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Chapter 1

	 

	[Central Enclave of London, 1st February 2107]]

	 

	“Are Ratty and Brummie back from Erith yet?”

	“No, The Captain,” SMS London said.

	Nightminster appeared cool, whilst mentally flicking through the possibilities. Delivering a bill for the final rent payment of the Value System to the Balancing House of Kronstein was a straightforward task. Ratty and Brummie ought to have been back from the Port of Erith by 4:30 pm. It was now almost 6 pm. 

	In normal circumstances, Nightminster paid the rent himself as he passed through Erith to jolly up the barge crews and get fuel for his flying boat. The old routines of The Captain of the Value System were of course now things of the past. He was first tribune of the Protectorate and chief executive of the Corporation of the Protectorate, a.k.a. CoPro. He was lucky to get five minutes to himself in a day, and there were subordinates for such errands as paying rent. 

	“Possibly they had a crash?” SMS London suggested.

	“There’s nothing to crash into at this time of year, except a brat or two from the slums along the way.”

	It was a genuine puzzle. Nightminster had selected Ratty and Brummie for their reliability. Despite appearances of rattiness, Hyacint Novak was a stalwart amongst the senior shareholders of the Value System. He had spent years managing gangs of value outnumbering his guards by more than ten to one. Only a cool and ruthless individual could have maintained that aura of invincibility over slaves in their putrid labours. A quick run out to the Port of Erith should not have presented challenges, least of all at this dead time of year.

	“The Westminster Assembly meets tomorrow,” Nightminster said. “Their disappearance seems an odd coincidence...” He pinched his nostrils and then released a blast of exasperation. “We’ll have to go and look for them. Just the two of us. A motorcade would attract too much attention.”

	Taking his own unmarked armoured staff car from the garage of the Ultramarine Guild in Holborn, they drove east through the quiet evening streets, crossed the River Thames by Tower Bridge and set out east from Bermondsey asylum. Nightminster stepped on it, forcing the car up to its maximum of nearly fifty miles per hour and holding it there lurching and swerving on its crude suspension. He was gambling the PCP traffic police would not have a speed check on the lonely turnpike eastwards. Fortunately, the gamble paid off. They rolled onto the paved standing area of the Port of Erith before half past six.

	Nightminster got out and looked about, finding it to be exactly as he had expected: deserted. The piers were empty, the standing area dark and silent, all warehouses bolted up until March. The only sounds were the buzz of arc lights around the Balancing House of Kronstein and the crackling of hob nails as the guards paced about on its roof, unseen behind the glare. 

	“I can’t see any blood,” SMS London said, after having taken a walk around near the balancing house and made a wider search by torch light. In doing so, he risked a warning shot from the guards, who were notoriously trigger-happy. 

	“It’s as if they vanished into thin air.”

	They discussed the chance Ratty and Brummie had been taken down on the turnpike from London. It just did not seem plausible. Neither gangsters nor slummies had anything to gain by stealing custom-built motorbikes owned by ultramarines. They would never be able to use them or sell them without bringing the vengeance of the Ultramarine Guild upon their heads.

	“Let’s take a walk around,” Nightminster said. They walked up to the back of the port into lanes amongst the warehouses, where they were surprised to see lights on in a big longhouse restaurant. Nightminster often dined there when the port was active, but it would normally be shut at this time of the year. The two men stepped in, nodding and smiling at the flustered owner who, with several cooks, was sweating away at the stoves. A tasty smell of roast horse and wood smoke floated down the empty hall.

	“Smells good,” Nightminster said. “A birthday party?”

	“I’ve no idea. These folk came in this afternoon saying they had 230 hungry blokes needing grub. They put down good gold, so I went over to my mate and he killed a couple of old nags. That’s what we’re cooking up now. Except, the 230 blokes have vanished. I’m hoping they’ll be back on the morning tide, seeing as otherwise I’ll have enough horse mash to feed the five thousand.”

	Maintaining only a casual interest, Nightminster enquired for more details. There were three men, two were troopers in camouflage smocks and steel helmets, the third wore light brown canvas overalls with leather reinforcing—and very nice boots.

	“Were they glory troopers?”

	“Nah, they looked more like sovereign marines, only they came off a big sailing barge rather than a yacht.”

	“Can you remember any motif on their uniforms?”

	“The troopers had an intense emerald green and black badge.”

	That sounded like the Shellingfield clan. Why would His Grace move marines around on sailing barges? Such transport was at the whim of wind and tide—unless His Grace wished to obscure what he was doing. As for the marines having had anything to do with the disappearance of Ratty and Brummie, that was possible. Relations with all of the Big Seven clans around the Great Ring Drain had grown strained as CoPro hardened its control of the turnpikes and the canal system. Should two ultramarine despatchers blunder into a company of sovereign marines in a lonely place, it was entirely possible they could be snatched as bargaining pawns. 

	“What were their skin tones?”

	“There was a corporal who was Asian brown with black hair and a thick moustache. The officer was pure-bred white with blond hair. He was a big guy, scarred face, not sure what his rank was.”

	The restaurateur was now taking a keener interest in the two big men in leather raincoats. Nightminster decided to affect a little intimacy.

	“You know I trade through this port?”

	“Yeah, yeah, you run those four smart barges.”

	“These men may be ones we intended to meet here. Can you describe them in more detail?

	“The big white guy had a nasty scar here on the right side of his jaw—not something he got shaving. He wasn’t the sort I’d forget in a hurry, to be honest with you; ruthless looking, if you know what I mean. The guy in the brown overalls was a roughie-toughie sort, he had a piercing in his left ear you could get a pencil through. I thought he might be ex-native, seeing as some sovereigns tag their natives. The big white guy had a scarred ear too, as if a piercing had closed up.”

	A sliding dread of realisation plunged in Nightminster’s midriff. The face of Big Stak—Lawrence Aldingford—stared back from his mind’s eye.

	“Have you any idea...” His voice had thinned to a hoarse whisper with shock. He coughed and tried again. “Have you any idea why they left after ordering all this food?”

	“Not really. I heard some motorcycles coming in and backfiring while I was off seeing my pal to get the horse meat, and I could see two masts over the sheds, so another barge must have come in. Then later when I came back, they’d gone. Same with the bikes. Gone.”

	Nightminster thanked him. The two men made their way back towards the staff car drawn up near the balancing house.

	“I now realise I have been foolish,” Nightminster said in a quiet voice. “It never occurred to me Lawrence Aldingford could have acquired a sovereign patron to expose the Value System—least of all the Shellingfields, the most paranoid xenophobes it’s possible to imagine.”

	“Well, you’re in good company. I totally agreed with your view Aldingford got help from old glory pals to rescue his closest friends. We all did.” 

	Nightminster saw everything he had accomplished in his rise to first tribune of the Protectorate simply collapse in a plume of dust. Tomorrow, the Westminster Assembly would hold its second meeting in the reign of the Protectorate. It did not require vast insight to predict what Shellingfield had in mind—and it would not just be the Shellingfields. Through corroboration, the five value extracted previously would provide overwhelming witness evidence of the character of the Value System. Quite apart from legitimate outrage, the Big Seven- sovereigns with lands around the Great Ring Drain would jump at the chance to destroy both the first tribune and his ‘upstart’ Protectorate. 

	Lawrence Aldingford must also have the bill of exchange borne by Ratty. If it was presented to the Westminster Assembly after the shocking revelations of the Value System, the members would almost certainly order the Balancing House of Kronstein to identify the account holders. That would prove the link to the Krossington clan. Nightminster started to figure the potential in this. If he was terrified enough, TK could work miracles of diplomacy to transform this disaster into victory. Five witnesses was a containable problem.

	Or... that plunging sensation of doom once again.

	“The Westminster Assembly meets tomorrow,” he said, frowning, gazing far under the cobbles. “Shellingfield is going to bring those hundreds of value up the river and land them at the wharf of the Palace of Westminster. Imagine them trooping into the Lords Chamber. It will make quite an impact.”

	“Then all the shareholders must scatter from London as fast as they can! Those who don’t have kin far away will have to double up with those who do. You can stay with my people in Leith.”

	“We aren’t finished yet, SMS,” Nightminster said.

	“How not? Those barges could be anywhere between here and Tower Bridge by now.”

	“The only port upstream of here is Limehouse basin. It would be hard to conceal hundreds of surplus from its customs inspectors, and it would be hard to stop those customs inspectors alerting our PCP about a load of infestation. So they won’t have gone upstream, even supposing they could overcome the tide, which as you can see is running out. I’ll put my money on this: the Shellingfields will send a ship down the river early tomorrow to meet the barges here and tow them up to Westminster—they couldn’t make it in time just by wind and tide.” Nightminster dug an old Public Era map of south-east England from inside his raincoat pocket. “I’ll bet the barges pulled back to Gravesend for the night knowing we’d come out here looking for Ratty and Brummie. There’s no harbour any nearer, and the next one out is three times farther away. I’ll send some guys to reconnoitre Gravesend tonight on one of the motor launches. How about Shiny and Akimov?”

	SMS London was still not seeing much light.

	“And say the value are at Gravesend? What do we do about it? I’ve no idea how we’d go about wiping out a thousand or more value. It’s not a particularly pleasant task to dwell on. I mean, such things were routine at the Value System, but that was part of a smooth process and it was just riff-raff we never knew anything about. It’s another matter to deal with people one knew for many years and had developed a guarded sort of rapport with...”

	“What must be done will be done,” Nightminster snapped, becoming harsh for the first time. SMS London stared at his first tribune.

	“I must say something, The Captain. I have always admired your cool logic in the face of adversity, but I just can’t see a way out of this mess. No doubt we can prevent the value, but we can’t prevent Shellingfield exposing us in the Westminster Assembly tomorrow. Not even you are a member, The Captain. We’ve no friends in that place. It’s virtually guaranteed Shellingfield has pulled in other sovereigns. Those five original value can prove beyond any doubt that the Value System exists, at any rate to those who wish it to exist.”

	“And that is a most astute point, SMS. A most astute point.”

	Strangely, the appalling situation exhilarated rather than scared Nightminster. Once again, he was going to have to leap high to survive. He had already done it twice: once in the creation of the coordination council of the Ultramarine Guild, and again in being voted first tribune of the Protectorate. Too late in life, he had discovered only extreme danger provoked the greatest performance from his character. Now he had to make up time. “Hundreds of members of the Westminster Assembly are in London for the meeting tomorrow. Most of them will be ensconced in fancy hotels like the Ritz or the Carlton. That means they’re concentrated, and that makes our job possible.”

	“What job?”

	“We’re going to curry favours.”

	“You mean… pandering?” SMS London’s broad, weathered face creased with disgust. “That’s not the behaviour of honourable men.”

	“Sometimes honourable men have to stoop before they can stand tall. Let’s get moving, it’s going to be a long night.”


Chapter 2

	 

	 

	 

	“Madam Newman has been placed on a forced-feeding regimen, Your Grace,” the PCP sergeant said.

	Bishop Donald Aldingford of the Church of Nuclear Science signed the visitors’ log of the Basement prison. He laid down the pen, which was tethered to the log by a chain, and straightened up, smoothing the front of his soutane. He withheld a reply whilst he calmed a surge of fury at the sergeant’s news.

	“Why is that, sergeant?”

	“To keep her alive. She’s stopped eating. She says she no longer sees the point, as we’re going to string her up anyway.”

	“Are any others displaying this behaviour?”

	“Not so far, Your Grace.”

	“Well, let us proceed.”

	Of the forty-three former National Party officials imprisoned in the Basement of Euston depot, only eight sought solace from visits by the Anglican Church, the rest being avowed atheists who held religion in contempt. Donald was glad that Kalchelik was one such, as it would have been it hard to restrain his own contempt of the slimy traitor. His visits with the first seven prisoners were perfunctory but conscientious, referring to notes he had made on previous visits and answering their questions as best he could. He finished each visit with a reading and a prayer. Despite the burdens of being in charge of the atomic project, he had found time to acquaint himself with the Book of Common Prayer and the delivery of Holy Communion. He did not feel like a charlatan in reading from the gospels and praying with each prisoner. On the contrary, he sank all of his heart into it, determined to convince these frightened young men and women that Jesus watched over them, even if he did not believe it himself.

	He arrived at Sarah-Kelly’s cell last of all. For once, it did not reek of cigarettes. She lay on the bunk, her hands up resting level with her ears as if in surrender. Donald was shaken by how thin and pale she had become, and how the shadows around her eyes had deepened since his last visit. The sergeant squeezed one of her knees. She opened her eyes.

	“Church visitor, Madam Newman,” he said.

	“Thank you sergeant,” Donald said.

	The sergeant left without a word, shutting the door but not locking it. Donald cleared his throat. Sarah-Kelly lifted her head, looked at him for a couple of seconds, then relaxed back.

	“Is this going to be another Latin lesson?” she asked.

	He sat on the edge of the bunk. With the other prisoners, it had been no great trouble to conceal his feelings about their near future. Alone with Sarah-Kelly, close enough to feel her right foot brushing against his hip, he found himself trembling and sweating. 

	“How are you?” he asked.

	“What do I look like?”

	“Are you still taking exercise?”

	“They practically carry me to the yard. No, I’m not doing exercise any more. I’m not doing anything any more. I wouldn’t bother pissing or shitting if I could help it. God am I bloody sick of this waiting. I’d give anything to be taken up and shot just to get it over with.”

	“Have you read any more of Bishop Gurmani’s Bible?”

	“No. I found it boring.” She lifted her head to look at him again. “I can see you’ve got bad news.”

	“I don’t,” he lied. 

	“Is it trouble at home? Has Prentice had Bartram shot or something?”

	“Not at all. So far as I’m aware, your family is in the best of standing with the Protectorate.”

	“Something’s wrong. I can tell with you. You’re a hypocrite, but not such a good one you can hide everything.”

	“Has Prentice been here again?”

	“No, he’s not shown his face. He gave me a good laugh though. I heard he chucked his engagement to your ex-wife, Lavinia—one of the guards told me. Best laugh I’ve had in... since I can’t remember. Do you know the dirty on that?”

	“She probably bored him; her conversation is just bridge chatter.”

	Donald could not reveal the true story. In fact, TK had visited Nightminster just over a week ago on January 23rd with a simple ultimatum: either cancel the arrest warrant against Donald Aldingford for the murder of Julius Shellingfield, or else Lavinia will break off her engagement, citing your closeted homosexuality. Nightminster had taken it all very coolly. He complied on the spot, issued an apology to the Anglican Church and Donald was back at Lambeth Palace the same evening. The next day, Nightminster broke off the engagement to Lavinia. That evening, he was seen at a glitzy night club down the Old Brompton Road, cosying up with a blonde actress from one of the leading troupes of the city.

	“I think he’s still in love with you,” Donald said. “He can’t get you out of his system, so he screws around.”

	“There’s a kid amongst the guards who comes in here dripping tears and swearing his undying love for me. He keeps saying he’ll get me out of here and we’ll live together in some hamlet out on the public drain to Cambridge. He’s such a duck. I give him a pat and tell him he’ll get into trouble talking like that. Loads of little boys think they love me. I’m lucky. I was born beautiful and clever—and I ended up here.”

	Donald looked away to hide the tears he could feel trickling down his cheeks. Damn. He wiped his face hastily and cleared his throat.

	“What did you come for?” Sarah-Kelly asked. “All I do is tell you you’re a hypocrite and a disappointment. Lawrence I can now kind-of understand. A teenager hates his uptight, snobbish family, finds a surrogate family with the most respectable corporation in town and by a mix of fear and coaxing gets transformed into a top killer. After all that, he still came up to National Party headquarters to confront the Atrocity Commission—that took guts. I can still remember a moment near the end when he seemed to go to pieces and I know he regretted his life. He just had no idea how to regret killing thousands of people. How can anyone regret such a thing?

	“But you...” Sarah-Kelly propped herself on one elbow to address him directly. “You’re a different matter. I saw calculations of discharges of surplus signed by you less than a week before you came out to North Kensington basin full of righteous declarations of sympathy for the common people. It was a real shock when I saw those calculations—because with you there was no fear and no coaxing, just a fat fee and a cosy seat by the fire with His Decency. You fled town fast enough when the bloody hard labour of revolution got too much for you. And now you’re a bishop. What will it be next? A freshly-circumcised rabbi? A nun?”

	Donald let her ramble, glad to have time to settle his distress.

	“I want my daughters to grow up highly-educated, well-connected and safe,” he said, interrupting the beginnings of another rant.

	“Oh, you’re a survivor, Donald. You’ll die in your bed in about 2150. That’s a given. It was your soul I was referring to. You don’t have one. Now get out and leave me in peace.”

	He shut the steel door softly as he left. With slow paces he dragged himself off up the corridor. In his guts was the high-pressure agony of the unsaid he had come to say. He wanted to tell her that he loved her and always would. But the moment never came, and now he had missed the last chance he would ever get. Tomorrow, General Wardian glory trust was going to re-occupy Euston depot. For the surviving radicals of the Great Rebellion, there would be no breath spared on justice. 

	By this time tomorrow evening, Sarah-Kelly would be dead.

	. 

	 

	 


Chapter 3

	 

	 

	 

	“I’m seeking asylum; the Shellingfields just expelled me,” Lawrence Aldingford announced at the gates of Wilson House.

	Wingfield did not interrupt his inspection of the motorbike on which the asylum-seeker had arrived. He stooped to get a closer look at the carburettors.

	“Nice bike,” he said. “Three speeds or four?”

	“Five,” Lawrence said.

	“Unusual in a bike made by the asylums. Basically two 500 cc pushrod twins set on a common crank. Have you ever ridden a Public Era bike?”

	“No.”

	“You don’t know what you’re missing. Rocket ships. When I was a kid, TK used to whizz me around the Great Ring Drain on the back of his Kawasaki Mach IV at speeds that shocked even me, and I was a reckless fool. Regrettably the public drains are nowadays far too rough for such fun.”

	He straightened up and regarded Lawrence for the first time.

	“So you claim to be Lawrence Aldingford—got any ID?”

	“No. I had to give up my passport and marine ID. My brother Donald will vouch for me, though. He resides at Lambeth Palace.”

	“Where did you get the bike?”

	“The Port of Erith.”

	“There are no motorbike shops in Erith.”

	“I won it in a fight.”

	“And you’re seeking asylum?” Wingfield was smirking.

	“Uh-huh.”

	“You seem pretty confident for one whose prospects do not exceed surplus about to be discharged to the public drains.”

	“I have faith in His Decency’s sense of gratitude.”

	“You must do.” Wingfield turned away, beckoning. “Let’s get the bike out of sight.”

	He led Lawrence to the rear courtyard of Wilson House, the Krossington’s palace within Mayfair, where he opened a garage full of the sweet smell of petrol and rubber. Several Public Era sheet-metal cars were stored there. Lawrence propped the bike in a rear corner. When he turned, he found that Wingfield had closed in, crowding him. He stepped back, restraining his instincts to lash out and flee.

	“Don’t be alarmed,” Wingfield said. “I have to search you—any weaponry?”

	Lawrence pulled out the snub-nosed 38 revolver he had taken from Ratty at Erith and handed it over by the barrel. Wingfield gave him a thorough patting down, which yielded up nothing further. After this, Wingfield led the way inside Wilson House. The interior was still taken up with half-finished plastering, wall-paper hanging and relaying of floors.

	“The house was wrecked from top to bottom by the National Army,” Wingfield said, leading him up broad marble steps. “All these steps are new, the old ones were ruined by idiots racing horses up and down them. The floors were fouled by horse excrement or ripped up for fire wood, the walls were scored from top to bottom with graffiti and cartoons of the most hilariously vulgar nature.”

	“I never rated those nationalists,” Lawrence said. His own calmness surprised him. There was no good reason to be calm. The last time he had met Wingfield was to fight him outside the Kalchelik business. Wingfield had a scar over his left ear where Lawrence had rammed a steel jack handle. “My old girlfriend Sarah-Kelly Newman got seduced by their rhetoric, but to me it was obvious they would rip society apart.”

	Wingfield led him up narrower flights of steps as they climbed higher until they reached a small attic landing with a single door. Wingfield knocked. A gruff voice answered and they entered. Lawrence found he was in a study. The windows were shuttered at this hour. It was large for a study, although rather plain considering its occupant. The ceiling was of open rafters painted matt white, the rear wall was parked up with sheet steel filing cabinets, almost certainly of Public Era vintage as the sheet metal looked far too smooth to be hand-beaten. An ageing man with close-cropped white hair and a large nose sat reading at a plain desk. He continued to do so for a couple of minutes after they entered, after which he took off his reading glasses and studied the visitor. Lawrence thought he looked drained and thin for a man in middle age.

	“This is Lawrence Aldingford, Tommy Boy,” Wingfield said.

	“What does he want?”

	“He’s seeking asylum. The Shellingfields have thrown him out.”

	Lawrence had met the legendary Tom Krossington just once, at a reception in Oban Castle about three years previously. The man had aged twenty years since then.

	“Why should I give you asylum?”

	“I have a document I could have shown Augustus Shellingfield.”

	“Then why didn’t you show it to him?”

	“Because he demonstrated a lack of gratitude. I risked my life to keep a deal, and he discharged me as surplus.”

	“Do you know why?”

	“No.”

	“We out-manoeuvred the Shellingfields. Doubtless they took out their frustrations on you.”

	This was in line with what Lawrence had already guessed.

	TK’s mouth tightened. He appeared to think Lawrence was wasting his time.

	“Show me this document.”

	Lawrence pulled out the bill of exchange from Nightminster to the Balancing House of Kronstein and leaned over the desk to reach His Decency. TK glanced it up and down.

	“Do you know what this is?”

	“It’s a rent payment from the Value System to the treasury of Krossington.”

	“What makes you think that?”

	“Tony Pezzini told me the Value System paid rent of 12,000 ounces per month to the Krossington treasury—it’s unlikely Nightminster would make two such payments on the first day of the month.”

	“Perhaps.”

	“Had I given that to Shellingfield, it would have brought the downfall of your clan.”

	“How did you get it?”

	Lawrence let him have it straight: he told of the two ultramarines taken prisoner at Erith and the withdrawal of barges loaded with 800 refugee value to Gravesend. 

	As the seasoned head of the most powerful clan on the Island of Britain, TK was not a man prone to emotional exhibitions. Lawrence carefully watched his reactions to the news. The great sovereign maintained an air of aloof scepticism, at first, although his attention gradually retreated. As the seconds passed, a solemnity came into his eyes and his mouth hardened.

	“In all seriousness, you expect me to grant asylum to 800 men, just like that?”

	“I have just led the evacuation of 800 survivors from Nightminster’s Value System. 250 of them are tough men who will make excellent marines—they are back from the Nameless Gone and therefore they have no history. The others are literate and disciplined. They can serve in support functions. Just imagine a unit of 800 men, totally loyal to your clan in gratitude for the gift of asylum.”

	That was all Lawrence had to say. If it was not enough, that was tough luck for a lot of people, himself included. He stood like a trooper at ease with his feet apart and hands clasped behind his back feeling anything but at ease internally. He waited. His impression was that TK was simply bored by the whole matter, in the sense that it is hard to say ‘no’ to 800 men. Perhaps TK was contemplating the mischief those men could get up to roaming the seas on the three sailing barges. More likely he was estimating the force required to prevent that mischief compared to the utility 800 men could provide. 

	“What do you think?” TK asked Wingfield.

	“I do have to point out that we have an urgent need—a burningly urgent need—for men without histories. Men who are untraceable. Men who are completely deniable and expendable.”

	Some kind of meaningful communication passed between them. It was lost to Lawrence. Whatever the communication was, it caused TK to lean forward and become engaged again. He frowned and addressed Lawrence.

	“How many of them know the Value System stood on Krossington land?”

	“None of them,” Lawrence said. “Pezzini only told me after we escaped together.” 

	“It does not really matter,” Wingfield said. “If we give them a secure future, they are unlikely to make a noise about the past. Who would believe them anyway?”

	Lawrence was not listening. He had suddenly remembered there were five value still in the custody of the Shellingfields: Bomber, Puma, Dancer, Mirror-Face and Spiderman. It was unbelievable how stress can stupefy a man’s mind. “Damnation. I’d completely forgotten there are five value still in the custody of the Shellingfields.” Lawrence watched his future vanish before his eyes. The five of them knew very well the Value System stood on Krossington land. “I suppose I’ll never see them again now.”

	“You might be seeing them sooner than you think,” TK said. “Wings, take him to the Marylebone Suite and fix him a passport. What rank would you like?”

	“The equivalent of cost-centre lieutenant, Your Decency, as that was my last rank.”

	“Captain Aldingford, welcome to the Krossington clan.”

	“Thank you, Your Decency.”

	Although Lawrence maintained a smooth manner, privately he was flabbergasted to be so casually granted senior rank. TK had no reason to trust a man who had leaked the Value System to the Shellingfields and exposed its links to the Krossington clan. The only explanation was that Captain Aldingford was going to solve a problem TK could not deal with any other way—a very difficult, very dangerous problem. Captain Aldingford had no past; he was deniable—expendable.

	TK was still observing Lawrence with an odd, almost mystical reverence.

	“I have to say, Captain Aldingford, that your arrival with these refugee value is the closest thing to my prayers being answered that I’ve ever experienced. Or you would be, were I a believer.”

	“Miracles do happen, Tommy Boy,” Wingfield said.

	 

	*

	 

	Wingfield escorted Lawrence down and down through the levels to the entrance hall and thence underground into the basement of Wilson House. They came to a door of steel plate set in massive granite framing. Wingfield used an ordinary-looking key to unlock it, although in passing through, Lawrence observed it was half an inch thick with an arrangement of heavy steel locking bars that could be engaged only from the inside by means of a lever a yard long. Wingfield swung the door shut with a thunk.

	“The nationalist mob never made much effort to get through that,” he said. “They were too busy tearing the house apart looking for hidden treasure, the silly things.”

	Wingfield led him past generators, fuel bunkers, barred rooms racked with automatic rifles, mortars and crates of ammunition to a small room with what looked like a well in the middle of it. Lawrence halted at the sight of it.

	“Where are you taking me?” he demanded.

	“The Marylebone Suite, just as the boss ordered.” Wingfield pulled a cold smirk and dropped from view into the ‘well’. He called back up: “You don’t have to follow if your nerve is lacking, Larry Boy.”

	Lawrence followed the pool of light from Wingfield’s torch around the spiral steps, down and down… The air grew cold and smelled of damp, sounds vanished into the cold brick walls. At the bottom—216 steps deep—was a short corridor and then a circular hatch mounting a steel-faced concrete door two feet thick.

	“This has more the dimensions of a nuclear bomb shelter. Just what the hell is this place?” Lawrence asked. “Is this where you hope to survive when you wipe London with a hydrogen bomb?”

	“I’ve no idea what a hydrogen bomb is,” Wingfield said with a heavy wink as he laid a hand on Lawrence’s shoulder and leaned close. “Don’t mention such things again. You’re not supposed to know, but since you do know, you must take responsibility.”

	“I just like to know what I’m dealing with.”

	They walked along a tunnel lined with heavy concrete mouldings. It was obviously of Public Era vintage. Their footsteps echoed in long commas.

	“Is this part of the Tube system of Public Era London?”

	“Yes. This was the Victoria Line, one of the deepest of them all. We’re a hundred feet down.”

	“No one to hear me scream, eh?”

	Lawrence was all too aware that Wingfield was powerful enough to lay him flat with an elbow in the guts or a sweeping kick. His animal instincts were starting to calm down, though. If Wingfield meant to beat him senseless, he would not do it down here; 216 steps is an awful long climb bearing a 200lb man. 

	A tiny light in the darkness floated closer until they arrived at a passage off the main tunnel. Now began the climb to the surface, 224 steps, to arrive in a storage hall well stocked with bottled meats (Lawrence spotted none of “The Captain’s Table”), sacks of potatoes, grain, apples and other durables.

	“We are now in the district of Marylebone at the back of a perfectly legitimate residential block. You’ll find it a handy base. Make yourself at home and I’ll see about your documents.”

	Lawrence climbed a flight of steps to arrive at one end of a long corridor lined with wooden panels and carpeted in the sky blue of the Krossingtons. It was warm, the air smelled domesticated by cigarettes and fresh bread. He could hear voices and pranking about—that was Spiderman’s unmistakable rasping laugh. After advancing up the corridor to the first doorway, he looked into a plush suite to see Bomber, Puma, Mirror-Face, Spiderman and Dancer sprawled about with porcelain tankards of beer.

	Bomber almost dropped his tankard in shock.

	“What the f—? So they got you too...”

	They were all on their feet, crowding around, shaking his hand and pulling up an armchair for him. A frothy tankard of cold lager came his way. 

	“I bring good news about the Value System; it exists no more,” Lawrence said. “Nightminster and his mob fled days ago after the value rioted and drove them out.” They cheered. “About 800 of us are waiting down at Gravesend on barges. The big bad news is that a thousand of us never made it.”

	They asked after their friends. Being old-timers, they had pals in most of the gangs. There were so many names that Lawrence simply could not confirm all of their friends were safe. 

	“Any of us surviving that place is a gift,” Spiderman said. “Good on you Big Stak, I knew you’d win.”

	Lawrence explained he had reported to the Shellingfields on the success of Operation Ultimate. The Shellingfields had not shared that view and had rendered him surplus. So, he had wangled a deal with TK to receive the 800 value as asylum-seekers. 

	“You have to understand there’s a catch somewhere,” Lawrence said. “We’ll have to risk our necks to earn the passports. But tell me your news before we get too morbid.” 

	The five men had spent days being debriefed by an endless series of functionaries from sovereigns with lands around London—but none from the Krossington or Dasti-Jones clans. 

	Then they were left alone. They feared the worst; that a deal had been struck and they were going to be handed back to Nightminster. They were put in a windowless limousine and driven a short distance from Somerset House to emerge outside a smaller, plainer residence that turned out to be the Mayfair palace of the Krossingtons. That was when they knew the worst had happened. A deal had swung and The Captain was going to get them back. That night, they discussed the best ways of killing themselves. They were determined not to give The Captain the satisfaction of despatching them according to his pleasure. Yet the days passed and nothing happened. They cheered up. If they were going to be killed, why treat them so well in this luxury suite? Why let days pass?

	“We’ve been here about five days—or at least, we think it’s five days, judging by meal times,” Spiderman said. “They won’t tell us anything, and we’ve said nothing to them.” He leaned close and murmured: “We’ve kept bloody quiet about the Value System being on Krossington’s land. I mean, it would be suicidal to let on we knew.”

	“Good,” Lawrence said. “Never mention it again. For what it’s worth, I doubt the clan really knew what was going on. Pezzini only learned because he ended up in it.”

	“That’s what we reckoned,” Spiderman said. “Everything I’ve heard about TK is that he’s a pretty straight-up guy, won’t allow racism or putting down women or gay folk. And Nightminster is such a slime-ball… It fits that he would do his dirty business under Krossington’s nose and never let on.”

	He suddenly sat up, becoming formal and wary. Wingfield had just appeared in the door, smiling patiently like a headmaster visiting a party in the Sixth Form common room.

	“Good evening, gentlemen.” He looked at Lawrence. “May I borrow you, Captain?”

	Lawrence left his beer and comrades to follow Wingfield along the corridor to a conference suite, which contained a long meeting table, projector with screen and a coffee alcove. He shut the door firmly.

	“We must discuss things, Larry Boy. First of all, here is your passport, I’ve used the photo from your General Wardian file, I hope you don’t mind. And here is your marine ID with the same photo. As a captain of our marines, you have the highest level of security clearance. I know you understand the responsibilities that go with such a privilege.”

	“Yes,” Lawrence said. He was in the light-headed, giddy state of someone who can’t believe a dream is coming true. “But there must be a catch.”

	“Oh yes, there is a catch. You must complete a task—a dangerous one—that no one else can do. In the official record, you were rehabilitated from the Night and Fog and reinstated as a cost-centre lieutenant with a Master’s Certificate. However, you never took up your duties and disappeared from these parts late last November. You are therefore a man without history.” Wingfield came to the point, leaning forward and fixing Lawrence eye-to-eye. “Your mission is to extract Sarah-Kelly Newman from the Basement of Euston depot. The mission is to proceed tomorrow.”

	After a few seconds of disbelief fading into outrage, Lawrence tossed his passport and ID on the table and strode for the door. As he was opening it, he turned and snapped:

	“You and TK have bloody well annoyed me.” He jabbed a finger at Wingfield. “The pair of you are nothing but wind-up artists. You set me up to believe you were serious when in fact I’m nothing but a sacrificial goat in a pissy little scheme of yours. To hell with you both!”

	Wingfield dashed after him—Lawrence was startled at how genuinely flustered the man appeared as he cooed and soothed with an arm around him, ushering him back to the conference room and shutting the door.

	“I apologise. I should have given you a long and tedious pre-amble to the background of this mission. Please be absolutely assured that neither TK nor I ever—ever—send people on suicide missions. I simply can’t explain the cascade of events that has enabled such a mission to be attempted. You must recognise there is a risk you will be captured and interrogated; the less you know the better. I will, however, brief you on the bare minimum that you need to know. If after that you decide the mission is not for you, at least we part on reasonable terms.”

	“I want her out of that bloody place—not that she’ll thank me for it,” Lawrence said. “She put me on the Arrest List of the Atrocity Commission and she’d have watched with her pompous fish-face as they strung me up. I forgive her all that. I forgive her because I was caught up by fanaticism too and I know how it turns normal people into monsters.”

	“TK and I both have the highest admiration for her... fanaticism as you put it, although I would call it ‘devotion to a cause’. It’s a great pity, but she’s just not on our side.”

	“Then why rescue her?”

	“It so happened that TK recently found himself profoundly in debt to your brother Donald. One of the conditions of clearing that debt was that we do our utmost to free Sarah-Kelly—don’t ask me for the details of how the debt occurred, I can’t tell you. You just do not need to know.”

	Lawrence did know, whether he needed to or not, because Augustus Shellingfield had told him earlier that evening. Donald had warned Tom Krossington that the Shellingfields would attempt to ambush his clan after the exposé of the Value System to the Westminster Assembly. Tom Krossington had obviously been most grateful, as well he might be. Lawrence felt no anger against his brother. He had more urgent matters to deal with. He said:

	“The ‘why’ is neither here nor there. To free Sarah-Kelly from the Basement is impossible. You might as well ask me to break into the Balancing House of Kronstein.”

	“There is more. Tomorrow the Westminster Assembly meets. The Shellingfields will lead the exposé of the Value System with the full support of we the Krossingtons, the Dasti-Jones, the Shenton-George-Hathaways, the Fiesler-Cohens, the Montinas and the Versailles as well as the Anglican Church. The hideous revelations, delivered through the incredible alliance of the Big Seven clans, will flabbergast the members and generate the momentum for a 75% vote to order Nightminster arrested. His arrogant behaviour in pushing up tolls and snubbing the glory trusts has generated great resentment. That 75% vote is in the bag—I’ve never felt so confident of anything in my life. With Nightminster gone, the whole Protectorate racket will fall apart. There’s no other member of the Ultramarine Guild with remotely the stature to step into Nightminster’s shoes.”

	“This is all very interesting, Mr Wingfield, but you aren’t persuading me. The Westminster Assembly can do physical jerks all day and it won’t make Euston depot any easier to break into. And for the record, you’re way over-optimistic if you think Nightminster will go down as easily as that. He’s a bloody dangerous bastard. The more he’s threatened, the more powerful he gets. Even if you gain this 75% vote, it will take time for all that procedure to work its way through the Glorious Committee and for the glory trusts to round him up with his henchmen. Nightminster will have arrested the whole Westminster Assembly long before any of that’s happened. He’s the boss of London, and you are his guests.”

	“There is more. You see, there exist emergency standing orders by which the glory trusts can occupy strategic points around the Central Enclave without orders from the Glorious Committee. That includes the re-occupation of Euston depot if it be taken by some unauthorised force. The reason they have not acted before now is because Nightminster was at first welcomed by all the sovereigns. Now that he’s about to be exposed as a crook, the glory boys are set to go.”

	Lawrence’s head tipped back. For the first time, his eyes lit up as he started to see real possibilities in the scheme.

	“Ah yes! My brain must have rusted during the months of Night and Fog. I learned all this during the Securitician A. What you are saying is that tomorrow the Protectorate will find itself under attack, and that’s the window of opportunity for the rescue mission.”

	“No, I’m saying it’s the very last chance we’ll have. Once General Wardian re-occupies Euston, the first thing they’ll do is bring out the radicals from the Basement. Nightminster kept them alive for a vast show-trial; do you think General Wardian will be interested in any show trial?”

	“The radicals will vanish. If there
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