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“The paradox of vengefulness is that it makes men dependent upon those who have harmed them, believing that their release from pain will come only when their tormentors suffer.” -Laura Hillenbrand

––––––––
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THE CROWD HEARD JACK Baron’s entourage before they sighted it. A lone bagpiper strode directly in front of Baron, his red cheeks ballooning as he breathed life into his bagpipes with all the gusto he could muster. He was a hulk of a man with a wild and wiry red beard, yet his fingers nimbly played the chanter to create a hypnotic celtic melody. The shrill primal wailing filled the arena as hot breath blown into the bag was forced through reeds within the chanter and drone pipe. It was a sonorous melody that aroused deep-rooted ancestral feelings in some of the listeners. Bagpipers traditionally led the Scots into battle to terrify their enemies and fortify the clan’s courage to face their foe.  Here the piper served to both announce half of Baron’s ancestry, as well as his challenge. The bagpiper was dressed in regimental gear. Looking positively majestic, he wore a tall jet black feather bonnet made from ostrich feathers, a kilt, doublet embroidered jacket, plaid, horse hair sporran, tartan hose, and spats. 

Next to the bagpiper strode a single heavily tattooed Maori warrior. His most noticeable feature was a full facial moko (tattoo) that depicted his lineage, Waikato-Tainui tribe, occupation, mana, and deeds. He was bare to the waist, wearing nothing but a traditional flax skirt that slapped at his heavily muscled thighs.  Energized and enjoying the moment of the spectacle, he waved the New Zealand flag with its Union Jack and four stars of the Southern Cross, from side-to-side high above his head. The piper and warrior striding side by side represented the two lineages of Baron’s family going back hundreds of years.

The entourage continued to make its way down the aisle through the throng of thousands of noisy spectators towards the brightly illuminated boxing ring within the otherwise dimly lit arena of Madison Square Garden, New York City. Baron was a tall man. His head was visible above the canopy formed by those of his coaches, supporters, and the venue’s security guards. The crowd cheered as they caught sight of the boxer now entering the arena. Cameras in hand, their photography caused the arena to briefly brighten with momentary flashes of brilliant white star light. Some in the crowd stood and rhythmically chanted out the fighter’s name “Baron” over and over again. 

Exactly when and how the Baron family acquired their family name was a mystery. Family records indicated the New Zealand Barons were partly of Scottish descent. That one of their male ancestors, a giant of a man, had fought beside the great warrior King of the Scots, Robert the Bruce, at the Battle of Bannockburn in 1314. Their man had distinguished himself during the  battle where Bruce’s army achieved victory over the English and restored Scottish independence. The King showed his gratitude by granting their relative a barony. It is believed that for whatever reason the family on migrating to New Zealand wished to remain anonymous while starting a new life in a foreign country. In recognition of their title they changed their surname to Baron.

Jack Baron wore a Korowai over his broad shoulders, a cloak that is skilfully woven from harakeke (flax). It was adorned with the finest feathers of kiwi and the now extinct huia that had been regarded by Maori as tapu (sacred). To Maori, the Korowai was a taonga (treasure) that signified the prestige and mana (power and rank) of the wearer. Jack had worn the Korowai with pride at all of his previous professional fights. The cloak had been lent to him for such events as a mark of respect by the elders of the Waikato-Tainui iwi (tribe) whose ancestors formed many of the hapu (subtribes) in the Waikato and neighboring regions of the North Island of New Zealand (Aotearoa). 

The sacred Tainui waka (canoe) had brought Jack’s Maori ancestors to subtropical New Zealand from the more tropical, coconut palm decorated, shores of Hawaiki (Polynesian homelands) over six hundred years ago. Jack Baron was forever bound to the Waikato-Tainui tribe through the marriage of his great grandfather, a tall and fearsome Scot from Aberdeen, to the daughter of one of the tribal elders. The children (tamariki) they bore were raised by the tribe on ancestral land. Jack’s subsequent descendants had either married other members of the tribe, or British settlers to New Zealand who worked as sealers, whalers, farmers or gold-diggers, or in the burgeoning flax/timber industry. Baron’s father Dirk was a tall dark-haired man of similar stature to his youngest son. Through struggle and plain hard work, he had obtained the freehold to land previously owned by the Crown, which the family now farmed in the rich lands of the Waikato in the centre of the North Island of New Zealand. Dirk and his elder son, Josh, had ringside seats. They waited patiently for Jack and his entourage to arrive. Baron’s mother Vera, a fine-looking woman of Scottish descent, could not bear to watch the fight. She waited anxiously at their hotel close to the venue, praying her son would return to her unharmed.

Baron and his entourage made it to ringside, and two team members prized apart the taut ropes of the boxing ring to enable Baron to step up into the ring. 

The announcer shouted into his microphone once again. 

“And now making his way to the ring, the reigning and defending WBC heavyweight champion of the world Francisco F-r-a-n-k-i-e B-l-a-n-c-o.”

Once again the crowd went wild with excitement as they glimpsed the other fighter and his entourage now making their way to the ring. The Latino American boxer was wearing a shiny gold hoodie that hid his head. He was tall, but not as tall as Baron. Two skimpily clad vivacious coffee-coloured Latino women danced energetically in front of the boxer, one waving their national flag. Blanco temporarily stopped at a podium on the walkway to allow fans and representatives of the press to take photographs. In a display of his skill, he hit out energetically with his fists at an imaginary opponent, ducking and diving like a shadow boxer. Eventually, Blanco and his entourage also made their way to the ring. 

The two fighters moved to their respective corners. Cutmen frantically dabbed colourless petroleum jelly on exposed points of each fighter’s face that were at risk of bleeding after being constantly and mercilessly pounded. The announcer called for quiet from the crowd as the national anthems of the countries represented by the two fighters were sung. There would be twelve rounds of boxing for the WBC world heavyweight championship. The announcer introduced the time-keeper, judges, and referee. Finally, he shouted into his microphone in a deliberately long-drawn-out drawl.

“L-e-t-s g-e-t r-e-a-d-y t-o r-u-m-b-l-e.”

He then introduced each of the two fighters, detailing their vital statistics.

“It’s undefeated champion versus undefeated champion. Fighting out of the red corner wearing black, standing six feet eight inches, official weight two hundred and sixty-three pounds, a professional record of twelve fights by knockout, the undefeated heavyweight champion of New Zealand, J-a-c-k B-a-r-o-n.”

The crowd cheered wildly in response, with some again taking up the “Baron” chant.

“His opponent fighting out of the blue corner wearing gold, standing six feet two inches, official weight two hundred and ninety-four pounds, a professional record of twenty-two wins by knockout, Olympic gold champion, and reigning and undefeated WBC heavyweight champion of the world F-r-a-n-k-i-e B-l-a-n-c-o.”

The crowd cheered again, even louder this time, with many standing and clapping. Some of the spectators could be seen hotly discussing and comparing the vital statistics of each boxer, arguing over who had the best odds of winning. Many considered the young New Zealander to be far too inexperienced, and very lucky to have secured a fight with Blanco, the current holder of the WBC world heavyweight belt. He was an upstart, who surely was about to get his comeuppance. 

The boxers disrobed, stripping to the waist to reveal their very different body types. To any unknowledgeable observer, it looked like a bad mismatch. Baron at twenty-six years of age had the lean and muscled body of a Greek God. He was a picture of fitness with visibly impressive rock-hard muscles tethered to his tall frame. In every way, he resembled the seasoned champion of a gladiator pit. He didn’t appear to carry a single ounce of fat. He was known to be an athletic boxer capable of generating exceptional speed and power. His boxing style was suggested by some boxing enthusiasts to resemble that of the great Mohammed Ali. 

In marked contrast, the shorter Blanco at thirty-two years was flabby and appeared to be completely out of shape. Seasoned spectators who had seen Blanco fight before did not underestimate the man. He had been an Olympic champion and had won all his previous professional fights by knockout. They recognized his outward appearance was a disguise. He represented the shorter hulkier boxer who harbours a powerful inner physique. His powerful musculature was hidden beneath a thick layer of protective fat. He reminded some of a beachmaster elephant seal. These powerful goliaths with their extraordinary layers of blubber and muscle rule the beach, and are happy to fight to the death to preserve the right to mate with the female seals in their harems. Likewise, Blanco had gained the right to rule the boxing ring, and take on all contenders for the WBC belt. But would that right be taken from him tonight? The spectators had paid handsomely to attend the fight. Were they going to witness an upset? Would the reigning world champion be deposed? It was ordained that one of the contestants was about to undergo something he had never before experienced. For the first time in his career, he was going to lose.

The two fighters met in the middle of the ring, touched gloves, and briefly eyed each other nose-to-nose in a stare-down. The referee met the eyes of each boxer in turn and reminded them he wanted a fair fight. The boxers returned to their respective corners to receive last-minute encouragement and instructions from their coaches. The bell rang to sound the start of round one, and the fighters advanced to the centre of the ring. Blanco immediately charged Baron, his fists flying with dizzying speed defying his enormous size, aiming to take Baron by surprise and club him senseless. Baron, with the advantage of his superior height and longer reach, simply pushed his gloved right hand against Blanco’s head, keeping him at a distance, and rendering him harmless. Without warning, and at lightning speed he let fly a powerful left jab, catching Blanco in the neck. Blanco’s body shuddered. The protective layer of fat quivered in shock. Several of the spectators rose to their feet and screamed with delight. Immediately, in retaliation Blanco charged again, leaping up and lunging with his fist to reach Baron’s head. Baron leaned back, avoiding the blow, and countered by hitting Blanco heavily in his large central mass. The blow would have cracked several of a normal man’s ribs, but appeared to have no effect against Blanco’s considerable blubbery armor. The fight continued like this for a further eight rounds, with Baron dancing around Blanco, avoiding most of his mighty punches, and using his superior height, speed, agility, and reach to reign potentially damaging blows on Blanco’s body and head. 

When the bell sounded for the tenth round it was clear that Blanco’s support staff had been unable to effectively treat the cuts that had opened above their fighter’s eyes. Blood was streaming down Blanco’s now swollen and badly battered face. The odd metallic-tasting droplet of blood mixed with sweat made its way to the fighter’s mouth. For the first time in his boxing career, Blanco could taste defeat. He had been skillfully out-boxed. He was breathing heavily now at the end of each round as the fight took its toll. He had been told by his corner that he could no longer win the fight on points. He would have to go all out to win by knockout. Blanco was a man enraged. He had never been defeated. Defeat was unthinkable.

Immediately after the bell sounded, Blanco charged at Baron like an enraged beachmaster, aiming to bluster his way past Baron’s defenses to land the decisive blow. Instead, Baron side-stepped, and hit Blanco hard in the side of his unprotected head with all the considerable force he could bring to bear. It was like being hit in the head with a sledgehammer. Blanco’s brain with its soft cheese-like texture was thrust violently sideways against his hard bony skull causing blood vessels to rip apart, and leak. Filmed in slow motion, Blanco’s lights went out at that moment. Blanco staggered backward and fell heavily against the ropes. The ropes upheld his outstretched arms, and he hung there, his huge body crucified and lifeless on the side of the ring. The crowd went crazy, cheering wildly as they witnessed the violent spectacle. Many spectators stood up clapping vigorously or could be seen throwing their arms up in the air in excitement. In the heat of the moment and fuelled with a hot mix of testosterone and adrenalin, Baron also threw his arms up, repeatedly punching the air with his right fist to signify his victory. This fuelled yet a further frenzy from the spectators. The referee rushed forward to the stricken man, his arms moving rapidly from side to side like windscreen wipers in a violent rain storm as he gave Blanco the mandatory eight count. But the referee soon realized Blanco was unresponsive, unconscious, and possibly in need of urgent medical attention. He immediately turned and looked towards Blanco’s corner and to medical staff, waving to them for assistance. Blanco’s coach and supporters were already rushing towards their man. The spectators suddenly went deathly quiet as they realized they might be witnessing a potential tragedy unfolding. 

Blanco’s supporters untangled their fighter from the ropes and gently laid him down, as medical staff rushed to help. The ring announcer quickly, and with no pomp and ceremony this time, declared Baron to be the winner and the new holder of the WBC heavyweight belt. There was no cheering now. The crowd remained silent as a mark of respect. They had got more than what they had paid for and quickly departed the arena while medical staff frantically worked on Blanco’s prone body. The still unresponsive fighter was placed on a stretcher and quickly carried to an awaiting ambulance. There was no post-fight press conference, and the media did not attempt to interview the boxing teams as they left the arena.

That same night as Baron, his coach, supporters, and family dined out in celebration of their success they learned that Frankie Blanco had died in the ambulance from a traumatic brain injury on his way to the hospital. The news hit Jack Baron like a tonne of bricks as he was forced to accept the fact he had killed a man with his hands. It was just the one punch to the side of the head that had done the damage. He felt wretched and sick inside. “What was it all for?” he asked himself “Should someone have to die for the sake of entertainment?” “When all said and done, boxing is just a game. It is not worth anyone losing their life over.” “Is this the sort of spectacle people had come to see?” He sat dejected at the table, holding his head in his hands. 

Jack’s coach, a hard man with a soft centre, who had experienced life more than most, had taken the call.

Jack had heard him end the call “Please give Blanco’s family our sincerest condolences. No one wanted the fight to end like this.”

Jack’s father Dirk stood up sombrely, and held and squeezed his son’s shoulder.

“It wasn’t your fault son,” he whispered. “He knew the risks. We all do.”

“That’s right Jack. It was a fair fight. You have absolutely nothing to be sorry for,” agreed his coach. “Take a break for a few weeks. You’ll need some time to recover. We’ll be waiting back at the gym to get you back into shape whenever you are ready. We need to start planning your defense of the belt.”

“I could do with a hand on the farm. Come and stay as long as you like,” offered Dirk, quickly changing the subject.

The international media were waiting as they left the restaurant. The press had eagerly waited to hear whether Blanco would regain consciousness. Instead, they had learned that he had passed away in the ambulance before he had even reached the hospital. They were merciless, constantly posing questions as the Baron family and team made their way to their transport. The security staff did their best to keep them away, but the media were relentless.

“Don’t you have anything to say, Mr. Baron? Did you want to kill him?”, “Do you think it was a mismatch?”, “Do you think boxing should be banned?”, “Shouldn’t boxers who kill get a prison sentence for manslaughter?” “What’s it feel like to kill someone with your bare hands, Mr. Baron?” “Are you going to defend your title?”

“Take no notice of them, son,” advised Dirk, as he sought to protect his boy.

Flying into Auckland Airport on the journey home to New Zealand, the family and team were once again assailed by the media. This time, however, an honour guard of Jack’s Maori tribe and extended family kept the media at bay, while others in the tribe performed a traditional haka to welcome home their distinguished iwi member.

The routine of farm work was exactly what Jack needed to take his mind off the fight. The four hundred acre Waikato farm had four hundred jersey dairy cows that needed milking before sunrise, and again in the afternoon. There were gorse, thistles, dock, and other weeds to be tackled, crops to be weeded and watered, and fences and equipment to be mended. It was long back-breaking work, but Jack was used to it, having been raised on the farm. You could say he was designed for it. His father was the same. Neighbours and town folk warmly referred to Dirk and Jack as the county’s strongmen. Their physical abilities were legendary. Dirk could often be seen grasping a twenty-five kilogram hay bale in each of his large hands at haymaking time. He would effortlessly and simultaneously toss both bales onto the tray of the hay truck. He would carry the largest timber fence posts around as if they were matchsticks. He could work like this for hours on end, never seeming to tire. In his younger days and just for fun, Dirk would sometimes compete at the local Highland Games at Te Aroha or Paeroa. There he would impress Vera by easily winning the “tossing of the heavy hammer and highland stone” to the delight of the crowds who would gather to witness his feats of strength.

The county folk had eagerly waited to see whether Dirk Baron’s offspring would inherit their father’s incredible physique and strength. They were severely disappointed when the first offspring, a boy named Josh, took after his mother’s side. Josh was a strong healthy boy who loved farm work, but his physique wasn’t a patch on his father’s. The neighbours and town folk became excited once again when Dirk’s wife Vera fell pregnant for the second time. This time the county folk struck gold. They ogled and marvelled at the visible musculature of the newly born baby boy named Jack, resulting from the second pregnancy. Miraculously, the boy could stand and support himself just two days after he was born. Baby Jack was a constant source of gossip for ladies in the neighbourhood.

“I heard that Jack can do pull-ups now. It’s amazing given he is only eight months old”, and a month later “I heard he can climb the stairs now.”

Some of the parents were stunned, but at the same time concerned, when they witnessed ten-month-old Jack effortlessly performing iron-crosses and chin-ups in the local pre-school playground. They took their concerns to the senior staff demanding to know whether it was right that a boy as powerful as Jack should be playing with their children. He could seriously hurt them, they warned. But they soon came to appreciate that Jack was a gentle boy. He never used his strength in anger at preschool or throughout his schooling. He would step in to stop fights between children, never to start them. He would watch over the children to protect them from harming themselves or others. 

The staff of the pre-school were initially amused that the family would fill a backpack with extra food for Jack to eat during the day. They developed a routine where Jack was fed something from the backpack every hour. As advised by Jack’s parents, and as witnessed themselves, the boy had to eat throughout the day or he would begin to feel unwell. If kryptonite was superman’s weakness, then Jack’s hungry metabolism was his weakness. As an adult he had taken to devouring several energy and protein bars, most also packed with carbohydrates, throughout the day. Despite his considerable appetite, Jack never became fat and overweight. Quite the opposite. All the extra food he ate appeared to grow skeletal muscle. At just four years of age, he already had a six-pack, and clearly defined biceps, triceps, pectorals, and deltoids. As a teenager, he was the ultimate athlete, combining strength with speed and balance. In high school, he won every event he entered, be it the long jump, high jump, sprint, shot put, discus or javelin, and consequently was a school celebrity. 

Jack slept in his old bedroom during his stay at the family farm. The bedroom had been left untouched since the day he departed for University in the South Island. The walls were almost completely covered with the ribbons and medals he had won at school sporting events, and at regional and national sporting events. Cups and other trophies for the most prestigious wins were proudly displayed in a large glass cabinet in his parents’ lounge. It would be a decade later that the latest medical science would provide an explanation for Jack’s unique physique.

It was now four weeks since the fight. Jack, dressed in overalls, black plastic apron, and gumboots, had just finished hosing down the milking yard and shed when his brother Josh suddenly appeared. Jack took off the apron and hung it on a hook in the milking shed. As they walked back to the house for breakfast Josh recalled the fight.

“It’s not just me Jack,” stated Josh, “everyone has noticed you’ve lost your spark since the fight. We don’t like to see you like this. It wasn’t your fault Blanco died. Other boxers have died in the ring. It’s a risk that all boxers accept when they step into the ring.”

“That’s easy for you to say. I am the one who killed a man with my bare hands. Look at me, Josh. Sometimes my strength scares me, the damage I could do if I became really angry.”

“Jack, your body is a gift. Your physique is the envy of every man. I know, I’ve heard the endless comments about you from my male friends. They hold you in awe. I know you, Jack. You never strike out in anger. You are the last person to want to deliberately hurt someone. Give yourself a break.”

“To tell the truth, Josh, I’m over it all. As a kid, all I wanted was to make Mum and Dad proud of me, to make the community proud of our family. I never expected it would all lead to this. I’m over the constant attention of fans and media, of always being in the spotlight. Of always being expected to be on the winning side. I want to do something “real”, something tangible to help people with their lives.”

“Why don’t you stay here? Mum and Dad aren’t getting any younger. We could share the farm and the farm work once Mum and Dad retire?”

“I am truly grateful for the offer Josh, but I need to get away from New Zealand for a while. I haven’t told anyone yet, but I’ve applied for a job in the UK.”

The brothers took off their gumboots and opened the back door to the house. As they walked through the door into the kitchen, Vera stepped forward.

“This letter came for you Jack in yesterday’s mail. It’s from the UK,” exclaimed Vera holding out the letter.

“You two happy with fried bread, bacon and eggs, and baked beans?” asked Vera, observing the gloomy expressions on her two boys’ faces. Dirk was already at the breakfast table devouring a large plate of food. The boys both nodded in response. Josh looked at his brother with a questioning look, wondering whether the letter was about Jack’s job application. 

Jack and Josh took their places opposite their father at the large pinewood breakfast table. Jack quickly inspected the letter and placed it in his pocket. He would open it later when he had some privacy. 

“Who’s your letter from Jack?” asked Vera sensing something wasn’t quite right while placing large plates of food in front of her sons. “Anything interesting? Go on open it up. Don’t keep us all in suspense, Jack.”

Jack already knew who the letter was from.  He took it out of his pocket, tore the end off, and extracted the letter. The letter was from Human Resources, Scotland Yard, London, United Kingdom (UK). He had been expecting a rejection letter, but instead as he read he learned they were offering him a junior constable position. In his mind, he had already accepted the position. How was he going to explain his imminent departure to his parents? He knew the news was going to hurt them, and that was the last thing he wanted.

He looked concerned and deep in thought as he looked up at his parents after reading the letter. Dirk and Vera, looked at one another, uncertain, half expecting bad news.

“I’ve given it a lot of thought and decided I’m not going back in the ring. Blanco did not deserve to die like that. I don’t want to be responsible for crippling or killing another boxer,” blurted Jack to his parents. 

“C’mon son, it wasn’t your fault. Bad things happen. You’ve worked hard to become a professional boxer. You have real talent. It’s not the time to throw in the towel,” reasoned Dirk.

“I’m sorry Dad, but I’m tired of using my skills just for entertainment. There has to be more. You know it was never about the money. I have other options.”

“Jack is right. I don’t want him killing another boxer. Besides, he might be the one who is killed next time,” said Vera who had never liked the career path Jack had chosen. 

“What are you saying? What are your options? Do you think maybe you can get a place back with the All Blacks? Rugby was always your second favourite sport,” asked Dirk, looking perplexed.

“I don’t want to use my skills just for entertainment anymore. Besides, there is no longevity in careers in boxing and rugby. As you well know, life at the pinnacle of contact sports is vanishingly short. I would soon be defeated or replaced. I want to make a tangible contribution to peoples’ lives, to keep people safe, not batter them to death. I enjoyed my short stint with the New Zealand Police, and now I want to work towards a career as a detective.”

“But Jack, isn’t detective work just as dangerous?” asked Vera.

“Sure it’s dangerous, but I’ve decided that’s what I want to do with my life. With my skill-set, I think I’m pretty well suited to the job. If I am going to batter someone to death, then it’s going to be some evil bastard who bloody well deserves it, pardon the language.”

“Well, if that’s what you want,” conceded Vera looking glum.

“I don’t think there is a good time to tell you this, but I’ve just been offered a junior constable position with Scotland Yard in London in the UK. That’s what this letter is about. They were actively recruiting for more staff, and I applied for a position three weeks ago. They liked that I had previously worked with the New Zealand Police, and were impressed with my academic and sporting achievements. I start there in four weeks. I intend to work my way up from detective constable. I’m tired of all the attention that comes with being a celebrity here in New Zealand. I will be fairly anonymous in the UK. You could say, I’ll be a little fish in a big pond. I can start afresh.”

Dirk and Vera looked wide-eyed at each another, clearly startled by the big announcement.

“What sort of work will you be asked to do?” asked Vera.

“I’ll be working in the Criminal Investigation Department, initially on burglary, domestic abuse, and hate crimes, but as I get more experience I’ll be put on sexual assaults, serious violence, and fraud.”

“I see,” said Vera, looking even glummer if that was possible.

“Don’t worry Mum, you know I can handle myself,” responded Jack with a grin after noting her reaction.

Josh was also dumbfounded by the latest news, but patted Jack on the back and said “Good on you Jack. I’m sure you’ll do well over there.”

Eyeing his mother he continued “Come on Mum, you know Jack can look after himself. If he can’t, then who can?”

Neither Dirk nor Vera wanted their youngest son to leave New Zealand. It had been hard enough when Jack had left to study at the University of Otago, but at least he was still in New Zealand, albeit on a different island. They had held high hopes that when he returned from University study he would settle for good somewhere in the North Island within driving range, marry a good woman, and raise a large family. Now their hopes and dreams of a life shared with their youngest son had been shattered. When would they even see him again? Secretly they were proud of their boy and his achievements. But they would worry constantly, not knowing the challenges he would be facing on the other side of the world. All they could do now was to tell him he was loved and to wish him well.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Jack Baron, dressed in a dark-blue pin-striped suit and tie, was seated in his office in an over-sized brown leather chair overlooking an expansive view of the Thames River, and the Southbank. He was devouring a large chocolate-coated energy bar and thinking about all that had happened since he had left New Zealand. It was ten long years ago since the night he had killed a man in the boxing ring in front of thousands of enthusiastic spectators who had cheered as he battered his opponent senseless. The effect on him had been overwhelming. You could say life-changing. He enjoyed playing sport as he enjoyed the challenge of pitting his physical skills against capable competitors. Also he could see the enjoyment in the faces of the spectators. Throughout his life he had always viewed himself to be a sportsman, an entertainer, and a protector; but never a killer. He was more than happy to punish vicious criminals who needed to be punished, but the innocents, well they needed his protection. He felt he had made the correct decision in leaving professional boxing and New Zealand. The crushing pressure of being a top New Zealand sports celebrity had been lifted from his shoulders. Sure, there were boxing and rugby enthusiasts who still recognized him on the crowded streets of London, but the average Londoner had no idea who he was or his history. They only took the time to comment on his exceptional size. He had heard all the usual wisecracks before many times over. 

“How’s the weather up there buddy?” “You’re a big fella, aren’t you?” “Bet you play basketball, don’t you?” “Wow, how do you find clothes to fit?” “What’s your shoe size?”  “Are all Kiwis as tall as you?”

Jack would just smile, and leave them wondering.

Every second year Jack had spent his annual winter holiday in the Southern hemisphere on his family’s farm. It was great to get away from the bleak northern hemisphere winter and to catch up with family and friends. On his first visit back the media was waiting to pounce at the airport, positively salivating and eager to learn whether he was returning to take up professional boxing or rugby again. They were sadly disappointed when he told them he had no ambition to take up professional sport again. But now he was only a distant memory to them, and the rest of the New Zealand population. 

There was haymaking, milking the cows, crops to be weeded and watered, and fences and equipment to mend. Jack relished the physical work. But he was saddened during his last couple of visits to see just how much his parents had aged. The relentless passage of time had taken its toll. It was now Josh who managed the family farm. Jack and his older brother had always had a good relationship. The future of the family farm was discussed at the breakfast table during the last visit. It had been decided that Josh and his wife Raewyn would inherit the farm, but Jack would receive a portion of the yearly profits. Josh and Raewyn had been childhood sweethearts and had married early. They had two boys and a girl. Jack thought their children should be enough to satisfy his parents’ longing for grandchildren. Of course, Jack’s parents secretly wished he had remained in New Zealand, married a nice Kiwi girl, and raised several grandchildren for them. They would never tell Jack that though. 

“We’re proud of you, son,” Dirk would say when Jack left each time to return to the UK. 

“You sure there isn’t a girl waiting for you back there?” his mother would ask each time.

“Don’t worry, you’ll be the first to know if I’m getting hitched,” Jack would reply.

“Stay safe, we miss you,” Vera would say, holding back the tears that she would quietly shed later when she was alone.

Jack felt satisfied at having reached the rank of Detective Chief Superintendent in the Metropolitan Police Service (MET). He had had no desire to climb further up the ranks, despite constant suggestions and pressure from his superiors to apply. He had enjoyed his time in the MET. It had been both physically and mentally demanding. The people of London deserved the right to feel safe in the streets and in their homes, and hopefully, he had helped in some way to achieve that goal. But the cliché, “crime never sleeps” was as true now as it ever was. For Jack, the senior rank he held within the MET had left him seeking more hands-on involvement. So with some trepidation, he had recently established his own Baron & Associates Private Investigators agency in Aldwych, not far from the MET. Diana, his secretary at the MET, happily joined him. He recruited two staff members principally because of their multi-linguistic abilities, but also because they had worked in Private Detective Agencies in other countries. There was Aiko Saito, a quiet and reserved Japanese woman, who was fluent in Japanese, Mandarin, and Cantonese, and capable in several other Asian languages. She was a martial arts expert in karate and judo. There was Stefan Kovacs, a boisterous, likeable, and extroverted young man of East European descent. Impressively, he was fluent in French, Italian, Spanish, Polish, and Russian, plus smatterings of other European languages. He had dabbled in UFC mixed martial arts and was skilled in the use of various weapons including firearms, which made for an impressive skill set.

It had been all hands on deck during the first week to establish the new agency. Jack set himself up in one of the two offices, while Aiko and Stefan shared the other office. A tiny room was dedicated to the storage of hard copies of files and other paraphernalia, though most of the records would be stored electronically on hard drives, and in the Cloud. The reception area where Diana sat at a large desk had a couple of plush leather settees expressly meant for clients. Diana adorned the room with tasteful paintings and flora. The agency shared kitchen and toilet facilities with other companies in the building. 

Diana had advertised the agency’s services on several social media networking sites such as Facebook and in local and national newspapers. As Jack sat behind his large oak wooden desk he pondered who would be his first case to step through their door. Would he be approached by the wife or husband of a murder victim, by a man or woman concerned their partner was cheating, by a victim of theft or fraud, or perhaps someone whose life was in danger? He would not have long to wait. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Two burly and unkempt men in their mid-forties wearing faded blue jeans, thick grey woollen pullovers, and grey flat caps approached the entrance to Holborn Underground Station in the heart of London. They carried a small battered wooden wardrobe between them. It was 11 pm and the train station was almost deserted. On entering, they were spotted by an elderly Station Supervisor, who stepped forward and challenged them. 

“Whoa! Where do you think you are going with that?” he asked gruffly, trying not to feel intimidated by the two heavily built men.

“Please guv. It’s a present for my gran. It’s her ninetieth birthday, bless her. She lives not far, on Holloway Road actually. Take the northbound Piccadilly do we?” responded the burliest of the two men, with a distinctive East European accent.

“Suppose it’s OK. Lucky for you there are hardly any passengers at this time of the week. Just be careful though, especially on the escalators. I don’t want that thing falling on other passengers. Yes, that’s right, take the northbound Piccadilly line. Holloway Road is one stop after Caledonian Road,” advised the Station Supervisor.

He watched as the men passed through the ticket barrier, lifting the wardrobe above their heads to prevent it from damaging the metal barrier. 

“Bloody foreigners, always taking things a step too far,” he thought to himself, shaking his head in exasperation. “Weird that they asked about the route,” he pondered. “You’d think they would have known the route to gran’s house if she was so precious.”

One man whispered to the other in Romanian as they approached the top of the escalator.

“The old gent was lucky to be so agreeable. Thought for a moment there I might have to pop him one.”

The two men carefully made their way down the escalators and stairs, and onto the platform of the southbound Piccadilly line. The platform was deserted. 

“Why did it have to be bloody Holborn Station?” grumbled the smaller of the two men. “I heard it’s one of the deepest stations on the network. It’s like going down into the bowels of the earth.”

They carefully lowered the wardrobe and positioned it in the middle of the platform adjacent to a row of seats fixed to the platform wall. They had accessed the CCTV coverage of the tunnel from the previous three nights and had observed that their target was a man of habit who always sat on the same seat. Luckily there was no one else sitting on his seat. Both men looked up and down the platform to confirm there were no other passengers on the platform. One of them then knocked gently thrice on the outside of the wardrobe with the knuckle of his index finger. Three stifled knocks were received in return from inside the wardrobe. On hearing the reply, the two men immediately departed. They made their way out of the station, this time ensuring they were not seen by the Station Supervisor.
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CHAPTER THREE
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A short, plump, balding man in his early seventies dressed in a worn grey corduroy jacket and black pants walked briskly along the southbound platform of the Piccadilly line, in the dimly lit tunnel beneath the Holborn Underground Station. It was now just after midnight. The platform was deserted save for a large rat that scurried about searching for morsels of food dropped onto the electrified tracks. The man of habit took a seat in the middle of the platform beside a battered old wardrobe that had been discarded by some very hopeful passengers. He was amazed by the items some passengers endeavoured to transport on the London Underground. He had even witnessed a family of immigrants loading a refrigerator onto a subway train. 

Close friends and relatives of the man knew he was paranoid about the open platforms of the London Underground and deliberately avoided the rush hour. During the rush hour, jostling travellers were pushed closer and closer to the edge of the platform next to the electrified tracks. He’d heard anecdotal stories of fatalities. But he was too cheap to take a taxi. Who knows who you’d get as a driver? As for buses they were plain unreliable and were often crammed with drunken young late-night revelers. He spent the time reading a few of the catchy billboards placed on the wall of the tunnel while he waited for the southbound train to return to his hotel in Knightsbridge after a late-night meeting. The billboards advertised everything from marketing and weight loss solutions, and mortgage deals, to the next amazing electronic gadget. The man had made the same journey at the same time for the past three nights, always taking a seat in the middle of the platform.

The man didn’t have long to wait for the train as soon a rumble could be heard in the distance. Then a warm wind rushed from the tunnel entrance signalling the arrival of the train. Shortly after, two bright headlights appeared out of the darkness of the tunnel. The train burst into the station and roared towards the platform.

The man’s eyes were now intently focussed on the approaching train. He stood up and quickly made his way to the edge of the platform. He failed to notice the door of the wardrobe opening behind him. A small dark hooded figure climbed out of the wardrobe and strode quickly and stealthily forward behind him. The noise of the train blocked out the sound of footsteps. Had the man turned he might have had time to see his assassin, but he would not have recognized him. He was initially roughly pushed forward to the edge of the platform, and then a final vicious shove was aimed at his lower spine. He arched his back in the hope the blow might be cushioned, and he might yet retain a foothold. Instead, as in his worst nightmare, he was catapulted upwards and over the edge of the platform. The train driver gasped in horror at the realization of the impending tragedy. There was nothing he could do. The man fell the full five feet onto the electrified tracks below and was struck and killed by the train. 

There had been no time for any utterance. The only sound now was the grumbling of the train as it stood motionless and impatient at the platform. The dazed and shocked train driver was left to assess the gruesome scene. Had there been one or two people on the platform? The driver could not be certain. The CCTV coverage when checked later was found to have been mysteriously deleted. This by itself might have been reason for an investigation. However, suicides on the train network were not uncommon in the populous city, were rarely investigated, and often went unreported. On this occasion, a small article appeared on page three of the “Times” newspaper the following day. The heading read “Eminent scientist commits suicide at Holborn Underground Station”.

The battered wardrobe left at the scene was an oddity. The Station Supervisor arranged to have it removed the next day. He was perplexed why gran was not going to receive her present. He puzzled over why the wardrobe had been discarded on the southbound line when gran lived on the northbound line? Perhaps the two men had got lost, and became tired of carrying the wardrobe? This recent interaction had not improved his opinion of foreigners.

The killer had been wearing a body cam attached to his chest, the type typically worn by police for personal security. Footage of the killing was sent within the hour via a private VPN internet connection to a man who was eagerly waiting to receive it. The recipient grinned as he played the footage in graphic detail on a large screen. As he watched, he re-enacted the murder as if he was the killer, holding his hands out and pushing at the appropriate time. It felt good, very good.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Professor John Kearney exited Holborn tube station and was immediately assaulted by the cold air outside. He turned sharply left onto the crowded Kingsway, passing by newsagent and flower seller stalls. They were doing a brisk trade with the rush hour foot traffic. He walked briskly along the tree-lined broad pavement, as he had done countless times before. It was a typical grey day, the biting cold filtering through his thick wool-lined Aberdeen overcoat. He was late for a meeting and keen to reach the sanctuary and comfort of his laboratory, a refuge from the biting cold of the damp early April spring morning. A mixture of mist and smog enveloped the city, blocking out the paltry sunlight.

Professor Kearney was not a native of Britain. He was a colonial and London was a world away from his birthplace in the Wairarapa plains of the North Island of New Zealand. His parents still worked a dairy farm in the western Wairarapa, which tended to have high fertility and rainfall. That said, when John had first walked amongst the stately buildings of London, taken a ride on a double-decker bus, and had his first drink of ale at a local pub, it was as if he had been a Londoner all his life. He put this down to being thoroughly exposed to British literature and history during his childhood education in one of Britain’s former colonies. Later this exposure to British culture was reinforced by British films that played frequently in the cinema and on television.

Kearney turned left into Sardinia Street and on past the Old Curiosity Shop, believed to be the oldest surviving shop in London. He hurried on not wanting to meet the gaze of an old tramp wearing a thick World War 2 army greatcoat, who was huddled over the heating vent of a nearby building to keep warm. His destination was the Imperial Institute for Genomic Sciences (IGS). It was sited on the edge of Lincoln Inn Fields, the largest public square in London, composed of a small park and tennis courts. The park was a tiny fleck of green in an otherwise conglomeration of massive concrete buildings. The IGS building was not out of place with the character of the city, which had in recent years embraced modernity whilst still retaining its beautiful and stately historical elements. Built at the turn of the millennium, the IGS stood twelve stories high, a tower of gleaming glass and steel. It was a testament to the country’s commitment to health research and human well-being. It was a magnet for the brightest scientific minds from all corners of the earth. It was perhaps a fitting place for a modern medical genetics institute, being sited next to several of the foremost patent law firms in Europe, and close to the Inns of Court. Great medical discoveries often had great value and had to be protected by the filing of patents, which were often vigorously challenged by competitors.

Professor Kearney climbed the stairs from the pavement and entered the reception area of the IGS building. He was immediately greeted by the familiar voice of Tom Grainger, one of two security attendants posted to greet and if necessary interrogate guests of the Institute.  

“Cold enough for you Doc?” chirped Tom. 

John Kearney shivered involuntarily in response to the question. He immediately removed his heavy overcoat to adjust to the warm central heating.

“At least Spring is here. The daffodils are in bloom. They always give a bit of colour to the place,” he replied. 

“Diplomatic answer, Doc,” replied Tom with a broad grin.

John didn’t see any point in discussing the extremes of the English climate. He resented the intense cold of the English weather. The cold had a way of penetrating even the most protective clothing, rekindling his longing for more temperate climes. He detested the English winter, not so much for its intense coldness, but for its almost complete absence of colour, and lack of light. When he looked out on an English field in winter all he saw was the black skeletons of dormant trees contrasted against a pitiless dull grey sky. Black crows screamed their high-pitched harsh nasal calls, like witches in a Roald Dahl storybook.  John felt so deprived of colour and light that he teared up with emotion upon spotting the first daffodil in bloom after his first English winter. 

In sharp contrast, the riot of colour in early Spring was truly a spectacular
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