Wrecking Crew
Nick Albert
	Аннотация
	Nick Albert. Wrecking Crew
	ONE
	TWO
	THREE
	FOUR
	FIVE
	SIX
	SEVEN
	EIGHT
	NINE
	TEN
	ELEVEN
	TWELVE
	THIRTEEN
	FOURTEEN
	FIFTEEN
	SIXTEEN
	SEVENTEEN
	EIGHTEEN
	NINETEEN
	ABOUT THE AUTHOR




Аннотация
Don’t get involved

Eric Stone is trustworthy, easy-going and friendly — he’s your all-round nice guy. His first rule in life was always “Don’t get involved,” but when he discovers the shocking truth behind his friend’s death, he feels compelled to act.

Trust nobody

Hidden behind the walls of power, the corrupt and materialistic businesses, and the convenient death of every inconvenient whistle-blower, hides a secret organization. For years The Wrecking Crew have been manipulating businesses and empowering Governments. They don’t care what they do or how they do it, as long as the price is right — but this time they have gone too far. Now one man is on a mission to stop them.

Retribution or death

Stone is no stranger to risk, but The Wrecking Crew is the most dangerous adversary anyone has ever faced. Soon he and his friends are dragged into a desperate race for survival, where no one can be trusted. Can Eric Stone destroy The Wrecking Crew, or will he become their next victim?
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ONE

Charles Rathbone had less than two hours to live. The people watching him were unaware of this, even though they would ultimately be held responsible for his death. The chain of events that would lead to his demise had begun many months before, and like most things in politics, was driven by greed, envy, and lust.
* * *
In the scenic village of Finchingfield in the English County of Essex, one of the most photographed villages in England, time seemed to pass with exquisite patience. With a picturesque duck pond and village green sitting at the base of a steep hill, surrounded by Georgian and mediaeval cottages, their white painted walls gleaming bright in the fall sunshine, one could be forgiven for thinking it was a Wednesday afternoon in October 1800. This illusion is quickly disproved by dozens of tourist cars haphazardly parked around the village and the subliminal roar of yet another jet approaching London Stansted airport.
To the casual observer, this is just another normal day in a beautiful, but otherwise ordinary Essex village. Standing by the village pond, an old woman is feeding the ducks with a few bread crusts from a brown paper bag. Sitting at a bench table outside the Fox Inn, five German tourists are resting their aching legs whilst enjoying an excellent lunch, washed down with a few pints of Best Bitter. Across the road, a young man is laboriously riding his bicycle up the steep hill towards the village post office; soon he wearies of his sluggish progress, climbs off, and begins to walk.
After a while, the elderly woman pauses and cocks her head towards the distinctive sound of an approaching car. She brings her left hand to her head, as if to brush a loose hair from her ear, and whispers into the microphone concealed within her sleeve.
“Subject approaching.”
The elderly woman listens to the reply in her earpiece, nodding subliminally.
“Acknowledged,” she answers and returns to feeding the ducks.
* * *
Charles Rathbone loved his car. For a man educated in the ways of frugal living by his Scottish mother, it was his one true extravagance. Although being such a tall man, the little 1966 Austin Healey Sprite was hardly a suitable mode of transport. A recently disowned girlfriend once commented that it made him look a bit like he had stolen a child’s pedal car, but Charles didn’t care. The Sprite was a fully restored open topped, two-seater, in classic British Racing Green. Its little four-cylinder 1275cc engine produced a minuscule 65 horsepower, which by modern standards was insignificant, but in such a small car, it was sufficient to provide an exhilarating driving experience.
Charles was a naturally cautious man — at least more cautious than one might expect from someone who was awarded the George Cross for ‘The most conspicuous courage in circumstances of extreme danger’ — but today he was allowing his little Austin to stretch its legs. From his house near Sible Hedingham he made short work of the miles to Wethersfield, where he turned right and accelerated hard, powering on past the entrance to the old United States of America Air Force base. With the soft top down, the little sports car flew along the narrow road towards Finchingfield.
Charles worked the four-speed transmission hard, making the engine roar and the throaty exhaust pipe growl like an angry lion. At 80mph, with almost reckless abandon, he aggressively maneuvered the car through the final bends before the village. As the tires squealed in complaint, flicking the car violently left and right at the very edge of control, Charles giggled and gave a child-like whoop of delight. He was still laughing aloud when he slowed to a more sedate 30mph and entered the village. With his foot lightly on the brake, he coasted slowly down Church Hill towards the duck pond, enjoying the cracking and popping of the exhaust as it echoed off the buildings. With a little spurt of acceleration, he bounded across the humpbacked bridge, giving a friendly wave to the tourists outside the Fox Inn as he passed.
At the junction, he turned to the left, and with a final exuberant burst of acceleration, he drove for another two hundred yards towards the village post office. He parked neatly on the opposite side of the road, perfectly aligned, six inches from the curb. Even after such an exhilarating drive, he could not resist giving one final burst of power, before switching off the engine. Rathbone sat for a moment enjoying the sun on his face and listening to a blackbird singing along to the gentle tick of the cooling engine.
With a sigh of regret, he climbed out of the car and walked across the road towards the post office, nodding politely at a young man on a bicycle along the way. A casual observer may have noted Rathbone’s posture and bearing, and guessed that he was a former military man. Someone with a more trained eye may have also noticed that he favored his left leg, and concluded that perhaps he was still feeling the effects of some old sporting injury. In either case, they would have seen a tall, slim, handsome man in his early sixties, well dressed, with a confident air and a ready smile. The sort of man you would like from the moment you first met. An honest man, someone you felt you could trust, a man of true character and integrity — in short, the perfect political candidate.
The majority of people agreed that Charles Rathbone, GC (George Cross), was the perfect candidate for a parliamentary seat in the imminent general election. A native lad and the son of a local farmer, he performed well at school before going to Cambridge University where he achieved firsts in engineering and politics. Later he excelled at Sandhurst, the Royal Military Academy, and after receiving his commission, he joined the Royal Engineers.
The unfortunate climax to his outstanding military career came in Afghanistan with an act of extraordinary bravery. Despite being badly wounded by a land mine explosion, he twice entered a mined area to rescue his injured colleagues. His bravery and selflessness won him the George Cross but cost him his right leg below the knee. Unwilling to take a desk job, Charles left the Army, took over the family farm, and in due course turned his eye towards politics.
Disheartened by media reports that less people had voted in the last general election than for a popular television game show, Rathbone put his sharp mind towards finding a way to re-engage voters. Freed from the need to earn a living by his Army pension, Charles was able to take time away from the farm to meet with prospective voters from across the country and explore the reasons behind their antipathy for the current political system. The answers were consistent: ‘With this two party system, you are always faced with the same choices’ and ‘it doesn’t matter who you vote for, nothing will change — so what’s the point of voting?’ Although to begin with he had no political ambition, Charles soon became a vocal advocate for political reform — principally through the concept of the ‘None of the above’ vote along with holding regular referenda. Soon the concept of the ‘True Democracy’ party was born.
The idea of such a ‘No’ vote being included in a ballot was not new, it had been used as the basis for a film comedy in the 1980’s; but Charles was the first realistic candidate to campaign for such political reform in a British election. The notion was shockingly simple, yet frighteningly effective — especially if you were a sitting Member of Parliament (MP) or a political lobbyist. Rathbone was proposing that at every election, local, county, national and European, the ballot should include an option to reject all of the candidates that had been presented.
Critics protested that such a system would throw the election process into disarray, making Britain a laughing stock around the world. Charles countered that giving such power to the electorate was true democracy. In his opinion a ‘No’ vote — or the fear of it — would result in many more acceptable candidates standing for election. He predicted that in future they would have to present realistic policies that they could deliver, rather than the empty promises that had been the cause of such voter apathy in the past. Giving such a democratic voice to the public would, he predicted, led to a much higher percentage of the population voting, which must be a good thing — at least for the public.
For a while, his ideas were popular talking points in the press and on current affairs shows, but soon the campaign started to lose momentum — helped by the naysayers and lobbyists, painting pictures of political chaos and wasted taxes. The turnaround in fortunes for the True Democracy movement was unexpected and ironic.
In an effort to kill the idea for all time, a media mogul arranged for his most popular television talent show to add the ‘No’ vote to its phone poll for contestants. At the same time, the political media made sure to give Charles full credit for the ‘flawed’ idea, in anticipation of a glorious failure. The show presented eight contestants with varying degrees of talent. In total almost two million people voted, but to the surprise of many, more than a million of those votes were to eliminate all of the contestants.
Although this rejection was a very public display of people power, it supported the argument that True Democracy would inevitably lead to political chaos. The panel of expert judges selected eight more contestants, and the producers invited the public to vote again. This time over nine million people voted and again the majority chose the ‘None of the above’ option. The show’s viewing figures were sharply increasing, and the producers were delighted. The lobbyists and politicians were considerably less happy — but the process had started and it was now far too public to stop.
By this time, the social media was buzzing. People were publically refusing to vote for the next group of candidates; they wanted their own choice. Eventually the show’s producers had to give in to such overwhelming public pressure. At the end of June, a third round of voting took place. Six new contestants were presented, including four that had received the most support from social media. Almost twenty-two million people voted in the third poll — a television record. The winning contestant was a seventeen-year-old comedian from Manchester, chosen with the support of social media; she received over fourteen million votes.
The conclusion was clear, people loved the idea of True Democracy; they felt engaged and empowered. Suddenly, Charles Rathbone the war hero had also become a political hero — and a safe bet to win a seat at the next election. Now he was a man who was about to die.
* * *
As Charles Rathbone entered Finchingfield post office, he found that there were several customers queuing at the counter. On hearing him enter, one elderly lady turned around and Charles smiled widely as he came face-to-face with Mary Heffernan. Many years ago when she was a tall and dangerously attractive young woman, Mary had been an English teacher to the young Charles Rathbone. He was saddened to see her now, bent over with age, and confused by her developing Dementia. Back then, this beautiful woman, with her razor sharp mind and ready wit, had won the heart and mind of that hormonally challenged teenager.
Charles still addressed her as Mrs. Heffernan, even though they had been friends for well over forty years, and despite her repeated pleads for him to call her Mary.
“Well, good afternoon, Mrs. Heffernan. And how are you today?”
She looked up and assessed him with watery grey eyes that gave little indication of the intelligent blue sparkle that had once lived within.
“Goodness me, if it isn’t Charles Rathbone,” she said in a voice as cracked and dry as old paint. “I heard that you are going to be the next Prime Minister.”
Charles smiled at the thinly veiled compliment.
“Well, perhaps next year. Right now I am just hoping to become a Member of Parliament.”
They were blocking the doorway and had to stand aside when another customer entered the post office — it was the young man who had been riding his bicycle in the street. He had a black eye and seemed rather surprised and embarrassed by the crowded room. He stepped to one side and began inspecting a display of elastic bands on the stationery counter. Charles and Mary exchanged a knowing glance.
“I’m sure you will win handsomely, you can count on my vote.” She put her hand on his sleeve. “But only if you promise to call me Mary.”
“Good gracious, Mrs. Heffernan,” Charles said in mock surprise. “Attempting to bribe a candidate, and in a public place as well — I am shocked! Whatever will people think?”
“People will think that you are a naughty schoolboy who still won’t do what he’s told,” she replied, patting his arm.
Charles smiled.
“And they would probably be right.” He tilted his head and gave a dramatic sigh. “OK, I give in. If I win the election, I promise to call you Mary, Mrs. Heffernan. You have my word.”
“Well then, I had better go and campaign for you. Once you have reinvented democracy, perhaps you can do something about the price of vegetables — this cucumber cost a pound at the market; it’s an absolute scandal!”
“Goodness! That seems expensive. I promise that I will make salad pricing for the elderly my first priority,” he quipped. “It is a lovely looking cucumber though.”
“The man said it was special, one of those orgasmic cucumbers.”
Charles’s heart sank at her confusion and the barely concealed titters from the other customers.
“I think you mean ‘organic,’ Mrs. Heffernan,” Charles replied kindly.
“I know exactly what I mean,” she said, giving him a sly wink as he held the door open for her. “Good luck with the election.”
Charles went to the greeting cards display. After a brief inspection, he smiled and selected a birthday card showing a picture of a car. He paid for a stamp and the card, and using a borrowed pen, he wrote an address on the envelope and added a birthday wish to the pre-printed greeting. Charles stood very still for a moment, before suddenly turning to face the young man who was standing by his side.
“How’s the cycling today?” Charles asked.
For a moment the young man seemed confused and a little startled, but he recovered quickly, mumbling a polite ‘Fine, thanks’, before turning away to inspect another packet of elastic bands. As soon as the man turned away, Charles pulled a folded sheet of paper from his pocket and quickly slipped it inside the card. He carefully sealed the envelope shut and dropped it into the internal mail box, then gave the post-mistress a friendly wave goodbye, and headed back to his car.
As he watched Charles drive away, the young man stood by his bicycle and used his cell phone to make a call.
“It’s me, Darren Jeffers. It looks like he’s heading back home.” He listened to a question and replied, “No, nothing else to report. He just sent a birthday card to some guy called Stone.”
* * *
Eric Stone was annoyed. His golden rule in life was always, ‘Don’t get involved,’ and now he was about to break it.
At the age of fourteen, battered and bruised from yet another beating at the hands of the school bully and his sidekicks, Stone had joined a local Wado-Ryu karate club. After his second night of training, the Sensei, an aging Japanese man who had an 8th Dan black belt, pulled young Stone to one side.
“I’m worried about you, Eric. Clearly, you have a natural aptitude for karate. I can see that already. But these bruises you carry on your face tell me that you may want to learn karate for the wrong reason.”
“I don’t understand, Sensei,” Eric pleaded. “I just want to learn to defend myself. What’s wrong with that?”
The Sensei gave Eric a kind smile and spoke sympathetically.
“I think that you have been beaten many times. Is this correct?”
Eric nodded and blushed as his shame burned bright in his cheeks.
“Yes, Sensei.”
“For a young man in your situation, it is natural that you want to fight these boys — to try and right a wrong. Is that the way you feel, Eric?”
Eric cast his eyes to the floor.
“Yes, Sensei,” he mumbled.
The Sensei crossed his arms.
“If you are to learn the way of Wado-Ryu, you must promise not to fight with these boys, Eric.”
“But why, Sensei?” Eric asked in shock. “These boys beat me up, and other people as well — I just want to stop them.”
“I understand how you feel Eric, but karate is not a tool of justice. The founder of Wado-Ryu karate, Hironori Ohtsuka Sensei, taught us that. He said, ‘Violent action may be understood as the way of martial arts, but the true meaning of martial arts is to seek and attain the way of peace and harmony.’”
The Sensei looked into Eric’s eyes.
“I am very sorry young man, but I cannot let you learn this skill, if I believe you intend to use it as a weapon.”
Eric huffed and crossed his arms across his chest.
“Great! Now what am I supposed to do?”
“You have a decision to make. If you stay, you must promise that you will try to walk away from confrontation. If that is impossible, then you must run — there is no shame in avoidance from a position of great strength. Finally, when there is no other option, you may use your skill to defend yourself, or another person.”
He knelt down to put himself at Eric’s height.
“Now do you understand?”
Eric bowed his head in respect
“Yes, Sensei.”
“So now you have a choice. If you wish to fight, you must leave, but if you want to learn the way of peace and harmony, you may stay.”
“Thank you, Sensei.” Eric nodded. “I wish to stay.”
The Sensei smiled. He decided that he was talking to a very brave and remarkable young man, who deserved the best training he could provide.
The young Eric Stone kept his promise. Under the expert eye of The Sensei, he trained hard and soon came to see that there was no shame in avoiding confrontation. Perhaps the bullies sensed his growing confidence, or heard about his quick progress through the karate grading’s, but very soon afterwards the beatings stopped and they never came after him again.
Now twenty-five years later, Sensei Eric Stone was a respected martial arts and self-defense instructor with his own dojo and a staff of twelve. Skilled in the disciplines of Wado-Ryu karate, Jujutsu and Aikido, Stone had also developed an excellent reputation as a fitness coach, training people of all ages and abilities. Along with his regular clients, he privately trained several celebrities, their bodyguards, and a former police officer turned private detective. Occasionally he was contracted by the Army to give unarmed combat training at the local Army barracks. This was normally to help build the confidence of young soldiers who were about to go somewhere hot and very dangerous for the first time.
It seemed like an age since a young and frightened boy had promised his Sensei that he would walk away from confrontation, and throughout that time, Eric had done his utmost to keep his promise. It had become a matter of personal pride, a commitment to a long dead friend and mentor. However, now he was going to break his promise — three times in short succession.
After leaving his dojo for the day, Eric’s route home took him through Braintree’s Town center market place. It was late afternoon and the market traders were taking down their stalls and getting ready to move on to the next town on their schedule. Along the street, council garbage collectors were hard at work clearing away the piles of empty cardboard boxes and heaped fruit and vegetables, discarded earlier as unfit for sale.
As he squeezed his little blue Ford Focus between a council dustcart and some inconveniently situated road works, Stone spotted something round, yellow, and about the size of a soccer ball, curving through the air towards the car. It was a melon. He ducked instinctively as it exploded against the window pillar, spraying water and bits of rotten pulp across his windshield and hood.
“Damn kids!” Stone muttered to himself, shaking his head in dismay.
There was nowhere convenient to stop in the market square, so he drove for another hundred yards, turning left twice as he followed the one-way traffic system. The car’s wiper blades had smeared the gunk across the windshield, dangerously degrading his forward visibility, so he found a place to pull over and began to clean away the mess. He picked off the bigger pieces of fruit with his fingers and dropped them into a nearby bin, and used a water bottle to wash away the remaining juice, before wiping the screen clean with an old t-shirt that he had in his gym bag.
As Stone was about to get back into his car, some boisterous laughter attracted his attention. Even though the noise from the nearby diesel generator and pneumatic drill made the laughter difficult to hear, there was something disturbing about it. Suddenly, Stone realized that by following the one-way system, and turning left twice along the way, he had parked in an open area a little way to the rear of the market place. From a distance of about fifty-yards, Stone had a clear view of three lads who were laughing and bumping fists. They were using the council dustcart for cover, so that they could throw discarded fruit at passing cars unobserved.
All three appeared to be in their teens; Stone speculated that perhaps they were friends from the same gym. They were all heavily muscled and tattooed, with the same short-cropped hairstyles. Almost like a uniform, they sported similar scruffy jeans and white t-shirts, in keeping with the local fashion at that time. Stone watched them for a minute, dismayed by the callous arrogance that they displayed as they threw fruit at unsuspecting drivers. They egged each other on, offering different fruits from a cardboard box that Stone presumed they had found in the back of the dustcart.
“Try a peach,” one lad shouted. “They really go splat when they hit!”
Another pointed. “Get that taxi — it’s that Pakki bastard.”
The lad in the middle threw like a baseball pitcher, and they all whooped in delight as the rotten peach struck the side window of the cab, startling the hapless driver. Stone sighed in silent disappointment and shook his head.
“Don’t get involved Eric — don’t get involved,” he whispered in warning to himself. “This isn’t your fight.”
He was about to climb into his car when he heard another shout. Stone’s shoulders slumped when he realized the implication.
“Look! Get the old bitch, the one with the shopping bags.”
“Yeah!” Another joined in. “Let’s all throw together!”
“She’s coming this way, wait until she gets a bit closer.”
Stone closed his eyes for a moment and swore under his breath.
“Perhaps I can just warn them off,” he said hopefully.
Stone jogged up a sidewalk that connected the market square to the area where he had parked his car. From that direction, he was able to approach the three lads from behind — unobserved. At the top of the sidewalk, he paused for a moment to assess the situation. The old lady was still about forty-yards away, slowly shuffling along, weighed down with her grocery shopping. He decided she was out of range and in no immediate danger for the time being. Stone scanned the buildings and light fixtures for CCTV cameras and decided that the men had inadvertently chosen a position behind the dustcart that gave perfect cover from any spying eyes — electronic or human. If things turned nasty in the next few minutes, Stone would be on his own, without the prospect of any aid from the police; but by then, so would the men.
He took a moment to study the three men, Stone decided that they were a little older than he had first thought, perhaps as old as twenty-one. From the bulging muscles under their tightly stretched t-shirts and jeans, it was clear that they worked out a lot. Although bulky muscle can appear physically intimidating, it will usually be tight and inflexible, making that person slow an unbalanced. The absence of any athletic movement in the way that the three men braced their legs, with their knees stiff and feet flat, told Stone that it was unlikely that they had ever had any significant martial arts training. Although Stone was not a large man and did not appear to be particularly muscular, many years of dedicated training had given him astonishing speed, strength, and flexibility.
Looking to his right, he could see that the old lady was getting closer. Stone looked at the three young men again and decided that he was comfortable with the odds. If he was going to act, it had to be now. He calmly walked forwards and stopped eight feet away, directly behind the center of the group. Eight feet away, two fast paces, or a step and a kick; a gap he could close in less than one second. Far enough away to be out of range from a sudden attack, far enough to stay out of someone’s personal space, and far enough to be conversational without seeming intimidating — which was his intention.
The fruit throwers were all facing away from Stone, still unaware of his presence, using the dustcart as cover they jostled with each other as they prepared their ammunition for the attack on the old lady. The man on Stone’s right seemed to be the ringleader; he was bouncing a pear in his hand as he readied his throw.
“Gentlemen! May I have your attention please?” Stone shouted over noise of the pneumatic drill.
Looking as if they had been jabbed with a cattle prod, the three men comically jumped in surprise. They quickly gathered themselves and turned to face the source of the voice, relaxing visibly when they saw Stone. From their point of view, he was just some middle-aged man, of medium height and build, dressed smartly in brown leather shoes, beige slacks and a loose fitting cream golf shirt. They saw him as someone twice their age, someone old, someone who was of negligible threat to three large men.
“What the fuck you want?” spat the man on the right.
Stone held his hands out to his sides with the palms facing forwards, in the international gesture that said, ‘I am unarmed and I wish you no harm.’ He spoke in a calm, clear voice.
“I just wanted to suggest that perhaps you have had enough fun for today and that now would be a good time for you to go home.” He gave a big reassuring smile.
The ringleader wrinkled his brow for a moment, as if he was unable to comprehend the meaning of the words. He looked at his two colleagues and, with the confidence of a pack of hyenas, they all laughed together at a secret shared joke. The spotty lad on the left was the first to recover; he spoke next.
“What’s it to you GRAND D-A-D!” he said, deliberately stretching the last word for comic effect.
Stone smiled and dipped his head politely, allowing the intended insult to pass.
“I do not want any trouble. I am just asking you guys to stop throwing fruit, before someone gets hurt.”
The big guy in the middle of the group was quick to return the comment.
“The only person what’s gonna get hurt is you — dickhead.”
“Unlikely,” Stone responded in a frank assessment. Then he smiled and tried again with exaggerated politeness. “Please gentlemen. I would be most grateful if you would stop what you are doing and move along; it really would be in your best interest.”
The spotty one joined in again. “You gonna stop us on your own then?”
“I would rather it didn’t come to that, but if I have to I will.”
“There’s three of us and one of you.”
Stone smiled at the spotty kid. “Thank you for that excellent demonstration of your mathematical superiority, but I was already aware of the ratios.”
“Wah?” the spotty kid grunted in confusion.
“You reckon you can take us then?” the big guy asked curiously.
Stone looked him straight in the eye.
“If I have to, but it doesn’t need to come to that. Walk away right now and no one gets hurt today.”
“Or what?” the big guy asked, pushing the point.
“Or learn the hard way and crawl away.” Stone casually crossed his arms. “Either way your little game stops right now. Nice or nasty — it’s your choice.”
“You seem confident for a little guy,” the big guy said.
“I am,” Stone said calmly, “Perhaps you should pause to consider why that would be.”
“I’ve had enough of this shit,” the ringleader hissed, as he produced a knife from his back pocket.
It was a small knife, perhaps a kitchen paring knife, but with a wickedly sharp four-inch blade and the handle wrapped in multiple layers of duct tape. It sat in the ringleaders hand with familiar confidence.
“Go on Spike,” the spotty kid leered, “cut the bastard!”
Stone looked directly at the one called Spike and sighed dramatically.
“Now why did you have to go and do a thing like that; just when we were starting to build a good relationship?”
“I’m gonna fuck you up good man,” Spike said. He waved the knife in his right hand as if it was a magic wand.
“If you don’t put it away Spike, I am going to have to take it away — and you will not like it when I do.” As he spoke, Stone circled casually to his right, covertly forcing the three men to line up along the sidewalk, one behind the other, trapped between the wall and the rear of the dustcart. Now they had to attack one at a time, with the knife welding Spike at the front of the line.
“Man! You gotta learn some respect,” Spike sneered.
“Yeah! Stick him Spike,” someone shouted from the back of the line.
Stone bounced lightly on the balls of his feet, with his left foot slightly forward and his hands held ahead at waist height, palms open. It was a purely defensive position; physically unthreatening, but ready to react to any attack.
“Last chance, Spike. Put the knife down and walk away — please.”
Spike smiled in anticipation.
“Fuck you, old man!” he shouted as he attacked.
The first principle of Wado-Ryu karate is avoidance. There is no shame in walking away from any situation, or indeed running; but if confrontation is avoidable, the first moves you learn to make are all about how to avoid an attack. As Spike lunged forwards, Stone stepped to his left with his left foot, easily moving his body aside and out of danger. At the same time, he used his right arm to deflect the knife hand, so that it passed harmlessly several inches to his right.
The second principle of Wado-Ryu karate is entering — positioning your body correctly and in a balanced fashion, ready for what comes next. In the next half second, Stone swung his right arm in a clockwise loop over and then under Spike’s arm, trapping the forearm under Stone’s armpit. This simple move locked Spike’s elbow straight, painfully counter-rotating the shoulder and elbow, making it impossible for him to use the knife.
The third principle of Wado-Ryu karate is attack. In the next second, Stone used his right foot, in a back-heel kick, to sweep Spike’s front foot away. Already off balance, and trying to bend over backwards because of the painful pressure on his elbow, Spike flipped backwards and slammed his head against the rear bumper of the dustcart. As he slid into unconsciousness, Stone lifted the knife from his lifeless hand and tossed it into the dustcart rubbish chute.
Three seconds had passed.
In an ideal world, such violent actions would be unnecessary. In an ideal world, the other two youths would have had an epiphany and run away — but they did not.
Without taking a moment to process what had happened to Spike, the big guy let out a mighty roar and charged forwards with his arms out, as if he intended to catch Stone and crush him in a bear hug. He was a large man with substantial muscles, most likely developed through many hours of lifting dumb weights in the gym and topped off with imported steroids. His biceps were bigger than Stone’s thigh and his chest looked as hard as rock. Stone knew what would happen if such a strong adversary were to catch him in a bear hug. Avoidance was not an option this time. With Spike’s unconscious form slumped on the sidewalk, there was insufficient room to maneuver effectively. If he sidestepped the attack and ‘big guy’ got past, then Stone would be trapped between two aggressors and in a tactically disastrous situation. Stone knew he had to meet this attack head-on.
As big guy charged, Stone stepped forwards with his right foot, keeping the knee bent low, and pushing through his locked left leg, drove his right arm forwards into his attackers sternum. The straight line he created, from the rear foot to the striking hand, is called a single line of force; it is the perfect method of transferring energy. If you bend a pencil sideways it is easy to snap it in two, but stand it upright, and slam your hand down onto the point, and you will painfully understand the concept.
For big guy, it felt like he had run into the wrong end of a concrete lightning bolt. A punch to the solar plexus may have winded a smaller attacker, but like Stone, big guy’s stomach muscles were easily capable of absorbing a mighty blow — so Stone aimed for the little bone at the base of the sternum. His heel hand strike, combined with the weight of the charging weight lifter, created an impact of tremendous kinetic energy, short-circuiting the nerve bundle at the center of big guy’s chest. As the strike exploded into the xyphoid process, the little bone at the lower end of the sternum, the seventh intercostal nerve went into shock. Like a man being electrocuted, big guy went into a standing seizure with his arms and legs comically stretched out to his sides. Stone stepped back to create more space, gave big guy a cheeky wink, and delivered a massive kick to his unprotected scrotum. Such a kick would easily have sent a soccer ball out of the stadium; the effect on big guy’s nervous system was devastating. Like a puppet with the strings cut, he dropped to his knees with a sickening ‘smack’ and cross-eyed in agony, he rolled into the gutter where he began to twitch and vomit uncontrollably.
Six seconds had passed.
Perhaps shocked by the speed and efficiency of his compatriots’ demise, the spotty kid at least had the presence of mind to stop and consider the situation. He may even have thought of making the wise choice to turn and run, but after a moment’s hesitation, he too decided to fight. Adopting what he may have perceived to be a martial arts combat stance, he turned slightly sideways with his hands held out like a praying mantis and shuffled forwards to attack. Stone dropped his left foot backwards and raised his left hand to ear height as if he was preparing to deliver a huge punch. It was a simple diversion, like a magician’s sleight of hand, drawing your attention away from the real action; all the time Stone’s right fist was creeping slowly into an attacking position. The spotty kid fell for it. Naturally focusing all of his attention on the threatening left hand, he remained completely oblivious to the real danger — until Stone’s right fist whipped up from a few inches away and connected perfectly with the side of his chin. The kid turned a comical half circle on rubber legs and collapsed into an inert heap onto the sidewalk. The entire combat had taken twelve seconds.
“GRANDDAD my arse!” Stone mumbled.
He glanced left and right to make sure that they were still out of sight behind the dustcart. The only person nearby was the old lady who was crossing to the other side of the road, seemingly oblivious to the battle that had just been fought for her protection. Stone carefully checked each man, to make sure that they were breathing freely and unlikely to choke to death, or spring up and attack him again. Satisfied that they were all temporarily incapacitated, he was about to head back to his car when he had an idea that appealed to his sense of justice. Working quickly, Stone roughly stripped each man from the waist down. Then he dumped their clothes and shoes into the back of the dustcart.
“Payback’s a bitch,” he said as he pushed the big green button to activate the rubbish compactor.
Ten minutes later the dustcart drove away, revealing the huddled forms of three half-naked men, who had lost all interest in throwing rotten fruit at unsuspecting old ladies.
* * *
Charles Rathbone drove his Austin Healey Sprite home at a more sedate pace, checking his mirrors frequently. He knew about the observers, he had been aware of them for almost a month. He knew why they were following him, and now he knew what he had to do if he was going to stop them. No one could help him now — although a few had tried. Even his friends, his powerful friends, his good friends were unable to help.
Rathbone had fought a good battle, and for a while he had thought he was winning, but now he knew that he had lost — he knew for sure thirty-six hours ago. A good and trusted friend had shown him the evidence. His friend had been so apologetic. She had explained that the evidence was clear, she said there was nothing he could do, she had cried as she told Charles what would happen next. Then she gave Charles a wonderful gift; she gave Charles a small amount of time. At great risk to herself, his friend promised to delay what had to happen for forty-eight hours, to give Charles time to prepare, time to get his affairs in order — and now that time was almost gone.
It was crucial that the observers did not suspect anything, so Charles made sure that he kept to his usual routine. The little green sports car turned into the driveway of the family farm and pulled into the garage as usual. Charles climbed out of the car, closed the garage doors, and walked back down the driveway to check the post-box before closing the old wooden gates. He could not see the observers, but he was certain that they were close by — probably using binoculars and cameras to monitor and analyze his every move. As he walked confidently towards the beautiful farmhouse, he thought that the thatched roof would probably need attention in the spring, and for a moment, he was saddened that he would miss the fun.
Once inside the house, he carefully locked and bolted the front door. Charles walked swiftly to his study where, using his favourite 18 karat gold Cross fountain pen and personalized writing paper, he hand wrote a short letter. After carefully drying the ink with a blotter, he sealed the letter in an envelope and tucked it into the inside pocket of his jacket. Confident that the thick net curtains on the windows would prevent anyone outside from seeing in, he unlocked his gun safe and removed a shotgun and a few shells. This began the critical phase.
Once he had closed and relocked the gun safe, he lay down on the carpet and belly-crawled down the corridor and into the sitting room. He rose slowly and stood absolutely still alongside the window for five full minutes; watching for any movement in the rear yard. When he was confident that there was no one hiding in the bushes, he somberly loaded both barrels of the shotgun.
Inherited from Charles’s father, the Baikal IZH-43KH shotgun was manufactured in Russia, and imported from Canada. Although the shorter 18.5-inch barrel makes it less accurate than a traditional shotgun, Charles considered it an excellent weapon for close quarters fighting. It was also exactly the correct length for what he had in mind. The Remington hypersonic steel shells he was using were specifically designed for shooting fast moving ducks. These unique shells combine a tight pattern of pellets with a 1,700 foot per second mussel velocity, capable of delivering a devastating punch — deadly to both ducks and men.
Rathbone silently opened the French doors and walked out to the exact center of his lawn, where he turned a slow, deliberate circle, checking once more for the observers. Satisfied that he was temporarily alone, he faced his house and knelt down on the grass. Then, Charles Rathbone, decorated war hero took a deep breath, put the shotgun barrel into his mouth and, without hesitation, pulled both triggers.



TWO

It was not until the next morning that Stone heard that Charles Rathbone had committed suicide. Fresh from the shower, he was in his kitchen cooking some eggs for breakfast when the local radio broke the story.
“Local war hero and political activist Charles Rathbone has been found dead at his house near Sible Hedingham, in Essex. Police were called to the house yesterday evening after a woman walking her dog reported hearing a single gunshot. Mister Rathbone was discovered lying slumped on his lawn. He was pronounced dead at the scene by a local doctor. A source within the Essex police has confirmed that Mr. Rathbone died from a shotgun blast to the head. Foul play is not suspected. A suicide note was found in his jacket pocket stating that he had recently been diagnosed with an inoperable brain cancer while secretly attending a clinic in America, and that he had chosen to end his life at this time to maintain his dignity. The letter went on to say that Charles Rathbone’s dying wish is that the nation’s desire for ‘True Democracy’ in politics would not die, just because its strongest voice had passed away; to this end he nominated his staunch supporter Sally Field to replace him at the next election.
The son of a farmer and a graduate of the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst, Charles Rathbone had a distinguished career in the British Army. In 2008, while serving with the Royal Engineers in Afghanistan, his squad came under a sustained enemy attack culminating with a large IED explosion. Although badly wounded himself, Charles Rathbone twice entered a known minefield to rescue injured colleagues. For this act of conspicuous courage in circumstances of extreme danger, he was awarded the George Cross. After his rehabilitation, Charles Rathbone retired from the Army and returned to his native Essex to manage the family farm. More recently, he had become a central figure in the growing campaign to change the face of British politics. He was standing as an independent candidate in the general election, under the banner of ‘True Democracy’; he was widely expected to win.
Charles Rathbone was aged sixty-two; he was unmarried and had no immediate family.”
After saying just two words, ‘Good God!’ for the first time since the death of his mother, Eric Stone sat and cried.
His friendship with Charles Rathbone was as deep as siblings, or closer, if that was possible. They had first met at Stone’s dojo in Colchester in the spring of 2009. Eric had just finished teaching a Sunday morning kids class and was in the process of clearing away the equipment, when he noticed a tall man standing quietly, just inside the dojo door. He was wearing a long black raincoat over a sports jacket and waistcoat. Visible below the raincoat, perfectly pressed black pants sat above a pair of highly polished black leather brogues. In his right hand, the man held a rolled umbrella with a curved wooden handle, which doubled as a walking stick and seemed to be helping him keep much of his weight off his right foot.
Stone surreptitiously studied the stranger as he continued collecting the equipment, wondering if he was perhaps a parent or Council official of some description. He had initially thought that the man was angry, as his face was full of dark tension, but on closer inspection, Stone decided that he was suffering some deep pain. Although the day was cool, there was a gleam of sweat on his brow, deep lines under his eyes and his cheeks were hollow, as if he were a recovering drug addict or a cancer survivor. If he was an angry parent, or someone with an axe to grind, Stone felt that the man would have come forwards by now, but he had just remained standing quietly by the door watching as Stone went about his work. After putting the last of the protective headgear and gloves into the storage locker, Stone turned and spoke to the man for the first time.
“May I help you, Sir?”
“I hope you can.” His voice had a full, cultured quality, which spoke of education and confidence.
With some difficulty and barely concealed pain, the stranger brought himself upright and walked twenty careful paces until he was face-to-face with Stone. After hooking the handle of his umbrella over his left arm, he offered his right hand to shake and gave a warm smile.
“Mr. Stone, my name is Charles Rathbone and I would like to engage your services. Recently I lost part of my right leg in Afghanistan. The Army medical people have done all they can but they tell me I will never walk normally again — I want you to help me to prove them wrong.”
“OK, you have my attention,” Stone said politely, “But I’m just a humble karate teacher, how do you think I can help?”
Rathbone smiled and his steely blue eyes glinted with wry humor.
“Why Mr. Stone, you are too modest by far. I have done my research very carefully and you have been recommended to me by the highest authority. I know that you are highly skilled in a range of martial arts. I know that you are a talented and passionate instructor. I know that your experience and training has given you a unique knowledge of biomechanics, and I know that you are a man who loves to be tested.”
Rathbone thrust his chin forwards daringly and his eyes narrowed as he delivered the challenge.
“So Mr. Stone, they said that I will always limp along with the aid of a stick. I intend to prove them wrong. Will you help this cripple to walk like a man again?”
Stone looked at the man before him with fresh interest. The physical pain that he was suffering was etched deeply into his face. He noticed that despite the firmness of his handshake, Rathbone was visibly shaking in an effort to remain standing. Eric imagined how hard it must have been for this unassuming man to ask for help from a complete stranger. For a full minute Stone looked into Rathbone’s unblinking eyes, while he considered how he would approach such a difficult task. Then, with his mind made up, he gave one sharp, decisive nod.
“OK, let’s do it!”
Over the next six months, through the grueling hours of intense physical training and balance exercises, Charles gradually learned to walk without a stick. At the same time, even though they were very different people, a deep friendship developed between the two men. Though he had done his research before their first meeting, Rathbone was impressed with Eric’s analytical intelligence and quiet determination. He found Stone to be a thoroughly likeable and totally trustworthy person.
Stone, a naturally modest and introspective man, was happy to sit for hours listening to Charles Rathbone’s animated stories of Army life, or his passionate opinions of how the British political system could be reformed. Usually, these discussions took place in the local bar, over a delicious meal and a few pints of best bitter. The two men also discovered that they had some shared interests — vintage cars, target shooting, and beautiful women.
Both men were single and unattached. Although Stone enjoyed the company of beautiful and intelligent women, he was rather shy and had yet to find one that interested both his heart and mind. Conversely, the always-effervescent Rathbone, a widower of fifteen-years, seemed to have a bewildering stable of stunningly beautiful female acquaintances that seemed happy to share his company and his bed, without demanding any further commitment. Whenever Charles invited Eric to a party or a barbecue at the farm, one of these delightful young ladies would bring along an equally attractive friend to act as Stone’s companion. Although these dates were always intellectually interesting and sometimes physically satisfying, few led to anything more than an exchange of phone numbers and a shared lie to keep in touch. For the most part the girls were interested and willing, Stone was after all a handsome man, but he found it difficult to engage in a relationship where that rare but indescribable spark was missing.
Being brought up on a farm in the Essex countryside, Charles had learned to shoot at an early age. For a farmer, a shotgun is as much an essential tool as a paintbrush is to a decorator, or a spirit level to a builder. As a youngster, Charles had shot vermin and game with a shotgun and later he progressed to culling deer with a rifle. He had a good eye and a steady hand, essential skills that were later honed to a fine art in the Army; where he would go on to win several competitive medals at Regimental competitions.
Although Eric Stone disliked blood sports, he thoroughly enjoyed target shooting. He loved the cerebral test of calculating the effect that wind, humidity and gravity had on the path of a bullet, combined with the physical challenge of controlling your breathing and heart rate, as you must if you are going to hit something the size of a tomato from 300 yards. His first experience of shooting came about after a girlfriend had invited him to join her at a corporate getaway at some swanky hotel in the Huntingdon countryside. As a part of the package, the guests had free access to activities like horse riding, quad biking, and golf. There was also a climbing wall, a swimming pool, and a skeet shooting range. Stone had soon tired of chlorinated water, plastic rocks, and racing around in muddy circles, and decided to have a pop at skeet shooting, while his lady-friend was enduring something called a hot mud facial.
After a safety lecture and some basic directions about how to hold, aim, and fire a shotgun, the instructor explained the principle of deflection shooting — the process of aiming ahead of the target so that the shotgun pellets can intersect with the fast-flying clay. When he was ready, Stone shouted ‘Pull!’ for the first time, and to his surprise, hit both of the clay targets with his first two shots. Suspecting a large dose of beginners luck, Stone tried again, and he was delighted to see his second attempt produced the same result.
Initially the instructor suspected that Stone was some sharp shooter, planted by friends as a practical joke, but he soon came to accept that Eric simply had a good eye and a natural feel for deflection shooting. To the barely concealed displeasure of his girlfriend, Stone spent most of the remaining time that weekend at the shooting range, stopping only when his right shoulder, unused to the recoil of the shotgun, became too bruised and painful to continue. By that time, he was hooked and committed to joining a local gun club at the earliest opportunity.
Inevitably, the girlfriend proved to be a fad, but his love of target shooting turned into a serious hobby, and Eric soon bought a shotgun and a .22 target rifle; both were kept in a gun safe at his home. On his birthday in July of the previous year, Charles had presented Eric with a very special gift. It was a Barnett Ghost 410 crossbow — identical to the one that Charles owned. The jet black Ghost 410 was a rare and expensive weapon that was manufactured in America using strong but ultra-light materials, more commonly associated with race cars and jet fighters. Sleek, stealthy, and beautifully balanced, it weighed just a few pounds, and yet it could fire a projectile with incredible speed and accuracy. The crossbow was even fitted with a telescopic laser sight that could project the classic sniper red dot onto the intended target.
Eric was delighted with the crossbow, a gift that helped to deepen his friendship with Charles. Over the years the two men spent many happy hours together in friendly competition at the shooting range with guns and their crossbows, or in the bar talking about politics or women, or both, and visiting classic car shows. Through such shared interests and beliefs, based on duty, fairness, and equality, they had eventually become as close as brothers. With a deep sigh, Eric shook his head at the tragic waste of life and the loss of a true friend.
“Come on Stone; pull yourself together,” he said sadly, wiping his eyes.
He splashed his face with cold water at the kitchen sink and wondered what, if anything, he should do next. Although Charles was his closest friend, that relationship held no status in the eyes of the law. Eric was not a relative, and although the news report said that Charles had no immediate family, he presumed that there would be some arrangements in place to deal with the funeral and other matters. Nevertheless, as a friend, he felt that he had a duty to offer his help to whoever was appointed as executor of Charles’s estate. He knew several police officers through his karate club, so after some consideration, he decided that the best course of action was to go in person to the Braintree town police station and ask for some information and advice. Pleased to be doing something positive in his grief, Stone washed and dried the breakfast dishes, brushed his teeth, got dressed and was stepping through the front door just twenty minutes later.
He almost collided with a young and very pretty mailwoman as he turned, and after a mumbled apology and a shy smile, he accepted the proffered handful of utility bills and junk mail, which he took with him to his car. With the engine running, he sat for a moment and watched as the mailwoman continued her round. At that moment, Stone was suddenly aware of just how insular grief was. His world had become dark and depressing, he had just discovered that his closest friend was dead, a tragedy by his own hand to avoid a painful and undignified end; and yet just the other side of the door the sun was still shining, the girls were pretty, and there were still bills to pay. With a shake of his head, Eric snapped out of his reverie.
Realizing that he was still clutching the post, he gave a sad and somewhat ironic laugh and dropped it onto the passenger seat. He was about to put the car into gear when a pale blue envelope caught his eye. The neat careful handwriting was distinctively that of one man — Charles Rathbone. As he picked up the envelope with his left hand, his right hand automatically reached for the key to switch off the engine.
* * *
Alan Merry stepped off the train at Reading station and as was his habit, walked directly to the nearest bar. He liked the ‘Three Guineas’; it was an Irish themed bar that had recently been refurbished. It had a great menu, comfortable seating, plenty of space and, most important for Alan, it served a decent pint of Guinness. This early in the afternoon, the bar was quiet, apart from a few businessmen passing some time whilst waiting for their train. Alan had just travelled from London and, as usual, was planning to enjoy a pint and a sandwich before taking a leisurely walk to Reading Borough Council. As part of his responsibility as a Councilor, Alan sat on the Planning Applications Committee every Wednesday afternoon. He found it to be mind-numbingly boring work that was best approached with a slight beer buzz and a full stomach.
He took a stool at the bar and ordered a toasted cheese sandwich with a side order of French fries and a pint of Guinness. Because it was an Irish bar, the barmaid poured the drink correctly — half-filling the glass and leaving it to settle, while she busied herself behind the bar. In a few minutes, she would return to top off his glass. Alan secretly enjoyed the anticipation of waiting for his pint of the ‘black stuff’, so he made use of the time by reading through his notes for the forthcoming planning meeting.
There were the usual residential applications for porches, conservatories, and garages, along with two applications for loft extensions — all fairly routine and acceptable stuff. He noticed that there was an application for a change of use that he thought could cause some discussion amongst the Councilors. A local farmer wanted to convert some stables into bed and breakfast accommodations, presumably to try to cash in on the growing numbers of tourists visiting the area. The previous year the same farmer had an application to open a go-kart track turned down, because of the potential for noise pollution upsetting the residents of a nearby housing development. However, Alan suspected that this application stood a much better chance of getting approval. On the other hand, he was certain that the planning application for change of use at Whitewater farm was going to fail.
Harry Harrington had been battling with the Council for months over his farm — or at least ten acres of it. Harrington ran a haulage business, which mostly seemed to involve buying and breaking old trucks and buses for spare parts. All of which would be fine, if he hadn’t taken it into his head to park almost one-hundred broken and rusty vehicles in a corner of his land. He had never applied for or received planning permission to operate a breakers yard, and recently there had been several complaints about safety issues — particularly since waste engine oil had been found seeping into a nearby stream. The council had already issued several notices ordering him to clear up the site, but they had all been totally ignored — at least until now. Incredibly, today Harrington was formally applying for permission to operate a breakers yard on an expanded site of twenty acres. The barefaced cheek of the man was unbelievable! Not many things in life are guaranteed, but the comprehensive refusal of this planning application most definitely was. Alan’s mood brightened noticeably — perhaps there was something to look forward to this afternoon after all.
With excellent timing, the barmaid carefully placed Alan’s pint on the countertop and gave him a smile.
“Here’s your Guinness love, your sandwich will be along in a couple of minutes.”
“Thanks. I’ve been looking forward to this!”
“Enjoy.”
Alan picked up his pint and held it to his lips, savoring the nutty smell for a moment before preparing to take his first sip. Suddenly, something gave his right elbow a mighty shove. The pint flew out of his hand, bounced on the counter, and fell to the floor. Luckily, the bar had recently started to use plastic glasses so nothing was broken, but the Guinness was lost.
“Jesus Christ!” Alan growled in shock and anger. He was about to turn and let fly at his assailant when a firm hand was placed on his shoulder and a cultured voice spoke into his ear.
“Oh! My dear chap! I am most awfully sorry; I’m such a clumsy buffoon. I trust you are uninjured?”
Alan turned to see a tall sophisticated looking gentleman of about sixty, with a comb-over of grey hair and a short goatee beard. He was dressed in a smart green tweed sports jacket with a beige waistcoat and matching trousers. Hanging between the waistcoat pockets was a heavy gold chain, presumably connected to a gold pocket watch. The man kept his hand firmly on Alan’s shoulder and gave him a dazzling and genuine smile as he waited for a reply.
“Err… No, I’m fine,” Alan responded, “it’s only my drink that’s suffered.”
“Splendid! Splendid,” the man replied loudly, as if Alan had just performed some exotic magic trick. “Now, you must allow me to replace your beverage — BARKEEP! Another two pints here, please!”
“Oh, that’s really not necessary, I am sure it was just a silly accident,” Alan mumbled in a slightly embarrassed tone. The man gave him a mighty slap on the back.
“Indeed it was! Nevertheless, this fortuitous accident has brought us together — let us become friends!” He waved at the barmaid who was trying to mop up the beer. “A Bushmills for my friend as well — make it a double.”
Alan was instantly won over by this man with the friendly smile, as well as the offer of a double of his favourite Irish whiskey.
“Thanks very much,” he said.
“Roger Taylor, at your service.” The man thrust out his hand.
“Alan Merry,” Alan responded, shaking the proffered hand.
Once their drinks and food had arrived, Roger suggested that they move to a booth. They chatted while they ate, mostly about the state of the economy and the latest situation in the Middle East. Alan found Roger to be affable, humorous, and quite pleasant company. Soon the conversation turned towards their families. Roger asked if Alan had grandchildren.
“Yes I do, in fact they’re my favourite subject. Here, let me show you a photograph.”
He pulled a picture from his billfold and pointed. “Now this is—”
“Emma,” Roger interrupted, “and that must be Suzie with the blonde hair.”
“Good gracious!” Alan said in perplexed surprise. “How could you possibly know that?”
Roger smiled. “Why Alan, I know a lot about you, and I know a lot about your family — and your beautiful grandchildren.”
“But… I don’t understand. How could you know? We just met.”
“Oh Alan… my dear, sweet, innocent Alan. I know all there is to know about you. Would you like to see my photographs?" He opened his briefcase.
“Now… Here is a picture of your lovely wife shopping.”
Roger placed a large glossy photograph on the table. Alan could immediately see that the woman in the photograph was indeed his wife. She was pictured from the side and slightly above, selecting some fruit at a local farmer’s market. The image had a grainy quality, perhaps from being digitally blown up, or because the person taking the picture had used a telephoto lens. Roger placed another picture on the table in front of a stunned Alan.
“In this one I think she was just getting out of the shower. Lovely legs!”
He placed another picture on the table, as casually as someone sharing their vacation pictures.
“Oh… and here is a picture of you with that cute young actress you have been seeing every Wednesday morning for the last month.” Another picture was placed on the table. “Here you are in bed together.”
One more picture was added to the pile.
“And here are your grandchildren arriving at school — they really are most lovely. Children are so fragile at this age. We have to make an extra effort to be sure they will come to no harm.” Allowing the threat to hang in the air like stale cigarette smoke, Roger’s finger stroked the image of little Suzie as if he were softly caressing her blonde hair.
Alan sat staring at the photographs, numb with shock. Finally, he looked at the man sitting across the table. The soft smile and affable joviality had disappeared. Roger’s eyes were as hard as black diamonds and when he spoke again his voice was as cold as steel.
“We know a lot about you… Councilor Alan Merry. We know where you live, what you earn, what you do — who you do it with — and we know about your family.”
His finger tapped the last picture harshly and when he spoke, next his words were deliberately chosen.
“We particularly know all about your grandchildren.”
Roger closed his briefcase with a harsh snap that made Alan jump. The cold voice was suddenly more business-like.
“And that is why I am confident that you will vote in favor of the Whitewater farm application at the planning meeting this evening.” Roger leaned forward towards Alan, until his eyes were just inches away. “Do I make myself clear?”
“What! Is that what all of this is about?” Alan reeled back in shock. “You’re threatening me over some poxy planning application?”
Roger ignored Alan’s sudden outburst. He leaned back and made himself taller in the seat.
“I said… Do I make myself clear? Or do you want me to be more specific about the consequences of your failure to comply?”
Alan sighed in defeat and slumped into his seat. His voice was just a dry whisper.
“No, you have made yourself perfectly clear. I will do as you ask, just don’t hurt anyone — please, please don’t. There is no need.”
“Excellent Alan, that’s just fine. I am glad that we had this little chat.” Roger stood. “You can keep these photographs as a reminder of our agreement, I have plenty of copies. Oh, and another thing. I am afraid that you won’t be seeing your young lady on Wednesday mornings anymore.”
Roger pulled an envelope from his inside pocket and dropped it casually onto the table.
“Such a sweet girl, and so talented — but you know that already. Here’s her invoice. She’ll be expecting payment as specified by the end of next week.”
“Why are you doing this?” Alan pleaded.
For a moment Roger stared unblinkingly, as if he was wracked with some internal conflict; finally he shrugged and closed his eyes.
“For the same reason you are. I don’t want to get hurt — or worse. There are people out there who do these things for a living, bad people, the sort of people you do not want to meet. There are some very dangerous people out there, Alan. They have you on a hook now and that’s a hook that you can never get off.”
He paused, looking down at the photographs with genuine sadness in his eyes.
“You may not believe me, but for what it is worth, I am truly sorry.”
“It won’t help you,” Alan said defiantly.
“What won’t?”
“All of this,” he said waving his hand at the photographs, “All of this won’t help you. I am just one vote — you need a majority to get the planning application passed.”
Roger sighed and put his hand on Alan’s shoulder.
“It will pass. We have a majority now. Your vote was the last one we needed. Just do what I have asked, and everything will be all right. Goodbye, Alan.”
Roger gave Alan’s shoulder a gentle squeeze.
“Until the next time,” he added in a chilling postscript as he left.
Alan sat alone in the booth, stared at the pictures and cried quietly, until it was time for him to leave for the planning meeting.
* * *
Stone curiously studied the envelope before him. As people sometimes do, he found himself trying to guess the contents without opening the flap. He knew Charles’s distinctive handwriting from the cards he always sent for Christmas and on Eric’s birthday in July, but it was too early for the first event and too late for the second. The envelope obviously contained a greetings card of some sort and the postmark clearly showed that the envelope was posted on the day of Charles’s suicide. Stone rested his forearms on the steering wheel and held the envelope in his fingertips so that it was at eye level. He felt unwilling to open the flap, realizing that it probably contained the last words that Charles wrote, just minutes before he committed suicide. Cold dread squeezed his heart as he anticipated the contents; perhaps it was a personal suicide note, or instructions for Charles’s funeral. Stone pursed his lips and drew a deep breath. With a deft flick of his finger, he ripped open the envelope and extracted the contents.
It was a simple birthday card. On the front was a picture of a classic car, a red Jaguar ‘E’ type, and the words, ‘Best wishes on your birthday’. Inside Charles had written, ‘Happy birthday — you old fart!’ — The exact words that he had written on an identical card back in July. However, this time there was also a small slip of yellow paper, folded twice, with ‘Phone me — now!’ written in the same handwriting but with a different ink.
“God, I wish I could!” Stone whispered.
He wondered if the note was a desperate plea from a suicidal mind sickened and twisted by cancer, but he quickly decided that it was not. Around a month earlier, Charles had told Eric that he would be out of touch for a while as he was working on some important new project. Yet, just four days ago he had still found the time to phone Eric to send on his best wishes to three of the karate club’s students who were about to take their black belt grading. The call was short, but Charles was his usual effervescent and humorous self.
The more Eric thought about Charles’s death and the weeks leading up to it, the more questions he found he wanted to ask. Where had he been for the last month? What was the new project that suddenly seemed more important than Charles’s beloved True Democracy? Exactly when did Charles discover that he had cancer? Why had he decided to keep the diagnosis a secret, even from his best friend? Why did he deliberately copy the original birthday card so exactly, but then send it on the wrong day? Moreover, perhaps the most important question was — why would Charles ask Eric to phone him when they both knew that Charles never took incoming calls. Although he always had the latest model smart phone, Charles despised receiving calls in public and kept the phone permanently on silent mode, preferring to use his cell for email, texts, and banking — so Charles always called Eric.
Stone was still contemplating the significance of this message from beyond the grave, when he felt a small bump within the folds of the note. He carefully unfolded the paper and discovered that on the rear there was a short strip of clear tape covering what appeared to be a small oblong of thin black plastic. Confused, he used his fingernail to unpick the tape and pry the plastic oblong free for closer inspection. In the dulled light within his car, Stone had to squint to overcome his mild short-sightedness. Slightly smaller than his little fingernail and as thin as a business card, the little oblong of plastic weighed almost nothing.
Although three sides of the plastic oblong were perfectly square to each other, Stone could see that it was slightly wider at one edge and the bottom had a slight saw-toothed look with a step in the center. There was also a slight ridge on the left edge, just high enough to trap with a thumbnail. On the surface, printed in light grey, there was a seemingly unreadable stylized logo and a small arrow pointing to the right. Examining the other side, he could just make out eight gold irregular strips around a tenth of an inch long, and three lines of writing too small to read without a magnifying glass. However, if Eric’s suspicions were right, two readable letters would help solve this evolving riddle. The letters were ‘CE’. Often seen but seldom noticed, the ‘CE’ mark is a key indicator of a product’s compliance with European Union legislation — and it is a common mark on most electrical items.
Stone quickly stuffed the mail into his pocket and carefully folded the plastic card back into the sheet of paper, before climbing out of his car and jogging back to his house. Once inside he went directly to a drawer in his kitchen where he kept those items that even the most house-proud man finds difficult to discard. He sorted through batteries of indeterminate age, instruction manuals for products long since discarded, and several miscellaneous electrical leads, until he found the magnifying glass he was looking for. With the aid of the natural sunlight shining through the kitchen window and the magnifying glass, he was able to study the tiny plastic oblong more closely.
He quickly deciphered the logo as the word ‘Micro’ curved around the letters ‘SD’ and just to the right ‘64’ was printed over ‘GB’. Stone was not particularly tech savvy and so it took a moment before he realized that ‘GB’ did not stand for Great Britain, as he would have expected, but in this case, it meant Gigabyte. He was holding a micro SD card for a cell phone. The message ‘Phone Me — now!’ was not a request to make contact, but a direction to put the SD card into a smart phone.
Although he had acquired a 3G smart phone as a free upgrade when he had last renewed his cell phone contract, like many people of his age, Stone had little knowledge of the internal workings of his device. Apart from sending the occasional text messages and using a couple of pre-installed Apps to check on his emails, or play music while he was out running, he really only used his phone to make calls. Consequently, it took him a little while just to get the back cover off the device, and several more minutes to locate the correct slot for the SD card, but after that, things got a little easier. Although he had never noticed it before, right in the center of the screen was a familiar icon marked ‘My Files’ which, after several attempts, allowed him to view the contents of the SD card.
There were four files:
Money.doc
Wreckingcrew.pdf
Myteam.doc
Openmefirst.mpg
Eric tapped the last file and the operating system automatically selected the correct application to open the video player. There before him, reflected in a mirror, was Charles Rathbone sitting at a desk in what looked like a budget motel room. He smiled, waved, cleared his throat, and began to speak.
“Hello, Eric. Please excuse the cloak and dagger theatrics with the birthday card, but I can assure you it was most necessary. They would do anything to stop you, or anyone else from getting this message.
If you are watching this, then I am dead — hopefully without pain and by my own hand. For this act, I can only apologise.
Eric, you are my closest friend and confidante, the person I trust the most, but I could not tell you what I was working on, or what was happening to me. It was simply too dangerous to the two things that I hold most dear, you and True Democracy. I sincerely wish that it could be another way. I have thought long and hard about what I am about to do, but there is no other option. I have read that suicide is believed to be the ultimate act of cowardice, don’t believe it Eric; this is the hardest thing I can imagine anyone having to do. There is so much to live for and so much that I still want to achieve. I almost died once before, with your help and friendship I learned to walk tall again. Now it is all going to be wasted — I am so sorry, but I have no other choice.
It is my idea you see, the idea of True Democracy. The simple little idea that means the public can finally have real influence over how the country is run. That idea is such a threat to some people that it just had to be stopped. They had hoped that it would simply lose momentum, and for a while, it seemed that it would. Then they became impatient and tried to kill it with that game show, but they miscalculated and suddenly it was too late. So, they had a problem. How do you stop an idea? How do you make people un-think a thought? Then they realized that dear old Charles Rathbone was the public face of True Democracy. To stop the idea, they had to stop me.
Of course, killing me would create a martyr. No… that would not work. That would only make things worse for them. Then they struck on what seemed like a perfect plan — discredit the man and you discredit the idea. Comprehensively discredit the man; convincingly convict him of something so heinous, so monstrously shocking, that nobody in their right mind would want to be associated with his politics ever again. Do that and the idea is dead in the water — cold, lifeless and sunk to the bottom, never to be discussed again. They planned a killer headline — ‘Charles Rathbone, pedophile, and child molester!’”
Stone found that he had involuntarily jerked back in his seat with the shock of what he was hearing. He tapped pause on the video player, so he could take a moment to splash his face with cold water from the faucet in the kitchen. Then he paced up and down the hallway for a full minute in an attempt to cool his rising anger. He splashed his face a second time, dried off with a hand towel, grabbed a bottle of orange juice from the fridge, and returned to his seat. To help clear the tension that he was feeling, Stone shut his eyes, took a deep breath through his nose, and slowly breathed out through his mouth. He repeated the exercise three more times, until he felt that he had his emotions under some semblance of control. He leaned forward and tapped the screen to resume the video playback.
“Dearest Eric,” Charles continued, “you must believe me when I say, that these allegations are a hideous lie, totally untrue, just fabricated propaganda based on planted evidence. I don’t know how they did it; I just know that they did.
A dear friend in the police put herself in terrible danger, both professionally and physically, to warn me of what was about to happen. She told me that the British police had been given a copy of a report, recently filed by the Afghan police. The report stated that three unnamed Afghani children, two boys and one girl, were claiming to have been raped by one Charles Rathbone while he was serving in Afghanistan with the Royal Engineers. There was no explanation as to why the accusers had waited so long before making a complaint, or how they had originally named their attacker. The report did claim that an investigator had positively confirmed the identity of the alleged rapist, with the use of a photograph.
The report made difficult reading, particularly the graphic details of what was allegedly done to these poor children. Worse still was the casual footnote stating that the accusers were no longer available for interview, as they had been killed along with eleven others when their school bus was blown apart by an IED landmine. Obviously, I found this dreadful accusation to be deeply upsetting, but there was more to follow.
The next day, investigators at the Pedophile Unit of the Metropolitan police, received evidence from the FBI showing that a credit card in my name had been used to make purchases from several online purveyors of child pornography. Although I have never owned or applied for such a card, or accessed such web sites, the next day a payment to that credit card company was traced to my checking account. Faced with such compelling evidence, the police applied for a warrant to search my house and computers.
Yesterday I received another call from my friend. She told me that initial scans of my computer and tablet had revealed substantial quantities of child pornography, along with evidence of regular visits to web sites known to sell such dreadful materials. My friend was kind enough to reiterate her continued confidence in my innocence, stating that even the investigating officers had thought the trail of evidence to be too convenient and easy to follow. Nevertheless, such evidence could not be ignored; steps must be taken. The police were planning to make an arrest within days, to be followed with an immediate press conference. At that point, all hope of protecting True Democracy would be gone forever. I knew then that the only way to save True Democracy was to sacrifice myself.
Of course, there is a risk that they will still try to publish these allegations, but I believe that risk is acceptably small. For their plan to work, Charles Rathbone needed to be publicly exposed and humiliated. Any attempt to besmirch my name and reputation posthumously, or attack my successor, would probably have the conspiracy theorists climbing out of the woodwork to join the party.
I have nominated Sally Field to take over as leader of True Democracy. Sally was my most vocal supporter. She is an intelligent and charismatic girl, if she decides to contest the election, I am confident that she will win her seat.
Now that I am dead and True Democracy is in safe hands, I can reveal the truth. In doing so, I must ask you to put yourself and others in grave danger. It is my hope that you will see the need to eradicate the evil menace that has directly caused my death and that of many others. Please consider what I have to tell you very carefully and with an open mind, before you decide how to act. Eric, I have left you a considerable amount of money to fund this endeavor, but should you decide against it, please, please, take the money and run as far away as you can.”
Charles leaned closer to the camera.
“I do not know how the evidence against me was planted. Nor do I know the identity of the person who gave the order for my reputation to be destroyed, or the person who paid for this foul and cowardly act. That is something that I hope you will be able to discover. However, I am confident that this devilish deed was perpetrated by an organisation so secret that almost nobody knows of their existence and yet they have contracts with Governments throughout the world. They are a group of people that take no sides, offer no favours, show no conscience, and lack any moral compass; they simply work for the highest bidder. They must be stopped.”
Charles’s face filled the small screen.
“They call themselves ‘The Wrecking Crew’.”



THREE

The Wrecking Crew operated from an anonymous building in the center of an uninteresting field in a quiet corner of the British countryside. In a large room at the rear of the building, the man known as ‘The Fixer’ sat at the head of the conference table. He was impatiently tapping his pen as he read a report about the death of Charles Rathbone. Casually leaning against the wall behind and slightly towards each side of The Fixer stood two enormous men who acted as his bodyguards and enforcers; they were identical twins. With typically ironic humor, The Fixer called them ‘Kitten’ and ‘Bunny’ — although nobody else would dare to, particularly if they wished to avoid a slow and painful death.
Born in the former USSR and trained as Olympic wrestlers, both men were over six and a half feet tall and as wide as a door. They both wore identical dark suits that stretched ominously over their distended muscles. Their shaven heads emphasized their bulging foreheads and eyebrows, and added additional darkness to the cold dead eyes that were carefully watching the other occupants of the room. There were five other people around the table. They were the key team members of the Wrecking Crew. The Fixer, Kitten, and Bunny, were all voluntary members, but the other five were more like draftees; unwillingly called into action because of some past indiscretion.
To the right of The Fixer sat Becka. Petite at five-foot tall, and just twenty-seven years old — but with her bright orange hair, facial piercings, and tattoos on her arms and hands — she looked much younger. Becka was the Wrecking Crews’ computer hacker. A gifted mathematician and a graduate in computer science, Becka was steadily building a successful career with a top internet security firm when her rebellious nature and interest in accessing government secrets brought her to the attention of the authorities.
After a month in the remand center, Becka was staring at the wall and contemplating the depressing prospect of a long jail term without any recreational drugs, or computer access to break the boredom, when a handsome and extremely well dressed woman walked into her cell. With the prison guards standing at a respectful distance, the nameless woman made Becka an offer that was simply too good to refuse. The woman said that if Becka agreed to work for the Wrecking Crew, doing the very things that had just put her in jail, they would pay her an obscene salary, and the charges would simply get lost in the back of a filing cabinet.
Now five years later, aided by access to substantial resources, the latest computer equipment, a backdoor pass into the U.S. National Security Agency and the British Government’s Intelligence Agency, GCHQ, Becka had become one of the best hackers on the planet.
Sitting to Becka’s right was Norris Halpin founder and Chief Executive of ‘Dime’, one of the largest data mining and banking companies in the world. Halpin was an unremarkable man to look at. At around fifty years old, he was overweight, and balding, with thick eyeglasses and the pale complexion of someone who had spent too much time looking at computer screens — but he was also a visionary. Towards the end of the 1990’s, as the internet started to engage with every aspect of our lives, Norris Halpin was one of the first businessmen to recognize that our data history could have a value.
One day as he was stuffing yet another handful of pointless, unwanted, and irrelevant junk mail into his garbage can, he had a true ‘Eureka moment’. Although he had a real interest in computing, and money to spend, he had never received any offers or advertising from people who sold computer equipment. On the other hand, his mother had been sent several flyers by a local computer store, even though she was ninety-two years old, and frequently confused the television remote control with the telephone. Halpin suddenly realized that companies would be happy to pay for accurate marketing information, which was based on people’s actual interests and activities.
With the help of his roommate Felix, an unemployed university dropout, he wrote a rudimentary computer worm containing a simple algorithm that returned basic contact details for people showing an interest in computers. Armed with a 3.5-inch floppy disc of unsorted data, he approached the marketing manager of a large computer retailer. Although he clearly recognized the benefits of such targeted data, initially the marketing manager was resistant to this new idea, but in the end, Norris Halpin successfully closed the sale with the line, ‘Or if you prefer, I could sell it to your competitors?’
Even though his first sale earned only a few pounds, Halpin was convinced that he had hit on a sure-fire winner. The next morning he withdrew his savings, sold his collection of vinyl records, quit his job, and in partnership with Felix, founded DataMine. Five years later, with the name changed to the snappier ‘Dime’, the company’s turnover exceeded $1 million for the first time. To celebrate, Norris and Felix threw a party at a top Mayfair hotel. Inevitably, the festivity soon degenerated into a monumental three-day bender of booze, drugs, and prostitutes. On the fourth day, whilst inspecting the wreckage with the hotel manager, Halpin discovered his business partner slumped beneath the grand piano. Felix had died from a massive overdose of heroin; his body had lain unnoticed for two days, while the party raged on.
Norris Halpin was sitting in a waiting room at the police station, facing a damaging enquiry and possible jail time for supplying drugs and manslaughter, when a smartly dressed woman stepped into the room, and in a clipped and precise voice, made him an offer that was too good to refuse.
“I have some good news for you, Mr. Halpin. It seems that you were not at this party after all,” she said reading from the pages in a manila file, “it seems that you were playing golf in Scotland at that time. It seems there will be several witnesses to your golfing prowess. It seems that while you were playing golf in Scotland, poor Felix died from a massive heart attack. A tragic death in one so young, don’t you think? So this whole sordid affair can simply disappear, and you can get on with your life.”
Halpin stared at the woman in utter disbelief.
“I don’t understand, I… I… I don’t understand, I can’t even play golf, and I have never been to Scotland.”
The woman gave Halpin a gentle smile, as if she was explaining something to a child. She waved the manila file she was holding.
“Of course you were in Scotland, Mr. Halpin. It’s all here in this file, although there isn’t actually any mention of your prowess as a sportsman. Nevertheless, any minute now the charges will be dropped and you will be free to leave.”
Halpin looked at the woman with renewed interest.
“Go on,” he said cautiously, waiting for the other shoe to drop.
“And in return for this little act of kindness, your company will undertake to conduct extensive covert data mining on behalf of a certain charitable organisation,” the woman said. “This will prove to be a convenient arrangement because, after tomorrow’s reading of Felix’s last will and testament, that charitable organisation will own a 51 % share of Dime.”
She gave Halpin a hard look and a cold smile.
“Do I make myself clear?”
With just a nod of his head and a resigned sigh, Norris Halpin became another unwilling member of the Wrecking Crew.
Sitting next to Halpin was Gordon McIntosh. Born and raised in Scotland, he still spoke with an almost unintelligibly heavy Glaswegian accent. A short man at just over five and a half feet and incredibly thin; unshaven and with a head thinly covered with grey hair, he had the unhealthy pallor of someone who ate too little and drank too much. To even the untrained eye he radiated the appearance of someone with a history of drug abuse and mental illness. With his shoulders hunched and eyes down, he sat uneasily at the table, constantly moving and twitching as if he were itchy or uncomfortable. His arms and hands carried the tattoos and scars that recorded every bar fight and prison term of his forty hard years, while his nicotine stained fingers constantly manipulated the matchbox that had earned his seat at the table. Gordon McIntosh was the Wrecking Crew’s arsonist.
Directly opposite Becka sat a serious looking woman; she was holding the latest model of computer tablet, and staring intently at the screen. She wore a modest dark wool suit, along with a perfectly pressed blouse and a carefully knotted tie. Although she wore some make up and nail polish, it was understated. Her long brunette hair was tied back in a simple bun that along with her black plastic framed eyeglasses, added to her professional, business-like appearance.
Now aged in her mid-forties and still unmarried, Helen Atkins had been a successful city girl, making heaps of cash as a futures trader in the London stock exchange during the boom years. Like many others, she and her employers fell foul to the deadly combination of high commissions and lax financial controls, and when Barings Bank was declared insolvent in 1995, she lost her job. Under-qualified, over-paid, and tainted by the legacy of a few disastrous trades, she struggled to find work in an environment where suddenly opportunities were scarce and the competition was intense. Fortunately, she had invested her own money more wisely than she had that of her employer, so Helen Atkins put the enforced sabbatical to good use and retrained as a forensic accountant.
Fifteen years later, she was working for an insurance company and forensically examining the financial background of a man whose business had conveniently burned down, saving him from certain bankruptcy. The trail had been difficult to follow and the money hard to find, but she was making good progress and had finally amassed enough evidence to be sure of a conviction. Clearly, the businessman was crooked and incompetent. His business was recycling cardboard; it was a stable and profitable business with several long-term contracts and almost no competition. However, he had a gambling addiction that had devoured the company’s profits and after a disastrous trip to Las Vegas, he no longer had the cash to pay his staff, the bank loans, or the loan sharks. Clearly, the wolves were at the door and he had decided to take the cowards’ way out by torching his warehouse and defrauding the insurance company.
As she continued her forensic investigation, one particularly suspicious group of transactions had caught her attention. Why would someone in such extreme financial difficulties suddenly decide to make two large contributions to a charity? Even more suspiciously, the two payments were of identical value and made on either side of the date of the fire. Suspecting some collusion in the fire at the warehouse, she switched her attention to the financial affairs of the charity. Her investigation was making good progress when she had a visit from the handsome and extremely well dressed woman.
Physical threats are realistically only effective as a deterrent, and although Atkins had no skeletons in her closet that could be used as leverage, she did have a certain moral flexibility combined with a fondness for collecting money. In the end, her visitor found that it was surprisingly easy to win Helen Atkins as a new recruit for the Wrecking Crew.
She quickly became a trusted employee, using her unique blend of knowledge and training to manipulate financial reality. To meet the needs of a client, she could remove or alter records and information, lay false financial trails, or when necessary, subtly influence the markets to undermine a competitor’s share price. By simply reversing her forensic accountancy skills and applying the computers and other resources available to the Wrecking Crew, Helen Atkins had become a deadly financial assassin.
The final team member present at the conference table was Peter White. He was a tall, lean man in his early sixties who usually wore a fine Harris Tweed jacket to complement his distinctive goatee beard. White had always wanted to be a successful actor. However, he lacked the good looks, talent and luck required to make it big, and eventually became disillusioned and dissatisfied with a succession of bit parts and crowd scenes in ‘B’ movies. For a while, he made some decent money in California playing an English gentleman in soft-core videos, but his lack of essential equipment precluded any chance of big money in more hard-core films. He was also a competent magician, but lacked the flair and presentation skills to become a successful entertainer.
Eventually, desperate for money, he returned to his native England and performed in bars and on street corners, picking up money wherever he could; usually it was from someone’s billfold. Magicians rely on sleight of hand, manual dexterity, and misdirection to perform an illusion; the same skills are needed to pick pockets, and Peter White was a very capable pickpocket. His route into the Wrecking Crew was slightly unconventional.
One sunny afternoon in Reading Town center, Peter was caught trying to pick the pocket of a violent and vindictive man who was also one of the Wrecking Crew’s security men. By pure luck, Kitten’s twin brother Bunny, happened to spot the skillful theft. Peter thought he had gotten clean away, until a massive hand closed around his arm like a steel vice; then he thought he was about to die. For once, the two Neanderthal bodyguards acted with some initiative and kept the hapless pickpocket in the trunk of their car until they could speak with their boss. The Fixer immediately realized that this hapless thief had skills and contacts that could add value to the capabilities of the Wrecking Crew, and he made Peter White an offer he could not refuse. Join us or die.
For Peter, it was a good decision, regardless of the alternative, as he soon became a successful and respected member of the crew. As production manager, he was responsible for most activities that involved getting someone close to a target. Carefully put together and rigorously trained, his regular team of over fifty people included actors, magicians, pickpockets, prostitutes, and former military personnel. They had an excellent performance record, and were skilled in the arts of surveillance, theft, intimidation, and bribery. At first sight, the cast may have seemed overly large, but to use a theatrical analogy, many of the players would only have walk on parts.
Even the apparently simple act of planting a bug in someone’s house to gather information for a client could require a team of ten or twelve people. First, the target (or ‘mark’) must be followed to ensure that the people planting the bug are not discovered. If you want to covertly observe a mark who is out walking, you cannot just put on a hat, a false moustache, and sunglasses, and walk behind him; you are likely to be spotted within a couple of minutes. Successful surveillance would require a walking box of at least four people, surrounding the mark at varying distances of up to thirty feet, almost like an unseen security detail. To prevent the mark from seeing any player too frequently, these four close-in players will move around within the box and randomly be replaced by players from a second team acting as a wide perimeter. All of the players would be in constant communication, via micro radio receivers, with a central controller who can visually monitor and direct the mission.
At the same time, a second team would be needed to observe and monitor the house where the bug was to be planted. Two to four players would watch the street to ensure that the entry and departure was unobserved. Finally, a further team of three would actually perform the break-in and plant the bugs.
Even then, the circumstances may not be suitable to permit an entry on the first, second, or even the fifth attempt. Perhaps the street was too busy, perhaps the mark was too close to the house, or more likely, the lock refused to yield to the lock pick at the first attempt. The apparently simple task of planting a bug in a mark’s house could require a team of sixteen people, and take several days. The Wrecking Crew may charge a considerable fee for its services, but they had a flawless record of achievement — until now.
With a snort of disgust, The Fixer dropped the report on the table, pointed at Becka, and barked a single word.
“Explain.”
Becka leaned back in her chair and raised her palms in the international sign of innocence.
“Hey Boss, it wasn’t my fault the guy offed himself, I did just what you asked.”
She carried on talking rather too quickly, counting off the points on her fingers as The Fixer continued to stare at her unblinkingly.
“OK. First, I got close enough to this guy, Rathbone, so that I could get remote access to his smart phone. It was ridiculously easy — some people are so careless. I sat at the back of the bar where he was having a meal with some guy. I had my laptop set up to scan for Wi-Fi requests and within seconds his house name popped up. Most people make that mistake, calling their home Wi-Fi network something obvious. As I said, some people are stupid. Then I created a clone of his home Wi-Fi, logged him in, and enjoyed a drink as his phone backed up all of his data onto my laptop.
“It took me a day to sort through the data. His phone yielded all of his bank information, mail, diary, and his password; we got lucky there, he used the same password throughout. Then using his bank details, Helen was able to make payments to a cloned credit card that she had already used to create accounts at some of the least reputable porn sites.”
The Fixer gave Helen a small nod of acknowledgement and a smile, which was politely returned.
“A couple of days later he was back at the same bar again and I was able to upload a good chunk of our own kiddie porn collection to a hidden folder on his phone, I also added a new history and some interesting bookmarks to his browser, and disabled the privacy settings. The next time he synced that phone to his laptop, all of those pictures, videos, and settings were copied across.
“Later that week, I used one of our sleeper agents to plant the fake report about Rathbone in Afghanistan; you may recall that our guy is a file clerk with the Ministry of Defense. He’s still involved in his little gun running operation; it’s quite profitable, so he was more than willing to help. Once I had called the police and given an anonymous tip about Rathbone accessing child porn, the whole project grew legs of its own.”
Becka raised her hands a little higher this time, to emphasize the point.
“My work was exemplary, perfect in every detail. No fault here…. He wasn’t even due to be arrested until next week, so it wasn’t my fault that he got cancer and blew his head off!”
She sat back and folded her arms with a huff worthy of a disgruntled teenager.
“OK, Becka,” The Fixer conceded after a long pause. “Good work as always. You can relax.”
He gave her a brief smile, and rotated his uncomfortably direct gaze towards the opposite side of the table.
“Peter? Tell me about the surveillance; any problems?”
“No, nothing Boss,” Peter shook his head firmly. “It all went like clockwork. I brought in a team of watchers from way south of London, all unrecognizable. As usual, I added one local guy to help with the geography. He had never met Rathbone and didn’t know him, so he couldn’t have been recognized either. We were clean.”
“Norris here dug into his data bank and got us a good deal of tracking history from Rathbone’s cell phone, his credit card, and a radio frequency chip — I think it was from his shoes?”
He looked at Norris Halpin, who nodded to indicate that the information was indeed correct. Peter continued.
“So we knew at the outset where he was likely to go. That made it easy to plan ahead. The surveillance was textbook. The guy was as regular as clockwork, so regular it was boring; Christ, he even took a dump at the same time every day. There is no way that he made us…. NO WAY!”
He rubbed his face in frustration.
“As you know, we started our operation as soon as he arrived back from his trip to America. Since then he was never out of our sight, except for when he was in his home, and the three times that he went into the House of Commons, where even we couldn’t follow — not without special passes. Anyway, thanks to Becka, we knew from his diary that he was meeting with the current Member of Parliament for his local constituency. She’s an independent MP who is retiring before the next election. We believe he was trying to win her support for his campaign. Our brief was just to watch and report; up to the moment that he stuck the gun in his mouth, everything seemed in order. It’s all in my report.”
The Fixer slowly flicked through the pages before him for a second time, the uncomfortable silence was emphasized by the rhythmic tapping of his pen on the table. Finally, he closed the report, folded his fingers together, and gave his team a wide smile.
“OK. For the time being we will file his death under ‘Shit happens’, but it still seems a little odd. Let’s find out what we can about this guy Stone — but off the books please, I don’t want the client to know we have any doubts about this suicide.”
He pushed the report to one side and subtly changed his posture to one that was less threatening.
“We all need to get back to our desks, so let’s quickly summaries the progress on our other live projects. Item one, Harry Harrington and the planning application for Whitewater farm. Sorry Peter, back to you again — any progress?”
This time Peter White sat forward and spoke with an air of excitement.
“Yes Boss, we got a result there. My people were able to keep tabs on this Alan Merry, the Councilor from Reading. We got photos of his family, wife, grandkids, and his new girlfriend — it was the usual stuff. I used one of our London girls to give him a few afternoons of unforgettable pleasure; the poor guy never saw it coming. Then I caught up with him at a bar to deliver the message, ‘Vote for Whitewater farm or else’, and he folded up like a cheap stepladder. Job done… case closed. Incidentally, I’ve put this Alan Merry character into the sleeper file — he may be useful again.”
“Well done, Peter,” The Fixer nodded with a smile. “Please thank your team for their excellent work.”
Peter smiled back proudly. “Thanks, Boss.”
“Right then, item number two.” The Fixer paused for a moment, his lips drawn tight in obvious anger. “Last month Becka received information from her source in GCHQ that someone had searched for, accessed, and copied files relating to our work. Obviously, any leak of this information would pose a considerable risk to us all. Our usual operative was already engaged in other duties so, given the need for urgency in this matter, I immediately dispatched Kitten and Bunny to solve the problem.”
The Fixer looked over his shoulder and gave his two massive bodyguards a tight smile, which was met with an almost imperceptible nod. When Kitten spoke in heavily accented English, his voice had an unnaturally high pitched, almost girlish, quality, brought on by years of steroid misuse. He read his report, slowly and carefully, from a folded sheet of paper that he had removed from his jacket pocket.
“As directed, we picked up the subject at his house. He was an old man and gave no resistance. After a short interrogation… ” Kitten paused and gave what he may have considered an ironic smile, “the subject gave us a data stick that contained the files he had stolen. We questioned him thoroughly to make sure that we had the only copy of these files.”
Kitten’s eyes took on a dreamy quality, as he replayed the event in his head. He carried on reading in a matter-of-fact tone of voice.
“Afterwards we took him into the woods, where we broke his hip. Then we set up a tent for shelter, so we could stay warm while we waited for him to die of exposure.”
Kitten gave a nod and respectfully handed the report to The Fixer. Not to be left out, Bunny added his postscript.
“It was cold and wet, and we had laid him in a muddy puddle, so it didn’t take too long for him to die. I played with his dog while we waited.”
A few people shifted uncomfortably in the silence that followed. The Fixer put the single sheet with the other reports and lifted a final page.
“Ah yes, we can close with this one. The South West rail franchise, I have a final report from Chameleon.”
The people around the table stiffened visibly.
“Our client wanted to gain the upper hand in the bidding process and felt that his competitor’s greatest strength was their formidable and charismatic chief executive, Lynda Devon. We were tasked with removing the dear lady, permanently, but without any suggestion of foul play. Naturally, I handed the completion of this assignment over to Chameleon.”
The Fixer nodded to himself.
“It seems that early on Tuesday morning, Ms. Devon was driving her car along a quiet stretch of road, when this expensive vehicle’s automatic stability system suddenly malfunctioned, causing the car to swerve and collide head on with a fully laden semi-truck. According to the police report, Ms. Devon was initially seen to be alive, although gravely injured. In his statement, the truck driver, who was himself shocked but uninjured, reported that while he was calling the emergency services, a passing pedestrian had attempted to administer CPR. However, when the truck driver returned to the scene a few moments later, Ms. Devon was deceased and the helpful pedestrian had vanished.”
The Fixer scanned the faces around the room, like a teacher checking that all of his pupils were paying attention.
“The coroner’s report later showed that Ms. Devon had suffered several serious, but survivable injuries to her legs, chest and face, but had died from choking on a marshmallow that had become lodged in her throat. An open packet of marshmallows was found in the side pocket of the car, the mystery pedestrian was never identified.”
He gave a little smile.
“This tragic news caused the share price of Devon Rail to fall sharply, and on the back of this turmoil, our client has now secured the contract he desired so dearly.”
There was a moments silence while The Fixer placed the report on top of the other files.
“Chalk up another success to the elusive Chameleon. Now we can all sleep safely in our beds,” Helen Atkins said with heavy irony.
“Or not!” Becka added. “His is not a face that I would ever want to see, or even know.”
“Last thing you ever saw if you did,” Gordon McIntosh spat coldly.
Peter joined in. “Privacy and secrecy is why he is so successful. Isn’t that right, Boss?”
“Alright children, that’s enough!” The Fixer shouted, waving his hand at the group. “Let’s all get back to work, please.”
He helped himself to some coffee and a pastry from a side table as the team shuffled out, then he looked towards Kitten and Bunny, who were still leaning against the far wall.
“You two as well please, I have some work I need to do. Close the door as you go.”
The twins glanced at each other for a moment, shared a barely perceptible shrug, and walked casually out of the room.
When the door was shut, The Fixer returned to his seat where he slowly ate the pastry and sipped his coffee, savoring the bitter taste in silence as he organised his thoughts. After a while, he picked up the report on Charles Rathbone and carefully read through it again, stopping occasionally to write notes in the margin and underlining a particular name with three heavy lines. At the end of the report, he paused for several seconds, tapping the page with his pen before coming to a decision.
The Fixer reached forward and switched off his cell phone. Then he reached into his inner pocket and retrieved a second cell phone. There was one person on the planet who knew the number of this phone, and the phone’s memory contained only one number. He dialed that number now and listened, counting quietly as it rang six times, before hanging up. Then he sent a single word by text, an identifying code word. The word was different each day; it was always the first three letters of the day, three days previously. Today was Wednesday, so he sent the letters MON. If the code were ever incorrect, the number that he dialed for the second time would remain unanswered forever. Today it was answered on the second ring; a flat metallic, computer generated voice grated sharply in his ear.
“SPEAK!”
Even though he was the employer, he found his throat constricting involuntarily. He coughed to cover his tension and then spoke the single word that re-established his authority. There was a moment of silence, disturbed by a faint electrical crackle, before the voice of death spoke again.
“Go ahead, I am listening.”
“Hello Chameleon, I have two new targets for you.”
* * *
Stone had stopped the video to allow himself a few moments of silence to process the enormity of what he was hearing. Staring at the face of his best friend, temporarily frozen by the video in an unfortunate comical pose, stuck somewhere between a laugh and a sneeze, Eric had no doubt that Charles was telling the truth. Any allegation of child abuse tended to prompt an instant reaction of revulsion along with an internal dialog of, ‘No smoke without fire’. Even if the allegation was later proved false, the damage was instantly done and permanently irreversible. However, in the case of Charles Rathbone, Eric was certain — as absolute as the existence of gravity and as unquestionable as the sun coming up tomorrow — that the allegation was made up.
On the other hand, the story about this Wrecking Crew seemed more like a conspiracy theory, easy to claim but difficult to prove. With his stomach growling with hunger and the first indigestible seeds of doubt, Stone leaned forward and tapped the play button once again. Charles’ image was released from its unfortunate pose, and he began to talk again.
“Eric, I know that the idea of this secret organisation sounds fanciful and made up, but I can assure you that every word I am about to tell you is true. The information first came to me from a trusted source that knew about this Wrecking Crew and had high-level access to documents through his position at GCHQ. He was a man of the greatest integrity, he was fiercely patriotic, and yet experienced enough to understand that sometimes governments need to perform secret and unpalatable acts to protect its citizens. To believe otherwise would be naive.
The Wrecking Crew is a privately operated team with some very special skills. They even have their own assassin who calls himself ‘Chameleon’, I think he may be ex-special forces, perhaps Russian or Israeli. This team of specialists was originally put together as a deniable asset that was able to manipulate, discredit, destroy, or dispatch, anybody, anywhere — for a fee. However, as the world security situation became less cold war and more about fighting insurgents, the military requirements became less subtle. Consequently, this Wrecking Crew started to take on freelance work, mostly in America and the Britain — and not all of it was deemed acceptable. In his research, my source found clear evidence that the Wrecking Crew was now operating beyond government control, and in a way, that was undermining our freedom and democracy. He was so disturbed by what he had found that, at great risk to his life and liberty; he copied those documents and gave them to me.
We never met face to face; he always contacted me using an untraceable pre-paid cell phone. One day he instructed me to go to London by train, see a show, and return home. He also gave me detailed directions about how to change some of the security settings on my cell phone. When I returned home after seeing the show, I discovered that at some point during the day my phone had received a large file via Bluetooth. The file is called wreckingcrew.pdf, I have attached it along with this video, it is all of the information that he could gather.
A few days after my trip to London, I read that this brave man had died. He was an elderly man and in poor health, a widower. Apparently, whilst walking his dog deep in the woods near his house, he had a fall and broke his hip. Unable to move or raise the alarm, and soaked through by lashing rain, he soon succumbed to the cold and died of exposure. His body was discovered the following morning by a jogger; his dog was still waiting obediently by his side. Obviously, his death is disturbingly coincidental; I am convinced that it was the work of the Wrecking Crew.
I have discussed this information with Valerie Jenkins; she is the outgoing MP for my constituency area and a keen supporter of the concept of True Democracy. Like me, she feels that there is clear evidence that this Wrecking Crew have been used to undermine the democratic and legal processes in Britain and abroad. I have met with her at the House of Commons and she had agreed to back me if I decided to make this document public. We had planned to do exactly that at the beginning of my election campaign, she felt that such a public exposé would clearly demonstrate what a sham the current system of democracy was, while damaging the Wrecking Crew as an organisation.
Obviously, that plan has been derailed, although True Democracy will go on, my campaign obviously will not. I think you should speak to Valerie Jenkins to get her opinion, before you proceed any further. Our plan to expose the Wrecking Crew had merit, but contained one major flaw, as you will see. While the documents I received are clearly genuine and a compelling record of the activities of this dangerous organisation, the names of the people behind it, and even its location, remain a secret. Uncovering the identities of the Wrecking Crew’s key players, and killing them, is the only way to ensure that they can be stopped. Valerie will disagree strongly on this final point, but it is my considered opinion that we are way beyond a simple exposure — these people must die.
It is a lot to ask, particularly from beyond the grave, but I know that I will sleep the long sleep more soundly if these bastards are dead. As I said earlier, if you choose a different path, I will understand. If that is your decision, then with my blessing, please take the money and run. And if you do, then I sincerely wish you a long and happy life, my friend.
Should you choose to stand and fight — and I hope you will; the file Myteam.doc, contains a list of friends that I know you can trust. They are all good people with skills that you can use. If you ask in my name, I am confident that they will be willing to help. You cannot expect to do this alone, no one can. This is not some Hollywood thriller script Eric, this is real life, and you are just a man. In my experience, one man cannot find 100 % of the answer, but ten people each with 10 % of the solution will get the job done beautifully. This is just like a jigsaw puzzle; everyone has his or her pieces to add to complete the picture.
In my last will and testament, I have left you my farm, my car, and my other assets. Once the estate has cleared probate, do with them what you please. The file Money.doc, will tell you how to access the cash that I have put aside for you to use. It was legitimately acquired by selling my art collection; just don’t tell the taxman!
There is one other thing that may help. During the last week, I was sure that I was being followed. They are very, very good, but I could feel that itch on the back of my neck and I knew that they were there. During that time, I spotted the same person several times, and it was someone I recognized from a long time ago. At first, I couldn’t place him, but my old school teacher could. He was in the primary school class two years below me, his name is Darren Jeffers and he lives somewhere in Wethersfield. It could be a good place to start.
So that’s it my friend, it is time to say goodbye. I have left you a pretty problem and all of the help I can. The rest is up to you.”
Rathbone gave the screen a sad final wave, then he leaned forward with a finger extended and the recording ended. For a while, Eric Stone sat in the silent darkness of his kitchen, contemplating how his life had just changed. Finally, he spoke.
“Goodbye my friend, you can sleep well. I won’t let you down.” He slowly stood up. “Come on Stone, it’s time to get involved.”



FOUR

The Chameleon was stalking its latest prey. As always, it had carefully planned how this one would die. Everything was prepared, every possible eventuality had been calculated, every contingency considered, nothing would go wrong. Unlike other assassins, who were by comparison just crude killers, Chameleon was an artist. Each death was meticulously planned and precisely executed to look like an accident. Chameleon’s specialty was committing perfect, undetectable, murders — homicides hidden behind the innocence of an everyday tragedy.
There were actually two people living inside that one brain, like identical cerebral Siamese twins. One was just an ordinary person, unremarkable in every way. Someone with a normal job and a life, someone with ambitions and hobbies, the sort of person who may chat to you on the bus, rescue your cat from a tree, or help an old lady across the road. The other was called Chameleon; the shape changer, the invisible person, always there but never identified. The last person you will ever see, when your death is delivered with a smile and a wink.
The first person was born to loving parents in a happy home, in a small village near Sczopol, Bulgaria overlooking the Black Sea. A normal playful child destined to live an uneventful life, until tragedy tore the family apart, and condemned the child to a living hell of abuse and neglect in an institution. The second was planted and grown as part of an experiment, by an uncaring government, greedy for any advantage over the rich capitalists in the West.
Then, one day two men in dark suits came to the children’s home. The filthy and undernourished children were brought from their cells, cots, and dormitories, and forced to line up for inspection. Like farmers at a sheep auction, the men poked, prodded, and examined the wretched children. Incorrectly thinking that they were offering a better life, the children vied for their attention. The men threw some chocolate bars onto the ground and watched impassively as the children fought like animals to win the treats. Eventually one was selected; it was a strong child, with a good physique and obvious intelligence. That child was moved to an experimental Government facility, where the second child was to be implanted.
Look into the eyes of any soldier who has taken a life in battle and you will see a certain darkness, as if there is a hollow in their soul. Even in a time of war, it is natural for any person with an ounce of humanity to be haunted by the terrible things that they have seen and done. No matter how evil the enemy, no matter how just the cause, every soldier wears that badge of inner shame. Like an unwanted medal, a price must be paid by the victors and survivors, for the dead can have no shame.
However, an assassin must be different. He must kill to order. An assassin must kill for pay, and he must kill without just cause. An assassin must kill without feeling anything. Soldiers learn to compartmentalize their experiences. They are trained to put the dreadful things that they have seen and done into a box and lock it away, never to be opened — for fear of what may come out.
The men in white lab coats had told the men in dark suits that a perfect assassin would be someone with a dual personality. The first would be like a normal, happy, and well-adjusted person; and the second would be a heartless and unfeeling killer, without any conscience or remorse. With this is mind, the men took this orphan back to their facility, where they applied their drugs and psychological treatments until that poor child’s personality fractured and eventually split into two. Then, to widen that split, the men gave the orphan two names, one for each personality.
The first personality was given an ordinary name, appropriate for such a normal and happy child. The second personality was named Chameleon, representative of someone who would learn how to change appearance to fit in with the environment. They treated each name differently, as if there really were two children living inside that handsome head — one good and one bad, one light and the other dark.
A friendly female companion was chosen to give the first personality nothing but love and affection; half of every waking day was filled with play, happiness, and creativity. The second personality had an unsympathetic male companion, who filled every afternoon with spite, fear, pain, and hatred. By the end of the second year, that unfortunate orphan had developed two fully formed personalities that existed autonomously within the same mind, and yet retained complete emotional separation.
Over the next few years, as the child grew to become an adult, the two personalities developed an emotional separation that soon became complete and irreversible. While the good half became well educated, witty, interesting, and intelligent, the dark half was trained to become an expert assassin, devoid of feeling, a sociopath, living its half of a life without any fear or conscience. Triggered by a single code word, the assassin learned to become like a Chameleon, changing face, colour, shape, and even gender, to blend in seamlessly with the background. Chameleon would be seen but ignored, spoken to and instantly forgotten, obvious and yet invisible — an expert killer, who cannot be identified.
However, there was a mistake in their plan, an error in the programming, which could not have been predicted. The first personality, the human part, had developed hopes and dreams, and a desire to have a normal life. Since entering puberty, the child that had once wanted to play soccer, climb trees, and make model airplanes, now had a healthy interest in the opposite sex, and a desire for meaningful companionship. The men in dark suits saw this and realized that their perfect assassin was flawed, and could no longer be trusted. They recognized that these human needs were so naturally powerful that in time, they could overwhelm the personality of the Chameleon. By then the Eastern Bloc had collapsed and Bulgaria had become a respected member of NATO and the European Union. Their employer now had little use for an unpredictable assassin. So the decision was made to close the project, all of the files were destroyed and the buildings demolished. All that was left to do was to terminate their creation.
The men in suits saw that their country had no further use for people with their particular skills, and they understood that their unique knowledge of this shady secret put their very lives at risk. Therefore, they decided to sell their creation to the highest bidder, buy some new identities, and retire somewhere a long way away. The winning bid came from a man known as The Fixer, so the men in suits brought Chameleon to England to make the exchange. At the last moment, their plan went horribly and violently wrong — leaving the two men dead in a parking lot in north London, and their creation in the hands of an even more evil person.
The Fixer kept their money, and with sole possession of the code word that enables Chameleon, he gained complete control over the assassin. Recognizing that Britain was not an easy Country for an undocumented killer to operate in, The Fixer provided each personality with a new name and identity documents. Now, like a malevolent version of Superman and Clark Kent, while the good half of the personality lived an ordinary and respectable life in England, Chameleon worked exclusively as an assassin for the Wrecking Crew.
At that moment, Chameleon was stalking a Member of Parliament (MP) by the name of Valerie Jenkins. She was on her way to her London apartment and had stopped at her local twenty-four-hour supermarket to buy some food for the weekend. Part of a larger retail chain, it was a smaller version of a supermarket, designed to suit the needs of the modern commuter. Like many retailers, the store had a loyalty card scheme that was popular with its customers, who benefitted from special offers and discount vouchers. The information collected from each purchase is stored in a central computer database and ‘mined’ with a computer algorithm to ascertain a customer’s shopping habits, and to identify any future sales opportunities. This particular retail chain outsourced its data mining to a specialist company call Dime, the very same company that was majority owned by a particular charity, linked with the Wrecking Crew.
Along with this assignment, Chameleon had received a substantial file detailing Valerie’s movements over the previous six months. This information was provided by Dime and collected directly from their database. Presented in an easy to read format, it cross-referenced data from her travel cards, credit, store and cash cards, her cell phone, laptop computer, and her loyalty cards. Armed with this information, Chameleon could accurately predict what time this target would enter the supermarket, and what she would buy.
Tonight, Valerie Jenkins would unwittingly pay for, and ingest, the poison that would end her life. Chameleon knew that there was an 83 % probability that Valerie Jenkins would buy her favourite treat, a twenty-two piece sushi box. Containing raw salmon, tuna, mackerel and squid, the sushi provided the perfect delivery method to hide the deadly poison.
The previous day Chameleon had purchased three live puffer fish from a local tropical fish store, and a twenty-two piece sushi box from the same twenty-four-hour supermarket where Valerie Jenkins liked to shop. Puffer fish are notoriously difficult to sex, so buying three fish at a cost of £380, discounted for cash, statistically guaranteed that at least one would be female; in fact, there were two. The ovaries of the female Tetraodontidae contain high levels of tetrodotoxin, considered to be around two-hundred times more deadly than cyanide.
In Japan, the meat of the puffer fish is considered an expensive delicacy. The dish is called Fugu, and because some parts of the fish are so extremely poisonous, it can only be prepared by a few highly skilled sushi chefs in exclusive restaurants. However, recent advances in research and aquaculture have allowed some farmers to mass-produce safe Fugu and this is now becoming more widely available throughout Europe and London. This ‘safe’ Fugu is frowned upon by sushi traditionalists, so the deadly fish is still used by some chefs to produce Fugu for discerning clients with deep pockets. Given that fact, Chameleon believed that an accidental contamination of some sushi with tetrodotoxin would be a conceivable explanation for the sudden death of Valerie Jenkins.
Earlier that day, in the back of a second-hand camper van, parked anonymously near the railroad station, Chameleon had carefully slit the security seals and opened the clear plastic cover of the sushi container. Then, wearing a protective facemask and gloves, the killer had delicately dissected the two female puffer fish and gingerly extracted their tiny ovaries. These were carefully sliced with a scalpel to release the lethal juices before being wiped repeatedly along each roll of sushi. Once the packaging had been invisibly resealed and decontaminated, along with the countertop in the camper van, Chameleon bagged all of the waste and stuffed it into a garbage can. With the poison delivery system prepared, the rest of the day was spent working on a disguise.
After such a stressful day at the House of Commons, Valerie Jenkins was grateful that it was such a short walk from the supermarket to her London apartment. She juggled her handbag, umbrella, and the shopping, to free a hand so she could unlock the door. Inside, she picked up the mail from the doormat and after a token glance, dumped it on the hall table, hung up her coat, and took her shopping into the kitchen.
After putting away the bread and a few tinned items, she took a half-empty bottle of La Prendina Estate Pinot Grigio from the fridge and poured a large glass. After two long sips from the wine glass, she pulled the sushi container from the shopping bag and placed it on the marble countertop. She smiled as she remembered the elderly Japanese shop worker who was restocking the fresh food shelves. He had been so polite in that endearing Asian way, making a big fuss over her, smiling, and bowing as he gave her a fresh box of sushi. She had noticed how delicate and smooth his hands were, for such an old man.
‘This stuff must be good for you,’ she thought to herself with a smile.
For a few seconds she considered sitting at the table and eating the sushi from a plate like a civilized person, but she was tired and ravenously hungry, so she sat at the breakfast bar and ate directly from the plastic container. Using her fingers, she ate one squid nigiri and then both salmon faux unagi, which were her favourite. Each delicious morsel was washed down with several more sips of wine. With her immediate hunger satisfied, she left the kitchen for a few moments and went into her bedroom to change her clothes.
After kicking off her shoes, Valerie removed her jacket and skirt and hung them in the closet. Then she undid her blouse and bra and dropped them into the wash basket. As she reached under her pillow for her cotton pajamas, Valerie became aware of a sudden feeling of heat in her lips and hands. The sensation quickly developed into a powerful numbness in her face that was reminiscent of being very, very drunk. Concerned that perhaps she was about to faint, Valerie sat heavily on the edge of the bed and then lay onto her back; leaving her feet still touching the floor. A few strands of hair had fallen onto her face and she reached up to brush them aside, only to discover that she could not raise her arm. Then she realized that she couldn’t move at all.
The poison tetrodotoxin that Chameleon had wiped on Valerie Jenkins sushi, acts as a sodium channel blocker, paralyzing the muscles while the victim stays fully conscious. Tetrodotoxin poisoning is rapid and violent, beginning with numbness around the mouth, then paralysis and finally death. The terrified and confused victim is unable to breathe, and eventually dies from asphyxiation. There is no known antidote.
Although she was completely paralyzed, Valerie remained oddly calm. Her body felt warm and incredibly still, exactly as it had felt when she had floated in the buoyant, briny waters of the Dead Sea, during her last vacation. She stared curiously at the little cracks on her bedroom ceiling as she waited for the sensation to pass, as she expected it must. Then she noticed that her eyes were becoming dry because she was unable to blink. Seconds later, when she was struck by the sudden urge to breathe, Valerie Jenkins realized that her chest was also paralyzed. Finally, confused, frightened, and alone, she started to panic. For another half a minute her mind fought desperately in a futile effort to make her body inhale. Then, accepting that she was about to die, she relaxed into a state of peace and tranquility.
In her last few moments of consciousness, Valerie’s life did not flash before her eyes. She did not remember her childhood and schooling, or her exciting trips abroad with her parents. She did not recall breaking her leg skiing, when she was seventeen, or breaking into politics at twenty-seven, and then winning her first election. She did not even recollect losing her virginity, getting married, or getting divorced. She did not remember any of these things, she only remembered the last hour of her life. In particular, she found herself remembering the elderly Japanese man with the kind eyes and unusually smooth hands, who had handed her the tray of sushi. As her vision faded, she remembered that he had also given her a wink and a smile.
* * *
Eric Stone liked to think of himself as a patient man, always considered, never impulsive. It was entirely predictable that after watching Charles Rathbone’s final words on video, and reading all of the documents, the first thing he did was nothing. He gave himself two full days to digest and carefully consider all of the information Charles had provided. Although his martial arts skills required lightning fast reactions and swift decisive movements, he still believed that the best results in most other situations were obtained by taking some time to stop and think.
Experience had taught him that one day was too short and three too long. On the first day, any information received was too fresh, the first impressions formed — although important — were too vivid and influential. On the other hand, three days was too long. Important details first learned, could easily be forgotten or confused; by the third day your thinking could become circular or disordered. By the third day, clarity and determination would give way to doubt and inaction. For the most part, Stone felt that two days was a good time to think and plan before taking any important action.
Now that he had studied the video and documents for two full days, he was both angry and decisive; angry that someone’s deliberate actions had caused the death of his best friend, and decisive about his reaction. Eric Stone had decided to destroy the Wrecking Crew. He was going to find the person or persons that ordered Charles’ destruction, look them squarely in the eye, and then kill them. It was not a decision he had taken lightly. He was very clear about the gravity of what he was about to undertake, but if he was going to cut off the head of this snake, as Charles had asked of him, then there was really no other option.
After two days of studying the file on the Wrecking Crew, Eric was appalled by that organisation’s greed and its callous disregard for the damage it had inflicted on so many innocent victims. Clearly, whoever was sitting at the top of this stinking pile had both protection against physical attacks, and deniability in the face of exposure. Such people would only ever stop in death — and he was going to deliver it.
Stone pulled his car into the parking lot of a bar called the White Horse, near Brentwood, in south Essex, and parked in a block of vacant spaces so that his car was facing back towards the main road. At half-past eleven in the morning, the bar would be almost empty, which was part of the reason he had chosen it; along with being equidistant between his house and the office of Ed Carter, the man he was there to meet. Although Brentwood town is really just a suburb of north London, the bar was situated on the side of a surprisingly rural stretch of road, a short distance from the town center. When Stone climbed out of his car, he could clearly hear the ever-present roar of rubber on asphalt from the nearby Colchester road and the M25, the London outer beltway. The two roads met at junction 28, an intersection where Stone had thankfully left the seemingly endless stream of commuter traffic just ten minutes ago.
There were three other vehicles in the parking lot, a brown Ford Transit van with the bar’s logo painted on the doors, a shiny new red Toyota GT 86 sports, and a tatty Rover 200 with two male occupants. They were both young, smoking cigarettes, and staring straight ahead. After carefully locking his car, Stone made a play of stretching his back so that he could check out the two lads in the Rover more closely. They were of a similar age to each other, probably under 20, and wearing identical white hoodies. The passenger was talking into his cell phone and the driver was tapping his fingers on the steering wheel in time to some music playing inside his head. Stone noticed that there were several discarded cigarette butts on the ground by the car and surmised that the lads had been waiting for someone, or something, for some time. Stone watched them openly for a few seconds, but they continued to ignore him.
As he walked towards the bar, a small tabby kitten crept out from behind the Transit van and watched Eric warily. Pathetically thin, and visibly shivering from the cold, the kitten cowered in fear. Stone crouched down, and waited in relaxed stillness until the kitten sensed that he was not a threat. Gradually it approached, tentatively at first, and then with greater confidence. Soon it was circling his legs and purring loudly, enjoying the attention as Stone stroked its back.
“Are you lost little buddy?” Stone asked in a whisper.
He gently picked the tiny animal up. The kitten relaxed in his hands and regarded him with intelligent eyes.
“Well, that won’t do at all. Don’t worry, I know someone who will give you a good home.”
Suddenly a car roared past, startling the kitten so that it jumped from his hands. In a panic, it ran back under the Transit van, hid behind a wheel, and watched the world warily.
* * *
Concealed within the tree line opposite the parking lot, Chameleon watched Eric Stone with curiosity and confusion. The information that The Fixer had provided was clear; Stone was the target. He was supposed to be a deadly killer, a violent man, a danger to the organisation and somebody who must be destroyed. Yet as Chameleon had watched, this man had crouched down in the middle of the parking lot and waited without moving until a small kitten had accepted his offer of friendship. The little kitten was alone, cold, scared, and without a friend — until now.
Looking down at the knife that was supposed to end Stone’s life that day, Chameleon’s mind drifted back to the horrors of that dreadful institution. The assassin remembered a terrible life of being as frightened and friendless as that small kitten. Every day was filled with pain and fear, with no prospect of rescue. When the man in dark suits came, there was a fleeting spark of hope for that scared little child. Perhaps there was a prospect of a new home, with loving parents; but soon it became apparent that the men in dark suits had nothing but evil intentions.
Later, in an unusual act of kindness, they had given Chameleon a kitten to care for. It was a tiny ball of fur, squirming and purring with pleasure. The child was almost overwhelmed with glee, but soon it became apparent the kitten was not a gift of kindness — it was a tool for control and punishment. With the child Chameleon, beatings and starvation had become ineffective tools of manipulation, so the men in white coats had come up with the idea of introducing the kitten. Then whenever the child was obstinate, or disobedient, it was forced to watch as the kitten was punished in its place. When that kitten had finally died, those evil men had simply replaced it, as they had the next, and the one after, until the child had learned to obey.
When Stone had gently lifted the kitten into his arms and spoken kind words of comfort in a soft warm voice, Chameleon had a sudden and striking insight. How could this obviously kind and compassionate man possibly be the evil danger that The Fixer had sentenced to death? In that instant, something inside Chameleon changed.
After years of manipulation, cruelty, and treatments, by the evil men in dark suits, suddenly within Chameleon’s mind something altered. With all of the power of an electric shock, and the permanence of death, a new pathway was formed. Something inside screamed for rebellion and freedom. For the first time ever, the assassin made the autonomous decision to spare a life. After tossing that special cell phone into a muddy ditch, along with the knife, Chameleon slowly stood, turned its back on Eric Stone, and walked away forever.
* * *
As none of the cars in the parking lot belonged to Ed Carter, Stone went into the bar, and used the restroom before ordering a pint of soda water with lime. Although he enjoyed a glass of good quality beer as much as the next man, since Charles’ death, he seemed to have lost his appetite for alcohol. Stone thought that perhaps he would drink a toast to his old friend when his mission was over — assuming that he survived.
“That kitten outside, does it have a home?” he asked the barman.
“Nah! It turned up last week. Since then it’s been stealing grub out of the bins.”
“I know a good home. Can I take it?”
The barman snorted a laugh.
“Be my guest!”
“Consider it done,” he said, raising his glass in a mock toast.
Stone took his drink and chose a table at the rear of the bar, where he could sit with his back to the wall and see anyone else entering the bar. Ten minutes later, Ed Carter came in. Spotting Stone, he gave a wave, pointed at the bar, and made a drinking mime to ask if he could buy Eric a drink. In an equally mimed response, Stone raised his still full glass and shook his head. Carter ordered himself a coffee before walking over to Stone’s table. Eric stood politely and shook his proffered hand.
“How are you, Ed?” Stone asked.
Carter replied with his usual, “Same old shit — different day!”
Stone and Carter had been friends ever since Carter had started taking self-defense classes at Eric’s dojo in Colchester. When they had first met, Carter was an unfit, unhappy detective inspector in the Essex police. He was already on his third divorce and with high cholesterol and even higher blood pressure; he was depressed and feeling his age. Seven years later, Carter was a keen runner who had lost sixteen pounds in weight, given up smoking, retired from the police force, and found happiness in his own detective agency and the arms of his young secretary.
Although he was now over sixty years old, Ed Carter was probably fitter than he had ever been in his life. At just 5 foot 9 inches tall, relatively short for a police officer, he kept his thick grey hair combed straight back, adding emphasis to his lean face and thin aquiline nose. Below a permanently wrinkled forehead were light blue eyes that could produce an unblinking gaze so intense, that it had inspired spontaneous confessions from some of Britain’s toughest criminals.
Although he missed some aspects of being a police officer, the camaraderie, the job security, and the satisfaction of bringing real crooks to justice, Carter would be the first to admit that he did not miss the pressure, the admin, and some of the bullshit that went with his old job. With a fat police pension to live on and low overheads, his detective agency was never under financial pressure to take on work that he felt was unsuitable, or too time consuming. Strangely enough, his ability to turn down more clients than he accepted had made the agency popular with the kind of clients who were happy to pay more for an exclusive and discrete service.
The previous year, the Carter detective agency had been hired by a Saudi Prince, whose son and new daughter-in-law, had been kidnapped while on honeymoon in London. Under strict instructions not to contact the police, and not prepared to trust his staff with such a large quantity of cash, the Prince asked Ed Carter to handle the arrangements.
Ed’s task was simple; meet with the kidnappers, deliver the ransom and convey the son and his new wife to safety. On the day of the exchange, using his smart phone, Carter carefully followed the instructions that were being posted onto an internet messaging board. After driving in circles for almost three hours, with two suitcases full of used £50 notes in the trunk of his car, he was eventually directed to a disused factory building near the Felixstowe ferry terminal, in Suffolk.
However, as the exchange got underway, things quickly turned sour. If the kidnapper’s plan had worked, Ed Carter would have died, the money would have vanished, and the Prince’s son would never have been seen again. Luckily, Carter had the experience and foresight to conduct his own investigation. He was expecting trouble and had the sense to hire Eric Stone for backup and protection. Using his own tablet, Stone had watched as the directions were being posted to the messaging board, and using a motorcycle, he had arrived at the factory site a little while ahead of Carter.
Those few minutes gave Stone enough time to see that the kidnappers had laid a trap, and the opportunity to even the odds a little before Carter arrived. In the bloody battle that followed, there were several deaths, but Stone and Carter survived, the Prince’s son was saved and the ransom was returned intact. Out of such shared adversity, close bonds are formed.
Sitting together in the bar, the two men chatted about sports and the weather, until the coffee was served. Then the conversation moved towards the Wrecking Crew. Even though they were the only two customers in the bar, they kept their voices low. Stone began by asking if Carter had read the copied files that he had emailed the previous day.
“Yes, I have, Eric. I’ve also saved copies to a safe location.” Carter gave a deep sigh and tried to wipe the stress from his face with his hands. “I’ve got to tell you — if those files hadn’t come from such a trusted source, I would have been convinced that this was some kind of a sick joke. It’s just about the most extraordinary story I’ve ever heard.”
“I’m still finding the whole thing to be rather surreal,” Stone admitted. “I feel a bit like we’ve just found out that there are space aliens living right under our noses, and the government knew all along. I wouldn’t believe this if it hadn’t come directly from Charles Rathbone.”
There was a shared moment of respectful silence, before Carter spoke again.
“I am sorry for your loss, Eric. I know you two were very close.”
“Thanks, Ed.”
“It’s strange how I never got to meet him. We tried, but the timing was never right.” Carter sat back in his seat. “I think that this country has lost a great man. It’s a death that must be avenged.”
Stone looked directly into those light blue eyes.
“Then you agree — something must be done?”
“Absolutely! The question is what?”
“What do you mean?” Stone asked.
Carter took a thoughtful sip of his coffee. He sighed deeply as he ran his fingers through his thick grey hair, then he sat forward in his chair.
“Obviously this Wrecki—”
He paused and looked around, before continuing is a more hushed tone.
“Obviously this ‘group’ must be stopped. I see three possible ways to achieve this.”
He began counting on his fingers to emphasize his point.
“One — we give this file to the press, and hope to trigger an enquiry. This has some merit because, no matter how good this group’s network is, the story will still get out. On the downside, there is no guarantee that such an outrageous story will actually trigger any action or enquiry, and even if it does, it is unlikely that the people who are responsible for Charles’ death will ever be exposed.”
“I agree,” Stone nodded.
“Two — we give the file directly to the police. Obviously, this would be my first choice; after all, I’m still a cop at heart. There are people I know that we can definitely trust, but then we run into much the same problem. According to the file, these people worked for this government, so we must expect that they will have influence, and protection, at the highest level. If we go to the police, this organisation will get protection, but we probably won’t. The file will undoubtedly disappear and we may end up dead.”
“Again, I agree.” Stone sat forward in his chair. “And point three?”
“Three? Oh, three is obvious. We find these people, we find out who they are, and we — remove — them.”
They sat in silence and sipped their drinks for a minute, before Stone spoke.
“There is another option.”
Carter arched an eyebrow in interest.
“Go on — I’m listening.”
“In his video to me, Charles mentioned that he had been working closely with a woman, an MP. He felt that she was someone who we could trust to help, perhaps we should speak to her first; her name is Valerie Jenkins.”
“Jesus Christ!” Carter hissed and banged his fist on the table, making the coffee cup jump. The barman looked over and glowered darkly.
“What?” Stone sat back in surprise at Carter’s venomous response.
“You don’t know, do you?” Carter asked.
“What? I don’t know what?” Stone asked again.
Carter locked him in a steady gaze.
“It was just on the news as I pulled into the parking lot. Valerie Jenkins is dead. Her body was discovered in her apartment this morning.”
Carter shut his eyes and shook his head.
“Eric, it’s them — they must have got to her. Those bastards!”
Stone stared vacantly into his glass.
“This is crazy Ed, I just got this file, I’ve never met this Valerie Jenkins, and yet I feel responsible. How can that be?”
Carter reached across the table and put his hand on Stones arm.
“Don’t feel bad Eric, it’s not your fault — or mine for that matter. It’s these people; they’re to blame — not us. But now the answer is obvious, we have to do this, we have to stop them.”
Stone slowly pulled his arm away.
“No Ed, not ‘we’, just me. It is too dangerous for you to be involved. Charles was my friend. I owe him a debt of friendship. You don’t need to get in the middle of this. You do not need to risk your life. I’m sorry to drag you away from your office. Thank you for coming — but please leave this to me.”
Carter shook his head and crossed his arms defiantly.
“Sorry, Eric. I am already involved. I am not just walking away and leaving you to do this on your own.”
He held up his hand to stop Stone from speaking.
“And before you say anything else, there is another thing — it’s something I read in the file. Just before I retired, I was investigating a death. It was a young girl, an American student. She was just sixteen or seventeen years old. I always suspected that it was a murder, but the evidence was shaky and there was no apparent motive. Eric, it’s right there in the file — not by name, but I recognize the details. It says that she was having an affair with the Prime Minister’s son, he was married, and she got pregnant. After all that policy claptrap about Family Values, it would have destroyed the government. They killed her Eric — the bastards killed her. Now they are going to pay. I’m in this — like it or not!”
Stone took another sip of his drink and regarded Carter with renewed respect.
“OK, Ed. What do we do next?”
“That’s the most important question really — or rather, what do we do first?”
“How do you mean?” Stone asked.
“Well — as far as we know, this group has no idea that we have this information, or that we are coming after them — correct?”
“I would say so. Otherwise we’d probably be dead already,” Stone quipped with heavy irony.
“Agreed! So if that pleasant position is to be maintained, we must step quietly and correctly.”
Stone said nothing. Carter continued, like a seasoned detective teaching a constable on his first day on the beat.
“We don’t know who these people are or even where they operate from, but we have two vague leads, so we must follow them very carefully.”
Stone frowned.
“What leads? I didn’t count any leads.”
Carter smiled.
“Trust me, there are two.”
Stone gave Carter a slightly impatient look.
“Go on then, I’ll play.”
Carter smiled again, a little wider.
“OK… First there’s money. In any operation like this there always has to be money. Someone has to pay for the service. There must be an office with staff of some sort, electricity bills, telephones, taxes, cars, and so on. Each transaction that this group undertook would cause a flurry of financial actions and reactions — track enough of them and you will start to see a pattern. That pattern will lead us to their lair!” Carter was known to enjoy certain superhero films.
“Or office,” Stone corrected.
“Or office, if you prefer,” Carter conceded with a shrug.
“OK — sounds like a plan. So how do we track these transactions?” Stone asked sitting forward in his chair.
“Don’t worry about that, there’s this woman I know. She’s great with computers and all that internet stuff. I’ve used her at the agency several times. She used to work for GCHQ as a forensic investigator, now she has her own company. She’s not cheap, but she really is the best. If anyone can track these bastards, she can. I put her on it yesterday — you can come down and meet her on the weekend, with any luck, she could have something by then. OK?”
Stone nodded enthusiastically.
“Great. Don’t worry about the money. Charles is funding this from beyond the grave, so we have a decent budget. If you trust this woman, then give her whatever she needs.”
Carter handed over a slip of paper.
“Her name is Megan Smith, big girl — keeps cats. Here is her address, memorize it and then destroy the paper, please. I know it’s rather melodramatic, but given what we’ve learned, I don’t think we can be too careful.”
Stone glanced at the address and handed the slip of paper back to Carter with a nod.
“I’ve got it.”
“You’ll remember it — that quickly?”
“I’ve still got my memory and good looks!”
“Thanks!” Carter laughed and gave a half-smile. Then he became more serious. “I know that Charles gave you a list of friends that he thought you could go to for help, but I think that we should keep them in reserve for now, particularly as we don’t really know who we can trust. I also think that we should stay away from texts and emails.”
He reached into his pocket and placed a cell phone and charger on the table.
“This is a burner phone — pretty much untraceable, I have one as well, my number is on speed dial one. If we need to communicate then use this phone, but always assume that someone is listening, so keep it short and vague.”
He produced a second slip of paper.
“This is a list of simple codes that we can use to arrange a meeting. Just say the number and the time and I will meet you there.”
Stone glanced at the list. It had twenty entries all numbered, most appeared to be for bars, parking lots, or hotels. Those that he recognized were near to junctions on freeways.
“I’m impressed. You said two leads. What was the second one?”
“Darren Jeffers. In his video, Charles said that he thought he was being followed and that he recognized someone called Darren Jeffers. If the Wrecking Crew were following Rathbone then it would make sense… ” Carter left the thought hanging.
“To use someone local!” Stone added triumphantly.
Carter gave an expansive smile. Stone picked up the cell phone and charger and pushed them decisively into his jacket pockets as he stood.
“Then we need to speak with this Darren Jeffers as soon as possible — today if we can.”
“My thinking exactly,” Carter responded as he got to his feet and patted his pockets. “I have his address here. He lives in Wethersfield, that’s about sixty miles from here. We’ll need both cars in case we have to follow him, so I suggest that we meet up at the entrance to the old US Air Force base and work out our strategy from there.”
“OK, I know where that is, I’ll meet you there. I need to use the washroom and I’ll have to stop for gas, just in case we have to follow this guy.”
“Good thinking. Anyway, there’s no rush. The old cop in me wants to look around the village a little, before we meet up.” Carter gave Stone a cheeky wink and headed out to his car.
After he had finished in the washroom, Stone paid for the drinks and, guessing it could be a long night, bought sandwiches and a bottle of water. He stuffed them into his jacket pockets and headed out to his car. As he walked out into the afternoon sunshine, he immediately heard the sharp sound of a female scream. Twenty feet away, at the entrance to the parking lot, a woman was struggling violently with a man. Stone stopped dead, slipped off his jacket, and dropped it to the ground, in preparation for what may follow. Not wanting to blunder blindly into the middle of a legitimate arrest by some undercover police officer, he allowed himself five seconds to assess the situation.
The woman wore white running shoes, black spandex running shorts and a red top. She was slim, quite short, and she wore her blonde hair in a ponytail. Around her narrow waist there was a belt securing a small black bag to the small of her back, presumably for carrying valuables. The belt appeared to be of an excellent quality, as it refused to break, despite being violently pulled by the man who Stone now recognized as being the passenger of the tatty car he had noticed earlier. He was still wearing his white hoodie, and unaware of Stone’s presence, was shouting at the woman.
“Give it up you bitch, fuckin’ give it!”
Stone thought that the woman was putting up a magnificent fight, given that her attacker was probably a foot taller and over eighty pounds heavier. She was screaming loudly, with her head down, trying to butt the man in the face. At the same time, she was wildly slapping and kicking at any body part that came close enough. Despite her valiant efforts, it was clear that she would soon lose such an uneven contest.
Looking to his right, Stone could see that the red Toyota sports car was still in the parking lot, he guessed that it probably belonged to the woman. Parked next to it was the tatty Rover 200, the passenger door was wide open, the engine was running, and the driver was smiling as he watched the screaming woman struggle. Stone suspected that the two men had seen the woman parking her expensive sports car a little earlier and decided to wait, in the hope of stealing her car. Judging from her clothes, she had probably gone for a mid-morning run, using the bar as a convenient parking spot. Stone decided that this was not a lawful arrest. He had walked into a violent robbery in progress. It took him just five seconds to make these observations. With a sigh he realized that for the third time in as many days he was about to break his rule and get involved.
Unaware that he was being watched, the robber was still shouting obscenities at the woman and pulling at her belt. Stone covered the distance to the attacker in just five strides. Using his momentum like an Olympic high jumper, he bounded into the air, and drove the sole of his right foot down onto the man’s wrist. There was a substantial scream of surprise and pain, as the robber’s grip on the belt was broken. Quickly reversing direction, Stone drove his elbow into the center of the man’s face, breaking his nose with a satisfying crunch.
Shocked and confused, the robber staggered backwards, trying to cup his bloodied face with his now useless right hand. Realizing that the odds were no longer in his favor, he turned and ran towards the waiting Rover, but not before the woman had kicked him squarely in the arse. Propelled by her fierce attack, the man literally threw himself onto the front seat of the car. Perhaps inspired by the violence of what he had just witnessed, the driver slammed the car into gear and roared out onto the road, narrowly missing a passing bus with the still open passenger door. The feisty woman kicked at the car as it passed, and continued to shout expletives until it was out of sight.
Stone waited until the woman stopped shouting before asking in a clam voice.
“Err… Ma’am, are you injured?”
As if realizing his presence for the first time, the woman spun to face Stone, and he took an involuntary gasp in surprise. In an instant, the pain and sadness of the last few days were forgotten; replaced by a feeling of such exquisite bliss that Stone feared that his heart would explode.
The woman was much younger than he had first thought, probably under thirty. She had a small, delicate face with the kind of high cheekbones that made her look like an elfin teenage model. Although she was athletically slim and muscular, her tight running shorts and sweat soaked t-shirt clearly revealed her petite but sensual curves. Even with her tousled hair and disheveled clothing, he thought she was the loveliest creature he had ever seen.
With his mouth hanging open like a schoolboy on a first date, he stared deeply into her emerald green eyes, still fiery with excess adrenalin and, found himself totally lost for words. The woman quickly gathered herself and regarded Stone with a quizzical expression. She tipped her head slightly to one side and decided that he was not a threat.
“My hero!” she said in a voice thick with mockery.
Stone continued to stare into her dazzling green eyes, for once unable to connect his brain with his mouth. The woman leaned forward and stared intently into Eric’s eyes as if she were checking for some sign of consciousness. She spoke again snapping her fingers in front of his face.
“Hello! Are you in there? — Hello, Linda to space head — can you hear me?”
With an involuntary shake of his head, Eric snapped back to reality.
“Wugh… Err — I’m sorry, are you alright, Miss?”
The woman raised her eyebrows in genuine surprise.
“Am I alright? I’m fine thank you, but I think you may have taken a knock to the head.”
Stone shook his head.
“No — I didn’t get hit, you just surprised me. I didn’t realize you were so beautiful.” His eyes suddenly went wide and he slapped a hand to his forehead. “I can’t believe I just said that!”
“Me neither,” she laughed warmly. Stone thought it was the most wonderful sound he had ever heard. She put her hands on her hips and regarded him openly, as if she were inspecting a racehorse prior to purchase.
“Well, I suppose I should thank you for saving me — Mr. Hero, even though I had the situation under control.” She held out a delicate hand. “Linda.”
As he took her soft hand in his, Stone worried that his wildly beating heart would burst out of his chest.
“Stone — Eric Stone.”
“Well, Stone — Eric Stone, Linda Smart thanks you for saving her from the naughty boys that wanted to steal her car.”
“I was happy to be there for you — Linda.” Stone smiled widely. He realized that his knees were suddenly weak, there was blood pounding in his ears, and his face was flushed. Although he had just met this woman, he was already smitten.
“Well thank you again, Stone — Eric Stone. Now if I can just have my hand back, I will be on my way.”
Stone reluctantly let go of her hand, but he continued to smile like an idiot.
“Are you sure you are OK? Can I get you something? Maybe some water?” he blurted, the words pouring out of his mouth in an unchecked tide of desperation, “Perhaps you should sit down for a while.”
“Thank you very much, but I’m fine,” she said with a knowing smile. “I just want to get home and have a shower.”
Stone had a momentary image of Linda Smart taking a shower and he had to make a conscious effort to stop his knees from buckling. Regaining his focus, he made a final desperate attempt to keep her company.
“Could I call you some time — perhaps we could go out for a drink or something?”
Linda Smart regarded him as you would a sweet but naughty puppy.
“Really? You’re hitting on me N-O-W?”
Stone shrugged and gave a self-conscious smile.
“Well, I just thought…..”
“Look, thanks again Mr. Hero, you seem very sweet, but I’ve just got rid of two stalkers, and I don’t need to inherit another one.”
She gave him another look up and down before quickly leaning forward to give him a kiss on the cheek.
“Even if he is rather cute.”
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As he drove along the A12 towards Wethersfield, Stone had difficulty concentrating. His mind relentlessly returned to meeting Linda Smart. He remembered her soft blonde hair, her exquisite face, her captivating green eyes, and of course her athletically exciting figure. He remembered how she had smiled sweetly and thanked him when he politely opened the door of her car, and the way she had blown him a goodbye kiss as she drove out of his life. Eric was a healthy heterosexual guy, who enjoyed the company of a beautiful woman as much as the next guy. In the last few years, Charles Rathbone had introduced Eric to several women who were both physically and intellectually desirable. Somehow, none had sparked an interest even close to what he had felt when he had met Linda Smart.
In retrospect, he had concluded that his emotions may have been clouded by an excess of adrenalin, but at the same time, he was sure that Linda Smart had felt something as well — he had seen it in her eyes. Something primal had happened between them. He had seen a reaction in her; there was some shock and some surprise. Something unexpected about meeting Eric Stone had made her heart beat faster. For a moment, they had shared a connection — and now she was gone.
“Oh well — perhaps in another life,” he mumbled to himself. He reached over and gently stroked the kitten that was curled up asleep on the passenger seat.
There was a steady fall drizzle, which had combined with the rush hour traffic and several miles of traffic cones, to slow his progress to something slightly faster than a brisk walking pace. Consequently, it was almost 7pm and completely dark when he pulled up behind Ed Carter’s black BMW.
“Sorry — got held up,” Stone apologized as he climbed into the car.
“Not a problem,” Ed said with a wave of his hand. “I figured you would be a while. It gave me enough time to check out this guy’s apartment.”
“Anything interesting?”
Carter held up a finger to capture Stone’s full attention.
“Before we go any further, there is something I want to discuss — something that needs to be said.”
“Sounds ominous,” Stone replied glumly. “Go on.”
Carter turned in his seat to face Stone so he could look directly into his eyes.
“Eric, I know you can handle yourself and I know that you have taken a life in the past. I wouldn’t be alive today if you hadn’t. However, that was in self-defense, a situation that was thrust upon you. We went to deliver that ransom and walked into a cluster-fuck, and if it wasn’t for you, several innocent people could have died. The thing is… that was OK because it just happened. We were victims, and that’s what made it OK.”
Stone’s mind flashed back to his earlier altercation in the parking lot.
“I know what you mean, Ed. Even so, I still have bad dreams about that night.”
“Me too,” Carter said somberly. “Anyway, the thing is, this is different. When you get out of this car, we are deliberately going to initiate a chain of events that will probably end with some people dying. This is not something to be undertaken lightly, or without careful thought. If we do this together, you have to understand — and I mean fully understand, what this will mean for you.”
“I think I do Ed, these are bad people, they have to be stopped and we’re going to do it — it’s that simple.” Stone gave a nod to punctuate his point.
“Oh, I get that you’re committed to doing this, but before we begin I just want you to consider something else. If you choose to cross this line, to go over to the ‘Dark Side’ — you may think that it is OK, because you crossed the line for a good reason, and in a worthy cause. Nevertheless, there is a risk. Mentally and emotionally, there’s a risk that you may not be able to come back over that line at all. Every time that you cross to the dark side, the crossing becomes easier, and yet it becomes harder to return. Eventually, you will discover that you have left a little part of yourself behind in the darkness.”
Stone remained silent. After a moment Carter continued.
“We tell ourselves that it is OK — because we do this for a good reason — but for anyone with the slightest shred of humanity, something inside will have changed.”
Carter gripped Eric’s forearm so firmly it was almost painful.
“Eric, you are a good man with a kind heart, probably one of the most decent people I know, but you don’t have to do this. Charles said it would be ok to walk away. He gave you an out, a get-out-of-jail-free card. I’m truly sorry that he’s dead, but whatever we do, he won’t be coming back.”
Carter’s voice became more urgent as he approached the climax of his speech.
“Look at me, Eric. Right here, right now, it is time to decide. If we get out of this car and go after Darren Jeffers, then we will have started something that we will have to see through to the end. We will begin something, which will guarantee you have to cross that line again.”
Carter turned to face the front, and sat silently waiting for a response. Eric rubbed his forearm thoughtfully. After a full three minutes of silence, he spoke quietly but firmly.
“Thank you, Ed. It was good of you to think of me in that way, but this is something that I have to do — with, or without you. Now, tell me what you’ve learned about Darren Jeffers.”
“Right.” Carter drew the word out as if he were creating enough time to gather his thoughts. He pulled a notebook from his inside pocket and began to read his notes.
“Darren Jeffers — I spoke with Megan earlier, she gave me the lowdown. He’s twenty-six, lives alone in a rent subsidized apartment, and has no job. He's been claiming unemployment benefits almost continually since he left school at sixteen. He’s done some odd jobs for cash, cutting grass, cleaning windows and the like, but he has never held down a real job in his life. He has an equally spotty criminal record; possession of cannabis, handling stolen goods, minor assault, driving without insurance, and driving whilst disqualified. For all of that, he’s never served any jail time; just fines and community service.” The ex-cop finished with a typically ironic summary. “In short, he’s a pillar of the local community.”
“Seems like it,” Stone said with equal sarcasm.
“There was also good evidence that he has a gambling habit, but lacks the skill to do anything other than lose money that he hasn’t got. He’s had two recent visits to the hospital, both for the kind of injuries you would expect if you repeatedly missed repayments to a loan shark.”
“He sounds delightful.”
“Well, as you would expect, I have little sympathy for his type. While I was watching his apartment, Jeffers came out — so I took a chance and followed him. He drove to the village bar, drank three pints, met a guy in the parking lot who sold him some drugs, cannabis I think, then he bought French fries and fish and drove back to his apartment. Not a bad night out for a guy with no job, money, or car insurance.”
“And here we are with bottled water and convenience store sandwiches! What’s the plan then?” Stone asked.
“I suggest we drive over there and, if it looks like he is still alone, go in the front door and get in his face fast and hard. We’ll do that ‘Shock and Awe’ thing, just the way you taught me. Quickly get him on the ground and keep him subdued. Then we might have a chance to find out what he knows.”
“Good plan,” Stone said. “You’ll be the nice guy and I’ll do nasty — OK?”
“Agreed,” Carter said finally. “Leave your car here, we can go in mine. Let’s do this!”
Darren Jeffers lived at the end of a quiet cul-de-sac. Carter parked his car facing back towards the road, just in case they needed to make a swift exit. It was an second floor apartment with one entrance door at the top of an external concrete staircase. As there was little chance of Jeffers jumping from a window, they went to the door together. They stood in silence for two full minutes listening for any sign of a conversation, but all they could hear was the sounds of a soccer match on the television. Carter pointed to the cheap cylinder lock, nodded to Stone, and then stood to one side.
Stone leaned backwards placing his hands on the concrete banister for additional leverage. He raised his right knee to chest height and drove his full weight forward, slamming the sole of his foot onto the door just alongside the keyhole. The lock shattered easily and the door burst open with a mighty bang. Stone allowed his momentum to carry him forward along the short corridor, closely followed by Ed Carter. Exactly as they had planned, Stone charged directly into the furthest room, while Carter hung back, checking the other rooms off the corridor. They both shouted repeatedly and loudly, ‘GET ON THE FLOOR! — GET ON THE FLOOR!’ A tactic designed to terrify an opponent into immediate submission.
Three seconds after he had kicked the front door, Stone burst into the sitting room that was at the end of the corridor. He found Darren Jeffers already half-crouching on the floor with his hands raised to cover his head, in anticipation of what may follow. Stone screamed, ‘DOWN! DOWN! DOWN!’ as he moved swiftly across the small room. He pushed Jeffers facedown onto the carpet and knelt with his full weight onto the middle of the terrified man’s spine. Finally, he yanked Jeffers’ arms roughly up behind his back and secured them with some heavy-duty electrical cable ties. A couple of seconds later Carter walked calmly into the room and reported that the remainder of the apartment was empty. From start to finish, the capture of Darren Jeffers had taken less than ten seconds.
Carter switched off the television, ripped the phone cable from the socket, sat down on the couch, and silently stared at the terrified man on the floor. After counting to ten in his head, Carter finally spoke.
“Darren Jeffers — you’re in a shit-load of trouble!”
“I’ll pay — I promise I’ll pay, you just need to give me a—”
Stone pulled Jeffers’ arms up behind his back until he squealed in pain and his feet kicked at the floor, then he hissed in his ear.
“SHUDDUP! You don’t speak unless I tell you. Nod if you understand.”
Jeffers nodded weakly, and after a moment, Stone released the pressure on his arms, but only slightly. Carter spoke again in a calm, clear, and overly polite voice.
“It is probably not a good idea to upset my friend here, he can be rather emotional. I don’t want your money, Darren; I want some information. Give me what I want and you can go back to watching your soccer match. Lie to me, and if you’re lucky, you’ll spend the next month in the hospital urinating into a bag. Do you understand?”
Jeffers nodded carefully. Carter sat back and smiled.
“Good boy Darren, I knew we could trust you. Now tell me, why were you following Charles Rathbone?”
Jeffers remained silent until Stone pulled on his arms and whispered into his ear.
“Speak now or I will dislocate your shoulders.”
“OK — OK! It wasn’t my idea, I was told to. I owes this guy money and he told me what to do — OK?”
“I think we deserve more detail Darren, which man? Be specific or my friend will become impatient.”
“Oh man, you don’t understand — he’ll fucking kill me. I can’t tell — I can’t.” Jeffers started to cry.
Carter looked at Stone and pulled a face then he shrugged and gave a short nod. Stone took hold of Darren’s forearm and dug his thumb into the muscle that sits just below the elbow. After finding the pressure point that sits on the nerve, he pressed hard. As if he were being electrocuted, Jeffers instantly started to scream and kick his feet. Stone ignored his desperate struggles and relentlessly continued to grind his thumb down into the nerve for another ten seconds. Jeffers groaned and suddenly vomited a stream of beer and undigested French fries across the floor. Carter looked down at the ashen faced man and spoke without any apparent sympathy.
“That was just a small example of the pain that my friend can cause. Now I will ask you again — who sent you to watch Charles Rathbone?”
Jeffers moaned, coughed, and blew a bubble of snot, before finally he spoke. His voice was a guttural whisper.
“His, his name is Anton Stephens. He takes bets, and loans out money. I owes him large. He made me do it. I had to show his people around and watch the village in case Rathbone showed up. They gave me a cell phone so’s I could call in me reports. That’s all I know, mister — honest to God, that’s all I know.” Jeffers slumped on the floor and started to cry like a baby, he was a broken man.
Stone eased his grip a little and sat back, relaxed but ready to pounce again if needed. Carter carried on with the interrogation.
“Where does this Anton Stephens live? I want to speak with him.”
“I dunno where his gaff is, always he comes to me.”
“How do you contact him, then?”
Jeffers laughed and shook his head.
“You don’t. He and one of his boys do the rounds, like the fish van does, ‘sept his van is a silver Mercedes CLK. They do a different bar every night. Wethersfield is Monday’s. Come back Monday night, he’ll be here.”
“Monday is too long to wait. We need to see him sooner. I don’t suppose you know his registration number?”
“It’s a private plate, something like ‘Ant and Bet’, like those little TV guys, but I don’t know exact like.”
“That’s OK Darren, I believe you,” Carter said softly. “What about the cell phone that they gave you? Where is it?”
“They took it back, told me they would give it me again if there was any more work.”
“Tell me about the people you worked with — what were their names?”
“They didn’t use names.” Jeffers shook his head slightly. “They all had code words, like ‘Alpha’ and ‘Zebra’ — I thought it was silly.”
Carter’s mouth tightened.
“Describe them — what did they look like?”
“I really only met this one guy, I showed him around and he told me what to do. He was like their team leader. I know there wus others but I never met ‘em.”
“What did he look like?”
“Old feller; skinny and tall. He had one of ‘em little beards — you know, on the end of his chin. He wus nice for a posh guy — bit of a toff like. I reckon he wus a famous actor, but I didn’t know his face.”
“What made you think he was an actor?” Stone asked.
“Sometimes he would say words from shows, like famous words — what’s it called?”
“You mean quotes?” Carter asked.
“Yes, quotes like — but posh ones — like from a long time ago. He’d say it, and then say ‘Shakespeare’ or summit like it.”
“Anything else?”
Jeffers shook his head firmly.
“Honest — that’s all I know.”
Carter looked at Stone.
“I think we are done here. Anything you want to ask?”
Stone shook his head then leaned forward to whisper into Darren’s ear.
“Listen very carefully. We’re going to leave now and you’re going to clean up this mess and get on with your sorry excuse for a life. If you’re lucky, you will never see Anton Stephens again, and if you’re really lucky, you’ll never see us again either. However, if I find out that Stephen’s knows we are coming, then we will be back — and you will not enjoy our next visit half as much. So keep your mouth shut! Nod if you understand.”
Jeffers nodded so hard that Stone was worried he would dislocate his neck. Then, almost as swiftly as they had entered, the two men left. Five minutes later, they were parked behind Stones car. Carter broke the silence first.
“Not what I hoped for, but at least we have a solid lead.”
“It seems like Charles’ files were pretty accurate,” Stone said. “This Wrecking Crew works in cells, maintaining separation and making sure that they cannot be traced back to the top. It’s going to be difficult to find these people, unless someone makes a mistake.”
“Well I prefer to remain positive,” Carter said defiantly. “When I was a cop, we had a saying, ‘they have to be lucky all of the time, we only have to get lucky once!’.”
“Hooray to that!” Stone agreed. “Look, it’s been a long day, I think we should both get home and rest up.”
“Agreed,” Carter said sleepily.
“One thing before you go, Ed. I rescued a stray kitten earlier. It’s in my car. I wanted it to go to a good home. Do you think Megan would take it on?”
Ed laughed aloud as the tension of the day suddenly gave way to more mundane matters.
“In a heartbeat Eric, she’ll take it in a heartbeat. Go get it and I’ll take it to her in the morning.”
Stone wrapped the sleeping kitten in one of his sweatshirts and gently placed it on the back seat.
“Thanks, Ed. It’s good to know that’s going to a good and loving home.
“No problem. I’ll give what we’ve learned to Megan so she can get to work on it. It can take a little while to find and analyze the information. Unless something urgent comes up I suggest we meet at her place on Saturday — say around midday?”
“That works for me. Charles’ funeral is on Friday, I wanted to pay my respects. I also need to speak with his lawyer about his estate. There’s a lot to sort out. He didn’t have any relatives so I guess I’ll have to go to his house at some point, to go through all his things and remove any personal stuff.” Stone gave a grimace. “I’ll give the rest to ‘Help for Hero’s’ — I expect that’s what he would have wanted.”
“It’s never easy or quick. After my dad died, it took me weeks to clear his house, and months to sell it. Are you planning to live there?” Carter asked.
Stone shook his head firmly.
“No — I wouldn’t like that, it’s a lovely place, but too big for my needs.”
“You’re going to sell it then?”
“No, I have something else in mind. I’ll tell you later — when all this is over.”
* * *
Charles Rathbone’s funeral was held in Finchingfield. It was a suitably somber affair. Despite the relentless drizzle, the funeral was well attended by many people from the local area, a few politicians, and the press. There was also an honor guard from Charles’ old Regiment. Stone kept a low profile throughout, standing at the rear of the packed village church during the service. Outside, he sheltered under his umbrella at a respectful distance as Charles’ coffin was interred in the family plot. Afterwards, he took a slow drive towards the rear of Charles’ farm.
Working from some half-remembered geography, Stone left his car on a dirt road near a wood. He walked through a small coppice, hopped a fence, and eventually found himself to be on a hill overlooking the farmhouse. Below, and a little to the right, he could see the area where he and Charles had spent many happy hours practicing their shooting. It was cold and wet standing on the exposed hill, so Stone huddled under the shelter of a tree and thrust his hands deeply into his pockets.
For an hour, he stood just staring at the estate below, allowing his mind to wonder freely through a cobweb of reminiscences. Memories of friendship and of parties, memories of laughter and companionship, memories of happier times, and the best friend anyone could have. Sometimes it seemed that the images were so powerful, so vivid that Stone almost had to brush them away with his hand. Stone stood under the tree for an hour paying his final respects, until his tears were spent and he was shivering uncontrollably from the cold.
Back in his car he put the heater on full, turned up the CD player and drove a little too fast towards Colchester. Charles’ lawyer wasn’t available until the following week, Stone’s senior karate instructors had taken over all of his classes for the foreseeable future, and Carter had asked for the few days up to the weekend for Megan to do her research. With no work to do, or meetings to attend, his diary was now clear. Stone was accustomed to training every day, but after almost a week of inactivity, he felt that he was bursting with pent up energy and frustration, so he headed directly to his dojo.
Stone began his workout with three rounds of pushups, sit-ups, and star-jumps — fifty of each, just to get his body warmed up. Then he dropped to the floor and executed a full routine of stretches, until he had his breath back under control. Next, he began performing the Wado-Ryu karate katas; strict forms, like choreographed battles with imaginary opponents. Using almost every style of karate kick, punch, and block, they were an excellent way to practice and sharpen technique. In Wado-Ryu karate, there are fifteen Katas. Stone performed each in order, beginning with the easiest called ‘Pinan Nidan’, through to the most demanding and complicated called ‘Jion’.
Finally, he moved to the heavy punching bag, where for five minutes he worked his arms, before switching to kicks. His workout finished with a frenzied attack on the punch bag, using a dazzling array of punches, kicks, elbow strikes, and flying kicks. Gradually building the speed, he moved faster and faster, until his hands and feet were just a blur. The attack climaxed with a blistering combination of powerful punches, and ended when Stone gave a mighty roar and delivered a vicious spinning back-kick that almost detached the punch bag from its chain.
After he showered and changed, Stone spent an hour in his office catching up on some mundane administration. The club’s public liability insurance was up for renewal, and he had wanted to check that he was still getting the best deal. There were certificates to sign for those students that had successfully achieved their next karate belts. Finally, he scrubbed the toilets and showers, swept the dojo, and tidied the equipment away. Eventually at 4.30pm, he realized that he had run ways to fill his time, so he locked the dojo and set off for home.
He hadn’t eaten since breakfast and a short while into the journey he became aware that he was ravenously hungry. If he was dining alone, Stone preferred to eat at home, but he knew that he was running short of supplies, so just outside Braintree Town, he stopped at a large supermarket to stock up.
Like many men, Eric treated shopping as a necessary chore. One that was best completed with maximum speed and efficiency. Today he was feeling starved for company, and so he took his time. Wondering aimlessly around the store with his shopping cart, he selected items almost at random, or when his growling stomach told him to. He was just considering treating himself to a sticky Danish bun, when a silky voice behind him whispered into his ear.
“A moment on the lips, and a lifetime on the hips!”
Stone turned to see who had spoken and stopped dead. He was utterly dumbfounded. The voice belonged to Linda Smart, the beautiful woman that he had rescued in the bar’s parking lot. Yet again, he found himself staring open-mouthed and lost for words. Linda squinted and gave him a suspicious look.
“I hope you aren’t stalking me, Stone — Eric Stone?”
“Err… NO! Err… I live near here,” Stone stammered, slightly panicked. However, Linda Smart gave him a bright smile and a light punch on the chest.
“Relax, hero. I’m just joshing with you!”
“Oh… Good… Err… Hi! How are you?”
Linda spoke to the side, like an actor talking to someone off-stage.
“Not a great conversationalist. But cute.” She smiled again and answered his question, mocking gently. “I am fine Eric, how are you?”
Stone could not help but smile.
“I’m feeling much better for seeing you today.”
Linda spoke to the side again.
“He’s getting the hang now.” Then she looked at him again. “Aren’t you going to ask me what I am doing here?”
Stone was pleased with the opportunity to prolong the conversation.
“What are you doing here?”
“I live near Sawbridgeworth, but I was over here looking for a place to rent so I can expand my business. I was on my way home and I decided I was hungry… ” She waved her hand at the basket by her feet. “So I stopped for some shopping.”
“Well it’s lovely to see you again… ” Stone mumbled self-consciously.
Linda rolled her eyes dramatically and then spoke off-stage again.
“Oh no, he’s losing it! Perhaps he’ll redeem himself by asking me out.” She turned and nailed Stone with a wide smile and her stunning emerald green eyes. Stone took a deep breath, smiled and dived in with both feet.
“Linda Smart, will you go out with me?”
Her smile broadened noticeably.
“I thought you would never ask! I’m starving. Let’s pay for this, and then get something to eat. OK?”
Stone’s heart danced a little jig inside his chest.
“Good idea, but it’s still a little early for a restaurant. What do you like to eat?”
“Anything vegetarian, and I’m ravenous!”
“Ha!” he laughed. “Me too.”
She bit her lip and regarded him cautiously.
“As long as you promise to be a gentleman, how about we go to your place and I cook a meal?”
“That would be wonderful!” Stone said, smiling like an idiot. “I’ll buy some wine.”
* * *
At the Wrecking Crew’s headquarters, The Fixer was waiting for a phone call. It was a call he had been expecting, ever since he had heard about Rathbone’s suicide. It was not a call he was looking forward to receiving. He was not worried about what the caller was about to say; his organisation had become so powerful these days, that he seldom feared anyone. The Fixer simply hated admitting defeat. Even though the work of the wrecking crew had been exemplary throughout, in the end, the Charles Rathbone contract had been an unmitigated disaster. Apologizing to the jumped up little arsehole that had given them the contract would be a new experience for The Fixer, and he was not going to enjoy it.
The Fixer had a name, just an ordinary name that had once belonged to an ordinary kid, but he preferred the title because it epitomized everything that he had become. As a schoolboy, diminutive, polite, and quiet, The Fixer had been an easy target for bullies — and for a while, his life had been quite unpleasant. The only child of wealthy academic parents, he always had money in his pocket, at least until the bullies got to him.
Then one day he had the foresight to offer to pay the bullies money, if they didn’t hit him. They were happy with this arrangement and for a while, there was an uneasy truce. However, a few days later The Fixer had an epiphany when he stumbled across the word ‘Mercenary’ in a book. The next day he paid two slightly larger boys to beat up the school bullies. Very soon, those same bullies were paying money to him.
The Fixer realized that whenever there was a job to do, there was always someone prepared to do it, either for a price, or a favor. He soon discovered that he had a talent for putting the job and the mercenary together, to meet the needs of his customers. At school, he ran the bullies, and provided protection for the weak rich kids. Later, at University, he supplied drugs and prostitutes in exchange for course work and exam results. When he left University, he had a business degree and three vital pieces of information that would form the bedrock of his business. First, successful businessmen surround themselves with talented but greedy people. Second, there is always more money to be made on the wrong side of the law. Third, the best crooks are never caught, because they make sure that the trail of breadcrumbs, can never lead directly to their feet.
For more than twenty years, The Fixer ran a lucrative business specializing in theft, extortion, prostitution, and violence for hire. Then, a little over ten years ago, he was approached by some businessmen, and a politician. They wanted him to lean on a union official who was causing problems with a new contract for the military. By pure luck, The Fixer discovered that he already had the tools to leverage the situation. The union official had some unusual sexual tastes that were regularly satisfied by one of the male prostitutes in The Fixer’s employ. With the threat to publicly wreck the man’s life, the union official backed down and The Fixer took the opportunity to move his business, now renamed ‘The Wrecking Crew’ to the next level.
Since that day, the Wrecking Crew had never taken on a contract that it could not successfully complete, and it had never failed to complete any contract. At least until Charles Rathbone had blown his own brains out with a shotgun. The Fixer sat glumly at his desk and waited. Finally, at 6pm the phone on his direct line started to ring. He recognized the number from the caller ID, but didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he drummed his fingers on the desk as he counted the rings and recited his favourite motto.
“One, two, three, four, make them sweat a little more. Five, six, seven, eight, it always pays to make them wait.” Finally, he picked up the phone. “Yes?”
The man’s voice at the other end of the line was famous enough to be instantly recognizable. Today he whispered urgently, as if he were in a hurry and concerned about being overheard.
“It’s me. What the hell happened?”
“I believe that he put a shotgun in his mouth and pulled the trigger,” The Fixer answered calmly and with barely concealed sarcasm.
“I know that, I’m not an idiot!” the caller hissed, “How did it happen? I thought your people were watching him.”
“My people were watching him. They had him covered from the instant he arrived back from America, until the moment he walked into his house.”
“Christ, what a mess!” the caller growled, “I can’t believe this has happened.”
The Fixer said nothing. He had learned a long time ago not to offer up information unless it was specifically requested by a client. After thirty seconds of uncomfortable silence, the caller spoke again.
“Are you still there?”
“Yes, I am still here.”
“Well?”
“Well what?” The Fixer remained deliberately obtuse.
“What do you mean, ‘Well what?’” the caller snapped, “Why didn’t your bunch of trained monkeys spot that this was going to happen?”
The Fixer closed his eyes and drew a deep breath in an effort to control his growing anger.
“You will recall that I recommended the surveillance on Charles Rathbone should include video in his home, along with data mining to examine the period before we acquired the contract. Such actions would surely have revealed his medical problems, and the possibility of suicide, long before the event. Unfortunately you set a strict budget for this contract, and despite my repeated warnings about the lack of important data, you were unwilling to provide additional funding.”
The Fixer spoke more forcefully to emphasize his point.
“In this business, you get what you pay for. My team delivered everything that you requested. We successfully falsified the reports from Afghanistan, and planted the child pornography evidence on his computer. We watched him as much as was possible, within the available budget, and we arranged for him to be arrested on evidence that would have destroyed his credibility. I can assure you that the Wrecking Crew will not be held responsible for something that was outside of our control.”
“So you’re saying that it was my fault?”
The Fixer smiled at the turnaround.
“In a word — yes.”
There was a long pause as the caller processed the accusation.
“Christ! Holy Christ, what a mess! And all that money — my backers are going to fucking kill me!”
The Fixer, seeing an opportunity to regain the moral high ground, continued in a conciliatory tone of voice.
“You shouldn’t feel bad about this, you know. Sometimes suicides are almost impossible to predict. In some circumstances they are just the result of a fleeting thought — a sudden moment of madness. That could easily be the case with Rathbone. Someone like him, someone who has suffered such dreadful physical and emotional trauma, becomes momentarily unhinged and unpredictably takes his own life.”
The Fixer offered the drowning man a final olive branch.
“Perhaps, even you couldn’t have seen this coming.”
The caller let out an audible sigh of relief.
“Yes, yes, I think you’re right! Of course, no one could have predicted this, it just happened. He could just as easily have stepped in front of a bus. They must see that, it’s just one of those things… not my fault at all.”
The Fixer smiled like a shark.
“I am entirely confident that your backers will agree. You should have nothing to worry about.” He changed to a more business-like tone of voice. “Obviously this tragedy terminates our contract. My secretary has prepared the final accounts. I believe that there may be a small refund due. Shall we deliver it in cash in the usual manner?”
“A refund, really?” the caller’s voice brightened instantly at the prospect of receiving an untraceable envelope containing someone else’s cash. “That would be splendid!”
The Fixer smiled wryly as he ended the call.



SIX

“Thank you. That was a delicious meal,” Stone said as he leaned forward with the wine bottle. “Can I top up your glass?”
“Mmm… Yes, please.”
When they had arrived at Stone’s house, like a cat scrutinizing its new home, Linda had boldly begun an intimate inspection of the property. Curious, Stone had watched silently as she moved from room to room, flicking through his books, examining photographs and scanning his CD collection. She even opened his draws and cupboards, and inspected the contents of his bathroom cabinet. Occasionally Linda would look at him over her shoulder, her eyes sparkling with mischief, openly daring him to challenge her right to invade his privacy. After fully ten minutes of this wordless intimate inspection, they returned to the kitchen. There Linda turned a full circle, with her arms outstretched, like a child enjoying cool rain on a hot day. Finally, she smiled and spoke.
“I like it! It’s perfect — very you.”
“Really?”
“Oh, yes… very you.”
“How so?”
“Did you know you can learn more about someone by looking around their house, than you can in six months of dates and dances?”
“Go on,” Stone said cautiously.
“Well… For example, looking at your mail on the hall table tells me that you are single. There was nothing addressed to a wife or housemate. From your photographs I can see that you have never been married or widowed and that, although you seem to have had some very pretty girlfriends, you do not appear to be attached at the moment.” She looked at him and cocked an eyebrow, inviting a response.
“Correct — carry on,” Stone said with renewed interest.
“The house is clean and tidy, and that tells me you have self-respect — or a cleaning lady, but after looking in your bathroom cabinet I suspect the former. Your due invoices are pinned to a corkboard, so I know you are orderly, but your CD’s are in a mess, proving that you are not anally retentive!”
“Ah! You got me!” Stone laughed, enjoying the game. Linda carried on enthusiastically.
“The file of paid invoices tells me that you are honest, and the fact that you have let me wonder around here freely, suggests that you are a trusting person — and that means you are also someone who can be trusted. The trophies tell me that you are a black belt karate champion, and the fact that they are hidden at the back of your closet suggests that you are self-confident, but without an excess of ego. I see no karate kit or training equipment, or even papers relating to employment, so I would guess that your kit is at a dojo, where you also have an office, because that is your business.”
She turned to face him, her green eyes blazing with challenge and excitement.
“How am I doing?”
“Wow! Spot on so far,” he said smiling, anything else?”
“You have lots of books, and they’re all well-thumbed, so you obviously like to read. There are some history books, the complete works of William Shakespeare, and several biographies, but happily none by vacuous celebrities. Mostly they are thrillers that feature a clear baddie and an avenging angel type of hero. No violent horror, or ‘Shades of Grey’, that tells me that although you enjoy escapism you also have a good moral compass.
“Your trophies are all for various styles of martial arts that focus on self-defense, so I suspect that you were the target of bullies as a child, or perhaps knew someone else that was. In either event, I think that you strongly dislike such injustice. Put that along with what you did for me the other day, and I can see someone who will take a righteous stand to defend the innocent. Of course, that is just a wild guess,” she added with heavy sarcasm.
Stone held up his hands in mock defeat.
“Guilty as charged, your Honor.”
Linda smiled and carried on.
“Clearly you live well and have sufficient money. Nevertheless, most of your books were purchased second-hand from charity stores and, along with your other possessions, that you treat them with respect. That suggests that you worked hard to achieve your success and value your money accordingly.”
Stone acknowledged her continuing accuracy with a slight tip of his head. Linda moved closer and put her hand gently on his arm.
“On a more serious point, although you’re wearing casual clothes, your shoes are formal and well-polished, probably to go with the black suit that is hanging in the rear of your car.” She spoke more softly, her eyes suddenly full of concern. “I think that you’ve just been to a funeral, and that you stopped at your dojo to change. Perhaps you went there to work out, and get rid of some frustration. However, you were so distracted that you forgot to take a change of shoes. You’re a vivid and happy person Eric Stone, but there’s a deep sadness in your eyes. I believe that you’ve just buried someone very close.”
She leaned forward, wrapped her arms around his waist, and hugged him hard.
“I am truly sorry for your loss.”
Linda was a few inches shorter than he was, with the top of her head barely reaching his chin. Stone willingly accepted her offer of comfort, linking his arms around her shoulders and resting his cheek on her head. Her soft blonde hair smelled of green apples and coconut. They stood molded together, unmoving for almost a minute, before Stone took a deep breath and gently broke the embrace.
“He was my best friend, he took his own life.”
Linda involuntarily covered her mouth with her hands.
“Oh my God! How awful! Suicide seems like such a wretched waste, such a desperate act. That poor man. Do you know what happened?”
“Apparently he had an inoperable brain cancer. He was a brave man, a war hero, but he didn’t want to endure the kind of death that was going to follow. So he went home last week, took out his shotgun and… ”
Linda shook her head sadly.
“I suppose it’s understandable, especially if he was terminal. I’m sure that a lot of people… wait a minute! Last week… was he that Democracy guy?”
“Yes,” Stone nodded gravely. “His name was Charles Rathbone. He was my friend.”
They stood in silence for a moment.
“Tell me about him, how did you two meet?”
“He walked into my dojo one day,” Stone smiled at the recollection, “or should I say limped? He had lost part of his leg in Afghanistan and he wanted my help to get back on his feet — so to speak. Someone had recommended me. I was skeptical at first, but he was so determined I eventually gave in.”
“And you became friends?”
“Charles was a really affable guy, but I was drawn to him because he was just so determined. He had this incredible tenacity; physically, emotionally and politically. Perhaps he was the most ‘true’ person I have ever met. You couldn’t help but like and respect someone like that. In the dojo, I have never seen anyone push themselves as hard as he did. He would work until his stump was bleeding. In the end I had to turn out the lights to make him stop!
“As a friend, he was the sort of person that you could phone for help at three in the morning, even if you hadn’t spoken for six months, and unquestionably he would be there for you. At first I was cross with him — you know, when I heard that he had killed himself, but then I found out the truth and just felt guilty that I was so sad for my own loss.”
He raised his hand in apology.
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be dumping on you.”
“That’s OK, Eric. From what you’ve said and the things I’ve seen in the media, it seems to me like he was a wonderful person. I think I would have liked him.”
“I’m sure you would, and I know he would have liked you as well, as a person, and because he had an eye for a pretty girl!” Stone smiled.
“Thanks,” Linda smiled, accepting the compliment in the spirit it was intended. “Come on, let’s eat. I’m famished!”
Stone sat at the breakfast bar, silently watching as Linda prepared their meal. The radio was tuned to a station playing non-stop oldies. He smiled as she sang along. His smile widened as she swung her slim hips in time to the music. She cooked them a simple omelet, with peppers, mushrooms, and parmesan cheese. She added a side salad of wild rocket, watercress, tomato and thinly sliced apple, dressed in a mayonnaise and peppercorn mustard sauce.
After they had washed and stacked the dishes, they took the wine and their glasses and moved to the sitting room where they shared the settee. Linda kicked off her shoes and tucked her feet under her bottom. Stone stretched out at the other end of the couch, with his ankles crossed and his arm placed casually along the backrest. Although he was maintaining a respectful distance, he could feel an air of sexual tension as electric as an approaching thunderstorm. He hoped that it wasn’t just in his imagination, because it was taking all of his self-control to maintain a gentlemanly focus. The wine wasn’t helping the situation — and neither was Linda.
She had been wearing a baggy beige sweater, but when they moved into the warmth of the sitting room, she had casually pulled it over her head, before brushing her hair straight with her fingers. The sweater was a lose fitting knitted affair, but underneath she was wearing a white spandex top, so tight that it accentuated the shape of her petite breasts, and prominent nipples. Stone gave an involuntary gasp of delight, before he swiftly placed a pillow onto his lap, to cover his growing excitement. He noticed Linda was trying to conceal a sly smile behind her wine glass. She fixed Stone with a steady gaze. Her emerald green eyes twinkling devilishly as she provocatively twirled her blonde hair with her fingers. Ever the gentleman, Stone tried his best to remain aloof to her playful flirting, but privately he feared he was close to losing all control. With a huge effort, he managed to regain enough brain function to formulate a question.
“Well, it seems that you know just about everything about me, now it’s your turn. You said you were looking for a new place for your business, what is it that you do?”
“I teach yoga and a bit of keep-fit. Mostly, it’s for women. I have a studio in Sawbridgeworth, but I was looking to open another in Colchester or nearby.” She sat forward, enthusiastically talking about her business. “I think that a different location will give me access to a wider demographic. I do OK over in Sawbridgeworth, but with any luck, I can run classes over here three or four times a week. At least that’s my plan.”
“I think it could work,” Stone nodded, happy to defuse the sexual tension a little. “I don’t see many yoga classes advertised around Colchester, and there are certainly plenty of women around who would be interested. I know there are loads of mums, young girls, Army wives and the like. It’s a good area. I think you could do well.”
“Well, first I have to find a suitable venue. That seems to be harder than I expected. Over in Sawbridgeworth, I use a church hall on one day and a school gym on the other. They’re basic rooms, but cheap — so it works out,” she said with smile.
“Here’s a thought… You could use my dojo.”
“Really? You would do that for me? We just met.”
“Well, don’t worry about that for a moment. Imagine that you had walked into my dojo today and we were talking for the first time. As a businessman, I would seriously consider having you.”
“I bet you would!” Linda said, flashing a seductive smile.
“You know what I mean,” Stone chided, rolling his eyes dramatically but still enjoying her obvious flirting.
“And you know what I mean!” she countered jokingly, adding to the electricity. “Wouldn’t you like to ‘have me’ three times a week, Mr. Hero?”
“Definitely,” Stone replied with an open smile. “How would that work for you?”
“I think that I could fit you in,” Linda countered. Her voice husky, she stared directly into his eyes.
Stone looked away, his control suddenly almost broken. He coughed to cover his embarrassment and Linda smiled at the small victory. After a moment, he was able to continue in a more business-like tone of voice.
“Of course the timings would have to be right, but there are a lot of times at the dojo when we don’t currently run classes. Most mornings are free, some early afternoons and Sundays, so there’s plenty of scope. To tell the truth, I’ve been thinking about getting someone in to do ladies fitness classes for a while. It would be a good thing to attract more women to the dojo. I get a few ladies to the self-defense classes, but nowhere nearly enough. The karate classes are almost 80 % male. Just now, I only have one female instructor; I think having another one around would definitely help to improve the gender balance. You should come over to the dojo, have a look, and see. What do you think?”
“Deal, but no favoritism, just because you’ve fallen in love with me!” She batted her eyelids and giggled sweetly.
“Ok, we have a deal!” Stone said with mock seriousness. They shook hands formally.
“Now — tell me some more about Linda Smart. Married?”
“No.”
“Dating?”
“Not yet,” she challenged.
Stone smiled again. His face was starting to hurt from smiling so much, but he didn’t care. It felt good to smile again.
“Tell me about your family.”
“Not much to tell, really,” Linda shook her head and pulled a sour face. “My parents died when I was young. An Uncle looked after my sister and me until we finished school. He passed away a few years ago, left us a little money. I used mine to open my studio.”
“What about your sister? Is she as pretty as you — can I meet her?” Stone joked.
“No,” Linda said sharply. There was a sudden change to her posture. Stone thought he felt the air chill slightly.
“Actually we’re identical twins — which is odd, because most twins are almost inseparable. Usually, the similarities pull twins together. For us, it’s the differences that seem to keep us apart.”
“How so?”
“Well, for example, she always wears make up, but I hate to — it always makes me feel so dishonest. I love to run, but she never does. I’m a vegetarian, but she eats meat and even supports vivisection. My politics are middle of the road and hers are… well, I’m sure you can guess.”
Stone nodded but remained silent, allowing Linda the space to share her discomfort.
“We just… don’t get along. We never really did. She’s… ” Linda shrugged and twirled a finger at the side of her head, indicating a mental malaise, “she’s not right. It’s hard to describe, but we just don’t get along. Actually, that’s a massive understatement. We started to grow apart a few years ago, not long after our Uncle died, and now we can barely stand to be in the same room together.”
“That’s very sad.”
“Not really… ” Linda shrugged, “you don’t have to get along with your siblings, you know. It’s not a law or anything. From my point of view, we’re just two people who don’t get along. We manage to keep our distance. She works away a lot, so it works out fine.”
“What does she do?”
“She’s a freelance photographer, mostly news and hassling celebrities. I understand that she’s very good at it. She’s particularly adept at getting the sort of pictures that ruin careers, and sell for silly money to the tabloids and French magazines. Do you remember those awful pictures of the Princess’ deformed baby?”
“She took those?”
“Yep! Got almost £200,000! That poor woman was stricken with grief watching her baby hopelessly struggling for life. My sister dressed as a nurse and callously invaded her privacy at the worst possible moment. Sometimes it makes me feel sick to think that we’re related.”
“I’m so sorry.”
Stone reached over and took her hand. Although he was an only child, and could never fully appreciate her pain, he felt genuine sadness for Linda. He realized that she hadn’t once referred to her twin by name, and he wondered if the rift was even deeper than she was prepared to admit. Stone filed the thought away as a subject best avoided, unless Linda brought it up again.
They sat in welcome silence until Linda finished her wine and motioned for Stone to refill her glass.
“Let’s talk about something else,” Stone said. “What’s your favourite movie?”
“Oh ‘Jaws’ of course. I cry every time the shark dies!”
“Come o-o-o-n! Give a little… ” Stone chided.
“Ok then,” She closed her eyes as she thought. Suddenly she raised a finger. “‘Dances with Wolves’. It’s visually fantastic and a great story. If not the best, it’s one of my favorites. What about you — any Bruce Lee films on your list?”
“Ha! ‘Enter the Dragon’ was a classic! Actually, I love ‘The Shawshank Redemption’. Great acting, but I particularly love the twist at the end where the baddies get what’s coming to them.”
Linda smiled and pumped a fist dramatically.
“I love it when the bad guy gets what’s coming!”
“No argument here — as you will remember.”
Linda brought her hands to her chest and fluttered her eyelids dramatically.
“My hero!”
The discussion moved on to musical preferences before flowing naturally into favourite books. Soon they were embroiled in a good-natured argument about who was a better thriller writer, Lee Child or Robert Crais. As Stone watched Linda talking animatedly about how Joe Pike was a more believable character than Jack Reacher, ‘And anyway, if he was 6’5” tall and over 220 pounds, people wouldn’t keep picking fights with him’, he realized how comfortable he was in her company.
Although they had only been chatting for six hours or so, already he found that he could anticipate and empathize with her every thought. There was such congruence in their sentiments and opinions that listening to her talk felt like re-reading a favourite book, you knew the story, but you still wanted to savor every single word. At first, he had been physically attracted to her beautiful pixie face and athletically sensual figure, but now he was captivated by her intelligence and wit. He wondered if this was how married couples felt after twenty or thirty years together, contented in their familiarity, mutual respect, and love.
‘Whoa! Wait a minute!’ Stone thought to himself, ‘You’ve known this woman for less than half a day and already you’re thinking of love and marriage — get a grip man!’
At that moment, Linda gave a cat like stretch accompanied by a huge yawn. She checked her watch.
“Wow! It’s after eleven, I should be going.”
“You can’t go!” Stone blurted, almost in panic.
Linda patted his hand and smiled gently.
“Don’t worry Eric, I’ll call you tomorrow — I promise.”
Stone relaxed slightly, and then had a more serious thought.
“Actually I was thinking you shouldn’t drive. Between us, we’ve cleared almost two bottles of wine. You could stay here. I can make up the spare room.”
He was expecting her to decline demurely, but her response was a pleasant surprise.
“OK. Do you promise to be a gentleman?”
“You have my word.”
After they cleared away the wine glasses, Linda helped him to make up the spare bed. He gave her a fresh toothbrush from the bathroom along with one of his old sweatshirts to use as a nightdress. Stone stood in uncomfortable silence for a moment, before politely wishing her goodnight. She stretched up and kissed him firmly on the lips, quickly breaking away before he could respond.
“That was a lovely first date, Eric — the best ever! Goodnight.”
When he had finished using the bathroom Stone stripped off his clothes, dumped them into the wash basket and climbed into bed. It was only then, as he reflected on the day, that he realized that he hadn’t really thought about Charles Rathbone and the Wrecking Crew since the funeral. Although he had told Linda about Charles and his suicide, he didn’t feel sad or angry anymore. He wondered if she had somehow healed his heartbreak.
Alerted by the gentle creak of his bedroom door slowly opening, Eric’s eyes snapped open and he sat up. Linda stood in the open doorway, silhouetted by the light from the spare bedroom. Although his sweatshirt was old and baggy, barely reaching to the top of her slim legs, Stone thought he had never seen anyone looking sexier. Linda slowly walked to the foot of his bed and regarded him silently. After what seemed like an eternity, she finally spoke.
“Did you know that more people have sex after a funeral than they do after a wedding?”
Stone realized that he had been holding his breath.
“Actually… I did know that, I think I read it in—”
His words faded as Linda lifted the sweatshirt over her head in one smooth movement and dropped it to the floor. Stone studied her nakedness with open appreciation. Even in the half-light of the bedroom, her athletic curves were everything that he had imagined, and more. Suddenly, so much blood seemed to be rushing towards another part of his body and away from his brain that he could only manage to croak out a single word of appreciation.
“Wow!”
Linda stepped lightly to the side of the bed and slowly pulled the covers aside to reveal his nakedness. She smiled wickedly at his obvious excitement.
“Wow yourself,” she said and quickly smothered any further conversation with a passionate kiss.
Afterwards, they lay in a tender embrace chatting quietly. Stone was on his back with one hand behind his neck, the other was lightly caressing her shoulder. Linda’s head was resting on his chest. Her fingers were tracing lazy circles around the puckered edges of a scar in the center of Eric’s muscular stomach.
“How did this happen?” she asked.
“Someone shot me,” Stone answered in a casual, matter-of-fact tone.
“Really?” Linda sat up slightly so that she could look directly into his eyes. “Who? Why?”
Stone’s heart gave a little thump of joy as he looked at her beautiful face. Although he had kept the secret for some time, he felt an urge to share some of the detail from that dreadful day.
“A friend of mine is a private detective. He was hired to help recover the teenage son of a Saudi Prince who had been kidnapped. My friend asked me to come along as backup, in case there were any fisticuffs. As it turned out there were.”
Stone pointed towards the scar, attempting to make light of what had been a very dangerous situation. Linda didn’t respond. With a shrug, he carried on in a more serious tone.
“We were at the exchange with the money when suddenly everything went egg-shaped. It was dark and there was a lot of shooting and shouting — all very confusing. In the mess that followed, I was shot — well, not shot, more like nicked by a bullet really. It felt like someone had hit me with a hammer, bloody painful, but not too bad.”
“How did you get away?”
“I managed to convince the kidnappers of the error of their ways,” Stone said cryptically, “In the end we rescued the Prince’s son and recovered the money.”
“My hero!” Linda said patting his chest lightly. Then she sat up a little more. Even in the soft moonlight shining through the window, Stone could see the genuine concern in her face.
“Won’t these people want some revenge or something — aren’t they going to come after you?”
Stone considered his next words very carefully. Normally he was a very cautious person when it came to relationships, but for some reason he felt that Linda Smart was someone he could trust — someone he could really trust. In fact, he decided, she was someone that he wanted to trust.
“Don’t worry, Linda,” Stone pulled her into a tighter hug. “They won’t be coming after anyone — ever.”
Linda pushed back slightly and stared directly into his eyes. She stared unblinkingly, as if she were searching for something deeper within Stone’s soul, something to help her validate the implication of his cold proclamation. Perhaps she found something, perhaps she didn’t, but after a moment, she gave a short nod and laid her head back onto his chest. She lightly stroked his scar with her hand.
“Good,” she whispered sleepily, “that’s good.”
Stone gently stroked her hair until her breathing became deep and regular in slumber, as he closed his eyes he thought that, despite the death of his closest friend, he had never been happier.



SEVEN

Stone was gradually awoken from a warm fussy slumber by Linda’s gentle kisses on his mouth and eyelids. She was wearing his sweatshirt again and sitting on the edge of the bed. The early morning sun was shining brightly through the open curtains. As Eric blinked and sat up, Linda smiled and kissed him fully on the lips — then she made a face.
“Yuck — morning breath! Come on Stone, get up and brush your teeth. I’ve made breakfast.” She hopped off the bed, pulled off the sheets, and with a giggle, ran from the room.
Breakfast was eggs, toast, and coffee. Stone was usually a ‘morning person’, rising early with a big smile and a cheerful demeanor as he went for his morning run. However, today he seemed unwilling to wake fully. He wondered if perhaps he was subconsciously hanging on to the events of the previous night, just in case they were a dream. Gradually the caffeine began to work its magic and he felt better able to assess his surroundings. They ate without speaking for several minutes, sharing the occasional furtive glance. Finally, Linda offered a shy smile and broke the silence.
“I… err… I… Look, about last night.”
“I know what you are going to say,” Stone said. “We had both had a lot to drink, I understand if—”
“Oh no, it’s not that,” she interrupted, “I wanted to — I really wanted to. It’s just that… I didn’t want you to think… well you know… we had only just met and… that’s not normally something… ” She stopped talking and bit her bottom lip. Stone could see that there were tears forming in her eyes, he quickly stepped around the breakfast bar and hugged her fiercely.
“I wanted to as well. I wanted to hold you and kiss you — and the other things — as soon as I first met you.” The words flooded out of him with sudden and surprising emotion. “I’m glad that we met. I want to see you again — I really want to see you. I want to see you tomorrow. I want to see you every day!”
Linda smiled and kissed Stone, and he kissed her back eagerly. They hugged for a while longer, before she wiped her eyes and spoke in a mock business-like tone of voice.
“Ok Stone, today I have to go home and change, but you can see me tomorrow. I’ll start stalking you first thing.”
She held up a hand for a fist bump.
“Deal?”
Stone responded with his own clenched fist and they touched knuckles.
“Deal! Now let’s hit the shower.”
“Ok, if you’re a good boy, you can wash my back.”
Inevitably, their shower took a long time. The delightful combination of firm wet bodies and slippery shower gel, made them both feel as horny as hormonal teenagers. Their passionate coupling would probably have continued all day, had the water not begun to run cold. They were in the bedroom getting dressed when a disturbing thought struck Stone.
“What day is this?” he asked.
“Err… It’s Saturday. Why?”
“Saturday? Shit, it’s half ten already!” Stone said hopping on one leg whilst trying to pull up his jeans, “I have a meeting at midday and its miles away!”
“You’d better hurry!” Linda laughed, “Was it important?”
“Kind of. Oh, crap! I’d forgotten. There’s probably some stuff I’ll need to do. I may not be able to see you tomorrow.”
“Ha! Dumping me already?” She stuck out her tongue. “Can’t it wait — or better yet, can I come with you? If you’re not too long, I could wait in the car and read a book, then we could go out afterwards.”
“Ah… It’s not as simple as that, it may take all day — or even several days.”
“I don’t mind waiting a while,” Linda said, her eyes pleading, “really.”
Stone found himself torn. On the one hand, he wanted to see Linda again as soon as possible. On the other, he was feeling guilty that he had almost forgotten his commitment to Charles Rathbone. He suddenly felt the need to share his burden and found the words pouring out before he could stop.
“The truth is it might be dangerous — very dangerous.”
He sat back on the bed, one leg still stuck inside his jeans. He gave a long sigh and ran his hand across his head.
“You remember my friend Charles Rathbone?”
“Of course — the one who committed suicide,” Linda said, sitting on the bed next to Stone.
“Well, the thing is… well actually, he didn’t kill himself… well he did, but really he was forced into doing it,” Stone stammered.
“I’m not sure I understand.”
“It’s complicated, but the detail doesn’t matter just now. I can tell you all about that later. The thing is… well there is this group of very bad, very dangerous people that made up a load of lies about Charles. They put my best friend in such a bad position that the only way out was for him to kill himself.”
“My God, that’s awful!” she said, putting her hand on his arm.
“Before he died, he sent me all of the information he had about these people, and he asked me to put things right.” Stone looked Linda in the eye and held her hand. “You see, the thing is, I made a commitment to try and stop them — so that the same thing can never happen again. That’s what my meeting’s about.”
“Who are they, are they like a biker gang or something?” Linda asked.
“I wish, but that would be too easy. No… this is actually a respectable business — or so they would have you believe. They actually make their money from bribing and stealing from other businesses and things like that. They’ve even killed people that were in the way of governments’ and businesses,” Stone said shaking his head sadly.
“My God, that’s just bizarre. It sounds like some kind of Mafia group or something.”
“That’s a good analogy, but as far as we can tell they aren’t connected to any other criminal gangs. Most of the work they do is for crooked businessmen and Politicians. They’ve done things like burning down competitors’ factories and discouraging environmental activists. They seem to be very good at what they do; sort of guaranteed results for hire.”
“Shouldn’t you just call the police or something?” Linda asked. Stone shook his head firmly.
“We would if we knew who we could trust. That’s what Charles was planning to do and look what happened to him. He was going public, but somehow they found out. I know this all seems like some loony conspiracy theory, but the evidence Charles compiled is rock solid. These people have contacts all the way to the top — the very top. The guy I’m meeting with, he is a friend and an ex-cop, but he agrees with me. He and I are the bottom line on this.”
“So what are you going to do?” Linda looked serious, but sincere in her interest.
“Find out who and where they are, and then stop them — once and for all,” Stone said.
“When you say stop them… ” Linda queried carefully.
“Once and for all — for Charles,” Stone replied sternly.
“Oh… ” Linda said quietly.
“So you see — I can’t see you tomorrow, and probably not the day after either. In fact, you should stay away from me until this is over.”
“No,” Linda said crossing her arms firmly.
“No, what?” Stone asked, puzzled.
“I want to help.”
“I can’t let you do that!”
“I want to help — I mean it.”
“Look Linda, I appreciate the offer, but these people are dangerous — really dangerous. I can’t let you expose yourself to that kind of risk. It would be crazy.”
She shook her head firmly.
“I’m a big girl Eric, I can look after myself, and if needed, I can walk away any time. Let me help you.”
“Why… Why would you do this? We just met, Linda. Come on — I appreciate the sentiment but be serious!”
Linda turned to face Stone and fixed him with a rock steady gaze.
“Charles was your friend, and this thing you’re going to do matters to you — correct?”
“Of course,” Stone nodded.
“Well, if I’m involved with you, then it matters to me as well. So please — let me help.”
Stone felt his resolve weakening. Even with Ed Carter involved, he felt very alone. He realized that he really did want to keep Linda around. If only, so that he could talk with her and share his feelings. With a shrug of defeat, he took her hand and made a commitment he would soon come to regret.
“Ok. Let me talk with Ed today. He has more experience than I do in things like this. If he’s ok with it, then you can help.”
Linda gave a girlish ‘whoop’ and pumped her fist. “Yes!”
Stone jumped in quickly.
“But I will not allow you to put yourself in any danger — agreed?”
“Sure — of course,” she said with a nod. Then Linda leaned forward and kissed Stone firmly on the lips. “Now, you’d better get dressed or you’ll be late for your meeting!”
They exchanged phone numbers and Stone agreed to call Linda as soon as he was available. Then after another passionate kiss, they climbed into their respective cars and left.
The meeting was arranged for mid-day at Megan’s office, which was really just a front bedroom in her Harlow apartment. Although he was running late, Stone decided not to call ahead, preferring to limit communications by electronic means and reduce the risk of being intercepted. In any event he was confident that Carter would not mind if he was a few minutes late.
It was a beautiful and sunny day and the traffic was mercifully light. Stone was deliriously happy as he drove, smiling broadly, as he sang along to the radio. He was still smiling broadly when he rang the doorbell at Megan’s apartment. He was just thirty-five minutes late. Carter answered the door and immediately got down to business.
“Come in, Eric. Megan has some interesting stuff for us.”
Stone followed Carter down the narrow corridor and into the converted front bedroom, stepping over two tabby cats in the process. A familiar kitten ran out to greet him. It circled his legs twice before quickly darting out through the door. Eric smiled, happy to see that the little kitten was settling in to its new home.
The small front room was a tight fit for three people. Inside there were two desks, three computers with large flat screen monitors, two laptops and a confusing mass of twisted cables. Carter made the introductions.
“Eric Stone, meet Megan Smith, the best IT expert on the planet!”
Megan Smith was somewhere in her early forties, she was a large woman, a very large woman. She probably weighed over 300 pounds, but in some ways, it suited her. The phrase ‘larger than life’ came to mind as Stone saw her bright green dyed hair and lose fitting kaftan. The cotton shroud looked like a small tent, coloured white, with large blue and orange spots. With some difficulty, Megan turned her chair away from the computer monitor and studied Stone with a critical eye. He gave her a little wave to accompany his friendly smile and casual, ‘Hey’. She gave him a short nod and slowly turned away, before announcing to her computer.
“Well, someone got some last night.”
“Megan!” Carter exclaimed.
“Well he did. Nobody can smile that wide unless they’ve just had their world rocked.”
Carter turned to Stone apologetically.
“I’m sorry Eric, Megan likes to shock people. I think she’s over-compensating for her unusually warm nature.”
“Fuck off!” Megan said gruffly, “it’s ‘cos I’m jealous.”
Stone smiled and held up his hand.
“It’s ok, I understand. Anyway, as it happens, she’s right.”
“She shoots — she scores!” Megan pumped a fist dramatically, and then she sang softly, “Eric’s got a girlfriend.”
“Alright, that’s enough, Megan. Take no notice, Eric. It’s just her way of testing people, she likes to be outrageous,” Carter said.
“No problem,” Stone said honestly, as he walked to Megan’s side and offered his hand. “I’m genuinely pleased to meet you, Megan. Ed speaks very highly of you and your skills. I very much appreciate you giving a home to that kitten. Now I hope that you can help me with my problem.”
She considered his hand for a moment, then reached around and shook it firmly. Her hand was damp with sweat, and so fat that she couldn’t grip properly, but that didn’t concern Stone. He liked this woman — she had a fighting spirit. Megan looked at Carter and nodded.
“Ok Ed, he’ll do, but only because the cats like him.”
“Good!” Carter smiled in relief. “Now that we have the pleasantries out of the way, perhaps you can show Eric what you have found?”
“Sure. Make yourself comfortable boy’s, Ms. Smith is on the stage — and remember; it’s never over until the cat lady sings!”
There wasn’t enough room in the office for any other chairs, so Stone and Carter sat on the other desk together, their legs dangling like two schoolboys.
“Actually, what I didn’t find was more interesting than the things that I did,” Megan said, turning towards Stone. “Eric, how much do you know about how our browsing habits are tracked when we‘re online?”
“Not much really. I suppose that I’m rather a Luddite when it comes to computers,” Stone admitted with a shrug of his shoulders. “I know we leave traces wherever we go on the internet, but other than that, it’s all a bit of a mystery.”
“You and everyone else!” Megan said raising her eyebrows dramatically. “In fact, if the general public knew just how much data was produced by their online activities, most people would stop using the internet completely.”
“That sounds disturbing,” Stone said pulling a face.
“Indeed. Anyways — I’ve set up a little demonstration to make a point,” Megan said, indicating a laptop on the desk. She kept up a running commentary as she began typing.
“Now boys; this is just a standard garden-variety laptop. It’s connected to the internet using a local Wi-Fi connection — not mine I might add. It has some decent quality security software installed, which is up to date. Just now, I’m accessing the net with Firefox, but I could use any other browser; it wouldn’t make any real difference. I have left all of the browser settings to the manufacturers default for this first demonstration. Ok?” She looked at Stone and Carter to check that they were following. They both nodded enthusiastically.
“Good. I’m going online now.”
She began typing, carefully explaining what she was doing with each action.
“First, I’m going to check a dummy email account… ”
“And now I am looking for a book on a well-known retail site… ”
“Now I’m searching for a hotel deal in Glasgow… ”
“And finally, I will visit this site to look at some porn — don’t get too excited lads; it’s just some vanilla nudity!”
She turned and gave them a cheeky wink.
“Now in the background I was running a browser add-on called ‘Lightbeam’. It will show us what information has been gathered about this computer.”
Megan opened a second window on the computer and pointed to the search results.
“There… so Lightbeam is telling me that I was browsing for five minutes and during that time I accessed seven web sites. It also says that my computer loaded cookies from those seven sites and one-hundred and fifty-two cookies from other third-party sites that I did not access.”
She turned again.
“You understand what cookies are?”
“Err… well, I—” Stone stammered but Megan quickly interrupted.
“Cookies are basically little bits of code that websites install onto your computer as you browse. At best, they ‘help to improve the quality of your browsing experience’, or so they claim. At worst, they steal and share your data with anyone who is prepared to pay for it.”
Stone pulled a sour face at that revelation. He politely indicated for Megan to continue. She began making changes to the laptop’s settings. Her fingers flew across the keyboard as she spoke. Stone was impressed by how easily she could type and converse at the same time. In his limited experience, even minor technological challenges required his full and undivided attention.
“Now, I’m going to change the settings in Firefox. First I am telling it that I do not want to be tracked any more… ”
“Next I am changing the policy on cookies, so that we no longer accept any from a third-party website. That should do for the moment.”
“Now I am going to revisit those same websites that I did earlier… there… and there… and there… good, that should do fine.”
“Mr. Stone, if we look at Lightbeam again, what do you think we should see?”
Like a schoolteacher, Megan turned towards Stone and raised a heavily mascaraed eyebrow as she waited for his answer.
“Well… ” he said with little confidence, “I would expect that the results should be zero.”
“A good guess — but wrong!” She pointed at the screen. “Now look here, Lightbeam shows that I was online for five minutes, and that I accessed the same seven websites. During that time, this computer still loaded seven cookies from those sites, and it also accepted another thirty-eight cookies from several other third-party sites; even though I told it not to.”
“So much for those ‘privacy settings’,” Stone said.
“Indeed! And even if I had gone for the most secure settings, I would still have been leaving great big fat footprints — only a few less than before.” Megan waved her arm expansively towards her computer systems. “In fact even I, with all of this kit, would leave some traces. It’s the same with banking, telecommunications, utility bills and pretty much anything else. You will always leave a trace.”
“I think I understand what you’re getting at. What you’re saying is that whenever we go on the internet, go shopping, or just breathe in and out, we leave traces — is that correct?” Stone asked, politely hoping to get to the point a little quicker.
“Yes, as such,” Megan agreed. “The thing is, even the best protected surfers will still leave some evidence. The most private and careful individuals cannot help but leave some digital footprints. If not a name, or an IP address, then there will be an invoice, or an accidentally created profile. There’s always something. Even if it’s just a vague shadow, there’s always something that I can follow.”
“Right, I understand,” Stone nodded, happy to reach the conclusion of the lecture. “So what did you find?”
Megan slowly turned her massive bulk until she faced Stone and Carter, before answering dramatically.
“Nothing.”
“Nothing — you found nothing at all?” Stone asked.
“Nothing, nada — not a damn thing.”
“Is that unusual?” Stone was confused as to where the conversation was headed.
“No, it isn’t unusual,” Megan said, leaning forward conspiratorially. “It’s impossible.”
“Impossible?” Stone asked. “How do you mean impossible? Like NASA’s ‘the impossible just takes us a little longer’ kind of impossible?”
“No, I mean the impossible kind of impossible,” she answered firmly, “the like me and Brad Pitt, kind of impossible.”
“Oh.”
“Oh indeed, Mr. Stone.” Megan ran her fingers through her brightly coloured hair. “These days you cannot go on the internet, live in a house, work from an office, drive a car, operate a checking account, or even buy food without leaving some trace that I can follow.”
“And yet you found nothing,” Stone recapped.
“Got it!” Megan banged her fist on the desk. “I found not one damn thing — nothing!”
“How can that be, Megan?” Carter spoke for the first time.
“There are two possibilities. Either the Wrecking Crew does not exist — and we know that they do, or there is someone very, very, very good, covering their footprints.”
“So are we screwed then?” Carter asked quietly.
“Not necessarily, even the lack of clues is a clue in itself.”
“How so?” Stone asked with genuine interest.
“There are very few people in the world who have the skills necessary to pull this off. There are a few government types, mostly in China, South Korea, and Russia, but I think we’re looking for someone who’s from the West. My guess is that it’s probably someone working privately.” She smiled wickedly and patted her capacious chest. “In all likelihood we’re looking for someone with experience just like mine.”
Megan could see from the blank expression on Stone’s face that he had missed the significance of her last comment. She gave a frustrated sigh and continued.
“A quick history — I’ve been immersed in the world of computers since the age of twelve. I founded an internet security firm at the age of nineteen, before selling up to join GCHQ as a forensic investigator. I left them just six years ago, to go back to working privately — mostly for this twat!” She said, pointing at Carter. He nodded politely in response.
“So it’s most likely that we’re looking for someone like me. Someone with my skills,” she said, her voice rising proudly, “and that, Mr. Stone, is a very small pool of names!”
“Right, I get it.” Stone nodded. “So what do we do next?”
“I’ll start searching for their computer ‘expert’. Now that I know what I am looking for, it shouldn’t take long to narrow down the suspects. I’ll ask around discreetly, I still have friends in the hacking community. Someone somewhere should know if a rising star has dropped off the grid.”
She pointed at Stone and Carter.
“You guys need to follow the money — there’s always money. Even if it was paid in cash, someone had to earn it, someone spent it, and at some point, it probably went into a bank. Find that bank and we’ve found them!”
Stone nodded. “Ed, do you agree?”
“Absolutely, it’s the way to go, and we begin with Anton Stephens. Jeffers gave us Anton Stephens. Just now, he’s our only substantial lead. Megan was able to find out a good bit about our Mr. Stephens. Megan?”
Megan picked up a sheet of paper from the desk and began to recite.
“Anton Stephens, born Birmingham, UK September 1969, only son of… skip that bit… quite intelligent… four A levels… did business studies at Uni. Had a couple of run-ins with the local constabulary, grievous bodily harm and possession of a class ‘A’ drug… got a suspended sentence for the drugs but the GBH never went to court. Apparently the victim suffered a nasty fall and then had a change of heart over his evidence.”
“After Uni, Stephens moved to London and started work as an assistant manager in a chain of night clubs. That’s probably where he got into the retail side of the drugs scene. Two years later he left the nightclub, along with a Ukrainian bouncer named Alexis Markov. They moved to Essex where, after a violent turf war, Stephens set up his drug distribution business. A couple of years ago, he started rolling the profits into moneylending and taking bets… ” Megan paused to check her notes.
“I checked the Essex police records through a friend,” Carter jumped in. “His name is like a bad rash, it pops up over and over — mostly related to drugs and violent attacks. They seem to specialize in really vicious, nasty, and excessive violence. Unfortunately, the police can never get any witnesses to testify. I don’t think the local cops will be sad to see the back of Anton Stephens and this Ukrainian bodyguard, Markov.”
“Noted,” Stone said seriously.
Megan carried on with her report.
“As you would expect, Stephens does most of his business in cash, so there isn’t much information in his bank records that is of interest. His ‘respectable front’ is as a marketing consultant. I suspect that he washes some of his drug money through local bars and clubs, and they pay him under the guise of marketing advice. That way he can legitimately put money through his checking account for his mortgage, insurance, phone contract, income tax and the like. He must have some actual skills on the marketing front, because he’s done work for several legitimate clients. In the last twelve months he has provided marketing advice for a dentist, a golf club, and even a respectable charity.”
She handed her notes to Carter. He accepted them with a polite nod of thanks. Megan continued.
“I can see nothing that would lead us up the ladder to the Wrecking Crew at this point. It looks like you guys will have to ‘interview’ Mr. Stephens personally, to find out what he knows.”
Megan gave a sly shrug as she tried to avoid the image of what such an interview might look like.
“Luckily Stephens has a cell phone and a state-of-the-art security system on his Mercedes. I found that both systems have their GPS tracking enabled, so with my help you’ll know where he is, and where he’s heading.”
She tossed a smart phone across to Stone.
“This is set to show his location at all times. The registration number of his Mercedes is ANT 02 BET. Jeffers was pretty close about that.”
She held up a second sheet of paper for Stone to see.
“These are mug shots of Stephens and Markov. They’re nasty looking fuckers. I can see why people fear them.”
Megan gave Stone a hard look.
“Watch out for Markov, Eric. He hasn’t any form over here, but there was a lot of information from Interpol to suggest that he was a very bad boy before he left the Ukraine. He was a suspect in several killings, some really nasty and sadistic stuff. He’s also believed to be into sex trafficking as well, and we’re not talking about consenting adults here.”
Megan waved a warning finger.
“Listen carefully to me Stone, this maggot Markov has a reputation for losing control. Extreme violence and the like — you look after Ed, or you’ll have me to deal with!”
“You have my word,” Stone nodded. “Thanks for all the work you put in, I am truly grateful.”
“You’re welcome, Eric,” she said with a warm smile. Then she added an afterthought. “You know I liked Charles Rathbone and what he stood for. Most politicians are about as useless as a chocolate fireguard, but he was a good man. I think he would have made a difference.”
“I think he would have liked you as well Megan, I really do.”
“What?” she laughed aloud, “The debonair Rathbone with a fat girl who lives alone and keeps cats?”
“He could be shallow sometimes,” Stone admitted, “but he was drawn to intelligent and challenging women. I think you would have got on really well.”
“Thank you.”
Megan smiled genuinely before waving the two men away.
“Go on, boys — go and find the animals that caused Charlie’s death, and shut them down!”
Ed led Eric into the small sitting room. All of the chairs were occupied by sleeping cats, so they sat on the floor while they discussed the next step. Carter described his plan.
“The GPS records show that every Saturday night Stephens does his drug and loans deliveries around the bars in south Suffolk. He always visits Hadleigh, Ipswich, Needham Market, and finally Stowmarket. If he sticks to his schedule, he will be parked by the lake just outside Needham Market at around 9.30pm tonight.”
“Really?” Stone asked. “Is the tracking data that accurate?”
“Yep,” Carter nodded with a big smile, “and Stephens is as regular as clockwork. From what Jeffers told us, his clients expect him to be at a certain place at a certain time.”
“I remember — he said it was like the fish and chip van doing the rounds. Good for us — bad for him.”
“There’s no bar nearby, but Megan and I think that they stop at the lake for a rest. I guess even drug dealers are entitled to regular breaks,” Carter joked. “Perhaps they stop there for coffee and sandwiches, and a little privacy to count their money and sort the stock. In any event, I know the area pretty well. The lake would be a perfect place for an ambush.”
“So we get there early and lay in wait?” Stone asked.
“That’s pretty much what I was thinking,” Carter agreed. “I say we drive up to Ipswich now. There’s a big service area at the top of the A12. We can have something to eat while we wait. When we’re ready, we leave one car there and take the other to Needham Market. It’s around ten miles farther. If we get there at eight, we can park out of sight and work out where to hide by the lake. With the GPS tracker, we’ll know exactly when they are coming.”
“And then?” Stone asked.
“That’s your department, what do you suggest?”
Stone thought for a while before answering.
“We’ll stop at my house and pick up my shotgun and the crossbow, just in case. If they’re both in the car, then we may need some visible incentive to get them under control. If one or both are out of the car, and there’s a lot of ground to cover, then I may have to use the crossbow. It’s quick, deadly, and almost completely silent. I’ll be in a better position to make a decision when we get there.”
“Ok, has the makings of a workable plan,” Carter said in a business-like tone.
Stone could imagine Ed using the same voice to give his team of police officers confidence, just before a tricky stakeout.
“There’s one final point,” Stone said, “whatever the layout, I want to take Markov out first. I intend to take him fast and hard. He’s the most dangerous, and it’s unlikely that he’ll know much, if anything, about the Wrecking Crew. After that you can question Stephen’s at your leisure.”
“And afterwards?” Carter asked.
Stone’s mouth tightened.
“We’ll see. I have a feeling that they’ll be the kind of people who won’t give in easily, or forgive and forget after the event.”
Carter nodded sternly.
“I understand.”



EIGHT

They parked at the Copdock freeway service area near Ipswich to eat supper. Carter had chicken and French fries and Stone chose vegetarian pasta with a side salad. They both drank water. After they had finished eating, Stone broke the silence.
“Ed. There’s something else I wanted to discuss.”
“Go on,” Carter said cautiously.
“I’ve met someone — someone special. I want to include her in what we are doing. I’ve told her a about what happened to Charles and little bit about the Wrecking Crew, just in general terms, of course. She says that she wants to help.”
Carter sat back in frustration.
“Oh, Eric! Don’t tell me that you’ve been thinking with your dick.”
Stone held up his hands in supplication.
“It’s not like that — well it is, but not really. Look, she’s a really good person, very genuine — I feel it here!” He thumped his chest with his fist.
“Who is she?” Carter asked sternly.
“Her name is Linda Smart. She lives over in Sawbridgeworth, but she’s probably going to be working from my dojo in Colchester. She’s a fitness instructor.”
“How long have you known her?” Carter asked, always the cop.
“A couple of days,” Stone admitted quietly.
“Jesus Christ!” Carter whispered angrily. “What the hell were you thinking? You know how dangerous these people are. We talked about this.”
“It’s not like that, Ed. We met by accident, it was completely random, we just hit it off — that’s all. I really like her, Ed. It’s early days yet, but I think that we may have something special.”
Carter’s lips tightened again, he closed his eyes to control his obvious anger. Stone said nothing. Eventually Carter spoke again, this time more quietly.
“Well, we can’t go back now. How much have you told her?”
“Only the basic details really. I mostly told her about Charles’ death being a forced suicide, caused by a group of very bad people. It was all generalizations, nothing specific.” Stone sat forward enthusiastically. “Look, I told her that it was a death that had to be avenged. She understands what that means, and she’s on board with it. I don’t want to put her in any danger, but we’re pretty thin on the ground just now. We may need an extra body at some point.”
Carter gave a long sigh, clear evidence of his obvious frustration.
“Ok Eric, but don’t tell her anything else until I’ve met her and Megan’s checked her out.” He gave Stone a hard look and spoke forcefully. “Do I make myself clear?”
“Yes — I understand,” Stone nodded enthusiastically.
“And no sex either!” Carter said sharply.
“WHAT?” Stone stood up.
Carter pointed a gun like finger with a wide smile.
“Gotcha!”
Stone sat down sheepishly.
“You’ll like her, Ed. I know you will. She’s cute — and really clever. We need her, we need a second pair of eyes on this — I’m sure she can help.”
“Ok — enough said. I look forward to meeting her.” He checked Stephens’s location on the smart phone before glancing at his watch. “Stephens is stopped at a bar in Ipswich at the moment. It’s almost eight, so we’d better get going.”
They travelled to Needham Market together in Stones car. After they turned off the A14 and onto the side road that led to the lake, Carter checked the smart phone again, and announced that Stephens was still stationary. Stone slowed the car as they neared the lake, ready to drive on by, but when he saw that the parking lot was empty he turned through the gate and came to a stop. The parking lot was just a simple flat gravel affair with four picnic benches lining the water’s edge. The parking area was approximately fifty yards on each side, a large square open space surrounded by untidy low-level bushes. The gateway was no more than a narrow gap in a high hedge, making the parking lot almost invisible to any passing traffic. Stone could see why Stephens chose this location to count his money and check his stock.
After turning off the headlights, Stone climbed out of the car and stood for three minutes, carefully looking around. The sky was heavy with cloud, stained a sickly sodium-yellow by the distant streetlights of Ipswich. Even so, the parking lot was almost completely dark. Satisfied that they were not being watched, Stone took the shotgun and the crossbow from the trunk and tucked them out of sight, behind the hedge on the left side of the parking lot. Carter checked the smart phone again, and softly called to Stone.
“They’ve moved, but stopped again. They’re at a different bar — still in Ipswich.”
Stone gave a silent wave of acknowledgement. Pulling a small flashlight from his jacket, he dropped to his knees and began scanning the gravel from a low angle. After a few minutes, he walked across to Carter.
“If it was you, counting money and sorting drugs, where would you park?”
Carter looked around, studying the layout in the gloom.
“On the left, I think. The road angles away slightly, so parking on the left will keep them in the shadows if a car passes. If they need to make a quick getaway, it is easier for a right-hand drive car to make a right turn.”
“I agree,” Stone nodded. “There are several sets of identical tire marks in the gravel, just there on the left. The same car has repeatedly parked here, in exactly the same spot. A little farther back, there’s around thirty cigarette ends on the ground. They’re all the same brand. I think that they will park on the left, and then someone will get out for a smoke. I think it will be Markov.”
“Why Markov?” Carter asked.
“Stephens is the boss; he’d smoke in his car if he wanted. I suspect he doesn’t smoke and won’t let anyone else smoke in his nice shiny Mercedes. They stop here to prepare for the next two stops, and Markov uses the time to get out and have a couple of smokes.”
Carter considered what Stone had said and nodded once.
“Makes sense to me. You’re the expert here Eric, what’s the plan?”
“Well first of all, it’s a good spot for an ambush. It’s secluded, and wherever they park, we’ll only be a few feet away. At worst, if they park on the wrong side, its dark enough and there’s decent ground cover, so I should be able to work around without being seen.”
He pointed to the right.
“I’ll put the shotgun behind that bush. It will be loaded with the safety off. Take the car, park it a little way down the road, and hoof it back as quickly as you can. When you get back, take the gun, and lay down behind those bushes.
“Wait for me to give you the signal,” Stone said firmly, “I’ll be on the left. When they get here, I intend to take down Markov first. I’ll do it fast and hard using the crossbow or my hands, whichever is safest. He’s too dangerous to take chances with.”
Stone patted his pocket.
“I’ve brought some cable-ties and a gag, so I can quickly disable him. After that, we can move on Stephens together. We’ll attack at the same time but from opposite sides of the car. If Stephens is still sitting in the car, come in at a forty-five-degree angle from the rear. That way he probably won’t catch you in his peripheral vision or see you in his mirrors. We have to assume he will be armed, so keep the shotgun handy until I have him secured. Ok?”
“Good plan,” Carter said tensely. He gave Stone a quick ‘thumbs up’, climbed into the car, and drove away.
Stone carefully checked the shotgun, before stashing it behind the bushes to the right of the parking lot. After loading the crossbow, he picked a well-concealed spot behind the low bushes on the left, where he could lay face down on the soft grass. He was ten yards from the pile of discarded cigarette ends. Five minutes later, Carter jogged breathlessly into the parking lot. In the eerie silence, the crunch of gravel under his shoes was alarmingly loud. He stopped after a few paces and looked around uncertainly, until Stone gave him a soft whistle. Carter turned and whispered.
“The GPS shows that they’re on the move. They hit the A14 just as I parked the car; I had to run all the way back. They’ll be here any minute!”
“Ok — go lay down behind the bush. The shotgun’s there. Remember it’s loaded and the safety’s off. Try to calm down, breathe easy for a second, and make sure that you don’t shoot me. Are you clear on the plan?”
“Yes, wait for your signal,” he nodded and walked away, disappearing into the darkness.
Stone lay still on the cool grass. He concentrated on slowing his own breathing and bringing his mind into sharp focus, ready for what was to come. Three minutes later the road was illuminated by the headlights of a fast approaching car. It was only the third car that they had seen since arriving at the parking lot. This one slowed as it neared before turning into the parking lot.
As the headlights swept across the bushes, Stone ducked his head and shut his eyes tightly, in an effort to preserve his night vision. The car pulled to the left and stopped about twenty-five yards away, exactly on the position that he had found the old tire tracks. Just before the driver turned off the headlights, Stone clearly saw the license plate. The car was a silver Mercedes and the license number was ANT 02 BET. Anton Stephens had arrived.
Outlined against the brighter backdrop of the skyline, Stone could see the silhouette of two people in the car. The driver was a man of medium height and build, Stone guessed that this was Anton Stephens. The second man was so large that his shoulders were wider than the seat, and his head almost touched the interior roof. For three minutes they remained seated, apparently chatting together. Over the sharp tick of the engine and exhaust pipe cooling, Stone could hear music from the car radio, soft voices, and the occasional shared laughter. When the passenger door opened, it triggered the interior light, seemingly as bright as a spotlight in the darkness. Stone quickly shut his eyes to protect his night vision. When he looked up again he could see the massive bulk of Alexis Markov standing just a few feet away. He was facing directly towards where Eric was hiding.
Markov seemed to be staring directly at Stone, and Eric started to think he had been spotted huddled behind the bushes. Then the giant Ukrainian casually opened his zipper, and with a loud sigh, he relieved himself against the nearest bush. Stone remained motionless and concentrated on breathing through his mouth as the stink of warm urine floated past. Markov finished with a grunt and a few shakes and after zipping up, he turned to face the lake. A few seconds later, he lit a cigarette.
Although the lighting was good enough to hit a stationary target from such close range, Stone decided that there was no need to use the crossbow. He did not want to needlessly take a life, or risk causing a noisy injury that would alert Stephens to their presence. With the advantage of surprise and his martial arts skills, Stone felt that he was close enough to tackle Markov quietly and quietly.
Keeping his eyes firmly fixed on the Ukrainian’s broad back, Stone used his arms to push up from the soft grass, silently bringing his knees forward until he was in a crouch. He waited for a moment, then slowly stood upright, bouncing gently on the balls of his feet to prepare his legs for what was about to follow.
Stone waited until he saw the cigarette glow brightly, indicating that Markov was drawing another deep lungful of smoke. Intent on closing the gap as quickly as possible, Stone took several quick steps towards the Ukrainian. Perhaps he heard a slight crunch of gravel, or some lizard like sixth sense, but at the last moment Markov started to turn to his left — by then it was too late.
Stone had planned to deliver a sharp punch to the back of Markov’s neck, with a blow that was most likely to knock the giant Ukrainian unconscious. Seeing that his quarry was alert and turning, Stone instantly changed his plan in to a full-force attack. Sprinting forward, Stone drove his entire weight through his right shoulder and arm, into the side of Markov’s neck, with a forearm elbow strike. With all the force of a swinging sledgehammer, the strike landed perfectly on the target.
There was surprisingly little noise, even though bone had met muscle with such incredible force. Feeling as if he had just struck a brick wall, Stone stopped dead and rocked backwards, but Markov seemed completely unaffected. Bouncing on the balls of his feet, Stone was just preparing to deliver a second attack, when the giant man silently crumpled to the gravel and lay still.
Stone quickly rolled the Ukrainian onto his stomach and secured his hands and feet with some cable ties. A quick search for weapons revealed a switchblade and a pistol. Stone put the knife in his pocket and then checked that the gun was loaded and ready to use. At that moment, Carter slipped silently to his side.
“Jesus, Stone,” he whispered, “I’m glad that wasn’t me you hit!”
Stone dismissed the comment with a shrug and pointed to the car, indicating that Carter should take the right door while he took the left. As they moved into position, their soft footsteps were drowned by the deep base still thumping from the car’s sound system. Stone looked at Carter and mouthed a three-second countdown, and with a shared nod, they moved into action. Carter stepped forward and tapped on the driver side window with the shotgun. As Anton Stephens spun to his right in surprise, Stone used his left hand to snatch the rear passenger door open. In one swift movement, he slid into the car and pushed the gun barrel into the depression behind the drug dealer’s left ear.
Stephens instantly tried to shout for Markov, but he quickly fell silent when Stone rapped him sharply on the back of his head with the pistol. Carter opened the driver’s door and leaned in with a wide smile.
“It’s no good shouting Stephens, your pet monkey’s sleeping.”
Stephens turned to Carter and gave him a venomous look.
“I’m going to rip your fucking balls off and feed them to my dogs, you cun—”
His words were instantly cut short as Carter smashed him full in the face with the butt-end of the shotgun. Stephens recoiled away from the blow, and then slowly sat up, shaking his head. He was starting to swear again, but Carter hit him twice more in quick succession. As Anton Stephens slumped forward, bleeding heavily from his nose and mouth, Stone grabbed his left arm, pulled it through the gap in the seats, and bent it back and upwards until the drug dealer began to scream in pain.
“Ok, I’ve got him,” Stone said, easing the pressure very slightly.
Carter shut the driver’s door, quickly walked around the car and jumped into the passenger side.
“Well, this is cozy,” Ed said as he switched off the radio. “Now, you scum sucking low life, we’re going to ask you some questions and you are going to answer honestly and fully. If you don’t, my friend here is going to rip your arm off and beat you to death with it. Is that clear?”
“Fucmph… ” Stephens mumbled through bloodied lips.
Stone lifted Stephens’ elbow until the drug dealer began to wail again. Carter leaned in closer.
“I’m an impatient man, Stephens. You have but one chance to co-operate. Answer ‘yes’ if you want to live.”
“Y-e-s… ” Stephens croaked softly.
“Good. Now, let us begin simply,” Carter said lightly. “You recently arranged for some people to follow and watch Charles Rathbone. Who ordered you to do this?”
“I don’t know,” Stephens answered slowly. He screamed loudly as Stone again added pressure to his twisted shoulder. “Ah… ah… please… honest, I don’t know.”
“Explain,” Carter said, waving for Stone to relax his grip.
“I have a marketing business… it’s legit. About a month ago, I got a call from a man calling himself ‘Mr. Smith’. He wanted some local talent to keep an eye on someone — offered me a grand a week, so I accepted. The next day an old guy walks up to me in a bar’s parking lot, right in front of Alexis. Bald as brass he gives me an envelope and says, ‘Here’s your instructions and payment for two weeks’, and then he walked away. I’d never seen him before or since.”
“Describe him,” Carter ordered.
Stephens responded instantly.
“He was a tall guy, thin face, old… probably sixty… goatee beard, long dark trench coat and a tweed hat…, what d’ya call it with the rim and a feather on the side?”
“Do you mean a trilby hat?”
“Yeah… one of those.”
“Tell me about the instructions,” Carter snapped.
“There was cash in the envelope and directions to send someone with local knowledge to a parking lot in Colchester at 10am the next day— that was it. I sent one of my people, Darren Jeffers, so he could pay off some of his debt like. They kept him for two weeks and I kept the money. End of story.” Stephens sat up and relaxed slightly.
“Where is the envelope — the money and the directions? I want to see them.”
“All gone. The money’s spent, and I chucked the envelope. The directions was all on one page of paper, computer printed — that was it.”
Carter turned towards Stone and raised an eyebrow, inviting him to ask any follow-up questions. Stone shrugged, indicating that he had nothing to add. Like the good cop that he was, Carter got Stephens to go over his answers a second time, just to check his story for holes and lies. Everything checked out — and they still had nothing. Ed sat back, lightly resting the shotgun on his lap while he thought about what to do next. Everyone relaxed slightly.
Suddenly there was a flurry of activity. The drug dealer’s right hand appeared from his side clutching something. Stone shouted ‘Gun’, and tried to dive forward into the narrow gap between the seats. In the tight space of the car, Carter ineffectively jabbed sideways with the shotgun. Restricted by the seat back, and at the extreme limit of his reach, Stone grabbed Stephens right wrist, squeezed hard and twisted sharply. There was a single gunshot, deafeningly loud in the confines of the car. Before Stone could improve his grip, Stephens managed to wrench his arm away and then he flung open the door and jumped from the car.
Stone scrabbled at the unfamiliar handle for a second, before he managed to open the off-side rear door of the Mercedes, so he was already several paces behind Stephens when his feet hit the gravel. As he sprinted across the parking lot, Stone realized that somewhere during the struggle in the car, he had dropped Markov’s pistol. The drug dealer’s first instinct had been to run, but in his panic, his chosen escape route had taken him away from the road and directly into the shallow waters of the lake. Realizing that either he must surrender, or fight, Stephens chose to do the latter. He turned towards Stone and raised the gun.
There was just one chance, one tiny glimmer of hope. Stone knew that if he stopped or tried to turn, he would surely die. It’s quite easy to shoot a target that is static, or moving laterally to your eye line, but it’s much more difficult to shoot someone who’s running directly at you. Many well-armed hunters have been killed by charging Lions, simply because they lost their nerve and fumbled the shot. Stone knew this — he knew that it was his only hope. He let his momentum carry him unswervingly forward, and he prayed that Anton Stephens would fumble his shot.
As Stone’s feet hit the water, Stephens panicked. Suddenly realizing that his target was approaching very fast, he tried to step backwards to widen the gap. As the water resisted his legs, the drug dealer lost his balance and, in desperation, pulled the trigger. The shot went high and wide, missing Stone’s head by a couple of inches. Stephens was still staggering backwards into deeper water and trying to lower the gun, when Stone hit him with a flying tackle to the neck.
Stunned by the massive impact, Stephens fell backwards into the water, with Stone landing squarely onto his chest. He grabbed the drug dealer’s right hand, which was still holding the gun, and pushed it safely under the water. Then he seized a handful of Anton Stephens’ hair and forced his face under the surface.
The cold water instantly revived Stephens, who took an involuntary lung-full and then started to struggle as he realized what was happening. Twisting the gun hand, and simultaneously pushing down on his head, Stone held firm with gritted teeth, as the man struggled for his life. At first, he fought violently, kicking and bucking wildly in a desperate effort to raise his face from the water, but Stone had the upper hand and in less than a minute Stephens lay still. Stone waited for another minute to make sure that he was dead then he slowly dragged the limp form out of the water and back towards the car. Carter was waiting, his face a grim mask.
“You hit?” Stone asked, panting for breath.
“I don’t think so.” The gun was still clutched in Stephens’ dead hand. Carter reached down and prized it free. “Where the hell did this come from?”
“Must’ve been stashed down the side of the seat — are you sure you’re not hit?”
“No, I’m fine… it looks like there’s a decent hole in the door though.” Carter pointed at Stephens. “What are we going to do with him?”
Stone shrugged noncommittally.
“Was there anything else you had wanted to ask him?”
“Not a word — nothing,” Carter replied, shaking his head. “It’s a bit late now, even if I did.”
“Perhaps we can get something more useful out of Markov,” Stone suggested.
“Unlikely,” Carter said grimly, “Markov’s dead. His neck’s broken.”
“Sorry — lucky punch I guess.” Stone said pulling an apologetic face. “He sensed me coming and started to turn, I had to hit him harder than I’d intended.”
“You won’t see me shedding any tears.” Carter gave a somber smile. “Before anyone else turns up, we should put them back in the car and push it into the lake. If they ever find the car, the local police will probably think it’s just a drug deal gone wrong. Then they’ll probably all go out and have a party to celebrate.”
“Ok,” Stone nodded.
“First though, you’d better search the car, just in case there are any clues to be had. I’ll search these two. Take any cash and valuables, watches, cell phones, take the lot,” Carter instructed, “but leave any drugs you find. The water will take care of that.”
“Shouldn’t we go and search his house as well?” Stone asked.
“I wish we could, but I think it’s just too risky — given… ” Carter waved a hand vaguely at the two bodies. “Anyway, in my experience, this kind of low life rarely works from an office at home, or keeps tax records in a neat file. If there’s anything, it’s here in the car. This is his office.”
“Ok, you’re the boss!”
Five minutes later, they had searched both bodies and carefully wiped the car clean of fingerprints. Between them, they had filled a shopping bag with a substantial haul of cash, two Rolex watches, two billfolds, two cell phones, some rings, and several parking tickets. Carter turned to Stone and pointed towards the rear of the car.
“We had better put them in the trunk.”
Stone popped the release, then walked to the rear of the car and lifted the trunk. He stood stock still for a moment, reflecting that suddenly he didn’t feel so bad about taking two lives after all. Curious at the delay, Carter walked to his side and stood staring — open-mouthed. Eventually Stone broke the silence.
“Well there’s something you don’t see every day.”
* * *
Becka was not happy. She had some information that she needed to give to The Fixer but she was of the opinion that he would see the information as bad news — and The Fixer had a reputation for receiving bad news very poorly. She had tried to apply the corporate ethos, ‘Don’t give me problems, bring me solutions’, but the information was new and too important to delay until she had a solution to offer. She took a deep breath and walked along the corridor to The Fixer’s office. Bunny was acting as sentry, sitting casually on a chair outside the office door. As usual, Kitten would be outside patrolling the grounds. As she approached, Bunny got up and stood with his arms folded and legs wide, completely blocking the corridor.
Becka hated and feared the two bodyguards. In her considered opinion, they were both violent morons who smelled of cheap aftershave and sour body odor. More than anything, she particularly despised Bunny. Although he was probably impotent because of his excessive use of steroids, he liked to cop a feel whenever he could. Some time ago, she had realized that The Fixer was aware of what Bunny was up to and, although he didn’t actually encourage it, he certainly did nothing to stop Bunny’s repeated groping.
Perhaps he was secretly afraid of his two bodyguards, and rather than risking confrontation, he permitted Bunny to grope Becka as a sick category of employment benefit. Some people had a dental plan; Bunny was able to grope her tight young body whenever he wanted. Bracing herself for what was to follow, Becka walked forward until she was face to chest with the giant bodyguard, but just out of groping range.
“I need to see The Fixer.”
Bunny eyed her suspiciously.
“He’s busy.”
“He’ll see me,” she said firmly, waving a sheet of paper. “This is important.”
“Give it to me,” Bunny said, holding out a hand the size of a shovel, “I’ll pass it on.”
“I need to explain some things to him. This is important. The Boss won’t like it if you keep him waiting.” She took a small step forward. “Now get out of the way.”
Bunny stared at the paper for a moment as his pea-sized intellect struggled to come to a decision. Finally, he mumbled for Becka to wait. He spun around, tapped respectfully on the door, and then went into the office. Becka heard low voices and a short laugh, before Bunny reappeared and waved her forward. For once, he stood aside politely to allow her to pass unmolested.
“Becka!” The Fixer greeted her happily with a wave of his arm. “What can I do for you?”
She thought carefully for a moment before deciding on the best way to deliver her bad news.
“As a matter of course I have a number of alarms in place around the internet. Call them triggers if you will. Little programs that watch for activity that would suggest someone is searching for us. Occasionally I’ll get the odd nibble. Usually it’s just coincidence — a lucky combination of words in an email, or someone searching for demolition experts. However, this morning when I checked my ‘fishing net’, I discovered a shitload of very specific searches.” Becka waved the sheet of paper in evidence.
The Fixer sat up in his seat, immediately attentive.
“Are you telling me that someone out there is searching for us?” he asked.
“Absolutely! There’s no doubt about it,” she said firmly. “Some names related to the Charles Rathbone case were being searched.”
“Who’s doing it?”
“I don’t know,” Becka admitted quietly. She braced herself for the inevitable explosion of anger, but The Fixer gave a surprising response.
“Really? But you’re the best there is, Becka. Why don’t you know who’s searching for us?”
Becka shrugged.
“It’s hard to explain the detail in words that you, or anyone else without a degree in computer science, would understand.”
The Fixer nailed Becka with an ice-cold stare and spoke a single acidic word.
“Try.”
Becka desperately searched her mind for a suitable analogy. She held up a finger to indicate that she had an idea.
“It’s like there’s a ghost. Imagine looking at a security video. You can see things moving, you can see footsteps on the carpet, someone opening doors, but there’s no image. I can see that someone’s been looking for us, but I can’t see who it is,” she said, holding her hands up in defense.
“I think I understand,” The Fixer said nodding gravely. “Someone is covering their tracks rather well.”
“Yes!” Becka nodded enthusiastically. “Someone good, someone very good — but I’m better, and given enough time I’ll find them. I promise.”
“Ok, well done.” He gave her a soulless smile and waved her away. “Keep me informed.”
Becka nodded and placed the printout on the desk. She left without saying another word, unwilling to prolong the meeting any further than was strictly necessary.
In the corridor, Bunny was waiting for her. He was leaning casually against the wall, leaving a deliberately small gap for Becka to pass through to get back to her office. She almost made it through, but at the last moment, his right arm shot out, blocking her escape. Then he brought his left hand onto her bottom, and began squeezing and needing, without tenderness or sexual interest. Becka tried to push his hand away, but he was too strong. A moment later his right hand grabbed her breast, as she knew it would.
“Get off me!” She hissed.
Bunny said nothing, but his uncaring smile revealed his gold tooth as his hand slithered mercilessly down her body until it forced its way between her thighs. He cupped Becka’s bottom with one hand and her crotch with the other, grinding painfully and lifting up until she was forced to stand on tiptoes. She grabbed his wrist to try to relieve the pain, an action Bunny immediately misinterpreted as one of pleasure.
“You like that?” he leered.
“Oh yeah, Bunny — you’re the man of my dreams,” She teased mockingly. “Do me baby — go on, do me!”
Bunny dropped his hands.
“Get on with your work — bitch.”
She stepped away quickly, sick to the stomach with humiliation and frustrated by her inability to stop his sick bullying. When she returned to her desk, Becka closed her eyes and thought about how to vent her anger by finding whoever was stalking the Wrecking Crew. After a few moments of quiet contemplation, her eyes snapped open. With a smile, she began to tap computer code into her keyboard.
The Fixer stared at the sheet of paper that Becka had left on his desk. The list of numbers and dates was gibberish to him, but he understood the implication. Someone was after him, and that made him very unhappy. He was The Fixer. He knew people in high places. He was untouchable. He ran the Wrecking Crew. He went after people — people didn’t come after him. Anger boiled into his throat, anger, and fear. Not for himself, and the money, but for the possible loss of power.
When he started out, his motivation was naturally all about money, and he had made a lot of money over the years. However, in the time since he had formed the Wrecking Crew he had discovered that the use and abuse of power was a far more addictive drug, than the pursuit of wealth. In those quiet moments of solitude at the end of a day, The Fixer silently admitted that he got an almost sexual pleasure from wielding such a powerful sword. He was a champion facilitator — he made things happen. Losing that supremacy was something that he feared perhaps more than death itself. He had always expected that one day the party would end; it was something for which he had carefully planned. There was a private jet on standby, and he had sufficient resources to ensure a long and happy retirement. Nonetheless, if he was being honest with himself, the prospect of living a life without such unlimited power was something that chilled him to the bone.
On top of the creeping fear of some unknown hackers exposing the Wrecking Crew, he was starting to suspect that he had lost one of his best resources — The Chameleon. He had called Chameleon in the usual way, providing good information about the two new targets, and triggering the killer with his code word. By yesterday, The Fixer had expected to hear that both contracts had been completed successfully. Because the confirmation was overdue, and at least one target was definitely still alive, he had tried to contact Chameleon several times, but his calls all went unanswered.
In itself, this lack of communication was not suspicious. To complete a particularly difficult assignment, sometimes his assassin needed to remain out of contact for several weeks. Both of the current targets were simple, uncomplicated hits — something that Bunny and Kitten could probably have done. Yet Chameleon had failed to deliver. Something was very wrong, and now Chameleon was missing. The Fixer did not believe in co-incidence. A missing assassin combined with the report that Becka had just delivered, made The Fixer wonder if the party would be over sooner than he had expected. Something had to be done. He needed information quickly, and he needed eyes on the target. What he needed was surveillance. He strode across the room, threw open the door and shouted loudly for Peter White.



NINE

Stone and Carter stood side-by-side staring in disbelief at the contents of the Mercedes trunk space. A young woman lay curled up on a tartan blanket. She was a petite red head, wearing a ridiculously tight white party dress, platform shoes and, quite obviously, very little else. There was a black gag tightly knotted across her mouth, and her hands and feet were secured together with cable ties that were almost obscured by red ribbon gift-wrapping bows. She was panting hard and staring at the two men with wide terrified eyes.
“Christ on a bicycle!” Stone hissed.
He reached forward but stopped instantly as the girl flinched and tried to shuffle backwards into the furthest reaches of the trunk. Carter put a hand on Stone’s arm to still any further advances.
“I’ve got this,” he said firmly, as his police training kicked in. He leaned forward and spoke softly to the girl.
“You have nothing to fear from us. Those men cannot hurt you anymore. Do you understand… do you speak English?”
The girl stared at him without moving as she considered the situation. Then she gave a short cautious nod. Carter squatted slightly to bring his eyes closer to her level. He smiled warmly and continued in a gentle voice.
“We’re here to rescue you — you’re safe now. I’m going to reach over and remove that gag. It’s very important for your safety that you do not scream or make a lot of noise. Do you understand?”
The girl relaxed a little before giving another nod. Carter slowly reached forward and with a little difficulty, he untied the gag.
“There, that’s a little better. What’s your name?”
“Jenny,” she croaked in a voice as dry as dust.
“Hello, Jenny.” Carter gave her a gentle smile, and then he turned towards Stone. “Get her some water, please. I saw a bottle in the car.”
When Stone returned he handed the bottle to Carter and respectfully stood back. Carter showed the bottle to Jenny and then carefully held it to her lips. The girl gulped the water greedily, coughing and spluttering. After she had sated her thirst, she whispered a quiet ‘Thank you’.
“I’m going to untie you now Jenny, but I need to use my switchblade, to cut through these plastic cuffs. You have no need to feel afraid; I’m not going to harm you. Can I untie you now? Is that ok?” Carter asked gently.
Jenny nodded and shuffled forward to give Carter better access to her bindings. To ensure that she remained calm, he kept up a running commentary throughout the process, explaining what he was doing and even showing the girl the knife before cutting the cuffs. Stone knew that Carter had worked vice for many of his years in the police force. He realized that he was watching a man experienced in rescuing the kidnapped and abused. Soon Jenny was free, and after she had rubbed some life back into her limbs, Carter carefully helped her to climb out of the trunk. As she tottered uncertainly on her ridiculously impractical high-heeled shoes, Carter kept a guiding hand on her arm until she regained her balance.
Considering the likely trauma of her recent ordeal, Stone thought that Jenny was showing remarkable resilience. She looked around for a moment, assessing the surroundings and her two rescuers. Jenny gave Stone an uncertain smile before turning her attention back towards Carter.
“What’s you’s names?” she asked in a thick Scottish accent.
“It’s probably best that you don’t know,” Carter said factually.
“That Stephens and Markov?” she asked, pointing at the two bodies.
“Yes,” Stone answered, speaking directly to the young girl for the first time.
“They dead?” she asked Stone.
“Yes,” he replied.
“Good!” she said firmly. “Sick fuckers!”
“You’re welcome,” Stone said with a slight smile.
“So what happens to me now?”
“Now, you go home,” Carter replied simply. “But first, could you tell me how you ended up gift wrapped and lying in the trunk of this car?”
She nodded and sighed.
“I lives in Glasgow. Last week I cum down to London fer a modeling job. I seen a commercial on the internet. I spoke with Stephens on the phone. He seemed nice, you know, polite — it sounded like he was ok. I sent him some pictures like he asked. He promised to pay for my rail fare, and hotel, and stuff. Me mam wasn’t happy; she wanted me to stay in college. We had a big row and I walked out. Then I phones Stephens and told him I was coming, and he said he would meet me at the station.”
Her eyes were filling with tears of embarrassment, but she bravely continued with her story.
“Everything seemed alright for a bit, until he says there was no modeling job, and I would get killed if I didn’t do what he said. I thought I was gonna get raped, but instead he brought me to some house and gave me to Markov so I wouldn’t run away. Markov wasn’t happy ‘cos he weren’t allowed to touch me. He said I was getting sold — he called it ‘married’ — to some Russian guy.”
She pointed at her clothes.
“Today they made me undress while they watched. Then they made me put on this ‘outfit’ and then I got tied up and put in the trunk.”
“Did they…?” Stone asked uncomfortably.
“Na!” she shook her head, “Markov said the guy they sold me to paid extra for someone pure.”
“So now what?” Stone asked Carter.
“I think I have an idea that could work,” Carter replied with a smile. He turned back to the girl. “Jenny? Can you drive?”
“You bet. I passed my test first time,” she said proudly.
Carter smiled and pointed at the picnic benches.
“Good girl. Please go and sit by the water for a while — ok?”
She nodded and tottered across the gravel towards the water’s edge. Carter shook his head sadly.
“Lucky girl. I shudder to think about the life that we’ve just saved her from. In my experience she would probably have been whisked out of the Country in some private jet, used and abused for five years and then sold on to the next highest bidder.” He pointed towards Stephens and Markov. “Are you feeling better about these two now?”
“Definitely! Right now I feel pretty good!”
“Give me a hand to put the bodies into the trunk, and then I’ll explain what happens next.”
Five minutes later, they stood next to Jenny at the water’s edge. Carter handed her the car keys and the shopping bag. Inside were the watches and jewelry, and half the money. The remainder of the cash would go to Megan, along with the cell phones and billfolds for her to inspect later. Carter spoke slowly but gravely, to ensure that the young girl took what he was about to say seriously.
“Jenny, you’re a very lucky girl. My friend and I have just saved your life. Now you’re going to go home, and forget that you ever met us.” He looked directly into her eyes. “For us all to be safe, you must promise to do exactly what I say. Is that clear?”
“Yes,” she nodded, “I promise.”
“Good girl. Now listen very carefully. I want you to take the car and drive north. I’ve already set the GPS to take you to the service area at Ferrybridge; it’s near Pontefract on the A1. All you have to do is follow the directions. Can you do that?”
She nodded silently.
“You’ve got almost a full tank of fuel, so drive directly there. Make sure you drive carefully and stay within the speed limits. When you reach the service area, look for a quiet spot where you can park. Pick somewhere well away from all of the other cars. Before you leave the car, make sure that you carefully wipe any surface where you may have left any fingerprints. After you’ve done that, you can leave the keys in the ignition, and walk away. With any luck, a car this nice will be stolen before the day is out. The GPS would help the police to trace where the car has been, so be sure to remove it, it just unclips. You can throw it away when you get home.”
He gave a smile and pointed to the bag she was holding.
“In that bag there’s about £20,000 in cash — it’s all yours now.”
Jenny gave a gasp of shock and delight, Carter lifted a hand to signal that she needed to continue paying attention.
“There are some stores at the service area. Buy some respectable clothes. Get jeans, a sweater, and a coat. Then dump that dress and get something to eat. I want you to look out for a coach party. There will be plenty about — it’s a regular stop. Find one that’s heading north and buy a ticket from the driver, or just give him some money. Either way, get on a coach, and stay on until Leeds. From there you can get a train home. Do you understand?”
“Yeah, just like hitchhiking,” she nodded, “but what happens if I get stopped by the police?”
“If that happens, you would have nothing to worry about. You’re the victim here. Just tell them the truth. Tell them that you were abducted to be sold as a sex slave. Then two men you don’t know saved you and sent you on your way.”
He patted her lightly on the shoulder.
“Of course the police will probably take away your money,” he said pointedly, allowing a moment’s silence for the message to sink in.
“Don’t worry, Jenny. Everything will be alright — just do exactly as I’ve asked. Tomorrow you’ll be at home watching television, and next week you can go back to college and complete your education.”
Jenny thanked both men and gave them a shy hug. After a few false starts she figured out the controls of the car, made an untidy three-point turn and set off for home. As they watched the Mercedes pull out of the parking lot, Carter spoke cautiously.
“Do you think my plan will work?”
“Not a hope in hell,” Stone replied seriously, “she’s never going back to college.”
Carter laughed aloud and patted Stone on the shoulder.
“Go collect the weapons, I’ll get the car.”
Carter drove them back to the service area to collect Stone’s car. For the time being, they decided to leave all of the weapons safely locked in the trunk of Ed’s car. Before setting off for their respective homes, they arranged to meet at Megan’s office in two days.
“That should give Megan enough time to check the guns, cell phones and credit cards to see if there are any leads we can follow,” Carter said. He put a comforting hand on Stone’s shoulder. “Why don’t you see if your girlfriend wants to come? I would like to meet her.”
“Already?” Stone asked in surprise.
“It’ll be fine, Eric. Megan’s pretty quick. If she’d found anything untoward about Linda, I would have had a call by now.”
“Ok, I’ll see you… ” Stone looked at his watch and grimaced, it was well after midnight, “I’ll see you at Megan’s tomorrow.”
After Carter had left, Stone sat in the quiet stillness of his car for a few moments, trying to gather his thoughts. Although he had just taken two lives, he felt strangely calm. His martial arts background was one of peace and harmony. Once he had believed that every life was precious, but previous experience had shown him that there were exceptions.
Finding young Jenny in the trunk of the Mercedes had proven that Stephens and Markov had been righteous kills. He was also confident with Carter’s assertion that there was little chance of a rigorous police investigation, and even less chance of it leading directly back to Stone. With that thought, he decided to file the memory of that night along with his recollections of stubbed toes and vacation food poisoning. In short, it would be something that he would never think of again.
Although it was late, he decided to risk sending Linda a text message.
“Loooong day! Just heading home. Would you like to meet tomorrow? I could come to you. Eric.”
To his surprise and delight, she answered almost immediately.
“Hi, you. I’m still up, couldn’t sleep. Could be at your house in an hour. Can I come over now? Linda x x.”
Stone smiled at the prospect and responded enthusiastically.
“Yes, please. Can’t think of anything better right now!”
She answered straightaway.
“On my way X X X.”
Stone replied that he couldn’t wait to see her and added some kisses of his own. He set off for home with a huge goofy smile plastered across his face.
* * *
The team were waiting for their target. They had been in position for a little over three hours. For this assignment, there was a team of just three people. There were two spotters, and one shooter. For the time being, three people would be sufficient. If the assignment dragged on for more than another day, then perhaps the numbers would have to increase; but for now, three would do.
The target lived in a middle house of a row of Victorian houses. It was one of eighty almost identical houses, on a one-way street with just one entrance and exit. The target’s street formed an upside down ‘U’ on the north side of a busy road, lined with mostly commercial buildings. The target’s house was easy to spot. It had a newly painted blue front door, and was almost dead center in a row of houses at the top of the ‘U’, facing north.
The two spotters were sitting in separate cars near each end of the road. They had their cell phones ready to warn the shooter of the target’s approach.
At one time in England, mortgages were so plentiful and easy to access, that many people seemed to move house as frequently as they changed their cars. Since the banking crisis, the tendency has been for houses to be extended and renovated, adding space, and value. The property directly opposite the target’s house had been extended recently, with the addition of a large room to the west side of the building. The extension was probably used as a sitting room, but if it wasn’t for the large front window, it could easily have been mistaken for a garage. Irrespective of what it was originally designed for, today it made a perfect snipers nest.
An hour previously, the shooter had crept across the back yard, carefully stepping around several toys and discarded bicycles. As planned, he had hidden in the bushes until one of the spotters knocked at the door and engaged the owner in a conversation about a lost cat. As soon as the shooter heard their voices, he silently shinned up the drainpipe, and slid onto the extension’s flat roof. Now the shooter was wrapped in a waterproof sleeping bag for warmth, and covered in a black waterproof shroud, making his profile almost invisible to even the most searching eyes.
From his prone position on the flat roof, the shooter was less than fifty yards from the target’s blue front door. Although the shooter was hidden in complete shadow, the street and front door of the target’s house were brightly illuminated by streetlights. From his prone position, with a downwards angle of about thirty degrees, the shooter had an unobstructed view.
He closed his left eye and looked through the viewfinder, centering the crosshairs on the doorbell while he adjusted the focus until the image was sharp and clear. The readout from the built-in laser rangefinder told him that the distance to the door was fifty-two yards. A second number reported that the temperature was a steady six degrees centigrade. These were perfect shooting conditions. Still air and good lighting — an easy shot, he couldn’t miss.
Ten minutes later a red sports car drove slowly past the target’s house, parking in a vacant space two houses down. The shooter swiveled his sights to focus on the occupant. It was a young and very attractive blonde woman. He watched her with mild sexual interest for a moment, but soon switched his attention back to the target house. He waited patiently.
He was good at waiting. Ten years as an Army sniper had taught him how to wait — quiet and still. Perhaps six hundred times he had waited like this; lying still for hours, or even for days. Sometimes he had waited in the pouring rain. He hated the rain. Regardless of what you were wearing, eventually it got through. Then the water would suck away your body heat, chilling the muscles until you began to shiver uncontrollably. Sometimes he had waited in the snow. He didn’t mind the snow. With decent clothing, you can stay hidden and warm in the snow for hours. A good snow hole, lined with dead leaves and straw, will retain heat like a sleeping bag and provide excellent cover. For most of his career, he had waited in the unrelenting heat of the desert. He liked the desert. As long as you stayed hydrated, avoided sunstroke, and ignored the flies, waiting in the desert was ok.
Being a sniper was sometimes like going fishing. You could spend hours sitting by the riverbank without ever getting a bite. Although he had waited like this on hundreds of occasions, and fired over a quarter of a million practice rounds, he had fired his weapon at a person just seventeen times.
Seventeen times, he had correctly calculated the distance to the target, allowing for bullet drop, and the effect of wind and humidity. Once the distance was as little as two-hundred yards, usually it was over a thousand. Seventeen times, he had placed the cross-hairs on the target’s head, breathed out slowly, and then gently squeezed the trigger. Seventeen times, he had heard the soft cough of his silenced rifle, and felt the firm kick of the recoil in his shoulder. Seventeen times, he had counted off the seconds as the bullet sped towards its target. Seventeen times, he had seen the distinctive pink puff of blood and brain matter, as the bullet found its target. Seventeen times, he had fired at a person. Seventeen times, and he had never missed.
In ten years as an Army sniper, he had fired hundreds of thousands of practice rounds. He had practiced until shooting became as easy as tying your shoelaces. Hundreds of thousands of times, through such repetition he had learned to sight, relax, breathe out, and then softly squeeze the trigger. Eventually he became so good that he could hit something the size of a fist, from almost a mile away. Today his distance to target would be just fifty yards. He couldn’t miss.
Thirteen minutes passed by quietly before the shooter felt a silent vibration from his cell phone. He pressed the return key and a soft voice spoke into his earpiece.
“He’s here. The car registration’s correct. It’s Stone.”
The shooter did not respond. To slow his heart ready for the shot, he took a deep breath and exhaled gradually through his nose. Then he sighted onto the doorbell again and gently caressed the trigger with his index finger.
Seconds later a blue Ford slowly came around the corner and parked directly behind the red sports car. The off-side doors of both cars opened almost simultaneously. Eric Stone and the blonde girl climbed out and immediately fell into a passionate embrace. The shooter swiveled his aim to the left, but his view of the target was slightly obscured by the trees in the neighboring yard. He didn’t panic, he knew that when the target reached the front door of his house, he would have ample opportunity to take his shot.
This close, the shooter could clearly hear their voices, even though they were whispering because of the late hour. The target called the girl ‘Linda’ and said how pleased he was that she had come. The girl responded with a kiss saying how tired the man looked. She called him ‘Eric’. Hand in hand, they walked slowly towards the house with the blue door, just as the shooter had expected. Once they cleared the cover of the trees, the shooter brought his sights up and leveled the cross hairs on Stone’s head. As Eric and Linda reached the gate, they suddenly paused, and then they turned together to face the house where the shooter was hiding. It was almost as if they could sense his watching eyes. With a cold smile, the shooter centered the cross hairs on a point directly between Stone’s eyes. Then he slowly breathed out and gently squeezed the trigger.
The numbers in the corner of the viewfinder quickly changed, as his camera soundlessly took pictures. Satisfied that he had successfully completed his mission by capturing an image of Eric Stone, the Shooter quickly switched to the woman’s face, and took another dozen silent pictures. Then he switched back to Stone again, centered the cross hairs on his forehead, and squeezed the trigger one more time. As the night vision camera captured one final image, the shooter whispered softly.
“Gotcha!”
* * *
Stone closed and locked the blue front door, pausing for a moment to process the strange sensation that had washed over him as he approached the house. For a moment he had felt a tingle on the back of his neck, it was so real that it was almost like an itch — but one that he knew he could not scratch. He thought that it was the same sensation that a gazelle experienced when it was being stalked by an unseen predator.
In other circumstances, Stone would have just ignored the feeling, putting it down to natural paranoia. Urbanites were always being watched by someone, particularly in Britain, where there were more CCTV cameras per head of population, than anywhere on the planet. However, with his knowledge of the Wrecking Crew, and what they had done to Charles, Eric’s senses were running in hyper-mode — and there was another thing. Just as he had become aware of the feeling of being watched, Linda had stopped and involuntarily squeezed his hand. She had felt something as well, he was sure of it. Stone attached the door security chain, before he turned to face Linda.
“I just had the strangest feeling out there, like we were being watched. Did you feel it as well?”
“Yes,” she nodded, “I felt something, it was very strange. I guess there are too many windows out there. Anyway, it was probably just some nosey neighbor wondering who your hot girlfriend was!”
She smiled cheekily, then leaned forward and gave him a slow kiss on the lips. He responded eagerly, holding her head in his hands, enjoying the warmth of her lips and her sweet taste. Linda’s arms snaked around his back, pulling him closer and driving her crotch wantonly against his hardness. When they came up for air, she put on a serious face.
“Can I stay?”
“I hope you will,” Stone said, his voice thick with lust, “it was a long drive for just a kiss.”
“No silly!” she gave him a playful thump, “I mean tomorrow. Can I stay tomorrow?”
“Of course you can. I want you here. I want to be with you.”
“I brought a bag, it’s in the car.” She looked up sheepishly. “Is that alright?”
Stone pulled her close again, kissing her fully on the lips.
“It’s better than alright — it’s wonderful.” He dropped his arms. “I’ll get your bag. You’ll need your things.”
Stone started to turn towards the door, but Linda stopped him by gently taking his hand.
“Right now I have everything I need,” she said, leading him towards the bedroom.



TEN

Stone woke before Linda. For a while, he lay propped up on one elbow, content to watch her sleeping. She was lying on her belly with her face turned towards Stone. The room was warm and during the night, the sheets had slipped down towards her slim hips, exposing the soft curve of her naked back. Eric reached over and gently brushed some of Linda’s blonde hair away from her face. Even though it was slightly squashed by the pillow, and puffy with sleep, he thought she had the most beautiful face he had ever seen.
She had a small face, with classic high cheekbones, almond shaped eyes, and delicate eyebrows. There was a little vertical scar just below her right eye. Her nose was, by conventional thinking, perhaps a little short and slightly upturned at the end, but Stone felt that it perfectly complimented the gentle wave of her soft lips, which even in sleep, seemed to be in a permanent half-smile. She had small, delicate ears, with three piercings, two on the lobe and one more, higher up. He thought that the shape of her ear fitted perfectly into the way her jawline swept down to her strong chin, which carried another small scar — perhaps a reminder of some childhood fall.
Reluctantly he tore himself away from the striking beauty of her face. In compensation, he allowed his eyes to wonder to her delicate hand, along her arm and across her naked shoulders. Stone’s mind drifted happily back to their earlier lovemaking. He remembered how surprisingly strong Linda was — particularly for such a slim woman. At one point, at the peak of their heat and passion, they had again play-wrestled for dominance. Linda had won easily, although to some degree Stone had deliberately thrown the game — conscious that the prize for second place was to lie back and watch a beautiful woman lost in the throes of ecstasy. Even so, he had wondered how someone so petite had developed such unexpected strength — perhaps he should join her yoga class.
His eyes wondered freely along her shoulder to her neck, and then down the gentle curve of her spine. In his mind he retraced the delightful journey he had taken just a few hours earlier, when encouraged by her soft moans of pleasure, he had passionately anointed her naked back with his gentle licks and kisses. He continued his visual journey until he reached the edge of the sheets, where the soft swell of her buttocks was punctuated by two perfect dimples. Stone reached down and gently lifted the sheet.
“Are you checking out my ass, you perv?” Linda mumbled sleepily, without looking up.
“I was just thinking how fat you’ve got since we met,” Stone answered factually, dropping the sheet.
“Yeah, I’ve really let myself go,” she patted his arm gently, “but at least I’m not old like you!”
Stone leaned down and blew a raspberry into the small of her back. Linda giggled and kicked in a delighted response. Then he planted a quick row of kisses up her back and onto her face, stopping when he reached her lips.
“Breakfast?” he asked. “Are you hungry?”
“Mmm… starving,” she growled huskily.
Stone leaned forward and kissed her forehead lightly.
“Stay there. Today we can have breakfast in bed. What is your desire?”
Linda rolled over and sat up, casually revealing her nakedness. Even though they had made passionate love just a few hours earlier, Stone gave an involuntary gasp of lust. Linda noticed his reaction and smiled a little coyly, before reaching for the sheet.
“Come on, Stone — get your head in the game! Tea and toast will do fine. Chop, chop!”
“Yes ma’am.” Stone gave a mock salute and headed for the kitchen.
It was an hour later, when they were sitting at the breakfast bar and drinking a second cup of coffee, that Linda eventually asked the question.
“So what happened yesterday?”
Stone stared silently at his coffee cup, his eyes distant and unfocused, while he thought about what to say. How could he safely encapsulate the terrible events of the previous day? Although Linda had indicated that she understood some of what was involved in Stone’s hunt for the Wrecking Crew, and what that entailed, he was genuinely worried about sharing too much information. What if she thought less of him? What if she screamed and ran out of his life forever? On the other hand, what if he lied? How would that feel?
The silence stretched for two minutes, three, and then five. It wasn’t an uncomfortable silence, it was respectful — like an old married couple quietly waiting for a bus, or sitting together reading the Sunday papers. It was as if they were just two people lost in independent thought. Two people who didn’t feel the need to fill every gap in the conversation. The comfortable silence stretched on as Stone considered what to say. Finally, he came to a decision.
If their relationship was to be built on a foundation of truth and trust, Stone felt that he had to tell Linda something about what had happened. At the same time, if she was going to help in the search for the Wrecking Crew, then Linda needed to understand exactly what she was getting into. That was her right. He had to take the risk, even if there was a danger of losing her. Stone took a deep breath and turned towards Linda, but as he did she put her hand on his arm. Clearly, she had something to say, but had been waiting for the correct moment.
“Before you speak Eric, there’s something that I want to say first.”
“Go on,” he said guardedly.
“This… ” she flicked her index finger back and forth, pointing at both of them, “this relationship is important to me.”
“It’s important to me as well.”
Linda nodded, slightly impatiently, and held up a reassuring hand.
“That’s not really what I meant — although it’s good to know.” She gave a little smile. “Let me put it another way.”
Linda subtly changed her posture, like a seasoned politician preparing to deliver a keynote message.
“This is important to me, because it’s something that I have always wanted, but never found. In the past, I’ve had boyfriends, not many, but a few, and I’ve had some relationships — but I’ve never had this. I feel that we have something here, something that could be special — something almost unique. People talk about ‘love at first sight’ and ‘soul mates’; well I don’t know what that means, or what it would feel like, but I know I have never felt anything like this.”
She took his hand and looked into his eyes, Stone felt like she was looking directly into his soul. Through his hand he could feel her pulse racing, it was in perfect time with the way his heart was thumping within his chest. She gave his hand a reassuring squeeze.
“The thing is — I’m taking a huge risk here, baring my soul like this. Many men would just run away in panic, but I wanted to be honest with you. I feel that it’s important. I’ve told you what’s in my heart, and risked losing you, because I want to be with you. So… I just wanted to say, if you decide to tell me about what happened, whatever it is — it will be OK.”
Stone said nothing. He just leaned forward and kissed Linda. He kissed her as if he was kissing her for the first time. He kissed her as if he was kissing her for the last time. They kissed each other as if they never wanted to stop. When they eventually stopped kissing, Stone spoke first.
He told her everything. He told her about the Wrecking Crew, and about the files Charles had sent. He told her about the death of Valerie Jenkins, about Carter, and even how Megan was running background checks on Linda. Then he gave a step-by-step description of what had happened the previous night.
For an hour, Linda sat at the breakfast bar and listened attentively as Stone gave her every detail. Nodding occasionally, she said very little. She broke her silence twice to clarify something, and once more to swear loudly when Stone described finding young Jenny gift-wrapped in the trunk of the Mercedes. When there was nothing left to say, he sat back and held up his hands defensively.
“So there you go… that’s it, that’s all there is to know.”
“Wow! It’s a lot to take in! I feel like I’ve just walked in off the street and into the middle of a bank robbery.”
“I know what you mean, it’s all very surreal. Look… I would understand if you wanted to walk away… you probably should, you know,” Stone said seriously, but with trepidation.
“Thanks for the offer Stone, but no deal. You’re stuck with me. I told you the other day that I wanted to help, and I still do.” Her fingers impatiently drummed the breakfast bar. “So what happens next?”
Stone’s heart surged. He suddenly realized just what an extraordinary woman Linda Smart was, and how much he had already fallen in love with her. He slowly reached over and took her hand.
“Today we spend together. This is our day. Tomorrow morning we’ll drive down to Megan’s place. Ed Carter wants to meet you.”
* * *
Peter White clutched a large manila envelope to his chest, and stared fearfully at the door to The Fixer’s office. He felt like a schoolboy waiting to see the headmaster. His armpits were moist, his heart was racing, and he could feel stomach acid burning in his gullet. He shouldn’t be anxious. As far as he was aware, he had no need to be, he had always performed his work admirably. Yet, here he was staring at the door, afraid to knock, but too scared to turn and face the vile bodyguard again.
Peter hated Bunny. He thought him to be ignorant, unwashed, and uncivilized. Peter also knew that Bunny regularly sexually assaulted Becka. He was aware that The Fixer knew this as well, and that he chose to do nothing about it. In fact, Peter suspected that The Fixer took some sick pleasure from allowing such obvious and outrageous assaults to take place, in the sure knowledge that nobody would dare to complain. Peter had speculated that it was a way for The Fixer to dominate his employees passively. In a similar way, he kept his name secret, making people call him ‘Boss’ or ‘The Fixer’, as if he were the head of the Secret Service or something.
Peter enjoyed his work. In many ways, it was good to be in the Wrecking Crew. He was paid very well, and he relished the feeling of supremacy that his position brought. However, like the other employees, Peter didn’t know his real employer. His pay slips came from a charity, but that was clearly just a ridiculous subterfuge. He suspected that the Wrecking Crew was actually a clandestine arm of the CIA or perhaps the British security services. He liked that idea. He was a patriot at heart, and loved to think that he was a spy doing good things for his country. Admittedly, some of the things he had been asked to do were questionable, but he had always suppressed his concerns in the hope that his work was officially sanctioned from upon high.
However, some time ago Peter had begun to realize that The Fixer was a dangerous and unstable man who was prone to sudden outbursts of anger, particularly in the face of bad news. He also recognized that his boss could be petty and vindictive, using his considerable power to further his own agenda. Over the last twenty months, Peter had noticed that some of their assignments had been directly linked to The Fixer’s personal interests. Usually this was when someone had crossed him, or posed a danger to the Wrecking Crew — like Charles Rathbone, or the man in the envelope, Eric Stone. Peter took a deep breath and knocked softly on the door.
“Come!” the Fixer barked sharply.
“I’ve got the initial results of the surveillance you ordered on Eric Stone,” Peter said, his voice trembling slightly with fear, “there is a report, and some photos.”
“Ah, yes — let me see.”
Peter handed over the envelope and, reading from his copy of the report, he began a commentary as his boss read along.
“Eric Stone aged thirty-nine, martial arts instructor — owns a dojo in Colchester. Decent earnings, taxpayer, unmarried, and no criminal record — he seems like a decent, upstanding guy. Very respected and successful in his field, he has a staff of twelve. There’s some evidence to suggest that he gives additional training to some of the troops from the Army barracks in Colchester — probably to help sharpen their skills and fitness before deployment. Charles Rathbone was a member of the dojo, which seemed odd until I noticed that Stone runs several self-defense classes for the disabled, and kids with special needs. I guess that Rathbone went to him because of his disability.
“We had people watching his work and his house. I had someone go and enquire about karate lessons. He asked to see Stone in person, but the guy he spoke to said that he hasn’t been at work for a while. By my calculation, he has probably been away since Rathbone died. For a while, it looked like he may have dropped off the grid completely, but yesterday he turned up at his house. When he arrived, he met with a girl and she stayed the night. There are photos of both of them.”
The Fixer flicked through the sequence of photos of Stone arriving at the house, then the blonde girl arriving, and the picture of Stone and the girl kissing. As he reached the first photo that clearly showed both faces, he suddenly stopped flicking and sat very still. When finally he spoke, Peter was shocked by the sudden tension and anger in The Fixer’s voice. He wondered if he had made some dreadful error or omission.
“Who’s the girl?” The Fixer held up the photograph.
“Um… let me see… ” Peter quickly searched to the correct page in his copy of the report. “Ah yes, here we are. The red sports car is registered to a Linda Smart. Aged thirty, she is a fitness and yoga instructor from Sawbridgeworth. She has a rented studio there and a nearby apartment. Average earnings, regular tax returns and so on. There is no history of previous communication with Rathbone. She has no criminal record… just two parking tickets… stopped for speeding last year, but let off with a warning. Nothing else of any interest, really. She’s a pretty girl though.”
Peter smiled as he closed the report, slightly embarrassed at the last comment. He hoped that The Fixer wasn’t about to explode in anger. In the end, his response was rather muted.
“Um… fine… tell your people that they did well.”
“Thanks boss, I’m sure they’ll be happy to hear that—” he stopped as The Fixer held up his hand.
“And I want you to up the surveillance on Stone. I want maximum coverage, day and night. I want to know where he goes, who he talks to, what he does. I want the lot; phones, email, post, everything. Do you understand?”
“Yes boss, no problem,” Peter said, trying to hide his relief, “I’ll put a team on it immediately. They should be in place by first thing tomorrow.”
“And the girl — you’d better do the girl as well.”
“Ok… yes. Err… one thing though… there will be quite a large expense… who do I invoice for this?”
The question was met with stony silence. The Fixer sat completely still, staring unblinkingly at the photo of Eric Stone and his girlfriend. His knuckles were white with tension. Peter White remained quiet. He knew better than to interrupt when his boss was thinking.
The photograph he held showed the girl in profile, but Eric Stone was visible almost full-faced. The Fixer was shocked. He felt chilled to the bone. It was like seeing a ghost — in fact he was seeing a ghost. He had recognized the face almost instantly. He knew that people’s faces could change over time, particularly in this era of elective plastic surgery. It was some years since he had seen this particular face. He had only ever seen it once before. On that occasion, he had seen the face from a great distance, in poor light and with the aid of binoculars. Nevertheless, he was positive. He recognized the face in the photograph. Something was wrong — something was very wrong.
“This is internal Peter,” the Fixer’s voice was so quiet it was almost a whisper. “This Eric Stone is a big risk to our organisation. Bring me the invoices, I’ll sign for them.”
* * *
While Eric cleared away the breakfast dishes, Linda got her bag from her car and unpacked her things. Then they went for a run together. They followed Eric’s usual route; enduring a couple of minutes of dodging traffic and pedestrians, before picking up the riverside sidewalk that quickly led them out of town. From there on it was a pleasant scenic loop of around five miles. At first Eric ran a little slower than usual. However, they soon upped the pace, when he realized that Linda was every bit as fit as he was. She was also just as competitive.
As they neared the town again, on the sidewalk alongside the river, they slowed to walking pace. Linda pointed to a phone booth, where the sidewalk met the road, and challenged Stone to a race.
“Last one there does a forfeit — ok?” she suggested.
“Right, you’re on!” Stone stood behind Linda with his hands on her shoulders and gave the countdown. “Ready, set… Oooff!”
At the last moment, Linda drove her elbow back into Eric’s solar plexus and sprinted off shouting, ‘Go!’ over her shoulder.
Laughing and gasping for breath, Eric sprinted after her, but he soon slowed as he realized that he couldn’t win. Instead, he made the most of his defeat by checking out her delightful bottom as he jogged along in second place. After a half-hearted complaint about cheating, Stone conceded her victory and graciously accepted his forfeit — giving Linda a piggyback ride all the way back to the house.
As they were getting dried after sharing a shower, Linda remembered that she was scheduled to give a yoga class that evening in Sawbridgeworth.
“Can I come?” Stone asked, “I would like to watch,”
“Na-ah, no spectators allowed. But you can join in,” Linda wiggled her eyebrows, “it’ll be a thrill for the girls.”
“Ok — I’m game,” Stone laughed. “And afterwards we should stop at your place and get some more clothes. I think you should move in.”
“Wow! So soon — we just met?” Linda said teasingly.
“Well, at least until this thing with the Wrecking Crew is over,” Stone said defensively. “Until then I want to keep you close, and make sure that you’re ok.”
“And afterwards… ” she left the question hanging.
“And afterwards,” he pulled her into his powerful arms, “afterwards, I want to keep you close and make sure you are ok.”
“My hero!” She leaned forward and gently nibbled his chin, before kissing him fully on the lips.
The next morning they were on the road by 7.30am. The meeting with Carter and Megan was arranged for nine, but they had forty miles of British rush-hour traffic to negotiate along the way. They had decided to take Linda’s car, and she was driving, which gave Eric the freedom to watch for any sign of a tail. Ever since that night at Eric’s house, they had been watching to see if they were being followed. They had seen nothing so far, but the strong feelings of being observed persisted, so they remained cautious and alert.
Once they joined the expressway heading south towards Harlow, Linda moved to the outside lane and pushed her little sports car to almost one-hundred miles an hour. After five minutes, she suddenly halved her speed, and cut towards the inner lane. All the time Stone scanned behind and ahead, for any sign of traffic that was matching their unusual pace. He saw nothing to suggest that they were being followed, but all the same, he remained vigilant.
As they neared the off-ramp for Harlow, Stone twisted in his seat once again. Linda gave him a sidelong glance.
“I don’t think we’re being followed; at least not at the moment.”
“I agree. Actually, I was just trying to get comfortable,” he admitted. “I’m a little stiff after doing your yoga class last night.”
Linda laughed out loud.
“We were doing the easy stuff. You’re obviously not as fit as you thought!”
“No argument here,” Stone conceded, “I was very impressed. Although there were some similarities to what we do in martial arts, the breathing and stretching, it was the differences that were challenging. You certainly made a convert of me.”
“Good! We should do some yoga every day. In exchange, perhaps you can teach me some karate and self-defense.”
“You have a deal,” Stone said smiling. They formally bumped fists to seal the agreement.
When they arrived at Megan’s, Stone directed Linda to drive around the block, so he could check for a tail one more time. Satisfied that they were not being followed, they parked across the street and walked up to her apartment.
Carter opened the door before they had even knocked. He wordlessly led the way along the narrow corridor and into the office, where Megan was waiting. As Stone did the introductions, there was an awkward moment when Megan turned in her chair, crossed her arms, and openly assessed the woman who had entered her domain. Like a cat waiting to be invited to join the pack, Linda stood patiently and politely in the center of the room, with her hands hanging loosely by her sides. Stone turned to his friend for moral support, but Carter was carefully staring at some imaginary spot on the ceiling. After what seemed like an eternity, Megan smiled and leaned forward to shake hands with Linda. Eric gave an involuntary sigh of relief, which triggered a snort of laughter from Megan.
“Nice catch, Stone.”
“Thank you,” Eric said, slightly embarrassed, “I think so as well.”
“I’m very pleased to meet with you, Linda,” Megan said with a genuine smile.
“Likewise,” Linda responded.
“I understand you’ve been rocking his world lately. Is he any good?” Megan said trying for her usual shock factor.
“MEGAN!” the men shouted in perfect unison.
Linda seemed unperturbed and whispered conspiratorially.
“Actually, he’s awesome. I’m only with him for the sex.”
“Go girl!” Megan gave a ‘high five’, which Linda accepted as energetically as was prudent in the confines of the small office.
Carter gave a polite cough to bring the girls to heel. They shared a shrug and Linda changed the subject.
“Eric has spoken highly of your computer skills.”
“Thanks,” Megan nodded, “I checked you out by the way — just to make sure that you were genuine. It was all good.”
“Thanks, Megan,” Carter quickly interrupted. “Welcome to the team, Linda.”
“Thank you, Ed,” Linda said, “I’m very pleased to be here. After learning about what happened to Charles Rathbone, I wanted to help you guys to find this Wrecking Crew. I want to see this put right.”
“So do I Linda, so do we all.”
Linda stood alongside Stone and took his hand. They shared a small smile. Carter sat on the edge of the desk and folded his arms.
“Now, if you two girls have finished circling each other, perhaps we can get on? Megan… do you want to bring us up to date?”
Megan took a moment to find the correct page on her laptop and collect her thoughts. Then she began reading from her notes.
“Ok… first things first. With Ed’s help, I was able to see the police forensic report about Charles’ computers. I’m convinced that all of the kiddie porn on his computer was planted.”
“I never doubted that it wasn’t, but it’s good to know,” Stone said honestly. “Thanks, Megan.”
“You’re welcome.” She turned towards Eric. “Although what they did, and the ease with which they did it, should concern us greatly.”
“How so?” Linda asked.
“Well… even though Charles’ computer wasn’t particularly well protected, and planting the evidence was quite an easy task by my standards, I understand that the porn they found was some of the worst that the police had ever seen. Contrary to popular belief, that kind of sick stuff is not readily available. It would probably have been easier to plant a nuclear bomb making manual, and some plutonium, than it was to do what they did. My point is this… These people have considerable resources, and the skills to use them. What’s more, I’m still no closer to finding them. Frankly it’s a little scary.”
“How are they keeping such a low profile?” Linda asked.
Before answering, Megan spun around in a full circle on her office chair. Then she pointed at Linda.
“Good question! I think that they trade strictly in cash, as well as using good field-craft, and simple old-fashioned technology.” She waved a sheet of paper. “Ladies and gentlemen, introducing the sturdy A4 laptop!”
Linda remained silent, not wanting to derail Megan’s flow.
“The lack of traceable electronic footprints suggests that they work off the grid as much as possible. Imagine that it was your operation, how would you do it?”
Stone leaned forward. “Well—,” he began, but Megan interrupted immediately.
“Sorry, rhetorical question. First, you would advertise by word of mouth and communicate in some untraceable way. I suspect they’re using ‘burner’ phones, USB sticks, and Bluetooth file swaps.”
Stone whistled and passed a flat hand over his head. “Way out of my league — I have no idea what any of that means.”
“Ok… I’ll explain. Think of how Charles sent you his message. A micro data card stuck to a birthday card — pretty much untraceable. It would be much the same if you slipped a USB stick into someone’s pocket. Actually, if you think about it, Charles used the Wrecking Crew’s own covert methods to beat their surveillance. It was really very clever.
“A ‘burner’ is just a phone like any other, but it isn’t registered to any address. The cell phone that Ed gave you last week is a burner. If you need to, you can dump it at any time.
“The Bluetooth file swap is a favourite of the terrorists. Imagine that I needed to give you some detailed instructions. First, I put them into a data file, perhaps, a Word document or a PDF file on my smart phone. Next, I get you to change your phone’s Bluetooth settings to make it visible to my device. Then all I have to do is to get within thirty yards or so, and I can dump the file directly onto your phone. It’s that simple.”
“Simple for you maybe,” Stone joked, “but all that IT stuff is scary for me.”
“Luddite!” Megan snorted in mock derision. “Anyway, on the up side, their communication methods could make it easier for you to spot a hand-off. Envelopes stuffed with cash and instructions written on bits of paper are far simpler to spot than electronic bank transfers through some shell Corporations in the Cayman Islands.”
“I’ll talk you and Linda through field-craft 101 later,” Carter added. He turned back towards Megan. “Carry on please.”
“Ok… and now for some good news,” she said with a bright smile. “Anton Stephens. It seems that we got lucky — lucky — lucky. As instructed, young Jenny left his Mercedes at the freeway service area on the A1. From there it was apparently stolen, by a person, or persons unknown. Yesterday it was discovered near Cardiff — would you believe — it was completely burned out. There were two crispy corpses in the trunk, but no useable evidence. As far as the police were concerned, drug deal gone wrong — case close-ed!
“Second… I spent a lot of time scrutinizing their cell phone records. Stephens didn’t have a home phone and neither did Markov, there was very little of interest — unless you want to sell some drugs. Markov’s calls were all to his boss, takeout food joints, or various call girls — presumably for takeout sex. Stephens’s phone was exclusively used for calls to suppliers, clients, and employees. The GPS data tracking his movements gave the same results — buyers and suppliers. He was obviously a very careful guy. At least up until he made a fatal mistake.”
She gave Stone a sly look and a wink.
“The guns were a bust,” Carter added. “The numbers had been professionally removed, so I presume they weren’t registered. For now, they will stay in the lock box in the trunk or my car — along with your weapons. We may need them soon.”
He nodded politely for Megan to continue.
“There was just one little thing in his bank accounts,” she said, “Although it may turn out to be nothing.”
“Go on,” Stone said encouragingly.
“Well, a good rule of thumb in trying to find someone who’s hiding — is to follow the money. Somebody somewhere is being paid, and someone else is doing the paying. So I always try and track the money.”
“Makes sense,” Linda said.
“We know that this Wrecking Crew is basically muscle for hire. It’s very intelligent muscle, but muscle all the same. So I started to go through the bank accounts of Stephens and all of his associates, looking for payments that could be out of place. And I think I found one.” She beamed a bright smile and continued. “You may recall that Stephens did some legitimate work to cover his drug dealing?”
“Wasn’t he a marketing consultant or something?” Stone asked.
“Correct. And through that work Stephens had a contract with a respectable charity. It’s called ‘Second Chances’ and it specializes in providing rehabilitation for offenders.”
“Doing respectable work for a respectable charity, I presume that they were paying him?” Stone asked.
“Indeed they were. But the odd thing is that one of Stephens’s drug buyers — a bar’s landlord — has twice made quite substantial contributions to the same charity. And get this, the two payments were just three weeks apart, and for exactly the same amount of money. Coincidentally, it was at around the time of his last license renewal—”
“A half-payment as a deposit, and the balance paid on completion of the contract?” Linda suggested.
“Not just a pretty face,” Megan nodded in agreement. “Call me an old skeptic if you like, but I don’t believe for a minute that these drug dealer types are big on charitable contributions. It must be a front.”
“Good job, Megan,” Carter said. “What else did you find out about ‘Second Chances’?”
“Sadly not a lot,” she said flicking through her notes to the relevant entry. “They have a small office in a converted store in Aylesbury, in Buckinghamshire. Their financials all seem to be above board. There are six full-time employees and a board of three Trustees. They seem to raise a decent amount in charitable contributions, which they use to aid the training and rehabilitation of anyone with a criminal record and a genuine desire to start afresh. It’s all very commendable stuff on the surface, and I have no evidence to the contrary. But I am unconvinced.”
“With so many criminals in one place, it would make a perfect front for an operation like the Wrecking Crew,” Linda added.
“My thoughts exactly! However, the facts that we have so far, do not support such a theory. All we have just now is a coincidence — two people with a criminal connection, making and receiving payments to a rehabilitation charity. We simply need more information.”
“What do you suggest?” Stone asked.
Carter stood up and took center stage.
“I think you should talk to this guy who made the payments. Perhaps you can pose as tax inspectors or something — suggest that you’re checking up on this ‘Second Chances’ charity, and ask about the reason for his contribution.”
“Yeah, I guess that could work,” Stone nodded, “but what if he asks for ID or something?”
“That’s not a problem,” Megan jumped in, “I can knock you up some fake Inland Revenue identifications. I’ll make two — you should take Linda. Those tax types always work in pairs… ” she suddenly looked down, slightly embarrassed, “or so I’ve heard.”
Stone was unhappy at the unexpected suggestion.
“What about you Ed, you’re the investigator. Wouldn’t two guys together be safer?”
“Hey!” Linda complained, “I can look after myself.”
Carter shook his head at Stone. “Actually, I agree with Megan. I think that you two will present a more believable front. Less threatening and more likely to get an answer in the circumstances.”
Stone gave Carter a pleading look.
“Are you sure?”
“Sorry Eric,” he gave an apologetic shrug, “anyway, at the moment I’m too busy to take time off. I still have a business to run you know. Just now I need to keep on top of things, so I can be available when you really need my help.”
Stone understood the subtext to Carter’s excuse, and immediately gave up the fight. In any event, until they had stopped the Wrecking Crew, he preferred to keep Linda safe at his side — although he would soon learn that being at his side was the last place where she would be safe.
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Before Stone and Linda left, Megan used her digital camera to take their pictures. Ten minutes later, she gave them two very creditable Inland Revenue identification cards. They spent a few minutes rubbing, scratching, and bending the laminate, to make the cards look suitably worn and scruffy. As they were so inexperienced at the ‘undercover stuff’, as Carter put it, he had insisted that they stick with their real identities. To avoid the amateurish mistake of turning up in the same clothes that they were wearing in their photographs, he told them to buy some business suits, before they headed to Ipswich later that evening.
Linda drove them north on the M11 and then east on the A14 towards Ipswich. All the time Stone kept a lookout for a tail, but he saw nothing. A few miles to the east, the roadside trees gave way to fields. Soon they were passing huge flat expanses of well-cut grass, ringed with miles of white picket fencing. They were approaching Newmarket, an area renowned for racehorse training, and top quality stud farms. Shortly after parking in the town center, they found a Red Cross charity store that sold second-hand clothes.
For the princely sum of £45, Stone bought a smart, but slightly worn business suit, black shoes, a blue shirt, and a clip-on tie. Linda opted for a black woolen dress with sensible shoes. With the addition of a briefcase, her spend was just £60. They changed into their ‘disguises’ in the cramped changing room at the rear of the store, and packed their regular clothes into a shopping bag which they left in the trunk of Linda’s car, while they went in search of somewhere to eat.
Linda and Stone wondered hand-in-hand for twenty minutes, taking several random turns, before the delicious smell of garlic and fresh pasta led them to a small Italian restaurant, with an impressively comprehensive vegetarian menu. After some deliberation and several false starts, they ordered a stone baked pizza-to-share, with a couple of side salads and some water. As they waited, they admired each other’s disguises. Stone’s suit had a slightly musty smell, and the shoes were a little too large, but Linda thought that he looked just like a tax inspector. The woolen dress fitted Linda like a snakeskin, further accentuating her athletic figure. Stone thought that she look spectacular, and he told her so, although he also admitted that she would have looked every bit as desirable in a potato sack.
Over coffee, they refined their strategy for meeting with the bar’s landlord. The plan was to suggest that ‘Second Chance’ was being investigated to confirm if it truly qualified for its charitable status, and deserved the tax breaks that such a designation brought. They decided that Linda should do the talking on the basis that she would be less intimidating, and therefore more likely to get some information. Stone would remain visible but silent in the background — the implied threat of the ‘bad cop’ waiting to be called in, if answers were not forthcoming.
Their target was Stanley “Scud” Fletcher. He was the landlord of a bar in one of the seedier parts of Ipswich. As they turned off the main road and entered the rundown housing project that led towards the bar, it became apparent that Megan’s description of ‘seedy’ was her attempt at an amusing understatement.
Almost every house they passed had an unwanted couch, or some faulty white goods, on the front lawn. They saw the remains of several derelict cars sitting on bricks, and two that were just burned out shells. Most of the stores they saw had been boarded up for many years and regularly defaced with multi-coloured swathes of unintelligible graffiti. It seemed to Stone that every available vertical surface was marked with gang tags. Every wall and every bus shelter that they saw carried Cyrillic style swirls and indelible loops of black felt pen. Like some secret alien language, these territorial warnings were meaningless to all but the gang members.
Along the way, they passed several small groups of apparently feckless youths, who made no effort to hide their contempt for the suited professionals who were invading their turf.
“My God, this is so sad. It’s just so depressing. How can people live like this?” Linda asked as she looked around.
“No chance of sneaking in here unseen,” Stone commented. “Perhaps they think we’re with the police.”
He gave a friendly wave to one group of lads as they drove slowly by, and were rewarded with an immediate chorus of middle fingers.
Linda returned the gesture.
“No — they definitely think we’re from the Inland Revenue!”
The bar, known locally as ‘The Tavern’, was every bit as shabby as the area it served. Obviously little effort had been made to clean or maintain the exterior in the thirty years since the property was constructed. As they pulled into the parking lot, Stone wondered aloud how such a place could conceivably remain in business. Linda pointed to a row of motorcycles lined up at the side of the bar, and offered an answer.
“Drugs and bikers.”
“Well we knew the first, and can see the second, so I presume you are right.”
“Do you think they are above lynching tax inspectors?” Linda asked ironically.
“Gallows humor?” Stone received a punch for the pun. “Anyway — we’d best remain vigilant.”
As they sat silently listening to the soft tick of the exhaust pipe cooling, Stone looked at Linda for any sign of reluctance for what was to follow. She looked stern but determined.
“You ok?” he asked.
She nodded.
He checked again.
“You sure?”
She nodded silently.
“Right — let’s do this!”
After carefully locking the car, they took a moment to study the front of the bar. Four large floodlights harshly illuminated the featureless façade. Stone could see three doors. Two doors were close together near the center; the third was off to the left. Other than the inevitable gang tags, there was nothing to guide new visitors to the correct entrance. The door on the left bore a hefty security bar and several padlocks, whereas the two center doors were protected with roll down shutters, sturdy enough to deter a determined tank attack. Luckily, both shutters were up.
Linda nodded towards the two center doors. “I’m betting the left will be the lounge bar and the right will house a pool table. We should go to the left.”
“Ok,” Stone said, “I’ll go in first and stay by the door while you do the business. Any sign of trouble, let me handle it — just try and stay out of the way.”
She gave him a slightly nervous smile.
“Don’t worry, I will!”
Stone opened the left hand door and walked in. As Linda had predicted, it was the lounge bar. He stopped just inside and took in his surroundings. The room was thirty feet long and twenty wide, with basic wooden seating and tables on the left, and a bar to the right. At the far end, there was an aging gaming machine, and high on the wall a television flickered silently as a rock band played to its adoring fans. There were just four customers. Nearest to the front was an elderly couple. They had probably been coming to the bar since it had opened, back when the housing development was a desirable place to live. Stone had to admire their tenacity — desperately out of place in a biker bar, but stubbornly refusing to drink elsewhere. Near the back were two lads who glared openly at Eric for daring to enter their territory. Stone stared back, stern faced and unblinking, until they looked away. Satisfied that there was no immediate threat, he moved aside and allowed Linda to enter the bar.
She paused for a moment, to assess the situation. Then she marched confidently to the bar and tapped loudly on the countertop with her car keys. A gruff voice shouted impatiently from the doorway that connected to the other bar.
“Keep yer fucking hair on!”
Linda waited twenty seconds and tapped again a little louder.
“I said fucking wait!”
A few seconds later, the barman stomped through the doorway and planted both palms firmly onto the bar with a meaty slap. He was a tall, hulking man, aged around fifty. Probably weighing a little over 250 pounds, barrel-chested and solid, he had that equal mixture of muscle and fat, seemingly characteristic of British racists and soccer hooligans. Like a badge of honor, he kept his head shaved to display a Union Jack tattoo above his right ear. His greasy jeans and tight white t-shirt did little to improve the ambiance of the bar, or hide his prison tattoos. Instantly recognizing her outfit as a symbol of bureaucracy, he firmly crossed his arms and stared at Linda with open hostility.
“What?”
Undaunted, Linda gave him a bright professional smile.
“Stanley Fletcher?”
“Who wants him?”
Linda flashed her ID badge.
“Linda Smart, Inland Revenue.”
Fletcher didn’t move a muscle.
“Go see my accountant.”
“Actually, it’s you we need to speak to.” She flicked her eyes towards Stone to reinforce the implied threat. “Is there somewhere more private we can speak?”
Fletcher turned his head slowly and stared at Stone for a few seconds, as if assessing his chances in a fight. Stone stared back. Apparently unimpressed, Fletcher turned his attention back to Linda.
“Here’s fine. What do you want?”
“My partner and I… ” she looked towards Stone again, “are looking into the tax status of a charity called Second Chance — to ensure that they are worthy of their charitable status, and the tax benefits therein.”
Fletcher looked down his nose and flicked his head in a sharp nod. The move reminded Stone of a snake preparing to strike at a mouse.
“What’s it got to do with me?”
Either Linda failed to notice his threatening posture, or she chose to ignore it. “Your tax records show that last May you made two payments to Second Chance.”
“What of it?”
“What was the nature of those payments?”
“Charitable contributions… ” Fletcher smiled wickedly, revealing a gold incisor. “I gave money to help people less fortunate than me.”
“You gave money twice. Exactly the same amount in two payments, just three weeks apart.”
“So? It’s not a crime is it?”
Linda ignored his question and politely ploughed on. “Why two payments?”
“It felt so good the first time that I wanted to do it again.” He licked his lips lustfully as he made a big play of undressing Linda with his eyes. “I’m sure you know what that feels like.”
She ignored his provocative jibe.
“How did you get in contact with Second Chance?”
“Someone gave me their phone number. I don’t recall who it was.” He uncrossed his arms and, as if to indicate that the interview was about to end, he began wiping the bar with a beer stained cloth.
“Their office doesn’t have a phone.” She nodded towards Stone. “We checked.”
Fletcher slowly held up a finger and tapped the side of his head.
“I remember now. It wasn’t a landline I called, it was a cell phone.”
“I would like that telephone number.”
“Would you now?”
“Yes… we would.” She glanced at Stone again.
The barman stared at her with undisguised contempt as he dealt with some internal conflict. Then he seemed to come to a decision.
He gave a harsh sigh and dropped the cloth onto the bar.
“Wait here — I’ll get it.”
He stomped away into the other bar. After a couple of minutes Linda turned to Stone and gave a questioning shrug, he raised a palm and gestured for her to wait. Fully five minutes later, Fletcher returned, he was smiling.
“I can’t find it right now, I looked, but I can’t find it. Come back tomorrow, or give me your number and I’ll call you when I find it.”
Linda glowered at Fletcher. He glared back with dead eyes, challenging her to push the issue. She turned to look at Stone for some guidance. He shrugged and put his hand on the door handle, suggesting they should leave. Linda looked back and forth between the two men, her anger building along with her obvious frustration.
“We’ll be back,” she hissed through tight lips.
Fletcher smiled wickedly at her retreating back.
“No you won’t.”
As Linda reached the door, Stone indicated that she should allow him to go through first. The barman had been gone a long time and Eric suspected that Fletcher hadn’t been looking for the phone number. Outside, his suspicions were instantly proven correct. Their path to the car was blocked by three bikers. Two were wielding pool cues and the third carried a baseball bat.
“Stay here by the door,” Stone whispered to Linda, “I’ve got this.”
“Have you?” she replied a little shakily.
“I hope so. But if it turns out that I haven’t, I want you to run, and keep running until you get somewhere safe.”
She crossed her arms defiantly.
“I’ll wait here. I think you can take them.”
Stone gave Linda a nod of acknowledgement. He walked slowly forward to address his would-be attackers.
“Lads… you don’t need to do this.”
“Yes they do!” Fletcher said loudly from the doorway behind Linda. “And when they’ve finished with you, we’re gonna have some fun with her.”
Stone quickly glanced over his shoulder at Fletcher, but carefully kept a watchful eye on the three men.
“This is between you and me — Scud,” Stone drew out the nickname with contempt. “If you touch her, I will kill you.”
“Big words… from a guy about to lose his kneecaps and elbows,” Scud Fletcher sneered, “and I count three against one.”
“I count two, the last one always runs. After that you’re going to give us that phone number.”
He turned back to face his attackers.
“Last chance lads, whatever he’s paying you — I guarantee it isn’t enough.”
The three men glanced at each other in silent discussion and then they nodded to each other as they agreed to proceed with their attack. They were clearly all members of the same biker gang. Each wore a red bandana and had identical lightning bolt tattoos on the left side of their necks. Stone thought that they were in their late twenties. They looked quite fit and he guessed they were probably experienced in the unique violence of street fighting. That suited him just fine.
Unless he had no alternative, Stone preferred to let his attacker make the first move. Once they attacked, they were more or less committed to a particular course of action. That lent a kind of predictability to the events that followed, because then Stone would be in control. If Eric attacked first, he would have to look for a response and react accordingly, putting him at a disadvantage.
Unarmed and outnumbered, realistically he should have no chance. First, they should surround him to prevent escape. Then they could use the length and power of their weapons to beat him to a pulp, whilst remaining a safe distance from his feet and fists. However, Stone knew that they would attack one at a time, probably in order of their seniority within the gang. The weapons gave him a clue, one baseball bat, and two pool cues. Stone guessed that the baseball bat was from behind the bar, and it had been lent to the gang leader by the barman, whereas the other two men had to make do with whatever else was handy. That was good news for Stone.
A pool cue can double as a magnificent weapon. It is a precise sporting implement, usually made from fine ash, with an additional weight fitted within the handle. Beautifully balanced, and almost sixty inches long, it gives excellent reach, and tremendous leverage, to the skilled user. On the other hand, the baseball bat was obviously a cheap model. Just twenty-six inches of poorly balanced softwood, with a rubber handle. However, the history of baseball bats being used for violent and brutal attacks had obviously made it the weapon of choice for the gang leader. That was good news for Stone as well.
Stone needed a weapon. The gang leader had a weapon. Stone was going to take it from him and use it to disable the other attackers. The gang leader was going to attack first, when he did, he was going to swing the bat overhead like an axe. Stone knew this, he could tell by how the bat was being held — low and in front. Stone could see that the gang leader was going to start his attack by swinging the bat around and over his right shoulder as he stepped forward. Confronted with such an attack, most people would retreat, unintentionally creating space for the attacker to swing the bat. That would be a fatal mistake. The correct response was to move closer and deflect or seize the bat, before it could be swung with any force. That was what Stone planned to do, so he waited for the attack.
The three men inched towards Stone and jockeyed for position, until the gang leader was at the front with the two other guys slightly behind. Ready to respond instantly to their attack, Stone kept his weight carefully balanced on the balls of his feet. After thirty seconds of shuffling and circling, and mindful that reinforcements could arrive at any time, Stone decided to make things happen. He took a half-step backwards and deliberately faked a miss-step. That was all that was needed to provoke the gang leader to charge.
The baseball bat swung low, around and up, as the gang leader roared and charged forward. He telegraphed the attack so clearly that, from Stone’s viewpoint, the guy might as well have hung up a sign. Stone explosively pushed off from his left foot, meeting the gang leader halfway, and driving his right hip into the attacker’s groin. At the same instant Stone shoved his forearms into the man’s face and grabbed the handle of the bat. Trapped against Stone’s right hip, and unable to stop his momentum, the man started to tip forward. In an instant, Stone swept his left leg to his rear in a wide semicircle and twisted his body sharply as he pulled the baseball bat downward and to his left.
The move, based on the Aikido ‘Heavy Hand’ technique, took the baseball bat — and with it, the man’s hands — from above head height to ground level in just half a second. Helpless against the physics of momentum and gravity, the gang leader dived over Stone’s hip and, with a sickening thud, landed head first on the tarmac. As his attacker slumped into unconsciousness, Stone used the remaining impetus from the move to continue his turn, swinging the baseball bat around and up to meet the second attacker’s head with a dull slap. The man’s face went instantly blank and he took a couple of comical, stiff-legged steps in a half-circle before falling full length on his face. There was a moment of stillness as the third man contemplated the incredible speed and violence of what he had just witnessed, followed by a clatter as he dropped the pool cue, turned on his heels and walked swiftly away. A voice from the bar’s doorway broke the silence.
“Jesus, Stone!” Linda said, “Remind me never to piss you off!”
Ready for further action, Stone spun quickly towards the voice, but then he relaxed as he saw there were no more threats for him to deal with. Scud Fletcher was rolling on the ground and trying unsuccessfully to clutch his groin, a broken arm, and his bloody nose.
“What happened to him?”
Linda stared at the whimpering man, as if she was seeing him for the first time.
“I honestly don’t know,” she shook her head. “I remember that he grabbed me from behind and I went to hit him in the groin — after that, I don’t remember what happened. I guess he must have fallen badly.”
In obvious confusion, she shook her head again.
“Oh well… ” Stone shrugged, “no time to worry about that now.”
He leaned forward and experimentally poked Fletcher on the nose with the baseball bat. He received a squeal in response.
“Get up Mr. Fletcher — you and I are going to look for that phone number.”
* * *
The Fixer opened his office door and leaned out to speak to Bunny. The guard was sitting on his usual chair in the corridor.
“Bunny… Go and get Becka. Ask her to bring her report on Eric Stone.”
Bunny smiled and stood.
“Right, boss.”
“And, Bunny?”
The huge bodyguard stopped and turned.
“Yes, boss?”
“I need her now — so keep your hands off.”
Bunny’s shoulders slumped noticeably.
“Yes, boss,” he mumbled, ambling forward less enthusiastically.
A minute later Becka announced her arrival with a polite knock as she hurried in to the office. The Fixer smiled thinly.
“Sit down, Becka.”
“Thank you,” she said quietly as she juggled with a computer tablet and some papers.
The Fixer realized that Becka was worried. After being summoned unexpectedly, her young face was tight with tension.
“Look, I know you haven’t had long to look at this, so don’t worry — I just wanted to hear what you’d found so far.”
Becka looked up in stunned disbelief. She did well to hide her shock. In her experience, The Fixer demanded immediate results from his employees. He expected perfection, he did not tolerate failure, and he never apologized. She cleared her throat to hide her embarrassment.
“Er… ok… ”
In an effort to ease her tension, he tried a reassuring smile. Becka thought that it made him look about as trustworthy as a Praying Mantis.
“It’s ok Becka, just take your time.”
Reading from her notes, she began her report.
“Ok… here is all I have so far on Eric Stone. Most of it is information that Norris dug up from his data bank. I’ve combined it with the stuff that I’d developed originally for Peter, before he began the surveillance. This is the summary.”
She handed The Fixer a sheet of paper.
“He is thirty-nine, and a successful martial arts instructor. He owns a dojo in Colchester, in Essex, where he employs a staff of twelve. His tax returns and bank accounts show average earnings, nothing spectacular and nothing suspicious. I suspect that he may have developed contacts within the military, through some training he has given to soldiers at Colchester barracks, but there are no specific names. He may also have friends within the police via a private detective agency that has previously employed him as a bodyguard. The agency is run by Edward Carter, a retired police detective. I am looking into his affairs as well.”
She turned over the page.
“Eric Stone is unmarried and judging by the photographs we have, quite good looking for his age. He’s romantically involved with a woman called Linda Smart, a fitness and yoga instructor from Sawbridgeworth. She’s a little ‘new age’ for my tastes. Very pretty, but otherwise boring. I have her preliminary information here.”
She handed over a second sheet of paper.
“As we suspected, Charles Rathbone became friends with Eric Stone after Rathbone went to his dojo for fitness training. You will recall that Rathbone lost a leg to a bomb attack in Afghanistan. It seems that Stone was instrumental in helping Rathbone get back on his feet. Sorry — pardon the pun!”
Becka pulled a face and even The Fixer winced.
“Their relationship stayed off of our radar because there were no financial records to tie them together. At first glance, the points where their lives touched seemed entirely coincidental. After all, if you religiously follow the paper trail, most of us are just six steps away from everyone else on the planet. In their case, Rathbone belonged to Stones karate club, and Stone was a member of the same shooting club as Rathbone. Both points of contact seemed insignificant and coincidental.
“We now know that they dined together almost every week, but there were no records because they always paid cash. Eric Stone was a regular guest at Rathbone’s house parties, but because they were strictly private affairs, there was nothing in the society press. However, it is apparent that their relationship must have been something more than a casual friendship. I’ve just discovered that Rathbone named Stone in his will as the sole beneficiary of the estate.”
The Fixer bolted upright in surprise.
“He’s the sole beneficiary?”
“Yep. At a rough estimate, an inheritance of something in the region of two million quid. Not bad for a karate instructor.” Becka sat back and crossed her arms. “Perhaps I’m in the wrong business!”
The Fixer ignored her jibe.
“So Stone was secret best buddies with Charles Rathbone. We accidently killed him—”
“And now he wants revenge?” Becka suggested.
The Fixer remained silent while he considered the possibility. Finally, he shook his head.
“I don’t know… It seems a bit unlikely. Anyway, how would he — or indeed anyone — make the connection to us?”
“I’m not sure yet, Boss. Perhaps someone talked. It could be that there’s a link to whoever was doing those internet searches. Maybe Eric Stone is the ghost in the machine.”
The Fixer looked up from the report.
“Well it’s a disturbing coincidence, I’ll give you that. Keep on him — hard! I want to know exactly what he’s doing, before he even does it. Ok?”
“No problem, I’m on it,” she replied.
“Well done, Becka — I really appreciate what you’re doing.”
“Thank you.” Becka smiled at the uncommon compliment.
The Fixers eyes, momentarily alive with interest, suddenly flicked back to their usual dead stare. He flicked a hand, as if discouraging a listless but persistent fly.
“You can go now,” he said dully.
After she had gone, The Fixer turned his chair and stared out of the window, considering what he had learned in the last few days. For fifteen minutes, he went over the facts and coincidences in his head. Each time he came to the same conclusion. With a deep sigh of acknowledgment, he decided that the party was over. It was time to run.
He had an escape plan. It had been in place for a long time — ready for just such an eventuality. He had always known that it would be the hardest decision he would ever have to make. He loved his life, and the power it gave him, too much to give it up lightly. Activating such an escape plan would take time, and he could never be certain of when it was time to go. He could only ever give it his best guess.
Now that the decision was made, there was a lot to do. Naturally, he wanted to liquidate as many of his assets as was possible, ready for the move. He certainly wouldn’t be coming back. Unfortunately, some possessions would just have to stay behind. Suddenly selling his property, cars, and office equipment, would raise too many eyebrows, but most of his more liquid assets could be saved. However, even if he took a substantial loss on some of his investments, at best it was going to take three or four days to complete the transactions.
Ironically, just yesterday he had added another asset to the list of things that he would be taking. Although not particularly large, it would be tricky to transfer, as it required special handling. Nonetheless, it was just far too valuable and beautiful to leave behind.
It was vitally important that his decision to run remained secret until the last moment. It wouldn’t do to have someone spoil the party. Of course, there was some house cleaning to do, but some time ago, Gordon McIntosh had rigged the place with a substantial amount of thermite. When the time came, everything left behind would be comprehensively incinerated — including any bodies. If everything went according to plan, Eric Stone would soon be dead, and The Fixer’s last action before leaving the country, would be to eliminate the Wrecking Crew.
He regarded such killings as an inconvenience, but one no worse than abandoning the computers, or his favourite car. Naturally, he could never leave behind any live witnesses — that would be unacceptable. Originally, he had planned to use Chameleon for the wet work, but that was no longer an option. Slaying the members of the Wrecking Crew was going to be an interesting problem, particularly when it came to killing Bunny and Kitten. In the meantime, there was a lot to do. He picked up the phone and called his broker.



TWELVE

On the return trip, they stopped at a service area just north of Colchester. While Stone was topping off the gas tank, Linda used a pay phone to call Megan and pass on what they had learned. It was just twenty minutes later when Stone’s burner phone bleeped, indicating that he had received a new message. He was driving the last leg of the journey to his house, so he handed the phone to Linda.
“That was quick. It’s from Megan,” Linda said. “Bad news I’m afraid. The cell number we got from Fletcher was a bust. It’s for a burner phone registered to a false address. She thinks that the Wrecking Crew may have a big box of SIM cards. They’re probably stolen from phones, or bought as burners for five-quid each. They use each card a few times and then just throw them out. It would be very efficient and totally untraceable.”
Stone pounded his fist on the steering wheel.
“Damn! So we’ve wasted our time?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Why? What did we gain?”
“Apart from being hugely turned on by your awesome display of manliness?”
Stone smiled and relaxed a little.
“You didn’t do too badly back there yourself. Fletcher will think twice before he grabs a woman in future.”
Linda looked embarrassed.
“I got lucky. He must have slipped.”
Stone gave her a long look.
“It looked to me like he slipped under a bus. Anyway — you were saying?”
“The burner phone is a good thing. It tells us that this Wrecking Crew is almost certainly operating through ‘Second Chances’. I mean, wouldn’t a legitimate charity use regular contact methods like email, a web site, and a listed phone number?”
“I guess,” he admitted.
“These places usually want a large and accessible public profile. They rely on contributions from businesses and Joe public, and that’s only going to happen if they can be seen.”
“You make a compelling argument, at least I’m convinced.”
“So what do we do next?” she asked.
Stone said nothing for a while. He concentrated on driving while he thought through the options.
Linda tapped her fingers on the dashboards impatiently.
“Well?”
“Sorry — I was thinking. I think that we need to search their office, to see if there are any clues to be had.”
“You mean break in?”
“I guess. It’s unlikely that they’ll let us look around during the day.”
“When?”
“Tomorrow night’s as good a time as any.”
“Cool!”
Stone shook his head and laughed.
“You’re amazing! Here we are planning to put ourselves in danger, or worse, jail — and you think it’s cool. Linda Smart, I think I’m falling in love with you!”
She giggled delightfully.
“Cool!”
Stone gave her a playful punch.
“Text Megan back, please. Ask if we can meet at her place tomorrow for an update.”
A minute later, the phone beeped again. Linda read the message.
“Megan says meet at 11am. It’ll be just us three. Ed’s on another case, but he wants an update.”
“Good. I’m famished, let’s get back to my place, and order a takeout.”
“Perfect… and afterwards I’m going to make you love me even more.” She leaned over and kissed his neck.
In the end, they didn’t make love as Linda had suggested. It had been a long and tiring day so they ordered Chinese food and shared a bottle of wine as they ate. Then afterwards, like an old married couple, they slouched together on the couch and watched television until they fell asleep.
In the morning, they took the same route to Megan’s place as they had the day before. Again, Linda accelerated hard as they joined the four lane freeway, before slowing unexpectedly to see if they could spot a tail.
“Anything?” she asked as Stone swiveled his head from side to side.
“I’m not sure. There’s a blue Ford back there that looks familiar.”
“Yeah, I saw it as well, although it’s hard to tell if he’s following us.”
“Hang on… its passing us now.”
He watched closely as the car overtook them and accelerated into the distance.
“I think its ok. The driver took no notice of us at all. It was probably just someone late for an appointment.”
Although they saw no other sign of a potential tail, before parking at Megan’s, they drove around the block twice, just to make sure.
Megan greeted Linda like a long lost sister, dragged her along the corridor, leaving Stone behind to negotiate his way past the cats unaided. Today Megan’s hair was coloured in a bright shocking pink and styled into what Stone suspected was something called a ‘beehive’. She was wearing black high-heeled shoes, silk stockings, and a suit that closely resembled a US Army uniform of the 1950’s. Stone wondered how she found the time to create a new look each day. Even without the demands of being an employee, there were days when he barely had enough time to shave. As he watched the two girls chatting excitedly about ‘girly things’, Eric faked mild annoyance at being ousted from the center of attention, but secretly he was delighted to see that Linda had made a new friend. Nevertheless, he consoled himself by playing with the kitten that he had rescued. Megan had christened it ‘Widget’.
Eventually Megan’s attention came around to the business in hand, and she began talking about the latest developments.
“I’ve had a good look at Second Chances, but sadly there’s very little more to tell. At face value, they’re a small, but outwardly respectable charity. They receive support and donations from several celebrities and businesses, and they have a reputable board of Trustees. Their accounts are up to date and they seem believable.”
She threw her pen onto the desk.
“If Second Chances is just a front for the Wrecking Crew, then there should be something in the figures to back that up — but I can’t find it.”
“So we’re wrong?” Stone asked.
“No… I think we’re right. They’re just very, very good at hiding their nefarious activities.”
She waved a pudgy hand at her desk.
“What I’m saying is that there’s absolutely nothing here. If we’re going to track them down to their ‘evil lair’, then it won’t be through forensic accounting.”
Linda leaned forward.
“Who are the Trustees, anything suspicious there?”
Megan gave a grim smile.
“Sorry — quite the opposite, for a start there is Sir Harold Heathfield—”
“What… The MP?” Stone asked incredulously.
“None other!”
Linda frowned and shrugged, so Megan filled the gaps in her political knowledge.
“He was the former Defense Minister, and before that he was Home Secretary. Currently he’s the longest serving MP in the House of Commons. I think they call it ‘Father of the House’. There aren’t many people in Britain with a more respectable persona.”
Stone rubbed the back of his neck in frustration.
“Bloody hell! Who are the other Trustees?”
“There’s one other Trustee, it’s a man called Simon Cartwright. Hanna, his wife, was the third Trustee… ” Megan looked down respectfully, “but obviously not anymore.”
“Oh!” Stone said quietly.
Linda looked back and forth in confusion.
“Am I missing something?”
“You don’t know?” Megan asked in surprise.
Linda looked at Stone pleadingly.
“What don’t I know?”
Megan jumped in first.
“Hanna Cartwright, her maiden name was Silk. She was better known as ‘Silky’.”
“What, the model? The one that died of breast cancer?”
“None other!”
Megan spun her office chair in a tight circle.
“Hanna ‘Silky’ silk — the supermodel and international celebrity. She was the darling of the catwalk. Then she was the woman who publicly shared her illness, and death, to raise money for cancer charities. She was also the perfect wife of one Simon Cartwright.”
“Could she and her husband really have been the people behind the Wrecking Crew?” Linda asked. “It seems a little unlikely.”
“Well, let’s review. To prove this we need to identify four things: who, how, why, and where. Agreed?”
Megan looked at them both with a bright toothy smile. She received two silent nods in reply.
“Excellent! So let’s look at Simon and Hanna Cartwright. We have at least two strong leads that point directly to ‘Second Chances’, and by association, to the Trustees. I think that puts them firmly in the frame as the ‘Who’.”
“Go on.”
“They certainly would’ve had access to the right kind of criminal contacts through the charity. The other Trustee, Sir Harold Heathfield, could have provided plenty of clients for their unique services. So that’s the ‘How’ part solved. Is that agreed?”
“It seems to fit so far,” Stone conceded. Linda nodded silently.
“Good. Now, the ‘Why’ is a bit of a mystery. All three Trustees seem to have plenty of money, at least by normal standards. Cartwright and Heathfield both came from wealthy backgrounds, and Hanna made bucket loads of cash through her modeling. So I can only conclude that they were either hungry for even more money, or just on some kind of power trip.”
Linda held up a finger to make a point.
“Well, rich people always seem to be obsessed with increasing their wealth. On the other hand, if you look at what happened to Charles Rathbone, it seems to me that he was destroyed for his political ideals. So I would say that the ‘Why’ that you are looking for, is more about the pursuit of power, than the pursuit of money.”
“I agree,” Stone said.
“Me too,” Megan added.
“Ok… So they’re guilty as charged on three counts, all that remains is the ‘Where’ — and that’s where we come unstuck. Unless they’re operating this multi-million pound conspiracy factory from a poky little office in the back end of Aylesbury, we have nothing.”
“Nothing?” Linda asked.
Megan shook her head.
“Sorry, not a sausage. There’s absolutely nothing in the finances that leads anywhere. There are no payments that I can find that have a matching — or even similar — deposit in another account. No phone bill, tax bill, building insurance or car rental that shows any link to indicate where the Wrecking Crew operates from.”
She tapped her copy of Rathbone’s file with her finger.
“An operation of that size needs careful management, a lot of administration, access to confidential data, plenty of money and a load of computing power. There should be cars, equipment, offices, somewhere secluded to train, and a computer center with very good internet access — probably through a satellite dish. All I can tell you is that somebody is doing an excellent job of covering their tracks. And incidentally, I’ve had no success in finding who that ‘someone’ is either.”
Megan banged her fist on the desk to illustrate her irritation, startling two of her cats in the process.
“It’s so bloody frustrating!”
“Don’t worry, something will turn up,” Linda said.
“Thanks!” Megan said insincerely. She turned back to her computer screen.
“On the other hand, the Cartwright’s had good reasons for their interest in the rehabilitation of offenders. Hanna had a bit of a criminal record before she broke through in modeling, just drugs, and a bit of shoplifting. And Simon Cartwright was suspected of having mob connections — although nothing was ever proven.”
Megan turned to face Stone.
“He likes to keep a very low profile, unusually low, considering how famous his wife was. I guess he could just be a naturally private person. That’s not a crime — these days it’s more of a virtue. In any event, they’ve certainly done a lot for ‘Second Chances’ — and get this, they even called their house ‘Hug a Mugger’. That must be popular with the locals!”
Stone gave a sharp snort of derision.
“Linda and I are going to search the ‘Second Chances’ office tonight. Perhaps we can find something tangible that will lead us to wherever they operate from.”
“Good.”
Megan nodded slowly as she considered the plan. She looked at Linda.
“You ok with this?”
“Yeah. It should be exciting!”
Megan smiled at Linda’s enthusiasm. She reached into the drawer and handed Stone a small leather wallet.
“I guess you’ll want to borrow Ed’s keys.”
“Thanks.”
He waved the wallet at Linda teasingly.
“Lock picks!”
“Cool!”
Megan shook her head and smiled.
Linda looked over her shoulder and then back at Megan.
“Which way is the bathroom?”
“Down the hall — first on the right.”
When the door was closed, Megan gave Stone a serious stare.
“She’s a keeper, that one.”
“No argument from me. I think I’m falling in love.”
Megan smiled.
“No doubt about it Eric, any woman can see that. You’re s-m-i-t-ten — it’s written all over your face, hers too.”
Stone leaned forward, his eyes sparkling.
“She’s beautiful and fun, and she’s amazing — I mean the way she’s getting involved in all this. She’s so enthusiastic, and it makes no sense. The closer we get to this investigation, the more excited she seems to become. I can’t figure it out.”
“I wouldn’t overanalyze things. She’s probably just feeding off of your commitment.”
“Well whatever it is, I think she’s pretty amazing.”
“Who’s amazing?”
Linda was casually leaning on the doorframe. Open mouthed, Stone stood up and turned. He was caught off guard and unsure of what to say. Unperturbed, Megan jumped in with her usual sensitivity.
“You are Linda! Eric thinks you’re a keeper.”
Linda looked at Stone, who somehow managed to look both horrified and happy at the same time. She gave a matter-of-fact shrug.
“Took you long enough to figure that out!”
She gave Eric a hug and kissed his cheek. Stone coughed in an effort to cover his embarrassment, but his wide grin exposed his true feelings. He wrapped his arms around Linda and kissed the top of her head.
“We’d better get moving soon, I want to get to Second Chances before it gets too dark to look around. Also, the daylight will help us spot if anybody’s tailing us.”
“You’re being followed?” Megan asked, suddenly all professional and serious.
“We’re not sure,” Linda cut in, “Over the last couple of days we’ve seen some cars that may have been following, and the other day we felt ‘watched’. But that was just a weird feeling we both had, there was nothing definite.”
“Whenever we were driving, we kept a careful lookout,” Stone added, “but each time we thought that someone looked suspicious, they overtook, or turned off.”
Megan’s face looked grim. The light humor of their earlier conversation dissipated like smoke.
“They may have been operating a ‘Box’.” That’s where they have several cars following you. Ed’s told me about this.”
She grabbed a sheet of paper and drew a quick sketch. Stone and Linda leaned closer.
“They keep some cars in front, some behind, and a couple of others in reserve. They rotate the cars regularly so they aren’t seen too often. If they’re doing it properly, then it is almost impossible to spot.”
“Thanks!” Stone said sourly, “That really helps our confidence.”
“So what do we do?” Linda asked.
“I think you need to drop off the grid. Given what we know about the Wrecking Crew and their capabilities, it’s the only safe way to operate.”
Stone frowned.
“How do we do that? How do we drop off the grid?”
“Actually, it’s not easy. First, you would have to shake off any tail, and then you would need to dump everything you have. You pretty much have to strip naked and start over, using only cash.”
“Dump everything, even our clothes?”
Megan nodded sternly.
“Dump everything, Eric. You have to assume that they can track anything with a chip or a radio frequency tag.”
She tapped her computer screen with a bright pink fingernail.
“If I can track it, then so can they.”
Linda was perplexed.
“Sorry — what’s a radio frequency tag?”
Megan rubbed her hands together in gleeful anticipation of delivering one of her favourite lectures.
“A radio frequency, or RF tag, is that little bit of silver foil that you sometimes see on the security tags of CD’s and the like. It’s inert until its hit with a radio wave. Then it sends back some specific information. Most high-end products carry one these days, partly to deter shoplifters. However, rumor has it that many retailers are now collecting information about customers, by scanning every RF chip that enters, or even just passes their store. There’s also good evidence that some retailers are even scanning and collecting information from competitor’s loyalty cards. They’re literally stealing information directly from your pocket.”
Linda shrugged.
“So they want to know where I shop — big deal.”
“Wait, there’s more!” Megan added with a grim smile. “There are companies out there called ‘Data Miners and Data Bankers’. They want to steal, harvest, and store your information.”
“Whatever for?”
“So they can study and manipulate it. Knowledge is power. It’s that simple.”
Linda was still unconvinced. Megan pushed on to make her point.
“Think of it this way. Imagine that Eric wanted to open another karate club in… for example, Norwich.”
“That seems like a bad idea!” Eric groaned.
“Maybe, maybe not — answer me this. How much would you pay for the names and addresses of everyone in Norwich who had a real interest in learning karate, was the correct age, and had enough money to pay a yearly membership up front?”
Eric nodded in acceptance.
“I would probably pay quite a bit for that sort of information. It would certainly be more effective than the leaflets and posters that I usually pay for.”
“Damn right. Now imagine how much some politicians would pay for some really useful dirt on an opposition candidate. Or what some business people would pay to remove the competition.”
She sat back and raised her palms.
“Knowledge is power folks — and it’s probably how the Wrecking Crew makes most of its money. If they have access to those kinds of databases, then they probably already know the RF data codes for all of your clothes, they know your car registrations, and they have all of your credit card and bank details.”
“So that’s why we have to strip naked and start over, using just cash,” Linda said.
“It would be the only way to remain undetected.”
Megan turned towards Eric.
“Just in case, give me the phone Ed gave you and I’ll change the SIM card. I have one ready, Ed already has the number.”
Stone handed over his phone.
“I suppose I’d better get to the bank and withdraw some cash then.”
“No need.”
Megan reached into her desk and handed over a familiar shopping bag.
“A gift from Anton Stephens — a bag full of untraceable drug money. It’s ideal for just this kind of situation. Ed suggested that I give it to you today.”
“Thanks.”
Stone took the bag with some embarrassment.
“Charles left me a lot of money, you know.”
Megan waved dismissively.
“Put it to a good cause after this is over. Perhaps you can donate to a cat sanctuary, or take me out on a date. For the moment, use the dirty money, and keep yourselves safe.”
“Thanks for all the help. You have my promise, at the first sign of trouble we’ll drop off the grid — after phoning you first.”
Megan shook her head and sighed.
“Phone afterwards.”
Linda came over and sat on the edge of Megan’s desk.
“And what about you, are you safe here?”
“Don’t worry about me, I’m fine. As far as the world is concerned, a lady called Catherine Dama lives here. Megan Smith is invisible.”
She waved a hand at her computers.
“Even with all of this and the work that I do, I’m so well hidden that even I couldn’t find me!”
Linda smiled and gave Megan a sisterly hug.
“Good to know.”
* * *
They parked fifty yards from Second Chances’ office, facing away, and on the opposite side of the road. Using the car’s side-mirrors, for twenty minutes they watched a steady stream of people entering and leaving the office.
“Well they’re certainly busy doing something out of that office,” Linda said, “Perhaps there are an excessive number of ex-cons living around here.”
“Hopefully we’re not going to add to that number.”
Stone checked his watch. It was almost 6pm.
“Let’s take a casual walk and see if we can spot a better way in, than the door on the street.”
Hand-in-hand like a couple of newlyweds, they slowly walked two complete circuits of the block. It was growing dark and the streetlights were beginning to come on as they climbed into Linda’s car. The office of Second Chances was in darkness, and outside a large man was in the process of locking the door. They watched from the car as the man casually walked by, taking no notice of them. In the glimpse Stone caught in the mirror, he could see that the man was younger than he had supposed. He was tall and fit looking, with an unruly mop of long blonde hair, and probably in his mid-twenties. Neither Linda nor Stone had ever seen the man before. Linda spoke first.
“There’s an alleyway at the side of the building that leads to a small yard at the rear. I saw an entrance, an old door — I think that it would be the best way in.”
“Yeah, I saw that. I think you’re right. I don’t see any sign of an alarm.”
“We’ll check when we get closer, but I don’t see any outside bell box or anything else to indicate an active system.”
“Ok, let’s go. Can you stay near the alley entrance and keep a lookout while I work on the lock?”
“Humph! That’s woman’s work. I’ll be doing the ironing next,” she joked as she climbed out of the car.
With Linda guarding the entrance to the alleyway, Stone was able to concentrate on opening the back door to Second Chances’ office. Picking locks is almost a lost art form, and one that takes considerable skill and practice to master. Contrary to popular belief, it can take considerable time, and multiple attempts, to pick a lock successfully. Some time ago, Ed Carter had shown him the basics and, more as a hobby than anything else, Stone had practiced at home for a while, but apparently, he hadn’t practiced anywhere near enough.
Kneeling on a scrap of cardboard rescued from a bin, and holding a penlight in his teeth, Stone inspected the lock and groaned. It was a standard cylinder lock. The generic sort, you would probably get from a discount store. He knew that cheap locks could be more difficult to pick. The mechanism is less precisely manufactured, making it slack and difficult to feel with the lock pick. Nevertheless, he had to try. It was important that the break-in remained secret.
Stone began by spraying the interior of the mechanism with penetrating oil to free any rust and grime. He attached a twisted elastic band to a thumbtack he had stuck into the door, and looped the other end around the arm of the tension wrench. That way he could maintain an even twisting pressure on the barrel, whilst keeping both hands free. After a glance at Linda to check that the coast was clear, he started to pick the lock.
Internally every cylinder lock has a number of pins of varying length that have to be pushed upwards until they all match something called the shear line. When the pins are correctly aligned, usually by the little pointed teeth on the key, the lock will turn. The process of picking the lock involves using a tension wrench to apply a slight rotational pressure to the barrel, whilst using a thin pick to ease each of the pins gently upwards. As each pin reaches the shear line, there is a slight click. Once all of the pins are correctly ‘picked’, the lock will open.
Picking a lock is skillful, difficult work — not like the movies at all. A bent hairgrip won’t do the job, and a lock cannot be picked in just a few seconds with a casual jiggle of the wrist, whilst looking over your shoulder to check that no one is watching. Sometimes, despite his very best efforts, it can’t be picked in twenty minutes of persistent effort.
Stone groaned as he stood up. His back ached, his fingers were cramped, and his knees were shaking.
“I can’t get it!” he whispered irately, rubbing his hands to try to restore some circulation.
“I need to walk around for a moment.”
“Can I have a go?” Linda asked.
“Be my guest,” Stone waved a hand at the unyielding lock. “Don’t tell me you know how to pick locks.”
Linda tipped her head and winked.
“Absolutely; I saw it on a cop show once — you stick the gismo into the thingamabob and wiggle it around and the door opens!”
Stone gave a grunt of disapproval.
“I’ll keep an eye out until my circulation returns.”
He hobbled to the entrance of the alleyway and bent forward to massage his aching calves. Less than a minute passed before he heard Linda whispering his name.
“What?”
“Come here… I don’t think you’re going to like this.”
Stone walked back down the alleyway to find Linda pointing to the open door. She gave him a triumphant smile edged with embarrassment. He stared open-mouthed in disbelief.
“How the hell… did you pick the lock?”
“Actually, the door was already unlocked — that’s why you couldn’t pick it. It was just a bit sticky and there were some empty boxes in the way. It opened as soon as I gave it a hard shove.”
Stone slapped his forehead.
“Idiot! That’s a classic rookie mistake. I never even thought to check the door to see if it was already unlocked.”
Linda smiled sweetly.
“Shall we go in?”
The office was quite small, just fifteen by thirty feet. At the front, facing the street, there was the main door and a large window, probably from when it was used as a store. The first ten feet was a waiting area. There were several hard chairs along the wall and a low coffee table in the center, piled high with old newspapers and magazines. The area behind the counter that bisected the room was clearly used as the office. There was a desk, three filing cabinets, a small kitchenette, and a second door that led to a restroom. Stone pointed Linda towards the desk, and without further comment, they began searching the office.
They both used penlights. To avoid being accidentally seen by some passing pedestrian, they kept their lenses partially shielded with their fingers. Stone checked the filing cabinets, while Linda went through the desk. The search yielded little of any interest. The filing cabinets housed what seemed to be genuine client files. Some were for ex-convicts and a few were for willing employers. In total, there were almost one-hundred files. Stone flicked through twenty that he selected randomly, he found nothing to suggest a link with the Wrecking Crew.
In the end, Linda found the only items of any potential significance. Inside a file crudely marked ‘expenses’, she found a small envelope containing around twenty identical USB sticks. Linda took two. In a second envelope, neatly clipped together, were five paid parking receipts for a shopping center in Aylesbury, and two unpaid parking tickets for a street in the same town. She showed them to Stone and pointed to her pocket, he nodded in agreement. As she slipped them into her back pocket and switched off her penlight, there was the instantly recognizable sound of a gun being cocked. A harsh voice spoke from the doorway.
“Put your hands up, or I’ll shoot.”
Stone reacted instantly. He spun around and pointed his flashlight directly at the assailant. Then he stepped to his left, while holding the flashlight at arm’s length to his right. At the same time he used his left arm to push Linda downward, into what he hoped was a position of comparative safety. The gunman, instantly blinded by the flashlight, naturally assumed that Stone would be standing directly behind the light — which is where he was aiming when he fired.
The bullet passed just below Stone’s arm and buried itself harmlessly in the opposite wall. Before the man could fire again, Stone delivered a sidekick to his elbow, snapping the joint and spinning the gun safely to the floor. The man groaned in pain and staggered backwards. Stone could see now that it was the same young man they had seen locking the office a little earlier. As Stone prepared to deliver a second attack, the man stepped backwards into the alley, holding his useless elbow with his left hand.
“You’re dead you two, you’re fucking dead! You’ve no idea what you’re into.”
He backed three steps away from the doorway, turned and ran. Stone made no effort to give chase.
“Are you ok?” he asked Linda.
“Yeah, I’m fine,” she replied, her voice shaking.
“We’d better go, someone may have heard that shot and called the police.”
Be bent down and picked up the gun.
“This may come in handy later.”
“You could be right,” Linda said as she walked through the door, “in the meantime, please try not to shoot me in the ass.”
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Early the next morning Eric and Linda headed back towards Megan’s place. They wanted to meet with Ed Carter to discuss what they had recovered at Second Chances. Linda had already checked all of the USB sticks and found them to be blank, but Megan still wanted to have them in case they contained deleted files that she could recover. When Stone told him about the weapon, Ed immediately insisted that he hand it over. Eric tried to argue, but Ed pointed out that carrying an unregistered firearm in the British Isles was a very serious offence, and one that they did not have the time to deal with. Stone had agreed reluctantly. One of Ed’s old police buddies at the firearms unit was going to check to see if it was a registered handgun, or if it had ever been used to commit a crime. Either way, the information could prove useful and perhaps provide some compensation for the loss of the weapon.
They spotted the tail as soon as they turned off the M11 towards Harlow. It was the same blue Ford they had seen before. They recognized it because of a distinctive dent in the front wing. This time it had a different driver. They drove randomly for ten minutes, following the beltway. Soon they spotted a second car, and then a third.
“That’s it then,” Stone said with grim finality, “we have to drop off the grid. It’s a bit sooner than I’d hoped.”
“We need to leave my car somewhere and change our clothes,” Linda said. “The second-hand suits that we bought are on the back seat, they’ll do until we can find another charity store.”
“We’re going to need some transport, and a cheap hotel to operate from,” Stone said, “somewhere that’s happy to take cash.”
“Hang on a second,” Linda said firmly. “Let’s think this through carefully. We don’t want to screw this up by rushing things.”
She counted off the actions on her fingers.
“We need to find somewhere to park, somewhere that isn’t going to make them suspicious. Perhaps we can make it look like we’re going shopping or something. We have to leave all of our credit cards locked in the glove compartment, and we have to change our clothes. Then we can take the bag of cash and walk away.”
Stone nodded.
“But first we need to shake off anyone who’s following on foot.”
He thought for a minute, mulling over the options in his mind. Suddenly he snapped his fingers.
“Car-wash, and then the movies!”
“Wow! You really know how to show a girl a good time.”
“There’s an automatic car-wash on a garage forecourt about a mile from here, it’s one of those ones where you drive in one end and then wait, while the big orange brushes do their job. After it’s finished, you drive out the other end. The full cycle with hot wax and a blow dry takes about ten minutes. That’s plenty of time for us to change our clothes. Then we park at the big drive-in center, I think it’s called ‘Cineworld’ — all we have to do is buy tickets and popcorn, go in one door and run out the back. It’s bound to work.”
Linda patted his knee.
“And if we can get to the railroad station unseen, then it’s just two stops to Sawbridgeworth. I know a place there where we can buy a cheap second-hand car — from someone that we can trust.”
“Ok. Let’s do this.”
Changing their clothes in the narrow confines of the sports car, while it was going through the car wash, was rather more of a struggle than Stone had anticipated. Particularly as, despite the imminent danger, they found considerable humor in the situation, and ended up crying tears of laughter. Nevertheless, by the time the car-wash cycle was finished, they were respectably dressed and their pockets were stuffed with all of the drug dealer’s cash. They both had sweaters, which appeared to be free of any tags, so they put them back on and carried their jackets. That way, to the casual observer, they would still appear to be wearing their original clothes.
Linda parked her gleamingly clean car as close to the entrance of the theater as she could. Once inside, they made a big play of selecting the film they were going to watch, and buying drinks, popcorn and candy bars. Stone paid with cash and made an effort to act like a normal customer, fumbling with the change and almost forgetting one of the drinks. Because of the crush at the counter, Linda waited a few yards away where she was apparently watching a large flat screen that was showing trailers for upcoming movies. As Stone handed over her drink, Linda smiled and mouthed a silent ‘thank you’. She pointed to the big screen, as if they were discussing a movie.
“The tall guy in the brown leather jacket and blue sneakers, he’s one of them. He jogged in as if he was late for a movie, but then he waited for us to choose, before he bought his ticket. I don’t see any others.”
Stone led the way up the stairs towards where their film was showing.
“The others are probably waiting outside, taking the opportunity to have a bit of a break.”
“So what do we do now?” Linda asked.
“Our film is showing on screen four. The seats I picked are on the right, in the very back. We’re next to the upper exit. We’ll wait for the main feature to start and let it run for a little bit. When I give you the signal, I want you to leave. Just walk out calmly as if you’re going to the restroom. Wait here by the stairs — I’ll be right behind you.”
Linda nodded.
“Promise me we can get a hotel with pay-per-view. I really wanted to see this film.”
Stone smiled at Linda’s ability to make light of a serious situation.
“We’ll come back when this is over — deal?”
She pulled a frumpy face.
“Deal… ”
They had to wait almost twenty minutes for the lights to go down, and another twenty for the adverts and trailers to finish. It was an hour after they had arrived, when Stone gave Linda the signal. She leaned over as if to whisper that she was going to the rest room, then she stood and walked towards the exit. She paused for a moment as people are inclined to do, as if to catch some important bit of dialog, then she went through the door. Stone thought it was a nice touch.
He had seen the guy in the brown leather jacket come in. He was seated on the isle about halfway along. Once the lights went down, Stone saw the man move to an empty seat that was one from the back row, and nearer to the center. In his peripheral vision, Stone had managed to see the guy glancing their way every few minutes. Now he was watching quiet openly. Stone slowly counted to ninety, then he stood up and walked directly out of the door. He didn’t pause and he didn’t look back.
The upper corridor was empty, except for Linda, who was leaning against the wall at the top of the stairs. Stone walked forward ten steps, stopped, turned, and waited. Twelve seconds later the door swung open and the guy in the leather jacket stepped through, blinking at the daylight. Stone immediately strode forward, as if he were returning to his seat. Finding his quarry unexpectedly coming towards him, the man slowed indecisively. Stone continued forward, smiling confidently. As the gap closed, he lifted his hands to shoulder height, and said three words.
“Something’s on you.”
As he spoke, Stone’s left hand went towards the man’s right shoulder, as if to brush away some dirt. The misdirection worked. His hand passed over the shoulder, and then whipped back in an arc. Stone struck the back of the man’s neck with a horizontal ridge-hand strike, and simultaneously slapped the center of the man’s forehead with his right palm. The whiplash effect of the two opposing strikes instantly knocked the man unconscious. Stone caught the lifeless form and carefully rolled him into a recovery position, so that he wouldn’t choke. He jogged across to Linda and pointed to the stairs.
“Jesus, Stone. Is he dead?” she asked as they sprinted down the stairs.
“He’s unconscious. He’ll probably be out for a few minutes or so.”
Before leaving their seats, they had both swapped their sweaters for jackets, in the hope that they would be less recognizable to the watchers. However, they still needed to get out of the building unobserved. As they reached the bottom of the staircase, Linda headed towards the exit, but Stone gently pulled on her arm.
“Wait.”
“But we need to go — he could wake up at any moment!”
“Wait… ” Stone said calmly.
“Someone could find him,” Linda hissed urgently.
“It’s ok… Just wait a little longer.”
He checked his watch and held up a finger.
“Any second now.”
Almost on cue, the door to screen two swung open, and a crowd of people poured out. They were all talking excitedly about the film they had just seen, and eager to be first out of the parking lot. Earlier, Stone had checked the finish times of the other movies. He had carefully timed their exit to coincide with the crowd. He gently took Linda’s arm.
“Let’s go. Stay with the crowd, go out the left-hand door, turn left, and go into the first store on the left. It’s a computer store.”
“Got it.”
They went through the door on the left side of the crowd. Keeping their heads low, they peeled left as soon as they were in the open. Once they were inside the computer store, Stone glanced back. Over the heads of the milling crowd, he could see two men standing in the center of the parking lot. They were both craning their necks in an effort to spot somebody. Stone stepped away from the window and joined Linda at the back of the store.
For a few minutes, they drifted around aimlessly, looking at the computers and printers. They made sure that the display counters always provided some cover from the windows. The approaching sound of a siren suggested that someone had found the unconscious man in the theatre and called for an ambulance.
Linda tried to lighten the air of tension.
“Perhaps we could buy Megan a present.”
Stone was distracted. Staring out of the window, he completely missed the humor.
“This stuff is all above my pay grade, but I suspect that she’d be insulted.”
Linda tried again.
“We could get her a mouse to go with the cats.”
Stone smiled as he finally got the joke. However, when he noticed the anxiety written in Linda’s face, his grin dissolved.
“That reminds me, we’d better let Megan know what’s happened. You have the phone. Can you text her? Send something cryptic — to be safe.”
Linda typed for a moment.
“How about this, ‘Had to change our electricity supplier at short notice.’ Will she understand that we’ve dropped off the grid?”
“That’ll do just fine.”
She sent the message and seconds later, the phone bleeped a reply.
“She says, ‘Understood. I have found a light bulb, call me when you can.’ I guess she has some new information for us.”
Linda peered over the counter towards the windows. Their partial view of the parking lot showed no sinister activity — other than an arriving ambulance.
“We need to get out of here.”
Stone nodded.
“I think I have an idea.”
He looked towards the rear of the store.
“It’s almost lunch time. How much do you suppose they pay the staff here?”
“Probably not as much as they would like.”
Stone sidled over to a pimply youth who was refilling the display of printer cartridges. Linda followed curiously. The lad noticed the approaching couple and cracked a weary smile.
“Can I help you, sir?” he asked unenthusiastically.
“I hope so.”
Stone squinted at his name badge.
“Tell me Philip, do you drive to work?”
“Excuse me?”
“In a car,” Stone persisted, “did you drive to work today?”
The lad nodded.
“Where do you park?”
Philip frowned and pointed a thumb over his shoulder.
“Staff parking’s at the back.”
He looked around.
“I have work to do. What were you looking for?”
“A lift.”
“Huh? I don’t understand.”
“We would like to give you money for a lift in your car.”
“I don’t do lifts, I got work to do.”
“Three hundred quid,” Stone said flatly.
“What?”
Philip stood, suddenly interested.
“Three hundred quid, for a short ride in your car.”
Stone delved into his pocket and pulled out a wad of fifties.
“Cash money — no catches.”
Linda jiggled her car keys in front of his face.
“And… you get to drive a brand new Toyota GT86 sports, for a couple of weeks.”
Philip glanced around suspiciously.
“What’s going on? Is this some kind a joke?”
Linda smiled gently.
“No joke Philip, we… that is I, need your help. You see… ”
She wrapped her arms tightly around Stone.
“We’re in love and we’re going to get married, but my ex just won’t accept that it’s over. He’s a thug, and he and his friends are following us — they’re in the parking lot now, but we lost them. We really need a lift.”
Linda saw that Philip was starting to weaken.
“If you can help us, we would be so grateful.”
Stone waved the cash again.
“Five hundred quid grateful and you get the Toyota to drive.”
“Carefully,” Linda added.
“Five hundred quid?”
Philip was staring at the money and licking his lips.
She jiggled the keys again.
“The GT86 is the hottest car on the streets right now — the girls are going to love it!”
Philip looked at the cash and the car keys. His eyes slowly came up towards Linda. In return, she beamed her brightest smile — it was impossible to resist.
“What would I have to do?”
Now Stone smiled.
“Take us out the back door and drive us to Sawbridgeworth — it’s that simple. You can drop us at the cab stand at the station. Then come straight back to work. The cash is yours right now. Here… ”
Stone handed over the money. It vanished into Philip’s pocket.
“From tomorrow you get to use the Toyota — they may still be watching it today. Do we have a deal?”
Philip nodded.
“Deal.”
Philip’s car was parked in a secure staff area near the delivery bays, so they had no problem getting in without being seen. Nevertheless, Linda and Eric lay flat on the rear seats, until they were well clear of the area. From the railroad station in Sawbridgeworth, they took a cab ride to a reputable used car dealer that Linda knew of. They had planned to buy a used car, but insuring it would have put them on a database somewhere. At the same time, they couldn’t run the risk of the car being identified as uninsured, by the police license plate scanning computers. After some negotiating, and for just two thousand pounds, they were able to ‘borrow’ a suitably reliable, insured, and relatively inconspicuous Audi A4.
Their next stop was at a large discount retailer where they spent another £500 of Anton Stephens’ drug money. They bought clothes, shoes, toiletries, and a set of three suitcases. After a quick bar meal, they drove south for fifty miles to Epping, where they found a small and inconspicuous family run motel. They checked in as Mr. and Mrs. Jones. Stone paid cash in advance for three nights in a double room, with an en-suite bathroom, and full English breakfast. The elderly receptionist accepted their money with a knowing smile, born of years of experience and discretion.
The room was simplistic, but clean and functional. There was a television, a mini bar and a kettle, which they could use — and a phone and Wi-Fi connection, which they couldn’t. Once they were settled, Linda sent Megan another cryptic text message, reporting that they had landed safely. Stone carefully went through all of their purchases to check for any security tags, or RF chips. Finally, they stripped off their grubby second-hand suits and took a long shower together. Afterwards, they lay in each other’s arms and slept.
The sun was up when they were woken by the cell phone ringing. It was Ed Carter, and he had news.
* * *
The Fixer was annoyed. Time was running out, he could see that from the report Becka had just placed on his desk. He could see that it was time to run, but he couldn’t go without his money — he wouldn’t go. His broker was supposedly doing his best to liquidate the assets. He had told The Fixer, ‘These things take time — what with money laundering regulations and national holidays to contend with’, but The Fixer was convinced that he was up to something. The man was a greedy bastard of the lowest kind. He was probably trying to play hard and dirty, in the hope of gaining some extra commission. The only compensation was that his broker was now on the growing list of people that were about to die.
Becka coughed politely, causing The Fixer to look up in surprise. He had forgotten that she was waiting for his permission to speak. He waved a beckoning hand for her to continue.
“Ok Boss, here’s what we know so far.”
She began to summarize from her report.
“Eric Stone, the karate instructor from Colchester, was definitely friends with Charles Rathbone. It’s reasonable to surmise that Rathbone may have acquired some knowledge of the Wrecking Crew, and shared that information with Stone. We now know that Stone has worked with a former police officer called Ed Carter. Carter runs a small but efficient private detective agency. We’ve been following both Stone and Carter for a couple of days. Carter has been going about his regular business. This week he’s been investigating a football club manager who may have been embezzling funds, and photographing the unfaithful wife of a TV celebrity — all boring stuff.
Stone’s been out and about, with his pretty little girlfriend Linda Smart. They’ve been up to no good, sticking their noses where they don’t belong. Most noticeably, last night they broke into our Second Chances office.”
The Fixer sat bolt upright in shock. With an eye on self-preservation, Becka ignored his reaction.
“The watchers saw them snooping around and decided that it was time to act.”
Becka braced herself for what was coming.
“They called the Manager back and sent him in with a gun.”
The Fixer’s face turned white with anger. He spoke very slowly, his voice almost a whisper.
“They sent someone without my permission?”
Becka sighed and shrugged.
“Somehow Stone got the better of the Manager — broke his arm and took the gun away. Luckily the weapon was unused and untraceable.”
The Fixer said nothing. Becka took a deep breath before continuing. She knew that The Fixer was not above killing the messenger — both figuratively and literally.
“Regrettably that’s not all of the bad news. I’ve just heard that our team has lost contact with Stone and Smart. They may have gone to ground.”
He slammed his hand on the desk, making Becka squeal involuntarily.
“How the hell did that happen?”
“They went to the movies in Harlow, and they didn’t come out. They simply vanished. Linda Smart’s car is still in the parking lot, but they are both missing.”
“Goddammit!”
“One of our guys was in the theater. He was found unconscious and badly concussed. He’s in the hospital at the moment; we haven’t had a chance to speak to him yet.”
Becka pulled a face that she hoped would convey that she was equally disappointed, but in no way to blame.
“We had a pick up scheduled for tomorrow. I’ve sent Peter White to do it, just in case someone is still watching Second Chances.”
The Fixer nodded, suddenly calm again.
“Good thinking, Becka. Anything else?”
“Well, I have some good news,” she said, trying to emphasize that she was still performing acceptably.
“Go on.”
“I think I’ve located our internet ghost.”
“Oh, well done!”
She smiled proudly.
“The day before yesterday, Stone and Smart went to an address in Harlow. At face value, they were visiting some morbidly obese woman called Catherine Dama. She keeps cats, and does some work for Carter — filing court papers, processing photographs and maintaining his website. Carter has a secretary but she’s strictly old school — just paper and filing cabinets.”
The Fixer waved his hand in a gesture of impatience. Becka pressed on.
“Anyway, to cut a long story short. I noticed something odd. There’s a lot of web traffic to and from the address they visited, but it’s all encrypted — I mean, really encrypted. Then I remembered that there used to be a fat girl who worked at GCHQ and she kept a lot of cats. I heard that she left to start her own internet security firm. Her name was Megan Smith, and she was very, very good.”
“And you think that this ‘Catherine Dama’ is her?”
Becka smiled triumphantly.
“Catherine is sometimes shortened to ‘Cat’ and ‘Dama’ is Polish for ‘Lady’. So yes — I think that Cat Lady is really Megan Smith.”
“And if it is… ”
“Then we’re in a shitload of trouble,” she said with cold finality.
The Fixer pushed his chair back, indicating that the meeting was over.
“Thank you, Becka — good work again. It’s a pity some others aren’t as diligent as you are. Perhaps I need to light a fire under someone’s butt.”
He treated Becka to a rare smile and then he checked his watch.
“Talking of which, Gordon should be here by now. Can you ask him to come in, please?”
* * *
They met Ed in a superstore parking lot in the center of Aylesbury. Stone realized that they were less than a mile from Second Chances’ office. Ed immediately hugged them both and said how pleased he was that they were safe. Although the weather was unseasonably mild, they sat in Ed’s car so they could talk in comparative privacy. He could barely contain his excitement when he told them that Megan had managed to recover some files from one of the USB sticks Linda took from Second Chances.
“Although the recovery was only partially successful, it’s clear that the file was instructions for the Wrecking Crew to stop a planning application in Reading.”
Although he was obviously tired, his eyes were bright with excitement.
“Megan discovered that the parking tickets were all for this superstore, and that the unpaid parking fines were for cars illegally parked in Tring road. That’s just around the corner.”
“I know it must mean something Ed, but what’s the significance?” Linda asked.
“I think there has to be a ‘dead drop’ in the area. Somewhere accessible where prospective Wrecking Crew clients can covertly leave instructions and payments.”
Stone nodded.
“Of course! That’s how they maintain a physical separation between clients, the people from Second Chances, and the Wrecking Crew.”
Ed turned to look at Linda.
“You found two very positive leads when you searched the office — USB sticks and parking tickets. I think that they arrange for the client to leave instructions on a USB stick and hide it somewhere near here. Then later, someone from the Wrecking Crew comes by and picks it up.”
Stone sighed and rubbed his chin.
“That’s great news Ed, but how does it help us now? We could stake out the place, but we have no idea who we’re looking for.”
“You’re right, I agree. It could be anyone. It could be that woman with the stroller, or that man wearing a baseball cap or… anyone. We just need to get lucky.”
“So what’s the plan?” Linda asked.
Ed went into full police mode as he started his stakeout instructions.
“Well, we know from the time stamp on the parking tickets, the exchanges all happened between 1 and 3pm. It’s 12.45 now, so with luck someone could be here at any time in the next two hours. It’s unlikely that we’ll spot the client, but look out for someone who looks anxious, or out of place. They may be furtively looking around, or nervously clutching a package — particularly if they’re making the payoff. We have a much better chance of spotting the person that’s picking up the USB stick. That’s the guy, or girl, we want.”
“So how do we spot them?” Stone asked.
“If you could have asked Charles, he would have said you need to look out for the absence of the normal or the presence of the abnormal. In Afghanistan, the insurgence would mark a hidden IED with a red rag tied to a lamppost, or a bright yellow milk plastic carton. It is the sort of thing that you could walk past every day and not notice, but once you have your eye in, it can be obvious.
“Today you need to ask yourself why someone would have an umbrella up when it isn’t raining, or wear sunglasses at twilight. Perhaps you’ll notice someone carrying a rolled up newspaper, or still wearing a coat on such a warm day. If you can open your mind to see — I mean really see — what you are looking at, then spotting our guy might be a possibility.”
“Ok, I get the idea,” Linda said, warming to the task, “so if we see something, then what do we do?”
“Good question. Here’s the plan. I’ll stay here in the parking lot, and I want you guys to park in Tring road. If anyone sees something, then we call each other on the cell phone, and begin to follow the suspect. If you see a car, get the registration number, if they are on foot get a good description. Better yet, try to take photographs using the phone. After that, we’ll have to improvise. Ok — any questions?”
He waited a moment, there were none.
“Right, let’s get to it.”
Linda and Stone parked near to a wine store in Tring road. They were about two-hundred yards from the superstore. Although the parking was strictly for residents only, there were several empty spaces, so they chose one in a central location. Technically, they were parked illegally, but they decided that they could always move if a parking enforcement office came along. From their position, they had a good view along the road. Looking forward, they had a clear line of sight to the cemetery gates on the left side, and opposite, they could see the bus stop. To watch the road behind, they took turns using the mirrors.
Nothing happened for the first ninety minutes. They waited. Stone was good at waiting. As a part of his martial arts training, he had learned meditation. He could sit very still for hours, relaxing every muscle in his body so that his heartbeat slowed and his breathing became deep and unhurried, as he sought his calm center. At the same time, his concentration would sharpen to the point that he was aware of every sound and movement. He tried to put himself into the same state now, but he soon found that there were too many distractions.
There was a steady stream of foot traffic, moving between the stores and the houses. The bus stop was busy, with a bus passing every fifteen minutes. Taking Carter’s instructions to heart, they soon became quite adept at identifying those people that they could safely disregard. Normal people, acting normally, soon became easy to spot and ignore.
They had two false alarms in quick succession. Linda pointed out a woman who was still standing at the bus stop, even after three buses had passed. In the end, it turned out that she was waiting for her lover, who was stuck in traffic. A little later, Stone saw a middle-aged guy with an empty shopping bag. The man looked everywhere, except for where he was going. They were about to call Carter, when the man tried a car door. He tried a second, and finally a third, before he found one that was unlocked. He helped himself to a woman’s handbag, which disappeared into his shopping bag as he walked swiftly away. They both felt bad about not being able to report the offence to the police.
Just before two, Linda suddenly came to attention in her seat.
“There’s our guy.”
She nudged Stone with her elbow.
“The guy in the green jacket.”
“Where?”
“There, on the left. Tall guy with white hair, and a little beard. Do you see him?”
Stone leaned forward, scanning the faces, until he spotted the man Linda had described. He was standing just outside the gate of the cemetery. As they watched, he crossed the road and began walking forlornly towards their car. He was holding a bunch of flowers.
“Oh yes, I see him… he looks sad.”
“Call Ed — tell him that we have our guy.”
“Really? He looks ok to me.”
“Call him,” she said firmly.
“You sure?”
Linda thumped him on the thigh.
“Think about it Eric — normal people don’t come out of a cemetery carrying a bunch of flowers!”
“Oh!” Stone said as he grappled for the phone.
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As the man walked passed their car, he was looking directly ahead, apparently unaware that he was being watched. Had he glanced through the car window, he would probably have thought they were a couple trying to get directions to their destination. Stone was looking to the right and talking on the phone to Carter, and Linda had her nose buried in a map that she had grabbed from the glove compartment. When the suspect was fifty yards away and showing no sign of suddenly turning back, Eric and Linda climbed out of the car. Seconds later Carter jogged over and then walked by, gesturing for them to follow. As they caught up Carter breathlessly outlined his plan.
“We need to keep this distance, or more, as we follow this guy. So he doesn’t get suspicious, we’ll keep rotating the person who walks at the front. For now I’ll take point, Eric you hang back about fifty yards behind me, and Linda, I want you to follow Eric, but on the opposite side of the road. Every ten minutes we change places by rotating our positions clockwise. Ok?”
They both nodded their understanding, and the group spread out. In the end, their subterfuge was unnecessary. The man was either so confident, or so incompetent, that they could have followed him with a brass band accompaniment, and remained unobserved.
Walking briskly, and without any outward sign of suspicion or caution, the man took a direct route to a small semi-detached house, in a quiet cul-de-sac, about a mile from the cemetery. About fifteen minutes into the chase, Eric was just beginning to question if they had made a mistake when he saw the man slip something in his pocket and toss the flowers into a bin. Stone looked over his shoulder as he passed the bin, and saw that Carter was already on his way to retrieve the flowers.
When the man entered the house, they hung back, huddling together in the lee of a bus shelter. It was almost dark and beginning to rain. Carter quickly examined the flowers and discovered that they were just that, a bunch of flowers purchased form the superstore where he had parked his car. There was nothing of note, except for the remains of a small envelope taped to the base, evidence of where the data stick had been hidden. Eric pointed at the ripped envelope.
“I saw him put something in his pocket.”
Carter nodded and quickly rattled out some new instructions.
“We need to watch the house. Linda, can you stay here, please? I’ll pass by the house and wait on the opposite side of the road. Eric, do you think you can get into his back yard and have a look through his windows?”
“I’m on it — there’s an alleyway over there, it should lead towards the rear.”
Under the cover of the early evening gloom, Stone slipped over the fence at the rear of the property and dropped undetected into the back yard. It was small, but well-tended, with a central area of neat grass surrounded by a decorative herbaceous border. Keeping close to the fence and using the bushes for cover, Stone belly-crawled slowly for ninety feet until he reached the rear of the house. From there he was able to stand to the side of each window and peer cautiously inside.
There were three windows at the rear of the house. One dark and two brightly lit. The unlit window was obscured with opaque glass, and was obviously a downstairs bathroom. The second window was a small and uninteresting kitchen, but the third was an office. As he crawled through the bushes, Eric had caught glimpses of the man sitting at some sort of desk — his attention fixed on a laptop screen.
The lights from the office cast a long shadow on the lawn, as the man stood and walked towards the corridor. Stone carefully inched his eye around the window frame and caught sight of him walking out of the office. A few moments later, the sounds of running water and banging pots indicated that some cooking was taking place in the kitchen.
From his viewpoint, Stone could see that there was a data stick plugged into a port, on the side of the laptop. On the screen, a green bar marched steadily across a grey box, indicating the progress of some function. Stone risked leaning across the window to have a better look at the laptop. He hoped that he could gleam some useful information, but there was nothing to see, and the desk was clear of papers. Just then, there was an audible chime, indicating that the download was complete. A moving shadow from the doorway, warned that the man was returning to the office. Stone dropped to the ground, and with nothing more to be seen, he retraced his route out of the yard.
Back at the bus shelter, he was joined by Carter and Linda. She brushed the dirt from his clothes as he reported what little he had seen. At least Carter had some good news to report.
“I texted Megan with the address of this house, she just sent back the details of the registered occupant.”
He balanced his reading glasses on the bridge of his nose and squinted at the small screen.
“His name is Peter White. Aged sixty-one, his driver’s license photo seems to match this guy. There is no record of any criminal convictions.”
He turned towards Stone.
“I was thinking he looks a lot like the guy Darren Jeffers described. And get this; he seems to have worked as an actor in the past. Most of his acting was done in America, but currently he is neither working nor registered as unemployed.”
He took off his glasses and nodded towards the house.
“The rent on that place should be in the region of £1,200 a month — so he’s getting a decent income from somewhere.”
Linda was bursting with excitement at the news.
“Perhaps we should come back tomorrow and try and follow him. He could lead us back to their base.”
“It’s an idea, and if we had a staff of twenty, and unlimited time, I would agree. I’ve done stake-outs like that when I was a cop. We could end up doing weeks of patient observation, and still deliver negative results.”
Linda pulled a little pout.
“So what do we do now?”
“Give Megan a little time to complete her research on Peter White. With any luck she’ll have a positive link to the Wrecking Crew by tomorrow.”
Carter put a calming hand on her shoulder.
“Anyway she may already have something useful. There was a cryptic text from her earlier, just as I was getting out of my car. It said that she’d had a ‘brainwave’ and she wants to see me as soon as possible, to discuss it.”
He smiled and rolled his eyes.
“From my experience, it means that she’s solved one of my cases, but she wants to break it to me face-to-face — it’s more dramatic that way. I’m going over there now. I’ll stop in on my way home.”
“Do you want us to come?” Stone asked.
“Thank you — no. This kind of humiliation is best endured in private. Anyway, you two are ‘off the grid’, and I want you to stay that way. For now you should go back to your hotel and keep safe, we’ll talk again tomorrow.”
* * *
Stone lay in bed staring at a crack in their hotel room ceiling, illuminated by the soft light of the full moon shining through a half-gap in the curtains. Half an hour earlier, he had woken from a fitful sleep. His gut was churning with acid, and his skin crawled with a sense of foreboding. He felt like a man skiing wildly towards a cliff edge, certain that he had missed a warning sign, and yet unable to stop. For two days, he had been struggling with the feeling that he had missed something — something obvious, something of vital importance. Somewhere in the depth of his mind, some half-heard words were trying to make an important connection.
He knew that the answer was there within the periphery of his mind, but each time he looked it was gone — leaving behind just a shadow of the thought. His nights were filled with dreams of clutching at answers, only to have them slip through his fingers like smoke. He was positive that he could complete the jigsaw, once he could put the final pieces together, but somehow he just couldn’t see the full picture. At the same time, Stone was worried that he was putting people at risk unnecessarily. Because of his relentless pursuit of the Wrecking Crew, Carter and Megan were in danger — and of course, there was Linda. Stone was worried about Linda.
He looked down at her now, as she lay face down by his side — her hair in disarray and her arm casually flung across his chest. What of Linda Smart? This intelligent, funny, beautiful, and erotic lady had come into his life just a few days ago, and yet somehow she had stolen his heart. Suddenly he couldn’t imagine living without her. He involuntarily shook his head as he realized that he was hopelessly in love with Linda Smart. He would do everything in his power to protect her, he would kill for her, he would die for her — and yet here he was putting her in real danger.
In retrospect, he should have kept her away from the investigation, but hindsight is a wonderful thing. Stone knew that he should have been firmer when he saw that the investigation into the Wrecking Crew was taking a dangerous turn. However, Linda was insistent, and Eric had selfishly decided to keep her close. Like most men in the presence of a beautiful woman, his ego and hormones had got the better of his intellect — and now it was too late to change to a different path. Was this the reason for his uneasiness, or was there something else? He took a deep breath to try and ease his tension.
Linda lifted her head onto his chest.
“A penny for your thoughts.”
“I’m sorry, did I wake you?”
“S’ok,” she mumbled sleepily. “What ails you?”
Stone shook his head.
“Just worried about putting you guys in danger. I feel bad, particularly for you.”
In one swift movement, Linda knelt upright. As she did, the sheet fell away revealing her nakedness to the moonlight. Stone realized that this was no time to admire the scenery. Her face was tight with repressed anger, and she was suddenly all business.
“Now you listen to me, Eric Stone. Ed and Megan are good people. You’re privileged to have them as friends who are willing to help you with this, but they are also consenting adults. They know what they’re getting into, they understand the risks, and they have their own reasons for participating. And so do I.”
She waved an angry hand at the world.
“This isn’t just about Charles Rathbone and a search for justice and retribution. Sure, something bad happened to him, but we know now that bad things will continue to happen to others, if this Wrecking Crew isn’t stopped. What was the quote? ‘The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing’. Well that’s where we are with this. We’re the ‘good people’ here Eric, and we can’t trust the authorities or anyone else. This is our responsibility, and we have to see it through.”
Stone sat up. He tentatively reached forward and put a hand gently on Linda’s knee.
“You make a convincing argument Linda, but what about you? I know that you’re one of those ‘good people’, but this really isn’t your fight. Why are you doing this?”
Linda reached up with her arms, as if she were trying to break through the tension. With a gentle sigh, she ran her hands through her hair. In the dappled moonlight, her small breasts bobbed enticingly. Stone had to work hard to maintain his composure.
“It’s hard to explain, Eric.”
She huffed in frustration and dropped her hands to her lap.
“It’s partly because I love you, and I want to be by your side, but there’s something else — and I can’t put my finger on it. When you told me about the Wrecking Crew, something inside me boiled up. It’s hard to describe. I feel duty-bound — like… like a lioness protecting her cubs. Perhaps it’s the injustice of it all. Perhaps their breath-taking arrogance has just pissed me off, or maybe I feel pain for all of the other unnamed victims. I’m not sure why, but I have no choice in this. I am compelled to act — and I won’t rest until this is over.”
Stone was surprised by her answer. He knew that he was inclined to try to protect the innocent, and that he hated injustice. When he had seen his friend’s suicide video, he had immediately committed to action. He was driven by friendship and duty, but he hadn’t really stopped to consider Linda’s motives. He had assumed she was following him like a lovesick schoolgirl. Now he felt like a selfish fool.
“Ok, I understand, or at least I think I do. I’m sorry I was being so selfish. I guess I was so worried about you and the others that I didn’t stop to ask why you were all getting involved. It never occurred to me that you had your own reasons.”
Linda smiled.
“It’s so typical of you to take all of this on yourself — imagining that it was all your responsibility, and that everyone was taking risks, just because you asked. You could lead an army, Eric. You have such charisma and passion. If you just asked, people would follow — but they would all still be volunteers. Do you understand?”
He smiled back.
“I think so.”
“It’s why I love you.”
“I love you, too.”
She leaned forward and kissed him gently on the lips and as Stone responded, Linda put a hand on the back of his head and pulled him closer, teasing his mouth with her tongue. Breaking the kiss, she took his hand in hers and guided it towards her breast, softly caressing her erect nipple. Once she was sure that Eric had the correct idea, she reached under the sheet to confirm her intentions.
The harsh ringing of Eric’s phone impolitely interrupted their embrace. A cold fist squeezed his heart. It was 4am, and only two people knew his number. As he pushed the button to accept the call, his throat was tight with apprehension.
Linda reached over Eric to switch on the sidelight. She pulled the sheet around herself, suddenly conscious that her nakedness had become inappropriate. The phone conversation was one sided, with Stone giving the occasional grunt of acknowledgement. Linda attracted his attention and mouthed ‘What?’, but Stone waved her question away, his face visibly darkening with anger and tension.
“Right, we’ll meet you there in less than two hours,” he said as he hung up.
Stone buried his face in his hands. Linda waited silent for thirty seconds, finally she could no longer stand the tension.
“What… what is it?”
Stone’s voice was ice cold.
“A fire at Megan’s place. They got to her Linda, the Wrecking Crew tried to kill Megan.”
Linda brought her hand to her mouth in shock.
“Oh my God! Is she all right?”
Stone slowly shook his head.
“She’s alive — but barely. She’s in a coma. The doctors’ think she inhaled a lot of toxic smoke. They don’t know if she’s going to pull through. Just now Megan’s in the ICU at Harlow hospital. Ed called in some favours and they have her under police guard. It looks like she’d been attacked before someone torched her place. They’d tried to make it look like a burglary gone wrong.”
“How did she get out?”
“Pure luck. If you remember, Ed said he was going to stop by and see Megan, on his way home. He saw the flames and immediately called for help. Then he kicked down the door and dragged her out.”
“We should go to her.”
Linda jumped up and began searching for clothes. Stone stood and put a gentle hand on her arm.
“Linda, wait… We have to pack. Ed said that there’s nothing we can do for her just now — except find these bastards. He wants us to move out of here immediately. We have to meet him at another hotel a few miles west of Harlow.”
Linda nodded impassively, and began gathering their possessions.
“He’s bringing all of the files and his copies of her work. Yesterday Megan said she’d found something, but she didn’t tell Ed what it was. That’s why he was going round there. He thinks if we look through her stuff, perhaps we can find something — perhaps we can find a clue. For now, it’s all we’ve got,” he said with grim finality.
They left the motel without checking out. They simply loaded their bags into the car, and drove away. Stone figured that housekeeping would report that they had gone, and the desk clerk would probably pocket the additional rent. Linda drove while Stone kept a watchful eye for anyone following, but they saw nothing suspicious in the sparse early morning traffic. When they arrived at the hotel, Carter was standing by his car. He looked haggard and worried. His clothes were crumpled and sooty and his eyes were runny and red. Stone went to hug his friend, but Linda got there first.
“Any news?”
“No, she’s still unconscious. The doctor said that her bloods were not good, but they’re doing all they can.”
Carter’s face was a grim mask.
“At the moment they’re doing Hyperbaric Oxygen Therapy. It uses high-pressure oxygen to flush out the toxins. We’ll know more in a couple of days.”
Stone gripped his friend’s shoulder.
“Thank God you were there, Ed.”
Carter shook his head.
“I was lucky to get her out. The fire was so fierce; the heat was incredible. Fortunately, whoever set the fire didn’t know that she had a fire suppression system, sitting behind all of that computer equipment. It kept the flames back for a little while, and probably saved her life. If I’d arrived five minutes later, it would have been too late. As it was, I was still trying to drag her out of the door, when the fire engine arrived. They gave her oxygen and immediately whisked her off in an ambulance.”
Carter looked down sadly.
“There was nothing they could do for the cats.”
Linda broke the silence.
“She’s alive — that’s what matters.”
She put a supportive hand on Ed’s arm.
“You can’t blame yourself for this. It’s not your fault… ”
She remembered an earlier conversation.
“—or Eric’s.”
“I know.”
Ed gave Linda a fierce hug.
“Anyway, this Wrecking Crew thing has just become very personal. We have work to do. Let’s go and check-in.”
He pointed to the hotel with his chin.
“We’re safe here. The owner is an old mate. He’ll book us in secretly.”
Despite having been awake all night, Carter wanted to start work immediately, but he eventually gave in to Linda’s nagging and agreed to get cleaned up first. After he had showered and changed into some clean clothes, Linda took both men firmly by the hand and marched them to the restaurant, where she made sure that everyone ate a hearty breakfast. Cleaned and fed, but still looking exhausted, they went back to Ed’s room to begin working the files.
“Ok. Let’s summarize.”
Carter was standing beside a whiteboard, borrowed from a conference room at the end of the corridor. It was covered in scribbles, lines, and yellow post-it notes — the product of three hours of reading and discussion.
“From the files that Charles got from GCHQ and the additional research that Megan conducted, this is what we know as facts, or strong supposition.”
Ed pointed at the board and began to read.
“One: The Wrecking Crew has been in operation for around ten years. That’s an assumption, but there are no files from before then.
“Two: According to the file from GCHQ, the Wrecking Crew operate on the belief that knowledge is power, and that everyone has a weakness. Once that weakness is identified, it can be exploited as a means to an end. Then the targets are manipulated, discredited, destroyed, or dispatched, to achieve the desired result.
“Three: Megan was positive that such an operation would require substantial resources, with computers, cars, and offices with good internet access.
“Four: We don’t know who runs the Wrecking Crew, or where their base of operations is.
“Five: The Wrecking Crew has worked for the US and UK Governments, but there is no record of who hired them, or how they were paid. However, we can suppose that they are very well connected, with some very powerful friends.
“Six: We know that they operate through the charity Second Chances, but we were unable to find a physical connection to the Wrecking Crew.
“Seven: From the list of operations that they’ve been involved in, we can surmise that they have people skilled in computers and the manipulation of financial data. In addition, they must have access to a legitimate data bank — probably through an employee at one of the big operators.
“Eight: They also use violence and intimidation quite frequently, as well as theft and — as we know — arson. Some of these people may have come from Second Chances, but others must have been specially recruited.
“Nine: The file also mentions an assassin who goes by the name ‘Chameleon’. There’s no clue to his identity, but from the list of killings attributed to him, and the wide range of methods used, he must be ex-special forces. Unfortunately, Megan was unable to find a likely suspect in her searches.
“Ten: Finally, every case that involved an obvious crime has been investigated by the police, but no suspects were found, and no arrests were ever made.”
Ed sat down, looking haggard and defeated.
“So in summary we have nothing.”
Linda stood up and paced in frustration.
“There must be something! What about this Chameleon?”
Ed shook his head sadly.
“He’s a ghost and a shape shifter. We can’t even be sure that he has killed.”
He tossed the marker pen onto the table.
“Take the last two cases as examples. Lynda Devon, CEO of Devon rail, was killed in a mysterious, but very convenient car crash. I personally spoke with the investigating officer. He said that the car’s computerized automatic stability system failed, causing the car to swerve into the path of a semi-truck. When I asked if there was any sign of tampering, he said that although it was theoretically possible to hack into the car’s computer and cause the crash, because the manufacturers have a powerful lobby group, any officer suggesting such a scenario would be laughed off the force.”
Carter ran his hand through is sparse grey hair in tiredness and frustration, before he continued.
“Then there was Valerie Jenkins. She was suggested by Charles as the best person to help expose the Wrecking Crew. As soon as the words were out of his mouth, she was dead — and in the most unusual circumstances. Apparently, she suffocated after falling ill. The investigator believes that she ate some sushi contaminated with a natural, but very rare toxin. Although it may be the first such death in Britain, it’s happened elsewhere — so it’s being treated as an accidental death.”
“Another dead end,” Stone said. “These people really know how to cover their tracks.”
“Damn right!”
“What about the insurance companies?” Linda asked.
“What about them?”
“Bear with me… I was thinking about that film where the rich guy stole the paintings. The insurance company used a private investigator to track them down. It’s the sort of job you might do, Ed.”
“Go on.”
“Well, isn’t it right that because you’re getting paid, usually with a commission, you might be a bit more tenacious than some overworked policeman?”
Stone gave Carter a quizzical look.
“Also… to get to the truth quickly, an insurance investigator might have been inclined to bend a few rules.”
Carter sat forward, suddenly interested.
“You know, you could be right. I don’t think anyone ever talked to any of the insurance investigators.”
Linda pumped a fist.
“She shoots — she scores!”
Stone flipped open the laptop.
“Where do we start?”
Carter closed his eyes and started to scan his encyclopedic memory. Suddenly his eyes popped open and he pointed at Stone.
“Got it! Quite near to the beginning of the file… there was a recycled cardboard business that got burned out. There was a suspicion of arson. The insurance investigator was Helen Anson… or something like that.”
Stone searched, squinting at the screen in silence for a few minutes. The other two waited patiently until Stone leaned forward and tapped the screen with his finger.
“Helen Atkins, Premium Mutual Insurance?”
“That’s her! Do you have any contact details?”
“Nothing in the file.”
“Not to worry.”
Carter gave them a sly smile.
“This is my thing… it won’t take me long to find her.”
* * *
Helen Atkins burst into The Fixer’s office without knocking. The Fixer, unaccustomed to such blatant rudeness and disrespect, sat back in his soft leather chair and raised an inquisitive eyebrow.
“Yes, Helen — how may I be of assistance?”
She ignored is cutting sarcasm.
“I’ve just had a message from the answering service on my private line. A private detective by the name of Ed Carter would like to speak to me about an arson investigation I was involved in some years ago.”
“Ed Carter?”
The Fixer sat forward in his chair.
“Which investigation?”
“That cardboard recycling warehouse that Gordon torched. It was my last investigation before I came to work here.”
“Oh… Have you spoken to Carter yet?”
“No, of course not. I’m not a moron, you know!”
She looked away in anger, and began pacing in front of the desk.
“Ok… calm down, this is good. It’s just what I’ve been waiting for.”
She continued to pace.
“Helen! For the love of God would you please sit down?”
She threw herself into the chair and crossed her arms like a grumpy teenager. The Fixer pulled a pad and pen from a drawer and tossed it across the desk.
“Listen carefully and take notes… ”
He leaned forward and gave an evil smile.
“Now this is what I want you to do… ”
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“Do you think it’s a trap?” Linda asked. She was sitting on the edge of the bed in Ed’s hotel room.
Stone nodded.
“I think it could be. At least we should proceed on that basis.”
“Hope for the best — plan for the worst,” Carter said with a stiff smile.
Linda stood up and immediately sat down again, unsure of how to escape the tension building in the room.
“So what’s the plan?”
Stone took the lead.
“Before we decide on a plan, I think we need to figure out what they’re up to.”
“What do you mean?” Linda asked.
“Well, this Helen Atkins has agreed to meet with Ed and she says that she has some information that she is prepared to share, but she wouldn’t say what it was. In itself that’s suspicious, but at the same time understandable. If she isn’t connected to the Wrecking Crew, and she doesn’t know Ed, then it makes sense for her to be guarded. She’s asked to meet Ed in a very public place — a coffee shop in The Oracle shopping center in Reading. So on the one hand she could be a regular person who is willing to help, but sensibly cautious. Conversely, it could be a trap — but if it is a trap, then it’s a very public place for whatever they have planned.”
“Well, if she’s just a helpful and concerned citizen, then there’s nothing to worry about,” Linda said, “but if she isn’t, then I’m confused about what they are planning to do. It’s a bit public for a killing or a kidnapping.”
“My thoughts exactly,” Stone nodded, “they may be planning to use the cover of a busy shopping mall to have a look at us before they make a move. If they’ve figured out that we’ve dropped off the grid, perhaps they want to follow us after the meeting and then set up an attack. Then again, that location can work to our advantage as well. I’ve got the website here… ”
He pointed at the laptop.
“The Oracle is a big place. The stores and food halls are on three floors, with loads of parking, and multiple exits. They can’t possibly have enough people to cover all eventualities. If we can get there early, we may be able to turn the tables on them.”
Carter sat forward.
“Follow one of them perhaps?”
Stone raised an eyebrow and tilted his head.
“Or take someone to one side and ask a few difficult questions. That was my thinking.”
“It’s still pretty risky,” Linda said.
“There’s a risk — I’ll give you that, but I think they chose the location carefully. It’s likely to be near to their base. The Oracle is probably somewhere that they’re familiar with, and we have to assume that they will have access to the CCTV as well. I admit that’s all bad for us, but on the other hand, they won’t be planning to launch an attack in such a busy place — so they may not consider that we will. And that’s gives us a significant advantage.”
Carter looked at Linda who gave a nod of approval.
“Ok, what’s the plan?”
“Do you still have those little two-way radios in the trunk of your car?”
Carter smiled.
“I never leave home without them.”
“Good! Atkins wants to meet at 5pm. It’ll be dark by then. If we leave now and take both cars, we can be there by three. That’ll give us a chance to get our bearings before the light fails.”
Stone turned the laptop so that Carter and Linda could see.
“The map shows two parking lots, so we split up when we get there. Ed, you take a slow walk around the mall and gradually make your way to the coffee bar. It will look like you are being naturally cautious. Meanwhile, I’ll come in from the opposite direction and shadow you from a good distance. It should give me a chance to spot any of their people.”
“And if you do?” Carter asked.
“I’ll use the radio to keep you informed as I go. These are dangerous people Ed, but they’re all mercenaries, and they know the deal. So I plan to assess the situation and react accordingly.”
Although he understood that they were heading into battle, Carter still grimaced at the implication.
“Go on, what’s the plan from there?”
“So… if everything looks ok, go ahead with the interview and get what you can from Helen Atkins. Otherwise, try to get her to reveal the location of the Wrecking Crew and its members. I’ll try and do the same with anyone I encounter.”
“Do you think Atkins will know where the Wrecking Crew operates from?”
Stone pushed back from the desk.
“Let’s hope so. At the end of the day, it’s what we’re after. We can’t take them down unless we can find them. This is our best lead so far.”
“I guess it’s as good a plan as any.”
“Excuse me… ” Linda spoke softly, “I just wondered what I was supposed to be doing during all these heroics.”
Stone sensed her irritation, but he pushed on anyway.
“I think you should stay in the car.”
“Oh, that’ll be nice,” she said, her face tight with repressed anger. “Perhaps you can open the window a little so I don’t suffocate.”
“Look Linda, it’s not like that… things could go south very quickly.”
“And you want helpless little Linda out of the way?” She snapped, “Perhaps I should stay here and watch television — I could do some ironing if you like!”
Stone closed his eyes in frustration. In a way she was right, he was trying to protect her — perhaps unfairly. However, they were short-handed and heading into a potentially fast-moving and dangerous situation. He had genuinely wanted to keep her in reserve, available but safe. He looked at her now and his heart almost broke. There were tears of humiliation in her eyes and her face spoke of betrayal and distrust.
“Look… I didn’t mean it that way… I want you there… I need you, but I wanted you to stay in the car and monitor our communications. Then, if they make a break for it, you’ll be ready to follow immediately. That was my plan… ” his voice tailed off unconvincingly.
“I’m a big girl, Stone. I have a brain, you know… I think I could help.”
“But you will be helping,” he said weakly, “monitoring the communications is very important.”
“Whatever… ”
She looked at her watch and exhaled noisily.
“We’d better get going then.”
“Linda, I… ”
Stone took one look at the anger in her face and gave up.
“Let’s go.”
* * *
The Wrecking Crew had travelled to the shopping mall in three vehicles. Helen Atkins had driven her BMW 5 series with The Fixer as a passenger. Kitten and Bunny followed close behind in their black Toyota Hilux. Peter White had set out a little earlier in a red Toyota Land cruiser. He had been sent to collect three lads from Second Chances. They had been waiting at the freeway service area along the way. Becka and Gordon McIntosh had remained at the office, as they were not required for the operation.
Because their trip to Reading was not a long one, the Crew arrived at The Oracle just after 4pm. They parked their cars close together in the Riverside parking lot, just yards from the entrance to the mall. The lights of the mall and parking lot combined with the fall fog to create a ghostly glow. As Peter White passed out photographs of the targets, The Fixer gave his final instructions.
“Ok, listen up… Helen, I want you to stroll around the stores for a bit. Make sure that you reach the coffee bar at 4.50pm. It’s on the Riverside walk, just over there. Buy a coffee and sit outside, so we can keep an eye on you. Ok?”
She nodded.
“When Carter gets here, you can tell him whatever you like — just as long as you keep him sitting at that table. Peter’s guys are all dressed as mall security guards. At the first opportunity they’ll surround Carter and arrest him for shoplifting.”
He rubbed his hands together and smiled.
“Taking him in such a busy place will make the incident seem righteous. People are far less likely to question a scuffle in public, than they would if they saw the same thing happening at night, in some dark alley. Once he’s outside, Kitten and Bunny will put him in the back of the Land Cruiser. After that—”
“I just walk back to my car?” Helen said, ignoring the grisly image of what would happen to Carter a little later.
“That’s right. Just do as I say and you’ll be fine. There’s no risk to you.”
He smiled and nodded dismissively towards the mall entrance.
“Off you go then.”
Once she was out of earshot, The Fixer turned to Peter White.
“Get your people spread out along the river walk. If they see this Eric Stone, he becomes their prime target. Do they appreciate how dangerous he is?”
“Yes Boss, I’ve briefed them carefully.”
The actor spoke in a calm voice that belied the tension he was feeling.
“You don’t need to worry — my people can all handle themselves.”
“They may need to. I heard this morning that Anton Stephens and his pet gorilla were found dead in his burned out car.”
“Oh!”
“Oh, indeed. I’m starting to suspect that Eric Stone has been busier than we had first thought. Not that it matters anymore. This ends now — right here.”
He shuffled his feet in silence, until The Fixer spoke again.
“You’d better stay on this side of the river so you can keep a look out. I’ll be around, observing from a distance.”
“Right, Boss.”
The Fixer watched Peter White stride away. Then he turned his attention to Kitten and Bunny.
“You two cover the parking lot. I want one of you at each end — and for Christ’s sake, keep out of sight.”
Once his huge bodyguards had silently shambled into position, The Fixer pulled his coat collar up around his face and began walking towards the north end of the mall. The plan was in place, now there was something else he had to do.
* * *
The journey along the M25 was horrendous, due to a combination of too many cars, foggy conditions and a couple of inattentive drivers. Stone fought his rising tension as the traffic slowed to a walking pace. Twice, their progress was reduced to miles of frustrating stops and starts, as three lines of cars attempted to merge into two, in an attempt to negotiate a minor shunt. Furthermore, the tension inside the car did little to improve his mood.
Stone wanted to apologise for his omission, for not considering her feelings, but he couldn’t find the words. The problem was that he was in love with this woman, and in his planning, he had subconsciously wanted to place her in a position of the least danger. It was a perfectly natural thing to do — for a man.
For Stone it was like opening a door for a lady, or making sure that the house is secure before bedtime, or placing a valuable ornament safely on a high shelf. It was just something that you did. Of course, Linda is not an ornament to be kept safe, and he was wrong to treat her as one. Conversely, shouldn’t a man try to protect his loved ones — or is that just too old school? Silently, Stone admitted that he was confused. In his frustration, he gently bumped his fist on the steering wheel.
He had tried to say sorry. He had wanted to move past this, to engage Linda in some bright and witty conversation — to make it all go away, but she had remained sullen and unresponsive. In the end he had to bite his tongue, for fear that he would lose his temper and verbally lash out.
As they stood in the hotel parking lot, Carter had leaned in close and gently patted his friend on the shoulder.
“Let it pass.”
Perhaps Linda heard the kindly comment he had whispered, and chose to take further offence. In any event, Carter was treated to a harsh glare as she threw herself into the passenger seat, thereby nominating Stone to drive to Reading. Now he speculated that perhaps Linda was simply reacting to her own tension about the dangerous situation that they were walking into. She had every reason to. Things were about to get deadly, and when they did, Stone would wish that he had done much more to protect Linda Smart.
After yet another delay as they negotiated their way past the school-run traffic, with seemingly endless lines of cars filled with busy parents and overexcited children, they arrived at The Oracle at 3.50pm. Using the wonders of the internet, they had already studied the layout of the mall and the surrounding area. Stone could see why it had been chosen as a location for the meet.
The Oracle was a complicated and confusing maze of stores and corridors, with dozens of exits and blind alleys. There was a large food court alongside the river and above that, two floors of stores. Overall, The Oracle contained more than eighty stores, twenty cafés and restaurants, and two parking lots, with twenty-three-hundred parking spaces. Each parking lot had a separate road exit. Both gave easy access to the main road, which would allow a determined driver to reach the fast escape of the M4 freeway, in just a few minutes. In truth, they were walking into a security nightmare, that couldn’t be safely secured with fifty people — and they only had three.
As they had planned, Carter parked in the Riverside parking lot, whilst Stone circled around to the much smaller Holly Brook parking lot, on the east side of the shopping center. Stone fitted his radio earpiece, and attached the microphone inside his right sleeve. By placing his right hand by his face, he could whisper into the microphone relatively undetected. Although he had used the system before, he still thought it was all very ‘Secret Service’. He took a moment to check the radio again — first calling Ed and then making sure that Linda’s set was working as well.
“Stay here and stay safe — please.”
He leaned forward to kiss her on the lips, but had to settle for a proffered cheek. He offered a final olive branch.
“I love you.”
“Likewise,” she mumbled without any real enthusiasm.
There was a crackle from the radio.
“You two do know this radio’s on?” Ed said.
They ignored the jibe.
“Disguises on people — I’m on my way in.”
Stone donned a baseball cap that he had purchased earlier from the freeway service area. Linda put on her floppy sun hat and then she slid low into her seat, until she was barely visible. He gave Linda a small wave and then jogged briskly across the parking lot towards the rear of the mall.
Using the back entrance, he quickly climbed the staircase to the third floor. As he had planned, he went directly into a bedding store, and bought two pillows, which the sales clerk fitted into an extra-large plastic shopping bag. Stone figured that anyone watching for them would be less likely to take notice of a shopper carrying such bulky purchases.
With his lightweight, but obvious shopping in hand, he casually walked back into the shopping area. By following the polished marble walkways and using the central escalators, he worked his way down through each floor. When he reached the first floor, he turned around and made his way back to the third floor again. He window-shopped as he walked, randomly crossing the walkways and occasionally pretending to look at something that may have taken his interest. All the while, he kept a watchful eye out for anyone else who was doing the same thing.
After forty-five minutes of searching, Carter’s voice crackled in his earpiece.
“I’m just crossing the bridge onto the river walk. I can see the coffee shop, there’s no sign of the woman yet.”
“Ok, Ed. I’m still checking. I haven’t seen anything yet.”
“And I’m sitting here doing some knitting,” Linda’s voice softly whispered into his ear.
Despite the jibe, Stone found himself smiling. He risked a reply.
“Oh, good! There are some socks in my bag that need darning.”
Linda blew a long raspberry in response.
Feeling happier, Stone found that there was a little more spring in his step. He was suddenly jolted back to reality as he walked by a mall security guard. Something in the man’s face was familiar and Stone realized that he had seen him somewhere recently, but in a very different setting. Although he couldn’t remember where, he was positive it was in a context inconsistent with being a trusted security guard. Alarm bells started to ring in Stone’s head and, making a huge effort to remain calm, he casually walked into the first store on his left. It was a kitchen supply store.
Once inside the store, Stone used a display stand for cover, so he could look out of the window unobserved. The security guard was on the opposite side of the 20-metre wide walkway, far to Stone’s right, but still in clear view. He was leaning against the wall at the entrance to a service passage, and looking hard and long at the face of each man that passed. The man was wearing an ill-fitting security uniform, and a clip-on lapel badge showing his photograph and name. The logo on the badge suggested a well-known security company, but to Stone something seemed amiss. Without the badge, the man was just wearing a blue jacket and pants, the sort of generic uniform that an actor might wear in a low budget film. If you changed the hat and badge, the uniform could suit a police officer, or suggest a military function — or a pretend security guard.
Stone didn’t take much interest in retail and fashion, but he was confident that a prestigious mall like The Oracle, would insist that their security guards dressed correctly. He guessed that they probably supplied their staff with smartly polished black leather shoes, with soft sticky soles, similar to those worn by most police forces. Such shoes would be sturdy and comfortable, suitable for a full day of walking, but light enough for chasing down a suspect. He was confident that The Oracle would never permit a security guard to wear brown canvas shoes, like those worn by the man he was looking at now.
He brought his right hand to his ear and whispered into his microphone.
“Do you see any security guards in an ill-fitting blue uniform?”
“Yes,” Carter answered. “I can see one leaning over the railings on the second floor. He hasn’t seen me yet.”
“There’s nobody here at the knitting club.”
Stone smiled again at Linda’s joke, but this time he didn’t comment. It was time to focus on the job in hand.
“There’s a guard up here on two, but he doesn’t fit. In a minute, I’m going to have a conversation with him. I’ll ask if he knows were his boss lives.”
“Take care,” Carter whispered.
“Will do.”
Stone carefully backed away from the window, then he turned and walked into the store in search of a suitable weapon. With a little help from an enthusiastic sales assistant, he quickly found exactly what he was looking for. He selected two items and paid with cash, politely refusing the offer of a bag or receipt. Moving back to the window, where he could keep a watchful eye on his target, Stone carefully prepared for his attack.
The security guard was getting bored. He had done several gigs for Peter White in the last year. Usually they involved following some married guy, and taking photos of him wrestling naked with his girlfriend. Twice, he had been allowed to get physical with someone, usually to get them to do what was wanted. He liked the physical stuff. He got a big thrill out of seeing some guy squirm and cry, and piss on himself, while his arm got twisted. This gig was already boring, and standing around looking for some old guys in a crowd wasn’t helping to ease his hangover. He didn’t like the stupid outfit that they made him wear, either. The collar itched, and the pants were too tight. It was a rushed job as well, and that was never a good thing. He’d got the call just a few hours ago, and if it weren’t for the money, he would have stayed in bed. As it was, he was hungry, tired, and his head hurt.
The security guard looked to his right, towards the kitchen supply store. He was supposed to be looking at faces, searching for the men in the photos. Yet, he still took a moment to check out the women — particularly the hot ones. There wasn’t much to see at this time of the day. There were just a few young mums pushing their prams. He spotted a cute redhead, wearing some very tight jeans. She paused for a short time outside the kitchen store, to make room for an older guy who was carrying a huge shopping bag. She did have a nice bum, he thought.
He casually looked to the left, but there was nothing of interest to see. He slowly swiveled his head back to the right, to watch the redhead again, but now the old guy was in the way. The security guard was surprised. He thought that the old guy must have moved unusually quickly, because suddenly he was a couple of yards away and walking quickly. The guy smiled reassuringly, and said ‘Excuse me’, and then his right hand shot forward with incredible speed.
An explosion of red dust hit the security guard full in the face. Instantly his eyes, nose, and mouth, were burning with incredible pain. Before he could take a breath, something slammed into his solar plexus with unbelievable force, driving the remaining air from his lungs.
Stone grabbed the helpless security guard, quickly pushing him backward along the corridor, and out through the emergency exit door. They were on a bare concrete landing at the top of the fire escape staircase. The stairs were dusty and unswept, and there was no visible sign of any security camera. Stone relaxed and gently lowered the security guard to the ground. He was wheezing from the punch to the gut, and coughing helplessly because of the cayenne pepper that Stone had just thrown into his face.
Taking care not to get any of the red dust on his own hands, Stone rolled the security guard onto his back, and roughly stripped the man of his shoes, pants, and underpants. When he tried to resist, perhaps fearing that he was about to be raped, Stone quickly subdued him with a second punch to the gut.
“Who sent you?” Stone demanded.
“My face is burning!” the man coughed and spat, his eyes and nose were running freely.
“Who sent you?” Stone asked again.
“Fuck off!”
Stone pulled the man’s right hand away from his face and stood on it, partly to add to his discomfort, but also to subdue him a little more. The man groaned and drummed his heals in pain. Then Stone pulled a wickedly sharp paring knife from his pocket. It was the second item that he had bought in the kitchen store. He leaned closer.
“Listen to me very carefully. This knife is very sharp.”
Stone pulled the flat of the blade across the man’s thigh before placing the sharp edge at the base of the security guard’s exposed penis.
“You will answer my questions, honestly and immediately. DO YOU UNDERSTAND?”
The man suddenly became very still, his streaming eyes and nose forgotten.
“Yes,” he croaked.
“Who sent you?”
“Peter White.”
“Who’s Peter White, how do you know him?”
“Sometimes I do work for a place called Second Chances — it’s in Aylesbury. Peter tells me what to do. I got a call from him this morning.”
“Describe him,” Stone snapped.
“He’s tall. A posh guy, about sixty-five, always wears a tweed jacket. He has a little beard on the end of his chin.”
“How do you contact him?”
“I don’t. He always contacts me when he has some work.”
The guard coughed again, he was having trouble breathing. Stone didn’t care.
“How many others are here?”
The man paused. Stone could see he was counting in his head.
“Six — I think.”
“You think?”
Stone increased the pressure on the knife. The guard squirmed in panic.
“Six… It’s definitely six — that’s all I saw.”
“Describe them,” Stone demanded.
“There’s Peter White, and there’s Jerry and Mike who I work with sometimes. They’re both wearing the same costume as me. Then there’s three other guys. I don’t know who they are. One has dark hair; he’s wearing a dark coat. The other two looked like twins. They’re real big with shaved heads.”
He squirmed some more, trying desperately to move away from the knife.
“That’s all I know, mister. Please don’t cut me!”
“Tell me about the Wrecking Crew.”
“Who?”
“The Wrecking Crew. Where is their base?”
Stone backed up the importance of the question with a poke from the knife.
“I’ve never heard of them — I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the man said with obvious panic in his voice.
“Tell me!”
He poked a little harder, drawing some blood with the tip of the knife.
“I don’t know — please, please. I don’t know.”
Stone eased the pressure slightly. He had decided that the security guard was telling the truth. If the positions were reversed, Eric thought that he would find it very difficult to lie. Unfortunately, it also fitted in with what they had found out so far. The Wrecking Crew was very good at maintaining separation and secrecy.
“What was the plan for today?” he asked.
“We were supposed to arrest you, and another guy, for shoplifting. Then take you out to a black Land Cruiser in the parking lot. That’s it — it’s all I know.”
Stone couldn’t think of anything else to ask, and he was aware that precious time was passing. He put the knife back in his coat pocket and gently pulled the man’s left hand down away from his face.
“I believe you,” Stone said in a soothing voice, “now just lay still, and you’ll get out of this alive.”
As soon as the man relaxed, Stone swung his fist in a fast wide arc, striking him on the side of his chin, with a perfect knockout punch. The guards head snapped violently to the right, and he instantly slumped into unconsciousness. Before rolling the man into the recovery position, Stone performed a quick search. He found a billfold, a small walkie-talkie, and a sheet of paper showing pictures of Carter, himself, and Linda.
Leaving his shopping bag behind, Stone walked back into the shopping mall. After he had shoved the security guard’s shoes, underpants and pants into the nearest waste bin, he checked in with Ed on the radio, quickly explaining what had just happened.
“Good job, Eric,” Carter said. “What now?”
“Well, it’s a safe bet that the other two security guards will know nothing more than this guy did. If I can take them out, it could give us a clear run at Helen Atkins. She may know something.”
“Ok,” Carter said, “I’m in a card store, opposite the coffee bar. I can’t see any woman waiting around, but there’s another security guard down here. He’s leaning on the railing near the bridge.”
“I’m still on two, but I can see him from here. You hang tight, Ed. I’ll try and deal with the guard on the first floor, then make my way down to you.”
“Got it.”
“Linda, are you ok?” Stone asked softly.
“Yes!” she snapped, then immediately she spoke more gently, “I’m sorry — I’m fine.”
“Listen… That security guard had pictures of all of us. That includes you, Linda. They know what you look like, so keep your eyes open. Lock the doors, and if you see someone suspicious, just drive away. Ok?”
“Don’t worry, I understand. And Eric… ”
“Yes?”
“I love you.”
“I love you, too.”
“I love you both,” Carter cut in, “but can we please get on?”
Linda blew another raspberry.
Stone climbed off the escalator onto the first floor just in time to see the back of the fake security guard as he walked into the men’s restroom. He jogged across the concourse and walked in through the same door just a few seconds later. Pushing through the door into the apparently empty room, he saw something flash in his peripheral vision. Acting instinctively, in one smooth movement Stone blocked the blow and turned into the attack. A baton bounced off his raised forearm, causing some pain, but no significant damage. The security guard was temporarily thrown off balance, and Stone took the initiative by driving his fist into the man’s face. There was a satisfying crunch of breaking bone, and the man staggered backwards with his nose streaming blood.
It was a solid punch and Stone half-expected the man to go down, but he was obviously made of sterner stuff. With a shake of his head, he roared, and charged forward again. Stone ducked under the swinging baton, and as the attacker staggered by, he countered with a sharp kidney punch. Enraged, the fake security guard spun on his heel and charged again. Unable to avoid this third attack, Stone was driven backwards into an open cubicle, where he slid downwards until he was sitting on the toilet seat. With no room to maneuver or escape, Stone was suddenly at a dangerous disadvantage.
Street fighting is very different from traditional martial arts. Close combat is a dirty and uniquely violent engagement, where quick wits and aggression can overpower skill and training. This time there was something else to consider. Just one look into his assailant’s eyes, told Stone that this attacker intended to kill him. He had seen that look before. There was no logic behind that wild stare, and no compassion — just a lust for death and destruction. Stone knew, without any doubt at all, that he was fighting for his life.
Although he was too close to effectively use the baton, out of inexperience or anger, the guard continued to try to club Eric on the head. After the first two swings missed, he casually placed his left hand on the toilet paper dispenser for balance, and leaning forward, chopped down with the baton as hard as he could. Stone knew that his one chance of survival was to gain the upper hand quickly. With no room to move, he did the only thing he could. Stone took the massive blow on his left forearm, and then grabbed the guard’s broken nose with his right hand. Holding as tightly as he could, he viciously twisted and pulled at the man’s nose, grinding the broken bone and cartilage together.
Years of training had given Stone’s fingers immense strength, and even though his hand was slippery with blood, he was not about to let go. The guard let out a shrill scream and instantly dropped the baton. Then he started to claw frantically at Eric’s hand. Seeing an opening, Stone stood and jabbed the stiff fingers of his left hand into the attacker’s eyes. Temporarily blinded and in terrible pain, the guard spun away from the attack. The fight was not over; Stone knew that he had won but a temporary reprieve.
When the man presented his undefended back, Stone quickly looped his left arm around his neck, and pulled him into a chokehold. As he fell back onto the toilet seat, Stone raised his knees into the base of the guard’s back. Then he used his right arm to pull his left forearm tightly across the man’s neck. With his knees preventing the guard from gaining any purchase with his feet, Stone was easily able to choke him into unconsciousness.
No longer concerned about the welfare of his attacker, Stone maintained the chokehold for another minute, until he was sure that the man was either comatose, or dead — he didn’t check to see which. Luckily, nobody had tried to enter the restroom during the fight, so he was able to lock the cubical, vault over the door, and then wash his hands and leave, without being seen.
Flexing his battered left arm to try to restore some feeling, Eric clicked ‘send’ on his radio.
“Two down,” he whispered.
“Well done,” Carter replied. Linda didn’t comment.
Just then, the small walkie-talkie that Stone had taken from the first security guard crackled into life.
“Check in please — has anyone seen anything?” a cultured English voice asked.
There was a solitary reply.
“Jerry here. Nothing yet.”
Stone considered making a witty comment, or pretending to be one of the other security guards’, but he quickly dismissed the idea. For now, he preferred to keep the enemy guessing.
“Steve? Mike? Have you seen anything?”
Silence.
“Steve? Mike? Are you receiving?”
More silence.
“Jerry? Can you go and check on Steve and Mike, please?” the cultured voice asked politely.
“Ok,” Jerry replied in a slightly exasperated tone.
Stone quickly did the math, turned on his heel, and walked purposely towards the fire exit. He had decided that although there were three ways for Jerry to reach the first floor, the lift, the escalator, or the rear fire exit, the fire exit would be his most likely choice. He reasoned that the elevator was for old ladies, and cardiac patients, not fit aggressive men. The escalator was too exposed, being glass sided and in the center of the mall. Therefore, the fire exit stairs was Jerry’s most probable route. Eric figured that he had an 80 % chance of being right.
Once through the fire door, Stone went down the stairs two at a time until he reached the lower landing, then he stood back from the door and waited. Five seconds later Jerry burst through the fire exit, still clutching his walkie-talkie. Seeing someone at the bottom of the stairs, apparently coming in the opposite direction, he did the British thing. He stopped, politely stepped to the side, and mumbled ‘Sorry’. Then he looked at Eric’s face and his eyes were suddenly wide in surprise and recognition.
Stone reacted first. He took one quick stride forward and side-kicked Jerry’s leg, cleanly snapping the knee joint. Jerry screamed in agony, dropped his walkie-talkie, and fell to the floor clutching at his shattered leg. Stone casually stamped on the walkie-talkie until it was just a pile of shattered pieces, then he leaned forward and spoke in a voice as cold as steel.
“If you want to live, stay here.”
Jerry, already pasty faced and sweating, nodded feebly in response. Stone stepped through the door onto the ground floor of the mall, and called Carter again.
“Three down.”
“I can see a woman sitting outside the coffee bar,” Carter said, “I think it’s her.”
“I see her,” Stone replied. “Let’s go and have a chat.”
Carter arrived first, taking a seat and shaking hands with the woman. As Stone walked up, Carter turned and made the introductions.
“Eric. Allow me to introduce Helen Atkins.”
Stone circled around and stood behind Atkins, casually placing his hands firmly on her shoulders. It was a dominating and intimidating position, but one that an outsider would simply see as a loving husband standing behind his wife. She stiffened under his grip. Stone leaned forward and spoke quietly in her ear.
“In a minute you’re going to stand up and walk with us to my car. When we get there you’re going to tell me everything you know about the Wrecking Crew.”
“I will not!” She said firmly.
Stone and Carter shared a smile. Atkins had not asked what they were talking about, or attempted to deny her knowledge of the Wrecking Crew. She had simply refused to co-operate. Helen Atkins was a member of the Wrecking Crew! Stone leaned a little closer.
“Look around you, Helen. You’re on your own here. Your security men are all taking a little nap, and I have a very sharp knife.”
He tightened his grip on her shoulders.
“Did you ever hear of cutting off your nose to spite your face?”
She turned her head desperately; eyes wide in fear, but seeing no hope of rescue, her shoulders soon slumped in defeat.
“What do you want?” she whispered.
“Stand up and walk to my car, it’s in the parking lot behind you. If you do as I ask, you will not be harmed. You have my word.”
She stood stiffly. Carter quickly stepped forward and took her arm, as if to provide some support for someone feeling a little unwell. Stone walked a few paces behind, where he could keep an eye out for any attackers, and be ready in case Atkins decided to run. As they entered the parking lot, Helen Atkins turned defiantly and glared at Stone.
“You can’t win. You’re going to die. He won’t let you win — he never will.”
“Who won’t?” Carter asked, “Who won’t let us win?”
Helen Atkins said nothing, until they reached Stones car, then she pointed and smiled.
“You see — you can’t win,” she sneered.
Stone looked into the car and recoiled in shock. It was empty. Linda had disappeared.
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Three times, Stone called Linda on the radio. Three times, he listened to static. He stood on the car’s doorsill, and searched the parking lot in desperation, but there was no sign of her. Helen Atkins smiled cruelly.
“She’s gone.”
Stone quickly stepped down and grabbed her by the hair with such ferocity that Carter stepped forward to intervene, but he stopped when he saw the anger in Eric’s face. Atkins squealed as Stone forced her to kneel.
“Where is she?” he asked through clenched teeth.
“How would I know?” she hissed, “I was with you,”
“Who has her?” Carter asked.
“I expect he has. Him and his gorilla bodyguards.”
“Names… Give me names!” Stone shouted, shaking her head.
“Eric!” Carter warned, “Ease off.”
Stone slowly let go of her hair, but his eyes retained their look of murderous intent. Atkins stood up shakily and looked at the two men, as if she were assessing her situation. Then she sighed.
“Look… he hasn’t got a name. We’re only allowed to call him ‘Boss’ or ‘The Fixer’. He has two bodyguards; they’re from Russia or somewhere. They’re identical twins. He calls them ‘Kitten’ and ‘Bunny’, but they’re big men, really big men — and nasty. If they’ve got her… ”
She shook her head.
Any other questions instantly went out of his mind, when there was a crackle from his radio earpiece. Linda’s voice spoke hesitantly.
“Eric?”
“Linda?”
“Eric — I’m so sorry, I was— Ahhh!”
Linda’s scream of pain made Stone’s heart skip a beat. A new voice came over the radio.
“Eric Stone?” The Fixer said in a calm tone.
“Who is this?”
There was a pause.
“I think you will address me as ‘Sir’,” The Fixer said.
“Listen to me you useless piece of sh—”
There was another scream. This time it was longer and louder.
“I said… ” The Fixer repeated slowly, “that you will address me as Sir. Is that clear?”
Eric understood perfectly. Things had gotten out of hand for the Wrecking Crew. Three of their people were down, and now they had lost Helen Atkins. The Fixer wanted to regain control of the situation, and by hurting Linda, he was trying to establish his domination over Eric. Grim faced, Carter indicated that he had heard the conversation on his radio. He nodded for Eric to co-operate.
“Yes, I understand… Sir,” Stone drew out the final word.
“Good. That’s better.”
The Fixer’s voice suggested that he had spoken the words with a triumphant smile on his face.
“As you may have guessed Stone, I have your little girlfriend here. Now… I’m in a bit of a rush, so I must insist that you do exactly as I say, or I will slit her throat and dump her lifeless body in the gutter. Is that clear?”
“Yes — Sir,” Stone said through clenched teeth.
“Excellent!” The Fixer said condescendingly, “Now look to your right, over by the entrance to the parking lot. Can you see a black BMW?”
Stone looked. About sixty yards away, just outside the parking lot guardrail, a car was flashing its headlights. The car was close enough for Stone to see the shape of a man and a small blonde woman, but too far away to make out the faces through the tinted glass.
“I see you.”
Instantly, Linda screamed again.
“You missed the magic word!”
“SIR!” Stone shouted desperately, “I see you, Sir. Please don’t hurt her… ”
“That’s better,” The Fixer said.
Stone shut his eyes. He felt sick with fear and anger. The Fixer spoke again.
“Now — do exactly as I say. Let Helen go. If you send her over to my car, right now — I will let your little Linda live.”
“Look… we’ll swap, I’ll let Helen go, and you release Linda… Sir,” Stone pleaded.
The Fixer laughed.
“No, you moron! There’s to be no negotiating here, I’m holding all of the cards! Let Helen go, or the girl dies!”
Stone hesitated.
“I’ll give you thirty seconds. Then I’ll slit her throat, dump her out of the door, and drive away. Afterwards you can run over here and try to stop the bleeding with your hands. It won’t work, but you can try.”
Carter spoke urgently.
“Eric, you have to do as he says. Do it NOW!”
“OK — OK, I’ll let her go!” Stone shouted, “She’s coming now.”
Stone pushed the woman towards the BMW. Atkins gave him a parting sneer of victory, and then she turned and walked away towards her freedom. In helpless frustration, the two men watched her walk across the parking lot.
When she was about twenty-five yards away from the BMW, Stone heard its engine start. Ten steps later, just as she entered the full glare of a streetlight, the car’s window slid down. Atkins suddenly stopped walking and held up her hands, as if trying to ward off some unseen menace. Stone clearly heard her say ‘Oh no!’, but as she began to turn away from the BMW, there was a pink puff from the top of her head. Like a puppet with the strings cut, she dropped to the ground. Half a second later, the muffled sound of a silenced gunshot confirmed what had just happened.
Before they could react, the BMW accelerated away, leaving behind the body of Helen Atkins, and a pink cloud of blood and brain matter, hanging eerily in the mist. Carter, ever the policeman, began moving towards the body — but Stone stopped him with a shout.
“Leave her, Ed! Quick, get in the car — we have to follow, before he gets away. We have to rescue Linda!”
With a nod of agreement, they jumped into the Audi. Fortunately, the key was still in the ignition, and the engine started first time. Stone stomped hard on the gas pedal and the tires scrabbled for grip as they shot forward. Almost immediately, he had to slow and put two wheels on the sidewalk, to get past the lifeless form of Helen Atkins. Then there was another frustrating delay, when they realized that they couldn’t get out of the parking lot without a validated ticket. It took three attempts to force a way through the guardrail. Before it finally yielded, they broke a front headlight, scratched the hood, and cracked the windshield.
A few seconds later, they came to the junction with Bridge Street, Stone stopped, and searched for the BMW. Left or right — left or right?
“Which way did he go?”
Carter pointed to the left.
“It’s a one way street, turn left. There he is… just ahead of the blue car!”
“Got it!”
Stone spun the wheel to the left and accelerated. In seconds, the powerful Audi topped sixty miles an hour, but then he had to brake hard, as the traffic ahead slowed for the traffic circle. Stone craned his head to see over the line of cars. The roof of the BMW was visible just sixty yards away. If the traffic had stopped, Stone could have jumped out of the Audi and run to the BMW in less than ten seconds, but the traffic kept moving, so he followed the line of cars.
There was a blinding light, and the impression of a massive black shape approaching from the right. With an enormous bang, the side window and door exploded inwards, showering Stone in glass. A black Toyota Hilux had driven fast out of a side road and deliberately smashed into the driver’s side of the Audi.
Even though the side impact airbag had deployed, Stone was winded and stunned. It took him a few seconds to understand that they had just been in an accident, and a few more to realize that the Toyota was still pushing them sideways. Over the huge hood of the Toyota, Stone could see the grinning faces and shaven heads of Kitten and Bunny. The tires on the Audi groaned as the Toyota continued to push it sideways towards the edge of the road.
“They’re trying to push us into the river!” Carter warned.
Stone looked to his left and saw that they were actually on a bridge. They were just feet from being tipped over the edge, and into the dark waters below. He stamped on the gas pedal to try to get away from the Toyota, but the impact had stalled the engine. As he turned the ignition key, a series of harsh clicks suggested that something important had broken.
“Duck,” Carter said calmly.
“What?”
Carter smiled and waved the gun they had taken from Anton Stephens.
“Duck down… please.”
Stone folded forward as best he could. He felt Carter leaning on his back to steady his aim. Almost instantly, there was a squeal of tires and a crunch as the Toyota wildly backed in to a street sign. Carter patted him on the back, and he sat up just in time to see the dented rear of the SUV as it raced after the BMW. They watched helplessly as the two cars negotiated the traffic circle and sped out of sight. Linda was gone.
“Jesus!”
Stone looked around at the damage in the car. The sound of fast approaching sirens did not bode well.
“We need to move — and quick!” Carter said, pointing to the left, “My car’s just over there.”
They left the wrecked Audi stranded on the sidewalk and walked as casually as they could towards Carter’s car. They even remembered to stop at a pay station and validate Ed’s parking ticket. Three minutes later, they were on the main road and driving inconspicuously away from the carnage. The black BMW and the dented Toyota were long gone.
“We have to find Linda,” Stone said, almost to himself.
“We will, I promise. But for now, we need to find somewhere to hold up, and we need to get you cleaned up. Your face is a mess.”
Carter was driving. Stone pulled down the sun visor on his side, and looked in the vanity mirror. His left eye was puffy and swollen from his fight in the restroom, and the right side of his face had several glass chips embedded in the skin. There were more than a few blood smears on his hands and sleeves.
“You should see the other guy,” he said dully, picking at the glass with his fingernail.
“I’ll head for the service area on the M4. You can get cleaned up, and then we can get some fresh clothes and something to eat.”
“I’m not hungry.”
“You’ll eat,” Carter said firmly, “Linda would want you to.”
Two hours later, cleaned and fed, they were discussing their next move over a second cup of coffee, when Ed’s phone began playing a tune, to report an incoming call. He stood and walked to the comparative privacy of the window seating at the front of the café. Stone watched his friend listening to the caller and nodding involuntarily. He thought it seemed like a one-sided conversation. As the call finished, Carter snapped the phone shut and strode back to the table.
“Let’s go!” he said as he walked right by.
Stone dropped a handful of notes on the table and waved for the waitress to keep the change. He jogged after Carter, catching up with him at the car.
“What is it?” he asked.
“That was the hospital.”
“Oh, God! It’s Megan — is she OK?”
“She’s better than OK Eric; she’s awake,” Carter smiled, “and she wants me to bring my laptop.”
* * *
The Fixer sat back in his soft leather office chair and steepled his fingers, as he considered the woman glaring daggers at him from the other side of his desk. Up close, Linda Smart was spectacularly good-looking. With her trim figure, short blonde hair, and dazzling green eyes, her beauty was almost breath taking. Leaving her physical qualities aside, there was something else about her, which caught his attention. The Fixer had known several attractive women in his life. In his experience, they usually brandished their looks like a magic shield. Something to deflect the unworthy and attract the wealthy. However, this woman seemed to wear her beauty as casually as a pair of old jeans. It was almost as if she didn’t know, or didn’t care. Somehow, to The Fixer, that made her even more attractive.
He gave her a casual smile.
“So you’re Linda Smart.”
“And you’re an ass.”
“Tut-tut Linda, that’s no way to talk. Can’t we agree to get along?”
“Yes — if you agree to stop breathing.”
“Don’t get your hopes up. It’s not going to happen,” he replied confidently.
“I bet Helen Atkins thought that when she woke up this morning.”
He nodded and pulled a sad face.
“Poor Helen — she didn’t realize that she had outlived her usefulness.”
“You’re a cold bastard — I’ll give you that much.”
He stared at her openly, delighting in how she shifted uncomfortably, under the irresistible energy of his gaze. The Fixer knew that he could force her to be nice to him. He could make her satisfy his desires, but he decided to remain patient. He had stolen another man’s property. She was his now, and she would remain that way. He had plenty of time. Like a cat with a mouse, he decided to play with her. He wanted to sweeten his appetite for the main course that would follow.
“Tell me about Eric Stone,” he said calmly.
Linda gave him a cold smile.
“He’s going to find you, and when he does he’s going to kill you. What more do you need to know?”
The Fixer shrugged nonchalantly.
“What attracted you to him?”
“What?” Linda asked, stunned by the unexpected question.
He spread his hands defensively.
“Humor me. I’m fascinated by the human psyche.”
She shrugged.
“You wouldn’t understand.”
“Try me.”
“Alright, I’ll bite — he’s a good person.”
“Oh, you mean ‘weak’.”
“No, I mean exactly what I said. He is good and kind and handsome, and I love him.”
The Fixer snorted.
“Oh please — what can you possibly know about love?”
“I know what I like, and it isn’t an arsehole like you.”
“Sticks and stones — sticks and stones!” he chided.
“Give me a stick, and I’ll break your bones,” she threatened.
“Do you know? I believe you would.” His smile suggested a hidden subtext. “Nevertheless, you will soon grow to love me.”
Now Linda snorted.
“You’d better kill me now.”
“I’m not going to kill you, Linda Smart. I’m going to marry you.”
She reeled backwards in shock.
“Oh my God! You’re totally certifiable!”
“You may be correct… ” he conceded, “But the fact remains that you will willingly become my bride. I have… chosen you.”
She shook her head in disbelief.
“Never — ever — going to happen.”
“Oh… but you’re wrong Linda Smart. You see, I happen to know that a woman like you does not respond to good looks, or money. However, you will become helpless in the presence of power. And I have real power.”
The fixer leaned forward in his seat.
“Allow me to demonstrate.”
And in that instant, for Linda Smart, nothing would ever be the same again.
* * *
Although Megan was sitting up in bed when they arrived, she looked pale, and her head was heavily bandaged. There were tubes and wires connecting her to several medical monitoring devices that seemed to randomly click and peep without an obvious reason. The policeman guarding the room gave Carter a stiff smile and a respectful nod. Then he politely stepped into the corridor, followed closely by a matronly nurse.
Before coming up to the ward, they had stopped at the hospital gift store. Carter bought flowers but Stone opted for a big box of chocolates. Megan was happy to see the boys, and delighted with the chocolates. She immediately pushed her oxygen mask up and devoured several soft centers in quick succession.
“That nurse is a Communist, or a Nazi, I can’t decide which,” she mumbled between mouthfuls. “Because of my ‘blood pressure’ I’m on a low fat diet — as if that’s going to make me feel any better!”
“She seems very nice. I spoke with her on the way in,” Carter said in a fatherly tone of voice. “You should keep the oxygen mask on. Your lungs are a little burned.”
“Don’t I know it — I’m coughing like a two-pack a day smoker.”
Suddenly she bowed her head. Nobody spoke. When she looked up again, there were tears in her eyes.
“I’m sorry, Ed.”
“There’s nothing to be sorry about, Megan.”
“Somehow they found me. Somehow, they got in to my place. I should have stopped them. I should have put up a fight. All my stuff… my cats… ”
She hung her head and sobbed. Ed put his hand on her shoulder and waited until the tears were spent. Stone stood quietly by the window, immersed in his own grief and distress. When Megan had dried her eyes, mightily blown her nose, and eaten three more chocolates, Stone spoke for the first time since they had arrived.
“Megan, they took Linda. It was my fault. We knew it was a trap, but I took her anyway.”
Her hand shot to her mouth in horror.
“Oh my God! Poor Linda. Oh Eric, I’m so sorry.”
“I have to find her,” he whispered to no one in particular.
Carter broke the silence.
“Megan? Before the fire, you said that you had found a clue. It could be important. It could help us to find Linda. Do you remember what it was?”
Megan shook her head.
“I can’t remember… ”
Her eyes grew wet again.
“My memory… it’s all… smoky.”
“I brought my laptop. Perhaps if we looked at the files again… perhaps you might remember something,” Carter asked gently.
“Of course.”
She waved for him to bring the laptop forward.
While Megan’s fingers flew across the keyboard, Carter slowly walked through everything that had happened since the fire. He told her about contacting Helen Atkins and arranging the meeting. He explained why they had gone, even though they had suspected a trap, and then he described how Atkins had been brutally shot down. Megan remained silent, right up to the part where he told her how Linda had screamed in pain over the radio.
“Those bastards!”
She looked at Stone, her eyes still wet, but now fierce in determination.
“This wasn’t your fault Eric, any more than the death of Charles. These are bad people — it’s that simple.”
Stone slowly turned to face the window.
“I have to find Linda,” he whispered, “I have to save her.”
Megan gave Ed a grave look. Together they shared a dreadful thought, about what might be happening to Linda Smart.
* * *
Gordon McIntosh knocked, and walked into The Fixer’s office. He was carefully carrying a large glass Kilner jar, inside there was a second much smaller jar. Both jars were filled with clear liquid. He paused for a moment to look at the beautiful blonde woman, sitting submissively at the side of The Fixer’s desk. He had a brief image of a young Queen sitting with her King.
“Gordon! Come in please.”
He used an expansive sweep of his arm, to indicate his new possession.
“This is Linda Smart. She used to be with Eric Stone, but now she’s with me.”
Gordon was unsure how to respond.
“Er… hello?”
The Fixer smiled at some private joke.
“Don’t worry, Gordon. Linda isn’t feeling herself just now.”
Linda stared at Gordon with dull dead eyes. He mentally shuddered as he imagined what the Fixer had been doing to this young woman for the last two hours. With great effort, he tore his eyes away from her slack tear-stained face.
“You wanted to see me, Boss?”
“Yes. I wanted to check your preparations for… ” he waved his hand in an arc, “this place.”
Gordon looked from his boss to Linda and back again. The Fixer held up a calming hand.
“Oh, it’s OK Gordon — you can talk freely. She’s quite compliant just now.”
Feeling on safer ground Gordon risked a smile.
“Everything’s ready, Boss.” He cautiously held up the Kilner jar. “That’s why I brought this.”
The Fixer smiled. Earlier he had spoken with his broker. He had reported that every movable asset would be transferred to a numbered offshore account by close of play tomorrow. Mentally he had shrugged in tacit acceptance at the cost. He recognized that the sudden decision to liquidate his assets would result in a considerable loss. Nevertheless, he had already made plans to ensure that the thieving bastard didn’t live long enough to enjoy his share.
At least he was consoled by the knowledge that in just a few hours, he would board a private jet with Linda Smart, and they would fly far, far away, to begin a long and happy life together. Before then, he wanted to kill the remaining members of the Wrecking Crew. Then he would destroy the bodies, and any other incriminating evidence, by incinerating the house. The Fixer looked at Gordon’s jar of liquid, and braced himself for the inevitable science lecture.
“Go ahead, Gordon. Tell me what I need to do to torch this place without losing my eyebrows.”
Gordon smiled proudly.
“Actually it’s really simple. As long as you follow my instructions, you’ll have plenty of time to set the fire and leave.”
The Fixer nodded in encouragement.
“Go on.”
Gordon produced a drawing from his pocket and placed it in the desk. It was a rough diagram of the house and grounds. He pointed to a square containing four circles.
“OK… At each corner of the basement there’s a tea chest filled with Thermite. It’s a mixture of iron oxide and aluminum powder. That stuff burns at an incredibly high temperature, hot enough to melt most metals. Unfortunately, it can be difficult to ignite, so I’ve added some barium nitrate to the mix. That will make the Thermite burn even hotter, but with the benefit of being easier to light.”
Gordon used a pen and laboriously drew an arrow, pointing towards one of the circles.
“This tea chest nearest to the door is painted yellow. It contains strips of magnesium metal, which will act as a fuse. Once the first chest is alight, the others will follow in sequence — they are all rigged to burn.”
His eyes glittered with excitement as he explained his preparations.
“To add a little variety, on each floor above the tea chests, I’ve placed a five gallon jerry-can of gasoline. If you add all that to the 300 gallons of kerosene in that heating oil tank out by the garage, we can expect a pretty spectacular display.”
The Fixer tried to look as if he understood the chemistry — or even cared about it, but it was hard going. He had always found Gordon’s passion for conflagrations to be distasteful.
“So how do I start the fire?”
“That’s what this is for.”
Gordon proudly jiggled the Kilner jar.
“It contains a mixture of potassium chlorate, sucrose, and nitro cellulose. It’s something that the British spooks invented during the Second World War, to destroy secret documents. Inside this Kilner jar, is a second smaller jar filled with sulfuric acid. When mixed, these chemicals produce a very hot and nasty fire.”
“Sounds delightful.”
Gordon didn’t notice his bosses thinly disguised sarcasm.
“Oh, it is wonderful — and quite spectacular.”
The Fixer was becoming impatient. He gave Gordon a cold stare.
“Anyway, all you need to do is throw the jar into the yellow tea chest, and walk away.”
The Fixer raised his eyebrows. He’d had some previous experience of his arsonist’s work.
“That’s all? Just throw and walk away?”
“Well, there will be a mighty ‘woof’ when the jar breaks, but the thermite will take a little while to get going. So I would suggest that you throw the jar and then leave immediately.”
The Fixer stood, indicating that the meeting was over.
“Well Gordon… it sounds as if you’ve done another excellent job.”
“Thank you!”
The arsonist smiled proudly, as he turned to leave.
“Gordon?”
“Yes Boss?”
“Leave the jar… ”
* * *
“OK, we’ve made some good progress. Let’s summarize.”
Carter was trying to be both supportive and optimistic.
“Oh come on, Ed! We haven’t made any progress at all.”
Stone banged his fist on the wall, his frustration getting the better of his usually mild nature. He turned his back on the room and stared unseeingly out of the window. After a moment of uncomfortable silence, he mumbled a quiet apology.
“It’s OK Eric, we understand,” Megan said. “We’re all desperate to help Linda.”
Stone continued to stare out of the window. He half-heartedly listened as Megan and Carter talked through the known facts for the third time, but he couldn’t focus his mind. Linda was out there somewhere, and she was in terrible danger, or worse. At that moment, The Fixer could be doing something unspeakable to her, and Stone knew there was nothing that he could do. He closed his eyes in an effort to hold back the tears. His heart raced and his chest constricted under the insufferable weight of frustration. He understood now, the helpless pain that every grieving relative suffers when a loved one goes missing.
With a huge effort, he pulled his emotions back together. He realized that if he lost it now, he would be of no use to Megan and Carter. Eric thought of Linda, he pictured her. He evoked an image of her happy smiling face, her beautiful eyes, and her inner sparkle. He realized that he had to keep visualizing her that way. He had to pretend that those other things weren’t happening, and he had to believe that by some miracle she was unhurt. Otherwise, he just couldn’t function. Behind him, the conversation eventually came back to Second Chances, and the Trustees.
“There is one question that we never asked,” Carter said. “Why was Charles Rathbone targeted?”
“I thought it was because he was getting too close to the Wrecking Crew,” Megan replied.
“Well that’s what we assumed, but if that was the case, wouldn’t they have just killed him — like they did Valerie Jenkins? Surely that would have been a more predictable result than an induced suicide?”
“So what was the motive?” Megan asked.
“Charles thought that he became a target because of his politics, maybe he was right,” Carter said. “Perhaps the actual motive was stopping Charles’ ‘True Democracy’ movement.”
“But how does his suicide stop the movement? I mean, surely someone else will just take over. His death achieved nothing. You can’t kill an idea,” Megan said.
Carter clicked his fingers.
“Perhaps his suicide was just an unintended consequence. If they wanted to discredit Charles, and his idea of ‘True Democracy’, then associating him with pedophilia was a perfect way to do it. Killing someone only works once, but a character assassination works every day. His suicide was probably the last thing that they would have wanted.”
Megan nodded.
“So we have to ask, ‘Who would benefit from stopping True Democracy?’ — and I guess the answer is any competing politician.”
“Like Sir Harold Heathfield?” Carter asked, already knowing the answer.
“Consecrated excrement!”
Megan sat forward and started tapping at the laptop.
“Heathfield is ‘Father of the House’, and a Trustee of Second Chances. Perhaps he was using his own organisation to remove a threat to his political ideals.”
“Where does he live?” Carter asked.
“Well… according to the House of Commons register of Member’s interests, he has five properties listed. An apartment in London, a family home in Surrey and three overseas vacation homes in Spain, France and one in Florida.” She pulled an unsympathetic face. “It must be a hard life.”
“What about the other Trustee?” Carter asked.
“Simon Cartwright? We already looked at him.” Megan shrugged noncommittally. “Before his wife died, they lived in a house bearing the offensive name of ‘Hug-a-Mugger’. According to the electoral roll, he still lives there now.”
“Could he be that arrogant?” Stone had spoken for the first time in almost an hour.
“Excuse me?” Megan said.
Stone turned to face Carter. His face spoke of some huge hidden secret.
“I asked if Simon Cartwright could be that arrogant.”
“What have you got, Eric?” Carter asked.
“Something has been bouncing around in my head for a couple of days, something… just out of reach. Now I’ve got it.”
“WHAT?” Megan asked in frustration.
“It’s not Hug-a-Mugger, his house is called Huggermugger.”
Stone spelled the word, his face split in a wide smile.
Megan and Carter looked at him blankly.
“It’s from Shakespeare — Hamlet, I think.”
Stone closed his eyes as he searched for the memory.
“I think it was Claudius — ‘For good Polonius' death and we have done but greenly, in huggermugger to inter him’.”
They continued to stare.
“What? I read,” he shrugged.
“I still don’t get it,” Megan said.
“Among other things… ” Stone said pointedly, “huggermugger means secrecy or clandestine. To act slyly, to cause confusion, and to create muddle.”
Carter face was a picture of delight and astonishment.
“In a single word, it’s everything that we know the Wrecking Crew does!”
“But can this ‘Fixer’ be that arrogant?” Stone asked.
“You spoke with him… ” Carter said, “You know he is.”
“I’ll call the house up on my mapping software.”
Megan’s fingers flew across the keyboard.
“Here it is. It’s just outside a village called Hampstead Norryes in Berkshire.”
She looked at Stone.
“That’s not far from The Oracle in Reading… Let’s see if there is a satellite view.”
The picture came up on the laptop. As Megan zoomed in, Stone and Carter leaned over the bed for a better view. She pointed out the features.
“Biggish place, looks like a single story residence, outbuildings, several cars, and a humongous satellite dish — their broadband speed must be off the scale!”
Stone’s finger jabbed the screen.
“That looks like the Toyota Hilux that rammed us. And that one could be the same BMW that they took Linda in.”
“When was this picture taken?” Carter asked.
Megan quickly checked the image data.
“It’s recent — six days ago.”
“What’s that?” Carter stabbed the screen. “Can you zoom in?”
“Sure! This is a high-resolution image — a Government special. Ironic really, when you think about it.”
She rolled the mouse and the image grew. It was heavily pixelated at first, but the detail quickly filled in. Just outside the house a man was standing, with his head tilted slightly backwards, as if he were enjoying the sunshine on his face. Although the image was small, the satellite had clearly captured a picture of an elderly man, with a goatee beard and a tweed jacket.
“That’s Peter White!” Carter shouted, jumping with excitement. “We’ve found them, Eric. We’ve found the Wrecking Crew!”
“And Linda,” Stone said, “we’ve found Linda.”
He turned to face the window. His eyes were looking slightly above the horizon, as if he were trying to see all the way to Huggermugger. As if he were trying to see Linda Smart.
“Now we have a chance,” he whispered, “Now we can get her back!”



SEVENTEEN

When Norris Halpin arrived at the Wrecking Crew’s base, it was almost 11pm. He was the last to arrive. Given the nature of the service they provided, it was normal for The Fixer to summon the crew in the middle of the night. Norris suspected that they had been contracted to do some rush job, and he mentally prepared himself for another long night of searching his data banks for the required information. It was inconvenient and sometimes morally questionable work, but he had to admit that the money he received, was more than adequate compensation. Climbing out of his car, he noticed that all of the other team member’s cars were already there.
“Must be a big job,” he whispered under his breath.
As usual, Kitten was waiting outside the front door. Halpin walked over and stood obediently with his arms outstretched, while the huge Russian wrestler patted him down for concealed weapons. Although there was a decently stocked weapons locker in the basement, none of the staff was permitted to carry a gun, unless otherwise instructed, so pat-downs were commonplace.
“The Boss says to wait in the conference room,” Kitten said in his unusually girlish voice.
“What’s going on?” Halpin asked.
“Dunno — just do as he says.”
Inside the conference room, Halpin found Peter White, Becka, and Gordon McIntosh. They were in a conspiratorial huddle around the coffee machine. Halpin helped himself to a mug of coffee and a Danish pastry.
“What gives?” he asked directing his question to nobody in particular, “Some rush job again?”
“We don’t think so,” Peter White whispered.
Halpin raised a questioning eyebrow.
“We were at The Oracle in Reading earlier, chasing after this Eric Stone guy. Something went very wrong,” Peter White said gravely. “One of my guys is dead, two are in the hospital, and Helen is missing.”
“I heard a news report in the car,” Halpin whispered. “They said there’d been a shooting at some shopping center in Reading. They said a woman was dead.”
Becka put her hand to her mouth in shock.
“Stone must have killed her!”
Peter White gestured towards The Fixer’s office with his coffee mug.
“Bunny said The Boss captured some woman. She’s in the office now — I think its Linda Smart.”
Halpin grimaced.
“So why are we all here?”
“Becka thinks we are going to get paid off,” Gordon McIntosh said gruffly.
“What?”
Becka leaned in close and whispered.
“I saw some data flags yesterday,” she pointed a thumb towards The Fixer’s office, “he’s moving his money overseas. I think the Wrecking Crew’s closing.”
“For real?” Halpin asked, secretly delighted at the prospect of having his life back.
Becka nodded.
“Finished, over — kaput!”
“And there’s something else,” Gordon added, “he had me rig this place to burn, so we don’t leave any evidence.”
“Wow! So what’s going to happen now?” Halpin asked.
“I suspect it’ll be like last Christmas,” Peter White offered, “He’ll call us in and hand over an envelope, ‘Thank you for all your hard work… bla… bla,’ except this time we won’t be coming back in January.”
“Do you think we’ll get Helen’s share?”
“Fuck’s sake, Gordon!” Becka snapped.
“I was just thinking out loud.”
He shrugged ruefully.
“I bet you were thinking the same.”
Nobody tried to disagree.
* * *
Carter and Stone were parked less than a mile from Huggermugger, the building that they had identified as the Wrecking Crew’s base of operations. With Megan’s help, Stone had used her laptop to do some careful reconnaissance of the target area, before they had left the hospital.
Simon Cartwright’s house had been built in the center of a five-acre field, bordered on three sides by thick woodland. Stone had quickly decided that it was a horrible location for a frontal assault. Formally, the site of a Second World War airfield, there was nothing but flat open ground for miles. A car or pedestrian, approaching the building along the access road from the east, would be an easy target to any waiting gunman.
The only possibility was for Stone to approach from the west, accessing the rear of the property through the woods. From there he would need to leave the protection of the trees and somehow remain undetected, while he traversed the remaining one-hundred yards of open ground to the house. Using the cover of darkness and a lot of luck, Stone thought he had a slightly better than 60 % chance of making it unseen and alive. It was a tall order, but he could see no other option, if he was going to save Linda.
With the benefit of a clear satellite image, they had been able to identify the point where the road passed closest to the woods. Using the GPS in his car, Carter had driven directly to a small lay-by that was one-hundred yards west of the tree line. The earlier cloud and fog had dissipated, and the moon was high in the sky, clearly illuminating the frosty grass. Carter pointed to the sky.
“That’s a ‘Hunter’s Moon’. Take it as an omen of good luck.”
“Good for hunting, bad for trying to sneak up on someone,” Stone replied sternly.
Carter pointed to a farm track bordered with a line of bushes and a ditch.
“That track will lead you directly into the woods. When you get there, keep going straight. After around fifty yards you should reach the clearing at the back of the house.”
Stone nodded once and they climbed out of the car. Carter opened the trunk and handed Eric the crossbow with its quiver of four arrows, then a hunting knife, and the two-way radio.
“I’ve changed to channel eight. It’s unlikely that they’re still monitoring Linda’s radio, but we can’t be too careful.”
“Channel eight it is.”
The tension in his voice was obvious to hear. Stone reached into the trunk of the car for Anton Stephens’ handgun. He carefully checked the load, and then tucked it under his belt in the small of his back. Stone looked at his friend one last time.
“Listen out, but don’t expect to hear from me until I need a diversion — or a ride home.”
“I’ll be waiting — good luck.”
Without further comment, Stone turned and jogged away into the distance. Carter waited until he was out of sight before he climbed into his car and slowly drove away.
* * *
As Simon Cartwright stared longingly at his latest possession, he felt the soft warmth of anticipation spreading through his loins. His eyes slowly travelled up her shapely legs, and across her flat stomach, until they reached the gentle peak of her breasts, just visible under her white blouse. He paused there to savor the way they subtly rose and fell in time with her short hard breaths.
“Relax, Linda — you’re hyperventilating.”
She complied with his order, and gradually her breathing slowed. Even so, when his eyes reached the soft curve of her neck, he could clearly see a vein jumping in time with the wild beating of her heart. He brought his eyes a little higher, around the firm line of her chin, to the softness of her lips. He thought they looked a little dry.
“Lick your lips.”
She obliged instantly.
“Good girl. I can see we’re going to get along just fine.”
He looked away from her beautiful face, partly to check the time on his watch, but also to avoid looking into the slack dullness of her eyes. He hoped that in time those eyes would come to life, particularly as she came to accept his mastery over her. For now, he preferred to avoid ruining his view. Anyway, he thought, it was almost midnight and his plan to disassemble the Wrecking Crew was under way. Simon Cartwright smiled. Soon he and Linda would be able to leave for the airport.
* * *
It had taken fifteen minutes for Stone to work his way carefully through the woods. The crossbow was cocked and ready for use, but with the safety on. He held it over his shoulder, to avoid it accidentally snagging on a branch. He had gambled that the woods would not be patrolled or alarmed, and it seemed that he was right.
Initially his progress through the thick undergrowth had been painfully slow, particularly without the aid of a flashlight. After a while, he had spotted a path in the dappled moonlight, and his pace improved. The path was really just a track, a slight gap pushed through the bramble and bushes. Stone imagined it had been created by the regular passage of some medium sized animal, perhaps a badger, or a fox. In any event, it cut a useful swathe through the undergrowth that led him directly to the clearing.
Peering through the last row of trees, Stone could clearly see Simon Cartwright’s house in the distance. From his position, he could see the rear of the main building, and some sort of barn or garage. At the front there was a graveled parking area containing six vehicles. He recognized two of the cars from the earlier altercation at The Oracle. He could see the dented Toyota that Kitten and Bunny had driven, and a black BMW — the same car that had abducted Linda. Any doubts that Stone may have had about the validity of the operation were now gone.
The house was a large brick built bungalow with a wide tiled roof. Between the barn and the rear of the house, there was a cylindrical tank for storing heating oil. Towards the left, mounted on a metal post in the ground was a huge satellite dish, perhaps eight feet wide — the source of the Wrecking Crew’s broadband. There were three windows and a French door facing the rear, all were showing that the lights inside were on.
He watched the house for a full two minutes, but could see no obvious signs of movement outside. Using the sights on the crossbow, he studied the building and its surroundings more closely. Towards the front of the house, there was the occasional hint of a frosty breath, or perhaps some cigarette smoke. Looking to the rear, he twice saw someone’s shadow briefly pass across one of the lighted windows. Although there was no obvious sign of any external security cameras, Stone knew that modern cameras could be small and difficult to spot. He would just have to take a risk. It was time to move.
Brightly illuminated in the moonlight, the field ahead looked like one-hundred yards of soft rolling waves of snow. A person standing in that field would be as obvious as a muddy footprint on a white carpet. The only obvious break in the gently waving grass was the continuation of the animal track that Stone had followed through the wood. His dark clothes would help to make him less visible, but he would need some camouflage for when he got nearer to the house. Assuming he lived that long. Using the hunting knife, Stone cut a large branch off a leafy bush and dropped it over the fence. Then he picked up the crossbow, climbed through a gap in the railing and silently slid into the long grass.
Laying prone on the animal track, Stone held the branch in his left hand so that the foliage was directly in front of his face, and partially draped across his back. He hoped that anyone casually looking towards the field might have thought they were seeing a bush gently waving in the breeze, but they would not notice the man lying prone in the grass behind. At least that was the theory.
Holding the crossbow in his right hand, low to the ground, but ready to use, Stone began to silently belly-crawl forward. He began with his left arm out straight, holding the bush upright. As he moved forward, he kept the bush still by gradually bending his left elbow. When his left hand touched his shoulder, he slowly extended the arm, moving the bush forward again. Each time he crawled to the bush, he moved forward half a yard. He repeated the bush/arm/crawl maneuver, repeatedly, slowly following the track towards the house.
* * *
Bunny checked his watch. It was time to begin. He had his orders, and as always, The Fixer was very specific about what he had to do. He’d been looking forward to this all afternoon, particularly because he knew that he was going to get a special bonus. He opened the door to the conference room. Gordon, Peter, and Norris were huddled around the coffee machine. Becka was sitting with her feet up on the conference table.
“The Boss wants you three boys downstairs. There’s a job needs doing.”
He stared at Becka.
“You need to stay here.”
She slowly stood and gave Bunny the finger. Ignoring the insult, he spun on his heel and left the room. Gordon McIntosh followed immediately, Peter White and Norris Halpin exchanged a glance and a shrug, and then trotted on behind. They knew that you obeyed Bunny, unless you liked pain. Becka casually turned her back on the door and selected another pastry.
They followed the bodyguard down into the basement. Sharing nervous glances, they waited alongside the weight training equipment, and coloured tea chests, while he opened the gun locker. Bunny carefully selected a handgun; it was a Colt .38 super automatic. He expertly checked the mechanism, loaded the clip, made the gun safe, and then handed it to Gordon.
“The Boss says you’re to wait out the front with Kitten. Watch out in case someone comes.”
“Got it.”
Gordon took the gun and left without another word. He had learned not to argue. Bunny reached back into the gun locker and withdrew his favourite gun. It was a Sig Sauer P226. He slowly and deliberately attached a silencer, and checked that the gun was loaded with a full clip of 9mm Hydra-shok explosive bullets. He looked over his shoulder and smiled reassuringly.
“Right, you two come here.”
Halpin and White moved a little closer, and as they did, Bunny turned and shot them both in the head. The gun coughed twice in under two seconds, making a sound no louder than a dropped phone book. The two men barely had enough time to register what was about to happen, before the bullets struck and they slumped to the concrete floor. Bunny came forward and nudged them experimentally to check they were dead. There was no doubt. The hydra-shok is a devastating bullet, and the spreading pools of blood and brain matter told its own story about the ruthless efficiency of Bunny’s work. Taking care not to dirty his shoes, he walked around the bodies and up the stairs to the conference room. Becka was still waiting.
As soon as the big bodyguard opened the door, Becka realized that she was in a world of trouble. The silenced pistol was still in his hand and his face spoke clearly of his intentions. He walked purposely forward. As he drew near, Becka snatched the coffee pot and threw it as hard as she could. It was a poor throw, with more hatred than accuracy, and Bunny easily sidestepped the attack. Desperate to escape, Becka ran, side-stepping to the left to try to slip by, but Bunny was too fast. He grabbed her by the hair and pulled her close, jamming the gun under her chin so hard that she almost fainted from the pain.
“If you struggle or scream I will kill you,” he hissed in her ear.
“You can’t do this — he’ll punish you when he finds out.”
“You’re wrong you little bitch,” Bunny said with sickening finality, “he… said I could have you.”
Realizing that she really was facing a fate worse than death, Becka started to struggle and kick as hard as she could. Laughing at her ineffectual efforts to fight him off, Bunny lifted her up by her hair until her feet were clear of the ground. He reached back with his other hand and slapped Becka across the face with his pistol, as hard as he could. Then he did it again, and again.
* * *
Stone was about fifty yards from the rear of the house when he heard two dull thumps in short succession. To him it sounded like someone slamming a door or bursting a balloon under a blanket. He stopped moving and cautiously raised his head. A moment later, he saw the silhouette of a skinny looking man walk from the front of the house. Stone watched carefully as the man put a handgun into his pocket, before lighting a cigarette and then casually strolling along the road to the east. Confident that the man was of no immediate threat, Stone continued to crawl towards the house.
Five minutes later a second, much larger man, came out of the building and turned towards the rear of the property. From a distance of thirty yards, he could quite clearly see that the man had the inert body of a small female slung over his shoulder. The man walked quickly around the back of the property and into the outbuilding. As he passed, he didn’t look towards the field were Stone was lying, or take any notice of the bush where he was hiding.
Although the gun was chafing his back and his knees were sore, Stone quietly continued the bush/arm/crawl maneuver along the track. When he was twenty yards away from the house, he saw two shadows passing fleetingly in front of the French doors. One was a man of medium build and the other was a petite female. Although the image was fleeting and distorted by the curtain, Stone was positive that he had just seen Linda. He pressed the transmit button and whispered into his radio.
“I have eyes on Linda. Begin in five.”
There was a double click of static in his ear as Carter acknowledged.
He continued his forward belly crawl until he was just ten yards from the back of the house. Then he draped the bush across his back and slowly brought the crossbow to his shoulder.
A minute later Eric heard a car approaching fast, its engine revving enthusiastically. Bright headlights swept across the front of the house and there was a screech as Carter brought his car to a sudden stop on the loose gravel. He gave the horn a long blast and then performed a wild turn. The tires could be heard scrabbling for grip as he sped away.
Stone rolled his neck to relax his muscles, took a deep breath, and brought the sniper scope to his eye. He flicked the safety switch to ‘fire’ and checked that the laser-sighting device was disabled. Ten second later the large man came out of the outbuilding, gun in hand. He jogged to the corner of the house to investigate the source of the noise.
“Fuck’n kids!” he whispered.
The man stood very still staring towards the road with his back facing the field. He was just eight yards away from where Stone was lying. From such a close range, the back of Bunny’s thick neck entirely filled the view through the telescopic scope. Stone centered the scope’s cross hairs at the very top of the big man’s neck, level with his hairline, and he waited. When Carter sounded the car’s horn again, Stone breathed out and squeezed the trigger.
With a sound no louder than a single handclap, the string of the Ghost 410 crossbow released. The high tensile reinforced string completed its fifteen-inch power stroke in one millisecond. Propelled by one-hundred-forty-nine foot/pounds of energy, the twenty-two inch bolt left the crossbow at four-hundred-ten feet per second and covered the 26.4 feet to its target in 0.06 seconds.
For a horrible moment, Stone thought that he had missed, but then he saw that he hadn’t. He stared in amazement as the giant bodyguard remained standing, apparently unaffected by the crossbow bolt embedded at the base of his skull. Then, like some huge tree uprooted by a storm, he slowly tipped forward and fell flat onto his face. Drawing his knife and staying low, Stone cautiously scrambled across to the recumbent form, but his vigilance proved unnecessary. The crossbow bolt had instantly severed the bodyguard’s spine. Bunny was dead.
Stone considered trying to drag the corpse into the cover of the field, but a quick tug on Bunny’s legs convinced him that the bodyguard was too heavy. The best that he could do was to roll the body out of the moonlight and into the shadow of the house. Panting from the effort of manhandling such a dead weight, he crouched low at the corner of the house and reloaded the crossbow. After carefully scanning the immediate area and deciding that he was still unobserved, Stone silently moved to the outbuilding where Bunny had taken the girl. Keeping his right eye tightly shut to preserve his night vision, with knife in hand, he cautiously stepped through the door.
It was an ordinary garage and workshop, lit by a single strip light. Inside there were two cars, a white Porsche and a red Ferrari. Between the cars, naked and spread-eagled on the hard concrete floor, the girl lay in a pool of blood. Stone gently placed his fingers to the side of her chin so he could check for a pulse. There was none. He thought that in life, she may have been a pretty girl, but it was hard to be sure, because her death had been caused by a violent and sustained beating. He reached over and gently closed her one remaining eye, silently praying that she had died before the final ignominy that the big bodyguard had inflicted, with the screwdriver that was still embedded between her legs.
Now fearing for Linda’s safety more than ever, Stone strode across to the exit. As he reached for the door, it was suddenly pulled open. He recoiled in shock and surprise. There before him was the identical twin brother of the man he had just killed with the crossbow. Kitten was equally surprised to find a stranger standing in the garage doorway. Both men involuntarily took half a step backwards, before realizing the danger. Stone reacted quickly, but Kitten reacted first.
The huge Russian’s fist whipped around and landed a mighty punch to the left side of Eric’s head. It was an ill-timed and glancing blow, but it still landed with devastating force. Stone’s legs went stiff and his vision blurred as he staggered away. He would have been easy meat for a follow-on attack, had one come immediately — but it didn’t. Perhaps it was because he was facing what he perceived to be an inferior opponent, or because he was distracted by the body of the naked girl, but Kitten hesitated. Stone knew that he had been badly shaken by the punch, but he also had experience, and a fighter’s survival instinct.
Shaking his head and blinking to try to clear his vision, he staggered away to his left, placing the Ferrari between himself and his attacker. The bodyguard quickly assessed the situation. With a forbidding sneer, he reached under his jacket and pulled out a gun.
“Put your hands up.”
Stone knew that surrender would undoubtedly lead to death — both his and Linda’s. He had no option but to fight. With a shrug of defeat, he began to raise his arms, and as soon as the crossbow cleared the back of the Ferrari, he pulled the trigger. It was a snap shot, driven by desperation and poorly aimed — but he got lucky. The bolt barely missed the low hood of the sports car, struck the floor with a puff of concrete, ricocheted upwards, and stuck firmly into Kittens shin. The bodyguard winced in pain and hobbled backwards, slightly lowering his aim. Knowing that he had just this one chance, Stone threw the crossbow with all of his might, and charged.
It should have been the last thing he ever did. Eric should have died there, writhing on the cold concrete floor with a bullet in his head — but he didn’t. For some reason Kitten did not see the attack as a threat from a dangerous and desperate man, rather he treated it as an affront to his ego and manhood. His steroid twisted brain seemed enraged by this outrageous show of disrespectful aggression, and after he had batted Stone away, Kitten made a big show of putting his gun onto the workbench.
“I’m gonna beat you to a pulp you little shit!” the bodyguard said.
Even with the crossbow bolt sticking out of his shin, Stone had no doubt that Kitten would deliver on his promise. The man was a mountain of muscle. His biceps’ were thicker than Eric’s thigh, his fists were like bowling balls, and his neck was broader than his shaven head.
Stone had fought big men before, and he had fought muscular men. He had always won by using space, stamina, and time, to his advantage. Usually he could dance around a bigger, but slower assailant, keeping his distance, and taking his shots whenever he saw a gap in the defenses. Over time, his superior fitness and speed would always give him the upper hand, but this confrontation was different. With no room for maneuver in the confined space of the garage, and under pressure to rescue Linda quickly, Stone did the only thing he could. He stepped out from behind the car, took up a fighting stance, and waited for the other man to make a move.
With a smile of delight, the bodyguard began to inch forward threateningly. Stone edged to his right and as he did, Kitten mirrored the move, inching to his left, away from the workbench and his gun. Eric sidestepped again, and Kitten followed with a smile, blocking any possibility of him rushing for the door. As soon as there was a separation of two-yards between Kitten and the weapon on the workbench, Stone reached behind his back, pulled out Anton Stephens’ gun, and without any formalities, shot the huge Russian in the face.
The sound of the shot echoed with a flat bang in the confines of the garage, but it was probably no more audible outside than if he had slammed a car door. Even so, Eric figured that it would not be long before someone came to look for the missing bodyguards. Kitten was not dead, but he was obviously severely wounded. The bullet had struck the bridge of his nose and embedded in his skull. His face was a mess. He was bleeding heavily from the mouth and writhing on the floor in pain. Stone grabbed a washcloth from a box of automotive cleaning materials, and wrapped it tightly around the gun to act as a sound suppressor. Then he took two quick steps forwards, jammed the gun against Kitten’s sternum, and fired again. The Russian heaved once and then lay still.
Before dumping the washcloth onto Kitten’s chest, Stone used it to wipe the blood from his hand. Something on his crossbow had broken when he had thrown it, so with a grimace of regret, he left it on the floor and took Kitten’s gun from the workbench instead. After switching off the strip light, Eric waited at the door for thirty seconds with his eyes wide open, trying to recover some of his night vision. He cautiously pushed the door open and stepped into the glare of the moonlight. No one was waiting to kill him, but the French door at the back of the house was now standing open, beckoning him to enter.
Taking slow, careful steps, Eric moved to his left until he reached the back wall of the house. He waited there, consciously calming his breathing, while he sensed his surroundings. He could hear no voices or suspicious noises, just the distant sound of Carter’s car, randomly accelerating and braking. Except for the wedge of light from the open French door, nothing attracted his attention. Because the air was sharp and cold, Stone could still detect the residual smell of exhaust fumes from Ed’s wildly revving engine. The faint but acrid smell of fresh tobacco smoke, suggested that the skinny man was still at the front of the house.
With his back flat against the wall, Stone sidestepped along the building until he was level with the open door. With the guns ready, he leaned forward and cautiously peeked inside. Although the curtain was partially open, all he could see was a wall and part of a desk. It was when he risked moving a little farther to improve his field of view, that he saw Linda. His heart jumped — she was alive. Linda was sitting on a hard wooden chair, staring blankly at the wall to his left. As Stone prepared himself to charge in through the door, a confident voice spoke loudly.
“Do come in, Mr. Stone. You must be getting cold out there.”
Eric raised both guns and stepped through the curtain.



EIGHTEEN

There were two people in the room, Simon Cartwright and Linda. She was sitting on a high backed wooden chair, with her feet flat on the floor. Her hands were placed demurely on her lap, palms upwards. She was staring blankly at the wall opposite. Cartwright was standing behind the chair. He was holding Linda’s hair, and firmly pressing a gun against her head.
“Stay very still and do exactly as I say, or I will kill her.”
Stone quickly assessed the situation and decided that he had no option but to comply. He felt sickened that he had come this far, simply to fail. However, there was nothing he could do while there was a gun against Linda’s head. His only hope was to wait for an opportunity to rush the man. Stone slowly lowered his guns.
“Put the guns on the floor,” Cartwright said.
Stone complied.
“And now the radio.”
Stone complied.
“Now walk to the center of the room and kneel down.”
Stone complied.
Cartwright smiled and changed his aim. Stone looked at Linda one last time and then slowly closed his eyes.
“Relax, Eric… may I call you Eric? Well, I suppose I can, as I seem to be holding all of the cards just now.”
Stone opened his eyes. Cartwright smiled without displaying any real warmth.
“Anyway… You can relax. I’m not going to shoot you — unless I have to.”
Stone looked at Linda. She was still staring at the wall opposite. She seemed unaware that Eric had entered the room, or perhaps she was just too afraid to acknowledge his presence. He called her name, but got the same blank face in response.
“What have you done to her?” he asked.
“You do me an injustice, Eric. I haven’t done anything to her… yet.”
“If you hurt her… ”
Cartwright ignored the threat.
“I wanted to thank you for disposing of my two Neanderthal bodyguards. It was going to be such problem for me to kill them. You’ve really been most helpful to me”
He waved vaguely towards his computer.
“I’ve been watching you on my security system. You really were most impressive, sneaking through the grass, and firing your little crossbow. In other circumstances I would have made you work for me.”
“Over my dead body!”
Cartwright shrugged.
“That would have been my alternative offer.”
He said it as a statement of fact.
“What do you want?” Stone asked.
“I’m going to be leaving soon, but I have a little time, so I thought we could have a little chat.”
Stone didn’t want to talk; he wanted to kill Simon Cartwright. For all of the things that this dreadful excuse of a man had done, and for all of the things he was planning to do, Stone wanted him dead. He wanted to poke his eyes out with his thumbs, beat him to a pulp, and feed him to wild dogs. Stone wanted to put Cartwright into a headlock, and squeeze his throat until his eyes bulged and his face turned blue. He wanted to feel The Fixer die.
Carter had warned Eric about the dangers of crossing over to the dark side, and about how hard it could be to come back. Right now Stone realized that he wanted that darkness. He welcomed it. That darkness would give him the strength he needed to kill Simon Cartwright, and then save Linda. To do those things, he had to stay alive, and at that moment, talking seemed a better alternative than being shot — so he nodded his acceptance.
“What do you want to talk about?”
Cartwright checked his watch.
“I have a little time to fill, until my plane will be ready. Let’s begin with a question. Why are you so intent on bringing down my Wrecking Crew?”
“You killed Charles Rathbone.”
Cartwright shook his head.
“No, you are mistaken… Rathbone killed himself. We were hired to discredit him. His death was an unforeseen consequence. Actually, it was rather an embarrassing inconvenience.”
Cartwright made Charles’ death sound as trivial as missing a train, or being late to a party. Stone had to work hard to control his emotions.
“All that effort, just because he was getting close to the Wrecking Crew?” he asked.
Cartwright looked puzzled.
“I don’t understand. How was he getting close?”
“Charles had files about your organisation. He gave them to me. I thought that was why you went after him.”
Cartwright laughed, enjoying the game.
“That wasn’t the reason at all.”
“Then what could you possibly have had against him? Charles was a good man, he was a war hero.”
“Not that it matters now Eric, but I didn’t have any agenda. It was just another contract.”
“But why?”
Cartwright shrugged.
“Why does anyone want anything done? In the end, it always comes down to money and power. In his case it was his ridiculous insistence in following his True Democracy idea.”
Cartwright sat on the edge of the desk, casually holding the gun.
“After that talent show got so many votes using his idea, it was clear that True Democracy had become a real threat to some career politicians, both here and in the USA. We were tasked with discrediting him, but it had to be done in a way that would make any of his ideas permanently unpalatable. Unfortunately he took the cowards’ way out.”
“You sick… ” Stone started to rise, but he stopped when Cartwright raised the gun again. “You cold bastard! Charles Rathbone was a hero.”
“Now, now, Eric. There’s no need for name calling.” He waved at the building with a sweep of his hand. “This is just… business.”
“Who paid?” Stone demanded, his anger brimming just under the surface. “Was it Heathfield?”
Cartwright looked genuinely surprised.
“Sir Harold Heathfield? How on earth did you figure that out?”
“He’s one of the trustees at Second Chances.”
“I’m impressed.” He gave Stone a little nod of approval. “Heathfield pain me in cash, dollars actually, so I suspect his backers were watching events unfold from the comparative safety of Washington.”
Then Cartwright frowned as a thought entered his head.
“Incidentally, how did you find me?”
“Huggermugger,” Stone said.
Cartwright smiled to himself.
“Oh, well done! You really are quite bright. I never thought that anyone would spot that.”
Stone said nothing; he was staring at Linda. She remained frozen in her original position. Cartwright followed his gaze.
“Tell me about Linda, you seem to be quite struck with each other.”
“It’s none of your business.”
“Oh come on Eric, indulge me. Otherwise… ” He waved the gun again.
“What’s to tell? She’s clever, funny, and beautiful and I love her.”
Stone noticed that for an instant, Linda’s eyes flicked in his direction, before returning to stare at the wall opposite.
“You love her?” Cartwright asked incredulously, “But you’ve just met.”
“I can’t explain it. I just know that I love her, more than anyone I have ever known. And she loves me.” Stone saw Linda’s eyes flicked in his direction again, this time for a little longer.
“Eric… Eric… Eric, you don’t even know her,” Cartwright said as if he were admonishing a naughty child.
“I know her well enough,” Stone said defensively.
“Do you?” Cartwright asked with an overtone of disbelief, “Do you really?”
“I think I do,” Stone said firmly.
Standing to one side, Cartwright smiled wickedly. Then like a master of ceremonies, introducing the next act, he dramatically swept his arm towards Linda.
“Ladies and gentlemen, allow me to introduce the best assassin in the world… I give you The Chameleon!”
Stone felt an electric bolt shoot through his body. He stared in disbelief at Linda. She continued to look blankly at the wall, but now her face showed the pain of some dreadful inner turmoil.
“It can’t be!” he whispered in shock.
Cartwright’s face was a picture of glee.
“Oh, but it is.”
“But the Chameleon’s a man,” Stone pleaded, “I read it, it’s in the file.”
Cartwright shook his head.
“Chameleon can be whatever, and whoever, I need her to be. She’s a master of disguise — hence the name.”
“Linda?” Stone pleaded, “Linda please, tell me it isn’t true,”
She didn’t move.
“She can’t hear you,” Cartwright said, “Right now she’s totally in my control.”
“What madness is this? Linda, look at me!” Stone shouted.
Again, she didn’t move, but the inner turmoil was becoming more obvious. Eric thought he could see tears running down her face.
“It’s not madness — although I suspect the people who created her were,” Cartwright said with a strange hint of sadness.
“I don’t understand.”
Cartwright checked his watch again and sighed.
“Well, I don’t suppose it would hurt to tell you. This… ” he gestured towards Linda, “is not Linda Smart. This is Chameleon. It is an assassin created by the Bulgarian secret service. I don’t have all of the gruesome details of how they did it, but as it was explained to me, it started with a little orphan girl being rescued from a State institution. The two men who sold her to me did some pretty sick and unpalatable things, to create and train Chameleon. Think of the assassin as a sort of evil twin living unseen inside Linda Smart.”
“Unseen?” Eric managed to ask shakily.
“Yes, it’s quite a remarkable achievement really,” Cartwright said, “the Linda Smart that you claim to know so well, doesn’t have a clue that she is Chameleon. In fact she believes her alter-ego to be her twin sister.”
Stone said nothing.
“Apparently they don’t get along,” Cartwright joked, “Actually, as far as I can tell, Linda knows nothing about Chameleon, and visa-versa.”
“How is that possible?” Stone asked.
“Think of it like hypnosis, although a lot more sophisticated than making someone cluck like a chicken. You see, I have the trigger. It’s just a word, but I’m the one person who knows it. Once I’ve used it, Linda Smart’s brain goes to sleep and my assassin wakes up. Once her mission is complete, Chameleon fades into the background and Linda Smart wakes up again — none the wiser.”
He looked at Linda and smiled benevolently.
“I spoke that trigger word earlier, that’s why Chameleon is awake now. Normally I would give my instructions by phone, this is the first time I have used the trigger face-to-face. The effect is really quite remarkable.”
“You mean that Linda had no idea that this ‘Chameleon’ was living inside her?” Stone asked.
“None whatsoever! She’s the perfect assassin — hiding in plain sight,” Cartwright said with unconcealed pride, “And Chameleon has never failed to complete an assignment. At least until Linda met you.”
“What do you mean?” Stone asked, his curiosity exceeding his anger.
“She was sent to kill you outside some bar in Essex. You were supposed to be accidentally stabbed in a scuffle with a couple of muggers, but something went wrong. I sent my Chameleon out and she never came back.”
Cartwright leaned forward and gently caressed her hair. Stone had to make a huge effort not to jump up and try to attack. He knew he had to wait for his opportunity.
“Linda was being attacked — I saved her, that’s how we first met.”
“Yes, it’s most odd — Chameleon has no recollection of the event at all. It seems that you had quite an effect on her.”
Cartwright gave a little smile as he sat back onto the edge of the desk.
“Actually, this has all been most fortuitous. You see, I had only ever seen Chameleon once. It was on the day that I purchased her. As her owner, I had to keep my distance — for obvious reasons — so I allowed her to create her own life, far away from me. When I needed her services, all I needed to do was call her up and say the trigger word. I was going to leave her behind, along with most of my other possessions, but then I saw her in a photograph with you — and I knew I had to have her. She really is quite beautiful.”
Stone suddenly had a cold realization.
“You’re taking Linda with you?”
“Of course I am, Eric. After all, she is my property, bought and paid for.”
“But you can’t!” Stone pleaded.
“Oh, but I can — and I will!”
“She won’t go.”
“Chameleon will do whatever I tell her to do. And in time, so will Linda Smart.”
“She would die first!” Stone spat.
“Whatever.”
Cartwright shrugged dismissively. He aimed the gun at Stone and checked his watch again.
“I’m sorry Eric, but I’m growing tired of this conversation, and now your time is up — quite literally. Please put your hands behind your head.”
Stone stared hard into Cartwright’s eyes, but then he complied. He had no other choice.
“My Linda won’t go — I know it!” Stone said with as much conviction as he could muster.
Cartwright considered his comment, weighing it up in his head.
“You’re wrong, Eric. She will do exactly as I say. Perhaps a demonstration is in order.”
He turned towards Linda and spoke very clearly. “Chameleon, take this gun and kill Eric Stone.”
Linda turned towards Cartwright and slowly reached for the gun. For a moment, Stone saw that he had an opportunity to charge, but somehow he was unable or unwilling to attack Linda. Like an automaton, she slowly turned the gun towards Eric.
“Linda,” he pleaded, “you don’t have to do this!”
The gun wavered very slightly.
“Chameleon!” Cartwright said firmly, “You have my instructions — now do as I have asked.”
The gun swung back towards Eric. Linda’s eyes were wet with tears.
“Linda!” Stone pleaded again. “Don’t do this. I love you and you love me — for your own sake, don’t do it!”
The tears were flowing freely now, and her lips were moving silently. Over and over, she seemed to be mouthing ‘I love you’. For the first time Cartwright realized that he might be losing control, he thumped Linda on the shoulder to gain her attention and screamed into her ear.
“Chameleon, I am your master. You must do as I say. SHOOT THE BASTARD!”
Linda locked eyes with Eric. He realized that they were no longer the dull lifeless eyes of Chameleon, but the bright emerald green eyes of Linda Smart.
“Shoot the bastard?” she asked.
“SHOOT THE BASTARD!” Cartwright screamed in her ear.
“Shoot the bastard?” she asked again, looking deep into Eric’s eyes.
Praying that he was right, Stone nodded and spoke a single word.
“Yes.”
Linda turned the gun towards Cartwright and fired. Stone sprang to his feet and quickly grabbed the gun from her unresisting fingers. He swung around to point the weapon at Cartwright, but there was no need. He lay on the floor in a spreading pool of his own blood. The bullet had struck his neck from the side, destroying his windpipe. A steady stream of arterial blood spurted from the opposite side of his throat. His lips were moving as he attempted to form words, but there was no sound. Stone leaned forward and made eye contact.
“Charles Rathbone was a war hero, and my friend. This is his retribution.”
Soon the blood slowed and The Fixer lay dead. For the first time in days, Eric Stone relaxed. Like a snake without its head, the Wrecking Crew was no more. It was over.
* * *
Stone gently slipped his arm around Linda’s shoulder and pulled her close. She turned and looked at him with tear-reddened eyes.
“Eric, you came!”
Linda looked around in confusion, she gasped when she saw Cartwright’s bloody corpse.
“Oh my God! What happened?”
“Don’t worry, I’ll explain later. For now you’re safe — that’s all that matters.”
He held her tightly and kissed her head.
“I love you, Linda Smart.”
Linda hugged him back.
A Scottish voice spoke from the doorway.
“Drop yer gun, or I’ll shoot ye deed.”
Stone’s shoulders slumped. He realized that he had forgotten about the skinny man that had been smoking at the front of the house. With a sigh of resignation, he dropped the gun.
“Turn around,” Gordon McIntosh said.
Linda and Stone slowly turned to face the door. As they did, Stone casually removed his hand from Linda’s shoulder and surreptitiously searched the desk behind for anything that he could use as a weapon. His fingers closed around something that seemed heavy and made of glass. It felt like a large paperweight, not an ideal weapon, but a good projectile. He decided that it would have to do. If he was going to save Linda, he had to do something, even if it cost his own life. It was time to act. Stone smiled and pointed to the door behind the skinny Scotsman.
“Look, a duck!” he said.
“What?” Gordon frowned, temporarily confused.
“DUCK!” Stone shouted, as he shoved Linda aside and simultaneously threw the weapon.
The Kilner jar sailed across the room and shattered against Gordon’s gun — showering him in liquid. Instantly aware of the lethal chemicals on his clothes, the Wrecking Crew’s arsonist tried desperately to rub them off. After a few seconds, he realized that there was no fire, and with a self-conscious smile, he again pointed the gun at Eric.
“It looks like I got lucky,” he said. “It must have been a bad batch of—”
There was a blinding flash of light as the chemicals dripping to the floor finally mixed to a critical formula. Gordon screamed horribly and tried to run outside, as the flames engulfed his body. In his panic, he missed the door, colliding heavily with the wall. He staggered backwards and then fell to the ground. The heat from the flames was incredible. Stone pulled Linda behind the desk for cover and looked around desperately for some means of escape. The fire was spreading rapidly, fuelled by air from the open door. In seconds it had already engulfed the entire width of the office, thick smoke was billowing across the ceiling. To Stone there seemed to be no escape, but Linda pulled his arm and pointed to the bookcase behind the desk.
“There’s a door!” she said.
“Where?”
“Look.” She pointed to a slightly worn arc on the plush office carpet. “There must be a secret door.”
Stone jumped forward and started to tug desperately at the shelves, but the door would not move. He could feel the radiated heat of the fire burning his back and hair.
“There must be a hidden catch,” Linda shouted above the roar of the flames.
Stone searched frantically, but he could find nothing. He began kicking at the shelves but they seemed impervious to even his most powerful strikes.
“I’ve found it!” Linda yelled from under the desk, “There’s a switch under here.”
She flicked the switch and the door swung smoothly open. It was the door to a small room, no more than a cupboard, containing some office supplies and a little safe. Stone looked at the flames and shrugged, it would have to do. He grabbed Linda by the hand and dragged her inside. There was no internal handle, so Eric couldn’t quite pull the door shut, but at least it provided some protection from the searing heat of the fire.
“We need to get out of here!” Linda said as the smoke started to seep around the door.
The fire outside was now so fierce that the cupboard was brightly lit. Stone thumped each of the walls in turn, but they were all constructed from solid brick. He quickly searched along the shelves but the only tools he could find were pens, pencils, and a stapler. He looked up — and hoped. Bracing his feet against the shelves on either side, he climbed up until he could reach the ceiling. He gave it an experimental thump with his fist, it sounded hollow. It was just drywall.
“Cover your eyes,” he told Linda, as he began punching the ceiling.
With each blow, his hand went clean through the drywall. After ten punches, he had made a neat square of holes. He pushed his hand through the gap, and began ripping the plaster and insulation down. In thirty seconds, he had created a hole about the size of a small suitcase.
“Climb up!” He offered Linda his hand.
With his help, she shimmied up the shelves and squeezed into the hole. Eric put his hand on her bottom and with a mighty shove, pushed her through. A moment later, she reached down and grabbed his hand. Stone was bigger by half, but with Linda’s help, he squeezed through the narrow gap.
Lying flat on the insulation, he glanced around and quickly decided their situation had not measurably improved. They were in the narrow loft space of the bungalow, just a few feet above the raging fire. Already, smoke and flames were creeping through the insulation.
“That way.” Stone pointed to the far end of the loft. “It’s away from the fire — for now.”
They belly-crawled the twenty yards across the rafters, to the gable-end wall of the bungalow.
“Now what?” Linda asked coughing, the smoke was already making their eyes water.
“Now we go outside.”
Stone lay on his back on the rafters and braced his legs against the roof above. He started to stamp his feet on the felting. At first, his efforts seemed futile, but soon he felt one of the wooden tile batons break, then a second. With each shoulder firmly braced against one of the rafters, he gave a mighty shove with both feet. There was a clatter of breaking tiles as he broke through. He kicked twice more to enlarge the space, and then motioned Linda to climb through the hole. She needed no further encouragement, and he quickly followed her through the billowing smoke and out onto the roof. From there it was a simple matter of hanging from the guttering and dropping the short distance to the grass below.
Five minutes later, Ed Carter found Linda and Eric jogging hand-in-hand along the road. As they climbed into the car, he thought that they both seemed very happy. They had driven less than a mile when the sky behind was illuminated by a huge thermite fireball.
* * *
As the morning sun rose over the misty Berkshire countryside, a lone man was picking his way through the ashes of Huggermugger. It seemed to him that there was nothing to find. Because of the remote location, the fire had burned undetected throughout the night. The incredible heat of the thermite, combined with the heating oil and gasoline, had destroyed everything.
Sir Harold Heathfield had come to the house that morning to collect his refund from Simon Cartwright, but that was obviously not going to happen. He stood by his car and surveyed the debris. There wasn’t much to see. The heat from the fire had been so intense that even the cars had been reduced to unrecognizable puddles of melted metal. Clearly, any organic matter was carbon and dust. Sir Harold decided that he had no need to worry. Any evidence that could have led to his door, were now just ashes blowing in the wind.
He smiled as he climbed into his car. At last, he could relax — the Wrecking Crew was no more.
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Almost a month had passed and they had heard nothing to indicate that any investigation was leading in their direction. Carter discovered that Berkshire police and fire investigators had closed the book on the fire at Huggermugger. They concluded that the probable cause of the unusually intense flames was an electrical fault, along with the unfortunate combination of stored chemicals, fertilizer, and fuel oil. Although there was no forensic evidence left, it was believed that Simon Cartwright had perished in the flames, along with several unidentified persons.
At the same time, the police in Reading had reported that the unfortunate shooting of Helen Atkins in the Oracle parking lot, was the result of carjacking. Enquiries had reached a dead end, as both her car and the murder weapon could not be found. The damaged Audi had been pushed onto the sidewalk during the attack by Kitten and Bunny. Because it was abandoned and illegally parked, the car had swiftly been towed by the council. Left unclaimed, it was eventually crushed and recycled.
On a brighter note, Stone had decided to provide Charles Rathbone’s farm, to act as free offices for True Democracy. He had also given a substantial donation to support Sally Field, and a dozen of her colleagues, in their election campaign. With a few days to go, current polling put most of them well ahead of the next nearest candidates. Perhaps Charles’ dream would live on after all.
Immediately following the fire at Huggermugger, Stone had used some of Charles’ money to book both Linda and Megan into a specialist private hospital in Surrey. Since it was so close to the Army barracks at Aldershot, the hospital had access to doctors and psychologists, with unique skills and experience.
Megan had made an excellent recovery under a doctor specializing in lung damage, caused by smoke inhalation. However, given what they now knew about Linda’s mistreatment as a child, her recovery was likely to be a long and slow process. Although a careful psychological assessment had revealed no identifiable remnant of the alter ego known as Chameleon, the knowledge of the atrocities that she had committed in that guise had taken a considerable toll on Linda — and Eric.
Linda’s treatment had been intense and delicate work. Her psychologist had considerable experience in healing those unfortunates, who carried the dreadful internal scars inflicted by the horrors of conflict and incarceration. Her techniques were gentle but thorough, but required that Linda had remained separated from Stone since she was admitted.
Although she would need counseling for many years to come, Linda had made such good progress that today she was to become an outpatient. Stone was at the hospital to collect her. Though he was pleased at the prospect of seeing Linda again, he was also fearful of his reaction, and doubtful if they could ever rekindle their relationship.
Megan and Linda had formed a close friendship during their time together in the hospital. When Eric arrived, Megan was waiting in the corridor outside Linda’s room. She was a large girl with a strong mind, and she had no trouble stopping him from going in. She grabbed Stone’s arm in a vice like grip and pulled him through the door to a small waiting room. Ed Carter was standing by the window drinking coffee from a paper cup. He pulled a face that was meant to communicate that, while he understood how Eric felt, Megan had something to say, and he had better listen. Megan was rather more direct. She poked him sharply in the chest with an antagonistic finger.
“Now you listen to me Eric Stone, that poor girl has been to hell and back for you, and she deserves better than being discarded by the first man she has ever loved.”
Stone’s mouth opened and closed like an asthmatic goldfish. Megan ploughed on, blind to his confusion.
“She’s a nice person Eric, she has a good heart. It’s not her fault that some mad scientist messed with her head when she was a child.”
“I… I… never said it was… ” Stone mumbled.
“She feels terrible about what’s happened to her — I mean who wouldn’t? But you know the worst of it? She feels dreadful about letting you down.”
“But I never… ”
“And what’s even worse? She’s terrified that you’re gonna hold it against her. She’s like a poor frightened kid, and you come marching in here… Oh… MEN!” She stamped her foot in frustration.
“But, Megan… ” Stone began.
“Don’t start!” She waved her finger at him. “I know what you’ve been thinking… ”
“MEGAN!” Carter interrupted, “Perhaps we should hear what Eric actually thinks.”
Megan petulantly folded her arms across her chest and glared at Stone.
“Well?” she snapped, “What do you think?”
Eric sat down and put his head in his hands.
“It’s all right Ed, Megan’s right… well almost.” He sighed. “The truth is… well, I don’t really know what to think.”
Megan began to speak, but Ed held up a calming hand. She huffed and sat down. Stone continued.
“There’s this funny, intelligent, and beautiful woman that I have fallen in love with — and I have just found out that she is some super assassin who has committed God knows how many murders. What’s more, we only met because she was there to kill me. I—”
“But she didn’t,” Megan cut in, “that must count for something!”
“Megan!” Carter chided, unsure if she was actually joking.
“She makes a good point,” Stone admitted. “According to her psychologist; this Chameleon had probably been weakening its hold over Linda for some time. That decision to spare my life was really the end of it. Perhaps I met the real Linda Smart. Perhaps that’s who I fell in love with.”
He stood up and looked out of the window.
“The problem is, I haven’t seen her for almost a month, and I just don’t know what to expect. What will I feel when I look into her eyes? What will I see? I’m not sure if I can ever stop seeing the Chameleon.”
Carter came over and stood by Eric’s side. He put a gentle hand on his shoulder.
“Let me ask you something my friend. What if Linda was a soldier? What if she was a sniper, or perhaps a pilot, coming back from Afghanistan? She could have shot people, or dropped bombs, and perhaps she would even have killed innocent civilians. If she did those things, would you love her any less?”
Stone shook his head.
“No… I don’t think I would.”
“And what about you, Eric? You’ve taken lives. You’ve killed people. How should Linda feel about that?”
“I know what you’re getting at, but those were all righteous kills. This is different.”
“Christ Eric,” Ed snapped, “how is this different? There are no ‘righteous’ killings — there are simply killings. Whatever the motive, people still end up dead. Linda didn’t volunteer for this; she wasn’t a willing accomplice. She was forced into this against her will, and she was brainwashed. Ever since she was a child, she was trained to do this — and yet she still fought it!”
Ed turned to face Eric.
“You have to understand… she was an unwilling participant who chose to walk a different path — that must count for something.”
Stone said nothing. Carter had one more try.
“When you said that you loved her, did you mean it? Because if you didn’t Eric; then those words were just like ashes in your mouth. Linda Smart deserves some latitude. She deserves a shot at a better life — and so do you.”
* * *
Linda was sitting on the bed. Eric was next to her holding her hand. Her suitcase was on the chair, packed and ready.
His heart had almost broken when he looked into her eyes. There were tears of sadness and shame, but he could also see a terrified little girl. She was afraid that she was going to be left alone, afraid that she was going to be punished, for something she didn’t do.
Linda had been rational and honest. She had explained how she would not blame him, should he never want to see her again. Linda said that she would understand. She talked about trying to start a new life on her own, and making a fresh start. In the end, he put his finger to her lips, to stop the torrent of well-meant lies. Then he replaced it with his lips.
Then Eric tried his best to explain how he felt. He said that he genuinely loved Linda, and he wanted to be with her. He acknowledged that there would be issues, and that they would have to work through them together. For over an hour, they talked back and forward, trying to rationalize what had happened, and how it could affect their life together. In the end it was one tacky but genuine sentence that sealed the deal.
“The past, and whatever happened, that’s yours Linda — but the future; that’s all ours.”
* * *
Linda and Eric were sitting in their kitchen eating breakfast, when the news broke on the radio.
“A week since the General Election resulted in a hung Parliament; it seems likely that we will have a new Government today. Reports are suggesting that Sally Field, the charismatic leader of the True Democracy party, has agreed to bring her twelve colleagues into a coalition government with the Conservative party. Miss Field is the bookies favourite to become deputy Prime Minister. As a part of the deal, a bill to add a ‘None of the above vote’ to all future ballot papers will be announced in the Queens speech.
And in other news… The disgraced former MP Harold Heathfield has been found dead at his London apartment. Last month Mr. Heathfield was arrested and bailed, after an anonymous tip had led police to discover substantial quantities of child pornography stored on computers at his home. He was due to appear in court tomorrow. Police sources are suggesting that he may have taken his own life.”
“What an ironic coincidence,” Linda said with a smile. “I think we should buy Megan some chocolates and a bouquet of flowers for her new apartment.”
THE END
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