast spoiling it for the audience do we?”
Shaun looked around him, “Who else is here? Where the bloody hell am I?”
"You are both about to die an excruciating and horrible death for your sins." Harvey used his left hand to present the bathtub to the men.
Harvey stared at them both for a long time, then at the bath.
“Who’s first?”
As expected, neither man spoke. “Should I choose?”
"Harvey you sick son of a bitch, you can't do this. John won't allow it, your father won't allow it."
“Oh, Sergio, you know me better than that don’t you? Do you honestly think I’d do anything to upset the family business?”
Sergio quietened, "See, so you can't kill me, I know too much, the business won't run without me."
“I can assure you John has everything he needs to continue without you. And, he’ll probably make more profit, I know you’ve been skimming off the top, Sergio.”
“I have not.”
"Sergio, what’s the matter with you? Do I have to remind you that you are sitting on the floor with a kneecap missing? I am boiling a bath of water, in which you are going to sit, and boil," he paused, "To death, Sergio. So, why don't you make it easier on yourself and just stop lying? The more upset I am with you, the more painful I'll make it won't I? It's not rocket science, Sergio."
“Okay, okay, so I took some, occasionally.”
“Sergio?”
“Okay, I took a lot, often.”
“Of course you did, Sergio. I would have done the same.” Harvey stood and pulled the chair closer to them both.
Sergio began to sob again. Shaun joined in.
“You have got to be kidding? Shut up!” Harvey shouted, “Right, seeing as neither of you wants to go first, we’ll have a competition.”
Sergio and Shaun looked at each other confused.
“Okay, let’s start with Shaun. I feel we ought to get to know you a little better, Shaun. Confess.”
“Eh?”
“Confess. Do I need to explain the definition of the word, confess?”
“No.”
“What does it mean then?”
“To own up.”
“Good, now confess.”
“To what?”
Harvey smiled, he stood, turned the chair around and straddled it, so he could lean forward on the back of the chair with his chin on his arms.
“The more you confess, the easier I will make it. Whoever confesses the least, is the loser, and losers bath first. Sound fair?”
Shaun and Sergio looked at each other again.
“Okay, I’ll tell you,” began Sergio.
“No, no, no, Sergio. You had your chance, but don’t worry, that was just a warm-up round. You’ll get another go soon enough.”
Harvey turned to Shaun. Shaun looked up at Harvey miserably, he felt like he was gambling for his life with the devil.
Harvey felt like the devil.
“I was young,” he began, “I was raped.”
“That’s not really a confession, Shaun.”
“I know, but that’s when it all started. Ever since then, I’ve had these urges.”
“Tell me about the first one, Shaun.”

Frank was driving to work on the M4 when his phone dinged, alerting him of an incoming message. He checked his distance to the car in front, checked his mirror and picked the phone up from the up from the centre console.
He immediately dialled a number from memory. The phone rang over the car’s audio system, and he placed the phone back in the console.
“Mills.”
“Mills, Frank.”
“Sir, good morning.”
“I need you and the boys.”
“Where, sir?”
"I just got a message, I'll forward it to you, look up the address, call the boys in, then tell me how to get there." He hung up, found the message in his inbox and forwarded it to Melody. He kept the phone in his hand and joined the lorries in the slow lane.
Moments later the phone rang through the car’s audio system.
“Mills?”
“Theydon Bois, sir. It’s-”
“I know it. How long until you’re there?”
“An hour, sir. Denver is on his way with the van and Reg. How far out are you?”
“An hour, maybe less, it depends on the M25.”
“Okay, sir, we’ll call when we’re close.”
“Melody?”
“Sir?”
"No locals, this is it. If we do this right, we'll tip the balance, and the board won't be able to say no."
Melody was silent.
“Mills?”
“Sir, yes, of course, sir. No locals.”
Frank hit the 'disconnect' button and took the exit to the M25. He followed the slip road around, maintaining his speed, then hit the grill lights once he was on the M25 and stayed in the fast lane. Occasionally he came up behind a sleeper, a morning driver who just plain refuses to look in their mirrors, but a long hard sound of the horn moved them out of the way. He made good time and came off the M25 into Waltham Abbey.
He slowed his average speed and found the last called numbers on his phone, then dialled Melody.
“Sir?”
“Situation report?”
“Epping, sir. ETA fifteen to twenty minutes. The van doesn’t have blues and twos, but we’re getting there,” she called over the loud noise of the van.
“I’m coming in from Waltham Abbey, I’ll be in the village before you.”
“Hi, sir,” said Reg, “I’ve got you on screen. Hope you don’t me tapping into your call? Shout when you’re approaching Theydon, and I’ll guide you in.”
“Good stuff, Reg. Ten minutes.”
“Copy that.”
Frank disconnected again, proud of his team. He felt it. It was time. This was the one.
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RETRIBUTION

“Do you feel better for that, Shaun?”
Shaun sat cross-legged, with his legs curled around the beam and his head resting on the smooth oak. Shame fell from his face in little drops; he started to say more.
“Now, now, Shaun. It’s Sergio’s turn.”
Sergio looked up, horrified at the story he’d just heard. Shaun remained with his head against the beam.
“Come on, Sergio, you had plenty to say a while ago.”
“What? What do you want to know?”
Harvey’s eyes narrowed.
“What’s the worst thing you ever did?”
“I never killed no-one.”
Harvey stared, impassive.
“I set fire to a dog once?”
Harvey didn’t reply.
“I was just a kid-”
“Stop there, Sergio. Did you just hear what Shaun just told us? Did you hear the shame? The conviction is his voice?”
Harvey paused and allowed the message to sink in. He watched Sergio, who saw the answer in Harvey’s own eyes. He wanted to hear about that night. Sergio glanced across at the broken man next to him.
“Jack found her.”
“And I found Jack didn’t I?”
“He went first,” Sergio blubbered.
“Sergio, come on. Tell me a story. I want the details. How did she get down here?”
“She was getting a drink of water. It was late, or early. Night time.” Sergio closed his eyes and relived the night for the thousandth time. “We’d been playing cards in John’s study. Drinking. We heard someone on the stairs. The last step has always creaked.”
“It still does.” Said Harvey.
“We heard her footsteps. They were loud in the quiet of the night. Jack got up and looked around the door to make sure it wasn’t John’s wife.”
“My foster mother?”
“Yes, Barb. She didn’t approve of us gambling in the house. He waved us over. Jack did, from the door. We stepped out into the hallway. We were like naughty children, giggling. We were drunk. She only had a little night shirt on with little panties, and well.”
“Well? Well, what?”
Sergio looked up at Harvey.
“She was a half-naked young woman. She was… beautiful.”
“She was beautiful, Sergio.”
“Jack led us into the kitchen. We followed, like sheep. He crept up behind her and grabbed her waist. She fought him off, but he was only playing. He kept going, tickling her and squeezing her.”
Harvey listened intently. It was the one story he never wanted to hear, but it was the one story he had needed to hear since he’d been twelve years old.
“He took it too far and felt her chest, so she slapped him. Hard. He slapped her back, and she fell down. She hit her head on the tiled floor. Something came over Jack. He was different. He bent down beside her and ran his hand along her leg. He… touched her.” Sergio’s eyes were closed once more. He was there, in his head. He was in the dream. “He called us over, ‘Sergio, get the door,’ he whispered. I opened the basement door. He lifted her, and carried her down the steps.” Sergio nodded his head to the steps into the basement. “He laid her on the bench that was there and stripped her naked. He was overcome with awe, and couldn’t stop touching her. Her skin was smooth and silky. He was taken by her. He always had been.”
Shaun sat with his mouth open listening with horror at the story that destroyed Harvey's family. Harvey noticed him, he saw the expression on Shaun’s face. He wasn't evil. He needed teaching about humanity and acceptable behaviour, but he wasn’t evil. Harvey turned his attention back to Sergio.
"He was on top of her when she woke. She tried to fight him, but he was a strong man. Too strong for a girl. Jack hit her a few times. She passed out again and woke up with all her courage and strength gone. She laid there crying and let him...do it."
“And when he finished?”
“Jack left.” Sergio nodded at the steps again.
“And you?”
Sergio looked up at Harvey, his mouth was turned down in disgrace and shame. He nodded.
“Yes,” he whispered.
“Yes?” said Harvey.
“I raped her.”
Harvey took an inhale of air through his nose at the words. Shaun’s eyes widened.
“Tell me, Sergio,” Harvey ordered.
“I hit her again, I knocked her out.” Sergio paused. He’d gone too far to stop, “I raped her, your sister. It was me. The man you’ve been looking for.” He cast his head down. “I’m so sorry, Harvey, I’m so, so sorry.” He laid his head on the beam.
“I think we have a winner.”
Shaun gave an audible sigh and watched with horrified joy, as Harvey untied Sergio and attached his bound wrists to a rope that hung from the beam above the tub. The rope stretched across the room to Sergio's crippled position on the floor. Harvey pulled on the other end, and Sergio began to slide across the hard concrete floor. He pulled again and again. Each time Sergio was dragged closer to the tub. Sergio was powerless to fight back. His leg was ruined. Pain shot through him but was overshadowed by fear. He reached the bath and lay face to face with the evil-looking cast iron claw foot before he was yanked upwards. Harvey pulled again, and Sergio's torso raised high enough for him to see into the tub. Large bubbles burst on the misty surface, the water was boiling. A soft steam lay on the hot water. A fine mist grew thicker each minute. Sergio felt the steam on his face.
Harvey pulled again, and Sergio’s leg straightened as it left the floor. Sergio yelled and cursed with the pain.
“Don’t do this, Harvey. I told you what you wanted to hear.”
Harvey pulled again, and Sergio's feet rose above the bath. He swung over the tub, his feet were just a few inches away from the boiling water.
“Are you watching, Shaun?”
“Yes, sir.” He was transfixed.
“I want you to watch, Shaun. I want you to think about what he did.”
Harvey tied the rope off.
“Are you thinking, Shaun?”
“Yes, sir.”
“What are you thinking?”
“About what he said he did.”
“Tell me what he did, Shaun.”
Shaun swallowed. Paused. Then, “He raped your sister.”
“Do you know what she did after, Shaun?”
“No, sir.”
“Harvey stop this! It’s stupid,” Sergio begged.
“Tell Shaun what Hannah did after you raped her, Sergio.”
“Harvey come on, it’s hot.”
“Tell him, Sergio.” Harvey was calm, he spoke quietly.
“She killed herself. Is that what you want to hear?”
“But what did she do? Sergio?”
“She cut herself. Let me go, Harvey.”
“She cut herself, Shaun. Sergio, tell Shaun where she cut herself.”
“Ahhh, Harvey no, stop.”
“Tell him, Sergio. You remember, don’t you? Of course you do.”
Sergio hung from his wrists, inches from the boiling water. His skin was wet from the hot steam and his own sweat; his wrists slipped through the rope until only the friction of his skin held his slender hand in the knot.
“Where?”
“Everywhere,” Sergio shouted, “Everywhere we’d been. She cut herself to ribbons. Now let me go, Harvey. Please.”
“I’ll put an end to it soon, Sergio.”
Sergio gasped as his hands slipped further through the rope. His toes touched the boiling water, and he lifted his left leg, his right would not move. He screamed at the frustration. The helplessness.
“I need one more answer, Sergio, then it’s bath time.”
“What? Tell me what you what to know. Just let me go.”
“You said we.”
“What?” replied Sergio. “When?”
“In the study, Sergio. It was quite clear. Jack called us over. And then in the kitchen again, Jack called us over.”
Sergio slipped lower. His entire right foot sat in the boiling water and turned red with anger, then white as the blood moved away from his skin.
“It was a mistake, Harvey. I was stressed, I don’t know what I was-”
“If you tell me, I’ll end it now.” Harvey’s cold tone cut through the heat of the boiling steam, “Who was the third man, Sergio?”
Sergio didn’t reply.
“I can end this now, Sergio. Or I can make it a whole lot worse for you.” Harvey withdrew his knife from the sheave on his belt and ran it across Sergio’s groin, which hung at head height.
“Ah, I can’t,” sobbed Sergio.
Harvey turned the blade and put the point between his legs. He jabbed up lightly. But hard enough to remind Sergio of his predicament.
“Ah, no!”
“Sergio.”
“No.”
“Tell me.”
“I can’t.”
“Sergio!” He pushed the knife harder.
“Donny, it was Donny. He was the third man. He went after me, it was his first time.”
Harvey stepped back, dropped the knife to his side, and breathed out like he’d been winded.
“Thank you, Sergio.” He paused, for the longest fraction of time, then swiped the rope with the blade. Sergio dropped into the boiling water.
He was completely submerged for an agonising moment before he sat bolt upright and clawed hopelessly at the rolled sides of the tub with bound wrists.His skin stuck fast to the hot copper sides as he tried to escape. The water slowly brought the blood to boil inside him. His skin turned red, as the body fought the attack, then gradually softened. He tried in vain to pull himself out with bound hands, but the hot sides scorched his arms, and he slipped back into the water. Small chunks of skin began to float to the surface and his eyes clouded over from being submerged, Sergio was boiling from the inside. He wiped his eyes with his wrists and frantically kicked out in a blind panic, until his heart and organs cooked, and eventually failed.



23





TWO SIDED COIN

Frank sped along the winding lanes as fast as he could safely drive. When he saw the one mile marker for Theydon Bois, he called Melody.
“Sir?”
“I’m two minutes out, can you pass the phone to Reg?”
“Already on, sir, I’m watching you on-screen,” said Reg. “The road you’re on will take you into the village, stay on that road and drive straight through. You’re looking for a lane on the left at the top of the hill called Lambourne End.”
“Straight through the village, top of the hill, lane on the left?”
“That’s right, sir. The grounds of the house are about one hundred yards down the lane on the left.”
“I’m going up the hill now.”
“That’s right, sir, I can see you, the turning is coming up in two hundred yards.”
Frank slowed and made the turn. “What’s your ETA?”
“Two minutes, sir, we’re just coming through the village now, right behind you.”
“Good, are you armed, Melody?”
“I am sir, I have my vest on, and I’m loaded.”
“Good, I’m in the grounds now driving up to the house. What the..?
A grey motorbike pulled out of the grounds as Frank reached the house. It looked to have come from the small groundsman’s house near the gate.
“Sir?”
“Grey motorbike, single rider, exiting the property now, do not lose him. I repeat, grey motorbike.”
“Sir, you’re on your own.”
“Do not lose that motorbike, Mills. I’m going in, I’ll call if I need back up.”
“Okay, be careful, sir.”
Frank disconnected the phone, shut the engine off, and listened to the silence, it was like the tall trees that bordered the vast grounds of the property kept the noise of the outside world at bay. He climbed out, slipped his gun from the holster on his belt, and walked towards the large entrance to the house.
He stepped inside the open front door that led into the silent house. A large double staircase was the central feature of the grand hallway, each staircase ascended up to the first floor either side of the corridor that led through the house into the kitchen.
Frank saw the open door of John's office on the right. To his left was a mirror of the office room, but it was furnished as a lounge. Frank checked them, but both were empty. He walked through to the kitchen, listening but hearing no noise at all. The large kitchen was immaculate, old but immaculate with terracotta tiles on the floor.
A doorway to the right was open, and steep stairs led down into what looked like the basement; the dim light at the bottom of the stairs cast shadows on the hard stone floor.
He took a tentative step down. The stairs were bare concrete, so he didn't worry about creaks. He raised his gun and held it up, ready to aim and fire.
He stepped down slowly and was hit by the smell of human waste and something else, something familiar, but he couldn't place it.
An old bathtub began to appear directly in front of the stairs as he descended. The tub’s claw feet supported a large copper base and then a bright red swollen hand, which led to the puffy remains of a boiled man.
Frank placed the smell. He walked wide-eyed towards the bath, half expecting the body to jump into life, but it didn't.
"He's gone," said the voice from the corner of the room.
Frank startled and aimed his gun at the source of the voice.
“Don't shoot. Don't shoot.” Shaun cowered behind the solid wooden beam.
Frank looked around him, checking all corners, it was clear.
“Who are you?” he asked the young man in his underwear, “what happened here?” Frank was cautious. It felt like a trap.
Shaun didn’t reply.
Frank saw the audio recorder on the unit by the wall. It looked cleaner and newer than its surroundings, and out of place. It seemed too clean. Beside the recorder was a note in an envelope. Frank found the last recording, it was fifty-eight minutes long. He hit play and set it down while he opened the envelope and read the note inside.
Footsteps caught his attention as he finished the note and looked up to see Melody's gun pointed at him. She dropped it immediately, "Sir?"
"It's okay, it's clear. Cuff him and get him a blanket or something." He pointed at Shaun in disgust then took the recorder up the stairs to get fresh air.
The sound of police cars welcomed him as he walked down onto the grass. Three diesel Vauxhalls sped into the grounds and skidded in the gravel beside his Volvo; they were followed by an armed response unit which took pride of place at the front of the steps.
Four sturdy armed policemen stepped from the rear of the large van and gave instructions for the local police to cover the entrance and perimeter.
The regular thud of an approaching helicopter grew louder in the sky.
Frank showed his ID and said, “Basement.”
The armed police ran past him clutching their heavy and cumbersome belts as they did.
Melody joined him a few minutes later, “Known sex offender, sir? I recognise him from the news."
“Shaun Tyson, been missing for two weeks. He skipped his court appearance and hasn't been seen since.”
“It’s not quite what we were looking for, sir, but it’s still a win.”
Frank looked at Melody with his eyebrows raised, “Follow me.” He paused, “I presume Denver and Reg are tailing the bike?”
"That's correct, sir. I jumped out at the top of the lane as the bike took off. Denver has done something to that van, I doubt he'll lose him."
Frank strode around to the side of the house and headed across the grass to a handful of small buildings at the far end of the property.
They both forced the garage door open enough for Melody to slip under. She found the switch and the doors mechanism powered into life. The doors opened to reveal a huge garage big enough for five or six cars.
There between an immaculate E-type Jaguar and a Triumph Spitfire was the van that Frank had seen at Thomson’s house. He stepped forward.
“Are you ready for this?”
He opened the rear doors and smiled.

The journey took more than a day. Fuel stops for the bike's small tank caused frequent but welcome breaks. The fatigue that crept up on Harvey was overwhelming, and he stopped at a little bed and breakfast for one night. He paid in full for the three-star service, which offered him a single bed in a dingy room, which he shared with spiders that occupied the low-beamed ceiling.
The house was situated adjacent to a large lake in the national forest. People picnicked until late. But Harvey enjoyed sitting by himself, watching the fish surface for the evening flies, and the birds cutting through the sky. There was a freedom they possessed that he envied.
Small and ever-expanding ringlets formed in the water and widened until they faded away, or were broken by another.
The low evening sun did not shine a beautiful sunset, it wasn’t a movie. But the fading twilight accentuated the features in the water. Harvey could see more detail. He could see further.
He checked out early the following day and climbed back on his bike with his pack resting as a passenger might behind him, clinging to his shoulders.
He rode all day again, and cruised into Argeles late afternoon. He rode straight to the coast and breathed the fresh air. He admired the old farmhouses, the sparsity of shops and endless green. It was freedom.
He found the house he'd seen on the website with ease and drove past, then stopped to walk around and made a decision on the spot. The ride to the beach from the house took less than five minutes, it would be a twenty-minute walk or a ten-minute run. It was perfect.
He sat in the sand with a bottle of water and watched the sunset for the second time in two days. A habit, he told himself, that he should maintain in his new found freedom.
Harvey woke on the beach in the dark and freshened himself up with the remains of the water that was stored in the panniers on his bike. It was early morning, and he took the ride into town. Old fifteenth-century buildings stood between modern looking houses, like a grandparent in old clothes and a young teenager in fashionable garb.
In France, the coffee is served early. Harvey took a cup at a cafe that looked as though it had been built at the dawn of time. It was a new beginning. He would try new things; he enjoyed the hot drink and thanked the lady who in turn looked at him with a terrified look of distaste. Harvey wasn’t sure if it was because of the infamously loathed English language, or the fact that he looked like he slept on the beach.
He sat by the window of the small cafe, with his back to the wall. Some habits would never be broken. He saw a small pile of newspapers on the little table closest to the door. He rummaged through the French papers, there was a tatty looking Spanish paper in the mix due to Argeles being so close the Spanish border. At the bottom of the pile was an Evening Standard, it was a day old. Harvey smiled at the British paper being at the bottom of the pile, how very French, he thought.
Harvey returned to his table with the paper and read the latest lies in the headlines. He turned the page and smiled like he hadn't for a long time. According to the report, a transport vehicle carrying a priceless diamond necklace and ring that had been made especially for a member of an extremely influential British family had been stolen following an intricately planned heist. No shots were fired, nobody was injured. The perpetrators had tunnelled for an estimated three weeks in advance of the diamonds’ arrival in Manchester, where the gems were being held overnight for examination before being transported to London. Investigators remain baffled by the precise, planned and coordinated heist, saying it was the largest in recent history.
A few days later, Harvey was sat on the beach with a book relaxing, and planning. Reading was one of the few past times that did actually push his thoughts to the back of his mind. A few families dotted the length of the sand, but too far away for the ambient noise of children to taint his mood.
The beach had been perfect. The sea in front of him was blue and soothing. The sand, clean and warm, and the long wild grass behind him completed the picture, his dream.
Things had worked out. He'd paid the price in full, more than the market rate if he was honest with himself. But he'd done it. He’d found the man he’d been hunting, though fate had dealt him a curve ball. He laid back and closed his eyes, letting the book fall to his side and losing his page. The type of careless behaviour that the old Harvey would not have approved of. He considered a trip to the Maldives, to find Donny, and finish the chapter. Maybe the dust would settle and present him the opportunity he needed. Life was funny in that sense; things had a way of turning out. Balance, Harvey thought.
He thought of his sister and the dream. He remembered the days when she would take him for walks in the gardens. Whenever they played, she’d always let him win. It was a trait Harvey had learned was quite rare among children. But Hannah had been rare. He wondered if she was able to see him. If she knew what he'd done for her. Was it all for her? Or for himself? It was for them. Every child whose life had been affected by the monsters he had caught, tortured and killed. That's who he had done it all for.
The sunshine on Harvey’s closed eyes fell into shadow. Harvey felt the temperature on his face drop a degree or two.
“You’re in the light.”
“I am the light, Mr Stone.”
Harvey heard the smile in the voice. “Would you mind shining somewhere else then?”
“You’re not an easy man to track down.”
“I’m not exactly hiding.”
“I followed you from Essex.”
“I’m not exactly running either.”
“Why did you do it?”
“I’m done with it. It’s finished.”
“Is that why you spared him?”
“It was never about him. Or the others.”
“You’re finished are you?”
“I am.”
“Its a shame. You’re an interesting man.”
Harvey heard the man walk around him, and felt the light return to warm his face. He saw the man in his mind’s eye walk around Harvey, stand to stare at the sea, and then turn back to him.
“How do you want to do this?” the man asked.
Harvey opened his eyes and saw the man silhouetted against the sky, his long jacket flapped in the breeze. Harvey rolled onto his elbow and plucked a piece of long grass from the edge of the sand.
“There’s another way you know.” The man’s accent had a soft touch; it wasn't a harsh voice, and Harvey had recognised it immediately. “I need someone. Someone who isn’t afraid to get his hands dirty. Somebody with a particular skill set.”
Harvey didn’t reply.
The End.





END OF BOOK STUFF

Stone Fury - Chapter One
Harvey Stone found the stage door unlocked and slipped inside the old building; he closed the heavy wooden door softly behind him and let his eyes adjust to the soft light. Years of damp poisoned the air and a hundred years of debauchery had left a chill in the very core of the old theatre.
He heard the slap of bare feet running on the hard linoleum covered floor, the noise came from one of the corridors that led off from the main one where he stood.
Giggling girls were loud and shrill, and slamming doors boomed then hushed as another door slammed. He crept up the three steps in front of him and ducked into another side corridor to his right, this one was much shorter with fewer doors.
The wardrobe rooms were larger on this wing. It was meant for the big stars or celebrities, not the unknown extras, or dancers that filled the rest of the backstage rooms and probably shared one room between two or three. He heard the faint sound of applause somewhere far off behind many more heavy wooden doors. The show would be over soon.
He found the room that had been allocated to his target, wardrobe six. He slipped inside. The lights were on, and possessions lay sprawled across a makeup bench, with two lines of cocaine and a rolled up twenty pound note in front of a large mirror that was lined with lights.
The room itself was divided into two by a temporary screen, the type that Marilyn Monroe or Rita Hayworth might have changed behind, way back when lines of coke and rolled up bank notes were only available to the wealthy and more successful performers.
Behind the screen was a small couch, cheap and stained from years of parties, makeup, alcohol, bodily fluids and general disregard. Next to it was a small table, on which sat what Harvey was looking for.
Harvey opened the laptop and was presented with a Windows login screen. He pulled a small transmitter from his pocket and inserted it into the USB port, then pushed the button on the ear-piece in his right ear, "It's in."
There was a crackle of static and then, “I see it.”
Harvey watched as the laptop was remotely controlled. The password was found on the third attempt, and the controller was soon navigating through the laptop’s hard drive. The controller found a maze of disorganised files, and ran an automatic search for MP4 files. Several showed up, and the thumbnails began to render and show.
"Bingo," said the controller over the comms. Harvey put a thumb drive into the laptop’s second USB port. The navigator saw the external drive pop up window and copied the videos to it. Harvey removed the device and pocketed it.
“Switching to visual, the screen will go dark, but don't close the lid.”
“Copy,” said Harvey. The screen went blank, just the little LED next to the inbuilt webcam was lit.
Harvey had a look around. There was a large walk-in wardrobe; pitch dark inside and empty of clothes. A small wash basin stood in the corner of the room, underneath which was a cupboard where Harvey found a few old rags presumably for cleaning, some disinfectant, ant killer and a toilet brush that looked like it was twenty years old.
He found a waste paper bin full of tissues, an empty wine bottle and cigarette ash. Then he used a fresh tissue from the makeup table and wiped the two lines of coke into the bin. He tipped out some of the ant killer and racked up two identical lines of the white powder, chopping it finely to imitate the drug it replaced.
"What's going on, Stone? I can’t see what you're doing," said the voice over the ear-piece.
Harvey didn't reply. He stepped back and studied his work, then slipped into the shadows of the wardrobe.
Harvey judged the wardrobe where he stood to be around eight-feet deep and five-feet wide. It smelled like years of musty disinfectant. He considered time. Applause, encore, then the maze of corridors. He estimated eight minutes from the applause he'd heard around six minutes ago. Harvey could wait. He'd waited in far worse places.
Screams and cheers came from the corridors as actors and actresses ran from the stage in celebrations of success, maybe even adrenaline. Who knows what emotions these people feel once they have finished a performance? More doors slammed, and more female voices approached, along with a male whose voice resonated through the old walls.
The door opened, and two people fell into the room. The girl came first and walked directly to the makeup table. She unfastened her costume jacket, it was brightly coloured, shiny and barely reached her hips. She slid out of her slender armaments and tossed it to the floor, revealing long gloves and a tight, bright red dress. The man closed the door with a flourish and danced to join her at the makeup table. He slid in behind her and ran his hands up her torso, then spun like only a professional dancer knows how, and began to unbutton his shirt.
"Did you see Julie in the final scene?" the girl asked him. "Here, help me."
The target stopped unbuttoning his own frilly shirt and helped the girl with the zipper on the back of her dress.
“I did, wasn’t she wonderful?”
Harvey rolled his eyes.
“I thought the whole audience was going to simply burst into tears, she was so very convincing.”
"That's what happens when daddy sends you off for private tuition, darling," the girl said in a mock aristocrat voice. She pulled her long gloves off her long arms and let the dress fall to the floor, then dumped the gloves on top, turned and admired herself in the mirror.
"Maybe this daddy could give you a little private tuition?" said the man as he stood behind her and joined her in the admiration. He ran his hands from her waist to her chest and cupped her breasts. He kissed her neck, softly at first, then harder; he began to grind himself into her.
"Maybe this little girl needs punishing? She didn't do any of her homework." She gave a naughty schoolgirl look, with one finger in her mouth, "Not. One. Bit." She accentuated each of the last three words by moving her hands to her hips. She finished by sliding her panties down to her ankles, pushing herself into the man as she bent over.
“Oh dear, Miss Norman. You have been a very, very bad girl indeed.”
Harvey stood motionless in the dark while the charade played out before him.
"Wait," she said, as the man was pulling his costume trousers off. He tossed them onto the pile of clothes she had created.
She stood up and stepped over to the makeup table, picked up the rolled up bank note and expertly tightened the roll. Harvey had never been into drugs, but he'd been around them all his life. Drugs and crime went hand in hand for the most part.
She bent to snort one of Harvey's lines. Her pert chest bounced then hung as she leaned towards the table. She sniffed the line clean off the old wooden surface and passed the rolled up note to the man, who was now naked and keeping his less-than-impressive erection occupied while she was bent over. He took the note, and she dropped to her knees. He rolled the note tighter, and she took him in her mouth greedily. The man watched her for a moment, his eyes darted to the line but he clearly didn't want to disturb her. Tough choice.
She coughed once then twice. The third time, she dry heaved and coughed again. A trickle of blood ran from her nose. Harvey had a clear view of it running, but she didn't and he didn't.
She moaned as she took him all the way into her mouth then coughed and gagged once more. She pulled him away and saw the blood on him; a look of horror spread across her face. Then she fell to one side, supported herself with one arm and wiped away the blood from her nose. Her eyes widened in fear, and the dry heaving turned wet; a flood of blood fell from her mouth to her chest.
"Angie? What's wrong?" the man asked in a whiny, panicked tone. She looked up at him in shock. Struggling to breathe, she couldn't take in the air, but still dry heaved. She fell to the floor and rolled to her side. Her eyes remained open, and blood pooled from her mouth. It was quick but not painless.
The man bent down and grabbed her head, he slapped her face, "Angie, no, no, don't do this, come on, Angie." He looked around the room, "Shit, shit, shit." Then the realisation of the situation hit him. He stood and began to distance himself from her naked body. He stepped backwards, he was panicking, and was about to make a fatal error.
He was three feet from Harvey, with his back to the dark wardrobe where Harvey waited.
Harvey held up the blade, ready to slice his throat if he came too close.
“Oscar? Are you coming?” a female voice from the other side of the door called.
"Come on, Oscar. We’re heading to the bar for the after-party," said another girl.
"I'll, um, I'll be right there, I'll meet you there, at the bar."
"Well, don't be long."
"Apparently he won't be, not according to Angie anyway," the other girl sniggered, and the sounds of the two girls trailed off.
Oscar stepped over to the makeup table and picked up the waste paper bin. He pulled a fresh tissue from the box on the side and was about to wipe the last line into the bin. He stopped, and dropped the basket to the floor; its contents scattered onto the old, dirty carpet. He picked up the rolled note from the floor and tightened it, bent down and snorted the line. He wiped the residual powder with his finger and rubbed it on his gums, then immediately spat it out.
“That a boy,” said Harvey quietly, from the dark shadows of the wardrobe.
“Who’s there?” said Oscar, as he dry heaved and spat into the bin.
Harvey stepped from the shadows into the light.
“What the…Who the hell are you?”
The blood began to trickle.
“Who sets them up?”
“Who sets what up?” Oscar began to cover his modesty.
“I don’t think you need to worry about covering yourself after what I just witnessed, Mr Shaw.”
“I didn’t do that, you saw? You saw what happened?” He coughed once, “She overdosed.”
“You didn’t do that, but you did this.” Harvey held a flash drive up.
“What’s that?” He coughed again, there was liquid in his throat.
“It’s a video.”
"Of what?" He wiped his nose, and a smear of blood ran across his wrist. He saw it and began to panic even more.
“It’s a video of you and two hookers.”
"So what," he coughed, "how do you know they're hookers anyway?"
“There’s something special about these particular hookers though isn't there, Mr Shaw?”
Realisation spread across his panicked eyes.
“Oh god, I’m sorry, please help me. Call an ambulance.”
“Tell me who set them up for you and I’ll see what I can do.”
He fell to his knees and coughed up a large amount of blood onto the floor.
“You want help, Mr Shaw? I can make the pain go away.”
“Make it stop, make it stop,” he cried, he was clutching his chest with one hand and holding his bleeding nose with the other.
“Tell me where I can find them and I’ll make it all go away.”
“You bastard, help me.”
“I can make the pain stop, or I can make it worse. You choose.”
“There’s a number,” he coughed and blood sprayed onto the floor in front of him.
“Where?”
"My phone, pass me my phone."
"What’s his name?"
"I didn't save the number, but there’s an SMS," he reached forwards and supported himself with one arm while clutching his chest. Blood hung from his face in a long string.
“I’m in his phone now,” Harvey heard over the ear-piece, “I’m copying all the messages.”
“How much did it cost you?” Harvey asked, casually.
“How much did what cost?”
The man looked up at Harvey, he was a mess. Harvey didn’t reply.
“Fifty. Help me, god damn it.”
Harvey didn’t reply. The man looked up at him, shame etched all over his crooked face.
“Okay, each, it was fifty-thousand each.” His lungs failed, and he fought to take in air.
Harvey watched with wonder as Oscar Shaw, the infamous stage actor searched for breath; his final act. His eyes were wide and terrified. He fell forward onto the girl. Blood leaked from his mouth onto her stomach and ran, dark and sticky, across her skin.
Harvey placed the flash drive on the makeup table. He pushed the button on the receiver in his ear three times and left the room. He checked both ways but knew the supporting cast were nowhere to be seen, they were all in the bar less than ten minutes from curtains. He stepped out and walked casually along the corridor, jumped down the three steps and quietly opened the stage door. Checking both ways again, he dropped down into the alley below.
Pools of rain reflected the dirty back streets of London's West End, and the sounds of the busy streets in the distance brought a constant hum to the dark and otherwise quiet alley. He stepped around the puddles and clung to the shadows. As he reached the end of the alley, where street lights lit the ground, a black Audi pulled up. It stopped abruptly in front of Harvey. The passenger door swung open. Harvey barely broke stride, he climbed into the car and pulled the door closed. The car pulled away without any exchange of words.
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