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When everything is simple in the white and the black

You will never have to see the grey anymore

You will never have to be afraid …

Please don’t tell me that this isn’t what you asked for …

Be careful what you ask for

Blackjack, A. P. Alexakis

from Slow Motion Daydream by Everclear


Prologue:
Burial and Exhumation


November 11, 2001

‘Bin Laden? A fucking charlatan.’

‘Be serious for a minute,’ Williams told him.

‘I am being serious. That’s my point. Everybody’s so reverent about this guy. Strip away all the mythologising and hocus-pocus and what have you got? Patty Hearst with a beard. Bored rich kid playing at soldiers. He’s in the huff with his family, for Christ’s sake – the psychology’s pitifully mundane. If he’d been born into a semi in Surbiton he’d have painted his bedroom black, got himself a Nine Inch Nails T-shirt and hung around swingparks drinking cider from plastic bottles.’

Fotheringham’s rant was attracting admonitory glances, more in disapproval of the growing volume and vehemence than the content, which wouldn’t have been clearly discernible above the whipping wind. Raised voices were not decorous at a funeral; they suggested that your thoughts were not respectfully concentrated upon the memory of the departed, even if, in Williams’s case, that was not strictly true. Nothing was more prominent in his mind than the man they had just buried or the consequences of his loss, not least the fact that Williams now had his job.

Fotheringham gestured apologetic acknowledgement and Williams led him in the opposite direction to the dispersing mourners.

‘Bin Laden’s about a lot more than thrill kills and power trips,’ Williams chided, measuring his condescension precisely. ‘And there’s three thousand dead people in New York of the opinion that you should be taking him more seriously.’

‘I’m taking him entirely seriously, sir. I just don’t think it will help us if we buy into the hype and start thinking of him as some kind of formidable genius. Look at the Black Spirit, if you need a primer. Remember what a bogeyman he was? Turned out to be a fucking oil-biz wage slave from Aberdeen.’

‘Quite. Something, I should remind you, that we only learned after the fact. Didn’t make him any easier to catch, did it? And besides, I don’t think there’s much ground for comparison. For all his theatrics, the Black Spirit was essentially just a mercenary, prepared to do horrific things on other people’s behalf if they paid him enough. Bin Laden represents the possibility of ten thousand Black Spirits, all of them prepared to do horrific things merely because it’s Allah’s bidding. We’ve never had to face this kind of fanaticism before: there’s no fifth column to cultivate, no disaffected factions to encourage, no waverers, not even anyone we can bribe and corrupt. Just total, unquestioning, homicidal, suicidal commitment to the cause.’

‘With respect, sir, that’s what I mean by believing the hype. For one thing, there is no cause. Bin Laden’s too smart to marry himself to anything as cumbersome as a coherent or even consistent political ideology, because such a thing could be debated, held up to scrutiny, and, worst of all, alienate potential followers. “The cause of Islam” is expediently nebulous. You scream loud enough about Allah and nobody’s going to ask you to clarify any awkward specifics before signing up. Through religion, Bin Laden can posture as all things to all Muslims. But there’s one specific he does deliver, and that’s the thing he needs more than Allah, the thing that’s really motivating your “unquestioning” footsoldiers.’

‘What? The promise of all those virgins in paradise?’

‘An enemy. Somebody to hate, somebody to blame. The US, the Jews, the West. The Muslim fundamentalists aren’t looking to Bin Laden because he’s a genius. They’re looking to him because he’s the one who’s currently got a team together to give the infidel a kicking. That’s his main leadership credential: that right now, he’s the one doing some leading.’

Williams grimaced a little, his features hardening less against the growing drizzle than in strain at tolerating his subordinate’s less-than-focused reflections. David Fotheringham was tagged in Williams’s mental files under ‘Useful But Flaky’, sub-section ‘Intelligent But Scheming’. He’d been indispensable as an infiltrator ten or fifteen years back, boyish looks allowing him to pass for someone much younger, combined with a sly talent for winning people’s trust. He wasn’t out in the field these days, partly because his knowledge and experience were more valuably applied in managing the operatives who were, but also because there were question marks over his ability to remain emotionally detached. It was a charted symptom of chronic exposure to his particular field of analysis: spend all your time identifying potential threat and subversion and your instincts could get a little defensive, to say the least. Revulsion was a natural response, but hatred clouded your judgement. Now that Selby was gone and Williams was in charge, it would be up to him to harness Fotheringham’s abilities: the trick was finding a way of loosening his leash but keeping him on-side.

‘Forgive me, Fotheringham, maybe it’s the circumstances this morning, maybe it’s last night’s whisky and maybe it’s just the damp, but I’m having trouble understanding why one of my most respected intelligence officers is standing before me doing a very good impression of trivialising the biggest threat to security that this nation currently faces.’

‘I’m not trivialising, sir. I’m saying these guys – Bin Laden, Al Qaeda – are only as dangerous as they’ve been allowed to be.’

Williams looked around the cemetery, thrusting his hands into the pockets of his coat.

‘Where are you going with this, David? It’s fucking freezing out here and I’ve a pressing appointment with a sausage roll and a pint of bitter.’

‘Are sausage rolls still mandatory at official funerals?’

Williams gave a small, stiff grin.

‘Sausage rolls are mandatory at all funerals, even vegetarian ones, and I couldn’t half do with one right now. So enough procrastination: what are you saying?’

Fotheringham took his own turn at casting a slow eye across the headstones.

‘Do you know the joke about the two hunters, out of ammo, who come across a lion in the grassland?’

‘Can’t say that I recognise it so far, no.’

‘Well, the lion clocks them, so one of them drops his gun and just starts running. His mate tells him he’s mad, there’s no way he can outrun a lion. The first guy says: “I don’t need to outrun the lion: I only need to outrun you.”

‘Al Q hit the Twin Towers because the Yanks made it easy for them. I’m saying we should make it no fucking picnic to be an Al Q operative in the UK: present ourselves as the hardest option and let the rest watch their own backs.’

‘Far be it from me to pour cold water on your enthusiasm, but I’m obliged to remind you that counter-terrorism isn’t really your area of expertise.’

‘No, sir. My area of expertise is idealistic half-wits looking for some cause to make their lives seem meaningful and their selves feel important. I’ve seen them of every stripe, every colour, every political hue, and the one thing they all have in common is, to use an appropriately jingoistic phrase, they don’t like it up ’em. For every truly committed suicide bomber, there’s two dozen easily-led romantics who’ll go looking for a new hobby if things start to get hot.’

‘Meanwhile my sausage roll is starting to get cold.’ Williams began walking as directly towards the carpark as the headstones allowed. ‘I came here to bury a colleague, not to listen to your head unravelling, Fotheringham. Sounds like you should stay out of what you clearly don’t know.’

‘With every respect to his memory, I know our departed boss has exited the stage not a moment too soon.’

Williams checked his stride, casting an eye towards the dispersing mourners and the growing cavalcade of slowdeparting cars.

‘Gracefully,’ Fotheringham continued, ‘with his legacy and dignity intact, before the likes of Al Qaeda exposed him as an anachronism. They’ve changed the game beyond anything Selby could recognise, ripped up our definitions of the unthinkable and made it easier for the next nutter along to contemplate atrocity. This isn’t a war, not even a cold one. You said it yourself, there’s no generals to assess or outsmart, no rifts or factions to exploit, and you don’t get to see troops massing before the strike comes.’

‘Justin Selby was a man of honour and principle.’

‘Unquestionably, sir. He believed in democracy and good old-fashioned fair play. These fuckers don’t.’

Fotheringham stopped and stood still. Williams ignored his punt at dramatic effect and ambled onwards, charting a straighter course towards the exit.

‘It’s time we started playing dirty too, sir. I’d like to see how many of their “disaffected loner” recruits and so-called fanatics remain quite so committed once they start picking up their teeth.’

Williams shook his head. ‘So a few public floggings, maybe a beheading in Trafalgar Square, that what you have in mind?’ He walked backwards as he called out his disappointed scorn, then turned again and proceeded in the direction of that much-vaunted sausage roll.

Fotheringham stood his ground, undaunted by Williams’s departure.

‘I’m talking about OFP 857.’

Williams stopped and turned around. OFP 857 was one of MI5’s more badly kept secrets, and it was no surprise that Fotheringham should know about it. The question was, given his ratified flaky status, how much he really knew, or how much he’d merely bought into the myth.

‘Did I hear you right?’

‘Yes, sir. Since September 11th we’ve found ourselves facing a real monster: multi-headed, poison-tongued, murderous and entirely ruthless. I think the time is right for us to unleash a demon of our own.’

Williams had to stifle a laugh. Ever since Selby’s colossal fuck-up in not burying it properly when he should have, this was a story that had rattled around the organisation down the years, in rumours, half-truths, speculation and out-and-out bollocks.

‘What do you know about OFP 857? Seriously. Do you know what it stands for, for a start?’

‘Omega File Prisoner 857. Imprisoned without trial, detained indefinitely, in order to cover up his activities. Also known as army sergeant Maurice Shiach, assigned to train Territorials and student OTCs around the country. Originally recruited as an informant by Special Branch in the Seventies, investigating suspected extreme right-wing factions in the TA. In the Eighties he was unofficially given free rein to recruit and assemble—’

‘Bollocks he was.’

‘Just the way I heard it, sir.’

‘That’s the problem. There’s so much hair grown on that sorry tale, a lot of Boys’ Own shit that people want to believe in. What else do you know, from “the way you heard it”?’

‘That he ran a prototype covert assassination unit, to take out subversive elements without raising suspicion over the motives of their deaths. Accidents, suicides. That’s why I brought it up. The people we’re facing these days love to have martyrs. It fuels their cause. This way, we could deny them that while taking crucial heads.’

‘You believe we can enhance the security of our country by killing certain of the people who live here?’

‘People who are planning to undermine that security, yes. If we’d popped Bin Laden coming out of Highbury one afternoon, several of our citizens might not have died on September 11.’

This was Fotheringham in full flake mode. He wasn’t the first to be seduced by the Shiach myth: who wouldn’t like to believe we had a secret unit who could almost invisibly wipe out the people who threatened us? The reality was less romantic, a repeat of it unthinkable. It was high time Fotheringham was disabused of his misconceptions, though if he seriously had the stomach for what he was deludedly contemplating, Williams might yet be able to use that. If nothing else, he had brought to the top of the agenda one of the unsolved problems Williams had just inherited from Selby.

‘You start with Bin Laden, but where do you stop, David? Who’s going to make that call? Me? You? Shiach?’

‘Desperate times call for desperate measures.’

‘We’re not that desperate yet. Believe me, he wasn’t some 007, licensed to kill. Shiach was a nightmare looking for someone to dream him: someone feeling like you do now, angry and frustrated and wishing you could just blow the bad guys away. He was a psychopath in need of a cause to justify his bloodlust, and Shiach was more interested in the blood than the cause. He was little more than hired muscle, impatient to provide the way if someone else had the will.’

‘You mean the Architect?’

‘Ah, you’ve heard that nonsense too. Shiach’s own mythmaking, that one. That was how he seduced his recruits: told them about his silent partner who was in MI5, giving the impression that what he was up to was sanctioned. Trust me, what he was up to was entirely off his own back. He was a self-deluding nutter, and the myths came about because Justin Selby inadvertently fed his delusion by covering the whole mess up.’

‘What exactly did this mess consist of?’

‘Shiach’s “unit” murdered some lefty activist lawyer and made it look like suicide. To this day, the widow doesn’t know any different. Nobody does. Selby found out, though. He’d been worried about Shiach for a while and engaged the time-honoured paranoid ploy of sending an informant to inform on his informant. He got nothing from the main man, but one of Shiach’s TA recruits spilled his guilt-ridden guts, and not a moment too soon, because it wasn’t all clever little suicides they were planning. That’s the myth: that they dreamt up subtle, invisible ways to make inconvenient people disappear. Not Shiach. He wanted mayhem. Hide in plain sight. The more messy and insane, the harder it is to see the motive.’

‘What happened to the recruit?’

‘Topped himself, ironically.’

‘You sure he topped himself?’

‘Oh, yeah. Shiach was locked up by then. I say ironically because there were no repercussions for him, apart from his own guilt, it would seem. Selby had to make the whole thing go away, and he impressed upon the guy that there’d be no murder case to answer as long as no-one knew there’d been a murder. But Shiach didn’t just need to be silenced, he needed to be stopped. That’s where Selby screwed up. He should have thrown the whole thing open to the cops, but he was terrified of the political damage. You can say the phrase “rogue element” as many times as you want, but when you’ve got someone connected to both the security and intelligence services wiping out dissidents and making it look like suicide …’

‘I can see the headlines, yes.’

‘And you have to understand, the way Selby’s mind worked, he wasn’t protecting a government or a political party. He was protecting the very office of government, because what credibility would that office have, home or abroad, if we were perceived to be assassinating dissenters? He had to cover up the whole thing, and he had to get rid of Shiach. Me? I’d have given him a taste of his own medicine, suicided the bastard. Unfortunately, Selby’s stubborn principles ruled that out. He considered what Shiach had done an affront to everything he believed this country stood for, which included not killing people just because you find them inconvenient.’

‘So it’s true he had him imprisoned without trial?’

‘That part is true, yes. His identity has been effectively wiped, his files sealed and the only thing anyone on the inside knows is that he doesn’t have a parole date. Selby made him disappear in his own bloodless way, no doubt feeding Shiach’s delusion that he’s some kind of martyr, wronged patriot or detained secret agent. “Omega File Prisoner 857”. He must have loved that. Good job he doesn’t know what happened to Omega File Prisoners one through 856.’

‘What?’

‘Nothing. There weren’t any. It was Selby taking the piss because he knew Shiach drove a white VW Beetle.’

‘I don’t follow.’

‘Herbie’s registration was OFP 857.’

Fotheringham laughed. Williams knew he could now consider the myth officially debunked. The sausage rolls would all have been scoffed by now, but it had been worth it, as it looked like he now had the answers to two of his inherited problems: namely yoking Fotheringham’s loyalty and erasing Selby’s big mistake.

‘The bastard’s been rattling around various prisons since 1991, out of sight while his legend gets bigger and wilder. And now that Selby’s gone, he’s my responsibility. Out of sight but not out of mind, it would be fair to say. There’s safeguards in place to stop him talking to anyone on the outside, but nothing’s perfect, and you can imagine the fallout if his story ever did reach the public domain. It was a risk Selby was prepared to live with for the sake of his principles, but let’s just say he was a better man than I.’

‘I think I hear you, sir.’

‘You still think certain individuals’ deaths would benefit our national security?’

‘I do.’

‘Well, I might just have a job for you.’


December 16, 2001

Shiach stared into the blackness ahead, above, below. Everywhere but behind.

Behind, there were search beams, bright and penetrating, sweeping the decks in automated arcs, while sirens, klaxons and shouts rang pointlessly into the void. The ship was a tiny island of noise and light, its rage and ferment an insignificance amid this vast, indifferent nothingness. From the edge of such nothingness, it was easy to see just how small his world was, what little he would be leaving behind if he chose to make the leap.

Somewhere within the cacophony, and despite the rush of wind in his ears, he heard the shriek of metal that announced his makeshift barrier had been breached. Two guards emerged on to the rain-lashed deck, looking urgently around and quickly spotting him as he gripped the rim on the starboard bow. They shouted something, lost to the night, then split up, preparing to move in cautiously from two sides.

Time to decide. Cold, unknowing blackness ahead; a vivid, endless certainty behind.

He’d been offered a starker version of this choice before, and in a way it had been available to him every day since. Until now, there had been more reason to remain upon this tiny world, even if that reason was little more than hope, or even merely defiance.

‘You could, of course, save both our consciences a lot of trouble,’ Selby had said, placing a jar of sleeping tablets and a bottle of whisky down on the desk. The whisky was a cute touch, deliberately archaic, Selby’s revenge for Shiach telling him he belonged in a bygone era. ‘I know it should be a revolver, but I didn’t think that would be a wise thing to be giving you.’

‘You never had anything to fear from me, Selby. You’re the one who thinks we’re on different sides.’

Selby didn’t reply to that, just left the room and closed the door, the last time Shiach ever saw him. He wasn’t going to stay and argue when he knew he’d made all the points he needed to, especially as solitude would be more conducive to the resolution he sought.

There would indeed be ‘a lot of trouble’ for the sake of Selby’s conscience; trouble Shiach had no intention of sparing him, because his conscience was clear. No amount of whisky was going to elicit any remorse for his past, but it was more likely his future Selby thought he’d recoil from. Imprisonment without trial, no sentence, no parole, no judges to appeal to and no-one he could tell his story. Leaving aside the fact that nobody would believe him (and the stinging irony that he had been fastidious in wiping out the evidence himself), there was the inescapable conundrum, as Selby had so sincerely pointed out, that it would be entirely self-defeating. If he somehow managed to make the truth known, he would achieve only the destruction of the things he had sought to protect, and deliver everything into the hands of the very people he detested. He would disappear, leaving no trace of what he had done, to enter a world where he could tell nobody who he was. There would be no communication, no trace to be left for anyone to follow, and in seven years he would receive a legal declaration of his own death, but in reality there would be no such definite end in sight.

The whisky and pills option was presumably supposed to look that bit more attractive by comparison, and Shiach would admit that for a bleak few moments it did. However, the problem for Selby was that it wasn’t a limited-time offer. If he decided he couldn’t take it any more, Shiach could check out any time he liked, and every morning he woke up alive was another day on which the world, the country or even just the right minds could change.

That possibility was the price Selby would be forced to pay for his principles, just as silence was the price Shiach would be forced to pay for his. The difference was, Shiach trusted Selby’s moral resolve far more than was apparently reciprocated, given the series of obvious MI5 plants he sent in to monitor him down the years.

At first he considered it deeply insulting that Selby should think his agents wouldn’t be spotted by a man of his experience, but in time it dawned on him that perhaps it was only the screws (and maybe even their own handlers) they were supposed to deceive. It was Selby’s way of letting him know he still had his eyes and ears on him, no matter how many years passed, no matter what changed in the world outside.

The world on the inside changed little, even when it changed completely, as upon the two occasions he was moved to new prisons, each supposedly surpassing the security of its predecessor. Like he could ever have escaped. Escape was for lucky and audacious opportunists, exploiting lapses and complacency, or for schemers who masked their intentions behind a placid, anonymous face in the crowd of a teeming population. There would never be complacency around Omega File Prisoner 857, nor would any screw be allowed to think at any time that he posed no threat. He didn’t have an iron mask welded round his bonce, but it was still pretty obvious to the hired help that his was a special and extremely sensitive case. Their lack of even casual inquisitiveness, despite natural curiosity, was as telling as it was conspicuous. He would occasionally ask them how much they knew about him, but the most expansive response he’d ever got was that they were told ‘the information is on not so much a need-to-know basis as a what-you-don’t-know-can’thurt-you basis’. And that went right up the chain, within a system that was too busy, too strained just getting on with itself to allow its functionaries to dwell long upon one little mystery. Even an intrigued governor would have simply too much else on his plate to get hung up on questions he had no hope of receiving answers to. OFP 857, or less formally ‘Prisoner John Smith’, with all his added security considerations (no visitors; no mail, out or in; no phone cards nor ever to be unescorted in an area containing a telephone; no recording devices; no blank paper; periodicals only to be read – and replaced, intact, unmarked – under supervision; etcetera, etcetera, etcetera) would send any intelligent mind into bouts of speculation at first. Then soon enough he’d just become part of the furniture, an albeit colourful permanent fixture, but as such one that, like all other permanent fixtures, everybody got used to.

Everything becomes banal in prison, even mysteries. Whatever aura surrounds you when you walk in soon wears off once everybody’s seen you getting on with the same routine as all the rest, day after day after day. There was this strange unspoken code that you never asked about each other’s crimes. You could open up about your own, but you didn’t ask, recognising an invaluable right of privacy. Thus he would not have been conspicuous for never discussing why he was inside, if it wasn’t that, whether they spoke about it or not, everyone always knew what everyone else had done. Everyone else except John Smith, OFP 857. Christ knew what they guessed about him, but nothing they dreamed up could be as disturbing as the truth.

He had suffered a gross miscarriage of justice, but he couldn’t complain that the state had got the wrong man, and anyway he wasn’t comfortable considering himself some hapless victim. He would not disown his acts even if he could seek absolution, so there was no journey of self-rediscovery to embark upon. And given that successive governments would be deftly protected from knowledge of his existence, he could hardly be considered a political prisoner.

However, he had been incarcerated indefinitely and without trial, for following what he believed in: for having the guts to carry out the deeds necessary to protect the way of life and freedoms enjoyed by the very people who would most vehemently condemn him. That was the moral cowardice of the unaffected. Easy to say over your Guardian and croissants: ‘We must find better solutions than violence.’ Meaning YOU, some other bugger, must find better solutions, while we’ll be busy getting on with our comfortable lives.

He was a prisoner of conscience.

He had acted – just as now he silently endured – out of patriotism. There, he’d said it. Patriotism: a word devalued by a million halfwits waving plastic Union Flags, who bought a Piccadilly tourist-shop notion of what their country represented. A word scorned by a million liberal malcontents cutting off their noses to spite their collective face, considering it untrendy to stand up for a country that enshrined the very values that saddled their every high horse.

Patriotism was about knowing what your country stood for, and not being prepared to let anyone desecrate that, be they enemies foreign or domestic.

Oscar Wilde called it ‘the virtue of the vicious’, but then he was an Irish poof, so what could you expect? And maybe he was right, but that didn’t mean viciousness was without virtue. If there’s a cleaver-wielding rapist at the door of your teenage daughter’s student flat, would you rather she owned a sweet-natured and placid sandy Labrador or a snarling, one-hundred-and-eighty-pound black Rottweiler?

Humiliating as it was to recall, Shiach had never expected to see out even one year. Selby would be reined in by a superior, or perhaps Shiach’s very existence within the system would throw up too many awkward anomalies for his secret incarceration to be sustained. He’d envisaged secret meetings, confidential memos, factional lobbying and wrangling over this vital and explosive issue. What he didn’t appreciate was that he had ceased to be vital, explosive or even remotely important. The issue was closed when he was locked away, and the entire point of the exercise was that he would be out of sight, out of mind, gone and officially forgotten.

And then, just two weeks ago, it happened.

‘Smith, OFP 857. You have a visitor.’

The impossibility of this functioned on two levels. The first was the official, being the conditions that stipulated he wasn’t allowed so much as a piece of paper and an empty milk bottle with which to communicate to the outside world. This initially made him suspect that ‘visitor’ was a figure of speech, and that some form of HM Prison Service officialdom was about to make itself manifest, particularly given that it was around two o’clock in the morning. However, the second level of impossibility, militating even against this more mundane scenario, was that his current accommodations were aboard HMP Attendant, a converted Royal Navy medical frigate presently afloat upon the North Sea a couple of miles east of Grimsby. There had been a few latter-day hulks converted in recent years, mainly to alleviate overcrowding in onshore facilities, but Attendant was commissioned specifically to be the last word in escape-proof confinement. While the others remained anchored in bays, really just floating cell-blocks cheaper than fresh construction, Shiach’s home for the past three years was fully seaworthy, only putting in twice a week for supplies and highly vetted, closely monitored, one-on, one-off visits to prisoners.

He was led to a secure, windowless room containing only two chairs and a table. It wasn’t the visiting room, he knew, as according to fellow inmates, that had two-way mirrors concealing an observation gallery, microphones monitoring all conversation and triangulated video cameras picking up anything the restricted perspective behind the glass might miss.

A good place for someone to have an accident, he mused as he stepped inside, two screws remaining in the corridor behind him.

He took a seat and waited only a couple of minutes before the door opened and everything in his world suddenly changed. The MI5 emissary had arrived unheralded in the darkness, on a helicopter that no doubt officially never left the hangar, to conduct a meeting that never took place, with a prisoner who did not exist.

It was almost unsettlingly businesslike. He had a thousand questions, but knew he could ask none. Facts and statements, laid down flat. Conditions and parameters, time and date, special instructions and then an on-the-spot demand to accept or decline.

Not the toughest question he’d ever been asked. Accept or decline. Take this one and only chance or rot inside for the rest of your days, which were unlikely to be many given that Mike Williams was clearly prepared to be more, ahem, pragmatic than his predecessor when it came to eliminating risks.

For yes, Selby was dead. Nothing lasts forever, and no-one lives forever either.

Accept, he said. To which Fotheringham responded with one final stipulation, under the circumstances more difficult than anything else he’d be required to pull off.

‘When you leave this room, you look like you’ve been kicked in the gut, that whatever you learned in here just trashed whatever was left of your hope.’

He didn’t need to explain further. Speculation about himself and his status wore thin according to the law of diminishing returns, but something like this incident was bound to have the screws’ jungle telegraph buzzing. It was in his best interests to infer that his dark and secret burden had just got heavier, maybe even unbearable.

What truly was unbearable was the ensuing fortnight. Short time was the hardest time, according to those inmates with a parole date to aim at. To Shiach’s mind, few of his days or weeks had ever passed quicker or slower than others, but that had been when he had no reason to count them. However, if there was one benefit, it was that when the time came, he was entirely focused and ready, able to act without thought or hesitation, deliberate to the point of automatic.

Shiach always suspected Selby had screws working for him – placed agents or otherwise – as well as the more obvious plants among the various inmate populations, so it was no surprise that Williams could call upon similar unseen hands when the time came.

It didn’t take mass orchestration; it just took enough orchestration: perhaps only three, even as few as two people acting as instructed, more than likely ignorant of each other’s existence, let alone activities, and certainly ignorant of the intended consequences. Even Shiach himself would never know who they were, nor they that it was him they were helping. Things happened that shouldn’t happen, and things happened that no-one could plausibly anticipate, far less improvise spontaneously to take advantage of.

A fight broke out in the canteen, quickly escalating (and thus revealing itself as a deliberate prelude) to a hostage situation as four screws became isolated at the port end of the dining area, next to the kitchen. Shiach had chosen a table right at the back, accompanied as ever one-on-one by a screw (on this occasion one Officer Doyle) because the canteen area offered access to a phone via the kitchen. When the intended nature of the trouble was revealed, Shiach’s escort knew not to present himself as a fifth possible hostage and made for the starboard exit, which accessed the ‘nonsecure zone’, the part of the ship housing staff facilities and accommodation.

Shiach followed him to the door, which through a glass panel he could see a screw unlocking from the other side.

‘I’ve got no part of this,’ he said, hands raised. ‘Fuck’s sake, don’t leave me in there. It’s not as if I’m gonna go anywhere, is it?’

Doyle stepped aside and ushered him through, before getting the right side of the door himself. Having spent the past fortnight giving off an air of almost desolate resignation, Shiach knew he wouldn’t inspire much fear, especially with more pressing security issues to consider. And there was always the matter of being several miles out in the North Sea to allay those escape worries.

‘We’ll cuff this one and take him to the Rec room on B Deck,’ Doyle told his colleague. ‘We’re gonna need all hands down here, so we need to lock him up someplace and it has to be somewhere that doesn’t have a phone.’

‘Christ, does that matter so much right now?’ the other screw protested.

‘Only if still having a job next week matters. Don’t forget this is OFP 857,’ Doyle insisted, to Shiach’s great relief. These considerations had, he now understood, been accurately anticipated by Fotheringham, who had briefed him on the two locations he would most likely be taken. Individual staff quarters were the most secure, but nobody was going to leave a prisoner in there with access to their own property. The entire admin suite was just a communications playground, and the engine room was a massive no-no given fire and other sabotage possibilities. Thus, it was always going to be the staff showers or their recreation den, with the toss-up being between them preferring the risk of him squashing all their ping-pong balls to pissing on their towels.

He was cuffed, hands in front, and taken to B Deck, keeping his head down and steadfastly maintaining his now familiar expression of defeat as nervy and agitated screws passed him hastily in the corridors. There was no time for explanations, it being enough to see him escorted by two colleagues for them to file the otherwise irregular sight under The Least of Our Problems.

Doyle and his mate deposited him unfussily at the Rec room, commitments elsewhere causing them to eschew the expected lecture about what would happen to him if he abused these circumstances. Instead, Doyle settled for: ‘There’s a kettle, some tea, milk and stuff in the fridge. Help yourself. Don’t screw up.’

Shiach nodded rather pitifully, like he’d barely have the motivation to make a cuppa, never mind get up to mischief. Satisfied, they withdrew and locked him in. The lock was a sturdy, modern, five-lever fixture, indistinct from those in the secure zone apart from there being only one fitted to this door. However, the door was not his intended means of exit. The interiors of the staff decks had been remodelled with far less concern for containment considerations, meaning that many of the partitions consisted of no more than gypsum board and wallpaper mounted on aluminium frames. The shower room’s walls were constructed of sterner stuff to support the necessary ceramic coverings, but the changing area would have offered a joint-equal point of least resistance.

He folded up the ping-pong table and flipped down its castors, then got his shoulder behind it and rammed it into the wall. It took only two attempts for the whole table to smash through into the corridor.

Water began pouring from the sprinklers as he emerged behind the table, accompanied by the sound of fire alarms to add to the emergency klaxons already ringing around the tub. It was possible the inmates had set something ablaze in the kitchen, but also a tactical consideration that the screws had activated the system to make things cold and uncomfortable for the miscreants, dousing spirits rather than flames. Whoever did it, for whatever ostensible motive, was quite probably obeying secret orders, because either way, the upshot for Shiach was that the exterior deck access doors were automatically unlocked for evacuation purposes.

The cold of the sprinklers’ output was a reminder that things weren’t going to get any more cosy from here on in, but having been numb for more than a decade, it was exhilarating to feel anything at all. Nor could he afford any time to ponder what was ahead until he had made sure of getting there, which became complicated by the unexpected investigatory reappearance of Doyle and partner at the end of the corridor. The chancers had evidently been in no hurry to get back to the fray, and so hadn’t got as far away from the Rec room as he’d anticipated when he began his demolition. Shiach pulled a lever to unfold the table sideways across the passageway, the ends of either half tipping the walls at about thirty degrees to the horizontal, then he turned and ran for the door to the stairwell.

He lunged up the stairs three and four at a time, pausing in front of the door to the exterior deck so that he could remove a fire extinguisher from its strapping. The door, unlocked by the fire system, opened outwards as he plunged the handle, but not without the stiff resistance of the wind whipping rain against the metal. Shiach barrelled through and narrowed his eyes against the downpour, letting the door slam heavily behind him. He took the steel cylinder he’d lifted and wedged it between the door and the lip of the first of four short steps leading on to the open deck. It hardly constituted an insurmountable barrier, but it would buy him the seconds he needed.

He picked his way carefully across the slippery surface towards the starboard bow, staring out at the night, a prison the only visible vessel offering safety amid dead black nothingness.

When you leave this room, you look like you’ve been kicked in the gut, that whatever you learned in here just trashed whatever was left of your hope.

Who would be asking questions if an apparently depressed and possibly desperate prisoner seized the moment to end it all, given that he didn’t officially exist and had been legally dead for years anyway?

The next step was literally a leap of faith.

Yes, he’d been here before all right, but unlike Selby’s pills and whisky, with the two screws cautiously closing in, this one was a limited-time offer. Its options were also more clear-cut. Rejecting the pills and whisky was easy, because it bought time and time offered possibilities, time offered hope. Fotheringham had been dangling a whole new future in front of him, the very possibility he’d been holding out his hope for. If it was actually just bait, then it meant the end of hope. Either way, there was nothing left to live for on this ship.

Fotheringham was down there with scuba gear and handcuff keys, a speedboat floating unseen half a mile away, or Shiach was about to erase himself for Mike Williams’s convenience. He pulled at the rim with his fettered hands and hurled himself into the darkness, betting on the former. One of them would be right to have trusted Fotheringham, and the odds were it would be the one who had known him longer: the one who knew him as the Architect.
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