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			About the Book

			JOHN WALLACE IS A TARGET

			Hiding off-grid after exposing the shadowy Pendulum conspiracy, Wallace is horrified to discover he is still marked for death.

			THERE ARE ONLY TWO PEOPLE HE CAN TRUST

			DI Patrick Bailey is still reeling from the murder investigation that nearly cost him his life. FBI Agent Christine Ash is hunting a serial killer with a link to an unfinished case.

			HE MUST FIND THE TRUTH

			The death of a London journalist triggers an investigation that brings them back together, hurling them into the path of an unknown enemy.

			BEFORE THE KILLER FINDS HIM

			Hunted across the world, they are plunged into a nightmare deadlier than they could have ever imagined.
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			Praise for the Pendulum series:

			‘I read Pendulum in one gloriously suspenseful weekend. Definitely one of the best thrillers of the year’ James Patterson

			‘Adam Hamdy’s Pendulum is something new . . . kinetic, cinematic and bracingly original’ Barry Forshaw, Crime Time

			‘A heart-pounding hit’ Peterborough Telegraph

			‘Adam Hamdy’s thriller definitely justifies its previous hype’ Vavel

			‘A fabulous thriller, with a very contemporary spin . . . Excitement guaranteed’ Northern Crime blog

			‘I loved Pendulum. I loved the characters, the way the story plays out, the interwoven threads . . . so subtle, yet so brilliant and unexpected’ Bibliophile Book Club blog

			‘Pendulum is well worth the hype and attention’ A Thirst For Words blog

			‘Adam Hamdy . . . puts you bang into the heart of the action . . . an absolute joy to read’ Liz Loves Books blog

			‘Hamdy is authentic and well researched. This book hooked me like a fish on a line.’ Bookaholic’s Refuge blog

		

	
		
			For all the broken people who have found 
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			PART ONE

		

	
		
			1

			Sylvia Greene longed to accept her fate. Knowing what was coming, she had tried to prepare herself, but all rational thought was lost to instinct as she faced death. There were no words, no conscious thought, nothing she could articulate, just an overwhelming urge to fight the noose that crushed her neck. It didn’t matter that she wanted to be there, hanging at the end of the rope, that she knew it was the only way to protect her family. The darkest, most primitive regions of her mind rebelled and sent her fingers flying up, setting them to work on the thick rope. Her nails clawed at the rough fibres, and her bare legs kicked the air, desperately searching for something solid.

			She could see her chair, lying on its side, beneath her flailing feet. The pain of the noose biting into her neck was unbearable, and her struggle was only adding to the misery. Her manicured nails were being shredded by the ferocity of her efforts, sending shards of agony shooting along her fingers. She tried to comfort herself with the knowledge that it would all be over soon.

			Research had been her business and she’d gone into this situation armed with as much knowledge as possible. She knew she had to endure less than five minutes of suffering before her brain died. Once that happened the pain would stop. Her heart would keep beating for another fifteen minutes, but like an orchestra robbed of its conductor, would eventually lose its rhythm and cease. Then she’d grow still and cold, and the ugly business of death would begin, the rigor mortis, the decomposition. Sylvia hoped that Connor found her. Not the boys, she prayed. Not the boys. She hated to think of them seeing her dangling at the end of a rope, naked but for her underwear. Blue. Lace. She’d chosen a matching set in her favourite colour, knowing what was coming.

			Sylvia wished she hadn’t thought of the boys. Pictures of their faces filled her mind, and the urge to survive became unbearably strong. She saw them staring up at her as unsteady toddlers, holding her hand, their moon cheeks pushed back by broad smiles, basking in her unstinting love for them. Bigger, older, the puppy fat lost, laughing manically as the rollercoaster hurled them around Thorpe Park. Crying over a grazed knee. Arms cradling a boy lost in awe of a Star Wars film. A startled face suddenly exposed from beneath a duvet, discovered reading Harry Potter way beyond bedtime. Then, her husband Connor, watching her undress, his desire palpable, his love enduring. Sadness, smiles, fear, anger, hope and joy, rich moments, all shared together. She and Connor steering the boys through the storm of life, trying to help them chart the most favourable course. Her heart ached and tears streamed as she thought of the three of them making the rest of the journey alone, but this was the only way.

			She’d known she’d cry. The scale of loss made it inevitable. She was healthy, smart, just the wrong side of forty, and she had a family she adored and a job she cherished. Everything was being cut short and it was the theft of her unlived life that saddened her most.

			In the days leading to this moment, Sylvia had often found herself wondering whether it truly was inevitable. Perhaps if she’d handled things another way? If she had been a different person? If she’d sought help sooner? But there was no more to be gained from lamenting what had happened than there was from mourning her unlived future.

			She wondered if this was how schizophrenics felt. Her rational mind was calm and reflective, but there was part of her that was determined to fight the inevitable. It felt feral in its angry efforts to try to breathe, to tear the rope, to lash out. Her whole body shuddered with the sheer force of this beast, while her brain registered what was happening as it might note the behaviour of a stranger, as though her death was happening to someone else.

			Bright lights suddenly flared in her vision. Colours so vivid she could taste them. They exploded wherever she looked, filling her eyes with beauty. Sylvia had read about this, the last furious firing of the brain before it began to shut down. Her body writhed violently as though the primitive regions of her mind sensed they had very little time left. It was hard to see through her tears and the crackling colours, and now Sylvia had a sense of the world growing distant. Then there was a sudden pinprick of white which burned brighter than anything she’d ever seen. It grew bigger, consuming everything until her eyes saw nothing but the blazing heart of a sun.

			Freefall. The reason she was dying. The unwelcome word violated her mind, burning through it, leaving nothing in its wake. Her very last thought: Freefall.

			Sylvia’s body fell still, and the primal resistance died, the instinctive and the rational uniting in emptiness as the last embers of her life were extinguished. Her heart kept beating after her body fell still. After a while it stopped and the blood began to cool in her veins.

		

	
		
			2

			The stars didn’t judge him. Seated beneath the sweeping canopy of distant suns, for a moment John Wallace shed his burden in contemplation of the eternal fires that blazed in countless distant galaxies. They were unmoved by the guilt he’d carried ever since the woman he loved had died in his arms, and they, like the jagged mountains that surrounded him, would stand undiminished when Wallace and everyone who might remember him were long dead. Considering the eternal gave Wallace momentary respite, but he did not live in the endless heavens and was bound to the earth, caught in the tangle of emotions life had woven for him. Guilt dragged him back, and the majesty of his surroundings faded as he remembered that he did not deserve to be free. He pictured her distraught face looking up at him, and the looming peaks of the Hindu Kush Mountains were lost to maudlin grief.

			‘I miss you,’ he said softly. ‘I miss you so much.’

			The heavy ache that had filled his chest ever since her death intensified, spreading from his heart until it pulled at his entire body, as though trying to force it to collapse from within. It was a familiar sensation, one that Wallace knew he needed. This painful burden was the only remaining connection he had to the woman he loved. He couldn’t let it go.

			‘I thought I knew what I was doing,’ he continued. ‘I don’t . . .’

			The peace of the forest was broken by the crunch of approaching footsteps, and Wallace fell silent immediately.

			‘Tr’ok Si’ol.’ The boy’s voice came from behind Wallace, and he turned to see Kurik, his host’s youngest son, approaching, his olive complexion lit by starlight.

			For all his months in Kamdesh, Wallace had been unable to learn the meaning of Tr’ok Si’ol, the name his host, Vosuruk, had given him. Whenever he asked, people smiled sympathetically, but would simply repeat Vosuruk’s pronouncement that it was his Kom name.

			‘Oasa mes I’a,’ Kurik continued as he stepped closer. ‘T’ot gij’a ku t’u z’otr.’

			‘English, please,’ Wallace replied, having only recognised a single word; z’otr, which meant kinsman. He could speak passable Pashtun, and a little Arabic, but was still struggling with Kamviri, a dialect that was spoken by fewer than ten thousand people.

			‘Father say come.’ Kurik was mildly embarrassed and hesitated over each poorly formed word.

			‘I don’t want to intrude.’ Wallace raised his hands and took a step back, but it was clear that his words and gesture were lost on the teenager. He wasn’t ready to leave; his memorial had just begun.

			‘Come,’ Kurik responded emphatically, before turning away.

			Wallace took a last look at the stars and tried to imagine his love up there with them, free. But he knew that the only place she existed was in the hearts of those who’d known her. It was with some resentment that he turned to follow the boy. Wallace’s nightly conversations were a way of bringing her back to life and tonight she would remain buried.

			Kurik looked back and smiled when he saw Wallace had started to follow.

			Wallace had spent a great deal of time in Afghanistan and still didn’t fully understand the country’s complex culture. Forced together as a single nation by the British, Afghanistan was in fact a patchwork of provinces whose people often had more in common with their tribal cousins in Pakistan or Tajikistan than they did with those who shared their nationality. Wallace had travelled to Nuristan because all the reports he’d heard suggested it was still riven by conflict. The Nuristani tribes that had spent hundreds of years fighting each other had banded together to resist the resurgent Taliban. Western media presented the conflict as a simplistic struggle between government forces and Islamic militants, but the fight was far more nuanced. For decades, Nuristan had been known as Kafiristan, which, roughly translated, meant Land of the Infidels, so called because the locals had long resisted conversion to Islam. Pockets of the ancient Kalash faith still flourished in Nuristan, and even Muslim converts still observed the rites and practices of their ancestors’ religion. The Nuristani tribes were doing what they’d done for decades, resisting the imposition of an alien authority, be it British, Islamic, Soviet, Taliban, American or Pashtun. Right now, the Kom were engaged in a battle to prevent Taliban forces taking control of their homeland, and Wallace had chosen them because he knew they were an open people with a social hierarchy based on wealth, which meant he could buy his way in.

			After some delicate negotiations in the capital which almost ran aground in misunderstanding, Wallace was smuggled out of Kabul, up the Bashgal Valley to Kamdesh, the ancestral home of the Kom. The town consisted of simple, two-roomed homes, arranged in terraces on the steep slopes. The room on the ground floor was usually a livestock stable, and goats were the most common residents due to their ability to thrive on the mountains and survive the bitterly cold winters.

			Wallace offered Vosuruk, the town’s magistrate, two hundred dollars a week for lodging. Vosuruk was a middle-aged landowner, who looked young for his fifty-something years. He had a warm, approachable face, but his eyes could not conceal a sharpness that helped keep the remote mountain town in order. Three wives and nine children stood testament to Vosuruk’s wealth, but even a high-ranking magistrate could not turn down two hundred dollars a week in a country where the average annual salary was only double that figure.

			Vosuruk partitioned the stable that took up the lower floor of his house to create a room for Wallace, where he could sleep next to the goats and horses. Vosuruk’s family were fascinated by the wealthy stranger who lodged with their livestock, but Wallace wasn’t interested in fostering a reputation as a curiosity. He asked Vosuruk to introduce him to local warriors fighting the Taliban. Normally Vosuruk spoke passable English, but whenever Wallace raised the subject of war he would feign sudden incomprehension. All he could ever manage was, ‘O’c n’a san’oa san’i’, which Wallace came to understand translated roughly as, ‘I don’t know any soldiers.’

			Wallace understood enough Kom social custom to know that militia could not operate in the region without the blessing, and probably the assistance, of the magistrate. A bed and safety could be purchased, but he knew that Vosuruk’s trust would only be gained by time. So he had spent his days getting to know Vosuruk’s family and photographing them and the other townsfolk. Vosuruk had five sons and four daughters. The eldest son, Guktec, was a rugged man in his late thirties, who had two wives and five children of his own. At fourteen, Kurik was Vosuruk’s youngest son, and was the child of his most recent wife, Zana, a slight, introverted woman who did not look more than thirty. Kurik had inherited his mother’s wide eyes and gentle demeanour.

			 On his third day in the town, trailed by Kurik and some of his younger friends, Wallace had gone exploring and found a rocky outcrop deep in the cedar forest that covered the surrounding mountains. The first visit had been marred by the sniggers and giggles of his young coterie, but the following week, after the children had lost interest in him, Wallace had returned in an attempt to find a private place where he could be alone with his grief. Vosuruk had jokingly referred to the outcrop as V’ot Tr’ok Si’ol. Wallace had been able to discover that V’ot meant rock, but, since his efforts to translate his Kom name had floundered, all he knew was that the townspeople now identified the place as his and seemed to take some amusement from the fact that he would go to such lengths to find solitude.

			Wallace’s Rock was located fifteen minutes’ walk from the edge of town, and was accessible by a difficult trail which had been cut through the thick forest for some long-forgotten reason. Now, as they pushed through the brush, Wallace began to see flickering lights dotting the mountainside, and then the sharp-edged silhouette of the town started to come into view. As he and Kurik emerged from the shelter of the trees and crested the lip of the dirt track, Wallace felt a blast of the April wind and pulled his Deerhunter jacket tight around his neck. There had been no snowfall since the week he’d arrived and the bitter weather had started to ease into summer, but the nights still offered a chill reminder of some of the desperate cold he’d felt when he first came to the town in February.

			The arduous conditions didn’t just demand hardy livestock, they fashioned rugged people. Living at altitude, coping with the rigors of the terrain, the Kom were slightly built, but strong and fit. It had taken three days to get Vosuruk’s permission for him to use his camera, for which there had been a hundred-dollar surcharge, but in chronicling the people of the town, Wallace had not seen a single case of obesity. The mountains simply wouldn’t allow it, and would sweep aside any who became unable to deal with life on their unforgiving slopes.

			It had taken a month of quiet persuasion for Vosuruk to finally understand that the strange westerner did not pose a threat to his people. Wallace had shown Vosuruk photographs and accompanying articles from his previous stints in Afghanistan, and his work in Iraq, Somalia and other troubled regions around the world. He’d explained that he wanted to document the life of a people for whom war never seemed to end. Like the other tribes of Nuristan, the Kom had been fighting almost ceaselessly for more than forty years, ever since leading an uprising against the Afghan Communist Government in the seventies. Children had been born and died knowing nothing but conflict, and Wallace wanted to show the world what life was like for a people who lived with ceaseless war, where the insignia on the enemy’s uniform was the only thing that ever changed.

			Wallace’s impassioned rationale had affected Vosuruk and finally, in early March, he and his eldest son, Guktec, had taken Wallace into ‘c’er to’ – the high country. Wallace hadn’t ridden for years, but his confidence soon returned and he was able to avoid disgracing himself as he’d followed the expert horsemen into the mountains. With ancestors who’d resisted Islamification in the late nineteenth century, decades of tribal warfare, and almost half a century of foreign interventionist conflict, the Kom had learned how to conduct military operations in a way that minimised their impact on daily life. Wallace was not surprised when, during their ride up to the snow-capped peaks, Vosuruk had revealed that he played a key role in organising the militia and that Guktec was one of its leading lieutenants.

			Wallace had been led to a gurk’ata vo – a large cavern – two days’ ride from Kamdesh, where twenty-five warriors lived when they weren’t engaged in operations against the Taliban. Vosuruk explained that his people had been instrumental in the Northern Alliance and had led the struggle against the Taliban government. They had no desire to see a return to those dark days, so now they worked within a loosely organised Nuristani force to fight the largely foreign insurgents who operated from bases in Northern Pakistan. Some of the men spoke rudimentary English and Vosuruk translated for the rest. After overcoming their initial suspicion and reticence, Wallace had spent three days getting to know the men, who were all from Kamdesh and ranged in age from sixteen to forty-five. Winter closed many of the passes to Pakistan, limiting the opportunity for action, but with the advent of spring, all of them had been expecting to see combat very soon.

			The older warriors had fought many enemies. The eldest, Malik, remembered running ammunition up to his father during the war against the Soviets. The men had spoken of friends who’d died, the enemies they’d killed, and the dishonourable ‘dillik’, which Wallace gathered meant ‘rats’, who sold them weapons. Most of all, they had talked about their families, and the toll taken by their absence in the mountains. Living in a perpetual state of war for four decades necessitated sacrifice, and every able Kom man spent six months of the year in the high country, fighting. Service was carried out in two-month rotations so that the men could have time with their families and attend to their land and livestock. Like the British and American soldiers Wallace had known, these men missed their wives and children and longed for an end to conflict. When they finally trusted Wallace enough to let him photograph them, he’d seen that their eyes were haunted by a painful longing for something none of them could remember: peace.

			Wallace had watched Vosuruk and the men consulting old maps and knew that they were preparing for an operation, but his host had refused to discuss it and said that it would be inhospitable to place his guest in danger. Wallace knew this was simply a polite way for Vosuruk to say that he still didn’t trust the strange Englishman and his camera. The Kom did not have many positive experiences of westerners. The British had handed Nuristan to the Afghans, the Soviets had tried to overrun their country, and the Americans had come in anger, to avenge the deaths of thousands of innocents.

			After three days and over fifty saleable photographs, Wallace and Vosuruk had returned to Kamdesh. Guktec had stayed with the fighters to begin his rotation, and, as they’d ridden back through the mountains, Vosuruk had spoken of his hopes for his children and his people. He longed for the comforts of a Western life, for education and for a time when Nuristan was no longer touched by war. Wallace listened sympathetically. He knew the pain of longing for something that was beyond reach, but had said nothing of his own dark experiences.

			On their first night back in Kamdesh, Wallace had shown Vosuruk his laptop and the satellite uplink that enabled him to transmit the photographs to Getty, where they would be sold to any interested buyers. When Vosuruk saw them uploaded, and finally understood that Wallace was genuine in his desire to portray the truth of their struggle, he’d quietly assured his guest that he would soon have the opportunity to document one of their operations. Vosuruk had said no more about the subject, and, after almost four weeks of diligent patience, Wallace wondered whether his host had changed his mind.

			‘Pam’o gu Soa,’ Kurik said, pointing at his father’s brightly lit house.

			Wallace smiled, guessing that Kurik’s remark had something to do with the celebration that he’d purposefully tried to avoid. Vosuruk’s second son, Druni, a quiet, thoughtful man in his late twenties, was taking his third wife, Arani.

			The forest thinned as Wallace and Kurik reached the edge of town and the fragrant smell of cedar was replaced by the ripe scent of livestock and the aroma of food. Kurik led Wallace along the narrow track that ran up to his father’s house, and, when Wallace hesitated by the door to the ground-floor stable, he insisted, ‘No. Come.’

			Reluctantly, Wallace followed him up the ladder that rested against the stable wall, climbing on to a balcony that was built on the roof of the adjacent house. Kurik ushered him through the open doors into the main room, which was packed with happy friends and family, dressed in their most colourful clothes, all talking excitedly about Druni and Arani and their life together. Wallace could not help but notice that Somol and Bozor, Druni’s first and second wives, sat slightly apart from the rest of the group and he wondered how they felt about the union.

			The wedding party stood on a huge, intricately woven coloured rug that covered most of the floor. In prime position in the centre of the room, a roasted goat was proudly displayed, surrounded by a rich banquet.

			‘Welcome, Tr’ok Si’ol,’ Vosuruk boomed from across the room.

			Most of his guests hadn’t noticed Wallace enter and now they turned to look at the reluctant westerner. Hearty cheers rang out, echoing their host’s sentiments, and Wallace shrank back slightly.

			‘I didn’t want to intrude,’ he explained.

			‘T’chah!’ Vosuruk waved dismissively, as if to indicate that Wallace had been guilty of great foolishness. ‘Now we can eat.’ He signalled to his guests, who needed no further encouragement and set about the feast with enthusiasm. ‘Camera,’ Vosuruk shouted above the hubbub, and it suddenly occurred to Wallace that his attendance wasn’t purely social.

			‘Of course.’ Wallace nodded, and he hurried from the room, clambered down the ladder and opened the stable door carefully, so as not to allow any of Vosuruk’s goats to escape.

			Three bridled horses pulled at their tethers in an effort to nuzzle Wallace as he crossed the room, making for the small partitioned space that had been his home for over two months. He drew back a hanging drape and placed his large camera bag on the low but surprisingly comfortable straw cot, then selected the 750, which would give him better performance in low light than the D4, and opted for the 50mm f/1.4 lens. Just as he was replacing the Peli lens case in his camera bag, he heard an unfamiliar sound outside. Hurrying from the stable, he climbed the ladder to find Vosuruk and Druni standing on the balcony peering up at the sky, their faces suddenly solemn.

			‘What is it?’ Wallace asked as his ears tried to identify the low throbbing that was growing louder with each passing moment.

			Vosuruk looked at Wallace, his eyes uncharacteristically fearful, his voice alive with apprehension. ‘Helicopters.’
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			They’d started burrowing the moment he’d come out of the coma, and the depressions they dug deepened every day. Physically, the bullets were long gone and scars covered the places where they’d torn into his body, but their psychological damage haunted him. Patrick Bailey wore a convincing mask of professionalism, and he doubted whether Superintendent Cross had noticed any change. His colleagues might have caught him drifting during a conversation, but it was only his family and old friends, like Salamander, who recognised the lingering effects of his shooting. His life was smaller, darker, and Bailey felt vulnerable, fearful – mortal. He’d noticed it in hospital, where he’d found himself jumping at unexpected noises and treating passing strangers with suspicion. Even after his doctor had given him the all-clear and he’d started his physical therapy, Bailey worried that they’d missed one or more of the bullet fragments – that deadly metal was lodged somewhere in his veins and would one day be dislodged to flow to his brain or heart, killing him instantly.

			Once this fear had taken root, Bailey found it impossible to shake. And the ghostly bullets, like burrowing insects, kept digging into his insecure mind and throwing up new filth. A residual blood clot lingered near his lungs; the stress and strain on his heart had weakened it; the coma had changed his sinus rhythm, making him prone to stroke. As their burrows grew bigger, the parasites became stronger, adding new fears, which compounded Bailey’s stress. The Met’s resident psychotherapist, Jean Davis, a thoughtful woman with a dark little office off Edgware Road, tried to talk Bailey through the aftermath of trauma, and explained that anxiety would manifest itself in physical symptoms. She tried to teach him techniques to cope with his fears and Bailey smiled and pretended to learn, so that by the end of his mandated six weekly sessions, Jean would declare him fit for duty and the force would have no hint of the damage being done by the terrors conjured by his paranoid mind.

			During calmer moments, Bailey told himself he was being irrational and knew that Jean was right: he was just as fit, healthy and capable as he’d been before Pendulum shot him, and his fears were unfounded. But whenever rationality threatened to take hold, the evil parasites burrowed deeper and revealed some new horror to unbalance him and push him into the grip of panic. Bailey had sacrificed so much of himself, saving John Wallace from Pendulum, and it had taken months of intense physical therapy for him to recover from the shooting. He’d been commended for his bravery, but he didn’t think there was anything brave about his actions. He’d simply done what was necessary, and had paid a heavy price. His body was better, but he feared that his mind might never recover.

			So Bailey spent his days pretending to be the detective he once was, wearing a smile like an ill-fitting mask, feigning competence like an actor in a TV cop show. At night he became reclusive and withdrew from those who knew him best, so that they would not question him about the changes they’d seen, and, through voicing their concerns, give his anxiety even more power. He set his intellect against his fear and tried to solve the problem, spending lonely evenings in his flat researching ways to combat anxiety. But every new fact only seemed to give the parasites greater power and each new revelation only seemed to stimulate a new fear. Finally, he realised that logic was no match for primal irrationality. He’d come close to seeing his doctor, but didn’t want anxiety or mental health issues flagged on his record, so he’d resigned himself to the hope that time would heal him, and forced his way through each day trying to ignore the growing feeling that death waited for him at the end of every step.

			A uniformed officer walked in front of his car and Bailey slammed on the brake. The seatbelt snapped tight as he jerked forward, and he felt his heart start to race as he realised that he’d almost run the man over. The young officer moved to the driver’s window and knocked on the glass.

			‘Sorry, sir, the street’s closed,’ the officer said.

			‘DI Bailey,’ Bailey replied, fumbling for his warrant card.

			‘Park anywhere on the left,’ the PC instructed, stepping away to move the barricade that blocked the road.

			Bailey waved his thanks as he drove on, shaken by the manner of his arrival. His efforts to combat his anxiety so consumed him that he often found himself retreating into his mind, becoming oblivious to the outside world. He relied on autopilot to keep him functioning, but now and again it was starting to fail. He would miss entire sections of the daily briefing, or set out for a location and end up somewhere else. This time his autopilot had succeeded in bringing him to the right place; Ufton Grove, a short residential street that was either in South Dalston or North Islington, depending on whether you were buying or selling one of the four-storey Georgian terrace properties. But he was unnerved that he’d nearly collided with the uniform and concerned at his inability to recall most of his journey through London’s busy streets.

			Bailey pulled into a space marked by police cones, behind one of the two liveried police cars that were on the scene. The forensics truck was parked directly outside number 112, an end-of-terrace located on the south-eastern corner of the street.

			He turned away from the low afternoon sun slanting through the branches of the budding blossom trees, and hurried across the street, into a tiny garden. As he walked up a stone path set between patches of brushed gravel that swept like a frozen sea around a handful of pot plants, Bailey willed himself to focus. He challenged himself to rise above his anxiety and to allow his keen eye and incisive mind to truly connect with the world. A detective cut off by fear was no use to anyone.

			A shabby-looking man waited for Bailey on the threshold. Greasy black curly hair fell around a lard-white, puffy face.

			‘DI Bailey?’ the man asked as he offered his hand. ‘DS Murrall. Call me Jack. Thanks for coming.’

			Bailey shook Murrall’s clammy hand, and wondered whether the sheen of perspiration that covered his face was a sign of nerves or ill health. Murrall’s poorly fitting, cheap suit was speckled with patchy stains – he looked more like a deadbeat travelling salesman than a cop.

			‘Happy to help,’ Bailey replied with a smile. ‘What you got?’

			‘Upstairs,’ Murrall said as he headed inside.

			Bailey felt an arrhythmical thump in his chest, and fear instantly shrank the world to nothing. He paused by the front door, aware that he was incapable of doing his job until the wave of panic had subsided. His mind turned inward, studying his body for further signs of imminent death. He longed to take his pulse, but knew he was being watched.

			‘You OK?’ Murrall asked.

			‘Sure. Just getting my bearings,’ Bailey lied.

			As suddenly as it had arrived, Bailey was through the tunnel of panic and the sensory world burst into life all around him. He became aware of his own reflection in a large, gilt-framed mirror that hung in the white hallway. You’ve aged, he thought, looking at his haunted eyes. The rest of his body hadn’t markedly changed since the shooting, but he knew he was carrying a few more pounds on his previously athletic frame, and a close observer would notice that his dark skin was blemished by traces of stress-induced acne.

			He followed Murrall up a narrow staircase. The thick green carpet reminded Bailey of a stately home, and the red runner, complete with brass fixings, suggested old-fashioned class combined with easy access to money. Family photographs lined the stairs. An attractive couple, both lean, both exuding confidence, smiled with two handsome young boys.

			‘Sylvia Greene,’ Murrall noted as they climbed the first flight of stairs. ‘Editor of the London Record.’

			‘I thought I recognised the name,’ Bailey observed.

			‘Husband is Connor Greene. He’s a graphic designer,’ Murrall continued. ‘The two boys are Hector and Joseph. They’re at their cousins’.’

			‘The mother?’ Bailey asked, studying a portrait photograph of Sylvia. He saw it now, a familiar look in her eyes that lay well concealed beneath the confident ease – a haunting.

			Murrall nodded. ‘She’s upstairs,’ he said, indicating another flight of steps.

			Bailey followed the rotund detective, who was already slightly out of breath. He glanced into the family’s bedrooms as they crossed the landing and saw that even the boys’ were immaculately well ordered. The furniture was an eclectic mix of antiques that looked as though it had been cobbled together at numerous estate sales. Creating this casually beautiful family home had taken a great deal of careful effort. Bailey noted more silver-framed family portraits on an occasional table that stood at the foot of the next flight of stairs. He followed Murrall up to a tiny landing set in the eaves of the roof. Two doors led off the small space. Bailey sensed activity in the room that lay to the right and followed Murrall inside.

			Sylvia Greene’s body was hanging from an exposed rafter. A couple of forensics officers working in their white overalls acknowledged Murrall as he and Bailey entered.

			‘They haven’t finished,’ Murrall said, ‘but I wanted you to see her. See why we called you.’

			Bailey noticed the similarities immediately. The rope around Sylvia Greene’s neck was the same gauge as the one found in John Wallace’s flat, and, like Wallace, Sylvia was in her underwear.

			‘Is that blood?’ Bailey asked, noting deep red droplets on the green carpet.

			‘We think so,’ Murrall answered. ‘She isn’t wounded, so we think she might have cut an assailant.’

			‘May I?’ Bailey said, stepping forward.

			‘Sure.’ Murrall nodded, and Bailey continued towards the body.

			‘Who found her?’ Bailey asked as he studied the scene.

			‘The husband, Connor Greene.’

			Bailey concentrated on his surroundings and tried not to think about the man’s profound horror as he discovered his dead wife. A large leather-topped desk stood beneath a Velux window which was cut into the sloped roof. The desktop was neatly presented: a laptop, ordered piles of paper, more family photographs, a pot of pens and pencils – nothing looked out of place apart from the captain’s chair that lay on its side directly beneath the body. Bailey drew close to Sylvia and studied her fingers, which hung at head height. Her nails were ragged and broken and had a great deal of dirt and material pressed beneath them. He looked up, and felt himself go light-headed as he gazed at death. Bodies never used to bother him, but now he had to fight the urge to run, to get as far away as possible. He forced back his fear and concentrated on Sylvia’s neck, which was raw with scratch marks, where she’d tried to rip away the noose. The abrasions were bright red and her skin wasn’t yet showing the blueish tinge of the long dead – the body hadn’t been hanging for more than a few hours. Bailey looked beyond her lank blond hair to the rafter, where the heavy rope pressed tightly against the hard wood.

			‘What do you think?’ Murrall asked.

			Bailey hesitated, forcing himself to look directly at Sylvia Greene’s face. You’re not haunted any more, he thought darkly as he peered at her glassy, bulging eyes. ‘You find a note?’

			Murrall shook his head. ‘This is going to be a hot one, sir. I don’t know if you read the Record, but she really turned it around. Broke a lot of big stories. Pissed off a lot of powerful people.’

			‘Where’s the husband?’ Bailey asked.

			‘Downstairs with victim support,’ Murrall replied.

			‘He said anything?’

			‘No. He kept it together until his sister collected the boys, but then he lost it.’

			‘We should see if he’s ready to talk,’ Bailey suggested as he headed for the door, relieved at his growing distance from grim death.

			Bailey didn’t answer any of Murrall’s questions but instead considered what he’d seen as he followed the wheezing detective downstairs. Apart from the bloodstains on the carpet, there was nothing to suggest murder, and the beam that supported Sylvia Greene’s body showed no signs of abrasion, suggesting that she had not been hoisted up there by someone else. Subject to the results of the forensic report on the blood, Bailey had been inclined to view Sylvia Greene’s death as suicide, but that changed the moment he caught sight of her husband, Connor. The distraught widower was seated at a pine-topped table near the high windows of his basement kitchen, and, while there was no doubting the authenticity of his grief, Bailey saw the man glance over at him and Murrall as they entered and recognised a familiar expression, one he’d seen on the faces of countless criminals: the discomfort of deceit.

			‘Mr Greene?’ Bailey crossed the expensive white kitchen, the heels of his shoes clicking against the hard stone tiles. ‘How are you feeling?’

			Connor looked at the uniformed victim liaison officer, a young constable with an earnest face, no doubt in the vain hope she could answer on his behalf. The young constable caught Bailey’s eye and shook her head slowly. Connor’s chin dropped and he kept his eyes fixed on the delicate natural patterns embossed on the stone beneath his feet.

			‘Do you think you can talk?’ Bailey continued, leaning against the butcher’s block that stood at the heart of the kitchen. Ignoring Murrall’s concerned looks, he took off his suit jacket and rolled up his sleeves while he waited for Connor to answer. ‘It’s humid down here.’

			Bailey tried to read Connor’s eyes as the bereaved man glanced up at him: grief, anger, hostility – all the usual emotions he’d expect to see, but there was also discomfort, which manifested itself in Connor’s inability to hold his gaze. Bailey crouched down and forced himself into Connor’s eyeline. ‘What do you think, Mr Greene?’

			‘We can do this later, right . . .’ Murrall began, but he stopped talking when Bailey shot him a disapproving look.

			‘Saturday morning,’ Connor began quietly. ‘Saturday morning. Give the boys their breakfast, get them in their kit, take them to football. Vee came every now and again, but Saturday mornings are mine. Me and the boys. She said she was going to catch up on some work.’

			Bailey watched Connor as he choked back his tears. The grieving husband looked hot and uncomfortable, perspiration clearly visible on his brow. Connor was wearing a thick woollen submariner’s jumper, complete with tight roll neck. His right hand was holding his left forearm, his fingers teasing a loose strand of wool. Thick jeans and heavy boots completed the husband’s outfit, clothes that might have been sensible for the touchline, but were bound to stifle in this well-insulated, hot kitchen.

			‘Would you like me to open a window?’ Bailey asked.

			Connor shook his head. ‘What would you like to know?’ – his voice rising, searching for a name.

			‘Detective Inspector Bailey. Just tell us about your day. Exactly what happened.’

			The kitchen fell still. Bailey could hear Murrall’s laboured breathing and the muffled sounds of distant traffic. Someone outside the house dropped something that clattered to the pavement and made Murrall jump. Bailey was studying Connor too intently to react.

			‘I take the boys to football practice every Saturday,’ Connor began. ‘Out at the Hackney Marshes. Vee, Sylvia, my wife . . . she uses the time to work. She likes the house quiet so she can concentrate. Me and the boys stop for food on the way home, McDonald’s normally. She was fine when we left, maybe a little preoccupied, but she’s always like that when she’s got a lot on at work. When we came home . . . I . . . I found her upstairs. I tried to get her down . . .’ Connor crumbled, his voice failing utterly as he recalled his efforts.

			‘And the blood?’ Bailey pressed.

			Connor took a moment to compose himself and then stared directly at Bailey, holding his gaze with unnatural intensity. ‘I cut myself,’ he responded flatly, rolling up the sleeve of his thick jumper to reveal a nasty gash on his left forearm. The bloody wound was still weeping.

			Bailey gave Murrall a dismayed look; that was not the sort of thing he should have missed. ‘We need to have that looked at, Mr Greene,’ he advised, before telling the scruffy detective beside him, ‘See if you can get someone in here.’

			Murrall nodded at the victim support officer, who quickly left the room, and Bailey turned back to Connor. ‘How did you cut yourself, Mr Greene?’ he continued.

			Connor didn’t answer, but instead looked sheepishly at the floor.

			‘Mr Greene, what did you cut yourself on?’ Bailey insisted, and the atmosphere changed.

			‘The chair,’ Connor responded at last. ‘I caught myself on the mechanism when I tried to lift my wife down.’

			Bailey looked to Murrall for confirmation, and the pale detective shook his head emphatically.

			‘There was no blood on the chair, Mr Greene,’ Bailey countered. ‘How did you cut yourself?’

			Connor was unresponsive, his attention held by the patterns on the floor tiles.

			‘People go into shock in these situations, do strange things, things they might struggle to remember,’ Bailey added. ‘You need to tell us how you cut yourself, Mr Greene.’

			Connor’s mouth twisted into a half-smile as he shook his head. ‘Why would I call the police?’

			Exasperated, Bailey turned to Murrall. ‘I think we’re going to have to continue this at the station,’ he said. ‘Once we’ve got his arm seen to.’

			Connor’s smile fell away and he stared past Bailey, towards some distant point far beyond the walls of the kitchen. ‘Why would I call the police if I’d had anything to do with my wife’s death, Detective Inspector Bailey?’
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			The first gunshots echoed around the valley and Wallace looked down the mountainside to see flashes of fire erupting in the darkness. He heard distant cries, followed by urgent shouts, and peered into the night to see silhouetted figures running up the valley, holding long-barrelled weapons that sprayed death. He knew he should have been afraid, but life’s calluses had robbed him of the sense to be scared.

			‘Afghan Army,’ Vosuruk announced urgently. ‘Satr’ama, Druni,’ he said, turning to his shocked son. ‘S’u pre le’ea moc h’ u-kum bu kal’ a ku. I send him to wake people. They must escape,’ he explained to Wallace.

			Druni nodded, then ran to the edge of the balcony and slid down the ladder. Wallace heard him shouting, ‘Kal’ a ku,’ as he sprinted down the street banging on doors. Within moments the cry had been taken up by countless voices around the town.

			Arani, Druni’s beautiful young wife, stepped on to the balcony, thoughts of her wedding celebrations killed by gunfire. ‘T’ot, Vosuruk?’ she asked hesitantly. Wallace could see the rest of the family crowded around her, eager to learn the cause of the commotion.

			‘San’oa s’ea dor in’rama zan’or!’ Vosuruk commanded as he stared out at the gunfire that was drawing ever closer. ‘We must all go to the mountains.’

			Arani and the rest of the family immediately withdrew, and there was hurried chatter as some of them rushed to gather their belongings, while others simply fled the building. The sound of the approaching helicopters grew louder, and, as Wallace saw the first dark shadow crest a distant ridge, the valley below them crackled with gunfire. This time Wallace could see the tracers blazing downhill.

			‘My men will hold them,’ Vosuruk told him. ‘They made a bad mistake. The helicopters should have come first.’

			Wallace was not about to argue with the veteran of so many wars. He watched bursts of light illuminate the valley below as fire spat in both directions.

			‘In’rama zan’or!’ Vosuruk yelled and his cry was echoed by other voices. ‘We must run to the high country,’ he told Wallace. ‘Take only what you can carry. Go!’

			Wallace looked inside the house and saw that Vosuruk’s immediate family had almost finished preparing their packs. He ran for the ladder. As he stepped on the first rung, he saw a spark of flame shoot across the sky. Moments later there was a massive explosion where it hit the earth. The sound of distant screams froze Wallace’s blood; he was sure he heard a child’s voice. More fire from the sky as the approaching helicopters rained missiles on Kamdesh, concentrating their fury on any pocket of resistance.

			‘Go!’ Vosuruk commanded.

			Wallace slid down the ladder, landing on the hard dirt with a thud. He scrambled into the stable, where he found Kurik preparing the horses. Outside, the valley was alive with the sound of battle. Explosions shook the building and the rattle of automatic gunfire had become incessant, as had the cries of the townspeople. Wallace hurried into his quarters and grabbed his camera bag. He thought about taking his other backpack, which contained clothes and medical supplies, but had no idea where they were going or how long they’d need to travel, so decided against the extra weight.

			‘Tr’ok Si’ol!’ Kurik shouted.

			Wallace slung his camera bag over his shoulders, pulled back the drape and stepped into the stable where Vosuruk’s youngest stood holding the reins of all three horses. Vosuruk entered, clasping an AK-47.

			‘We must go!’ he said urgently.

			Kurik handed Wallace the reins of a white gelding, before mounting a tan mare. Vosuruk jumped on to the grey and dug his heels into the horse’s body, spurring it forward. Wallace struggled to stay in his saddle as his horse galloped after Vosuruk and Kurik, and he felt his heavy camera bag accentuating the effect of every twist and turn, threatening to throw his balance, as the horses bolted up the mountain along the narrow, winding streets of Kamdesh. Bullets sliced the air and clouds of dust burst all around them as the slugs studded the mud-walled buildings.

			A piercing whistle cut through the sky above them, and Vosuruk suddenly turned his horse, shouting, ‘This way!’

			Kurik and Wallace followed Vosuruk along a narrow alleyway, as a missile hit a house further up the mountain. Black night was banished by a powerful explosion. The force of the blast threw Wallace against his horse’s neck, and he felt his forearm scream with pain as he clasped the reins and willed himself not to fall. He righted himself, and, as the horse thundered on, he caught sight of figures lit by the burning building to his rear. Men, women and children fleeing their homes, running for the safety of the surrounding forest, as those able to fight tried to repel the highly organised invaders.

			A light flared further up the mountain and Wallace saw fire streak into the sky. The deadly flame headed directly towards the nearest helicopter, its heavy silhouette looming in the heavens like a fearsome god. The pilot must have registered the threat, but acted too late, and the surface-to-air missile hit the belly of the chopper as it tried to bank away. Wallace turned from the blast and saw Kurik and Vosuruk riding on to a dirt track that led towards the thick forest above Kamdesh. He looked back at the helicopter, which burned brightly as it fell to earth, and saw that the valley was being torn apart. Afghan soldiers pressed through the town, exchanging fire with outnumbered locals, while the remaining helicopters targeted the surface-to-air launcher. Missiles streaked through the sky and destroyed a collection of houses on the upper slopes. The force of the blasts threw Wallace sideways, and he felt the heat of the explosions as he tumbled out of his saddle and hit the ground hard enough to knock the wind from his lungs.

			Dazed, he tried to get to his feet but stumbled and fell forward. His rebellious legs no longer obeyed his commands, and he looked around anxiously, acutely aware that he was alone. There was no sign of Vosuruk, Kurik or his horse. The ground shook with the force of another explosion, and bullets hit the walls of nearby buildings. The treeline was no more than a hundred yards away, but Wallace doubted his legs would carry him to the nearest building, let alone the safety of the forest. Further down the street, which flanked the eastern edge of town, he saw the first Afghan soldiers approaching. There were two of them, and they were working cover-and-clear as they made their way up the mountain, one sweeping the abandoned homes, while the other ran ahead and took position to give cover for the move to the next building. They saw Wallace at roughly the same time and exchanged urgent looks, before breaking into a run.

			The nearest man spoke urgently into his radio. ‘Sahib, mung laral paida el-khareji.’ He trained his gun on Wallace. ‘Khateez sarak, mujawar el-zanggal.’

			Wallace recognised the Pashto words for foreigner, east and road. They were radioing their location and telling someone that they had found the foreigner. Something about the way they phrased the word bothered Wallace, but his thoughts were interrupted by the painfully loud rattle of gunfire. Both soldiers fell dead, yards from where he lay. Wallace looked up the mountain and saw Vosuruk holding his weathered AK-47. Behind him, Kurik rode down the track, clasping the reins of Vosuruk’s grey and Wallace’s own white horse.

			‘Thank you,’ Wallace said as Vosuruk approached, but his host didn’t stop and instead ran past him towards the fallen soldiers.

			Kurik gave Wallace the reins of his horse. As he hoisted himself into the saddle, Wallace looked round to see Vosuruk concealing something beneath the nearest soldier.

			‘Hurry! Quick!’ Vosuruk yelled urgently, as he ran back towards his horse.

			Kurik spurred his mount towards the treeline and Wallace’s white gelding needed no further encouragement, following at speed, while Vosuruk brought up the rear. Wallace heard barked commands as they raced towards the safety of the dark trees. He looked over his shoulder to see more soldiers come into view, their muzzles flashing as they opened fire. Bullets whipped around Wallace, and he gripped the reins tightly and clamped his thighs around his galloping horse. He looked back and saw a soldier approach one of the men Vosuruk had shot. As the man checked his fallen comrade, a massive explosion tore him apart and set the street aflame; Vosuruk’s booby trap threw the detachment into chaos, as those not caught in the blast sought to extinguish their screaming, burning companions. Wallace glanced at Vosuruk, and the grizzled veteran smiled sourly as they crossed the treeline and rode into the cold embrace of the dark forest.
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			Christine Ash shifted position in a vain attempt to make the tiny stool more comfortable. The atmosphere in the van had moved from close to oppressive and she was aware that she was covered in nervous perspiration. Her colleague, Deon Reeves, a slim black man, was also glistening. He was so tall that he couldn’t really sit on his stool; it looked more like he’d been folded up and precariously balanced on top. He watched the bank of monitors, his eyes darting from one to the other with the intense diligence that Ash had come to expect of him. A New Year promotion to Senior Special Agent had put Ash in charge of the team investigating a serial killer known as Babylon. Profiling had pegged him as an intelligent white male, possibly a professional, almost certainly college educated, with a deep-rooted but warped belief in one of the Abrahamic faiths. The moniker, Babylon, had come from a series of emails sent to the New York Post shortly after each murder. The correspondence provided rambling justifications, and details of the killings that only the murderer would know. Inspired by Pendulum, Babylon said he had made it his mission to rid the world of those who were helping the evils of technology overrun society. Like the unholy tower that was destroyed by God, Babylon would tear down the evil edifice that was technology, and return humanity to a simpler way of living. He had murdered Tim Smith, a systems programmer at a small app development company; Robert Cornish, an account manager who worked at Dell; Sally Lonner, a website developer; Molineaux Lund, a YouTube technology reviewer; and Andie Fong, a Wall Street fund manager who specialised in technology stocks. Babylon’s chosen method of murder, beheading, had the tabloids in a frenzy. What the media didn’t know was that the Bureau was struggling to identify the murder weapon. The victims were decapitated by something that cauterised the massive wound, removing the head with minimal blood loss.

			Babylon claimed to have been inspired by Pendulum, but he lacked the same level of sophistication, and once they’d been made aware of the Post correspondence, Ash had tasked Reeves with tracing the source of the emails. She found it ironic that someone on an anti-tech crusade would use email to boast about his crimes, but she knew from bitter experience that most righteous zealots were terrible hypocrites.

			Working with the Bureau’s cybercrime team who were able to circumvent the proxy servers Babylon used, Reeves had traced all the emails to Network Connections, an internet café in a Brooklyn mini-mall. Babylon usually sent them within forty-eight hours of a murder, always between midday and two p.m., and the manager of Network Connections, Jeff Sandos, an overworked middle-aged man who looked like he didn’t see enough daylight, said there was a guy who might fit the profile who came in every couple of weeks or so.

			Andie Fong’s girlfriend had found her body at nine the previous evening, and forensics estimated she’d been dead for no more than two hours, so Ash had assembled the team and ordered a stake-out. She and Reeves were in the van with monitors that were hooked up to five remote cameras watching the entrance to the mini-mall, the parking lot, the interior of the internet café, the main entrance and the emergency exit.

			Parker was inside the café. ‘Because you look the nerdiest,’ Ash had joked, adding, ‘and because you get to make the arrest,’ in an effort to mollify his ego.

			Miller and Price were posing as employees of Bull Burger, a fast-food joint opposite Network Connections that garishly proclaimed it was the home of Brooklyn’s best quarter pounder. Miller was a tough, stocky agent, three years out of Quantico, and reminded Ash of a wild boar, someone who’d incessantly sniff around a case and charge down any trouble. Price was right at home in Bull Burger, joking with the staff and customers. Four years from the Academy, Price had an effervescent personality and a broad smile that could charm snakes.

			The last member of the team, Valentina Romero, sat in a beat-up Sebring in the mini-mall parking lot, playing the part of a homeless person living in her car. The tragedy was the car actually belonged to Romero, as did all the personal possessions piled on the back seat, which she’d hurriedly collected from home. Ash got the impression that Romero modelled herself on Al Pacino’s Serpico, grunting through life with anti-establishment belligerence. She seemed far more comfortable in army surplus and heavy boots than she did in the Bureau’s standard business casual. Most in Federal Plaza viewed her as an oddball, but Ash knew Romero was a diligent, dedicated agent.

			The mini-mall was located on the corner of Linden and Rockaway, a couple of blocks from Brookdale Hospital. It was a squat complex of buildings arranged around the north, east and west sides of a small parking lot. Potash red, the low structure was covered by years of ground-in pollution and was home to an assortment of struggling independent businesses – a dry cleaner, a mailbox provider, a nail salon – places that survived on the margins.

			‘You should get some sleep,’ Reeves advised, as Ash rubbed her eyes.

			‘I’m OK,’ she replied, forcing herself to sit upright. They’d been in the van since midnight, and it was now approaching noon. Apart from a couple of bathroom breaks and a short period when she thought she’d fallen asleep, Ash had spent the night staring at the screens, watching the comings and goings of a handful of people who still needed access to a public computer. The remote camera inside Network Connections showed Parker sizing up every new entrant before returning his attention to his computer, one of a dozen arranged in rows on either side of the café.

			The stake-out wasn’t the real reason for Ash’s tiredness. She’d been pushing herself too hard, leading the Babylon investigation for the Bureau while spending every free moment trying to tie up the Pendulum case. As far as the world was concerned, the killer had been caught, but despite SAIC Harrell’s concerted efforts to convince her otherwise, Ash was certain at least one other person had been involved and she was determined to prove it.

			Ash wasn’t the only one struggling with the aftermath of the Pendulum killings. The death of so many innocent victims had generated real anger and there was a growing consensus that people should be prevented from exploiting the anonymity afforded by the internet. The older generation, people who remembered a time before technology connected every home to a world of potentially dangerous strangers, was particularly vocal in demanding some sort of protection, and it looked as though lawmakers were finally responding to their call. Two senators, Joe Castillo, a sharp Republican from Florida, and Polly Blake, an Arizona Democrat, had tabled the Blake-Castillo Bill, otherwise known as the International Online Security Act, which they claimed would reshape the internet. Among a number of other changes, the bill would end anonymity through the issuance of biometric digital passports. Officially, the Bureau supported the bill, but Ash had reservations, viewing it as a knee-jerk reaction to a deranged killer.

			The Bureau had embarked on a massive investment programme to bolster its capabilities to deal with cyber-threats and had
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