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CHAPTER ONE

Nothing brings home a sense of your own mortality like being locked up alone in the dark.

Which was, of course, precisely why they’d done it.

My entire world had shrunk to these four rough-rendered walls. The room was barely the length of the narrow cot that filled one wall and took up almost half the floor space. The bed base was welded to the frame, which itself had been bolted to the floor. There was no window, just a stainless steel toilet in one corner, a small cold-water sink in the other, and a steel door in between with no handle on the inside.

Apart from that, there was just me alone with my thoughts.

Without sight, every sound became amplified. The quiet rustle of my torn shirt as I moved, the creak of the compressed foam that formed my mattress. I could smell my own sweat, the rising odour from the toilet pan, and the musky dampness of stale air conditioning.

The only lighting provision came from spots recessed into the ceiling and covered by anti-tamper grilles. The switch that controlled them was somewhere on the outside. They’d taken away my watch, so my grasp of time had grown hazy, but there seemed to be no logic to the pattern of my artificial nights and days.

Right now, someone had decided it was night, but maybe they just liked keeping me in the dark. Or maybe they were getting their own back.

I sat on the bed, directly facing the doorway, back to the wall, with my knees hunched up and my bare feet tucked in, staring into the confronting darkness as if searching for answers in the visual static.

I flexed my hands out before me. Although I couldn’t see them, the knuckles of my left felt stiff and inflamed. I probably should have iced them. If I’d had any ice.

I probably should have done a lot of things.

I rolled my shoulders, felt the sharp stab in the back of the joint where I hadn’t got a decent break-fall in fast enough, the long burn of torn muscles in my forearm and thigh, the tenderness of fresh bruises that were rising just about everywhere. If the fluid puffiness along my cheekbone was anything to go by, I was well on the way to a belting black eye.

But, all in all I was still intact, still together – physically, at least. I told myself it was nothing I hadn’t been through before, in one form or another.

But not quite like this.

The resistance-to-interrogation exercises I’d undergone in the army had been just that – exercises. Brutal, frightening, but ultimately little more than visceral make-believe. This was different. There was no instructor with an armband about to walk in through that door and tell me it was all over, pass or fail.

And the one person who might conceivably have come to my rescue, as he had before, was the last person, right now, I either wanted or expected to see.

You asked for this.

That I couldn’t deny. After all, I had gone willingly into the cult calling itself Fourth Day, apparently well briefed and well prepared for what lay behind their walls, except for what I might find inside myself, if I was forced to look deep enough, for long enough.

And Randall Bane was the kind of man who could force you to take that look.

I’ve come face to face with some pretty scary people in my time. Stone-cold killers. People who would go straight through another human being because it troubled them less than going around. But for Bane, the man behind Fourth Day, I had a feeling that mere surrender was only the beginning of what he wanted from me.

The soundproofing was good enough that I didn’t hear them coming. The first indication of company was the metallic slither of the bolt on the outside of the door dragging back, then a bright white spike as the leading edge cracked open and light flared in through the widening gap.

I shut my eyes, brought up a shielding hand to my face, to give myself space as much as anything else. By the time my sight had readjusted enough to see past the shelter of my fingers, Bane himself stood leaning in the doorway.

His arms were folded across his broad chest, smooth-shaven head slightly tilted. His back was to the light so I couldn’t see his face, but I knew by his stance that he was watching me intently.

‘Going to lend a hand personally with the softening-up process this time, are you?’ I asked lightly, aware of the rawness in my throat. I let my wrists drape over my knees, striving to keep the tension out of my arms. ‘Or are you just here to watch?’

Bane gazed at me without emotion. There was no hurry to him, no impatience. Everything in here adjusted its stride to fit with his.

‘This was all so unnecessary, Charlie.’ His voice was deep, neutral, almost without class or nation, and seemed to fill all the corners of the room.

‘Yeah, well, you can’t say I didn’t warn you.’

‘You did,’ he allowed. ‘And then you put three men in the infirmary.’

But there was no disgust in his voice, no recrimination. His curiosity was almost palpable. If I’d failed to get his attention before, I certainly had it now. I blanked out what I’d had to do in order to achieve that aim.

I shrugged, carefully. ‘Maybe I just don’t like being manhandled.’

‘You don’t like letting go of control – on any level,’ he corrected. ‘That scares you, doesn’t it?’

‘Don’t you think it should?’ I countered, striving to match his matter-of-fact tone but only reaching weariness. I let one hand lift briefly and flop again. ‘Hey, you’re the one who’s three men down. You tell me.’

‘Perhaps,’ he agreed. ‘But in your case, you know that if you lose control – of the situation, of yourself – people die. How many is it now? Do you even keep a count anymore?’

Sitting with my back hard up against the blockwork, I felt the moment my heart rate began to climb. How could he possibly know that – any of that? I stared at him and said nothing, and Bane nodded as if I’d spoken anyway.

‘Ah yes, I know who you are, Charlie. More to the point, I know what you are.’ His voice was utterly calm. There was nothing in it for me to latch onto, to rail against. It was as if I could feel myself begin to slide down a steep sheer surface into oblivion with nothing to arrest my descent. ‘Did you think that story you concocted would hold for long?’

I gave a mirthless laugh. ‘Longer than this, clearly.’

‘Some things you just can’t disguise,’ Bane said gently. ‘And ordinary young women do not carry the kind of old knife and bullet wounds that you bear without an extraordinary history of violence.’

Apart from the fading jagged scar around my throat, the other reminders etched onto my body of that violent past were all well hidden. Thinking about the circumstances under which Bane might have seen them brought a sudden tightness in my chest, an ache in my hands that fast became active pain. I realised I had them clenched into fists.

Scrabbling for grip, I said, ‘I’ve saved more lives than I’ve taken, if that makes any difference.’

‘Is that how you justify it to yourself?’ he murmured. ‘How interesting.’

He began to turn away, this audience over. Then he stopped, halfway into the light now, so I could see his brooding expression for the first time. It did little to reassure me.

‘Tell me, Charlie, do they haunt you – the faces of the ones you killed?’

I tipped my head back against the wall. ‘Does it matter?’

For a long moment we locked eyes, and there was profound disappointment in his level gaze, like I had let him down. Maybe it was shame that made my face heat. Or maybe not.

‘To you, it should,’ he said at last, finally allowing the steel to brush surface. ‘What do you hope to gain from this attempt to infiltrate our community, Charlie? There is nobody here needs protection from anything – except possibly from you.’ He smiled, a little sadly, and asked in that utterly calm and reasonable voice, ‘Can you suggest one salient reason why I shouldn’t follow my first instincts and rid myself of you at the earliest opportunity?’

I swallowed. Now came the risk, the gamble. ‘You think I’ve come here simply to spy on you?’ I said, keeping it flat, devoid of emotion. ‘Alone and unarmed?’

‘Oh, I think you’ve given a more than adequate demonstration of your…fitness for any such task,’ Bane returned. ‘What other interpretation can I put on your presence here at this time?’

At this time…

‘I’ve told you already,’ I said with a tiredness I didn’t have to fake. ‘I came because I thought you could help me.’ If that was no direct lie, it was as much of the truth as I was prepared to tell him.

‘You will not accept my help because, deep down, you do not want it. All I see in you is rage and sorrow, and without them you have nothing to sustain you.’ The coolly delivered assessment sliced all the deeper for its icy objectivity.

I looked down at my hands, noticed for the first time I had blood under my nails that didn’t seem to be my own.

‘It’s better than feeling nothing,’ I muttered. ‘Or, I thought it was.’

‘Ah, and now, suddenly, you’ve had some kind of epiphany,’ Bane said with an edge to his voice that, in a lesser man, might have stooped to sarcasm. ‘When, exactly, did you reach this desire for such a fundamental change in your life?’

I’d been warned, before I’d gone into Fourth Day, that I’d need a story within a story. I’d expected Bane to break through my primary cover, if not so easily, and I’d considered and rejected a number of options before finally deciding, at the last possible moment, what to tell him. The truth – or a version of it.

I raised my head very slowly.

‘When I discovered I was pregnant.’

Smoothly, he stepped forwards, loomed over me and, before I could react, his fingers had brushed down the side of my face, lingering almost delicately at the swollen area under my eye. I flinched, and he caught my chin, his grip deceptively light. I wasn’t fooled for a moment, but refused to give him the satisfaction of trying to twist free, of letting him see how badly he frightened me.

He stared straight down into my eyes and stripped my soul bare.

‘There,’ he murmured eventually, ‘that wasn’t so hard, was it – that first step?’

I glared back at him until my vision began to shimmer.

He sighed, a quiet outrush of air. ‘We’ll continue this later, I think. When you’ve had a little more…time to consider.’

He released me and stepped back into the corridor outside my cell. I resisted the urge to rub the skin where he’d touched me, but could still feel the imprint of his fingers. He nodded to someone I couldn’t see, and the door closed him out with the heavy clang of finality, leaving me in darkness once more.

With no pride left to hold them back, the tears streamed hotly down my face. Because, much as I hated to admit it, what Randall Bane had said was absolutely true. For years I had allowed my anger to drive me forwards, to dictate my thoughts and override my actions. It had brought me inevitably to this point, as if seeking the means of my own destruction. My timing, as always, was impeccable.

Alone again in the dark, I thought a good deal about life and death.

But mainly about death.


CHAPTER TWO

The first time I saw Fourth Day’s California stronghold was through a pair of Zeiss ten-power binoculars from a little over six hundred metres out. I was propped on my elbows amid the dusty scrub, feeling the gathered warmth of the earth releasing up slowly into my body.

It was mid afternoon in mid January. Everyone had told me to watch for the chill factor, but I’d just been on assignment in London, where it had been mostly cold and sleeting and miserable. In the current windless fifty-five degrees, I was a basking lizard by comparison.

‘How’s our target?’

Sean’s voice was low, clipped, at my shoulder. He spoke without moving, without even a vibration. There was a preternatural patience about him that made him a master at covert surveillance operations such as this. He could have laid up for days, watching, waiting, if he had to.

‘Still in position,’ I said. We were taking turns to keep obs and it was easiest to pare our blips of conversation down to emotionless terminology. At least, that’s what I told myself.

I scanned across the area in front of us, keeping my movements slow. We were in the south with the sun behind us, where the twin lenses of the binocs would not readily catch and return the light, and where people were less likely to stare long enough to spot us in our careful concealment.

The compound itself was a huddle of squat prefab buildings, rather like construction site Portakabins, clustered around a dusty central courtyard. I assumed that was a defensive layout, although the building walls didn’t look able to withstand a hard-kicked football, never mind stronger ordnance.

There was an accommodation block to one side, and a main building with a higher pitch to the roof that I took to be some place of worship. Apart from that, all it needed was a flagpole and it could have been a barracks.

Throughout our observation, there had been activity in the compound. The land was not suitable for large-scale agriculture, but citrus and avocado trees had been planted around the buildings, fanning out into the scrubland beyond. From what we could see, there was also some kind of hand-dyeing fabric thing going on. Rainbows of it hung out to dry, draping listlessly in the still air.

The men and women who formed Fourth Day’s membership appeared to share the labour equally, with little regard for traditional male and female roles. And so, in the centre of the compound, on a bench set beneath an ancient juniper tree with a group of children clustered round his feet, sat a man who’d been identified to us as Thomas Witney.

Witney sat slightly hunched forwards, leaning in towards his class, some of whom looked as young as four or five. His file had listed him as a teacher by profession, probably a good one. He spoke with animation, using his hands to give additional shape and colour to his words. I couldn’t help but wonder at the doctrine he was spouting to hold their attention so absolutely.

He wasn’t a big man, with a close-shaved head tanned to caramel. He looked so different to the photograph we’d been given that we had initially hesitated over confirming acquisition of our target.

The old picture had showed an altogether thinner, paler man, with a haircut designed to cover his inadequacies, and thick-framed glasses. He’d discarded both somewhere along the way. It was only his prominent Adam’s apple that had finally settled his identity.

Now, in khakis and a baggy hand-knitted sweater the colour of old moss, he looked a far cry from the successful vice-principal of an exclusive private school. Before he’d dropped out, gone in, gone under.

Amid all the other activity, I didn’t initially clock the girl who came out of one of the buildings with a still-chubby young child balanced on her hip. She was perhaps in her early twenties, small and dark. Her movements had a furtiveness about them, like a feral cat that’s consented to domestication but isn’t entirely happy to walk in human footsteps.

But Witney caught sight of her the moment she emerged, and I saw his hands falter as his thought process stuttered. A momentary hesitation, then his attention returned to his little al fresco class. But from the stiffness in his back, the sudden self-consciousness in his movements, it was obvious he was minutely aware of her.

The girl jiggled the child as she carried him around the edge of the dusty square, frequently glancing towards Witney. I read nothing but anxiety and distraction in her body language.

‘Report,’ Sean said, reaching for the camera with its telephoto lens.

With a wrench of effort, I closed out the image of the girl and the child. ‘We still have eyes on our target, but he’s surrounded by civilians. Minors,’ I added, just in case that wasn’t enough. I glanced across at Sean’s face, all hard planes and angles. ‘Lucky coincidence, or deliberate defensive position?’

‘Does it matter?’ Sean asked, the last vestiges of his Lancashire accent flattening his vowels. ‘Either way, he’s going to be bloody difficult to extract.’

‘Of course it does. Whereas one is unfortunate, the other means they know we’re coming for him, in which case—’

‘Two Bravos,’ he interrupted as movement flared in my peripheral vision. ‘Inbound. North-east corner. Rifles.’

Still keeping it slow and smooth, I eased the glasses across. Two men had stepped into view between the buildings. One was tall, with skin so black it had a tinge of blue. He was built like an American football player, that impression emphasised by the way he carried himself. The other man was smaller, lighter skinned, with overtones of several races in his Eurasian features, combining to give him a certain regal air. From the way they interacted, the Eurasian was in charge, and it wasn’t just the way they were dressed that set them apart from the other occupants of the compound.

Both men wore desert pattern camouflage, like you’d buy from any outdoorsman store or military surplus supplier for a weekend’s hunting. But the long guns in their hands were not shouldered on their webbing straps, the way returning hunters would carry them, but cradled ready, like a patrol.

‘M16s,’ I said, and moved up to focus on their faces. ‘When the hell did Bane bring in armed guards? Can you get a shot of them?’

Sean already had the viewfinder to his eye, adjusting to compensate for the falling light. The shutter release was set on continuous. It whipped quietly through a rapid series of shots as the men advanced. If they were on any databases, we would ID them.

I panned back and found we weren’t the only ones following the progress of the pair. Witney had stopped all pretence at instruction, hands resting limply on his thighs as he watched them pass. In contrast, his spine was tense enough to crack. I felt rather than saw him start to sweat.

The group of children still concentrated on their teacher as the two men walked by. The Eurasian man raised a hand from the stock of his gun in what might have been no more than a friendly wave, a casual salute. Or might not. Witney nodded in jerky reply.

A couple of his pupils also cheerfully returned the wave. The sight of men with unshouldered weapons was obviously so common a sight to the children in this place that it didn’t even warrant a second glance from the others.

That alone was enough to chill me to the bone.

I reacquired the girl with the baby. Like Witney, she too had faltered, her gait more uncertain now. Her unease communicated itself to the child who stiffened in her arms and began to struggle. There was a long pause, then a thin high wail reached us.

The two men with the guns halted, both turned almost blindly towards the sound. The big guy took a step in her direction. The girl whirled, hunching over the child as if to hide or protect it, and scurried towards the building from which she’d emerged, with the little figure clutched tightly in her arms. I watched her until she was all the way out of sight, feeling the wrench of isolation as the closing door cut off the child’s screeching cries.

‘What?’

I glanced across, found Sean watching me with darkened, piercing eyes. I could read nothing in his face.

‘There was a possible threat to the woman and the child,’ I said, aware of a sudden tension in my shoulders. Aware, too, that it was a thin excuse.

‘Maybe those two just don’t like the noise,’ Sean said, choosing not to call me on it. ‘Can’t say I blame them for that – it goes right through you.’

I hid the flinch, said quickly, ‘It’s designed to get your attention, otherwise we’d have all died out by now. I just didn’t like the way they looked at her.’

‘We’re not here to save them all, Charlie,’ he said, flat. ‘Don’t let yourself get sidetracked. Our focus is on Witney. One at a time, OK?’

I didn’t respond. We watched in silence as the impromptu class came to an end and Witney led the dozen or so children inside in what seemed unnaturally ordered pairs. Every other class group of kids I’d seen was more like a controlled explosion. I opened my mouth to comment, if only to try and ease the pressure shimmering between us, when the cellphone in my breast pocket began to vibrate. It was all I could do not to gasp at the sudden buzzing against my ribs. I reached up and tapped the receive button on my wireless earpiece.

‘Fox.’

‘Charlie – sit rep?’ The voice didn’t need to identify itself for me to recognise the cultured New York tones of Parker Armstrong. Sean’s senior partner. My boss.

‘It’s quiet,’ I murmured. ‘We’ve had eyes on the target all day – and much good it’s done us. He hasn’t left the compound and he’s never alone. Looks like Fourth Day have got themselves some additional security.’

‘He’s under guard?’ Parker asked, terse.

‘Not exactly,’ I said dryly. ‘If we’re really unlucky it could be more in the nature of a human shield. Oh, and someone needs to update the guy’s file. Just how old is the picture you showed us?’

There was a pause, an uncharacteristic hesitation, unusual enough for me to pick up on it. ‘Five or six years,’ he said at last, and there was a trace of reluctance in his voice, hardening as he added, ‘It’s what we had available, Charlie.’

Safely unseen, I let my eyebrows climb. Sean caught the gesture and fired me a warning glance of his own.

‘O…K,’ I said, knowing this was not the time to pursue the cons of outdated intel. ‘How long do you want us to sit out here and wait for a slip-up in the security arrangements?’

‘I don’t,’ Parker said dryly. ‘Pull out for now. The rest of the team should be landing shortly. I’ll bring everyone up to speed as soon as you get back.’

He cut the connection without wasting time on goodbyes, which was indicative of urgency, I judged. Parker was nothing if not unfailingly polite.

I glanced to Sean. ‘Right, we’re out of here,’ I said. His only reply was a raised eyebrow of his own. ‘Parker’s promised a briefing.’

‘About time,’ Sean muttered, taking his weight on his elbows and beginning to inch himself backwards out of our makeshift hide.

Even without the binoculars trained directly on the compound, I caught the flash of colour below us and we both froze, ignoring the natural reflex to duck back into cover.

The girl we’d seen with the distressed infant came bursting out of the doorway from the main building, arms windmilling, as though she’d just jerked herself to freedom. Of the child, there was no sign.

She hit the ground running, clenched fists pumping up to full speed, heading straight for our position. Unless she jinked, in less than four hundred metres she’d literally trip right over us.

The reason for her flight was only a couple of seconds behind her. The pair we’d seen with the M16s barged out of the doorway and started in pursuit. No longer armed, the two men were no less menacing empty-handed. And they didn’t waste their breath shouting. They knew she wasn’t going to stop unless they forced her to.

My hand snaked behind me to the SIG P228 that lay concealed in the small of my back, made sure it would glide out of the Kramer inside-the-waistband clip. ‘Sean—’

‘Hold your position,’ he cut in through clenched teeth. And just in case that didn’t dissuade me, he reached over and grasped my arm at the wrist. I tensed under his grip, felt the iron resistance.

This time of year, sunset was around five and the light was dropping fast now, grainy in its descent, smearing the contours of the terrain into deception. Two hundred and fifty metres from us, the girl misjudged her step and went sprawling. A proper face-plant in the dirt. She lay winded for maybe a second, then she was scrabbling onto hands and knees. Small whimpered sounds of fright escaped her as her pursuers gained and pounced. The Eurasian guy, lighter and faster, grabbed her shoulder. The big black guy latched onto her outstretched arm, yanked her upwards.

Automatically, all the right defensive manoeuvres unveiled behind my eyes, a rapidly expanding blur of sound and motion, as if someone had fired up an instant wireless link between us, so that I was right there, inside her head, inside her body.

Physically, we couldn’t have been more different. Where she was dark, I was fair. Where she was skin and bone, I’d worked hard to acquire muscle without bulk. There was maybe five or six years between us, but it seemed like a generation in terms of mindset and experience. She had already given in, but I had sworn a long time ago that I would never again submit.

So in my mind’s eye I watched my own ghosted image swarm over her and take command.

An elbow into the long thigh muscle of the one who’s grabbed my shoulder, dead-legging him. A clenched backfist up into his groin and he falls away. His partner’s thinking capture, not containment. The big guy’s trying to pull me to my feet. So I let him drag me up, swing me round, ignoring the hold he’s got on my arm. He’s not got a decent lock on yet. Big mistake.

The instant I’m up far enough to use my feet, I do so, exploiting his own grip for added momentum. A swift, hard, downward stamp to the outside of the knee, hearing the graunch and splinter as the joint collapses.

I shake him loose, and then I’m off and running again. Free, and filled with a fierce, raging pride…

My vision cleared, heart rate slowing. Two hundred and fifty metres away, the girl was still on her knees in the dirt. The men still had her by the arm and shoulder and she’d drooped under the burden of capture. She was weeping, great wracking sobs of wrath and heartbreak. Briefly, I considered another challenge to Sean’s restraining hand again but, with a last squeeze, he let go, withdrew.

I turned my head, found him watching me intently. And suddenly that cool gaze angered me. Not just his confidence that I wouldn’t do anything to jeopardise our purpose here, but because he was right. If I wasn’t professional enough to ignore such distractions, then what was I?

But there were questions here. What was Thomas Witney’s connection to the girl, I wondered? Were the guards there to keep people out, or keep people in? And what were they afraid of?

Sean’s eyes flicked back to the girl, and her captors. They had her on her feet now, were leading her towards the building she’d so nearly escaped, one on either side. Her keening had reached a pitch where she was almost incoherent with it, losing coordination along with whatever burst of energy had fuelled her failed attempt. They were forced to support her, keep her upright as she stumbled along, pliant, between them.

Just as the three of them reached the doorway, it opened and a new figure stepped out. Sean had the camera to his eye and I heard him suck in a sharp breath as he recognised the newcomer. It was hard not to.

Parker had shown us pictures of Randall Bane, but they were poor-quality images, snatched perhaps from a moving car, through glass, on the fly. They’d showed a man with a high-domed head, close shaven in the style that his follower, Thomas Witney, seemed to have taken to heart.

But by contrast, the man behind Fourth Day was tall, well over six feet, and fast approaching fifty. The covert photograph had been taken as he walked along a city street with a long stride that flapped the skirts of a well-cut overcoat around his legs. He had been surrounded by people but somehow elevated above them. Command radiated from him like a Roman general.

If I’d been staring at him through the scope of a sniper’s rifle, I wouldn’t have needed to see his badge of rank to know he was a high-priority kill.

Now, Bane folded his arms almost delicately and waited for the girl to be brought before him. The men let go of her when they were only a couple of metres away. Without their support she dropped straight to her knees, shoulders bowed so the vertebrae of her spine formed a peak at the back of her neck, utterly subjugated.

A cold fear pooled in my belly. I’d seen this pose before, in South America, and the Balkans, and the parts of Africa they don’t mention on the wildlife documentaries. When he reached towards her, it took a blinded moment for my mind to recognise that his hands were empty.

Instead of the execution I’d been half-expecting, Bane touched the top of her head, so lightly it was almost a caress. She lifted her face very slowly, fearful, and then through the magnification of the glasses I saw wonder there, as if she, too, had been expecting a bullet. He said something, only a few words, and let his fingers skim the side of her cheek with a softness that made me shiver.

He spoke again, receiving a downcast nod in reply, then held out his hand to her and there was something vaguely sensual about the gesture.

After the briefest irresolution, the girl put her hand in his, allowed him to help her to her feet, slide his arm around her shoulders. The four of them went back inside the building. The door closed behind them with a faint rattle that was barely audible at our current distance, amid the clicking of the insects all around us, and the rustle of a sudden winding breeze.

Beside me, I heard Sean hiss out a long breath. When I looked back across, it was to see a muscle jumping in the side of his jaw. His head turned slowly to meet my eyes and I put words to what was going through both our minds.

‘Jesus Christ,’ I muttered. ‘Just who the hell are these people?’


CHAPTER THREE

It was a question I repeated later, after Sean and I had hiked out of Fourth Day’s land on the edge of the San Gabriel Mountains, retrieved our rented 4x4 from a rest area, and gone hand to hand with traffic on Interstate 210 that crawls across the northern edge of the city of Los Angeles. Two hours later, we were back in Calabasas, where Parker Armstrong had set up his temporary base of operations.

Calabasas nestled into the hills of Santa Monica just above Malibu, and Parker had arranged use of an eight-bedroom mansion, part of an upmarket gated community on the outskirts, not being one to slum it if he didn’t have to.

Although it boasted magnificent views and undoubted seclusion, the house had been built into what seemed like the side of a cliff, which struck me as a precarious location considering California’s uncertain geology. Nobody else seemed overly concerned that we might be woken suddenly in the middle of the night to find ourselves at the bottom of the nearby canyon.

‘Fourth Day was formed back in the Fifties,’ Parker said now. ‘Nobody’s quite sure of their original doctrine except it’s a fairly black-and-white interpretation of good and evil. Hence the name.’ His voice took on that of a preacher from his pulpit. ‘“And God made two great lights; the greater light to rule the day and the lesser light to rule the night… And to rule over the day and over the night and to divide the light from the darkness… And the evening and the morning were the fourth day.” Book of Genesis.’ He shrugged. ‘I’m paraphrasing, but that’s the gist. Read into it what you will.’

‘When do you get to the bit about scaring young girls half to death?’ I murmured.

Parker frowned. ‘Well, they managed to convince some wealthy donors to bankroll them, claimed some success with delinquency and drug addiction. For a time they kept pretty much to themselves, stayed below the radar, but by the mid Eighties things had moved in a more extreme direction.’

‘How extreme?’

Parker glanced at me for a second, as if gauging how much I needed to know. Unusual, because as a rule there was little hesitation about him. Tall enough to appear deceptively slim, Parker hid a wiry frame beneath well-tailored dark suits, and a calculating brain behind an often bland expression. A native New Yorker, he was good-looking without being outright handsome, seeming able to subtly alter his looks, his voice, even his age, almost at will. He’d greyed prematurely, which I’d learnt was a family trait, but his gaze had aged faster still, cool and watchful. He and Sean were very much alike in that respect.

‘There were rumours of rape and incest among the followers, use of hallucinogenic drugs, widespread abuse.’ He smiled but it didn’t reach his eyes. ‘You name it, these people made an art of it.’

I thought again of the girl’s fright, and her despair. ‘How come these damn cults never advocate abstinence, chastity, and not marrying your own prepubescent granddaughter?’ I said, wry more than bitter. ‘And why didn’t someone shut them down?’

‘Various people tried – relatives, mainly,’ Parker said, and I heard a flinty echo in his voice. ‘But nobody could prove any of it, and Fourth Day’s lawyers made ’em wish they’d left well alone.’

‘So that was it?’ I demanded roughly. ‘They were just allowed to do whatever they liked, so long as it was behind closed doors?’

‘Eventually, they couldn’t keep a lid on it. A group of former members got together and threatened legal action about eight years ago. Fourth Day settled, but it finished them.’

‘That’s not what we’ve been seeing,’ Sean said, pouring coffee from the filter machine on the credenza. Good coffee was Parker’s vice and his virtue. This particular grind was full and rich and dark, the smell of it alone reminding me of New York pavement cafés in the summer with the beat of traffic echoing against the high stone and steel and glass. Sean handed me a cup and sat on the arm of my chair with his own, close but not quite touching.

Compared to Parker, Sean was wider, heavier, more overtly aggressive in his make-up. Time in the corporate world had given considerable polish to his working-class origins in a small northern English town, but there was still no mistaking what lay beneath the surface gloss.

We were using the Great Room as the nerve centre. It had an eighteen-foot ceiling and one wall made entirely of glass, which looked out over the lap pool and the far distant hillside of similar, exclusive and excluding homes. Parker had hit the switch for the massive full-length curtains as soon as we’d arrived, and they hadn’t been opened since. We were not here to enjoy the view.

One end of the room was dominated by a huge fireplace that had apparently been lifted wholesale from a French chateau. A motorised home movie screen was dropped down in front of the chimney breast. There was a laptop hooked into the projector, into which we’d downloaded the pictures taken during the course of our surveillance.

Now, Sean leant over and selected one of the digital images. A distance shot of Fourth Day’s compound flashed up onto the screen in cinema-quality high definition, half a metre high.

‘Everything we’ve seen of them, from armament to vehicles, shows they’re well equipped, and their gear is either nearly new or at least of good quality and looks well maintained,’ he said, raising an eyebrow in Parker’s direction. ‘What happened to revitalise them?’

‘Randall Bane happened,’ Parker said flatly. ‘After the settlement, Fourth Day was broke. Bane bought up the land and buildings for a song. It was assumed he’d turn it into a private ranch, but he kept things up and running, and nobody’s heard jack about the cult since.’ He reached for the laptop himself and put up the original picture he’d shown us of Bane.

Maybe it was because I’d seen him for real, but that covert photo didn’t begin to do justice to the presence of the man. Where Sean – and Parker, come to that – could radiate menace as naturally as breathing, Randall Bane was something else again. Something I couldn’t quite put my finger on, except that it made me thoroughly uneasy.

I glanced at Parker, found his eyes fixed on the figure on the screen. It could just have been the projected colours that made his gaze seem suddenly very hard and bright. ‘Bane’s kind of an enigma. It’s rumoured he made his money in the more volatile areas of the Middle East and the former Soviet Union, but nobody knows for certain and, needless to say, those countries are not exactly free and easy with the United States when it comes to information traffic. You would have thought somebody, somewhere, would have a file on this guy a couple of inches thick,’ he said, ‘but nobody seems to know who he really is, or what he’s doing running a two-bit cult in California.’

‘What about the other two guys we saw today?’ I asked, taking a sip of my coffee. ‘Any luck identifying them?’

Parker pulled his eyes away from Bane’s likeness and clicked up a picture of the two men we’d seen with the M16s. ‘The black guy’s name is Tyrone Yancy. Ex-Marine. Dishonourable discharge in ’ninety-eight. Was having an affair with his CO’s wife. When the CO found out, he slapped her around some. Yancy broke the guy’s jaw. Since then he’s worked construction, militia training, security, whatever comes along that needs muscle.’

‘What about the other guy?’ Sean asked. ‘Of the two of them, I would have said he was in charge.’

‘John Nu.’ Parker’s eyes flicked to ours. ‘A Brit. Another ex-military man. Corporal in the Parachute Regiment. Saw action in the Balkans and failed Selection for the SAS twice. Left five years ago and has been working the private military contractors’ circuit ever since.’

‘A mercenary, then,’ I murmured. ‘Sounds like Bane surrounds himself with interesting people.’ I glanced up. ‘You said he left five years ago, so how long has he been with Fourth Day?’

‘Just the last six months. Bane suddenly started recruiting additional security. Took on eight guys, including these two.’

Sean frowned. ‘How does Thomas Witney fit in to all this?’

‘He’s just a guy who suffered a family tragedy and decided to take a little time out from the world,’ Parker said, and there was the blur of evasion beneath the quiet words. ‘Apparently, it was never supposed to be a life-changing event but there were…complications. Now our client wants a retrieval and they’re prepared to go to considerable trouble to achieve it.’

‘Yeah, but how much trouble are they expecting us to go to?’ Sean asked. ‘From what we’ve seen of Fourth Day, they’re prepared for something – almost as if they’re expecting an incursion of some kind, and taking on people like Yancy and Nu confirms that. So, just what are we dealing with?’ His tone was deceptively mild. ‘You haven’t exactly been forthcoming on this one, Parker.’

‘I’m sorry to go all cloak-and-dagger on you guys,’ Parker said stiffly. ‘But the client’s kinda paranoid when it comes to confidentiality.’

‘He must be,’ Sean said, and there was definitely a touch of bite to him now, like a prowling shark. ‘Seeing as you haven’t even told me who the client is.’

I glanced up from my coffee in surprise. Sean might be a junior partner in Armstrong-Meyer, but he was a partner nevertheless. And Parker wasn’t usually so secretive.

Parker’s right eye twitched fractionally, narrowed down. ‘That’s not important,’ he said. ‘What is important is that we extract Witney as soon as possible. You’ve told me yourselves what the situation is in there. He’s nervous of something, surrounded by armed guards. He may have gone in voluntarily but, from what you’ve seen, it kinda looks like he’s having second thoughts.’ He stopped, took a breath. ‘I have given my personal assurance to the client that we will get him out again – no matter if he’s willing or not.’

It was as close as I’d seen him come to temper. The bark of it was enough for silence to form uneasily around the edges, like frost.

Keeping my voice bland, I asked, ‘Why the hurry?’

Parker’s head snapped round, and for a moment I thought his tongue would follow, then he seemed to shake himself, said without inflection, ‘If there’s something on your mind, Charlie, spit it out.’

‘The picture you showed us at the original briefing was of a very different man to the Thomas Witney we’ve been watching,’ I said. ‘And he didn’t get that way overnight. How long, exactly, has he been behind the wire, and why the hurry to get him out now?’

Sean glanced at me and I caught the barest flicker of surprise on his face. Then he fixed Parker with a dark gaze, echoing my own enquiry.

Parker sighed.

‘Witney went in to Fourth Day a little over five years ago,’ he admitted.

‘And you were going to tell us this piece of information when, exactly?’ Sean’s voice was never more deadly than when it was soft as now.

Before Parker could answer, there was noise in the hallway and one of the three-metre-high front doors swung inwards, signalling the arrival of the rest of the team. Parker quickly crossed to greet them, not hiding his relief at the interruption. I glanced up at Sean.

What’s going on?

I don’t know.

The two men came in, said their hellos. Joe McGregor I’d worked with before on numerous occasions. A young black Canadian who’d been through two tours in Iraq on exchange with the US Third Infantry, before deciding he’d had enough excitement. As he dumped his kit down on the tiles he nodded to me and Sean with the wary friendliness I’d grown to expect, ever the total professional.

But the second man was someone I’d never thought I’d see back out in the field. Not just on this job, but ever.

Bill Rendelson had been one of Parker’s first close-protection officers, had worked alongside him right up until a radical extremist group sent a parcel bomb to the businessman he was protecting on a trip to South Africa, four years ago.

I’d seen the photos in the file. The bomb missed its intended target but, in doing his job, Bill left his arm behind in the ruins of a Cape Town hotel suite, and his active service career along with it. The right-hand sleeve of his jacket now hung straight and flat from the shoulder, clipped together halfway down just to make the point.

Since the amputation, he had adapted his stance to cope with the uneven distribution of his weight, giving his blocky torso a slightly twisted look that mirrored accurately, I’d always felt, his state of mind.

Neither Parker nor Sean seemed surprised to see Bill, but maybe they just hid it better than I did.

‘OK,’ Parker said, once rooms had been allocated and bags carried up the overly grand Scarlett O’Hara sweeping staircase. We were back in the Great Room, the only background music provided by the coffee machine gurgling through a fresh cycle. ‘Now you’re all here, I can bring you up to speed. First of all, it’s been pointed out to me that I should start with an apology.’

An almost imperceptible ripple went through the assembled group. He settled us with a cool stare, said, ‘I’ve made it a rule never to send people in on surveillance operations – on any kind of operations – without adequate intel, but I’ve done that here.’

‘Why?’ It was Sean who asked the question, calm and without judgement. Their earlier clash might never have occurred.

Parker glanced at him for a moment and I had a brief mental image of two glaciers impacting with slow but inevitable force.

‘Because time is not a luxury at our disposal in this case.’

‘Why the rush, boss?’ Joe McGregor asked, unconsciously repeating my earlier question.

‘As you know, we’ve carried out these kind of snatches on cults before, on behalf of parents of misguided children, but our target now is a whole different ball game.’

He brought up two new images on the screen, side by side. The first was the same picture of Thomas Witney that he’d shown to Sean and me before we’d begun our watching brief. The second was a covert surveillance picture, taken earlier that day. I was struck again by how much Witney had changed during his time in the cult.

The original snap had been taken at some formal occasion. One of Witney’s hands was wrapped tightly round the stem of a champagne flute, with the awkward grip of a man more at home grasping the neck of a beer bottle. He looked uncomfortable to have been caught on camera, and despite the half-hearted smile, an air of misery hung over him like misted rain.

‘This is Thomas Witney,’ Parker said, for the benefit of McGregor more than Bill Rendelson. It was probably Bill who’d collated the initial data. I glanced across at him, but the big man sat without any sign of impatience on the leather sofa, coffee in his hand, attention on his boss. Only when Parker put up the newer picture did Bill give the screen a long scrutiny.

‘Witney went in to Fourth Day because he believed that the cult in general – and Randall Bane in particular – was responsible for the death of his only son, Liam.’

Another picture came up, of a young man in a scruffy olive drab jacket. Standard student wear from Vietnam to the present day. The shot had been taken on a university campus. He was standing in a group, listening intently.

He was centred in the frame, the faces of the others slightly softened by the narrow field of focus. The boy looked no older than nineteen or twenty, a thin serious face and naturally pale skin that held a flush of red along his prominent cheekbones.

‘Liam Witney became involved with the cult while he was a student at UCLA, dropped out of college and then became a self-styled eco-warrior,’ Parker went on. ‘He joined a radical group who call themselves Debacle, died a few months later during a protest against oil exploration in Alaska. Witney believed Bane encouraged Liam in this direction and, against advice, decided to infiltrate Fourth Day in order to prove it.’

‘Was he a cop?’ McGregor asked.

Parker shook his head. ‘A schoolteacher,’ he said. ‘But he’d been to the cops and gotten nowhere. He felt, rightly or wrongly, that because the boy had been engaged in illegal activity at the time of his death, there had been only a cursory investigation by the law enforcement agencies. He decided to go it alone.’ Parker’s expression hardened. ‘Witney left instructions that if he didn’t come out voluntarily inside six months, he was to be extracted – by force if necessary.’

‘So what happened?’ I said.

Parker cast me a fast, dark look. ‘He cancelled,’ he said shortly.

There was a long pause, and then Sean asked with quiet sarcasm, ‘And nobody thought to question his state of mind?’

Parker’s face tightened. ‘Well, it’s sure being questioned now,’ he said. ‘And that’s why we have to get him out of there, fast as possible.’

There was something about the inflection, the emphasis, that tugged at all of us, but it was Bill Rendelson who said it. ‘Boss, when you say “we” I hope you don’t mean—’

‘I’ll be going in with Joe and Sean and Charlie,’ Parker said calmly. ‘I want you here running comms, Bill. I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have handle that end of an operation.’

Bill shrugged the compliment aside as a poor attempt at flattery, scowling. ‘To hell with that,’ he snapped, jerking to his feet. ‘You can’t have both the agency’s partners in the field at the same time. It’s crazy!’ His gaze was scornful as it swept over Parker, more so as it then flipped between me and Sean. ‘It’s bad enough that you’re putting Charlie in when—’

‘That’s enough,’ Parker said, cutting Bill dead without troubling to raise his voice. He had that kind of knack. ‘Charlie is one of the most capable operatives we have. I’m putting her and Sean in together because they’re damn good at what they do, and I trust them not to let any personal feelings they might have for each other interfere with their ability to do their job. If you can’t do the same, Bill, you’d best speak now.’ He glanced pointedly at his watch. ‘There’s still time for you to catch a flight back to New York.’

It was cruel, and very unlike Parker’s normal measured stance. Something flared and died in Bill’s muddy eyes, then he shook his head and subsided, shooting me a quick, poisonous glare that bothered me more than it should have done.

He knows.

I busied my hands with putting down my cup, aware of a sudden coldness that had nothing to do with efficient air conditioning. When I looked up again, it was to find Parker watching me minutely.

‘You OK?’ he murmured. It was casually put, and could simply have been in response to Bill’s obvious hostility over the forthcoming operation. But it wasn’t.

‘Of course,’ I said, forcing a smile. ‘I’m fine.’

Sean, meanwhile, was interrogating all of us with a silent lethal gaze. I kept my face neutral and hoped that, for once, his ability to read me like an open book was going through a dyslexic phase.
 

CHAPTER FOUR

‘What’s going on with you and Parker?’

It was later – late, in fact. I lay alongside Sean in the half-light of the bedroom we were sharing.

‘Going on?’ I echoed carefully. ‘Nothing, and I bloody well hope you’re not implying—’

‘Of course not,’ he said. ‘But he’s clearly concerned about you for some reason.’ He lifted up onto one elbow, stared down at me in the gloom, as if feeling his way, and added softly, ‘Tell me.’

I drew in a quiet breath. ‘After we got back from Texas, I suffered a few side effects from…what happened there,’ I said, which was fine but hardly went the distance. ‘You were away – Mexico. I didn’t want to distract you while you were on the job.’

‘But that was before Christmas,’ he said, and maybe it was because of the darkness but I heard a mix of emotions in his voice – bafflement, with a touch of accusation. ‘And you told Parker but not me.’

‘I ended up in hospital for a check-up,’ I admitted, which skated so thinly over being an outright lie it was in imminent danger of falling through. I shifted uncomfortably, glad he couldn’t fully see my face. ‘So, of course Parker knows – the company insurance scheme had to pay for it.’

‘And that’s it?’ he said.

My hesitation was fractional. ‘Of course.’

He sighed. ‘If there’s anything that will affect this operation, Charlie, I need to know.’

‘There’s nothing,’ I said, more firmly, rolling onto my side away from him, even as a little voice in the back of my mind whispered, ‘Coward.’

His hand stroked smoothly across my shoulder, thumb sliding into the slight indentation of the old bullet wound in the back of my scapula, tracing its outline like a rosary. I knew then, beyond any doubt, that he loved me, despite or possibly because of my flaws and imperfections.

So, why did that realisation bring a wash of silent tears oozing past my eyelids?

I lay quite still while I fought this inconvenient burst of unwarranted emotion, and gradually his caress slowed. Eventually, he leant down and pressed a kiss into my hair, murmuring, ‘Goodnight, Charlie.’

I didn’t answer, even though we both knew I wasn’t sleeping, and I felt the mattress stir as he turned on his side away from me. I knew all I had to do was roll over and reach for him, but I just couldn’t do it and I had no idea why.

If he’d kept the job out of the equation, I thought in desperation, perhaps I’d have finally found a way to tell him the truth. That when we’d returned to New York from the events in Houston three months before, I’d found myself pregnant with his child.

‘Well, there’s no doubt about it – you’re pregnant,’ the young doctor said. ‘I would say seven or eight weeks.’

Still reeling, I muttered, ‘It’s seven and a half.’ And when she raised her eyebrows, I added, ‘I may not have a medical degree, but I can still count.’

‘Well, er, congratulations?’

This last was hesitant, definitely a question. She must have realised from my face that her diagnosis was not exactly the outcome I’d been hoping for.

‘Thanks.’ Suddenly glad I was sitting down, I stared dully at the corner of her desk where the cheap veneer had split to reveal the chipboard underneath. Well, you can’t expect solid hardwood furniture in a free downtown clinic.

My father, who had long since escaped the UK’s underfunded state medical system for the rarefied atmosphere of private practice, would have been horrified to see me in such a place. I had no intention of ever telling him I had cause to be there.

The doctor sitting opposite looked about eighteen, a Chinese American with a long, thin neck rising giraffe-like from the shapeless collar of her white coat, and dark circles under her eyes. Now, she sighed, twisting in her seat to face me, and I saw her check out my ringless hands, clasped together in my lap.

‘Do you know who the father is?’

I gave a lopsided smile, assailed by a brief but vivid flashback to a half-wrecked hotel room in Boston, of the exultation in Sean’s eyes as we’d lost control of everything, including our senses, in the heat of fury and passion. ‘Oh yes,’ I said, ‘I know.’

‘And are you still in regular contact with him?’

I nodded.

‘But you don’t want him to know that you’re expecting his baby.’ Another statement, disappointment in her tone now, maybe even a little anger on behalf of all those expectant mothers who’d sat in this very same chair and didn’t have a choice in the matter. Because they didn’t know. Because they were scared. Because they’d been betrayed or abandoned or rejected out of hand.

That shook me out of my stupor a little. ‘You can tell that from my test results?’ I said sedately. ‘Wow, you people are good.’

She capped her pen, tossed it onto the desk and sat back, the action causing her plastic chair to bounce slightly, like an old-fashioned rocker. ‘Look, you’re wearing a good watch and expensive shoes. I’m guessing you don’t need to come here unless you wanted to keep this quiet.’

I was wearing the Tag Heuer Sean had given me when we’d first moved into the Upper East Side apartment, and soft brown leather ankle-length boots under my jeans, bought in a sale at Saks. Everyone told me I’d got a bargain, but they’d still cost what seemed to be an indecent amount of money, even when I’d mentally converted it back into sterling. So, I could see her point.

I let out a slow breath. ‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘I don’t want him to know.’

‘Why not? I mean, is he married?’

Sean and I had discussed the subject of marriage only once, on a two-day drive to Texas, under threat and on the run. ‘I don’t think I’m good husband material,’ he’d said. ‘And, if genetics are anything to go by, I’d make a lousy father.’ The ironic thing was, at the precise moment of that conversation, it was too late. I’d already conceived.

‘Only to his job,’ I said, closing that mental door. ‘We both are, come to that.’

‘Ah,’ she said with the faintest trace of a sneer. ‘And you feel having a baby will disrupt your career?’

‘I work in close protection,’ I said flatly. ‘I’m a bodyguard. My job is to put myself between the client and the threat, regardless of personal danger.’

How can I do that, without hesitation, if I’ve a child to consider? This won’t just disrupt my career – it will finish it.

‘Ah,’ she said again, more soberly now. ‘I see.’ There was another long pause and we sat listening to the bustle of phones and pagers and babies crying outside her office, and the buzz of traffic coming up from the street. ‘You’re from England, aren’t you?’ she said then. ‘Is your status here in the United States dependent on your work?’

I nodded. ‘I would most likely have to go home.’

‘And the father, I take it, might not want to follow?’

I thought of the newly installed ARMSTRONG-MEYER lettering in brushed stainless steel on the maple panelling behind Bill Rendelson’s desk. Ever since Sean had been manoeuvred out of the army and set up on his own, he’d been working towards this point. A partnership in a highly regarded New York agency with a prestigious international reputation. I’d already nearly ruined things by getting him, and Parker, embroiled in a huge scandal involving my parents the previous autumn. This might just be the final straw.

‘No,’ I said. ‘I couldn’t guarantee that he would.’

‘Then you have a big decision to make about your future, and that of your baby,’ she said, suddenly looking very tired. She pulled open the top drawer of her desk and picked out a couple of leaflets, put them into my hands. I glanced at the top one. It offered advice on terminating unwanted pregnancy. The second was a list of clinics who would perform such a procedure.

Mouth suddenly tasting of ashes, I lurched to my feet, spilling the leaflets on the desktop. The open drawer, I noticed, was full of them.

The young doctor eyed me with concern. ‘Take them – think it through,’ she urged. ‘You need to consider all your options, however unpalatable you may find them at the moment.’ She hesitated. ‘Surely, as a bodyguard, you have to do that, don’t you?’

‘Yeah,’ I said, finding my voice and not recognising it when I did, ‘but murdering the principal is never an option.’
 

CHAPTER FIVE

We went in to Fourth Day two nights after our initial recce. Sean at the rear, Joe McGregor and Parker Armstrong to the centre, and me on point.

Parker was old-fashioned in some ways, but there was no gallantry at play. Sean and I had done the bulk of the recon work and knew the ground. Parker simply picked me to lead because I was physically smallest, minimising our chances of detection.

We’d carefully chosen dark disruptive-pattern-material camouflage to suit the terrain going in, and aid our exfil. Particularly if we were in a hurry, or under fire. The last thing we seriously expected was that Fourth Day would use deadly force to protect the compound, but we planned for it anyway.

Each of us wore body armour under our fatigues and McGregor had an M16 to give us comparable range and rate of fire to the weapons we’d seen the guards carrying. Its use was strictly a last resort, Parker had warned, and not something he wanted to explain to the local cops.

As well as our usual semi-automatics, we all carried TASER stun guns as a non-lethal alternative. Parker had several ampoules filled with various pharmaceutical concoctions, including enough horse tranquilliser to knock out half the runners in the Grand National if he had to.

We hiked in just as the sun dipped below the far horizon, using the last of the light and a hand-held GPS. Sean and I had already programmed in waypoints during our daylight recces. We knew the planned route was clear of undue hazards or easy opportunities for ambush.

The moon came and went behind fast-moving high cloud. Our shadows followed suit, rippling like liquid over the uneven ground. The local weather service had predicted an almost clear night, so we carried our night vision equipment rather than using it.

We moved as quickly as silence would allow. Less than twenty minutes after leaving our drop-off point, the four of us were overlooking the darkened compound. We confirmed our insertion to Bill Rendelson, monitoring comms traffic from a van pulled in behind a small roadside bar a mile away. Parker glanced across at Sean. ‘You’re sure about Witney’s location?’

‘Ground floor, third window along, to the left of the main doorway,’ Sean said immediately, taking no offence. No harm ever came from double-checking.

Parker nodded to McGregor. ‘Eyes and ears, Joe,’ he said, and the three of us ducked out of cover and ran, bent low, across the open ground towards the building, leaving McGregor to watch our backs.

We reached the door through which I’d seen Randall Bane emerge only a few days before. I tried the handle to check it was locked, jerked my head to Sean. He moved up, a lock pick set already in his hands. Within moments, the tumblers had yielded and the door swung open to reveal a spartan lobby.

Sean and I had already checked that Fourth Day did not use a CCTV monitoring system, which would have been my first request, had I been in charge of their security. I reminded myself that Nu had failed Selection twice.

We were still careful as we slipped quickly over the threshold into the main accommodation building. We stayed wide once we were through, to make targeting more difficult.

There was enough light from the windows to see the contours of the room. The sparse furniture was functional but not shabby, and modern air conditioning was unobtrusively keeping the internal temperature down to a comfortable cool level.

Despite the lack of a personal touch, the interior of the building bore out our earlier observations of a revitalised organisation. Even the lino gleamed to a high-buff shine like a barracks floor.

Parker would have stepped past me towards the left-hand corridor if I hadn’t put out a restraining arm. For a moment I thought he might insist, but he surrendered point at once, indicating with a slight bow that I should go on ahead. I moved past him into the corridor, putting my feet down with utmost care, counting the doorways which corresponded to windows on the outside of the building. Fourth Day might have enjoyed an injection of funds over the last few years, but that didn’t mean the inmates got bigger cells.

We flattened against the wall outside the door to the room we knew to be Witney’s, and I sent up a quiet prayer that he wasn’t fooling around with anyone that we didn’t know about and hadn’t suspected. Or at least that he didn’t regularly spend the night away from his own bed. With Parker’s potted history of the cult in mind, nothing would have surprised me.

The door was solid, secured with a simple lock that was child’s play for someone with Sean’s nimble fingers. Then we were pushing the door open. Parker and I went through the gap first, leaving Sean to pull the door almost closed behind us and keep a watch over the corridor through the crack.

The window had no curtains, which was how we’d been able to pin it down to being the correct room in the first place. Now, illuminated by the ghostly moonlight, I caught an instant snapshot of the layout of the narrow space Thomas Witney had called home for the last five years. A small desk, a straight-backed chair with a pile of clothing folded neatly on the seat, a single bed, and a side table containing only a book and a glass of water.

Witney lay sprawled beneath a thin sheet, apparently relaxed and unaware. Carefully, quietly, Parker reached for one of the ampoules he carried and broke the seal.

But some people are alert to even the smallest sound while their body rests. As we closed on him, some animal instinct jolted him into wakefulness. Witney reared up from the covers, body in spasm as though responding to a nightmare, and saw us. Instantly, I heard him suck in a breath to shout.

I took one fast onward stride and launched, landing with one knee in the vee of his ribcage to punch the wind out of him, hands going for his mouth, his throat. Parker grabbed his arm, jabbed the needle of the ampoule into bare flesh and squirted the contents into the former schoolteacher’s heightened system, where his accelerated heart rate began to distribute it like an express courier service. I wrestled Witney’s head into a chokehold, subdued him long enough for the drug to take effect.

Ten milligrams of a premed relaxant like midazolam, even whacked into muscle rather than direct into a vein, was more than enough to induce the sedated compliance of an average adult male in a little over a minute, but not enough to knock him out. We had a half-hour hike back out to our collection point. Far better not to do that with a deadweight unconscious body to carry if we could avoid it.

I waited for Witney’s struggles to slow and weaken before I let go and rolled sideways off the bed. Parker helped the now unresisting man to sit up, while I grabbed his things from the chair. The lightweight shirt and trousers had the soft feel of constant laundering. I checked the pockets and dumped it all in his lap. Parker squatted in front of him.

‘Thomas,’ he said gently. ‘We need for you to get dressed now and come with us. Can you do that?’

Thomas Witney raised his head only with great effort, seeming suddenly very tired, like an old man, but he managed a laborious nod. Parker nodded back with grim satisfaction.

We helped him dress, recognising his clumsiness as lack of coordination rather than deliberate delay. When his boots were laced, we moved him towards the doorway. Sean opened it a crack and peered through, then gave us an abrupt wait signal.

We froze. My eyes were locked onto Sean for the first sign that we’d been compromised. The seconds stretched as they ticked by, with Witney swaying slightly between us.

Finally, Sean closed the door, latching it in absolute silence, and turned back to us.

‘Remember the girl with the kid?’ he said to me.

How could I forget?

He nodded as if I’d answered out loud. ‘She’s just walked down the corridor to another room at the end. Last door on the left. Is that her room,’ he demanded, eyes raking over Witney, ‘or somebody else’s?’

Witney’s head turned vaguely in the direction of his voice. ‘Bathroom,’ he mumbled.

I exchanged a quick glance with Parker. Witney was slow on his feet. Too slow to risk dancing him down the hallway in the time it took the average person to go to the loo in the middle of the night.

‘We wait until she comes back,’ Parker said.

‘We should get her out as well,’ Sean said, his gaze on Parker now, intent.

Parker let out a long, fast breath. ‘Don’t go off the reservation on me now, Sean,’ he warned in a fierce whisper. ‘We do not have time for this.’

‘You didn’t see her. How Bane was with her.’ Sean’s eyes flicked to me, as if for backup. ‘The opportunity’s there. We should make time.’

‘Look, Sean—’

‘She won’t go.’ Both of them stopped dead at my quiet interruption, turned their focus onto me.

‘Why not?’

I returned Sean’s fierce gaze without flinching. ‘Did she have the kid with her?’

He shook his head.

‘Then she won’t go – not without her child,’ I said. ‘Trust me on this, Sean.’

‘You’re talking about Maria.’ Witney’s voice was slightly dreamy, as it might be for a man who’d just been shocked from sleep, but otherwise he sounded calm and coherent. He nodded with slow gravity. ‘She needs to stay here – with her family.’

Sean gave a short grimace of frustration. ‘Parker—’

‘No…and that’s an order.’

I’d never heard Parker pull rank before. Maybe he’d never had to. Still, I thought Sean would stand his ground, but with a last hooded stare, he nodded shortly, turned away.

A few moments later we heard shuffling footsteps pass along the hallway, a door open and close. We gave the girl, Maria, enough time to regain her bed, then slipped out, shepherding Witney along between us.

Sean relocked both the door to Witney’s room and the main entrance as well, once we were outside, to confuse pursuit.

Just when we could have done with some cloud, the moon now glowed strongly. The most dangerous time was crossing the open area of the compound, when we were caught full in the glare of the reflected light. It bounced back up off the pale sandy ground with the brightness of winter snow.

Parker and I forced Witney into a stumbling jog, one on either side of him. I had one hand on the pressure points at the back of his neck to keep his head down and give me advance warning if he tensed to resist. There was nothing.

Then, about halfway across the open courtyard, McGregor’s voice came into my earpiece in an urgent whisper. ‘Security patrol!’

We reacted instantly, dragging Witney down into the shade of the only cover available – the ancient juniper tree with its wooden bench. We flattened ourselves into the shadow thrown by the trunk in the strong moonlight, and froze, keeping Witney beneath us both for his protection and our own.

We heard the scuffing of two sets of booted feet, ambling across the dirt, listening intently for a change in cadence to indicate surprise or discovery. I shut my eyes briefly, willing my heart to slow so my body gave no betraying quiver. I’d learnt a long time ago that the most outrageous levels of exposure in the field can be countered by simple immobility.

The footsteps of the two guards arced nearer, then began to fade. We didn’t move until McGregor’s voice came again. ‘Clear!’

By the time we’d scrambled up and reached McGregor’s position, I was flush with sweat that had little to do with exertion. McGregor took the rear to cover our retreat, Sean now on point. We closed in to a diamond formation around Witney, moving with the kind of practised ease you can only achieve when working with people you’d trust with your life.

But there would be repercussions for Sean’s little mutiny over Maria, I knew. Although Parker might appear easy-going on the surface, that didn’t mean he took insubordination lightly.

And there was a part of me that was fiercely glad Sean had made his stand for the girl. It heartened me in a way I couldn’t quite define.

Maybe I will be able to tell him, after all.

Over our comms link, Sean put Bill Rendelson on alert. By the time we reached our retrieval point, there was a van with blacked-out windows waiting to collect us, along with two identical decoys. We piled Witney into the back of one and all three vehicles took off in different directions. We were pretty sure we’d escaped detection so far, but there were no guarantees it would stay that way.

Our driver was another of Parker’s operatives, Erik Landers – ex-military, as most of them were. He drove to make progress without attracting undue attention, and we sat in silence in the rear, swaying to the lurches of the soft suspension over the undulating road surface.

The back of the van had bench seats fitted along both sides, facing inwards. I was to one side with McGregor. Witney sat opposite, with Parker and Sean close on either side of him.

I glanced at my watch, calculating. That dose of midazolam would give us around four hours of docile obedience before it wore off. And when it did, Witney would have no memory of his abduction, or of any of us, which was a useful byproduct in this line of work.

The ex-schoolteacher had hunched in on himself, but was otherwise showing no physical ill effects from the drug. He seemed tired and distracted rather than doped up, but everyone reacts differently to chemicals in their system.

At least, that was what I told myself, when the headlights of a passing car pierced the front screen and swathed across us, revealing that while he sat quiet and apparently accepting of the events that had overtaken him, Thomas Witney’s face was wet with helpless silent tears.
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