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CHAPTER 1

	Certified In Appropriation

	As Jellybean moved through the streets of New York he had to conclude that the world – or at least America – had gone to shit. The economy was down the toilet; it hadn’t been as noticeable in the small towns he was used to, but the least affluent areas of the city were gradually degrading into the likeness of a favela. Politics had become a game of who could weave the most marketable fiction to sell the masses, and perhaps worst of all, James Blunt had landed another series of hits in the US charts.

	His case officer’s Missourian accent crackled in his earpiece. “You’re approaching Oreo now. She’s waiting outside the corner restaurant with your bag.”

	Jellybean couldn’t put a face to her voice yet. He hadn’t had time to complain about his stupid codename, let alone meet his handler. They’d put the brief in briefing and chucked him into the field post-haste. “Copy that, Robin.” He soon spotted the restaurant in question, and the bag at the feet of a black woman sitting at a table outside, nonchalantly sipping from a cup of coffee. It was a look he’d come to refer to as ‘undercover chic.’ “You’re kidding me, right?”

	“What’s the problem, Jellybean?”

	He got his phone out and pointed the camera at the woman, feeding the video through to Robin.

	“Negative, Jellybean, that is not Oreo,” said Robin, audibly struggling to hold back laughter. “I’ll write you down for some sensitivity training courses.”

	“This sort of shit wouldn’t happen if you’d actually given me a proper briefing.” Looking around for the real Oreo, he spotted another woman, white this time. He panned the camera over her as she repositioned a bag from between her feet to the tabletop.

	“Affirmative, Jellybean, that is Oreo. Hawk has the all clear, grab the bag and proceed north.”

	Jellybean struggled against the urge to grumble under his breath as he retrieved the bag. They could’ve kept the bird theme for the boots on the ground, although they probably would’ve found a ridiculous bird name for him anyway, like ‘Dickcissel,’ or ‘Snowcock.’

	A busker’s voice wafted to Jellybean like a fart on the wind as he secluded himself in the first alley he could find. “Fucking James Blunt.” He found that the contents of the bag more than made up for the attack on his ears, however; a pair of suppressed pistols, a thin bulletproof vest, and a leather jacket to hide it all beneath.

	A male voice mocked him as he equipped himself. “What’s the hold up Jellybean? Did you smudge your eyeliner?”

	Jellybean double checked his radio communicator was set to always on. He didn’t want to have to fiddle with it when he was trying to blend in. “No unidentified communications on this channel please.”

	“You know damned well who it is. Hurry your candy ass up!”

	“Nice pun, Eagle, did you write that one yourself?” The silence told him he was going to get a bollocking when he returned to Langley, but he felt like something straight out of a spy film, and even Eagle’s ranting couldn’t take that away from him. His weapons made no visible bulge in the jacket when he put them away; it hosted a number of practicalities for fieldwork despite the civilian facade.

	Robin spoke in his ear again as he moved into sight of Central Park’s verdant edges. “Jellybean, be advised, Hawk has eyes on an observer on top of a parking garage, down the street to your right. Possibly hostile.”

	“Copy that, Robin. Should I engage?”

	Eagle answered for her. “Position to engage then hold for further orders.”

	Jellybean rounded the corner. Grimy high-rise apartments flanked the parking garage on either side. The whole situation would become a tactical nightmare if a firefight broke out. Still, orders were orders; he made his way inside and worked his way up to the top floor. The rooftop maintenance door had been left unlocked, but it soon became clear that no work was being performed up there. He spotted the observer standing at the edge of the building, binoculars hanging idly around his neck as he smoked.

	“Take some face shots,” said Robin. “You are clear to use lethal force if necessary.”

	“Shooting people in the face is usually lethal,” Jellybean whispered. “Shut the fuck up and get him to turn around,” said Eagle. “There’s a

	button camera in the jacket. We’ve got the feed.”

	Jellybean drew a pistol and approached the stranger. “Hands where I can see them.”

	The observer hadn’t heard him coming. The man’s eyes widened in alarm as he turned around, but thankfully he obeyed, holding the half- smoked cigarette above his head. “Hey take it easy, man! Take whatever you want, just don’t shoot me.” He looked and sounded convincingly American. If he was faking it, it was a good job.

	“Who are you working for?” asked Jellybean.

	“I’m not working for anyone! I’m just up here watching birds.” “That’s good. Keep his face in sight while we check,” said Robin. “Yeah? What sort of birds?” Jellybean continued.

	“Uh... tits?”

	“Nice try. Open your jacket.” Jellybean kept his gun trained on the stranger as he complied, clearly hesitant to reveal the weapon on his hip. “Just out watching tits with your Glock, huh?”

	“It’s a free country, right?” “Spill it. What are you, FBI?” The man sighed. “NSA. You?”

	“Carpark security, you’re not meant to be up here. Take your weapon out slowly with two fingers and put it on the floor.”

	The man dropped his cigarette and obeyed.  “You’re CIA, aren’t you?

	There’s no need for this. Chances are we’re here on the same mission.” “William Sanders, NSA,” said Robin. “Eagle is trying to  get  through

	to his boss. Defuse the situation if you can.”

	“William Sanders, NSA,” Jellybean regurgitated. “Want to tell me what it is you’re doing up here?”

	“Shit, you’re a real spook huh? Alright, look, technically what we’re doing here doesn’t exist. You’ve walked in on a Signals Intelligence op, I’m not meant to tell you anything else.”

	“You wired, William?”

	William chuckled nervously. “Yeah, duh. I prefer to go by Bill, by the way.”

	“Well, Bill, whoever’s on the other end of that wire had better check their damned phone. Step away from the gun.”

	Bill looked relieved to be separated from his weapon. “Whatever you say. Let’s just wait for that phone call and not do anything crazy, right?”

	“I like that plan. So, what are you here for?” “I can’t tell you that.”

	“Can’t, or won’t?” “Pick one.”

	“Jesus Christ, Jellybean, is that your idea of defusing?” asked Robin. “How the fuck are you still married?”

	“My wife isn’t normally a potential enemy.”

	Bill appeared thoroughly confused by this point. “What?” Jellybean scowled. “Not you!”

	“Eagle’s through to the NSA. He’s clean, ease up,” said Robin.

	 “Your handlers say we’re on the same side,” said Jellybean, lowering his weapon. “You can have your gun, go ahead.”

	Bill smiled thinly. “If it’s all the same to you I’d rather not touch it until I’m told what the fuck I’m doing.”

	“Jellybean, proceed to the park. The NSA is now cooperating with us on additional objectives,” said Robin. “Your mission just got a little  more interesting.”

	Jellybean grinned and stowed his pistol. “Seems like we’re working together, Bill. Back to watching tits.”

	“Alright, I guess I just... stay right here?”

	Jellybean nodded. He closed the rooftop access door behind him and began to descend through the parking garage again. “How much ‘more interesting’ are we talking here?”

	“Russians may not just be informants. Possibly spec ops of some sort involved as well,” said Robin.

	“I’d better get a coffee. They’re going to see right through me if I’m just sitting on a park bench.”

	“Proceed towards the park, Jellybean, I’ll get back to you on that.” She didn’t speak again until shortly after he’d left the premises. “Okay, you are clear to get coffee.”

	“I’m glad we resolved that matter of national security.”

	“Eagle also advises you to acquire a dog if you can, it’ll help maintain your cover.”

	Jellybean blanched at Robin’s casual delivery. “Acquire a dog? How exactly does that work? I’m just going to steal some poor fucker’s dog?”

	“If you can.”

	He didn’t feel like stealing someone’s beloved pet, but he kept his eyes open as he walked anyway, hoping for something easily handled, like a miniature dachshund.

	The closest coffee shop was half a mile down the side of the park, just beyond an underfunded and failing natural history museum. It  was staffed by a herd of teenagers with the limp posture of a second-hand Kleenex and the collective enthusiasm of a pearl wedding anniversary handjob. “Thirty dollars,” requested the dead-eyed unfortunate at the counter. Two years earlier, anything more than ten dollars for a coffee would’ve seemed obscene. Inflation was a bitch, though Jellybean hoped he could write it up as a business expense. If James Bond could do it  with a luxury suite and a bottle of Bollinger, surely he could have this.

	As fortune had it, he spotted the second part of his cover as he left with his ‘expresso’ as the so-called barista had pronounced it. The dog was something of the Basset hound variety, being walked by a woman in her thirties best described as a soccer mom. Jellybean sipped his coffee, pondering just what they’d done to the beverage. Its untraditionally large volume was little compensation for the fact that it tasted like shit and burned his mouth on the way down. “Robin, am I allowed to tell her I’m NYPD?”

	“It’s not like you can show her a CIA badge. Do what you’ve got to do, just don’t blow your real cover.”

	He cleared his throat as he caught up and paced alongside the ambling woman. “Excuse me miss.”

	She turned, staring at him through the black lenses of her oversized sunglasses. “Yeah?”

	Jellybean lowered his voice. “Ma’am, I’m NYPD, I need your dog to maintain my cover today.”

	She spoke louder than Jellybean appreciated, not that he could blame her given the subject of conversation. “What? Are you out of your mind? I’m not giving you my dog!”

	“Please don’t make a scene. There are terrible criminals nearby, they could be watching us right now.” That part was true, as far as he knew.

	The woman scanned the area, once again with less subtlety than was desirable. “Really? What sort of criminals?”

	“Uh... the Russian kind?” “Oh! Drug-dealing Russians?”

	“Car thieves and weapons smugglers, actually.” “Then why do you need my dog?”

	“They’re expecting a man with a dog and... my police dog is at the vets.”

	“When would I get him back? I would get him back, right?”

	Jellybean gave her a false smile. “Of course you will!” He hoped she would. He really did. “If you go to the sixteenth precinct this evening to collect your reward, we can return him to you then.”

	With the economy how it was, easy money was a tempting lie, and had the desired effect of gaining the woman’s full interest. “There’s a reward?”

	“Of course ma’am, we’re always grateful for assistance.”

	She more or less shoved the lead into his hands. “Alright, but you keep my baby out of harm!”

	Robin laughed. “How the fuck did that work? Terrible criminals, ma’am? What are you, a nineteen-fifties British policeman?”

	“Cut the shit,” said Eagle. “Jellybean, our friend on the rooftop claims there are already two persons of interest accounted for in the park. Get moving.”

	Thanking the woman for her cooperation and making some promises that he knew he may be powerless to keep, Jellybean managed to tear thedog away from the excessive affection of her goodbyes. “Dog,” he read from the collar tag, and the dog looked up at him. “Wait, seriously? Your name is Dog?”

	“It’s a Columbo reference,” said Eagle, showing his age.

	“Right.” Jellybean crossed the street into Central Park, heading for Shakespeare Garden. “Have we got a whereabouts on the persons of interest?”

	“Standby. Hawk cannot surveil at this time,” said Robin. “Patching Bill Sanders into the channel to advise.”

	“Watch what you say. The NSA doesn’t need the details,” said Eagle. It was amazing what was hidden between two parties ostensibly working together.

	There was a soft hiss of static as Bill joined them. “Heya, can you all hear me?”

	“Loud and clear,” the three chorused.

	“Be advised – three in channel; Robin, Eagle, and Jellybean. Robin is providing tactical support. I’m Eagle, I call the shots.”

	“Let me guess, I’ve already met Jellybean, right?” “That’s correct,” Robin confirmed.

	“I could tell he was Jellybean by how sweet he was,” said Bill, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “You drew the short straw for codenames, huh?”

	“No, you did. You’re now ‘Tit,’” Eagle informed him. “Oh come on!”

	“Shut it,” said Eagle. “Tit, Jellybean requires the whereabouts of all persons of interest in the park. Please advise.”

	Tit let out a drawn-out sigh. “I have eyes on two persons of interest. One in Shakespeare Garden, the other loitering by a waffle stand to the northeast. Both are most likely armed.”

	“What’s he doing at the waffle stand?” asked Jellybean.

	“Getting waffles I guess. The Russian goon squad is still getting into position by the looks of it.”

	“I was expecting the Russians to be at Shakespeare,” said Jellybean. “Who’s the POI there?”

	The radio went silent for a moment. Tit’s response was hesitant. “That’s embarrassing, you two wore the same outfit today.”

	Jellybean tried to suppress the bad feeling forming in his gut. “I asked who he is, not what he’s wearing.”

	“We have no information on that at this time,” said Tit. Evidently, neither party was interested in telling the whole truth.

	“Forget it,” said Eagle. “Jellybean, walk past Shakespeare, get us a face shot but keep moving.”

	 “On it,” said Jellybean. As Bill had claimed, he was dressed nearly identically to the POI. It wasn’t only their clothes, either, they looked similar in every way; height, build, even their light skin and black hair. He didn’t believe it was a coincidence. Something felt wrong about the whole mission, but the time for questions had passed. He moved beyond Shakespeare garden before the doppelgänger noticed him.

	“Keep walking towards Belvedere Castle,” said Eagle. “Just a little further.”

	“Eagle, you’re going to want to keep Jellybean near Shakespeare for the meet between the POI’s,” said Tit.

	“Hold position facing the castle,” Eagle insisted.

	Jellybean struggled against the desire to keep one hand on a gun. He was being left out of the loop just as much as Tit, which made him think that the mission was a lot more important – and a lot more dangerous – than his paltry briefing had suggested. He tried to look nonchalant as he observed the pedestrians that passed him.

	“Jellybean, pan left a little,” said Robin. “The middle-aged man in trainers and khakis.”

	“Who’s the additional POI?” asked Tit.

	“We have no information on that at this time,” said Eagle, causing Tit to let slip a series of expletives under his breath. “Let him approach you, Jellybean.”

	Jellybean did just that, avoiding eye contact by watching Dog cock his leg and piss up against a tree. “Good boy.”

	The newcomer stopped in front of him, a cheerful smile on his face. “He’s a handsome one. He alright with people?”

	Jellybean looked up and tried so very hard not to worry that he’d been made. “Uh... yeah, he loves people.”

	“Tell him his trousers are so tight they make you want to come out of the closet,” said Eagle.

	Jellybean hesitated. “You can’t be serious.”

	The POI looked up, pausing halfway through crouching to pet Dog. “Excuse me?”

	“Jellybean, trust us,” said Robin.

	He looked the man dead in the eyes, repeating in a monotone worthy of Kate Nash. “Your trousers are so tight they make me want to come out of the closet.”

	The POI’s face turned entirely less jovial. Whatever it had meant, the code had been recognised. He straightened up and fixed Jellybean with an expectant look.

	“What the fuck is this circus?” asked Tit, but nobody was listening to him anymore.

	 “Jellybean, repeat after me,” said Eagle. “The cell is compromised.

	We have to leave and secure the package.”

	The POI’s expression grew concerned as Jellybean regurgitated the message. “Well then, let’s try our luck getting out of this one alive.”

	Jellybean nodded. “Alive is preferable.” He may have been clueless  as to what was happening, but he was sure of that much. “Eagle, you’d better start explaining.”

	“The man you’ve just met is one of ours,” said Eagle. “His codename is now Pop-Tart. You can trust him, you can trust Chocolate Milk, and you can trust us. Nobody else. Any moment now we’re going to lose comms. Get out. Don’t let anyone stop you.”

	“Walk back the way you came. Move calmly, I’ll tell you when to run,” said Robin.

	Jellybean was still confused, but eager to escape whatever it was he’d just walked into. He led Pop-Tart away exactly as instructed. “Eagle, just in case I never get the chance to say it in person, you’re an asshole.”

	Eagle chuckled. “If you die I’ll let your wife know those were your last words.”

	“Is anyone going to tell me what the fuck is going on here?” asked Tit.

	Jellybean sighed. “I wouldn’t count on it, I know about as much as you do, Tit. Are they moving yet?”

	“Yeah, the POI from Shakespeare is moving to intercept you.”

	Jellybean removed the lid from his coffee. He tried to play it cool as he moved towards what could well become a fatal encounter. He was at point-blank range when the POI rounded the corner from Shakespeare. Jellybean didn’t throw the espresso, rather, he dunked the cup down on the doppelgänger’s head, showering him in scalding hot buyer’s remorse. He’d barely had time to discard the empty cup before Pop-Tart finished the job with an elbow to the side of the head. “And I thought drinking it was bad,” said Jellybean. “Hostile down.”

	“We’ve got Russians approaching from the waffle stand,” Tit warned him.

	“Run,” said Robin.

	Jellybean didn’t need to be told twice. He scooped up Dog and broke into a sprint, leaving the path as he saw a suitable escape route. A short chain link fence proved a tougher obstacle than first anticipated as Dog’s flailing legs protested his manhandling.

	Pop-Tart was first over the fence, vaulting it with comparative ease. Pavement rose up to meet him on the other side, a man-made canyon of tarmac weaving its way through Central Park.

	“Russians are closing,” said Tit.

	Jellybean dropped down to join his newfound ally, horns blaring at them as they jaywalked across the street. Climbing back up on the other side proved even more difficult, forcing him to set Dog down in order to give his ally a boost up.

	“Why’d you bring the dog?” asked Pop-Tart, and repaid the favour by hauling him and the Basset hound up to face another chain-link fence.

	“I couldn’t just leave him with the Russians!” said Jellybean. No time to think about returning the beleaguered hound, he struggled over the fence. “Is the next street clear of hostiles?”

	“All known hostiles are behind you,” said Robin. “Thanks for your help, Tit.”

	“Are you gonna explain wh-” The background static changed as Tit was booted from the channel.

	Jellybean continued into the trees to break line of sight, feeling Dog’s ears brush against his arm, twitching in time with the distinctive crack of gunshots. The bullets never found flesh amidst the foliage, and Jellybean slowed his pace enough to recuperate once he was convinced they’d lost their pursuers. He glanced back, relieved to see that Pop-Tart was still with him.

	“Don’t get complacent,” said Eagle. “They’re still going to be looking for you.”

	Jellybean didn’t waste breath on a verbal response. He followed the sounds of traffic to one of the Park’s scenic streets. Cyclists and horse- drawn carriages ambled along in front of him, but he was after something with more oomph. He waited for a car before stepping out into the street. Tyres screeched. “Get out of the vehicle! NYPD!” The driver’s side door was already unlocked, and in too much of a rush to care if the occupant was scared or not he yanked it open, waving his pistol.

	“Oh come on! Again?” protested Dog’s owner, crawling across the passenger seat and out the other door.

	Jellybean didn’t stop to think about the probability of him happening upon that car at that exact moment. He strapped himself into the driver’s seat as Pop-Tart got in the back. “Miss, I am so sorry for stealing all your shit, but this is important!”

	“It had damned well better be! Can I at least have my dog back?”

	He put his foot down rather than waste precious seconds letting Dog out. “No time, sorry!” He got all of a hundred meters down the street before he was thwarted by a small queue of cars at a red light.

	“So... no time, huh?” said Pop-Tart.

	“Not a word. And fasten your damned seatbelt. Eagle, what the hell is going on here? And who’s Chocolate Milk?”

	 “I’m sorry about all the deception,” said Eagle. “The briefing was a cover for what was really going on. We had to leave a lot of the details out to avoid raising suspicions. Trust Pop-Tart, he’s in charge for the time being.”

	“Fine. Robin, please advise, I need a route with minimal traffic,” said Jellybean. There was no response. “Robin, do you copy? I need a route with minimal traffic.”

	“We on our own?” asked Pop-Tart.

	“Sounds like it. Apparently your codename is Pop-Tart, by the way.” “Seriously?”

	“Yeah, I know right? I’m Jellybean.”

	“Hey, assholes!” yelled Dog’s owner, closing in behind the car with an angry stride. The lights changed before she could reach them; their luck did not, however – an eighty-something-year-old man driving a Korean smart car crawled along in front of them.

	Pop-Tart yelled out the window as he was forced to watch the car accelerate with all the power of Adam Hills in a pedalo. “Don’t you want to get where you’re going before you expire old man?” His hurling of abuse was reciprocated by near-miss victims of their numerous traffic violations, and he continued to shout profanities at joggers as Jellybean used every available part of the street and even the sidewalk to overtake traffic. Abuse was better than bullets. “I wasn’t expecting anything like this. You know where we’re going?”

	“Not really, but I know the best way to get there,” said Jellybean. “That doesn’t make sense.”

	“Sure it does. Do you like Die Hard?” “Of course I do. Why?”

	Jellybean grinned. “Seen the third one?”

	“Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me.” Pop-Tart was clearly less than impressed by the prospect of what was about to occur, but as Jellybean headed south he couldn’t help but feel better about the state of the mission. This is going to be awesome.

	“We’re taking that left.” He put the pedal all the way down, blaring the horn as he aimed for Sheep Meadow. The chain link fence between him and his shortcut didn’t hold out against the vehicle. The headlights smashed, paint scraping off along the body as it lurched over the obstacle and onto the green.

	“Watch out for those hippies!” said Pop-Tart.

	The grass churned under wheel and the suspension protested, the surface of the field a far cry from the flat city streets it was used to. Dog struggled to retain his footing as Jellybean swerved around an ongoing game of hacky sack. Still the car continued towards the other side. The front crumpled as another chain-link fence disappeared beneath the weight of the car. They made it through, but the burdens of reality caught up with them as they made it to the scenic road on the other side. This wasn’t Hollywood; the front tyres were shredded and leaking air rapidly, and the car was slowed by the grinding of the wheels in their arches.

	“Go for the zebra crossing. Turn right!” said Pop-Tart.

	Under any normal circumstances a backseat driver would’ve pissed Jellybean off, but at that moment he was glad of the instruction. He’d driven through central park exactly once before in his life and it had been far less literal than John McClane. Grimacing at the ear-violating screech of the wheels, he pushed the car to its heavily impeded limits, weaving between pedestrians, cyclists, and even occasional horse-drawn carriages to make better time. The irate civilians yelled abuse at him. He’d almost made it to the southern edge of the park when a black sedan skidded around the corner, blocking the street ahead. Jellybean lowered himself in his seat as he saw the driver climb out on the opposite side of the vehicle, hefting an assault rifle. “Get down!”

	Glass showered down on them. Pop-Tart reeled off expletives that could’ve made a nun faint, and Dog continued to claw at the passenger seat for better grip. Jellybean just did everything in his power to keep the vehicle straight as bullets tore through it.

	The car collided with that of their assailant. Dog, unlike them, didn’t have a seatbelt to avert the effects of the continued forward momentum. He looked thoroughly dismayed as he was launched through the hole that had formerly housed the windshield.

	 

	


CHAPTER 2

	Mund(ins)anity

	The late spring sun streamed between the half-open blinds of the second- floor meeting room, its light dancing in a jug of water and gleaming on the sugar-coated glazing of the snacks sitting beside it. In accordance with the unfathomable and unspoken etiquette of middle-class Britain, the doughnuts would remain untouched until the meeting concluded, a facade of politeness perpetuating the pretense that people were paying attention to what Director Bishop had to say.

	The director was not an exciting man. He was always in a suit, but somehow managed to look burned out no matter how well he dressed. His meetings were as dull as he was; he used the same structure every Wednesday with religious rigidity, and had done so for the full duration of Ian’s employment as an analyst. The only exception was the festive send-off added to the final meeting of each year, which claimed that those who didn’t celebrate Christmas were always welcome but wouldn’t be forcibly included. The latter part of this claim was eclipsed by the office’s intrusive festive décor and music, which had once caused one of the Hindu staff to remark that they might as well force-feed him a mince pie and hang him from a fir tree with a tinsel noose.

	“We have two anonymous requests today,” said the director. “Firstly, whoever keeps putting these phallic pictures in the anonymous feedback box is to stop it. Immediately. It’s not funny, and if it continues we will make an inquiry.” He placed the form face up on the table. Its entire length was disgraced by a surprisingly detailed drawing of a penis.

	Ian returned to reality as the staff – the male staff, anyway – struggled not to let their amusement show. The anonymous feedback section was always the final segment of the meeting, and therefore the best time to start listening.

	Director Bishop adjusted his glasses and pretended not to notice the room’s collective mirth. “Secondly, can Ian Johnson please change his ringtone. It’s the same one the man from ‘Backroom Casting Couch’ uses, and every time I hear it I get an erection.” He looked exasperated as both genders stifled their laughter. “I’m not sure if that’s a joke or not, but I’d appreciate it if you complied anyway, Ian.”

	Ian couldn’t be bothered to argue that it wasn’t his fault some pervert had Pavlov’d himself with pornography. Joke or not, it was the most serious anonymous feedback request they’d had in weeks. “I’ll change it.”

	 “Thank you. Does anyone have any questions?” asked the director. As usual, this was met by the silent apathy of the employees that just wanted to get it over with and return to their desks. “Alright. Thank you all for your hard work. Let’s get back to it.”

	Ian departed with the crowd, leaving the office gluttons to push the boundaries on how many doughnuts it was acceptable to hoard. Work resumed; charts and graphs glared from his screen. He set his status on the office instant messenger system to busy, but only after completing the required workload and falling prey to Facebook and YouTube. Kittens in silly outfits; baby goats jumping around like amphetamine- fueled Olympic gymnasts; micropigs playing with puppies. He was unlikely to get more work done, but anything else would just be gravy. Everyone procrastinated at least a little, so he believed, and he was still miles ahead of his colleagues.

	A pen bounced off of his forehead as he deliberated upon a new ringtone, and Ian was forced to acknowledge that he’d been totally zoned out. He removed his headphones and looked up at his colleague. “You know you could’ve just messaged me, don’t you?”

	“Yeah, but you were set to busy,” said Gavin.

	Ian smirked. “So you decided that throwing a pen at my head was less intrusive than sending me a message?”

	“Maybe I just wanted an excuse. Anyway, Alex’s bird broke it off with him last night so we’re gonna take him out for a drink on Friday, get his mind off it. Wanna join us?”

	“Ah, alcohol, the solution to all romantic problems,” said Ian. He bit back further sarcasm as Gavin looked at him with blank expectation. “I would, but I have plans already. Another time maybe.”

	“Fair enough. Big night with the wife?” asked Gavin.

	Ian shook his head. “Some friends of mine. We’re getting ready for America.”

	“Ian, you got a moment?” asked Lucy.

	Ian jumped, and he was certain that it had been obvious. Unsure of when or how his manager had snuck up behind him, he hammered alt-F4 a few too many times. “Yes, ma’am!”

	Lucy arched a brow as he turned to face her. “Ma’am?” “Sorry. I had a bit of a James Bond binge last night.”

	Lucy opted not to dignify the explanation with a response and moved right on with business instead. “You’re bilingual, aren’t you?” she asked. “He’s bi-something,” said Gavin, prompting an unimpressed, parental

	glare from Ian.

	“Is he?” asked Lucy. She seemed more intrigued by what Gavin had said than annoyed by his interjection.

	 “I’m not,” said Ian. “Gavin’s just trying to insinuate-” “Because if you are, that’s perfectly alright.” “Obviously, but-”

	“Lots of people are, these days,” said Lucy.

	“I think you’ll find that a lot of people always have been, but were too afraid of the horrible social repercussions to admit it.”

	“Well, even now, I think it’s brave of you to come out.” “I’m not coming out!”

	“Then your secret’s safe with me.”

	Deciding the best tactic to avoid misinterpretation was to say nothing at all, Ian stared expectantly at her.

	“So, are you bilingual?” Lucy continued. “Trilingual. My CV’s a bit out of date.” “Cunning linguist,” said Gavin.

	Lucy’s smile broadened. “Great! I saw German, what’s the other?” “French,” said Ian. “I started on Russian as well, but I’m still far from

	fluent.”

	“Wow, okay. Is your German still good?” “Uh... scheißt der Papst im wald?”

	Lucy chewed thoughtfully on her lower lip, but understanding never dawned on her face. “I’m going to assume that’s a yes. Could we have a word in my office?”

	“Right now?”

	Lucy nodded. “Best you don’t keep this one waiting.”

	Such an undelayable visit to managerial offices normally preceded bad news, but all the questions regarding his linguistic capabilities had left Ian more curious than nervous. “Alright,” he agreed, exchanging an unknowing shrug with Gavin before logging off and following Lucy to her office. The sight of none other than Director Bishop waiting for them on her sofa only added to his sense of intrigue.

	Lucy opened the door for Ian and stepped in after him. “Sorry about the wait, Director.”

	“That’s quite alright,” said Bishop.

	Ian deduced from the director’s tired tone that it had been just shy of not being alright. “Director, two meetings with you in one day. Perhaps I should avoid the lottery this week.”

	“I wasn’t aware my meetings were an omen of misfortune.”

	Ian smiled. “Only statistically speaking. The good fortune of two meetings with you is likely to balance itself out with misfortune later on.” He instantly regretted how brown nosed that had sounded.

	Lucy gave Bishop an apologetic look. “You can see why he’s one of our best analysts.”

	Ian made a mental note to thank her for the recovery later.

	The director let slip a tiny chuckle and eased himself upright to close the blinds. “What’s said in this room can’t leave it. Do you understand?”

	Ian nodded, containing a childish grin at the idea of being sworn to secrecy. “Not a word, I promise.”

	“I know it’s you who’s been drawing phalluses on the anonymous feedback forms.”

	“No it isn’t!” said Ian, coming to his senses a moment too late as he noted the amused sparkle in the director’s eye. “Obviously.”

	“I’ll catch them eventually,” Bishop promised. “Anyway – come May, the company is being bought. Surprisingly little is changing on our end but it closes some doors and opens others. How do you feel about travelling for work?”

	“Travelling to Germany?” asked Ian, letting his grin show.

	“Munich, to be precise. Lucy will fill you in on the details but you’re being seriously recommended for the job. You’d be reporting directly into headquarters.”

	“What exactly is the job?” asked Ian. “I take it this isn’t for the role of assistant manager of international janitorial affairs?”

	A humourless smile touched the director’s face. “Joint head of fraud analysis. For the UK, anyway.”

	Ian felt his eyes widen. “I’d be a national manager?”

	“Yes, but in all honesty that’s less impressive than it sounds since our national presence is only us and Scotland,” said Bishop. “Still, I think it presents a nice opportunity for you. You would be working alongside Lucy as the lead for both teams.”

	Lucy smiled at him. “I know this is all very sudden, Ian, but we need someone with relevant experience that speaks German, and that’s a short list of people.”

	Ian didn’t hesitate. “I’m interested.”

	Bishop looked surprised. “Wouldn’t you like to sleep on it? Formally your hours would be unchanged but I think you’re smart enough to know how it goes with roles like these. A lot of travel can lead to stresses in one’s personal life.”

	“No,” said Ian. “It’s worth the effort I’m sure.”

	Lucy exchanged a knowing look with the director. “We appreciate your enthusiasm, Ian, but something like this isn’t to be rushed. Talk to your wife. If you haven’t wavered by Monday then we’ll consider you as a candidate.”

	Ian managed to slow his excited mind long enough to accept that they were right. Haste was rarely a helpful quality, especially when being

	considered for a position of responsibility. “Alright, I’ll sleep on it. But I’ll dust off the old German books tonight.”

	“Good man. One can never be too good at communicating,” said the director, stepping over to shake his hand. “Best of luck with the wife.”

	Ian’s handshake was – he hoped – firm without going overboard, but in retrospect he worried that he’d erred too much on the side of caution and been as limp as Gordon Brown’s rhetoric. “Thank you both for the opportunity. Is there anything else I should be aware of regarding the role?”

	Lucy retrieved a ring binder from her desk and offered it to him. Its label bore only the date of the handover in question: ‘May 2020’. “You’ll want to have a read through this soon. It should tell you everything you need to know about the role. Other than that it’s business as usual for the time being.”

	Ian took the binder and shook Lucy’s hand too, which was perhaps excessive since they were on a first name basis. “Alright. Thank you both for this. I’ll let you know what I think on Monday.” The three exchanged their formal goodbyes, and Ian saw himself back to his desk. He stuffed the binder away in a drawer for later, noting a smug look of amusement on Gavin’s face as he did so. “What?”

	“I was just thinking, Lucy seems way too invested in whether or not you bat for both teams.”

	Ian returned to his seat. “Definitely.” He tried not to think what the director was being told about his sexuality. Everyone knew management liked to have minorities on staff. It made them look good on employment statistics, or in Ian’s case at least detracted from the connotations of his blonde hair and blue eyes.

	“What was that about then?” asked Gavin.

	Ian did his best to look scandalised. “Apparently they found some German writing on one of those feedback forms, so now Lucy and Bishop think I’ve been drawing cocks on things.”

	“Have you though?” “Of course I haven’t!”

	Gavin didn’t seem convinced, but thankfully he stopped prying about the meeting. “How come you speak so many languages anyway?”

	“It’s not that many. We had to pick a language class in school. Don’t ask me why I thought German was a better choice than French though.”

	“But you learned French as well. Trying to pick up girls?”

	“Not exactly. I took it up in college because I wanted to be able to read ‘The Roads to Freedom’ in the original language.”

	“Oh right. And the Russian?”

	“The same reason, but for Tolstoy.”

	 “Huh. Didn’t know they’d made a book about Tolstoy.”

	“I’m sure there are plenty about him. I’m more interested in reading books by him though.”

	“Oh, I didn’t know he wrote in Russian. Or at all.”

	“He was Russian,” said Ian. “Who do you think Tolstoy was?”

	“A professor or something. They named that university football cup thing after him, right?”

	Appalled but unsurprised, Ian logged back onto Facebook. “He was a writer. One of the greatest of all time, by many accounts.”

	“Did he write about football?”

	“Not to my knowledge,” said Ian. “He was mostly known for fiction with a philosophical side.”

	“Oh. So how come they named a football cup after him then?”

	Ian shrugged. “No idea, I didn’t even know they had until now.” He was glad he hadn’t, either. Try though he did, he usually failed to avoid the pretension that permeated literature, so it frustrated him to hear Gavin reduce such things to talk of football. The inane chatter continued for a few minutes, which was enough to make Ian wish he still had enough work to justify withdrawing from the conversation. He had to settle for sneaking looks at the secret ring binder to distract him. Much of its contents were still provisional, but on the whole it sounded great. Ian wanted the job. Although he was a man of routine, eight years of the daily grind had left him numb. The decision to pursue change had come easily.

	Gavin’s attempts at interaction concluded with his speakers blaring out Ian’s former ringtone at an excessive volume. To his amusement, someone on the opposite side of the office got up to sneak into the bathroom. No doubt it would be far from the last time it happened.

	Ian didn’t even pretend to find it funny. The weekend couldn’t come soon enough.

	 

	
CHAPER 3

	1st Canine Airborne Division

	If there was one word which adequately described Dog’s mood as he flew through the air, it was ‘rawrf!’

	‘Growl,’ which he often used to warn other quadrupeds that they were approaching the limits of his patience, was insufficient; as was ‘bark,’ his preferred noise of intimidation for territorial disputes. Not even a regular ‘rawrf’, absent of the inflammatory exclamation mark, would do. It had to be the sort of noise that told everyone and everything in his vicinity that he was sick and tired of their shit, and that as a direct consequence of that shit, someone was going to get hurt.

	He’d been in a good mood that morning. In fact, most of the day had been great. There had been minimal delay in letting him out onto the lawn so that he could take his morning dump and re-mark his territory. He took great pleasure in keeping the local cats informed that he would happily mess them up if he found one on his turf. He meant it too, he’d seen one of the little shits just the other day and sent it running for the metaphorical hills.

	Breakfast had been perfect. Food was his favourite thing in the entire world if he was completely honest. He’d even managed to procure extra on the side by fully utilising his charm and good looks on his parents.

	Things had only kept getting better from there. He’d been taken out for a ride in the car, and whilst riding in the car wasn’t always as nice as walking, it usually took him to interesting places – sometimes new and sometimes old, but almost always interesting.

	On this particular occasion, the car had taken him to an old place; the really big garden ranked at a solid number two in his all-time list of the best places for a walk. He’d urinated on everything his size or taller until he’d rendered himself incapable, then drunk his fill from a dirty puddle of water and pretended to pee on things until he’d been able to do so again. Dirt was one of his favourite things, and when combined with the water that allowed him to continue urination it bordered on divinity. They’d improved the walk further still by getting into fights with the various inhabitants of the park; the nut-nibbling wankers that lived in the trees; the feathery fuckers that thought they were so hard because they could fly and swim. Show-offs. Even the deer – long-legged twats that they were – had made an appearance, then promptly shat themselves and made a disappearance when he’d barked at them. Oh yes, he’d shown them all, but still the day had continued to improve as they’d made their

	 

	
way back. Food, despite being the best thing ever, was apparently not all that high on the priorities of some people, because in certain areas of the big garden it was all over the ground. Quite why the daft bastards hadn’t picked it up for themselves, Dog was unsure, but it didn’t matter. More for him.

	Whilst devouring everything within easy reach, he’d come across a fuzzy ball of the largest kind that would fit in his mouth. Once again, he was uncertain of why such a magnificent thing had been discarded, but he was nothing short of elated to find that it was even covered in dirt. He’d dragged it along with them, and played with it until it had fallen apart and lost its desirable curvature. Fuzzy balls of that kind – and the act of destroying them – were his very favourite thing.

	They’d been on their way back to the car when things had begun to take a turn for the worse. The man that had been foisted upon him had seemed nice at first, as had his accomplice, but after everything he’d been through in such a short space of time Dog was beginning to think he’d never trust a stranger again. The temptation of yet more time in the big garden had been too good to be true, and now he felt that he was paying the price for his gullibility. Dog was four years old – a specimen in his prime – so it was nothing short of offensive that he’d been picked up by that vagabond when he could just as easily have run alongside him. The thunderous noises that had chased the men, and Dog by extension, had made it greatly relieving to see his mother again. He’d been more than ready for the ride home; then they’d stolen the car. Bastards.

	Dog was of the belief that a ride in the car was meant to be a smooth and relaxing affair, even if it did involve a couple of complete knobs who’d stolen him away from his mother. There had been times in his life where the car rides had not been so smooth, leaving him off balance or nauseous – normally this occurred when father held the wheel. On this particular occasion, however, the ride had been worse than even the most horrific of his previous experiences in the car. He’d been bounced around so much that he was in danger of losing track of which way was up; even his mighty claws hadn’t been able to hold him in place on the seat. He’d thought it couldn’t possibly get worse than that, but apparently he’d thought wrong because pretty soon that weird bit of solid air that prevented him from jumping out of the car had crashed down on top of them, accompanied by a new series of loud noises that harassed his ears. Even the purported silver lining of escape through the new hole in the car had been a trap, as he now found himself flying uncontrollably through the air.

	In Dog’s expert opinion, the only time being airborne was acceptable was when he was jumping up on the sofa to steal someone’s seat. He

	 

	
despised not being grounded; if he was meant to fly, he’d have feathers. It was the breaking point in an extremely stressful series of events, and as he reoriented himself in the air he spied the target upon which he would vent his frustrations. They’d pushed him to this point, and now he was going full Cujo on their ass – or, more accurately, on their groin.

	The man responsible for the latest series of loud noises wore a look of surprise upon his face as Dog descended towards his crotch.

	“Rawrf!”

	 

	


CHAPTER 4

	The Industry

	“Ski ba bop ba dop bop!” Scatman John scatted. The ringtone, though muffled by Nate’s pocket, was still obnoxious enough to draw strange looks from other pedestrians on the miserable Camberley backstreet.

	The skinny jeans were as tight as they were fashionable, thus Nate didn’t fish the phone out with his hand so much as squeeze it out of the pocket as if trying to extract vestiges from a tube of toothpaste. “Hello?”

	There was a hesitation in the reply. “Uh, hi. Is Becky there?” asked an unfamiliar, male voice.

	“Becky? Nah, no Becky here – wrong number, mate.” “Oh, sorry.” The stranger hung up.

	About twenty seconds later, the process repeated itself. Nate cursed and answered it. “It’s me again. Still the wrong number.”

	“Oh,” said the stranger. “This is definitely the one she gave me. Are you sure Becky’s not there?”

	Nate put the iPhone on speaker and called out. “Anyone here called Becky give their number out to some guy, probably last weekend at a club?” Nobody came forth, but for his efforts Nate did earn even more strange looks. He returned the phone to his ear. “Seems not. Bad luck too, thought there might be at least one Becky on this entire street.”

	“How’d you know it was at a club?”

	“Lucky guess,” said Nate. “Don’t call this number again, yeah?” “If you see Becky, tell her Matty cal-”

	Nate hung up on him and pocketed the phone. “Twat.”

	He continued on to work, which on this occasion consisted of a photo shoot for a local council initiative to curb youth drug use. Nate had noted with no small amount of amusement that the other models – all of whom he knew personally – were most likely going to be on cocaine, and not just to be deliberately ironic. He’d tried it once or twice himself, but he didn’t need the crutch; for him at least, life in the industry was great. Besides, not following the standard pattern of buying a boatload of drugs meant that Nate had been able to put down a mortgage on a two-bedroom house when he was barely out of his teens.

	As was standard for public sector work, neither the studio nor the pay would be much good. He’d considered passing on it since he didn’t  really need the money, but it was rare to get local jobs and if he hadn’t taken it he would’ve just been at home, browsing Facebook or Tinder. As he stepped inside the studio he saw his colleagues in the reception, every
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