
[image: Cover for the Manhattan Down]



[image: Penguin Random House]




Also by Michael Cordy

The Messiah Code

The Crime Code

The Lucifer Code

The Venus Conspiracy

The Source

The Colour of Death




‘Cordy’s blend of heist, technology and geopolitical thriller is a riveting read’

The Times

‘Manhattan Down is Cordy back at his brilliant best and ripe for another Hollywood buy up’

Daily Express

‘Rossi and Lockwood make a convincing team in this fast-paced read’

Financial Times

‘The plot is terrific, the writing punchy, the pace fast and the characters delightful’

Literary Review

‘A feat of world building asking challenging questions about the future … engaging’

CrimeTime

‘A masterclass in how it’s done … sheer entertainment’

Observer


www.penguin.co.uk






Michael Cordy



MANHATTAN DOWN

[image: Penguin Random House]




For my mother, Betty Cordy (1933–2024), who told me my first stories





Awake, arise or be forever fall’n.

John Milton, Paradise Lost






Prologue

Manhattan. 2 September. 2:47 a.m.

The city boils beneath a heat dome in the hottest summer ever recorded. The night air is so heavy with humidity that every dark shadow seems pregnant with secrets. Nick Lockwood can feel beads of sweat forming on his skin, but despite his physical unease he has no inkling that he is walking into mortal danger or that, before dawn breaks, he will be left for dead.

Years ago, when Nick Lockwood left his native San Francisco to start afresh, the claustrophobic hustle and anonymity of New York served him well. Tonight, however, as Manhattan swelters under the cool gaze of the moon, the City That Never Sleeps is hard to love. Despite the late hour, the temperature is in the eighties and most New Yorkers have retired to their beds. Nick Lockwood yearns to return to his own air-conditioned apartment but he can’t rest yet. Not while Paula O’Malley is out here alone and without backup.

He finds her lurking in the shadows south of Central Park staking out an office block across West 57th Street. Billionaires’ Row is virtually deserted and the air near the park feels marginally cooler. As Lockwood approaches, Detective Paula O’Malley lowers her Armasight night-vision binoculars and smiles with something close to gratitude. After taking O’Malley’s badge, the chief threatened to suspend Lockwood too if he got involved, but he can’t abandon her tonight. O’Malley’s obsession with dark web conspiracies may have killed her credibility within the department but the tough old broad is a hell of a detective – and still his partner. ‘How you doing, Paula?’

O’Malley gives a world-weary shrug. ‘I got the luck of the Irish. What have I got to kvetch about? Thanks for coming, Nick.’ Her breath smells of Bushmills and Marlboro. ‘I wasn’t sure you’d be here after last week’s no-show and what the chief said …’

‘What does the chief know?’

‘Not a whole lot but you don’t have to do this, Nick. This ain’t official. You get no overtime.’

No shit, he thinks. ‘I get paid too much anyway,’ he says.

She smiles at that. ‘The chief could take your badge. You know the rules.’

‘Rules? You saw my last performance appraisal.’

Her laugh is a low rumbling growl. ‘“Working undercover, Detective Lockwood can be dangerously reckless.” Personally, I think you ace it most when you’re pretending to be someone else.’

He looks her in the eye. ‘You sure you want to risk your career and reputation down this rabbit hole, Paula?’

‘What fuckin’ reputation?’

‘I’m being serious.’

She frowns. ‘This ain’t like the others.’

‘For real?’

‘Swear.’

‘In that case, Detective O’Malley, let’s get us some hard evidence.’ He points to the tower. ‘Have I missed anything?’

‘Not yet.’

‘What’s in there?’

‘Offices: corporate HQs, hedge funds, bond traders, insurance brokers. Typical pond scum. You know the type.’ O’Malley passes him the binoculars. ‘Take a look through the doors. You got a security guard moving around in the lobby.’

Lockwood focuses the powerful lenses and sees a man in a blue uniform take a seat at the reception desk.

‘He one of your two sources?’

‘Yup.’

‘And the other one?’

O’Malley points up to the tower’s lofty summit, which seems to disappear into the night sky. ‘Up there cleaning offices, she’s working the late shift.’

‘No one going on record yet?’

She took back the binoculars. ‘Don’t wanna lose their jobs.’

Or look bat-shit crazy, thinks Lockwood. Only O’Malley would be out here on the back of a hunch based on a rumour that even its two sources refuse to confirm on record. He remembers last week. Same stake-out, same tower, same damn result. Nothing. ‘And if you draw another blank?’ he says cautiously.

‘I won’t.’ She pulls a phone out of her jacket and starts jabbing at some numbers. A slim silver cigarette case falls from her pocket on to the sidewalk. He bends to pick it up. It’s surprisingly heavy, engraved with a shamrock, a lucky four-leaf clover. He tries to hand it back to O’Malley but she is busy with her call. ‘She ain’t answering.’

‘Who?’

‘The cleaner. It’s 3 a.m. – the same time as before – and she’s gone quiet.’ O’Malley calls another number. ‘What the fuck? The guard’s not answering either. What’s goin’ on in there?’ She focuses the binoculars on the lobby across the street and her shoulders stiffen. ‘Goddammit! It’s happening. It’s fuckin’ happening.’ She sounds as excited as she is alarmed. ‘I knew it. I fuckin’ knew it.’ Without warning, she shoves the binoculars into his hands and runs across the road towards the main doors of the tower.

‘What the hell?’ Lockwood hisses in the dark. ‘Wait!’ Torn between chasing after her and seeing what she is running towards, Lockwood slips O’Malley’s cigarette case into his pocket and looks through the binoculars. It takes him a beat to zero in on O’Malley’s back before focusing the powerful lenses beyond her, through the glass doors. The guard by the reception desk sits slumped in his chair with his head down. He looks dead. O’Malley is at the entrance now opening the doors. As Lockwood follows her, he hears a familiar noise, half snake-hiss and half whip-crack: a gunshot from a sound-suppressed pistol barrel. O’Malley’s body jerks sideways and falls to the sidewalk.

‘Shit!’ Lockwood draws the Glock from his holster and sprints across the street. His partner is lying on her back, a crimson halo of blood pooling on the sidewalk around her head. He looks up and down the street but can’t see the shooter or tell where the shot came from. He crouches down and presses his left hand over the wound in her neck to try to stem the bleeding. ‘It’s OK, Paula!’ he says. For his own benefit as much as hers. ‘You’re gonna be OK.’

He sees no fear in her eyes, only the gleam of righteous vindication. He checks the street again then reaches for his radio; he needs to call this in. She moves her lips to speak and he leans in closer.

‘I was right,’ she rasps, voice intact despite the gaping neck wound. ‘I nailed it.’ The focus of her gaze shifts. She is no longer looking at him but over his shoulder towards the doors behind him. The triumphant gleam dims in her eyes and now he sees fear. ‘Nick!’

Something strikes him on the head, flooding his senses with white-hot, bone-crunching pain. He raises his Glock but an unknown hand pushes it away. Something about the fingers doesn’t fit with the strength of the blow. Another strike to the head topples him but he doesn’t feel the impact of the sidewalk; he keeps falling, into a deep, dark void from which, in that moment, he fears he will never return.

All he can hear is O’Malley’s voice. So long as he can hear that, he is still alive. Slowly, his partner’s defiant rasp mutates into the raw cries of his grief-stricken mother admonishing him for Kyle’s death all those years ago. He failed to save his brother then. He has to save his partner now. Rage, fuelled by shame and guilt, commands Lockwood to live but, however hard he fights, he keeps slipping away.

As the darkness engulfs him, a question flares like a comet across his dimming consciousness. A question prompted by the last words he hears spill from O’Malley: ‘What the hell is Somnopolis?’
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THE CITY THAT NEVER SLEEPS
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Eight Days Later. Thursday, 10 September

The United Nations Summit of the Future falls on the eve of two anniversaries: the official end of the global pandemic and the twenty-fifth anniversary of the 9/11 attack on the Twin Towers. Amid rising global anger and increasingly volatile climate events, most governments now accept that the planet’s climate crisis is near the point of no return. After years of ineffective COP climate conferences, the politicians have vowed to work together to protect the environment and revitalize a world economy ravaged by plague, wars and trade protectionism.

As the world leaders gather at the United Nations Headquarters in New York, the city is trapped in a high-pressure heat dome, producing the hottest temperatures on record. Despite thousands of climate protestors marching in unprecedented heat, the politicians optimistically refer to the UN Summit of the Future as the Summit of Resilience and Hope. A title that Samantha Rossi will come to view as bitterly ironic because, before the next day dawns, she will have cause to rely on those two virtues more than she has relied on anything in her entire life.

Samantha Rossi’s Thursday begins on the roof terrace of her apartment, where she has spent most of the night staring up at the sky. Her restless mind doesn’t see individual stars above her but constellations: Cassiopeia, the Big Dipper. She doesn’t hear individual piano notes in her earphones but the mathematical arrangement of free jazz music. When creating computer programs at work she considers the underlying rhythm of the code like a poet considers the metre of a poem. She has always joined the dots to see the pattern and find the order behind the chaos.

In the blue hour before dawn, Rossi watches the stars dim as the sun rises from below the horizon, marking the end of another hot, sleepless night. Returning to her air-conditioned bedroom, she takes out her earphones, switches off the redundant alarm by her bed and showers. From her walk-in wardrobe she selects a Vince white cotton blouse, Chanel charcoal grey linen trousers and Gucci loafers. The neat racks of understated designer wear are organized into a limited palette of black, white, grey and taupe to simplify decision-making. As she checks her appearance, she detects a waft of apple shampoo and sees Zoe appear in the full-length mirror, towel-drying her short blonde hair with her right hand. In her left she holds an open laptop.

‘Good morning, my darling.’

‘Morning, Mom. You look tired.’

That’ll be because I haven’t slept for weeks. ‘I’m fine,’ she says.

Zoe’s critical gaze shifts to what she is wearing. Samantha Rossi doesn’t need to see the accompanying frown to know what her thirteen-year-old daughter thinks of her clothes. Zoe favours thrift shop chic. Today she’s wearing frayed jeans and a faded T-shirt emblazoned with three bold Fs. Only her orange Converse trainers are new. Looking in the mirror, Samantha Rossi and Zoe aren’t obviously mother and daughter. Rossi is dark-haired, five-foot-seven and athletic, whereas Zoe is small, skinny and blonde.

‘What’s with the laptop?’

‘I’ve locked myself out.’

‘Hand it over.’ Rossi takes the computer, presses four keys simultaneously until she hears a chime and a reset screen appears. Then she passes it back. ‘There you go.’ Looking closer at Zoe’s T-shirt, Rossi notices that each bold F is followed by smaller characters, spelling F*ck Fossil F*els. ‘You’re not wearing that shirt to school, Zoe.’

‘I’m not going to school. I’m going to the climate protest.’

Rossi takes a breath. ‘I don’t want you going on any protest march.’

‘Because you’re a capitalist?’

‘No,’ she says evenly. ‘Because it’ll be too hot and crowded. And today’s a school day.’

‘But they’ve made tomorrow a national holiday so—’

‘So what? Tomorrow’s not today. Go change your T-shirt.’

‘Why? It’s a free country. I can wear what I like.’

‘Not to school you can’t.’

‘Who says so?’

‘I do.’ Rossi is determined to stay calm. ‘Go and change.’

Zoe glares at Rossi then flounces off back to her room.

Moments later, Rossi hears her wailing from across the landing: ‘I can’t find Dad’s birthday present.’

‘It’s bright orange, for Chrissakes.’ As she enters Zoe’s chaotic bedroom, Rossi realizes how many of the clothes and objects strewn over the floor are orange. ‘Where have you looked?’

Zoe has changed her T-shirt into one bearing the words: Look After My Planet. You’re Only Borrowing It. ‘Everywhere!’

‘Everywhere?’ Rossi points to a bag poking out from under the bed. ‘How about your sports bag?’

Zoe unzips the bag, revealing the brand-new orange baseball bat. ‘Oh.’

Rossi bought the half-size Louisville Slugger for Zoe’s birthday last week and told her it was from her father in London. ‘Isn’t it too hot to play softball?’

Zoe groans. ‘C’mon, Mom, you can’t stop me playing with my friends. Everyone’s meeting at Matt’s house and we’ll be back there by six. I know the rules. I’ll wear a cap and sunscreen. I’ll take lots of water and have my phone with me so you’ll know where I am.’

For all her daughter’s teenage bravado, she still looks remarkably young and vulnerable. ‘What about—?’

‘My RAS? I haven’t had a seizure for ages,’ says Zoe. She raises her left hand. ‘I’ve got my wristband and my friends all know what to do if I have a fit. OK?’

Rossi sighs and checks her watch. She doesn’t have time for an argument today. ‘OK. I’m driving to work. I’ll pick you up from Matt’s at six. Do you want a lift to school?’

Zoe looks at her like she is suggesting they drown kittens. ‘In your gas-guzzling Mercedes? No thank you. I’ll take the bus.’

Driving in Manhattan is ill advised, especially the day before a holiday weekend with every world leader in the city, but Samantha Rossi has an afternoon appointment in Brooklyn and wants the privacy. Leaving her apartment early, she misses the worst of the morning rush and manages to complete her work by noon. She departs for her appointment shortly after lunch, allowing time to navigate the traffic, which is even slower than usual, due to the increased police presence and climate protestors. As the Mercedes crawls through Lower Manhattan, her tired eyes are drawn enviously to an advertising billboard showing a woman lying on a soft cloud atop a classical Greek column. Heavenly Sleep. New Somneze Restores the Pillar of Health. Available now. The pills did nothing for her. ‘Snake-oil salesmen,’ Rossi mutters under her breath.

‘You OK, Sam?’ her mother says as Rossi drives on to the Brooklyn Bridge. Mary Rossi sits in the passenger seat wearing what she always seems to wear: black pumps, cream skirt with cornflower blue stripes, cream blouse and a jacket. ‘You’re not nervous, are you?’

‘A little,’ Rossi says, realizing that she is fiddling with the red pendant hanging from her neck.

‘They’ve ruled out the worst suspects like cancer, so why are you so worried?’

‘Perhaps because you’re sitting right beside me, Mother.’

‘Don’t you want me with you?’

Rossi smiles. ‘I want you with me more than anything in the world. Just not now. Not like this.’

The phone rings. It is Rossi’s boss, Bob Steiner. ‘Samantha, we’re updating the main board on the new security protocols this afternoon.’

‘Judd’s in Washington, Bob.’

‘I know but the rest of the board’s here. We’re meeting at six o’clock.’

‘You know I’ve got a doctor’s appointment in Brooklyn, all right? And I’m picking up my daughter afterwards. Tomorrow’s a holiday weekend. Can’t this wait till Monday?’

‘Not even slightly. You’re our resident cyber genius, Samantha. I need you to sign off on the security protocols.’

Of course you do, Rossi thinks. So you can blame me if there’s a breach.

‘Can I count on you, Samantha?’ says Steiner.

Her mother shakes her head. ‘You’re busy,’ she mouths. ‘Tell him to stick his meeting where the sun don’t shine.’ Rossi smiles. She wishes she could tell Steiner to do exactly that.

‘Of course you can count on me, Bob,’ Rossi says. ‘I’ll be there. Like always.’

Brooklyn is less rammed than Manhattan and Rossi manages to find a parking place near the New York-Presbyterian Brooklyn Methodist Hospital. ‘Mother, I need to do this alone. OK?’ She gets out of the car and heads towards the hospital entrance.

A receptionist ushers Rossi into a small deserted waiting room, where she sits by the window and takes in the view. Across the East River, Lower Manhattan is gilded in the glow of the seemingly endless summer. The silhouette of One World Trade Center stands tall against a blue sky, hazy with high cloud. The buzz on the streets below has faded, leaving only the hum of the air-conditioner and the tick-tock of the wall clock. She is fourteen minutes early for her 4:15 appointment so she checks Zoe’s location on her phone. The dot on the screen is near Matt’s house. She texts his mother: Hi Lauren. Zoe’s playing softball with Matt and said I could pick her up from your place at six. Is it ok if I’m a little late? Something’s come up at work. Let me know. Samantha.

As she sends the text, her phone rings again. Her daughter’s school’s number. Rossi’s heart flutters anxiously, conditioned to alerts about Zoe’s RAS attacks. Zoe was two when she had her first reflex anoxic seizure. To Rossi’s great relief, the doctors told her that Zoe didn’t have epilepsy and should eventually outgrow the relatively mild fits. But Rossi is always vigilant. ‘Hello.’

‘Is that Mrs Samantha Rogers, Zoe’s mother?’

‘Actually, it’s Samantha Rossi. I reverted to my maiden name after the divorce.’ She glances at the finger where her wedding band used to be, still conscious of its absence. ‘How’s Zoe? Has she …?’

‘No, no. Zoe’s fine. I’m Mrs Morris, Zoe’s new English teacher. May I ask, did you help Zoe with her class assignment?’

‘No. No, I didn’t.’ Rossi can’t remember Zoe mentioning an assignment and feels a stab of guilt. Did Zoe try to talk to her about it? Was she too busy to listen? ‘Is there a problem?’

‘On the contrary. I asked the pupils to imagine what they’d do if they ruled the world for a day and Zoe’s piece was genuinely thought-provoking. Worthy of a college student, it was remarkable for a thirteen-year-old. Zoe’s a joy to teach, Ms Rossi. You should be very proud of her.’

‘I am. Very proud. That’s wonderful, Mrs Morris. Thank you so much for taking the trouble to call me.’

‘My pleasure. I wanted to share it with you before the holiday weekend. I can send you a scanned copy, if you like?’

‘I’d like that very much. Thanks again.’

A downloaded PDF appears on Rossi’s phone: If I Ruled the World for a Day, by Zoe Rogers. Zoe’s assignment explores how she would create a world fit for her children and their children to inherit. The first thing Zoe says she would do is eradicate individual billionaires by imposing a 99 per cent tax on any assets over 999,999,999 dollars. Mrs Morris was right. Aside from the schoolgirl handwriting, the mature piece doesn’t read like the trite musings of a thirteen-year-old girl. As she reads the assignment, she is impressed by Zoe’s optimism that one person can change the world. Her pride in her daughter, however, is tempered by guilt. Rossi worries that she fails to live up to her daughter’s high ideals. ‘We’re the good guys, aren’t we, Mom?’ Zoe used to ask her as a little girl. To which Rossi would always reply, ‘We can only try to be.’

The door to the doctor’s surgery opens and a tall blond man in a dark suit appears. ‘Hello, Samantha.’

Rossi puts down her phone and stands. ‘Good afternoon, Dr Gunterson.’

The doctor looks around the empty room and the ghost of a frown troubles his regular features. ‘You came alone?’

She thinks of her mother. ‘Yes.’

‘Did you not get the message? We called your home number.’

‘No.’ Of course she didn’t get the message. Rossi was at work and no one calls anyone’s home landline number any more. ‘Why? Was it important?’

‘Not now,’ Gunterson says. ‘Please come in.’
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The world leaders barely glance at the battery of media cameras or the angry protesters gathered outside the perimeter of the United Nations Headquarters. The most powerful men and women on the planet have no reason to be concerned about their own safety as they enter one of the most secure sites in the world. What they don’t realize, however, is that they are being watched from above by someone who has no regard for how powerful or secure they think they are.

Today has been years in the planning and the Fat Man can’t believe it is finally happening. He usually prefers to sit in one place and let the world revolve around him but now he paces his huge office, shifting his bulk from one end to the other. The live satellite feed is interrupted intermittently by cloud cover but the images are in high-definition and private, for his eyes only. As the Fat Man watches the world leaders enter the General Assembly Building, he catches his reflection in the computer screen. His full lips appear to pout like a petulant boy’s as his excited hand twists the gold ring round his little finger. He originally commissioned the signet ring in pure gold but settled for 22 carats. The Fat Man has rarely settled for anything in his life but the goldsmith insisted that 24-carat gold was too soft to form the embossed seal. His colleagues whisper that the gold ring is ostentatious and vulgar but he stopped caring about their opinions long ago. They may be rich, some even richer than him, but all are small men with small dreams. When this is over, every one of them will bow down to him.

As the Fat Man looks down on Manhattan’s crowded streets, he thinks of his old LSE professor’s favourite quote from Archimedes, the ancient Greek mathematician: ‘Give me a lever long enough, and a place on which to stand, and I will move the entire world.’ Remembering those distant student days in London makes the Fat Man proud of what he has made of his life. What he has become and what he is about to become.

He checks his encrypted private phone and clicks on the Communications icon, revealing a series of bespoke apps, all routed via Tor to the dark web. Despite the high level of encryption, he has been advised to keep messages to a minimum, but he is impatient for an update. He opens the messenger app and types one word: Somnopolis?

Almost instantly a reply appears on his screen: The Lever is in place.

The Fat Man smiles down on the unsuspecting city. Time?

As you instructed, comes the reply. 5:25 p.m. Local time.
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4:16 p.m.

Samantha Rossi follows Dr Gunterson into his office and takes the offered seat. The doctor sits opposite and straightens a thin manila file on his desk. When Rossi first explained her symptoms, Gunterson smiled throughout the consultation. The doctor doesn’t smile now or even look Rossi in the eye. ‘Sorry to keep you waiting but I had to confer with Dr Black, who administered your polysomnography.’ Rossi remembers Dr Alan Black and the small dark room in which she spent a restless night with electrodes attached to her head. ‘How have you been feeling, Samantha?’

‘Not good. I can’t remember the last time I slept properly. And it’s not just the heat. Most nights when my daughter’s asleep I go up on the roof terrace and stare up at the night sky.’ She doesn’t try to explain to the doctor how listening to her jazz and arranging the distant stars into their constellations somehow makes her feel less alone and out of control in a random universe. A sudden cramping sensation in her right calf makes her groan. ‘I’ve also started getting muscle spasms. What the hell’s wrong with me?’

Gunterson steeples his hands on the desk and stares down at his fingertips. ‘As you know, our exhaustive tests have discounted—’

‘Please, doctor. It’s been months. Don’t tell me what I don’t have. Do you know what I do have?’

Gunterson continues to focus on his hands and nods slowly. ‘The data from the polysomnography, PET scans and genetic tests all confirm that you have a condition known as FFI.’

‘What’s that?’

‘FFI is a form of familial insomnia. It’s a prion disease of the brain that particularly affects the thalamus. FFI is caused by a mutated PRNP gene you will have inherited from one or both of your parents. The mutation’s very rare. It’s estimated that fewer than fifty families in the entire world carry the mutated gene. You’re the first patient I’ve met who has it.’

Rossi is about to ask about treatment but a detail nags at her precise, logical mind. ‘Wait. Familial insomnia? I understand familial but FFI is three letters. What does the other F stand for?’

Gunterson raises his eyes for the first time and looks directly at Rossi. ‘I’m so sorry, Samantha. The prognosis isn’t good.’ The doctor pauses a beat and seems to wince. ‘There’s no cure for fatal familial insomnia.’

‘Fatal?’ Rossi slumps back in her chair as if punched in the stomach. ‘How the hell can you die from lack of sleep?’

‘Like most diseases, it’s a process. The insomnia progressively worsens, leading to muscle stiffness, hallucinations, panic attacks and, eventually, profound dementia. As you deteriorate, you become increasingly incapable of …’

Samantha Rossi watches Gunterson’s lips move but is no longer listening to what he is saying. She can only think of one thing: she is going to die. Starting out this morning she worried about many things, but not this. ‘How certain are you?’ she hears herself say with a calmness she doesn’t feel.

‘My colleagues and I checked the results several times. You’re welcome to a second opinion but I’m afraid there’s no doubt about the diagnosis – or prognosis.’

‘How long do I have?’

‘From onset, the average time’s eighteen months but it can be significantly shorter.’ The doctor holds Rossi’s gaze, letting his words sink in. ‘You need to think about getting your affairs in order.’ Gunterson frowns as if in pain. ‘And there’s something else.’

‘What?’ What else could there possibly be?

‘Because it’s familial, you need to consider testing your daughter, Zoe.’ Zoe’s name feels like a physical stab to the heart. ‘If you look back at your family history, you’ll find evidence of the disease. You almost certainly inherited the dominant gene from one of your parents, in which case your daughter has a fifty per cent chance of carrying it too.’

Having to tell Zoe that her mother is dying frightens Rossi much more than her own diagnosis. The idea of telling her daughter, a thirteen-year-old on the cusp of womanhood, that she might also have inherited the fatal gene is even worse. ‘If Zoe has the gene, what are the odds she’ll get this disease?’

Gunterson’s gaze doesn’t waver. ‘A hundred per cent. If she has the gene, she will contract FFI. But – and it’s an important but – if she doesn’t carry the gene then she’ll be perfectly fine.’ Gunterson attempts a reassuring smile. ‘Even if she does have it, gene therapy’s making great strides. There may well be a cure by the time—’

‘By what time? How long does she have before it kicks in?’

‘Typically, onset is after the age of thirty. But genetic mutations aren’t typical and it can be sooner.’ Hearing her own death sentence is shocking enough. For the first time Rossi’s self-control deserts her and she finds herself blinking back tears. Without meeting her eye, Gunterson passes her a tissue. ‘Samantha, I’m so sorry. Can I call someone for you? Zoe’s father?’

Rossi shakes her head, trying to stabilize her upended thoughts and emotions. ‘My ex-husband lives in London.’ She takes a moment to collect herself, blows her nose and wipes her eyes. She has a sudden, desperate urge to leave the room and rush out into the fresh air. This knowledge is too devastating and personal to share with anyone until she has processed it herself. She stands to leave. ‘Thank you, doctor, I need some time to think this through.’

‘I understand. There’s a lot to take in.’ Gunterson retrieves a leaflet and card from the manila folder and hands them to Rossi. ‘The leaflet gives you more information about the disease. The card has my direct number. Don’t hesitate to call me if you have any questions.’

‘Thank you.’ Rossi opens the door to leave.

‘Please don’t despair, Samantha. We may not be able to cure the condition but we can help alleviate the symptoms for sure.’

Rossi has no recollection of taking the elevator to the ground floor or walking out of the hospital. Only when she emerges blinking in the hazy sunlight does she register that she is outside. A man narrowly avoids bumping into her. ‘Watch where you’re going, lady.’

Leaning against a wall, she observes people leaving work for the long weekend, heading for homes, bars and restaurants. They are all carrying on with their lives, oblivious to the fact that hers is almost over. She looks out across the parched lawns of Prospect Park and contrasts its bright, sun-dappled bustle with the dark thoughts slithering inside her head. She opens the leaflet Gunterson gave her and sees her immediate future written in stark black-and-white: a painful, drawn-out death. She will never see Zoe grow up, graduate from college, marry and have children. Walking back to her car, she checks her watch: it is a little after 5 p.m. After that diagnosis, Steiner’s 6 p.m. meeting seems even more meaningless but Rossi will still go. Today, of all days, is not the day to abandon the discipline that has guided her life until now.

As soon as she drives away from the hospital, her mother starts asking questions. ‘When are you going to tell your father and your sister?’

‘When I’ve decided what to do. Even if Dad could understand this, it would only upset him. And Jane’s got her own problems.’

‘And what about Zoe? What are you going to tell her?’

‘The truth.’ Samantha Rossi stares straight ahead, stoking the embers of her anger to counter the despair and bone-deep exhaustion. ‘I’m going to tell my daughter the truth.’

Rossi’s mother doesn’t react to the rebuke. ‘When, Sam? When are you going to tell her?’

‘Not tonight. That’s for sure. After Steiner’s meeting, I’m taking Zoe home, holding her tight and letting her eat and watch whatever junk she wants. I want one last night pretending nothing’s changed. Tomorrow, I’ll call her father in London and work out a plan. Once I’ve spoken to Ben, I’ll tell Zoe.’

‘Are you going to test her for the gene? Are you going to tell Zoe she could get it too?’

Rossi sighs. ‘I don’t know. Once I’m gone, Zoe will be her father’s responsibility so Ben has to have a say in guiding her future.’ Rossi’s mother says nothing more and they slip into silence.

As she heads back over the Brooklyn Bridge, most of the rush-hour traffic is driving in the opposite direction. The three lanes back on to Manhattan Island are still glacially slow but Rossi doesn’t regret taking the car. She welcomes the air-conditioning and the privacy to consider Gunterson’s diagnosis. As she processes her limited options, she tries to avoid the self-pitying question lurking in the recesses of her mind: Why me? She has worked hard to give her family a good life. She has tried to be a good mother and wife. When her husband betrayed her, she agreed to an amicable divorce to protect Zoe. She has tried to do all the right things and obey the rules. So why is she being punished? Why has she been sentenced to death?

Seeking distraction, she turns on the radio and listens to the news. With New York locked in a heat dome of record-breaking temperatures, climate protestors are demanding that this time the leaders of the world take radical action to arrest climate change. Inside the UN, the head of the Green Climate Fund insists that every wealthy nation honours their pledge to keep global warming below the critical 1.5 degrees. The Nobel Prize-winning economist Antoine Zabelle proposes the introduction of a single world currency to break down trade barriers, foster equality and unify the planet. Zoe proposed the same idea in her assignment. Meanwhile, in a select committee in Washington, the nation’s top bankers explain why they can’t set aside excess profits to compensate future generations. The banks’ only obligation, they argue, is to their current, living shareholders. Rossi notes how all the news stories reference the future. A future she no longer has.

Her cell phone mounted on the dashboard beeps and a text from Matt’s mother appears over the Google Maps screen. All good, Samantha. Have taken the kids to play softball. Will be back home by 6. No rush picking up Zoe. Come whenever you like and stay for a glass of something cold. Tomorrow’s a holiday! Yippee! Lauren x. After Gunterson’s cold unflinching diagnosis, the warmth and spontaneity of Lauren’s message makes Rossi want to weep.

As she passes the halfway point on the bridge, the cell phone screen displays 5:24 p.m. Despite the traffic, she can still make her 6 p.m. meeting. She looks up at the clouds scudding across the blue sky and notices a police helicopter flying over Lower Manhattan. She scans the length of the island and sees at least three more helicopters, hovering like hornets above the city. With the world’s leaders gathered on Manhattan Island, the police are out in force.

5:25 p.m.

The sudden stabbing pain in Rossi’s head feels like someone has thrust white-hot knives through her eye sockets and deep into her brain, then twisted the blades. The searing agony fades quickly but leaves a low insistent humming in her ears. Blinking away tears of pain, she wonders if this is a new symptom of her disease. She looks up and the first police helicopter seems to shudder in the sky as if tapped by a giant invisible finger. Not trusting her own eyes, she watches the helicopter turn towards her on the bridge and then descend from the sky in a slow, lazy spiral like a falling sycamore seed.
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5:18 p.m.

Across the bridge in Manhattan, Samantha Rossi’s daughter sits cross-legged in the shade of a tree, blissfully unaware of Gunterson’s diagnosis.

‘What are you doing?’ Matt says, frowning under a mop of red hair.

Sticking out her tongue, deep in concentration, Zoe threads the last two wilted flower stalks together to form a circle and then places the daisy chain on her head. ‘Making a crown.’ She poses and grins. ‘Waddya you think?’

Matt laughs. ‘I think you’re crazy.’

The thwack makes them both look up. Charlie, a gangly boy with a wide smile, has hit the ball high into the air and is running to first base. Zoe likes Charlie. She likes all of the gang. Except Neil.

‘Great hit, Charlie!’ says Matt. ‘Your turn, Zoe. Good luck.’

Zoe stands and picks up the orange Louisville Slugger she was given for her birthday. As she walks to home plate, she looks up at the sun and wipes her brow. She will never admit it but her mother was right. Joining the protests would have been too hot, too crowded.

‘Yeah, good luck, Zoe,’ says the pitcher, tossing the ball from one hand to the other. Neil has a buzz cut and small eyes which narrow when he smiles. More of a sneer, thinks Zoe. Neil once told her that girls can’t play softball. Matt defended her by saying that she played like a boy but she disagreed. ‘I play like a girl,’ Zoe retorted. ‘I play like me.’

Bending her knees, Zoe raises her bat to her shoulder. ‘Ready when you are.’

‘Three strikes and you’re out,’ Neil says, sneering his fake smile. ‘And no crying if you miss.’

‘I won’t cry if you don’t. Deal?’

His smile falters. ‘Whatever.’ Neil winds up his arm and pitches the ball hard. Zoe swings, misses and hears the ball thwack into the catcher’s mitt behind her.

‘C’mon, Neil,’ says the catcher, a studious black boy with serious eyes. ‘You don’t have to throw so hard.’

‘It’s OK, Chris,’ says Zoe. ‘I’m just warming up.’

‘So am I,’ says Neil. He winds up his arm and pitches the next one even harder. Zoe swings and misses again.

‘Last one,’ says Neil. ‘Ready?’

Zoe says nothing, relaxes her shoulders, grips the bat tighter and nods.

Neil winds up his arm again and pitches the third as hard as he can. Zoe focuses on the ball and swings. This time her bat makes contact and the strike feels so sweet that she knows it is good. The ball flies high into the air and when she looks up into the blazing sun the glare temporarily blinds her. Blinking to restore her eyesight, she sprints towards first base. As she runs, she glances over at Neil, wanting to see the look on his face, but a sharp pain behind her eyes stops her abruptly. The stabbing agony is so intense that she clutches her head, scared it is another seizure. The last time Zoe suffered an attack, everyone rushed to her aid. No one is rushing now. She looks around the field and realizes why. Reeling with pain, Zoe closes her eyes and falls on to the hard, sun-baked grass.

The time is 5:25 p.m.
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Central Park. 5:25 p.m.

At the exact same moment Zoe falls to the ground, Sergeant Major Hank Kowalski cries out in his sleep: ‘Jeezus H. Christ!’ The excruciating pain wakes him instantly, forcing Kowalski to sit up on the bench and hold his head in his hands. The ex-marine has grown accustomed to suffering but the stabbing pain behind his eyes is different to the head-splitting headaches from the shrapnel in his skull and the dull throb of another hangover.

Despite the heat, Kowalski spent the early part of the day as he spends most mornings: cycling around Midtown Manhattan in dress uniform, displaying his ceremonial sword, Purple Heart and Medal of Honor. The uniform is a little threadbare now but that only encourages embarrassed tourists and New Yorkers to press more money into his palm as they mutter a guilty ‘Thank you for your service’. For lunch he ate a sandwich washed down with a half-pint bottle of cheap brandy and then slept it off in the shade by the Central Park Zoo.

He is awake now, though. The pain has subsided but he is left with a disorienting humming in his ears and Kowalski is already more disoriented than any man deserves to be. After Afghanistan and everything that has happened since, Kowalski accepts that his fractured mind will never again be whole. But looking around the park, he fears madness has finally claimed him. Fighting panic, Kowalski reaches into the inside pocket of his jacket. When his trembling fingers find the photograph, he feels calmer. The picture not only tethers his unstable mind to the real world but also helps Kowalski remember their faces and what he did.

He becomes aware of a sound beyond the insistent thrum in his ears. The squawking of agitated birds mingles with the shrill screech of monkeys and the wild roars of larger animals. Kowalski wheels his bike towards the zoo entrance and stops by the ticket booth, surprised by the face reflected in the glass. He tries to look past his own gaze to the troubled mind beyond but sees only a stranger’s eyes staring back at him.

Kowalski shakes his head, attempting to still the noise in his brain, and walks into the zoo. As he struggles to make sense of what he sees around him, every step convinces him of a terrible truth. While he was sleeping, some final apocalyptic battle had been fought and lost, killing everyone save him.
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Lower Manhattan. 5:25 p.m.

When the same stabbing pain reaches Detective Nick Lockwood, he is submerged in the tides of his own subconscious, oblivious to everything except a greater agony. He is a teenager again, standing outside the old house where the entire Marshall family died mysteriously in their beds one night. Officially a gas leak, rumours kept prospective buyers away and over the years the old Marshall place became derelict, its doors boarded up. Everyone knew to stay away from the Ghost House. And everyone did. Until the night Nick Lockwood’s friends dare him to go inside.


It was midnight and the brooding Ghost House loomed dark and foreboding beneath a full moon. His friends had gathered outside the gates and clapped when he entered the front door alone. Untouched since the tragedy, photographs of the dead family hung on mould-covered walls and perched atop dust-covered dressers. The couches, drapes and wooden floors were riddled with moth holes and rot. But Lockwood was young, indestructible and fearless. Cheered on, he sprinted from room to room, shining his torch out of the windows. When he was done, he ran triumphantly out the front door shouting: ‘There are no ghosts. There are no ghosts.’ But then his friends told him what his brother had done and Lockwood sprinted back into the old house to find him, only to learn that ghosts don’t haunt buildings. They haunt us …


The waves of guilt and grief feel so raw and fresh that Nick Lockwood welcomes the stabbing, insistent pain intruding on his memories and prodding him to consciousness. His eyelids flicker open but the glare makes him instantly close them. Slowly raising his eyelids again, he squints until his eyes grow accustomed to the bright sunlight reflected off the glazed panel in the door beyond the foot of his bed. The sun has to be low in the sky to create that glare, which means it is either early or late in the day.

But which day?

He struggles to order his thoughts. His last conscious memory is of crouching over Paula O’Malley, trying to stem the bleeding from her wound before being hit on the head. Where is Paula?

Where is he?

He sits up, slowly. The sharp pain has faded but his head aches. There is a constant low hum in his ears. He takes in his surroundings: a clean, white room with a faint antibacterial smell – a hospital room. The sunlight streams in from a window behind the bed. The room has two doors. A half-open door to the left reveals a small bathroom. The other, semi-glazed with frosted glass, is closed. Apart from the bed, there is a wardrobe, bedside table, medicine trolley and a chair.

Nick Lockwood calls out: ‘Hello!’ His voice sounds weak and rasping as if rusty from disuse. He listens to the silence and calls out louder: ‘Hello!’ Nothing. He presses the alarm by the bed and hears a distant bell ringing from outside the room. But no one comes. He pulls back the sheets and discovers a cannula in his arm connected to a drip-bag hanging on a stand beside the bed. Another tube snakes out of a pair of diapers to a catheter bag attached to the side of the bed. Liquid in. Liquid out.

Key muscle groups on his torso, legs and arm are dotted with white discs, linked by electrical wires to a grey box beside the bed. There is a label on the box: Neuromuscular electrical stimulation: Do not turn off power. How long do the doctors expect him to remain unconscious for them to worry about his muscles atrophying? How long has he already been unconscious? A chart on the head of his bed gives a cryptic summary of his condition. Phrases and words leap out at him: Head trauma; Glasgow Coma Scale Level 3; thalamus. He tugs at one of the white electrode discs and it comes away from his torso, sticky with gel. He peels off the rest of the white patches then gently removes the cannula from his arm. More carefully, he extracts the catheter in his penis, grimacing as he pulls it from his urethra.

His body doesn’t feel like it is his own. Despite the muscle-stimulation pads, getting out of bed still requires a conscious act of will. He steadies himself, stumbles to the door and opens it. He peers down a short corridor but can’t see round the corner. ‘Hello!’ He calls louder: ‘HELLO! IS ANYONE THERE?’

Silence.

What the hell is going on?

He is about to investigate when he sees his reflection in the frosted glass door, naked except for the diapers. Physically strong and athletic, Lockwood has never regarded himself as vulnerable. Until now. His blue eyes look tired and his face paler than usual. His tall, muscular frame appears thinner too. He tenderly strokes the livid scar on his shaved head. And he has grown a beard. How long has he been unconscious?

He walks over and opens the wardrobe, where the clothes he was wearing before have been neatly hung. On the top shelf, he finds more clothes and a dark green cap bearing the logo of his favourite football team when he was at college: the San Francisco 49ers. Lockwood used to dream of playing quarterback for them, until he damaged his knee in a crucial game. Someone from his family must have left the cap, but it wasn’t his mother. He knows that much.

He can still see her face, inches from his, spitting out her grief like poison: ‘Your brother wasn’t like you or your father. Kyle wasn’t a selfish and reckless loser like you. Do you know how many cops’ widows have a son going to Harvard on a scholarship? But now, Kyle will never be the man he should have been. The man you could never be, Nick. Your recklessness killed him. My precious son died because of you.’

His mother hasn’t contacted him since he left home, so it must have been his younger sister who flew over from San Francisco to check on him and place his cap in the wardrobe. There is a framed photograph by the bed, taken when Lockwood and his two siblings were kids visiting their mother’s family in Rio. They are all smiling and his mother’s teeth are impossibly white against her tanned olive skin. His brother Kyle took after their blond, blue-eyed Californian father, and his sister after their Brazilian mother. Lockwood, with his olive skin, fair hair and blue eyes, is a blend of both. When that photo was taken, the family were blissfully unaware that, within six months, Lockwood’s father, a San Francisco cop, would be shot dead.

At the back of the wardrobe is a bag with his personal possessions from the night he was knocked unconscious. Next to his NYPD badge, he finds his watch, wallet and O’Malley’s silver cigarette case. He remembers slipping the cigarette case into his pocket but wonders why it is still among his possessions and not hers. He strokes the engraved four-leaf clover and opens the case. There are only five Marlboro cigarettes inside but the steel-lined case still feels heavy. He turns it over and reads the worn engraving on the base. Paula, long may we both have the luck of the Irish. You always have my love. Seamus. Seamus was a fireman and the young O’Malley a rookie cop when they married. She lost Seamus in the Twin Towers on 9/11, twenty-five years ago, and never remarried. He was the love of O’Malley’s life, so why hasn’t Paula reclaimed her precious case? Where the hell is she now?

Lockwood puts on his watch, slips his wallet, police badge and O’Malley’s cigarette case into his jacket pocket and heads for the door. He opens it, and then goes back to the wardrobe and puts on the 49ers cap. If his sister thought to put it in his wardrobe, the very least he can do is wear it. Checking his reflection in the glass one last time, he takes a deep breath, steadies his legs and steps out into the eerie silence.
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Brooklyn Bridge

Time seems to slow as Samantha Rossi watches the helicopter drop from the sky above Manhattan. A movement in her peripheral vision diverts her gaze to the bridge’s central walkway above the car lanes. Two running policemen stop abruptly in their tracks and fall, as if shot. All the pedestrians begin dropping too. Like puppets with their strings cut, they make no attempt to cushion their fall or protect themselves. There is no panic or screaming. They simply crumple to the ground as if someone has flipped a power switch and turned them off.

The car behind Rossi shunts her Mercedes rear fender, slamming her forward in her seat, snapping the seatbelt tight before she hits the windscreen. Her hands instinctively push the steering wheel, sounding the horn. Another impact jolts her forward and then another. The impacts come in waves as each of the cars behind her shunts into the one in front. She wonders if she caused the pile-up when distracted by the pain but the cars in front are driving into each other too. A Honda Accord in the adjacent lane suddenly bumps against the side of her car, scraping the Mercedes against the central barrier until both cars come to a juddering halt.

For the next few seconds, the sound of smashing windscreens, rending metal and blaring car horns fills the air. Then the din fades and all she can hear is the random barking of dogs and the whup whup of helicopter rotors. The falling helicopter she saw earlier is spiralling closer towards the bridge until, at the last minute, the pilot seems to wrest back control and straighten up. But it is too late. Transfixed, she watches it roar past, rotors screaming, and crash into the rushing East River below. It impacts the water as if slamming into concrete. As the helicopter sinks beneath the churning foam, she struggles to process what she has seen. What she is still seeing.

‘You all right, Sam?’ she hears her mother say.

Rossi checks herself and nods. ‘I have to find out what’s going on.’

‘Go! You don’t need to worry about me.’

Rossi tries to open her door but the crashed Honda has jammed it shut. She clambers into the back seat and prises one of the passenger doors open wide enough to climb out. At road level, she is too low to see anything, so she climbs on to the Mercedes’s roof and looks along the bridge. For as far as she can see, cars have piled into each other.

On the walkway above, pedestrians are lying still. Not one is walking or standing. She steps from the Mercedes’s roof on to the trunk and then on to the car that shunted her rear fender. A middle-aged man sits slumped over the steering wheel. His eyes are closed and he looks dead. She shakes him but he doesn’t stir. She feels his wrist. To her relief, his pulse is steady and his breathing regular. She moves on to the next car. A young woman in a summer dress is hunched over the dash. Blood flows from a small wound in her head but her pulse is steady. In the back seat, a golden Labrador barks and scrabbles at the window. Rossi opens the rear door and the dog growls at her, gums showing, fangs bared. Rossi steps away and the dog leaps out of the car without looking back and sprints down the bridge towards Brooklyn. All around her, drivers and passengers are slumped motionless in their cars. She steps back on to the roof of the Mercedes and notices a flash of white on the walkway above.

Twenty yards along the bridge a tall black man in a white windcheater is climbing over the side barrier of the walkway. He shouts into the breeze: ‘What the hell’s wrong with you, Clarissa? What the hell’s wrong with you?’ It is only when the man stands swaying on top of the barrier that Rossi realizes he is in some kind of trance. ‘If you won’t get it, then I’ll fetch it for myself,’ he says. He steps forward and falls headfirst on to the road below, smashing into the roof of a yellow taxi cab in a splatter of shocking red.

Rossi runs to help him but it is clear when she reaches the taxi that he is dead. She rubs her eyes in disbelief. The scene is so surreal she wonders if her mind is playing tricks. According to Dr Gunterson’s pamphlet, hallucinations are a symptom of her disease. She closes her eyes, counts ten slow breaths then opens them again. The dead man is still lying at her feet in a pool of his own blood. She runs back to her car, rips the cell phone from the dashboard and dials 911. There is no signal. The app to locate Zoe’s phone has frozen.

She looks towards Manhattan Island, scanning the shoreline south to Battery Park and north up the East River. Nothing moves. The helicopters have fallen from the sky. No one is walking on the island. No one is driving cars. She glances back at Brooklyn. There is no movement on the bridge but she can see cars and people moving on the Brooklyn shore and hears the distant wailing of police and ambulance sirens. She turns back and listens for similar activity on Manhattan. It is silent, save for the occasional barking of dogs. She remembers tomorrow’s anniversary and instinctively seeks out the tall profile of One World Trade Center, reassured to see Freedom Tower standing resolute against the hazy, cloud-streaked sky.

‘Which way?’ her mother says, appearing beside her. ‘Brooklyn or Manhattan?’

Samantha Rossi doesn’t hesitate. ‘Zoe’s in Manhattan.’ She looks down at her phone. There is no sign of Zoe’s device. She clicks on the text from Matt’s mother. ‘Lauren took the kids to play softball.’

‘Where?’

‘I don’t know but it has to be near Lauren’s apartment. I’ll find it.’

As Rossi makes her way past the cars that block her path, she doesn’t think about what is happening around her or why. Or why it hasn’t affected her. Only one thing matters to her now. Finding and protecting Zoe.
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At the moment of his supreme triumph, a man of science dodges an assassin’s bullet and loses everything that truly matters in his life. Now only a miracle can save Dr Tom Carter’s dying daughter: the blood of salvation shed twenty centuries ago.

In the volatile heart of the Middle East, amid the devastating secrets of an ancient brotherhood awaiting a new messiah, Tom Carter must search for answers to the mysteries that have challenged humankind since the death and resurrection of the greatest Healer who ever walked the Earth. Because suddenly Carter’s life, the life of his little girl, and the fate of the world hang in the balance …

After two thousand years, the wait is over …

‘A well constructed thriller , one that delivers right down the line from initial concept, through fast action to explosive finale … A masterclass in how it’s done … Sheer entertainment’ Observer
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