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      The abandoned pinball hall stood on the hilltop, framed by a basket of leafy foliage, the last paint on the tall sign that had once beckoned gamblers and fools for miles around glittering in the evening sun. The peak of the flat, ugly hill had once been bald, smeared by an asphalt road that meandered up to the clutch of amusement businesses that clustered together on its summit. There had been a café, a small hotel, and a nightclub that had doubled as a prostitution den. All were gone now, torn down, the land reclaimed by the forest that had gradually crept back up the hill like a frightened crowd returning to the scene of a crime.

      The pinball hall, for no particular reason that Race Devan knew of, had been left standing. Of course, local kids had beaten it to shit, using it for everything from staging gang fights to drunken birthday parties. There wasn’t a window left intact, a wall panel that hadn’t been sprayed with some wanton obscenity, a door that hadn’t been kicked in. Twice, some nameless, faceless punk had set it on fire, and both times the apathetic local fire brigade, unwilling to waste any more taxpayer’s money on saving something no one wanted anyway, had let it burn itself out.

      The road was long overgrown, but a path on the hill’s south side was still regularly used by hikers. The sun was an hour from setting when Race Devan hit the bottom of the trail, his guitar in a case under one arm, his bag of supplies slung over the other. As he stared glumly up at the steeply rising path he fought an internal battle with his motivation. He had been planning this for the last week, but a couple of drinks of his mother’s homebrew and a leer over a picture of his brother’s girlfriend had sucked much of the drive out of him. Searching for some kind of enthusiasm, he forced himself to recall a blistering Ken Okamoto riff and the words of his own band’s drummer at practice last week.

      ‘Dude, that new riff of yours sucks. What happened, man? When’d you lose your edge?’

      He’d argued that it was all bullshit, that his riffs were as good as ever, but it was a lie. He knew exactly when his edge had gone: the day he had graduated from Sixth Form and gone to work at the factory. Instead of shamming his way through classes and ignoring homework assignments to work on his songs, he had found himself doing ten-hour shifts sitting on an assembly line welding bits of metal together while his mind slowly came undone. It wasn’t like he had a choice—you worked or the Department of Civil Affairs came and took you away—but it wasn’t like the rest of the band wasn’t working too. Perhaps his old songs had just been too bitchingly badass that a slight lifting of his foot from the pedal had taken his edge away.

      Still, he could get it back. All he needed was a little inspiration.

      He reached the top of the hill, breathing hard and sweating beneath his black leather jacket. The sun was just dipping beneath the hills to the west, but Race gave it little more than a scowl as he sat down on the steps of a small viewing platform that had also escaped the encroachment of the forest, lit a cigarette, and opened the bottle of homebrew he had carried up with him.

      First things first. He couldn’t just start to play. It had to be like it was at school, when he’d start drinking on the sly somewhere around lunchtime, then get back home to his guitar about half-past-five good and tanked, a succession of searing riffs ready to break free.

      He ripped the cap off the bottle and flung it away into the weeds. With a satisfied grin, he took the first swig of a decent attempt at homebrewed whisky, loving the way it burned on its way down. It was so good he could have finished the bottle in one swallow, but he wanted to measure it out.

      It was a good view from here. As dusk fell, clusters of lights appeared in the dips of the valleys, while some way to the east a series of orange spotlights indicated a road crew. They were still over there working on the old motorway, pulling it up piece by piece in a gradual arc up towards London. He couldn’t help feeling a hint of jealousy. One of his bandmates worked on the roads, and while they worked all night it had to be better out in the open air than in some stuffy factory.

      In his bag was a pair of battery-powered speakers. He plugged them into an ancient MP3 player he’d found in a closet. It was loaded up with old shit, but bands these days sucked, especially British bands with all the censoring. European and Asian metal was where it was at, and a blend of the two was even better.

      Race had only a passing interest in the musicians his bandmates listened to. The songs were decent enough, but he’d never managed to turn them over to his kind of music. Still, perhaps letting them pedal their crap too much was another reason why his riffs weren’t as good as they had been.

      He needed to go old school. Get his inspiration back.

      Plastic Black Butterfly, their fourth and fifth albums, the last with O-Remo Takahashi and the first with Jun Matsumoto, they were where it was at. Ken Okamoto was at his best on those two records, raging first against the band’s dwindling popularity and then second against the tragedy that had befallen the band’s original lineup. In those riffs and blazing solos, Race found his euphoria. Closing his eyes as he listened, he could imagine a black flood of tar come rushing forth to steal all colour from the world.

      Race took his guitar out and plugged it into an old smartphone, opening up a music recording app that he had once filled with thundering riffs. He put a single earphone into his left ear, leaving his right ear for the speakers.

      ‘Ready, set … rock.’

      He selected his favorite playlist and heavy metal riffs came pounding out of the speakers. Race turned them up as loud as he could, then switched up the volume on his smartphone app.

      ‘Yeah,’ he groaned, feeling almost orgasmic as he attacked his guitar strings, jamming along to the music. It had been a while since he had really practiced, and it took a few minutes to get his hands warmed up, but soon his fingers were flying over the strings faster than they ever had. Taking occasional sips of whisky, he rocked out while the light faded from the world and the tapestry of countryside spreading out below turned as black and star-studded as the sky above.

      The boys in the band would go wild for these riffs, he knew. These were the best riffs of his life, a couple of albums’ worth of quality material. Surely this time they’d be able to record something good enough to get signed. After all, it might be their last chance to get on the endless booze and pussy bandwagon if the government got their way with next years’ vote.

      The playlist ended and the silence rushed in around the single-note riff Race was still ripping out. The thudding bass rhythm kept him in time as he went for one last run up to the top frets—

      Bass rhythm?

      Race dropped his guitar, the sound cutting off in an instant as the smartphone’s wire jerked free. That rhythm was still there, coming from behind him, but it sounded like—

      Hand claps?

      ‘Oh, don’t stop,’ came a reedy voice. ‘I was really getting into it. You have quite a talent there, young man.’

      Race spun. A shadowy figure wearing a top hat stood by the busted-in door to the old pinball hall. Race had been planning to go inside after dark to let the atmosphere freak him out, but he’d got caught up in the music.

      ‘So much noise, and suddenly so quiet? A penny for your thoughts, young pretender?’

      ‘Who the fuck are you?’

      Race slipped a hand into his back pocket, feeling for his knife. He usually carried it everywhere, but shit, it wasn’t there. Of course, he’d changed his jeans before coming out, putting on a lighter pair more suitable for the climb.

      Still, even though he couldn’t see the man’s face, his thin frame was spindly, like a talking clothes horse. Race was a hundred and ten kilograms of meat. There was no contest.

      ‘Who am I? You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. But I have something for you, Race Devan, if you want it.’

      ‘How the fuck did you know my name?’

      The man lifted a hand and extended a bony finger in Race’s direction. The man’s joints creaked as he moved, sending a shiver of fear running down Race’s back.

      ‘It says it on your guitar case.’

      ‘No, it doesn’t—’

      ‘There. By the clasp.’

      It was full dark, the only light coming from the moon, yet this stranger had read the faded biro on a thumb-sized sticker stuck next to the handle, written by Race’s mother on a long-ago morning as he prepared to board a bus for a three-day school trip to Wales. He had never bothered to rip it off, but it was impossible that the man had seen it. Race couldn’t even see the sticker and he was sat right by it.

      ‘You have good eyes.’

      The man gave a dry chuckle. ‘Eye. I lost one. Regrettably.’

      Even though Race’s fear stood at a level he had never believed possible, he couldn’t bring himself to cut and run. This was his best guitar, Goddamnit, and there wasn’t a way to get another one. If this scrawny one-eyed motherfucker was going to murder him, he would have done so by now.

      ‘What do you want?’

      The man chuckled again. ‘I want nothing but to make you an offer.’

      ‘What the fuck are you talking about?’

      ‘You have talent,’ the stranger said. ‘Let me offer you the world as your stage.’

      ‘Seriously, mate, you’re out of your mind. Why don’t you just fuck off before I either beat the shit out of you or call the DCA and let them do it?’

      The stranger seemed to ignore him. ‘You have good taste in music,’ he said. ‘Plastic Black Butterfly is an old favorite of mine. I once offered Ken Okamoto himself the same offer I’m making to you, and he turned me down. The world saw what happened.’

      Race’s eyes widened. ‘Man, seriously, you know Ken Okamoto?’

      ‘I consider him an old friend.’

      Maybe it was the drink, or maybe Race was just star-struck, but he took a step towards the stranger’s silhouette, his absent knife forgotten.

      ‘You’re mates with Ken Okamoto?’

      The man shrugged. ‘Our relationship isn’t the greatest right now, I’ll admit. A span of several thousand miles doesn’t help. Are you interested in my offer?’

      Race felt himself swaying from side to side. He really hadn’t drunk that much, so perhaps he’d stood up too quick. The stranger was still little more than a silhouette, but now he could see a light behind him, coming from inside the old pinball hall.

      ‘Tell me what you want and I’ll think about it.’

      The stranger laughed again. ‘Oh no, my dear friend, it doesn’t work quite that way. What fun would life be without a little gamble? Perhaps you’d be interested in putting your cards on the table?’

      The man turned and strode back inside the pinball hall. Race stared after him. The glow from inside was expanding, as if a fire burned in there. Yet there was no smoke. Race shook his head. He felt strange, drunk and exhausted at the same time. His mind was oddly vacant, as if he’d just woken from a long, fitful sleep.

      What if the man was telling the truth? What if he could offer Race everything he had ever wanted?

      There was one thing he wanted more than anything, something that went beyond music, down into the deepest depths of his need.

      A girl.

      It was worth a try, he thought, grinning, as he headed up the steps towards the old pinball hall entrance and the light beyond, carrying with him only the bottle of whisky, his guitar and speakers lying forgotten on the ground behind him.
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      ‘Look, I already told you. I don’t know where he is. His guitar and some of his stuff has gone. He might have gone to stay with a friend.’

      Patrick crouched at the top of the stairs, peeking through the rails of the landing. He listened to his mother’s voice, inflected with not so much concern as nervousness. The man standing with his shoulder imposingly against the open door towered over her like a giant, his grey eyes boring into hers as if she had something to do with his brother’s disappearance.

      ‘If he gets in contact I’ll be in touch with the local DCA office.’

      ‘I’m certain you will. Good day to you.’

      The man stepped out of the doorway and was gone, marching down the path to a waiting car. Patrick crept back to his room to call Suzanne.

      ‘Hey, it’s me.’

      Suzanne gave a long sigh before she answered. ‘I thought we said no calls before sundown? My dad’s not here but he could show up at any time. Jesus, Patrick, do you want me to get caught with this thing?’

      In other circumstances he would have smiled. She berated him every time he called her. It was almost a ritual.

      ‘Sorry. This time it’s urgent.’

      ‘So you didn’t just call to speak to me?’

      This time he did smile. ‘Well, it’s nice to hear your voice, of course. But listen, something bad has happened. Race has gone missing.’

      ‘I thought you said something bad?’

      ‘I know you hate him, but—’

      ‘He’s a fucking pervert. I hope he fell down a mineshaft and got his dick caught in a crack halfway.’

      ‘Look, I know you don’t like him, but this is serious. We just had the DCA at the door. He’s in trouble because he hasn’t shown up at work for the last two days. Mum thought he’d gone to stay with one of his mates like he sometimes does, but no one’s seen him.’

      ‘What are you going to do?’

      ‘I don’t know. Tomorrow I’ll go round and see some of his mates, see if anyone’s heard from him.’

      ‘Do you want me to help?’

      ‘Sure. That would be great.’

      ‘I need to be sure he’s fallen down that mineshaft, you know, so that I can stop worrying about my underwear going missing—look, Patrick, I’d better go, just in case.’

      ‘All right. I’ll come by tomorrow mid-morning.’

      ‘Great.’

      Patrick started to say I love you, but the line had gone dead. He turned the phone over, pulled off the casing, and took out the doctored sim-card that gave him access to one of the free pirate frequencies that had pretty much brought the downfall of the telecommunications industry. He put the sim-card into the little hole dug underneath the lip of his bedroom window ledge and slid the phone back into the box at the bottom of his wardrobe.

      He went downstairs and peered into the living room. His mother, barely forty-five, looked sixty years old through worry. Her hair was sticking up where she’d run her hands, and the spray she used had held it. In her hands now she clutched a glass of a clear liquid that gave off a sour aroma that made their whole house stink.

      Patrick wished it was water.

      ‘He’ll come back,’ he said, making her start as she noticed him.

      She shook her head. ‘No, not this time. I dreamt it. He’s gone.’

      Patrick subdued the urge to sigh or roll his eyes. Instead he held his gaze firm on his mother, not even daring to look at the glass that was trembling in her hands.

      ‘He’s probably just gone off with his friends. Perhaps they tried to get into the city. He’ll be back in a day or two, I’m sure.’

      His mother didn’t look up. ‘Everyone runs out on me,’ she said. ‘Your father did, now Roger. You will soon.’

      Before Patrick could answer, she lifted the glass and flung it against the living room wall. Shards of glass and whatever she had been drinking scattered across the threadbare carpet.

      ‘I’ll clean that up,’ Patrick said as his mother started to get out of the chair. ‘Just stay there. I’ll make you another.’

      He went into the kitchen and fetched an empty cardboard box and a cloth. When he returned to the living room his mother had started to cry.

      ‘You have to find him, Patrick,’ she sobbed. ‘You have to bring Roger back.’

      As he picked pieces of glass up off the carpet, Patrick looked up and said, ‘I’ll find him. If he’s anywhere to be found, I’ll find him.’

      ‘Promise?’

      ‘I promise.’

      He finished cleaning up, then got his mother a refill from an unmarked plastic container in the refrigerator. She had always liked a drink even before his father disappeared, but hiked prices made regular drinking on her cleaning salary impossible. Luckily there was always plenty of homebrew to be found on the black market. Race got it for her, but if he ever got hold of anything decent, he kept it for himself.

      Patrick left his mother alone and went out. Whether his brother was missing or not, Patrick didn’t like being stuck inside on fine days. In a month—barring some miracle with his A-Level results—Patrick would start working in the robotics factory across the valley in Mirefield, limiting his daylight hours to Sundays and a couple of hours after work each evening.

      The street was quiet. A couple of cars sat in driveways, but there seemed to be more bicycles every day. He had seen on the news that an anti-government rally was to be held tomorrow in the town square, but he didn’t really understand why everyone was so upset. Just three years ago, when you had to wear a mask to walk down any urban street, people were complaining about the fumes.

      Suzanne’s house was a fifteen-minute bicycle ride, but Patrick preferred to walk. It was a quiet morning, with most people either in school or at work. Having finished his final exams the week before, Patrick had his last stretch of holiday ahead of him before entering the world of centralised government labour. He wasn’t so much worried about it—the five-year mandatory term might feel like a lot right now, but it wasn’t forever—but he would miss his freedom. Still, he’d hoped to enjoy what he had left.

      And then Race had gone missing.

      His brother—Roger by birth and to their mother, but Race to everyone else—didn’t have a girlfriend or any close friends to stay with, not that Patrick knew about. Due to his musical skills—it was said he was the best guitar player in the county—he had a band, but unless they’d decided to smoke weed and rehearse for three days straight, it was unlikely he was with them, even though he had taken his guitar with him when he left. That was the only clue Patrick had, and therefore the first one he had to follow up.

      He turned up a quiet street halfway between his house and Suzanne’s, and climbed the stairs to the third floor of a tatty apartment building. An overweight balding man answered his knock and gave Patrick a surprisingly welcome smile when he opened the door.

      ‘Sorry to bother you, Mr. Lewis. Is Johnny in?’

      Johnny Lewis played bass in Race’s current band. The flat he shared with his dad was the closest of Race’s bandmates to Patrick’s house. It was a start.

      Johnny’s dad nodded. ‘He’s in his room. Been in there all day.’ He winked. ‘Probably watching porn or something. Not heard him playing any music, that’s for sure.’

      ‘Can I speak with him?’

      The man shrugged. ‘Sure. Come on in.’

      Johnny was slouching on a broken sofa watching an old science fiction movie on a TV with a third of the screen just a scramble of pixels. He glanced up as Patrick entered, then turned back to his movie, lifting a cup of something fizzy to his lips.

      ‘Get on, Little Devan. What’s up?’

      ‘I’m looking for Race.’

      ‘He didn’t show at practice yesterday. We figured he was still pissed after Rick told him his new riffs sucked last week. Would be like him to have a tantrum about it. Tell him it was just a joke when you see him, would you?’

      ‘He’s been gone three days. He took his guitar with him. We had the DCA at the door this morning because he’s not been showing up at work.’

      ‘At least that means they don’t have him.’

      ‘Could be a feint.’

      Johnny snorted. ‘They’re not that clever. Perhaps he’s gone off to busk in London before they seal us out.’

      ‘He’s not got that kind of motivation. It’s an effort for him to get up for work. Something’s happened to him, I’m sure of it.’

      ‘Well, what do you want me to do about it?’

      ‘Just let me know if you hear anything. Anything at all.’

      Johnny shrugged. ‘Sure. Hey, you wanna sit and watch this with me? Chronicles of Riddick. Bit dated, but they don’t spend the money on effects like they used to. This is cool shit, man.’

      ‘Another time.’

      Johnny shrugged again. ‘Whatever.’

      Patrick went out, saving his thanks for Johnny’s dad as he left.

      The other two members of Race’s band lived across town. Patrick headed over there, taking a detour to Suzanne’s house on the way. Unlike the old council house that he shared with his mother and Race, Suzanne’s house was a tall, stately townhouse along a line of doctors’ surgeries and lawyers’ offices. Three doors down from Suzanne’s place, two DCA vans sat raggedly against the curb, one with its engine idling. A tickertape barrier was set up to guide people around that section of pavement, and behind it stood a group of armed agents. Two stood on guard, rifles across their chests.

      Patrick got as close as he could until one of the guards waved him around. “Tinkerton Accountancy Ltd” read the sign outside the broken-in door. From inside came the muffled sound of silenced gunfire. Patrick tried to get a look in through the door but a guard stepped over the tape and marched towards him. Putting up his hands in a gesture of surrender, he backed off until the guard headed back to his post.

      Suzanne’s place was too close to whatever bust was taking place for the front entrance to be safe. Instead, Patrick walked to the end of the street without looking back, then cut left into a thin alleyway that led behind the row of houses. The fortified rear walls of gardens and padlocked car garages rose on either side as he approached Suzanne’s house from behind. The road angled around to the left, but as her place came into view, to his dismay he saw a group of DCA agents here too.

      The closest he could get to Suzanne’s place without being seen was the wall of a lawyer’s office four doors over. He pulled leather gloves on over his hands and hauled himself up, feeling lumps of glass beneath his gloves that had left scars on his hands on a previous occasion.

      He dropped down onto a plain paved courtyard with a single picnic table sitting amid a few tasteful potted plants. Easily seen by anyone looking out of the wide back windows, he ran to the side wall and climbed quickly over.

      Arms that had lifted plenty of weights lowered him down on the other side, into an overflowing mess of vegetation at the back of a house belonging to an old woman Suzanne had often told him was mad.

      From farther down the row came the sound of a gunshot. Outside this time, unsilenced, the crack loud enough to hurt Patrick’s ears, leaving a lingering ring behind. Patrick dropped behind a wiry azalea and froze. The sound of panic, perhaps? A mistake in a carefully organised plan?

      From around the front of the row of houses came the sound of a car engine starting up. The spin of wheels was audible from here, as was the squeal of the engine as it sped away. Farther up the alley, the group of DCA agents moved in Patrick’s direction, their bored conversation drifting over the garden walls.

      ‘And next on the agenda is … drum roll please—’

      ‘Stanley Carmichael-Jones, dissenter extraordinaire. Let’s hope those clowns don’t fuck this one up.’

      Patrick’s breath caught in his throat. Stanley Carmichael-Jones was Suzanne’s father. Owner of a robotics factory outside town.

      ‘Hold your poses,’ came the second voice from over the wall. ‘No firing unless he runs. We’re only supposed to take them for questioning.’

      Patrick moved along the side wall until he was near the back of the old woman’s house. Climbing up onto a tumbledown coal shed, he leaned over the wall into the adjacent yard.

      He was just one backyard away from Suzanne’s, but the tenant between them—a doctor, so Suzanne had said—had taken precautions to the extreme: an assortment of broken glass and porcelain-covered clean paving slabs, making it impossible to get across the yard to the back of the house without making a sound.

      Patrick was just thinking to retrace his steps when a door burst open at the back of Suzanne’s house. He could only see the top edge over Suzanne’s wall, but the muzzle of a gun poked up between two helmeted heads.

      ‘Get off me, you pig bastards! I’ll cut your dicks off with the rustiest knife I can find if you lay one more hand on me!’

      Despite himself, Patrick smiled. Suzanne, the girl he loved like nothing else in the world. The next sound stunned him, however: the thump of a fist striking flesh, followed by a grunt of pain and then the scrabble of stumbling feet.

      ‘Take it easy, Winters,’ said a man’s voice. ‘She needs a mouth to talk out of if we’re going to find her old man.’

      ‘Bitch needs to learn some discipline. Come on, move.’

      Suzanne grunted again. Patrick craned his neck, but he couldn’t see them. The sound of footsteps told him enough, though. They were taking her out of the back entrance onto the alleyway.

      He had no weapons, not even a knife. The DCA were little more than organised thugs, but they would shoot him without a second thought.

      ‘Come on, get her round the front. Search the house. If you find her father, we can kill her, boss said.’

      One man sniggered, loud enough to chill Patrick’s blood. The DCA had a reputation for brutality towards prisoners, particularly females. That sound suggested more might be done to Suzanne before she was ever killed.

      ‘I want first dibs at the interrogation.’

      ‘I bet you do.’

      ‘I’ll fucking—uhh!’

      Another thump cut off Suzanne’s voice.

      As the men retreated, Patrick made his way back through the garden and hauled himself up over the wall as the group exited the alleyway at the far end. With his heart thundering, he raced after them, searching his brain for some way he could stop them taking her. Give himself up? Spin them a lie about her father so they let her go?

      He reached the road just as the first of the two vans sped past. He was watching its taillights go when the horn of the second blared. As he jumped back, the van sped through where he had been standing.

      The back window was tinted, but the van was old like most vehicles in Britain, and much of the tint had been scratched off. Something flickered behind it, a person, fighting against their captors.

      Patrick kicked the curb and screamed his frustration.

      Suzanne.

      The Department of Civil Affairs had taken her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Suzanne

          

        

      

    

    
      The agent called Seth Winters didn’t know where to put his hands. Suzanne watched him warily as he stalked around the table where she sat with her hands tied behind her back, waiting for the next blow to come.

      Three times now, he had backhanded her across the face. Once he had punched her in the gut, and twice struck her in the back of the head with the ball of his palm. On one of those occasions, he had shoved her face against the table hard enough to bloody her nose.

      Keeping a count served two purposes. It passed the time, and it meant she knew just how much she needed to give back with interest when the tables were turned.

      ‘For the nine-hundredth time, no, I don’t know where my father is. He went off to work like he always does. Do you think I care? I’m eighteen. My plan for the day was to find some way to get drunk and then have sex with my boyfriend.’

      ‘You’re a damn worthless slut.’

      Suzanne forced a smile, aware it might incite his wrath. ‘I’m a teenager. What were you expecting?’

      Winters slammed his hands against the tabletop and glared into her face. ‘You think I’m tough with you? You should thank me for staying in here. There are guys outside that door who would strip the skin off your back.’

      ‘Good for them. And what exactly would they hope to find?’

      ‘Stanley Carmichael-Jones didn’t show up at his factory this morning. Our investigators have found massive sums of money leaving your father’s bank and being transferred into European banks. Yesterday saw a transaction of nine million pounds.’

      Suzanne shrugged. ‘Perhaps he was ordering new carpets? He has expensive taste, my dad. Our kitchen knives are straight up silver—’

      Winters slammed his hands down again. ‘Shut up or I’ll cut out your damn tongue.’

      ‘And how exactly will that help? Come on, mate. I’m eighteen. Do you think I care what my dad does at work?’

      Winters gritted his teeth and lifted a hand. Suzanne closed her eyes, but the blow never came. When she opened them again Winters had turned away from her, facing a blank wall, his hands clasped behind his back.

      ‘You know, girl, you should play nice. Listen to me. I’m trying to help you. Things are changing. Do you know what Article 14.2 is also known as?’

      Suzanne sighed. ‘Enlighten me.’

      ‘The Freedom of Speech Act. Passed by parliament last January. You no longer have the right to say what you want. I could lock you away forever just for what you’ve said to me in the last five minutes.’

      ‘You’re an arsehole.’

      Winters turned to face her. He smiled. Mid-thirties, she guessed. Not unattractive, but he pulled off a sneer that would make any movie villain proud. A hard body, one built through training yard exercises, but if he was here in the DCA he was better with his brain than his muscles.

      ‘Be nice to me,’ he said. ‘Be very nice, and I can get you out of here. There’s no video surveillance in this cell. Article 14.2, remember? It’s only you and me. Whatever happens is your word against mine. Now, I can walk out of that door and tell my boss you have no information of value, and that we should let you go, or I could say that you’re hiding something. Something that could be beaten out of you with a little effort. Which do you choose?’

      ‘Fucking kill yourself.’

      Winters drew his gun and jabbed it into her face. Suzanne gasped as she stared straight down the barrel.

      ‘You have nothing of value to say. I can see that now.’

      Winters pulled the trigger. Suzanne screamed as the empty chamber clicked.

      ‘I told you,’ she said, voice trembling. ‘I don’t know where my dad is.’

      Winters nodded. He put the gun away then folded his arms. ‘I think you might be telling the truth. I’m not sure, though.’ He unfolded his arms and began undoing his belt. ‘I’ll tell you what? I’ll give you five minutes to convince me.’
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      The two DCA agents tossed her into the cell and slammed the door. With her hands tied, Suzanne had no way to stop herself as she struck the back wall, twisted around, and slid to the ground.

      Her face ached. One eye was swollen shut. Her nose and cheek ached, and one of her back molars was loose.

      Despite the pain, Suzanne smiled. Seth Winters’ desperate howling was something she would never forget, and it would bring her comfort no matter what happened next.

      She remembered Article 14.2. She might be a teenager, but kids in school talked more than adults did, with their heads buried in the sand. The government claimed it was to quell the increasing proliferation of hate speech and incitement of violence against minorities, but once pushed through parliament the crackdown had begun.

      She needed to sleep while she had the chance. Tomorrow could be tough, and if they decided to torture her, eventually she would talk, and her father’s little secret would come out.

      She hoped he was enjoying himself, wherever he was right now. She hoped he was doing what he claimed, which was to hunt for a European property where they could escape from the government, and not what she suspected, which was eloping with his tramp of a girlfriend and leaving her behind.

      Farther along the corridor a door slammed with a metallic clank and then someone else began to scream.

      Suzanne shivered. Soon, the DCA would come for her. She would fight them to her last breath, but something told her it wouldn’t be enough. She tried to think about Patrick, wondering what he was doing, whether he had gone to her house and found her missing. Would he care? Would he even look for her? Half the girls in school wanted to get with Patrick; he wouldn’t have much trouble forgetting her.

      It was stupid to think about such things, she knew, but it was something to cling to, and the alternative was far, far worse.

      Down the corridor, the scream cut off with a sharp, strangled cry.

      With her back pressed against the cold wall of her cell, Suzanne shivered.
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      ‘Look, I’m sorry. I tried to get it but I need more time.’

      Tommy Crown sighed. He nudged the man’s cheek with the toe of his boot. ‘Sit up. Look at me. I can’t stand talking to someone without seeing their face. It’s kind of rude, don’t you think?’

      The man lifted his head. Tommy frowned at the sight of tears. So pathetic. He almost changed his mind.

      ‘You took two shipments of cigarettes, Mickey. I gave them to you in good faith. You promised me my money when the cigarettes were gone. Are they gone, Mickey?’

      ‘They’re … gone.’

      ‘So where’s my money?’

      ‘I was busted. Undercover. The DCA.’

      ‘The DCA are clowns. Am I supposed to believe that?’

      ‘Tommy—’

      Tommy kicked the boy in the side, making him grunt. ‘Mr. Crown to you, boy. Did your mother teach you no manners? What was she, some Soho tramp?’

      ‘My … I….’

      ‘Shut up. So my cigarettes are gone, and my money is gone. What are we supposed to do about that?’

      ‘I need more time. I promise.’

      Tommy hefted the length of pipe. One end was bent where he had ripped and twisted it off a fitting.

      ‘Do you know what promises are, Mickey?’

      ‘Mr. Crown, I—’

      Tommy clicked the fingers of his free hand. ‘Empty air. That’s what a promise is. I have no use for promises.’

      ‘I’ll get the money.’

      Tommy cocked his head. The scar down the right side of his face tugged on the skin of his neck.

      ‘But I do believe in the essential goodness of humankind. Don’t you, Mickey?’

      ‘I—’

      ‘Of course you do. Which is why I’m going to give you a chance to find my money. You see, Mickey, you’ve probably heard a lot of bad things about me. Cold-blooded? A murderer? And you know what?’

      ‘What, Mr. Crown?’

      ‘There’s some truth in it. But there’s truth in a lot of things, don’t you think? It all depends on your point of view. And my point of view is that I have no need for your dead body.’

      ‘Tha … thank you, Mr. Crown.’

      ‘But I do have a reputation to uphold. You see, we live in dark times.’

      ‘Mr. Crown…?’

      ‘Tell me, Mickey. Which hand do you use to masturbate?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Good God, you’re blushing.’ Tommy looked up, glancing around the faces of his associates, who stood back in the shadows, their arms folded. A couple smiled, others nodded. All of them waited with keen anticipation.

      ‘I’ll give you five seconds,’ Tommy said. ‘One.’

      ‘Right!’ Mickey screamed.

      ‘Hold it out. Let me look at it.’

      Mickey held out a hand, his fingers trembling. Tommy swung the pipe and brought it down over the back of Mickey’s hand. Bones cracked. Mickey screamed, clutching his hand against his chest. Back in the shadows, a couple of Tommy’s men shifted their poses, perhaps surprised at Tommy’s speed. Good. It was best to keep them on edge.

      ‘I believe a true man does his own work,’ he said. ‘And it’s time for you to stop wasting my time and your own, and do yours. You have one week to find me my money. Get out of here.’

      Mickey, ashen-faced, could only manage a nod. Tommy decided to ignore the bad manners this time and waved for a pair of his associates to lead Mickey out. As they escorted the whimpering man to the door, Tommy wanted to tell them not to give him a second roughing up outside, but that would show too much compassion. Mickey had dug his own pit by being stupid enough to get conned, and could only accept whatever punishment was handed out.

      He was lucky. Kneecaps were Tommy’s standard, but in these dark days where no hospitals would take patients of a certain lower standing, one-legged men had little chance of recovering lost revenue.

      Tommy snapped his fingers, and his remaining associates came forward. Dave Green, Saj, Moose, Nevin Reynolds. Tough men, all. Loyal … if the price was right. Useful—always.

      ‘I want my cigarettes back,’ Tommy said. ‘Find out if that clown was telling the truth. If the DCA have them, I want them recovered before they hit the black market, and if they do, I want them bought back at a price I decide.’

      ‘Got ya, Tommy.’

      ‘Right.’

      ‘On it.’

      Tommy turned to the last man, Nevin Reynolds
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