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JANUS

In ancient Roman religion and myth, Janus is the god of beginnings, gates, transitions, time, duality, doorways, passages, frames, and endings. He is usually depicted as having two faces.

He represented time because he could see into the past with one face and into the future with the other.[42] Hence, Janus was worshipped at the beginnings of the harvest and planting times, as well as at marriages, deaths and other beginnings

Source: Wikipedia.


For Anneli

My wife, soul mate, best friend, creative muse and fellow traveller.
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Chapter 1

Brookfield Place. Battery Park City, Manhattan, NYC – 2044

The noise of rapid footfalls made him freeze.

Glancing over his shoulder, Elijah Jones looked through the gap in the half-opened door and out into the corridor. Light streamed into his darkened office that was only lit by the yellow-bulb lamp on his desk. Waiting a few seconds, he caught a glimpse of a woman in military fatigues hurrying past. He recognised her by her black ponytail. One of his admin staff. Taking a deep breath, he faced the green wall safe again. Running his thumb over the side edge of the metal door, he felt sharp, twisted gouges in the metal.

Someone had tried to force the door. His heart raced as he took a step back and looked at the meter-square front steel door, which was mounted at head height within the mahogany bookcase. The entire old office was wall-to-wall bookcases. It was the height of Victorian luxury with dark hardwoods, brown leather, and gold-plated lamps. The opulent office for a top official in the New American Government, or NAG for short. Elijah was the Minister of Defence and Crime Prevention.

The NAG was formed after the collapse of global governments and civilisation in general. After the three-metre sea-level rise, the world was forever altered. In the brutal years that followed, a group of billionaires had tried and failed to set up a single government for the planet. It failed rapidly. Out of its ashes rose the New Governments that encompassed larger regions. North and South America were unified and governed by the NAG.

Wiping his brow, Elijah tugged at his white shirt collar, which was fastened with a red tie. He twisted his head as if he was trying to free himself. The only way to see if the intruders got what they’d come for was to look inside. He walked around the oversized teak desk and across the Persian rug towards the white panelled main door.

Opening it, he peered outside into the white-walled corridor. A yellow glow from the dirty night lights made him squint. Energy rationing in the evenings affected those in high office like everyone else. His office was on the corner of the skyscraper, and he was lucky enough to have a skywalk on his floor that connected him to the two other skyscrapers that formed the NAG headquarters. Skywalks that kept him above the flooded streets.

Closing his office door, he turned the key in the lock and returned to the safe. It was an old model with a faded brass nameplate on the front, just above the large keyhole. He reached down to his leather belt and undid the large chrome buckle. Twisting it over revealed the top of the key protruding from the white stitching of the belt, nestled in its secret compartment.

The safe unlocked with a hefty turn of the key, then opened with a twist of the large brass-plated handle. Swinging the heavy door open, he reached inside and felt the large pile of folders. His heart quickened as he felt for the object on top of the pile. It was gone. Opening the door wider, he squinted into the darkness. He could see his two Glock pistols and boxes of rounds. Reaching to the side of them, he felt his heart leap. The feel of old leather made him smile as the hair on his neck tingled. The leather pouch was still there.

A loud knock on the door jolted him as his stomach lurched. Spinning his head around, he stared at the door. ‘Sweet Jesus, man. Calm down. You just locked it,’ he said out loud.

The knock came again. Louder and faster.

‘Yes? Who is it?’

‘It’s Bryan, Minister.’

Elijah’s shoulders dropped as he reached up for the safe door and locked it. Reaching down near his right knee, he lifted the photograph of an old New York cityscape he’d found at a local market and hung it back over the safe.

Walking to the door, he buckled his belt and tugged at the front of the shirt to make sure it was straight. The anxiety was back.

‘Hello, Bryan?’ he said as he opened the door.

‘Hello, Minister,’ the man said, looking over his shoulder down the corridor.

‘It’s late. I would have expected you to be at Byrdich’s side at this hour,’ Elijah said.

‘He’s entertaining tonight, so he has given me a pile of admin to take care of.’

Elijah stood a while, staring at the short and slim civil servant. Bryan Tinoco’s boyish face belied his age as he smoothed down his black hair from left to right. A quick press of his thin moustache always followed.

‘What can I do for you?’

‘I need a quick word in private, sir.’

‘Can’t this wait until morning? I’m about to leave.’

‘Sorry, sir. It’ll only take a minute.’

Elijah stepped to the side of the doorway and let the man through. He glided in and walked over to one of the two leather chairs in front of the desk. He stood to the side of the chair and straightened his grey suit jacket. Elijah glanced down at the polished black shoes. Pristine. The man had never done a hard day’s work out in the Floodzone in his life.

‘May I?’ he asked, pointing to the chair.

Elijah nodded and walked around his desk, past the safe to the large full-length window that overlooked New York at the side of the office. It was black outside except for a few well-lit NAG buildings that were all linked by power cables that ran beneath the skywalks. The entire complex was powered by the main fusion reactor on the roof above him. Revolutionary fusion technology was the only saving grace after the climate change event.

‘Minister, I have a complaint to make.’

Elijah sighed, clenching his teeth. ‘What is it this time?’

‘Benicio has been threatening my family and me. It’s like being harassed by a crazy hyena.’

‘A good start to fixing the problem might be to call him Mr Ortega. It might not offend him as much.’

The silence made Elijah turn away from his nightscape and face the seated man. He was stroking his moustache again, his mouth pinched like a spoilt child. Elijah had the urge to beat the crap out of him, and had it been a few years earlier, the little snake would have been on the ground bleeding by now. He rubbed his thumb over his fingertips then stretched his fingers outwards.

‘Secondly, he’s harassing you because you’ve failed to uphold your side of our arrangement.’

‘No, I haven’t, sir.’

‘Interrupt me again, and I’ll make a call to Ortega. He’d love to have another forceful chat with you.’

The man gulped.

‘We agreed that you’d spy on Chancellor Byrdich and keep us apprised of all his plans.’

‘And I have.’

Elijah raised his hand and looked down at his own black shoes that were caked in dried tidal mud. His anger was going up another notch, and he forced a deep exaggerated breath, staring at Bryan. ‘You and your parents live in that big fancy house, with all the trappings of wealthy Floodlanders. You’re a thief who got caught accepting bribes in return for favours and pretty toys. You’re lucky we caught you before Byrdich did. His last advisor got hung in the main square for stealing from him.’

Bryan nodded, looking down as he picked at his fingernails. ‘It doesn’t give Mr Ortega the right to be so brutal.’

‘You’ve failed to report back to us in over a week. Ortega wants to throw all of you out into the Floodzone to live with the Scavengers. I’m helping you out here, Bryan, but I don’t know how long I can keep him from doing that.’

‘Thank you, Minister. I’m trying to get more information for you. Michael is extremely busy preparing for the warlord’s summit and isn’t doing much of anything else.’

‘I know what he’s doing because I am part of those damn preparations. He’s doing that out in the open as a cover. What I want is information about what he’s doing behind closed doors.’

‘You already know about his vices and tendencies.’

‘I’m not talking about the young women and his sordid sex life. What about the other rumours? There’s talk between other advisors that he’s doing something to guarantee the support of all his ministers. Rumours of leverage over all of us. What leverage is that?’

‘I don’t know, sir.’

‘Are you not his chief advisor?’

Bryan nodded.

‘But you don’t know what he’s up to,’ Elijah said, folding his arms. ‘How come the junior advisors below you hear things that you seem deaf to?’

Bryan shook his head. ‘That can’t be true, sir.’

‘Are you telling me that Ortega’s other sources are lying to him? Maybe I’d better get him to come in to clear this up.’

Bryan jumped up and backed towards the door. ‘Give me a day or two, Minister. Let me see what’s going on.’

‘You have forty-eight hours, and be very careful during your inquiry. Don’t think these overambitious young advisors won’t sell either one of us out to the highest bidder.’

‘Leave it with me, sir.’

‘One final question. Do you think you’ve been rumbled by the Chancellor? Does he know you are working for us now?’

‘No, he doesn’t.’

‘I’ve warned you to be careful before, but you need to be honest with me so I can see off any danger to us all.’

‘I have been careful, sir. If he’d had even the smallest inkling, I was spying for you, I’d have been hanged or sent to the prison ships by now.’

Elijah watched the man’s eyes darting around. The fear level was too high to continue the conversation. He could read the fear in another man’s eyes all too well. His previous career as a bounty hunter had seen to that. ‘You have two days, then Ortega and his teams will visit your mom and dad to throw you out. I promise to make sure you’ll never get to enjoy any of that wealth you've stolen.’

Bryan’s bottom lip started to quiver as he turned and walked out, shaking his head.

Elijah turned back to the darkness outside his window. He took a step closer to the glass and leant his head up against it. Coolness emanated from them. It was going to be a cold night in the Floodzone. He missed the deserts of Midstate New America, but that was a whole different life. A life of danger and secrets. Secrets that needed to stay hidden out in the dunes.


Chapter 2

Tennessee State Capitol building, Nashville, Tennessee – 2044

Two men blocked his path. Shaven-headed thugs that he had grown to despise.

The cavernous hallway of the Tennessee State Capitol building was a cool blessing compared to the heat of summer beyond its doors. Rico Lopez stood looking at the guards who blocked the two dark wood doors on either side of a portrait of an old president he didn’t recognise. Both men were in NAG army fatigues confirming the Nashville warlord’s claim that he had influence in New York. Rico clenched his fists as his gaze flicked from man to man. He could take them individually, but not as a pair. The new Sig Sauer P226 he’d liberated from another gang’s leader was digging into his backside from his back belt holster. It wouldn’t take much to whip it out and get into a fight with the guards. He smiled at them. He was here for business, so satisfying his urge to kill would have to wait.

‘How long must I wait for this idiot?’ he said, his Hispanic accent drawing a gaze from one of the NAG men. ‘I’ve been here for a fucking hour already.’

Turning around on the smooth marbled floor, he looked up and down the hall, staring upwards to the elevated ceilings. It resembled the inside of the abandoned Nashville cathedral his grandmother used to drag him to. He blessed himself with the sign of the cross and kissed his thumbnail at the thought of her. Taking a step down the hallway, the grit underneath his black leather boots crackled on the tiled floor. He touched the purple bandana that wrapped his head. A bead of sweat dripped down onto his eyebrow.

A metallic click echoed through the hallway, and a petite woman dressed in a black business suit walked out behind the guard from the left door. The guard nodded to her and stepped aside, placing his right hand on the weapon on his holster.

‘JJ will see you now, Mr Lopez.’

Rico felt his anger rise. She was talking down at him, and he despised people who did that. A man of his standing in Nashville should be respected more. He walked up to her and stared at her, his face moving closer to hers. She withdrew slightly.

‘Get in there, will you,’ the guard said.

Rico leered at the woman, trying to get her to meet his gaze. She turned and walked into the room. He watched her svelte figure float across the red carpet towards a large desk at the rear of the Capitol Library. The warlord was a man who liked to show off his status as the leader of Nashville, so he had commandeered the enormous building. Rico stepped up to the guard, clenching his teeth as he stared up at the man.

‘In ya go, Pagan,’ the guard said, nodding his head towards the open door. ‘Leave the door open, so I can make sure you don’t steal anything.’

Rico blinked and reached around his back with one arm. The guard stepped back and pulled at his pistol slightly. Rico smiled and brought his right hand up, flicking up the middle finger. ‘You’re so tough in front of your friend here. I look forward to seeing you alone out in the streets.’

Rico walked through the door with his chest bursting. These army men were soft and weak-minded, unlike his men. He was leader of the Pagans, the main gang of Nashville, but someday, he would rule all the gangs in the state.

‘Good morning, Rico,’ the warlord said. Johnson J. Wainright, or JJ as he preferred everyone to call him, was the man sitting behind the ornately carved desk at the other side of the room. The delicate piece of skirt had walked off to a small desk to the side to continue her work. Rico licked his lips slightly. They tasted of cigarettes.

‘What makes you think you can keep me waiting, JJ?’ Rico said.

‘Sorry, buddy. I had a few things to sort out with New York, so I needed a little privacy.’

Rico had stopped in front of the desk and leant on it, his hands covering old newspapers and files. ‘I’ve warned you before about treating me like a common thug. A snap of my fingers, and you’ll have anarchy in the streets. Your precious NAG platoon will cry like babies when the blood starts to flood up against their feet.’

The warlord smiled and leant back in his chair. He ran his hand through his receding grey hairline and tucked his thumbs into the red braces that curved around his bounteous belly. The front of his shirt was stained with a dark food sauce.

‘Rico, my old friend. I must apologise if you thought that I was deliberately keeping you waiting. I’m also a little hurt you think that’s how I view you and the Pagans. We’ve been business partners long enough not to have to stand on ceremony anymore,’ JJ said, swinging forward as he rolled himself up onto his feet. He waddled around the desk and walked over to a part of the bookcases of the old library. Grabbing a bottle of whiskey and two glasses, he walked back and came and stood next to Rico, passing him a glass.

Rico was taller than the warlord, and it made him feel better. This was a snivelling rich boy from a family of wealth. ‘This one of your daddy’s whiskeys?’

JJ smiled. ‘It’s one of my own. My father no longer does the brewing,’ he said, pouring a healthy three fingers into their glasses, then necked his. Rico chuckled a little and drank his too. It was smoother than anything he’d had in a long while. ‘What can I do for you, Rico? What is so bloody urgent?’

Rico rubbed the dirty cloth that was wrapped around his left forearm. The knife wound was deep, and his medic had struggled with the stitches. He grew angrier when he thought of his tattoos that would be ruined. His whole body was adorned with symbols of his thirty-five years on the planet. ‘My scouts tell me that you’ve recently had the warehouse replenished. I want to know how that could be possible without you notifying me? We have an arrangement.’

‘Many shipments come and go in this city. Do you want to know about every small van or truck and their movements?’

‘Yes. We have businesses that overlap and occasionally compete with one another. We agreed to be transparent in the spirit of fair trade so we could both prosper and grow.’

‘Come on. A few trucks here and there will slip through.’

‘Not if you run a tight ship, they won’t.’

JJ’s eyes narrowed. ‘Which ones are you talking about?’

‘You know.’

‘I can’t read your mind, buddy.’

‘You’re stockpiling goods and weapons in other warehouses without telling me exactly what I’m protecting. I need to know what’s in these shipments so I can make sure I have the right men guarding the valuable stuff.’

‘I’ll let you know in future. Don’t worry about the last few deliveries. I have men to look after those.’

‘No, you don’t. You need me to get my men onto this. It’s what we do,’ Rico said, the warmth increasing up his spine to the base of his neck.

JJ chuckled and looked to his right towards his assistant. ‘He thinks I have to tell him everything.’

‘When it comes to replenishing critical items in the city, you do. We’ve just spent five minutes discussing our bleeding arrangement?’

‘Oh, calm down.’

Rico felt a warm heat going up the back of his neck into his head. His hands went onto his hips as he took a deep breath. ‘You’d be swamped with stinking Scavengers and moaning Floodlanders if it wasn’t for the protection of the Pagans. Now I find out that you thank me by arranging shipments to the city’s central warehouse behind my back.’

‘We only have an informal arrangement, so I don’t have to waste money paying for more platoons of NAG troops. Don’t be under the illusion that I owe you something. I’m the NAG appointed guardian of the city of Nashville. Not you.’

Rico’s head throbbed, and he felt lightheaded. He needed to kill something. It had been too long since he’d felt that rush. Turning around, he stared back at the two entrances. An ornate metal staircase was between them and spiralled upwards to a mezzanine floor filled with books. Two more NAG guards with AR-15s stood staring at him.

Rubbing his fingers together, he could feel the rope tightening around the idiot's thick neck as he pulled on it. The gurgling sound would appease his anger. It would happen one day.

‘Are you just going to stand there like an idiot, or is there something else I can help you with?’

Rico turned and started to walk around the desk. The sound of the bolts of the AR-15s being slid back and released echoed down to him.

‘Be careful, Rico. These men aren’t as nice as I am,’ the warlord said, a grin on his face.

‘You’ve made your point all too clearly, warlord. It’s a tough world out there once you climb out from under the NAG’s skirt. Remember that.’

‘Don’t threaten me like I’m some common gangbanger. You’ve stated your case, now get the fuck out of my office. My assistant will escort you out of the building.’

Rico backed away and turned to see the woman was already walking to the door. ‘You have been warned, JJ,’ he said, grabbing the bottle of whiskey. He pulled the cork with one hand and took a long sip from the bottle. He turned and walked towards the large door on the right.

The young blonde assistant was waiting for him outside and smiled as she gestured down the hallway. He stared at her pretty face as they walked together. Her clicking high-heels were speeding up as she struggled to stay alongside him.

‘He does so much good for Nashville that you don’t see or hear about,’ she said.

Rico frowned, tilting his head to one side as he stretched the tension in his neck.

‘You shouldn’t speak to him like that,’ she started saying just as Rico pounced. A gurgling sound came from her as he grabbed her by the throat and pushed her up against an internal marble pillar. He squeezed hard as her eyes widened.

‘Hey. Leave her alone.’ Loud voices from the guards to Rico’s right.

He squeezed harder as she whimpered from the increasing pressure, at the same time reaching around with his right hand to the Sig. Pulling it out, he placed it against her forehead and released her throat. He turned towards the advancing guards. They’d reached for their weapons as they walked but stopped when Rico waved his finger at them. ‘Stop right there, meat sacks, or she gets a third eye socket in her head.’ The whimpering from the girl egged him on.

‘Back up into the lard-arse’s office,’ Rico said. The men stared at him and then at one another. ‘Listen to me, or the lady’s blood gets to decorate this place. You two will be next if you try and follow me out of this shithole.’

The men started walking backwards, then turned into the warlord’s office.

Rico turned and smiled at the woman. ‘Let me get this right. I pay for your apartment and give you money for food and nice clothes, yet don’t provide me with the information I need when it comes to what that fat fuck is doing. Is that correct?’

Her lips quivered as he moved the Sig from her forehead down to her throat. She couldn’t answer as the tears streamed down her face. Rico felt the excitement rising. He leaned his face close to hers. She smelt of lavender or something equally flowery. ‘What’s my name? The name that everyone fears but will not call me to my face.’

She blinked quickly.

Rico forced the pistol barrel up against her throat.

‘Hangman. They call you, The Hangman.’

‘Very good. Do you want that skinny white ass of yours hanging from my building’s windows?’

She shook her head and started to whimper.

‘Then do what I pay you to do,’ Rico said, lowering the weapon as he backed away and walked out.

Getting out of the building and onto the large front steps, he could see over the expanse of Nashville stretched out ahead of him. The humidity was like a wall of water you had to struggle through. Trails of black smoke wound into the air as Scavengers burned whatever they could recycle to cook their food and brew their white spirits.

Scavengers were the underclass in New America. Skulking around in the mud and dirt of abandoned cities where they searched for items long abandoned by wealthy people then traded them at the daily markets owned by the middle-class Floodlanders. These people were more wealthy in that they owned property and were educated to some level. Rico’s grandmother was a proud Floodlander. She’d be proud of him for rising to the top of the Pagans.

He looked down the steps to the white fusion van that was parked at the bottom. His two trusted lieutenants were smoking at the front of the vehicle. Both wore tight t-shirts tucked into their skinny jeans, which were wedged into brown cowboy boots. Purple bandanas adorned their heads with tattoed images covering their folded arms.

‘How did it go, boss?’ Peralta said, pulling out a metal case of cigarettes, offering them to Rico, who took one and leant forward as the lighter appeared from his other trusted man in the gang. With a long drag, he leant back and exhaled into the morning blue sky, patting his friend on the shoulder.

‘Carillo, you and Peralta know the Gonzalvez woman who assists the warlord. You said she has an older brother living with her?’

‘That is right, jefe.’

‘Pay him a visit tonight, when she has returned home. Make sure he realises that she’s failing to honour her part of the bargain.’

‘Can I break anything?

‘No, just a threat will do for now.’

Peralta flicked his cigarette onto the steps of the Capitol building. ‘Boss, we have a small problem with the Caliente brothers.’

Rico felt his mood sink. This day was not getting any better. ‘What have those fools done now?’

‘They all got beaten up. Pretty badly.’

‘What’s new about that?’ Rico said, drawing on the cigarette again. ‘Which gang were they attacking?’

‘No gang, jefe. One man did it to them. And he was unarmed.’

Rico froze for a second, the smoke hanging from his lips. He raised his eyebrows. ‘You sure?’

‘Yes, jefe. Quite a few of our informers witnessed it. He threw the brothers around with military fighting stuff, at the same time asking them to stop.’

Rico rocked back with laughter. ‘A peaceful fighter. I love it. Did we at least get his name? Or, how we can get to speak to this man who beat up the infamous Caliente brothers?’

‘He was with two old men. My informants recognised one of them in the bar and found out his name was Gibbs.’

‘Gibbs? Is that his first name or last name?’

Peralta shrugged his shoulders. ‘Just Gibbs.’

‘Bring him to me,’ Rico said.


Chapter 3

52 Manhattan Avenue, New York, NY, USA – 2044

The gentle crackling sound pleased him as the ice cubes settled in his glass. He twirled the golden liquid a few times, watching the wave of goodness push up the sides of the tumbler. He loved Scotch whiskey. It had cost lives and careers to get this beauty from the Highlands of old Scotland to New America.

Chancellor Michael Byrdich ignored the man clearing his throat behind him. He looked out of his apartment window across the street to the apartments opposite his. Every inhabitant of his building and the one across the tidal surge had been vetted by his team. All were wealthy Floodlanders who could be coerced and controlled into supporting him. Micheal took a long sip of the whiskey and closed his eyes as it warmed him. He breathed out, a cloud of breath forming on the glass pane. He wiped it away with his sleeve and looked down at the flooded street. The frenetic movement of the people below meant the tide was turning.

‘Ahem.’ The man was persistent.

Michael was one of four men who controlled the world from their lofty administrative posts, and if he had his way, he would be the only one soon. He raised a finger to the man behind him. No one would rush him. ‘Look at them all down there,’ he said, placing his forehead against the cold glass. He stared at the Scavengers paddling about in small boats. All rushing home to feed their starving spawn, always demanding more free stuff to provide their gangs so they could commit more crimes.

‘I take it you’ve never been caught out by the tidal surge, sir?’ the man said.

Michael frowned, then looked over his shoulder. He raised an eyebrow as he turned and faced his guest. ‘I was born and raised out there. I scratched my way to the top while you were still being breastfed. This is my reward,’ he said, arms lifting out to his sides as he spun around slowly. The vast apartment was his work residence, away from his wife and two children. He had taken ownership of the whole building when he was Minister of Finance.

‘Yes, sir, but it’s different for you now that you’re the boss. We’re trapped here now with no way of getting home until the next tide cycle. What am I supposed to do?’

Michael stared at him, grinding his teeth. The slimy little man wore jeans and a jacket. Not a way to dress for your most respected client. He’d wanted to get rid of the idiot a long while back, but he provided the best service in New York. Needs must. Turning around, he looked across the vast open-plan apartment. It had been three apartments that had all the interior walls demolished to create this open space. Dividing walls cut in from the left and right to house bedrooms, libraries and washroom facilities. Plans for an entertainment area and sex dungeon were progressing slowly and added to his frustration. Getting building materials from inland suppliers was a problem with the three-metre sea-level rise that flooded New York each day. Michael missed the old days.

Glancing to the left of the open lounge he saw a glass-walled reception area that housed the elevators to the ground floor. Having a fusion reactor in the basement meant he and his tenants in the apartments below had electricity all year round.

Six slim figures were standing along the glass of the reception areas. All were dressed in clothing meant to seduce. They all glanced at him and then across to their pimp. ‘Are they all above sixteen?’ he asked.

The man walked up next to him. ‘Of course, sir. New girls from the interior, sold by their parents.’

Michael raised his hand. ‘I don’t need their bleeding heart stories to ruin my mood.’

‘What about the tide, Michael?’

‘You can use one of the abandoned apartments on the second floor to wait it out,’ Michael said, walking to the reception area. One particular girl had caught his eye. He walked in front of the group and stopped, checking them all individually, just in case being up close would alter his previous decision.

Stepping forward towards a pretty girl of Asian descent, he touched her cheek and smiled. A half-smile was returned. She was nervous. Michael felt excitement in his groin. Grabbing her by the hand, he walked her forward from the rest of the group and then stopped her. She had a figure-hugging grey coat on, tied at the waist. He pulled at the belt knot, and it opened, the jacket falling open. She was naked beneath, which was in line with his request to his supplier. Michael opened the jacket and stared up and down. He nodded his head. ‘You are magnificent.’

She nodded her head and looked towards her pimp, who had walked up. ‘Come with me,’ he said and led her out the reception area and down a corridor to their right to where the bedrooms were.

‘Thank you to the rest of you,’ Michael said and turned to the man who had just exited an elevator. ‘Hello, Bryan. Perfect timing. I have selected a real beauty for tonight. You can have her after me if you want.’

Bryan Tinoco raised his hand in front of him. ‘No thanks, Michael. Just here on business this time.’

Michael turned and walked over the large windows that faced the street. A sideboard was set against the window between two full-length green curtains. The top shelf was covered with bottles of whiskey and brandy. He poured himself another drink, and they walked off to four fabric couches in the centre of the lounge that was arranged in a square. ‘Grab a drink, and let's chat.’

Sitting down with a sigh, Michael watched his chief advisor pouring himself a drink. He was pristinely dressed as always. ‘How the hell do you always look like you have just put your clothes on? Do you ever crease your suit or shirt during a working day?’

His advisor smiled as he took up a place on the opposite couch. He placed his glass on a coaster on the glass-top table in the middle of all the sofas.

‘I believe a man must always look his best. My father taught me that.’

‘How is the old man?’

‘Old and cranky, sir.’

‘That is sad to hear. He was a monster in the political arena. We sure do miss men of that calibre nowadays. Men of integrity.’

‘I hope to follow in his footsteps someday.’

Michael snorted. ‘You’re nothing like him. He was a ruthless politician who’d get things done regardless of the opposition. You, on the other hand, can’t seem to do one simple task I give you.’

Bryan gulped and reached for his glass. ‘What do you mean, Michael?’ he said, taking a long sip.

‘We have critical NAG elections coming soon, and I’ve asked you to come back to me with leverage on each of the ministers in my Executive Cabinet. You’ve failed me.’

‘I’ve delivered you information on all of them, sir.’

Michael felt his anger rising as he reached into his trouser pocket and pulled out seven small USB devices. He stared at them in his hand for a second and then threw them at Bryan. The slim man ducked down to his left as they hit him.

‘There’s nothing value on any of them.’

‘Everything is there. Affairs, violence, drug and drinking problems. Some are taking bribes.’

‘Nothing I’m not doing myself, Bryan. Vices don’t alter peoples minds when they are commonplace. I need acts of real criminality to attack them with, not lame threats of embarrassment or sacking. They all fear public hanging. I’m talking about treason against the NAG and the people of this country.’

‘I’ve been your advisor for five years, and I can tell you there are things on those USBs that will have your ministers quaking in their boots. Certainly enough to force them to agree to any bill or public action you push before them.’

‘And what about him?’

Bryan looked down to his empty glass, the contents soaking into his lap. ‘The men I hired to break into his safe failed to gain access. They were disturbed by one of his thugs. He’s a very suspicious man, as you know.’

‘Getting into that safe and finding what he has on me and others in the NAG or NEG has to be your only focus. The Minister of Defence is the largest threat to me should the Executive Cabinet ever be forced into another leadership vote. If he gets enough leverage on people, he can initiate a leadership campaign of his own.’

‘I am aware of that, Michael. It would be a disaster for the country if he took power. He and his men are thugs.’

‘Spare me your analysis of what we already know as fact. We have to get into that safe. Why not get a group of men to do a raid after hours and steal the whole fucking thing? Rip it out of the wall.’

‘He has men that sleep in his chambers and office overnight. I had my people target them, but none will be bribed. I don’t want to push too hard in case we tip him off. If he catches wind that we’re investigating him, he could destroy the very things we’re looking for.’

‘Find me something to use against him. He’s doing too good a job out there and has many friends amongst the elite Floodlanders, so it would be foolish to try and take him on right now. If it does come to a leadership race, it will be too close to call. I don’t want to get into a dogfight with him. I want him gone.’

‘There is another option,’ Bryan said, moving his fingers across his throat.

‘Do you think that I haven’t thought about that? He’s too street smart and never moves without a squad of his top men. He was the Bounty Hunter, after all. No one ever came close to hurting him.’

‘There must be something from his past that’ll scare him,’ Bryan said.

‘Dig deeper then. Pressure his staff again. Get me leads from his days of catching thugs in the Floodzone. Our lives and jobs depend on getting this man out.’

‘What about the operation to kill the Hooded Man? Shall I dig into that too?’

Michael gulped and felt an ice-cold chill go through him. ‘Don’t be an idiot. Opening that up again could circle back to cripple us. That issue has destroyed too many careers in both the NAG and NEG executive already. Leave that skeleton where it’s buried.’


Chapter 4

816 Cowan St, Nashville, Tennessee, USA – 2044

The beam of light searched ahead of him into the dark interior of the warehouse. His index finger was primed alongside the trigger guard of the Glock17. It felt natural in his hand. No one needed to tell him how to slot the small, powerful torch onto the bottom of the pistol. He knew without being told how to remove, fill and replace a magazine. It was all instinct to him despite having no memory up until two weeks before.

Kyle Gibbs moved down the space between two rows of three-meter-high shelving of the gigantic warehouse. Their task was to neutralise the guards and secure the property for the second team. A feeling deep within him told him to turn off the torch, which he did with a soft click. Why would you reveal your location to your targets?

Shots rang out ahead of him, and he felt his gut tighten as he went down on one knee. As he lowered his pistol, his eyes grew accustomed to the scene ahead of him. Small square fibreglass panels were in the roof a long way above his head and let in a thin film of light to illuminate the space between the shelves.

The man walking behind him was wheezing like a pensioner on a treadmill. Gibbs stopped at the corner of the row shelving. The idiot nearly barged into him and sucked in an audible breath. ‘Sorry, my friend,’ he whispered.

‘Stay focused, or you’ll get us both killed.’

The man patted Gibbs on the shoulder a few times. He peered around the shelving and saw two guards in NAG army fatigues strolling along the main corridor towards them. Gibbs held up two fingers but wasn’t sure if the fat Pagan member behind him knew what that meant. The combat situation felt natural to him. Had he been trained for it?

The scrape of a boot on the concrete ahead of him drove him into action as he stepped out into the path of both men, lifting the Glock. The trigger safety felt natural as he squeezed the trigger twice. The first man dropped without letting off a shot. Gibbs dropped to his knee and settled the fight with two rounds to the chest of the second man, who fired a shot into the air as he fell and groaned for a few seconds.

Gibbs swung around to check the passage behind him. Pulling back to his wheezing colleague, he saw the man standing up against green wooden crates with yellow stencilled writing on them. Gibbs raised his eyebrows as he glanced upwards to the piles of different boxes of ammunition and explosives. Had they been a part of a life that he couldn’t remember?

‘Can you keep up with me now you’ve had your rest?’ he said to the man.

The gang member raised a middle finger to him. It had a tattoo below the knuckle. The man was covered in them and had both sleeves of his denim shirt ripped off so you could see all the ink. Gibbs smiled and turned to walk back down the passage. He passed the two bodies and reached the end of the warehouse. He looked up and down the last row of shelving and couldn’t make out any movement. He turned to see the Pagan kneeling over one of the bodies, going through the man’s pockets.

A flash of movement from the gang member's left caught his eye, moments before he was tackled to the ground, letting off a high-pitched yelp. The form of a man rolled over him and pushed himself back up onto his haunches. The gang member raised his revolver but failed to get a shot off as his assailant launched himself forward, bumping the raised gun arm aside as he headbutted the Pagan.

Gibbs checked to his left and right again and walked forward to the two men. The man dressed in army uniform had the Pagan pinned on the ground and had wrenched the revolver away from him. He placed it on the man's forehead and pulled the hammer back. Gibbs raised his Glock and shot the man in the back of the head, sending a mist of red into the air.

Rolling to his right, the Pagan pushed the man off him and struggled to push himself upwards. He was whimpering with shock and wiping the blood spray from his face. Gibbs saw some movement from one of the men he had shot earlier. It was the first man. Gibbs walked over to him and shot him in the forehead. He walked back to the Pagan and went down onto his haunches before the shaking man. ‘Are you going to survive? Do you need me to call your mommy?’

The man stared at Gibbs and then back at the body of his attacker. Gibbs reached down to retrieve the silver revolver, and his thumb felt for the safety. It was still on. The weapon glistened in the limited ambient light. He couldn't remember learning or being trained to use any of these damn weapons. He shook his head at the man.

‘Thank you, my friend,’ the Pagan said, sticking out his hand.

Gibbs stood up and pulled the overweight man to his feet.

‘I owe you one,’ the Pagan said.

‘Lose some bloody weight, and we’ll call it even,’ Gibbs said. ‘Now fuck off back to your boss and tell him I’ve swept our side of the building. It’s all clear.’

The man glared at him, then waddled off into the darkness.

Gibbs stood for a while in the shadows of the tall shelves. Getting to this point in his life was easy to remember. He’d woken up two weeks before and couldn’t remember anything before that.

A growing number of men shouted instructions from where they’d broken into the building. The shadows would keep him hidden until
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