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Chapter 1

South Eutaw Street, Baltimore, Maryland – 2043.

‘I saw what you did to that man, Bounty Hunter. How can you be sure the target he identified is still in the building? Tortured men will tell you anything to make the pain stop.’

Elijah Jones tightened the grip on the Glock17, shifting a little as he knelt at the corner of Eutaw Street. The African American looked across to the boarded building that was once the Sports Legend Museum. The red brick of the long building stood shrouded in shadow against the blue sky background and the brown dust road that ran in front of it. White window frames now laced with brown and green mould hinted at decades of disuse. The three-tiered central tower stood high over the boarded-up main entrance and once had four clock faces on the main points of the compass. The timepieces had long since been scavenged and sold on. Sweat dripped from his bald head and down his temples. The brown cotton shirt below his military webbing was soaked through, and he wiped the beads of salt from his brow with his gun hand. The heat was bearable in Maryland. The man kneeling behind him was not.

‘I told you not to talk to me until we’re inside, Alonso,’ Elijah said.

‘That’s Captain Alonso, buddy.’

Elijah edged backwards in a crouch, not taking his eye off the large, red building with its dirty white cornerstones and window cornices. Scanning upwards to the centre of the three clock towers he saw movement below one of the large radio antennae. A head popped through one of the arched windows, and the individual scanned the empty street that passed in front of the building.

‘A word, Elijah,’ Captain Alonso said.

Elijah held his hand up.

‘Don’t tell me to wait. I need to speak to you now.’

The Bounty Hunter puffed his cheeks and let out a sharp breath. Staring up at the bell tower, he saw the person had retreated. He clenched his jaw and closed his eyes. Shouts broke out to the left of the museum from a makeshift trading stall. Three Scavengers were arguing with a trader who had a shotgun trained on them. Their voices echoed against the derelict buildings that surrounded them. Elijah’s informant had mentioned the side street down the left side of the museum was used as a makeshift market for those brave enough to venture out to trade. The man holding the shortened shotgun stood behind a small table that was piled up with kitchen goods. The trader stood in defiance as the middle figure of the three men who were spread out in front of him stepped forward, shaking his finger at the trader. Elijah looked up at the clock tower again.

The standoff would attract the attention of his bounty, and he would be spooked into going underground again. The chase would start all over again, and his paymaster wouldn’t be happy at his failure. They were desperate to catch this man, so Elijah had time. Patience was his golden rule.

‘Elijah. Now, please.’

Turning around, he looked back at the captain from the New American Government Army. The NAG acronym was used out in the Floodzones and Scavenged lands for good reason. Elijah stood up and walked past ten of his men who were all crouched together along the wall, thug recruits every one of them. A mixed-race group of varying ages, who would do anything for a quick NAG voucher. Scavenged jackets, helmets and body armour covered their dirty shirts and brown and black long pants. Elijah’s gaze caught the last man’s and he looked down at the man’s shirt. Several gang patches had been sewn onto the sleeve, trophies from corpses, no doubt. Living gang members didn’t surrender their gang colours.

He looked ahead to the athletic figure of the captain who’d walked away from the scene. A swaggering walk as his shoulders swung his right arm around a holstered sidearm.

Elijah holstered his Glock and turned to his right, walking around the back of the concrete building. Adjacent to the building was an overgrown courtyard that was surrounded by a square of old office blocks. Tall clumps of grass had taken control where workers had once spent their lunch breaks. Now a group of feral dogs were lying in the shade of the grass, licking themselves and resting after a night of scouring for food. Alonso was waiting for him, his foot tapping ever so slightly. The man was of Hispanic ancestry and had taken off his brown helmet to run his hand through the short black hair. Dark brown eyes watched the Bounty Hunter approach.

‘Can you address me as captain in front of those thugs of yours? At least until we enter the building. As per your agreement with Chancellor Byrdich, I’m still in charge, and they need to respect that.’

‘Of course… Captain,’ Elijah said. ‘They just don’t like you NAG boys very much.’

The soldier folded his arms and glared at him. As he shifted in his stance, his gaze was drawn to their left where two feral dogs were sniffing around a corpse. One grabbed at the leg of the Scavenger and started pulling. The drunk man reared up and screamed at the dogs, which beat a hasty retreat, tails curled beneath them.

‘I hate this damn place,’ Captain Alonso said.

‘Go back to cushy Manhattan then. I don’t need you.’

‘You don’t know with any certainty if your target is even in the building. The information could be false, and all you’ve done is led us here on a dying man’s confession.’

‘Information is information, and I have three leads pointing us to Baltimore. As for that Scavenger, we all die in the end. It was his time.’

‘Jesus, you’re bloody evil.’

‘I don’t care what you think of me. My reputation speaks for itself, and I know what I’m doing.’

‘Bullshit. We can get the Hooded Man on our own.’

‘Need I remind you how many times the NAG has tried and failed to get him? You have let him get away three times this year alone. I’m here to clean up all your mess. The target may not be in that building. The prisoner said he’d seen him there weeks ago. Leads come and go, and this is a lead that needs looking into. He may or may not be in there. We move on regardless.’

Captain Alonso shook his head and placed his helmet back on, the muscle in his jaw twitching as he stared up at Elijah. ‘I’ll give the command to go in. Is that clear?’

Elijah felt the bile rising in his throat. Grabbing the captain by his shirtfront, he pushed him against the wall. ‘I’ve chased men like this for most of my life, and I’m getting close to my bounty. I can smell it. We go when I am ready.’

‘Take your hands off me.’

‘I have the authorisation from Byrdich to go in there with my men when I see fit. Stay out of my way, and you won’t get hurt,’ Elijah said, letting go of the man. ‘I’ll get this man in my own time.’

Captain Alonso blinked a few times. ‘I can see why you got a dishonourable discharge.’

Elijah stared at him then twisted his head to the side to click his neck, releasing the tension as the adrenaline pumped through him.

‘You’re no better than these Scavengers, Bounty Hunter. I’ll be making a full report back to NAG operations,’ Captain Alonso said.

Elijah lifted his finger and pressed it to the captain’s chest, forcing him against the wall. ‘You do what you like but, stay out of my way, little boy,’ he said.

He turned and walked away, his fist clenched tight to dig his nails into his palms. Reaching for his Glock, he walked up behind the ten men who were still crouching against the wall on the pavement.

‘Stand up, you three,’ he said, addressing the closest men. ‘Go around the back of the building and surround that noisy street vendor. Move all those Scavengers along, but don’t fire off any shots. As soon as they’re gone, take up positions at the back of the museum and wait until you hear from me.’

The three men blinked and looked at one another, the man nearest to Elijah speaking first. He had long black hair that stuck out below a khaki helmet, and gaps between his teeth, allowing the stench of rotting teeth and gums to waft towards Elijah. ‘Is it really him that we’re going to try and take down? We heard Alonso mention the Hooded Man earlier.’

Elijah reached forward and grabbed the man by the front of his brown combat webbing.

‘Focus on what I tell you to do, not that NAG idiot,’ Elijah said. ‘It doesn’t matter if it is him holed up in that building or not. We’re here to do a job.’

‘Boss, do you know how many gang members he’s killed? There aren’t enough of us here. Can’t Alonso get more men?’ Elijah pushed the man backwards, who then grabbed on to his friend next to him as he fell on his backside.

‘Go and chase those Scavengers off, or I’ll shoot you myself. Are you a coward who’s afraid of a few folks who are down on their luck?’ The man stared at him, blinking rapidly. ‘Do you want to go back to scratching a living in the muck and grime, fighting with wealthy Floodlanders for handouts? I’m paying you to move those people along then go into that building with me. Are you on board with that, or do I end your life here in front of your friends?’

‘We’ll move them on, sir.’

‘I thought you might,’ Elijah said. ‘And remember that the Hooded Man probably has a family and bleeds when shot. He’s not a god, so don’t give him your fear unless he is standing over your dying body. You understand me?’

The closest man nodded.

• • •

The sounds of Mozart’s piano concerto No. 23 piped from a digital player on a small table to the left of a large, dark-brown desk. Retired engineering professor Paul Hoskins sat curled over a large black notebook as he scribbled passages from a burnt and blackened book that was placed on a stand in front of him. His assistant shuffled up next to him.

‘You’ll damage your eyesight if you keep squinting like that,’ the younger man said, standing beside him.

Paul looked up at the good-looking young man and smiled. A grin appeared on the young man’s face, laugh lines stretching at the corners of his brown eyes. The professor reached up and combed back the blond fop of a fringe with his arthritic hand. Paul took the thin-rimmed spectacles from his nose and looked at the clear tape that held the lenses together. ‘Jonathan, you worry too much. I’ll try the market again next week to see if they have a better pair.’

‘You say that all the time, yet you never venture out,’ Jonathan said, placing his hand on the shoulder of the professor’s tweed jacket. ‘You do know that it’s open every day now? Not just once a week.’

‘I know that. I’m not daft. I have so much to do, that’s all. We have two rooms full of rescued books and digital recordings to transcribe. Our new digital library will not build itself,’ Paul said, looking into the young man’s brown eyes.

‘Yes, my love. I know it’s important to you.’

‘I’m not doing this for me, Jonathan. This is a chronicle of all that’s happened to the planet since the Kharon virus. There are no universities or libraries around to do this anymore. Think of all the history we’ve lost in the new world.’

Jonathan smiled at him as the concerto ended. The DJ started talking again. ‘Must you listen to Radio Cognito? You know what’ll happen if you get caught. It’s prohibited, and I don’t want us to go to jail. Think of all those slimy Scavengers.’

‘I know it’s banned. That’s exactly why I need to keep taking notes about what they discuss. We’re all making new history here. It’s a valuable mouthpiece for all the good and bad that’s happening out there.’

‘It’s been outlawed by the NAG, and I’m sure they have a good reason to do so.’

‘Rubbish. They just want to control the narrative. You’re too young to remember the press censorship at the beginning of the century. Had more people listened to this type of stations our species may not have had to suffer as much as we have.’

Jonathan rolled his eyes and walked over to a small percolator to get the jug of coffee out. He topped up the mug in front of Paul. ‘You’d better enjoy this as we’ll have to trade in the coffee machine for your new glasses.’

‘Don’t be silly. We’ll find something else to trade. We have boxes of freeze-dried coffee beans. They’re worth a fortune out there to the wealthy Floodlanders.’

‘And we can make other more valuable trades for with them.’

‘Forget it. It’s not up for discussion. Wait. Turn up the volume.’

Jonathan stabbed at the radio, increasing the volume. The volume of the voice raised to fill the room.

‘Welcome back, folks. As promised, we have a special guest with us today on Radio Cognito. We won’t use her real name, and for the purpose of the interview will call her Sharon. Welcome, Sharon.’

‘Hello, Mike and Andy. Thanks for having me on the show.’ Sharon’s voice was soft with a West Coast lilt.

‘You reached out to us a few weeks ago via email to shed more light on the number one hero of the moment. A man who is being sought by NAG, warlords and gang lords alike. You have a story to tell us about the Hooded Man.’

‘I do, and it’s also a great chance to get on the air and tell the Cognito listeners.’

‘And don’t forget our friendly NAG intelligence wing who are our biggest fans.’

Sharon laughed. ‘Of course. All listeners need to hear about the man and his great work.’

‘Some say he’s just a thief who looks after himself first then occasionally hands out what he doesn’t want.’

‘That’s not true, Mike.’

‘Did he really help you out at the hamlet you were staying at?’

‘More than that. He risked his life and went out of his way to obtain valuable antibiotics that we needed for our sick and wounded.’

‘Where did he get the drugs from?’

‘He and his team stole them from a NAG stronghold.’

Jonathan turned the radio off.

‘I was bloody listening to that,’ Paul said, leaning back in his chair.

‘I know, and that’s the problem. You’re going to get us locked up if you continue to support this station.’

‘Turn it back on you, silly boy. Stop worrying so much. I’ve got so much of our new history from these two blokes. Why would I stop now?’

‘You’ve heard what the NAG said in the market square. There’s a reward for the Hooded Man. Maybe we should catch him and turn him in.’

‘Watch your tongue, boy, or I’ll throw you out on your arse.’

Jonathan’s eyes widened, and his hand flew up to his mouth.

‘What you’re witnessing is a modern-day Robin Hood. A man who flaunts his success in the face of the law all the while helping the poor. We need more people like that out there in the Floodzone.’

‘Who is Robin Hood?’

‘Bleeding heck, we have a lot of work to do on your education. Now turn the radio back on.’

‘No, I’m sorry. I won’t risk what you and I have built here to follow a mythical man and his followers. You have said that we need to rebuild the human race after the sea-level rise and the Kharon virus. The NAG wants to do that as much as you do.’

‘No, dear boy. They want to control us all, and you start by stifling free speech. They want a census that will mark us with barcodes, so they can control us wherever we go. That’s what we must fight against. A hundred years ago, we went through a world war to ensure freedom for people. It will come to that again. Now turn the radio on, please, so I can do my bit.’

Jonathan’s shoulders slumped. ‘What if they find out what you are doing?’

‘All the more reason for me to document and archive these conversations and catalogue what is happening. It’s on a secure server, and someday will be available to all, including the NAG.’

‘But that means they can track us.’

‘We’ve been through this already. They have no interest in us at this time because there are senior figures within the NAG who’ve tasked me to archive this history. They did so on the proviso that I don’t share any details with the public until it’s all complete. Obviously, I am sharing it as I complete each area. They turn a blind eye because they know me leaking it will make people provide more information.’

‘That can change at any point in the future.’

‘You’re correct, but we’ve been over this a hundred times. They’re too busy trying to stop the fighting between the Scavengers and the Floodlanders. A solution to that problem is going to keep them busy for many years.’

‘It’s so silly that we can’t all just get along.’

‘Ever the romantic, aren’t you, my sweet boy?’ Paul said, smiling at his partner. ‘It’s a tale as old as men and women themselves. People who have nothing will always look with envy at those who have more. In reality, you cannot blame the Scavengers, because their resentment has been building up for a while now. They only want a better life for themselves and their families. They only want what you and I are lucky to have.’

‘Please don’t call us Floodlanders. I hate that.’

‘I know you do, but it’s the truth. It’s why you will always be in danger when you go out there. Danger from those who want what you have and are spiteful enough to kill you for it. It wasn’t always like this, and someday we may get to the point of a peaceful existence again.’

An electronic shrill broke their conversation. The satphone was ringing on a small table by the window. Paul walked over to get it.

‘Hello?’ There was a pause as he listened.

‘Hello again, Paul.’ The voice of a man he hadn’t spoken to in a while. ‘We’re desperate for news of a large gang terrorising the Tennessee area. We’ve lost a young girl to them and have not been able to track them.’

‘Hi, there. Glad to hear that you are still alive. Just give me a minute,’ Paul said, glancing up towards Jonathan. Paul turned and walked towards the window.

‘You’re not alone?’

‘Correct, and that is terrible news, so thanks for letting me know.’

‘Sorry to put you on the spot here but you’ve been of great help in the past with your sources into the gangs.

‘Of course. I’ll help in any way I can.’ The professor turned to see Jonathan standing closer to him, his arms folded.

‘Anything that can get us on the track of these bastards again will help. When can you contact your sources?’

‘I’ll get the word out to my main source, and she can spread the word to see if anything comes back. We don’t have many contacts in your part of the world.’

Paul looked at Jonathan; one hand had gone up to his mouth, and he was tapping a finger on his lips.

‘I appreciate it. We all do.’

‘I’ll call or text if I hear anything. Take care of yourself.’

The professor hung up and walked back over to his desk.

‘Who was that?’ Jonathan asked, following him.

‘A girlfriend of Sarah, who needs her help. It seems they’re on the run from the NAG and need an enclave to seek refuge. She’ll be going on air again this week and can ask for any help out there for them.’

Jonathan raised his hands to his face, blowing heavily into them. A long sigh echoed against his palms. ‘I love you, Paul, but you are going to get us killed or captured.’

Paul walked over to him and hugged the young man, kissing the top of his head. ‘While we’re in the fortunate position to have the ear of the NAG, we must do whatever we can to help those in need out there.’

‘Even if we die.’

‘We all die in the end. What’s more important is how we lived, so it’s important to me that we continue to help others.’

Paul stared at the open doorway Jonathan had just walked through. He was desperate for a drink. Tough decisions made the cravings rage inside him worse. He loved the boy but would have to hand him back to the gangs if he betrayed the cause.


Chapter 2

West of Johnson City, Tennessee - 2043

The bastard ahead of them had a thirty or forty-metre head start. He’d melted away into the red dust cloud the fusion truck had thrown up as its heavy bulk was brought to a halt. The side door of the truck opened, and a streak of black and white flew through the opening and out into the cloud.

‘Get him, dog,’ the man shouted as he stepped out after the animal. Placing his arm through the strap of the shotgun, he flung it over his back and walked after the barking animal. Red dust engulfed him as he walked. Dust that made you lose direction in seconds. A man screamed somewhere ahead of him. Below the black and white scarf that covered the Hooded Man’s face, he smiled. He adjusted his round pilot’s goggles and pulled the brown hood of his jacket forward over his head. Another scream. Walking slowly towards the sound, he unclipped the strap over the Glock in the hip holster. The dust was thinning on the hot breeze, drifting away to the left.

Leafless bushes were dotted around small boulders that lay strewn around to the side of the gravel road they’d stopped on. Beyond that, sheets of black rock lay like cold oases in the sands. Red expanses extended up to the horizon of the cloudless sky.

Ahead of him was the man, lying on his back in amongst the dead scrub, kicking out with his legs as he rolled around to counter the dog’s attack. The animal twisted and snarled as it dodged the flailing limbs, biting hard on the juicy bits when they presented themselves. The man rolled to his left and raised both his arms to protect his face and throat. The three-legged dog was tearing at unprotected bits, grabbing a piece and then jerking backwards a couple of times. The fabric came away from the screaming man’s clothes. The dog shook a piece of cloth from side to side then dropped it. Convinced it was dead, it targeted another unprotected area and took a bite. More screaming followed as the man pushed at the dog, clawing at its fur.

Silly mistake, thought the Hooded Man. The dog latched on to the hand that was pawing at it and started to tug, and the barren landscape filled with another scream.

A long crack of a pistol shot drowned out the screams. The dog yanked the man’s hand once more then looked up, bloody fingers protruding out of the side of his jaw.

‘Enough of that, Toby,’ the Hooded Man said as he walked up to the cowering man.

‘Lie still, you bloody idiot. He’ll only stop if he thinks you’re dead. I could shoot you to prove that point, but it would be a waste of a bullet.’ The man went limp.

‘Let him go, dog.’

Toby looked up at the man with the covered face. He blinked as his ribbed frame expanded and contracted, straining to breathe with the bloody hand in his mouth. He looked past the Hooded Man to the truck and the second man approaching.

‘Let him go, you feral bastard. I’m not going to argue with you this time,’ the man said, grabbing Toby’s long tail. He pulled hard. The dog dropped the hand, yelping as he turned to bite the hand gripping his tail, but it was already clear of the gnashing teeth.

‘Get back to the truck,’ the man shouted, stamping his foot. Toby bounced away, his tail curled below him. Stopping ten metres away, he licked his lips and quickly sat down to gnaw at a flea on his back leg.

The Hooded Man holstered the Glock and placed his foot on the man’s shoulder. ‘I would advise against running off again.’

‘Please keep reminding me never to piss that dog off,’ came a voice from behind him.

The Hooded Man looked back at the soldier who was approaching. Shoulder-length light-brown hair, green eyes and a black scarf pulled up over his mouth. He had brown body armour beneath black combat webbing, with brown pants, tucked into black boots.

‘He does love you, Smithy.’

‘He hates my guts but tolerates you. There’s no justice in this bloody world.’

‘I feed him every day, so he sees me as the alpha male.’

‘Keep telling yourself that. He’d kill any one of us given half a chance,’ Smithy said, standing near the feet of the trembling man. ‘Now, who do we have here?’

They focused on the skinny waif of a man, who slowly rolled onto his back and then pushed himself upright, glancing over at the dog all the time. He looked down at his wounded hand and wiped it on his trouser leg. ‘It is you. I know who you are. Please don’t let the dog near me again,’ he said, pulling at his jacket as red dust fell from him.

‘That depends on the next words to come out of your mouth. I’m going to ask you a few questions, and I expect answers,’ the Hooded Man said.

‘I don’t know anything. I promise.’

‘You will tell me everything in the end. You all do,’ the Hooded Man said, reaching up and pulling the scarf down from his mouth and nose. He slipped the hoodie back off his head and wrestled the goggles down his face, allowing them to hang around his neck. ‘I see from your colours that you’re a 38 Street Roadster gang member.’

The gang member turned his face away and lifted his hand to shield his view. He was still trembling. ‘I know what happens to those who see your face. I’ve seen nothing at all. I won’t tell a soul I’ve met you.’

‘Where do you 38 Street scum currently call home?’

The man looked to the ground, his shoulders trembling as if he was freezing.

Gibbs shifted in his stance. ‘You kidnapped a young blonde girl who’s a good friend of ours. You will tell me everything I need to know to get her back safely.’

‘I don’t know the girl you’re talking about.’

Smithy stamped on the legs of the man on the floor. He cried out as a shotgun was jammed into his groin area. Smithy ground his heavy black boot into the man’s ankle, twisting it with his entire body weight. The man screamed and scratched at the legs of his torturer. He went quiet, his eyes widening as the tall man pressed the barrel of the shotgun against his chest. He fell backwards onto his elbows, and his lip started to quiver as the shotgun moved back towards his crotch.

‘Tell him something, please, or I’ll be forced to blow your junk off,’ Smithy said.

‘It won’t matter if you did. I was castrated ten years ago. Rebus made sure I’ll never have sex again.’

‘Who is Rebus?’

‘You must have heard of him. He is our feared leader.’

‘Never heard of him, but I like this Rebus already,’ the Hooded Man said. ‘Why did he make you a eunuch?’

‘He has plenty of young boys and girls there. Anyone goes near them gets mutilated or killed. I’m guessing your young friend is with him,’ the man said, pulling his knees up to his chest. He started to shake violently, saliva dribbling from his lower lip.

‘The man has the withdrawals,’ Smithy said. ‘Hey, fuckknuckle, when was your last hit?’

He looked upwards, his eyes glazed over. ‘Rebus will either have used your girl or killed her for failing to satisfy him.’

The Hooded Man swung a left fist as hard as he could, smashing it squarely onto the man’s face. A gruesome crunch rang out into the desert. Toby raised his head, ears pointing forward.

‘Tell us more about this Rebus character, or I bring the dog back to the party.’

The man moaned and touched his face, looking at the blood on his fingers as he pulled them away. He stared up at the Hooded Man, fear mixed with anger. ‘He’s our leader. Our father. Took us all in and looks after us if we do whatever he wants. And he’s going to kill you both plus that mangy fleabag over there.’

The shotgun roared as a blast of lead smashed into the gang member’s foot. He rolled onto his back and screamed into the desert floor.

‘Mate, you’re not telling us anything that will bring our friend back,’ the Hooded Man said.

The man whimpered and rocked back and forth. ‘Go and speak to Rebus.’

The Hooded Man felt the heat rising on the back of his neck. This was going nowhere. ‘I’ve been asking you all along where Rebus is, and you denied knowing. Now you tell me to go and speak to him. I would love nothing better, you idiot.’

The gang member blinked a few times trying to push himself up again. ‘Fuck you.’

The Hooded Man roared up to the heavens, his eyes squeezed shut. It was a roar of frustration and fear. Fear for the life of a helpless girl. The force of the left hook threw the gang member onto his back, the sound of more cartilage crushing making Toby get up and take a few steps closer. A choking sound came from the 38 Street member as his body went rigid and started to shake violently.

‘Drug seizure. Damn it,’ Smithy said. ‘He’s not going to be any use to us now.’

A loud growl came from behind them, followed by a blur of fur grabbing the man’s bloody foot. Crunching and ripping. Toby shook the man’s foot.

The Hooded Man stepped away and turned to Smithy. ‘I’ve failed her like so many others. We’re no closer to rescuing her. Another dead-end lead,’ he said, turning back to look at Toby.

‘He’s an addict, Gibbs. One hit away from death. You’ve saved hundreds in this hellhole, so you haven’t failed her yet. This idiot was a 38 Street Roadster, and we’ve now confirmed previous rumours of the Rebus character being their leader. Let’s take that as a small win.’

‘An eleven-year-old has no place being out there in the world with any gang.’

‘We’re getting closer and will find her soon. It’s what we do. Look at the thousands of lives you’ve helped save from these scumbags in the last ten years.’

Kyle Gibbs looked at his best friend and then down at the corpse of the gang member, his throat ripped open. ‘What’s the point of it all if I cannot protect one of our own?’


Chapter 3

Eagleton Village, Maryville, Tennessee, USA - 2043

The crack pipe shuddered as the man drew to the limits of his breath. Lungs filled with black joy. He held on as long as he could, staring up at the moulded skylight of the motorhome. His body ached for oxygen. He held on a little longer. Daylight stared back at him before his eyes rolled upwards, and exhaled with pleasure. The old record player in the corner scratched its way through a Zeppelin song, filling the room with wailing screams and snarling guitars.

Rebus Maze rocked from side to side in the scavenged leather recliner in his converted study - I’m waiting for the angels of Avalon, waiting for the eastern glow. He raised his fist and pumped the air a few times, then lowered it and stared at the silver rings on his fingers, bringing his hand close to his face until his vision swirled.

‘Listen to those lyrics, Cindy. You are one of my Angels of Avalon,’ he said and sat forward again.

The room rolled and swayed as he stared at the teenager who was lying on a white-trimmed leather couch his men had fitted into the fusion-powered motorhome. A mobile headquarters he’d earned in a fight with a Mexican gang leader. Rebus stroked one of the plaits that hung down the side of his face. Woven into it was the long hair of the dead Mexican. It was one of his favourite trophies.

‘Hey, bitch. I’m talking to you.’

She rolled onto her back, the blanket falling off her naked body and onto the red-carpeted floor. Rebus stared at her charcoal-decorated body, the drawings following the sweeping lines of her figure. He had to get himself another teenager. This one was always tired, never wanted to play and went on about babies and marriage. Reaching for a joint, he flicked the Zippo open and took a drag, scowling as the song on the player started to stick and jump. The vinyl album was unplayable from then on, and he slammed his fist on the table, looking at the girl. She stared up at the ceiling, motionless. As he slammed his fist again, she rolled over with her back to him. He clenched his teeth and rocked forward. His booted feet thudded onto the floor, and he stood up, swaying for a few seconds before stumbling over to a set of cupboards on the side of the vehicle. Staring down at his black denims he looked at the bulge in the front of his pants and then across to her. The Zeppelin record bounced and stuttered.

Clasping for a thick book from the shelf, he rolled to his left and let it fly at the teenager. It struck her on the back and flew towards the driver’s seat up front. ‘Change the bloody record, will you. Make yourself useful, or I’ll end your life like that whiny little brother of yours.’

The girl screamed at him and rolled off onto the floor, landing on all fours like a cat. She scraped up the blanket and jumped up to change the record.

Rebus looked down the length of the motorhome towards the rumpled bed at the back. One of the boys was still sleeping there. He couldn’t remember which one.

‘Cindy. These are momentous times, and you need to be present in the moment. You hear me?’ He smiled at his wisdom. It should be noted down. ‘Cindy, remind me to get a scribe to write this all down.’

‘Yes, Rebus,’ she said and went over to pick up the book.

‘I’m going to be the biggest gang lord in New America. Me, Rebus Maze,’ he said and walked past her, running his hand over her tattoed shoulder as he walked into the small kitchen area. Yanking open the toilet door, he stood looking at the pristine full-length mirror. Staring at his lean, muscular body, he pulled at the white feathers in his red-dyed long hair. Thick grass was braided into a few dreadlocked sections that hung down his shoulder, and he twirled one around his finger. His boyfriend had got him a brown waistcoat at some market, and they had painted symbols from the previous century on the sides and back. It hung open, and he stroked his bare chest and chiselled six-pack.

He sucked in a rapid breath as anger erupted within him. Leaning forward, he stared at a circle of dust on the mirror or was it dried blood? He raised his hand but couldn’t touch it. It would stain him.

‘Cindy?’

The sleepy girl walked over to him and cuddled under his arm, her hand reaching up and stroking his chest.

Rebus pushed her against the side cupboards, grabbing her by the throat. ‘Didn’t I tell you to make sure that the mirror was spotless? I need it to be perfect. How am I to look at myself with a dirty fucking mirror? Get out of here and find Skink for me. Tell him not to make me wait.’

Turning away from the shivering girl, Rebus walked back to his office. His head was spinning, and he propped himself up against the wooden sideboard, looking down at a Samurai sword that was resting on a black stand. The ornate scabbard was missing, and he felt a pang of regret as he remembered he’d lost it in a battle with the Northern Jersey Boyz over the territorial dispute of Nashville. He and his 38s had killed them all in a battle that barely lasted ten minutes. The sword and scabbard were usually tucked into his pants when he walked around. He missed that feeling. No doubt one of his 38s, who was still looking in every street market, would find another one for him. He nodded his head. He would reward them well.

A gentle click of the side door followed by the sickening smell of chemical disinfectant accosted his senses. A creak of the flooring near the kitchen, then soft catlike footsteps to his study.

‘Glad to see you can still follow orders, Skink,’ Rebus said, turning to look at his nephew.

‘Thanks for not killing me this morning,’ Skink said.

His skinny black leather pants were tucked into military boots. A faded 38s leather jacket covered his overdeveloped upper body, bulging arms and chest stretching the creases in the leather. Long unwashed black hair hung down either shoulder. A pockmarked face from steroid-induced acne was partially hidden by a black vertical charcoal strip that stretched from his forehead to his chin. Red horizontal stripes, painted with fingers, went from his nose across to his ears.

‘What’s with the stripes on your face?’ Rebus asked.

‘Makes me look more menacing.’

‘It looks stupid, you idiot.’

‘Yes, boss.’

‘Don’t just stand there, get out and send the captain in,’ Rebus said and went to sit on top of the desk. ‘Is there any news about my beloved Luka?’

Skink took a small step back and swallowed. ‘He’s still out with the patrol.’

‘I wish he wouldn’t go out on these patrols. He has everything here. I take care of him enough, don’t I?’

‘Of course you do. He probably just wants to impress you. Of all the boyfriends you’ve had, he has been around the longest, and I’m sure wants to show his appreciation.’

Rebus nodded. ‘Slither off and take those treacle words with you. Bring the captain in so we can finish off the business of the day before we turn to pleasure.’

Skink walked backwards down the passage, bowing slightly as he left. Rebus looked down the length of the motorhome and saw the boy had rolled over. Maybe Luka would be back in time to share this one.

• • •

‘Rebus, I deserve more respect than your other disgusting visitors out there. I’ve been waiting for two bloody hours amongst them. They all stink and stare at me like I’m a side dish. I demand to be treated with the respect that a captain of the New American Government deserves.’

Rebus twitched slightly as his stomach churned with anger. He wanted to spit acid on the man, dressed in his khaki army fatigues and brown boots. His shirt was unbuttoned to his navel, the heat causing sweat stains under his arms. He was the enemy.

‘Why didn’t you just leave, captain? Men of substance, who command respect, don’t wait around for anyone.’

‘How the hell could I leave without the merchandise? I have clients who need this stuff. It’s in your best interest to not keep them or me waiting.’

‘Visitors get an audience with me when I decide. I don’t fit in with the likes of you or your junkies.’

‘The likes of me?’

‘Addicts, captain,’ Rebus said. ‘Needled-up junkies who’d sell out their entire family.’

‘I’m not an addict.’

Rebus lifted his hand, a single finger raised. ‘I know you are. You’re an addict who gets high with the wrong people, many who happen to be my informants. I’ve recently heard that you’ve taken to dealing drugs on the street now.’

‘No, I’m not.’

‘Are you calling my informants liars?’

‘Yes. I swear on my mother’s life that I don’t deal on the street. I simply deliver the drugs for you.’

‘Skink,’ Rebus said.

The man slipped into the doorway behind the captain, pushing a young woman forward. Moving to their right, Skink walked in front of the brown cabinets to the side of the door, his hands squeezing her shoulders tightly. The ravages of addiction were etched into her face and body. Her gaunt features accentuated her bulging blue eyes that darted from person to person in the room.

‘Go on, dear. Tell Rebus what you told me,’ Skink said.

The young woman wiped her nose with a tattered sleeve and sniffed hard, a trail of blood across her face. ‘The captain sold me a packet of Hot Spice in Nashville.’

The captain took a step towards her. ‘You lying shit. I’ve never seen you before in my life. You’re not even one of my high-end clients.’

She looked back to Skink, who pulled a foil wrapper out of his pocket. A 38 Roadster label was on the outside. He held it up in front of her. ‘This is what she gave me.’

‘She could’ve picked it up anywhere on the bloody street,’ the captain said.

Rebus slid off the edge of the desk, went over to the sideboard and opened a drawer. Picking up an old mobile phone, he walked back and flicked the screen on.

‘Here are a few images that another informant took of you selling my drugs to three Floodlanders.’

The captain looked at the images and then back to Rebus. His eyes darted to the woman and then back to Skink, who had a broad grin on his face. ‘That doesn’t look like me, now does it?’

‘Tell the truth here, captain, and I will show you mercy. Lie to me, and you will not make it out of my office alive,’ Rebus said.

The clicking of a pistol hammer being cocked made the captain look back. Skink had a Sig 226 drawn on him and aimed at his head.

‘Jesus, Rebus. You can’t shoot me here. Do you know the shitstorm that it will rain down upon your gang?’

‘Yes, yes, you’re a NAG Captain. A fact which I no longer care about. That is you in the image, is it not?’

The man bit his bottom lip for a second and nodded his head. ‘I have a business proposition. You and me. Ruling the streets. I can cut you in on the action. Just think of it. All the rich and fat Floodlanders in the megacities.’

Rebus’s eyebrows lifted in shock. ‘Skink, why have we never thought of dealing on our streets? It’s pure genius.’

‘Because we’re not that clever, boss.’

‘That must be it, my dear nephew,’ Rebus said. ‘What percentage do you have in mind, captain?’

‘I thought about seventy-thirty. I am taking the risks after all.’

‘That’s a little steep,’ Rebus said, walking towards him with his hand out. The captain handed him the phone back.

‘Sixty-five thirty-five then,’ the captain said.

Rebus placed the phone into the drawer and closed it with a push of his hip. He felt the rope grip of the sword, and adrenalin pulsed all the way to the rising hair on the back of his neck. Swinging back, he spun around. The flash of silver made the captain blink then open his mouth in shock. A sliver of blood traced across his throat before he could utter a word. Rebus flipped the blade around and drove it forward into the captain’s chest, forcing him back into a cupboard. The blade pulled free as blood poured out and Rebus let the captain fall to the side. The fallen man kicked out at the passage cupboards for a few seconds as a dark puddle of blood spread outwards.

‘I’m not cleaning that shit up again,’ Skink said, folding his arms.

Rebus smiled at him. ‘Go and get me two boys from the harem. And send me Cindy as well. I want their naked bodies covered in this captain’s blood then make them join me in the bedroom. When Luka gets back, tell him to hurry so he can join us.’


Chapter 4

North Charles Street, Baltimore, Maryland - 2043

‘You had one bloody thing to do,’ Professor Paul Hoskins said, staring at the squeaking metal fan that was on a pile of encyclopaedias. His northern British accent was still strong despite the twenty years of living in the US. The slim figure of his research assistant, Jonathan, stood bolt upright in the corner of the room where he had been cataloguing yellow-paged journals.

‘I’m sorry,’ Jonathan said.

‘Lately, you seem to be saying sorry a lot. How about doing as I ask for once? That’s what you are here for, isn’t it? To learn.’

‘And oiling the fan is going to help me understand sociology?’

‘No, oiling that old relic will allow us to listen to the only radio station left in this hell hole you were born in.’

Jonathan rolled his eyes and got up to turn the fan off. He walked past crates of books and over to a wooden-framed window to open it. ‘Yes, Paul. The only station that‘s going to get us arrested.’

Paul smiled at the long-haired young man who kept him warm at night then continued reading his copy of The Naked Ape by Desmond Morris. The text lifted him from life in the dreary study, which he had been allowed to keep once the university had closed. The Warlord of Maryland, plus his NAG benefactor, had let him use a few rooms for his project, and these included the living quarters above the study. He had everything at his disposal so didn’t need to go out into the constant misery.

‘When can we go out for a walk?’ Jonathan said. ‘I’m getting cabin fever here. It’s been weeks.’

‘Tell me the origin of the term, cabin fever, and maybe we can have a walk later.’

‘How am I supposed to know where it came from?’

‘It’s part of your bloody American history. You’re here to help me document and salvage history that would otherwise be lost to the carnage out there. You might as well learn in the process.’

‘I don’t even know where to begin looking for the origin. We have tens of thousands of books in this dusty mausoleum.’

Paul sighed and swivelled around in his chair. ‘It was first used as a theme in the 1920s in a Charlie Chaplin movie called, The Gold Rush.’

Shouts and screams over the radio stopped him talking. He stared at the old black, digital radio.

‘Folks,’ the voice from the radio had a tinge of panic. ‘The Radio Cognito building has been surrounded by NAG troops, and the main doors have been breached. I have heard shots being fired in the corridors so we can expect to be captured soon. We’ll continue on air for as long as we can, bringing you the accounts of subjugation of free speech by those who we’re supposed to trust. The NAG.’

A female voice interjected. ‘Listen to the tyranny at our door. Coming to silence our blossoming free speech.’

Paul swallowed hard as he walked over to the radio to turn the volume up.

‘What’s happening, Paul?’

‘Quiet, boy.’

A loud banging permeated the static from the radio station.

• • •

The smell of hot metal reached Elijah Jones as he stood with his back against the wall in the filthy corridor. The clanging sound was deafening as Captain Alonso’s men swung the large sledgehammer at where the door hinges would be. He’d decided to let the sulking captain go in first to keep him sweet, but the seconds were ticking by. The ball in his stomach had eased, meaning his target was not here, maybe he had never been. Another clang, and sparks flew from the hammer’s contact point. The NAG soldier swinging the hammer looked back at Elijah, and then to Captain Alonso.

‘I think they might know we’re here, captain,’ Elijah said.

Captain Alonso glared at him and then looked back to the hammer man. ‘Fall back and get me the demolitions man.’

A soldier scurried forward, placing a small strip of C4 around the top and bottom hinges, linking them together with detonators, and wired it all back to their position. The group moved back around the corner and waited for the blast. Elijah looked up at a small speaker on the wall that broadcast from the studio. ‘We will continue broadcasting for as long as we can in the face of New American dictatorship.’ He tapped the young soldier on the shoulder, who smiled and pushed the button on the small detonator box.

The deafening roar sucked the air from the corridor as the door was forced open. A ball of black smoke rolled outward. Screams came from the room, with a stereo version booming over the speaker.

Elijah walked through the door a few seconds later and pushed through the men who’d fanned out, weapons aimed at the two DJs and the woman. A horseshoe-shaped desk filled the centre of the room and served as the control desk for the programs that were broadcast. Two desk microphones were flanked by control panels of buttons and LED lights. A third mic hung from the ceiling, its wires traversing the soundproofed ceiling panels to large cabinets and a bank of computers servers and racks of CDs. Behind the three seated people was a large glass window which housed the producer’s booth. The room was empty and in darkness.

‘Don’t shoot,’ the male DJ said, his eyes flicking from soldier to soldier. He wore a red t-shirt that hung out over black denim jeans, and he raised his hands and placed them on his blond head, his long hair falling backwards from both shoulders. ‘We’re live on air, and everyone can hear you.’

‘This is barbaric behaviour. Typical of you NAG bastards,’ the female said. She wore a black leather jacket which had faded grey along all the seams and zippers. Below that she had a red-and-white plaid shirt tucked into blue jeans.

Captain Alonso grabbed her by her black ponytail and pulled her back into a chair. ‘Take us off the air immediately.’

The woman laughed and stared up at him. ‘Next time do your homework first, you idiots. We cannot be taken off air from here. This is a remote site. Everything that happens in here goes out to all our listeners via another hidden location.’

Elijah smiled as he walked over to the woman. As he passed the male DJ, he pulled his Glock from its holster and pistol-whipped the man to the side of the head. He groaned as he fell forward onto the console, thumping his head on the desk.

‘They’ve just assaulted Mike and knocked him out cold,’ she screamed towards the microphone that hung from the ceiling. She strained against Captain Alonso’s grip.

Elijah shoved Mike off his chair with his large leather boot, then sat down with his feet on the unconscious DJ. ‘You’ve been broadcasting about the Hooded Man for the past six months, have you not?’

The woman looked across at him, her eyes scanning his face. Dark eyes, fierce with anger and hatred. She would talk. She wanted to talk if only to confirm the man he wanted was nearby.

Elijah pointed his Glock at the figure on the floor. ‘You will tell me all you know about the Hooded Man or your listeners will bear witness to you allowing Mike to die.’

‘Bounty Hunter. We must take this institution offline,’ Captain Alonso said.

The corners of the woman’s mouth lifted. A spark in her eye changed her facial expression. She was an intellectual woman. Elijah felt his interest growing.

‘Well, I never. The infamous Bounty Hunter sits in our humble studio,’ she said, her jaw clenching.

Captain Alonso’s slap was vicious, and her head lurched to the left. She groaned, shaking it and blinking her eyes as she attempted to refocus on Elijah.

‘What is your name?’ he asked.

She rubbed the side of her face. ‘Sharon Graham.’

‘I know that you and a few of your little roving reporters have chatted to eyewitnesses who have met, or been helped by the Hooded Man. I have no real quarrel with you. I only want a list of all your sources and information you have about this criminal. Cooperate with me, and you may survive this,’ Elijah said.

Captain Alonso was about to speak when Elijah held up his hand. He glared at the soldier, squeezing his fists closed.

‘It’s simple, Sharon, and I call you Sharon knowing that it’s not your real name. Tell me what I want to know, and old Mike here survives.’

She blinked, her eyes darting down to Mike then back to Elijah. ‘You’re live on the air, so I don’t have to tell you anything.’

‘I always get my man, Sharon,’ he said. ‘It’s just the body count that varies each time, so I’ll ask you one last time. Where is the Hooded Man?’

‘Get fucked.’

‘Captain Alonso, please escort Sharon out of the room and down into one of the old museum halls. She will tell us what we want.’ Sharon was yanked up by her hair, and she started to kick out at another NAG soldier who moved in on her.

Elijah reached forward and grabbed the suspended microphone. ‘Listeners? I am the Bounty Hunter, and I’m offering a reward of a thousand NAG vouchers for information leading to the capture of the Hooded Man. Contact your local warlord, and they will contact me.’

He stood up and walked towards the door, looking at Sharon who was fighting the men outside the blackened doorway. She stopped and stared at him, her head and shoulders straining against the hands that held her. Elijah turned and fired a round into the head of the unconscious man then walked out of the room. Sharon went limp as she stared down at the blood trickling to the ground.

• • •

Professor Hoskins turned to face Jonathan then felt himself starting to shake. His palms felt clammy, and his throat dry. He had to have some. Turning away from the love of his life, he walked over to a small wooden cupboard. He reached in for a bottle of clear liquid and pulled the half-protruding cork out with his left hand. Closing his eyes, he took a long swig of the moonshine. The sweet, scalding pain radiated outwards from his stomach.

Jonathan rushed over and grabbed it from him. ‘What are you doing? You’ve been sober for more than a year.’

Paul felt like his heart was going to stop. He wiped sweat from his temple and walked over to the fan. Switching it on, he leaned forward, placing his face only inches away.

‘What is it? Please tell me what is happening,’ Jonathan said, walking over to him. ‘I thought the Hooded Man was just one of those myths you rambled on about.’

‘Well he’s not,’ Paul said, sitting down at his desk again. He looked at Jonathan and saw genuine innocence in his eyes. ‘He’s a mercenary, who has been exacting revenge on the NAG and NEG for years, blaming them for the loss of his family.’

Jonathan pulled a small stool over from a large bookcase. ‘How do you know all this? Is he the person who keeps calling you here? I know that you’re hiding things from me when you take those mysterious calls.’

‘I’m one of Sharon’s informants. I’ve been chronicling his movements over the past five years, to document the history of the New America. People call me, and I make notes which I pass on to her.’

‘What?’ Jonathan said, looking at the door then across to the open window. He ran over and bolted them shut. ‘We have to leave here as soon as we can. Those men will come for us next.’

‘Don’t be a silly boy. We must stay and continue our work.’

‘But that’s madness. They could torture her, get your name and be here in a few hours to take us prisoner.’

‘Calm down and stop being ridiculous. She won’t tell them about us.’

‘How can you be so sure, you hardly know her.’

Paul took a deep breath. A smile came over his face as he felt a weight lift from his shoulders. ‘The DJ called her Sharon, but her real name is Sarah. She won’t tell them anything because she’s my daughter.’

Jonathan’s mouth dropped open.

‘She’s met the Hooded Man on a few occasions and knows what’s at stake. She will take it to her grave although I hope it doesn’t come to that.’


Chapter 5

University Medical Centre, Knoxville, Tennessee, USA - 2043

Springs squeaked as the prisoner rolled over in the old army bunk that was pushed up against the stone wall. The smell of the used toilet bucket stung John Smithfield’s throat, and he rubbed his nose on the back of his hand. Smithy, as he was called from back in his SAS days, clenched his teeth and blinked his eyes. Guarding the converted prison was not his job. He was a warrior who was needed upon the perimeter wall. Turning back, he faced the makeshift welded square-tubing bars, a second prisoner staring back at him from within the cell.

‘Give us a smoke, boss,’ said the man, dressed in brown combat pants and a black t-shirt. He had a black beard that hid a scar across his neck. Sweat beaded on his bald head, and he sniffed hard with his cocaine nose. ‘Just a half will do.’

‘Shut up, McCarthy,’ Smithy said and looked across to the warden, who was sleeping in a leather chair. The young man wore a red armband indicating his rank within the University Medical Centre or UMC enclave. A rank equivalent to a corporal in the British Army. Smithy missed those early days of the decaying century where everyone still had respect for rank and experience.

McCarthy stood up and walked towards the bars. ‘Please, can I have a cigarette? You took all my drugs, and I need something to stop the shakes.’

‘Ask your friend in there with you.’

The other prisoner, who wore leather pants and had a ripped white shirt, rolled over on the bunk, flipping Smithy the middle finger. The man’s face had black tattoos and charcoal drawings covering his cheeks.

‘He ain’t my friend,’ McCarthy said, looking back. ‘He’s a 38 Roadster. They don’t have friends. If he talks to you, you either work for him, or you’re about to meet your Maker.’

The gang member grinned and gave McCarthy the thumbs up.

‘What a load of bullshit,’ Smithy said. ‘He wailed like a baby when we caught him.’

‘You don’t know who he is, do you?’ McCarthy said. ‘These boys always come looking for one of their own, but for this little prince, they’ll tear this hamlet apart.’

‘And we’ll be waiting. It should be a lot of fun,’ Smithy said, turning to walk to the main door. He opened it and leant up against the wooden frame.

The dry heat drained his lungs as he squinted in the bright sun. Lifting his sunglasses to his eyes, he scanned the courtyard outside. To the right of him was the old University Medical Centre hospital. It now served as an accommodation block for the more wealthy UMC enclave residents. To the left was a narrow admin building that was now used as the canteen and school for what few children had survived the Kharon epidemic. Through the gap between the buildings towered the perimeter fence that had been constructed to encircle the whole enclave. It was cleverly designed, using the surrounding buildings and landscape to create a haven for the thousand Floodlanders who lived here. Life here was about surviving each day, and these folks were tough enough to do it.

Movement caught his eye. Smithy looked at the figure of the Hooded Man, who approached across the dusty courtyard. Brown combat pants tucked into faded black boots they all wore. He was dressed in a dark brown jacket with combat webbing over it. Grenades hung from the webbing, and two Glock 17s were in holsters on his hips. Draped across his back was a shotgun, which clanked against the hunting knife Smithy knew was tucked into the back of the man’s pants. He had pulled the scarf and goggles down around his neck again and now wore black sunglasses.

‘That’s him walking towards us, isn’t it?’ McCarthy asked from behind. ‘He’s coming here? Wow. I get to meet the man.’

Smithy raised a finger to his lips.

‘I bet he’ll allow me to have a smoke. He is so generous and does so much for everyone. Unlike you.’

‘Shut it, McCarthy,’ Smithy said and closed the door behind him.

He looked down at the gas mask that the Hooded Man wore attached to his combat belt. A smile broke out on the lined and chiselled face. A tough exterior honed from a life of fighting. A man of fifty-three, who could tackle anyone half his age and twice his strength.

‘Hey, Gibbs,’ Smithy said.

Kyle Gibbs took off his sunglasses. ‘Hi, mate. How’s our prisoner?’

‘Resting like he hasn’t a care in the world. McCarthy tells me he’s someone important in the 38s.’

‘Great. We could use a little luck. The western perimeter fence is under attack again. A few gang members in two fusion vans are causing mischief.’ Gibbs rubbed his short grey hair, sweat flicking off it onto the dry ground.

‘You get a haircut then?’

‘Yeah. Mrs Kelly did it for me.’

‘Let me guess. You didn’t pay for it.’

Gibbs smiled.

‘I suppose you did save her husband from being gutted by those Scavengers.’

‘These fuckers are getting braver. We need to find out where the 38s are being run from pretty damn quickly.’

‘What’s the hurry?’

‘Have you been asleep for the past few weeks? We’re going to get her back, then kill the leader and be off. I’ve had enough of all of this shit.’

‘You can’t retire now, mate. These folks need you too much.’

‘That’s just the bloody point. There are always people who need our help. All the bleeding time,’ Gibbs said and walked to the door. ‘Once we’re finished here and have Maddy back, I’m taking the boy and heading down to South America.’

Smithy raised his eyebrows and nodded. ‘Sure.’

• • •

The smell got to him first as his eyes grew accustomed to the dark prison. Gibbs looked at the dishevelled prisoner standing behind the bars, then across to the warden who was starting to wake up. The young man scrambled to get to his feet, knocking his rifle to the floor. He blinked a few times, picked up the rifle and walked forward, rubbing his nose as a toothless grin spread across his face once he recognised who’d entered the room.

‘Let me have the room for a few minutes,’ Gibbs said.

The young man nodded and rushed past him. Smithy closed and locked the door behind him.

Gibbs walked over to a broken desk and picked up a keyring with two keys on it. Walking towards the cell door, he looked at the man. ‘You’re McCarthy, right?’

‘Yes, sir. It’s a pleasure to meet you in person.’

‘I’m told you have information for me.’

‘Yes, sir. I sure do.’

The prisoner on the bunk rolled into an upright position. ‘Don’t tell them a bloody thing, McCarthy. There’s a bullet with your name on it if you do.’

Gibbs looked past McCarthy to the man who had smudged the charcoal markings on his cheekbones.

‘I’ll get to you soon enough.’

‘Oh, I cannot wait, big boy.’

Gibbs placed the key in the cell gate and unlocked it with a heavy turn. The door popped open, and he reached in and grabbed McCarthy by his shirtfront.

‘Let’s have a chat out here then. You know, where you won’t feel intimidated.’

‘Don’t say a bloody word, McCarthy. I’m warning you,’ the man said, a feminine lilt in his voice.

‘Wait your turn, or I can always send Smithy in there to keep you company, and he doesn’t play nice,’ Gibbs said.

‘Yes please,’ Smithy said. ‘He doesn’t need all his fingers and toes.’

Gibbs leaned forward towards McCarthy. ‘Feel free to tell me anything you want.’ The man started to whisper in his ear.

The prisoner inside the cell jumped up and ran to the front bars. He thumped the bars twice, the rattling sound echoing in the small room. ‘You’re dead, McCarthy. Dead. You know who I am and what I can do to you.’

Smithy took a step forward lifting his L85Z submachine gun. ‘Please make another sudden movement like that, you piss-ant. I’ll decorate your insides with lead.’

The prisoner stepped back and walked over to his bunk.

‘Thank you very much indeed, McCarthy,’ Gibbs said. ‘That is most helpful.’

‘My pleasure, Gibbs. Happy to help. I’m off to the canteen because the food in this weird hotel is crap,’ he said and walked out of the room.

Gibbs walked to the door of the cell and opened it, stopping in the doorway. ‘Well, Luka. You have been a chatty Cathy, now haven’t you? What would Rebus Maze have to say about you spilling all your dirty little secrets to McCarthy there?’

‘I don’t know any Rebus. That man is an addict and will say anything to get a hit from you,’ Luka said.

‘Judging by how your hands are shaking, I’d say you have first-hand knowledge about being an addict.’

Luka clasped his hands together, wringing them tightly.

‘In case you have any doubt that what McCarthy told me was true, here’s a little secret. He was a plant working for me. One of my finest men sent in here to get you talking, and confirming who you are.’

Luka’s eyes widened. ‘Rubbish, he’s an addict. His hands shook worse than mine.’

‘McCarthy’s late brother was an addict, so he’s aware of all the symptoms that he needed to show to be convincing. Rebus won’t be happy with what you’ve divulged here. You are a bit of a gossip, aren’t you?’

‘Fuck you, Scavenger.’

‘Now, now, pretty boy. Play nicely, and we’ll return you to your friends. All I want to know is where Rebus is keeping Maddy. I want to reach out and do a prisoner exchange.’

Luka stood up and walked towards Gibbs. ‘Who the hell is Maddy, and why should I care?’

‘Maddy is a blonde, eleven-year-old friend of ours, and you should care because if we cannot make the exchange, I’m going to hand you over to those Scavengers out there. They’d love to go to work on a 38 Roadster, without his friends to hide behind.’

‘And why should I know her?’

‘You were in one of the two fusion trucks that attacked our small convoy. She was thrown from the car and scooped up by the other truck while my men smashed up your vehicle. So now they have Maddy, and we have you. That predicament does not sit well with me.’

Luka’s shoulders started to shake then he burst out into hysterical laughter.

‘What’s so funny, arsewipe?’ Smithy asked.

‘Rebus has a taste for the young, and right now is probably mounting her like some calf in the field.’

Gibbs swung a right hook to the side of Luka’s face, snapping his head to the side. Before his eyes could focus, a left smashed into the centre of his blackened face. A crash rang out as he fell back onto the toilet bucket, which slipped out to the left off him. Gibbs walked inside and grabbed the half-empty bucket, pouring the contents over the man.

‘You will pay for this,’ Luka screamed as he frantically wiped the excrement off his face, blood pouring out of his nose. ‘Rebus will come for me and make you all pay.’

Gibbs locked the cell door. ‘Good. It saves me having to go out and look for him in Maryville.’

Luka looked upwards, wiping the muck from his face.

‘You don’t remember telling McCarthy that, do you. What else did you tell him that you weren’t supposed to reveal? Get some sleep now. I’ll get a message to your boyfriend that you’re missing him.’

‘He’s going to kill all of you, in painful ways that’ll make you wish Satan came to your rescue,’ Luka said.

‘Been to Hell already and know the tour guide quite well,’ Gibbs said, tucking his thumbs into the front of his belt. ‘I hope that Rebus comes so I can rid the world of another maniac. Don’t forget, pretty boy. It’s what we do.’

Gibbs walked out the door and down the steps. Smithy followed. The cracked concrete path had brick paving on either side that hadn’t been scavenged yet, which seemed strange. People in the enclaves did have it a little easier than the Scavengers outside, but not by much. Dust blew across his face, and he squeezed his eyes shut and dragged his scarf from his neck up over his mouth. Both men stopped, lowering their heads until the gust blew through.

‘You think that Rebus will come for this prick?’ Smithy said, shaking the sand from his short hair.

‘If McCarthy’s right, we’ll have them at the gates soon enough.’

‘We’ve just dealt with that Nomadic gang. Do you think the people here can handle another one?’

‘They won’t have any choice in the matter. We’re all tired of this, but these maniacs have to be sent back from where they came.’

‘Only to be replaced with a crazier crew,’ Smithy said.

‘Yes, but the warlord here said the number of attackers keeps dwindling, so we’re having some effect.’

Smithy shrugged and shook his head. He looked across towards Toby who was growling at a turkey vulture that had landed on the concrete wall to their left.

‘You got something to say?’ Gibbs said. ‘Spit it out.’

‘We’ve been going over this shit for the past ten years.’

‘Over what?’

‘You can’t erase the past by trying to kill every gang member out there. It was always going to have consequences.’

‘What are you on about now?’

Smithy shook his head and started to walk off towards the admin area before turning back. ‘You feel guilty for not killing Butler when you had the chance. I understand that, I really do, but you need to leave that in the bloody past now.’

‘You saying I should forget everything?’ Gibbs said.

‘Yes.’

‘So, I mustn’t think about the man who escaped to cut off Stuart’s finger, then killed his mother, the only woman I’ve ever loved. What about the billions of people who died because of Butler’s psychotic dream to halve the human population with Kharon?’

‘I was there, remember,’ Smithy said. ‘I’ve lost people too. You have to focus on Stuart now and how he grows up. You can’t control this new world. You can only help him to deal with the present day. If not, what is your purpose here?’’

‘To ensure that we kill the gang lords and split up their gangs.’

‘Which is what we’ve been doing for the last ten years. Don’t you think you’ve done your bit yet?’

‘Maybe, but Maddy and Stuart have become like brother and sister, so I need to get her back for his sake as well as hers. Be good to have a settled life once we’re finished with this business.’

‘Settle down?’ Smithy said. ‘Sounds like a great idea. You can start by getting yourself a wife and getting yourself some on a regular basis. Might make you less grumpy.’

Gibbs flipped him the middle finger. ‘Pot. Kettle. Black. Now shut up and let’s see what the canteen is whipping up for lunch.’


Chapter 6

Eagleton Village, Maryville, Tennessee, USA – 2043

‘The dogs took an hour to kill and devour the last general who failed me,’ Rebus said, sitting in his tatty leather wingback chair. Mottled light filtered through the broken perspex roof panels that lined the overhang of the old factory roof. Rebus’s giant motorhome had been pulled into an open factory space to shelter it from the scorching sun and choking dust. Rain was not a frequent visitor anymore. Alongside Rebus stood Skink, who shifted his oddly shaped body from side to side. He licked his lips and wiped his nose with his sleeve. Rebus heard the sniffing of a cocaine addict behind him, and he ground his teeth. Turning to his nephew, he raised an eyebrow when the little man caught his eye.

Standing in front of them was one of his 38 Street generals. A grey-haired man who’d served him since the beginning.

‘Well, general? Skink tells me that I’m not going to like what you have to tell me. I’m not sure which antagonises me more, the fact that you have bad news for me or that my nephew has got me anxious by forewarning me. Maybe I should cover both of you in pigs’ blood and feed you to the dogs.’

Skink took a step towards the motorhome. ‘I’m sorry, boss. I thought it best you know.’

‘Shut up, idiot,’ he said. ’General? You have a minute to placate my mood.’

The general swallowed and shifted in his stance, his feet spread apart. He tucked his hands into his belt and took a deep breath. ‘Luka was captured by that hooded bastard who now seems to be helping the hamlet we were travelling to.’

Rebus felt his heart lurch, and his mouth go dry. His sweet love. The boy who he’d saved from the marauding Bisons gang, and had groomed in his image. He loved him as much as Enyo. Where was his Amazonian beauty? His fierce warrior princess, who’d calm him down with the slightest touch and the sweetest whisper. He looked past the general, across to the main double doors guarded by more of his men. Scanning the desolate factory, he couldn’t see her.

‘Skink, where is Enyo? Bring her to me.’

‘She’s probably off aggravating someone, boss.’

‘Go and get her, you little toad,’ Rebus said, turning and glaring at his nephew. ‘Don’t make me beat you up in front of the general.’

Rebus stood up and walked towards the general, swinging a right fist into the man’s midriff. The man went down to his knees with a groan, and Rebus yanked his grey ponytail and brought his face in close. The smell of rotting teeth and vodka repulsed him.

‘Your sole reason for living was to protect Luka out there.’

‘I’m sorry, Rebus,’ the general said.

‘Have I not been good to you people?’ he said, slipping the small dagger from his belt and pressing it up against the man’s throat.

‘Rebus?’ a husky female voice called out to him.

‘Enyo. Where the fuck have you been?’

‘Tidying up after these idiots you employ.’

Rebus turned to look at her, his depressive mood lifting. His six-foot African American Amazon. Wearing brown shorts and black army boots, she had tied a narrow scarf around her chest to cover her breasts. He stared at her and licked his lips. Enyo glided over to him, her shoulders swinging from side to side, glistening beneath the open bulletproof vest. She carried a long staff in her left hand. She was decorated in black and white paint and wore two leather forearm guards like the mythical Spartan soldiers. Rebus knew only too well the guards hid two small daggers. Tattoos covered her shoulders, neck and chest. A white-painted Zorro mask across her eyes was finished off with a Mohican styled haircut which was adorned with red and white feathers.

Rebus blinked and noticed the small girl hanging on to Enyo’s hand. He smiled. ‘Who have we here?’

The girl stepped in behind the tall woman. The little waif was dressed in a stained yellow dress that reached her knees, her straggly blonde hair hanging over her shoulders.

‘She was with the Hooded Man when our paths crossed,’ the general said.

Rebus backhanded the man across his unshaved jaw. ‘It’s been two days, and you people bring me this now?’

‘Sorry, Rebus, she got lost in camp. Enyo eventually found her.’

‘Come here, little girl,’ Rebus said, holding out his hand.

The girl looked at Enyo, who nodded her forward. She took a few small steps, dragging her feet. She had no shoes on, and her feet were brown from sun and dust. Rebus shuddered at the dirt that covered her.

‘I am Rebus Maze, and this is my place. What’s your name?’

‘Maddy.’

‘That’s such a nice name, Maddy,’ Rebus said, holding her cheek with his hand. ‘General, you may speak. What happened to Luka?’

‘We were in convoy passing The Sinks, just outside Townsend, when we caught two of their vehicles. There was a chase because Luka decided he wanted to capture or kill them. He was as high as fuck, Rebus. You know how he gets on these patrols.’

‘How the hell did they get him?’ Rebus turned towards him. ‘He was in the same truck as you, yet here you are.’

‘We chased them into Townsend, and in a deserted parking lot, he rammed one of their old trucks with ours. All hell broke loose. We exchanged fire with the occupants of the other truck too. Our second truck arrived and engaged them, which kept them away from us for a short while. This girl, plus a few others, had been thrown clear when we rammed them. There were quite a few civilians which was surprising considering it was a battle truck. Luka jumped out the side door to try and get this girl plus another teenager. I remember taking her from him as he handed her to me. Then a man from their truck tackled Luka, and before I could jump out to help, one of my men had reversed the truck, and we started to drive off.’

‘You left my love without firing a shot?’

‘Of course, there was gunfire. There was nothing I could do, boss. Our second vehicle had left already, and the Hooded Man in the other truck had started circling. We were outnumbered and outgunned. I thought we should get back here to let you know what happened. We had the girl Luka grabbed.’

Rebus swallowed hard, the taste of bile filling his mouth. He went back and sat down in his chair again. ‘Maddy? Come over here.’

‘Let’s send her back in pieces,’ Skink said as he walked towards the group. He stopped and stared up at Enyo. ‘Where the fuck have you been, woman? I’ve been looking for you all over.’

‘No, you haven’t. You must have been jacking off again in the bushes somewhere. I’ve been right here with Rebus all along.’

Skink turned to face her.

‘Shut up, you two. Let me think,’ Rebus said, lifting Maddy onto his lap. ‘Now, young lady. Are you friends with the man they call the Hooded Man?’

She smiled and shook her head, a small dirty hand rubbing her eye.

‘You’re a friend of his and not supposed to tell anyone. Right?’

She giggled and nodded.

‘We have to get Luka back, general. Tell me something. Anything that will save your life.’

‘As I said, one of our scouts followed them to a small hamlet in Knoxville. It’s fortified and will be difficult to breach. My men say it is impregnable.’

Rebus chewed his lip and looked across to one of the nearby 38 Roadsters, and a lieutenant of the general before him. ‘You come here. Give me your sidearm.’

The man hustled over and presented an old Beretta 9mm.

‘Chamber one for me, son,’ Rebus said. He looked at Maddy, who had turned to look at him. She was a cute little thing. ‘Now, Maddy. Have you ever heard a gun being fired?’

She nodded.

‘It’s a loud bang, isn’t it.’

‘It hurts my ears,’ she replied as she watched the man slide the bolt back.

‘I’m sure it does,’ Rebus said. ‘But you know what makes it a lot less loud? If you pull the trigger yourself. Do you want to try?’

She stared at him and then up at Enyo. Rebus took the weapon and held it out, aiming at the general. The man swallowed hard.

‘Please, boss. Let me take two trucks and get him back. I owe you that.’

‘Do we believe him, Maddy? Do you think he is telling the truth?’ Maddy closed her eyes.

‘Please, boss, let me try to make this right.’

‘What do you think?’ Rebus said. She nodded.

‘General, the young lady thinks you should be given a chance to atone for your idiocy.’

The gun snapped back as the blast of sound deafened them all. The top of the kneeling man’s head erupted in blood, and he collapsed to the side. Maddy screamed and covered her ears, wriggling to try and slide off Rebus’s lap.

‘I, on the other hand, don’t listen to little girls.’

Skink laughed and walked forward to take her. ‘Let me take the girl to your harem.’

A black and white blur struck Skink across the arm, causing him to jump with fright. Enyo swung the staff back behind her back and whirled it around her head, bringing it back around in front of her. ‘Don’t you touch her, you little worm,’

Skink pulled his knife and spun around to meet her gaze.

‘Stop it,’ Rebus said. ‘Enough of this. I need you two to start working on a plan to get my Luka back. And a way to get the Hooded Man’s scrotum into my palm.’

‘Do we have to risk everything we’ve built to go and get that idiot?’ Enyo said.

Rebus felt his anger rising again.

Skink walked forward. ‘Luka is always swanning around, thinking that he can order all of us around. He manipulates you emotionally and gets his way all the time.’

Rebus stood up, throwing Maddy to the ground as he covered the three metres between him and Skink in a single bound. Backhanding him with the Beretta, he pushed his nephew to the ground. Raising the Beretta, he placed his foot on the shocked man’s chest. A cool touch sent sparks up his tense neck. Strong fingers slid up the back of his neck as he felt her warm breath nearing his ear.

‘Leave the little man, Rebus. Luka needs you, and we need to come up with a plan. Skink is your only family left, and while I’d love you to bury him, he has his uses.’

Rebus took a deep breath and straightened up, handing the Beretta to the waiting soldier. ‘Skink, get out of my sight. Enyo and I will come up with a plan to get Luka.’

Skink crawled for a metre and then stood up, looking back as he hurried away through the open factory gates and out into the dust and sun.

Rebus looked at Maddy who had buried her face into the side of Enyo’s shorts. ‘We may be able to trade this little peach for Luka.’

‘It is worth a try. Let’s get Skink to put the word out amongst the addicts to see if there are any in Knoxville who can get a word to the hooded bastard.’

‘I want to draw this Hooded Man out so I can look into his eyes when we make the exchange. Then I am going to kill him and all of his crew. But first, take the girl back to the others, then get that great arse of yours back to my truck.’


Chapter 7

University Medical Centre, Knoxville, Tennessee, USA – 2043

Gibbs felt uneasy walking down the length of the UMC canteen. A hundred eyes tracked his every move, and he wanted to lift his hood to shield his face. Round wooden tables filled the rectangular hall, every seat filled with hungry adults. The children ate at school, and he was sure their hall would be noisier. These adults were weighed down in thought and beaten down in life. In a world of despair, the odd smile started to appear, and then more eyes gleamed as he walked down the middle. A whisper to his left, then another further away. He still had all his weapons on him because gangs could attack at any minute, but for now, a sense of peace had descended over the enclave. No one came up to him to chat, which was a godsend. He didn’t want to engage with any more of the residents than he had to. Talk too much, be too nice, and they’d want to go with him when he left. They always wanted to join him in the end.

A mop of white hair came into view and lifted his mood. Stuart, now fifteen, was the spitting image of his late mother and stood as tall as Gibbs. Ten years wasn’t long enough for memories to dissipate. It was a bittersweet joy to look at his son, and be reminded of her. Gibbs moved around Stuart, placing a hand on his shoulder, before sitting down next to Warren Smith, a friend and fellow warrior since before the Kharon epidemic. Someone who’d worked for his wife in London before they came to New America. Warren shifted along the bench, grimacing as he moved up.

‘You been to see the doc yet?’ Gibbs said.

Warren nodded and spooned another mouthful of grey gruel. ‘He said that the bullet is lodged in the knee joint and has given me strong painkillers again.’

‘Can’t he remove it?’

‘You do know he’s a dentist?’

‘Sorry, I forgot. Best we keep looking.’

‘He says because it’s healed over and there was no infection, I’ll survive as it is, but it would be better to see if we can find a surgeon to remove it. There’ll be no marathon running for a while.’

‘There’s a bit of luck.’

‘I’ll have to cut down on the training with Stuart. It’s become too painful even with the killer tablets I’ve got now.’

‘You’re running scared, old man, that’s all,’ Stuart said, smiling as he ate his oatmeal.

‘What Stuart was trying to say is that he’s eternally grateful to you for looking after him so much. I am too. We couldn’t do what we do out there if it wasn’t for you covering for us in here,’ Gibbs said.

‘Don’t forget that I changed his nappy more times than you did all those years ago,’ Warren said, his eyes narrowing as the laugh lines appeared.

‘Excuse me, but I’m eating here you know,’ Stuart said. ‘Plus I’m a man now, so let’s leave the baby stories alone. Thanks for looking after me, but I don’t need more training.’

‘Yes, you do. Another year of training and you’ll be ready to go out there and join the rest of them,’ Warren said.

‘I’m ready now, thank you.’

Gibbs pulled a bowl of oatmeal closer. ‘You’re a long way from being ready. When you can compete with, and beat, Smithy or me in knife or unarmed combat, you’ll be ready. And that ain’t anytime soon.’

Stuart looked up at Gibbs with a roll of his blue eyes in a way that all teenagers do, then shook his head and looked back down to his food.

‘Don’t be too hard on him. We all had to start somewhere. Even I had to learn in the beginning,’ Warren said. Gibbs smiled. ‘Anyway, with these tablets, I can start going out there with you again,’ Warren said.

Gibbs placed his hand on Warren’s shoulder. ‘Great news, mate. Be good to test those harnesses you built in the back of the truck.’

‘I have a few more ideas to make it easier for me to get from the left to right side windows or up to the roof machine gun, if necessary. We’ll have to mount weapons or window clamps because it’s impossible to swing the harness across if I’ve got a machine gun in my hands.’

‘That would be great. If Smithy took a hit up there, it was always going to be a weakness not having someone to take his place.’

‘I can do that, you know, Gibbs,’ Stuart said, looking up at his dad.

‘Out of the bloody question.’

Warren laughed. ‘I’ll never get used to him calling you by your name.’

‘Needs must. Our little group of men seem to be getting more popular, and that means enemies will be getting closer. It’s best that Stuart is seen as just another stray that we have picked up.’

Stuart shook his head, sighing as he shovelled another spoonful into his face. Guilt surged through Gibbs as he glanced at Stuart’s hand, his little finger missing. A cough near them drew their gaze to a middle-aged woman who was standing at the adjacent table, holding a parcel with both hands. She wore a light blue dress. Gibbs smiled at her, which she returned, lighting up her beautiful face. She approached them, her eyes fixed on Gibbs.

‘This is a little something for you and your men. A small thank you for keeping us safe.’

‘You are most welcome,’ Gibbs said and stood up. ‘You really didn’t have to.’

She placed the parcel, which was wrapped in brown paper, on the table. ‘It’s a small pot cake. We had some flour left from last year’s harvest and wanted to show our appreciation.’

‘Thank you, Sheryl, but you should have kept that flour for tougher times,’ Warren said.

Blushing, she walked around the table towards Gibbs and kissed him on the cheek. He felt a warm glow in his cheeks. ‘God bless you, Hooded Man.’

‘Um… My pleasure,’ he said and looked back to a smiling Warren.

She also blushed and walked away between the tables of UMC residents. Murmurs and the odd giggle filled the air as Gibbs sat down and looked at the parcel.

‘Keep that with you, Stuart,’ Gibbs said. ‘We’ll give a piece to Maddy when we get her back.’

Stuart’s blue eyes lit up. ‘Do you think she’s okay?’

Gibbs looked at Warren, who would not catch his eye. He’d lost his girlfriend to gangs in the Floodzones of London twenty years before. Gibbs stopped for a second. ‘Warren, you’re nearly forty aren’t you? We could use it as a birthday cake.’

‘That’s next year, old man.’

Gibbs smiled and looked back to Stuart. ‘We were unlucky to bump into that convoy when we did. If our forward scout van hadn’t broken down, she would’ve been here to eat this cake with us.’

‘We should have done more to save her from them,’ Stuart said, placing his spoon on the empty plate. He waved a fly away from the spoon handle.

‘It’s easy to say that as we sit here in safety. We did circle back but were taking heavy fire from the second truck. There were just too many who could have been captured or killed. It is my responsibility to think of all of you. This gang is one of the toughest that we’ve faced, and they would’ve killed us all if they had the chance.’

Stuart put his hands on the table and played with the stump where his little finger used to be.

‘Chin up, mate,’ Warren said. ‘I’m sure we’ll get her back soon enough.’

‘I know you believe it’s stupid to feel about her the way I feel, especially since we only picked her up a few weeks back, but I got on so well with her.’

‘Is that a little romance in the air?’ Warren said. ‘Have you kissed her yet?’

Stuart lifted his middle finger.

‘I had no idea you felt that way about her,’ Gibbs said. ‘I thought of you more like a brother and sister.’

‘That’s disgusting. We’re nothing like that.’

‘We’ll have to get her back then.’

Stuart smiled and placed his hands back under the table.

‘This morning, we made contact with the gang. Things are still at a tricky negotiation stage, but we may have convinced them of a place to make a trade for their dopey Roadster.’

Stuart turned quickly to face Gibbs. ‘I want to be involved in the negotiations. I need to be there.’

‘You’re too young to be getting into action like that. Leave it to us to handle it.’

‘That’s bullshit, Gibbs. Boys in this place are getting married at fifteen, and I’ll be able to do that next year. So I have to help get Maddy back,’ Stuart said, standing up.

’Sit your arse down,’ Gibbs said, his voice louder than he realised. A hush drifted across the nearby tables, and residents looked at them. ‘Your mother would never have allowed you to get married at such a young age, much less go into battle.’

‘She’s not here now, is she?’ Stuart said. He sat back in the chair.

‘No, she isn’t. So all decisions rest with me. This world will make you a man soon enough. Stop wishing it to happen sooner,’ Gibbs said.

Stuart stood up and walked off without looking back.

‘That young man’s nearly kicking Smithy’s arse in the unarmed combat sessions,’ Warren said. ‘He’s already a man, mate. You cannot stop what is evolving naturally.’

‘Shut up, or I’ll shoot you in the other bloody knee.’

• • •

Sheryl’s face lit up as he approached. She had her long black hair in a ponytail and had just tied a yellow apron around her waist to start her shift in the canteen. The blue dress she wore was figure-hugging and highlighted her hourglass figure, something Warren had noticed on many occasions. She usually wore looser outfits, but he guessed it was for Gibbs’s benefit, not that the idiot would notice. Warren sighed and smiled back at the woman who was never far from his thoughts.

‘Hello, Warren,’ she said, stepping in behind the serving table. ‘You want some more? We have a little potato stewpot left.’

‘I’m full, but thanks for a great meal, and especially for the cake. My apologies that Gibbs wasn’t overly excited.’

‘It’s okay. I know he has Maddy on his mind. Caring for so many of you is a tough job, I’m sure.’

‘We all try to chip in when and where we can.’

‘I’ve noticed how much you look after Stuart. You’re obviously close. It’s good to see, especially if something happens to Gibbs out there. All the women were commenting on just how much of a treasure you are for being there for him.’

Warren felt the warmth starting on the back of his neck. It moved to his cheeks. He looked down into the bubbling stew. ‘I’ve been with Gibbs and Smithy for a long time. Stuart is like a little brother to me.’ Her smile was so infectious. He felt lost in her gaze. ‘Don’t worry about Gibbs. Nothing will happen out there.’

‘I hope not,’ she said, the smile disappearing from her pale white face ‘We need him so much right now.’

Warren nodded.

‘Let’s change the subject and talk about something more uplifting. Like when are you going to take a wife?’

Warren’s mouth dropped open. ‘There are several women here, all widows, who’ve asked me to talk to you about a possible pairing. Some are only interested in falling pregnant, but one or two of them do want a man in their life.’

Warren’s mouth and throat went dry. ‘I haven’t given it much thought.’

‘You must. We need the population in the enclave to keep growing, and you are a young man so must be able to have children. You can have children, can’t you?’

‘Um…’

‘Has nobody asked you to help with this before? You’ve been to so many hamlets and enclaves.’

‘No one has ever asked me anything like that.’

‘Think about it, and please come back to me with a decision.’

Warren looked towards the door. ‘I have to go now, to meet up with Gibbs, but I’ll give it some thought.’

‘Promise me. The girls are eager to know.’

‘Okay. Thanks again. Gibbs is still waiting.’

‘You’re so loyal, Warren. Why is that? I mean I get why all the women are drawn to the Hooded Man. But why do you follow him on this crusade instead of settling down?’

‘I knew Christina, his late wife, before I met him.’

‘She must have been beautiful. You only have to look at Stuart to see the good genes he got from her. And Gibbs, of course. Good genes indeed,’ she said, straightening the front of the apron. ‘It would be such a shame if he died.’

Warren’s eyes widened. ‘He’ll be fine, Sheryl.’

‘He is risking so much to save that little waif of a girl. There are so many others who need him.’

Warren wrung his hands together.

‘Oh, I didn’t mean anything bad by that comment,’ Sheryl said.

Warren forced a smile. ‘Sheryl, just enjoy having him around while he is here, but don’t go getting too attached.’

‘I’m afraid it may be too late,’ she said.


Chapter 8

Eagleton Village, Maryville, Tennessee, USA - 2043

The lavender scent from the coarse white cotton shirt filled his nostrils. Small smudges of charcoal from Luka’s body-makeup on the garment filled Rebus with dread. Feelings of abandonment, long since forgotten, long since suppressed, came back in waves. Dark places with evil people covered in blood. Could he survive without another soulmate and live with the fact that he hadn’t done everything he could to stop Luka going out there? Too many had been taken away from him in his life.

‘They will not keep Luka away from me,’ Rebus said, standing in front of the mirror.

‘Did you say something, my love?’ Enyo called from the bedroom.

Rebus smelt the shirt one last time and then hung it over a small chair. ‘We are going to destroy them all. If they treat my Luka badly, I will kill them slowly. The Hooded Man will pay.’

Enyo walked out of the room, dressed for battle. Her usual flowing robes that could seduce the gods from Olympus, replaced with leather shorts, boots and a brown cowhide waistcoat. The usual white feathers in her Mohican replaced with red bits of ribbon and plastic. A white, painted eye-mask replacing her usual black one. She smiled, her teeth white against her smooth brown skin. Placing her hand on his bare chest, she slipped the other one around his waist.

‘We will need more men and a lot more weapons. And that is what this afternoon is all about.’

‘The meeting is still a while away.’

‘No, lover. You slept for a few hours. The meeting is upon us, and you need to prepare yourself.’

‘I hate that I have to go through with this traitorous meeting. It goes against everything I stand for and what we have achieved so far.’

He felt her arm tighten around his waist. Fierce dark brown eyes stared into his. ‘Pull yourself together. You are the leader of the 38 Street Roadsters. You have to do what it takes to keep us all safe. You have to ensure that the 38s stay alive and remain successful. You either put your game face on and do this shit, or you and I can abandon this quest to conquer this region. And that would mean abandoning Luka.’

• • •

A piece of metal roof-sheeting bounced up and down on the hot afternoon wind. The squeaking sound was all that could be heard in the desert silence. A cough from someone behind Rebus raised his temper up a notch. Nausea in his gut was subsiding, an effect of the cocaine. His eyes narrowed as the snake of a man moved in front of him.

‘What kind of respect do you show me by arriving at this gathering without the leader of the Bisons? I think it’s best you fuck off back to the gopher hole you crawled out of,’ Rebus said.

The tall man in front of him smirked then turned to the man next to him and gave him an exaggerated eyebrow raise. The brute next to him remained motionless, his arms folded across his tattooed bare chest. The blond-haired Bison gang member looked back to Rebus, his ponytail trailing down his left shoulder covering the Bison patch on his black leather waistcoat. Bulging biceps flexed as he folded his arms. If he was scared, he didn’t show it. The Bisons had entered the warehouse, leaving their fusion vans parked at the enormous main door. Additional gang members stood guard so no 38s could gain entrance and surround them.

Mottled light lit up the visiting gang via dirty corrugated fibreglass panels in the ceiling. The warehouse was empty except for Rebus’s battle truck and motorhome parked in an L-shape. Three large tents had been erected nearby for his personal guards. In a dark shadow and behind them all was the other large sliding door. In front of that was the entire 38 Street Roadster contingent backing up their leader.

The Bison negotiator took a step forward, ahead of the similarly dressed gang members. He took another step forward, and one of Rebus’s generals undid the clasp of the strap of his holstered sidearm. He extended his arm across the general to calm him down.

The blond Bison smiled. ‘You called this meeting with us, Roadster. Out of desperation, from what we hear. Why would you waste this opportunity to talk?’

‘Where is Max? Why am I talking to some sidekick instead of your leader?’

‘You get to talk to whoever Max decides you will meet with. It’s not your decision. You are nothing to him.’

‘And I don’t need to tell you that you are hopelessly outgunned and outnumbered here. One signal from me and you will all die where you stand,’ Rebus said, glancing over their heads to the single battle truck the Bisons had brought.

The man laughed out loud, arching backwards at the force of the sound coming out of his mouth. He turned back to his men, pointing to Rebus. They all started laughing.

‘A naïve and stupid reaction like that will bring the full force of the country’s largest gang down upon you. All our energy will then revert to crushing you and your little team of desert rats. We are not your enemy, Rebus, so don’t do anything stupid. My leader brokered the peace with Septus, your predecessor, who we know was murdered by you as he slept.’

Rebus felt his anger rising to the surface, and his fingers started to tap against his leather pants. Tapping ten times as Enyo and he had practised. Ten times then speak.

‘The terms of the meeting with Max and myself have been set. It will be here in our territory as prescribed in that peace agreement. We need cash, drugs, and more arms and ammunition. You Bisons are the best dealers in those.’

The blond man nodded. ‘And, you are the best supplier of Scavenger and Floodlander slaves there is. We want to keep that trade agreement in place, so why the hostility about who attends this meeting? I’m sure we can agree that it’s not in our mutual interest to break that agreement.’

Rebus nodded.

‘Max feels that you have a few problems that need to be fixed before we have that meeting.’

‘What problems?’

‘Your drug supply chain seems to be compromised and at risk. I have it on good authority that you have NAG captains who are working both sides of the fence.’

‘As do you, Bison. We have our spies in your territory too.’

The man bowed his head. ‘Then we need to discuss this at the meeting with Max. Reinforce our commitment to getting these traitorous NAG men out of the way of our wealthy clients getting our product.

‘On that, we agree,’ Rebus said.

‘What about the Hooded Man?’

Rebus looked at Enyo, who was staring at the Bisons. Rebus felt the calmness coming back to him. ‘Holed up in a big enclave to the south of us.’

‘He’s in your territory now, so it falls to you to kill this fucker.’

‘You failed in so many attempts in other states, and now you need us to take care of this,’ Rebus said.

‘He’s a common enemy so must be taken care of in the region that he is in, as the agreement states.’

‘It also states that a coalition may be set up if the enemy is proving too difficult to neutralise. You’ve already failed to kill him on your turf, so now we’re calling for your men to join us.’

The man stared at Rebus for a few seconds. ‘And you’ll vouch for their safety?’

‘As per the agreement, I have to guarantee their safety.’

‘I bloody hope so. We all know your habit of going off half-cocked and doing stupid things without thinking.’

Rebus tapped his leg again.

‘Let’s shake on the agreement here and now as a pledge to honour the peace between the two gangs,’ the gang member said.

‘I will only shake Max’s hand,’ Rebus said, the anger simmering upwards again. The cocaine was wearing off. Rebus looked at the hand the man was extending and then across to Enyo. He nodded his head, and she walked forward and shook the blond man’s hand.

‘Get your men here by morning. They’re welcome here as part of the agreement. Tell Max, we will meet in five days to discuss our drugs business and your need for slave Scavengers and Floodlanders.’

The man nodded, leering at Enyo. ‘You could throw this one in to help persuade Max.’

‘We’re done here, Bison. Now fuck off,’ Rebus said, unclipping the strap to his hip holster.

Enyo walked back, a large smile on her face. She leaned in and kissed him, her lips soft and moist, the taste of mint flooding Rebus’s senses. Her hand slipped over his hand, clasping down on the holster.

‘We need these arseholes right now. It’s an impossible coalition to justify, but we need money and ammunition to get more slaves. That way, we will become wealthier and more powerful. Then once we’re ready, we can kill the Bisons and take it all.


Chapter 9

Kremlin Armoury, Moscow, Russia– 2043

Ice was forming on the Moskva River heralding the start of another season of arthritic pain for the hunched-over man. Resting his battle-weary hands on the wooden windowsill, he looked across the crumbling Kremlin wall to the Floodlanders, who were scurrying around to make a final trade before nightfall. Darkness brought out the Scavengers, gangs and other nightly ghouls, and it was fatal to be out and about. In the depths of the armoury, his soldiers would be getting ready to go out on patrol again. He yearned for his youth to join them in the hunt on the flooded streets, fighting against the scourge of his city. Instead, the Warlord of Moscow had to sit behind guarded walls, moving between spells of gout, arthritis, and increasing piles of paperwork.

‘Warlord? May I make you some tea?’

Andrei Kirilenko stood upright again, groaning with discomfort. He turned to the lovely Russian rose who was his assistant. Her blonde hair was pulled back tightly into a ponytail, and she was wearing thick mascara which contrasted with her pale complexion. Her pink lipstick was lightly applied as he’d asked her to do. He disliked red lipstick because it reminded him of the dubious women in his past who had plastered the red stuff on. This girl was more classy than most beyond the wall with her tailored jacket and matching knee-length skirt, all a little tight thanks to privileged living. She enjoyed the trappings of the more fortunate Floodlander lifestyle and tolerated the age gap in their relationship for the benefits.

‘No. Coffee.’

‘Warlord Kirilenko. You know the doctor said you’re not allowed not have it. Only green tea is allowed for you, so please don’t ask me to get you coffee.’

Andrei lumbered over to his marble-topped desk, with its gold frame and wooden legs. He too filled his dark grey waistcoat and pleated trousers a little too much nowadays. A white-collared shirt was finished off with a red handkerchief in the pocket of the waistcoat. Sitting down on the velvet and gold chair, he dismissed her with a flick of the hand. Reaching for the phone, he dialled a number and waited. ‘Bring me a strong mug of coffee. Now.’

A man of his stature should be able to do whatever he liked. Andrei, however, was a man of power without any actual power because all decisions for Moscow, and Western Russia, now came out of Hamburg. The New European Government or NEG called all the shots. Russia was now part of the New Europe since the demise of Lord Francis Butler, the evil mind behind Kharon.

Andrei touched his shoulder, rubbing the four-inch wound from Butler’s revenge on him. Looking up at the two photo frames on his desk, he smiled a tired smile. For all the things he’d done in his life, marriage to his late wife was his best achievement. The black and white photo from their wedding day was all that remained of his life with her. The photo next to her was of a tall blonde woman holding a smiling four-year-old boy. Next to them was a tall man, almost smiling, although that smile would be long gone by now. Andrei reached for the frame just as someone knocked on the office door. His assistant, carrying a pot of coffee, walked over to his desk. She poured some into a tall brown mug in front of him.

’You never talk about the people in the photos. Who are they, warlord?’

‘There’s no one else us here, Katya. Please call me Andrei as I’ve asked you so many times.’

She walked around the desk and stood next to him, placing her hand on his neck to play with his hair. It warmed his soul, and he put his arm around her legs, looking up at her.

‘They don’t look Russian,’ she said.

‘No, they’re not. This was taken in England. Many years ago.’

‘Are they friends?’

‘The best I’ve ever had. She is no longer with us, and he and the boy are somewhere in New America.’

‘There is so much happiness in the photo.’

‘They were good together. Sadly, it wasn’t long after this was taken that she was murdered.’

Katya gasped, her hand going up to her mouth. ‘I’m sorry, Andrei.’

‘It’s okay. We all die, don’t we? They suffered extreme hardship at times but got to save the world from a madman and stop a greedy assembly of billionaires. She was an incredibly strong young woman, and we wouldn’t be here today if it weren’t for her sacrifice.’

Katya patted his shoulder and leaned forward to kiss the top of his greying hair. The moment was shattered by the shrill of the old phone on her desk.

His assistant took the call at her desk, which was to the left of the huge hall-like office that his position in the Kremlin commanded. It was a simple metal and wood chair with a cluttered table. Simple like her. A proud young Russian woman who had to sleep with a decrepit older man of position so she could have a semblance of a life. She returned the receiver and looked across at him.

‘The doctor is here for the appointment.’

‘Let him wait for a while.’

‘Just get it over with, Andrei.’

He raised a single eyebrow at her, and she returned to the paperwork on her desk. Papers demanding more food and wood to be sent to Hamburg, no doubt.

Reaching into his black overcoat, he produced another filter-less cigarette, hand-rolled at a small vendor within the safety of the Kremlin. A Zippo lighter with the old British Union Jack on the side was masterfully flicked open, and the wheel rolled in the blink of an eye. The warmth of the smoke filled his lungs, and he looked up at the gold-framed picture of his wife and son. They were better off dead than existing in this world with him.

A name on a file on his desk caught his eye. Grabbing the NAG report, he read for a few minutes, laughing out loud at the name of an old friend who was noted within. One of his sources in Hamburg was doing well getting this report to him. Andrei sat back in the chair and looked at the pretty blonde in his office.

‘Petra, please show the doctor in.’

She smiled and jumped up. The door was at the furthest side of the room, and he watched her as she swished and swayed away from him. Oh, to be young again.

The doctor strode over to the desk and stood before him with a folder held close to his chest. His white coat, with its military rank on its lapel, showing his senior status in the warlord’s army. He had soft brown hair and thick spectacles balanced on the end of his nose as he peered over the top of them. Creased laughter lines showed a man who liked to laugh and drink, as Andrei had found out on too many occasions. There were no smiles now.

‘Warlord Kirilenko. How are you feeling?’ he said, looking down at the full ashtray and the lit cigarette balanced on the edge.

‘Yes, Vitaly. I am still smoking.’

The doctor looked down at the folder and then back at him. He coughed a little, shifting in his stance.

‘How long do I have?’

The doctor blinked and moved the glasses on his nose. ‘We have done a lot of tests and the treatment was extensive as you know.’ Andrei clicked his fingers three times in quick succession to hurry the man along. ‘A normal person might have six months, but I have known you most of my adult life. There’s no way to know how long a stubborn man like you could last. I don’t think the Reaper will get you that easily.’

‘With all the things the FSB had me do, I am sure the reaper is clicking his knuckles with happiness to get his bony fingers into me.’

‘You need to retire immediately, Uncle Andrei,’ Vitaly said. ‘You can live out your remaining time in luxury and comfort with Katya in one of the stately homes.’

Sobbing came from behind the doctor.

‘I don’t think that the NEG will allow me such a lavish retirement.’

Vitaly walked over to a white and gold sideboard. ‘Look at all the medals and photos of your triumphs that you’ve collected in your life. Russia owes you. The world owes you for stopping that mad British lord.’

‘You have your mother’s sentimental nature. It is a foolish notion but brings back fond memories. Thank you for bringing me the news in person.’

The young man bowed. ‘Will we see you for dinner soon?’

‘Katya will call you to set it up.’

Andrei watched the young man leave. He reached down to a drawer on his right. He unlocked it with a small key he kept on him at all times. He could feel Katya’s gaze as he pulled a pack of photos out of a small leather folder. Tapping the photo, he stared down at the colour photos of ten men in uniform. All kitted out in brown fatigues with the London skyline in the background.

‘Katya, book me an army plane to Hamburg, please. To leave tomorrow morning. Then call Chancellor Rolin’s secretary and let her know that I’m coming to spend a few days in the city, to catch up with old political friends. Tell her that I hope the chancellor can spare time at such short notice.’

‘Andrei, you know the chancellor demands all appointments be scheduled a month in advance.’

‘I know. Just tell her what I said. He’ll find the time.’

‘Then will you retire so we can leave this cold place?’

‘Plans have changed, my dear. I’m tired of this bureaucratic life, and I have no intention of festering away in a flat in Moscow for the rest of my days. You’ll be taken care of, Katya.’

‘You are leaving me in Moscow?’’

‘You’ll be fine here, I promise. I’ve made plans to keep you in your lifestyle.’

‘What do you mean?’ she said, blinking the tears away. ‘What are you going to do?’

‘I have one last thing to do. I’ve been a warrior all my life and have a last chance to bring justice back to people’s lives. If that means I die outside of my country, then so be it. A warrior should not die all shrivelled up in a cold concrete apartment but out there in a warzone. That is what I intend to do.’


Chapter 10

West of the UMC, Knoxville, Tennessee, USA – 2043

The stench of human waste burned into Gibbs’s sinuses. He’d lifted the scarf over his nose and mouth, but it didn’t help. Standing in front of the large circular concrete pipe that was part of the UMC perimeter wall, he stared through the thick steel bars that had been welded to form a large mesh covering for the hole. The reeking darkness beckoned from beyond.

Gibbs looked at Smithy who was checking the holstered Glocks on his hips. He looked up at Gibbs then stared into the blackness of the tunnel one last time, pressing the magazine in the Glock then holstered it. He ran his hands up to the grey bandana that controlled his shoulder-length light brown hair, and his jaw clenched as he turned to stare at Gibbs. ‘Thanks for this.’

‘Thanks for what?’

‘The boundless joy of world travel you bring into my life. Sunny beaches, ice-cold drinks, bronzed topless women, and crawling through other people’s excrement.’

‘We aim to please. Choose another package holiday company if you must, but no other company will guarantee you the chance to shoot at things more than us,’ Gibbs said.

‘Terrific,’ Smithy said, looking over Gibbs’s shoulder. ‘Incoming.’

Gibbs turned to see Sheryl approaching. She walked past Warren and Stuart, smiling at them. He felt himself holding his breath. She was a tall woman, her height emphasised by the faded jeans tucked into brown boots. She wore one of Gibbs’s old t-shirts, and he hoped the others hadn’t noticed. Her dark hair was loose and hung down the front of her shoulders. The smell of jasmine filled his nostril as she leaned forward, pulled down the scarf from his mouth and kissed him. ‘Stay safe, Gibbs.’

‘I will.’

‘I’m going to miss you tonight. It’ll be lonely in my bed without you.’

A warm glow started at the back of his neck and made its way to his cheeks. The previous evening had been a welcome distraction.

‘Take care out there. You’re a wanted man.’

‘I’ll be back. Don’t worry about that. I look forward to more of your delicious cake.’

‘Gibbs, the boy’s sat right here,’ Smithy said, with a smile, pointing down to Stuart who was sitting on a concrete block. ‘Don’t say things like that in front of him.’

Gibbs flipped him the finger.

‘Temper, temper,’ Smithy said. ‘Sheryl, may I say that you look fetching in that t-shirt. You wear it better than him. It’s far too trendy for old folk.’

She laughed a nervous laugh.

‘Ignore my London friend over there. Jealousy is a nasty thing,’ Gibbs said.

‘I’m scared for you,’ she said, staring into his eyes.

‘Don’t be. It’s a short trip, and I have old Mother Hubbard over there with me.’

She frowned, her head tilting slightly. ‘I worry that your urge to save everyone will get you killed. You cannot protect everyone from the gangs or NAG. You need to think about yourself and the effect your death would have on the people you leave behind.’

‘Quiet in front of the boy, Sheryl,’ Gibbs said, a scowl chiselled across his face.

‘Sorry,’ Sheryl said.

Gibbs placed his hand on her shoulder and then caressed her cheek. ‘We’re doing what’s right here. If we can save one person more than we did the day before, it’s the right thing to do.’

She placed her hand over his hand, tears rolling down her cheeks. ‘I’ll be waiting with Stuart and Warren. Go out and do what you have to.’

• • •

The gravel path doubled back on itself and made it impossible to see the two guards walking up towards the escarpment above them. The pink sky of morning above would soon silhouette anyone on the ridge and make them a target to anyone approaching from below.

Gibbs looked behind them, taking a second to let his eyes acclimatise to the darkened hillside. The path below was empty.

‘That’s the third group of guards in fifteen minutes.’

‘They’re getting edgy,’ Smithy said. ‘Must be expecting us.’

The two men had disappeared over the top of the ridge. Gibbs and Smithy ran, crouching low, to the next bend in the path before stopping. It was slow going. A few minutes later they were lying between two large scrub bushes, binoculars in hand, focusing down onto the distant valley. The foreground was covered with small scrub, the occasional dried cactus pointing to the cloudy sky. The sun was already baking down on their backs.

‘More than forty tents. Eight battle trucks and countless vans,’ Gibbs said. The eight trucks were parked in a horseshoe shape. Men were milling about carrying boxes and black bags between the vehicles. Two vans came racing along towards the front of the trucks, covering the gang members in a ball of dust.

‘That’s a lot more than we estimated. They must be shitting themselves, I mean, how many men do they need to get that scumbag, Luka, back?’ Smithy said.

‘Those two larger tents, the ones built onto the side of the bigger fusion trucks. I bet you anything that’s his tent.’

‘Look to the west side of the camp. A group of women and children are being escorted by gang members,’ Smithy said, turning the focusing ring of the binoculars. The group walked slowly past a large fire, with a black column of swirling smoke. A few men stood up from their seats and walked over to the group. One started dancing around in front of prisoners, trying to grab one of the women to dance with. She was chained up to the woman next to her and they both tumbled over, angering the man, who kicked out at her with his heavy boot a couple of times before walking back the fire.

‘Can you see her?’

‘No one with white hair.’

In the middle of the scattered camp was a large bonfire with men relaxing and sitting around. The occasional volley of shots was fired into the air as a gang member got up and danced around with a pistol. Other men staggered about, dancing and falling over as the festivities escalated. They were not expecting an attack.

‘She must be inside somewhere.’

‘Shhh…’ Smithy said. Voices on the path behind them.

Turning slowly, Gibbs and Smithy crawled back towards the path, stopping near another large bush. Gibbs leaned across to Smithy. ‘We need a prisoner.’

Three men meandered into view. They were in no rush. Gang members in biker’s leather trousers and gang jackets; one wore a denim jacket, and he reached into a top pocket to pull out a rolled cigarette with a small lighter. He placed the smoke in his mouth and flicked the lighter, drawing in a deep breath. A white cloud enveloped his face as he exhaled.

Smithy nodded. ‘The little one at the back?’

Gibbs gave him a thumbs up and reached down to slip the Glock out of its holster. Adrenaline pumped through him. Twenty-five years of fighting side by side meant no words were necessary. They’d wait until the men were close. Gibbs watched the tall man on the left. Smithy would have locked on to the man on the right. Slow breaths were necessary to keep the anger at bay. Had these men been involved in the altercation that cost them Maddy? He blinked once and focused on his target. The man had greasy black hair, was unshaven and was the one doing the talking. His eyes flicked to the left as he walked and talked, then he looked forward and saw the trap. Eyes widened and his mouth opened to shout, but Gibbs’s Glock was already moving upward.

‘What?’ the man started to say as the first bullet slammed into his heart, then a second next to it. The man next to him barely moved as bullets smashed into him and he fell to his side.

‘Don’t bloody move,’ Gibbs shouted to the shocked smaller man behind. He froze, stunned at the corpses in front of him.

‘Take it easy, buddy. You may just live through this if you cooperate,’ Smithy said, getting to his feet and walking forward. Gibbs had the man’s chest lined up in his sights, Smithy would check him for hidden weapons.

The gang member stood motionless as Smithy approached and holstered his weapon. The short man dropped his arm to the dagger tucked into his belt. Gibbs’s Glock kicked as he fired to the man’s left. He fell backwards screaming, clawing at his shoulder before rolling onto his side.

‘We said don’t move, you moron,’ Smithy said.

Gibbs walked up and knelt next to the man. ‘It’s only a flesh wound. Stop screaming like a baby.’

‘Fuck you, Scavenger.’

Gibbs pulled the man’s dagger from his hip scabbard and pressed it to his throat, while leaning in towards the man’s ear, he whispered, ‘Tell that scumbag Rebus that the Hooded Man is waiting to trade his boyfriend for the little blonde girl called Maddy. No more dicking around. The trade will happen tomorrow afternoon at one, or Luka dies. The exchange will take place outside the main gate of the UMC enclave. He can make the trade then retreat. I will spare his life if he honours this exchange.’

Gibbs leant back, removing the dagger. ‘You understand what I’ve just told you.’ The man nodded. ‘Now go and tell Rebus.’

The man grimaced as he pushed himself up with his good arm, then stood swaying for a few seconds before he turned and jogged off.

Gibbs stood up, throwing the dagger into the ground next to the man he’d shot. ‘You noticed that young bloke was a 38?’

‘Yeah, and these two lugs have Bison patches. Why are they wearing another gang’s colours?’

‘Maybe they’ve formed a coalition.’

‘That would be a first.’

‘I agree, but they’d never be allowed to wear another gang’s patch, so we have to assume it’s a kind of treaty.’

‘That can’t be good. It may account for the size of the camp over the hill,’ Smithy said, glancing back up the path.

‘Let’s get back to the UMC. An attack may be imminent.’

They stepped over the bodies and started walking back down the path, weapons drawn.

‘What exactly did you whisper into that man’s ear?’

Gibbs smiled.

‘Oh great,’ Smithy said. ‘More people bloody shooting at us.’


Chapter 11

University Medical Centre, Knoxville, Tennessee, USA – 2043

The winter wind bit into those placed on sentry duty high up on the UMC perimeter wall. With the icy wind, came the dust storms from the drought. Inside the wall, they had an endless supply of water from one of the last flowing springs in the region. This allowed them to farm vegetables and produce meat on smallholdings in a less protected area of the UMC. They could hold off a siege for years, Gibbs estimated. He looked at the small rise in the distance for movement and the adrenaline started. The first two fusion vans eased over the top and parked. Silver- and red-painted vans decorated with scrap and junk collected by drivers on their marauding. He clenched his fists and rubbed the tips of his fingers.

‘Take your places, men,’ Gibbs said, shouting above the wind to the men on the wall. ‘The scum have arrived. You all know what you have to do.’

The perimeter wall that wound between the main buildings was twelve meters high and consisted of large shipping containers that had been placed on their ends and welded together. Filled with sand and rocks collected out in the floodland, the wall was reinforced with concrete and iron buttresses which made it impregnable to a charging suicide battle truck. Two gates existed in the wall, and Gibbs was standing above the main gate. Buckling up his webbing, he made sure he had all the ammunition he needed.

‘Why aren’t they attacking?’ a young man said, grasping the old M16 across his chest.

‘No need to be nervous, son. I told you the plan is to exchange prisoners, so we hope you won’t have to fire a single shot today,’ Gibbs said, holding his gas mask. ‘The 38s do love to employ smoke and gas to cause more mayhem and panic. You got your mask?’

The man nodded.

Gibbs walked to the metal ladder which scaled the side of one of the containers, and slid down to ground level. Smithy was at the bottom. ‘Pretty boy is all packaged up and ready to go.’

‘Good. Just in time for our guests.’

‘I’m not happy with this trade, boss. We should’ve found out where they’re keeping Maddy and done a good old-fashioned SAS recon and rescue.’

‘They could’ve killed her by then if they haven’t already. You heard what this Rebus character could be doing to her. You’re telling me that you still want to wait?’

‘They aren’t going to do the swap then disappear and leave us. You yourself said that they’re tougher than any gang we’ve tackled before.’

‘They are, and that’s why we must do the exchange quickly. It’s happening right here on our doorstep, on our terms because he values his boyfriend too much. That nutjob could have insisted on having it at his place or someplace where he could have set a trap. They’re here, so let’s trade. We have contingencies in place if they intend to attack afterwards.’

‘And you think he’s going to try something?’

Gibbs smiled then looked to Luka. ‘I am counting on him doing something stupid.’

‘You’re risking Maddy as bait to taunt a madman. Haven’t we all lost enough loved ones to these Butler types?’

‘I care about her just as much as you, but no more than any of the other people here. I didn’t ask to be a shepherd to all these waifs. You, Warren and Stuart are all I care about. The rest are just folks who we offer help to when we can. But, when Butler murdered Christina, I vowed never to allow another madman to take control and terrorise the world like that again.’

‘Rebus is no Butler. He doesn’t have the global clout.’

‘They all start small, and this fucker is getting more powerful in southern America, our home range. He’s now forming alliances with other gangs. We’ve never seen that before, so this boy is ambitious.’

‘Are you thinking about staying to fight or are we still heading to Mexico?’

‘Whichever comes first,’ Gibbs said and walked over to Luka who was staring up at him, eyes black and blue from a beating Smithy had dished out. ‘Did you have to wrap sellotape all around his face and mouth? He looks like an idiot. Just how much did you use?’

‘He was irritating me so I thought it would be nice to gift wrap him for Rebus,’ Smithy said as he walked over. He reached down and grabbed him under the one arm. ‘Help him up, Gibbs.’

‘Come on, pretty boy,’ Gibbs said. ‘Man, you smell like shit.’

‘I wouldn’t let him go to the toilet, so he shat himself. You know, a present for Rebus.’

‘There‘s something very wrong with you, mate,’ Gibbs said. ‘Right, Luka. We have men in place that will be targeting you and your lover. Any shouting or swearing, and this doesn’t end well for you.’

• • •

A small dried tumbleweed rolled past them on a gust of wind. ‘Did you just see that?’ Smithy said to Gibbs. All three men had passed through the UMC main gates, which had closed behind them. They stood in the dust, waiting in front of the perimeter wall.

Gibbs laughed. ‘Did you arrange that? It’s a little clichéd, but it’s kind of your style.’

‘I feel like Clint Eastwood in Pale Rider.’

‘Personally, I like The Good, The Bad and The Ugly more.’

Between them, Luka groaned into the cloth that had been taped in his mouth.

‘I see them, Stinky,’ Gibbs said. ‘When Rebus asks you if you’re okay, make sure you nod your head eagerly. Or I’ll shove a bullet into your temple.’

‘Josey Wales. That’s who I’d want to be. Great movie,’ Smithy said, shifting the SA80 assault rifle around on his chest. ‘Still, only two vehicles making their way down. Did you also see that plume of dust on the horizon behind them? Could be more.’

‘Yeah, I clocked it. The wind isn’t that strong up there, so it must be a few more that have parked up,’ Gibbs replied. ‘I loved Josey Wales too. What I’d do to have a quiet night in with a few movies.’

Gibbs turned slightly and shouted to the wall. ‘Watch that horizon up ahead. If they’re planning to attack, that’s where it’ll come from.’ He reached up and pulled the gas mask down over his face, popping the hood back up over his head.

The two fusion vans pulled up fifty metres in front of them, both painted silver with red and yellow decals on the bonnet and side door. Both roof hatches opened. Men with shaved Mohicans pushed old machine guns through as they stood up. A side door opened on one of the vans and Rebus got out, waistcoat flapping in the wind, his black denim jeans tucked into his boots. He had a long samurai sword in his right hand and a Glock in the other. A tall Amazonian woman got out the other door, spinning a wooden staff in her fingers. Smithy whistled softly. Gibbs smiled at the theatre happening in front of him and took a long breath to steady himself. Rebus reached inside the car and dragged the urchin-like Maddy out, her hands pulling at his tight grip. She smiled when she saw Gibbs and Smithy, giving them a little wave as her hair fell in front of her face. With a little puff, she blew a gap in the curtain of her long fringe. Rebus yanked her closer to him. She didn’t resist and stood next to him, scowling as she scanned the tops of the enclave wall, her hands placed in front of her stomach. Her eyes widened as Rebus placed his sword beneath her chin.

Gibbs raised his Glock17 to Luka’s temple and pressed it hard against the skin, causing the man to whimper. Rebus pushed Maddy in front of him. She cried out as the sword pressed into the flesh of her throat.

‘Take it easy, Rebus,’ Smithy said.

‘I will only address the man with the hood and gas mask.’

‘That’s just tough shit now, isn’t it. Let’s get this done, and then you can take pretty boy here and get back to selling your drugs,’ Smithy said, walking forward and dragging Luka up from his knees. They walked about twenty metres and stopped. Smithy pressed the SA80 into the man’s back.

‘Your turn to come a little closer.’

‘This is so disappointing, Hooded Man. I thought you less of a coward. We’ve come all this way so now it’s your turn to show a little faith here. Unless you want to continue to hide behind this crusty old soldier because you’re scared.’

‘Why should we trust you?’ Smithy said. ‘We only have to look up onto that rise behind you to see seven battle trucks and numerous fusion vans waiting to attack.’

Rebus looked back and screamed out loud, looking across to the attractive woman on the other side of the car. ‘I told Skink to wait for my signal. This will ruin everything. It was supposed to be a surprise celebration.’

Gibbs walked forward and removed his mask. ‘Let Maddy walk, and I’ll let you have your drug addict boyfriend,’ Gibbs said.

‘He speaks,’ Rebus said. ‘Look, everyone. The Hooded Man speaks. I’m so glad to make your acquaintance. Your reputation precedes you.’

‘I, on the other hand, have never heard of you or the Rockstars.’

‘It’s Roadsters, you idiot.’ Rebus shifted from side to side and pushed Maddy forward, placing the blade on her shoulder. ‘Now let Luka come to me, or I’ll send you back her head like a bowling ball.’

Gibbs studied the man ahead of him who’d started to twitch and fidget. ‘Smithy, untie this smelly ball of crap, and let him go.’

Smithy pulled a knife from his belt and cut the ropes behind Luka’s back, dragging the blade across one of his palms. He groaned and grabbed his hands, rubbing his wrists.

Gibbs shoved Luka in the small of his back with the Glock. ‘See you real soon, pooh pants.’

‘You sure now is the time to taunt them?’ Smithy said under his breath.

Gibbs leaned over and whispered, ‘Everyone’s in place.’


Chapter 12

University Medical Centre, Knoxville, Tennessee, USA – 2043

Pain shot through the man’s knee as he swivelled from his seat on the floor to place the box of 8.59mm rounds within reach. The cold stone floor was already causing his back to ache, but the pain was needed to keep him focused. He stared through the window frame, checking the tattered piece of cloth that hung from the makeshift flagpole. It was the ideal weathervane for showing wind strength and direction. The sun was behind him, making the task easier.

Warren Smith had one simple task. Make a single four-hundred-metre shot that would shatter his target’s head if he got the signal.

‘Deep breaths, young man,’ the older man said from his position seated on the top step that led down to the sixth floor of the hospital. He’d helped to carry Warren and his kit up the four flights of stairs and would remain there until after the deed was done.

‘Thanks, mate. This is not my first time at the rodeo.’

The old man nodded and rested his arm on the top step as he lifted his binoculars. Peering through a large hole in the brickwork, he scanned the scene. ‘Want a drink?’ he asked.

‘Sure. Is it anything decent?’

‘No, but it’ll numb the pain in that knee,’ he said, reaching for a dirty glass bottle from his trouser side pocket. ‘Take a small sip to numb the old taste buds then have a longer drink.’

Warren winced as the milky liquid travelled down his throat. The warmth was instantaneous, and he forgot about his knee. ‘Bloody heck.’

‘You get used to it. Mrs Perez brews it in her old bathtub. That daughter of hers is sweet on you, by the way. Wants them swimmers of yours.’

Warren shook his head as he looked through the scope of the L115A3 Sniper rifle. His leg sent spikes of pain and cramps up his thigh. ‘I just can’t get comfortable.’

‘You’d better hurry up and get settled, son. Things are happening out there.’

Warren looked through the scope and saw the figures of Smithy and Gibbs dragging the prisoner with them. They stopped and looked up at the horizon. ‘Crap, it’s all going down. We took too long getting up here.’

‘You’re heavier than you look, son.’

Warren tipped the box of rounds onto the floor while releasing the five-round magazine box. He took a breath and started pressing two more rounds into the box, tapping it onto its side before slipping it in beneath the rifle with a click. He had backup ammo boxes if needed, but time would be against him. He placed the adjustable bipod legs onto a section of the exposed brick frame and looked through the scope.

‘Damn it. I’m too low.’

‘I can’t see anything up here that you can sit on.’

Warren breathed out. ‘Help me get my legs under me.’

‘Really?’

‘Don’t ask questions. Just help pick me up so I can move my feet. Then get that bathtub brew ready.’

The pain spiked again, and Warren groaned as he brought his feet under him. As the old man set him down again, he moaned, feeling faint. He sensed the bottle at his lips before he realised what was happening. Swallowing twice, he felt the homebrew do its job. His eyes widened as his throat burnt like hell before the jolt kicked in, causing him to squeeze his eyes shut again. That would have to do for the pain.

The sound of the round being chambered was loud on the rooftop but blown away on the gusting wind. Sandy ground whirled around beneath the crosshairs as he scanned for human shapes. Locking on to the side of the Hooded Man’s head, he noticed the direction Gibbs was gazing in and scanned left.

‘So that’s Rebus Maze,’ Warren said.

‘Don’t wait for a second chance. Take the bastard out before this gets out of hand.’

‘I have to wait for the signal.’

‘Why wait? You have the fucker locked in. Shoot him. Kill him now.’

‘Quiet,’ Warren said. ‘We have this under control.’

Warren looked at Rebus and Maddy like they were in a silent movie. The man pointed to Gibbs and then back again at Maddy. He slipped a long sword under her throat and shouted across to Gibbs. Warren scanned back to Gibbs who’d taken a step forward alongside Smithy. Warren felt his breath going shallower. He had one shot. The rechambering of another round only took a second or two, but that could be too long.

He tracked the limping prisoner, keeping the crosshairs on his head as he walked towards Rebus. Movement in the left of his scope view made him pan to Rebus, who had been joined by a tall, good-looking woman. Rebus looked back at her and then back to Gibbs. He smiled at the Hooded Man and said something. Warren scanned back to Luka, who had reached Rebus’s position. Words were exchanged. A long breath from Warren and he squeezed the trigger.

Nothing. He squeezed again. Still nothing.

Warren reached forward with his thumb and flicked the safety catch. He searched for Luka, but Rebus came into view, his arm jerking to the right as he sliced Maddy’s throat in a single movement. If she screamed, Warren couldn’t hear above the roar. The feathers in Rebus’s hair moved slightly as the bullet passed and slammed into the van door behind him. The recoil lost him a second as he reloaded another round, slamming the bolt home. Scanning left by a metre, he locked on to the startled Luka. His head erupted from the heavy bullet, and he slumped forward into the tall woman’s arms. Blood sprayed back onto Rebus, who screamed and jumped back into the driver’s seat.

Warren reloaded and let another bullet go, the crosshairs placed over Rebus’s head as he attempted to start the van. The side-window cracked like a spider’s web, the bulletproof glass doing its job. Reloading, he scanned left and caught a glimpse of the woman disappearing around the back of the van, dragging the body. Warren scanned back for the petrol tank, but it was on the other side of the van. He fired another shot at Rebus, but the second bullet failed to get through as the van started to reverse.

Warren reloaded and scanned upwards to the man who was on the machine gun, but he was slumped over the front windscreen. A bullet from Smithy or Gibbs, no doubt.

The van stopped, and a gun barrel with an attached grenade launcher was pushed through the sunroof. A puff of smoke and two seconds later the roar reached them on the roof. Scanning back, he picked up Gibbs and Smith, lying flat on their bellies, smoke billowing from the metal front gate of the enclave.

Anger filled Warren as he lined up a shot on the retreating van, firing at the back left-hand side of the vehicle. It might get through to the fuel tank. He reloaded, but the magazine box was empty. His heart sank as he looked down at the safety. Nausea filled him.

• • •

The explosion sent a wave of air over their heads. Gibbs lay flat on his stomach and opened his mouth to alleviate the pressure of the blast wave. His ears hummed, and he squeezed his eyes shut to focus. Opening them briefly, he looked across to Smithy who’d done the same. Time slowed as the dust wave bellowed across them. Gibbs shook his head.

‘Maddy,’ he shouted, pushing himself to his feet. He covered the ground to the little girl in two seconds. His military training kicked in, and he fired repeatedly. Round after round slammed into the back door of the retreating van. One of the back windows cracked, but it was bulletproof. The bolt of the pistol eventually locked back. Empty.

Gibbs screamed and threw the Glock to the side. Placing his hand on the bleeding wound on Maddy’s throat, he looked into her eyes. Wide with panic and fear, she tried to speak, but no words came out. She stared into his eyes as her hand reached up and grabbed his arms, small fingers clasping at the leather of his jacket. He couldn’t breathe. Gibbs looked across at Smithy, who’d also emptied his weapon into the van and was reloading while he walked towards the main gate of the enclave. He shouted something, but it was lost in the wind of chaos.

Gibbs looked back to Maddy, and the fear was gone. Her eyes were fixed, the sparkle she’d always had, dimmed. He threw his head back and roared an unholy sound from all the tormented demons within him. As he scooped her body up in his arms, she felt like as light as a fallen autumn leaf. They would pay for this.

He started for the gate as it began to grate open. His legs treading in slow motion, the ground feeling like wet concrete. A fizzing sound meant trouble, and he crouched as he ran. The twenty-millimetre round slammed into the upright container to the left of the main gate. The explosion shuddered the wall. High explosive rounds.

Gibbs looked down at Maddy, her eyes a blank stare. A tear rolled down his cheek and dropped onto the leather jacket. He swallowed a whimper. The killing needed to end, but first, the maniac had to be destroyed. Another explosion jolted his body, and he felt a tough grip on his arm.

‘Move it, old man. They’re coming at speed,’ Smithy shouted over another explosion. ‘Let’s get her inside.’

‘It’s too late. She’s gone. What will I tell Stuart?’

‘Get your bloody arse into the gate,’ Smithy said, pulling him along.

He felt old and tired, his feet heavy in the dust. They stepped into the safety of the enclave and heard the gatekeeper giving the order to close the gate. Gibbs fell to his knees. Someone slid in next to him on their knees. One of the medics from the enclave. She pulled Maddy from his arms, but he wouldn’t let go. Not again.

‘Let her go, I can help her,’ the woman said, and she pulled Maddy out of his arms before getting up and running off.

Gibbs knelt in the dust, emptiness washing through him. ‘We have to stop all this senseless killing, Smithy. It has to end. Christina, Killey, Shredder, Tom, all taken from us because of a lust for revenge.’

Smithy grabbed him under his arms. ‘Come on, mate. Let’s get you to the warlord’s office. We can talk there.’

‘We have to end it all.’

‘Sure we do, but first we need to get you away from prying eyes, and get a stiff drink into you.’

• • •

Tears blurred his vision as Rebus squinted through the dirty windshield. The van snaked on the dirt path as he tried to wipe his eyes with his forearms.

‘I’m going to rip the skin from his wriggling body,’ Rebus said, slamming the steering wheel with his hand. ‘He double-crossed us and hurt my lovely boy. Luka, talk to me, my love. Stay with us.’

Enyo leaned forward and placed her hand on Rebus’s shoulder, but there was no reaction there. ‘Watch the road, lover. If we all die, the Hooded Man wins.’

Rebus squeezed the steering wheel as they slid sideways again on the dusty road. He looked in the rearview mirror. The other van was still in front of the enclave. Doors open with bodies lying on the ground.

‘Luka. Hang in there. Doc is with the battle truck over this hill.’

Enyo climbed from the back into the passenger seat, jolting sideways as they hit a small gulley in the road.

‘What are you doing, bitch? Get back and stop the bleeding.’

‘Focus on the road, or we die here.’

‘Help Luka, or you’ll never walk again.’ Rebus felt faint. He could smell the Reaper was near. He always knew when death was coming for those he loved. Tears ran down his cheeks. ‘I should have come sooner. It’s like Grace all over again.’

‘Who is Grace, my love?’ she said.

‘I told you about Grace. My sister.’

‘I can’t remember, Rebus. Remind me.’

‘I’ve told you before.’

‘Sorry, I can’t remember, love. Tell me. I want to know.’

Rebus dodged a large boulder in the road. ‘After I ran away from home, I went back for her, but it was too late. The Reaper had whispered in her sweet ear, and she’d slit her wrists. All because I ran away and left her with my rapist of a father.’

‘But you did go back.’

‘It was too late, or weren’t you fucking listening?’

‘Watch the road, Rebus. Get us back to the rest of the men so we can plan our revenge.’

He felt his anger focusing. Luka would recover while they plotted to kill everyone in the enclave. ‘Yes. I am good at planning. I planned for an entire week to kill my father, as I will plan to slaughter the Hooded Man and his followers.’

‘What did you do to your father?’

Rebus focused on a small spot on the horizon. ‘After Grace killed herself, I had to stay for the baby. The snivelling little runt squealed and screamed non-stop. My father wanted to kill him, but I wouldn’t let him. It was the only thing of hers we had left, so I hid Skink down the road with another woman who took pity on us. My father didn’t want another brat.’

‘My God. Skink is your brother?’

‘Nephew, half-brother. I don’t know. No one knows about this, not even Skink. Tell anyone, and I’ll skin you alive.’

She placed her hand on his arm. ‘I’ll take that secret to my grave, my love. We’re in this together. What happened to your father then?’

‘I planned it for a week. I laced his drink with drugs then strapped him into a chair. I disembowelled him while he was still alive and strangled him with his own intestines. It was a beautiful revenge. I wiped his blood all over me and buried Grace in the backyard. No one will hurt me like that again. No one.’

When he slammed on the brakes, the van shuddered to a halt on the corrugated dust road. Looking back, he screamed when he saw his boyfriend lying against the door, the top of his head ripped open, his eyes fixed in a dead stare of shock.

‘I want them all dead.’

‘We’ll get every one of them,’ Enyo said.

‘I will take my time with the Hooded Man. Like my father, he will pay for going up against me. Today he will die.’

Enyo patted his shoulder again. Rebus looked across to her.

‘Rebus, you cannot focus on the Hooded Man right now. He has a strong following and will rally them against you now that you’ve killed one of theirs. Let’s head back to the truck and bury Luka before we do anything rash.’

Rebus felt the tear in his heart. She was one of them. Skink was right. She would betray him. He reached to his hip and pulled the Sig 226. He aimed it at her head.

‘You will not stop me from my destiny. I am Rebus Maze, and I say what happens. I make the decisions. You are nothing but a filthy whore that I own. A sex doll for me to play with. Don’t ever tell me what to do again. The Hooded Man dies today.’

Enyo’s eyes glowed, her jaw clenched as she leant forward and placed her forehead against the barrel of the Sig. ‘I’m your muse and confidant. I’m here to keep you alive and protect you from yourself. Make your choice. Kill me now, and you’ll have lost the only two people who never wanted anything from you, all in one day.’

Rebus took a breath. He blinked a few times then looked forward as one of his generals approached in a van, stopping next to his window. Rebus placed the Sig on his lap and waited for a second. Anger flared through him. Spinning left, he pistol-whipped Enyo with such force that she slunk down in the seat, out cold. He wiped the sweat and tears from his eyes with his naked forearm then lowered the side window.

‘Glad to see you’re okay, sir.’

‘Attack that enclave and kill them all. Every last one. Bring me the body of the Hooded Man, if you have too. I can still get the bounty on his skinned body. Twenty grams of cocaine to the team who brings me the blood-soaked jacket of the hooded bastard. A kilogram for the team that brings him to me alive.’

‘You not coming with us?’

‘No, I must bury Luka.’


Chapter 13

University Medical Centre, Knoxville, Tennessee, USA – 2043

The metal wall shuddered then clanged like a thousand church bells. Above the main gate, the men who stood guard were jarred to their bones with most dropping to their stomachs. Gibbs went down on one knee, lowering the SA80, with its attached grenade launcher, to the ground in front of him. The enclave residents had built saw-tooth-like crenulations that they could shoot between, or duck behind if they were taking on fire.

A yellow and black fireball lifted up the side of the enclave wall and rolled up into the air, dissipating with a blackened roar. Gibbs pushed his SA80 through the gap between the makeshift merlon, tracking a small group of men hiding behind a slowly moving fusion van. They had set the stricken van on fire and were trying to park it up against the metal gate. A squeeze of the trigger sounded the pop of the grenade as he sent it on its way, exploding against the side of the van and killing four of the soldiers on foot. Gibbs slid the launcher barrel to the side to expel the spent shell. Sliding another grenade in, he scanned the attackers for Rebus’s vehicle. It was nowhere to be seen.

‘Incoming,’ Smithy shouted from his left.

Another explosion rocked the wall. Gibbs fired again at the van to neutralise the rest of the men. The revving of a battle truck to his left caught his ear as the large machine began turning parallel to the wall. Small ports in the side of the reinforced truck fell open, and barrels were pushed through, yellow flames spitting out as they fired tracer rounds.

‘Smithy, sort that truck out,’ Gibbs said.

A Roadster appeared through the roof-hatch with a long-barrelled flamethrower. Gibbs raised his weapon, but the man fell forward as one of Smithy’s men took care of him. Smithy fired a short burst of rounds into the canisters on the man’s back, causing fuel to leak into the truck. A distant pop of another grenade launcher saw the man eviscerated, then the fuel caught on fire and spread to the interior. The rear hatch flew open and screaming Roadsters spilt out, pushing and pulling at each other to flee the flames. Easy pickings for even the enclave’s amateur snipers.

Gibbs changed the magazine in the SA80 and continued firing at the men hiding behind the parked vehicles that littered the narrow approach to the main gate. Black smoke from the burning vehicles obscured their view a little as a warm wind came in from the left. Looking to his right, he could just about make out his son, white hair flicking in the wind, his body rocking back as he fired repeatedly. Too fast to be effective. Gibbs took a few steps to his right and placed a hand on Stuart’s shoulder.

‘Slow down, Stuart. Make every round count.’

‘But, Dad, there are so many of them, and they’re all coming at us.’

‘Slow your breath and pick one target. Track him if he runs between vehicles or puts too much of his body above the van. Aim for the neck, arms or leg areas. Most don’t have body armour there.’

Stuart adjusted his aim.

‘Do you have one in your sights?’ Gibbs asked as another grenade exploded high up on the perimeter wall.

‘Yes.’

Gibbs placed his hand on the boy’s back and felt his breathing slow, and then stop. The shot rang out, and Gibbs saw a man fall to the side of a van. Stuart looked back with a smile on his face, his eyes wide.

‘I got him, Dad.’ Gibbs smiled and pulled Stuart backwards by his body webbing. ‘What are you doing? I can get more.’

‘You there, take the young man’s place,’ Gibbs shouted to one of the men stationed at the back of the perimeter wall, waiting to step forward if someone got wounded.

Gibbs and Stuart knelt at the back of the wall-walk, a narrow area constructed with wood and scaffolding that allowed people to walk the entire length of the wall without being visible to the attackers. Toby hopped over to them on his three legs. Stuart had nursed the dog back to health after he was shot, so he was the dog’s real owner. He stopped next to Gibbs and licked Stuart’s face. Gibbs pushed the dog away, and he rolled onto his back, waiting for the belly tickle.

‘Let me get a few more.’

‘This is not a hunt for sport, Stuart. You’ve taken your first life, and I want you to stand back and think about it for a little.’

‘Think about what? They’re attacking us.’

‘You understand that you only kill those who are out to hurt your family and friends. You also need to remember the man you have just killed might have a wife and child waiting for him back home. You may have deprived them of a father.’

Stuart opened his mouth and then looked back at the gap in the wall.

Smithy approached them in a crouched run. ‘Everything okay here, boss?’

‘Did Mom ever kill anyone when you fought together? She was the leader of the resistance after all.’

‘She killed plenty,’ Smithy said. ‘Gibbs, they’re pulling back all but two of the battle trucks. You think we should keep at it?’

‘Make sure they all retreat,’ Gibbs said.

‘Do you think that Mom would be proud of me?’

‘Your mother despised killing and wouldn’t be proud of anyone who took a life and enjoyed it. She would be prouder of you if you never killed anyone at all,’ Gibbs said.

‘But we’re at war, so it’s expected of us, isn’t it,’ Stuart said.

Gibbs looked up at Smithy who was smiling. He patted Stuart on the shoulder.

‘And what about Maddy? The gang lord will have to pay for killing her. It was cold-blooded murder. We did everything he’d asked and did the swap. He should be punished for breaking his word.’

Gibbs felt nauseous when he remembered that Stuart had witnessed Maddy’s death. ‘Rebus will get what is coming to him, but we may not be the ones to seek out revenge on him. Someone else will get him. We might not be the one to dispense justice at this time.’

‘So there’s no revenge for Maddy?’

‘Revenge has killed many people in worse ways than Maddy died,’ Gibbs said.

Stuart glared at him then stood up and walked towards a ladder that led down inside the enclave.

‘That was a bit harsh, mate,’ Smithy said. ‘You seriously suggesting that we’re not going to avenge Maddy? She was his first crush and a heck of a good kid. You know she saw us as her family?’

‘Of course, we’re going to kill the fucker for Maddy. I just wanted to bring the lad down off the killing high as fast as possible. You and I went through months of military training preparing us to take lives. He has not been trained, so I want to shield him from it as much as possible,’ Gibbs said, picturing the ashen body of the girl he’d let down.

‘Have you looked over that wall recently? You can’t shield him from that. He’s a young man and has had to grow up faster than either of us ever did.’

‘I know we both had tough childhoods, but I want him to get used to it at a pace that we can control.’

Smithy shook his head and looked back over the wall. ‘They’ve retreated, and it looks like they are going to regroup. Go and fetch him. We need every man here.’

‘I’ll make the final decision about my son, thanks, Uncle Smithy.’

‘That’s right and don’t forget it. You need to focus on our boy and get your head in the game. Did you even notice he was calling you Dad back there and not Gibbs?’

Gibbs felt his heart jump as he scanned the group of men nearby.


Chapter 14

Outskirts of Maryville, Tennessee, USA – 2043

‘You’re playing a treacherous game, lady,’ Enyo said, looking back at the painted, athletic figure in the long mirror. The broad white line that went from her forehead, down her face, around her chin and between her breasts was fading, and she pulled up a chair to apply more white paint. Rebus’s voice could be heard lecturing his staff, his high-pitched voice filtering through the screen-covered windows. Adjusting the feathers in her hair with black fingerless leather gloves, she picked up her thick wooden staff and bounced it on her hands. The weighted balance told her the hidden knife was still there. It had accounted for three scrotum sacks in its time. Men who thought they could take what they wanted.

Stepping into the sweltering heat, she adjusted the machete scabbard that was strapped to her back. ‘Rebus, dear. Why have you brought us out here into this particular dust bowl? It plays havoc with our skin.’

Rebus was sitting on a wooden chair with twin teenage boys waving large sheets of perspex to cool him down. He was shirtless and barefoot, his feet resting on two male prisoners who were lying on top of one another in front of him.

‘Come here, my fuckbunny. Enjoy a little pampering while we wait,’ he said, as he kicked out at the two men beneath his feet. ‘Get some sheets and fan my dear Enyo.’

Enyo smiled at him then looked across the dry river bed below them. A dust devil gusted along the flat white sand, drawing closer to three men digging a waterhole. As she sat down on the small stool near Rebus, the prisoners moved in behind her and started fanning. She waved them away, and Rebus smiled and lifted his feet for them to resume the position as a footrest.

‘Do you think they’ll find water here?’

Rebus looked back at the men. ‘Many of these riverbeds have underground reservoirs beneath the bone-dry surface. I’m told that some even have running rivers below the surface. We keep digging as we go. The odd one yields good water, and we’re getting low on drinking water in the mobile tanks.’

A dry cough to their right announced the arrival of Skink who’d walked up the small path to their position. ‘That’s a bit of climb, Rebus. Why did you park all the way up here?’

‘So I can check up on what you idiots are doing. Things haven’t been going well for us, now have they?’ he said, shifting positions as he turned towards the little man. ‘If you did fewer weights on your upper body and worked on your legs more, you could easily walk up a bloody hill.’

‘It’s just the men were wondering what you’re doing up here.’

‘All great warrior leaders know about the advantage of getting high up in battle. What do you want?’

‘Two generals are waiting to show you something. They won’t tell me what.’

‘Let me guess. You tried to beat it out of them?’

Skink fidgeted and shifted his stance, looking down to the ground. Enyo’s grip tightened on the staff. She bit her lip as a strange emotion came over her for the little man. Had knowing about his personal strife softened her view of him? ‘I can see the men being brought up the hill behind you. They seem to be bleeding. Did you do that, Skink?’

‘So what if I did, bitch? They failed to do what Rebus asked,’ Skink said, staring at her. She glared back and felt the anger starting to rise.

‘The generals have failed you, Rebus. The Hooded Man still lives.’

‘Let me be the judge of what they’ve failed to do.’

‘I got them to clean themselves up first,’ he said.

‘You’re doing a good job, Skink.’

Skink grinned from ear to ear, nodding as he pulled at his trouser pockets. Enyo frowned and felt jealousy replacing the sympathy. Skink caught her scowling at him, and he laughed, flashing his middle finger at her.

Enyo jumped to her feet and slapped one of his ankles with her staff, bringing it upwards as she hooked his foot and sent him forward in a faceplant. She jumped back, her knees bent to lower her centre of gravity.

‘You dirty bitch,’ Skink screamed and pushed himself up into a squat. Enyo kicked out, landing a forceful blow on his chest. He rolled back over his head. ‘Arrrgh, I’m going to kill you.’

The staff struck him across the jaw, sending the overbalanced man onto his side. Jumping forward, Enyo jammed the thick end into his throat. Bulging eyes looked back up at her. She felt the little lizard clawing at her foot and the staff. She had to assert control over him. He was Rebus’s brother but needed to know his place.

‘Leave him, Enyo,’ Rebus said. ‘Must you two constantly be at one another’s throats?’

She felt her anger cool. Rising to her feet, she walked backwards away from the little reptile. It was unwise to turn your back on this creature. ‘Sorry, lover. I cannot stand him sometimes.’

‘While I understand that you must both fight for my attention and the right to be my number two, you have to be more tolerant of one another. In light of the secret I told you in my moment of weakness, I want you to stop being so hard on him.’

She bowed, trying to quell the anger inside.

‘Let my generals through, Skink.’

Two tall men dressed in dark combat pants, black boots and 38 street Roadster biker jackets walked forward, eyes swollen and blood dripping from noses and split lips. Their eyes flicked from the ground up to Rebus and then across to her. Enyo had slept with one of them a long while back. He cried after they had sex and told her that he loved her. No wonder these men could be dominated by her.

‘Well, gentlemen. What news do you have for me?’ Rebus said.

The men looked at one another. A nod of the head from one forced the other to take a step forward. ‘I have a recording one of the scout outriders filmed while he was checking on a competitor drug run.’

Rebus nodded to Enyo. She walked to the man she’d slept with and grabbed the large-screened phone. Walking back to Rebus, she gave it to him and kissed him on the lips. They all needed to be reminded of the hierarchy of things. Looking up, she saw movement in the riverbed.

‘Rebus, those men are waving up at us.’

‘Skink? What signal are they giving? Have they found drinking water, or is it water for the fusion reactors?’

Skink walked past them in a wide arc and looked down the bank. ‘Fusion water.’

‘Okay, then. Get the tanks and pumps out there. We’ll have to stay here a little longer,’ Rebus said. ‘Now what’s on this recording that I must see?’

Enyo stood next to Rebus and watched the recording of NAG trucks and vans driving past. The convoys were being led by a van driven by a muscular African American man, with a shaved head. Rebus looked up at her and then at the generals.

‘Are these genuine NAG soldiers?’

‘We believe so, sir,’ the general said. ‘One of our ex-NAG men recognised the captain leading them. I believe the black man you see on there is the Bounty Hunter.’

‘No,’ Rebus shouted, looking at the phone. ‘That means they know where the Hooded Man is.’

Enyo looked at the screen again. ‘Yes, he is the Bounty Hunter they all talk about.’

Skink walked over. ‘How the hell would you know?’

Enyo bit her lip for a few seconds, tapping her finger on her staff.

‘That’s the van he drives. The buffalo skull on the front is a bit of a giveaway. Anyone who has their ear to the ground will know that it’s him.’

‘Someone could have stolen it,’ Skink said. ‘But, you seem to know a lot about this man. Maybe you’re a NAG spy.’

A red mist swamped Enyo. The worm in front of her was always watching her, lusting after her and trying to come between her and Rebus. Before she could help herself, she fired a fist at his face and heard the crack of cartilage.

‘You bitch. You’ve broken my nose.’

‘Enough of this shit,’ Rebus said. ‘Skink, get down to the river bed and pump that bloody water.’

‘But, Rebus, she could be a spy. How does she recognise the Bounty Hunter?’

‘I won’t hold her back next time, nephew. Move it.’

Enyo watched Skink walk away.

• • •

Rebus gripped the rope handle of the old Indian tomahawk axe leaning up against the side of his chair. Anger coursed through his body, and he felt the bile rising in his throat. Why was all of this happening to him? What had he done to deserve it? Their plans were crumbling around them. Luka was dead. The Bison’s spies within the camp would be reporting everything back to their leaders. Watching Skink run off down the hill, he looked across at the generals. They would pay, but not yet. He needed his senior men for a while longer.

‘Enyo, dear. What are your thoughts about these NAG bastards chasing after the Hooded Man?’ Rebus said, laying the axe on his lap.

Her eyes flicked to the long black blade he’d just had sharpened. A twitch of fear as she glanced at it then back to him. Good, she needed to be kept in her place.

‘They seem to be headed to the same enclave we’re attacking, so perhaps the warlord has made contact with them.’

‘Should we attack them and take all their vehicles?’ Rebus said.

‘We’ve lost a few vehicles today to the Hooded Man, and the enclave warlord, so attacking a large NAG patrol will only increase our losses. I would advise against it.’

‘I thought that would be your answer,’ he said and lifted the axe, resting it against his cheek. The smell of metal from the sharpening stone flooded his nose.

‘What you’re saying is that the Hooded Man has won this battle.’

‘For the time being, yes.’

‘No,’ he said, swinging the axe as he sat upright, his legs pulling off the prisoners in front of him. The axe wedged into the top man’s neck as he groaned and went limp. Getting to his feet, Rebus pulled the axe loose and started smashing it into the dead man’s back. The prisoner below screamed as blood filtered down onto his face. Rebus stomped on the man’s head, again and again, the sickening crunching sound drowning out the scream.

Standing back, he looked at the carnage. ‘Issue the order to retreat, generals. We have to move back north for a few days. We cannot engage in a battle with them. It will endanger our drugs routes and weaken us.’

The men nodded and turned to run down the hill. Yes, he would kill them soon for their failures. A warm hand on his shoulder sent sparks up his neck. Enyo had walked up behind him and was wiping the blood droplets from his bare neck and shoulders. He spun around and pulled her towards him, grasping her firm backside.

‘I am so fucking horny now. Let’s get naked right here.’

She smiled. As she pushed him back, he tripped over the prisoner’s bloody arm and fell into the chair.

‘Oh, you want to play it like that do you?’ he said, trying to grab her arm, which she swatted away, her raised knee landing on his groin as she launched herself forward. He groaned with pain.

‘Now is not the time for shagging, Rebus,’ she said. ‘Stop being such a needy teenager. You must cremate Luka first so we can bring his ashes with us.’

‘We can do that later,’ he said and moaned as she slapped him across the jaw.

‘You’re not thinking straight,’ she said, lifting a little silver charm hanging from the end of the staff. She twisted the top off and brought out a small spoonful of cocaine. When she pressed it under his nostril, he smiled and took the hit.

Snorting loudly, he threw his head back. ‘I’m worried that I’ll look weak now that we’ve had to pull back. What will the Bisons think?’

‘Who cares what they think? Who are they to judge you or your strategy?’

‘But we meet with them in four days.’

‘And you’ll tell them that the NAG forced your hand. They’ve given way to the NAG on many occasions because it’s unwise to fight battles on two fronts.’

‘That may be true, but we should be doing things better than them.’

‘You can change your mind right now and attack the enclave again.’

‘But you told me not to.’

‘I gave you my opinion, lover. I’m not the 38s leader, you are. Go with your gut.’

‘I think we should keep up the attack until we make them pay for Luka. This NAG group might only ruin our revenge when they get here.’

‘Then do it. The Bounty Hunter is two days away by the scouts’ reckoning, so we have to get it done by then.’

‘It’s a gamble, Enyo.’

‘Yes, it is, but these types of tough decisions are what make great leaders. We could get the warlord and his militia to hand over the Hooded Man if you promise to leave them alone. Offer them your protection from other gangs too.’

His hands slipped up to her breasts, and he tried to slide them under the tight binding that she had across her chest. ‘Snap out of it,’ she said, placing her hand on his forehead and pressing his head back against the headrest area of the chair. He moaned as she pushed herself off him.

‘You’re such a tease.’

‘But I’m right, and you know it.’

Rebus nodded and stood up, pulling the axe out from the top corpse. He turned to the two teenage boys. ‘Put all the things in my truck and get it moved down the road.’

‘The bodies too?’ one of the boys asked.

‘No, my little lamb. Leave those here,’ he said, grabbing Enyo by the hand. ‘Coyotes have to eat too.’

Walking down the old tarred road, they could see a 38 roadster member waiting for them alongside a thin man who was dressed in combat clothes.

‘What is it?’ Rebus said.

The thin man was pushed forward. ‘Sir, I was sent to tell you that we are losing ground in the Knoxville hamlet. The Hooded Man has driven us back with help from the warlord’s troops who have joined him in leaving the enclave. They have destroyed another battle truck.’

Rebus’s head swirled with the cocaine buzz. He turned to Enyo. ‘Deal with this please.’

She reached back for the machete and swung it down onto the man’s head. As she yanked it out, the man fell forward, and she swung it down onto the back of his neck. His legs twitched as she stepped over him. ‘Let’s go and give sweet Luka a good sendoff.’


Chapter 15

University Medical Centre, Knoxville, Tennessee, USA – 2043

The thin blue ribbon weighed heavily in his hand. A ribbon that once encircled blonde hair so fragrant he could almost smell it. A life snuffed out by the changed world he lived in. How was he going to keep everyone around him safe?

‘Gibbs. Are you with us? It looks like they’re bugging out,’ Smithy said as he let another volley of rounds into the side of the nearest battle truck. The metallic clanging sounds were drowned out by a new sound. A loud siren emanated from a truck near the back of the carnage. It had been parked on the horizon waiting as wave after wave of fusion vans attacked. It finally drove down with its larger 20mm gun once the circling vans had failed to breach any defences. A second booming siren came from the speaker on the roof of the cab.

To a man, the attackers started to move backwards, gang members running to reversing vans and trucks. Those who were too slow died where they stood under renewed fire from the enclave wall.

‘Hold your fire, everyone,’ Gibbs shouted and stood up, his SA80 trained upon the attackers. ‘Watch them carefully. They may rally and attack again.’

A cheer broke out to Gibbs’s left. Random shots were fired in the air as it dawned on the men on the wall what was happening before them. ‘Don’t waste your ammunition, people,’ Smithy said, joining Gibbs as he walked along the wall and climbed down the closest metal ladder.

Older men and women who sat in groups, loading rounds into box magazines, looked up and smiled at Gibbs as he approached. Behind them were three captured 38 Roadsters from a group who’d managed to get a ladder up against the wall and jump in. Their plan ended badly as most were neutralised by the reserve men from inside the wall-walk. They were now being beaten and kicked.

‘Want me to stop them?’ Smithy said.

‘They need to take their anger out on something. If the warlord is happy with them meting out justice in this way, then I have no qualms about it.’

‘Wow. How things have changed.’

‘Why?’

‘You used to be the prisoners’ champion back in our SAS days. You never let anyone touch a prisoner unless it was part of an official interrogation process.’

‘These are 38s who’ve been murdering and raping across this region.’

‘How is that different from the Islamists we used to hunt and capture?’

‘These idiots happily parade themselves out in the open. If we can decimate their numbers faster than they can recruit new ones, we’ll wipe Rebus and them off the face of the Earth. Imagine all the slaves and people we could save.’

‘All you’ve been doing is whine about all the people who latch on to us and follow us around after we rescue them. Now you want to save more. You’ve become a weird man, Gibbs. As your oldest friend, I can tell you that your head is all over the place.’

Gibbs smirked and walked towards the canteen along a narrow footpath. His gaze focused on a patch where there were no paving bricks as dust blew across the path. He lifted the scarf over his nose and mouth. Looking up towards the wooden door of the canteen, he could feel the solitude within the yellow-walled building. He did need some time alone. A group of men and women started chanting ‘Hooded Man’ as he walked.

‘The destroyer of gangs,’ someone shouted.

‘Please don’t leave us,’ a woman’s voice rang out.

Gibbs and Smithy stopped as more and more of the enclave residents walked over. ‘Everyone. Can you get back to your posts, please? Keep doing what you’ve been doing. We have to regroup and see to the wounded. The battle may not be over yet.’

‘Hooded Man. Hooded Man.’ The crowd increased in volume and numbers until a tall man appeared on the steps outside the canteen door. He was dressed in combat pants and boots, his open brown jacket revealing two handguns tucked into the left-hand side of his belt. The left sleeve of the jacket was wedged into the pocket, not needed because the limb was gone. The man’s rugged face was unshaven, the grey stubble matching his grey hair.

‘Get back to your positions, everyone.’

The people slowly moved away just as Stuart ran up to Gibbs. ‘Dad, did you see the gang leader among the dead?’

Gibbs tapped the side of Stuart’s head lightly. ‘Errant words find the wrong ears, Stuart.’

‘Sorry, Gibbs.’

Looking to his left, Gibbs saw three male residents whispering to each other and nodding to Stuart. Gibbs turned towards them. ‘Head to your positions, people. Keep your eyes peeled on the horizon for the 38s or any NAG vehicles.’

Smithy walked up to him as the men sauntered back to the wall. ‘What makes you think we might see any NAG action?’

Gibbs grabbed Stuart’s shoulder. ‘Head up to the tower and find Warren. Help him pack up all our things. I think we have overstayed our welcome here.’

Stuart walked off, and Gibbs looked up at the warlord and then back to Smithy. ‘Someone spooked them. Something else stopped that attack. They weren’t making headway but could have continued for a lot longer. The speed at which they pulled out tells me that this is not simply a tactical withdrawal. Remember the last time we were fighting a gang, and they disappeared into the mountains? A few hours later, the NAG showed up.’

‘And you think that the warlord over there will hand us over?’

‘Yes, I do. And I’d do the same if I was in his shoes. Let’s gather our things and slowly get the stuff loaded into the truck. Make sure it’s topped up with water and whatever food you can scrounge.’

‘Scrounging for food is more your thing, Gibbs. All the women in that canteen love you, so I’ll let you say your long goodbyes.’

Gibbs smiled and faced the warlord. The man stared at him with dark eyes, then turned and walked into the canteen.


Chapter 16

Outskirts of Maryville, Tennessee, USA – 2043

The quiet of evening spread around the 38 Roadsters’ temporary encampment. Enyo walked between the rows of grubby army tents. The smell of burning wood and gas cookers mixed with the delicious aroma of sizzling meat wafted across her path. A gold hue from the horizon across the flooded river was being forced from view by the blackness of night. There would be no moon tonight. Dangerous for a woman to be walking around.

‘Hey, sexy,’ a voice echoed across to her. ‘Come and have a snort with us.’

To her right was the skeletal concrete structure of an old ransacked shop. The glass front had long since been removed, and all roofing materials had been recycled by Scavengers for their market stalls. A large fire in the middle of the floor flicked the warm air, red and orange glitter-like embers floating upward. Four men sat around it on old garden furniture swigging back bottles of home-brewed beer and moonshine. One laughed and reared back in his chair, tipping over backwards, setting off more laughter. A tall, well-built man stood up and walked to the edge of the shop. Bouncing down the three concrete stairs, he sauntered over to her. He limped a little, favouring his right leg, a dirty grey bandage wrapped tightly around his left thigh. Enyo turned to meet him and brought her staff across her body, placing both hands on the rope grips she’d fashioned. A small click with her left thumb released the hidden dagger. The man had a dark Mohican with beads and feathers woven into it. A damaged right eye was white from a cataract. He stopped and rubbed his unshaven chin.

‘Come have a snort and drink with us. We can all relax and maybe show you a good time.’

‘I’ve better things to do this evening than waste my time with you losers, captain,’ she said. ‘Now go back to your little boyfriends and play without me.’

He rolled his shoulders, stretching his neck and looked to a nearby tent. Three young soldiers had come out to see what was happening.

‘Hey, Mikey. Throw her over your shoulder and bring her back here,’ one of the men at the fire shouted.

‘Don’t do anything stupid this evening, captain,’ she said, shifting in her stance.

The man clenched his teeth and grabbed his crotch, thrusting his hips forward. ‘I’ve seen you strutting around here like you own the place. You need to watch your pretty back and mind that mouth of yours.’

‘Just what do you think you’ll do on that fucked up leg?’

‘Maybe, I’ll rape you then pass you around to my boys back there before we bury your body in the dust.’

Enyo let out a loud laugh. ‘Better ask Rebus if you can do that to me.’

‘I don’t have to take orders from that prick all the time.’

‘Yes, you do, you oversized truck-monkey. He’ll cut off your little sausage and make you eat it.’

‘You’re a long way from your tent,’ he said. The three men stood up and walked away from the fire to the edge of the shopfront.

Snorting in all the phlem he could, he spat at her. ‘I’m guessing you’ll die tonight.’

Enyo kicked out at his left thigh, stamping her heel into his hidden wound. The captain roared and leaned forward, trying to catch her retreating leg. Jamming the staff down on the ground in front of her, she pole-vaulted over him, twisting in the air so she could land on his back. Whipping the staff up under his throat, she snapped it back, hearing a crack. He gargled as his hands came up to grab the staff. Slipping the dagger out, she stabbed it repeatedly into his back, piercing the liver. He roared another gargled sound and flicked forward, throwing her over his head and onto her back. The wind pushed from her lungs, and a spasm speared up her spine. Turning around, she pushed up onto her one knee, seeing the other three men running forwards. Throwing her head back, she dodged one of his swinging fists and smiled as he reached around to pull the knife from his back. Pain etched onto his face as he pulled it out then dropped the dagger, reaching for a revolver that was tucked into a small holster on his belt.

‘Bitch,’ he rasped and raised the revolver.

His head exploded from a gunshot to her right, sending him to his knees then over backwards. Enyo rolled over and pushed up onto her knee again, and grabbing her staff from the ground, she looked down the barrel of a shotgun.

‘Are you okay, lover?’ Rebus said, standing over her in just his black leather trousers. He pointed the gun at the approaching men, his bare chest glistening from the blood that covered it. ‘Go back to your fireplace and drink up.’

The men nodded and walked back to the fire.

Rebus reached down and grabbed Enyo’s hand and pulled her up. She stood upright and smiled, just as he slapped her across the face. Her cheek stung as her head snapped to the side, her hands clenching down on the staff.

‘Stop killing my best fucking soldiers, will you,’ he said.

She held her burning cheek. ‘They were going to rape me. Most of your men keep threatening me like that.’

‘Has a single person done it?’

‘No, because I keep having to kill them.’

‘Ignore them, and they’ll leave you alone. If a single man touched you, I’d feed them to the coyotes.’

He looked at the three men standing next to the dwindling fire. Pointing the shotgun to the captain’s body, he fired a blast into the man’s groin. ‘You three. Hang his body in the tree near the food tent. That’ll be a message for all.’

Enyo smiled. Walking over to him, she stroked his face.

‘Now we are talking,’ Rebus said. ‘Go and take a shower, I don’t feel like a blood orgy this time. Bring three of the older ones from the harem, and use that nice lavender cream you make.’

She nodded and leant in to kiss him on the cheek.


Chapter 17

New European Government building, Hamburg, Germany – 2043

‘Stop smoking now, or I’ll throw you from the building.’ Andrei Kirilenko looked up at the thin Belgian political aide, with his gelled-back hair, grey suit with red bow tie and glistening forehead. He’d been running. ‘Did you hear me?’

Andrei looked past him, down the corridor with its white clinical walls on the one side, and the eight-foot-high glass wall on the other that allowed a view of the flooded city of Hamburg. A blue haze hung over the city from coal-fueled fires that were continually burning in households to combat the cold. Spiralling plumes from a fuel source that was once again being mined across New Europe filled the skyline. Mines that were long shut because of climate change warnings. Boats filled the once car-driven streets as Floodlanders scratched out a life for themselves. All emissions warnings were forgotten.

‘I assume you are waiting for more men,’ Andrei said.

‘No. Why?’

‘Are you personally going to throw me off the fourth floor or are you going to try to manhandle me all the way down to the lobby? Along with your lack of grammar, you’ll find that course of action will hurt you more than me.’

The man puffed his chest out and took a step backwards. ‘Are you threatening me?’ he said, looking around the minimalist corridor of the NEG building.

‘I am the warlord in Moscow, young man. I have a hundred suits like you who work for me. Each one thinks they know better than their leader. Now, run along and tell the chancellor that I’m here for my appointment.’

‘You don’t have an appointment. Your assistant called, and the meeting was declined. You have wasted your time here, warlord. Chancellor Rolin is not in the office today as it happens.’

‘Don’t bullshit me. I have many contacts in this building and know for a fact he’s in a meeting with the Warlord of London.’

He turned and looked at two women who were approaching in the corridor, also dressed in suits. Andrei looked them up and down. Russian women were better looking but so grey and unhappy compared to these girls. ‘Now, tell Marc I have an envelope that he might want to discuss.’

‘Let me have it, and I’ll ascertain whether it is worth me interrupting his day.’

‘Tell him that the contents of the envelope will result in his immediate arrest and incarceration. And if he goes down, I can always attest to the fact that you were involved in helping him commit these heinous crimes.’ The aide stuttered for a second then spun on his heels to walk away. ‘And please bring me an ashtray. I don’t want to drop ash on these expensive carpets,’ Andrei said and took a long drag on his cigarette. He only had three boxes of filterless, hand-rolled cigarettes left, and then he was finished. He had to make them last for the journey ahead.

Leaning back, he placed his head against the cold wall. He missed the Russian buildings. They were warm inside to counteract the freezing weather. These new NEG buildings were all glass, metal and leather. Fusion reactors regulated the heat in the workplace, but it was still a cold building.

He looked down the length of the corridor. There were leather couches placed at every ten metres.

‘Andrei?’ a voice said.

He turned back to see a blond man who’d walked out of a nearby meeting room. ‘Wolfgang. How are you, my old friend?’

‘As good as can be expected,’ the German said.

‘I’m sorry to hear about your wife and child.’

‘Thanks, my friend. The epidemic has placed a scar on everyone’s heart. We owe you and the team no end of gratitude.’

‘Not everyone here is so giving of thanks. I’m here to see Rolin about the Gibbs matter.’

‘He won’t back down. You know that? He despises what Gibbs has done. You both disobeyed and embarrassed him.’

‘I know, but I have another offer to make him.’

‘He’s under a lot of pressure nowadays, so I wouldn’t expect much help. Rumours are rife that he has to call elections soon.’

‘It’s about time. He’s been the head of this government since its creation ten years ago,’ Andrei said.

‘But he’s resisting as I’m sure you knew he would.’

‘Wolfgang,’ the approaching chancellor shouted.

‘Yes, chancellor?’

‘I’m sure that you have important government work to fulfil rather than talking to a warlord,’ Marc Rolin said as he stopped next to Andrei. He was dressed in a black suit with a white shirt and pink tie. His receding grey hair was combed over his head, and he ran his hand across it to flatten it.

Marc Rolin’s short, slim frame was struggling to catch his breath. Andrei smiled. ‘Thanks for the chat, Wolfgang. Let’s catch up this evening before I travel.’

Wolfgang frowned and then nodded. He extended his hand, which Andrei shook from his seated position.

‘What could you and Wolfgang possibly have to talk about?’

‘Hello, Marc,’ Andrei said.

‘I demand that you call me Chancellor in these halls. We’ve never been friends so don’t address me in that manner,’ Marc said. ‘What are you doing back in Hamburg? We had an agreement.’

‘You know the reason I’ve come. I’m sure your little spies in the Kremlin will have told you. Let’s not play dumb, Marc.’

‘I don’t deal in trivial gossip. I got a call from Michael Byrdich, and he’s angry that you’ve been inquiring into the whereabouts of Gibbs and have asked for the names of the men who are running operations to catch that traitor.’

‘How is the constipated Chancellor of America? Still losing men in the hunt for an innocent man?’

‘Like me, the Hamburg parliament believe him to be a traitor who will be charged when caught.’

‘I’ve also always believed Byrdich to be a traitor,’ Andrei said, taking another long draw. He blew the smoke towards the little man opposite him.

‘Always the idiotic games with you. You know it’s a non-smoking building, so you’ll be fined.’

‘Sure, Marc. Get your young aide to send the fine to Moscow,’ Andrei said, shifting in his seat. ‘Sit down, we have business to discuss.’

‘I’ll stay standing, thank you. And we don’t have anything to discuss. I did everything you asked. You were exonerated for helping Gibbs to kill Lord Butler, and for then obstructing justice during the follow-up investigation.’

‘You did all that to save your ever-expanding bureaucratic arse.’

The chancellor swallowed hard and walked away for a few metres before returning, clenching his fists.

‘I did all you asked, and you agreed to disappear from here to be the Warlord of Russia, with money, whores and all the whiskey you could drink. You promised, yet here you sit. Do you want me to change my mind and have the same charges as Gibbs brought on to you?’

Andrei grinned at him. ‘Do you want me to tell the world about your perverted hidden life?’

‘What do you want from me?’ Marc shifted in his stance and narrowed his eyes. His stare intensified as a redness coloured his cheeks.

‘I want to know about Gibbs. I don’t support your vendetta against him, but I thought that maybe I could help.’

‘Ha. You will stay out of it.’

‘How many men have you sent to capture him who now lie buried in shallow graves somewhere? He is the best soldier and leader I’ve ever seen.’

‘His resumé is irrelevant, and we will send as many men as it takes to kill him or drag him back here to face a court and be sent to hang.’

‘Incredible. Do that, and you’ll have more blood on your hands than Gibbs and I ever had. Let me help you get him.’

‘I’ll never let you back in the field. We will get him if it takes all the NAG troops Byrdich has got.’

‘It’s been nearly ten years, Marc. Ministers around here are starting to think that it’s time to let this vendetta go,’ Andrei said, leaning forward and resting his hands on his knees.

‘Never.’

‘As I sit here, it’s just dawned on me why you are doing it. You think that by getting Gibbs into custody, you can redeem yourself for all the pain you’ve inflicted. That you could wipe the ledger of your past life clean. Tell me where you think Gibbs is, and I’ll let you have the original proof I have of all your crimes.’

Marc swallowed hard and then shook his head. ‘You turn it over, and I’ll let you have information on Gibbs.’

‘You don’t have the leverage, Marc, because you don’t know where he is exactly.’

‘I have the best bounty hunter money can buy on his trail as we speak.’

‘Then let me go and help bring Gibbs in, he’ll listen to me. Then you can have the evidence.’

‘I will never trust you,’ Marc said and pulled the front of his suit jacket down. ‘We’re finished here, Kirilenko. Get on your plane and head back to Moscow, but I’ll give you this for free. Watch your back because you’ll never know when I’ll be coming for you.’

Andrei laughed as Marc walked away, watching him leave through white double doors before he started having a coughing fit, hacking up blood that splattered his hands. Wiping the blood on the seat, he got up and walked in the opposite direction.

• • •

The moonless night brought a frost to the tops of the cars parked along the narrow road. Andrei stepped out of the vehicle and pulled the scarf up over his mouth. The boot of the car slammed closed, and he turned to the soldier who was holding his luggage.

‘Thank you, sergeant,’ he said and took the heavy duffel bag. ‘Can you help me get through the main gates?’

‘I was told I only had to bring you this far, sir. Do you not have your pass?’

‘Wolfgang, I mean, Minister Famcke, grabbed my briefcase by accident this afternoon and cannot get it back to me at this stage. You can drive me over to his house, and we can wake him if you dare. You know the Minister of Defence, don’t you, always shouting and demoting people?’

‘I know who he is, sir.’

‘Here are my papers that allowed me in to see Chancellor Rolin this morning, please see that they are handed back tomorrow for me. Now, can you walk me through security, please? It is four in the morning so you won’t get into trouble. I’ll tell Wolfgang that he needs to give you a promotion and a raise for helping an old forgetful fool like me. I should have realised that he had my security pass and travel papers.’

The man looked over Andrei’s shoulder at the dimly lit main gates.

‘We can go and wake him if you want, then maybe he can also delay the flight for me. I have urgent business to get back to,’ Andrei said.

‘No, it’s okay, sir. I know the private on duty. He’ll let us through.’

‘Thanks so much, sergeant. Let me give you something for your troubles,’ Andrei said, reaching into his jacket.

The sergeant held up his hand. ‘If you can speak to Minister Famcke, that would be great. I have just become a father again.’

‘That’s wonderful news,’ Andrei said, giving the sergeant the duffel bag to put in the car.

They drove into the dim yellow glow from the solitary streetlight over the gate and were ushered through to a staging area after a quick chat and a salute. The large electric gate bumped across the road giving them access to the airfield. Driving along a narrow tarred road, the sergeant drove between two white hangars and over to an old long-range military Boeing.

He pulled up alongside the mechanised stairs. Andrei got out and walked towards the stairs, stopping below the plane’s long wing.

‘She’s a beautiful plane, sir.’

‘That she is, sergeant. It’s been ten years since I flew in something this big. With the fuel scarcity, it’s just not feasible.’

‘I’m told that oil wells have started to produce again. All military-controlled, of course.’

‘I am aware of that. It would be nice to have fusion planes someday.’

The sergeant carried the duffel bag up the stairs. ‘I’m sure the scientists will come up with that in good time. I would love to take my family on a plane to a nice warm place.’

Andrei shook his hand and walked into the large cigar tube space. Twenty leather plane seats were placed near the cockpit for passengers, while the rest of the interior was full of cargo cabinets. Luxuries, valuable antiques and other extravagances for politicians and wealthy people, no doubt. He sighed as he took his seat on the aisle and put his head back, closing his eyes for a few seconds. A few other people were dotted around, but he made no eye contact with anyone. He took a leather binder out of his bag and placed it inside his long black coat. America was a one-way trip.


Chapter 18

Five kilometres north of Knoxville, Tennessee, USA – 2043

Elijah Jones sat on the bonnet of one of the fusion vans. An unlit cigar wedged between his teeth always put him in a thinking mood. They were close to his quarry now. He sensed it and felt a lift with the anticipation. Now was the time to be patient. When your prey is about to set foot into the trap is when you have to be vigilant to what is happening around the animal. Anything can spook it. Stupid mistakes from stupid people could startle their target. Captain Alonso was standing on the edge of a small mound of soil, binoculars raised as he scoured the larger dust plains flanking the dry river below. Elijah stared across the dusty expanse, circling turkey vultures set against the blue sky catching his gaze.

‘There are four trucks and numerous vans leaving in a westerly direction.’

‘Something has spooked them,’ Elijah said.

‘Do you think?’ Captain Alonso said, walking down towards him followed by a well-built sergeant of Hispanic descent.

‘Our fight is not with them today,’ Elijah said. ‘The man we chase is not in that group anyway.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘I had a message from an informant who tells me that it’s just the resident gang in the area who are retreating.’

‘You have someone in the gang?’

‘I never said they were in that gang. You seem to forget that there is a warlord in that Knoxville enclave. Someone who has sworn to uphold all NAG Law. If he breaks the law, he knows he gets imprisoned or thrown before a firing squad,’ Elijah said, taking the cigar from his mouth and placing it in a small pouch on the upper body webbing he always wore.

‘I have contacts out there too, you know.’

‘Did your contact tell you that the Hooded Man is in the enclave?’ Elijah said.

‘What? We need to get hold of the warlord and tell him to make an immediate arrest.’

Elijah laughed. ‘You don’t spring the trap until you are sure that the prey you’re hunting cannot escape.’

‘The Bounty Hunter is an overly cautious man, Ramirez,’ Captain Alonso said to the sergeant next to him. ‘Too cautious for this mission.’

‘Are we going to wait them out, captain?’ the muscular man asked.

‘We await the Bounty Hunter’s orders with anticipation.’

‘Ramirez, is it?’ Elijah said.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘You never attack without knowing the man you are hunting inside out. What do you know about Kyle Gibbs, the soldier they call the Hooded Man?’

Captain Alonso took half a step forward, his finger pointing at the Bounty Hunter’s chest. ‘How do you know his name? Only I was given that classified information.’

‘I feel sorry for you because you still haven’t grasped that I was tasked with this mission by men far more powerful than the person you get your orders from. That’s why everyone here reports to me.’

They stared at each other for a second, shoulders squared, and fists clenched. Elijah loved waiting for other men to blink first.

‘Who is Kyle Gibbs?’ Ramirez asked.

‘He was a captain in the once feared, but now disbanded, Phoenix Guard. Before that he led a ruthless team of SAS soldiers.’

‘SAS?’

Captain Alonso’s face contorted into a smirk as he looked at his second-in-command. ‘They were extreme special forces men who could fight in any part of the world, in all terrains. How can you not know that? Were you asleep in your military history studies?’

The sergeant nodded. ‘Sounds like a tough fucker.’

‘Your sergeant is right about something for once, Alonso. We are tracking a soldier who’s made a living out of getting in and out of tough spots but not only that, he’s fuelled by personal tragedy which will have wounded him deeply. And we know that he has a team of men around him who are loyal to the point of death.’

‘You admire this criminal?’

‘I do. I admire the man more than you or any of your men. His actions have earned him my respect. He’s a fiercer adversary compared to the usual gang lords or drug addicts we hunt,’ Elijah said and walked to his van. Reaching in through the front window, he produced a satphone.

‘Now, where have you hidden that prisoner your men captured?’

Captain Alonso frowned. ‘What are you talking about? What prisoner?’

‘I know everything that happens here, captain. Bring the man to me.’

Captain Alonso stared at him for a second and then walked off to one of the trucks. As he nodded to two guards, they opened the door and climbed inside. They reappeared dragging a Scavenger, dressed in rags. A dirty, oversized jacket covered him and his ripped trousers, an old leather shoe on one foot had a hole in the front, while his other barefoot was black with dirt. They threw him from the truck, and he groaned as he landed on the ground. Captain Alonso dragged him up and pulled him toward Elijah.

‘You are sure about the information you gave me earlier?’ Elijah said to the man.

‘What? You’ve already spoken to this man?’ Captain Alonso said.

‘Wake up, man. I’m in charge here and was told about him at dawn this morning, the minute you brought him in. In fact, he is one of my informants, so we can release him now.’

‘But he may have more information that he’s hiding from you. You have to keep him longer so I can question him again.’

‘There you go telling me what to do again,’ Elijah said. ‘Now run along and get back on that phone that you’re always slinking off to use. I’m sure your boss would like to hear more stories of me ignoring your commands.’

Elijah grabbed the prisoner by the back of the neck and pulled him to the side. ‘I hope that the information you gave me is correct.’

‘Look at my bloody face. The Hooded Man and that goon he calls Smithy did this to me.’

‘Okay. Run along now, and I advise you to keep clear of Alonso back there.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Elijah took out a small black notebook from a side pocket and started to dial a number on his phone. He turned to see Alonso talking on his satphone to the side of the group of vans.

A voice came over Elijah’s phone. ‘This is not a good time.’

‘We’re on my timetable, warlord,’ Elijah said. ‘I determine what happens and when.’

‘I’m in a meeting at the moment.’

‘I don’t care. I represent the people you work for. You’re to use all methods possible to detain Kyle Gibbs a.k.a the Hooded Man.’

‘Just hold on a minute.’

Elijah heard muffled voices and then the sound of the warlord walking on what sounded like a gravel surface.

‘Let me be very clear, Bounty Hunter. The Hooded Man and his team have saved my people and me on numerous occasions from the worst gang who’ve tried to breach our walls. He was instrumental in repelling a vicious gang lord, who I’m sure you will soon be charged to capture, that is if the NAG is still on the side of the common man.’

‘Calm down, warlord,’ Elijah said. ‘These are orders that we both have to follow. If you want to maintain your lofty position of leadership, you have to comply with those who make the rules of the land.’

‘You and the NAG are deluded if you think that I can arrest this man. He will not just walk into my cells, and I will not risk losing able-bodied men to capture him.’

‘I have the full authorisation to bring Gibbs in, dead or alive. If he resists, shoot him. I don’t care either way. The NAG and NEG will, however, look more favourably on you if he’s alive. Feel free to shoot him in the leg or something.’

‘He has a loyal group of people around him that can do just as much damage. You do understand that?’

‘Warlord, you have your orders.’

‘Hold on.’

More rustling and muffled voices.

‘Bounty Hunter, you can come in now. I’ve just been told that Gibbs and his men have taken food and ammunition, and have left the enclave. They’re heading down to the southern Floodlands.’

‘Are you telling me that as we speak, Gibbs has magically disappeared?’

Captain Alonso screamed from just behind Elijah, who felt his temper starting to boil to the surface. He hated liars, but sadly lies were part and parcel of the job he did. ‘Warlord, I will interview you and some of your men when I arrive. If you are lying to me, prepare for a world of pain.’

Elijah pressed the disconnect button and looked at the dissipating dust curtain of the retreating gang.

‘Have we missed the bastard?’ Captain Alonso asked.

‘It appears so. Don’t worry about it too much.’

‘How can you not worry about it? He’s gotten away.’

‘Yes, captain, but he’s no more than an hour ahead of us now. We’re in the same state now, so I can call more localised informants to be on the lookout for him. The noose is tightening.’

• • •

Dust covered the windscreen as they followed the truck in front of them. Debris flew up and hit the windscreen like hail.

‘Pull out to the side of the truck,’ Elijah said, grabbing the arm of his driver. ‘I’ve eaten enough dirt for today.’

‘We cannot break convoy, sir,’ Elijah’s driver said.

‘I threw the last driver out of this van because he failed to obey my orders. Pull out of the dust stream, or we’ll smash into the back of a truck that’s four times our size. Do you want to die wedged under a nuclear fusion truck, soldier?’

The soldier pulled out to the left onto a bumpier section of the open plain and sped alongside the truck.

‘See, that wasn’t so hard, was it?’ Elijah said as he grabbed the satphone that had started to ring. ‘Jones.’

‘It’s me,’ the man said with an American accent.

‘What do you want?’ Elijah said.

‘I take it that you are near to catching Gibbs?’

‘We are closer, yes.’

‘That’s good news, but I am sending more help anyway. There’s a Russian diplomat who’s on his way to meet up with you in the next day or two.’

‘Say that again?’

‘You heard me,’ the man said. ‘He’s a long-time friend of Gibbs and someone who fought alongside him. He claims to be the only man who can bring Gibbs in alive.’

‘The deal I have with you was dead or alive,’ Elijah said. ‘I don’t care which. Those were the exact terms that we shook on.’

‘That was before this man came to us. He can get Gibbs to give himself up. I believe him and so do all those who want the Hooded Man brought to justice.’

‘This is bullshit, Michael. I can get him myself. I don’t need some Russian watching over me.’

‘We don’t doubt your success rate, Bounty Hunter, but I believe this is worth a try. We’ve been chasing him for so long that the effort is worth a small delay, especially if it means we can get him alive.’

‘You’re making a big mistake here. More delays will put distance between us, and if the Hooded Man decides to stop being the good Samaritan and move on, we might never get a crack at him again.’

‘Point taken, but you claim you can find anyone in this country. I will hold you to that promise.’

Elijah chewed his lip and looked out the side window as they rolled through the scrub-littered desert. It had once been green farmland, and he could see a rusty shell of an old diesel tractor overgrown by bushes that had since died off in the drought.

‘If this goes tits up, chancellor, you will double my fee to start looking for him all over again. And then it will only be for his body.’

The NAG chancellor was silent for a few seconds. ‘Fine, Bounty Hunter. My assistant will text you the coordinates for the small airfield. Make sure you meet him when he lands and treat him with the respect a seasoned warrior like him deserves.’

‘Can you tell me more about him?’

‘No. Just that we’ll be flying him to the nearest aerodrome to you. That in itself should tell you what an important role he can play.’


Chapter 19

NAG Airbase, Baltimore, Maryland, USA – 2043

The woman in front of Andrei leant to her left and spat out a globule of blood-laced spit. She snorted the bloodstream from her nose and then spat again. Falling back against the chair, she shook her greasy ponytail from her right shoulder to her left. Her black hair matched her dark eyes hidden above her bruised cheekbones. They narrowed as she locked on to his gaze.

‘Captain? Can you please leave the room?’ Andrei said to the NAG soldier delivering the beating.

‘No, sir. She’s too dangerous to be left alone with a civilian, and I have my orders.’

Andrei stared at the man and ran his hands through his grey hair. He felt tired and needed a shower. ‘I was a major in the Russian army and spent thirty years with the FSB. I realise you don’t know what that means because you come from wealthy New American parents who probably bribed someone to allow you to play soldiers instead of having to find work out in the real world. Michael Byrdich authorised me to be here to talk to this woman, so unless you take orders directly from him, fuck off out of this room.’

The woman let out a loud laugh then flinched as the captain raised his hand to strike her again. Andrei jumped up and pushed him back against the wall.

‘Get out, captain, before I put you in hospital. Your job here is done.’

The soldier struggled under the sheer force of the ageing Russian. He stared at him and tried to remove Andrei’s grip from his shirt. ‘The door is behind me, captain. Move it.’

‘Yes, sir, but keep a close eye on her. She’s a feral animal.’

Andrei watched the soldier leave and then pulled a chair closer to the interrogation table. He closed his eyes for a second to catch his breath, wincing from the pulled muscle in his back. This was a young man’s game, but he would miss it. He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a silver whiskey flask. Twisting the top off, he took a long swig and held the flask out to her.

‘It’s strong, but will help numb the pain.’

She took it with her bound hands and drank eagerly from it then handed it back to him, her eyes never leaving his. A black strand of long hair was pasted down the side of her face, stuck in drying blood.

‘Thanks, mister. That’s some good shit.’

‘It is indeed. Now can you tell me what you know about the whereabouts of the Hooded Man?’

She remained silent, staring at him, a small smirk on her face.

‘Just before you were caught, you were telling lovely stories about him on the radio station. You must be an expert for the NAG to take this much of an interest in you.’

‘Those stories are all myth and legend. Used by wealthy parents to scare their kids.’

‘But the stories about Gibbs are true, are they not?’

Her eyes widened, and she leant forward. ‘Just who the fuck are you in all of this, Russian?’

‘I must apologise. I am Andrei Kirilenko. Warlord of Moscow,’ Andrei said, taking a photograph out of his inside pocket and placing it on the table for her to see.

Her eyes widened as she looked at the man in the photo.

‘You are Sarah Hopkins a.k.a Sharon. DJ, radio host, collector of Hooded Man stories, anarchist and rebel. I know the loyalty he instils in people,’ Andrei said, tapping the photo.

‘This his family? I’m sure he’d love to get his hands on this photo,’ she said, looking over his shoulder to the locked door, then up at the camera. ‘He doesn’t have any photos from his past.’

‘I intend to give it to him personally, so I need you to help to arrange a meeting.’

Sarah still looked at the camera. ‘They know everything I know. You need to speak to them.’

‘They’re hesitant to speak to me because I have a different agenda,’ he said, getting up from the table. Rummaging around in his pocket, he produced a six-inch switchblade. He flicked it open as he walked to the door and reached up to cut the cable to the camera.

Sarah laughed. ‘They’re going to go nuts.’

‘Probably, so we don’t have very long. I’m begging you to help me find Gibbs. They think that I am here to help bring him to justice, but I have something that can help exonerate his name. He’s an innocent man and I can prove it.’

Sarah looked down at the photo again. ‘They were a good-looking family. I would have loved to have known her.’

‘She was an incredible woman, and I’d be happy to tell you all about her someday. We grew up together, so I knew her well. But first, will you help Gibbs and me?’

‘Get me out of here, and I’ll tell you everything I know, including how to get in touch with him.’

Andrei bowed slightly then walked towards her. He grabbed her under the armpits and eased her to her feet. Using the knife, he slit the plastic tape that bound her hands.

‘How are you going to get me out of here? They won’t let me go anywhere.’

‘Yes, they will, Sarah. Just keep your mouth shut, don’t show any emotion and don’t do anything to provoke them.’ He grabbed her by the arm and walked her to the door, banging on it loudly until it swung open.

The NAG captain was standing there, two well-built soldiers standing behind him with machine guns hanging across their chests. ‘What the hell? Why have her restraints been removed?’

‘Extended hypnotherapy. An old FSB interrogation technique I’ve used many times. She’s been subdued in a trance so she cannot fight back. She wants to kill us all but cannot. I needed to remove the tape to instil a level of trust in her. She fell for it.’

‘What?’

‘Out of my way, captain. I am taking her back to the radio station where she will be more comfortable, and then I can hypnotise her properly to get all the details from her.’

The man looked around at one of the men behind him, who shrugged his shoulders. The captain took a step forward and looked at Sarah. ‘Will it work?’

‘Didn’t they show you how to hypnotise people when you were in training?’

‘No, sir.’

Andrei shrugged his shoulders. ‘Let’s go to your van. You’ll have to drive because I cannot drive and keep her subdued.’

‘I’ll have to check, sir.’

‘We don’t have time for that, captain. We only have one crack at this, and if she wakes up, she will not trust me again. Think of how pleased your superiors are going to be when you bring back all the intelligence they want. Many men have tried and failed. You’ll be a hero. They will give you a promotion.’

The man stared at Andrei and then at Sarah. She stared at his chest. A blank stare.

‘We’ll all have to come with you.’

‘As I said before, she is about to talk to me and cannot be threatened. Your men with all their guns will make her retreat into her psyche again, and we will lose her forever. And there goes your chance to go to your bosses and deliver what nobody could. The Hooded Man.’

The captain looked down to the ground for a second, then turned to his men. ‘Stay outside the interrogation room until I return. Don’t let anyone in. I’ll make it worth your while when I get back.’

The men nodded and walked to the sides of the doorway.

‘Okay, sir. Let’s go and get the information, but if anything goes wrong, this is on you,’ the captain said and turned to walk down the grey corridor.

Five minutes later, they reached the van. Andrei dropped back a step and waited until the captain had unlocked the van. A quick kick to the back of the knee sent the man down to his right, then a chop to the left side of the man’s exposed neck triggered a spasm and rendered the man unconscious.

Andrei reached down for the keys. ‘Can you drive?’

‘Yes, I can,’ she said.

‘Good. I’ll take notes of all the contact details that you have, then you can drop me off near to the Baltimore NAG Airbase. Feel free to start talking.’

Starting the van, she turned to him. ‘I’ve met Gibbs many times over the years but lost contact. I’m taking you to see my father, Professor Paul Hoskins. No one knows more about the Hooded Man than him. He has an old satphone number for Gibbs.’


Chapter 20

University Medical Centre, Knoxville, Tennessee, USA – 2043

‘You don’t have long, Hooded Man. An hour or two at best.’

Gibbs looked at the warlord standing in front of him. Ravages of time and war had taken their toll on the man. He could have been in his forties, or simply old before his time. Grey stubble and deep creases in his face aged him even more, his missing arm making him look ill-fitted for the task at hand. But in his eyes, you could sense wisdom, experience, toughness and even compassion.

‘How can you be so sure, warlord?’ Smithy asked.

‘I’ve had a few calls from the NAG men who are on their way here. One of our outriders was captured by them, another made it back to tell me that they were parked up on the distant escarpment. I’d hoped that they might have gone after Rebus when he withdrew, but they’re moving towards us,’ said the warlord.

‘We’re all packed up, and your lovely ladies in the canteen have given us enough food for a few weeks. We could, however, use a top-up of ammunition. I’ve seen how much you have and it will serve you for a few years more,’ Gibbs said.

The tired man turned to walk down the dust enclave main road. ‘Follow me,’ he said.

‘I appreciate it,’ Gibbs said.

‘Take what you need and then you need to get the hell away from here.’

Gibbs studied the man as he led them to a concrete reinforced building. The warlord limped slightly and favoured his right side that still had an arm. Reaching forward, he tapped a code into the keypad, and the bolts on the inside of the door ground back. He stood back and ushered them in, just as his phone started to ring. Looking down at the number, the man walked to the side.

‘Take what you need. I have to take this.’

Gibbs stood back and let Smithy and a few young teenagers walk in. Looking at the warlord, he heard a muffled, ‘I’m in a meeting at the moment.’

The interior of the ammunitions bunker was dry and cool but had the smell of sealed air. It looked small from the outside, but there was a five-meter-square concrete floor just inside the doorway. Beyond that, it dropped away to a disused underground parking area for the old hospital. On metal shelving were rows upon rows of green crates, cases and military-style plastic boxes.

‘Get stuck in, gentlemen. You all have your shopping lists. Get it done as fast as you can. We’ll have company soon which I’d rather avoid,’ Gibbs said and descended the concrete stairway leading to the floor of the armoury. He walked over to a pile of old green boxes he recognised from a time long past. Releasing two of the silver clasps on the top case, he opened it up and whistled out loud.

‘They’re old pineapple grenades,’ the warlord said behind Gibbs.

‘I haven’t seen them for nearly twenty years. Are they still operational?’

‘Everything in here is,’ the warlord said and threw a dirty brown cloth bag on the top of the grenades.

Gibbs picked it up and looked inside. ‘Money is not necessary, mate.’

‘Those are all the NAG vouchers we can afford to pay you. A deal is a deal. You’ve saved us on numerous occasions and went the extra mile. People here have a reason to keep fighting now. I despise the word hope, but you have brought some of it back to the UMC.’

Gibbs nodded and smiled. He handed the cloth bag back. ‘It’s not that I don’t appreciate this, but I’d like to trade it for what is under that tarpaulin at the end of the hall.’

The warlord smiled a skewed smile. ‘The NAG parked that here a long while ago so you can have it. I have no use for it.’

‘Thank you, warlord,’ Gibbs said and shook his hand before jogging over to the large mass covered with a fading green tarpaulin. ‘Smithy, help me here,’ he shouted.

As they pulled back the cover, a brand new NAG battle truck came into view. Clean and shiny in its dark green paint, it had eight rows of steerable wheels, with front, back and side armour. Shooting slits were present along the armoured sides of the vehicle. Gibbs knew that there were three roof openings for larger machine guns to be mounted. All the newer models had them.

‘Wow,’ Smithy said. ‘Ain’t she a beauty.’

‘Load all the ammunition into this truck, folks. And someone go and tell Stuart and Warren not to spend more time preparing the old truck. Get them to unpack it all. We have a new ride,’ Gibbs said.

Twenty minutes later, Gibbs turned to the warlord. ‘We’re all done, sir. Thanks again for your help.’

The man bowed his head. ‘I’ll have to report this all stolen when the NAG get here.’ Gibbs nodded. ‘Just another heads-up, they’re using a man called the Bounty Hunter to capture you. He’s a sociopath who’s got a team of men with him including two Indian trackers. They are all ruthless hunters. If you have him on your tail, then you will need all the help that you can get.’

‘We’ve been on the run for a long while now,’ Gibbs said. ‘You get used to someone chasing you.’

‘But not a bloodhound like this. I don’t know any other man with a reputation like his. Well, except maybe for you.’

‘I guess if he catches up with us, we’ll know how good he is.’

‘Don’t be flippant about this man. You have to be as unpredictable as you can and go against your military nature and instinct. He knows who you are, so will try and think like you every step of the way.’

‘Thanks for the heads-up, warlord,’ Gibbs said.

‘One more thing,’ the warlord said. ‘You have to lay me out cold.’

‘What?’

‘We have to make this all believable, and they won’t buy the story that I tried to stop you unless you knock me out.’

Gibbs looked at Smithy and then swung a right hook into the man’s face, cracking his nose. A left slammed into the man’s jaw and spun him around as he went down onto the floor, falling onto his shoulder, unable to break his fall without a left hand. He groaned and looked down at the blood dripping to the floor.

‘Sorry about that,’ Gibbs said. ‘Thanks for everything. You’ve been a big help.’

The man gave him a thumbs up to him and rolled onto his back on the concrete. Gibbs turned and walked to the front door of the truck, pulling himself up into the cab.

• • •

Steam billowed from the overflow pipe as the reactor went into overdrive charging the flat hydrogen batteries. The pressure valves opened for a second, belching more steam to the sides of the truck like an old steam engine.

‘You all ready to go, boss,’ Smithy said.

‘Let’s get out of here,’ Gibbs replied, looking back at Stuart who was strapped into one of the swivel chairs that could be hoisted through the roof on a mechanised pulley system. He looked back and gave a thumbs up. A warm feeling swept through Gibbs. Checking his rearview mirror, he could see the old fusion van that Warren was driving. They inched forward as Gibbs started building pressure in all the hydraulics for the steering brakes and thermal fans. Looking ahead down the narrow alley, he could see men and women leaning out of the accommodation block, waving ribbons and sheets. He felt the weight of the piece of ribbon in his pocket. A weight that would only be lifted when Rebus was gone.

‘What the hell?’ he said, braking hard as two men jumped out from a hidden doorway into the middle of the road. He recognised them instantly. Reaching down to a holster strapped to the driver’s chair, he pulled out a Glock. Smithy instinctively did the same, as Gibbs stepped back between the two front seats and down into the back area then moved to the side door. Pushing the heavy armoured door open, he jumped down onto the dusty street.

‘Got your back, boss,’ Smithy said from behind him.

Gibbs moved between the truck and the wall, his Glock raised, walking into the sunlight as he lined up the gun sights on one of the men. Both were dressed in oversized khaki army jackets with dark pants tucked into books. They wore the blue armbands of perimeter wall guards. ‘Hello, gentlemen.’

‘Don’t shoot.’

‘You two were standing near the warlord and myself when Stuart ran up to me, were you not?’

They nodded as their hands went upwards.

‘Now, I know that you overheard Stuart and my conversation. Who did you tell about it?’

‘No one. We promise.’

‘Boss, what is the problem?’ Smithy asked.

‘What you’re telling me, gentlemen, is that you told nobody in the enclave that the Hooded Man has a son,’ Gibbs said. ‘Is that what I’m to believe?’

‘Did they overhear you?’ Smithy asked.

Gibbs nodded.

‘Let’s take them out into the Floodlands,’ Smithy said. ‘No one will find their bodies.’

‘Please don’t kill us,’ the blond man said. ‘We did hear you but swear that we told no one. We’ll take the secret to our graves.’

Smithy clicked the hammer back on his new Glock. ‘The grave it is then.’

‘Hear us out please,’ said the man with brown hair.

Gibbs raised his hand in front of Smithy. ‘We’re on a deadline here so out with it.’

‘We want to come with you. We want to join your cause and leave this bloody place.’

‘Why would you want to leave the safety of this place?’ Gibbs said.’ You have everything here.’

‘Rebus and his gang took both our families. Wives, children and parents. All of them.’

‘But you survived?’ Smithy said.

‘Our ranches were out in the desert, and we were away doing business when they hit our shared homestead. We got back just in time to bury them before the buzzards got to them. After that, we decided to come back here.’

‘You do realise we’re on the run from the NAG, and will come across many gangs along the way? You still want to join us on that journey?’

The man with the brown hair stepped forward, showing them his hands. there were four fingers missing. ‘A gang member did this, so I want revenge on Rebus and all of his kind who are killing and torturing us hardworking folks.’

‘I understand that you feel the need to avenge your loved ones, but it takes a braver man to stay here and build a new life than it does to keep running and fighting. You’ll always be looking over your shoulder, and the thirst for revenge will never be quenched, resulting in only more hurt. Surely you can understand that?’ Gibbs said.

The blond man stepped forward. ‘That is our choice to make, and we’ve made it. We have nothing left here and can be of more help to you. You have a son. I‘m sure you want to protect him more than anything else, and we can help do that. Safety in numbers.’

Gibbs felt an uneasiness welling inside him. Plans change all the time. Instinct told him they were right.

‘Smithy? What do you think?’

‘Boss, we need to get Warren into the battle truck. He is struggling to move on that bloody knee, and while he’s as tough as old leather, I think we can pop him onto the back machine gun turret. His sniper skills would be better suited there.’

Gibbs nodded. ‘I suppose that Stuart and he are better suited to be together than entrusting Stuart with one of these men.’

‘Mr. Gibbs? We can be trusted, sir.’

‘It’ll take time to earn that trust, so let’s just start with your names.’

‘We’re both called Mike.’

Gibbs looked at Smithy.

The blond man stepped forward with his hand out. ‘But, everyone here calls me Blondie.’

‘And I’m called Fingers,’ the man with the brown hair said, waving one of his hands.

‘Of course you are,’ Smithy said, grinning from ear to ear.

Gibbs shook their hands. ‘Go and relieve Warren from the fusion van. You two are in charge of that vehicle, so stay close. You will function both as scouts or an escape vehicle for Stuart.’

Both men grinned, darting into the doorway, reaching for some bags, before running past them to the van.

‘Don’t you just love how our numbers keep dwindling?’ Smithy said.

‘Shut up,’ Gibbs said, feeling a wet nose nuzzling his hand. He went down on his haunches and rubbed Toby’s face. ‘Not a word out of you either.’


Chapter 21

Tennessee, USA – 2043

‘So much for heading down to Mexico for a fucking quiet life,’ Smithy said, reclining in the passenger seat of the truck, his boots up on the expanse of the black plastic dashboard. Playing with a hunting knife, he slid it forward and backwards along a moist sharpening stone. Warren had taken a seat behind them and was watching the two up front, rubbing his knee, waiting for the drugs to kick in. It felt good not to have to drive the bouncing van for a while. He could be of more use in the truck and wanted to make up for Maddy’s death.

‘That was the general thinking before Rebus killed Maddy,’ Gibbs said, looking at Smithy. ‘Plans change, so try to keep up.’

‘There’s no keeping up with your planning as it all happens in your head and I’m not a mind reader,’ Smithy said.

‘You’re not much of a reader of anything,’ Warren said.

Gibbs laughed. ‘And Smithy gets burned.’

Smithy turned and gave Warren the middle finger. ‘How would you like a bullet in the other knee?’

‘Truth hurts, SAS man,’ Warren said, as he lit a small joint and took a long hit. The pain would soon be gone.

‘I’ve asked you not to smoke weed in front of the kid,’ Gibbs said.

‘In case you haven’t noticed, Gibbs, I’m not a child anymore,’ Stuart said, from a gunner’s seat along the side of the truck. ‘Besides, he needs it for the pain.’

Warren felt a warmth for Stuart who was like the little brother he never had.

Smithy laughed. ‘A day for the diary. Bossman gets burned by his offspring.’

‘Carry on like that, and I’ll leave you both here in the bloody desert,’ Gibbs said.

‘It would be nice to see Smithy disappear into the distance,’ Warren said, surrounded by a cloud of smoke.

‘A bullet meeting your other knee is looking more of a certainty.’

Warren chuckled. ‘Don’t forget that it’s because of you that I have the first one. Be nice to have a pair.’

Smithy’s mouth opened then he shut it again.

Warren smiled as the weed did its job. He was pain-free again, and the leg moved freely.

Smithy looked back at him. ‘Yes, it was my fault. I‘ve apologised like a million times. Things happen quickly on an operation.’

‘I told you that attack would end in misery,’ Gibbs said, looking at Smithy. ‘Your planning was crap, and you nearly got Warren killed.’

Smithy flashed the middle finger again. ‘Because you’ve never had a mission go pear-shaped, but sure, keep rubbing it in, Mr Perfection.’

Warren laughed. ‘You two are like an old married couple, you know. Always whining and bickering. You’ve spent way too much time together.’

‘And the understatement of the century goes to Hop-along,’ Smithy said. ‘We’re stuck with each other in case you hadn’t noticed through all that smoke.’

‘There you go moaning again. I’ll just be glad when the fighting stops, and we’re able to make a life for all of us somewhere. It was the plan all along,’ Gibbs said.

Smithy nodded. ‘Until Rebus came along.’

‘I have a feeling there will always be a Rebus down the line. We’ve been fighting for thirty years. I think we attract it,’ Gibbs said.

‘Do you think we’ll find the same crap in Mexico or South America? Never met anyone from down there to ask.’

‘Possibly, but we have to make a go of it so Stuart can have a chance at a fairly normal life.’

‘The problem is you cannot just leave people along the way after helping them,’ Smithy said.

‘We also can’t just keep accumulating stragglers for them only to get caught in the crossfire,’ Gibbs said as Toby barked and padded over to Stuart’s seat. ‘Yes, and no more animals either. I’m tired of this travelling circus.’

‘It’s been a real bitch of a journey, but we’re lucky to have the survival skills we have, so we can help where we can. You’re the Hooded Man for fucksakes. That’s a reputation that will follow you forever.’

‘Hey, I never asked for that bloody nickname, and it’s not as great as people think,’ Gibbs said and glared in the side mirror. ‘Maybe we should let Stuart ride with them. We need to keep him separated from me.’

‘I can handle myself, Gibbs,’ Stuart said.

Warren blew out more smoke. ‘He’s become a great little warrior, Gibbs. Let’s stop and let him drive with them. You need to start focusing on all of us as a team. You know, get your head back in the game after Maddy.’

Gibbs nodded and started to slow the truck down.


Chapter 22

Eagleton Village, Maryville, Tennessee, USA – 2043

‘It looks like as good a time as any to kill a few people.’

Enyo walked over to him as he stood naked in front of the mirror. He was a fine specimen. Chiselled features that were getting more defined as he worked out with his warrior princess. She walked up behind him, and he felt her small breasts press up against his back. Her hands slid around his torso and up to his bare chest. She smiled at him and then let her hand slide down his torso.

‘Easy there, my love. We cannot spend the whole day in bed. I have things to do. Prisoners to sort out and the 38s to keep in line.’

‘Let Skink take care of those things,’ Enyo said.

‘You think that he’s an idiot, but now you want him to do more things around here.’

‘Yes I do, but now I know more about you and him, I think family is important, whatever that looks like. He’s also so scared of you that he’ll do anything that you tell him,’ Enyo said, looking back at the bed to the girl who was rolling over in the white sheet. ‘We could get another from the harem to play with.’

Rebus smiled. ‘Or, we could go and look through the prisoners and find a new Luka.’

‘There was only one Luka, my love,’ she said, taking a step back and reaching for her clothes on a chair near the bed. ‘But, you’re right. Let’s get out for a while.’

Rebus put his sunglasses on as he stepped out the truck door and into the bright daylight. The cladding and corrugated perspex, which his men kept adding to the roof of the factory where they were based, was creating more shade every day. He looked up to see that they were about halfway across the open roof area. This was not the headquarters he yearned for, but that would come once they had taken over an enclave and he’d become a warlord.

‘Who do we have here?’ he said, walking towards fifty or more naked people standing huddled together on the concrete area. They were standing in the bright sunlight, illuminating their bodies. An elderly woman had sunk to her knees.

‘Slave trader? Why are you bringing me old women, again?’ Rebus said, pointing to a part of the group.

A tall man with a huge belly waddled forward. Sweat beads on his bald head flowed down his temples and face. He reached into his baggy brown trousers and grabbed a dirty cloth to wipe his face.

‘She’s a seamstress and tailor all rolled into one. Luka said he wanted one to make you more clothes.’

Rebus felt himself choking up a little.

Enyo stepped forward. ‘Luka is no longer with us, Roger. Killed by the scum in the Knoxville enclave.’

Roger bowed slightly. ‘My condolences, Rebus.’

‘Thank you, Roger. He would have loved to make us more clothes. This woman looks like she’s at the end of her life though.’

‘It was a hard journey from the Floodlands. The mosquitos have gotten worse this year, and we had a few malaria cases. I was forced to put a few out of their misery. A tragic financial loss for me.’

Rebus grabbed the Glock on his hip and shot the woman through the head. Roger recoiled as the woman fell at his feet. ‘Rebus, it cost me a lot to get her here. She could have recovered with a few days of water and food.’

Rebus walked forward and scanned the heads of the prisoners. He raised the back of his hand to his nose as the stench of unwashed flesh burnt his nostrils. ‘Could you not have washed them off in a river before you brought them to see me?’

‘That would increase my costs, Rebus. You said that you wanted them at a cheaper rate.’

Rebus started getting angry. Another older woman was now crying and looking down at the body of her friend. Rebus raised the gun to pull the trigger. Nothing. He checked the side of the Glock and sighed. Lowering the pistol, he looked at the crying woman. ‘Bear with me, please,’ he said, jiggling the top pistol slide backwards and forwards until the spent cartridge fell out and the slide snapped shut, chambering another round. He raised the Glock and shot her.

‘Can you all stop crying. You are prisoners of the 38 Street Roadsters now. I am Rebus Maze, and I own you. Disappoint me in any way, and your body will be left for the turkey buzzards to enjoy,’ he said, pointing to two men who were off to the side. ‘Drag those two bodies away and wait with them until someone comes with a van to dispose of them.’

Skink, who was standing at the back of the group, marched a young boy and girl over to Rebus. ‘Will these do?’

Rebus looked at the two waifs. ‘Yes, they will do nicely.’

‘I’ll take them and clean them up,’ Skink said.

‘No, you won’t, nephew. That is Enyo’s role, and you know it.’

Rebus walked to Roger. ‘You have the other items that I ordered?’

Roger pointed to a truck that stood outside the main entrance. ‘It’s in a reasonable condition, and it is filled to the brim with weapons and ammunition. It costs more than the last order though.’

‘What do you mean it costs more?’

‘The price was forty per cent more than last month.’

‘What? I employ you to get me the best deals on the black market,’ Rebus said, tightening the grip of the gun. He raised it slowly.

Roger looked at the gun and took a small step back, his hands raised to waist level. ‘You killed my last NAG captain. The new one I’m working on will take a while to cultivate, and it’ll take even longer to get him down to the previous prices. That is black market commerce for you.’

Rebus screamed and spun away. He walked towards Enyo and Skink. ‘Roger, get these fucking prisoners away from me before I kill the lot of you.’

The people in front of him needed no further encouragement. They scurried out of the huge factory doors and disappeared.

‘Skink. You have your filthy ear to the ground. Is Roger telling the truth?’

The man fidgeted, his eyes flashing from Rebus to Enyo. ‘Yes, he is. It seems the new captain is also trading with a new northern gang that has moved in on the edge of Bisons territory, called the Patriots or something.’

‘When? I thought the Bisons were in control of all their territories?’

‘Seems they are being stretched thin like us,’ Skink said. ‘I hear one of the Bison generals defected and set up his own crew.’

‘Is your source trustworthy?’

Skink looked at Enyo again.

‘I’ve heard the same thing, lover,’ Enyo said.

‘Fuck. This is not good news.’

‘Why, boss?’ Skink said.

‘It means that we have to start looking to other captains or gangs to trade with. That takes time and investment.’

‘I don’t think now is the time to start looking at other supply lines. There isn’t enough time to cultivate the trust or instil fear up and down the chain,’ Enyo said.

‘I know that, but we cannot afford to suddenly start paying forty per cent more simply to appease a greedy middleman. We don’t have enough cash or vouchers for that.’

‘We cannot let them know that we can’t afford the merchandise,’ Enyo said.

Rebus clenched his teeth and slapped Enyo with a left backhand, her face jerking to the right. ‘Don’t tell me things that I already know.’

‘You could look into the bounty being offered for the Hooded Man?’ she said as she rubbed her cheek.

Rebus turned to face her. ‘I want to slit that fucker’s throat in front of all those who glorify him. Why would I do a deal for the man who killed our Luka?’

‘We need a lot of money very quickly, and this might be a way,’ Skink said, looking at Enyo, who raised her eyebrows and nodded in agreement.


Chapter 23

Greenback, Tennessee, USA – 2043

‘Looks deserted, boss,’ Smithy said, lowering the binoculars. He kept looking at the town that was several kilometres away, a shimmering silver and blue haze in the distance. ‘Did you hear what I said?’

Gibbs grunted his agreement as he stood behind the green spotting scope. Placed on a tripod, it was more powerful than any of the binoculars they had in the truck but took longer to set up. The rocky outcrop on the small hill they’d climbed, served as good cover for the two men.

‘No dust plumes about so they’ve either hidden away or have moved on,’ Gibbs said, standing back from the scope.

‘Do you think they’ll continue southwest for much longer? We’re a long way from the NAG forces. I thought they may have circled back by now.’

‘There are a ton of vehicle tracks that we’ve crossed, and even more down there near the town. Rebus might have turned back, and we just missed it.’

‘Only one way to find out,’ Smithy said, picking up a small bag to pack the scope into.

‘Aye. Let’s get cracking so we can hit the town at the heat of the day,’ Gibbs said, turning to walk back down an old dusty path.

Smithy followed Gibbs down towards the waiting truck and van. The path was cluttered with faded litter that had lain undisturbed for decades. The occasional cigarette box lid flapped in the wind as they stepped carefully over the fallen rocks that had rolled down the side of the hill.

‘Smithy, I want you to ride with Fingers and Blondie,’ Gibbs said.

‘What? No way.’

‘Suck it up. It’s your turn.’

‘Ah, thanks. Leave me with the frikkin farmers.’

‘I’m staying with the truck, so I need you to use your wonderful way with people to start gauging what sort of blokes they are. Can they handle themselves? Can they be trusted? You know the drill.’

‘Okay, but the next group of strangers are yours to babysit. Unless they’re hot women.’

‘Sure thing, you perv.’

‘A man has needs, and you and I are both in need of female company.’

‘Plenty of time for that once the 38s are destroyed,’ Gibbs said as they reached the bottom of the path and walked through the scrub and sand to the waiting vehicles.

Smithy glanced upwards, and Warren gave them a thumbs up before disappearing down through the roof turret. Stuart stepped from the truck side door. ‘Is it safe to go in? Is Rebus still there?’

‘Hard to say for sure. There was no movement about. Jump back inside, and let’s get prepared,’ Smithy said.

Gibbs stopped next to Stuart. ‘I want you covering the right-hand side of the truck as we approach.’

A smile broke out on the boy’s face. Smithy forgot how much he resembled Christina. It must still be so painful for Gibbs every time he looked at his son, the constant reminder. Smithy had fond memories of the strong young woman who’d fought alongside him. A smell started to fill Smithy’s nose, and he blinked. Fingers was nearby.

‘Mate, we have to get you to a bath. You bloody stink.’

Fingers laughed. ‘We were a little busy back in the enclave in case you’d forgotten.’

‘No one could forget that smell. It’s a lethal weapon,’ Smithy said, turning back to Gibbs. ‘Boss, we could send Fingers in alone. He’ll flush out any self-respecting gang lord.’

‘You can discuss that plan as you sit in the van with them,’ Gibbs said.

‘Some say you’re a tyrant,’ Smithy said. ’I’ll stick with bastard.’

‘I know. Head around to the west side of the town and approach the middle plaza from there. We’ll take the east and work our way to you. Be careful and don’t get distracted. Show these boys how to check for boobytraps. It’s not just the 38s that lay them. If Floodlanders have been in that town, they could’ve left the gang lords a few nasty surprises.’

• • •

The stench of rotting corpses overpowered even Fingers’ body odour. A gang dumping site was probably nearby. They liked to pile up bodies in the places they’d camped. Smithy sat with his scarf pulled up over his nose and mouth. The open window helped, but that allowed the dust and heat inside. Dark clouds were building on the horizon as they drove on a small tarred road that wound its way to the town of Greenback in old Tennessee. Smithy hoped it would rain, but these clouds were like the women of his dreams. There for but a brief instant, then gone before he could buy them a drink.

‘Pull up here, Blondie,’ Smithy said. The van slowed as they pulled up to a four-way intersection.

‘Looks deserted,’ Fingers said.

Smithy looked at a small wooden house that was set back from the road. A burnt-out pickup was parked outside. The clanging sound that came in through the open window was from a rusty 95 North road sign.

‘Keep your eyes peeled for any movement. Fingers, scope out the row of shops to the left of the house. Blondie, look for movement at that old bank building. People were here not too long ago.’

‘How can you tell?’

‘That Ford pickup is still smouldering. Burnt itself out in the last twenty-four hours.’

‘Bloody heck, I wouldn’t even have seen that.’

‘Keep the van running and let’s just sit here for a while,’ Smithy said, pulling the scarf back over his mouth. He looked out at the small house and then back to the town sign where seven people had been crucified on the eight-foot wooden fence that ran along the main road. It looked like a whole family. Hessian twine had been used to tie arms and the upper bodies to the fence, their feet bent and folded under them. The adult male’s pants had been pulled down, and he had been castrated, as was the younger male. Three females were naked and covered in blood, ravens sat on their heads, picking at their eye sockets. The smallest child was strung up, and nails had been used in her wrists and elbows. She had her head smashed in from the right side, her jaw hanging broken to the left. Smithy swallowed hard and looked back down the main road. These gangs had to pay.

‘That doesn’t make for pleasant viewing,’ Fingers said.

‘You think? Just watch the shops. Any movement?’

‘Not a sign of anything.’

‘Grab your weapons. And let’s go over to that old bank first.’

‘Why?’ Blondie said, chambering a round in an old Beretta.

‘It’s the one place I would have chosen. Set back from the road so a little more secluded.’

They exited the van and fanned out as they walked to the bank building.

Smithy heard the distant thud first. All the men stopped and turned to face the small house. A scream from a woman got Smithy moving. His adrenaline skyrocketed, and he raised his SA80 as he turned towards the house. Fingers walked up next to him, a pump-action shotgun out in front of him. The small veranda of the house had dirty white garden furniture littered around it, and a chair was overturned near the single wooden step that went up to the door. The grass in the front garden had grown long then died off. As they walked, Smithy heard another scream, then a laugh from a man.

‘Take it slow, gentlemen, and remember the booby traps. No more talking. Take prisoners if you can. You know how the boss loves prisoners,’ he said in a hushed voice against the stock of the SA80.

A creak in the wooden step brought them to a halt. Muffled voices. Smithy held up a fist and listened. A whimper from the woman and then more laughing. Smithy held up three fingers and then walked forward. The front door was ajar, and he knelt in front of it, waiting for the others to move up behind him. As he pushed the door with the muzzle, it swung open partially, letting in light. Leaning to his left, he scanned what was the main corridor, sweeping the SA80 from left to right. Fingers came up onto his right shoulder, Smithy signalled to enter and go right. He would follow and go left. More laughter from inside.

Smithy stood up, the two men entered, and he hugged the left of the corridor, then swung his SA80 into the first room. A living room. Furniture had been tipped over and drawers dumped on the floor, contents were strewn around. Piles of magazines were stacked next to a small coffee table on his left. An old TV with a cracked screen was in front of the dirty lace curtain that covered the main window. He stopped and stared through the window, waiting for movement outside the house. They could easily be outflanked and surrounded while inside.

A creak from behind him and his adrenalin jumped a notch. The laughter stopped. Whispering and then a voice. ‘Is that you, Taylor?’

Smithy felt the adrenaline pump as he turned around and saw Fingers come out of the other room, his eyes wide. ‘Sure is. You finished yet?’ he replied in a similar southern drawl.

Smithy nodded and walked out of the room, turning left to head down the wooden corridor. Silence was pointless now.

‘What are you talking about, you idiot? We’re only just starting. You’d better get here if you want some of her,’ the voice said from the next room on the right.

Smithy felt the hair on his neck rising. A small grin appeared as he stopped at the doorway. Looking through the hinged section of the door frame, he could see there was nobody behind the door. His finger rubbed the trigger slightly, and he walked through. When he swung the door open with a hard nudge of his shoulder, it smashed open against the wall behind it and revealed three men. They had a teenage girl tied to the bed, which was in the centre of the room. It had a dark, wooden headboard with a blue blanket covering the mattress. The man who was sitting on a chair near the door took one of Smithy’s swinging boots to the face, as Smithy jumped to the left, letting a round off at the man who was standing at the furthest window. He rocked back into the yellowed lace curtains, his mouth dropping open as he stared at the intruder. He still had his Sig in the holster when Smithy put another three rounds into his chest. The gang member fell sideways onto a wooden dressing table, sinking to the floor.

The man lying on top of the girl rolled off her and jumped to the ground, tripping over the slumped gang member. A loud retort ripped through the room as the shotgun blasted a hole in the man’s chest. Smithy stared at the girl’s naked body for a second, forcing himself to look away. Fingers showed no such restraint and stood staring, lowering the shotgun.

‘Fingers, take this other piece of shit to the main lounge by the door. Tie him up there and take him out to the van.’

Fingers stood staring at the girl, so Smithy walked into his eye line. ‘Move it.’

‘Yes, boss,’ he replied, placing the shotgun barrel on the side of the man’s temple. ‘Come on then, buddy, let’s you and I go have a chat.’

The man struggled to his feet, blood seeping down his nose. His eyes flicked from Smithy to Fingers.

‘Get him out of here and try not to kill him. Gibbs will want to interrogate him,’ Smithy said, as he walked over to a wooden standing cupboard next to the window. He pulled the door open to about an inch. No tripwires. Inside, he reached up and grabbed a thick blanket. Turning around, he laid it over the girl. He looked into her tear-stained eyes, and she stared back at him.

‘Everything is going to be alright, love.’

She nodded and watched him as he untied her hands and feet.

‘How old are you?’

‘Fifteen next month,’ she replied.

‘That’s awesome. What is your name?’

‘Grace.’

‘Hello, Grace. You can call me Smithy. Is there anyone else here in the house. Your family?’

Her eyes lowered, and tears welled up in the corners. Her lips trembled.

‘It’s okay, Grace. You can come with us, and we’ll get you to an enclave to see a doctor as soon as we can. I have water and bread in the van if you’re hungry.’

She smiled a little and wiped the long black hair from her face, tucking it behind her ears.

‘That’s settled then. I’m going to pick you up. Slip your arm around my neck,’ he said, reaching forward and lifting her. She was built like a canary and weighed nothing. Turning to the door, he saw Blondie standing there. ‘Now, Grace, where is your room? Blondie here is going to pack up some clothes for you.’

She pointed to a door further down the corridor. ‘Come on then, Blondie. Shake a leg. Get Grace her clothes.’ The blond man nodded.

‘You speak funny,’ Grace said.

Smithy laughed as the adrenalin rushed from him. ‘I sure do. You’re going to meet a few more people who speak like me.’

Fingers was standing in the main doorway. ‘You’re going to meet the Hooded Man, little lady. You heard of him?’

She nodded and looked up to Smithy. ‘He’s a good man, ain’t he?’

‘He is,’ Smithy said, walking out the front door and stopping next to the van. Yes, Gibbs was a good man alright. That was the reason he’d followed him on the mission to the USA, never to see his own wife and child again. He missed them, but if he’d stayed in the UK, he’d have probably died of the virus just like them. Looking across to the bank, then right to the old shops, he saw no movement.

Fingers and Blondie followed behind him, and as he reached the van, Grace saw the prisoner sitting behind the truck. His eye was swollen now too. She squeezed Smithy’s neck and pulled herself closer to him. ‘I’m not getting in there with him.’

‘He’s tied up, Grace, and I won’t let him lay another finger on you.’

She shook her head. ‘I’m not going to go in there with him.’

Smithy looked into her dark eyes and then back to the prisoner. Walking over to Blondie, he handed Grace to him. ‘And behave yourself like a gentleman, Blondie.’

Walking around the back of the truck, he went down onto his haunches and looked at the man. ‘Now, mate, where has your boss Rebus got to?’ The man stared back at him through swollen eyes. ‘You will talk, you know. The Hooded Man gets everyone to talk. You might lose those fingers and your penis in the process, but you’ll sing like a bird once he goes to work on you.’

The prisoner’s eyes widened.

‘Tell me where Rebus is, I might let you go. You’d be a burden on our resources.’

‘Fuck you, arsehole.’

Smithy looked back at the girl. It wouldn’t be pleasant, them all cramming in the van. Pulling his Glock, he placed the barrel on the man’s forehead. ‘Last chance, sunshine.’

The man stared up at him. Smithy stood up and walked over to Fingers. ‘Shoot him between the eyes. Strip him of his gang colours and leave him naked in the road for the buzzards.’

Fingers smiled. ’Be my pleasure, boss.’

‘Blondie, put Grace in the passenger seat. Time to go and find Gibbs,’ Smithy said.

‘We’re not going to look for these gang members’ vehicle?’ he said, lowering her into the van.

‘Let’s get her back to the truck first.’

• • •

The row of larger trees that lined the suburban street still had green leaves on them and hadn’t been hacked down for firewood. Rusty fuel-driven cars lined the streets, bullet holes in each one from overexcited young men getting to grips with an outlaw lifestyle. They drove up a little further and pulled into the parking lot of an abandoned Walmart. Gibbs and Stuart were standing near the side of the truck, covering Smithy’s approach. Warren was the first to recognise them and moved away from his position behind the machine gun on the roof, swivelling it to the side. Driving slowly, they parked up behind the truck. Smithy could see Gibbs’s eyebrows rise when he caught sight of the girl in the front seat. Smithy squeezed out from behind the driver’s seat and out into the blazing sun. He’d hardly noticed the heat for a while and reached into the door to pull out a bottle of water.

‘You have a passenger, I see,’ Gibbs said, walking over to him. Stuart walked over to the girl and started talking to her.

‘Thought he needed company,’ Smithy said.

‘Sure you did.’

‘She was being raped by three gang members when we interrupted them.’

Gibbs looked back to the van. ‘Let me guess, you killed them all.’

‘We had one prisoner for a while, but he wouldn’t say anything about Rebus. Grace over there refused to get into the van with him in it. It would have been a tight fit, and I thought that she’d been through enough.’

‘So, we have no further information about Rebus and our group is getting larger again.’

‘I thought that you’d like that,’ Smithy said. ‘The more, the merrier, I think.’

‘Did you scavenge their vehicle?’

‘Nah. I wanted to get her to the safety of the truck. We can go back and look through the van later,’ Smithy said, taking a sip of water from a metal bottle. ‘I know how you feel about stragglers and interrogating prisoners, but I couldn’t leave her there.’

Gibbs held his hand up. ‘It’s all good, mate. You did the right thing.’

Smithy felt his mouth drop open. ‘Come again?’

‘You and I have been at each other’s throats for a while now. We need to leave that shit alone for a while because we have a job to do. If we pick up a few folks that need help, then so be it. A few more men and we can then look to scavenge another truck.’

‘You’ve been in the sun too long, mate. Or maybe I have. Are we seriously agreeing on something?’

The shout, take cover, was the first noise they heard, followed by the rattle of the roof-mounted GAU19 Gatling gun, with Warren letting rip to the right of their position. Smithy and Gibbs dropped to their knees and scanned left to see two vans hone in on their position. A feral dog skittered from the side of the street into the dead brush to the left. The approaching vehicles split up at the intersection. The one that went left disappeared from view, the second, a silver and red painter van, came straight at them.

Gibbs stood up and fired over the bonnet of the van in the direction that Warren was covering.

‘On me,’ Smithy yelled and let fire a burst at the other van, targeting the man who was sitting on the side window frame. The bullets ricocheted off the windscreen from his position. Focusing his fire on the protruding gang member, Smithy fired in single shots, eventually watching the man fall backwards, his head hitting the road first before he was pulled under the van.

Gibbs knelt next to him, focusing on the radiator and wheels.

‘They are getting closer,’ Warren said before releasing a barrage of 12.7mm rounds.

The GAU19 was a van and truck killer, and it wasn’t long before he swung the machine gun onto the same van that Smithy and Gibbs were focussed on. It had turned to the left to present its right side, making it easier for the occupants to fire as they drove. This gave Warren a massive target to aim at, and he sent two long bursts into the side of it, the metal singing as the bullets slammed through. The driver slumped forward, and the van crashed into the side of the Walmart building.

Smithy followed Gibbs, their SA80s trained on the van. Looking back, Smithy could see the other vehicle had also stopped, smoke rising from its radiators. Two men stumbled out and staggered about, shaking their heads from shock. They started to shake and jerk as Stuart and Fingers, who were still kneeling in front of the armour-plated truck, fired at the men. Blondie and Grace were nowhere to be seen.

‘Smithy, keep covering the van. I’m going to check on the others.’

‘Will do,’ Smithy said. ‘Warren? You alright up there, fella?’

Warren swivelled in his chair, leaning back to see them. ‘I’ve been hit again, lads. There’s a lot of blood.’

‘For fucksakes, mate. Can you stop getting shot,’ Gibbs said, running over to the main side door. ‘Everyone, get to the vehicles and scavenge what you can. You know the drill.’

Smithy walked to the van, joined by Fingers. When he swivelled back he could see the pain etched on Warren’s face. It was not the face of a man who would last too long.


Chapter 24

Greenback, Tennessee, USA – 2043

A weight lifted from his shoulders at the sight of his son still standing and fighting. The blond-haired teenager was on one knee, jolting back from the recoil of the modified M4 with its M320 grenade launcher. The shooting had died down with Warren managing to stop both vehicles.

Gibbs ran to the main side door of the truck and jumped inside. Blondie spun around and aimed a Glock at him, blinking as he lowered the weapon. Gibbs looked down to see the girl, Grace, had curled up under the bank of seats that lined the sides of the truck interior.

‘Everything okay with you two?’ Gibbs said. Blondie nodded. ‘Do you have any first aid experience?’

‘I’ve patched up a few men on the perimeter wall. We were all taught the basic field dressing stuff by one of your men,’ Blondie said.

‘Good man. Now take that medical kit from the first aid box, and get to the back and help Warren. Pressure the wound to slow the bleeding and give him a single dose of morphine. You good to handle that?’

‘Yes, sir,’ Blondie said and scurried to the back of the truck.

Gibbs walked to the side and lifted the lid of one of the box-bench seats. Reaching inside, he pulled out a Barret M82 rifle and then a second. Checking the magazines, there were rounds in both of them. He ran outside and turned left. Smithy had already started looking around the vehicle to strip it of anything they could use.

‘Smithy,’ Gibbs shouted and lobbed one of the sniper rifles towards him. He caught it with one hand.

‘What’s happening?’

‘When I got to Stuart’s position, I saw a few gang members running across the field. They must have scarpered after the van crashed and slipped out the opposite door.’

Smithy ran around to his side, and they both jogged across the pothole-strewn tarred road. Jumping through a gap in the overgrown hedge, they landed on a flat piece of ground. A distant crack of a pistol made them go to ground.

‘Little shits,’ Smithy said.

‘I can see four of them running. One looks wounded,’ Gibbs said. The fugitives were crossing the open expanse and making for a large clump of trees, their struggling forms silhouetted by the clear blue sky.

‘I would hope so. Warren made that van look like a colander.’

‘I’ll take the two on the left,’ Gibbs said, pulling on the long bolt to chamber the first 50 BMG cartridge. The recoil would chamber the rest.

‘Range?’

‘Five hundred meters, boss. Zero crosswinds.’

‘I can feel that,’ Gibbs said and flipped the scope covers off. A quick dial change and he rested down to pick off the first man. The men had moved a little to the left, his target’s outline was shadowed by the clump of trees behind him. Not clean shooting anymore.

‘Fewest shots used is the winner,’ Smithy said.

‘Loser cooks dinner.’

A chuckle came from Smithy, then silence. The first roar erupted. Then silence.

Gibbs placed the crosshairs to the left of the hobbling man’s spine. He squeezed the trigger, and the roar went off as the gun recoiled. Looking through the scope, he saw the man arch backwards and collapse.

‘Man down,’ he called, knowing that Smithy hadn’t called it after the last shot. Gibbs lined up the second man, who was darting to his left and right. He tracked his movements, waiting. A few prairie chickens were spooked into flight, flapping furiously as they climbed to the left. Smithy’s second shot went off.

‘Man down.’

Gibbs focused on his target and waited, breathing slowly.

Smithy fired a second. ‘Man down, Gibbs. Two from three.’

The target was still jinxing left and right. Gibbs waited then pulled the trigger. The man went down with a small puff of blood, then got up and started hobbling.

Smithy laughed. ‘Getting rusty, boss. It looks like we both cook dinner.’

Gibbs watched the man slow then turn to look at him. He collapsed sideways into the long grass. ‘Man down. Two from two. Enjoy the cooking, mate.’

‘Bastard,’ Smithy said, pushing himself off his chest, red dust covering his body armour. ‘But hey, four dead gang members, right.’

‘And one free dinner won for the rest of us.’

‘Shut up,’ Smithy said, a grin appearing on his face.

They got back to the truck and Gibbs climbed inside, moving forward to the driver’s seat. He reached for a small metal water bottle and took a swig of moonshine, grimacing as it lit a path of fire down his throat and into his stomach. Smithy walked up behind him and stuck his hand out.

‘What?’ Gibbs said. ‘You don’t get to drink if you can’t shoot straight.’

‘Shut up and pass the hooch.’

Gibbs smiled. It was good to have sorted their shit out.

‘That satphone is ringing again. Can you hear it or has old age deafness finally set in?’ Smithy said.

Gibbs climbed into the passenger seat and answered it. ‘Hello there, mate. It certainly has been a while.’

‘We’re surviving. Had a few run-ins with a crew called the 38 Street Roadsters, managed by a real bastard called Rebus Maze.’

Gibbs looked out the window. ‘Yes, we’ve lost a few. That young girl, Maddy, was murdered by that lunatic. She was like family.’

‘Thanks for the kind sentiments,’ Gibbs said. ‘So, why the call?’ He listened for a while and then hung up, looking at the blackened screen.

‘Bugger.’

‘What did our mysterious benefactor say?’

‘The NAG unit was in the enclave, and they were sent specifically to get me.’

‘Not Rebus?’

‘No. It seems I’m back on the top of the agenda for the NAG, no doubt at the request of their backers in Europe.’

‘That sucks. How the hell are we ever to get away from them?’ Smithy said. ‘We need to get off their radar somehow. Until that happens, they’ll keep on coming.’ Gibbs stared back at him. ‘I know that look. You have a daft idea that’ll get us all killed.’

‘Our informer said the NAG is sending three companies of men to help the Bounty Hunter, and a senior-level official to bring me in.’

‘Who?’

‘No bloody idea. He’s been trying to reach our contact to establish our whereabouts or satphone details.’

‘Would the informer sell us out if pressured?’

‘We found and rescued his daughter. He’d never sell us out.’

‘Ah. At least I know who he is now.’

Gibbs nodded. ‘I know you’ve never met him, but he’s had our back for the past ten years.’

• • •

Following the winding hillside road had its problems. The dust plume of the two vehicles could be seen from further away, and the blind corners meant you’d be on top of the enemy without much notice. Gibbs knew they to take a few risks to get as close to Rebus’s operation as possible.

‘How’s Warren doing?’ Gibbs asked, checking his side mirrors for their van. ‘Stuart?’

‘Sorry, Gibbs. I’ll just check.’

‘Focus on keeping him alive and comfortable,’ Gibbs said. ‘Grace doesn’t need your undivided attention right now.’ He looked in the back to see Stuart shaking his head, his fingers on Warren’s neck.

‘Still has a pulse, he’s just out of it, that’s all. That morphine must be working.’

‘Check his dressing. There should be a lot of blood, so change it because we don’t want him getting an infection.’

‘It looks okay. Guess the bleeding has slowed down.’

‘Good. Now cover him up and get upfront here with me. Grace needs to get some sleep too.’

Stuart was blushing as he squeezed between driver and passenger seats. ‘You could also do with some sleep. Do you want me to wake Smithy so he can drive?’

‘No, let him sleep,’ Gibbs said. ‘It’ll be sundown in about two hours, so you and I need to find a place to park the vehicles for the night. Everyone could do with a good night’s sleep.’

‘What about Rebus? Do you think he’s getting further away? I don’t want us to lose him.’

Gibbs looked at his son, dressed in a uniform similar to so many who’d fought and died for him. Hopefully, they would be clear of this madness pretty soon. ‘We’re hitting his men whenever we get a chance. I have a feeling he’s holed up somewhere, waiting for that bounty hunter to leave.’

‘We can’t fight that man and his NAG convoy too, can we?’

‘We could take them on, but we’d probably lose. We knew that the NAG would always be looking for us,’ Gibbs said steering around a bend in the road. ‘Our immediate job is to find Rebus and crush him if we can.’

‘I thought we were not going to seek revenge?’

Gibbs smiled. ‘Son, you’re more of a man than I was at your age. Smithy told me that you need to be told the truth, and I’m sorry that I’ve shielded you from things for so long. Our job now is to kill as many of Rebus’s gang members as we can. This will weaken him and strip him of his resources.’

‘And make him weak to our attacks.’

‘That’s correct. But it’ll also make him weak against other gangs that he’s competing with. That boyfriend told me quite a few things about old Rebus in the end.’

‘Is it true you tortured him?’ Stuart asked.

Gibbs swallowed hard. ‘I made him see that it was futile to keep resisting.’

‘Look,’ Stuart shouted, pointing out of Gibbs’s right window.

Gibbs felt his heart jump as he snapped his head to the right. ‘What?’

‘A few warehouses.’

‘Jesus, boy. I thought we were about to get into it with someone,’ Gibbs said and slowed the truck, looking off into the distance. ‘Seems like a good out-of-the-way spot.’

‘Gibbs,’ Smithy shouted from the back of the truck. ‘We have company. Five hundred meters behind us. Looks like two vans.’

‘Thought you were sleeping.’

‘Nah. I thought I’d better keep a lookout while you two chat about the meaning of life.’

‘We’ll drive to those warehouses and set up an ambush inside. There only seems to be one viable entrance to each of them.’

Across the open fields was an abandoned industrial park. Ten to fifteen flat-roofed warehouses stood in long rows like children’s building blocks, surrounded by a brick perimeter wall topped with barbed wire. The gaping entrance where a gate once stood was the only viable way in.

‘If it’s not already filled with our enemies waiting to kick our arses.’

‘There is no time to scout around. We’ll have to risk it,’ Gibbs said.

‘Well hurry the hell up. They’re coming in at speed.’

‘Even better. They won’t have time to pull out before it’s too late. Get on the radio to Fingers,’ Gibbs said as he turned off the old tar road and drove down a potholed, tarmac drive then between two brick gate posts. They passed the empty guard house, which was doorless and crossed the weed-ridden concrete area that was in front of the first few warehouses. A group of turkey vultures took to the air as they approached.

Gibbs pointed to the first warehouse. ‘I want them positioned on the left, just as we enter. I’ll take the right-hand side a little further along. You wait at the end of the warehouse with the truck. Use the GAU19.’

‘Gladly, boss,’ Smithy said.

‘And me?’ Stuart asked.

‘You’re right next to me. Get your M4.’

• • •

The 38s vans slid in sideways, screeching tyres barely audible above the rattling sound of the GAU19. Dust rose from the floor of the abandoned warehouse, clouding everything. The GAU19, with Smithy behind it, let off a few rounds into the left van before the driver steered it to the right and stopped. The van doors were flung open, and pistols and machine guns were raised over the open side door frames, firing rapidly at the GAU19 ‘s position and at the van that shielded Gibbs’s position. Two gang members jumped out of the other 38s van with pistols raised. They fired rapidly as they ran towards Gibbs. Bullets flicked off the shielding van as Gibbs and Stuart ducked down for a second time before rising in unison to fire more rounds at the charging men. The 38s were screaming obscenities as the bullets hit, falling to their knees then forward onto their faces. Gibbs swung his SA80 to the right to cover the others, but Fingers was already walking towards the other stopped van. A young teen jumped out from behind the van, his long hair flying about his head. Fingers fired, and the boy went backwards clutching his chest. Another 38, with a black leather jacket, jumped out of the driver’s seat but was dropped where he crouched on the ground. Stuart’s M4 rattled off a short burst as a shirtless gangster jumped out of the back of the nearest door. The man took a step then shook as the bullets hit his chest sending him over backwards into the dust.

‘Good shooting,’ Gibbs said. ‘Stay focused on the door. These buggers are known to be cowards and like to hide in the vans.’

More shots went off from the other side, echoing around the abandoned space.

‘Let’s clear the vans and take what we need,’ Gibbs said, walking forward, looking down the sights of the SA80. He swung it to the open back door of the nearest van. A rolled mattress was on the floor in the back, and shelves on the left wall had been bolted to the interior, filled with clothing, cooking equipment and ammunition cases.

‘I’ll check the other back door,’ Stuart said, walking away from his dad.

Gibbs edged to the left to peer into the cab of the van. It was empty.

‘All clear from here,’ Smithy called from the roof of the truck. He had jumped up through the roof turret and had his SA80 out in front of him.

‘Clear,’ Fingers shouted from the other van.

‘Gibbs,’ Stuart called.

Gibbs turned to see his son standing behind the open door, M4 lowered to his waist, staring at a protruding arm with a large hunting knife pointing at him. Gibbs gasped for breath and was about to shoot the hand when he realised it had a slender feminine structure to it. Almost childlike. The heavy knife was shaking.

‘Drop the knife. You cannot get away,’ Stuart said, stepping to the right to let Gibbs move around the back.

Gibbs felt his adrenaline levels drop. Lowering the SA80, he smiled.

‘Who is it?’ Smithy said.

‘What’s your name, lady?’ Gibbs asked. A slim blonde woman with a black bandana looked up at him. Blue eyes flicked from him to Stuart and back.

‘Stay the fuck away from me. I’ll stick you with this.’

‘I’m sure you will,’ Gibbs said, swinging the SA80 to the back of him on its strap. ‘You’re safe here with us. I take it you are not one of the 38s.’

She shook her head. ‘Who are you? Where are we?’

‘We’re the men who are going to kill Rebus Maze,’ Stuart said. ‘This is the Hooded Man.’

Gibbs frowned as he looked at his son. ‘You’re safe. Why don’t you get out of there and we can talk?’

‘I’m not handing this knife over.’

‘That’s fine. You keep a good hold of it until you feel you can trust us. Okay?’

Cat-like, she slipped out the back of the van and stood in front of Gibbs. She wore a white band of cloth around her breasts with old blue denims and hiking boots.

‘Are you really him?’ she said.

Gibbs nodded and turned slightly to reveal the hood from the jacket underneath his body armour, a big smile on his face. ‘You must be cold. Stuart, go and get one of the old jackets from the truck. Check on Grace too.’

‘You are a wanted man. You know that? I heard them all talking. There’s a lot of money on your head.’

‘I‘ve heard the rumour. Are you a prisoner or one of the gang whores?’

‘I was in Rebus’s harem for a while, but got too old, so he passed me off to these men. I didn’t choose to be here.’

‘My name is Gibbs. The man on the roof of the truck is Smithy. You met young Stuart already, and the men standing to your right with their tongues hanging out are Fingers and Blondie.’

She glanced at the men and back at Gibbs. ‘You people not big on names, or did your mothers not like you?’

Gibbs laughed and took a step to the left. ‘Come with me so we can continue talking.’ He walked over to an old workbench at the side of the warehouse and dragged two crates out from under the wooden top.

‘Ahem,’ Smithy said.

‘Smithy, take Fingers and Blondie in one of the vans and have a scout about. Make sure it’s safe to stay here for the night. Oh, and you’d better cook a little more as we have another guest,’ Gibbs said, sitting on a crate.

The woman sat down. In the bright light from the glassless windows, he could see that she was in her twenties, well-tanned but with a haggardness from a life of strife.

‘How about we start with your name?’ he said.

‘Karen Schofield from San Francisco.’

‘Not much left of that after the flood.’

‘Yeah, but there’s still a lot happening on the higher ground. Loads of islands were formed around the old bay during the flood surge, and the Floodlanders are making it work, I hear. No gang has been able to take hold since you destroyed the Hawks.’

‘I’m glad to hear that. We hope to do the same here with Rebus.’

‘You saved thousands back there.’

Gibbs nodded and looked at his hands.

‘How long have you been a prisoner of these bastards?’

‘Five years now. They got me when I was eighteen in a slave trade-off.’

‘Must have been hell.’

She looked at the knife in her hands and shrugged.

‘We’re scouting for an enclave to drop off a wounded man and a young girl who we managed to save from other gang members. We can leave you there if you want.’

‘Thanks. That would be great,’ she said, tucking a strand of hair that had escaped from beneath her bandana behind her ear. ‘You know that Rebus wants you dead.’

‘He’ll have his chance soon enough. Do you know where he is hiding?’

She shook her head. ‘I’ve been with these scout vehicles for a few weeks. They check in occasionally via radio. Rebus was in Maryville when those dead idiots last made contact but he has moved since then, I think.’

‘Could you point it out on a map?’

She shook her head.

‘Never mind. That’s okay,’ Gibbs said. ‘Who is the tall black woman he has with him?’

‘That’s Enyo. She’s been with him for a while too and is like the mother for his harem. Also the only woman Rebus fucks. I got on well with her because she seems to have a hold over him. Now that Luka is dead, she’ll be ruling the roost.’

The van returned and parked across the entrance. Smithy got out and walked over. ‘I’ve left Fingers to the north and Blondie to the west. They’ll keep watch for an hour or so to make sure that our attack didn’t draw too much attention.’

‘How is Warren doing?’ Gibbs said.

Smithy shrugged his shoulders. ‘We’ve done all we can. His temperature has stayed level, so no infection has hit yet, but it’s early days. We need to get to a place with a doctor and antibiotics.’

Karen jumped up to both men’s surprise and walked back to the van. Reaching in, she pulled out a small brown parcel, wrapped in a leather cord. ‘There is a general antibiotic in there. I got it from Enyo. All the working girls got one when she could get her hands on them.’

‘That’s fantastic, Karen,’ Gibbs said, getting up and taking it from her. ‘Smithy, get it over to Warren and start him on it.’

Karen handed it to Smithy, the knife in her other hand raised towards him.

‘Love, if we were a danger to you, you’d have known about it by now.’

She watched him walk away, then stuck the knife into her leather belt. ‘What happens next?’

‘Find a place to drop you all off and then we go after Rebus.’

‘I could help you.’

Gibbs grinned and stood up to walk toward the truck. A feeling he’d not felt in a long time churned within his gut. ‘Let’s make dinner and talk about that later,’ he said, looking up to see Stuart leaning out of the door of the truck. The youngster stepped down and walked towards them, grinning at Karen as he passed.

‘It’s time, you know, Gibbs.’

Gibbs frowned and stopped walking. ‘Time for what? Dinner?’

‘Time for you to move on from Mom and get a wife.’

‘Not this again, and definitely not from you.’

‘Yes, this again. After we’re done with Rebus, we can salvage what we need from him and head south to Mexico. Karen is pretty, and she looks like she can handle herself, which is what we need. Mom would have wanted you to get married again.’

‘I’m getting hungry. Let’s see what Smithy is destroying on the stove,’ Gibbs said, putting his arm around Stuart’s shoulders. He was nearly as tall as Gibbs now.

‘I noticed that you didn’t argue the point as much as the last time we spoke about this. Does that mean you are coming around to the idea?’

‘Focus on you and Gracie. I see how you’re hovering around her,’ he said, slapping Stuart on the back as they walked.


Chapter 25

Powell, Knoxville, Tennessee, USA – 2043

The fly tickled his temple as it walked down to his cheek to the corner of his mouth. Rolling the cigarette in his teeth, Andrei lifted the Zippo and flicked the top open with a clink. The fly moved off into the blue evening sky. A large fire flicked shadows up onto the nearby wall of the abandoned, roofless church. Embers twisted upwards as Andrei leaned back on the concrete steps that led up to what was left of the marble altar. Taking a long draw on the cigarette, he felt his chest constricting as he fought off the urge to cough. Enough blood had been spilt that way. Sitting forward, he looked around the church floor at the soldiers, settling onto their constructed army cots.

‘I’m still waiting for an answer, warlord,’ Captain Alonso said, standing on one of the steps below Andrei’s feet.

‘Captain, I told you to stop calling me that. Andrei will do fine out here in the field.’

‘So you’ve been out in the field before then?’

‘You could say that, captain.’

‘Bloody hell, Alonso. I told you the man worked for the Russian FSB. That means he’s more than qualified to be here with us. Admittedly, his age means that we will have to go a little slower,’ Elijah said.

Andrei removed the cigarette from his mouth with his thumb and forefinger, staring at Elijah. He blew the smoke out through his nose, and a little smile appeared.

‘No disrespect, of course,’ Elijah said, with a nod of his head. ‘While I don’t believe we need you here, the people who pay me have made it clear. If I want my money, I have to take you along with me.’

‘More haste, less speed, Bounty Hunter,’ Andrei said. ‘Now that I’m here, we can take our time. Gibbs will come to me. I have a contact who will pass him messages from me every few days on a satphone I know he possesses.’

‘How can you possibly know that?’ Captain Alonso said. ‘And why haven’t we brought this contact in for questioning?’

‘You had his daughter in custody. I helped her escape from your NAG silly base. I earned her trust, and she put me in touch with her father who speaks to Gibbs. He will tell me what I need to know.’

‘I will have you arrested for interfering and assisting a criminal to escape,’ the captain said, his face darkening as he folded his arms.

‘Shut up, Alonso,’ Elijah said. ‘We have another great lead handed to us, and you want to mess it all up.’

‘Don’t tell me to shut up. You mind your place here. I represent the NAG.’

Elijah waved him away with a flick of his hand. ‘Andrei, do you trust the contact?’

‘I have no reason not to.’

‘When was the last time you spoke to this man?’

‘I spoke to him yesterday morning. He’s a man who’s been tracking Gibbs’s movements around the country, mostly from people’s accounts of the Hooded Man. He spoke to Gibbs only a month ago. When Gibbs turns that phone on again, he will get the messages to contact me.’

‘I happen to know that we are now only two days away from your friend,’ Elijah said. ‘So, you’ll forgive me if I don’t wait for him to contact you. When we get close, I am going in. If he’s alive after that, you two can have a good old catch-up.’ Andrei nodded, a big smile on his face. He liked the big American because he had his mission and was focused on the prize.

A satphone rang, echoing around the graffiti-littered walls of the church. Captain Alonso grabbed it from a pouch on his webbing that had been placed on the floor near his cot. ‘I have to take this,’ he said, picking up an M4 and walking down to where the men were sleeping around the fire. He turned left and walked out of one of the arched doorways.

‘That man sure takes a lot of calls in private,’ Andrei said. ‘Do you trust him?’

‘I don’t trust anyone from the NAG, or your NEG for that matter,’ Elijah said.

‘Very wise. Have you confronted him about it?’

‘Says it’s all personal business.’

‘That many personal calls on a NAG phone? I don’t think so.’

Elijah stood up from his position to the left of Andrei and walked over to his army stretcher positioned away from the other men. He reached into a bag and pulled out an electronic tablet. Turning it on, he tapped a few times and walked back.

‘Got a piece of GPS spyware here. I’ve been tracking his signal and trying to get a listen to the conversation, but I cannot hack into it. It shows that he is speaking to another satphone in NewYork. That’s all I can get with my limited knowledge of this spyware.’

‘NAG headquarters?’

‘Yes, every time,’ Elijah said. ‘He’s hung up now.’

Captain Alonso walked back in and threw the phone on his bedding.

‘Taking personal calls again, I see,’ Andrei said, watching the man’s eyes narrow into a squint as he looked at the Bounty Hunter.

‘That would be none of your business, warlord.’

‘But I think it is. If you’re focused on personal issues that need you to take a call every three hours, then you might not be focussed on the mission we’re on,’ Andrei said.

The captain ground his teeth, the muscles of his jawbone dancing in his cheeks.

Andrei took another long draw on the dwindling cigarette. ‘I have a good gut instinct and know people. It comes from being old. I doubt you are telling the truth and believe the Bounty Hunter agrees with me.’

‘I don’t care what either of you believes. It’s personal.’

‘Sure, it is. I can set my watch by the three-hour regularity. Seems strange that a friend or family member would be having such a regimented crisis as that,’ Andrei said.

Captain Alonso stared at him.

‘I bet you one hundred NAG vouchers that it’s the NAG operational centre or command post.’

‘You’re wrong. It’s my commanding officer,’ Captain Alonso said, turning his back on them as he started setting up his army cot.

‘He’s not very bright, is he?’ Andrei said, taking a last draw of the cigarette.

‘I’m starting to like you a lot, my Russian friend,’ Elijah said. ‘While I still don’t think your plan will work before mine does, you being here is more entertainment than I’ve had in the past few weeks.’ Andrei touched his forehead in a salute.

• • •

‘That’s a hell of a lot of circling buzzards, boss,’ Fingers said.

Gibbs climbed down from the cab of the battle truck and joined Fingers in the middle of the four-way stop. Ducking his head through the SA80 strap, he let the machine gun settle across his chest. ‘Seen any movement in the town?’

‘We’ve been here for an hour, and there’s nothing happening. I dropped Blondie down one of the side streets, and he says other than coyotes and feral dogs, no gang members to report.’

‘Okay. Go and collect him, then meet up with us. Be on the lookout for a water source. We need drinking and fusion water.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Gibbs stared down the street, lined with burnt shells of old cars. A few of the houses had also been set alight, black walls and twisted steel roofing frames showing up against the blue sky. A dog ran across the road, turning towards him for a few seconds before retreating back between the cars. A hundred meters down the road, set back from the road, behind a large barren tree, was an old petrol station. Walking backwards, he couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling. He looked back. They were being watched.

‘What’s up, mate?’ Smithy shouted, leaning out of the passenger window.

Gibbs jumped into the cab. ‘Fingers and Blondie haven’t seen anyone in the town.’

‘Okay then. Let’s go through it then.’

Gibbs sat back in the driver seat, tapping his forefinger on the top of the steering wheel.

‘You think there are people hiding here?’ Smithy asked.

‘Just a feeling.’

‘I trust your feelings more than anyone else’s.’

Gibbs looked around at Stuart who was already moving to one of the side portals. He flipped the reinforced glass down, opening up a shooting slit. Karen walked forward and looked at Gibbs. ‘Let me have a rifle or something. I’m sure I can help.’

‘Have you ever shot with something like the M4 Stuart is using?’

‘Aim and fire, isn’t it?’

Smithy laughed. ‘If you’re being attacked by a horde of zombies. This needs a little more control.’

‘No time to learn like the present,’ Karen said.

Gibbs reached down to a hidden panel beneath his seat and pulled out a Sig226. ‘Smithy, show Karen the delocking mechanism on this, it’ll be easier for her to use.’

Smithy climbed to the back and started showing her the weapon. Directly behind them was Grace, sitting and watching everyone, eyes darting from Stuart to Smithy. She didn’t speak much, but then again, after what she had been through, who would. Toby bounced up to her, his tail wagging, and he placed his head on her lap. She stroked his head and nose, a small grin appearing. Gibbs smiled and shook his head. The bloody feral dog was as picky as an upper-class working girl but seemed to know when people needed a distraction.

Gibbs felt nausea in his stomach getting stronger. It wasn’t a wise decision to head into blind situations. He adjusted the Glock velcroed to his chest webbing and started the truck. Pushing the first gear forward he engaged the fusion cycle.

Smithy jumped back into his seat. ‘She’ll be fine with the pistol,’ he said, raising the bulletproof side window to halfway. An M4 in his hand, he chambered a round and leant back. ‘Think she fancies you.’

Gibbs looked at him as he changed up a gear. ‘Don’t start that crap again. Watch for a bloody ambush.’

The truck moved slowly down the middle of the road towards what had been the shopping area of the town. They travelled through a block of empty houses, some boarded up, others set alight by their owners as they fled. The trees that had once lined the leafy suburban street had been hacked back for firewood. The next block was flanked by the concrete carcasses of shops and restaurants. The frontage of all the buildings had been ripped out by Scavengers or the gangs. No town or street names were visible. This was a tactic employed by the gang members to confuse the NAG, who were using old GPSs based on street and town names. Many of the satellites were not functioning properly so they could delay the NAG soldiers calling for back up troops.

‘Fingers? Gibbs over,’ he said into the handset. ‘Everything still clear?’

‘All clear. Picked up Blondie and heading your way.’

The shell of architecture that was once a petrol station was overgrown with plants and covered with rust. Only the buzzards that were sitting on the forecourt roof, and the main sign, hinted at recent activity. More came in from circling heights, their large wings pushing dust clouds forward as they landed

‘Jesus, there’s a pile of something on that forecourt. Let’s take a look. The buzzards are squabbling over food there.’

‘We’re pulling into a fuel station. Keep sweeping for movement,’ Gibbs said out loud for all to hear.

With the truck facing the four rusting fuel pumps, Gibbs stopped and activated the handbrakes which shut down the fusion cycle and switched to hydrogen battery power. He picked up the SA80 and jumped down from the cab. Sweeping the weapon up and down the street, he scoured the rooftops of the abandoned shops across the roads. All the shop fronts had been stripped and recycled.

‘Clear,’ he said.

The same reply came from Smithy, so Gibbs walked forward to the fuel pumps. The stench was overpowering. He choked back the gag reflex as he approached a pile of rags. Human limbs were barely recognisable, having been picked clean.

‘All looks empty inside the building,’ Smithy said, sweeping his M4 from left to right.

‘Quiet,’ Gibbs said, stopping near the pile of bodies. Two buzzards that had bounded away looked up at him.

‘What?’ Smithy asked in a hushed tone.

‘A voice. It sounds like they’re saying, water.’

The two men walked through the forecourt, and around the side of the building. A coyote bolted from the carcass of a vulture it had managed to kill, tail between its legs as it disappeared around a rusty blue car. Leaning up against the building wall was a shape that appeared to be that of a person. Smithy raised his M4. ‘Don’t move, old-timer.’

‘Water, please.’

Gibbs walked towards the man who was slumped against the concrete wall. He was dressed in a tattered jacket, black pants and boots with no laces, with a dirty blanket wrapped around his shoulder. A set of wooden crutches lay at his side.

‘Drop that blanket and let me see your hands, first,’ he said. ‘And slowly.’

The man complied.

‘Get him a bottle of water, Smithy,’ Gibbs said, kneeling in front of the man.

‘What’s your name?’

‘Martin,’ he said in a husky voice. Long dirty grey hair draped over his shoulders, and his chapped and cracked lips were red through his long grey beard.

‘What happened here, Martin?’ Gibbs said, taking a bottle of water from Smithy. He raised it to Martin’s lips. ‘Sip on this slowly.’

The man winced as the water wet his lips and soothed his dry mouth and throat. He took three swallows then pushed it away. ‘Thank you, son.’

‘How many bodies back there?’ Gibbs said.

‘Seven or eight men and boys. There were tortured then killed. The bastards took all the women and girls.’

‘Friends and family?’

‘No. They were a group of travellers who picked me up about a week ago. Lovely folks trying to get to a nearby enclave with the name of Constance,’ he said, taking another sip of water. ‘I thought I was a dead man. Those pesky buzzards kept harassing me for four days. I had a small bottle of water in my jacket, and I rationed it to a few capfuls a day. Ran out yesterday.’

‘Are there any gangs in the vicinity?’ Gibbs asked, taking the bottle from the man.

‘Two vans passed through this morning. In a hurry, that’s for sure. Like the devil was on their tail.’

‘Can you stand up? We have a battle truck around the corner.’

‘I’m old and will be a burden. Leave me a water bottle and be on your way,’ Martin said, grabbing one of his crutches. ‘I can keep the buzzards at bay with this. Been doing it for three days already.’

Smithy walked around the front of the man. He scanned the streets again as a van approached. ‘We need to keep moving, boss. Here come the boys.’

‘We’re not going to leave you here,’ Gibbs said.

Stuart came walking around the corner. ‘Gibbs, we need to go. Warren’s in a lot of pain, and the morphine is nearly finished.’

Martin looked up at the boy and then back at Gibbs. He pushed himself upright with some effort. ‘Gibbs, huh?’ he said. ‘What’s wrong with your friend?’

‘Took a bullet a couple of days back.’

‘Plus he has one that is lodged in his knee,’ Smithy said. ‘An old wound.’

‘How has his temperature been?’ Martin said.

‘Stable. We’ve done all the standard field dressings. I had a general purpose antibiotic that I gave him,’ Gibbs said.

‘If the pain is getting worse, it could be haemorrhaging inside.’

‘That’s the reason we’re looking for an enclave with a doctor or hospital.’

‘Constance has a good hospital but no doctor anymore.’

‘Have they got a dentist, maybe?’ Gibbs said.

‘No, both left.’

‘You seem to know a lot about this place.’

‘Give me a hand up, young man,’ Martin said, holding his hand out to Stuart. ‘Let’s see this injured man.’

Gibbs looked around at Smithy, who shrugged his shoulders.

‘Martin? How do you know about this doctor and dentist?’

‘I was that doctor,’ he said. ‘I used to help run the enclave. I know the warlord there. They will help you if you have something to trade.’

‘We don’t have anything to trade other than some weaponry and a little food.’

Martin hunched over on his crutches. He looked at Gibbs. ‘I’m wanted back there, so you can use me for leverage.’

Gibbs stood up and walked forward, pressing the barrel of the SA80 into Martin’s back. ‘So tell me, Martin, what did you do to get kicked out of an enclave? I don’t want us to get into the line of fire over you.’

Martin smiled. ‘I left under cover of darkness. I wasn’t thrown out.’

‘And for that matter, just why did the gang members simply leave you and not kill you?’

Martin turned and looked across the street. ‘I’m a coward, Mr Gibbs. I ran away instead of fighting on both accounts. Now we can talk about this all day, or I can look at your wounded man. Time is precious.’
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The smell of fresh flowers filled his nostrils, and a vision of Christina flashed before him. Tall, with her blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail, her smile beamed from ear to ear and the gentle lilt of her American accent roused old memories. The image disappeared into the heat of the dawn sunrise as he looked into the glow of the sun over the steering wheel. Karen sat in the truck’s passenger seat next to him. It was all Smithy’s idea.

‘How long was I asleep?’ she said, rubbing her hands with a clear substance that smelt like something Gibbs hadn’t smelt for years, a sweet shop he’d visited as a child in Scotland.

‘Two or three hours maybe,’ he said.

‘A fat load of good I’m at riding shotgun,’ she said, looking back at the others in the truck. ‘How long have you been behind the wheel? Shouldn’t one of them have come to relieve you? I can learn to drive if you’ll teach me.’

Gibbs felt himself smiling. ‘We’ve been on the road for four hours. Apparently, we should be there soon. Martin managed to remember a nearby town that’s still on the GPS. I’ll wake him when we get closer.’

‘Are you going to teach me?’

‘What, to drive? Now?’

‘Why not? It’s dark out there. You said last night that it’s safer to travel at night.’

‘Yes, I did. It’s also best to stay alive on these roads by not having someone who has never driven before toppling us into a culvert.’

‘I’m a quick learner.’

‘I do believe that. It’s just that there are a lot of lives in the back there. I’d like to wake them up in a calm and quiet manner, not all screaming and flying around the truck.’

She laughed a joyous sound and Gibbs felt a warmth flowing through him. ‘You’re like Josey Wales,’ she said, screwing the lid onto a small bottle.

‘What are you’re rubbing on your hands?’

‘This is like a moisturiser. It is made with gelatin and other things that Enyo used to get from people on our travels. It has a great smell too,’ she said, extending her arm across the cab. ‘Have a sniff.’

‘I can smell it from here, thanks,’ Gibbs said, shifting in his seat and pulling at the neck of his shirt with his finger.

‘You haven’t been around women in a while, have you?’

Gibbs stuttered, focusing on the beams that stretched out on the dusty road ahead of them. He felt a heat spread under the t-shirt and webbing, and up the back of his neck. ‘Smithy is an arse.’

She laughed out loud again. It was a glorious sound. ‘So, you’re a Josey Wales fan?’ Gibbs asked.

‘I love old Westerns. Rebus has over two hundred DVDs of hero-type movies. He loved Josey Wales because he also collects people along the way and saves them from harm.’

‘I remember it vaguely. A long time ago,’ he said. ‘What’s even better is you think I’m like Rebus?’

Her eyes widened, and she struggled to get a sound out. ‘No. Wait?’

He laughed. ‘Too easy, Karen.’

She leaned across and punched him. ‘Bloody idiot. You’re nothing like that animal. I can see it in the way that you love and protect your son.’

Gibbs felt the sweats return. He looked at her and frowned.

‘Come on, Gibbs. Anyone with half a brain can see the resemblance, and how you watch over him like a father.’

‘I try to keep it a secret. For his protection.’

‘It’ll fool most of the idiots left out in the world. You should be proud of the way you’ve raised him.’

‘Thanks. It’s nice to hear someone say that. I only hope we can all get this matter with Rebus done and dusted, then disappear to South America.’

‘Would be nice to live somewhere that isn’t so hot and dry. Rebus had boys from South America once. They told stories of living in a big jungle where they had rain every week.’

‘That’s the destination we want to get to. I’ll probably drop you all off at Constance, so we can go and finish off this thing off.’

Karen sat back in the chair and folded her brown legs underneath her. ‘That will only end in death, Gibbs. He has a lot of men and contacts in the NAG.’

‘We’re killing as many of his gang members as we can to starve him of support. That’s why Smithy and Stuart always disable the vans we do battle with. That way they cannot be used again unless they are towed back and seen to by a mechanic.’

‘Revenge won’t bring Maddy back, Gibbs. Stuart told me about her. Clearly, her death affected you all, but in case you haven’t noticed, he is smitten with Grace now, and she with him.’

‘I’ve noticed. I’m not a complete idiot.’

‘I’m just saying that Stuart seems to have let go. You and Smithy need to do that too.’

‘Don’t bloody bring me into this,’ Smithy’s voice came from the back of the truck.

‘If you can listen in on people’s conversations, you’re wide awake enough to make coffee,’ Karen said.

Gibbs laughed out loud. ‘You heard the lady. Get to it.’

• • •

Wind buffeted Enyo’s head feathers across her face as the van sped along the dusty road. Reaching up, she pressed them back beneath the roof of the van. A quick countersteer with her left hand kept them from disappearing down one of the culverts that ran along the side of the road. Flash storms that hit the area once a year caused mass soil erosion and dangerous corrugations across the roads.

‘Steady on, my princess,’ Rebus said, sitting next to her. ‘We want to arrive in a state that will allow us to do battle.’

Enyo nodded and looked in the rearview mirror. The three painted faces of Rebus’s bodyguards looked back at her. ‘We’re taking a risk, bringing the entire force down here to chase him.’

‘There’s a lot of money to be made from getting him. His reputation seems to have grown now that everyone knows the Bounty Hunter and NAG are after him.’

‘Are we sure that they are heading back this way? Sources say that they are heading south to Mexico.’

‘This may be true, beautiful,’ Rebus said, taking an M4 from one of the men behind him. ‘Our spies say he has doubled back towards us. I had hoped that he wanted to meet me in battle, but it seems that he is making for that enclave called Constance.’

‘Are we going to wait for them there? We don’t have its exact location.’

‘Ah, my dear. While you were getting ready, I got a tip-off from a loyal slave trader who gave me the exact location.’

‘Do we know anything about the enclave? If they let the Hooded Man in, he could do some serious like the last time.’

‘Best we get there and make sure that that doesn’t happen.’

• • •

‘I don’t care who you think you report to, captain. The reality is that you all report to me or Chancellor Byrdich. Hasn’t that sunk in yet?’

Captain Alonso swapped the phone to the other ear as he walked a few steps from his van. He glanced back to his men who were preparing lunch from military ration packs kept in their backpacks. They’d stopped along the side of an abandoned motorway, with visibility for miles either way. His eyes darted from van to van. There he was, always watching. The new arrival. The Russian.

‘Captain? Can you hear me?’

‘Yes, Chancellor Rolin.’

‘Acknowledge me when I’m talking to you. It’s called good manners.’

‘Yes, sir. It’s was just a little difficult with everyone listening in.’

‘Can you speak freely now?’

‘Go ahead, sir.’

‘You are to only take orders from myself or Chancellor Byrdich. No one else in the NAG or NEG.’

‘I understand, sir. What about the Bounty Hunter? I’ve been told to take orders from him.’

‘That pretence must continue. They cannot know that you’re in discussion with us directly.’

‘Copy that, sir,’ Captain Alonso said, walking off the main road towards a dense thicket of dead bushes. Everything was dead in this part of the world, not like in the Floodzone on the coast. He turned to look back at the vans. No one was within earshot. ‘What are my orders, sir?’

‘Michael and I need to know what Andrei Kirilenko has in his possession. It’s vital to understand what he has on his person, and why he’s so eager to meet up with Gibbs.’

‘I have already had a look through the warlord’s possessions on request from the NAG Chancellor. The Russian is trusting of everyone here. It was easy to rummage through his stuff.’

‘He’s a cagey Russian who doesn’t trust anyone. If he’s leaving his bags lying around, then he has nothing of value in them.’

‘Sir, he does have a small rectangular, leather pouch that I’ve seen him looking at. It’s filled with documents and a small book he writes in.’

‘You could have led with that, you idiot. That pouch must contain information that he wants to give to Gibbs which explains why he’s travelled all that way. I want that pouch.’

‘But it is always in his jacket, and he sleeps in that.’

‘Captain, your job is to steal that pouch and return it personally to Chancellor Byrdich.’

‘But it will be impossible to get to.’

‘Find a way, captain, or you’ll go back to living in the Floodzone. Do you want that for your family?’

‘No, sir. I’ll try to get it.’

‘You have to succeed, captain. Whatever he has in his possession cannot fall into Gibbs’s hands. It’s a matter of national security, and for the safety of our planet.’

Captain Alonso felt his chest swell. He straightened up and nodded. ‘I’ll get it from him even if it is from his dead hands.’

‘I admire your zeal, but you cannot simply kill a NEG warlord, as much I would love you to.’

‘He is always talking to the Bounty Hunter, so I don’t see another way.’

‘Find one and get it done. Make sure the pouch stays unopened. You will be briefed on its contents once you have handed them over. Obviously, you will be handsomely rewarded for this. You will not have to ever work again,’ the chancellor said, then hung up.

Captain Alonso looked at the phone for a few moments and placed it back in a pocket on his webbing. Looking ahead of him, he saw just desert and dust, a wasteland he had no interest in returning to.

‘Still making clandestine calls, captain?’ a voice said from behind him. He jumped with fright and reached for his sidearm.

‘Still creeping around spying on people, Russian?’

‘I knew a man once who crept around my offices in Moscow, always making phone calls in corners and dark places. I had him executed as a traitor. Are you a traitor to that NAG uniform, captain?’

‘Mind your words, warlord. This is urgent NAG business. Nothing to do with you New Europeans. Don’t go sticking your nose into places where it could get it cut off.’

Andrei smiled at him and lit another cigarette. ‘Threats? I do love threats. Adds spice to the flavour of the operation.’

• • •

‘Sitting here isn’t going to get us through those big front gates,’ Smithy said.

Gibbs rested his chin on his arms which were draped over the large steering wheel. He chewed his lip as he looked down the road to the main gates of Constance. Two large black metal gates were bookended with two tall towers. No doubt reinforced steel gates with horizontal beams to shore them up. A twelve-foot wall extended away from the towers and disappeared behind the old apartment blocks that towered over them. The residents had used the surrounding cityscape to create the enclave, placing men and women with machine guns along the walls and in the deserted apartment blocks.

‘I’m guessing there are snipers in those three apartment blocks that form part of the wall?’ Gibbs said, sitting upright again.

‘We used to have young teenagers who were taught to shoot with the snipers’ rifles we collected. They’ll be dotted all over, with a second younger child who helps load rifles and run messages. They all have climbing harnesses on and can abseil down within the interior of the building if they need to evacuate,’ Martin said, sipping on a metal water bottle.

‘I’ve no interest in getting into a gunfight here so we will have to take this slow,’ Gibbs said.

‘We can get an old white shirt on the end of a rifle. Pop it out one of the roof turrets,’ Smithy said.

‘That might get you closer. Just remember that the enclave has seen NAG battle trucks before and are used to them being used by gangs,’ Martin said. ‘I will stay out of sight for a while. Let them talk to you first. They won’t want to see me with you. It might sour the negotiations.’

‘Just what did you do to make them hate you so much?’ Smithy asked as he got out of the way of the old man who struggled to get to the back of the truck.

‘I made decisions that got people killed and then I ran out on them.’

Gibbs turned in his seat. ’Stuart, can you get the white flag organised? Stick it out the top once we get going. I’m going to drive straight to the main gate. Nobody stick any weapons out of the truck. We’re here to get help for everyone but to do that we have to get into the enclave. We’ve done this before, so listen to Smithy and me, and take your lead from us.’

Gibbs turned and threw the lever for the fusion drive forward, turning slightly to get the truck aligned with the main gates. He worked his way up the gears until he got to twenty miles per hour. Keeping both his hands on the top of the steering wheel for all to see, he slowed down as they approached.

‘Boss, there‘s a gang member van parked up to our left in an old driveway. Both doors are open, but I can see them smoking in the front seats. They’re just sitting there,’ Smithy said.

‘Scouts. We can only hope that it’s another gang and not the 38s,’ Gibbs said as he continued to steer the truck towards the enclave main gate. ‘Stuart, start waving that flag. They will have all their eyes on us now. Here we go, people.’

Smithy placed his M4 against the dashboard and placed both hands on hot plastic below the vertical front window. ‘I see a few faces in the windows.’

‘If anyone hears any pings on the bodywork or windows, call out. They have snipers in the buildings that we are passing,’ Gibbs said, slowing the truck to five miles an hour.

‘The two big machine guns on the main towers are now focussed on us.’

‘I see that,’ Gibbs said, glancing up at the makeshift walkway above the gate. Similar structure to all the enclaves he had been to. ’Smile a little, Smithy, but not like a psychopath like you usually do.’

‘For that, I’m letting you get out of the truck first.’

‘A gentleman as always,’ Gibbs said and pressed the brake to stop the truck. Setting the hydrogen brake to park, he looked up to the men who were manning the main guns. He raised both his hands, and Smithy did the same. ‘Keep waving that flag, Stuart.’

Gibbs stood up and eased through the seats to get to the side door. He looked back at Karen and Stuart. Giving them a wink, he pushed down on the metal door lever and swung the heavy side door open. A gust of dry air swirled up into his face, then the rattle of a machine gun as tufts of ground spurted up outside the door. The first warning shots.

‘Let me have that white shirt, Stuart,’ Gibbs said. ‘Give me two or three seconds and then follow me out. No weapons in your hands, keep all knives and pistols holstered.’

Waving the white shirt out through the side door first, Gibbs took the step down, taking a deep breath as he walked around towards the main gate. Nodding up at the people who were handling the tower guns, he walked to the front of the truck. Smithy and Karen followed by Stuart and Grace, who also held up a small white piece of cloth.

‘More and more weapons are appearing, boss,’ Smithy said under his breath.

‘If that was a 38 Roadster van back there then I hope these folks have a lot more.’

Gibbs took a step forward. ‘Good morning. We’d like to speak to the warlord or leader of Constance about shelter for a few days.’ A gust of wind picked up and blew dust across the base of the metal gates. Gibbs flicked glances from man to man, who stood above them, all dressed in long jackets, long pants and boots in different colours. Most had scarves that covered their noses and mouths, and a few had full balaclavas.

‘We come in peace. We have two wounded men back there who need water and a place to rest. One is a retired doctor.’

Two of the men above them whispered something to one another. ‘Okay, stranger. Get everyone to drop your pistols and knives in the dirt where you stand, and then walk to the small door to the right of the gate. If we see any weapons on you, we open fire.’

Gibbs nodded to everyone as he took the Glock out from the holster on his chest, and drew the hunting knife from his belt. Bending down, he placed them in the dust and walked to a small metal door. As the others caught up, he heard a metal clank, and the metal door popped open inwards.

‘Smithy, bring up the rear, will you?’ Gibbs said, pushing the heavy door open.

Walking through, he passed into a large rectangular cage that was on the other side. It was about five meters long and two metres high. The mass clicking of pistols, rifles and machine guns, as rounds were chambered, made Gibbs swivel and turn around. About twenty-five men and women were standing on the other side of the thick wire mesh. The clank of the metal door sealed them in. Gibbs had to admire the ingenuity of it all. They were now cornered away from their truck and weapons and surrounded by close-range shooters.

‘Can we speak to the warlord or leader, please? We have wounded people, including a doctor that needs your help,’ Gibbs said.

A tall man with a shaved head, and a big brown jacket walked forward, an old Beretta 9m in his hand. He had a shotgun on a strap that was on his back and another pistol on a holster strapped to his other thigh.

‘Do you really have a doctor in that truck? If we search it and it’s a trap, you’ll all be shot where you stand. Children and all.’

‘I’m telling the truth,’ Gibbs said.

The man nodded and holstered the Beretta. ‘Someone get Big Sal. Tell her we have prisoners who want to talk to her. And one of them is a doctor.’
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‘I take it Big Sal is a bit of a walk away. We’ve been here for ten minutes already and still no sign of her. Can we at least get water, please?’ Gibbs said, staring at the nearest guard, a woman in her early twenties.

The wire mesh of the cage was hot from the direct sun with only a few hessian sheets thrown over the top. Gibbs looked past their cordon of guards to see makeshift shops and small accommodation areas above streets that led off the main square that was just behind the main gates. A group of women, dressed in dark shirts and trousers that were tucked into cloth boots, walked across the square escorting a group of children. The kids craned their necks to see the group of prisoners in the cage but were reprimanded with a quick tug of the hand.

‘We have bottles of water in the truck. Can one of you go and get some if you aren’t in the mood to give us any of your own?’ Gibbs said.

‘We don’t share with gang members. Especially those who have stolen a NAG truck,’ a booming female voice said from behind them. ‘The radio is buzzing with the number of trucks being stolen by the 38 Street Roadsters.’

Gibbs turned to see a woman who was well over six foot tall, standing with two well-armed soldiers. She had Hispanic features with long black hair and dark eyes. Her brown shirt was tucked into black jeans, her cleavage showing above the unbuttoned front. A pistol was in a holster on her left hip and a small magazine band on her right with four magazines packed in.

‘We’re not with the 38s. They’ve been harassing us for the past four days,’ Gibbs said. ‘Are you Big Sal?’

The woman nodded. ‘What gang do you run with then?’

‘We were just up in an enclave in Knoxville that was under attack by Rebus Maze and his 38s. They retreated, and we were able to send him packing with the help of those folks. Now we are keen to head towards Mexico.’

She laughed out loud. ‘Why would the 38s leave an enclave standing?’

‘There were rumours that a large NAG convoy was heading that way. Maybe he didn’t want to get caught in that squabble.’

‘That man doesn’t run from a fight. He is psychotic.’

‘You’ll get no argument from me on that point. He slit a young friend of our’s throat right outside the gates.’

‘Sounds like him. Why did he let you get away?’

‘You can ask him if you want. I saw one of his scouts out there, parked up about a half a kilometre back there.’

‘I doubt that. We would’ve seen them.’

‘I can only tell you what we saw. We’ve been running from them for long enough to know their colours and the van markings.’

‘I can back up that statement,’ Karen said, inching forward.

‘And who are you that I should believe you?’

‘I was in Rebus’s harem for many years after which he gave me to a group of scouts. These kind folks helped me escape. They also rescued young Grace back there. Do we look like a gang? We have injured men in the truck that need help.’

‘Yes, my men told me that’s all you wanted,’ Big Sal said, taking a few steps towards Gibbs. ‘The only reason you’re standing in that cage is because you said that one of the injured men is a doctor.’

‘He is helping our other friend in the truck, but they both need hospital treatment and rest.’

Big Sal looked back at her two bodyguards and sent them towards the gate with a nod. They were joined by four armed men. A loud clacking noise rang out across the square as the right-hand gate opened, and with weapons raised, they walked outside.

‘I’d also like to leave these folks here for a while. I want to head back out and take out Rebus once and for all.’

‘What? The two of you?’ she said, looking at Gibbs and then at Smithy.

‘We have an extra van of men out there who I sent to take care of the 38s scout van, which your scouts missed.’

‘You can’t be in all places at once.’

‘Big Sal,’ one of her bodyguards called out as he ran to her. ‘It’s Doc Simeone. They have Doc Simeone in the truck.’

Big Sal was thrown by the news and stood for a few seconds, her eyes blinking rapidly.

Gibbs could see deep emotion tearing at her thought process. ‘You know Martin then?’

Big Sal walked around the cage and strode towards the gate as one of the men walked in, helping Martin through the gate. Warren was brought in next on a stretcher.

‘It could all kick off now, boss,’ Smithy said.

‘Hold thumbs that it doesn’t. Step back and see if you can open that door behind us somehow,’ Gibbs said. He felt Karen take his hand, tightening her grip. He didn’t pull away.

Big Sal reached Martin, who looked at her and said something. His head dropped, and then Big Sal took a step forward and hugged him. They stood embracing for a few seconds and then turned and walked back.

‘You can stay for a few days until my father has had a chance to look at your friend. We don’t have a lot of medicine anymore, but we will use what we can.

‘Your father. Martin?’ Gibbs said.

The old man smiled a little. ‘Didn’t want to tell you about our relationship, Gibbs.’

‘Gibbs?’ Big Sal said, looking at her father.

‘Yes, Sal. You’ve captured the Hooded Man himself.’

Gibbs felt nausea in his stomach. He’d led them all into a simple trap.

Big Sal smiled and gestured to one of her bodyguards. ‘Open the cage, and let’s get everyone settled. Gibbs, I’d like to talk to you about problems we have with a local Scavenger crew that is not holding up on their end of the supply deal we have with them.’

Gibbs walked out of the cage and over to her. He stuck out his hand, which she shook. ‘Do you have any spare vans around?’

‘Why?’

‘If those were 38s out there, they might have contacted Rebus, which means you could soon have a large group of Roadsters bearing down on you.’

‘You said that you have men out there.’

‘Yes, but you need scouts further out to monitor any major roads in from the north or northwest. If I know Rebus, he’ll be coming in fast so you’d see the dust plume for miles.’

She nodded. ‘It will be better to have you here to fight for us than out there.’

‘Not enough time to get set up a proper defence. In the last place, we had a few weeks to get everyone prepared for a big attack. You won’t have the time here, so focus on the front gate and do everything you can to absorb the attack there. They will flank you and send men to find any weaknesses you have on your flanks. Forget about those and combat them as best you can when they happen.’

• • •

‘Outriders,’ a man screamed from the wall as he started running to the right-hand machine gun. ‘One mile away.’

Gibbs jumped up from his seat at a small table in the old town square. Big Sal was sitting opposite him and was the first to start running to the main gate. Gibbs caught up to her as she approached two men, who were looking through a small peephole in the metal gate.

‘What’s happening out there?’ she said.

‘Two vans were approaching ahead of a large dust plume, but have now veered off,’ the nearest man said.

‘Some of them will circle round the back to stop anyone leaving in a hurry,’ Gibbs said.

Big Sal turned to him just as Smithy arrived. ‘If you want your truck you’d better pull it into the square now. I will give you a thirty-second window with the gate open.’

‘It‘ll take a little longer to get everything in place,’ Smithy said, running to the cage. He opened up the mesh door and ran through to the metal perimeter gate. ‘Can someone open this up, please? Come on, Gibbs.’

Gibbs jogged through the cage, and beyond the wall. Smithy had already collected their weapons and reached the side door of the truck. Yanking it open, he climbed inside. Toby bounced down on his three legs and bounded over to Gibbs. He yelped with delight and tried to trip him up as he walked. ‘Come on, you mutt. Time to see what Rebus is made of.’

The cranking sound started as the main gate’s hydraulic mechanism churned away, protected by the walls. Gibbs reached the door just as a van screeched around the back of the truck. Reaching for his Glock, he saw the smiling face of Blondie behind the wheel. They drew alongside him. Bending down to the small square hole in the side window, he looked across to Fingers, who nodded.

‘Did you see the two vans approaching?’ Gibbs said.

‘Sure did. We didn’t engage but had to dart back around a few empty streets to get here without being noticed. We going inside?’

‘You guys can go in if you want. It’s your choice. Or you can follow us.’

‘Where are you going?’

‘To kill some gang members.’

Both men smiled. ‘Your party sounds a lot more fun.’

Gibbs tapped the roof and turned to see Smithy standing in the doorway. ‘There you go, planning shit without talking to me.’

‘You have a better plan than killing gang members?’

‘Don’t be an arse. You drive. I’ll take the GAU19.’

Gibbs followed him in and jumped into the driver’s seat. The gates were almost open, and he could see Karen had joined Big Sal and her bodyguards. One of the men beckoned him forward as he started up the truck and engaged the fusion drive. Reaching across, he stretched for an M4 and slipped a grenade into the M320 launcher below the barrel. He heard Karen shouting as she stood beckoning furiously. Waving at her, he blew her a kiss, then stopped for a second, not sure where that had come from. Looking at Big Sal, he indicated to her to close the gate and then shoved the drive lever into reverse, watching the reversing van in his side-view mirror. He could not look back at Karen.

‘You ready, Smithy?’ he shouted.

‘Are we going straight down the front of them?’

‘Initially. When Rebus has seen us, we’ll head off to the right. There’s a dead straight road that goes off in a southwesterly direction. Let’s draw them out on that.’


Chapter 28

I75 to Chattanooga, Tennessee, USA – 2043

The speed on the dashboard read eighty miles an hour. The vibrations causing Gibbs’s teeth to rattle told him the truck was at its limit. Loose objects in the back seating area were rolling around on the floor. One puncture or snap of the steering wheel and they’d veer off into the desert and become beached like a whale in the soft sand.

‘Is Rebus following?’ Gibbs shouted above the high-pitched whine of a front wheel bearing protesting against the speed.

‘Two vans and two trucks. I saw the rest drive straight down the main street towards the gate. Small flashes of muzzle fire from the trucks but nothing has hit us yet.’

‘Fucksakes.’

‘Are we going to go back?’ Smithy said.

‘And do what? Ask Rebus nicely to accompany us to Chattanooga?’ Gibbs said, turning to avoid a pile of cars that had been stacked on the motorway. Looking ahead, he saw a burnt-out truck body lying across the tarmac, pinned in by the metal railings that still stood on the deserted road. He looked at his side mirror but only saw dust. On either side of the road were culverts, carved into the red ground by previous rainstorms. They couldn’t get around the stricken vehicle carcass without crossing the holes, and beyond that was the scrub wasteland. No place for a heavy truck. Fingers had gone ahead and was trying to nudge the truck out of the way using the van. It wasn’t moving. A sharp pull on the horn from Gibbs, followed by a longer one, saw the van reverse and then inch around the right side of the stricken truck carcass. A few sparks flew from the doors of the van as they scraped on the metal barrier.

‘Hold on tight, Smithy.’

Gibbs pressed the brake and jerked forward as the truck fought the momentum to slow down. Aiming for the right side of the burnt truck, he rammed it. The force threw him forward onto the steering wheel. The NAG truck had reinforced bumpers and vertical tubing welded to the front. It pushed the other truck out of the way with a crash and screech of metal. Gibbs stopped a few meters past it. He grabbed the radio. ‘Fingers, return to my position. We’re targeting the two vans first.’

‘Like your thinking, boss,’ Smithy shouted and climbed back up through the back roof turret.

Gibbs followed and stood below the front roof turret. Reaching up, he pulled the standing platform away from its position against the sidewall. It folded out into a footrest and metal seat, with a small flat tray on the side for an ammunition box. Placing the box of grenades on it, he pulled himself up, reaching for the bolt of the closed turret. Flicking it across, he pushed his way through, taking a seat as the metal door banged on the roof of the truck.

‘Here they come,’ Smithy said.

‘Let me have a crack at the vans with grenades,’ Gibbs said, lining up the M320 launcher. ‘We need to save the GAU19 ammo. You focus on the main windscreens of the first truck.’

The two vans were approaching at top speed and side by side. Behind them, in the dust, was the Roadster battle truck. A man peered out of the roof turret, goggles and mask covering his face, fighting the wind as he tried to line them up with a machine gun. Gibbs smiled as he slowly squeezed the trigger. The plopping sound from the grenade launcher rallied against the wind. He waited. The front of the truck lit up in a fireball, then it dipped slightly before veering to the right. The cab of the truck was blown open with the remains of the driver flung through the side window. The shooter on the roof had no head anymore and bobbed from right to left as the truck went into a tail slap then veered right again into the desert. It hit a gully and rolled over, throwing sand and truck into the air.

Gibbs opened the side loading barrel and reloaded another grenade.

‘Is your aim off, or am I now supposed to target the vans instead of the trucks?’

‘Shut up and just kill something, will you,’ Gibbs shouted, looking down to the left and seeing Fingers standing outside of their van, shooting while leaning across the van bonnet like a pool player.

The truck started to jerk as Smithy opened up on the first van which had taken the lead. The 50BMG cartridges ripped into the metalwork causing the driver to brake and veer off to the left, through dead scrub and bushes, and onto the desert sand beyond the tarred road. Smithy swung the GAU19 around on the movable ring inside the turret. Sand flicked up in a line as he ranged in on the turning vehicle. The pinging of metal rang out as bullets strafed the back covered section of the van. Turning left again, the van disappeared into its dust cloud, reappearing as it drove away, the back doors open as a masked gang member stood in the open doorway, yellow muzzle-flashes from the M4 he was holding. This gave Smithy a target, and he filled the back of the van with bullets, watching it slow to a roll.

‘The other van is turning back. Focus on the second truck,’ Gibbs said, trying to shout over the firing coming from Fingers below.

Gibbs focused on the retreating van and fired the grenade. The van launched up to its left as the grenade exploded on its right-hand side. Landing with a bump, it swerved back to the road, and towards the second truck that was being slammed by the GAU19. Turning left, the van steered away from the truck and disappeared into the dust. Smithy whooped with delight as the front windscreen shattered on the truck, and the driver and passenger were pinned back into their seats before falling forward onto the dashboard. The truck slowed and rolled forward, bumping into the burnt-out remains of the old truck.

‘Watch for stragglers,’ Gibbs said.

Fingers was already stalking forward, M4 raised as he scoured for survivors. Blondie joined him, and Gibbs looked across to the back of the targeted truck. Driving off into the desert towards a shell of an old farmstead was the last van.

Smithy turned in his seat. ‘We going after those bastards?’

‘No. Let’s get back to the enclave and see if we can draw old Rebus away.’

‘Fair enough. I need to reload anyway,’ Smithy said, ducking down through the turret.

Turning the truck around on the three lanes of the old motorway was not a quick job, as the tyres were covered with special armoured plates. Eventually, Gibbs weaved past the old burnt-out truck with its new companion, still in flames. He pulled up behind their van, which had stopped just past the gang members’ truck.

‘Survivors are running back along the road, boss,’ Fingers said over the radio.

‘Are they gang members?’

‘Two men wearing 38s colours, with cloth masks and goggles. And there’s a blonde woman with them.’

Gibbs slapped the steering wheel. More distractions. He steered through the dust and pulled up to where Fingers’ van was parked. He was already outside the vehicle with a long sniper’s rifle, leaning against the van.

Gibbs picked up the radio handset again. ‘Kill one of the bastards. Wound the other. I want to talk to him. Don’t kill the woman, obviously.’

Fingers gave him a thumbs up and went down behind the long-barreled rifle. The first shot rang out. The lead gang member dropped where he stood, and the second veered left and right. Five metres further on he twisted as a round hit him in the hip, and he collapsed onto a group of dead shrubs. The girl dropped to one knee and kept her head lowered.

‘Take Blondie and bring them back to the truck,’ Gibbs said. ‘We’ll cover you from here.’

‘Yes, boss,’ Fingers said, as he jogged away from the van.

Gibbs stepped through to the back of the truck and walked to a supply cupboard. Grabbing a bottle of water, he swallowed half of it.

‘Gibbs, you’d better get out there,’ Smithy said.

‘What is it?’

‘More bloody stragglers for you.’

‘What?’ Gibbs said and went to the door. As he opened it, he saw a blonde teenager, carrying a baby. Behind her stood Fingers, who pushed her forward.

‘Come on in then,’ Gibbs said, stepping aside. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Casey,’ she said as she stepped up into the cooler truck interior. The baby had black hair and was staring up at her, chewing on its hand. No more than a few weeks old.

‘Let me guess. You were given to one of the gang members,’ Gibbs said. She nodded.

‘And he’s the father?’ Smithy said to the girl, who swung around to face him, blinking away the tears as her bottom lip trembled. ‘It’s okay, honey. You are safe with us. We will take you to the closest enclave, and they will take care of you both.’

‘Now take a seat over there and have a sip of water,’ Gibbs said, handing her the metal bottle. She smiled and gulped it down.

‘We are going to have a chat with one of those men. So you wait here,’ Gibbs said. ‘And don’t look out of the windows.’

‘Okay,’ she replied.

Gibbs jumped out of the truck and walked around the back to the van. Fingers had dragged the gang member from the desert and seated him against the left front wheel. He was holding a handful of the man’s hair and whispering something to him.

‘Has he said anything, Fingers?’ Gibbs said.

‘Nothing of importance. Moaning about keeping his girlfriend and baby safe.’

‘And because we’re gentlemen, we’ll do that, of course. We’re nothing like the scum he is,’ Gibbs said, squatting down in front of the man. ‘Actually, Fingers. Would you mind giving this man a haircut, please? Not so close that you draw blood as you usually do.’

Fingers slipped his knife out from the leather sheath on his belt and yanked the man’s head back.

‘Not the dreads, man. It took me years to grow them,’ the gang member said, looking at Gibbs.

‘Too late for that now. We have your little family. Soon I’ll have your leather jacket with all your colours to use as toilet paper, and Fingers will have your hair.’

‘Please don’t. What do you want?’

‘Why is Rebus attacking the enclave back there?’

‘I don’t know.’

Gibbs nodded to Fingers, who slid the sharp blade from the forehead backwards, slicing through the greasy dreadlocks. Throwing down the handful of hair into the dust before the man, Fingers grabbed a handful from the side.

‘Stop it, you idiot.’

‘Tell me what Rebus is up to, and I’ll let you keep your dirty old jacket,’ Gibbs said.

‘All I know is that he’s after the Hooded Man. He wants him dead. Although we are not allowed to kill him ourselves.’

‘Do you even know what this Hooded Man looks like?’ Gibbs asked.

‘Of course I do. We all do. It’s why we’re scouting for him.’

Gibbs looked up at Smithy, who shrugged his shoulders. ‘So why are you targeting the enclave?’

‘I don’t know.’

Gibbs took his hunting knife out and bounced it on his open palm. ‘How is that bullet wound feeling?’

‘Burns like hell.’

Gibbs leaned across and placed the tip of the blade on the man’s bleeding hip. He pressed forward as the knife went into the wound. The gang member screamed.

‘This is only going to get worse unless you talk to me. Fingers here is itching to get at you with that sharp stick of his. So why are you targeting the enclave?

‘Because that’s where the Hooded Man is. He’s helping the scum who live in the enclave like he always does,’ the man said, as Fingers grabbed another handful of hair. ‘We also need more prisoners to trade with other gangs. That is all they have told me. I swear.’

‘He failed to get into the last enclave. Why does he think that he can get into Constance?’

‘He struck a deal with those Bison bastards. They gave him more heavy artillery. Shoulder mounted rockets and an M777 cannon.’

‘Thanks for that,’ Gibbs said, taking a step back. ‘Fingers. I have no more use for this man.’

There was a stifled scream then silence as his throat was pierced by the blade. ‘Cut up that jacket and leave it on his body as a message. We have to get back to the others. The game has just changed.’


Chapter 29

Constance, Tennessee, USA – 2043

The sharp ammonia and chlorine irritation to the nostrils took some getting used to. Gibbs wrinkled his nose as he walked towards the gaping hole that once held two metal gates. Seven inches thick, and twelve feet high, the protectors of the enclave of Constance were no longer there. Bent metal hinges hung flaccidly in the gate frame. It took a lot of explosive power to obliterate these defences.

‘Jesus, there was nothing we could have done here,’ Smithy said, rubbing his nose. The smell of explosive material filled the central square they had just walked into. Gibbs spun around, staring across the perimeter wall, then up to the towers that stood overlooking the gate. Looking back, he saw where the school and admin offices were based. All silent and riddled with holes. Black burnt patches dotted around the inner walls of the square. ‘How were we to know they had this level of weaponry?’

‘I know,’ Gibbs said. ‘We’d all have been here stood up on that wall.’

‘Kissing our arses goodbye.’

The deathly silence of the aftermath of war still affected Gibbs. There was nothing like it. He caught sight of twisted shapes he dreaded, lying across the entrance of Big Sal’s office. ‘Loads of burnt bodies. They don’t look like the effects of an explosive round.’

Smithy walked to two bodies, pressing the back of his hand to his nose. ‘All male by the look of it. Think they were part of Big Sal’s team?’

‘Look how the black carbon marks balloon in an outwards direction. It’s even singed the road and bushes behind them.’

‘A flamethrower? Surely not. Do they even still exist nowadays?’

‘Who knows with Rebus. There were plenty of old army surplus facilities about. Maybe he got his hands on one.’

‘But the fuel propellant would be impossible to source,’ Smithy said. ‘Only he’d be sick enough to use it anyway.’

‘There are more bodies on the other side over there. See the burnt wall of the building behind.’

‘The fucker blew the gate and torched the few who engaged,’ Smithy said, turning back to face the gate. ‘Not a soul on the wall. I can only see one body up there.’

‘This enclave should have held out for weeks. It takes a lot of effort to haul that cannon about. This wasn’t a chance event upon hearing that we were here. This was planned,’ Gibbs said.

‘That 38 did say that they needed more prisoners to trade.’

Gibbs’s stomach churned. What about Stuart?

Fingers and Blondie had walked to the right of the square and entered a building. ‘The canteen is empty. Nobody here,’ Fingers said from one of the balconies overlooking the square.

‘Bodies?’

‘None that we can recognise.’

A faint voice called out.

‘Ssh…’ Gibbs said.

‘Hello,’ the voice called again.

Gibbs ran into the building and turned left into the large communal canteen. Abandoned food and drinks littered the tables nearest the door. In one corner, a large explosion had occurred, displacing the metal tables and flipping chairs across the room. Pictures had been blown from the walls, and a part of the serving hatch of the kitchen was now a gaping hole. Near that, a large black burn mark radiated outwards from a central point in the corner. Gibbs flinched as he saw body parts, strewn around the outer perimeter of the blast. Death filled the air.

The voice again.

‘Upstairs,’ Smithy said, exiting the canteen and taking the steps two at a time.

‘In here, gents,’ Fingers said from the third floor. Gibbs’s heart raced as he climbed upwards.

Entering the room, they found Martin tied to a metal-framed hospital cot, covered in only a thin blanket. The bed had been shoved to the side, below an open window frame. Three metal cabinets had been pulled from the wall and lay in a heap in the centre of the enclave clinic.

‘Martin, are you okay? Where the hell is everyone?’ Gibbs said, taking his knife out to cut the arm and leg restraints.

‘They took them all. Even the wounded,’ he said, his voice hoarse with thirst.

Fingers pulled a small bottle from his webbing and let the man sip on it. ‘Why did they leave you alive?’

‘To give the Hooded Man a message,’ Martin said.

‘What’s the message?’ Gibbs said.

‘Rebus said he now has the weaponry to destroy any enclave. A coalition with another gang means more men and weapons are on their way,’ Martin said, taking another sip. ‘He says that you cannot hide anymore. He is going to destroy you for killing someone called Luka. He begs you to keep hiding in enclaves and guarded cities because he needs the slaves, and you will keep providing them for him.’

Gibbs walked towards the open window and looked out at the black burnt areas covering the cream colour of the paving in the square below. Toby hopped his way in through the gate and over to the corpses. Sniffing at them, he walked to a small bench and lay underneath it. Gibbs clenched his teeth. His plan had failed because all he wanted to do was leave these poor people behind in safety. Now more people were dying. Rebus had teamed up with another gang and was baiting him. Smart move. He’d underestimated the madman.

‘Stuart and Karen? Are they okay?’ Gibbs asked, facing the bed as he sat on the window frame.

‘Stuart tackled a few of the gang members and was beaten down. He’s okay, I think. Sal picked him up, and they were shepherded out with the rest of the enclave folks. Karen was up here with me when they came,’ Martin said.

He shifted his position with a grimace and drank more water. ‘Karen was here when the tall black woman came with a few gang members. White paint on her face and black tattoos all over her body. Scary looking woman with dreadlocks and feathers stuffed in her hair.

‘Karen attacked with a knife, and there was a struggle. She took a few blows from the staff of the tall woman. Then one of the 38s jumped her from behind, arms around her. She stabbed him in the dick, and he let go, but she another gang member laid her out with the butt of a rifle. They dragged her down the stairs.’

Gibbs closed his eyes. His jaw clenched tight.

‘Sure she’ll be okay, boss,’ Fingers said. ‘What happened to Grace and Warren?’

‘Grace ran off as soon as the first shell hit. Warren limped after her but couldn’t get down the stairs,’ Martin said.

‘Is he alive?’ Gibbs said. Martin stared at Gibbs, shaking his head.

‘Fucksakes,‘ Smithy said, punching the wall.

‘Warren was a true hero. He stayed here to look after Karen and me. When they came, it took six of them to subdue him and drag him out. Then the explosion shook the building,’ Martin said. ‘The fuckers never searched him. Got what they deserved.’

‘What do you mean?’ Gibbs said.

‘He had a few grenades on him, and the idiots didn’t search him. I heard the blast from here.’

Gibbs swallowed hard at the thought of one of his oldest friends sacrificing himself. He looked across at Smithy who was staring at the ground, tears in his eyes. ‘Thanks, Martin.’

‘Brave man, that Warren,’ Martin said.

‘You said it,’ Smithy said.

‘I have a favour to ask, Martin. We have picked up a young woman and her child. There is no place for them where I am going now.’

‘I wish I could help, Gibbs,’ Martin said, pulling back the dirty blanket that covered his body. Blood had stained his brown shirt and pants. A lot of blood. ‘One of the gang members, a slimy little fucker, stabbed me in the gut with a thin blade. I might have a day or two.’

Gibbs walked over, looking at the bloody mess. The old man was a doctor, so he would know that the internal bleeding was too far gone. ‘Is there anything that we can do to help?’

‘Carry me down to the square and seat me on that old bench under the big tree. That will be a good place to die.’

Gibbs nodded to Fingers and Blondie.

• • •

Toby barked from his position in the front passenger seat, making Gibbs jump. He had gone into a daze as the scenery flashed past the truck. The endless nothingness of dead desert scrub numbed his tired mind. The sun was starting to dip over a low range of hills to their left. They were heading north to the last place that Rebus had set up camp. This was the first night he would not have Stuart with him since Christina had died ten years before. He felt a dark hollow inside.

‘Calm down, you mutt,’ he said, reaching across to be met with a wet snout. A few licks and Toby went back to looking out for rabbits and coyotes, nose out the small window opening, tongue licking the armoured glass.

‘We going to camp for the night?’ Smithy said from his position on one of the side benches against the side of the truck.

‘I want to get as close as we can in the next few hours. Stuart is close. I can feel it.’

Smithy put down the old book he was reading and came over. ‘We’ve had a monster of a day, boss. Everyone is tired and needs a break. We cannot find them tonight.’

‘We can get closer, which means we’ll take less time in the morning to find them.’

‘Getting stressed about it won’t help anyone.’

‘What do you know about what I’m going through?’ Gibbs said, his knuckles turning white as he gripped the steering wheel.

‘My wife and son died in case you’ve forgotten,’ Smithy said. ‘So, I know exactly what you’re feeling.’

Gibbs looked down the straight tarred road. The headlights were starting to illuminate the weeds and bushes growing through the tar. ‘Sorry, mate. Just a bit concerned for those that Rebus has taken.’

‘I’m concerned about the few of us that he has not taken yet. We can still wreak havoc with his gang, but we have to be lucid and awake when we encounter him next. We can only do that by being in the best shape we can be.’

Gibbs eased his foot off the accelerator. His mate was right. They needed a plan. A change of tack. Something Rebus wouldn’t expect.

• • •

Gibbs watched Smithy and the men as they went about setting up camp. They were parked outside the remnants of an old farmhouse that was set about one hundred and fifty metres from the main road. Casey and her baby walked around watching the men intently, Toby bouncing after them. Reaching across in the door area of the passenger door, he pulled the satphone out. Turning it on, he stared at the spinning logo of the satellite company as it sought a connection. Three messages showed. They’d have to wait as he dialled a number from memory.

‘Gibbs, is that you?’ the man asked.

‘Yes, it’s me.’

‘Thank God. We were worried sick. How are you? We got a message from a source that said you were captured.’

‘I’m still here, but I have bad news. Warren was killed defending an enclave called Constance. Stuart plus many others have been taken by the 38s.’

‘My God, that’s terrible.’ Silence for a few seconds. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘I know. I just wanted to check in with you to see if you had any news about the NAG in this area or feedback on our request for more info on Rebus.’

‘The NAG is all over your region now. It seems they’ve sent in two additional companies of men, but I have no exact locations because they’re moving too quickly. They suddenly seem to want you more than ever. Not sure what has changed.’

‘Thanks. Did you broadcast a plea for more information on the radio station?’ Gibbs said.

‘It’s been badly compromised and will be off the air until it can be relocated. You’re to call our other contact and invoke the emergency protocol we’ve agreed.’

‘Shit, that’s not good.’

‘I’m sorry I cannot tell you much more. Walls have ears. Good luck, my old friend.’

Gibbs heard the line click and then silence. He sat back and closed his eyes, trying to slow his breathing down. There were so many moving pieces on the board to consider.

‘I don’t suppose that you are going to tell me what that was all about,’ Smithy said from behind him.

‘Fucksakes, mate. You scared the bleeding life out of me,’ Gibbs said.

‘What’s going on out there in the dusty, flooded world?’

‘Our contact has been compromised. We’re on our own for a while.’

‘The secondary person not active yet?’

‘No, it’ll take a few days. Not sure I want to risk making contact with them until we get Rebus anyway. Let’s end this chapter first.’

‘Good call.’


Chapter 30

Eagleton Village, Maryville, Tennessee, USA – 2043

The screaming whine of the lead guitar drowned out the last whimper of the girl as life passed from her. Led Zeppelin was the best music for fucking. Standing next to the bed, Rebus looked down at the teenager, then to his blood-soaked hands. The rush was exquisite. He threw his head back and stared at the ceiling, the hit of cocaine pulsing through his brain.

‘All good things must end,’ he said and walked over to the built-in chest of drawers. Bending down, he took another sniff of cocaine. He missed the hard body of Luka. He was far more resilient than these new waifs that Skink kept bringing him.

‘I told you to let me pick a girl for the night,’ Enyo said as she lay naked on the sheets. The girl’s blood glistened across her breasts. She lit a joint and took a deep breath. ‘Skink is a soft little runt. He picks girls that he likes and that might perform for him. You’re a far more demanding lover than that little turd. It’s weird to think you’re even related.’

Rebus looked at her body, drinking in her dark skin. ‘You’re as close to a wife as I’ll ever have, and you’re right of course. You pick next time. We have a whole new bunch to choose from.’

‘I’ll do that. And might I suggest that we don’t try to force them to have as much powder as you and I do. I think this one might have overdosed anyway.’

‘I don’t remember how much she had,’ Rebus said, pulling on a pair of old black leather trousers. ‘Maybe someone younger would be more resilient.’

‘I’ll have a look, but you’ve already broken a few of the younger ones. The doctor has had quite a job patching them back together. Cutting them and having them bleed on you takes its toll. You have to let them recuperate.’

Rebus laughed. A knock at the door had distracted him. ‘Come.’

Skink walked in, bowing his head. ‘Morning, Rebus,’ he said, glancing up and down Enyo’s naked body.

‘Just in time, you little turd,’ Enyo said. ‘Get rid of this body, will you.’

‘Shut up, bitch. I don’t take orders from you.’

‘You picked a bad one again, little man,’ Enyo said. ‘You get to clear it all up.’

‘Get rid of her, Skink. Enyo will be picking the next few for me,’ Rebus said.

‘But that’s my job.’

‘At which you have failed,’ Rebus said, placing his hand on Skink’s shoulder. ‘Has the plan been set in motion?’

‘It has,’ Skink said.

‘What plan?’ Enyo asked, getting up from the bed and wrapping a white sheet around her.

‘None of your bloody business. This is men’s work,’ Skink said, taking a step towards the door. Enyo reached for her staff that was leaning in the corner.

‘Skink. Get rid of the girl, will you? Enyo, come through to my study,’ Rebus said, walking past the kitchen area and toilet. He walked to the chair behind the large desk and sat down. The buzz from his sex high was starting to fade.

‘What plan, Rebus?’

‘I gave Skink an order to leave five of my most loyal men near the Constance enclave. They’re waiting for the Hooded Man.’

‘Why didn’t you let me know when we were there?’

‘I forgot to mention it, my warrior goddess, besides, you had your hands full with that blonde woman that you found in the hospital. Do you remember? The one who kicked your pretty arse.’

Enyo screamed and hurled her staff at Rebus. He ducked and lifted his hands as it struck him. She was on him, leaping over the desk. Her knees pinned him to the chair. ‘I hate that slimy little fuck knowing more than me.’ Rebus tried to laugh, but she had a tight grip on his throat. ‘What are they going to do to the Hooded Man?’

‘Get off me so that we can talk,’ he said, wheezing the words out.

Moving with a leopard-like grace, she landed on his desk, totally naked. He was getting aroused again. ‘Those five men have instructions to kill the Hooded Man. One of them is a sniper, so they shouldn’t have to get too close.’

‘What? What about the ransom that the Bounty Hunter is offering? Somebody higher up wants this outlaw just as much as you do.’

‘I am sure that they’ll pay for the body. We get to kill him, and they get their body. We’re all happy.’

Skink stood in the doorway, looking across at Enyo. ‘I’ve dumped the body.’

‘Very good,’ Rebus said.

‘The men have been deployed, and the diversion has been set.’

‘Thank you, nephew. Now get out.’

Rebus watched him leave. He had to keep himself from fantasising about strangling the little runt. Looking across to Enyo, he saw the muscles in her jaw clenching. ‘What now, my sweet? Why are you so insistent on handing the man who killed our Luka over to the Bounty Hunter?’

‘You’re an idiot. You do know that. You’re both chasing the Hooded Man. The same price is on his head. If you were to catch him first, you could ask for more. Possession is nine-tenths of the law or something like that. The Bounty Hunter would have to pay you to collect his bounty.’

‘I plan to speak to whoever is paying the Bounty Hunter directly,’ Rebus said.

‘Now you are thinking, my prince. We can play them off against each other. And with that money, we can pay off the debt to the bloody Bisons, get more weapons and be done with them.’

• • •

‘Now what?’ Gibbs said as he pumped the truck’s brake pedal. ‘Grace. Take cover with Toby,’ he shouted above the squealing bearing of the front wheel.

Fingers was standing in the road next to the parked van. He looked over his shoulder at the road ahead a few times. Blondie was still sitting in the driver’s seat, the door open, and his foot dangling out. Gibbs squinted into the morning sun that had just started filtering over a distant mountain range.

Driving up to them. Gibbs opened the door. ‘What’s up?’

‘Our radio battery is flat, and there’s a gang van up ahead,’ Fingers said. ‘Looks like they’ve got mechanical trouble and are hovering around the wheels. It’s pulled off to the side of the road, in front of a farmhouse and barn.’

‘Anyone else around?’

‘Difficult to say. There are clumps of trees on either side of the road. And across from the van is a big forest. Blondie is using the scope, but hasn’t seen any movement.’

‘Doesn’t mean there’s nobody there,’ Smithy said from the passenger seat.

‘I know that. We need to know what you want to do. Go around or speed straight through? The gang members have both front and back wheel off from what we can see. They couldn’t go anywhere quickly.’

‘We’re here to kill them all, Fingers,’ Gibbs said, throwing him another radio handset. ‘Make bloody sure that you charge all the radios each night, will you. It could cost us our lives.’

‘Yes, boss,’ Fingers said, playing with the channel button on the top of the radio. ‘Want us to draw their fire as we drive through and then you hit them from this side?’

‘No. Drive on through. Keep scouting up ahead. We need to find out if Rebus is back at his last known position,’ Gibbs said, reaching down and giving Fingers the small GPS device, which had the map of the area. ‘That arrow marks our position. Can you work out where the gang members are holed up? It should be south of that.’

‘I’ve used one of these before, boss,’ Fingers said, scrolling through the display a couple of times, squinting as he searched the map, He pointed to the location. ‘That structure at the beginning of the side road. That’s where they are.’

Gibbs nodded and closed the door, watching them as they drove off.

‘Not charging radios is a life-threatening issue now?’ Smithy said.

Gibbs glared at him and flipped the middle finger. ‘Get up on the roof with the L115A3 rifle. I’ll bring us in slowly and park up so they can’t see us. Take out as many as you can. Leave me someone to question.’

‘Just get me as close as you can,’ Smithy said, squeezing through the front seats to get the front turret open. ‘I’ll click the radio twice when I have a good range.’

Gibbs started to inch the truck forward, keeping an eye on the road as it veered left. The sun was now on their right-hand side, and this was perfect for Smithy. The road straightened out, and he could make out the shape of a white building with a black roof between a group of big trees. There was no shot from this line. Picking up the pace a little, they moved closer.

‘Not much of a line from this direction,’ Smithy said on the radio. ‘Take us closer.’

Three large trees blocked the abandoned farmhouse, and the barn was located twenty meters past that. An overhang from the farmhouse extended towards the street, and below that was the parked van. The 38s were unaware of their approach. Another thirty meters closer and the radio clicked twice. Slowing down, Gibbs pulled over on the right verge and grabbed the binoculars.

Four men walked around, smoking and drinking a clear liquid. One was kneeling near the back wheel hub, changing the brake pads. The rest of the group stood next to the vehicle, joking and laughing with the man making the repairs. A raven that had been perched on the black roof of the farmhouse burst into flight, squawking loudly, causing the men to duck and reach for their sidearms. A shot rang out from above the cab, then two seconds later a second. The furthest man fell backwards with a headshot. The man next to him spun to the right, liquid exploding upwards from his head. The third dropped the M4 he was holding and raised his hands. The kneeling man spun around, not sure of which direction to face. His hands raised as he got to his feet.

‘Take us in,’ Smithy said over the radio. ‘I’ll cover you.’

Gibbs accelerated and they raced forward, taking the side road to the left, and then cutting across the overgrown lawn to within ten meters of the startled men. Hair raised on Gibbs’s arms. This was going smoother than he’d thought. He looked at the faces of the men. They looked younger than the usual grey and haggard gang members. Rebus was running out of seasoned, experienced men and had resorted to young cannon fodder.

‘Toss all your weapons. Knives included,’ Smithy shouted from on top of the truck. ‘Then lie face down where you are.’

The two men wearing 38 jackets threw their knives and pistols to the side, then got to their knees and lay on the ground. Gibbs grabbed his SA80 and opened the door slowly. Stepping down to the ground, he scanned the trees across the road to the left. His heart pounded in his chest.

In a crouch, he walked forward towards the men. ‘Get up onto your knees.’ The men lay still. ‘I said fucking get up. Do you want a bullet in the back of the head? I just want information.’

One of the gang members looked up. ‘We know who you are. You don’t take prisoners or let people go.’

‘Get up onto your knees. I’m not talking to the back of your bloody heads,’ Gibbs said, walking closer. He moved closer towards the van, to cover any possibility of a person being in the house or barn. One of the men flicked a glance across the road.

The hair on the back of Gibbs’s neck rose. ‘Smithy, check those trees across the road.’

The men lay still, looking at one another on the floor. Gibbs reached down to grab the nearest by the back of his leather jacket when he felt a flick of his hair and heard the side mirror of the van shatter from the bullet. Dropping to his stomach, he looked to see one of the gang members smiling. Swivelling around to the right, he pulled his Glock from its holster and shot the man in the face. Smithy let off a round into the distant trees.

‘I can see two flashpoints. Get the hell out of there,’ Smithy shouted and reloaded. Another shot went off.

A bullet hit the side door of the van behind Gibbs as he leopard crawled around and back towards the truck. Smithy had retrieved an SA80 and was sending cover fire into the trees as ground flicked up around Gibbs. A sharp pain went along the back of his leg and up into his buttocks.

‘I’m hit.’

‘Hold on,’ Smithy said, and Gibbs could feel the truck swaying a little as Smithy scurried around inside. The last of the gang members had crawled under the stricken van and was looking across to Gibbs. They both looked at his weapon that lay five meters out in the open.

Gibbs rolled under the truck in a single movement, pulling a grenade from his chest webbing. The pain spiked up his leg again as he crawled forward. Swinging the grenade arm around, he lobbed the green, round bundle of joy across to the gang member, who was edging out the other side of the van. Gibbs could hear the GAU19 starting to rattle from the rear roof turret as Smithy cleared sections of the opposite trees. No point in shouting out to warn him. Gibbs crawled backwards, thumping his head on the diff lock under the truck. He heard the scream and then the roar as the breath was taken out of him from the explosion. Shaking his head, he crawled out from the protected side of the truck and looked at the twisted metal ball of flames. The gang member was nowhere to be seen.

‘Gibbs?’ Smithy said.

‘Yeah. I’m okay. Get to the driver’s seat. You’ll have to drive,’ Gibbs shouted as he hobbled forward, holding the bloodied back of his leg. With a groan, he reached up and opened the passenger door. Toby was standing there, tail wagging. ‘Move over, you stupid thing.’

He pulled himself up, his face twisted as the pain spread up his back. ‘Why are we still here?’

‘If you can still whine and pull yourself up into the truck, it’s nothing serious. Stop moaning,’ Smithy said as he started the truck. ‘You want to go back to see Martin if he is still alive?’

‘It’s a flesh wound. You can stitch me up later.’

• • •

The fire crackled and popped from the green twigs Andrei had collected near to the old petrol station. The abandoned building had been selected as a camp for the night. NAG soldiers set up a perimeter in case of attack, and some were already on guard duty. He lit a cigarette and coughed after the first draw.

‘Ahem.’

Andrei turned to see Elijah standing over him.

‘Bounty Hunter. Pull up a tyre and watch the fire with me. It’s the best way to end the day.’

The big man sat down on a dusty truck tyre and lit a cigar. ‘I see the captain’s calls are getting more animated now. Any idea who he is talking to?’

‘Tell me, Elijah. Why are you suddenly interested in my opinion? I thought you had it all under control.’

The big man smiled as he took a draw on his cigar. ‘Just weighing up my options. You have a wealth of military knowledge, plus you know my target. Why wouldn’t I check in with you especially since you don’t order me about as the captain does? You’re an older warrior who has shown me respect. It’s something that’s missing in today’s armies.’

‘Kind flattery, but much appreciated at my stage of life,’ Andrei said, looking back at the fire. ‘Alonso is talking to someone more senior now. I have noted a big change in his demeanour on the calls. I think it is Byrdich or someone of that level.’

‘But that’s who I deal with. I’ll have a chat with him and ask him why he’s talking to Alonso.’

‘Why don’t we let it play out?’ Andrei said. ‘They don’t know we suspect them, so let’s leave it like that.’

Elijah smiled and stared at the fire.

‘I’ve been making a few calls of my own to a person who’s been helping Gibbs for years. They are getting me information as we speak. You will benefit too as we get closer. I made that promise to you,’ Andrei said.

‘That’s great, but my informants are starting to come through now, especially one particular person. We’re closer than anyone has ever got. We have time, and I have patience.’

‘This is true, but I will have Gibbs’s satphone number in a few hours. Your attack on the radio station has forced him to use a secondary support person.’

‘Sharon the DJ?’

Andrei smiled.

‘I thought she was key to this all. Alonso questioned her but got nothing.’

‘He didn’t know how to ask.’

‘I guessed that,’ Elijah said. ‘She was key to Gibbs’s success for many years?’

‘I can’t say too much just in case you’re sent after her next, but yes, she was key.’

‘You know I had a brief interaction with the Hooded Man before.’

‘Really? When?’

‘I guess, like you, I’m one of the few men to know and recognise the face behind the mask. It’s why I got given the job over the other hunters. It was all because of a safe haven in California. He saved a lot of people, including a couple of my friends.’

‘Yet still you hunt him.’

‘Who wouldn’t want to have capturing the Hooded Man on his resumé? I mean he’s the people’s champion, the thorn in the side of the NAG, and all gang lords up and down the country. This would lift me higher than all of my peers, solidify my reputation with my employer.’

‘So, it’s not just the money then. You are ambitious. That I find interesting.’

‘Why?’

‘That you are prepared to topple the people’s champion to look good in the eyes of the oppressive NAG.’

Elijah spun his head towards Andrei, his eyes dark in the firelight. A nerve had been pricked, a string in the man’s conscience had been plucked. There was turmoil within him that could be exploited. Andrei took a draw of his cigarette and exhaled with a smile.


Chapter 31

I75 to Chattanooga, Tennessee, USA – 2043

‘That bloody wheel is going to explode on us,’ Smithy said, adjusting the steering to miss potholes. ‘The bearing cannot take much more of this road, or the speed we’re hitting.’

‘We don’t have far to go. It’ll just have to hold.’

‘And if it blows, then what?’

‘We fix it, mate. We have the tools in the cupboards back there. It’ll just delay us for a couple of hours.’

‘Look, I know that you are keen to get in touch with Stuart. But we need this truck to be fully battleworthy.’

Gibbs’s eyes narrowed, and he looked at Smithy. ‘Arrgh. We are such frikkin numpties.’

‘What are you on about now?’

‘Our memories are worse than a couple of pensioners.’

‘Speak for yourself, old-timer.’

‘How many times did I make Stuart memorise the bloody satphone number?’

‘Yes, I remember. Why?’

‘There were messages waiting on the phone.’

‘Shit. How the hell could you forget to check then? Do you think he’ll have called it?’

‘Only one way to find out. It’s in the compartment in your door.’

Smithy passed him the black phone and watched as he turned it on. The satphone logo flickered at him for thirty long seconds. Gibbs stared at the top left-hand corner. More seconds passed.

‘Is it on? Smithy said.

Gibbs waved him away. More seconds. Everything looked normal as the phone made the connection. The battery was full.

‘Anything?’ Smithy said, checking his steering as he drifted to the centre barrier.

Gibbs smiled as the little envelope icon appeared. ‘Bingo. I knew he’d find a way to call us.’

Gibbs dialled the mailbox number and then listened to the first message. It wasn’t Stuart’s voice but someone else he recognised. Looking across to Smithy, he shook his head. Smithy looked back at the road. The voice on the other end was a voice he’d not heard in nine years. A man who he’d considered a brother. Pressing the disconnect button, he looked out the window.

‘Who was it? The professor?’

‘Can you believe that was our old Russian friend?’

‘Kirilenko? Really? What did the old spook have to say?’

‘Nothing much. Just wants me to contact him urgently.’

‘So dial the bleeding number, will you,’ Smithy said. ‘You’ve got nothing better to do right now.’

The long intermittent dial tone added to Gibbs’s concern. Then the gruff voice of an old friend. ‘Hello?’

‘How are those young Russian mistresses treating you, old friend?’

A deep chuckle came as a reply. ‘If only I had a young Russian to warm my bed. I am rushing around this desert place called Nashville. The group of soldiers I am with are not very warm and inviting either.’

‘You’re in the US?’

‘I am,’ Andrei replied. Gibbs could hear the metal clink of a Zippo lighter and the gentle exhale of the man ten years his senior. ‘What are you up to nowadays?’

‘You know how it is with me. Either chasing lunatics or being chased by people in authority,’ Gibbs said.

‘And which might that be at the moment, Hooded Man?’

Gibbs laughed.

‘So much for keeping a low profile,’ Andrei said. ‘How is the boy?’

‘A young man now. In a bit of a bind too. We’re chasing a gang that has taken him and other friends prisoner.’

‘A mutual friend told me a little bit about what you’ve been up to. They passed the number of the second protocol over to me.’

‘Ah. I wondered what had changed.’

‘I didn’t want anyone at the NAG to jeopardise the work that you, or they, were doing. So, how can I help?’

‘Not sure just yet. We’re getting closer to tackling a nasty piece of work here. That has to happen first.’

‘This may not be what you needed to hear, but you’re very much a wanted man in Europe. And now you’re being chased by a determined man, who commands a dedicated group of NAG soldiers.’

‘I’ve heard the rumours,’ Gibbs said. ‘Who is bankrolling it all? NAG and NEG?’

‘Yes.’

‘What brings you onto my trail again?’

‘That idiot Rolin has convinced Byrdich that you need to be brought in for Butler’s murder. They are more determined than ever before. If you’ve heard the rumours, then you’ll know that they want you back. In chains or a body bag. The man I’m with is right on your tail.’

‘Can you text me this man’s number, Andrei? Where I am going, you never know what trouble I could get into. You might both have to come and rescue me,’ Gibbs said, sensing Smithy staring at him.

‘I will do that after this call,’ Andrei said.

‘Has Rolin tasked you with bringing me in then?’

‘The man’s an idiot and petrified of us meeting. I’ve come here off my own back, so it would be great to see you. I have news that I want to share with you.’

‘What news? You got someone pregnant?’

Andrei chuckled then coughed a little. ‘No, nothing like that but it needs to be face to face. I’ve also got something to pass on to you.’

‘Have you got some dodgy disease from your Russian mistress?’

‘There are cures for those things in Russia now,’ Andrei said, chuckling as he exhaled again. Gibbs could picture the filterless cigarette between the man’s teeth.

‘Get me the Bounty Hunter’s number, and I’ll keep you informed of how we go with this gang lord.’

‘Take care, my friend.’

Gibbs pressed the disconnect button and tossed the phone onto the dashboard.

‘Have you lost your mind?’ Smithy said.

‘Take a deep breath. We need to plan for all eventualities here.’

‘What could warrant you needing the number of the man who’s hunting you? This is not the United Nations. There’s no negotiating with the NAG.’

‘I’ll do everything I can to protect Stuart. You know that. I want to give Stuart the best chance at a good life. I used to think it was somewhere in South America.’

‘So what’s changed then? This is a small hiccup. We’ll get him back.’

‘I know we will. Rebus is just another Butler to me. It’s not just Stuart anymore. It’s all the others and all the people who could still fall foul of this demented fuck or the next one waiting in the wings. If I can negotiate with this Bounty Hunter about helping to get everyone’s safe release, why wouldn’t I? You’d do the same.’

‘How are you going to get them on our side?’

‘Not sure, but for now, we need to focus on Rebus.’

‘You think it’ll help to have Andrei here?’

‘He’s with the Bounty Hunter right now. So, yes. It sure as hell changes the game.’


Chapter 32

Gatlinburg Inn, Gatlinburg, Tennessee, USA – 2043

Leather trousers in the desert heat were not the wisest choice he’d ever made, but image was everything.

The peeling façade of the Gatlinburg Inn was in front of Rebus as he pulled himself out of the van. What may have been green or blue paint had yellowed below five white gabled window dormers. The main door to the hotel was beneath a concrete lean-to, sheltering the open door from the midday sun. The rest of the building was stone bricked walls with three crumbling chimneys.

‘Tell the men to set up camp in that supermarket parking lot we just passed,’ Rebus said.

‘Do you want me to send men up the skylift?’ Skink said, having walked over from a second van.

‘If they get it to work, then fine,’ Rebus said looking at the property to their left. The cable lift looked intact. It disappeared from behind the inn, up the side of the steep hill to a lookout point. This sat on the top of the mountain range that ran parallel behind the hotel. His glance drifted along the top of the range. Who could be watching? ‘Let me know if it does work. Enyo and I might have dinner up there tonight. It would be nice to get above it all. The flat desert around us is so depressing.’

‘Yes, sir,’ Skink said and walked over to three of Rebus’s waiting generals.

Two men, who’d gone in through the inn reception to scout the place out, walked back glancing over their shoulders. The taller of the two men pulled down his cloth mask and bowed. ‘Rebus. There is an old man in there. A kind of shaman. Won’t leave.’

‘And you didn’t kill him?’

‘Was going to. Then he said that he knew we were coming and that we’d never leave here alive. Scared the shit out of me.’

Rebus tingled, as a shiver went along his spine. His aunt had taken him to a shaman before she died, and he was forced to go back and live with his father. ‘You know how I feel about these witchdoctors. Go back there and kill the old bastard, or I’ll make his prophecy happen to all of you.’

The two men looked at one another, then back at him.

Pulling his old Beretta pistol, from his belt, he pointed it at the taller of the two. ‘Get rid of the man.’

Enyo stepped between Rebus and the men. ‘Let me go with these idiots and talk to this shamen. I’m curious to hear what fantasy he’s come up with from his drug-filled haze. Indulge me, lover. I had to sit quietly in that bloody van of yours for five hours.’

A wave of relief came over him. She would do what was right. He nodded and lowered the gun.

‘Rebus?’ Skink said.

‘Jesus, Skink. Do you have to creep up on me like that all the time? I’m going to shoot you one day.’

‘Sorry. Just to let you know that I couldn’t get the lift to work.’

‘Have you got the engineer to look at it?’

‘Spanner has passed out. Partied too hard last night.’

‘Beat him awake if you have to, but get that lift working. It’s a good vantage point to see an attack coming.’

A large battle truck pulled up on the street outside the parking lot of the inn. Two men jumped down from the cab and opened the side door. Rebus felt his mood lifting. A smile spread across his face as the Floodlanders stepped down from the truck. The first two were hardmen, ex-soldiers maybe, followed by a tall Amazon woman like his Enyo. All the rest were dressed in smart clothes, not in rags or patched up jackets and trousers. They were soft and would fetch him good money from the northern gangs.

‘Are these the prisoners from the enclave?’ Rebus asked, pulling Skink back.

‘Yes, from Constance.’

‘Oh, goody. Let’s have a look at them.’

‘Rebus, what about the skylift?’ Skink said.

‘Forget about that. Get them all to form a line in front of me.’

Skink jogged off and herded the people around the front fence and into the hotel lot. Placing all the adult men and women in the back, he positioned the teenagers and children in the front.

‘I saw residential properties down the road. Get the men to lock them all up there when we’re finished.’

‘Yes, sir,’ Skink said, walking along the front of the group. He pulled a teenage girl out, grabbing her by the hair as he kissed her on the open mouth.

‘Come on, Skink. Focus on the job,’ Rebus said, stopping mid-speech as a blur of movement flashed between the men at the back of the group.

A white-haired boy jumped over to Skink and punched him in the side of the head, sending him reeling back. A well-placed kick to the chest sent Rebus’s nephew hurling backwards, landing on his backside. A guard ran forward and swung an old police truncheon at the boy’s head. He ducked, swinging both fists to the man’s midriff, then grabbing the guard’s head, the boy jumped into the air. The crunch was audible as his knee smashed into the man’s face. Two 38 Roadsters ran forward and tackled the boy, who headbutted the side of one of the men’s heads as they went down on the tarred parking lot floor. Another two guards came forward to grab his feet.

‘Bring that young man to me,’ Rebus said, feeling his arousal from the violence spreading through him.

Skink screamed, getting to his feet while holding the side of his head. He staggered a little and tried to grab the teenager but missed and fell over.

‘Someone help Skink, please.’

‘Leave that to me,’ Enyo said as she walked past Rebus. She grabbed Skink by his long hair and dragged him up to his feet. He squealed and tried to loosen the grip as he was dragged away. ‘That hurt, you bitch.’

‘Enyo, take it easy,’ Rebus said.

The guards brought the tall boy forward, a large hunting knife at his throat. One of the men had grabbed a handful of his white hair and yanked his head back as they walked. The boy was dressed in a brown shirt, and black trousers tucked into grubby old boots.

‘Now, young man. I need you to calm the fuck down. What is your name?’ The boy’s eyes darted across to Skink then back to Rebus. Veins bulged down the side of his head and neck. He spat at Rebus. ‘That’s all a bit feral, but I like a boy with an attitude. I look forward to making you regret this personally one night this week,’ Rebus said, taking a red cloth out of the inner pocket of the waistcoat he was wearing. A quick wipe of his face then he smiled at the boy. ‘Skink. I want you to have that girl tonight,’ Rebus said, watching the boy’s face.

‘Thank you, Rebus.’

‘Make sure this boy watches then leave her body for the coyotes,’ Rebus said, watching the boy strain at the guards, his face reddening. ‘I don’t think he’ll have the stomach to watch it all the way through, but it’ll teach him not to spit at me.’

The boy wrestled an arm free and elbowed the guard to his left. Lunging to his right, he tried to bite the other guard. His head jolted and then slumped forward, a rifle butt ending the scuffle.

Enyo stepped forward. ‘Rebus, let’s get this lot settled away somewhere. We need to formulate a plan to catch the Hooded Man.’

‘Shut up, you cow,’ Skink said. ‘We’re just having a little fun with these posh people.’

‘Call me that again, you snivelling little reptile, and I’ll cut off your little penis and make you wear it around your neck like a whistle.’

‘We have a plan to capture him already, my princess,’ Rebus said.

‘Exactly,’ Skink said, walking around to stand behind Rebus.

‘Your men were supposed to check in last night. They haven’t, have they? I’m guessing they’re all dead.’

Rebus snapped his head around to Skink, anger rising again. ‘Well?’

‘It’s all under control, Rebus,’ Skink said. ‘I’ll see to the girl first as you ordered.’

‘Plenty of time for that later,’ Enyo said.’ Get the damn camp secure with men on the perimeter.’

‘I don’t take orders from you, woman.’

Rebus threw his head back and stared at the cloudless sky. He needed a hit of something to end the boredom of this. He liked that idea and looked back to Skink. Reaching for Enyo’s staff, he swung it around, catching the cowering man on the side of the head. ‘Do what she says, or I’ll let her make you a eunuch.’

Skink turned and jogged off.

‘What of the Bisons, lover?’ Enyo said. ‘We’re supposed to meet up with them the day after tomorrow.’

‘We’re kind of busy here,’ Rebus said. ‘We have prisoners here, and that topic is best for another place.’

‘I know, and it pains me to have to bother you with these details. It is urgent.’

‘It’s fine. Let’s step away,’ he said, taking her by the arm as they walked towards the hotel. ‘The meeting has to go ahead.’

‘Yes, but I suggest postponing a few more days.’

‘Wouldn’t it make me appear weak?’

‘Quite the contrary. It shows you have the power to boss them around too. Imagine your power at that meeting once you’ve handed over the Hooded Man and claimed that massive reward. You’ll be wealthy enough not to need them.’

‘Yes. The negotiations will be on our terms.’

‘Plus you’ll have more slaves for them by then.’

‘Make it happen.’


Chapter 33

Gatlinburg Inn, Gatlinburg Tennessee, USA – 2043

Four men dressed in 38 Roadster colours wound their way up the steep steps, stopping every twenty or thirty metres to rest. Gibbs scanned to the right and noticed a van had arrived in a flurry of dust at the top of the lookout point they were watching.

‘Another van has arrived,’ Gibbs said, handing Smithy the binoculars. ‘We need to keep our wits about us up here. Old Rebus is posting men all over the place. Something has got him spooked.’

Smithy grunted an acknowledgement and scanned back down to the main group in the town below.

‘How did you get these coordinates?’ Fingers said, sitting to Gibbs’s left. Blondie was his usual quiet self, leaning against a rock, rolling a joint.

‘I got a text from an old colleague, who’s travelling with that bounty hunter,’ Gibbs said, watching Rebus walking to a group of prisoners lined up in front of him.

‘That’s them,’ Smithy said. ‘I can see Stuart. Big Sal is also there.’

Gibbs grabbed the binoculars and looked at the small group. ‘At least the boy looks alright.’ He scanned the hotel parking lot. The prisoners were being marched out of the lot and into the road, herded to the left by three armed 38s.

‘At least we know he’s alive,’ Smithy said.

Gibbs handed the binocs back. ‘I think a night operation to get them would be better than a dawn raid,’ he said, rubbing his face with his gloved hands. He was parched. ‘Got any water, Fingers?’

‘I’ve seen that look before. You want to get down there now,’ Smithy said.

Gibbs nodded. ‘Of course I do. But attacking now, rather than at night, will only increase the panic and people will get killed. There are a lot of guns down there.’

‘I know. Do you think that it’s the full complement of 38s with Rebus?’

‘Barring the scouts that he has out and about, this must be it. Plus we don’t know if he has any of the Bisons waiting somewhere else.’

‘So what is the plan?’

‘Let’s get back down so I can call Andrei. Maybe they can be of assistance.’

‘Great plan,’ Smithy said. ‘Why don’t we get both groups who want you alive or dead, into the same town.’

Gibbs stood up, chuckling. He started to walk down the path. ‘Come on, Mother Hubbard. Let’s go and see if we can make it happen.’

Smithy caught up to Gibbs. ‘And just how do we manoeuvre this standoff into play?’

Gibbs heard a shout ahead of him. He dropped to his knee, fist raised above his head to signal them to stop and be quiet. More shouting, then laughter. Gibbs grabbed his Glock out of the holster. He heard a similar sound from Smithy behind him. Getting up, he walked down the path that criss-crossed over the top of the mountain range. A glance to his left and right showed no sign of Fingers or any 38s about. Smithy walked up close behind him.

‘Must be walking away from us, towards the truck. Are you sure it wasn’t the boys themselves?’

Gibbs shrugged and started walking again. Another shout, someone in pain, made him quicken his pace. Walking around a group of bushes on the right side of the path, he inched around and looked down the descending path.

Two 38 roadsters had captured Fingers and Blondie, who were being marched downhill to where the path levelled out. Their van and truck had been joined by a third vehicle. Gibbs lifted two fingers to let Smithy know. Smithy peered around Gibbs and nodded. He stepped out a little further and then leaned back quickly. Reaching into a canvas pouch on his belt, he pulled out a suppressor and handed it to Gibbs. Screwing it onto the front of the Glock would silence some of the noise. Stepping out into the path, Gibbs quickened his pace, his Glock raised in front of him to cover the group ahead. They neared a left turn in the path which meant the 38s only had to look back slightly to see the approaching men. Gibbs stopped near a large rock and went down on one knee again, looking back to see Smithy dropping to his chest on the path. Seconds passed. Gibbs snuck a look up to see the men doubling back on themselves, just about ten meters below Gibbs’s position. He could jump down onto them. Standing up, he raised the Glock, aimed and fired at the last man in the group. The thud echoed out as the 38 member dropped with a head wound, and the man in front of him spun around and shouted.

Blondie spun and tackled the gang member to the ground. Gibbs was up and running now, cutting down through the dried brown bushes.

‘Don’t kill him,’ he shouted.

Reaching the men, he saw a small blade protruding from the man’s chest, his mouth open in a silent scream. Blondie ripped the blade out and wiped it on the man’s roadster leather jacket. ‘Sorry, boss. Didn’t know you were up there. Had already stuck him by the time you attacked.’

Gibbs patted him on the shoulder. ‘Next time, hey.’

‘I think there may be more of them. One of these idiots said that John would be surprised to see what they’d caught when they got back down.’

‘He must have been left to guard the vans. Great. I want John alive.’

‘Why?’ Smithy said. ‘We know where bloody Rebus is.’

‘Alive, people. I want him alive.’

• • •

A gurgling sound was accompanied by bulging eyes, as Fingers’ grip tightened on the teenager’s throat. Forced up against the Roadsters van, he clawed at Fingers’ arm with his one hand. His other was hanging limp, the gunshot to the shoulder had shattered bone and nerve.

‘Okay, Fingers. Thank you for subduing him. I’ll take it from here,’ Gibbs said, pressing the suppressed Glock to the young man’s chest. ‘I’m going to ask you a few questions, and you’re going to tell me what I want to know. My fight is with Rebus, not you. Okay?’ The man nodded. ‘Good. Now tell me how long are you planning on being down there?’

‘We’ve been told about five days. Maybe a few more.’

‘Why did you leave the last place you were based?’

‘We’re chasing the Hooded Man, and he is somewhere south of here. All us scouts will start going south tomorrow.’

Gibbs smiled and looked to Smithy.

‘You’d have thought they knew you were here already,’ Smithy said.

‘I know, right,’ Gibbs said, looking into the widening eyes of the man. ‘What do you know of the Bounty Hunter and NAG troops chasing me?’ The man’s eyes widened, and he shook his head. Gibbs pressed the barrel into his chest again. The man winced.

‘I only know of the Bounty Hunter. Rumour in the camp is that Rebus wants to capture you and ransom you off to him. Other than that, I never get told much. My job is to clean up after the senior scouts.’

‘I believe you.’

‘Don’t take his word for it. Shoot him again. I think he is hiding something,’ Smithy said.

‘I’m not.’

Gibbs lowered the Glock. ‘I believe you. Now I’m going to let you go. Get into that van, don’t touch a weapon and drive away, or you die here.’

The young man nodded his head a few times and then inched away from them.

‘Before you go. You have to give this to Rebus. From me.’

The young man looked down at the small folded piece of paper, then reached across and grabbed it. Gibbs held on to it. ‘Get Rebus to contact me.’

‘What?’ Smithy said.

Gibbs held up his other hand. ‘Did you hear what I said, lad? Get him to call me.’

The young man nodded and took the note. Edging backwards, he turned and ran to the van and climbed in, wincing as he pulled his arm inside the vehicle.

‘Have you lost you frikkin mind?’ Smithy said. ‘You want to talk to that sack of shit?’

‘It’s time to negotiate.’

‘Negotiate what?’

‘A prisoner swap. All of them for me,’ Gibbs said. ‘He won’t be expecting that.’

Smithy spun around and walked away, his hand on his head. He turned back again and stormed up to Gibbs. ‘What bloody good will that do? That scumbag won’t negotiate. He’ll keep you all and exact his revenge on you and Stuart.’

‘Look at the bigger picture. We all stand a better chance if I surrender to Rebus rather than the Bounty Hunter, who’ll ship me off to God knows where. Stuart and the others will still be stuck with Rebus. Besides. Andrei is with the Bounty Hunter, so after I surrender he could come riding to our rescue.’

‘This is a daft plan, Gibbs,’ Smithy said.

‘Look around, mate. We are low on everything. Ammo, food, and most importantly, fighting men.’

‘We could hit them at night and rescue Stuart and Grace. Be in and out before Rebus knows what the hell has happened.’

‘What about the others then? They welcomed us to stay in Constance. I cannot just leave them in that man’s clutches.’

Smithy shook his head.

‘I will be a distraction that gives Andrei time to get here.’

‘Then the Bounty Hunter gets you in the end anyway.’

‘Maybe,’ Gibbs said, unscrewing the suppressor. ‘At least Stuart will be safe then, and that’s the priority.’


Chapter 34

Gatlinburg Inn, Gatlinburg Tennessee, USA – 2043

The two prisoners positioned as Rebus’s footstool moved slightly, sweat glistening off their backs in the midday sun. One’s head drooped down as he struggled to stay conscious.

‘If you collapse in a heap again today, I’ll slit both your throats,’ Rebus said, shuffling on the towel that had been placed on the plastic bench.

‘Rebus? You’re going to burn in the sun,’ Enyo said, sitting to the left of him, a large umbrella being held overhead by one of the new prisoners.

The empty pool of the Gatlinburg Inn was in front of them, green algae staining the once cream coloured walls. A dirty mattress lay on the bottom with the carcass of a white-tailed deer lying on top of it. Death by starvation after falling in.

‘My dear, I need to be looking at my fiercest when I meet the Hooded Man. And a tan will go a long way, I think.’

‘When are you going to call him? You’ve had his number for twenty-four hours now,’ Enyo said, sipping on a bottle of water.

‘I don’t want to appear too eager. He’s expecting me to call and is hiding nearby, so let him stew in whatever hovel he’s taken refuge in.’

‘Of course you’re right, lover,’ she said. ‘Have we any news from the scouts looking out for the Bounty Hunter?’

Rebus felt a drop of sweat running from his temple down the side of his face. He wiped it away. The Bounty Hunter was going to be a nuisance. Rebus rubbed his sweating back from side to side against the back of the chair. His legs tingled. Wiping the sweat from his closed eyelids, he swallowed hard. Soon this would all be over.

‘Go and get me something to drink and bring that portable tent pagoda here. It’s enough sun now,’ he said, kicking out at the prisoners who were on their hands and knees. They fell over onto one another and jumped up, scurrying back to the reception of the inn and emerging with a four-post pagoda.

Rebus waited until they had placed it above him before reaching to the floor for the satphone. He gestured to the prisoners, who grabbed two brown sheets and started to towel him off. The solid dial tone of the satphone droned on, then the snap of a sharp greeting in the other end made Rebus’s hair stand on end.

‘Well, Hooded Man. Are you going to do the sensible thing and surrender to me?’

‘Is that how you greet someone who’s killed more than half of your little bikers gang? It must bite your arse not to be able to get to me. I’m even considering contacting the Bisons, to let them know of your dwindling numbers.’

‘I’ll concede that you’ve been like an irritating dose of chlamydia, but considering I already have a cast-iron agreement with the Bisons in place for this region, it’s just down to us versus your army. An army of four, I’m told,’ Rebus said, laughing. He slapped one of the prisoners who was drying his chest.

‘Four is enough to sit by and slowly pick you off in groups of three or four. I have a scout van in my sights right now. It’s parked up, and the occupants are sleeping. We’ve planted an explosive with a remote detonator. If you listen closely, you might hear the explosion as your young men are ripped to shreds.’

‘Push the button then. I have all the young men I need.’

‘Oh? So young Luka survived then, did he?’ Gibbs said. ‘I’m glad.’

Rebus punched the nearest prisoner in the face. Enyo walked over to him and placed her hand on his shoulder. He looked into her eyes as she exaggerated the intake and letting go of a breath. And again. He followed her rhythm.

‘You told my man that you want to surrender in return for my prisoners. Why the fuck would I do that?’

‘You moved your whole little army five hours away from safety, even closer to the Bounty Hunter and the NAG, just to get me. You want to exact your revenge. I can understand that, but I’m guessing the thought of all that money will override those urges. You’re a businessman struggling up the gang ladder. The money you get for me would rocket you to the top of the list.’

‘I’m touched that you care that much about my success.’

‘I’ll surrender myself once you’ve released them and they’re safe. Then you and I can have a proper chat.’

Rebus laughed out loud. ‘Sure thing. Tomorrow night at eight o’clock. I’ll drive the latest batch of prisoners out to the north end of the town. You’ll present yourself and your men to me on the south side.’

‘My men have nothing to do with this. They’ll be waiting in the north to escort the prisoners away from here.’

‘No, Hooded Man. If you want to do a deal, it’s you and your men for these pathetic Floodlanders. Nothing less.’

Rebus waited for a few seconds, then the Hooded Man said, ‘Okay. We do it your way.’

The line went dead. Rebus stared at Enyo, then back at the phone. ‘We have a deal. We will have the man who has tortured us incessantly and who killed my Luka.’

‘Be cautious, my lover. This is a seasoned military man. He must have a plan.’

‘I’m not stupid. Of course he has a plan. He is probably scoping us out right now,’ Rebus said, taking a step out into the sunlight, the warmth flaring through his naked body. He raised both his arms out to the sides and spun around three times. ‘If he wants to walk down the main street right now, I’m ready.’

‘Why did he agree to surrender?’

‘The prisoners, of course. You know that.’

‘Something doesn’t seem right,’ Enyo said.

‘There are only four of them, girl. Stop worrying.’

‘Four that we know of. Who’s to say he hasn’t got more men along the way?’

‘Then we’ll take them all out.’

‘But why does he want the prisoners?’ Enyo said. ‘Is one of them special to him?’

Rebus turned to her for a second, then walked into the shade again. ‘Do you think that he has someone in this group who he’s in love with? He did react when we killed that little girl. Maybe her mother is in the group. Wouldn’t that make for a tasty scenario.’

‘They were pretty intent on getting into Constance.’

‘We have all the survivors here. You must be right. I’ll talk to them all again. If they refuse to join me as slaves and let me protect them, I’ll kill them,’ Rebus said. ‘This so-called warrior has a weakness for one of the prisoners. That will be his downfall.’

• • •

The sun on his face made Professor Paul Hoskins feel content after a hard day at his desk. It may also have been the half a bottle of whiskey he’d drunk, a present from his NAG benefactor for work well done in service of the NAG Department of Culture and History. If only the idiots knew.

The rattling of a rusty fan was strangely metronomic with the rhythm to lull an insomniac into slumber. It may have been the whiskey. A loud buzzing noise from the hallway outside his vast study went off three times, then twice. He smiled and leaned out from his old wing-backed chair. Looking to his right, he noticed Jonathan standing with his arms folded.

‘I bloody hope that’s not who I think it is?’ Jonathan said. ‘She’ll only bring trouble into our house.’

‘I want you to behave today, Jonathan. You don’t have to like her, but for me, you need to be civil at least.’

‘Of course I will, but if she starts something, I won’t keep quiet.’

‘Just go and let her in, please.’

Paul watched Jonathan leave then took a long swig of whiskey. He stood up, feeling the rush as he swayed a little, then walked over to the antique wooden coat closet. Opening it up, he placed the bottle amongst the other half-empty ones. He heard footsteps and closed the closet door.

‘Dear Lord, Sarah. What happened to you?’

‘That’s what happens when you go against the NAG,’ Jonathan said, stepping around Sarah, who shot him a glance of disdain. She had dry blood caked on her face and her hair that was stuck to her plaid shirt that had been pulled out on the one side of her jeans. She wiped the corner of her mouth with the back of her hand, inspecting it for blood before lowering it again.

‘I see you are still keeping this liberal loon around. I thought you’d have thrown his cowardly ass out of here,’ she said.

‘Now just a minute,’ Jonathan said.

‘Let it go,’ Paul said. ‘Please return to transcribing the last recording I gave you.’

Jonathan stared at him and across at Sarah, before walking out of the study towards the lounge.

‘Come and sit, dear,’ Paul said, taking a seat in his chair again.

Sarah walked over to a tattered, double-seater couch. She groaned, wincing as she sat down. ’Damn, that’s comfortable. Could I sleep on it for a few days?’

‘Of course you can.’ Sarah nodded in the direction of the lounge. ‘Oh, don’t worry about him. His bark is worse than his bite,’ Paul said. ‘Now, what the hell happened? I thought I’d lost you again when they raided the radio station.’

‘It was close. They killed everyone but me.’

‘What?’

‘I’m sure you heard that Mike was shot in the studio, and Dan, our producer, out on the street.’

‘That’s disgraceful.’

‘I know. I’ve just come from their families. They’re devastated.’

‘I’m sure they are. It looks like you took quite a beating too.’

Sarah touched her nose, two black eyes hinting at the break. ‘They beat me up a few times while they tried to interrogate me.’

‘How did you get free?’

‘I didn’t strike a deal if that’s what you are implying.’

Paul smiled. Her aggressiveness and fiery nature reminded him of her mother. ’We’ve been through enough together to know that would never happen.’

‘A Russian ex-FSB has arrived at the NAG base.’

‘Really?’

‘Flew over from the NEG to speak to me about the Hooded Man.’

‘His name Kirilenko?’

Sarah sat open-mouthed. ‘You’ve heard of him?’

‘I know of him. His name came up in the chats I had with the Hooded Man. Was one of his true friends.’

‘He also knew the Hooded Man’s real name,’ she said.

‘Kyle Gibbs.’

‘I forgot that you would know that fact.’

‘Why do you think he went out of his way to find you in San Francisco?’

‘You sent him?’

‘I did.’

Sarah stood up, tears welling up in her eyes and walked over to Paul. A warm feeling flowed through his body as she hugged him with all the strength she had left. So many years apart. He’d missed out on so many hugs.

‘He never told me that.’

‘I asked him to say that he stumbled upon you. He agreed that it would be best, knowing that we’d been separated, and we were both involved in subversive activities which the NAG could exploit. I promised not to tell you his real name to protect us all.’

Sarah went back to the couch. ‘Is there anything else you could share with me that would stop Gibbs getting caught?’

Paul shook his head. ‘We have to wait and see what happens. I don’t think the Russian is here to bring him in, but you know the reputation of the hunter that is leading the chase.’

‘I do, and I feel so helpless. The people out there need a hero, and we can’t stand by and watch this one get taken away.’

‘I agree. They understand he’s just a man, but I think many believe he’s some cartoon hero. We do need to help, but we might have to sit this one out for a little longer. He has more attention on him than ever before. Us going down there and getting caught won’t help the cause out at all.’

Sarah nodded and looked at her bloodstained hands.

‘Why don’t I call and see how it’s going?’ Paul said, getting up and walking over to the satphone. He dialled a number and listened to the ringtone. The answer came.

‘Hello there,’ Paul said, then pulled the phone away from his ear. The screen flashed the words, call disconnected. He redialled, and it went through to voicemail. ‘That’s the first time he’s put the phone down on me.’

• • •

‘You’re not being responsible, Gibbs, you’re being a fucking idiot,’ Smithy said.

They were sitting on the benches in the back of the truck, eating dehydrated rice and meat, cooked by Fingers on the fire outside. Toby was sitting upright watching the men eat, his mangy tail wagging on the floor. Smithy threw down his empty metal plate with a clang that raised Toby’s ears before he cocked his head to the side and stared at the men. In front of them were tents that the boys had set up. The sun had already dipped below the distant hills, but a golden glow lit them up.

‘It’s the best course of action for everyone,’ Gibbs said.

‘What am I supposed to do with everyone when they get back here, if they make it back? If Rebus kills you all then what I supposed to do?’

‘You find another enclave and join up there, or head back to Europe.’

‘That’s just nuts. I’m fifty years old and in no mental state to start a new life under the NEG thumb.’

‘Then go to Mexico. When the prisoners get back, they’ll need you there to make sure they either get back to Constance or you take them somewhere else.’

‘What about your son? And Grace and Karen. What do I tell them?’

‘That I did what was necessary to try and ensure that they have a normal life going forward. Haven’t you noticed that people that get near to us tend to die pretty fucking quickly?’

‘It’s not the same world that we grew up in.’

‘I know that, you numpty,’ Gibbs said. ‘I will do the best I can to give Stuart a better life. And right now, that might mean being away from me for a while.’

‘That’s just bollocks.’

‘I need to stop dragging violence into their world. You cannot argue against that simple fact. My presence here is causing more problems for people than the actual help we give.’

‘I get that you’re worried and concerned about Stuart’s welfare. That’s natural, but take a look around you. It’s a violent world, and they’ll need you when they get out.’

‘Kind words, but Rebus won’t simply release the prisoners.’

‘Let’s get Andrei to bring the NAG into this. They’ve already put manpower into a rescue mission.’

‘But that’s not their priority. Once again, they’re not saving people because of me. You heard what that gang member said, Rebus might want to ransom me off. That means that there will be a meeting with the NAG anyway.’

‘Let’s call Andrei and discuss this.’

‘Thanks, mate. I appreciated all you are trying to do,’ Gibbs said, getting up from the bench, and walking to the side door of the truck. ‘You’ve been a great friend, and I would appreciate it if you would take care of the prisoners when they get here.’

‘Fuck off. If you cared about us all, you’d find another way. The old Gibbs would have stayed and fought this out.’

‘I’m done with all this fighting and killing. Tomorrow evening, I’m taking this truck into that town, and the prisoners will be driving out. Get Fingers, and start unloading all the vital stuff into the van.’

‘Do it yourself.’

• • •

‘That bloody Scotsman has always been stubborn,’ Andrei said, his voice soft and nearly inaudible over the satphone.

Smithy was standing alongside the van, looking down a dusty road that headed east. The morning sun was already lighting up the horizon. He turned around to see Fingers and Blondie coming out of the back of their tents. Gibbs’s tent was empty, the flap open. ‘I woke up at about four-thirty this morning to the sound of a creaking wheel bearing moving past my tent.’

‘You sure that he’s gone there?’

‘Of course I’m sure. We discussed it all last night. He told everyone including Rebus Maze that he would surrender himself this evening. I should have known that he had another plan up his sleeve.’

‘That sounds like him. How is he going to secure the prisoner exchange?’

‘I have no bloody idea, that’s why I’m calling you. One man against the 38s doesn’t bode well for the prisoners.’

‘I don’t see what I can do to stop him from here. Does he have another satphone in the truck? Or a radio?’

‘No, we only have this one phone. You need to head to the town they’re staying at and intercept him or at least attack them to create a diversion. I am going up there now with a sniper rifle to be ready when the sun rises.’

‘Give me time to talk to the people I’m travelling with.’

‘Tell that bounty hunter that his bounty is going on a suicide mission,’ Smithy said.

‘That’s not going to help. He gets his bounty for Gibbs’s body too.’

‘If that is the case, Gibbs is fucked. I’d better get going.’

‘Take it easy, my friend. Don’t go up there and mess up his plan,’ Andrei said. ‘You of all people know that he is good with getting himself in and out of tough situations.’

‘You haven’t heard him recently. It’s like he’s giving up and resigned himself to the fact that this is a one-way mission.’

‘We’re all on a one-way mission here. Give me an hour, and text me the coordinates of the town where the gang have holed up. I think the Bounty Hunter may have it, but I want to make sure.’

‘It’s Gatlinburg. I’ll send the info to you. Make sure you bloody hurry because all their lives are at risk now.’


Chapter 35

Broadway Street, Nashville, Tennessee, USA – 2043

‘I guess you give the term Russian roulette new meaning,’ Elijah Jones said, slamming the door of his van. He walked towards Andrei who was leaning against the van’s long bonnet staring across at the abandoned building that used to be the Honky Tonk Bar. There had been a heavy dew during the night, and the road glistened.

‘What?’Andrei said, a cigarette hanging from his mouth. He was staring up at the three prostitutes who were standing on the first floor of the building. One waved to him and opened up the front of her coat. He shuddered.

‘Looks like every cigarette you smoke could be your last,’ Elijah said.

‘Why do you say that?’

‘You’re not well. I can see that.’

’Are you a doctor now?’

‘You don’t have an appetite and are in visible pain every time you cough.’

‘It’s nothing,’ Andrei said, flicking the cigarette at a feral dog sniffing around the base of the red-brick building. It looked up at them then continued running down Broadway Street towards the river.

‘Nothing? One of my men found a few of your nose rags. They were full of blood.’

‘You’re going through my things now?’ Andrei said, his gaze following the dog as it looked up at two approaching Scavengers, then darted back across the road to the other pavement. ‘I thought it was only Alonso who was going through my stuff.’

Elijah smiled, his teeth showing. ‘I didn’t get my reputation or establish my success rate without knowing exactly who I’m dealing with.’

Andrei studied the tall man. ‘The blood is nothing.’

‘How long do you have?’

A loud ringing from the satphone on the big African American’s belt pierced the quiet of the street. The two Scavengers who’d wandered past, stopped, sensing an opportunity. Elijah took the phone off his hip and passed it to Andrei. ‘It’s for you. Byrdich passed this number on to a man who wants to talk to you,’ he said, taking a step closer to the two men, his hand going to his sidearm. The Scavengers edged back against the glassless window frame, turning to jump inside the bar. The taller one of the two held his hands up, walking backwards before they turned and disappeared out a side window on the other street.

‘Who is it?’ Andrei said.

‘Just take it. I have my orders.’

‘Yes?’ Andrei said, answering the call.

‘What the bloody hell are you doing over there?’

‘Rolin? How are you?’

‘What are you playing at? Do you know how much you cost us by stealing that plane? Those men were supposed to be carrying valuable cargo to New York. It’s a monumental waste of money because we have to send it again.’

‘That’s your problem, Marc. Not mine. I am with Byrdich’s bounty hunter. We’re on Gibbs’s trail.’

‘I didn’t authorise this. Nobody did.’

‘Screw your authorisation. I’m the only man who’ll get you people close to Gibbs. And get him alive, which is what you want, is it not?’

‘Of course. Then we can put you both on trial. You’ve interfered for the last time. We’ve tolerated this because you saved the bloody planet. Everyone in the NEG now wants you to stand trial for this.’

‘Fuck off, chancellor.’

Elijah snorted as he stood looking at Andrei. A smile broke on his face for a few seconds then was gone.

Andrei could hear Marc fidgeting then background noise went quiet. ‘You will be tried for not bringing Butler in too. I don’t care about our arrangement.’

‘Oh, Marc, you couldn’t be more wrong. You will let me continue on this mission to bring Gibbs in, and then you will leave me alone. Or the whole world finds out what I have on you,’ Andrei said and pressed the disconnect button. ’If he calls back, let it ring.’

‘What do you have on the Chancellor of the NEG?’ Elijah said.

‘How much are you being paid to bring Gibbs in?’

‘Touché.’

Andrei smiled and reached into his coat for the pack of cigarettes. ‘I am curious to find out how you’ve got so close to Gibbs already.’

‘You mean before you came along?’

Andrei nodded, lighting the smoke. He exhaled and rolled the cigarette in his teeth. ‘It’s a bloody big country, and you’ve already said that you were working the California and Mexico region before this.’

‘I’ve built up a network of spies and informers in gangs across the country. They work well for me because they trust me, and I come through for them in other ways. When I was in the NAG army, I had a knack of getting to the top man and making deals with him. You know, in return for favours owed.’

‘Now that you need them, you can call in the favours?’

‘Something like that. The warlords are tougher to work over, but equally are more ambitious than the average Scavenger. They know that I have a direct line to the top so either cooperate quickly or do the exact opposite.’

‘I guess the last warlord was the latter. He was lying about Gibbs and the number of men he had.’

‘Yes, that’s why I know that there cannot be more than a few of them left.’

Andrei frowned. ‘It could be the opposite.’

Elijah folded his arms. He spread his legs for a better stance. ‘Now you and I know, from our respective sources, that there are only four or five left. What happens to the rest will be determined pretty soon.’

Andrei laughed. ‘Yes, that is true. Because of the change in the situation with Gibbs, it will be tougher to take him alive.’

‘That’s no tragedy for me even though I do respect the man, the more I chase him. He’s a good warrior type. Loyal, trustworthy, and cares a great deal about those close to him, like all these stragglers he keeps taking in.’

‘Yes, and the fact that one is his own…’ Andrei said, then looked back down the street. ‘That one of those men is an old friend from back in the SAS.’ Andrei could feel Elijah’s eyes on the side of his face. ‘But you’re right about all the other stuff. He’s a good man.’

‘Why have you come all this way? You keep to yourself and scribble notes into the two books you keep hidden in your jacket. Is it a diary?’

‘That is correct, my American friend. A diary.’

‘So why are you here chasing your old friend with me?’

Andrei flicked the remaining cigarette into the empty bar. ‘We have been friends for many years, and I would like to see him one last time. You know his record. He saved everyone on this planet.’

‘You don’t answer questions directly, do you?’ Elijah said. ‘But I’m glad you are here. You’re more fun than Alonso’s ever been.’

‘That’s not difficult,’ Andrei said, stepping away from the bonnet of the van. ‘I have one last card to play that could help Gibbs. I have cancer of the lungs.’

‘Tough break, but surely those cigarettes are not helping.’

‘Way too late for abstinence. No, I just have a feeling that he will come quietly if I can talk to him. He will do what is right. That is how it is with him. In the end, he will do what is right for his family and friends.’
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A third slinking figure slipped down a side street disappearing into the mist. Across to Gibbs’s left was the mountain that he was sure had an angry Smithy sitting peering into the town with the scope. The sun would rise behind him as he stepped off the pavement and walked to the faded central white line of the main street. A whisper in the mist somewhere ahead of him meant Rebus had got his text. It was a change of plan, but being that he sent it fifteen minutes before, a welcome reception was no doubt already being assembled.

The wooden roof of the Gatlinburg Inn was just being warmed by the sun as it started to burn off the night’s mist. More whispers, this time from the right side of the road. A figure retreated from the open front window of the supermarket. A head dropped below the hood of a brown rusty Chevy carcass. Gibbs raised his hands above his head and kept walking. He would be a silhouette to everyone unless they were up close. He hoped they would be.

Two gang members ran out the main entrance of the inn and ducked around the right of the building disappearing from sight, no doubt to flank him. Another two appeared on Gibbs’s right, stalking forward, one holding a shotgun and the other an M4. Both were raised and pointed at Gibbs. Ahead of him, coming out of the mist, walked four 38 Roadsters, guns and pistols raised. Gibbs took a deep breath and stopped in front of the inn. Standing in the middle of the street, he heard the footfalls of the two men who were behind him. One was getting closer to him. Adrenalin started to pump as he felt the barrel end press between his shoulder blades. The man was breathing quickly, wheezing.

‘Keep them hands high, Hooded Man. If you twitch a muscle, I’ll put a bullet through your spine.’

‘Do it, Lenny. Rebus said he wanted him alive. He didn’t say he had to walk,’ a second man said.

‘You’d better check with Rebus first,’ Gibbs said. ‘How the hell is he going to torture me if I can’t feel anything from the neck down?’

‘Shut up, fucker,’ the first man said, pushing the barrel harder into Gibbs’s back. More pressure made Gibbs stumble forward. ‘Get on your knees and start making peace with your God.’

Gibbs looked ahead to the entrance of the inn. Two tall men walked out followed by the African woman. She floated towards him as her bodyguards fell in behind her.

‘I said get on your knees, fucker,’ a man screamed behind him. A forceful blow from a rifle butt smashed into his spine between the shoulder blades. Gibbs’s head whipped back from the force. He lurched forward and knelt on the tarmac. The machine gun barrel pressed against the back of his head.

‘Say a bad word to her, and I’ll splatter your brains on the road.’

‘Calm down, mate,’ Gibbs said. ‘I’m here to talk. That is all.’

‘The Hooded Man. Kneeling at our feet. What a special day this is,’ she said, her voice like honey. ‘You may call me Enyo.’

Gibbs looked up into her dark eyes. ‘Call me Gibbs.’

‘But why? Don’t you like the esteemed title the little people of this world have bestowed on you?’

Gibbs raised an eyebrow. The man behind him smashed the rifle butt into his back again. He groaned as he fell forward onto the road.

‘Enough of that, you bloody fool,’ Enyo said. She reached down and slipped her hand under Gibbs’s armpit. She lifted him partially to his knees. She was a strong woman. He made himself as heavy as he could, and she released him back onto his knees.

‘Rebus told us we have to be careful of this man. Let’s not take any chances in case he tries to run away.’

‘Run away? Are you an idiot?’ Enyo said. ‘He walked into our camp on his own, as agreed with Rebus. Why would he run away?’

‘Maybe he realised what’s in store for him and got scared,’ the second man said.

‘Get him to his feet,’ Enyo said to one bodyguard. The large man stepped forward and dragged Gibbs to his feet.

Enyo stepped forward, her face a foot away from Gibbs’s. She smelt of lavender. Just like Karen did. ‘Are you going to behave, Gibbs?’

‘That depends on who’s asking.’

‘I am, and may I say that it’s a pity we have to meet under these circumstances.’

‘I agree,’ Gibbs said.

‘Now we’re going to have to remove your jacket and make sure that you don’t have any hidden weapons.’

‘Of course you do.’

She reached for the zipper of his leather jacket and started to drag it down.

‘I’d be careful doing that,’ he said. ‘I brought you folks a little gift.’

‘I’m sure you have something nice for me, but there’s no time for that now.’

Gibbs smiled.

Enyo zipped his jacket down to his belt and then stood back. One of his bodyguards raised his SigSauer 226 to Gibbs’s head.

‘Is that for me?’ she said, looking at Gibbs. ‘It’s not what I was expecting.’

‘I thought Rebus would appreciate the gift.’

Enyo stepped forward and opened both sides of the jacket, the whites of her dark eyes showing against the black paint she had across her face. ‘You shouldn’t have.’

‘My mother told me it was good manners to bring gifts for the host you’re visiting.’

‘Nice work indeed,’ she said and lifted the left side of his jacket. She tilted her head for a second and then let the jacket drop. Looking up at his left hand, she smiled. She took a step forward and gently stroked the side of his face. ‘Very clever. I feel embarrassed that I didn’t expect anything like this.’

‘We all miss things from time to time,’ Gibbs said. ‘Not sure how I missed you in all this chaos.’

Enyo smiled, her tongue sliding across the tops of her teeth.

One of her bodyguards stepped forward, his eyes wide. ‘Is that a bomb or something?’

She turned to look at him. ‘Of course it is, you idiot. You didn’t think the Hooded Man would give himself up without some plan or other?’

‘We cannot let him near Rebus, or he’ll blow himself up.’

‘I must apologise for these simple men, Gibbs. They’re good for sending into gunfire but are too stupid to grasp the nuances of politics or diplomacy.’

The man stared at Gibbs. ‘I will not allow him near Rebus. ‘

‘So we just let him blow himself up here and take all of us with him. What do you think Rebus will say if you argue with this man and he kills me right here?’

‘But we cannot,’ the man said.

‘You will do as I say or we all die here. Now stand down. The Hooded Man will not be blowing up anyone today. He is here to meet with Rebus. And he shall. The bomb is his contingency,’ Enyo said, looking back at Gibbs, her left eyebrow raised.

Gibbs shrugged his shoulders.

Enyo stepped forward and placed her hand on his chest. Running her hand over the two rows of blocks of explosives, she traced the wires that linked all the detonators. Looking down at his waist, she licked her lips again. The grenades around his belt were all linked with a single wire.

‘What is the plan from here, Gibbs?’

‘Firstly, I wouldn’t go poking around the detonators too much,’ he said, and her hand stopped.

‘I will only remove this once every single prisoner you have from Constance is released. If not, I blow us all up by pressing the button in my left hand. If Rebus does anything funny in the meeting, I blow him up there and then. Boom, and that large ransom which you desperately need disappears with me.’

‘How do I know that you won’t kill him anyway? You have to at least let me tie up your right hand.’

‘Love, if I’d wanted to kill him, I could have got him with a sniper’s rifle from that hill behind you. In fact, if he comes out now and I give a single gesture, he could still die that way.’

Enyo looked around at the hill behind them. She nodded. ‘Of course you have back up. Gentlemen, get more patrols up there and make another sweep.’

‘We did one last night.’

‘Do it again.’ Enyo looked back at Gibbs and stepped closer once again. She was the same height as Gibbs. Leaning forward, she kissed him, her mouth opening slightly. A gentle bite of his lip, she pulled back. ‘Oh, we could have had such a good time.’

‘If you say so, dear,’ Gibbs said, a little grin appearing.

‘You may keep your detonator, but I’ll have to tie your right hand to your belt. Just for Rebus’s safety. He can be a little paranoid.’

‘I will agree to all of this if I can see the prisoners first. I want to make sure that you haven’t killed any of them. If you have, then I would be really upset. Pressing the button hard kind of upset.’

Enyo ran her forefinger across her lips. ‘I will take you there myself. I cannot leave you alone with them, though. I am sure that you understand how this works.’

‘What?’ the man standing behind Gibbs said. ‘You cannot do that. You’re mad to trust this man. He’s killed so many of the Roadsters. He’ll kill us too.’

‘Shut up and do as I say, you idiot,’ Enyo said. ‘We’d already be dead if the Hooded Man had wanted to kill us. Now run ahead and make sure all the prisoners are awake.’
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The supermarket smelt like human excrement and unwashed bodies. Fear showed on the faces of the people who were all huddled in the back of the large space. All the shelving and fridges had been removed to be recycled, leaving a space filled with litter and dust. A small fire was still flickering against one of the walls, where the guards had set up their army cots and rucksacks.

Hushed whispers spread through the prisoners. Enyo breathed through her mouth as she approached them. ‘Come forward, Big Sal. We have a guest who wants to make sure that you have been treated okay. Don’t disappoint me and tell him any lies.’ The large frame of Big Sal walked forward, her black hair tied back, her signature headscarf now gone. Blue eyes stared back at Gibbs, moisture forming in the corners. She had a swollen eye, and a bulging bottom lip with a small cut in the middle.

‘Just what are you doing, woman?’ a voice came from behind them. Enyo turned to the main entrance. Skink loped across the floor towards her.

‘You cannot let him talk to them,’ Skink said, stopping a short way from her. She clenched her fists, wishing she had her staff with her. She was so keen to meet Gibbs that she’d forgotten it in the inn.

‘Back off, Skink. He’s simply going to check that they’re okay, then he’ll go and meet Rebus.’

‘He might do something stupid.’

‘What, like blow them up?’ Enyo said, looking back at Gibbs who had her two bodyguards at his shoulders. ‘The same people he came to rescue?’

Skink stared back at him. ‘Take that thing off him before he gets to Rebus.’

‘You are welcome to try,’ she said, folding her arms. ‘Please, I beg of you. I would pay a lot of money to see your head get blown clean through your arse.’

‘Rebus won’t meet with him like that.’

‘Of course he will. He loves this kind of drama. Now run along and make sure that he’s prepped and ready to have the breakfast meeting,’ Enyo said.

Skink folded his arms, glaring at her.

‘Get moving. If Rebus finds out you are not listening to me again, he will kick the living shit out of you,’ Enyo said.

The little man took a step back. ‘You will get what’s coming to you, lady. When this thing goes down the toilet, Rebus will see you for what you are. Your manipulation of him will come to an end. And I will be the one to stick the knife into you.’

‘Run along, little lizard. Let the adults talk here,’ she said, turning towards the prisoners.

‘You shouldn’t be turning your back on that evil little man,’ Big Sal said.

• • •

The bruised and swollen left eye couldn’t mask the happiness on her face. Large white teeth gleamed against her dark complexion. ‘Hello, Hooded Man. I had a feeling we’d be seeing you again.’

‘Hello, Big Sal,’ Gibbs said, looking past her to see Stuart staring at him. His face was bruised and caked in blood. Once white hair was now dirty and flecked with blood. He was about to say something when Gibbs shook his head and looked back at Big Sal.

‘I’d never let my favourite warlord suffer for too long. Sorry I wasn’t here sooner. Had a few things to organise,’ Gibbs said, turning back to see Enyo had taken a few steps forward.

‘Enyo, I will need a little privacy here to convey a message. It’s the message that will prove to me when the prisoners are released and is a trigger for me to remove the vest.’ Enyo moved back. ‘Thank you,’ Gibbs said. He leaned forward, closer to Big Sal’s ear. ‘I have a plan to get you all out of here. It’s risky and will require that you tell the person who is most dear to me, not to let on that he knows me.’

Big Sal nodded.

‘Tell him I love him, and I’ll see him soon.’

Big Sal leaned back and stared into his eyes. He couldn’t look at her for long.

‘If you are freed and marched out of this place, walk east for a few hundred meters, and you’ll see our battle truck that I’ve left there. It will have been searched for little treats by Rebus’s idiots, but I have taped two flare guns under the driver and passengers seats. When you’re free, fire one or both back towards this inn. That will be my signal to continue with the plan. And, don’t tell anyone of this plan. If they ask you what I said, make something up about us getting down to Mexico.’

Big Sal nodded. ‘I’ll make something up.’

Gibbs looked over her shoulder to Karen, who choked back tears and looked down at her feet. Stuart stared at him, chin up and jaw clenched.

‘Sal, when you get clear, tell the young person back there that I will probably go to prison for a while for the things I did. He knows what they are. But I will get out and come to find you all.’

‘I’ll tell him.’

‘And you all need to protect him and the girls. Go back to Smithy. Tell Karen it was a pity we couldn’t get to know one another. Maybe in another life. I’ve programmed the destination in the onboard GPS. Tell Smithy that he’s now responsible for you all. He has two able helpers now so must make sure you all get a chance to start again.’

Big Sal swallowed hard, and Gibbs could see a moistness in her dark eyes.

‘Tell that person back there he must now listen to Smithy and Andrei.’

She frowned. ‘Andrei?’

‘A Russian who I trust with my life. He will find you.’

‘It’s time, Gibbs,’ Enyo said.

He turned and walked past her.’ Yes, it is.’


Chapter 38
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The fresh morning air was as invigorating as it was chilling. A crow squawked a morning welcome before taking off towards the distant blue mountains. Andrei was seated on a concrete bench in front of what had once been a Nashville Visitor Centre stop on the motorway. He turned to see Captain Alonso pacing around with the phone to his ear. Elijah, who was seated twenty-metres in front of the Russian, slid off the bonnet of the van and walked towards the captain. His gazed locked with Andrei’s. A look of mischief was followed with a nod towards the NAG man. Andrei pushed himself up and took a long slow breath to suppress a cough.

Elijah stood in front of Captain Alonso, indicating to him to end the call with a thumb drag across his throat.

‘Sorry, sir, can you hold on a minute?’ he said, lowering the phone. ‘What?’

‘You’re wasting time here. End that call now so we can go.’

‘Chancellor Byrdich gives the orders here, and he wants us to go after Rebus and his men after this bounty is complete.’

‘Not going to happen,’ Elijah said.

‘You can’t tell the chancellor no.’

‘You can’t, but I can. Tell him I say no to him and his idea.’

Captain Alonso lifted the phone to his ear. ‘I told you, sir. He won’t listen to me.’

‘Time to go, captain,’ Andrei said, walking over to them.

Captain Alonso shot Andrei a dirty look and handed the phone to Elijah. ‘Now, show some respect to the man paying your salary.’

‘Yes, chancellor. He does think that I take orders from him,’ Elijah said. ‘As agreed, my contract with you is for Gibbs. I don’t exterminate gang lords.’

‘Of course. We could negotiate a new deal at a later stage.’

Andrei watched Elijah clenching his teeth as he listened for a while. ‘If you want to bring the gangs into line, may I suggest recruiting Gibbs rather than wasting your time chasing him. He’s clearly good at it.’

‘I don’t care about your reasons,’ Elijah said, looking over at Andrei.

‘Wrap it up, Bounty Hunter,’ Andrei said, sensing the captain wanting to take control again.

‘Michael, I don’t care about the deal you and Rolin have with Captain Alonso. I am here to bring Gibbs in. That is our negotiated operation. We can renegotiate when it is complete.’ Elijah hung up and threw the phone to the captain.

A thick vein throbbed on the side of the captain’s forehead. His mouth opened and closed as his face turned a deep red. ‘You bloody idiot. You can’t talk to him like that. You’ll ruin this all for me, for us.’

‘I don’t give a fuck about you or your ambitions,’ Elijah said.

Andrei stepped forward, keen to get them all on the road to the address where they would soon be needed. ‘Captain, your loyalty is commendable but misplaced.’

‘Shut up, old man.’

‘You’re following the wrong men. They will toss you aside like those cheap cigarettes you smoke.’

‘I said shut your bloody mouth. This is not Russia. Your opinion means nothing.’

‘I know that, but I’m here because you Americans have become soft. For more than ten years you’ve failed to get close to Gibbs. I will get you closer than ever.’

Captain Alonso walked over to him, pulling the Glock from the holster. Andrei felt a twinge of excitement. Adrenaline started to rush through him as the young man placed the barrel against his forehead. It brought sweet release from the pain in his tightening chest. ‘Have you thought this through, captain?’

‘Keep your mouth shut, or I’ll leave your corpse to rot in the sun.’

‘Your fight isn’t with me, young man. I’m a dead man walking, so would welcome the release from this body.’

‘Hand over that precious leather pouch you have on you all the time. I want everything in it.’

‘It’s in my bag.’ The captain pressed the Glock harder against Andrei’s head. ‘No, you’re right, captain. You’ve already searched my bags. Every day since I’ve been here. Just how stupid are you to think I wouldn’t notice?’

‘I know it’s in your jacket.’ The captain tried to reach into Andrei’s jacket, but he swivelled to his left. ‘Give me everything you intend to smuggle to Gibbs, you traitorous scum.’

‘I will not. You don’t have a clue about the information they’ve asked you to retrieve, do you? You’re just a little boy who takes orders from two big bullies without knowing why.’

‘Of course I know what information is in there. It’s evidence against the two chancellors. I’ve been tasked to get it even if it’s from your corpse.’

A movement to Andrei’s right caught his eye. The snap of a gunshot rang out. Andrei’s adrenaline spiked, making him dizzy. He held his breath as the captain collapsed in front of him.

‘Never could stand the little shit,’ Elijah said, walking over to the body.

‘Thank you.’

‘I thought you’d have killed him yourself by now. Nice restraint shown for this long.’

Andrei bowed his head. ‘How will you account for this?’

Elijah called a man over. ‘Lieutenant Ortega here is the captain’s second-in-command. He’s going to make sure the dear captain’s body is sent back for burial. He’ll tell NAG operations that Rebus jumped us, and the captain gallantly lost his life defending the NAG. Isn’t that correct, lieutenant?’

‘Be my pleasure, sir. Gallant to the end.’
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The hotel dining hall smelt of mould and urine. Wallpaper was peeling from the walls and square ceiling panels had fallen to the floor in the corner of the rectangular room. A faded paisley carpet was frayed in patches, curling away from the wall. Gibbs walked through the main doors and looked down the side of the room to another set of double doors. A figure moved back from view behind the glass panels.

‘Go over to the table,’ Enyo said, pushing him forward.

‘Aren’t we missing someone?’ Gibbs said.

‘He likes to make an entrance,’ she said, walking past him to the table in the centre of the room. There were two black cast-iron pots on the table, steam rising off the sides. ‘I’m guessing it’s pot bread and scrambled egg for you. I’m told the bacon and sausages are finished.’

‘I’m not all that hungry, to be honest.’

‘Try and have something. It will keep him calm.’

‘I’m not here to keep him calm,’ Gibbs said, looking around the room for chairs. There weren’t any. Four 38s followed them in and took up a position in each corner. More movement behind the door meant more guards.

‘I’ve never been overly impressed by little men who keep me waiting then expect me to respect them.’

Enyo turned around and walked over to him. ‘Now, now. You said you were going to behave?’

‘I might if you open a few of those windows. It fucking smells in here.’

She smiled and clicked her fingers twice at one of her bodyguards. He scowled at Gibbs and went about opening the windows. A squeak of a door handle made them look back to the double doors. Two heavily armed 38s walked in and secured the doors with stones that were lying on the floor. The slimy little man in black walked in, fidgeting with his jacket with the one hand, carrying a coffee pot with the other. Behind him, two men of Mexican descent walked side by side. They had long, brown pants on with their upper bodies bare-chested. The two men walked around the table before kneeling on all fours. Gibbs’s mouth dropped open. They were at opposite ends of the table.

‘And finally we have the Hooded Man in our presence,’ Rebus said from the doorway. He wore black jeans, no shoes and was also shirtless. Decorative black and white patterns and swirls adorned his slim, glistening muscular body that had been rubbed with oil. Gibbs had seen physiques like this before. They were all over the Scottish cities from his past. The emaciated, lithe bodies of drug addicts living their last days. ‘Oh, do please say something, Mr Gibbs,’ Rebus said, walking over to him. ‘It was you who arranged this little get together.’

‘Rebus, you know from our phone conversation why I’m here and why you agreed to see me,’ Gibbs said.

Rebus laughed, his hand on his chest. ‘Of course but first, we must have egg on toast. Cook is quite a man with the firepots. Never knew you could get so many different meals cooked on the fire. You are here with us for a while, so I suggest his buzzard a l’orange.’

All the men laughed at the joke. Even Enyo chuckled as she walked over to Rebus and kissed him. He brushed her away and walked closer to Gibbs. ‘Skink tells me you created a little insurance policy and have made yourself into a bomb. May I see your handiwork?’

Gibbs stood motionless, his jaw clenching. He thought of Maddy’s lifeless body and how easy it would be. He could get a knife into the man in two seconds. The image of Stuart’s bruised face made him take a slow deep breath. Control the situation.

‘Come on, Mr Gibbs. Let me see if you are indeed a man to be reckoned with.’

Gibbs opened up his jacket.

‘Whoa,’ Rebus said, as his hand went up to his mouth. Stepping back three paces, he licked his lips and stared into Gibbs’s eyes. ‘Okay then. Let’s eat.’

Gibbs watched Rebus walk to the table and sit down on the kneeling man’s back. He reached across to the one pot and opened the lid, reaching in for a round roll of bread. ‘Sit down before it gets cold.’

‘I am not sitting down on a bloody human chair. That will not happen.’

‘A man of principle, I see,’ Rebus said, spreading a creamy white substance on the broken bread. He took a mouthful and placed the larger piece back on the plate. Getting up, he walked over to Gibbs, chewing with his mouth open. ‘Everyone has a soft spot, Mr Gibbs. With you it’s people. Except when it came down to Luka, he wasn’t a person to you, was he?

‘None of you are.’

‘Come now, Hooded Man. We all have our station in this hierarchy of this world. Even these men who serve me as furniture have theirs.’

‘That’s just bullshit.’

Rebus turned and drew a Beretta, firing twice into the men’s skulls. Both fell on their faces, blood seeping onto the carpet. Gibbs swallowed hard, shaking his head at Rebus.

‘Drag them out. Two more, please,’ Rebus said, going over to the table again to have more bread. ‘Enyo, please release Gibbs’s hand so that he can eat. I don’t mind if he keeps the detonator in the other. He only needs one hand to have this tasty bread.’

Two more men walked in and were forced into position. Rebus sat and started ladling out what could have been scrambled egg. ‘Sit, Hooded Man, or more prisoners will die. I can do this all day.’

Gibbs walked over and sat on the man’s back. He felt the man tense to take his weight. Staring into Rebus’s eyes, he placed both hands on the table, watching the madman’s gaze drop to the detonator. Reaching into the pot, he took a warm roll and took a large bite. He chewed on the sour hard bread, watching the man they called Skink take his place behind Rebus.

‘When can I expect you to let the prisoners go?’ Gibbs said.

‘Can I enjoy my breakfast first?’ Rebus said.

‘We’re here to negotiate, are we not?’

Rebus laughed. ‘You think you’re in a position to negotiate with me?’

‘You think that I came here to take orders from you?’

‘You will do as I say, Gibbs, and no, I won’t be letting your precious prisoners go. I mean, who will serve me as furniture if they leave?’

Skink walked forward. ‘We called your bluff, Hooded Man. This explosive and grenade show won’t save you. There is no way that you’ll kill yourself.’

‘Shut up, you moron,’ Rebus said.

Gibbs reached inside his jacket and grasped one of the grenades in his hands. ‘Are you sure you want to renege on the deal we discussed on the phone? I was prepared to forgive you for what you did to Maddy and let you live in exchange for the prisoners being freed.’

‘We have no deal,’ Rebus said, leaning forward to place his elbows on the table.

With a slight tug, the grenade pulled way, leaving the pin hooked to the explosive vest. He reached across and placed it in the pot of bread.

Rebus shrieked, his eyes widening and he dived to the ground on his right. He scrambled on all fours towards the door. Skink screamed and ran towards the main door. Gibbs stood up and turned to Enyo whose eyes were transfixed on the pot. Two of the guards ran towards Rebus and dragged him towards double glass doors. Seconds passed, and Gibbs carried on chewing on the bread. He was hungry, as it turned out.

More seconds passed.

Enyo was the first to move. She walked towards the table and looked in the pot then up at Gibbs. ‘He is not going to like this.’

‘I don’t give a fuck, lady. I removed the explosives in two of them and only I know which two. Next time, I press this detonator we all go to the fiery place below.’

‘Rebus? It’s a dud.’

The two guards edged around the corner and then nodded back at a hidden Rebus. He strode in, shoulders back and a bounce in his step. He opened and closed his fists rapidly, his lips pressed together as he tried to grin. His eyes narrowed, and he flipped away a loose strand of his long fringe with a flick of his head.

‘Touché, Mr Gibbs, but enough of these games,’ he said, sitting down again. ‘You’ve played your bluff and now only have one card left to play.’ Gibbs smiled, waved the detonator then sat down again. ‘Why are these particular prisoners so important to you? Why should I trade their lives for mine and yours?’

‘It’s the right thing for me to do. Soon, I’ll either be dead or shipped back to the NEG to spend the rest of my life in a hole. They may even execute me, I’m told. This last act to free these prisoners, which I have fought to protect, might bring a little meaning into my life. On the other hand, I could be released early and return to make your life a living misery. If you survive this of course.’

Skink walked forward and whispered something into Rebus’s ear. Gibbs could smell urine, and a glance to his crotch revealed a large wet patch on the front of his trousers. ‘Skink? Did you wet yourself?’ Gibbs said.

Rebus pulled away and glanced downwards. ‘Go and change your pants. You’re embarrassing me.’

Skink yelled a deep guttural sound, grabbing the machete that was hanging across his back. He took a step forward and raised the black blade. Gibbs clenched a fist. Enyo intercepted, jumping forward and grabbing the raised hand. She pulled it back then pushed her hip forward into Skink’s back. With a judo throw, she lifted him off his feet and deposited him on his stomach on the floor. When she knelt on him, the little man groaned under her weight.

‘Nephew, go and change then check on the prisoners,’ Rebus said.

‘Nephew? Yikes, not the best looking family then. I bet you wish that family line had been snuffed out at birth,’ Gibbs said.

Rebus snapped his head back, then stared at Gibbs. Dark eyes narrowed as he crunched the piece of bread on the plate in front of him with his hand.
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The taste of the sourdough bread and goat’s cheese were no longer a pleasure to him. The man across from him had made him look weak. The man who was responsible for Luka’s death. A simple nod to one of the guards behind the Hooded Man and that would be that. He felt his anger simmer and started counting down. Placing his hands on his knees, he grabbed the cloth napkin and wiped his mouth. A lot of money and NAG favours sat across from him. All that money and immunity could be negotiated for him and his men. All that power he could get by doing the right thing, but then he had got as far as he had by being unpredictable. Maybe doing the predictable thing this time would be unpredictable. Rebus took a deep breath and practised the calming exercises that Enyo had given him. It kept the red mist at bay. The cocaine buzz was wearing off, but the thought of all that money brought a new high.

‘What’s your plan to guarantee your prisoners’ safety, Gibbs?’

‘Before I came to breakfast, your people allowed me a short time with the prisoners. I passed on a single word password to one of them plus the satphone number of the Bounty Hunter. They, in turn, would randomly select three others in the group to pass the message on to in case you killed one of them. Once they’re free and driving away in the truck, they will call you and let you have the password I mentioned to them.’

Rebus felt lightheaded. He needed something. Reaching down to his pocket, he pulled a tablet out and placed it on his tongue. Soon the grenade incident would be a thing of the past. ‘Do continue. This is all very interesting.’

‘Glad you can keep up,’ Gibbs said. ‘Me getting the correct password is the signal that the deal is done. I will remove this vest and hand it over to you.’

Rebus shifted in his seat. The colours swirled before him. ‘So lovely. I trust your word then, do I?’

‘You don’t have much of a choice, do you?’

‘I could just shoot all the prisoners in this place, kill you and then drag your body to the Bounty Hunter.’

‘I know how much of your enterprise runs on the trade of prisoners. You need a constant supply to trade and to keep your men sweet. They won’t go out and scout for you without a woman or two at their side. You will have to stand up and eat if you kill all your slaves. And the Bisons will be offering a lot of money for something that you no longer possess. Not very clever.’

Rebus felt the haze clear as the anger rose again.

‘And with the NAG seemingly taking a big interest in what is happening down in the south of New America, they will be swarming all over you. Do your men here know that the NAG are recruiting able-bodied men to join up with them?’ Gibbs said, looking over his shoulder to the two nearest guards. ‘You can’t keep them away from all that money they could earn at the NAG.’

Rebus rubbed his face and took a deep breath. ‘One of the farmers we tortured in Constance told me that you had a soft spot for slaves and stragglers. I guess that’s why you killed Luka because he wasn’t a straggler like Maddy.’

‘We going to go there again?’ Gibbs said.

‘Skink here also heard that you had a thing for one of the ladies in the prison group. Enyo said that your kind of unwavering loyalty could only come from being a father to one of the brats that I have in my harem. What do you think about that?’ Gibbs stared back at him. Brown eyes that neither wavered nor blinked. ‘No, Mr Gibbs. I don’t trust you or your word. Look around you. We’re all survivors and will do whatever it takes to get our way. Isn’t that correct?’

Gibbs nodded.

‘That’s what I thought. You’re no different from us. You claim to do everything you can to help them, yet you don’t have the balls to use a real grenade. You claim that none of those people is of any relevance to you, but we think that is the case. You are a liar. A man who is too weak to do what it takes in the end.

‘Rebus?’ Enyo said. ‘Should we take a little break?’

Gibbs smiled at him. ‘I would listen to her. Not a good idea to taunt a man who has nothing to lose.’

Rebus felt the mist disappear. The world seemed clearer now. ‘If you have nothing to lose, and want me to believe that you are a man of your word. I’ll need a gesture of good faith. Prove that you will hand over the vest by picking up that breadknife and slitting that human chair of your’s throat. That will show me that you don’t care about those prisoners. I think you’re a coward and don’t have what it takes.’

• • •

The maniac’s eyes closed a little as he stared at Gibbs, a clench of the jaw followed, and a small smirk appeared. The knot in Gibbs’s stomach formed faster than he’d realised. He knew that Rebus was clever, but he’d been outmanoeuvred on this one. Rebus tapped the table rapidly and then raised his eyebrows.

‘Tempus fugit, Hooded Man,’ Rebus said and moved another sharp knife across the table. ‘I have things to attend to and now believe you to be all talk and no action.’

Anger filled Gibbs. He’d walked right into this one. All those years of training. He’d got rusty, and fallen for it. Stuart would no doubt end up as one of the man’s chairs or carrying water around. Karen and the other women would be given away as treats for the 38s. Rebus tapped his wrist and shook his head, looking across to Enyo. ‘See, my lovely. He doesn’t have what it takes.’

Gibbs felt his fist clench as the man he was sitting on moved ever so slightly. The bluff had been called. None of the guards was close enough to try and snatch a gun. Two options remained. Push the detonator, or carry the plan forward. Grabbing the knife, Gibbs slipped it under the man’s throat and sliced upwards in two sawing stokes. The breadknife was serrated, but it took all of his strength to complete the kill. A gurgling sound escaped and the man fell to the ground, sending Gibbs rolling backwards over his shoulder. He pushed himself up on his hand, raising the detonator out in front of him. Two of the soldiers against the wall took a step forward.

‘Whoa,’ Rebus said, standing up and waving the men back. He looked over the table at the man who had turned onto his side, both hands pressed to his bloody throat. Gibbs stood up, nausea filling him.

‘Can we stop dicking around now?’ Gibbs said. ‘Release the bloody prisoners or die.’

Rebus sat down again and laughed, calling Enyo over. She walked to his side. ‘Be a dear and go and release the prisoners. Tell Skink to get back here to me and to bring me five of the Roadsters’ whores.’

She walked out the main door. Gibbs stood over the man who’d just only stopped twitching, blood seeping up against Gibbs’s boots.

‘I love a man who has nothing to lose, Mr Gibbs. I trust you to remove your vest when they are free.’

Gibbs nodded. ‘You do know that the bounty value on my head has changed?’

‘Yes. Someone who is desperate to have you has doubled the prize for you being alive as opposed to being dead. It is tempting of course, but I’ll get money for you, no matter what state you’re in.’

‘That all depends on you getting a call from one of the freed prisoners, plus, I need to be outside in the parking lot to see if they send the right signal. The bounty depends on it.’

‘Yes, yes. I know. My scouts tell me the Bounty Hunter will be here tomorrow sometime. I’ll have some girls sent to you. Pick one for the night, as the last request of a condemned man. Men, take the Hooded Man out into the street so he can watch his people being freed. Take my phone and make sure he gets his password. I am going for a sleep.’

Twenty minutes later, Gibbs watched two red streams twist up into the sky from beyond the apartment blocks at the end of the main streets. They reached their zenith and curved around one another before their fiery tails turned towards the ground like falling comets.

Someone walked up behind Gibbs and pressed a weapon to the base of his skull. The hammer clicked back.
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‘I mistook you for a businessman,’ Gibbs said, shifting his position on the wooden bench. It was placed along the front wall of the inn and faced the main road. Roadsters walked around in groups of twos and threes, staring at him. Enyo was leaning against a decaying wooden column that kept the overhang up, the scent of lavender drifting over to Gibbs. To his left sat Rebus, smoking a pipe of some white power mixed in with tobacco.

‘What do you mean?’ Rebus said, exhaling the smoke. ‘I’ve led the Roadsters with many great business decisions.’

‘Oh, really? Then how come you are still dealing with the Bounty Hunter and aren’t going directly to the man who pays the bills?’

Rebus flicked a glance over to Enyo, a smile on his face. ‘I have no intention of poking Chancellor Byrdich any more than I have to. His gaze is best left focused on other things.’

‘The bounty was not requested by Byrdich. He may be helping with this, but it comes from a wealthy man in New Europe who hates me even more. And he has a lot more money.’

Rebus sat upright, placing the pipe on his knee.

‘Just how much have they promised you to hand me over?’ Gibbs asked.

‘I’m not going to tell you that,’ Rebus said.

‘I bet you Chancellor Rolin would pay you double if you deal with him directly. He doesn’t care who brings me in. Call and negotiate. That’s what a real businessman would do. Sell his product to the highest bidder. The person who needs it the most.’

‘Look, I know that you haven’t been in this country long.’

‘Only ten years,’ Gibbs said, watching Enyo who was looking at Rebus. She sported a swollen upper lip. ‘What do you think, Enyo?’

She shrugged and fidgeted with her leather forearm straps, not looking away from her boss. ‘Let Rebus finish.’

‘Thank you, lover,’ Rebus said. ‘I was going to say that you haven’t been here long enough to understand that nobody doublecrosses this Bounty Hunter.’

‘Not even the great Rebus Maze?’

A smile broke out on the man’s face. ‘I love how you feel you can talk to me that way. It’s nice to deal with a leader of men for once and not one of these ignorant followers. I could still kill, though, so do keep it civil.’

‘I have the number of a man who is close to Chancellor Rolin. It’s worth enquiring.’

‘Skink will get it from you later.’

‘Rebus?’ Enyo said, rubbing her fingers along her beaten lip.

‘What is it, dear?’

‘The Bounty Hunter will send the NAG troops packing once he has Gibbs here. That is what he does. He will want to walk his bounty into Manhattan by himself. I‘ve heard he has a big ego.’

‘What does that mean to us?

‘We can ambush him when he’s alone, recapture Gibbs, and then contact this Rolin person for more money. That way the Bounty Hunter won’t know that we’ve doublecrossed him.’

Rebus stared at her, scratching his nose, his legs starting to bounce as he took her words in. ‘See, Gibbs. It’s good business to surround yourself with people who are as sharp as hell.’

‘You’ll have to kill the Bounty Hunter. If he’s as badass as they say, he’ll hunt you to the ends of the Earth,’ Gibbs said, looking across at the two roadsters walking past the front of the inn. Four minutes since the last time they walked by.

‘We could dress up like Bisons,’ Enyo said.

‘That’s good, my love. Then we can kill Gibbs here and sell the body to the European leader.’

Skink stepped out from behind Rebus. ’There is something fishy about all of this. Why is the Hooded Man suggesting plans that include his own demise? It must be a trick. I bet he has men waiting in the hills to kill us all.’

‘More rubbish from the Skink,’ Rebus said. ‘I know people and this man is tired. A beaten warrior. A hasbeen. Look at him. Nothing left. I bet five years ago he would’ve escaped by now. He might have been killed trying to escape, but that would have suited him. Now he’s content to wait for his fate.’

‘Sorry, boss,’ Skink said. ‘I just wondered why after running and fighting for so long he’s suddenly surrendering.’

‘Because all great warriors have to face their sins at some point. They will always come back to haunt him. Sooner or later we all have to pay the price,’ Enyo said, looking at Gibbs.

Rebus extended his hand, and she walked over to him. Putting his arm around her waist, he grabbed her buttock and kissed her belly. ‘That is why I value this woman so much.’

‘I can see why,’ Gibbs said.

‘But before anything happens, the bomb vest needs to be handed over.’

‘And have Skink slit my throat while I sleep? No thanks. I’ll hand it over when the Bounty Hunter gets here.’

Gibbs looked at them both and then back across the road in front of the inn. Two men with M4s were standing on an abandoned shop’s roof. Two more on top of a petrol station further down.

‘Fair enough. I won’t be seeing you again until tomorrow. Enyo will be keeping you company today and this evening if she chooses to. Tomorrow we decide your fate, Hooded Man.’
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The bright moon cast shadows from a dead tree across the concrete in front of her. Walking slowly towards the building that housed the prisoners, she stopped when a coyote ran right by her. Already habituated after only two days of them camping there, it was used to getting scraps from the cook or feasting on the evergrowing pile of bodies behind the inn. The mangy animal stopped and turned its head. Enyo could see teats dangling from its abdomen. A mother. It stared at her, licking its lips, then looked back towards the building; it loped on its route, quickening across open sections, but slowing down when it could hug close to a wall or culvert, sniffing at the ground the entire time.

Enyo breathed in the cold night air and flung the cloth shawl across her shoulder. She’d felt safe in the darkness ever since she was a child. Now, safety was the staff in her hand and the long dagger on her hip. Excitement washed through her, and she felt like a younger woman. Gibbs was the warrior she had come to expect and deserved the name that shrouded around the myth. He was tough yet fair, quick to act yet clearly calculating. His large brown eyes were forever scouting and absorbing the environment.

She approached the corner of the old building where a shop used to sell clothing twenty years before. She stopped to peer around. Twenty yards along the pavement were two 38s, smoking as they guarded Rebus’s prize.

Walking slowly along the front of the old shops, she knew she had the advantage. Most of the men knew she was Rebus’s girl and so could go wherever she chose. Another five steps and she had crept up behind them. They spoke of food and not having enough ammunition if the prisoner had men hiding in the hills.

Her left hand reached up to the dagger and slipped it out of the handmade leather sheath. Twirling the thick wooden staff once overhead, she targeted the guard on the right and swung it up between his legs, feeling a pop of a testicle as he bent over, the air sucked out of him. The man on the left swung around as her left hand jabbed upwards, sending the blade up through his throat, destroying his windpipe. He clawed at her arm as she pulled the dagger out and stabbed him again in the chest. Stepping back, he gargled and gasped, falling back onto the dusty pavement.

The other man was still kneeling, a long groaning sound breaking the night air. Stepping forward, she pulled back his dreadlocked and feather-adorned head and stabbed him in the throat. Silence.

Throwing him forward, she checked up and down the street. Another two men moved around the empty pool at the side of the inn, blissfully unaware. Grabbing the man’s boot, she dragged the dead weight back towards the shop front. The second man was lighter, so took less effort. She didn’t have much time now.

• • •

The creaky wooden army cot kept waking Gibbs from the light sleep he’d grown used to living with. The single lightbulb was permanently on which didn’t help. By force of habit, he slept fully clothed, ready for any attack, although he didn’t think it would come tonight. Rebus still had too much to lose and was clearly too stoned to formulate a plan. Gibbs had allowed Enyo to take the grenade-vest off and place it next to the cot, but he’d kept hold of the detonator.

Gibbs looked at the large tarpaulin that had been stretched across the open front of the concrete room he was in. It must have been an old butchery or delicatessen once judging by the big counter fridges that were pushed to the side of the rectangular room. Three other empty cots were placed around the room, and Gibbs guessed it was used by the guards themselves.

Bound wrists hampered his movement, and he had tried to bite the rope before scouting around the room for something sharp to cut the nylon. Without breaking the display glass, he couldn’t find anything. A scuffle near the tarpaulin made him stop moving. A scrape of a boot, then a groan of a man. A second grunt followed by a death gargle of a knife going through someone’s throat. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end as he swung his feet down onto the concrete floor. He crept across the floor to the centre vertical slit in the tarp that was used as the entrance. Gibbs stepped back and got ready to kick out at whoever came through. More groaning from outside and then what sounded like a throat being cut. Dragging noises caused him to relax a little. Could Smithy have come into town under cover of darkness? He wouldn’t put it past his old friend. More dragging as the second body was brought closer, out of the sight of wandering eyes.

‘Gibbs,’ the voice whispered. ‘Gibbs, it’s Enyo. I’m coming in.’

Gibbs stood back, his shoulders relaxing. The woman was incorrigible. The last thing he felt like was a romp on a squeaky army cot. A long black leg, with white swirling patterns on it, appeared through the slit of tarpaulin, spreading the opening apart, followed gracefully by the tall woman.

‘What are you doing here? What time is it?’

‘It’s an hour to dawn, and I wanted to talk to you.’

‘I don’t feel like sex right now. You can forgo the last request before death thing,’ Gibbs said.

She smiled. ‘Sure, another time, maybe. No, I wanted to let you know that Rebus has called Rolin and he’s keen to deal directly with us. He doesn’t want us to deal with the Bounty Hunter because he wants you alive, especially for the amount of money that Rebus asked for.’

‘But he arrives later today. What are you going to do when he gets here?’

‘It’s been agreed to meet somewhere else. A town down the road. Rebus convinced him that it was not safe here from the Bisons, who he claimed wanted you for themselves.’

‘I am in demand, aren’t I?’

She smiled. ‘We won’t be there as the plan is to pull out at lunchtime and head north.’

‘Are you going with the group? Why don’t you just leave?’

Enyo frowned then looked down at her hand on the staff. ‘He kinda owns me. I’ve had to tolerate a lot from him and his men. But I have a role here which is at least better than being out there alone in the dust.’

‘You’re an intelligent woman. I’m guessing any enclave would be glad to have your talents.’

‘Flattery will get you freed, Mr Gibbs,’ she said, pulling the dagger from its sheath. ‘Give me your hands.’

Gibbs looked at her and held out his bound hands. She cut the ropes with three sawing motions. His wrists ached as the pressure was released. ‘I told you that I don’t feel like a romp in the hay.’

‘Get your mind out of the toilet for a bloody second. I’m taking you out of here.’ Gibbs looked up at her. She smiled, and her eyes lit up. ‘The Bounty Hunter has given me other instructions.’

Gibbs tilted his head. She was a difficult person to read. ‘The Bounty Hunter’s giving you instructions? Not Rebus?’

‘He doesn’t only deal in money but has a large network of people and influencers that was built on things other than collecting bounties. He deals in favours, you could say.’

‘And you owe him such a favour?’

‘Yes, I owe him my life. I was in a bad place, doing terrible things when he caught up with me.’

‘Terrible things. You mean worse than you are doing here with Rebus?’

Enyo looked to the ground again and shifted her footing. ‘He could have taken me in for the bounty to the NAG. They wanted me something real bad.’

‘Then what?’

‘That’s a story for another day. Do you want to get clear of this place and head to the Bounty Hunter?’

‘You are joking. Why wouldn’t I flee and go back to my men?’ Gibbs said, grabbing his jacket that was lying next to the stretcher.

‘The Russian, who is with the Bounty Hunter, says that he can get your name cleared. Wouldn’t that be better than running all the time?’

Gibbs looked her in the eyes. ‘I guess it’s why I came here in the first place.’

‘And why I’m happy to risk getting you out of here. You seem like a good, honourable man. And in this world of death and chaos, it’s great to see you willing to give up your life for the prisoners. Few men would have done that.’

‘Thanks, but you need to get out more. I have seen the company you keep.’

She punched him on the arm and reached for the tarpaulin. Splitting the entrance, Gibbs saw the legs and feet of his guards. ‘Now, grab that vest and hurry up. I don’t want to have to do all the killing for you.’
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‘Shit, there are four of them. Should’ve only been two,’ Enyo whispered, dropping to one knee. Gibbs crouched behind her. Leaning up against a Roadsters’ van, they looked ahead to two more vans parked alongside one of the battle truck. Voices came from the other side of them.

Gibbs placed his hand on her shoulder, waiting for the patrolling men to move off. ‘Do you think they saw you take out those men?’

She shrugged her shoulders and peered over the bonnet of the van, jerking back down straight away. Gibbs had a Beretta that he’d lifted from the dead guard. He also took a few magazines but could feel that they were not fully loaded. Getting up, Enyo crept forward and ran across the gap towards the two vans. Running low, she disappeared into the dark space between them. Gibbs edged forward and then looked around the front of the van. Four men were approaching, led by Skink, who was waving his arms about as he talked. Gibbs pulled back and looked across the gap. They were all armed. Enyo was watching him from the dark and nodded as he pointed to his right, signalling five men. Shrinking back, Gibbs slipped under the van, dust stinging his nose. The scuffing of boots meant the group had left the tarmac and were now in the dusty parking lot.

Multiple pairs of boots walked past the front of the van then stopped.

‘Give yourself up, Enyo,’ Skink said. ‘Rebus only wants to talk to you.’ He took a step to the right. Gibbs aimed at one of the men’s ankles.

‘Come on, you silly bitch. You’ve been acting weird since yesterday so I’ve had men watching you and they saw you kill the guards to free Gibbs. That’s treason in the Roadsters. Rebus wants to talk to you, and I am going to enjoy watching you beg for your pathetic life.’

One of the guards walked to the left and looked behind the other van.

‘We saw you sneak across this gap here. Just come out and drop that dagger of yours. Better hurry, pretty girl, you know he doesn’t like to be kept waiting.’

A sound of feet crunching on the gravel parking lot. ‘Stop whining like a girl,’ Enyo said, walking out.

‘Toss that dagger to the floor, or these men will shoot,’ Skink said. The sound of metal hitting the ground followed. ‘Let’s see if you talk to me that way after Rebus has finished with you.’

Gibbs rolled to his left and out from under the van and was shielded by the one next to him. The first two shots hit two men in the back of their necks, the next two men were hit in the chest as they turned to fire behind them, the shots going over Gibbs as he rested his gun hand on the other, both raised up on one elbow. In seconds, Skink was standing alone facing Enyo. He spun around, reaching for the holstered Sig226 on his hip but found Gibbs’s pistol pointing up at him from below his eye line. Skink’s eyes widened.

Yanking twice, he couldn’t get the Sig free, and the panicked look was replaced with a grimace of pain. His body jerked twice as he lifted onto his toes. Enyo’s face appeared over Skink’s shoulder. She looked down at Gibbs and winked. She wrenched free whatever she’d stuck into Skink’s back. He groaned, fear on his face. Reaching around the front of the wincing man, Enyo stabbed his neck in quick succession with a short-bladed knife. Blood spurted out as Skink reached up to try and stop it. He turned and staggered towards the inn before Enyo stepped up and headbutted him. No sound came as he fell forward.

Gibbs got up to his feet and grabbed the M4 from one of the men. Turning him over, he took three box magazines from a front pouch and pocketed them. All were full.

‘About all those terrible things you did in a past life,’ Gibbs said.

Bullets hit metal near them as shouts emanated from the guardhouse where they’d just come from. More guards had arrived, the firelight blocking their view of the scene.

‘Get one of their guns and take cover,’ Gibbs shouted and aimed at a man running to their right as he tried to outflank them. He ran in a crouch from one of the old shops towards a darkened doorway of an old butchery. Two shots went off, and he went down, collapsing onto the concrete steps of the shop. Enyo rattled off a burst at two other men running from their right, dropping them both. She smiled across at Gibbs. ‘Van or truck. Pick quickly, will you?’

Gibbs jumped into the nearest van and started getting the fusion process up and running. There was enough battery charge to get them clear of the town by which time the fusion reaction would be in full flux, and so delivering more power. He reversed to the right between Enyo and another approaching team. Bullets fizzed around them and slapped into the truck and van. The passenger door flew open as he pressed the accelerator. The wheels spun in the dust for a second before they took off back towards the guardhouse.

‘Other way, Gibbs. Left down the main street.’

‘Of course, my lady,’ Gibbs said as they hurtled towards three men, who dived out of the way. Snapping the steering wheel to the left, he let the back of the van drift out to the right as they turned. The sun was starting to clear the horizon.

‘Turn left at the last road, then first right down the alleyway. Drive to the end and stop.’

‘Why?’

‘Just do it. We need to pick something up.’

‘You do realise that every Roadster still alive will now be awake and running to their vehicles,’ Gibbs said, veering to the right down the narrow alley. It was at the back of all the properties and filled with litter and remnants of a community that once lived there. Screeching to a stop before an old wooden fence, he turned to Enyo who was already out of the seat and opening a small shed door in the fence. Returning with a large duffel bag, she threw it across to him.

‘A present for you,’ she said.

He unzipped the bag. Two Glocks and a Sig plus three old revolvers lay on top of ten blocks of explosives. The rest were boxes of ammo and magazines for the different calibres. He grabbed the vest from the floor of the van and threw it in. ‘Thanks for the thoughtful gift. Didn’t have time to get it monogrammed, I see,’ he said.

‘Very funny. The fence in front of you is weak and leads to the main road out of here. I suggest you punch through it quickly. I have to call someone,’ she said, taking the bag back from him. Reaching into a side pocket, she took out a satphone.

They smashed through the rotten wooden fence and bounced across a sandy verge to reach the main road. Gibbs looked across to the woman who’d freed him and smiled. It was returned as she dialled a number on the phone. Luck was turning back his way.

‘Hello, Elijah,’ she said. ‘We’ve just driven out of Gatlinburg and are on our way towards you. At speed, if you catch my drift.’

‘Yes. He is sitting right next to me. I will tell him.’

Gibbs looked at her as she hung up.

‘What?’

‘The Russian said he’s looking forward to seeing you.’

• • •

A roar of anguish pierced the Gatlinburg air as Rebus held Skink’s pale face in his lap. Tears streamed down his face and onto his bare chest. One landed on Skink’s face, and Rebus wiped it away with a bloody hand. The blood smear reminded him of the facial marking of the woman he loved more than anyone. A woman who had betrayed him.

‘You sure it was her with the Hooded Man?’ Rebus asked a Roadster who was seated near him, leaning up against a van the other members had dragged him to. Blood seeped from a belly wound.

‘Yes, boss. It was her, and that bastard. By the time we came running, they’d got the others’ guns and were returning fire. I did my best to flank them, but she blasted the three of us.’

‘Then you let them get away,’ Rebus said. ‘Did you even see which direction they went?’

‘They went full circle around the parking lot and then headed east out of the town.’

‘And then, where?’ Rebus said.

‘I didn’t see them. A couple of the men went running after them.’

‘Really? What a fucking smashing idea. Men running after a speeding van. We’ve lost them now and will take weeks to find them. Skink has died for nothing.’

Rebus choked back the tears. Holding the limp body, he pressed it close to his chest as he wept uncontrollably. The feeble frame of the man who had warned him many times against trusting Enyo. She was poison, he’d warned. As soon as she met the Hooded Man, she had changed. He lowered Skink’s body and slowly stood up, his nephew’s Sig in his hand.

Two Roadsters came jogging towards him from the main road, wheezing for breath. ‘Rebus, we chased them as fast as we could to see which direction they went in,’ one of the men said, pain etched across his face. The second man went down on one knee, sucking in the air as fast as he could.

‘And?’

‘Went east out the town and then went down a back alley, breaking through a fence to join the road that goes northwest to Knoxville. They stopped at the fence, and Enyo climbed out to get a bag by the looks of it. We couldn’t follow on.’

‘Okay, we know that she’s going to meet the Bounty Hunter and hand Gibbs over to take all the money all for herself.’

‘How do you know that, boss?’ the man said.

‘Because Skink has been warning me for the last three days that she was up to something.’

‘I knew she was trouble,’ the wounded man said, trying to push himself into a seated position.

‘If you’d done your fucking job, we’d have them both here right now,’ Rebus said and shot the man in the face, his head clattering against the door with a clunk, and his hands dropping to the ground. Pulling the trigger over and over again until the magazine was empty, he tossed the spent weapon onto the man’s legs.

Rebus turned to look at the two latest arrivals.

‘You two. Take one of the vans and give chase. The road is dusty, so you should see a plume even in this light. Radio back when you have clocked their position,’ Rebus said, walking towards the truck.

One of his generals jogged up to him. ‘All the men have been recalled from their positions. They should be here in a few minutes. The ones on the mountain will struggle to get here sooner.’

Rebus lifted another weapon towards the man’s face. ‘That’s great, general. Now get Skink’s body and place it in the passenger seat of this van.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Then get everyone on the move to Knoxville. The last van to get there will be blown up with the occupants inside. I need two vans with me immediately,’ Rebus said, getting into the van and looking across at Skink who was propped up against the closed passenger door, his eyes staring forward. Rebus touched his cheek and wiped blood specks away.

Reaching behind the seat, his hands gripped the M4 and a pouch of magazines. He passed them to Skink. ‘Hold those for me, buddy. We’ll have to tackle Gibbs and the bitch on the road.’

He pressed the gear lever forward and started to move out. Reaching to the dashboard, he turned the radio on. ‘Scout One, on route to Knoxville. This is Rebus. Come in, over.’

‘Rebus. Rebus. This is Scout One. We have found the plume. We are gaining on the vehicle to confirm it is them, over.’

‘38 Roadsters. This is Rebus Maze. The hunt for the Hooded Man now includes that snake, Enyo, who has betrayed us all. Out.’ He reached across and patted Skink’s cold hand. ‘Here we go, little brother. Like all the others who’ve tried to harm us, we will make these traitors pay.’
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The van screeched to a halt, and both driver and passenger jumped out and sprinted around to the other side. Swapping around would cost them time, but they needed to. Gibbs glanced back through the dust to see a lone van approaching. Soon more would be chasing them on this desolate road.

‘Hurry up, Gibbs,’ Enyo said, releasing the brake and pulling off just as Gibbs got his foot in. ‘You sure this is the best option?’

‘You keep driving on this road no matter what comes up behind us. I’m better suited to fighting them off than you.’

‘That’s a little presumptuous. I’m just as good as you.’

‘Don’t start that crap with me. I have been a soldier longer than you have been alive. Drive the damn van.’

She stared at him, grinding her jaw, then focused on the road, knuckles tightening on the steering wheels. Gibbs reached out of his window and adjusted the side mirror so he could spot the van. It was still there.

‘Slow down a little, so we can see who it is. If it’s Rebus, we can end this now.’

‘No, Gibbs. My job is to get you to the Bounty Hunter as fast as I can. That’s the mission. Not to kill Rebus.’

‘I thought you wanted him dead?’

‘He’s irrelevant right now.’

‘The Bounty Hunter must have a monster size favour that you owe him.’

‘It’s not just that,’ she said, glancing down to her side mirror.

‘What then? Don’t lead me on with half an answer.’

Enyo looked at him then back to the road ahead. She shook her head a little, biting on her bottom lip. ‘I’ve only told you part of the story. I know the Bounty Hunter a lot better than I let on.’

‘How much better?’ Gibbs said.

‘He’s my cousin.’

‘So is this story about you helping me just a pack of lies then?’

‘No,’ she said, swerving to miss a pothole which stretched halfway across the road. ‘He did catch me and was taking me in. That part is true. I overheard him on the phone talking about someone who turned out to be a common distant uncle. After that, the tension eased, and we got on well. When we drove into the NAG stronghold, he couldn’t turn me in.’

‘He has a heart? Bless him.’

Enyo stared across at him. ‘He’s a damn good man. Don’t you forget that.’

Gibbs shrugged his shoulders, checking on the following van, then looking at the speedometer. ‘You got your foot flat on the floor? He’s gaining on us.’

‘Yes, I have,’ Enyo said, looking in the mirror. ‘Guess we have an older van or something. Or do you think that I’m deliberately driving slowly?’

‘Okay. Take your foot off the defensive pedal for a bit.’

‘As I was saying. Elijah decided to let me go on the condition that I had to do this one job for him.’

‘His name is Elijah?’

‘Yes, I have said so before.’

Gibbs’s one eyebrow raised. ‘Sure you did.’

Enyo swerved another pothole that ran diagonally across the road. Skidding to the right, the van swerved both right and left before straightening again.

‘Elijah said that if I could get close to Rebus and find out all he knew about corrupt NAG captains who were helping the drugs trade, it would get Elijah leverage with those captains. He promised to take care of me after it was over. We set it all up. I acted like a lost soul, and Rebus lapped it up. Then you arrived and spiced it all up.’

‘Your act was pretty convincing, I must say. You had me fooled.’

‘Compared to where I came from, it wasn’t all bad with the 38s. I fitted in naturally and focused on getting inside his head. After a while, I could manipulate him into doing things that I wanted.’

‘I misjudged you, and I apologise for that. It takes a lot of guts to do what you’ve done.’

‘We can kiss and make up later,’ she said, looking in the mirror. ‘We must be slowing because I can see more vans approaching in the distance.’

‘I think this old girl is long past retirement age. The potholes will slow them down too. Just keep on it. I wonder if those back doors open?’

‘The left-hand side one opens. There is a bracket on the top that you slide across that keeps it open.’

‘Okay then. I’ll get to the back and start preparing for them. You keep running it, and praying that your Elijah comes over the horizon pretty damn quickly.’

• • •

‘What are you bloody waiting for? Shoot at the damn van. Kill the fuckers,’ Enyo shouted.

Gibbs smiled as she swerved to the left again. He nearly fell over and had to splay his legs even more to steady himself. The dust plume behind their speeding van was covering the van following them. Stones and debris flew up from under them, peppering the gang members behind. The van following swerved to the right to get into some clean air and a better view of the road. Gibbs could see the faces of the gang members, both with thick grey beards, their eyes widening as their van hit a small gulley at the side of the road. The driver veered hard right to get back into their dust trail.

‘He’s stopped shooting at us, so I want him to get real close,’ Gibbs said.

‘Come on, Gibbs. The others are gaining on us quickly, so how about you take care of the fuckers as soon as they arrive?’

Gibbs smiled and lined up the approaching vehicle down the sights of the M4. He rattled off three rounds and watched the glass crack as the bullets ricocheted upwards. His position was too low, and he couldn’t use the roof. As he fired another few into the front cooling radiator, the driver slowed again. It would be a few minutes before the overheating of the reactor would cut the power. Gibbs pulled the duffel bag closer and unzipped it. The blocks of explosive would be pretty useless now, so he reached in for the five grenades. Pulling them out, he laid three out on the rubber floor of the back of the van and passed two forward to Enyo.

‘You might need to throw one out your window. Try to calculate the five seconds that it will need.’

Grabbing one of them, he pulled the pin and counted for two counts then lobbed it out the back and onto the bonnet of the van behind. It bounced once then hit the windscreen and flew up into the air, exploding behind the vehicle. The van slowed a little and started to weave. Veering to the right, Gibbs realised that the blast had punctured one of the back wheels. It vaulted into the air as it hit the old roadside barrier.

Enyo screamed with delight and slapped the steering wheel. ‘One down, three to go.’

‘Keep her steady,’ Gibbs said. ‘Here they come.’

An old signpost on the roadside passed behind them, and Gibbs counted out loud until it passed the following vans. The perfect distance for lobbing grenades. The road had widened, allowing them to drive alongside one another. It was now or never. Pulling the pin out, he counted down to one and rolled it out the back.

The grenade bounced once and spun to the right. The speeding vans had no chance in the dust, and the one on the right lifted into the air, the rear section lifting higher than the front, before the yellow ball of flame rolled up, engulfing it. The van on the left of it jolted to its left and was forced across the tarmac into the dusty plain, the side of the van ablaze in yellow and black. It stopped with the gang members exiting into the desert.

‘The Hooded Man is on fire,’ Enyo said, shouting above the noise of the vans’ wheels on the road.

A single van sped straight through the black and yellow flame ball. It continued straight at them at speed.

‘Brace yourself. Rebus is going to ram us,’ Gibbs said, catching a glimpse of the face of a man who had nothing to lose. He’d seen that look on the faces of countless drug-crazed gang members who threw themselves at men with machine guns carrying nothing more than a machete.

The jolt from the collision was enough to throw Gibbs forward onto his chest. He looked up to see Rebus screaming at the top of his voice. Next to him was a pale corpse which had been thrown forward against the windscreen, dead eyes staring into the back of the van.

‘Jesus, he has Skink in the van with him,’ Gibbs shouted.

Rebus rammed with the van again. Sparks flew up into the trailing van’s windscreen as it shuddered, but Gibbs was ready. He got up onto his knees and lifted the grenade out in front of him, shaking it from side to side. Rebus’s eyes widened, and he swung the van to the right, sending Skink’s body across the cab.

‘He is coming up on your right,’ Gibbs said and lifted the M4 to fire into the side of the vehicle.

‘Gotcha,’ she said and moved to the right to cut him off.

The vans connected with the screech of metal. Gibbs was flung against the interior side wall again, and he tried to get up as Enyo steered to the right. Keeping his balance was going to be tough.

‘Don’t let him get alongside you.’

‘What do you think I am trying to do? Less talking and more killing.’

‘Where is he?’ Gibbs said, leaning forward over the passenger seat.

The metallic clang of bullet strafing metal rang through the van as Rebus fired into the passenger door. Enyo cried out in pain. Gibbs grabbed a shotgun from a bracket on the inside of the van. Popping it through the open passenger window, he fired three blasts at the van, two smashing into the metal post of the front windscreen. The glass burst inwards forcing Rebus to brake and disappear backwards from view. Gibbs climbed back towards the back door to catch the van as it veered in behind them. No windshield. Gibbs felt the hair rise on the back of his neck. Grabbing the last grenade from the floor, he pulled the pin and lobbed it out the back. It hit the seat between Skink and Rebus and disappeared from view. Rebus’s eyes widened in panic as he leaned down to the dead man’s feet, rummaging around for it.

The van swerved as Enyo, dodged another pothole, groaning while she leaned on the steering wheel. ‘Gibbs?’

The spiky Mohican rose above the dashboard as Rebus searched for the grenade, leaning on the steering wheel, causing the van to drift to the left. It drove straight into a meter-deep gulley. The front wheels buried into the hole as the rear of the van lifted up. Both occupants were launched through the gaping windscreen. The van exploded, engulfing them in a yellow and black ball of fire.

Gibbs screamed with joy. He turned to Enyo who had swerved towards a gulley, and he opened his mouth to shout, but it was too late. The nose of the van dipped in.

Time slowed. The force of hitting the roof smashed the wind from Gibbs’s lungs as the van somersaulted over its front wheels. Like a rock in a trebuchet, he was flung out of the back door and into the air. The sensation of flying was brief as he tried to twist his body towards the ground. The distant sound of twisting metal screeched and whined all around him, then a forceful thud darkened his view.
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The fly crawled along Gibbs’s brow and down over his closed eyelid. Walking along the dried row of eyelashes it stopped at the corner of the eye, its proboscis dabbing rapidly at the last of the moisture. The upward flicker of the eyelid sent it into flight and away from the face, in time to miss the flailing hand.

Blue sky with bunching white and grey clouds had appeared overhead. A rumble of distant thunder came from the south. That was where their rain showers came from. It wasn’t the rainy season yet. A shake of the head helped to open the other eye and to concentrate on a single turkey buzzard that flew overhead, ever-circling and dropping over to his left. As he turned his head to the right, his vision swirled with black columns of smoke that drifted into the sky. Rebus was dead. He remembered the flying man and his corpse buddy.

Rolling onto his side, a flash of pain ripped through his core. It surged up his right side, and something stopped him rolling over. The pain spread down his leg and forced him to grit his teeth. Shaking his head to clear his groggy brain, he tried to sit up. There would be more Roadsters approaching soon. His hand dropped to his Glock on his right hip. It was still there. Pulling his hand back to wipe his face, it hit a protruding object, and the pain spiked again.

A lift of the head was all it took. He had a three-inch piece of metal protruding from his gut, and judging by the pain, it went in deep. It was to the right of his navel and just above his belt. Rolling to the left, he saw the van that he and Enyo had been in. It was overturned, and the force of landing had crushed the back where he’d been standing.

‘Enyo?’ he said with a rasping voice. He opened and closed his mouth to get the saliva going.

Forcing himself up onto his left knee, he grimaced as the metal moved. With a final push, he got to his feet, and he tried to stand upright. It was like a bullet had hit him. He’d enough of those scars. Looking down at the long thin metal shard, he saw it looked like part of the back door release mechanism.

‘Gibbs?’

The soft voice came from the other side of the van. He took a step forward and then another, the pain would be manageable. Rounding the wreckage, he noticed that the ground had been scraped clear leaving silver paint lines in swirling patterns in its wake. One of the wheels had made a bid for freedom and rolled off into the scrub and sand. A plastic box full of empty 9mm shells had been ripped open and strewn across the road like confetti. He staggered forward and saw her lying near the front fender, her leg wedged inside the gulley by the twisted driver’s door. Gibbs swallowed hard.

Gibbs slowly knelt beside her, and she grabbed his hand, fear in her eyes. ‘Look inside the wreckage for the satphone. It has a number written on a label on the back. Take the phone with you. Elijah gave it to me, and he will know that I gave it to you when you see him. He will believe your story. Trust him.’

‘They’ll be here soon enough. You can bloody give it to him yourself,’ Gibbs said and shifted on his knee. The pain tore through him again.

‘The bullet went into my side, and I can feel it burning in my gut. I won’t last long. Please stay with me,’ she said, her face a grey colour.

‘Sure thing, kid. Let me try and get the phone and the medical bag I saw in the back.’

‘There should be three water bottles in that black duffel bag. I’m so damn thirsty. Mind the explosives though,’ she said, trying not to laugh.

Gibbs smiled as he walked around the back of the van to the crumpled doors. Nothing was inside. A little further along the dusty verge of the tarred road was the bag. Limping over, he opened it. All the contents were still inside. Picking it up, he nudged the metal shard in his side and bent over with pain. Morphine or something similar was needed if he was to get on top of the situation. Limping around to the front of the van, he crouched into the mess of metal and found the large compartment that was in front of the passenger seat. It snapped open with a sharp pull, and he removed the black box. Dragging the bag behind him, he walked over to Enyo and knelt next to her, giving her water.

‘Thanks, Gibbs. You look hurt.’

‘It’s a flesh wound.’

‘Should you be bouncing and dragging that bag all over the place?’

‘It’s all safe. The explosives need to be primed, and the detonators set properly,’ he said and then stopped. ‘Naudeh.’

‘What?’

‘Naudeh, Afghanistan. We were in a similar situation. I might have a way to stop the rest of the gang from getting to us,’ he said and looked down. Enyo’s eyes were drooping and then closed. She groaned a little, squeezing his hand. It went limp. ‘Enyo,’ he said, reaching forward and feeling for a pulse. It was faint and slow. Then it wasn’t there. He felt for a neck pulse but got nothing.

‘Damn it,’ Gibbs said in a low rasping voice. He cupped her cheek in his left hand. She may have had her flaws and done some despicable things to survive Rebus, but she was a good person for sure. He squeezed his eyes closed as the tears formed.

Gibbs walked back along the road towards Rebus’s van. In front of it were two crispy smouldering corpses. A smile spread across his face at the three buzzards that were quietly standing guard their next meal.

Rebus’s van was still in the gulley that spanned halfway across the road. The vans that were following would be arriving at speed and would have to swing around it. Placing his foot into the gulley, he rummaged in the bag and pulled out four blocks of explosives, placing them on the dust-covered tarred road. Rewiring them together, he primed them with detonator caps and the length of wire looking across the two-metre span of tar. It would just make it. Struggling to get out of the gulley, he got onto his knees to rest and sucked in deep breaths to control the pain. Then he saw them. Silver flickers on the horizon of the approaching vehicles. The rest of the 38 Roadsters.

He pushed himself up and walked across the road, placing the last four blocks in a shallow hollow. Reaching for a large rock, he dragged it towards him and placed it in front of the explosives. This would be a crude job, but he hoped they wouldn’t be too careful about approaching. Priming the explosives, he linked the wires to the receiver unit and flicked the small switch. The little red LED flashed into life. Stumbling back, he reached into the bag and grabbed the remote detonator box, flicking the small switch, the red light went on. Turning around, he looked at the approaching dust plume.

The M4 was lying near where he’d found the bag, but the muzzle was bent. He walked around to where Enyo was lying, looking inside the driver’s compartment again. Her old 9mm Beretta was wedged in between the seats. He pulled it out and checked it. Eight rounds and working.

Reaching for the medikit, he saw there was no morphine left. But Enyo had packed two ketamine nasal inhalers. One dose a piece. Gibbs looked at them in his hand then pocketed them. If there was internal bleeding as he knew there probably was, he would need them later, despite the side effects. Fight first, pain management second.

Walking back onto the road, he could see the three vans through the shimmer of the drifting black smoke from the nearby van. They had stopped a few meters before the first of the two wrecks. 38s were out and walking between the burning vans. Gibbs walked backwards until he was in line with his own van, then drew the Beretta and cocked the hammer. Taking a breath, he aimed at one of the vans and squeezed the trigger. The bullet hit the windscreen and cracked it. He emptied the rest of the magazine into the other vans, watching the men drop to their stomachs or dive behind the vans.

One reached out the side window and fired back without aiming. Nothing came close to Gibbs as he walked to his van, stepping down into the gulley. He pulled his Glock out. It was full, and he had three other magazines. Firing one round at the lead vehicle which was racing towards him, a Roadster climbed out of the passenger window with an M4, aiming in his direction.

Gibbs didn’t have long to wait until they passed Rebus’s van, the second one on their tail. He ducked lower and flicked the detonator toggle-switch across. It felt like a volcano erupting as the ground shook from the subterranean shock wave, and the sound wave blew past him. The pain from his stomach pierced through him, but he stayed put, metal landing around them followed by a curtain of dust.

A few minutes later, Gibbs was standing looking at the mangled metal and scorched landscape where the bomb crater now was. Black blast marks radiated outwards on the road, old tarmac torn up or melted. The third van had turned around and was driving off. Gibbs reached into his top pocket and took out the ketamine inhaler. Not the best painkiller because it would leave him dizzy and nauseous, but the pain would be gone.

He grabbed the duffel bag and put the water in it. Looking up and down the road, he saw it was all clear. It was about noon, but he didn’t care, he had to get walking. On either side of the road was clear land with dust and semi-desert shrubs for as far as he could see. He focused to the north and saw a truck racing along a road that ran parallel to the one he was on. Maybe it was a better road to be on. The Roadsters might regroup and begin searching the wreckages.

Stepping into the dust, he started walking. The pain evaporated, and he stumbled a little with the effects of the drug. Looking down, he saw that the wound had started to bleed again and had stained his right pant leg. Dust clung to the moisture. Christina was going to moan about him being shot again. She hated that. Stopping, he shook his head and tried to focus. She was dead, and Stuart was his responsibility. He’d promised to get back and look after them all. He was the Hooded Man.

Stumbling and twisting between the knee-high bushes was hard work. Throwing the first empty water bottle away, he dropped the duffel bag and started to drag it. The road was getting closer. Or was it? He turned to look at the burning vehicles, and they were further away. He fell forwards, face-first onto the ground crashing through a dust-covered bush. He lay there, pain from his gut waking him up. A crack of thunder rolled across the open plain. Stuart’s face appeared near him. He couldn’t hear what he was saying.

‘I’m coming. Hold your horses,’ Gibbs said, slowly getting to his feet. He noticed the metal shard had been driven further into his gut. ‘That’s going to hurt later.’

He started walking faster towards the road. More thunder rolled in from the south. He had to get to Andrei so that they could get to Stuart. After a few minutes, he reached the tarmac road and knelt for a sip of water. ‘Oh, Gibbs, you fucking idiot. It’s all you had to remember. The damn bag,’ he said and lay on his back. ‘I’ll get it later.’

He looked up at the moving clouds, grey and thick with rain. It was like his home in Scotland. His eyes closed.
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The rapid sound of gunfire jolted Andrei back from his thoughts, and he looked across to the NAG troops who were firing after a fusion van that had arrived and swiftly retreated. Focusing on the miles of scrubland to the side of the road, he couldn’t see Gibbs anywhere. Two wounded gang members had been executed by the Bounty Hunter’s men already. Walking between the mass of wrecked vans, scarves had to be worn across their noses and mouths against the fumes of burning rubber, plastic and paint. The thunder was getting louder as they walked past two bodies that had been incinerated.

‘Is that them?’ Elijah asked, stopping to watch one of his men chase off a buzzard. The man shrugged. ‘Damn it. How are we supposed to find them in all of this carnage? It must have been some battle.’

‘At least we know that he was here,’ Andrei said, flicking his cigarette at a smouldering wreck.

‘How can you be sure?’

‘This is his work. I’ve told all of you this is what happens if you try to corner Gibbs.’

Elijah smiled a little. ‘They’re either amongst the dead or have already moved off. Enyo will call.’

‘You said that she’s not answering.’

Elijah nodded.

‘Boss.’

Andrei looked up at one of Elijah’s men, who was walking further up the road. He was waving to them from another wreck. Adrenaline and fear swirled through the Russian, and he had a hollow feeling in his stomach. He lit another cigarette and upped his pace to keep up with Elijah.

‘Thanks, corporal,’ Elijah said as they rounded the van and he caught sight of Enyo, lying buckled and bent. The buzzards had already started their work.

‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ Andrei said, following him down to the body, scanning the wreckage for Gibbs. ‘You okay?’

Elijah nodded. ‘She’s done her job well, but it’s sad that I won’t get to know her better,’ he said, poking his head into the van. ‘Gibbs is not here.’

‘Look at all the ripped medical packaging and bloody strips of cloth. He’s injured.’

‘Or he got into another van and is gone. Maybe he’s one of the burnt corpses. We should keep moving.’

‘Elijah, she’s family. She helped you a lot if what you’ve told me is correct. You cannot leave her for the coyotes. Get your men to bury her while we check over the wrecks again.’

Elijah leant on the wrecked van with his hand, nodding his head. ‘Get me Nastas,’ he shouted to two men who were standing on the road. ‘And three more men to bury this body.’

A minute later a man came running up the road towards them. Jogging with the grace of a thoroughbred, he carried a shotgun strapped across his back. With an eagle-hooked nose, small eyes and thin lips, he had long black hair pulled back and secured with a green headband. A single black wing-feather was bound into the long hair which flowed down his back. He jogged down to their position.

‘Nastas. The man we’re chasing was travelling with this woman. He’s wounded so look for tracks to see if he got into a vehicle or is dead nearby.’

The man bowed over a little and started looking around. He walked around the vehicle and up onto the road. Walking for a few meters towards Rebus’s corpse, he turned and walked back.

‘He is wounded. Drops of blood all over, although the ravens have been eating a lot of it.’

‘So he is not here then?’

The man remained silent for a few seconds. ‘He knelt with this woman. Two or three times. Got in and out of this van too. Then walked up to the road.’ Turning on his heels, he took large strides back up to the road and stood still.

‘What is it, Nastas?’

‘The rain is coming, boss. It’s early this year. Our target is wounded. He is favouring his right side.’

‘Did he get into another car?’

The man walked to the opposite side of the road. He went down onto his haunches, looking at the ground then pointed ahead. ‘He walked off across that plain. Maybe to that road down there.’

Elijah turned to face another of his men. ‘Leave a van with two men to bury Enyo. The rest of you double back to that last intersection we passed and get across to that road. Check the maps. We will meet you down there.’

‘Should we not go with them?’ Andrei said.

‘I want to go after Gibbs on foot. He might be lying somewhere out there.’

Nastas started walking down the roadside verge and onto the dusty plains. Andrei looked up at the blackening clouds and realised why they had to hurry. Taking a sip of water from a metal bottle, he followed the men.

It was a stop-start affair as they traced Gibbs’s movement as he zigzagged around the bushes, a permanent frown etched on Elijah’s face.

‘He’s a tough soldier. We’ll find him,’ Andrei said.

‘Nastas found this,’ Elijah said, handing him a small nasal spray container.

‘This is strong stuff.’

‘It will mess with his mind. He must have taken it earlier. Why else wouldn’t he walk along the other road towards us? We could have rescued him sooner and treated him,’ Elijah said.

‘You mean surrender to the men chasing him, after the other men chasing him killed his travelling partner and wounded him badly? If this is as strong as you say, his instincts will drive him to flee, not surrender.’

Elijah threw the plastic dispenser onto the ground and scowled at Andrei. ‘Then the hunt for the bastard continues.’

Five minutes later, they reached the road and walked onto the verge of the road. Nastas circled in widening circles from that position, chasing some ravens away from the road.

‘Here, boss.’

‘What is it?’

‘He lay here for a long time. Look at the blood pool. The ravens will clean that up if the rain doesn’t.’

‘Where is he then?’

Nastas pointed to the wide tyre marks in the dust on the road. ‘Someone helped him up into a van. They went in that direction.’

‘Knoxville?’ Andrei said, but Elijah was already walking in the opposite direction, towards his oncoming men.

• • •

The road sped towards them as Elijah drove, following another of their vans. It was slow going because they would stop at every intersection or side road for Nastas to check if any vehicles had turned off. They continued to get the thumbs down from him as he ran back to the van, and the convoy continued.

Andrei’s satphone rang, and he fidgeted around in his deep jacket pocket. The number was not the number he wanted to see. ‘Rolin?’

‘What the bloody hell is happening there? I’ve just listened to a frantic message from the gang leader I was speaking to, saying that Gibbs and a woman had escaped. I couldn’t make out the whole story.’

‘You’re dealing with Rebus Maze directly?’ Andrei said, looking across to Elijah who did a double-take, eyebrows raised.

‘Of course I was. I’ve been trying all avenues to get Gibbs. The gang lord contacted me yesterday and said he had him as his prisoner. I offered him double to get him to me directly. Then I got this crazy message about him chasing Gibbs and something about a skink. What is a skink?’

‘I don’t know, Rolin. You say you offered him double the Bounty Hunter’s rate?’

‘Yes. Are you deaf?’

‘If we bring Gibbs in alive, I take it you’ll offer the Bounty Hunter four times the original bounty. Remember you have already doubled the amount for Gibbs alive.’

The line was silent.

‘Rolin?’ Andrei said.

‘Yes. Four times to get to him to me alive.’

‘For that money, Gibbs would walk in himself. That money could be given to Gibbs’s son.’

‘Why should I give a shit about his son?’

‘We’re closer to Gibbs than we’ve ever been. I can talk him in when I see him. In the meantime, I’ll hand you over to the Bounty Hunter to confirm the bounty,’ Andrei said and passed the phone to Elijah, who had a large smile on his face.
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The bumping against the back of his head was starting to irritate him. Gibbs opened his eyes as his head hit against something metal. He was in the back of a van again, but this van had the roof section hacked off to make it into a pickup. The black sky was rumbling more than he remembered, and the clouds above him were dense with rain. Sadness hit him when he remembered Enyo and the frantic chase along the road. Both his legs were stretched out on the back, but he couldn’t feel them. The vehicle he was in wobbled slightly like it had a bent back axle, and it was going slowly along a tarred road. The storm whipped up gusts across the plain to his left, and dust swirled across the already sand-covered tarmac.

Pushing himself up a little, the pain from his stomach remind him that he was wounded. The ketamine had worn off, so he had to suck it up for a little. Where was his jacket? Three clear plastic buckets were along the side of the wall. Lids on two of them covered what looked like roadkill coyote and rabbit squashed into them. Scavenger’s food.

‘Hiya, buddy,’ a voice said from behind him. ‘Welcome back to the land of the living.’

‘Where the hell am I?’

‘I found you on the road and thought you were a goner. You surprised me as I was going through your jacket pockets. I helped you into the back and set off to Knoxville. I know a good doctor there who might be able to remove that piece of metal coming out of you,’ the man said.

The vehicle slowed even more and then stopped. A door opened and shut as the man walked to the back. The white-bearded face of a man in his sixties looked over the side of the van and smiled. A few of his teeth were missing, and he was chewing something. He flung Gibbs’s jacket over the side and it landed on his legs.

‘You were burning up something awful fierce back there. I took that off you too cool you down. Is that your medicine in the pocket? Check it’s still there. I don’t want you thinking me a thief.’

Gibbs pulled the ketamine from the pocket and nodded his head. ‘Thanks for picking me up. What type of car is this? It wobbles all over the place.’

‘It’s an old gang member van I found abandoned. I collect a lot of their scrap and have managed to patch a few together. It means I can move about freely.’

‘You an engineer?’

‘I was in the air force a long while back. Now I scavenge to trade at Floodlander markets,’ the man said and grabbed a bottle of water from his pocket. ‘You in trouble with the gangs?’

The pain coursed through Gibbs again, and he felt the heat spreading in his stomach. ‘I was, but I killed all of them.’

‘You that Hooded Man then? I recognise the way you dress. Stories of you are all over that pirate radio station.’

‘Nah. I just look like him. I get asked that more than you can imagine.’

‘Uh-huh. I bet you do,’ he said, smiling and offering his hand. ‘My name is Duke.’

‘Name is Smithy,’ Gibbs said, shaking the man’s hand.

‘You from Scotland?’

‘Many years ago.’

‘You must be used to this rain then. It’s going to belt down soon.’

‘Looks that way, doesn’t it,’ Gibbs said. ‘Can I have a drink of water?’

‘Sure,’ he said. ‘ I think we had better be going if you want to get to the doctor.’

Gibbs lifted his shirt and looked at the material that had been wrapped around his midriff. ‘You do this?’

‘Didn’t want you bleeding out all over my van. The bandage wasn’t sterilised, but the doc can give you a shot for the infection if he has any left.’

Gibbs pulled back the material and looked at the seeping blood that was slipping down his side. There were foreign objects in the blood. ‘The intestine might be ruptured, so the doc is better off giving that injection to someone more fitting.’

‘Still, we can get you to a room and comfortable bed for you to relax in. If you’re going to meet your Maker, it’s best to be comfortable.’

Gibbs leaned forward, grimacing with pain, and slowly put on his jacket with the help of Duke. He was shivering. Grabbing the ketamine, he cracked the seal and inhaled the full dose. ‘Going to be a good storm, I think. It’s been years since I saw clouds like those.’

‘Best we get going then. It’s still some way to go at the speed this old girl goes. If you’re up for it, you can join me in the front. There’s plenty of space and its quite comfortable. We have another two hours or so to go.’

‘Thanks, Duke, but all good journeys must come to an end. I think this is where I say goodbye. Help me off, will you.’

‘What? Out here in the open?’

‘Prop me up against one of those fence posts, facing the rain. I bet the view will be spectacular,’ Gibbs said, feeling pain wash away as a drop of rain thudded onto the plastic floor of the van.

‘I’m not sure about that, buddy. I’ve seen many wounded men in my life, and I think with medical help, you have a good chance of recovery.’

‘Come on, Duke. I bet you’ve got better things to do. I don’t have much else left,’ Gibbs said and pulled the hoodie up over his head.

‘Okay then,’ Duke said and walked around the back.

Gibbs smiled a little as the man pulled on his legs to get them over the edge. Stumbling slowly, they made their way over to an old farm fence post where Gibbs sat down.

Duke handed him a bottle of water. ‘It ain’t right. Let me take you to get help, buddy. This is no way for a man to end his life.’

Gibbs waved him away and took a drink of water. ‘We all end up dead, Duke.’

‘You sure, Smithy?’

Gibbs looked around. His head felt heavy. ‘Smithy’s here. Tell the old bastard to go and get Christina. The storm is coming.’

Duke shook his head and laughed as he walked away. ‘Smithy, my ass.’

Gibbs watched the man walk away, and the rusty mishappen van drive off. Lightning blasted through black clouds off in the distance and grounded in a range of hills. The thunder rumbled towards him a second later. It was close. A heavy raindrop hit the welcoming dust in front of him. Then one hit his leg. Removing the hood, he turned his face to the sky as the torrent washed across the plain.


Chapter 48

Outskirts of Knoxville, Tennessee, USA – 2043

The rhythm of the windscreen wipers was hypnotic as Andrei flicked cigarette ash out of the sliver of open window. Drops splashed through the window, freshening him up. In the van ahead of them, Nastas was still leading the tracking. Elijah was sitting next to Andrei and had his window open. The rain was coming in from the other direction. He held his hand up in the air and brought it in to rub the water all over his face.

‘Man, this is refreshing. Will fill the rivers and reservoirs again.’

Andrei grunted, finishing off his cigarette.

The van in front started to slow down and then pulled over to stop, letting them pull up alongside it. Elijah waited until Nastas opened his window. ‘There’s someone sitting against the fence. About forty metres ahead. Could be your man.

Andrei leaned to the side and squinted. He could make out the shape of a person, but the wipers had been switched off as the van stopped. ‘Let’s get closer. I cannot see anything.’

‘Thanks, Nastas,’ Elijah said, pulling his Sig 226 out of the door holster. ‘We’ll take it from here.’

‘Please keep that hidden from view,’ Andrei said. ‘Let me go in first, okay?’

‘Sure. This is just a precaution. He’s not going anywhere by the look of it.’

Andrei looked out at the drenched figure that was slumped against the post. The man’s head had fallen forward onto his chest.

‘Would he boobytrap himself?’ Elijah asked.

‘What? Why would he do that?’

‘My men found wire at one of those wrecks back there and a huge blast radius that could only have come from a roadside bomb.’

Andrei chuckled and reached for the handle. As he exited the van, he broke into a loud laugh. This led to a coughing fit and more blood. He bent over until he had caught his breath then turned to talk to Elijah through the open window. ‘If he has boobytrapped himself, then me setting us both off wouldn’t be a waste of your good men now, would it?’

‘Just have a look first before moving him.’

‘My friend. I am barely able to move myself these days. Where am I going to move him to?’ he said and left the van to walk through the red mud.

The drizzle wetted his face as he approached the figure and knelt in the mud next to the man’s leg. The figure’s hand had fallen into the small pool of blood and rainwater that had formed next to his right leg. As he lifted the hoodie slightly, the sorrow hit Andrei.

‘You look like shit, old friend,’ Andrei said.

He reached up to under Gibbs’s chin and felt for a pulse. His head rolled to the left and then backwards. Andrei closed his eyes to concentrate and block out the raindrops. He moved his hand a little and waited. Trying for the third time, he removed his hand. Andrei patted Gibbs on the shoulder and smiled as he noticed a flicker under Gibbs’s eyelids. Elation followed. ‘It will all be okay. The Hooded Man legend will continue long after we have both gone. Your time here is done.’

• • •

With the rain came the fresh smell of hope. Andrei stood on top of the roadside verge facing Elijah and two of his men. He took out a cigarette and lit it in the rain. Dimples in his cheeks showed through as he smiled and took a long drag.

‘Elijah, you can tell these two men to collect the body and place it in the back of our van. There are no booby traps,’ he said, taking a step towards the Bounty Hunter.

‘So that ends the hunt,’ Elijah said.

‘I warned you that you’d be lucky to get him alive,’ Andrei said.

‘A day or two earlier and we’d have been in time to see if you could talk him around.’

Andrei smiled, taking the cigarette from his mouth. ‘I have a request to make of you.’

Elijah chuckled. ‘I had a feeling you and I weren’t finished.’

‘Firstly. I am not going back to the NEG. I will die here and would like to be buried in America. Gibbs’s son, Stuart, has a right to stay here and not be harassed for anything his father or I did.’

‘I have no issue with you or his family. That is not my bounty. If it does become my bounty, I may refuse it.’ Andrei nodded a thank you. ‘Spit it out, old man. I can see that there is more to come.’

‘Stuart has a right to see his father buried here in New America, so he can pay his respects whenever he chooses.’

‘My Russian friend, I always get my bounty. Dead or alive. Byrdich and Rolin want to see Gibbs’s body. I will have to ship it to them to collect my money.’

Andrei reached into his pocket and pulled the leather folder from his jacket.

‘Ah, the mysterious leather pouch,’ Elijah said.

‘This contains enough dirt to sink both those men. You could bribe them for ten times the bounty value,’ Andrei said.

‘Thanks, but I don’t want to get into the extortion business. Especially with the leaders of the new world.’

‘You are in the extortion business. All of those informers who owe you favours?’

Elijah smiled. ‘Vastly different but I see your point.’

‘I will pay you the last of my warlord money which will cover the bounty anyway. Take one of those burnt bodies from the wreckage back there, one of those worthless gang members. Tell Rolin and Byrdich he was burnt up in a crash, resisting arrest. You can plant Gibbs’s jacket, scarf and goggles as proof if you must.’

Elijah stood up from leaning against the van. ‘I supposed that plan would work. I have done it before,’ he said.

Andrei watched the men carrying a limp Gibbs to the back of the van and smiled. ‘He needs a proper burial with his family here.’

‘Then that is what he shall have. But once you have honoured your side of the deal.’

‘The money is a simple thing to organise,’ Andrei said. ‘First, I want to make another man pay for his crimes.’

He walked to the back of the van and watched them laying Gibbs flat on the floor. He took out the satphone and dialled a pre-dialled number.

‘Hello?’

‘Hello, Wolfgang. Andrei here.’

Silence on the line.

‘Come now, old friend. How can you not be happy to hear from me?’

‘You’re a wanted man. Friends or not, I could get into trouble just for speaking to you. Luckily I’m not in the office today.’

‘With your soft cuddly mistress, no doubt.’ The man chuckled on the other end. ‘Gibbs is dead. Killed in a car crash during a chase. We’ll be shipping his body to the NAG chancellor in the next few days. That should keep Hamburg happy.’

‘That will be a relief to many. One in particular.’

‘About that man. I want you to release the documents as we agreed. Take them straight to the Commissioner of Prosecution.’

‘You sure. Rolin will take you down with him.’

‘He’s a paedophile. A pig who has made so many suffer. I am not implicated in that.’

‘While it will be my pleasure to see him arrested, Rolin has a bad heart and won’t be around for long once this scandal breaks.’

‘Who cares? He’s a monster. One of a few in the halls of power. They should all be exposed for the animals they are. Besides, this clears the way for you to become Chancellor, doesn’t it.’

‘He has supporters here. They may come after you.’

‘Let him. I have lung cancer, and won’t make the end of the month.’

‘I am sorry to hear that, old friend.’

‘No sympathy needed, just promise me you won’t let Rolin slip away.’


Chapter 49

New European Government building, Hamburg, Germany – 2043

The slim young man walked away from the desk, and Marc Rolin continued to stare at him. The privilege of power meant getting poor boys off the street and educating them to be his drivers, butlers and valets. This one was his favourite. A sweet boy from Italy who would do what he wanted in bed. The young man reached the doors and pulled both open. A captain of the NEG guard stood with his lieutenant.

‘What is it, captain? Please come in. Get coffee for these men, Luigi.’

‘That won’t be necessary, chancellor,’ the man said as he walked across the polished wooden floor to where two Louis XIV chairs were placed for guests in front of the large teak desk. He stopped and saluted.

‘Thank you, captain,’ Marc said. ‘At ease.’

The captain took off his cap and reached into his tunic, pulling out a folded piece of paper. ‘A warrant has been issued for you, chancellor. I need you to accompany me down to the courts for questioning.’

‘What are you talking about? I’m the Chancellor of the NEG Government. You do not arrest me.’

‘The Commissioner of Prosecutions office has issued it.’

‘On what grounds? What are the charges, captain?’

The man looked back to see Luigi standing with the lieutenant.

‘Documents were received from Warlord Andrei Kirilenko and allegations made by one of the ministers in your government. The allegations tell of certain liaisons that the chancellor has made in the past.’

Marc felt the wind taken from him as an icy feeling washed over him. ‘I’m aware of those old allegations made against two other chancellors and me. They were quashed many years ago. Are these just being refiled because others want my job?’

‘I don’t know the details about this, sir. My orders are to bring you in.’

‘This is outrageous,’ he said, leaning back in his chair as he pulled himself closer to his desk. ‘Luigi, contact the commissioner. I want to know the meaning of this.’

The lieutenant walked closer and stood next to his captain. He removed his cap.

‘I must insist that you accompany me, sir. I’m sure that it can all be cleared up at the courthouse.’

Marc’s hand moved from his right knee to the object he wanted. The rubber grip soothed his panic. Pulling it up, he pointed the Glock at the captain and fired. The man’s eyebrows raised briefly as he looked down at his chest, his left knee buckling under his weight. The lieutenant reached for his sidearm and struggled with the leather strap. He looked up in a panic and took a bullet between the eyes, sending his head backwards, followed by his body which toppled backwards onto the cold floor with a thud. Marc stood, adrenaline coursing through him, and walked around the desk. The captain groaned with pain and grabbed at the red stain over his heart. He looked up as Marc walked over and shot him through the eye.

Luigi shrieked and went down on his knees, cowering near the double doors. ‘Come with me, my boy. It is time to leave.’

The boy looked up, tears in his eyes. ‘No, signor. I cannot.’

Raising the Glock, Marc shot him, spraying blood onto the white doors. He walked over to a painting on the wall and bumped it with his fist. It popped open to reveal a safe. Placing his thumb on the scanner pad, he heard it click, and opened it. Travel papers and cash were there for this eventuality, and he grabbed them, placing them inside his suit pocket. He grabbed more documents from the safe, closed the door and pocketed everything. Looking up, he saw a young woman standing in the doorway, hands up to her mouth. She fell backwards from the force of the bullet hitting her.

Marc strode over to one of the many bookcases in his office. Pulling at a copy of Gulliver’s Travels, he heard the click he was waiting for. The secret door opened, a metre wide, and one and a half metres high. Ducking into the dark space, he closed it behind him with a click. He reached to the left of the door and flicked the light switch. It lit up a large space that he could stand in, and also lit a passage that led down winding stone stairs. A passage for kings and mistresses.

Turning back to the door, he slid the thick bolt across. They would not find the door, and if they did, they would struggle to get it open. The final failsafe came from his days in the French Foreign Legion. Grabbing a cable that hung from a small wooden shelf, he hooked the end onto the ring that had been screwed into the door. The other end was attached to an anti-personnel mine. The men opening this would not take a breath again.

Rushing down the stairs, he felt the effect of years of luxury and lack of exercise. His heart thumped in his chest as he strained for breath. He wanted to get out of the dirty and mouldy escape route. Reaching the bottom, he felt a cobweb brush his face as he walked towards a wooden door. He squealed, frantically rubbing at his face as he broke into a sweat, flailing at the spiders that weren’t there. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled a bunch of keys and unlocked the heavy black lock. Pulling the door open, he gagged at the smell of the sewer tunnel. This was the worst part. He felt unclean and knew he’d have to take three baths to feel better.

Walking along a thin ledge above the stream of effluent from the government building, he approached the large archway that went beyond the city wall. The metal gate was open. Placing his jacket over his arm and hand to hide the Glock, he stepped out into the street, turning left. He paced along the stone perimeter wall and reached a corner of the building. Crossing the road would be dangerous because he could be seen from the ramparts by one of the patrolling NEG guards above. He turned right and walked into the sun. Shielding his eyes, he saw an alcove in the wall from another door that went into the NEG building.

Someone coughed behind him, and he turned to see a Scavenger following him closely. Marc stopped and looked at the man who was dressed in a muddy black jacket, brown waders and a brown headscarf that was wrapped around his face to disguise it.

‘Give me all your cash, Floodlander,’ he said and pulled an eight-inch kitchen knife from his jacket.

Marc realised he must stick out in his tailored suit and manicured appearance. Pulling the coat off his arm, he pointed the Glock at the man. The smell of an unwashed person behind him stung his nose as pain shot up his back, then again in quick succession. The blade from the man who’d been hiding in the alcove was then stuck into Marc’s chest as he hit the ground. The filthy men rummaged through his pockets and came up with the cash and documents. Marc lifted the Glock and pulled on the trigger. The gun roared, and the bullet went up through the man’s throat and out the top of his head. He collapsed on top of Marc, the stench of the sewer filling his nostrils. He could not die like this and tried to lift the man off him, but he was too heavy.

• • •

Andrei wiped the rainwater from his face. He walked up the verge and over to the van with its backdoor still open. Gibbs’s boots were visible as his body was placed on the floor.

‘Andrei, you ready to go?’ Elijah said.

‘I think I’ll ride with my friend one last time.’

‘Okay. You still want us to drop you both off in Knoxville?’

‘That would be great,’ Andrie said and climbed into the back of the van. The doors closed, and all became dark inside. He blinked his eyes a few times as he grew accustomed to the dark. A cough built up inside of him then he hacked into a bloodstained handkerchief. As he wiped his mouth afterwards, the burning pain in his chest spread like wildfire.

Looking down at Gibbs’s face, he thought he looked old, unshaven but at peace. Andrei grabbed his hand. It was still warm. ‘It’s going to be okay, old friend. It will all be okay.’


Chapter 50

South Eutaw Street, Baltimore, Maryland – 2043

The whiskey slipped down the professor’s throat. The sting of burnt, wood barrels filled up the back of his mouth and nose, making his eyes water. He placed the tumbler on the small side table next to his large chair. Reaching for the satphone, he redialled the number he had tried what seemed like a hundred times over the last three days.

‘Hello?’ a voice answered back. Not the strong accent he was used to hearing.

‘Hello. Where is the man who I usually speak to on this number?’

‘Who wants to know?’

Paul recognised a London accent. ‘Can I speak to that man, please?’

‘Identify yourself, or I will hang up and toss the phone away.’

‘Sorry, I must have dialled the wrong number.’

‘Were you a friend of the Hooded Man?’

Paul felt his stomach tighten. ‘We all know the legend and myth. I knew him by his other name.’

‘Kyle Gibbs,’ the man said. ‘Are you the man he’s been speaking to all this time?’

‘I’m Professor Paul Hoskins.’

‘The professor we helped so many years ago?’

‘In San Francisco, yes.’

‘Just had to check. This is Smithy here.’

‘We never actually met, so it’s great to finally speak, Smithy.’

‘Been a long time.’

‘It has. Where is Gibbs?’ he said, grabbing the bottle of whiskey and filling up the tumbler.

‘He’s dead.’

Paul swallowed hard and took a long sip. ‘My God, no. Are you sure?’

‘We had a little memorial service this morning, but in truth, his body was shipped over to New Europe.’

‘Where did he die?’

‘Near Knoxville.’

‘How? No, don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.’ Paul felt his throat dry up, and his eyes moisten. He needed a belt of something stronger than cheap whiskey. ‘It’s a very sad time for all of us then.’

There was silence.

‘You will have to pick up his mantle and continue his legacy. The people need the Hooded Man.’

‘No way, professor. It’s over.’

‘It can’t be. We need him more than ever.’

‘And we all need to mourn him and move on. Use his death to stir up anger, if you must. But it’s over.’

‘No one will mourn him more than me, but the war is still going on out there. The lust for power between the gangs and the NAG is as strong as ever. Innocent bystanders out there will continue to be caught in the crossfire. They need someone to protect them.’

‘Another hero will step up from somewhere else. Best you start looking out for him.’

‘And all the people who will suffer in the meantime? How will you sleep at night knowing that you’re letting the legend die?’

‘I’ll sleep very well knowing that it was Gibbs’s last wish to let the legacy die so his son could live a normal and unhindered life. Free from the burden of a legacy he didn’t ask for.’

Paul felt the queasiness getting worse, and he downed the last of the whiskey. He sat down in the large leather chair and leant his head against the back. ‘If that was his dying wish, then the legacy will end here. And may God help us all.’
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