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Cold Call

Cold Call - Chapter One - Klempner
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Haswell’s face reddens. His knuckles whiten. “What the hell use is a holiday resort,” he yells, “if Mafia gunmen descend on them?”

Spoiled rich boy...

“You’ve spent too much of your life,” I say, “being able to call on anything you wanted, Haswell. All the conveniences. But you know the old saying. Give a man a fish, feed him for a day. Teach a man to fish...”

“... And you feed him for life,” snaps James. “Klempner, what have you done?” His face a study in wrath, James marches up and into my face. “What have you fucking done?”

“I have provided my wife and daughters, plus your...” I swing my arm through an arc taking in Michael, James, Haswell and Ross. “... families and friends, with some basic arms and ammunition, plus the information needed to improvise more.”

Haswell blows out his cheeks. “And how did you engineer that?”

“I sent along a single crate, chosen to look like nothing other than some... idiosyncratic... luggage. It contained enough material and information for Jenny to work with.”

Unruffled, Hickman lounges back in his armchair, one leg hanging over the arm. “Did you include anything for Katya?”

“A shotgun and shells.”

“A shotgun?” snaps Haswell, still belligerent. “For a woman? And what happens when the shells are used?”

“Katya knows how to refill a shell,” says Hickman. “And she can always make new ones if she needs to.”

I give him a nod. “Exactly. I included a supply of primers and a former for paper shells too.”

Haswell blinks. “Your wife can use a shotgun? And make ammunition for it?”

“I ensured many years ago,” says Hickman, quite calm, “that Katya knows how to defend herself. She's been running our home more or less single-handed ever since we first moved there. Our issues with the Romano family and de Palo aside, that includes keeping foxes off the chickens, and occasionally having to deter bears from raiding the trash. She knows what she's doing.”

“And she knows how to make ammunition?”

“Katya’s good with her hands. And very practically minded.”

“As is Mitch,” I add. “Jenny will figure out what to do with whatever they have. You can count on Mitch, and I think Katya, to put it into practice.”

Haswell heaves air, throws a helpless glance at James who shrugs, opening his hands in a what-can-you-do? gesture.

“So, what did you include in this treasure chest you sent along?” says Michael.

At last...

Getting to the point...

“Handguns and ammunition,” I say. “Glocks...”

Hickman nods approvingly. “Good models for amateurs.”

“Exactly. Two shotguns...”
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Cold Call - Chapter Two - Beth
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“... two shotguns,” says Charlotte, laying the second weapon on the table beside the first.

She rummages and, frowning, produces a wooden dowel. “What the hell’s this for?”

Katya plucks it from her fingers and holds it against one of the shotgun cartridges. “It’s a former for making paper cartridges. If Hicks or your father sent this along, you’ll probably find primer caps in there too.”

I slide a finger along the barrel, bringing it away to realise I now smell of gun-oil. Annoyed, I swipe over my fingers with a bit of tissue. “Why d’you think he included two shotguns if only Katya has practice at using one?

“One of the beauties of a shotgun,” says Katya, “is that it’s not difficult to use. So long as you’re ready for the kick, it’s hard to miss. The other good thing is, a shotgun’s pretty low-tech. When it comes to ammo, if you can get it into a shell, you can pretty much fire it.”

Charlotte looks thoughtful at that. “You can use a shotgun?”

“Oh, yes.”

“So, whatever we can find around here, we could use?”

“That’s right. If we have actual shot, that’s good, but...” Katya rocks a hand. “... Ball bearings. Small nuts and bolts. Bits of scrap.” She rubs at the back of her neck. “If you wanted to make a non-lethal version, you could use coffee beans or lentils or dried peas. It’d still sting like hell. They’d know they’d taken a hit. Might not even realise at first that they weren’t seriously wounded.”

A memory pops up. “I once watched one of those reenactment battles. You know, where they all dress up in period costume and fight it out. They had actual muskets, loaded with gunpowder. There was a group of beer-swilling yobs came through the crowd, shouting and swearing, spitting and making trouble. The two captains of the armies sent the cavalry around one way and the other, and got the yobs trapped between them on a footbridge over the river. They opened fire, just with the wadding. The yobs afterwards looked like they’d got the worst case of blackheads you’ve ever seen, where they got gunpowder trapped under the skin.”

Charlotte chuckles. “Okay, I’m getting the idea.”

Mitch nods toward the trunk. “Keep going. What else is in there?”

Charlotte sniffs, “Cheese wire. A couple of printed sheets with website links...”

My stomach roiling, I stare into the chest. Trying to keep the whimper from my voice, “He really expects us to fight?”

Charlotte, still holding Larry’s message, opens her mouth to speak, then is cut short by the rise of Harry’s wails through the baby monitor. She pats my arm. Gives it a squeeze. “He needs his feed. I’ll come right back, and we’ll talk.”

“I’ll do it,” says Mitch. “You three talk.” And without waiting for a reply, she trots out.

Charlotte watches as the door closes behind her. “A not very subtle ploy at leaving us in charge.”

The roiling inside grows to churning. My mouth taste sour. “Are we in charge?”

“We are.”

“But... But...” My mouth flaps. I spread hands. “They sent us here so we wouldn’t be found. If we are found... I know we beat de Palo at home, but we caught them by surprise. If they come here, they’ll be ready for us.”

Charlotte gives me that wolf grin that so closely reflects her father’s. “No,” she says, “We’ll be ready for them.” She eye points the stash of weaponry, the instruction books. “You think Dad would have sent anything he didn’t think we can handle between us?”

She aims a finger at me. “You impressed the hell out of him, you know, taking out de Palo’s thug the way you did. He didn’t think you had it in you.” She sniffs, looking rueful. “I’ll admit, you surprised me too. But...” She touches the fingertip to the dip in my collarbone. “... you don’t find out what you’re made of until your back’s against the wall.”

Heart thumping, I stare at her. Then, lifting my chin, “Quite right, too.” Charlotte’s grin returns. “Okay,” I say, waving an arm over the collection of death-dealing devices, “you’re in charge of weaponry. I’m in charge of strategy.”

Head canting, her forehead wrinkles. “Why that way?”

“Because you’re a better fighter than I am. And I’m a better organiser than you are.

She sucks in her cheeks, nodding, turning. “Fair enough... Katya?”

“Katya married Hickman, knowing exactly what he is,” I say. Charlotte angles to Hickman’s elegant wife, the stranger in our midst. “I’ll give long odds you know how to look after yourself.”

“Damn right.” She lifts her chin. “Me ‘n Hicks, we always knew we might have to run. He made sure that I can handle myself.” But, with dawning panic in her eyes, “So, we’ve all been sent here on the assumption that de Palo can’t get to us? And now they’ve changed their minds? Hicks sent me here so the children would be safe...”

“No,” says Charlotte. “They sent us here on the assumption that it would be difficult to reach us. That was my father’s reasoning anyhow.” She clucks. “It’s certainly true that it wouldn’t be easy for him, but it’s far from impossible. Boat or sea plane are the obvious methods to get here, but a helicopter would be another possibility.”

Katya calms, taking on a calculating look. “Where would it land? I’ve not had time to explore this place properly yet. Would it be on the beach?”

“Could be. But the tides here cover quite a range. They’d have to pick their time and there’s two tides a day.  If I was a helicopter pilot, I’d go for the obvious flat and open area, that sports field.”

“Which means you can have an appropriate welcome waiting for them, I take it.”

I grin. “Give that woman a cookie.”

Katya stares into space. “A sports field is still quite a big area. It would be better if you could narrow down where they landed. That way you can offer a more... um... targeted welcome.”

Charlotte’s eyes glitter. “Suppose you were a heli-pilot looking for a marked-out helipad? You’d try to land there, wouldn’t you?”

And now Katya’s grin joins mine. “You’ve got paint here, I assume?”

“Abso-fuckin-lutely.”

“Not just paint,” says Charlotte. “There’s some white-line paint in one of the stores. Probably what they use to mark up the playing area.”

“Perfect. Let’s mark up a helipad.”

“And...?” says Katya.

“I’ll see if I can turn their landing into more of an adventure.”

Katya beams, then sobers. “What about your mother? I mean, she’s not young.”

“Grandma Mitch,” says Charlotte, “will take charge of the children, leaving us free to deal with this situation.”

“And if we are attacked? If she’s attacked?”

“You don’t know my mom,” says Charlotte. “She’s a lioness. She fought like a Viking when Harkness had Vicky. And she attacked de Palo’s monkey back at the house. She’s not as young as we are, but she’ll fight if she has to. And when she was younger, with my father...” Abruptly, she dries up.

Katya doesn’t notice. “Harkness? Sorry, I can tell there’s a lot I don’t know yet.”

Charlotte nods. “I’m sure there is. But let’s get back to what’s important. How do we do this?”

I hook an arm into Katya’s. “You and I, let’s go over this site with a fine-tooth comb. Make sure we know every inch of it. Charlotte, you go through your father’s treasure chest. Come up with a list of what we have, what each of us can use, and where you think we go with these home-cooked armaments your father wants you to make.”

“Without wanting to seem rude,” asks Katya, “who put you in charge?” She glances toward Charlotte. “I’m not arguing the case. I’d just like to know what qualifies you?”

“We don’t know you and your skills,” I say. “We’ll get to know each other. But of all of us, so far as I know, I’m the best organiser...” I hover, glancing to Charlotte. “Do you agree?”

She shrugs and nods. “Sure. No problem. You’re the one with the business training and the eye for detail that Richard is so fond of reminding us about.”

“Fair enough...” Katya shrugs, then casts an eye into the chest. “I’ll take one of the shotguns. For sure, that’s one of my skills.”

Charlotte clucks appreciation. “Okay, you two go make your tour...” She purses her lips, staring into space. “Why don’t you take the kids with you. They’ll explore and probably find areas and hidey-holes an adult might not spot.”

Katya and I exchange glances. “Okay, yes,” she says. “Kids behave in ways, move in ways, adults don’t. But what’s on your mind?”

Charlotte looks down, chewing at a thumbnail. “Do this tour of yours with an eye to checking out the best ways, the best routes, to channel or lure any attackers. And, while we’re still hiding here, I can figure what kind of surprise we have waiting for them.”

“I’m done with hiding,” hisses Katya. “I’ve been running for ten years. If we don’t deal with this now. I’ll be running for the rest of my life. And so will my children. So... What are we doing to help our husbands?”

Charlotte smiles, cat-eyed and feral...

Ye, gods but you look like your father...

... “You know, I think we’re going to get along just fine.”

*****
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Cold Call - Chapter Three - Georgie

[image: image]


I ache.

My bruised face aches, even through the painkillers Borje gave me.

My knees ache.

My shoulders and legs ache.

My freakin’ toenails ache.

Even bathed and clean and with Borje having treated my injuries, I still hurt like hell. “Am I going to need surgery on my nose?”

He clicks his tongue, frames my face between his hands, squaring me up to him as his gaze darts from left to right over my face and back again.

“Right now, I wouldn’t think so. I don’t think the cartilage is too badly knocked out of alignment. I’ll know better when the swelling’s gone down. How’s your breathing?”

“Better now than it was.”

“And the headache? Any nausea? Blurry vision?”

“Not any more. I felt pretty awful when I first woke up after that bastard punched me, but not now.”

“You actually lost consciousness? How long for?”

“I did, yes. I’m not sure how long it was.”

“But the headache’s cleared?” he insists.

“Yes.”

Tightening his hold on me, he eases my head one way, then the other. “Any pain or stiffness in your neck?”

“No.”

“And that limp? Does it feel any better?”

“It’s nothing. I bruised my knees when I fell, that’s all. It just feels a bit sore. Like when I took a tumble as a little girl.”

He nods, his mouth stretching to a pale smile that whispers up to his eyes. “In that case, unless anything changes, we’ll leave well alone for the moment. If anything does change for the worse, you tell me. Okay?”

“Okay.” My throat tightens and miserably, I nod. Borje wraps tender arms around me, resting his cheek against mine. “It must have been terrifying,” he says. “If you need to vent, if you need to cry, just do it.”

He’s right. My impulse is to burrow into his embrace, to lose myself in my silver lover, and let the tears come. To let the terror and the adrenaline run their course. Pressing my face into his chest, my arms hooked around his neck I wait for the tears to flow, the trembles to come.  For my emotions to run riot.

But it doesn’t happen. No tears. No shakes. No welling terrors.

After half a minute, he pulls away, tilting up my chin to look into my face. “Georgie?”

I stammer away my own confusion. “Um, I’m... I’m fine. Actually, I’m fine.”

He traces fingers over the bruising on my face, the line of my cheek and my nose. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.” Sitting up, I run through a kind of internal emotional audit. “Yes, I’m good. Really. I don’t need to cry. I thought I would. But I don’t. I feel more like...”

“Like what?”

“Like I’ve crossed some personal Rubicon. Come out of the other end of the tunnel. I... I don’t feel scared now.”

“You shouldn’t. Not now.” He swings his head slowly, bafflement skittering over his face. “You’re safe and we’re going to keep you safe.” He angles his head. “Georgie, you’ve been through something like this before. How were you after that?”

“I was shaking for days,” I admit. “Dad found me, rescued me. Along with Larry and Michael. They went after the people who’d taken me and left me with him. That’s why I was living in Michael’s hotel for so long. I felt safe near my dad.” Guilt squeezes at my stomach. “I saw it on his face. He wanted to hold me. His little girl. But I wanted you.”

He huffs. “Your father has to cross his own Rubicon. You’re a grown woman now.”

Hunching, “I don’t feel much as though I’ve behaved like one.”

“Anyone is entitled to be scared under these conditions. And...” Borje’s mouth works as I see him choosing his words. “... it seems to me, Georgie, that you’ve done a lot of growing up over the last year or so. Over the time I’ve known you.” He smiles slightly. “I’d like to think I’ve had something to do with that.”

Inside I cringe at the memory of some of things I’ve done...

Said...

“Maybe you’re right...”

But I retreat from the thought.

Not now...

“... Like I said, I’m not scared. The first time it happened, when I was kidnapped, I felt helpless. But this time was different. I was determined to escape. Was sure I could. And I did.”

I catch myself in wonderment at my own words. “I did it myself.” Then I laugh. “But I’ll admit, I was very happy when you and Larry found me.”

Something rumbles in his chest. “Yes. Larry. This all comes back to him.”

“No, it doesn’t.” His expression darkens. “Larry’s involved because he’s helping. He helped before, when it was me that needed help. Well, maybe my dad really. But now again, he’s involved because he’s helping, but this time for Hickman.”

“Stanton knows Larry,” growls Borje. “Who he is. What it is he’s done. And yet, he’s still walking around free.”

I plant a palm on his chest. “That’s got to tell you something. When we were at the barbecue, Will was talking to him. Not just talking. He was friendly. Asking how he’s doing. Borje, he introduced Larry to his wife. He wouldn’t do that if he thought Larry was dangerous.”

He snorts. “You don’t think Larry’s dangerous?”

“Oh, I think he’s extremely dangerous. But not to us. Or to the average Joe. Whatever Larry’s done in the past, he’s making himself dangerous to the kinds of people where you have to be dangerous to deal with them. And reading between the lines, I think that’s the deal he’s got going with Will Stanton.”

He looks down, his breathing deep, then, “Georgie, when you went missing...” He leans forward, resting his forehead against mine, lacing his fingers into mine.  “... When I couldn’t find you... When they couldn’t find you... James had told me there were dangerous criminals involved. I... I didn’t know what to do. I was as close as I’ve ever been to a complete panic. I didn’t know what to do. What to say.”

“Hey, I’m back. I’m not going anywhere.”

He lifts his head away. “That’s where you’re wrong. You’re leaving here until this is over, one way or another.”

“You’re going to send me away?”

“Yes. Regardless of my reservations, everyone here trusts Klempner. And I’m including Stanton in that. He’s no fool. So, if he thinks he has reason to trust the man, there must be something in it. And however much I dislike it, it’s a fact that he was instrumental in your rescue from de Palo, even if you engineered much of it yourself.”

He slides arms around me, settles a kiss on my forehead. “Would you like something to eat?”

“Um, actually, yes I would.”

“I’ll get you something. What would you like?”

I look back at my reflection, eyes black with bruising. “Bamboo shoots, I think.”

*****
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Lasagna, salad and a glass of wine later, nestled into the crook of Borje’s arm as we lounge together on a settee, I’m feeling much more myself.

And much more like standing my ground. “I don’t want to leave.”

His voice is lazy. “Georgie, it’s not open to discussion. And I’m sure your father will back me up.”

The arm tightens on me, the hand stroking. “Why don’t we make love?”

“Last chance before I leave. Is that what you’re thinking?”

For answer, from behind, fingers slide my hair aside. His face draws close to mine, a tender embrace sliding around me, warm breath swirling behind my cheek as lips place kisses where my face is unbruised. And then, tenderly, softly, where the bruises are.

I chuckle. “Kissing it better?”

He chuckles back. “Be quiet. I’m a medical man.”

*****
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In the bedroom, we lie together, face to face, body to body, his arm looping around my waist, my arm around his shoulder. Lips roaming over mine, he teases my mouth open with his tongue, then delicately, traces the tongue-tip over my lips. 

His shaft presses against my belly, that strange hard-and-soft together pressure of an erect penis. My Silver Lover’s magic has woven its spell. I’m warm in the loins. And liquid. My scanty breasts too, glow with the sex flush as he slides a hand over, cupping and caressing, kneading the soft flesh, nudging at nipples crinkling hard.

The hand glides south, the palm smoothing over my stomach. Fingertips trail, tantalising and teasing as they slip over the tender skin at the junction of belly to thigh. My pussy throbs, wanting him.

Abruptly, Borje rolls over me, his weight on mine, pressing me down. As he rolls, he seizes my wrists, prising my arms over my head. It feels so good. So safe. With this man, I don’t have to think. In this secure warm place in his arms, all I need do is feel and accept.

“Open for me,” he says. It sounds like a command. Feels like a request. And it’s simply the most natural thing in the world that I submit and do whatever he asks.

Parting my knees, the passing coolth of the air over my sex is overtaken by the heat of his body as he settles between my thighs.

His mouth fastens over mine, his tongue slipping over my teeth, then flicking deeper. Over my quivering lips, his erection slides past, over swollen, slippery flesh, over my yearning depths. I’m slick and hot, spilling for him, ready for him, craving him...

Craving him inside me.

His kiss grows deeper, demanding my response. Releasing my wrists, he tightens an arm around my shoulders, another at my waist, reeling me in tight, arching me under him. Fingers dig in. Fingernails nip at skin already electric with arousal. Every dig draws a gasp from me. Every nip drags a whimper.

He nibbles into my neck. “I’m not hurting you?”

“No, not at all.” My heart yammers a jungle drumbeat. “Borje... Please...”

He lifts from me, staring down into my face. His own face, so pale. His platinum hair. His wide-pupiled eyes, silver as the moon. Dark as the eclipse. 

“... Please... I want you inside me.”

His face softens. His lips curve, then lower to brush over mine. Shifting his position over me, his shaft nuzzles at my entrance and, so easily, so gradually, he penetrates. My flesh surrenders to his, relaxing and stretching to take him, even as, deep within, I flutter and pulse.

In he glides, piercing my core. Filling me. Taking me. But in the same moment, giving me himself.

Once more, he takes my wrists, but now grips them in a single hand over my head. The other hand clamps to a breast, fingers pinching at the nipple, enough to hurt, a dancing, skittering pain that jags down to my core, making my pelvis buck and my pussy twitch.

And now, his loins pressed tight to mine, as deeply joined as we can be, he begins to move, withdrawing slowly, leaving an ache behind which longs once more to be filled.

And on the cusp, once more barely anchored to my entrance, he holds...

The rush of the blood in my skull...

The pounding under my ribs...

The uncontrollable tremor of my hips... My belly... My thighs...

... then drives in.

Borje spears me, slamming in, and with my answering gasp, my pistoning reply, the blood surges inside me. Heart hammering, pulse pounding, I arch back on myself as the man of my heart, rams home with the violence of love and passion.

The pleasure rips through me, clawing and biting, consuming me as, together, we rock and ride toward climax.

With every thrust, the air whistles from my lungs, to suck back again in the brief respite between strokes. 

Orgasm blooms. A rising tension. A growing spark. The heat pools and streams and steams within until, in an explosion of ecstasy, I Come.

Pitching under him, heaving against the restraint at wrists and hips, sobbing out my climax, I choke and cough my lover’s name. Something scalds over my thighs and belly. Something savages my breast with a wet, hot pang of pain...

Somewhere, someone is screaming...

My wrists drop free. Borje collapses atop me, face pressed into my chest, hips shuddering and grinding. His breath comes in harsh, staccato gasps, fragmented and broken. He jolts against me twice, thrice, four times, before, with some incoherent mutter that contains no words, but all the meaning in the world, he goes limp.

I’m happy to lie limp myself. For a minute or so, stroking hair soaked with sweat, I stare at the ceiling, waiting for the heartbeat hammering at my ribs to return to normal levels.

My heart or his? I’m not sure.

At length, he lifts himself away from me, our slicked bodies parting with the sound of a sucked popsicle. Rolling away, Borje too, lies on his back. He flashes me a smile. Squeezes my fingers.

I squeeze back. “You’ve never done that before.”

The smile flirts around his eyes. “Done what? Whatever it was, you seemed to enjoy it.”

“You... took... me. It was as if you took all the control. That I had none of my own.”

He rolls again, propping on an elbow to look me in the face. “But you enjoyed it? Yes?”

“Yes, I did. But why...”

“Because you have just escaped from abduction, imprisonment and, if not actual rape, a kind of violation. Certainly, you have taken physical damage and paid an emotional price for something that is not your war. De Palo was trying to coerce or gaslight you into submission. I wanted to impress on you that not all submission is a bad thing. And also, sometimes, simple surrender to another can be healthy.”

“Surrender?”

“Yes, surrender.” He rocks his head. “Submission if you prefer.” He pauses for a beat. “You don’t think that’s what you just did?”

“Um... I think that’s exactly what I just did. But it was wonderful. It was you. Me. It was...” I chuckle. “It was amazing.”
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Cold Call - Chapter Four - Beth
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Perhaps reality is flying home to roost. Katya looks ready to cast thunderbolts. “What’s the most important thing we can do to help?”

“Keep ourselves and the children safe,” snaps Mitch. She scans to Charlotte. “Your father needs to be free to act, but he plainly intended that, if push comes to shove, we’d not be helpless.”

Charlotte gets that feral look again. “I think his choice of reading matter tells us that.”

“How much of it have you read so far?” asks Mitch.

“I’ve speed-read most of it and gone into some detail where I already know we have the materials to hand to work with.”

Katya’s head tilts. “What kinds of materials? And who’s your father to know so much about what we’re doing?”

Charlotte pauses. “I thought you knew him?”

“I know that he’s a friend of my husband. That in itself tells me something. And the fact that of all the people Hicks could have asked for help...”

Hicks?

Lol!

“... it was your father he went to, tells me most of the rest. I assume your father is a mobster or an assassin of some kind. Maybe a bodyguard?”

Charlotte winces. “You’re on the right lines. He’s an ex-mercenary and he’s not lost any of his skills.”

“And that’s all we have. A long-distance ex-mercenary and a few books?” Katya spreads palms, looking around. “Don’t we have any men around here? Staff? Gardener? Bodyguards? Even whoever brought you here. Anything?”

“There were staff,” I admit. “But... It was a half-agreed deal and the staff decided they’d had enough. My husband was going to pay them, but they’d already left.”

“So, it’s just us? No one else? Your husband couldn’t have sent someone else along?”

“New venture. New part of the world. And he has his hands full back home.”

Katya blows air. Walks a small circle. “Do we have communications, at least? We can talk?”

“Oh, yes,” says Charlotte. “Open your laptop or your tablet. They’re right there for us.”

Katya scowls. “No, I meant across the island.”

Charlotte falls silent.

Mitch pipes up. “Could we set up surveillance cameras? They must have had some kind of security system here, for security if nothing else.”

“They did,” says Charlotte. “But I’ve been looking at that. It’s pretty much defunct now. We’ve got a basic kind of internet system enough to talk with Dad and the rest of the men. But it’s not nearly good enough to power the old security system. I think half the wiring’s been eaten by rats.”

Mitch curls a lip. “There’s rat droppings everywhere. By the drains, the stores. Under the counters. In the kitchen...”

“So we keep everything useful in a safe place.”

“Maybe there’s a walkie-talkie system,” I suggest.

“Maybe there is,” snarls Charlotte. “But let’s be realistic. There’s four of us. If we’re going to deal with any attackers, we need either to go for guerrilla tactics, or we need to lure them all into one spot where we can take them out.”

Katya glowers. “And we have to do all of this while we keep the children safe?”
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“Let’s move along with this,” I say. “We can catch up with gossip while we work. Charlotte, what I want from you is a list of these materials you need to work with. Along with descriptions of what they look like and where we might find them. I also want references and...” I pause, considering... “Do we have a working printer or photocopier?”

“There’s one in the reception office,” says Mitch. “I didn’t test it, but apart from needing a good clean, it looked okay.”

“Perfect,” I say, ticking off my list. “Charlotte, I want you to go through this reading you’ve been doing and summarise the important points. Specifically, what are these everyday materials you need? How do we use them? Just a quick note is enough for this, for every item you think we can produce. Then print off a copy for everyone.  Mitch, I want you to look at how we can assemble them.”

Mitch jolts, eyes widening. “Me? Making munitions?”

“You can turn your hand to just about anything crafts-based you try. Think of it as an adventure in craftsmanship.”

She chuckles low. “Gotcha.”

“What else?” says Charlotte.

“All of us, and I’m including you, Katya, need to work our way around this site. We have maps and plans. But that’s no substitute for knowing it on the ground. I want details on exits and entrances, shafts and service tunnels...”

“Lines of sight,” adds Charlotte. I nod, jotting down a note.

“... Absolutely. Also, which vehicles and equipment are working, which are scrap and which might be cannibalized for parts and materials.”

Mitch arches a brow. “Anything else?”

I swipe brisk palms across each other. “I think that should be enough to keep us busy for today.”

“What about the children?” says Katya.

“We’ll take turns to stand child guard. Charlotte needs to take breaks anyway for Harry’s feeds, so we can use that as a starting point for a rota...”

“I brought the bottles and the sterilizer kit,” says Mitch, “so Jenny can express her milk like she did with Cara,” She gives a slight smile. “And it gives me the chance to feed Harry.”

“That way too,” says Charlotte, “I can be free to get the exercise I need.”

I throw up hands. “Who am I to argue if Harry’s okay with that? Fine, Mitch can hold the fort with the kids.”

“And think about her manufacturing techniques while she’s at it.” says Charlotte. “Any more questions?”

“Yes,” says Katya. “I’d like to know why Beth calls you Charlotte and your mom calls you Jenny.”

Charlotte blows out her cheeks. “Long story.”
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Cold Call - Chapter Five - Michael
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In the secured penthouse apartments of the Haswell offices, we gather. Richard, with Ross hovering close by. Francis even closer. James. Georgie and Borje.

Hickman sprawls in the armchair, a beer bottle in one hand, occasionally dipping into a bowl of nuts. As Klempner marches in, he passes a bottle up to him, slides the bowl his way.

Klempner takes the next seat. Stretching out full-length, he swings boots up onto the coffee table, glugs a mouthful of beer and tosses back a couple of nuts. “Do we know if he’s on his way?”

Francis’ phone Tings and she checks her screen. “Front desk, sir. Kirstie says that Mr Caproni has arrived.”

Klempner flashes brows. “As though to prove a point.”

“Ask her to show him up,” nods Richard.

Arms spread right and left over the back of his seat, Klempner eyes Francis. “What happened to the agreement that you would join the other women on your boss’s island hideaway?”

Richard’s PA and old friend is stiff. “No such agreement was made by me. Mr Haswell may be my employer, but he is also my friend and...”

“All the more reason,” says Klempner, “for you not to be here.”

“Ross is staying. I am staying.”

Klempner arches brows and shrugs. “Your call. Don’t say you weren’t warned.”

Her expression freezes over. “I have accompanied Mr Haswell through a number of violent incidents. You were responsible for much...”

Going quickly south...

“Francis,” I say. “Larry’s on our team now. The past is behind us...” She awards him a cool look. “... Larry, Francis has a role here.” He shrugs indifference.

From out in the hall, the Bing of the elevator arriving, then a few seconds later, a knock at the door. Richard calls out. “Come in, Kirstie.”

The tall, elegant woman gestures inside. “This way please, sir.” Then, briefly glancing to Richard, “If there’s nothing else, Mr Haswell?”

“No, that’s fine, thank you, Kirstie.” She nods and leaves.

The casino owner enters, arm in arm with his daughter, Isabella, Decker bringing up the rear.

Caproni radiates presence. He’s not overly tall, maybe five ten, but solidly built, he has a no-nonsense air as he takes in the room, eyes shrewd. His gaze skims the room... “Gentlemen.” ... then settles on Hickman. “How’s that family of yours? Safe and well?”

“They are, sir. In good hands. Thank you for asking.”

“Pleased to hear it.”

Richard is all courtesy, switching on charm and a smile like a lightbulb as he gestures through. “Take a seat, Vince. We’re all here. Let’s talk. I think you know everyone here, except perhaps Georgie, James’ daughter, and Borje, her partner.”

Georgie steps up with a smile, offering her hand... “Pleased to meet you, Mr Caproni.” ... then to Isabella. “And you too.”

Although I met Caproni’s daughter, briefly, at his mansion, a few days ago, there was little opportunity to take her measure. Elegant, expensively dressed, although overly made-up for my taste, she’s beautiful in an artificial kind of way. But she carries herself strangely, with an odd mix of arrogance and insecurity.

Caproni speaks sardonically. “Isabella insisted on joining us.”

“Of course she did.” Georgie is brisk. “We’re all in this together, and I’m sure Isabella intends to make her contribution...” She directs a look at James. “... Just as I do.” His eyes slit, but she ignores him.

Isabella’s smile flickers, then fades as she travels Georgie’s bruised features. She hunches. “I can't fight or do any of the clever things I know the other women are doing, but I want to help.”

She looks to Klempner and repeats. “I want to help.”

He holds her gaze...

What's going on there?

She said at the last meeting that she wanted to earn her father’s trust...

And she appealed to Klempner to persuade Caproni...

... then speaks. “You are helping.”

Following Richard’s gestured invitation, Caproni settles himself into an armchair. “So, are we all present? Is there anyone not here that should be?”

“Will Stanton,” says Richard.

Klempner drawls, “I believe that, whilst the Police Commissioner has a role in all this, he will be a happier man if he is not made aware of the content of our current discussions.”

Caproni allows himself a small smile. “I’d go along with that. So,” he says. “What now? Are we still on your original plan, Larry? Knock out de Palo here, then follow up elsewhere?”

“Exactly that,” says, Klempner. “Broadly speaking, we lure de Palo and his gang of thugs to our chosen venue, then we take them off the local map.”

“Stand and fight?”

“No.” Klempner’s tone is crisp. “We ambush and fight. We have no real idea how many men de Palo has here already but it’s for certain he can bring in a lot more at short notice.”

Caproni sniffs. “It goes without saying that you can call on my men too. I’ll need to leave some at the Fleece in case de Palo tries anything there, but the others are yours.”

Klempner gives a small, tight smile. “In fact, I’m taking that as read.”

“Yes? Tell me about this chosen venue of yours. Richard’s beach house, is it?”

“That’s right. The beach house is ideal for our purposes. Isolated. Defensible.”

“Can you show me?”

James is already opening his laptop. Klempner leans over his shoulder, propping himself on the desktop. “Pull up the mapping app. Give us the satellite view. Can you project it onto the wall-screen?”

He mouses his way around. “Already on it.”

As the map loads, resolving into detail, Richard says, “Pull out a bit, would you, James. Give us some perspective.”

The image zooms out, our current position, the beach house, centring the screen, the City overflowing into a corner. James rummages in a drawer and produces a laser-pointer, shining a red dot to travel the TV screen, circling a point in the centre of the City...  “That’s where we are now, in the Haswell offices.” ... then trace a line out and away... “And the crows-flight line out to the beach house. Now...”

Another click, and a road map overlays the satellite view. “...As you can see, there’s any number of ways out of the City, onto the belt and then the highway, but once you turn off and onto the side roads, it’s pretty much one way in and one way out. A narrow track, one vehicle wide, leading to the house.

“Where does the track lead if you keep going?” says Georgie.

“Beach, sand dunes, beach and more beach,” says Richard. “Only thing that varies is whether it’s sand, pebbles or mud. There’s a small beach cafe a few miles along and that’s about it for nearly twenty miles.”

Caproni moves close, peering at the screen. “Nicely self-contained,” he says. “The firefight can’t spill over innocent bystanders.”

Borje shifts uneasily. “You really think there will be a firefight?”

“Yes,” says Klempner, Hickman and Caproni together. Borje subsides, looking away.

Klempner returns his attention to Caproni. “All we need is to lure de Palo in.”

Caproni extracts a cigar from a packet, casting a glance at Richard... “D’you mind?” ... then without waiting for a reply, slips off the green-and-gold band as he returns his attention to Klempner. “And this lure would be what? Exactly?”

Klempner’s lips twitch. “Rumours are loose in the City that we have the women sheltered in a oceanside hideout.”

“Rumours you planted, I take it?” He nips off the end of the cigar with his teeth. “How did you do that?”

“Mickey Miller.”

“That would do it.” Caproni chuckles. “So, you gave de Palo a breadcrumb trail to follow?” Examining the screen again, he sucks his cheeks hollow. “You’ll need more than a rumour or two to pull him in.”

“I’ll be there,” says Hickman. “And I’ll make sure, when we’re ready, that de Palo knows it. He’ll want to come after me.”

“You think that’s enough, do you?” growls Caproni. “Or were you proposing you and Decker don red wigs and hope for the best?”

“No.”

“No.”

Georgie and Isabella speak as one. Exchange glances and smiles. Georgie continues. “You need some actual women there if you want to pull this off. Let de Palo see us. He’ll recognise both of us.”

“Although we could try those wigs too,” adds Isabella. “If de Palo or his men only saw us from a distance, inside a car say, it ought to be enough to fool him that all the women are there.”

Thunderheads gather above Caproni’s head. James sparks lightning bolts.

Isabella turns to her father. “Let me help,” she pleads. “Please let me do this. I want to help.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Bella!” snaps Caproni. “We’ve been through this. It’s far too dangerous.”

Her voice rises. Louder. Shriller. “You can't lock me out like this. Everyone else is fighting to protect what they love. Why can’t I?”

“Fighting is men’s work,” he hisses. “The women are in hiding.”

She moves close to him, eyes almost level with his. “Where it's very clear that they are protecting their children and getting ready to fight if they have to.” Her chin lifts, her eye sparking. “You let me come today.”

“Only so I could keep an eye on you.” Caproni jabs the cigar at her like a baton. “In fact, I was going to request that you join the other women in this hideaway of theirs.”

Richard winces. “I take it you’ve not heard the latest development in Larry’s master-plan?” Caproni raises questioning brows. “It appears he is not so convinced of the safety of our sanctuary as we might first have thought.”

The brows rise further. “Larry?”

“A precaution only,” says Klempner. “I sent...”

But Georgie interrupts. “I’m helping too.”

Snarling, James flings an arm toward her. “Georgie, you are not...”

But she squares up to him, jaw setting. “Dad, I’m not asking your permission. I’m telling you, I’m in.” She looks to Klempner. “You helped me when I needed it. More than once. It’s time for me to balance the books.”

Eyes creasing, Klempner tilts his chin in acknowledgment, but James, shoulders rigid, face set, muscles up to him.

Borje steps hastily forward and between the two men, laying a staying hand on James’ arm. His voice level, “James, Georgie’s not your little girl anymore. She can make up her own mind.”

Fury writ large, James spins on him. Borje shrugs. “I’ll admit I’m not thrilled by the turn of events myself, but she’s an adult and has her own opinions. If Georgie throws her hat into the ring, she has my support.” He pauses, then, “On the other hand, I want to be there too, to watch out for her.”

Klempner slaps a hand on his shoulder. “Good man. We may need a medic.”

“And if Georgie’s involved,” says Isabella, “I should be too. I have a far more direct interest in this than she does...” Georgie flashes her a startled glance. “... De Palo was trying to strong-arm my father into making me marry him.”

Georgie cracks a smile. “I take it you’re not in favour?”

“I’m cool on the idea, yes. The idea of slavery under the guise of marriage didn’t appeal...”

Her father huffs. “I’m glad we agree on something.” Rummaging in a pocket, eyeing Klempner, he produces a box of matches. “You say you don’t know how many men de Palo can call on?”

“No, however, on that point, we thought we’d try to improve the odds in our favour.”

“Oh? How?”

“By restricting his ability to recruit.”

“On which note,” says Richard, “I’m calling in an old friend.”

“What old friend?” demands Klempner. “Who is he?”

“She,” says Richard. “And she’s a reporter.”
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Cold Call - Chapter Six - Klempner
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Haswell slides off to make his phone call, Caproni not trying to hide his eavesdropping of the conversation. Her father distracted, Isabella sidles close.

“I want to be part of this,” she insists. “I’ve heard people talking about your wife and daughter. They're so brave. I want to do something brave.”

“My wife and daughter have had very different lives from you. Both learned to be brave from a very young age because they had their backs to the wall. They’re both survivors.”

She pouts. “So, because I’ve been brought up rich, I have to spend my life as a bird in a gilded cage.”

“Not if you choose to break free. But you have to resist those who want only to protect you.”

The pout dissolves into doubt. “Did your wife and daughter do that?”

“My wife made her break for freedom at fifteen years old. Left a home where her brother tried to control her. My daughter...” 

I stall. Throat tight, I search for the right words.

The doubt has morphed to fascination. “Yes? Your daughter?”

I suck some moisture into my mouth, then, “My daughter had to be brave from her earliest days. And now she resists the efforts of her husbands to wrap her in cotton wool.”

Her mouth opens. “Husbands? Plural?”

Crap...

“Long story. And not one for me to tell.” I tap a fingertip to her collarbone. “If you want to be brave, Isabella, first you have to stand up to your father. If you can’t stand up to him, how do you think you would handle de Palo and his men?”

She blinks. Looks away to her father who, I now realise, is watching us fixedly.

“How do I do that?” she whispers.

“Your call.”
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Cold Call - Chapter Seven - Beth
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Charlotte’s list of ‘items of interest’ makes for fascinating reading. Most of it had never occurred to me as possible ingredients for a guerrilla war.

Some it is obvious. Even I’ve heard of a Molotov cocktail. But...

Gasoline

Paint stripper/Brush cleaner

Oil (vegetable, olive, motor oil, etc)

Garden fertiliser

Charcoal

String/wool/cotton

Fishing line

Wire

Lacquer

Car batteries

Kitchen salt

Foil

Glass bottles

Plastic bottles

Alcohol (whiskey, medical or rubbing alcohol etc)

Powdered Sugar

It goes on. 

“Sugar?” Mitch frowns. “What on earth can you do with sugar?”

“High in calories,” says Charlotte. “Only instead of the calories going on your bum, we make them go Bang!”

Mitch clicks her tongue. “I’m beginning to regret that education I missed as a kid.”

“We’ve got sugar by the boxful,” I say. “It’s stacked at the back of the catering store. But it’s all granulated. I can’t find any powdered.”

“Not a problem,” says Katya. “We can powder it ourselves.”

“You’ve done it before?”

She huffs. “When you live in the back end of beyond, unless you want to make an extra trip to the nearest city every time something runs out, you learn how to do stuff.”

“I’m still adding to the list,” says Charlotte, “as I get ideas on how to do things. And tonight, we’re going to have a big bonfire. We can tell the kids it’s for a barbeque on the beach, but I want the ashes.”

“Ashes?” Now it’s me that looks blank.

“For potash. It’s used in gunpowder. The fire should produce some charcoal too. I’ll need that as well.” She pauses. “But I need sulphur too.”

“What does it get used for? In everyday life I mean.”

Charlotte scratches at an ear. “Umm...”

“Fungicide,” says Katya. “Insecticide. I use it all the time on the veg patches back home.” She heads for the door. “I’ll go check through the gardener’s store.”

“And if we don’t have any?” says Mitch.

Charlotte bumps her shoulders. “I’ll improvise something else.” She calls to the door. “Katya, while you’re in there, see if you can find any fertiliser. Nitrate fertiliser.”

“What will it say on the bag?”

“Look for ammonium nitrate. Bring it back with you if you can. If you find other kinds, take a camera shot of whatever it says on the label.”

“Sure. Anything else?”

“See if there’s a soil riddle there.”

“A soil riddle.”

?

“Yes, or a food sieve from the kitchens.”

“And...” as Katya vanishes, Charlotte adds, “... I’m looking for something I can use as a sealant. Wax perhaps. Silicone sealant from a bathroom or kitchen maybe.”

Harry squeaks and protests as Mitch lays him on his back on a towel and deftly removes the diaper, then starts swiping him over with warm sudsy water. She offers up the pot by the side of the changing area. “Petroleum jelly?”

“That should work.”
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Cold Call - Chapter Eight - James
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In the penthouse apartment of the Haswell offices, the elevator pings from the hallway outside. 

“That’ll be Kirstie,” says Michael, rising from his seat. “I asked her to bring Scruffy here for these photos Klempner wants.

Richard frowns, glancing around at the penthouse apartment we’re using as our headquarters. “You asked her to bring a dog here?”

From behind Michael, I grimace, waving spread don’t-go-there hands toward Richard.

Michael’s frown matches. “I didn’t want to meet her anywhere too public in case we’re seen. And I didn’t want to go to her place in case I was followed.” His chin juts but he subsides at the knock at the door.

Kirstie enters carrying Scruffy wrapped in a blanket. His ears poke lopsidedly about his bottle-brush face, and black-button eyes brighten as Michael covers the distance between them in three strides. Yapping, he struggles against Kirstie’s enclosing embrace, battling his way out of the blanket.

She struggles against him. “Scruffy! Calm down. Let me put you down.” A front leg emerges, bringing the chest with it, swathed in bandages. She stoops, trying to set the little dog safely down, but he breaks loose, launches himself free, and the single front leg collapses as he crash-lands on the carpet...

... and appears not to notice. Bouncing up from his fall, yelping joy, he catapults up into Michael’s arms.

My big, blond friend is glossy-eyed, murmuring quietly as the rat-faced terrier wriggles in his arms, licking his face, yelping all the while.

Richard’s face screws up. “Hygiene, Michael. At all costs, hygiene.”

Greetings and reunions done, Scruffy loses interest in licking Michael and starts struggling again, demanding to be let down. And for the first time, we get a good look at him.

Our canine Long-John-Silver hops about, the missing left foreleg a stark reminder of the bullet he took on our behalf, helping Bear bring down one of de Palo’s gunmen. Tripodding along, he explores the lounge, sniffing into corners and against furniture.

Richard’s face softens. “He does look pretty pathetic.”

“I know,” says Kirstie. “But he’s perked up a lot since the leg first came off. He couldn’t balance at first, but once his energy levels started to return, he learned to adjust.” She levels a finger to his back end. “If you notice, he’s standing with the single foreleg more or less central. And using his tail as a counterbalance to the missing leg.” Sure enough, the ratty tail swings in time to Scruffy’s pogo-ing progress.

“Let’s get these photos,” I say. “Michael, see if you can keep him still long enough for me to get a few snaps.”

Michael hunkers down, holding out his hands and calling. “Scruffy...”

The little dog’s head pops up, the ears perk up, jaws stretching into a canine smile as he bounces to his human master for another cuddle. Michael scratches his ears and gives him a tummy-rub while I get shots of the little animal, then close-ups of the bandaged joint where the leg has been amputated.

“Perhaps,” says Richard, “you could persuade him to look a bit more pathetic? If the idea is to raise sympathy for him and against de Palo, maybe he should look a bit more miserable.”

“I’ve already got those,” says Kirstie. “I took plenty, photo and video, before his op, when he still had the smashed-up leg. And more afterwards, when he was just coming out of it and was exhausted. He looked pretty wretched at that point.”

“He looks almost as though he could live a normal life now.”

“He can. Animals don’t feel sorry for themselves like humans do. And...” Kirstie cracks a laugh. “... he brought me a rat this morning.”

Richard winces. “I suppose that qualifies as normal for him.”

“It impressed Ryan,” she chuckles. “He’s hoping Scruffy might teach my Gang to go after rats while he’s with us.” She sobers. “So, who’s going to tell me what’s going on? And don’t tell me it’s nothing important. All of you holed up here and Francis behaving as though she’s keeping war secrets.”

The door opens and Klempner enters, Hickman in his wake. The little dog pogos up to the pair and Hickman immediately squats down to deliver a scratchy ear. “Hello, Scruffy. How’re ya doing?” 

Even Klempner seems... not unsympathetic. “He looks to be in fine fettle for someone who’s suffered gunshot, major surgery, and amputation in the last few days.”

“Animals don’t waste time feeling sorry for themselves,” snaps Kirstie. “They get on with life.” 

“I can see that.”

She watches Scruffy wriggle under Hickman’s fingers. “When he first came out of surgery, I put him in a crate to keep the other dogs off him. He went nuts. Refused to be caged. He was going to hurt himself. So I let him out. He curled up in his basket and slept for a day. Then he woke up and he’s been fine since then.”

“How did he get around at first?” says Hickman. “Surely he wasn’t walking straight away?”

“I bought a second-hand child’s stroller,” she grins, “and put him in that for the first walk out with the others. He hated it. Kept jumping out. He’d manage ten steps, then collapse. I’d put him back in the stroller. Another half a minute, he’d jump out again.”

*****
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Kirstie scrolls through James’ photo gallery. “So, where d’you want me to post these? I’ve already put them up on my website and my social media. Anywhere else?”

“Take them down,” snaps Klempner. “Right now. Don’t post anything in any way that can be connected to you personally. If these people know who you are, they’re likely to retaliate.”

Kirstie’s mouth opens. Closes. Opens again. “So, how are you planning on making this public?”

“I have contacts who will post untraceably. But if you want, you can write some copy to go with it. Twenty-pound dog saves life of owner against two-hundred-pound gunman... That kind of thing. Send it to me and I’ll get it uploaded. Once it’s appeared, it’ll get shared.”

Kirstie cocks her head. “You mean,” she says, “you’ve set up some kind of click-and-share factory?”

“Not set it up, no. But I’ve paid for the services of one. Well... four... No, five, actually.”

“China?” asks Richard. “The Philippines?”

“And India,” says Klempner with a small smile. “Nepal. Sri Lanka. Photos and videos of Scruffy, along with his tale of canine heroism will be all around the City. And since de Palo’s name will be prominent, I imagine they will be seen on his home turf too, tagged any way that will raise sympathy for the dog and make de Palo look foolish.”

“Dearly as I may love him,” says Michael, “it wasn’t just Scruffy that brought down de Palo’s thugs. A hundred and twenty pounds of Rottweiler back-up helped.”

Klempner sniffs. “I don’t think you need mention Bear’s involvement. That mongrel of yours can take the credit.” He pauses, as though reluctant, then angles back to Kirstie. “Bear?”

“Bear’s fine,” she smiles. “He’s spending half his time splashing into the river and the other half carrying the water indoors. The Mill’s just a home away from home for him.”

She gives Klempner a wry glance. “You know, you don’t have to be embarrassed about showing concern for your own dog.”

Another tap on the door and, without waiting for a reply, Francis enters with a tray carrying a sandwich-heaped plate and two coffee pots. She pauses. “Oh! I’d not realised there’s so many of you here. I’ll be back in five minutes with some more.”

*****
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Scruffy squares up on Hickman, beady eyes burning holes in his bacon roll. Without batting an eyelid, Hickman tears off a chunk and passes it down. Scruffy downs it like a wolf in a famine-winter and stares up again. “There’s more of me than you,” says Hickman, his voice muffled through bacon. “The rest of this is mine.”

Without breaking his stride, such as it is, Scruffy swivels, one upright and one floppy ear triangulating on Klempner, staring up until he has his attention, then re-aims to the half-eaten egg-and-sausage roll.

Klempner narrows eyes then, without comment, thumbs a sausage out of the bread. It vanishes midair with a Snap! like a trout with a mayfly.

*****
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