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Chapter One

 


Darke—no one called him by his
first name, Orlando, unless they had a death wish—cleared his throat
pointedly. “Is this meditation session over yet? Because I have
things to do, places to go, and people to torture.”

Crabtree, his … his what?
Overseer? Mentor? Boss or nemesis? No not that. The fucking idiot
who tried, and never succeeded to control
him—thankfully—looked up at him, his face sallow. A thin line of stubble
over his chin showed that Darke turning up at 5am hadn’t given him
time to shave. Compared to Darke, dressed in his usual black
t-shirt and navy denim jeans, he looked somewhat disreputable and
at a disadvantage. That worked in Darke’s favor, as Crabtree hated
not to be smart and allegedly in control of any given
situation.

Which was precisely why Darke had
appeared in Crabtree’s bedroom at 4.58am and shook him
awake.

Above his head a fly buzzed, and a hissing
sizzle sounded as it met its end on the insect killer. Darke
scowled and watched the corpse drop to the floor at his feet, and
kicked it toward the skirting board. However often you got rid of
the nasties there was always another one to take its place. Human
or insect. If only killing those he had to dispatch could be so
easy.

“You did well,” Crabtree said,
grudgingly,
a look of what—Darke wasn’t sure; with Crabtree it was sometimes
difficult to tell—on his face. It could be admiration or fear.
“Permanently dispatched?” Crabtree asked.

Darke shook his head. “Nope. My way,
remember. I am what you demand of me.” He was the one not to be
named. Never to be mentioned or even thought about, and he admitted
he pushed that situation for all it was worth. He was simply The
Dispatcher.

His heart skipped a beat as he looked at
the sheet of paper in front of him and almost dropped
it.

What the fuck?
He scanned the
writing again. It said what he thought it did. This was personal,
and Darke could see no happy ending.

Godalmighty, Crabtree has dropped me right in it.
Damned if I do, damned if I don’t. Hellfire and bollocks. The few lines seared his
retina, scarred his soul, if he had one, and made him want to kill
whoever made the fabrication up.

Suspected traitor:

Fiona Jane
Michaels.

Aged 28.

Details on next sheet.

What the? Astrid? AKA one-time Fiona.
Never. A woman who had no idea what she was, why she was, and what
to do about it. Apart from love me.

Fuck again.

“The prisoner?” Crabtree said diffidently.
“Is what?”

“Dispatched to the island.” Darke wrenched
his mind away from his next … next what? Target? Victim? To the
last. “He deserves to suffer, don’t you think?” It didn’t bother
Darke that he was, to all intents and purposes, a cold-blooded
killer who showed no remorse. Someone had to do the dirty work and
it might as well be him as anyone else. It didn’t stop him sleeping
at night, he didn’t glory in what he did, or get his rocks off on
it, he just got on with the job, and moved forward. Or he had up
until that moment. He swore long and silently. Dispatcher? That was now a
joke. What the fucking fuck?

Darke lit a new Gitane
Brune—sans
filtre—from
the stub of the apology of a cigarette Crabtree had offered him,
before he deliberately opened the window, and placed a very large
ashtray in front of Darke.

“The prisoner,” Darke mused.
“Are you now of the persuasion he was a poor misguided man with a
sad childhood?” Darke’s tone told Crabtree what he thought of that.
“I personally look forward to seeing him go mad, beg to die and
then…” He shrugged. “I’ll decide how he should die. My pigs are
always hungry.”

Crabtree hid his shudder
comparatively well, Darke decided. Considering what he knew.
Slimy pathetic
fucker. Can’t do his own dirty work. I bet his woman—if he has
one—has to guide his dick into her cunt. If she can find it. Pencil
prick. He’d
seen the size of Crabtree’s appendage and pencil was an
overstatement. The guy was blessed with a prick the size of a
gherkin. One the supermarket has rejected for being undersized.
Idly he wondered if the guy was a grower, because shit, he sure
wasn’t a shower.

“I, ah, trust you,’ Crabtree said in a voice
that wasn’t quite steady. “I know you’ll do what’s
best.”

Darke studied him
with a fixed,
unblinking stare until the man shifted uneasily in his
seat.

Bastard, of course I will. I’m
excellent at what I do for you, for my country.

Darke took a long drag on his cigarette and
enjoyed the way the nicotine swept through him. Antisocial, bad for
his health, stains your fingers and your teeth—they were the least
of his concerns—he’d heard it all many times. In his line of work,
smoking was the last thing he worried about. Unless you called
being paranoid not to let the glow of the lit tobacco be seen at
night. He studied the tip, blew on it to help it flare up a little
and stubbed the dog end out. Smoke curled upwards lazily from the
ashtray.

“Good,” he said finally. “Because if you
don’t…” The threat was left unsaid.

“Oh I do,” Crabtree said heartily. “I
really do. So this woman…”

Fucker. Shit my vocabulary is crap. What’s
another word for fuck? Screw doesn’t have the same ring to it.

Even so fucker and asshole both
worked with regards to Crabtree, who sat behind his desk, his pale
grey eyes stared at a point above Darke’s head, his hands on his
chest.

Darke fixed his concentration on
Crabtree once more, took out another Gitane without moving his gaze
and flicked on his lighter, to hold the flame millimeters away from
the cigarette. “Yes?”

Crabtree swallowed
heavily. “Well. I want her here. To talk to her face to face. You
bring her to me. Unharmed.” He looked down at his desk and fiddled
with a pen on the surface. “She’s maybe thought to be a traitor.
You need to find out what she knows and then…” he looked away,
“then decide what needs to be done.”

“Thought.” His mild tones should
be a warning about his state of mind. It was a well-known fact that
the milder The Dispatcher sounded the more riled he was. At that
moment ‘pissy’ was an understatement. “Only fucking maybe
thought? Who by?” Godalmighty and shite, what is this government coming
to?

“Ah yes, well, you know how it
is. I can’t mention names.”

But I could strangle it out of you.

“Think it, discover why.”
Crabtree wouldn’t
meet his eyes.

Darke
grunted. Somehow the second part of Crabtree’s statement rang
false. He’s
lying about the traitor bit. Why? What else does he
want?

“You can’t mention names. Don’t
know what she’s supposed to have done?” Darke asked, still in that level,
innocent tone. Smoke curled around his ears and created a swirling
mass of clouds above his head. “Playing Russian roulette are we?
This or that, left or right, let’s just pick a random and say it’s
her or him. Send for The Dispatcher?” He spoke casually, as if the
answer really didn’t matter a toss. “This fucking country is going
to hell in a hand basket, and I’m not gonna be the asshole who
carries it there.”

His attitude was too casual if
Crabtree’s indrawn breath and sudden stiffening meant
anything. So, you bastard, you’ve suddenly clocked on to the fact I’m
pissed? About time. What is this country coming to?

The older man dipped his head. “It’s not
down to me, you know.”

How have I never realized how
much he whines?

“According to you, nothing ever
is. I wonder, though…?” Darke blew three perfect smoke rings and looked
contemplatively at the glowing end of his cigarette, before he
fixed Crabtree with a gimlet stare. “Have you heard of the story of
the boy who cried wolf?”

Crabtree blanched. “It’s not like that.
She’s been seen as asking too many questions in the wrong places,”
he said rapidly.

Liar.

“Someone needs to find out why,
what for and who she’s been approached by,” Crabtree said. There
was a strange note in his voice that Darke couldn’t identify.
Worry? Never.

“That someone is you.” That
sounded more likely.

Darke nodded. “So it seems.’ He
took one last long, deep drag from his Gitane, felt the smoke fill him to his
toes and back, and exhaled. “Leave it with me. No.” He held his
hand up in the universal stop gesture. “You know the rules. No
more. You’ll hear what, how and the steps needed to be taken, or
which have been taken, etcetera, in due time. Now.” He stubbed his
half smoked Gitane out and watched the thin spiral of smoke get
slowly less and less. A bit, he mused, how he watched the life
extinguish out of a traitor. He stood up and deliberately towered
over Crabtree. “If that’s it, I’ll leave you.”

“You’ll let me know the outcome
as soon as possible?” Crabtree said in what Darke assumed was his
attempt at an authoritative tone. Pity he sounded more like a scared
apologetic weasel than someone in charge. “I want to know. They
need to.”

Not for the first time,
Darke contemplated just who knew what, or who Crabtree was? If
anything Darke decided, they could call him he who thought he held
Darke in check. A complicated title but it worked. Thought, though
was the operative word, and whom it was insisted he try was
unknown. The faceless ‘they’, who demanded Crabtree ensure he
curbed Darke’s worse excesses and made certain Darke cleared up
after those he—Crabtree and his masters demanded seen
to.

Briefly, Darke’s hand
tightened and unclenched as he wondered, just wondered, if anyone
would hold Crabtree’s almost strangulation against him. He wouldn’t
kill the bastard. Not until he found out what was going on. The
fucker looked somewhat smug and
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