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			To Gabi.
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			Hunger, love, pain, fear are some of those inner forces which rule the individual’s instinct for self-preservation.

			Albert Einstein
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		Prologue: The Swarm

		The stripped-down jeep rattled, hopped and bumped its way across the rocky sands of the Koh-e-Sufaid. This far into the desert, the roads were harsh, nothing more than tracks of boulder-strewn dirt, flattened and cleared by the tread and sweep of occasional tyres.

		With a spray of gravel, the car skidded to a stop. Looking ahead, the driver reached under the passenger seat and pulled out a pair of binoculars. At twenty-two years old, Houshmand Sahar looked closer to thirty, his weather-worn face obscured by a dark, scrappy beard that had never been cut.

		Peering through the grease-smeared lenses, he searched for the gloomy arch that marked the entrance to his cave. To the untrained eye, it appeared to be just another dark shape in the mountain rock, but Houshmand had made this journey often enough to recognize the denser shade that meant home.

		He placed his binoculars on the seat beside him, shoved his jeep into gear and sent it fishtailing through the grit until the tyres caught and began roaring up the foothills.

		At this stage of the journey secrecy was paramount, so headlights were strictly forbidden. Houshmand had made the mistake of forgetting this once before and his back was still criss-crossed with raised lacerations from the hour-long whipping he’d received for such stupidity.

		As the foothills steepened they became a lattice of thick ridges that worked every spring of the jeep’s suspension. Houshmand looked behind him to check his cargo was still firmly secured. It would not do to come this far and lose such prized items in the last mile.

		Reaching the final slope, he slowed to a crawl, the subdued grumble of his engine and tyres the only signs of life for miles around.

		His jeep was now poised at the cave entrance. Raising his hands to his mouth, he let out a short, ululating call that echoed into the dim depths of the tunnel ahead. A second later the call received its response: a similar sound, only rounder and lower as it made its way from inside the cave. Houshmand pressed gently on the accelerator and eased the jeep into the darkness.

		Then the light burst into his face.

		‘Speak!’ barked the voice behind the harsh white flare.

		‘The banner of Islam will necessarily be raised when the land is watered with the blood of martyrs!’ yelled Houshmand.

		‘Good,’ came the softer reply. ‘You can stop there.’ The man holding the light was Behnam Azizi. He was three years older than Houshmand, but they were physically indistinguishable: both thin and bearded with an apologetic gait developed from years of cave dwelling.

		Behnam hooked the cord on to a rusty nail and walked towards Houshmand. They embraced with a smile, kept a few inches apart by the Kalashnikov that hung across Behnam’s chest.

		‘Good to see you, brother,’ he said, looking beyond his friend to the roped-down tarpaulin in the back of the car. ‘What have you brought us?’

		Houshmand untied the canvas to reveal ribs of dark metal, shaded by the shadow of the tarpaulin. The shapes were not clear, but Behnam could tell immediately what they were. He lifted one of the rifles into the light and a smile spread across his face.

		‘You got the XM29s?’

		Houshmand nodded. He knew he had done well. With its computer-assisted firing system, laser range finder and telescopic sights, the XM29 OICW made the Kalashnikov look like a popgun. This would take their training to another level, readying the cell for its next assault in a matter of weeks.

		Behnam looked through the sight, then back down to the jeep. ‘What else?’

		‘Everything,’ said Houshmand. There were four large canvas bags under the cache of guns, each full to bursting. He began pulling at the zips.

		‘Heroin, ammo, fuel, passports and, of course …’ Reaching into one of the bags, he pulled out several blue boxes. ‘… Kraft Mac and Cheese.’

		Behnam laughed. ‘You know what? I hate the infidels, but they got that shit just right. Come, let’s get it unloaded and take it to the boss-man.’

		‘Oh yes,’ said Houshmand, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a small brown envelope. ‘And I’ve got a message for him from base.’

		Taking as much as they could carry, the two men squeezed past the front of the jeep and headed deeper into the tunnel. The original caves had been shallow, stretching no more than twenty yards into the rock, but a dedicated programme of expansion had more than doubled their length.

		Grimy, jagged corridors of rock were sporadically lit to show walls decorated with Islamic teachings. What furniture there was consisted of dust-caked planks of rotting wood supported by breeze blocks. The priority here was not comfort. As long as secrecy was maintained and the weapons and explosives were stored safely, the cave’s function was fulfilled.

		Even the quarters of this cell’s leader, Abdullah Faraj Juwei, were basic at best. A thin, filthy mattress and a ball of rags that served as a lumpy pillow were the only indications of his superior status. It was to this part of the cave that Houshmand and Behnam were heading, greeting the other foot soldiers as they went.

		Arriving at the thin sheet that separated Abdullah’s room from the rest of the cave, Behnam gave a throaty cough and waited with Houshmand to be called in.

		‘Enter,’ shouted Abdullah.

		He was a thickset man, both fat and muscular, whose dark eyes were barely visible beyond their flabby, hooded lids. Under his sharp nose, a vast beard spread across his face and neck, covering the top of a khaki jacket, which was wrapped around a dirty-white chapan. Neither of the two men had ever seen him laugh, and they lived in nervous fear of his violent and arbitrary rule.

		Beckoning them in with a short wave, he did not speak, instead indicating with an impatient glare that Houshmand should place the offering at his feet.

		His eyes widening with impressed surprise, Abdullah picked up the weapons and felt their weight. As he looked through the sights and checked the magazines, Houshmand gave a stuttering catalogue of the contents of the jeep.

		Abdullah nodded. ‘You have done well,’ he said without looking up. ‘Is there anything else?’

		Houshmand suddenly remembered the envelope in his pocket. Yanking it out and handing it quickly to Abdullah, he hoped he had not made a mistake worthy of serious punishment.

		With a look of glowering annoyance, Abdullah snatched the envelope and turned it over to look at the front. Recognizing the handwriting, he scrabbled to rip it open.

		He moved his lips as he read, occasionally whispering syllables to himself. Houshmand and Behnam watched anxiously as their master’s expression changed from concern to panic.

		Whipping the sheet aside, he barked the name of his lieutenant, who bolted from the back of the cave, where he’d been napping on a pile of clothes.

		‘Yes, sir’ he yelled, trying to look alert.

		‘Look at this.’ He held the letter in front of his face. The younger man read it at speed and nodded frantically. ‘Pack whatever you can into the jeep and prepare to leave immediately. Weapons first, then the drugs, the money and the ammunition.’

		‘Yes, sir!’

		He turned and ran to where the guns were stored, leaving Houshmand and Behnam cowering behind Abdullah. Houshmand knew he had committed a grave error, and he was now certain the beating would arrive quickly and without mercy.

		Abdullah looked up, his face a knot of scarlet fury.

		‘You!’

		The fat hand rose and swooped in one swift movement. As it smashed into Houshmand’s jaw, it sent his neck whipping round, cracking the other side of his face on the rock behind him.

		‘You dare to bring me a message of such importance with the speed of a crippled goat?’ Another crack.

		‘Our position has been compromised! You are a fucking fool to wait even a second to tell me this!’ CRACK! ‘A fucking fool!’

		Houshmand was on the ground now, conscious thought slipping away. The last thing he heard was a humming in his ears: quiet and distant, but getting louder.

		Abdullah turned to Behnam.

		The younger man raised his arms to protect his face, while trying to protest his innocence.

		‘Please, master! I told him to tell you straightaway!’

		‘Liar!’

		A punch this time, forcing Behnam’s head to jerk backwards on to the rock.

		He slumped to his knees, a scream, loud and high, ringing through his ears.

		Abdullah heard it too. Curious, he pulled back the sheet.

		They arrived like a cloud of driven evil, their burning drone mixed with the ferocious grinding of flesh that now filled the cave.

		Abdullah opened his mouth to scream, but before he could make a sound the sparrow-sized creature flew into his mouth.

		It clawed its way deeper to tear at his gums and rip the tongue from his throat. Four more of them gripped at his fleshy belly and back, consuming them from both sides until their jaws met in a mush of chewed intestines.

		The first had torn Abdullah’s jaw from the rest of his skull, leaving ragged, bloody cheeks hanging like burnt cloth beneath his eyes. It then worked its way upwards, removing the nose with the rampant appetite of a starving pig.

		Before it could crawl up to the scalp, the rest of Abdullah’s stripped-white bones collapsed to the ground in a broken slop of guts and innards.

		Eight more set upon Houshmand, shredding his clothes to reach the skin that covered his meagre flesh. They tugged at it, creating low tent shapes which stretched, then tore, releasing the scent of fresh meat.

		Then they burrowed inside, searching with their mandibles, hungrily dragging the moist organs and tight, gristly muscle into their mouths.

		Behnam was next. Through his pained confusion, he heard the helpless cries of terror, then froze as six claws landed on his back, quickly followed by twelve more. Three stingers stabbed into his shoulderblades, infecting his bloodstream with a rush of poison.

		His nervous system shut down instantly leaving him unaware of the three sets of mandibles tearing through his neck.

		A moment later his head rolled off the strip of skin his trachea had become and thudded on to the ground, rolling forwards until it came to a rest beside Abdullah’s fleshless pelvis.

		More wasps arrived. They had torn away every scrap of the other soldiers with clinical vigour, and were now hunting for more. Within seconds, there were fifty of them, feasting and fighting to grab at the last of Behnam’s calves and ankles.

		Shhrrrripppppp. The muscle peeled from the bones, which then clattered to the soaked ground. The three puddles of cherry-red had now joined together, making a wide slick of viscous, congealing blood that covered the floor of Abdullah’s quarters.

		It had taken no more than two minutes: eighteen men were reduced to pockmarked skeletons which lay throughout the cave in ghoulish poses of horror and thick drippings of gore.

	
		PART ONE

		The Head

		1

		‘Show me again.’

		‘There, Dr Trent. It definitely looks like a whatchacallit, an a … berration, like there’s something different about this batch.’

		‘Given the preparations we made, that would be most unexpected, but if you’re sure …’ Laura Trent peered into the microscope, adjusting the focus until she found what she was looking for.

		‘Karen?’

		‘Dr Trent?’

		‘What did you have for lunch today?’

		‘Um … sausage roll, ham sandwich, bag of crisps – cheese and onion, I think. Diet Coke.’ Karen Needham was twenty-two, round-faced, with the complexion of fresh porridge. She wasn’t particularly interested in working as a lab assistant at the British Entomological Association, but it paid for the rent on her little flat and she couldn’t really be bothered to find another job since slipping into this one with her third-class degree in molecular biology.

		‘Anything else?’

		‘Um …’

		‘Doughnut, perhaps? Jam sandwich?’

		‘Oh, yes, now you come to mention it I did have a jam sandwich, but that was more for elevenses.’

		‘Yes, because this “aberration” is … a raspberry pip,’ replied Laura, leaning back from the microscope. It took Karen a moment to register what Laura was suggesting. When she finally understood, her face reddened and broke into an embarrassed smile.

		‘If, in future, you could make sure your hands are clean before working with samples of microscopic cell structures, that would probably help.’

		‘Er … yes, Dr Trent.’

		Laura hated the way Karen spoke to her as if she were some matronly headmistress. She was only thirty-seven, for God’s sake – she had years left to indulge in the kind of irresponsible behaviour she never quite found time for. And she was pretty, too, with long, bright hair that still held a trace of the natural blond it used to be. Perhaps the stress of being a single parent hadn’t been kind to her, but she was still capable of attracting (mainly unwelcome) attention from some of the lab technicians.

		She sent Karen to the admin office to fill in the next day’s requisition order and started to write up the afternoon’s findings on polistes metricus DNA. That would take about an hour, giving her a chance to edit some new submissions for the European Journal of Entomology afterwards.

		Like many people who have lost a spouse, Laura had taken on more work to occupy the hollow left behind. Michael had been gone for over two years now, but she had got into the habit of keeping his absence from her life at bay. As she put in the hours to look through EJE papers and make further headway into her own experiments, she rarely paused to look at the space she was trying to fill. Being there for her son Andrew was her priority; other than that there was little in her life to stop the insects taking it over.

		Her vocation had started with a childhood interest sparked by an uncle who took her to London Zoo in the school holidays. It had then been nurtured in a well-taught module in her biology A-level. After a gap year searching southern Madagascar for the giant comet moth she had chosen to pursue the subject in a full-blown degree, during which she had come under the tutelage of Dr David Heath. Seven years with him had allowed her to see the contributions her continued study could make. It was as if he opened one door to a million others, each more fascinating than the last. The quality and quantity of time she spent in his company meant that their relationship surpassed that of teacher and pupil. It had never become physical, but he was never far from her thoughts.

		When she acquired her doctorate, it was a foregone conclusion that she would take the subject on as her occupation. As a former pupil of Heath, further opportunities arose with something approaching inevitability, and she soon found herself in the company of the pre-eminent doctors and professors in the field. This, and the number of hours she put in, ensured that she progressed with remarkable speed.

		She had just managed to immerse herself in a proposal for a composite genetic map for Dolichovespula when Karen appeared at her office door.

		‘Ummmmmm … Dr Trent?’

		Laura stopped reading and looked up over the top of her spectacles.

		‘Sorry to interrupt, but there’s a man here to see you.’

		‘What man?’

		‘Just a … man.’

		‘He didn’t say who he was or what he wanted?’

		‘Nope.’

		‘Really? A man just turned up, asked to see me and didn’t say why?’

		Karen shrugged. Laura rolled her eyes, closed her file and followed her assistant to the corridor.

		As she and Karen approached the reception area, Laura could see only one person waiting on the orange plastic chairs. The first thing she noticed was his shirt, which was a little too big for him, as if he were aware of the slightness of his build and wanted to disguise it. Above the collar was a hard face, grey with pencil lines that seemed to describe past difficulties and framed by lank hair that had needed a trim for at least six weeks. Despite this unimpressive appearance, the man had an air of unpleasant confidence that raised Laura’s antennae. She was also intrigued by the deep, steel briefcase that sat between his legs.

		‘Thank you, Karen. I think I can manage from here,’ Laura said as she continued to study the face, trying to eke out any aspect of it that seemed familiar. At her level, the entomological community was small and tight-knit, so if he was aware of her work in that capacity …

		The man looked up, suddenly catching her eye. She tried to pretend she hadn’t been staring at him but realized it was futile. She had better see what he wanted.

		Watching her approach, he got to his feet, an effortful smile stretching his features.

		‘Dr Trent?’ he asked, offering his hand.

		‘Yes,’ replied Laura. His weak grip and American accent concerned her.

		‘Steven Bishop. It’s an honour to meet you.’

		‘Er … Thank you.’

		‘You must be wondering who I am.’

		‘Yes … I’m sorry, have we met?’

		‘Not that I’m aware of.’

		Bishop waited until two lab assistants had walked past and out of earshot before he continued.

		‘Is there somewhere private we can talk?’

		Laura was surprised at the man’s need for secrecy. The BEA was hardly MI5, but if this man thought privacy was so important, she was happy to oblige.

		‘How about my office?’

		Bishop smiled, picked up his briefcase and followed her. Looking around at the blistered paintwork and ancient computers, he allowed the pity to show on his face.

		Laura sat at her desk and gestured to the chair opposite. The walls of her tiny office used to be white but were now closer to chewing-gum grey, with a small patch of brown damp creeping its way out of one of the ceiling corners. Bishop squeezed into the chair and crossed his legs as best he could in the space available.

		‘Thank you, Dr Trent. I know your time is valuable, so let me get straight to the point. What I am about to tell you is highly confidential, so I hope I can rely on your discretion.’

		‘Of course,’ said Laura.

		What on earth was this all about?

		‘I run a NATO facility that researches and produces genetically modified insects. I can’t say much more than that, but the reason I’m here is that we have just lost our resident entomologist, and we need to replace him as quickly as possible. Due to your background and the advances you have made in the field, we believe you are the ideal candidate, Dr Trent.’

		Laura smiled. ‘Well, that’s very flattering, Mr Bishop, but there must be dozens of other people just as qualified to fill your post.’

		‘There are indeed dozens of other people with your qualifications, Dr Trent, but none of them is quite as brilliant as you. Your application of the human genome isolation to arthropods was nothing short of genius, and your paper on interspecies trait analysis was a quantum leap forward for the discipline.’

		Laura was surprised into a moment of silence.

		‘You’ve obviously done your homework. In which case, you should know that I am at a critical stage in my current research. My subjects will require close analysis over the coming weeks. Leaving them for a substantial period of time would be out of the question.’

		‘I understand. You have obligations and responsibilities; I would expect nothing less. With someone of your standing there are bound to be obstacles in persuading you to take on other work, but if you’ll permit me, there are certain factors that might make my proposal more attractive. Without being vulgar, the first is financial: we can offer you ten times your current salary, plus benefits.’ Despite herself, a light appeared behind Laura’s eyes.

		‘Second, our facilities. Dr Trent, your equipment and computers look as if they could do with some … modernization. Ours are state of the art. Beyond state of the art, in fact. We have the benefit of technological advances that have not yet been made available to anyone else. Whatever you think you are capable of here, you’ll make far greater progress far more quickly at MEROS.’

		‘MEROS?’

		‘It stands for Military Entomological Research Operations. We’re a scientific defence facility based in Venezuela.’

		Laura laughed. ‘Venezuela? I’m sorry, Mr Bishop, but that’s out of the question. Aside from the work I have to finish here, I couldn’t possibly uproot my son to go and work in South America.’

		‘Of course. I suppose the possibility that you might join us on a permanent basis was our most optimistic target. However, we still feel that any assistance you could give us, even on a consultancy basis, would be invaluable. We could make it worth your while, even if it were just the occasional short visit.’

		Laura leaned back in her chair. ‘I don’t know, Mr Bishop. The position does sound intriguing, but I’m not sure my part-time involvement would really suit either of us.’

		Bishop nodded. ‘I know that what I’m suggesting here is quite an undertaking, but if I may, there is one more thing which I hope can persuade you at least to come over and take a look at our set-up.’ Carefully, he placed his briefcase on his lap, rotated the numbers of the combination lock and eased open the lid. Then he slowly brought out a large specimen jar and handed it to Laura as if it were an unexploded bomb.

		At first she didn’t see the significance. The contents looked like a thick twig, slightly distorted by the surrounding formaldehyde. She looked up at Bishop’s encouraging expression and thought she must be missing something, something that deserved another look. She peered closer. The top of whatever it was looked familiar, but it couldn’t be what she thought it was. That would be impossible, but …

		What else could it be?

		‘Is this real?’

		‘Absolutely. I assume I don’t have to tell you what it is.’

		‘No, the junction of the coax and trochanter is quite distinctive. But it can’t be a wasp’s leg. The insect would have to be the size of … a rat.’

		Bishop gave the moment a little room before answering. ‘Dr Trent, we are backed by quite substantial funding and expertise. Are you sure I can’t interest you in a visit to our facility?’

		Laura turned the jar around, examining the leg from every angle. The tibia was so clear she could make out the hairs that covered it like thorns on a rose stem. She was momentarily lost in imagining its owner.

		‘How big is the body?

		‘Big enough that I couldn’t hope to bring it into this country without creating an international incident. A leg wouldn’t be quite so provocative. So can I take that as a yes, you’ll at least pay us a visit?’

		Laura placed the jar on her desk. ‘Well, I suppose with enough notice I can leave my experiments in good hands and arrange for Andrew’s grandmother to look after him for a few days. Perhaps I could clear things for the end of next month.’

		Bishop’s ingratiating smile flattened.

		‘I was hoping you’d join us sooner than that. The sudden departure of our head entomologist has left us in a very difficult position. Is there no way you could come sooner? I’m actually thinking of the next few days.’

		‘Oh no, I’m afraid that’s out of the question. I couldn’t possibly find anyone to look after Andrew at that short notice.’

		‘Dr Trent’ – Bishop’s tone hardened – ‘we’d be able to arrange for Andrew to be taken care of. We’d make sure you were adequately compensated. We could even make a donation to the budget of this facility. This is very important to us, and speed is of the essence. I’d really rather not leave without some sort of commitment from you.’

		Bishop’s change of attitude left Laura feeling as if the temperature in the room had plummeted.

		‘I … understand, Mr Bishop, but I just can’t do it. There’s too much to organize, and I don’t think I’d be able to manage it all in time.’ She stood up and handed the leg back.

		Bishop stood, too. ‘Please think about it carefully, Dr Trent.’

		‘I will. Of course I will. Now, I’m very sorry, but there are a couple of things I have to finish up before I leave for the day. If you’ll excuse me.’ She offered her hand.

		Bishop shook it, fixing Laura with a look that left her in no doubt as to the extent of his disappointment.

		‘Thank you for your time.’

		Laura watched him hurry back down the corridor, a mobile phone pressed to his ear.
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		In a sweaty clearing eighty miles east of Venezuela’s Yapacana National Park, a matt-black C-27J Spartan cargo airplane squatted like an enormous moth. The surrounding area consisted of thick jungle, too dense to be populated by people but a fine home for some of the more obscure animals of the South American peninsula.

		Where the west side of the clearing became trees there was a white building the size of a cottage which looked inadequate for the enormous aircraft it served. It was manned by a soft-bellied twenty-two-year-old African American called Taj, who spent most of his waking day at a white desk just behind the outermost of four security doors.

		Three male and two female soldiers were carrying large boxes of equipment back and forth between the plane and the building. The scene was not unusual here, they loaded up the aircraft once or twice a month, but there was a feeling amongst the team that made today’s preparations very different: the incident two days earlier had got to them all, and now every break gave rise to heated conversations which caused any downtime to last much longer than usual.

		The process was further lengthened by the absence of Carter and Webster. They missed Carter’s 200 lbs of muscle; he would shift those crates as if they were eggboxes. They were also without the smoothing effect of Major Webster’s unquestioned leadership. In his absence, the command fell to Captain Van Arenn, and he was still simmering about what had happened.

		‘Yo, Cap, you want to get this shit loaded or what? I’m wheels up in two hours twelve minutes, and it don’t look like you’ll even be halfway done by then.’ Gary Madison, a mercenary pilot who was unaware of the two deaths, was growing impatient. He did not know that pressing Captain Van Arenn in this way was unlikely to get the loading done any faster.

		‘Madison, talk to me like that again and I’ll wipe your nose across your face,’ said Van Arenn evenly. ‘The job will get done. In the meantime we, meaning the proper soldiers, have shit to discuss, so step back and shut the fuck up.’

		Madison knew that, whatever happened, they needed him to pilot the Spartan. ‘Proper soldiers? You mean a bunch of shitcake wash-ups who couldn’t hack it in the real army? Load my fucking plane, dickwad.’

		The soldiers turned with menace to face Madison, but this was Van Arenn’s call, so the next move was his. He smiled to himself before walking towards a surprisingly calm Madison.

		‘Hey, Van Arenn, you know I’ve got to fly this thing, so best keep your dumb grunt paws off me.’ They all knew, deaths or no deaths, that nothing stopped the mission. Once it was in motion it followed its schedule to the minute or bad things fell from on high.

		Van Arenn thought for a moment.

		‘When did you say we were flying? Two hours?’

		Madison nodded, fear rippling his face.

		‘That’ll give you just enough time to recover from this.’ He dropped his right hand to Madison’s khaki shorts, grabbed hold of whatever he could and twisted until Madison screamed, choked and felt every blood vessel in his face bulging through his skin. When Van Arenn loosened his grip, Madison slid down the side of the loading ramp and collapsed on the ground holding his sore, sore balls. The other soldiers laughed in appreciation while Sadie Garrett walked up to high-five her friend and spit on Madison.

		‘OK, everybody.’ Van Arenn raised his voice. ‘Fucktard here is right: we do got to load this machine. Let’s get it done quick and meet up in the barracks if anyone else needs to talk things through.’
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		After an hour lost in pheromone biosynthesis, Laura checked her watch and saw that it was time to pick Andrew up from school. She would take him home, cook his tea and wait for her mother-in-law, Carol, to come to look after him for the evening. Every second Thursday was Laura’s night to play bridge with three old schoolfriends, but they rarely went anywhere near a pack of cards, preferring instead to drink martinis and discuss unsuitable men to set each other up with.

		She swapped her white lab coat for her beige mac and headed towards the car park. Reaching the doorway, she finally noticed the rain, which had been growing heavier as the afternoon continued. By now it was coming down hard enough to persuade Laura to cover her head with a couple of pieces of junk mail and half-run across the car park to her seven-year-old Ford Mondeo. Inside, she switched on the heater to drive out the solid cold. She sat for a moment, a long exhale marking the short time when nobody was depending on her to be responsible, then she started the engine and pulled out into the high street.

		The heavier the rain, the heavier the traffic, so the ten-minute journey to Andrew’s school took fifteen and was accompanied by the whining mechanics of her windscreen wipers dragging across the glass. Many of the parents had already been and gone and she was able to park right by the front gates. From there she could see the wide brick shelter that served as assembly point for fire drills and wet-weather outdoor-play area. It was also where children waited for their parents if it was raining or windy.

		Laura squinted through the raindrops on the car window and saw that the shelter was empty. She gave a small sigh. Andrew knew this was bridge night, and that it meant that she liked to get home as early as possible. That way she didn’t have to apply make-up and straighten her hair in front of her mother-in-law. There was something about doing that which felt disrespectful and Laura was keen to avoid the guilty mood it put her in before she left her son and went to get tipsy.

		After five minutes waiting in the car, Laura looked at her watch for the ninth time and decided to go and look for Andrew.

		As a former pupil of the school, it always took her a minute to adjust to the sights and smells that were so evocative of her daily life thirty years ago. Low coat hooks, enthusiastically colourful paintings and the stale odour of mass catering combined in a wave of nostalgia that made her forget for a moment why she was there. Turning a corner, she found herself standing by the open door of her old form room and couldn’t help pausing to look inside as a thousand memories seeped through her. The distraction made it all the more surprising when a hand landed gently on her shoulder.

		‘Hello, Mrs Trent. What’s Andrew forgotten this time?’ It was Miss Halliday, Andrew’s form teacher.

		‘Oh … er, hello …’ Laura could never remember the teachers’ names. ‘Nothing as far as I’m aware, but he wasn’t by the gates when I came to pick him up so I assumed he was inside somewhere.’

		Miss Halliday, sweetly plump and middle-aged, dressed in a twin-set of muted earth tones, with spectacles that lay on the soft shelf created by her large, low bosom, looked confused.

		‘That’s odd. I definitely saw him leave around home time. I had to remind him not to run in the hall, so the moment did rather stick with me.’

		Laura and Miss Halliday both let the same thought blunder into their minds while simultaneously trying to keep it at bay.

		‘Well, I’m sure he’s around somewhere, but just to be certain I’ll alert the other members of staff who are still here and we’ll search the premises. He’s probably in the loo, somewhere like that.’

		Laura smiled. It was too soon to be worried. ‘Yes, probably.’

		They began to search: Laura, Miss Halliday and several other teachers who broke off from their marking to help. The school was small, so everyone bumped into each other as they checked the same classrooms, toilets, cupboards and outside buildings. When they passed Laura she gave them each a smile of awkward gratitude before continuing down the corridor. The encounters felt like increasing constrictions around her. She looked forward to each one, hoping it would bring the final good news of Andrew’s discovery, but as it failed to do so she found those smiles shrinking.

		The situation perturbed her, but rather than expecting the worst, which she would have done if Andrew had been several years younger, she tried to think of a convincing explanation for what had happened. He was too old to be taken in by a stranger with a bag of sweets, and too bright to be unaware of the consequences of failing to meet his mum when he was supposed to. If something unexpected had come up which meant he couldn’t be there, he had an emergency fifty-pence piece and her mobile number.

		Now that twenty minutes had elapsed, Miss Halliday stood by the assembly hall and stopped each member of the search party as they came past. Laura was last to return. From the looks she saw on the teachers’ faces, she decided not to ask the question for fear of having to hear the answer.

		‘OK, what do we do now?’ she asked quickly.

		‘First, there’s no need to panic,’ said Miss Halliday.

		‘I’m not panicking. I just want to know what we need to do to make sure Andrew is OK.’ The tension in Laura’s voice was unmissable, accelerating each word as it crossed her lips.

		‘Right, well, we call the police and explain what has happened,’ said Miss Halliday, trying to combine calmness with drive, and kindness with efficient detachment. ‘We have a recent picture of Andrew from the class photos, which we will email to them. You should go home so we, or the police, know where to contact you. You can also telephone his friends from there.’

		‘Right. Yes, thank you.’

		Miss Halliday looked gentle but serious as she took Laura’s hand. ‘Something similar to this happens about once a month and we’ve yet to have a significant problem.’ She looked at the other teachers, who helpfully nodded their confirmation.

		‘Yes,’ repeated Laura, distracted by the brightness of the powder-blue veins on the hand holding hers. ‘I’m sorry, I just …’ She said a single thank you to all of them, then hurried out of the study and back through the worsening rain to her car.

		Driving home, she refused to let herself indulge in morbid speculation or self-pity. To keep her mind clear, she said her driving actions aloud. ‘Change to second gear … slow down approaching junction … indicate right …’ However, when she pulled up at the traffic lights three streets away from her home, she stopped speaking and covered her face with her hands. Even when the lights changed and two cars behind started blaring their horns, she took a little while to stare straight ahead through the formless shapes made by the rain falling on the windscreen, then continued her journey as if nothing had happened.

		She concentrated on remembering that Andrew was a clever, confident boy who knew that his absence could cause trouble. There had been that time five years ago when she thought she’d lost him at the boat show in London, but he’d managed to find his way to the people at the PA desk and got them to call for her within a few minutes. Then again, he was not thoughtless enough to miss her at the school gates and just go home on his own without telling her. The one time she turned up half an hour late and was unable to call the school because the credits in her phone had run out, he had known to go back inside and wait for her there.

		There was definitely something wrong, but she couldn’t work out what, partly because the solution refused to present itself and partly because she refused to look for it. Every outcome appeared too improbable, so the possibilities kept pulling her back to a centre of incomprehension which, in some ways, was the best place to be.

		She parked right outside the house and found that she couldn’t move. In her peripheral vision she saw that none of the lights was on and the sight shrunk her stomach like a drawstring bag. In the end it took the thought that any minute now the police might be calling with news to get her to snap open her car door. On the path she had to force herself to cover the twenty feet to her house; she felt as if she were approaching the edge of a cliff. She found her keys disappointingly quickly and stuffed them into their locks. The front door whined open before her – she had spent far too long nagging Michael to oil the hinges; now she couldn’t bear the idea of it opening in silence.

		Inside, Laura was greeted by Crumble, her middle-aged tabby. He rubbed up against his owner’s legs and wrapped his tail around her ankles, oblivious to her feelings. Laura barely noticed the soft pressure and firm purring as she looked up the stairs and called Andrew’s name.

		There was no reply.

		She went to look in his room. He was not there. She called several more times and checked the other five rooms, but they were empty, and without her shouts the house was deeply silent and colder still. Now she was feeling the onset of dread, curling its fingers around her thoughts.

		She called his friends. The seven possibles became definite nos, and with each one she could feel another dim light switching off in the growing darkness. She remembered how alone she had felt when Michael’s boss had called her with the news of the loose scaffolding that had caused his death. That had emptied her from the heart outwards, and she always felt that the part of her that went missing that day would never return.

		The phone rang. It was Miss Halliday wanting to know if Laura had heard anything. The answer was no, and it was met with a bruising silence that made it clear nothing could be said to improve things. She told Laura she’d be in touch if she had any news and asked her to do the same before hanging up and allowing that low hum of emptiness to rush back into the house.

		Ten minutes later, Laura heard a knock at the front door. It had to be news of Andrew; nobody else would call at this time of day. Laura bounced to her feet and began thinking of how she would lovingly tick him off. At the same time another part of her recognized that the knock was sharper and more insistent than Andrew’s. When she saw the size of the figure through the opaque glass, she knew it was not her son, and any elation she had felt disappeared as quickly as it had arrived.

		‘Hello, Carol,’ said Laura quietly, looking at the damp indentations her mother-in-law’s feet made on the doormat.

		‘Laura.’

		There was a long pause when Laura did not know what to say.

		‘Well, aren’t you going to invite me in?’

		‘Andrew’s not here, Carol. He wasn’t at school when I went to collect him. Nobody knows where he is.’

		‘Goodness. Are you sure? Yes, of course you are. Well, I shall make you a cup of tea and we’ll both wait for him. He’s bound to have just got into some mischief and …’

		‘You have to go home.’ Carol looked wounded. ‘In case he tries to go there or call you,’ Laura continued.

		‘Yes, of course. What was I thinking? We’ll keep in touch.’ She was already halfway down the path. ‘And don’t worry. He’ll turn up any minute, just you see if he doesn’t.’ She attempted a cheery wave, but Laura didn’t see it because she had already closed the door and was on her way back to the living room to sit beside the phone and allow her imagination to taunt her.

		The next sound to break the silence was a call from a policewoman who sounded like she was at the end of her shift.

		‘Hello, is that Dr Lorna Trent?’

		‘Yes, Laura.’

		‘Sorry?’

		‘It’s Laura Trent.’

		‘Oh. I’ve got Lorna here.’

		‘Well, I assume that if you’re trying to reach a Lorna Trent at this number but instead of a Lorna Trent there’s a Laura Trent then maybe you’ve got slightly the wrong name.’

		‘So you’re Laura Trent?’

		‘That’s right. How can I help you?’

		‘It’s Constable Watts of Lock Road police station here. I understand we’ve had a report of your son Andrew as a missing person, is that right?’

		‘Yes it is,’ she said quickly, sitting up in anticipation.

		‘Right, well, we’ve no news yet. Obviously there’s only so much we can do, but we have a photo of the young lad and we’ve got several officers assigned to the …’

		Laura stopped listening, the voice growing ever fainter as she wrapped herself in the darkness again.

		The policewoman wanted to know if Andrew had been found, because apparently that was the usual outcome at this stage. That made it harder for Laura to explain that he was still missing. She had the additional pain of feeling like a failure, one of the pitiful minority who could not easily find their child minutes after they had disappeared. She gave Andrew’s details and the places he might be. Constable Watts told her they would take a look, do what they could, keep her informed, and it all made her feel one tenth of one per cent better.

		‘… So we’ll give you a call if we hear anything.’

		‘Yes, thanks.’ Laura thought about asking a few questions, just to keep her on the line and hold the silence back, but she was just too crushed to do something so active and pointless, and a small, rational part of her knew she should keep the line clear for Andrew to call.

		By the time nine o’clock arrived with no sign or word of her beloved son, Laura began to weep. The possibilities of what lay before her finally made their way in and spread through enough of her to provoke a reaction. All the simple explanations had evaporated one by one and all that was left was a punishing feeling of inevitability. Laura sat on the stairs, looking at a photo of Andrew, smiling, in his football kit and let the tears fall.

		Then there was another knock at the door.
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		Within three hours they had finished the loading. The spacious interior of the plane had become cramped as the crates were lined up at one end, halving the amount of room allocated to the soldiers. For now they were enjoying the freedom of the grass outside, lying across it in vests and trousers now a darker shade of the khaki they had been earlier.

		‘OK,’ Van Arenn called. ‘Now y’all take a shower. We could be forty-eight hours in that thing, with some hard work at the other end, so wash your stink off. We fly at … 2200.’

		As the soldiers picked up their gear and ambled back to the white building, he went over to talk to Garrett. The others took this as their usual cue to whisper amongst themselves about how those two were definitely doing it, and how dirty she must be. The truth was a little different.

		Sadie Garrett grew up in a trailer park outside Barwick, Louisiana. Prettier than most, with a dark sheet of shiny hair and a pert, fleshy body, she attracted the kind of bad-boy attention that got her drinking too young. By thirteen she was getting through a bottle of Cisco and forty Newport Menthol a day. By sixteen she had moved on to Oxycontin and the petty crime that surrounds it. After she was caught cramming herself backwards through the bathroom window of a trailer she was burgling, her daddy cut a deal with the local sheriff to keep her out of the county jail: he agreed to drive her to army recruitment and not come back until she’d signed up. In the end it worked out for everybody, as she found she liked discipline, routine, firing guns and, to an extent she hadn’t really been aware of, showering with other women.

		Van Arenn was from Fountain Hill, Arkansas, a town of a couple of hundred people and twice as many cows. At fourteen, too bored to take any more, he left his pop blind drunk on the porch, yet again, and never came back. He spent a couple of years hitching across the South, picking up odd jobs, easy to come by as his thick blond hair and arrogant eyes made him good-looking enough for middle-aged men of a certain leaning to pay ten dollars an hour just to have him in sight. He knew what was going on and didn’t see the harm in it, and if he was ever hard up he’d go back to some of those places, top up the cash, steal a few things and head off again.

		At sixteen he found himself drinking like his pop in a Mississippi roadhouse when a fat man decided to take him to task for looking shabby and steaming the place up with the smell of ‘barbecued shit’. Van Arenn was stubborn enough to give a little back, but just as it might have turned violent, a small, quiet figure walked up from his table in the shadows and told the fat man to lay off picking fights with people half his size. When he was told to go fuck himself, the quiet man broke the fat man’s nose and wrist, leaving him screaming on his knees, then calmly returned to his table. He was wearing a Marine’s uniform, and that made a hell of an impression on David Van Arenn. Three days later, he had some good fake papers and a uniform of his own.

		So he and Garrett knew each other before they’d even met. They belonged to a not-very-exclusive club of teenage wasters who had fallen into the army, but they were both from the South so they liked hearing each other’s lilting drawl. When they found out they had both been dishonourably discharged for the same thing, well that just about sealed it.

		They had both gone AWOL to see their fathers one last time before they passed away. After years of rotgut whiskey, Tyler Van Arenn had at last beaten his liver into submission. His son was supposed to be preparing for an inspection before the arrival of the Australian Ambassador, but he wasn’t going to let that keep him from saying goodbye.

		Garrett’s daddy spent four days in a coma after his car was hit by the 4x4 of some drugged-up frat boys. She went AWOL from Camp Pendleton while delivering a printer to the admin block. She just drove right out of there, stopped twice for gas, and got to the hospital just in time to tell her daddy how much she loved him.

		Ordinarily, they would not have been discharged for what they had done. The US Marine Corps prefers to resort to the stockade before spending all that time training two excellent soldiers, only to see them leave. However, in this case the Pentagon needed candidates for MEROS and these two young orphans with otherwise spotless service records fit their needs like air fits a balloon.

		By 2159 hours the five soldiers were tucked into their seats, preparing their time killers and trying to find a position they could catch some sleep in. Exactly one minute later Madison closed the cargo doors and checked his instruments for take-off. He couldn’t tell what hurt more: his balls or the ant bites that covered his buttocks since he’d slumped to the ground right on top of their nest. He’d spent most of the last few hours scratching himself crazy and looking ahead to a very long and uncomfortable flight.

		The Spartan had been chosen for its load capacity and its ability to take off quickly and steeply from shorter runways, but it had also been modified in several ways to suit the needs of MEROS missions: temperature-controlled cargo bays had been installed to enable the transportation of live specimens; the engine had been overhauled to increase the top flying speed from 583 km/h to 792 km/h; and the fuel tank had been expanded so that the airplane had a range of over 8,000 miles.

		The turbines roared into life and soon became the deafening assault that made this everyone’s least favourite part of any mission. Once they were moving properly they could tune it out, and once they reached their destination they could get to work. Until then, it was a case of holding on tight while Madison tried to work the controls with one hand and scratch himself with the other.
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		‘Hello?’ Laura asked through her closed front door. She moved a few feet back; all she could see were two large figures, almost entirely blocking the light coming through the glass.

		Surprisingly, an American accent answered. ‘Dr Trent? Dr Laura Trent?’

		‘Yes?’ Laura responded tentatively.

		‘We need to speak to you. It’s about Andrew.’

		Laura immediately opened the door. Two men in wet black raincoats and army boots loomed over her.

		‘Do you have any identification?’

		The men fished a pair of matching fat black wallets from their inside pockets and flipped them out. They showed plastic cards with pictures of themselves beside an official-looking seal dominated by a pair of eagle’s wings. Above that were words that plunged Laura into troubled confusion: Armed Forces of the United States.

		‘The American Army? What do you have to do with my son?’

		‘It would be easier for us to explain everything if we could just come inside.’

		Unease crept through Laura like a spider, but she knew she had to find out more. Stepping back, she pulled the door open and gestured towards the living room. She felt uncomfortable, but the magic words had been uttered: It’s about Andrew – and right now she would have let just about anyone in if they could back that sentence up.

		The older man looked as if he’d been carved from teak. In his early forties, but looking good on it, he had warm, brown eyes that sat on his face like a cartoon bear’s. His hair was dark, but flecked with enough ticks of white to give him an air of hard-won experience.

		The other was in his late twenties, tall and broad, with smooth, wide features and light black skin. His head was a brown dome, shaved bald, and it made him seem unnervingly faultless, like a scaled-up toy soldier rather than the real thing.

		They followed Laura into the living room and sat down together on a sofa not quite big enough for two men of their size.

		The older man spoke first. ‘Dr Trent, my name is Major Carl Webster. This is Lieutenant Jeffrey Carter. Let me get straight to the point if I may. We know the whereabouts of your son and we would like to reunite you with him as soon as possible.’

		Laura looked at Major Webster with an unlikely mixture of bemusement, anger and relief.

		‘You know where my son is?’

		‘Yes I do, Dr Trent.’

		‘You know where my son is?’

		‘Uh … This afternoon at about 1600 hours myself and Lieutenant Carter did indeed persuade …’

		‘Where the fuck is my son?’

		‘… Andrew to accompany us, requiring the … uh … unfortunate disruption of his daily routine …’

		‘WHERE THE FUCK IS MY SON?’

		Carter got to his feet and put his hands out to intimate that Laura should quieten down. ‘Uh, Dr Trent, we would suggest that you calm down and …’

		As his hands made the slightest contact with Laura’s arms, she whipped them away.

		‘Get the fuck off me. What do you think you’re doing?’ Carter took a step back and looked to Webster.

		‘One more time. Where the fuck is my son?’

		‘It’s not as simple …’ Webster began meekly.

		‘Right then, I’m going to phone the police.’ She lifted the receiver and dialled the first nine.

		‘I wouldn’t do that if I were you,’ said Webster, raising his voice slightly. ‘I’m sorry, but having us arrested is not going to get you to see Andrew any faster.’

		Laura stopped, closed her eyes and tried to control herself. The handset shook inside her steel grip. Her knuckles were white and the nails of her other hand dug hard into her palm. She knew Webster was right but her fury suddenly had nowhere to go.

		‘FUCK!’ she screamed. ‘Fuck you! What do I have to do to see my son?’ Anger squeezed every word, pushing them out of her throat in a grating strain.

		‘Well, you, uh, have to come with us,’ Webster replied apologetically. Carter couldn’t even look up. Instead he hung his head down and concentrated on the worn paisley carpet beneath his boots.

		Laura was seething, taking directionless paces around her living room. ‘But … why? I mean, what could I have that you’d possibly want?’

		‘I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to explain the details of the situation right now, Dr Trent. I simply have instructions to ask you to accompany us immediately. Anything beyond that, I’m afraid, is classified. This is very important to us, and speed is of the essence.’

		Laura shut her eyes so hard her cheeks ached. She could feel the throbbing blare of a headache building at her temples. When she opened her eyes again, she was looking at the ceiling, searching for words.

		‘Aren’t you fucking ashamed of yourselves? The misery and … and … worry and all sorts of shit I have gone through tonight, it’s all been down to you. Kidnapping an innocent child to get to me …’

		Her tight, furious face froze as the realization made itself apparent.

		‘Hold on. Speed is of the …’ She turned slowly to face them again. ‘You’re with him.’

		The two soldiers tried not to betray the concern they felt at her words.

		‘What was his name … Bishop? The arsehole who came to see me today. Another bastard with an American accent. You’re in this together, you fucking pair of shits! Is that what this is fucking about? Really?’

		Again the two soldiers did their best to look impassive.

		‘You’ve kidnapped Andrew to get me to come to your fucking insect lab in Venezuela, is that it?’ She almost laughed at how ridiculous it sounded. ‘Well, of all the fucking reasons. You are three disgusting fucking pieces of shit! How low can people get? And three of you! You’d better not have laid a finger on my son.’

		‘No, no, it was nothing like that. American military ID can be very persuasive to most people, kind of a consequence of everyone growing up on our movies. We explained to Andrew that you were doing something for us in a highly secret capacity and that he was to come with us to join you at our headquarters. Not that different from the truth, just a little, uh, alteration to the chronology.’ Major Webster’s voice trailed off at the end of his sentence.

		‘Look, arseholes, I want to see my son. Please just bring him in and I’ll tell you whether I’ll do what you want or not.’

		‘Um … Dr Trent, I’m afraid it’s not that easy. We need you to come with us right now. You will see Andrew very soon but you have to come with us first – that’s the deal. We are going straight to him, just via a small detour, you have my word.’

		Laura looked at Webster, who could not bring himself to hold her gaze.

		‘And what? I’m supposed to trust you, am I? You pair of slimy shits who took my son, the only thing I have left in the world?’

		Webster looked up and into her bright, green-grey eyes before offering a small nod. He was obviously hating every second of this.

		Laura got up. ‘OK. If I have to do this, I have to do this.’ She shook her head in disgusted disapproval. ‘Let me leave some food for my cat.’

		‘Um … better make it a lot,’ said Webster.
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