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      For Beth,
Good friends and great times are hard to come by. Go and
rock LA, you star, and get the spare room ready.

      



      
      

      
      ‘If you were only given one choice: to choose or not to choose,
which would you choose?’

      
      Dr Shad Helmstetter, Choices
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      Prologue

      
      The vast office was cool, but as the man stared out at the bright, sandy streets of Marrakesh sweat prickled under his linen
            shirt. It had nothing to do with the temperature. He looked down once again at the faxed sheet of paper that confirmed clinically
            what he had been told on the telephone a mere ten minutes before. His fingers felt clammy. His stomach churned. A strange
            taste filled his mouth. He knew this emotion: it had been creeping up on him for years, since the first signs that things
            were going wrong. He’d thought he’d understood the feeling then, but he’d been wrong. Had he truly felt it before? Ever? This
            terrible, terrible fear? Not like this, he concluded. Not like this at all. He shivered.

      
      His slim, manicured fingers undid the locks and he pushed open the doors to the verandah. The smell of orange blossom and
            heat filled his nostrils and rushed past him to flood into the corners of his achingly stylish work space. He stepped out
            onto the warm tiles. Noise rushed upwards from the busy streets beyond the garden and guarded gates that separated him from
            the earthy, dirty life outside. Car horns screeched and curses flew; the men leading donkeys laden with goats’ milk ignored
            them.

      
      From one of the minarets that reached high above the uneven skyline of buildings that made up the swarming city, a muezzin
            began the call to prayer. Gone were the days when the simple power of the human voice reached out over the population. The modern world was too noisy: now the callers were
            projected through microphones and loudspeakers, each voice battling with those others to get their holy message across.

      
      In the old days, he’d always enjoyed this human ritual of subservience. To watch people whose lives were filled with grief
            and pain and hardship, and which were ultimately so very, very short, commit so fully to a belief that this was the work of
            a loving God, filled him with mild amusement. The Network had sown the seeds for these religions so long ago, and then watched
            them grow like aggressive weeds: part truth, part fiction, part something entirely human.

      
      For a while he’d felt affection for them, in the way a child does with some small, helpless animal whose life could be squeezed
            away in one unfortunate clumsy moment. Not any more.

      
      He looked down at the piece of paper in his hand. In the bright sunlight the whiteness glared back at him, the black letters
            shimmering as if floating on its surface. Now the call to prayer filled him with something else – bitterness, perhaps. A sense
            of being cheated. He felt a sudden urge to go to Damascus, as if by returning to the place that had been his home for so very
            long he could somehow avoid the blunt facts on the printed sheet. They were wrong, those facts. They had to be. Things like
            this had never been part of the plan. What were they – a last laugh?

      
      The muezzin was in full flow: Allah Akbar. God is the greatest. There is no deity except Allah. Come to the true success. Allah Akbar.
      

      
      God is the greatest. He couldn’t help but smile, even with the stale tang of fear on his tongue. If only these people really
            understood their own history. If only they knew how truly glorious and terrible it was; then they should bow down in prayer.

      
      The phone behind him had been ringing for several seconds before he noticed it. He was lost in the heat and the life outside
            and the fear within and wondering how all these millions lived with it every day. The answerphone didn’t cut in and eventually
            the peal of the bell summoned him from his reverie and he turned back to his office. He closed the doors on the world outside
            and sat in his expensive leather chair, enjoying the familiar feel of its cool surface as it took his weight. He placed the
            sheet of paper on the blotting pad beside him before reaching for the handset. A single red light flashed along with each
            trill of the bell and he knew what that meant. He breathed … regained his composure … and then answered.

      
      ‘Yes?’

      
      ‘Monmir?’

      
      ‘Who else would it be?’ He kept the irritation at the edge of his voice. His eyes were drawn to the sheet of paper beside
            him. One phone call ago. Fifteen minutes ago. A world ago.

      
      ‘The Architect has called a meeting.’

      
      ‘Since when did the Architect have the power to do that?’ Monmir liked the idle tone of his own voice. It had the echo of
            arrogance in it, despite the fear gnawing at him.

      
      ‘He comes with a majority.’ There was a pause. ‘And he’s the Architect.’

      
      ‘Yes, I suppose he is.’ The Architect had always been different. Monmir wasn’t even sure he’d ever particularly liked him.
            ‘When?’

      
      ‘There’s a jet on its way to you.’
      

      
      ‘Of course there is.’ Monmir was about to hang up when he glanced at the paper again. ‘One more thing,’ he said softly. ‘You
            can tell him I apparently have pancreatic cancer. It’s aggressive. And terminal.’

      
      
      There was a long silence at the other end. Monmir wasn’t surprised. Fear was catching. Eventually the phone clicked off in
            his ear.

      
      After replacing the handset, he stared at the faxed copy of his results for several long moments before carefully screwing
            it up into a tight ball and dropping it into the bin beside him. He just wished his hands hadn’t been shaking so much as he
            did it.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter One

      
      Hell came to earth.
      

      
      As fire raged, black smoke choked the clear blue skies, its pall gloating over the devastation that littered the ground beneath.
         Glass shattered as the heat broke its will. Bodies lay quiet in the wreckage, legs and arms spread wide at strange, inhuman
         angles, their dignity stripped. Others wandered, lost, no longer recognising their surroundings, pale shadows of themselves,
         caked in grime with red streaks cutting through the dirt from injuries that might or might not yet prove fatal.
      

      
      A bland man in his forties – not too tall, not too short, not too much of anything but a little bit of everything – staggered
         into view, and his eyes were wide as he fell to his knees. Blood pumped onto the filthy pavement from the crater at his shoulder
         where his arm had so recently been attached. He looked down at his ruined suit, and his mouth dropped open. For a moment the
         chaos around him stilled before he tumbled sideways. Should have taken the next bus. Should have chosen to work from home today. His eyes were still in denial just before the light went out of them. No one rushed over to him. Sirens wailed quietly in
         the background and more screams erupted; in the distance a woman called plaintively for help, her voice mono amidst the stereo
         of death. She clutched the body of an unmoving child, trapped half in and half out of some twisted metal debris that might once have been a car, or maybe part of a bus. It was hard to
         tell.
      

      
      The screen displaying the images went ignored by the small group of men and women studying laptops and taking phone calls.

      
      ‘Mobile phone networks shut down.’

      
      ‘All of them?’

      
      ‘Done.’

      
      ‘Good.’

      
      ‘If that’s how they’re triggering.’

      
      ‘Fuck me, the LRT have put out there’ve been power surges on several lines.’

      
      ‘Does anyone still believe that bullshit?’

      
      ‘No one that’s near a TV. The PM’s message is about to broadcast.’

      
      ‘Get people off the buses.’

      
      ‘Which buses?’

      
      ‘All of them. Anything moving with people on it. Off, now.’

      
      More phones rang and bodies moved in flashes of suits and sweat around the small underground room. Abigail Porter watched
         from the corner. Her own shirt was dry, despite the muggy warmth of the COBR office.
      

      
      More movement; more snapped sentences.

      
      ‘Keep talking to me, people. Who reported this as a major incident?’

      
      ‘Ambulance Service.’

      
      ‘Other ES have universally confirmed.’

      
      ‘Silver Command?’

      
      ‘All in situ at the JESCC.’

      
      ‘Only life-threatening injuries to hospitals for now.’

      
      
      ‘Passing it on.’

      
      ‘You won’t fucking believe this! Russians had intel on potential attacks on London today.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘I know, I’m on it. Where were the ATD on this?’

      
      ‘Blame later, people. Manage now.’

      
      ‘PM’s pre-record is going out.’

      
      ‘Fuck, the streets are going to be a mess.’

      
      ‘Reports of fires coming in.’

      
      ‘Let’s keep the info stream clean.’

      
      ‘Chemicals?’

      
      ‘Nothing confirmed.’

      
      ‘ChemTeams on their way to sites.’

      
      ‘Then let’s worry about that when we have to.’

      
      ‘Jesus.’

      
      Abigail figured she was the only person who’d realised the Prime Minister had entered the room until she spoke.

      
      ‘Is this Ealing Broadway?’ Alison McDonnell’s heavyset face was pale, and she hadn’t taken her gaze from the unfolding news
         as she waited for one of the gathered aides to answer.
      

      
      Abigail stayed quiet, and leaned against the desk. Her heart thumped with the adrenalin surge, but it was an empty beat. She
         felt distanced from the dying and injured displayed across the screen. To be honest, most days she felt distanced from everything.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Andrew Dunne, head of Special Branch, answered quietly as the devastation on screen was replaced with the PM’s own
         face for a few minutes, her mouth moving, silent and serious, as she instructed people to stay calm, to get off whatever public
         transport they were on and walk home.
      

      
      ‘From what we gather, there were three explosions in close proximity to each other that went off eighteen minutes ago. We need to get into the site to know for sure but it looks like one detonated in a bus, one in a car and one in a clothes
         shop. All three occurred within a ninety-second period: people fleeing from one blast got caught in the next, and so on. This
         was very well planned.’
      

      
      There was a pause, and Abigail felt the tension tighten in the air around her. The stillness that filled the room in Downing
         Street was in stark contrast to the frantic activity on the screen as the pre-record finished and journalists scrambled to
         each of the sites, filling the gaps around the incoming footage with their jabber. From her corner, Abigail thought she could
         see a distinct glint of satisfaction in their eyes.
      

      
      ‘Jesus,’ Alison McDonnell repeated, ‘it’s Saturday lunchtime – that street would be crowded.’ She paused. ‘And in the Underground?’
      

      
      ‘We’ve not got any footage yet, but we can confirm a large explosion on the Northern Line at Tottenham Court Road fourteen
         minutes ago, and another on the District Line at Tower Hill. And we’ve got unconfirmed reports’ – he cleared his throat a
         little, as if the words were sticking there – ‘of a similar event at Liverpool Street, on the Central Line.’
      

      
      ‘A similar event?’ She turned a sharp eye on the policeman. ‘These are bombs, man, not events. People are dying, Dunne. They deserve more than your euphemisms.’
      

      
      The phone on the desk rang and Abigail noticed the flinch that shuddered through the room, as if somehow the line were causing
         the terror rather than just reporting it. Dunne lifted the receiver and listened quietly before lowering it back.
      

      
      ‘Hampstead. Two explosions.’

      
      ‘Dear God, let that be it.’ She looked like she had aged years in the fifteen minutes since chaos took London’s reins, and as she rubbed her face, the skin moved like slack putty. ‘In the name of all that’s holy, let that be it.’
      

      
      ‘Emergency services are flat-out, and the hospitals are as ready as they can be. We’re already pulling in more resources from
         wherever can spare them.’ Dunne paused. ‘But, ma’am, there are going to be a large number of casualties. There’s no avoiding
         that.’
      

      
      Alison McDonnell’s sigh came from a place inside her the public rarely saw: the softer side. The feminine side that was hidden
         under her butch, no-nonsense exterior. Very few people, even those in her Cabinet, got to see that part of their leader, but
         Abigail Porter recognised it. She understood her boss. In the game of personal protection, understanding the client was imperative.
      

      
      The PM slowly straightened up, her broad shoulders squaring. ‘I know it’s early, but has anyone claimed responsibility yet?
         Where the hell is Fletcher? Shouldn’t he be here?’
      

      
      ‘He’s on his way over,’ Lucius Dawson, the Home Secretary, cut in. ‘Although I recommend you send him back to the CNS. There’s
         nothing he or his men can do from here except watch the television with us. He’ll be on the other end of the phone.’
      

      
      The PM gave him a slight nod of acknowledgement.

      
      There was a long pause, then she said, ‘I suppose we’d better prepare a statement and get ready to face the press.’

      
      ‘Tony Barker’s on it already. He’ll be ready for you in about fifteen.’

      
      The room hummed with activity as now there was something to do, but Abigail felt her eyes drawn back to the screen, where
         the screaming and moaning and dying continued. ‘Ma’am,’ she said, quietly, ‘tonight’s dinner?’
      

      
      ‘Will be going ahead. The peace talks might be a farce behind closed doors, but I’ll be damned if these bastards stop what is at least an attempt at sanity.’
      

      
      Abigail wasn’t surprised. Alison McDonnell was not a woman who was easily bullied. Her opponents snarkily put it down to her
         sexual tendencies, calling her more man than woman, but such comments just made the Prime Minister smile. Abigail understood
         why: men never really got women: when they were tough, they were terrifying. She knew that because she knew herself, and the
         coldness that lived at the core of her. If her job required it, she’d shoot a child, and she doubted she’d hesitate for even
         a breath.
      

      
      ‘I’ll rework the arrangements,’ she said, stepping away from the desk.

      
      ‘Good,’ the PM said, but she wasn’t really listening; her eyes had returned to the screen.

      
      Abigail gave it one last glance before leaving the stuffy heat of the busy room. She didn’t see anything on it that touched
         her.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      Abigail Porter scanned the room as the PM and the foreign ministers from Chechnya and Russia respectively smiled and nodded
         at the flashing cameras and declared how happy they were with the peace talks. She didn’t have to listen to know what was
         being said: Although no final agreements have been reached we are confident that all parties are moving in the right direction to secure
            more friendly relations between these two proud nations – some bullshit like that. She’d heard enough of these speeches from trips to the Middle East and China, about all those suicidal
         little countries that were eager to self-destruct, as long as they were taking someone else out with them.
      

      
      The room was barely half-full after this afternoon’s bombs, with only a select few journalists allowed access to the short
         post-dinner press conference. Security on the way in had been beyond tight. As Barker, Number 10’s press officer, took to
         the microphone, the three politicians slipped into a side-room, Abigail falling in behind them. Her job was not the security
         of all; only the security of the stolid, serious woman who had been elected to run the country.
      

      
      In the quiet office the smiles fell away from the Eastern Europeans as if their weight had been unbearable. The Prime Minister
         poured both men a brandy, and took one herself. For a moment none of them spoke.
      

      
      
      ‘I’m sorry your visits couldn’t have ended on a happier note,’ Alison McDonnell said after swirling her brandy, sniffing it,
         then taking a sip, ‘but after today’s events the inability of your nations to get on with each other is no longer my immediate
         concern.’
      

      
      Abigail could see that her boss was exhausted. Cracks were visible in her usually impeccable make-up, which sat uncomfortably
         on her drained face.
      

      
      ‘Let me reassure you once again,’ the Russian started, his thick accent sounding grumbling as he spoke, ‘these terrible events
         had nothing to do with Russia. We have always considered the United Kingdom to be among our friends.’
      

      
      ‘As have we.’ The Chechen Foreign Minister glared at the Russian. ‘But this you know. Chechnya does not have the capability
         to organise such attack on your capital.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t treat me like I’m naïve, Mr Maskadhov. Of course you do. Your people have survived through terrorism.’

      
      The other man stood up abruptly, and she raised her hands. ‘I’m sorry. That was harsh, perhaps, and poorly expressed – but
         you understand my concerns. Hundreds of British citizens died today, and I am quite sure you are aware it will not look good
         for any future talks if either of your nations is found to bear any responsibility.’
      

      
      ‘You will have our full support in your investigation, and our own security forces will be on hand to assist, should you need
         them.’
      

      
      She smiled at the Russian. ‘How kind, gaspadeen Nemov. If only you’d been so generous and shared your intel earlier – I’m aware your agencies had knowledge of a potential
         attack. Perhaps next time you’ll pass that on before it’s too late?’
      

      
      ‘Unfortunately,’ Nemov replied smoothly, ‘there are too many threats every day, and it is not always easy to know which are
         serious. And the one to which I think you are referring was not this kind of threat. It was …’ he hesitated, then continued, ‘more personal, shall we say.’
      

      
      Ignoring the crackling voices in her ear alerting her to the dignitaries’ cars arriving, cleared by security, Abigail homed
         in on his comment. More personal? So the intel the Russians had uncovered was for an attack on McDonnell herself. The news didn’t surprise or overly concern
         her. The nation’s security level had been rated critical ever since the Eurotunnel disaster, and no one was keen to lower
         it, not even down to severe. There were too many threats constantly flooding the system. Still, Russian intel was normally
         reliable; maybe they were just a little off with their interpretation of the target. London certainly got hit today.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps whichever MI6 agents you have in our services’ – Nemov smiled, before draining his brandy – ‘should pay more attention
         to the detail.’

      Abigail stepped forward and filled the space occupied by tense silence. ‘Prime Minister, gentlemen, your cars
         are ready and your routes are secured.’ As she spoke she saw the tiniest flicker of a smile on the PM’s face. Abigail didn’t
         blame her. This was a day that everyone wanted to be over.
      

      
      By midnight her relief had arrived and within fifteen minutes Abigail had changed into her jogging suit and trainers and was
         running past the guards, who let her out of the small gate at the bottom of Downing Street. Her feet thumped out a steady
         beat as she ran around St James’ Park and then headed along the Embankment and up into the old city towards her flat, just
         off Fleet Street. It wasn’t a long or particularly taxing run, but it did help her unwind for the night. There had been a
         time when she would have used the clear air to calm down and sort the rush of thoughts that filled her head, but recently she found she simply switched it all off and let the physical take over.
      

      
      Around her, London was deathly still, but already invisible people had stuck pictures of the missing up on lamp posts and
         the thick grey stone that lined the river, and paper flapped in the light breeze. She didn’t pause. People died every day.
         She let the emptiness take her. There was a comfort in it.
      

      
      She was nearly home when a figure caught her eye, a man on the other side of the road, in a dark suit. A very fat man in a
         dark suit.
      

      
      She stopped, her heart still pounding from the exercise, and frowned. What was he doing out tonight? And at this time, after
         everything that had happened? Her skin tingled with something that wasn’t fear or unease but something other, something indefinable at her very core. She didn’t move. He was strange. A stranger – instinct told her that. Her thoughts had stilled, but her eyes continued with the tasks she had been so well trained in.
         She scanned his large body: the pale hands that hung straight at his sides held no posters or papers, so he wasn’t looking
         for a missing loved one. The suit was tight against his round body, and although she couldn’t be completely certain, there
         were no tell-tale breaks in the line hinting at a concealed weapon – plus the three buttons that ran down the middle were
         neatly done up, making it difficult for a quick attack.
      

      
      She watched him while she consciously slowed her breathing, the only noise in the quiet night. He stood next to an old-fashioned
         red phone box, and for a moment they faced each other across the deserted tarmac. Despite his bulk he looked ill, or perhaps
         more as if sickness was his natural state. He was pale, his visible skin almost marbling in the streetlights. He didn’t smile,
         and she was too far away to make out the expression in his dark eyes. Her feet shuffled, breaking the stillness.
      

      
      ‘What do you want?’ she called over to him. The words surprised her. She’d meant to ask if he was okay, or if he was lost,
         but somehow that wasn’t the question that came out. Maybe it came from that other feeling, the one she couldn’t put her finger on. He wanted something, this stranger, she was sure. And he wanted it specifically
         from her.
      

      
      He raised one finger to his lips. The air around her softened and settled in her lungs. For a moment the emptiness was all,
         and then he walked away, his back stiff, his movements precise as he turned the corner and headed down a gloomy alleyway.
         As Abigail watched him go, part of her brain thought she should run after him, but her feet didn’t move. I’ll see him again. The thought anchored itself in her mind for a moment before drifting away.
      

      
      She shook herself. She peered into the alleyway, but there was no one there. The weirdness of the moment slunk away into the
         night and she shivered a little as her running sweat dried. It had been a long day, that was all: just a long day filled with
         death. She needed to sleep. She walked the rest of the short way home and she didn’t look back. Whoever the man was, he was
         gone.
      

      
      Inside her practical, modern and impersonal flat she stretched for twenty minutes and then headed for a long shower. The water
         was almost hot enough to burn and her taut skin was pink when she stepped out. She wasn’t sure she’d even really felt it.
      

      
      It was two a.m. when she set her alarm for 6.30 and let her eyes close. She fell asleep quickly, her head uncluttered with
         any mundane trivia of emotion and reflection. At some point during the short course of her adult life she’d found that where
         others’ lives were getting filled with more people, and families, and mortgages, hers was emptying. There had been no serious boyfriend in nearly five years, despite her sensual
         good looks. She had sex when the urge came on her, and she found that she didn’t much mind whether it was with a man or woman,
         but male or female, she avoided any more than a second or third date. What was the point? They were all incidental; a virus
         spread across the earth. Nature’s accident, that’s all anyone was – herself included. There was neither logic nor rhyme nor
         reason to it.
      

      
      She would live out her time alone. Her flat was rented so she could leave at a moment’s notice, should she choose, and what
         possessions she had, though expensive, were all necessary. Life was fleeting. There was no point in trying to anchor yourself
         with things.
      

      
      It was only just before unconsciousness claimed her that she realised she hadn’t thought to check on Hayley today, to see
         if she had been affected by the attacks. The thought made her soul tremble. Even for her, there was too much that was wrong
         in that inaction. How could she not have checked? How could she not have cared? Her heart thumped loudly for a beat or two and then settled into its normal slow march. Their parents would have checked
         on her. If anything had happened to Hayley, they would have called. She let that thought calm her, even though she knew it
         didn’t touch the problem. She was the problem.
      

      
      When she slept, she dreamed of running through endless corridors of darkness chasing a strip of glowing gold light that was
         always out of reach. She wouldn’t remember it in the morning. She never did.
      

      
      Katie Dodds had turned the TV off an hour or so ago, and since then had just stared at the ceiling. She was barely aware of
         the sharp knife in her hand. The news had gone round in circles all night, and it had all become a blur. The newsreaders talked too fast, and the images were confusing. With awkward
         fingers she pulled up her sleeves and then sighed, feeling the heaviness that sank back into her limbs. The bulb hanging from
         the ceiling reflected in the dark shine of her dulled eyes. She wasn’t sure of the time. Four a.m. maybe? It was dark outside,
         but the thickness of night had faded. Her room was silent apart from her shallow breath, but despite the late hour there was
         still noise in the rest of the house. Laughter drifted under the bottom of her closed door, but she didn’t recognise it. Her
         forehead tensed in a small frown. That wasn’t quite true. She did know whose laugh it was, but she couldn’t quite match it
         up with the faces of the other students in her house. It was dislocated. Just like her.
      

      
      As she stared at the ceiling her mouth moved, though she emitted no sound. It had not been a good day. Her brain had felt
         wrong; not painful, but as if someone had been pulling down on one side of it. Her words hadn’t come out right all afternoon.
         She’d been glad to get to the quiet of her room, away from everyone. She’d thought about going to the hospital – briefly –
         but she hadn’t been in any pain outside of this weird confusion, and then with all the bombs going off there would have been
         no one to see her anyway, and after a while it had all been too much effort.
      

      
      Her mind emptied. She tried to focus on something other than the buzz in her ears. Her heart raced and her eyes forced themselves
         inwards. She gasped. She didn’t want to see. She’d never wanted to see. Her hand tightened around the knife. On the ceiling
         the bland paint swirled in a million colours, wanting to suck her in. For the briefest moment she thought she saw her own
         face staring back behind them.
      

      
      After a while she became aware of coolness in her wrists. She glanced down. Her left hand dropped the small, sharp knife, as if aware of guiltily being caught after the fact. She frowned
         again. Shouldn’t it hurt? Shouldn’t all this bleeding hurt? She looked from one slashed wrist to the other as her blood pumped
         out of her and onto the covers below. She sighed. It took all her effort to dip one finger in the soaking mess and write on
         the wall beside her the only sentence that would stay in her head.
      

      
      When she was done she closed her eyes and died. It came as a relief.
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