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      The cell door opened, the thin beam of the torchlight hitting his open eyes. “It’s time.”

      Lewis Jones stopped nervously twisting the old analogue watch on his wrist and picked up the anonymous black holdall that contained all his belongings. He stepped into the corridor and obediently followed the single guard down the hallway, the rest of the prison silent and somnolent.

      It felt like his last night on earth.

      Lewis was not going to miss Swansea Prison, but it had become familiar territory. Nothing like home, not comfortable, but somewhere he felt safe to sleep at night. It had been almost four years since he was sent down, a very different man to now—a child, really. A bloke who solved his problems with his fists and his boys around him.

      Yet when his little brother had been murdered, everything had changed. He hadn’t wanted to be that man anymore, didn’t want anything in common with the scum who had done for Damage. When this chance had come up, he’d grabbed at it with both hands. This was the reprieve he had been waiting for, the opportunity to remake his life like his best mate had.

      The same, single guard opened the doors in turn, all other faces in shadow. No goodbyes, no friendly smiles of encouragement. No one wanted to be involved in what was happening that night. No one wanted to know, to be culpable.

      As the door opened onto the outside world, Lewis felt the bite of cold air on his face, the last   nights of winter making their presence felt. The waiting prison van stood open and he entered without prompting, knowing this was part of the plan. He hadn’t received a letter confirming the details, but he hadn’t expected one. You didn’t get nicely typed letters for shady operations.

      Lewis felt like he was in video game, like he was either lucky or losing his mind. He’d been headed to an appointment with the chaplain, but he was greeted by an unsmiling man in a suit instead. “Do you want the opportunity to start again?”

      After that, he’d barely cared about the details, knowing that any “opportunity” with that kind of reward would take its toll. After he’d signed on the dotted line, the unsmiling man had delivered his verdict: “You’re in. Midnight, February 29th – the van will be waiting. Be ready.”

      A lucky day for new beginnings? Or a damned day that would send him down a damned path? Lewis had never been one for superstition, but his mam was a chapel-going, God-fearing woman who refused to believe her one remaining son was beyond salvation. He would do this for her. He would prove himself worthy of her faith in him.

      If Jason Carr could go from ex-con to assistant to some fancy hacker for the National Crime Agency, Lewis could turn his life around too. He and his best friend were alike in so many other ways, from their shaved heads and hard muscle to the Welsh dragons curled up on their right shoulders. To the days of their youth that had forged them into men brave enough to rob the gold exchange shop, to set their lives on the course that had landed them in Her Majesty’s finest hotel for crooks.

      The door to the van closed, plunging him into darkness. They hadn’t bothered to shackle him. He was outside the rules of the prison now, outside the system altogether. His mam would be informed he was on a “special rehabilitation programme”, but no more than that. If he was successful, he would have a place in the world again. If he wasn’t...

      Lewis hadn’t asked about failure. He hadn’t wanted to know, to consider the possibility. Anything had to be better than his dull, grey existence in Swansea Prison. The chance at a new beginning was worth any price.

      He sat alone in the dark with only his breath for company, the van swaying gently, the sounds of the motorway surrounding him before fading to nothingness. The occasional low of a cow disturbed the air, but it was otherwise silent beyond the walls of the van. He was travelling into the country, or to the coast. Somewhere out of the way.

      After almost two hours, the van came to a stop. The door opened, floodlights blinding him as he stepped out into the night. Lewis tried to hold his head up, not wanting to squint, to cower. First impressions were important, in prison and entering whatever place this was. He didn’t want to show anyone he was afraid.

      His first impression, beyond the dazzling light, was of a sizeable single-storey concrete building, ugly and grey. From somewhere close-by, he heard sheep calling to each other and he could smell the sharp stench of manure. The area felt enclosed somehow, though he couldn’t see much because of the light.  It was deliberate—to intimidate him, to keep him off-balance.

      The next thing he registered were uniformed men around him, the light bleaching their skin whiter than white. One man appeared to be an officer, with two men flanking him in dark, nondescript uniform. Their features were obscured by deep shadows, but they stood like men who could break you without a moment’s hesitation. Lewis knew that kind of man intimately. For a brief period of his life, he had been one of them.

      The prison escort left without a word, shutting up the van and driving away down a gravel track. Lewis thought he caught the edges of trees in the headlights. Where the fuck was he? What was this place?

      “Name?”

      The officer scrutinised him, his face giving nothing away, his lean frame still imposing despite Lewis’ build.

      “Lewis Jones.”

      He stared back, fighting the urge to draw himself up to his full height and square up to the bloke. He just needed to watch and wait, understand the rules before he started to play.

      Abruptly, two black men came out the door dressed in the same uniform, with a third, ghost-pale man between them. Lewis’ eyes, adjusting to the glare, thought it looked like a dark forest camouflage—but his attention was quickly diverted to the third member of their party. He was naked except for a pair of boxer shorts, soaking wet and shivering.

      Lewis knew him.

      Alby Collins. One of the boys he had run with as a kid, one of the men in his gang when he’d been sent down for armed robbery. In his desperation to distance himself from that past, Lewis had cut all ties with Alby in prison, avoiding him until the man took the hint and left him alone. He hadn’t even noticed he was missing from the crowd at dinner or on the football field.

      The two men shoved Alby down on the ground in front of the officer. He didn’t move, didn’t speak, didn’t even look at Alby.

      One of the new uniforms broke the silence. “He’s a thief.”

      The other nodded, the movement of his dreadlocked head casting strange shadows on the ground. “Second offence, sir.”

      The officer nodded.

      They dragged Alby to his feet again and gave him a push. “Round the block with you then!”

      His breath was misting in front of him and Alby was covered in goosepimples, like a turkey ready for the oven. He stood stock still, as if holding his body rigidly might somehow protect him from the wind stinging his dripping, naked flesh.

      Alby looked up then, eyes searching for someone to help him. Lewis resisted the urge to duck his head, waiting for Alby to meet his eye. He wouldn’t play the coward and deny his friend. Yet a small part of him didn’t want to fuck this up after only a couple of minutes, especially not for Alby Bloody Collins.

      Alby probably had nicked something. Lewis was the one who had trained him to thieve after all, and he was bloody good at it. What he wasn’t good at was discretion. If he’d stolen something of value, he wouldn’t have been able to keep himself from flaunting it. He deserved whatever punishment was coming to him.

      Even death?

      It was hard to judge the temperature when Lewis was just out of a metal box, cocooned in sensible layers against the chill. It wasn’t freezing, but it wasn’t a balmy summer’s evening either. Would Alby get hypothermia from jogging round the block? Was Lewis leaving him to die out here?

      Were these men prepared to take that chance? What rules were there in this place anyway? What happened if a man died out here? Would anyone care?

      Alby saw him. “Lewis! Lewis, you wouldn’t let them do this, would you?”

      All eyes were suddenly on him.  He felt the officer watching him particularly, as Alby took one staggering step towards him. The man who’d shoved Alby hauled him back and tried again to propel him away from them, away from the bright light and into the darkness.

      “Wait!”

      He hadn’t meant to speak. Yet the focus was back on him, as Lewis stumbled forward and unzipped his fleece jacket. He chucked it at Alby’s chest, furious with his friend, and at himself for losing front so quickly. But his fucking conscience wouldn’t let them send Alby out into the night like that.

      “Run fucking fast,” he said, voice harsh even to his ears.

      Years of instinctive obedience kicked in and Alby ran, not even stopping to put on the jacket, swiftly disappearing into the inky blackness beyond the floodlights.

      Someone grabbed at his T-shirt, but Lewis stuck his palm flat against the man’s chest, holding him away. The dreadlocked man held him fast.

      “You ain’t been here five minutes and you’re already interfering. It won’t go well for you.”

      Lewis didn’t move, didn’t speak, just stared down the bloke until he released his shirt.

      “I don’t make the rules here.” The officer spoke with an accent from deep within the heart of England. “You make them, you play by them.”

      He fixed Lewis with his dark eyes, the rest of his face completely in shadow.

      “You live by them. You die by them.”
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      Jason was sick of the sight of Owain Jenkins.

      “Cup of tea?” he ground out through his teeth.

      Owain didn’t even look up from his laptop, just shaking his head and continuing to type. The man might’ve once been Jason’s friend, but now he was a thorn in his side whose niggling presence was driving Jason closer and closer to losing his cool.

      “I’ll just make breakfast then,” he said, retreating to the kitchenette at the back of the living area of the flat.

      It was bad enough that he had to share space with Owain, day in and day out. That he’d been forced to give up his bedroom to the snooping bastard as part of their deal. No, worse than that was Owain’s systematic destruction of his relationship with Amy.

      When Jason had signed on as assistant to altruistic hacker Amy Lane, he had felt sorry for her. He’d seen a skinny nerd who never left the house and lived through her computer, and he’d thought she needed someone to take care of her. He’d never imagined that he’d find someone with a quietly dark sense of humour, a creative and curious mind, and a ruthless dedication to seeking justice. A person who didn’t care about his past in a prison cell, and honestly believed he could make something of himself.

      He’d never imagined he would fall in love with her.

      Jason scowled to himself as he threw some eggs in the pan, with onions, mushrooms and chorizo. Protein and vegetables, first thing in the morning, was the appropriate start to the day. He would do his job to the best of ability—what was left of it, anyway.

      They’d come close to being something more than friends. Amy had finished her mental health treatment programme, at the insistence of the Ministry of Justice, and then moved into their new flat, ready to start her job as a white hat hacker for the National Crime Agency. They had been full of enthusiasm, ready to embrace this new life together, whatever it might bring.

      Except Frieda Haas had to ruin it. The manipulative bitch had diverted Amy from prison to work for her and she had one caveat to her generosity: Owain Jenkins would be Amy’s 24/7 minder.

      The same Owain Jenkins who’d betrayed them all to Frieda in the first place, as a lowly detective sergeant with South Wales Police. Now living in their fucking flat all the fucking time. They’d both thought it was a temporary measure, just until Frieda learned to trust them. Over a year later, Owain was still haunting them like a ghost who just couldn’t be exorcised.

      Amy was effectively under house arrest. When Owain disappeared on the weekend, a man in a dark suit sat in a dark car across the street and watched the block of flats. Amy was certain the flat had been bugged and, without the equipment to check, they continued their lives in the same stilted, awkward way, as if Owain was still sat in their living room.

      Jason set the kettle boiling for their morning caffeine and poked his head into the corridor to listen for sounds of Amy. The shower was running, which meant she’d only snoozed her alarm twice. He didn’t miss the days of dragging her out of bed and trying to keep her nourished despite her apathy, but he did feel increasingly like a spare part. He’d even started working part-time at Dylan’s garage, since his mate had decided to go 100% legit.

      As he poured out the water, Amy entered the room and perched at the breakfast bar. He served up her omelette with fresh toast and her morning coffee, acknowledging her grunt with a small smile. She was always non-verbal before breakfast.

      Owain sat next to her at the breakfast bar, where Jason grudgingly served him toast.

      “Frieda has a new assignment for you.”

      Jason took his own breakfast to the futon, his bed restored to its day state, and watched the news on mute. Owain talked at her for a few minutes, something about an auction site for stolen goods and stolen people. He wanted her to create a plausible way in, and then hand it over to a specialist agent to utilise.

      It always boiled down to the same thing—“make an agent’s life easier”, as if she was a tech-savvy PA who only existed to provide evidence or a password or a cover identity. No detective work of her own, no role for Jason in a wider investigation. Only ever pieces of the puzzle and never the bigger picture.

      When Owain had given his briefing, he moved away from the breakfast bar and retreated to his place on the sofa. Jason stuffed the last piece of toast in his mouth and pointedly returned to the kitchen, unable to bear being near Owain for even a few seconds.

      Amy had finished her omelette and drained her coffee. She looked up at Jason, the bleached streak in her newly-bobbed hair still holding a faint hint of lilac. He remembered the greasy mess of her mousy hair when they’d first met, the faded T-shirts, the fragility of her frame. Now she was slightly curved where she had been slight, her nerd finery giving way to loose tops in neutral colours. Her hair styled with a blowdryer and straighteners and regular trips to the hairdresser.

      Jason was exactly the same, from his scuffed work boots to his worn leather jacket, his vintage Harley Davidson to his twice-weekly suppers round his mam’s. While everything was shifting and changing around him, he was desperately trying to hold on to what remained of the familiar past. When Amy had felt close to him. When she had needed him.

      It was selfish to wish for that. When he had first met Amy, she had been ill. Withdrawn and depressed and unable to open the door. He couldn’t wish for a return to that, no matter how much he wanted to feel useful again. Wanted to feel wanted.

      Something nudged at his hand. “I’m done.”

      Her coffee cup was pressed against his skin, still-warm china denting his calloused fingers. And beneath the pad of his thumb, something strange—a thin edge, a slight curl up into the whorls of his fingerprint. A scrap of paper.

      Jason picked up the mug, careful to trap the paper against the side, and took it over to the sink. He passed the mug deftly into his left hand and shoved the paper into his jeans pocket, resisting the urge to look at it. Methodically washing up from breakfast, he muttered something about bread and milk, before grabbing a carrier bag and heading for the door.

      It was only in the relative security of the corner shop, between the tinned veg and the plastic cheese, that he dared to unfold the tiny note. The writing was hurried scratches of thin black ink, a list of unfamiliar words, letters and numbers. What the hell was “16GB DDR4”, or “AX 860”?

      Something stirred in the depths of his memory. Amy waving memory sticks at him, pointing at the printed letters on their shiny cases: “GB is for gigabyte. I said terabyte—that big, black shiny thing over there. You never learn.”

      But he did learn. He would never operate at the same level as Amy, but he could work out the meaning of this list even if he had no clue what it was about. These were bits of tech, maybe even bits of a computer. She was defying Frieda. She was going to resurrect AEON from scraps, restoring her beloved homemade computer, and fuck the NCA.

      He turned over the paper, to see if she’d left further instructions, but there was only one phrase printed there:

      Don’t give up on me.

      Jason would never make the mistake of underestimating Amy again.
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      “Enter.”

      Mole swung open the door to the little cupboard that the Governor used as office and bedroom, secluded from his elites and the common prisoners. The man himself was behind his desk, going over a sheaf of papers—the latest register of inmates, the rough map of the complex, the list of questions that needed answering if they were ever to get out of there.

      “You finished, guv?”

      “Mm.”

      The Governor didn’t look up, just waved at his clean dinner tray and mug, the cutlery neatly arranged. Everything about him was neat and together, despite his thinning hair growing longer with every week they spent cooped up inside the compound.

      “Will there be anything else tonight, guv?”

      “How is the vote looking for tomorrow?”

      “Oh, it’ll be Alby, guv. No one liked him much anyway and then he went and nicked Joe’s watch right off his wrist. Who could trust him after that?”

      “Who indeed? Thank you, Mole.”

      Mole piled the dinner things on his tray and turned to leave, tongue poking out between his lips as he manoeuvred around the filing cabinet on his way out.

      “Mole? Tell Nikolai that I won’t oversee curfew tonight. He can if he wants.”

      “Right you are, guv.”

      Shutting the office door with his elbow, Mole made his way to the kitchen. Some of the men would be playing cards, gambling away their duties, and one of the newer boys would rummage through the shitty board games and puzzles, half the pieces missing and rotting with the damp. In the summer, the Governor had sometimes let them sit out of an evening, but no one wanted to be out in the frozen countryside in early March.

      The kitchen was a good size, but poorly lit and poorly equipped. At first, they’d survived just on the dull canned rations they’d been handed. Then the Governor had asked for fruit and veg, and from there, they’d planted and reaped the rewards of a decent harvest. Their meat still came out of a can, but at least their potatoes came out of the ground. Mole had never realised how satisfying it could be to grow peppers and tomatoes, under sheets of cracked glass they’d found discarded in a corner of the yard.

      Some liked to talk shit about the Governor, but in Mole’s book, he was all right. Without him, they would be far more miserable, and they would never have made such good progress on the Project. Of course, Mole wasn’t smart enough to work on the Project but he knew there was progress. Everyone said so. And everyone couldn’t be wrong, could they?

      Mole filled the stainless steel sink and sighed over the pile of trays on the surface. He’d been stupid early on in his time here, playing poker for chores when he’d had no idea how good the others were at cards. Or at cheating. They’d landed him with washing up “in perpetuity”. Once he’d asked the Governor what that meant, he’d realised how badly he’d been screwed over. But he’d got his revenge, voting out each one of those smug twats in turn. The Governor looked after his own.

      Still, he didn’t mind his time alone in the kitchen, not really. He didn’t fit in with the others, couldn’t keep up with their jokes and mocking remarks. He kept himself to himself, busied himself with the kitchen and his chores, and did whatever the Governor needed him to do.

      It was a role he was used to. He’d been the lackey for his big brother when he was on the outside, helping with little odds and ends. Unloading stolen TVs, watching over some poor kidnapped sod, disposing of the evidence in the Taff.

      Then his brother’s little empire had fallen, and they’d all been running scared from the new boys in town. Mole had been frightened for his life, for his brother. So, he’d turned snitch, laying out everything he knew for the cops, and getting a reduced sentence. His brother would never forgive him, but he was safer in some jail in Scotland than hiding in their nan’s basement.

      Scrubbing at the trays, he carefully set them out to dry one by one. Twelve trays for twelve men, then twelve mugs, then twelve knives and forks—well, only ten knives, because Lewis only used a fork and Alby had a spoon. Mole knew these men, their habits and quirks, from the very first day they arrived.

      A shadow obscured the light from the doorway. Mole glanced up, then returned to washing his mugs. “What do you want then?”

      “Got anything for me?”

      Mole shifted from foot to foot, his hands stilling in the murky dishwater.

      “Not really, no.”

      He could feel him moving closer, a casual swagger that told of power, confidence.

      “That isn’t what we agreed.”

      “I’m not sure—”

      “You need to get sure and fast.”

      Mole bit the inside of his cheek. The problem was that he was pretty damn sure but he didn’t have the guts to come out and say it.

      “I need more time.”

      “Come on now, Mole. Are you my friend or not?”

      He should be brave. Turning snitch had been brave. Offering to help the Governor had been brave. But both of those things had also been driven by fear, and he was still afraid, terribly afraid. Trapped in this place with eleven men who could tear him apart without breaking a sweat. His brother had called him Mole because he’d rather go to ground than stick his head up out of the hole.

      “I’m your friend,” he mumbled.

      “Yet you’re not acting very friendly-like, are you?”

      He squeezed Mole’s shoulder tight. He felt his arm shift in its socket with the force of the squeeze but he gritted his teeth against the pain.

      “I don’t want no trouble.”

      “I think trouble’s already found you, don’t you?”

      His hand shifted, and suddenly it was on the back of Mole’s neck. He tried to cry out, but his face was already flying forward into the scummy water of the sink.

      He tried to scream, to free himself, but the water rushed into his mouth and nose. Something sharp caught his cheek and the water filled with red, iron in his lungs, choking on his own blood.

      He couldn’t see.

      He couldn’t breathe.

      He couldn’t get out.
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      Dressed in her best jeans and a faux leather jacket, her bleached streak newly-dyed bubblegum pink, Amy waited for Frieda to grace them with her presence.

      A car had showed up that morning and demanded her attendance at the National Crime Agency regional headquarters in Bristol. Jason had decanted her morning coffee into a travel mug, gleefully told Owain he’d lost his, and waved them off with ill-concealed jealousy. Amy could’ve done without the latest round of their pissing contest this morning.

      Does she know? That was the only question twisting through her mind. She couldn’t think of any way Frieda would’ve found out. She’d written the note alone in her room, from memory, and Jason had taken it away. He wouldn’t have brought it back into the house—Jason knew the value of secrets, and Amy trusted he wouldn’t betray her. He would die first.

      She felt Owain’s uneasiness as he sat across from her in the small waiting area. They’d been escorted through the ostentatious lobby without a word spoken, before being dumped in this anonymous corridor to wait. Frieda liked to play games. Amy remembered that well enough.

      If she could see past how much Frieda controlled her life, she could almost admire her. A smart, powerful woman at the top of her profession, an expert manipulator of both people and information, and a nose for the right talent to get the job done. Amy had to admit that, without Frieda, she might still be stuck in her heavily-fortified flat, barely able to visit the outside world. She would’ve been free of Frieda’s influence, but it was a poor sort of freedom.

      Then again, congratulating Frieda for Amy’s improved mental health felt like praising The Joker for making Batgirl into Oracle, because he’d broken her in two. The strength came from within Barbara, as the strength came from within Amy. She remembered patiently explaining this analogy to her bewildered therapist, who had nonetheless seemed pleased with her progress. There were worse idols for a tormented hacker than a superhero computer whiz, defiant in her wheelchair and surrounded by those who danced to her tune.

      The door to Frieda’s office suddenly opened and the woman herself beckoned them inside. Amy always forgot how tall she was, her pinstriped tailored suit and high-heeled boots only emphasising her stature. Her ice-blond hair was swept back in a bun, not a strand out of place, but Amy refused to feel self-conscious in her presence. She had already changed so much, affecting to please her, biding her time while Frieda was lured into a false sense of security.

      The office was barely furnished, devoid of personal touches, and her desk held only a closed laptop. The room was as unreadable as its owner’s face.

      “Coffee?” she asked.

      “No, thank you.” Amy wasn’t going to risk being drugged on NCA territory.

      Frieda crossed to a small stand in the corner, where she poured herself and Owain mugs of filter coffee, black. He mumbled his thanks, and they sat in the bare metal chairs opposite Frieda’s plain black office chair.

      “What do you have for me?”

      Owain handed over a small pen drive, all in black with a subtle white crown on the end. Frieda opened her laptop, the small window behind her not reflecting anything within the room including its screen, and inserted the drive. They waited in silence while Frieda perused its contents.

      “This is sufficient.”

      Amy suppressed a smile. That was her standard line when she couldn’t find anything to fault with the work. As close as Amy could get to job satisfaction was hearing Frieda say those words, even if the task she’d been given only commanded a fraction of her talents.

      “I have a new assignment for Agent Jenkins.”

      Amy said nothing, glancing over at Owain. He was also trying to master his expression, but it was clear he was equally surprised by the news. Was Frieda finally going to trust them to live their own lives? Just her and Jason, alone together in the flat.

      Would she be able to find out if that kiss, over a year ago, still meant something to him?

      Amy felt her hand drifting up to her lips and clasped her hands together in her lap. She couldn’t afford a moment’s lapse in Frieda’s presence. She turned her attention to the agent, who was watching Owain’s reaction. She had called him by his title—her favoured manner of address when issuing orders. She only turned to first names when she was trying to exploit them, make them feel vulnerable, persuade them. Amy thought she must expect Owain to just roll over like a good dog if she was dealing in orders instead of persuasion.

      “Agent Jenkins will leave his post on Friday. His replacement will arrive on Monday and will require the same...hospitality.”

      Frieda’s focus switched to Amy. She didn’t bother to hide her scowl of displeasure. A stranger in their flat was an imposition even worse than Owain. At least he didn’t ask questions or try to make conversation. They tolerated each other, only interacting when necessary for the job. Her brief fantasy of actually being able to talk to Jason vanished in a puff of smoke.

      “Man or woman?”

      “Agent Appleby is very discreet. I picked her for this post myself.”

      A woman. Amy curled her lip in disgust. As if her relationship with Jason could get more complicated. Perhaps Frieda had planned it that way. After all, she knew first-hand how susceptible Jason was to feminine wiles. But her face was a mask of professionalism, giving away nothing at all. Amy envied her inscrutable expression.

      “I trust you will make Agent Appleby welcome.”

      “I trust you will ensure she’s housetrained.”

      They exchanged calculated looks, before Frieda returned her icy gaze to Owain.

      “I will brief you on the particulars. Agent Lane, wait outside.”

      Amy left without question, smiling slightly at the correct use of her name. One of the advantages of living in the light once again was the ability to officially change her name and identity, rid herself of her father’s influence once and for all. Her sister Lizzie still had some hope for reconciliation, but Amy knew he would never change into a person she wanted in her family. She had Lizzie and she had Jason—they would always be enough.

      Jason would not take the news well. As much as he disliked Owain, she knew he would be more annoyed that a total stranger was living with them—even if she was beautiful. Even after all they’d been through together, Amy still dreaded that he would leave her behind. Wasn’t this just another thing to drive him away? He’d already started working with Dylan again, spending more and more time at the garage in Canton.

      That was what had spurred her to rebuild AEON. For herself, she could live like this. Confined, constrained, but still able to work with a computer, find some purpose. Yet Jason could not be so restricted, not without suffering for it. Amy wanted a piece of their former partnership back, even if it was only a fraction of what they’d had.

      She wanted to set him free, so that he wouldn’t fly away.
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      Jason had never thought he’d regret seeing Owain leave the flat. Yet he felt strangely sorry for him as he packed up his little case, movements heavy and slow, literally dragging his feet about leaving.

      He made an effort to shake Owain’s hand even though he couldn’t bring himself to wish him well. Amy only vaguely grunted at him as he reminded her that he was off to Swansea Prison, his regular visit to check up on Lewis and find out the gossip on the inside.

      It would be good to see Lewis again. He tried to get down every week, but his bike had been playing up recently. It had been a good month since he’d last made it down to Swansea, and he felt guilty for being so long away from his friend. He was sure Lewis would needle him for it.

      He gave the duty guard his visiting order and ID and waited patiently for the old computer system to check his details.

      “Sorry, we got no one of that name here.”

      Jason frowned at him. “What? Has he been transferred?”

      Surely Lewis would’ve let him know if he was being moved, or his mam Elin would’ve sent word to him, despite their past differences.

      “Record doesn’t say. He was here up until the 29th February—and then nothing. Someone’s forgot to file the paperwork, that’s all.”

      Jason set aside his irritation and wondered what to do next. If it had been sudden, Lewis would’ve struggled to get the word out—but why hadn’t he contacted them from the new prison? Something was up here and Jason didn’t like it at all.

      “That’s all it says.”

      Jason could see the guard wanted rid of him now.

      “Thanks.” Thanks for nothing.

      He returned to his bike, mind turning and twisting faster than he could keep up. Maybe Lewis had decided that Jason reminded him of an old life he no longer wanted any part of. Maybe he’d been nursing a grudge over what happened to his little brother Damage. Maybe his best friend had abandoned him.

      Jason shook his head. Even if all that were true, Lewis wasn’t the type to slink off into the darkness. He would’ve told Jason straight what was wrong between them and then told him to fuck off. Nothing about this situation made any sense, least of all the missing prison records. Jason wished Amy was at her full hacking power so she could find out what had gone wrong with it. No way someone forgets to file the whereabouts of an armed robber, even one as rehabilitated as Lewis.

      His mobile buzzed in his pocket and he fished it out. “Yeah?”

      “Jason, it’s Bryn here. I’ve got a mate of yours at Cardiff Central Police Station, says he won’t talk to me unless you come over. Says it’s something about your mate Lewis.”

      Jason’s mouth went dry and he swallowed past the bile rising in his throat.

      “Who—Who is it?”

      “Says his name’s Alby Collins.”

      “I’ll be half an hour.”

      Jason stashed his phone and brought the bike to life, tearing out of the prison as if the devil was on his heels. Alby Collins was meant to be in prison for another six years, serving the same sentence as Lewis. What the fuck was he doing with Bryn?

      The desk sergeant showed him through with minimal fuss, and he spotted Detective Chief Inspector Bryn Hesketh easily enough. He was stood in front of a monitor, running a hand through his greying hair while drinking from a polystyrene cup. His suit was slightly better than when Jason had last seen him at work, but that had been before the promotion. A year and a lifetime ago.

      “He looks like shit.”

      Bryn jumped, and Jason was quietly pleased. For a big man, he could move like a shadow.

      “You took your time.”

      “I was in Swansea. Trying to figure out why Lewis wasn’t in prison anymore.”

      Bryn stared at him. “Your mate Lewis? The armed robber?”

      Jason jabbed towards the CCTV feed showing Alby pacing the small holding cell.

      “The one who’s meant to be in prison with him.”

      Bryn turned to the nearest computer terminal and pointed at the screen. “This is Alby Collins’ criminal record.”

      It was completely empty.

      “That can’t be right…”

      “He marched right in here, off his head on speed, and asked to speak to you. If it hadn’t been for the desk sergeant swearing up and down and blind that he knew him, I would’ve thought it was a prank.”

      Bryn called up Lewis Jones’ criminal record. Or, at least, what should’ve been Lewis’ record. Like Alby Collins, all his past sins had been forgiven and forgotten. What the hell was going on here?

      “Try mine,” Jason said.

      He called up Jason’s record—but no, all his convictions, including his prison sentence, were dutifully noted and catalogued. Even the arrest warrant from Frieda’s spiteful phase was there.

      “Something’s wrong.” Jason watched Alby pace—back and forth, back and forth. “I can’t see either of them making a deal.  Lewis is on the side of the light now, but he’s no snitch. Neither is Alby. Who would offer that kind of pardon anyway?”

      Bryn hesitated a moment, before speaking. “Amy—”

      “No chance.” Jason didn’t even look away from the screen. “Not with Frieda owning all her tech, and Owain looking over her shoulder.”

      He knew he sounded bitter, but he relied on Bryn not to push. He likely didn’t want to talk about his former colleague either, especially given how he’d betrayed them all to get into bed with Frieda and the National Crime Agency.

      “Can I talk to him?”

      “With me.”

      “He’ll never talk to you.” Jason wasn’t judging. It was just facts. “Stand outside the door—he won’t even know you’re there. Alby isn’t the brightest, especially not when he’s high.”

      Bryn nodded slowly. Jason could see him calculating the time it would take for them to intervene if Alby tried anything, but Jason could handle him.

      “Don’t offer him anything.”

      Jason laughed. “Alby and me aren’t exactly tight. What could I give him anyway? Nothing better than what he’s already got.”

      Without waiting for Bryn, Jason started down the corridor. He knew this place as well as any copper, finding his way to the cell, and waiting for the uniform to let him in. Bryn was trusting him to fly this one solo, even though he knew the perp. He wouldn’t break that trust.

      “Y’alright, Alby?”

      Alby Collins looked far from all right. He had always been a small man, but now he was gaunt, as if he’d been stuck in la-la land for days, weeks even. He had stopped pacing and was staring at Jason with a mixture of hatred and disgust. The last time they’d seen each other was in Swansea Prison, where they’d briefly shared a cell and Alby had let Jason know exactly how much he despised him.

      “Coppers must have you on a tight leash to get here so fast.”

      Jason stilled his body, fighting not to react, to lash out. What was on that tape that Amy listened to? I am a stone resting on the bed of the river.

      “You want to talk or not?”

      “I’m doing you a favour, I am. Least you could do was act polite.”

      Jason resisted the urge to roll his eyes, to shove Alby with his shoulder, remind him who was a leader and who was a follower. But it wasn’t like that anymore, was it? Alby didn’t need him anymore, didn’t respect him.

      Or did he? Jason could see the tautness of his frame, waiting for the blow, waiting for things to fall back into place again. To be led. To be part of something.

      Jason slammed his shoulder into Alby’s, nudging him into the wall hard enough for a startled “oof” to escape his mouth. He heard stirring from outside the door, but hoped Bryn had the sense not to intervene. To trust him to handle this.

      “Come on, Alby. We both know Lewis sent you. Tell what you know or get out.”

      Alby avoided his gaze, squirming to get away, like a rat in a trap.

      “You don’t own me.”

      “Maybe.” Jason released the pressure on him, just a little, before bringing him close once more. “But up here?” He tapped on Alby’s temple. “I still got you.”

      He released him fast, watching him stumble, before turning his back. Giving him time to control himself, regain respect. They had always pretended not to see him cry, to let him prove himself a man. They were bastards back then.

      “He didn’t send me—not like that. But he needs you, Jay Bird. He needs help.”

      Jay Bird. The old nickname brought it all back, the role he’d been playing suddenly real again. Running with Lewis at the head of the pack, owning these boys and knowing they were responsible for them all. Bleeding from the nick of a Swiss Army knife on the banks of the Taff and becoming brothers beneath the moon.

      “Where’ve you been, Alby?”

      He was jittering again, the shock of Jason’s shove mixing in with the last gasps of the speed. He paced the cell, over and over, making it feel smaller with every step he took. Constantly moving, running his palm over his face, again and again.

      “I don’t know. Some place in the country. An army place.”

      “With Lewis?”

      “Him, and the others. All cons. It’s an experiment.”

      Jason couldn’t make any sense out of Alby’s words. What was this drug-fuelled nightmare Alby had conjured up? What was its relationship with the truth?

      “What do they do there?”

      “It’s the Project. I can’t say nothing else. I was there weeks before they voted me out.”

      It sounded like some bizarre version of Big Brother, but the wildness in Alby’s eyes conveyed fear as well as intoxication. He believed this shit, even if it was total fantasy. For now, Jason had to play along, if he was to have any hope of getting useful information out of him.

      “Can’t Lewis just get voted out then?”

      “They need him. But it’s worse than that. It’s not just a test anymore. Somebody died.”

      His eyes were wide now, dark pupils erasing his pale irises, pleading with Jason to believe him and do something, anything.

      “They killed Mole, and they’ll kill Lewis next.”
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      It was time for Owain to leave.

      He stood awkwardly in the centre of the living room, seemingly waiting for Amy to say something. She got up from her desk, closing her NSA-issue laptop, and moving closer to him—yet still a world away. That gap would never be bridged now. It hurt too much.

      “I guess you’re going then.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is it somewhere exciting?”

      “You know I can’t tell you that.”

      She knew, but she was grasping for something to say. She wasn’t sorry to see him leave. She didn’t want to thank him for his service or tell him he’d be missed. What did you say to someone who had essentially been your prison guard for over a year? Who had once been your friend, and then betrayed you?

      “Good luck with it then.”

      His closed face softened a little and she could almost see the old Owain, who wore floppy brown hair and bounced with excitement. The man who’d been replaced by this hard, bitter creature with a military-style haircut and a military-style attitude.

      “You know I never wanted this.”

      “You did it anyway.”

      “I thought I could...” He glanced up at the lampshade for a fleeting moment. “I thought I was protecting you.”

      Amy laughed, surprising herself with the ugly sound. Owain wasn’t the only one who was chock-full of bitterness. She wanted to rail against him, call him naïve and a fool. Tell him that she knew the truth—that he had done this for himself, for his career and his reputation, to better his life at the expense of all of theirs.

      But she didn’t say any of those things. She didn’t want to be cruel.

      “Goodbye, Owain.”

      He looked like he would say something else, try to justify himself, convince her that he really cared. But his face closed off again, and the old Owain was gone.

      She turned her back on him, returning to her laptop and pretending to work. She ignored his mumbled goodbyes, the closing of the door, the ending of it all. She ignored the pricking of her eyes and the slight tremble in her hand. She didn’t want to feel anything. She didn’t want him leaving to matter to her.

      It was dark when Jason returned, carrying with him the smell of Indian takeaway and the faint salt air of Cardiff Bay. She mechanically left the laptop and fetched spoons and plates, as Jason laid the greasy containers on woven mats. Almost domestic. Familiar, yet not comfortable.

      She could feel that he had something to say, something that couldn’t be said. They knew they were being watched, monitored. Amy knew why Owain had looked up at the lampshade—he knew where Frieda’s eyes were in the flat, knew she was listening in.

      “How’s Lewis?” she asked.

      “He’s...he’s been transferred.”

      She tried to read his expression, but he was intent on arranging his plate, not meeting her eyes over the lamb samosas.

      “Where is he now?”

      “A special programme of some kind. Good behaviour, something like that.”

      Something was very, very wrong. Amy wanted to seize hold of him and make him talk, find out every inch of the problem. Then, they could solve it, together. As they had always done before. Before Frieda and Owain and stilted, meaningless conversations.

      They ate in front of the television, in silence, neither watching what was on the box or tasting the food they placed in their mouths. Longing to speak and to hear but trapped in a place where to be known was to be targeted. She could only see one chance to learn what Jason knew, and it meant confronting the darkness, reliving old fears, surviving under the stars.

      Amy finished her food—and lied. “I fancy a walk.”

      “Me too,” he said, too quickly, reading her mind.

      They abandoned their plates and pulled on coats as they opened the door, every second counting. How far could they get before Frieda mobilised? What were her limits without Owain?

      They reached the ground floor. Amy barely had time to take a breath before they were through the doors and out into the night. She knew she could survive outside, but the night brought its own demons.

      The familiar black sedan had its engine on, ready to move. But they were on foot and, for now, that gave them an advantage. Jason took her
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