
        
            
                
            
        

    


Kharon

The Journey of Kyle Gibbs

Book 3

 

By Wayne Marinovich


First published 2014 in Great Britain by Umduzu Publishing

Copyright © Wayne Marinovich 2014

This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.

Edition 1

The right of Wayne Marinovich to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with Sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

You may not copy, store, distribute, transmit, reproduce or otherwise make available this publication (or any part of it) in any form, or by any means (electronic, digital, optical, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of the publisher. Any person who does any unauthorised act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages

Sign up here for pre-launch specials and news about future releases Marinovich Books

Edited by Bubblecow

Proofread by Julia Gibbs

Cover design by Stuart Polson

Ebook formatting by Ebook Launch

Action thriller, Eco-thriller, Climate fiction, Cli-Fi, Climate Change, action adventure, secret organisations, dystopian thriller, Kyle Gibbs series, race for resources, contagion, virus, New York, sea-level rise, SAS




For Anneli

My wife, soul mate, best friend, creative muse and fellow traveller


[image: ]

Why not also get a FREE copy of Gibbs: The Early Years? Look back at the events which moulded and shaped Gibbs’s character, and made him into the man he is. CLICK HERE to claim your short story.


Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Other Books by Wayne Marinovich

Notes from the Author

Acknowledgements

Author Bio


Chapter 1

Greenock Quay, Glasgow area, Scotland - 2033

Woolf Egger wiped his wet face with his left hand and looked up at the towering black hull of the ship. He was dressed in his favourite long coat which helped against the curtains of rain that gusted across the wide, glistening concrete quayside.

The converted container ship that had berthed earlier that afternoon had stood in ghostly silence up until then. A metallic clank echoed across to him as a heavy door opened in the hull, light streaming outwards. Woolf walked over to the long silver gangplank that protruded from midway up the Queen of Sheba. Reaching the bottom of the stairs, he took a long draw on the cigarette he had been shielding in his right palm. The smoky warmth filled his lungs before he flicked the cigarette butt against the side of the hull, watching the red embers fall into the water and fizzle out. It was only five o'clock on a winter's afternoon, and it was pitch dark.

Unbuttoning the front of his long beige raincoat from the bottom up, he swept the left coat flap to one side and reached around to retrieve the object attached to the back of his leather belt. It came loose with a pop, and he rubbed the straps between his fingers. Buttoning up his raincoat again, he looked up the gangplank to the open doorway in the hull. Looking down at him was the figure of a person in a bright red hazmat suit.

The person raised his hand and gave him a thumbs up. Woolf replied with a slow wave to come down. Waddling down the slippery rubber-covered ramp, the figure in the red suit glistened in the quayside lighting, with his bright yellow boots squeaking as they rubbed on the walkway.

Woolf lifted his rubber S10 respirator and looked at the weird skull-like features looking back at him. His jaws clenched as he stretched the double straps of the respirator mask over the back of his head, grimacing as it tugged at his short blond hair. Slipping his finger inside the face seal, he slid it around the entire mask, making sure the fit was snug. Reaching around to the back of his head, he pulled the two flailing rubber straps, and the mask sucked onto his face. He took a deep breath and rubbed both his arms roughly, subconsciously trying to remove any contagion.

Slipping his hand into a coat pocket, he brought out a waterproof flashlight and turned away from the ship towards the Styx Enterprises company trucks that were parked between two of the deserted warehouses that flanked the quay. Three quick flicks of the rubber power button sent eerie beams of light through the silvery rain. The lead truck flashed once, and after a belch of white steam from two vertical exhaust pipes behind the cab, started to trundle towards him.

The convoy of new nuclear fusion-powered trucks approached the ship, silent and menacing, crawling closer until the first one parked in front of the two men. The driver, his respirator already in place, gave them the thumbs up.

Woolf turned to the man next to him. 'Are they all ready to go?' he said with a thick German accent.

'Yes, sir, they are all lined up,' the American said, his voice muted behind the large Perspex square of the hazmat suit's mask.

'Make sure we have no bloody problems this time?' Woolf said, and unbuttoned the front of his coat. He removed a 9mm Beretta from a holster on his left side and chambered a round. 'Load them up,' he shouted as he holstered the pistol, and stepped away from the trucks.

The vibration of the satellite phone in his pocket distracted him, and he looked down at the name on the caller ID. 'Arrgh…!' he shouted into the mask. ‘Let me just do my job.’

'Move it along, people!’ he shouted again. 'He will kill anyone who messes this up.' With a tightening in his neck muscles, Woolf walked away from the hazardous environment and pulled the respirator up over his face, leaving it perched on the top of his head. Grabbing a crumpled box of cigarettes and Zippo lighter out of his inside pocket, he flicked the tip of a filter-less cigarette up and out of the box, then placed it to his lips. He loved the soothing metallic click of the Zippo as the top opened, and he rolled his left thumb across the flint wheel. His head arched back as he drew on the warmth and blew the smoke out with a sigh. The rattle of the metal gangplank disrupted his peace, and he looked across to see two men in red hazmat suits, leading a line of people out of the bowels of the ship.

With bowed heads to shield their faces from the rain, the row of people trudged down towards the waiting trucks. More and more kept stepping out of the small door, all dressed in tattered and mismatched clothing. Masked soldiers in green army fatigues jumped down from the back of the first truck and fanned out to create a human funnel for the approaching mass of people.

A girl in her early teens, long hair pasted across her face, reached the bottom of the gangplank and tripped as she stepped off, falling forward onto her hands and knees. A guard grabbed her under one of her arms, and roughly dragged the sobbing teen to her feet, yelling at her as he pushed her towards the back of the truck. She stumbled again and fell forward into a puddle. A bulky man with a shaven head who had been standing behind her stepped forward off the gangplank and shoved the young soldier in the back.

'Why don't you pick a fight with someone your own size, asshole?'

The soldier pushed back at the chest of the tall American, who towered over him with fists clenched. A second stocky man, in a tattered black raincoat, appeared on the shoulder of the American. Murmurs of support filtered through those behind them. Cold, huddled bodies pressed forward.

'Get in the truck, scavengers,' the young soldier shouted.

‘No! We won’t take any more of this shit. We‘re tired of being treated like animals,’ the tall American said.

A rubber truncheon swung across the tall man’s legs, and the young soldier raised it again, aiming it at the man’s neck. A guttural scream pierced the air as the American launched a tackle, picking the young soldier up off the floor and ramming him into the metal side of the truck. 'Run everyone, save yourselves,' he screamed as he dropped the soldier on his back and started swinging punches at him.

The second man in the black coat punched the nearest guard in the face before wrestling him to the ground. Soldiers stepped forward and piled into the drenched man with batons and rifle butts. Screams echoed up against the hull of the ship with terrified people trying to back up the gangplank. Three young men vaulted over the sides and landed on the quay, then started sprinting off along the wet concrete.

Woolf slipped the mask down over his face with one hand as he felt for the rubber grip of his Beretta in his other. If they made it off the lit-up docks and into the darkness beyond, he would never find them again. Three rapid shots blasted out into the rain. The first runner went down, his face thudding into the ground as the second slowed to avoid his fellow fugitive. A shudder rippled through him as the bullet passed through his back before the man following him clattered into him, spinning around with the force of the third bullet.

A hush swept across the quayside, as the fighting men stopped and froze. The scavengers slowly raised their hands into the air. The squawk of fleeing gulls finally broke the silence. Out the corner of his eye, Woolf detected movement. One of the young men had started limping across the quay again. A thrilling rush of adrenaline flooded through him. A smile crept across his masked face, and he raised his Beretta. The youngster's body arched backwards as the bullet smashed into his spine. He slowed for a second, but the momentum took him forward as he fell to the ground, screaming in pain.

Woolf turned to a nearby young soldier, whose eyes were wide with shock behind the respirator. 'Go and finish him off.'

The man turned back to Woolf, anguish etched on his face. He shook his head.

Woolf punched the man in the chest with a massive fist. 'Go and end his suffering! Do you understand me?'

Trudging off, carrying his SA80 across his chest, the young soldier walked off glancing back to his colleagues.

Woolf looked at one of the men in the red hazmat suits who stood at the bottom of the gangplank. 'We cannot allow any of them to get into the general public. Not until he tells us to.'

The man nodded. Woolf walked over to the two kneeling Americans. Raising the Beretta, he shot them both through the head. Both slumped forward onto the wet concrete as screams from the row of people behind him resonated outwards. He walked over to the sergeant who was staring down at the bodies. ‘Don’t let me have to do your job again. Keep loading them into the trucks. If they resist, shoot them.'

Woolf pulled the slide of the Beretta backwards and removed the chambered round and then tossed it into the darkness. The bullet following a kill had to be thrown away. It was a stupid superstition but one that had kept him alive. The partially full magazine was slipped out of the pistol and placed into the right-hand leg pocket of his black commando trousers. A well-practised hand reached for a fresh one from his left-hand pocket. He flicked the slide back as he holstered the pistol. Splashing sounds made him look across to a white van that was racing towards him through the large puddles on the concrete apron.

Readjusting his respirator, he walked towards the driver's door of the silent fusion-powered van. A thin man in his twenties jumped out. 'That bloody loading is taking forever, mate,' the man said in a Scottish accent. 'He has been calling me for updates every five minutes. You had better return his calls or he will go postal.'

Woolf nodded. 'What are you doing here?'

'I have a special delivery for you. A few scavengers who will be joining you on your return trip to the US.'

'He didn’t mention anything about this to me.'

‘Well, if you bothered to answer your phone, you might be better informed.'

Woolf took a step towards the young man, towering over him. 'Have you tried to talk on a phone with a mask on?'

'Easy, big fella. I am just the delivery man,' said the young man, and walked to the back door of the van with a swagger. 'Everyone out! And stop all that bloody crying, would you. Cover yourself up too. I don’t want to see your ugly faces.'

Woolf leant up against the side of the van. Three human forms exited from the back doors and were led towards the gangplank. One adult and two children. What was his employer up to now?


Chapter 2

Arctic Sea Ice, South of Biddy Island, Nunavut - 2033

The black parka hood flicked across the young man's face, and the thick grey fur trim showered more ice particles onto his ski goggles. With a half-turn of his head, the chasing sledge appeared to have gained on him. A knot formed in his stomach as he looked back down the length of his slim wooden sledge, the corner of a large plastic container packed with lichen and plants was visible beneath the brown caribou skin. He reached forward and pulled the skin over the valuable cargo then gazed at the winter sky of blue and purple hues. He could feel the presence of the sledge behind him.

It was gaining on him with every second he spent out on the ice. Excited yelps floated back to him on the wind from his dog team, the excitement brought on by the fast pace that he was letting them run at. The animals lived to run at that pace. The grating noise of the sledge's wooden runners resonated outwards across the flat expanse of brittle sea ice and into the dead silence.

Twenty-year-old Daniel Shewchuk shifted his weight onto his other leg as he stood on the runners at the back of the sledge. Snow and ice particles that his dog team flicked up as they fanned out ahead of him stung his already frozen face. He looked ahead to Leyla, his favourite, as she yelped and snapped at a nearby dog, her white fur blending in with the endless environment.

'Haw!' Daniel screamed out to her.

Leyla yelped again and then started to veer left, pushing against the black-and-white dog on her left. The bigger male yielded and changed to match her direction.

Once again, Daniel flicked an anxious glance behind him to the small brooding figure who was driving the catching sledge. The rushing wind dampened the sound of his uncle's dogs as they started to move up on his right-hand side. The sixty-year-old Inuit usually sat on the side of his sledge and called to his dogs from there, but now he was standing at the back looking impassively at his nephew. With a simple hand gesture, he signalled to Daniel to keep an eye on his dogs that were now selecting a new path across a section of melting ice, riddled with small azure blue puddles.

A small grey dog pulling on the far right of the ten-dog team yelped as the ice gave way beneath him, his hind legs falling through a patch of broken ice. Daniel gasped and thrust his foot down on the paddle-like footbrake that was suspended from the back of the sledge and positioned between the two runners. It had a metal bar with downward facing spikes bolted onto a large rectangular piece of rubber. Jumping on it with both feet, he slowed the sledge as he reached down to grab the metal anchor. With a well-practised, backwards throw he tossed the metal claw out behind the moving sledge and prayed for it to grab.

'Come haw!' he screamed at the lead dog as the sledge careered around towards the sinking dog. More ice cracked and a second animal slipped into the freezing water. The screech of wood on the ice as the sledge slid towards the hole made Daniel gasp. His eyes widened.

Snapping a look behind him, he caught a sight of the anchor that had grabbed a piece of jagged sea ice. The limp snaking rope had not snapped taut so it wouldn’t stop them sinking.

'Come haw, Leyla,' he shouted again. The command for a one-hundred-and-eighty degree turn to the left was quickly obeyed, as Leyla and the large black-and-white furred Brutus pulled hard to the left, swivelling the sledge with their combined weight. A loud crack beneath the runner of the sledge made him grab the handle and lean over to the side opposite to the dogs, then he stepped off the brake. The yelping grew louder as the dogs all strained against the dead weight of the sledge.

The stricken dogs paddled at the breaking ice around them but failed to get a foothold, giving up the struggle just as the strain on their tuglines and harnesses snapped taut, and they were dragged from the dark blue water by the other dogs. The sledge swivelled around even more and then started to be dragged off again under the strain.

'Whoa Leyla, whoa!'

The white dog stopped pulling and turned back to look at Daniel. She watched his every move as he flicked the long claw anchor line a few times then pulled it in. Winding it around his hand and elbow, he threw it down onto the fur that covered the sledge.

The bedraggled dogs shook themselves, sending a spray of freezing water over the other yelping dogs. With a few wag of their tails, they started barking, and then the crescendo of yelping resumed once again.

'Hike!' he shouted to Leyla, looking across ahead to his uncle who had brought his sledge to a halt a few hundred meters ahead of him.

The dogs strained at the tuglines, jumping up and down as they pulled forward to get the sledge going. Daniel eased his foot off the brake and jumped back behind the heavy sledge, pushing it as it started to creak forward, his fur boots slipping on the ice as his legs pumped. Five seconds later he climbed back on the sledge runners and scanned around for his uncle whose sledge was already on its way along the coastline. Daniel glanced backwards to the icy hole. The thought of his drowning father filtered through his mind. Anyone out on the ice could die that way. Tapping the sledge handle three times for luck, Daniel smiled.

'Hike,' he screamed.

• • •

The weather had been good to them on the sea ice as the two drivers urged their dogs down the east coast of Nunavut, from Bibby Island. Sixty-year-old Aaju Peter glanced up at the rugged mountains that were on their right-hand side then squinted up to the small clouds that were forming above them. A blizzard is coming. They were still forty kilometres from the safety of their target.

He grunted to himself and chewed the inside of his lip with his few remaining teeth. With a peripheral glance to the side, he caught the shape of his nephew's sledge, and he smiled. The young man had done well.

'Gee!' he shouted to his faithful old lead dog that veered to the right, guiding them closer to the shoreline in a gentle arc. The blizzard would hit during the night so they would need some proper shelter. Aaju changed grip with his thick caribou gloves and raised his right hand to his eyes to shield them from the sun and glare from the sea-ice. He would buy new goggles from the money they would make with the cargo in the sledges.

The ragged coastline was still in its winter white, and he knew from experience that there was a nearby group of caves which they could shelter in. A few were even large enough to haul the dogs into, although they did prefer to stay out in the snow.

A few minutes later, the alcove came into view.

'Come gee!' The dog team turned sharply to the right and aimed towards the rocky coastline.

'Whoa!’ he shouted as they passed the alcove that hid the entrance to the large cave. Aaju jumped on the foot brake, and the dogs came to a halt. Whining and yelping ensued as they rolled around in the loose snow to cool themselves down from the day's heavy workload.

'Daniel, come here,' Aaju shouted to his nephew as he walked his claw anchor out from the sledge. The old man dropped it in the thick snow before stamping on it with his small frame. He looked across to his taller nephew who crunched through the snow towards him. The young man slid the black fur-lined hood off his head and slipped the ski goggles onto the top of his head.

'We spending the night here, Uncle?'

'Yes. The storm will be here in a few hours, and this cave will give us good cover. Bring my rifle and let’s make sure it’s empty.'

Daniel grabbed the black Ruger 6908 compact rifle out of its Caribou fur-lined rifle bag that was stuffed into the sledge. Walking over to his uncle, he slipped the bolt to chamber a round.

'Look, Uncle,' Daniel said, pointing to tracks in the snow at the entrance of the cave.

'Wolf,' Aaju said, rubbing the grey stubble on his face.

'Two of them?'

'I do not think they are inside,' Aaju said, and took a step forward to have a listen. 'Bring me Brutus.'

Daniel walked back to his dog team that were all lying down in the snow, some of the animals were already curled up and asleep. He uncoupled the black-and-white form of their biggest dog. Brutus walked, nose to the ground, as they made their way back to the cave. The big dog slowed as the hair on his neck and back started to rise. A low growl emanated from his broad chest, and his top lip curled back over his white canines. Daniel patted his head.

Aaju waved them on as he took the rifle from Daniel. 'Make sure they are not there. I will watch the sledges.'

Daniel smiled and nodded. 'Is this another test, Uncle?'

'You and Brutus have bonded well on this trip. Now is the time to reinforce that connection. If there is a danger in there, you must face it together. Be aware that a polar bear could have chased the wolves off. Always be prepared for the worst.'

'Yes, Uncle.' Daniel nodded. 'How long must I be tested before I can make these trips by myself?'

'You will be tested until you are a very old man,' Aaju said with a blank expression on his face and a wave of his hand.

Brutus strained on the tugline that was clipped to his blue harness, the smell of wolf exciting him. The long thin cave with glistening black walls was big enough to allow daylight to filter in, and Daniel could see all the way to the back. Apart from wolf scat, which had Brutus growling again, there were no other signs of predators. They would be safe for now.

• • •

Ghostlike shadow figures flickered up against the uneven interior of the black walls of the sea-cave as Daniel moved around the small blue gas lamp. It was placed on the floor between the two large fur skin blankets that covered their down sleeping bags.

'Bring the containers in from the sledges. They are too valuable to leave out there,' the old man said. 'Have you fed the dogs?'

'Yes, Uncle Aaju. They have eaten all the whale fat now, and we only have some caribou and seal meat left.'

The old man nodded as he stirred the caribou stew that was on a second gas stove, his black and grey fringe falling forward across his wrinkled face. 'Finish up outside and make sure the bear flares are set. They will smell the meat cooking.'

'Yes, Uncle,' he said and walked out again.

The ageing man stirred the thick pieces of frozen meat in the silver tin pot and grabbed a small pouch that contained salt, pepper and spices. He lifted it to his nose and sniffed, before pinching some of everything into the bubbling stew. He stirred it again.

'Uncle, what is so special about all this moss and tundra flowers that we have collected?' Daniel asked, carrying in two more plastic containers. 'Only caribou and musk ox eat them, so why do the American men want them so badly?'

'I do not know, Daniel. I only know that they are prepared to pay a year's wages for us to spend two months collecting them on Bibby Island. Who knows what drives men to want these crazy things. Now finish up so we can eat,' he said, chuckling as he tasted a spoonful of stew.

• • •

Two loud pop-explosions went off in the darkness, echoing through the cave. Daniel sat up with a start, looking up at the jagged shadows of the cave roof.

'Bear!' shouted Aaju and slipped out of his sleeping bag as fast as his young nephew. 'Bring the rifle!'

Brutus stood where he had been tethered at the mouth of the cave, head lowered, a loud growl rumbling through him. Daniel slipped the safety off and walked forward to his dog that hadn’t moved. A white beam from a LED torch pierced the darkness outside the cave as Daniel squinted to where the moving beam was directed. A female polar bear, with a small cub, was standing a hundred meters away from the snow-covered sledges. She raised her nose and sniffed at the air. Some of the dogs had stood up to the commotion and were blinking in the torchlight.

'She will not come closer now,' Aaju said. 'She is too worried about her cub.'

'HA!' Daniel shouted. The bear rose up onto her back feet and turned away, the cub sticking close to her flank as she wandered off.

'Go back to sleep, Uncle,' Daniel said. 'Brutus and I will take watch for a while. It will be light in a few hours.'

The old man nodded and walked off towards his sleeping bag. 'Good. And set more flares.'

'Yes, Uncle.'

• • •

The wind gusted across Aaju's sledge as the morning sun slipped above the horizon for the first time. 'Haw!' he called again, urging them left again.

It was easier sledging out on the sea ice than closer to the shore, but the dogs smelled home. The sledge launched into the air over a mound of ice and came down on the left runner, sending Aaju off balance. Using all his core strength, he twisted to his right and reached out with his arm to counterbalance the sledge that lingered on one runner for a few seconds before slowly self-righting. This type of ice was the most dangerous because it had repeatedly been broken up and re-frozen with jagged edges facing in all directions. A weak sledge could easily lose a runner.

Aaju touched on the foot brake to slow the eager dogs. He sniffed hard at the smell of coal fires which filled him with happiness. Five minutes later he saw black swirling plumes from several coal fires, rising against the blue morning sky. The small hamlet of Arviat came into view, the place of his birth.

Touching the brake again, he slowed the dogs' run as they splashed through puddles of melted seawater. The season was changing, and soon the sea ice would melt and be impassable.

The two teams made their way through the iced streets of the flooded town. The three-metre sea-level rise, brought on by a major climate change event, had frozen all the way into the town with only the rusting old frames of houses and buildings visible above the ice. The villagers had all gone back to a nomadic way of life and had relocated to above the tidal zone to live in large communal homesteads made from local driftwood, scavenged materials, and animal skins.

'Gee, gee!' he shouted as they veered right up the old main road towards the large red Pilatus Porter seaplane that was parked at the end of the makeshift ice airstrip.

The specially converted plane, with large skis under its wheels, brought supplies to the village shop on a monthly basis. Aaju anchored his sledge next to the empty plane and peeked into the sparse interior through the frosted windows. He walked beneath the long, broad wing then looked back towards the lone structure that had been constructed near the strip. The shop was a temporary one and could be broken up and moved in a single day. Shadowy movement was visible through one of the small windows and out of the small door of the wood-panelled shop walked stooped two men. They stood upright and walked across to the sledges. One of them stopped walking to light up a cigarette.

Dressed in matching black Jack Wolfskin parkas, with their fur-lined hoods flicked back, the tall men had thick unkempt hair and long beards, as was traditional with northern frontiersmen.

'One of you two, Aaju?'

'I am Aaju,' the old man said to the man who towered over him.

'You are late. Where have you been? We have been waiting here for three days.'

Aaju shrugged his shoulders and turned to the sledge. He unhitched some bungee cords and flicked back the furs to reveal the large see-through plastic cases.

'Twelve boxes. One thousand dollars each,' the old man said, wiping away some loose snow from his head as he pushed back the caribou hood.

'Can’t you get us more?' the large man asked.

Aaju shrugged again and called over to Daniel who rushed over and stuck out his hand.

'Hi, I am Daniel.'

The man shook his hand. 'I just asked the old man if this was all you could get. My employer will pay double if you can get us more.'

Daniel looked across at the side panel of the red plane to see a black logo with the words Styx Enterprises on the door.

'We can only get access to the island for two months each year, and that's the only time we can reach the mosses, lichens and flowers you require. Next year we will take two more teams from the village and get you double the amount.'

'I can't believe they are not available somewhere else along the coast of Canada.'

'They are not. The caribou or Arctic hare cannot reach the island in the summer to feed on the plants, so they grow more abundantly,' Daniel said. 'I believe that is twelve thousand dollars.'

The man reached into his jacket and pulled out a large white envelope with the same logo printed on it. 'That is six thousand old dollars cash and six thousand New American Government vouchers. As agreed.'

Daniel opened the envelope and pulled out a NAG voucher.


Chapter 3

Gateshead, Tyne-and-Wear, England, UK - 2033

The mangy black Labrador barked incessantly at the stranger as he walked onto the premises of the Borough Arms public house. The waist-high sandstone wall that ran along the side of the pub kept the aggressive mutt safely away from him. It was one of the feral fleabags that roamed the Floodlands. The stranger stared at the dog and stroked the trigger of the hidden sawn-off shotgun through the custom-made hole in the pocket of his fading black Armani overcoat.

An elderly man, dressed in a stained white vest and tattered brown trousers, came out of the brick house adjoining the pub. 'Sorry, mister. He gets a little nervous around strangers, and we haven't seen you around here before,' he said and walked towards the wall to grab the dog's frayed-rope collar.

The skinny stranger opened the right-hand side of the overcoat to reveal the sawn-off shotgun. It was suspended on a personalised leather strap that allowed the weapon to hang from his shoulder. Also visible was a 9mm Beretta tucked into his belt.

'Keep that mangy mutt quiet, or I will shoot the both of you,' he said with an Oxford accent. 'Is that clear?'

The old man picked up the dog and scowled. 'Just being friendly and civil here, mister. No need for any violence.'

The stranger stared back at him. A dark presence inside of him wanted blood and demanded to be satisfied. His finger twitched. The urge to slip the shotgun out from under the coat and kill the scavenger and his dog was overwhelming. An acidic taste stung the back of his throat as he swallowed hard.

Stepping back and holding the barking dog, the man retreated and disappeared through the house's front door. With the grip on the gun relaxing, the stranger in the coat turned towards the building.

The pub was a small brown double-storey building with six white windows in the front. Two small white doors were at either side of the building, with old chairs and benches strewn around the front concrete area that had once served as the car park from a time back when people could still afford vehicles. A small stone plaque above the door had a white, fading badge with 1930 on it. The stranger looked at two drunken scavengers, who were lying against one another on a bench, dirty, soiled clothing sending a toxic stench across on the wind. Flicking the safety on the back of the hand grip of the shotgun, he pushed the toe of his black boot against the wooden door to force it open. With a tightening in his chest, he clenched his teeth and walked in. A dark smoky interior kicked his adrenaline up a notch, and he pressed his back against the closing door, squinting to adjust to the dark interior.

Black beams criss-crossed the length of the pub's low ceiling. Not good for a tall person. The stranger shuffled in his stance. The once white walls were stained yellow with years of cooking grease and cigarette smoke. The wooden bar was straight across from him and built in the middle of the long brick wall, allowing for dark alcoves to either side of it. Dark places for doing deals away from prying eyes. Old framed pictures of the Gateshead surrounds hung on all the walls and hinted at the history from before the Second World War. A dark carpet, that once might have been red, covered the floor with three worn out sections in front of the bar from years of regular patronage. Two old drinkers were seated on mismatched wooden barstools, one of them patting the head of an Alsatian. More bloody dogs. The man rubbed both the triggers and trigger-guard of the hidden shotgun.

'Can I help you, squire?' a bulbous-headed barman asked, his reddened face smiling with signs of years of drinking with his patrons.

The stranger walked slowly to the left-hand alcove and looked in. It was empty. 'I'll have a bottle of whiskey, the decent stuff. None of that watered-down shit you sell to these fools.'

The two dishevelled men at the bar mumbled something into their pale ales, staring at the stranger’s missing left arm. In the Floodlands, a missing limb always meant a death sentence with the paltry medical facilities.

One of them leant forward. 'In these lands, only a wealthy man can survive with a missing arm, so I would expect better manners from you.'

'Mind your affairs, old man. Don't ever address me again.'

‘Bad manners cost you your arm did it, son?’

The stranger stared at the man for a few seconds then smiled. ‘Make sure you are both gone by the time I am finished drinking.’

The publican slammed the bottle of whiskey on the dirty bar counter then reached for a tumbler from the glass shelf behind him. 'Don't have any ice, mister. The machine is broken.'

'I don't need ice. '

'That will be twenty New European Government vouchers,' the man replied, wiping his hands on the greasy front of his white shirt.

The stranger glanced past the two regular drinkers to the alcove near the door at the far side of the pub. Three young gang members were huddled together, whispering among themselves. Sly glances flicked up at him from below faded headscarves signifying allegiance to a local scavenger gang. The stranger ran his tongue over his teeth, and a small smile appeared.

Reaching into a top pocket of the jacket he pulled out a two-pound coin and slapped it on the counter 'Will this cover the cost of the bottle?'

'Bloody heck, sir. That will get you several bottles,' he said and rubbed the shiny coin between his dirty fingers. 'I don't have any change other than NEG vouchers, but I do have two ladies who work out of the rooms upstairs. They could work the debt off if you fancied.'

'I don't want any change,' he said, looking across to the gang members. 'I just ask that I be left alone.'

• • •

Lord Francis Butler grabbed the half empty bottle and tipped another two fingers' worth into the glass. Tapping his fingers on the rim, he glanced up at the door. Clenching down on the ill-fitting dentures that he was forced to wear, he reached into his black waistcoat and pulled out a gold fob watch, rubbing the cover with his thumb. Clicking the watch winder he flicked the engraved cover open and stared at the time, willing it to slow. Grabbing the tumbler, he downed the whiskey. The door on the other side of the pub slammed closed making Lord Butler jump, his hand dropping to the Beretta lying on his lap.

A short man dressed in a white work shirt looked around the pub and then tucked his hand into the large brass belt buckle that adorned the front of his dark blue jeans. The black-haired man strutted over, nodding to the men at the bar as he passed.

'Good day, Francis.'

‘You are late.'

Dan Garrett wiped his forehead, flattening back his receding black hair. 'The van I was travelling in had fusion problems, and I think the hydrogen cell may have been faulty, so I had to hike the last few miles. Trust it to be a bloody warm Newcastle day too.'

'Sit the fuck down.'

Lord Butler watched the beady eyes of the man who looked back at him, an uncomfortable smile across his round face. Dan glanced down to the empty bench alongside him and back across the table to the pistol on his lap.

'Nice hardware, Francis. Should I be worried?' Dan asked, wiping his brow again.

'Only friends and close acquaintances get to call me Francis,' Lord Butler said, placing his right hand on the table top. 'Now sit down. You are attracting unnecessary attention. They might make a move at any minute, and you are in my firing line.’

Dan slid onto the bench, glancing back across the bar. 'I thought you were going to shoot me for being late.'

'I have shot men for being late before, but I happen to need you right now. Where are we with my latest shipment?'

'The cargo has been offloaded, but we lost two en route and five more in the harbour. Your man there stopped them getting out into the general population.'

Lord Butler slammed his hand down on the table. 'I will not tolerate the failure of this project, Dan. These people cost a fortune to get across from the US and even more to ship across into the continent.'

Dan fidgeted in his seat. 'I do realise that, Lord Butler, but Woolf was just following your orders. We cannot have them out in public, now can we?'

Lord Butler grinned. 'No. Not until I given the word.'

'Why do you hate the Europeans so much?'

Lord Butler adjusted the small dagger that was on his right hip. 'The New European Government is going to pay for their previous treachery against me. They will pay for all my pain. Thieves who stole my estate and esteemed standing in the world. They took everything from me. And so, they will all be made to suffer. My plan is now in motion and cannot be stopped. Anyone getting in my way or causing its failure will be eliminated.'

Lord Butler poured another whiskey and drained the glass, slamming it back down on the table. He sneered as he caught the American staring at the stump of his left arm, which had been amputated below the elbow.

'They are all responsible for this,' he said, pointing to the people sitting at the bar. 'The pain I have suffered. The seeping gangrene, the scars to my face and body, shattered teeth from the beatings at the hands of the NEG minions. I cannot wait until all of these scavenging bastards die horrible deaths at the hands of Kharon. Our planet will be a better place without them all.'

He looked at Dan who sat, wide-eyed, his mouth open.

'Well, say something, Dan,' Lord Butler said. 'You Americans always have so much to say.'

'Sorry, Lord Butler,' Dan said, tugging at his tight shirt collar. 'I was going to say that you are looking better than the last time I saw you. Dr Stubbs has done a great job.'

'Dr Stubbs is a moron. A butcher at best. Next, are you going to tell me that he will be accompanying me to the US?'

Dan shook his head and reached into his top shirt pocket for a piece of white paper. 'These are details for Dr Michael Turner, a British surgeon, and a man of questionable principles. For the right price, he will escort you to the US and complete the treatment of the arm.'

Lord Butler grabbed the paper and placed it in his top waistcoat pocket. Movement at the furthest end of the bar caught his attention. 'Well, Dan, it's time you were leaving. Get out of here and drive across to Glasgow tonight. Call my man on the way and tell him to ready the ship.'

Dan frowned until he saw Lord Butler's good hand move down to the weapon on his lap.

'Good day to you, sir,' Dan said, slipping out off the bench. He walked past the three youths who were now standing at the bar.

Lord Butler closed his eyes for a few seconds enjoying long, slow breaths. The darkness swirled around inside him like thick black molasses, permeating every corner of his mind. Peaceful dark molasses that filled him with strength. Floorboards creaked beneath the carpet in front of him. A sickly smell of cheap aftershave wafted towards him. The rubber grip of the Beretta felt warm in his grip.

'Hey, mister? Give us your wallet, and that watch you’ve been hiding,' the young man said as he pulled a large dagger from his belt and flipped up the red hoodie of his tracksuit top. A new smell stung Lord Butler’s nostrils. The smell of sweat and bad ale.

‘It’s only good manners to say please, young man.’

‘Shut up and give me the money, or I’ll bleed you like a pig.’

'Run along and play with the kiddies. You are picking a fight with the wrong man.'

'What’s a fucking cripple like you going…?'

The bullet entered through his left eye and exploded out the side of his head. Mouth gaping, his other eye rolled upwards. The second bullet smashed into the centre of his forehead, snapping his head backwards before the third ripped into his stomach, throwing his arms forwards like a falling puppet.

The darkness roared within Lord Butler as he pushed up off his seat, toppling the table forwards in the alcove and sending the bottle of whiskey crashing to the floor.

The fourth bullet took the second teen out as he grabbed at the hole over his heart, and sinking slowly to his knees, he rasped a breath and fell sideways. The last boy was the youngest. Lord Butler lowered his head slightly, as a smile appeared. The teen backed away, clutching at the knife which was tucked into his belt. The gun roared as the boy stifled a groan. Lord Butler walked to him as the teen held his throat, blood bubbling between his fingers.

'I am sorry, young man. My aim is usually much better. I may be a little drunk,' he said as he pressed the Beretta to the kneeling teenager’s head and fired.

Turning towards the bar, he smiled at the barman and felt a rush of adrenaline, the blood splattered on his face felt warm and comforting. The man behind the bar flicked longing glances at both doors of the pub. Lord Butler wiped his mouth with his right sleeve. The two old regulars had backtracked to the furthest door and were holding their hands out in front of them. A growl from the black Alsatian broke the silence, and it strained against the old hand that held him back.

A confused yelp came from the dog as it jumped into the air, twisting backwards to try and bite at the chest hole the bullet had left. Landing on the floor again, its legs collapsed beneath a lifeless body. The old man groaned and moved towards his fallen companion when the bullet entered the top of his head and erupted in a red puff of blood as it thudded into the door. His tall friend’s hands fell to his side as he stared at the Beretta. A resignation washed over him before the gun’s last retort.

The Beretta slide stayed back after the last shell had been expelled. Lord Butler's deft fingers dropped the empty mag to the floor, and he thrust the Beretta up under his left armpit. He grabbed another magazine from his jacket pocket and slipped it into the Beretta, forcing it in by banging it against his thigh.

He walked over to the barman. 'A glass of water please, my good man,' he said.

The man rushed over to the small sink and filled up a tall glass, the sound of glass tapping against the metal faucet as his hand shook. Lord Butler slipped the pistol into his belt then grabbed his hanky from his top pocket to wipe the blood and sweat from his face. The water was cold and offset the bitter aftertaste of whiskey in his mouth.

'Thank you, innkeeper,' he said, walking towards the door.

Lord Butler reached for the low door handle, his slim hand still shaking with excitement. He is taking you for a fool, the darkness mocked. Swinging around on the heels of his boots, he walked back. 'Some of these ignorant oafs might have thought the swill you sold me was real whiskey, but I could taste that you had watered it down. Didn't I tell you not to give me the cheap swill?'

'I am sorry, sir,' the barman said, reaching for another bottle. 'It must have been the wrong bottle.'

'Of course it was,' he replied and swung the shotgun out from under his jacket.


Chapter 4

Carshalton Estate, Surrey, England, UK - 2033

Kyle Gibbs fought the old iron plough as it bucked against the dry ground and tried its best to snap his wrists. The earthy smell of the parting soil filled his nostrils as dark brown dust swirled around him from the horses' hooves. With the long leather reins from the two black-and-white workhorses draped over his shoulder, he stepped to his right to try to look ahead past the large rumps of the side-by-side Cleveland Bay horses. Martha and Mavis, as they were named, were usually livelier to handle, but today they were behaving themselves.

'Whoa,' Gibbs shouted as he slipped the reins off his shoulder and gave them a pull as he leant back. Streams of sweat dripped from his short dark hair, down onto his temples. As he wiped them away, the wet dust caused streaks down his muscular arms. One of the horses reared up and tried to bite the other. 'Stop it, Mavis,' he said, or maybe it was Martha. There was no telling the difference.

'Want to take a break, old man?' a person shouted as another team of horses pulled up. The lean, shirtless Warren Smith tied the reins onto the iron plough he was working alongside.

'Enough of that old man crap, you little squirt, or I'll have you working until midnight.'

'I might be out here that long anyway,' Warren said. 'It's like ploughing through metal.'

'Well at least your horses are behaving,' Gibbs said. He grabbed a recycled plastic bottle that was wedged into the back of the plough. The fresh borehole water slaked his thirst, washing the dust away.

'They are like dogs and can sense that you don't like them.'

'I'll swap you then,' Gibbs said.

'No thanks,' Warren said. 'They are yours to have fun with today.'

'Thanks.'

'I was told they'd made some progress in getting the fusion engines right for tractors. I'm sure they'll cost an absolute fortune, though.'

'Maybe we can trade with someone who eventually gets one.'

'Well the only man wealthy enough is the Warlord of London,' Gibbs replied.

'Luckily Tom is one of our old friends then,' Warren said. 'He could let us have one for a few days surely.'

'Tom might be an old friend of ours, but he is still an old gang leader at heart. It will still cost us a lot to rent it from him.'

'I guess we will be doing it manually then.'

Gibbs smiled at him.

A shrill whistle pierced the air from across the field. Martha whinnied loudly, setting off Mavis, who tried to bite her again.

'Whoa, you two!' Gibbs yelled.

Martha shook her head, flicking her black mane in the sun, then tried to bite Mavis on the neck causing her to rear up to get away. The long reins pulled loose as the plough swung to the right and was dragged along for a few feet.

'Oh come on, Mavis!'

The plough dug deeper into the dark soil and Gibbs stretched to reach the reins. Both the horses reared up, and the iron coupling from the harnesses to the plough snapped. A six-foot length of leather looped back and whipped Gibbs around his bare torso. 'Arrgh…Bastards!' he screamed and grabbed the straps before they slipped off him. 'Whoa!' he screamed, leaning back to pull the horses.

'Let 'em go, Gibbs,' Warren shouted.

Gibbs's head snapped back as the two large horses bolted across the field. Flying through the air for a few metres, he came back down to earth on his right side, a stinging pain spreading through his ribs. More pain pulsed from his wrists which the leather reins had wrapped around. Bumping along behind the two jostling horses, he groaned as patches of skin were grazed away. A hundred metres across the field they came to a stop in front of the waist-high wooden fence. 'Useless bloody animals,' he shouted.

Standing behind the fence, grinning with her hand in front of her mouth was Christina Anderson, his common-law wife. Her long blonde hair was in a ponytail, and she lifted their son, Stuart, up onto the short fence to hand Mavis a handful of green grass he had picked. The four-year-old squealed with joy as the large horse took the grass and nuzzled him.

'Did you have to bloody whistle like that, Christina,' Gibbs said as he stood up and looked at the blood on his elbows and side. 'They have destroyed another fucking harness.'

'Gibbs. Not in front of Stuart.'

Gibbs raised an eyebrow. 'How many times have I said not to bring him down when they are working? You know they are used to him feeding them.'

Gibbs walked over and rubbed his hand through the white hair of his son.

'Oh relax, grumpy pants,' Christina said. 'You'll make another.'

'I have a thousand other things to finish on this commune without doing the same thing over and over again.'

Christina turned to her son. 'Stuart, let's leave Daddy and go and see where Buster has gone.'

'Have you lost that puppy again?'

'Jeez, you are full of it today,' she said, leaning across the fence and kissing him. 'Do us all a favour. Go and have a few drinks with your old army buddies. I know that you miss the SAS lifestyle. All that adventure and camaraderie. So please take the van and go and reminisce about killing and blowing up things then come back to us when you are calm again.'

‘It’s not that simple.’

‘Yes, it is, Gibbs!’ Christin said. ‘I have known you for a long time, and I know that all this commune life is a big change from doing missions for the government, but it is what it is. Go and have a drink.’

Gibbs was about to reply when she turned away and walked off. After five years of living together, she still looked great when she walked off. He leant on the fence post and watched his son holding her hand and looking over her shoulder as he walked.

'Gibbs, the fields won't plough themselves you know,' Warren shouted.

'One woman giving me orders is enough, thank you,' Gibbs shouted back.

Yanking hard on the reins, he pulled Martha and Mavis away from the fence, glancing at his wife and son as they walked up the shaded lane towards the house, then he turned to walk the horses back across the field.


Chapter 5

The Willow Bar, Greenock, Scotland - 2033

Woolf Egger ruffled his fingers through his short blond hair, shaking out the excess moisture from the continued grey sheets of water that many would call rain. In two weeks, he would be back in the warm and dry weather of the USA.

The woman standing in front of him was in her mid-fifties, her wrinkled face twitching as she scowled up at him. 'You didn't have to lay him out like that.'

'Mind your own business, woman,' he said, opening his raincoat to reveal the Beretta.

'Guns don't scare me, you big bully. That boy was just begging for something to eat.'

‘I told him a few times to take that three-legged dog and get lost,' Woolf said. 'I will only tell you once.'

The woman shook her head and walked up the street.

'Only the strong survive, lady,' he shouted after her.

The teen, dressed in tattered clothes, knelt a few meters from him, holding the cream-coloured Alsatian in one hand while he rubbed his bleeding nose with the other. ‘I should have let Toby take a bite out of you, mister.’

‘Run along, or I will shoot you both and laugh as the ravens pick at your carcases.’ The teen scowled and flipped him the finger before sauntering away, the dog hopping after him.

Scanning up and down Inverkirk Street, Woolf fiddled with his pockets and buttoned up the jacket again. Boarded-up stone houses and windowless shops lined the wet street as scavengers moved about with their trolleys and barrows, trading the goods they had found. A long way up the street which rose up a gentle hill, a tall man stopped walking and turned to look into a shop window. Woolf focussed on the man’s features. Had he seen him somewhere before? NEG informants were everywhere.

Apart from two old scavengers, who were struggling to push a wooden trailer filled with scrap up the street, no real threat showed itself. Woolf turned to the yellow wooden door of The Willow Pub and looked up at the windows of the granite-stoned apartments above the doorway. Sitting inside one of the open white-framed windows was a middle-aged woman with peroxide blonde hair, black roots and excess makeup. She flashed a toothless smile as she turned then grabbed her ample breasts that were fighting to remain in the black lace bra.

Woolf shook his head and shuddered, removing the Beretta from its shoulder holster beneath his beige overcoat he slipped it into the side pocket. With his left hand, he grabbed the door handle and pushed the door open.

The interior was well lit for a small bar and directly in front of him was the wooden bar counter. Five brass beer taps were positioned in the middle of the counter with bottles of home-stilled spirits shelved behind the smiling bartender.

'What can I get you, mate?' the young man said as he threw a dirty dishtowel to the side.

'Pint of local ale, please.'

'Sure thing. Can I offer you anything else? Drugs, maybe a lady thrown in too?'

Woolf shook his head. He grabbed the warm jug of beer and took a long swig. The warm, bitter taste stung his dry mouth and throat. He did like the local brews.

'Get me another.'

The barman nodded and scurried to a small sink to wash another glass.

'Hello, darling?' a gravelly voice said.

Woolf watched the peroxide blonde approach from a side door in the bar. She had donned a pink see-through gown to cover the black underwear she wore. She had also placed her teeth in.

'A girl could do with a stiff drink, you know.'

Woolf looked up and down at her ageing body and then nodded to the barman.

'Thank you, stranger. You're not a regular here, are you?'

Woolf grabbed the pint of ale, which appeared, and drained half in one gulp.

'You don't say very much, do you?' she said, taking a step closer, the sickening smell of cheap perfume and baby powder filling his nostrils. She stroked his muscular arm. 'Why don’t you take that jacket off and relax, big man?'

She grabbed the small shot of what could have been whiskey and sank it in one go. 'You and I could go somewhere a little more private. Only five NEGs for the night.'

Woolf looked into her mascara-caked eyes and scanned her powdered face. The Beretta clunked down on the bar counter in front of him.

'Whoa! Mister, let's keep it civil,' the young barman said, taking a step backwards against the shelves.

Woolf continued to look into the hooker’s eyes and saw a flicker of fear. 'You have had your drink, now fuck off and leave me alone.'

She smiled at him and then turned to walk back to the side door.

'Do you serve haggis and neeps?' Woolf asked the barman.

The man nodded.

'Well, bring me a serving to that table at the back and make sure I have no more bloody interruptions. Do you understand?' he said and heard a faint reply as he walked to the back of the bar. Grabbing what seemed like a sturdy old chair, he dragged it to a small square table beneath a dirty window that looked over an old beer garden. It was now filled with marijuana bushes. Grabbing a satphone out of his pocket, he looked at the reception bars on the screen and dialled.

'Kharon, it is Woolf.'

'Hello, my dear boy. How are you?'

'Good, sir. Everything is ready for the trip, sir.'

'That is great to hear, Woolf, but first I have a small issue that I would like you to personally take care of for me before we leave the UK. It is in London.'

'Do I get to visit the bastard who is responsible for all our suffering?'

'No,' Lord Butler replied. 'Not just yet.'

'While I am there I could easily get rid of Gibbs.'

'Woolf, I know that you want to avenge Markus’s death. No one should have to lose their twin brother, but I already have a plan in motion that we need to follow no matter how difficult it seems. We will both just have to be patient. I want to make him suffer. I want to make his bitch of a wife suffer too. No, Woolf, the time is not right for Captain Gibbs and his family.'

• • •

The morning sun had just started to burn the dew off the dark slate roofs when the huge grey truck and trailer pulled up to the hostel's little gate that was on one of the main streets in Glasgow. The big machine, with its hybrid fusion and hydrogen engine that made very little noise, was still something that Woolf was struggling to come to terms with. Someone had once tried to explain to him the workings of the fusion reaction that were happening beneath the extended cab of the truck, but he didn’t understand it. All that mattered was that it worked.

The driver leant out of the window, a big smile on his face. 'Howdy, partner, you must be Woolf. The name is Dan Barrett. Lord Butler said I am to be your chauffeur to London. Hop onboard, I sure could use the company.'

Woolf feigned a smile and sighed. As he walked around the front of the big cab to the passenger door, a blast of steam was discharged from a reactor boiler exhaust, making him jump. In a quick movement, he pulled himself up and jumped into the simple cab. At first glance, it did look like an ordinary truck cab to him, but on closer inspection, he noticed the mass of extra dials and levers, all to control the different reactions and cycles.

'Welcome to one of the latest acquisitions of Styx Enterprises. Have you ridden in one of these trucks before?'

'Yes, I have thanks,' he lied.

The new smell from the black fabric seats still filled the cab, and he glanced across at Dan, who was puffing deeply as he busied himself with going through all the gears as they sped away from the centre of the town and out towards the old M74. The journey would take them south to Carlisle then onto Manchester and finally London.

'So, Woolf,' Dan said. 'How well do you know Francis?'

Woolf lifted his head. 'You can call him Lord Butler.'

'Sure thing, buddy. Whatever makes you happy? What is with that title, though? Is he really a lord?'

'Yes, he is. He inherited the title when his father died, and he was a senior founding member of the Phoenix Council.'

'I heard they all got caught trying to take over the world,' Dan said.

Woolf turned his head, biting his lip.

'Don't get me wrong, I appreciate the job and the money he throws my way, but he doesn't look like a man who would conquer the world let alone take care of himself.'

Woolf felt the shape of the Beretta in its holster pressing against his ribs. It wouldn’t be difficult to silence the American.

'A fella I was chatting to said that he lost his arm while trying to escape,' Dan said, checking in his rear view mirrors.

'Shut up, you fool,' Woolf said. 'You don’t know what you are talking about.'

'Shit, sorry, my friend. I didn’t realise that it was a touchy subject.'

'I am not your friend,' Woolf said. 'Lord Butler is not your friend either, so mind how you speak about the man who saved my life. I owe him everything.'

'I didn’t realise that.'

'Yes, you assume because a man flees from a traitorous group of people who tried to kill him, that there is something wrong with him. He is stronger than any man alive and will get his revenge on all of them.'

Dan burst out laughing and looked across at Woolf. 'Jeez, mate, take a step back from the pit of despair. I am sure it will all work out for him. As I said, I am happy to be in his employ. He is just a little dark and intense, that's all.'

‘He can be happy and is a very funny man. What are you talking about?’

‘Again, I am just repeating what people are saying. I bunked with a man who served him and he told me that he would find Lord Butler talking to himself all the time. Even having an argument with himself,’ Dan said, looking across to a fuming Woolf. ‘Anyway, I have said enough already on the matter.’

Woolf stroked the side of his overcoat.

'Damn fools!' Dan shouted as he pushed down on the brake pedal. 'Bloody kids have built a roadblock.'

Woolf looked ahead at the four metal barrels, criss-crossed with steel pipes and wooden poles. Five car tyres were also piled on top in an attempt to get an unlucky victim to stop. Three teenagers peered over the roadblock at them.

'Hit the hooter, get your speed up and ram the roadblock.'

'But they will be killed!' Dan shouted.

'Trust me, they will move. I used to do this as a teenager.'

Dan pushed the centre of the steering wheel, and a loud foghorn-like sound belched at the boys. He hit the tiptronic gear levers that would activate the hydrogen cycle and draw power from the stored up cells. The truck jerked as more power was relayed to the cab wheels.

Woolf pulled out his Beretta and pointed it out of the side window and up into the sky. As he squeezed the trigger, three blasts rang out into the quiet street. Two of the teenagers, dressed in dirty tracksuit tops and jeans, bolted from behind the roadblock and took refuge in a nearby doorway, peering around the wooden doorframe. The third boy lifted a catapult, pulled back and roared with delight as he let go. The stone cracked into the centre of the windshield.

'Cheeky little shit! Dan yelled.

The truck drew closer, and the teenager's nerve broke. At the last second, he dived to the right as the vehicle hit the rubble and smashed the debris to all parts of the empty road. Woolf looked at the smiling teens as they drove past. All of the boys walked forward, raising their middle finger

'Well, I guess your truck doesn't look so new anymore now does it,' Woolf said as they continued out of Glasgow and onto the empty M74.

Sitting back in the seat, Woolf looked across the overgrown central reservation, past two rusty cars to a NEG fusion truck as it sped in the opposite direction. Ahead of them, a fusion personnel carrier swerved across the three lanes to avoid a pothole which was filled with bristling weeds and dried branches.

‘It is like a bloody ghost road. I keep expecting to see a convoy of cars come driving past,’ Dan said, tapping the steering wheel.

‘We cannot get to the oil anymore. What did you expect?’

‘I know, dear Woolf. The day of the commuter is over. It doesn’t make me miss it any less.’

‘It is stupid to miss it.’

‘Fella, you can sure be a drain on a man’s mood. I miss all the cars on the road, that’s all,’ Dan said.

Woolf looked down at his phone that had vibrated with a text message. Lord Butler's number flashed.

Lord Butler: 'Have just made contact with Dr Turner. All checks out. He can help me with the right treatment. Our American friend with you is now a loose end. Tie it off when convenient.'

Woolf replied: 'Consider it done.'

Lord Butler: 'Make contact with Tom Scott ASAP, and then return. The ship will be ready.'

Woolf switched off the phone. 'I had a rough night last night and don't feel well, Dan. I think I will sleep a little.'

'Sure thing, buddy, I'll wake you when we get to Manchester.'

An hour later Woolf opened his eyes a sliver and heard Dan singing softly to a song from a USB drive he had plugged into the dashboard. Gazing out ahead to the road, he saw that they passed an old sign. Ten miles to Manchester.

Woolf started moaning and holding his stomach.

'Jeez. You okay, buddy?'

Woolf carried on moaning and gestured to Dan to pull over.

'Okay, hold tight. I don't want you throwing up in this cab.’

The truck came to a stop and Woolf flung the door open and jumped down. He stood near the big covered trailer they were towing and waited.

'Dan, help me,' he shouted after a few seconds.

'Are you okay back there, buddy?'

Woolf heard the driver’s door slam. He bent over, facing away from the motorway and feigning a retching movement, the Beretta pressed to his stomach.

'That’s it, buddy, let it all out. It's best to empty the stomach,' said Dan as he walked up behind Woolf.

The tall German stood up, turned and fired in a single movement. Walking past the dying man, he reached for his phone. 'Loose end tied off. See you in two days.'

• • •

Lord Butler sat on the green examination table as the surgeon walked out of the door to a side room. The outpatient room was clean and well kept, but then again, it had cost a fortune for private care, so cleanliness was expected. Buttoning up his pressed white shirt, he then began the struggle of getting into his black suit with its matching waistcoat, made more difficult with one hand.

'Arrrgh…'' he shouted as he fiddled with the small buttons.

Grabbing the satphone from out of his overcoat that had been neatly folded over the back of a chair, he looked down at his 9mm and shotgun, lying on the seat.

The long dial tone droned on until finally, he heard a voice.

'Hello, Lord Butler.'

'Hello, Alex. How are things going in the US?'

'The bad news is that the H9N1 virus is still mutating, and the Andersons are battling to get a cross-purpose vaccine that will immunise the infected, but they say they are very close. We have just had another shipment of the Arnica plant and dried Bearberry along with other mosses from the Arctic Circle. So they have enough to continue for the foreseeable future.’

'So is there any good news?'

'We have increased the amount of infected people who have been convinced to head to Europe to get treatment,' Alex said.

'The Andersons said that it would be sorted by now, Alex. This delay is unacceptable. I sent you over there to manage the operation, and now you are all delaying my plans.’

'I am sorry, Francis, but the scientists say that the H9N1 is proving…'

'Stop calling it that, Alex. That means nothing to anyone but the lab coats,' Lord Butler said. 'You are all to start calling it the Kharon virus.'

'After the mythical ferryman who transported souls across the river Styx to the underworld?' Alex replied.

'That's correct.'

'And you don't think anyone will look to Styx Enterprises as a possible clue?'

'I am counting on it, Alex,' Lord Butler said. 'Now get back to making sure the vaccine is developed. The preparation of the European phase of the Kharon project is nearing its completion. We have started to send the infected subjects into our agreed test communities. How can we punish the NEG bastards without having the vaccine as well? I want better progress made. Do you hear me?'

'Yes, sir.'

'I will be on my way across to you in the next two days. And I want to see a significant improvement on your side. Is that clear?'

'Yes, sir. How long are you over for?'

'For good, Alex, for good.'


Chapter 6

Richmond-upon-Thames, London, England, UK - 2033

The steak knife struggled to slice through the thick sinewy piece of gammon. The man forced down on the knife with a grunt before tossing it down onto the white tablecloth. Of proud Jamaican descent, his black muscular arms and hands ripped the white cotton serviette off his lap and threw it onto the plate of food in front of him. Sitting back in the lavishly embroidered, long-backed chair he looked around the big square dining table with its seven empty chairs.

The dining room of the old Petersham Hotel, which was now his home, was a huge square room with three tall vertical bay windows that overlooked the flooded Thames River. Square ornate panels were plastered across the ceilings and led to dark green wallpaper on three of the room's walls. On the fourth wall, above a stone fireplace which had long last seen a fire, hung a large tapestry of old Richmond. A wooden sideboard stood against the green wall nearest the only door out of the room, hinting at an old era of culinary entertainment.

Tom Scott had taken residence in the old hotel when he had become the Phoenix Council's appointed Warlord of London and had held that position for the five years. He looked to the middle of the table at the pile of folders, all with the official New European Government crest on the front covers. The crest of his employer.

Three empty place settings at the table left him feeling hollow. Breakfast time was supposed to be a noisy family meal. None of this wealth and power was worth anything without having them around. Everything was being done to find them, but hope was fading.

'Tom? TOM!'

He looked up to see the tall, brooding figure of his younger brother standing in the open doorway, his Jamaican good looks combined with the menacing scars on his face, from a gang-life long since gone. Scars not unlike his own, as he reached up to touch the three-inch-long scar that spanned his right cheek.

'Come on in, Tyson.'

'You have a visitor waiting down in reception. I have two of my best boys on him because he says he has news about the kidnapping.'

Anguish drove Tom to his feet, and he strode over to his brother. 'Is he just another floodlander trying to get a few vouchers? I'll beat him to shit if he is.'

'I don’t think so. He's a tall, well-dressed German bloke. Claims to have some video as proof, and he wants a meeting with you. Alone.'

'Have you seen this proof?'

'He won't let me and says it is for your eyes only. And, Tom, he is armed.'

‘Come on, brother, since when has that worried you.'

'He says that if anything happens to him, Desiree and the kids will be killed.'

'Well then. Bring him up,’ Tom said.

The younger brother half bowed then reached behind his back to produce a Sig226. 'There is one in the chamber. Be careful, brother. This bloke looks like he can handle himself.'

Tyson slipped the Sig into the left front of his trousers and went back to the table and poured himself a cup of black coffee. He took a deep breath. Many greedy money grabbers had already been in the room selling false hope.

• • •

Woolf followed the tall black man beneath the sweeping hallway stairs that went up to the rooms on the floor above. The two made their way through a large open-plan lounge and then up a small wooden staircase that was hidden behind one of the bookcases. The narrow staircase creaked and smelled of years of wax polish. It was a tight squeeze for his well-built frame but even smaller for the man leading him. Stepping through another secret doorway, they walked along a dark wood-panelled corridor until the man stopped and opened a door, standing back to let him in. Woolf turned and looked at him, staring into the man's dark brown eyes. The immense hatred emanating from him made the adrenalin in Woolf climb. He smiled at the threat and stepped into the large, lavish room.

Tom Scott had turned the dining room chair to face him and sat comfortably, with a pistol pointing straight at him.

'Mr Scott,' Woolf said. 'I take it that you are going to be careful with that. The lives of your family depend on me leaving here in one piece.'

'Shut up and only speak when I address you. You’ve said that you have news about my family, and now you dare to come into my house. I have men searching the whole of London, and we are hot on the heels of the men who did this. If I find that you had anything to do with this, I will kill you.’

'Just calm down, Tom. I know for a fact that you have no leads.'

'Don't say another word, don't even move. Do you understand that simple instruction?'

Woolf grinned at the man.

'What's so funny, wise arse?' Tom said, lifting the Sig and pointing it at Woolf's head.

Woolf walked towards one of the chairs at the table and started to pull it out.

The Sig226 recoiled at the blast, sending a bullet past Woolf's face and into the wallpaper on the opposite paper. Woolf froze.

Tyson scrambled through the door, a Sig in his hand. It was aimed at the back of Woolf, whose hands were already raised in the air.

'Calm down, people,' Woolf said.

'It's okay, Tyson. I've got this,' Tom said. 'Leave us to it.'

The young man hesitated for a second, then left.

'Mate, are you fucking stupid or something,' Tom said, leaning across with the Sig. 'You sit when I say you can sit.'

Woolf stopped and showed Tom the phone in his hands. 'Now, you listen to me, Tom. Here is proof that we have your family. It shows that they are all alive, and a very long way from London.'

'Let me see this so-called proof,' Tom said and held out his hand.

Woolf placed the phone on the table and then slid it across to him. 'Just push play.' He pulled the chair out and sat down and watched the man's face change from anger to anguish.

'As you can see that they are healthy and have all their limbs. How long it remains that way, depends on your next decision. My employer will not hesitate to remove limbs to extract his revenge and continue with his operation. You are going to play a major part in his plan, and there is only one way to get your family back. Do as you are instructed.’

Tom clenched his jaw and Woolf could see his fingers moving slightly on the grip of the Sig.

'What guarantee do I have that you won't just shoot them after I have done everything you have asked? I should just kill you now and take my chances in getting them back. I have powerful friends in the NEG.’

'There are no guarantees here, Tom. You are not buying a second-hand car,' Woolf said, getting to his feet. 'Go ahead and kill me. I am not afraid to die. Your family will be on a ship to America and sold to sex traffickers. God alone knows where they will end up or what will happen to them.’

Tom blinked a few times and then slowly lowered the Sig, placing it on his lap. 'What do I have to do?'

Woolf took a large white envelope out of his jacket pocket and placed it on the table. Smiling at Tom, he turned and walked towards the door.

'So how is Markus these days? Tom asked.

Woolf spun around to face Tom.

'Yes, my German friend. I recognised you as Markus's brother, the second you walked in. He thought you were dead you know. Fancy that, having a brother who never met you and who believed that you had drowned as a baby. As you leave here, think hard about how he died at the hands of a good friend of mine. Drowned in the North Sea with a knife in his chest. Now, how is that for irony?’

Woolf realised that he was holding his breath, his hands balled by his side.

'None of these so-called friends will help you, Tom. Don't bother getting in touch with the NEG. Do as you are told, and your family lives. There is a time limit here. Read those instructions carefully and do not deviate from them. We will be watching.'


Chapter 7

Churchill, Manitoba, Canada - 2033

Above the three by one-metre protective glass window were four highly magnified photos of strange alien-like cells and bacteria. Pehr and Ruth Anderson hugged one another in front of the large laboratory desk that was positioned in front of the window, overlooking the six long research benches of the purpose-built laboratory.

Tears of joy flowed down both of their faces as the husband and wife team held on for dear life. The tall, thin man broke away first and removed his glasses to wipe the tears away. Looking to his left at the several lab technicians who were all kitted up in blue hazard suits and all clapping their hands, the odd one jumped up and down and punched the air.

Pehr bent forward to a small intercom on the desk and pushed the red button, his blue eyes glistening. 'Well done, ladies and gentlemen. You have just saved the world from the H9N1 Kharon virus, one of the most contagious that we have seen to date. The Bearberry and Moss extract will serve as a formulation for a vaccine, and now we can set about synthesising the cure. Finish up what you are doing and get out here. We can all celebrate with a well-deserved drink.'

He looked across to the shorter figure of his wife in her white lab coat, placing a hand on her cheek. Well into her sixties, she still was a striking woman with her blue eyes, and grey-blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail.

'We have done it, my love,' he said. 'Six years of research and we finally have it.'

She nodded. 'Soon the travel ban to Europe will be lifted, and we will be able to go and see Christina.'

Pehr smiled and then looked up at the CCTV camera high up in the corner of the office. Raising his hand, he gave it the thumbs up.

• • •

Alex Brun sat with his feet up on the table, looking at the bank of coloured monitors from the security cameras placed all around the frontier town of Churchill. Styx Enterprises, under his stewardship, had taken control of the town and pumped large amounts of money into its development, and that included the state-of-the-art laboratory building. Looking at the main monitor, he saw the tall, slim man giving him the thumbs up. Alex took a deep breath.

Reaching for the telephone, he dialled the internal lab number.

'Hello, Alex,' Pehr shouted.

‘Professor?’

'We have done it.'

'That is fantastic news. And just in the nick of time. Lord Butler will be leaving the UK soon and should be here in about seven or eight days after that. He will be very happy indeed. What are the next steps?'

'Tonight, Alex, we get drunk. Tomorrow, we start trying to synthesise the drug for mass production.'

'Congratulations, Professor.'

'Get over here and have some champagne.'

Alex burst into a coughing fit as he put down the receiver on the desk. He grabbed a tissue from a box on the desk and covered his mouth. Pain and fear gripped him as he hacked away.

'Are you okay, Alex?'

Alex looked into the tissue and frowned.

'Are you coughing up blood?' Pehr asked.

'Yes, quite a lot.'

'Okay then, seems you are into the second phase of Kharon. Let's get some bloodwork from you to make sure. You might very well be the first sufferer we try the new cure on.'

'Yes, and if I am the first one in Churchill to display symptoms I am sure that I will have infected others.'

'Let's just get the bloodwork done first.'


Chapter 8

Churchill, Manitoba, Canada - 2033

A fresh snow blizzard tore through the town, backing snowdrifts up into the doorways of the empty shops and buildings. Visibility was down to a few metres, tinged with a gold hue from the old yellow streetlights. A slim figure stepped around the front of the fusion truck and then slipped on a patch of ice in the main street. Steadying himself on the front of the truck, he wiped away the snow from his silver goggles.

Lord Butler squinted to find his bearings in the white-out. Pain throbbed up his arm and into his shoulder, and he reached down to his forearm stump and gently rubbed the fabric that had been wrapped over the sutures. Grabbing his fob watch from inside his down jacket, he flicked it open. Two hours to the next painkillers.

'Francis, wait!' Alex Brun shouted as he followed his employer into the snow flurries. 'There are polar bears around town scavenging on our refuse bins.'

Lord Butler opened up the front of the blue down jacket he was wearing. 'So much has changed, my friend.'

Alex nodded at the shotgun and Beretta. 'It is good to see that you have finally taken your safety seriously, Francis. You will need it here. It is not like back in the UK.'

'I am touched by your concern, Alex, but tell me what is happening in these shiny laboratories that cost me millions to build.'

'I believe it best that the professor and Dr Anderson explain all the progress they have made to date.'

'It better be good news. You know how I hate disappointment,' Lord Butler said. 'I have had enough of this bloody Anderson family to last me a lifetime.

Alex smiled and reached for the door handle to the large corrugated, iron-clad building.

Lord Butler strode through into the enveloping heat of the atmospherically controlled building. His spectacles fogged up with condensation, and he looked down at the several snow boots that had been left on the floor, snow and ice melting into small puddles.

Alex started to take his boots off. 'We all leave the boots here so as not to wet the carpeted floors and drag contaminates into the change rooms.'

Lord Butler raised his eyebrows then walked straight down the long white corridor that went off to the left. The first door he came to, had a small white sign with red lettering - Changing room.

'The Andersons are in the main control office, right at the end of the corridor, Francis,' Alex said from behind him.

Lord Butler nodded and walked off, straightening his long black coat with his right hand. The door with the sign Control Room was closed, so turning the handle, he walked in. More damp heat suffocated him as he entered. To the left of him were three filing cabinets and four large metal cupboards. On the opposite wall was a single white door. Scribbled-on whiteboards hung on either side of it, yellow and red hazmat safety stickers adorning the upper half of the door.

'Can I help you?' asked a voice to the right of him. A short man of Asian descent, dressed in a white coat and black pants, spun around on his swivel chair, moving away from a large control table.

'No, you cannot. Get me the Andersons,' Lord Butler said

'And you are?'

'The man who owns all of this,' he said, taking a step closer and staring down at the scientist. 'Now fetch me the Andersons or get another job.'

The man turned back and picked up the phone and spoke to another scientist. Lord Butler walked up to him and tapped him on the back. 'Get out of the chair.' The man jumped up and stood to the side of the desk. Lord Butler sighed as he took a seat, ecstasy flooding through him as the weight was lifted from his weary feet.

'They will be here in ten minutes, sir. They are coming from a level five laboratory so need to decontaminate.’

Lord Butler nodded. His eyes felt heavy.

• • •

Lord Butler snapped awake in the chair, his heart pounding in his chest and a mouth dry from fear. The incessant dream of the beatings still made him sweat and tremble. The memory of a smiling Kyle Gibbs, pressing a pistol to his perspiring forehead, was still as vivid as the day it had happened.

'Hello, Francis,' Pehr Anderson said as he walked into the control room, ahead of the small frame of his wife.

'Hello, Pehr. Hello, Ruth. It's so glad to see you again after all these years.'

'Let's not waste time with all these niceties, Francis,' Pehr said, folding his arms. ‘We want to get this done and then get as far away from the likes of you and Styx Enterprises as we can.’

'Clearly your daughter has been sobbing her eyes out to you,' Lord Butler said, the darkness stirring within him.

'She told me of your treachery, Francis,' Ruth said. 'You were supposed to be Christina’s guardian and mentor.'

Lord Butler swallowed the anger back. He needed answers from them. 'She betrayed me, Ruth, not the other way around. And that was after all I had done for her.'

Pehr was about to add something when Lord Butler raised his hand.

'So I have spent millions on you, and this place. You had better have some good news for me,' he said.

Pehr looked across at Ruth, then back at Lord Butler. A forced smile appeared. 'Well, we have done it. We have a cure for all the infected out there and will have a viable vaccine in a few months.'

'That is fabulous news. Alex hinted that you had been making significant strides.'

'It is a huge breakthrough, Francis, but we are not complete until all the testing issues have been resolved,' Pehr said.

Lord Butler's eyes narrowed. 'Either it cures Kharon, or it doesn't. Which is it? If it does what you have just told me, then we need to start manufacturing it and immunising all of my employees.'

'Slow down, Francis, the natural product that we have been using was extremely difficult to source. It’s scarce because the sea-level rise hampered the search for it. We have only just started to synthesise it and have had fair results so far.'

'So when can we start mass manufacturing it, Pehr?'

'I believe that we are days away from completing our documentation and then we will need extensive time to test.'

'The standard test period for this type of vaccine is eighteen months to two years, Francis.' Ruth said.

'Ruth, I am not going to wait that long for it to be tested. As soon as you have completed your last tests here and are certain it works, I want this whole operation shipped down to the Styx Pharmaceutical Company in Minneapolis. There we will continue production.'

'You cannot mass produce this vaccine without extensive testing, Francis. We have to have a lengthy test period to make sure that it is safe for use with all the different populations on the planet.'

'I don't care!' Lord Butler said. 'There are other plans in motion, and soon all new governments and warlords will be clambering at my door for this cure. We will make a fortune, and I want substantial product stockpiled so we can make the most of the demand.'

'What? You cannot charge for this treatment, Francis. This virus has the potential to wipe the remaining population off this planet,' Pehr shouted.

'Exactly, my dear fellow,’ Lord Butler, smiling as he leant back in the chair. ‘As I’ve already said, demand.'

'Think of all the people that would die.'

'And would that be such a bad thing, Pehr? A social cleanse of the planet would leave the strong and resourceful standing, with all the old and weak falling to Kharon.'

'You’re bloody are mad, Francis. We will not be part of this global genocide unless you agree to test this properly and give it to those who need it without charging for it. We will just walk away from this. Those are our terms.'

Lord Butler folded his arms, grimacing at the pain from his stump. The darkness rose within him, and he tightened his fist.

'Okay then, you can have six months to do the testing trials, Pehr,' Lord Butler said. 'That should be a good enough compromise.'

'We will not compromise at all on the testing,' Ruth said.

Lord Butler opened the front of his jacket and placed his palm on the ivory handle of the dagger in its scabbard on his right hip. 'You will give Alex copies of your work and procedures by the end of the day as you were paid to do.'

Pehr glanced down at the dagger. 'Or what, Francis? You will stab us with that bloody thing?'

'This bloody thing is a family heirloom. Something that has been in the Butler family for generations,' he said, taking it out and holding it in front of him, the slightly curved blade glinting under the fluorescent lighting. 'My mother slit my father's throat while he was sleeping after she found out he was molesting me. It is no stranger to blood.'

Pehr looked across at Ruth, his eyebrows raised.

'You have six months to do the testing, and then we move onto mass production. That is the new timeline. Mess with that timeline and I will have you tortured and shot. Try and escape before that timeline is complete and I will have you tortured and shot. Do you get the picture?'


Chapter 9

Churchill, Manitoba, Canada - 2033

'Get out of here now!' Lord Butler snapped at a small, slim laboratory assistant. She let off a little squeal before she gathered up her laptop and hurried out the control room. He took out his satphone and used the speed dial as he hooked out a chair from under the control table with his black boot.

'Hello?'

'Yes thanks, I have arrived safely,' he said. 'The trip was uneventful. Have you finished your mission in London?'

'I am glad to hear that he will comply,' Lord Butler said, taking the dagger out and tapping the blade on the table. 'He is just a glorified gangbanger after all.'

Lord Butler sat on the uncomfortable office chair and stretched out his legs. Ahead of him were the three layers of glass that overlooked the vacant laboratory. It has been worth all my investment.

'Woolf, old friend. They have finally made the breakthrough that I planned for, but I have run into a possible issue that I need to address right away. I need you to activate the Gibbs phase immediately. It is a little early in our overall plan, but the cure has been confirmed, and the bloody scientists are going to try and delay it to do more human testing. I need you to get me that leverage we discussed to get them back in line.'

Euphoria swept through his body as he hung up and leant back in the chair. Swivelling around he looked at the muscular figure of Alex Brun, who was guarding the door. Lord Butler slipped the dagger back into the scabbard. 'Revenge will be sweet, Alex. All of those people who’ve betrayed me over the past few years are going to start feeling a lot of hurt in their pathetic little lives.'

'Will the plan not force them to come to the US to seek you out?' Alex asked.

'Yes, Alex dear boy. That is the whole bloody point. Have you not being paying attention?'

Alex nodded then started coughing into a tissue.

Lord Butler looked at the strong chiselled face of his ex-lover as he wiped his mouth, and the loathing he felt for his former valet softened a little. 'What is wrong with you, Alex? Is that blood you are coughing up?'

Alex nodded again. 'I have been trying to tell you that I am in stage two of the virus.'

'What?' Lord Butler shouted and pushed his chair backwards, away from the infected man.

'Professor Anderson did some tests a few days ago, and we are awaiting the results.'

'You bloody idiot. You have endangered this whole operation by contaminating this place,' Lord Butler said and stood up and walked towards the door, feeling the dark anger starting to rise. Brushing the black coat to one side, he lifted the shotgun and pointed it at the coughing man.

'You stupid bastard,' he shouted.

'Kill me if you must, sir,' Alex said, standing upright. 'The professor believes that many of the people here in Churchill have already been infected.'

‘What? And he’s done nothing to prevent further spread?’ Lord Butler said, staring at Alex. 'Look, I know I have treated you badly since you betrayed me, but let's be honest, you deserve what you are getting.'

'Yes, sir.'

'Go back to the professor and tell him to put you on the best medication he can. Also, tell him to start making a large enough batch to vaccinate all my employees here in Churchill.'

‘And if he refuses?’ Alex said

‘Tell him he’ll never see his family again.’

'What about the rest of the people in Churchill?'

'They are not in my employ, so will have to fend for themselves. Everyone else can serve as lab rats before we locate to Minneapolis. Now leave me.'

Alex stared at him for a second, then left the control room. Lord Butler watched him leave. This is all a bit of an inconvenience. I might be infected too.

The satphone in his pocket began ringing.

'Yes!'

'Lord Butler. It is Simon Merkel here.'

'Hello, Simon. How are things in Hamburg?'

'Fine thanks. The New European Government has had an emergency meeting, and it has been confirmed by the ministers of health. The first fatalities of H9N1 have been found in the old Netherlands and Belgium region. A pre-eminent scientist here has also received the documentation you sent via our New York friend and has verified the cases. Kharon has struck fear into everyone.'

'What about Ireland? We have pushed out a host of carriers there.'

'Nothing has made its way up the echelons of power there yet. I can give it a subtle nudge if you want.'

'No! Don’t pre-empt anything. I want the disease to spread organically according to the estimates we worked out. Just make sure they send their most influential scientists to investigate any new outbreaks.'

'Will you be sending more affected refugees?'

'Yes. From next week, we will start sending two ships across on a fifteen-day cycle. There are more than enough people here who naïvely believe that they will get the cure in Europe. In the next three months, tens of thousands of infected will be walking around Europe. The demand for the cure will climb through the roof.'

• • •

The snowfall had eased as Lord Butler walked across the small side road which passed down the side of the laboratory complex. He looked at his feet as he walked. Since he was a young boy, he had always been fascinated by the crunch of the snow and ice underfoot. Walking into a small prefab building, one of Alex's men stood up as he neared the desk.

'Is my room ready?’ Lord Butler asked

'Yes, sir. Mr Brun has unpacked all of your things,' he replied and walked around from behind the metal office desk. The tall man, dressed in jeans and blue work shirt, walked down the yellow prefab-walled corridor and unlocked a brown door on the right-hand side.

'If there is anything you need, just please dial 9, and I will be here to help.'

Lord Butler grunted and walked into the sparsely decorated room. It had an upright wooden cupboard against the left wall and small double bed ahead of him with turned down yellow sheets and a thick brown blanket. On the right-hand wall was a small basin with a shaving mirror. All of his toiletries had already been laid out on the glass shelf.

'Is there nothing with a bloody window in it?'

'No, sir.'

'Fine. Tell Alex I will have dinner at eight o'clock.'

The man bowed and left the room.

Lord Butler took off his down jacket and then his black overcoat. Sliding the shotgun harness off his shoulder and throwing it down on the end of the bed, he slipped out the Beretta and dagger and placed them under his pillow. With a sigh, he eased himself down onto the soft mattress. It had been a long few weeks, and he fleetingly allowed himself the luxury of feeling tired.

Grabbing the phone out of his jacket, he dialled a pre-programmed number.

'Tom Scott?' he enquired.

'Who is this?' the voice said.

'An old friend whom you chose to betray.'

'Butler?'

'Lord Butler please, Tom.'

'Fuck that, you bastard. What have you done with my family?'

'I see you want to play it like that, do you? They are safe and will remain that way until you have completed your mission.'

'What if I say that I will go and speak to your old friend Minister Kirilenko at the NEG?'

'Your wife and children will be sold here in America. You see they accompanied me on the journey across. They will be separated and sold on as sex slaves, Tom. That’s if they survive the Kharon virus.'

'You bastard! I had a feeling you were involved when that tall German gorilla came calling.'

'Now stop being like that, Tom. You’re a businessman and stand to make a lot of money if you do as I tell you. Once this crisis has brought the NEG to its knees, all the terrified, infected people will come running to those who have the Kharon cure in their possession. And, Tom, those people will be the warlords like yourself.'

'You're bloody dreaming, Butler. This will never work. Your illustrious Phoenix Council failed to get the European masses under its control. What makes you think that it will work this time?'

'That’s true, Tom, and I learnt a valuable lesson from that endeavour. I was far too decent last time. It was a mistake to try to negotiate or deal with small-time politicians, like you and the other warlords. Instead, I should have simply let the mass of people rise up on my behalf.

'All of that will be different this time. The millions of people will tear every hint of government and authority apart when I make it known to them that a cure has been found, but that the NEG and the warlords are refusing to give it to them.

'Once the riots kick off, Styx Enterprises will come to their rescue and the masses will pay almost anything to survive this. Tom, you can join me, or you can oppose me. You can either get very rich or lose everything you hold so dear.'

Static sounded over the line.

'Tom, are you going to walk away from this or carry out the plan that I set out for you?'

'I'll do it. Just don't hurt my family.'

The phone line went silent. Lord Butler smiled and looked at his watch. Two hours to dinner.


Chapter 10

Carshalton Estate, Surrey, England, UK - 2033

'Who the hell left the cow paddock gate open again?' Kyle Gibbs shouted as he walked into the old barn. 'Warren and I had to run around like lunatics getting those calves back under control again.'

Sniggers and giggles filtered around the twenty men and women who continued sorting and packing vegetables into large crates. All were seated at large wooden trellis tables that were placed around the perimeter of the barn. Two young children played in the centre of the floor with a brown puppy, trying to feed it freshly picked carrots and potatoes.

'Of course, nobody did it,' he shouted, hands on his hips. He turned and walked out. 'Warren, it seems the bloody tooth fairy has a fetish for running with cows while we are asleep. Get another deadbolt from the tool shed and fix it to the top of the gate.'

'I used the last one we had on the big gate up on the old main road,' Warren said, pushing a wheelbarrow of tools across the muddy courtyard.

'Damn it. Add it to the list of things to get from the Floodzone. Tell Kat and Christina, will you? I believe it's their turn to go in next,' he said, looking around the stone buildings that surrounded the square courtyard for any sign of the women.

Warren stopped in front of him, dropping the wheelbarrow with a clunk. 'I hate letting the woman go into London by themselves.'

'Do you want to try telling them that?' Gibbs said as he tucked his dark brown pants into the green Wellington boots.

The slim and muscular man in his late twenties let out a loud laugh. 'No thanks, your honour, I retract the statement.'

'Good thinking. I am off to get some lunch and spend some time with Stuart,' Gibbs said.

He walked out of the farm courtyard, past all the noisy goat and sheep pens, and turned up a small muddy lane towards Carshalton House.

'Gibbs!' a liquid voice called out.

Turning towards the small admin complex which was just below the main house, Gibbs smiled as he saw Christina in her trademark riding boots with the jeans tucked in, a men's work shirt with rolled up sleeves and her red down vest-jacket. Her long blonde hair was in a ponytail and her natural beauty caught his breath again. He felt himself smiling for the first time that day.

'What is it? I am off to spend some time with Stuart?'

'We have a visitor,' she said and beckoned him to join her in the office.

Gibbs walked towards the stone building with the moss-covered slate roof and ducked in through the old stable doors. The office was small and cramped with a few filing cabinets and two desks pushed against one of the sidewalls. Warren's girlfriend, Kat, was sitting behind one of them working on an old salvaged computer. Her impish face lit up with a big smile as he walked in.

'Hello, Gibbs,' a deep booming voice said from behind him.

'Tom Scott, you old bastard!' he said, looking at the drawn, scarred face of his friend. ‘This is a nice surprise. What are you doing here?'

'Just thought I would visit my favourite world-changers and see how farming life is treating them,' he replied, looking to Christina, who had taken a seat on the other desk.

Gibbs looked at the strong features of the London Warlord. A sadness was visible in his eyes that had never been there before, or was it just tiredness? 'Going well thanks, mate. Adjustments have had to be made by all, but we now have twenty families resident on the farm and neighbouring lands, all contributing to the running and management of the commune.'

Tom nodded his head slowly.

'How are things in London?' Christina said.

Tom walked towards one of the windows which was set back in the thick stone wall and looked through the stained window panes.

'Tom?' Christina asked.

'Sorry, was just thinking about the old days and all the fun we had,' he said, turning to face them.

Gibbs frowned. 'I wouldn't call working for a group of maniacs who had their hearts set on world domination, fun.'

Tom flicked a glance to Christina and then back to Gibbs. 'Quite. But I do miss all you guys.'

'We miss you too. How is the family? The kids must be getting big.'

'Everyone's great, thanks,' he said and walked towards the door. 'Listen, the reason I came to visit was to ask you a few things about where you are trading your goods nowadays and how you are finding the markets?'

Gibbs looked at Christina.

'Is everything okay, Tom?' Gibbs asked. 'You look like a man with the world on his shoulders.'

Tom grinned. 'Just the politics of running a flood-ravaged London, and all the associated problems that go along with it. Many of the trade markets are being hit by gangs, so I just wanted to check on you folks.'

'They seem fine to us. We mostly trade at the Wimbledon Common now, or at a push, we might set up at the Clapham Bandstand. You know, where you and Andrei rescued Warren from out of the Floodzone,' Gibbs said.

Tom stared at him for a few seconds. 'Of course, I do. I want to pop in and visit your stall sometime so I thought I'd make sure where you were trading.'

'Okay… now I am worried that you are losing your mind. You are after all the Warlord of London, whose own farms trade right next to ours in both markets,' Christina said.

Gibbs's eyes narrowed at Tom’s weak smile.

'Sorry, you two, I have a lot on my plate at the moment. Anyway, where is young Stuart then? I have a small toy in the van for him.

'He’s at his lessons up in the main house with some of the other children,' Christina said as she slipped her hand through Tom's arm. 'Come along then, I am heading up there. I'll walk with you in case you get lost on your way out.'

Gibbs watched them duck out of the small door.

• • •

The herring gull swooped down and landed on the three-metre cross beam of the market stall frame. Looking down at the five creatures scurrying around beneath it, its head tilted from side to side in an attempt to see which individual was the least threatening, but also had the most food. The tall blonde creature was the scariest as she shouted orders to the others, occasionally fawning over the very short creature that was sitting on a small box. The other three were carrying packets of tasty meals that the gull desperately wanted to get a chance to open. It had two chicks on a nearby nest that demanded constant feeding.

The seagull knew that the short creatures were the easiest targets, as they never guarded the food they carried, but the wrath of their tall protective minders was always the most ferocious. With a loud squawk, the seagull spread its long wings and glided down to the ground near an older creature's stall that was adjacent to the target.

With a few bounding steps, the gull neared the short white-haired creature that was eating a sandwich. The tall protective one had its back turned, so with powerful flaps of its long white wings, the gull flew up and hovered over the small creature, snatching the treat from its grasp. Slow wing beats forced the gull up into the air and over the market stalls. A whizzing noise shot past the gull as an object nearly caused it to drop its prize.

• • •

'Kat! I told you to hurry with that damn tarp. Get it over the top of the frame so we can keep the bloody gulls from seeing what we are selling,' Christina snapped as she placed another round river stone into the small leather square of the catapult. In a fluid archery-like movement, she drew back on the twin elastic bands, aimed at the disappearing gull for a second and let go. The stone arc’d to its right as she knew it would, and she saw the gull lurch to its left, stabilise briefly then continue flying off. Christina looked down to her son, who was looking up at her with the same dark brown eyes as his father. He smiled and pointed to the disappearing bird.

'Yes, my boy, that is a thieving gull. Someday I will ping one of those damn birds.'

She knelt down to straighten his white hair then took the second sandwich out of a small box on the floor in front of him. Standing up, she looked up at a short old man who was standing near her, his arms folded.

'What's up, Old Mike?' she asked.

'It's going to be a sad day, darling,' he slurred and stroked his matted white beard before walking back behind his stall.

Christina frowned and looked at the disappearing little man whose stall was opposite theirs. Old cutlery and broken kitchen goods from a time before the flood were stacked neatly all over his table. A table that he never left unattended, so where was he off to now, she wondered.

'Christina!' a woman screamed from behind her.

Men in khaki uniform, black boots and with three-holed balaclavas covering their faces, swarmed through the adjoining stalls. Neighbouring floodlanders scrambled to get out of their way, and some were pushed down into the mud as ten men, closed in. Hair rose on the back of Christina’s neck, and fear flowed out from her core. Kat and three other women were grabbed first, twisting and biting at the men.

Where was Stuart? Christina spun around. Standing in the mud, looking up at three armed men who stood alongside a grey NEG fusion truck, was her son.

'What is bloody going on here?' she shouted as two men grabbed her arms from either side. 'Let me go, you idiots!'

She struggled forward trying to break free, but their grips only tightened. Across from her, Kat screamed and kicked out at one, catching him on the side of his masked face. His head snapped to the right, and he let out a groan.

'Bitch!' he shouted and took a step closer. The bulky man punched her in the mouth, and she went limp with the pain, her head falling forward onto her chest.

'Stop this immediately,' Christina shouted.' I am best friends with Minister Kirilenko, and I will report you for this brutality.'

'Of course you are, love,' one of the men said, with an East End London accent.

She screamed again as another man picked a confused Stuart up off the floor. 'Leave him alone, you bastard.'

Christina wrenched her arm away out of the man's grasp, fuelled by the adrenaline of seeing Stuart dragged from her. She swung it back, catching him in the throat before he could raise her hands.

She screamed again in anger and turned to the large muscular man who still held onto her arm. As she swung her right fist at his head, he reacted and dropped it down to the right, then head-butted her on the cheek. The pain shot down her neck, and she felt her legs go limp. With her vision blurring, she saw a man carrying off her wriggling son.


Chapter 11

Carshalton Estate, Surrey, England, UK - 2033

A stiff breeze caused the light cream curtains to balloon open, and one of them knocked a small picture frame off the pine bedside table. The crash made Gibbs sit up in bed as he was wrenched awake. The vacant space next to him brought back the knot in his stomach. Looking at the brightening sky outside the window, he knew that it was early and looked at his watch by the bed. Five in the morning. Shifting across the cold space next to him and over to the window, he closed it a little and looked out across the dark green paddocks and animal pens below the admin building. The farm was starting to wake. Picking up the picture, he rubbed the glass of the photo of his wife and son.

The day before, he had been awakened by the little fella jumping on the bed, white hair flopping around his head, a gurgling laugh that could soften stone. His jaw clenched as he placed the picture back on the table and started to get dressed.

The downstairs lights were already on as he exited the main bedroom and walked along the red carpeted floor. Fraying areas hinted at the age and beating it had taken from the constant footfall over the decades. Turning left, he walked down the wide marble staircase with its black metal balustrade that swept downwards to the reception area. It was large with white walls and white painted ceilings and had two old oak tables alongside teak cupboards near the main door. The other side of the reception area had large interconnecting glass doors that went through to the breakfast conservatory.

Gibbs pushed open the old kitchen door and looked at the man who was sitting at the square oak table. A young face that belied his wisdom. Red eyes from lack of sleep stared up at him as he ran his hands through his short brown hair that was squished from sleeping on his arms.

'Morning, Warren.'

Warren Smith's gaze drifted to the bubbling black kettle that was wobbling on the top plate of the black four-door Aga. Gibbs walked over, grabbed a white cloth, then dragged the kettle to the side and began making two cups of coffee.

'I can't lose her too, Gibbs,' Warren said and went to stand next to a bank of double kitchen cabinets that were to the left of the stove.

'I’m sure they’re all okay, mate.'

'But the satphone is dead. That shouldn’t happen even if you go into the Floodzone.'

'Yes, that’s true, but someone could easily have dropped it in the water, or it could have been stolen.'

Warren gave him a smirk. 'Can we try again?'

Gibbs nodded and tossed the phone to the young man. Warren dialled from memory and waited. 'Still nothing. It's dead or turned off. I have a bad feeling about this.'

'Warren, sit down and let's have some breakfast. I know that you have bad memories from the trauma of your father dying there, but you cannot change any of that now. For the time being, you need to be strong for Kat.'

Warren nodded, looking into the steaming cup of coffee in his hands.

'We can leave the farm to the others today and take the second van to look for them. Try and remember that they all have done this a hundred times before, and all have good heads on their shoulders. Kat is streetwise, and they will have found a place to hunker down until the tide had turned.'

'What if they get back here while we are in London?'

'Well then, that is great news and someone here can call us back.'

Gibbs could see the relief running through the young man. At least someone was convinced.

'Okay then. Make us some breakfast and pack us something for lunch and dinner. I will get two Glocks for us and bring the van around. There is enough charge in the batteries and water in the tanks. Oh and bring the tide table with you, let's make sure we have enough of a low-tide window to search properly.'

• • •

The fusion van was silent but for the occasional noise from a worn rear disc brake. Loud scraping of metal on metal every time Gibbs pressed the brake pedal echoed through the metal side panels of the van and into the cab. The journey into the Floodzone took three hours because of the four roadblocks they had to pass through. Tom Scott had imposed a ring of roadblocks around central London to slow inbound traffic in an attempt to control gangs.

The van slid around the corner as they finally turned onto Balham Hill Road, and Gibbs drove up onto the pavement to keep the muddy access road clear. On their left were water-damaged houses of families long disappeared. The daily tidal mark was midway up the brick buildings, leaving the upper floors free to be scavenged and plundered. Sheets of fabric and towelling hung from one of them, and a grey-haired old lady stared down at them through a glassless window. Across to their right were the remnants of Clapham Common with Clapham Bandstand Market off into the hazy distance. Beyond that lay the tall blue shapes of the Canary Wharf skyline.

'Are you okay to do this?' Gibbs asked as he looked across to a silent Warren Smith.

Warren looked out of the van window towards the area. He reached down and picked up the Glock that was on the seat next to him. 'I am a little better prepared this time, so I'll be fine.'

'Are the memories of losing your father in this market quite vivid?' Gibbs said.

'It is quite weird. I feel guilty for not feeling the heartache anymore. Maybe it's because my life is so different with Kat and you folks in it. I know that I should still feel pain and hatred towards those murdering thugs, but I don't.'

'Maybe the grieving is over for you then. The pain disappears, but you retain the good memories.'

Warren nodded and got out of the van.

Gibbs sat behind the wheel and picked up his Glock. The rubber grip felt so natural again. Since the age of sixteen, the force of the recoil, the smell of gunpowder and the fall of his enemy had been such a major part of his life. It seemed a lifetime ago. Getting out of the van, he took his place alongside Warren at the side sliding door, and they loaded two small black canvas daypacks onto their backs.

‘Get the immobiliser unit from the engine,’ Gibbs said. ‘I don’t want anyone taking an interest in stealing the van.’

‘The gangs could steal the tyres like they did last month.’

‘There are car guards over by that tree. They’ll watch it like the rest of the vehicles along the road,’ Gibbs said, pointing to two men in green uniforms carrying shotguns. A slight nod and a point to the van got a thumbs up from the sullen men.

‘They are expensive.’

‘Yes, but good at their job,’ Gibbs said. ‘Cheaper than the Wimbledon lot.’

'I genuinely thought the girls would be at the Wimbledon Market, you know. We always get better sales prices there,' Warren said.

'Me too, but we had a good look around, and none of the regulars traders had seen them there all day, so they must be here,' Gibbs said. 'Come on, we've wasted enough time, so let's move before the tide turns.'

Dressed in green dungaree waders, the two of them walked across the old road and onto the muddy common. A stiff breezed blew the smell of salty brine and green algae straight into their faces, and the squelching mud under their feet slowed their progress. For five minutes, they sloshed between the skeletal forms of the dead oak trees and rusting park benches. The smell on the air slowly changed from rotting marshland to one of fried food and grilled bacon. Before them lay the sprawling shanty-like tent market with its mishmash of grey tarpaulin roofs and brown and red sheeting, stretched around white metal frames, all placed in concentric circles of well-trodden mud. Faded wooden panels of green and brown were propped upright to shield market traders from the cold wind. This was the place to source goods that were scavenged from vacant properties within the Floodzone from a time of plenty.

Two old women with long-sleeved shirts tucked into their rubber waders squelched up to them. 'Hello, darlings. How about some tasty bacon sandwiches? We are just around the corner and will trade for a good price.'

Gibbs smiled at them and took the photo of Christina and Stuart out of his top jacket pocket. 'Sure thing love, tell me something first. Have you seen this woman trading here today?'

'Who wants to know?' the blonde lady said.

'I am not going to hurt her,' Gibbs replied.

'I can see you know something, lady, so just bloody tell us,' Warren snapped.

The blonde woman scowled at him and then turned away. 'Come and have a bacon roll later,' she said as they both waddled off.

'Hey…?' Warren shouted.

'Leave them be, Warren,' Gibbs said, grabbing Warren's shoulder. 'Look, mate, you have to treat these folks with kid gloves. You cannot shout at them like that. They jump at their shadows and will clam up even quicker.'

'Sorry, Gibbs.'

'Just remember what I said. Keep a calm head under pressure. That is how we'll find them. Let's split up. You have Kat's photo and a satphone. Call me the minute you find anything.'

'Okay, I’ll take the stalls around the outside perimeter of the market, someone may have seen them loading all the goods and bringing them in on wheelbarrows.'

'Good. I'll start in the middle and work my way outwards in a clockwise circle,' Gibbs said. 'And Warren, treat them with respect, okay?'

Warren nodded. Turning around, Gibbs saw a man approaching dressed in a large brown tweed jacket and dirty jeans tucked into long Wellington boots. He tipped his felt hat in a greeting.

'Good day. Can I help you, young man?'

Gibbs held out the photo. 'Are they trading here today? I am looking for them.'

'Are you with Warlord Scott?'

'I am a friend of his, yes. The name's Gibbs. Have you seen them?'

The man took a long look at Gibbs, his dark brown eyes staring into Gibbs's own eyes before he looked at the photo.

'What country does she hail from originally?'

Gibbs frowned. 'America, why do you ask?'

'Just making sure that you know her,' he said and looked at a list he had on a piece of cardboard. 'She is trading at stall one hundred and sixteen. It's in the middle section, near old man Hobbs's stall. Ask anyone for old Mike Hobbs, and they will direct you to him,' the man said.

Gibbs dialled Warren on the satphone.

• • •

The middle of the market was busy with men and women bustling about shouting prices and trades for all their wares. Anything could be traded here, from feather dusters, old coffee makers, garage door motors, wooden ladders, to carcases of fox and badgers. A drunken man stumbled out from between two canvas-sided stalls and grabbed Gibbs's arm.

'Homemade hooch and weed,' he slurred. 'Looking to trade for any metal you have.'

'No thanks, mate,' Gibbs said and shook his arm loose. He walked as fast as the crowd would permit him, shouldering in between the droves of traders that would harass anyone who looked like they had something to trade.

Grabbing a dirty teenager's arm, he pulled the boy closer. The kid reeked of sweat and urine and had a dirty black overcoat and black pants. 'Where is old man Hobbs’s place?'

'Give me that watch of yours and I will tell you,' the smelly urchin said, smiling a toothy grin.

'Tell me where he is or I will knock those last few teeth out of your mouth,' Gibbs said and opened his jacket to reveal the handle of the Glock tucked into the left side of his belt.

'Guns don’t scare me, mister. Everyone and his bloody dog carry one.'

Gibbs shoved the teen out of the way and continued walking, pushing his way between three old women, then he overheard a conversation in front of him. '…and I am just going over to old man Hobbs. He'll know where to get them.'

Gibbs slowed up a little to let the twenty-something man walk ahead of him. He also had waders on with a bright orange safety jacket with an old railway company logo on the back. Two minutes later he saw the hunched over old man talking to a teenager, his dirty brown overcoat hanging in the mud as his fingerless gloved hands pointed down the path. The teenager left, and old Mike turned to another younger man who was standing at the back of the stall. They both started to pack up their metal cutlery and kitchen utensils into boxes.

Gibbs walked towards him but then saw the empty stall standing opposite. He stopped as he saw an empty green vegetable crate lying underneath a pile of canvas. One of their crates.

'Gibbs!'

He looked up to see Warren approaching.

Gibbs pointed to the empty stall. 'Check that out, will you?'

He turned to the old man. 'You old man Hobbs?' Gibbs asked.

'Aye, son. Mike Hobbs at your service. What do you want to trade?’

Gibbs held out the photo to him. 'Why haven't they set up here yet? What happened to them?'

The old man looked at the photo Gibbs was holding, almost reverently, tapping his fingers together, and then shook his head. 'It’s a damn shame, son. The little one was such a good lad.'

'What happened to them?' Gibbs asked and pulled out a NEG voucher that he put over the photo before placing it in the old man's black glove.

He looked up at Gibbs and then at Warren, who had joined them. 'It is so sad.'

Gibbs felt his stomach tighten. A wave of nausea caused the taste of bile to rise into his mouth. 'Talk, old man. They are our family.'

'Ten men in NEG uniforms arrived in one of those new fandangled, silent trucks. They grabbed them all, even the little one. The ladies put up a good fight, mister. They sure did. A few of the men were bitten, and one got a good kicking in his meat and two veg. Sadly, there were just too many soldiers.'

Gibbs tried to breathe. Warren broke the silence. 'You sure, old man? Why would they take them? What direction did they go?'

The old man pointed toward another path. 'Drove the blasted truck straight into the market. The bastards have harassed people before, for bribes and bits of old tat, but they have never taken a whole group of traders. And they wore black masks.'

'Masks? You sure they were NEG troops?'

'I am old, not stupid, boy. I know their uniforms. Now leave us be so that we can pack up the stand. Old Lady Thames is turning, and she will flood us soon.'

Gibbs took a deep breath then looked at Warren, who had gone deathly pale. 'Let's retreat to higher ground and get somewhere away from the tidal surge.'

Gibbs grabbed Warren by the arm and led him through the muddy canvas alleyways.

'How can you be so calm at a time like this?' Warren asked.

'There must be some explanation to all of this. The NEG troops must have done this under orders,' Gibbs said, despite a knot in his stomach. 'I'll make a few calls.’

• • •

'Calm down, Gibbs, and please slow down. You keep breaking up,' the voice said on Gibbs's satphone.

'NEG troops have taken Christina, Kat and some of the other wives from our stall. They have been taken. Did you get that?'

'Are you sure, Gibbs? There are a few battalions of NEG troops in and around the north of London at the moment, but none are operating in the Clapham area,’ the voice said.

'Could any of your rebel army units have done this? The attackers wore masks so clearly wanted to hide their faces from any onlookers.'

'Why would I send my men to take your wife? I know what it’s like to lose people, Gibbs, so I wouldn't inflict that on you. I cannot believe you suspect me of being involved. It’s a bloody insult.'

'Whoa, Tom, I didn’t say you ordered it. I just want you to ask around, that’s all. No need to get defensive,' Gibbs said, and looked at Warren, who was driving the van out of London. Gibbs tapped his arm and indicated for him to pull off the road.

‘I'm not defensive. I just don’t like being accused of kidnapping.’

‘Okay, mate. Take a deep breath,’ Gibbs said. ‘What has gotten into you lately? Is anything wrong?’

‘I’m fine. Why do you ask?’

‘Christina said that you were acting strangely and now you are being bloody snippy.’

‘I just have a lot on my plate at the moment. The bloody gangs are making my life hell.’

'Okay then. Can you spare us a group of your men to help search for them?'

'I'm afraid my men are all tied up with an urgent NEG problem that I have been tasked to resolve. So I cannot spare any of them. Are you in the city right now?

'We are just heading out to get clear of the Floodzone.'

'The best I can do is to send five men to the Bandstand Market after the tide turns. You can meet up and discuss a plan to start looking for Christina.’

'Thanks, Tom. I’ll also make a call to Andrei. Christina said that he was in town this week.'

'Oh, I wouldn’t bother him with any of this. I am sure that we can get to the bottom of it ourselves.'

'Maybe you are right, Tom. Okay, I won't bother Andrei, just text me when your men head into the Floodzone again,' Gibbs said and hung up and looked at Warren.

Gibbs started dialling again.

'Who are you calling? 'Warren asked

'Andrei.'

The phone rung four times, and then the thick Russian accent of Minister Andrei Kirilenko greeted him. ‘Hello, Gibbs.’

‘Hello, old friend. How are the NEG corridors of power treating you?’

‘Boring and uneventful,’ Andrei replied. ‘What can I do for you?’

‘Christina, Stuart, and other women from the commune have been taken by NEG troops.’

‘What? How can that be? What did they do?’

Gibbs swallowed and clenched his teeth. He switched the phone to his other hand. ‘They haven’t done a bloody thing. They were grabbed this morning from the Clapham Market by ten of your troops while they were setting up the stall. Witnesses say your men drove a truck in amongst the stalls and targeted them directly. Do you know anything about this?’

‘Why would I know anything about this?’

‘God alone knows how you politicians operate. All I know is that they have been taken.’

'The New European Government owes you and Christina an incredible debt, Gibbs. I’ll make a few calls and organise a battalion to start searching the Floodzone.'

'Thanks, Andrei. We need to find them soon. Please don't let this get bogged down in the political corridors. I have a bad feeling about this.'

'I grew up with Christina, Gibbs,' Andrei said. 'She is like my little sister. Leave this with me. Have you spoken to Tom yet? He might be able to help.'

'He says that all his units are working on something for you, and he can only spare a few men. We are meeting them at next low tide.'

'Tom isn't involved with anything for the NEG at the moment. I am not sure why he would say that,' Andrei said.

'Really? He did offer to send some of his men to help but seemed very strange on the phone. Very defensive. How is your working relationship with him?'

'It’s fine,' Andrei said. 'We’ve had no problems with him. I think that you are just stressing about Christina and Stuart. It’s probably all in your head so keeping busy will help.'

Gibbs hung up and looked at Warren.

'Do you think that Tom is in some way responsible for this?' Warren asked.

'Not really sure,' Gibbs replied. 'He could simply be doing something else that he doesn’t want Andrei or me to know about, I mean he is an ex-gang member after all. But something is up with him, that is for sure.'


Chapter 12

York Rd, Wandsworth, London, England, UK - 2033

The fox scampered across the muddy road in front of the two figures as they stood on the street corner near rusty disused traffic lights. The mangy animal stopped at an overgrown hedge, looked back at them then slipped through a hole. The sun was still up as it neared seven in the evening, and it covered the building they were looking at with a warm glow. The multi-storey building across the road from them resembled three large children's building bricks stacked upon on another. Its silver metal roof had eight loft windows jutting out of it, each glinting in the light. The first-floor windows were all boarded up with grey metal sheets, and a clear flood tidal mark was visible two metres up the cream coloured brick wall.

Gibbs and Warren waited, looking intently at the occasional van or NEG truck that passed on the old road.

'Are you sure that this is the building?' Warren asked.

Gibbs nodded and looked at the text on the satphone screen. 'Candlemaker's Apartments, corner of York and Plough.'

'We arrived on time and have been waiting for over ten minutes. Shouldn't we just go in and see? Tom's men are supposed to be waiting inside,' Warren said.

Gibbs scanned the thirty windows of all four floors for sniper rifles.

'Come on, Gibbs. Let's get inside. The sooner we do that, the sooner we can get out again and start questioning people,' Warren said.

'Don't you think it a little weird that Tom suddenly couldn’t be here to meet us in person? He is the man with all the contacts and knows Christina and Kat personally.'

'I know a few of his contacts are shady characters, but we have to think about all the woman and Stuart. We’ve had no word from them for two days now. We have to do this. Any chance of finding them is slipping away,' Warren said.

'It won't do them any good if we got ourselves killed so let's take this slow and careful,' Gibbs said, pulling the Glock out and chambering a round. Warren did the same.

'There is a loading area down the side alley with a silver shutter and small door in it. You go to the left of the building and wait at that door. I'll go around the other way and try to see if I can get a look inside.'

The two men crossed the road and split up. Gibbs moved quickly to the right and lifted the Glock in front of him as he approached the corner, peeking around it. The right alley was empty except for three old metal skips that had been piled up on one another behind the floodwall. Two gulls sitting on top of the rubbish skip squawked and took to the air. Looking above him, he could see large double doors that had a metal beam protruding out of the side of the buildings from a time when large, heavy cargoes were hoisted up to the second floor.

Gibbs eased up to the next corner and peered around to see an empty parking lot at the back of the building. Running along the back of the building he came to the other alley and saw Warren standing, facing the road, his Glock out in front of him. Gibbs whistled, and Warren spun around.

'Anything?'

Gibbs shook his head, and then tried the door handle. With a rusty grinding sound, it opened.

'There are no vans or trucks around back, so I am not sure if anyone is here yet,' Gibbs said. 'Stay alert.’

They ducked through the metal door into the open expanse of the empty ground floor. It was covered in a few inches of putrid-smelling water that came up to their ankles, the smell stinging their noses. Warren eased the door closed behind them with a loud screech. They both froze and listened. The sun streamed in through the ten dirty windows to the right of them and reflected up off the standing water, lighting up the ceiling. Against the left wall were large empty metal racks with old plastic drums floating in the water beneath the shelves. On the opposite side of the room from them, was a staircase with a wooden balustrade.

The sloshing noise as they walked echoed around the empty room until they reached the base of the stairs. Stopping on the bottom step, they were silent again. Gibbs took the lead, Glock raised out in front of him, covering the stairwell above from danger. They inched up the first flight and around onto a small concrete landing before walking up the second flight.

Cream paint peeled off the damp walls in strips and the concrete steps got drier as they ascended through what was the level of the tidal flooding. A small pile of chewed-up newspaper was squashed into the corner of the landing, small pellet-like rat droppings littering the floor around the rodents' nest. Gibbs clicked his fingers once, and Warren came up alongside him.

‘Is that music I hear?’

Warren nodded.

'I assume that doorway leads to the hallway that once serviced the apartments. Once inside I'll cover the left apartments, you cover the right,' Gibbs whispered.

Warren nodded.

The wooden floor creaked as they edged along the wall of the main hallway that spanned the entire length of the building. Most of the actual apartment doors had been scavenged, leaving only the bright sunlit apartments. The music grew louder. Gibbs moved into the first small apartment to their left, sweeping his Glock across the space. It was empty and stripped of all recyclable items.

Moving back out of the apartment, he joined Warren in the hallway again, and they walked into the second apartment on the right. As they entered the brightly sunlit room, the thudding base from a song could be heard along with men's voices. Walking into the middle of the apartment, Gibbs could see all the way to the end of the building. All the inter-leading walls had been stripped away for building material. Standing in the furthest apartment, with their backs turned, were three men talking amongst themselves. A radio was placed on an old wooden crate between them.

Gibbs pulled back to Warren's position.

'I am going to walk straight towards them and engage them in conversation. You creep down the long hallway and cover me from the left as I enter the last apartment.'

Warren nodded and crept out of the second apartment. Gibbs waited until he was gone then stepped through the first wall and started walking towards them. Out the corner of his eye, he could see Warren, keeping pace with him. He clenched his jaw, eyes focused ahead of him.

The three men were wearing large tracksuit hoodies with green and black waders on underneath. Two of them had pump-action shotguns that they had leant up against their legs. The third looked to have no weapons concealed in his waders.

'Good evening, gentlemen,' Gibbs said.

All three spun around with fright and stared at Gibbs, their eyes wide. The shorter man of African descent spoke first. 'Are you Gibbs?'

'Yes I am,' Gibbs said, as he looked at the man down the sights of his Glock. 'Can you gents lower those shotguns to the floor, please?’

They looked at each other.

'Just for a few minutes while we have a little talk.'

The two men leant forward and lowered the shotguns to the ground. The third man pulled out a large knife and placed it on the crate next to the radio.

‘Now turn that music off, please.’

The man nearest the radio leaned across and turned it off, flashing a glare at Gibbs.

'Thank you for your cooperation,' Gibbs said and lowered the Glock down to his side. 'Can you tell me what Warlord Scott's house used to be before he moved in?’

'It was an old hotel in Richmond,' the man on the left said.

Gibbs nodded. 'What's your name?'

'Jesse, sir,' he replied.

'Okay, Jesse. Has Tom told you why you are here then?'

The man nodded. 'We already have a few informants lined up to meet us. They will be waiting for us at a few different meeting places…' His eyes drifted to a spot behind Gibbs.

Gibbs turned around to see Warren standing in the doorway, panic on his face as someone behind him pressed a long blade to his throat. Gibbs raised the Glock and aimed at the man’s head.

'Let him go, mate, or you will die where you stand,' Gibbs shouted, then heard a boot scuffing the doorway behind him. Spinning around, he dropped down to his right, as one of the men reached down for a shotgun. The Glock boomed twice as the man jerked backwards and fell on his side, Gibbs swung around to cover the other men, when he heard a phutt sound behind him, and the electrified barbs of the taser struck him in the back sending pulsing pain through his body

• • •

A swinging motion started to make Gibbs feel nauseous. Somewhere near him, a voice was calling his name. It was muffled by the thumping in his head. Opening his eyes, he looked around at what was a darkened room with a blueish glow from outside the windows to his left. His whole body ached, but the shooting pain in his wrists began to clear his head. Looking up, he saw that the rope that tethered his wrists was slung over a large iron hook suspended from the ceiling.

'Gibbs!' the voice called again. 'Gibbs! Wake up!'

He looked to his right to the source of the voice.

'Warren! You okay, mate?'

Warren swung on a hook next to him. 'My wrists are sore but I am fine, I think. They injected you in the shoulder with something. You have been out for hours.’

'What happened?'

'After they tasered you, they knocked me about a bit, and then got bored. One of them made a call to someone before they dragged us up the stairs to the third floor. It has been quite a long time since they left.'

'It's light out there, so is it evening?'

'No. That is dawn breaking. I think it is high tide if my maths is correct,' Warren said.

'Quiet!' whispered Gibbs.

A sound of someone walking around on the floor below them came drifting up the stairwell that was ahead of them, against the wall. The rest of the third floor was empty with white peeling walls and collapsed ceiling panels. Gibbs twisted around on the rope bindings to look behind them, but the searing pain forced him to stop.

Two men with black balaclavas walked up the stairs and crossed over to them. Both were tall with broad shoulders, one had a black all-weather jacket on, the other had a long beige raincoat hanging down to his black Wellingtons. Looking down at their hands Gibbs could tell that one man was white and the other black. The man with the black coat took a few steps forward and spoke first in a low rasping voice. 'For your own good and the safety of your families, stop snooping around London.'

Gibbs could hear that the man was trying to disguise his voice. ‘Get lost, arsehole. Is this the best you can do to scare us?' he said.

'Step aside and leave them to me!' the other man said in a German accent. He took out a Beretta with a long silencer on the end of the barrel. Stopping in front of Warren, he reached up and grabbed Warren's head with his left hand and snapped it back.

'So you are the boyfriend to the vicious little slut called Kat,' the man said.

Warren looked down at him then spat at him. ‘If you’ve hurt her at all I’ll kill you.’

The man stepped backwards, wiping the three-holed balaclava. A growl rose up within him, and he swung the Beretta at Warren’s face, smashing it into his cheek.

Warren groaned as a trickle of blood slipped down his eyebrow and rolled down his cheek.

'Take it easy,' the other man said. 'Our orders are not to hurt them.’

The tall German walked over to Gibbs, and they locked eyes. Fierce blue eyes stared back at him. There was hatred there. A hint of teeth appeared as the man smirked just before head-butting Gibbs. 'That was for Markus Schmidt.'

Gibbs's head snapped back and then rolled forward as he hung there. He tried to clear his head then heard the other man shout, 'Listen, mate, there is no need for this brutality.'

The German turned and fired his Beretta at his colleague. Gibbs heard the two suppressed sounds and the man fell to his knees before rolling sideways.

The German walked up to the body and stepped over it, turning to face Gibbs and Warren.

'Neither of you will ever see your loved ones again. They will be on the next ship to foreign shores. You can try and find them of course, but I wouldn't trust any of my friends if I were you.'

'You fucking bastard!' Warren screamed.

The man laughed and reached down to pull the black balaclava off the dead man's head.

'No!' shouted Gibbs as he looked at Tom Scott's dead eyes.

‘See, Gibbs, there is no person beyond the reach of my employer. Personally, I would have killed you two right now, but my orders were to leave you with the knowledge that you’ll be without your wife and son for the rest of your life.’

‘You had better kill us now. We will not rest until you are lying at our feet bleeding out,’ Gibbs said.

'Goodbye, Gibbs,' the man in the beige raincoat said and turned to walk out. Both Gibbs and Warren screamed abuse as he descended the stairs. With a final laugh, he disappeared down the stairwell. The noise of his footfalls faded away.

Warren broke the silence. 'I can't believe Tom had anything to do with this. What is going on? I thought he was our friend.'

'Falling to pieces now won't help anyone, Warren,' Gibbs said, looking at Warren who was close to tears. Warren nodded.

'How heavy are you?' Gibbs asked.

'What?'

'How heavy are you?

'Um…Eighty-five kilograms.'

'Okay. You are much lighter than I am, so I’ll twist around with my back towards you. Swing both your legs up and wedge them onto my shoulders. Push down on them so that you can pull yourself up the short rope. Grab the meat hook and slip the rope off.'

'I am not sure…'

'Do it, Warren,' Gibbs said. 'Think of Kat.'

Gibbs felt the feet on his shoulders and stifled a groan from the downward force as Warren clawed his way up. 'I've done it.'

He jumped down and grabbed Gibbs's legs. Lifting him up, it allowed Gibbs to flick the rope off. Untying one another's hands they walked to the stairwell. It was quiet below. ‘Jesus, I am getting too old for this crap,’ he said, rubbing his wrists.

Warren smiled and shook his head.

Gibbs ran down the stairs and then to the right, coming to the large wooden doors that were at the opposite end of the hallway they had come in through. The latch stayed sealed as Gibbs lifted with all his might. It was too rusty to budge. The sound of a boat engine somewhere outside focused his strength. Warren joined him, and together they forced the large latch sideways, swinging the large door outwards.

'Bloody hell,' Warren shouted as the full mass of the Thames tidal surge swirled a meter below them, gushing up against the side of the building. The big skips Gibbs had seen earlier were scraping up against the side of the building under the force. Raging brown water flooded for as far as the eye could see. The tall skyscrapers of Canary Wharf stood defiantly off in the distant blue haze. The old headquarters of the Phoenix Council stood shrouded in blue, mocking them.

'There the bastard is,' Gibbs shouted and pointed to a large white barge that was powering its way into the tide.

'Damn it! They are getting away,' Warren said.

'We'll have to wait here until the surge goes out again and then head back to the van. I have another phone there.'

'How will that help?

‘We now have a lead on them. That man is related to Markus Schmidt somehow. Andrei might know more about him because he and Butler recruited him.'


Chapter 13

Borehamwood, North of London, London, England, UK - 2033

Pain seared across Christina's cheeks as the wide silver tape was ripped from her face, and the vile piece of oily cloth was pulled from her mouth, forcing a gag reflex.

'Are you going to behave yourself now, Christina?' the man with the thick German accent asked.

Tilting her head back, she tried to peek below the blindfold. She could only see a cold concrete floor and black Wellington boots in front of her. Shifting her balance, she twisted her shoulders and more pain coursed up her arms from the black cable ties that cut into her wrists.

'Where is my son, you bastard?'

'Don't worry about him. He has been given something to sedate him and is asleep only a few metres from you.'

'You’d better not hurt him, or I will kill you.'

'I am sure you think you could. You and that dark haired bitch have accounted for quite a few of my men up until now. Many have painful private parts and would love the chance to get both of you on a bed and teach you a lesson or two.'

‘Am I supposed to feel sorry for those pigs?’ she said.

‘I am all that stands in the way of that happening, Christina. Co-operate for the next few days and you may just survive it all.'

Christina heard the tearing sound of tape off skin and then a moan of a woman next to her.

'Ah, young Kat, I believe,' the man said. 'I have just paid a visit to both of your better halves. Sadly they were both hanging from meat hooks in a warehouse in the Floodzone, so not really in any better shape than you.'

'You fucking bastard!' Kat shouted.

The German burst out laughing. 'That’s exactly what your boyfriend shouted when I told him you’re going on a journey and that he will probably never see you again. You were made for one another.'

Christina threw her head back and tried to scan around her surroundings a little more. A large pair of hands grabbed her head and slipped the blindfold down. More rough hands lifted her under her arms and dragged her to her feet. Her legs throbbed from sitting on the cold concrete.

'Bring the kid too,' she heard someone say behind her.

'Christina!' shouted Kat.

'It’ll be okay, Kat,' she shouted back.

Her captor continued to push her forward, lifting her slightly.

'I demand to know where you are taking me,' she shouted, then heard Stuart moaning behind her. 'It's okay, Stu. Mommy’s here.'

'Please keep quiet, Christina. You don't want to get him angry,' a soft male voice said from behind her.

'Where are you taking me?'

'You and Stuart are being loaded into a truck.'

'Please tell me where we are going?’ she asked, her throat closing up with fear.

Tears formed in her eyes and her lips quivered. She gasped a breath in shock as she was forced up against a cold wall. A loud screeching noise to the left of her made her jump. Metal on metal. She got goosebumps as the sound went through her.

'Okay, Christina, you are going to be getting onto the back of a truck now. I will lift your blindfold up a little so you can see the rungs of the small ladder. Climb up and move inside until you get to a mattress. Stuart will be joining you soon.’

'What about Kat and the others? Where are we going? Are they coming with me?'

Gentle hands lifted her blindfold. 'They will be in another truck. All I know is, we are heading to the north of England.’

'Thank you.'

'Please hurry because if you dawdle, he will come over here and punish us both.'

• • •

Christina woke up with a start and heard a soft murmuring near her. She reached across and placed her bound hands on Stuart's shoulder as he lay asleep on a light blue mattress. The humming of the truck's big tyres on the tarmac was the only other sound that echoed around her. Her blindfold had slid up again, and she could make out two benches that were on either side of the interior of the truck. With her eyes acclimatising, she saw the silhouette of someone sitting on the end of the bench, two metres away from her.

'Hello?' she said.

The person's head turned towards her.

'Could I get a drink of water, please?' she asked.

Stuart stirred next to her, and she gently caressed his fine hair.

The figure at the end of the seat stood up and reached across into a black container on the other bench. Pulling out a plastic bottle of water, he opened it and walked over to Christina. 'Here you are. Drink quickly. I think we will be stopping soon.'

Christina took a long sip and felt better as the liquid washed away the dry, dusty taste in her mouth. 'Thank you… I am sorry. I don't know your name.'

'My name is Owen,' the man said.

'Thank you, Owen.'

The decrease in pitch from the noise of the wheels made her heart stop. The sound continued to drop as the truck slowed and came to a halt. She watched Owen get up and move toward the large tarpaulin flap that covered the back of the truck. Two men released the straps on the outside before Owen swung the flap upwards and tied it up against the roof. Light streamed in and caught her in the eyes just below the blindfold.

The slim young man climbed down the ladder. With his hand though her elbow, he walked her around the side of the truck and stood her up with her back against the truck door. All sense of time was lost. Shifting from foot to foot, she stood in silence for what seemed like an eternity. The scrape of footfalls near her made her stomach clench.

'Where is Stuart?' she asked.

'Don’t worry about him. He is still asleep and will remain so for the rest of the journey,' the man with the German accent said as he reached around the back of Christina's head and grabbed the knot of the blindfold. In a quick movement, he ripped it off her head, hurting her ears.

She groaned and pinched her eyes tight as the bright sunlight blinded her. As she shielded her eyes with her tethered hands, the sound of a knife flicking open made her gasp for breath. The sun gleamed on the silver blade as the German turned it around in his hands, then grabbing her hands he sliced through the black cable ties in a downward swipe.

'You can have a toilet break for five minutes. Two of my men will escort you to the restroom.'

Christina nodded and then looked up at his face. Shock hit her like a sledgehammer. Confusion coursed through her like an icy fog. Markus stood in front of her. A man she had once loved in a life long past. A dead man now stood in front of her. Gibbs had killed him in the cold North Sea off Germany.

The tall blond figure grinned, his eyes narrowing. 'My name is Woolf Egger, and yes, I look like him. He was my twin. Now go to the restroom before I change my mind.’

'Forget the toilet, Woolf. Why the hell have we been kidnapped?'

Woolf sneered at her and reached into the top pocket of his black jacket. Pulling out a burgundy piece of folded cloth with frayed edges, he handed it to her. Christina looked into his soulless blue eyes and snatched the cloth from him. As she unfolded it, she gasped. A family crest was embroidered onto what was a blazer pocket. A crest she had seen so many times before. The words, Comme je trouve - As I find, positioned in gold lettering below the faded coat of arms for the Butler family. She handed the cloth back to Woolf and then broke out into a sprint to her left. Her arms pumped as she ran towards two small brick buildings that had been built along the old M6 motorway. The footsteps of the chasing men grew louder behind her, and she heard one of the men laughing. Running as fast as she could across the tarmac forecourt of the buildings, she heard Woolf shout out behind her.

'What about your son, Christina?'

Tears welled up in her eyes as she stopped running and stood for a second, her lower lip quivering as she started to sob. Her shoulders shook as she cried and turned back towards the trucks. The men in jeans and jackets grabbed her arms. She could see Woolf standing near the trucks with his arms folded. Trudging back, she was ushered off towards the toilets away from a smiling Woolf.

A few minutes later as she stood near the first truck of the convoy, Woolf walked over. 'Now that the gravity of your situation has sunk in, I don’t expect any further escape attempts from you. You understand that you will never see your son again if you try and make a break for it.'

She nodded her head, a fraction of a second before the slap hit her face and wrenched her head sideways. Stumbling to her left, one of the men grabbed her before she could topple over and helped her upright.

'Throw her in the truck with the little runt,' Woolf said.

• • •

With the moon lighting their way, Christina carried Stuart in her arms, his head on her shoulder as he occasionally murmured and sighed, some drug keeping him unconscious. Surrounded by three armed guards, she walked across a large square of concrete. Cracks and holes caused by the onslaught of weeds made walking tricky for her. Ahead was the large doorway of a warehouse.

'Take them to the second room,' Woolf shouted. 'Keep them separated from the others.'

Owen grabbed her arm and gave her a meek smile as they walked into the warehouse. Three big fishing boats undergoing hull maintenance were mounted up on wooden struts. Along the right-hand brick wall of the warehouse were the long tables and workstations of the artisans who worked on the boats. Steel cabinets and tools hung on boards mounted to the walls behind the workstations. On the left-hand side were seven small offices. Owen shepherded her towards them. Stacked alongside the second office door were large wooden crates with the logo for Styx Enterprises stamped on them.

'Who is Styx Enterprises?' she asked.

Owen opened the door and pushed her into the dark room, flicking the switch on as she walked through. Three sets of bunk beds with blue blankets and sheets piled on them were pushed up against the opposite wall. Dirty yellowing pillows hinted to the stream of occupants that had slept there.

'Please be honest with me, Owen. What does he want with Stuart and me? I won't tell Woolf that you told me anything. You have been so kind to me, and it seems that you are the only friend that we have here.'

Owen's face lit up, and he glanced back out of the open door. 'I don't know that much, Christina. I am employed by Styx Enterprises as a guard and have been detailed to Mr Egger. He has something to do with the fusion ships that Styx builds here in Glasgow. I heard via the grapevine that they have some deal with the New American Government. That is all I know.'

Christina lay Stuart down on one of the lower bunks and turned to face Owen. 'Thanks for telling me what you know, despite the risk from that vile man. Do you know anything about Francis Butler?’

Owen smiled again. 'Lord Butler looks after me and a few other boys when we are not working and makes sure we get everything we need.'

'I see nothing much has changed then.'

Owen frowned. 'What do you mean?'

'Be careful of Francis, Owen. The same hands that pat your head and hug you so lovingly will also break your neck when they are tired of you.'

'He is not that bad.'

'Take it from me, be careful because he has a dark side,' she said. 'If you do hear what their plans are for us, I'd appreciate it if you told me.'

The young man nodded and walked out.


Chapter 14

Carshalton Estate, Surrey, England, UK - 2033

Gibbs scanned the Carshalton House kitchen as he and Warren walked into the large square room, half expecting to see his son running around the kitchen getting under everyone's feet. Warren grabbed a big wooden bin that was in the middle of the table and took out a handful of biscuits. He scoffed them down, never taking his eyes off Gibbs, who took the satphone from his pocket and dialled.

'Of course I'm convinced it was Tom,' Gibbs snapped. 'We double checked his body before we left.'

Silence on the line.

'Andrei? You still there?'

'Yes.'

'Something must have happened for Tom to betray us like that,' Gibbs said. 'And who the hell was the tall German who knew Markus?'

'Gibbs, I am just as shocked as you are to hear about all of this. I will talk to a few people who knew Markus and see if he had any other friends. As for Tom, I considered him a good friend and have no idea why he was involved in Christina's kidnapping.'

'Maybe we should accept that he was just a leader of a gang that annihilated all other gangs in his quest to become the Warlord of London,' Gibbs said, scratching at a crack in the table with his fingernail.

'Yes, he did, but ever since the Phoenix Council was toppled, he became a better man. You of all people must have seen him become a changed man,' Andrei said. 'Something bad must have happened to make a man like him turn on his friends. I'll continue to make a few calls, and I will get back to you.'

• • •

Gibbs stood in the centre of his bedroom, beads of water rolling down his body as he wrapped a brown towel around his waist. The shower had freshened him up a little. Sitting on the edge of the bed with his elbows on his knees, he rubbed his face with his hands.

The empty wooden picture frame on the bedside table hinted to the life without Christina and Stuart. Grabbing it, he threw it with all his might against the wall. It shattered in a shower of glass and wooden bits.

The satphone in his faded jeans pocket started to ring, and he ran around to the other side of the bed and grabbed them off the floor. Rummaging through the pockets, he pulled out the black phone only to drop it. It bounced on his foot, which he stuck out to break its fall, and then it spun across the room into the wooden floor pelmet, the battery parting ways from the rest of the phone.

'For fuck sakes, Gibbs,' he shouted and dashed across the floor and snatched up the pieces.

Clipping the battery back on to the phone, he powered it up and watched the nauseating Iridium satellite logo flashing at him as it started up and attempted to regain signal.

'Come on!'

A minute later as he dressed in jeans and a work shirt, the phone rang.

'Gibbs!' he answered.

'It's me,' Andrei replied. 'I’ve been looking into the ten NEG men who did the kidnapping, and we managed to capture one of the thugs who was mouthing off to an informant that he had done a recent job dressed as an NEG army officer.’

'I want to interrogate the fucker as soon as I can. With the low tide set for another five hours, I can be there…'

'He died under interrogation, Gibbs,' Andrei said.

'What! How could you let that happen, Andrei? He was our only solid lead.'

'Take a deep breath, my friend. We got a lot from him before his heart gave out. I did the interrogation myself.'

'Wait! Just how long have you had this man in custody? You didn't say anything about it on the earlier call.'

'I wanted to get the full picture and all the details before telling you.'

'I thought you said that you were past doing all that kind of FSB torture work.'

'I did the interrogation myself because I have known Christina my whole life, back since when our parents were doctors at the same hospital in Moscow, so I was never going to let someone else question the man, not even you.'

'Sorry, Andrei. I forgot you were both close. But don't ever leave me out of the loop like that again,' Gibbs said. 'What did you get from him?'

'A person from our past has resurfaced.'

'Who?'

'Butler.'

Gibbs felt his chest tighten. 'Jesus, that makes a little more sense. That must be the link. I was wondering how the big German knew Markus Schmidt. Maybe they were both rent boys for Butler.'

'I agree.'

'At least we know who we’re up against,' Gibbs said.

'Yes. It seems the lunatic has left for the Americas. We always knew that he had substantial backing plus an extensive group of companies over there when we were all on the Phoenix Council. I had assumed that they had all been disbanded by the New American Government.'

'This thug knew all of that. Jeez, I thought they were just some muscle that worked for Tom.'

'That’s what I thought too but after a bit more persuasion he confessed to being a low-level employee in Butler's organisation. They teamed up with Tom's crew, and it seemed that it was all planned down to the last detail.'

'What else?' Gibbs asked.

'We found out that they are trafficking humans from the Americas to the European continent. I chatted to a few colleagues who are checking into this across our NAG states.’

'What the hell is he up to now? Is it for cheap labour or maybe sex trafficking?'

'The prisoner said that a lot of people are being taken to America.'

Gibbs sat on the end of the bed again with the image of Christina and Stuart shivering in a cold ship. It made his skin crawl.

'The last words from his lips were about some disease he’d heard about. A version of avian flu but we don't know much about that. He was mumbling in the end.'

'So why has Butler kidnapped our wives and girlfriends? Is it revenge for toppling his little governmental project and other secret organisations?'

'I don't think so. It is always about money and power with him, so the virus must have something to do with that.'

'I don’t know, Andrei. It must be about revenge. I mean, why else would he take Christina? He wants to get back at you and me, and he knows that we will do anything to get her back. Maybe he is trying to get us to follow him to America.’

'Do you believe that he will take them there?'

'Now, I do. Whatever he is planning, the prisoner said he has gone to the US. He will want to keep Christina close to him. It's the kind of twisted thing he would do, don't you think?'

'No, I don’t,' Andrei said. 'I think he would have hurt them already if he wanted to make us suffer. Why drag them all the way there when he could have killed them right here, like Tom? I think we should continue our search here in the UK, as it is where Tom was based. He had a part to play in this and was clearly swayed by a much bigger picture that we are not seeing yet.'

'We can agree on that. Tom would not have just kidnapped eight people on a whim. Christina mentioned that there was something off about him the last time he visited, and I just ignored her.'

'Don't be too hard on yourself, mate. They will have promised him a lot of money or political power for him to turn on us. I was with him a few weeks ago, and he seemed fine,' Andrei said.

‘I would still like you to keep a watch on the main shipping ports, the airports as well. Butler is clearly connected enough to get his hands on a military plane,' Gibbs said.

‘Maybe, but he must know that we will check the airports. I'll see what data I can get on the ports.’


Chapter 15

Greenock Quay, Glasgow area, Scotland - 2033

'Christina!' the soft voice said. 'Christina, you have to get up now.'

She opened her eyes to see Owen, her slim guard, standing over her and holding two folded white towels with bottles of water lying on top of them. She glanced around the large room in a bid to try and wake up from the nightmare. Owen smiled at her.

'Where is Stuart, Owen?'

'He is on the floor over there,' Owen said. 'Now please hurry.'

She stood up and looked across the other empty beds to see Stuart sitting on the floor with a book open between his legs. He looked up and gave her a carefree smile. Her heart lifted at the four-year-old. He was lucky enough not to be aware of the danger they were in.

'You only have five minutes to be ready, and then you two will be moved to another room.'

'What for?'

'I don't know. To be honest, I haven't been told a thing.'

'Thanks for getting him the book,' she said.

'Sure thing. I found it in one of the offices,' he said. 'Please hurry, Christina. Woolf hates to be kept waiting.'

Five minutes later Christina was following Owen as they headed out of the side door of the warehouse and into another larger meeting room. A metal table was pushed up against a white board that hung on one wall. Two large wooden chairs had been placed in the middle of the room. Owen showed them to the chairs. Christina flicked a glance at him and then back at the chair. Owen picked up Stuart and helped him into the chair then tickled his stomach as the little boy giggled. The sound of footsteps made Christina turn. Woolf and four heavily built men walked into the room.

'That is all for now,' Woolf said to Owen, gesturing to the door with his head. He nodded and walked towards the door, looking back at Christina with a sad smile. She reached across for Stuart's hand.

'I am glad to see you, Woolf,' Christina said. ‘Can you please be honest with me about what is going to happen to my son and me? Also, I’d like to know what has happened to Kat and the others. I have not seen them at all.'

Woolf looked at her, his cold eyes devoid of any emotion. 'The answer to both questions is, no.'

Christina was about to reply when a short, plump woman walked through the door and straight up to Woolf. Speaking in German, they were soon arguing about something and both kept pointing to Stuart. The woman wore long black slacks and closed flat shoes, all beneath a white lab coat. Her leathery face showed no sign of makeup and her greying black hair was pulled back tightly into a ponytail.

Turning towards Christina, she smiled a warm smile. 'Hello, Christina, I am Helga Koch. Everyone calls me Matron. I will also be making the journey with you and Stuart. So I will now give him a strong sedative to make it the trip easier.'

Christina suddenly felt claustrophobic. Four men in khaki uniforms moved in around her. They were different men to the rabble who had grabbed them from the market. Ruthless glints in their eyes with sharp, purposeful movements. These were military men like Gibbs.

'What bloody journey are you talking about and why must Stuart be sedated again? I will make sure that he behaves if you tell me what is going on.'

'It’s the way it has to be for the next few days,' Helga said and removed two syringes from her lab coat pocket.

Christina stood up and lunged at the woman. 'Don't you dare touch my son, you old witch. I will kill you if you harm him.'

Stuart started crying as the four men grabbed Christina and manhandled her back into the chair with a thud. Long black cable ties quickly appeared, and they strapped her wrists and forearms to the wooden armrests. One of them produced a roll of silver tape and ripped a strip off, placing it across her mouth.

Woolf stood over Stuart and held him down with his large hands placed on the little boy's shoulders. Fear coursed through Christina at the sight of the danger to her son, and she kicked out at Woolf. Strong hands grabbed her shoulders, forcing her into the chair and she struggled to stop Woolf tying the little boy's arms. Helga walked forward, pulling the green cover off the needle of one of the syringes. She injected a small quantity of white liquid into Stuart's arm as he squirmed and cried out in pain.

Christina felt faint. She screamed against the tape across her mouth, her head feeling like it would burst. The cable ties tore into her arms under the strain. Two of the men pinned her shoulders to the back of the chair as she continued to try and kick out at Helga.

'Now calm down, my dear, or I will be forced to sedate you for the trip too. Who will then care for this cute little boy?' she said, ruffling his white hair.

Christina fought the instinct to fight on, the woman was right. Now was not the time to fight or try to escape. She had to protect Stuart from these thugs. Other opportunities would present themselves. She went limp in the chair.

'See, child, isn't that much better,' Helga said to her and took the cap off another syringe. 'This will help Stuart with any motion sickness for the first few days while he gets used to the…'

'Enough of this chattering, old woman,' Woolf shouted. 'Finish what you are doing.'

The matron finished injecting the tearful Stuart with a clear liquid then stood back. Christina looked up at Woolf as he took out a small silver digital camera and took a few photos of them.

'Untie her,' he said.

Christina ripped the tape from her mouth after they cut her ties and made a grab for her sobbing son. The four men moved in again and dragged her towards the door. She tried to kick and lash out, but they were too strong. Stuart smiled, and then his head dropped forward a few times as the drugs took effect.

Woolf walked up to her and leant in towards her face. 'See what you have done, Christina. This was your entire fault. I told Lord Butler that you’ve been misbehaving, and he told me to separate you from your son until you could calm down.'

Christina head-butted Woolf. A sickening crack reverberated through the room as he reeled backwards, the blow catching him full on the cheek.

'Arrrrhhhh…' he shouted then swung a backhand across her face, snapping her head to the side.

'Take her to her room and lock her up without any food. Tell Owen to stay away from her too. I don't want him smuggling stuff to her.’

Tears flowed down her cheeks and her legs went limp from the blow.

• • •

Woolf stood in the doorway to the adjacent room, grinding his teeth as he attempted to think away the pain from the head-butt. The room had several tall metal cupboards and glass-fronted cabinets against both the left and right walls. At the back wall, stood a small desk with a laptop and brown folders on the top. Several chests of drawers were just inside the doorway. In the middle of the room was a small operating table that was positioned under a large surgical lamp. Helga had placed Stuart on the table and was busy linking him up to a small trolley of monitors. Two men were standing at the table, already wearing surgical gowns and masks.

Helga pulled back from the table and nodded to the surgeon. Walking out the room she gave Woolf an icy stare then left with a shake of her head. Woolf followed her out and walked down a small corridor and then out of a side door into the Glasgow rain. He stood under the lean-to that covered the door and took out a pack of cigarettes from his top pocket. Taking a long draw, he felt happier. Lord Butler was going to be pleased with him.

Thirty minutes later he was back inside in a small office and reading some email. A cough from the door drew his eyes upwards. Helga stood in the doorway scowling at him. She walked up to him with an object wrapped in white cloth in her hands and left it on the wooden desktop.

'This is not right, Woolf,' she said. 'We should not be doing this.’

'Shut up, Helga. If any of Butler's pretty boys or other informers hear such dissent and report back to him, you will be killed, or worse, infected with the virus.'

'I do not care anymore, Woolf. It is despicable what he is making us do.'

'Get out, woman, and go back to your vodka. When you signed up to this, you swore your loyalty to him, so stay quiet if you want to live.'

Her eyes narrowed as she chewed the inside of her lip, then she turned and slammed the door behind her.

Woolf reached across the desk and grabbed the metal box. He opened and looked at the object inside. Opening the metal desk drawer, he pulled out the piece of burgundy cloth with the Butler crest on it and also a small American flag. Folding them neatly together, he placed them in the box.


Chapter 16

Carshalton Estate, Surrey, England, UK - 2033

The two horses reared back on their hind legs, pulling the rope through Gibbs's gloved hands. The fox skirted the furthest point of the paddock, head down to the ground and sniffing for a meal. It had always been a nuisance to the animals. Since a run in with the curious creature when they were foals, the horses had always been edgy.

'Whoa!' Gibbs shouted and leant back on the rope with his body weight to pull them towards the stable. 'Easy there! Come on, girls.'

The two horses kicked a little more then finally capitulated and walked forward into the double stable. Gibbs slammed the door shut after them. Someone needed to ride them urgently but that was Christina and Kat's job, and it had now been three days since the kidnapping.

'Gibbs?' a female voice shouted from outside the stable, Gibbs spun around in hope. It was Amanda, a commune worker and a friend.

Gibbs walked around the corner, and she was walking towards him with long strides in her black jeans and Wellingtons. Brown long hair flowed down her shoulders across her red jacket. 'Hello, Amanda.'

'Hello, pet. There's a delivery man up at the house. He has a parcel with him which he will only place in your hands,' she said.

'Is Warren not about?' Gibbs asked as they started walking up the small path back to the house.

'The poor boy is finally sleeping after the last few trips into the Floodzone, so I thought it best to let him rest,' she said. 'Is there any more news?'

Gibbs shook his head. 'Nothing new. We are still going into the Floodzone with Andrei's NEG troops and have confirmed that the kidnappers have headed north. Andrei is keeping communications open with the other Warlords, so we just have to wait and hope.'

'Please promise me that you will get some rest, Gibbs, what with all the searching and trying to keep this place ticking over,' she said. 'We can handle ourselves here, you know.'

Gibbs smiled and put his arms around Amanda's shoulders as they walked. 'I know that you folks can handle the commune. It's just that I need something to keep me busy until we hear back from Andrei.'

'And then what? What if the NEG troop cannot locate them?'

Gibbs walked in silence for a few seconds. 'Then, Warren and I will make a few calls and get some of my old army boys together. We will go north and find them. No matter how long it takes.'

Amanda gave him a big squeeze as they walked through a small wooden gate onto a wide expanse of stone shingle that was laid around the perimeter of the white walls of Carshalton House.

'I'll go inside and get the kettle on, shall I,' she said and ducked in through a green side door that was surrounded by dark green ivy. Gibbs smiled and continued to walk around the house. A spot of the wall, where the paint was peeling, caught his eye, and he made a mental note to get one of the men to repair and paint it.

'Hi there!' he shouted to the delivery man who was sitting inside the doorway of the sliding door of the white van. The man took a draw on a cigarette and then killed it by rubbing it on the inside of the door. Placing the extinguished butt in his top pocket, he stood up as Gibbs arrived and reached around to fetch something from alongside the pile of hessian sacks he was transporting.

'You are Mr Gibbs, I take it,' the driver said. Gibbs nodded. 'I have a small parcel that I was paid to deliver and hand to you personally,' he said and handed the object wrapped in old newspaper. The delivery man turned and dragged the large sliding door closed, slamming it with a bang.

'We have the kettle on, so you are welcome to have a mug of tea for your troubles,' Gibbs said to the waiting man as he stood by the open driver's door.

'Thanks, mate, I would love to, but I have to get these sacks delivered.'

Gibbs tore open the paper and lifted the lid of the box. He frowned a little as he lifted a small American flag out of the box then his heart started to beat faster. Opening the cloth wrapping stopped him dead. All the air was smashed out of him, and he gasped for breath. The world started to spin.

'Oh my God, what the fuck is that?' the driver said, taking a step forward.

Gibbs exploded at the sight of Stuart's little finger wrapped in the embroidered crest of Lord Butler.

'Bastards!' he screamed and dropped the parcel in the driveway, lunging at the driver. He swung a left fist at the man's head that landed with a crack, sending the man crashing backwards into the driver's door, as a right hook smashed into his mouth, splitting his lip in a mist of red. With a thud, the man collapsed onto the ground, leaning up against the open door, his eyes rolling.

Gibbs looked to the sky then screamed out in anguish, a guttural, animal roar to the heavens. How could someone do this to a four-year-old boy? Gibbs clenched his fists and looked down at the drowsy driver. Reaching down with his right hand, he grabbed the man by his long brown hair causing him to groan as he dragged him up to his feet. Gibbs's left hand gripped the man's throat and pushed him up against the van door.

'Who gave you the parcel?

The man's eyes darted around with fear, struggling to take a breath. He gargled as he tried to say something.

'I'll give you one chance before I take you to the workshop and go to town on your hands and feet with a nail gun,' Gibbs said through gritted teeth.

The tightening of his grip on the man's throat caused a gurgling sound from his mouth. Eyes bulging as he started to turn crimson and blue, both the driver's hands scratched at Gibbs's arm trying to loosen the vice-like grip. Gibbs blinked a few times and then slowly released his grip, to the sound of a long rasping breath.

Standing back from the driver he said, 'Who gave you the parcel and where? Tell me everything, now.'

'It was a tall blond man. He didn't give his name. A huge German fella. They paid me…'

The driver's forehead exploded outward in a spray of blood, closely followed by a second bullet that nicked the top of the driver's head as he fell.

'No!' Gibbs screamed as he dropped to his knees in the driveway behind the dead man who had slumped forward.

The sniper line must have come from the top main gate of the farm. Gibbs peered around the open driver's door a few times, scanning the horizon up along their top wheat field. In the narrow entrance road, he saw a white van parked.

Two bullets smashed through the open door, and Gibbs dropped to his chest on the ground, trying to get a fix on the shooter. Fifty metres to the right of a van, the figure of a man broke cover and ran in a low crouch along the small perimeter hedge. Sprinting back to the main road he carried a long barrelled rifle in his hand.

Jumping up, Gibbs saw the keys still in the ignition. He raced back towards the kitchen, looking back to see that the shooter had jumped into his van and was reversing out of the single farm lane. Gibbs burst through the door, causing Amanda to scream with fright. Warren, whose head was still on his arms on the kitchen table, jumped up, dazed from a deep sleep, 'What the hell, Gibbs, we'll die of bloody heart failure,' he said.

Gibbs ran over to one of the cabinets and reached above it, his fingers grabbing the cool barrel of the Franchi semi-automatic shotgun. Pulling it down and placing it on the kitchen counter, he opened the cereal cupboard and took out a box of shells.

'What the hell is happening, Gibbs? Have you heard something about Kat and Christina?' Warren asked as he came and stood beside Gibbs.

'Call Andrei on the house satphone. Get him to call me back in exactly five minutes. Tell him to get two groups of five men into their armoured vans ready for me,' Gibbs said, taking five more shells out of the box and placing them in his top pocket.

'Where are you going?'

'Just call him and tell him I am onto something.'

‘Must I come with you?'

'Stay here and call him, damn it,' Gibbs said and ran out the kitchen.

Making it back to the van, he stopped and picked up the small metal box from the ground and placed everything back inside. He turned and threw it to Warren who was standing in the doorway, the phone up to his ear. Gibbs jumped in and started the van. Switching a toggle over to the hydrogen cell, it would give him a better top end speed over using just the Fusion drive.

The van slipped silently through the gate as Gibbs slammed the tiptronic gearbox forward and backwards. Sliding around a bend to the right he had a view across a span of green fields to the main road in the distance. The glimpse of the white roof of a van heading back towards London made him drop to a lower gear, adrenaline spiking within him.

Arriving at the main road, Gibbs dropped two gears and yanked the steering wheel to the left. The van bounced onto the tar, wheels screeching with the change in surface, the momentum forcing him to drift into the oncoming lane, in front of a large truck. The truck swerved, to the right and went off the road into another wheat field, narrowly missing Gibbs, who counter-steered back into the left lane.

They’ll pay with their lives for this. Reaching across the seat, he grabbed the shotgun and dragged the stock across his legs. Pulling the shells out of his top pocket, he flipped the shotgun over and pushed five shells into the magazine loading port below the bolt. Wedging his knees under the steering wheel, he waited for a straight bit of road then used both hands to drag the bolt back, letting it slam closed. Feeling for the small safety button behind the trigger guard, he clicked it off.

Gibbs scanned the winding road ahead and realised he was not gaining on the van. The man was in a hurry. Thoughts and memories from his SAS training days flooded back as he downshifted again to race up a small hill. They would soon reach the A3 motorway.

The satphone rang on the seat next to him. 'Andrei?'

'What is going on, Gibbs?

'Butler has declared this all a personal vendetta. He fucking cut Stuart's little finger off and sent it to me.'

'What?'

'The parcel was hand delivered, and before I could get any details from the driver, he was eliminated by a sniper who must have followed him. I am chasing the shooter now. We have just driven onto the A3 heading towards London.'

'I have two teams ready as you asked. Where do you think he will go?'

'I am sure that he will head towards London now that I am on his tail. The delivery man who was shot said he was given the parcel by a large German, so it must have been the same bastard who murdered Tom. I watched them escape in a boat to the north bank of the Thames, so I guess that is where the shooter is headed.'

'How can you be so sure?'

'Because, that’s what I would do. He is a pro, Andrei,' Gibbs said. 'That was a four-hundred-metre shot, across a windy field. He's not some dopey floodlander, so I am sure our German friend will want him to return. Have one team head towards the Waterloo area and the other towards the Richmond area. Text their satphone numbers to me and I'll call once we get closer to direct them.'

• • •

'Get ready to move,' Gibbs shouted into the satphone. 'I've caught up with him, and he is heading across a small grass section in a westerly direction along Mill Hill Road and past the old Putney Hospital. Heading towards Barnes.'

The van ahead of him swerved as a scavenger with an old shopping trolley full scrap scurried off the main road and into a small ditch, shouting and flipping them the finger as they drove past. The back end of the van fishtailed viciously, and the shooter had to correct by vaulting the pavement and cutting through another small field.

'Wait! He might be doubling back,' Gibbs shouted into the phone and followed him through the field.

Gibbs glanced at the bright green meter in the dashboard. The battery was on half charge. This hard driving was draining power quickly. It would be no different for the shooter in front of him. The van veered to the right again, aiming back at the main road as a flock of pigeons burst up out of the grass, clearing the roof with only feathers to spare.

'Wait, he is heading back to Barnes. Call the other team and tell them to start moving towards us to close the net. When he gets to Barnes, he can either go left towards you or right towards them. Call Andrei, tell him to get someone on the other side of the river in case the shooter has a boat waiting. It's low tide, but it might be a small water taxi,' he shouted and ended the call.

Grabbing the shotgun, Gibbs rested it on the broken side mirror and leant out the window. Steering his van across to the right, he aimed at the driver's window. The shotgun recoiled as the discharge of buckshot tore through the other vehicle’s door and shattered the side window. The driver swerved to the right, cutting off the angle for another shot, then switched into the oncoming lane.

'Clever man,' Gibbs said. 'A pro indeed.'

They raced through an intersection, causing a new green fusion tractor with a trailer to veer into a small thicket at the side of the road. The shooter raced up to a T-junction and skidded around to the right, firing a pistol at Gibbs from out of the window. Two bullets cracked through the top of the windshield on the passenger side. Gibbs fire twice. The first ripped a small hole in the panel behind the driver, the second ripped into the shooter's retreating arm. The pistol fell into the road just before Gibbs lost the angle again as he followed the careering vehicle around to the left.

The slimy streets of Barnes showed the visible signs that they were now in the Floodzone. Sandbagged houses and businesses lined the streets, grass and branches were washed in by the flood, wedged into desolate doorways. Gibbs geared down to take a left turn as they passed by old abandoned shop fronts and bars. The concrete floodwall that loomed on the riverbank ahead of them was the key T-junction. Gibbs placed the shotgun out the window again. The shooter up ahead once again let the van drift to the right to protect the angle.

'Fucker!' Gibbs shouted and adjusted his aim.

Two loud retorts and the back right metal mud flap disappeared. The back tyre burst causing the van to swing to the left into some large metal crates, sending them spinning back out into Gibbs's path. He snapped the steering wheel to the left, and the van swerved. A large crate slapped the side of his van, sending him swerving to the right towards a brick wall. Instinctively he steered the van back to the left, but the back of the van slammed the wall and skidded back across the street. As the wheel jammed into a pothole, the van flipped onto its side and spun around.

Time slowed down as the shooter overcorrected in his swerving van, still heading for the floodwall, he spun the van to try and make the turn, but the wheels hit the small pavement at the base of the floodwall. The van rolled over and hit the floodwall with its roof, the momentum sending it over into the river.

Gibbs's van had skidded to a halt, and he lay on the bottom of the cab, covered in glass and looking at his hand that was covered in blood from a wound on his head. He tried to move, but could only blink a few times. It all got blurry.

Crying out in pain as he rolled out of the vacant windshield, he clambered up to his feet. Squinting through the blur, he could not see the sniper. His first step failed as his leg gave way, and he collapsed sideways into the sludge and slime. Focusing his vision with a few blinks, he saw what he wanted. Crawling on all fours, he reached the shotgun and used it as a crutch to get to his feet. Pulling the bolt back, he saw the bronze and red casing of the shotgun shell. His luck had turned.

Staggering towards the T-junction, he looked in either direction for the van. Nothing. An NEG truck was approaching from his left. Gibbs looked down to see glass shards up against the floodwall and a streak of white paint. He smiled.

Pain shot up his leg as he limped to the wall and peered over. The steaming wreck of the van was two meters below him, lying on the glistening stones of the Thames riverbed. The shooter had managed to crawl out and was lying three metres away. The man tried to push himself to his feet, but his hands slipped on the slippery stones.

Gibbs raised the shotgun.

The shooter turned over and fell onto his back, grimacing as he looked up at Gibbs.

Gibbs blinked his eyes and squeezed the trigger.

Hands grabbed him and yanked him back as the retort of the shotgun went off into the air.

'Arrrgh! Leave me the fuck alone,' he shouted as six NEG men dragged him away.


Chapter 17

Richmond Park, Richmond, London, England, UK - 2033

'Okay, mate, easy does it,' Warren said and helped Andrei restrain Gibbs from pulling the IVs out of his arms.

Gibbs looked up at their blurred faces and blinked then looked up at the green tent roof. Two round lights hung from the tent frame above him. Pain pierced the back of his eyes from the light, and he turned away to face Andrei, who had sat back down in a chair.

'You have a concussion and a few small cuts from all the glass. Aside from a few other bumps and bruises, you are lucky to be alive,' Andrei said.

Gibbs's head was swimming with images of Christina, exploding foreheads and rolling cars. 'Why did the bloody NEG take so long to get involved?'

Andrei frowned, and then looked across at Warren, who shrugged. Gibbs looked at them both, 'Are you trying to hide something from me, Andrei? Are you involved with Butler?'

'Don't be silly, Gibbs. You've had an accident while you were chasing up on a lead. We were a few minutes away from you when you rolled the vehicle.’

Gibbs squeezed his eyes shut and tried to focus. 'Then you are helping Tom Scott with this all.'

Warren leaned forward. ‘Gibbs, Tom is dead. Shot by that big German fella.'

'If he could be turned by Butler then so could all of you…' Gibbs stopped and then sat up in bed. 'Can I get some water?'

He sat there drinking for a few minutes with his jumbled thoughts.

'How long have I been out?'

'Several hours. You have been brought to an army infirmary in Richmond Park,' Warren said.

'Any news about Christina?' he asked. 'Did the shooter survive?'

Andrei looked across the bed to Warren. 'He was captured by one of our teams. We have him in transit to the NEG compound in Canary Wharf.'

'I want to interrogate him this time,' Gibbs said.

He swung his legs off the bed and tried to get up. Nausea caused the room to spin, and he shook his head to try to get his balance receptors firing again. Then he spewed hot bile vomit over the bed next to him as he was violently ill.

'Lie back down, my friend. You need to get another good long sleep into you,' Andrei said as he grabbed his arm.

• • •

Twenty-four hours later and Gibbs was sitting on the end of his bed lacing up his black hiking boots. He stood up to get his jacket from the small wooden table next to the army bunk and stumbled as the queasiness took over.

'Glad to see that you are on your feet again,' Andrei said as he walked into the tent and sat down on the army cot next to Gibbs. 'I have brought you someone who you need to listen to. Promise me you will keep an open mind about him before kicking off and doing something stupid.'

Gibbs looked up as a tall man of Jamaican ancestry walked in and crossed over to Gibbs. He had three scars across his left cheek and had a very familiar look about him.

'I am Tyson Scott, Tom's brother.'

Gibbs clenched his fists, and he looked across at Andrei. 'What the fuck, Andrei,' he said, taking a step towards the tall man.

‘Gibbs! Listen to what he has to say.'

Gibbs stared at the tall man. 'You had better make good for what your bloody brother has done.'

Tyson Scott stepped closer to Gibbs and stood with his legs apart and hands crossed in front of him. His jawbone twitched as he glared at Gibbs. 'I've handled all the logistics for Tom's businesses for the past three years and was surprised when one of our NEG-issued vehicles was stolen ten days ago. I pressed Tom to let me find out who had taken it. You know, to rattle a few of our informants. Tom told me not to do it.'

Gibbs took a step forward. 'So far I'm not that impressed, mate.'

'Well, I told him that it would make us look weak if we didn’t find the thieving fuckers and punish them. It was then that he told me that Desiree and the kids had been kidnapped.'

Gibbs looked across at Andrei, who nodded slowly.

'He had lied to me and said that they were away visiting family and taking a break from London. I naturally believed him,' Tyson said.

'Why didn't he come to us, or even better, why didn't he contact Andrei?' Gibbs said. 'I believed that Butler had turned him with all the power and money.'

'For that matter, so did I,' Andrei added.

Tyson looked down at his hands, picking at some imaginary dirt under his nails. 'Tom was always a proud man. He wouldn’t even tell me initially, so would never have endangered their lives by coming to you.'

'What else did he say?' Gibbs asked.

'Nothing more than that they were held hostage and would be taken to the US if he didn't comply. Then some tall German bloke arrived, and they argued. The following day, Tom took some of our top men and disappeared.'

'That must be when they kidnapped Christina, Stuart, and the girls,' Gibbs said.

Tyson nodded.

'Where are the men now?' Gibbs asked.

'The scum are in the wind, I am afraid. We have only just found Tom's body at the Candlemaker warehouse. Andrei just told me that the German fella killed him in cold blood,' Tyson said.

Gibbs stared at the young man as he fidgeted and looked around the tent. 'Tom was doing what he had to. I would probably have done the same to get Christina back.'

'Whatever you are going to do to get these fuckers, I want in,' Tyson said to Andrei.

'I understand your feelings about this, Tyson, but I need you to stay in London and assume the mantle of Warlord until the NEG decides what to do.'

'I agree. You need to stay here and keep beating the bushes for any more leads,' Gibbs said. 'If they have taken them to the US then there is an excellent chance that Christina was with them, or at least followed shortly after. I am going to follow them and save them.'

Gibbs looked at a smiling Andrei.

'I will need to get clearance from the Chancellor first. Give me a day or two to make some calls to both the NEG and NAG. They are both very keen to speak to Butler.'

• • •

At Carshalton House, the early morning bedlam was increasing as all the families started arriving for work, filing past the main house and down to the barn and courtyard, laughter echoing through the group. Animals that had spent the night in confined pens and stables wanted feeding and their daily freedom. Inside the house kitchen, Warren put the coffee mug back on one of the wooden coasters that were on the oak kitchen table.

'So we are going to the US then?'

'I will be going with my team. I need you stay here and look after the commune.'

'There is no chance of that happening, Gibbs,' Warren said, 'I am going.'

'We cannot both leave here, Warren. I will be better on my own.'

Amanda, who was preparing lunch for the children, slammed the kettle down on the Arga. 'Kyle Gibbs! Don't you dare be such a condescending idiot. We can cope here for weeks or even a few months without you two.'

'Sorry, Amanda, but let me finish,' he interrupted.

'No! You shut up and listen!' she snapped. 'We have the estate under control. All eighteen other families have done this for four years now, and we can cover while you two go and get your families. And Gibbs, don't you dare try and leave this poor boy behind.’

Gibbs looked at her for a few seconds and then across to Warren. 'Looks like you will be going to America.'

'Too bloody right.'

Gibbs picked up the satphone and dialled.

'Hello, Andrei. How are your investigations going?'

'Morning, Gibbs. I am waiting for one last bit of information to come in, but as you are on the line. I can confirm that I have got authority from the High Chancellor of the NEG to take control of a fusion-powered cargo ship that is moored in Southampton called the Edith Mærsk. Her original plan was to go to Europe in a few weeks, but we can use her to get to New York.

'My counterpart in the NAG has agreed to supply you with five trucks with around fifty trained men with arms and ammunition. They also want you to catch Butler and find out what he is up to. You are to stop him at all costs. So get planning and tell me how soon you can leave.'

'That's great news. I'll get right on it.'

'And, Gibbs. He is to be captured alive. High Chancellor Rolin has ordered you to bring him back to stand trial in the NEG Forum. He will get the death penalty if convicted but you first have to bring him to trial.'

'I cannot promise that Butler will live through this, Andrei. What happens over there happens.'

'Just be warned that Chancellor Rolin is not someone to be trifled with,' Andrei said.

‘I will want to try and recruit some of my old team to join me. Is that okay?'

'Yes.'

'You will have to kit all of them up and pay them a salary.'

'Fine, I can approve that right now.'

'Let me contact them, do some planning, and I will call you tomorrow,' Gibbs said and hung up.

'So, am I part of this team of yours?' Warren smiled.

'That you are, mate. Now make yourself useful and run down to the admin office and get Christina's red address book. I need to put a team together.'

• • •

The young boy's voice on the other end of the phone made Gibbs feel a dull pain of loss. How he missed the cheerful little face of his son. The mop of scraggly, white hair. The sounds of laughter throughout the house.

'Hello?' a male voice said.

'Smithy, you old bastard. How are things?'

'Bloody heck, boss. It has been a while.'

'Too long, my old friend. How are you keeping?'

'Not too bad, thanks. You?' Smith said.

'I’m okay. What are you up to nowadays?' Gibbs asked.

'I've been doing some freelance security work and a little black ops stuff for the NEG around Europe. Mostly sitting around and driving my wife and son mad. Missing the old days, you know.’

'Well, I am putting together a team to go after Butler again.'

'What! Is that maniac still around? I thought he would have died in those dungeons years ago.'

'No, he escaped a few days after we brought down the Phoenix Council. Some of his loyal followers helped him out of London, and he disappeared. Now the bastard has resurfaced and is causing havoc through the north, and across parts of Europe again.'

'What's the job?'

'We are leaving for the US to capture him and bring him back for trial.'

'Oh! That’s a long way by boat, boss. Not sure if the missus will tolerate me being away that long.'

'I understand,' Gibbs said. 'Look, Smithy, he has kidnapped Christina and Stuart, my four-year-old son, as well as the family of the late Tom Scott. You remember the Warlord of London.'

'Bloody hell, mate. I am sorry to hear that. I have done a little work for Tom, although never met him.'

'Butler is the man behind all of this pain and he needs to be caught and punished.'

There was silence for a few seconds. 'What does it pay?'

'Fifty thousand NEG vouchers each.'

'Damn it. That is a lot of cash. I could buy us a better house.'

'It’s a lot of cash, but it will be a dangerous job.'

‘Is there any other type when you are involved, boss?’

Gibbs laughed.

'Okay then. Tell me where and when the boat leaves. I will be there.'

'I'll text you the pier number, date, and time,' Gibbs said. 'And, Smithy, I owe you one.'

‘Sure you do. Add it to the long list of other things.’

Gibbs stood up from the table and went for a walk through the house. It was quiet as he walked out of the kitchen and past the stairway that went up to the bedroom area. He entered the large hallway that led to the front doors and passed through to the big lounge. Gibbs walked over to a large cabinet and opened it. Bottles of fine whiskies and brandies packed the dark wood cabinet. He reached in for a bottle of Oban whiskey and poured a healthy couple of fingers' worth into a tumbler. Walking back to a large cream couch, he sat down. Looking at the call button of the satphone, he hesitated as he rubbed his thumb over the button. Clenching his teeth, he pressed down on it.

'Hello, Sheila. It's Gibbs.'

'Well, hello, stranger. How are things down south in London?'

'Still wet and flooding,' he replied. 'How are the Byrnes of Aberdeen?'

'We have a few good days, but mostly bad ones. He misses you and all the missions, I think. Never really settled into domestic life.'

'You're a saint to put up with him, Sheila.'

'Please tell that to the judge at my murder trial.'

Gibbs laughed. 'I have missed you, lovely.'

'You too, stranger.'

‘Sorry I've been so scarce recently.'

'It's okay. I know the whole thing reminds you of your old man. So what do you want with Grumpy?'

'I have some work that needs a man of his special set of skills. I won't go into all the details, but it is across in the US. The pay is remarkably good.'

'I'm not worried about the money. It’s the damn travel ban and the quarantine thing that worries me more. And besides he can barely stand up most days, let alone fight.'

Gibbs could hear a voice screaming at her in the background. 'Here the drunk is now. Take care, Gibbs, whatever you two decide to do.'

'Boss, is that you?' Shredder slurred.

'Shredder, you arse. Are you drunk again?'

A hearty laugh resonated down the line. 'As always. Find me some bloody work, and I will be happy to climb out the wee bottle. Until then…'

'Butler has kidnapped Christina and Stuart.'

'What? The fucker,' he slurred. 'Are we going after him?'

'We are, and I need a good second-in-command.'

'Where do I sign up?'

'There is a plane arriving in two hours at the Aberdeen airstrip. Can you be on it?'

'Aye, I can.'

'Good, and leave the bloody bottle at home. We are travelling to America by ship. So there will be ten days of no alcohol, you might as well start fighting the detox demons now.'


Chapter 18

Greenock Quay, Glasgow area, Scotland - 2033

Christina struggled to breathe under the weight of the two men who had her pinned on the cold floor of her accommodation. Her face was pressed to the ground as one of her captors had his forearm across the back of her neck. The loud zipping noise of the cable ties echoed around the room before the pinch of pain hit her as some of her wrist skin got nipped in the tightening restraints behind her back. The second man, who was kneeling across her buttocks, grabbed her elbows and squeezed them towards one another. She groaned from the pain as the tendons and ligaments strained. He slipped a length of rope through and bound her elbows.

'There you are, bitch, try and fight against that,' the man kneeling on her said as he slapped her left buttock cheek.

The other man laughed and eased up on her neck, then pushed himself up and dragged her up by her sore elbows. A groan escaped her lips as pain exploded up into her shoulders. Christina squeezed her eyes shut in an attempt to block out the pain. Swaying a little as she stood, one of the men came up behind her, the one who smelt like beer and cigarettes, and reached around her, fondling her breasts.

The man burst out laughing for a few seconds and then squeezed her breast again. Christina jerked her head backwards and caught him flush on the nose with a loud crack. She briefly saw stars from the blow and smiled a little at the satisfying sound.

The man screamed and bent over forwards. 'I will kill you, you bitch.'

Christina turned around and smiled. The man sneered at her, blood pouring from his nose. He grabbed her by the throat with his left hand and was about to hit her.

'Leave her alone!' Woolf's booming voice came from the door.

'She broke my bloody nose,' the man shouted. 'I am going to teach her a lesson.'

Woolf unbuttoned the long beige jacket and placed his hand on the Beretta wedged into his belt. 'I will kill you where you stand, fool,' he said. 'Only Lord Butler decides her fate. Now get the hell out of here.'

The two men skulked out like chastened hyenas, staring and scowling back over their shoulders at Christina.

'Owen!' screamed Woolf.

The slim athletic young man came running in and stood next to his boss. 'Yes, sir.'

'Get Christina ready to be moved. Don't tell her anything either. Is that clear?'

Owen went over to her bunk and collected her bottle of water and a towel. He pulled a small knife out of his pocket and slipping it under the rope that bound her elbows, with a few quick cuts, released the rope.

'Thank you, Owen,' she said, the pain in her shoulders subsiding.

'Come on, Christina,' Owen said and walked out of the room. ‘Be on your best behaviour. No good will come from you fighting them.’

She followed him out of the room and across the warehouse, past the three boats. Several armed guards were standing at the main door, talking to Woolf. Outside five trucks were parked, and Owen slipped a hand through her elbow.

'You get to go in the first one, Christina.'

'Where is Stuart? Is he okay? I haven't seen him since that witch drugged him.'

'Trust me, he is fine and already on one of the other trucks. I looked in on him a few times last night.'

'Thank you so much, Owen, you are nothing like the other men here.'

The young man grinned, his eyes lighting up.

A few minutes later, Christina was back in the truck. It was awkward sitting on the soft mattress with her hands bound behind her back. Owen had been so kind, and she felt her bottom lip start to tremble. Tears formed in her eyes, and she dropped her chin to her chest to hide her emotion.

'We are here, Christina,' Owen said.

'Where? We have barely left the warehouse.'

The back of the truck swung open with a metal clunk, and Owen helped her get to her feet and climb down onto a large open concrete area. She looked to her left for Stuart, only to see the distant hills and big grey cranes that surrounded the quayside. Owen spun her to her right and started walking her forward. Her mouth dropped open as she looked along the length of the ship. The name, Queen of Sheba, was painted in white on the black hull.

'Where are you taking me, Owen? Please tell me.'

'I can't, Christina. He would shoot me right here if I do that. I have seen him do it before.'

'Please tell me that Stuart is coming with me.'

Owen nodded and grabbed her arm and pushed her forward onto the narrow metal gangway. 'Walk up to the top and then to the right. Only once you are on board am I allowed to go and get Stuart.'

Christina smiled at him and moved up the gangway towards the small opening in the hull of the ship, as looking over her shoulder she scanned the row of five grey fusion trucks for her son. The one that she had arrived in started to move off and a second one pulled up. More men in khaki jumped out and started shouting at a group of people that climbed down.

'Hey, hurry up, will you. We cannot load up the others until you are safely tucked away,' a man in green army fatigues shouted from the doorway. She walked forward and ducked her head to walk through the door. A tall, brute of a man grabbed her arm and quickly walked her along a narrow white corridor. He knocked on one of the doors and waited. Another man in fatigues opened and spoke with an American accent.

'Welcome, Lady Muck. It's time for you to go home.'

'Where is this ship headed?' she asked, ducking through another small doorway.'

'Back to Boston.'

• • •

The ringing on the other end of the line droned on and on. Lord Butler gritted his loose teeth then squeezed the end-call button as if he was trying to end its life. He dialled the number for the third time.

'Hello, Kharon,' the voice said.

'Where the hell have you been? I have been trying to contact you for the last twenty-four hours.'

'There was a small complication…'

'Don't tell me you have cocked this up, John. I've paid you a shitload of money to execute this critical part of the plan.'

'Kharon, can I finish?'

Lord Butler's eyes widened as the darkness thumped inside his head. I told you to get Woolf to do it, you idiot.

He took a deep breath, squeezing the corner of his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. 'What is it, John?

'The message was successfully delivered to the target, and I silenced the loose end as you instructed. This Gibbs character managed to chase me halfway across London and nearly intercepted me twice.'

'I told you that he was as tenacious as a nuclear cockroach.'

'Nevertheless, we both had an accident, in which I nearly died. I was captured by a group of NEG troops, who seemed to be helping Gibbs. They dragged me to an army unit in Richmond Park. While I was being transported, I saw Gibbs been carried in on a stretcher.'

'Is he alive?' Lord Butler asked.

'Yes, sir. He is.'

'That is a relief,' Lord Butler said. 'How did you get out of there?'

'I am getting to that. I was interrogated by some men who seemed to be friends of Gibbs. They beat me about a bit and made all the usual threats. It was an old Russian bloke and a young kid. One of your informants at the camp managed to break me out under cover of darkness.'

'Wait! A Russian? What Russian?'

'A junior officer at the Richmond base who works for my friend said he is a friend of Gibbs. Dark hair with bits of grey in it. A chain smoker.’

Lord Butler smiled. 'So Kirilenko has arrived in London. I knew that he would try to help Christina, but I had no idea that he was so fond of Gibbs that he would come out of his NEG fortress in Hamburg.'

'They also had a visit from Tyson Scott, who I am told is Tom Scott's brother, and now the newly appointed Warlord of London.’

'Shit, that could be a minor problem. I am sure that he will want revenge for Tom's death.'

'Word on the street is that a tall blond German handled the warlord's death,' John said. ‘Tyson will find out sooner or later who that is.’

'Keep your ears to the ground, John. I don't want them getting close to the Kharon project by linking his death to us.'

'Yes, sir.'

'Where is Gibbs now?'

'Back at Carshalton House, sir. There hasn't been much movement there at all, although our mutual contact on the American side said that the NAG are supplying a strike team to help Gibbs with arms and ammunition.'

'All according to plan then. Gibbs is on his way here. I want you to keep an eye on them and also keep me informed of Kirilenko's movements. I would love to get that cancer-stick-loving bastard here too. I could wipe them off the face of the earth, all in one go.'

'How will you get him to the US? There are a lot of things happening here that the NEG have to worry about.'

'Andrei is a cagey bastard, but I think I may have a way to get him here too. Without much of a change to the master plan.'

• • •

Lord Butler felt light on his feet with happiness as he opened the door to the lab complex and was hit with a belt of warm air. Taking his coat off as he walked, he could feel that the darkness was satisfied with the way things were going. Years of yearning for revenge would soon be a distant memory. Years of demanding that he be patient with all the planning would soon be behind him. He opened the door to his new office and walked over to the desk. Sitting behind a laptop, he switched it on and stared at the bootup screen. Alex Brun had done a decent job to get him settled in, with a small desk and a printer next to the laptop. He had also connected the laptop to the Internet via some small red stick that was shoved into the side of the computer.

Against the side wall was an army cot, with white pillows and sheets, folded in with a dark green blanket. The throbbing pain from his stump sometimes caused chronic migraines that even the darkness couldn't handle, as formidable as it was. A few hours of sleep were always welcome. A small table with a basin of water, along with some bottled water, was placed in the corner to the right of the door.

Lord Butler typed in a web address to access his company webmail. He scanned down the list of unopened mail. Most were from wealthy men and women who were asking about the cure for their precious families. One email caught his attention and he opened it. Clicking on the two attachments, he smiled at the distraught face of Christina Anderson, and the tear-stained face of her son. Hitting the print button, he sat back and revelled in the satisfaction of it all. How Gibbs must be worrying about his precious wife and child. It would be killing him to be so helpless and unable to do anything. He would jump at any of the breadcrumbs of information that would be left for him along the way, and that would mean his downfall.

Picking up the photos, Lord Butler strode out of his office and down the corridors to the main laboratory control room. Walking in, he was faced with the backs of Pehr and Ruth Anderson, who both turned quickly at the intrusion.

'Ah, it is only you,' Pehr said.

'Cheer up, Pehr. I have some good news for you and Ruth.'

'I hope it is that that you will finally allow us to treat poor Alex.'

'Is he still on the antivirals?'

'Yes, but at best they will only stabilise him for six weeks or so. He is aware we have a cure here in these laboratories, a cure that you will not give him. It must be torture,' Ruth said.

'Don't fret about dear Alex. He has tortured hundreds of innocent people in his past, so will be able to endure some in return. On the topic of a little torture, I think that you two might find these interesting.'

Lord Butler handed them the two photos. Ruth Anderson let out a squeal as she lifted her hand to her mouth in shock. Pehr sat in silence, staring at the images. He raised his eyes to meet a smiling Lord Butler.

'Yes, Pehr. That is your grandson there, alongside the woman who betrayed me and was responsible for my arm,' he said, raising the bandaged stump.

'What have you done to them?' Ruth asked.

'They have been infected with the Kharon virus, which one of my small Minnesota labs has been cultivating.’

Ruth started to cry. 'You hideous little man.'

'As we speak, it is rampaging through their young bodies.'

'My God, Francis,' Pehr said. 'You have become a monster.'

Lord Butler walked over to the desk and pulled out the third chair and sat down. Ruth Anderson stood up and moved to stand behind her husband's chair, tears streaming down her face.

'Things are going to have to change dramatically. I believe that despite all the precautions, I may have been infected by Kharon on the ship over here. You yourselves will now have been exposed to Alex or me.'

Pehr looked up at Ruth, then back at Lord Butler. 'And that means that most of the workers and citizens of this town have been infected.'

'Very good, professor, but you already knew that. Now, what are we going to do to fix this unfortunate situation?' Lord Butler said as he sat back, a big grin on his face. 'No, let me rephrase that. What are you prepared to do to save all of these people?'


Chapter 19

Churchill, Manitoba, Canada - 2033

Pehr Anderson sat in the laboratory control room and rubbed his face with his hands. His good-looking Nordic features irritated Lord Butler, who sat across from him. Gritting his dentures, he leant in the chair, Christina looked so much like her father. The darkness stirred, and he rubbed his trigger finger and his thumb. 'Well, folks, what is it going to be?'

'We have no choice but to comply with your demands, now do we?' Pehr said.

'A wise summation of your situation.'

'Just go ahead and tell us what you bloody want from us. The less time we have to spend looking at you, the better.'

'No need to get personal, professor. All three of us are vital characters in this little saga.'

'I doubt that,' Pehr said.

'It is quite simple really. Go and get some of the vaccine I told you to make for all of my employees and inject all three of us. We will, after all, make the very best of guinea pigs.'

Pehr looked across at his wife before easing up out of his chair and walking out of the room. Ruth looked back at Lord Butler, tears in her eyes.

'Now, now, Ruth. If you behave and make sure that we are all cured, then things will all go to plan,' he said to her. 'Young Stuart is growing up quickly, isn't he? Although it’s a pity he resembles his damn father. Oh wait, you haven't met either of the Gibbs men, have you?'

'You are a bastard, Francis. You were such a decent man back when we met all those years ago.'

'And then I met your daughter, and she destroyed my life.'

The door opened, and Pehr walked through with a small tray of vaccination bottles and a few plastic packages. He placed them down on the main desk, looking down at the Styx Enterprises labels on all the syringes.

'We are all going to make a lot of money, folks. Now let's do this so we can move onto the next phase,' Lord Butler said.

Pehr ripped open the three packages and removed the syringes. Attaching the needles, he grabbed three small bottles and placed them on the desk.

'Roll up your sleeve,' he said to Lord Butler.

'After you, Pehr. Then do Ruth next if you don’t mind.'

'You don’t trust many people, do you,' Pehr said.

'I trusted Alex once, but he betrayed me, so no.'

Pehr pierced the rubber top of the bottle with the needle and lifted the bottle upwards, extracting a green liquid. Removing his white coat, he unbuttoned his shirt, pulling the open collar down to expose his shoulder. Ruth slipped the sharp needle into his flesh and pushed on the plunger, giving the spot a small rub with her finger. Pehr looked into her eyes and smiled as he picked up the vial and syringe. Methodically he drew the liquid out and injected her shoulder with it. The clinking sound of a belt buckle loosening made him look at Lord Butler, who had pushed his black pants down to reveal the top of his white buttocks.

‘Now, Pehr, before you vent all your anger and try to inflict me with undue pain. I must remind you of the fragile lives I hold in my power.’

Pehr injected him, and then threw the syringe down on the desk. It bounced off the table and skidded off the top onto the floor.

'How often will we need testing?' Lord Butler asked.

'We will take blood every day for a week to make sure, but it works. I will stake Christina and Stuart's life on it.’

'I am glad you mentioned them, Pehr,' Lord Butler said and reached into his jacket to pull out a folded envelope. ‘This is a legal document where you sign over all development, production and distribution rights for the Kharon serum to Styx Enterprises. In it, you and Ruth will get one percent of all revenue from all subsequent sales and trades.’

'Don't be ridiculous, Francis. This should all be for free. It should be given to the masses of people who are going to die because of your actions. Why would we want any of the blood money you are offering?'

'Fair enough, I'll just leave the clause in. I do not care either way. Now, both of you just sign the bloody document.'

Ruth stepped forward and grabbed the document. 'What if we refuse to sign?'

'I lied when I said that we had infected both Christina and Stuart. In fact, Christina is still Kharon-free, and I intend to keep it that way for the time being. She is separated from Stuart at the moment, so if you refuse to sign, I will instruct my men to remove Stuart from the ship the minute they land, and none of you will see him again. You can then explain to your daughter why you let them take her son away.'

Ruth looked up at Lord Butler, and just shook her head.

'Yes, yes. You hate me. Stuart is still infected so just sign so we can move along,' Lord Butler said.

'Will you call and make sure that Christina is not infected?' Pehr asked.

'Of course, Pehr. It will only take a quick phone call to arrange all that. Although a lot will depend on her now, as she seems to be causing my men a little trouble. What a feisty woman she is proving to be. My men are only leaving her alone at my command.'

• • •

Lord Butler walked down the narrow corridor, in front of the two professors, when the main door that led outside onto the street burst open. A man in green army fatigues carried the pale looking Alex Brun, whose legs dragged slightly with each step as they stepped in through the doorway. Both stood swaying as Pehr ran down to meet them. Grabbing Alex’s limp arm, he helped the soldier to lay the ailing man down on the brown linoleum floor. Ruth went into a door to the left which served as overnight sleeping quarters and emerged carrying a rolled up blanket. Alex’s eyes rolled back slightly as she lifted his head and placed it under her head.

Pehr looked back at Lord Butler. ‘You are working this man too hard. He barely rests or eats anymore. He will die of the virus unless you let him rest for a few weeks, or at least give him the damn cure.'

Lord Butler looked at the man in the green fatigues. 'You have been shadowing Alex for the past few months, have you not?

'Yes, sir.'

'Take him to the airstrip and make sure the pilot flies both of you out of here and then get him back to my residence. Is that clear? Get my nurse to give him the drugs that I have locked away in the house. She knows where they are. It will make your last days on this planet a little more comfortable.'

Alex came around and struggled to get up. Pehr and the soldier helped him up. He looked at Lord Butler. 'Come on, Francis, let me have the vaccine so I can continue to serve you.'

Lord Butler looked at his ex-lover and sneered. 'No, Alex. I will never forgive you for allowing Gibbs to kill my beautiful David. You just left him to die alone on that cold concrete floor. Where was the mercy for David then? No, you will die like he did, in agony.'

Lord Butler looked across to the two scientists. 'See, Pehr, this is what happens to people who betray me.'

Alex grimaced and nodded his head.

'You can rest and spend your final days at my house,' Lord Butler said. 'Now, take him to the airstrip.'

Outside, it was snowing heavily. White snow flurries drifted across the icy road outside the lab as they turned left and walked to six waiting trucks. A tall major in a large green fur-lined parka walked up to him and saluted.

'Lord Butler, may I have a quick word.'

'Make it quick, Major.'

'The men are concerned that they have been infected by the Kharon virus and have also heard that the white coats in the lab have a cure for it.'

Lord Butler turned to Pehr. 'See how quickly the rumour mill works, professor. The demand will skyrocket.'

Turning back to the major, Lord Butler saw that a few other junior officers were standing within earshot. 'Major, all my direct staff and company employees will be the first to get the vaccine, which should be available to you in a few days. As my personal guard, you are my most valuable of employees, so the good professor will inoculate you all this afternoon in the canteen.'

'Thank you, sir,' the major said and snapped a salute before returning to his men.

Lord Butler turned to the two professors who were standing shivering in the cold.

'Pehr, I know that you have twenty cases of vaccine created and stashed in your lab.'

'No I don't, that is impossible.'

'I own this town, professor, and so have I eyes and ears everywhere. These are tough times, and you would be surprised what people will be prepared to divulge for a few NAG vouchers. I know you have twenty cases hidden away, along with the formulas and detailed findings.'

'You cannot condone injecting all these men without knowing the full results of exhaustive testing. We must have more time to make sure.'

Lord Butler laughed and opened up his long black jacket to reveal the shotgun.

'That was not a request, dear professor. I’ll kill you both but not before making you watch, via a live streaming video, how my men on the ship have their way with your precious Christina.'


Chapter 20

Queen of Sheba, Atlantic Ocean - 2033

Christina awoke with a jolt then bumped her head on the wooden bunk above her as she tried to get out of the strange narrow bed. Panic filled her for a second as she stood, bewildered, in the middle of the floor on a thin green carpet. She looked up at the sealed porthole that was above a small dark wooden table and chair. To the left of that, was a small door that stood ajar, through which she could see a toilet. Walking across to the cabin door she grabbed the small silver door handle and tried to force it open. Tears welled up in her eyes, and she sank to the floor. Leaning up against the locked door, she sobbed.

A noise from somewhere outside the door made her stop, and she sniffed, wiping her face with her hands. Pushing herself off the floor, she took a step away from the door as a key turned in the lock.

The handle turned, and Owen popped his head through.' Morning, Christina,' he said as she smiled and nodded.

'I have brought you breakfast which I made myself. Eggs and toast are all I could wrestle from the man who they call a chef. The coffee is good, though.'

'Owen, can I ask you a few questions?' she asked, drying her eyes.

'Okay, quickly, I'll answer what I can.'

'How is Stuart doing? He must be so confused with everything happening to him.'

'He was for a little while but Helga and I are taking it in turns to entertain him, so he is doing better.'

'Doing better?' she asked. ‘What's wrong with him?'

'Um… I think the sedative had made him a little drowsy or maybe motion sickness, but he is much better today.'

Christina breathed a sigh of relief. 'And what about Kat? She is a good friend of mine and was with me when we were taken.'

Owen stared at the tray of breakfast then looked across to the porthole, chewing on the inside of his lip. 'I have seen her occasionally. She is not in a good way,' he said. 'Some of the men have taken a fancy to her, so she is being kept separate from the rest. For their amusement, if you know what I mean.'

Christina choked down a guttural sound as she felt the anger welling up but could only burst out crying again. Owen looked at her and walked over to place the plate of food and mug of steaming coffee on the small table.

'Sorry the news couldn’t be any better, Christina. Woolf told me to tell you that you have ten minutes to eat and shower because he wants me to take you to the bridge.'

'Thank you, Owen,' she said and watched him blush a little, then turn and leave the room.

Christina walked over to the food and looked down at the tray. A sip of the strong coffee made her feel a little better. Picking up a slice of thick toasted white bread, she bit into it, and then took another large bite. Pulling out the chair, she sat down and tucked into the breakfast.

• • •

Owen knocked on the metal door to the bridge and stood back as it creaked open. A tall man with spectacles and a black cap walked out. He wore black pants tucked into black army boots and had a blue shirt on. Across his chest on a small strap hung a small Scorpion sub-machine gun. His arm rested on it as he looked at Owen. Staring at Christina, he licked his lips as he scanned her from head to toe.

'What do you want?'

'Woolf asked to see Christina on the bridge, so can you get out of our bloody way,' Owen said.

He glared back to Owen and then stepped to one side.

Christina ducked through the small door and blinked at all the light that passed through the ten large windows that surrounded the room. Out in front of her was the heaving and desolate ocean. Miles of white-tipped swell in all directions.

'Good morning, Christina,' Woolf said from one of the two big chairs that were in the centre of the bridge. In the other chair sat a fat, unshaven, grey-haired man, his foot on a small lever that was the ship's wheel. It clicked and pinged as he adjusted a new course, then he turned in his seat to look at her.

'When can I see my son, Woolf?' she said and looked around at the large bank of dials and screens.

'Lord Butler has decided to allow you one chance to see him, from a distance of course.'

'What kind of game is he playing?'

'You are now his to do with as he chooses, Christina. Surely you must realise that by now.'

'So when do I see the psychotic bastard again?'

Woolf smiled and shrugged his shoulders. 'Do you want to see your son now or are will you wait until we are further into the trip?’

'I'd like to see him now, please.'

Woolf slid off the blue plastic seat and walked around the centre console of beeping radar screens, then stopped to look out of the front window.

'Your son is down there.'

Christina ran over to the window and stood next to Woolf. Shipping containers were piled three high and stacked along both the port and starboard sides of the ship. The layout created a long space, about fifteen meters wide, which ran the full length of the upper deck. Halfway down, and walking towards them, were Helga and Stuart. They were holding hands and singing something together. Christina choked up and felt herself nearly collapse. She swallowed hard and was about to look away when she saw the large white bandage on Stuart's hand.

'Why has he got a bandage on his hand? What has happened?'

Woolf stared at her with his cold blue eyes. 'Maybe I should let dear Owen tell you. You two seem to be such good friends now.'

'Just bloody tell me, Woolf,' she snapped, fighting back the tears.

'Another time maybe,' he said and walked back to take his place on the seat again.

Christina stormed around and walked up to him. Before she could reach him, the tall soldier and the fat captain jumped across and grabbed her by the arms.

'Tell me now, Woolf!'

He smiled at her as she struggled in the tight grip of the captors on either side of her. Grabbing a small hand radio from the console near him, he said. 'Get in here, men.'

The door opened, and two brawny, unshaven men in green army fatigues walked in.

'Take Christina back to her room and make sure she’s secured,' he said to the men.

'No!' screamed Christina and started to thrash about. 'What has happened to Stuart?'

She managed to kick out at one of the men, catching him full on the knee. He moaned as he limped backwards, into the other man. Then he growled and rushed forward, ignoring her attempts to remove his head with her boot. He slid on his knees and managed to grab both of her ankles which he lifted, as she was raised up off the floor.

Fear driven by adrenaline coursed through her as she writhed, screaming at the top of her voice. The three men dropped her flat on her back which drove the wind from her lungs. She stopped struggling for a few seconds and gasped for air. They were down on her again, pinning her to the floor. She blinked and looked up at the dirty ceiling, her vision a little blurred from bumping her head on the floor. The sound of her heartbeat thumped in her ears as the blood gushed through her head. Woolf came into view as he stooped over her.

'Lord Butler's personal surgeon was visiting him in Glasgow to treat the amputation he was forced to endure because of the injuries he received from your husband. He plans to entice Gibbs to America so he can exact his revenge on all of you. What better message to send to a father, than the severed finger of his own son?'

Christina screamed as she was pulled up to her feet, dazed from the fall and crazed with shock. She slumped forward and started to sob. 'Please don't hurt him anymore, Woolf.'

Woolf nodded to his men, and they started to push her towards the door.

She didn't fight them anymore.

• • •

Three black-headed gulls tumbled over one another as they flew past the four men who were standing on the abandoned Ocean Road in the Southampton Harbour. They locked up the white van they had arrived in and walked through the NEG manned security gate. All carried green canvas duffle bags over their shoulders and walked across the open expanse of weed-infected concrete. One of the men dropped back slightly as they walked, swaying a little, and then finally coming to a stop.

'Come on, you bloody drunk,' Smithy shouted, turning to look at his friend.

'I am not drunk,' Shredder said, panting from the exertion.

'Boss!' Smithy shouted. 'Hold up.'

Gibbs was striding towards the giant container ship, the Edith Mærsk, that was moored against one of the tall concrete quays, and he turned to look at the men following him.

'For fuck sakes, Shredder. What is it now? Hurry the hell up, will you.'

Shredder, who was standing with his legs splayed, waved a hand in acknowledgement, then leaned forward and threw up. Gibbs dropped his duffle bag on the ground and walked back to his second in command.

'You drunken shit, you just had to carry on drinking didn't you. The pilot said that you were a real handful on the flight down from Aberdeen.’

Shredder wiped his mouth. 'He was a stuck up old prick. Had no bloody sense of humour.'

'There is no alcohol on the ship. You do know that?'

'Why do you think I wasn't going to stop drinking until I got here? A condemned man's last drink and all that. Besides it was those frikkin street burgers you fed me that are making me ill.'

Smithy stepped forward. 'Mate, there isn’t anything from a burger in that bloody puke of yours.’

'Don't go insulting my sick, will you. That could be grounds to end the friendship. Don't worry, I am fine. No need to fret.'

'Well, hurry the fuck up, so we can get cracking,' Gibbs said and picked up his duffle bag.

'Jeez, you are going to be a pleasure to travel with, boss,' Shredder said, stumbling after the three other men.

The incessant honking of a vehicle hooter made the group turn. A white van had just cleared the security gate and was racing towards them, white dust flying up from the concrete quayside. It slowed down as it neared them, screeching to a stop. The side door opened, and a soldier in full NEG uniform jumped out, an S80 slung across his chest.

'Kyle Gibbs?'

‘Yes?’ Gibbs slowly stepped forwards, dropping his bag. 'What now?'

A brown wooden cane appeared out of the sliding door, and someone tapped against the bodywork of the van. The soldier leaned in and grabbed the arm of the person. The stranger groaned with the effort of exiting the van and stood leaning on the ornately carved cane.

'Mr Gibbs or Captain Gibbs, I should say. My name is Marc Rolin, and I am the High Chancellor of the New European Government.’

'I know who you are,' Gibbs said.

'Good.'

'Why are you here?'

'I will be in London for the foreseeable future to ensure that the warlord is replaced with a suitable candidate.

‘Tom’s brother will do a good job. He knows the ropes,’ Gibbs said.

‘No, it won’t be anyone like him.’

'And I guess you don’t like the idea of another ex-gang member like Tom Scott.'

'Exactly. We need a politician in place now to ensure we get through this threat that Butler presents.'

'What are you doing in Southampton then, Marc?'

'Most people address me as Chancellor, by the way.'

Gibbs stared at the thin man in his tailored brown suit. Both sinewy hands were placed on the top of his cane, carrying most of his weight. Thin-rimmed spectacles rested on the end of his nose, as a gentle breeze flicked at his thin blond comb-over. 'I don't do political titles, Marc. Not after serving Butler in the Phoenix Guard.'

The chancellor managed a grin. 'Andrei said you were difficult to reason with so I came in person to talk to you about the NEG sanctioned mission you are embarking on.'

'You mean the mission to rescue our families and friends from the hands of traffickers.'

Chancellor Rolin shifted his balance a little, a flicker of pain etched onto his face. 'Your mission, which is funded by both the NEG and NAG, is to find Butler and put an end to what he is doing. You are to capture him alive and bring him back for trial. If you can rescue your families in the process, well, that is even better. But your primary orders are to capture Butler.'

'Andrei mentioned that you hated Butler almost as much as I do, but that isn’t my problem is it, Marc?'

'I have given you your orders.'

'We are not yours to command, Marc. We captured Butler before, and we'll do it again. It was you bureaucrats who allowed him to escape after the Phoenix Council was brought down.'

'I did not let him escape, Mr Gibbs. I was lying in a field hospital recovering from injuries caused from extensive torture, by Butler himself,' Chancellor Rolin said, and pulled up the suit pants of one of his legs, to reveal a metal prosthetic leg. ‘Do you know what it is like having one of your feet sawn off while you watch?’

‘Every one of us has suffered under the thumb of the Phoenix Council, so you won't find sympathy here. You’ll have to join the long queue for revenge.'

'You have your orders, Gibbs. Agree to follow them or I will put a stop to the mission right here and now.'

'No you won't, Marc,' Gibbs said, a grin appearing. 'No one else will get near him, so you have no choice but let us go after him.'

'I could send any group of soldiers.'

'Butler wants us to follow him to the US. It is part of his plan. We will get closer to him than any group you send could. But you know that already, Marc, or else you wouldn’t be here in person. Don’t waste this chance to get the bastard.'

The man's brown eyes narrowed as he stared at Gibbs, his face reddening. 'Someone will stand trial at the end of this mission, Captain. You will return Butler to stand trial. If you don’t, you and your men will be in the dock for his murder or escape. It won't matter whether you recover your families or not because you and your men will be sent to prison. I believe that you already know what it’s like on one of our prisonships.'

'Are we done here, Marc?'

The man nodded.

Gibbs turned and walked through his group of men. Picking up his bag, he said, 'Let's go and get Butler.'

They walked up to the side of the giant light blue hull, which towered over them, only being dwarfed by the two huge cranes that stood alongside. One of the cranes was busy loading a rusty red container onto the ship, and the four men stopped halfway up the steep metal gangway to watch it being lowered down inside the hull.

• • •

Two days out of Southampton, they hit big swells as they sailed into an Atlantic storm. Gibbs stood on the large bridge that was in the shape of a big T and positioned in the middle of the ship. With windowed walkways extending over both the port and starboard sides, it allowed the captain to pilot the ship from either side.

Smithy came up the narrow stairwell and through a door onto the bridge. Gibbs heard the door close and looked across at him.

'How is Warren doing?'

'Varying shades of green. Poor lad is suffering from these swells. Has taken to sleeping on the floor now,' Smithy laughed.

'You okay?' Gibbs asked.

'Much better this afternoon. Should be over it now that my sea legs have come back.'

'Have you checked on Shredder?'

'He is not happy with us. Locking him in the cabin was one thing, but taking everything out except a mattress and a few bottles of water was a bit harsh, don't you think.'

'It will get worse before it gets better too. I remember my father tried on three occasions to get sober. It wasn't pleasant to watch.'

'He is shaking something terrible,' Smithy said.

'The tremors and headaches will be the worst for a while. Keep checking on him every two to three hours to make sure that he is progressing over the next nine days.'

'Will he be okay by the time we get to New York?'

'If it goes well during this journey, most of the symptoms will have disappeared. He will suffer from fatigue and tiredness, though. We will have to watch him carefully when we start to get into the thick of it.'

'Did Andrei say what sort of reception will we receive when we get there?' Smithy asked.

'Butler will have surrounded himself with good men. That is the way he does things, so we will see what our US contact has to say.'

'Can any of them be trusted?'

'Andrei called an hour ago and told me that his name is Bob Dweck. Both Tyson Scott and Andrei have had dealings with him in the past and told me that he is solid, so we have to trust them I guess.'

'Boss, pardon me for being bloody sceptical, but I don't trust any of these bloodsucking politicians.'

Gibbs laughed and nodded. 'Guess we'll find out soon enough.'


Chapter 21

Queen of Sheba, Atlantic Ocean - 2033

Christina stared at herself in the small square mirror, her scraggly and greasy blonde hair hung limply due to the lack of shampoo on board. The men's shirt and jeans that Owen had found were two sizes too big, but the biggest shock was the black rings under her eyes. Two days had passed, and there was no sign of either Stuart or even Owen.

The American soldiers treated all of them badly as they seemed to do whatever they wanted when Woolf wasn't watching. Christina had been allowed to walk around the upper deck for an hour every day and had seen into the hold where more of the containers were stacked. She knew that her cabin was somewhere in one of the myriads of side corridors. On one such walk, she had had to fight another one of the men in green fatigues before the slim figure of Owen had hit him with an extinguisher and rescued her. Luckily, Woolf was there to protect them both.

A loud knock on the door made her jump. The key turned in the lock. 'It's only me, Christina,' Owen shouted.

'Oh my God, Owen. What happened to you?'' she said, looking at the young man's bruised and battered face.

'One of the American boys got hold of me while I was on watch up duty on the deck. He beat me pretty bad, and I had to rest up for a while.'

'What did Woolf say?'

Owen looked down and was silent for a while. 'You know how he gets.’

‘What happened?’

‘He beat up the soldier before throwing him overboard,’ Owen said.'

‘Alive?’

Owen looked up at her and nodded.

Christina shuddered. ‘You are lucky it wasn’t you.’

‘It wasn’t luck. Francis told Woolf to look after me.’

Christina smiled.

'The main reason I am here is that I have heard from one of the ship's crew, that we make port in Boston in the morning,’ Owen said.

'Okay, thanks for telling me,' Christina said and sat down on the bed.

Owen peered up and down the corridor behind him and then took a step into the room, then spoke in a hushed tone. 'At eleven this evening, I will unlock your door and slip a hand drawn map underneath it. Follow it so that you can get Stuart from his cabin. I will draw a route to one of the disused engineering storerooms. I will hide your old clothes in an old red toolbox. Included in that, I will place a note to a second location for you to hide. I have stashed some water and food in the other place.’

'How can I ever thank you, Owen?'

'Just make sure you escape with Stuart. You'll need to wait it out for at least two days before trying to get off this ship because they will go nuts when that can’t find you.'

Christina smiled at him then jumped up and gave him a hug. 'Why are you risking your life for us?'

'I had a younger brother a little older than Stuart, who died from some virus that couldn't be cured. And I fear that if they separate you from him, you will never see him again.'

'Do you think that will happen?'

'It’s a just hunch I have,’ he said. ‘Be ready at eleven.'

• • •

Christina sat on the wooden chair, facing the cabin door. Shifting positions a few times, she stood and walked to the toilet. Walking back to the bed she sat down again, lifting her bare wrist to check the time. She shook her head. Her watch had been taken.

The sound of footfalls coming down the corridor towards her room made her focus. The key turned in the lock, and she looked downwards for the note. Nothing. She jumped as the door opened, and one of the tall American soldiers came into view.

'What do you want, Christina?’ he asked. ‘Well? Owen said that you wanted to see me.'

Christina blinked at the tall man. 'Um…No.'

'What are you playing at, woman?'

'Wait. I forgot. I just wanted to apologise for lashing out at you over the past few days.'

The man frowned, his dark brown eyes narrowing. 'You do know that the man that was killed because of you has a wife and child.'

'That is terrible news, and I am sorry about that, but maybe he should have kept his hands to himself.'

The tall man's jaw clenched. 'I cannot wait to hand you over to the big boss. I only hope that I am there to witness his revenge.'

Christina folded her arms and stared at him.

'Well, this was a waste of time. Stick your apology,' he said, slamming the heavy door behind him.

Tears of relief slipped down her cheeks when she heard his footfalls getting quieter. Standing up, she caught her gaunt reflection in the mirror again. She walked across and took it down from the wall, and then took it into the bathroom. Flipping it over, she felt her heart sink. The mirror was fixed with six tiny screws, and she didn’t have anything that small which could remove them. Then she smiled. Grabbing the smelly brown bath towel she was forced to use, she wrapped up the wooden-framed mirror and then turned to the small enamel basin. Tapping the towel on the corner of the basin, the dull crack of the mirror lifted her spirits. Opening the towel parcel, she removed a long pointed shard of the mirror. It fit neatly in her palm, the sharp edges pressing into her skin.

• • •

Woolf placed the satphone back in his pocket and leant on the railing overlooking the stacked cages in the ship's hold. It had taken a team of a hundred men to fashion these special cages that could be loaded in and out of the ships like normal shipping containers. The sides could then be taken off to reveal the human cargo. There were five decks that could be filled with the human containers.

'Please, sir, can we get some more water?' a voice said behind him.

He turned to look at a young man standing amongst fifty other grimy people in the container behind him. He smiled and then looked down to the ground as Woolf glared at him.

'No. We reach our destination tomorrow. You will get more then.'

‘Please, sir. We are all thirsty.’

‘Do I look like I care?’

He walked off past the ten other cages that were set in against the sides of the hull, then turned left towards the main metal stairwell which would take him from the third deck he was on, up into the fresh, untainted air above deck. Out the corner of his eye, movement diverted his gaze to the tall figure of Mike, one of the NAG mercenaries that Lord Butler had staffed the ship with, leaving the corridor to Christina’s room.

Woolf whistled, the piercing noise echoing around the cargo hold. He gestured to the man to come over to him.

'What the hell are you doing in Christina's room, Mike? I gave the order that only Owen was to look after her.'

'Wasn't my doing, boss. Owen told me that Christina wanted to see me.'

'And you went to see her without asking me first? Lord Butler gave me strict instructions to make sure nothing happens to that bloody woman.'

The big man shrugged.

'Well, what did she want?'

'She wanted to apologise,' he said. 'For kicking out at me.'

Woolf frowned at the man. 'Why would she want to do that? She has been kicking and scratching at anyone who came near her.'

'That’s what I thought when Owen told me.'

'Fetch the little shit and bring him to my cabin. And Mike, I don’t want a hair on his head touched. You know how Lord Butler feels about his pretty boys.'

• • •

Christina stepped out the bathroom and looked at the small space under the door. Nothing yet. Leaning back on the mattress, she closed her eyes a little and thought of her son who she would see in a short while. 'Stuart!' She screamed and sat up on the bunk. The dream had been horrible, and she felt like crying. How could she have fallen asleep? A small folded piece of paper caught her attention.

'Owen, you little beauty,' she said, walking over to the cabin door.

She picked up the note and stashed it in the front of her jeans. As she turned the door handle, the door popped open a few centimetres on the rubber seal. She eased it open and listened. The corridor was silent. Two meters to the right, mounted on the opposite wall of the corridor, was a green first aid box. Slipping out of the doorway, she tiptoed across and opened it. As she stood there feeling around inside, the pungent stench of human sweat and faeces stung her nose and she choked back the gag reflex. Grabbing the object she wanted, she closed the box and retreated into the cabin.

The roll of adhesive bandage was the width of her hand, and she grabbed the shard of the mirror from her pocket and wrapped the tape around the thick end, fashioning a handle. Bouncing it in her hand a few times once she had finished, her spirits lifted.

Owen had been true to his word with the small diagram and some additional detailed notes on the piece of paper. She sat on the end of the bed and studied the piece of folded paper. The route to get to Stuart was simple as he was on the deck below her. Getting between the two sites they had talked about would be trickier. Committing the route to memory, she flushed the note then walked to the door and listened. Silence.

The stench filled her nostrils again as she walked down the short corridor. Stopping at the corner, she looked out over the hull. The gangway ran around in a full rectangle with all the container-like cages that seemed to be empty. Small dirty yellow lights on the side of the cages added to the gloomy mood of the hold. Walking over to the handrail, she looked over the edge to the deck below and realised that there were five levels in total.

Shrinking back into the shadow, she decided to walk with her shoulder against the cages that would give her some cover from the guards above and below. Looking down into a cage directly behind her, she saw big sacks strewn across the floor. A hand came through the cage and grabbed her pants. She squealed, stifling a scream. Jumping back from the bars, she was followed by a small child's hand, extended through the bars, fingers open, begging. Walking forward again, she saw one of the sacks roll over, and she was looking at the face of a woman with long greasy hair. Someone her own age.

Her hand shot up to her mouth to stifle any sound when she saw the child was no more than Stuart's age. Its eyes stared directly at her before the child turned and walked back to the woman.

On one of the other floors, a baby cried out, before she heard the comforting whispers of its mother. These cages were for humans. Hundreds, no, tens of thousands squashed into them on the five levels, like Dante's depiction of the layers of Hell.

A foot scrape on the gangway just above her head snapped her back from their misery. Guards were still out on patrol, and she was out in the open. Peering down over the edge again, she scanned the floor below again. No guards were walking about on Stuart’s level.

Tiptoeing along a wall, she reached the small door on her left which led to the stairwell Owen had told her about. Pushing down on the small handle caused a screech of metal. The sound tore through her and echoed out into the dark. Stopping to listen again, she still heard nothing but the slow footfalls of the passing guard above. A little more pressure made the door pop open inwards, and she pushed the heavy metal door, stepping through in a single movement.

Fresh air funnelled downwards from the upper deck and bridge. The stairwell was narrow with yellow panelled walls from the stairs to the ceiling. She followed them down two flights and came to another metal door. This handle gave way without a sound, and she eased it open a sliver, peeking through into a dimmed corridor. The floor was identical to the one she had just left and with the coast clear, she stepped through. Walking briskly, she rounded the corner to her left before coming to the small corridor which led off to the right. Four cabin doors lined the left-hand side of the corridor and Stuart should be in the last one. Her heart rate lifted. A smile appeared on her face. She held her breath as she reached for the door handle and turned. The door opened outwards, and she looked into the dark void of the room. Taking a step inside, her eyes adjusted to the dim light for the porthole. Both bunks were empty. She walked to the right and looked into the small bathroom. It was also empty.

As she stepped out of the door, someone on the other side shoved it closed and slammed her into the doorframe. She fell forward to the ground and reached into her pocket. A quick glance to her right and she saw black army boots.

Strong arms and hands yanked her up from the floor. One of the men grabbed her long blonde ponytail and spun her around to face her back down the corridor. The man holding her had his arm around her throat now. Three men in green fatigues stood aside as Woolf walked between them towards her, a large smile on his face.

'Nice try, Christina, but I am afraid we have foiled your little attempt to escape.'

'You bastard.'

'It nearly worked too. Owen was clever to try and set Mike up as the scapegoat. He would have been blamed for leaving your door open. Luckily I caught Mike leaving your room and after digging a little deeper into Owen, I mean… into Owen's motives, I found out about your plan.’

'It wasn't Owen's doing, Woolf. So just let him go.'

Woolf let out a raucous laugh. The men joined in, and Christina’s stomach balled with fear.

'I did let him go, dear Christina,' Woolf said, his eyes gleaming. 'Over the side of the ship.'

'No!' she screamed against the force of the arm around her throat.

'I contacted Lord Butler, and he was deeply disappointed with Owen's behaviour. To think he dragged Owen out of the gutter to be a part of his little harem and gave him everything he needed,' Woolf said and took a step closer. 'Lord Butler has authorised me to teach you a little lesson before you arrive in Boston tomorrow.'

Christina screamed and brought out the shard of mirror. She sliced down on the man's forearm with all her might. The clothing, skin and muscle burst open like a popcorn kernel. He screamed out and released her, falling against the wall, clutching his arm. She attacked Woolf, the shard of mirror held low and in front of her.

Woolf swivelled to his right, blocking the bloody shard with his forearm and punched her in the kidneys as she went past him. Two of the men grabbed her, holding her flailing wrists and lifted them high in the air. She kicked out at them, but they were expecting it. Christina continued to scream as they pinned her to the corridor wall, slamming the shard-hand against the wall three times until her right hand released the mirror. It dropped to the ground and shattered even more.

Woolf walked up to her. She kicked out at him again, but with no real malice as she felt the energy leaving her. He dodged her feet easily and then slapped her across the face with an open right hand. The crack of sound echoed out into the silent cargo hold. Shouts of encouragement came from some of the prisoners.

Christina's head dropped a little. 'Bastard! Is that all you have, you pig.'

Woolf smiled and slapped her again. Christina's head snapped to the left, and her eyes rolled back a little.

'Is that all you are good for? Beating up women and small children. Such a man.'

The third flat-handed blow snapped her head to the right. She blacked out, her knees slumping forward.


Chapter 22

Edith Mærsk, New York - 2033

With his heart racing, Gibbs took the stairs two at a time as he ran up from the crew area, up towards the bridge. The bowels of a ship always made him feel claustrophobic, even if they had had daily exercise sessions on the deck. Every little bit of exercise would help in the long run.

'Hello, Captain. You sent for me?' Gibbs said to the man who stood on the right-hand side console of the long narrow bridge. He peered through heavy binoculars and was dressed smartly in pressed white shirt tucked into his black pants.

'We have arrived at the coordinates you wanted. What you see out there is Gravesend Bay, with old Brooklyn off our starboard bow. There is no one here to meet us, though. Do you want me to drop anchor?'

'Yes please, Captain. Our contact will only join us once we have moored up. When we are ready, the signal to him will be when we drop the metal gangway on the starboard side.'

The captain nodded and relayed the orders to his first mate.

'What bridge is that ahead of us?' Gibbs asked as he looked at the two sets of tall towers that stood on concrete foundations.

'That was the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge. They recently detonated explosives on the main deck of the bridge to demolish it so larger vessels like us can make it through on the raised flood surges. Please be aware that we can only moor here for three hours before I have to move up to Newark to start unloading the NAG cargo. They only have one crane working there, so time is of the essence.’

'Fair enough, Captain. I’ll head down and get my men ready to receive and debrief our contact,' Gibbs said and left the bridge. He rushed down the stairs to the deck level and out through a metal storm door onto the main deck. The briny smell of the tidal surge filled his nostrils.

'Shredder!' Gibbs said with a smile. 'What a nice surprise. I am glad you could finally join us.'

Shredder turned around and gave him his traditional middle finger salute. 'It was so sweet of you to lock me up in that shithole for eight days.'

'We do aim to offer a five-star service, and because you kept puking all over the bloody place, we thought it best you got the presidential suite.'

'You're so kind, boss, but fuck you. The bucket was a considerate touch, but please spare me the additional expense next time.'

'Are you sober now?'

'As a judge. That was not an experience I want to go through again, I might add. I am ready to get cracking against Butler and his cronies.'

'You will still feel fatigue for a while, so I will initially give you a lighter load.'

'No need for the kid gloves.'

'Shredder, I know what you are going through, and it doesn't go away in a week. I don't want you in a position that you cannot handle. It is all part of the recovery. So don't bitch at the type of jobs I decide to give you, okay.'

'Aye, boss.'

The sound of a large motorboat drifted across on the wind, and they all walked over to the starboard railing. Approaching them was a long, sleek motorboat, the thumping sound of her large V12 engine roaring above the crashing bow-wave that it created. The boat pilot steered the white vessel to the left in an extended arc as it circled to come alongside. The roar subsided as they pulled up to the gangway and a tall man in jeans and a brown leather jacket with a blue cap jumped across and started climbing the metal steps.

Shredder and Smithy walked forward to the small gate in the side railing, their SA80s carried across their arms. The man stepped on deck and chatted to them briefly before putting his arms out as Smithy frisked him. A Glock was removed from a holster on the man's belt and handed to Shredder.

'I take it that you are Kyle Gibbs?' the man said as he strutted over, sticking his hand out.

Gibbs nodded and shook his hand. 'Bob Dweck?

'The very same,' he replied, a sparkle in his blue eyes.

'Nice to meet you, Bob. Andrei said that you would be our eyes and ears on the ground while we chase this lunatic.'

'That's correct. I am a junior minister in the New American Government so have fingers in all manner of pies,' he said.

'Good to hear. So you from New York then?'

'I am. I hail from a small family import and export business in Manhattan, before it was flooded of course.'

‘Good to have you on board with us,' Gibbs said. 'What can you tell me about Butler's whereabouts?'

'I have over twenty scavenger informants scouting his factories and watching out for men who match his description. He is proving to be very elusive. The New York warlord is not co-operating either. He is one of you British fellows and rules the city with an iron fist, so people who work for him are too scared to help us for fear of floating out to sea if you catch my drift.'

'I do. Andrei seems to think that his rise to power was engineered way back when Butler was still leading the Phoenix Council.'

'That may be true. I can check up with some of the seasoned campaigners here in the NAG. Leave it with me. You don't happen to have any photos of Butler do you?'

Gibbs frowned at him. 'I thought Andrei had provided you with all that kind of intel.'

'It's a photo from five years ago. I am sure that a man of his means, who is on the run from global governments, might have made some changes.'

'True, but see what you can get from your New York contacts anyway.'

'Will do, buddy. I'll let you get on your way to Newark and meet up with your trucks and men. It’s a tricky sail at low tide, so good luck.'

Gibbs shook his hand and smiled. The tall man walked towards the railing, stopping at Smithy to retrieve his Glock, which he stuffed into the holster in the back of his pants.


Chapter 23

Queen of Sheba, Massachusetts Bay, Atlantic Ocean - 2033

Wooden slats from the bunk above her made her heart sink. Squirming to her right, she tried to get comfortable after a night of being tied down to the bed. The silver tape cut into her wrists and ankles, and she was numb from inactivity. Grinding her teeth, she winced at the pain in her jaw from the beatings that Woolf had dished out to her. What is Butler planning?

'Hello!' she screamed for the umpteenth time.

Hunger and an urgent need to go to the toilet had kept her awake for most of the morning, but it had to be getting closer to noon.

A distant clanging noise of metal on metal gave her some joy as she recognised the sound of the anchor and chain being lowered. Outside the ship, the air was filled with the child-like cry of seagulls.

She lay in silence. A few minutes later she heard footsteps and the door opened. Mike walked through. He slipped a large hunting knife out and leant over her to cut the silver restraints.

'Your journey‘s over, princess. Time to go and meet the man with all the plans,' Mike said.

'I need to use the toilet. Do you mind waiting outside?'

'I do actually, get in there and hurry the fuck up.'

He was still waiting as she walked out.

'Turn around. I need to bind your wrists,'

She slowly turned and placed her hands behind her back.

'When can I see my son, Mike?'

'You'll see him soon enough, but that is about all. The boss has told us that no contact of any kind is allowed between you two.'

'Why?' she said.

'You can ask him when you see him. Maybe he will allow you that as a last request,' he said and laughed, pushing her out the door and leading her down the corridor. They walked along the gangway where the containers were being boarded up by more soldiers. A sealed up container was already being hoisted out of the hull by a crane that spanned over from the quay. She felt for the poor people as the icy air filtered down through the hold's open doors.

Mike shoved her through one of the plain metal flood doors, and she slipped on the salty sea-sprayed deck, banging her knees. The cold air whipped through to the bone, and her teeth started to chatter as Mike pulled her to her feet.

'Don't you start acting up again.'

A young blond soldier walked up to them and took her arm. 'Hi, Christina. I am going to accompany you for the rest of your journey. My name is Jonathan.'

'Where is my son?'

'He will be in the truck behind us. So you might get a glimpse of him as they load him up.'

Christina scanned the long concrete quay below that had been built out from a flooded five-storey building. At the end of it was a gigantic blue crane that towered over the Queen of Sheba and was unloading containers, two by two, out of the hold and onto awaiting green trucks. Three additional vehicles slowly reversed down the quay next to the others and parked near the metal gangway that was being lowered from the hull.

'Those trucks are for you and our other special guests,' Jonathan said and grabbed her arm to walk her towards the gangway.

She inched down the steep incline slowly, trying not to slip. She could not stop herself with her hands bound, and it was a long drop to the water. Inching her way down onto the slimy concrete quayside, Jonathan guided her between the two rows of trucks.

'Keep walking to the first truck.'

'Please, Jonathan, I just want to see my son. Even just a glimpse would do.'

'Woolf will kill me if I disobey him. I am sure you heard about what happened to the last man who was assigned to look after you.'

'I feel terrible about young Owen. He was such a caring young man, and I am indebted to him for everything he did. I understand if you feel it would endanger your life to help me.'

Jonathan stopped her at the back of the first truck then lowered the big tailgate, flipping out a small ladder.

'Just wait right here. Owen was a friend of mine too. Don't look around until I tell you to.'

He climbed into the back of the truck and shifted two wheat-filled sacks to the left side. He kneeled on the edge and looked up every few seconds.

'Okay, turn around now.

Christina turned to see a soldier carrying Stuart in his arms. Her son was sleeping peacefully with his head on the man's shoulders, his mouth open slightly. The soldier turned in behind the back of the second truck, disappearing from view.

• • •

Christina tried in vain to get comfortable. Drifting in and out of a troubled sleep, it was early morning, and the temperature had dropped during the night. The back of the truck was open, and she looked out at the shape of the second truck that was in convoy behind them. Woolf was sitting next to the driver, puffing away on another cigarette. Looking across to the other side of the vacant motorway, Christina saw a faded I90 sign disappearing into the distance as they drove along. Being back in the country she had grown up in had a bittersweet taste to it. Rocking her body to and fro, she tried to swing herself up into a seating position.

'Here, let me help,' Jonathan said and pushed her up.

'Thanks, Jonathan,' she said. 'Do you have any idea where we are going?'

'I have not been told that, Christina. I wish I had more information for you, but I'm pretty new to Styx Enterprises.'

'Do you have any idea why I am still being separated from everyone? Is there any news of the other women who were with me?'

He smiled and shook his head.

The fusion truck shuddered and started to slow down. Christina looked at Jonathan then back out to the truck with Woolf in. It narrowed the gap to within a few feet of them and then Christina fell over as their vehicle turned off the I90. Woolf waved and smiled as his truck carried on past them.

'Oh my God, Jonathan. Where are they going? Why are we not going with them?'

'I don't know, Christina,' he said and walked to the back of the truck to look out.

'There is another sign. We are still on the I90 to Onalaska. They've carried on driving on the I94 to Minneapolis.'

Stuart! Utter despair at the thought of no longer being near Stuart washed through Christina. A part of her was missing. She started sobbing. 'I just don't understand what is happening.'

'Neither do I. Styx Enterprise has its headquarters and a few factories in Minneapolis. Maybe they are going there. I'll ask the driver when we stop again.'

Tears rolled down her cheeks as she sat in silence. Where are you, Gibbs?


Chapter 24

Churchill, Manitoba, Canada - 2033

Lord Butler looked at the man staring back in the mirror. He clenched his jaw and saw the muscles twitch. The emaciated wretch that gazed back at him was someone that he once might have recognised, but not anymore. The darkness swirled around inside him at the prospect of the Kharon plan. Walking over to the bed, he picked up the sawn-off shotgun and clipped it onto the shoulder strap that was placed over his black waistcoat. Grabbing his long down jacket with its fur-lined hood, he eased his left arm in first, trying not to rub his forearm stump against the inside of the sleeve.

All his belongings had been packed up into three plastic boxes and were piled near the door. He walked out his room and left the building, out into the freezing Churchill air. It was beautiful. A clear, crisp night after a few days of whiteout blizzards and the fresh snow crunched beneath his snow boots. Two armed men in green overcoats, green pants and black boots fell in behind him. They crossed the road together and walked past the Styx laboratory complex.

Local villagers were already queuing out through the main door of the small town hall as Lord Butler made his way down the street. Walking up the steps, two more soldiers appeared from the left and pushed ahead of him, clearing a path for him to enter the small vacant foyer. Two heavily armed men stood, arms crossed in front of their chests, guarding the wooden double door that was the entrance to the hall itself. He felt like royalty, greeting a few men and women who were queuing inside. He smiled like he knew they expected him too.

'Open the doors and start letting everyone in, gentlemen,' Lord Butler barked to the two men. 'It's freezing out here.'

He scanned the smiling faces as the townsfolk filed in from the cold and went in to take their seats on the rows of wooden chairs. Professor and Dr Anderson plus three of their research assistants were detained to one side.

'Francis, what is going on here?' Professor Anderson asked.

'I am going to address the town, Pehr, that’s what.'

'What could you possibly still want from them?'

'Just going to show my appreciation for all they’ve done. You have work to do, so don't concern yourself with the people of Churchill anymore. Start focusing all your thoughts and energies on the production and quality of product that is going to make us famous, and very, very rich.'

'What is going in there? I heard one of them say that you said the meeting was about creating more jobs here. I thought we were finished up here.'

'You are done here. Styx Enterprises is not, however,' Lord Butler snapped. 'Men, escort the Professor and his esteemed team to the waiting trucks. I will be joining you shortly.'

He watched them leave the foyer and walk down the outside steps. Three trucks had just pulled up, and twenty men jumped down, walking past the confused group of scientists. A good-looking captain, with short black hair, walked up to him and saluted.

'Good evening, Captain. Have you briefed all your men?'

'Yes, sir.'

'Fantastic. Now follow me,' Lord Butler said, and turned to walk into the hall.

It had a high wooden ceiling with large panels, yellow painted walls with curtains hanging to the floor. The hall had two blocks of wooden seating, with aisles on the sides, and a wider one down the middle that ran up to a metal lectern at the front. Lord Butler felt a spring in his step as he walked past the empty back rows, up towards the front of the hall. The first ten rows on each side were filled with what was left with the population of Churchill and they all chatted excitedly amongst themselves. A little boy sitting on a chair right on the aisle waved to him, his white blanket clutched in his other hand as he sucked his thumb. Lord Butler smiled back and slipped his hand out of his pocket and ruffled the little child's blond hair. He stopped at the front of the group and turned to greet them.

'Good evening, everyone. Where is Clive?'

A man who was sitting three rows back stood up.

'Come on up, Clive. Don't be shy,' Lord Butler shouted. 'While your hardworking mayor makes his way forward, I just wanted to thank each and every one of you for your patience and continued help. Styx Enterprises thanks you for your valuable contribution. You will not be forgotten.'

Shaking Clive's hand as he stepped forward, the tall black-haired man turned and cleared his throat.

'I know that many of you have been worried since you heard the news that the lab was no longer going to be in operation. I spoke to Lord Butler earlier today, and he has promised…'

Lord Butler drifted off as the darkness swirled around inside him. He felt his hand reach the zip for his jacket and started pulling it down. Flicking the right side of the jacket side backwards, he felt the cold comfort of the shotgun. The darkness growled and egged him on. He lifted the shotgun towards Clive's head. A distant scream from one of the villagers made Clive turn as the recoil flicked the barrel upwards. The first two rows of people in front of Clive closed their eyes as the beads of blood covered them. The dead mayor collapsed forward onto a cowering woman. Lord Butler swung the gun around and shot the nearest villager, a tall teenager, who had stood up from his chair and reached for his hunting rifle. The force of the close range blast pushed him backwards, toppling into the second row, a moist dark mess where his face had been.

Yellow muzzle blasts from the twenty machine guns of the soldiers who had walked down the side aisles blocked out the screams. The roar from the juddering weapons continued until the magazines were spent. Metal clicking against metal as they soldiers eagerly reloaded then sent a second wave of bullets ripping into the congregated villagers.

The darkness let out a low rasping scream from Lord Butler's lungs as he stood with his arms spread, face pointed at the ceiling. Men, woman, children, young and old, screamed, saturating the air with fear and terror as they fell amongst the splintering hall chairs. Orgasmic euphoria flowed through him as he looked back down to see people racked with pain. Warm blood splattered across the side of his face as a nearby fleeing man’s head exploded in a red hue. Lord Butler felt baptised, reborn. He had overcome everything in his life. His time had come.

A woman crawled up to him, and Lord Butler reached into the jacket and pulled out his Beretta and fired into her spine. She screamed and clawed at the slippery ground. Jamming the Beretta under his left arm, he pulled his mother’s dagger out of the scabbard, reached down and slit her throat. Laughter resonated from his chest as he cleaned the blade on the back of her jacket.

A younger teenager sprinted past him, and towards the fire exit doors. He placed the blade on the woman’s back and grabbed the pistol again, firing twice in quick succession. The momentum sent the boy sprawling on the shining floor as his body slid up against the exit door.

A few seconds later the echoes of the screams and gunshots died away into the corners. Silence. Lord Butler stood at the front with his eyes closed taking all the chaos in. He was the darkness now.

He smiled at the soldier nearest to him. ‘Here, son. Load my weapons please.'

The young man with eyes blinking with adrenaline, blood splattered across his face, walked across and helped to load the shotgun and pistol.

'Light her up and let her burn,' Lord Butler screamed.

The men laughed as they started setting the flimsy curtains on fire and Lord Butler walked down the centre aisle, stepping over countless bodies. He stopped and looked at the small boy who was lying on his back, staring at the ceiling. Kneeling down he flicked a tassel of blond hair out of the boy's eyes, then grabbed the blood-splattered white blanket and reached up to wipe the blood and sweat from his face. He walked out of the burning hall.

The cold air welcomingly seeped through him as he walked outside and down the main steps. Standing near the first truck were the five scientists. Looking to his left, he noted the orange glow from the roof of the laboratory. More of his orders being carried out.

The first few snowflakes drifted into view. Another blizzard.

'What have you done, Francis?' Ruth Anderson screamed as he walked up to them. Tears streamed down her face.

He wiped the sweat from his face once more with the blanket then stood staring at the blood all over it. Tossing it aside into the pristine snow, he walked past them.

'I did what was necessary. Now, stop whining and get into the truck. Let's get to the planes and go back to the good old US of A.’

'Where are we going?' Pehr asked.

'Minneapolis. Back to Styx Headquarters.'

Lord Butler climbed into the cab next to the good-looking captain. The cab was warm, and he slowly took off his jacket. Throwing it onto the dashboard in front of him, he reached down into the side pockets of his pants and pulled out a folded envelope.

'Make sure you leave this on the steering wheel when you get out,' he said.

'Yes, sir,’ the man said, looking at the handwriting on the front. ‘May I ask who Captain Kyle Gibbs is?'

'No, you may not.'

• • •

Pehr Anderson looked across at his wife as she sat back on her ankles, staring out the back of the truck. Her hair was still in her ponytail, but her fringe was windswept from standing in the gusts of icy wind at the private airstrip north of Minneapolis. It had been a few hours since they had left the massacre in Churchill, and she hadn't said a word.

Their truck slowed to a stop, discharging a blast of steam, and the young soldier who had sat in the back with them jumped down and opened the tailgate. It was early evening, and the sun had just set, creating a golden glow across the sky. Pehr climbed down and helped his wife from the back of the truck. Looking down the abandoned tarred road, he saw the rusty sign swinging overhead on a disused traffic light, North Washington Ave. Pehr walked around the side and looked at the large red building they pulled up in front of. Its red brick frontage spanned a hundred metres along the road. Three men stood guarding a single doorway, the Styx Enterprises logo on the wall above the door.

'Is this the factory?' Ruth asked.

He spun around and smiled at her, then hugged her as she walked up to him.

'Welcome back, little mouse. Yes, I believe that this is another of his factories, it certainly is large enough.'

'When will this all end, Pehr?'

Lord Butler walked over to them. 'It will end once I have the vaccine in full production and have stockpiled enough to cover any eventualities. Then and only then, will I hold you as having completed your contract. You can then retire anywhere you wish and live a comfortable life off the royalties.'

'We don't want your blood money, Butler,' Pehr snapped.

Lord Butler shrugged. 'Let's go inside. I am sure you will change your mind.’

They walked along the cracked pavement and through the door of the building. An Asian security guard who was sitting behind the main desk jumped up as the group walked forward.

'I am taking this group on a little factory tour,' Lord Butler said.

'Yes, sir,' the man said and moved to unlock a double door at the back of the reception area. He walked in and held one of the doors open to a long white-walled corridor. On the right-hand side were more brown office doors, and on the left, were large glass windows that overlooked the factory manufacturing lines. People walked around the clean rooms in white full body suits, checking large, silver stainless steel vats with hundreds of dials and gauges on consoles next to each vat.

'Pehr, I am sure that you will recognise the layout since you designed it for me. I have got some of my other scientists to extrapolate it to ensure we could ramp up the production of the tablets.’

'Tablets! But they work slowly and will be less effective. There are no guarantees that they will even work on extreme cases. People will die before they complete the dosage.’

Lord Butler turned and smiled.

'That, dear fellow, is the point. In the next section, we are also producing the vaccine in its liquid form. That will go to government officials, warlords, wealthy folks and their families. Those who can pay me cash. The tablets will go to the general population and yes, we will lose many, but then that is what nature intended of her viruses.'

'My God! You're a madman,' Ruth said.

'Oh do stop all that talk, Ruth. It is getting tedious. The human race will bounce back from all of this and be stronger for it. I have just had your grandson injected with the serum to show my good faith.’

'Stuart is here?' Ruth said.

'Yes he is, and now I bet you regret calling me a madman, don’t you?'

Ruth forced a smiled. 'Are you going to allow us to see him?'

'Of course, dear Ruth, we are partners in this venture after all. You will have fifteen minutes to see him, that is all for now. Are we in agreement?'

Both Pehr and Ruth nodded.

'They are in that room behind you. The woman he is with is called Helga. She is his warden at the moment, so do everything she says and I might let you see him on a regular basis. Betray me or try to run away with him, and I will kill you both.’


Chapter 25

Newark Ave, Newark, New Jersey, USA- 2033

Shredder stood in the corner of the small rectangular kitchenette with his hands over an old stove. Some residual gas was still in the tanks, so he was boiling water for tea in a small kettle he had found. The kitchen of the abandoned warehouse had once served hundreds of aircraft workers who maintained the planes flying out of the neighbouring Newark Airport.

'How are you feeling, Shredder?' Gibbs asked as he walked in.

Shredder turned and scowled at him, lifting the blanket up over his shoulders and neck. 'Cold and tired. Not sure what is happening, but I was fine a few days ago.'

Gibbs threw him a small orange and white box of tablets. 'It’s the side effects of the withdrawal process. My dad suffered from it too when he tried to quit.'

'How many times did he try to quit?'

'Three.'

'Jeez. So not much hope for me then?' Shredder said, rubbing his hands together.

'Bollocks, mate. My dad was never as strong-minded or as disciplined as you.'

'Maybe, but all this shivering and shaking like a homeless tramp is starting to get to me.'

'That will pass. Your immune system is a little fried, so I got a general antibiotic from the medic to help with the process. Morning and evening, with meals.'

'Cheers, boss. I could sure use a drink, though. You know, just to take the edge off a little.'

'It's already been eleven days, mate. You are doing well. Don't give into it now. My old man lost his wife and blamed me for her death, so he always had a reason to keep failing. You have Shirley and the kid waiting for you at home. Not to mention all the cash you'll have when you get back.'

'I know, boss.'

'Hopefully, things will get a little busier in the next few days as we get closer to finding Butler,' Gibbs said.

'Ahem!' Smithy was standing in the flaking white doorway. He nodded to his left as the chiselled features of Bob Dweck came into view behind him.

'Good morning, all,' he said, showing his beaming white teeth.

'Come on in, Bob. I hope that you have some news for us.'

'That's why I am here. One of the scavenger informants has heard that Butler and his men are up in a place called Churchill. It’s up in the frozen wasteland of Canada. I am told he has a laboratory there that has been doing scientific research. My source says he has a cousin in the employ of Styx Enterprises, who has been searching for any information for us.’

‘Are they credible sources?’

‘A scavenger wouldn’t have that sort of info, but I believe the cousin does work for Butler’s company.’

‘It’s a long way to go for nothing.’

‘I know, but the cousin believes that Butler is planning to get the hell out of there pretty soon so we may need to hustle.’

'If we miss the bugger there, it could be weeks before the reptile surfaces again,' Shredder said from the corner.

Gibbs nodded his head. 'Bob, you said that you could get us a large plane that could fly us anywhere we wanted?'

'That’s right, sir. We have three Alenia C-27J Spartans here at Newark that the NAG has made available for you. They would prefer that we use road transport as you can imagine. Fuel availability is the real issue here. We are not sure of how much will be available for use where we land so we could get grounded.'

'It would be quicker to get to Churchill by plane. It’s the first positive sighting we have had. I want to get there as fast as we can, while you keep hammering those informants. If he does leave, he will be going back to one of his other sites. We can leave a team here to head him off should they return. '

'Okay, I will do,' Bob said. 'How many men will you need to go?'

'I'll take ten to Churchill with me so we’ll begin kitting up straight away. Can you get the pilots to find me for a quick briefing? We don't have much time to debate the risk of the trip, so I'll need pilots that are capable of flying us in, refuelling and getting us out.’

'Leave it to me,' Bob said and started to walk away. 'One thing that my source did mention to me about Butler was that he had lost a lot of weight and looked entirely different to the photos we have been circulating. It could account for why we have struggled to track him down. Apparently, he has lost his left arm too, which is attributed to you, I hear.’

'I put a bullet through his arm back in London before he escaped, but clearly I should have put one between his eyes.'

Bob smiled. 'That must be why he likes you so much.'

'I guess so. Now see if your man can get any details about the men working for him. He always has a few good henchmen around him. I’m keen to find out about that tall German.'

'Sadly, I have lost contact with the informant this morning. It occasionally happens with these scavengers. They earn some vouchers and then drink like there is no tomorrow, so he will probably resurface in a few days.'

'Just get us what you can.'

• • •

A white wasteland passed below them as Gibbs looked out of the small round window in the fuselage of the grey C-27J. The black blur of the six-bladed prop droned within touching distance of his seat as the pilot started his descent with the tell-tale change in engine pitch. This woke all the men who were sitting across from one another on bright red canvas chairs. Five on each side of the plane with twelve crates of equipment strapped down to the floor between them. Shredder shouted something and pointed out of his window on the other side. Gibbs unbuckled the seatbelt and walked across to look.

'If that’s the place we are going to, boss, then it doesn’t bode well,' Shredder shouted.

Long black plumes of smoke spiralled up from a small hamlet of buildings that was visible against the carpet of white.

'Well, mate, you wanted some action. I think we are going to get it.'

The plane circled once around the airstrip and slowly lined up as it got closer to the ground, touching down with a bump. A plane-made blizzard immersed the fuselage as the pilot cranked up the engines to taxi back along the strip. Swirls of snow being sucked up by the engines were curled into the air.

A few minutes later, the co-pilot came through the small doorway from the cockpit, looking pale and exhausted. He stood wiping his forehead with his sleeve as the shudder of the engines winding down reverberated through the whole plane.

'That was a fucking nightmare,' he said. 'We nearly ran out of airstrip. Bloody tug wouldn't stop on all this ice.'

'Well done, Lieutenant.'

'The captain and I will set about fuelling her and monitor the radio for further orders from you.'

'Fine. We'll trek down into town and see if the target is still here,' Gibbs said,

'Yes, sir. Just to let you know, there are no other aircraft here. Only two trucks parked near a small cabin where the fuel barrels are stacked.'

Gibbs’s stomach tightened as he rubbed his gloved hands together. 'Okay thanks, Lieutenant,' he said and stood up to walk over to his group of men.

'Right, the co-pilot has informed me that there are no other planes parked here but that there are two trucks that we could use. Smithy, take two men and see if you can get a truck started. Everyone, be sharp. We still don't know who is out there or what they might have left behind for us.’

The men all stood up and zipped up their green down coats. They unclipped the plastic crates that were on the floor and each soldier took one and placed it back on the seat. Grabbing the Bergens that were pre-packed and stored inside, they walked over to the ramp at the rear of the plane that the co-pilot had lowered.

'Move out,' shouted Gibbs to the group.

A cursory inspection yielded no booby-traps in the trucks, so they were hotwired, and soon they drove on the icy road that wound down from a small escarpment.

Smithy was sitting behind the wheel with Gibbs in the cab beside him.

'Boss, I found this on the floor as I climbed in. It’s addressed to you.'

Gibbs looked at the envelope that was folded down the middle. His breath quickened as he stared at his name written in blue fountain pen. He ripped it open.

Hello, Captain Gibbs.

Welcome to America.

Once again you're too late to save your family. You are going to have to up your game if you want to find them alive. Better luck next time.

I am looking forward to watching you and your men flounder, and all fail your family once again. In London, all those years ago, I had no idea what Christina, Andrei and you were planning when you betrayed me. Now, you will have no idea what I have in store for your wife and son.

Good luck with your search.

Regards.

Lord Francis Butler.

Gibbs screamed and punched the plastic dashboard.

'What is it, Gibbs?'

'Just get us down to the bloody village.'

'Do you believe they are still there?'

Gibbs looked at the two plumes of black smoke that stood out in sharp contrast to the white mountains and clear blue morning sky. 'No, we are too late,' he said, folding the note into his top pocket. He took out the magazine from his M27, checked the top round and slammed it back in.

Even with the ice tyres, the truck slid around on the track as Smithy drove slowly into the outskirts of town and parked near the smouldering shell of what was the town hall.

'Boss! Polar bear,' Smithy shouted as they all assembled around the back of the truck.

They followed his gaze up the street to see a big male lumbering towards them, his head swaying and held low to the ground. Stopping a hundred metres away, it lifted its head to sniff the air. Some other smell caught its interest, and it wandered off to the right.

'Watch out for Butler's men and as you’ve just seen, keep your eyes peeled for bears. They will attack if they are hungry enough. Let's split into two groups. Smithy, take five men and scout this hall. We'll take the other building further down the street.'

Gibbs and his team walked through the area that had once been the laboratory. The roof had burnt through and collapsed, leaving a mangled maze of metal beams all across the large site. Shredder called him over to a section of the building that had escaped the worst of the fire.

'Seems this was an admin area, boss. Look at all those filing cabinets.'

'Have a look through them and see if there is anything we can use to track them down.'

A shot went off, and Gibbs spun around to see one of his men standing with his M27 raise in the air. A smaller polar bear was running away from the smouldering building.

'Corporal, do a tally of all the bodies that are in this building, please?'

‘Yes, sir. Are we going to bury them?'

'Leave them where they are. The ground has been frozen for months so it would take us days to dig a grave big enough for them all.'

Gibbs knelt down and picked through some charred pieces of paper. Spreadsheets with reams of numbers and formulae, all hieroglyphics to a soldier. All were notes by the people lying meters from him. He flipped them over, sending burnt bits of paper to the floor in a sooty avalanche.

'Boss, I have something here,' Shredder said as he approached. 'Most of the cabinets were emptied, and the paper was thrown all over the floor, so I am guessing the bastards who torched the place, ransacked it first. They missed this, though.'

Gibbs took the small pad of charred paper and looked at the address at the bottom - North Washington Ave, Minneapolis, MN.

'Think that might be one of his hideouts?'

Gibbs tossed the pad on a smouldering pile. 'It could also be their supplier of toilet paper.’

‘It’s a lead though, boss,’ Shredder said, placing his hand on Gibbs’s shoulder. ‘Chin up, boss. We are getting closer.’

‘Just keep looking while I'll call Bob.'

Walking back towards the road, he saw the other team walking towards them. Smithy looked stressed and edgy. 'It was a massacre, boss. There must be sixty to a hundred bodies there although I cannot be sure as the bears have dragged quite a few away.'

'Bloody hell,' Gibbs said and rubbed his week-old beard with the back of his Gortex glove. 'There were a lot of bodies in the lab too.'

Smithy shook his head. 'Most of them were riddled with bullet wounds, so I think they were dead before it was burnt it down.'

'Let's go back down, I want to take a look,' Gibbs said, and grabbed the satphone from one of the pouches on his webbing and then dialled.

'Bob? It's Gibbs.'

'What's happening up there? Any contact with him?'

'The fucking bastard has murdered the entire village and torched his own lab too. There is more than a hundred dead at a conservative estimate.'

'Dear Lord!'

'I did find a small piece of evidence that leads us to an address in Minneapolis. Can you look it up and tell me what you think. It's on North Washington Avenue, Minneapolis. Get me all you can on that lead.'

'I don't recognise that address so that it might be something. It's certainly not one that my informants have been checking on so let's hope it's something positive.'

Gibbs hung up.

The smell of burnt plastic, wood and flesh greeted him as he stepped over a group of bodies. Metal roof struts had fallen over them, keep them partially covered. Moving forward he came upon some collapsed ceiling panels that covered two people. A small child's arm protruded out, a marbled blue colour from the cold and death. Gibbs swallowed hard and lifted a large panel, peering underneath. 'Jesus,' he said kneeling down. The face of a small blond boy staring back at him, two bullet holes in his stomach and chest.

'How could anybody do this?' Smithy said.

'I bloody thought it was Stuart for a minute,' Gibbs said and swallowed hard.

Smithy placed his gloved hand on his boss's shoulder. 'You sure we shouldn’t bury them?'

'We should, mate, but we can't. Let's move out.'

Walking back up the main street, Gibbs saw Shredder standing by the trucks holding a burnt lab coat.

'You alright, Shredder?'

'Butler has to be made to feel this pain,’ Shredder said. ‘I am going to carve that fucker up when we get him.'

'Take a number,' Gibbs said.

'This time, he won't get away with his life.'

'No, he won't. Let's finish up here and move out.'

As they walked down towards the truck, the satphone rang.

'Bob?' Gibbs answered.

'There is a string of industrial buildings along that road. Most of them are abandoned and have been for some time. Full of scavengers so not worth the effort I am told.'

'Load up the trucks and drive with the men up to that area. Call me when you are near to Minneapolis. We will fly in and wait for you at the airport.'

'But it's over a twenty-hour drive.'

‘I know that, Bob, but it’s a lead. We have to take a look around that area. Why else would they have burnt the paperwork unless it led to one of Butler operations? We are up against the clock on this one so get moving.'

'Are you sure that you don’t just wish it to be something, Gibbs? We should focus on the other sightings.'

Gibbs was silent for a while. 'We don't have much else to go on right now, do we? Just meet me there.'

‘Fine. This is your show,’ Bob said and hung up.

Shredder took a step closer. 'Everything okay, boss?'

‘Not sure. Maybe nothing.’

‘We’ve fought together long enough to trust each other’s gut instinct. What is it?’

'Did either of you ever tell Bob that it was me who shot Butler in London?'

Both Smithy and Shredder shook their heads.

'You think Bob is being dishonest?' Shredder asked. 'He could have heard about you and Butler somewhere else.'

'Maybe. It's just something that has been bothering me,' Gibbs replied.


Chapter 26

Albert Lea Ranch, Albert Lea, Minnesota, USA- 2033

'Stay right here,' the man with the rough voice said to Christina. She had been blindfolded and helped down from the truck by Jonathan. He said his goodbyes with an awkward hug and walked away, the crunching of driveway pebbles under each step. Someone grabbed her by the arm roughly and pushed her forward.

'Step up!' he shouted, and she lifted her foot up over the obstacle. 'Stop here!'

Tilting her head backwards, she tried to look beneath the blindfold but could see nothing. A loud knocking came from somewhere ahead of her. The creak of a door. Hushed, secretive voices. Footsteps on the nearby floor and then she was grabbed by her elbow and dragged forwards.

'One step!' the gruff voice said again. She was too late this time and stumbled forward, landing on cold floor tiles with a grunt. She was indoors again, the flood of air-conditioned and scented air, around her.

'Come on, clumsy,' another male voice said, this time in a softer and more refined tone. 'Now, are you going to behave yourself, Christina? I’ve been told that you misbehaved on the trip over here. I will remove the blindfold if you promise to behave.'

Christina nodded her head. Gentle hands untied the knot at the back of her head and a good-looking man with blue eyes and short cropped blond hair stood and smiled at her. Christina blinked, looking at the effeminate man in the khaki uniform in front of her. She blinked a few more times to acclimatise her eyes to the bright white corridor she was standing in. Three large round skylights in the ceiling let in streams of sunlight.

'I am Corporal Roger Brookestock, Lord Butler's personal valet here at his Albert Lea ranch. You can call me Roger or corporal. Whatever makes you feel more comfortable.'

Christina looked at the young man, sadness flowing through her. She had seen a stream of attractive boys come and go in Butler's life. The odd one got away with his life.

‘Okay, Roger. Could you tell me why I have been separated from my son and brought here?’

'All of that will be revealed in the next few days. Will you follow me so we can get you settled and out of those restraints?' he said and walked down the corridor.

The air was filled with the scent of his aftershave as they walked past a big sunken lounge to the left. In the corner was a stocked bar counter, two large L-shaped brown leather couches near three built-in bookcases. A little further on, they passed an extensive study to the right with a big dark wooden desk up against the furthest wall.

'Is that Lord Butler's study?'

Roger kept on walking.

Turning right at a T-junction, they walked in silence on the white tiled floors until they came to the first set of doors. Roger opened up the door on the left and ushered her into the neat room with a large double bed and two bedside cabinets. A small white dressing table was to the left of a door that led to a bathroom.

'You will stay here for the next few days until Lord Butler has decided what he wants to do with you. I am to see that you are comfortable and settled although you will always be under armed guard.'

'What do you think will happen to me?'

'I don't know all of Francis's plans, Christina, so cannot give you any more details.'

A tall man in green fatigues walked through the doorway and over to her. 'Ma'am, please turn around and face the window.'

She hadn’t even noticed the window behind the white curtains and felt him slip a knife underneath the silver tape and cut through it. Massaging her shoulders vigorously, she turned around to see that two others had joined them in the smallish room. A second soldier in green, even bulkier than the first one, and a youngish lady in a white top over blue slacks.

'There is a good possibility that you have contracted the H9N1 Avian Flu or Kharon virus on the trip over here, and we have only recently received the cure. Lord Butler wants you vaccinated, as there are a few people at the ranch who will not be vaccinated.’

'Forget it, Roger. I don't trust any of Butler's stooges who suddenly appear holding syringes.'

'We can do this the easy way or the hard way. Are you not tired of fighting against your predicament? We have another twenty soldiers on this premises, and you will be given this by force if need be.'

Christina looked at the men and the young lady.

'This is Nurse Miriam, she is attending another patient here at the house, and Lord Butler has asked her to administer the two injections. Are you happy for her to do this?’

Miriam walked up and produced two syringes, injecting the first bright green liquid into her arm, and she followed that up with a clear liquid. Christina rubbed the spot of blood away and then stood up to say something. She felt the warmth crawling up her bicep and into her shoulder and neck. A thickening of her tongue made her panic, and she sat down on the edge of the bed with the help of the nurse. Her head spun, and she saw the ceiling with its pressed panels come into view, and then the curtains before it all went dark.

• • •

The bright light sent sharp spikes of pain through to the back of Christina’s eyes. The room was warm and comfortable in the morning sun, and she looked down to see that she was under a white cotton duvet. Flipping it to one side, she swung her legs down onto the floor. She was dressed in a white nightgown, yet she had no recollection of getting undressed. Across from her, draped over the small white chair that was in front of the dressing table, were woman's blue slacks and white blouse.

Once she was dressed, she poured herself a large glass of water from the tall glass carafe and downed the entire glass. The woman glancing back at her in the mirror looked entirely different to the captive waif in the ship's cabin.

Walking to the main door, she placed her ear against it. The silence allowed her to push down on the brass lever handle and with a gentle shoulder shove she pushed the door open. Slipping out the narrow gap she had opened, she looked down the left side of the corridor. All the wooden doors in the corridor were closed, so she turned to look right and jumped with fright. A guard stood against the wall to her right. He smiled and gestured her to go into the room adjoining her room.

'Who bloody undressed me? Was it you, you pervert?'

The man scowled and gestured her to go into the room again.

Walking forward, she opened the door and was shocked by the sheer size of the dining room. Enormous wall tapestries hung on all four of the walls, and there were three wooden cabinets and sideboards adorned with silver cutlery and old white crockery. The long mahogany table occupied the centre of the room and was set for two people at the far end of the twenty chairs. She couldn't see who was sitting at the head of the table as the figure was blocked by the large flower arrangement that decorated the centre of the table.

Butler! She felt her fists clenching.

Moving to her left, she was shocked to see a short, sickly man sitting at the head of the table.

'Hello, Christina,' the man said. 'Please come and take a seat. Join me for some breakfast. You must be starving.'

Walking over to the seat on his right, she sat and stared at the man, his neatly combed black hair and gaunt face were familiar.

'May I recommend the eggs benedict? Chef is a master at the hollandaise sauce,' he said in a French accent.

'What is going on here? How did I get undressed and why am I here?'

'Forgive me, Christina. I forgot what a tiresome and confusing journey you have been on. I will answer all of your questions that I can. Nurse Miriam and one of her female staff, probably Stephanie, made sure that you were comfortable.

'You are on Francis's private ranch, and I guess you will be here until he returns. You have met Roger and no doubt some of the other staff. Despite their presence, you are free to roam the house. All the guards will watch the exits and the perimeter walls, so please don't try and run or they have been told to detain you by force. Now please, have some coffee.'

The slim man rang a small bell and Corporal Brookestock walked in.

'Roger, can we have some more coffee and two of Chef's tasty eggs benedict.'

'Of course, Alex, ' the man said, bowing slightly. 'Good morning, Christina, I hope you had a restful night.'

'Thanks to the sedative you slipped me, I slept fine. Now when are you going to give me some answers?'

'Alex will be able to answer more of your questions than I can,' he said and exited via a door in between two tapestries of European castles.

'Wait a darn minute. You were Butler's henchmen and dogsbody in London, weren't you?'

The man grimaced and reached down into his lap. Christina felt herself holding her breath. Lifting a plastic mask, he raised it to his mouth and breathed deeply into it for a few breaths, his eyes closed at the pain.

'I am Alex Brun, yes.'

'You are the lowlife who let Gibbs go to prison for nothing. You had the chance to release him. You knew he was innocent.'

Alex looked down at the empty plate and played with his butter knife. 'Yes, Christina, I made a big mistake with Sergeant Gibbs, a man whom I respected and would love to have worked with.'

'Repentant words of an ill or dying man.'

'Yes. They may seem glib words to you now, but they are genuine. It was because I let Gibbs kill David Kirkwood that Francis sent me here to help oversee his operations of Styx Enterprises. I contracted the Kharon virus and as punishment, he is refusing to give me the cure. I am now on basic retroviral drugs and only have a few weeks left to live. I believe that it pleases Francis to see me suffer and die slowly.'

'Oh my God, Alex. That is terrible and so damn barbaric. Why would he let you, of all people, suffer?'

'He is not the man that I first met. He cared for people and the planet but after the events in the Phoenix compound, the darkness inside took over. Power once again has him in its grasp now, and nothing will stand in his way of getting it.

'The whole Kharon project was started when he kidnapped your parents a few years back and had them working up in Canada on a cure. They were close to a cure for HIV before that, but were threatened with their lives, and more importantly, your death if they failed to deliver a vaccine for Kharon.'

Tears welled up in Christina's eyes and she let out a gasp. 'He promised me that they were safe and alright.'

'Well, he lied, Christina. That’s what he does. Once the H9N1 virus evolved and started killing people, he knew that he had his Kharon. Nobody else had the capacity to work on it. Your parents found a natural cure in some plants or something like that. That’s when Lord Butler started releasing the infected people into Europe.’

'The people trafficking?'

'Correct. He transports infected people and then releases them into various small populations. They are forced to do manual labour or sex work and thus contaminate everyone they meet.'

'But why is he trafficking people from the UK? I saw thousands of people on the ship.'

'Many will work in his factories here in the US, and then once they are infected, he will send them back and so the whole conveyor belt of infection will…' he said, wheezing and lifting the oxygen mask to his face again. 'No one will notice the infected people because they naturally fit back into their lives in Europe. That is how this has been undetected all this time.'

'But he has the cure?'

'Yes, but think of all the power that it brings him. He intends to hold the NAG and NEG to ransom with the cure, and then, only supply them the vaccine in return for immunity and wealth. It will make him untouchable.'

Christina sat back in the chair and sipped on a dark coffee. The thought of all the men, woman, and children in the container ships brought tears to her eyes.

'He has to be stopped, Alex.'

'I know. I am a prisoner here just like you, and I would love to help. Before I was sent here to die, I heard rumours from one of his other lovers that the NEG was sending troops across, led by your husband. Francis wants his revenge on all of you here in the US.'

'Yes, that Woolf bloke told me that’s what they intend to do.'

'If you can help me get a dose of the vaccine, I will help you bring the bastard down.'

She looked into his brown eyes. 'Okay, Alex, I will try to get you the vaccine if you promise to find out information about Stuart.'

'I will see what I can get from the staff.'

• • •

Nurse Miriam was standing in the kitchen, leaning up against the white kitchen cabinets, sipping coffee and talking to a younger woman who was seated at a small oak table which was pushed to the side of a large stove and fridge.

'Nurse Miriam, may I have a moment?' Christina asked.

The woman sitting at the table got up and exited a door to the outside of the house. The gust of cool fresh air came inside made Christina shiver.

'You can go for walks outside if you want. Just ask Corporal Brookestock and he will assign two guards to accompany you around the ground.'

Christina smiled at her. 'Are there any more doses of the vaccine available in the house?'

She shook her head. 'Lord Butler only gave us enough for the ranch staff, and the last was for you. Are you asking for Alex?'

'Yes. The man needs some respite. Could we not get any more, without Butler knowing?'

She looked shocked. 'He would kill us all in a heartbeat. Alex would never let us do that for him at the expense of more lives.'

Miriam walked to the doorway and looked outside. Scanning to the left and right, she turned and walked back to Christina. Her eyes flicked back to the door that led to the dinning room. ‘Don’t trust anyone in this house. Everyone is trying to keep on Francis’s good side. They would sell out their family to keep in his good graces.’

'I just thought I would just ask,' Christina said. 'Maybe I'll go for a walk outside.'

‘That is a great idea. I'll go and get Roger.'

Christina leant back on the end of the table, watching the woman walk out of the kitchen.


Chapter 27

Minneapolis - St. Paul's airport, Minneapolis, Minnesota, USA- 2033

The C-27J taxied across the main runway and turned towards the abandoned main terminal. The fuselage shook as it hit rough, weed-strewn patches on the tarred taxiways and concrete aprons. Coming to a halt at the main terminal, the engines wound down, and the co-pilot opened the rear ramp that slowly descended onto the concrete with a clang.

'This place reminds me of those third world airports we used to visit,' Shredder said, stepping onto the apron, his M27 out in front of him. He scanned the horizon.

Smithy walked down and stood next to him. 'Jeez, nature has taken over quickly hasn’t it? Look out there between the runway and taxiway, three white-tailed deer.'

'Venison on the menu for tonight then,' Shredder said.

'Don't be an idiot. Leave them be,' Smithy said and knelt down to pull up some of the grass that was pushing through all the cracks and joins in the concrete. 'She really is taking over, isn’t she?'

'I will throw up all over you if you don't stop all this sentimental shit, you fool,' Shredder said, then glanced over at one of the deserted hangars. 'Heads up, gents, we have incoming.'

Smithy stayed on his knee but raised his M27. 'Covering the lead man with the shotgun.'

The three figures were a long way off and approached with care. The lead man wore a long black jacket and had a shotgun out in front of him, his long black hair blowing across his face as he walked. The two behind were more cautious and hung back.

Shredder glanced up the ramp and saw that Gibbs had opened the side door of the plane, and was targeting the new arrivals from inside. The other soldiers stepped down the metal ramp, M27s raised out in front as the scanned the area. Without a word, they fanned out in a semi-circle, all targeting to cover the three men.

The tall man stopped a hundred meters away and stood looking at them. His two colleagues fanned out to either side of him, one raising an M16 and the other, a pistol.

'What are our orders, boss?' Shredder shouted.

'Hold your fire. Let's wait and see,' Gibbs said.

The three men chatted amongst themselves and then the long-haired man lowered his shotgun and raised a single hand. He took a step backwards and then swivelled on his heels, walking back to a distant hangar with a slow, graceful gait. The other two followed quickly.

'What the hell was that about?' Shredder asked.

'No idea, mate. Maybe they were just scavengers,' Gibbs said. 'Bob said that many of these folks were looking for isolated areas to hide from the NAG and the virus.'

'Mad buggers the lot of them,' Shredder said. ‘Just to walk up to a group of soldiers, guns raised. Crazy.’

'You’d fit in well with them then,' Smithy said.

'Shut up, tree hugger.'

'Let's get unloaded and make our way across into the main building behind us. Smithy, come with me and let's find a place to hunker down. We don't know how long we will have to wait. Shredder, organise everyone and start trying to contact the convoy,' Gibbs shouted.

• • •

The vast departures lounge with its high ceilings and exposed air-con ducts was now home to different species of bird. A large group of pigeons burst into flight from the ground as the men opened the departure door. Nesting crows squawked above them on the mezzanine level. Pushing some of the plastic seating aside, the men created space in front of the gate.

'Do you think they're all okay, boss?' Shredder asked as he sat on the floor and leaned up against his Bergen. A few hours had passed since they had settled in at the departure gate.

'Who?'

'Christina, Stuart and the rest?' Shredder asked, picking at muck under his boot with a large knife.

'Who knows for sure, mate? I have a feeling that they will be okay as long as Butler plots his revenge. I think he will try and use them as leverage first,' Gibbs said.

'He will pay, I promise,' Shredders said, stabbing the rubber sole of his boot.

'I know he will.'

'Are you going to honour his holiness Rolin's wishes and take Butler back for trial or are we going to bury him here?'

'What do you think?'

Shredder smiled, his eyes sparkling.

Smithy walked over, carrying a cardboard box. 'Look what I found. Chocolate bars.'

'Never mind them, fatty,' Shredder said. 'Did you contact Warren?'

'Yes I did, and that’s no chocolate for you then.'

'So where are they?'

'They’re trying to get through the main security gate so they can drive around to pick us up. So won't be long, now,' Smithy said and placed the box down on one of the airport chairs.

He ripped open the wrapper and pulled a Hershey bar out. Pulling the wrapper off, he scowled. 'They are ruined. Look at all the white shit all over it.'

'They're fine to eat,' Shredder said and walked over. 'Be a bloody man.'

'After you then. Your insides died and crawled out of you a long time ago.'

Shredder pulled another chocolate out and unwrapped it and took a large bite. 'You big girl's blouse. See, nothing wrong with them. Here are the others, guys, maybe they’ll have some.'

Five green army trucks drove up and parked next to one another in front of the terminal. The five drivers in NAG uniforms jumped out and walked over to them, saluting simultaneously.

'Okay, men, no need for that,' Gibbs said. 'Do you have a map of where these factories are?'

'I do,' Warren said as he walked up behind them.

Gibbs smiled at him, 'How are you coping, fella?'

‘Trying not to think about Kat,’ Warren said. ‘I have news about a possible site where Butler might be so I just want to get cracking.’

’Good man,’ Gibbs said. 'What news do you have?'

'We made a sweep of the area where all the factories are. Most of them are pharmaceutical factories so one must be linked to Butler in some way. At one of the sites, we saw a few security guards are patrolling the perimeter. Minimal presence out front on the main road but there are ten men at the rear gate and loading bay.'

‘That is certainly something. It is either Butler’s factory or linked to another warlord,’ Gibbs said.

'But Bob’s informant said the site was abandoned and only had some scavengers living there,’ Shredder said.

Warren shook his head. 'Maybe he was mistaken, there are a lot of buildings on that road. Bob says these guys aren’t always reliable. I can tell you there are armed men there. The informant could have meant the headquarters.'

'What headquarters?

'Apparently one of Bob's contacts found their headquarters a mile down the road. It’s a large, glass building not too far from the factory. He says that they saw a man fitting Butler's description there two days ago.’

‘Why the bloody hell didn’t you start with that news?’ Gibbs asked. ‘Do you have the new address?’

'It's in the satnav already.'

'Let's go, men!' Gibbs shouted.

• • •

Gibbs sat next to a steely-eyed Smithy, who was behind the steering wheel. Both looked up the sides of the ten storeys black glass building. The ground floor was boarded up with wooden boards, and a few of the windows on the first floor had holes in them from scavengers throwing rocks at them.

'Are we just going to walk up and go in?' Smithy asked.

'We have trucks positioned all around the block, and there is absolutely no movement. This might be one of those missions where the direct route is best.'

‘Not much recon has gone into this. It is very risky.'

‘I know, but time is of the essence. We’ll have to improvise if things go bad,’ Gibbs said, knowing his keenness to get to Christina could get people killed.

Gibbs jumped out, armed with his M27 and walked around the back of the truck. 'Shredder, bring five men. Let's go and knock on the door.'

'Yes, sir,' he said, his eyes gleaming again.

The small group walked across the street, guns raised and snuck up to the side of the glass double doors. Gibbs peeked around the granite pillar at the side of the doorway and had a view all the way past the four elevator doors through to the marble reception desk at the back. A guard was sleeping behind the counter, his head down on his chest as he slumped in his chair. Shredder crossed the paving and took a position on the other side of the doorway. He reached around the white plasterboards and tapped on the glass with the barrel of his M27. Nothing. The security guard continued sleeping. Gibbs knocked even louder with his M27. Still no movement.

'Is he dead?' Shredder asked.

Gibbs shrugged. 'He will be when you shatter the glass. Blast it open, Shredder.'

A Cheshire cat-like grin appeared on the man starved of action. He walked out onto the middle of the paving and raised the M27. The barrel jumped as it spat bullets and shattered the glass of both doors that collapsed in on itself. Gibbs shielded his face from the flying shards with his arm and then looked up once Shredder was finished. He was smiling and then walked forward alongside Gibbs.

'Man, I needed that!'

Gibbs smiled. 'Well, it had the desired effect then. You are a happy bunny, and the guard has run off.'

'He disappeared behind the counter.'

They walked up to the counter and tapped on the top.

'Come on out, mate, we are not here for you,' Gibbs said.

A quivering old man appeared, his security cap pushed up, revealing blue eyes of shock.

'There is nobody here, mister,' he said. 'They've all gone.'

'Who's gone?' Gibbs asked.

'The last of the big shot management types moved out of here yesterday.’

‘Lord Butler?’ Gibbs asked.’

‘Lord Butler's office was emptied last week. I can show you if you want.'

'Where have they gone?'

The old man shrugged his shoulders. 'They were pretty tight-lipped and it was all very hush-hush, but I heard one of the moving boys joking that they just had to move the boxes to a place just down the road.’

Shredder leaned in towards the old man. 'You better not be sending us on a wild goose chase.'

'Young man, my word is good enough. I will be sitting right here if you need to find me again.'

Gibbs tapped Shredder on the shoulder, nodding his head towards the door. 'Let's head back to the trucks.'

Shredder gave the old man a mock salute and followed Gibbs out to the trucks. Warren walked over to meet them followed by Smith.

'I take it they’re not in there?' Warren said.

'Nope. They’ve cleared out here too.'

'What the hell?'

'Let's have a look at that pharmaceutical factory. Everyone get in the trucks and follow our lead.'

The men all walked off except for Shredder and Warren, who were leaning against the front of the first truck with Gibbs.

'Boss, you know, it seems that Butler is always just one bloody step ahead of us. I am aware that it might just be a coincidence, but I have a nagging feeling,' Shredder said.

Warren nodded. 'I agree, Gibbs, we seem to be chasing our tails here. Someone must be tipping him off.'

Gibbs looked at them. 'Tom Scott is dead, so our previous traitor is not tipping him off anymore. It might be his brother Tyson. He did have contacts in New York.'

'But I thought that Andrei was the one who gave you the NAG contacts,' Shredder said.

'He also got details from Tyson, I think. I'll call Andrei and get him to check out our friend Bob again,' Gibbs said.

'I kind of like old Bob,' Shredder said. 'He doesn’t seem to be sticking it to us.'

'Tom Scott was a great bloke too. Butler has a way of manipulating people,' Warren said.

'Yes, but we have fifty men from the NAG involved here. It doesn’t have to be someone high up. It could also just be that Butler has his own network of scavenger informants,' Shredder said.

'Could be,' Warren said. ‘Bob does seem just that little bit too obvious.'


Chapter 28

Albert Lea Ranch, Albert Lea, Minnesota, USA- 2033

The fire crackled in the stone fireplace that had been built into one of the walls of the lounge. The thick grey stone that framed the fire were thick with aged black soot and the smoke spiralled up the chimney. Christina relaxed on one of the L-shaped leather couches, her feet tucked up under her as she flicked through an old magazine. Sitting across from her on the matching couch was Alex Brun, his oxygen trolley near to hand.

'Thanks for trying to get hold of a dose of the vaccine for me,' he said.

She looked up with a sympathetic smile. 'I am sorry that they don't have any left. Do you think they could be lying about that?'

'I don't know. Everyone is scared of Francis, so they might be.'

'I will ask him for you when he does eventually show up.'

'I appreciate that,' he said and shifted to get comfortable. 'I have spoken briefly to one of the young men he has in tow, and Stuart is okay and very healthy.'

'How is his finger doing?'

Alex looked down at his hands in his lap. 'No infection has set in so it will heal. I’m so sorry for what the poor boy has had to endure.'

Christina nodded and felt herself choking up. 'Do you have any idea when I will be able to see him again?'

'I don't know any more details of Francis's plans so have no idea what his movements are or what his reasoning is for keeping your son. He said he'd be here sometime in the next two or three days.'

'It's hard to believe how wrong I was about him. I cannot believe what he has become. From all the accounts I have heard about him on the way over here, everyone confirms the monster he has turned out to be. He was such a sweet, jovial man when he first took me in as a ward on behalf of my parents. Little did I know he had them captive and was planning to hold the world hostage,' Christina said.

'Francis has always had different plans on the go at once and was always three steps ahead of everyone at the Phoenix Council. Even way back when it was still called the Billionaires Club, he was thinking about the virus. It's why I was so surprised that you got him so easily.'

'We were all working on the inside and created Vargen as a diversion.'

Alex chuckled a little into his mask. 'Ah yes, Vargen, the mysterious resistance leader. He never realised it was more than one person. It drove the Council mad that they couldn’t catch you.’

'It kept his gaze on other areas and away from what we were doing,' Christina said, leaning forward on the couch. 'And to be fair, while we were always the resistance against the Phoenix Council, it was Gibbs who brought the fresh eyes to see what Francis was doing.'

'Hence, why he hates you both so much.'

'I guess so, but I still cannot fathom his rapid personality change. From a caring person to psychotic megalomaniac.'

‘I don’t think that anyone knew how broken his mind was.’

'Hindsight is easy, I guess. Everyone assumed he had died in that basement dungeon.'

'Never make that mistake again. If you or Gibbs get the chance to finish him off, take it,' Alex said and started coughing. He reached across and grabbed the oxygen mask and coughed for a few minutes, his face red and distorted.

'Are the attacks getting more frequent, Alex?'

He shook his head and wiped his mouth with a hanky. 'I still only have one or two fits a day, but they are getting worse.'

• • •

The knock on her door stirred her from her sleep. Christina sat up and looked around at the old clock radio she had borrowed from Nurse Miriam. 11:35pm.

'Yes! Who is it?'

'Please get up and get dressed, ma'am.'

'Why?'

'Just get up and get dressed, you need to come with us,' a voice said from outside her door.

She switched on the side lamp and crossed to her clothes, taking her time to get ready.

'Are you dressed yet, ma'am? You don't want to keep him waiting.'

Her heart stopped, and she felt weak. Anger started to rise as she realised that she was holding her breath. A type of anger only a mother knows. She clenched her fists and felt the strength flowing through her. She yanked the door open and walked out.

'Well then, where is the bastard?'

They walked back in the direction of the lounge and turned left into the corridor that led to the main door. The study was on the left. Fear gripped her again as she walked through the doorway. The air was filled with a musky fragrance. His same old cologne.

The dark wood desk was set back from the door and in front of the long red curtains. Two small antique desk lamps threw yellow light across the desk, and she looked at the thin man who sat reading some documents. With a now balding head and gaunt face, his sunken eyeballs made him look skeletal. He looked like he was drowning in the white shirt, black tie, and waistcoat. The two muscular guards moved to the side of his desk, and Lord Butler looked up, placing his reddened and scarred stump on the desk next to his functioning right hand. Grabbing the document, he placed it into one of the small drawers that were down to his left.

'Hello, Francis,' Christina said.

'Christina,' he replied and leant back in the chair.

'How did things get to this point?' she said and took a step closer. 'Looking at you now, I feel really sad for how things turned out.'

Lord Butler flicked a glance at both the brawny men on either side of him and then laughed.

'Christina, I don't give a rat's arse about how sad you are. You are nothing to me anymore. Nothing but a pawn that I am enjoying pushing around.'

Christina swallowed hard as she looked into his brown eyes.

'The only reason you're alive is that I decree it. I want you to pay for your betrayal of the Phoenix Council and me. I want you to suffer slowly for joining up with Kirilenko as the heads of the resistance movement. Two people whom I took in and then dared to oppose me.

'Fortunately, I was already working on the Kharon project with your parents, so built up an extensive list of contacts and investors, who came to my rescue. The irony is that you destroyed the Phoenix Council, only for me to rise from its ashes an even more powerful man.'

'You kidnapped my parents and kept them from seeing me.'

'They signed up to help me originally but then wanted to leave when it got challenging and a little risky. They needed the motivation to keep working on my cause, so I told them that you and Stuart were infected on the ship over here. They happily upped their pace and concluded their end of the bargain, signing a very lucrative deal with me in the end.'

'They would never agree to any of this. It's just barbaric.'

'True, but they had no choice. You and Stuart are alive because they agreed to help me.’

Christina lowered her head. The glint of a letter opener on the left-hand side of the desk caught her eye.

'Now, getting your husband to follow you here took more masterful planning. Woolf said he would have followed you anyway, but I felt it needed something else to guarantee it. You can thank Woolf for the fact that it was only Stuart's finger that was delivered to your thug of a husband. I wanted his whole arm removed,' Lord Butler said, and raised his stump in the air.

The dam of emotion burst inside of her as she launched forward at Lord Butler, grabbing the letter opener from the desk and driving it towards his throat. He pushed back on his chair and flailed at her hand, deflecting it upwards. A low guttural sound came from her throat and brought her knee onto the desk to be able to lunge at him again. One of the bodyguards managed to grab her around the waist and dragged her towards the door, away from his boss. Twisting like a wet cat, she flipped the opener around in her hand and stabbed at the man's head behind hers. A loud scream nearly shattered her eardrum as he released his grip. She spun around to see the letter opener protruding from his cheek. The man pulled it out and dropped it to the floor.

Christina dived for the opener but the bodyguard threw himself at her and smashed her to the floor with a heavy shoulder-charge. A loud moan was forced out of her as she crashed into a large wooden bookcase, the shelves jarring into her back. The other bodyguard, who had grabbed Lord Butler and guided him behind the chair, ran forward and swung a roundhouse right at her. Instinct saved her from getting flattened as she dipped her head to the left, the punch grazing her temple.

She felt her vision blur and like an out-of-body experience, she watched herself scratch out at the attacking man's face. He managed to pin her throat back against the bookcase, her feet lifting from the wooden floor slightly. She couldn’t breathe and frantically clutched at his arms and head.

'Don't hurt her too much, David,' Lord Butler shouted.

More strong hands grabbed at her, and both men wrestled her to the floor, pushing a knee into the back of her neck. They wrenched her arms around behind her back and quickly had some thick cable ties zipped around her wrists. She groaned as one of the men yanked her up and thrust her into a leather chair to the side of the study.

Christina blinked a few times as she watched Lord Butler walk around the desk and stop in front of her. He calmly walked up to her and slapped her across her face, splitting her lip. Her head snapped to her right, rolling with the blow. Lord Butler grabbed her face with his hand, pinching her cheek.

'You silly little bitch. What a low-class street urchin you’ve become, a real scavenger. Many of my men have been wounded at the expense of getting you to me in one piece. I'm sure that they will be more than happy to assist in your death. I would hand you over to them to have a little fun with, but I'm worried that I wouldn't get much of a woman back. But then again, do I care?'

She stared up at him and then spat blood at his feet.

'This is the last time I am nice to a Gibbs,' he said and took a step back. 'I promise you, here, and now, you will never have your son in your arms again.'

Christina felt the panic seep through her like ice water. Tears rolled down her face.

'Far too late for all of that, Christina,' he snapped.

She stared up into his evil eyes. 'Yes, Lord Butler. I am sorry.'

'And I’m going to take great joy in making sure that your husband suffers a gruesome death, along with the knowledge that I intend to raise Stuart as one of my own boys.'

'No,' she pleaded. 'Please leave him be.'

'Consider it already done, my dear,’ he said, taking a step back. ‘Now, gentlemen, take this woman and throw her in the pool house and make sure it is locked. I need to decide how best to dispose of her, so it satisfies all of us.'

'I can think of a way to get rid of her, sir,' the guard said, blood seeping down his face as he grabbed his crotch with a bloody hand.

'Yes, David. I am sure you can,' Lord Butler said. ‘Christina, I might just allow these men to visit you in the pool house while I decide.’

• • •

Lord Butler walked over to one of the bookcases and opened a secret compartment behind some of the older books. Three bottles of single malt and a glass were hidden there. Grabbing a bottle of Oban, he poured half a tumbler.

The darkness raged inside him, and he realised he had an erection. The last time he had been that excited, he’d had his best friend murdered and watched the dying light disappear from his eyes. He downed the tumbler and poured another measure. Slamming the compartment shut he walked back to his chair and sat down with a sigh. Wiping his sweating forehead he, sipped the Scotch. Soon the world will be crawling and begging at my feet.

'Francis?' a voice said from the doorway.

'What do you want, Alex, I am busy.'

'You cannot raise this boy as your own. You ordered that they remove his finger for God sakes.'

'Yes, telling her that I would do that, was a bit of impromptu genius, don’t you think? You should have seen the panic in her eyes when she realised I meant it,' he said, and burst out laughing.

‘Don’t do it, Francis.’

‘What has happened to you, Alex? You’ve become so weak. Consider yourself bloody lucky that I am letting you die here, in luxury. I could’ve just thrown you out on the street. Stop whining and go away, I want some peace.'


Chapter 29

Albert Lea Ranch, Albert Lea, Minnesota, USA- 2033

The sunlight was blinding as it streamed through the windows. Christina looked around from her position on a kitchen floor. Moving her hand to her left buttock, she felt the bruising from the needle. Her hands were also free, so she pushed herself up. She groaned as she got to her feet. Muscles all over her body were stiff and sore.

Men’s voices from outside made her gasp. She stood in the middle of the floor, her heartbeat thumping with the thought of Butler’s men walking in. The muffled voices started to fade. A man laughed followed by more laughter. She felt nauseous with relief as they seemed to be heading away from her.

Looking around the room, she saw there were several small oak door kitchen cabinets at head height, with a wood kitchen top with electric hob above and small oven below. She quickly went through all the cupboards and drawers, but there was nothing she could use to escape or defend herself with. A tall silver refrigerator stood next to all the cabinets, and she pulled it open. The light failed to come on, and the dank wet smell of sealed plastic drifted out.

Memories flooded back of her altercation with Butler. Her bottom lip started to quiver when she pictured Stuart living in a house surrounded by such dark evil. Her shoulders shook as she sobbed at the thought of never holding Stuart again, or Gibbs, for that matter. Taking a deep breath, she walked towards the large double doors, with small window panes up the entire length. She was in the mansion's pool house and the outside world beckoned. The bright blue water rippled a little with the brief gust of wind. Two men walked along the perimeter wall, scanning its heights and looking back to the pool house. She ducked back to the side of the doorframe, her breath quickening.

You bastards won't get another chance to do that to me again. Grabbing the two brass door handles she yanked them a few times with all her strength. The doors rattled but failed to yield.

Walking back through the kitchen she could see there was a side door to her left, leading outside. There was a short corridor with two small rooms before it. The first one on her right had once been used as a bedroom. The bare mattress and base were still in the middle of the brown carpet, but it had green and white outdoor cushions piled on top of it. She opened the small wall cupboard. A pile of pool supplies was the only thing in it. Moving back across the passage into the next room, she found a small bathroom with a solitary toilet next to a large bath, a mould-covered shower curtain hanging on a metal rail.

A sound of keys rattling outside the door made her panic. She climbed into the tub and tried to peek outside through the narrow opaque window. Just a blurred figure of someone standing at the door was visible. As she pulled the shower curtain closed to conceal herself, the metal pole and plastic curtain came away from the wall. Snatching at the falling metal pole, she gasped as it slipped from her grasp and bounced on the side of the bath with a deafening clang. She squeezed her eyes closed, wishing the sound to disappear. The keys stopped rattling in the keyhole.

Sliding the curtain off the railing, she now had a long javelin type weapon. It was too long to swing inside the bathroom, so she placed her knee in the middle of it, trying to break it. All her muscles ached from the effort, with no result. Looking up quickly, she hoped to see another bathroom mirror. Nothing.

The side door creaked open, and she jumped to the other side of the bath, peeking around the corner. The dark shape of someone passed by the bathroom, moving too quickly to be recognised. Stepping out of the bath, she held the pole out in front of her. Her heart rate increased, her breathing shallow and quick with fear. Looking out the door and back up the short corridor into the kitchen, she saw it was empty. She stood motionless, listening for any sound. Inching forward quietly, she came to the corner of the small lounge area and took a deep breath. The blood flow pumped in her ears. The lounge was spacious enough, so maybe she could swing the pole at the person. Changing her grip, she tensed for the moment to attack.

'Christina!' the soft voice said.

'Jesus, Alex?' she said and looked around the corner at the man standing in black jeans and a blue jacket.

He looked at the pole in her hands and smiled. 'Not bad improvisation although the noise was a bit of a giveaway.'

She blurted out a loud laugh and rushed over to hug him.

'Butler was not very happy with me last night, so I have to get out of here,' she said.

'I hoped he would change his mind once he saw me, but I can see now that he will never give me the cure, so that's why I am here,' he said and sat down on a white garden chair. 'I want to help you get out of here so you can go and track down your parents.'

'Are you sure, Alex? He will kill you if he finds out you helped me.'

'My death sentence was sealed a few week ago, so I will do all I can to help you be reunited with your family, and if you get the chance, to bring him down. Do it, and make it permanent this time,' he said as he got to his feet. Alex took a few long deep breaths of his oxygen and took her arm. 'Let's go.'

They walked together out of the side door and across a large patch of manicured lawn. He pulled her to the right, away from the main house with its white walls and black roof tiles. Stepping through an arch that was cut into the eight-foot ivy hedge, they crossed a small stretch of driveway gravel then reached a large vehicle garage. It had a long brown wooden door that covered three car widths. Alex pulled out a remote and pressed the button.

'Quickly. It won't be long before they realise what I am up to,' he said.

Christina looked back along the long hedge, expecting to see the guards appearing through the arch, and then glanced up at the black slate roof of the house behind. A lone guard stood on a balcony, looking in their direction.

'Come on, Christina,' Alex said and ducked under the garage door as it slowly moved upwards.

In front of them was a black Range Rover flanked by a large black Maybach and a red 1967 Mustang. She moved around and opened the Range Rover's driver's door. It had a dark brown leather trim throughout, covering the seats, door panels, dashboard and even the centre of the steering.

'Here is the key but don't start it just yet,' Alex said as he stood and leaned in through the open driver's window. 'Pop it in the slot in the dashboard and let's set the satnav for you.’

Christina followed the instructions, and a large screen came to life in the centre of the dashboard. She flipped through the menu options getting all the previous addresses that had been programmed.

'That address in Minneapolis is the main pharmaceutical factory where I believe that Francis will take your parents. I overheard him saying to the production manager that they have to up the manufacturing at that factory and that he would be visiting the facility today to chase them along.'

'Come with me, Alex. We can get you the vaccine, and you will make a full recovery.'

He looked into her eyes and smiled. 'Christina, I have done many unspeakable things in my past for this man and his organisation. I will remain here and make sure if he does manage to return, he will never leave again.’

She placed her hand on his forearm on the window.

He smiled at her. 'Next to you are some flash drives that have incriminating evidence if Francis should ever make it to trial. The small snub-nosed revolver has only six rounds in it, but it is light and easy to use. There is a three-day pack of food and water behind your seat.’

Tears formed in her eyes and she reached through the window to give him a hug.

'Alex! Are you in there?' A man's voice.

They pulled apart, looking back out of the garage.

'Go know,' Alex said and produced a Glock17 from inside his blue jacket.

She pushed the start button in the console. The V8 engine roared.

'Alex, what the hell are you doing?' screamed the man as he walked into the garage.

Alex fired twice. The target clutched at his chest and staggered back out of the garage. Christina dropped the automatic transmission into reverse and floored the accelerator. The wheels squealed briefly on the smooth concrete floor and then the hunk of metal powered backwards, knocking the guard over as she went. She spun the wheel to face the Range Rover down the driveway, which wound its way from the house. She heard two clunking noises over the roar of the engine as she popped it into 'drive'.

Flicking a glance to her left she saw two guards running across the lawn towards her, firing at the vehicle with pistols. She tried to duck down as she pushed the accelerator again. Two loud blasts from Alex's Glock to her right took care of one of the guards but not before he was hit in the shoulder and thrown back against the side of the garage door.

'Go, Christina,' he shouted, his face contorted with pain.

The wheels spun on the gravel driveway before all four wheels got traction and she raced away.

• • •

Alex grimaced in pain and moved to his right to hide around the corner of the garage. Red brick shards rained over him as another guard appeared and let a volley of bullets rip. Dust and concrete went into his one eye, and he flipped the Glock to his left hand, spinning to his left as he dived to the ground. Two quick blasts ripped through the attacking man who went down to his knees, then fell forward.

Alex screamed in pain as he landed on his back on the grass. His vision blurred, his lungs searing like a drowning man's as they contracted. He needed oxygen, but he was not finished just yet.

Staggering to his feet, he walked as fast as he could to the two dead men, groaning as he rolled one of them over. He reached into the man's pocket and found what he was looking for. He stood up again and walked down the driveway after Christina.

A cool breeze blew his fringe across his face as he stood, wide-legged in the driveway. Pressing down on the button of the gate remote, his body jerked as the first bullet from arriving guards went through his backside and shattered his hip. The second hit him in the back, passing through his failing lung. Falling forward, a grin on his face, he felt no more pain.

• • •

Tears flowed down Christina's cheeks as she saw Alex run around the side of the garage and disappear from view. With all the V8 power, she struggled to steer as she followed the driveway around to the left and then back on itself. The main gate came into view. Two red brick towers on either side of the road, holding the big black metal gates in place. It was closed. Two guards in green fatigues walked towards her, their pistols raised.

She punched her foot onto the accelerator and ducked down as low as she could. Clenching her jaws as she held onto the bottom of the steering wheel, the power of the engine caused the Range Rover to swing from side to side. The guards raised their pistols and just before they fired at her, the gate opened behind them.

For a second, Christina closed her eyes as two bullets went through the windshield spraying glass onto her lap. The sickening thud of two bodies meeting metal resonated through the interior of the car as she raced through the gates and hit the tarmac of the main road with a crunch, ripping away the front spoiler from beneath the Range Rover.

She screamed with joy as she raced away from the gate checking in the rear view mirror for any guards. None stepped out into the road. Looking down at the satnav she smiled. One hour and thirty minutes to Minneapolis, and to see her son again.


Chapter 30

North Washington Ave, Minneapolis, Minnesota, USA- 2033

Lord Butler sat back and closed the extensive contract he had paged through. The fruits of years of hard labour were complete. He rubbed his eyes in the dim light of the office hidden in the back of the Styx Pharmaceutical factory. A small metal desk with a wood laminate desktop stood in front of a large rectangular glass window overlooking one of the operational production lines.

'Michael, can you just do final proofread of that for me, I have made some of the changes that you suggested. Others I have left in because I think I need to convey the seriousness of the threat and more importantly, that I will go through with it if they fail to comply,' he said, and passed the printed document to his new assistant.

'Yes, Lord Butler. I will have it back on your desk in an hour.'

'Thanks, my beautiful boy,’ Lord Butler said and patted him on the arm. ‘You are the best assistant a man could have.'

Michael smiled and left the room.

Lord Butler stood up to look out the window at the workers in their special pharmaceutical uniforms and fabric face masks, all to ensure the pristine environment for the vaccine creation. The black satphone vibrated as it lay on the desk.

'Yes! What is it, Roger?'

'Bad news I'm afraid, Francis.'

Lord Butler shifted in his seat.

'Well spit it out, Roger. Has Alex finally died?'

'Yes, sir,' Roger replied. 'But it was not Kharon that killed him. Christina managed to escape from the ranch, and he was shot while assisting her.'

'What!'

'We lost five men in the process.'

'I don't give a fuck about the men. You are all expendable. You all had one job, and that was to make sure that bitch didn't get away. When this is over, you’re all going to pay.'

He threw the phone against the glass window in front of him. The darkness burst through his consciousness as a large crack split the pane in two. Screaming out loud, he leaned forward on the desk and looked down at the phone that had come apart into three pieces.

The door crashed open, and his assistant stood there, a look of shock on his face. 'Is everything okay, Francis?'

Lord Butler stood up and crossed the floor in three steps, grabbing his assistant by the throat and forcing him back out through the open door, and up against the outside corridor wall. 'Fix my bloody phone, you little worm, then find me Woolf.'

Noise at the end of the corridor made him look to his left. Three workers stood there, holding boxes in their arms, their eyes wide.

‘Well, don't just stand there, get back to work before I fire the lot of you,' he shouted without letting his grip on his assistant ease.

He released the shocked young man, who walked backwards down the corridor. 'I'll get…um…Woolf.'

'No, Michael, repair my phone first and then get Woolf. Two simple instructions,' Lord Butler walked back into the office and stood looking over the production lines.

Ten minutes later he heard rapid footsteps thudding down the corridor, and the tall blond hulking figure walked in.

'Woolf, my good man,' Lord Butler said with a smile. 'Come in and sit down. You are just in time.

Lord Butler's trusted henchman closed the door behind him and walked over to a green-covered office chair positioned against the wall. Michael was seated on the floor, leaning against the wall with his legs splayed, a neat red hole in his forehead, eyes focused on the ceiling. Woolf looked up at the large blood splatter on the wall, with the downward streak to the man's position.

'Young Michael took too long to fix my phone. Find me another assistant, would you.'

Lord Butler dialled a number and waited. 'I am fine, thanks. Are you still in position?' he said.

'Good. A few things have happened, and I have decided that we need to bring the plans forward again. Yes, I know that it’s risky to call you but I am making you a very wealthy man, so suck up a little extra risk,' Lord Butler said and started to tap his foot in anger.

'What did I tell you about questioning my orders?' he snapped at the other person. 'I am done leading Gibbs, the NEG, and the NAG, around by their noses. It is time to spring the trap and kill the lot of them. It took a lot of planning to get them all in the right positions, and once the final person has arrived in New York, revenge and success will be ours.'

'Yes, I always take care. Now just stick to the plan and all will be fine,' he said and pressed the disconnect button, looking at the blank screen for a while.

'Woolf, I must admit the adrenaline is starting to course through me. One final move for us and then we can get stuck into them all.'

'I’ve been waiting a long time for this,' Woolf said.

'You will be leading the battle against them on my behalf, so I can assure you that you will get your chance,' Lord Butler said and stood up. 'Right now we need to keep one step ahead of them. Time to round up our supplies and my soon-to-be adopted young son.'

'Everything is set up as planned, sir.'

'I think I'll make a good father don't you think? Maybe it's just what I need when this is all over.'

'Yes, sir,' Woolf said. 'But you are already a great father to all these young boys.'

Lord Butler grabbed the back of Woolf's neck and pulled his head down to meet his own, their foreheads touching. 'You are truly like a younger brother to me.'

'Yes, sir,' Wolf said, and watched Lord Butler leave, a large smile appearing on his face.

• • •

The afternoon sun soon warmed Gibbs and his team as they stood in front of the trucks. 'Heads up! Here is the man of the moment,' Shredder said and pointed to the dark green van that slowly drove towards them along North Washington Avenue. It pulled up behind the trucks and Bob Dweck got out the passenger seat.

'Evening, gentlemen. Feels like a great night for a little mayhem doesn't it,' he said.

'Where the hell have you been, Bob?' Smithy barked from behind the group of men.

'Hello, Gibbs,' he said and held out his hand.

Gibbs shook it. 'We have been trying to get hold of you for the past hour. Why have you been on the phone all this time?'

'My informants have been busy scouting out eight factories across the country.'

‘Well, what information do they have? Are we about to hit the right factory or are you still saying that it is empty?'

'The man we are pursuing is a very cagey individual, but I still believe that he is at the 2100 North Washington factory.'

'I know who we’re following, Bob. I know all about him. That address is a mile down the road from here, and we are all ready to go. Are you prepared to get in there and kill Butler?' Gibbs asked, looking into the man's eyes.

Bob smiled and tapped his pistol in the holster behind his back.

'Have any of your contacts seen Christina, Kat or Stuart?' Warren asked as he stepped from the group.

'Not sure of the womenfolk, but Butler has been seen travelling with a small boy of Stuart's description.'

Bob took a step towards Gibbs and said in a hushed voice, 'Incidentally, one of my contacts who had been getting me a lot of good info has turned up dead. He told me a few days ago that he felt that he was being monitored by someone close to Butler.'

'So do you think he knows we’re on to him?' Gibbs asked.

'There is no evidence to suggest it, but I do. I think that Butler will be in even more of a hurry to get away from here if he is still in the factory.’

'We better make sure that no one leaves then,' Gibbs said and walked towards the trucks. ‘Let's go, everyone. You all know your missions. There are a lot of innocents around, so please be thorough when picking your targets.'

The men got into the trucks and the convoy moved down the empty dual carriageway. The sun was setting, and the warm light shone into their eyes as they drove.

'Boss, are you sure this approach is the best one?' Smithy asked as he flipped down the sun visor.

‘We don’t have much of a choice. Butler intends to get us all. So every time we find one of his sites it could be a trap.’

‘I don’t like going into an operation without a good recce first.’

‘That’s how we were trained, mate. I don’t like it either, but they are our family and friends so needs must. Besides, you and Warren scouted the front of the factory and only spotted a single security guard. We will turn down the street before that and then come around to the back delivery gate. There are more guards at the rear, but we will be attacking directly with the sun behind us, so they should be blinded for long spells.'

Smithy nodded and readjusted his M27 that was lying across his lap. 'I do like the idea of being the first through the gate. More men to kill for us.'

Gibbs smiled.

• • •

The truck screeched to a halt as the bullets raked along the passenger's side. Smithy and Gibbs were out the driver's door and running around to the back to neutralise the last group of men who were firing at them. The crumpled metal gate lay underneath the wheels of the truck and the smell of shredded metal filled the air.

The second truck, driven by Warren, and with Shredder firing out the passenger window, arrived and turned in behind them. It drove past the parked truck to cover them from the factory side.

'Cover the others,' Gibbs shouted, and carried on firing at two men who were trapped in the small gatehouse. The small building with its red bricks up to the window level had one-way glass in the windows with bright spot lights on the flat roof. Two of the windows were ajar with short muzzles pointing outwards, flashes of stuttering yellow as they fired.

Plaster and brick fragments flew up into the air as Gibbs strafed the side of the building, shattering the windows. More bullets hit the side of his truck, but this time coming from the direction of the factory parking lot. Gibbs peeked around to see a group of men engaging them from the left side of the factory, and another group taking the position from the right-hand side of the T-shaped building.

He retreated just as a third vehicle entered the gate, the beams of headlights illuminating Gibbs as he disappeared around the left of the truck. He turned and signalled to Bob, who was in the passenger seat, to take care of the gate guards.

Gibbs crouched next to Shredder, who smiled at him. 'They look pretty wedged in there, boss. And we cannot even see around to those men on the right. There is no knowing how many are back there.'

'I'll get Bob to head around there once he is done here.'

A crashing noise and the screeching of tyres on tarmac made them spin around towards the furthest side of the parking lot. Gibbs ran to the back of his truck, loading a fresh magazine into the M27. Raising it, he edged around the corner. Another crash as an army fusion truck went through the perimeter fence, bullets from his team ricocheting off the bodywork as it forced it way through. The fence uprights flew forward in all directions, flicking up sparks as they hit the tarmac of the outside road and spun out of sight.

'Bob!' Gibbs shouted and pointed to the fleeing occupants in the truck. The tall American fired another burst at the gatehouse, sending the last man reeling backwards, clutching his throat.

Gibbs ran forward and jumped on the side runner of Bob's truck, leaning into the window. 'Follow them and make sure you get them. There are six of you here, so force them off the road and kill the fuckers if you have too. I want to know why they are in such a hurry to abandon the rest of their men.’

'Sure thing, boss,' Bob said, his big smile never leaving his face.


Chapter 31

North Washington Ave, Minneapolis, Minnesota, USA- 2033

The flimsy door folded in with the second kick from Smithy's black boot. Cold air from the air-conditioned corridor flowed out as the group gathered at either side of the doorway. He went down on one knee and peered around the corner, snapping back as a volley of machine gun fire ripped into the doorframe. Turning back, Smithy raised two fingers for the number of guards.

Gibbs nodded then pulled a stun grenade from Smithy's vest webbing and lobbed it back in the direction of the shooting. The blast of noise and light erupted in the corridor. Dust and silence followed the groans of agony.

'Ready, men! This is going to sting a little,' he said as he got up off his haunches and covering his mouth and nose with a piece of cloth, walked into the acrid smoke.

The two guards came staggering towards them, arms over their faces, only too glad to be led outside as prisoners. Gibbs and the team walked through the haze towards the next closed door. Grabbing the handle, they rushed through the door then found themselves in an identical white corridor. Taking slow, deliberate steps, they fanned out and walked forward their M27s raised out in front of them.

'Windows on the left, boss,' Smithy whispered and eased forward to look through into the first window. 'It's a production line of sorts. All seems quiet, not a worker in sight.'

Gibbs stood up and walked past him to the second window, and then the third and onto the end of the corridor. A blue door, with a small rectangular glass panel at head height, blocked their progress. He pressed his head to the wood and waited. It was all quiet. Looking back at his men who were pressed up against the wall opposite the windows, he nodded and craned his head forward to peer through the glass. Gibbs snapped his head back and jumped to the side as bullets ripped through the wood, destroying large parts of it.

Gibbs looked at Smithy, who had just popped a grenade into the launcher. He crouched as he ran forward keeping to the right of the corridor. Dust filtered through the massive hole in the cheap, soft plywood door as a burst of gunfire split more woodchips below the glass panel. The firing ceased from the other side of the door as the murmur of voices filtered through. Smith knelt down and fired. A hollow pop echoed in the corridor as the grenade went through a hole in the cheap plywood. Both he and Gibbs jumped to the side of the doorway as the blast ripped away what was left of the door. A hand gesture from Gibbs was the signal to storm through.

A man lay on his stomach, screaming in pain and stretching for his weapon with a bloody hand. Smithy finished him off and checked the two other bodies that the grenades had ripped to shreds.

'Do you hear that?' Gibbs asked.

'It's just gunfire from Shredder and Warren's team, I think. They must have encountered some resistance on the other side of the building.'

'No, I heard people calling for help,' he said and placed his ears to one of the doors.

'Hello!' he shouted.

'Help us!' a distant voice called.

'It's coming from somewhere down on the production floor,' Smithy said, and put his head to one of the windows.

'Let's go, men, there are people down there!' Gibbs shouted.

A small staircase to the right allowed them to get down to the operational level. Once the men were standing at one another's shoulders in front of another blue door, he turned the handle and pushed it open. A squeak rang out as it opened, and they charged through, fanning out into a semicircle to cover the production area.

'Here, boss, on this side. There is a storeroom over there,' one of the young NAG soldiers said. Gibbs walked over and patted him on the shoulder as they both walked towards a door.

Gibbs knocked on it. 'Hello, can you hear me?'

A reply came in the form of a continuous banging on the other side of the door.

'Okay, folks, we are here to help. Please stand back from the door. Try and shield yourself, we're going to blow the door open,' he shouted and then turned to signal one of the team. A young soldier ran forward.

'This door is quite sturdy, blow the hinges and locks and remember there are people inside.'

'Yes, sir,' the young man replied, and knelt down with a green canvas bag he was carrying. Reaching inside, he pulled out clay-like strips of explosives and thin metal detonators then packed them on the concrete floor front of him.

‘Everyone pull back to behind that partitioned wall,’ he said. With a quick scuffle, they took their positions. The young man calmly walked around the wall with a small remote in his hand. He nodded at Gibbs.

'Blow it,' Gibbs said. A smile crossed the young man's face, and he pushed the button. Three successive thuds filled the production space and a sprinkling of dust filtered towards them.

Several female workers of Hispanic origin walked out first. The first two ladies were dazed, covered in a fine layer of dust, followed by two younger women walking arm in arm and sobbing with shock. They all stopped, eyes blinking as they stared at the men in the green army fatigues who had encircled them.

'Please move back to the far wall so we can make sure that everything is safe,' Gibbs said and walked over to Smithy. 'Take two men and do a quick sweep of this production area. I will try and establish what the hell happened here.'

Gibbs turned to see more dazed men and woman walking through the door. All dressed in white lab coats and talking frantically to one another, the panic showed in their body language. One of them walked up to Gibbs. 'You have to evacuate the factory. They have planted a bomb somewhere.'

'What? Are you sure?' Gibbs asked, but the man had already rushed off.

'Kyle!' someone shouted from the storeroom. Gibbs was shocked when he looked up to see a face he had only ever seen in photographs.

'Ruth. What are you doing here?' he said to the short woman who ran over and hugged him. He felt his mood lift a little as the small woman hugged the breath out of him. She pulled away and grabbed his face with both hands and kissed him.

'It is so good to meet you, Kyle.'

'Come now, Ruth. Christina told us he prefers to be called Gibbs,' a deep voice said.

Gibbs looked up to see the greying-haired man. Gibbs now knew where Christina had got her striking features and blue eyes from.

'Hello, Pehr,' Gibbs said as the man came over and gave him a big powerful hug. ‘Have you any news of Christina?'

Gibbs shook his head. 'Nothing I‘m afraid, but we can't chat now. You all need to get out of here.'

‘Lord Butler and that big blond ape of his have taken Stuart,' Pehr said.

Gibbs stopped and took a deep breath. 'Just hold on, I need to contact someone.'

Taking the satphone out of his pocket, he dialled Bob Dweck.

'Hello, Gibbs, we are still trying to catch them. We should get them in the next few minutes.'

'No! Don't engage them. Just follow them. I believe that my son is in there with Butler. Do you copy that?'

Silence followed for a few seconds. 'Okay, boss, I think we should hit them now but it's your show, I'll let you know where we end up.'

‘Keep me informed of the direction you are heading. We’ll follow shortly.’

Gibbs walked back to the group.

'Pehr, would you please help to get everyone clear of the building. We need to find that bomb,' Gibbs said.

'It is in production line four somewhere. That’s to the east of here,' Pehr said.

'Okay, we'll take a look and see if we can deactivate it. You get everyone out and to the back parking lot.'

Pehr nodded.

'Ruth, can you escort them out. I need to get a few cases of vaccine for Gibbs and his men. Butler has moved the majority of it to another facility. But I had a colleague hide five cases. You will all need it if you are to chase the pig down.'

Smithy walked back towards them. 'All clear, boss, I bumped into Shredder's team, and they are looking around the other lines.'

'Right, change of plan, mate. There is a bomb in the production line to the east of here.'

'Oh, crap. That’s where Shredder and Warren are.'

'Shit. Come with me, and bring Miguel along. Let's see if we can deactivate it. The rest of you men, go with Professor Anderson and help get as many cases of the vaccine as you can carry. We'll all rendezvous back on the main road behind the parking lot. Clear all the trucks out of there and get ready to move out.'

• • •

Gibbs looked over the three-foot-wide silver pipes and couldn't see anything. The silver stainless steel vats and packaging equipment filled the room. Low air-conditioning ducts hung from the ceiling and could conceal the explosives. A smiling face suddenly popped up from behind the other side of the pipes.

'Jesus, Shredder! I nearly shat myself,' Gibbs said.

'Sshhhhh…' he said.

'Are there still guards here?' Gibbs asked.

'No, boss,' he whispered. 'A bomb. And a big fucker too.'

Gibbs clicked his fingers at Smithy and Miguel, and they moved around to where the three large pipes disappeared into the tiled floor. Kneeling in front of a large packing crate near a chrome tank was one of Shredder's men. Miguel walked up to the crate and tapped the man on the shoulder. With a flick of the thumb, he got the man to move out of his way. Getting down on his stomach, he pulled himself to the left and right of the crate stopping to wipe a few beads of sweat from his brow. Turning over onto his back, he shook his head at Gibbs. Seven fingers were held aloft. Time would be tight.

Gibbs clicked his fingers again to get all their attention and signalled them to all pull back.

'No time to sort the bomb out now,' he whispered. 'Shredder and Warren, retrace your steps and sweep up any people who are lingering. We will check our side.'

'I hope we got everyone out, and there are no more people locked away in some or other storeroom,' Smithy said as they walked with an increased intensity.

'Pehr believed there were no more. Butler had been scaling down production to move it elsewhere so we must have got lucky,' Gibbs replied.

They walked out through the smashed-in side door and into the warm evening air. The humid air filled their lungs as they looked around the parking lot. The truck that had been used to ram the gate was still parked with the mangled gate wedged underneath the chassis. Looking past it, he could see that everyone else had retreated beyond the perimeter fence.

'Who is that blonde woman with the professor, Gibbs?' Smithy asked.

'What woman?' he said.

Time stopped, as did Gibbs’s breathing. Smith grabbed his shoulder, trying to speak.

'Christina,' he whispered and burst into a run.

Christina turned, and he saw her beautiful face, tear-stained and gaunt. She met his gaze, and a huge smile crept across her face, and then she cried out in relief. 'Gibbs!'

Their bodies met in the middle of the road with a thud. In a tight embrace, they savoured the moment as they swayed from side to side. Christina sobbed as he kissed her neck and he felt her warm tears on his cheek. The world lifted from Gibbs’s shoulders.

As they held on to each other, he said. ‘I’ve got you now.’

She nodded and tightened her embrace. Gibbs felt the embrace of others around them as the small family reunion took place. Warmth flowed through him.

Shredder coughed and cleared his throat, walking towards them.

'Sorry to hurry you people along but there is the small matter of a bomb that will go off in about four minutes. We are still well within the blast radius.'

Gibbs blinked the tears of joy from his eyes.

'Come on, everyone. Let's get clear of this hell hole,' Gibbs said as they broke away from one another. He kept his arm around Christina, who looked up at him, smiling and crying at the same time.

‘I am sorry that I let Butler get away with our son,’ Gibbs said, swallowing hard. ‘I should have got here quicker.’

She shook her head. ‘I know that you did everything that you could to find both of us. We are together now.’

'Let’s go and get Stuart,' he said.

• • •

The back of the truck swayed as they made their way along the old I494 back towards the Minneapolis Airport. The smell of grease and old canvas swirled around them as they sat looking at one another.

'Are you sure that Francis took him?' Christina asked her mom, who sat next to her on the wooden bench, her arm around her daughter. Two benches ran along either side of the truck which was usually used to transport troops.

Pehr looked at Gibbs and then back at her. 'Yes, he seems intent on holding him for ransom.'

'There is more to it than that. I had an argument with Butler back at his ranch where he told me he intends to raise Stuart as his own, once he has got rid of us,' Christina said and wiped her eyes on her sleeves.

Gibbs sat brooding on the opposite bench in the back of the truck, rubbing his large hands together. Anger rose within him again. 'We will get him back, Christina. We just need a break to get one step ahead of Butler. I can promise you this will not end on his terms.'

Christina walked to the back of the truck and sat next to Gibbs. 'I know we will get him back.'

Gibbs took her hands. 'Butler seems to be just one step ahead of us all the bloody time. I am convinced that someone high up in the NAG or NEG knows about all of our movements and is tipping him off to our exact whereabouts.'

'Or, we are being led around like pawns in some elaborate game,' she said, looking at her husband.

'Why do you say that?'

'I had a long chat with Alex Brun when he was still alive, and he said that Butler has been hell-bent on getting revenge on us for years. He just wanted to get us all to the US.'

'I know that he is one sick puppy but to go to all this trouble, just to play a game of revenge with us seems a bit much,' Gibbs said.

'Revenge is just a part of it,' Pehr said. 'It is also blind greed. He is set to make a lot of money once Kharon starts spreading around Europe.'

'It's already spreading rapidly,' Gibbs said. 'That is one of the reasons why I am here. The NEG want me to apprehend him and make sure that he gets caught, and we can ascertain the magnitude of it all. Andrei is also on his way over to ensure that we can take him back alive to stand trial. I told him that I couldn’t guarantee he would make it back in one piece.'

'I know what I would prefer,' Christina said.


Chapter 32

I95, New York, NY, USA- 2033

'Lord Butler,' the soft voice said.

The cold and the stiffness of a few hours of sitting up front in the truck with Woolf had set in, and he rubbed the scars on his stump to try to alleviate the dull ache. A fresh breeze from an open window chilled his body, and he pulled his long black overcoat closed.

'What is it, Woolf?'

'Your satphone has rung a few times so I thought that it might be important.'

'Is that NAG truck still following us? We must be nearing the apartments.'

'Yes it is, sir,' Woolf said, and moved the truck across to the other lane to avoid a pile of burnt cars that had been piled up in the street. Slowing down, he steered the truck onto the pavement to miss a pile of tyres and barrels. Two young boys had a tyre and were rolling it back up the road. With a slight raise of their heads, the vacant stares back at Woolf made him think of him and his brother.

'We are starting to hit the edges of the Floodzone, so I have called ahead to the apartments. They are preparing for your arrival. Roger has already arrived and has made contact with warlord Porterbrook, who should be there when we arrive.'

Lord Butler sat up in the uncomfortable seat, shifting his concealed weapons aside. 'Thanks, Woolf. What would I do without you?'

He grabbed the satphone and dialled a number from memory. 'Hello, Bob, how are things there?’

'Hello, Gibbs. Still following Butler's truck as ordered,' Bob replied.

Lord Butler was silent for a while.

'What? How did this happen, Bob?' Lord Butler said. ‘Lady Luck is shining on us today. Keep pretending I am Gibbs. We are entering the Floodzone and will be stopping shortly. I assume that you are with Gibbs's men in the truck, so I need you to get away from them. How many are there?'

'Yes, sir. Five minutes.'

'Five men?'

'Yes, sir.'

'So it shouldn't be too difficult to get rid of them. I'll leave it up to you how you do that. Just make sure that you are not followed to the apartment.'

'Yes, boss,' Bob replied.

'And Bob? Don't disappoint me,' he said and hung up.

'Woolf, remind me that we need to show Mr Dweck the depths of our appreciation for everything that he has done when he arrives.'

'Yes, sir.'

'Are you taking the W 100th Street way in? Don't forget that we struggled on the gradient with the slime and silt last time,' Lord Butler said.

'This truck will make it, sir. It is better designed than the old van we used last time.’

Fifteen minutes later the heavy truck turned into 100th Street and slowly made its way up the gentle incline. Flood silt, algae, and briny slime, lined the street and pavement, causing the wheels to spin. The foul-smelling slime extended up the walls to a height of three metres. Woolf threw the steering wheel to the left and right as he tried to get traction.

It was low tide in the Floodzone, and a few scavengers were plying their trade, dragging cloth-covered sleds full of junk along the slippery streets of Manhattan.

'Look at these pathetic creatures,' Lord Butler said, and slipped his Beretta out of his belt. 'Cockroaches, all of them, merely existing in this filth. Little do they know that they will soon be dead or shipped out to labour on our farms.'

'They will not be missed, sir,' Woolf said, and slowed the truck down as a man whose clothes were caked in dry mud and slime, dragged an old trolley across the road, staring back at them.

Two large bricks smashed onto the pavement on Lord Butler's side of the truck, and he shrieked, falling away from the open truck window and cowering down on the seat next to him.

'Bastards!' he screamed and picked up his Beretta from his lap. Leaning out of the window he fired two shots up at the faceless building. His temper flared as he scanned the red brick building.

'How dare they disrespect me,’ he said. ‘Stop the truck, Woolf.'

'They could have snipers up there, sir.'

'Stop the bloody truck!'

His henchman stopped the vehicle and ripped his own Beretta out the shoulder holster. Both men opened their truck doors and slowly stepped out onto the rubber running boards, covering the surrounding buildings with their weapons.

Lord Butler flicked glances from window to window of the faceless apartment block. Further along the road was a skyway, hewn from metal and wood debris, which had been erected to span the normally flooded road. There was nobody on it. He looked back at the building on their right and began scanning the windows again.

'Come on out,' he whispered to himself. 'Let the curiosity get the better of you, you worthless shit.'

A few of the glass windows had been completely shattered and were boarded up with flattened cardboard boxes and planks of wood. Two open windows grabbed his attention.

'They are gone, Lord Butler,' Woolf whispered, over the roof of the cab.

Lord Butler held a finger up in silence.

A soiled white sheet flapped in one of the open windows. He saw a hand grab the fabric and pull it back inside. Raising the Beretta, he fired six rounds at the hand, which retracted rapidly. Wooden material splintered off the window frame, covering the occupants inside. Loud laughter came from the street behind them, and Lord Butler swung the pistol around to see three young scavengers disappear down a small brick alley.

'Reverse quickly, Woolf. Let's get the little sewer rats,' he shouted and fired a round into the alley. The sound of the blast echoed through the silent streets.

'Lord Butler, they will be gone by now, and we will spend hours scouring the buildings for them. We need to get to the apartment. Remember the plan?' Woolf said.

The darkness raged through his veins as he looked across at the blond man, barely hearing or recognising him. The darkness wanted blood.

'Francis, we need to get going!' Woolf shouted.

Lord Butler blinked and lowered the pistol, which was somehow pointed at Woolf across the cab roof. The darkness disappeared, flushed by his love for the blond man.

'Thank you, Woolf. You are of course correct. The plan is far more important.'

• • •

An acrid smell flooded Lord Butler’s nostrils as he walked up the second flight of stairs. The sound of Stuart Gibbs chattering away with Woolf behind them echoed up the internal concrete fire escape.

'Woolf, someone has been pissing in the stairwell again. Please make the rounds of the apartment tenants and instil in them the need to behave like civilised humans. They are all men and women of means so should be able to hire some decent staff.'

'Yes, sir. I'll chat with them. I've heard that a few families have moved out, and their apartments are standing empty. That probably means that scavengers have been looking around.’

'I don't care, Woolf,' Lord Butler said as he got to a green painted door on the fifth-floor landing. ‘I not only own this bloody building, but it is my home from now on. Make sure they understand that I will throw them out on their spoilt lilywhite backsides unless they get their staff under control.’

Lord Butler walked into a small atrium that had two white doors leading from the left and right walls. Above them was a glass skylight showing off the blue afternoon sky. Walking towards the right-hand door, he opened it and stepped into a white tiled hallway. He sighed and took a deep breath as familiarity and security crept through him. Walking along a short corridor, out of the black and white floor-tiled entrance hall, he followed the sound of voices and turned right into the first doorway then stepped into the large lounge. The rectangular room had two beige couches facing each other in the centre of the room, with the furthest wall being floor-to-ceiling glass. Set in the middle of the wall of glass was a door that went out onto a long balcony. Corporal Roger Brookestock, who was seated facing the door, jumped to his feet and straightened his khaki uniform.

'Good morning, Lord Butler,' he said. 'Warlord Porterbrook was just telling me stories of how you two met at Oxford.'

'Ha! I am sure that he has been exaggerating as he is prone to do while tucking into my best bloody Scotch.'

A short, portly man with thick grey hair, turned around in his seat on the nearest couch and let out a raucous low-pitched laugh.

'That’s right, Roger, my boy. I could tell you many more stories from way back when he still fancied himself a prime chaser of academic skirt.'

'Oh do shut up, you rambunctious womanising drunk,' Lord Butler said, and walked around between the two couches.

'Give me a hand up, you promiscuous old queen,' he said, extending his hand as he tried to swing forward to get up out of the low seat.

'Jesus, William. That stomach of yours gets larger every time I see you. Are the multitudes of young women you keep not giving you enough exercise?'

'Bless them, they do try, Francis, but alas, the local girls are not as open-minded as the British lasses. A little too prudish for my tastes.'

'Well, I have a new shipment of stock arriving in a few days, so I will have Woolf bring you a few to sample,' he said and looked at Woolf who was standing at the door. 'Take Roger and Stuart to the kitchen so they can get acquainted. I need to talk business with the infamous Warlord of New York.'

Woolf bowed and closed the door as they left.'

'So, all banter aside then,' William said. ‘How are you keeping, Francis?’

'I have a stump for an arm, have lost half of my teeth and half my bodyweight. My lust for the good things in life has diminished, and my love of life is non-existent.'

'Oh, come on. I have seen the many young men who follow you around adoringly.'

'That’s a load of bollocks, my old friend. Once they followed me because they loved me, now they follow me because they fear me.'

William shifted his balance from one foot to the other, tucking his shirt in beneath his massive beer belly.

'And as you build your empire, how is that a bad thing?'

'It gets a little lonely at times. Always being in my own head. The demons seem to be worse of late.'

'I don't believe what I am hearing.'

'What? I am allowed to have feelings and emotions sometimes, you know.'

'Yes, but don't go around being all moody about it. So you had a terrible childhood and were abused by your father. Who wasn't abused by someone back then? That tough upbringing has made you what you are today. One of the planet's most powerful men.'

William took a swig of his whiskey.

'Are you quite done kissing my arse?' Lord Butler asked, a broad smile on his face.

'Nearly. Please stop all the whining about being lonely too. There is only so much heartache a man can take between whiskies. So, pour me another, will you?'

Lord Butler laughed a hearty laugh and walked over to the drinks cabinet. He poured a stiff measure for his last remaining friend.

'Anyway, moving on,' Lord Butler said. 'I have done it, William. I have the virus and the vaccine.'

'Congratulations, my friend. So it's time to get rich again?'

'It is indeed. But before we go into the last major phase of the Kharon Project, I have one last battle to fight.’

William Porterbrook swallowed hard.

'And I need to call in that favour you promised me, old friend,' Lord Butler said and rubbed his stump. 'That favour from all those years ago.'

• • •

A cold draft blew through the vast, empty Minneapolis airport. Glass was a valuable commodity in the new dystopian world, and most of the lower level windows had been removed by scavengers. Gibbs stood up from one of the small plastic chairs that were scattered about on the blue carpet and stretched out like a lazy cat. Sleeping men were scattered around on the worn carpet in the middle of the floor. Walking to the front of the departure hall, he reached for the satphone in his pocket which was vibrating.

'Where the hell have you guys been?' Gibbs said. 'I have been trying to contact you and Bob for the past few hours.' He walked towards the large front panels of reinforced Perspex that overlooked the terminal apron. 'What do you mean, you’ve been abandoned?'

'Where is Stuart? 'Christina asked, walking over to him.

Shredder followed her. 'What's happening, boss?'

Gibbs held his hand up to silence everyone. He continued listening for a few minutes.

'I will have a look at the map, and we can pick you up on our way through. Hang in there, boys, and I will let you know when we leave.'

Gibbs hung up and rested his forearms on the empty window frame, staring out across the vast concrete expanse of the runway. The distant tarmac of the disused runway shimmered like a scene from an old Western movie. Empty plane hangars, workshops, and a fire station stood decaying on the other side of the runway, hinting to a busier time. The vacant surrounding areas made his failure even more distressing. He turned to see most of his men, Christina, and her parents all standing in front of him.

'Well, what is it, Gibbs?' Christina asked. 'Don’t bloody keep us in suspense here.'

'It was Bob Dweck who’s has been tipping off Butler. The bastard has also been drip-feeding Butler's plans back to us, thereby making sure that we danced to the little man's tunes.’

'Fuck!' Smithy yelled, kicking out at a nearby chair.

'What about Stuart?' Christina asked.

Gibbs placed his hand on her shoulder. 'I had told Bob to pull back a little so that they didn't spook Butler into doing anything stupid. Bob must have got other instructions from Butler and pulled a gun on the driver, forcing him off the road. He left the five men somewhere on the I80 where it joins the I95 on the way into Upper Manhattan.'

'Is everyone all right?' Shredder asked.

'Yes. It seems like he was going to kill them, but had a jolt of conscience and left them there in the end.'

Pehr stepped forward. 'What are we going to do now?'

'Everybody pack up your things. We will head out to pick up these men. In the meantime, I'll contact Andrei to get more stores and ammunition delivered to Newark for us. We need to find another contact to try to find where the bastards have taken Stuart.’

'Where are we going to source that person?' Smithy asked.

'I don't bloody know,' Gibbs said. 'But we must do something. Butler is back in New York, so I assume that the warlord is helping him. Maybe this warlord has some enemies. Competitors who would like to see him out of power.'

'They will be hard to find,' Smithy said. 'Remember Bob said that the warlord disposed of many of those who opposed him.’

'And do you believe a bloody word coming out of that man's mouth?' Gibbs said, clenching his fists.

'Okay, my love,' Christina said, placing a hand on his shoulder. 'Go out and call Andrei. See if he has any ideas.'

• • •

Bob Dweck trudged up the grey stairwell of Lord Butler's apartment building, his feet wet and cold. The rising tide had forced him to drive like a lunatic for the last few miles, and he looked down at his bare feet and legs. They were flecked with mud and leafy debris from the rising water that was now no doubt flooding the abandoned truck. Stopping on the second landing, he looked back down the concrete stairs. Briny water bubbled through the metal flood doors that the building security guard had closed behind him. The man, dressed in black rubber waders and old M16 strung around his neck, looked up at him.

'Lord Butler's residence is on the fifth floor, sir.'

'I know that, buddy, I have been here before,' he said and threw his boots on the cold cement landing. He slipped his jeans back on over his brown suntanned legs and pulled on his socks and boots. Standing up, he adjusted his large green jacket, with his holstered Glock pushed down the back of his pants, and began the long climb. Arriving at the green door, he walked over to the right-hand door. Knocking loudly, he waited for a minute.

'Yes!' a blond man in khaki greeted him.

'Bob Dweck, to see Lord Butler.'

'Okay, please follow me.'

Bob watched the slim man walking in front of him and smiled. No doubt another of Butler's harem boys. They walked into the lounge, and he saw the thin figure of Lord Butler, dressed in black, talking to the fat lech of a warlord, whom he'd already had a few run-ins with. Faking a grin, he walked forward to meet the men.

'Hello, gentlemen.'

'Hello, Bob,' Lord Butler said, and walked over to him. 'I am sorry to drag you over here at this late hour, but I just wanted to express my sincere thanks to you for helping me with this Gibbs plan. I take it you disposed of the men who were following me?'

'Yes, sir. No one followed me into the Floodzone.'

'Great work, my friend,' Lord Butler said. He sipped his whiskey.

Bob looked at the glass then across to the bottle in the cabinet.

'The Kharon Project is no longer in need of your services,' Lord Butler said.

Bob frowned and swallowed. 'I thought I was coming here to join up with you on a full-time basis, sir.’

‘No. You are no longer needed.’

'But, what am I supposed to do now?'

'I don't care what you do, Bob. Go back to your job at the NAG.'

'That’s insane. They won't take me back now. I betrayed them and jeopardised all their men on this operation for you.'

'Bob, I paid you handsomely for your services so don't play the hard-done-by scavenger here. I have no further use for you, so goodbye.'

'Please, Lord Butler. I cannot go out onto the street and scavenge. I have a wife and two kids. How am I supposed to support them now?' he pleaded. He grabbed Lord Butler's arm.

The double click of a pistol hammer locking back came from behind him. Spinning around, he saw the tall figure of the man they called Woolf who pointed a Beretta down at him.

'Step away and don't ever touch Lord Butler again. Your job is done here so you will come with me or die where you stand.'

Bob felt his stomach acid lurch as he swallowed the bile back down. 'Where are we going?'

Woolf took three steps to the left to allow the tall American to leave the room, and grinned behind the raised weapon. 'Lord Butler and the warlord need some privacy.'

Cold waves of terror washed through Bob as he walked out the door and then turned to face the main door, refusing to look back.

'No, you idiot,' Woolf snapped. 'You’re going out the back way.'

Bob turned and walked down the neat white corridor that led through the entire apartment.

'Stop,' a voice from behind him shouted.

Bob closed his eyes as he heard Woolf's footsteps approaching him. The cold muzzle of the silencer pressed against his neck and fear snaked around his stomach. Woolf's hand grabbed beneath the back of his jacket and retrieved his hidden Glock.

'The door at the other end. Open it and go through,' Woolf said.

Stepping through the doorway, he entered into an empty open-plan apartment. Bob’s stomach tensed. Jumping forward, he slammed the door behind him. Ducking to his right, he started running as splinters exploded from the door. Keeping his head low, Bob sprinted to the opposite side of the room, towards another closed door. Three silenced retorts echoed through the cavernous apartment. The bullets slammed into the centre of his back, throwing him forward. He sucked hard for air. Landing on the dirty wooden floor, he rolled over once and came to rest on his back. He struggled to get a last deep breath, and then his legs twitched twice.

Woolf laughed. 'You bloody idiot, just where were you going to run to?'

The sound of Woolf's feet turning on the gritty wooden floor could be heard all the way around the apartment. The click of the door latch closing allowed Bob to exhale slowly. He drew more breaths in as the pain from the bullets resonated along all his ribs. A headache started in his temples. Raising his head, he looked up at the closed door, then patted his bulletproof vest. His death roll must have been convincing, or the big man would have come over and completed the hit with a head shot.

• • •

The dull, monotonous hum from the fusion truck’s wheels could drop an insomniac. Gibbs’s eyes flickered as he sat in the passenger seat of the truck. Looking through the side window, he glanced at the odd green, blurred feature of passing shrubbery. Beyond the dense undergrowth that lined the motorway were overgrown fields that once supplied corn and wheat to the nation. The odd ramshackle farmhouse and barn lay in dusty, disused cul-de-sacs behind the broken fences. Life for them back at the Carshalton Estate was something to be thankful for. The commune was one big social family, and it was easier to make a passable living for everyone. Here the sheer expanse and size of the land made it an overgrown desert. Here you would have to keep moving and scavenge.

Christina was sitting between him and Shredder, focused on the road ahead. Burnt out carcasses of old trucks and cars littered the road from a day when cheap petrol fuelled all transportation. Only governments and very wealthy people could afford vehicles. Only the military could afford a plane.

Dialling a number, he waited. 'Andrei, how are things there? I have been trying to contact you for a few hours now. Is everything alright?'

'Yes, fine,' the Russian answered. 'We had a horrible trip over on this blasted ship. The swells were so big, I thought we would capsize. I now know what I miss from my days as a member of Lord Butler's Phoenix Council, air travel.'

‘You're just getting more cantankerous, old man,' Gibbs said.

'Maybe, but man was not meant to spend long stretches on the open ocean, in the middle of tropical storm blown up from the equator.'

'Have you arrived yet?' Gibbs asked.

'We are moored up in Fenwick, Rhode Island and are unloading the trucks and ammunition as we speak.'

'Good. We can use all the help we can get. Butler has a slick operation of men and informants over here. We found out that Bob Dweck is working for him too. They have all gone to ground, and we have now lost all contact with any of them.’

'Bloody hell, I was told he was a solid contact. I had no idea,' Andrei said.

'I know that you didn’t, mate. But right now, the only information we have is that they have headed to New York.’

'I will make a few calls to the NAG. They must have someone on the ground who is near to Butler or someone at the offices of the Warlord of New York. I’ll start heading west and find a position north of the city to set up operations. You head back down to Newark Airport, which means we have someone positioned in the south. That way we can respond when needed from either direction.'


Chapter 33

I95, New York, NY, USA- 2033

'The fucking monster is at it again, Gibbs,' Andrei said over the satphone. Gibbs was sitting in the front of the truck cab, with his boots through the open side window, while the convoy of four trucks stopped for a break.

'What has happened now?'

'Christina was correct. He is trafficking people with the sole purpose of propagating this damn virus. The NEG has just intercepted a small boat coming into Bremerhaven in the north of Germany. A gun battle took place, and they managed to board it after a while. All of the people being trafficked had the virus, and some were near death,' Andrei said.

'You know that we have a few cases of the vaccine with us and all of us have been inoculated. Pehr and Ruth Anderson also managed to sneak out most of their research and production methods, so we have the specs to produce the vaccine. I am told it will only take a few weeks to set up, but there are so many elements to source, it will take months to reach full production.'

'We need to give the NAG and NEG this information so they can at least get the ball rolling.'

'That's not all, Andrei. They are confident that Butler has a large stockpile of vaccine hidden somewhere in the US. He is planning to create the demand for it across the planet first so he can ride to the rescue of all the world governments.'

'So he intends to let millions die before releasing it?'

'That seems to be his idea, yes. We’ll take a few of his men captive so we can interrogate them and get any leads on the whereabouts of this stockpile,' Gibbs said.

'Or we can just keep Butler alive, and get it from him.'

Gibbs laughed out loud. 'There is a long line of people taking numbers to kill him, so taking him alive might be difficult.’

'Still, it has to be done. Tell all of your men that those are their orders directly from Chancellor Rolin,' Andrei said.

'I met the Chancellor just before we sailed, so I am aware of his need for revenge, to be fair it is no different to mine or Butler's for that matter. I will relay the orders to my men but I’m promising nothing.'

'It’s a dangerous game to play, my old friend, but it is your choice. When will the Andersons be able to release their research notes?'

'When we are in Newark, I'll get them to call you, and you can take it from there,' Gibbs said. 'You know that the Queen of Sheba was moored in Boston harbour only a few days ago. Maybe you should get someone from the NAG to prevent it from shipping out. Christina believes that it will be loaded with people desperate to get to Europe on the promise of a better life, only to be infected with others they’ve been locked up with.'

'We already know about it, Gibbs. Two trucks with NAG troops were sent to intercept it, but it had already sailed.'

'What?' Gibbs shouted. 'That’s a ridiculously quick turnaround time for a ship that size.'

'You said it earlier, he seems to have slick and professional staff managing it here for him. We already hear rumours that his team is approaching a few of the megacity warlords to try and recruit them, telling them that they will not be getting any help from both New Governments.'

'Okay, I'll relay all of this to everyone here, and we will contact you once we are set up in Newark Airport.'

• • •

Gibbs sat on the carpeted floor, leaning up against some duffle bags, with Christina's head on his thighs. She was fast asleep. Breathing deeply, he watched her, stroking her head gently as she moved slightly. Only having his son back in his life would make him happier. Christina was safe and reuniting her with her son was the only priority. Then the killing could stop for good.

Shredder was talking on the phone to a contact he had met in the NAG when they had first arrived. Gesticulating angrily, he paced amongst the rows of blue chairs. Gibbs watched as he walked back to his Bergen and grabbed a pen, then reached up and wrote a number on the wall.

Gibbs felt a brotherly affection for his long-term second in command, a man who was fighting many demons.

'Boss, you might want to get over here,' Shredders said.

Gibbs moved and woke Christina up. 'Sorry, my love. Shredder needs me.'

She smiled and curled up on his rolled up jacket.

'What is it?'

'That snake, Dweck, is trying to contact us again.'

'What! He can't be serious,' Gibbs said. 'He must know that he has been made by now.'

'He contacted this bloke I’ve been chatting to, saying that he wants to speak to you about everything that has happened. He is apologising and claims that he has valuable information to give you. He escaped from Butler’s place and had to leave his phone and weapons so couldn't call us directly.'

'That slimy fucker. It’s probably all a bloody trap. Maybe Butler is going to come at us and wants to know where we are hiding out,' Gibbs said.

'It’s a possibility, but I don't think so. This contact said he heard that Butler and his men were cleaning up loose ends throughout the organisation. Permanent retirements.'

Gibbs looked back at Christina, who was still asleep on the floor. Pehr and Ruth were sitting talking on the opposite side of the gate. Gibbs smiled at Shredder.

'Well, boss. What is it going to be?'

'He clearly knows where Butler and Stuart are located so we’ll have to treat him with kid gloves to bring him in.'

'Then I can kill him?' Shredder said with a grin on his face.

'No. You cannot kill him, Shredder. He might also know where Butler is stockpiling the vaccines. According to Andrei, this virus is starting to hit Europe in a big way.'

Gibbs grabbed the satphone from Shredder and dialled the number that he had scratched on the wall.

'Hello?' a voice said.

'I believe that you are looking for us,' Gibbs snapped.

'I am so glad that you got the message. I wanted to apologise.’

'Stop right there. All you need to think about is that I’m going to kill you slowly and painfully for betraying us all.' Gibbs waited for a few seconds. 'There is only one thing that will save you. You have information that I am looking for.'

'I am sorry for betraying you, Gibbs, and for trusting that snake, Butler. I will tell you everything I know.'

'Gate three, Newark Airport. Get here in the next two hours, and I might just give you a second chance.'

• • •

A crimson cut ruptured above Bob Dweck's eye as he spun to his right and went down on his knees, falling forward onto the dirty white tiled floor. The thick cable ties that bound his hands behind his back cut into his wrists. His face rested on the ground, and he blew hard from the work-over he was getting from Gibbs and Shredder. The airport toilet that they had dragged him into was foul, dank and mouldy from years without fresh air.

Twelve toilet stalls, all with missing doors, were on the left-hand side with six broken basins and cracked mirrors down the right. The grim scene was only worsened by the three overhead strip lights that still worked.

'Run through that story again, Bob,' Shredder said and nodded to the two NAG troops who had brought him from the main airport gate. They grabbed him under the armpits and dragged him to his feet.

'I am waiting, Bob,' Gibbs said and moved closer.

'I have told you twice already, Gibbs,' he said with a trickle of blood running down the side of his face from his eyebrow. 'I made a mistake trusting Butler. He disowned me, and then Woolf shot me three times and left me for dead.'

Gibbs swung a big left into the midriff of the American. He sank to his one knee, puffing and groaning as the wind was knocked from him.

'Yes, but there were one or two differences between the two versions,' Gibbs said and indicated to the two troops to lift the traitor.

'What is the exact address that Butler is holding up in?'

'I told Shredder that already. It's 52 Manhattan Avenue. On the northwest of Central Park. You need to hurry as they won't be there too long,' Bob said, looking at a snarling Gibbs. ‘I've told you where Butler and your son are, Gibbs. The deal was…'

'Shut your fucking mouth and tell me where Butler is stockpiling all the vaccine that he has been making? If you can tell me that, then we have a deal. Andrei Kirilenko can then decide what to do with you.'

'That wasn’t the deal?' Bob said.

'The deal with me was that I wouldn't kill you,' Gibbs said. 'Whether or not Andrei kills you will depend on you being honest here.'

Bob nodded. 'I know of three large warehouses where they could be storing the vaccine. All are in Boston though.'

The door to the toilet opened and Christina walked in and up to Gibbs. 'Andrei is on the phone. Have you got any information from this bastard?

'All that I’m going to get,' Gibbs said. 'Shredder, stay here with this turd and get the addresses for the warehouses so Andrei can get some men to investigate. If you think for a minute he is fucking you about, I order you to make him bleed a little more.'

Gibbs turned and walked out the toilet. As he crossed the blue carpet of the large vacant terminal area, the group of soldiers and civilians sat up and looked at him. Pehr stood up and walked over. 'Is everything okay in there? There has been so much violence already you know.'

'It's fine, Pehr. Bob was just convincing us why he needed to stay alive. We have a list of possible addresses of where the vaccine might be stockpiled. When Shredder brings them to you, can you tell me if you recognise any of them?’

'Sure I can,' Pehr said. 'What is the plan now?'

'I'll call Andrei so we can start planning the assault on Butler. I need you to take a truck and get Ruth and Christina away from all the action. Start by moving back up in the direction of Rhode Island where we will probably leave from.'

'I am coming with you to save my son, Gibbs,' Christina said and patted the Glock17 on her hip.

'Come on, my child,' Ruth said. 'Leave this destruction to the soldiers.'

'I can take care of myself, Mom.'

'It will simply be too dangerous.'

'I was the leader of a militant resistance that took down Butler in the first place. We failed to kill him then. We won't fail this time.’

Pehr move towards her. 'Christina, think about Stuart. What happens if you are killed?'

'This is just wasting time. There is nothing any of you can say that will stop me. I owe this to my son. I owe this to Kat and the rest of the girls who are still out there somewhere.'

Gibbs smiled at her. 'Okay, resistance leader, but you can take orders from me like all my other men.'

She nodded. Gibbs walked over to her and slipped his arms around her, kissing her on her forehead. 'We'll get him back together.'

She smiled up at him, her lips quivering a little. 'Go and call Andrei.'

Gibbs walked away, and speed dialled.

'Hello, mate. I’ve made a deal with Dweck, and he has given us an address where Butler is holed up.'

'About bloody time. Where is it?'

'52 Manhattan Avenue.'

'Wait a minute,' Andrei said. Gibbs heard the Russian rustling through a map.

'Yes, I have Manhattan Avenue. I will dispatch a team, dressed as scavengers, to set up observation posts in the surrounding streets. It is pretty close to where we are.'

'Okay, we'll make our way towards you.'

'No, Gibbs. I have spoken to the NAG, and they are supplying a large ship for you. It should moor up near the Newark airport shortly. Get you and your men onboard and be prepared to react to my command. We have found out that the Warlord of New York has a fortress constructed on Roosevelt Island. '

'Do you still think they are working together?'

'I have to believe so. They are old friends so who else would he trust with his operation here? If Butler makes a run for it, he might go there. You will be ideally placed to see them off from the south. If they hole up in Manhattan, we can handle it and call you if needed.'


Chapter 34

52 Manhattan Avenue, New York, NY, USA- 2033

The scavenger's eyes flicked across to the NAG soldier who was standing behind Andrei. Dressed in a manky brown coat, the man had a matted fur hat that was pulled down low, folding his ears over on themselves. He swayed from side to side and readjusted his grip on the rusty machete he was pointing out in front of him.

'This will only have one result, mister,' Andrei said and opened his jacket to reveal two Glocks, holstered on his hips. Two NAG troops came around the corner behind him, both their M27s raised up in front of themselves, covering the movements of the scavenger. Red laser sight points danced on the man's chest, and Andrei could see the tortured expression of the confused man.

'What is your name, friend?' Andrei asked.

'I am not your friend,' the man said through gritted teeth. 'You are a Russian, aren't you?'

'Where I come from is irrelevant at this point. We want to get into that room to have a look across to the building across the road. There are over fifty NAG troops making their way around this building as we speak.'

'That is a privately owned apartment block across there. What the hell do you want with the people who live there?' he said and pointed the machete in the direction of the building outside.

Andrei swung his left fist across to the right and punched away the man's machete arm, grabbing hold of it with his right hand. As the man turned away from Andrei, he kneed the man in the opposite thigh, causing him to scream as he dipped and fell the other way. Andrei stepped across the falling man and shifted his right hip into the man. Lifting his grip on the machete arm, he flicked the man over in a judo throw and dumped him on his backside, then wound the man's arm, machete still in his hand, across the man's throat. The man tried to scream as Andrei closed his iron grip on the man's wrist, causing the machete to drop on the concrete floor with a loud clatter.

Andrei's placed a knee in the man's back then quickly grabbed the scavenger's face from behind, slipping two fingers into the man's nostrils as he yanked the man's head backwards. A gargling sound came out of the man’s mouth.

'Now, we are going to commandeer this room and use it for as long as we need it. The flood is almost out so you can fuck off and go about your daily business. Is that clear?'

'Okay,' the man managed to say.

Andrei stood up and let the man go. 'Miguel, you and your men are free to clear the room.'

The three men, in full combat uniforms, entered the room and scanned around.

'Clear, Alpha one,' Miguel shouted from inside.

Andrei walked around the seated man, who was still looking up at him, and stuck out his hand, which the man grabbed. Once on his feet, the scavenger nodded and then grabbed a large bag and long walking stick from just inside the doorway and left. Andrei walked into the small square room that had an unmade single bed in the corner with two wardrobes against the right wall. A small wood stove stood near the window with a makeshift silver pipe to funnel the smoke out of a hole in the cracked window. The three NAG men were already standing at the window, binoculars in hand, scanning the building opposite them.

'One of you please stand guard at the door and make sure nobody sneaks up on us.'

'Yes, sir,' one of them said and walked past him.

'Miguel, tell me what you see.'

'Our men have cordoned off Manhattan Street in both directions, and I can see a small crowd forming on the south side sir,' he said. He sneezed and held his nose, looking at Andrei. 'It’s the smell in here, sir. How can a man stand it? How can he not smell this, sir?'

Andrei clenched his jaw. 'He is fighting to survive each and every day of his life, Miguel. Bathing will be the last thing on his list. Now focus your job. Any movement from the apartment block?'

'The north side of the street is still quiet, and I can see our two-man team on the roof of the adjacent building. Wait, three men have come out of the main door and are moving to a truck in front of our building. They are in plain clothes, but are well built and are carrying weapons.'

'Have your men taken note of their movement?'

'Yes, sir, they have concealed themselves again.

'Good. Now do a radio sweep and check that everyone is in place,' Andrei said.

The young man got on the radio and started calling through all the call signs of the teams surrounding the building. Andrei walked over to a small bookcase and looked at some of the books - Catcher in the Rye, The Grapes of Wrath, Count of Monte Cristo, Ivanhoe and more.

Andrei grunted as he continued to look at the second bookcase. An educated man lived here, scratching a living in the silt and brine.

'All in place, sir,' the young NAG troop said.

'Miguel, come over here.'

'Yes, sir.'

'Have you ever read any of these books?'

Miguel tilted his head and scanned the books. ‘No, sir, I haven’t. I don't read too well. Is this man some genius?'

Andrei frowned and then shook his head and walked back to the window. 'Everyone in place.'

'Yes, sir,’ Miguel said. ‘May I ask you a question, sir?'

'Of course, Miguel. What is it?'

'Where did you learn moves like that against a man with a machete?'

Andrei smiled. 'Russian hand-to-hand combat taught to all members of the old FSB.'

'Wow, I heard about you folks. Impressive for a politician, sir.'

Andrei nodded. 'Let's get down to road level.'

• • •

Woolf jumped with fright and sprang up from where he sat in a small red velvet chair. A glass whiskey tumbler shattered on the white tiled lounge floor, sending glass and Oban whiskey flying in all directions. Lord Butler thumped his right fist on the window frame. A dark vein stood out against this pale temple as he ground his dentures.

‘What is it, sir?’

‘There are bloody NAG troops out there,' he snapped. ’I thought you said we weren’t followed?’

Woolf walked over to one of the windows. 'Shit!' he said. Down on the slimy pavement below, three soldiers in khaki uniforms scurried and slipped as they made their way along the road. Carrying M27s and with large Bergens on their back, they disappeared around a corner.

'That’s the understatement of the fucking year, Woolf. How did they find out about us being here?'

'It is not possible. They couldn't have stumbled upon us by accident, Lord Butler.'

'Well then, please tell me why they’re there, and why they’ve cordoned off the road in front of my apartment. We can assume that they have men all around the apartment block.'

'It is safe to assume that,' Woolf said, lifting a small radio handset. 'Code Red. Plan Amadeus. I repeat. Plan Amadeus.'

'Someone must have given us up,' Lord Butler said and walked over to Woolf. 'Someone close to us is giving up our secrets, Woolf. Find him and bring him to me so I can slit him open.’

Woolf nodded and walked towards the door. He stopped. 'Lord Butler, do we still have all of Bob Dweck's bags?’

'How the fuck should I know. I instructed you to kill him, and Roger to get rid of his effects.'

Woolf bowed slightly and left the lounge, running down the corridor past the kitchen.

Roger ran after him. 'What is it, Woolf?'

Woolf reached the door to the abandoned apartment. Ripping open the door, he gasped. He looked at the spot where Bob Dweck's body should have been. Walking over, he squatted on his haunches and touched the peeling wooden floor.

'What is it, Woolf?' Roger asked.

'There should have been blood here. I shot him three times in the back,' he said.

'Well, I didn't move his body anywhere before you ask. That is usually done by you and your men.'

Woolf nodded. 'Do your still have his bags and phone?'

'Yes I do, they're locked in one of the corridor cupboards.'

'You sure?'

'I saw them a few hours ago when I locked something away for Lord Butler.’

Woolf stood up and walked past the frowning corporal. He walked quickly back into the lounge. Lord Butler was seated at a table, writing something in a large book.

'Lord Butler, I believe that Bob was wearing a bulletproof vest. I shot him three times in the back and left his body to be disposed of after Warlord Porterbrook had left. I got side-tracked with other security matters and failed to check.'

Lord Butler looked up, anger in his eyes. 'What the hell are you going to do about it now?'

'We still have his phone here, so he must have contacted the NAG through another method. I will call our contacts there and find out what he has told them.'

Lord Butler stood up and walked over to him. 'Don't waste your time with that, Woolf. You have made a mistake. My mistake was not shipping that man as a traitor to Gibbs and the NAG at a much earlier juncture.’

Woolf nodded. ‘I won't disappoint you again, sir.'

'I know you won't, Woolf. We are going to have the chance to test your escape procedures very shortly as I have just seen one of the men I hate the most, walking across the street to a truck around the corner.'

'Gibbs is here?'

'No, my son. Andrei Kirilenko is finally here at my doorstep.’

A smile came over Woolf's face. Lord Butler went over to a cabinet and opened it. He flicked a small hidden switch on the inside of the doorframe, and a large compartment swung open to reveal a gun cabinet.

'Tell Roger to get Stuart ready. We’re leaving.'

'Right away, sir,' Woolf said.

Lord Butler took the last draw on the thick Montecristo cigar and stubbed it out in a glass ashtray. The heady aroma of smoke enveloped him as he exhaled and felt the cold comfort of the dagger on his belt prodding him in the stomach. Rearranging it, he pulled out of its scabbard and gazed at it for a second. He loved the familiar feel of it in his hands and yearned for the feel of it sliding across the Russian’s throat.

• • •

Heavily sedated, Stuart Gibbs's head bounced up and down on Corporal Roger Brookestock's shoulder as the small group sped down the grey concrete stairwell. Lord Butler was just ahead of them flanked by two heavily armed men. Woolf was at the head of the group, silent and taking two steps at a time, his suppressed Beretta sweeping each flight of stairs as they carefully descended. Nearing the ground floor service area, he stopped the group and waited, listening for any sounds of NAG troops. The dull thumping of a nearby air-conditioning unit could be heard coming from the building basement.

A soft, almost inaudible cough drifted above the noise.

Woolf signalled the two armed men to join him, indicating the rest to wait for him. Walking softly, their rubber-soled boots not making a sound, they made it to the last landing. Peering around, Woolf saw four men standing up against the large metal door that led outside. He held up four fingers to the men following, and they flanked him as he counted down on his fingers.

Woolf ran around the corner and dropped to one knee, firing a three round burst at the nearest man who crumpled like paper, falling forwards. Woolf’s men followed him, muzzle flashes sparking into action as they knelt beside him. Two more NAG men slumped to their knees, dropping their weapons on the floor before they fell forward. The last target blindly fired a few rounds at him before diving into the janitor's office.

Woolf heard one of his men groan and fall behind him, and he stayed low as he fired another burst into the storage room doorway. The trapped soldier fired a volley back and then came the sound of the man speaking on the radio.

'Damn it!' Woolf shouted, not wanting unnecessary delays. He grabbed a stun grenade from his jacket. Pulling the pin, he threw it into the room.

• • •

The sound of his heart thumping rung loudly in Andrei's ears as he stood near the metal door. Patches of red flakes of rust and peeling paint surrounded the two hinges and the brass lock with its metal handle in the middle of the double doors. He nodded to the soldier in front of him, and then raised his Glock. In a single movement the door was ripped open and the group of NAG soldiers piled onto the basement landing.

Andrei's eyes acclimatised to the dark interior as he scanned the grey-walled landing. The man ahead of him crept over to two bodies, checking their pulses. Switching weapons, he raised his M27 and slowly approached the door marked, Janitor. Andrei stood aside to let his team go in first. Acrid smoke burnt his eyes, nose, and throat. With sweeping weapons, they covered one another's progress and walked into the room, fanning out after they entered.

The janitor's room had a few cream electrical cabinets on the left wall, and a small, made-up bed against the furthest wall, partially hidden by a metal office desk and chair. To their right was another closed door. Andrei walked over to the seated form of a young NAG soldier, who was leaning up against the cabinet. Two bullet wounds, one in the shoulder and one in the stomach, had floored the soldier, and his watery eyes flickered briefly before he locked onto Andrei, who knelt next to him.

The young man pointed to the closed door and whispered in a hoarse voice. 'Butler and his blond bodyguard went in there.'

'Okay, young man. What is your name?' Andrei asked.

'Butch, sir.'

A dark-haired soldier knelt down next to them and handed Andrei a trauma pack. Andrei ripped it open and placed the wadding of bandage and cotton wool on the young man's stomach wound. 'Okay, Butch, I need you to keep the pressure on this while we go after Butler. Okay?' The man nodded.

Andrei stood up again and walked over to the four men who were waiting on the sides of the closed door. He stood to the side of the door.

'Butler, this is Andrei Kirilenko,’ he said. ‘You are surrounded and cannot escape.'

Bits of wood spat outwards as machine gun fire from inside ripped holes through the green painted door. A second burst ripped a hole in the centre of the door, covering the NAG team with dust and splinters as they huddled on either side of the doorway.

Silence.

'Give yourself up now, Francis, and your lives will be spared,' Andrei shouted again. A reply came in the form of a loud blast of machine gun fire. More machine gun fire was laid through the door, destroying large parts of it.

'Prepare for stun grenades, Francis,' he shouted again.

Silence.

'Okay, let them have it,' Andrei said to one of the men, who walked forward and crouched on his knee. He raised the modified grenade launcher and fired a grenade through a large hole in the door. The flash explosion lit up the small room inside, and a few seconds later the four NAG men stormed through the door. Andrei waited a few seconds, looking at Butch, who had slouched even lower. Walking across he reached down and felt for a pulse on his neck. There was none.

'Clear!' a shout came from the adjacent room.

Through the dusty haze, Andrei saw his men looking around a storeroom. Large cages, housing locked up tools, hung on wooden boards on the left. On the wall opposite the door, shelves full of neatly stacked buckets and tins of cleaning products. A large metal cabinet was standing on the right of them, with its doors opened as an NAG soldier rummaged around inside.

'Well? Where the hell did they go?' Andrei demanded. 'Someone was shooting at us. Where the hell are they?'

A few seconds later, one of the soldiers said, ‘They are not here, sir.'

Andrei stared at the man, his eyes burning from the smoke. 'Really, do you think they simply evaporated? Check everywhere, air-conditioning ducts, behind the shelves. Pull that cabinet forward.'

He took out a piece of cloth and wiped his eyes for a second. The scraping of the cabinet broke the tension.

'We have a tunnel, sir,' one of the soldiers said, taking a step forward and switching a small torch that was mounted below the barrel of his Glock.

'Of course we do,' Andrei smiled.

One of the young NAG men stooped down and started forward into the dark hole.

'Wait!' shouted Andrei. 'Take it slow and look for booby traps. The bastards have a history of this.'

In the bright torchlight, two thin wires were just visible, spanning the rectangular tunnel that was cut into the brick wall and concrete foundations of the building. Multiple torchlights pierced through the dusty darkness of the tunnel, all converging onto a small package, with a red LCD timer. The numbers were descending.

35. 34. 33…

'Bomb! Everyone out,' Andrei shouted. 'Evacuate, and grab Butch's body as you go.'

The team moved out of the small room through the janitor's office, dragging the young man's body out through the basement landing into the bright, warm sunshine. Andrei squinted as his reached for his radio.

'There is a bomb in the building. Take cover, everyone. Fifteen seconds.'

The explosion thudded through the building, sending shockwaves through the walls, shattering all the lower windows with the vibrations. A large dust cloud billowed through the open the metal doors, sending some of the slower men diving for cover.

Andrei clicked the receiver on the radio again. 'Butler has escaped through a tunnel below the building. Everyone on the perimeter cordon pull back two blocks. Priority is laying eyes on the target. They’re trying to make a break for it.’

Andrei stood looking at the group of men who were standing near him.

'Someone find me a map of the subway system below us,' he shouted.

• • •

Lord Butler walked back and forth in the large tunnel, rubbing his aching arm. A long deep breath would ease the tension, and he closed his eyes for a few seconds to do his breathing exercises. Woolf had sent them on ahead while he set the bomb, and now they were alone, waiting for him.

'Arrrrgh…' he screamed out loud, causing Roger to jump with fright near him. The scream echoed down the subway tunnel in both directions.

'Is everything all right, Francis?' Roger asked, shifting Stuart’s position from one shoulder to the other.

'No they are not okay, you silly boy. Do you have any idea what we do if Woolf doesn't make it back?' he said and walked closer to the large standing gas lamp Woolf had stored for them in the tunnel.

'No, Francis. I knew about the tunnel but have no idea where he intends for us to go from here.'

Looking down at his shivering hand, Lord Butler felt the dark anger fog his mind. The darkness mocked him for being scared of losing everything. He should have killed Kirilenko with his own hands.

The sound of scraping boots echoed from the small tunnel and out into the vast subway tunnel. Lord Butler lifted the shotgun from under his jacket and waited. A dusty, blond head appeared out of the small tunnel and came into the lamplight.

'Jesus, Woolf, where have you been? I had no idea where to go next.'

'I had to engage them a little longer to keep them occupied in the janitor's room, or else they would have found the bomb and had time to deactivate it.’

'I heard the explosion and thought it had been you that died when you didn’t appear.'

Woolf smiled. 'I would never leave your side, sir. I am not sure if any of them died, but the tunnel is now sealed, so they don't have a clue in what direction we are heading.'

'If Kirilenko survived, then he will figure it out sooner or later. He's a crafty old bastard.'

'I realise that sir. He will send men to all the old major subway station entrances. That will stretch his resources to the limit. We, however, are not going to any of the stations.'

'Then where the hell are we going, Woolf? In the future, I’d like to be more informed of your plans because we would have been stranded if you’d died in the tunnel.'

'Yes, sir,' Woolf said and walked over to where Roger was sitting. He picked up a large duffel bag and a gas lamp, and walked off down the tunnel.

Foul-smelling water dripped from short stalactites that hung from the old red brickwork that lined the inside of the tunnel. Large patches of brickwork and rendering had fallen from the ceiling and lay strewn on the floor and tracks, making the journey more treacherous.

'Woolf!' screamed Lord Butler. 'How much longer are we going to keep trudging along in this cesspool of a tunnel? We've been trekking for twenty minutes already.'

'A hundred yards more, sir. Then it will all be over.'

They caught up to where Woolf had stopped beside a metal double door. He raised his fingers to his lips as he opened the metal handle with a screech. As he pushed the door with his shoulder, a blast of fresh air washed over them like a fresh shower of icy water. Woolf raised his Beretta and walked into the large square room that had a metal ladder bolted to the furthest wall. With them all inside, he locked the door behind him with a large sliding bolt.

'How am I going to carry all my kit up that ladder with one bloody arm, Woolf?' Lord Butler snapped.

'All taken care of sir,' Woolf said and grabbed a radio from his pocket. 'Echo one, Echo one, we are in position, copy, over.'

'Copy, Echo one,' came the short message. A few seconds later, two climbing ropes were lowered, one with attached bungee wraps, and a second with a large canvas strap net. Woolf took all their bags and coupled them together along with all their machine guns. Roger placed Stuart in the large netting.

'Take them up, Echo one,' he said. 'Do it slowly, over.'

'Copy that,' came the reply. The ropes drew tight and took the strain, then lifted the cargo from the ground.

Lord Butler climbed out of the concrete shaft, into the bright light of an atrium. He smiled as he looked around at the abandoned office building that surrounded them. Walking across to Woolf, he placed his arm around the man's shoulders.

'Well done, Woolf. Once again you have shown your worth to me, even as I doubted you. I will never forget that.'

'Thank you, sir. May I direct your eyes over towards those men over there? They are the warlord's special guard and will get us out of here in those Humvees.'

'What Humvees? There are no vehicles here.'

Woolf waved his hand, and a loud whirring noise started on the side of the atrium as two shutter doors opened to reveal the two metal beasts.

Lord Butler laughed out loud as the stress dissipated from his body. 'My dear Woolf, may I say that you have developed a fine flair for the dramatic. Now let's get the hell out of here.'


Chapter 35

Manhattan Avenue, New York, NY, USA- 2033

Andrei snatched the old Subway map from the young NAG soldier’s grasp and tried to unfold it in the slight breeze. The wind flicked the bottom corners of the flimsy paper up into his body and he adjusted his large frame to act as a windbreak. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw three NAG soldiers running from the entrance of the Butler building and then disappear around the corner.

Miguel ran over to him.

'Boss, we have a sighting of two Humvees, driving at high speed, in a southerly direction along Fifth Avenue. One of the spotter teams you deployed yesterday saw them coming out of a building garage three blocks from here. I have placed all men south of our position on alert, and hopefully, we can track them that way. The men are readying the trucks for when we have to start pursuing them.'

'Yes! Great work. Let's go,' Andrei said, feeling the relief that his gamble had paid off. Depleting his forces to set up observation teams around Manhattan might yet prove to be a great move.

A grey truck pulled up next to them, and he jumped into the cab. Miguel sat between Andrei and a large African American driver, a large smile on his face.

'All call-signs. Can you confirm if the target is in one of the Humvees, over,' he said into the small black radio handset.

'Alpha one. This is Delta Echo team. That is a negative. I have the two vehicles in my scope. Heading south, towards our current position at speed. They are driven and manned by men with M16s and M27s. Copy over.'

Miguel looked up at Andrei, awaiting instructions.

'It must be them,' Andrei said. 'We have to take a gamble. Tell them to keep open radio contact and to track the Humvees' positions. Other than the NAG, only the warlord could afford to keep those types of vehicles.'

Miguel relayed the information in his short, clipped manner. One by one the confirmations from the observations posts filtered in.

'Miguel, leave two teams to watch the front, and side doors just in case the Humvees are a diversion. Pull the rest out and tell them to stay on the radio then hone in on our position broadcasts.'

'Yes, sir,' Miguel said.

A few seconds later the truck turned left onto 97th Street and into the green setting of Central Park. They wound their way through a tree-lined park road. Red and golden leaves had started to fall and covered the road like a Persian carpet. The seasons were changing, and soon the snow would come. Cruising up to one of the collapsed stone tunnels, the driver slammed on the brakes as he pulled out to miss some large blocks of smooth stone and concrete. Halfway through the short tunnel, five young teens jumped out to stand in front of their homemade roadblock.

'What now, sir?' he said.

'Carry on driving,' Andrei said. 'They will move.'

Leaning out of the open window, he lifted his Glock into the air and fired two rounds into the stone walls in line with the teenagers, who jumped out of the way of the accelerating truck.

Miguel's radio handset crackled into life again. 'Delta Echo team here. Targets have turned left into East 59th Street.'

Andrei grabbed the map out of his combat pants pockets and quickly opened it. Tracing his finger across the streets. 'Shit, I knew it' he shouted and grabbed the radio from Miguel.

'All teams. Converge on Roosevelt Island from your current position. Target is heading to the Warlord's residence. Delta Echo and Delta Foxtrot teams, use sniper fire to engage. I repeat, engage the vehicle and prevent it from reaching the Ed Koch Bridge. Copy, over.'

• • •

The inside of the Humvee was crammed with bags of equipment and the mercenaries who were manning the vehicle. Two were seated in the front seats, with a wide metal console passing in between them. A third man was standing up in the middle, his upper body sticking out of the circular open turret in the roof. Lord Butler sat behind the driver and looked around the standing man's legs, to Roger who had Stuart on his lap on the seat at the other side of the vehicle. Heaving breathing could be heard from behind him as Woolf crouched in the back, sitting on the floor with his legs crossed, loading spare magazines for his Beretta.

Lord Butler folded his arm over his stump and thought back to the apartment he had just left. There were personal and sentimental items from his mother, along with other valuables, which had had to be left behind. They could be collected at a later date. First, he had to engage all those from the NEG and NAG who dared to try and stop him.

'How much longer, driver?' he snapped.

'We are on the onramp to the bridge now, sir. Our orders are to approach that thick white line that is painted across the road and then make contact with the barricaded tower.’

‘Yes, yes, I know about the stupid daily password thing. Let's just get a move on.'

A muffled yelp came from outside the Humvee, and the standing soldier slumped onto his knees and rolled over onto Lord Butler. Blood from a massive hole in the man's chest oozed through his khaki chest webbing.

'Snipers!' the shout came over the driver's radio. 'Firing from the buildings behind us.'

Loud cracking noises resonated within the hollow interior as the sniper bullets hit the thick bulletproof glass and hull. Lord Butler curled up as Woolf dragged the mercenary's body off him.

The driver screeched to a halt. 'Penguin!' he shouted into the radio. 'Penguin! VIP under attack. Coming in hot.'

The monstrous Humvee engine roared into life again as the driver pulled off, the vehicle behind them ignoring the set protocol to follow them. They approached the large concrete construction dividers that had been staggered across the width of the upper deck of the bridge. Three vertical machine-gun posts had been constructed, with sandbags piled all the way up the sides, leaving small openings from which the barrels of the M240s could be pushed through. As they swerved through the narrow channel, Lord Butler caught sight of small pockets of men who were set up behind the large concrete blocks, dragged into position to slow down any approaching vehicle.

'Hurry up, driver!' Lord Butler shouted.

Once they were through the barricade, the multiple lanes of the bridge were empty, and the Humvee's driver floored the accelerator again. Racing along the tarmac, they crossed the East River and could see all six apartment blocks on Roosevelt Island on the left. At the midpoint of the large bridge was another concrete structure that had hundreds of sandbags packed up against it.

Woolf leaned forward. 'Are you going to be okay, sir?'

'I will bloody well have to be,' he snarled as the Humvee screeched to a halt next to a large doorway. The group exited the vehicle and walked into the large sandbag-covered structure.

A rush of adrenalin started to spread through Lord Butler as the darkness took control, mocking his weaker self. I will take care of you again, Francis. Don’t let them see the fear in your eyes. Inside the building was a large cage and he looked out at the massive drop in front of the large construction. Thick cables passed through pulley systems about their heads, falling away steeply towards the ground. The cables spanned the gap between the bridge and the warlord's residence in the first apartment building, a hundred meters away.

'Right, sir, you said you’ve been in the cage slide before,' the soldier said. 'Please, can everyone step inside and take a seat on one of the benches. Tie the straps across your laps as tightly as possible. The jolt at the other end will be rather violent, and we don't want you falling all out.'

'Clear!' shouted one of the men from behind the cage.

Two of the khaki-clad soldiers started to push the cage forward. The weight of the full cage picked up the strain on the cable then it dropped away. The occupants gasped for breath as their stomachs tried to climb into their chests. Lord Butler felt his grip tighten on the bench under the weight of the G-forces, his eyes squeezed shut. The few seconds of weightlessness was nauseating, then the cage swung forward as it took up the slack and started to race towards the large opening in the opposite building. It was a few floors below their departure point, and they continued to pick up speed.

'Keep your heads down, folks!' a soldier shouted from the front of the cage. 'Their snipers might take a pot shot at us.'

The rushing wind squealed as it passed through small holes in the metal cladding that surrounded the cage.

'Brace for impact!' shouted the soldier as he gave a hard tug on the braking mechanisms that screeched and let off smoke as the cable screamed through metal brake callipers. A loud crash was followed by a bone-jarring jerk as the cage swung upwards through ninety degrees, reaching its zenith.

A collective groan went out as they were forced down into their seats again. Relief followed swiftly as the cage swung back down on the large metal swivel that was suspended from the roof. Four men ran forward and slowed the swinging cage, bringing it to a stop a few seconds later.

'Bloody hell,' Lord Butler said under his breath as the motion sickness kicked in, and he felt the vomit rising in his throat. Stepping off the contraption, he took a few deep breaths and swallowed hard.

A soldier grabbed him by the arm. 'Sir, please step away so we can unload the cage and send it back up for all your other stuff.'

Lord Butler nodded his head and staggered forward to where Woolf and Roger had assembled. 'Let us never have to do that again. Next time can we use bloody boats, like sane people?'

• • •

Andrei's eyes widened as he saw the puff of smoke come from amongst concrete and sandbag barricades. A thin trail of smoke spiralled towards them, and in the blink of an eye, it hit the first of the trucks that had raced in after the Humvees. The cab of the front truck exploded in a black and yellow ball of flame causing the back of the truck to lift off its front wheels, the mass of metal stopping in its tracks with a whine of bending steel. A flame-cloud lifted above them and was followed by the explosion of the fusion boiler. Water and steam bellowed out in all directions. The second truck screeched to a halt up against the back of the stricken vehicle.

'Quick, get on the radio and get the other vehicles to reverse down the on-ramp. They must drive around to the other off-ramp so we can attack them from two angles,' Andrei shouted.

Miguel barked the order into the radio as Andrei reached behind the narrow gap between the seats and the back of the cab. Feeling the cool metal of the M27, he pulled out one of the stacked machine guns and chambered a round.

'Get out on my side of the cab. The truck wreckage up front will give us cover,' he shouted, and slipped out of the door and into the sun.

Andrei heard bullets thumping into the nearby metal carcass. It drove him into action as he shimmied to the right and got down on one knee. Taking a deep breath, he squeezed the trigger and let off a volley at one of the machine gun turrets. Sand flicked up from the ripped sandbags as the bullets strafed around some of the gaps. A few seconds later the yellow muzzle fire from the narrow openings signalled the return fire, and he darted back to his left behind cover.

'Does anyone have a sighting of the Humvees?' he barked into his radio. 'Have they crossed the bridge?'

Silence for a few seconds.

'Delta Kilo here. Have sighted the two targets. They stopped in the middle of the bridge, and the targets have crossed the divide in a large cage zip wire, over.'

'Did you engage, over?'

'Affirmative, Alpha one. Several shots were taken at the moving cage, but it made it into the first building, over.'

'Copy that,' Andrei said. He ran to the back of their truck. Pulling the satphone from his pocket, he punched in a speed dial number.

'Hello, Andrei,' Gibbs answered.' I have been waiting for an update. What's happening at the apartment building? I can hear firing. Do you have Butler yet?'

'No, we don't,' Andrei said. 'The bastards had an escape tunnel in place below the hideout. They got away.’

'Shit!'

'One of the ops teams I stationed nearby got a sighting of them, and we managed to track them through Central Park to the residence of the New York warlord.'

'On Roosevelt Island?' Gibbs asked.

'Yes. We are currently pinned down on the west access roads to the Ed Koch Bridge, but I will retreat and get everyone here to regroup on the west side of the river. Are you in the position we discussed?'

'We have moored up in the Eleventh Street Basin, to the south of the bridge, and could move the ship further north to engage them from the east side of the island.'

'A two-pronged attack just might work, but let me settle in one of the buildings to scope out their defences. I have positioned a couple of two-man ops teams on the east bank too. They can do some recognisance from your side. Then we can decide on the best way to attack,' Andrei said.


Chapter 36

NAGCC Bertholf, Eleventh Street Basin, New York, NY, USA- 2033

The sterile, cold bridge of the NAG coastguard cutter, Bertholf, caused the conversation to echo as a group of people sat around a large map table, a map of Manhattan spread open before them. None of the group looked out through the large bridge windows, across the pleasant view of the East River in front of them.

'I'd just like to thank Captain Yeager for allowing us the use of his bridge to plan this operation,' Gibbs said, nodding at the slim figure with the short black hair that stood across from him. 'I have also got hold of several old photographs of the warlord's six buildings from different angles. You can see from pictures that they are built in a straight line, leading away from the bridge. Sources tell us it is from this location that he runs the whole of New York.

'As you know, the buildings are all located on the north side of the island and not visible from our current position. Andrei has said that although most of them have glass frontage and ground entrances, they are all linked together by four to five skyways that traverse the gaps between them.'

'I bloody hate those death traps,' Christina said.

'Don't we all,' Shredder said.

‘Andrei said that they are better built than the usual ones we encounter in the Floodzone. But, we still need to be careful when crossing over them,’ Gibbs said.

'I bet they have laid charges underneath them so that they can disconnect the buildings from one another at a push of a button,' Shredder said.

Gibbs nodded. 'We have to assume that is the case. When we approach, can you make it one of your jobs to scan them with one of the scopes? It's the main reason why I want to attack at low tide. If the skyways are blown, we can still move between the buildings on the paved walkways on the ground.'

'Low tide will make it difficult to get this ship close to your target,' Captain Yeager said.

'Don't worry about that, Captain. I have a different plan for the Bertholf,' Gibbs said. 'I had a long chat with Andrei, and the low tide does coincide with a possible dawn raid, which always has its set of advantages. If anyone has any serious doubts about going in at dawn tomorrow morning, let me know now.'

Everyone shook their heads.

'Now for the plan. Firstly, at high tide tonight the Bertholf will sail up the east side of the Roosevelt Island and then around the small inlet to drop anchor at Ways Reef, and out of sight of the six buildings,' Gibbs said, pointing to the small inlet on the map. 'Here, we will drop off two inflatables and all disembark to spend the night on shore.'

'I will get stranded there at the first low tide,' Captain Yeager said.

'That is why I want you to sail straight back past the island and moor up in the middle of the East River, just south of the island. They will be watching you carefully, expecting an attack and that is exactly what we want them to think. Andrei has all his soldiers on the west bank of the river, and they will initiate the attack with mortar fire. At the same time, you can hit the concrete barricades on the bridge with those fifty-seven-millimetre deck-guns of yours from your southerly position.'

'Allowing us to attack from our position in the north without being seen,' Smithy said.

'That is the plan,' Gibbs replied. 'We will hit the island about thirty minutes after the initial attack so hopefully their eyes will have been turned to the south and the west.'

'Will Andrei simply stay on the west bank or join us on the island?' Christina asked.

'I'll contact him after this meeting to clarify. I think it would be wise for him to come across if they can lay their hands on some boats,' Gibbs said and sat back in his chair. 'Now get some rest. It will be tough out there tomorrow.’

• • •

The central structure of the ship was cold as Gibbs leant back on the sheet metal plating. The afternoon sun warmed him a little as he looked east, across what once must have been a busy quayside, but now was just a graveyard for rusting harbour buildings and cranes. The daily flood took no prisoners, and that include any man-made structures. The loud clunk of a nearby deck door opening made him look to his left. Warren stepped out, blinking in the sunlight.

'You not resting?' Gibbs asked.

'Nah, can’t sleep.'

'The nerves getting to you a little, are they?'

'A little, I guess,' Warren replied.

'That's good, Warren. It'll make you more careful.'

Warren smiled. 'I was speaking to Christina to see what she knows about Kat, but she keeps being vague.'

'I guess there is still hope that we’ll find her once we have captured the blond German.'

'That's what she said, but I get the feeling she is hiding something.'

'Why?'

'She can barely look me in the eye when she mentions Kat, or the other women for that matter.'

'I am sure that it's nothing,' Gibbs said, walking across the deck to the metal railing. Warren followed him.

'Don't you start patronising me either, Gibbs. I deserve to know,' Warren said. 'I may not be a seasoned soldier like you, but I saw my father murdered in front of me so I can handle any news about Kat.'

Gibbs turned and looked at the young man. 'You have been through a lot and toughed it out, haven't you? Plus you helped us topple Butler. So I guess we owe you.'

'Yes. What happened on the ship?'

'All she said to me was that Kat had been putting up a tremendous fight with Butler's men from the minute they were kidnapped to when they were split up. She never saw Kat again.'

'Tell me honestly. Do you think that she is alive?'

Gibbs looked out into the Floodzone. 'No, I don't think so, but I have been wrong before. I am sorry, mate.'

'That’s what my gut says. I would just like to know what happened.'

Gibbs took a deep breath. 'Christina was told by a soldier that Butler's men took an interest in her. She thinks Kat may have been thrown overboard with other troublemakers.'

'I don’t think she made it across,' Warren said, covering his face with his hands, his shoulders shaking with grief. The sobbing made Gibbs uncomfortable. Part of officer training was letting family members know that their boys and girls had fallen. It was never easy.

'Warren, we have all lost people dear to us because of this man. He will get his deserved punishment. I can promise you that.'

Warren looked up, his eyes red.

Gibbs placed his hand on the young man's shoulder. 'You have to move past this before tomorrow. You can grieve for her after that. Staying focused on getting Butler and his thugs is the only thing that needs to be in your head right now.’

Warren nodded.

• • •

With a roll of his thumb, the flame from his Zippo lighter flickered in the frosty morning. Andrei looked at the yellow and blue flame for a few seconds and then raised his hand to the filter-less cigarette that was between his teeth, taking in a long draw. Exhaling the warm smoke into the cold air, he looked at his watch and then across to the six tall buildings. Each had fourteen floors that were lit up against the dark city background. The distant early morning light was pushing the night sky back, and his eyes caught the shape of the four iconic red and white towers of the Con Edison Plant. He took another long draw.

He looked down from his position on a low roof next to the Rockefeller University building, across to the seven M120 mortar teams that had set up in the abandoned FDR Drive that ran along the East River. The assistant gunners all looked up to his position. He glanced down at his watch one last time. With the cigarette between his fingers, he flicked a gesture to the bridge.

The gunners dropped the explosive projectiles into the barrels and ducked away, their hands over their ear defenders. Like a repeated clap of thunder, they began firing at the barricades on the top of the bridge. The gunners looked at the target and realigned the barrel, allowing another projectile to be launched on its way a few seconds later.

Miguel was standing alongside Andrei, his binoculars scanning the barricades on the bridge and then back to the buildings.

'A few hits on target, sir. Those sandbags are doing their job.'

'Any movement around the buildings?'

'Yes, sir, there are machine gun positions on top of buildings one, three and five. Some have begun firing, although I am not sure at what, sir. They are firing in the wrong direction.'

‘They will find our position soon enough. Look for snipers on five and six. They will have a view of where Gibbs and his team are attacking from.’

'Cannot see anyone moving up there, sir.'

'Great. Get the trucks moving in towards the barricade.'

The distant thumping of the fifty-seven-millimetre deck-guns of the Bertholf drifted across the calm water. Looking back at the bridge, men scurried back from the concrete barricades, to the safety of the sandbagged lined machine box. Chunks of concrete flew across the bridge and into the river below.

'Get the trucks up there now,' shouted Andrei as he looked down to see the mortar teams getting into a nice rhythm. Explosions of sand, tarmac and concrete ballooned up on the top layer of the bridge, which naturally protected the barricades on the lower level.

'Miguel, get on the radio to Captain Yeager. Tell him to concentrate all his fire on the lower level. We will focus our attention on neutralising the top level. The arc of the mortars means we can only get to the top level.'

Andrei looked down to the river and saw two speedboats approaching from the south. They were for him and twenty infantrymen. Looking back out to the buildings, he saw a movement towards the machine gun posts. The fight had begun.

Patting Miguel on the shoulder, Andrei straightened his bulletproof vest and started across the abandoned road. He ran as fast as he could, lungs burning and his old legs stiff with inactivity. Run, you fat old politician. Reaching the metal railing of the walkway that ran along the entire riverfront, they climbed onto the ropes that had been tied up under the cover of darkness and made their way down. Andrei cursed, his boots slipping on the muddy stones and debris of the exposed riverbed.

The two boats had pushed up onto the silt, their engines still running. Grabbing the sides, the men heaved the boats back, the odd sound of gunfire drifting across the river. As they jumped into the rubber-lined hulls, the large motors whined into reverse gear and dragged them backwards. Andrei jumped forward and stood next to the boat pilot, a young man with black hair.

'Aim for building four, Corporal. And you had better hit the throttle. They’ve just spotted us.'

A single trail of bullets flicked its way in the water towards the boats, missing the front by two meters, and then a second one traced them as the front lifted out of the water, and they surged forward. Steering an arc around to the right, the two boats aimed at the fourth building.

'Come about!' Andrei screamed, his eyes wide with fear at the sight of men with shoulder-mounted rocket launchers on buildings one and two. A puff of white smoke from building one erupted as a rocket was set on its way towards them.

The boat swerved hard to the left, almost throwing Miguel out into the river. The rocket hit the water and exploded, sending a plume of water several meters into the sky. The second boat followed them, through the falling water, drenching the occupants as a second rocket missed to the right of them.

With a gentle tap on the young man’s shoulder, Andrei guided the pilot as they turned back towards the buildings. Another puff of smoke and a third rocket was underway.

'Turn away!' he shouted, and the young man spun the wheel. The rocket fizzed past them into their churning wake. It gave Andrei the chance to scan the rooftops again. Running men with rocket launchers took up their positions.

‘More men with launchers forming up on the road level,’ the young man screamed.

'I see that. Take us out of here, Corporal,' shouted Andrei. The boat hurtled back around towards the bridge. 'Get us to the other side of the bridge, and quickly.’

The young man needed no second command, and spinning the steering wheel, he aimed the boat in the direction they had just come from.

'Miguel, radio one of the trucks to collect us at the boat pick-up point. We will have to attack the barricades instead.'

• • •

A loud crack made Andrei jolt as he crouched low again to shield his face from the debris and glass. The three trucks had been set up to shield them as they parked across the upper onramp to the bridge. Most of the men they were targeting had retreated to the centre of the bridge where the sandbagged cage wire was situated. Miguel knelt next to him and slammed another magazine into his M27, before firing a volley at the two troops who were hunkered down amongst the sandbags. One of the soldiers lobbed a hand grenade over the sandbags. It bobbled and rolled down the tarmac towards Andrei and his men, stopping twenty meters short where it explode, the blast hitting the truck, rocking them from side to side on squeaking suspension. He blinked as a radio squawked nearby.

'Captain Yeager wants to know if we want that cage wire structure taken out from his side,' Miguel said, looking across to Andrei. 'It could sure help us secure the bridge.'

'No, tell him to leave it. We will need it to get across to building one. If this battle keeps going all day, the tide will restrict our options on the ground and boats are too conspicuous from this side.'

Miguel nodded. Andrei looked at the young American and felt pride that the young man had taken his role on with such vigour and enthusiasm. Andrei took a deep breath. He was tired of fighting. Looking down at the M27 he had in his hands, he remembered his youth and the street fights in Central Moscow where they had slaughtered the protestors. He reached for his cigarettes. Miguel looked up at him.

'Those will kill you, sir.'

Smiling with a cigarette between his teeth, Andrei said, 'Just get Delta Kilo and Delta Mike up here in the forward position. Let's set the snipers on those last few soldiers on the bridge.'

'Yes, sir,' Miguel said and ducked his head down to speak on the radio.

Andrei reached for his satphone and dialled Gibbs.

'Sounds like you are having fun over there, old friend,' Gibbs answered.

'Been better. Not too many casualties on our part, but we weren’t able to get across by boat. They have a team of men with rocket launchers, so beware on your approach. There seems to be a flurry of troop movement towards building three, so that might be a hot target.'

'Copy that. We'll split up and hit building three and six simultaneously.'

'That is a bold move, friend. Make sure that your best men hit three, as whoever goes in there could easily be surrounded and trapped.'

'I intend to lead that one personally. The second our feet hit the mud, we could use a major offensive from you and Captain Yeager,' Gibbs said.

'Consider it done. I will back off the mortar fire and create a lull in the shelling. That will help to distract them again, just as you land.


Chapter 37

Shore Boulevard, Ways Reef, New York, NY, USA- 2033

Gibbs felt the warmth of Christina's body as she nestled in his arms, standing on the slimy pavement of Shore Boulevard. They stood looking across the low tide at the grey outline of the Robert F Kennedy Bridge.

'I want you to be careful out there,' Gibbs said and kissed the top of her head. 'Take commands from Shredder at all costs, and you will be fine.'

'Okay. I know you don't want me to go, Gibbs, but I am quite capable of handling myself.'

'You were the illustrious Vargen, leader of the resistance, after all.'

Christina punched his arm.

'It's going to get hairy over there, and I would rather have the mother of my son alive and well, should something happens to me,' he said.

'And if something happens to the both of you, I will be without you or my son. How do you think I will feel, not having done anything to help or protect either of you?'

Gibbs smiled, squeezing her tight. 'We have wasted enough time arguing about this. You and Shredder are responsible for sweeping building six, then moving across to five. I know that you will be able to do that.'

The occasional crack of sniper fire drifted across the calm east river, and Christina pulled away and turned to face him. 'Shall we go and get our son?'

Gibbs reached down and kissed her warm, soft lips. They stayed locked in an embrace for a few seconds before he pulled away. 'Let's go and get him, Mrs Gibbs.'

'Talking of which, when we get back to England we should probably have a proper and official wedding, don't you think?

Gibbs smiled at her. 'If we all make it back, you can have whatever you want? I am done fighting.' He held her hand. 'Stuart is lucky to have grown up with a mother like you.'

'And you are lucky to have a wife like me.'

The warmth of her hand in his felt comforting as they strolled the length of the slimy riverside path, past rows of dead trees which lined the boulevard. Turning right at the first path, they passed a small playground with twisted children's swings rusting in a corner, then walked down to the water's edge.

'Glad you two finally decided to join us,' Shredder said. ‘Having a quick canoodle while we do all the bloody work?’

'Shut up, Shredder, and help me get into the boat,' she said.

The two black inflatables were pulled up onto the muddy stones and brown river sand that was visible at low tide. With some effort, the two teams pushed them back and jumped in. With engines at half throttle, they slowly made their way towards Hallets Point. Beams of morning light had begun to clip the city skyline and filter down onto the shore behind them. In the gentle breeze, they faced their target buildings in silence as each glass and concrete monolith lit up in the warm morning glow.

Gibbs dialled Andrei. 'Can you start up the band music, please? We are on our way to the dance.'

A deep throaty chuckle was the only reply.

Smithy shouted into the wind. 'There seems to be a lot of movement on building three, boss. I can see a few machine gun posts and men scanning with binoculars.'

The first dull thud echoed across the water, then the second and soon, multiple explosions. The mortars had started hitting the bridge again. The air filled with the clatter of small arms fire and the fizz of rockets.

'It's working, they have all turned around and are facing the bridge.'

'Let's go!' Gibbs yelled. The boat pilots opened the throttles of the outboard motors. 'See you all in building five. Stay safe, people.'

The inflatable boats parted ways as they picked up speed and each pilot trimmed the engine to limit the noise. Gibbs was sitting on the side pontoon, his M27 pointed down at the floor. He looked up at the other boat as it veered away from them. Christina was sitting with her back to them, her ponytail pulled through the back of her green cap, flicking around in the wind.

A sense of longing washed over him, and he chewed on the inside of his lip. Watching her, he saw her slowly turn to give him a last look. A small smile and a gentle raise of the hand, then she focussed on the building ahead of them.

Gibbs took a deep breath, and the worries drifted away.

As they lined up to building three, the fifty-seven-millimetre ship's guns started up again with repeated volleys levelled at the upper deck of the bridge. Chunks of concrete and metal ballooned up in balls of fire from the high-explosive rounds. From building six, two white thin trails of smoke left the rocket launchers and trailed towards the ship. They watched the white smoke trails hit the side of the bridge and explode in yellow ballooning fireballs.

'They are panicking, folks, and that's just what we want. Stay tight for the short run up the riverbed. It will be slippery. Concentrate and watch your footing,' Gibbs shouted, looking at Warren, who was sitting next to Smithy across from him. In the distance, Christina and Shredder's boat had already beached and they were running hard towards the small embankment wall.

'Warren, stay close to me, okay,' Gibbs said.

Warren grinned. 'I know you are going after Butler, so that leaves Woolf for me. I am going to kill the bastard for what he did to Kat,' he said.

'He is a trained operative, Warren, so if you confront him, shoot first and asked questions later. Don't talk to him. Don't try to make him suffer, okay?' Gibbs said as the approached the waterline. 'Here we go, gents.'

The V-shaped of the hull slid into the silt, and the momentum took the inflatable high up onto the drier sand. Gibbs wedged his foot against the front compartment in anticipation of the change of speed, and they all lurched forward as it stopped. Warren was first out on the other slide and slipped on slimy rocks, ending up in a heap. Smithy grabbed him by the webbing he was wearing.

'Come on, Slippy. Try not to die right next to the damn boat.'

Pumping his legs hard, Gibbs was the first to the meter-high riverside embankment and ducked down behind the concrete retaining wall. Scanning the front of building three, his gaze was drawn to the small metal flood door. No guards were posted outside. Following the line of the building upwards, he saw the four skyways and gave them the once-over. No guards were moving along them. Grabbing the binoculars that hung around his neck, he scanned beneath the skyways for explosives.

'Everything okay, boss?' Smithy asked.

‘I can’t see any explosives or booby-traps.’

‘Okay. When do we go?’

Gibbs climbed over the retaining wall and sprinted to the door, scanning up at both the neighbouring buildings. With all this glass, they could be spotted at any second.

Smithy and Warren plus seven of the NAG soldiers followed Gibbs over the top and ran towards the building. Pressing up against the slimy concrete walls on either side of the door, they watched Smithy move forward and pack C4 explosives and detonators around the hinges. Backing away, trailing a small roll of cable to detonate the charges, he waited until they were all safe and crouching along the wall then flicked a small electrical switch. The explosion ripped through the door and hurled metal sheeting out onto the embankment.

Gibbs walked forward, crouching low, leading with his Glock and was met at the doorway by one of the NAG soldiers from the opposite side, they both stopped as dust and smoke bellowed out. Grabbing a stun grenade out of a small pouch on his belt, the soldier flung it into the darkness, drawing fire from two M27s inside. Screams resonated out of the narrow stairwell following the loud bang. That was the signal to creep forward. Acrid smoke enveloped them as two men in khaki uniforms staggered forward holding their ears and their faces. The NAG soldier shot both the men.

Gibbs crept in through the doorway and stepped forward to look upwards. Through the swirling plume of smoke, he could see the spiralling stair railings and landings of the fifteen floors above them.

Turning to make sure all his men were behind him, he switched from the Glock to the M27 and started up the stairs. The loud clatter of a door a couple of floors above them made them slow down. The sound of many pairs of boots on their way down to meet them filled the space.

• • •

Lord Butler's eyes flickered open again at the sound of another volley of mortar shells hitting the bridge in the distance. Stretching his arms above his head, and his legs along the brown leather couch, he looked up at the white pressed tiles that covered the entire ceiling. Rubbing his face with his hands, he pushed himself up off the couch and realised that he was hungry.

'Roger!' he called.

Walking over to the large full-length windows, he looked across at building two, and then past that to the mayhem that was happening on the bridge. Like Lilliputian characters, the warlord’s remaining few soldiers were making a last stand on the lower section of the bridge. Rapid bursts of fire from their machine gun muzzles met with blasts from the gunners on board the NAG Humvees.

'You called, Francis?'

Lord Butler stood in silence staring out the window.

'Francis. Please get away from the window,' Roger shouted. 'You know they’re using snipers.'

'Not from this angle they can't. Not even the NAG men are that good,' he answered. 'Can you get some food together from the warlord's kitchen please?'

Lord Butler walked past the large ornate stone fireplace. He stood looking at the white ash and embers from the previous night's cognac session they had enjoyed.

'Oh and Roger, something nice and simple please, something like a sandwich will be okay. You know William's rich taste in food no longer agrees with me.'

'Of course. Take a seat, and I will send something right out,' Roger said, and walked off to the opposite end of the room, disappearing down a corridor.

Lord Butler sat in a red wingback chair and looked across the room, which was decorated like an old Oxford University library. Tall, dark wood bookcases, stuffed with old books and colonial ornaments Porterbrook had collected on his travels around the world. On the sidewall was a wooden staircase that went up to the warlord’s study and penthouse, where his friend had spent all of his time since the attack had started. Lord Butler clenched his teeth at the cowardice his old university mate was showing. He would deal with the coward after it was all over. New York would need a new, progressive warlord.

The sound of a door slamming broke his chain of thought, and he looked across to the other side of the apartment, to see the blond-headed Woolf coming up the metal staircase from the skyway below.

'Lord Butler, you are awake. I have some distressing news.'

'Well, let's have it, Woolf. There hasn't been much good news the last few days.'

'I was helping to secure building five, and one of the men saw two small inflatables coming across from the north.'

'Did you take care of them?'

'We couldn’t get there in time. The men were all drawn away to defend against the attack from the bridge.'

'Are they Andrei's men?'

'It is the man and woman we have been waiting for.'

Lord Butler sat forward. 'Gibbs?'

Woolf nodded.

'I was starting to wonder where they were. Gibbs is not one to sit back during a fight.'

'I assumed he was on the southerly inflatable because I ran across to building six with the view of engaging him there. All I got was a glimpse of Christina with that other Scottish oaf and a group of NAG soldiers.'

'Tell me you killed them, Woolf.'

'Sorry, sir, they managed to disappear from our view and judging by the explosions, had blown the door to enter the building.’

Lord Butler stood up from the chair and walked over to one of his bags that were placed near the couch. He reached in for his shotgun and Beretta.

'I can go back and engage them as they work their way up,' Woolf said.

The panic in Lord Butler disappeared as the darkness flooded through him, and he slipped the shoulder holsters of the shotgun and Beretta over his stump and good arm. His right hand went down to the dagger tucked into his belt, rubbing the ornate ivory handle for comfort.

'No, my friend. Stuart Gibbs is the key to our revenge. If all fails, I want one of us to slit his young throat in front of his begging parents,' Lord Butler sneered. 'Take him with you to building five and keep him safe at all costs. If I don't come for him, make sure you carry out the revenge for Markus and me.'

'Gladly, sir,' Woolf smiled and turned towards the skyway.

'Bloody heck, Francis,' a voice said from behind him. 'That’s a bit harsh.'

Lord Butler spun around to see William Porterbrook walking down the stairway, doing up his shirt's top button. A slim waif of a blond teenager walked behind him in a see-through red gown.

'Keep your whores up in your room, William. I have no interest in having her hang all over you while we wage war on the NAG.'

The warlord turned around on the steps and grabbed the girl towards him. He gave her a kiss and groped her backside, then whispered something in her ears before she turned and bounded back up the stairs.

'You need a drink, my friend,' he said and walked over to a liquor cabinet.

'Don't tell me what I need, William.'

William's face started to redden. 'You are in my house now, Francis. May I remind you that you are the one who brought this violence to my doorstep, with all this revenge madness of yours,' he said and took a swig of brandy. 'We should just surrender and put an end to all this killing. We could buy our way out of this with the vaccine.’

The two men stood looking at each other across the room. Lord Butler’s hand moved to the Beretta.

'You have lost, Francis. Accept it. I have just had a call from one of my sources. NAG trucks have been seen near the warehouses where you have stockpiled your vaccine. Let's pack it in and either surrender or at least try and make a run for it.'

Lord Butler felt his heart rate slow down. Calmness seeped through him, and the tunnel vision of darkness took control. He walked forward towards his old friend and raised the Beretta.
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The smell of sweat and biting smoke that stung the back of their throats like hot chilli sauce filled the stairwell. As they moved up one man at a time, the first NAG soldier rounded the balustrade onto one of the bare concrete landings and jerked back twice as bullets slammed into his body. Groaning as he fell backwards against the grey concrete wall, he let off a long volley back up the stairs. Bullets pinged off the wall and metal as they strafed upwards.

Gibbs tightened his grip on the M27 and waited his turn to move to the front as they covered one another. Someone shoved him from behind and Warren ran past him and the rest of men, and went to check on the fallen soldier. He turned around and gave Gibbs a thumbs up, then raised his M27 and inched forward.

'Warren,' whispered Gibbs as loudly as he dared.

Smithy turned and shrugged his shoulders. Gibbs walked up to the level with the wounded man and tried to grab Warren, who neatly dodged the grab and climbed two stairs at a time. Raising the machine gun, he crept around up to the next landing, facing upwards as he climbed.

Gibbs watched the young man, his heart pounding. Warren swivelled slightly, and something caught his eye. Three shots blasted upward as the deafening roar flooded the confined stairwell. The groan of a man and the clatter of a machine gun hitting the metal railing signalled a hit. Then the sounds of scurrying boots and retreating soldiers was the signal to the team to move upwards again. Gibbs caught up with Warren, who was still looking a little shocked.

'Warren, I have no interest in burying you in this country, okay. Let the more seasoned men sweep these confined spaces.'

'Just want to do my part, Gibbs.'

'I know that you do, and you will get a chance. This battle is a long way from being over. Think about what you are doing and if in doubt, watch me and stick close by.'

Taking two steps at a time the men's upward journey continued, leaving two men on the fifth floor to guard their rear and fight off any men who may be hidden in the lower levels. A minute later, the men all converged on the second to last floor.

Gibbs took a cheeky glimpse up the narrow gap in the stairwell, pulling his head back straight away. Several men were positioned to guard the landing door, standing shoulder to shoulder, weapons raised. Raising his M27, he took a breath and lined up the front and back sights on the nearest guard. Squeezing a round off, a spray of blood covered the men standing next to his victim. A volley of rounds went off as the retreating men fired downwards.

A slam of the door was followed by silence. Gibbs glanced upwards again. The large wooden door was closed.

'Come on, men, they have retreated,'

They moved in unison up the last flight of stairs and stopped at an enormous double wooden door with ornate brass handles, and a golden family crest inlaid into the wood. The body was slumped over one of the two pot plants that adorned either side of the door. Gibbs signalled to two of his men, and they went up to the door and listened. They quickly returned.

'Well, did you hear anything?' Gibbs whispered.

'A lot of shouting and arguing, sir,' one of the soldiers replied. 'And they sounded British.'

• • •

Lord Butler felt God-like. Invincible. Darkness coursed through him as he looked down the gun barrel sights of the Beretta to the kneeling, William Porterbrook. Brandy and tear-soaked eyes looked back up at him, and he caught the whiff of urine as the man before him lost control of his bladder.

'Jesus, William. You are pathetic. Just look at you,' Lord Butler snarled, and then looked up at the four men dressing in khaki who had just walked through the wooden doorway.

'Warlord. There are too many of them, sir,' one of the men said. 'There is a large group just behind us.'

'Francis, for God sakes we need to surrender. Please give up, or they will kill us all,' William cried.

Lord Butler's jaw clenched. He squeezed the trigger. The gun recoiled as the shot deafened everyone in the room. The New York warlord sat back on his haunches, a hole in his forehead as he looked surprised and fell limply to one side. Lord Butler lowered the gun and turned to the four men.

Scanning the group of men who had walked forward, he looked at one of the taller, well-built men. 'You, what is your name?'

'Noriega, sir?'

'Come with me, Noriega,' he barked. 'The rest, stay here and make sure they don't get through that door.'

The tall, dark-haired soldier walked over to him. The others followed. One of the other soldiers said, 'We should come with you, Lord Butler, to protect you. We cannot defend the door now, sir.’

He walked towards the stairs to the skyway, shaking his head. Weaklings and cowards the lot of them. Throughout his whole life, he had been disappointed by the people around him. Turning to the three men, he raised his Beretta.

'Stay and fight, or die now where you stand.'

Looking at one another, they stepped back towards the door.

Lord Butler smiled as he walked down the rickety metal stairs and then turned to the aluminium framed door. Reaching for the handle, he pushed hard against the wind that rushed in. The fresh air cleared his head a little as he stepped onto the shaking skyway.

A massive explosion from the lounge behind them shook the glass windows, followed by the soldiers’ screams adding impetus to Lord Butler's actions. He walked as fast as he could across the divide, the skyway bouncing more and more as it started a wave-like motion. Looking ahead to the metal and glass door of building four, it got nearer with each step. Footsteps behind him made him feel a little better as Noriega followed.

• • •

Through the smoke and gloom, Gibbs ran into the apartment, M27 held out in front of him as he covered the room. Three men lay in front of him, taken out by the explosives his team had rigged on the door. One was still screaming, the side of his jaw and cheek gone. Gibbs aimed and dispatched him with a single bullet.

'Smithy, take two men and see where those stairs lead,' Gibbs shouted. 'Warren, have a look out of the windows at building four.’

Crouching low as he walked, Gibbs moved along the nearest wall and reached a white corridor. Switching to the Glock, he glanced to the right and saw a white-latticed airing cupboard, then glanced to the left and saw three doors leading off the tiled hall.

'Gibbs, Butler is getting away on the skyway to building four,' Warren shouted from the opposite side window. Gibbs lowered his Glock and stared back into the lounge.

The airing cupboard door swung open with a bang as Roger jumped out and landed in a crouch on the ground, a kitchen knife in his hand, he screamed at the top of his voice as he lunged upwards and tried to drive the knife into Gibbs's neck.

Dropping his shoulder and swivelling to his left saved Gibbs, as the blade missed and sliced his forearm. The blond corporal screamed even louder and tried to head-butt him but found fresh air as his target swerved again. Gibbs grimaced from the pain in his arm, then raised the Glock to waist height and fired a single round into his attacker's stomach. The screaming stopped, and the man grimaced then groaned as he went down onto his knees.

‘For fuck sakes,’ Gibbs said, firing again to kill the attacker.

Gibbs walked over to Warren.

'You okay, Gibbs?'

'Fine. Just nicked me, that’s all. Where did you see Butler?'

Warren pointed to the open door on the other side of the walkway. Gibbs peered down at the door and saw Lord Butler step out and fire at the broken window with his shotgun. A circle of shattered glass made Gibbs jump back.

Slowing his breathing down, the pain in his forearm dissipated with the adrenaline and he took the steps two at a time and arrived at the skyway door. Changing the magazine in his Glock, he peered through the door. A blast of shotgun pellets clattered into the door as he retreated. A second shell shattered what was left of the window in the door. Gibbs fired a few rounds through the gaping window across the metal traverse.

'Smithy!' he shouted.

Smithy and the two men came running down the stairs from the room above the lounge. 'There are only two young women up there, boss. Part of the warlord's harem, I think.'

'And I guess that you thought you had better chat them up, did you,' Gibbs said.

'You never know when you are going to die, boss.'

'Get that grenade launcher of yours down there and fire one across into building four,' Gibbs said. 'I know that you’re lusting after the women right now, so please don't destroy the fucking skyway will you?'

A smile crossed from ear to ear on Smithy's face.

Gibbs stood to the side as Smithy stepped out into the doorway and launched a grenade across the divide. It fizzed through the opposite doorway and over a small group of the warlord's men who all dived to the ground. The tall soldier who was protecting Lord Butler stepped out and fired a volley back in their direction. Several shots hit him in the chest. Glass from the bank of windows blew outwards like a wave crashing on the beach, and screams of pain resonated from the building.

'Go!' shouted Gibbs as he stepped forward and followed three men.

In a low crouching run with weapons raised, they made their way across the skyway, struggling to keep their footing as the bridge bounced from side to side under their combined weight. Two men covered the door as Gibbs stepped inside the doorway and aimed his M27at a man who was rolling around on the floor. Sweeping from side to side, the men moved around the open floor. A large snooker table and dart board were in one corner across from a few couches set around a small bar against one of the walls. A place of recreation.

'Clear, boss!' they shouted.

Gibbs stood up and walked over to the sole survivor, who was grimacing in pain. Blood streaks across his face from the shrapnel blast, he held his shoulder that had crimson oozing between his fingers.

'Where did that fucker Butler go?' Gibbs asked.

'He has… has gone across into building five.'

'Was the young blond boy with him?'

The man shook his head. 'No. He’s with Woolf somewhere.'
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Sweat ran down Lord Butler's temples and dripped down the back of his neck. Breathing with short constricting breaths, he wiped his face with his dusty sleeve. He walked down the stairs as quickly as he dared, grazing his stump on the course wall. Pain shot up his arm, and he groaned. Footsteps behind him made him jump. Turning, he realised that it was another of William's men.

'Where is Noriega?

‘They got him, sir,’ the blond-haired soldier said, shrugging his shoulders. ‘I am Hodgson. From South London.'

'Well, Hodgson from London. You heard that big bloody explosion. Those are men who intend to kill us, so stay close and protect me. Is that clear?'

'Yes, sir.'

Lord Butler walked to the landing between the floors and grabbed the ringing satphone. 'Yes, Woolf!'

'One of my men has just radioed me to let me know that Andrei and his men have made it across into building one and have taken control of it after prolonged fighting. I suggest you and the Warlord get moving.'

'I've killed that spineless fool already and am moving into building five, heading to the fifth-floor skyway.'

'I am down on the fourth floor with the child plus a few men. Get down here, sir.'

'No, my old friend. It's time to draw the traitors out of hiding in building six. Also, I want you to call the men who are stationed at the Styx warehouses in Boston. Make sure they burn the place down.'

'Are you sure, sir, it would mean…?'

'I know what it would mean, Woolf. Trust me, I don't want to destroy the stockpiled vaccine, but things have changed, and we must make sure that the virus gets a chance to spread before the professor can get more vaccines out there. We have to inflict as much pain as we can.'

'I will make the call, sir.'

'Thank you, my friend. It seems that this part of the adventure might just come to a premature end.'

'Sir, we could make it to the boat that Christina came in on without being seen. It's beached on the north side of building six. I have a team who could meet us on the Manhattan side again.'

'Okay. That might work as an escape plan, but first, I want to inflict pain on the people who have wronged us. I will not run until they have suffered as we all have,' Lord Butler said and walked into the fifth-floor apartment. 'I want you to take the boy out onto the fourth-floor skyway, but only after you have seen me cross.'

'Okay, sir. I am loaded and ready.'

Lord Butler handed his Beretta and shotgun to the man following him. 'Load these for me please, Hodgson.'

The man loaded the guns as Lord Butler looked around at the vacant space that had once served as a plush apartment to a New York family. It smelled of human excrement and was littered with rubbish and other debris. The small kitchen was white, but minus all the cabinets that had been removed for firewood.

'Ahem! All done, sir.'

'Stay at the stairwell, Hodgson, and don't be afraid to use those grenades you have. Your enemy won't think twice about blowing you up.’

'Gladly, sir.'

Lord Butler straightened his jacket and clipped the shotgun back onto its strap before hiding it in his long jacket again. Walking towards the aluminium door, he looked out through the grimy window at building six. Two people were scurrying about inside.

He grabbed the skyway door handle. 'Let the games begin,' he said to himself.

The wind buffeted him, and he strode out onto the silver metal walkway. Taking a few long strides, he heard a door open on the floor below him. Raising his Beretta, he pointed it at the silver door at the other end of the skyway. It swung open.

Christina stepped out, dressed in army fatigues, her blonde ponytail flicking to one side of her head. The darkness swirled with happiness within in his head as he looked down the barrel of her M27. His right forefinger rubbed the Beretta trigger. He could shoot her right there. The darkness wouldn't let him. She has to suffer.

The short, stocky figure of the man they called Shredder, stepped out behind her. Gibbs's Scottish attack dog. The same bastard who had locked him up in the London basement and left him to rot. Lord Butler's top lip twitched.

'Francis, drop the gun and let's talk,' Christina shouted.

Lord Butler slowly shook his head.

'Where is Stuart?' she asked.

'Shut up, Christina!' he yelled above the wind, taking a step towards her. 'I’ll do all the talking from now.'

Shredder stepped out from behind Christina, his Glock levelled at the advancing man. 'Stay right there, you crazy fuckwit.'

'Christina, I advise you to keep your lap dog in check or it will be Stuart who suffers.'

She placed her hand on Shredder’s arm. 'You're surrounded, Francis, and your men are falling around you. Give it up and end all of this killing.'

'So you think it all ends like that, do you, Christina?' he said with a smile. Taking a few steps towards her, he nodded his head in the direction of the railing. 'Have a little look at the skyway below, and let's see if you are still so confident after that.'

• • •

Christina's nerves fizzed as she looked into the eyes of a man she had once loved like a father. They were dark, cold and only filled with hate. Or was it serenity? The serenity of someone with nothing to lose?

'I have you covered, Christina,' Shredder whispered.

She slowly stepped to the right and looked down to the skyway below. The air was sucked out of her lungs, and her hand shot up to her mouth. 'Stuart!' she screamed and gripped one of the suspension cables which held up the sides of the skyway.

On the skyway below stood Woolf, smiling at her, a long silver blade pressed to her son's throat. The little boy was crying with fear, and she felt the anger rising inside her.

'Don't hurt him, Woolf,' she shouted down. 'Please don't hurt him.'

The tall blond laughed at her, not taking his eyes off hers.

'Keep Butler occupied,' Shredder whispered and walked backwards towards the door. 'I'll get the wee fella.'

'Woolf, you will be getting company soon,' Lord Butler screamed and took another step towards Christina. 'Drop your weapons, Christina. I won't ask you again. I'll just have to give the command, and you can watch your son bleed to death from here.'

The sound of metal on metal drifted on the wind as she dropped the gun onto the skyway.
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'Sshhhhhh…' Gibbs said as he grabbed Warren's arm to quieten him. They were standing in the centre of the recreation room. 'There are voices from outside somewhere.'

Over the buffeting sounds of slamming doors and window, someone was shouting outside. Tiptoeing to the top floor windows of building five, they reached the skyway door and looked outwards.

'Oh my God,' Warren said and withdrew his hand off the door handle like it had been scalded.

It felt like a sledgehammer blow had just hit Gibbs in the chest. On the skyway below them was the thin figure of Lord Butler, dressed in the long black jacket which fluttered in the stiff breeze. His Beretta was raised out in front of him. A few metres ahead of him was Christina, her empty hands held up in front of her.

'What should we do now, Gibbs?' Warren asked.

Gibbs looked down at Christina's feet and saw that she had dropped her weapons on the skyway. Something was up, and then he saw Butler glance over the skyway railing edge and down to his left. Gibbs moved along the bank of windows for a few metres and then stopped.

'Stuart!' he whispered. Cold fear flushed through him, and he couldn’t move. His mind spun with all the options open to him at that point.

Warren ran over and looked down to the fourth-floor skyway below all of them. The tall blond figure stood in old Phoenix Council khaki fatigues holding Stuart.

'Jesus, he does look like Markus, doesn't he,' Gibbs said. 'Well, that will make it even easy to kill him.'

'Let me go down there, Gibbs. You cannot save both of them.’

Gibbs stood in silence for a while.

'I want to take care of him. For Kat. She was innocent in all this, so please let me get this bastard.'

Gibbs looked at the young man whom he had met eight years before, a thin teenage resistance fighter. He was a different man now. 'Okay, Warren, but don’t let him get close to you with that knife. I have a feeling he can use it. Stuart is short, so go for the head or chest shot. Don't hesitate when you get the chance.'

'What will you do?'

'I'll get Christina,' Gibbs said. 'I suspect that Butler wants a dramatic ending to this. That’s how his twisted thinking works, so he won't stop until we are all dead.'

'Are you walking down to the floor below?'

'No, I am going to try something different. I am going to jump from this floor’s skyway to the one below.'

'What?'

'I have made bigger jumps. It is only a gap of about four metres, and it's a downwards trajectory, so it's a lot less. In fact, I will have to watch that I don't over jump it.’

'That’s bloody crazy, Gibbs. If you land badly, you could break something. Never mind if you miss the walkway. The fall will bloody kill you. Have you seen the rock below us?'

'Yes, but Butler won't be expecting it, and that is what I am counting on. He will have prepared himself for someone coming out of either door. I'll wait until you get out onto the fourth-floor skyway. That will draw their attention a little.'

Warren shook his head and started to walk towards the stairwell, stepping over Hodgson's body. 'Good luck, mate. I won't be able to help if it goes wrong.'

'Just keep your focus on Stuart. And kill the German.'

Gibbs looked at the two NAG soldiers who were standing near the stairwell. 'Both of you, go back across the buildings and meet up with Smithy. Tell him to contact Andrei Kirilenko and tell him where we are.'

They both nodded and left.

Walking slowly to the skyway door, he placed both hands on the handle. All the other skyway doors had been yanked open by the wind, so he had to do this quietly. Pressing downwards slowly, he heard the click of the release. Leaning back, he let the wind take the door. It strained against him, and he felt like a teenager windsurfing again. Walking through the door as it swung open, he stepped out and pushed it closed behind him. Crouching next to the covered side of the skyway, he peered downwards through one of the small gaps in the metal cladding made from scavenged material. Lord Butler had moved closer to Christina, who glared back at him as he kicked away the pistol and machine gun from her reach. They were talking. Gibbs could see the fear and hatred in her demeanour.

Voices below them made Lord Butler and Christina look over the edge. She said something, and then Lord Butler poked her in the chest with his Beretta.

'Warren, stay out of this, please,' she shouted.

Gibbs stood up and climbed on the thin railing. Feeling stable, he jumped and felt his heart stop as the small railing buckled backwards, not giving him the push off he expected. The wind whistled past his ears as he fell, and the skyway rushed up towards him. He was going to fall short. Twisting his body to stretch out one hand, he grabbed a cable that ran along the nearside of the skyway. The pain in his forearm from the knife wound pulsed up as his body swung around under the skyway. His momentum swung him right underneath it and crashed his feet into the cladding on the other side before he started to swing back again. The skyway rocked from side to side as he groaned and pulled himself up with his left arm until he could reach for a thick strut beneath the walkway. Swinging to his right, he switched grip with his left hand, grabbed another strut and then turned himself around to face building six. A flick outwards with his legs allowed him to swing to the edge of the walkway, where he could hook his left arm through one of the side's vertical stanchions.

Looking up, he saw the figure of Lord Butler had pinned Christina up against the railing with his body. Her upper body was precariously hanging over the suspension cable that held up the fragile railings. One of her arms flailed in the wind as she tried to twist up to get a grip on the metal cable. Gibbs gasped as her eyes stared around with fear. Looking back at the skeletal features of Lord Butler, he saw the maniac grinning back at him down the Beretta sights.

'Welcome, Captain Gibbs,' he shouted. 'I think you should take a deep breath before you do something stupid. You wouldn’t want Christina or Stuart's death on your hands, would you?'

Gibbs looked below at the swirling river that was starting to flood back in. Small muddy waves crashed on the jagged rocks covering them in a slimy brown broth. He was not going to die on the rocks, not without a fight.

'Get rid of the pistol, Gibbs,' Lord Butler shouted. 'Let me see you drop it, please.'

Gibbs held up the Glock in his hand by its grip, then let it drop to the rocks below. Staring into the dark eyes of Lord Butler, he felt the pain throbbing in his left arm but it was all that was keeping him from falling. Glancing downwards, he saw his second Glock still in its holster, Velcro'd to his chest webbing.

• • •

Adrenaline pumped through Woolf's body as he lifted Stuart off his feet and held him around his waist. Looking up at the hanging Gibbs, he imagined the man stabbing his brother and letting him sink to the bottom of the sea. Anger welled up in him. Revenge would be sweet. He slipped the large hunting knife into its scabbard and reached for the holstered Beretta on his belt. A quick glance at the young man they called Warren made him realise that the kid would not take the shot, or he would already have done so. So you are not a real killer.

Raising the Beretta, he aimed at the lower torso and legs of Gibbs as they hung off the other side of the skyway. He squeezed the trigger.

Stuart was not a big child, but he started wriggling as the gun went off. The bullet missed Gibbs by a metre.

'Arrrgh…be still, child!' he shouted and tried to aim again. Instinct warned him of imminent danger, and then he heard the heavy clacking of boots on the metal walkway. There were milliseconds between each step. The person was running. Quickly.

He glanced across at Warren, whose eyes were slowly widening. Then a force smashed into his back, and his head whipped backwards as he and Stuart were launched forward onto their stomachs.

Pushing the child away he reached for his knife, his fingers closed on the handle. A sharp and piercing pain shot down his legs. Pain unlike any he had ever experienced before. Pain from a knife being driven into his back, all the way up to the hilt, then it was wrenched out again. He felt himself cry out with pain and then went limp for a few seconds.

'Dying by the knife, just like your pathetic brother,' the Scottish accent of the pig they called Shredder snarled into his ear.

The pain was intense. Spasms fired down his legs. His moment came as the Scot pushed himself up. Spinning around, he reversed the knife in his grip and stabbed backwards. It glanced off bone and then met soft flesh.

'No!' Shredder said as he reached up for the knife that was stuck in his chest. Woolf heard him gasp then rolled sideways against the side cladding.

Woolf pushed himself up onto his one hip and ripped his knife out of the dead man's chest. Looking down the length of the walkway, he saw Stuart running towards the young man, who grabbed the boy and picked him up onto his hip. Crippling pain coursed through him as he dragged himself up to the railing. Taking a long breath, he stood up and swayed back and forth looking down at the bloody knife in his hand. Kill the child at any cost. A pool of bright red blood encircled his feet. Woolf started hobbling and felt every step become slower and slower. Tightening the grasp on the knife, he walked towards Stuart.

‘Give me the kid, and I’ll kill you quickly,’ Woolf said.

'This is for Kat,' Warren shouted at him.

Woolf stopped. ‘Up until I killed that little slut, she didn’t ask for you once. How does that feel?’

Warren's Glock went off with a roar.


Chapter 41

Roosevelt Island, New York, NY, USA- 2033

'Woolf!' screamed Lord Butler as he leaned forward over the railing, squashing Christina in the process. 'You bastard, Gibbs. This is your fault.'

Gibbs felt the numbness in his left arm as he clung on. Stuart is safe. The exhilaration flooded through him as he looked down and saw Warren running back into building five.

'Everything started to go wrong the day I freed you from that bloody prison ship. I should have left you to rot, like the vermin you are,' Lord Butler continued.

Lord Butler placed the Beretta to the back of Christina's head, and she grimaced with pain as he forced her further over the side of the railing.

‘Okay, Butler! I am coming up,’ Gibbs shouted.

Gibbs pulled himself up, and in a fluid motion ripped the Glock from its holster and slipped it through the side cladding, holding his breath as he aimed. The gun recoil moved him into action. Lord Butler yelped as he was hit in the left shoulder. Gibbs fired again, but it went wide as Christina spun around and grabbed Lord Butler’s jacket with one hand and his gun hand with the other. Lord Butler leaned backwards, pulling her up in the process.

Holding onto the cables for so long had caused Gibbs to shake from the effort, and he slipped a few inches. A groan escaped from his lips. Lord Butler head-butted Christina, and she staggered to the side before he grabbed her hair and spun her around to act as a shield. Gibbs took a last deep breath and dropped his Glock onto the metal skyway, slipped his arm back out through the cladding and reached up to the side of the railing, at the same time releasing his tired left arm.

Swinging his boot up, he managed to get a foothold on a metal stanchion and pulled himself to a standing position. In a few seconds, he had jumped over the railing and landed in a crouch behind his Glock.

'No you don't, you little bitch,' Lord Butler shouted after Christina had tried to twist around. He was standing behind her with his right arm around her. 'You took my left hand, Gibbs, and now you have wounded me again. I dare you to take a shot at my right hand.’

Gibbs looked at the hand that was over her heart as Lord Butler dragged her back towards the door. Keeping the Glock raised, he walked forward.

'Come on, Butler. Let me see your scrawny little face. You never were a real man were you, always hiding behind women and children.'

Lord Butler whispered something into Christina's ear as he raised his arm to her throat and started to choke her. Gibbs felt the adrenaline flow as they walked backwards to the door. Lord Butler forced her down to her knees as he sank and cowered behind her.

Gibbs braced the Glock in his other hand, looking through the line of the sights. Christina’s eyes flicked to the left and right. There was no shot that wouldn’t hurt her.

‘Come on out, you bloody coward!’

Lord Butler’s arm slipped back as his hand grasped Christina’s throat. His arm disappeared from view only to reappear with Christina's fallen Glock, directed at Gibbs.

Gibbs threw himself against the left side of the walkway as Christina grabbed the shooting arm of her captor. The bullet ripped into Gibbs's thigh, and he dropped to his knee in pain. The Glock fell to the ground as he grabbed his thigh.

Lord Butler was on his feet again and snapped Christina’s head back, pointing the Glock at her forehead.

'Gibbs!' she screamed. Lord Butler silenced her with a brutal pistol whip to the back of her head. A trickle of blood appeared as she was yanked her to her feet with a grip around her neck again. Her head hung forward, her shoulders slumped. Christina swayed backwards against Lord Butler’s chest.

‘Time to suffer, Gibbs!’ he screamed above the wind.

Gibbs fumbled for the Glock on the skyway but couldn't take his eyes off his wife. She looked up at him, her eyes rolled then she focused and grinned. Lord Butler took a slight step back, taking her weight then shoved her in her back against the railing.

A loud crack pierced the wind as the railing gave way under her twisting weight. Gibbs looked into her eyes. Time stopped. Two flailing attempts to grab a loose cable failed, and then she was gone

'Christina!' Gibbs screamed.

Lord Butler lifted the Glock towards Gibbs, but the bolt was slid back. Empty. He turned and stepped back towards the metal door, and pulling it open he ran through as the first bullet cracked into the wall.

Pain shooting up from his thigh, his chest constricting with shock and grief, Gibbs emptied the magazine into the closing door. Glass exploded as the window shattered. A loud scream came from Lord Butler as he disappeared into the dark. Gibbs limped forward to the broken railing dragging his bleeding leg, his throat tightening.

'Oh, Christina,' he whispered, barely audible in the salty gusts of wind.

She lay on her back amongst the rocks. Her head was bent to the side as the tide caused her blonde hair to dance amongst the reddening water. His head fell backwards, and he screamed an unholy animal sound of loss. The sound of a heart being crushed. Staring back down at her he willed her to move. Wanting her to take a deep breath, stand up and walk away.

'How will I tell Stuart?' he whispered, and slumped to his knees on the walkway. Tears streamed down his cheeks.

White colour flooded into his knuckles as he grabbed the length of the twisted cable. The soldier of a lifetime of missions took over. Gibbs snarled in anger as he forced himself to his feet. With a scream of rage, he grabbed the belt from his waist and slipped it off. He wrapped it around his thigh and tied it over the wound to keep the pressure on it.

The building five door slammed open, and he raised his Glock to cover Warren, who came running out, an M27 in his hand.

'Where are they?'

Gibbs clenched his jaw and pointed down to the ground.

Warren looked over the railing, and he stood open-mouthed.

'Warren?' Gibbs said.

'Warren!' he shouted.

Warren looked up, his face a ghostly white. Tears filling his eyes.

'Fetch Smithy now, and get down there. Fetch her body before the tide takes her away.’

Warren nodded.

'Warren! Move it,' Gibbs shouted. ‘Can you to do this for me?'

'Where…where are you going?'

'To finish it.'


Chapter 42

Roosevelt Island, New York, NY, USA- 2033

The pain throbbed up into his side as he limped on the wounded leg. Adrenaline would serve as a great painkiller for a while, keeping him focused. Ripping the door open, Gibbs stepped into building six.

'Nowhere left to hide, Butler,' he shouted, scanning the open area.

It had once been a canteen or restaurant, with tables and chairs piled up against one of the walls and two old couches piled up on top of one another. Glass and debris were strewn all over the floor. He walked towards a body of a man lying near the internal stairwell doors, which had been blown open. Shredder's work no doubt. Stopping for a few seconds, he realised he had lost another dear friend in pursuit of Butler. Grieving would have to wait.

Looking at his Glock, he realised it was empty and that he had no more magazines in his webbing. Kneeling next to a dead man in khaki, he picked up the old M16 and checked the magazine. It was full. Rummaging around in the pouches on the man's waist belt, he came up with two more. A scrape of a boot on concrete drew his gaze away.

Creeping backwards, a step at a time, he kept the M16 trained on the door. He had no idea how many men could be coming up, and whether they were friend or foe. Grimacing as he knelt down, he slowly moved forward to lie on his stomach. The cold concrete cooled his sweating body.

Looking at the door down the sights of the M16, he knew that if Butler was coming through the doorway, he would send a man or two in first. His finger slipped down to the trigger, and he squeezed gently. The first man, one of Butler's khaki brigade, slipped through the doorway with another man right behind him.

The M16 roared, sending the first man to his knees, and the second was about to scream when a bullet hit him in the head. A third rounded the corner and fired three times. The bullets were all aimed too high and hit the couches at the back of the room. Gibbs fired once into the man's shoulder and then a second time into his stomach.

He kept the M16 lined up with the door, waiting for a few seconds. There was just silence. Struggling to his feet with the help of the weapon, he limped over to the man, whose eyes watched him all the way.

Gibbs cleared the stairwell, sweeping the M16 up and down and waited. He heard no further sound.

'Where is Butler?'

The man smiled and lifted his middle finger.

'Did you pass him on your way up?'

'Get fucked.'

'That man just murdered my wife, so I’m in no mood for your shit,' he said and knelt next to the man. 'My thigh hurts like hell too so here is what's going to happen. You are going to tell me everything or I will hurt you.'

Gibbs grabbed the man's shoulder and thrust his thumb into the bloody bullet wound. The man's face contorted for a second, and then he screamed out in pain.

'Tell me, did you pass Butler on the way up here? Easy question,' he said, squeezing even more.

'He didn’t come down, I swear. We've been trapped on the landing just below this floor for quite a while. I heard someone running upstairs and then slamming the door,' the man said.

Gibbs groaned as he stood up and then turned to start walking upstairs.

'Hey, mister. I am bleeding out here. I told you everything, can you get some help for me?'

Gibbs looked down at the man and his eyes narrowed. 'You picked the wrong side to die for today. I wish you luck.'

• • •

'Suck up the pain, Francis,' the darkness screamed inside his head as he squeezed his eyes closed. Two bullets had hit him, one below the shoulder and another had flicked his backside, leaving a bloody hole. Shallow breaths escaped his lungs as he stumbled forward, pain burning into him with every step.

The wind buffeted into him as he walked towards the large air-conditioning unit in front of him. All around him he could hear shots and explosions. Spinning around slowly, he realised that he had drifted onto the roof in a daze. He could see the red and white stacks of the Con Edison Plant, then the Ed Koch Bridge, then Manhattan Island. The ship had just passed below the bridge and was coming alongside the island on the rising tide. He felt his lips start to quiver as fear welled up inside him.

'They will never let you get away with this, you snivelling little man,' the darkness said, as tears ran down his gaunt cheeks. ‘Man up and take your medicine. ‘

Standing on the top of the building, he sobbed as the darkness mocked him. ‘Gibbs will follow us here, his anger will demand revenge. You can jump to your death and take your own life, or you can finish your plan, and kill him. Even your mother was stronger than you.’

Lord Butler looked down at the dagger wedged into his belt.

• • •

Gibbs looked around the sixth-floor and saw very few places to hide. Pigeons had been roosting on the ground amongst a pile of twigs and guano. All of the windows had been smashed, so the wind howled through, twirling loose pieces of plastic bags around the wooden floor. Turning towards the last flight of stairs, Gibbs stopped for a second. He listened. No noise to speak of.

What are you up to, Butler?

Grimacing as he limped up the stairs, he was now slowing up with the stiffening leg. A narrow metal door now stood between him and the roof. The wind gently whistled through a gap beneath the door. Kneeling down, he peered through the gap and could just see the brightly lit black roof covering outside. With a shoulder shove the door swung open, clattering against the wall on the other side.

Lifting the M16, he waited inside the door for a few seconds as his eyes grew accustomed to the bright midday sun. Most of the roof was visible from his position, and he glanced at the several metal air intakes and two large air conditioning units that were the size of a small family car. Stepping out, he scanned to his left and realised that the stairwell was flush with the side of the building, so his left flank was clear. Turning to his right, he sidled up to the corner and waited, listening for any sound. No sound but the gusting wind. A gull called from somewhere above him.

As he looked around the corner a butt of a rifle hurtled towards him, and he snapped his head back just as it clipped the corner brick, bouncing off the top of Gibbs's head. Pain shot through him, and he groaned as he staggered back a step. The soldier came running around the corner, holding his M27 by the barrel, and swinging it like a lumberjack axe.

Gibbs charged forward, tackling the large man beneath the arc of the swinging M27. He drove with his good leg and they both went over backwards, Gibbs landing on the man whose large fists started swinging up at him.

Gibbs reached to his belt and pulled out his hunting knife. Twisting his body slightly, he was able to angle the blade from under his opponent's ribcage, up into his heart. The man's big arms stopped swinging, as a gasping breath came from his lips. Gibbs rolled off and sat up on the hot bitumen that covered the roof. Long breaths helped focus his gaze as he looked around the roof.

• • •

'No!' screamed Andrei as he stood looking at Warren and Smithy. They had laid Christina's body out on a black tarpaulin in an attempt to dry her off. He looked across at two NAG soldiers who were doing their best to entertain Stuart on the other side of the first floor.

'Cover her up, please,' he whispered, wiping away the tears from his eyes. He stared out the window to the next building before grabbing a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket. Placing one in his teeth he chewed on it as he did before lighting it. 'Where is Gibbs now?'

'He's crossed over to building six, and I assume went up to the roof. We have men sweeping all the lower floors, and they have captured some prisoners, but no Butler or Gibbs,' Warren said.

'Damn it! Okay, stay here, I will take some men and get up there. The NAG and NEG want Butler alive to stand trial.'

Smithy stepped forward, pointing to Christina. ‘You are fucking joking, right. He has every right to kill that bastard.'

'Yes, I agree, but it doesn't matter what we believe. They want to make a public example out of Butler, and if Gibbs kills him, he will rob them of that and so will be sent back to prison.'

'That is just bullshit,' Warren said. 'They will just sentence Butler to death anyway.'

Andrei nodded. 'I have just had a call saying that the stockpiles of Kharon vaccine in Boston have been destroyed in a fire. We need to find out if there were any others.’

'There must be others in his organisation who can give you that information,' Smithy said.

'They want someone to pay for all of this, gentlemen,' Andrei said and walked to the stairwell. 'Butler is that person.'


Chapter 43

Roosevelt Island, New York, NY, USA- 2033

Limping across the roof to the air-conditioning units, Gibbs saw the two black boots come into view first. Lord Butler was sitting with his back to the brick wall of the air-con unit. His head leant back against a small metal panel, his eyes squinting into the bright light. Gibbs walked around in an arc, looking down at the man who had killed so many.

'I hope you are praying for a nice room in Hell, Butler. Begging for mercy will just fall on deaf ears. You will get none.'

‘You talk too much, Gibbs, just like that bitch of a wife of yours.’

'Get up you, sack of shit,' Gibbs shouted, his finger on the trigger of the M16 which he carried across his chest.

'So, Captain Gibbs? It all comes down to this,' Lord Butler said, and held out his right hand.

'Get the fuck up yourself, Butler,' Gibbs snarled.

Lord Butler leaned forward onto his right hand and with a laboured groan, got to his feet, blood trickling down his left stump. He smiled at Gibbs and swayed a little.

'Let's talk about a deal, Gibbs.'

'No more deals for you.'

'Don't you think I have already paid for my crimes, Gibbs? I mean, just look at me,' he said holding up his left stump. 'I am a one-armed, emaciated bloody cripple.'

'What about all the people who have died because of your crazed greed? Do you want me to list all their names? How does your arm make up for them?'

'Well, you had the satisfaction of taking my arm, Gibbs, and now it seems they may have to remove more of it. That should make up for all your loss. And I am prepared to sign over half of all that I have to you. You'll be a bloody billionaire. Think of the type of life you can give to that brat of yours.'

Gibbs tensed up and looked into the dark eyes of the gaunt man in front of him. There was no fear in there. No yearning to survive. He had interrogated many men on the brink of death. He knew what fear looked like in another man's eyes. This was all some elaborate play.

Gibbs swung the butt of the M16 at Butler’s head, connecting with his jaw. His head snapped to the side, and three teeth fragments flew out onto the rooftop. Butler moaned and held his jaw. Staggering upright again, he stood swaying. Gibbs stepped forward and head-butted the man. His head snapped back, and he fell against the air conditioner unit, screaming in pain as blood dripped to the floor.

'Gibbs, step away from him,' Andrei shouted from the stairwell door. 'We need to take him alive.'

Gibbs swung the M16 up and pointed it at Andrei. ‘Stay out of this, Andrei!'

'Look, Gibbs, I know that you want retribution, but he has to be taken alive. Those are our orders. Direct orders from Chancellor Rolin, who sent us here to capture this scum. You cannot kill him, or you will go to prison. What of Stuart then?'

Lord Butler's cries of pain started to morph into a maniacal laugh.

'Ignore him, Gibbs,' Andrei shouted, taking a few steps closer.

Lord Butler stood up again, blood seeping down his chin. 'I have destroyed all the stockpiled Kharon vaccine, so the world is going to lose a lot of people. You have all failed in your mission. Once again, Captain Gibbs, you have failed in your mission.'

'What would Christina want you to do?' Andrei said.’

'Don't listen to that dumb old Russian, Gibbs.' Lord Butler laughed. 'What does he know? This was all about getting revenge on the person who wrecked the Phoenix Council. Your sweet bitch of a wife whose life I took great joy in taking.’

Gibbs launched at the man with his bare hands. Lord Butler drew his mother's dagger and swung it up into Gibbs in a fluid motion. He saw it coming, but couldn't change direction. The small four-inch blade sunk into his lower torso and Gibbs groaned with pain as he fell forward onto Lord Butler. Pulling back, he looked at the knife and swung a last ditch sledgehammer right hook across the jaw of Lord Butler. A loud crack rang out as the man staggered a few steps to the edge of the building. Spinning around, he laughed a throaty laugh, his dislocated jaw hanging at a strange angle.

'Gibbs, leave him,' Andrei shouted.

Gibbs held the knife with his left hand as he walked backwards towards Andrei. 'Okay, mate. You and Rolin have your man.'

Andrei nodded and walked towards Gibbs, who slumped forwards into his arms. 'You have made the right decision, friend. Let's get some medical attention for you. Leave the knife in. It will halt the bleeding.'

Gibbs slipped his right hand onto Andrei's holstered Glock and ripped it out, pushing the Russian backwards. Spinning around, Gibbs squeezed the trigger twice.

Lord Butler's head snapped back from the force of the bullets, taking him off balance as he fell backwards through a mist of crimson. He landed on the bricked edge of the building then rolled back over it.

Gibbs staggered to the edge and looked over. A lull in the wind allowed the noise from the swirling river that was in full flood to drift up the side of the building. A grin spread across his face. Floating face down on the choppy torrent of the tide, Lord Butler floated out to sea. The flowing water had its own rhythm. He felt mesmerised by it and took a step closer to the edge. Christina was so near. He just had to fall after her. A hand slipped through the crook of his arm and pulled him back.

Gibbs smiled in pain. 'That was for everyone who died.'

Andrei smiled and nodded.

'What now? Rolin won't be happy with me.'

'He won't be happy with any of us.'

'Sorry, old friend,' Gibbs said. 'I seem to have landed you in it again.'

'Your son needs you now, Gibbs, so let's just start with that,' Andrei said. 'Rolin is a long way away from here. If he is unhappy with you, he can come and find you.'


Chapter 44

NAG Headquarters, Hamburg- 2033

Andrei Kirilenko sat in the velvet-covered chair and looked at the ornate wall behind the desk he was facing. White wooden cabinets with gold-leaf ornaments clashed with garish tapestries of noblemen on deer hunts. Next to him, a Louis XIV gilded clock chimed in a bookcase, breaking the silence of the office. A smell of mould and old age filled the air. He glanced back to Chancellor Marc Rolin, who was sitting back in his red and gold chair, his fingers pressed together and his head tilted to the side.

'Well, Andrei?'

'Well what, Chancellor?'

'Do you expect me to believe the bullshit report that you submitted to the Council?'

'That is what happened.'

The double door behind Andrei opened, and the Chancellor beckoned someone to enter. A tall staff aide, dressed in a dark suit, walked up and said something in French to the chancellor. The head of the NEG Government grunted and opened the folder he was handed. Scanning a document, he nodded his head and reached for a gold pen from inside his cream coloured jacket. Scribbling his signature at the bottom, he handed it back to the aide.

'Do you know what that was, Andrei?'

'I am sure I don’t care, Chancellor.'

'That was a combined NAG and NEG arrest warrant for Kyle Gibbs. For the murder of Lord Francis Butler.'

'Ha! Good luck with that, Chancellor. You will never find him or his friends. They will have disappeared into the wilds of America by now.'

'Oh, but I will, Andrei. I have two crack teams assembled in Southampton. They will find him and bring him back to Hamburg for trial. He will pay for his crimes. I gave him a direct order that he chose to disobey.'

Andrei smiled.

'You have nothing to smile about, Andrei. I gave you that same order. You assisted Gibbs, and now the entire Council wants you to be charged as an accessory to murder. You are facing a lengthy prison term.'

Andrei sighed and reached into the black suit jacket he was wearing, pulling out a white envelope. He threw it across the neat desk.

Marc Rolin shifted in his seat. He glanced from the envelope to Andrei and then back down to his desk. Lifting his hand to his chin, he stroked it slowly.

'What is that?'

Andrei flicked his hand at the envelope.

Chancellor Rolin flashed him a disdainful look, then snatched up the envelope and ripped it open.

'This better not be what I think it is. We had a deal.'

'Read it,' Andrei said.

The chancellor's complexion changed and his face reddened as he flicked through the three pages.

'You told me that you had destroyed all this evidence. You assured me of that fact when I gave you this role.'

'I lied,' Andrei said. 'I am Russian. You should know better than to trust a Russian.'

'I did what I had to and have no regrets,' the chancellor said, throwing the document onto the table. 'This will only save you, Andrei, not Gibbs.'

Andrei nodded.

'I will smooth this over with the Council, but I want all the original evidence returned to me so I can destroy it.'

'Then I will lose all my leverage, Marc, and you would have me incarcerated anyway. Do you think that I am that stupid? I have two sets of copies, sealed and in the care of two young ministers. If something happens to me, I take you and your family members listed in that document down with me.’

The slow ticking of the clock filled the silence in the room.

'Fine,' the chancellor snapped. 'Now get out of my office.'

Andrei stood up and turned towards the door.

'So much for your loyalty then, Andrei. You didn’t even bother to try and negotiate for Gibbs's life.'

Andrei smiled and reached inside his jacket to pull out his cigarettes.

‘There is no smoking in my office, Andrei.’

The Russian placed one in his mouth and lit it with a Zippo lighter, blowing out a cloud of smoke. Taking a step backwards to the door, he buttoned up his jacket.

'Marc, it will take you years to find him, and many men will die trying to bring him in. I can promise you this. Captain Gibbs does not need my help.'

The End
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Author Bio

Many of you know about my passion for our planet. I write about it, and I try to capture its wonders through the wildlife and landscape photographs that I take.

For as long as I can remember I have loved reading books and studying nature. Growing up on a farm in South Africa meant that I was always out and about, up to mischief somewhere. My imagination flourished and ran wild as I spent my childhood sitting in trees, climbing on rooftops, fishing in our local dam and bird watching from one of the hides that I built.

My love of the outdoors developed in those early years and my passion for all things wild and natural meant that my reading, writing and photography inevitably followed that path.

Now, many years later, I am moving ahead with writing and photography on a more serious basis. I hope my passion for conservation and environmental issues will make some small contribution to opening people’s eyes to the beauty and fragility of the planet we live on. I intend to use my blog as one of a few platforms to share my creative content and the content of others who share the same passions.

The first major environmental piece of work that I am working on is the Kyle Gibbs series. A series set in a climate changed world, which is a topic very close to my heart. My current focus is to write novels and short stories that span the action/adventure/ thriller genres, with particular emphasis on the environment and our planet.

I invite you to take this journey with me and look forward to chatting with you as we go.
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Gibbs: The Early Years is the prequel
to the Kyle Gibbs series, chronicling

t AREEATLITENRS the formative years that shaped the man

behind the novels. Follow the link to the

Marinovich Books website to claim your
Free copy.

“It portrays Gibbs childhood and the hell he went through

Jovedoycyc atthe hands of a drunken father.” - Angie stormer

“This strong short story is a great introduction to

Kyle Gibbs, set before the events in Marinovich's wonderful

Soivv7c 4 debut novel CELT." - Andrew David Barker
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