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      ONE

      
      When James Bishop regained consciousness, he raised his head from the floor to look at the wall clock and calculated he’d
         been out for thirteen minutes. His next thought was that almost anything could have happened to the Brennans in that time.
      

      
      Maybe everything.

      
      Using the kitchen island to pull himself up, Bishop picked up his Glock from where it had fallen next to the refrigerator
         and pushed the catch on the side that released the magazine. It was still full, with a round still in the chamber. Frowning,
         he checked the rubble for his knife. No sign. Which made no sense at all. If anything, he figured it should have been the
         other way round. You don’t leave your enemy with his gun unless it’s for a good reason. The thought weighed on his mind, but
         he didn’t have time to dwell on it. Not now.
      

      
      He made an effort to control his breathing. Whatever he’d inhaled had left a sharp, metallic taste in the back of his throat.
         His head was throbbing and he still felt woozy. The attacker had come from behind, just as the rear door had blown inwards,
         and he’d forced the damp cloth over Bishop’s mouth before he could react. Before the drug had completely invaded his system,
         Bishop had managed to use his knife to stab at his assailant’s arm around his neck, but he hadn’t had the strength to drive
         the blade in further before he’d blacked out.
      

      
      The October light was fading now. Bishop moved to the blown-out doorframe and saw Thorpe’s legs and boots sticking out of
         the small gazebo in the distance. One man down, at least, he thought. But what about Neary at the gatehouse? Chaney? Tennison? Oates? Bishop couldn’t believe his whole protection
         team was down. Fourteen minutes had passed since he pressed the panic button, which meant the Long Island estate should have
         been swarming with cops by now. But everything was quiet. All he could hear was the beat of his own heart.
      

      
      
      For now, he had to assume he was on his own. But he still needed to find his clients.

      
      He turned towards the hallway, his gun leading the way. As he advanced, his rubber-soled shoes squeaked on the polished floor
         and he shifted his weight to his toes. At the front of the three-storey house was a large entrance foyer with a grand staircase
         leading up to the second floor in two graceful semicircular sweeps. When Bishop reached the end of the corridor he jammed
         a heel hard into the floor and waited for a moment. When no shots came he moved into the open space.
      

      
      A figure dressed in black lay at the base of the left staircase, head covered by a ski mask, a stubby Heckler & Koch MP5K
         inches from his hand. Surrounding him was a congealing pool of blood. Bishop checked his pulse and found no sign of life.
         Fifteen feet away, leaning against the front doors with his legs splayed out and his chin touching his chest, was Tennison.
         That makes two then, he thought. The man was bloody but alive and Bishop could hear a faint whistling sound as he breathed.
      

      
      Bishop moved quickly up the white-carpeted stairs. At the top, two passageways ran off the landing. He turned down the left-hand
         one and pushed open the third door on the left. Inside, an unused bedroom led to another smaller room: the safe room – a small
         space surrounded by seven inches of concrete. No windows. Only one entrance. No way to break in. Once the interior button
         was pressed, a reinforced steel fire door slammed down over the doorway. Randall and Natalie Brennan should have been inside,
         but the steel door had not been engaged. The room was empty.
      

      
      He clenched his jaw tight. Not possible.

      
      At the first sign of trouble, the first sign, get the principals to the safe room. It had been drilled into his team enough times. He couldn’t believe both father
         and daughter had been left exposed during the assault. Oates had been using the room to grab some shuteye, but he would have
         woken immediately at the sound of gunfire. Then he should have grabbed them both, brought them back here and sealed them in
         in less than a minute. Just like he’d been trained. Which meant he’d either screwed up big time or the hostiles had top intel.
         Neither option made Bishop feel any better.
      

      
      He heard a faint thump from the floor above. Then a familiar creak on the metal staircase at the end of the other passageway.
         He ran back towards the landing, stopped and raised his Glock with both hands, his light blue eyes fixed on the exit from the right-hand
         corridor.
      

      
      A second later, a heavy-set man dressed identically to the dead man downstairs emerged. Over his right shoulder was a large
         black holdall, in his right hand an MP5K. With his left he was pulling a cotton ski mask down over the bottom half of his
         face. On his right sleeve was a blood-smeared rip.
      

      
      Bishop stepped out. ‘Halt,’ he said.

      
      Instead, the man turned quickly and Bishop’s reflexes and training took over. He fired three shots straight at his chest.
         They all hit home. The man grunted and fell backwards down the curving staircase, bouncing off the banister and landing on
         the floor, sprawled on his back. Almost a mirror image of his friend on the other side.
      

      
      Bishop looked over the railing and waited until blood seeped through the man’s clothing where the rounds had hit. He then
         ran down the right-hand passageway and leapt three steps at a time up the small spiral staircase. At the top, he pushed through
         the double doors to Brennan’s office.
      

      
      He almost tripped over Oates’s body. The young ex-soldier lay on his back just inside the double doors, three dark stains
         on his unprotected chest, his light brown eyes staring sightlessly at the ceiling. His gun lay a few inches from his outstretched
         hand. Although he’d only been in the team eight months, Oates had been a good protection officer, the soldier in him ever
         alert. Yet somehow the enemy had managed to take him totally by surprise.
      

      
      Bishop saw the large antique desk in front of the window was undisturbed. On it was a state-of-the-art laptop and a small
         silver-framed photograph of the smiling family. Directly in front of the desk, Natalie had been stripped to her waist and
         tied to a chair. Her body was drenched in blood from the neck down and the carpet underneath was soaked. Bishop could see
         straight away she was dead.
      

      
      On Bishop’s right the selection of photos on what Brennan smugly called his Wall of Fame watched him. At his left were two
         floor-to-ceiling bookcases. One had been pushed aside to reveal a thick steel door, partly open. That was when Bishop knew
         the attackers were professionals. Until that moment he himself had had no knowledge of any secret vault.
      

      
      Close to the door, the silver-haired Randall Brennan lay stretched out on his side, his eyes open under a creased brow, his mouth slack. He looked like he was contemplating the crimson pattern
         on the carpet in front of him, except that his throat had been cut.
      

      
      Bishop turned and stepped over to Natalie. Her throat had also been cut and her head had rolled to the side, her long black
         hair obscuring her features. Countless lacerations haphazardly criss-crossed her torso and breasts above a deep stab wound
         in her flat stomach.
      

      
      Crouching at her side, Bishop looked up at her open blue eyes for a long time and gently touched her cheek. The pale, blemish-free
         skin still felt faintly warm against his palm.
      

      
      ‘Jesus.’ Seventeen years old and her life already over.

      
      He studied the cuts on her chest. They looked frantic, as if the killer had gone at her in a frenzy. Like you’d find in a
         lover’s murder, not a professional hit. What the hell was going on? Bishop turned to check Randall Brennan for similar cuts and saw his missing knife lying next to the body.
      

      
      Then a voice said, ‘What you doing in here, boss?’

      
      Bishop rose and slowly turned round, his gun at his side. Sam Chaney stared at him. He was standing with his back against
         the doorframe, his left arm lying useless against his side and a steady flow of blood dripping onto the carpet from a wound
         in his right thigh. His Glock was aimed at Bishop, the barrel steady. Resting his head against the frame he glanced at the
         knife next to Brennan’s body and said, ‘The one who took me out was carrying a big black bag that was kinda hard to miss.
         So where is he?’
      

      
      ‘Christ, Chaney. Stand down. He’s at the bottom of the stairs with three in his chest.’

      
      A head shake. ‘There’s only one dead perp down there and there sure as hell ain’t any bag with him. Where were you? You know,
         while the rest of us were getting our asses shot off?’ He nodded at the bodies on the floor and coughed once. ‘While all this
         was going on?’
      

      
      Bishop studied him as sirens sounded in the distance. Watched as Chaney’s blood began to pool on the carpet and his thigh
         muscles started to contract. And it dawned on him why he’d been left unharmed. An inside man. A nice scapegoat for the cops.
      

      
      ‘Maybe you should put your gun down,’ Chaney said, his right hand beginning to waver slightly. ‘Like right now. I don’t wanna
         have to shoot you.’
      

      
      
      ‘Lower your weapon, Chaney. Somebody’s setting me up. Maybe you. Or have you already forgotten who’s in charge?’

      
      ‘The piece, Bishop. I won’t tell you again.’

      
      ‘You seem real quick to—’ Bishop was beginning when Chaney pulled the trigger.

   




      
      
      TWO

      
      Thirty-two Months Later

      
      Bishop opened his eyes and stared at the fluorescent light behind its steel grid in the ceiling. Then he studied the spot-welded
         railing of the bunk directly above him. Then back to the ceiling. Not that it made much difference. The eight-by-nine cell
         was hardly brimming over with visual stimulation.
      

      
      There was a combo washbasin and john in one corner. A small, barred window with a brick wall for a view. Three shelves weighed
         down with toiletries and books. A desk built into the same wall. And a plastic stool.
      

      
      Stretched out on the bunk in the prison-issue grey shirt and pants, Bishop absently scratched at his goatee before reaching
         down to knead the muscles around his collarbone. The facial hair was only one example of how he’d changed in the last two
         years and eight months. In addition, the professional Harvard haircut of his old life had grown into a shoulder-length brown
         mane. His naturally tanned complexion had become a distant memory too, and his six-foot-one-inch frame had filled out a little
         thanks to the starchy food. No prison tattoos, though, which was something.
      

      
      The room’s other occupant was Jorge, an overweight Latin American forty-something whose last armed robbery meant he might
         see daylight again in fifteen years. He sat on the stool, carefully rolling a ‘Grand Central Special’ from leftover butts
         in his improvised ashtray. He was humming to himself as he waited for his call to the visiting room, a part of the prison
         Bishop had only seen once in the nine hundred and seventy-three days he’d been there. At his request, his older sister, Amy,
         hadn’t come a second time. Although he’d appreciated the thought, he didn’t like her seeing him in this place. He was fairly
         sure she hadn’t enjoyed the experience much, either. Further visits would only make things harder for both of them.
      

      
      Bishop just hoped his cellmate wouldn’t start talking. He usually did at some point and then Bishop had to try to block him
         out. But humming he could live with. He’d heard it so many times it had become a sad soundtrack to his life in here. In truth, it actually
         helped him think, although he’d never admit that to Jorge.
      

      
      The so-called evidence that had led to Bishop’s arrest for the murders of Randall Brennan, Natalie Brennan and Ryan Oates
         had been expertly planned. Whoever set him up had spent a lot of time and effort making sure the cops didn’t need to look
         anywhere other than at him.
      

      
      In Bishop’s rented Queens apartment, they found blueprints of the Brennan house on his hard drive with convenient notations
         marking the secret vault’s location in the third-floor office. They also found over a hundred pornographic shots of Natalie
         Brennan that appeared to have been taken in his bedroom. Career-ending ‘evidence’ that had simply added further motive for
         Bishop’s actions that night. And at the house, there’d been nothing to back up Bishop’s story of his fight with the missing
         fourth raider or his claim that his comms and pager had been jammed. But it was the knife that really did him in.
      

      
      Covered in the Brennans’ blood and with Bishop’s prints all over the handle, it must have seemed like a winning lottery ticket
         to the homicide detectives when they got the results back. Especially when forensics found enough similarities between the
         9mm hollow-points in Oates and Bishop’s piece to add Oates’s murder to the charge sheet, too. He was just surprised they hadn’t
         tried to pin Neary’s death on him as well.
      

      
      Add the three dead raiders and you were left with a body count of seven. The newspapers had loved that, of course. As far
         as they were concerned, seven bodies constituted a massacre. It might have been nine had Brennan’s wife and son not been holidaying in Malibu with friends at the time. That was something
         to be grateful for, at least.
      

      
      The timing had been perfect, too. Bishop’s team, having completed their four-month rotation, had been expecting their replacement
         squad that very evening. The impostors had merely turned up an hour earlier with the right identification and the correct
         authorization codes. Everything seemed to check out. Until the shooting started.
      

      
      And as for motive, a little digging into his email account brought up a cryptic message leading the cops to an offshore account
         in Bermuda. One opened in Bishop’s name two months before which suddenly became two million dollars healthier on October 18,
         three days after the attack.
      

      
      
      Tucking his free hand under his head, Bishop could see how plausible it must have all sounded to a cop unwilling to think
         outside the box. But most of it was just lazy. For instance, if he’d been smart enough to pull the rest off, how could he
         be dumb enough to leave the knife without wiping his prints off first?
      

      
      His thoughts went back to the questions of ‘who’ and ‘why’. Two little words, but the only ones that counted. And Bishop knew
         that without figuring out one, he would never get the other to reveal itself. He also had a feeling the ‘why’ was going to
         be easier to solve than the ‘who’, since everything usually came down to money and Randall Brennan had plenty of the stuff.
      

      
      In this case two million had been set aside just to make Bishop look bad, an amount that would tempt any number of heist men
         just on its own. Which meant the vault must have held something more than that. A lot more. After all, Brennan must have had the vault built for a good reason. As a highly successful international arms negotiator,
         he must have had plenty of income lying around he couldn’t afford to declare.
      

      
      But Bishop wasn’t about to rule out revenge as a motive, either. His team hadn’t been hired as a status symbol to impress
         the neighbours. The family had been receiving threats. Serious threats. Brennan hadn’t reached the top of his game by playing
         by the rules and it was entirely possible he’d made a dangerous enemy somewhere along the way. Someone who’d do anything to
         achieve satisfaction and was more than willing to corrupt one of RoyseCorp’s men to get the job done. But that was always
         when Bishop hit the wall. Because why involve him?
      

      
      Even if he was just a diversion, why not somebody else? There had to be a reason good enough to want him locked up for life.
         It would have been a lot simpler just to add him to the night’s victims. And this was the part that really got him. Not everyone
         could set up an attack against New York’s top protection firm and bank on Bishop’s getting life for a triple murder charge.
         Which meant it came down to one of the three survivors from his team. Sam Chaney, Chris Tennison or Martin Thorpe. To influence
         the night’s events and arrange all the evidence against him, the man needed to be there. On the spot. Without a doubt.
      

      
      Along with Neary, all three had been a regular part of his team for years. Private security and close protection attracted
         more than its fair share of disreputable characters, so you tended to keep the ones you could trust close. Which was why Bishop insisted on handpicking his own crew when he was promoted to team leader less than
         a year into his RoyseCorp service. His immediate supervisor, perhaps sensing he would have walked otherwise, had consented
         to his wishes. Thorpe was the first to be picked, with Chaney and Neary following close behind. Tennison had just two and
         a half years on the team, with Oates the most recent addition.
      

      
      And although he had to sometimes reproach one of them for the occasional lapse, it was never for anything serious or they’d
         have been out. If anything, he’d gone out of his way to understand their idiosyncrasies. Like red-headed Tennison’s attitude,
         or Thorpe’s claustrophobia, or Chaney’s wandering eye when it came to little ladies in distress. So after spending his first
         week inside going through everything he knew about each of his men and getting nowhere, Bishop had decided that maybe he needed
         to look at it from their point of view.
      

      
      It was possible a mild rebuke from Bishop had stuck in one of the men’s craws, and grown until the idea of setting him up
         for murder seemed a fair revenge. Although Bishop hadn’t believed this angle he’d still evaluated every job they’d done together
         over the past six years. Another week later he was back to square one. Nothing flagged up. And the one thing he could rely
         on was his power of recall.
      

      
      Bishop never forgot anything. Never had. Not since school. Photographic or eidetic memory, they called it. Found in less than
         ten per cent of children and usually gone by the time they reach their teens. Usually, but not always. Bishop was living proof
         of that.
      

      
      So, by day fifteen of his sentence, he’d concluded he wasn’t going to find answers by concentrating on Chaney, Tennison or
         Thorpe. Which just left the guy he’d shot on the landing. The one who’d drugged him. Since the doctors who worked on Bishop
         had found no trace of any drug in his system, the cops claimed he and the raider had been working together. Which only fuelled
         Bishop’s anger and made him even more determined to find the guy. And he knew once he found him, he’d be able to trace everything
         back to the source. To the Judas on his team.
      

      
      And that was where Bishop had got his first small break. Just before he’d shot the man he’d caught a momentary glimpse of
         his lower facial features as he’d pulled down the ski mask. Cleft chin, lipless mouth, slightly sunken cheeks and long, almost
         patrician nose with a ridge along its centre. The image had buzzed around Bishop’s brain like a mosquito and he became certain he’d seen it before. Somewhere. And not too long before the attack.
      

      
      Unfortunately, a photographic memory wasn’t like accessing a hard drive with everything filed neatly by category or date.
         The mind didn’t work like that. Everything he’d seen was stored in there, but sometimes it took a while to find the right
         folder. In this case, it took longer than usual. Much longer. The mental torment of not being able to place the guy had actually
         been worse than the physical confinement. For months he’d chased the memory through his tour in the Marines, the two years
         spent in LA, and then the six years with RoyseCorp. But he hadn’t been able to pinpoint that face. It had almost driven him
         crazy, until finally, six months and two days after he’d been admitted into Greenacres Medium Security Prison in the picturesque
         south-westerly region of Ulster County, the answer flashed before him at an unexpected moment. He’d just stood there at the
         urinal, mid-flow, with a dumbstruck expression on his face.
      

      
      Randall Brennan’s Wall of Fame. That’s where he’d seen him.
      

      
      Slotted in amongst photographs of Brennan shaking hands with politicians, heads of state, and the odd sports celebrity had
         been a colour shot taken at a private aircraft hangar showing Brennan with King Saleh of Yajir. On the right-hand side the
         tail of a small jet just made it into the frame, while a smiling Brennan and the king shook hands in the foreground, surrounded
         by assorted flunkies. And in the background, partly obscured by the king’s bodyguards, had been a Caucasian face. Brown, wavy
         hair over a high forehead. Light-coloured eyes. Dark complexion. Small ears set flat against the skull. And the exact same
         long nose. The same sunken cheeks. Same cleft chin.
      

      
      It was the man who had chloroformed him at the house. He was certain of it. The killer was someone Brennan had known or worked
         with before Bishop’s team even entered the picture. He was the link to the traitor who set him up. All Bishop had to do was
         find him.
      

      
      Trouble was, his next parole hearing wasn’t for another twenty-seven years.

      
      Bishop glanced over at Jorge, who was reading an old letter and blowing smoke towards the ceiling, stinking the place out
         even more. Amidst the constant clamour of prison life, he heard the sound of approaching footsteps and knew it was a guard
         without looking. They were the only ones in here with leather soles.
      

      
      The footsteps came to a halt a few feet away and a voice said, ‘Visitor.’

      
      
      Harris, by the sound of it. One of the real mouth-breathers. Continuing to massage the spot on his clavicle where the 9mm
         Parabellum from Chaney’s Glock had passed through, Bishop watched Jorge put down the letter and crush the cigarette remains
         in a cup as he prepared to rise.
      

      
      ‘But not for you, Jorgey boy,’ Harris said.

      
      Jorge sank back onto the stool and threw a questioning look at Bishop, who frowned and swung his legs off the bunk. The short,
         burly guard stood outside the cell, looking down at him with his usual bored expression as he noisily chewed gum.
      

      
      ‘Yeah, you, Bishop,’ he said. ‘On your feet, let’s go.’

   




      
      
      THREE

      
      ‘The courier company they’re using is Bearer Logistics,’ Miles Pascombe said, facing Bishop across the table in the visitors’
         area. ‘They’ll be making the delivery on September eighth. Three Sundays from now.’
      

      
      Bishop sat with his arms crossed and studied the overweight, badly dressed lawyer. He was surprised at the news. And seventeen
         days didn’t give him much time.
      

      
      He leaned back in his seat and cast his eyes around the visitors’ room. Most of the tables were occupied by inmates and their
         wives, girlfriends, relatives, kids or lawyers. Thanks to the high ceiling, the noise level almost equalled that of his cellblock.
      

      
      ‘They give a time?’ he asked.

      
      Pascombe dipped his head briefly to look at the legal papers in front of him, his chin instantly disappearing into his neck.
         Bishop studied his slightly shabby grey suit and wondered if he was the guy’s only client. It would explain why he was here
         when a simple phone call would have been sufficient. Or maybe he just felt news like this should be delivered in person.
      

      
      ‘Says here it’ll be between midnight and six a.m.,’ Pascombe said, looking back up. He tilted his head slightly at Bishop’s
         neutral expression. ‘I thought you’d be pleased. We won the suit.’
      

      
      ‘Believe me, I’m smiling on the inside,’ Bishop said. ‘Anything else?’

      
      Pascombe rubbed his upper lip with a forefinger. ‘Well, you’re under a gag order like I guessed, but that’s usual in these
         early settlement cases.’ He frowned and said, ‘What isn’t usual is how quickly we got a verdict. I still can’t quite believe
         it. I mean, in my experience these things usually go on for years. I was thinking five or six, maybe. Not two.’
      

      
      Bishop stroked his beard. He’d been wondering the same thing.

      
      Just two years since he found that weak spot in the system he’d been searching for. Followed by three weeks in the prison
         library going through the pitiful selection of law books to find the precedents he needed. Finding a lawyer hadn’t been a problem, with Pascombe
         more than willing to actually file the suit and wait for his fees at the back end. He’d said he knew he was onto a winner,
         and he’d been proved right yesterday when the judge handed down his verdict. More important to Bishop, however, was the tiny
         clause he’d insisted on. The one that legally bound the defendants to notify the plaintiff immediately of the exact time and
         date of delivery.
      

      
      ‘What’s your take on it?’ he asked as Pascombe began putting his papers back in his briefcase.

      
      ‘Not sure,’ the lawyer said, pausing. ‘All I can think is maybe our suit caused a few ripples within the system and they wanted
         it wrapped up quietly.’
      

      
      ‘Before inmates in other prisons started getting ideas.’

      
      ‘Could be.’

      
      Bishop nodded. It made as much sense as anything. He rose from his seat and said, ‘Good job, anyway, counsellor. Thanks.’

      
      Pascombe stood up as well and shook the hand Bishop held out with a grin. ‘You’re welcome,’ he said.

      
      Bishop gave him a final nod, then began walking towards the door. The lawyer had done his part and Bishop hoped the success
         gave him better paid jobs from now on. Enough to buy a new suit anyway. His thoughts then shifted to his preparations and
         the two weeks he had to work with. It really wasn’t much time. But not impossible. It was just a challenge, that’s all. Probably
         the first real one since he’d been in here.
      

   




      
      
      FOUR

      
      The warden might call it a library for official purposes, but in reality it was a small, low-ceilinged room with a scant selection
         of books and old magazines, and few genuine visitors. Nestled in the north-east corner of the main building like a forgotten
         relative, the area wasn’t even patrolled by the guards very much. Twice a day, they accompanied the state-appointed library
         supervisor to and from his private office, which took up one side of the room behind its wall of bars. The lights were on
         and Bishop could hear the amplified sounds of a game coming from inside. Sounded like football highlights on ESPN again. The
         guy was really earning his pay in there.
      

      
      Four reading tables filled the space between the bookshelves and the entrance. Two were currently in use as a couple of inmates
         pretended to read magazines as they listened to the commentary. At the rear, in the alcove nearest the windows, Bishop stood
         facing a man with dreadlocks. He was an inch taller than Bishop and, at a hundred and sixty, about fifteen pounds lighter.
         He was slowly going through the stamp books for a second time.
      

      
      ‘Don’t talk much, do you?’ Owen Falstaff said.

      
      ‘What’s there to talk about?’ Bishop said, watching as Falstaff flicked through the prison currency. ‘I told you what I need.
         There’s the money.’
      

      
      Falstaff finished counting and looked at him. ‘That ain’t what I meant. You got the whole population scratching their heads,
         you know. Folks here like to know everything ’bout everybody, but you’re still a closed book even after three years. Like,
         this is the first time you ever called on me, and I supply everyone in here. Even the odd Aryan, believe it or not.’
      

      
      Bishop shrugged. He should have known Falstaff would be the curious type. ‘So?’

      
      ‘So, most of the fools in here I class as bad boys who were just itchin’ for the law to slap cuffs on them. But you don’t
         fit the profile, man. You don’t belong.’ He started tapping the stamp books against his lips. ‘I had to guess, I’d say somebody screwed you over, big time. Probably someone you trusted, too.’
      

      
      Bishop hid his surprise. Falstaff was a lot sharper than he looked. But then, to be a successful hustler he probably had to
         be. ‘All right,’ Bishop said, ‘let’s get it over with.’
      

      
      ‘Get what over with?’

      
      ‘You’re building up to a question. I can feel it.’

      
      After a few moments chewing his inner cheek, Falstaff said, ‘Okay, I admit I got curious. A while back one of my sources got
         me a copy of the trial transcript and the thing kept me up all night. Man, all that evidence they used on you . . .’ Placing the
         books in his shirt pocket, he leaned forward and used his fingers to count off all the points Bishop knew by heart. The knife.
         The blueprints. The offshore account. Natalie Brennan. The bullets in Oates.
      

      
      Bishop only half listened. In his defence, he could have told Falstaff how ballistic fingerprinting was hardly an exact science,
         especially when it came to the problematic polygonal rifling of a Glock. Or how hard it was to convince a jury you’d been
         unconscious for the entire duration of the assault when doctors had failed to find any trace of a drug in your system. But
         he just waited for Falstaff to finish and said, ‘So?’
      

      
      ‘A hell of a lot of work just to get you sent up the river, ain’t it? Expensive, too.’

      
      Bishop sighed. This wasn’t exactly news to him. Although it was the first time he’d heard it come from somebody else’s mouth. ‘That your question?’
      

      
      ‘Uh, uh. My question is, just what did Brennan keep in that vault in the first place? The Ark of the Covenant?’
      

      
      Bishop shrugged, ‘Hey, your guess is as good as mine.’ The only thing he did know for sure was it had to be more than two
         million. He arched both eyebrows at Falstaff and said, ‘Anything else I can help you with, or can we get back to business?’
      

      
      Falstaff grinned and tapped his shirt pocket. ‘I believe we’re good to go.’

      
      ‘All right. How long?’

      
      ‘Three, three and a half weeks. Maybe more. Depends on availability, you know?’

      
      That meant another twenty-four days. At least. ‘No good. That’s too long.’

      
      
      Falstaff shrugged. ‘Hey, the Buddha’s a breeze, but the other thing ain’t gonna be easy, even for me. Gonna take a lot of
         arranging I hadn’t planned on.’
      

      
      And at that moment, a big, shaven-headed Aryan with a face full of hate pushed open the entrance doors and stared straight
         at Falstaff.
      

   




      
      
      FIVE

      
      Out the corner of his eye, Bishop watched the two cons at the tables silently get up and walk out. He kept watching as the
         thug came forward and leaned against the table nearest them, his thick arms folded across his chest, sleeves rolled up to
         show off the tats. Up close he wasn’t pretty. He had a mass of acne scars that went right down to his neck and a nose too
         big for his face.
      

      
      Falstaff followed Bishop’s stare and frowned when he saw the large man.

      
      ‘I told you about my refund policy, Alvin,’ he said. ‘And you got what you wanted in the end.’

      
      ‘I’m here about something else,’ said Alvin, smiling. It wasn’t a friendly smile. He finally turned to Bishop and tilted his
         head to indicate the rest was a private matter.
      

      
      Bishop got the message. He shrugged at Falstaff and sauntered past him towards the gap between the reading tables. In Alvin’s
         right-hand pocket he saw the irregular shape jutting out. Shiv, he thought, which meant the back-up would be just outside. As he passed between the reading tables he casually picked up
         the thick, well-thumbed copy of GQ left there by its previous owner and began leafing through it as he walked.
      

      
      As he approached the door, Bishop raised his eyes to the two cams located in each corner ahead of him. The one covering the
         right half of the room still had its green indicator light on, but the other had nothing. Not even a red one. Bishop guessed
         Alvin had known about the camera being out of service before he’d even entered the library. For the moment, Big Brother was
         definitely not watching. At least, not where it mattered.
      

      
      He pushed through the door and in the halogen light saw the pale sheen of the back-up’s shaved head. His squat body was leaning
         against the corridor wall, and he was picking at scabs on his scalp like a chimp. As the door swung shut behind him Bishop took several more steps, stopped and glanced at the empty hallway ahead. He remained
         stationary as though trying to remember something, casually rolling the magazine up in a tight tube with the squarebound spine
         facing outwards.
      

      
      ‘Ya waitin’ for, asswipe?’ the back-up said.

      
      Bishop turned back to the Neanderthal. His pig eyes were dull and his mouth hung open as he glared back.

      
      ‘Inspiration,’ Bishop said and swung the improvised bat at the man’s face with his full weight behind it.

      
      The spine smashed against the bridge of the man’s nose, and as he slammed back against the wall red spray spattered onto the
         polished tile at his feet. He dropped to his knees with one hand on the floor for support, the other at his face as he tried
         to contain the blood and mucus.
      

      
      Bishop looked down at his clothes to make sure nothing had sprayed on him and saw the thug placing a foot on the floor in
         an attempt to rise. He rolled the magazine up even tighter and took another swing, catching the guy just above the right ear.
         His head hit the wall with a satisfying thud. By the time his body collapsed to the floor he was unconscious, breathing noisily
         through his mouth.
      

      
      Bishop scanned the immediate area. The short corridor leading to the refectory ahead remained empty. Monkey boy’s presence
         must have warned off any witnesses – ironically, most inmates generally didn’t want to be around when blood got spilled; it
         wasn’t worth the grief. Bishop stood motionless for a few moments, breathing slowly. He knew he should just keep walking.
         Down the hallway, through the mess hall and back to his cell. He’d halved the odds for the guy; the rest was up to Falstaff.
         Whatever the problem was – business dispute, personality clash – it wasn’t his problem.
      

      
      Except it wasn’t that clear cut. Nothing ever was. And then Bishop realized this might actually work in his favour. At least,
         that’s the reason he gave himself as he turned and pushed back through the library door.
      

   




      
      
      SIX

      
      Both men were still in the same alcove. Falstaff was pinned against the wall by Alvin, who had his back to Bishop. With the
         sounds coming from the unseen TV Bishop could make out harsh whispers, but couldn’t hear the words.
      

      
      Keeping to the right, he spotted a pencil under a table. He put the bloody magazine down next to an ancient crime paperback
         and knelt down to pick the pencil up, keeping it in his left hand.
      

      
      When Bishop was about twenty feet away, Falstaff noticed him and his eyes got wider. Without turning, Alvin said, ‘You don’t
         want to be here.’
      

      
      ‘Is that a fact?’ said Bishop.

      
      Alvin had his left hand in Falstaff’s dreadlocks, forcing his head against the wall. His right held the homemade blade against
         Falstaff’s Adam’s apple. The young hustler made no noise as blood dripped steadily onto his grey shirt. Bishop could see the
         whites of his eyes and smell the acrid stench of sweat.
      

      
      Without releasing the pressure, Alvin turned to look at Bishop. ‘Need some time with your dark meat before he takes the express?
         If it’s your roll you’re worried about I’ll send it to you when I’m done.’ He grinned. ‘If I remember.’
      

      
      Bishop said, ‘You’re already done.’ He briefly considered telling him to drop the weapon, but why waste valuable breath?

      
      ‘Tough baby,’ Alvin said and moved his hand down from Falstaff’s hair to cover his mouth before kneeing him in the groin.
         As Falstaff silently collapsed to the floor, Alvin turned with his right arm extended to display two inches of jagged mirror.
      

      
      He reduced the space between them and began circling Bishop. ‘Just stay right there, black boy,’ he said over his shoulder.
         ‘We’re still gonna have our fun once I’ve finished with blue-eyes here.’
      

      
      In response, Bishop crouched with his empty right hand raised towards Alvin and mirrored the man’s movements so only his right side was exposed at any time. Alvin suddenly ducked forward and gave
         a playful jab to test his reactions and Bishop jerked back with a look of fake surprise on his face.
      

      
      The Aryan’s smile became broader as he continued to circle, pleased with his own swiftness. That was fine. Bishop had been
         in enough knife fights to know that overconfidence in an enemy should always be encouraged.
      

      
      As they shuffled around each other, Bishop studied Alvin’s right shoulder muscle. He took three or four steps to match his
         opponent’s and saw the deltoid tense. He jerked back at the exact instant Alvin’s arm shot out and almost smiled. Then he
         saw the shoulder begin to twitch again and took another step back as Alvin lunged forward and missed his face again by inches.
      

      
      The Aryan’s grin faltered. ‘Bad baby,’ he said. ‘No dessert for you.’

      
      Bishop remained silent as he awaited his cue. This was already taking too long.

      
      Ten more seconds passed as they circled, each waiting for the other to make his play. With every movement their rubber soles
         squeaked on the polished tile. Twenty seconds. Come on, urged Bishop. Come on. Thirty seconds. Then he saw the deltoid tighten for the third and last time.
      

      
      A millisecond before Alvin thrust his arm forward Bishop dropped his left shoulder, moving his head out of the danger area.
         He aimed a side kick straight at Alvin’s armpit. Alvin saw it coming and began to swerve his body and Bishop’s right foot
         struck the edge of his ribcage instead. The Aryan staggered back two steps and Bishop immediately darted forward. He dodged
         the outstretched arm and gripped Alvin’s shirt, using his right foot to connect with Alvin’s left ankle and sweep his leg
         out from under him. As Alvin lost his balance, Bishop used the power in his hips and threw the bigger man to the floor in
         one fluid movement.
      

      
      Bishop came down with him, used his right hand to grab hold of the man’s throat and crunched his knee painfully into Alvin’s
         knife arm, trapping it. Tightening his grip on the pencil in his left, Bishop was about to thrust it towards Alvin’s shoulder
         when Alvin’s free hand slammed into his throat with the force of a sledgehammer. As Bishop gagged, he felt Alvin’s fingers
         clasp the wrist and start to turn it inwards.
      

      
      
      Instead of increasing the pressure, Bishop let the arm go slack. When the pencil tip was pointing towards his face, he relaxed
         his grip slightly and the shaft came out the other end instead, the blunt end now protruding from his clenched fist like a
         dagger. He then ground his knee further into Alvin’s wounded arm until he heard something snap and the man’s grip on him eased.
         Bishop shook his hand free and immediately plunged the blunt end of the pencil down into Alvin’s face. Towards the area where
         Alvin’s cheek would have been if he hadn’t turned his head towards the snapping sound.
      

      
      It pierced Alvin’s left eye instead.

      
      The eyeball immediately collapsed in on itself and blood and dark tissue spurted from the wound. Bishop clamped his other
         hand over Alvin’s mouth to stifle the man’s animal cries and adjusted his position to avoid the blood. Alvin’s movements became
         frenzied and Bishop took his hands away, grabbed the man’s head by the ears and slammed it against the floor. The struggling
         immediately stopped as the Aryan lost consciousness, blood pooling around his head like a red halo.
      

      
      Bishop placed his fingers against Alvin’s artery to check for a pulse. Still alive. He was trying to decide whether that was
         good or bad when a shaky voice from behind him said, ‘Whoa.’
      

      
      Bishop got to his feet and looked down at Alvin, frowning as he thought through the pros and cons of leaving him and the one
         outside alive. After a moment, he decided to go with the lesser of two evils.
      

      
      ‘What now, man?’ asked Falstaff.

      
      Bishop turned to see him raising himself up against the wall, still in pain. ‘You say, “Two weeks, maybe less,” and then you
         leave,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘Two weeks it is.’ The younger man tried to smile and failed. ‘Hey, maybe less.’

      
      Bishop nodded. ‘So get going.’ After a few seconds Falstaff still had not moved. ‘I didn’t do it for you,’ he said, ‘so don’t
         bother. Get moving. Keep to the left.’
      

      
      Falstaff let out a long breath. ‘Sure. Sure, man. I’m on it.’ He stepped over the body and ran towards the door. When he pushed
         it open he stopped by the second man on the floor outside and looked back at Bishop briefly. Then he was gone.
      

      
      Bishop studied the pencil shaft in Alvin’s eye. It was shiny with blood now, obscuring any prints it might have held. He jogged
         over to the door and checked outside. Still nobody, but that could change at any time. Grabbing monkey boy’s wrists, he dragged him back into the room and dropped him next to his partner. Then he wiped the
         mirror piece clean and dropped it in the pool of blood near Alvin’s head.
      

      
      He walked back towards the door and stopped by the magazine he’d used earlier. And people complained GQ had too many ads. He tore the covers off and put them in his pocket. He’d flush them in the cell later.
      

      
      Glancing across at the closed librarian’s door behind its barred wall of steel, he could still hear the TV through the frosted
         glass pane. The state employee was either asleep or still wrapped up in the football. Either option was fine with Bishop.
         With a final look around the room, he pushed through the door and walked back to his cellblock.
      

      
      Fifteen days. He just needed to steer clear of any further trouble for the next fifteen days.

   




      
      
      SEVEN

      
      Facing the exercise yard with his back to the wall of F Block, Bishop shook his head at the scene in front of him. A small
         guy was attempting to drive a long shot from thirty yards, only to crumple under an intercept from a huge point guard. He
         obviously hadn’t yet worked out that pace could only get you so far. To beat them you had to be crafty.
      

      
      Standing there was about as much exercise as Bishop could hope for since the library incident a fortnight before. With the
         contract out on him, it was too dangerous. Even a trip to the shower room had to be carefully planned in advance.
      

      
      The official investigation had been a joke, as he knew it would be. As long as the status quo wasn’t disrupted too much, nobody
         really gave a damn who got hurt. Alvin was currently on a morphine drip in the prison infirmary, but those who mattered knew
         what had gone down once his partner spilled his guts to the current chief of the Aryan Brotherhood. And of course, Bishop
         had immediately been labelled a ‘target of opportunity’. Within days, he had successfully fended off two separate attacks.
         Nothing since then, but it was only a matter of time.
      

      
      A smart man would have closed the book on the two Aryans when he had the chance, but cold-blooded executions had never really
         been his style. Besides, he figured two unnecessary killings here would have brought down additional security he could do
         without.
      

      
      Raising his head to the guard turrets atop the sixty-foot-high concrete walls on this west side, Bishop saw six – no, seven
         – equally spaced armed guards looking down. He knew behind those walls, surrounding the entire prison, lay a concrete no-man’s-land
         filled with cameras, motion detectors and highly trained dogs. And if, by some miracle, you made it that far you had an impenetrable
         twenty-foot-high barrier of razor wire to look forward to.
      

      
      There was always a way, though. Always.

      
      He took a deep breath. The effect of the sun on his face was calming and he closed his eyes, relishing the feeling. It would be so easy to let go for a few moments. Just a few. Since being sent
         down, Bishop’s sleep patterns had been erratic at best. And it wasn’t because of the noise. Eight years in the Marine Corps
         and you learn to sleep anywhere, under any conditions. This was different. In here, any time he began to drift off at night,
         his mind began working and reworking the same questions that consumed his waking hours. Keeping him awake and further feeding
         the anger that bubbled away at a steady boil just beneath the surface. But Bishop liked that anger. It kept him sharp and
         motivated. It had been a constant companion for the last two years and eight months, and he’d be taking it with him when he
         left. That was for damn sure.
      

      
      Still, at least Falstaff had come through like he promised. Bishop reached under his collar, letting his fingers brush across
         the thick black band around his neck until they found the smooth, polished surface of the onyx totem hanging underneath.
      

      
      He let the insults being thrown across the court wash over him as he rubbed the Buddha icon, visualizing a beer in one hand
         and two hours to waste at the Giants Stadium watching the Red Bulls slaughter the visitors. Yeah, the small pleasures definitely
         took on greater significance when they were taken away from you.
      

      
      But now wasn’t the time to let his guard down. Especially not with the all-important delivery tomorrow.

      
      Exercise time was almost over. Pushing away from the wall, he moved back inside F Block before everyone else got called in,
         his senses on high alert as he began the long trek back to the cell. He passed small groups of cons of varying ethnic denominations,
         most of whom avoided him like the plague, and managed to keep a minimum of three feet between himself and the rest of the
         human race as he moved amongst them.
      

      
      He entered the main section and looked up at the three tiers of cells. The incessant din of two hundred prisoners packed closely
         together filled the air like smoke. More would join once they blew the whistle in the yard. Cons walked in and out of cells,
         playing cards, boiling noodles, making deals and avoiding eyes. Some would be in the TV room on the second tier, catching
         up on the soaps. Most faces turned from him as he passed. Word had gotten around he wasn’t long for this world and nobody
         wanted to be seen talking to a dead man.
      

      
      Bishop climbed the stairs and at the top tier turned left on the catwalk with his hand on the rail. As he walked towards his two-man cell, he noticed all the other cells between the stairs and his
         were empty. And he didn’t see any movement in the ones beyond, either.
      

      
      He came to a stop outside the cubicle he’d called home for the last three years and stared at the two large men waiting for
         him inside.
      

   




      
      
      EIGHT

      
      For whatever reason, a con involved in a conflict with a fellow inmate might find himself unable or unwilling to tackle the
         problem on his own, and that’s usually where the Three Bears came in. Big Bear, Bigger Bear and Biggest Bear. For a price,
         they would transfer any load onto their large shoulders and bring a natural end to the conflict.
      

      
      Once the Three Bears were hired, the client received three guarantees. One: the job would be completed exactly to his specifications.
         Two: only hands would be used. And three: it would be expensive. In a climate where few could be trusted, the Three Bears
         prided themselves on their professionalism, their success rate and the almost surgical precision with which they could inflict
         injury on a person’s body. Sometimes to within an inch of that person’s life. Occasionally beyond, if the rumours were true.
      

      
      Two of them were currently occupying Bishop’s cell.

      
      ‘Meatloaf day today,’ said Bigger Bear, the more effusive brother. His black hair was cropped close to the skull and he had
         intricate tattoos from the neck down. He lay on Bishop’s lower bunk reading one of Jorge’s long letters from his ex-wife.
         ‘How was it?’
      

      
      Bishop leaned against the cell door, his expression neutral, his mind refusing to let his body respond to the danger the brothers
         represented. First rule in here: never let anyone know what you’re really thinking or feeling. But then, that had never been
         much of a problem for Bishop. ‘How was what?’ he asked.
      

      
      Big Bear turned from Bishop’s small, barred window and said, ‘You know . . .’ He raised an imaginary spoon to his mouth and made
         chewing motions before turning back to the window.
      

      
      Bishop shrugged. ‘Not hungry.’

      
      ‘Wise man,’ Bigger Bear said and continued reading the letter. After a few seconds Bishop saw the shadow of Biggest Bear hit
         the cell wall in front of him. It was substantially taller and wider than his. That made three, then. Bears always came in
         threes.
      

      
      
      After a while, Bigger shook his head, put the letter down and rose from the bunk. He had three inches on Bishop and looked
         down at him with a puzzled frown. ‘Your cellmate’s seriously weird, man. Still writing puppy dog letters to a bitch who left
         him for another fool five years ago. What’s with that?’
      

      
      Bishop shrugged again. ‘I don’t ask.’

      
      ‘Maybe you should.’ Bigger Bear started tapping his forefinger repeatedly against his upper lip and looked past Bishop to
         Biggest Bear. Bishop felt a large hand urge him into the centre of the room.
      

      
      ‘Me, I’m curious about everything and everyone,’ Bigger said. ‘Like you, man.’

      
      ‘What you see is what you get.’

      
      ‘What I see, I don’t get. For instance, why’d you turn that white boy into a cyclops?’

      
      ‘We had a slight disagreement.’

      
      ‘Yeah? Over what?’

      
      ‘Whose turn it was to borrow the library’s only copy of Little Women.’
      

      
      Bishop heard a throaty chuckle from behind him, but Bigger’s frown remained. Big Bear had turned from the window and was watching
         his brother closely.
      

      
      Bigger sighed. ‘A comedian. Still, a contract’s a contract.’ He looked at a point above Bishop’s head and said, ‘Okay.’

      
      A large, bronze, hairless arm encircled Bishop’s neck and pulled him back like an anaconda with its prey. Instinctively, Bishop
         brought both hands up to the man’s arm, but the other two brothers took Bishop’s wrists and yanked them behind his body. Somehow
         Biggest Bear managed to grip both in his one massive hand. Bishop could still use his legs, but all other avenues had been
         closed in three quick actions.
      

      
      Bigger Bear left his line of sight, presumably to act as lookout, while the smallest brother flexed his fingers several times.
         His face grew solemn as he let his eyes roam over Bishop’s anatomy. The lower torso seemed to get the most attention. After
         a few moments he pursed his lips, clenched both fists into hard balls and pulled his right arm back.
      

      
      Bishop felt a sudden, flaring agony in his midriff. It was unlike any pain he’d known, despite his experiences in the Corps.
         Jesus Christ, that was one punch. His stomach felt like someone had set fire to it. When he finally finished hacking, he raised his eyes to see Big Bear in
         the same boxer’s crouch as before. This time Bishop saw the strike coming and clenched his muscles just before it made contact.
      

      
      It didn’t help.

      
      He dry-heaved and the pain only intensified. He tasted blood at the back of his throat and coughed repeatedly.

      
      When his breathing eventually returned to normal, Big Bear approached him and lifted his head up by the hair, studied his
         face for a few seconds. He then looked at Bigger by the doorway, still flexing his right hand. A silent exchange was taking
         place but Bishop had no clue as to what was being said.
      

      
      Big turned back and released Bishop’s hair. Then he drew back his right arm once more.

   




      
      
      NINE

      
      Unlocking the door to C-1, Brendan Cook entered the room reserved for the more volatile patients. It was a smallish room.
         Two beds bolted to the floor, separated by a wide aisle and a barred window. He looked over at the unconscious man on the
         left-hand bed. A real mess this one, inside and out, with bandages covering much of his face and an IV drip protruding from
         each arm.
      

      
      ‘How’s it hanging, doc?’

      
      Cook jumped at the muffled, tinny sound coming from the pocket of his white coat. He checked his diver’s watch. 02.03 already
         and he’d forgotten to check in. Pulling the walkie-talkie out, he pressed the transmit button.
      

      
      ‘Sore, but satisfied,’ he said. ‘Hey, remind me to tell you about it sometime.’

      
      Bill Carmody’s Texas twang became more pronounced. ‘You got me curious now, son. We got ourselves some stuff to catch up on.’

      
      Cook grinned down at the comatose form on the bed. ‘Give you something to look forward to an hour from now.’

      
      ‘Juicy, huh?’

      
      ‘Maybe more than you can handle.’

      
      Carmody chuckled. ‘Okay, son. Don’t let me down now.’

      
      ‘Wouldn’t dream of it,’ Cook said and put the radio back in his pocket.

      
      Man, he was shattered. He’d picked up a babe called Leona at a bar in Elmshire and finally managed to break free of her a
         couple of hours before his shift. That girl had definitely shown him a trick or two. Although she hadn’t been as enthusiastic
         about the facial hair. Maybe he’d shave off the goatee and surprise her next time he saw her.
      

      
      He bent down to check the sleeping figure’s pulse and then raised the man’s sole eyelid, flashing his penlight at the pupil.
         Still dilated. Still no reaction. Too bad, Alvin Farrell.
      

      
      
      Alvin had been brought in two weeks before with a cracked skull and a hole where his left eye used to be. As usual, Cook hadn’t
         bothered to check his med sheet and put him straight on morphine. It was only when the patient failed to wake up after three
         days that he noticed the hand-written notation at the bottom of the allergies section: Possibility of relapse if opium-based sedatives introduced into patient’s system. He figured a coma qualified as a relapse.
      

      
      Leona might have been troubled to learn of two similar incidents involving her new lover over the past year. Alvin could make
         it three if he didn’t wake soon.
      

      
      Cook shrugged. Shit happened. At least in the prison system the repercussions were minimal. Almost non-existent, in fact.
         The outside world forgot these dregs existed as soon as they arrived, so why lose sleep over the one or two who got lost along
         the way? Still smiling, he patted the patient on the shoulder and moved towards the man in the other bed.
      

      
      James Bishop was still in the same position as when he’d checked an hour before. Not that he would have been able to move
         much even if he wanted. His right wrist was cuffed to the bed railing on Cook’s orders. Guy was some kind of badass ex-bodyguard
         in for life on a triple murder charge, and Cook thought it best to take precautions. ‘Better safe than sorry’ was a good rule
         to live by in here.
      

      
      Somebody had really gone to town on Bishop. The guards had brought him in last night, bloody and unconscious with severe bruising
         to the body. His stomach resembled a slab of week-old raw meat. There was probably internal haemorrhaging but Cook wasn’t
         ready to cut him open and investigate just yet. Past experience had made him a little nervous about that sort of thing. He’d
         given the guy some painkillers and was content to let nature take its course for the time being. Bishop would either regain
         consciousness or he wouldn’t. Then he’d decide.
      

      
      Cook studied the man’s features. He seemed about the same age as himself. Thirty-three, maybe a couple of years older, but
         his face had developed lines and character that Cook’s lacked. His gaze travelled down to Bishop’s throat. That was odd. He
         could swear Bishop had come in with a fat, polished Buddha around his neck. Previously, patients would only be admitted to
         the infirmary building once they’d been relieved of all personal items. But thanks to pressure from the prison’s Muslim population,
         non-metallic religious totems were now permitted. Still, maybe one of the guards had liked the look of it and taken it for himself. It wouldn’t be the first time. Spend enough time with thieves, he thought.
      

      
      Cook started to feel uncomfortable. He couldn’t shake the feeling Bishop was watching him through closed eyelids. The physical
         similarities were beginning to unsettle him, too. As he turned for the door, he decided that maybe he would shave his goatee off when he got home.
      

      
      He’d only taken three steps when he heard the sound of metal on metal and then an arm clamped itself around his neck and pulled
         him to the floor.
      

   




      
      
      TEN

      
      ‘Be still, doc,’ Bishop said as he gripped the man’s throat and took the key chain from his hand. ‘All I want to know is when
         the truck’s arriving.’
      

      
      ‘Truck?’

      
      Bishop tightened his grip against Cook’s weak struggles, ignoring the dull pain in his stomach. It seemed the good doctor
         here had been lax with the painkillers. ‘Brendan, you see Alvin over there?’
      

      
      Cook nodded, unable to speak.

      
      ‘I hear all it took was a pencil.’ He put the keys down, pulled a pen from Cook’s top pocket and waved it in front of the
         doctor’s bulging eyes. ‘Get the idea? Now the truck bringing new medical equipment. Tell me what time it’s due.’
      

      
      Cook’s left eyelid began to twitch. ‘Three o’clock. Please don’t.’

      
      ‘Good.’ He replaced the pen and searched the man’s pockets, pulling out a sleek Cobra walkie-talkie from the coat and placing
         it on the floor along with the man’s Motorola cell phone.
      

      
      He felt a flare in his side and silently thanked the Three Bears. He knew the warden didn’t like to take chances and had figured
         he’d lock this whole section down in readiness for the delivery truck’s arrival. Which meant anything less than severe internal
         trauma would have gotten Bishop ejected back to his cell along with all the other patients who could walk. And for this to
         work he needed to be right here in the hospital ward. At least he’d gotten his money’s worth, even if they’d thought him crazy
         when he’d hired them a fortnight ago. Maybe he’d send them a bonus if he ever got out of here; the Aryans’ counter-offer must
         have been hard to resist.
      

      
      Picking the lock on the cuffs hadn’t taken him long. Embedded inside the stone Buddha icon had been a small metal shaft, and
         after some serious jiggling he’d finally popped the cuff open. He’d practised a few times and then relocked them so Cook wouldn’t
         get suspicious. When the doctor was checking on Alvin, Bishop simply freed himself again and waited.
      

      
      ‘You got an itemized invoice to check against the delivery, Brendan?’ he asked.

      
      ‘In my office upstairs.’

      
      ‘Yeah? Which one?’

      
      ‘Room 1–12.’

      
      Still clutching Cook’s neck, Bishop went through the man’s wallet. Inside he found a driver’s licence, two credit cards, an
         ID card from Alexford Medical, an expired Blockbuster membership card and some cash. Three twenties, four tens, and six singles.
         And a strip of unused rubbers in the zipped section.
      

      
      He released the medic and stood up. Cook stayed where he was and massaged his neck.

      
      ‘Up and at ’em, Brendan,’ Bishop said. ‘It’s my turn to play doctor. Start with the coat and shoes.’

      
      Still rubbing his throat, Cook pushed himself up. He struggled out of the white coat and slowly started to untie his shoelaces.
         Took them off and threw them to

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
   


OEBPS/images/Art_Headline.jpg
headline





OEBPS/images/9780755382712.jpg
=
<
Ll
[
 d
o
(Tp)
<
|





OEBPS/images/Art_title.jpg
!' _
ONG

JASON DEAN





