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ALSO BY MAX KINNINGS

Baptism


10:15 AM

11 Blenheim Terrace, Belgravia

Someone was playing Christmas songs. It was one of those compilation albums with pop hits: Slade’s ‘Merry Christmas Everybody’ and John Lennon’s ‘Happy Christmas (War is Over)’ interspersed with a few orchestral numbers. It was loud enough that Ronnie could just make it out in the cold London air. In an hour or two he would probably be able to smell turkey roasting. That was bound to make him feel homesick. As it was, the triple time that he was earning sweetened the fact that he was away from the family. A few more days like this and he would be able to take them away for New Year.

Ronnie had never worked on Christmas Day before. Considering all the years he had spent in the paras and then his time at Omega Security after his return to Civvy Street, it was surprising that he should never have spent at least one year out of his forty-six at work. He thought about the opening of the presents back home in Bromley. They would have started by now. It wasn’t so far away. As he looked towards the south-east, across the rooftops of Belgravia, he thought that it was probably only about nine or ten miles as the crow flies. It was very different from this neighbourhood, of course. Someone once told him – or he’d heard it on the news, maybe – that this part of London was some of the most expensive real estate in the world. The house had to be worth a mint. Twenty-five, maybe thirty million, had to be. Crazy money. There was no point in being jealous. It didn’t mean the family that lived in it were any happier. Far from it, if the headlines were anything to go by.

Ronnie’s two colleagues on the job, Paul and Roger – Roj – didn’t seem too bothered to be working on Christmas Day, either. Good money was always a sweetener. Paul was in the garden, securing the perimeter. Roj was patrolling the terrace at the rear of the building. What Ronnie didn’t know was that both his colleagues were dead. Paul lay in a puddle of blood on a path between two flower beds, his neck almost completely severed by the cheese wire that had been pulled through it; Roger was face down on the terrace, the top of his spinal cord eviscerated by a hunting knife. The man who had killed them both was now on his way to find Ronnie.

There would be time to put a call in to the family later. Maybe just before one o’clock when his wife, Trish, was hoping to have the turkey done. He shouldn’t really, but it would only take a couple of minutes. Ronnie paced across the roof terrace, moving away from the shadow cast by the chimney stack. He shut his eyes for a moment and enjoyed the winter sun as it shone down on him. Maybe he could get a last-minute deal and take the family somewhere hot. The Canaries were pretty warm at this time of year – or North Africa. Tunisia, maybe. They had had a great time there a couple of years before. He’d look into it when he had the chance.

Ronnie didn’t hear the footsteps across the roof terrace until they were almost upon him. He spun around and was confronted by a man dressed in black wearing a balaclava. Taller than Ronnie, who, at six feet two, had always considered himself large, the man punched him hard in the face, a blow that sent him reeling backwards. Before he could reach for a weapon or take any evasive action, his attacker had struck him again and pushed him with such force that he was thrown over the low wall on the perimeter of the roof terrace. He fell through the cold winter air, arms and legs flailing, until his trajectory was brutally interrupted by the spiked, wrought-iron railings at the front of the house, four of which passed through the middle of his body, erupting from his back in a neat, evenly distributed row of bloody exit wounds.


06:17 AM (four hours earlier)

V.I.P. Lounge, Heathrow Airport

Lily Poynter walked a couple of paces behind her parents. When she was little, she had walked ahead of them when they went anywhere together as a family. At some stage in her teenage years, she had started walking behind them. Maybe she was no longer as eager as they were to reach their destination. She knew it might look childish and petulant to walk behind them but she didn’t feel part of their world. She enjoyed the feeling of being distant from them. Any separation was welcome, even just a few feet of air. The amount of time she had spent locked up with them in the past three months had only served to amplify her feelings of resentment towards them. They had given up any pretence of civility towards each other long ago. It had barely survived the first week in Zurich, where they had relocated – fled, more like – after one of the more spectacular of the financial collapses of recent years, namely that of her father’s hedge fund, Stanmore Partners.

She knew her mother liked her to dress smartly when they were travelling by private jet and that’s why she had made a point of wearing her black leggings and hoody top, just to piss her off. What was the point of being able to travel by private jet if you couldn’t wear what the hell you wanted? Her mum was such a snob. So was her dad but he had other things to worry about now. Like how to stay out of prison. There was talk of Ponzi schemes and what made the media come on so hard was the lavish lifestyle that her parents had chosen to flaunt. Where other people at the top of the financial heap had kept their heads below the parapet during the storm, Lily’s mother and father had continued with their conspicuous consumption. The press liked nothing more than a downfall and, with apparent losses as enormous as those of Stanmore Partners, this was shaping up to be a clusterfuck of epic proportions. Despite running away to Switzerland, a drip feed of revelations ever since the story first broke had ensured the continued interest of the public on both sides of the Atlantic.

Lily watched her parents stiffen as they approached the exit. In the rarefied environment of the first-class lounge, they felt safe, cocooned from the outside world and its attendant hostilities. Out there, beyond the doors, their safety was diminished. As they stepped into the cold air and her mother looked back at her with that little pout of annoyance – keep up, Lily – her father looked around, checking for photographers, the ‘scum’, as he referred to them. But he was in luck, there weren’t any, and the car was right there ready for them. It was a massive black Mercedes. If she had a pound for every massive black Mercedes she had travelled in during her life, she’d probably have enough to hire one.

With the luggage stowed in the boot, their driver steered them through the light Christmas traffic towards central London. She watched him. He was slightly pasty but not unattractive. About thirty-five. Tall, slim; not a typical chauffeur’s build at all. He had that quiet unobtrusiveness that all the best chauffeurs employed: spoke when spoken to; didn’t offer an opinion unless it was invited. But when they joined the M4 from the airport feeder road, she caught him looking at her in the rear-view mirror. Right into her eyes. He looked away again immediately but it was enough to allow Lily to fantasise for a moment that he was checking her out. In truth, she knew that he probably considered her a spoiled little rich girl. Everyone else did. There was nothing she could do about it. What is it about being rich through no fault of your own that means that all your worries, troubles and insecurities are somehow invalidated? She hadn’t sought this life. It wasn’t as though she had been party to anything that her father had been involved in and now stood accused of. She had read all the charges that were laid before him in the court of public opinion and they were bad. If he had done half of what they said he had then he deserved to go down for a long time. Some of it was pretty inconclusive; some of it was less so. The media were enjoying his discomfort but they weren’t the source of the hate-filled diatribes. These came from the badlands of the Internet via social media. She couldn’t use Twitter and Facebook like her friends did, or even have an email address that contained her name, because she would receive hate mail and abuse. Most of it was directed at her father but some of it was directed at her. She had been threatened with various punishments, many of them sexual and a couple of them just plain sick. Her father had insisted that they report them to the authorities and she had done so. But once she had changed all her online identities, most – but not all – had stopped.

It wasn’t the trolls, however, that frightened her. They were just misfits and losers. It was the hackers, the members of activist – or ‘hacktivist’ networks – who could pry into every aspect of her life. She knew that, however many times she changed her online identity, she was unlikely to fool any of them. She knew they were out there; they were always out there, watching and listening. No one was safe. But only certain people were of interest to them. None of her friends were. Their fathers hadn’t been accused of fraud on an industrial scale that had made headlines around the world. It meant that her life was different from theirs even though her close friends never referred to it for fear of upsetting her.

It was still dark. The motorway rose on to the elevated section approaching Hammersmith and the lights of London stretched away ahead of them. It was good to be back in London. She watched her father. He sat in the passenger seat in the front. Staring ahead through the window at the approaching city, he picked at a hangnail on his thumb. It was the only sign of the turmoil that she knew was taking place within. For a man who had made a living out of betting on the future, the uncertainty that he and his family now faced was not something that could be processed without extreme stress. The papers had gone from discussing the possibility of him doing jail time to taking it as read that he would. It wasn’t as though she was pleased that her father was facing an imminent fall from grace. She had too much to lose. It was the ever-increasing feeling that he had brought most of his problems on himself through his arrogance and greed. It was as though the man she remembered from when she was a little girl had been a different person. He was successful in those days but he wasn’t poisoned by the world in which he worked. But that man was long gone. She hated the world of high finance and, as she watched her father staring through the windscreen at the approaching city, she thought that he was probably beginning to hate it too.


06:49 AM

Fortis Green Road, Muswell Hill

Ed Mallory took a big lungful of air as he stepped out of the back of the police car that had delivered him to the stronghold. It was probably all in his mind but he felt sure that he could taste something in the air that activated a chemical memory of the time he had spent in Muswell Hill. He had been living here at the time of the Hanway Street siege in Kensal Rise, a memory that he returned to on a daily basis not least because it was the negotiation that had cost him his sight. Up until that day, his years in Muswell Hill had been happy. He’d loved the woods and the open spaces around Highgate and Alexandra Park, loved seeing London in the distance and feeling that little bit removed from the urban grind. Being blind, these matters didn’t seem to concern him as much as they once had. Maybe they should do; maybe he should make more of an effort to regain some approximation of his former life. But, even after fourteen years, he didn’t seem ready to begin the journey. His former psychiatrist had despaired of his inability to achieve any level of acceptance of his condition. As far as she was concerned, Ed was wilfully obstructing his own healing process. He probably was and, as though in confirmation of this, he had stopped seeking advice from the medical community.

Ed was taken through to the negotiating command centre. It smelled like all the rest: cheap coffee and residual cigarette smoke. Smoking wasn’t allowed in negotiating cells, as it once had been, but it clung to clothes and tainted the breath of some of the cell’s occupants. He was introduced to the other members of the team. It was at moments like this that he wondered how he must appear to people. His face was scarred; the worst damage was around his eyes, which were concealed behind sunglasses as always. It wasn’t vanity that made him consider his appearance but a sense of the effect that it might have on others. What he dreaded was that people looked at him and felt pity. He wanted no one’s pity and his suspicion that others might feel it fuelled what he knew his former colleagues had referred to as his off-hand manner. Being awkward or difficult was not something he did consciously. These traits, combined with the black clothes that he always wore, were all part of his ongoing refusal to conform to the role of the victim.

He said, ‘Hi,’ to each of the other members of the negotiating cell in turn, each welcome of a uniform tone and volume. He had not worked with any of them before, which was unusual. Maybe it was something to do with it being Christmas morning but he couldn’t help but feel that the negotiating team had been thrown together with the primary criteria being availability rather than any sense of team chemistry. But that suited him fine. It felt good to be back on the job. At least, he wanted it to feel good. He had been looking forward to this for months. But dreading it too.

Leaving the force had come at a difficult time. Although many of his former colleagues had assured him that he was going to be on their speed dial when his style of psychological insight was required in a negotiation, the phone hadn’t exactly been ringing off the hook. He had supplemented his earnings with some lectures and seminars. The corporate work had gone down well and the money was good. His insight into negotiating techniques in hostage situations appeared to fascinate the business community. And he enjoyed the work. To a degree. But he was afraid that he was becoming a former hostage negotiator. He might be able to survive financially on the speaking circuit, but psychologically he would struggle.

The negotiating cell co-ordinator was a man called Keir. He sounded young and the soft skin on his palm as they shook hands confirmed this. Ed wasn’t one of those people – and he had met other hostage negotiators who were – who found it difficult to work with and defer to a younger person. Besides, Keir sounded like a good co-ordinator. He was calm, unhurried and organised: all qualities that should have reassured Ed. But Ed found it difficult to allow himself to be reassured. It was an unusual sensation but he was feeling, not scared exactly, but anxious. He had been lucky that morning. A situation had arisen and he was available. He couldn’t afford to screw this up and, if for no other reason, it had him a little spooked. It wasn’t something that he couldn’t cope with – he had been doing this for long enough to know how to deal with his own psychological demons – but he felt jittery nonetheless.

‘Raymond Stolton is sixty-five years old,’ said Keir as he began his briefing. Ed had already been given the basic details but it was good to have these fleshed out. ‘He’s a retired plumbing supplies manager.’

‘Successful? High self-esteem?’ asked Ed.

‘Doubtful; it was early retirement. Company went down. He’s had a couple of failed marriages, had a bit of a drink problem.’

‘Had?’

‘That’s what we’ve got. Anyway, he’s quite lucid; basically wants to know what his legal situation is, having shot and killed Ryan Howell, the seventeen-year-old accomplice of his hostage, Aiden Carver. If he doesn’t have a clear, public assurance that he won’t be prosecuted for killing Howell, he’s going to kill Carver.’

‘Hanged for a sheep as a lamb,’ said Ed.

‘Exactly.’

‘What about weapons?’

‘One shotgun, as far as we can tell.’

Keir went on to tell Ed about the layout of the house and Raymond and Aiden’s location in the hallway. Without being able to refer to notes, Ed had to retain as much information as he could. Within moments, he was going to be negotiating with this Raymond, a man he had never spoken to before in his life. A total stranger. He was going to speak to him and try to persuade him to give himself up. It was something he had done many times. It was what he did and it should have felt natural.

Ed slipped on the headset and a call was put through to the house.

‘Hello?’ The voice on the other end of the line was frightened, suspicious.

‘My name’s Ed Mallory; I’m a negotiator. I’m here to try to resolve this situation.’

‘I told that twat earlier. I told him that I’m not going to give this little shit up unless I’m home and dry.’ The voice belonged to a Londoner but Ed couldn’t narrow down its origins any more specifically than that.

‘This is Raymond who I’m speaking to, is it?’

‘Who the fuck else would it be?’

‘OK; I can call you Raymond, can I?’

‘Call me Ray.’

‘OK, Ray. What do you mean when you say that you’re not going to let Aiden go free unless you’re home and dry?’

‘I’m not going down for this.’

‘There’s no one saying that you will.’

‘He attacked me in my own home. I did what anyone would have done.’

‘Of course, but with the greatest respect, Ray, this isn’t the best way of going about the necessary discussion. We need to check you over, make sure you’re OK. You’ve been through a terrifying ordeal. When that’s all done, we can talk about the legal implications.’

‘No way. I want this sorted now. This little fuck isn’t so clever anymore. You should see him. He’s shitting himself.’

‘I understand why you feel vengeful, Ray. But this isn’t the right thing to do. You need to let your hostage go and then we can talk.’

Ed heard something on the line. It was the sound of a bottle of something being up-ended into a mouth. It confirmed Ed’s suspicions that Ray had been drinking.

‘I know what’ll happen here, Mr Negotiator. I walk out of here and then the police will get hold of me. There’ll be a court case and some clever, stuck-up public-school wanker will start tearing me apart and, before you know it, I’ll be inside when this little shit is out mugging old ladies.’

‘Will you answer me something, Ray?’

‘Go on.’

‘Are you drinking?’

‘I’ve had a Scotch. I bloody needed one.’

Ed settled into his seat and tried to relax. He might as well get comfortable because he felt sure he would be there for quite some time.


07:02 AM

Lemon Road, Shoreditch

Lucas’s face was twisted into a sneering, hate-fuelled grimace. He hated the pain in his arms and shoulders as he pulled up on the bar. Hated it, yet also loved it. With each strain of exertion he was getting stronger, his muscles were getting harder. Every day, he spent long hours at the computer. All that time sitting immobile in front of a screen was enough to make a body go soft. Lucas didn’t intend to allow that to happen. He was twenty years old, old enough for a sedentary lifestyle to begin to take effect on his physique. Like any warrior engaged in combat, he had to make sure that he was battle ready. He wasn’t alone in this; he was one component of a much larger machine.

His muscles burned as he attempted another pull-up and succeeded. He was at one more than his previous best of twenty-nine. When he had first started his fitness regime earlier in the year, he had never imagined that he might be able to do thirty pull-ups. At the time, he had barely managed ten. Yesterday and the day before, he had attempted the thirtieth but failed each time, his arms shaking with exertion and losing their battle with the force of gravity. But today he felt more confident. As he pulled up for the thirtieth time and the veins bulged in his pock-marked forehead and his face became screwed up tight with exertion, he groaned the word thirty and, as he surrendered to the laws of physics, he kissed the bar. Dropping to the floor and landing on his bare feet, he whispered, ‘Yes,’ and punched the air. Managing to do thirty pull-ups for the first time was a good omen for what lay ahead.

Lucas wiped his face on a towel and pulled on his vest and sweatshirt. He slipped on a pair of trainers over his old football socks, did up the laces and made his way over to the desk in the middle of the room. The building in which they were squatting was an old office block. Building developers were hoping to renovate it and make it into luxury flats but they appeared to have run out of money, which meant that Lucas and his friends and fellow activists got to stay – for the time being, at least.

Lucas reached down to the bottom drawer and took out a revolver, clicked open the chamber and ran his thumb across the six bullets. Closing it again, he reached back into the drawer to take out the box of ammunition. He had never fired a gun before. But how hard could it be? He knew where the safety catch was, had read about how to handle it. Everything was on the Internet if you looked for it. Everything.

Lucas checked that the safety catch was on, slid the gun and the bullets into the side pocket of his jacket, which hung on the door. He pulled on the jacket and walked through into the open-plan area of the office. There were lots of workstations, all sectioned off from each other into little boxes like a battery farm. But their former occupants were long gone, their services either no longer required or required elsewhere. And now he lived here, surviving – flourishing, even – in the wreckage of capitalism.

What he was going to do today would be the start of an ongoing campaign of direct action. Lucas’s brothers and sisters around the world had closed the first chapter in the narrative that he was helping to shape. The movement had grown organically so far. Their anonymity was crucial to their survival. The concept of a leader was anathema to what the organisation stood for but, nonetheless, Lucas was, if not a leader, then a pioneer. Non-violence had served its purpose. There were other methods available now, methods that could be – indeed, should be – deployed for the first time. What was the point of going to all the effort of building a mass movement and taking sides against the military-industrial complex if you weren’t prepared to win? Lucas and his colleagues needed to let the enemy know that they were not going away. If that meant that some people had to die so the movement could gain momentum and show its commitment, then so be it. That was OK. It was justified. He wasn’t the only one who felt like that. There were others. Peaceful protest only worked up to a point. But this was a war and in war there are casualties.
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