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CHAPTER ONE

The S’OAK pub was old school, a place of warped and pitted dark brown wood, perfumed by the pungent aroma of stale beer. The clientele were reflective of their environment: tired and weathered by the harsh experiences of inner city life. Some of the regulars were sat at circular tables at odds with the uneven floor, or they were hunched over the bar—evenly spaced—but there was no room for conversation.

This was a place people came to mull over what once was: a place to keep secrets, or court regrets. Any talk when it did happen was basic, a veneer—the latest football match, the latest murder, whatever bullshit politicians were currently peddling.

The men and women were grizzled and hard-core, their perspectives … jaded. They gave off an air of warning to anyone who happened across their watering hole. Most knew to avoid it. Only those who were lost came here, and only those who did not want to be found stayed.

The licence-plaque above the bar said the owner went by the name of Hilary Adams. Not one of her patrons knew if this was her real name or not, and most of them didn’t give a shit one way or the other.

Behind the bar, the sign’s namesake stood scratching an emery board across her painted nails; her shrewd blue eyes surveying her dour domain the way a sated lion keeps watch over its pride. Her sallow cheeks bellowed as she whistled a non-tune. Cheap foundation—almost masking the lines about her face—caught the optic lights, making the surface of her cheeks shimmer like bacon grease.

Now in her late fifties, Adams had been alone for some time. Her husband had up and left ten years ago, never to be seen again. Over beers and shots, customers fancied she’d put rat poison in his tea one night before burying him in a dark and desolate place.

A slot machine played a merry tune in one corner of the room. Like her husband, the machine took more than it gave. Tonight, it pumped out a tenner in change, the coins tinkling in the collection tray, almost mitigating the notion that any kind of promise it gave was as false as Adams’s fingernails. There was only one winner in this place. She made sure of it.

The entrance door opened, and a stranger walked in. The murmur in the pub stopped; the newsreader’s narrative from the big TV on the far wall filled in the silence.

The young woman was tall and so elegant she was instantly at odds with her surroundings. Her high cheekbones and deep brown eyes were only outshone by her lips, which were full and painted with a deep strawberry gloss. She wore a light leather jacket, and sheer black leggings exaggerated her athletic physique. There was elegance in her movements, but something else was there too: confidence, and a sense of dangerousness.

The woman stepped up and dragged a strand of blond hair behind her right ear before putting a pastel-blue Mulberry clutch-purse on a beer towel draped over the bar. She popped open the clasp and fished around looking for money.

Adams stopped her manicure and ambled over.

“You sure you’re in the right place, love?”

Some of the men at the bar chuckled into their pints of heavy. Some made no attempt to stop gawping at the woman’s arse.

The woman looked up from her purse. “Huh?”

“The bistro and wine bar is on Sheriff Street,” Adams said. “About a mile away?”

“Sounds nice,” the woman said with a smile. Her teeth were pearls under the bar lights. “What bottled beers do you have?”

Adams studied the woman for a few moments then shrugged her shoulders. She stepped aside to reveal the fridge display behind her.

“I’ll have a Moretti, please.”

Adams stooped for the beer. Her gait was stiff and awkward, her jeans—tight on reed-thin legs. She came back and popped the bottle cap on the fixed opener screwed to the bar, placing the beer by the purse. The woman reciprocated by slapping a note onto the counter.

It was a fifty.

“Ain’t got change for that.” Adams sniffed.

“No?” The smile was back, and her eyes were bright, playful. “How about I let you keep it?”

Adams’s brows arched and her mouth pulled into a tight, white hyphen.

“Ain’t no one gives that kind of money away. What you want?”

“Information,” the woman said. She took a sip from her beer. After pulling a smartphone from her jacket pocket, she presented it to Adams. There was an image on the screen. “Do you know this man?”

Adams didn’t look at the phone. “Cops aren’t welcome here.”

The people around the bar sloped off to the tables as though they were somehow invisible.

“I’m not a cop.”

“Then who are you?”

“I’m just somebody looking for someone.” She tapped the screen of her phone. “This someone.”

“The drink is on the house,” Adams said turning away. “Finish it and get lost.”

The woman’s response to the rebuff was silk-smooth. “Maybe if I added something to the fifty?”

Adams turned briskly, a retort already building at the back of her throat.

But when she saw the item lying on top of the fifty-pound note, any tirade she had primed was neutralised in an instant. Instead, she looked at the woman who was now taking another draw from the beer bottle.

“He’s upstairs,” Adams whispered.
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The room isn’t real, it is just a skewed memory of how things used to be; such is the nature of dreams.

In this dream-room Grant Hastings is cradling a baby, its tiny form dwarfed by his huge frame, his bulky forearms supporting swathes of linen that wriggles lazily under his touch. There are sounds too: gurgles of contentment as the infant drifts off to sleep after its mid-morning feed.

A hand on his shoulder has him turning, and there is Renata, proud mother, wonderful wife, and she is smiling down at their child, and her expression speaks only of unconditional love. She snuggles her head against his bicep, her hair smells of wild cherry.

“Where did the time go?” he sighs.

“It wasn’t time we lost, Grant,” she says without reproach. “It was you.”

“I had to go. You know that. You can’t turn away from duty.”

Renata’s eyes are mirrors to her sadness. “And you can’t stop time.”

The room rotates like a cheap fairground attraction, the walls gathering speed until they are nothing more than a stomach-lurching blur; the floor dropping away, and below there is the tangled canopy of a dark jungle. Renata and their baby have gone; the room replaced by a Chinook, and the child in his arms has swapped places with an M1 assault rifle.

The thud of chopper blades is loud and dense; the camouflaged faces of his companions are grim and taut with concentration.

“Where are my family?” Grant asks them.

One man, muscular frame made even more imposing by his bulky body armour, peers up at him with intense, blue eyes.

“Don’t you remember? You had to leave them behind.”

“Why did I do that?” he screams above the rotor blades.

“Because it’s who you are,” says his other companion, a slight black woman who brandishes an assault rifle. Her face is screwed up in confusion as though this should be obvious to him.

“I loved them. I love them.”

“Sure, you did,” the male marine says. “But you loved the job more.”

There is a dawning, a realisation that all the things that he held dear have now fallen by the wayside; now they are only moments to be found in dreams.

When Grant Hastings wakes to loud thumps on the bedsit door, his pillow is as he always finds it these days: damp with sweat and tears of regret.
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Hastings sat up in bed, the creaking springs of an aged mattress protesting at his movements. He kicked off the thin duvet and placed bare feet on the cold linoleum floor. Now upright, he allowed a coughing fit to clear away the dream.

Like the man who lodged there, the room was tired and unkempt. The stained, pale walls were adorned with cheap prints of ducks or flora, the furniture a mishmash of seventies kitsch and eighties monochrome. The kitchenette was a disaster area of pots and unwashed crockery; the small foldaway dining table was the only clear space on view.

The loud banging on the door helped stall Hastings’s coughing bout. He cleared his throat enough to respond.

“Get lost, Hilary,” he grumbled. “You got the rent. Now leave me be.”

“You got a visitor,” Adams said from behind the door.

“No one knows I’m here,” Grant said, but he was now paying attention to the door. His right hand slid under the mattress beneath him, and it came out with a Glock 19.

“Well, someone does,” Adams huffed. “And they showed the sign you told me to look out for.”

Hastings paused, his eyes never leaving the door.

Another voice, female and well-schooled. “Mr Hastings? I have something for you.”

There was a scuffling sound, and Hastings’s eyes fell to the bottom of the door where something was pushed into the room through the small gap between the scruffy wood and the linoleum.

Grant took a breath when he saw the brooch; the silver glimmered even in the low wattage bulb hanging from the cracked ceiling. The jewellery was fashioned into the image of a man tied to a tree, the figure pierced with several arrows.

Hastings nodded. “What do you want?”

“Just a moment of your time. Nothing more.”

He thought this over. After a few moments he stood up and sought out his jeans and T-shirt. He pulled on the clothes, stowing the Glock in the waistband at the small of his back. Rubbing his eyes clear, he went to the door, his hand on the butt of the weapon.

He opened the door a crack and peered beyond. The woman was good on the eye, but he saw her body turned to the side, a pre-emptive stance he’d only seen in service personnel.

“Special forces?” he asked.

“Once upon a time,” she replied. “You letting me in or what?”

He pulled the door open. “You got five minutes.”
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They sat opposite each other, Hastings on the bed, the woman at the dining table. Adams had gone back downstairs muttering something about hoping she still had a bar left to go back to while she’d been playing handmaid.

“So, who are you?”

“Grace Appleby. My father is Marcus Appleby.”

Hastings shrugged. “I’m not interested in your family tree. Why are you here?”

“My father is the reason I’m here.”

“Military?”

“Anthropology—he’s a professor working out of the Museum of Natural History.”

Hastings gave her a “so what” face. She continued with a wry smile; her eyes glazing as she recalled his resume.

“Grant Hastings, sergeant, 42nd Commando, three tours Afghanistan, two tours Iraq, countless off-grid excursions into Syria; commander of ‘The Sebs,’ an elite black ops extraction team named after Saint Sebastian.” She held up the brooch. “Patron saint of soldiers. And now a password to get your attention.”

Hastings smacked his lips with indifference. “So, you know about me. What you want, a medal?”

“No, I already got a few of those.” Grace looked about her. “What happened to you?”

“I retired.”

“I heard it was more than that.” Her eyes found him again.

“Then why’re you asking?” He made no attempt to temper his irritation.

“Because we heard you were the best.”

“I was the best,” he sighed. “Now I’m …”

“Fucked?” she offered.

“Retired. I might have mentioned that already.”

“And how’s that working out for you?”

He fidgeted a little. “It’s fine.”

“Well, I can see the pension is paying dividends.”

“Some things can’t be bought,” he said.

“Most things can. Even peace of mind. Being the best costs, right?”

“You’re trying my patience,” he growled. “That stunt with the trinket bought you five minutes, and that time’s almost up. It’s only the fact you were able to find me that’s keeping me interested.”

“We need your services,” she said quickly.

“Keep up with the story, lady. I don’t do that shit anymore.”

“You don’t know what ‘shit’ we want you to do. All my father wants is an opportunity to present you with a business deal. That’s all. And all I’m asking now is that you come with me and listen to what he has to say. Take the deal, don’t take the deal, you get five grand no matter what. I’ll even drop you back at this shit hole afterwards. What do you say?”

Hastings stared at her, face impassive. The seconds ticked out; outside the window a car horn blared in the distance.

“Okay,” he said eventually. “Where we going? Museum?”

“No. The park. He likes to feed the ducks.” She glanced down at Hastings’s bare feet. “You got any shoes?”
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Hastings followed Grace outside where a black SUV waited on the street, its tinted windows adding to the mystique.

A large man with a bald head and sunglasses leaned against the back door, arms crossed, the material of his grey suit barely able to contain the muscle beneath.

He gave Hastings a cursory nod before opening the door. Hastings paused to look inside the car and then climbed in.

Grace joined him on the opposite side.

“Cofton Park, Johns,” she said to the big man who got behind the wheel.

“You got it,” Johns said, and pulled the car away from the kerb.

Hastings placed his forehead on the window and watched the tinted world go by. His brown eyes ached; he rubbed his dark hair, still damp from the quick swill he’d had prior to leaving his lodgings. He allowed his finger to stop at his chin, where it scratched at a three-day growth of beard.

“You always fidget this much?” Grace asked.

“Only when I’m awake.”

Grace leaned forward and opened a compartment between them, where a selection of shots nestled in a small mini bar.

“Think this’ll help?”

“No,” he said. But he helped himself all the same.


CHAPTER TWO

Johns parked the car outside the park gates. The drive through the city had taken fifteen minutes, the traffic light. Most people were at their desks or behind retail counters, and the only obstacles had been traffic lights and contraflows. It gave Hastings time to finish most of the minibar, giving him enough of a buzz to dull dreams of guilt and regret.

Contrary to what most who didn’t know him would have thought, Hastings wasn’t booze dependent. He just enjoyed drinking. But there were periods of time when he drank more than others. Anniversaries and birthdays of either his wife or his daughter were always mourned with enough alcohol to pickle the average cadaver. In between such times, he spent the days booze free, needing the bright pangs of remorse to make their mark on the man he’d become. This was because on most days he felt as though he deserved the pain such things brought to him.

This was his penance for being selfish. And just like the outcomes of his self-absorbed existence, Hastings embraced it, owned it, the last act of atonement in a world he had managed to turn to shit.

“You coming or what?”

Hasting looked up and saw Grace peering at him through the open door of the vehicle. Her hair hung down like the gilded locks of a fairy tale princess, and Hastings considered the possibility that she was quite possibly one of the most beautiful women he’d ever seen.

Shit, he thought. Maybe that last shot of vodka was pushing it too far. He grabbed the car door and opened it, standing as the sunlight dazzled his eyes. Grace came to him and placed a hand lightly on his elbow, steering him forwards.

Johns stayed with the car, his purpose fulfilled it seemed, and Hastings walked with Grace through the wide expanse of green lawns and ornate pathways. Mums watched as their pre-school kids played on swings and climbing frames; OAPs strolled alongside the lake at the centre of the park where ducks cut V shapes into the dirty brown water.

As they passed by the play area, Hastings found his eyes flitting to the climbing frames where two young girls were laughing breathlessly as they chased each other.

“You miss it, I guess?” Grace said.

Hastings pulled up. “I don’t know you. I sure as hell don’t know you enough to talk about that. We clear?”

“Sure.” It was a statement, nothing more. “My father is up ahead.”

“Where?”

She pointed towards the lake, where one of the many benches located about the park was facing the water. A figure sat with ducks at their feet, the birds scrabbling for chunks of bread.

As they neared, the man on the bench looked up at them. Hastings estimated he was in his early sixties but still had a generous mop of grey-white hair that blended with a neatly trimmed beard. His grey eyes were behind rectangular, gold-framed glasses. He stood up and the movement was smooth, his trim figure demonstrating a man who knew the benefits of keeping in shape.

“Mr Hastings,” Appleby said offering his hand; the waxed, green Barbour jacket the older man wore creaked at the movement.

“Professor,” Hastings acknowledged taking the hand and pumping it twice. “I thought we’d be meeting somewhere more …”

“Stuffy?” Appleby said with a small chuckle. “I spent eight years at Oxford University’s Museum of Natural History; that’s enough stuffiness for any grounded anthropologist. I’m very much a hands-on scientist.”

“I heard this isn’t about science.”

Appleby gestured for the Hastings to sit down beside him. Grace walked down to the edge of the lake and stood staring out across the water.

Hastings went to sit but found an object preventing him from doing so—a black briefcase on the bench’s beechwood slats.

“What’s that?”

“Your fee for this little chat. No doubt Grace told you the arrangement.”

“Yeah,” Hastings said as he picked up the case. He sat back down and placed the briefcase at his feet. “I ain’t used to people sticking to the deal.”

“Quite,” Appleby said. He watched Grace squat and throw rogue pieces of discarded bread to the ducks who had now migrated back to the bank.

“So why am I here?” Hastings said.

“My son is missing.”

Appleby’s frankness caught Hastings off guard. It took a moment for the professor’s comment to
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