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WASHINGTON, D.C.


Kedja Stirling rushed forward to open the doors for her boss. She knew he needed air. His face was flushed, his cheeks puffy, he messed with the collar of his shirt as he walked across the lobby. He didn’t acknowledge her assistance as he strode out of the Plaza Hotel into the brisk spring morning. He paused and squeezed a finger between his neck and his shirt collar as if trying to release pressure, then grumbled something before he marched down the stone steps toward the waiting black Mercedes.
‘Senator Charlton!’ came a shout from the right.
Charlton groaned and they glanced over to see a young female reporter scuttling across the steps toward them, phone in her hand held out in the hopes of getting a soundbite.
What Charlton wanted to do, Kedja knew, was to ignore the reporter, carry on down the steps, get into the car and away from there as fast as possible. Probably grab a Scotch or four.
‘Senator Charlton! I wanted to ask you a question about the trade bill!’
What he did instead – just as she’d been vehemently training him to do – was push every ounce of discomfort to the back of his mind and reach for his winning smile, before turning to face the journalist.
‘Elliott, make it quick,’ Kedja whispered to him. ‘Just enough to show you care.’
The question wasn’t really one of time. The point wasn’t even that they’d just come out of a grueling three-hour meeting with a band of idiots from the State Department – plus a bunch of overpaid technical ‘consultants’ – who didn’t understand the first thing about senatorial duties. The point was, through his own desire, Charlton was increasingly a national figurehead for this administration, and if he wanted to rise any further – hell, if he just wanted to stay where he was on the slippery pole of politics a few years – he had to make sure that the public continued to see the carefully crafted image they’d worked so hard to cement. And Kedja knew that meant limiting how much off-script time he gave to journalists, anyone, to a bare minimum.
The reporter, cheeks flushed and out of breath, came to a stop in front of them.
‘Sorry, Senator, I know you’re busy, but I’d really like to ask a question about the trade bill.’
‘That’s OK,’ Charlton said, his face and manner as welcoming as ever. Some people called it sickening, but mostly he was considered charming, at least by the nation’s right-wing press, who were already touting him as a future presidential candidate. With Kedja’s help, and some misfortune for others, she really believed she could get him there. ‘I really don’t have much time, but fire away.’
‘I realize the bill was fronted by your predecessor, Senator Narzary, but my understanding is that for the vast majority of companies, the changes you’ve instigated will substantially increase red tape for imports, and will ultimately benefit companies outside the US much more than our own.’
‘What we’re doing is positioning ourselves to take advantage of growing markets.’
‘But won’t these changes hamper trade with some of your closest partners if you⁠—’
‘Sorry, Miss…?’ Kedja said, stepping forward, placing herself in between her boss and the reporter.
‘Leanne Jarvis.’
‘Mr Charlton really does have to go now. We have a horribly busy schedule.’
‘I promise you, Miss Jarvis, this bill will smooth external trade,’ Charlton went on, ‘not hamper it, but it will see a shift in terms of who we deal with. Thank you, but like my assistant said, I really do need to get going.’
Kedja smiled, satisfied with his final words, and she and Charlton turned away from Jarvis to bound down the remaining steps.
‘But Senator Charlton…’
‘Ignore her,’ Kedja said, and she reached forward and pulled open the back door of the Mercedes.
Charlton reached the door, but Jarvis shouted out again.
‘I’d really like to arrange a full interview with you, so you can properly explain,’ she said.
Charlton turned and pulled out his smile again.
‘Of course,’ he said, before getting into the car.
Kedja grabbed a business card from the reporter then ushered her away, and soon both she and Charlton were safely inside the car.
‘Just go,’ Kedja said to Marta, the impeccably dressed driver up front.
Marta pulled the car into the road. Kedja caught the reporter’s eye as they went past. She couldn’t read the look she gave. Scathing? Knowing?
Kedja handed Charlton the business card.
‘Evening Herald?’ he said, sounding disgusted.
‘You just need to remember to keep your public face on,’ Kedja said. ‘I know you did OK with that reporter, but in the meeting… You can’t let the bastards get you down, as the saying goes. You never know who’s watching, who’s recording these days. You have to be⁠—’
‘I get it,’ Charlton interrupted.
Was his anger directed at her? She didn’t know. Maybe at his own performance earlier, as his mask had slipped more than once. Would that come back to bite them?
‘I’m not seeing much on social media yet,’ Kedja said, scrolling on her phone. ‘But it’ll probably take a few hours for things to properly filter through once people have given their version of events. What I can see so far is mostly positive. I think you’ll be fine.’
Charlton said nothing. Kedja knew that at twenty-eight years old, her more up-to-date view of the world was one of the very reasons why Charlton, in his fifties, relied so heavily on her to keep him on track with the younger generations. He, on the other hand, bullishly made as much use as he could of pen and paper and what others viewed as outdated communication methods because… Why not? Previous generations had got by doing so just fine, and he wouldn’t change if he could avoid it. That was fine by Kedja. It earned Charlton a lot of support from like-minded individuals, but she was there to make sure he appealed to the masses too.
Of course, Kedja was much more than just an eye into the modern world; she was a political intellectual too. Someone Charlton, who’d only turned to politics in the sixth decade of his life, still had a lot to learn from. Charlton knew how to handle the Chinese and Russians and Arabs in a boardroom, knew how to garner support from big businesses with promises of untold riches and lax regulation that had executives and shareholders drooling, but handling groups of left-wing zealots hankering for his blood was something different altogether. A challenge, although absolutely not an insurmountable one. Just look at how far they’d come already in his short career in politics.
‘Where are you going?’ Kedja asked, when Marta took a left turn rather than the expected right.
‘To the Capitol.’
‘Then why are we heading further away?’
‘There was an accident,’ she said. ‘This way will be quicker.’
Charlton didn’t say anything but folded his arms and sat back in his seat as he stared out of the window.
Within a couple of minutes, they were gridlocked. Kedja caught Marta’s eye in the mirror.
‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t know.’
Neither Charlton nor Kedja responded, but Charlton looked out of his window, doing a lousy job of hiding his contempt.
It took longer than it should have, but they eventually made the turn onto Independence Avenue where traffic trudged slowly back and forth along the wide street. The Washington Monument and Lincoln Memorial were among the many renowned sights behind them, and the Capitol Building loomed in the near distance in front.
They closed in on the Capitol, tourists dotted here and there outside, mostly taking selfies in front of the statues of famous Americans, past and present.
They reached the intersection with Washington Avenue and came to a stop once more. Their destination was so close. Kedja knew Charlton was getting increasingly antsy now, with yet another big meeting on the horizon. Although he seemed unusually distracted too. Something on his mind other than the daily rigors of being a senator she thought. Rather than try to reassure him, she looked away, out of her window, acting calm and collected, hoping it would rub off on him. She spotted two men on the sidewalk a few yards away. Not tourists. They moved with more purpose. They weren’t walking too quickly, nor too slowly. Yet somehow they didn’t belong, as though the aura around them marked them out as imposters.
Not unusual to see such types in a big city; every other street had someone who didn’t belong, for one reason or another.
Kedja kept an eye on them as they neared. Both men had their hands in the pockets of their thick jackets. The one on the left was jittery, and even though Kedja could see little of their faces under their hoods, he was definitely the youngest.
The men were only five steps from the Mercedes when the younger man nudged the other, as if he’d seen something that had grabbed his attention. With the nudge, the taller man lifted his head slightly too, his face fully visible now. Kedja’s gaze followed his across the road, where she spotted two other men who could have been mirror images of those closest to her.
All four moved in unison toward the Mercedes as they pulled their hands from their jacket pockets.
Guns.
Kedja’s heart jackhammered in her chest, while every other inch of her froze. A moment later, booming gunfire consumed every sense, stirring her to life.
‘Go, go, go!’ she screamed to the driver.
Marta didn’t hesitate. She hit the accelerator and the Mercedes shot forward, gunfire bursting everywhere. Flashes of light cut through the foreground like strobes. Kedja, wide-eyed, was pushed back in her seat. Glass shattered, then⁠—
Smash.
Kedja was thrown forward, her face smacking into the seat-back in front of her. Her nose burst open, and blood poured out as pain erupted.
They’d hit something, and they were going nowhere.
‘Elliott!’ she shouted.
She spat blood and looked at Charlton. He was fumbling with his seat belt. From somewhere she found an inner strength and focus, or perhaps it was just survival instinct. She unclasped her belt and slid across to Charlton as bullets raked the metalwork of the car on her side. She managed to release his belt and heaved open the crumpled door leading away from the gunfire. She quickly checked on Marta. Blood and grisly flesh covered the dashboard. Kedja gasped in horror before pushing Charlton out of the car and to the ground. She slipped out beside him, staying as low as she could.
Pedestrians were running and screaming as the gunfire continued.
‘What’s happening?!’ Charlton shouted.
Kedja didn’t bother to answer.
She scanned the area. There’d been two men this side of the car moments before. Now? One lay on the ground, blood seeping from a hole in his chest. The other was in a frenzied attack with… Who? Not a police officer; she couldn’t see anyone in uniform.
Kedja jolted as the rapid-fire gun released a hail of bullets and their attacker scuttled away from the man he’d been tussling with, before dropping to the floor with a line of bullet holes rising up his torso.
Kedja stared toward the other man with the gun as distant sirens cut through a momentary ceasefire. She heard the shouts of police officers already closing in. The man who’d felled the two shooters turned to her. Made eye contact. Pointed the gun toward… them?
‘Get down!’
Kedja pushed herself and Charlton to the ground as gunfire burst once more. Not at them anymore, though – this time it was directed somewhere else.
‘Go, go!’ she screamed at Charlton, pulling on his collar. ‘We need to go!’
She got to her feet but stayed low and tugged him again; he complied and they scurried together toward the large concrete plinth of a statue, skidding around it to safety.
‘You’re hit?’ Charlton said.
She wiped at the blood pouring from her face, noticed the hole in the sleeve of her jacket.
‘Shit!’ she said.
She hadn’t even realized, but as the adrenaline started to wear off the pain arrived. She grimaced and squeezed her eyes shut.
‘We’re going to be OK,’ she said, trying to reassure them both.
A shout came from across the road. Police?
Kedja glanced around the concrete to see one of the attackers in cover behind a truck. But where was his companion, the fourth shooter?
Two police officers burst onto the scene, surrounding the gunman. They gave a quick shouted warning, or instruction of some kind, but a beat later they opened fire and the attacker’s body pulsed from the barrage of bullets.
A wave of nausea washed through Kedja and she had to swallow hard to keep her insides in. She scuttled the other way, peeking out from the other side of the statue.
That man, the one who’d tackled their attackers. He was there. Weapon in his hands still. The next moment the final attacker darted into view from the other side of the Mercedes. Bullets sprayed and cut into him and he went down in a heap of his own blood.
The gunfire stopped. Sirens came from all directions. Shouting from more police closing in too.
The good Samaritan turned in Kedja’s direction. He locked eyes with her for a split second. She froze.
Then he dropped his weapon, turned and sprinted away.
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MARIETTA, GEORGIA


Curtis shut down the engine of his Range Rover but remained in the plush cream leather seat. A more than comfortable enough place to sit and spend some time, but it wasn’t his fondness of the car that caused him to pause. His eyes moved across the windows of his home, the redbrick-fronted house as handsome as ever, and his pride at the building belonging to him as strong as ever too.
He and Rachel had bought the place only six months ago, a cut-price deal considering the location and its size, reflecting the amount of work it needed. They’d already spent a small fortune as they began the process of turning it into their dream home. Sash windows renovated, roof and cladding replaced, internal walls and ceilings stripped and made good, and they’d restored tiles and hardwood floors to their original glory.
Curtis loved his home, so why was he finding it so hard to go inside?
He glanced at the clock on the dash before he put his hand to the door and stepped out into the cold evening. Just gone 8 p.m. The night was chilly, even though spring had apparently arrived.
He headed over to the front door, opened it and went inside.
‘Rachel?’
‘In here.’
Kitchen.
He took off his jacket and shoes and walked across the patterned tiles to the back of the house and the sprawling kitchen – the only room they hadn’t yet remodeled downstairs. The worn wooden cabinets, the drab brown walls, the dated appliances; everything looked and smelled of oldness in here, even if it remained useable enough and had undoubtedly cost a fortune when installed a couple of decades ago.
For some reason Curtis felt daunted about the prospect of turning this space around now, nothing like the excitement that had filled both him and Rachel not long back.
His wife was sitting at the kitchen counter, facing away from him, with her head tilted to look up at the small TV on the wall.
He approached her and kissed her on the cheek. She had the remains of a plate of food in front of her and a full glass of white wine. The now-empty bottle it had come from stood across the counter.
‘I started without you,’ she said, not looking at him.
‘I can see.’
‘I tried calling.’
‘I was…’
He didn’t bother to finish the sentence. In the middle of something he almost said, but what did those bland words help to explain exactly? Anyway, missed calls between them were par for the course these days, both of them continuously under the cosh, sleepwalking to middle age one seventy-hour work week at a time.
‘It’s in the fridge,’ she said. ‘Just a microwave meal.’
He opened the fridge door. The huge space was practically empty except for butter, beer, wine, his favorite collection of hot sauces, and a chicken parmigiana. Last night he’d suggested they go to a restaurant this evening. Or get takeout. Or that he could even make something. But quite honestly, after the day he’d had, and how late he’d arrived home, this was his preferred option now anyway.
‘Thanks,’ he said.
He plonked the plastic container in the microwave and set it on high for five minutes.
‘How was your day?’ he asked, as he snapped the cap off a beer.
Not that he really was interested in the answer, but he knew Rachel liked to vent, and it was the done thing, right? Married couples telling each other about their days, the highs and lows. Curtis hated it. Hated having to go through it all in his mind a second time.
Rachel swiveled around on the stool, glass in hand, a couple of fingers of her wine already gone. Her face was still made up from a day in the office, but she looked seriously tired, her eyes glazed, a little bloodshot. Probably exactly how he looked.
‘Bellamy has been on my back all day,’ she said. ‘I just don’t get it.’
‘He still doesn’t think you should go to trial?’
‘Doesn’t think it? It’s more than that. It’s like his life is threatened by the prospect. I don’t know what his game is anymore. Maybe it’s all just to screw me over.’
‘Why would he want that?’
She didn’t answer as she took another sip of her wine. Well, more of a glug, really.
‘I told you before,’ Curtis said. ‘Stick to your guns. If you think the deal is bullshit then don’t accept it.’
‘That’s easy for you to say, isn’t it?’
The words snapped out of her mouth like shotgun pellets, her bitterness evident. But that was simply the way she saw their work. She was the overworked defense attorney, ‘living the dream’ by being the type of lawyer everyone saw depicted in movies, but earning nowhere near what her talent and hard work deserved, not to mention the stress. Meanwhile, he had ‘sold out’ to work as a corporate lawyer serving rich clients.
As irritated as that view made him, Curtis still bit back a response.
And after all, it was their respective careers which had brought them together in the first place. He’d first met her when one of his clients had been on trial for fraud. They’d worked together for months preparing, getting closer all the time, had slept together for the first time three nights before his client was cleared.
Their lives had seemed so similar then, not just their careers but a sense of shared pain that brought them closer, him meeting her only a few years after his mom’s death when he was still finding comfort for his grief by dedicating his heart and soul to his work. Head in the sand, perhaps. Rachel, on the other hand, was an only child and didn’t have the added complication of an estranged sibling like him, but her dad had died when she was in her teens. She’d hated him. Hated how he’d abused both her and her mom, but she’d also become distant from her mom in the aftermath. Perhaps guilt of some sort, or perhaps because she’d felt her mom should have done more to protect her.
Her mom lived near Seattle now, thousands of miles away, and had remarried. Rachel hardly ever spoke to her, saw her even less. When Curtis and Rachel had met, they’d both had so little emotional support around them, which he knew explained why they’d both tied themselves, tied their lives, so closely to their work back then.
Except now, years later, that same work ethic no longer brought them closer together, it only pushed them further and further apart.
He downed half of his beer in two large gulps. The alcohol provided immediate relief to his weary mind. He put the bottle down and went over to his wife again. She barely moved as he put his arms around her and brought her close.
‘Why don’t we do something this weekend?’ he said. ‘We could both do with the break. A night away to get our minds off work?’
She didn’t answer. A few moments later she pulled back from the embrace.
‘I told Bellamy I’d go in Saturday morning,’ she said. ‘Just for half a day.’
‘Meal out Friday night then?’
‘Everywhere good’ll be booked.’
She finished the remainder of her wine.
‘I can try?’ Curtis said. ‘We haven’t been to Valentino’s for months.’
She stood up from the stool.
‘Maybe, but I was trying to get a dinner date with Anne and Russ, remember?’
No, he didn’t remember. And the idea didn’t appeal at all, even if Russ was technically his friend.
She headed over to the fridge. Curtis glanced at the TV. The news. Something a bit more light-hearted would have been better after the toil of a working day. The scrolling banner on the screen and the report itself both carried the same story, about an armed attack near the Capitol Building in which several people had been injured and ‘at least’ three attackers were dead.
‘Do you want some?’ Rachel said.
Curtis glanced over his shoulder. She held a bottle of Crémant in her hand.
‘What are we celebrating?’
The humph she gave showed she really didn’t appreciate the jovial comment.
‘Yeah, please,’ he added quickly.
‘It’s almost a good news story for once,’ she said, nodding toward the TV. Curtis flinched when the cork popped out of the bottle.
‘Good news?’ he said, his eyes now firmly fixed on the screen. He’d heard about the incident several times throughout the afternoon – news alert on his watch, the top story on his phone’s news feed – but he hadn’t paid it any real attention until now. How sad was that? That a major incident in which multiple people had lost their lives was seemingly so commonplace that it drew little more than a cursory reaction from him.
‘Some guy stopped the attack,’ Rachel said. ‘A random passerby.’
‘Yeah?’ Curtis said, only half-listening to her.
Over the top of the newscaster’s voice, shaky cellphone footage played of the apparent moment the passerby first intervened.
‘Elliott Charlton?’ Curtis said. ‘The senator?’
‘The intended target, apparently.’
She handed him a flute of sparkling wine and chinked his glass.
‘So just who is the mystery hero?’
the newscaster said, as the screen paused on an out-of-focus image of the man. ‘That is the question on a nation’s lips tonight.’
Blue jacket. Jeans. Tall, lean. Cap covering his face.
Most of his face, anyway.
Curtis stared as the world around him blurred, and a year-old memory stirred.
The last time he’d seen his brother…
The sun’s rays blasted through the wide windows, making the room feel uncomfortably stuffy and airless. Curtis stared down at the photograph on the dresser. The only photograph, the only knick-knack of any kind, left on display in the bedroom now. He’d deliberately left this one until last.
The dresser itself – five drawers high, old dark-stained pinewood that was scratched and worn and marked, but in a way which somehow gave it a hearty charm – was something of a family hand-me-down, having come from Curtis’s great aunt to his grandmother, then finally to his mother over fifteen years ago.
Three families, even more house moves. In many ways he wasn’t sure if he wanted to see the piece of furniture ever again, though he’d already decided he’d take it with him today, if it fitted in the back of his car. Just one more thing he was unable to let go of.
He picked up the photo frame, holding it gently like it was an injured baby bird whose newly formed wings were as delicate as sugar paper.
Four smiles beamed back at him. Himself, nine years old, Finn, seven, and his mum and dad in their early forties. He remembered the day. Their first vacation after moving from England to Georgia. The bright sunshine. The smell of the pine trees that surrounded the lakeside cabin. The glistening blue pool with the seahorse mural at the bottom that he and Finn had challenged each other to dive down to and touch. The endless fun they’d had jumping in and out of the water for hours on end until their fingers were like prunes and their ears sloshed with trapped pool water.
Yet, as familiar as the still image had become, as vivid as the whole day burned in his mind, looking at the picture now he barely recognized his parents.
They looked so young and full of life…
Why couldn’t he grasp that image of them – that version of them – in his head?
He heard the faint clunk of a car door outside. He moved to the window and peered down below. Finn stood by the front gate, arms folded, looking up. He spotted Curtis and motioned to him.
Curtis sighed and, picture still in his hand, headed down the stairs and out to his brother.
The warm sunshine, the blue sky – such a contrast to the mood of the day. Curtis would much rather it was cold, wet and dreary.
‘You’re leaving already?’ Curtis said, as he looked from his brother to the car where Finn’s girlfriend, Emily, was already seated in the passenger seat, phone in hand.
‘We’ve got a long journey.’
‘I thought you wanted to help me.’
‘I thought I had?’
‘The movers haven’t even arrived yet.’
Curtis glanced at his watch. They were half an hour late. Typical.
Finn sighed. ‘What else can we do? We’ve got everything that means anything. The rest is…’
‘Junk?’
‘The rest will be put to good use for people who need it.’
‘You want this?’ Curtis said.
He held the photo out. Finn set his eyes on it and for a few moments said nothing. Then he took it from Curtis and smiled.
‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Thanks.’
‘So where are you off to this time?’ Curtis asked.
‘Dubai.’
Curtis said nothing but the scathing look he received from Finn suggested his brother had read his thoughts.
‘It might not be your lifestyle of choice,’ Finn said, ‘but that doesn’t mean it’s bad.’
Curtis glanced over to Emily, still focused on her phone. He’d only met her for the first time at the funeral two days ago. She seemed nice enough, even if he knew next to nothing about her, other than that Finn had met her a few months previously. As smitten as she seemed, Curtis had doubts as to how much longer she had left on Finn’s merry-go-round of life.
Finn reached out and put his hand on Curtis’s shoulder.
‘I know it’s been harder for you. You’ve been stuck so close to⁠—’
‘Stuck?’
Curtis glared at his brother and the conciliatory look on Finn’s face dropped away.
‘Seriously, what do you mean by stuck?’ Curtis said. ‘Do you mean for the past six months I’ve been our mom’s daily carer? The one of us by her side as she wasted away. Is that what you mean?’
‘No,’ Finn responded, his tone just as hard as Curtis’s, as though he was the aggrieved party. ‘But I’m not going to stand here and make a problem when there isn’t one. It’s hardly appropriate.’
‘Appropriate? What about⁠—’
‘I only mean… I… Isn’t it now time to think about yourself? I loved Mom just as much as you did, I loved them both, but I can see the burden on you⁠—’
‘A burden? They were our parents.’
‘You know what I mean.’
‘Do I? So you know the burden’s been on me, yet you still stayed away.’
Finn shoved the picture back into Curtis’s chest. ‘You know what? Screw this.’
Curtis took the photo back as Finn turned and strode to his car.
‘Running away again?’ Curtis shouted after him.
Finn grabbed the door handle then paused and turned back.
‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m just trying to live my life. Perhaps you should try it. Don’t you think they would have wanted you to?’
He got into the driver’s seat. The engine fired up and a moment later revved freely as the car shot down the street.
As if on cue, from the opposite direction, the removal truck came to a rocking halt. The driver wound down his window.
‘Sorry, mister. Lousy traffic.’
Curtis didn’t say anything, he was still too busy replaying his brother’s words in his mind.
‘Mister?’
‘Yeah, fine,’ Curtis said. ‘Whatever. Follow me.’
Picture in hand, he turned and headed back inside.

Ping. Ping. Ping.
Curtis snapped from his thoughts with a jolt. His eyes remained fixed on the TV. The news report had finished, the screen now taken over by a weather map showing the sunny forecast for the next day. He looked over to the microwave, then caught Rachel’s eye. Her wine glass was already empty. She stared at him curiously.
‘Are you OK?’ she said. ‘You look like you’ve seen a⁠—’
‘That smells damn good,’ he said, getting up from the stool.
Look like I’ve seen a what? he thought as he moved over to the microwave.
A ghost?
Well, she wasn’t far wrong.
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Despite the scene around him, Curtis only recognized that he was asleep when he heard Rachel’s voice. She wasn’t in the dream. Mom, Dad and Finn were. The family, back together again. Finn and Curtis as teenagers. A time long, long before he’d met his wife. Hearing her voice calling his name gave him a shot of reality, and the pressure on his upper arm finally roused him.
Groggy. Head hurting. As the dream faded he took a few moments to work over the night before in his head, and the reason for his less-than-spritely state before finally opening his eyes to look up at his wife. She leant over him, already dressed for work in a deep blue suit, hair neat, makeup on.
‘You didn’t come to bed last night,’ she said.
He groaned. ‘What time is it?’
‘Nearly eight.’ She glanced at her watch. More like glared at it, as though blaming it for the passage of time. She usually left closer to seven to avoid the notorious Atlanta traffic. Was she blaming her lateness on him?
Curtis winced as he pushed himself up on the sofa, averting his eyes from the tumbler and near-empty bottle of bourbon on the coffee table next to his laptop.
Laptop. The lid was up, the screen dark, but had he closed all the windows before going to sleep? Had Rachel seen?
‘What’s going on, Curtis?’ Rachel said, looking more worried than angry as her forehead creased over in a frown.
‘Nothing.’
‘How much of that did you drink?’ She nodded to the bottle.
‘It was already opened.’
She didn’t question that further. After all, she was the one chugging wine last night before heading up to bed on wobbly legs before it’d even got to ten o’clock.
‘You’d tell me,’ she said, ‘if there was something wrong. With us?’
Curtis tutted and threw his hand onto the sofa arm, causing her to flinch.
‘You always have to turn things onto you,’ he said, sounding angrier than he’d intended, but he didn’t say anything to try and take the comment back or to explain.
He held her eye for a moment, not sure whether she was upset or about to rage at him. She broke eye contact first, then turned and stomped out of the room, her heels clacking on the wood floor. Each step sent a judder through Curtis’s throbbing head, and he imagined each strike leaving a neat imprint in the expensively finished wood. She knew he hated her wearing her heels in there. Had she done that deliberately?
He pushed the bubbling anger aside as best he could and leaned forward. The smell of stale whiskey wafted up from the empty glass and stuck in his nostrils, making his stomach churn. He tried his hardest to ignore the queasiness as he woke the laptop.
Desktop. That was good. So Rachel hadn’t seen, which meant he had no explaining to do. No unravelling of a years-old lie.
Yet.
He picked his phone up from beside the computer and saw several unread work emails to deal with since he’d gone to sleep last night – a problem of the always-switched-on modern business world. If important, he’d normally deal with calls, messages, emails as and when they came in, whatever the day or hour, if he was awake. This time… His mind remained too busy churning the information he’d delved into the night before, coming back to him beat by beat as his brain fully came round from sleep.
He put his phone back on the table and went for a shower. Got dressed. Ate some cereal. Drank a cup of tea (his stomach couldn’t face coffee, even if his head could do with the caffeine).
He drove to the office in nearby Sandy Springs, a northern suburb of Atlanta that was now a city in its own right, even if it remained intrinsically linked to its nearby bigger brother. He paused outside the revolving doors to the building, a reluctance taking over him.
He’d never had this before. Never felt so conflicted going inside, getting on with his day and his never-ending work. He’d devoted nearly twenty grueling years of his life to this career, more than six of which to this company who’d shown faith in him by making him a partner four years ago.
But today…
‘Hey, Curtis,’ came a relaxed female voice from behind him. He turned to see Heidi, another of the partners, though she was a few years more senior than him and specialized in marital law, which meant their paths rarely crossed in a professional sense. She carried a cardboard tray with four huge takeaway cups. ‘Treat for the team,’ she said, holding the tray up.
‘Lucky them.’
She paused for a moment and the happy, charming look on her face wavered.
‘Everything OK?’ she asked.
‘Yeah, fine,’ he said.
He held the door open for her before heading to the elevators, emerging shortly after on the sixth floor. He made a beeline for his desk in the far corner. He nodded and smiled at the few faces that popped up from the grey dividers in the open plan space. He received a couple of curious glances in return but didn’t bother to question why.
Curtis settled himself down at his desk and reached in his bag for his laptop but hadn’t even set it down before Gerard was up on his feet and striding his way.
‘Where’ve you been?’ the underling said, as though he were in charge.
‘Excuse me?’
‘Harrison’s have been waiting for more than twenty minutes. I’ve done my best to⁠—’
‘Shit! Sorry, Gerard.’ How had he forgotten about the meeting with his client?
‘I did try calling you⁠—’
‘Are they still waiting?’
Gerard checked his watch. ‘Yeah, but only for another five minutes. Wayne said he has to leave the office after that so we’ll have to rearrange.’
Wayne being the CEO of Harrison’s. One of Curtis’s, one of his company’s, most important clients. As Gerard moved away, Curtis grabbed the desk phone, dialed, and Wayne picked up on the first ring. Curtis did his best to smooth things over, apologizing profusely, blaming his lateness on a traffic delay, promising he and his team would be finished with the report by the end of the week, and insisting that he’d make it up to him by taking him to that new steakhouse in Midtown that everyone had been talking about. The last part seemed to do the trick more than anything else.
‘I’ll get Sarah to rearrange the conference call asap, and to make the dinner reservation,’ Curtis said.
‘Yeah. OK, I gotta go,’ Wayne replied, before the line went dead.
Gerard, sixth sense as ever, poked his head up before rising to his feet and scuttling over.
‘Sorted?’
‘I think so.’
‘You OK?’ he asked, with what Curtis thought was genuine concern.
How many more people were going to ask him that question today?
‘I’m fine.’
He left it at that and before long Gerard had skulked back off.
Curtis tried. He really did. But only half an hour later, his brain burst with thoughts and questions and worries. The Harrison’s report would have to wait. He opened up Google and typed the short query. He didn’t have to try hard to find several recent stories about the previous day’s attack in Washington.
Reward Offered for Unidentified Hero

He clicked on that headline first. Saw the now familiar still shot from outside the Capitol Building. The blurred image of the man everyone was calling a hero. Unidentified? Except Curtis knew who he was. Did no one else?
But if Curtis was so sure of the hero’s identity, why had he told no one?
He read the story. An offer of fifty thousand dollars for the ‘hero’ to come forward – cash from Elliott Charlton himself, the self-made multi-millionaire businessman turned politician. Well, self-made if you ignored the obvious lifelong societal connections gained from private schooling, followed by being a shoo-in at Harvard, and a substantial leg-up from rich parents to start his own financial consulting business.
Curtis clicked on the link to an interview with the politician, posted only minutes before:
‘I’m profoundly grateful to this man,’ Charlton rattled in his clipped accent, his voice direct and authoritative. ‘Who knows how many innocent people would have been hurt were it not for this hero? I’m absolutely sure I wouldn’t be standing here today without his help.’
‘You’ve offered to make a cash reward to the hero,’ a female reporter said. ‘Can you tell us why?’
‘It’s a simple gesture of gratitude,’ Charlton replied. ‘I’m hoping the offer will encourage this reluctant savior to come forward, so he can be properly thanked and given the attention he deserves.’
‘Do you have any more information to provide on the identities of the attackers?’
‘No, I do not. You’ll have to wait on that information from the police. I’m not party to their investigation other than as a witness.’
‘Don’t you wonder why this person, this man of the hour, hasn’t yet come forward? Do you think they might be in hiding? Scared that they might be a target of whoever organized this attack?’
‘It’s possible. I can only reiterate and reassure this person that, like myself, they are a witness to this terrible crime. I’m sure they will be given full protection by the authorities⁠—’
‘Bizarre, isn’t it?’
Curtis jolted in his seat and looked over to see his assistant Sarah hovering, pen and paper pad in hand. He hadn’t seen her approach. Hadn’t seen her come in at all. Her desk had been empty when he’d arrived; she was probably off chatting somewhere like she often did.
He quickly closed the browser window.
‘Scary,’ Curtis said.
‘Just think, if that guy hadn’t been there to save the day.’
‘Yeah.’
‘A lot of people are saying he must be military, even special forces or something, the way he reacted.’
Finn? Special forces? Curtis didn’t know exactly what his brother had been up to these last few years, but it definitely wasn’t that.
‘You know, I heard two of the attackers are still alive,’ Sarah said. ‘The police have been really secretive, but you know how these things get out.’
Did he?
‘I heard one of them’s in critical condition. The police must know by now who they are, though. Don’t you think it’s odd they’re not saying anything about that?’
‘I really wouldn’t know the protocol for this sort of thing.’
Sarah frowned, as though his comment was unexpected.
‘What can I help you with?’ he asked.
She paused a moment. ‘Gerard said you needed another meeting set up with Wayne. A dinner too?’
Curtis explained the situation, and asked Sarah to arrange the meeting as late into the week as she could, then dinner sometime after that. He waited until she’d returned to her desk and had her phone pressed to her ear – its usual resting place – before he looked back at his laptop.
This wasn’t the time or the place to continue his research. And really, he had no time anyway. He opened up his calendar. Back-to-back meetings starting in half an hour all the way through to one thirty. Then again three until six. Most likely a few hours needed after that to get everything in order.
A usual day for him, really. His head hurt all the more just thinking about it.
How had his life come to this point? More than that, why was he only questioning it now?
He simply couldn’t face another day like this. Not today.
And yet he would have. He would have ground out day after day like this. He already had – for years, in fact. Even he couldn’t explain it, or maybe didn’t want to think about it, but seeing Finn had changed… everything.
Or perhaps just woken him up, finally.
He put his laptop into his bag and stood up and grabbed his coat. Gerard looked up, an eyebrow raised. Sarah pulled the phone from her ear and cupped the receiver as she glanced at him, looking aggrieved.
‘I’m really not feeling good,’ he said to her. ‘I’ll be on the phone, but I need to go home.’
‘Oh, but⁠—’
‘Can you do your best to rearrange everything, please?’
‘I– But⁠—’
He carried on out without giving her the chance for a proper response. He did feel bad about putting her in the shit like that – Gerard and the rest of the team too. But not bad enough to change his mind. And he hadn’t lied as such; he did feel like crap, even if it was self-inflicted.
But he had lied about going home, because he had absolutely no intention of doing that.
Instead, he had a drive ahead of him. The start of the hunt for the man the whole nation had on their minds.
The hero.
Curtis, his long-lost selfish prick of a little brother.
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CLEMSON, SOUTH CAROLINA


Curtis pulled the car over to the side of the road and looked out at the row of modest detached homes, each carrying an orange tinge from the streetlights now that darkness had descended. The drive here was only a couple of hours, but he’d needed hours longer to find this address. He checked his phone before he got out of the car. He didn’t know what he felt more after his day of secretive amateur sleuthing: pride or shame. He’d received a multitude of pings through the day, mostly emails from work colleagues and clients, and he’d yet to reply to a single one. He amazed himself at how quickly he’d shut himself off from that world. How liberating it felt, in fact.
What did that say about the work-obsessed man he’d become?
He’d last received a prompt from the office some three hours ago, so apparently people there were starting to get the point. The most recent pings were all from Rachel.
Do you want dinner or not?

It was the latest in a short series of messages from her, a more agitated edge to each one, he could tell.
Go ahead without me. I’ll be home late x

He hoped the kiss would go some way to appeasing her. While he felt no remorse for leaving his coworkers in the lurch, he did feel bad for not telling Rachel what he was doing, even if he didn’t feel bad for not being at home with her. It wasn’t as though they had wonderful, relaxing evenings together much these days.
He pushed the thought aside when he spotted movement outside the car window. A couple were walking by, arm in arm. They casually strode up the driveway to a house two along from where Curtis had parked. He didn’t recognize either of their faces in the dark, but that was the house he had in his sights.
The owners? Greg and Amy Thatcher. Curtis had never met Amy before, but he had met Greg, a long time ago when both Greg and Finn were students at Clemson University, and back before Finn’s and Curtis’s lives had fully drifted. Finn had enjoyed a globe-trotting existence since then. Greg Thatcher apparently less so. Did that mean that Curtis was wasting his time here if the two men’s lives had likely diverged many years ago? Possibly, but Curtis had decided to start here nonetheless.
If anything, he’d taken the more than a hundred-mile journey into South Carolina on something of a whim. The last postal address he had for his brother – from some ten years ago – was in Charlotte, another drive further north and east from here, so he’d felt stopping in the city where Finn had spent several years studying was worthwhile, and would hopefully save him some time. He had no clue of any friends or associates of Finn’s from Charlotte, but he did recall some of them from Clemson, and it wasn’t a stretch that one or more of them remained in touch with Finn, or at least had been in touch with him more recently than Curtis had.
Not that it had been easy to find Greg Thatcher; Curtis hadn’t even known the guy’s surname until a couple of hours ago. But Curtis had scoured Google Street View and eventually recognized the shared house where Finn had spent his last year in Clemson as a post-grad.
He’d also found that the house remained rented out by the same landlord as all those years ago, and Curtis had tracked him down earlier after first arriving in the small city. Now in his seventies, Adbul Ahmed had been more than reluctant to provide any details of his previous tenants, and in fact had claimed to not even have kept the records.
He’d been lying, and some gentle pressure by Curtis – who brought out his best legal speak, threatening to expose the dodgy state of some of Ahmed’s student properties if he didn’t help – had done the trick and Ahmed had handily ‘found’ the old tenant records shortly after that. Four names, including Finn Delaney. Greg Thatcher was the only one of the four who still lived in Clemson, so he was the one Curtis had decided to go to first.
He stepped out of the car and looked around before he approached the front door. He rang the bell and waited. A few seconds later he heard footsteps before the door opened a few inches and the face of a woman he didn’t know at all poked out.
‘I’m looking for Greg Thatcher,’ Curtis said, suddenly feeling lame.
The woman, who he recognized as Amy Thatcher from her husband’s Facebook posts, frowned and opened her mouth, but before she said anything Greg appeared behind her. Late thirties, but he looked a little older with silvery, messy hair and weary eyes.
‘Can I help you?’ he said, his voice gruff and a little unwelcoming as he came up behind his wife.
‘Greg? You remember me? Curtis Delaney. Finn’s brother.’
Curtis held out his hand. The woman stepped aside as Greg came to the front. He paused for a moment before somewhat reluctantly giving Curtis’s hand a limp shake.
‘Honey, go back in, it’s cold out.’
The woman gave Greg a suspicious look but then disappeared inside.
‘Yeah, I think I remember you,’ Greg said, squinting as though to aid his recollection. ‘It’s been a long time.’
‘It has.’
‘And you’re here because…?’
‘I’m looking for Finn.’
Greg frowned. ‘Your brother. You came to me, to look for your own brother. Why would I know⁠—’
‘You two were close⁠—’
‘Fifteen years ago, yeah. I’ve not heard from Finn for a long time. To be honest, I’m quite happy about that.’
Greg glared at Curtis as though he was supposed to know what that meant.
‘Something happened between you two?’
‘Yeah… Look, sorry, Curtis, but, you can see how odd this is, right? You knocking on my door, at night, asking about your brother who⁠—’
‘So you haven’t been in touch with him at all?’ Curtis interrupted, looking over Greg’s shoulder, as though expecting to see Finn inside somewhere, hiding. Was that possible? Would Finn have come here?
But why would he be hiding at all?
‘No,’ Greg said, ‘I haven’t. I’m sorry.’
Curtis reached inside his jacket and pulled out a business card and handed it to Greg who scrutinized it for a second.
‘If you do see or hear from him… It’s very important.’
‘Sandy Springs? You came all the way from Georgia to – to ask about Finn?’
‘Sorry for the intrusion,’ Curtis said.
He turned and made to walk away.
‘Is he in trouble?’ Greg asked, and something about his tone caused Curtis to pause and turn back.
‘It’s hard to explain,’ Greg said, ‘but I always felt that one day… I dunno. Your brother had a way of irritating people. Sometimes the wrong people.’
Curtis smiled a little, though he didn’t really know why.
‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘He certainly did. Trouble? I honestly don’t know. But I really do need to find him.’
Greg waved the business card in some sort of mock salute, as though a gesture of his commitment to informing Curtis if he came across anything of use.
‘Goodnight,’ Curtis said, before moving back toward his car.
He had his hand on the door when he jerked back, spinning around, certain someone was coming up behind him.
But there was no one there. He scanned the street, spotted movement, but not close by. Probably twenty, thirty yards in front of him. He was sure he’d spotted a figure scuttling between the parked cars, but they hadn’t emerged in the road the other side.
He took a few steps that way, eyes never leaving the spot, but he saw nothing in the darkness now. He kept going, his heart rate steadily building.
What the hell was he doing? And what would happen if there was someone hiding? Confront them? He’d never had his brother’s knack – or confidence – for fighting.
‘Finn?’ Curtis said, little more than a whisper, immediately feeling foolish for doing so. Did he really expect his brother to be cowering between cars?
Curtis shook his head to try and find some clarity. He turned around and looked back at the Thatchers’ home, where his eyes rested on the downstairs front window where a shadowy figure stood behind the glass in a near-dark room.
Greg, or his wife – Curtis really couldn’t tell, and he averted his eyes and set off at pace for his car. When he took one more glance at the house there was no one there.
Weird.
In the dark, he didn’t see the uneven slab. His big toe kicked it and he stumbled forward. He tried to keep upright but he failed on the third step and rolled into an ungainly fall, bouncing across the soggy, grassy verge.
He pulled himself to his feet, not even bothering to check himself over or brush himself down before he jogged to his car.
Moments later he pulled away into the road. He glanced in the rearview mirror to where the Thatchers’ home faded in the distance. No sign of anyone or anything lurking. He shook his head, disappointed with himself, then cringed as the stench took over. He felt down to his wet trousers and squirmed when his fingers found the sticky mess. He lifted his hand back up. He didn’t need any light to see what it was.
‘Shit,’ he said, with no hint of irony.

The journey home was long and uncomfortable. He stopped at a gas station to at least attempt to clean off some of the excrement, but his clothes remained damp and smelly for the duration.
He pulled onto the drive a little before 10 p.m.
Lights were still on downstairs. Rachel was up, although he hadn’t heard from her in over two hours, as though she’d given up on any hope of an evening together long ago.
He opened the door to the house quietly, on the off-chance that she had gone to bed already and simply left the lights on downstairs. But he heard soft voices from the TV as he closed the door behind him. He took off his shoes and walked slowly across the hall to the lounge doorway. Rachel, lying down on the sofa, propped herself up when she realized he was standing there. She looked tired at first but became more alert when she took in the state of him.
‘What happened?’
‘Don’t ask.’
‘I think I just did.’ She didn’t sound happy.
‘I fell over. In the dark. Right in some dog shit.’
She pulled a disgusted face. She had no idea; he’d had to sit through the smell for over two hours.
‘Drinking again?’ he said, indicating the wine glass and bottle of white, both empty.
‘You’re judging me?’
He didn’t respond to that. ‘I’m going for a shower.’
A heavenly shower. Though as refreshed as his body felt after, cleaned and wrapped up in his thick robe, his mind remained busy and unfulfilled.
He headed back downstairs where he once again found Rachel on the sofa, though she’d turned the TV off and was sitting upright, poised.
‘So?’ she said.
‘What?’
‘Are you going to tell me where you’ve been all night? And why you came home looking like a bum?’
‘Just work. You know what it’s been like.’
She stood up from the sofa.
‘I know something’s going on,’ she said, holding his eye. ‘What I can’t work out is if the lies are because it’s something you’re protecting me from, or something you’re protecting yourself from.’
He thought about that for a moment, though couldn’t figure the answer out.
‘If you’re⁠—’
‘It’s just… It’s just been a really long day,’ he said, hanging his head.
The most common excuse of all. For both of them.
He felt so useless. In many ways he wanted to tell her. With the strain between them growing for all sorts of reasons, he hated the idea of keeping secrets from his wife, knew it’d only make things worse. But… where would he even start in telling her about Finn, after all these years?
She came up to him and he relaxed a little, thinking she was about to hug him. He really wanted that. After a full day of turmoil in his mind, he really needed that feeling of closeness, and wanted her to feel it too. They didn’t share little interactions like that anywhere near as much as they should do. As much as they used to.
But she didn’t hug him. Instead, she stood there and looked at him disappointedly.
‘If you do anything to hurt me…’
He didn’t say anything to the unfinished threat.
‘I don’t know what’s going on, Curtis, but you know what?’
‘What?’
‘Until you’re ready to let me in… Best get used to that sofa.’
She swaggered past. How much had she drunk? He shuddered when she slammed the bedroom door shut, then let out a long, disgruntled sigh as he settled down for another night in his new resting place.
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CANCUN, MEXICO, LAST SPRING


To Finn, the looming hotel looked like an upended cruise ship with its glass-rich facade, myriad balconies and abundance of white-painted metalwork. The lapping sea directly across the road helped cement the look and the modern structure certainly stood out against the seemingly endless neighboring buildings that stretched along the shore of the Caribbean Sea. This part of the resort city of Cancun was clean, tidy, high-end. Not a bad place to call home for a while, Finn felt.
Or a new place to stay at least, if not really a home. Finn didn’t consider anywhere home anymore. Despite his nomadic outlook, he wouldn’t have said he was that well-travelled, really, but he did remember coming to Cancun when he was a kid, with his brother and parents, twenty or so years ago. The scale of rapid development since those days surprised him.
Had this stretch of sand had any buildings on it at all back then? Who’d profited most from the growth, he wondered?
Not that he found the changes that unusual. Most recently he’d spent time in Abu Dhabi. Before that Oman, Dubai, Qatar. All countries, or cities or emirates or whatever they wanted to call themselves, that had seen big changes and quick expansion and modernization in a relatively short period of time. In all cases spurred on by one thing. Money.
Greed too, perhaps, but then those two things had been intrinsically linked for millennia, if not always.
In the Middle East, the source of the money remained the dark stuff underground, the wealth created from the export of oil enabling cities to spring up from the desert like mold spreading across a heavily decayed carcass. Oil was the source of the riches, but the economies of those new urban centers evolved all the time, the construction of skyscrapers in many ways a spur for their economies itself with tens, even hundreds of thousands of jobs on offer across the wage spectrum. Ridiculously low-paid jobs with slave-like conditions for many, but also opportunities higher up the food chain – the greed ladder – for others to take advantage of.
Finn had been on hand again and again to do just that. Not in a corrupt way like so many others, particularly those right at the top; he’d simply piggy-backed, here and there, taking what he could before moving on.
This time to Mexico, the Yucatán Peninsula and, specifically, Cancun. A very different feel here to the Middle East, and certainly no oil sheikhs in sight. But still plenty of money being thrown into development, much of it coming from tycoons from north of the border who could still take advantage of the relatively cheap real estate on offer and the far cheaper costs of construction – labor, in other words – to build luxurious hotels and apartment complexes that sold for Western prices to generate mega profits.
‘Cynic,’ Finn muttered under his breath, as though he didn’t benefit from it all too, offering his expertise and ‘talents’ to the big companies and rich businesspeople.
He approached the rotating entrance doors of the hotel where a uniformed bellboy greeted him with a nod, then he continued across the lobby and through to the hotel bar, a plush, chrome-heavy corner at the front of the hotel selling hellishly expensive cocktails. But not as expensive as the food at the grill restaurant directly adjacent in the open space, where overpriced steaks and seafood – probably frozen and shipped in from somewhere even cheaper than here – dominated the menu.
Finn took a stool at the bar and gazed around. There weren’t many people about in the early afternoon – at least not inside. The rooftop pool bar would be much busier, he knew. He saw only three other people drinking in the bar and four tables taken in the restaurant and, given the formal attire of the diners, all looked like groups enjoying corporate-account nourishment rather than tourists.
‘Good afternoon,’ the bartender said, an American edge to his accent even if English clearly wasn’t his native tongue. Lucas, his name badge read. Finn had met him before. ‘How can I help you today, Mr Delaney?’
‘Just a beer, please.’
Lucas set to it and moments later a tall, frosted glass, beer frothing at the top, stood on the shiny bar top.
‘You’d like a tab today, Mr Delaney?’ Lucas asked.
‘Sure,’ Finn said, before taking a large drag from the ice-cold beer. Delicious.
He turned to scan the room once more. Not trying that hard to be discreet. He didn’t stare directly but kept his focus mostly on the group of six people in the restaurant on the table closest to him. Five men, one woman. He recognized them all, even though he’d never spoken to any of them face-to-face.
He finished his beer within fifteen minutes, even though he’d tried his hardest to nurse it. Lucas brought him over a second before he’d asked. No harm in having another, he decided.
He took his time with that one. Still had more than half remaining nearly forty-five minutes later when the woman from the table stood up and moved toward the bar area. Finn noticed two of the guys from her party give her a sly eye as she walked away, clearly checking out her ass in the tight-fitting skirt she wore. Even before that moment he’d noticed the whole table had become more animated since Finn had arrived, and they’d worked through several bottles of champagne in that time. How many more did they have planned before they decided to call it time and go back to their jobs?
The woman neared Finn and he did his best not to catch her eye, wondering for a moment whether she was actually headed for him.
No. She carried on past, into the lobby, reaching in her bag for a packet of cigarettes.
Old school. For some reason he quite liked that.
He picked up his glass and stood from the stool.
‘You’re finished, Mr Delaney?’ Lucas piped up.
‘No, probably not,’ Finn said, before casually walking toward the exit.
He squinted a little as he moved outside to the front patio where a line of cream sofas sat in the bright sunshine. A few tourists were there, sipping on brightly colored cocktails, but the woman from the restaurant stood alone in a corner under the shade of an awning, puffing on a cigarette as she scrolled on her phone with her other hand.
Finn walked over to her. She glanced up once, stiffening a little when he didn’t alter his line of approach, ending up right next to her.
‘Hi,’ he said.
She looked up from her phone. ‘Can I help you?’ she asked, her tone unwelcoming.
‘I left mine in my room,’ he said, patting his shirt pocket. ‘Do you think I could…’
He indicated the smoldering cigarette in her hand.
She rolled her eyes as if she didn’t believe his patter, but still reached for her packet and held it out for him to take one.
‘No light either, right?’ she said. Her English was smooth but carried an unusual lilt to it. Definitely English-English, rather than American, but he couldn’t pinpoint the origin.
He shrugged and smiled. She flicked the flame on and as he leant forward to light the cigarette in his mouth he caught a whiff of her perfume.
Roses, he thought. Something flowery, anyway. It matched her look. Sweet, seductive. But with a thorny edge. The edge drew him in more than anything else.
‘That’s a really shit line, by the way,’ she said.
She put her phone away and glared at him.
‘Line?’ he asked, playing dumb.
‘You don’t smoke, do you?’
He took a puff and did his best not to cough, then decided there was no point in pushing it and he jabbed the lit end into the ashtray on the table.
‘Never been my thing,’ he said.
‘What, smoking? Or lying about smoking to give you an excuse to chat to women?’
‘Both, really.’
He smiled and rubbed the back of his neck, feigning nervousness. But really, he was enjoying the moment.
‘But you didn’t tell me to get lost,’ he said.
‘Call me curious. And in three minutes I’ll be back inside with my colleagues anyway, so what the hell.’
‘Work lunch?’ Finn asked.
‘Yeah. Whereas you’re sitting drinking on your own at the bar watching for women to approach. Bit creepy, isn’t it?’
So she’d spotted him before she came outside. Interesting. He ignored the dig. He didn’t sense any real animosity in it, despite her hard words.
‘I’m Finn,’ he said, holding out his hand.
‘Mariana,’ she said. She gave a surprisingly firm shake. ‘Very formal.’
‘What?’
‘A handshake? For someone you’re trying to flirt with?’
‘Flirt? I wouldn’t know where to start.’
She laughed at that, though it was quite scathing. ‘You’re something.’
They both fell silent. He kept his eye on her. Not trying to creep her out, just taking her in. To say she was attractive was an understatement. Not tall, five six maybe, with flowing dark brown hair to match her eyes. Every aspect of her face was just… nice. He’d observed her curvy figure too, though hadn’t made such a meal of noticing, not like the way her drunken work colleagues had ogled her.
But he liked her confident and assertive manner most – perhaps because he hadn’t expected it, especially not with such a sharp edge.
‘You’re English,’ he said.
‘I’m only part English actually.’
‘Which part of you?’ Finn asked.
She rolled her eyes but then laughed. Finn was sure she’d tried her hardest to stifle the laughter by the way she turned away from him.
‘Jesus, Finn, where are you going with this?’
She stubbed out the end of her cigarette, a sign that she was almost done talking to him.
‘I’m part English too,’ he said.
‘You don’t sound it.’
‘Born there. Didn’t live there a long time, though. Moved to the States when I was a kid.’
She said nothing to that, as though she couldn’t care less.
‘You live here?’ Finn asked.
‘Yeah. Live and work. You? Looking for a quick holiday fling?’
‘No. I work here too, actually.’
She looked a little surprised at that and glanced back through the window toward her table.
‘It’d be nice to take you for a drink some time,’ Finn added. ‘When you’re not so busy.’
She scrunched her nose up, looking unimpressed. ‘Nah. I don’t think so. This isn’t how I do things.’
She made to move away but Finn shuffled across to hopefully stop her.
‘You work with Victor Travers, right?’
‘How do you know that?’
‘I’ve seen you in here before, with him.’
She caught his eye. That scathing look again.
‘So that’s it. You want an autograph or something?’
‘No.’
‘Then what? Wait… Journalist?’ She spoke that last word with real disdain.
‘Not that either.’
‘Then what?’
‘I dunno,’ he said, with another nonchalant shrug. ‘What’s he like to work with?’
‘Seriously?’ she said, a smile ready to break on her face once more, though he wasn’t sure if she was amused or something else. ‘You’re… weird.’
Finn laughed and her smile came out. ‘Maybe. But seriously, what’s he like? What do you do for him?’
‘You really want to know?’
‘I do.’
‘My technical title is operations manager.’
‘Operating what?’
‘Whatever he asks me to.’
‘I’ve always wanted to work for someone like him,’ Finn said. ‘Rich, powerful. Self-made man who sees the world for what it is but who’s never forgotten where he came from. Someone who actually wants to make a difference.’
‘You definitely haven’t met him then,’ she said, with a wink.
Finn laughed.
‘What should I know, if I were thinking of getting a job like yours? Give me your top tip for getting along with Victor Travers.’
‘My top tip?’ She looked away for a moment as though deep in thought. ‘Here’s two for you. One, don’t harass his female staff in bars, or his male staff for that matter, hoping for an easy way in. It’s just… creepy. Two, call a recruiter and get yourself a job the old-fashioned way.’
She squeezed past him, their shoulders brushing as she went.
‘Nice chatting to you, Mariana,’ he said.
She paused and turned and held his eye for a moment. Finn was sure she was about to say something else. Then she carried on inside, out of sight.
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The meeting room the woman – who’d introduced herself as Angelique – showed Finn to looked even more plain and unassuming than the office space around it. Even if the office block was relatively new, it was neither big nor extravagant, just a simple, functional, four-story building set back from the coastline and surrounded by other similar structures, each housing one or a multitude of businesses. Local businesses, in the main, but also outposts for a few larger brands.
To many it probably didn’t look like the type of office to find one of the world’s most prominent billionaires working from – no gold-lined toilets here. But perhaps that only showed Victor Travers’s lack of long-term commitment to Cancun. Even if the man had spent a lot of time in Mexico recently, it certainly wasn’t his primary place of work, and Finn knew the man enjoyed his extravagances still – both in Mexico and further afield.
Just not in this office, it seemed.
‘Would you like anything to drink?’ Angelique asked Finn, as he put his laptop bag onto the plasticky tabletop.
‘Whiskey?’ he asked, and noted the quizzical expression on her face. ‘I’m joking,’ he added quickly. ‘First day nerves showing, that’s all. A coffee would be fantastic, thank you.’
‘I’ll be right back,’ she said.
And she was. Less than two minutes later she returned carrying a tray with a classic white china mug and saucer, a little milk jug, a dish of brown and white sugar cubes and a plate containing two cookies.
‘Amazing, thank you,’ Finn said, beaming her a smile.
‘He should be with you shortly.’
She stepped out, closing the door behind her.
Finn poured a drop of milk into the cup then took a sip of the too-weak coffee as he scanned the room again. He felt like he’d been transported back a decade or three, with the coffee tray and the basic-looking room. Prefabricated walls and ceiling, a whiteboard hung across the space at the far side with green and red smudges where people had only half-heartedly cleaned up. Two walls were almost entirely taken up by stacked boxes, which he presumed contained files for him. The final wall housed a small window. It was a sunny, hot day outside, once again, but not much of a view – only the car park and the adjacent buildings.
He heard a female voice outside the closed door. He sat back in his seat and waited, and a few moments later the door opened and he spotted the familiar face, the woman staring at her phone screen still. He stood from his seat as she pulled the phone down and finally clocked him, doing a double-take before a deep frown set in.
‘Good morning,’ Finn said, with a wide, relaxed smile.
‘You?’ Mariana said, eyes pinching.
‘Wait.’ He feigned surprise, held a finger up as though in a eureka moment. ‘Didn’t we… Aren’t you…’
She closed the door behind her and folded her arms as she glared at him.
‘So, what’s the game?’ she asked.
‘Game? Your name’s Mariana, isn’t it?’
‘Yes, Finn, my name is Mariana.’
‘What a coincidence, seeing you again.’
‘You think?’
‘Is it just you coming?’
‘No. Victor will be here in a few minutes. He got caught up with something.’
‘But you didn’t know you’d be meeting me?’
‘I only knew we were meeting with…’
She shook her head and looked away.
‘With?’
She didn’t finish whatever she’d been about to say; clearly she hadn’t been given Finn’s name by Victor, otherwise she may have already put the pieces together.
She took a seat opposite and Finn sat back down, just as a light knock came on the door. Angelique popped her head in.
‘Would you like⁠—’
‘I’m fine,’ Mariana said. ‘Victor will have some sparkling water. Please.’
The belated pleasantry sounded somewhat forced. She was angry. Angelique quickly left again as though chastised.
‘So you’re the new export trade consultant,’ Mariana said.
‘Apparently so.’
‘And you knew that two days ago when you came up to me in the hotel.’
‘Yeah.’
‘You didn’t think then it’d be a good time to tell me who you were?’
‘You never really asked.’
‘And what? You were spying on us? On me?’
‘On you? Why would I be spying on you?’
He took a sip from his coffee, holding her eye. She still looked angry, but he definitely saw chinks in the steely facade. Perhaps because of his own upbeat demeanor.
‘So what was the point of you coming up to me like that then?’
‘Truthfully?’
‘No, I’m asking you to lie to my face. Yes, of course truthfully!’
‘I’m… interested. In you.’
She paused, then, ‘The way I remember it, you were mostly asking questions about Victor like a proper little stalker.’
Finn shrugged. ‘Small talk. Perhaps I need to work on that.’
She jumped a little when the door behind her opened and Victor Travers strode in unannounced, like he owned the place.
Well, obviously he did.
He wore tight chinos and a short-sleeved white shirt – a plain look, except for his chunky and glitzy watch which was most likely ludicrously expensive. In his fifties, Victor was tall – six four perhaps – and rake thin, and his face had heavy lines on it, as did his bare lower arms, as though his skin had lost its elasticity and didn’t fit his skinny frame. His silver, slicked back hair and his piercing blue eyes finished off an overall relaxed but confident look.
‘Finn, how are you?’ Victor said, his English good but his accent not hiding it wasn’t his native tongue.
Finn got to his feet and Victor gave a bone-crushing handshake, his long, spindly fingers encircling Finn’s hand like an octopus’s tentacles.
‘Very good, thank you.’
‘So you’ve met Mariana now?’
‘Actually, we met previously, didn’t we?’ Finn said, looking at her.
‘Yeah, we did,’ she said, no hint of discomfort or embarrassment at him bringing that up. ‘When I went for lunch at Oasis with Patrick and the others a couple of days ago, Finn was there, in the hotel bar.’
‘You were?’
Finn opened his mouth to speak but Mariana cut him off. ‘Why were you there?’
‘Just having a relaxing drink by the sea,’ he said. ‘It’s a nice spot. My favorite hotel.’
‘It’s wonderful, isn’t it?’ Victor said. ‘We only opened it a couple of months ago. I can’t get enough of that place.’
‘You own it?’
Mariana rolled her eyes at the question.
‘One of a few in Cancun, actually. Not all are under the Travers brand, but… Anyway. So you two met already, that’s good.’
‘We didn’t talk about work though,’ Mariana said. ‘I had no idea that he was the new trade consultant. He tried to chat me up while I was having a smoke.’
There was a real snideness to her tone, but it only drew another smile from Finn and a laugh from Victor.
‘Is that right?’ he said.
‘I don’t think I succeeded,’ Finn said. ‘As you can probably tell, I don’t think she likes me very much.’
Victor slapped him on the back.
‘Don’t be silly. Mariana’s got a tough exterior – she wouldn’t be where she is without it – but she has a warmer side too. I actually think you two are a lot alike. I think you’ll be great working together.’
‘Working together?’ Mariana said. ‘I thought… I knew you were bringing in a trade expert—’ she grimaced a little at that last word as though she didn’t want to stroke Finn’s ego by using it ‘—but I thought Ed was⁠—’
‘Ed needs to go to the Far East,’ Victor said, waving away her protest – was it a protest? – as casually as anything. ‘Probably for a few months. So I’m moving you over to consumer electronics for a while. You’re the only person I trust enough to do what he does. We can discuss what that means for your contract, but you and Finn will be working side by side until we get all the agreements we need in place, and the operations on the ground here up and running.’
‘Sounds good to me,’ Finn said. ‘Mariana?’
‘Yeah. Wonderful.’
‘Good, then let’s sit and discuss the plan,’ Victor said.

Half an hour later and Victor was in mid-spiel again about something or other to do with the last time he’d played golf with the American president. How had they even got to that? Just as well Finn didn’t really need much information from the man in order to get his work rolling, as it’d take an age to get there with Victor’s wayward mind.
‘But the plan is to get operations started before the end of the year?’ Finn asked when the interlude had finished. At least, he thought it had finished.
‘Actually, the original plan was to be up and running by the summer,’ Victor said. ‘We wanted it all live early so we’d have smoothed out any kinks before the end of the year rush. No chance of that happening now, I’m told⁠—’
‘By who?’ Finn asked, and Victor looked a little put out at the interruption.
‘Ed. He’s had a lot of trouble ironing out the import and export licenses we need because⁠—’
‘Which is why you’ve brought me in, isn’t it?’ Finn said.
‘Yes, it is.’
‘Are you trying to suggest we still aim for the summer?’ Mariana asked, as though the prospect were an impossibility.
‘I tell you what,’ Victor said. ‘You get us going even by early autumn, so we’re fully ramped for the Christmas rush, and I’ll double your fee.’
‘Sounds good to me,’ Finn said, holding his hand out to Victor.
The slight pause suggested perhaps Victor’s offer had been tongue-in-cheek, but he shook Finn’s hand still. More apprehensive and not as bone-crushing this time.
The next moment, Victor’s phone chirped on the desk and he didn’t hesitate before answering it. After a thirty-second chat the call ended and he got to his feet.
‘I think you have everything you need from me,’ he said to Finn. ‘I know it’s a bit backward these days, but the majority of the records you need should be in these boxes. And, Finn, if you need anything at all, try Mariana first. She knows this business as well as anyone else.’
And with that Victor turned and left.
Finn held Mariana’s suspicious gaze through the silence that followed.
‘If you’re up to something, I want to know now,’ she said.
‘Up to what?’
‘You wouldn’t be the first person, and you probably won’t be the last, who tried to get close to Victor to scupper him or to scoop some dirt for their own gain.’
He put his hand to his heart. ‘I’m offended you think so little of me.’
‘You’re not though, are you?’
He shrugged and smiled.
‘So you really didn’t know, then?’ he asked.
‘Know what?’
‘That Ed had gone and you’d be taking his place.’
‘No, I didn’t. Did you?’
‘Never met the guy before. Had no idea who I’d be working with. This is a promotion for you, then?’
‘I guess so.’
‘Congratulations.’
‘Thank you.’
‘Seems like we’re going to be spending a lot of time together, doesn’t it?’
‘Yeah. In a professional capacity.’
He looked over the boxes then back to her. ‘I’m looking forward to you showing me everything.’
‘Excuse me?’
‘In a professional capacity,’
he added, with air quotes.
‘Yeah, I’m sure that’s what you meant,’ she said, finally letting a full smile slip through.
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ALPHARETTA, GEORGIA


Curtis shut the car door and settled down in the driver’s seat before he turned his phone back on – the first time he’d done so in more than three hours. He’d once again claimed he was sick, yet that didn’t stop both work colleagues and clients trying to reach him all through the day. Turning the phone off was the only way to properly shut it all out.
But he needed the internet now.
He sighed as he waited for the phone to boot up. It had been a wasted day. Well, a frustrating day more than anything. At least he hadn’t had to travel so far this time, and had again avoided that long journey across to Charlotte to check in on the old address he had for Finn. Instead he’d managed to track down Finn’s other two old friends from his Clemson days, Jason Okajay and Martin Baxter. Jason lived with his wife and two daughters in Athens, not far from Atlanta and, like Greg the day before, had claimed to have not seen or heard from Finn in years. Martin, on the other hand…
He lived alone in Alpharetta, an up-and-coming satellite city of Atlanta. The gates to the condo complex where he lived lay outside Curtis’s window as his phone started up. Curtis had spent the last half an hour with him. Martin claimed to have not seen Finn for six years, since around the same time Curtis last saw him, when Finn had been in the Atlanta area for a few days for their mom’s funeral with that new girlfriend, Emily.
In fact, it turned out that Martin – or his then girlfriend, at least – had introduced the two of them at a reunion get-together.
Emily Poulter. It didn’t sound like Martin had known her well, and he hadn’t seen her for a few years, but he believed she lived in Atlanta – right under Curtis’s nose.
Was Finn there too?
He ignored the many unread emails on his phone, and the on/off questions in his mind over the long-term repercussions of him turning his back on his job, even if only in the short term. He couldn’t do the same with the messages from Rachel. He felt her anguish as he read…
He’d tell her. He’d tell her tonight. Whatever the cause of tension in their relationship, it wasn’t fair on her to keep her in the dark. And he hated the idea that she thought something else was happening – an affair?
But then, if he told her truth, opened up about the lie…
I’ll be home for dinner tonight x

He hit send and stared at the screen a moment, thinking of something else to say.
Shall I get us something nice to eat?

As he waited for a response he quickly checked the news. Plenty of the bigger outlets were still carrying headlines surrounding the attack at the Capitol, but there’d been no mention of Finn at all. No mention of who the attackers were, their identities, their intentions. Charlton too had laid low since his initial flurry of interviews. Curtis wasn’t sure if he was even in the country anymore.
So the media were left to theorize, conspiracies becoming more and more wide-ranging and fantastical.
After ten minutes he still had no response from Rachel and could see she hadn’t even read the messages yet. He sighed and went on to Facebook and put Emily’s full name into the search bar. His brother had never used social media, apparently because he hated the idea of his life being on display, but Curtis had always believed it was more to do with an ulterior desire to lead a secretive life.
Why?
In any case, Finn was the exception, and much of Curtis’s digging so far had been on social media. The idea of tracking down Emily had been on Curtis’s mind since he’d first started on this quest, but without even a surname he hadn’t known where to start before now.
Within two minutes of scrolling on Facebook he’d found her. It scared him a little at how easy it was. Perhaps he’d have to think twice himself about how much of his life, his identity, was out there for all to see.
Emily Poulter. A public profile. From her picture she looked as young and effervescent as she had when Curtis had first met her. He quickly scrolled through her photos. Nothing of Finn there. No sign of another partner either.
She worked as a recruiter at Mason’s in Cumberland, only a few miles from Curtis’s office.
Mind made up, Cumberland was his next stop.
His phone pinged. Rachel.
I’m not sure I’ll be back for dinner. Go ahead without me.

He slumped a little at that and sighed. He’d seen her briefly in the morning. Having had no alcohol the night before, he’d been much more with it this time when she woke and started padding around upstairs. She hadn’t exactly avoided him before she left for work, but they’d hardly been relaxed and chatty with each other either. When had that last been the case, though?
Was she now deliberately staying out late?
He typed out another message.
That’s a shame. Let me know if anything changes x

He turned his phone off, put it away and got moving. The drive from Alpharetta to Cumberland, ten miles north-west of downtown Atlanta, was slow, even though he mostly moved against the heavier traffic leaving the big city as rush hour approached. Rush hour? More like a three-hour rush these days.
He parked up at the Battery, a modern and trendy mixed-use development which had Truist Park – home of the Atlanta Braves – at its heart. He checked his watch. Gone four thirty. Would Emily already have left work for the day? He didn’t even know if she was at work today. He rolled his eyes at himself, a feeling of inadequacy gnawing at him as it had many times over the last couple of days. He wasn’t cut out for this, playing detective. He didn’t even really know what he was trying to achieve. Find Finn and then… What?
He pushed the doubts aside and made his way past the looming stadium toward a cluster of low-rise offices, stopping at a corner where the ground floor plot was occupied by a micro-brewery-come-sports bar. He looked across the street to Mason’s which took up a portion of a big, modern redbrick building that looked like it had been styled on an early twentieth century inner-city factory. Plenty of lights on beyond the lead-lined windows and heads bobbing here and there. Within fifteen minutes of standing in wait, several people had come out of the doors, but not Emily.
How long would he stand there like a chump?
Forty-five minutes, give or take, before finally he spotted a familiar face emerging from the building. Emily Poulter. He’d not seen her in years – had barely met her back then – but something about seeing her now brought back a flash of memories. His mom’s funeral. The day clearing out her house.
Emily wasn’t alone. She stepped out chatting away to a tall, lean man. Younger than her and with a confident manner in his stylish office gear.
In the time Curtis had been waiting, he’d played this moment in his head over and over. The best course of action, he’d decided, was to simply walk straight up to Emily and introduce himself.
But seeing her in company caused him to pause, as though it changed the proposition. So instead, he followed after them as they moved away, onto Battery Avenue and back toward the stadium. The voice of doubt in his head grew louder with each step. What now? Follow her all the way home, wherever that was? Wasn’t that just… creepy and weird? And who was to say she even lived nearby? There were plenty of apartment buildings here but what if she lived twenty miles away and she jumped into a car and left him stranded, unable to follow? She’d be long gone before he got back to his car to tail her. Would he hail a taxi at the curb, like they did in the movies?
Despite these thoughts, he didn’t stop.
He looked over his shoulder nervously a couple of times as he walked. There were plenty of people about here, he could feel watchful eyes on him. It was the same feeling as the night before in Clemson, in those moments before he’d stumbled and fallen in dog mess.
Memories of that, particularly the smell, came to the fore and he was nearly caught out when Emily and her friend stopped walking and turned to each other. He ducked into the entranceway of a building and watched.
Both of them laughed at something the guy said, then he leaned forward. A strange hug-come-kiss on the cheek followed that neither really seemed to know how to deal with. Then Emily turned and carried on away. But the man paused. He glanced in Curtis’s direction.
Curtis’s heart skipped a beat and he pulled himself further back from the street, hopefully out of view. But then the door to the building behind him opened and he jerked and spun around as though about to attack or defend or⁠—
He clocked the woman coming out of the door. She was as startled as he was, it seemed, but before she could utter a word he turned back around, jumped onto the sidewalk and strode away from her.
What an imbecile you are.
He pushed the thought away. Emily’s friend had gone and she was several yards further along the street. Curtis set off after her, even more jittery now than before, even more unsure of his own actions.
She carried on past Truist Park, toward the outer edge of the development, the roar of traffic from the ever-busy I-75 growing all the time. Where was she going?
She took a left, down a pedestrian trail that led through a small, wooded area. A further cluster of apartment buildings came into view as he emerged from the trees. She headed straight for the nearest building.
There was no way he could follow her inside – that was way too creepy.
‘Hey, Emily!’ he called out before he could stop himself.
She twisted around almost instantaneously, her posture stiffening. Even if the hour was early, the street here was dark and quiet and she had every right to be on edge at the unexpected voice.
‘Emily, right?’ Curtis said, moving casually toward her, trying to sound friendly and amenable. Still, her face creased with suspicion as her eyes flitted around – scoping for threats or looking for escape routes? She took a couple of half-steps away from him. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,’ he said, holding his hands up. ‘It’s me, Curtis Delaney? Finn’s brother?’
A flash of recognition – and something else too – on her face.
‘Right,’ she said, nodding, but her manner was far from relaxed. ‘Curtis. Yeah. This is… unexpected.’
‘Isn’t it? You live here?’ Shit, so now he was making her think this was a coincidence. His nerves were getting the better of him.
‘Do you?’ she asked.
‘No, I was… I… Can we talk?’
Now she looked even more distrustful. He was doing a terrible job of winning her over. If it’d been lighter out she would have spotted his flushed cheeks. In fact, perhaps that would have helped her realize he wasn’t a threat, just a bit of an idiot.
‘About what?’
‘About Finn.’
‘What about him?’ There was anger and distaste in her voice.
‘I’m looking for him. I’m hoping you can help?’
‘Me? I haven’t seen your brother in years.’
‘Last time I saw him… he was with you.’
‘Yeah,’ she said, shoulders relaxing a little. ‘I remember. Sorry… about your mom.’
‘Thanks.’
‘I remember that day. I think. Maybe. Sorry. I was young, naive, and… we both just wanted to get away from there. Looking back, if I didn’t come across very well…’
Actually, he’d never thought ill of her. He didn’t know enough about her for that. But the way Finn had left so abruptly that day had definitely left a bad taste that still lingered and had never dulled.
‘It’s fine,’ Curtis said. ‘It was a long time ago. The thing is, I really need to find him. I don’t know anyone who’s seen him more recently than you.’
‘Me? I haven’t seen him in about… four years.’
‘So… what happened with you two?’
She looked around again then sighed.
‘It’s cold out,’ Curtis added. ‘We could go inside to talk.’ She didn’t look as though she liked that idea at all. ‘Or I can buy you a coffee?’
‘No need,’ she said. ‘This won’t take long. What do you want to know?’
‘Do you know where he is? How I can contact him? Address, email, phone – anything.’
‘He’s really that far removed from your life?’
‘Yes.’
‘Good for you.’
‘What does that mean?’
‘Do you know what that asshole did to me?’
He didn’t, but Curtis increasingly got the feeling that he wasn’t the only one who felt aggrieved with Finn. Everyone he’d spoken to so far seemed to carry a certain bitterness toward his brother.
‘He told me you were going to Dubai,’ Curtis said.
‘Yeah. And maybe I was stupid, but I thought he really loved me. I ditched everything here to go thousands of miles away with him. And to start with it was really good. Nice apartment, plenty of money, new places to see, things to do.’
‘And then?’
‘And then one day I arrived home after a week away with some friends and the prick had cleared up and left.’
‘Left?’
‘Yeah. Our apartment was empty. He literally took everything. Cancelled the tenancy. Had my few belongings waiting for me in boxes and a couple of suitcases with the concierge. Can you believe it?’
‘But…’
‘What?’
‘Why?’
‘Because he’s a self-centered asshole.’
True, true…
‘You never saw him after that?’ Curtis asked.
‘Never again. I called him. To start with he even answered a few times. But he wouldn’t even tell me where he went. Just that it was over. Time for me to go home.’
‘You think he’d left Dubai then?’
‘I’m certain of it. Because that’s what he does. A few months here, a few months there. Make some money, piss off some people. Bail before the problems get too big, or any relationships get too serious.’
Curtis said nothing as his mind worked that over.
‘He took me for a ride, and you can probably tell I’m not quite over it.’
He certainly could; the angry words that hissed out of her mouth were testament to that.
‘You still know how to contact him?’ he asked.
‘His phone went dead a couple of weeks later. I had an email address for him but he never responded to anything I sent him. And I tried for weeks because the way I saw it, he owed me. He cost me a fortune. I hadn’t worked out there, and I had no way of staying without a job and a visa. In the end I had to pay to get me and my things back home. It took me months to get back on my feet here.’
‘I’m sorry,’ Curtis said.
‘What’s he done now?’ she asked.
‘How do you mean?’
‘Why are you looking for him? What sort of trouble is he in?’
‘It’s hard to explain.’
She continued to glare through an increasingly awkward silence. ‘Really? That’s the best you’ve got?’
‘If you could give me the details you have… had for him? Maybe it’ll help me.’
He handed her a business card. She gave it a perfunctory glance before slipping it into a pocket.
‘Is there anyone else you think could help? Any friends or work colleagues or⁠—’
‘No,’ she said.
‘You were friends with Martin Baxter too?’
She frowned. ‘Friends? No, we were friends of friends. I probably only met him twice. Finn doesn’t have real friends – just people he collects and discards along the way.’
‘So you don’t have any other names you can give me?’
‘I wouldn’t want to burden anyone else.’
That wasn’t really a very clear reason for not helping, but he didn’t push her.
‘It was… nice to see you again, Curtis,’ she said, already edging away. ‘And I’ll let you know if I think of anything. But… if you see him before I do, tell him I haven’t forgotten. Tell him he still owes me.’
She turned and left.
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Curtis didn’t move from the spot as he watched Emily walk away. She momentarily glanced over her shoulder when she reached the doors to the apartment building – as though checking he hadn’t followed – but was soon inside and out of sight.
He sighed and turned but then froze on the spot.
Not again.
The darkened figure disappeared around a corner, on the other side of a pedestrian bridge over a stream that snaked into the woods. Was it just a passerby? Curtis didn’t know, but his unease increased nonetheless. He looked around. He didn’t know the area well but was sure he’d find another way back to his car other than through the woods.
But wasn’t he only being paranoid? There was no sign of them now.
He took a deep breath before moving across the bridge back toward the trees. The inky water of the stream rippled below him. His eyes worked overtime, continually returning to the spot in front where the figure had disappeared. But he soon came out the other side without incident.
An intersection lay twenty yards ahead – the main road to take him back to the stadium and beyond. A heavy truck boomed along the cross-street, out of sight, but the vibrations from its movement travelled through the ground. The big beams from its headlights jostled as it passed by from left to right, casting an arc of light toward him, and down an alley to his right that led between two tall buildings.
Was there a figure lurking down there?
Impossible to tell properly because the area was soon bathed in darkness once more.
In fact, it felt even darker than before in the aftermath of the dazzling light. Curtis reached a hand into his pocket, almost subconsciously, grasping for his keys, hoping the sharp metal could act as a makeshift weapon. As though he actually thought he’d need a weapon. As though he had any sort of idea how to use such an improvised weapon in the heat of the moment.
The distraction – the alley, the truck, the keys – had gotten the better of him. He was so focused on the darkness where the shadowy figure may or may not have laid in wait, he didn’t sense or hear the movement behind him until⁠—
Too late.
He’d not even half-turned, had made no progress in bringing his weapon out into the open, before the figure grabbed him. Big, strong hands. One seized his shoulder, the thick fingers squeezing tight, crushing his muscle and bone and sending a wave of pain into his neck and down his arm. The other hand grabbed his wrist, yanking his hand – his now empty hand – free from his pocket. His arm was twisted painfully behind his back, surely only a fraction away from bones breaking.
‘Fight back… I dare you,’ came a growly voice in his ear. He smelled a waft of tobacco and… something else. ‘Move.’
The man pushed Curtis forward, toward the alley. Curtis’s mind burst with fear, with a million questions as to what was happening, what he should do.
He complied.
He shuffled forward, yet the man still pushed Curtis’s arm closer to breaking.
‘My arm!’ he shouted.
‘Will be in pieces if you try anything stupid.’
‘OK, Danny, you can let him go,’ said a female voice from in front of him.
The woman peeled out of the darkness.
‘Remember what I said,’ the man whispered, the new softness to his voice somehow giving it an even more sinister edge.
The next moment he released Curtis and pushed him forward. Curtis spun around, crouched slightly, hands out at the ready like a wrestler in a ring.
He could barely make out anything of the two people in front of him, other than the woman was short and slim, the man short too with a thick frame and a bald head that somehow shone even in the dim light.
‘We don’t want to hurt you,’ the woman said.
‘You already did,’ Curtis replied, sounding as pathetic as he felt.
‘You’re Curtis?’ the woman said. ‘Curtis Delaney?’
‘Y-Yes.’
‘That woman you were speaking to just now. Emily Poulter.’
‘What? I…’ He didn’t know what to say. Was he in trouble for following her? No, he was sure these weren’t police officers.
‘You’re looking for your brother, Finn,’ the woman said.
‘How did you⁠—’
‘We figure, given what you’ve been up to the last two days, that you don’t know where he is either.’
‘You’ve been following me? But…’ The figure he’d seen in Clemson. The presence he’d sensed more than once today. So it hadn’t all been in his head. ‘Why?’
‘Why?’ the woman said, her voice sterner now. ‘Because I know what your brother did two days ago. And I’m looking for him too.’
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The trendy bar – mock-vintage decor and lights – was hardly bustling, but it was busy enough and public enough for Curtis. Certainly compared to that darkened alley.
Perhaps the double whiskey wasn’t technically necessary for this ‘meeting’, but the alcohol helped to relieve his anxiousness, if only a little.
‘Satisfied now?’ the woman – who introduced herself as Alyssia – said, as Curtis pushed her driving license back across the wooden tabletop.
‘Almost,’ Curtis said, looking from Alyssia’s relaxed face to the more sullen Danny, who’d propped himself at the end of the long rustic oak table and sat there glaring as he nursed an apple juice.
‘Honestly, if you don’t believe I am who I say I am, then… what are you thinking exactly?’
It was a good question. When Danny had accosted Curtis outside, all manner of thoughts had spun in his mind. Were they gangsters, undercover police, spies? But would any of those options make sense?
No, Curtis decided. What made sense was the explanation Alyssia had given.
Curtis frowned and rubbed at his temple, then necked a good portion of his drink.
‘Just… tell me again,’ Curtis said. ‘Assume I’m dumb.’
‘Assume?’ Danny said with a snort.
Curtis ignored the jibe and finished off his whiskey, gasping a little as the strong liquor burned his throat.
‘Another?’ Alyssia asked.
She hadn’t yet touched her wine.
‘I drove here… But yeah.’
He could leave the car, get an Uber. He only lived a few miles from here.
‘Danny?’ Alyssia prompted, and he grumbled as he got up from his chair. Now he’d taken his coat off, his tight sweater highlighted his bulky, muscular physique. As he walked toward the bar his hands hung outward from his body as though he had too much mass in his back to pull them further in – or maybe he just wanted to appear as though that were the case.
‘Just… give it to me again,’ Curtis said to Alyssia.
She sighed. ‘My name is Alyssia Montagne. My sister is Mariana. She was in a relationship with your brother, Finn⁠—’
‘In Mexico.’
‘In Mexico.’
‘But, like me, you were born in England⁠—’
‘Yes, but my parents are Italian and French.’
He shook his head as though struggling to even get a grasp of that part.
‘And you know Finn?’
‘I met him several times.’
‘In Mexico.’
‘In Mexico and in Italy.’
‘Because Italy is where you live.’
‘I do now.’
‘And Danny⁠—’
‘Is a private investigator. I hired him a few weeks ago⁠—’
‘Because your sister is missing.’
‘Yes.’
‘She went missing in Mexico but you hired a private investigator in Georgia?’
‘Who says I didn’t hire one in every place Mariana had ever been to?’
‘Did you?’
Danny came back over and smacked Curtis’s second drink onto the table. The whiskey jumped up the side of the glass but didn’t spill. He rolled his eyes at Curtis before retaking his seat.
‘Your name’s Danny Golder,’ Curtis said.
‘What about it?’
‘Alyssia hired you⁠—’
‘We’re doing this all over again?’ Danny said.
‘Yeah, we are,’ Curtis replied, surprised at his own bullishness. ‘Because half an hour ago I’d never met you two before. You introduced yourselves to me by attacking me in the dark and nearly breaking my arm, and now I’m told you’ve been following me around for the best part of two days. So, sorry if I’m a little suspicious about who you are and what your intentions are.’
Danny said nothing but reached into his pocket and took out his phone. His large fingers typed on the screen before he placed the device on the table and shoved it toward Curtis.
‘Take a look.’
Curtis picked up the phone and stared at the internet page. A profile from LinkedIn. Danny Golder, Private Investigator, just as he’d claimed. But a profile on a social media website was hardly definitive proof.
What more did Curtis want though?
‘Ex-police,’ Curtis said, reading the short résumé which also indicated Danny had spent time working for various security companies.
‘Yeah, and?’
Curtis didn’t say anything. He’d kind of thought Danny must have been ex-police or ex-military – some job where he could revel in his machismo – although he’d only spent four years as a policeman and much longer as a security guard or security consultant, or whatever he’d been. More than twenty-five years actually, which placed him perhaps in his early fifties, and which certainly matched his lined and weathered features, if not his youthful bulked-up physique.
‘You two didn’t know each other before?’ Curtis asked, glancing between them.
‘Why would we?’ Danny said. ‘Alyssia only got in touch with me, what – three weeks ago?’
‘Because your sister went missing in Mexico.’
Alyssia sighed, as though bored by the roundabout conversation.
‘My sister had been seeing your brother for nearly a year.’
A year? For Finn that sounded like a very long time.
‘They both worked for Travers International.’
‘Travers? As in, Victor Travers?’
Everyone knew of Victor Travers. A prominent businessman, originally from Switzerland, who’d made his money starting a no-frills airline which he’d sold for billions. Since then he’d enjoyed a celebrity lifestyle due to his ever-diverging, often prominent business interests that always kept him in the public eye, one way or another.
‘Yes,’ Alyssia said. ‘Before she went missing… I knew there were problems between your brother and my sister.’
‘What kind of problems?’
‘She wasn’t happy. She was… scared. But I don’t know what of. She told me she couldn’t trust Finn. We arranged for her to leave Mexico, just for a break. She was going to come visit me in Positano. But she never showed.’
‘This was?’
‘Six weeks ago, give or take. I tried everything I could for a couple of days to reach her after that. Then I went to Mexico to look for her myself. But I found no sign of either Finn or Mariana there. I contacted the police, but they wouldn’t listen. They insisted Mariana wasn’t even there officially anymore, her visa had expired a couple of months ago. I didn’t know that. Your brother had quit his job too, apparently, cancelled his tenancy and emptied his apartment. The police told me Mariana must have gone home.’
‘To Italy?’
‘No. Atlanta. Before Mexico she lived in Atlanta. Which is why I hired Danny.’
‘But she’s not been back here,’ Danny said. ‘I’m sure of it.’
All three of them went silent.
‘What… what exactly are you suggesting?’ Curtis asked, after taking another sip from his whiskey.
‘At first I thought… maybe someone had hurt them both,’ Alyssia said. ‘Or that they were both hiding, or even that your brother had hurt my sister and run.’
The way she said that last part… Clearly that had been her primary thought. Curtis already got the sense that Alyssia, like everyone else it seemed, didn’t like Finn too much. Or perhaps Curtis was projecting his own feelings.
Alyssia leaned in toward Curtis. Her eyes darted left and right as though she was now more concerned about eavesdroppers.
‘But then I saw the videos,’ she said, little more than a whisper. ‘From the attack at the Capitol Building.’
She held Curtis’s eye. He didn’t know what to say. From all the news articles, the internet furore, there’d been no official suggestion that anyone had identified the ‘hero’ yet, or even any substantive speculation as to their identity. But Curtis had known the moment he saw the blurry image.
Alyssia seemed pretty sure too, yet apparently she’d only met Finn a few times.
‘You think it was Finn,’ Curtis said.
‘You certainly do,’ Alyssia responded. ‘You were on the list of people in Georgia that I wanted to track down anyway, even before what happened the other day. Since then…’
‘Since then you’ve been following me around.’
‘At first we thought perhaps you knew where he was. That you were helping to hide him.’
Curtis didn’t say anything to that.
‘But it became obvious you were looking for him too. Actually, you’ve done a good job so far,’ Alyssia said, with a strange smile.
Curtis felt oddly flattered by that, even despite the snide look on Danny’s face which suggested he didn’t agree with his client.
‘I know this is a lot for you to take in,’ Alyssia said.
Curtis downed the rest of his second whiskey. ‘Yeah.’
‘I’m going to the toilet,’ Danny said, already moving out of his seat as he spoke.
Curtis waited until he was out of earshot.
‘He’s a bit…’
‘What?’
‘Conspicuous,’ Curtis said, though that wasn’t really the best word to describe how he felt about the PI.
‘You didn’t see him.’
Fair point.
There was a noise behind him and Curtis turned to see four women walk into the bar, giggling and laughing, obviously a little worse for wear even though it wasn’t late.
‘Shit,’ Curtis said, whipping back around.
Alyssia’s eyes narrowed as she stared.
‘It’s—’ he began, but he didn’t get a chance to finish because Jayne peeled away and was by Curtis’s side in a flash.
‘Curtis. Fancy seeing you here?’
He looked up at her, but she was staring – kind of glaring – at Alyssia.
‘Just a quiet drink after work,’ Curtis said.
‘I thought your office was in Sandy Springs?’ she said, momentarily looking his way.
‘It is.’
Jayne switched her gaze back to Alyssia. ‘Sorry, we haven’t met. I’m Jayne. A friend of Rachel’s. His wife.’
Alyssia wouldn’t be a good poker player, apparently, because she stuttered and looked a little bewildered by the sudden turn of events.
‘This is Alyssia,’ Curtis said, trying to play it cool. ‘She’s⁠—’
‘A new client.’
Jayne nodded but clearly didn’t believe the explanation. ‘Yeah? Who do you work for?’
‘My own company,’ Alyssia said. ‘A startup. You wouldn’t know it.’
‘Not Curtis’s usual style,’ Jayne said. ‘Cozy drinks for two. He’s normally more the corporate account at a swanky steakhouse type.’
‘Yeah,’ Curtis said. ‘Looks like you’re having a good night?’ He indicated to Jayne’s three friends who were still giggling and swaying as they waited at the bar. He vaguely recognized one of them.
‘Leaving drinks.’
Then her phone rang. Curtis tried not to show his relief as she answered the call. And where the hell had Danny got to?
‘Oh, right, yeah, OK. See you there!’ Jayne ended the call excitedly. ‘Girls, come on! Wrong bar!’
The other three looked confused for a moment before tootling over.
‘Nice to see you, Curtis. Say hi to Rachel.’
‘Will do.’
‘Have a good night,’ Alyssia said.
Jayne fixed another suspicious glare her way. ‘Yeah, you too.’
Moments later they were gone, just as Danny emerged from the men’s room.
‘Did I just get you into trouble?’ Alyssia said.
Undoubtedly yes. ‘It’s not your fault.’
‘What isn’t?’ Danny said, as he plonked himself back down.
‘Nothing,’ Curtis said.
Danny raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything more about it.
‘So you think the… hero is Finn,’ Curtis said, focusing on Alyssia.
‘As do you.’
‘But you haven’t told anyone else. You haven’t gone to the police, the press, even though everyone’s talking about him, even though there’s a reward on offer.’
‘No, I haven’t told anyone. And neither have you.’
‘Why?’ Curtis asked.
‘It’s a good question, isn’t it.’
Which one of them would give their answer first?
‘I’ve not told anyone,’ Alyssia said, ‘not because of doubts about Finn being there, but… because of doubts over why he was there.’
Even if he hadn’t expressly admitted that to himself, Curtis felt exactly the same.
‘What are you saying?’ he asked.
‘What if Finn being there, in DC, at the Capitol Building, wasn’t random? What if there’s more to the attack than we’re being led to believe by the newspapers, by the police, by Elliott Charlton?’
‘Do you have any evidence of that?’
‘I have my sister, missing in mysterious circumstances. Your brother too, except for those few moments caught on camera. But where is he now and why is he hiding?’
‘You think what happened has something to do with your sister?’
‘I think I have to find your brother in order to find out what happened to her.’
‘So what next?’ Curtis asked after a while, the question aimed at stopping his mind from churning over the same questions.
‘What next?’ Danny said, looking incredulous. ‘If you don’t know where your brother is, then next you go home, to your wife, and let me get on with my job. I don’t need an amateur like you running around stepping on my toes.’
‘Your job? There’s nothing official about your job,’ Curtis said. ‘I don’t need to do anything to appease you.’
Danny balled a fist but rather than slam it – as Curtis had expected – he placed it calmly on the table.
‘Remember what I told you earlier, about your arm?’
Curtis didn’t say anything.
‘Do anything stupid and it’ll be in pieces,’ Danny added. He needn’t have bothered. Curtis remembered the threat just fine.
‘Or maybe I just call the police right now,’ Curtis said. ‘Tell them everything I know about Finn. What about that?’
He fixed his own glare on Danny.
‘Except you’re not going to do that, are you?’ Alyssia said.
Curtis refocused on her but didn’t answer.
‘Because you can’t understand why Finn was there either and… you want to protect him?’
Did he?
‘So there’s at least part of the story the media are reporting that you don’t trust,’ she added.
‘Agreed. But, after all… this, you’re telling me I should just go home and get on with my life and leave you two to finding Finn? And then what? How do I even know⁠—’
‘It’s exactly what you’ll do,’ Danny said, getting to his feet and plucking his coat from the back of the seat. After a moment, Alyssia stood, a little more reluctantly.
‘Give me your number. I’ll be in touch if there’s anything I think you can help with,’ she said. ‘But… it’s better for you, all of us, if you stay out of this.’
‘Unless you hear from your brother,’ Danny said. ‘You tell us as soon as that happens.’ He handed a business card to Curtis.
‘And likewise, if you find out anything about Finn, you’ll tell me, please?’ Curtis suggested.
Alyssia didn’t say anything to that.
‘Enjoy the ride home,’ Danny said, slapping Curtis hard on the back. He winced in pain as he watched the PI and Alyssia head for the door.
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Curtis had another whiskey before he left the bar. A more expensive one than the cheap shit Danny had bought. He sat on his own, in contemplation, as he drank. To say the night had taken an unexpected turn was an understatement, and he really didn’t know where all the newly found information, new connections left him. He hadn’t even known Finn had been living in Mexico, never mind in a relationship for a year with an English-Italian-Frenchwoman who’d now gone missing.
Perhaps Alyssia and Danny were right – he should stay out of their ‘investigation’. Yet they had no authority, either over him or the search for Finn.
An ever-growing part of him felt that maybe it’d be worthwhile to bite the bullet and hand Finn’s name to the police after all.
What kept stopping him?
He left the car where it was and took a taxi back to East Cobb.
The lights were on, which meant Rachel was home; a surprise given her earlier messages. He opened the front door and stepped inside the house. Silence. No TV or radio. Lights on in the lounge and the kitchen.
‘Rach?’
No answer.
Given the day he’d had, the night he’d had, a whole ream of unwelcome thoughts flashed.
‘Rach? I’m home.’
He slipped his shoes off, wondering as he did whether if it was the right call. If an intruder lay in wait, shouldn’t he keep them on to help him escape and run?
Intruder? Why would there even be an intruder?
He jumped in shock when a figure appeared in the kitchen doorway.
‘Jesus, Rachel!’ he blurted. ‘I thought…’ He shook his head, composing himself. ‘I thought… you’d be home later.’
‘Yeah, course you did,’ she said, before taking a large swig from the goldfish bowl-sized wine glass.
‘I need some of that,’ he said, ignoring the nagging in his mind about how reliant he’d become on drink recently. Both of them, in fact.
‘You do? Thought you’d have had enough already with your date.’
So that was it. Jayne had called her. He’d never liked Jayne. Nosy cow. The type who wanted to be in everyone’s business but only for the sole purpose of stirring the pot.
‘What are you talking about?’ Curtis said, striding past Rachel into the kitchen. He took the wine from the fridge and poured himself a large glass.
‘Jayne saw you,’ Rachel said.
He took a drag of the wine.
‘Of course she saw me. I wasn’t trying to hide.’
‘Not what she said.’
‘Then what the fuck did she say?’
‘That you were getting cozy with some brunette. That the two of you went all sheepish and red-cheeked when Jayne clocked you. Stuttering a load of lame excuses about her being a client or something.’
Her words were slurred. That wasn’t her first drink. Curtis noted the empty bottle on the island.
‘Jayne needs to keep her nose out of other people’s business.’
‘That’s the best you’ve got?’
She whipped her phone from the back pocket of her jeans, thumbed the screen angrily.
‘This her?’ Rachel said, thrusting the phone toward him. ‘Is this who you’ve been seeing behind my back?’
Curtis glanced at the screen and did a double-take. Not only had Jayne relayed the cooked-up story to Rachel – no doubt reveling in doing so – but she’d snapped a picture too. And one that somehow captured a moment, Alyssia with her chin resting on her hand, staring at Curtis.
‘That’s… that’s not what it looks like.’
‘Oh my God!’ Rachel shouted, throwing her head in the air. ‘Would you listen to yourself. You’ve been caught, Curtis! I knew you were screwing around. At least be a man and admit it.’
He put his wine down and moved toward her. He reached for her hand but she brushed him off.
‘Rach, seriously, this is not what you think.’
‘I don’t believe you,’ she said, a tear rolling down her cheek.
‘Damn it, Rach, I’m not having an affair!’
She shook her head, struggling to hold his eye. She didn’t believe him. Not at all. But then he could hardly blame her. The photo, all of the tension between them, his increasingly erratic behavior the last few days.
Except that last one was to do with Finn. She knew nothing about that. How could he not tell her now, even if the truth came with inevitable and possibly ugly consequences? For him. For their marriage.
‘I’m not having an affair,’ he said again, his voice resolute as he stood tall, confident in his own trustworthiness. ‘Her name’s Alyssia Montagne. She’s not a client. I only met her tonight, but it was not a date.’
‘Then what the hell was it!’ Rachel said, moving between anger and anguish. ‘Who is she?’
‘She’s… Her sister is… was Finn’s girlfriend.’
‘Finn?’
‘My brother.’
‘Finn? Finn’s dead.’
And there it was. The lie he’d hoped he’d never have to undo. Because the longer he’d held on to it, the more complicated he knew this moment would become.
‘No,’ he said. ‘Finn’s not dead.’
‘What are you talking about? You… Your brother is dead. That’s⁠—’
‘That’s what I told you. It’s what I always led you to believe. But it’s not true.’
She shook her head but said nothing. She looked so confused. Distraught, too.
‘Finn is alive,’ Curtis said. ‘And… Perhaps it’s best you sit down. It’s a long story.’
She lifted her hand and sent a stinging slap across his cheek.
‘You bastard,’ she said. They stared at each other for a few moments, neither saying a word as Curtis’s cheek throbbed. Then Rachel took a long swig of wine, as though preparing herself. ‘This had better be good.’
Good? Certainly not how he’d describe it. She took a seat at a stool at the breakfast bar, and then he started to talk.

‘Who are you?’ Rachel asked, her face contorted in such a way as to make her distaste clear.
‘Honey,’ Curtis said, moving toward her but he didn’t get to within two yards of her stool before she held up a hand to halt him.
‘Don’t think you can make this better just by wrapping your arms around me, Curtis.’
‘But—’
‘No. Just… don’t.’
Yet he really did want to hug to her. To hold her and to say he was sorry, to try to explain again even though he’d already tried and failed that several times over the last half an hour.
‘You told me your brother was dead!’ Rachel shouted, her eyes wide now as she glared at him, anger the most dominant emotion by far.
‘He was dead to me.’
She tutted. ‘That’s pathetic and you know it.’
Curtis tilted his head, stared at the ceiling before closing his eyes.
‘You have to think about where I was in my life when I met you,’ he said.
‘What’s that supposed to mean? You were a confident, career-driven lawyer making a comfortable six-figure salary, driving around in a⁠—’
‘Is that all you think my life boils down to? My career path and my salary?’
He sent a glare her way, to match the one she was giving him. The tinge of anger in his tone caused her to slump and retreat a little.
‘I know you had a hard time before⁠—’
‘Hard time?’ he said, struggling to keep his irritation from showing. ‘I lost my dad to an unexpected heart attack when he was in his early sixties. A couple of years later my mom was diagnosed with cancer and I nursed her as the disease slowly ate away at her body and her soul for more than three years! I was her primary carer before she died. Her only carer, while my brother jetted around the world one country and several bimbos at a time.’
‘That was horrible for you, but it still doesn’t explain why you told me Finn died!’
‘It does, if you just listen to what I’m saying and put yourself in my shoes for once and stop making every damn thing about you all of the fucking time!’
OK. Maybe he’d spoken too harshly there, and Rachel looked shocked by the force of his words. But he didn’t try to take any of it back.
‘When I met you… I’d come through the most unimaginable period of my life,’ he said, a morose calmness returning to his tone as he put himself back in that moment of time. ‘To lose my parents like that… and without a brother or a wife or even a girlfriend to help support me…’
He was sure Rachel’s eyes welled a little as he spoke now, but he didn’t know whether it was because she sensed his dismay or still felt the aggrieved party herself, or even because her own painful memories – of her mom and dad – were being dredged up as he spoke.
‘You were the tonic I needed,’ he said.
He stepped towards her and she didn’t flinch, didn’t resist as he put his hand to her shoulder.
‘You saved me, Rach,’ he said.
She shook her head but said nothing.
‘And I swear, I haven’t seen or heard anything from Finn since the day I met you.’
‘But that’s not the point, is it?’
‘It is the point!’
He took his phone out of his pocket, enthused, his fingers fumbling as he brought up the years-old messages.
‘Look,’ he said. ‘These are the last messages, the last contact I ever had from Finn.’
He paused a moment as he stared at the screen himself, once again reliving that period and the exact feelings as he’d typed out those messages and read the replies.
‘He left Georgia days after her funeral. A funeral I’d organized with no help from him. Afterward? I was still left with the burden of clearing Mom’s things. Selling the house, settling the estate. And this was all he cared about. The money.’
He held the phone out to show her the messages, scrolled for her after a few seconds.
‘Not even a phone call. Just message after message checking on the inheritance to the point where he was demanding his share.’
Rachel shook her head again as her eyes flicked from left to right.
‘And finally… when he’d got what he wanted…’
Curtis’s gaze froze on the words, those final words, the last contact from his brother.
We’re done. You won’t hear from me again

‘That’s my brother. And that’s why I told you he was dead, because when I first met you, only weeks after this, I really wished he was.’
And he didn’t feel bad at all about saying that, so consumed by those old emotions once more, even if he’d come to regret thinking like that over the years.
Neither of them said anything for what felt like an age. Rachel had looked away, to the darkness beyond the windows, but Curtis remained staring at the phone screen until the device locked and the screen went black. He put the phone back in his pocket.
‘You still lied to me,’ Rachel said.
‘I… I did. I’m sorry. But once I told you… It just… became too hard to take it back. That one lie – it slipped out. I never imagined when I first met you that we’d stay together, that we’d get married and be here years later with that lie still hanging over us.’
She whipped back around to face him. ‘Wow, yeah, thanks for that. What was I supposed to be? A quick screw?’
‘Rachel, come on, that’s not what I meant, and you know it. I love you. You must know that.’
‘But back then – what? I was just a bit of action for you? A tonic.’
He clenched his teeth, tried to channel his irritation away. Was she trying to rile him? ‘You’re twisting my words, again. My point is, it was a lie I never thought would mean anything, and even though I never corrected it… It’s not as though it’s something I’ve had to repeat and build on constantly over the years, is it? Finn, alive or dead, has never been part of our lives. I barely even thought about it.’
‘I don’t believe you. And it’s just not true. This story has always been part of who I thought you were.’
‘No,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘If you’re honest with yourself, this story has made no difference whatsoever to our lives over the last six years.’
Her face scrunched up like she’d chewed a wasp. ‘Honesty? You’re trying to tell me about honesty?’
He decided not to dig any further on that one.
‘The point is… Finn is⁠—’
He stopped. They’d spent all the time so far debating the fact that Curtis had lied about his brother’s life, and death. But the reason they were having the conversation at all was because of Finn’s sudden appearance in Washington, D.C., and the questions his presence and his actions there raised. He didn’t know how to even start explaining that, nor what he’d been up to the last couple of days.
‘Just tell me what’s going on,’ Rachel said, sounding a little dejected. ‘No more lies. No more hiding the truth, either.’
Curtis sighed as he built himself up.
‘The attack in Washington? The hero? It’s Finn.’
She held his eye but remained silent as though she expected more.
‘Finn is the hero,’ Curtis repeated.
‘You said that already.’ No surprise or shock or anything in her voice.
‘But Finn isn’t a hero,’ Curtis said. ‘Finn is a self-centered piece of shit.’
Yet as his big brother, Curtis still felt a certain responsibility for the man, and he still loved him. Missed him. And he hated feeling like that because Finn didn’t deserve it.
‘You’re serious, aren’t you?’ Rachel said, as though overcoming some doubt in her mind. ‘Finn… is the hero?’
‘Yes.’
‘Why? Why would your brother⁠—’
‘That’s the point, isn’t it?’ Curtis said. ‘I have no idea why Finn was here in the country, never mind why he was there at the Capitol Building and how he got himself caught up in that attack. Or why he’s nowhere to be found now.’
‘You told me Finn was a consultant.’
‘Exactly! He was. Is, perhaps. A boring old management consultant. I don’t… I just… seeing him. I know it’s him, Rach, and I need to know why. I need to find him.’
To protect him, he almost said but stopped himself just in time. It’d been a long time since he’d protected his little brother. Since his little brother had let him.
‘And the woman in the bar?’
Curtis sighed and did his best to explain that one. Rachel sat barely moving as he did so, clearly a whole heap of doubt still present in her mind, not just about Alyssia but about everything.
‘You never met her before tonight?’ she asked.
‘I didn’t know anything about her at all. I don’t know a thing about Finn’s life since I met you. But… seeing him. I’d be lying if I said I haven’t thought about him. Wondered about him.’
‘And now the brother you haven’t seen for years has resurfaced and… what? You decided to just skip out on your job and run across the country chasing after him?’
She said it as though it was the most ludicrous thing she could imagine – for him at least.
‘Work… Maybe I took it all too far,’ he said. ‘I know you think I have it easy compared to you, but… I’ve given that job my all and if you pull a piece of string too hard, eventually it just snaps.’
She laughed out loud at that. ‘Seriously? How long have you been waiting to drop that line?’
‘It’s not something I said for effect,’ he bit back, not hiding his agitation. ‘It’s how I feel.’
‘So what? Your plan is to walk away from your job, your career, and to gallivant across the country with this woman you just met to search for your long-lost brother?’
‘No,’ Curtis said. ‘Because Alyssia, or more specifically Danny Golder, the pit-bull PI she’s hired, told me to back off.’
Rachel seemed to consider that.
‘And if you care for my opinion at all, that’s exactly what you should do,’ she said.
‘You don’t get it, do you? Finn could be in trouble. Why else hasn’t he come forward?’
‘Get it? No, I don’t get it. But what are you expecting, Curtis? That all of a sudden you can remodel yourself as James Bond, trailing around, tackling bad guys? Whatever your brother is involved in… If you really think he’s in trouble then leave it to the police to sort it out.’
Curtis didn’t reply, but he’d feared this was exactly the position the conversation would end up at. Another reason he hadn’t opened up to his wife sooner.
Although the biggest reason had always been to avoid his own discomfort and embarrassment.
‘Curtis, I’m not playing about here. You need to call the police. Tell them you think your brother is this hero. Let them do what they need to do to find him, investigate him, protect him, whatever.’
‘I can’t… What if…’
He couldn’t find the words. He knew what she was proposing made absolute sense, yet it was the course of action he wanted to avoid as far as possible.
‘OK, this is how it is,’ she said, now a picture of calmness. ‘You have a simple choice to make.’ She stood up from the stool and folded her arms as she glared at him. ‘Call the police. Tell them everything. Then tomorrow, go to work and smooth over whatever mess you’ve made there. Get on with your life, our life.’
He slowly shook his head as he struggled to imagine that course of action.
‘Or… pack a bag and get the hell out of here.’
He scoffed. ‘You or him. That’s what you’re basically telling me.’
‘I’m your wife.’
‘He’s my brother.’
‘Some brother.’
He huffed.
‘So?’ Rachel prompted after a few moments of silence. ‘I’m not playing, Curtis. You do it now or I want out.’
He sighed. ‘OK,’ he said, pulling out his phone, his heart thudding in his chest in anticipation, as though he were about to make the biggest mistake of his life… But he couldn’t risk losing Rachel. ‘I’ll make the call.’
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CANCUN, MEXICO, LAST SPRING


Finn pushed the bedroom door open with his foot and walked across the soft carpet, being careful not to trip and spill the coffee in the darkened room.
He reached the side of the bed where Mariana remained curled up under the thin sheet. He could see just enough of her face in the dim light to notice she her eyes were closed.
He put the two coffees on her bedside table and crouched down, then leaned in and pecked her on the forehead.
‘Morning,’ he said.
She opened her eyes abruptly but then didn’t move, as though taking the time to come around. After a few moments of him staring at her she groaned and shifted up in the bed, her face scrunching in pain.
‘Morning,’ she said to him. ‘Time is it?’
‘Gone ten.’
She shook her head, wincing as she did so.
‘Hangover?’ he asked.
‘A bit.’
‘Same.’
She blinked a few times, looking from him to the coffees, finally settling on him.
‘I’m surprised,’ she said.
‘Surprised?’
‘I thought you’d be the sneak-out-at-first-light type, not the coffee-in-bed type.’
‘Depends on the company,’ he said, and she slapped his arm before laughing. ‘I don’t think pink suits you.’
He straightened up and pulled at the ends of the silk robe.
‘No? Me neither.’
He slipped the robe from his shoulders and bounced across the bed and under the sheet, coming up behind her as she turned to face away. He wrapped his arm around her near-naked body – bloody hell, he loved that body – and she tensed up.
‘Too energetic,’ she said.
‘Sorry.’
But he left his arm in place and after a moment she sighed – contentedly? – and snuggled back toward him.
‘No regrets?’ she asked.
‘Why would I regret waking up next to you? I think you’re amazing.’
She was quiet.
‘What about you?’ he asked.
‘Regrets?’
‘Yeah.’
‘It’s not how I expected Friday night drinks with my work colleagues to go… but I guess I’ve had worse nights. And it was probably easier to get it over and done with than to have you forever pestering me, trying to woo me.’
‘So charming.’
‘You’ve enough charm for both of us.’
He ignored the jibe and kissed her shoulder. Took in her scent. A scent which brought with it a cascade of memories from the night before. They’d started at 6 p.m. in a bar with seven other colleagues. By 9 p.m. only the two of them remained. By midnight they were undressed and in bed together.
Not much sleep.
Definitely a good night.
‘What next?’ she asked.
‘Next we shower and then I go to work,’ he said.
‘It’s Saturday.’
‘I’ve got a meeting with Gonzalez.’
Gonzalez was the trade minister for the Mexican government, and a huge blocker for Travers getting his new electronics business up and running on the American continent. Gonzalez and his department were responsible for providing the import and export licenses that the company needed to begin substantive operations. Without those licenses, all they had were the already built and ready and waiting factories.
She pulled away from him, turned and sat up in the bed, yanking the sheet with her to cover her skin.
‘Since when?’
‘I thought I told you.’
‘No, you didn’t.’
‘Sorry. It wasn’t… I thought I had.’
She glared at him like she didn’t believe him.
‘You still don’t trust me?’ he asked, for once feeling a little hurt by the prospect.
‘I want to.’
‘You could come with me,’ he suggested, although he really didn’t want her there.
She held his eye for a moment. ‘I’ve arranged to go to Victor’s later, anyway.’
‘Oh. You hadn’t told me that.’
She rolled her eyes and grabbed her coffee and took a swig.
‘Just you and Victor?’ Finn asked.
‘Why? Are you jealous?’
‘A little. I see how he looks at you. How a lot of people look at you. But then I can hardly blame them.’
Another eye roll.
‘You’re always very interested in him, aren’t you?’ she said.
‘Not in the same way as I am with you.’ This time his cheeky smile wasn’t reciprocated.
‘What is it with you and him?’ she asked.
‘How do you mean?’
‘You know what I mean. It’s like…’
She didn’t finish. Perhaps because she didn’t want to offend him now that their relationship had moved on. Or had it? But he knew what she was thinking. That he had an ulterior motive in asking about Victor Travers.
Which was only partly true. He’d come to Mexico for money, plain and simple. Working for a man like Travers meant a big payday. But even in the short time he’d been here, he’d uncovered… things which had changed his impression of the billionaire. For the worse. And it wasn’t just the fact that the guy clearly had an interest in Mariana.
‘You’re misreading me,’ he said. ‘I’m just doing a job, and this is what I do. I work for big businesses. I meet a lot of powerful, often very rich CEOs. It comes with the territory. I’m not a stalker.’
‘Maybe not,’ she said. ‘And maybe I’m just too suspicious of people who clamor for his attention.’
She spoke as though she were Victor’s protector. Did she feel that way?
‘You think that’s what I’m doing?’ he asked.
‘Sometimes, yes.’
‘Do you even know how I met him?’
‘No, I don’t.’
‘By chance. Honestly, it was a moment of sheer luck and everything else has flowed from there.’
She shuffled a little in the bed, as though suddenly more interested.
‘It was in Abu Dhabi,’ he said. ‘Victor was there a few months ago for some convention.’
‘I remember,’ she said.
‘I didn’t see you there, though. I would have noticed you.’
‘I wasn’t invited.’
An awkward silence for a couple of moments.
‘Anyway. I happened to be staying at the Four Seasons at the time, right next door to the convention, and I was passing him in the street. I didn’t even really realize at first who he was, but⁠—’
‘Wait. The day he was robbed?’
‘The day someone tried to rob him.’
She shook her head. She looked angry more than anything. She grabbed her phone, tapped the screen with force. Opened a video. A grainy video. He heard the shouts of panic. The bangs. The yells. She paused the video and turned the screen to him. A blurry mess. It could have been anyone, really.
‘That was you?’ she asked.
‘Right place, right time.’
‘You’re really saying this is you?’
‘Yes.’
‘If you’re teasing me, I’ll⁠—’
‘I’m serious.’
‘You fought off two knife-wielding attackers and helped keep them subdued until the police arrived.’
‘Yeah, but the police were only fifty yards away to start with, right outside the convention. The whole thing was over in a few seconds.’
‘And what – you just walked away after? Your name wasn’t in the news reports, was it?’
‘No. I asked for it not to be. But Victor invited me for a drink later that day. He even told me the story about the watch I’d saved. You know it?’
‘The watch or the story?’
‘Both.’
‘Yeah. I do.’
Finn figured she’d know about the watch. Everyone close to Victor did. But just how close were the two of them? ‘We got talking over a few beers. He took a business card from me when he left. Honestly, I never expected to hear from him again.’
‘Yet here you are.’
‘And glad for it,’ he said, slowly rubbing his hand across her shoulder. She didn’t move away but her face remained a little dubious-looking.
‘You’re a management consultant,’ she said. ‘Where’d you learn to fight like that?’ She nodded to the phone before she closed the video down and put the device on the bedside table.
‘Karate lessons as a kid?’ Not a lie, but also not the full truth. ‘But… Nowhere, really. I guess… I’m just not the kind to shy away from conflict.’
‘Such a hero.’
‘You know it.’
He leaned over and kissed her lips, and was a little surprised that she kissed him back.
‘You’re sure you don’t want to come see Gonzalez with me?’ he asked.
‘I told you, I’m meeting Victor.’
He slipped a little.
‘Only Victor?’
‘Didn’t you ask me that already?’
‘I did, but you didn’t answer.’
‘I’m going to Victor’s villa, but Amanda will be there. And their son and daughter too. And their dog, Mario. Housekeeper perhaps. Gardener? Pool cleaner? I dunno.’
‘I get the point.’
‘I hope so. You might think I’m attractive⁠—’
‘—You’re gorgeous⁠—’
‘—but Amanda is supermodel gorgeous. Like, literally. She’s a movie star.’
He was well aware of Amanda Travers, and yeah, she was pretty. As pretty as Mariana? Not in Finn’s eyes – she was too fake. Movie star? Kind of. She’d been a former Miss-something-or-other and appeared in a few small movies in her home country, Venezuela, but she wasn’t an A-lister in Hollywood or anywhere else. She didn’t need to be; being married to Victor Travers gave her every luxury a person could ever want or earn.
Still, just because Victor had a stunning wife didn’t mean anything, really. Some people were just cheaters. Or just thought they could have whatever – whoever – they wanted, and whenever.
‘You and Victor are close,’ Finn said.
‘I’ve worked for him a long time.’ Mariana fixed a glare his way. ‘But that’s all.’
Finn held his hands up. ‘I appreciate the clarification.’
She sipped from her coffee again, clearly still bugged about something.
He shuffled a little closer to her and leaned over to kiss her cheek. She turned away slightly this time, but he still managed.
‘I thought you were going for a shower,’ she said.
He stared at her for a few moments, but when she remained facing away, silent, he got up and went to the bathroom.
By the time he came out the bedroom was empty. He quickly dressed and headed to the open plan living space of her bright, trendy apartment where he found her sitting on the cream sofa, dressed in gym gear.
‘You want some breakfast?’ she asked, standing up, still sounding a little frosty. He’d come to learn that was just her manner a lot of the time. He wanted to know why. He sensed the facade was a deliberate attempt at self-protection, though he didn’t know from what or why.
‘Sure.’
‘I don’t have much. Bread. Cereal.’
‘I’ll have what you’re having.’
She set about in the kitchen as he looked over the photo frames on the sideboard.
‘Your sister?’ he asked, picking up a landscape photo taken against the backdrop of a mountainous valley. The two women were near identical in looks and clothing, both with big, carefree smiles.
‘Alyssia.’
‘You look a lot alike.’
‘We are.’
‘Not twins?’
‘She’s younger. Three years.’
‘She lives…’
‘In Italy. That’s the Dolomites.’
‘Where your parents are from? Italy, I mean.’
‘My mom, yeah. My father is French.’
‘But you were brought up mostly in England, because of his work.’
‘Yes,’ she said. He put the photo down and turned to see her holding two bowls and giving him that well-used suspicious look.
‘I’ve got a good memory,’ he said, tapping his temple. ‘Like an elephant.’
‘Kind of like the way you kiss,’ she said with a snigger. ‘Sorry.’
‘It’s fine,’ he said. ‘I can take it.’
‘I know you can,’ she said.
She took the bowls to the small round dining table on the balcony, which had a stunning view of the sea. They sat down to eat. Granola. Fine by him.
‘I talked a lot about my family last night,’ she said, ‘but you didn’t.’
‘I was more interested to hear about you.’
‘That’s all?’
‘I sense my family story isn’t as happy as yours.’
‘Because…?’
‘Reasons.’
‘You have brothers, sisters?’
He paused for a moment. ‘One older brother. Curtis.’
‘In the US?’
‘Yes.’
‘You’re not close?’
‘I haven’t seen him in years.’
‘Why?’
‘Because…’ He waved the question away. ‘We were never close. Never the same as each other.’
‘In what way?’
‘I never fit into the mold of what my parents wanted from a son. And vice versa, I guess. Once they passed away… there was nothing left to keep me and my brother together.’
‘They both died?’
‘Yes.’
He hung his head, trying not to think about it. About the pain.
‘I’m sorry,’ she said, putting her hand onto his arm.
‘It was years ago.’
‘But it’s a big thing.’
‘Maybe.’
‘I won’t pry, but… if it’s the sort of thing you want to talk about…’
‘It’s probably not,’ he said, placing his hand over hers.
She gave him a meek smile. Some sort of vulnerability – which he rarely saw in her – sat behind it and caused his heart to stutter.
‘I should go,’ he said, checking his watch. They both got to their feet. ‘Last night… was… I’m not lying, it was probably one of my favorite nights ever.’
She smiled and looked a little taken aback, perhaps, at his sincerity, but she didn’t say anything.
‘What do you think Victor would say if he found out?’ he asked.
She tutted. ‘There you go again, talking about Victor.’
‘But he is our boss. And we are supposed to be working together, not…’
‘Not what? Screwing each other?’
‘Not the most romantic way to put it.’
‘This doesn’t have to be a romance.’
He took her hands gently in his. ‘I think I’d like it to be.’
She held his eye for a couple of beats before looking away. What was she thinking?
‘Victor doesn’t need to know about last night,’ she said. ‘But… we’ll tell him if we think we need to.’
He hoped that meant she wanted to do this again.
‘What are you doing tomorrow?’ he asked.
‘Tomorrow? I’m⁠—’
‘I’ll take you out for the day. No alcohol, no tension or work talk. Just… getting to know each other some more.’
‘You don’t give up easily, do you?’
‘I wouldn’t be standing here if I did.’
She smiled. ‘You’re very unique, Finn Delaney.’
She reached up and pecked his lips, and somehow the simple gesture was the most electrifying kiss they’d shared.
‘Say hi to Victor for me,’ he said.
‘I probably won’t.’
He didn’t question what she meant by that.
Quit while you’re ahead.
Was he? Ahead?
With that thought tumbling, he turned and moved for the door.
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Back to the ‘war room’, as Finn had come to call his office home over the last few weeks. And it certainly looked like a bomb had dropped, with the once-neat pile of boxes now spread, together with their contents, across every available surface in the room.
What was it someone once said about tidy desk, tidy mind?
Whatever. The room may have looked like a mess to anyone else, and had certainly raised a few eyebrows from other people in the business, but Finn didn’t mind. He was slowly but surely assimilating himself into this business, one record at a time, and even if the papers around looked haphazard, his mind certainly wasn’t – and neither were the detailed records and accounts he was logging into his laptop to make sense of it all.
He looked from his screen and around the room as he thought. Not about work, but about Mariana. Of course, this office wasn’t just where he’d worked hour after hour, day after day in order to make progress for his billionaire client; it was also where he’d spent so much time with Mariana recently.
He felt a pang of something in his stomach. No doubt, he’d been attracted to Mariana from the moment he’d first seen her, and his attraction had only grown as he’d got to know her and tried and tried to break through her tough exterior.
That had culminated in them spending the night together and him waking up in her bed that morning.
But it wasn’t the end of the chase for him, because he wasn’t embarrassed in the slightest to admit that he was smitten.
In fact, it felt strange just being in the war room without her. Though was it really just that she wasn’t there, bringing her energy and her magnetism that bothered him, or that while he was there, prepping for the meeting with Gonzalez, she was spending time with Victor?
‘Shit.’ He winced a little as he unclenched his fist. He hadn’t even realized he’d been doing it, and was left with four neat imprints of his fingernails on his palm.
He checked his watch. Two minutes. If Gonzalez was on time.
Finn set off for the conference room on the top floor.
Gonzalez arrived ten minutes late. Alone. Finn was pleased about that, though had hoped it’d be the case given the government minister was only in Cancun on a vacation with his family – supposedly.
‘Nice to finally meet you, Mr Gonzalez,’ Finn said, shaking the man’s hand and even giving a little bow to show his subservience. Stroke Gonzalez’s ego. Get the outcome Finn needed.
‘Please, you can call me Andre.’
‘Sure. Would you like anything to drink?’
Finn had already prepped the meeting room with a bottle each of still and sparkling water, and a Nespresso coffee machine sat on the sideboard in the corner.
‘The sparkling water’s fine.’
‘Please, take a seat,’ Finn said, pouring a glass of water for each of them before he sat down himself.
‘How are you enjoying your vacation?’ Finn asked.
Gonzalez squinted a little at the question, as though he wasn’t really interested in small talk. The look made him appear even more rat-like with his pointy little nose and strangely angular chin and mouth. Even if he was in Cancun on a holiday, he was dressed formally for the meeting in a neat dark-grey suit and open-necked shirt. Like most politicians, he likely had an image of himself he wanted to portray to others at all costs. Given this was their first in-person meeting, Finn had considered whether to invite Gonzalez out somewhere. A fancy restaurant, perhaps. But he’d decided to keep things formal first. If he got the sense that the man would be impressed by something more casual – more expensive – he’d make that his next step.
‘It’s very good, thank you,’ Gonzalez said. ‘I travel here regularly. My family come from the Yucatán region.’
His English carried an obvious Mexican twang to it, but was otherwise neat and clear. Well-educated or perhaps just well-travelled.
‘I didn’t know that,’ Finn said.
‘Why would you?’ Gonzalez said before sighing. ‘I’m surprised Mr Travers isn’t here himself today,’ Gonzalez said. ‘He’s been pestering me and my staff for several months now.’
‘He sends his apologies.’ A lie. The truth was Finn wanted to impress his new boss, and he felt he could do that better by taking the lead, rather than have the billionaire here talking about how good friends he was with blah blah blah. ‘As I explained on the phone, I’ve been brought in specifically to help to put in place all the necessary protocols, and get all the sign-offs needed to get the new⁠—’
‘Stop right there,’ Gonzalez said, holding his hand up. ‘Please, you don’t need to give me any corporate bullshit. I know Victor Travers well enough by now. I know what he’s been doing here in Cancun and what his plans are for Mexico. You might be his new man, but Travers has been trying to get these licenses for a long time.’
‘And trust me, I’ve spent weeks poring over all of the company files and the previous applications, the accounting records of the current and predecessor businesses, the legal records, and I can assure you that everything is in order and⁠—’
‘No, Mr Delaney, everything is not in order.’
‘Excuse me?’
‘You’ve read all the correspondence between my office and Travers International?’
‘Absolutely, plus⁠—’
That hand again, as though he were a king ordering a subject. Finn bottled his growing irritation.
‘Then you’ll know exactly why we’ve had to refuse the previous applications,’ Gonzalez said. ‘And it has nothing to do with the history of the companies that Mr Travers has acquired and tried to rebrand.’
‘I understand. There’ve been issues with some of the construction projects, the new factory building in Guadalajara⁠—’
‘The one where fifteen workers died because of a partial collapse?’
‘A terrible accident.’
‘You really believe that?’
‘You’re suggesting something else?’
‘Clearly you really don’t know Travers as well as you think you do. And that tells me everything I need to know about you.’
Finn pushed the comment to the back of his mind. Push on, he tried to convince himself, even despite the gnawing doubts.
‘Regardless, putting aside such issues, I believe from our previous correspondence that the hold-up for the licenses is because you’re unhappy about the information provided on some of the ownership structures⁠—’
‘Unhappy? No, it makes me neither happy nor sad. I’m the minister for trade but that doesn’t mean approving licenses is my job, although in this case I am fully aware of the circumstances. And it’s a simple fact that for all of the paperwork sent to the licensing department it is still impossible to determine who sits behind some of the entities for which export and import licenses have been requested.’
‘But I⁠—’
‘But nothing, Mr Delaney. You do realize who I am, don’t you?’
Finn bristled at the way he said that. How had he even got his ego inside this room?
‘I’m an elected minister,’ Gonzalez said, when Finn decided not to answer. ‘A part of this country’s government. My job is not to handhold private businesses and rich businessmen with their applications for trade licenses… Yet here we are. That alone should show you that I am willing to be reasonable. I understand how influential Victor Travers is and, yes, I understand exactly how beneficial these operations could be for this country, if good decisions are made. But that doesn’t mean I am willing or able to let him bypass very clear guidelines, and I’m disappointed that you seemed to think that would be the case.’
The room fell silent. Finn’s mind whirred. Perhaps he should have gone with an expensive dinner after all. Is that what it would take? Or something even more indulgent?
In reality, he had more than one possible route to take from here, some more extreme than others…
‘Do you know?’ Gonzalez asked.
‘Know what?’
‘ABC Partners and Helda Venture Capital are two that come to mind from my recollection.’
Finn knew the names. Holding companies that sat above the brand name of Travers International in Mexico and South America.
‘I’d suggest that before you come back to me again,’ Gonzalez said, ‘and I’m sure Mr Travers will send you after me again because that’s what he does, that you go and ask your boss for a clear explanation of the corporate structure, and who all the beneficial parties are. Perhaps it’ll help enlighten you as to who you’re really working for.’
Gonzalez stood and smoothed down his suit jacket.
‘I’ll be here for another two weeks before I return to Mexico City,’ he added. ‘It’d be good for all of us if we were to find a resolution before then.’
Finn rose. ‘Absolutely. I’m sure we can get over the line with this. And… if there’s anything at all that you can think of that could help ease your mind over these matters, please let me know. Perhaps there’s a solution here that all parties could benefit from.’
Gonzalez raised an eyebrow. Had Finn been direct enough? Money. Is that what would cause this guy to bend? He certainly wouldn’t be the first politician Finn had come across who was happy for a backhander in exchange for favors.
‘I think you know what I mean,’ Finn said. ‘Mr Travers has sufficient resources to make this work for us all.’
‘Please stop talking before you say something really stupid,’ Gonzalez said. ‘Good day, Mr Delaney.’
With that he walked out.
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MARIETTA, GEORGIA


Curtis felt grateful to at least be waking up in his own bed for a change. Not that he’d shared any intimacy or real closeness with Rachel. She’d faced away from him the whole night, and on his one attempt to put his arm around her she’d gently pulled from his touch, moving right to the very edge of the bed. A clear message, so he’d left it at that.
As morning came around he once again struggled to read her standoffish mood. He expected more hostility for the lie he’d told her about Finn, for shutting her out like he had over the last few days. What he’d received instead was a kind of rejected disappointment. Which only made him feel a whole lot worse about himself.
‘Aren’t you going to the office today?’ Curtis asked, when Rachel came out of the shower and slipped on some casual clothes – jeans and a woolen jumper.
‘At least not until the FBI have been,’ she replied, not glancing at him before she left the room.
He worked over her words in his head. Did she not trust him to follow through? Last night he’d spoken to a woman on the hotline number for all of five minutes before being told that someone would be in touch. Less than an hour later an agent from the FBI had called him back and asked if they could come to see him in the morning. He’d hardly slept after that, his mind unable to rest as he deliberated over whether he’d made a huge mistake.
That ominous feeling remained with him as he showered and dressed and eventually headed downstairs and into the kitchen where Rachel was already finishing her breakfast.
‘You don’t have to hang around here,’ he said to her. ‘I know how busy you are⁠—’
‘I’m staying until this is done.’
She brushed past him. The doorbell chimed and she turned to face him with what he was sure was smugness.
‘Nice and early,’ she said.
And they were. The agent on the phone had said to expect someone between nine and ten. It was barely eight thirty. If they’d sent someone from Washington, they’d certainly had an early start.
But what if⁠—
He didn’t finish the ominous thought about who could be beyond the door before Rachel opened up. Curtis stared across the kitchen and hall, past the entrance, to the two people standing in the doorway.
‘Honey, it’s for you,’ Rachel said, turning to face him as he approached. He ignored the withering look and disdain in her words.
‘Mr Delaney,’ a squat, plain-clothed woman said. She stood next to a similarly plain-clothed man, both… regular looking. Whatever that meant.
‘Yes.’
‘I’m Special Agent Inchcombe, this is Special Agent Brightling.’
Brightling nodded but said nothing. Curtis ushered them both through to the kitchen, where the agents sat on the sofa in the corner by the coffee table. Curtis settled into the adjacent armchair and Rachel hovered by the breakfast bar.
‘Can I get you anything?’ she asked.
‘No, thank you,’ Inchcombe answered.
‘You must have had an early start,’ Curtis said.
Inchcombe shrugged as Brightling answered, ‘No different to usual.’
‘Why don’t we get straight to it,’ Inchcombe said. ‘You made a call last night to the hotline setup⁠—’
‘I did,’ Curtis said, glancing at Rachel.
‘You believe your brother, Finn Delaney, is the man from the Capitol attack earlier this week?’
‘The hero, yes,’ Curtis said.
A brief silence. Was Curtis supposed to offer more?
‘Do you think you could explain that to us?’ Brightling asked. ‘What you know about the attack. Why your brother was in D.C. Where he is now.’
Curtis gave them as much as he could: the background to his and Finn’s relationship, the last time they’d seen each other, Curtis’s belief that Finn had been living in Qatar, Dubai, and most recently Mexico, according to Alyssia. He explained about Alyssia, who she was, and Mariana too. The officers nodded and scribbled in their notepads but said little.
‘Is this all making sense to you?’ Curtis said. He laughed nervously. ‘Because not all of it does to me.’
‘So let me get this straight,’ Brightling said. ‘You haven’t seen your brother in what… six years?’
‘Correct.’
‘But you saw a blurry image of a guy with a cap covering most of his face on the TV and you immediately recognized him?’
‘He’s my brother.’
Brightling raised an eyebrow and looked to Inchcombe as if for backup, but she remained focused on Curtis.
‘I truly, very strongly believe the hero is Finn,’ Curtis added.
‘Tell us a little more about your relationship with Finn,’ Inchcombe said.
‘I already did. I haven’t seen⁠—’
‘Six years, yes, we got that. But before that. Take us back. Enlighten us about the type of person Finn is. How he got to… where he is.’
Curtis paused a moment before answering, doubts jumping around in his mind but nothing taking hold.
‘We were both born in England, but we moved here when we were kids.’
‘Because?’
‘My dad’s work.’
‘Which was?’
‘He worked for a software company. An early competitor to Microsoft. They don’t exist now.’
‘Your parents are⁠—’
‘My parents have both passed. Heart attack for my dad, cancer for my mom. The last time I saw Finn in the flesh was the day we were clearing out Mom’s house, right after her funeral.’
He spoke with real bitterness about that, a hard edge to his words. Judging by the more sheepish looks on Inchcombe’s and Brightling’s faces, the two agents thought the emotion was directed at them. It was, kind of.
‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ Inchcombe said. ‘But am I right in saying you were already distant from your brother at that point?’
‘Yes.’
‘And the trigger for that was… what?’
‘There were many triggers. It wasn’t one thing.’
‘What about your brother’s time in juvenile detention?’ Brightling asked, looking a little pleased with himself for doing so. Curtis noted the shocked look on Rachel’s face. He’d never told her about that.
‘What about it?’ Curtis said.
Brightling flicked through some papers in his hand as though to find an answer to something.
‘He spent two years in juvenile detention after a bar fight which led to a man in his forties being in a coma for more than three weeks.’
Curtis clenched his fists, trying to channel anger that way. Why did it feel like these two were trying to trip him up?
‘Can you tell us more about that?’ Inchcombe said. ‘About how that came about, how it changed Finn? Your relationship with him?’
‘Why is any of that relevant?’
‘Because you called us to say your brother is this… hero,’ Brightling said. ‘Yet all you’ve told us so far is your brother is some sort of management consultant. You’ve seen the videos, right? Of the attack? Read the witness testimonies?’
‘I’ve read what’s in the press, yes, but those aren’t full witness testimonies.’
Brightling held a hand up in apology. ‘OK, I’m not a lawyer like you, so I apologize if I used the wrong term. But you get my point. That hero… He tackled four armed assailants and then just disappeared. He can handle himself and then some. And why was he even there? How was he connected? So yeah, we’re asking these questions about your brother because right now, your claim doesn’t add up to me.’
Curtis paused. So they didn’t believe them? But did that even matter, really, to him?
‘Why don’t we start with what the hell a fifteen-year-old boy was doing in a bar to start with?’ Inchcombe asked.
Curtis scoffed. ‘I didn’t say he was in the bar, did I? Apparently, he was smoking weed and drinking moonshine outside of it, and when some guys tried to move him and his friends on… From what I understand the men actually made the first move. But Finn knocked one of them down and he smacked his head on the tarmac.’
‘So he wasn’t in the bar,’ Inchcombe said. ‘Just drinking and smoking weed outside. At fifteen. Got it.’
Curtis slumped a little, well aware of the bad image he was building of his brother.
‘OK, let me try and explain,’ he said. ‘Finn is my little brother. I loved him very much. I protected him. From my parents, from kids in the school yard, whatever, you get it? But… as we got older… it became pretty clear Finn didn’t need me like that anymore. He always had a chip on his shoulder, and I don’t know why but he just loved to… fuck shit up, for want of a better term.’ His cheeks flushed a little, but really it was the best way to describe his brother. ‘He got in a lot of fights at school. He started smoking and drinking at a young age. And he looked a lot older than he was, so… yeah, he went to bars. And he fought there too. Taking on bigger opposition than at high school.’
‘Were you there that night?’
‘No. But I was there in court to see how distraught my parents were at the path their son was taking. Two years in juvenile? Finn deserved it. He needed it. To try and get him straightened out.’
‘And did it?’
‘Yes and no. Finn came out at seventeen with his high school diploma and a full scholarship offer from Clemson. Some program they were involved in to help offenders, but it showed he’d worked his butt off in there, determined to prove everyone – my parents and me in particular – wrong. But…’
‘But what?’
‘I never talked to him about juvie. Or really he never opened up, but he never had the same light in him after. It sounds stupid, but… it was in his eyes.’
‘You think something bad happened to him in there?’
‘I saw the scars, so I know bad stuff happened in there. Finn went in there a tough fifteen-year-old who thought he could take on the world.’
‘And he came out as… what?’
‘It’s a good question, isn’t it?’
Which he realized was about the lamest answer he could give, but he really had nothing more to offer.
Everyone in the room went silent for a few moments. Curtis’s mind didn’t rest though, replaying all of those painful old memories, the key moments in time that pushed the siblings further and further apart.
‘Do you know where your brother is now, or how we can contact him?’ Inchcombe asked.
‘Sorry. Like I told you, I’d been doing what I could to find him.’
‘Yeah,’ Brightling said. ‘But why did you do that? Why not come straight to us? Why were you hoping to keep it quiet?’
‘Because… Actually, perhaps you can tell me this. Do you know what happened in Washington? Who the attackers were, what their aim was? I mean, if the FBI are involved… What is it? Terrorism? Organized crime?’
Both agents glared at him but neither made an attempt to answer.
‘Which perhaps explains my position,’ Curtis said. ‘I just… didn’t know how or why Finn got caught up in that. And I thought perhaps he was in danger and needed my help.’
‘Danger from who?’ Brightling asked.
‘I really don’t know.’ Did they?
‘And the woman you mentioned earlier, Alyssia Montagne. You’d never met her before yesterday?’
‘Never.’
‘Never heard of her sister, Mariana, before?’
‘No.’
‘But from what you told us, she and your brother were in a serious relationship, in Mexico.’
‘Alyssia said so, yes.’
‘But Finn had never mentioned her to you?’ Brightling said.
‘No.’
‘They never came to see you before, visiting friends, family here in Georgia?’
‘No.’
‘You’re very sure about that? You’re just a short hop on a plane from Cancun.’
‘Which part of “I haven’t seen or spoken to my brother in six years” didn’t you understand?’ Frustration was building in him.
‘I think Special Agent Brightling is simply trying to get you to think very carefully about what you do or don’t know about your brother’s recent past,’ Inchcombe said. ‘For our benefit.’
‘And I think I’ve been very clear. What I’ve told you is everything I know. I’m sorry if that’s a disappointment to you.’
Inchcombe sighed.
‘If he does try to contact me, I’ll let you know,’ Curtis said. ‘But I’m not sure I have any more information to give you right now.’
He looked over to Rachel. He couldn’t read the expression on her face. Perhaps she didn’t believe he’d told them all he knew.
‘We’ll let you get on with your day,’ Inchcombe said, and she and Brightling got to their feet.
‘So nobody else has come forward to identify the hero?’ Rachel asked. ‘Or to try and claim the reward?’
The unexpected question led to an uneasy silence. At least, Curtis felt horribly uneasy about it.
‘The reward really isn’t our department,’ Inchcombe said. ‘You’d have to speak to someone else about that. Elliott Charlton’s press team, perhaps.’
Curtis showed the agents to the door. Soon they were gone.
‘That was… weird,’ Rachel said, standing across the hall from him, arms folded.
‘A bit.’
‘Didn’t you get the impression that…’
‘What?’
‘I don’t know. Maybe they didn’t believe you?’
‘Actually, I think it was something else.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘Just… some of the responses. Like when Brightling asked me about Finn and Mariana coming to Georgia. They didn’t believe that I hadn’t seen them. Perhaps… they know they’ve been back here.’
Rachel frowned, as if trying to recollect the exact words. As was Curtis. Perhaps he’d misread the questions.
‘So what are you suggesting?’ Rachel asked.
‘What if they already knew all about Finn?’ Curtis said. ‘They obviously had that background on him, juvie and all that. But what if they knew all the recent stuff, about him and Mariana? Which means they knew he was working in Mexico.’
‘And you think it’s all linked?’
‘I certainly think they weren’t acting much like they believe Finn is a hero, more that… he’s a wanted man.’
Rachel sniffed and nodded – some sort of show of solidarity with him, he felt. Or hoped.
She moved up to him.
‘Thank you,’ she said to him. ‘For calling them. You did the right thing.’
He took her hands in his.
‘So what now?’ he asked.
She didn’t answer straight away.
‘Get yourself back to work,’ she said. ‘Make sure there’s no damage done from your little hiatus.’
‘I meant about Finn. About us.’
‘Let the police and the FBI deal with Finn.’
‘But where does this leave us?’ Did he really have to spell it out for her?
She leaned up and kissed his cheek. He wanted it to be… something. But he sensed the gesture was forced.
‘Let’s just try and forget the last few days. It was a blip, that’s all.’
She pulled out of his grip and made her way up the stairs.
A blip? He wanted her to be right.
But a horrible feeling in his gut told him the reality was something else entirely.
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‘Feeling better now?’ Gerard asked genuinely, as Curtis made his way across the office floor.
‘A bit,’ Curtis replied.
Gerard got to his feet and followed. ‘I’m glad you’re back. I’ve been doing my best to keep Wayne appeased but it’s not⁠—’
‘I get it,’ Curtis said. Could he not even get to his desk and get his coat off before this? ‘Sorry for putting that on you. I’ll call him this morning.’
‘Yeah, OK, thanks.’
Curtis reached his desk. Gerard remained hovering.
‘Something else?’
Gerard scratched the back of his head. ‘I know you’ve just walked in but… this has been bugging me and bugging me.’
‘Spit it out.’
‘I’ve gone over and over the budget while you were away, so we’d have everything ready for the deadline this week.’
‘And? We’re still under budget, aren’t we?’
‘Only just. But we’re nowhere near delivering all of the scope yet.’
‘What do you mean? I told Wayne the other day the report’s due this week?’
‘It is, but… We hit some snags.’
Curtis tried his hardest to keep a level head. It wasn’t as though his absence had helped whatever troubles Gerard was about to throw his way.
‘Snags?’
‘We’ve hit some issues with the Indonesians.’ Indonesia being where Wayne was trying to outsource a lot of his manufacturing. A project which Curtis’s firm was overseeing, given the number of legal hurdles that needed to be worked through. ‘We need more time. But it’s going to add even more on to the cost, and a lot more if we try to expedite things to keep close to schedule.’
Curtis closed his eyes and rubbed his brow for a moment as he thought. The Indonesians were his area. Any issues there were his balls-up more than anyone else’s. Actually, the whole project was his – he was in charge. And the reality was these issues really had nothing to do with Finn and the last few days. The more he’d thought about it, the more Curtis realized he’d been operating on autopilot for weeks, probably months. He’d been sinking, both professionally and at home, but he’d kept on flailing, pretending everything was OK, only for him to drift further and further, all the while in denial.
The issues with Finn had only made him realize how adrift he’d become.
‘And this is what you get,’ he muttered.
‘Sorry?’
‘Nothing. It’s not your fault.’ Confusion and relief on Gerard’s face. ‘I’ll have a think, and we’ll get together with Wayne as soon as we can to work it all through.’
‘Thanks, Curtis. Seriously, thank you. If you need my help…’
He hovered a moment but Curtis didn’t respond so Gerard skulked off. Curtis got to it. Not Wayne to start with. A bit of procrastination first. Or was it just dealing with the low-hanging fruit? He dealt with the easy stuff. A few email responses here and there, passing the buck on minor issues on other less urgent and less demanding projects and clients where he could.
Finally the big one. Except he couldn’t get through to Wayne either on his work or cellphone number, so he spoke to Wayne’s assistant and managed to arrange a face-to-face meeting for the next morning. He sent an email placeholder to explain to his client that they’d go through progress in the meeting. No explicit mention of delays or extra costs.
Should he do more to forewarn Wayne of the extra charges? Send another, lengthier, email?
Before he could decide, his phone rang. He didn’t recognize the number which piqued his interest.
‘Curtis Delaney speaking.’
‘You idiot, you talked to the FBI.’
Alyssia. Curtis didn’t utter a word.
‘You told them about me. About Mariana.’
‘How—’
‘Do I know? How do you think, you prick? They came looking for me. Although quite how they found me… Did you tell them?’
‘Tell them what? I know nothing about you! I have no idea where you’re staying. You don’t even have an address in the area, do you?’
‘If you’re trying to screw me over…’
Curtis ducked his head further down, as if that would help keep the conversation quiet from his work colleagues. ‘Screw you? Why would I want to do that?’
‘You send any more trouble my way… Just fucking don’t. Got it?’
‘I get it,’ he said, but he was speaking to dead air. He pulled the receiver from his ear, glaring at it like it’d just offended him.
Who the hell did she think she was, threatening him like that?
He slammed the phone back into its cradle.
‘Everything OK?’ Gerard asked, coming over a little sheepishly.
‘Fine,’ Curtis said.
‘That wasn’t…’
‘It wasn’t Wayne, no. Something personal.’
‘I’m glad,’ Gerard said with an uneasy smile. ‘I mean… You know what I mean.’
‘No, I don’t.’
Gerard flinched a little, like he didn’t know what else to say, before he headed back to his own desk.
Curtis remained stewing, agitated. Yes, he’d told the FBI about Mariana – the little he knew, anyway. And yes, he’d told them about Alyssia too. Was that underhanded? No, not overtly. He hadn’t done it to cause her problems.
But why had he done it? He’d known Alyssia was looking for Mariana – and Finn – and believed something untoward was at play. Which was the very reason she’d hired a PI rather than going to the authorities herself.
Maybe he should have kept her name out of it.
Yet… The FBI knowing of Alyssia’s existence, and the fact her missing sister was in a relationship with Finn, didn’t really cause her any trouble, did it?
Not unless Alyssia herself had something to hide.
With thoughts of his brother and Alyssia once again dominating his mind, Curtis opened a search page and spent a few minutes scouring the morning’s news. He found a few updated articles about the Capitol attack, a few references to the unidentified hero and the pending reward money from Elliott Charlton, but there was nothing new that was in any way substantive. No mention of who the attackers were – dead or alive – what their motive was and why. And absolutely no mention of Finn Delaney potentially being the hero.
So had Inchcombe and Brightling not believed him?
No. That wasn’t it at all. Because the more he’d played over in his head the earlier conversation with the FBI, the more he’d become sure that they already thought Finn was the hero too. They hadn’t admitted it, but the questions they’d asked, and just… the way they’d acted with him.
Why the subterfuge?
He grabbed his coat.
‘Just getting a bite to eat,’ he said to Sarah.
She looked at her watch. It was only eleven forty and he’d been in the office for less than two hours.
‘I missed breakfast,’ he said with a smile, rubbing his belly.
He kept his head down as he moved across the office floor, well aware that he had dubious eyes on him. Probably the team wondering whether he was about to bail on them all again.
He dialed Alyssia’s number as he stepped out into the drizzle.
‘What do you want?’ she said, clearly still angry. ‘You know, Danny has some pretty interesting ideas for how we’d get even with you if we suffer because of your loose lips.’
Curtis gulped. He heard Danny’s gruff voice in the background, murmuring what sounded like his agreement. Curtis imagined him smacking a fist into his palm as he did so.
‘I’m not out to cause you problems,’ Curtis said.
‘Then what the hell were you thinking?’
He thought about the question for a few moments as he strode along the street. ‘What did you expect me to do?’ he said. ‘The FBI are there to help.’
‘You really have no idea, do you?’
‘Don’t I? Then perhaps you need to tell me. Because I have no evidence to suggest any sort of cover up here or that Finn is in any trouble with the authorities over what he did in D.C. or anywhere else, so why wouldn’t I talk to them?’
‘You’ve changed your tune.’
He had. And despite his words, he wasn’t really feeling it. By going to the FBI he’d tried to appease Rachel more than anything, but in doing so perhaps he’d betrayed himself and the still-looming doubts about his brother’s presence in the capital.
‘And now that you’ve told the FBI everything you know… do you feel better?’ Alyssia asked.
‘It’s not about how I feel.’
‘Has your brother collected his reward yet? Or were you hoping you’d get that somehow.’
Curtis didn’t answer.
‘Have you seen any press conference with his face on screen, congratulating him on his heroics?’
He didn’t bother to answer. She clearly knew the answer to that.
‘And why do you think that is, Curtis?’
He squirmed at the use of his name in that tone. So condescending. Kind of like how his mom used to talk to him when he was little.
‘So there’s the evidence of why you can’t trust anyone involved in this,’ Alyssia added. ‘I bet you didn’t even check up on them, did you?’
‘What?’
‘The two agents who came to your door. Did you even check they were who they said they were?’
‘They showed me IDs…’
‘Because no one’s ever faked those before.’
‘Are you saying they weren’t FBI?’
‘I’m saying you wouldn’t have had a damn clue either way. You’re so out of your depth.’
‘If not FBI, then who?’
‘Exactly, Curtis. That’s my point. You have no idea what’s going on, who they were or what their intentions were, so unless you’ve actually got something useful to offer here, just stay the hell out of it.’
‘Which is what we already told you,’ he heard Danny grumble, before Alyssia ended the call.

3 p.m. Home lay around the next corner. Curtis felt he’d done well to string out the day – his concentration on work – for that long. Even if he’d been all set on getting back to ‘normality’ when he’d left the house that morning, the day and his attention had slowly drifted from that point.
He’d done what he could to firefight the problems in the office, to keep Wayne at bay – although the problems there were only really on hold until the meeting the following morning. The big turning point, though, had been the phone calls with Alyssia. After that… he just couldn’t keep his focus on his job at all, despite his best intentions and his words of assurance to Rachel about leaving the search for Finn – and answers – to others.
So he’d made the decision to head home early, not even bothering to give an excuse as to why. And he hoped for at least a couple of hours of peace before Rachel returned home from work.
Except as he turned onto the drive he found two parked cars in front of him. Rachel’s BMW, which she’d taken to the office earlier, plus a white Jaguar F-Type. Top of the range. V8 supercharged engine. Variable dampers. Twenty-one-inch alloys. Seats made from some fancy Italian leather, hand-stitched by nubile virgins or some such shit. A whole host of other expensive extras that the owner of the car delighted in describing – boasting about – whenever he got a chance. The owner was Russ. Curtis’s friend? Yeah, kind of. Most recently they generally only caught up as a foursome with Russ and his wife Anne, although originally it’d been Curtis who’d met and befriended Russ at a charity dinner. A long time ago now.
Curtis walked to the front door and opened up quietly. He stood in the entranceway a moment and listened. What was he expecting to hear?
Voices. Downstairs. A relief, in some ways, but it only made him all the more angry. At least if he’d heard moaning and groaning and the headboard banging upstairs then any doubts – and any possible excuses and lies – would have been null and void.
But did he really expect to have heard that? He’d not suspected Rachel of cheating with Russ before.
Perhaps he’d been too distracted to even notice the signs.
He shook his head at his own incompetence then strode through to the kitchen without taking off his shoes. Even despite his decidedly un-stealthy approach they hadn’t heard him – they were too engrossed in their giggling. They were sat at the breakfast bar. Rachel had her hand on Russ’s shoulder and looked across at him, glowing.
They both jumped in shock when Curtis knocked on the open door.
‘Only me!’ he announced, with over-the-top zealousness.
Both were soon on their feet and backstepping from one another.
‘Curtis?’ Rachel said. ‘You’re… early.’
‘Surprise,’ he said to his wife. ‘And so are you, aren’t you?’ He went up to his ‘friend’ and gave as bone-crushing a handshake as he could. ‘And what a surprise it is to see you here too.’
‘Yeah. I was…’
‘Russ called in on the off chance.’
‘Off chance of what? A quick bang?’
‘That someone was in,’ Russ said. ‘I brought the meat and the wine over for tomorrow night.’
Tomorrow night? Oh, yeah, Curtis had tried to forget about that. The last thing he needed was a bloody double dinner date with Anne and Russ.
‘You know Russ has that good friend who runs⁠—’
‘Yeah, I know. The meat guy,’ Curtis said, though he couldn’t remember the whole story. Basically Russ knew a guy who knew someone who sourced meat for fine-dining restaurants. Not a farmer or a butcher as such, just… a guy.
Or maybe Russ just picked it up from Walmart and made the whole story up so he could brag about something else.
‘Prime fillet,’ Russ said, trying to regain his usual confidence. ‘It’s going to be amazing, especially once you’ve done your thing with it in the kitchen. I’ve got four bottles of the most incredible Pinot Noir to go with it too.’
‘Wonderful,’ Curtis said, feeling no better for the compliment about his cooking skills. ‘And you were just passing, right?’
‘Like Rach said, I just came over on the off chance, really.’
‘And if no one had been home?’ Curtis asked. ‘Given it’s only 3 p.m. on a Thursday and all. And don’t you have a job too, Russ?’
Russ frowned and Rachel shook her head like Curtis was talking out of line.
‘He would have left it on the doorstep,’ Rachel said. ‘Curtis, are you⁠—’
‘I’m fine,’ he said. ‘Thanks for coming over.’ He tapped Russ on the shoulder. ‘You’ve probably got a busy afternoon. What time are you coming back over tomorrow?’ He gently pushed Russ away from the breakfast bar, ushering him to the door.
‘Seven,’ Rachel answered for him.
Neither Curtis nor Russ said a word as they both stared at one another as though waiting for the other to say or do something.
Russ broke first. ‘I’ll get back to it then.’
‘You should.’
Curtis stepped out of the way and Russ exited as Rachel remained glaring. Only when the front door banged shut did she unfreeze.
‘What was that about?’
‘Seriously?’ Curtis said.
‘And why are you home so early?’
‘Me? I walk in to find⁠—’
‘But I thought⁠—’
The doorbell halted them both.
Curtis scooted over to the door and opened up.
‘Buddy, sorry, left my keys in the kitchen,’ Russ said, looking a little embarrassed. ‘Do you think…?’
Curtis went back for the keys.
‘How you finding the Jag these days?’ he asked, as he handed them over.
‘Oh, bud, it’s⁠—’
‘I didn’t really notice it when I came in. Pretty unexceptional to see those things around here these days, don’t you think?’
Russ gave a pathetic humph before retreating to his pride and joy. As he left he didn’t bother to overly rev the engine like he usually did.
When Curtis headed back to the kitchen, Rachel was nowhere to be seen. Not downstairs, anyway.
Upstairs. He could hear the water running in the shower.
Washing away her sins? Not very subtle.
He went to their bedroom. Scanned the room. Nothing seemed particularly out of place. No lingering smells of… No, he tried not to dwell on that.
Perhaps he was reading way too much into the situation.
He went into the bathroom. Rachel jumped behind the shower screen when she spotted him standing there, staring.
‘Jesus, Curtis.’
‘Unusual time for a shower.’
‘Yeah, thanks for that, Mr Shower Patrolman.’
‘So that was all unexpected.’
‘Was it?’
Did she really think that was the best line to take?
He stood staring at her for a few moments. She did her best to pretend he wasn’t there.
‘Need any help?’ he asked.
‘I think I’ve got this.’
He stripped off his clothes nonetheless and pulled the door open.
‘Curtis, I⁠—’
He stepped in and closed the door and put his arms around her.
‘Your hands are freezing!’ she shouted, squirming from his grip. But she turned around to face him and gave him a look, and for a moment all his troubles, all of their troubles melted away. Or, at least, were pushed somewhere at the back of his mind.
He put his hands around her again and pressed up against her body and kissed her. She didn’t resist.
‘This is not how I expected my afternoon to go,’ she said.
‘Me neither,’ he said, as his hand worked toward her upper thigh.
She let out an expectant murmur. Before long she’d taken a firm grip of him too. Nothing more was said, and even though the few minutes they spent locked together in the shower were a hugely welcome release for Curtis’s troubled mind, there was one image he struggled to erase: that damn self-satisfied grin on Russ’s face.
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CANCUN, MEXICO, LAST SPRING


Twelve days. That’s how long had passed since Finn had first met the Mexican government minister, Andre Gonzalez. In two more days he would be on a flight back to Mexico City for the foreseeable future. Finn had to act before then.
‘Penny for your thoughts,’ Mariana said, looking across the desk at him.
He didn’t say anything but held his focus on her a few moments. As ever, she looked mesmerizing. Over the last couple of weeks they had grown closer and closer to each other, spending most nights together. They hadn’t officially told anyone at work yet, though the looks they received – particularly the suspicious ones from Victor – suggested others had taken notice and were potentially gossiping behind their backs. They’d made the joint decision to keep quiet for now, but not lie and deny if either were directly challenged.
‘Yeah, you, dipshit. I’m talking to you.’
‘Sorry,’ Finn said. ‘I was…’
‘Still chewing on the license issue?’
‘Yeah.’
‘You’ve only been here a few weeks. Victor and Ed and a whole bunch of others have been trying to get those licenses over the line for months.’
‘And there’s only one thing stopping it.’
‘The partnership companies?’
Gonzalez, had been Finn’s thought. He was the blocker. But yeah, the politician’s issue was apparently the ownership structure.
What the hell did that even matter to him?
‘Do you know who sits behind it all?’ Finn asked. ‘ABC, Helda. There’re other entities too above those, offshore shells spread all over.’
Mariana looked confused at that, or perhaps just surprised that he knew so much. But he’d been doing his homework. Or trying to, at least.
‘I don’t know all the details but I’m sure it’s just like that for tax purposes,’ she said. ‘Victor is the owner. Everyone knows that.’
‘Is he though?’ Finn asked. ‘There’s no one else?’
‘What are you even suggesting?’ she replied. ‘Mafia? A foreign government?’
She said it as though the ideas were outlandish, and perhaps they were, but something had made Gonzalez suspicious.
‘The two main entities are both in the Dominican Republic,’ she added. ‘Tax free.’
‘Yeah. Also very handy for hiding who owns the entities, given there’s no public access to shareholder information there.’
‘I don’t know what you think anyone is hiding, or why.’
‘Someone must have the answers.’
‘Not me,’ Mariana said. ‘Have you asked Victor?’
‘Of course I have.’
‘And what did he say?’
‘Initially? To ask you.’
She looked a little taken aback. ‘Not my department at all.’
‘Maybe not. But he also said to ask Ed. Dez. Caitlyn. Everyone I go to claims ignorance and sends me to someone else.’
‘You’ve been talking to a lot of people.’
‘And I’ve been given no real answers. Just the runaround.’
And it felt like without some covert digging, he wouldn’t find anything more. Honestly it didn’t even matter to him if something dodgy was happening, he just wanted to be in the know. How was he supposed to operate effectively?
‘Does it even matter to you?’ Mariana said. ‘If we keep the dialogue open with Gonzalez and his department and keep expressing the benefits of this project to ordinary Mexicans, and the economy here, I’m sure we’ll get there in the end. They’d be crazy to keep refusing us and risk losing this business to somewhere else.’
But did she really believe they could get there now by legitimate means?
Finn still believed there was another way. A quicker way. He’d even met up with the minister again, a couple of days ago, this time with Victor too. A round of golf followed by a hundred-thousand-peso dinner. About five thousand US dollars, mostly on champagne and cognac. Pocket change for Victor, but no point in going over the top for nothing. And Gonzalez had seemed impressed and had been perfectly friendly and amenable over the day, but had bluntly refuted any attempt at the offer of further ‘benefits’, ‘favors’ or ‘private arrangements’ and the like.
So Finn had been left to think more widely about further steps.
‘We should go get some dinner,’ Mariana suggested. ‘I think some of the others were going to⁠—’
‘It’s fine,’ Finn said. ‘You go without me.’
Her face soured. Perhaps he’d spoken too bluntly. Or perhaps she didn’t like that he was bailing on her.
‘I told you my sister is coming to town too. She lands at eight and she’s only in Cancun two nights. I really want you to meet her.’
And he was really flattered about that too.
‘I know.’ He tried to sound more relaxed and friendly. ‘Which is why I want to stay here now. A couple more hours then I’ll be ready. Yeah?’
She didn’t look convinced.
‘I will see you later,’ she said. ‘Oasis bar. I’ll let you know when we’re on our way.’ She gave him a peck on the cheek before leaving the room.
She was angry with him, and he hadn’t been wholly truthful with her, but he would be there later. He had somewhere else to be first, though.
Finn reread the messages on his phone from earlier, the address he’d been given. Only a short drive away. He packed up and headed out. Half an hour later he parked on the darkened residential street and checked his watch.
He looked along the road ahead. Mostly residential apartment blocks, each small, only three or four stories. Not a poor street by any stretch, but also a world away from the multi-million-dollar apartments crammed along the coast, and the twisting, serene private roads housing the even more expensive villas of the super-rich – Victor among them.
A car came towards Finn and he slid down in his seat a little so his head only just poked up over the dashboard. The headlights blinded him for a few seconds before the car moved on and out of sight. As his eyesight returned he spotted movement outside his window. He slumped a little further in his seat, pulling his phone out just in case.
Two people. A man and a woman, who’d come out of the apartment building directly across the road.
Not who he was looking for.
Half an hour passed. An hour. Two. He checked his phone over and over. Nothing from Mariana. Should he reach out to her? He wondered where she was. Hadn’t her sister landed already? Perhaps she’d given up on him and just taken Alyssia out with their work colleagues.
With Victor too?
He slapped his forehead to remove the images of the two of them together.
He reread the messages from his ‘contact’ again, becoming more and more frustrated as time passed. But he had no reason to doubt the intel, which had already turned up trumps over the last few days. Tonight was simply the nail in the coffin, so to speak.
He just needed patience.
Movement. Finn tensed as he looked across the road. Two men. One considerably shorter and older than the other. Distinctive looking, even in the dark. In fact, the orange streetlight from above made his face appear even more angular than usual.
‘Good evening, Minister,’ Finn murmured.
He pulled his phone up to the window. Started clicking away, taking photos.
‘Turn this way,’ Finn said, as though the minister could hear him and would respond. He needed a better angle to get a good shot for his growing collection.
‘There you go.’
The men gazed at each other. The younger took Gonzalez’s hand and reached down for a kiss. When they separated he pulled away and walked off down the street.
Gonzalez looked as if he was about to head off in the other direction, but then he paused and stared directly across the road to Finn’s car.
‘Shit.’
Finn slid further down in his seat.
Had he been spotted?
He had to risk a peek.
Gonzalez had stepped into the road. He was coming towards the car.
Finn only had a moment to make a decision. Heart thudding, he whipped his arm up to shield his face. He started the engine.
‘Hey,’ Gonzalez shouted, followed by a few angry words in Spanish.
Finn floored it. He raced off down the street, his eyes focused more on the shrinking figure in his rearview mirror than on the road ahead.
He made a right turn and slowed.
A close call. But even if Gonzalez had confronted him, perhaps it wouldn’t have mattered. Finn had what he needed.
‘Time to get things moving,’ he said to himself with a smile.

‘You two look so great together!’ Alyssia said with a kind of squeal, as she clasped her hands in delight. Finn pulled Mariana a little more closely to him. She looked into his eyes and he felt a flutter in his heart.
Shit, when had this got so real?
‘But… you haven’t even told anyone else yet?’ Alyssia asked.
‘It’s only been a couple of weeks,’ Mariana said. ‘We’re taking it slow.’
‘Yeah,’ Alyssia replied, with a slightly snide smile. ‘Real slow.’
Mariana giggled in response but then pulled away from Finn’s grasp – was she embarrassed? He picked up his beer and took a long drag.
‘Cool place,’ Alyssia said, looking around the bar. Oasis, of course. ‘I see now why you’ve been raving about it.’
‘I know, right?’ Mariana said. ‘The whole hotel is just awesome. Even better than we’d hoped.’
‘Well done you, Mrs Project Manager.’
Finn raised an eyebrow as he glanced at Mariana. Project manager for the hotel build? Was that right? He hadn’t realized, and she’d never said. Perhaps she’d over-egged her involvement to try and impress her sister.
‘So, Alyssia, you’re only in town a couple of days?’ Finn asked.
‘Wow. Trying to get rid of me already?’
Mariana hit his arm playfully. At least, he thought it was playful.
‘I’m meeting some friends in Cabo, but it’s been a few months since I saw my sis so… you know.’
‘Nice,’ Finn said, not really knowing where else to take the conversation. He held Alyssia’s eye a moment. When he’d first spotted her waiting for them at the bar he couldn’t believe quite how alike she was to Mariana. Honestly, they could have been twins. And even in the ten minutes they’d been sitting together he sensed she had the same sharp edge to her as Mariana did. Except… different. In Mariana that sharp edge had been one of the things that attracted him so much. In Alyssia… he felt on trial almost. But then, isn’t that what sisters did when meeting a new boyfriend? Although he and Mariana hadn’t even mentioned the ‘g’ and ‘b’ words to each other yet.
‘What about you, Finn? Tell me about yourself. How’d you wind up working for the wonderful Victor Travers?’
‘A chance encounter, would you believe?’ he said.
‘Remember the mugging in Dubai?’ Mariana added. ‘That was Finn!’
‘Wait – you’re a mugger?’
Mariana laughed, a little too heartily. She was drunk. She’d already had several drinks with the work crowd before coming here, and was probably overexcited about seeing her sister. Finn was on his first drink. He wanted more. He downed the rest of his beer.
‘No, silly,’ Mariana said. ‘Finn was the guy who fought them off. He’s a hero.’
She leaned over and pecked his cheek. Alyssia laughed, although it felt a little scathing to Finn.
‘But seriously, what do you actually do?’ Alyssia asked him.
‘You want me to walk you through my whole career?’ Finn responded, and realized he’d spoken a little too coldly by the hardened look on Alyssia’s face.
‘Sure,’ she said. ‘Why not.’
He took a moment to try and figure out if she was being serious or not.
‘I majored in business management at Clemson,’ he said. ‘Got on a graduate program at a big accounting firm after that. Got my CPA a few years later. Stayed there for nearly ten years in total.’
‘Ah, corporate boy. I know the type. But you never made partner?’
‘No. I didn’t.’
‘Why not? What was wrong with you?’
Mariana stifled a laugh. ‘I’ll get some more drinks,’ she said, and headed to the bar.
‘Nothing was wrong with me.’
‘I didn’t mean to offend you.’
‘You haven’t. Sounds like you’re familiar with that world though?’
She shrugged. ‘Kind of.’
‘The thing I realized about it all? The ones who get ahead usually aren’t those with the most talent.’
‘That goes for virtually any walk of life.’
‘Maybe it does. But I got sick of someone less able than me getting ahead, time after time. I guess… I didn’t take enough shit from my superiors. Didn’t stick my head far enough up the asses of the senior partners.’
‘Ah, so you have a problem with authority.’
‘No. I have a problem with talentless schmucks hitting the big time. Whether it be in an accounting firm or the oil sheikhs born into riches or the billionaire businessmen who think it was their hard work that got them where they are, and not simply a slice of luck even greater than winning the lottery jackpot.’
Mariana nodded now, as though he’d finally said something that she could in some way understand or agree with.
‘So you set up on your own to get back at the system? How’s that working for you?’
‘No. Not to get back at the system. Just to get what I deserved.’
‘If you can’t beat them, join them?’
‘Something like that.’
Mariana came back over with the drinks. She was sat down for all of twenty seconds before her phone rang.
‘Shit,’ she said, flicking her hair back as though to prepare herself. ‘Hey, Victor.’
She mouthed an apology then got up and headed for the exit, phone pressed to her ear.
‘When Victor calls…’ Alyssia said, not hiding her disdain.
‘You don’t like him?’
‘I only know him through my sister. And what I know of him? No, I don’t like him at all.’
‘And why’s that?’
‘You’re her boyfriend, I thought maybe you’d know.’
‘Know what?’
‘Have you told him yet?’
‘About me and Mariana? Not yet.’
‘Good luck with that.’
‘What are you getting at exactly?’ he asked, sounding as pissed off as he now felt.
‘It’s not my place to say.’
‘Are they… Did they…’
Alyssia scoffed. ‘Victor Travers is one of the richest men in the world. Men like that… they get what they want. That’s all I’m saying. And I’m not just talking about in a sexual sense.’
Finn tried his best to erase the horrible images trying to plant themselves at the front of his mind.
‘Clearly Mariana confides in you. A lot,’ he said.
‘Always.’
‘So come on then,’ Finn continued. ‘Give me some dirt on the big man.’
Alyssia’s eyes narrowed, as though she couldn’t read his intentions. She’d been trying to rile him, he thought, but actually, maybe this conversation could take a different turn. A more beneficial turn, for him.
‘I don’t need to give you any dirt. You seem intelligent enough. Five minutes’ searching on the internet tells you everything you need to know about someone like Victor Travers. Problems follow him around like flies on shit – except he’s got enough money to make sure those flies never land.’
What the hell was she even talking about? Apparently she realized she’d been a bit too cryptic because a moment later she sighed and added, ‘Guadalajara.’
‘The factory disaster?’
‘Mariana didn’t talk to you about that?’ She paused. ‘OK, obviously not. But she had to deal with the fallout of that. And it tore her up. Families devastated by losing loved ones, who were then screwed over further, bullied into silence, because Travers…’
‘Travers what?’ Finn prompted at her hesitation.
‘Yeah, Travers what?’ Mariana asked from the edge of the table, and Finn realized why Alyssia had trailed off.
‘Travers should learn to give you a night off every now and then,’ Alyssia said unconvincingly, but Mariana didn’t push her and retook her seat.
‘Everything OK?’ Finn asked.
‘Yeah,’ Mariana said. ‘Yeah. Of course. Why wouldn’t it be?’ Except she sounded far from OK.
Yet Finn said nothing more about it. Alyssia didn’t either. The look in her eyes, though, as she held Finn’s gaze… It told him so much.
She didn’t just dislike Victor Travers, she detested him. And the only reason for that was because of Mariana.
Which made Finn absolutely determined to find out more.
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The top-floor meeting room felt a lot smaller to Finn, with eight people crammed around the table, compared to the last time Gonzalez had been there when it was just the two of them. With Victor’s presence too, a far more impressive display of drinks and snacks had been provided, spread across the wooden tabletop, from pastries to a tray of exotic fruits. Most of the attendees had already got stuck in before the meeting started, but Gonzalez hadn’t touched a thing. Neither had Finn. He didn’t need caffeine or sugar; his brain was fired up enough for this highly anticipated – for him, at least – meeting.
‘Everyone,’ Victor said, rising. ‘I know there’s a lot of excitement around the table today but let’s try and keep this to schedule, as I know you’re all very busy. Firstly, it goes without saying that we’re immensely grateful for Minister Gonzalez once again for taking time out from his family vacation to be with us today.’
A slight pause while the group nodded and murmured their appreciation.
‘I’ll hand over to Finn to tell you all why we’re here.’
Victor took his seat. Finn rose as all eyes turned to him. Happy, expectant eyes mostly. Except for two people. Gonzalez, who looked sullen, and Mariana, who looked…
What exactly?
‘I’d like to echo Victor’s comments,’ Finn started. ‘It really is a great privilege to have Minister Gonzalez with us today, and to have had his company several times over recent days.’ The look on Gonzalez’s face was not quite as angry as it had been when Finn had showed him the catalogue of photos of him and his favorite male sex workers. Most notably Rico, the young man who – apparently – Gonzalez had first met when Rico was only sixteen, and who Gonzalez had been sending money to on a regular basis to help keep him in that nice apartment.
‘As you all know, I’ve been working alongside Mariana recently…’ Did he catch some snide looks at the mention of her name? ‘…as we worked through the final pieces of the puzzle to ensure the start of operations for our consumer electronics operations here in Mexico. But I’m delighted to say that, as of this morning, we have now been granted by the Mexican government, and specifically by Minister Gonzalez’s trade department, a total of thirteen import trade licenses, and twenty-seven export trade licenses for Travers International Consumer Electronics Mexico.’
He paused and took in the applause from the group. The most animated, by far, was Victor. Like a small child who’d won a teddy bear at a fair. Gonzalez had a forced smile on his face and nodded at the people around the table in turn, accepting their gratitude.
‘Thanks to everyone who’s assisted on this project so far, but my biggest thanks must go to Minister Gonzalez, not only for helping us to put these final issues to bed, but for taking time away from his vacation in order to do so.’
‘Your thanks means a lot to me,’ Gonzalez said, somehow finding enough acting skills to sound sincere as he put his hand to his heart. ‘And I’ve been very grateful for your hospitality here. But now, I really must get back to my family.’
He stood up and a hush fell across the table at the unexpected move, but it was gone again a moment later when Victor moved over to the minister, shook his hand and patted him on the back. There were smiles all around as Gonzalez left the room with the billionaire.
Chit-chat followed for the next five minutes or so, although Finn barely said a word to the others, before Victor strode back in with a huge grin on his face.
‘I can’t believe it, folks. This is really it. I thought us getting started before the end of the year would be a task, but we’re not even into summer, and in seven days’ time, when the first microprocessors arrive, we’ll be up and running.’
He beckoned Finn out of his seat.
‘And it’s all thanks to this guy.’
A slap on the back for him too. All down to Finn? Well…
Mariana certainly didn’t look impressed by that remark.
Finn retook his seat and Victor carried on with what sounded like a well-rehearsed speech. No projector, no notes, but polished words, nonetheless. Most around the table sat in fascination, in awe, as Victor spoke of the business and his plans.
‘Of course, this first step won’t see us with full production capabilities in Mexico yet. We’ll be reliant on sourcing processors and other key components from the Far East until we get direct access to the raw materials but—’ he focused on Finn ‘—it’ll need a few more dinners between Finn and Minister Gonzalez to iron out the specifics of how that will all work.’
By which he meant Gonzalez hadn’t signed off on everything they’d wanted. Just the bare minimum, really. A play of power from him, Finn thought. Backed into a corner with the evidence of his debauchery, he’d had no choice but to give Finn something, but he’d fallen short of giving everything. Why?
‘But even if it takes another twelve, twenty-four months or longer to get to that position, I’m confident we can immediately start to build on our brand presence here, and across Central and South America. Before long we will swamp the competition, providing cutting-edge digital products for the masses at budget prices across this continent and beyond.’
He shook his fist in the air as he spoke, like a general might to gee up an army for battle. All that was missing was some whooping and hollering from everyone else around the table.
Victor continued, but Finn found himself zoning out. Something to do with relief taking over, but something else as well.
Finally, when Victor was done and the meeting was over and everyone headed back to their day jobs, Finn regained his focus. He saw Victor and Mariana giggling about something before the boss stroked her arm – didn’t he? – and left the room.
Just Finn and Mariana remained.
‘Well done,’ she said, coming up to him.
‘Thanks.’ He reached out and gently took her hand. She didn’t move away but she looked edgy and… angry, even though she’d been all smiles with Victor. As usual. ‘I missed you the last couple of days.’
He hadn’t seen her since the night of the drinks with Alyssia, nearly three days ago. He’d wanted to see her. She claimed to have been swamped with meetings, and then spending time with Alyssia, but last night she’d just wanted some quiet time on her own, in her apartment. Except Finn had gone over to her apartment later in the evening and she hadn’t been there.
It didn’t take a huge leap to guess who she might have been with.
‘Yeah. Me too,’ she said.
‘You want to do something tonight?’ he asked.
Now she pulled from his grip.
‘Maybe. Depends how late we finish.’ She fiddled with her hair. Awkwardness. ‘Do you want to tell me how you managed to sway Gonzalez?’
‘Do you want to tell me about Guadalajara?’
‘Excuse me?’
He said nothing but held her eye, challenging her.
‘Finn, what are you asking?’
‘Why do you protect him like you do?’
‘Who?’
Finn sighed. ‘Victor! In Guadalajara, he had those families silenced, didn’t he?’
She pursed her lips, shook her head.
‘I’ve been looking into it,’ he said. ‘And it’s not just hush money, Mariana, it’s threats. It’s violence.’
‘You don’t know what you’re talking about.’
‘I do. Tell me about Hernandez.’
She didn’t.
‘OK. So let me fill in the blanks. Hector Hernandez was in charge of the main sub-contractor for the factory build. He was hung out to dry by Travers after the disaster. Had the prospect of a criminal trial, until he was found dead by his wife. Overdose, apparently.’
‘Are you seriously suggesting⁠—’
‘Oh, it’s not just Hernandez. Perhaps you didn’t know this one, but I’m very good at digging, babe. Guillermo Huerta?’
He left the name hanging. The reaction on her face suggested perhaps she really didn’t know it.
‘He’s a reporter. Or, I should say, he was a reporter. Perhaps investigative journalist would be a better way to describe what he did. But it’s past tense, because he’s dead now too. Apparently, he and Hernandez had spoken several times in the run up to Hernandez’s suicide. There was going to be an exposé about the whole thing, until Hernandez’s suicide and then Huerta’s motorcycle accident.’
Mariana turned and went to walk away but Finn grabbed her arm. She shrugged him off.
‘What do you want from me?’ she asked.
‘Why do you want to protect him?’
‘I never said I did. But what about you, Finn? All this snooping? You think you’re above board? Explain to me then, how did you get Gonzalez to change his mind?’
Finn shrugged. ‘Just managed to put enough pressure on, enough persuasion.’
‘Right.’
She said that as though she clearly didn’t believe him.
‘And where’d you get to on those LLCs in the Caribbean?’ she asked. ‘Weren’t they the blockers? The ownership structures.’
‘We managed to get around that.’
‘So you never did find the answers?’
‘Didn’t need to.’
She shook her head.
‘You know, Finn, I really like you. And the last few weeks have been… great. You want it to continue? There’s one thing I ask from you. Honesty.’
She went to walk away but Finn grabbed her arm again, a little harder this time. She tried but couldn’t pull away, and he let go after a couple of seconds.
‘You know, Mariana, I really like you too. And the last few weeks have been amazing. You want it to continue? There’s one thing I ask from you. Honesty.’
He didn’t see the slap coming. The force sent him a half-step back, his cheek throbbing.
‘Asshole,’ Mariana said, before storming out.



17


SANDY SPRINGS, GEORGIA


Far more people than necessary were sat around the big oval desk in the top-floor conference room of the office. Curtis would really have preferred it if only he and Wayne had been there, but he’d brought along Gerard too, who was the details guy on many aspects, but Gerard had then suggested Jenna, Harry and Matt all join as well, just in case. On the other side of the table Wayne had brought a whole crew. Six of them in total, three of whom Curtis had never even met before, and he couldn’t remember any of their names.
‘So, the upshot is that we’re still not ready,’ Wayne said, when the initial chit-chat had finally died down and Curtis delivered the bad news. As pleasant and animated as always during the initial greetings, Wayne’s face had turned in an instant. From friendly to hard-edged, no nonsense. A face that showed who was in charge. And he did have an authoritative presence about him, like many leading business figures did. It wasn’t all competence and intellect that got people to the top in the business world; quite often it was simple bullishness, arrogance and bravado and just being able to talk a good talk. At least, that’s how Curtis saw it.
Which all explained why Wayne, a forty-something who’d scraped through high school, had worked his way through the corporate sea from shelf-stacker in a warehouse to CEO of a leading clothes retailer that was worth billions. And he liked to remind everyone of his humble roots, in his words and actions and appearance – which partly explained the mop of messy hair that made him look like a teenage skateboarder, and his attire which consisted of jeans and an open-necked short-sleeve shirt that further cemented the youngster look.
‘I’m sorry we weren’t able to let you know sooner,’ Curtis said.
‘Because you were unwell.’
‘I’ve been out of the office most of the week, unfortunately.’
‘But from what I understand, you’re more than just three or four days behind here.’
Understand from who?
Curtis turned to Gerard, but he just gave a slight shrug.
‘We hit some roadblocks in Indonesia,’ Curtis said. ‘We’ll probably need two or three weeks more.’
‘Two or three? Which one?’
‘Two,’ Gerard piped up. ‘I’m sure we can be done in two.’
Wayne looked at him and shook his head, disappointed.
‘And these problems?’ he asked.
‘You can understand how complex this is, can’t you?’ Curtis said. ‘You’re not just moving manufacturing out to the Far East, you’re asking us to implement an entire revamp of your corporate structure to facilitate the move.’
‘Which is exactly what we’ve been paying for over the last five months, isn’t it?’
‘Of course, but⁠—’
‘Two weeks I can deal with,’ Wayne said. ‘But any more than that and I’ll have to let our key investors know. At least tell me we’re still on budget.’
‘Well, about that…’
Curtis had no choice but to go right in. Five million? More like eight million to deliver everything Wayne had asked for. They’d already spent five and a half, and trying to clear the Indonesian issues and get everything tidied up and in place in such a short time would not come cheap. They’d already had to outsource some of the work to a different, larger consulting firm in Jakarta to try and get things moving more quickly, and had palmed off a whole extra chunk to consultants in the US too. Really, those consultants were performing a large part of the day-to-day activities for the project, but Wayne had wanted the whole operation wrapped up as a ‘legal’ cost – a benefit to him for tax purposes, accounting, and confidentiality – hence why Curtis’s firm were at the forefront of the project.
By the time Curtis had finished his excuses, Wayne had sunken in his seat; his cheeks had flushed, his eyes were beady and he looked about ready to explode.
‘You’re dumping this on me only now,’ he said.
‘I’m sorry.’
‘This is the biggest shower of shit I’ve ever seen. I’ve been working with your firm for fifteen years⁠—’
‘I can only apologize. We’re doing everything we can.’
‘Does Gerry know?’ Wayne asked.
Inevitable, really, that he’d pull out the name of the big boss. The senior managing partner – Curtis’s boss – was a close friend of Wayne’s. Not just someone who wined and dined him, like Curtis did, but a close confidante. Someone who’d actually worked alongside Wayne in the past, rather than as client-service provider.
‘No,’ Curtis said.
Wayne threw his hands in the air in exasperation. ‘This is ridiculous. Should we call him now? Get him in here to see what he thinks about this.’
‘I can assure you⁠—’
‘But you can’t, can you? You can’t assure me of anything, really. I’m paying you for assurance, and look where it’s got me.’
Silence. Curtis decided not to dig any further. Wayne was pissed off – perhaps rightly so – and wouldn’t back down.
‘How much is this going to cost?’ he asked. ‘And just give me a realistic number, please.’
‘We think it’ll be a little over seven million to deliver the original scope,’ Gerard said.
Wayne pursed his lips and shook his head.
‘Seven million. And that’s just for professional fees. Do you know how much it’s costing for everything else? Construction, logistics.’
Curtis actually did have a pretty good idea as the consultants they were using would eventually be in charge of overseeing that side of things too. Nearly a hundred million total was the latest forecast.
The screen of his phone lit up on the table. Curtis’s gaze diverted there. A news alert. Three different headlines. All about the hero, of course, given Curtis had set his notifications for such articles.
The search continues – who is the hero?

Analysis: Could we have it all wrong? Hero or villain.

Elliott Charlton – is he the real hero?

‘Do you?’ Wayne said. ‘Do you have any fucking idea how big this is?’
‘Yeah, I fucking do,’ Curtis said, finally unable to hold his irritation. ‘It’s big. And it’s going to cost an absolute fortune. But it’s not your money that’s being spent, is it? It’s the company’s. So why do you give such a crap, anyway? And I’m not screwing you here. I don’t get rich off this. I’m only delivering what you wanted.’
Gasps came in stereo. Gerard’s mouth was wide open.
Wayne looked ready to explode. ‘I don’t think⁠—’
‘I mean, you could have just carried on making clothes in this country,’ Curtis said, cutting his client off, ‘rather than paying us to create this elaborate, bogus shell company structure to try and hide the fact you’re planning to use some decrepit pennies-an-hour sweatshop a few thousand miles away so the company can pocket more of your customers’ hard earned cash to keep your already mega-rich investors eating caviar and sipping champagne on their yachts.’
There was silence as Curtis took a deep breath to recover from his rant. Everyone stared in shock as they looked from him to Wayne, who it seemed had no comeback. Curtis was a little surprised; he’d half expected Wayne to launch himself across the table.
And Curtis had gone way past the line. Except he’d not spoken anything but the truth, as he saw it. Wayne operated a perfectly profitable company already. They’d grown to where they were largely on the basis of being a wholly American company. But greed knows no bounds. A hundred million could have been spent improving, expanding in the US, creating even more jobs. Instead, the money was being used to shift production elsewhere so they could milk even more profit by using mind-blowingly cheap overseas labor. And not just using it, but trying to hide that fact because of the bad publicity Wayne knew it’d bring. Hence all the elaborate legal shenanigans.
Curtis had signed up for that. He’d never agreed with the principles behind it, but who was he to change the ways of the modern business world?
Except… Maybe this time was one step too far. For him. This isn’t what he’d wanted to study law for.
‘I’m sure—’ Gerard started to say, but Curtis held a hand up to stop whatever ass-licking his colleague had his heart set on.
‘I’m just saying it how it is,’ Curtis said, holding Wayne’s angry glare. ‘We can deliver this project for you, how you wanted it, but we’re not some tinpot, backstreet operation. You want this work done properly, then⁠—’
Wayne rose to his feet and all eyes turned to him.
‘You know what?’ he said. ‘Just finish the damn thing. You have two weeks.’
He stormed out without another word.
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Curtis took the meat from the oven, savoring the hearty smell as he did so. He placed the huge fillet on the chopping board and covered it in foil to rest while he prepped the four plates with all the trimmings.
‘That smells divine,’ Russ said from the dining table.
Curtis didn’t bother to look over but he knew with the main course – the main event – on the way he had all eyes on him now. It was one of the disadvantages of the modern way of having the dining room directly connected to the kitchen rather than elsewhere in the house. But he hated the pressure of everyone watching him so closely during the tense closing stages of plating a fancy meal.
A few minutes and a half glass of wine later, with everything looking neat, he took the foil from the meat and carved the fillet into four even pieces, happy to see the juicy pink center.
‘Perfection,’ Russ said, right over Curtis’s shoulder. He hadn’t known he’d crept up on him. Why had he? ‘Thought you needed a refill.’
Russ filled Curtis’s glass to the brim with the Pinot Noir. Curtis wasn’t going to complain.
‘Service!’ he shouted out, drawing smiles and giggles from Rachel and Anne, and he and Russ took the four plates over.
‘Wow, honey, this looks incredible,’ Rachel said.
‘I don’t know how he does it,’ Anne said, practically sticking her nose into the food to give it a huge sniff. ‘Where did you even find the time to learn to cook like this?’
‘No kids,’ Russ said, retaking his seat. Curtis and Rachel exchanged a look. ‘Imagine how much spare time we’d have without them?’
‘True.’
Everyone started eating and for a couple of minutes, other than murmurs of satisfaction, there was no talking at all. And Curtis had to admit he thought he’d done a pretty damn good job too.
‘Curt, I’m not kidding, this really is fine dining,’ Anne said.
‘Isn’t it just?’ Rachel said.
‘All to do with the top-quality ingredients, though, right?’ Russ said, nudging Curtis.
‘Yeah, bud. This one’s all down to you.’
Curtis raised his glass to Russ. The confused look on his friend’s face suggested he hadn’t fully understood the sarcasm.
He caught Rachel’s eye. A kind of pleading look, she wanted him to take the edge off his words. He knew he’d been short with Russ a few times already over the course of the last couple of hours, but he still couldn’t escape the discomfort of seeing his friend alone with his wife the day before. Not to mention all the smiles and little looks he’d noticed them give each other tonight. Had Anne picked up on it too?
And why had Curtis never noticed it before now? He’d known Russ for years, from way before he’d met Rachel. They’d been seriously close once. Best friends. Before marriage and kids and all that.
He’d never once known Russ and Rachel to be in direct contact with one another. Had never come home to the two of them together before until the other day…
‘It’s just such a treat to be able to eat like this,’ Anne said. ‘It’s so rare for us to get out these days.’
‘That’s parenting for you,’ Russ said.
‘I can’t even remember the last time I felt like cooking a proper meal.’
‘Or that we had a good night’s sleep.’
‘Clara’s still causing problems?’ Rachel asked, and Curtis sensed something tender and motherly in the question.
Or maybe he was reading too much into it.
‘Every night. Like, every single night. For four years.’
‘Careful, you’ll put Curt off having kids for life,’ Russ said, with a grunt-come-laugh.
Curtis caught Rachel’s eye again. He recognized the look. Sorrow. For herself, but mostly directed at him as though he were the cause.
‘At least you’ve managed to get into your forties without ever having to change a shitty diaper,’ Russ added, slapping Curtis’s arm.
‘OK, let’s not put us all off our food,’ Rachel said, and Russ looked a little aggrieved that she’d spoken out against him.
Perhaps she was usually a pushover for him when it was the two of them alone.
‘Let’s change the subject,’ Anne said. ‘We’ve a night off from the kids, no point in doing nothing but talking about them.’
‘What do you think about this hero business, then?’ Russ said, before taking a large swig of wine. Curtis did the same as he waited to see who would respond. Would Rachel?
‘I think it’s terrible that these things happen on our streets,’ Anne said.
‘Yeah, but this hero,’ Russ said. ‘Who do you think he is?’
‘Just someone in the right place at the right time,’ Curtis said.
‘Or the wrong place,’ Anne said. ‘Just imagine?’
‘I read this story…’ Russ started, and then paused as though trying to recollect it. ‘It made some sense, actually. What if this hero wasn’t even the hero at all?’
Ah, yes. Curtis had seen that one too. Some daft conspiracy, as far as he was concerned. But social media had a way of pushing such conspiracies as legitimate journalism.
‘When you look at all the footage,’ Russ continued, ‘it’s not actually that clear what happened. Plenty of people caught snippets on their phones, but no one was standing there with a camera waiting for the whole thing to roll. Even the CCTV footage is pieced together from various angles.’
‘And so?’ Rachel prompted.
Russ fiddled with his phone, perhaps trying to find the article to help him explain. He gave up.
‘From what I saw, the narrative we’ve been given doesn’t fully fit all of the footage. This hero… some people are saying he might have been one of them. One of the attackers.’
‘No way,’ Curtis said. ‘That’s not⁠—’
‘Seriously. When you watch it with a different slant… We see this guy fighting⁠—’
‘With the gunmen⁠—’
‘Not necessarily. That’s just how you’re reading the patched together snippets. This guy had a gun. The official line is he took it from one of the attackers, but we never see that. It’s not even that clear who he’s fighting with. Looking at it another way, you could think he was one of them from the start. He was fighting off bystanders.’
‘If so, why was the attack unsuccessful?’ Anne asked. ‘Who shot the other attackers?’
‘Wouldn’t the witnesses have spoken out about that?’ Rachel added.
Russ shrugged. ‘Not if they’ve been silenced.’
‘But why the bogus story at all?’ Anne asked, looking as dubious as everyone else.
‘Control,’ Russ said. ‘Like everything in the press. We’re spoon-fed a particular line to keep us thinking one way and one way only.’
‘You think this is some deep state conspiracy,’ Curtis said. ‘I didn’t know you were into that nonsense.’
‘You have to look at everything from different angles,’ Russ said. ‘Don’t just take the narrative at face value. The whole hero thing in the press? It’s because this guy got away. They don’t want a national panic. But the police, FBI, whatever, they want this guy found, whatever it takes.’
The conversation paused there. Curtis’s mind churned. He certainly agreed with the last part. The authorities wanted the hero found. And Curtis himself didn’t believe the whole of the story being given – not that he’d admit that to Russ.
‘That Elliott Charlton, though?’ Russ said. ‘Not surprised someone tried to kill him.’
‘Because?’ Curtis asked.
‘He’s one of them, isn’t he?’
‘One of them?’ Anne asked.
‘This new type of politician we seem to have infecting our democracy. Overly privileged, self-entitled millionaires, taking us all for a ride. Lining their pockets while everyone else suffers.’
Curtis sat back and smiled. Russ was drunk. Drunk Russ was ranting Russ. Not that he exactly disagreed with the point, but plenty of times in the past, way before Curtis had met Rachel, he’d bailed his friend out of situations where his mouth had got the better of him.
Tonight? Tonight he’d let him rant.
Curtis refilled Russ’s glass, his own too, ready to settle in and see where Russ would go.
‘Tell me I’m wrong though,’ he said. ‘How many in our government went to private schools? Ivy League colleges? How many own multiple homes? Yet they slash public services all the time, try to blame everything on immigrants and the poorest in society. But they just want to do everything to make the system better for themselves. And they expect us to believe that they’re looking out for the commoners?’
‘Wealthy people can be good people too,’ Anne said.
‘And they’re not even bothered about operating above board anymore. They’re all corrupt,’ Russ carried on, no acknowledgment that his wife had spoken at all. ‘Backhanders here, there and everywhere. All expenses trips paid for by donors, favors galore. It’s happening right under our noses, all of the time.’
‘You know it’s not just this government. I don’t trust any politician anymore, from either party,’ Anne said. ‘They’re all liars.’
Russ slammed his glass down onto the table causing Rachel and Anne to jolt.
‘That is the weakest comeback imaginable,’ he said.
‘Russ, I—’ But even Rachel’s calm voice couldn’t halt him.
‘Not all politicians are the same, and it’s fucking tedious to trot that line. But when all the lies and frauds have been exposed of this current crop, it’s the last resort of the desperate to try to smear the other side with the same brush to hide their own embarrassment at voting this shower of shit into office in the first place. Absolutely pathetic.’
‘Oh yeah, thanks,’ Anne said.
Russ shook his head, rolled his eyes. ‘Not you. The argument. The point is, this country is going down the drain. The vast majority of us are getting poorer by the day while the elite watch all smug from above, shitting down on us all while they get richer and richer from their dodgy dealings. And Elliott fucking Charlton is absolutely one of the worst examples of it, if you ask me. If I had the chance, I’d shoot him myself.’
He downed the rest of his wine. Rachel and Anne looked seriously uncomfortable.
‘So what’s your plan?’ Curtis asked, entirely calm, and the question seemed to bring Russ’s intensity down a notch or two, although Curtis received a scathing look from Rachel as though she wasn’t sure why Curtis was egging his friend on still.
‘Plan for what?’
‘Plan for change. We’re stuck with these charlatans, on the take, as you put it, so what do we do about it other than stick it out for another four years and hope next time around the wise public make a more informed choice.’
‘Revolution,’ Russ said.
Curtis noticed Rachel stifle a laugh. Anne still looked pissed off from being shot down.
‘Revolution?’ Curtis said.
‘People need to stand up and fight. Unions, whatever. It’s how society has progressed for thousands of years. When people get pushed down too far, when they get trodden on too much, eventually they come back and fight.’
‘You’re going to lead the revolution?’ Curtis asked.
‘Me? That’s not— No, that’s not what I’m saying.’
‘So what are you doing to help the cause?’ Curtis said. ‘While you’re living in your million-dollar home in affluent East Cobb and driving around in your hundred-thousand-dollar car?’
Russ glared at him. It wasn’t even that Curtis disagreed with a lot of what Russ had said, but he also knew Russ was all mouth, no action.
‘Like Anne said, you can be wealthy and still want what’s best for everyone,’ Russ said.
‘But do you, really?’
‘What are you getting at?’
‘If change meant you had to give up some of your luxuries? Downsize your home, cheaper car, less vacations overseas, would you do it? Because the way I see it, you’re competent enough to see all the bad things around you, but the simple fact is, you don’t want change for you, do you?’
‘That’s not true, I⁠—’
‘No, it’s true. You could make a difference. But you don’t really want to, do you?’
‘That’s not even the point⁠—’
‘Then what is the point? What are you doing to help others?’
‘Boys, I think—’ Anne started.
‘It’s time for dessert,’ Rachel said, more resolutely, putting an end to the conversation as she stood up from the table.
‘Yeah, you’re probably right,’ Curtis said.
Russ said nothing, just took another glug of wine.
And, surprisingly, dessert passed by in a much more relaxed fashion, although by the time he had finished his chocolate fondant, Curtis’s stomach felt ready to pop and his head swam from the multiple glasses of wine.
Everyone helped to clear up, but Anne was the first to retreat to the lounge.
‘Why don’t you go and check on your wife,’ Rachel said to Russ, as he lazily dried an already dry-looking wine glass. Clearly housework wasn’t his thing. He was the macho corporate guy after all, Anne the homemaker. ‘She looks exhausted, poor thing.’
‘Yeah,’ Russ said, giving Rachel a smile that sent a shiver through Curtis. Did the guy think no one noticed those looks? He even gently brushed her shoulder before heading out.
‘What?’ Rachel said, when Curtis remained glaring at her.
‘Nothing.’
‘Are you sure? Because you’ve been really edgy all night. Particularly with him.’
‘He’s drunk.’
‘He is. But that’s not what’s got you twisted, is it?’
Curtis turned back to the washing up.
‘He doesn’t know, does he?’ Rachel asked.
Curtis looked back at her. ‘About Finn?’
‘Finn? What? No, not that. About you. You know.’
Yes, he did. He could hear – feel – the disappointment in her voice. She was thinking back to the conversation about kids. As though that was dominating his mind rather than everything else.
‘That I’m infertile?’ Curtis said, matter-of-factly. ‘No, Russ doesn’t know. Why would I tell him that?’
‘Because he’s a good friend. Your closest. And it’d⁠—’
‘What? Stop him making jokes about why we don’t have kids? So it’s for your benefit really?’
She thumped his arm. Quite hard. ‘No need to be crappy with me.’
‘Isn’t there?’
She slapped the tea towel down onto the worktop. ‘Come on, then, Curt. There’s obviously something on your mind. Something you think I’ve done wrong? Spit it out.’
They both held each other’s eye for a moment. Curtis really thought about saying it. Challenging her. Accusing her. But what was the point? Even if something was going on with her and Russ, she was hardly about to spill everything.
‘It’s just what he said earlier about the hero. And Elliott Charlton. I can’t stop thinking about it.’
And that wasn’t a lie. But Curtis’s thoughts had been so focused on Finn the last few days, his brother’s life, and what had caused him to be there in Washington that day. He felt now like he’d made a mistake in his own actions, in going to the FBI. And he’d come at the whole situation from the wrong angle.
‘Hey, guys.’
Curtis and Rachel both turned to the doorway where Russ stood with his arm around Anne who was struggling to keep her eyelids open. She was wasted. Curtis hadn’t even noticed how out of it she was before, though he did know from past experience that alcohol had the exact opposite effect on her as her husband. While Russ became loud and opinionated, Anne usually shrank quietly into a corner.
‘We’re gonna hit the road,’ Russ said. ‘It’s past our usual bedtime, you know?’
He smiled but it wasn’t really a happy smile. More embarrassed. A little bit angry, too.
A few minutes later and Curtis and Rachel waved their friends off in an Uber.
‘You’re giving me that look again,’ Rachel said, after she’d shut the front door.
Curtis didn’t say anything, but yes, she was right. He was giving her that look again. Because he was damn sure that when Russ went to kiss her cheek he’d ‘accidentally’ hit the corner of her mouth, and had let his hand linger on her back that little bit too long as well.
‘If you’ve got something to say, say it,’ Rachel said, arms folded.
‘I’m having a nightcap. Want one?’
‘I think we’ve both had plenty.’
‘Another won’t hurt.’
‘It might.’
He took her hands in his.
‘Dinner was amazing,’ she said, trying to put on a relaxed and happy face, but it just looked a little forced.
‘Thank you.’
An awkward silence.
‘Right, I’m getting a whiskey. You definitely don’t want one?’
‘I’m going to go up.’
‘Suit yourself.’ He kissed her on the cheek. Trying to replicate exactly how Russ had. She didn’t react at all.
‘Night, then,’ he said to her.
She hesitated a moment before heading up the stairs. He poured himself a large whiskey. He checked his watch a few times as he sat on the leather armchair in the living room, nursing his drink.
He made his mind up and called the number.
Ten thirty. Too late on a Friday night, really. But he only had to ignore the call if that’s what he wanted.
‘Curtis, everything OK?’ Wayne said when he answered.
‘Yeah. And you?’
‘I mean, other than the late-night call.’
‘You’re driving somewhere?’ Curtis asked, noting the background noise.
‘I am, yeah, but… what can I help you with? Any more bombshells?’
‘Potentially, yes.’
A sigh. ‘I was joking.’
‘But this is no joke. I’ve a proposal for you.’
Silence for a moment. ‘Go on.’
‘A gesture of good faith. To show how important your business is for our firm.’
‘You waited until ten thirty on a Friday night, and several bottles of wine, before making this gesture?’
So he could tell Curtis was drunk. So what.
‘Earlier I told you we were over budget. Possibly by a couple of million.’
‘And you pretty much told me to deal with it, suck it up.’
‘I’ve an alternative approach.’
‘Which is?’
‘I’ll write the difference off for you.’
Silence again.
‘Did you⁠—’
‘I heard you,’ Wayne said. ‘Explain.’
‘We’ll do all the work. Deliver exactly what was asked, but we won’t charge you a penny more than we budgeted.’
‘Gerry must have really put you through the wringer.’
Curtis laughed rather than say anything about that. He didn’t want to lie. He hadn’t yet spoken to his boss since the earlier meeting in the office, though he was sure Wayne had. To complain about him.
‘There’s just one thing I need from you,’ Curtis said.
‘And there it is,’ Wayne said with a chuckle. ‘The quid pro quo.’
‘Actually, it’s not quite like that. But there is one thing I need your help with, to get us over the hurdles in the Far East. So it’s all for the benefit of the project, really.’
‘Go on.’
‘Elliott Charlton. You know him, right?’
‘We’ve had dealings.’
‘Given his trade role, he’s the man who can help us here. You get me in front of him, I really think it can help us make things happen quickly.’
A much longer silence this time.
‘I get us a meeting with Charlton,’ Wayne said, ‘you complete the project in two weeks and charge no overruns?’
‘That’s what I’m suggesting. But the sooner we can meet with Charlton, the better.’
‘I’ll be in touch.’
The call ended. Curtis downed his whiskey, focusing on the burn in his throat to take away from the bare-faced lies he’d just told.
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POSITANO, ITALY, LAST SUMMER


Summer was a good time to escape Cancun, Finn felt, when the city swelled with throngs of tourists from around the world, many looking for a wild party vacation. Positano was a perfectly nice – and more pleasantly relaxed – alternative.
For several weeks Mariana had talked about her plans to take some time off and go back to Italy – a vacation, but also a chance to catch up with family. It was only a couple of weeks ago, though, that she’d asked Finn if he’d join her.
He hadn’t hesitated in agreeing.
With the Gonzalez issues put to bed and the operations in Mexico ramping up day by day, Finn and Mariana had spent even more time together, particularly outside of work, and he was flattered by the invitation. They were an official couple now, out in the open to all, including Victor. Strangely, surprisingly – particularly given Finn’s previous conversation with Alyssia – the billionaire had seemed overly enthused when they’d told him, like a father hearing that his daughter was pregnant or something.
Perhaps that described their close relationship rather than anything grubbier – Victor seeing himself as a father figure to Mariana, even though he had two young children of his own at home.
Although where was home for Victor? Not Cancun anymore. His wife had moved with the kids to their California pad as she wanted them settled there for the start of the new school year, and even if Victor had spent time in the US since, he was in Mexico or elsewhere far more often.
Right now Victor was in Italy.
Finn stepped out onto the deck of the Lady Nightshade to see Victor already up, dressed in baggy shorts and a loose cotton shirt, big aviators covering much of his face as he lay back on a lounger to take in the early morning rays.
‘You sleep well?’ Victor asked, cocking his head to Finn.
‘Surprisingly well, actually. I wouldn’t say I have strong sea legs, usually. Or a strong sea stomach.’
He took a seat on the leather wraparound sofa across the deck from the loungers.
‘This is the Med, Finn, not the North Atlantic,’ Victor said, with a certain disdain.
Fair point, and Finn wouldn’t even have known they were on a boat really, given the luxurious and spacious cabin, the sumptuous bed and the only ever so slightly perceptible bobbing of the craft on ultra-calm waters.
‘It’s a lovely boat,’ Finn said, patting the leather beneath him as though a connoisseur.
‘You should see my other ones,’ Victor said, no hint of humor in his tone. ‘This old thing’s just a runaround these days.’
A runaround that likely cost a few million euros. But yeah, Finn got the point. The six-berth yacht was apparently one of the smaller in the Travers fleet, and didn’t even have a full-time crew – shock, horror – and spent most of the year unused and moored not far from the playboy backyard of Positano. Which just so happened to be close to where Mariana had agreed to meet her sister and parents in a couple of days.
No crew on the Lady Nightshade. Just Victor and whoever he decided to invite along. Away from prying eyes. Perfect for Victor and a mistress, Finn thought.
Why did he go there?
‘I appreciate you inviting us,’ Finn said, trying to sound genuine.
Victor waved the comment away. ‘When I realized Mariana wanted to go home it was a no-brainer. May as well get some use out of this thing. Don’t think I’ve even been on it since last time Mariana came here.’
Last time. So Mariana had been on this boat before? She hadn’t mentioned that. And when Finn had first agreed – happily, eagerly – to go with her to Italy he’d no idea Victor would be hosting them. In fact, that had only been made clear a few days before the flight. A flight on Victor’s private jet, of course.
‘I know I’m probably cramping your style,’ Victor said. ‘You two lovebirds.’
‘Not at all…’
‘It’s fine. I get it. Been there, done that, if you know what I mean.’
He winked. Finn said nothing because he was caught in two minds. Been there, done that? Mariana? Or did he only mean being newly in love? ‘But I’ll be gone soon enough, don’t worry.’
‘You’ve got business here?’
‘You didn’t think I just came along to listen to your late-night aerobic exercises, did you?’
He pulled his sunglasses down over his nose to reveal a sly glint in his eye.
‘I know how athletic she is,’ he added. ‘Believe me.’
What the actual fuck? But Finn didn’t say anything, he just laughed feebly.
‘Sorry,’ Victor said, sounding anything but. ‘I didn’t mean to embarrass you.’
‘I’m not embarrassed.’
Victor laughed, looking pleased with himself.
‘So what work have you come here for?’ Finn asked, wanting to move the conversation on.
Victor pulled himself up before he answered. He took his sunglasses off and took a sip of the orange juice on the table next to him. Freshly squeezed, Finn thought, judging by the residue left around the edges of the glass. His mouth watered. They’d drunk quite a bit of wine and champagne, and beer and cognac last night and he was parched.
‘You know what?’ Victor said.
‘What?’
‘Before we get to that…’ He looked over toward the closed doors that led to the lower deck, as though checking the coast was clear. ‘How are you finding working for me?’
‘It’s been… one of the best experiences I’ve had.’
Victor’s face remained impassive as he stared. Finn wasn’t trying to suck up; he really did mean what he said, even if a large part of that feeling was because of Mariana rather than the job.
‘It goes without saying that you carried out your initial brief with aplomb,’ Victor said.
‘Thank you,’ Finn replied.
‘And you’ve been rewarded handsomely for it.’
Which was also true, as Victor had transferred twice the original fee to Finn several weeks ago now. Four hundred thousand dollars for that initial work – his single biggest paycheck yet – plus a weekly fee for his services since. And he was sure Victor had plenty more to give.
‘But now we’re at this point,’ Victor said.
‘This point?’
‘I don’t need you anymore. You’ve done the job I asked of you.’
The way he was talking… What was this?
‘So, the question is, what else can I use you for?’
He left that hanging. Finn made no attempt to answer, partly because he couldn’t read Victor’s mood.
‘I think⁠—’
Finn flinched and stopped talking when the door behind him opened and Mariana stepped out. Her hair hung down messily but she looked fresh and bright, a white robe loosely draped over her to cover most but not all of her pink bikini underneath.
‘Morning,’ she said, with a sultry smile for Finn as she walked over, two cups of coffee in hand. She put one down next to him and kissed his cheek before handing the other drink to Victor.
No kiss for him.
Why did Finn even think about that?
‘How you both like it,’ she said.
And the coffee did smell damn good. From Victor’s ultra-sleek bean-to-cup machine, which meant Mariana had been up and pottering about for a while already. He wondered if she’d heard any of the conversation.
‘Anyone for an early morning swim?’ she asked.
‘Not today,’ Victor said.
Finn didn’t respond. In the next moment Mariana dropped the robe from around her shoulders and sauntered to the end of the deck. Finn was unable to take his eyes off her. She deftly dove into the lapping water and out of sight.
‘You’re a lucky man,’ Victor said, catching Finn’s eye.
‘It’s not always about luck,’ Finn said with a wink. He sounded a little snide. Victor laughed nonetheless.
‘Where were we?’ he asked.
‘Talking about work.’
‘Of course we were. I’ve thought a lot about you these last few weeks, and there’s one point my mind keeps getting stuck on.’
‘Yeah?’
‘How’d you persuade Gonzalez so easily?’
Finn held his boss’s eye as his mind scrambled for a response.
‘I’ve known that man a lot longer than you,’ Victor said. ‘And he’s taken pleasure in busting my balls until now. Then you show up and get the job done like that.’ He clicked his fingers for effect.
Finn saw no point in lying now. ‘I simply made it impossible for him to refuse our applications,’ he said.
‘You blackmailed him.’
A statement, rather than a question.
‘I preferred my words to yours.’
‘Affair?’
‘No. Not quite.’
‘So the rumors are true?’
‘Rumors?’
‘Gonzalez’s marriage of convenience. His liking of men. Young men. Very young, in some cases.’
‘That would be true, yes.’
There was a moment of silence before Victor burst out laughing.
‘You should see your face,’ he said. ‘You’re not in trouble with me, Finn. I’m not a clown. I know what I need to know about the people I have working for me. I didn’t ask you to come all the way to Cancun at a hefty price without first thoroughly checking your background, your history.’
Finn took a sip of the strong coffee rather than say anything in return.
‘We were stuck. I felt a different approach was needed. You were the difference.’
‘I’m flattered – I think.’
‘You should be. I like people who are resourceful, who think a little laterally and who are prepared to… move goalposts when needed, to achieve their aims.’
Again, Finn didn’t respond, even if his agitation was growing.
‘It’s why you’re sitting here now,’ Victor added. ‘Why I’m offering you further work with me.’
‘You are?’
‘If you want it?’
‘Yeah. I do.’
‘Good. But let me make one thing clear to you right now.’ Victor leaned forward toward Finn and his face contorted. Finn had never seen the look before. Not anger… it was something more unsettling than that. ‘If your methods ever come back to harm me… I’ll bury you.’
Finn said nothing. Held Victor’s eye.
‘No comeback?’ Victor asked.
‘No,’ Finn said.
‘I know about the questions you’ve been asking. About the ownership structures. About Guadalajara.’
‘Information I needed to help me prepare for Gonzalez. To make sure I was on top of everything to do with the business.’
‘You’re sure that’s all it is?’
‘What else are you suggesting?’ Finn asked, doing his best to not sound rattled. Truthfully, the more he dug into Victor, and the more he spoke to him face to face, the more that Victor, and what he was capable of, scared him.
This time Victor didn’t answer, and they only broke eye contact when Mariana pulled herself back onto the deck, water cascading over her silky skin.
‘What did I miss?’ she said, pausing a moment before grabbing her robe.
‘We were talking about work,’ Victor said.
‘Then leave me out of it. I didn’t come all this way for that.’ She sat down next to Finn. He put his hand onto her leg. ‘But I’d assumed you did,’ she said to Victor.
‘You know me too well.’
‘And let me guess – it’s something you want Finn to help you with?’
‘I hadn’t got to the point of asking him, but yes.’
She turned to look at Finn who shrugged.
‘And when does this business need doing?’ she asked.
‘Today,’ Victor said. ‘And maybe tomorrow. After that, I’ll be gone so you can enjoy your trip together without me cramping your style.’
‘Babe,’ Finn said, taking Mariana’s hand, ‘if you⁠—’
‘It’s fine,’ she said, staring back at him. She didn’t seem angry, or even surprised. Which surprised him. ‘I’ll go shopping. I can amuse myself for a while. We’re not meeting Alyssia and my parents until Sunday.’
‘You’re sure?’
‘I’m sure.’
A small price to pay, Finn thought, given the so-far free vacation.
‘Good,’ Victor said, standing up. ‘We’ll head for shore in an hour.’

They left Mariana at the marina. Even when they’d been back in their cabin getting ready, she hadn’t seemed at all perturbed that Finn was off working with Victor. For some reason it unnerved him.
Perhaps she’d always assumed this would happen. Or perhaps for her, Travers and work came before their relationship.
Victor had a car waiting for him only yards from the marina entrance. No sign of who had brought it or from where. A bright green Lamborghini. Roof down, a thunderous engine.
‘Get a load of that noise!’ Victor shouted, as he throttled the engine, which growled and roared and propelled the machine forward at a thunderous pace along the twisting, hilly roads around Positano.
Just as quickly as he’d accelerated, Victor slammed on the brakes and the car came to an abrupt stop at the side of the road, a cloud of sandy dust billowing behind them. As it cleared Finn stared out at the rolling valley to their right.
‘Breathtaking,’ he said, a huge grin on his face from the excitement of the high-speed ride.
‘Some people get a bit nervous in this thing,’ Victor said.
‘Yeah? Not me.’
‘Where are my manners. Do you want to have a go?’
How could Finn say no to that?
He took it easy for a few miles, getting used to the steering, the throttle, the brakes, and the sheer width of the car which seemed to take up the whole road and more at times.
Before long, though, he had his foot to the floor, hair flapping against the blast of air, Victor holding on to the dashboard to keep himself from sliding about in his seat.
‘You’re not a novice!’ Victor shouted.
‘Always been a bit of thrill-seeker,’ Finn shouted in return.
‘You and me both.’
They came up to a sharp bend, a rocky rise to their left, a puny-looking railing on their right to prevent them tumbling downward. Finn tugged the steering wheel and the back end of the Lambo swung out. He swiveled the wheel the other way, hard, and the back wheels skidded as he drifted the car around the corner.
‘Yes!’ Victor shouted, apparently impressed.
But then a truck blasted into sight. Finn hadn’t seen it at all. He slammed the brakes and swung the wheel. The truck’s horn blared and the supercar skidded to a stop in a cloud of dust.
Finn’s heart thudded, his chest heaving. He looked at Victor.
‘Nicely done,’ he said. ‘But maybe that’s enough for now.’
He did look a little white.
‘If you say so.’
‘We’re taking the next left anyway.’
And a quarter mile later Finn had done so, taking them onto a dirt track that didn’t seem to lead anywhere in particular.
‘Probably best to keep it steady along here,’ Victor said. ‘This beauty wasn’t made for off-road.’
He wasn’t wrong. Even if the track looked smooth and flat enough, the rock-hard suspension of the Lamborghini meant that every divot sent a judder through Finn’s bones. At least the much lower-speed ride brought with it a relative calm inside the car, and the ability to actually hold a conversation.
‘You haven’t told me where we’re going yet,’ Finn said. ‘Or why.’
‘Because you haven’t asked.’
He hadn’t wanted to, with Mariana around. This was her vacation – their vacation.
‘Now I’m asking,’ Finn said. ‘I’m presuming this is nothing to do with the Mexican electronics business.’
‘No, it’s not. But you know that’s just my latest pet venture. There’s a lot more to Travers International than making cheap mobile phones.’
‘So what’s here, in Italy?’
‘A lot actually, but, technically, this isn’t to do with Italy. It just happens that this is where we’re meeting.’
‘Meeting who?’
‘You’ll see. But this is a project I think you can get your teeth stuck into. Ultimately, it’s a venture based out of Georgia.’
Finn turned to Victor. He looked smug. Didn’t he?
‘Georgia?’
‘Yeah. Home for you, right?’
‘Not for a long time.’
And really, he’d not intended to ever go back. Certainly not to live there.
Victor laughed. ‘Oh, Finn, you really are smitten by her, aren’t you?’
‘Mariana?’
‘Yes, Mariana, you idiot. You’re in love?’
Finn paused. ‘I think so.’ Why did he feel foolish admitting that?
‘You think so. Not a very convincing answer.’
‘I am,’ he said. ‘We are.’
‘And who would I be to get in the way of something good like that? So don’t worry – I’m not sending you away from Mexico for good. But this project will involve some travel for you, if you’re interested.’
Finn thought this over.
‘You want my advice?’ Victor said.
‘I feel like you’re about to give it anyway.’
Victor chuckled. ‘Absence makes the heart grow fonder. You must have heard of that one?’
‘Yeah.’
‘And it’s true. Look at me and Amanda. Since she’s taken the kids to California, I’ve been missing them like crazy. Yet a few days all together and we’re tearing our hair out again. You and Mariana… you work together, you practically live together right now. A bit of separation will help you two grow stronger. It’ll reduce the tensions that are creeping in.’
Tensions? What did that mean?
‘So now you’re a relationship guru. You’re giving me this job to help me and Mariana?’ Finn shook his head as he spoke, a bitter taste on his tongue.
Victor chuckled again. Finn hated that sound. So patronizing.
‘No, Finn. I’m giving you this job because I think it’ll need a man like you. I’m only trying to explain how it’ll work for both your job and your home life in the long run.’
‘Thanks,’ Finn said.
‘Because I see how much you pine for her.’
Was Victor actually trying to get him angry? ‘I don’t pine for her.’
‘Yeah, you do. Puppy dog eyes and everything, like a pathetic soppy teenager.’
Finn hit the brake and the car juddered and skidded to a stop.
‘What’s your fucking problem?’ he said, holding Victor’s eye, but he just continued to smirk.
‘No problem here, amigo.’
‘You’re jealous? Of me being with Mariana?’
A raised eyebrow. ‘Wrong end of the stick entirely.’
‘Then what?’
‘I care for her, yes. But I know she’s happy with you. In fact, it’s you I’m more concerned with. I don’t want to lose the man I found in the Middle East. I want to make sure that fighter’s still in you.’
‘Yeah, well, here he is.’
‘All fired up and ready to go.’
Finn gripped the steering wheel as tightly as he could. He wanted to wipe the smug look off Victor’s face, but he had more restraint than that. Just.
‘Shall we go?’ Victor suggested.
Finn got the car moving.
‘Actually, we’re nearly there,’ Victor said. ‘Take this left here.’
Another dirt track that led up and up, snaking around a hill. Only when they neared the top did the building at the summit come into sight. A glorious-looking villa, whitewashed walls, terracotta tiled roof, arches and verandas and dripping flowers all over.
‘One of yours?’ Finn suggested.
‘It’s a restaurant,’ Victor said. ‘One of my favorites anywhere in the world. You’ll soon see why.’
They reached a turning circle at the front of the property complete with fountain adorned with water-spitting cherubs. Only three other cars were parked there, all worth well into six figures. A white-gloved attendant opened Victor’s door and the two of them spoke in a flurry of Italian. Finn hadn’t realized Victor knew the language.
Did that make him feel inadequate? A little.
‘Buongiorno,’ Finn said to the attendant, who just nodded at him like he was an imbecile.
Victor led them inside and over to a corner where the open, arched windows gave a stunning view of the olive groves rolling down into the valley below. A man sat at the table. Ultra-smart attire. Finn thought he recognized him but hadn’t connected the dots before Victor spoke.
‘How are you, old friend!’ he said, clasping the other man’s hands in his. ‘Finn, I’d like you to meet my very good friend.’ He paused and stood to attention, while his friend looked a little embarrassed by the gesture. ‘Senator for the great state of Georgia, Elliott Charlton.’
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ATLANTA, GEORGIA


Curtis didn’t tell Rachel about his late-night phone call. Nor about who he was going to visit on a dreary Sunday morning. It wasn’t at all unusual for one of them to have to put the hours in over a weekend, and, quite frankly, he sensed she was quite pleased to have most of the day to herself – and he didn’t believe there was any illicit motive to that as thankfully Russ was away on a golfing weekend.
Wayne was waiting for him outside arrivals at the airport. He looked relatively smart for once in brown loafers, chinos and a roll-neck jumper. Not exactly a trendy look, but still. So Wayne wanted to impress Charlton? Perhaps he saw himself below the senator in the social pecking order. Or was he just playing a part in a hope it paid off for the Indonesian project?
‘Morning,’ Curtis said, as Wayne opened the passenger door and stepped in. ‘Were you waiting long?’
‘Only a few minutes.’
Curtis knew Wayne lived in Buckhead, a generally upmarket and trendy neighborhood not far from downtown Atlanta, and had been given no information on where he’d flown in from that morning.
‘Nice wheels,’ Wayne said, feeling the leather dashboard.
‘It does a job.’
‘Gas guzzler, though.’
‘I guess.’
‘You need to make the move. EVs are the future. I’ve had my Tesla nearly two years and can’t think I’ll ever go back to old tech now.’
Curtis said nothing as he pulled away from the terminal.
‘So, where are we meeting him?’ he asked, after a few minutes of banal chat.
‘Elliott’s not been staying at home since the incident. He’s at a friend’s house. Some big donor, I think.’
Well, naturally.
‘The Capitol thing really spooked him,’ Wayne continued. ‘From what I understand the police have advised him and his family to lay low, to not return to their home. They’ve been staying up in Cleveland on the quiet, police protection and everything, but seriously, Curtis, this knowledge is not for public consumption. He’s letting us see him today as a personal favor to me.’
‘And I’m extremely grateful.’
Wayne humphed. Curtis didn’t bother to ask what that meant, and little more was said on the drive before they arrived at the wrought-iron gates of the property, near the small town of Cleveland, some seventy miles north of Atlanta. A ranch-style home was visible some way beyond the gates, on a plot that clearly ran into multiple acres of woodlands and open, flat fields. Nothing else around. A classically Georgian rural location.
Spoiled only by the two marked police cars at the gates.
‘Subtle,’ Curtis said, as he stopped and rolled down his window. A uniformed police officer came up to check their credentials.
Soon they’d driven through and the two of them were on foot, crunching across the gravel to the front door where another officer stood sentry. No further checks were needed before Curtis and Wayne were shown inside, and at the end of the tiled hallway the man himself appeared.
Elliott Charlton – senator.
Like most prominent politicians, his face was instantly recognizable to Curtis, who also had a good sense of the type of person he was looking at. But pictures online, on TV, rarely truly captured everything about a person. Standing in his neat but formal clothes, silvery hair carefully coifed, Charlton had a real presence about him. Taller, broader, than Curtis had expected. He just had… that something. Charisma? Curtis imagined the guy could walk into virtually any room and have everyone’s attention in an instant. Confidence, arrogance, superiority, even without saying a word.
Little wonder he’d made it big in the corporate world, and now had some of the right-wing press hailing his leadership qualities non-stop, some even touting him for a future presidential run.
Curtis took an immediate dislike to him.
Not because of jealousy or bitterness, but because… OK, perhaps at least partly because of those reasons.
They settled down in a wood-paneled library at the back of the house, overlooking a huge, manicured lawn which itself gave way to open farmland.
‘Quite a place,’ Curtis said, looking around the room at the shelves crammed with expensive-looking ornaments and old books.
‘It belongs to a friend,’ Charlton said. ‘We’re only staying here temporarily, because of… You know.’
‘I explained to Curtis your need for privacy,’ Wayne said.
‘As a lawyer, I’m sure I can rely on your discretion,’ Charlton added, holding Curtis’s eye for a moment as if to make sure the thinly veiled command was understood.
‘Shall we get down to business?’ Wayne suggested. ‘It’s Sunday and I’m sure we’ve all got better things to be doing.’
So they did. And it didn’t take long, really, because Charlton didn’t have much to offer after all – at least in terms of direct help for Wayne’s Indonesian project. Which Curtis had kind of presumed, but that wasn’t really why he was there anyway.
‘I’m sorry I can’t provide anything more than that,’ Charlton said. ‘But you have to realize, I’m a senator now. I’m not at the forefront of business deals like this anymore, it would just be too… visible.’
At least not unless there’s a sizable backhander included, Curtis thought, and he absolutely wasn’t going to take that route, even if Wayne might have.
Backhander? Or was donation the more palatable word these days?
‘I can certainly make a few calls to try to help speed up the process though,’ Charlton added.
‘Any help you can give would be more than welcome,’ Wayne said, sounding perfectly amenable despite the lackluster assistance.
Overall, Curtis was surprised by his client’s demeanor. He’d never seen Wayne – usually utterly bullish and confident – as a suck-up before.
‘There is another thing I wanted to talk to you about, though,’ Curtis said. Now or never.
‘There is?’ Wayne said.
Charlton looked at his watch, a clear indication that Curtis needed to be quick.
‘My brother, Finn Delaney.’
For a moment, Charlton looked like he’d taken a punch to the gut, but he recovered remarkably quickly.
‘And he is?’
‘You don’t know that name?’ Curtis asked.
‘Should I?’
‘You never met him before?’
‘I don’t believe so. What does your brother do?’
‘He works for Victor Travers.’ A beat. Charlton didn’t blink. ‘Worked, perhaps. I’m not sure of the current status, but you do know Victor Travers, don’t you?’
Charlton chuckled a little snidely. ‘The Swiss billionaire? Wasn’t he Time’s “Person of the Year” a few years back? Doesn’t everyone know Victor Travers?’
‘But you know him personally?’
The welcoming, relaxed look on Charlton’s face slipped.
‘What exactly is this about?’ he asked.
‘That’s a good question,’ Wayne said, with barely restrained hostility.
‘What’s your relationship with Travers?’ Curtis asked. ‘You’ve done business together, I gather.’
Charlton stared but didn’t say anything for a few moments. ‘We’ve had dealings before, yes. I’ve known Victor for a long time, actually.’
‘Since before you were a senator?’
‘Yes.’
‘I understand he’s been spending most of his time in Mexico the last year or two. But weren’t you helping him with something in Europe? Italy? Or England, was it?’
Charlton’s face had really soured, which made Curtis realize that his deductions were spot on. He’d taken a leap, really. Before coming today he’d painstakingly searched through news articles from the past months to piece together Charlton’s movements as best he could. His official movements, at least. No trips to Mexico, but he had been to a trade conference in Italy, followed by more than one trip to London – which just so happened to be very close in time to the media reports of a large debt restructure of Travers International’s European operations. Charlton’s reaction – at least to Curtis – had more or less confirmed that his trips were in some way linked.
Charlton reached for a smile, but failed to pull it off. ‘Unfortunately, gentlemen, I really do have to get to something else now.’
‘When did you first meet my brother?’ Curtis asked, not ready to back down.
‘I’m sorry, Mr Delaney, but I don’t know who your brother is.’
‘That’s just not true, is it?’ Curtis said. ‘You know Finn. And you know why he was in Washington earlier this week.’
A further stare-off. Wayne fidgeted in his seat.
‘Are we done here?’ Charlton asked.
‘Nearly,’ Curtis answered. ‘The attack at the Capitol. Why do you think you were targeted?’
‘I’ve had enough of this,’ Wayne said, getting up from his seat. ‘I’m sorry, Elliott, I didn’t know he was going to do this.’
Charlton and Curtis remained rooted.
‘Can I ask you something?’ Charlton said to Curtis. ‘Why do you think I was targeted?’
The question caught Curtis off-guard. It really shouldn’t have as he’d dwelled on it himself for hours on end.
‘I think it has something to do with the work you were doing with Travers. And with my brother. And that’s why my brother was there in Washington that day too.’
‘He was?’ Charlton said. He looked so smug now.
Curtis toyed with whether he should come right out and state his belief that Finn was the hero. He really wanted to, to further gauge Charlton’s reactions. But he held back.
If Wayne hadn’t been in the room…
‘I’m sorry, Mr Delaney, I really don’t know where you’re going with this, but perhaps you just need to stop and think. You believe I was working with Victor Travers to help him do… something in Europe? And that work somehow resulted in armed men trying to gun me down in Washington, D.C.? How are those things even linked? It all sounds like the plot of a crazy movie.’
Charlton laughed as he got to his feet.
‘I find that truth is often stranger than fiction,’ Curtis said, standing too. ‘Why are you offering a cash reward for finding this hero?’
‘I think it’s quite obvious, isn’t it?’
‘Is it? Or maybe you want him found for another reason.’
Charlton frowned. ‘And what reason would that be?’
‘Because the hero knows too much.’
‘No, you’ve really lost me now. I’m not sure what’s going on in your life that you feel the need to pursue a wild conspiracy like this, but please, Mr Delaney, realize that for me, what happened in Washington was very, very real. I nearly lost my life. My assistant was shot! A brilliant, talented young woman who’s now too scared to leave her bed. So please, play conspiracist in your online chat forums all you like, but leave me the goddamn hell alone. OK?’
Curtis didn’t respond.
‘Gentlemen, please.’ Charlton indicated the door, and little more was said before Curtis and Wayne had retreated to the car.
‘What. The. Fuck was that all about?’ Wayne said, once they were back on the road.
‘I was just interested, that’s all.’
‘Bullshit. You set me up. That whole thing was to get you some time with Charlton to talk about your brother.’
‘A deal’s a deal,’ Curtis said. ‘Whether or not Charlton is able to help you from here, you’ll still get your project delivered on budget, just like I offered.’
‘And your brother? What the hell does he have to do with anything? I didn’t even know you had a brother.’
‘Why would you?’
Wayne grumbled something under his breath, then, ‘Take this left.’
‘That’s not the way⁠—’
‘Take the damn turn.’
Curtis did. ‘We’re not going back to Buckhead?’
‘No. Take this right.’
Curtis again complied and they came to a wide, walled entrance to Pine Creek Country Club. Curtis hadn’t heard of it, but it looked grand and expensive from the outside.
‘Pull over.’
Curtis brought the car to a stop. ‘You’re a member here?’ he asked.
‘None of your business.’
Wayne got out, held the car door as though ready to slam it shut, then paused.
‘You pull any more shit like that with me…’
Had he intended to finish the threat?
He didn’t.
Moments later he traipsed away toward the clubhouse.



21


The journey home to East Cobb felt longer than when he’d headed to Cleveland earlier in the day. Then he’d been filled with hopeful anticipation. Now, Curtis went back and forth over the conversation with Charlton, the responses to his questions, chastising himself for the questions he hadn’t asked. Had he really pushed Charlton as far as he could? No, not at all. But he wasn’t some hard-nosed detective and he’d been on the spot and… he’d basically caved. Left because Charlton had told him to.
Mostly he simply wondered what he should do next.
He knew what he wanted to do next – call Alyssia to tell her who he’d just seen.
But he’d made the commitment to Rachel to forget about tracking down Finn and she had no idea of the ulterior motive for his weekend work.
Except he’d already broken that commitment to her. However he tried to spin it, to whoever, the trip to see Charlton was never really about helping his client.
So he made the call. She answered almost straight away.
‘This you letting me know of more problems coming my way?’ Alyssia said, sounding particularly sullen.
‘Some news for you, actually.’
‘News?’
‘Guess who I’ve just had the pleasure of meeting.’
Silence.
‘Well?’ he prompted.
‘Just tell me.’
‘Senator Charlton.’
‘How the hell did you manage that?’
Now he had her attention.
‘Perhaps I’m not as useless as you think I am.’
‘I never said you were useless.’
‘No, but you and Danny made it pretty clear you didn’t want my help. Didn’t need my help.’
‘I don’t think that’s⁠—’
‘It’s exactly what you both said. Anyway, Charlton. He knows Finn.’
‘He admitted that?’
‘He didn’t have to. I could read it on his face. He knew Finn’s name. He’s met him before, and I’m nearly certain he met him because of Finn’s work for Victor Travers.’
He got no response to that. Perhaps because she was surprised by the revelation, but he felt more likely because she already knew at least some of the story.
‘Finn was working on something for Travers, in Europe,’ Curtis said. ‘A debt restructure or something, I think. Charlton was somehow involved. Perhaps got them some favors. I really don’t know how something like that leads to Charlton becoming an assassination target, but the coincidence of Finn being there in D.C. that day… It’s too much.’
‘Not necessarily.’
‘Sorry?’
‘What you’ve just said gives a possible explanation for why Finn was in Washington. Perhaps to meet with Charlton, perhaps because of the work he was doing for Travers, but maybe something else. But maybe the hit on Charlton had absolutely nothing to do with the work Finn was doing for Travers.’
Did she really believe that?
‘Do you have any evidence that it does?’ she continued.
‘No,’ Curtis said. ‘I don’t. But… there’re too many conveniences, too many oddities otherwise. The fact that Finn is hiding, for a start.’
‘Hiding or already dead.’
He winced at that last word but didn’t dwell on it.
‘This is all linked,’ he said, sticking to his guns. ‘Whatever’s happening, it’s to do with what Finn and Travers and Charlton were working on together.’
He heard Danny’s voice in the background. Was the guy surgically attached to Alyssia?
‘What’s he saying?’
‘Nothing,’ Alyssia responded.
‘Have you spoken to Travers at all?’ Curtis asked.
‘When I first went to Mexico. But I knew far less then than I do now.’
‘Perhaps we should go and speak to him again.’
He heard Danny again, his voice a bit louder this time. Curtis couldn’t make out the words, but he knew the PI was complaining, urging Alyssia not to agree.
‘There is just one problem to that,’ Alyssia said.
‘And that is?’
‘I don’t know where Travers is. Apparently, he’s not in Mexico anymore.’
‘I read his family home is in California now.’
‘He’s not there either.’
‘You’ve checked?’
‘I had someone check.’
Not quite the same thing, but…
‘You think he’s hiding too?’
‘I really don’t know.’
‘Let’s get together,’ Curtis said. ‘Talk this over. Come up with a plan. He’s a prominent billionaire, he can’t be that hard to track down.’
‘He can literally go anywhere he wants. He’s in the perfect position to hide.’
‘Still. Let’s meet up. Where are you?’
No answer.
‘Alyssia?’
‘We’re in the area still… I’ll get back to you.’
She ended the call.
He couldn’t be sure if he’d done enough to convince her to work with him, but he’d much rather have her – just someone – on board to help him here. If he could track down Travers…
There had to be a way.
‘What the hell?’ he said to himself, as he pulled the Range Rover into the middle lane to overtake a truck. He made a few glances in his mirrors at the black sedan, three cars back. He was sure he’d first seen that vehicle not long after leaving Wayne at the country club.
He kept one eye on the rearview mirror for a mile or so. Sped up a little. Eighty, eighty-five. Ninety. In the fast lane now, overtaking car after car. The sedan initially dropped back, but as he slowed down again, there it was once more. Never too close. Never too far.
He slowed down further. Sixty-five. Sixty. It really did feel ridiculously slow now. A huge truck came rushing up behind him, its lights dazzling even in daylight. It indicated and pulled out and ever-so-slowly overtook him.
But the sedan didn’t. It remained there, behind him.
The dashboard lit up with an incoming call. Rachel. A pang of guilt bubbled in his stomach, but he did his best to ignore it as he answered.
‘The FBI are here again,’ she said.
‘In the house?’
‘No. They came to the door, asking for you. I said you were at work. Now they’re sitting outside in their car, on the road.’
‘Inchcombe and Brightling?’
‘Different ones.’
‘From the Atlanta field office?’
‘Apparently.’
‘Did they say why they want to speak to me?’
‘No, but… Curtis, I don’t like it. Where are you?’
‘I’ll be home in half an hour.’ More like forty-five minutes…
His eyes fixed on the sedan again for a brief moment.
‘Did they show you their IDs?’ Curtis asked.
‘Yeah, but… Curtis, what is going on?’
He sensed distress in her voice, perhaps because he’d sounded far less than calm himself.
The sedan behind him. Two people camped outside his house.
No, he didn’t like it at all.
‘Stay inside,’ Curtis said. ‘Don’t answer the door for anyone. I’ll be back as soon as I can.’
‘Curtis, you’re scaring me. What’s going on?’
‘I don’t know. Just… stay inside. OK?’
‘OK.’
He called Alyssia again.
‘You found our billionaire already?’ Alyssia said, the mocking in her voice quite clear.
‘How close to my house are you?’
A pause. ‘Excuse me?’
‘Are you anywhere near my home?’
‘No, I’m not,’ she said snottily, as though he were accusing her of something.
‘How soon could you get there?’
‘Curtis, what are you talking about?’
‘I’m being followed,’ he said. ‘Since… not long after I left Elliott Charlton. I’ve rattled him. Someone. And Rachel says there are two FBI agents outside my house. But it’s not the same ones as the other day.’
‘OK, OK, slow down. We’re⁠—’
Twenty, he was sure he heard Danny say.
‘We can be at your house in twenty minutes,’ Alyssia said.
‘Can you do it? Please?’
No answer.
‘Just get over there, please. Stay in your car, keep a look out, wait for me.’
‘OK. Danny will check their license plate. Can you read the one for the car that’s following you?’
‘No. It’s behind me. There’s no plate on the front.’
Alyssia sighed. ‘We’ll call you back.’
He felt a little relief, at least. He thought about calling Rachel back to tell her about Danny and Alyssia… But no, it would only lead to too many questions. He’d wait on what Danny found out first. Maybe they really were just two FBI agents. Maybe the people in the car behind him were too.
But it didn’t feel like it.
He carried on, his speed creeping up steadily now, his hands struggling to keep a firm hold on the steering wheel, they were shaking that much from surging adrenaline.
What the hell should he do?
Speed up some more. He had to. Not to lose the sedan, but to get home, to Rachel.
Could he lose the sedan too? What was the point in simply letting it tail him all the way home?
One mile to the next exit. He didn’t need to stop. He didn’t really want to stop as it’d only waste time. However…
He pulled the car across to the right-hand lane and onto the slip road. He’d just reached the junction at the end when a couple of hundred yards behind him the sedan veered off too.
Despite his urge to rush home, Curtis drove on slowly, entering the car park of the closest gas station. He didn’t need to fill up, so he parked in an empty bay by the attached store. He thought for a moment, sighed, then shut down the engine and stepped out, looking back the way he’d come. The sedan had parked too. The other side of the forecourt. No one got out.
So their plan was to sit and wait for him, then follow him again. He needed to find a way to leave them stranded.
Find a uniformed police officer? Claim they were drug dealers, or he’d seen them involved in a hit-and-run, or…?
No. Too many unknowns in what would happen next.
He headed inside. Restroom first, while he continued to think. Then to the store. He didn’t need anything.
Or did he?
He picked up a multi-tool pocketknife.
As if he knew how to protect himself in a fight. He had no clue. For the first time in a long time he really wished he was more like his brother in that respect.
In fact, how on earth were they so different?
He paid for the knife, all the while looking outside, and to the two others in the store too. He didn’t think anyone had followed him inside from the sedan, but what if…
He walked back outside. Looked to his car first. Then to the sedan. No one in sight by either.
He went to the Range Rover. It didn’t look to have been disturbed. He reached for the door handle, doubts still whirring in his mind.
No, he could do this.
He walked purposefully across the forecourt to the sedan, and was only a few yards away when finally he could see two people behind the darkened windscreen. A man and a woman. He didn’t recognize either. They glared at him but didn’t make a move to get out and confront him.
Whatever. He carried on right up to the car, past the bonnet, past the driver’s door to the back. A quick scan of their plate. Then he pulled out the knife, opened the main blade, crouched down and stabbed it into the back tyre.
Then he turned and ran.
‘Hey!’
He ignored the shout. Didn’t look back. Within seconds he’d sank down into the driver’s seat of the Range Rover. He pulled out onto the main road and floored it. He raced ahead, reached the slip road for the highway and bombed down it.
Moments later he was cruising at eighty.
No sign of the sedan behind him now.
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CANCUN, MEXICO, LAST AUTUMN


He was back on Mexican soil for the first time in weeks, but he wouldn’t be staying long. He was back only at Victor’s insistence, and because of a flight delay he hadn’t even had the opportunity to meet up with Mariana yet, taking a taxi directly from the airport to Victor’s villa.
Finn pressed the buzzer by the front door and waited. And waited. His impatience grew. He’d already been let through the outer electric gates, the maid having answered the intercom. She’d said Victor – or el señor – was in, but neither of them had come to greet Finn at the door.
Finally, there was movement from within. Finn heard footsteps. The thick oak door opened and Victor looked out. Red cheeks. Face sweaty. He wore white tennis gear.
‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘You’re a bit early.’
Finn looked at his watch. Three minutes past ten. ‘You said ten?’
‘I did? I meant twelve. Sorry.’ He looked down at Finn’s cabin bag. ‘Oh. You came straight from the airport?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Oh, you must be so tired! Anyway, you’re here now, come on in.’
Finn held back a response. Victor knew the situation exactly. This was just another in the endless power trips of his. Like having Finn come to his villa at all, rather than meeting in the office or elsewhere.
‘Let’s get a drink in the kitchen.’
Victor led the way across the marble-floored atrium that had a high, domed skylight. One of many extravagant flourishes in the huge and modern villa.
‘Did you win?’ Finn asked.
‘What? Oh, yeah. I guess all the practice pays off every now and then.’
He chuckled to himself.
They moved through into the shiny white-and-grey modern-styled kitchen, the tennis court visible outside in the distance, across the huge lawn from a long, sleek infinity pool.
‘Can I get you anything?’ the maid, a short middle-aged Mexican woman in a blue uniform said, as she scuttled in behind them.
‘No, thank you,’ Victor said. ‘You get on with what you were doing.’
She looked a little put out but was soon out of sight again.
‘Do you play yourself?’ Victor asked as he opened the fridge and took out a carton of orange juice.
‘Tennis? Not really.’
‘Shame. I could have given you a game. It’s good to test myself out against younger, fitter players.’
‘I wouldn’t say I’m that young or fit, really.’
Victor raised an eyebrow at that and swigged from the carton. No offer of a drink for Finn.
‘If you’re not a keen player, I wouldn’t recommend getting on the court with your girlfriend. She’d wipe the floor with you. She’s a real talent. She’s certainly taught me a thing or two over the years, if you know what I’m saying.’
Finn grit his teeth. The guy always had to bring Mariana into everything. And yeah, Finn knew she was keen on tennis as well as other sports, but he didn’t know that she and Victor played together. Not that it surprised him.
‘You asked to see me,’ Finn said. ‘I take it that wasn’t just so we could talk about your, or Mariana’s, sporting prowess.’
‘You’re right. It wasn’t.’
He put the orange juice down and moved to the coffee machine.
‘You want one?’
‘I’m good.’
Victor set the machine going. ‘Take a seat.’ He indicated to the stools at the breakfast bar. As Finn sat down, he questioned more and more what he’d been asked here for. A chat about tennis in the kitchen?
Victor spent a few moments fiddling with the coffee machine until he turned around, little cup in hand, which he took a sip from. The coffee smelled really good; maybe Finn should have asked for one.
His attention was stolen by movement outside as a man pulled himself up out of the pool. He hadn’t spotted him before. Heavily tanned skin and a little potbelly on an otherwise unremarkable frame. He looked to be in his late forties, maybe early fifties, and he slicked back his hair and grabbed a robe from a lounger before heading toward the house.
Finn switched his gaze back to Victor a moment. He looked pleased with himself about something. The swimmer walked right up to the patio doors by the breakfast table and stepped inside, water dripping onto the tiles, not a care in the world.
‘Is he still gloating about winning?’ the man said. His accent sounded Mexican, certainly South American. He was certainly very confident, the way he’d sauntered into Victor’s home like that.
‘Why shouldn’t I gloat?’ Victor said. ‘It doesn’t happen very often.’
‘I’ll take one of those,’ the man said, indicating the coffee machine.
‘Certainly.’ Victor spun around, leaving Finn and the newcomer eyeing each other suspiciously.
‘So, you’re the new guy I’ve been hearing about.’
‘I guess I am,’ Finn replied.
‘Ah, gentlemen,’ Victor said, ‘where are my manners? Finn, this is my good friend Javier. Javier, this is Finn. My new guy.’
Finn and Javier moved toward each other. Javier gave a firm handshake, his stare never leaving Finn’s. He didn’t even blink. There was no warmth in his cold stare at all. Finn wasn’t easily rattled, but a shiver ran through him nonetheless.
‘So you’re the one who put Gonzalez in line,’ Javier said.
‘Yeah,’ Finn said. ‘That was me.’
‘You did good.’
The coffee machine stopped and Victor handed a small cup to Javier, who downed the coffee shot without breaking eye contact with Finn.
‘And Finn’s been over in Europe recently. Putting together the pitches for the banks, for the restructure.’
Javier nodded.
‘Is that why you’ve been asking all those questions?’ Javier said.
‘Excuse me?’
‘You know what I mean. Digging your nose in where it doesn’t belong. Be careful, new guy. You stick that nose somewhere you shouldn’t, and you might not keep it for long.’
The room fell silent. Finn couldn’t summon a response, and Victor just stood there as though… as though…
‘It was nice to meet you, Finn Delaney,’ Javier said. He tapped his nose and smirked.
Javier moved to Victor, whispered something in his ear, and then they both turned back to Finn.
‘And now you can fuck off,’ Javier said.
Finn didn’t move. He glanced at Victor, as if hoping his boss would say something in retaliation or support. But Victor just stared coldly, to match the look on Javier’s face – although Javier pulled it off a lot more convincingly.
‘Say hi to Mariana for me,’ Victor said.
Finn didn’t say another word before he turned and walked out of there.

‘Would you like another drink?’ Finn asked Mariana, after tapping her on the shoulder. She turned around to him, looking a bit fed up that he’d interrupted her conversation with their colleague, Ed. She edged toward Finn a little, as though to stop Ed hearing what she was about to say.
‘Do you think… maybe you don’t need any more.’
‘So you don’t want one, then.’ No response. He craned his neck to look around her. ‘Ed?’
He held up his beer. ‘I’m good.’ Even though the bottle was near empty.
Good? Good at what? If he was good at his job, then Finn wouldn’t have needed to be brought to Mexico at all. After his little sojourn to the Far East the clown had been back in the country a few weeks now, taking all the glory as the electronics business flourished.
Where’d he been when Gonzalez needed sorting?
Finn went to the bar, bumping into shoulders as he went. Not unintentionally, but he realized he was becoming more unsteady on his feet. He ordered a beer and a double whiskey and propped himself against the bar as he looked back across the room. Victor had hired out the swanky cocktail bar on the fourteenth floor of his high-end hotel for an end-of-quarter celebration, and Finn was sure that the big man would be making a speech at some point soon. He liked the sound of his own voice so much, after all.
‘What was that all about?’ Mariana said, coming up to him.
‘What?’
‘The shitty tone. The nasty looks you’ve been giving me for the last half hour or so.’
He didn’t say anything. The bartender put the two drinks down in front of Finn.
‘Really?’ Mariana said.
‘This is a celebration, isn’t it?’
He downed the whiskey. It made his head swim. Maybe he’d had too much after all. Still, he necked a good portion of his beer to help wash the liquor away.
‘We can go,’ Mariana said. ‘Maybe we should?’
‘Go? Why would we go? You were all smiles and giggles a few minutes ago with Victor.’
When he had his hand sliding down your back to your ass.
‘What is with you?’
He was about to tell her exactly what when the boss-man himself tootled over like he owned the damn place.
Oh yeah, he did.
‘If it isn’t my favorite power couple.’
‘It isn’t?’ Finn said.
‘Sorry?’
‘Nothing.’
Mariana elbowed him in the ribs.
‘Sorry, I wasn’t interrupting something, was I?’ Victor asked.
‘No,’ Finn said. ‘You go ahead and do what you want.’ Like you always do.
Victor’s smile dropped a little. ‘I heard congratulations are in order,’ he said to Finn. ‘You two are moving in together?’
Finn glared at Mariana. ‘Of course, you told him.’
‘Why wouldn’t I tell him?’ she said.
‘How could she not tell me?’ Victor looked really smug. ‘I was her landlord, so I figured when she gave notice it might have something to do with you.’
What the hell? She’d rented her old place off Victor? How had she never said that before?
‘It’s great news,’ Victor said, putting his hand on Finn’s shoulder. ‘I’m really pleased for you both.’
‘Thanks,’ Finn said. He downed the rest of his beer.
Victor got the attention of the bartender. ‘Can you organize the champagne for the toasts now, please?’
‘Right away, Mr Travers.’ He scuttled off.
‘Perhaps take it easy on the booze,’ Victor said, slapping Finn’s shoulder before he walked away.
‘Was there really any need to be a dick like that?’ Mariana asked him.
‘I don’t know. You tell me?’
She shook her head but didn’t say anything.
‘I’m gonna take a leak.’
He headed to the restroom, handing out a few more shoulder bangs on the way. In the bathroom he washed his face in cold water, trying to refresh himself, trying to clear the cloud in his head.
He didn’t want to ruin this night for Mariana, but he was struggling to contain his agitation. Yeah, Victor was right – the two of them should be celebrating. He’d asked her to move in with him a few days ago, over the phone. He’d missed her so much the last few weeks and it… made sense. And he should have been coming back to Mexico for the two of them to celebrate the decision. Get things moving. Instead, he’d come back to that charade at Victor’s villa. Javier. Javier Lozano, Finn now knew. Known to be involved in one of Mexico’s largest drug cartels. To say he was unsettled by the development was an understatement. But tonight… Tonight, Finn was pushing it all to the back of his mind in the simplest way possible.
He was getting drunk.
Even if he knew the alcohol would bring out the worst of him – but perhaps only because he’d bottled up some of these feelings for too long.
‘Idiot,’ Finn said to his reflection in the mirror before walking out.
He paused.
‘What the fuck?’
A group of three guys were at the bar by Mariana. Finn didn’t recognize them. They weren’t work colleagues. And Mariana didn’t look happy.
Finn stormed over. The guys were drunk. One of them had his face in Mariana’s as his hand reached around her.
She slapped him hard across the cheek and his friends guffawed. Finn balled his fists, readying himself. Was about to launch forward⁠—
Four uniformed staff members pounced. One stood in front of Mariana to shield her while the other three pushed the men away.
‘Private party, gentlemen. We need you to leave.’
It looked for a moment like there’d be a confrontation, but then the three men backed away, hurling abuse, shepherded by the staff towards the exit. Towards where Finn stood. The one who’d grabbed Mariana turned to face him. Paused a moment. Finn held his eye.
‘What?’ the guy said, with a horribly pleased look on his face.
Finn was about to show him exactly what when Mariana caught his eye, coming his way. ‘Finn, leave it.’
‘Yeah, Finn.’ Stand-off. Finn didn’t move. ‘Pussy.’
The guy went to barge into him, but Finn instead peeled himself away and moved to Mariana.
‘You OK?’ he said to her.
‘It’s done. Forget about it.’
He didn’t say anything, but apparently she could read his mind.
‘Finn, please, leave it.’
‘Well, that was exciting, wasn’t it?’ boomed Victor’s voice over the speakers, grabbing everyone’s attention.
He tapped the microphone in his hand, messed with it a little – turning it down, hopefully.
‘I’ll wait a moment while you all get a glass,’ he said, his voice now at a more acceptable volume.
Servers rushed around with trays, and within seconds everyone who wanted one had a filled flute of champagne.
‘To us,’ Finn whispered to Mariana. He leaned over and kissed her cheek, and the smile she gave in return – one of genuine happiness? – caused a good chunk of his agitation to slip away.
Until Victor began his speech. It was as self-congratulatory as ever.
‘Six months ago, I never thought we’d be in this position today,’ he began. ‘There was a time when it looked like we’d never get the consumer electronics business running here at all, but not only have we been fully operational for the last quarter, but the figures I’ve been given by our egghead accountants are quite staggering.’
He paused a moment as though expecting a clap or something. Or just building up to a big reveal.
‘The numbers haven’t been fully crunched yet, but I can say with some confidence that on the last quarter results, we think sales across Central and South America have seen our brand storm into third position in terms of market share. And we still have the excitement of the end of year sales rush to come. You can bet your grandmothers that by this time next year we’ll be number one. Isn’t that right!’
There was a whole load of cheering and shouting at that. He waited for the room to quieten and then took on a more serious tone.
‘And yes, this is a business, but don’t forget why we’re doing this. Why I came to Mexico at all. Believe me, I don’t need the money.’ He laughed. Most people did too. ‘I came here to make a difference to the people of this great country, and the countries around us. For too long hundreds of millions of everyday people have been priced out of the market for luxury digital products. We are the change. We are the high-end digital consumer products company that offers truly affordable devices for all, and once we’ve conquered this continent, we’ll move on to conquer the rest!’
Does he actually think he’s a fucking knight in shining armor or something?
‘Sorry?’ Mariana said.
Shit. Had he said that out loud?
Finn finished his champagne.
‘I think I need some air,’ he said. His stomach really did feel queasy, but mostly he just didn’t want to listen to Victor blow his own trumpet anymore.
‘I’ll come with you,’ Mariana said. ‘I could do with a smoke.’
Victor clocked them leaving but it didn’t seem to dent his enthusiasm as he carried on with his spiel.
They headed on down and out. The night-time air was warm and muggy, but at least the sea breeze carried a fresh edge that helped ease Finn’s mind.
They sat on one of the cream sofas, lights twinkling across the sea where various yachts passed by or were moored for the night.
‘I’m sensing tension between you and Victor,’ Mariana said, before taking another puff of her cigarette. ‘From you, at least.’
‘He’s just… He’s a bit much sometimes, isn’t he?’
She stared at him. ‘No. It’s more than that. Did something happen in Europe?’
‘No,’ Finn said. ‘Not really.’
‘You never tell me anything about what you’re working on.’
‘There’s nothing to tell.’
She held his eye for a few moments, the look clearly showing she didn’t believe him.
‘The thing is—’ He paused when noise from the hotel entrance grabbed their attention. Finn rose to his feet when he saw the three drunkards banging through the doors to the outside. So the staff hadn’t thrown them out before, just guided them down to the hotel bar on the ground floor to allow them to get even drunker. Genius.
The one who’d grabbed Mariana did a double-take before he nudged one of his friends.
‘Finn, let’s go back up,’ Mariana said.
The men started toward them.
‘Hello, beautiful,’ the guy at the front said to her.
‘Thanks,’ Finn said, stepping in front of Mariana. ‘But you’re not my type.’
They all laughed. ‘You’re a comedian.’
‘We’re having a private discussion here,’ Mariana said. ‘So please leave us alone.’
‘Fuck off, I think she meant,’ Finn added, receiving a dig from Mariana.
‘Private this, private that,’ the guy mimicked, using his hand as a blathering mouth. He paused and looked over Mariana and Finn for a moment. ‘So that’s Victor Travers up there, right?’
They were American. Tourists, most likely. Mid- to late-twenties. Tall, athletic, well-dressed. Arrogant as hell. Trust fund kids, Finn would bet.
‘Yeah,’ Finn said. ‘It is.’
‘What about you?’
‘What about me?’
The guy looked Finn up and down. ‘You don’t look like much, so I’m guessing you’re just one of his minions. A kiss-ass, begging for handouts. Oooh please, Mr Billionaire, can I have fifty dollars to take my bitch out?’
Another sarcastic laugh from his friends at his pathetic attempt at Finn’s southern accent.
‘She’s with a pussy like you, but she could be with the billionaire? You must have a big dick or something.’
‘Come on, Finn, we’re going,’ Mariana said. Except to get back inside they had to get past the men. Mariana grabbed Finn’s hand and pulled him toward them. ‘Please move.’
Surprisingly they did. But as they passed the last of them – the biggest of the three – he slapped Mariana’s ass.
Finn wrestled out of her grip. ‘You shouldn’t have done that, you piece of shit.’
The guy got into Finn’s face. Three, four inches taller, and definitely bulkier. Finn couldn’t care less. The other two circled.
‘Say it again,’ the guy challenged.
‘You shouldn’t have done that you dumb, inbred piece of shit.’
‘Finn, please!’
Dumb. And he actually was. Because he thought being tall and a gym regular was all he needed to come out on top, but getting up in Finn’s face was his big mistake if he wasn’t going to make the first move.
No, he wasn’t, and he had nowhere to go. Finn burst upward, sending a thunderous uppercut into the man’s chin. Hit fast. Hit hard. The guy’s legs buckled, and he was unconscious even before his head smacked off the wicker side of the sofa as he fell to the ground.
The other two roared as they raced forward. Finn ducked and avoided an arcing right and threw himself at the next man, grabbing him around the thighs and taking him from his feet. He drove forward and slammed him into the windows.
‘Finn!’
He took a thump to the back of the head, spun around and ducked out of the way of another flying fist before retaliating with a quick one-two. He stepped into the left hander and the guy had no chance as the fist smashed into the side of his head. Like his friend, he fell to the ground unconscious, hands pinned to his sides.
Finn, chest heaving, turned back to the guy he’d slammed. The one who’d touched Mariana upstairs. The only one still moving.
Not for long. He stepped that way.
‘Finn, please!’ Mariana said again.
But it wasn’t enough to take the red mist away.
The shout from the hotel entrance, however⁠—
‘That’s enough!’
Victor. Standing with a group of others from upstairs.
‘They’ve had enough,’ he said, glaring to Finn. ‘And so have you.’
Finn said nothing as he sent daggers back at his boss. Why did he want so much to go over there and pummel him too?
A siren and a flashing blue light further down the street sent another wave of clarity to Finn’s head.
‘Mariana, take him home,’ Victor said. Demanded. ‘I’ll deal with this.’
Mariana touched his arm. Finn turned to her and she ducked back as though she wasn’t sure if he was about to attack her too.
‘Let’s go,’ she said.
He took a couple of deep breaths, each one helping him to see a bit more sense – and to feel a bit more shameful. But only a bit, because those bastards had got exactly what they’d deserved.
‘Fine,’ he said.
He turned and shook his head in disgust at Victor before storming off down the street.
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Was he scared? Yeah. He was. Even before he’d carried out some basic digging into Javier Lozano, Finn had been unsettled by the previous interaction at Victor’s villa. A lot of other occurrences now made more sense to him: the issues and the ‘accidents’ in Guadalajara; the elaborate ownership structures of the companies which were obviously designed to hide something. Someone.
So, yeah, when Victor called him a couple of days after the hotel fight and asked him over to the villa again, it was far from the most welcome request. He’d seen and heard nothing of the billionaire in the interim, a cloud hanging over Finn’s head as he awaited his boss’s next move.
He’d tried his best to get on with life in the meantime, he and Mariana enjoying their first nights together in their own place. It’d been an amazing couple of days.
Too good to be true, really.
Finn remained on edge as he waited for the front door to open. He relaxed only a little when Victor opened up, scanning the space beyond but not seeing anyone else there. No Lozano. No armed crew ready to kidnap or kill him.
‘Just you today?’ Finn asked.
‘Who else were you expecting?’
Finn didn’t answer but walked in. Soon they were settled in the kitchen. No one outside in the pool, he noted.
‘Tell me what happened the other night,’ Victor said.
‘I’m sorry,’ Finn said. ‘I was drunk. I overreacted.’
‘Mariana told me what they said to her. That two of them had touched her.’
‘Yeah.’
‘But you think you overreacted?’
Finn grit his teeth, unsure whether Victor was on his side or only trying to get him to slip up.
‘Seriously,’ Victor said, ‘do you actually think you overreacted in kicking lumps out of those guys, or are you just saying that because you think it’ll appease me?’
‘I realize my actions might look bad to other people. And I’ll be honest with you and tell you that Mariana still hasn’t forgiven me for it.’
‘Even though you basically did it for her.’
‘Yeah. But that’s not the point, is it?’
‘Then what is?’
Finn thought about answering but couldn’t find the words.
‘When you think about what you did, you don’t actually regret hitting those losers, do you?’
‘No,’ Finn said. He’d have happily dished out even more if given the chance.
‘Didn’t think so,’ Victor said. ‘And therein lies the problem.’
Finn grit his teeth even more forcibly. He’d walked right into that trap.
‘I can’t have people around me who can’t control their tempers,’ Victor said. ‘Who make mistakes when situations get them a bit hot under the collar, or they’ve had one too many to drink.’
Victor finished his coffee and set his cup on the side, waiting for Finn’s response.
‘You don’t have anything to say to that?’ he asked.
‘Like I said already, I’m sorry.’
‘But we’ve already established you’re not sorry, haven’t we?’
‘I’m not sorry for hurting those guys – they had it coming. But I’m sorry for the trouble caused. To you. And Mariana.’
Victor scowled and shook his head. ‘I’m not sure those two statements can logically go together. At least not in my mind.’
Finn once again decided not to say anything in response. No point in trying to convince Victor if he’d already made his mind up.
‘Do you know what surprises me, and disappoints me the most?’ Victor asked, although Finn sensed he didn’t need to answer. ‘I thought you were cleverer than that. A cooler head. Someone who had their shit together.’
‘I was drunk⁠—’
‘No, it’s not just that. It’s you recently. Do you love Mariana?’
‘I do. Very much.’
‘I see it. I believe it. But unfortunately, I think it’s changed you, and for the worse. It’s added a softness to you. A chink in your armor.’
Finn didn’t think that all. He felt so much more complete with Mariana. More so than he’d ever felt in his life. Was it a weakness to be in love? To be devoted to someone above all else?
‘I don’t agree,’ Finn said. ‘And quite frankly, I don’t know why we’re even having this conversation. You either have a point to make or you don’t.’
‘I’m making my point. Perhaps you’re just not listening. You need to decide where your priorities lie. Do you even know what happened to those three men from the hotel?’
Finn kind of did. He thought. According to Mariana, Victor had persuaded the local police that Finn was acting in self-defense. The men had been taken to hospital before spending the night in cells while they sobered up, before being released sometime yesterday.
‘Do you or not?’ Victor prompted.
‘I don’t know.’
‘You haven’t even asked. You just assumed I’d take care of the mess for you.’
‘No. I assumed that if there was a mess to sort out, I’d have heard by now. But I’ve not had anyone knocking on my door to ask me about it. I’m big enough to take care of myself, thanks.’
‘Yeah, you’re sounding really sorry right about now.’
‘You know what⁠—’
‘The guy you slammed into the windows? He was barely injured. One of the others lost four teeth and the third guy needed several stitches in his head from when he cracked it on the ground after you laid him out. But the one you body-slammed? His father is a someone. A hedge fund billionaire from New York. The kid and his friends were here on⁠—’
‘An all-expenses trip paid for by Daddy. You’re making me feel real sorry for those guys.’
‘I never came across his father before. Honestly, I know twenty guys like that, at least, but you know what? My bridges with him are burned now. Because of you. Because of you, I pulled some favors with the police and had those kids sent straight back to the US, to keep you out of trouble, and from your perspective that should be the last you ever hear of that night and those kids. But you didn’t know who they were, did you? You didn’t consider who you were beating up or what it meant for anyone other than yourself, and now I have one very influential man up in New York who’s going to be talking shit about me to everyone he meets. And so it goes on. Because of your hot head and your need to prove your manliness to Mariana.’
Finn shook his head but had no response.
‘I want to see the Finn Delaney I first hired again,’ Victor said. ‘Is he still in there?’
‘You’re looking at him.’
‘Good.’ They stared at each other for a few seconds as though Victor was trying to reach that man still. ‘Now, give me the lowdown on Europe.’
Hadn’t he done so already?
‘The consortium is coming together,’ Finn said. ‘We have confirmed interest from five banks, and⁠—’
‘So Elliott’s done his piece?’
‘Senator Charlton certainly helped make some good introductions for us. And the pitches I’ve made have given us a green light from the five banks who now want to move to formal due diligence.’
Victor nodded, as though satisfied with that progress.
‘Any roadblocks ahead?’
‘On due diligence? Honestly, yes. There probably will be.’ They were pitching for a consortium of banks to put up hundreds of millions of new debt for Travers International. In theory, all of the banks they’d been speaking to were willing, but no institution parted with that kind of money easily. ‘We’re asking for seven hundred million euros. Of course the banks are going to want to see as much detail as possible about exactly where that money will go, and what it’ll be used for.’
‘Be more specific.’
Finn sighed. He didn’t really want to be more specific, because he knew where it led. ‘The offshore ownership structure. I think it could be the main roadblock.’
‘Finn, we’ve talked about this before, and I have nothing to add. You need to deal with it. If you can’t convince them with the information you have at your disposal, then deal with it the same way you dealt with it before.’
Finn didn’t respond, his mind too busy churning, although it was plainly obvious what Victor meant by his words, and absolutely clear what Finn couldn’t do.
He couldn’t tell the truth to the banks.
Certainly couldn’t in any way reveal the link to Javier Lozano, a known head honcho of one of the continent’s most powerful, most violent drug cartels.
Finn gulped and tried his best to push thoughts of that away.
‘Finn, do you understand?’
‘I understand.’
‘You said seven hundred total?’
‘Yes. Seven hundred million euros of new debt, paying off a little under four hundred million existing debt.’
‘So how much will flow up?’
By which Victor meant how much of the additional three hundred million would they use for the business and how much could be sucked out for Victor’s – Lozano’s? – direct benefit.
‘A hundred million, give or take, without raising any eyebrows, and without leading to some horrible tax bills.’
‘Good. That’s good,’ he said, nodding.
‘If I’m being fully straight, I think I’ll get four of the five over the line pretty soon. But Souce Bank have given us a whole additional raft of requests for due diligence. I think he’s suspicious.’
‘Souce? But that was Elliott’s main guy. What’s he said about it?’
‘Charlton said he can’t do anything more. He’s done his bit with the intros and making sure we cut through the red tape for the credit agreements for the US-based entities, but I don’t think he’ll be sticking his neck out to help any further. He wants this concluded by the end of the year. He thinks the longer this drags on, the more chance there is of fall out for him.’
Victor shook his head. ‘And I want this done by the end of the year too. Is it possible?’
‘It’s possible if we get Henning to agree.’ Gert Henning was the top dog at Souce Bank.
‘But you’ve got a plan for that?’ Victor asked.
Finn sighed. Never before had he had qualms about his ‘methods’. But this time…
‘Yeah. I think so.’
‘Does he know yet?’
‘No. I’m still pulling together the final pieces.’
‘Want to share what the dirt is?’
He said it so matter-of-factly. As though it were a simple expectation that anyone in a position of power or influence would have some secret tucked away somewhere that could be used as leverage…
Well, yeah, in Finn’s experience that was true. People didn’t really rise to the top just by being nice and working hard, and they certainly didn’t stay at the top that way.
‘No,’ Finn said. ‘Best you don’t know. You said yourself before that you don’t want these things coming back to you. The less you know, the easier it is to deny.’
Victor glared as though he didn’t like the answer.
‘How do you get this information? Not just rumors, but evidence to make it stick?’
‘If I told you my secrets… I wouldn’t hold the value to you that I do right now.’
Value? Or was leverage like this the only reason Finn hadn’t already had an ‘accident’ like others had working for – and against – Victor Travers?
A slight smile rose on Victor’s face for the first time in the conversation, as though this side of Finn – the confidence and the cunning – was what he wanted to see more of.
‘Good. So, in light of… changing circumstances here, I want you out there again straight away.’
‘Europe?’
‘Where else?’
‘What changing circumstances? I can deal with most of the due diligence from here.’
‘No, you can’t. Because of our boys from New York. Part of the deal I struck with the police and the lawyers of those kids was that if they left Mexico quietly, so would you. Of course, you’ll be back soon enough, but for now I need you to go.’
‘For how long?’
‘Until the deal with the consortium is concluded and the monies transferred.’
‘That could be several weeks⁠—’
‘It’s for as long as it takes you.’
Victor glared, as though indicating that he’d made his position clear. The conversation done. Except Finn didn’t think it was.
‘You know I only moved in with Mariana a few days ago. We’ve barely seen each other. Now I’ve⁠—’
‘Oh,’ Victor said. ‘I wouldn’t worry about Mariana. She won’t be here anyway.’
‘Because?’
‘Because she’s coming with me to Columbia tomorrow.’
The smug look on his face… Finn had to try really hard not to bite back.
‘Don’t worry,’ Victor said, laughing. ‘It’s not a social. There’s a software start-up we’re going to take over and relocate to Silicon Valley. She’s going to lead the transaction. Could take us a few weeks. But… if it’s meant to be, it’s meant to be.’
If it’s meant to be, it’s meant to be. Yeah, except perhaps when there’s a third party actively trying to sabotage things.
‘Are we good?’ Victor said.
‘Amazing.’
‘Great. Then I’ll see you in a few weeks. Have fun,’ Victor said, with a wink.
Finn turned and walked out without responding.
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MARIETTA, GEORGIA


Curtis had headed off the interstate – only the final leg of the anxious journey remaining – when the call from Alyssia came through.
Panic. That was his first reaction.
‘Everything OK?’ he said.
‘We’re on your street,’ she said. ‘A couple of houses down from the car.’
‘So it’s still there?’
‘Still there. Two men inside. No one’s gone in or come out from your house.’
Rachel was safe. That had to be the main thing.
‘Thank you,’ Curtis said. ‘I’ll be back in ten minutes.’
‘That car still following you?’ Danny asked, his gruff voice loud and clear this time; Curtis was most likely on speaker.
‘No. Not since I called you last.’
Right after he’d left them stranded at the gas station, and had immediately called Alyssia to give her the license plate.
‘I’ve found out who they are,’ Danny said. ‘The plate tells me it’s part of a fleet registered to Homeland Security.’
‘Homeland Security? So…’
‘Secret Service is my best guess,’ Danny said.
Which wasn’t where Curtis had been going at all.
‘Secret Service? You’re seriously telling me I’m being followed by Secret Service agents?’
What the hell was going on?
But of all the possibilities of who could have been in the sedan, was this answer really the worst? He didn’t know. It was simply too unexpected. Too big.
‘I’ve got spies coming after me. What the actual fuck?’
‘They’re not spies,’ Danny said, sounding sullen.
‘You think that’s bad?’ Alyssia said.
‘Yeah, I do.’
‘Then get a load of this,’ Danny said. ‘The car outside your house?’
‘Secret Service too?’
‘No. And they’re not the FBI either.’
‘So, who are they?’
‘That is a very good question.’
‘OK, wait there,’ Curtis said, slamming his foot down onto the accelerator. ‘I’ll be back as soon as⁠—’
‘Calm yourself, Curtis,’ Danny said, as though sensing his heightened nerves. ‘We don’t know who these two are, but think about this sensibly. They could be bad guys. Really bad guys. The last thing you should be doing is blazing down here to⁠—’
‘My wife is in the house! I can’t just leave her there alone.’
‘And I wasn’t suggesting you do that.’
‘Then what? We should call the police. They’ll⁠—’
‘Please don’t do that either,’ Alyssia said.
‘The police will help us⁠—’
‘You can’t trust the police, or the FBI or anyone else!’
Alyssia’s raised voice did the trick of halting Curtis’s increasingly frenetic speech and thoughts.
‘Think about it, Curtis. We know the police and FBI are already holding back. The whole thing about the hero being unidentified, even though you told the FBI about Finn. I think they’ve known all along. You also said Senator Charlton knows your brother. And what about the other attackers? The authorities have released next to no information about them. Now you’ve got Secret Service agents tracking you down? All these people know more than they’re letting on.’
‘The police, the government are not on your side here,’ Danny added.
‘But you two are?’
A pause. ‘We want the same thing as you,’ Alyssia said.
‘Do you? Because I want to get my wife safe, and I want to find my brother so I can find out what the hell is happening.’
‘We want those things too,’ Alyssia responded, and she sounded sincere enough.
‘I’m turning onto the street now,’ Curtis said.
‘Act normal,’ Danny said. ‘Steady. Go into the house. Pack a bag. Get Rachel out.’
‘And then what?’
But the call had already ended.
Moments later Curtis passed by their car. Slow and steady, just like Danny had said, except Curtis felt anything but steady – his whole body twitched as his fight or flight response ramped up.
Flight. Definitely flight if he had to make the choice.
His eyes fixed onto the car outside his home. He glanced at the passenger window as he passed and shivered when four eyes stared back at him. He didn’t recognize the men.
He parked the Range Rover and closed his eyes a moment, and tried everything he could to get his mind and his body relaxed and ready.
No chance.
He stepped out onto the drive, fighting not to look behind at the car on the street. He made two nervy, wobbly steps toward the house when he heard a car door open behind him.
‘Curtis Delaney?’ came the man’s voice.
Flight?
Too soon.
He turned. His eyes flitted from the two smartly dressed men and further down the street to Danny and Alyssia’s car. They could see him, but neither had got out to help him. What would it take before they did?
‘Are you Curtis Delaney?’ the older of the two men at the edge of the drive said. He had thinning grey hair on a peculiarly round head, but both neither seemed out of the ordinary. At least they weren’t particularly stocky or mean-looking. Not thugs or gangsters. Not what Curtis expected thugs or gangsters to look like, anyway – in his limited experience of such things.
‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Can I help you?’
‘We’re from the FBI. Special Agent Hollister. This is my colleague Rollins.’
They both flashed what looked like ID cards, but they were still a few yards away, and how was Curtis supposed to know if they were real or not?
Not. Danny had already confirmed these weren’t FBI agents.
Unless Danny was wrong. Or lying.
‘Can you tell me what this is about?’ Curtis asked, surprised at how calm he sounded.
‘We need to talk to you about your brother,’ the taller, skinnier one said. He had a long face and kind-looking bright green eyes. He glanced over his shoulder to the street. ‘Perhaps we should do it inside.’
‘Because?’
‘Because it’s not very private standing out here,’ the older man said.
‘I meant, why do you want to talk to me about my brother?’
‘I think you know the answer to that.’
‘Am I in trouble?’
They glanced at one another. He sensed his responses were irritating them. What would they do if he continued pushing back?
His eyes moved again to Danny and Alyssia’s car. Still no sign of them getting out to help.
‘I’ve just got back from a long drive,’ Curtis said. ‘Do you think I could just go and freshen up first? Five minutes. That’s all I need.’
A dubious look passed between the two.
‘We’ve been sitting waiting for you for a long time too⁠—’
‘Except I didn’t know that, because no one from the FBI told me you were looking for me.’
A raised eyebrow from the older guy.
‘Five minutes,’ Curtis said, before turning and quickly walking to the front door, ignoring the pounding of his heart. He didn’t look back as he stepped inside and shut the door. ‘Rach?’
She came out of the lounge, looking on edge. ‘Where have you been!?’
He wanted to hug her, but she backed away from him.
‘Pack a bag with some things,’ he said. ‘We’re leaving.’
‘Leaving? What are you talking about. The FBI⁠—’
‘Rach, they’re not FBI. They’re… Just pack a bag.’
‘Curtis, what is happening?’
‘I’ll explain later.’
‘If they’re not the FBI, then maybe we should call⁠—’
‘We are not calling the FBI or the police or anyone else!’ he shouted, grabbing hold of her by the shoulders as if to shake some sense into her. ‘Please. We need to go.’
She shook her head as if to disagree. She looked so scared, but then she turned and made her way toward the stairs without another word. She hadn’t gone up a step before a knock came on the door.
‘Mr Delaney! I⁠—’
‘OK, OK,’ Curtis said. ‘I’m coming.’
He moved to the door, mouthing ‘go’ to Rachel as he did so. He slipped the chain over then dashed for the stairs, calling Alyssia as he went.
‘Where the hell are you?’ he hissed.
‘Er, is that a trick question?’ she responded.
‘Those men are at the door!’
‘Yeah, we can see. And you were just chatting to them. Everything seemed fine.’
‘I thought you were here to help⁠—’
‘We will,’ Danny said. ‘If you need it. No point in making a scene if we can avoid it.’
Curtis growled and ended the call. Within two minutes he and Rachel had packed a bag with clothes for a few days.
‘Passports,’ he said to her. ‘Your nice jewelry?’
She gave him a pleading look as if to question why. He didn’t really know. In case they were stolen? So they could sell them for cash?
‘Your choice.’
They packed the extra things then headed back down, Curtis moving a little more tentatively as he reached the bottom, trying to hear for any sound of the men outside.
He jumped when one of them knocked on the door again.
‘Last chance, Delaney.’
The voice was much angrier now. The veil had slipped.
‘Back door,’ Curtis whispered to Rachel. Her face expressed her disagreement, but she followed him to the door. He opened up as quietly as he could. Did his best to ignore the even heavier pounding on the front door.
‘Come on,’ he said to Rachel, and they rushed quickly around the side of the house to the garden gate. ‘Go straight for the car,’ he said, grasping the gate’s handle.
He swung the gate open and stepped onto the drive. The men at the door spotted the movement immediately.
‘Go!’ he said to Rachel, and she dashed forward. The younger man made a move toward her while the other reached into his jacket.
Curtis picked up a rock from the ground and hurled it; the older guy ducked and cowered.
‘Hey!’
Danny was racing up the drive.
Rachel dove into the passenger seat of the Range Rover and slammed the door shut behind her. The young guy reached the car and went for the door handle. Curtis locked it with the fob just in time and lunged for the man, knocking him to the floor.
Danny had reached the older guy as Curtis clambered to his feet. The younger man lay groggily on the ground beneath him. Without thinking, Curtis launched his foot under the man’s chin then raced around to the driver’s door. He ducked when an arcing fist came his way which smacked into the car window before Danny grabbed the older guy and pulled him away again.
Curtis unlocked the car door and opened it. His whole body quaked in shock when a gun went off behind him.
Danny was still tussling with the older man, a gun swinging this way and that as both men fought for control.
‘Go!’ Danny shouted, a moment before another shot boomed out.
‘Curtis, come on!’ Rachel screamed.
What else could he do?
He fired up the engine as Danny fought on. Curtis flinched when Danny roared with effort and the older man’s lower arm snapped like a stick. He screamed and the gun dropped to the floor. Danny scooped the weapon up and pistol-whipped the man across the head before⁠—
‘Look out!’
Alyssia. Hanging out the window of the car, which was now at the edge of the drive. The warning gave Danny enough time to duck, swivel and throw his elbow out and it crunched under the chin of the younger man, who crumpled to the ground next to his friend.
Curtis reversed off the drive as Danny jogged for Alyssia’s car. Curtis swung around into the road and wound down the window.
‘Go to the corner of Maynard Street,’ Danny shouted to him.
Less than two miles away. A cluster of shops there.
Curtis sped off in that direction as Rachel sobbed next to him.
‘It’s okay,’ he said to her, putting a hand to her leg.
‘How is this okay?’
They said nothing more before they arrived at the shops on Maynard Street. Curtis pulled over. His eyes scanned in all directions, searching for anyone that could be a threat. The people around carried on with their lives, oblivious.
Alyssia’s car pulled up. All four got out of their vehicles.
‘It’s… you,’ Rachel said to Alyssia, sounding unimpressed. ‘You were at the bar with Curtis.’
‘We need to get away from here,’ Alyssia said to Curtis, her failure to respond to Rachel only further riling his wife.
‘I’m not going anywhere until⁠—’
‘Until what?’ Danny cut Rachel off. ‘Until someone else tries to shoot you?’
Curtis gulped at the mention of shooting, but Rachel slumped and backed down.
‘Is there somewhere safe you two can go to?’ Danny asked.
‘I’m not hiding,’ Curtis said.
‘Are you kidding me?’ Danny said. ‘You⁠—’
‘You can stick with me or not, but I’m not running away from this,’ Curtis said, the strength in his voice enough to get Danny to back down. Alyssia said nothing, perhaps shocked by his apparently new-found toughness. As was Curtis himself.
He turned to Rachel.
‘But you do need to go.’
‘Go where? Why?’
He thought for a moment. She could go stay with friends or family, but if someone wanted to look for her, those were the first places they’d try. She was safer away from him, though. He truly believed that. Whoever was out there wanted him, not her.
‘Remember that place in Vermont?’ he said. ‘The one where we went⁠—’
‘When I was pregnant.’
An ache in his heart as she said that.
Yes, when you were pregnant.
Before you lost the baby.
Before we tried again and again and again for another.
Before we found out I’m infertile. I always have been.
‘That’s the one.’
‘It’s…’
‘It’s far away and it’s somewhere no one would think to look.’
‘You really should go with her—’ Danny started.
‘You can if you want,’ Curtis cut in.
He heard a siren in the distance. Coincidence? Probably not. Someone would have heard the gunshots.
‘We need to go,’ Alyssia said, moving back for the driver’s door.
Curtis hugged Rachel. She barely responded; she was in shock. He really didn’t want to leave her, but…
‘You can do this,’ he said to her.
‘You know what?’ Alyssia said to her. ‘Take this car. They won’t be looking for it.’
Rachel didn’t hesitate for long. She took her bag and got into the driver’s seat. Curtis leaned in to kiss her on the cheek.
‘Call me if anything happens.’
She nodded.
‘I love you,’ he said to her.
‘I love you too.’
Moments later he watched as the car faded into the distance.
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They drove the Range Rover for twenty minutes before swapping for another car – a Toyota Camry – which had been in the car park of a hotel just off I-75. Was this where Alyssia had been staying? Curtis didn’t bother to ask. He was only relieved to have left his car behind.
Another shiver ran through Curtis as he replayed the earlier fight in his head. The way he’d tackled that guy… kicked him in the head. He’d done alright, hadn’t he? Perhaps he had some of his brother’s fighting instincts after all.
But it wasn’t his own prowess that he dwelled on, but the gun. The gunshots. He’d been to a shooting range before, but he’d never faced a gun in a real-life encounter. He couldn’t quite believe he now had, and had come away unscathed.
‘You saved me,’ Curtis said to Danny, turning around to face the big man in the backseat who simply continued to stare out of the window, a deep frown on his face. ‘Thank you.’
Danny humphed but didn’t otherwise respond.
‘Where are we going?’ Curtis asked Alyssia.
She’d taken them onto the I-75, north and west away from Atlanta, but she’d since circled back and they were heading south.
‘I’m not sure yet,’ Alyssia said. ‘You said your brother had been in Europe with Travers.’
‘Italy, I think. England too.’
‘Italy could have been a family visit. Partly. I saw both Mariana and Finn there last summer. It was the last time I saw her. They stayed on Victor’s yacht for a few days. I know Victor and Finn were working on something then that didn’t involve Mariana, but whatever it was, I don’t think it was actually in Italy. If you know what I mean.’
Not really.
‘Mariana told me Finn had been spending a lot of time in Europe, but…’
‘But?’
‘But I guess I never really asked much about it.’
She slumped, as though now regretting that.
‘But Charlton was definitely in England,’ Curtis said. ‘And I think it was to do with Travers.’
‘So you said.’
‘We should go to England then?’ Curtis suggested. ‘Is that what you’re saying?’
‘I haven’t followed Finn’s movements there yet. Nor Victor’s. Or Elliott Charlton’s. Perhaps it’s the element of the puzzle we’re missing.’
Danny groaned in the back. Curtis glanced at him. He was still glaring at the outside world, but his face had gone pale.
‘England,’ Curtis said, thinking out loud. ‘You actually think we can get on a plane and out of the country after what just happened outside my house? Given I slashed the tire of a car belonging to the Secret Service to get away from agents who were following me?’
‘You’d be surprised,’ Danny said, his voice a little more strained and hoarser than normal. ‘Not all these different agencies are that well linked up. Especially not so quickly after an incident. Plus, you both have British passports, don’t you? It should be one of the more straightforward places for you to get to.’
‘And if you think certain people within the FBI aren’t playing by their own rules,’ Alyssia said, ‘then think how much extra effort it’d take to keep things under wraps if they had to bring in even more outsiders. Border Patrol, local and state police, police abroad.’
Curtis dwelled on that for a few moments, on the idea that this wasn’t an official cover-up, as such, by the police or FBI, but instead certain people within those organizations that had gone rogue. Curtis didn’t know whether that made the situation better or worse for him.
‘Most likely you’ll have no problems getting out of the country,’ Danny said. ‘Especially if you’re quick.’
‘Danny, you don’t look good,’ Alyssia said.
Curtis had sensed the same from his paleness, his strained words. Finally Danny looked at him, a pained expression covering his gnarled face. He looked down and slowly peeled open his jacket to reveal the blood-soaked shirt underneath.
‘Shit!’ Curtis shouted, jolting in his seat. ‘You were⁠—’
‘I was unlucky. He was trying to shoot you.’ He tried to laugh but it didn’t really work.
‘We’ll get you to a hospital,’ Curtis said.
‘Don’t be fucking stupid.’
‘You’ve been shot!’
‘It’s not the worst I’ve had. I’ll sort it.’
‘Even if you can, you can’t expect to travel out of the country like that!’ Curtis said.
‘And I’m not planning to.’
Curtis looked at Alyssia. She didn’t say anything. She already knew.
Curtis jumped again when his phone rang. He’d put it on full volume to make sure he heard if Rachel tried to get in touch. Except it wasn’t his wife calling, but Russ.
‘Hey,’ Curtis said, sounding a little unsure.
‘Curtis, what the hell is going on?’
‘What—’
‘I’ve got Rachel here in an absolute mess, barely able to stand or speak, saying you’ve gone crazy. Got into a gunfight with some thugs and ran off with some woman.’
Curtis caught Alyssia’s eye. She didn’t look impressed. The conversation wasn’t on speaker but apparently she’d heard Russ’s raised voice nonetheless.
‘Rachel’s there… with you?’
‘She came to my house. She’s beside herself. And whose car is she driving?’
Curtis put a hand to his head. ‘Put her on.’
‘No, I’m not putting her on until you tell me⁠—’
‘Russ, put my wife on the damn phone. Now.’
Russ didn’t respond. Curtis heard shuffling. Muffled voices.
‘What?’ Rachel said. Pissed off.
‘Honey, what are you doing?’
‘What am I doing? What are you doing, Curtis?’
‘I told you⁠—’
‘You told me nothing about what is happening! You told me to drive hundreds of miles away, on my own, without⁠—’
‘It was to keep you safe.’
‘You should have kept me safe.’
He closed his eyes. Perhaps that was fair. Although mostly he was thinking about how she’d ignored him and gone straight over to a certain someone’s home.
‘Just leave me alone,’ Rachel said.
She ended the call and Curtis stared at the phone for a few moments, mind in overdrive.
‘So she didn’t go to your special place in Vermont,’ Danny said, a little coldly. And special really wasn’t the way he’d describe that place for him.
‘No. She didn’t.’
‘So who’s this guy she’s with?’ Danny asked.
‘A friend.’
‘A very good friend, perhaps.’ He tried to chuckle but then squirmed and grimaced and moaned in pain. Served him right.
‘What are you going to do?’ Alyssia asked, sounding a little disheartened at the turn of events.
Curtis didn’t answer. Should he go back for Rachel?
‘This is the plan,’ Danny said. ‘You two carry on. I’ll get myself sorted. A few stitches, I’ll be fine. Then I’ll go back. I’ll keep watch over her.’
‘I don’t think she’ll⁠—’
‘I can be subtle.’
Curtis said nothing to that.
‘All agreed?’ Danny prompted.
Curtis looked at Alyssia. She glanced at him. He couldn’t read her face properly.
‘Yeah,’ Curtis said. ‘It’s a plan.’
‘It is,’ Alyssia said.
‘Good,’ Danny said. ‘Then get me to a damn pharmacy.’
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LONDON, ENGLAND, LAST WINTER


Finn ended the voice message and sat for a moment staring at the phone screen as though this time there’d be an instant response.
Nothing.
He hadn’t had anything from Mariana since the night before last when she’d messaged to say she’d got back to her hotel room after dinner with Victor and ‘a few others’. Whoever they were. He’d been in London ten days on this current stretch, and it felt like each one had come with less communication from her.
Absence makes the heart grow fonder? Maybe not from her point of view. Although with the time difference it was still the middle of the night over there. She’d respond when she woke in the morning, most likely. He hoped.
He sighed and looked out of the window of the penthouse suite. An amazing view of London from up here, Hyde Park in the near distance. And the hotel… Simply top class. Traveling Travers International style certainly had some perks, despite the gnawing in his mind that Victor had an ulterior motive for sending Finn thousands of miles away from home.
Was Mexico really home? Being with Mariana was home and right now he wasn’t with her, and the only reason he wasn’t with her was because of Victor Travers.
‘Focus,’ he told himself, and then flinched when his phone vibrated with an incoming call.
Not Mariana. A withheld number, but he thought he knew who it’d be.
‘Yeah?’ he said as he answered.
‘It’s done,’ said the now-familiar voice.
‘Where?’
‘I’ve uploaded everything you need. Same place as before.’
‘I appreciate it. Payment will be with you by the end of the day.’
‘I know,’ the man said, chuckling, before the call ended.
Finn spent a few minutes navigating into the secure online Dropbox. A few minutes more looking over the newly uploaded files. He nodded as a smile crept across his face. He checked his watch.
Just in time. He was meeting the bank boss in less than an hour.

London in mid-winter felt horribly cold and bleak compared to the climates of the Middle East and Cancun that Finn had become used to, and the city was strangely unfamiliar to him, even though this was the country of his birth.
The walk was less than a mile to the classically styled stone building in upmarket – stuffy – Mayfair. Not the usual place to find a bank’s headquarters, but this was no usual bank.
Despite the short distance, and even wearing a thick overcoat, hat and gloves, he shivered as he stepped into the atrium of Souce Bank, the skin of his face stinging from the biting wind. He introduced himself to the security guards at the front desk before sitting and waiting for his host while he thawed.
Ten minutes. Twenty. Nearly half an hour before the familiar face of Gert Henning’s assistant came striding through the electronic security gates.
‘I’m so sorry, Mr Delaney⁠—’
‘It’s fine, don’t worry.’ He waved away any attempt at apology and soon they were traveling up to the top floor.
They exited the elevator and Finn sucked in a lungful of the distinctive odor. Whoever designed this office must have had a close relative who worked in the varnish trade, because nearly every available surface featured wood paneling. Plenty of gold trim around the place too. Souce Bank certainly knew how to spend their clients’ money. He always felt it odd that banks highlighted their wealth through fancy buildings and the like. It was so… in your face. Charging customers often astronomical fees and interest rates for their loans and other products in order to turn huge profits and fund their corporate extravagances.
Apparently it didn’t put people off doing business with them though, given how universal the approach was.
Finn was shown through to the opulent meeting room where Henning sat alone at a dark-wood desk suitable for twenty. Henning was in his mid-fifties and everything about his appearance screamed pompous and formal.
‘Just us today?’ Finn asked, as he moved around to shake his host’s hand.
‘Who else were you expecting?’
‘No one,’ Finn said. ‘Actually, I think this is better.’
Henning raised an eyebrow at that comment but said nothing. They’d met face-to-face several times now and even though relations remained amicable, Finn sensed a growing coldness in their interactions. He believed Henning was looking for an excuse to back out of the deal that had – in principle – been agreed several weeks ago.
But Finn wouldn’t let that happen now.
After a couple of minutes of chit-chat, while refreshments were poured, Finn decided to get straight to it.
‘Are you in a position to sign?’ he asked.
Henning held his eye a moment, no tell on his face. ‘No.’
‘That’s… disappointing. I thought we’d provided you with all the⁠—’
‘Mr Delaney, please, let me stop you. You haven’t provided all the information we need. Not to satisfy my due diligence team, and I’m not sure how⁠—’
‘You’re aware the other banks have all⁠—’
‘We’re not other banks.’
‘What are your concerns?’
‘Principally? How this money will be used. Or, I should say, who will use it. Because I’m not sure such a vast amount is required for the group’s operations.’
As if he really cared how they used the money. Surely as long as they received their interest payments all was well and good. But Finn decided not to push that line. He had a quicker, and hopefully more final solution here.
Finn shut his eyes for a moment and shook his head. No reason to hold back now.
‘How’s your son?’ he asked, when he reopened his eyes. Henning’s impassive face finally fell.
‘My son?’
‘Dietmar?’
‘Why are you asking about my son?’
‘He’s studying in America, isn’t he? One of those Ivy League places. Princeton?’
Henning shuffled in his seat.
‘Don’t worry,’ Finn said, holding his hand up. ‘I’m not about to threaten his safety.’
‘But you are about to threaten me. I can tell.’
‘You can? Or perhaps that’s your guilty conscious talking.’
‘You should get out,’ Henning said, standing up, ‘before you say something you’ll regret. Tell Mr Travers our deal is off.’
‘Sit down, Gert.’ He didn’t. ‘Just think about this carefully, and sit down.’
Now he did so, slowly, angrily.
‘Your son was accused of sexual assault.’
‘My son is⁠—’
‘A disgusting, self-entitled sexual predator from what I’ve seen and heard. Did he get that from you?’
Henning was getting angrier by the second; Finn could see the throbbing vein at the side of his head and his flushing cheeks.
‘The girl who complained about him to the police, the one you had threatened. First with her university place, then with her life. I’m led to believe⁠—’
‘You’ve no idea what you’re talking about.’
‘Unfortunately, I really do.’
‘My son was cleared.’
‘Charges were dropped because of your interventions. And, in all likelihood, I don’t think a prosecutor will touch that case now.’
A sliver of Henning’s confidence returned at that comment.
‘So it’s a shame, for you, that your idiot son really can’t keep it in his pants.’
Finn reached into his bag and took out his tablet and pressed play on the video. He slid the device across the shiny surface of the table towards Henning. He stared at it. A couple of minutes passed.
‘That’s your son, isn’t it?’
No answer.
‘You know that place? South Beach, Miami. A trashy bar, by all accounts. Your son seems to be enjoying it. As you can tell by the way he’s forcing himself on that poor woman. Hand up her skirt. Fingers around her neck. Have you got to that part yet?’
Finn thought Henning had, judging by the horrified look on his face. Except the way Finn saw it, Henning was partly responsible for not having had his son brought to justice earlier.
‘Lucky for her she got away. Her friend got suspicious that she was taking too long in the restroom and went looking for her.’
‘You set him up,’ Henning said, shaking his head.
‘Did I?’
He pushed the tablet back toward Finn.
‘This would never stick. There’s nothing here. Who was even filming? It’s a honeytrap. You try to use this against him, me, and I’ll fight it with everything I’ve got. Like I did last time. I’ll make it go away, and I’ll do the same with any other sluts you find to badmouth my son. And when I’m done with them, I’ll take you on, you piece of filth.’
Finn smiled and took the tablet.
‘You’ll pay off the right people, you mean? Have the women threatened? Would you follow through and actually hurt them?’
‘I’ll do anything to protect my family.’
‘Protect yourself, really, though. Right?’
Finn put the tablet away and got to his feet.
‘Oh, and thanks for clarifying your position for me,’ he said, taking out his phone and waving it in the air before he hit play on the recording of Henning’s reaction to the video. ‘A little extra, just in case.’
Henning shot up from the table, his face contorted with rage.
‘What?’ Finn challenged.
‘You have no idea,’ Henning said. ‘You picked the wrong person to blackmail.’
The confidence with which he said that made Finn pause; had he underestimated the banker?
For a few moments they stared across the table at each other. Finn half expected the door behind to burst open and for a bunch of henchmen to rush in.
No. Not today.
‘So you’re ready to sign the agreement now?’ Finn asked.
‘Does Victor know about this?’
‘The question is irrelevant now.’
‘Not to me it isn’t.’
‘No. He doesn’t.’
‘But I’m guessing he wouldn’t be surprised by your tactics either.’
‘You’d have to ask him. Are you ready to sign or not?’
A moment’s silence before Henning let out a long sigh. ‘I’ll sign. But you can be sure that after this, my dealings with Travers International are over. For good.’
‘I’m glad we got over the line.’
‘Are you? Because there’s another reason I’m agreeing to this, Mr Delaney.’
‘Yeah?’
‘I’m sure you know the saying about enemies. Closeness.’
‘Sounds familiar.’
‘So please, keep that in mind. Until we meet again.’
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Finn felt genuine relief when he stepped out from Souce Bank and onto the blustery London street, unscathed. Even though he’d come out of the meeting with Henning’s reluctant agreement, he’d be lying if he said he wasn’t wary of the guy’s parting words. It wouldn’t be the first time Finn had landed in hot water for trying it on with the wrong person, which partly explained why he skipped countries so much, often abruptly. He’d always come out on top in the past…
It wasn’t as though he’d even had a choice this time, though. If he hadn’t blackmailed Henning, got the deal, then what would Victor – or his ‘associates’ – have done to him?
He reached his hotel and phoned Victor first to give him the news. No answer, so he left a message. No response yet from Mariana to his earlier attempts to contact her, and she didn’t answer this time.
So Finn sat and waited in his room. For hours. Ordered room service. Napped. Eventually he got a call – but from the front desk.
‘There’s a courier here for you,’ the receptionist told him.
He hoped he knew what that meant. The contract from Henning was finalized. Finn headed down to the lobby, heart pounding his chest with excited anticipation. He looked about the place as he walked, nonetheless still edgy from the banker’s earlier threat.
Finn showed the courier his passport as ID and took the thick, padded envelope from him. He waited a few seconds to watch the courier retreat to the exit. No – he wasn’t really watching him, but the man standing beyond, leaning up against a black Audi, hands clasped in front of him as he stared toward the lobby.
Just someone’s driver? Or was he staring at Finn?
Finn moved quickly back to his room where he opened the envelope and saw the bank’s logo first. He pulled out the wad of papers and rushed to the signature page.
Signed, sealed, delivered.
The shot of adrenaline that surged through him made him feel giddy.
He picked up his phone.
This time the boss did answer.
‘Finn, what the hell? You realize it’s first thing in the morning here?’
First thing? It was 8 a.m. – hardly early on a workday morning.
‘We did it. It’s all agreed. All signed. Seven hundred million.’
Silence for a moment. ‘But… Henning signed?’
‘Everyone’s signed. It’s done. The money will be released within twenty-four hours.’
Finn had to pull the phone from his ear when Victor hollered in delight.
‘Finn, you’re a legend. I don’t know how you do it.’
Which wasn’t entirely true.
‘I’ll wait until the money’s all cleared, then I’ll come home,’ Finn said.
No answer.
‘Victor?’
He sighed. ‘Finn, it’s too soon to come back to Mexico. Let me see what I can do, but it might take me a few days to get the go-ahead for you to return.’
‘What, I’m just supposed to sit around in London?’ Finn asked.
‘I didn’t say that, did I? Take a holiday. Go and see some sights.’
‘On my own. Great. Some holiday.’
‘You don’t have family in England still?’
‘No one I’ve spoken to in a couple of decades or more.’
‘What about friends to catch up with in all the places you’ve lived?’
Finn didn’t answer that, because, sadly, the answer was no. He’d never cared for collecting friends. Never had the time nor the energy nor the inclination to make lasting friendships work for him. Not after what he’d been through as a teenager. His busy life since then, though, had never made him feel lonely.
Until now.
‘Look, Finn, this is the best news I’ve had in weeks. You’re a superstar, and I’ll make it worth your while, you can be damn sure. Celebrate on me, but I need to go.’
He ended the call before Finn could say another word.

He didn’t stay in his room long, his mind as restless as his body. His nerves grew as he stepped from the lift into the lobby. He glanced around before his eyes fixed on the doors to the outside, where it was now dark.
No sign of that guy with the Audi. Perhaps he had just been a driver, then, and not some grunt or security service agent ready to pounce.
‘Get a grip,’ he said under his breath, as he moved outside.
With darkness, the streets of London had become even colder and – to Finn, at least – less inviting. Most shops were already shutting down for the evening, except for a couple of larger department stores where he mooched, not entirely aimlessly, but not really with a planned idea of how he’d fill the time between now and when the money cleared and he could leave this city – this country – behind.
Even if he couldn’t go back to Mexico, he’d decided he wouldn’t stay in England. Something about the place filled him with anger. No, not just something, but the memories it dredged up. Him as a kid. Him and Curtis and his parents. A family. A real family. Before all the shit had started.
He stopped at a jewelry concession. A very expensive concession.
May as well have something to show for the trip and his efforts.
He bought himself a new watch, a ten-thousand-pound Breitling – not the most expensive option on offer, but no point in going over the top. Although he did spend much more than that on the diamond-encrusted necklace for Mariana.
He clutched the bag with purpose as he traipsed back toward the hotel.
His phone buzzed. Mariana.
‘Babe,’ he said. ‘That took a while.’
‘Sorry, I’ve been swamped. I heard the news.’
‘Yeah.’
‘Well done you.’
‘Apparently so.’
‘When do we celebrate?’
‘When Victor lets me come back to Mexico.’
‘Oh… you mean… you’re not coming yet?’
‘I can’t.’
‘I’ll be home soon myself. I thought…’
‘Nothing I can do about it.’ He gripped the phone a little more tightly in his hand. ‘I’ll be back as soon as I can.’
‘I can’t wait. I’m just about to run to a meeting.’
‘OK. Get to it. I love you.’
‘I love you too.’
He sighed and put the phone away and turned onto the street where his hotel – Victor’s hotel – sat pride of place.
He continued toward it until he spotted the car under the glitzy canopy at the entrance. Black Audi. Was it the same one as earlier in the day? He couldn’t be sure, even if he was certain it hadn’t been there when he’d left earlier.
He kept his eyes on the car as he approached. He was ten yards from it when the front passenger door opened and a man stepped out. It was the same man as before, smartly dressed and with a stern look on his face.
He locked eyes with Finn but didn’t move from the car.
Finn looked away and picked up his pace to get inside. He glanced over his shoulder. The guy didn’t follow him, just remained standing by the Audi.
What the hell? If this was Henning, trying to intimidate him…
Finn knew where he lived. Maybe he should sneak over there and⁠—
What?
No. All Finn had to do was sit tight and wait for the money. Then he’d leave London and England and Henning behind.
He took a shower. Ordered room service again. Tried to sleep, but his mind was too busy. He tried to watch TV; same. He couldn’t relax. He sat at the desk chair, foot tapping furiously as he scrolled news pages on his phone.
A ping.
This was it. His body froze for a moment before he opened the email. He grabbed his tablet and input the login details into the banking app.
The money had cleared, the transaction complete.
And he was done in London.
Within ten minutes he’d packed up and was settling his account at the front desk. Every other beat he gazed to the darkness outside the hotel for any sign of that car or anyone lurking.
No. He didn’t think so, but the angle…
‘I need a car,’ Finn said. ‘Going to Heathrow.’ He’d find a flight when he got there.
‘Certainly, sir, one moment.’
The receptionist picked up the phone while Finn looked outside again.
‘It’ll be here in two minutes,’ the receptionist said moments later. ‘Is there anything else I can help you with?’
‘No. Thank you.’
The receptionist nodded in acknowledgment before Finn turned and quickly walked toward the exit.
He made it two steps outside before he spotted the Audi. In fact, there were two Audis this time. Four men stepped out to greet him.
Finn’s leg’s twitched as though asking him a question. Run?
And he was about to when two of the men pulled out handguns, which they pointed toward Finn as a cascade of shouting erupted and the other two men closed in on him.
He didn’t catch most of the words. Police, don’t move, were the two most obvious, and the ones that caused Finn to remain rooted to the spot rather than attempt an unlikely escape.
He dropped his bags and lifted his hands in the air before the two officers grabbed his wrists and cuffed him.
‘Finn Delaney,’ one of the armed men said.
‘Yes,’ Finn responded.
‘You’re under arrest,’ the officer said.
The next moment they bundled him into a waiting car.
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Finn had been in police stations and police cells before, and there was nothing particularly horrifying about the brightly lit – albeit depressingly plain space – that he had been shoved into and where he remained waiting for what felt like several hours.
Felt like, because he had no way of knowing with his phone, his watch, all of his belongings confiscated.
But at least it was a normal police cell, not some off-the-grid gulag or torture chamber. Were there even any such places in England? Certainly not officially.
He looked from the barred window to the door when he heard the hefty locks releasing. He braced himself, unsure what to expect when the doors opened.
A uniformed officer. ‘This way,’ he said, beckoning Finn to his feet.
He followed the officer’s instructions as he was handcuffed, then followed the officer along the corridor, through two secured doors and to an empty interview room where he was cuffed to the desk before the officer left him alone.
He stared at the mirror taking up most of one wall and wondered who was watching on the other side.
Before long the door opened again and two plain-clothed police officers walked in – one man, one woman. In their thirties, Finn thought, and as ordinary-looking as the room, in both their clothing and their features. The woman introduced them. She was DI Klein; the man, DS Palmer.
‘I want a lawyer,’ Finn said.
‘We’ll get to that,’ Klein replied. ‘Let’s just have a talk first. Yeah?’
He noted there was no tape recorder, or anything like that. He glanced at the mirror again.
‘Tell me why I’m here.’
‘You’ve been arrested on suspicion of money laundering. And it’s a helluva lot of money.’
Palmer whistled.
‘It’s a very serious crime,’ Klein continued. ‘You need to tell us what you know about⁠—’
Finn shook his head. ‘No. I’m not saying a word about anything. I need a phone call, and I need a lawyer.’
No response from either of them.
‘I want to make a phone call!’ Finn shouted. ‘I want a lawyer!’
The officers looked angered by his forceful demand and Klein started a diatribe, practically hissing her words at him. He zoned out as his mind whirred.
‘This is because of Gert Henning, isn’t it?’ Finn said.
No tell on their faces.
‘Henning set me up. You tell him… I’ll make him pay for this. When I get out of here, I’ll screw his son over, then I’ll come back to screw him.’
‘Nice,’ Palmer said. ‘Perhaps we should add these threats to your list of charges?’
‘Whatever,’ Finn said. ‘I’m done here. Give me a goddamn bastard motherfucking piece of shit telephone call, will you!’
They both glowered at him. Palmer whispered into Klein’s ear and the two of them got up from the table and left the room, the door slamming shut after them.
How long passed? An hour? Longer? Finally another uniformed officer arrived to take Finn away.
But it wasn’t to his cell; it was to a phone.
‘One call,’ the officer said to him.
‘All my contacts are stored on my phone.’
The man said nothing, just glared at Finn like he was scum.
‘I. Need. My. Phone.’
‘That. Is. A. Phone,’ the officer said, indicating the receiver in Finn’s hand. ‘One call.’
How was he supposed to remember Victor’s phone number? And he had no lawyer’s number memorized either. Mariana. One of a few numbers he did have in his head.
He felt so reluctant but… what other choice did he have?
He tapped the numbers and waited.

Finn languished in his cell, replaying the embarrassing conversation with Mariana over and over, dozing off to sleep several times from sheer boredom as much as exhaustion. He’d sounded so desperate, so pleading, sheer relief coming through that he’d actually managed to reach someone on the outside. Her own reaction seemed to go from shock to confusion to something close to disappointment. But she’d resolutely agreed to find help.
Or, at least, she’d agreed to ask Victor to help. But the way Finn saw it, he was in this mess because of Victor. Well, perhaps indirectly, but still…
He only knew morning had arrived because of the light coming through the tiny window. A plate of slop arrived soon after but no sign of anyone coming to his aid, or even any other attempt at interviewing him. He had no clue how long they could keep him locked up for – twenty-four, forty-eight hours? – but surely something had to happen sooner or later?
Sooner.
He heard their voices first, followed by the clunking of the locks. The door opened. A uniformed officer stood with a smartly dressed woman.
‘Finn?’ the woman said, stepping into the room, her stern face turning to sympathy. ‘Are you OK?’
An American accent.
‘I’ve been better.’
‘Well, good news – you’re getting out of here.’
Minutes later she escorted Finn out of the station and into the rain.
‘I’m Helen Morton,’ she said, as she unfurled an umbrella which she held above both of their heads. ‘Victor sent me.’
‘Thank you,’ he said to her.
‘I’m just doing my job,’ she said, a moment before a large, black Mercedes pulled up alongside them. ‘Come on, get in.’
They both climbed into the back and the driver set off.
‘Wait!’ Finn said, and the driver pulled the car to an abrupt stop. ‘My things.’
‘What things?’ Helen said.
‘My bags. Clothes. My passport, wallet, watch.’ The present he’d bought Mariana.
Helen fished in her suit jacket and pulled out his wallet and passport. ‘This is all they gave me.’
He took them from her and checked them over. Passport – good. Wallet – all his cash was gone, but he still had his driving license, his cards.
‘Did you have something else when they arrested you?’
‘I’d just checked out of the hotel. I had everything else.’
‘Give me a minute.’
She stepped back out into the rain and scuttled away and back into the station. The inside of the car fell silent. Finn watched the driver for a few moments, caught his eye in the rearview mirror. Neither of them said a word. Did he work for Helen, Victor, or was he just a taxi?
Finn flinched a little when the door reopened and Helen jumped back in, dripping wet and out of breath.
‘Sorry, Finn, they told me they have nothing else. That you must have left it at the hotel.’
‘That’s bullshit! I had a fucking ten-grand watch on my wrist when they took me in. A thirty-grand necklace in my luggage. They’ve stolen my things!’
‘Why would the police do that?’
‘I… I don’t know!’
‘We’ll go past the hotel. Just to check. But we don’t have much time.’
She tapped the driver’s shoulder and they got moving again.
‘Time? For what?’
‘Before your flight.’
‘Flight? To where? Can you please explain what is happening!’
‘You asked for Victor’s help. This is it.’
‘You need to give me more than that.’
‘You were arrested on suspicion of money laundering. The charge sheet I’ve seen… You’d be looking at a long, long stretch if⁠—’
‘Gert Henning set me up,’ Finn said through gritted teeth. He thought for a moment. Well, yeah, he did think Henning had probably caused this, betrayed him. But the reality? The deal was money laundering, wasn’t it? Or maybe simple fraud. It’d been specifically designed to line Victor’s pockets. That was beside the point though. Finn had been screwed. ‘The police had waited for me all day. They were holding off until the transaction cleared.’
‘I don’t know anything about what transactions it relates to,’ Helen said. ‘All I’ve done is to make sure the police here can’t touch you. At least not for now. But the longer we wait, the more chance there is of them pulling enough evidence together to keep you here.’
‘There is no evidence. Not without Henning incriminating himself in a crime too.’
‘Maybe it isn’t this Henning person who’s responsible.’
If not, then who else?
‘The fact is, Finn, whatever you think you have or haven’t done, it’s best for you to leave England while you still have the chance. We can fight whatever comes next much more robustly from afar, if we need to at all.’ They arrived at the hotel. ‘Wait there.’
Helen stepped out again and Finn wanted to chase inside after her. If his belongings weren’t in the hotel then surely it was because the police had taken them? And there’d be CCTV covering the entrance. That’d clear up who’d picked up his bags, though not who’d taken his watch.
Helen returned empty handed. ‘Nothing here.’
‘Thieving bastards.’
But perhaps his missing things were just another dark play by Henning?
The driver got going.
‘But… there’s a camera right up there,’ Finn said, pointing to the canopy roof. ‘We can prove who took my bags. Stop the damn car!’
‘Finn!’ Helen shouted, putting her hand to his arm to grab his attention. He slumped. She relaxed and let go. ‘Not now. I’m getting you on the plane. If you want to lodge a formal complaint later, then do it. Right now it’s not the priority.’
He was far from satisfied, but perhaps she was right. Undoubtedly, his position now was a lot better than it had been half an hour ago – he certainly didn’t want to go back to jail.
They continued in silence for a while, Finn’s mind on fire.
‘You don’t even care if I did anything wrong or not, do you?’ he said to Helen.
‘Finn, if you don’t have anything useful to say, don’t say anything at all.’
‘How did you get them to release me?’ he asked. ‘A bung?’
She shot him a scathing look. Perhaps he hadn’t needed to take that tone with her, but he was tired and confused and angry.
‘Bail,’ she said. ‘As simple as that. Ten thousand pounds.’
‘Bail? So I’m skipping bail. Isn’t that⁠—’
‘It is what it is. I’m sure you can pay Victor back the money if we haven’t already cleared you when – if – it becomes an issue.’
He didn’t say anything to that, and not long after they arrived at the private airstrip.
‘I don’t think that thing will get me back to Mexico,’ Finn said, noting the lone, small aircraft ready and waiting.
‘You’d be surprised. But you’re not going back to Mexico anyway.’
Of course not. Because Victor didn’t want Finn anywhere near his home and his girlfriend.
‘Then where am I going?’ he asked.
Helen smiled. The first time he’d seen that look. It didn’t suit her. Made her look a little ghoulish.
‘You’re going home, Finn. To America.’
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HAUTS-DE-FRANCE REGION, FRANCE


Danny and Alyssia had been right – there was no waiting brigade of police or border patrol or anyone else trying to stop Alyssia and Curtis from leaving America, nor did the checks of their passports at the Charles de Gaulle Airport in Paris lead to any questions or problems or – as far as they were aware – set off any alerts. They’d made a decision to take the first available direct flight to Europe – a red-eye to France, rather than to England. And given train strikes affecting the Eurostar train service, they still had a drive ahead – and the Eurotunnel – before they reached their final destination of London. By late afternoon, Calais not far away, both of them were suffering from exhaustion.
‘Whoa, Alyssia!’
She jerked on the steering wheel, suddenly alert as her eyes sprang open. The car attempting to overtake them swerved and slammed on the brakes, falling behind as Alyssia straightened up on the road.
‘Shit,’ she said, eyes as wide as possible now, hands at ten and two on the wheel.
After a few seconds the Mercedes behind them sped up again and raced past, headlights flashing, horn blaring and the driver angrily gesticulating.
‘Time for a break, do you think?’ Curtis said.
She’d earlier insisted they carry on straight through until they reached London. But they wouldn’t reach the English capital until well into the night now, so what would they even do when they arrived? After the day – and night – they’d had, Curtis really wanted to rest now.
‘Yeah,’ Alyssia conceded. ‘Probably best.’
They didn’t bother to look for anything particularly nice, stopping about twenty miles from the Eurotunnel terminal at a basic motel that looked like little more than an oversized concrete block with a few small cutouts for windows.
‘I thought Europe was supposed to be quaint and pretty,’ Curtis said.
‘It is,’ Alyssia said, before Curtis headed off to the reception.
He paid in cash and returned to Alyssia at the car with their keys.
‘Two single rooms,’ he said to her. ‘Adjacent.’
She shrugged and checked her watch. ‘It’s barely going dark. We could have just carried on.’
‘You want to rock up in London, navigate the traffic there at night after nearly twenty-four hours of travel, looking for a hotel?’
Actually, she looked like she did.
‘It wouldn’t even make much difference. We wouldn’t get anything done there tonight anyway. We get some sleep and an early start, we’ll still be there sometime in the morning.’
She still didn’t look convinced.
‘I asked the receptionist and apparently there’s a big supermarket a mile or so away. We could go out and get any supplies we need. Toiletries.’
‘You speak French?’ she asked, looking a little more impressed with him.
He shrugged. ‘Barely. Only what I learned in school, so probably not as well as you.’
She smiled. ‘Is the restaurant open?’ she asked, indicating the flickering neon sign by the entrance door.
‘“Restaurant” is a kind way of describing it. But there’s food. And drink.’
‘Which is what I need. So, let’s do that.’
So they did.
The small space in the corner of the ground floor looked like an afterthought. A few tables plonked together, with little by way of decoration. Basic tables and chairs, no place settings. No wonder it was empty except for them and one other lone traveler – although despite the restaurant’s appearance, there really was nothing wrong with the food.
‘How’s the steak?’ Alyssia asked.
‘It’s the first thing I’ve eaten since breakfast which was… yesterday, I think. So it’s hard to be objective, but it’s pretty damn good.’
‘Same,’ Alyssia said, before swigging her red wine. Their second carafe. Only eight euros for half a liter, so why not?
‘You think they have a whole barrel of this stuff out back?’ he asked.
‘Wouldn’t surprise me. Shall we keep drinking and find out?’
Curtis smiled and poured them both another glass, but in the silence that followed he sensed the mood drop a little.
‘That guy Rachel is with…’
‘Russ.’
‘Is he your friend?’
‘He used to be my best friend. When we were younger. In our late twenties.’
‘So, you’ve known him a long time.’
‘Yeah.’
‘Since before you met Rachel.’
‘I’ve known Rachel for coming up to six years. We married four years ago.’
‘Oh.’
He held her eye a moment.
‘Ask me if you want to,’ he said.
She squirmed a little. ‘I sensed… you weren’t impressed she went to him.’
‘Not really. But at least I know she’s safe.’ And Danny, having self-treated his gunshot wound – which apparently was minor, for him – remained camped outside the house. Although surely at some point he’d need to sleep. Would he know if something happened in the middle of the night, or would he sleep right through it?
Best not to think about that.
‘You were pretty quick to suggest she go up to Vermont,’ Alyssia said.
‘It was a hectic moment. I had to make a quick decision.’
‘But your decision was to send her away. Carry on your search for Finn without her. Carry on the search with me.’
‘What are you trying to say?’ he asked, his tone not hiding his growing irritation.
She shrugged. ‘I’m trying to understand you. I think this is a new situation for both of us. Traveling across countries, evading bad guys and dodgy police. I’m just… I feel like we’re on the same wavelength. But I know why I’m doing this. I’m just not so sure I understand why you are.’
‘I’m looking for my brother.’
‘Who you haven’t seen or spoken to for six years.’
‘And?’
‘And for me, I’ve been in touch with Mariana my whole life. We’ve been close, always, even if she’s lived thousands of miles away. She’s always told me everything. That’s why I’m here – because I’m really worried about her. I know… I just hope I can find her. That she’s still safe.’
The way she said that last part, Curtis could tell that her hope was fading.
‘Finn wouldn’t have hurt her,’ Curtis said.
Alyssia’s face scrunched up in anger. ‘How would you know?’
‘Because he isn’t like that.’
‘Anyone can snap, given the right pressure.’
‘So that’s what you think? That they were fighting, Finn snapped and hurt her, maybe even killed her?’ He wondered if Alyssia knew about Finn’s past – the fights, the stay in juvenile detention…
Alyssia gulped at her wine.
‘If the answer’s really that simple then what do you think about everything else you can see happening?’ he asked. ‘Victor Travers. Elliott Charlton. The attack in D.C. The people following me. Us. How does that fit your theory?’
‘It can still all be connected,’ she said. ‘Maybe that’s why they were fighting – because she wasn’t happy with what your brother was doing.’
‘You think that’s the explanation? That Finn and Travers and Charlton were in cahoots over something illegal?’
‘It fits with everything I’ve seen so far. And it explains why Mariana was so edgy with me recently, right before she went missing.’
‘But she didn’t tell you why she was edgy?’
‘No.’
‘You said she always told you everything.’
Alyssia tutted and poured some more wine, then ordered another carafe from the bored-looking waiter.
‘I’m going to be honest with you, Curtis. I hope in turn you’ll do the same.’
‘I already have been.’
‘We’ll see. But what I’m trying to say is… Mariana’s relationship with Victor was complicated.’
‘What does that mean?’
‘Let’s just say Mariana had a way of getting what she wanted in life. Using all her assets and talents.’
‘She slept with Victor?’
‘Like I said, their relationship was complicated.’
‘Did Finn know that?’
‘I don’t know what Finn knew. But I do know that Mariana fell in love with your brother. Probably the first time she ever really had.’
Curtis nodded, but he really didn’t know what to think about what he was hearing. Mostly it just made him feel a little inadequate, because this woman knew far more about Finn’s life than he did.
‘But that was the problem,’ Alyssia said. ‘Mariana was in love. I think she felt guilt because of it. Horrible guilt that she hadn’t told Finn everything, but then…’
She shook her head and humphed as though chastising herself.
‘What?’ Curtis asked.
‘Things changed. I sensed it in her. She wasn’t happy. Something happened between her and Finn. Or her and Finn and Victor.’
‘But she never told you?’
‘No, she didn’t. And yeah, I get it. I told you a few minutes ago she always told me everything. But don’t you understand? That’s the problem. Because this time she didn’t. Then she went missing. That’s why I’m so worried.’
They held each other’s eye for a moment as Curtis dwelled on her heartfelt words. He sensed her dismay. For the first time since meeting her he saw a real vulnerability rather than a bullish confidence. Although perhaps the change in perspective was also because when he’d first met her she’d had Danny Golder by her side, and now she was on her own.
The waiter came over with the wine and took away their plates. He offered them dessert but they both declined. Curtis poured more wine. He was definitely feeling the effects of the alcohol, but he saw no reason to stop drinking now. If anything, the cloudiness in his mind was exactly what he wanted to take him away from his troubles.
The easy way out. The one he so often took.
‘You see, that’s why I’m still not sure about you,’ Alyssia said.
‘Excuse me?’
‘Why are you here, Curtis?’
He didn’t answer. His mind was too busy trying to make sense of it all.
‘If you hadn’t seen your brother in the news, would you even have cared to look for him right now?’
It didn’t take him long to think about that one. ‘Probably not.’
‘Thought so.’
‘The only explanation I can find is that… You said before that anyone can snap, with the right pressure. Perhaps… this, seeing my brother again, was the pressure for me. The⁠—’
‘Straw that broke the camel’s back?’
‘As the saying goes.’
‘But what pressure? You and Rachel, you mean?’
‘Life. All of it. Work, relationships, money. When I was younger, I had this vision of myself in the future, like most people do. Good job, nice home, wife, kids.’
‘So you’re missing the kids part, but⁠—’
‘No. I’m missing more than that. In here.’ He tapped his head.
She nodded as though she understood.
‘Do you know about my parents?’ he asked.
‘No.’
‘That was a turning point for me. They both died way too young, in their fifties, and quite close to each other. But… I was the one there for them. Not Finn. And I had no one to back me up during that time, and no one to help me pick up the pieces of my life afterwards.’
‘I’m sorry.’
‘But then I met Rachel. And I really thought I’d found what I needed to move on. That the vision of my future self from all those years ago could still become a reality.’
‘I heard what you said to her before. About Vermont. Where she was pregnant?’
He gripped his wine glass a little more firmly as he reminisced. The best of times. Followed shortly by the worst of times.
‘She lost the baby?’
Curtis nodded, trying to contain his feelings. Trying not to feel.
‘She couldn’t get pregnant again?’
‘No,’ Curtis said. ‘And believe me, we tried. But there’s one big problem.’
Two big mouthfuls of wine for him. They’d need a new carafe soon.
‘And that is?’ Alyssia asked.
‘Me. I can’t have kids. In fact, I’ve never been able to.’ He took another mouthful of wine, well aware that the alcohol was enabling him to be this open with someone he hardly knew, but… Actually, it felt kind of good to do it. A release.
‘But… Oh.’ She shrank a little in her chair, as though embarrassed at her realization.
‘We didn’t know that then. When she was pregnant.’
‘That must have been…’
She too chose to drink some wine rather than finish whatever she’d thought about saying.
‘I never asked her about it,’ Curtis said. ‘And she never told me. I just told her to promise me it wouldn’t happen again. To promise me that she wanted to be with me, even if we could never have kids of our own.’
‘And she agreed?’
‘She did.’
‘But it’s never been the same between you since.’
‘Even if I really wanted it to be.’
‘And now you’re thinking… it was Russ?’
‘Then? I really don’t know. I never thought so before.’
‘Now, though?’
‘Now, I don’t what to think about it. And I’m almost too afraid to ask.’
‘So instead of working through your marital problems you’ve decided to walk away from your wife and your job to go on a globe-trotting adventure with me?’
‘I can think of worse company.’
She laughed. ‘I’m flattered.’
‘To our globe-trotting adventure,’ Curtis said, chinking his glass against hers. They both finished off their drinks.
‘Another carafe?’ Alyssia asked.
‘Damn right.’

More than one other, as it turned out. By the time they made their way to their rooms at a little after 10 p.m., Curtis was swaying from side to side. His head swam, his belly grumbled, but he felt… strangely content.
Alyssia stumbled and Curtis reached out and caught her midair before she fell to her knees. She held on to him and for a few seconds they kind of just paused there, half crouched, arm-in-arm in the car park.
Before Alyssia burst out laughing.
‘You should see the look on your face,’ she said.
‘What?’ Was she mocking him?
‘I know that look,’ she said.
‘I just saved your ass!’ he said, pulling her up straight.
‘Very noble of you.’
Eye contact. A few seconds longer than would have been comfortable if they were sober.
She broke first.
They staggered the rest of the way to their rooms in silence, though Alyssia kept glancing at him, a self-satisfied smile on her face. They reached their doors. She opened up first.
‘I enjoyed that,’ she said to him.
‘Maybe you won’t in the morning.’
They both paused, held each other’s eye again.
‘Thanks for opening up to me,’ she said to him. ‘It means a lot. Helps me trust you that bit more.’
He smiled and nodded but didn’t really know what to say. ‘I… You’re easy to talk to.’
‘You know what I think?’ she said.
‘Tell me.’
‘You’re a good man, Curtis. You deserve to be happy.’
She let go of the door and kissed him on the cheek. When she pulled back they made eye contact again and he really wished he knew what she was thinking.
He put whatever was left of his better judgment aside and was about to reach forward to kiss her – on the lips – but before he did she turned away.
Moments later she was inside her room, door closed behind her.
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Neither of them could face breakfast in the morning.
Water. They both only wanted water. And painkillers.
‘How much did we drink?’ Alyssia groaned, as Curtis drove them back onto the A26 autoroute that would lead them to the Eurotunnel terminal.
‘More than enough.’
‘I don’t even remember getting to our rooms.’
Curtis humphed at that.
‘I hope I wasn’t… too touchy-feely.’
‘You weren’t,’ he said.
‘Are you sure, because I know I can be. And you seem a bit… off?’
‘It’s nothing. Actually, last night was good. It’s just a shame to have to wake up this morning and get back to reality.’
She sighed and slumped a little.
‘Yeah,’ she said.
They didn’t chat much for the journey across the channel and into the UK. Perhaps due to nervousness about making the cross-border travel, but also awkwardness and quiet contemplation. Curtis sent a quick message to Rachel to let her know he was OK and hoped she was too.
By late morning they were traversing the clogged-up inner city roads of London, Curtis thankful that Alyssia had taken over for the last leg while he carried on their research.
‘Souce Bank should be right around this next corner,’ he said, and Alyssia took the turning as Curtis scanned the buildings.
‘There,’ he said.
‘No parking here.’
‘There’s a multi-story coming up on your right.’
Not long after that they were parked up.
‘Are you sure about this?’ Alyssia asked.
Curtis opened his phone and flicked across the various internet windows he’d left open.
‘The restructuring of Travers International Europe involved five banks in four different countries.’
‘And this is all just in news reports?’
‘Reports, investor analysis. The top company of Travers’s group is listed on the London and Frankfurt stock exchanges, so a big deal like this has to be at least partly in the public record.’
‘But of the five banks, you think this is the best starting point?’
‘I’m looking for anything that seems odd, or inconsistent. In the articles I’ve found, there are direct comments, quotes, from the bankers in charge of the deal within four of the banks. But not Souce Bank. I can’t find a single comment from any of their employees, and it’s the only bank in the UK that was part of the consortium. And I know Charlton was here around that time.’
‘And you think it’s this Gert Henning at the bank who was involved?’
‘He’s their head of corporate investment. And it’s not a big bank. A private affair, specializing in working with high net-worth clients. There isn’t anyone else at this bank who would have been involved.’
‘So what now?’
‘Now? Let’s see if he’s in.’
Curtis called the number he’d taken from the bank’s website.
‘Yes?’
‘Mr Henning? My, name is… Danny, Danny Golder…’ He face-palmed himself for the choice of name, tried to stay on track. Why had the PI’s name come to him first? ‘I’m calling from Travers International.’
‘What is it?’ Henning said, already sounding ratty.
‘I’ve been asked to follow up on the recent work we did together. Just a short interview with you, gathering feedback so we can⁠—’
‘Ha! You must be joking.’ This was followed by a short rant in German before the call ended.
‘I think he said something about your mother,’ Alyssia said, struggling to hold back her smile. ‘But I didn’t quite catch it all.’
Curtis sniffed as he thought.
‘So what now?’ he asked.
‘Well, I don’t think we’re going to get in front of him with his agreement.’
‘Not if we pretend to be associated with Travers International.’
‘But this does suggest your hunch was right – about there being something strange with Souce Bank compared to the others.’
‘Definitely.’
‘Any ideas?’
‘No. But I think we should try and get to see him regardless.’
They sat in silence for a few moments. Curtis felt her eyes on him, but he didn’t look. Was she waiting for him to propose their next move? He sensed a certain snideness to her approach – as though she were still testing him. Making sure he was capable. And trustworthy.
‘It’ll be pretty hard to convince anyone in his office to let us up to see one of their top-level executives without an appointment, without his agreement.’
‘I imagine so,’ Alyssia said.
‘Which leaves us with two options. We wait outside the office for him, or we go to his home.’
‘And you know where his home is?’
‘I’m pretty sure I do.’
She raised an eyebrow.
‘He posted a load of pictures on Facebook six months ago of his new house. Inside and out. I managed to figure it out from satellite images where it is.’
Alyssia laughed. ‘You know, Curtis, you continue to surprise me.’
‘Why? Because you didn’t think I was capable?’
Her face soured, but he’d snapped pretty hard at her, even if he hadn’t intended to.
‘I was being nice,’ she said. ‘Complimenting you.’
‘Sorry, I…’
‘It doesn’t matter.’
‘It does. I’m sorry.’
‘Let’s move on. So are you suggesting we break into his home and wait? Or go there later in the day?’
A good question. Break into someone’s home? He’d never done anything like that in his life. But then, he’d never been shot at before. Never fled from the authorities. Never travelled across continents on the run with a beautiful⁠—
He stopped himself there.
‘We’ll go later,’ he said. ‘We can fill the time while we’re in the city.’
‘The hotel?’ Alyssia suggested.
‘Yeah.’
‘Another impressive finding.’
She smiled again. It seemed more genuine this time. But actually he did feel pretty damn good about himself for finding all this information during the car journey from Paris, even if it had been hit and miss at times. Given Finn had been in London working for Victor Travers, Curtis had assumed his brother would have stayed somewhere nice. So he’d started high-end. Had planned to call every five-star hotel in the city he could find, claiming to be Finn himself, asking about his previous stay where he thought he’d left some of his belongings.
He’d hit lucky on the fifth attempt when the man he’d spoken to almost instantly recognized the name.
Only later, as Curtis looked through the hotel’s details, did he realize it actually belonged to a property company associated with Travers himself.
Perhaps Curtis should have started there.
A lesson learned.
‘It’s not even a mile from here,’ Alyssia said, reaching for her door handle. ‘Let’s get some fresh air.’
Fresh being the correct word, as the spring weather had faltered for their trip to England, with dark grey skies and a biting wind made all the worse by the high-rise buildings around them funneling the air like through a jet engine.
Curtis’s face stung from the sheer force of the gusts as they finally reached the hotel. He heaved the heavy revolving doors and sighed as they entered the sublime calm of the charming, old-world-style lobby.
‘A bit better than last night,’ Alyssia said to him, with a mischievous grin.
They approached the front desk. Two ultra-smart members of staff there. Curtis approached the man whose name badge read Pepe, the same name as the person he’d spoken to on the phone earlier.
Curtis dove straight in.
‘I’m Curtis Delaney, Finn Delaney’s brother, you spoke to him on the phone earlier?’
A moment of dubiousness before recognition.
‘Oh, yes, Mr Delaney. Your brother is…’ He looked around the lobby as though expecting to see Finn there. ‘Unavailable, unfortunately. But…’
Now Curtis did his own scan of the room, as though cementing that Pepe was about to say something important. ‘Do you think we could discuss this in private?’
Of course, Pepe said yes. An ultra-posh hotel like that? Discretion was a necessity. Curtis and Alyssia were shown into a back office, and he could tell she was trying not to smile about something.
‘What is it I can help you with?’ Pepe asked, hands clasped together. There was no offer of a seat or a drink or anything like that, as though he hoped this would be quick.
‘My brother⁠—’
‘He said on the phone he thought he’d left something here?’
‘Yes, and⁠—’
‘I found it.’
Curtis found himself temporarily without words. He’d thought he’d made up the lost items.
‘That’s really good news, isn’t it, Curtis?’ Alyssia prompted him when he didn’t say anything.
‘It’s… great. He’ll be really pleased, I’m sure.’
‘I do recall housekeeping saying something about it before, but I wasn’t on duty… that day. We kept it – we always do, just in case – but although we sent an email to your brother, he never responded. And really, I– I didn’t know if… You know. What happened with the police?’
Curtis and Alyssia exchanged a look.
Pepe’s nervousness fell away, suspicion taking over.
‘Obviously we know about the police,’ Alyssia said, reading the signs and waving away Pepe’s growing discomfort. ‘But what did you see that day? It must have been all a bit…?’
‘Scary really. It’s not very often we have police here, arresting our guests. Obviously, I’m sure it was all a mistake.’
‘Definitely,’ Alyssia said. ‘Otherwise Finn would still be in jail, right?’
Pepe smiled. Kind of. He was definitely not comfortable now.
‘My brother’s things?’ Curtis prompted.
Pepe hesitated. ‘Maybe… can I see some identification?’
Curtis handed over his passport. ‘Happy?’ he said.
‘Certainly.’ Although he didn’t look it. ‘Give me a moment.’
Pepe scuttled off. Alyssia raised an eyebrow to Curtis. ‘What is happening?’
Curtis could only shake his head in response.
Pepe came back moments later with an envelope headed with the hotel’s logo.
‘The papers were all loose, so I… Here you are.’
Curtis took the envelope and peeked inside.
‘You know,’ Pepe started, ‘when the other lady came asking for his things? We hadn’t even found this yet. I don’t know how that happened. So I can only apologize for the inconvenience.’
‘The other lady?’ Curtis asked.
‘Yes… the, er…’
‘I’m going to be very clear with you, Pepe,’ Alyssia said, stepping forward before he fully realized his mistake in talking too much. ‘Although we can’t discuss Finn’s legal matters, what we can tell you is that it’s very serious, and there are people who are trying to cause big problems for him. If anyone else came here asking questions, be assured they weren’t Finn’s friend.’
‘Oh, but I⁠—’
‘Security tapes,’ Curtis said, trying to stay on top of the guy. ‘This woman who came asking questions? If you caught her on security cameras, that would be really helpful for us to see.’
Pepe shook his head, stepped back. He really wasn’t happy now at all.
‘That’s just not something I⁠—’
‘You do realize who we work for?’ Alyssia said. ‘Who Finn works for?’
‘I… I…’ More head shaking.
‘Victor Travers,’ Curtis said.
‘My name is Mariana Montagne,’ Alyssia said. ‘Mr Travers’s head of operations. You can ask your management to check all this if you want?’
‘Or we can be out of your way in a few minutes,’ Curtis suggested.
That was definitely Pepe’s preferred idea.
A few minutes later they were watching the footage of the day Finn was arrested, from the cameras outside the hotel. It was quite hard to make out all the detail, but it’d been a sting. The police had waited for Finn.
‘Did the police tell you why they were here?’ Curtis asked, making a mental note of the car license plates. Would Danny be able to check the details? ‘Did they explain who they were looking for and why before they arrested Finn?’
‘They didn’t say a thing,’ Pepe said.
‘This is the day he was arrested,’ Alyssia said. ‘But you said a woman came asking for Finn’s things after this?’
‘Sorry, yes. I got the date wrong, that’s all. Let me find it.’
It didn’t take long. The day after. Curtis watched the woman with interest as she stepped out of the black car and rushed into the hotel. Pepe played the footage from the lobby too. She was in and out in a minute or so, and left empty-handed.
‘Like I told you,’ Pepe said. ‘I didn’t know then about the papers your brother had left in his room. They must have fallen behind the desk.’
‘Probably a good thing you didn’t know,’ Curtis said, straightening up. ‘Because, just as I feared, that woman does not work with us.’
‘Oh, I…’ Pepe looked nervous again, as though Curtis were accusing him of doing wrong. Curtis took out a business card. ‘It’s very important that you contact me if anyone else comes asking questions.’
Pepe took the card and scrutinized it for a second.
‘You’re a lawyer?’ he said, sounding a little more upbeat at the knowledge.
‘At your service,’ Curtis said with a salute.
They made it outside before Alyssia burst out laughing.
‘What?’ Curtis said.
‘At your service,’ she said, mimicking him and he felt his cheeks flush.
‘I was just…’
‘That was ridiculously cheesy.’
He looked away, trying to hide his embarrassment.
‘But other than that… you’re actually really good at this.’
‘You still sound surprised.’
‘Just pleased, really.’
They stopped moving and Curtis thumbed through the papers as they stood there. Mostly handwritten notes.
‘Let’s get back to the car and take a proper look through these.’
‘And these.’ Alyssia held up her phone.
‘Sneaky,’ Curtis responded, as he stared at the picture of the woman from the CCTV. He hadn’t seen her with her phone out.
‘I’m learning from you,’ Alyssia said with a wink.
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They sat in the car as Curtis pulled out the papers Pepe had given him at the hotel. Alyssia fiddled with her phone, Curtis presuming she was trying to figure out what to do with the pictures she’d taken. Perhaps Danny would be able to help with identifying the woman who’d come asking for Finn’s belongings.
He parked the thought as he delved into his brother’s notes.
‘Get a load of this,’ Curtis said, pointing to the scrawl on the first page.
‘What is it?’
‘Finn’s thoughts on the restructuring deal. To-do lists, comments on each bank. Or, more specifically, the bankers he was dealing with.’
‘Any mention of Travers on there? Senator Charlton?’
Curtis flicked through quickly. ‘Not that I can see, but there is this.’
He pulled the page out and put it on the center console.
‘Henning’s son is the way in,’ Alyssia said, reading out the circled words.
‘And this one,’ he said, placing the next page on top.
‘ABC Partners. Helda Venture Capital. The sticking blocks. Again. Still need answers. Finn needed answers?’
‘Sounds like it. Any idea what those two names are? Companies, I presume.’
‘I haven’t a clue.’
Curtis stopped and thought for a moment, his eyes lazily scrolling across the words on the pages, mostly consisting of broken sentences, meaningless except in the mind of the writer.
But then he stopped on something else. He reread the short sentences several times, each occasion seeing it all from a slightly different slant.
‘If it all goes wrong, expose cash trails. Final funds first. What the hell does that mean?’
‘Let me see,’ Alyssia said. Curtis handed her the page. She held it up, scrutinizing it ‘Expose cash trails?’
‘But if what goes wrong?’ Curtis asked. ‘The bank deal, or something else?’
She sighed and put the paper back down onto her lap. ‘I don’t know, but… there’s one person who definitely might.’
‘Gert Henning?’
‘Exactly.’

They didn’t head straight to the banker’s home. No point, as they expected he’d only return there after work, and they’d decided not to attempt to break in. Instead they remained in the city for a few hours, tying up any loose ends they could – or at least trying to – before they headed south.
Curtis had never been to the small Kentish town of Sevenoaks, a few miles south of Central London, just far enough removed to feel rural. He pulled the car over to the side of the road outside Henning’s home. A nice place on a leafy, tree-lined street. Not overly extravagant, but probably hellishly expensive given the proximity to the capital. Detached, redbrick, the house sat behind a perimeter wall, and two tall wrought-iron gates. But they weren’t security gates, Curtis didn’t think. No sign of an intercom or anything like that.
‘Do you think he’ll be home yet?’ Curtis asked, as Alyssia typed away on her phone, carrying on the research that they’d both delved into since leaving Souce Bank a few hours ago.
‘6 p.m.? Possibly not.’
‘Shall we go and find out?’
‘Just give me a—’ She put the phone to her ear. ‘Yes, Mrs Morton? I sent you a message earlier, about Finn Delaney, I… Yes… No, but… OK, but… Can you at least tell me who appointed… No, but…’ She looked over to Curtis and shook her head as though exasperated. She tried a couple more times to get a word in. ‘Is your client Victor Travers?’ she asked, voice direct, almost stern. Then she thumped the dashboard. ‘She hung up on me!’
‘Bad news?’
‘No news, really.’
‘Let me guess, she claimed some sort of privilege?’
‘Of course. Don’t lawyers always default to that?’ She gave him a scathing look although he said nothing in his defense.
‘So what do we know now?’ he asked.
‘That your brother was arrested at the hotel. That the police won’t tell us anything about what he was arrested for, or how he got out of jail. They won’t even tell us if the charges were dropped or are still pending.’
‘And Helen Morton, the lawyer?’ Danny had somehow managed to get them an ID for from the pictures Alyssia had taken.
‘She’s American, she works in London for a large multinational firm, which as far as I can find has no direct ties to Victor Travers or his businesses.’
‘But he could still be a client,’ Curtis said.
‘I still think he probably is. She told me nothing, but… she must work for Travers. Don’t you think?’
‘We could go and find her and ask her a little more… directly?’
‘No. Not yet,’ Alyssia said. ‘Let’s stick with Henning. We’re here, after all.’
‘Sure. So what’s the plan?’
‘You mean, like good cop, bad cop?’
He shrugged.
‘Which one would you be?’ she asked.
‘I’m not sure yet.’
‘Then let’s find out,’ she said, stepping out of the car.
‘We’re ready already?’ Curtis said, rushing to follow.
‘Why not?’
‘And if he’s not in?’
‘Let’s see first.’
Curtis’s hunch on the gates was right. Unlocked. They walked cautiously along the twisting drive. A double garage sat to the left of the house, a sleek Mercedes parked outside it.
‘Someone’s home,’ Alyssia said. She nodded to the house where lights were on beyond several of the windows.
‘Or he just doesn’t care about his electricity bill.’
They reached the front door and paused. Despite her eagerness moments before, Curtis sensed Alyssia’s nerves rising now, her manner more fidgety as she looked over her shoulder once more.
‘You OK?’ Curtis asked her.
‘I don’t know.’
Not the answer he’d expected. Something had spooked her.
But a moment later she reached forward and rang the bell regardless.
Curtis heard footsteps beyond and braced himself. The door opened. Gert Henning. He locked eyes with Curtis. A moment of recognition? There was a flash of emotion on the man’s face. Anger, fear.
‘Mr—’
Curtis didn’t get any further than that before Alyssia burst forward and swiped at one of Henning’s legs to unbalance him, before grabbing his arm and swiveling him around. She pushed his hand up into his shoulder blade and he squirmed and cried out in shock and pain.
‘Move, now,’ she said, pushing Henning forward.
Curtis pushed aside his own shock and jumped in behind them, slamming the door shut.
‘In here,’ Alyssia said, pushing Henning further forward into the lounge. A large, tasteful lounge – not that Curtis dwelled on the decor.
Alyssia let go of Henning’s arm and shoved him forward. He twisted around to face them as he fell and bounced on the leather sofa. German expletives – at least, Curtis assumed they were expletives – rolled off his tongue as his face twisted in anger and pain.
‘Do anything stupid and next time I break it,’ Alyssia said, her own face creased with anger too.
Good cop, bad cop? It looked like she’d made her choice.
‘We’re here to talk about my brother,’ Curtis said, his words sounding weakly placid in comparison to Alyssia. Henning set his beady eyes on him.
‘I know who you are,’ he said. ‘You have the same look about you.’
‘I guess that helps. Tell me what happened with Finn.’
Henning pursed his lips.
Alyssia made to move towards him and Henning squirmed a little in his seat.
‘Finn was here in London to negotiate a finance deal for Travers International,’ Curtis said. ‘With you.’
Still nothing, but Alyssia’s step forward caused Henning to cower back and finally open his mouth.
‘Negotiate? There was no negotiation, only demands. Your brother is scum. Like his boss.’
‘They blackmailed you,’ Alyssia said, referring to Finn’s note about Henning’s son. It hadn’t taken them long to find the news reports of the kid’s problems at university in the US.
‘They? There was no “they”. It was all your brother’s dirty work.’
‘Victor Travers⁠—’
‘Is a piece of shit, and one day he’ll get what’s coming to him.’
‘Fair enough,’ Curtis said. ‘Just tell me about my brother.’
Henning shook his head in despair, as though he thought Curtis was a simpleton. ‘Tell you what?’
‘Why did he blackmail you?’
Henning paused, as though he was deliberating whether or not he should say anything more, whether doing so would implicate him in anything.
‘We’re not going to hurt you.’
‘Unless you make us,’ Alyssia said. Curtis put a hand up to halt her. She didn’t look impressed.
‘I just want to know what happened with my brother. Because I think he’s in a lot of trouble, and I think it has something to do with what happened here.’
‘Trouble? I didn’t cause any trouble for your brother! It was only the other way around.’
‘Finn was arrested in London,’ Alyssia said. ‘Did you know that?’
‘I did, but it was not because of me! And I have no idea why that happened.’
‘But you do know about it,’ Curtis said. ‘How?’
‘Because… why wouldn’t I? Your brother tricked me. I…’
‘Wanted revenge?’
‘Yes, but I didn’t have him arrested! Why would I have done that? I would only have⁠—’
Henning stopped and slumped.
‘Only have what?’ Alyssia said.
‘Implicated yourself?’ Curtis asked. Henning didn’t respond. ‘Implicated in what?’
‘I didn’t say that.’
‘When was the last time you saw Finn?’ Alyssia asked.
‘The day I signed the papers for the transaction.’
‘You’re sure about that?’ Curtis asked.
‘Yes!’
‘You never saw Finn after he got out of jail?’
‘No!’
‘Finn forced you to sign the deal,’ Curtis said. ‘Why?’
‘Because I would never have signed otherwise.’
‘Why not?’ Alyssia said.
Henning looked over them both once more. No doubt another decision looming in his head as to whether he should talk.
‘Because it was obvious to me that the deal was a scam. Money for nothing. Men like Travers never risk their own money, only other people’s.’
‘I don’t⁠—’
‘I believed the plan all along was to allow Travers to funnel significant funds to himself and his investors. Silent partners. Secret partners.’
‘And they are—’ Alyssia started, but Curtis answered for her.
‘ABC Partners. Helda Venture Capital.’
Henning renewed his glare Curtis’s way – a sufficient response to answer the question.
‘What about those companies?’ Alyssia asked. ‘Who’s behind them?’
‘And there’s the problem,’ Henning said. ‘I couldn’t find out a thing.’
‘You sure about that?’ Curtis said, and Alyssia edged forward again – she was pretty much on top of Henning now.
‘I’m sure!’ Henning shouted, holding his hands up in defense, but then he took on a steelier resolve as he glared at Alyssia. Was there any fight in him? ‘Beat me up if you want. I’ve got nothing else to give you. But I’ll say the same thing to you two as I said to your brother – you might think I’m soft, but…’
‘But what?’ Alyssia said, egging him on.
‘I know people.’
‘People?’ Curtis said. Where was this going? ‘Like, what? Mafia?’
‘Mafia, what the hell are you talking about! No, I know influential people. People in business. You only get to screw me over once. I’ll make sure Travers International never gets a penny out of any bank on this continent ever again!’
Alyssia cackled. ‘Please? Will you do that?’ she said, goading him.
Henning looked confused, but then anger took over as his cheeks reddened. For a second Curtis thought he was about to jump up to go for Alyssia, but then he thought better of it.
‘Expose cash trails,’ Curtis said, quoting from Finn’s notes. ‘Final funds first. Does that mean anything to you?’
‘What are you talking about?’
‘Are you the final fund? Souce Bank.’
‘You’ve lost me,’ Henning said. Then he shuffled in the seat, sitting up a little, eagerness taking over.
Curtis knew why. He heard a car outside.
‘If you’ve held back on us,’ Alyssia said, but the banker said nothing, the confidence in his demeanor continuing to rise.
‘Whoever that is,’ Curtis said to Henning. ‘You stay calm. Don’t do anything stupid.’
‘Come on,’ Alyssia said, moving toward the door. ‘We should go.’
They were halfway across the hall when the front door opened and a smartly dressed man took a step inside before he recoiled in shock.
‘What—’
‘It’s OK, Peter,’ Henning said, coming up behind Curtis and Alyssia, doing a good job of appearing calm and in control as he went up to the man – his partner? – and took his hand. ‘They just came over from the office.’
‘Oh, OK, so…’
‘Thanks for your help. We appreciate it,’ Curtis said, with a nod and a smile to the two men before he rushed out.
Alyssia followed and a moment later the door banged shut behind them. He didn’t look to her at all until they were nearly at the gates. When he did, he could tell she was trying not to smirk.
‘What?’ he said.
‘Nothing, just sometimes you’re a bit… klutzy. It’s cute.’
Cute? That wasn’t really his intention.
They reached the car and resumed their earlier positions.
‘Would you really have done it?’ Curtis asked.
‘What?’
‘Broken his arm. If he hadn’t talked to us?’
She didn’t answer.
He’d certainly never seen the fighting side of her like that before and he wondered if she was more capable – more trained – than she’d let on.
‘So he claimed he had nothing to do with Finn’s arrest,’ Curtis said.
‘He did. And the more I think about that, the more I think his arrest is probably a red herring.’
‘It is?’
‘Whatever he was arrested for, we know he got out, otherwise how’d he end up in D.C. last week? So the arrest here doesn’t necessarily have anything to do with the bigger picture.’
‘What do we know then?’ Curtis asked.
‘Finn was blackmailing Henning to sign that finance deal.’
‘Yeah. Which he needed to do because of Henning’s concern over who the money was going to.’
‘Henning suggested some of the funds would be funneled directly to Travers, that the whole thing was a fraud. Maybe other people benefitted too. Secret partners, as Henning put it.’
‘Senator Charlton?’ Curtis proposed, and kind of wished he’d asked that question to Henning moments earlier.
‘It would certainly fit with a lot of what we know.’
‘So Charlton and Travers are both fraudsters and Finn’s – what? Part of it? Working against them? Is that why he had those notes about if it all goes wrong?’
Both of them stopped talking. Curtis’s mind continued to churn over and over at speed.
‘You know one person who can answer virtually every question we have, right?’ Alyssia said.
‘Other than my brother?’
‘The big man himself.’
‘Victor.’
‘If only we knew where he is.’
Curtis didn’t say anything, he merely smiled and eventually he had Alyssia’s attention.
‘What?’ she said.
‘I think you’re about to be impressed by my skills again.’
‘I am?’
‘I have an idea.’
He dug out his phone.
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ATLANTA, GEORGIA, LAST WINTER


America. Not home for Finn, and it hadn’t been for a long time. More than that, the country – much like England – carried a darkness that he’d long turned his back on and didn’t want to think about or have as part of his life again. He certainly wouldn’t have returned out of choice.
Was it essential he came to America for an escape or had Victor deliberately chosen there as a means to cause further problems for Finn?
Two long, boring, frustrating days passed at the downtown Atlanta hotel, a stone’s throw from the Georgia State Capitol building that closely resembled its larger and more illustrious cousin a few hundred miles away in the nation’s capital. Two buildings so intrinsically linked to the working machinations of the world’s most powerful country. Elliott Charlton presumably worked in both at various times. Finn wasn’t sure how that made him feel to be so close now…
‘How much longer?’ he asked Victor during their latest conversation, as he stared out of the window at the grey buildings and the grey sky above them.
‘Before the weekend,’ Victor said, ‘I hope.’
Was it really that difficult to get him back to Mexico?
Of course, Finn realized he didn’t have to stay in Atlanta, or even the US, really. He had his passport, he had plenty of money – he could go anywhere. Except England, of course. And Mexico, apparently. But what if he simply defied Victor and went there anyway?
Worst case was that he got arrested the moment he stepped off the plane and found himself without Victor’s aid from then on.
He hated that he was now so tied to the man.
‘Do you have any more information on Henning?’ Finn asked. ‘About who he was working with to set me up?’
‘No,’ Victor said. ‘You’re the one who’s good at digging. I have Helen out there working on your behalf, but it’s only to play the legal game, not to spy on your newfound enemies. Last I heard she thinks the police won’t push forward with a prosecution due to lack of evidence, but⁠—’
‘But that’s not the point. Henning can’t get away with this.’
‘You don’t even know for sure he was behind it.’
‘Yeah? Then who else?’
‘Maybe… I don’t know, Finn. How many people have you crossed in England, across Europe in the past? A man with your… tactics.’
‘I didn’t see you complaining about my tactics before.’
‘And I’m not complaining now. Just explaining. And I wouldn’t be talking to you now if I still didn’t want you around.’ He sighed before carrying on. ‘I’ll be in touch when I have any good news. And I’m sure we’ll be face to face soon enough.’
Finn didn’t hang around in the hotel room for long after that. He’d had enough of hotel rooms and of the city. He hired a car and took to the roads, feeling a certain freedom in doing so. He had a whole country to explore around him. Or he could head west to the border and be in Mexico in a few hours.
Instead he headed northward – or was he subconsciously pulled there? Not a long drive at all really, and not long after setting off he parked up outside a large, detached house in the affluent East Cobb community in Marietta, only a few miles away from downtown Atlanta.
He stared at the house off to the passenger’s side, saw the Range Rover parked up on the drive. Someone was home. Even though he’d never been on this street before, something about the house felt familiar. Exactly the type of place Finn imagined his brother would live.
He had a wife now, apparently.
Curtis’s life had turned out exactly as he’d always wanted it to. Safe. Steady. And Finn felt all the more bitter for it.
Incoming call. Mariana.
‘You’re still in Atlanta?’ she asked.
‘Not right now.’
‘No?’
‘Just exploring.’
‘Alone?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Where to?’
‘Nowhere exciting. I just needed a break from the city.’
‘I miss you,’ she said.
‘I miss you too. How’s Columbia?’
A pause. ‘It’s good. Long hours, but good.’
‘Victor thinks I could be home before the weekend. Hopefully you will be too.’
‘I hope so. I really want to see you.’
‘You could come here. There’s nothing stopping you.’
‘Nothing? This project isn’t nothing, I’ve⁠—’
‘OK,’ he said. ‘Bad use of words. That’s not what I meant. I just… I need you, Mariana.’
‘I know. Me too. Finn, do you⁠—’
‘Hold on a second.’
He whipped the phone away and slid down in his seat when he spotted the figure approaching from behind the car. In the orange streetlight he couldn’t make out the person clearly, but… familiarity still. An unmistakable frame and an unmistakable gait.
Curtis.
Finn watched as his brother – wearing running gear – walked right on past, oblivious, and up the drive of his posh house. He opened the front door and Finn caught a glimpse of the smart-looking hallway beyond and a woman standing at the far end with a wine glass in hand.
The front door closed. Finn realized he was smiling. Not the reaction he’d expected at all.
‘Finn?’
He brought the phone back up. ‘I’m still here.’
‘I’ve got to go. But I’ll see you soon?’
‘You will.’
The call ended and Finn sat there a while, staring at his brother’s house. No more sign of either of them. He couldn’t get rid of the gnawing feeling in his gut. Not bitterness anymore. Not regret, either, nor pride, but some strange mixture that contained all those elements somehow.
He thought about knocking on the door. Really, what was the harm in doing so? If Curtis smacked him in the face, then so what? Finn could walk away and never return. No real damage done. Surely better to try that than to do nothing at all.
No. He started up the car, swung it around and headed back for the interstate.
His mind weighed heavy as he drove. Seeing his brother had rattled him. A lingering doubt that he couldn’t explain and couldn’t quite grasp.
He picked up the phone to call Mariana to tell her his decision.
But he didn’t make the call. He didn’t need to. It’d be clear to her, and to Victor soon enough.
He put the phone down, mind made up.
He wasn’t staying in Atlanta, or America, another night. He was flying back to Mexico. Victor could either help to smooth things over for his return or not. His choice.
A choice that would reveal a lot about the billionaire’s true intentions.

In the end, Finn didn’t try to contact Victor or Mariana or anyone else again after leaving East Cobb. He headed straight for the airport but then had to wait through the night for the first available flight early the next morning. A long, boring, uncomfortable night, but he didn’t care. He didn’t want to stay in the US a moment longer, and being in the airport at least felt he like was moving on.
He turned his phone back on when the plane touched down at Cancun airport. Still no contact from either his boss or his girlfriend.
He sighed and watched as the cabin crew readied for disembarkation. This was the moment he’d been building up to. The cabin crew opened the door…
A good start. No surge of Mexican police or border patrol or whoever coming on board to accost him. The passengers in front filed out, one after the other, until the path was clear for Finn.
He walked steadily, purposefully to the exit and smiled and said goodbye to the cheery crew members.
No one waiting for him on the gangway.
But then, why would there be, really? If he’d not told anyone he was coming, why would the Mexican authorities have been alerted?
Except for the fact that he’d skipped bail in England a few days ago and was now traveling back to a country where – at least according to Victor – he remained on the police blacklist. Didn’t countries share passenger manifest details with each other for the very purpose of stopping wanted people from traveling?
Apparently not, because he’d already safely traveled from London to Atlanta, and now to Mexico without a hitch.
He carried on moving with the other passengers toward the passport checks. With his work visa still valid, he shouldn’t have any delays…
None at all. The guard behind the Perspex glass glared at him a couple of times but the looks were nothing more than customary, and soon Finn had his passport in his hand once more as he walked on through.
By the time he sat in a taxi on the way back to his apartment, he didn’t know whether to feel relief or anger – relief to be back on familiar soil, comforting soil, but anger at the delay in getting him here since his release from jail in London. Anger specifically at one man for the delay.
The journey through the light morning traffic was easy, and after Finn paid the driver he made his way into the building.
‘Good morning, Mr Delaney,’ the concierge, Luis, said, standing up from his desk with a wide smile when he saw Finn walking in.
‘Morning.’
‘I haven’t seen you for a while.’
‘No,’ Finn said. ‘But I’m back now. For good.’
Luis didn’t seem to know how to take that, and his smile faltered a little as Finn strode on past. He went up to the ninth floor, noting the same old smell of cleaner on the communal corridor. A pleasant smell. Mariana had said it was citrus. Finn didn’t know – only that it reminded him of home. Of her.
He opened up, expected to hear the blips of the alarm. Nothing. But he did hear something.
TV on.
‘Mariana?’
A thud from the lounge. He closed the door behind him and the next moment there she was. Standing in the doorway. Silk robe on. Her hair wet from a shower.
‘Finn?’
She looked shocked more than anything. For about two seconds, anyway, before she raced up to him and jumped into his arms. He grabbed her and she wrapped her legs around him. Her wet hair flopped in his face, her robe opened up, her skin underneath the smooth fabric warm and still moist, and for a moment he managed to push any troubles, any doubts in his mind far, far away.
Mariana squealed in delight before planting a series of kisses on his neck, cheeks and lips.
‘OK, OK!’ he said, and eventually she jumped down from him.
‘You’re back!’ she said. ‘I can’t believe it.’
‘And you’re back too.’
She looked a little bit more unsure of herself at that, and fiddled with the cord on her robe, covering herself up. ‘We got back late last night.’
‘You didn’t say.’
‘Oh, it’s all just been so crazy, but we did it, Finn. We got the deal through!’
He wanted to feel pleased for her, but he simply didn’t.
‘And now you’re back!’ she added before hugging him again. Not quite so excitedly this time. At least not on his part.
‘I just… I’ve had a hell of a few days.’
‘You poor thing.’ She reached up and kissed his cheek again, but conciliatory this time. ‘You don’t have any luggage.’
He hadn’t bothered bringing any of the clothes he’d bought to see him through his time in Atlanta – he’d dropped them by the feet of a sleeping homeless man. As for everything in England, the necklace he’d bought her…
‘Long story,’ he said.
He moved past her, along the corridor, past their bedroom. All looked neat and tidy in there. Into the lounge. He sniffed. Coffee. Something had been cooking too.
Something else…
‘You’ve just eaten?’ he asked Mariana, as she came in behind him.
‘Yeah. I can make you something?’
He didn’t answer.
‘New air freshener or something?’ he said, taking another whiff. What was that?
Mariana just looked confused. Finn glanced to the kitchen. Spotless. He moved to the dishwasher and opened the door a couple of inches to peek inside. When he turned back around Mariana was standing the other side of the kitchen, looking on anxiously.
‘You had company for breakfast?’ he asked.
She didn’t answer, even if it looked like she was trying to find the words.
‘Victor was here,’ Finn said, already feeling anger rising. He really didn’t want it to break out… ‘Or if not Victor, then who?’
‘Yes,’ she said, sounding pathetic and dejected as though she’d been wronged somehow. ‘Victor… came over this morning.’
‘Because?’
‘Because he told me to have the day off, but he wanted a quick debrief before he went to work.’
‘I don’t believe you.’
‘Finn, what⁠—’
‘Is he still here?’
Finn marched past her, toward the bedroom door. He gazed into the room, to the en suite beyond. Empty.
‘Finn, this is crazy!’
‘Is it? So where’s he hiding?’ He stormed to the wardrobes and hauled the doors open. Nothing but clothes and shoes.
He spun around. Mariana grabbed him.
‘Please, Finn, stop.’
He did, as he stared over to the bed. Their bed. So tidy and neat. But…
He heard a noise above the sound of the TV. He pulled from her grip and darted out of the room, to the door for the utility. Opened it. The washing machine quietly whirred away, water glugging, a frothy mess behind the glass, but quite clear what lay beyond.
‘Washing the sheets?’ Finn asked.
Mariana scrunched her face and looked at him with disgust. ‘Yes, I’m washing the damn sheets. I’ve been away for nearly two weeks. Everything was musty and⁠—’
‘You expect me to believe that you came back late in the night, woke up this morning, Victor came over for a breakfast meeting—’ he made air quotes for that one ‘—then he leaves and you shower and wash the bedding, just… because?’
She threw her hand up to her head, exasperated. ‘Yes!’ she shouted. ‘Because what’s the alternative?’
He thought that was pretty damn obvious.
He marched back into the lounge, caught that lingering odor in his throat again. Not the food. Victor. His aftershave. It made Finn’s mind swirl with rage.
‘Luis said hi when I came in,’ Finn said, turning back to face Mariana.
‘So?’
‘So if I went downstairs and asked him if he saw Victor turn up this morning? Or perhaps Victor walking in last night with you? Perhaps he’ll show me the CCTV so I can find out exactly who’s been coming and going and when. What do you think I’ll see, Mariana?’
She glared at him but said nothing.
‘If you want to change your story, now’s the time.’
‘There is no story!’ she shouted. Angry now too. ‘Come on, Finn.’ Egging him on. ‘You want to say it, say it. Ask me what you’re thinking. Put it out there. Show me how little you think of me.’
‘Are you fucking Victor?’
She held his eye. He didn’t know whether she was about to break down in tears or come at him raging.
‘You piece of shit,’ she said, voice quavering before she turned and walked off.
Finn slumped down on the sofa, still struggling to control his rage.
He lifted his head back to look up to the ceiling as though doing so would help calm him or appease him. He wanted so badly to be wrong, but he just couldn’t get there. Too many inconsistencies, too many conveniences.
He jumped a little when he heard the front door bang shut.
She’d run off. What did that say?
He took a few minutes more to try and calm down and see sense. He took a shower. It didn’t really help. All he could think of was Victor and Mariana standing in there, rubbing their hands all over each other’s bodies as the water cascaded.
He still had that grotesque vision in his head as he traipsed down the stairs to the concierge desk.
‘Mr Delaney,’ Luis said, as he rose to his feet.
‘A quick question,’ Finn said.
‘Certainly.’
‘You know Victor Travers, right?’
‘Mr Travers? Yes, of course.’
‘You see him come here much?’
Worried. Luis definitely looked worried.
‘There’s no problem,’ Finn said, trying to sound reassuring. ‘It’s just… Did you see him come over during the night. On his own. Or with Mariana?’
‘In the night?’ He rubbed the back of his neck nervously.
‘You were on last night?’
‘I don’t… think I saw him. It could be I was out back or⁠—’
‘Did you see Mariana?’
‘Yes, she left just now.’ He pointed outside as though hoping Finn would go that way too and stop bothering him.
‘But last night.’
A pause. ‘No.’
Finn sighed. ‘And this morning? Mr Travers?’
‘Yes, I saw him leave earlier.’
Luis looked startled a moment after he said that, as though he wished he hadn’t.
‘And you saw him come in this morning too?’ Finn asked.
Luis opened his mouth but then slowly shook his head. Did he understand what was going on or was he only nervy because of Finn’s mood?
‘You didn’t see him arrive this morning?’
‘I don’t remember seeing him. But I’m not here at the desk the whole time.’
Finn could take the conversation a step further to be sure…
No need. The evidence, the feeling in his gut was too strong to be wrong.
‘Thanks,’ Finn said, turning away.
‘Maybe I just… missed him.’
Finn didn’t bother to respond to the weak proposition. Luis didn’t need to justify anything, anyway – it wasn’t his fault.
It was Mariana’s fault. It was Victor’s fault.
Victor bloody Travers.
Rich, powerful. So what? Finn had taken on men like him before.
He’d do so again.
Victor Travers was not Finn’s friend. He never had been, he never would be.
Time for some payback.
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MIAMI, FLORIDA


Alyssia pulled the binoculars from her eyes and sucked in the cool sea air. Curtis watched her with interest as he awaited her response.
‘You were right,’ she said eventually, and she sounded quite shocked. ‘I don’t know how you keep coming up trumps.’
‘Thought you’d be impressed.’
More than anything, he thought she looked a bit worried. Was that just because their long and tiring journey had led them here, and it was finally time for the big confrontation?
‘Nobody has seen Victor – officially, anyway – for weeks,’ she said, ‘but you’re saying this information was just… floating on the internet.’
Did information float on the internet?
‘There was still an element of doubt,’ Curtis said, ‘but we pulled together a pretty comprehensive list of Victor’s yachts.’
And Curtis had suggested, if the billionaire were laying low somewhere, then at sea could be the most likely place to do so, for someone like him who had so many options of where to go.
‘And this one, the Lady Nightshade, is the only one that isn’t in its usual mooring place,’ Alyssia said.
‘Because it’s normally moored in Positano in Italy.’
‘A hell of a long way from here.’
‘It’s the same boat Mariana stayed on when she visited me.’ She said that with a certain sadness. ‘Except this yacht’s not in Positano now. It’s here in Miami.’
‘Yeah?’
‘Which you found on a Reddit forum.’
‘You’d be surprised how much useful information enthusiasts post on there without even knowing what they’re exposing.’
‘Yacht spotters.’
‘I’m not sure that’s a technical term, but… yeah.’
He smiled. She didn’t. He really couldn’t read her mood. It was almost as though she didn’t trust his story. No, it wasn’t a story. But she definitely didn’t like something about how they’d ended up here. Or perhaps it was only tiredness. They were both exhausted.
‘You actually think a yacht like that could make it across the Atlantic?’
‘It’s here, isn’t it? And if not… What are you suggesting?’
‘I don’t really know.’
‘Perhaps it makes perfect sense. Maybe Victor was in Europe when the attack happened in D.C. I don’t know how, but it’s to do with him. So he quietly sails this thing across the water to here. Keeps him well out of sight in doing so.’
‘But why here?’
‘I mean… Have you seen how many yachts there are in this place?’
‘Needle in a haystack.’
Something like that. Although they’d still found it. But only because of those unknowingly helpful online yacht enthusiasts.
‘It’ll be dark soon,’ Alyssia said. ‘But even if I really want to find a hotel and sleep, I don’t want to wait until the morning to get out there. I want to get this done now. Tonight.’
‘Then let’s go find ourselves a boat.’

They did find a boat. Not particularly difficult given the location, but it still took some time to sort out the rental, and it was dark by the time they took the single-prop rubber dinghy out onto the open waters.
‘I don’t like this,’ Alyssia said, clutching the sides as the boat bobbed up and down, side to side, every small wave and ripple on the water sending them both off balance on their seats. But Curtis didn’t let up on the speed – which wasn’t that fast given the feeble engine.
It only took a few minutes before they were approaching Travers’s yacht and Curtis slowed their craft down. There were definitely people on board – Curtis could hear soft music. Chatter, too?
‘He’s partying while my sister is missing,’ Alyssia said, the bitter edge to her words unmistakable. ‘Your brother too.’
Party? Curtis wasn’t sure about that as he could see no one on deck and the sounds certainly weren’t raucous.
‘It could even be them on the boat,’ Curtis said, a little hopefully.
Alyssia didn’t respond, as though his comment was too daft to give a response to.
‘You sure you want to do it like we planned?’ Curtis asked her.
‘Yeah, I’m sure. Let’s put Travers on the back foot.’
And with that, she stood up and jumped over the edge.
Cold water splashed onto Curtis as he rose to his feet.
‘Help!’ he shouted, and the music on the yacht stopped. Lights came on along the deck. A door opened and a tall, bulky man barreled out. Not Victor.
‘My friend! She’s in the water,’ Curtis yelled.
‘What the hell!’ the man shouted, sounding angry more than anything.
‘Please! I can’t swim!’ Alyssia screamed, and she genuinely looked like she was struggling. Curtis jolted on the end of the dinghy. Should he go in after her? Did he need to?
Another man came out onto the yacht’s deck, large flashlight in his hand, the beam so bright that Curtis had to shield his face, meaning he could see next to nothing of the man holding it.
He really hoped it was Travers.
‘Please, help her!’ Curtis shouted.
Moments later the big man had a rope in his hand which he tossed toward Alyssia. She grabbed it at the first attempt and he reeled her in and pulled her onto the deck.
‘The engine’s stalled,’ Curtis said. ‘I’ve got no oars.’
‘Damn idiots,’ the man with the flashlight said. ‘Get him tethered.’
Not long after and the dinghy was roped to the yacht. Curtis clambered onto the open deck but then paused, surprised.
Alyssia sat on a sofa on the deck, blanket around her as she shivered, her head down. This wasn’t the next part of their plan. They were supposed to go on the attack.
‘Get yourselves inside.’ Victor Travers. The first time Curtis had seen him in the flesh. He pushed aside his rising anger as best he could. ‘You need to get warm and dry.’
Alyssia didn’t look up as she stood and Victor ushered them through the doors into the opulent interior. A kitchen, lounge. Further closed doors lay beyond that Curtis presumed led to cabins.
Victor stood by the sink with his back to Curtis and Alyssia. The door behind Curtis closed and he turned to see the well-built man there, blocking the exit, arms folded. Curtis gave Alyssia a look, trying to say, ‘What’s wrong?’ but she would barely catch his eye and gave him nothing in return.
Victor turned and Curtis gulped as he tried not to look at the dull metal of the object in Victor’s hand. A gun.
So that’s what had happened.
‘A strange trick,’ Victor said, a neutral expression on his face. ‘You could have tried to sneak onboard. Or even just asked to come onboard. I might even have said yes.’
Curtis and Alyssia said nothing.
‘And what, did you not think I’d recognize you both?’
He stepped toward Alyssia and held out his hand to brush her cheek while he cradled the gun by his side. She didn’t move at all at his touch, just glared daggers at him.
‘I always thought you looked a lot like her,’ he said. ‘Not as pretty, but…’
‘Where is she?’ Alyssia said through gritted teeth.
‘First, you should get dried off. Before you catch a chill. Then we can talk.’
No one moved. Victor stepped to the side.
‘In there,’ he said, pointing to one of the doors. ‘I’m sure you’ll find something. Except for weapons – there are no weapons here except for this.’ He tapped the gun. ‘So please, Alyssia, don’t do anything stupid.’
She moved off and into the room. Would she try something? Curtis didn’t know what he wanted the answer to be. He looked from Victor to the muscular man at the door. He had a scrunched up, rounded face, eyes close together, flat nose that suggested he’d hit a few branches on the way out of the ugly tree. Or perhaps had spent a lot of time in a boxing ring. Even if his hands were empty, somehow Curtis found him the most intimidating of the men in front of him.
‘So what now?’ Curtis asked Victor, who remained looking smug.
‘We wait for her.’
‘You know who I am?’
‘Yeah. You have the same… annoying face. The kind that grinds the more you look at it.’
Strange. Curtis was already feeling that way about the billionaire.
The cabin door reopened and Alyssia tentatively stepped out. Baggy jeans. A thick woolen jumper a couple of sizes too big. Obviously Victor’s clothes.
‘You couldn’t find anything that fitted?’ Victor said. ‘I thought maybe Mariana had left something behind the last time she was here.’
‘Where is my sister?’ Alyssia demanded.
‘Why are you two here?’ Victor said, ignoring her, looking from her to Curtis.
‘Because we know,’ Curtis said. ‘We know about the dirty deals in Europe. The silent partners, ABC, Helda. The money you’ve stolen.’
Victor glared for a moment and Curtis had a flashing thought that maybe he’d got the entire situation wrong. Or maybe he’d hit so close to home that Victor would simply put a bullet in his head there and then.
Could Curtis attack before Victor got the chance to shoot?
How his outlook had changed since a few days ago…
‘You know nothing,’ Victor said.
‘I know my brother helped put it all together,’ Curtis said. ‘And I know Senator Charlton was involved too. And I know my brother was in D.C. a few days ago…’
Victor laughed. A big, hearty, provocative laugh. He didn’t notice Alyssia shuffle a step closer to him because of it. What was she planning? Curtis tried not to look at her. Had the meathead at the door seen?
‘So you know what your brother did then,’ Victor said. ‘In D.C.?’
Curtis said nothing.
‘I was wondering how long it would take for someone else to realize who “the hero” is.’
But he wasn’t talking as though Finn was an accomplice, but rather… an enemy. A threat.
‘My brother⁠—’
‘Your brother is a liar and a cheat. A real scumbag.’
Well, Curtis had certainly seen that side of Finn before.
‘He stole from me,’ Victor said. ‘He tricked me.’
‘But—’
‘And that bastard senator is just as bad.’
‘Charlton?’
‘Lining his own pockets at every opportunity he gets.’
‘I just want to know where my sister is,’ Alyssia said. ‘Where is Mariana?’
‘If I knew… I’d tell you,’ Victor said, and Curtis thought he sounded a little sad about… something.
‘But Finn,’ Curtis said. ‘You’re claiming⁠—’
‘For years Finn has jumped from one job to another, all across the world, finding dirt on wealthy people so he can screw them over. Qatar, Dubai, me in Mexico.’
‘Gert Henning in London,’ Alyssia said, and she sent Curtis an accusatory glare as though he had something to do with it all.
‘I’ll admit, I saw that side of Finn as a strength,’ Victor said. ‘Something I could use to my benefit. But I should have known a man like that could never be trusted.’
‘But in D.C.—’
‘Your brother stole from me. That’s as clear as I can put it.’
‘Why?’
‘Because that’s what he does,’ Victor said. ‘He saw an opportunity. What should have been a straightforward finance deal was reworked so he could skim millions. That slimy senator benefitted too.’
‘Charlton?’
‘I don’t know how your brother convinced him, but… When I realized what Finn was up to… Put simply, their plan now is to screw me over, ruin me. Because I found out what Finn was doing and confronted him. And Finn wasn’t going to walk away quietly.’
The words from Finn’s notes… If it all goes wrong, expose cash trails. Final funds first. And it – Finn’s relationship with Victor? – had gone wrong. And he’d planned to expose Victor’s own dodgy dealings. Final funds first? That still made no sense to him, but…
‘This still doesn’t explain what happened in D.C.,’ Alyssia said, and Curtis was grateful that she wasn’t simply swallowing everything Victor had told them.
‘Doesn’t it?’ Victor said. ‘Finn has led a duplicitous life for years. Screwing over some very powerful people in the process. Sooner or later that life was going to come back to bite him.’
‘You’re saying Finn was the real target in D.C.?’ Alyssia said.
‘Am I? But it wouldn’t surprise me in the least.’
‘Except that’s not the line the police or the media⁠—’
‘The fact you two are off on some personal mission to track down Finn and Mariana suggests you haven’t been wholly taken in by what you’ve read in the papers,’ Victor said.
Which was true.
‘Charlton is protecting Finn, because he’s protecting himself.’
‘And you?’ Alyssia asked.
‘Doing the same.’
‘Which is why we find you hiding on a boat in Miami,’ Curtis said.
‘And why I have this gun, and why I have my good friend Chester to keep me company here. Believe me, it’s not because of his looks or his conversation skills.’
‘That still doesn’t explain where my sister is,’ Alyssia said.
‘No. It doesn’t. And I wish I could help you more. You know how much she means to me.’
Alyssia looked away from him, down to the floor as though ashamed of something.
‘I don’t know who attacked your brother or why,’ Victor said. ‘But it had nothing to do with me. They are out to get me. And I don’t know where Mariana is. Although I do know someone who probably does have the answers you’re looking for.’
‘Senator Charlton?’ Curtis asked.
‘He’s hiding too, from what I understand. And I think we’ve already established that story he’s been telling, about that attack, about this hero everyone’s talking about, isn’t true.’
Alyssia and Curtis caught each other’s eye. He wished he knew what she was thinking. Moments ago he’d seen that steely, fighting look in her and thought she was about to try to tackle Victor and take his gun. Now she looked… conflicted, more than anything.
‘If you’re looking for answers,’ Victor continued, ‘or just looking for your respective siblings, I think you know who you need to find first.’
Curtis did.
Victor turned and placed the gun on the kitchen counter. Alyssia’s eyes remained on it for a few moments. If she was going to try it…
‘I have nothing more to say to either of you,’ Victor said. ‘Chester can check out your boat to make sure it’s working, and then you can go. And I don’t want to see either of you again. Your family members have caused me enough grief already.’
With that, Chester grunted and turned and opened the doors and disappeared outside.
Alyssia moved away from the kitchen and over to Curtis.
‘We should go,’ she said to him.
Curtis felt reluctant to, but…
He remained on edge, tense, as he stepped onto the deck, as though there was still a possibility of Chester launching an ambush…
But he didn’t. Why would he now? He and Victor had already had every opportunity to attack and to hurt them if they’d wanted to, or to stop them from leaving if they felt threatened.
They hadn’t. That had to mean something. That Victor’s claims of Finn trying to set him up were true?
Minutes later the prop engine of the dinghy gently chugged as Curtis watched the yacht disappear behind them.
‘So Senator Charlton is the man with the answers after all,’ Alyssia said.
‘Which means Charlton lied to me before,’ Curtis said. ‘He lied to my face. He doesn’t just know Finn, he⁠—’
‘Knows everything. He’s working with Finn.’
‘Last time I saw him I was too nice. I let him off too easily.’ He gripped the handle of the rudder a little more tightly. ‘I won’t make the same mistake again.’



34


CLEVELAND, GEORGIA


Curtis felt strange being back in Georgia again. He’d learned a lot on the whirlwind trips to Europe and Florida. A lot about himself. A lot about Alyssia. A lot about how he felt about his home and work life.
He’d also learned a lot about his brother, and felt that after this next move, they’d be closer than ever to finally tracking him down. And Mariana too.
A text came through on Curtis’s phone. Rachel. Just responding to his earlier message to her, telling him she was OK and on her way to the office. She was still staying with Anne and Russ but had decided against hiding away, insisting she carry on her life as ‘normal’. Danny remained close, keeping an eye on her, although he’d seen nothing untoward since the incident outside Curtis’s home.
Alyssia yawned. A big, gaping yawn, as she drove one-handed.
‘Tired?’ Curtis asked her.
‘It’s been a tiring few days,’ she said.
It had. Not just the never-ending traveling but the mental toll of what they were doing too.
‘You didn’t sleep well last night.’ He wasn’t sure if his own words were a statement or a question.
‘No, you didn’t either.’
She looked over at him and smiled. He could look at that smile all day. Except nothing had actually happened last night. They’d shared a room, but separate beds, and had only shared at all because they’d had no other choice at the hotel they’d eventually stopped at, sometime after midnight, as they made the long journey from Miami toward Atlanta.
‘If Charlton’s even still at the same place, I’m sure a police presence will be there too,’ Curtis said.
Alyssia sighed. ‘We’ve both scoured the internet and Charlton hasn’t been seen anywhere public, so there’s a good chance he hasn’t yet moved on.’
‘Agreed,’ Curtis said. ‘But my point was about⁠—’
‘The police. Yes, I know. But you already said you won’t make the same mistake again of being too nice to him. So this time we won’t ask to go in – we’ll just do it.’
‘And if the police find us and arrest us?’
‘Then we tell them everything we know. We’re not the bad guys here. We’ll find someone who will listen. Not everyone in the police, FBI, the press can be corrupt.’
‘No. But perhaps we’ll already have bullets in our heads before we find the good ones.’
She didn’t say anything to that, though he could tell his words had rattled her by the way she fidgeted in her seat.
‘Do you really trust what Victor told us?’ Curtis asked.
‘Enough, yes.’
‘Why?’
‘Because he let us go. And he didn’t have to. That has to mean something.’
Curtis huffed and neither said anything more about it.

Two police cars remained outside the gates to the ranch house, which suggested Charlton was still there. Not that Curtis and Alyssia intended on going in past them today. Instead, Alyssia drove on, a good mile or so, until she turned onto a single track road that led behind the house. Curtis had done his best to scope out the best alternative approach route using satellite images and they eventually left the car in woodland about half a mile immediately south of the house.
After a hundred or so yards of traipsing through the forest, the land opened out into fields. And then the mud came.
‘You thought this was the best route?’ Alyssia said, as she pulled on her left foot to lift it out of the several inches of thick brown mud with a suck and a squelch.
‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘The pictures…’ Had all been taken during a dry, sunny period, apparently. ‘I didn’t know.’
Still, within a few minutes they made it to the wire fence that separated the main, manicured garden of the house from the fields surrounding it. But not without thick mud caking their shoes and trouser legs.
‘What now?’ Alyssia said, sounding unimpressed.
Curtis looked across the neat lawn that lay ahead of them.
‘This is too exposed,’ she added.
And it did feel like that now. But there were no police on guard at this side. The only people who would spot them was anyone inside, looking out. Why would they be?
‘If we head to the stable block over there first,’ Curtis said, pointing off to the right. ‘Then over the fence to the garage.’
‘Which is closer to the front. We may as well have gone that way to start with.’
‘But we didn’t. And we’re here now.’
She glowered, perhaps because of his snotty tone.
‘Come on,’ he said, not waiting for a further response.
They reached the stables without incident, but by that point the front gates were in view and Curtis knew that to make the dash across the open space and over to the garage and the house they’d be in view of the police officer standing guard at the front door.
Don’t overthink it,
he told himself, closing his eyes for a moment.
Then he grabbed Alyssia’s arm. ‘Let’s go,’ he said, and he ran for it.
They went right past the garage without stopping and pulled up against the back corner of the house, out of breath, though mostly from adrenaline, Curtis thought. They stood and waited. Nothing.
He looked at Alyssia and nodded and she kind of nodded back. Then he set off around the house to the back where they found the kitchen door. He turned the handle ever so carefully.
Click.
Not a loud noise. But possibly loud enough. Now or never. He didn’t hesitate another moment and pushed the unlocked door open and stepped inside, intending to be subtle…
Until he saw the figure standing several yards away.
Elliott Charlton.
Curtis rushed forward as Charlton’s face went from surprise to anger to⁠—
Curtis smashed into him as Charlton opened his mouth to shout out. He slammed him up against the wall and clamped a hand to his mouth, then hauled his knee up into the guy’s groin. Charlton squirmed but his moans were muffled.
‘Shout out and I will hurt you,’ Curtis said.
‘And he really will,’ Alyssia said, coming up beside them.
He gave his host a couple of seconds, waiting to see how he’d react. Charlton slumped a little, as though relaxing, as though acquiescing.
Curtis went to move his hand from Charlton’s mouth but apparently he hadn’t got the point at all. He writhed, trying to get free, opened his mouth again to shout. Curtis didn’t give him the chance. He hit him with his knee again then grabbed him by the arm and kicked his legs out and wrestled him to the ground.
Charlton landed face down on the kitchen tiles with a thud and Curtis pushed the man’s hand up behind his back. The same move he’d seen Alyssia pull on Henning. He pressed a knee into Charlton’s back to help keep him in position on the floor.
‘What did I tell you?’ Curtis said.
‘Please!’ Charlton moaned.
‘Where’s my brother?’ Curtis asked.
‘Who?’
‘Finn Delaney. My brother. Don’t lie to me again, Charlton. You won’t like what happens.’
He pushed the hand further, felt resistance. How much more before he did some damage? He really didn’t want to, but…
‘Where’s Finn!’
‘Curtis,’ Alyssia said, as though prompting him to quieten down a bit. He stopped for a second. No one coming, yet.
‘You and Finn. You both took money from the Europe bank deal for Travers International.’
‘What?’ Charlton said. ‘You have no idea!’
‘Actually we do,’ Curtis said. ‘So what happened? Victor found out you were on the take, so you tried to screw him over?’
‘What? No! It’s Victor. His partners! That’s what⁠—’
‘Expose cash trails. Final funds first,’ Curtis said. ‘Ring any bells?’
Alyssia tapped him on the shoulder ‘Curtis, I⁠—’
‘Wait,’ he said to her, before refocusing on Charlton. ‘That means something to you, doesn’t it?’
He’d noticed a flicker in Charlton’s eyes but he said nothing.
‘I’m not playing!’ Curtis said, pushing harder still on Charlton’s arm. He cried out.
‘Curtis, we can’t⁠—’
‘Where is Finn? Tell me where he is!’
‘I don’t know!’ Charlton shouted. ‘But… all I know… He sent me that. What you said. I got a message from him.’
‘When?’
‘Two days ago. From a new email address. That’s all it said. If you want to find me, expose sash trails, final funds first.’
‘Expose Travers? That’s what it means? That’s what you’re planning to do?’
‘I don’t know what he means!’
‘Curtis!’
He looked up to Alyssia and noted the panic in her eyes. And with good reason, too, because the front door had just opened.
‘In here!’ Charlton shouted out.
‘Go!’ Alyssia shouted to Curtis.
‘Hey!’ came a shout from out in the hall.
Curtis didn’t wait a second longer. He jumped up from Charlton as Alyssia rushed to the door where the police officer appeared. She picked up a pan from the side and cracked it against the officer’s chest. He stumbled back. She tossed the pan at him and ran for the back door. Curtis ran too.
They made it outside. Garage? Stables? No. Straight line.
They sprinted as fast as they could across the lawn. They heard shouting behind them, sirens further away. They didn’t let up. Over the fence, into the fields. Into the mud. Curtis’s feet slid underneath him several times. He had no clue how he stayed up, but he did. Alyssia did too, and they made it back to the car. The sound of sirens still drifted over, but they weren’t getting close; at least, Curtis didn’t think so.
‘You drive,’ he said, when they reached the car.
Alyssia floored it. Both of them checked the mirrors, over and over. No flashing blue lights.
‘They won’t be able to head us off in this direction,’ Curtis said. ‘It’s too wide an arc for them to get around before we get to the next junction.’
If the police were to catch them, it would be from behind.
They made it to the junction still in the clear. Alyssia took a series of quick turns after that. Still no sign of the police.
‘What the hell?’ Alyssia said to him after a few more minutes, as she slowed the pace and some sort of calmness returned to the inside of the car.
‘What?’
‘What was that in there?’
‘My bad cop?’
She looked over at him. He’d expected her to be more impressed.
‘What’s going on?’ she said to him. ‘Victor said Charlton and Finn were planning to screw him, but Charlton seemed to suggest Victor is the bad guy, didn’t he? That Finn is trying to expose Travers. With Charlton’s help?’
‘Everyone’s blaming each other. But for what?’
‘Maybe they’re all lying to us.’
‘Charlton recognized those words from Finn’s notes,’ Curtis said, thinking.
‘He said Finn had sent him a message. An email. Which means they’ve… What? Been working together?’
‘Maybe. But, more to the point, the message had those exact words.’
‘Except it wasn’t exact. Charlton said expose sash trails, didn’t he?’ Alyssia said.
Curtis thought back. He couldn’t be sure, but the more he thought about it…
‘But that makes even less sense,’ he said.
‘Unless he misspoke because you were about to snap his arm.’
‘Wait,’ Curtis said. He pulled out Finn’s papers. Found the one. ‘You know what?’ he said, not sure whether to smile or not.
‘What?’
‘I think we had it wrong all along.’ It wasn’t as though Finn’s scrawl was the clearest. They’d both read it as expose cash trails because that made some kind of sense. Didn’t it?
‘Expose sash trails?’ Alyssia said. ‘But that’s nonsense.’
‘Maybe it isn’t,’ Curtis said, finally allowing the smile, and some relief, to spread.
‘It’s not?’
‘I might be no closer to understanding exactly what my brother was up to, whether he’s a hero or a villain in this, or what any of the other people involved really are either. But I do think I now know how to find him.’
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MEXICO CITY, MEXICO, LAST WINTER


Finn saw something militaristic in the Palacio Nacional in Mexico City – a sprawling, stone administrative building that stretched seemingly endlessly across the Plaza de la Constitución and which housed the Mexican government. With the expansive, almost barrenness of the huge, open space, he could well imagine carefully orchestrated military parades while the leaders looked on from the grand central balcony.
He glanced around the square. Not the best place to wait, he decided.
He’d never been to Mexico City before, and even if he’d found it a beast to navigate, given the sheer size of the city, he’d also found it more friendly and welcoming than expected. Except for this spot, out in the open, where armed police roamed by.
He found a quieter, more serene street directly around the corner where café tables spilled out onto the street. He didn’t know for sure that this would be the best place, but after a thorough recce, and from watching the other suited men and women entering and leaving the palace, he’d figured this was the most likely place to encounter the man he’d come to see.
He knew for sure that man was in the city today. Finn had already been on the phone several times to the guy’s staff, cooking up a bogus story with a bogus name about working for CNN, wanting an interview to discuss US-Mexico trade. Even if that meeting was pending while they awaited Finn’s bona fides – which, of course, he couldn’t give – he had at least found out that Minister for Trade Gonzalez was sitting in parliament for the whole of the current week.
Which explained why Finn had travelled to Mexico City to wait for him.
He didn’t have to wait long either, really. A couple of hours. Two coffees and some huevos rancheros.
Certainly, it could have been a much longer or ultimately fruitless wait.
Finn stayed in his seat as Gonzalez approached with a couple of young aides by his side – one of them rattling into his phone, the other in the boss’s ear.
Not even a glance in Finn’s direction from Gonzalez; he was too engrossed, or just too… sure of himself. Striding along like the city belonged to him.
‘Minister Gonzalez,’ Finn said, suddenly rising to his feet when Gonzalez was a couple of yards away.
Gonzalez stopped walking, as did his aides who looked even more dubious than their master at the interruption.
Finn waited for the moment of recognition – which didn’t take long – and then for the final decision. That came merely two seconds later as one of the aides stepped in front of Gonzalez as though to block Finn’s path to him.
A tap on his shoulder from the boss. A quiet word in his ear. Within a few heartbeats the two aides were walking away, casting suspicious glances over their shoulders a couple of times before they moved out of sight.
‘I don’t like being surprised like this,’ Gonzalez said, stepping up to Finn who looked around the other tables. A few other customers had taken notice of the exchange; Gonzalez was a recognizable face, after all.
‘It was the quickest way to get to see you,’ Finn said. ‘And the most discreet.’
‘Discreet?’ Gonzalez indicated around him.
‘Discreet from the point of view of my… boss. He doesn’t know I’m here.’
‘And why are you here?’
‘Let’s talk about that. Somewhere quieter, if you like.’
‘I’ve nothing to say to you.’
‘You don’t have to say anything. Let me do the talking.’
‘If you⁠—’
‘I’m not here to cause you problems. I’m here to help you get your own back.’
Gonzalez took hardly a moment to consider before, ‘Follow me.’

A bar. Finn didn’t know whether he was surprised or not. He’d kind of expected that Gonzalez would want to stay out in the open somewhere – a bench in a park, perhaps. But the far corner of the dark interior of the working men’s bar was, Finn guessed, less likely to see them spotted by onlookers. Except, of course, for the two old soaks slowly drinking beer at the bar.
‘A regular place for you?’ Finn said. Both of them had coffee rather than beer. Finn took a sip. It was deliciously strong and smoky.
‘No,’ Gonzalez. ‘But I know it, and the owner, but you don’t need to know about that. Tell me what you want.’ He looked at his watch. ‘If you don’t get my interest in the next five minutes, I’m leaving.’
‘Then I’ll get right to it,’ Finn said. ‘I want to hurt him. Travers. And I want to hurt him badly.’
Gonzalez didn’t look surprised at all.
‘How times change. So you’re not his puppet anymore?’
‘Not for much longer.’
‘So explain.’
‘Remember your concerns about the corporate structure?’
Gonzalez didn’t say anything but glared at Finn, as though unimpressed. As though whatever Finn was about to say wouldn’t make him feel any better because he’d been screwed over already, despite trying to do the right thing originally.
Finn hadn’t seen that at the time though. All he’d seen was a barrier. An obstacle to him getting what he wanted.
‘As you know, I have… a way with resources. I know how to find the right people to dig to get to the information I want and need.’
‘You asked me here just so you could brag about yourself?’
‘No,’ Finn said. ‘I didn’t. I asked you here because I thought you’d want to know the answers to your previous concerns. And because I thought you’d have a good idea what to do with the information.’
‘You haven’t given me any information yet. And your five minutes is running out quickly.’
‘ABC Partners. Helda Venture Capital. They were two of the companies you had concerns about. Both are located in the Dominican Republic. And you weren’t given full disclosure on the ownership of either.’
Gonzalez sighed, folded his arms and sat back.
‘And it doesn’t stop there,’ Finn said, delving for the papers in his bag. He flicked through. ‘Shell company after shell company. Mostly in tax havens. All interlinked. Profits and dividends and management fees being pushed upward, sideways, all over the place.’
‘Tax evasion?’
‘I’m not an accountant, but at the very least I’d say it’s incredibly aggressive tax minimization. And I know for a fact that a lot of the transactions ultimately end up benefiting Travers directly, while the corporate entities build up more and more debt.’
He paused as he gathered his thoughts and waited to see if Gonzalez had anything to say. Apparently not.
‘From what I’ve seen, regardless of the country, regardless of the nature of the business, he operates his empire like a Ponzi scheme. Pulling more and more money in from investors and lenders, siphoning it where he wants. Since we last met, I oversaw a restructuring of his investment business in Europe. A four-hundred-million debt facility replaced by seven hundred million. At least a hundred of that has already been stripped out and moved into the ether. The new facility, like the old, is interest-only for the first five years. The business makes enough profit to service that cost, but in five years’ time it’ll never have enough cash to honor the repayments. It doesn’t matter. He’ll just re-finance again. A new set of banks willing to pump in even more because this is Victor Travers. Ever larger debt in the corporate entities, no intent to ever repay it, while he takes hundreds of millions for himself.’
Gonzalez shook his head. Was he disgusted with Travers or maybe just unimpressed with Finn’s story?
‘Mr Delaney, Travers is a very rich and powerful man. I’m afraid what you’re telling me is nothing more than I’ve come to expect from such people. Does it make me angry? Yes. Is there anything I can do about these… allegations? No. Not me. I tried to stop him once already. You got in the way of that.’
‘I’m not so sure,’ Finn said. ‘The Europe thing… That was just me giving you a taste of the reality. But this…’
He passed two pieces of paper across the table, giving Gonzalez a few minutes to scrutinize the information.
‘Do you know those names?’ Finn asked.
Gonzalez didn’t answer.
‘These are some of the ultimate beneficiaries of the shell companies,’ Finn said. ‘Anything look familiar to you there?’
‘Should it?’
Finn sighed. ‘Four names. One is a man in his nineties who suffers severe dementia and lives in a care facility in Baja California. The other is a seventeen-year-old girl in Mexico City who goes to one of the most prestigious private schools in the country. Another is a man in his seventies who I find particularly curious because the only person I’ve been able to find who matches the personal details died fifteen years ago, apparently. And finally, a woman in her forties who lives in Texas now but is the wife of the cousin of⁠—’
‘I get it, I get it,’ Gonzalez said. ‘You’ve written the name connecting them all right here and circled it for me.’
‘All four are connected to just one man. Javier Lozano.’ Finn spoke the name quietly, the previous threat from Lozano still on his mind. Of course, he’d known the cartel boss was involved with Travers after that first meeting, but he’d been warned off digging into the ownership structure then. And he hadn’t done so, to get this evidence, until a few days ago when he’d made the call to move against Travers. A dangerous move, he knew. ‘And it’s not just these four people who are receiving money, I don’t think. This is only what I’ve managed to find so far.’
‘I always wondered how Travers had found it so easy to get himself embedded in Mexico,’ Gonzalez said.
‘And now you know why. It’s because his businesses are paying off one of the biggest drug cartels in the world.’
And in Mexico, the cartels were hugely powerful, influential.
And of course, very, very dangerous.
Gonzalez had gone pale. He shuffled in his seat and looked about the bar. No one had entered or left since they’d arrived, and the two men at the bar were out of earshot and paying no attention. But no doubt, Gonzalez was more rattled now. He pushed the papers across the table back to Finn.
‘This isn’t my department at all,’ he said. ‘I tried to block Travers because I suspected he wasn’t playing by the rules, but I… I hadn’t got this far and I’m not sure I feel any better knowing this now.’
‘So what? You’re just going to walk away and pretend you don’t know?’
‘It could be the best solution. For both of us.’
‘No. Not for me. Maybe it’s not your area, but you’re a government minister. A man who knows people. All I’m asking is for you to show me to the right person. Introduce me. I’ll take it from there. When this is all over, at least you’ll know you didn’t turn a blind eye, but helped to bring Victor Travers down.’
‘You’re a long way from bringing him down, believe me. Just carrying those pieces of paper around with you…’
‘Let me worry about that. Just tell me… Will you help me or not?’
Gonzalez seemed to consider the question as Finn tidied the table. Then the minister got up from his chair and smoothed down his suit while he looked back to the bar once more.
‘OK, Mr Delaney, I’ll help you. I’ll be in touch with a name. But please, don’t come to see me again. Not ever.’
He headed out of the bar.
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Finn arrived back in Cancun from the capital the following morning. He hadn’t heard from Mariana since the previous night and his phone had run out of battery on the way to Mexico City airport. There remained an unspoken strain between them since the argument on his arrival back from Atlanta several days ago. They hadn’t cleared the air with each other, had simply gone about their own business since, bumping into each other in the apartment for half an hour here and there. Occasionally spending the night together in bed, even if they slept about as far away from each other as possible.
Where it would all lead to, he really didn’t know, but his mind churned with thoughts of what he’d find at the apartment on his return. Evidence of Victor’s presence once more? Or maybe Mariana would be wilier from now on.
Or maybe Finn had simply got the whole situation wrong.
Might she even have taken the opportunity to clear out and leave him?
He opened the door. ‘Mariana?’
No response, and the apartment was quiet and cooler than normal as though no one had been there for a while.
No. That wasn’t the reason for it being cool, he realized, stepping forward.
‘Shit,’ he said, as he looked across the trashed lounge. Furniture lay upended and torn and cool air blasted in through the open balcony door.
He moved over and shut it. Tried to shut it. The lock had been obliterated.
He glanced at the kitchen. Doors were opened or broken off or hanging from their hinges, the contents of the cabinets spilled and smashed across the work surfaces and floor. Finn put a hand to his head. He didn’t know whether to rage or⁠—
Noise, out in the corridor. Finn strode to the kitchen and picked up the first thing he laid eyes on. A rolling pin. Decent enough. He reached the hall, makeshift weapon held aloft, ready to strike…
Front door. He’d thought the noise was intruders, but instead the door opened and Mariana stood there. She jolted when she saw Finn ready to attack.
‘Finn, what the…’
He slowly brought the rolling pin down.
‘We’ve been… robbed,’ he said.
‘What? How? When?’ She kicked the door shut and rushed forward and past him.
‘You weren’t here last night?’ he said.
‘No, I… What’s going on?’
A very good question – both about the break-in and her whereabouts. And Finn was about to grill her on that except she stepped around him and pushed open the bedroom door. He saw the mess in there and the look of despair on her face.
‘Our things,’ she said. ‘Our home.’
Despite everything else he felt, his heart stung as he watched her. He dropped the rolling pin and moved to her and wrapped his arms around her. She nuzzled into him and sobbed.

‘Who did this?’ Mariana asked, as they sat next to one another on the torn sofa.
Finn didn’t answer. He had a good idea.
‘We should call the police,’ she said.
‘No.’
‘Finn, they⁠—’
‘This was Victor.’
She looked at him like he’d just spoken the most heinous words imaginable.
‘Think about it,’ he said. ‘Who would know we were both gone? And look at what’s been taken?’
They’d spent the last twenty minutes figuring that out.
‘All of my jewelry,’ Mariana said. ‘Over five thousand dollars in cash. I don’t think Victor needs that.’
‘And our passports are gone. Why would a thief take our passports?’
‘Because they cleared out the safe.’
Finn shook his head. ‘That’s too convenient. This wasn’t random; this is a message. And the missing passports? Keeping us here, in Mexico.’ He hadn’t taken his passport to the capital because he hadn’t needed it, his driving license enough for the internal flight. He regretted that decision now. Regretted a lot of things.
‘Not long ago you were claiming Victor didn’t want you here at all. Now he wants to keep us here?’
‘Yes.’
‘That makes no sense.’
‘It does to me, given what I know.’
She looked confused and he really wanted to tell her more. He couldn’t. He simply didn’t know one hundred percent if he could trust her. And even if he could, would telling her about Victor’s links to Lozano, the head of a drug cartel, expose her to danger? The break-in could be only the start. A warning to back-off. What happened if Finn didn’t?
But how would Victor even know what Finn had been up to?
‘We should call the police,’ Mariana said again.
‘I already said no.’
‘And whatever you say goes, right?’ she said.
He took her hand. ‘Mariana, Victor isn’t the man you think he is.’
She scoffed. ‘Or perhaps it’s the other way around. He isn’t the man you think he is.’
The conversation was going nowhere.
‘We live on the ninth floor,’ Finn said. ‘They came in through the balcony, but I doubt we were robbed by Spider-Man, which means they came from an adjacent apartment. Up, down, left, right. We should tell security. Get them to check the other apartments. Review CCTV, as most likely whoever did this walked straight in through the main lobby first.’
‘The police could help do all that,’ Mariana said.
‘We’re not calling the police.’
She tutted and shuffled away from him. He would have tried to further convince her, but his charging phone started dancing on the kitchen top with an incoming call.
He went over to it.
‘Victor,’ he said, looking at the screen.
Mariana gazed at him questioningly.
‘Morning,’ Finn said, trying his best to sound relaxed as he answered.
‘Finn, nice to hear from you. You’ve been busy, I hear.’
Finn clutched the phone a little more tightly. ‘Yeah. What can I do for you?’
‘Are you free?’
‘I can be.’
‘Good. Come over to the villa. There’s something important we need to discuss.’
‘Yeah, OK, I’ll⁠—’
‘I’ll see you shortly.’
The call ended. Finn stared over at Mariana.
‘So?’ she prompted.
‘He wants to see me.’
‘About?’
‘He didn’t say.’
‘I didn’t get the impression he sounded pissed off about anything,’ she said.
‘No.’
‘Finn, what is going on with you?’
‘You should stay here,’ he said to her.
‘I’ve got to⁠—’
‘Mariana, please, stay here. Lock the front door. Don’t answer it to anyone until I get back. We’ll talk more then. Promise me.’
‘Finn, you’re scaring me.’
‘Good. Do you understand?’
She nodded, though he wasn’t overly convinced by the response.
‘I’ll be back soon.’

Finn stepped toward the door to Victor’s villa with one eye on the Porsche parked up in the turning circle. Not one of Victor’s cars, he didn’t think.
Lozano?
He knocked and waited, and the maid opened up and ushered Finn toward the reception room at the back of the villa. A room Finn hadn’t been to before, which had a couple of sofas, some huge pot plants, a wall taken up by a built-in bookcase, and a big, old-fashioned writing desk, behind which Victor sat in a padded leather office chair.
‘Finn,’ he said matter-of-factly, staying in his seat.
‘Just you?’ Finn asked.
A raised eyebrow.
‘The Porsche,’ Finn said.
‘Good detective skills as ever,’ he mocked.
Finn heard water running somewhere out across the hall; downstairs toilet, he presumed.
Footsteps. Finn tensed, waiting to see who would come in. A suited man appeared in the doorway. Rather, he took up the entire doorway. He was tall, bulky too, although with his suit on it was hard to tell how much was fat and how much was muscle.
‘Finn, I’d like you to meet Chester Yoxall. He’s my… lawyer.’
Chester grunted as he approached Finn and gave a bone-crushing handshake. ‘Pleased to make your acquaintance,’ he said, in a gruff, emotionless voice that matched his appearance.
He trudged off and plonked himself down onto a sofa.
‘Lawyer? What kind of lawyer?’ Finn asked him.
‘The legal kind,’ Chester said.
Victor laughed. ‘Finn, please, come sit down.’
‘You’re American,’ Finn said, focus still on Chester. ‘Where’d you study law?’
‘Finn, we’re not here to dissect Chester’s legal experience. Please, take a seat.’
Finn sat on the chair opposite Victor, but angled himself so he wasn’t fully facing away from the big guy on the sofa.
Lawyer? Yeah, and Finn was a fucking astronaut.
‘What can I do for you?’ Finn asked the boss.
‘It’s a good question, Finn. How’re things at home?’
‘We were robbed, actually. Last night, or this morning, I’m not sure yet. Either way, things at home are pretty bad, I’d say.’
‘Robbed? You mean…’
Oh, he was a pretty damn good actor.
‘Some bastard broke into our apartment. Trashed it. Forced the safe open. All our valuables are gone.’
‘That’s horrible,’ Victor said.
‘You should call the police,’ Chester said.
Finn turned around in his chair. ‘Is that your expert legal advice?’
Chester didn’t look impressed by the sarcastic comment, but didn’t respond.
‘I’m really sorry to hear about that,’ Victor said. ‘What a horrible thing, to have your privacy violated like that.’
‘It really is.’
‘But that wasn’t what I meant by my initial question at all. I meant, how’re things between you and Mariana? She’s been really down the last few days.’
‘You know what?’ Finn said. ‘How about you stay the hell out of my business with Mariana? I don’t come here asking you about your relationship with your wife, do I?’
Victor glared. ‘Perhaps it’d be courteous if you did every now and then, to make it clear you don’t think the world revolves around you. And I’m not sure why you’re directing anger at me.’
They sat through a few moments of silence and Finn tried his best to relax a little. A gnawing at the back of his mind grew stronger. What if Victor really didn’t have anything to do with the robbery? What if there was nothing going on with him and Mariana? The prospect of him and her screwing were the key driver in Finn wanting to get revenge after all.
‘I hear you’ve been a busy boy,’ Victor said. ‘Tell me about Mexico City.’
Finn tensed again but tried his best not to let it show. ‘It’s big, noisy. A little bit dangerous, although I had no problems.’
‘Everywhere’s dangerous if you get on the wrong side of the wrong people,’ Chester said.
‘There he goes again with his legal expertise,’ Finn said. ‘He’s a real asset.’
‘Don’t take me a for a fool, Finn,’ Victor said. ‘Just tell me what you were doing there.’
‘I feel like you’ve already made your mind up that it was something nefarious.’
‘I have?’
‘The truth? I met Gonzalez there.’
‘Gonzalez? Why?’
‘To discuss the outstanding trade licenses. He’s still pretty hung up on the corporate structure, if you remember. The Caribbean entities and all that.’
Victor’s eyes pinched as he stared at Finn as though he didn’t know how to take the explanation.
‘I didn’t ask you to follow up on that,’ he said.
‘I should only do something if you’ve specifically asked me to?’
Victor shook his head. ‘Finn, let’s drop the act now. I know what you’ve been doing.’
Finn didn’t say anything but tensed up further as he glanced between Victor and Chester. If the big guy attacked… what would Finn do? Discreetly as possible he flicked his gaze across the room, scoping for weapons, exit routes.
‘You have nothing to say?’ Victor added.
Finn didn’t.
Victor reached under the desk to a drawer and pulled out some papers which he slapped onto the wood.
‘ABC Partners. Helda. The financial transactions. You didn’t think I’d find out?’ he said. ‘All the questions you’ve been asking, all the digging. I know what you’re doing, Finn. What you always do. Looking for dirt. Leverage. On me. Even though you were told very clearly to keep your nose out of this.’
Leverage? Is that really all Victor thought this was? Perhaps Finn had overestimated the man sitting opposite.
‘I’m disappointed in you, Finn, but I presume… You could say I brought this on myself. Employing a man with your reputation.’
Finn still said nothing.
‘The thing is… you’re good at digging, but so am I.’
Finn shuffled a little in his seat.
‘Your old friend in Qatar. Al Qarni, was it?’
‘He wasn’t a friend.’
‘No. I gather that. Apparently you made off with quite a lot of money of his. What was it? Two hundred thousand dollars?’
‘It wasn’t his money.’
‘It came from his business.’
‘He was a fraudster. The scammer got scammed.’
‘So you’re a noble warrior, is that what you see? Robbing the rich to give to the poor.’
‘I never said that.’
‘No. At least you’re not that deluded. But the game, the con, ends for you here. Whatever dirt you think you have on me… I have it on you too. Qatar. London…’
‘Wait. You set me up in London?’ He sounded surprised.
‘Leverage, Finn.’
Except that was before Finn had even started his digging into Victor. Which meant Victor had always planned to screw him – or at least have the ability to do so.
‘There’s nothing you’ve found out about me that doesn’t implicate you too,’ Victor said, looking and sounding smug.
‘I only ever did what you asked me. What you told me to do.’
‘Really?’
Victor flicked through the papers. Finn caught a glimpse of them. Mostly they were some of the same documents he’d uncovered and showed to Gonzalez about the corporate entities. But not all. Not the one Victor pushed across the desk to him.
‘What’s this?’ Finn asked.
‘You tell me.’
‘A bank transfer. Ten million euros.’
‘Into an account of which one Finn Delaney is the beneficial owner.’
‘How did you even…’
‘What? Set up an account in your name?’
Victor tapped his nose. Finn stared at the paper, the amount, not knowing what to say or think. Was Victor… paying him off?
The boss laughed. More like, cackled.
‘Oh dear. Finn, are you that shallow? You actually thought for a moment I’d made all your dreams come true. Ten million. Enough for you and Mariana to both sail off into the sunset. But that’s not what you’re looking at.’
‘Then what?’
‘This is my failsafe. You so much as think about turning on me, about the re-finance, the electronics business, whatever, and you can be damn sure I’ll take you down too. Qatar. Henning. Gonzalez. This ten mill? You’ve got your dirty fingers absolutely everywhere.’
Finn bit his tongue. Literally. So hard he tasted blood. He really wanted to launch himself across the desk.
‘So here’s what will happen,’ Victor said. ‘I’m done with you, as of right now.’
‘You still owe me for Europe.’
‘I owe you shit. I’ve helped you out more than enough already. I’m giving you a chance to walk away. Take it. For your sake. For Mariana.’
Finn sat there, holding Victor’s eye, but he didn’t know what to say.
Chester rose to his feet. ‘How about some words of acknowledgment. Yes, sir. Thank you, sir. Something like that.’
‘So?’ Victor prompted Finn.
‘OK,’ Finn said, holding his hands up. ‘I understand. It’s sad we got here. I don’t know why we did. Now we both have the ability to hurt the other. But I can assure you, I have no intention of going to jail. Especially not because of you.’
Victor looked offended. Good.
‘So I’ll back off. I’ll drop everything I was doing. I’ll walk away. For good. If you promise me you’ll leave me, and Mariana, alone.’
He waited for Victor’s response. He didn’t get one.
‘Time for you to go,’ Chester said.

Chester, a lawyer? Fuck that. More likely he was just some heavy. Or perhaps he was even involved with the cartel. But if Victor had suspected that Finn had already uncovered the evidence of that, surely he wouldn’t have let him just walk out of the villa.
It didn’t matter. Finn was exposed, and he had to act quickly. He might only get one chance.
He called Gonzalez’s office as he drove. Hit resistance, the staffer on the other end fobbing him off with Gonzalez’s busyness.
‘Just tell him it’s Finn Delaney! It’s urgent.’
The staffer reluctantly agreed and Gonzalez came on the line within a few seconds.
‘I need that name,’ Finn said. ‘I need it now.’
‘Whoa, Mr Delaney. What’s the problem?’
‘This is your one and only chance. I need that name. Did you speak to anyone?’
‘I did. I told you I would. And I gave him your details. He said⁠—’
‘Who is it? I’ll contact him myself.’
A pause. A sigh. ‘Comisario Martinez. National Guard. He’s in charge of the⁠—’
‘Thanks. That’s all I need.’
Finn raced through the apartment building and up to his floor. The apartment door was closed and locked.
Please.
What was he pleading for, exactly?
He opened the door. ‘Mariana?’
‘In here.’
Lounge. Pretty much where he’d left her. He rushed over, fell to his knees in front of her.
‘What are⁠—’
‘Babe, we need to go.’
‘Finn? What⁠—’
He grabbed her hands. ‘Just listen. We need to go. Now. We need to leave Cancun while we still can.’
She pulled her hands away. ‘No! I’m not leaving. Why?’
‘Because… Victor… He’s going to come for me. Please, Mariana, he’s dangerous. The people he works for.’
‘Works for?’
‘We don’t have time for this. Victor is a crook, he always has been. Embezzlement, money laundering. You want to know who he’s working for here in Mexico? The Cortes cartel.’
She shook her head, but she didn’t look surprised or shocked, just… angry. With him.
‘No,’ she said. ‘This is insane.’
He’d given too much, too soon. She couldn’t process.
‘It’s not insane. Look, trust me. I’m going to Mexico City. I’m going to expose everything. You can come with me. We do this, then we’re free. We do what we want, go wherever we want.’
‘I… I can’t just leave my life here⁠—’
‘I’m your life here! It’s time to choose, Mariana. I don’t even care what there is, or has been, between you two in the past. Right now, it’s me or Victor. It’s that simple. Make your choice, because there’s no going back.’
She shook her head. ‘Simple? It’s not that simple for me. You’re… You can’t just…’
He rose up. ‘Last chance,’ he said to her. ‘And I really mean that. Please, come with me. I love you.’
A tear rolled down her cheek. She wiped it away and inhaled deeply as though trying to compose herself.
‘I’m so sorry, Finn.’
She turned away from him, and he didn’t wait for anything more.
Minutes later, bags packed, he left without saying goodbye.
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‘So your brother had always planned to hide at one of these two places?’ Alyssia asked, still sounding dubious.
‘Always? I don’t know. But at some point, yes, I think this is what he planned, as a failsafe.’
‘Even back when he was in London, when he wrote those notes?’
‘Yes. Because… Like Travers said, my brother… screws people over. Perhaps he always has an escape route.’
‘So you think your brother is the bad guy here?’
Curtis frowned and rubbed his temple. He didn’t want that to be the case. ‘That bank deal sounds dodgy as hell, and Finn helped put it together, whether for his own benefit or because he was forced to. In either case, he knew then that whatever happened next… He had enough dirt to expose whoever he wanted. Travers, Charlton, Henning. Whoever. But that also meant he was picking up potential enemies all over.’
‘But Finn sent that message to Charlton.’
‘Because the two of them were working together, apparently.’
‘To expose Victor?’
‘It makes sense, together with the attack in D.C. Finn was there to meet with Charlton. The two of them were working together to bring down Victor. They were both targets that day.’
‘Of who, though? People working for Victor?’
‘I think so.’
‘So Victor lied to us?’
‘I think everyone we’ve spoken to so far has lied to us, one way or another.’
‘Do you think Finn always expected you to come looking? That’s why he left the notes in London?’
‘I really don’t know.’
Although a big part of him wanted that to be the case.
‘How did you even realize?’ she asked.
‘About the addresses? I think… it was the fact that the sentences didn’t make sense.’
‘I’ve never even heard of what3words.’
‘Every surface of the earth is covered,’ Curtis said. ‘Land, sea, whatever, all broken down into three-meter squares.’
‘And this is just an app? On your phone?’
‘Freely available to everyone.’
‘And the two addresses?’
‘Parts of the addresses,’ Curtis said. ‘Just a small area at each address. I think Finn still found some meaning in the squares he chose. Some correlation to what he was doing.’
‘An in-joke,’ Alyssia said, though the sour look on her face suggested she didn’t get it.
‘Final funds first is at our parents’ old house, near Chicago. Where they moved for his last job, after me and Finn had left home. Before Dad died.’
‘And expose sash trails?’
‘Near this tiny town in South Carolina. Timmonsville. It’s where my dad’s grandma lived, a long, long time ago. She was American. Except the exact location isn’t the house, but some outbuildings in woodland. I don’t know why.’
‘But you think that’s where we should go first.’
‘It’s by far the closest. And we’ve a fifty-fifty chance, so yeah.’

Darkness had fallen by the time they arrived. Alyssia pulled over a couple of hundred yards away at the edge of a row of modest houses, dark woodland beyond. The air was damp and cold and the street was quiet, making Curtis feel exposed as they walked.
‘Why would he be hiding out here?’ Alyssia asked.
‘Maybe he isn’t. Maybe it’s actually one of the houses here. Somewhere that gives a vantage point. I just don’t know.’
Curtis used his phone’s torch to light the way through the trees, although it barely did the job – he couldn’t even see any buildings in front of them. Had he got something wrong?
‘Maybe he is at the other place, after all.’
‘Maybe.’
But they carried on anyway and Curtis sighed in relief – and fearful anticipation – when the cluster of outbuildings came into view. Simple, wooden barns. No signs of life at all.
‘You’re sure about this?’ she asked.
‘Not at all.’
He checked the what3words app. They were only yards away from the spot.
He set off toward the barns, Alyssia a step behind, his phone still out to help him hone in on the exact spot.
‘It’s behind this one,’ Curtis whispered, stopping to look at the dilapidated structure.
‘Curtis, I really don’t think he’s⁠—’
Here? She was cut off when a figure burst out of the blackness and shoved her to the ground. Curtis went to try to help her but before he could do anything the man had spun him around and pushed him forward and⁠—
Smack.
The figure clattered him against the side of the barn, and he felt pressure on his side.
A knife.
‘Finn, damn it, it’s me!’
Which only resulted in a punch to his kidney.
‘Finn, it’s me!’
‘Curtis?’
Knife taken away, Curtis twisted around, fighting off the roaring pain in his side.
‘What are you doing here?’ Finn said, the anger on his face clear even in the dim moonlight. He spun to face Alyssia, knife held out, as she pulled herself to her feet.
‘It’s OK,’ Curtis said. ‘She’s with me.’
‘You know me, right?’ she said, angry.
Finn said nothing now. He took a step back as though giving himself some space.
‘Why are you here?’ he asked.
‘Where’s Mariana?’ Alyssia said, beating Curtis to it.
Finn said nothing.
‘We’re here to help you,’ Curtis said. ‘But to do that, we need to know what’s happening.’
Silence.
‘Finn, please!’ Curtis said.
‘Just tell me what the hell happened to my sister!’ Alyssia yelled.
A further silence for a few moments, then, ‘OK,’ Finn said. ‘If you really want to know, I’ll tell you.’
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Mexico City didn’t feel anywhere near as safe or as welcoming for Finn’s second visit in quick succession, even though he saw no signs of an imminent threat to himself.
He didn’t need to see it. He could feel it.
He’d managed to speak to Comisario Martinez on the phone before he left Cancun, but the conversation had been brief and far from productive. Finn hadn’t wanted to give away too much over the phone, either about himself or the information he had on Victor Travers, for the obvious reason that he’d never met Martinez before, had no clue about him or how trustworthy he was, but also because Finn was becoming increasingly wary of everything and everyone around him.
Paranoid. He was becoming paranoid.
‘Get a grip, for fuck’s sake,’ he told himself.
He let go of the curtain and stepped back to slump on the horribly soft bed in the crappy little hotel’s cramped single room. Just some place he’d found as he wandered the streets of the capital waiting a further response from Martinez.
I’ll be in touch.
That’s what the guy had said to Finn before ending the call as Finn traveled to the airport in Cancun. How many hours ago now?
Too many.
Finn unlocked his phone screen and googled the name again.
Comisario Martinez. Full name, Rodolfo Martinez. He looked to be in his fifties from the pictures Finn could find. A few news articles contained his name, his image, a quote here and there about Mexico’s war on drugs, a report of a murder or a hundred here, an arrest of a cartel member there, but Finn had found very little about the man himself.
Not that he needed to know anything, really. Martinez was who Gonzalez had said he was. A high-ranking member of the National Guard. Someone who had responsibility for taking on the drug cartels in Mexico.
Yet… Finn didn’t want to take on the cartels. He only wanted to expose and destroy Victor. In doing so, he knew he was playing a dangerous game. And the more he thought about it, the more he read about the violent exploits of the cartels, the more anxious he became.
He heard a noise outside his window. Down on the street below. A fast-approaching car…
Finn jumped up from the bed and peeled back the curtain, pressing his face to the glass to look down below. He expected to see an ambush descending, like in London. This time not the police but⁠—
Nothing. The car sped on past. Just an idiot driver going too fast on the narrow inner-city street.
Finn’s heart kept racing, nonetheless. He stared at his phone once more. Nothing from Victor or Mariana since he’d left Cancun. But maybe that was to be expected. When he’d been in Victor’s villa before… he’d really felt like the big man was onto him. Victor had delivered a very clear threat, hadn’t he? For Finn to stop his digging. But Victor had no way of knowing exactly what Finn had uncovered.
Regardless, Finn had been on edge ever since. On arriving in Mexico City, he’d taken a taxi into a busy hub in the city, less than half a mile from the National Guard’s administrative headquarters – close to safety. He’d roamed the streets around there until he’d found the hotel. No pre-planning, cash only, making it harder for anyone trying to track his movements.
He jumped when his phone vibrated in his hand. Why did he expect to see Mariana’s name flash up on the screen?
Because he really wanted her to call, that’s why. He really wanted and needed the comfort of hearing her voice. Of knowing there was someone out there still on his side.
Except it wasn’t Mariana. And she wasn’t on his side, otherwise she would have been by his side.
Unknown caller.
‘Yes?’
‘Finn Delaney?’
‘Yes.’
‘This is Comisario Martinez.’
‘Finally. I’m in the city. We need to meet.’
A pause.
‘That was quick,’ Martinez said. ‘Where are you staying?’
‘Just tell me where we can meet.’
Another pause.
‘Somewhere public,’ Finn suggested.
‘It’ll be dark soon,’ Martinez said. ‘If you’re worried, I think somewhere inside will be better.’
‘Outside,’ Finn said.
A sigh.
‘I’ll meet you at the Plaza de la Constitución,’ Finn said, deciding on a more direct approach – he knew the square from his previous trip, at least. A big, open space. Plenty of police around, security for the politicians coming and going from the parliament building, but also for him perhaps.
‘OK,’ Martinez said. ‘I’ll be there in an hour.’

Finn remained on his feet as he waited, pacing around the square, eyes busy. At least the area was brightly lit, even though darkness had arrived. And it was still busy with people leaving the government buildings for the evening, others arriving to take picturesque night-time photos, or to go eating, drinking…
Martinez was alone and approaching Finn from the far corner of the square. He was shorter than Finn had imagined, a little chubby both in face and body. He was wearing an ill-fitting suit, baggy trousers and over-long jacket which reminded him of a scruffy schoolteacher Finn had had decades ago. Except this guy was confident – in his walk, in his stature, in the hardened look on his face.
‘Come with me,’ Martinez said, as he reached Finn, not breaking stride. Finn watched him head on past, rooted to the spot. ‘If you want my help, follow me,’ Martinez called without looking back.
Finn set off by his side. ‘What⁠—’
‘You were followed here,’ Martinez said, his voice as gruff as his manner.
Finn whipped his eyes around them.
‘Who?’
‘The woman with the camera, fifty yards on your right, pretending to be a tourist. The two men over your left shoulder, on the bench.’
Finn spotted the woman. At least he thought it was the woman Martinez was referring to, except… she was paying them no attention at all. Not even looking in their direction.
He glanced around, looking for the two men.
Martinez grabbed Finn’s arm. ‘Don’t make it so obvious.’
‘How—’
‘I’ve been watching you for the last ten minutes. I noticed them almost straight away. You shouldn’t have come here. You should have listened to me to start with.’
Finn had so many questions, he struggled to get any of them out.
‘I can keep you safe,’ Martinez said. ‘But only if you do as I say.’
They reached the edge of the square. A black car sped up to them and rocked to a stop.
‘Get in,’ Martinez said, opening the back door. There was no one in there but the driver. ‘I won’t force you, but I’m going now. Come with me or stay out here and wait to find who’s following you and what they’ll do once I’m gone.’
Not much of a choice, really.
Finn stepped into the car.

The journey was surprisingly calm, almost relaxed. No chat. No threats. Less than ten minutes before the driver pulled over alongside what looked like an everyday office block, surrounded by other office blocks.
‘Come on,’ Martinez said.
Finn followed him out, glancing along the street as he did. There weren’t many people about. No other cars. Certainly no indication that anyone had followed them from the square.
‘What is this place?’ Finn asked.
‘My office,’ Martinez responded. Except it wasn’t the National Guard headquarters – was this an offshoot?
Martinez set off to the closed doors to the building. It was by far the smallest and most ordinary looking of the structures around it.
The Comisario pushed open the glass doors. A security booth lay off to the right of the cramped lobby. A sole, uniformed man sat behind the desk reading a magazine. He shared a brief exchange with Martinez as he and Finn walked toward the stairwell. Finn followed Martinez up to the third floor where they exited onto a plain-looking corridor with offices either side. Finn spotted a few heads behind desks through the windows.
Martinez opened up a door and held it for Finn who stopped to peer inside.
It was a small meeting room with a single window to the darkness outside and a rectangular table with six chairs. And another door, possibly connecting to the adjacent room, or even just for a storage cupboard.
‘Just you and me,’ Martinez assured.
Finn stepped inside. Soon both he and Martinez were seated, facing each other, Finn positioned so he had both doors in his field of vision.
‘You traveled light,’ Martinez said, indicating Finn’s sides.
Finn had. He hadn’t brought any papers this time. Hadn’t wanted the burden of carrying them around.
‘If you need to see proof of what I’m about to tell you, I can get it,’ Finn said.
‘Very well. So why don’t you begin.’
Finn did so with a simple outline of his work for Victor Travers. The electronics business, the licenses he’d obtained by blackmailing Gonzalez, although he didn’t go into details about the man’s ‘other’ life. He moved on to the European refinance, the multimillions that Victor had skimmed from the deal. Finally, the silent partners. The transfers to the various beneficiaries, all of them linked to the cartel kingpin Javier Lozano. Martinez took it all in without saying a word. Just a few nods here and there.
‘And… That’s… So what do we do with this?’ Finn asked.
Martinez said nothing for a few moments before shaking his head.
‘This is everything you have?’ he asked.
‘Yes.’
‘Why have you come to me?’ Martinez asked, sounding a little perturbed, as though Finn was wasting his time.
‘Because… Are you serious?’
‘I’m very serious, about my job, yes.’
‘Have you listened to a word I’ve said?’
‘Every word.’
‘I’ve just told you I have very clear evidence that one of the most recognizable billionaires in the world is operating alongside the Cortes Cartel.’
‘You’ve talked about an electronics business. Investments in Europe.’
‘Victor Travers holds himself out as a legitimate businessman but he’s screwing his investors and lenders. He’s siphoning millions to himself. He’s handing millions to a range of people connected to Lozano⁠—’
‘But not to Lozano himself.’
Finn paused. Thought. ‘No. Not that I’ve seen. But I’ve only just started.’
‘And… have you actually asked Mr Travers about these transfers? About his relationship with Mr Lozano or any of those people you mentioned?’
‘No, of course not. Not directly. I’m not stupid.’
‘So this is all quite… circumstantial, no? Especially the link to Javier Lozano.’
In an instant, Finn forgot about his earlier nerves. Irritation rose in him. ‘No. It’s not. I met Lozano. At Victor’s villa in Cancun. He threatened me! Are you⁠—’
‘Isn’t it perfectly possible that even if Mr Travers has a relationship with Lozano, that it’s to do with the Travers International business?’
‘But—’
‘Because nothing you have told me suggests at all that Mr Travers is in any way connected to the cartel’s drug activities. We may know that Lozano heads the Cortes Cartel, but we can’t arrest him for selling cheap mobile phones, can we?’
‘I’m sorry, but⁠—’
‘So this is perhaps looking bad for Mr Travers’s reputation⁠—’
‘I think it’s a lot more than that.’
‘No. At best, what you have told me is that Mr Travers is involved in fraud, and has been passing money he’s taken to other people.’
‘People connected to a drug lord!’
‘But not the drug lord himself.’
They both glared at each other. Finn wanted to bite straight back but knew that doing so only risked the conversation becoming a full-blown shouting match.
‘What are you telling me?’ Finn said. ‘You think this is nothing?’
‘I didn’t say that. But do you know what my job is?’
‘Let’s say I don’t.’
‘You probably have no idea how dangerous the cartels are here in Mexico. We have thousands of murders every year because of them. It’s why the National Guard, the military, me, is now in charge of the fight against them.’
‘And?’
‘And… it seems to me your intention here, for whatever reason, is to harm Mr Travers, through his links to Lozano. And that’s OK. That’s your personal choice. But nothing you have told me will help me to bring Lozano down. I need big, hard evidence of his wrongdoing. Links to drug deals. Links to murders. What I need is⁠—’
‘So you’re saying you won’t help me.’
‘I’ll ask you again.’ Martinez paused and sat back in his chair with a sigh. ‘Why are you here?’
‘Because I want to destroy Victor Travers.’
‘Exactly. And from what you’ve told me, I think you could do that even without any link to Javier Lozano.’
‘But not with your help?’
‘Not with my help. Not because I wouldn’t want to help, but because I’m no police officer, I’m no lawyer. This all has nothing to do with me.’
‘Minister Gonzalez gave me your name.’
Martinez shrugged. ‘Perhaps he thought you had more evidence than you do.’
Finn shook his head. He really didn’t know what to say or do from here.
‘So you told Gonzalez everything you’ve told me?’ Martinez asked.
‘Yes.’
Martinez nodded, as if accepting the answer.
‘Anyone else?’
Finn opened his mouth to respond but then didn’t. Mariana? He hadn’t told her the details, but he had told her some of the story.
‘Mr Delaney, is there anyone else that knows what you’ve told me?’
‘No.’
‘And just to be very clear, you don’t have any direct evidence about Mr Lozano’s⁠—’
‘I think I’ve been very clear with you. My intention here is to injure Mr Travers and not⁠—’
‘OK. Thank you. I just wanted to make sure I understood. It could be very important.’
‘To who?’
Martinez’s face screwed up a little, kind of like he was squirming at seeing something unpleasant.
A horrible feeling built in Finn’s stomach.
The door to the neighboring room opened. Finn jumped to his feet and Martinez rose, too.
A man walked in, as calm as anything. Finn froze in shock at the face of cartel leader Javier Lozano, who had a cold look on his face.
Martinez talked quickly in Spanish to Lozano, whose eyes never left Finn’s.
‘He didn’t want me to come in,’ Lozano said to Finn. ‘He thinks you aren’t really a threat to me. He’s a good man, like that. He likes to think he can avoid bloodshed when possible. Perhaps it’s why we work well together.’
Finn said nothing. Martinez carried on talking. Pleading. Lozano cut him off with a wave of his hand.
‘I sensed he was going to let you leave,’ Lozano said. ‘And then he was going to try and persuade me afterwards to leave you alone, because your fight is with Victor Travers, and not with me. Which is why I interrupted. Because I can’t allow that to happen.’
Finn finally broke eye contact with Lozano and glanced to Martinez, whose face had turned pale. He looked afraid. For Finn.
‘You got too close,’ Lozano said. ‘Much too close. A threat to my close friend is a direct threat to me. And I did make myself very clear to you the last time, to not put your nose where it doesn’t belong. You really should have listened.’
‘Please—’
It was the only word Finn got out before the door to the room behind him burst open and two figures darted in. Finn launched a counterattack as the men descended. He hit out with a flurry of kicks and punches. He flailed in desperation, blocking what he could.
But it wasn’t enough.
Within seconds he was on his knees, an arm around his throat, a wet rag forced over his mouth and nose.
A scent… a pleasant scent…
His brain was swimming… vision blurring…
The impassive face of Javier Lozano was the last thing he saw.
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A woman’s scream. He’d never heard her scream before, yet he knew who the shrill sound belonged to even before he opened his heavy eyelids.
Then wished he hadn’t.
Unconsciousness, oblivion, had been far more pleasant.
‘Mariana!’ He tried to say her name, but all he heard in his own ears was an incoherent murmur.
‘Welcome back.’
Another familiar voice. Lozano.
A sudden rush of pain sent a wave of clarity to Finn’s head as consciousness returned with a vengeance, and he yelled in agony.
He looked down. Blood oozed from a gash on the knuckle of his big toe. He quivered as he tried to move but his legs and arms were held tight against the chair.
Finn looked from his foot to the blood-dripping hammer hanging a couple of feet above it, in the hands of a masked man. Another man stood, arms folded, next to him. Lozano was there too. And Minister Gonzalez. And Mariana…
She was on a chair in front of Finn, to his right. To his left, Minister Gonzalez shared a similar fate. The three of them were arranged in a triangle, facing each other, in a dank and grim, industrial-looking room, a tall leaded window on one wall.
Finn’s focus returned to Mariana whose pleading eyes bored into him.
But what could he do?
‘Please,’ Finn said, fighting through both mental and physical pain. ‘Don’t hurt her.’
‘Don’t hurt her?’ Lozano said. ‘OK. Him, then.’
He nodded to Gonzalez, and the man with the hammer moved over and smashed the hammer down onto Gonzalez’s right foot. Gonzalez writhed and screamed. A second hit, then another. Finn squirmed at the sight, the sound…
Lozano and his cronies gave Gonzalez the chance to find some sort of composure. Mariana stared at Finn as though imploring him to do something to help stop the horror. Or perhaps just blaming him for what was happening.
‘You don’t have to do this,’ Finn said. He got no response from Lozano. ‘She doesn’t even know.’
‘I don’t take chances. It’s the only reason you’re still alive, Finn Delaney. I need to know that what you told Comisario Martinez really is everything. And this will be the best way to find out. Trust me, I have experience of situations like this.’
‘Gonzalez is a minister!’ Finn shouted. ‘You can’t just kill him!’
He saw a flicker of emotion on Lozano’s face for the first time: a snide grin. But no words.
‘Please! Let Mariana go. Let them both go.’
Still no response.
‘You don’t have to do this,’ Finn said again.
Lozano moved up to him. Crouched down. ‘No? But I will anyway.’
He stepped back, next to the two masked men. He whispered into the ear of the one with the folded arms then returned his gaze to Finn.
‘They’re both here because of you,’ Lozano said. ‘You chose to tell them⁠—’
‘I didn’t tell her anything!’
Mariana shouted out too now, begging, though Finn couldn’t focus on her words, his attention was on Lozano and the masked men.
‘Now you get to make another choice,’ Lozano said. ‘Which one dies first.’
Finn shook his head.
‘Five seconds.’
‘Fuck you!’
He had no clue where he found the strength to say that. But he immediately regretted it. Lozano looked amused, but the man with the hammer came forward again and smashed the head onto Finn’s already injured foot. He screeched in agony.
‘Make the choice,’ Lozano said.
The man raised the hammer once more.
‘Gonzalez!’ Finn shouted. ‘Just let Mariana go!’
He looked at her. At the despair on her face… What had he done?
Then, strangely, the masked man got to work on the ties on Finn’s right wrist. One of the men held him around the neck while the other pushed his elbow down onto Finn’s lower arm, keeping the limb in place. He took a handgun and forced it into Finn’s grip. Finn tried to resist. Tried to fight back.
He roared when he heard a snap and a shot of pain spread from his hand and up his arm into his neck. His thumb. The masked man had snapped his thumb.
Finn’s hand relaxed, though he didn’t know how much of the reaction was deliberate. He flinched a moment later when the gunshot boomed. His finger was on the trigger, even though he hadn’t tried to shoot.
Then the weapon was taken away as the men moved off him. Finn fought through his own pain and looked over to Gonzalez, who shook on his chair. Blood seeped through his shirt. The bullet had hit him in the gut.
‘Nice shot,’ Lozano said. ‘You did that. Now you’re a killer, Finn Delaney. Because that bullet would kill him…’
He spotted a knife in the hand of one of the masked men, moving toward Gonzalez. Finn looked away. Squeezed his eyes shut as Gonzalez’s screams filled the room and filled Finn’s head.
It went on for an age. Longer than Finn could bear. He didn’t look once even though he knew exactly what was happening.
He only wished he’d shot the minister in the head…
Then, a horrible silence, except for his own erratic breathing and Mariana’s continued sobs.
He focused on her. Anything but look at the lifeless mess of bloody flesh that used to be Gonzalez.
‘Let her live,’ Finn said to Lozano. ‘Please.’
Silence.
I love you.
Did he say that to her, or only think it? He couldn’t be sure.
‘This isn’t even about you,’ Finn said to Lozano. ‘I only wanted Victor⁠—’
‘Enough of that. Another choice for you,’ Lozano said. ‘You. Or her.’
‘Me. Kill me. Let her go.’
‘You’d sacrifice yourself for her?’
‘I’d do anything.’
‘Anything?’
‘She’s innocent!’
‘Innocent of what?’
Finn shook his head. Lozano laughed.
‘Do you really not know about her and Victor?’ Lozano asked.
Finn looked back to Mariana.
‘Tell him,’ Lozano said. ‘Tell him what you do for Victor. What you’ve always done for him.’
Mariana shook her head. ‘I’m… sorry,’ she said to Finn.
‘Perhaps the images in your head, of them together, will make your next choice a little easier.’
The men had come back to Finn. The gun was placed back in his hand. His finger was forced onto the trigger once more. But not forced to shoot…
‘So,’ Lozano said. ‘This is your final chance. Anything else to add? Anything you… forgot to tell me or Martinez before?’
‘No!’ Finn screamed.
A pause. Lozano waited, as though seeing whether Finn would add to his response. But there was nothing to add. He was telling the truth.
‘OK,’ Lozano said. ‘I believe you. Thank you for your honesty.’
‘Please. Let her go.’
‘Now you get to make your final choice. Pull the trigger. Perhaps there’s a good ending here for you after all. Don’t pull the trigger and I’ll skin both of you alive. Her first.’
No. Finn couldn’t possibly believe that Lozano would let him live now.
‘Finn, please,’ Mariana begged.
‘Either way she dies,’ Lozano said. ‘Pull the trigger. Give yourself a chance at least.’
Finn’s mind rushed.
‘Pull the trigger!’ Lozano boomed.
So Finn did. But not before he’d done everything he could, used all of his strength to lift his arm and push the barrel off target in the split second before the gun fired.
The bullet missed Mariana, but it missed Lozano too, though it was close enough to the kingpin to cause him to cower away.
There was a moment of confusion during which Finn twisted the gun further up and around as best he could and fired again, hitting the masked man behind him.
The arm on his neck loosened. Finn tried to move, but he couldn’t – his other wrist and his ankles were still tied to the chair…
He reached across and sank his teeth into flesh. The man beside him screamed. He smacked Finn in the head, over and over. Finn pushed and pulled and prized, trying to get free…
The frantic movement of the two ripped the previously secured chair from the floor. Finn fell sideways and the masked man went with him.
Finn pulled his limbs free as the chair clattered down and broke into pieces, released his mouth from the man and writhed out from underneath.
He spotted the gun on the floor and dove for it. Gun in hand, he spun around on his back and fired two shots. Both hit the masked man bearing down on him. Finn turned the other way, to Lozano…
But he didn’t fire.
He clambered to his feet, moving slowly, as though a sudden move could be fatal…
Because in front of him Lozano crouched behind Mariana, a blade held to her throat.
‘Don’t—’
Lozano drew the knife across Mariana’s skin. Her eyes burst wide. Finn could do nothing as a gash opened up.
He heard footsteps outside the room. He looked for a shot at Lozano… he couldn’t. Not without hitting Mariana.
He found her eye for only a moment before the door was flung open and bullets pinged across the room, even before Finn had seen anyone beyond. He fired in that direction as he turned and raced for the window. The glass shattered from wayward bullets a moment before he reached it. He jumped into the unknown…
He fell ten feet or more to the ground below, landing painfully on his side and shoulder. He lost the gun in the process and thought his shoulder had dislocated. But he didn’t need it right now. Running on nothing but adrenaline, he somehow managed to find the strength to pull himself to his feet. He glanced up to the see the gun barrels and the men, Lozano among them, leaning out of the window.
Finn raced forward towards an edge and what he hoped was water below.
He made another desperate leap, with gunfire all around him. A bullet hit his right leg; another, his already throbbing shoulder. One whizzed so close to his ear he felt it.
Then he was falling… falling… the frothing water below calling him into a watery grave…
He went under the surface.
Nothingness closing in.
Nothing left to live for, anyway…
In his mind he saw flashes of Mariana. The look in her eyes, knowing she would die. Knowing it was down to him…
It’d be over for him soon too.
He only had to let go…
…No.
Not a chance.
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Finn stopped talking. Curtis had to hold on to the wood of the barn wall to steady his feet. His heart raced as the gory images, the horror of the reality of Finn’s words – his experience – ripped through his consciousness.
‘I’m going to make him pay,’ Finn said, determination in his voice now, following the obvious pain as he recalled the torture at the hands of Javier Lozano.
‘Finn, you’re talking about… Lozano’s a⁠—’
‘Not Lozano,’ Finn said, and Curtis spotted a glint of white teeth as his brother smiled at that.
‘Lozano’s—’
‘Dead already. A couple of weeks ago. And it wasn’t even me. A car accident, apparently. At least that’s what was reported in the press. It’s a big deal when a prominent cartel boss winds up dead. Feeding time at the zoo for everyone who’s left, or something like that. But you know what? I know it wasn’t the authorities, or one of the other cartels or even a power play by his own people. It was Victor. He might not be the mob, but he’s rich enough to find people to do his dirty work.’
‘Like trying to⁠—’
‘Like trying to kill me and Elliott Charlton in D.C.? Perhaps I should have continued laying low. But I arranged to meet with Charlton so we could figure a way to get to Travers. Charlton had worked with him for years but was horrified when I’d told him about Lozano. He’s got a reputation, a public image to uphold, and he was going to help me. Only somehow Travers found out about our meeting. He probably intended to make the attack look like a terrorist cell or something, out to get a prominent American politician, But… Well. He didn’t expect either me or Charlton to live, did he? And I’m not playing games anymore. This time I’m going to destroy him.’
‘Finn, I…’
But Curtis really couldn’t process anything more than that.
He looked over to Alyssia. He couldn’t see enough of her face in the darkness to read her expression, but was she… shaking?
He stepped towards her and reached out to offer her comfort, but she shrugged him off, pushing him back in the process.
‘She’s dead because of you,’ she said to Finn.
‘I’m so sorry,’ Finn said genuinely. He reached a hand out to her. ‘I’ll make this right.’
‘No, you won’t,’ she said, ‘You can’t.’
Curtis flinched at her sudden movement as she flicked her hand out toward Finn. Not just her hand, a gun.
Victor’s gun from the yacht, he realized.
Curtis didn’t move. Finn didn’t move. Curtis could at least tell that Finn was far less nervous about the weapon, even if the barrel pointed directly at him.
‘So now what?’ Finn asked, sounding calm.
‘She’s dead because of you,’ Alyssia said.
‘So pull the trigger. Punish me. I probably deserve it.’
Except Alyssia didn’t pull the trigger, and the trembling in her hand became more and more acute.
‘You took the gun from Victor,’ Curtis said. ‘On the boat?’
She didn’t answer.
‘Did he…’ Curtis thought back. ‘He knew you took it.’
‘How long have you been answering to him?’ Finn asked.
‘No,’ Alyssia said. ‘That’s not it. I’m doing this all for me.’
‘Then do it.’
‘Alyssia, this is insane!’ Curtis said. ‘Finn is… He’s trying to do the right thing. Victor is a criminal.’
‘I’m doing this for my sister.’
‘Then help punish the person who got her killed! It’s not Finn.’
‘You think he’s doing this because he’s a hero?’ she said. ‘He only went after Victor for revenge. Out of jealousy.’
‘If you do a good thing, for the wrong reasons, it’s still a good thing, isn’t it?’ Finn said, sounding less sure of himself now.
The next moment his outline blurred as he stooped and rushed forward. In her panic, Alyssia pulled the trigger. The gunshot boomed and echoed around the trees, but the bullet somehow missed Finn. He crashed into her and she cried in surprise as the gun flew from her grip and clattered across the ground. Finn and Alyssia landed in a tangled heap.
Curtis rushed for the gun.
‘Get off me!’ Alyssia screamed.
Curtis picked up the gun, his hand shaking. What the hell was he supposed to do with it? He cradled the weapon, being careful not to put his finger on the trigger.
‘Curtis, give me the gun,’ Finn said.
He turned to his brother. Both of them were up. Alyssia stood next to him, clutching her arm to her chest, in pain.
‘Curtis?’ Finn prompted.
Curtis locked eyes with Alyssia – as best he could in the dark.
Finn stepped forward to him. ‘Curtis, give me the gun.’
Alyssia shook her head. Was she trying to tell him something? Or was it just defeated resignation?
‘Curtis!’ Finn shouted. ‘Give me the fucking⁠—’
All three of them froze as they heard an engine, getting louder. Finn whipped around to glare at Alyssia.
‘What have you done?’ he asked.
She said nothing.
‘Finn, I don’t think⁠—’
‘Victor followed you here?’ Finn said, clearly seething. ‘Curtis, give me the damn gun.’ He stormed toward him.
Curtis handed the gun over without thinking.
‘Come on,’ Finn said.
He tugged Curtis’s arm.
‘Alyssia?’ Curtis said.
She didn’t move. Wouldn’t even look at them.
‘Alyssia, Victor won’t help you. He’s not your⁠—’
‘Just—’
The rattling gunfire put an end to whatever she’d been about to say. Finn bolted to the right, further away from the barns, further into the darkness of the woods. Curtis grabbed Alyssia’s arm and dragged her that way too as another volley of fire boomed and bullets thwacked into the ground and the trees around them.
Flashlight beams jostled between the tree trunks. Rushing footsteps echoed, sounding like a whole platoon closing in on them.
‘Stop and drop the weapon,’ came a shout from behind.
Curtis and Alyssia immediately halted but Finn carried on another two steps before a warning shot pinged an inch from his foot.
Finn stopped and turned around, the gun held down by his side.
‘Drop. The. Weapon.’
Curtis held a hand to his face to shield from the glare as he looked from the trio of figures closing in on his brother.
Police? No, something about them told him not.
Could Finn get them out of this?
‘Drop the weapon now, or the first bullet is in your brother.’
Definitely not police.
The attackers were all of three yards from Curtis. They couldn’t miss if they opened fire.
Would Finn save himself?
No. He dropped the weapon and kicked it along the ground.
‘Where is he?’ Finn demanded. ‘Where’s Victor?’
‘Waiting for you.’
For a moment there was a silent standoff. Curtis and Alyssia remained frozen. Finn… Curtis really hoped he’d try something.
‘Wait,’ Alyssia whispered to Curtis. ‘You hear that?’
And he did. More vehicles were approaching at speed on the road not far away. No sirens. No flashing lights. But definitely an unexpected turn as the three men muttered between themselves.
‘Back to the street, now,’ their leader said.
His two accomplices spread out around Alyssia and Curtis as he came forward. He took the gun from the ground. Curtis shuffled toward them, silently urging Alyssia and Finn to make the same call.
But Finn wasn’t moving. ‘If you think⁠—’
Bang.
Finn roared in pain and dropped to his knees, clutching his lower leg.
‘Get them in the van!’ the shooter yelled, and Alyssia and Curtis both held their hands up and cowered as the other two gunmen closed in on them, grabbing them and dragging them along.
Curtis looked over his shoulder. Finn remained on the ground as the gunman pulled him back toward the street.
Within seconds the trees opened out and a car and a van came into sight at the edge of the woods. Another man stood there, gun held in his hand, not quite out in the open, but not entirely concealed. His face was caught in the electric glow of the streetlights.
It was Chester. The big guy from the yacht.
‘Get them in!’ he shouted, moving to the back of the van to open the doors.
The noise of the approaching vehicles grew louder. With it the movements of the gunmen ramped up.
Alyssia and Curtis were shepherded toward the back of the van, until⁠—
‘No, she goes with him.’
‘Alyssia!’ Curtis shouted, and she held a hand out to him as the man pulled her away.
But only for a second before two cars burst into view further along the street before screeching to a halt. Figures piled out and⁠—
Victor’s men fired first. The one holding Curtis pushed him down to the ground and fired, and Curtis covered his ears from the clamor. He closed his eyes and willed for… something.
‘Get up!’
Rough hands hauled him to his feet, and he didn’t need much encouragement to get into the back of the van. He cowered and ducked again when bullets raked into the metalwork. He heard shattering glass. Shouting all around.
The next moment he jumped in shock when Alyssia appeared at the back of the van. The man holding her tossed her inside and she groaned in pain as she landed in an awkward heap. Two gunmen – all black garb, balaclavas – followed her in. Then Finn was thrown in, his face creased in pain.
Chester jumped into the front, behind the wheel, and then the passenger door opened.
Victor. He pulled himself up into the seat. ‘Go, go!’ he shouted.
Chester glanced over his shoulder, as though checking everyone was inside.
One final gunman was still standing by the doors, sending covering fire. He turned to get into the back but his body pulsed as bullets tore into him.
‘I said go!’ Victor shouted again, and this time Chester didn’t hesitate. Curtis and everyone else in the back jostled as the van shot off at speed, one of the gunmen nearly toppling out as he reached for the swinging doors.
Curtis held on to the side as they rounded a corner without slowing, the whole van shifting, lifting – were the wheels off the ground?
Somehow the momentum helped the guy at the back to close the doors.
‘Damn it!’ he shouted as he sat down, but Curtis wasn’t sure who or what the comment was directed at. Perhaps his lost friend.
‘How did they get here?’ Victor demanded, but no one offered up an answer. He turned around to glare at Curtis. ‘They were police. You told Charlton?’
‘I didn’t have to,’ Curtis said.
Everyone held on as Chester yanked on the wheel and sent them all flying around another corner. Finn groaned in pain once more, trying his best to right himself while holding his bleeding leg.
Victor turned his attention to Alyssia.
‘Did you think I hadn’t noticed?’ he said to her.
She said nothing back. Didn’t even look in his direction.
Curtis could only assume he was referring to the gun.
Victor smiled then laughed. ‘Or did you know I’d noticed? You wanted me to follow you two?’
‘I simply assumed you would,’ Alyssia said. ‘Mainly because I knew you were lying to us. You only let us go for one reason. To find Finn.’
Yet Curtis hadn’t seen anyone on their tail after leaving Miami. Not since leaving Charlton’s… Not that he was an expert at clandestine operations.
Was a tracker placed on them somehow? That would explain Victor’s presence, but not the police’s sudden arrival. Maybe it didn’t matter now.
‘So what next?’ Finn asked. ‘You’re going to kill all of us? Except you could have already.’
He got no answer, though the next moment Finn cackled which led to a flash of anger on Victor’s face.
‘You thought she was on your side?’ Finn said to Victor. ‘That’s why you wanted her up in the car with you just now before the others showed up. Your plan was to kill me and my brother, and what? You thought Alyssia could be a replacement for Mariana?’
Curtis didn’t know what Finn’s plan was, but he could tell his words were pissing off not just the billionaire but Alyssia too.
‘Hold on!’ Chester shouted as he slammed the brakes, and everyone shot up from their perches. He twisted the wheel and they all tumbled.
‘No!’
Curtis felt the impact of a side-on smash. Or had they hit something? Curtis didn’t know, but the van suddenly jolted and everyone was sent flying, limbs twisting. Another crunch. A bang. Curtis lost his orientation. Were they upside down? Perhaps, at one point, but then the van finally came to rest before he thudded down too and for a few moments there was no movement, no sounds from within – only the hissing from the engine and a creaking outside from a still-spinning wheel.
Then shouting. Lots of shouting. Outside to start with, then inside. The gunmen were quicker to react than Curtis. Within seconds, as he still battled for his senses, the back doors of the van opened and one of the armed men took him by the scruff of the neck and hauled him outside. Cold, wet tarmac greeted his face.
A thud next to him. Finn. Then Alyssia.
‘Over there!’ one of the men shouted, before gunfire started up again, making Curtis’s head spin and his insides curdle.
He didn’t resist as one of the men pulled him up and they all rushed for a looming warehouse. Curtis glanced over his shoulder once to see the twisted heap of the van, smashed in between parked cars.
‘Get in!’
There was a sound of crashing metal before someone launched Curtis forward, into a dark space. Everyone filed in and the door slammed shut behind them. Flashlights lit the room.
‘And what the fuck do we do now?’ Victor asked angrily.
Curtis looked around them. Finn was there. Alyssia too. He put his arm around her. She didn’t resist.
Chester stood by the closed door, gun in hand. But there were only two other gunmen now; they’d lost another outside.
‘We go out the back,’ one of the men said.
Nods and acquiescence.
Until Finn caught Curtis’s eye.
He mouthed an instruction. You ready?
Or something like that.
‘No,’ Curtis responded, out loud.
But apparently that was irrelevant to Finn. Despite his injury he lunged for Chester. He grabbed the hand holding the gun and somehow used momentum to twist his body around, and Chester yelped in shock or pain as he fell sideways to his knee. Curtis flinched as the gun fired. Or perhaps it was the specks of blood spattering his face.
Either way, Chester crumpled and Finn took full control of the weapon. But the two other gunmen were already closing in on him.
‘Finn!’ Curtis shouted as he dove through the air for the closest gunman. He thumped into the midriff of the guy, taking him from his feet and they both clattered down.
More gunshots. More shouting. Curtis tried to scrabble, to punch, to claw at the man, wrestling for his weapon… He took a strike to the side of the head. Another. Enough to send his vision spinning.
He reached and grabbed… scrotum. He squeezed as hard as he could and the gunman squealed like a pig. Curtis took another smack to the head and his strength and focus deserted him. He let go and the world spun, and he could focus only on the beam of the flashlight attached to the gun of the man he’d been fighting.
The flashlight that twisted around as he lay sprawled on the deck.
That blinded him as he stared straight into it…
Bang.
The light dropped to the ground.
Curtis didn’t move as he tried to regain his focus. The next gunshot helped him to do that.
He rolled over and onto his haunches.
Carnage.
Both black-clad shooters were now down. Chester was propped up against the wall, no weapon in sight, a hand clutched on to the bloody patch on his belly.
Not far away, Alyssia stood over Victor who was on the ground, propped on an elbow as he glared up at her and the barrel of the gun she held.
‘Finn?’
A groan. Curtis looked at his brother. He’d taken care of the other attacker but was now sprawled on the floor, gun still in hand, but bleeding. From his leg. Shoulder. Chest. He’d been hit several times.
‘Finn!’
Curtis went to move to him.
‘Leave him,’ Alyssia said to Curtis, not taking her eyes off Victor.
‘He… saved you. Both of us,’ Curtis said, confused.
‘Did you know?’ Alyssia said to Victor. ‘Did you let Lozano have her? Let him kill her?’
‘You think I could have stopped him?’
‘Did you try?’
No answer to that.
‘Alyssia,’ Curtis said. ‘Don’t end it like this. We’ve won.’
She still didn’t take her focus from Victor.
‘You could have intervened,’ she said to her captive.
‘I warned Finn!’ Victor shouted. ‘I tried to get him to stop, but all he wanted was to hurt me. Mariana’s dead because of him, not me.’
‘You piece of shit,’ Curtis said.
‘I loved her,’ Victor said.
‘Is that why you killed Lozano too?’ Curtis asked, and Victor flicked him a glare. ‘Or did you only cause that accident to help keep your dirty secrets buried?’
Victor opened his mouth to respond but Alyssia pulled the trigger. The bullet tore into his shoulder, and it looked like she was about to fire again before the door behind them burst open. The room lit up in a strobe of flashlights and several figures bundled in.
Alyssia dropped the gun on command. Dropped to her knees, hands clasped behind her head. Curtis adopted the same pose. Neither Chester, Victor nor Finn had the strength to. Chester and Finn weren’t even moving now.
The police swarmed in and Curtis ended up face down on the warehouse floor as his hands were zip-tied behind him. Alyssia was beside him, but Curtis didn’t look at her for long. He was looking at Finn, who had an officer crouched down by his side, two fingers to Finn’s neck. Another officer was checking on Chester.
‘No ties for this one,’ he heard a man say from the burly man’s body. ‘Tell Hitch we need a bag.’
‘Same for these two,’ came another voice from near the downed gunmen.
‘Better make it four,’ the officer next to Finn said, as he straightened up.
Curtis stared into his brother’s glassy eyes for a moment before looking away in despair.
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SIX MONTHS LATER


Curtis stirred when the door to the room opened. He blinked a few times as his sight cleared and the remnants of his dream drifted away, reality returning one beep of the heart monitor at a time.
‘You look pretty comfy there,’ the nurse said, as she went over to the window to open the curtains before going to the bed.
Curtis couldn’t be sure if her words were sarcastic or not. Comfy? He’d hardly call spending the night crammed into the hard armchair comfy.
‘You know, I think he likes it when you spend time with him,’ the nurse said, as she made whatever checks she needed to. ‘He always seems so much brighter.’
An unusual way to describe the condition of a man in a coma, but still he hoped she was right.
‘Haven’t seen you spend the night with him for a while, though.’
‘No. I’ve been very busy.’
She turned to him and smiled. ‘Yes. I’ve been reading all about that.’
She finished by messing with the sheets before turning back to Curtis again.
‘Can I get you anything?’ she asked with a smile.
‘No,’ Curtis said, checking his watch. ‘Busy day ahead.’
‘I bet.’
And with that she headed on out.
Curtis followed not long after, pausing in the doorway a moment to look back over to the bed.
‘See you soon, brother.’

The removal van was already there when he arrived. He said hello to the trio of men as he made his way up the drive. He didn’t make it inside before Rachel came out, large box in hand.
‘Curtis? You’re here.’ She carried on to the car and put the box inside while he waited, feeling a bit useless, his mind still dwelling on the night in the hospital and the day ahead.
‘Everything OK?’ he asked.
‘It’s all fine here,’ she said, coming up to him. ‘I told you it would be. You should be at court.’
‘I will be. I just wanted to⁠—’
‘Honestly, Curtis, I’ve got this. But… Wait just a minute.’
She darted off inside, leaving him standing like a bit of a chump as he watched the men coming out one after the other, carrying with them parts of his life that would now never return.
‘I found this right at the back of the closet,’ Rachel said, coming back outside with a photo frame in hand. She passed it to him. The picture of him and Finn and their parents. The one he’d tried to give to his brother all those years ago. That memory of clearing out the family home resurfaced once more as it had so often since then.
Was it karma or simple fate to be in this position once again?
‘Thanks,’ he said.
‘I’ve never even seen that one before.’
‘No,’ he said. ‘I forgot I had it, to be honest.’
They were silent as he stared at the photo, and when he looked back up to Rachel she had a look of concern in her eyes.
‘You look tired,’ she said.
‘Bad night.’
‘It’ll soon be over, though, won’t it?’
‘Maybe.’
Perhaps it never would be, really.
‘You’ve been pretty cagey with me, but I’ve been reading everything in the papers…’
Curtis scoffed. ‘You need to be really careful about that.’
‘What I was going to say was… I’m proud of you, Curtis.’
He felt an ache in his chest, but willed it to go away. It did.
‘Everyone’s saying what a hero your brother is for exposing this, but… it’s your hard work that’s got it all so far since.’
‘Thanks.’
‘Seriously. I never met Finn, but I think you two are probably a lot more alike than you think.’
She reached out and put a hand on his shoulder. He put his hand on top of hers, and for a moment he could have been several years back in time with her.
‘I’m sorry I couldn’t be the husband you wanted,’ he said. ‘The one you needed.’
‘I think you could have been if you’d wanted that.’ She took her hand away. ‘I better get back to it.’
‘Yeah.’
‘Good luck.’
‘You too.’
She turned and headed away.

He picked Alyssia up outside her apartment for the short drive to the court.
‘All good?’ she asked.
‘I guess.’
‘You didn’t make it home last night?’
Home? He didn’t really have a home yet.
When he didn’t answer, she looked dubious.
‘You went to the house this morning?’ she asked.
‘Very briefly.’
‘I said you shouldn’t bother.’
‘I know. I just… I needed to say goodbye.’
‘To Rachel?’
‘To all of it.’
They drove on in silence for a few moments, though he knew she was staring at him.
‘But you haven’t really left it all behind at all, have you?’
He caught her eye. She looked disappointed with him.
‘I have,’ he said. ‘Trust me. But… It was more something Rachel said to me. I can’t stop thinking about it.’
‘What? Sorry for fucking around? Was that it?’
He shot her a look. She didn’t apologize, but then he didn’t really expect her to.
‘No. She said perhaps I’m more like Finn than I realize.’
‘And that surprised you? I think she’s probably right.’
‘Finn was little more than a conman who for years blackmailed people for his own gain.’
‘He’s a hero according to most people.’
‘He got jealous because he thought Mariana was cheating on him, so he set off on a revenge mission, which ended up with Mariana dead and⁠—’
‘And what about you and Rachel?’
‘What?’
‘The way you told me you felt about her and Russ, which kind of spurred on a lot of your actions.’
‘But I was wrong, it wasn’t Russ that she was⁠—’
‘That’s not the point.’
‘Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t.’
‘What is the point is that both you and Finn have this knack for… problem solving, might be a good way to put it. Look at what Finn actually did, in uncovering all of Victor’s corruption. Look at what you did, in tracking your brother down, and since then, in helping put together this case. And not to mention all the danger, the physical scrapes you’ve pulled yourself through. Me too.’
Curtis thought for a few moments.
‘That night… when I looked into his eyes, thinking he was dead…’
Right up until the point the body bag lay next to him, before the paramedic shouted out that Finn still had a pulse.
‘I can’t even describe what went through my mind.’
‘You don’t have to. He’s your brother and⁠—’
‘My brother, who you very nearly shot.’
He somehow found a smile at that.
‘And part of me really wanted to,’ Alyssia said. ‘Because I knew someone had to pay for what happened to Mariana. But not Finn. I know that now. The man who needs to pay is⁠—’
‘Victor Travers.’
‘And he will. Because of you. The real hero here.’
Curtis parked up and they walked the short distance to the court. The press crews came into view when they turned the final corner and Curtis sighed. He’d become tired of this routine now. The constant harassment. Not just outside court, but in the earlier days outside the hospital, outside his home. Yet he’d never spoken to the press directly about the case, his experiences. He certainly wouldn’t today.
‘Mr Delaney, do you have anything to say about today’s expected verdict?’
‘What message do you have for Victor Travers?’
‘If Travers is acquitted, will you appeal?’
‘Is your brother going to wake up?’
‘Is it true your marriage has ended?’
‘Were you having an affair?’
‘Is it true Senator Charlton is planning a memoir about the Capitol attack?’
Curtis cringed at that. He didn’t know whether it was true or not. He did know that since the real story of what had happened in D.C. – and what had led to it – had come into the public domain, Charlton and his PR team had expertly turned the story around to show him in the best possible light. Even though he’d never really done anything to help either before or after that initial attack, only ever looked to protect himself and his career.
‘Mr Delaney! Please! Just a few words.’
But he ignored them all, finally breaking through the crowd and into the foyer of the courthouse. He and Alyssia proceeded through the security checks before they made their way to outside the courtroom where several people already waited, Jenna McLory – the District Attorney – among them. She was a good friend of Rachel’s.
‘You’re here,’ she said, coming up and shaking Curtis’s hand. ‘I was getting worried.’
‘You needn’t be. You’ve got this now.’
‘I really think so,’ she said with a smile.
Curtis heard a clamor outside and not long after, along the corridor, Victor Travers and his team of hotshot lawyers came into view. Travers, as ever, looked weary and withered, stooping as he hobbled, the ever-present cane in his hand. Curtis still wasn’t sure if it was all a show for pity, or if he really was the shell of a man who’d been dragged bleeding out of that warehouse. Whose life had crumbled down around him since.
Not that Curtis felt an ounce of pity.
Victor raised his head slightly, and his eye caught Curtis’s for a fleeting moment…
Nothing on Victor’s face. No emotion at all.
He disappeared into the courtroom.
‘You OK?’ Alyssia asked.
‘I will be.’
‘OK,’ Jenna said. ‘This is it. See you on the other side.’
She headed on in.
‘Time to finish this story,’ Alyssia said.
Finish? Maybe. Although even if they got the conviction today, there would be appeals, and there remained several civil lawsuits against Victor, trying to claw back money from defrauded investors. Lawsuits that Curtis was doing everything he could to spearhead.
And he wouldn’t stop until he’d done everything he could to finish the work his brother had started. He’d destroy Victor Travers, one way or another.
Would Finn ever see the end result?
He really hoped so.
He opened the door and held it for Alyssia.
‘For Mariana,’ he said to her.
‘For Mariana.’
She smiled as they both stepped inside.
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Chapter One
She wiped clean the bloodied knife, sheathed it, then looked down at the two lifeless bodies. The man lay naked on the bed, his face twisted into an ugly grimace. Thick red blood smeared his flabby body; most of the blood his, some of it his wife’s. Her lithe body lay haphazardly on the floor by her husband’s feet. Her throat was open, the wound deep enough that the white of her spine was visible.
If only she’d stayed in the bathroom a few moments longer…
The man had been the target. It had taken just two days to track him down to the remote coastal house. One day later and he would have been smuggled safely out of the country.
Unfortunately for him, the assassin’s hunting skills had been underestimated.
Killing the wife had been nothing more than a split-second reaction. It hadn’t been the intention. If she’d simply been sleeping by her husband’s side, she may well have lived through the ordeal.
The killer wouldn’t dwell. She spent a few moments satisfying herself that despite the impromptu second kill, the scene remained clean of her. Then she slipped out of the house, the many bodyguards stationed there to protect the dead man never once suspecting her presence.
She headed the half mile along the coastal road on foot to where she’d earlier parked her car. A chilling wind blasted off the nearby shore. It was dark outside, the time nearly 2 a.m. The closest town was over five miles away and there were no streetlights here. With the sky overcast, the road was near-black.
At least it was for the first five minutes of her walk. Then, out of the darkness, came the twin beams of a car’s headlights, reaching out from behind the killer and slicing through the air ahead. She turned. The vehicle was only fifty yards away. She didn’t panic, just kept on walking.
As the car neared, she held her breath. Her hand grasped the handle of her sheathed knife. The growl of the car’s guzzling engine reverberated around her head, vibrations shooting through her as the vehicle crawled past. It came to a stop ten yards ahead.
The driver’s door opened. For a brief moment, the car’s dim interior light lit up the face of the man who stepped out.
She should have known it would be him.
He stood still, facing her. Now he was upright, away from the thin light seeping out of the car’s windows, she could no longer make out his face.
‘Why?’ was all he said, as he stood by the open door.
His hands hung casually by his sides. Was he armed?
‘You know why,’ she said.
‘I can still protect you.’
‘I never asked for protection.’
‘No. You didn’t. But you’re going to need it now.’
She let his words sink in for only a second.
And then she ran.
She sprinted through the blackness, arms and legs pumping in a steady rhythm, her breaths deep and fast. Her heart soon pounded from adrenaline and exertion.
The darkness would help her, she knew, making her nearly invisible as soon as she was away from the faint glow of the car’s rear lights. Still, she was surprised he didn’t open fire on her. Perhaps he wasn’t armed after all.
She heard nothing of him from behind and didn’t once dare to look. Straining every sinew and muscle, she bounded across the soggy ground, headed directly for the steep cliffs that gave way to the thrashing sea below.
With each step she took, the roar of the crashing waves grew louder. Soon it filled her ears. On the distant horizon, the clouds began to part. A sliver of bright white light from the moon became visible. For the first time, she could see the endless expanse of inky water below. And the edge of the cliff just a few paces ahead.
She closed her eyes, preparing for the leap into the unknown…
The next second, she was shoved from behind. She lost her footing and ended up face-down in the mud. Maybe he slipped too. Or maybe he’d simply thrown his whole body at her in order to bring her down. Either way, his big frame thudded onto the ground next to her.
In an instant, she turned onto her back, moving away from him, then leaped onto her feet. He did the same. She pulled out the long knife and swung it in a narrow arc as he raced toward her. She caught his arm and heard the slicing noise as the blade tore through skin and flesh.
He didn’t cry out. Didn’t even murmur.
He smashed into her. The knife flew from her grasp and they tumbled back to the ground, him on top, straddling her, pinning her arms with his knees.
Within seconds, two thick hands were wrapped around her neck, choking her. She rasped and gasped for breath.
The open wound on his forearm glistened in the moonlight. She reached out as much as his restrictive hold would allow, and dug her nails in. Dug deep. She squeezed as hard as she could.
Not so much as a flinch from him. It was like he wasn’t even there. No humanity behind those pearly eyes. Just a… machine.
His strength, his determination, his focus, was too much. Her eyes began to bulge. The shadowy vision of him on top blurred.
But then she saw it. A faint sparkle in the darkness. Metallic. Not her knife. A gun. On the wet ground next to them.
He was armed, after all. At least, he had been.
She stretched out her hand, the pressure from his knees on her upper arms giving her little room to maneuver. She clawed at the soggy mud. Her fingertips were just an inch from the weapon. Her whole body strained…
She got it.
Grabbing the gun’s barrel, she swung the grip toward his head. He never saw it coming. The thick metal handle crashed into his skull. He barely seemed to notice. She hit him again. Then a third time. Finally, the grip round her neck weakened. Slightly.
It was all she needed.
She bucked and pushed up with all the strength she could muster. His body gave a couple of inches. Enough for leverage. She swiveled and took him with her. A moment later, she was the one on top, the gun’s barrel pressing against his forehead.
In the darkness, all she could clearly make out of him were his sparkling eyes. When she’d first met him, she’d thought him handsome. Out in the cold, dark night, his penetrating gaze was sinister and unforgiving.
She stared down and he stared right back.
‘If you were going to shoot me, you’d have done it already,’ he said, still eerily calm and composed. A stark contrast to how she was feeling. ‘Do it. Do it now. You won’t get a better chance.’
Her finger was on the trigger. In fact, despite her hesitation, she was actually pushing down on the trigger as he made his move. He grabbed her wrist and pushed the gun up. She fired. Three times. The bullets sailed away into the night. The noise of the gun so close to her head was deafening. And disorientating.
The next she knew, he’d taken back the gun and was turning it round on her.
She was sure there would be no hesitation from him.
She was on her feet and hurtling to the cliff edge when he opened fire. A bullet caught her in the ankle. Then another in her side. As she leaped over the edge, a third bullet sunk into her shoulder.
She plummeted into the darkness below.
We hope you enjoyed this exclusive extract. The Red Cobra is available to buy now by clicking on the image below:
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