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​CHAPTER 1:
Serious Consideration
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The new Gannon mansion

Seth Gannon had now been living in his new Bel Air mansion for three weeks. It was a sprawling, sun-drenched property tucked away in the hills, with panoramic views of Los Angeles and the kind of privacy most could only dream of. 

Life had changed, and so had he.

Alongside him, as always, was his stunning wife Delaney, and their two young children. Although they’d always had their own luxurious quarters at the SGI estate, this was different. This was home. Just the four of them. Just as it should be.

That evening, the family settled into the rhythm of a quiet night. Seth sat in the lounge with a glass of red in hand. Oliver was on the floor playing with building blocks, lost in his imagination, while April was in her new bedroom arranging a tea party for her dolls. 

Delaney lay stretched across the couch, her long legs resting on Seth’s lap, a warm smile playing on her lips.

‘It was time to move on,’ Seth said, his voice low and reflective. ‘When we first came to the States ten years ago, we all needed each other. Everything was new. We clung together like family—because we were family, in a way. A bunch of misfits navigating foreign ground. But now... we’re settled. We belong. April’s six. Oliver’s three. They need to have a normal family environment.’

Delaney nodded, her fingers idly brushing his arm. ‘They do. And I’m so happy it’s just us now... Not that I wasn’t happy before, of course I was—but now it feels like it should. Just you and me together and our kids.’

‘And the housekeeper?’

Delaney laughed. ‘You have to admit, she’s lovely and a pleasure to have around.’

‘That’s true.’

‘And so much more pleasing on the eye than the SGI’s old butler, Max!’

Seth chuckled. ‘Right again. Positive changes all round.’ He sipped on his wine and stared for a moment at the ornaments on the shelf opposite them, other thoughts crossing his mind. ‘There’s something else I’ve been thinking that needs to change too.’

Delaney rose her eyebrows. ‘What?’

Seth sighed. ‘I’m thinking about the SGI. I think it’s time I retired completely from the business.’

Delaney’s eyes widened. ‘Seriously?’ 

He nodded.

‘But, darling! Detective work is your life. You love it.’

‘Mmmmm,’ Seth said. ‘I love it most of the time, but I’ve been thinking about it a lot lately and there are aspects of it that you know have been an issue for me for a long time now.’

‘I know,’ Delaney said. ‘Your fear of us being harmed.’

‘That’s right. I know we’ve put a lot of security measures in place, but you know sometimes they’re not enough. In the past, there’ve been breaks in the chain and it’s resulted in some close calls, especially when you were trapped in Disneyland with a gang of escaped convicts trying to track you down.’

She grinned. ‘And you wiped out almost all of them to rescue me.’ But then her smile gradually faded. ‘But it was terrifying. I still have nightmares about it sometimes.’

Seth stroked her ankle. ‘Exactly. And it should never have ever been that way. That entire operation... it nearly broke me. I went full-on vigilante to get you back. I wiped them out without blinking. I’d do it again if I had to—but I shouldn’t have to. Not anymore.’

He grimaced. ‘We’ve made enemies and some of them are still out there, so we may always be in a certain amount of danger. But I’ve gotta stop making enemies. I want you safe, Laney. And the kids too. I hate the thought of them being targeted.’

‘I know,’ Delaney nodded. ‘It worries me too.’

‘All I want to do now is be with you and the kids. The world’s our oyster and there’s still so much we haven’t done. Life is short and I don’t want to waste any of it. I want to spend every minute I can with you guys. I don’t need to be off places tracking down scumbags all the time. Not anymore.’

Delaney sat up straighter, her feet slipping from his lap to the floor. Her sapphire-blue eyes locked on his, searching, reading him. ‘You’re really ready to let it go? What if you miss it?’

Seth shrugged. ‘Maybe I will. But nothing I miss could ever compare to losing any part of this.’ He reached out and touched her cheek. ‘You’re everything to me, Laney. You and the kids. I’ve come close to losing you more times than I care to remember. I’m done gambling with that.’

There was silence for a moment. Then Emmett’s laughter rang out as he knocked over a block tower. 

Delaney stroked Seth’s arm. ‘You know I’ll support you no matter what you do, but... but how will the SGI cope without you as leader?’

Seth chuckled. ‘They’ve been doing fine the times they’ve taken on cases without me involved. Hugh’s more than capable of leading the squad. He’s developed a strong reputation too. The Seth Gannon Investigators will continue to thrive even without Seth Gannon.’

Delaney leaned into him, wrapping her arms around his chest. ‘Then I’m with you. Wherever this next chapter takes us... we’re in it together.’

Seth kissed her forehead. ‘Always.’

*          *          *
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‘I think... therefore I am...’ 

The voice echoed through the SGI estate’s communal lounge like a pronouncement from Mount Olympus—if Olympus had been invaded by an overfed walrus in shorts. The hugely obese Taffy Pycroft stood dramatically in the middle of the room, one finger raised as if delivering divine wisdom. Around him, his fellow SGI members barely looked up from the television, which was humming away in the background with the evening news.

Baker Deans, slouched on the couch with a bowl of crisps resting on his stomach, raised an unimpressed eyebrow. ‘Well... I guess that explains why you haven’t made it very far up the evolutionary ladder.’

Taffy spun towards him, jowls quivering with indignation. ‘GGRRRRRRR!’ he bellowed, eyes wide with theatrical fury.

‘See what I mean?’ Baker snickered.

‘How dare you mock Taffy Pythagoras, the greatest philosopher in the world!’

Cameron Vincent looked up from his easy chair with a smirk. ‘I thought Pythagoras was a mathematician.’

‘He was both!’ declared Taffy. ‘What was it he once said? The square left-angled triangle is equal to that of the right-angled square.’

‘I think you fucked that one up a bit,’ the burly Adam Warren grumbled, flicking back his long rocker hair. 

Taffy paced the room, a frown on his face as if trying to rack his brains for more profound statements. Baker doubted any would come.

Taffy pulled to a halt. ‘The king’s leg is very short... and his arm very long.’

‘That doesn’t make any sense,’ said Cameron, scrunching up his face.  

Baker snickered. ‘Yeah, well neither did that rumour about Taffy being born of a human.’

Taffy glared. ‘GRRRRRR! You’re going the right way for a bashing, Deans!’

‘That’s an intelligent utterance coming from a philosopher?’

Taffy clenched his fists. ‘You want intelligence? I’ll give you intelligence.’

‘No thanks, I’m not that hard up.’

‘Pythagoras’s theorem! I thought of it myself. A squared times B squared... equals C circled!’

Baker drew back. ‘What?’

‘That’s Pythagoras’s theorem.’

Baker rolled his eyes. ‘It’s A squared times B squared equals C squared you idiot. Even I know that and I failed Level One maths.’

‘That doesn’t make any sense,’ Taffy growled. 

‘Yours makes even less sense.’

Adam snickered. ‘Well, he did say it was his own theorem,’ 

‘True.’

‘I was right then,’ Taffy declared. ‘It does equal C circled.’

Baker shook his head and let out a sigh.

Just then, the door opened and in strolled Wayne Bass, a tanned, broad-shouldered man with sun-bleached hair and a grin that belonged on a surfboard. ‘Hey, guys.’

‘Oh-oh, Wayne,’ Baker said. ‘Better watch out and keep your ears open. We have the great philosopher Taffy Pythagoras in our midst and he might say something profound.’

‘What?’ Wayne snickered. ‘“The fatter you are, the stronger you are?” I’ve heard him say that enough times.’

‘You got it. Plus his other favourite saying, “If it’s food, eat it.”’

Everyone but Taffy laughed.

The fat man scowled. ‘Don’t laugh! Those are deep and meaningful quotations.’ Profundities! They don’t call me the Great Philosopher for nothing. Just look—'

The television volume spiked so all their attentions turned to the screen. 

Breaking news just in. The notorious Dr Sid Dremain, AKA Dr Dream, has escaped from the psychiatric wing of the Los Angeles Penitentiary three hours ago...

‘What the fuck?’ Baker stared.

Prison officials are baffled by the incident. Despite being held in a maximum-security wing, Dremain vanished from a locked cell with no signs of forced entry. A full sweep of the facility has turned up nothing. Some inmates claim Dremain had been constructing an unknown electronic device in the prison’s workshop, but no one knows exactly what it does...

‘Wait, what?’ Baker stared, still trying to come to grips with what he was hearing. ‘But we—’

Adam scoffed. ‘You don’t give a scumbag like that access to electronic equipment. He’ll make some kind of weapon with it.’

‘But we erased his memory!’ Baker continued. ‘We used his own weapon against him and he doesn’t know who he is!’

‘Maybe it wore off,’ Cameron offered. ‘Or maybe he still had the skills, even if he didn’t remember his past. Remember when he hit us with that thing? We could still fight. Still knew stuff. We just forgot who we were and our memories. Our identities were gone—but not our instincts.’

‘But come on,’ Baker said. ‘He created an escape device? 

‘Maybe it was a teleporter,’ Wayne said, half-joking. 

Baker turned to him. ‘Get real.’

At that moment, the news feed cut to a live statement from the prison warden.

‘Warden Jacobs, Sid Dremain is known to be a scientific genius. Why on earth was he ever granted access to electronic equipment?’

Jacobs shifted uncomfortably in his seat. ‘You’ve got to understand—our inmates, even those in maximum security, have rights. We’re mandated to put them to work. If they’ve got technical skills, we use them. Otherwise, we’d be wasting resources.’

‘But surely you must see the risk. This man has a history of building highly advanced—and dangerous—devices. How was he able to construct anything remotely resembling a weapon or tool to aid in his escape?’

Jacobs exhaled slowly. ‘There’s no proof he built anything. None. The workshop is routinely inspected. All equipment is logged, all output recorded. If he made something, we haven’t found it. And frankly, what kind of device could help a man vanish from a sealed prison cell without a trace? Nothing within the bounds of current technology.’

‘That’s exactly the point,’ the reporter pressed. ‘People said the same about Dremain’s previous accomplishments. But the man manipulated human consciousness with electronic signals. He enhanced physical strength with synthetic hormones. If anyone could engineer an escape from an airtight facility, it’s him.’

Jacobs replied, ‘The thing about all Dremain’s inventions is they were all abject failures. They all resulted in disaster for him. And, not only that, but when he was brought in, he’d suffered memory loss. One of his own devices had been used against him and he had no memory of who he was or what he’d done.’

‘How do you know he didn’t regain his memory?’

‘He never showed any signs of it.’

‘What about his accomplices who also had their memories erased?’

The warden’s face reddened. ‘All but one has regained his memory.’

‘So is it quite possible that Dremain did too and never let on?’

‘Possibly, but if he did he was very clever.’

‘Of course, he has a genius IQ.’

‘Damn,’ Baker muttered. ‘Looks like that ray gun of Dr Dream’s didn’t have a permanent effect. I sure hope he hasn’t regained his memory, otherwise, he might decide to target us again.’

‘That’s all we need,’ Cameron said.’

‘I’d sure like to know what sort of device he created,’ Wayne said. ‘Maybe Adam’s right and it was a teleporter.’

‘Nah,’ Baker said. ‘Come on, think about his previous inventions. He created devices that could manipulate the mind and even erase memories. What if he combined the two, used it on some guards to help him escape and then erased the guard’s memory of the escape?’

‘Mmmmm,’ Adam mused. ‘Maybe, but what say he just had a guard friend on the inside who aided in his escape? He has contacts you know. Remember Tiny Flynn is out there now and those two were former allies.’

‘Yeah, but Flynn’s rehabilitated,’ said Cameron. '

‘So they claim, but I ain’t buying it, are you?’

Cameron shook his head and sighed. ‘No. Not really.’

They turned back to the TV.

‘Remember, Dr Dream is very dangerous and if seen should not be approached. Wait... we have more news on the situation...’

The newsreader’s eyes widened.

‘It has just been reported that three other prisoners have also vanished from their cells in the maximum-security wing...’

The screen flickered to a photograph and a cold hush fell over the room.

Baker’s face paled. ‘No way...’

All three were familiar and surviving members from one particular gang of terrorists, Tiny Flynn’s tourist attraction squad. 

‘Fuck...’ Adam muttered. ‘Now if that’s not proof Tiny Flynn’s in on this, then what is?’

Baker viewed the faces of the men: The psychotic Don Tilsley; short, but lethal and very strong. The big tattooed thug; Ron Creighton. Finally the laughing man, Len Brown.  

[image: image]‘Hither, hither, hither, hither,’ Baker mimicked Brown’s weird laugh. But he did not smile. 
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​CHAPTER 2:
Temptation for Tiny Flynn
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Tiny Nick Flynn, seven feet tall and recently released from prison thanks to a controversial but groundbreaking rehabilitation process, had now been out for just over a year. His movements were still under strict surveillance, and he lived with heavy restrictions about where he could go and what he was allowed to do. But as far as he was concerned, that was a small price to pay. He was out, breathing free air, and living without handcuffs or chains. For a man like Flynn, that was enough.

He had no desire to return to crime. In fact, he sometimes felt genuine guilt about the things he’d done. Sometimes, in quiet moments, he even wondered why he’d been spared the death penalty. Many had called for it. Public opinion had been brutally clear—Nick Flynn should have been executed. He’d been a monster, after all. But the government had needed a subject for its new rehabilitation initiative. He was infamous, dangerous, and physically intimidating, which made him the perfect candidate. If it worked on him, it could work on anyone.

So he’d survived. He was the test case, the grand experiment. 

Now he lived in a modest government-provided house on the edge of the industrial district. Everything he’d once owned had been confiscated to fund reparations for his many victims. Every cent, every property, every offshore account—gone. But he didn’t complain. He had food, a bed, and, thanks to the union, a labouring job down at the docks. It was gruelling, repetitive work, and far beneath his true capabilities, but unsurprisingly, no one was eager to hire a former terrorist.

What he missed most, however, was companionship. Female companionship, to be precise. He’d never harmed a woman in his life—he’d always prided himself on that. Women had loved him once. He had the looks, the height, the build, the charm. But one of the terms of his release was strict social isolation. No bars, no nightclubs, no socialising beyond what was necessary for work or errands. And alcohol? Strictly forbidden. Maybe, he hoped, one day the rules would loosen. Maybe one day, they’d trust him again.

But for now, he accepted his punishment. It was his own fault, after all.

Things were going surprisingly smoothly until the FBI knocked on his door.

The moment he saw the agents standing there in their black suits and stony expressions, his heart sank. He thought they were there to take him back. But they weren’t. Not exactly.

They were there to watch him.

Some of his old gang—Tilsley, Creighton, Brown, and the elusive Dr Dream—had escaped from prison.

‘Dr Dream, huh?’ Flynn muttered, unsurprised. ‘Didn’t think they’d hold him for long. As for the others, I haven’t had contact with them since I was released. I’m not allowed to.’ 

‘You sure they haven’t contacted you?’ one of the agents asked.

‘Not a chance. I’d
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