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      Every part of Senator Egor Kuznetsov’s body wobbled as he laughed—from the thick skin of his toes, to the waves of his belly, and the wattles of his neck. He was repulsive to every whore he paid, but he had enough money that they wouldn’t care.

      The Federation Council of Russia adjourned, and Egor stood, prising his backside from the chair as he shook his clammy hand with those around him, satisfied he had sufficiently manipulated them into whatever political turmoil he had required them to enter.

      He despised these people—they were idealists, and as far as Egor was concerned, idealists were almost as bad as liberals. People who endeavoured to make the world into something perfect.

      It was unrealistic.

      The world was full of shit. A cesspool of vagabonds yearning to acquire his wealth. And the world was beyond changing. He despised each and every wretched soul that took up oxygen on the earth he so boldly inhabited.

      Luckily, he was far too powerful for them to oppose him. They’d had to work for their positions, had to endure hardship, grave difficulties and, in some situations, poverty.

      He’d bought his position.

      Inherited wealth was his substitute for hard work. That gave him a power they could never earn.

      He smiled a triumphant smile at the wayward glances they tried to give each other, wishing to exchange a look that said this guy is such a dick but not daring to have their look observed by him.

      He savoured their hatred.

      To earn hatred is to earn power—the more power you gain, the more hatred you earn.

      He wobbled out of the doorway, down corridors adorned with grand paintings and detailed architecture, and descended the stairs to reception. The woman behind reception wore a suit blazer over a neat blouse with a cravat and damn how he loves it when they dress up.

      It was as if a woman had to dress like a man to feel confident.

      She wasn’t in a dress; she was in a poor imitation of a man’s suit, and he found it both precious and enticing.

      “I ordered three girls, are they here?” he asked the woman, leering at the small line of cleavage between the buttons of her blouse. He could see some lace on her bra.

      “Yes,” she answered, forcing a smile that could not be interpreted as genuine. “They are waiting for you.”

      “Are they as I requested?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And what did I request?”

      He had been specific about the women he wanted, and any mistake would be abominable.

      “A brunette with large eyes, a blond with a minimum of a double D bust, and a redhead with glasses and tattoos on her forearm, but nowhere else.”

      “Perfect.”

      “You will find Samara, Zoya and Alena waiting for–”

      “I don’t give a fuck about their names.”

      He turned away and trudged up the stairs, having to stop halfway up to catch his breath. These whores better not expect him to do anything. He hated it when he hired a whore that wanted him to touch them or go down on them—he did not pay extortionate amounts of money for them to receive pleasure. He paid them to be his fantasy, not for him to provide them with any satisfaction.

      He turned the key to his room. 216. The door automatically locked behind him as he waddled through the suite, past the bedroom, and into the living space.

      There they were. Waiting. In the lingerie he had specified, with the exact requirements he had wished for.

      Perfect.

      It was precisely as he had requested. It was so rare they actually got it right.

      “Get on the bed and wait for me,” he instructed. “I need to piss.”

      He went through to the bathroom and left the door open. He wanted them to see him, to hear him. He wanted to disgust them and know that they could do nothing about it because he was the one paying them.

      He. Was paying. Them.

      And that meant he could do anything.

      He fucked the redhead first, then had anal sex with the blond as the brunette sucked his scrotum. He lay down, and the blond tried to sit on his face and he grabbed her by the throat, telling her to get her filthy snatch the fuck away from his face or he’d fist her until she bled. He watched as she and the redhead fingered each other and the brunette rode him.

      He decided he wanted to cum inside the redhead, so he told the other two to fuck themselves as he fucked her. She mounted him and rode him and rode him and stretched her chest until her tiny little tits poked out like the peak of a mountain, pointing north and fuck and fuck he was about to cum and he was cumming he was he was he was and–

      What the fuck?

      Right at the moment of deepest pleasure, someone swiped the redhead from his dick and flung her across the room. Semen was still spurting out of him as the black glove of a man reached around his neck and threw him to the hotel carpet.

      Egor was too stunned to say or do anything. This man, appearing from nowhere, effortlessly dragged him across the floor until they reached the window; a giant pane of glass that took up the entire wall, overlooking the streets of Moscow.

      The man tied a rope around Egor’s throat.

      Egor’s senses finally returned and he resisted, kicking his legs and thrashing his chest around and wiggling his head, helplessly clawing at the noose. Despite his body being far bigger than the thinner, leaner man standing over him, he struggled against the stranger’s strength.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” he demanded. “Do you not know who I am? You will be done for this, you will be fucking done, you will be fucking killed!”

      The stranger covered Egor’s mouth, and Egor finally looked into the stranger’s eyes.

      Brown eyes. Slicked back black hair. An expensive suit—possibly Giorgio Armani, maybe Brioni. A black tie. A white shirt.

      And empty eyes.

      Nothing in those eyes showed enthusiasm or regret for what he was doing. They were void, removed of all emotion or satisfaction. There was no pleasure and no pain in his actions. There was no wrath that would indicate him being personally motivated. It was just an activity that he was required to partake in.

      This led Egor to assume the man was an assassin.

      Which made him wonder which imbecile dared hire such a thing.

      The three whores all fled to the door, doing nothing to cover themselves or preserve their dignity. They attempted to unlock the door but failed. They pushed on it and pulled on it, but it was jammed, as was every other door they tried. They could do nothing but push themselves up against the wall and watch with wide, fearful eyes, as this man tied his noose multiple times around their client’s throat.

      Egor struggled with as much vigour as his panting body and the stitch in his side could manage—of course he did—but whatever he did, his giant body was no match for the athleticism of this slick bastard.

      He must be expensive. One of the best. The kind that only a government could afford.

      Which led him to wonder… which government?

      Any thoughts of who did this went as the grave danger of his imminent death took over, filling his thoughts with the sting of a thousand scorpions, each one pricking his brain with another bout of useless desperation to live.

      Any will to survive dissolved as he flew into the air. The stranger had threaded the noose through something on the ceiling, Egor couldn’t see what, and had hoisted him until he dangled and suffocated. He kicked out, thrashed the rope back and forth, clawed at it with his thick fingers, but nothing worked.

      The assassin stood and watched. Below Egor. No smile or frown, no satisfaction at a job well done, or regret at taking a life. He just acted as a voyeur, looking over his work, checking on the expert precision of his quickly executed job.

      Egor tried to spit out some words, some venomous angst or hostility, but the rope was squeezing too hard on his larynx. His throat was constricting, was getting smaller, and he was coughing in desperation for a breath that he knew would never come.

      Some blood forced itself to Egor’s mouth. In a final act of retaliation, he spat the blood over the assassin, landing a large splodge over the man’s face and collar.

      The assassin didn’t even blink. Didn’t falter. Didn’t wipe it off; didn’t even react to it.

      The assassin just kept watching until Egor was dead, until his neck finally snapped, and he was just dangling like a helpless doll.

      The assassin turned to the redhead, the blond and the brunette, all pressed up against the far wall, no effort to conceal their naked, shivering bodies.

      The man took out three photos. He threw one at the blond. One at the brunette. One at the redhead.

      They each cried out as they saw their sons and mothers and fathers and siblings displayed to them; pictures taken for this precise moment.

      It was as if the man knew they would be there.

      Like he needed leverage.

      “You tell the police it was suicide,” the man said in a deep, well-spoken British accent, his face masked in a silhouette. “And no harm will come to your families. Tell them you had sex with him, then you went to get dressed, heard him gagging, and came out to find his suffocating body.”

      He stepped forward, his mouth appearing in the light. His teeth were white and his lips were red.

      “Don’t tell them it was suicide and I will gut your sons and daughters, fathers and mothers, sisters and brothers—and I will give them a far more painful death than I afforded Senator Egor Kuznetsov. Do you understand?”

      They nodded frantically.

      “I said, do you understand?”

      They all verbally confirmed, thick Russian accents of, “yes,” “please,” and, “we will, we will!”

      The man retreated to the living area, and the women didn’t stop shaking, not even when they heard the gentle click of the hotel room door close.
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      Jay Sullivan pulled up his rental car beside the motel and paused.

      You never use your own car; you use a rental.

      You never use an expensive hotel; you use some obscure motel in the middle of nowhere.

      And, most important of all—you never just get out of a car.

      You stop and you wait. A pause can save your life. The pause would be unlikely to reveal anything but silence and a still night, but at least you’d know that the night was silent and still.

      He checked his wing mirror. Checked the door to his room. The reception. The car park.

      A couple stood and kissed outside a door a few down from his. They were too caught up in their passion to notice him. They both fitted this kind of hotel, and he did not imagine that they were entwined in lust as some kind of decoy, so he stepped out of the car, and kept his eye on them for every inch of the eight paces it took for him to reach his motel door.

      He unlocked it. Stepped inside. Closed the door.

      Checked outside the windows.

      Shut the blinds.

      Turned on the lamp.

      “Hi, Dad,” came the sweet voice of Talia sitting on the bed. His twelve-year-old daughter looked up at him, her face previously buried in a book. Wuthering Heights by the look of it.

      Weird kid, he thought. He’d bought her Horrid Henry, he’d acquired her Angus, Thongs and Full-Frontal Snogging, and he’d even found a copy of The Babysitter’s Club that his sister used to read when he was a child. But no, this was what she read—not even a teenager yet and already she was devouring classic works of literature. This was, what, the sixth time she’d read it?

      She placed her bookmark in, shut the book neatly to avoid any bending of the spine, and placed it on the bedside table. She stretched her arms out, ready for her hug, and Sullivan rushed forward to her embrace.

      She was petite, with long, auburn hair and her mother’s eyes. He could barely look at her without seeing her mum’s mannerisms or hearing her stern voice in Talia’s bulletproof positivity.

      He’d never known a young girl to be so friendly, so full of life, and so undefeatably optimistic about everything. No matter which part of the world she travelled with him to, where he took her, where he left her—she would never moan about lack of friends or her burning desire for a regular life going to school.

      He’d taught her to read. He’d taught her to add. He’d taught her to fit in.

      But, most importantly, he’d taught her how to spot if someone was sitting across from her in a library that didn’t look right. He’d taught her how to jam a lock and find the best hiding place. He’d taught her how to lose someone chasing her, how to put herself out of reach, and how to contact him should she find herself in danger whilst he was working.

      But he had never taught her how to use a knife. Nor had he taught her how to kill a man. Nor had he taught her how to use her surroundings as a weapon.

      He’d taught her to run, not to fight.

      That was how it would always be.

      She was to protect herself, but she was not to be like him.

      Maybe, someday, when he knew danger would not find her, he’d find her a real family. People who could give her the life most girls should have. She wouldn’t want it, but it would be best for her.

      He would never want to leave her, never want to be without her by his side, but subjecting her to this life was selfish. It would be painful not to have her with him everywhere he went, but it would also be painful to see her grow up aware of what he did for a living.

      When you love a child you want what’s best for them.

      And he wasn’t that.

      “Has everything been okay?” Sullivan asked his daughter, keeping his voice calm and low. He dreaded using his ‘assassin voice’ with her. She needed to hear his dad voice, not his killer’s voice.

      “Fine, Dad,” she replied, a bounce in her voice. “Catherine just took Heathcliff to meet Linton.”

      Sullivan did not know what that meant, but he adored her for it.

      “I’m glad you’re enjoying your book. Aren’t you fed up of reading it?”

      She shrugged. “It’s my favourite.”

      “I know it is.”

      “You have blood on you, Dad.”

      He looked down at his collar. So he did.

      “I’ll just go clear it off,” he said, and gave her a ruffle of the hair. By the time it had taken him to step the few steps to the bathroom, the book covered her face once again.

      The bathroom mirror gave him an image he hadn’t realised Talia had seen. The blood wasn’t just on his collar. It was still on his face. Spread down his cheek, dried and flaked.

      How could he have let Talia see this?

      This is exactly what I don’t want her to see…

      He filled the sink with water, cupped it, and soaked his face. He repeated this several times to ensure he had scraped every bit of the dried blood from his face. Then he took off his shirt, put it in a bin bag he could burn later and put on a black t-shirt.

      He checked his reflection again. He finally looked like a dad and not an assassin.

      He returned to the bedroom. Talia’s book was in her hand, but her eyes were closed, and her head was lolling to the side.

      He took her book from her, put the bookmark in, and placed it on the side. He lay her down and tucked the duvet over her.

      He whispered, “Good night,” as he tucked her in, but she was already asleep.

      He did his final checks out of the window, checked their plane tickets were still in his bag, and climbed into his bed. They were to take a few days off, travelling across Europe, just to make sure they weren’t tailed, before they returned home.

      He checked the news sites on his phone before he settled down.

      Urgent breaking news of Senator Egor Kuznetsov’s tragic suicide was already all over the internet.

      He put the phone away, rechecked Talia was sleeping soundly, settled down, and was unconscious within minutes.
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      Ian Mulligan walked past the many, barely noticing the few. His head was down, his newspaper tucked under his armpit, and his trench coat flowed behind him in the wind of his strides. He readjusted his tie, cursed under his breath at a fool who almost walked into him, and crossed the road.

      The office building he approached was as regular and inconspicuous as a building could get—especially for one that was home to the Falcons, a group only known of by those few members of government with the paygrade to know. His calling to the job had been a surprise, a dream—yet, today, it felt like a grave burden.

      The day the prime minster had beckoned him into his office and sat him down with a whiskey to deliver the news of the job they were offering him, was the proudest of his life. Now, four prime ministers later, his meetings with the country’s leader were not so positive.

      And today’s cockup may well have been the last chance he had to prove his worth—and he was determined to make whoever was responsible pay.

      He entered the lobby. The doorman nodded at him, pressing button eight on the lift before Mulligan had needed to request it. It had been like this every day. No words exchanged; just a smile and the lift doors open by the time he reached them.

      His morning would not be so pleasurable on the unemployment line.

      He tapped his foot and checked his watch. The lift was going at the regular speed it always did, and normally he would enjoy these few moments to check over the newspaper and see the previous day’s events, checking that his staff had carried out their orders and created the news as it should be.

      On this day, however, he did not want to look at the newspaper anymore, and the lift was going exceedingly slowly.

      Once the doors opened, he entered the office space full of cubicles, and charged past all the beleaguered faces that looked up at him. The noise of celebrations grew louder as he approached the larger office at the far end, something that only incensed him further.

      He opened the door and stepped in. There was Juliette and Sebastian, accompanied by a bunch of faces he recognised well enough to understand they served a function, but little enough to care about their names.

      The television was on. The story was being reported. They were drinking morning champagne. Gloats and cheers and joyful triumph made his arms shake with rage.

      “Sir,” Juliette greeted him, a large smile as she poured his glass of champagne and offered it to him. “Are you pleased?”

      “Am I pleased?” he choked, and suddenly the mood fell sombre, and everyone looked at each other, confused, thrown off by his hostility.

      “Sir, I don’t understand,” Juliette said.

      “Of course you damn well don’t, you impudent fool.”

      He looked around at the subordinates staring at him with flutes hovering in their hands.

      “Get rid of the champagne,” he demanded, “turn of the television, and everyone aside from Juliette and Sebastian get the hell out of this room and back to work.”

      No one spoke. Everyone abruptly found the nearest surface to place their flute, not daring to look in one another’s eyes, scuffling out like beetles fleeing from a predator.

      Mulligan shifted his scowl between Sebastian and Juliette.

      Juliette. Young enough to be up and coming but old enough to not be such an idiot. She was ambitious but naïve. She wore her suit like it was a good disguise.

      Sebastian was the same, except younger and even more naïve.

      Why was Mulligan surrounded by children?

      “Well?” he said.

      Neither gave a reply, and before they could even contemplate mustering one, Mulligan slammed the newspaper upon the table, exposing the headline.

      

      
        
        
        RUSSIAN SENATOR HANGS HIMSELF IN FRONT OF PROSTITUTES

      

        

      

      

      Juliette and Sebastian shifted uncomfortable looks.

      They really, truly did not get what was wrong, did they?

      “You are insolent, childish burdens. The both of you. Can’t do a damn thing right!”

      “But–” Sebastian stuttered. “But—I don’t understand, sir.”

      Mulligan looked to Juliette. “And you? Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”

      “No, I don’t. I’m sorry. Was this not how you wanted it done?”

      Not how he wanted it done?

      How the job had been executed was, in fact, the one requirement they had met correctly. Suicide by hanging, leaving prostitutes as witnesses. That was the instruction, that was what they agreed, and that was what he had instructed them to relay to the staff.

      “And you really do not understand what my problem with this is?” he prompted, his thick hands shaking, his teeth gritting, his temple throbbing.

      Another annoying, pitiful glance at each other.

      Enough. Time to let them have it.

      “You gave the assassin that wrong fucking target, you idiots!”

      They were stumped. Jaw-dropped. Speechless. Dumbfounded. They glanced at each other again and again and, by god, if they kept doing that they would really feel his rage.

      “No, sir, it was—it was agreed, Senator Egor Kuznetsov.”

      “No,” he spat. “No, it sincerely wasn’t.”

      He took out a post-it note. The post-it note, in fact, that he had given them in their last meeting. The post-it note he’d had his secretary retrieve so he could be positive it wasn’t his screwup.

      And, of course, it wasn’t. He wasn’t as inept as they were.

      Upon the post-it note read the name: Senator Egor Kozhukov.

      Their eyes dropped. They finally understood. And his rage suddenly grew intensely justified.

      But that did nothing to quell his anger at all. In fact, it allowed him to undo any remaining restraint he had around his bursting aggression.

      “So now we have a dead senator, an alive senator we wanted dead, and a prime minister who is ready to string me up by the eyeballs. And you two stand here looking blank, like all that happened was your fucking pet died.”

      “Sir, we are so sorry–”

      “I don’t quite think sorry is going to god damn cut it!”

      He could feel his cheeks burning.

      “Now, we really need to fix this. I need to go to the prime minister this afternoon with news of how we have undone this extraordinary cockup. So now would be a marvellous time for your ingenuity and ideas—because if I lose my job because of you two cretins, I swear, I will burn down your bloody houses as you sleep.”

      Awkward silence.

      Glances.

      Desperate contemplation.

      Mulligan raised his eyebrows as if to say, well?

      “We could deny–” Sebastian went to say.

      “We aren’t denying anything. That’s an equivalent excuse of saying my dog ate my homework. Next?”

      “We could be honest–”

      “I will be honest, but I need something to follow up that honesty that makes it seem like we have cleaned up our mess. Do better.”

      Another few beats went by until Juliette finally turned and slowly raised her hand.

      “You are not in school you cretin; you do not need to raise your hand. Speak.”

      “We could retire the staff.”

      “Eh?”

      “As in, we could set our other staff the mission of retiring the assassin that did this. Then we could say it was his screw up and he would be too dead to argue to the contrary.”

      For the first time, red faded from his cheeks and his face briefly lit up.

      “Yes,” he said enthusiastically. “Yes, yes, that could work. Give him the responsibility. Explain that he has since been… how did you put it?”

      “Retired.”

      “Yes, retired.”

      Mulligan glanced at the clock. It was barely even 7.00 a.m.

      “My meeting is at three this afternoon,” Mulligan announced. “Do it now. I want him dead by lunchtime.”
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      The front page of the morning newspaper was the same in France as it was in Britain–as it was in Russia, in Kosovo, in Germany, in anywhere that had a newspaper to print it.

      Sullivan looked at the headline and felt content. His French was weak compared to his other languages, but he could still read and interpret the article thoroughly. The three prostitutes reported it to be a suicide, and everything had gone as planned.

      “Who’s that, Dad?” Talia asked, sipping on her cup of tea. It was a beautiful day to be relaxing outside a coffee shop in one of Sullivan’s favourite cities, and Talia had taken a break from her book long enough to notice the picture of an overweight Russian politician on the front of the newspaper.

      “No one,” he said. “How’s your tea?”

      “Lovely,” she answered, and took another sip. A waitress came over and paused by their table.

      “Bonjour,” she said, “puis-je prendre votre commande?”

      Sullivan lifted the menu and pointed to an item.

      “Escargot,” he replied. He particularly liked the sound of the garlic sauce it came in.

      “Tres bien. Et tu?”

      “What’s escargot?” Talia asked him.

      Sullivan smiled. This would be a perfect time to play a practical joke—but he decided not to be so cruel.

      “Snails,” he said.

      “Urgh,” she said, her nose wrinkling.

      She’d had tuna eyeballs in Japan, balut in the Philippines, and even crispy tarantula in Cambodia—yet she drew the line at snails!

      “I’ll have the scone please, dad,” she said.

      “De l’apres-midi, s'il vous plaît.”

      “Bien.”

      The waitress collected the menus and left.

      Sullivan looked around. They were in an open area, full of tourists. A group of Japanese girls came out of a souvenir shop across the street, a man tried to calm a screaming child a few tables over, and a nun was stepping out of a church down a narrow alleyway.

      Everything was fine.

      “You know,” Sullivan said, not wanting to broach the subject but knowing it was time. “We need to talk about what you’re going to do. You know, when you turn thirteen.”

      “Dad, why this?”

      “Because it’s important that you have a normal life, darling.”

      “I want this life.”

      He bowed his head. He really wanted her to keep travelling the world with him, accompanying him to multiple continents, experiencing a vast amount of culture. But it wasn’t fair.

      She didn’t realise it now, but she’d hold it against him some day.

      “You need an education,” he said. “You need to be with children your own age.”

      “You’ve taught me to read.”

      “Yes, I have. But there’s more for you to learn.”

      “Then teach me.”

      “I can’t teach you everything. Like, history, for example. Or maths.”

      “I don’t need to learn maths. I want to learn to do what you do.”

      He sighed. He feared this happening. The life she had become accustomed to came with a cost, and she was too young to realise that yet.

      “What?” she said. “What’s wrong with that?”

      “I don’t want you to do what I do.”

      “But you do it. If it’s good enough for you–”

      “Oh, Talia, you have it the wrong way around. It’s not that it’s not good enough for you – it’s that you’re too good for it.”

      “That doesn’t make sense.”

      Oh, how he wished she could understand.

      How he wished she could be safe with a family and a house and a cat and parents who weren’t killers.

      He did not want this for her.

      He became quickly distracted by something in her hand. Something she was turning over. He recognised it instantly.

      It was her mother’s lucky clover leaf necklace.

      A little souvenir from their time in South Africa. It was where Talia had been conceived, and her mother had said that she’d never been so lucky.

      God, Sullivan missed her. Talia could have been home with her mother, waiting for Sullivan to return from his trip, going back and forth to school and hanging out with friends.

      Their life could have been so different.

      But Sullivan stopped dwelling on it. He wasn’t one for if onlys.

      He forced a smile. Looked around, aware of Talia watching him.

      “Look, maybe we should–”

      He stopped.

      Across the street.

      A man.

      There was something about this man…

      He didn’t look right.

      He sat outside another café. A café with pictures of food in the window and prices cheaper than McDonald's.

      The man dressed in a Givenchy single breasted wool suit. That suit cost almost two grand.

      And he was drinking a coffee that cost less than a euro.

      “What is it?” Talia asked.

      He placed a hand on hers.

      Kept silent.

      Kept looking.

      Outside the church, another man, wearing t-shirt and jeans. But he didn’t look like he should wear t-shirt and jeans. His beard was too neatly trimmed. That was a trim you’d get if you paid good money for it. It didn’t fit with how cheap his plain white top was, how his Primark jeans hung off him with such an ill fit. As if it was deliberate. As if they were bought especially without knowledge of how to acquire such a casual outfit.

      And outside the souvenir shop. A man with a stern face. Speaking with no one around him. As if his words were being transmitted through something hidden on him.

      “We have to go,” Sullivan said, standing.

      “But I haven’t had my scone yet!”

      “We’ll get you another damn scone, get up.”

      He grabbed her arm and pulled her up from her chair so abruptly she only just managed to grab her bag and put it over her shoulder. He pulled her quickly and assertively down a side street; she had no chance to question why.

      He turned down one side street, then another, making his movements as erratic as possible, as hard to track as he could.

      A man stepped out of a shop. He held an egg salad and a metal fork. He dressed like a tourist, but with a small bulge behind his rear end, as if he concealed a gun.

      Sullivan didn’t carry a gun. He didn’t consider them useful. He believed a true fighter should be able to use his environment, to manipulate resources to his will. Why would you need a gun when you can cup a man’s eyeball out with a teaspoon?

      Sullivan walked by this man nonchalantly, and as soon as he’d stepped beyond him, Sullivan let go of Talia and turned back.

      The man’s weapon was halfway drawn. Sullivan punched the wrist holding the handle and thwacked it against the stone wall. He slid the fork from beside the man’s egg salad and used a large rotation to swing it into his throat.

      It was a small fork, however, and a single stab wouldn’t so much kill a man, but give him a surprise burst of discomfort.

      He used that surprise to retract the fork and stab his throat several more times, before hitting him in the gut, then forcing the fork down the man’s throat, far enough that he choked on it.

      Within seconds the man was a bloody heap on the floor.

      He turned to Talia, who gaped back.

      He hated himself in that moment.

      He had never wanted her to see this.

      This was exactly what he wished to protect her from, exactly what he did not want her to see.

      He’d kept her with him for too long.

      Become complacent.

      Been selfish.

      And now that look on her face was burnt into his memory forever.

      “You still want to do what I do?” he grunted.

      “I–” she stuttered.

      They couldn’t wait around for an answer.

      At least now she understood the urgency, and why she couldn’t have that damn scone.

      He took her hand and led her down another side street. He paused at the edge and looked out.

      The man from the café walked down the street, looking back and forth.

      The man in the white t-shirt glanced upwards.

      A man discreetly assembling a sniper rifle disguised himself in the glare of sunlight on a window at least twelve stories up.

      Sullivan looked back down the alleyway. There was already a crowd around the corpse. Police would arrive any moment.

      He looked to Talia.

      To her pretty, young face, staring up at him, never looking as vulnerable as she did in that moment.

      Oh, how her mother would hate him right now.

      He decided that it didn’t matter what happened to him, just so long as she survived.
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      Sullivan’s hand clutched onto his daughter’s wrist with a grip he knew was uncomfortable, but he wasn’t prepared to hold her loosely. For whatever reason, someone had targeted him—and that made her a target too.

      He had to get her to safety.

      He had to.

      But how? Where?

      The embassy, perhaps?

      For now, just away and hidden.

      Then he would decide what to do with her, how to keep her safe. His priority at the moment was not to consider the next week, day, or even hours—it was just to escape.

      To survive.

      He led her back down the side street, past the people on the phone with emergency services, speaking rapid French as they gathered around the suffocated, bloody heap Sullivan had left only moments ago.

      He ducked into another side street.

      Down the far end he saw a silhouette. From the way the man stood; the defiant stance, feet shoulder width apart—Sullivan knew that he was one of them.

      Sullivan stopped by a door to a large building, possibly a block of flats, and tried to open it.

      Locked.

      Watching the back of the man’s head, ensuring he remained unnoticed, he stood back and charged at the door, bursting it open with his shoulder.

      The man turned. Slid something into his wrist. Strode toward Sullivan.

      Sullivan led Talia through the corridor, around the corner, and found a door to a flat, opening. A young man was leaving, early twenties, smart suit. Maybe he had a date. Maybe he had work.

      “Don’t move,” Sullivan instructed the man. The man didn’t have time to register what was happening as Sullivan shoved him back into his flat and placed Talia beside him. “Leave her side and I’ll break your neck.”

      From the look adorning the man’s face, Sullivan knew that his message had been received.

      He backed into the corridor and marched back around the corner. The man who had been a silhouette at the end of the alleyway bumped into him.

      He had prickles on his chin. Rugged hair. Stocky.

      Sullivan recognised him. Not by name, but by face. All the Falcon’s staff knew of each other.

      Which meant that his employers had turned on him.

      But why?

      Questions for later.

      For now, just kill.

      The man took out his gun. A silencer attached. Before he could raise it, Sullivan had taken his wrist, turned, and lifted the man onto his back. He twisted the man’s arm and pulled on it until his elbow snapped.

      He took hold of the gun hand, not wanting his prints to be on the gun. He turned it toward the man’s face and squeezed the finger nestled over the trigger, a flutter of air penetrating a hole through the man’s forehead.

      “Thanks,” he grunted at the shirt-wearing man gaping at him. He grabbed Talia and marched her back down the corridor and back into the side street.

      He turned right and strode, Talia’s feet scuffling behind him, struggling to keep up.

      Didn’t matter.

      She had to.

      Sullivan wasn’t slowing down.

      The man in the expensive suit appeared a few paces away at the end of the side street.

      He looked over his shoulder. The man with the bad Primark outfit was coming the other way.

      Expensive Suit withdrew his gun and pointed.

      Sullivan momentarily let go of Talia, charged forward, and took Expensive Suit into the busy street of cafes and tourists with a rugby tackle, shoving him into a few tables occupied by disgruntled older ladies having their morning tea.

      Expensive Suit got a punch in. And a second. Something that Sullivan cursed himself for.

      He was too good to get punched.

      He glanced over his shoulder.

      Talia.

      Primark Man appeared behind her.

      “Run!” Sullivan shouted at her.

      It was too late. Primark Man swung his arm around her waist, lifted her up, took his leverage and sprinted in the opposite direction.

      Sullivan went to get up and follow, but the man brought him back down with a thick fist over the back of his head.

      Sullivan knew how to take a punch, but this felt more like a boulder.

      He rolled onto his back and raised his feet, kicking off Expensive Suit as the assailant returned for another punch. He pushed himself to his feet, ignoring the shrieks of scattering civilians, and punched this man’s throat, not once, but again, then again.

      The man rolled out of his reach and Sullivan decided he wasn’t important.

      Whatever happened, Sullivan wasn’t letting Talia go.

      He went to run after her once more, watching Primark Man turn the corner of a far street with Sullivan’s daughter in his arms.

      He was heading toward the docks.

      Before Sullivan could go after him, Expensive Suit grabbed him back and threw him against the wall.

      Sullivan ducked a punch and landed his foot at the top of Expensive Suit’s right kneecap, then swiped the guy’s foot, sending him to the ground.

      An unsuspecting waitress walked out with a large pot of tea. Sullivan grabbed it, removed the lid and poured it over Expensive Suit’s head. Before the hiss of burning had ceased, Sullivan had already landed the pot five times upon the man’s face, severely incapacitating him.

      There were witnesses, and that was stupid.

      But he had no choice.

      Out of desperation, he took Expensive Suit’s gun from the back of his trousers and tucked it into his.

      “Talia,” he whispered, as if he was expecting her to answer, as if to prove to himself that she wasn’t there and the worst hadn’t happened.

      But he knew which direction Primark Man had gone.

      He took to his feet and raced toward the docks.
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      Sullivan came to a stop as soon as he saw her, halting at the end of the dock, watching the boat trail out into the lake.

      The boat was too far to jump to. Too far to reach.

      Primark Man stood, a gun to Talia’s head.

      Sullivan withdrew the gun and pointed it.

      He hated guns.

      But it was the only leverage he had.

      Neither of them said anything. A few moments passed in silence. No utterances of words, not daring to break the tension—just two experts in their field, waiting for the other.

      “It was the outfit, wasn’t it?” Primark Man said.

      “It doesn’t look right on you,” Sullivan answered.

      “Damn, I knew it. It’s so hard to dress like a tourist, you know?”

      “With an expensive shave like that, wearing those clothes makes you stick out like a rookie.”

      Sullivan recognised Primark Man. Not just as a member of Falcons, but as someone he’d met before. It was the voice that was familiar. Somewhat nasal.

      “You’re trying to figure out where you remember me from, aren’t you?”

      “I know you’re a Falcon.”

      “We met many years ago.”

      “I’m sure I’d have remembered.”

      “You were too busy hitting on the waitress.”

      “Must have been a good waitress.”

      “And sauntering around with that same old arrogance. I hated you as soon as I met you. Soon as they sent me your contract, I couldn’t wait.”

      This guy had a grudge on Sullivan, but that was nothing new. He’d taken out so many targets that there would be a line around the street waiting to hurt him.

      But this guy… Sullivan definitely knew him…

      A name grew into clarity. Shane, or Dwayne or something like that. Carrow could be the surname.

      That was it.

      “Shane Carrow,” Sullivan acknowledged.

      “Jay Sullivan,” Carrow said in return.

      “I take it they’ve put a mark on me?”

      “Why else would I be here?”

      “So you’re going to kill me then?”

      “Not until you drop that gun.”

      “Let my daughter go and you can have me.”

      “Ah, but it’s not that simple is it?”

      “It never is. Except now.”

      They were at an impasse.

      Sullivan was doing everything he could to stay cool.

      He’d never seen a gun against his daughter’s head before, and it both terrified and infuriated him. He wanted to rip out the man’s oesophagus, crush his larynx, and stab his heart. His blood was racing, his head a mess, his thoughts a constant bombardment attacking every one of his senses.

      But he had to keep calm.

      Frustration and wrath were a Falcon’s enemy. You get nowhere with quick thinking and impulsivity.

      If he was still a Falcon, that was.

      They seemed to have turned on him without warning or cause.

      He considered asking Carrow why his employers had turned on him, but he wouldn’t know. Their targets rarely came with an explanation. They just came with a name and a photo and how they were to be dispatched.

      He wondered which photo they used of him.

      He wondered whether they’d included his daughter in the hit.

      Probably not. Or she’d be dead already.

      That was one thing he had going for them.

      Carrow held the gun more firmly. Pushed it against Talia’s temple with more force, and it took everything for Sullivan to not fall to his knees and beg.

      “Fine,” said Sullivan, dropping the gun to his side. “Now let her go.”

      “Uh, uh, uh, Sullivan. I know how quick that arm is. You could lift it in the time I take to squeeze this trigger.”

      That killed him.

      Just the mention of squeezing that trigger.

      The potential of losing her…

      He’d been trying to avoid looking at Talia’s face, but it was so prominent in his vision. She was crying, and he’d never seen her cry before. Her eyes reached out to him, beseeched him, with a vulnerability he wasn’t used to.

      Twelve years old and she was already a strong woman. An advocate for feminists. A future prime minister if that was the way she wished to go.

      And to see her in such weakness was like a knife to his gut, twisting and twisting and never killing him, just causing inscrutable amounts of pain.

      “So what do you suggest?” Sullivan said. He could hear panic in his own voice and hated himself for displaying any kind of weakness.

      “It seems we’re at a stalemate.”

      “I’ll let you kill me.”

      “And I’m, what, meant to just rely on your word?”

      “When it involves my daughter, yes.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “If you take her with you, you will fail the mission.”

      “No, I will simply leave the mission incomplete.”

      Sullivan wanted to scream, wanted to lash out, wanted to shriek, just let my fucking daughter go! Let her go, kill me, I don’t care, just let her go you fucking cretin!

      But Sullivan would pounce upon any weakness in his opponent.

      Why would Carrow not do the same?

      The last thing he wanted was for Carrow to accept a temporarily failed mission and take her as his leverage to escape.

      But he could do nothing to prevent that.

      The boat was moving.

      Drifting away.

      Around a corner with no path beside it.

      Nowhere he could go to chase them.

      “Stop!” Sullivan screamed out. “Stop, I’ll do anything!”

      Carrow said nothing. He grinned. Ooh, to see such a legend appear so weak must be a satisfying sight.

      Carrow retreated, backing away with Talia still in his grip, until he disappeared into the boat.

      Sullivan raised the gun and chased after the boat, shooting until the bullets ran out.

      He dove into the river and swam, pushing forward, thrashing his arms and kicking his feet, kicking, kicking, thrashing and kicking.

      Until the boat was a distant blur fading into the background.

      His daughter on it.

      He thrashed his arms more, and more still.

      But it got him nowhere.

      In the end, he was just a lost man, floating in the middle of the lake.

      Alone.

      Everything in Sullivan’s world came shattering down. Everything he had feared happening, everything he had wanted to run from.

      He was too good for this.

      How had he let this happen?

      The look on his daughter’s face.

      Oh, God.

      The tears.

      Talia’s tears.

      He quelled any thoughts of what they may do to her.

      He knew not all staff were as professional as him. Not all staff held ethics—they were killers, after all.

      He punched the water.

      For the first time in his career, he had failed.

      And his rage had been uncaged.
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      Well, that had been an ordeal.

      Never had Mulligan felt as equally burnt out and relieved by a meeting.

      The fury of the prime minister was unmistakable. Given, the prime minister was an elitist, privately educated toff whose angry voice just sounded posh and not in the least bit intimidating, but he was as furious as he could sound—and the real threat wasn’t in his demeanour, but in the power he yielded over the precious status of Mulligan’s job.

      But the relief came when he bought it.

      He knew who Jay Sullivan was, of course.

      He didn’t know all the staff, but he damn well knew Sullivan.

      Who didn’t?

      His reputation preceded him. He was known as the assassin without a gun because he was the only man in the world who was deadliest without one.

      The prime minster could not have expected such a huge cockup by such a brilliant agent.

      Therefore, the expectation that Mulligan should have foreseen the error was not there.

      He was off the proverbial hook.

      For now.

      And, as he charged through the corridors and down the cubicles of the Falcon’s inconspicuous building, people fell quiet. Just as he had expected them to this morning. But now the error had spread throughout the office, and they were all silent at his rage.

      That was power you can’t buy with your rich education, dear prime minister—to have a whole floor of people halt their conversations in fear of your anger.

      “Well?” he demanded as he approached Juliette.

      The look on her face told him it was not good news.

      Fine. He hadn’t expected good news. This was Jay Sullivan. If the element of surprise hadn’t been successful, then even the second and third and fourth best they had would struggle to retire him.

      “Two staff are already down,” she said. “Carrow is still alive but fleeing from the confrontation.”

      “Fleeing?” he echoed.

      However damn good Sullivan was, he was not paying these people their millions to flee; he was paying them to fight.

      “That’s not all,” Juliette said. “Carrow is not alone.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He took his daughter.”

      “Brilliant!” This could work. The one piece of leverage they had over Sullivan. “Is he bringing her here?”

      The look on Juliette’s face was the same one as when she’d realised she’d given Sullivan the wrong target.

      “For Christ’s sake, Juliette, is he bringing her or not?”

      She shook her head.

      “He’s gone black.”

      “What the devil do you mean he’s gone black?”

      “No contact.”

      “Yes, I know what gone black means!”

      “Sir, this isn’t good.”

      He threw his arms into the air. He didn’t pay her to consistently tell him the bleeding obvious.

      Sebastian stepped forward. Mulligan hadn’t even noticed he was there.

      “Carrow is not one of our staff, sir. He’s a free agent we use when we need the best.”

      “I know who is and who is not on our staff.”

      “I just mean, this doesn’t mean he has to report to–”

      “If the next words out of your mouth are not of use to me, then you will lose your job.”

      Sebastian hesitated and shared a glance with Juliette.

      “For Christ’s sake, what is it?” Mulligan growled.

      “We’ve looked into Carrow,” Juliette said. “It appears, as a freelancer, there is a side of him he does not feel he needed to share.”

      “What do you mean? What side?”

      Sebastian opened a file and dumped it on the desk, a few pictures spreading out. They were covert pictures of Carrow with some people Mulligan faintly recognised.

      “What is this?”

      “Those are child traffickers being tracked by MI5, sir,” Sebastian said. “It appears they have a strong link with Carrow.”

      Mulligan’s jaw dropped. He leant forward, hunching over, his voice becoming quiet and low-pitched in that intense way it always did when he was getting beyond the level of fury he could healthily contain.

      “You’re telling me, that not only have we failed to retire Sullivan, but that his daughter is with a child trafficker?”

      That same glance exchanged between them again and Mulligan was already producing their severance package in his mind.

      “So instead of a body in a bag, we have just pissed off the deadliest man in the world!”

      “Sir, I–”

      “Get security on the building doubled,” Mulligan said, after only a brief moment of contemplation.

      “But sir, this is the most secure–”

      “Do it. And then send every other staff the bounty. I want his face on their phones within the next ten minutes. I want him gone before he comes for us.”

      “How could he come for us in here?”

      “Oh, if you need ask that question, then you do not know Jay Sullivan. Do it.” He marched out of the room. “And do not disturb me in my office unless you have some damn good news!”

      He barked at a subordinate to get out of his way and charged down the corridor, entering his office, locking the door and shutting the blinds on every window.

      He stood, out of breath, hands on hips, scrunching his nose, tightening his eyelids.

      He lifted the wastepaper basket and threw it across the room. It was the most pathetic thing to have thrown, considering its straw components meant it flew at the speed of a bag of feathers and made no commotion by hitting the wall.

      “Fuck,” he muttered.

      He had some brandy in his desk drawer.

      And boy, how he needed it.

      Yet, as he turned to his desk, he saw the brandy already beside his metal letter opener. He did not remember leaving it on the desk.

      There was also a half-empty glass beside it.

      And a pair of leather shoes resting on the desk.

      “Bad day?” asked Sullivan.
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      “How the devil did you get in here?”

      Sullivan shrugged. “Meh, I know my way around a wall.”

      “You climbed up?”

      “You really need to tighten security.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Looks like we both have trust issues.”

      Mulligan looked over his shoulder at the door. Sullivan was behind the desk, but he was still a few paces away.

      “You think you could make it to the door before I leap this desk and get to you first?”

      Mulligan looked back at Sullivan without answering.

      “Why don’t you try it? Find out?”

      “You won’t leave here alive.” Mulligan’s voice seemed to lack the conviction he intended the words to carry.

      “Why did you try to kill me, Ian?”

      “It’s sir.”

      “It’s barely even Ian.”

      Mulligan sighed. He knew he would not make it out of this by running. He may as well embrace the fact that they were in here together.

      “Mind if I sit?” he said, indicating the chair opposite his, and felt a little humiliated that he was denied his own chair in his own office.

      “By all means.”

      Mulligan sat.

      He took a glass. Took the brandy. Poured himself some. Went to drink, then sniffed it.

      “You haven’t poisoned it, have you?”

      “If I wanted you dead already, you’d be dead.”

      “And once you have the information you need out of me?”

      “Let’s just say it better be good information.”

      He hovered the brandy beside his mouth for another moment, hesitated, then drank it. It hit the back of his throat like a good brandy does, and it relieved him to find that he was still alive.

      He looked to Sullivan, who looked a lot more put together than he expected. Mulligan knew what Talia meant to him. Beneath this cool facade there would be a raging beast bursting to get out.

      “We didn’t instruct Carrow to take your daughter.”

      Sullivan said nothing.

      “In fact, we did not include your daughter in the hit whatsoever.”

      Sullivan said nothing.

      “It was just meant to be you.”

      Sullivan said nothing.

      “It appears Carrow has gone rogue.”

      “Why did you try to kill me, Mulligan?”

      “Please, you know what this business is–”

      Sullivan’s fist pounded the table, and the brandy splashed onto its polished surface.

      “Why did you try to kill me?”

      “You killed the wrong person.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You killed the wrong senator.”

      “I killed exactly who you told me to kill.”

      “That would appear to be correct.”

      “Then how was it the wrong person?”

      “You can blame Juliette and Sebastian for that.”

      “Ah. I see. So to save face, you threw me under the bus?”

      “Something like that.”

      “That’s cowardly.”

      “I know.”

      “To kill a man to save your job.”

      “You’ve killed many a man for much lesser reasons, Sullivan. It was just unfortunate it had to be you.”

      Sullivan stood. Mulligan flinched.

      Sullivan moved from behind the table, looking out of the open window.

      That hadn’t been open before.

      Dear God, had the man actually climbed up?

      Surely not!

      “Where is my daughter?” Sullivan asked, his voice low.

      Mulligan sighed.

      “Really, we do not know.”

      “Where is she, Mulligan?”

      “I’m not lying.”

      “Where is Carrow?”

      “We don’t–”

      “When did he last communicate?”

      “Right after he took your daughter, then he disappeared off the map.”

      “So he has my daughter and you don’t know where he is?”

      “Sullivan, please, if you could sit down then we could talk about this and–”

      Sullivan turned the desk over. The decanter holding the brandy smashed, and the desk created a large dent in the wall.

      Sullivan stepped toward Mulligan, who remained seated, staring up at the lethal predator towering over him.

      “Please, Sullivan, we can talk about this–”

      Sullivan lifted him up by the neck.

      “Where might he have taken her?”

      “We don’t–”

      Sullivan slammed Mulligan against the wall and held him there by his throat. Mulligan choked.

      “Give me a clue.”

      “I–”

      “Why might he want a child? What might he be into?”

      Mulligan did not want to tell Sullivan.

      But he did not want to die.

      “Let me go and I’ll tell you,” he managed between attempts at breath.

      Sullivan dropped Mulligan to his feet. Mulligan rubbed his neck.

      “Well?”

      “You’ll kill me if I tell you.”

      “I’ll kill you if you don’t.”

      Mulligan felt his neck some more. Even though there was no fist around it, it still felt like it was being squeezed.

      He hesitated. Closed his eyes and dropped his head.

      “Child trafficking,” he admitted.

      Sullivan’s eyebrows lifted, his eyes widened, and he swung a fist toward Mulligan that he ducked. The fist left a dent and a bloody handprint in the wall.

      And, just as Sullivan’s rage began, Mulligan saw it.

      On the floor, besides the capsized desk.

      The metal letter opener.

      Sullivan went to strike him again, but he rolled over and reached out, grabbed it, and swung it down upon Sullivan’s leather shoe.

      Sullivan cried out, and Mulligan retracted it, before plunging it into Sullivan’s thigh.

      Using the momentary pain, he stood, retracted it once again, and struck it into his heart.

      Sullivan looked back at his former boss, terrified, a face of alarm unlike any expression he had pulled before.

      A legend defeated by the pathetic boss he hated.

      Sullivan put his hands over the letter opener, pulling it, but it had pierced his breastbone; it was stuck in him, and from the blood trickling down his mouth, Mulligan assumed it had touched his heart.

      This gave Mulligan enough time to rush behind the desk and hit the alarm, then return to the door and flee out of it, screaming, “Security! Security! Jay Sullivan is in the building!” though the overbearing wail drowned out his words.

      He looked back at Sullivan, who backed away, backed to the open window, weakly looking over his shoulder.

      “Don’t be a fool,” Mulligan told him. “We’re six stories up. It’s a lot quicker on the way down.”

      Sullivan looked back to Mulligan.

      To the drop.

      To Mulligan.

      Sullivan raised his middle finger, tipped backwards, and fell.

      Mulligan rushed to the window, reaching it just after a large crash. Sullivan lay on the roof of a bus parked below.

      With a groan Mulligan couldn’t hear, Sullivan rolled over and fell to the ground.

      Security ran in behind him.

      “What are you doing, he’s outside! He’s on the ground below!”

      Security turned and ran.

      But, by the time Mulligan had turned back to the window, Sullivan was gone.
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      It wasn’t a perfect destination. In fact, the city was ugly. So many people were saying Kosovo was growing, was becoming more of a tourist destination.

      If that was the case, why was their capital so mundane? No tourist attractions, no highlights… Just graffiti, inadequate cafes that were supposed to be the city’s best attraction, and an infantile sense of being.

      Stanislav despised infant sensibilities. He’d never had children and he would not bother with them should he ever be in the unfortunate position to have them—because they spew nonsense, generate noise, and attract attention for nothing remarkable.

      Just like Pristina.

      It was the shitting toddler of the world.

      So many countries had been around for far longer and faced arduous struggles. Kosovo had been given the aid of the European Union—or, enough to feel entitled, anyway. As if being new gave it value. Like a child playing with his new toy and discarding the older ones. So many countries in this world needed help, yet they are making new ones and helping them instead.

      Not that he’d particularly care to help any of these countries himself. He just thought the principals of the institutions that saw themselves as the ‘helpers’ of the world were almost as fucked as the childish countries they aided.

      He glanced at his watch. He had another few minutes before he needed to make his way across the city to the conference. He wasn’t much of an ambassador. There was little he wanted from these people, and even less he liked about them. Yet he was the one sent to improve relations. The one who negotiated with people he despised.

      The only skill he had was being an expert in bullshitting. Then again, isn’t that all you ever need in politics?

      He tucked his shirt in and stopped by the bathroom. He hadn’t realised how much he needed to piss, but being aware of a commode nearby made him suddenly desperate.

      He entered. Turned to close the door.

      But he was unable.

      Someone barged in after him, knocking him against the wall.

      They closed the door.

      Locked it.

      Glared at him, silently.

      Their eyes were the only thing visible behind their balaclava. Young and piercing and blue. Too wide and innocent to be doing anything like this.

      In fact, he decided he wasn’t even scared. Just irritated by the inconvenience.

      He worked in politics. This wasn’t the first time some angry protestor had confronted him in the bathroom stalls, and it wouldn’t be the last.

      “Chto ty delayesh’!” Unsure whether they spoke Russian, he repeated his annoyance in English. “What are you doing?”

      They didn’t answer.

      They took a knife from their waist.

      This was new.

      No angry protestor had ever drawn a knife on him before.

      He registered it.

      He saw it there.

      He knew it was in the assailant’s hand; though it didn’t seem real.

      And he went to react, went to grab it or batter it away or something. But this person was quick, and by the time his consciousness had absorbed his predicament, the attacker had already swung their knife upwards and thrust it into the underside of his chin.

      A sharp, burning pain preceded a mouthful of blood.

      He tried spitting it out, but he had no control of his jaw.

      The pain grew, and he tried to scream, but he only gurgled.

      The attacker withdrew the knife.

      He fell to his knees.

      He reached out.  Clutched at them. Grabbed their leg.

      He wished to do something more dignified than clamber helplessly at his murderer, but he hadn’t the awareness of mind to make any deliberate decisions.

      He was relying on instinct. And his instinct was to be a cowardly piece of shit.

      His mind was working too slowly to realise they had stabbed him thrice more. One in the gut. One in the waist. And one in his cheek.

      He toppled over, his nose cracking as it hit the floor.

      They stayed with him until he was gone.

      Not for comfort.

      Not for reassurance.

      But for safety.

      To make sure they had executed the kill.

      As soon as his breathing ended, they crouched, and carved an image into his chest.

      They left, and his body was discovered a few hours later.
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      Another strenuous night of working.

      Not strenuous in terms of physical exertion, that is. Just in resentment.

      Samira hadn’t had to do much but sleep or just lay there. The guy had passed out in the middle of sex, meaning she had just rolled away and waited until morning. He’d paid her until then. Unfortunately, he just wasn’t conscious enough to appreciate what he’d bought.

      And she was sure he’d pissed himself during the night.

      Either that, or it was the stink of the bedsheets.

      She lifted the sheet to have a look. Sure enough, a large yellow stain spread across his crotch and the mattress. He hadn’t moved at all. She was sure there was also a little bit of sick dribbling out of his mouth.

      She looked at the clock.

      When was he going to wake up?

      Screw it, Samira decided. She’d wake him.

      She nudged him. Gently, at first. But when he didn’t even groan, she nudged him harder.

      Within seconds she was ferociously shaking him.

      “Wake up!” she shouted.

      His eyelids fluttered, but still no movement.

      “Wake up, you stupid piece of shit, wake up!”

      She could just leave. She’d received all her payment up front. She just didn’t want him to think she’d left early and short-changed him.

      But, for all he cared, she could have not even turned up and he probably wouldn’t have noticed.

      She kicked his calf and his eyes finally peeled open, scraping apart crusty sleep, gagging as he awoke.

      “Huh?” he grunted, turning toward her. “What?”

      He looked perplexed as he saw her.

      “I’m Samira!” she reminded him, more angrily than she intended. Then again, she didn’t really care.

      “Samira?”

      “Yes, Samira. The escort.”

      “Oh, the whore.”

      “I’m an escort.”

      “Sure. And I’m a nun.”

      He twisted his body, placing his feet on the carpet, and rubbing his head.

      “Headache?” she asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Hungover?”

      “Something like that.”

      “You pissed the bed.

      “Did I?”

      “And you passed out while I was riding you, FYI.”

      “You got paid, didn’t you?”

      “Yes, you did that already.”

      “Then what the fuck are you still doing here?”

      She went to reply but didn’t.

      Message received.

      She stood, searching for clothes to cover her unused naked body.

      She looked good naked.

      No, she looked fucking awesome naked.

      And, whether she was paid or not, it annoyed her that he wasn’t looking at her. That he turned away, rubbing his head, not giving her grand nudity the slightest bit of attention.

      She put her dress on, found a heel, and searched for the other. She found it under a few empty bottles of whiskey.

      The guy turned to a drawer beside the bed. He was clutching his chest, rubbing his hand over where his heart was. He took a few pills. Swallowed them without water.

      “My dad had heart problems,” she said, not sure why she was telling him this. “He died last year.”

      “The world could do with one less arsehole.”

      “He wasn’t an arsehole.”

      “He raised a whore.”

      “An escort.”

      “Whatever.”

      He stood and limped to the cupboard, taking the whiskey from atop it and pouring it into a tumbler.

      “What’s your deal, anyway?” she asked.

      He shrugged.

      “Your heart’s screwed. Your foot looks infected. You’ve got alcohol sweats and you haven’t even drunk yet.”

      He gulped down a glass of whiskey. “You were saying?”

      “What happened to you?”

      He shrugged his shoulders, wiped his brow and meandered to the bathroom where he left the door open as he pissed. She kept watching him, wanting to know more. It was rare someone who could afford her services was in such a state.

      He left the bathroom without washing his hands.

      “You still here?”

      “You walk like a cop.”

      “I’m not a cop.”

      “What are you?”

      “A cliché.”

      “Are you an ex-cop?”

      “Are you still here?”

      He went to refill his tumbler.

      “I just wondered–”

      He threw the tumbler across the room, shattering it into hundreds of pieces.

      “Leave!” he demanded,

      She took that as her cue. When clients start throwing glass, that’s when it’s time to cut the date short.

      “I really hope it all works out for you,” she said, and heard a bellow of fuck off as she closed the door behind her.

      Jay Sullivan hadn’t even remembered attaining her services.
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      One thing Sullivan had learnt throughout his years was that, wherever you are, pubs are always the same.

      Every country in Europe seemed to have Irish pubs and British pubs. Relatively pointless, really—it was the same décor, but not the same feel.

      This pub was another poor imitation. It was like someone had taken the Mona Lisa and painted it themselves. It may be a replica of the masterpiece, but it just couldn’t be the same.

      In all honesty, Sullivan was just feeling cranky that he’d ended up with the only wobbly bar stool. Groups of people gathered around the other bar stools, chatting away in a language Sullivan couldn’t be bothered to interpret, and their stools all seemed to be perfectly perched. But with Sullivan’s stool, however, it seemed any movement would prompt a wobble back and forth.

      “Another,” he grunted at the barmaid. She said nothing back, but he knew she understood him. He could speak to her in their language, he was sure he knew it; or, at least, he did once. But they all spoke English anyway.

      Everyone in Europe spoke English. Yet, the English never bother to learn anyone else’s language. They just showed up in their country, speaking to them in his own tongue and expecting to be understood.

      How’s that for arrogance?

      It was like showing up to someone else’s party and insisting on only drinking from cups you’ve brought.

      Actually, no, that was a crap simile.

      Was it a simile?

      Or an analogy?

      Sullivan grunted. Who gave a shit?

      In the mirror behind the bar, partially obscured by the various bottles of liquor propped in its way, he could see a family eating at a table behind him.

      Each of them having a full English.

      In Montenegro. Don’t Montenegro have a national dish?

      He grunted again. Probably, but he wasn’t particularly bothered to find out what it was.

      He drank the first sip of a beer the barmaid placed in front of him and drained a fifth of the glass in doing so.

      He watched the family some more.

      Father and daughter. Talking.

      Mother sitting beside them.

      Happy.

      At least, that was how they appeared at first glance. The father turned to the mother and scowled, barking something at her for something she had said or done.

      Well, how’s that for shattering the illusion?

      Sullivan drained another substantial portion of his pint. It didn’t matter if he drank it quickly. He’d received upwards of half a million pounds for each hit he’d done, and he’d done a lot of hits. He may not be in the game anymore, but that money wasn’t going anywhere.

      The father shouted something at the mother, who cowered away, glancing downwards. People averted their glances. Ignoring the domestic dispute, as if ignorance was a valid excuse. People didn’t want their lives interrupted, didn’t want the inconvenience or potential danger of correcting someone in the wrong.

      Then again, Sullivan didn’t know much about this conflict. Perhaps she’d cheated on him, or something alike.

      The father grabbed the mother’s wrist. He held onto it, clamped it between his thumb and his finger, and the mother winced, looking back to him with eyes desperate not to leak tears.

      Sullivan finished his pint.

      He readied himself.

      The father let the arm go and returned to his breakfast.

      Sullivan, however, did not care that the father had let his wife go. He was watching the man, waiting for an excuse.

      But five, ten minutes went by with the man remaining calm.

      Sullivan decided the wife didn’t need his intervention.

      He’d plead ignorance like everyone else in here. Continue his downward spiral into drunkenness. It was already approaching eleven in the morning, and he was nowhere near intoxicated enough yet.

      He was just about to ask for his next beer, but the father caught his eye once more.

      This time it wasn’t the mother who was getting the attention.

      It was the daughter.

      He watched avidly as he scolded her for something. Told her off, raising his voice, a face that appeared full of aggression.

      Then he lifted his muscular arm, grabbed his daughter’s hair in his fist, and pulled her head back as he spat his words.

      Sullivan was off his seat and by the man’s side faster than his dizziness should allow him.

      He grabbed the man’s wrist, twisted the arm so the elbow was facing upwards, then swung his fist down into the elbow with all his force.

      The arm snapped, and the man cried in pain as his elbow stuck the wrong way.

      Sullivan felt a set of arms tuck around his waist. Some kind of bouncer or manager or something.

      He lifted his head, landing the back of his skull into the anonymous person’s nose, and smiled as he heard it crack.

      More bouncers appeared, and he decided it wasn’t worth the fight.

      He’d made his point.

      They dragged him out of the pub and threw him onto the curb.

      He turned from the position on the floor. Looked at the three pieces of shit who had chucked him out.

      He grinned.

      He could take on all of them and walk away unscathed. He could so easily flick his foot out into the first one’s knee, bend it backwards, swing the palm of his hand up into the second’s nostrils, pushing the man’s nose further into his brain, then strike his hand into the final guy’s throat with enough force that the prick would choke.

      But he didn’t.

      He just sat where they put him, aiming a cocky grin at the stern faces beaming down. He waved at them as they returned inside.

      After all, joke was on them.

      He hadn’t paid.
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      Trudging along the riverside, Sullivan carried his beer bottle in one hand and his life in the plastic bag held in the other.

      In his drunken state he could accidentally fall in.

      Or he could not, and then he’d survive.

      Which was worse?

      He paused by a bench. Sat on it. Took another swig.

      His facial hair was unkempt and prickly, his suit old and worn, and his awareness not what it once was.

      He had been both on the run, and on the chase, long enough now that he had become okay with the state he was in.

      At first, he had resisted misery, searching avidly for his daughter, tracking down every child trafficker he could, always one step ahead of the Falcons, always ensuring he was using his expertise and legendary skills to maximum effect.

      Now, he wasn’t even sure if he was being chased anymore. Would they bother with a rundown has-been?

      And as for his daughter…

      He bowed his head. Rubbed his eyes. Closed them. Took in a deep breath of fresh air.

      It was the freshest thing he’d inhaled in a while.

      He had no idea where to look for her anymore. He’d lost all leads. Lost all hope. And lost any opportunity he had.

      He’d tried so hard. Worked day and night. Done everything he felt he could, and now…

      His search was at a complete dead end.

      In fact, there wasn’t even a search anymore.

      Just misguided hope that, someday, she would just show up. It may be a delusional thought, but it was the only thought that had kept him from ending his pathetic life.

      He looked to the sky. There was a threatening omen of rain in the air, hovering like the humidity of a cold sauna. He wished it would rain. He needed a shower. He needed to be cleansed.

      He turned and looked at a man on the bench next to him. Sullivan hadn’t even noticed someone was there. The man was older than him, reading a paper, a grey beard and a neat suit. Not so expensive that he was rich, but expensive enough that he must have a good job.

      On the front of the paper, a headline caught his attention.

      

      
        
        
        STANISLOV KADINKSI MURDERED AND LEFT TO BLEED

      

        

      

      

      He knew the name straight away. A while ago, he’d had his own flat, a flat he couldn’t remember losing but somehow had, and he’d had a wall covered in child traffickers and their associates. All people he was tracking and targeting; all people who could have potentially acquired his daughter.

      Stanislov was one of them.

      “Hey,” Sullivan whined, and the man turned away. “Hey, I’m talking to you!”

      The man afforded Sullivan a reluctant glance.

      “CanIhasalookathat?” Sullivan asked, every word melded into one.

      The man exposed the front page as if to say this? Sullivan took the front page of the newspaper without further explanation and began reading.

      The man was murdered in Kosovo.

      In a public bathroom.

      Stabbed repeatedly.

      That was strange… He’d have thought whoever did this would have used a gun.

      Samira!

      An invasive thought suddenly interjected itself into his contemplation. The whore from earlier… he’d finally remembered her name… it was Samira!

      Apparently, the name meant ‘entertaining companion.’ He snorted at the irony.

      He shoved the newspaper back into the man’s lap and stood, finishing the remains of his beer bottle and throwing it into the lake.

      This was the fourth, or fifth, or maybe sixth (his memory wasn’t as astute as it once was) murder of this kind of person he’d read about. There was one in Turkey last month, one in Hungary, one in England… and some others… I forget…

      It seemed as if a certain demographic was being targeted.

      As if someone was rebelling against known traffickers, someone who’d had enough of being abused, someone who…

      He saw a different newspaper on another person’s lap on another bench.

      Something about it drew his interest.

      He stepped closer, staring gormlessly.

      A picture of Stanislov Kadinski’s corpse was beneath the headline. There was something marked on his chest.

      The person holding the newspaper looked up at him uncomfortably. Some bloke with his legs crossed, and an irritated face. He ignored the man’s displeasure and snatched the newspaper.

      The symbol marked on the centre of the man’s chest grew clearer.

      A clover.

      An Irish clover.

      Just like the one Talia’s mother had given her…

      The one on the necklace…

      Was this a sign?

      A message to him?

      That she was alive, after all this time?

      That she needed him to save her?

      Surely it could not just be coincidence?

      “I was reading that!” the man objected.

      Sullivan decided to be reasonable. He ripped the image out and handed the rest of the newspaper back.

      He traipsed away, staring at it.

      The ink smudged his fingers, and he didn’t bother to wipe it off on his trousers.

      There was no mistake about it.

      This man’s killer had deliberately marked this sign.

      And he was going to Kosovo.
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      For the first year following Talia’s kidnapping, Sullivan had no doubt that he would find her. He wasn’t arrogant, he just knew how good he was. He’d been tracking people and killing them for a long time. So what if Carrow was someone else in his line of work, with expertise of his own—Sullivan was the best, and he knew it.

      Although, at first, he wasn’t sure he’d survive long enough to begin his search.

      The wound caused by the letter opener Mulligan stuck into his chest had hurt like hell. He’d managed to flee the country, and he’d ended up going to a hospital in France under a false name. By this point, he knew his chances of survival were lowering significantly—but to stay in a hospital anywhere in the United Kingdom would heighten his chances of being found and killed.

      As it turned out, the letter opener had only scraped the surface of his heart. It was bad, but it was liveable with the right medication and the right lifestyle.

      He would like to have said that this fortune came from skill or expertise or a thick skin. At the time, he may have even convinced himself that his line of work had toughened his body.

      He wasn’t foolish enough to believe that anymore.

      He knew now that it was luck.

      All damn luck.

      It was the same thing that allowed him to ascend to such a legendary status—every time he’d tracked a target, dispatched them smoothly, covered it up, it wasn’t his skill that had done it.

      It was luck.

      Luck that he happened to be the best, that he happened to know how to execute someone with such precision, that he got away with it again and again and again.

      But the fates always have something in store for someone with so much good luck.

      It’s called bad luck.

      And when the good luck had come in such generous doses, the bad luck came in grave, weighty lumps.

      After a year, he realised that he would never find Carrow.

      But to accept that he’d never find Carrow would mean accepting that he would never find Talia.

      So he kept going. Told himself that people fight adversity and succeed every day, it’s how successful people become successful; by overcoming their bad luck.

      But they were tracking him. The Falcons were searching for him, and they came close too many times.

      The only way he could ensure his survival was to retreat into obscurity. The more he looked for her, the more they could veer into his path, the easier they could find him.

      He could not find Talia if he was dead, so he had to stop searching in hope that a clue would appear.

      At least, that was the reason he’d told himself.

      In truth, it was because he could barely run without needing to swallow pills so his heart would keep beating; so he could manage the wound Mulligan had left.

      He relived that meeting in his mind every night.

      The way it went. The way Mulligan defeated him. He had intended to torture Mulligan into information, and instead he fled as a pathetic morsel, such a contradiction to his legendary status.

      And Talia was gone.

      He had to stop himself from reminding him of that every minute of every day; but she was.

      Gone.

      Kidnapped.

      By a child trafficker.

      Oh, God, the things she would probably be doing…

      The things that she would be subjected to…

      The amount of times over the last five years that…

      Sullivan willed himself to stop thinking.

      He stood on the streets of Kosovo, looked at the exterior of a crime scene he had no idea how to talk his way into.

      He used to be slick. Used to flash a fake badge or converse with such swagger that he could talk himself into any situation.

      But after that year ended, and he had faded from the spotlight, retreated into day-to-day survival, he had become useless.

      Beyond useless.

      He had become pathetic.

      The more he looked for Talia, the more likely he was to be found and killed. So he had to stop searching and live in hope. Motivate himself with fading optimism to stay alive.

      And depression took from him every ability he once had to do his job.

      So he drank. Oh, boy, did he drink.

      He fucked whores.

      Sorry, escorts.

      And he spent every day of his life trying to figure out how, in a single moment in Paris a few years ago, everything in his life had changed so drastically.

      Maybe he shouldn’t have stopped looking. Maybe it was the wrong decision. But any other decision he’d have taken would have been wrong too.

      There was no right decision.

      There were just decisions, all of which led to dark places and none of which led to his daughter.

      And now here he was. In Kosovo. With a chance that he could find her. And he was not going to let go of that possibility.

      A few people with uniforms and plastic gloves wheeled a transportable gurney out of the house. A body lay on it, covered in cloth.

      He had to see that body.

      Fuck it, he thought.

      He took out his bottle, played the part of the drunk—he had a lot of experience to help make the part believable—and stumbled forward. He made himself topple headfirst, burst through the onlooking crowd, beyond the tape and into the gurney, spilling the cloth from off the body.

      The crowd gasped.

      The horrid sight didn’t even register to Sullivan. He’d seen a lot of dead bodies.

      Hell, he’d made a lot of them.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said to the person scowling at him, knowing that saying this in English would make him seem like an irritating foreigner.

      But he caught a glance at the chest.

      There it was.

      The clover carved perfectly and left as a scar with dried blood trickling down the body’s chest like rain against a window.

      It was exactly like the clover Talia had on her necklace.

      It was a message. It had to be. She was killing paedophiles and traffickers and leaving a mark. Both the targets and the symbol couldn’t be a coincidence.

      He considered briefly—what if he was wrong?

      But he couldn’t be. His instincts made him what he once was, he had to trust them.

      The question was, of course, whether the other similar suspects who had faced recent death had the same mark carved into them.

      One of the police officers pushed him off, barking something in Albanian—something about him being a fucking idiot, he wasn’t sure; it had been a while since he’d used the language. He was pushed back into the crowd as they re-covered the body, and he stumbled away as if still drunk—which he was, a little.

      Then he walked on.

      He’d seen what he’d needed to see.

      And the message was clear.

      And the next step was obvious.

      It was time for Jay Sullivan to return from exile.
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      The view outside the office was a sight to behold. Into the distance, London was awash with hustling and bustling one could get lost in. And, if Juliette strained enough, she could see the Millennium Wheel. One of her favourite places in the world; a place where the view was even better.

      She sat back in her leather seat, looking at a screen full of emails and a desk full of papers. Sometimes the job could get overwhelming, but she liked to be overwhelmed and overworked. It kept her busy and kept her sane.

      The phone rang.

      She considered, for a moment, not answering it. She had enough work and whoever was on the other end of that line was bound to add to it.

      Then again, it could be someone going on a coffee run—and she would not want to miss out on coffee.

      She picked it up and answered, “This is Menace.”

      “Eh?” came an inquisitive grunt on the phone.

      “Pardon?”

      “Who the fuck is this?”

      “Excuse me?”

      She did not know this voice, and she wasn’t used to being spoken to in such a way by subordinates. She was already planning the disciplinary procedures in her mind for whoever dared to think something like this was humorous.

      “I said who the fuck is this?”

      “I suggest that you identify yourself, before I trace the call and have you fired.”

      The man laughed.

      “You can’t fire me, you already tried.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Now—who the fuck is this?”

      “Excuse me, but who are you–”

      “Where’s Mulligan?”

      “Ian Mulligan?”

      “You know another bell-end called Mulligan?”

      “I’m not quite sure who this is, but I suggest that–”

      “I couldn’t give a damn what you suggest princess, I suggest you get me Mulligan.”

      Princess?

      “Well, that would be quite impossible.”

      “I’d imagine the head of the Falcons would be reachable should we desperately need him.”

      “The head of the Falcons?”

      “Yeah. You know, a bunch of assassins, working for the government, occasionally tries to kill their own. The Falcons.”

      “Ian Mulligan has not been head of the Falcons for four years.”

      The line went silent.

      And it remained silent.

      “Hello?” she said. Despite the impudence of the call, she was growing intrigued by it. She was fairly sure that this was not someone who worked for her, and she would like to know who had this number, who had knowledge of this organisation, and who knew of Ian Mulligan.

      “… Fuck,” the voice grunted. “So who’s the head of the Falcons now?”

      “I’m afraid that is classified.”

      “Wait, what did you say when you picked up… This is who… Menace? I didn’t know a Menace.”

      She sighed. She went to speak, but he interrupted her before a word came out.

      “Hang on,” the man said. “Juliette Menace. But you are a little girl doing all Mulligan’s dirty deeds. How the hell did you come to be head of the Falcons?”

      “Sheer hard work in a male-dominated profession.”

      “All right, wasn’t meaning to offend.”

      “You didn’t.”

      “I don’t really care.”

      She hesitated. Looked into the office. Should she get someone else in here for security? Attempt to record the call, maybe?

      “I need some information,” the man said.

      “And you expect me to give it to you?”

      “You won’t need to. I will be able to tell.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “A bloke in Kosovo yesterday. He died. Was a paedophile. You know of him?”

      “That’s classified.”

      “Yes, then. And you know what mark is on his chest?”

      “That is also classified.”

      “So that’s a yes.”

      This guy was pissing her off.

      “If you have a point,” she said, “I suggest you get to it. Or, at least identify who you are.”

      “There have been another string of killings of a similar clientele. I assume you know this?”

      “That is classif–”

      “Brilliant. And did they all have the marks on them?”

      She said nothing.

      “Well?” he prompted.

      Still, nothing.

      “Come on, Juliette.”

      “It’s Miss Menace.”

      “It’s barely Juliette.”

      She huffed.

      “Were the same marks on those bodies?” he repeated.

      “Again,” she said, hesitating to answer, “that is classif–”

      “Thank you, Juliette, that is all I need.”

      “Wait!” she said, before he could hang up.

      He didn’t answer, but the call didn’t end, so she assumed he was still there.

      “Who is this?” she asked.

      “Someone with a bit of a grudge,” he said. “Someone you would never expect.”

      Wait, she recognised that voice… It was huskier, more growly, perhaps deeper, but she knew it.

      She wondered—why the interest in the death of a bunch of child traffickers and paedophiles?

      Then it occurred to her why he may be hunting them…

      “Oh my God, are you–”

      The dial tone interrupted her sentence.

      The call ended, but the phone remained in her hand.

      It couldn’t be.

      Surely…

      She dropped the phone to her side, looking out of her office, already assembling a team in her mind, already considering where to look, where to send them, how much budget to spare…

      And who they had who would dare take on a man who had disappeared so perfectly.
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      Sullivan took apart the phone as he paced away from the crime scene, dropping the sim card into a passing woman’s bag, the battery into the gutter, and the casing into the bin.

      That was it.

      No going back.

      Now they knew he was still alive.

      And they knew he was active again.

      They would come after him with everything they had.

      Now he just had to figure out his next move.

      Honestly, he was hoping for something more from Juliette—the kind of clue he would have attained easily from Mulligan. He just needed a hint or a spill of information or something he could detect. He could tell from her reaction that all the victims had this same mark, yes—but that still didn’t give him his next step.

      At least he now had enough information to be fairly sure his daughter was communicating to him; though he was aware this could be the foolish thoughts of a drunken cynic clinging onto the final bit of hope he had before he descended into the abyss of despair.

      But, hell, it gave him a reason to get out of bed in the morning.

      The problem was he didn’t know what to do next. If he knew where to look or where to go, he’d be there already. He’d have gone there years ago when he still had his wits about him.

      He had the same lack of information he’d had before, only now he had the little bit of knowledge he needed to become reckless.

      It was like he’d been searching an empty room, and now he was searching the same empty room but with the light on.

      Shane Carrow was a lead. Someone to look for. A way to go.

      But, again, he’d exhausted that lead to death years ago.

      He had to decide. They would come after him soon. He’d asked initially about a body in Kosovo—so this would be the first place they would try to find him.

      He looked around. He was too out in the open. The space was too public. A sniper could pick him out, or a person could barge past him and stick a blade into the correct place of his chest to subtly bring on cardiac arrest.

      What’s more, his heart was giving him grief.

      He turned into a large building, expensive looking, maybe offices for a fancy business. For a country that had only existed since 2008, this place was already thriving.

      He made his way to the lift. Entered it. He was alone. He pressed the button for the top floor and leant against the wall.

      He was wheezing, his heart was struggling, and his arm seized. He took out his pills, swallowed them dry, and waited for the few minutes it took for them to take effect, for his chest to stop pounding.

      The doors opened. A woman and a man entered. The lady was a cleaner by the look of her attire. The man wore an expensive suit. A very expensive suit, in fact. A Brioni.

      Sullivan knew, because he used to have three himself.

      In fact, this man didn’t look too much like a businessman. He didn’t have the swagger of business, but he had the swagger of money. He stood shoulder width apart. His beard was neatly trimmed with no scraggles or straight lines; a shave that he hadn’t done himself; and his shoes were worth almost as much as his suit. Loake Fernley. Tan. Brogues. They were fancy, but not the kind of fancy a person who owned a business would buy—such a person would purchase a pair of flashy leather shoes. These were fancy shoes, but they were also practical for turning on the heel and moving quickly.

      The man’s phone bleeped, and Sullivan recognised the tone immediately.

      It was the sound of the Falcon’s sending through a mark.

      Sullivan watched, remaining behind the man, as he edged the phone half from his pocket and tilted the screen to his eyeline.

      Jay Sullivan, it read, alongside an image from far better days. Sullivan could almost pass as someone else now, but he knew that would not be good enough once this man turned around and saw who he was.

      The lift paused.

      The doors opened.

      This couldn’t have been a coincidence.

      Could this Falcon have been pre-warned? Some often were, and they sent the text messages as a matter of course to a variety of agents.

      If that was the case, then the man was in this lift intentionally.

      Sullivan’s location had already been suggested, and he’d already been tracked.

      Damn, they were good.

      The lift doors opened and the cleaning lady stepped out without giving a glance to anyone else.

      As soon as the lift doors touched together, Sullivan didn’t waste any time.

      Unfortunately, this man didn’t either.

      They were face to face, hands on throats, throwing each other from one side of the lift to the other. The walls shook under the impact of their strength, and Sullivan felt himself being easily overpowered.

      Sullivan hadn’t been to the gym in years, and this man probably lived in it. Sullivan drank more booze than he ate food, and this man most likely survived on protein.

      Should he punch the gut? Kick the knee? Try to find a weapon?

      His know-how had aged, and his body had too. He could rely on innate ability, but that would only get him so far—and this conclusion became even more pertinent when Sullivan felt a cold, heavy fist land into his right cheekbone.

      He fell to his knees.

      That had never happened before.

      No one had ever knocked him down.

      He didn’t like it.

      The man raised a fist and sent it through the back of Sullivan’s head.

      Of course, he would not stop with just a single punch!

      Come on, Jay, you’re embarrassing yourself.

      He lifted his arm and blocked the next strike. It hurt his arm almost as much as the previous punch had hurt his face.

      The man continued his pounding, and Sullivan resorted to instinct. He knew what to do, and he knew he should stop overthinking it.

      Relying solely on what his body did and not what his racing thoughts commanded, he stretched out his leg and kicked into the guy’s knee, which took the leg out and brought him onto Sullivan’s level.

      The man reached into his pocket. Sullivan saw the shiny black end of a gun. He palmed the back of his wrist to send the gun back into the pocket and swung an elbow through the air, which the man easily ducked.

      Sullivan took another punch in the face, then sent one back.

      The man ducked it, but Sullivan hadn’t intended to punch the man’s face. He’d hoped he’d duck. This allowed Sullivan to punch the lift buttons, denting the casing and exposing a large group of wires.He found the longest wire and pulled it out.

      He stretched it out in front of him, knowing it would be pointless to go for the throat straight away. It’s what the guy would be expecting. So he dodged the punch he expected, and another; then he used the opportunity to tie the cable around the guy’s throat.

      The guy grabbed at it, clawed at it, suffocating. He stood, bringing Sullivan up with him, and used his entire body to lurch backwards against the wall, slamming Sullivan against it with all his body weight.

      The lift stopped.

      The doors opened.

      The two combatants abruptly halted. They stepped apart from each other, Sullivan placing the cable behind his back.

      A businessman stepped in, amid a conversation on the phone, speaking in Albanian. He glanced oddly at the two of them, their hair out of place, a mark on Sullivan’s cheekbone and a red line across his assailant’s neck.

      They tried to look as nonchalant as they could, peering into nothingness as the man turned his back to them and continued his conversation.

      Sullivan looked up and down this businessman and saw a thin line in his pocket. He reached his hand into it and took out a fountain pen, unnoticed.

      The lift doors opened.

      The businessman left.

      The lift doors closed.

      Sullivan hit the emergency stop button, side stepped a punch, took one in the gut, then swung the fountain pen upwards and into the man’s eye.

      This didn’t kill him, of course. But it bloody hurt, and it gave Sullivan his opportunity to tie the cable thrice around the guy’s neck, pull, and keep pulling as he pressed the soul of his shoe into the man’s back.

      The man’s hand scrambled at his eye and at his neck, but there was little he could do. The pain clouded his judgement, and he passed out. Sullivan kept squeezing until the man’s chest no longer rose.

      Sullivan searched the corpse. He took the guy’s phone and patted down the rest of his pockets to discover nothing but a gun.

      He pressed the guy’s thumb against the phone to unlock it, changed the settings so it would not lock again, and placed it in his inside pocket.

      He pulled himself up through the top of the lift, escaped into the shaft, and climbed his way to the lift the other side over. Once he was sure no one was in it, he climbed in, opened the door, and made his way to the stairs.

      He left the building just as he heard the shriek of discovery.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The doors of the office barged open and people fell silent, just as they did when Mulligan would charge through, full of anger, all those years ago.

      Strange, really—Juliette hadn’t thought about her former boss since he lost his job all those years ago. She had been an obedient lackey to him, a scuttling rat; a child ready to obey authority. She made stupid decisions and committed stupid mistakes, all because of her willingness to follow authority.

      And, just like she didn’t know Ian Mulligan anymore—nor did she still know that version of Juliette.

      She was the woman who could silence an office full of subordinates by the approaching sound of her heels.

      Normally her anger would be fabricated. She would create it to make clear to the Falcons she was not happy.

      This anger was not fabricated.

      And she really was not happy.

      She kicked open a door to find Sebastian scrolling through surveillance footage.

      “What the hell?” she demanded, before he could acknowledge her presence.

      “I couldn’t tell you,” Sebastian said.

      She looked over his shoulder.

      There he was. Jay Sullivan. A bird's-eye view of him leaving the crime scene of a murdered paedophile, creating an accident to reveal the body.

      “Kosovo cooperative?” she asked.

      “Very.”

      “Let’s hope that good will lasts.”

      “Unlikely.”

      “How the fuck did this happen?”

      Sebastian shrugged.

      He replayed the footage.

      “Do you think he killed the man?” he mused. “Do you think he’s been carving that clover on all those bodies?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “A child trafficker kidnapped his daughter, remember? The targets seem relevant. Could be a motive.”

      “No, it doesn’t fit. On the phone, he was asking about them, about the bodies, like he didn’t know.”

      “Could be a ruse. A fabrication to make sure we don’t think it’s him. It’s the kind of thing we taught him to do.”

      “No, no, I don’t think that’s right.”

      She had no rationale or evidence or reasoning behind thinking this—just her gut.

      Fortunately, her gut had never been wrong.

      “He didn’t seem himself,” Juliette said, in a trance, words seeping out of her unknowingly.

      “How could you possibly know that? You’re hardly best buds.”

      “He was efficient, he was smart, he was articulate—on the phone, honestly, he sounded a little drunk. A little messy. Maybe he’s reckless.”

      “Jay Sullivan is never reckless.”

      “He never used to be reckless.”

      “A man like Jay Sullivan doesn’t change.”

      “You are talking about a man who has disappeared for a good number of years.”

      “Even after a good number of years, he’d still be Jay Sullivan.”

      Juliette paused.

      “That’s the other question I keep asking,” she said.

      “What?”

      “Why now?”

      She watched the footage playing on its loop once again. He looked drunk, but it could be an act just to see the body. Many a fool had underestimated this guy, and they had paid the price.

      “If he’s been content to disappear, to say hidden—why choose now to resurface? Why phone us and make us aware of his being alive? It’s a stupid move. One he would only make if he was desperate.”

      “Maybe he’s after something.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Maybe it’s these killings.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Maybe he’s just bored?”

      “Bored?”

      “Or…” Sebastian put the end of a biro in his mouth, chewed it as he mulled his idea over, then spoke. “Maybe he never found his daughter.”

      Juliette slowly rotated toward him.

      Of course.

      Maybe he didn’t.

      Maybe he’s had his first breakthrough in years, his first chance, and he needed them to give him information he couldn’t otherwise get.

      “Either way, Sullivan was our fuck up,” she said. “It was Mulligan who gave the order, but we were involved in the decision making.”

      Sebastian flinched at the name his former boss.

      “I am not letting our skeletons come out of the closet just to bite us on the arse,” she said. “I want him gone, and I want it done quickly.”

      “I’ve sent the contract to some of the staff.”

      “How many?”

      “Nineteen, twenty.”

      “It’s not enough.”

      “It’s a lot.”

      “I don’t care. How many staff have we got?”

      Sebastian hesitated before answering, watching her, still chewing on his biro. She could see him contemplating whether to argue, and her temper was grateful for him not doing so.

      “Forty, maybe fifty if you count those still on assignments.”

      “Send the contract to all of them. And send it to freelancers too, as many as you can find. And raise the money. I want this to be everyone’s priority.”

      “Are you sure? I mean, we have guys in Afghanistan that we’re–”

      “I don’t give a fuck about Afghanistan. They can do whatever the hell they want; if we want to keep our jobs, and our heads, we need this guy found. If we don’t go after him, he’ll come after us. And we’ll be his next target. Or, even worse—we’ll be fired.”

      “Look, I know I shouldn’t say anything–”

      “Good. Then don’t.”

      She turned and marched away before he could voice any objections.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Sullivan sat in the airport lounge, watching people charging back and forth. Mothers dragging kids, men in suits with suitcases, stag dos with matching t-shirts, nuns, tourists, teenagers—every part of the world bursting past in a commotion, as if the aeroplane they were chasing was the only aeroplane there would ever be.

      He took out the mobile phone he’d taken from the man he’d killed in the lift and mulled it over.

      A standard iPhone. He had no idea if it was the most recent one or not; he hadn’t particularly kept up with the latest trends or technology. It wasn’t something that interested him when he had a phone, never mind now he found them obsolete.

      Without a person to phone or a person to message, he had little use for such a device.

      He opened Safari and searched political paedophile deaths. Several connected articles appeared, with the same recurring faces. All of them could have a clover carved into their chest.

      The first one.

      That’s the one he wanted.

      The first of all these people to be killed, the first with the clover mark—that’s where he would go.

      God-knows what he expected once he arrived there. He hardly expected a large room with clues written on the entrance. But, for lack of knowledge of where to go next, this would be his best idea.

      So he searched for the oldest article, which seemed to be just under thirty days ago.

      And he rolled his eyes.

      Of course, it would have to be there.

      Of course, he would have to return to the country where he would be most hunted.

      Cheltenham, England.

      At the top of the South West in rural Britain.

      About a hundred miles or so from London, where the Falcons were, where they would already be considering how to hunt him further.

      He stood and looked to the screen above, searching for British airports. There were a few to London Gatwick, but none to East Midlands Airport.

      There was, however, one to Manchester airport.

      That would do. At least it wouldn’t land him in the capital, right where the Falcons were.

      He bought his ticket from a woman with a tidy uniform and too much red lipstick, using one of his many passports with different names. He had half an hour to kill, and he feared that further confrontation could await him here. If they found him in an office building, they would surely find him in an airport. It was hardly the most unexpected place for him to go. They’d expect him to be leaving the country.

      The phone beeped.

      He picked it up. A message. He opened it and read.

      

      
        
        
        Target: Jay Sullivan

        Improved bounty: £5,000,000

        30% bonus if completed within 48 hours

      

        

      

      

      He grinned.

      He hit reply and typed back a message:

      

      
        
        
        Oh, Juliette. You will have to do better than this.

      

        

      

      

      He sent it, then switched the phone off. He dropped it to the floor and smashed it with his heel.

      He’d forgotten how fragile an iPhone was.

      He dropped its remains in the bin and directed himself toward his gate.

      He passed the duty free on the way, picking up a bottle of whiskey.

      As he stood at the gate, in the queue's monotony, he gazed at the bottle.

      He put it in his bag.

      As much as he craved it, as much as his body shook without it, he needed focus.

      He needed his skill set back.

      He needed to become the Jay Sullivan of old.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Manchester, England

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Sullivan knew they would be waiting for him.

      He hadn’t been out of it for so long that he’d become completely naïve.

      Kosovo airport would be the first place they’d acquire their CCTV footage. They’d know which gate he used, and from that, they could deduce where he was going.

      The plane came to a stop and people began their hasty preparation for leaving. They all rushed so much, quickly getting their suitcases from above, readying their children, even though they would still have to wait at least fifteen minutes until the stewards allowed them off.

      So Sullivan just sat there.

      Staring at the whiskey bottle.

      Torn between his desire to stay prepared, and his desire to stay drunk.

      He poured a small measure into a plastic cup an air hostess had given him for a bottle of water he’d purchased. He swilled it around, splashing its light brown liquid in ferocious waves of tiny proportion.

      A kid started crying to his left. Moaning about his ears popping or having to wait so long to get off or something.

      Sullivan didn’t avert his gaze.

      He took the whiskey down in one.

      The only question, really, was how he would handle his potential assailants. This would depend so much on how they approached him.

      Would they be waiting, preparing to follow him, trying to remain unsuspected, and attempting to use the element of surprise?

      No, they wouldn’t.

      Just as much as he expected them to be there, they would also expect that he would know they’d be there.

      There would be no subtlety in their approach.

      He just had to make sure that no one was caught in the crossfire.

      Which was why, when the doors opened, he stayed seated. Everybody shuffled down the aisle, and he just remained staring at his whiskey.

      He put it in his bag and stood, placing the bag over his shoulders.

      Once everyone had left, and he was the only one remaining, he stepped away from his seat.

      “Is everything okay, sir?” an air hostess asked, startled to see a passenger still aboard.

      “Just fine.”

      He walked past her, down the aisle, stepping over discarded chocolate wrappers and some of those mini wine bottles that were now empty.

      He stepped off the plane and onto the first step of the temporary stairs.

      He paused.

      There was a short walk outside from the plane to the gate.

      But, as he saw the last civilian walk inside, he saw a man lock the door and look toward him.

      He counted three of them. The guy to his right who had locked the door, another guy standing a few paces away from the steps, and another standing to his left, next to an unattended trolley of suitcases.

      The plane door closed behind him.

      The pilots and air hostesses had their orders, as did these three miscreants.

      They certainly looked the part. Suits like he used to wear, stern faces like he used to show, and a readiness for a fight he still had burning inside of him.

      He was right. There would be no subtlety. They assumed he’d be expecting them, so they made their presence known straight away.

      The only advantage he had was that they were unlikely to fire a gun in the open like this. Not with the air hostesses staring out of the window, or the potential damage to the plane, or the prying eyes of CCTV—though CCTV was something the Falcons could easily manipulate.

      “Morning, fellas,” said Sullivan.

      They didn’t reply. They tried to remain hard and menacing. Which was good—it meant they thought the same old tricks would work on Sullivan. Which meant that they may underestimate Sullivan in other ways.

      He pulled the whiskey out of his bag, then threw the bag to the floor.

      “Didn’t want this to smash,” he said. He unscrewed the top and took a few swigs.

      If they expected him to be an inept has-been, then that was the part he had to play.

      He didn’t need guns because his weapons came from elsewhere. Through his initiative, resourcefulness, his performance.

      And so long as they believed the act, that was fine.

      He stumbled down the steps, battering into one bannister and then the other, almost falling.

      It was an easy performance. It had been his reality for a few years now, and he didn’t need to pretend too much.

      As he continued his descent, he sized up his opponents. The man to his right, who was gravitating away from the doors and toward him, was big and bulky. A punch would hardly settle him down, and Sullivan may need to wait until he had a weapon ready.

      To his left, the man had a big bulge behind his waist. A gun. He was the marksman; he would keep his distance so he could shoot.

      The guy in front of him was the weak link. He was the one stupid enough to stand closest. Therefore, he could be the first to go.

      Sullivan fell off the first step and landed on his knees. His trousers ripped, but that was okay. He wasn’t planning on wearing substandard attire for much longer.

      If he wanted to be a professional again, he would need to dress like it.

      The man in front of him swung a leg and kicked Sullivan in the face.

      Sullivan let him.

      The man had to think he had the power.

      Sullivan landed on his back and turned groggily. It didn’t hurt that much. There wasn’t even any blood. But this charlatan had to believe it.

      The man stomped on Sullivan’s head, hitting his temple against the moist, solid surface of cement.

      The man to his right came closer. Sullivan was down, and easily so. There was no danger in approaching.

      The man from the centre went to stomp again.

      Sullivan had had enough.

      He rolled onto his back to dodge it. He swung the whiskey bottle into the man’s kneecap then, regretfully, smashed the bottle on the ground until only a sharp shard remained.

      Fuck, he thought. I hate wasting good whiskey.

      He pushed himself to his knees and landed the deadly prick of the bottle into the man’s throat, dragging it across the guy’s Adam’s apple and releasing it.

      Before the man had fallen to the ground, he had turned to the bulky bastard to his right and landed the glass in his throat too.

      The remaining attacker took out his gun.

      Sullivan didn’t let Bulky Bastard fall to the floor. Using his fading strength, the muscles that were so out of practise, he pushed the suffocating, spluttering man forward, allowing a few bullets to land in the large belly of the beast as he gained ground on the shooter.

      Once in front of the shooter, he dropped the flailing corpse and dug the glass into the last attacker’s gut. Taking the gun hand, he swung the man over his shoulder and onto the floor, where he stuck the glass into his throat.

      He took the dead man’s mobile phone. He used the corpse’s thumb to unlock it and charged into the airport.

      He hadn’t long until he’d be fighting the police as well—and they would surely send the firearm’s police. This was triple homicide, out in the open, and the Falcons wouldn’t clean up his mess for him like they once did.

      He scrolled through the address book, past many fake names and code names.

      Then he found it. FJ.

      It stood for Falcon Juliette.

      Once upon a time, when Mulligan was still around, it was FM.

      He pressed the call button, put the phone to his ear, and waited for the answer as he strode through the airport, amongst the unsuspecting civilians who gave him his camouflage.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      A phone call from the agent. This better be good news.

      “Yes?” Juliette answered. “Is he dead?”

      “Depends on who you mean by he.”

      Shit.

      That was his voice.

      She recognised it too well now. It prompted a sinking feeling of uselessness in her gut.

      A feeling of oh fuck.

      “Seeing as I am talking to you, I’m going to assume that my staff are down.”

      “They went down as easily as a ten-dollar hooker. Is that who you have working for you nowadays?”

      “Not everyone can be like you, Sullivan.”

      “We can’t have a perfect world now, can we?”

      Juliette opened the door and waved her hand at Sebastian. As soon as he looked up, Juliette pointed at her phone and mouthed Sullivan. He leapt to his feet and grabbed a piece of equipment he’d need for tracing a call.

      “There’s no point tracking me,” Sullivan said. “You know where I am.”

      “Is that so?”

      “It would be pretty tough for me to kill the charlatans you send me if I wasn’t where you sent them, wouldn’t it?”

      “Did they at least put up a fight?”

      “Meh.”

      Her fist curled. She resisted punching the wall, knowing it would do more damage to her knuckles than the plaster.

      “Why now, Sullivan?” she asked.

      “Why what now?”

      “You know what I mean. You’ve been lost for years. Most of us assumed you were dead. Why attract the attention now?”

      “Boredom, I guess. Or curiosity, wanting to know how bad you guys actually are.”

      “I don’t believe you have come out of hiding for boredom.”

      “Maybe I just missed you.”

      “We will get you, Sullivan.”

      “Oh, from the price you set out, I wouldn’t be surprised. Is that what the British taxpayer pays for nowadays?”

      “What do you want?”

      “Information.”

      “And why would I give it to you?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Out of the goodness of your cold, cold heart.”

      A few more people entered her office. They stared at her, as if awaiting instructions. Did no one have any initiative at all nowadays?

      “You’re still so busy trying to mend the screw up from five years ago. So busy trying to retire me so no one knows how much you fucked up your job. Does anybody really care anymore?”

      “About what?”

      “Is this really the lengths you’ll go to so you don’t get fired?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Don’t be an idiot, Juliette. You are a great many things: inept, sad, mildly attractive—but an idiot is not one. If you’re not willing to speak openly with me, then I see no need to open a dialogue with you. Now, are you going to drop the nonsense?”

      “Whatever you say, Sullivan.”

      Sebastian tapped a few keys on his phone, then showed her the text message he had just sent out to all agents:

      

      
        
        
        Sullivan spotted at Manchester airport.

      

        

      

      

      She grinned.

      “How about you meet me in person?” Sullivan suggested.

      “I’m not sure what we’d have to say to each other,” she said.

      “Fuck you would be my opener.”

      A subordinate Sebastian had brought in showed the screen of their laptop to Juliette.

      There he was. CCTV capturing Jay Sullivan, marching between civilians, out in the open, easy to track.

      Maybe he had lost it.

      Maybe there was nothing to fear.

      And, just as the thought entered her mind, Sullivan halted. Fell to his knees. Grabbed his heart.

      She chuckled.

      Maybe she didn’t even need to send anyone after him.

      Maybe his own body would assassinate him for her.
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      Sullivan reached into his inside jacket pocket, finding his pills.

      He’d forgotten about his heart.

      Too much physical exercise, too much exertion, too much stress, and this was what happened.

      He swallowed a few pills and waited a moment.

      “Everything okay?” asked Juliette.

      The pain subsided to a tolerable level, and he took a moment to breathe.

      He stood. Looked up at the CCTV. Displayed his middle finger.

      “Just dandy,” he said.

      He kept walking.

      To his left he saw, beyond the crowd, another face that looked out of place. Grim expression, tidy suit, wandering eyes.

      “You know,” Sullivan said. “Your guys would do well to try to be a bit more inconspicuous.”

      “Whatever do you mean?”

      “Suits and expensive cuts. It’s all too obvious.”

      “You are suggesting they should try to fit in?”

      “No, they can’t fit in. Put them in t-shirt and jeans and they will still walk like one of you.”

      “One of us, Sullivan.”

      “Oh, am I still on the payroll? I haven’t been getting those checks…”

      “You can defect all you want, you are a Falcon until we retire you.”

      “Retire? I guess I won’t be cashing in on my pension.”

      Sullivan turned the corner. Another one stood in WHSmith. This one almost went unnoticed, except for the fact he was reading Model Railways.

      “How many you got coming after me, Juliette?” he asked.

      “Enough.”

      He saw another one straight ahead, heading toward him. Shaved head. Grey expression. A lot of muscle. A hand in his pocket.

      The man veered toward him, looking to barge into Sullivan, looking to make the kill unnoticed.

      Sullivan put the phone in his pocket. He would need both hands for this.

      He caught the man’s wrist before the hidden blade could find his gut.

      They stayed there, halted, the business of the airport carrying on around them, their hands hidden between their bodies, no way for anyone to notice the attempted murder that was occurring in the absence of their attention.

      The man was strong, and Sullivan was struggling. The blade was itching closer and closer toward him.

      The guy who was reading Model Railways had put down his magazine and was making his way through the crowds.

      In the reflection of a coffee shop window, Sullivan could see another approaching from behind.

      Soon they would out muscle him. He needed to manage this situation quickly.

      He tried stomping on his assailant’s foot, but he moved his leg out of the way. He tried hooking the back of the knee, but the man just used Sullivan’s brief lack of balance to push Sullivan and make him stumble. The man kept pushing and forced Sullivan backwards and backwards until he knocked Sullivan through the door of the men’s toilets.

      Once inside, Sullivan broke out of the grapple and stepped away from the blade.

      The man swung at Sullivan’s throat, to which he ducked, then backed away from another strike, and another.

      It was now that he realised just how much he had fallen from what he once was. His heart was raging with pain, he was panting, and he could feel his reflexes getting slower and slower with each thrust of the blade he dodged.

      Eventually, he didn’t dodge in time, and the knife scraped down his arm, digging a little into his muscle.

      It hurt like hell. It stung, like it was warm.

      He rolled onto the floor, dodged another strike, and realised he’d made a mistake by going to lower ground. The man tried to mount him, and Sullivan had to use a urinal to drag him out of reach.

      He took the brief opportunity he had to sprint to the door. As he opened it, the Model Railway guy pushed him back in.

      Sullivan flinched as he took a gash from the strike of a blade to his waist, but he ducked the next one, scolding himself for being taken by surprise, and rushed back out into the airport.

      He tried to run, but it was a struggle. The knife that had struck his waist had opened a bloody wound, and no matter how much he pressed his hand against it he couldn’t help but limp. Adding to that pain was the throbbing of his chest and the strain against his lungs; he was close to losing this fight, and he knew it.

      How could he have become so bad?

      Was it all just too much too soon?

      He heard talking from his pocket. He picked up the phone. He’d forgotten it was there.

      “What?” he grunted, forcing himself to run as much as he could, the others striding a few yards back, keeping pace.

      “I said, you don’t look too good.”

      Sullivan looked up for the CCTV. He couldn’t see it. Which was ridiculous. It was a camera; how hidden could it be?

      The pain was too distracting. He was wheezing, his lungs struggling to keep up.

      He saw a sign for a taxi rank outside.

      He veered toward it, not entirely knowing why. It was hardly like he could get into a taxi and give directions before his attackers caught up.

      “It’s too late for you,” Juliette told him. “If you stop now, I’ll tell them to make it quick and easy.”

      “You know what, Juliette,” he said, glancing over his shoulder at his chasers. “Go fuck yourself.”

      He hung up the phone and dropped it, barging the door to the taxi rank open.

      He fell to his knees.

      Was he going to pass out?

      Without looking back over, he pushed himself up and charged forward.

      A car pulled up, the window wound down, and a man instructed, “Get in.”

      What?

      Get in?

      His attackers approached from behind.

      He peered at the person in the driver’s seat. Squinting, trying to recall how he knew the face.

      “You deaf or stupid?” said Ian Mulligan. “I said get in.”
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      Sullivan may have regretted the decision to throw himself onto the backseat of a car driven by the man who ordered his death—but his quick analysis of the situation told him he didn’t have much choice. His chest was in pain and he was panting and he was losing blood and there was all probability that he could not run any further.

      He’d kill for a drink. Why did he have to smash that whiskey bottle?

      His hand clutched the skin surrounding his heart, flinching from the ongoing stab of pain. The agony was drawing itself out, and he knew he’d already taken a pill, and he should wait, but he couldn’t, he had to take another. If it killed him then so what, at least the pain would end either way.

      He grabbed the pills from his inside pocket and bypassed his hand, pouring a few straight into his mouth. He struggled to swallow them, such was the pace of his wheezing breath, but eventually it calmed down slightly and he could push the pills down his throat.

      Minutes went by as the pain continued.

      Then it became a little less.

      And a little less.

      Until it was just the normal murmur of discomfort he was used to.

      His wheezing became gentle panting, and he finally sat up, looking down at the blood dripping from his waist and onto the car seat.

      Strange, how something so little as a pill can end such a large amount of pain.

      He looked at Mulligan’s eyes in the rear-view mirror. They were older. A few more wrinkles. And there was a hint of grey in his hair.

      How could someone age so much in such little time?

      “Morning, Sullivan.”

      Sullivan frowned.

      After everything, his first words to him were just morning, Sullivan.

      “I should kill you,” said Sullivan.

      “I just saved you.”

      “Saved me? They wouldn’t be after me if it weren’t for you.”

      “Not necessarily true.”

      “My daughter wouldn’t be gone if it weren’t for you.”

      “I’m not so sure about that.”

      “If you hadn’t ordered the hit, Carrow wouldn’t have come after me and taken her for leverage. And if you hadn’t had stabbed me over my heart, I would have been able to outrun them without having to stop for pills.”

      Mulligan paused. “Okay, maybe I am a little responsible.”

      “A little?”

      “Hey, like I just said—you would have been killed right now if I hadn’t pulled up!”

      “Like I just said—they wouldn’t have been after me if it weren’t for you.”

      “Come on, at least–”

      “If I punched someone in the face, I wouldn’t expect gratitude for handing them a towel to wipe off the blood.”

      Mulligan pondered this for a moment. “Good analogy. Did you get smarter in the last few years?”

      “Fuck you. Got any alcohol?”

      “In my car?”

      “Yes or no?”

      “No.”

      “Fuck.”

      He leant his head back and closed his eyes. Perspiration had dried his hair to his head, and it was now becoming crisp. He looked down at his clothes. They were rags with sweat patches. Oh, how disgusting he felt.

      “There’s some bandages under the seat,” Mulligan said, indicating as he drove around a roundabout.

      Sullivan reached under the seat and took out a bandage. He lifted his top. The gash on his waist was stinging, but the blood was beginning to dry and the bleeding was growing less. He tied the bandage around himself.

      It hurt, but he’d endured worse. Within an hour he’d be used to the pain and it would be nothing more than a mild discomfort. The important thing was that he had stopped the bleeding, and the bandage would at least see to that.

      “Where are we going?” he asked.

      “Shouldn’t your first question be, how did I find you?”

      “I assume you received the contract just like everyone else. Maybe you were tapping into a phone or something, knew I’d be here, so showed up and saw me being chased, so hung around the taxi rank. How’s that for a guess?”

      “… Fairly accurate, actually…”

      “Where are you taking me? If they have any idea what they are doing, they’ll already be waiting at your house.”

      “Where do you suggest?”

      Sullivan contemplated this. Where would he suggest?

      Where was his next stop? What was his next move?

      “What was the name of the paedophile murdered here a few weeks ago? A well-known one?”

      “Patrick Beaumont?”

      Sullivan checked under his bandage. The bleeding seemed to be stopping. He was going to be fine; for now.

      “That’s it. I don’t suppose his body would be at the crematorium, would it?”

      “Not if it’s a political killing.”

      “I don’t think the Falcons did this.”

      “Then your best bet is the morgue on–”

      “Fine. Take me there.” He looked at his reflection in the mirror. “But there’s somewhere I want to stop off first.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Sullivan admired himself in the mirror. It was amazing, the magic a tailor could yield. To go from a disgraceful, sweaty wreck one minute, to looking like a refined, purposeful gentleman the next.

      The suit itself was navy blue, in superfine wool with a slender fit. The trousers were slim fit but fitted well enough that he could still run without being restricted. The jacket had a modern fit, with classic shoulder, full canvas structure, and two-colour regimental stripe lining.

      Brioni make damn good suits.

      “Is there anything else?” the tailor asked.

      “Yes,” Sullivan answered, still rotating to admire the work. “I would like a plain toe Oxford shoe. Brogues. Brushed calfskin. Salvatore Ferragamo, preferably.”

      “Right you are.”

      The tailor disappeared for a moment then returned with a pair of shoes exactly as Sullivan had requested.

      As soon as he placed them on, he felt different. Not like the scruffy mess he’d been; the wreck, the alcoholic, the loser—he felt powerful again.

      He looked powerful again.

      He paid the tailor with the card of a bank account he’d opened in a different name. It would be a while until they would track it, if they ever actually figured out the account belonged to him. He had plenty of money left over from his working days and could have bought many more suits from this tailor.

      In time, he would.

      If he was to return, he needed to look the part.

      But, for now, there were more pressing matters.

      He stepped out of the shop, looking back and forth as he straightened his jacket. He could see by Mulligan’s expression how different he looked.

      He slid into the passenger’s seat.

      Without saying a word, Mulligan started the engine.

      “Before we go,” Sullivan said, “there are two issues I think we need to address.”

      “What issues?”

      Sullivan punched Mulligan in the face.

      Mulligan grabbed his throbbing cheek bone.

      “That was issue one. Issue two: whether I can trust you.”

      “Trust me?” Mulligan looked at his hand, checking for blood. There was none. “I saved you.”

      “You also received the contract, did you not? You saw how much I’m worth. A sneaky gunshot the moment my back is turned, and you get a lot of money, and any disgrace the Falcons have put on you is gone.”

      “Is that really what you think of me?”

      Sullivan raised his eyebrows.

      “Fine,” said Mulligan.

      “The question here is whether I should kill you now just in case.”

      “Kill me? I just saved you!”

      “You keep saying that.”

      “You keep ignoring it.”

      “But you also ordered to have me killed. And now Juliette has increased the bounty, and quite significantly. How did Juliette get your job, by the way?”

      “They sacked me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Juliette highlighted to the prime minster all the failed attempts by myself to retire you.”

      Sullivan snorted a laugh. “Brilliant.”

      “I hate that woman. She is a backstabbing, treacherous, betraying–”

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      Mulligan stopped speaking, the verbal irony becoming startlingly apparent.

      “Nothing I can say can make you trust me,” Mulligan said. “But I am here, trying to make amends, trying to–”

      “Make amends?”

      “Yes!”

      “Let me tell you what I think. I think you fear for your life every day. You fear that they will retire you. You fear that they will kill you for all that you know, aware that any bad feeling you have about being sacked may someday force you to come clean. It’s easier to have you killed than it is to worry about you babbling to the press. So that’s where I come in. Am I at all accurate?”

      “… Fairly.”

      “You figure, should you get into my good books, then I will protect you. Should you help me, then I will stop them firing at you. I could be your protector, so long as you’re with me and are useful to me.”

      “… Possibly.”

      “And, should that fail, killing me would go some way to restore their faith in you.”

      “… Of course not.”

      “Well, Mulligan. I need your help right now. But there will come a point I don’t. Let’s just hope that you don’t piss me off between now and then.”

      Mulligan gulped.

      “I think we’re ready to go see this body now.”

      Mulligan nodded. He shifted the car into gear and pulled away.
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      The CCTV played on a loop, projected onto the wall. A room had been allocated and a dedicated team had been assigned, all with their area of expertise, whether it be CCTV, crime scene analysis, whatever—Juliette had them there, as she wanted them, and she didn’t care what any bullshit department head had to say about it.

      She was in charge.

      She chose what was a priority.

      And tracking Jay Sullivan was the priority.

      It was no longer just her job or her reputation she feared for.

      If Sullivan came after her, as he had seemed to imply, then she was as good as dead. Her best weapon was her staff, and the precision and skill with which they could do their job.

      She had brilliant staff.

      So why was she still pacing back and forth with such agitation?

      “Show me it again,” she said, and ignored the hidden huff of David, one of her CCTV analysts, who played it again. Sebastian stood beside her, echoing her body language of arms folded and hand on chin.

      They watched it again.

      Sullivan ran out of the airport.

      A car pulled up at the taxi rank.

      Sullivan looked to the car, then dove into the backseat.

      The car sped away.

      And that was it. Everything they had.

      The number plates were registered to a minibus owned by a single mother from Inverness. This was not a minibus.

      “Other angles,” she demanded.

      “This is the best one,” moaned David.

      Juliette’s ferocious glare slowly shifted itself in David’s direction, and she could almost see the shivers running down his body.

      “Do I look like I give a damn?” she asked. “This isn’t a conference, nor is it a debate. I instruct, you do. Now do.”

      David didn’t dare raise his eyebrows or roll his eyes; however much Juliette could see he wanted to. Instead, David minimised the footage and played the second of the three angles they had.

      From this angle, they had a brief half-second glance at the front windscreen, but the quality of the image was not giving them much.

      “Zoom in,” Juliette instructed.

      “It won’t give us–” David went to object, then halted upon the wide eyes of his boss.

      He zoomed in, and in, and in, until a pixilated image filled the screen.

      “Really,” Juliette muttered. “In this day and age with drones that have HD footage, you’d have thought a sodding camera outside an airport would give us something more. This the best we can do?”

      “I can clear it up a little, but it won’t give it much.”

      “If you can clear it up at all, then why the hell am I staring at it in the state it’s in now?”

      David hit a few buttons and a vague sense of clarity came upon the image.

      To anyone who didn’t know the driver, he would be unidentifiable—but for Juliette, a stark pang of recognition stung her. She knew this person; it just wasn’t clear enough to make out.

      “Oh my God,” said Sebastian.

      “What?”

      “That’s—that’s—no, it can’t be.”

      “Who is it?”

      “That’s Ian Mulligan.”

      Juliette went to object, to point out how ridiculous that assertion was.

      Then she looked at the image again. And she saw it. And she realised he was right.

      “My God…” she gaped. “What is he thinking?”

      “Er, Ma’am, you will want to see this,” interjected David.

      “What? What is it?”

      “I just looked at the third camera angle again.”

      “You said there was nothing on it.”

      “I just rewound it a little further.”

      She waited.

      “Put it on the bloody screen then.”

      David did so, and he played the video.

      The angle was from behind the car, about half a minute before Sullivan leapt into it. The car was around a hundred yards further back, as if waiting for Sullivan to appear.

      And, with stealth and precision, a figure approached the car.

      The figure stayed low. Face covered. Nimble. Quick.

      With no one noticing, the anonymous person opened the boot of Mulligan’s car.

      This person slid in.

      And they closed it.

      A second later the car swung forward, paused by the exit, and picked up Sullivan.

      “What the…” Juliette said.

      Before she could question any further, a young woman who looked more at place managing a nursey approached her side.

      “Ma’am,” the woman said.

      “What is it?”

      “We’ve tracked the licence plate.”

      “And?”

      “They are at a morgue in Gloucestershire, I have the address.”

      The woman showed it to her.

      “Send it out to everyone who received the contract,” she instructed Sebastian, who took the address and disappeared.

      Juliette watched the footage once more.

      It revealed the bizarre image of a person clad all in black: black leather trousers, black jacket, black hat, creeping into the boot.

      “Is that one of ours?” Juliette asked.

      “No, Ma’am,” said a voice from behind her. “Our staff don’t wear that attire.”

      So if that wasn’t one of theirs…

      And they were creeping into the boot of their mark…

      Then who the hell was it?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      She waited.

      Waited until the engine was off.

      Until the slight wobble of the car and the slamming of the doors had long since gone.

      Until the footsteps had disappeared.

      Then she waited a little longer.

      She took out her phone. Texted a simple message:

      

      
        
        
        Mark entered morgue. Ready?

      

        

      

      

      In less than half a minute, she had a reply.

      

      
        
        
        Proceed.

      

        

      

      

      She pushed the shelf from over her, into the backseat. She pulled herself up and rolled over the headrests until she landed.

      She peered through the windows, checking what was around her.

      Sullivan and the guy he was with were nowhere to be seen. They must already be inside.

      She clicked the lock from the button beside the handbrake, and the sound of the car unlocking responded.

      She opened the door.

      Slid onto the floor and onto her knees.

      Gently pressed the door closed behind her.

      She paused. Looking around. Constantly surveying her surroundings, just as she had been taught.

      She had a good teacher.

      A good daddy.

      And she did not wish to let him down.

      She moved silently, slowly, like a cat, along the side of the car, until she reached the bonnet, until she could look out, and peer upon the morgue entrance.

      This was exactly where she’d aimed for them to end up.

      It was sad really; quite how easy it had been.

      Just a few dead bodies with a few symbols. It drew him out so easily. She was disappointed. She’d been told Sullivan was smarter than this.

      She took her blade from the back of her belt. Small but sharp, just like her.

      One deadly flash of silver and a slit throat or carved chest would prompt her opponent to fall to the floor.

      She stroked the side of the blade across her palm. It was smooth. Clean. She’d made it shine especially.

      She was ready.

      She had waited long enough.

      Five whole years, in fact.

      Five long, difficult years.

      But she’d had to learn. Had to be taught.

      Now Sullivan was an easy target for someone like her, or so Daddy had told her.

      It was time.

      Time to show Sullivan why she is not someone to be messed with.

      She was not a little girl.

      She was not to be sent away to school.

      She was not young. Innocent. In need of protection.

      She was deadly.

      As deadly as him.

      In fact, even more so.

      She had surpassed anything he could achieve.

      She had become the woman he would never have let her be.

      She went to move from behind the car, ready for the kill, ready to take his life.

      Then she halted.

      She saw some people approaching, so she hid beneath the car.

      They were all wearing suits. Some had bulges where their guns were. Some had outlines where their knives were.

      And every one of them had a grim, determined expression.

      They entered the morgue.

      “Shit,” she said.

      She did not wish for them to do the job before she had the chance.

      She waited until the men had disappeared inside.
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      The extraordinary life of Patrick Beaumont had comprised of charity work, publishing critically acclaimed self-help books, and presenting a television show where he made children’s dreams come true.

      It had also comprised of an addiction to child porn, groping behind the scenes of his show, and funding child trafficking to help others like him explore their hidden sexuality.

      Now, his life was just comprised of an ugly-looking corpse. His hair that would be neatly swept to the side was now a scraggly mess that framed his pale face, no longer showing the smile he always displayed to cameras. A tattoo of a smiley face at the base of his neck did little to make him a likeable person—it was everything wrong with him, in fact. An image of happiness and warmth, the image he had presented, so different to the real man beneath.

      To Sullivan, the only thing that really mattered about this man was whether there was a clover marked on his chest.

      Mulligan gave the attendant whatever money they needed for him to grant them five minutes with the body, on the condition they did not touch its skin to avoid contamination with DNA. Apparently, the police or whoever was investigating had not finished with the body. It was being kept here while they tried to figure out whether they needed further analysis.

      If the police had still found nothing at this point, then the person who had executed Beaumont must have been a thorough professional.

      Using a pair of tweezers the attendant had provided, Sullivan lifted back the sheet and uncovered the torso.

      There it was.

      Just as Sullivan knew it would be.

      This was just for confirmation, and confirmation was what he had duly received.

      The clover. Carved into his chest. As perfectly cut as the others.

      “What is it?” Mulligan asked.

      Sullivan ignored him.

      He had too many questions himself.

      He had been investigating speculatively, whilst also having a definite belief in his hypothesis. He’d only needed to see this to remove any speculation and be sure in what he thought.

      It was a message from his daughter.

      It had to be.

      The targets were all associated with paedophilia and child trafficking.

      They all had the same carving as the necklace her mother had given her.

      They were all high profile enough to get his attention.

      So what now? Why was she doing this? Why was she calling him out after so many years? Was it an intentional message, or was it just a calling card?

      And how had she gained the skill to kill so expertly?

      And, most of all, was she doing this because she needed his help? Because she was in trouble?

      She was abducted at age twelve by a child trafficker. He had assumed she was in trouble immediately. He had many nights where he hadn’t slept because of the replaying of thoughts and images that went round and round his head of what could be happening to her.

      Suppose she was safe. Suppose she had escaped Carrow, perhaps. Hidden somewhere.

      Learnt some skills.

      And now was her first opportunity to send a message.

      “Sullivan?” Mulligan prompted.

      Sullivan snapped out of his transient state. He hadn’t realised he’d been gormlessly staring in lost thought.

      “What?” Sullivan grunted.

      “What is this sign?”

      Sullivan hesitated.

      Fine, he decided. Maybe speaking it aloud would help make sense of it.

      “It’s the same sign that was on a necklace my daughter used to wear around her neck.”

      “You don’t think…”

      “Probably.”

      “But it’s a clover. Anyone who’s Irish could have done it. A barman made one in the head of my Guinness the other day. Surely you don’t think it means anything?”

      He hated Mulligan the most in that moment. The doubt that battered against Sullivan’s resilient, stubborn belief. The voice of reason he wished to reject.

      “It’s not just that,” said Sullivan. “It’s the targets. They have all been child traffickers. It’s too convenient.”

      “I’d have thought you’d need more than a consistency in targets and a symbol that represents an entire nation. Child traffickers would be the top target for anyone who knew how to kill someone discreetly.”

      “But this isn’t discreet, is it? This is public. As if the killer wants it known that they are taking out these people.”

      “I’m sorry, I just don’t think it’s enough to go on.”

      Sullivan’s eyes narrowed into a deadly glare and he considered punching Mulligan in the throat.

      “Funnily enough, I don’t remember asking for your opinion.”

      Mulligan gulped.

      “In fact, I don’t even remember asking for your company. In fact, why don’t you–”

      He stopped talking.

      Mulligan went to reply, but Sullivan silenced him with a hand.

      He listened.

      Intently.

      Purposefully.

      There was something there.

      The empty shuffle of suit trousers. The gentle squeak of a shoe.

      It was not just a squeak—that was the squeak of polished, expensive footwear.

      “What is it?” whispered Mulligan, but Sullivan silenced him with a hand again.

      Sullivan slid the body back into the drawer and covered it.

      He turned.

      The room itself was dark, lit only by a few lamplights, a small box encased in walls with half windows.

      Anyone could shatter those windows with a few easy bullets.

      He stepped forward, paused, and listened.

      The click of ammunition being flicked into a barrel.

      It was unmistakable.

      Sullivan looked to Mulligan and considered briefly whether this was his doing.

      But the guy looked too ruffled. He was a coward. He wasn’t the big boss anymore; he had fallen from his pedestal almost as far as Sullivan had.

      Mulligan raised his shoulders, asking once more what was going on.

      “We’re not alone,” answered Sullivan.
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      There was no clear hiding place. Sullivan would have to head for the door and hope for luck.

      Sullivan hated luck.

      He had ridden on luck for so long that he’d used up his share and had since had to rely on nothing.

      If he was to duck behind one wall, someone could just walk to the other side of the wall and shoot him through the opposite window.

      He listened to the footsteps. He counted three people, though it was an estimate, and again relied on luck for his intuition to be correct.

      One of them appeared in the vague light outside the window. So did another, who went to his left, and another, who went to his right.

      Each holding a gun.

      Surrounding him.

      Same suits, same walk, same grim expression. It was as if they were clones of each other and Sullivan wondered, God, was I like that once?

      He hadn’t enough time to reach the door.

      In unison, they were all raising their guns.

      All getting ready to fire at any place Sullivan could run to.

      Sullivan had no choice but to rely on instinct.

      He reopened the drawer where Patrick Beaumont’s body was stored and did the same with the drawer next to him. He pulled the gurneys out, shoving the bodies off the metal beds they had laid on. Patrick and some dead woman with a lot of tattoos fell to the floor, and Sullivan propped the gurneys in front of him, turning them vertically, forming a triangle.

      Mulligan made it to Sullivan’s side just before the shooting started.

      From behind their makeshift shelter, the sound of bullets hitting metal was deafening. Each bullet left an imprint that forced the metal half an inch further in—and each bullet came within a second of the last.

      Sullivan just had to flinch and hope for the best as he held the cover in place, hoping that the indents wouldn’t weaken the metal any further. The continuous racket made it hard to concentrate, hard to watch the indents and make any kind of summation, so he just turned his head away and prayed to a god he didn’t believe in to just, for once, this time, grant him the grace of a little bit of good fortune.

      The bullets stopped just as they had begun—together. The sound of a few magazines being released from the guns and replaced filled the eye of the storm.

      Sullivan looked to Mulligan, who was wide-eyed and shaking. Sullivan was a little unnerved, yes—but Mulligan looked like a piece of roadkill just as it realises the car is coming toward them.

      “Chill,” Sullivan urged him. “It’s all about to start again.”

      “What?” Mulligan snapped; his voice lost in another onslaught of noise.

      The cacophony of symphonic cracking, the crescendo of bullets, started once again.

      Sullivan relaxed a little more this time. The shelter had withstood the first load, and now he wasn’t as on edge. He disliked the battering of sound and the claustrophobia of the gurneys pressing in on him—but he’d once hidden in a box on a ship for twelve hours to wait for the right time to emerge and kill a target. He could deal with this.

      But the gurneys would not withstand much more. Some indents were now turning into minute holes, gracing them with gentle and tiny shafts of light.

      After this next round, he would have to make his move.

      He mouthed to Mulligan, are you ready?

      Mulligan wasn’t able to voice an objection or display his fear—he hadn’t time.

      The bullets paused and Sullivan charged forward, pushing their make shift shield ahead of them, Mulligan trailing behind. He bashed the door open and surged into the shooter who had positioned himself dead ahead.

      Through the crack between the gurneys, Sullivan grabbed the man’s wrist and twisted the gun.

      The man resisted. Sullivan slammed the edge of the gurney into the guy’s throat, causing a choke and a momentary release of muscles that lasted less than half a second, but was enough for Sullivan to take control of the gun hand and direct a bullet into the underside of his chin.

      Within the small time it took, the men to either side of him had already reloaded and prepared their aim.

      They were too far apart. It would be useless to fight them. If he took out one, the other would shoot him. Plus, he’d need both hands to fight and wouldn’t be able to shelter himself with the gurney at the same time.

      So he used the gurneys as shelter again from the next stream of bullets as he slid along the wall to the door. He backed through the door, leaving the gurneys resting against the wall, Mulligan following.
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      “What now?” cried Mulligan.

      Jesus. This guy really had no field experience, had he?

      All those times he’d stood in the office giving the orders, deciding who would die and how they would die—and this was how he reacted to death?

      Fear and despair.

      Pathetic.

      How could a man like this have ever ruled the Falcons?

      Sullivan looked around. They found themselves in a thin corridor that twisted to the right. He followed it, Mulligan trailing behind. Sullivan couldn’t care enough to check Mulligan was there, but he knew Mulligan was—Mulligan would have been made, now. They would know he was helping Sullivan.

      Which meant Mulligan was just as lost as Sullivan was—except without the experience Sullivan had.

      The corridor led to the reception room. There was a desk, the front door and a few seats for people to wait.

      Heavy feet stomped down the corridor behind him. There was no subtlety to it. They had the guns; he did not—and, foolishly, that had always been his enemy’s downfall; assuming that this meant they had the advantage.

      “Stand there,” Sullivan told Mulligan.

      “What?” Mulligan cried.

      “I’m using you as bait. Stand there.”

      “You’re what?”

      Before Sullivan could answer Mulligan’s shriek, he’d ducked behind the desk.

      The door opened and the two assassins entered.

      “What about this one?” one asked.

      “Sullivan is our target,” the other said. Then, just as he said that, his phone made a sound, and he quickly looked at the screen. “So’s this guy.”

      They both raised their guns.  Before they could pull the trigger and put a bullet through the skull of the guy practically pissing his pants before them, a chair came skidding across the floor and into the legs of the assailant farthest away from Sullivan.

      Sullivan took the momentary surprise to his advantage, leaping out and grabbing the wrist holding the gun from the nearest attacker.

      This guy was stronger. He didn’t cave in; he held his position, and did not let his own gun get turned on him.

      The other guy stood and shot at Sullivan—a foolish move, as this allowed Sullivan to turn the man he was wrestling quickly enough for the bullets to land in the assailant’s back. Sullivan pulled the trigger of his own man’s gun and sent the bullet through his heart.

      He charged at the final man, taking him to the ground in a rugby tackle.

      Sullivan hadn’t always been a rugby fan, but he had always appreciated a good tackle.

      He ignored the gun. There wasn’t anyone else ready to shoot at him, so he didn’t need to provide a quick death with this one. Besides, the gun had skidded across the floor.

      He remained mounted atop this guy and laid his fist into his jaw, again and again. The man flailed up at Sullivan, and Sullivan fought the arms off—but, again, this guy was strong and being an alcoholic delays your reactions, meaning he could easily throw Sullivan off.

      The guy went to mount Sullivan, so Sullivan grabbed the chair he’d previously thrown and swung its leg down onto the man’s toe, hearing a definite crack.

      The guy punched Sullivan, and Sullivan used the momentum to swing to the floor, roll behind the guy, and whack the chair into the back of his knees, sending him into a kneeling position.

      Sullivan swung the chair against the guy’s skull, sending him to the ground.

      He mounted the man, raised the chair in the air, and brought it down upon the guy’s head.

      And he repeated that again.

      And again.

      And again.

      And again, and again, and again.

      And he did not finish until this man was just a body with a pool of blood spreading across the floor.

      Sullivan stood, panting, and leant against the wall.

      He reached into his pocket, took out his pills, and sent a few more down his throat. Those were his last pills, but he could deal with that later.

      He straightened his suit. Flattened his hair. Looked at his reflection in the entrance's window and shifted his tie back into position.

      Mulligan stared at what Sullivan had done. Wide-mouthed, agape.

      “It’s different to see it,” Sullivan said. “Isn’t it?”

      “What?”

      “You giving your orders for whoever to be killed. The amount of lives you’ve ended, and now you see it happen, it changes things, doesn’t it?”

      Mulligan didn’t reply.

      Sullivan knew he had made his point.

      “More will come. Let’s move.”

      Sullivan went to direct himself to the door but halted as the door handle turned.

      He readied himself for another fight.

      But this person did not come bursting in.

      They did not charge through firing a gun.

      They simply opened the door and stood there, a silhouette with the sun behind them.

      They stepped in, emerging into clarity, and revealed themselves.

      They were small. Dressed entirely in black. Leather trousers. Fancy jacket. A balaclava over their face.

      But the curvature of their body and the small breasts beneath their top made it clear this was an assassin of the female persuasion.

      “No gun?” Sullivan said. “I’m offended.”

      The woman opened her palms and two blades slid into her hands.

      She stood with one foot forward, weapons poised by her side, ready to wage war.

      “I’m really fucking shattered,” Sullivan said. “See these?” He indicated the bodies. “I just did that. And I could really do with a lie down. Sure you want to do this?”

      The woman didn’t move.

      “You’re tiny, look at you. Is this actually serious?”

      No response. No talking. Nothing.

      “Look, if you’re going to fight me, at least let me see your face for when I kill you.”

      A beat, then the woman lifted her hand and grabbed the balaclava into a clump. She pulled it upwards, sliding it off, and dropped it to the floor.

      The face was strikingly familiar.

      The cheek bones were a little more defined. The facial structure more mature. The hair a little darker.

      But it was unmistakable.

      He could not believe it.

      How could it be?

      “Hi, Dad,” said Talia.
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      Seventeen years old and a knockout.

      She looked so mature, so different from what he expected.

      He thought he’d find a wreck, a young woman who had been abused repeatedly for many years, a shell of a person he would have to take apart and put back together again.

      Not this.

      Not such a marvellous, well-presented, eager assailant as this.

      “Talia?” Sullivan gasped.

      She didn’t waste any time. She stepped forward and swung her blades at his head. He ducked as much as instinct told him to and backed away, still staring, dumbfounded.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he asked, horrified at what she had just done.

      Was she trying to kill him?

      She swung again, and he ducked, thrusted and he dodged, plunged and he sidestepped, feeling a prick against his arm.

      She was quick, and she was slick, and he was only just able to dodge whatever she was throwing at him.

      “Talia, stop it!”

      She grinned.

      She looked so much like her mother with that grin.

      He practically expected her to tell him one of her mother’s awful jokes with that grin.

      She didn’t waste any time. She swung again, and he ducked. She changed the direction of her arm and took him by surprise, elbowing the back of his head.

      It was a far harder hit than he’d expected. She hadn’t looked full of strength, but she packed a blow. He flattened out on the floor and only just rolled out of the way of a knife aimed for his throat.

      She mounted him and raised the knife once more.

      “Talia, what are you doing?”

      She went to strike, but Mulligan swung a fist at her face.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Sullivan shouted. “That’s my daughter!”

      Mulligan appeared perplexed. “She was about to stab you…”

      Sullivan turned to Talia, who was making her way back to her feet. He stood over her, able to grab her wrist as she struck at his thigh.

      He held onto her, gripping her wrist, squeezing until it was uncomfortable—you don’t just restrain your opponent, you cause enough pain to remove their ability to think straight.

      Then he loosened his grip a little, remembering who this was.

      “Talia, talk to me!”

      She didn’t talk. She just swung her other hand at his leg and planted the blade into the muscle of his thigh.

      He cried out but did not lose his grip of her wrist.

      She went to stab again, and he grabbed that wrist too.

      He placed a foot on her belly to flatten her onto the floor, standing over her with her arms restrained.

      “Talia, don’t make me do this.”

      “Do what?”

      “… This!”

      “What is this? Are you going to kill me, Dad?”

      “Don’t call me that!”

      “Don’t you want to be my dad anymore?”

      “Stop it! What are you doing?”

      She tried to struggle, to re-enter the fight, but he held tightly, and kept her restrained.

      “Why are you trying to fight me?” Sullivan demanded.

      She just grinned.

      And he saw her goddamn mother all over again.

      “Stop that!” he said, turning his face away.

      She used this opportunity to free her body from his shoe. She did some kind of manoeuvre like he’d never seen before – placing her feet against his legs, walking them up his chest, and wrapping her shins around his neck. She twisted and his body twisted and landed on the ground.

      How the fuck did she just do that?

      She went to stand but, somehow, he still had her wrists. She had put him on the floor, but she hadn’t freed herself from that.

      Her hands held the blades. She could kick and do her fancy tricks as much as she wanted, but so long as he held her wrists, she could not reach him with her weapons.

      He had to remember that.

      “Find a cleaner closet,” Sullivan instructed Mulligan, despairing at the thought of what he would have to do. “Find some duct tape or rope or something!”

      Mulligan rushed off to do as he was told.

      Talia just giggled.

      Her mother used to giggle like that.

      “Stop it!” he growled. He knew she wasn’t aware of the reminiscing she was making him do, but he didn’t care—he wanted her to stop showing him her mother, and he wanted her to stop fighting him.

      “Come on, Dad. I thought you were this great, legendary assassin?”

      “I’ve had a shit five years,” he retorted.

      “Jeeze, how shit could those five years have been?”

      Her voice sounded slightly deeper, less childish, womanlier—yet there was still a strange pang of peculiarity to hear a swear word come out of her mouth.

      She tried to twist her arm to loosen herself from his clutch, but he held on tight.

      “Talia, please don’t make me hurt you.”

      She laughed.

      “I’ve been searching for you,” he said. “I’ve been looking everywhere!”

      “Have you really? Then why didn’t you find me?”

      “Because I couldn’t.”

      “No. It was because you gave up.”

      He went to speak, but no words came out.

      “You tried, then you gave up. Decided you’d be a bum instead. Because you’d rather be miserable than find me.”

      Again, he went to speak, but had no response.

      “And you think you loved me? For all you knew, I was being sold to rapists by traffickers while you were just sat on your arse feeling sorry for yourself.”

      “I tried…”

      “Yeah? Well, did you try hard enough?”

      “I did everything…”

      “Well, here I am. Reunited. Time to talk about the good old times. Is that what you wanted? What you expected? To just reappear and suddenly it’s all great again.”

      “I just want you to be safe.”

      “Safe! You didn’t give a shit!”

      “I tried everything!”

      “Well I was here, waiting for you, waiting for ages for you to come find me, and you never did. You never did!”

      “I wanted to.”

      “Eventually I had to give up. Had to realise you weren’t coming. Learn that there were other people in my life that cared for me.”

      “Other people?”

      Mulligan appeared behind him. “Got rope,” he said.

      “You are such a fucking idiot,” she said, and again, the swear word made him flinch.

      “Talia, please.”

      “I thought you were dead, you disappeared so well. But all it took was a few killings to lure you out into the open and I found you within weeks.”

      “Talia…”

      “You fell for it. You fell so easily. You really are a bag of shit, aren’t you?”

      He grabbed her wrists as tightly as he could, swung her around, taking her from her feet and throwing her across the room and into the desk. He was behind her as soon as she landed, able to grab the back of her hair and send her head into the desk, not just once, but twice—which was enough to knock her unconscious.

      He stood, panting, chest in so much pain but he didn’t care, he did not care, his daughter was here, finally, she was here—but this was not what he expected.

      He looked down and hated himself for what he’d done.

      How could he do that to his own daughter?

      He shook himself out of it.

      He held out his hand.

      “Give it,” Sullivan said, not looking as Mulligan placed the duct tape in his hand.

      He’d have to tie it tightly. He’d have to go around each hand then around both, and do the same with her feet, otherwise she’d get out.

      She was not untrained.

      Somehow, she had learnt all the tricks.

      “Start the car,” he barked.

      Mulligan went to voice an objection and Sullivan’s rage readied itself.

      Mulligan evidently thought better of it, and he did as he was told.

      Sullivan looked down at his daughter’s sweet face. So grown up. So strong, so powerful, so beautiful.

      A trickle of blood ran from her nose to her lip.

      He picked her up and carried her to the car boot.
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      Foolish girl.

      How could she let him capture her like that?

      Carrow had worried Sullivan would be her weakness. That she’d let her guard drop. That she would be susceptible to familiarity or old feelings.

      But surely she couldn’t be.

      He’d taught her better than that.

      Most people think being a competent assassin is about physical prowess, weapon usage, fighting skills, being nimble, quick-paced, intuitive—but no. These are all essential aspects of an assassin’s arsenal, but it was only half of it.

      The other half is psychological.

      You need to be sadistic enough to look down at a man or woman or even a child losing their life, losing it because of you, often for reasons of which you aren’t aware – and not care. Not feel anything for that damned soul that you either send to an afterlife or to nothingness, dependent upon what you believe.

      You need to be callous enough never to hesitate, never to think twice, to be forthright and assured, to know what you will do and to execute it with the skill and precision you have learnt.

      And, most of all, you need to be able to kill whoever, whenever, and without slowing down your ruthless blades.

      He had taught her that.

      He had taught her that damn well.

      So well, he was convinced that it wasn’t any hesitation or delayed response on her part that had caused this.

      It was being out-muscled and out-skilled.

      In which case, he was almost as disappointed.

      She could kill a man thrice her size with the blade from a pencil sharpener. He knew, because he’d taught her that.

      She could nick the right artery on a man’s arm to cause him to bleed out and die within minutes. He knew, because he’d taught her that too.

      She could use a man’s size against him as she slid out of his grip and punched the correct part of his throat to make him choke. He knew, again, because he had taught her that, and taught her everything else she ever needed to know about how to be lethal and how to destroy a person.

      Jay Sullivan was the best.

      Emphasis being on the word was.

      But Carrow watched Sullivan as he carried Carrow’s beloved to the boot of the car, shoved her in as her eyes flickered in and out of a daze, and closed the boot.

      Sullivan limped. He kept clutching his chest. He was out of breath. His beautiful suit could barely contain the ugliness beneath it.

      He looked sluggish, like an alcoholic. Slow, like someone who was ill. Angry, like someone who could not overcome his own pain.

      An assassin doesn’t feel pain.

      He could try to make his resurgence, but it would take more than a few quick and easy kills to convince Carrow that Sullivan was back to his best.

      Sullivan’s accomplice went to the driver’s seat. Carrow recognised him.

      He was another disgraced former Falcon.

      In fact, wasn’t that the man who’d ordered Sullivan’s death all those years ago?

      Carrow tutted and shook his head as he watched Sullivan take the passenger seat.

      “You fickle, fickle man,” he muttered.

      The car pulled out of the car park and indicated right.

      Carrow turned the ignition. He followed the car, keeping the distance, remaining a few cars behind.

      He wondered if Sullivan still had the ability to tell if he was being tailed.

      He snorted back a laugh.

      Sullivan barely had the ability to know he was alive.

      There was nothing to fear.

      He followed them, continuing to go in the same direction, hidden further back in a queue of slow-moving traffic.

      His Talia was in the car boot.

      Poor little Talia.

      Sweet little Talia.

      Deadly little Talia.

      The thought pained Carrow. If he felt anything more than basic human instinct, then he would feel anger, maybe even wrath.

      But all he felt was annoyance for plunging her into a situation she may not have been ready for.

      Eventually, the car pulled into a quiet industrial estate.

      As did Carrow, and he followed them to a warehouse with smashed windows and boarded up doors.

      So this is where they take you, sweet Talia.

      You deserve better than this.

      Much, much better than this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Mulligan dragged her from the boot of the car and into the closed-down warehouse he had suggested.

      Sullivan couldn’t do it. He couldn’t manhandle his daughter that way.

      He could barely watch it either.

      Talia couldn’t walk, such were the bindings around her ankles, so Mulligan had to drag her across the ground and onto the first chair they found; a chair with a broken back, and a wobble caused by a shorter leg.

      Talia didn’t fight.

      She just stayed there. Sitting contentedly. Letting them do whatever. Letting them put her there.

      Mulligan walked outside, into the alleyway beside the warehouse, and kept the door open so he could watch Talia as Sullivan had instructed him.

      Sullivan stood in the alleyway, shivering, popping pills and rubbing his arms.

      “You okay to do this?” Mulligan asked.

      Sullivan looked down.

      He took his pill pot out of his pocket and remembered it was empty. The pain in his chest was getting worse. He didn’t know how long he’d last without them.

      “I’d kill for a cigarette.”

      “You smoke?”

      “Of course I smoke. What kind of shitty nomad alcoholic would I be if I didn’t smoke?”

      Mulligan reached into his pocket and took a packet out. He offered one to Sullivan.

      “You know, you shouldn’t,” Mulligan said, pointing at Sullivan’s chest.

      Sullivan scoffed, took a cigarette, and lit it.

      “She in there?” Sullivan asked.

      Mulligan glanced back inside the warehouse.

      “Uh huh. Hasn’t moved. She’s just sitting there.”

      “Not even struggling,” Sullivan said, more of a presumption than a question.

      “Yeah. Why is that? She was full of fight earlier.”

      “It’s all about power, something like this. Who has it and who doesn’t. The person who loses the interrogation is the person who loses their cool first.”

      “So it’s a head game?”

      “The whole fucking thing is a head game. And so far she’s winning it. But the question isn’t about whether she’s winning it.”

      “Then what is the question?”

      “Why she’s winning it. I mean—who the fuck taught her to fight like that? Who taught her how to stay cool when she’s bound to a chair? How has she learnt, in the last five years, what it took me a lifetime to perfect?”

      Mulligan gazed at the young woman.

      So still. So stationary. Just staring straight forward like she was watching a movie, and not just gormlessly watching dust.

      Sullivan took a drag on his cigarette.

      He slid down the wall.

      Slid down until he landed on his arse. He rested the palm of his spare hand on his forehead and tried not to cry.

      He’d never cried before.

      He’d never felt much of anything before.

      Then she came along. A wonderful accident from the only woman his heart had ever been able to attach itself to. Talia was all he had left of his wife, and he had treasured her like she was gold. He’d raised her to be smart, to read books, to question everything, to have an inquisitive mind. He’d taught her to love him, and to follow him, and to trust him.

      Then he’d lost her.

      And now she was back, but…

      But what?

      She wanted to kill him?

      Why?

      Was it right, what she said? That he should have looked harder? For longer?

      Did he give up?

      He hadn’t thought he had. Not really. But he had stopped seeking clues, stopped acquiring ideas. He’d decided the best thing to do was to disappear.

      He’d stayed hidden by not searching for her.

      He did what was best, but what was best for him.

      But he couldn’t find her. All leads had gone cold. As soon as there was a chance he could find her, as soon as the clover showed up on that body, he returned, he came back fighting; he reduced his drinking; he got himself a suit—and now what?

      She’s back, and his return to fighting ways was just so he could fight her?

      He had to know.

      Had to know why.

      How?

      Who?

      Who did this to her?

      Who convinced her he was the bad guy?

      Who taught her he deserved to die?

      He forced himself to his feet, trying to muster strength he didn’t have. He dropped the half-smoked cigarette in a puddle and put it out with the heel of an expensive shoe he wasn’t worth.

      He sighed.

      Looked to Mulligan.

      And really, truly hated himself.

      “Let’s do this,” he said, and entered the warehouse.
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      Talia sat there, her legs and her hands bound in duct tape, still and helpless.

      Her mouth was free but there was no screaming, no hollering for help.

      She was cleverer than that.

      She knew better than that.

      But how? How did she know better?

      Sullivan stood before her and went to speak, but something stopped him.

      He stepped forward. Took the chain of a necklace and pulled its pendant out from beneath her top.

      The clover. The necklace from her mother.

      He gripped it.

      He wanted to pull it off and smash it and throw it across the room. He wanted to break down and scream all of his anguish into the floor and cry at her feet.

      He turned his back to her. Ran his hands through his hair. Tried to keep it together.

      Boy, did he try to keep it together.

      But there was too much pushing against his surface, too much agony pressing against the constraints of his skin, pushing like bugs scuttling throughout his body, throbbing every muscle.

      He glanced over his shoulder at her.

      She was smiling. A cocky, knowing smile. A smile an enemy would use to incense him.

      He wanted to scream at her and he wanted to plead with her.

      He wanted to tear out her hair, and he wanted to brush it until it was neat.

      He wanted to punch her then bandage up her bruise.

      “What happened?” he said, finally. His voice came out faintly, but he knew that she heard it.

      She shrugged.

      “Don’t shrug. Don’t do that to me. You owe me answers. You come back to me after five years and you shrug? You owe me better than that.”

      She frowned, playfully, as if to show disagreement in a light argument.

      “What?” he grunted.

      “We’ve already established I owe you nothing. You didn’t find me. Didn’t look hard enough.”

      “I looked everywhere!” There was no reining it in now, no holding back—he unleashed, his scream shouting back off the walls, his wild gesticulating demonstrating his lack of control. “I fucking looked, I did! What, you want proof? You want to see the wall I had with everything I knew on it? I searched down every lead, searched every place, I never slept, I did everything I could to find you but I just could not fucking find you!”

      “So what did you do?” Her voice was so calm, such a contrast to his.

      “I kept looking!”

      “And then what?”

      “I looked more.”

      “And then?”

      “I looked for you!”

      “And after you gave up, what then?”

      He paused, his words tumbling out too fast for his brain.

      “I didn’t give up.”

      “So you kept looking?”

      “No, I couldn’t!”

      “So what did you do then?”

      “I hid! It was the only thing I could do; I couldn’t find you, and they would kill me and how am I meant to find you if they kill me? So I disappeared, waiting for the right time, for the clue to emerge.”

      “You were waiting. Sure.”

      “I was!”

      “You were hiding. You weren’t scared of them hunting you—you’re Jay Sullivan, it didn’t matter who hunted you.” She paused, then spat her next sentence with the venom she knew would destroy him. “You gave up.”

      “I did not–”

      “You gave up.”

      He stared at her.

      There was nothing he could say.

      No argument he could give.

      “Admit it,” she said, her voice so low and so calm and so unlike his.

      He dropped his head.

      “You gave up.”

      “I did what I thought was–”

      “Don’t.”

      He turned away from her.

      He could feel Mulligan’s eyes burning into his head, and that was the last thing he needed, to face that prick’s judgement.

      If it weren’t for that prick, there wouldn’t have been anything to give up on.

      “So I did what I could,” said Talia.

      “What?”

      “I found someone who cared for me. I found someone who could be what you weren’t. I found someone who loved me, loved me with a burning fire, who really, really loved me.” She looked dead into Sullivan’s eyes. “Someone who wouldn’t give up on me.”

      He shook his head.

      So that’s how this happened?

      Someone had taught her that Sullivan was this evil man, taught it with such vehemence that they conditioned her to believe it; made her conceive of the lies.

      “You’ve been brainwashed,” he said.

      “I’ve been liberated,” she said. “And you’ve only just seen the surface of what we can do.”

      The crack of a distant window drew his attention.

      He and Mulligan exchanged looks.

      Someone else was here.
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      Sullivan took the knife that hid beside Talia’s ankles, accidentally stroking her calf as he did; a touch of her skin that destroyed him.

      She was once a young girl who he would hug and promise the world to.

      Now she was an adult who didn’t think he deserved the world himself.

      He marched through the empty warehouse to a corridor where he opened a door and paused.

      Listened.

      Footsteps approached with no subtlety.

      Running.

      He stepped into the corridor and lifted the knife, ready to fight.

      A foolish move, really, as he had blown any element of surprise. A beefy fist landed itself straight into his jaw and knocked him to his back.

      He rolled over, trying to push himself up.

      Another strike planted itself in the back of his head.

      He turned and caught another punch, then the attacker dropped a heavy knee into Sullivan’s lungs.

      He was winded and it hurt. He’d forgotten what it was like to suffer a temporary setback in a fight. He’d forgotten what it was like to feel physical pain, having been subjected to only psychological torture.

      He pushed himself away, flattened himself against the wall, instinct telling him to run, to protect himself.

      He’d never run.

      He was Jay Sullivan.

      And, just as he raised his head, waiting for another strike, he saw the face.

      It stopped him for a moment. Halted him. Vague recognition alarming him.

      He knew that face.

      Fuck, he knew that face.

      The pause was his downfall. It allowed the fist of this man—the fist of Shane Carrow—to plant itself into his chin.

      He fell to his knees, his face throbbing, pulsating against a bruise that was already forming.

      Sullivan pushed himself to his feet, tried to use his arms to push his body forward, but he was off balance and it only took a kick to his shin to knock him onto his back once more.

      He turned and swung his fist at Carrow, who was descending with his knee toward Sullivan’s lungs once again. He dodged the knee and caught Carrow’s jaw with his knuckles.

      He took too long to celebrate, to revel in the triumphant blow.

      Carrow didn’t seem affected.

      He grabbed Sullivan by the hair, lifted him up, and drove his head into the wall.

      Sullivan grabbed Carrow’s wrist, twisted, and pulled the arm over his shoulder. He turned his body and threw Carrow over his back and to the floor, throwing an elbow to his throat.

      Carrow caught Sullivan’s elbow.

      He caught it.

      He goddamn caught it.

      Fuck’s sake…

      This allowed Carrow to swing his elbow upwards and knock Sullivan back, sending him stumbling across the corridor.

      Never had he felt so sluggish. Never had he felt the effects of large quantities of whiskey so much. So far the Falcons had sent normal staff, they had sent assassins below his level, as that was all they had.

      He had not been prepared for Shane Carrow.

      Sullivan backed away, gaining a few paces, at which point he stood and raised his fists.

      Carrow smiled. No injury or visible wound that would match the aching of Sullivan’s cheek or the burning of his jaw or the wheezing of his lungs.

      So this was who did it.

      This was who brainwashed Talia.

      This was who turned her against him—the same man that had robbed him.

      Sullivan considered his next move in the fight, but there was none.

      There was no fight to be had.

      He turned and ran back toward the warehouse.
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      It didn’t take much for Talia to escape her restraints.

      She had the blades hidden in her sleeve. She’d used them to fight her father.

      So why the hell did Sullivan not think to check for them when he bound her arms in something as easy to cut through as duct tape?

      She smiled at the strange man who Sullivan had left her with, who looked back cautiously.

      The strange man had no idea what she was doing.

      He had no idea that, while she was smiling too widely at him and he was gazing peculiarly back, she had already cut through half of the duct tape.

      She ripped the remnants off her hands and stretched them out.

      She saw the strange man’s eyes widen. He had barely backed up at all before she had dragged the blade through the duct tape around her ankles.

      She stood and stepped forward.

      She lifted her hand and gave a slow wave, the kind of wave that uses each finger individually.

      She smiled at him some more, because that really seemed to throw him off.

      She looked forward to killing him.

      But, just as she entertained the thought, the door to the corridor behind her opened and Sullivan burst through.

      “Mulligan!” he shouted. “Get the car started, I’ll get Talia–”

      He reached the side of the man he called Mulligan, and only then did he notice that she was free and standing. He skidded to a halt; a skid that made him fall to the floor like a giant oaf

      “How did you…”

      She revealed the blades in her hands.

      He looked down, dejected, so disappointed with himself as he realised what a stupid, rookie error he had made.

      Carrow would never make that error.

      Carrow, who appeared behind Sullivan.

      Carrow, who was completely unharmed.

      She looked to Sullivan. His cheek was glistening red and his jaw was equally bruised.

      She couldn’t help but laugh.

      Had it really been that easy?

      Had Carrow really beaten him to that much of a bloody pulp in such a short time with such ease?

      “You really are pathetic,” she observed.

      “Talia…” Sullivan whispered, but he had nothing he could say.

      She had her blades ready.

      Carrow readied a knife in one hand, and a gun in the other, always ready for whatever kind of combat lay ahead.

      That’s what was good about Daddy. He was always prepared for things like that.

      Sullivan stumbled to his knees, then pushed himself up again. He looked to the fire exit a few steps away, then back to his daughter.

      “See,” said Carrow. “Just as I said. He’s found you, and now he will leave you again.”

      “I’m not leaving her.”

      “You’re about to run, aren’t you? About to go out through that door? Having found your daughter after five years, you will abandon her once again?”

      “I didn’t abandon her, you took her!”

      “And that man you’re with, didn’t he order the hit that allowed me to take her?”

      Sullivan dropped his head. He turned to Talia and looked at her, ignoring Carrow.

      “Talia, please,” he said.

      “Please what?”

      “Please, just… I don’t know. Stop listening to him. He’s a maniac, he’s…”

      “He’s my everything.”

      In that moment, Sullivan’s face encapsulated all the pain she had put him through.

      Part of him died following her statement.

      Part of him faded and shrivelled and buried itself, never to be discovered again.

      The good in him was compromised, and he could do nothing but pant and grab his chest.

      Talia took so much satisfaction in watching it happen.

      In watching him go through the kind of pain he’d put her through when he had never shown up.

      When he never rescued her.

      When he never showed she was more important than his basic survival.

      Sullivan looked to Mulligan and, together, they fled out of the backdoor.

      Talia went to go after them.

      “Wait,” Carrow said.

      “What?”

      Talia couldn’t understand. This wasn’t over. She wanted to finish their fight.

      “Their car is out there. They’ll get to it before we get out the door.”

      “But where’s your car?”

      “Too far away for us to get to in time.”

      Talia huffed.

      Begrudgingly, she turned and followed Carrow out.
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      Carrow assured her she had done well.

      He drove, and he told her she was magnificent.

      That he was proud, and she did just as he knew she would.

      That she was making a fine killer.

      But it wasn’t enough.

      She had a face like a child who’d lost their favourite teddy.

      She had wanted more.

      And that pained him to see.

      She was being petulant, and it annoyed him. He didn’t want to train some inept little kid. He wanted to train a smart murderer.

      He needed her to be a grown-up.

      So he pulled the car over in a layby.

      He turned to her.

      Put his hand on the side of her face, pulled her in close, and rested his forehead against hers.

      “Did I really do well?” she asked.

      “Wonderful,” he said.

      “Did I lure him out okay?”

      “You sure did.”

      “He did just what you said he’d do.”

      “I know.”

      “He left me. Again.”

      “Of course he did.”

      She went to sniff, but he put his hand on the underside of her chin and lifted her lips before his.

      “Don’t cry. Killers don’t cry.”

      She stopped crying.

      “It’s still not enough, you know,” he said. “I still expect more. I expect you to be better. I expect you to kill him.”

      “I’m sorry, Daddy.”

      “I expect you to be lethal.”

      “I know.”

      “I expect you to stop acting like a stroppy teenager and be smarter than that. I expect you to act like a woman.”

      “I am a woman.”

      He pressed his lips into hers and she pressed them back and they locked into a moment of passion.

      “Then show me.”

      Their mouths opened wide and their tongues brushed against each other like dancing snakes. He grabbed the back of her head, taking a handful of hair and pressed his face so hard against hers he knew it would hurt—but that was exactly what she wanted.

      Otherwise why would she have removed her jacket and t-shirt as she did?

      She continued to press her lips against his as she unbuttoned her trousers and dropped them to the floor of the car.

      She undid his belt, took him out and felt how stiff he was in her hand.

      She climbed over the gear stick and sat upon him, sliding him inside of her, and continued to open her mouth wide against his, pressing it harder, firmer, painfully, bashing her tongue around his, sliding it around his as she rode him so hard she hit the horn of the car.

      She fucked him and she fucked him harder and then she fucked him harder some more.

      She moaned like a woman, bit him like a woman, and ran her sweaty hands up and down his chest like a woman.

      She showed him why he was wrong. She showed him just how much of a woman she could be.

      She felt him cum inside of her and her body exploded in blissful shivers as he did.

      Then she stopped, the occurrence over as quickly as it had begun, and stayed upon him, feeling him grow limper inside of her, enjoying the feeling of him there.“I love you,” she told him.

      “I know,” he answered.

      “God, I love you. I love you so fucking much.”

      Young love, always so ruthlessly passionate, always so liberated. Young love never holds back, never yields, never caves in the face of any adversity.

      He relished her young love.

      He fuelled it.

      He encouraged it.

      It helped him control her.

      That was crucial.

      “You saved me,” she told him.

      “I did.”

      “You saved me. I know you did.”

      “I did.”

      “Thank you for saving me. Thank you, Shane. Thank you.”

      “I will always save you,” he said.

      He said it because it was what she wanted to hear.

      And he knew that because she kissed him again, another hard kiss, another firm, passionate kiss.

      “Now get off so I can drive,” he told her.

      She ran her hands through his hair once more, and rolled off of him, back onto the passenger seat.

      He did up his trousers and put himself away.

      She watched him, but he watched the road.

      And he drove on.
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      “Pull over the car,” instructed Sullivan.

      Mulligan looked to Sullivan in the rear-view mirror, laying on the backseat.

      Sullivan knew how he looked.

      Sweating, panting, clutching his chest. His heart was hurting something fierce, and he knew he needed to go to a hospital.

      He knew that, if he didn’t, he may die.

      He couldn’t care less.

      “We need to get you–”

      “Pull over the fucking car!” he repeated.

      A hospital may not be a good idea. If he fell unconscious, he knew he would end up there – and he was better to go there awake. So long as he stayed in a cubicle out in the open there would be no obvious assassinations.

      Then again, there may be a false doctor who put something they shouldn’t into the intravenous drip, or someone who would walk past and just slip an injection into him.

      No, it was not a good idea.

      He was not thinking clearly.

      Mulligan stopped the car in a layby.

      Sullivan kicked the door open, charged out, and ran straight for a bin.

      He landed his fist into the bin, but it did little. He lifted it, threw it across the layby and roared.

      Across the layby was a burger van with a table of sauces beside it, and a bunch of bikers staring at him.

      He charged to the table, picked it up, sending all the sauces flying, and smashed the table against the side of the van.

      He lifted a chair and smashed it against the other chairs, again and again, until there was a visible dent that could demonstrate his anger.

      “Ffffuuuuuuuucckkkkk!” he screamed into the abyss of the field behind the van.

      He kicked another chair, kicked the sauces, sent everything flying everywhere. Smashed his fist into the van, ignoring the pain in his knuckles.

      He screamed again.

      “Ffffffffuuuuuuuuuuucccccckkkkkkkkkk!”

      Then he stopped.

      Paused.

      Stood there, panting.

      Fell to his knees.

      Whether he fell because the trauma was pulling down his body or because he no longer had the energy to stand, he did not know.

      But the anger stopped, the thrashing and the smashing and the kicking and the punching, it all stopped.

      And the tears came.

      He’d never cried before.

      But now, it was as if thirty-eight years of repressed emotions were coming to the surface, and they were unleashed and they were uncontrollable and there was nothing he could do about it.

      He heard Mulligan’s footsteps behind him, but they stopped a few steps away. Keeping distance.

      Good idea.

      Sullivan wasn’t in the mood to entertain Mulligan’s weary disposition or stupid suggestions.

      He’d throttle anyone that came close.

      He just wanted to kneel there and cry.

      Ignore the pain in his chest. Ignore the pertinent knowledge he had no more pills, and that, even if he did, the pills were just not going to cut it anymore.

      He needed an adrenaline shot. Something that would get his heart beating quicker.

      It wasn’t beating fast enough.

      He wouldn’t have long left.

      With no pills and no adrenaline, he was fucked.

      But so what?

      His purpose for surviving was the prospect of being reunited with Talia.

      And he’d done that.

      And it had destroyed him.

      The tears subsided.

      His energy drained.

      And he just knelt there, pain in his mind and in his chest.

      No sobbing. No screaming.

      Just despair.

      Mulligan approached.

      Sullivan did not lash out. Did not hit him. Did not shout at him.

      Just let Mulligan’s hand rest on Sullivan’s shoulder.

      A touch of reassurance.

      Somehow, it helped.

      “You need to go to a hospital,” said Mulligan, gently.

      “I can’t go to a hospital. But I know what the next best thing is.”

      “What?”

      Sullivan looked over his shoulder at Mulligan.

      “I need to borrow your phone,” he said.
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      “Play it again,” Juliette demanded.

      And the little lackeys did as she told them.

      She watched the stop-start footage from the morgue’s CCTV again, as a half-arsed, half-baked, slothful Jay Sullivan killed two of her staff.

      “For Christ’s sake,” she muttered.

      “Once more?” asked David.

      “What?” she snapped.

      “I said, did you want to see it again?”

      “No, I do not want to see it again.”

      She turned away, hand on hips, shaking her head.

      She was going the right way toward ending up like Ian Mulligan.

      God, there’s a scary thought…

      She was failing to kill Sullivan, failing to clear up her mess, and, most of all, failing to live up to the Falcon’s name.

      An organisation founded in secret, like every clichéd story ever written. Carrying out the dirty work of the government so the politicians can do what they do best when it comes to confronting the filth of the world—plead ignorance.

      And now she was failing to contain the mess, and it was getting out.

      Some girl with a ponytail and a face too pretty for this job edged into the room with a phone.

      “Ma’am?” she said.

      Juliette heard her.

      She didn’t give a damn what she had to say.

      “Ma’am?”

      She turned. Raised her eyes to the ceiling. Exhaled.

      “Ma’am, please, there is–”

      “What?” she snarled, spinning around.

      “There is a phone call for you.”

      “I don’t give a shit if there’s a phone call. Can’t you see we are in a bit of a rut right now? Tell them to call back.”

      Juliette turned back to the wall, but the girl still hovered.

      “But, Ma’am, please–”

      “Did you not hear me?”

      “It’s a man claiming to be Jay Sullivan.”

      Juliette had almost spat her next venomous sentence before the words registered.

      The whole room fell quiet. Eyes turned and looked at her. Staring, awaiting her next tantrum or spurt of anger.

      It could be a hoax.

      Then again, who the hell would want to pretend to be Jay Sullivan?

      “Give it here,” Juliette barked, holding out her hand.

      The girl put the phone in her hand and backed away, like giving food to a lion.

      Juliette paused, thought about what to say. It was pretty difficult to think with all these eyes adamantly staring at her.

      “What?” she said, immediately regretting the curtness of her reaction.

      Then again, appearing uninterested may be the best way to play it.

      “You sound a little bedraggled, Juliette,” came Sullivan’s voice.

      “I’m fine.”

      “It’s been a long day, I’m sure.”

      “A day like any other.”

      Her voice lacked conviction. Playing it cool wouldn’t work. She would just have to play it the way it happened.

      Stop fucking looking at me, she mouthed at everyone else in the room. People shifted nervously, and made it look like they were doing work—but really, they were all listening in.

      “How many have I killed now?”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Ah, so that’s how you’re doing it.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Running things. Pretend it’s going well until it goes well, right? That the plan?”

      “I would imagine it’s not too dissimilar to yours.”

      Sullivan chuckled.

      “I would guess so. It seems like we’re both in an predicament and could do with helping each other.”

      “Helping each other? I think you’re forgetting, I just sent numerous staff to kill you.”

      “And, you’re forgetting, I just killed them first.”

      Juliette sighed. Pressed her palm against her head and winced. She had a migraine coming, and it was coming with a vengeance.

      “Fine. What do you suggest?”

      “You know, I’m glad they picked you, Juliette. Out of everyone there, I think I liked you most. I’d have probably slept with you at some point. Not now, though. Not now.”

      “Oh, I am sad.”

      “You look like shit now. I think the job’s getting you down.”

      She turned and looked out the windows.

      Sullivan laughed.

      “I bet you’re looking to see if I’m watching you from an adjacent building now, aren’t you?”

      She rolled her eyes. How could she be so stupid?

      “You are, aren’t you?” he said. “Oh, man, you don’t need to worry. And how’s the trace coming along on this phone? You found my location yet?”

      She looked to a group huddled around a computer looking disgruntled. She hadn’t asked for the trace, but they’d taken the initiative.

      But the reason she hadn’t asked for it was because she knew it wouldn’t work.

      “What do you want?” she said, searching her jacket pocket for Ibuprofen.

      “A rendezvous.”

      “A what?”

      “I want to meet, Juliette. Face to face.”

      “Surely you can’t be serious?”

      “I am.”

      “But that would be suicide. For you, I mean. You know we’d just kill you soon as we see you. Why would you agree to that?”

      “I suggest that we make an agreement. I won’t have anything set up to kill you, and you don’t kill me.”

      “And what leverage do you have, huh? What could you possible persuade me to do a deal with? For us to bargain, you need to have something to bargain with.”

      “I have something. Oh, trust me, I have something.”

      “You have to give me more than that.”

      “Come unarmed and you’ll find out.”

      “And if I say no?”

      “Doesn’t matter. You’ll probably end up fired soon, the more you try to get me and fail.”

      She took a moment. Thought. She had no choice.

      “Where?”

      “Seven tonight. The Forest of Dean.”

      The line went dead.

      She wanted to throw the phone across the room, but she didn’t.

      Sebastian approached her and removed a headset. She hadn’t even been aware he was here, never mind that he was listening in.

      Boy, she needed some sleep.

      “Are we really going to do that?” he asked. “Go unarmed?”

      “Are you an idiot?” she said. “Course not. We will have snipers stationed on every building. We will take him out as soon as we see him.”

      “You don’t think he’ll see that coming?”

      “He’s desperate. He wouldn’t make a deal with us if he wasn’t.”

      “With all due respect, are we not desperate?”

      She looked at him.

      She wanted to think of some witty retort, but she was too tired.

      “Make the arrangements,” she instructed.

      Sebastian went to object but thought better. He hurried off.

      She would sleep in the car.

      The snipers could take place early so as not to be noticed.

      Sullivan would arrive.

      And she would get out the car to see him, but no negotiating would take place.
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      Sullivan could feel Mulligan’s eyes on him.

      He knew what he looked like.

      He was limping around, clutching his chest.

      He had no medication.

      He had no energy.

      And, worst of all, he had no booze.

      He had a day, if that, until his heart would give up. He had no choice but to go through with this ludicrous plan.

      And he had no choice but to use Mulligan to execute it.

      “They are just going to shoot you on sight,” Mulligan pointed out. “Whatever word they have given you is nonsense. Don’t be a fool, I ran the place, I know that I would have told you anything to get you there so that a sniper could just take you out.”

      Sullivan smirked at Mulligan. It was starting to rain, and he’d always liked the rain.

      “I don’t know why you’re looking at me like that,” Mulligan continued. “Whatever plan you’re planning, you can’t show up there. Especially not like this. You need a medic, a hospital, something. They will not negotiate with you, and you have nothing to negotiate with, this is a bad–”

      Sullivan raised his hand and Mulligan somehow stopped talking.

      “Are you done?” he asked.

      “Are you not listening to me?”

      “I will need two things from you, if that’s okay. Two things, then you can call us even.”

      “Sullivan, you don’t seem to–”

      “Please, just trust me.”

      Mulligan folded his arms.

      “I know they will have snipers. I know they will be ready to shoot me. I know this will be a trap or an ambush or whatever you want to call it. I’m not an idiot.”

      “Yeah… well… you look like one…”

      Sullivan snorted. Of all the replies, Mulligan had to go with the most immature.

      “Two things,” Sullivan said. “Can you do that for me?”

      “Fine. What are these two things?”

      “Firstly, I need your car.”

      “What?”

      “They will be tracking that car now, there’s no way we can keep it. Every traffic cam on every road will be scanning for that licence plate, and it would be no good changing it because they’d get us before that. Besides, the fact that they will recognise that car will be useful.”

      “I hope the second thing isn’t my house too, because I doubt that’s any good for the same reason.”

      “No. The second thing is not quite so big.”

      “Okay. What is it?”

      “I need a camera. And I need you to put a hood up and go into a supermarket to get a picture printed.”

      “They’ll spot me.”

      “Not if you don’t reveal your face. The security guard might follow you around a bit, but he’ll be some retired guy in his sixties, he won’t do anything.”

      “Okay. And are you going to tell me what to do with these items?”

      Sullivan took a big sniff. Moisture clung to the air like it did in the onset of rain. As much as he liked the rain, he hoped it didn’t damage his suit.

      Another sharp sting in his chest caused him to bend over and he tried to ignore it, tried to deal with it the best he could.

      “You can’t even stand up straight,” Mulligan pointed out.

      “Believe me, that won’t be a problem come seven. So long as I can trust you. Can I?”

      Mulligan huffed. Unfolded his arms. Looked around and gave his answer, Sullivan expecting Mulligan may feel he’d regret it.

      “Fine. Tell me what I need to do.”
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      When the car with Juliette behind its blacked-out windows pulled up at seven, Sullivan’s car was already there.

      They recognised it. She’d read the number plate enough times. They’d watched its image go back and forth on CCTV.

      He was here.

      And he was already waiting.

      She let Sebastian beside her make the calls.

      She watched out of the window at the empty car park surrounded by derelict buildings. Not a set of prying eyes visible anywhere.

      Sullivan had chosen this place well.

      But she would have thought he’d have chosen somewhere even more in the open, just slightly, so as to be sure that there weren’t so many surrounding buildings for people to hide.

      Sebastian hung up and turned to Juliette.

      “We have three snipers in the top windows, one on the roof. We have an explosive in the dumpster about eighteen yards from where the car is. And we have reinforcements arriving imminently.”

      Those reinforcements drove slowly and parked beside her. Three cars with blacked-out windows—she felt safe knowing the fire power that waited behind those windows.

      “Did the snipers see him arrive?” she asked.

      “What?”

      “His car is already here, did the snipers see when he arrived?”

      Sebastian shrugged. “They didn’t say anything. If they weren’t told to look for a marked car, they wouldn’t look for one. We just tell them where to be and what to aim at.”

      “I know how the sodding snipers work, Sebastian, I just want to know if they noticed when his car arrived. How long has he been waiting for?”

      Sebastian put the phone to his ear and asked. It took seconds for him to give her the response she was expecting.

      “They don’t know.”

      Juliette shook her head. She’d managed a short nap during the drive, but her migraine was still there.

      “Fine. I’m getting out. Tell the snipers that, as soon as they have a clear shot, they are to take it.”

      “Is it wise you going to face him?”

      “The car is across the car park, they are trained snipers, I think I’ll be fine.”

      She stepped out of the car and the closing of the door echoed through the silence. It was a chilly evening, with the smell of fine rain in the air, and the occasional puddle beneath her heavy heel.

      She looked to the building where she knew the snipers were waiting. They were concealed, she couldn’t see them. But knowing they were there was a comfort.

      What if he’s already been and taken them out?

      No, Sebastian had phoned them and confirmed their position. They were there.

      So why did this feel so wrong?

      She needed to stop being such a cynic. Stop expecting this to screw up. They had him.

      But it made no sense.

      Sullivan was too smart for this; she was positive that he would have prepared for the potential of an attack.

      Just as the thought grew stronger, her phone rang. It was a withheld number, but she knew who it was.

      She answered it.

      “Are you getting out of the car then?”

      The wind brushed the phone receiver, and she wasn’t sure if he’d heard her clearly.

      “It’s just so much warmer in here,” Sullivan replied.

      Of course he’d heard her.

      “Well, I’m here. I’m ready. Where are you?”

      “I am waiting for you to call the snipers off.”

      She huffed.

      “What snipers, Sullivan?”

      “Oh, come on, you know who I am. You don’t think I know you came for a fight? You don’t think I’d know that you wouldn’t intend to negotiate until I’d forced you to it, until you had no choice?”

      “Your point?”

      “Tell the snipers to stand down. I want to hear you say it. And don’t try to give any signal or anything, I’ll see you.”

      She turned back to the car. The window wound down and Sebastian peered cluelessly out of it.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Sullivan wants the snipers to retreat.”

      “And those extra cars,” Sullivan said. “Who is in them?”

      “Insurance.”

      “Tell them to piss off.”

      “I’m not sure I will do that.”

      “No?”

      “What if you decide to bring the fight to me? I want some backup here for my safety too.”

      “Fair enough. Do you know what, I don’t even care.”

      “So we’re on the same wavelength?”

      “Clearly.”

      “So get out of the car and come talk to me.”

      Sullivan said nothing. Instead, a low, cocky chuckle came out of the phone. It incensed her.

      “Whatever is so funny?” she demanded.

      “You.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes. You are so predictable.”

      She peered into the car window. Tried to see him. But it was covered in shadow. There was no way to discern a figure from anything else.

      “And why is that?” she asked.

      “Thing is, I didn’t even know if there would be snipers. I didn’t even know if there would be other cars. I just guessed, and how spot on was I?”

      “What the hell do you mean, you didn’t know?”

      She looked back at Sebastian, who was on the phone, shrugging at her, willing her to give some kind of explanation as to what was happening.

      “I’m getting tired of this. Are you getting out of the car or not?”

      “I’m already out of the car.”

      She looked around. Nothing but darkness and speckles of rain.

      “Then where are you?”

      “Like I say, Juliette, you are so predictable. I can imagine you there, just stood, looking around.”

      “Imagine?”

      She stared oddly at the car.

      And she realised.

      Was he actually here?

      In a moment of confidence or stupidity, she was yet to decide; she burst forward and marched toward Sullivan’s car.

      Sebastian reached out of the car and shouted something at her, but she didn’t hear it and she didn’t care to know what he’d said.

      She reached the car door and opened it.

      There was nobody in there.

      She looked to the backseat, looked under the seats, as if someone could fit, and looked in the boot.

      She returned to the passenger seat, where she noticed a brown envelope with her name written upon it.

      She snatched the envelope.

      Ripped it open.

      It contained one sheet of photo paper. The photograph on it was of Sullivan, grinning, with a middle finger raised.

      She went to rip it up, then stopped herself as she considered forensic analysis.

      Not that they’d find out anything to tell her she didn’t already know.

      She waved the phone, torn between throwing it and shouting down it.

      She marched back toward her car.

      “Where the hell are you?” she barked.

      “Far away from you.”

      “Where?”

      “If you’re at the Forest of Dean, I’d imagine it would take a few hours for you to get to me…”

      “Where are you?”

      “And you brought all the best staff with you and practically left the place empty…”

      She realised where he was.

      “You prick.”

      He laughed. “If you say so, Juliette. If you say so.”

      He hung up.

      “Tell every member of staff to get to the office,” she shouted at no one in particular. “And get me there quickly!”

      She returned to the car and ignored Sebastian’s irritating stare.
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      Sullivan hung up the phone.

      He couldn’t help but afford himself a little chuckle.

      He finished his raid of the medical cupboards stored beneath the Falcon’s offices. His backpack was now full of pills to keep his heart beating.

      He took a pot, placed a few in his hand, then put the rest in his pocket.

      He looked at them for a moment.

      Funny, really.

      If he didn’t take these, he’d die.

      That was the only barrier between him and the mercy of death.  The way out, the way to non-existence, where he would be spared the horrors of watching his brainwashed daughter be manipulated into his attempted murder.

      Did he really want to live?

      Now that he’d found her, fulfilled his purpose, completed the reason for his being, did he want to go on?

      Especially seeing her as she was?

      His chest moaned. His heart was stabbing harder, and his arms were getting pins and needles with far more frequency.

      Maybe he wouldn’t even have to wait for tomorrow. Maybe he’d just die right here.

      That would be a glorious discovery for the Falcons, wouldn’t it? To find Jay Sullivan lying dead with all the pills he’d need to save him.

      And then he’d never get to see Talia again.

      He’d never get to save her.

      Never get to teach her the truth, to break Carrow’s grip on her, to tell her…

      To tell her he loved her.

      He put the pills in his mouth. Swallowed. He waited a minute, and the pain subsided. It didn’t stop altogether, but he reached the tolerable murmur he had grown so accustomed to.

      He found the needles he needed too. He put some in his bag. Put one in his back pocket.

      Went up a floor.

      He needed to be hasty. Juliette knew where he was now, she would alert everyone. It would be far tougher to get out than it was to get in.

      But, just as he left the medical supplies, he passed the weapons.

      And he had an idea.

      A perfect way to really piss off Juliette.

      He entered the room. At a desk was a buff bloke sitting at a computer.

      He’d have thought there’d be more security than this. Then again, this was a place for their staff to book weapons—why would they need to have security against their own employees?

      Buff Guy looked up. Clocked who was walking toward him. He stood, his eyes widening.

      Sullivan saw the gun on the right side of Buff Guy’s belt and punched his right wrist to halt any movement toward it.

      Buff Guy’s left arm swung around and caught Sullivan on the chin.

      Sullivan stumbled back.

      Damn, he really was buff. Wasn’t expecting that.

      Still, the buffer you are… the slower you become.

      He ducked the next punch and threw himself over the desk, landing on the floor and kicking the back of Buff Guy’s knee before Buff Guy understood what was happening.

      Impressed at how spritely a bunch of pills had made him, he stood and punched his fist into Buff Guy’s Adam’s apple.

      The guy choked and choked. The front of his neck flattened, and he was grabbing at it with both hands, his laryngeal prominence now stuffed through his vocal cords and thyroid cartilage, rupturing his thyroid gland.

      Deciding to be swift—after all, it would take him a little while to find what he was after—Sullivan took Buff Guy’s gun and fired it through his temple.

      Sullivan leapt over the desk. He saw a few grenades and stuffed them in his pocket—why not?

      He paused. Looked around.

      Right, he thought, rubbing his hands together like a kid at Christmas looking for the right toy. Where is it…

      And then he saw it, propped on a shelf like the prize in a tournament. A backpack containing his means of escape.
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      How could she be so stupid?

      This was why the prime minister fired Falcon leaders so freely.

      Because they all seemed to be bloody idiots.

      And Juliette did not discern herself from that. In fact, at that moment, she felt like the most idiotic of them all. Beyond the stupidity Ian Mulligan had achieved, surpassing his great inadequacy.

      It was a classic manoeuvre. A predictable one. Anyone who had ever been fishing would know it, never mind someone who worked for an efficient, elite government organisation.

      Bait.

      Hook.

      Line.

      Sinker.

      And she was hooked, and she was lined, and boy, oh boy, did she feel like she was sinking.

      “How long?” she barked at the driver.

      Police escort had joined them upon her demand, and they were now surging down the fast lane of the M4, surrounded by flashing blue lights and wailing sirens.

      “Hard to tell,” the driver said, not giving as much commitment to his answer as Juliette wished for, but she supposed one had to concentrate when surpassing 100mph. “At this rate, an hour, give or take.”

      “An hour!”

      She felt her fists clench.

      If she had been Mulligan, she would have thrown something across the cab of the car. She would have punched a window and winced at the pain in her fist.

      But, as it was, she could do nothing but clench her fists and seethe.

      “There’s nothing we can do,” Sebastian tried to reason with her.

      “What?”

      “Being this anxious over it will change nothing.”

      “No, of course it doesn’t, you bloody eejit.”

      “My point is, there is no point going all red and getting angry about it.”

      “Yes, Sebastian, I understand there is no point, there’s not much point to anything, is there? But if the alternative is to sit here being all la-de-da rather than beating myself up in my mind over and over then I think I’d rather do the latter than look like a chilled-out fool, like you, practically sunbathing in a bloody crisis.”

      She knew her rant didn’t make much sense. Besides the fact it was belting it down with rain and hardly the time for sunbathing, she knew he was right, but she was not about to stop being angry.

      She enjoyed being angry.

      She enjoyed hating the world.

      And it was how she managed to–

      She scoffed.

      The end of that sentence would be how she managed to be so good at her job—but that wasn’t particularly true at that moment.

      “It was a mistake,” Sebastian continued, prompting a large huff and a roll of the eyes from Juliette.

      “Shut up, Sebastian! It’s not your job that’s on the line. It’s not you who has to answer to the prime minister, and it’s not you who has to make the calls and it’s not you who made such a stupid one.”

      “You’re starting to sound like Ian Mulligan.”

      She slapped him. Hard. Across the face. Leaving a large, red handprint on his cheek. The sound of it reverberated around the car.

      And, although Juliette knew she should not have done it, it made her feel so much better for however long that ebb of satisfaction lasted.

      “I suggest we take the rest of the drive in silence,” she spat, turning back to the window, grinding her teeth but allowing herself a shy smile at the embarrassment she had just inflicted upon him.
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      Sullivan made his way to the stairs, leaping up them three at a time. He ascended the building quickly, maybe not quite as quickly as he would have in the lift, but he was at least in control. Anyone could stop a lift or drop something down the shaft or sneak something in before the doors close. At least here, on the stairs, he could see up and down.

      It was the top floor he was aiming for. And he had only five to go.

      By the time he had three to go, he could hear them below. What started as initial patters turned to heavy stomps.

      By the time he had two to go, he could make out three of them.

      By the time he made his way up the final set of stairs, he had clocked them approaching.

      He paused, out of breath, clutching his chest.

      It was just instinct. His chest didn’t hurt that much anymore. He was just unfit. Running upstairs like that used to be nothing to him, now he was panting and sweating like he’d completed a marathon.

      He took the moment to analyse the approaching staff who had responded to Juliette’s call.

      There was a big, bulky guy, with a head like a boulder, who looked like he should be called Sludge or Rockhead or something. He reminded Sullivan of a character called The Thing from a comic he read as a child.

      The next was a new guy. He could tell that, not just because the guy still had his dimples and looked like he couldn’t buy alcohol without being IDed, but because he was also wearing sunglasses. Indoors. While it was raining outside. Like he’d seen too many movies. Trying to look the part with an expensive suit that just didn’t fit well enough.

      The final guy was not a guy at all. It was a woman. Honestly, Sullivan was pleased—back when he was at the top of his game, he never saw females doing his job. This woman was short, black, with big bushy hair tied behind her head. She dressed in a pin-stripe suit and looked quick and nimble.

      He punched the door open.

      He stood in the entrance to a large room of office cubicles, with every set of eyes on him. People stood and froze, some stayed at their desks and froze, and some began edging away.

      They all knew who he was.

      And, as inept as he had become, they feared his legend more than they feared his current state.

      He leant against a desk and panted. His breathing was just calming down, was just restoring itself—just as the door behind him burst open and Boulder Head barged into Sullivan.

      It didn’t take much effort to send Sullivan to the ground. Young Guy and Nimble Woman came in behind, but Boulder Head started things off by lifting Sullivan by the hair—which fucking hurt, by the way—and smacking his face into a nearby table. Sullivan had the awareness to rotate his head at just the right time to avoid his nose being broken, but could still feel his right cheek throbbing.

      Sullivan wriggled out of Boulder Head’s grasp and scrambled forward on his knees.

      He turned and looked at them.

      Boulder Head laughed.

      “Look at this guy,” he said. “He’s out of breath. He can’t even walk. Thought they said he was good?”

      Sullivan reached into the side of the backpack and took out the needle he’d taken from the medical unit. He dropped the bag out of the way for the moment and used a chair to push himself up.

      He shoved the needle into his neck and pressed down on the plunger.

      He felt it.

      The power from the adrenaline shot.

      The energy and vitality and fight surging through his veins, pushing him forward.

      Boulder Head went to swing again, but this time Sullivan ducked. He grabbed a stapler from a nearby table and swung it upwards, stapling the underside of Boulder Head’s chin.

      The best way to defeat a big guy is with speed they can’t track—so Sullivan acted quickly to staple Boulder Head’s cheek, his neck and his dick.

      Young Guy decided to get involved.

      He would have just come out of training. He would expect things to work as he’d been taught, and he would expect Sullivan to go at him as he’d been practising.

      So, as Sullivan put up his guard and approached, Young Guy swung and Sullivan left his guard and went into a rugby tackle, taking Young Guy to the ground.

      He locked Young Guy’s left arm and twisted it until it snapped, then did the same with the other, and just about managed to do so before Nimble Woman was on his back.

      He backed up and backed up and backed up as she bit his neck and it hurt like a bitch. He reached the wall and swung his head backwards to thwack her head into its hard surface, but she’d already crawled down his body and he smacked his own head instead.

      As he recovered from the disorientation, he pulled the string of the blinds from a nearby window. When she leapt upon him again, he elongated the string and tied it around her neck. He slid the window up and threw her out.

      Her neck snapped and her body dangled. The string unravelled and her empty body fell to the floor of the wet alley below.

      Boulder Head was charging again, and he looked pissed.

      Good.

      Big and reckless meant clumsy and stupid.

      Sullivan ducked the charge and ran back to the side of Young Guy, who was wriggling and moaning and screaming as Sullivan approached. He took the gun from Young Guy’s pocket, turned it to Boulder Head and shot him in the skull, not once, but thrice.

      He turned back to Young Guy.

      Looked at him.

      So new. So naïve. His whole life ahead of him.

      “Thank you for not killing me,” Young Guy whined.

      Sullivan pointed the gun at Young Guy’s head and pulled the trigger, then dumped the gun onto the corpse’s chest

      Looking around, it surprised him to find the office empty.

      He hadn’t noticed everyone fleeing.

      Ah, well.

      He made his way across the room to his target location.

      Juliette’s office.

      And this was where he waited.
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      The lift doors opened, and Juliette only faltered in her stride a little.

      “What the fuck?” she said. “Where is everyone?”

      What was normally a hive of busy workers who would fall silent upon her entrance—out if either respect for her authority or fear of her dictatorship, either way she didn’t care—was now a forlorn space absent of life.

      “For Christ’s sake,” she said to no one in particular. It certainly wasn’t to the member of security next to her. He looked tough, but he didn’t look able to hold a conversation. “I did not order an evacuation, where the hell is everyone?”

      As she marched through, she saw it.

      Toward the far left of the room. Bodies of those Sullivan would certainly have eliminated.

      “Jesus Christ,” she couldn’t help but mutter. It was quite a sight. A little scrawny man and a big bulky man, both with gun shots through their cranium.

      So long as Sullivan hadn’t made a huge change to his philosophy in the last few years, she knew he didn’t use guns. He’d vetoed the training and never even learnt what each model was capable of.

      But he knew enough to pull a trigger.

      And the fact that he did not carry a gun meant that these two idiots would have been killed by their own weapon.

      “Two?” she said to herself, knowing that there should have been a third.

      The draught coming through the bloody window frame was her answer.

      “Shitting hell,” she said, and looked over her shoulder at her security.

      At least this meant that Sullivan had already been to this floor and left. Done whatever he’d needed to do and gone.

      Surely he wouldn’t still be here?

      Or was she just underestimating him again?

      It depended on what he was after, and whether he’d found it already.

      “Stay close,” she told security. “Be ready.”

      She felt marginally safer with security attached. If Sullivan appeared and there was a fight, she should at least be able to flee before he killed her security personnel.

      She marched between the cubicles with computer screens displaying incomplete emails, word documents with unfinished sentences, and piles of reports left loose with a stapler beside them.

      Everyone had left in a hurry.

      Then again, if Sullivan had appeared and killed those three assassins, she couldn’t blame them for fleeing, however much of an irritation it was.

      And that was the word to sum up this whole debacle.

      Irritation.

      The proverbial thorn in her proverbial side.

      And she looked forward to when someone was adept enough to kill Jay Sullivan and make this whole ordeal end. Her headache was still not going away, and she was growing tired of the fear this man incited in everyone.

      He was just a man.

      He was a has-been.

      He was something that used to be a threat and now just needed disposing of. Mess to be cleaned.

      She stepped into her office.

      Her security entered behind her, and she heard the sound of them gagging before she could make sense of what had happened.

      She turned to her security. Falling to his knees. Clutching at the letter opener given to her by her grandmother on her sixteenth birthday sticking out of his neck. Blood dribbled through the cracks of his fingers and ran like a biblical flood down his neck and suit.

      Sullivan appeared from the shadows and pulled the letter opener back out of the man’s throat.

      Her security fell onto his front and suffocated, grasping for the last few breaths of his life. It wasn’t long until he was just a messy corpse on the carpet of her office.

      Sullivan grabbed Juliette’s hair in his left hand.

      Pulled her head back.

      Stretched out her throat, exposing it.

      He placed the tip of the letter opener against her neck and held it there.

      He said nothing, at first.

      Just allowed her to feel its tip resting against her.

      She knew why. Before he gave his demands, he would want her to feel her imminent death. He would want her to keep glancing at the dead body by their feet and keep feeling the end of the letter opener against her skin.

      He would want her to look in his eyes and know that he meant it.

      He would want her to decide that she would be completely compliant before he gave any demands.

      The worst part—Juliette did every one of these things just as Sullivan would have wanted it.

      “I am going to tell you to do something,” Sullivan spoke in a low-pitched, husky growl. “And you will do it.”

      Reluctantly, Juliette gave the slightest of nods, growing more and more aware of the sharp point just millimetres away from her oesophagus.
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      Sullivan missed this.

      The power.

      The knowledge that he could tell her to baa like a sheep and she would baa until she was red in the face.

      He could get her to do anything right now.

      She’d seen him dispatch of her security. Why wouldn’t he do the same to her?

      She was far more guilty. She deserved death far more than the one he’d just granted it to.

      Using his handful of hair to move her, and keeping the letter opener pressed against her windpipe, he led her to the desk where he put her in the seat and turned her toward the computer.

      “Turn it on,” he said.

      She looked up at him, as if debating whether to do it.

      “If you think this is the toughest part, then we will have issues. Turn the computer on.”

      She did as he told her.

      He let her hair go. He remained behind her, keeping the letter opener pressed against the side of her neck. One quick thrust and she would have minutes left of her existence.

      He took a USB stick from his pocket and placed it on the table in front of him.

      “Put that in the computer.”

      Her eyes were full of fear, but a sense of rationality seemed to enter them too. And, of course, she asked the inevitable question Sullivan was surprised it took her this long to ask.

      “How do I know you’re not just going to kill me once you get what you want?”

      Sullivan had never decided how to answer this question.

      It was so rare that he needed something. Normally he would make the kill and leave. But to bargain, you need to provide both the threat of punishment, and the hope of release.

      “You will just have to take my word for it,” he said.

      “Your word? Forgive me if I would like more than that.”

      “I still have some honour. I only kill those that I need to.”

      “And you don’t deem me someone you need to kill?”

      “With all due respect, Juliette—or no respect at all, being honest—I don’t particularly see you as a threat. I doubt you’ll be in this job much longer, anyway.”

      The computer had finished loading.

      A folder had appeared on the screen for the USB stick, ready for files to be dragged across.

      “Put it this way,” Sullivan said. “I could find what I want, but it would just take longer. So if you delay me too much, then I will just kill you and do it myself.”

      “Fine. What do you want? You want me to give the order to stop you being killed? Give you the files we have on you?”

      She had no idea whatsoever, did she?

      No clue about what Sullivan’s priorities were.

      How many Falcons had he killed in the last two days alone?

      This wasn’t about her. This wasn’t about the Falcons.

      This was about what he’d been searching for throughout the last five painful years.

      “I want everything you have on Shane Carrow.”

      “What?”

      “Shane Carrow. I want everything you have on him, I wanted it decrypted, and I want it on my USB stick.”

      “But—Carrow—he’s been dark for years. He wasn’t even one of ours, he was a freelancer we used.”

      “I know who he is.”

      “But why would you want–”

      He pressed the letter opener harder against her neck and pricked out a bit of blood.

      “Fine,” she said, and began clicking the mouse.

      Sullivan looked around the office. It was big, just as he remembered it to be when Mulligan stuck a letter opener in his heart. The table was grand, as if its size somehow echoed the authority of its user. There were certificates framed on the wall, but no framed pictures of family. Just qualifications that meant nothing and headlines that gave little away.

      She finished copying the files and turned to look at him.

      “Show me they aren’t encrypted.”

      She opened each file, one by one, and showed him.

      Then something unusual happened.

      She kept clicking on an icon and missing it, or clicking too many times and opening too many windows. She would keep clicking the wrong thing and going back. She even opened too much at once and the computer crashed.

      It was as if she’d never used a computer before.

      But she would live her life at a computer. In her job, she could easily operate a computer without screwing up so profusely.

      Which told Sullivan all he needed to know.

      There would be a silent alarm beneath the desk.

      She would have pressed it.

      And she was now stalling.

      “Fine,” said Sullivan. “Eject the USB.”

      He tightened the straps of the bag he’d taken from the weapons room for his escape.

      It was time to go.
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      She had hit it as soon as she’d sat down.

      She had used the desk to pull herself closer to the computer. Her finger had stretched out and pressed firmly on the silent alarm.

      He would know he had limited time.

      That this was inevitable.

      So she would have to slow him down in time for them to get there.

      But she couldn’t go slowly enough.

      Yet, just as she right-clicked and pressed eject USB, there they were—appearing across the floor, emerging from the lift.

      Security and staff. At least five of them. Possibly six, maybe even seven.

      With their guns out.

      Taking aim.

      She held the USB stick in her hand.

      “Give me the USB,” Sullivan said.

      They just needed a clear shot.

      They were trained in taking shots from a distance, she just needed to move out of the way, let them take aim, they just needed the right second.

      “Give it to me,” he repeated.

      She kept it in her hand.

      “Give me the damn stick.”

      She went to stand, went to run, but he grabbed the back of her hair and lifted her head back, stroking the sharp edge of the letter opener in the path across her neck he would use to slit it.

      She opened her palm and allowed the USB stick to drop.

      “That was foolish,” Sullivan said.

      But now he had a choice.

      Did he make her bend down and get it, leaving more opportunity to get shot?

      Did he bend down to get it and let her go free of his grasp?

      Or did he abandon it?

      She knew he would not take the third option. If he’d gone to all this effort, he would really be after the information he’d gained.

      Why he was after this information was a question she could hypothesise about once she had lived through the ordeal.

      As it was, he let her go, bent down and took the USB himself.

      She rushed out of his reach, to the corner of the office, shouting, “Shoot him! Take the shot, do it now!”

      Sullivan turned her desk onto its side. It was a big desk, and it gave him a large amount of cover, but he couldn’t hide behind it forever. Either they would gain on him, or their salvo of gunshots would destroy the entire desk.

      He was trapped.

      Surely…

      Just as expected, bullets battered against his concealment, splintering the wood and punching holes through it.

      She could see Sullivan laid flat on the floor as she pressed herself up against the far wall.

      But she could also see him reaching into his pocket.

      Pulling out a grenade.

      Removing the pin.

      She screamed as she turned and ducked and closed her eyes and pushed herself into a ball, covering her ears.

      The walls shook under the impact of an explosion.

      But she was alive.

      She turned. Looked back and forth.

      Half of the floor was on fire.

      Her office looked like the Garden of Eden compared to the cubicles the staff had been shooting from.

      And the window behind her desk was open.

      And the feet of Sullivan were disappearing out of it.
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      Sullivan had the USB stick.

      He had his pills.

      And he had the final item he had stolen from their inventory.

      He reached for the adjacent window ledge. Once one hand held tightly onto it, he reached the other hand out too.

      He needed to hurry.

      The grenade would only do so much. Soon, the bullets would start coming out of the window and searching for him again.

      He held onto the window ledge with both hands. Ignored the drop below. He wasn’t sure whether he was shaking from fear, alcohol withdrawal or side effects of his heart medication.

      He ignored it and swung his legs, fumbling his hands, almost skidding off.

      He lifted his right leg up and placed it on the ledge, then did the same with his left leg, until he was positioned awkwardly against the window.

      Across from him was a fire escape. Ten, maybe fifteen yards.

      There were no windows to shimmy across on.

      He would have to drop, accept that he’d fall a little, and just ensure that he caught it.

      The sound of running, shouting, resumed.

      The aftermath of the grenade was done. The living had surged through the fire and reloaded their guns.

      “Fuck,” he said. Five years ago he’d have been on the roof by now.

      Now, his legs were wobbling from the thought of the jump.

      A few bullets came out of the window next to him.

      If they reached it and looked out at him, he’d have nowhere to go.

      “Way to go, dickhead,” he said to himself, and without another thought, flung himself across the wall to the fire escape. He seemed to hover in the air for what felt like an age, but, sure enough, his hands caught the railings of the fire escape two floors down.

      He sprinted up the steps.

      Faces appeared in the window and guns turned to him, but the bullets only ricocheted off the metal steps he made his way up. He reached the top and climbed onto the roof.

      They would have seen him.

      They would know where he was.

      They would be coming.

      So he ran to the edge.

      Paused.

      His toes poked over the building, a few stones dropped, as if he needed a demonstration of how far the fall was.

      The backpack he’d acquired, the one that would provide him his escape—now was the perfect time to use it.

      He tightened it around his back.

      A string released itself from the bag’s base, dangling beside his right hand.

      The roof’s door opened and out they came.

      There were three staff left.

      Juliette was behind them.

      She evidently wanted to be here for this.

      He rechecked his pocket again. He had the USB. He had the pills. He had everything he needed.

      There was no reason for him to ever be here again.

      So, without being able to help his final fuck you, he blew a kiss at Juliette.

      Before they could aim their guns, he leapt off the building.

      He began to plummet downwards, but not too far.

      He pulled the string.

      From the backpack he had acquired for his escape, he released a parachute. It took a few seconds to open, but once it did, it carried Sullivan from his plummeting death to its majestic flight.

      He flew himself across the wind and rain, between buildings so there was no way their bullets could find him.

      Once he was out of sight of the Falcons, he twisted the parachute and allowed the air to take him higher.

      He felt the adrenaline once more; he felt the wind once more; and he felt alive once more.

      He had what he needed.

      Almost, that is.

      There was still one essential component missing from his life, and that was Talia.

      And Jay Sullivan was back.

      And Shane Carrow would regret ever fucking with him
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      Shane Carrow had really enjoyed fucking with Sullivan.

      And now he was enjoying fucking with his daughter.

      He lay on the bed watching her ride him, reaching her hand back to his knees, spreading her chest so her tiny breasts stuck out like prominent pyramids, and all he had to do was reach up and grab them and she would just moan more.

      He came, threw her off, and stood. Stretched.

      He felt good.

      She lay there, on the bed, staring up at him, sweaty, perfect—and young. So young.

      She thought she deserved this.

      She had no experience of a man who held her after, a man who looked her in the eyes, a man who treated her with respect and dignity.

      All she knew was him.

      A man who fucked her and threw her off, desperate to get away – not because he needed to, but because he enjoyed the power. The way she would lay there, staring at him, vulnerable and weak, wanting him to come back and touch her, comfort her – and knowing that it was that hope that kept her attached to him.

      “I’m going in the shower,” he told her, and he couldn’t help but grin a little as he turned and sauntered through to the bathroom.

      He took an open-door piss, hitting the toilet rim as he did.

      He didn’t flush.

      He turned the shower on and stepped under it, feeling its coolness grow warm.

      Talia came in, sat on the toilet and pissed and wiped and he smirked.

      She thought he was smiling at her. So she smiled sweetly back.

      “Mind if I join you?” she asked, approaching the shower.

      “Yes,” he answered, and turned his back on her, enjoying his solitude and relishing the force of the water, feeling it cascade down his body; a body home to scars. Scars that showed a life lived, and a war waged.

      The scrape along the top of his chest was from the fourteen-year-old daughter of a politician in Turkey. He hadn’t seen her, and she didn’t take kindly to him murdering her father, so she leapt out with a kitchen knife.

      He had just started then. And it taught him an important lesson—always search your surroundings.

      At the base of his buttocks was the scratch of a nail. He’d murdered a man on a construction site as the target worked late and alone, and Carrow had ended up dragging himself across a nail. It had pissed him off that it wasn’t even his target fighting back that did it—it was backing up into a wall that hadn’t been finished yet.

      And the most prominent scar.

      The most important one.

      The one he remembered, but he knew Jay Sullivan would not have a clue about.

      Why would he?

      Carrow had been dressed in black, and that included the balaclava around his face.

      It was sixteen years ago.

      Sullivan had been invited to run lessons with the Falcon trainees. The arsehole had only qualified a few years before, but it hadn’t taken long for him to establish himself. Everyone knew who he was, because everyone spoke about him like a god. Like he was this invincible man. Like he belonged on his pedestal.

      Sullivan was taught that most assassins don’t survive past their third year on the job without getting killed or caught.

      But by his third year, he’d successfully dispatched more than most had in their twentieth, and he’d never been caught and never so much as had a scratch.

      Carrow was desperate to meet him.

      All the trainees were; he was their idol.

      Sullivan was highly skilled, and the only thing Carrow could compete with was his level of arrogance.

      So when Sullivan asked for a volunteer to demonstrate a fight move, Carrow had leapt at the opportunity to impress. But before Carrow had even stood, Sullivan had thrown him onto his back, just to show that one should not volunteer to have their arse kicked.

      Carrow was humiliated.

      No, he was beyond humiliated.

      He was disgraced.

      But Carrow, just like Sullivan, just like the other trainees, was taught to be a killer.

      And here was the man he looked up to so much—everyone did—making him look like a fool.

      So he did exactly what he was taught.

      He’d found his way into Sullivan’s house. Into Sullivan’s bedroom. Looked over him, lying beside his wife. Holding her in his arms.

      His wife was incredibly beautiful. Long hair. Brunette. Freckles. Slim, curving in all the right places.

      And she had no idea what Sullivan did for a living.

      Which meant that, when she awoke with a scream, she had no idea why Carrow was slicing her throat.

      Sullivan managed to take the knife, overpower Carrow, and slice him across his midriff.

      Carrow would have died if it weren’t for him saying, “You might want to check your daughter.”

      Sullivan had run from that room faster than he’d ever run at any target.

      Talia, a one-year-old laying asleep in her bed, was untouched.

      But, by the time Sullivan had confirmed she was still alive and returned to the bedroom, he only had the chance to witness his wife taking her final breath. He took her in his arms and that was where she died.

      Carrow could hear Sullivan screaming all the way down the road.

      And that scar Sullivan had left had stuck out of his midriff, becoming sore with just a simple brush against it. Any pressure against this wound still made it throb.

      Even after all this time.

      Even after sixteen years.

      Sixteen years where everything changed.

      Sixteen years where Sullivan had no idea who the masked man was that took his wife from him.

      So, when Sullivan’s name came up as a mark five years ago, Carrow leapt at the opportunity.

      And he knew that, should he fail to kill Sullivan, he could always take his daughter.

      That, in a way, would be a fate Sullivan would find worse than death.

      Carrow originally planned what he’d do for revenge—that he’d put Sullivan’s daughter up for auction and sell her again and again until he had passed her around all the worst paedophiles and abusers in the world; until she was just a wreck of a person.

      Then he would return her to him, a girl barely able to function anymore.

      But then he thought of something far worse.

      Something that would provide Sullivan far, far more torture.

      Something that would provide a far more satisfying act of revenge.

      Something that would match the pain he had caused Sullivan with the anonymous slaughter of his wife.

      Carrow would make Talia love him.

      He would make her fuck him.

      And he would make her hate her father for never finding her.

      She trusted Carrow now.

      And, after waiting for the right time, for the perfect opportunity, he had used the murderous rage he harnessed within her to draw him out.

      Sullivan fell for it so easily Carrow had wondered how he’d ever earned that legendary status.

      And now, in his final repayment to Sullivan for the humiliation caused, Carrow would make Talia kill him.

      And, failing that, Carrow would do it himself.

      The final act of hatred.

      The final piece of Sullivan destroyed.

      And it wouldn’t be long now.
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      It wasn’t that difficult to find an Air B&B and book it anonymously. Fake name, fake ID, a wad of cash, and Sullivan and Mulligan had somewhere they could sit and go through the information he had attained.

      Mulligan set up a laptop they had acquired after their train ride, along with a new mobile phone, whilst Sullivan made use of the shower.

      He stood still, allowing the water to soak his bruises and sting his cuts. He held his head down, closing his eyes, leaning against the wall, relishing the burn.

      After he was done, he put his suit back on, making a mental note that he needed to get a few more. He made his way through to the living area where a sofa, that was too low, was positioned in front of a rug that kept moving every time either of them put their foot on it. The small television beside a few shelves of Disney DVDs remained off.

      Sullivan considered checking the news to see if there was anything relating to the past few days; any obvious cover-ups or reports on unsolved murders.

      But he didn’t see the purpose.

      It wouldn’t make any difference to his predicament. He was being chased by the Falcons and giving chase to Carrow. The light of such knowledge wouldn’t let him see too far.

      “It’s ready,” said Mulligan.

      Sullivan took the USB stick from his inside jacket pocket and handed it to Mulligan. He remained standing as Mulligan did all the computer stuff. Mulligan had worked with these files before; he had more idea what he was looking for.

      Sullivan wandered the room. A fruit bowl stood as an ornament in the middle of a table that could barely seat two. Multiple romance books with bent spines and covers of topless men leant against one another on a dusty bookshelf. The smell of manure from nearby fields filtered in through the closed window.

      This really wasn’t the type of establishment he would have been accustomed to staying in, back in his prime. The Falcons would normally have placed him in hotels where they had arrangements for his protection; where there would be exquisite linen, faultless furniture and views that he was happy to kill for.

      “Okay,” said Mulligan, and Sullivan moved to beside him on the sofa.

      Mulligan brought up a picture of Shane Carrow on the screen. Younger, cleaner shaven, but still with dead eyes.

      “Forty-two now,” Mulligan said, “He was a latecomer to the training. He joined a few years after you qualified.”

      “Yeah, I remember him,” Sullivan admitted. “Arrogant little sod. I put him in his place, don’t think he liked it.”

      “He left the Falcons by mutual consent—which is rare, as we don’t let anyone leave, but the agreement was that he would freelance. There’s a list of child trafficking charges that they blocked.”

      “Blocked?”

      “Yeah. He was too good an asset to the Falcons, they didn’t want him gone, so they blocked the charges so they could continue using him.”

      “How would they manage that?”

      “Falcons have good ways of silencing people, even when it’s not in their jurisdiction.”

      Sullivan shook his head.

      Strange, how blindly he worked for these people.

      He was taught never to question why, and he never did. They said kill, and he said how?

      “I’m looking for weaknesses,” Sullivan said, encouraging Mulligan to get to the point. Every wasted moment was another moment Carrow brainwashed his daughter, and Sullivan became less likely to have her back.

      “I’m afraid there aren’t really any. Trained in hand to hand combat, including Jujitsu, Capoeira, Krav Maga, Muay Thai and Kickboxing. He has firearms training, including action rifles, handguns, snipers, carbines, submachines, automatics, semi-automatics, pump action… He even has training in knives, including an expertise in Arnis, Eskrima and Kali. I have to be honest with you, he looks fairly solid.”

      “Fine, so his skill set isn’t his weakness. What about family?”

      Mulligan shook his head. “You won’t find any. I remember, parents both died when he was young, no siblings, no grandparents. Like most of you, they took him as an orphan.”

      “People he’s connected to.”

      “Just known traffickers. By the look of their names, the most well-known have been killed in the last few months, with a clover carved into them.”

      “So he killed his own associates?”

      “That’s how keen he was to smoke you out.”

      “But why?”

      “Why not?”

      “But I don’t have any grudge with him, no fights, nothing. I don’t understand why he would target me like this.”

      “Maybe Talia did, as unfinished business.”

      “But then again, why Talia? I mean, why didn’t he just sell her to the highest bidder—why keep her to himself?”

      Sullivan stood. Looked out of the window. The man who had let them the Air B&B stood in his garden, digging up his plants.

      Sullivan had never known what it was like to do his gardening. Or have a permanent home. Or a family.

      At least, not for a long time now.

      “Do we have any leverage?” he asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Something we can exchange for Talia.”

      Mulligan clicked the mouse a few times, but Sullivan knew the answer was a negative. What could they possibly have to bargain with?

      “Then I’m going to have to find a way to kill him,” Sullivan admitted.

      “No offence, but you’re hardly in the best shape.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Carrow isn’t like the other staff, he’s–”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’re an alcoholic. You’re out of shape. You’re emotionally reckless.”

      “I haven’t had a drink in over a day.”

      “Really? That’s what you’re going with?”

      Sullivan sighed. In a sudden burst, he withdrew his fist and launched it into the wall, leaving a dent in the paintwork and dead skin on his knuckles.

      “We have a deposit, you know,” said Mulligan.

      “What’s his handle? His tag, his number, his code—how do we contact him?”

      “His number is here, as is his code. Hasn’t been used in a while, though.”

      Sullivan picked up the phone they had acquired. Still in its box. A basic Nokia. The kind he used to have just after the millennium, before all this new technology cluttered their lives.

      He threw it to Mulligan.

      “You know how to use the handles and the codes, you contact him. Make it obvious it’s us.”

      “Don’t you want the element of surprise?”

      Sullivan leant against the windowsill. Staring at the floor.

      “He works alone. He’ll come with Talia; he won’t have any snipers. He knows he won’t need to.”

      “And how exactly do you plan to kill him?”

      “Just do it,” Sullivan barked.

      He charged into the bedroom.

      Shut the door.

      Leant his head against the wall.

      He was being foolish; he knew. The first lesson they taught him—never get into a situation you can’t handle. Wait. Be patient. Find the opportune moment.

      But there was no opportune moment.

      There was just Talia.

      His sweet daughter, who he still pictured as young, as innocent, as vulnerable as she had always been.

      Used by this scumbag.

      Manipulated, and god-knows what else.

      “We have three hours,” shouted Mulligan.

      Three hours.

      In a sudden burst of tired energy, he made his way to the door.

      “I’m going for a walk,” he announced, and left before Mulligan could object.
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      Less than a mile away, after wandering around single-track country lanes that led nowhere in particular, Sullivan found a pub attached to a glorious beer garden. Views over the coast, marvellous plants and the finest distilled whiskey around were all boasted by the pub.

      He knew he shouldn’t drink. But that’s the problem with addiction. It tells you what to do and doesn’t care about the objections you don’t even bother to use.

      He sat on a bench next to a set of tulips. Sticks stuck out of the nearby flower bed with various green stems wrapping around it.

      Besides the tulips, he couldn’t name any other plant.

      He didn’t need to.

      He could tell you how to kill a man with his own fountain pen.

      He could tell you how to disarm the gun from an opponent twice his size.

      He could tell you the right place to punch someone to wind them and make them temporarily vulnerable.

      But he couldn’t identify a bloody plant.

      Why? Because it wasn’t within his remit. He didn’t need to know it. He knew what he had to know.

      He knew what he was good at.

      He scoffed.

      He knew what he used to be good at.

      Was this a stupid idea? Just meeting with Carrow, bursting in and expecting to win a fight he had lost twice before?

      What else was he supposed to do?

      Carrow would rely on Talia being his weakness, making him susceptible to mistakes, and it was working.

      How would he even get Talia to go with him, anyway?

      The thoughts grew too heavy, so he silenced them with the sharp sting of whiskey against the back of his throat.

      He drained the rest of the glass, went to the bar for another, and returned to the beer garden.

      A family had settled on the bench he had been using.

      There were other benches.

      But he couldn’t help but stare. A father, a mother and a girl that looked around twelve or thirteen years old.

      “These are orchids,” the father was telling his daughter, who was looking back with wide, fascinated eyes. “How many species are there?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “There are over twenty-five thousand.”

      “Whoa…”

      Sullivan smiled at the girl’s youthful enthusiasm.

      Talia used to be like that.

      But Sullivan could never tell her about things she was enthusiastic about. Not dinosaurs, plants, nothing.

      He could have told her about different knives. How to identify someone who looked out of place in a crowd. How to find a place to take cover quicker than someone could pull the trigger.

      But he had never taught her any of those things.

      Well, she damn well knows them now.

      He had wanted to be the dad who told her about plants, the dad who took her for a meal in a nice family pub, the dad who sat there and prompted enthusiasm over the mundane aspects of life that he somehow made seem wondrous.

      Was it cruel of him to expect that?

      No. It wasn’t cruel. It was optimistic, and it was foolish, but cruel was one thing he had never been toward her.

      Then how had she been turned against him so easily?

      Had he really stopped looking for her?

      In his mind, he hadn’t. She had been his purpose for staying alive.

      But, there was a point, for sure, where he let go of the clues that led to nowhere, where he stopped fumbling in the dark for ideas, where he ceased hoping and started to settle with the knowledge that she was probably dead.

      And he had accepted that.

      Because he had grieved for her.

      On an assumption.

      He’d had years of denial, but then he was angry, he bargained, he became depressed… and had he really, truly, reached the fifth and final stage of grief: acceptance?

      If so, she was right to be angry.

      He had let her down.

      And he was the pathetic wreck she knew he was.

      Maybe Carrow could be better for her than him.

      He bowed his head. Closed his eyes. Despaired at the thought.

      Because it was wrong.

      Carrow wasn’t using her out of compassion. It was out of control. A way to conquer his enemy.

      She was being manipulated.

      And Sullivan knew that there was abuse taking place, on whatever level it was.

      Carrow would let her die and not show so much as a tear.

      Sullivan had no evidence of this, except for the obvious—look at Carrow’s record. He had no feelings. He had no way of accessing his humane side.

      He was a sociopath. Most assassins are.

      Maybe Sullivan was once.

      Or maybe he would have been, had it not been for…

      Talia.

      “And this one’s called a bleeding heart.”

      “What a name!”

      “I know, sounds more like a rock band or an illness than a flower, doesn’t it?”

      The girl laughed.

      Talia used to laugh at his jokes.

      She used to look at him like this girl did her dad. Like he was her idol. Like he was her hero.

      Sullivan drank his whiskey down in one.

      Placed the glass on the bar.

      Exited and strode back along the country road.

      He took a few pills to cure another ache in his heart.

      He could be her hero once again.

      He was sure of it.
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      Talia put a bacon and avocado sandwich in front of Carrow, who grunted his lack of appreciation.

      She had dried the bacon of grease, removed the fat, and fried it with the perfect amount of crispiness. She had sliced the avocado thinly enough so it would not fall out of the sandwich, but thick enough that he could taste it, and that it would melt ever so slightly over the bacon.

      It was just as he had told Talia to make it.

      As it damn well should be.

      But, however much he enjoyed that first succulent bite and the dribble of melted avocado that trickled down his chin, something on his phone was distracting him.

      It was a message. It used a handle and a code he hadn’t seen in years.

      In fact, it took him a little longer to realise which handle it was.

      The Falcons.

      Why the hell would they be contacting him?

      Were they trying to spread Sullivan’s hit so wide that they were now involving him?

      If they were, it would be cutting through a lot of bad blood. They hadn’t exactly been pleased with the way he’d disappeared with Sullivan’s daughter. That hadn’t been part of the contract, and he was sure there had been a mark on his head for a while.

      But no mark on his head lasted long.

      He would like to say that those who would dare to fulfil that mark would live to regret it—but they wouldn’t live at all.

      “What is it?” asked Talia, noticing his confusion. She placed her own bacon sandwich on a plate. A sandwich that had been hurriedly made and was nowhere near as delectable as Carrow’s.

      Carrow didn’t answer.

      He just stared at the phone.

      Unlocked it. Opened the message.

      The phone number was new.

      This was not the Falcons. This was something else.

      Which meant that someone had obtained his data, including his call signs, from the Falcons.

      He wondered how many of the Falcons he should kill for that.

      Then he realised who it was.

      Who had attained his data.

      Who had used it to contact him.

      He punched his fist into the air.

      Suddenly, all was forgiven.

      “What?” Talia asked again, equally ignored.

      The message was short and direct. A meeting time. A location.

      The details of Sullivan’s demise.

      The only thing missing was how Sullivan wished to die—but Carrow was quite happy to think that up himself.

      “Babe, what?”

      Finally, Carrow placed the phone on the table and turned to Talia.

      “That was a message from your Daddy.”

      “What? From Sullivan?”

      “Yep.”

      “How did he contact you?”

      He really couldn’t be bothered to explain.

      “Doesn’t matter. But he did.”

      “And?”

      He grinned. Took another bite of his sandwich, then placed it down, keeping her waiting, staring at him as he swallowed it, chewing with his mouth open because he knew it would repulse her.

      Finally, he spoke, his grin spreading even wider.

      “Three hours, and we meet.”

      She rushed over to him, put her arms around his neck, sat on his lap, and kissed him gently.

      “Are you excited?” he asked.

      “Very.” She leant close to his ear and whispered, ever so softly, “And, for the record—you’re the only one I would ever call Daddy.”
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      Her feet trudged over another set of charred remains, and Juliette tried picking something up, only to find it unrecognisable.

      Was it a photo frame?

      A qualification, maybe?

      Or just a piece of cardboard?

      Either way, it was now black and covered in ash.

      The fire caused by the grenade hadn’t taken long to spread to her office, and everything she had accumulated in her professional career had gone as quickly as Sullivan had escaped.

      She was beyond angry now.

      She was inconsolable.

      She felt pathetic. Disarmed, useless, and a charlatan.

      The prime minister had placed so much hope in her. Bestowed her with the trust of clearing up the messes Mulligan made. Which she had; only she seemed to have created more mess since, and a bigger mess at that.

      And what of Sullivan?

      What now?

      Were they supposed to go after him? And face more retaliation?

      They could hardly let him go.

      But they could hardly chase him either.

      She kicked something covered in thick black across the room and watched the ash flicker off as it collided with the wall.

      Sebastian appeared in the doorway. A coffee in his hand. Cautious curiosity in his face.

      “Don’t,” Juliette said.

      “I wasn’t–”

      “Just—don’t.”

      She hadn’t had the call from the prime minister yet. But she was expecting it.

      She wondered if she’d even still be in this job this afternoon.

      Would he afford her the time to clear up her mess? Or would he ask someone else to do it, much like he did with her and Mulligan?

      Or, would he shut down Falcons altogether, as he had threatened many times?

      If you can’t get your shit together, I will end it myself!

      Those words had been even worse than the threat of losing her job—as if she had catastrophised the situation so much the prime minister had lost faith in the Falcons altogether.

      “Maybe we should let him go,” Sebastian suggested.

      “Oh, fuck off, Sebastian.”

      “I know you’re angry, but we need to look at this with some rationality and objectivity.”

      “Oh, thank Christ you’re here to point that out.”

      “Juliette, I–”

      “What? What do you want? Unless the next few words out of your mouth are ‘I have a million pounds hidden up my arse to repair all of this’ then there is nothing you can have to say that I’d be interested in.”

      She turned away from him. Crossed her arms. Put a hand on her forehead.

      She could feel him still there.

      Watching her.

      She shouldn’t be so curt with him, she knew that. He was the one who had stuck with her. But now was not the time for a voice of reason. Now was a time for leaving her alone to be pissed off.

      It seemed as if, despite everything she did, Sullivan always found a way to one-up her. He had given her this warning, now what?

      Would he kill her next?

      Someone walked up to Sebastian and said something in his ear. Some subordinate who probably spoke to him as they didn’t have the guts to interrupt her melancholy.

      They handed him a piece of paper.

      Whatever it was, he seemed astounded by it. Despite her despair, Juliette was intrigued.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “You might want to see this,” he said.

      Rather than speaking in the wreckage of her office, she stepped out, and they moved a few steps away, enough so she could ignore the debris behind her.

      He handed her the note.

      She read it, then read it again.

      “I don’t understand,” she said.

      “Really?”

      It was a message to Carrow, using his call sign. But they hadn’t used it for years.

      Then it all melded into clarity.

      That was why Sullivan wanted his data.

      “It’s Jay Sullivan,” she said.

      “You sure?”

      “Very.”

      She looked at the message.

      “Well, if they are meeting here and at this time,” Sebastian said. “We should form a team, right?”

      As much as she wanted to say yes, she felt that repeating the same thing again and again and expecting different results truly would show their insanity.

      “No,” she said.

      “No?”

      “He’s warned us off for a reason—because he knew we’d see this message, and he didn’t want us to intervene.”

      “But–”

      “The question is, why is he wanting to meet with Carrow? The man who went off with his daughter?”

      She looked to Sebastian. Considered this. Contemplated.

      “Let’s observe,” she decided. “Give me a live feed from any CCTV. Let’s watch. Find out what is going on.”

      He nodded and walked away to prepare their workstation.

      “And, Sebastian,” she said, and he paused. “Just keep this between us.”

      He nodded and carried on.

      She walked away to seek a coffee, keeping her back to her office as she did.
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      Late evening had set in, and with it had come the dark. A gentle illumination from the moon did nothing to foreshadow the bloodshed Carrow anticipated.

      He stood strong behind the factory outlets and the carpark now free of tourists and workers. A few steps behind him was Talia, obediently standing where she had been told to stand.

      He saw the figures approaching from the distance.

      There was no mistaking them.

      The lurch in Mulligan’s walk, the hunch, the scuttling to keep pace with Sullivan.

      And Sullivan’s arrogant strides; a man who was nothing like the man he once was. A man who was pretending to be a legend but was barely alive.

      Carrow scoffed.

      Allowed himself a little chuckle at his opponent’s expense.

      You can dress yourself up however you want. Splash out on a suit, get brogues on your shoes, walk with the swagger you once perfected.

      It did not disguise that Sullivan was still a loser.

      Sullivan’s face left the silhouette of the shadows and paused, a good few paces away, his features half lit.

      Mulligan stood behind him, much like Talia did with Carrow

      Why Mulligan was even there, Carrow did not know.

      It was just another casualty to be caught in the crossfire.

      They said nothing.

      Just stared at one another. Like the glare of two boxers at the weigh-in. Sizing each other up, putting on a show.

      Sullivan’s expression was an attempt at menacing. He tried  narrowing his eyes, enhancing his glare, bringing an intensity to his aggression.

      Carrow’s expression was that of amusement.

      This feigned look of hostility did nothing to intimidate him. It only entertained him, and he hoped his mocking smile was incensing Sullivan and questioning his control of the situation.

      Sullivan was not in control.

      The one who had his daughter was in control.

      And Carrow would make damn sure that Sullivan knew that.

      They remained quiet for longer than Carrow had expected them to. Neither wanted to break the silence, as if speaking first would relinquish control.

      As expected, however, Sullivan broke it.

      “I don’t want to fight,” said Sullivan. “There’s no need for violence.”

      There were no more chuckles from Carrow—instead, there was a straightforward guffaw, a loud cackle at the stupidity of such a statement.

      “You just don’t want to fight,” said Carrow. “You’ve never backed away before. If someone had said that to you, you’d have taken it as their weakness and slit their throat.”

      Carrow saw Sullivan’s eyes move to over his shoulder. He had clocked Talia, and Carrow knew that Talia’s expression would be just as cocky as Carrow’s.

      “I’m trying something new,” said Sullivan.

      “No,” Carrow defied. “First rule of training—never get into a fight you can’t win. Back out and find another time. That’s all that’s going on here.”

      “I will kill you.”

      “Sure.”

      “But it doesn’t need to happen. I just want my daughter.”

      Carrow glanced over his shoulder. Smiled at Talia, who smiled back with that naughty grin she had.

      He turned back to Sullivan, echoing her grin.

      “Take her,” he said.

      Sullivan sighed, and looked beyond Carrow, beseeching his daughter.

      “Talia, come on,” Sullivan said. “It’s time to come home.”

      She didn’t move.

      No one moved.

      “Talia, he’s brainwashed you. I’ve stayed alive hoping to find you. Now here you are, and I want you to come home.”

      Nothing.

      “Talia, please.”

      Talia stepped forward.

      Moved a few steps.

      But she did not step beyond Carrow.

      She turned her back to Sullivan and directed her face at Carrow. She grabbed the back of Carrow’s head and pulled him close, attaching her lips to his, spreading them wide and sliding her tongue into his mouth.

      This wasn’t a delicate piece of affection.

      This was an open-mouthed piece of foreplay.

      This was a mocking example of arousal. This was her pressing her lips hard against Carrow’s to infuriate her opponent, shoving harder and harder until their faces ached.

      She kept her eyes closed and did not stop.

      Carrow, however, kept his eyes open.

      And he kept them locked on Sullivan’s.

      And the aggression Sullivan tried to contain, the fury, the rage throbbing against his skin, was an even bigger turn on to Carrow than the savage nature of the kiss.

      It didn’t take long until Sullivan lost control, and the power lay completely with Carrow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Fury was not an asset

      Aggression was not useful.

      Anger made you reckless, not more astute.

      But it took everything in Sullivan’s body to restrain his wrath, to contain the agonising torture thrashing against his skin like a thousand locusts swarming throughout his body.

      In the end, he could not contain it.

      He felt Mulligan’s hand on his arm, was sure that Mulligan even said something in his ear, tried to make this exact point to him—but Sullivan knew it already, and he did not care.

      For the first time, he was personally motivated to murder. This wasn’t just a contract, or a dictated way in which he would dispatch someone—he wanted to tear Carrow limb from limb, to make him watch as Sullivan removed parts of his body. He wanted to cause this bastard every bit of pain that he was physically able.

      He hurtled forward, sending a fist flying toward Carrow’s face.

      Carrow broke away from Talia and ducked it, landing a fist of his own into Sullivan’s belly. Sullivan bent over, scolding himself for a stupid move he would not normally fall for. This allowed Carrow to punch the back of his head with such force that he landed on his front.

      The suit he had so proudly bought, had so keenly worn, was soaked in a puddle. Mud clung to the white of the shirt, the tie dripped mud, and the blazer grew heavy with water.

      Carrow could finish Sullivan off there and then.

      But he didn’t.

      Sullivan didn’t know why, and he didn’t care.

      He stood.

      Removed his blazer.

      Discarded it. He didn’t need it. His image didn’t matter in this fight. He didn’t need to feel like he was wearing thousands of pounds.

      What he needed was a cool mind and calculated decisions.

      But he was unprofessional. He didn’t care. He gave into his instinct of anger without a second thought.

      Fuck rationality.

      Fuck clear thinking.

      And fuck Shane Carrow.

      He launched himself forward, aiming for Carrow’s waist with a rugby tackle, but he was running head heavy. This meant he was not in control and, even though he knew that, he did it anyway.

      And, with his daughter watching and smiling, Carrow lifted a fist and sent it into the side of Sullivan’s throat before Sullivan even got to him.

      Sullivan collapsed onto his back.

      His suit trousers ripped and a patch of blood soaked through his shirt.

      The person he had tried to be once more—the competent, clear-thinking assassin he once was—became as wrecked as the suit he’d bought in his feeble attempt to be that person again.

      In his defeated state, he felt pathetic. Useless.

      And unworthy of affection from his daughter, that he would not get anyway.

      But why wasn’t Carrow finishing him off?

      Sullivan stood again, swinging a fist that Carrow caught, only for Carrow to stomp on the top of Sullivan’s kneecap, and thwack a knee into his chin.

      Sullivan fell onto his back, ready to be finished off again.

      Why wasn’t Carrow striking the final blow?

      And then he learnt why.

      “Talia,” said the prick. “Finish him.”

      This wasn’t a contract Carrow was fulfilling.

      This wasn’t a professional kill—as he’d be dead already.

      This was torture.

      Carrow wanted to cause Sullivan as much pain as he could.

      But why?

      Why the hell was Carrow so desperate to hurt him?

      He had no time to speculate as Talia sent her knee hurtling downwards toward Sullivan’s face.

      He rolled across the floor, missing the knee, and pushed himself to his feet.

      He and Talia circled each other, moving with Mulligan to his back then Carrow to his back then Mulligan again.

      Talia licked her lips and stared back at him with what Sullivan could only describe as excitement. An enticing look of anticipation, eager for the kill.

      She flexed her fingers over her knife.

      “Talia,” he began, “I don’t know how he’s brainwashed you. I don’t know what he’s done. But it’s all lies. And I need you to listen to–”

      Talia charged forward, taking a knife from her belt and swinging it at Sullivan.

      Sullivan would not fight her.

      And that was the hardest bit—she was not well trained and Sullivan could defeat her with far more ease, but that didn’t matter. Both he and Carrow knew that Sullivan would not lay a fist on her, and that made him the easy kill.

      So he stepped out of her lunge, ducked a swing at his neck, and grabbed her fist.

      At this point he could easily twist her wrist to her gut and stab her with her own knife.

      But he didn’t.

      He shoved her off and backed away.

      “I will not hurt you,” he said.

      Talia grinned even wider, as if this was exactly what she wanted to hear.
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      He would not fight back.

      Carrow had told her he wouldn’t, but she hadn’t quite believed it.

      If he was the selfish, self-indulgent, worthless piece of scum that Carrow had taught her he was, then he wouldn’t have any issue killing his own daughter.

      He’d killed many people before, and it didn’t seem to do much to his conscience. He had done it all while looking after her and she’d never so much as noticed a tear or a falter in his expression.

      He was the one who had stopped looking for her.

      She could have been anywhere and with anyone, and he had stopped looking.

      He didn’t love her.

      He didn’t care.

      He couldn’t.

      Carrow cared.

      Daddy cared.

      And because he cared so much about her, he was willing to tell her the truth.

      And he was willing to let her kill him.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” Sullivan said.

      Liar.

      He’d already hurt her.

      He’d hurt her over and over with his inaction, with his pathetic ineptitude.

      How could he pretend he didn’t want to fight back? That he didn’t want to hurt her?

      How could he convince himself that this was what he wanted?

      She leapt forward again, swinging the knife for his throat, just as Carrow had taught her.

      Just as Daddy had taught her.

      Lunge, swipe, swipe, that’s what he’d said.

      So she lunged for his throat and he stepped to the left, she swiped and he ducked. She swiped again, expecting him to stand up. But, for a drunk, he was nimbler to react than she expected. He kept his head low, and backed out of her reach.

      She had Daddy behind her.

      He had that strange Mulligan man behind him.

      Mulligan said something in Sullivan’s ear.

      “We should go,” or something like that. “Come on, no,” or, “It’s time to lie low.”

      Either way, he was trying to tell Sullivan to leave.

      Just as he had done before.

      It was what he was good at.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Sullivan said, though he didn’t say it to Mulligan. He said it to her.

      She looked into his eyes and saw that he meant it.

      Why?

      Why did he mean it?

      He should run. He was good at it.

      Then she had an idea.

      A way to wreck him. A way to really bring him down from the pedestal of arrogance he placed himself upon.

      She lunged for him again, expecting him to duck it.

      She swiped, expecting him to sidestep.

      She swiped, expecting him to move, so he stood in front of Carrow.

      And she stood in front of Mulligan.

      Sullivan lifted his hands.

      “See?” he said. “Whatever you do, I don’t care. I still love you. And I am still not going to hurt you.”

      The big grin re-entered her lips. Spreading so fervently. Moving from one side to the other.

      She turned around with her back to Sullivan.

      She looked at this Mulligan guy.

      He turned to run, but she had reached out and grabbed his collar before he managed.

      And, looking back and meeting Sullivan’s eyes as she did, she placed her knife against Mulligan’s throat and moved it like a saw against wood.

      She slit it once, then returned the knife to the original position, slit it again, and just kept hacking away until Mulligan was on the floor, spluttering, blood squirting like when she pushes orange juice through a straw.

      Sullivan bypassed her and went to Mulligan’s side.

      Tried to speak to him.

      But she knew how to kill a man.

      It isn’t like in the movies. It’s not that easy to slit someone’s throat, you have to press hard. Which was why she had slit it again and again, working away at it, until it had finally registered what she was doing and it was too late.

      Sullivan held Mulligan in his arms, and blood mixed with the muddy water staining his clothes.

      He had shown up so impeccably, so professional, with his suit.

      Now he was in rags.

      Mulligan was dead without saying a word. He spluttered his final breaths, attempting to say something, just staring upwards wildly, with his eyes open and locked on Sullivan’s.

      She went to chuckle but didn’t.

      This wasn’t the reaction she was expecting from Sullivan.

      Daddy had told her he didn’t care about death. That he wouldn’t even shed a tear over a friend’s demise.

      Was this the first time Sullivan had ever witnessed a death he actually cared about?

      Was he crying?

      The pathetic imbecile!

      What did he expect?

      That she would grow up trying to pretend she didn’t know what he did and never end up doing it herself?

      He was no worse than her.

      And if he thought he was, then he was an idiot.

      But this took her by surprise. It threw her, made her question the man she thought Sullivan was.

      Her hands felt heavy. There was so much blood. It was thick and weighed her skin down.

      She struggled to move them. To lunge her knife once more.

      She just stared.

      A pool of blood formed beneath her.

      Sullivan fell to his knees beside his friend’s body.

      Looked upon at her.

      “Now what?” he said.

      She held out her knife.

      She gripped it a little looser, but she held it nonetheless.

      Ready for whichever option he would choose.

      Be it flight.

      Or be it fight.
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      Many people had died in Sullivan’s arms.

      Usually because of his knife to the base of their skull.

      Or a drop of cyanide in their whiskey.

      Or a chokehold around their throat and the short wait until their eyes emptied.

      He wasn’t used to holding a dying person in his arms who he hadn’t intended to kill.

      Everyone else was a job. He did it then he received the bank transfer shortly after.

      As much of a prick as Mulligan had been, and as difficult as it was to get over the mess he had begun—he had helped Sullivan in numerous ways over the course of a few days.

      And here he was, limp and bloody, his face unrecognisable from the clots of blood cascading down his features.

      Because of her.

      Because of his daughter.

      Because of Talia.

      Sullivan placed Mulligan on the floor. Took the head from his knees and placed it gently on the pavement, as if placing him carefully made a bit of difference.

      Mulligan was dead. Ceased to exist, just as he had ceased to exist for trillions of years before and would cease to exist for trillions of years yet.

      That was how Sullivan would always justify it to himself.

      His marks hadn’t existed for so long, so what if they didn’t exist again?

      There was no afterlife he would send them to. The kill was brief compared to the length of their life, just as the length of their life was brief compared to eternity. They would not know what had happened to them, because there would be no mind or soul to know it.

      What he did made no difference to them once it was done.

      Somehow, that rationalising wasn’t working here.

      Mulligan’s death provoked a compassion he didn’t know he had, and he couldn’t talk himself out of feeling bad.

      He stood.

      His friend at his feet.

      So still; just as many bodies had been before.

      Funny, how someone can go from so full of life to so void of it in such a fragile moment.

      He looked up at Talia, staring at the blood in her hands.

      In that way, they looked just the same.

      Remnants of Mulligan’s death stuck to both of them.

      Only, what was remnants of despair to him, were trophies to her.

      Except that didn’t seem to be how she was taking it.

      Her fighting stance could not cover the break in her performance.

      “Now what?” Sullivan said.

      Talia said nothing.

      She just held her knife out, waiting for the fight to continue.

      “You killed him. Am I next?”

      He looked over her shoulder to where Carrow stood, so still and so cocky.

      “You happy? This what you wanted?”

      Carrow nodded. “Pretty much.”

      “Why? Why me? Why this? I was a professional, you were a professional. You had a contract you had to fulfil on me, I get that—but why go this far? You kill the target, you don’t destroy them.”

      “You really don’t know, do you?”

      Carrow stepped forward, coming a little more into the moonlight.

      Talia still stared at Sullivan, presenting a smile to the world, trying to look like a hunter proud of their kill.

      He hated that.

      He’d never wanted her to be a part of this life.

      Now she was this life.

      “Know what?” Sullivan said. “That you’re a bastard? Is that why you’re doing this? Because you can?”

      “Do you not remember training? How you came in, all admired, and you used me for an example?”

      “I remember you being there, that’s all.”

      “Well, you made me look like a fool.”

      “Probably wasn’t hard.”

      “Maybe it wasn’t. But what was even easier, was my payback.”

      “What payback?”

      “It happened a few nights later, at your home.”

      “What happened? I don’t even–”

      Sullivan stopped.

      It dawned on him.

      The image of his wife dying in his arms.

      The masked assailant.

      “No…”

      Sullivan had thought he couldn’t get any lower, but he could.

      He had thought his life couldn’t shatter any more, but it did.

      He looked to Talia.

      “Did you know this?”

      She said nothing.

      “That he killed her?”

      She kept putting on that smile.

      “That he murdered your–”

      A shot rang out.

      Carrow had withdrawn a gun and fired into the air.

      So she didn’t know.

      And Carrow did not want her to.

      He pointed his gun at Sullivan.

      Sullivan readied himself for the bullet. He did so instinctively, unaware of how easily he had resigned himself for death, and how little it scared him.

      “I will not shoot you,” Carrow said. “Not unless you don’t let her finish what she started.”

      So that’s how it would be. Carrow would force him to remain still while his daughter finished murdering him; or murder Sullivan himself.

      Talia charged forward.

      She did the same amateur moves as she did before. This time with a little more recklessness, a little more out of control.

      He ducked.

      Only, when she went to swipe this time, he grabbed her wrist and moved quicker than she could register. He twisted the knife from her hand and threw it at Carrow.

      Carrow ducked.

      “He killed your mother, Talia,” he whispered. “He was the man who snuck into our house and killed her.”

      Then he turned and ran.

      Ran before Carrow stood and retook his aim.

      Ran around the corner before the bullet could get to him, allowing it to ricochet the wall instead.

      “Hunt, Talia!” he heard Carrow shout. “Hunt him!”

      Hunt?

      Not chase, not get, not kill… Hunt.

      As if she was the dog, and he was the fox.

      As if she was the lion, and he was the deer.

      As if she was the assassin, and he was the mark.

      He would be out of sight before she could find him.

      He found a manhole in the road joining the nearby carpark. He pulled it up, dropped himself into the sewer, and held on by one hand as he pulled the manhole back.

      He landed in the darkness, feeling his knees submerge in thick water. Something squeaked as he landed on it and scuttling reverberated all around him.

      He fell against the wall. It was cold and metal. Frozen and hardened, like he had been for so many years.

      Carrow had killed his wife.

      Carrow had fucked his daughter.

      And now, Carrow was getting his daughter to kill him.

      And Ian Mulligan…

      Would he get a government funeral? Or would they bin his ashes and deny his part in serving his country?

      There was no way out. No salvation.

      He was trapped amongst the shit of the gutter, but up there wasn’t any better.

      He had thought that, when he lost his daughter, he couldn’t get any lower.

      He had thought that, when she returned under the strings of her puppet master, Shane Carrow, he couldn’t get any lower still.

      But it turned out there was rock bottom, then there was all of this space beneath it, and he was to just keep falling, and falling, and falling, until there was nothing left.

      His life was over.

      He was done.

      There was no way out of this.

      And it was time to admit that he was not what he used to be, no matter what suit he wore.

      For the first time in his life, he had truly, completely, and undeniably lost.

      And there was nowhere else to fall.
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      Juliette stared at the screen, dumbfounded.

      It was just her, Sebastian, and her CCTV operator in the room.

      She did not want to involve anyone else before she knew what was happening at Gloucester Docks.

      Not after the mess she’d made.

      But she hadn’t expected this.

      “Who the hell is that girl?” she asked.

      “I don’t recognise her.”

      “I mean, that’s Shane Carrow, that’s Jay Sullivan, and…”

      She watched as Ian Mulligan lay in Sullivan’s arms.

      She’d never witnessed compassion like this from an agent before.

      They found their marks. Executed. Moved on without thinking about that target ever again.

      What had happened to Sullivan?

      What had made him suddenly care?

      “Is he dead?” Sebastian asked, but it was rhetorical. They all knew.

      Sullivan stood. Body at his feet. A face that was trying to disguise the anguish, but they could see it.

      Somehow, Sullivan had really come to care for Mulligan.

      “Do facial recognition on that girl,” she told the CCTV operator.

      “Er, I can’t do that, you’d need–”

      “Then get me whoever can!”

      He scuttled out of the room.

      Sebastian stared at the screen too, and she didn’t need to look at him to know that he had the same expression as she did.

      “Why isn’t he killing her?” he asked. “Her fighting is amateurish, he could easily take her, but he won’t. He could have had her before she got to Mulligan. He could have…”

      He drifted off.

      She’d love to answer those questions, but they were the same questions she had.

      The CCTV guy—David, was that his name?—returned with some woman who looked equally young and unqualified.

      The woman logged onto the computer, took a screenshot of the footage, and put it into the system. She sat back as faces fired through the screen quicker than Juliette could keep up with.

      “What’s our move?” Sebastian asked.

      Juliette went to answer but wasn’t sure what to say.

      “This is a curve ball,” she said, and immediately regretted the cliché.

      “The real question is—do we abandon? Do we go after him? Or do we do what we thought we’d never do?”

      She ignored Sebastian.

      She didn’t need all the thoughts already going around her mind repeated back to her.

      “I have a match,” said the face scan woman.

      “Yeah?”

      “It’s an old one. In fact, the last image was over six years ago, and she was quite young, but there’s a ninety-eight percent probability–”

      “Just spit it out, who is it?”

      “It’s Talia Sullivan.”

      At first, Juliette wondered, who the hell is that?

      Then she realised.

      Sullivan’s daughter.

      Taken by Carrow, who was there…

      She dropped her head. Closed her eyes. Shook it.

      Now she knew.

      The reason he had come out of hiding.

      The reason he had returned.

      The reason he had wanted Carrow’s data.

      Suddenly, it all made so much sense, and she regretted everything.
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      The water was thick and heavy, and it took all the strength of Sullivan’s aching legs to wade through it. He kept his hands on the roof of the sewer, feeling for another manhole, for an escape.

      He wasn’t sure why he was bothering.

      What was he carrying on for?

      For Talia? For himself? For some hope he could change something?

      If there was one thing he realised now, and that his stupidity hadn’t allowed him to realise before, was that he couldn’t change anything.

      So what, he was once great.

      So what, he was once the best.

      So what… he was nothing now.

      And this persevering, this wading through people’s crap and dodging rats and struggling to squint through the darkness, what was it all for?

      What, he hoped that at some point a sudden revelation would strike him and he’d know what to do and how to convince Talia that he was still the father she had once thought he was?

      He was letting go of that thought, however slowly, however much he still gripped as the tips of his fingers slid off…

      His hands felt a change in the roof. What had felt like a tin can now felt like a circular edge. He pushed, and it moved, but it was heavy.

      He pushed harder and slid the manhole out.

      Grabbing onto the edges, he pulled himself upwards, struggling to find the strength needed. He pushed an arm over the side and dragged himself further, until he slid across the wet, harsh cement of an empty road.

      He pushed the manhole back and crawled onto the pavement.

      He still wasn’t that far away from the docks. They were hunting him. They could still find him.

      So he willed himself to get up, to walk, to run, to escape.

      But he just couldn’t see the purpose.

      Couldn’t see why he should.

      He lay, staring up at the stars. So many dead suns with their dead light. The sky is so often described as a thing of beauty, yet it is actually a thing of monumental death.

      He rolled onto his front.

      He scraped his arm, but it only added to the various pains and aches twitching around his body.

      His knees bled through the holes of his trousers. He pushed himself up.

      He hobbled over to a closed shop, using its door to keep himself upright.

      The docks were in view. All he’d done was rotate a little around them. He had made no real progress in escaping.

      In the docks he saw a small wooden boat. Beside all the big boats and barges and fancy speedboats was a single wooden boat, like it was waiting for him.

      Like it knew.

      He limped, feeling the weight of the gutter’s bog dragging back his shins. He made it through the car park, past the old warehouses, and to the boat.

      He looked over his shoulder.

      He didn’t know why; it was just instinct.

      But he saw them.

      In the distance, moving from building to building, guns ready, searching.

      He lay down in the boat, and just allowed himself to feel the water push him gently from side to side.

      They were there.

      He could get up and go after them.

      He could reengage in the fight he had arrived for. He could try one more time to kill Carrow and to convince Talia.

      But this was just his delusional mind talking once more.

      There was no killing Carrow.

      There was no rescuing Talia.

      He couldn’t even kill Carrow at his best, and Talia thought he was worse than the devil.

      He couldn’t quite believe his decision.

      Talia was so mad at him for leaving her before, for abandoning hope.

      Now he was just doing the same thing again.

      So he willed himself not to. Willed himself to keep trying, to keep showing her he was not leaving her, that he was not abandoning her.

      That he would fight until the very end.

      Only problem was, the very end had already been and passed.

      He leant a hand up and felt for the rope attaching the boat to the dock. It was relatively loose. He unscrambled it, dropped it into the water, and loosened his wooden bed from its captor.

      Slowly, he felt himself drifting away.

      He didn’t know where to. He didn’t care.

      It was hardly like he had a home to go to, or anywhere he belonged.

      So he just drifted.

      Just lay and watched the stars projecting their death down upon him.

      Leaving Talia and Carrow to carry on their hunt without him.

      Abandoning her once more.
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      Juliette sat in the break room. On an uncomfortable plastic chair. Feet on the table. An untouched cold cup of coffee next to her heels.

      No one else was in the break room.

      Of course they weren’t. She was in there.

      You’re hardly going to go grab a coffee if it will subject you to your cold, crabby boss.

      But she could hardly sit in her office, could she?

      She had thought and thought and thought over the past few hours and could not reach a conclusion or decision. Hell, she still wasn’t able to get past the knowledge she had, never mind knowing what to do with it.

      Carrow.

      Sullivan’s daughter.

      Mulligan dead.

      Sullivan running.

      Sullivan…

      She sighed. Rubbed her sinus. Went to take a sip of her coffee and realised how cold it was.

      Sebastian entered.

      “There you are,” he said.

      She didn’t respond.

      He closed the door behind him and walked over to the kettle. He put it on. Waited for it to boil. A moment of silence, neither comfortable nor uncomfortable, hung between them.

      “I know you’re not looking for advice,” Sebastian said. “God knows I’ve given up suggesting what you should do. But if you want someone for a sounding board…”

      “I don’t know what to sound out. I keep going over the information again and again, and I do not know what the next step is.”

      “Well, surely it’s a decision about what to do with Sullivan.”

      “We can’t kill him.”

      Sebastian said nothing for a moment. He made his coffee, then held it in both hands as he leant against the side and watched Juliette, who was still unmoved.

      “I think I agree with you,” said Sebastian.

      “Well, that’s bloody marvellous, glad I have your approval.”

      “Juliette, I was just–”

      “But if we don’t kill him, this will never be over. Maybe I’m wrong.”

      Sebastian huffed again. Took a sip on his coffee, which was too hot, but he just needed something to break the silence.

      “I’m sick of dealing with shit,” Juliette admitted.

      “It’s your job.”

      “Regretfully.”

      “But it’s what you do, put out fires.”

      “Yeah, after I’ve created them.”

      “Mulligan started this fire.”

      “On my suggestion.”

      “Still.”

      “And where’s Mulligan now?”

      Sebastian drank the rest of his coffee, rinsed the cup and put it in the sink.

      He walked over to Juliette, pulled out a seat, and sat opposite her.

      Juliette still didn’t move.

      “So we’re fucked then, basically,” Sebastian said.

      Juliette laughed, but stifled it. The momentary gap in her brutal facade ended as soon as she decided it made her look weak.

      “Are you open to suggestions?” Sebastian asked.

      “From who?”

      “Me.”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      Sebastian sighed. Leant forward.

      “I have an idea,” he said.

      She took her feet off the table. Leant toward him. Finally listened.

      “It may be stupid, but I think it’s our best option. Do you want to hear it?”

      “Fire away.”
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      Sometimes a relationship can be so full of lies that it ends up being the basis for that relationship.

      And Sullivan hated lying to his wife, he really did.

      But it was a necessary evil.

      And he had been okay with it.

      Honestly, he had.

      Until that day.

      That day he came home from what she thought was work, what he purported as a busy day, but was really the murder of a politician in Italy.

      She sat there, on the sofa, as beautiful as she had always been. Wearing nothing but his shirt and her socks, watching some documentary series on Netflix, waiting for him to arrive.

      He could tell she hadn’t been to work herself, and this made him instantly worried.

      What was wrong?

      Yet, she didn’t look unhappy. Or dishevelled. Or ill.

      He’d remembered her throwing up the previous morning, and the morning before that, but he’d had to leave fairly early, so he didn’t know if she’d been sick again.

      But here, she looked radiant. The sunlight shone over her through the window, but if anything, she made the sun brighter. She was the one lighting the world.

      She was the one lighting everything.

      She smiled at him. Said, “Hey.” Opened her arms to welcome him into her embrace.

      He sat next to her. She placed her arms around his neck. One hand in his hair. Kissed his forehead. Held her close.

      Fuck, he loved her.

      “Is everything okay?” he asked.

      “Everything is perfect.”

      “Were you sick again this morning? Have you been to work?”

      “Yes to the first question, and no to the second.”

      He lifted his head and looked at her. She was still smiling.

      “I’m confused,” he admitted.

      She just smiled again, leant in, and placed her lips delicately against his. They rested there, gently, lingering, exciting him, then she took them away.

      “I’m pregnant,” she said.

      The words didn’t quite register, at first. He heard them, but he hadn’t listened to them.

      Then they sunk in and he was confused. How? They used contraception, didn’t they? Why? What does this…

      How was his career going to work with a child?

      How was he…

      Then the confusion stopped. He saw how happy she was. And he loved her even more.

      He smiled. Lifted her up. Hugged her tightly. Spun her around.

      They laughed.

      They kissed.

      They celebrated.

      They popped the champagne, and she had orange juice.

      They put the music on and danced and he pressed her belly even though he knew barely anything had grown in there yet.

      And he was happy.

      And he loved her.

      God, how happy he was.

      But the memory was different now. As if it was on a reel of film that had been replayed so much it was becoming damaged.

      Sullivan could barely remember the feel of her lips anymore.

      Or the smell of her skin.

      Or the look of her beauty in nothing but his shirt.

      But he remembered, clearer than anything, how he had felt about her.

      And now he lay on his back. His daughter fucking the man who murdered his love. His clothes crispy and heavy in mud and blood and shit. Drifting to nowhere for no reason at all.

      He had never hated himself this much.

      He had loathed himself, despised himself, and abused himself for years now. He had attacked his body with alcohol, polluted its insides with mistreatment, torn down his psyche with tirades of constant self-deprecation.

      And now he lay there, in the worst state he’d ever been, thinking back to the happiest moment of his life, a moment that was so grainy and far away. He could reach out now and wouldn’t even be able to run his fingers down it.

      He was astonished he even remembered how to love.

      And Talia…

      The surprise miracle.

      He had held her in his arms and wondered if this world was right for her.

      He lost his wife and took her with him and kept her from it as best as he could.

      And now he had lost her to it.

      And he could do nothing but hate himself.

      He didn’t want to live. He didn’t want to exist. It was all too painful, all too much, all too…

      But that’s what turned her against him, wasn’t it?

      This overwhelming desire to give up.

      He’d run. He’d given up again. He’d left her to Carrow just as he had before.

      And he lay on his back feeling sorry for himself just like before.

      And he thought… if he didn’t want to live, then why not die?

      Why not risk everything, considering he was risking nothing?

      Why not get up?

      Swim back to the docks.

      Face them.

      Take a bullet in his head or a knife in his back if he had to.

      Whether it be from Carrow or Talia.

      He owed it to his wife.

      He owed it to Talia.

      He even owed it to himself, as much as he despised owing anything to such a bastard.

      He sat up.

      He could still see the dock he had drifted away from.

      It wasn’t that far.

      Without making a conscious decision, he rolled and turned the boat and fell out of it.

      He landed with a splash and did everything he could to keep afloat.

      It had been a long time since he’d swam, and his filthy clothes felt heavy.

      Was this his decision?

      To die?

      For Talia, it was no decision at all.

      He lifted one arm, then the next.

      He kicked his feet.

      Weakly, he began to move.

      And he swam back to where his imminent death was waiting for him.
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      The sniper received the call.

      He ended his dinner date early.

      He told the woman he’d had a lovely time, but work had called and he had to go in. He wiped his mouth, placed the napkin on the table, and left his lobster half finished. He stood, placing some cash on the table, assuring her that there would be enough for her to get herself some dessert.

      She moaned. She whined. She appeared offended.

      Of course, she would be disappointed. They were getting on so well, and he wanted to see her again.

      But he wouldn’t call her. Leaving a date so abruptly created damage that could not be undone.

      He had other priorities.

      And this woman would never outdo them. He was a professional of the highest order. A thorough master.

      Amateurs put dates first.

      He was far from an amateur.

      And he had a job to do.

      He returned to his car. Unlocked it. Opened the boot.

      There it was.

      Sitting proudly. Beautiful and perfect. Black case, silver clips keeping it shut. His prized possession.

      His skill.

      His craft.

      His love.

      He kissed his hand, then rested his fingers on the case. Held them there. Like this was his crucifix, and he was ready to worship.

      And he smiled.

      He closed the boot. Locked it. Made his way to the driver’s seat. Slid in. Started the engine.

      Checked his mirrors.

      No one was near. No one was watching.

      He had never been followed, but he always made sure—it was what a professional did.

      You never went to a job if you had a tail.

      He took out his phone. It was from the Falcons.

      He had a picture of his target and a name.

      Followed by this was a location.

      Gloucester Docks.

      Strange place for a murder.

      Usually, it’s somewhere discreet. The hotel room where some politician is having sex with a whore, or in the bathroom of their family home, or an office long after working hours had ended.

      Albeit, night wasn’t a time for Gloucester Docks to be crowded, but it was still in the open. Still a public place. Beside a car park. Where voyeurs may be.

      He would have to be careful. Time it for maximum subtlety.

      Then followed another message.

      From Juliette.

      Confirming what she had rarely confirmed.

      This was not a hit sanctioned by the Falcons.

      This was a hit given by her alone.

      This was a mark he was to be discreet with.

      Then he had a task to do after the kill. Something she requested.

      This was unusual. And discomforting.

      Hence, why she was offering to pay him extra.

      He accepted the money.

      Accepted the mark.

      Accepted the task.

      He drove away.

      It was thirty minutes to get to his target.

      He’d arrive in less than twenty.
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      Sullivan dragged himself up, pulling himself onto his back.

      His muscles felt like they had daggers in. Pricks in every skin cell, pins and needles rushing up and down his arms, his legs, his chest.

      He could see them. In the car park. Looking back and forth. Wondering where the hell Sullivan had gone.

      He could still back out.

      He could dive back into the water.

      Swim back to the boat.

      “I’m here!” he shouted out, as if to defy his thoughts, as if to make sure he did not give in to them.

      He didn’t look at them, but he was sure they saw him.

      He sat up. Rolled onto his knees. Bent over. Coughed up water.

      Heard Carrow’s chuckles as he approached.

      “Well, what do you look like?” Carrow taunted. “Covered in blood. Shit. Mud. You look like hell took a dump on you.”

      “Funny,” he said, and coughed up water. “That’s how I feel.”

      He pushed himself upwards, onto the tip of his toes, slowly beginning the transition to a standing position, but not quite ready to balance himself yet.

      “Why did you come back?” Carrow said. “You could have left. You could have rolled away and swam until you drowned.”

      Sullivan pushed himself to his feet, but remained hunched over. He ran his hands down his face. Ran his fingers through his hair.

      “Why would you not just leave? Really, you are pathetic. You could have escaped and yet you came back to die.”

      “I didn’t come back to die,” Sullivan muttered.

      “What was that?”

      “I said I didn’t come back to die!”

      Sullivan stood up as straight as he could. His spine throbbed and his back ached. His muscles hurt to move and his legs felt like weights.

      But he stood up, nonetheless, and looked his daughter straight in the eyes.

      “I came back for you,” he told her.

      Carrow guffawed and clapped his hands; a slow, sarcastic clap, designed to mock and infuriate him.

      It didn’t work.

      Not this time.

      “You were right,” Sullivan told her. “Of course, you were. You’re too like your mother. Even when she was wrong, she was still always right.”

      Talia frowned.

      Carrow grimaced and morphed it back to a grin.

      “You think sentiment means anything here?” Carrow said. “From a father who abandoned his daughter? From a man who didn’t have the strength to be a dad?”

      “He’s right,” Sullivan said, still keeping his eyes focussed on Talia. “I mean, he’s otherwise full of shit, and a complete dick, but he was right about that, at least. I abandoned my search for you. I did.”

      “And he finally admits it!”

      Sullivan continued to ignore him.

      “I looked for you. Oh, how I looked for you. Everywhere. But then the leads grew cold, and it just hurt to keep trying, knowing it was hopeless and I was depressed, so depressed, and I’m sorry.”

      “Too late for apologies,” Carrow interjected.

      Sullivan didn’t react.

      “I’m sorry, really I am. I should have been stronger, I just wasn’t. I was too… human. Something I thought I wasn’t.”

      “Enough. Time to kill him, Talia.”

      Sullivan stepped forward.

      Talia didn’t move.

      She stared at Sullivan, triumphantly perplexed, momentously stumped. Full of never-ending pain that he could see so clearly, not because it was obvious, but because she was his daughter.

      “But I’m here now,” Sullivan said.

      “Talia…”

      “I’m here now. I could have gone, just like he said. I could have floated away. But I came back.”

      “You came back to die.”

      “So be it. If I came back to die, so be it. Because I came back for you, Talia. For you. And if that means I die, well…”

      He stepped forward. Put a hand on the side of Talia’s face.

      She flinched, but she didn’t move away.

      “At least this time, I’ll die knowing I haven’t given up.”

      He smiled.

      That fatherly smile he hadn’t felt on his lips for five long years.

      She saw it.

      He knew it.

      She must have.

      “Kill him, Talia,” Carrow said, his voice no longer mocking. Just menacing. “Kill him, now.”

      She withdrew her knife.
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      Her arm shook.

      The knife wobbled.

      She strengthened her muscles. Lifted it to his throat.

      She could feel Carrow’s glare on the back of his head.

      She could tell Daddy was angry.

      She held it tighter, and put the point next to Sullivan’s oesophagus, just as Carrow had taught her, right at the point where she knew would kill a man.

      He didn’t swipe her arm away.

      He didn’t step out of reach.

      He didn’t even flinch.

      Instead, he lifted his head, stretching his throat to expose it. To make the kill easier.

      “Do it,” Carrow urged her.

      She could recognise the venom in his voice.

      She really didn’t want to upset him. She didn’t like it when he was upset.

      “You still wear it, don’t you?” said Sullivan.

      She was confused.

      Wear what?

      “I know he used the symbol to draw me out, but the necklace… you wear it, don’t you?”

      She looked down.

      There it was. Still placed around her neck. Hanging just above the line between her breasts.

      Those breasts Carrow had grabbed and smacked and held and…

      She gripped the knife tighter.

      He didn’t move from its tip, but he brought his head down so he could see it.

      He reached an arm out and held it in his hand.

      “Your mother’s lucky clover leaf,” he said, almost as a whisper, almost as if to confirm to himself.

      Her arm shook.

      “Do as I say, Talia,” came the voice from behind her.

      She could.

      She could thrust out and he’d choke, and he’d cough and he’d bleed to death, possibly before he suffocated.

      “I remember your mother wearing it,” Sullivan said. “She would have so loved to see you grow up.”

      She felt tears in her eyes.

      Stop it.

      Accumulating in the corners.

      Stop it.

      Gathering herself, and pushing herself, she did all she could to resist.

      She wasn’t weak.

      She didn’t cry.

      She was tough, like her daddy.

      Lethal, like her dad.

      But also soft.

      Like her mum.

      “Kill me then,” Sullivan said. “I’d rather it was you than him.”

      She stiffened her arm, but it still wobbled.

      She went to stick it into his neck, but it didn’t go.

      It didn’t.

      She’d killed his friend.

      Wouldn’t he want vengeance?

      He placed his hand on her hand that held the knife. He didn’t twist her wrist to release the knife, or kick her, or bend her arm to break it.

      No, he just held it.

      Gently.

      “We’ll do it together,” Sullivan said. “Yeah?”

      She shook her head.

      “It’s okay. We’ll both push the knife together. Stick it into my throat. Then this will be over. It will all be over. Deal?”

      She didn’t want to.

      She really didn’t want to.

      “On the count of three.”

      She looked into his eyes.

      Those big eyes.

      Those proud, doting eyes.

      “One.”

      He tightened the softness of his grip. Made sure there was no way she could retract her arm or back out of it.

      “Two.”

      He held firm.

      Held strong.

      Bringing the knife closer, pricking a little speck of blood.

      “Three.”

      “No!”

      She pulled her arm away, pulled it out of his grasp, and stood back.

      Looked at him.

      Felt her cheeks moisten.

      And just looked at him.

      She hated him.

      She loved him.

      Oh, God, what had she done…

      She felt a hand around the back of her throat and Carrow appeared there, his warm breath next to her ear.

      “You fucking idiot,” he said, and threw her to the ground.

      He took her knife from her hand, and the other from her belt.

      He looked to Sullivan.

      “I do apologise for that,” he said. “But it appears I will have to kill you, instead.”

      Sullivan looked to Talia.

      She didn’t get up.

      She was no match for either of them.

      She was just going to let them decide who was left standing themselves.
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      The sniper took his prize case to an empty warehouse overlooking the docks.

      It wasn’t tough to get in.

      He jimmied the lock pretty easily. No one was around. It was a leisurely stroll through the dark to a set of stairs.

      He looked around. He enjoyed the solitude of the job. He enjoyed the peace of it—even if those he placed in his visor did not find equal peace.

      Not until the bullet had ended their struggle, that is.

      Then, one could argue, they had all the peace in the world.

      He found his vantage point from a smashed window on the top floor. He checked the other windows, but this one was best.

      He could see them below.

      Squaring up to each other.

      Circling like cats in an alley.

      Sullivan looked a mess. Covered in all kinds of filth. Weak. Where were his muscles? He looked scrawnier than he remembered.

      Carrow looked strong. Well-built, grim yet satisfied expression, walking forward with a hunched posture as if to show his masculinity.

      And there was a girl he didn’t know. On the floor. Cowering. Moving to the side, as if getting out of the way.

      But he realised who the girl was. From Juliette’s message, the girl’s presence made a lot of sense.

      They still had to fight. He had a little time yet.

      He placed the case carefully on the ground. Let it sit there for a moment. Became accustomed to its position.

      He unclipped it. Lifted the lid, pushing it back slowly, carefully.

      There it was. Shiny and glorious. Beautiful and unrelenting.

      His MB05 sniper rifle, yet to be assembled.

      This was his favourite part.

      Putting the pieces together.

      It was the best foreplay.

      It gave him a thrill that a date never could.

      The screws were inside the stock already. That was why he loved this weapon. No loose screws to play with.

      He assembled the barrel and the bolt, sliding them together and using his allen key to screw until the barrel was tight.

      It took him seconds.

      It was a process he had gone through so many times it was more familiar than the act of getting dressed or cutting a succulent steak.

      He itched his finger over the trigger.

      Closed his eyes.

      Relished it.

      It was as clean and smooth as it ever was.

      He slid the end of the rifle through the gap of the window.

      Two expert assassins, fighting to the death. Cluelessly unaware what was above them.

      He attached the visor.

      He took aim.

      Slowed his breathing.

      In, out.

      And he waited.

      Ready for the moment they would both part and he could get a clear shot.
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      She was weak.

      Like her father.

      Too attached to become something brilliant.

      Sullivan was always verging on the edge of perfection, and she was the one pulling him back.

      Now he just pulled her back with him.

      Never mind.

      This wouldn’t take long.

      Carrow stepped forward, ignoring the girl who had huddled into a ball and buried her face. Rocking. Crying. Weak.

      She kept her head hidden away, so she didn’t have to see it, so she didn’t have to face it. The dad who had let her go, or the daddy she had come to love.

      It was surprising he had pushed her this far, to be fair. She had taken little manipulation.

      But he had finished using her now.

      And once he was done with her father, he would be done with her.

      Sullivan took the brave decision to make the first move. He threw his fist through the air like he was throwing a discus. His fists were so heavy.

      Carrow sidestepped the fist, allowed Sullivan another lunge, before soaring his heavy knuckles into Sullivan’s lungs and winding him.

      Sullivan stumbled back.

      Carrow went to kick his feet out, to tip him off balance, but Sullivan stepped out of the way.

      Maybe he wasn’t completely inept, after all.

      Carrow kept advancing.

      Sullivan kept backing away.

      With a snarl and sneer, Carrow stepped forward again, throwing a left hook, right hook, left hook, allowing Sullivan to get into a rhythm of dodging, so that when Carrow swiped his foot up and landed it in Sullivan’s neck, the monotony of the previous few attempts had given him the complacency that allowed the foot to strike and send Sullivan to his knees.

      Strange, how far one can fall.

      Then again, the higher you are, the quicker you’ll drop.

      No skilled fighter would be this easy to trick.

      He was using all the fight moves Sullivan knew.

      But Sullivan was too fucked up to use his knowledge. Too tired and bedraggled to apply his skill.

      His clothes were heavy, as was his body, as was his mind—and it was too much to overcome.

      There is only so much mental servitude one can face until everything you are falls, and you become a wreck nothing can salvage.

      A building might be mighty and tall, but set it alight and burn it to the ground and it would be impossible to put the bricks back as they were.

      Sullivan was that building.

      And Carrow was just tidying away the final bit of ash.

      Sullivan went to push himself back to his feet, but he was slow, and Carrow swung a heavy arm into the back of his head, flattening him out on the floor.

      Sullivan groaned.

      Tried to roll onto his back, but he was even too weak for that.

      He pushed himself up, but he could hardly manage.

      His eyelids flickered.

      Carrow might not even need his gun.

      He brought it, thinking it would be essential.

      That there would be no way to kill Sullivan without it.

      But here, laying like this, a helpless morsel, Carrow decided he could use his hands.

      He wanted to use his hands.

      It was more satisfying with his hands.

      He crouched beside Sullivan. Watching. Savouring.

      He mounted his back.

      Sullivan did nothing to stop him.

      His eyes were hazy. His body was like a rag-doll. The fight in him had diminished.

      “So this is it,” said Carrow. “This is how the great Jay Sullivan dies.”

      He didn’t even muster a response.

      Carrow grabbed Sullivan’s hair in a clump, lifted his head, stretching Sullivan’s back as he twisted it into a position it shouldn’t go, enjoying Sullivan’s moan of pain, and put all his weight into a forward push that smacked Sullivan’s head against the floor.

      He heard Sullivan’s nose crack.

      He lifted the head again, seeing the imprint of blood and the red lines on the forehead.

      “How many do you reckon it will take to kill you, huh?”

      He thwacked Sullivan’s head down again, then lifted it back up.

      He could hear Talia crying.

      But she did nothing.

      Of course, she did nothing.

      She was a coward, like her father.

      “You taught us these things, didn’t you? How many hits does it take to kill a man? How many times must I strike your head with this force?”

      Sullivan didn’t respond.

      Carrow estimated two or three.

      He punched Sullivan’s head into the floor again.

      Sullivan still breathed faintly. But his eyes closed and his body loosened.

      All Carrow had left was to take the final strike on this unconscious body.

      Then he would do the same thing to his daughter.
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      The sniper waited.

      Watched through the visor, forcing patience.

      Listening to his steady breaths.

      It was taking longer than he liked, but he would not rush it.

      Too many shots are missed by being hasty.

      You only get one, especially against a mark like this. You give your position away, or let them know you’re there, and you’ve fucked it.

      Off they go.

      Running.

      And a target is slightly tougher when running.

      Only slightly, that is.

      He’d dispatched many running targets.

      It’s when they find cover that’s the problem.

      And there’s so much cover the mark could run to. And with their experience, they would not be caught out by a second shot.

      So he waited to take the first.

      The one and only.

      Patient.

      Waiting, then waiting some more.

      He ignored the girl who sat in a ball, rocking back and forth, keeping her head buried to avoid witnessing the fight.

      She was not the target.

      He could see the target.

      Carrow had mounted Sullivan.

      Sullivan was out of it.

      Groggy. Beaten. Perched on the ledge, ready to fall into imminent death.

      Sullivan would be an easy target.

      And it wouldn’t be the first time someone had suggested Sullivan as his target.

      But he had his instructions.

      And a professional does as he is asked.

      A professional sees the job through, then cashes the check in the morning.

      He waited.

      Carrow thwacked Sullivan’s head against the pavement. The bloody imprint, even from this far away, was clear—albeit, his visor gave him more of a focus.

      Second thwack.

      Third thwack.

      Sullivan had no time left.

      The sniper had no choice.

      He would not fulfil the next part of Juliette’s instructions if he did not take the shot soon.

      And he never failed a mission.

      He took aim.

      Stroked the trigger.

      Sucked in a deep breath.

      Held it.

      The wind was still.

      The rifle was ready.

      He squeezed his finger.

      And let the breath go.

      The bullet whistled along the wind.

      He kept his rifle still, watching, keeping the mark in the visor, just in case it would require a second shot.

      It didn’t.

      His bullet left a beautiful, gaping hole through the mark’s ugly head, and now both of them lay on the floor.

      The sniper stood. Quickly dismantled his rifle. Placed it back in the case.

      There was one more task left of him.

      One more requirement set out by Juliette.

      He lifted the case.

      Rushed to the stairs.

      Took them silently. He didn’t need to, but it was a habit. He trod lightly, so his toes only gave a quiet tap.

      He reached the bottom of the warehouse.

      Stepped out.

      Looked both ways.

      Ran quickly from the doors, and went to complete his mission.
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      Talia lifted her head slightly.

      Allowed her eyes to peer over her arms.

      Two bodies lay.

      Both of them still.

      There had been a sound. A silent gunshot. A flight across the wind.

      And now they were both limp.

      Surely, she hadn’t lost both of them?

      She hated this.

      Did she want them to die?

      Live?

      One of them to die, one to live?

      How was she supposed to take this?

      She didn’t move.

      A light set of footsteps came near.

      A man carrying a small but smart case came close. He had a kind face, like one a family man might have. He smiled at Talia, gave her a gentle nod, then walked over to Sullivan.

      He placed his case down, but kept it within reach.

      First, he inspected Carrow’s body. That’s when Talia realised.

      There was a hole in his head.

      A hole.

      In Daddy’s head.

      No, in Carrow’s head.

      Carrow was dead.

      The man must have done it. He must have. Who else?

      The man turned to Sullivan’s body.

      Oh, please, say he isn’t going to kill him too…

      But he didn’t. There was no weapon in the man’s hand, and no movement toward Sullivan’s throat.

      Instead, the man gently rolled Sullivan onto his back. Sullivan looked dead; his eyes were closed, and his body was still – but Talia could see his chest still rising. There was still breath in him.

      The man shook Sullivan. Gently, at first. Then harder.

      “Sullivan,” he said.

      He kept nudging.

      “Sullivan.”

      He nudged harder.

      “Jay Sullivan!”

      Sullivan wasn’t waking up.

      The man reached into Sullivan’s inside pocket and pulled out a box of pills.

      Pills? What were they for?

      He poured a few pills into his hand, opened Sullivan’s mouth and put them in. He sat Sullivan up and jiggled him, forcing the pills down his throat.

      It took a minute, but the man was patient, and he allowed the minute to pass.

      Finally, Sullivan’s eyes feebly opened.

      Sullivan looked to the man, confused.

      To Talia, perplexed.

      To Carrow, surprised.

      “How…” Sullivan tried to ask, but the man shushed him.

      The man lay him down.

      “Stay still,” the man said.

      The man put two fingers on the side of Sullivan’s neck. She could see him counting.

      “Your heart is beating better now; can you try sitting up?”

      Sullivan sat up slowly, placing his hands behind himself to keep himself propped up.

      “Don’t try to get up any further than that, that is okay.”

      Sullivan looked to Carrow. Stared at the gaping hole through Carrow’s head. Blood dripping lightly from it. The bullet mark in the cement beneath the body.

      Sullivan looked to the man. He clearly did not recognise him.

      “Did you do that?”

      The man nodded.

      “Who are you?”

      The man smiled.

      “I’m being serious. Who are you? Why would you help me?”

      “Because I was given Shane Carrow’s contract.”

      “By who?”

      “The Falcons.”

      “What? Why?”

      “It wasn’t a sanctioned hit. And I was told to carry out a task afterwards.”

      “What?”

      “A message.”

      “For who?”

      “You.”

      “What?”

      The man stood, seeing that his job was done. He picked up his case, looked at his watch.

      “It’s a message from Juliette Menace,” he said.

      “What message?”

      “She says—now we’re even.”

      The man smiled and said nothing more. He turned and walked away, past the nearby warehouses, and disappeared into the shadows of the night.
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      Sullivan wasn’t entirely sure what that meant, but he was sure he would in time.

      For now, that wasn’t his concern.

      Talia was his concern.

      Huddled up, cowering and crying.

      She looked so full of emotions, but he wasn’t sure exactly what emotions they were. She had been manipulated, then gone against her brainwashing; she would have quite a conflict raging inside of her.

      This could wreck her.

      The only thing he could do was give her space, as much as he didn’t want to.

      “Dad…” Talia whispered.

      He raised his hand, silencing her.

      Shook his head.

      Pushed himself to his feet.

      His entire body ached, and it took strength he didn’t have to carry himself upwards, but he did it.

      No doubt Juliette would send someone to clear up Carrow’s body. She would want Sullivan gone beforehand.

      It was time to go.

      Only, he didn’t want to.

      He looked to his girl.

      She was a woman now, but she was still his girl.

      So small.

      So frightened.

      So absolutely, unequivocally useless.

      “What do I do now?” she asked.

      She’d murdered Mulligan.

      It may not have been her choice, but it was her hands that did it.

      Yet, when she looked up at him, tearful and vulnerable, he didn’t think of Mulligan.

      He thought of his wife.

      She was giving him the exact same look she did on the day she died.

      And that was why he hated himself for his next decision. That was why he wondered if he would live to regret it.

      But he had no choice.

      He knew nothing about her anymore.

      “I’m leaving,” Sullivan said.

      “Am I coming with you?”

      Her voice was so small. Like it was hidden. Like it was far away, and he was straining to make out what she was shouting.

      But she was right there, a few steps away.

      Close enough that he could reach out to her. Hug her. Hold her close. Keep her in his arms.

      And never let her go again.

      But that wasn’t the decision he’d made.

      “No,” he said.

      She nodded.

      As if she had expected that.

      As if she was thinking, why would he want me with him after all I’ve done?

      “I found you again,” Sullivan said. “That’s what I was trying to do. So I’ve completed my mission.”

      “That’s all I am, just a mission?”

      “No. You’re a confused little girl who doesn’t need me around.”

      “I… I’m so scared… I don’t know…. I don’t know what is happening…”

      Oh, just get over yourself, Sullivan.

      Hug her.

      Put your arms around her.

      Forgive her for everything.

      Tell her it’s okay.

      That you’ll keep her safe.

      That she can be with you again.

      Do what you’ve wanted for five, long, arduous years. Do it and never let her go and never be so foolish again. Do it and prove to her how much you love her.

      Or don’t.

      Because you’re a fool.

      Because you don’t think it’s right.

      “I will always be there for you, Talia. But, right now, I don’t think you need me.”

      “You’re wrong…”

      “You need to find your place in this world. Either you will be a person, or you will be a killer. And if you choose one of those options, I’m not sure I can help you.”

      “Which one?”

      He looked down.

      He’d forgotten how ruined his suit had become.

      You could barely tell it was a suit anymore.

      “One day,” Sullivan said, “when you’re ready, you’ll find me. You’ll let me know.”

      She said nothing.

      Sullivan wondered why that was.

      Then he realised it was probably because there was nothing left to say.

      “Until then…”

      He smiled at her.

      At his enthusiastic, book-reading little girl, who knew nothing of the world he hid her from.

      “I love you.”

      He didn’t wait for a response.

      He turned and trudged away. Limping. Weighed down by the agony of his body and the dirt of his clothes.

      He trudged away into the night, until, once again, he had disappeared forever.
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      Juliette was lucky to still have her job, she knew that.

      Maybe the prime minister was sympathetic toward her.

      Maybe he realised what happened when he fired Falcon leaders too freely.

      Maybe he didn’t want another Ian Mulligan.

      Either way, Juliette was grateful.

      And she was even more grateful for her new office, which had just been finished. It wasn’t as spacious as her old one, but it was hers. New walls, new paint, new carpet… it was certainly much better than the conference room where she’d set up temporary residence.

      Sebastian came in with a basket of cakes and placed them on the table.

      “We have confirmation from Sanders,” he said. “Mark has been dispatched.”

      “And? Any issues?”

      “No. The Hungarians are due to confirm they’ve controlled their media, and I’ll let you know as soon as we do.”

      “Thank you.”

      Two words Juliette wasn’t used to saying—but she was making the effort.

      Sebastian paused in the doorway and looked back at her.

      “Like the new office, by the way. It suits you.”

      Juliette smiled.

      “This came for you, by the way,” Sebastian said, nodding at the basket, and left.

      Oh. She thought the basket was from him.

      She looked for a name tag. There wasn’t one. She lifted a few mini-muffins and a few cookies and found a little box.

      She opened it.

      Inside of it was a phone. An old Nokia.

      Beside it was a note that read:

      

      Speed dial 1.

      

      She looked around. She knew she shouldn’t do this without a trace, but she had a suspicion she knew who it was, and she feared anyone hearing what he might say.

      She switched it on. Pressed one. Pressed call. Put the phone to her ear.

      It took five rings, but eventually a voice answered.

      “Good morning.”

      She recognised the voice straight away. It was just who she thought it would be.

      “Hello, Sullivan. And to what do I owe this pleasure?”

      “I never got to thank you for your favour. It saved my life.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “And thank you for sparing my daughter.”

      “Of course. I hope it was enough to keep things quiet between us.”

      “Nearly.”

      “Nearly?”

      She held her breath.

      What now?

      She did not want another war with Jay Sullivan.

      “I assume that this is a you lay off me, I lay off you kind of deal,” he said.

      “Something along those lines.”

      “Well, I need it to extend to my daughter.”

      “Your daughter? Is she not with you?”

      “No. I don’t know where she is.”

      “I thought, having been reunited, you two would be inseparable.”

      “Ah, well, things don’t always work out that way. Do we have a deal?”

      She struggled to say yes.

      Talia Sullivan was wanted for the murder of top-ranking politicians. They were all paedophiles, yes, but these weren’t sanctioned hits, and could have compromised numerous treaties and agreements of peace. If she began doing this again, they may have no choice, and they may have to do something about her.

      “It would depend on what she was up to,” Juliette said.

      “Excuse me?”

      “How about I negotiate? If we have reason to place a mark on her, I will give you a head’s up.”

      “Not good enough.”

      “But we can’t predict her behaviour, Sullivan. It could be necessary.”

      “Unacceptable. It’s immunity for both of us, or not at all.”

      She sighed. She really did not want to make a promise to a man like Jay Sullivan that she may have to break.

      “I can’t give you my word,” she said.

      “Okay, well I will give you mine. The peace lasts with me so long as it lasts with Talia.”

      Juliette considered this. Maybe it was the best she would get.

      “Okay.”

      “You go after her, then you may as well send people after me. Because I would come out of hiding again and I will do more than just burn your office.”

      “I understand.”

      There was a moment of silent contemplation that passed, as they both considered the implications of this decision, and both adjusted to it.

      “Until then, Juliette.”

      “Until then.”

      The phone line went dead.

      She placed the phone on the desk.

      Said nothing. Did nothing.

      Just stood there.

      She noticed something else from within the box. A photo. She pulled it out.

      It was of Ian Mulligan.

      Written on its base were the words:

      

      From ally, to enemy, to friend.

      Rest in Peace.

      

      She smiled.

      It was a sweet act of remembrance, but she knew that was not just what it was.

      It was a promise.

      Or it was a warning.

      And she knew, without a doubt, her actions would decide which it was.
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