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Synopsis
Real Hero - Book 7: In Settling the Score, Dave Anderson is attempting to come to terms with the psychological and emotional toll his past missions have had on him. Having spent years infiltrating dangerous groups and executing high-risk operations, Dave is now navigating the mundane aftereffects of his double life. In his quiet suburban home, he reflects on the sacrifices he's made, including assuming the identity of Karl Müller, a Nazi sympathiser, which forced him to embrace a role he fundamentally despised. Though he’s physically stronger and more capable than ever, Dave struggles with the lingering darkness in his soul, torn between his mission and the human compassion he’s discovered within himself.

The narrative takes a personal turn when Dave reunites with Markus Sullivan, an old acquaintance from his IT consulting days, who has fallen into debt and the clutches of dangerous loan sharks. As the situation escalates, Dave’s protective instincts come to the forefront. He confronts the grim underworld of debt and criminality, using his unique abilities to fight back against the people who are ruining his friend’s life. The novel transitions from high-stakes missions to a more intimate battle against corrupt power figures like Ralph Little, a key player behind the loan shark operations, drawing Dave deeper into a fight he didn’t anticipate.

As Dave investigates the web of crime surrounding Markus's predicament, his mission becomes deeply personal, blurring the lines between his work with the Agency and his own moral compass. The pursuit of Ralph Little becomes more than a job; it’s a reckoning for Dave with his past, his choices, and the lengths he’s willing to go to protect those he cares about. Through confrontations and escalating danger, Dave works to dismantle the criminal empire threatening Markus, all while navigating his own sense of justice and redemption.

This book, and many others by the author, are available for free download from
https://realhero.uk/.
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  Prologue

The tea was precisely the right temperature—hot enough to steam in the cool morning air, but not so hot that a normal person couldn't drink it comfortably. Dave cradled the mug between both hands, the warmth seeping into his palms. Three years of practise meant he no longer thought about the pressure, the automatic adjustments his body made to avoid cracking ceramic or crushing handles. It had become as natural as breathing.

He sat in the garden behind his semi-detached house at 42 Ashford Gardens, the wooden chair creaking under his weight despite his effort to settle gently. Around him, the quiet suburbia of Moseley carried on with its morning routine—the distant rumble of traffic from Alcester Road, the rhythmic thump of someone's music three doors down, Mr Patel's radio in the garage next door. Ordinary sounds. Normal sounds. The kind he'd lived with for years before everything changed.

The grass needed cutting again. Dave could smell the green scent of it, slightly sweet with morning dew, mixing with the sharper aroma of the hedge that separated his property from next door. A blackbird hopped along the fence line, head cocked, watching him with one bright eye before deciding he wasn't a threat and dropping to the lawn in search of breakfast. Starlings chattered in the rowan tree at the garden's edge, their iridescent feathers catching the early light.

He took a sip of tea—proper English Breakfast, strong enough to stand a spoon in, with just a splash of milk—and let the bitter warmth anchor him in the present. This was real. The garden, the tea, the birds, the ordinary sounds of suburban life. This was Dave Anderson's life, the one he'd built before impossible abilities had transformed everything.

Six weeks. Cecilia had insisted on six weeks of leave, and Dave had tried to argue it wasn't necessary. He was fine. The mission was over, the Brotherhood exposed, the threat neutralised. He could move on to the next assignment.

But she'd been firm, in that way she had that made it clear the discussion was over before it began. “Six weeks minimum, Dave. Non-negotiable. And you're seeing Dr Okonkwo twice a week.”

He'd gone to the first counselling session convinced it was a waste of time. Sat in the comfortable chair in the Agency's medical facility, facing Dr Okonkwo with her kind eyes and careful questions, and thought about how he could get through this as efficiently as possible so everyone would see he was fine.

“Tell me about Karl Müller,” she'd said.

And Dave had started talking.

—

The weight around his middle pressed against his waistband as he settled deeper into the chair. Forty years old, and carrying more bulk than he'd like. Even with his current career—if you could call working for a secret global agency a career—the extra weight refused to shift. His previous life of desk work and screen time had left its mark, a stubborn reminder that not everything about his transformation had been physical.

The news app notification buzzed on his phone. Dave glanced at it, saw the headline about channel crossings, and felt something tighten in his chest.

More of them flooding in. They don't integrate, don't share our values. Just take and take and…

He caught himself, the thought stopping mid-flow like a corrupted process finally terminated. Not his thought. Karl's thought. But it had felt natural, automatic, the same pattern of thinking he'd worn for six months like a second skin.

Dave set the phone face-down on the small garden table and took a long breath.

“It's normal,” Dr Okonkwo had said during their third session. “Deep cover work creates neural pathways. You spent six months thinking like Karl, speaking like Karl, being Karl. Your brain doesn't have a simple on-off switch for that. The thoughts will come. What matters is recognising them for what they are.”

“Contamination,” Dave had said.

“I prefer to call it residue. You're not becoming Karl. You're dealing with the residue of having been him.”

But residue was just a nicer word for the same thing, wasn't it? Thoughts that weren't his, arriving unbidden. Reactions to news coverage that made him feel sick with recognition. The momentary, instinctive sorting of people into categories—us and them—before his actual self caught up and rejected it.

—

The Brotherhood of the Snake had been his deepest cover yet. Six months living as Karl Müller, supposed grandson of an SS officer, rising through their ranks in the hidden town of Freiburg deep in the Brazilian jungle. Six months of meetings and ceremonies, of nodding along to ideology that made his stomach turn, of becoming exactly the kind of person Dave Anderson had always despised.

The psychoactive fungal spores in the Dragon's Lair cave hadn't helped. The ceremonies, the altered states, the group bonding over shared hatred—all of it designed to break down individual resistance and build something else in its place. The Agency's medical team had cleared the spores from his system weeks ago, but the psychological framework they'd helped construct was harder to dismantle.

Karl had believed. That was the thing that kept Dave awake some nights. For the role to work, for the cover to hold under scrutiny, Karl couldn't just pretend to believe. He had to be someone who believed. And Dave had built that person carefully, methodically, giving him a complete worldview and set of reactions and a way of processing information that aligned with the Brotherhood's teachings.

He'd done too good a job.

A car door slammed on the street, and Dave looked up to see Mrs Tamsin from Number 40 heading out with a shopping bag. She waved, and Dave raised his hand in return, managing a smile. She'd brought over flapjacks two days ago, warm and sweet, asking if he was alright because she hadn't seen him much lately.

“Just been busy with work,” he'd told her. “You know how it is.”

She'd nodded, accepting the explanation, because what else could she do? She had no idea that Dave worked for a secret agency, that he'd spent the past six months in Brazil posing as a Nazi, that he was currently on mandatory psychiatric leave because his handler was worried he might be contaminated by fascist ideology.

Normal life. Suburban Birmingham. Neighbours and flapjacks and small talk about the weather.

Dave took another sip of tea. It had cooled slightly, but was still good. He should go inside soon, maybe have some breakfast. The routine helped, Dr Okonkwo had said. Normal activities, familiar patterns, anchoring himself in the life he'd built before Karl existed.

But the thoughts kept coming.

—

It had been a news segment about immigration that had triggered the worst episode. Dave had been watching television—something he rarely did, but Dr Okonkwo had suggested engaging with normal activities—when the report came on. Footage of small boats crossing the Channel, interviews with locals expressing concerns about numbers and resources and cultural integration.

And Dave had found himself nodding along.

They have a point. The numbers are unsustainable. We can't just let everyone in without proper vetting, without ensuring they share our values, without…

He'd turned the television off, hands shaking slightly. Had stared at the blank screen and tried to remember when he'd started thinking “we” and “they” in those terms. When legitimate policy discussion had started blending with Karl's categorical thinking, with the Brotherhood's fundamental belief in hierarchy and deserving and natural order.

The session with Dr Okonkwo that followed had been difficult.

“I'm not racist,” he'd said, the words defensive even to his own ears. “I'm not. I've never been. But I'm catching myself having these thoughts, making these distinctions, and I don't know if they're mine or Karl's or…”

“Or both,” she'd said quietly. “That's what makes this hard, Dave. The Brotherhood's ideology isn't completely divorced from mainstream political discourse. They take positions that exist in normal debate and push them to extremes, give them a framework of hate and hierarchy. But the seeds are there in the regular conversation.”

“So how do I know what's real? What's actually me thinking versus Karl's contamination?”

“Does it make you angry? Does it make you feel superior? Does it reduce people to categories rather than seeing them as individuals?”

Dave had thought about Michael, the young recruit he'd pulled from the rubble during the final confrontation. Injured, in pain, looking up at Karl Müller with trust and gratitude. Dave had saved him because he was a human being who needed help, not because of ideology or calculation.

“No,” he'd said. “When I actually interact with people, when they're real in front of me, I see them as people. It's the abstract that gets me. The news coverage, the statistics, the discussions about policy. That's when Karl's thoughts slip in.”

“Then that's your anchor. The individual over the abstract. The person over the category. That's Dave Anderson. That's who you actually are.”

—

The morning sun climbed higher, burning off the last of the dew. The blackbird had found something—a worm, pulled from the damp soil and swallowed efficiently. Life carrying on, simple and clean, without ideology or justification.

Dave's phone buzzed again. Another notification, another headline, another opportunity for Karl's residue to surface. He left it face-down.

Four weeks left of his mandatory leave. Four more weeks of sessions with Dr Okonkwo, of catching himself thinking thoughts that weren't his, of practising the separation between Dave Anderson and Karl Müller. Four weeks of learning to recognise the contamination and reject it, over and over, until maybe it would start to fade.

Cecilia had been right to insist on this. Dave hadn't wanted to admit it—still wasn't entirely comfortable with the idea—but she'd been right. You couldn't spend six months building a fascist persona and expect to just walk away clean. The Brotherhood had been dismantled, Bergmann and Schäfer were in the wind, and the immediate threat was neutralised. But the cost had been higher than Dave had wanted to acknowledge.

The Dragon's Lair ceremonies came back to him sometimes in dreams. The fungal spores creating altered states, the group cohesion exercises, the gradual erosion of individual thought in favour of collective identity. Karl had participated fully, had felt the pull of belonging to something larger than himself, had experienced the seductive certainty of knowing you were right and everyone else was wrong.

And Dave had felt it too, because Dave and Karl had been the same person in those moments.

“Integration is a survival mechanism,” Dr Okonkwo had explained. “Deep cover operatives can't maintain two separate identities simultaneously without breaking. You have to become the role, or the role breaks down under scrutiny. The problem is switching back afterward.”

“How long does it usually take?”

“There's no standard timeline. Some operatives recover quickly. Others struggle for months or years. A few never fully separate.” She'd looked at him with those kind, careful eyes. “The fact that you're aware of the contamination is a good sign. It means you haven't lost yourself completely.”

Completely. The word had stayed with him.

—

Mr Patel appeared in his front garden, tending to his flower beds with the same methodical care he brought to everything. He looked up, saw Dave, and raised a hand in greeting. Dave waved back, watching the older man return to his work.

The Patels had invited him for dinner last week. Traditional vegetarian Indian cuisine, dishes Mrs Patel had spent the afternoon preparing with the kind of skill that came from decades of practise. Dave had sat at their dining table, eating food that was probably the best he'd had in months, while Mr Patel told stories about his engineering career and Mrs Patel fussed over whether Dave was eating enough.

He'd brought whisky. A bottle of Talisker 18-year-old, expensive enough to be a proper thank you for Mr Patel maintaining Dave's garden while he'd been away. Mr Patel had protested, of course, saying it wasn't necessary, that neighbours looked after each other. But there'd been a gleam in his eye when he'd seen the bottle, and he'd accepted it with quiet grace while Mrs Patel had made disapproving noises about encouraging bad habits.

Dave suspected the whisky was now hidden somewhere in Mr Patel's workshop, tucked behind the woodworking tools where Mrs Patel wouldn't see it. A small conspiracy between neighbours, the kind of understanding that came from years of living side by side.

Karl would have evaluated the Patels differently. Would have seen ethnicity first, would have made assumptions about integration and loyalty and authentic British identity. Would have reduced two decent people who'd shown Dave nothing but kindness into a category, a data point in some imagined hierarchy.

And Mrs Tamsin at Number 40, appearing at his door with flapjacks, asking how he was doing with genuine interest rather than nosiness. The way she'd mentioned the pub quiz at The Dog and Whistle, suggesting he might enjoy getting out, might benefit from some company. She'd meant it kindly, and Dave had appreciated it even though he'd made non-committal noises about his work schedule.

His little slice of Birmingham was diverse in the way cities actually were—people from different backgrounds living side by side, looking after each other's gardens, sharing food, existing as neighbours rather than categories. Mr Patel with his engineering stories and hidden whisky. Mrs Tamsin with her baking and her friendly concern. The family down the street with their music. The mix of accents and backgrounds and stories that made up Ashford Gardens.

Karl had no place here. Karl's framework couldn't account for the simple reality of people being people, helping each other out, living ordinary lives without ideology or hierarchy.

Dave forced himself to sit with that thought. To let it anchor him. This was real. This neighbourhood, these relationships, this lived experience of diversity that had nothing to do with news headlines or political discourse or the Brotherhood's twisted worldview.

This is the work, he reminded himself. The actual job now is recognising the contamination and rooting it out. Remembering what's real.

The tea had gone cold. Dave looked down at the mug, saw his reflection distorted on the surface—a middle-aged man with thinning hair and too much weight around his middle, nothing remarkable, nothing that screamed “superhuman operative” or “recovering from fascist deep cover.”

Just Dave.

He stood, careful with the chair despite knowing he could crumple it accidentally if he forgot himself. The morning had worn on while he'd been sitting, the day stretching ahead with nothing required of him except to heal. To separate. To find his way back to himself.

Inside, the house was quiet. Clean. Organised in the way of someone who'd spent years in IT, where proper filing and systematic approaches had been the difference between smooth operations and disaster. His living room with its gaming setup, his kitchen with its basic functionality, his bedroom upstairs with its plain bedding and minimal decoration.

This was real. This was his life, built over years, existing before Karl Müller was even conceived as a cover identity. Dave Anderson, IT consultant turned superhuman operative, living in Moseley at 42 Ashford Gardens, drinking proper tea and struggling with lawn maintenance and dealing with the psychological aftermath of becoming someone he despised.

The mobile phone on the kitchen counter would stay silent today. Cecilia knew he was on leave, and she'd respect that unless there was an absolute emergency. No missions, no briefings, no new identities to assume. Just time to heal, whether he'd wanted it or not.

Dave rinsed his mug in the sink—watching the water pressure, controlling his grip—and set it in the draining rack. Through the kitchen window he could see his garden, the uncut grass, the blackbird still hunting for breakfast. Mr Patel's radio carried faintly over the fence, some phone-in show discussing the day's news.

He turned away before he could start listening to the topics.

Small victories, Dr Okonkwo had said. Recognising the triggers and choosing not to engage. Creating space between the stimulus and the response. Giving his actual thoughts time to catch up with Karl's reflexive reactions.

It was slow work. Frustrating work. The kind of invisible, grinding effort that nobody would ever recognise or celebrate. But it was necessary work, and Dave had never been one to avoid necessary tasks just because they were difficult.

Four more weeks of this. Four weeks of catching himself, correcting himself, slowly excavating Dave Anderson from beneath Karl Müller's residue. Four weeks of ordinary suburban life, of garden chairs and corner shops and neighbours who didn't know about any of it.

And maybe—eventually—the thoughts would be his own again.

Maybe that would be enough.
Culture

Two weeks of leave, and Dave was starting to understand why prisoners struggled with isolation. The house at 42 Ashford Gardens had never felt smaller—the same rooms, the same walls, the same routine of tea and sessions with Dr Okonkwo and avoiding the news because he couldn't trust his own reactions to it.

“You need to engage with the world,” Dr Okonkwo had said during their last session. “Not just avoid triggers. Actively reclaim normal activities. Go to a museum, visit an art gallery, take yourself out for coffee somewhere you've never been. Do things Dave Anderson would do, not things Karl Müller would avoid.”

So here he was, standing in his hallway with his coat half-on, trying to convince himself that leaving the house for something other than grocery shopping was a reasonable idea.

A dog would give him a reason to get out daily. The thought had been circling for days now, persistent as the blackbird in his garden. But he was always away—days, sometimes weeks on missions. A dog deserved better than being abandoned whenever Cecilia called with a new assignment. It would be selfish, and Dave had spent six months being someone selfish enough for a lifetime.

He finished pulling on his coat and grabbed his keys. The bus would be quickest into the city centre, but there was always that one person—the conspiracy theorist, the aggressive drunk, someone looking for an argument—and Dave wasn't sure he could trust himself to respond appropriately. Karl's patterns were still too close to the surface. Better to walk. The exercise would help, and he had nothing but time.

The afternoon sun felt warm on his face as he locked the door behind him. Mr Patel was in his workshop, the faint sound of woodworking tools carrying over the fence. Mrs Tamsin's curtains twitched as she moved past a window. Normal suburban life carrying on around him, oblivious to the fact that one of their neighbours was currently on psychiatric leave for fascist ideological contamination.

Dave set off at a steady pace, heading toward the city centre. Birmingham spread out before him as he walked—the mix of Victorian terraces giving way to more modern developments, the steady increase in traffic and pedestrian noise as he got closer to town. The familiarity of it helped. This was his city, the place he'd lived for years before the Agency, before superpowers, before Karl Müller.

The walk took forty minutes, and by the time he reached the museum quarter, Dave felt some of the restless energy starting to ease. Dr Okonkwo was right—movement helped. Doing something helped. Sitting at home dwelling on contaminated thoughts just gave them more space to grow.

—

The Museum and Art Gallery on Chamberlain Square wasn't crowded on a Tuesday afternoon. Dave dropped a fiver into the donation box and stepped inside, the cool quiet of the building settling over him like a blanket. The entrance hall stretched ahead, signage directing visitors to different collections. Roman Britain caught his eye.

History. Culture. The kind of thing Karl would have had opinions about—heritage, civilisation, the legacy of empire. Dave felt the familiar tightness in his chest, the warning sign that he was about to think something he'd need to examine.

He went in anyway. This was the work, wasn't it? Engaging with triggers in controlled environments, learning to separate his actual thoughts from Karl's residue.

The Roman collection was well-curated, starting with the invasion and working through the occupation. Display cases held everyday objects—pottery, tools, coins, the small artefacts of ordinary lives lived two thousand years ago. Dave found himself drawn to the domestic items, the things that spoke to individual people rather than grand historical narratives.

A bronze comb, teeth slightly worn. Someone had used this daily, running it through their hair the same way Dave used his own. A clay oil lamp, soot marks on the spout from countless lightings. Someone had read by this light, or worked, or simply sat in the dark.

People, he thought. Not categories. Not civilised versus barbarian or Roman versus native. Just people trying to live their lives, using the tools and technology available to them.

He moved through the exhibits, conscious of his own reactions. The engineering section showcased Roman roads and aqueducts, the infrastructure that had lasted centuries. Impressive work, undeniably. But Karl would have drawn conclusions from it—about superior civilisation, about the natural order of advanced cultures bringing progress to backward ones, about hierarchies and deserving.

Dave forced himself to articulate the alternative. Romans had engineering knowledge the native Britons didn't, yes. But that didn't make them inherently better people. Didn't justify conquest. Didn't create some natural hierarchy. Just meant they'd developed different skills, had different priorities, came from different circumstances.

The thought felt laboured, artificial. Like he was arguing with himself. Which, he supposed, he was.

He spent an hour in the museum, moving between exhibits, testing his reactions, trying to find the line between legitimate historical interest and Karl's framework of civilisation and barbarism. It was exhausting in a way field work never was—this constant internal monitoring, the vigilance required to catch contaminated thoughts before they settled in.

But it was necessary. This was the actual job now.

—

Dave left the museum feeling mentally drained but oddly satisfied. He'd engaged with something that would have triggered Karl's worldview, and he'd recognised the contamination when it appeared. Small victories, Dr Okonkwo called them. Dave was starting to understand why she emphasised the “small” part.

The canal wasn't far, and he'd heard there were some smaller galleries down by the water. The walk would help clear his head, and maybe he'd find somewhere for coffee. Continuing the cultural engagement, keeping the momentum going.

The route took him past the old industrial areas, buildings that had once been workshops and warehouses now converted to flats and offices. Birmingham's history written in brick and stone, the city constantly remaking itself. Dave found something comforting in that—places could change, could become something different while still carrying traces of what they'd been.

He was thinking about that, about transformation and residue, when he saw the car pull over sharply about a hundred metres ahead.

Two large men got out of the rear doors. They moved with the practised efficiency of people who'd done this before—quick scan of the area, purposeful stride toward their target. A man in an olive green jacket was already backing away, hands up in a placating gesture that clearly wasn't working.

Dave's pace quickened automatically. The thugs grabbed the man, one on each arm, slamming him back against a wall. Their voices carried, but the words were indistinct. Didn't matter. The body language was clear enough.

He should call the police. That was the normal response, the civilian response. Let the authorities handle it.

But Dave was already moving faster, his enhanced speed bringing him across the distance in seconds that felt too quick for normal human reaction. The thugs had the man by his jacket now, one drawing back a fist.

Dave's hand caught the wrist mid-swing, his grip automatic and precisely calibrated—enough pressure to stop the motion and cause pain, not enough to break bones. The thug's eyes went wide with surprise, then narrowed with anger.

“Unless you want a stay in hospital,” the man growled, “you'd best step away.”

Dave didn't let go. Didn't step back. Just held the wrist steady and met the thug's eyes with the kind of calm that came from knowing exactly how this would end if it escalated.

“You might want to rethink that,” he said quietly.

The second thug released the man in the green jacket and lunged at Dave. Basic street fighting technique—aggressive, committed, relying on surprise and violence of action. Dave caught the movement in his peripheral vision, shifted his weight, and swept the incoming arm aside with his free hand. The redirection sent the thug stumbling past him, momentum carrying him into the wall his partner had just been using on their victim.

The first thug tried to pull free, twisting his wrist against Dave's grip. Dave let him go but stepped into his space, close enough that the thug would have to reset before throwing another punch. Close enough that Dave could control the next move.

“This isn't worth it,” Dave said, keeping his voice level. “Walk away.”

For a moment it hung in the balance. Dave could see the calculation happening—was this random interference worth escalating? The thugs exchanged a glance, some unspoken communication passing between them.

“You've not seen the last of us, Sullivan,” one of them said, backing toward the car. A threat that was also a retreat, saving face while accepting defeat.

Dave watched them go, the car pulling away with more speed than was safe for a residential street. Only when it disappeared around a corner did he turn to check on the man they'd been attacking.

The man was leaning against the wall, breathing hard, one hand pressed to his ribs. His face was battered—swollen lip, the beginning of a black eye, older bruises yellowing beneath the fresh damage. His clothes were worn, jacket frayed at the cuffs, jeans that had seen better days.

And then the man looked up, and recognition flashed across his damaged face.

“Dave?” he said, voice rough. “Dave Anderson?”

Dave's brain caught up half a second later, placing the features beneath the bruising. “Markus? Markus Sullivan?”

They'd worked together years ago, back when Dave was still an IT consultant. Before everything changed. Markus had been in project management, one of those people who actually understood both the technical and business sides of things. They'd had coffee a few times, complained about management decisions, the kind of casual workplace friendship that didn't survive job changes.

Looking at him now, Dave felt something twist in his chest. This wasn't just job changes. This was someone who'd fallen hard.

“I didn't recognise you,” Dave said, which was true and also inadequate. “Are you OK? Do you need medical help?”

Markus laughed, a short, painful sound. “No, no. I'll be OK. Thanks, Dave. I never knew you were a black belt.”

“Just some self-defence classes,” Dave said automatically. The standard lie, worn smooth by repetition. “Markus, what's going on? Those men called you Sullivan—they knew you.”

The question hung between them, and Dave saw Markus's face close off slightly. The wariness of someone who'd learned not to share too much, not to trust too easily.

“It's complicated,” Markus said finally. “Long story.”

Dave nodded slowly, recognising the evasion but not pushing. He glanced at Markus again—the worn clothes, the defensive body language, the look of someone who'd been ground down by circumstances.

“Listen,” Dave said, “do you want to grab a coffee? There are some places down by the canal. We could sit, talk. You can tell me as much or as little as you want.”

Markus hesitated, and Dave could see him weighing it. Pride versus need, privacy versus the offer of help from someone who'd just intervened on his behalf.

“Coffee's on me,” Dave added. “Consider it payment for the story. I've been looking for distraction all day.”

That got a small, rueful smile. “Yeah, I'm pretty sure you saved my life back there. But I'm going to have to ask you to pay for this one. I'm a bit skint at the moment.”

They started walking toward the canal, falling into step beside each other. Dave kept his pace measured, giving Markus time to recover his breath. The silence between them wasn't uncomfortable exactly, but it carried weight—the gap between their last meeting and now, the obvious questions about how Markus had ended up being roughed up by thugs who knew his name.

Dr Okonkwo had suggested engaging with culture, with normal activities. She probably hadn't anticipated this specific scenario, but Dave suspected she'd approve of the principle—reconnecting with someone from his old life, helping where he could, staying grounded in human connections rather than abstract ideologies.

Better than sitting at home catching himself thinking Karl's thoughts, anyway.

The canal came into view, the water reflecting afternoon sun in broken patterns. A narrow boat puttered past, someone's home slowly making its way through the city. Normal life, carrying on, oblivious to the small dramas playing out on the towpath.

“There's a place just ahead,” Dave said, pointing to a small café with outdoor seating. “Looks quiet.”

Markus nodded, and they continued on. Dave found himself thinking about coincidence, about running into an old colleague right when he needed something to focus on outside his own head. The universe had strange timing sometimes.

Or maybe Birmingham just wasn't that big a city, and if you walked around long enough, you'd eventually run into people you used to know.

Either way, it looked like his cultural afternoon was taking an unexpected turn. Dave was surprised to find he didn't mind. Whatever Markus's story was, it would be something real to engage with. Something that had nothing to do with the Brotherhood or Karl Müller or ideological contamination.

Just two old colleagues, sitting by a canal, drinking coffee and catching up.

It was, Dave thought, almost aggressively normal.

He could use more of that.
Shark

The café was called Waterside, tucked into a converted warehouse building along the canal with outdoor seating that caught the afternoon sun. Dave chose a table outside, far enough from other patrons that their conversation wouldn't carry. The metal chair scraped against the paving stones as he sat.

Markus dropped into the opposite chair with less care, moving like someone too exhausted to worry about furniture. His olive jacket had a torn pocket that Dave hadn't noticed earlier, and there was dried blood on the collar. Not fresh, but not old either. Days, maybe a week.

“What can I get you?” Dave asked, watching Markus's hands shake slightly as they rested on the table.

“Just coffee. I'm not hungry.”

Dave ignored that and went inside, returning five minutes later with two Americanos, a loaded bagel, and a glazed doughnut. He set them down without comment, and Markus stared at the food for a long moment before picking up the bagel.

The first bite was careful, measured. The second was faster. By the third, Markus was eating with the focused intensity of someone who hadn't had a proper meal in too long.

Dave sipped his coffee and waited. The canal water moved slowly past, reflecting clouds in broken patterns. A duck paddled near the opposite bank, unconcerned with human dramas. Normal Tuesday afternoon in Birmingham, people walking dogs and pushing prams along the towpath.

Markus finished the bagel and reached for the doughnut, then stopped himself. “Cheers for this. I'll pay you back when—”

“Don't worry about it.” Dave kept his voice level, non-judgmental. He'd seen this before, that reflexive pride even when circumstances had stripped everything else away. “Want to tell me what that was about back there?”

Markus's hands wrapped around his coffee cup, seeking warmth despite the mild weather. “Got myself in a bit of debt. Struggling to clear it.”

The answer was practised, smooth. The kind of response that had been given before, to other people, in other conversations. Dave recognised the evasion—years of IT troubleshooting had taught him to spot when someone was describing symptoms while avoiding the actual problem.

He let the silence stretch, watching Markus not meet his eyes.

“I thought you'd set up your own business,” Dave said eventually. “Last I heard it was going well. Government contracts, wasn't it?”

Markus laughed, a short, bitter sound. “Yeah. That was the problem, actually. The work was there, profits looked good on paper. But government agencies—councils, education services—they stretch payment terms out to ninety, hundred and twenty days. Meanwhile, the tax man wants his cut based on invoices sent, not payments received.” He took a drink of coffee, hands still shaking slightly. “Late penalties, interest charges. The profits started disappearing before I could touch them.”

Dave nodded. He'd heard similar stories during his IT consulting days, small businesses crushed by cash flow problems despite having plenty of work. “So the business folded?”

“Not quite.” Markus set down his cup and finally looked up, meeting Dave's eyes. “I landed a big contract—properly big. Enough to cover my losses and get back in the black. They promised payment within thirty days.” His smile was thin, humourless. “Guess how that went.”

“They didn't pay.”

“Oh, they paid. Eventually. Four months late. By which point I'd already done something really stupid.”

Dave waited.

“I borrowed money.” Markus said it quietly, the words carrying weight. “From someone I shouldn't have. But with my credit history showing late payments and missed deadlines, no bank would touch me. This bloke at my local, though—he seemed friendly enough. Said he could help out, tide me over until the government payment came through.”

The pattern was forming in Dave's mind, familiar and depressing. “What were the terms?”

“Ten percent interest. Weekly.” Markus picked up the doughnut, tearing off a piece but not eating it. “I thought I could manage it. The contract was guaranteed, just delayed. I'd clear it as soon as the payment hit.”

“But by the time it did…”

“By the time it did, I'd already paid back twice what I borrowed. And the bloke from the local said the debt had been sold on. New terms. Higher interest. And if I didn't like it, I could talk to the collection team.”

Dave thought about the two thugs from earlier, the practised efficiency with which they'd grabbed Markus. Professional intimidation, the kind that came from repetition. “The men who were roughing you up.”

“Yeah. Except they're not the worst of it. They're just the collectors. There's someone above them, someone who bought the debt and decided I was a good earner.” Markus ate the piece of doughnut mechanically, chewing without tasting. “I pay five hundred quid a month now. Sometimes more, if they decide I can afford it. And if I can't pay…”

He gestured at his face, the bruising and swelling.

Dave felt something tighten in his chest. This was the kind of exploitation Karl would have had opinions about—parasites preying on weakness, people who couldn't defend themselves being bled dry by those stronger and more ruthless. The thoughts arrived automatically, the framework of hierarchy and strength and deserving.

Except Karl's framework would have blamed Markus for being weak enough to be exploited. Would have seen this as natural selection, the strong taking from the weak because that was the natural order.

Dave forced himself to examine that thought, to catch it before it settled. Markus wasn't weak. Markus had been doing what he needed to survive, had been fucked over by payment terms designed to favour large institutions over small contractors. That wasn't weakness. That was a system built to protect those who already had power.

And the loan shark wasn't strong. He was just cruel. Just someone who'd found a way to profit from desperation.

The distinction mattered.

“Do you know who's running it now?” Dave asked, pushing down Karl's contamination and focusing on the actual problem. “Who bought the debt?”

“No idea. The collectors don't say. I just know that every month they come around wanting five hundred quid, and if I don't have it…” Markus touched his swollen lip carefully. “This. And threats about what comes next if I keep missing payments.”

Dave sipped his coffee, thinking. The afternoon sun was warm on his shoulders, the canal water moved past with gentle sounds, and somewhere behind them someone laughed at something their companion said. Normal life, carrying on around them while they discussed loan sharks and exploitation and violence.

Part of him wanted to immediately offer help, to say he'd handle it, to step in and fix things the way he'd stepped in during the attack. That impulse felt good, felt righteous.

It also felt familiar in a way that made him cautious.

Karl had been certain of his ability to fix things, to impose order on chaos through strength and will. Karl had seen problems as things to be controlled, people as resources to be managed or threats to be neutralised.

Was this Dave wanting to help a friend, or Karl's framework looking for an outlet?

“What do you need?” Dave asked instead of making promises. “Right now, what would actually help?”

Markus was quiet for a long moment, staring at what remained of the doughnut. When he spoke, his voice was barely above a whisper. “I don't know. I've been trying to figure it out for months, and I'm lost. I can't pay them off—the debt just keeps growing. Can't go to the police because I agreed to the loan, and who'd believe me anyway? Can't run because they know where I live, where I work when I can get work, where my mum lives…” He trailed off.

“They've threatened your mother?”

“Not directly. Just mentioned her in passing. Where she lives, how nice her garden looks, how it would be a shame if anything happened to it.” Markus's hands tightened around his cup. “That's when I knew I was properly fucked. When they brought her into it.”

Dave set down his coffee carefully, conscious of the pressure needed to avoid cracking the cup. The rage that flashed through him was hot and immediate—using someone's mother as leverage was a line that triggered something primal.

He took a breath, examining the anger. Was this righteous fury at injustice, or Karl's framework about protecting territory and punishing disrespect? The line between them felt thin.

Both, probably. The anger was real either way. The question was what he did with it.

“Who was the original lender?” Dave asked, keeping his voice level. “The bloke from your local.”

“John something. Called himself G, or Gee—never was clear on the spelling. Met him at The Dogs.”

Dave knew The Dogs—The Fox and Vivian, rough pub in a rougher part of town. The kind of place where cash-in-hand deals and informal lending would be standard practise. “And he sold the debt on?”

“That's what they told me. Could be bollocks, could be true. Either way, I'm dealing with different people now, and they're not interested in flexible terms.”

A couple walked past on the towpath, pushing a pram and discussing their dinner plans. Dave watched them go, two people living ordinary lives without loan sharks or threats or violence. The gap between their world and Markus's felt vast despite the physical proximity.

“I can help,” Dave said finally, the decision made even though he wasn't entirely certain of his motivations. “I'm not sure how yet, but I can help. First step is finding out who actually holds the debt, who's running the operation.”

Markus looked up, something that might have been hope flickering across his battered face. “How would you even do that?”

“I know some people. Have some contacts.” It was vague but true—the Agency had resources, databases, connections to law enforcement. But, Dave would have to keep that separate from using them for personal matters. It didn't see right to exploit that connection. “Let me ask around, see what I can find out about your man G and who he might have sold to.”

“Dave, I appreciate it, but these aren't nice people. If you start poking around—”

“I'll be careful.” Dave met Markus's eyes, letting him see the certainty there. “Trust me on this. I've dealt with worse than loan sharks.”

That was true, though Markus had no context for understanding how true. International terrorist organisations, superhuman threats, deep cover work in extremist groups—loan sharks operating in Birmingham were small scale by comparison. Still dangerous, still serious, but manageable.

Probably.

Markus was quiet for a long moment, and Dave could see him weighing trust against risk, hope against the learned helplessness that came from months of being ground down. Finally, he nodded. “Alright. But if this starts looking dangerous, you back off. I'm not having you get hurt because of my stupid decisions.”

“Deal.” Dave finished his coffee and stood. “Give me a few days to make some calls, ask some questions. In the meantime, don't pay them anything else. Not a penny.”

“They'll come around—”

“Let them. Don't answer the door, don't engage. If they catch you on the street, tell them you need more time. I'll sort something out before it escalates.” Dave pulled out his phone. “What's your number? I'll text you when I know more.”

They exchanged numbers, and Markus stood, steadier now with food and coffee in him. “Thanks, Dave. I mean it. I didn't think… when I ran into you today, I didn't expect…”

“Don't worry about it.” Dave pocketed his phone. “What are old colleagues for?”

They walked back along the towpath together, parting ways near the main road. Dave watched Markus disappear into the Birmingham afternoon, shoulders a bit straighter than they'd been an hour ago, and felt the familiar weight of commitment settling over him.

He'd promised to help. Now he had to figure out how to deliver on that promise without letting Karl's framework turn it into something else—into control, into dominance, into the kind of righteous violence that felt good in the moment but came from the wrong place.

The walk back to Moseley took longer than the walk into town, Dave deliberately taking the scenic route to give himself time to think. Dr Okonkwo had suggested engaging with culture, with normal activities. She probably hadn't anticipated him getting involved with loan sharks, but the principle was the same—reconnecting with his old life, helping where he could, staying grounded in real human problems rather than abstract ideologies.

Markus was real. His problem was real. The loan shark exploiting him was real.

That felt manageable in a way the Brotherhood's grand ideology never had. Concrete rather than abstract. Individual rather than categorical.

Dave could work with that.

The question was whether he was helping because it was right, or because having a problem to solve was easier than sitting at home monitoring his own contaminated thoughts.

Probably both, he admitted to himself. And maybe that was okay. Maybe the motivation mattered less than the action, as long as he stayed conscious of where the impulses came from.

Four more weeks of leave. Four weeks to help Markus, to engage with something real, to practise being Dave Anderson instead of Karl Müller.

Dr Okonkwo would probably call that therapeutic engagement.

Dave called it having something useful to do.

Either way, he had a project now. Something to focus on beyond his own psychological recovery. Something that connected him to his old life while using the resources from his new one.

It felt good.

He'd examine whether it should feel good during his next session with Dr Okonkwo. For now, he had calls to make and information to gather.

The loan shark who'd ensnared Markus was about to discover that his victim had unexpectedly acquired a very particular kind of help.

Dave found himself smiling slightly as he walked, and caught himself, and examined the feeling. Satisfaction at helping a friend? Or Karl's anticipation of imposing order through strength?

He still couldn't entirely tell the difference.

But he was trying. That had to count for something.
The Dogs

“The Fox and Vivian,” or, as the locals called it, “The Dogs,” was probably one of the roughest pubs you’d come across. Situated on a forgotten street just off the main drag, the pub was a weathered old building that looked like it had been through more than a few battles. The brickwork was chipped, the windows grimy, and the sign that hung above the door was faded to the point of being almost illegible. Still, it was a place where you could always count on a drink and a bit of chaos, depending on the time of day.

Inside, the atmosphere was thick with cigarette smoke and the hum of low conversation, broken only by the occasional shout or the clink of glass on the bar. The floorboards creaked underfoot, and the dim lighting gave everything a slightly blurred, underworld feel. The air had that stale, old beer scent mixed with something less pleasant—urine, maybe, or just years of neglect.

The regulars were a rough crowd—men and women who had seen too many hard days and had little left to lose. The old pool table in the corner was perpetually occupied by grizzled men who’d long since traded in their suits for scruffy clothes and dirty hands. The dartboard, too, had seen better days, the board fraying at the edges as people threw darts with varying degrees of accuracy and attitude. The clientele had that same energy—angry, weary, and more than a little bit dangerous.

No one here cared much for pleasantries. If you didn’t belong, you didn’t last. If you were lucky, you’d be left alone to drink in peace, but it didn’t always work out that way. The place had a reputation, and it was well-earned. The fights were as frequent as the drinks, and the only rule seemed to be that there were no rules at all.

Dave knew of it well, it had a reputation. The Fox and Vivian wasn’t a place where you could ask questions without drawing attention, but if you were looking for something specific, or if you had the right money to spend, you could find out just about anything.

And right now, Dave needed to find out just how deep Markus’s problem really ran. It wasn’t a place he wanted to visit, but sometimes, you had to get your hands dirty if you wanted answers. He pushed the door open, the low murmur inside falling away as he stepped into the pub. The heat hit him immediately, a mixture of bodies, old wood, and stale beer. His eyes adjusted to the dim light as he scanned the room.

At the bar, a burly man with a face like an old leather bag and tattoos snaking up his arms was watching the door. Dave could feel the tension rise just by stepping into the place—eyes tracking him, measuring him, deciding whether he was just another fool who didn’t know when to leave.

The Dogs wasn’t his ideal place for a conversation, but it was the only option. He needed to find out who was pulling the strings behind those loan sharks who’d got to Markus.

Dave made his way to the bar, his boots sticking to the grimy carpet with every step, the heavy scent of stale beer and sweat filling his nose. The worn, faded carpet had seen better days—like everything else in the pub. He wasn’t exactly keen on putting his elbows down on the bar, which was a sticky mess of spilled beer, overflowing beer trays, and dirty towels that couldn’t keep up with the flow. The whole place had a tired, resigned feel, as though the bar staff had long given up on pretending to care about the customers and were more focused on their own conversations than service.

The barman, a lanky guy with greasy hair and an unshaven face, seemed reluctant to break from the banter with his mates. Dave signalled anyway, and after a moment, the barman reluctantly disengaged and wandered over, his steps heavy, clearly annoyed at the interruption.

“What can I get ya?” the barman asked, his tone flat, as though the question was more of a formality than anything else.

“A pint of Guinness, please,” Dave said, trying to keep it simple.

The barman glanced at the tap, then back at Dave, unimpressed. “Guinness is off.”

Dave didn’t bat an eyelash. “Bottle of cider with a glass of ice, then, please.”

“No ice,” the barman shot back, his voice laced with sarcasm. “But I can do you a cherry and umbrella.” He gave a dramatic roll of his eyes, drawing a laugh from his mates sitting at the other end of the bar.

Dave just looked at him, unamused. “Just the cider will do,” he said, handing over the cash with a raised eyebrow.

The barman grabbed the bottle with an exaggerated sigh, popping the cap off and setting it down in front of Dave with all the care of someone who was just going through the motions. Dave ignored the exchange, choosing to focus on the task at hand.

He took a moment before asking, “Do you know what time John ‘G’ will be in?”

The barman glanced over his shoulder, shrugging with a lazy, dismissive gesture. “Do I look like his PA or summat? How would I know?”

Nice, Dave thought to himself, already getting the feel of the place. Just the atmosphere he was looking for.

He took his drink and made his way to the back of the room, dodging a few rowdy patrons who were too drunk to notice or care. The pub was dark, the walls adorned with faded old posters, and the low murmur of conversation mixed with the occasional shout and clink of glass. The dim light cast long shadows across the worn wooden tables, and the room felt like it was stuck in time—somewhere between decay and forgetfulness.

He found an empty small round table tucked into a corner, far enough from the bar to give him some space, and slid into a hard wooden chair. As he set his cider down, the table wobbled precariously, threatening to spill the drink.

“Figures,” he muttered to himself, rolling his eyes as he adjusted the chair, but it was clear the table wasn’t going to cooperate. With a resigned sigh, he picked up the well-used beer mat, and with a practised flick, he swept the majority of the detritus off the table.

Dave settled back into the chair, taking a sip of the cider. It was sweet, but it did the job. He glanced around the pub, his eyes scanning the faces in the crowd. Most of them were too caught up in their own world to pay attention to him. A few people glanced his way—probably just sizing him up, trying to figure out if he was a new face or if he belonged to the place. But he was used to that. It was part of the game.

Now, it was just a waiting game. Waiting for John “G”, the man who could point him in the right direction. He wasn’t sure how long it would take, but he knew better than to rush things. At places like this, people didn’t like to be rushed. They liked their time to come to them.

Dave leaned back in the chair, settling in for the wait.

Not five minutes into Dave’s visit, the relative calm of the pub was shattered by a loud shout from across the room. He looked up, his eyes narrowing as a stocky guy in a filthy t-shirt and jeans stood up from his table as he dragged the man sitting opposite him to his feet. The smaller man’s face was red with anger as the stocky guy bellowed, “No one talks to me like that!”

The noise of the argument was drowned out by the sound of drinks flying off the table, smashing onto the floor and soaking into the carpet. The two men locked in a furious push-and-shove, fists clenched as they jostled each other, knocking over tables and chairs. The scene escalated quickly—some of the other patrons, irritated by the disruption, shouted threats and insults at the brawlers, while others kept their heads down, unwilling to get caught in the middle of the brewing fight.

Dave took another sip of his cider, not wanting to draw attention but making sure he was ready for whatever came next. He wasn’t surprised. The Fox and Vivian was probably always like this.

The barman, who had been busy chatting with his mates at the end of the bar, finally looked up with a sigh. He rang a small brass bell that sat on the counter with a deliberate clang, the sharp sound cutting through the rowdy atmosphere. The pub fell silent for a moment, and the barman’s voice rang out, firm and seasoned with authority.

“You know the score, lads!” he yelled, his words a familiar threat that everyone in the pub had heard before. “Outside if you wanna tear lumps off each other!” He slammed something onto the bar with a heavy thud, a cut-down pickaxe handle, worn smooth from years of use.

The brawlers froze, the tension in the air thick with unspoken rules. The stocky guy shot a glare at the barman, his face flushed with anger, but he clearly understood the message. The last thing anyone here wanted was to have to deal with the consequences of wrecked furniture or worse.

The two men exchanged muttered obscenities before they slowly backed off from each other, the fire in their eyes still burning but tempered by the presence of the barman’s threat. They righted the table they had knocked over, shoving the chairs back into place with little regard for the mess they had made.

As they sat down again, trying to pretend like nothing had happened, the smaller guy waved at the barman, his voice loud enough for everyone to hear. “Same again, Mark,” he shouted.

The barman grunted in acknowledgement, giving the pair a lingering look before returning to his conversation. As the drinks were poured and the fight seemed to fizzle out, Dave couldn’t help but notice the atmosphere returning to its familiar, uneasy rhythm. No one moved to clean up the spilled drinks or broken glasses. The shards of glass scattered across the floor, ignored by the regulars and the staff alike. In here, that was just how things went.

Dave sat back in his chair, quietly observing. It was a mess, both in terms of the physical damage and the deeper undercurrent of tension that hung in the air. But nothing in The Dogs ever really changed. It was just another day in a place where violence simmered just beneath the surface, ready to explode at a moment’s notice.

At least it kept people’s attention. And if that was what it took to find John ‘G’, then so be it.
The Weasel

Dave stayed in his corner and watched John G work.

The first client arrived within ten minutes—a regular by the look of him, someone who knew the routine. Middle-aged, worn clothes, the kind of defeated posture that came from carrying weight you couldn't put down. He approached G's table with his shoulders hunched, everything about his body language apologetic.

Dave couldn't hear the conversation from across the room, but he could read the dynamics. The man asking for something, G barely acknowledging him, pulling out a small notebook and flipping through pages. A question. The man's answer coming fast, desperate. G making a note, closing the book, dismissing the petitioner with a slight nod.

The whole interaction took maybe three minutes. The man left looking worse than when he'd arrived.

John G sipped his brandy and waited for the next one.

Dave thought about databases, about how loan sharks kept records. The notebook was analogue—harder to hack, harder to trace, but also harder to backup. If something happened to that book, G would lose track of who owed what. The system was vulnerable in ways digital records wouldn't be.

He caught himself thinking tactically and examined the impulse. Was this useful analysis, or was he looking for ways to justify what he was planning to do?

Both, probably.

The second client was different—better dressed, more agitated. He came through the door like he was being chased, eyes scanning the pub before spotting G's table. One of the muscle intercepted him, a brief exchange, then escorted him to the table with a hand heavy on his shoulder.

This conversation was more animated. Dave couldn't hear the words, but he could see the desperation in the client's gestures, the way his hands moved as he tried to explain something. G listened with the same bored expression, occasionally making notes, never raising his voice.

The muscle leaned in at one point, said something quietly. The client's face went pale. His nods became quicker, more frantic. Whatever deal was being made, it wasn't in his favour.

When the man left, he looked like someone who'd just signed away something he couldn't afford to lose.

Dave sipped his cider and thought about Markus. About how his friend had started down this same path—a loan to cover cash flow problems, terms that seemed manageable at first, then the debt sold on to someone like G who saw people as revenue streams rather than humans in difficulty.

Markus needed help, and John G had the information that would lead to whoever currently held the debt. The notebook in G's jacket pocket was the key to unravelling that chain.

The question was how to get it.

—

Dave waited through two more clients—both following similar patterns of desperation and one-sided negotiation—before making his decision. G's muscle had settled into a routine, one by the door, one circulating. The barman was back to his conversation with his mates. The rest of the pub had absorbed G's presence and returned to its usual business.

Time to move.

Dave stood and walked across the room, timing his approach for when the circulating muscle was on the far side of the pub. He slid into the seat opposite John G before the man could react, the chair scraping against the floor.

G looked up from his brandy with immediate irritation. “Do I know you?”

“No.” Dave kept his voice level, conversational. “But you know a friend of mine. Markus Sullivan.”

G's expression didn't change, but something flickered behind his eyes. Recognition, maybe. Calculation, certainly. His gaze flicked past Dave toward his muscle, a subtle signal.

“I know a lot of people,” G said, his tone dismissive. He started to gesture, summoning the muscle.

Dave didn't move. “I'm here to discuss his debt. The one you sold on.”

“Terry,” G called, louder now. “This gentleman was just leaving.”

The muscle—Terry—approached from behind. Dave heard the heavy footsteps, felt the displacement of air as the big man loomed over him. He stayed seated, relaxed, hands visible on the table.

“I suggest you listen to what I have to say first,” Dave said quietly.

Terry's hand landed on Dave's shoulder, grip tightening with practised intimidation. “Come on, mate. Time to go.”

Dave looked at the hand, then up at Terry's face. The man was big—maybe six-two, eighteen stone, the kind of bulk that came from gym work and probably chemical enhancement. Used to people backing down when he applied pressure.

“Last chance,” Dave said, still looking at Terry. “Walk away from this.”

Terry's expression shifted from confident to annoyed. His grip tightened further, fingers digging in. “You fucking deaf? I said—”

Dave moved.

His right hand came up and caught Terry's thumb, isolating it from the grip. A sharp twist, precisely calibrated pressure applied to the joint, and Terry's thumb dislocated with a pop that was audible across the immediate area.

Terry's face contorted, a yelp escaping before he could control it. Dave stood as the big man stumbled back, still holding the damaged thumb, keeping Terry off-balance and moving in the direction Dave dictated.

“Told you to walk away,” Dave said, quietly enough that only Terry could hear. He applied more pressure, and Terry's body followed his thumb's direction automatically, the pain overriding conscious control.

They reached the wall near the entrance. Dave released the thumb and in the same motion drove his palm into Terry's shoulder, pinning him against the brick. Terry tried to swing with his good hand, but the angle was wrong and his balance was compromised. The punch glanced off Dave's side without force.

“Sit this one out,” Dave said, meeting Terry's eyes. “It won't end well for you otherwise.”

He stepped back, giving Terry space. The big man slumped against the wall, cradling his hand, face twisted with pain and confusion.

Movement from Dave's right—the second muscle, finally reacting, coming in fast. Dave turned, the motion automatic, and the man's hand grabbed his shoulder to spin him around.

Dave's fist drove into the muscle's gut before conscious thought caught up. The punch wasn't full force—he caught himself mid-strike, pulled it back to something that wouldn't cause permanent damage—but it was enough. The man folded, breath exploding from his lungs, and dropped to his knees. Then forward onto all fours, retching, one hand clawing at his belly as he tried to remember how to breathe.

Reflexive response. The instinct to hit harder had been there, but he'd pulled it back automatically. Training working the way it should.

The whole exchange had taken maybe fifteen seconds.

The pub had gone quiet. Everyone watching now, waiting to see what came next.

Dave turned back toward John G's table and found the barman blocking his path, the pickaxe handle raised and already swinging down.

The wood connected with Dave's shoulder with a solid thunk. It should have dropped him, or at least staggered him. Instead, Dave barely moved, the impact distributing through his enhanced structure without causing damage.

The barman's face went from aggressive to confused in an instant.

Dave reached up and plucked the handle from the man's hands, examined it for a moment, then snapped it in half with a sharp crack. He handed the pieces back.

“Sorry about that,” he said. “And sorry about this.”

He grabbed an empty chair from a nearby table and threw it—not at full strength, just enough to cross the distance—at John G, who was making for the door.

The chair caught G in the back, breaking into pieces on impact and sending the loan shark sprawling. The pub's silence broke into scattered shouts and movement.

Dave crossed the space quickly, hauling G upright by his collar and pinning him against the wall. G's sharp features were twisted with fear now, all the earlier authority gone.

“The notebook,” Dave said. “Hand it over.”

G's hands fumbled at his jacket, pulling out the small leather-bound book. Dave took it, flipped it open one-handed, confirmed it was full of names and numbers. Markus Sullivan was there, three pages in, with notes about payment schedules and sold debt.

Dave looked at the watching crowd—regulars and clients and people who'd been in G's notebook, all watching this play out. The urge to make a grand gesture rose up. All debts forgiven. Rip up the book, make himself the hero.

Except that wouldn't actually solve anything. The debts existed whether the book did or not. This required more thought than a dramatic moment.

He pocketed the notebook without comment and dragged G toward the door.

—

The street outside was quiet, the evening air cool after the pub's stale atmosphere. Across from The Dogs, beneath a streetlamp and a large tree, sat a bench covered in bird droppings. Dave walked G over to it and shoved him down onto the filthy wood.

G's expensive clothes were ruined—trousers stained, jacket torn at the shoulder, shirt rumpled. He looked smaller out here, away from his muscle and his territory. Just a middle-aged man who'd miscalculated badly.

Dave stood over him, the notebook in his hand. “Markus Sullivan. Tell me about his debt.”

“I don't—I can't—” G stammered, eyes darting around looking for escape routes.

“You can.” Dave flipped the notebook open to Markus's page, showed it to G. “It's right here. You made the original loan. Now tell me who you sold it to.”

G's face went through several expressions—fear, calculation, reluctant resignation. “I sold a lot of debts. Can't remember every—”

Dave leaned down, getting close to G's face. “Don't lie to me. You wrote it all down because you need to remember. So remember.”

The threat was implicit, quiet. Dave wasn't sure what he'd do if G kept lying, but he let the uncertainty hang in the air.

G swallowed hard. “Ralph. Ralph Little. I sold Sullivan's debt to Ralph Little about six months back.”

The name hit Dave like cold water. Ralph Little. He straightened, memory providing details automatically—an office building between a takeaway and a furniture shop, Mick Halstead and Steve Turner working for him, the car lot operation Dave had dismantled three years ago. Seven of Ralph's crew taken down in one night.

“Ralph Little,” Dave repeated, keeping his voice neutral despite the recognition. “Still operating in Birmingham, then.”

G looked confused by Dave's reaction, or lack of it. “Yeah. Operates out of Marbella most of the time now, but he's got people here. Properties, businesses.” He was talking faster now, eager to provide information. “He bought up a bunch of my debts, consolidating. Bigger operation than mine.”

Dave thought about the implications. Ralph had clearly rebuilt after his interference, possibly expanded into loan sharking, or just grew the business alongside whatever else he was running. The car lot had been just one piece of his operation, and Dave had only touched the edges of it while dealing with larger threats.

And now Markus was caught in Ralph's network. The coincidence felt both unlikely and inevitable—Birmingham's criminal ecosystem wasn't that large, and people like Ralph filled the available niches quickly.

Small world. Smaller city.

“Where do I find him?”

“I don't know. I really don't.” G held up his hands, defensive. “We did the deal through intermediaries. I got paid, transferred the records, that was it. I don't have contact information.”

Dave studied G's face, looking for tells. The man seemed genuinely scared, genuinely ignorant of details beyond the transaction itself. That tracked—Ralph Little probably didn't give lower-level operators direct access.

“His people,” Dave said. “The ones collecting from Markus. Names.”

“I don't know them. That's not how it works. Ralph's got his own collectors, his own system. Once the debt's sold, it's not my business any more.”

Dave looked at the notebook, at the names written in G's cramped handwriting. Pages of them. People like Markus, caught in cycles of debt they couldn't escape.

He pocketed the notebook. Evidence, potentially. Information about Ralph's operation. More useful intact than destroyed. “You're done with this business. Understand? I find out you're still lending, we'll have another conversation.”

G nodded frantically. “Yeah. Yes. I'm done. I swear.”

“Good.” Dave stepped back, looked at the ruined loan shark sitting on the filthy bench. “Go home, John. Think about what you've been doing to people.”

He walked away, leaving G behind. The notebook felt heavy in his pocket, full of names and numbers and debts that represented real people's desperation.

Dave pulled out his phone as he headed toward the main road, texted Markus: Found the original lender. Debt was sold to Ralph Little. Working on next steps.

The reply came quickly: Ralph Little? Jesus. Dave, that's serious. Be careful.

Dave pocketed the phone and kept walking. The encounter at The Dogs played back in his mind—quick, controlled, effective. Two muscle neutralised, one loan shark intimidated, and a notebook full of useful information.

Ralph Little. The name circled in his mind as he walked. Bigger operation, more professional, based in Marbella but with people in Birmingham. This was going to require more than intimidating a loan shark in a rough pub.

It was going to require actual investigation, planning, resources. The kind of work Dave was good at.

For now, he had a name, a direction, and a notebook full of evidence. It was more than he'd had this morning.

Four more weeks of leave stretched ahead. Plenty of time to figure out Ralph's operation and get Markus free of it.

Dave thought about that as he walked through Birmingham's evening streets, already planning his next steps.
Flash Back

"Markus. It's Dave."

A pause on the other end, then Markus's voice, cautious. "Dave. How'd it go?"

Dave looked down at the notebook in his lap, at John G's cramped handwriting recording debts and payments and human misery. The streetlight overhead buzzed faintly, the sound mixing with distant traffic from the main road.

"I've got information," Dave said. "The bloke who originally loaned you money—John G—he sold your debt on six months ago. I know who bought it."

The pause stretched longer this time. Dave could hear Markus breathing, could imagine him processing this, weighing what it meant. When Markus spoke again, his voice had gone tight. "Who?"

"Ralph Little. Does that name mean anything to you?"

Another pause, then a sound that might have been a laugh or a groan. "Yeah. Yeah, it does. Ralph's… he's not small-time, Dave. He runs half the dodgy businesses in Birmingham. Operates out of a nightclub called The Velvet Room. If he's got my debt…" The sentence trailed off, unfinished.

Dave flipped through the notebook again, finding Markus's entry. £2,500 borrowed. £5,200 already paid back. Still owing £3,800, and the number would keep growing with whatever interest rate Ralph was charging. The mathematics of exploitation, compounding monthly.

"How much do you know about him?" Dave asked.

"Enough to know you don't cross him." Markus's voice had gone quieter, more defeated. "I've heard things. People who don't pay end up in hospital, or worse. Properties get torched. Family members get threatened. Ralph's got connections, Dave. Police, council officials, legitimate businesses as fronts. He's not some street thug you can just rough up."

Dave thought about that. Connections meant complexity, meant this wasn't just about intimidating one man into backing off. This was an organisation, a network. The kind of problem that required more than blunt force.

"Tell me about The Velvet Room," Dave said.

"It's a nightclub. Members only, technically, but you can get in if you know people or flash enough cash. Ralph uses it as his base of operations. Meets clients there, does his deals on the premises. I've never been inside myself, but I know blokes who have. They say it's all very civilised on the surface—nice furniture, expensive drinks, professional staff. But there's always muscle around, and everyone knows what it really is."

Dave filed that away. A public venue gave options—places to observe, to gather intelligence, to approach without it being an obvious confrontation. Better than trying to track Ralph to some private location where he'd have home advantage and maximum security.

"How did you first find out Ralph had your debt?" Dave asked. "Did someone contact you, or…?"

"Two blokes showed up at my flat about five months ago. Told me my loan had been transferred, that I'd be dealing with new management from now on. Said the terms had changed—higher interest, stricter payment schedule. When I tried to argue, they made it clear arguing wasn't an option." Markus paused. "That's when it got really bad. John G was a bastard, but at least you could talk to him, explain if you were having cash flow problems. Ralph's collectors don't care. You pay on time or you get hurt. Simple as that."

The anger that flashed through Dave was immediate and visceral. People like Ralph built empires on other people's desperation, and got away with it because their victims had nowhere else to turn.

"I'm going to sort this," Dave said, keeping his voice level. Not a promise, just a statement of fact. "I'll talk to Ralph, see what can be arranged."

"Dave, no." Markus's response was immediate, urgent. "You can't just walk into The Velvet Room and start making demands. Ralph doesn't work like that. He's got security, he's got cameras everywhere, he's got legal cover for everything he does publicly. If you threaten him, he'll have you arrested. If you hurt one of his people, he'll retaliate against me to make a point."

"I'm not planning to threaten anyone." Dave closed the notebook, pocketed it carefully. "I'm just going to have a conversation. Businessman to businessman."

"You're an IT consultant, mate. Ralph's a crime boss. What kind of business are you going to discuss?"

Dave started walking back toward the main road. The evening had gone fully dark now, street lights creating pools of yellow illumination along the pavement. A car drove past, bass thumping from its speakers, oblivious to the conversation happening on the footpath.

"The business of your debt," Dave said. "Someone owns it, which means it's an asset. Assets can be negotiated over. Maybe Ralph would be interested in selling it back, or writing it off in exchange for something else."

"Like what? You going to offer him fifty grand to clear a four-thousand-pound debt?" The scepticism in Markus's voice was heavy. "Ralph doesn't need money, Dave. He's got money. What he wants is control. Power. People being afraid of him. That's what the debt collection is really about—showing that he can bleed you dry and there's nothing you can do about it."

Dave thought about that as he walked. Control and power. That's what Ralph's operation was really about—not the money itself, but the ability to make people afraid, to demonstrate that he could bleed them dry and they couldn't do anything about it. Exploitation dressed up as business, cruelty justified by profit.

"Then I'll find something he wants more than control over your debt," Dave said. "Information, maybe. Or I'll make keeping the debt more trouble than it's worth."

"How?" Markus's voice had gone flat. "I appreciate what you're trying to do, but you're one bloke. Ralph's got dozens of people working for him. Even if you could physically handle his muscle—which I'm not saying you can—you can't fight an entire organisation. That's not how this works."

Dave reached the main road, the traffic heavier now, people heading home from work or out for the evening. Normal Birmingham life, continuing around him while he discussed how to dismantle a criminal enterprise. The disconnect between the two realities felt vast.

"Let me worry about how it works," Dave said. "Just… trust me on this. I've dealt with worse."

That was true, though Markus had no context for understanding it. International conspiracies, terrorist organisations, deep cover work in extremist groups—Ralph Little's operation was local crime, significant to the people caught in it but small compared to what Dave had faced before.

Probably. The thought arrived with less certainty than he'd like. Ralph had been operating for years, had built an organisation spanning from Birmingham to Marbella, had connections and resources that went beyond street-level thugs. This wasn't some operation Dave could just walk into and shut down through superior strength.

This required planning. Intelligence gathering. Understanding the system before trying to break it.

The IT professional in him could appreciate the challenge even while finding the purpose repellent.

"Dave…" Markus's voice had gone quieter. "I don't want you getting hurt because of my stupid decisions. If something happens to you, that's on me. I can't… I'll just keep paying. I'll figure it out."

"No." Dave kept his voice firm. "You won't figure it out, because the debt's designed not to be paid off. That's the point. Ralph bought your loan because it's a revenue stream that never ends. Every month you pay, and every month the interest grows faster than you can clear it. You could pay for twenty years and still owe money."

Silence on the other end. Dave could imagine Markus processing that, the reality settling in. Maybe he'd known it intellectually, but hearing it stated plainly was different.

"So what do I do?" Markus asked finally, the defeat clear in his voice.

"Nothing. You sit tight, don't pay anything else, and let me handle Ralph. If his collectors come around, tell them you're getting the money together, you just need more time. Don't engage, don't make promises you can't keep, just buy time while I sort this."

"And if they don't accept that?"

"They will." Dave didn't explain how he knew that, didn't mention that Ralph's collectors would report back to Ralph, and Ralph would be curious about what had changed. Curiosity bought time. Time bought options. "Just give me a few days. I'll call you when I know more."

Another pause, longer this time. Dave waited, listening to the sounds of traffic and distant conversations, giving Markus space to decide whether to trust this.

"Alright," Markus said finally. "But Dave… be careful. Ralph's not someone you want to underestimate."

"I won't underestimate him," Dave said. "And Markus? This isn't your fault. The system's rigged against people like you. You tried to do the right thing, and you got caught by someone who makes money off desperation. That's on Ralph, not you."

He heard Markus's breath catch slightly, emotion threatening to break through. "Thanks, mate. I mean it."

"Don't worry about it." Dave ended the call, pocketed the phone, and stood on the pavement watching the evening traffic flow past.

The Velvet Room. Ralph Little. An organisation built on exploitation and maintained through intimidation. Not the kind of problem solved by walking in and making demands, no matter how strong you were.

This required a different approach. Smarter. More methodical. The kind of systematic problem-solving Dave had used in IT work—understand the system, identify the vulnerabilities, exploit the weaknesses.

Ralph thought he was untouchable, operating from his nightclub with connections and muscle and the appearance of legitimacy. He'd built an empire on people being too scared or too powerless to fight back.

But Ralph had never encountered someone like Dave. Someone who could gather intelligence without being detected, who could apply pressure without leaving evidence, who had resources Ralph couldn't anticipate because he didn't know they existed.

The Agency's tools would stay out of this—using them for personal matters crossed a line Dave wasn't willing to cross. But his own capabilities, his own intelligence, his own ability to think systematically about complex problems? Those were fair game.

Dave started walking toward the city centre, his pace steady. The Velvet Room would be open by now, music and drinks and Ralph's criminal empire operating under the cover of nightlife. Worth seeing for himself, getting a sense of the place, understanding what he was dealing with.

Reconnaissance first. Then planning. Then action.

Markus needed help. Ralph was exploiting people systematically. Those were the facts that mattered.

—

Three days had passed since the call to Markus—three days spent quietly cataloguing Ralph's world from a distance, learning names, watching patterns, deciding where to start. By Friday evening, Dave had seen enough on paper. Time to see it in person.

The walk into town took forty minutes. Dave used the time to think, to plan, to shift from reactive anger into methodical problem-solving. This was what he was good at—taking complex systems and breaking them down into manageable components.

Ralph's organisation had multiple layers. The street-level collectors who did the physical intimidation. The middle management who coordinated operations and handled money. Ralph himself at the top, insulated from the actual violence by enough layers that he could maintain deniability. Behind it all, the infrastructure—money laundering through legitimate businesses, connections to corrupt officials, record-keeping systems that tracked debts and payments.

Standard criminal enterprise architecture. The same basic structure Dave had seen in various forms across multiple missions. Different scale, different specifics, but the fundamentals were consistent.

Which meant the vulnerabilities were probably consistent too.

The city centre grew busier as Dave got closer to The Velvet Room's location. Friday night energy, people heading out for drinks and dinner and whatever entertainment Birmingham's nightlife offered. Dave moved through the crowds easily, unremarkable and unmemorable, just another middle-aged bloke in casual clothes.

The notebook felt heavy in his jacket pocket. All those names, all those debts, all those people trapped in Ralph's system. Markus was just one entry on those pages, one data point in Ralph's profitable exploitation.

The Velvet Room occupied a converted warehouse building on a side street off Broad Street. Dave spotted it from a distance—subdued exterior lighting, professional signage, a queue forming outside the entrance where two large bouncers checked names against a list. The kind of establishment that projected exclusivity and class while running criminal operations behind the scenes.

Dave didn't approach directly. Instead, he found a pub across the street with outdoor seating, ordered a pint, and settled in to observe.

The queue moved slowly, the bouncers taking their time, making people wait. A power play disguised as selective entry. Some were turned away, others admitted after brief conversations or the exchange of cash. The system was designed to make you feel lucky to get inside, grateful for the privilege of spending money in Ralph's establishment.

Every time the entrance door opened, Dave caught glimpses of the interior—coloured lights, movement, the suggestion of a larger space beyond. The layout would be important later, but for now this was just reconnaissance. Understanding the public face of the operation before trying to find what lay beneath.

His phone buzzed. A text from Markus: Be careful.

Dave typed back: Always am.

That wasn't entirely true, but it would serve for now. Careful was relative when you were discussing approaching a crime boss to negotiate your friend's debt. But Dave had advantages Ralph didn't know about, capabilities that changed the calculation of risk.

He just needed to use them intelligently. No dramatic confrontations, no violence that would draw attention and give Ralph legal recourse. Smart, methodical, systematic.

The IT approach to criminal dismantling.

Dave finished his pint, left cash on the table, and walked away. He'd seen enough for tonight. The Velvet Room operated publicly, which meant it had regular hours, predictable patterns, systems that could be observed and understood.

Tomorrow he'd come back, see about getting inside, start gathering real intelligence about how Ralph's operation actually functioned.

For now, he had a forty-minute walk home and a lot of planning to do.
The Velvet Room

Dave returned to The Velvet Room at four in the afternoon, when the queue would be gone and the staff would be preparing for the evening shift. The street was quieter now, daylight making the converted warehouse look less exclusive and more like what it was—a nightclub with pretensions.

The same two bouncers from the previous night stood by the entrance. Both looked up as Dave approached, their body language shifting immediately from bored to alert.

The larger one stepped forward, blocking the door. “We're closed. Private function tonight.”

“I'm here to see Ralph Little,” Dave said, stopping a comfortable distance away. “Business matter.”

The bouncer's expression didn't change. “Mr Little doesn't take walk-ins. You want to book a meeting, you go through proper channels.”

“I think he'll want to see me. Tell him it's about Markus Sullivan's debt.”

Something flickered across the bouncer's face—recognition, maybe, or just the awareness that this wasn't a standard situation. He pulled out a phone, stepped aside, spoke quietly into it. Dave waited, hands in his jacket pockets, projecting patience he didn't entirely feel.

The bouncer finished his call, pocketed the phone, and his expression had gone harder. “Mr Little says you're not welcome here. You need to leave.”

Dave had expected this. Ralph wasn't going to make it easy, wasn't going to legitimise Dave's presence by granting an audience. This was about power, about maintaining the appearance that Ralph controlled who entered his establishment.

“I'm not leaving until I speak to him,” Dave said, keeping his voice level. “You can let me in, or we can do this the difficult way. Your choice.”

The second bouncer moved closer, flanking Dave on the left. Both men were bigger than him, trained in basic intimidation tactics, used to people backing down when faced with size and implied violence.

Dave didn't move. Just stood there, meeting the first bouncer's eyes, letting him make the decision.

The bouncer reached for Dave's shoulder, the grip meant to be painful, meant to force compliance. Dave caught his wrist before the hand made contact, his own grip precisely calibrated—enough pressure to hurt, enough control to prevent the bouncer from pulling away.

“Last chance,” Dave said quietly. “Step aside.”

The bouncer tried to pull free, couldn't, and his expression shifted from confident to annoyed. He swung with his free hand, a wide haymaker that telegraphed its trajectory. Dave sidestepped, maintained his grip on the wrist, and used the bouncer's own momentum to spin him off-balance. A sharp twist, a pop as the wrist dislocated, and the bouncer went to his knees with a strangled yelp.

The second bouncer lunged, coming in fast from the side. Dave released the first man's wrist and turned into the attack, catching the incoming fist against his shoulder—the impact distributing through his enhanced structure without causing damage. His own fist drove into the bouncer's solar plexus, pulled back to something that wouldn't cause permanent harm, but enough to fold the man over and drop him to his knees, gasping.

The whole exchange took maybe eight seconds.

Dave stepped past them, pushed open the entrance door, and walked inside.

—

The interior was dimly lit, house lights on but turned low while staff prepared for the evening. The main floor stretched ahead—dark wood, velvet seating arranged in intimate clusters, a bar along the left wall where two staff members were stocking bottles with practised efficiency. Chrome and glass caught what little light there was, reflecting it in fractured patterns across polished surfaces. The floor was being mopped near the back, another worker arranging tables with methodical precision, the smell of cleaning products mixing with stale alcohol and air conditioning.

Dave's analytical mind catalogued it automatically—capacity maybe two hundred people, multiple exits including fire doors, CCTV cameras mounted in corners with overlapping coverage. Professional setup, legitimate on the surface. The kind of place that could claim plausible deniability about what actually happened in the back rooms.

The bartender looked up as Dave entered, his expression going from neutral to wary in an instant. He'd probably heard the commotion outside, or maybe he just recognised trouble when he saw it walking through the door.

“Office?” Dave asked, approaching the bar.

The bartender hesitated, eyes flicking toward the door, then back to Dave. Calculating whether cooperation or resistance was the smarter play.

“Upstairs,” he said finally. “Door to the left, end of the hall.”

Dave nodded his thanks and headed for the indicated door. The stairs creaked under his weight, the narrow hallway at the top lined with framed photographs—musicians, celebrities, the visual history of The Velvet Room's legitimate business. Cover for what actually happened here.

Two more men stood outside the office door at the end of the hall. Bigger than the bouncers outside, dressed in dark suits that probably concealed weapons. Professional muscle, not just intimidation.

They both straightened as Dave approached, hands moving to inside jacket pockets in synchronised motion.

“Let him through.”

The voice came from inside the office, muffled but clear enough. Ralph's voice, carrying the kind of authority that didn't need volume.

The muscle stepped aside without comment, expressions unreadable. Dave walked past them, pushed open the office door, and stepped inside.

—

The office was nicer than the club floor—expensive furniture, dark wood desk, leather chairs, the trappings of wealth and taste. Ralph Little sat behind the desk, watching Dave enter with an expression that mixed calculation with poorly concealed irritation.

He was heavier than Dave had expected, middle-aged spread evident despite expensive tailoring. Thinning hair carefully styled, pale skin, dark eyes that tracked Dave's movements with predatory focus. The kind of man who'd built power through ruthlessness and maintained it through fear.

Standing near the wall to Ralph's right was another man—younger, leaner, wearing a suit that suggested money but moved with the easy posture of someone comfortable with violence. His eyes never left Dave, and his right hand rested casually near his jacket's inside pocket.

Hired gun. Professional. The kind who killed without hesitation or remorse.

Dave sat in the chair facing Ralph's desk without waiting for invitation. The gun-for-hire shifted slightly, his hand moving fractionally closer to the concealed weapon.

Ralph raised a hand—a small gesture that stopped the movement. His eyes stayed on Dave, measuring, calculating.

“That was quite a display outside,” Ralph said, his voice carrying sardonic amusement. “Breaking my security just to have a chat. Must be important.”

He gestured to the man standing by the wall. “You're interrupting a very important business meeting with a gentleman who's travelled a long way. His time is precious, and you're wasting it.”

Dave glanced at the hitman, then back to Ralph. The message was clear—this wasn't just muscle for show. This was someone Ralph wanted him to know about.

“I won't take much of it, then,” Dave said. “I'm here about a debt you bought from John G. Bloke named Markus Sullivan. I want to buy it from you. Clear the account, close the books, walk away.”

Ralph's expression didn't change, but his eyes flicked to the side, thinking. “Sullivan. Name doesn't ring a bell.” He reached for a tablet on his desk, tapped at it for a moment. “I buy a lot of debt portfolios. What's the original amount?”

“Twenty-five hundred. About six months ago.”

More tapping. Ralph's eyes scanned whatever was on the screen, then he set the tablet down. “Right. Yeah, I've got it here. One of G's portfolios. Your friend's been paying regularly.” He leaned back in his chair, fingers steepling. “So why would I sell that off? From my perspective, that's good business.”

“From my perspective, you're exploiting someone who got caught in a bad situation. The debt's designed never to be paid off. That's not business, that's extortion.”

“Strong words.” Ralph's smile didn't reach his eyes. “You walk in here, assault my people, and then lecture me about business ethics. Interesting approach.”

“I told them to step aside. They chose the difficult option.”

Ralph's fingers tapped against each other, a rhythmic motion that suggested thinking. “Let's say I was willing to consider your proposal. What's the offer?”

“He's already paid back over five grand on a twenty-five hundred loan,” Dave said. “I'll give you three thousand to close it out. That's profit on your investment, and you never have to deal with either of us again.”

The tapping stopped. Ralph's expression hardened. “You think you can walk in here and negotiate terms? You think I run a charity?” He stood, moving around the desk with deliberate slowness. “Your friend borrowed money knowing the terms. The fact that you don't like how it's playing out doesn't change the agreement.”

“There was no contract,” Dave said, keeping his voice level. “Just a handshake deal with John G that got sold on without his knowledge or consent. That's not legally binding.”

Ralph's smile returned, colder now. “Legal and binding are different things in my world. Your friend understands that. The question is whether you do.”

Dave met his eyes, seeing the calculation happening behind them. This wasn't about money—Ralph had made that clear through his pricing, through the way he'd built the operation. This was about control. About demonstrating that he could bleed people dry and they couldn't do anything about it.

“I'm giving you an out,” Dave said. “Take the three thousand, close the debt, and we both walk away. You don't want me making this my business.”

Ralph laughed—a short, harsh sound. “Is that a threat? You, one man, threatening me in my own establishment?” He gestured around the office. “I have resources you can't imagine. Connections. People who owe me favours. You think roughing up a couple of bouncers makes you dangerous?”

“I think you're underestimating the situation,” Dave said quietly.

Ralph's hand moved in a quick gesture, and the hired gun's jacket opened in a smooth motion, his hand emerging with a pistol—suppressor already attached, the weapon rising toward Dave with professional efficiency.

Dave was already moving.

His hand shot out, catching the gun's barrel and twisting it aside as his other hand drove into the man's wrist. The bones cracked with an audible snap, and the hitman's face contorted in pain. The weapon clattered to the floor as Dave's fist connected with the man's jaw—precisely calibrated force, enough to shut down consciousness without causing permanent damage.

The hired gun collapsed backward onto the leather sofa, unconscious before he hit the cushions.

The whole exchange took less than two seconds.

Ralph stood frozen behind his desk, his face twisted with fury and disbelief. “You—”

“I told you,” Dave said, standing, “you're underestimating this.” He looked down at the unconscious hitman, then back to Ralph. “I came here to negotiate. You chose escalation. Now we do it my way.”

Ralph's hands were shaking, rage and fear mixing in his expression. “Your friend's a dead man. You hear me? Whatever you think you've accomplished here, all you've done is sign Sullivan's death warrant. I'll—”

“No,” Dave cut him off, his voice gone cold. “You won't. Because if anything happens to Markus—anything at all—I will tear down everything you've built. Every operation, every connection, every source of income. I will make it my personal mission to dismantle your empire piece by piece, and you won't see it coming until it's too late.”

He moved toward the door, keeping Ralph in his peripheral vision. “You've got twenty-four hours to close Markus Sullivan's debt. I'll be checking. If it's not done, I start working.”

Dave pulled open the door, stepped into the hallway. The two bodyguards were still there, looking confused, hands on weapons but uncertain whether to draw them. Dave walked past without looking at them, his footsteps echoing in the narrow corridor.

Down the stairs, through the club floor where staff had stopped working to watch. Dave kept his pace steady, unhurried, projecting calm despite the tension crackling in the air.

Near the bar, two men stood out—one wearing a leather jacket that looked like it had been his trademark for years, the other wiry and nervous, eyes darting around the room. Dave's memory provided context: Mick Halstead and Steve Turner. Small-time operators he'd crossed paths with before, broken up one of their jobs. He hadn't thought about them in months, but here they were, standing at Ralph's bar like they belonged.

Their eyes tracked Dave as he walked past, but neither moved. Mick's expression was harder to read—recognition mixed with something else. Calculation, maybe. Steve just looked nervous, which was apparently his default state.

Dave didn't acknowledge them, just kept walking toward the exit. Filed the information away for later. Mick and Steve, connected to Ralph somehow. Potentially useful, potentially irrelevant. Time would tell.

Out the entrance where the two bouncers were being helped to their feet by newcomers, their faces twisted with pain and humiliation.

Dave stepped onto the street, the afternoon sun feeling harsh after the club's dim interior. He pulled out his phone, found Markus's number.

The call connected after two rings.

“Dave?” Markus's voice was tense, worried. “What happened?”

“I talked to Ralph,” Dave said, starting to walk away from The Velvet Room. “He's thinking about it.”

“Thinking about it? What does that mean?”

Dave thought about Ralph's rage, about the hired gun unconscious on the sofa, about the threat implicit in everything that had just happened. “It means we wait. Give him time to make the smart choice.”

“And if he doesn't?”

Dave looked back at The Velvet Room one last time—the converted warehouse, the professional signage, the legitimate business front covering criminal operations. “Then I make it for him.”

He ended the call, pocketed the phone, and kept walking. Twenty-four hours. Ralph would either close the debt or he wouldn't. Either way, Dave had sent the message.

The question was whether Ralph was smart enough to receive it.
Holiday

Dave woke to his phone buzzing on the nightstand. Six thirty in the morning, the weak February light barely filtering through the curtains. He'd been awake most of the night anyway, replaying the confrontation with Ralph, examining every word and gesture for what might come next.

The number was blocked. Dave answered anyway.

Heavy breathing on the other end, then a voice thick with pain and fear. "Dave? It's Markus."

Dave sat up, immediately alert. "What happened?"

"They came to my flat. Three of them. Kicked the door in about an hour ago." Markus's words came fast, panicked. "They wanted to know who you were, where to find you. I didn't tell them anything, Dave. I swear I didn't tell them anything."

Dave could hear the strain in his friend's voice, the way certain words caught as if speaking hurt. "Are you injured?"

"Ribs. Jaw. Nothing broken, I don't think. They… they said Ralph wanted me to know this was just the start. That I should have paid my debts instead of getting mates involved." Markus paused, and Dave heard him spit—probably blood. "They're coming back tonight. Said I should have my affairs in order."

Guilt hit Dave like a physical blow. He'd threatened Ralph, given him a twenty-four hour deadline like some kind of ultimatum would actually work. Like Ralph was the type to sit around and wait for Dave's timetable. Stupid. Arrogant. He'd misjudged completely, and Markus had paid the price.

"I'm sorry," Dave said, the words inadequate but necessary. "This is my fault. I thought—I gave Ralph a deadline, thought that would give us time to sort things properly. I didn't think he'd react this fast."

"Dave—"

"I fucked up, Markus. I walked into his office, made threats, and he went straight for you to send me a message. I should have seen that coming."

Dave was already moving, pulling on clothes with one hand while keeping the phone to his ear, anger at himself mixing with determination to fix this. "Where are you now?"

"Phone box on Alcester Road. Didn't want to use my mobile in case they're tracking it. Probably being paranoid, but—"

"You're not being paranoid," Dave cut him off. "Listen to me carefully. Do you have your passport?"

"What? Yeah, it's in my jacket. I grabbed it when I ran. Why?"

"Because you need to leave Birmingham. Today. Right now."

Silence on the other end, then Markus's voice came back quieter. "Dave, I can't just leave. I've got work, I've got—"

"You've got nothing if you're dead." Dave kept his voice level, authoritative. The kind of tone that didn't leave room for argument. "Ralph's made his position clear. He's not backing down, and he's going to use you to get to me. The only way you stay safe is if you're not here."

"Where am I supposed to go? I'm broke, mate. I've got maybe forty quid to my name."

Dave grabbed his wallet from the dresser, mentally calculating. "Don't worry about money. I'll sort it. Do you trust me?"

Another pause, longer this time. "Yeah. Yeah, I trust you."

"Good. Get yourself to a café somewhere public. Somewhere with people around. Give me the address from a payphone if you can find one, or use someone else's mobile if you have to. I'll meet you there in an hour."

"Dave—"

"One hour, Markus. Stay in public, stay visible, and don't go anywhere alone."

Dave ended the call and immediately pulled up his laptop. Flights out of Birmingham Airport, departing today. He needed somewhere far enough that Ralph's people wouldn't think to look, but accessible enough to arrange quickly.

Spain was out—Ralph operated from Marbella, had connections along the Costa del Sol. Too much risk of crossing paths with someone in Ralph's network. Portugal, though. The Algarve. Far enough south that it felt like escape, touristy enough that a British bloke wouldn't stand out, cheap enough that the money Dave could put together would stretch for a couple of weeks.

He found a flight to Faro departing at two fifteen that afternoon. Clicked through to booking, entered his card details, selected the cheapest seat available. Four hundred and twenty pounds, one way. He'd sort the return later, once Ralph's situation was resolved.

Next was accommodation. He scrolled through options, looking for something anonymous and safe. A small apartment rental in Lagos, away from the main tourist drag but close enough to amenities. Two weeks, self-catering, six hundred pounds. He booked it without hesitation.

The cashpoint would cover spending money. A grand should be enough for food and basics, maybe a bit extra for Markus to actually enjoy himself rather than just hide in fear.

Dave pulled on his jacket and headed out. The morning air was cold, the street quiet except for distant traffic. Mr Patel's workshop light was already on—the man kept early hours. Dave considered stopping, decided against it. The less anyone knew about Markus, the better.

—

The café Markus had chosen was a greasy spoon near Five Ways, the kind of place that served full English breakfasts to shift workers and insomniacs. Dave spotted him through the window—sitting in a corner booth, hunched over a mug of tea, one side of his face swollen and darkening with bruises.

Dave bought two more teas at the counter and slid into the booth opposite. Up close, Markus looked worse. Split lip, swelling around his left eye, the way he held himself suggesting damage to his ribs or abdomen.

"Show me," Dave said quietly.

Markus glanced around the café—only three other customers, none paying attention—then carefully lifted his shirt. Purple and red blooming across his left side, the kind of bruising that came from boots or fists applied with systematic efficiency.

Dave kept his expression neutral, though anger spiked hot and immediate—anger at Ralph, but more at himself. This was his fault. He'd walked into The Velvet Room thinking he could intimidate a crime boss into backing down, had given Ralph a deadline like that would somehow keep Markus safe in the interim. Naive. Arrogant. The kind of tactical error that came from overconfidence.

Ralph had done exactly what Dave should have predicted—gone straight for the pressure point. Hurt Markus to send a message, to demonstrate that Dave's threats meant nothing.

"I'm sorry," Dave said again, quieter this time. "I thought giving Ralph a day to think it over would give us time to sort a proper solution. I didn't account for him going after you immediately."

Markus lowered his shirt carefully, wincing. "Stop apologising. I'm the one who borrowed from a loan shark in the first place. You didn't create this mess, Dave. You're trying to fix it."

"By making it worse."

"By trying to help. There's a difference." Markus picked up his tea, took a careful sip. "What happens now?"

"I've got you on a flight to Portugal," Dave said, sliding the other tea across. "Two fifteen from Birmingham Airport. Apartment in Lagos for two weeks, fully paid. I'll give you a grand in cash before you go."

Markus stared at him. "Portugal? Dave, that's—that's too much. I can't accept—"

"You don't have a choice." Dave pulled out his phone, showed Markus the booking confirmation. "Flight's booked, accommodation's sorted. All you need to do is get on the plane."

"What about my flat? My stuff?"

"Is any of it worth dying for?"

The question hung between them. Markus looked down at his tea, hands wrapped around the mug like he was trying to draw warmth from it. "No. No, I suppose not."

"Then forget it. Get somewhere safe, keep your head down for a couple of weeks, and let me handle Ralph."

"How are you going to handle him? He's got dozens of people, Dave. He's connected. You can't just—"

"Let me worry about that." Dave checked his watch. Seven forty-five. "We've got six hours before your flight. First stop is the cashpoint, get you sorted with spending money. Then we get you to the airport early, make sure you're through security before anyone can follow."

Markus set down his tea, wincing as the movement pulled at his injured ribs. "Why are you doing this? You barely know me any more. We worked together years ago, had a few beers. That's it. And now you're spending thousands of pounds to send me to Portugal because I was stupid enough to borrow money from a loan shark."

Dave thought about that. Why was he doing this? The easy answer was that Markus was a friend in trouble, that helping was the right thing to do. But there was more to it than that—the anger at Ralph's exploitation, the need to fix a problem he'd helped create, the desire to actually solve something concrete instead of sitting at home on mandatory leave with nothing useful to occupy his time.

Maybe all of those reasons were true. Maybe none of them mattered as long as the action was right.

"You needed help," Dave said simply. "I can provide it. That's enough."

Markus's eyes were wet, emotion threatening to break through. "I don't know how to thank you."

"Don't thank me yet. Thank me when Ralph's operation is dismantled, and you can come home without looking over your shoulder." Dave stood, dropped a fiver on the table for the teas. "Come on. Let's get you sorted."

—

The cashpoint outside Sainsbury's gave him a thousand in fifties without complaint. Dave handed the envelope to Markus in the car park, watching his friend's hands shake as he took it.

"Change it at the airport," Dave said. "You'll get better rates than you would in Portugal, and you want euros before you land. Don't worry about the conversion fee—convenience is worth more than saving a few quid."

Markus nodded, pocketing the envelope carefully. "What do I tell people? My mum, she'll worry if she can't reach me."

"Tell her you got a last-minute work opportunity abroad. Tell her you'll call when you can, but the signal's patchy. Keep it vague, keep it normal. The less detail, the less chance of someone putting together where you've gone."

They drove to the airport in relative silence, Markus staring out the window at Birmingham passing by—streets he'd grown up on, places he knew, the familiar city he was leaving behind because staying meant getting killed. The A45 was busy with mid-morning traffic, lorries and business cars and taxis making their way to and from the airport. Normal Sunday activity, people travelling for work or pleasure, unaware of the violence and fear that had driven Markus to flee.

Dave kept checking his mirrors, looking for vehicles that stayed too close or followed too long. No obvious tails, but Ralph's people could be competent enough to stay invisible. Better to assume they were being watched than to get sloppy and miss something.

Birmingham Airport appeared ahead, the control tower visible against grey February sky. Dave followed signs for Terminal One departures, joining the queue of vehicles dropping off passengers. The usual chaos—families with too much luggage, business travellers moving efficiently with single bags, people saying goodbyes at the kerb.

Dave pulled into the drop-off zone, hazards on. "You've got everything? Passport, money, booking reference?"

Markus patted his jacket pockets, wincing at the movement. "Yeah. All here."

"Text me when you land. Use a payphone or hotel wifi, not your regular mobile. Once you're in Lagos, find the apartment, get settled, and just… exist for a while. Go to the beach. Read books. Eat good food. Pretend you're actually on holiday."

"And if Ralph's people find me?"

"They won't." Dave kept his voice confident, certain. "Ralph thinks small. Birmingham, maybe Manchester, London at a stretch. He's not going to imagine you've gone to Portugal. And even if he did, Lagos is a big place. You're just another tourist."

Markus opened the door, paused. "Dave? When this is over—if this is ever over—I owe you more than I can ever repay."

"You don't owe me anything. Just stay safe."

He watched Markus walk into the terminal, shoulders hunched against pain and uncertainty, carrying everything he owned in a small backpack. A man running from violence he didn't deserve, caught in a system designed to trap people like him.

Dave waited until Markus disappeared through the automatic doors, then pulled away from the kerb. The drive back to Moseley took forty minutes, plenty of time to think about next steps.

Ralph had escalated. That was clear from the beating, from the message his thugs had delivered. And Dave had given him the opening by walking into The Velvet Room, making threats, and then expecting Ralph to just sit on them while a twenty-four hour deadline expired. Stupid. The kind of mistake that came from treating this like it had rules, like there was some code of conduct criminals followed.

There wasn't. Ralph had gone straight for Markus because that's what men like him did—they found the weakness and exploited it without hesitation.

Which meant Dave needed to change tactics. No more direct confrontation. No more walking into Ralph's territory making demands and giving deadlines that only served to provoke immediate retaliation. This required a different approach—systematic, methodical, the kind of campaign that dismantled an organisation piece by piece until there was nothing left.

The IT professional's approach to problem-solving. Understand the system, identify the vulnerabilities, exploit the weaknesses.

Ralph thought he was untouchable. Thought his connections and muscle made him safe. But every system had points of failure, and Dave had four weeks of mandatory leave with nothing to do except find them.

By the time he pulled into Ashford Gardens, the anger had cooled into something sharper and more focused. Not rage, but determination. Not revenge, but methodical correction of an exploitative system.

Dave locked the car and sat in the quiet street for a moment, thinking. Ralph's organisation would have multiple layers—the street-level muscle, the middle management coordinating operations, Ralph himself at the top. Breaking through that required leverage, required finding weak points that could be exploited.

And then he remembered: Mick Halstead and Steve Turner, standing at the bar in The Velvet Room. He'd spotted them on his way out, filed it away as potentially irrelevant. But now, thinking tactically, they represented exactly what he needed—access to Ralph's operation from the inside.

He'd crossed paths with them before, disrupted one of their jobs. Mick was aggressive, quick to anger, the kind who thought he was harder than he actually was. Steve was nervous, easily spooked, probably the weak link in any partnership. Together they were small-time, but small-time operators often knew things that bigger players didn't—they saw the operational details, heard the gossip, knew the schedules.

And they'd been at Ralph's club. That wasn't coincidence. They worked for him, or with him, or were at least connected somehow.

Dave pulled out his phone, opened a notes app, started mapping what he knew. Ralph's network, the connections he'd have to sever, the information he'd need to gather. Mick and Steve weren't targets—they were tools. Pressure points that could be used to extract information, to create leverage, to find the vulnerabilities in Ralph's operation.

The question was how to approach them. Direct confrontation had failed with Ralph. A different tactic was needed—something that made cooperation the smart choice rather than forcing it through threats.

Dave thought about The Hanged Man, the pub where he'd first run into Mick and Steve. Local place, regulars who kept to themselves. If they drank there once, they probably drank there regularly. Finding them wouldn't be difficult.

What came after that required more thought.

Ralph Little had made a mistake when he bought Markus's debt. An even bigger mistake when he'd refused to close it. And the biggest mistake of all when he'd sent his thugs to deliver a message.

Now Dave was going to deliver one of his own.

Not today. Not with dramatic gestures or violence. But carefully, systematically, with the patience of someone who understood that real victories took time and planning.

Dave headed inside, already thinking about his next move. He had work to do.
Angles

Four days after watching Markus board his flight to Portugal, Dave finally had a lead worth chasing—Mick Halstead and Steve Turner, the two he'd spotted at The Velvet Room, drinking most evenings at a place called The Hanged Man.

The Hanged Man sat on the corner of Foundry Lane, weathered brick façade bearing decades of grime, faded gold lettering above the door, a creaking sign showing a medieval figure dangling from a gallows. The kind of establishment that had served Birmingham's working population for generations, authentic rather than manufactured, rough around the edges but comparatively clean.

Inside, the lighting was perpetually dim—dark wood panelling absorbed what little natural light filtered through the few windows, mismatched lamps creating pools of amber warmth separated by comfortable shadows. The air smelled of stale coffee and exhaustion, the atmosphere of a genuine working men's pub that had resisted the outside world's influence.

Thursday night, half past eight. The pub was busy—maybe two thirds full with its usual mix of manual workers in paint-splattered overalls, self-employed tradesmen discussing jobs, businessmen in rumpled suits using the pub's anonymity for discreet meetings. High turnover meant the faces changed throughout the evening, strangers blending with regulars without drawing attention.

Dave ordered a Guinness at the bar, waited while the barman pulled it with practised care. The barman was late fifties, grey hair, hands scarred from years of physical work before he'd ended up behind a bar. He set the pint down with the precision of someone who took pride in quality—rich, perfectly settled, that distinctive bitter-sweet finish.

Dave carried his drink to a corner table—tucked away but with clear sightlines to both the entrance and the bar. The scarred wooden surface wobbled slightly as he set his pint down. He settled in, back to the wall, and took a slow sip.

The Guinness was exceptional. Genuinely one of the better pints he'd had in Birmingham, the kind of quality that came from high turnover and well-maintained lines. Worth the trip across town, even without the other reasons he'd chosen this particular pub.

That was The Hanged Man's real appeal—it provided privacy without being obviously criminal. No CCTV inside or out, dim lighting that made faces hard to recognise, staff who didn't ask questions or remember specifics. The kind of place where you could conduct business you'd prefer remained private, whether that business was technically illegal, ethically questionable, or simply personal.

Dave settled in to wait. Mick and Steve had been at The Velvet Room two days ago, which meant they were connected to Ralph's operation somehow. Connected enough to be drinking at his club, at least. If they worked for Ralph regularly, they'd have information. Schedules, operations, weak points in the organisation.

And if they didn't work for Ralph directly, they'd still know things. Small-time criminals always did—gossip travelled fast in Birmingham's underworld, and blokes like Mick and Steve made it their business to know who was doing what.

The question was how to extract that information without them running straight to Ralph afterward.

Dave was halfway through his pint when they arrived. The door opened, letting in a gust of February cold that made the nearest patrons shift in their seats. Mick Halstead came through first, and Dave recognised him immediately—the leather jacket was like a trademark, worn and scuffed but clearly treasured, the kind of garment that defined its wearer's self-image.

Mick moved through the pub with exaggerated confidence, shoulders back, head up, the swagger of someone who thought physical presence equalled authority. He was fit rather than muscular, the build of someone who worked out but had never been in a real fight against someone who knew what they were doing.

Steve Turner followed two steps behind, wiry and nervous, eyes already scanning the room like he expected trouble to materialise from the shadows. His movements were twitchy, uncertain, hands fidgeting with his jacket zip as he walked. The kind of bloke who looked perpetually on edge, like the world was one big threat he was barely managing to navigate.

They headed straight for a table near the far wall—their usual spot, probably, judging by how naturally they moved to it. Mick dropped into a seat with his back to the wall, mimicking the tactical positioning without understanding why it mattered. Steve hovered for a moment, then headed to the bar to get drinks.

Dave watched them settle in, saw Mick lean back and survey the pub with false confidence, playing the hard man for an audience that wasn't paying attention. Steve returned with two pints, hands shaking slightly as he set them down, beer sloshing over the rim of one glass.

Dave gave them five minutes to get comfortable, to think they were safe and anonymous in their usual haunt.

Time to move.

Dave finished his Guinness, stood, and walked to the bar as Steve was collecting their drinks. He timed it so he'd arrive just as Steve turned around, forcing the encounter to seem accidental.

Steve saw him first, his face going through several expressions in quick succession—recognition, confusion, fear. "Look," he said quickly, voice low and urgent, "you said you'd leave us alone. We've stayed out of your way."

Mick turned at Steve's voice, saw Dave, and his expression hardened immediately. "Shut up, Steve." He stood, squaring up despite the height difference being minimal. "What do you want?"

Dave gestured toward their table. "Do you mind if I join you?"

It wasn't really a question. Dave was already moving, carrying his empty glass, projecting the kind of calm that suggested refusal wasn't an option. Mick hesitated, calculation flickering behind the aggression, then sat back down with obvious reluctance.

Steve remained standing, drinks in hand, looking between Dave and Mick like he was trying to decide if running was still an option.

"Sit," Mick told him, and Steve sat.

Dave settled into the chair opposite, set his empty glass on the scarred table surface. The table wobbled slightly—one leg shorter than the others, a common problem in places like this.

"I need some information," Dave said, keeping his voice conversational.

Mick's response was immediate. "You can get stuffed."

"Life's all about choices," Dave replied. "Make the smart one today."

Mick leaned forward, trying to use his size for intimidation. "Last year, you broke up one of our jobs, yeah? We let that go. We stayed out of your way like you told us. Now you're here making demands? Nah. We're done."

Dave let him finish, then spoke quietly. "What if I were to make it known you were the source that led me to the Ostler's job? And the electronics heist at the rail yard?"

Steve's face went pale. "But that wasn't us—"

"Shut up, Steve!" Mick snapped, but his voice had lost some of its edge. He turned back to Dave, hands gripping the table edge. "You've got nothing on us."

"Don't I?" Dave met his eyes steadily. "Question is, will Ralph believe that? Or will there be that nagging doubt in his mind, wondering if you were the ones who talked?"

The silence stretched. Steve looked like he might be sick. Mick's jaw worked, anger and fear mixing in his expression as he processed the threat.

Dave leaned back slightly, giving them space. "Either way, you're not my target. I want Ralph. And if you're not going to help me get him, I'll make sure you go down with him when I do."

"You're bluffing," Mick said, but the conviction was gone from his voice.

"Am I?" Dave pulled out his phone, unlocked it, showed them a blank notes page. "I've got dates, times, details. All I have to do is mention your names to the right people, and Ralph starts asking questions you can't answer convincingly."

Steve made a small sound, something between a whimper and a curse. Mick shot him a glare, but didn't tell him to shut up this time.

"Or," Dave continued, setting his phone on the table, "you make the smart choice. Give me what I need about Ralph's operation, and I make sure your names never come up. You walk away from this clean, maybe even with a payday when Ralph's empire collapses."

Mick's expression shifted again—still angry, but calculation taking over from blind aggression. "What kind of payday?"

"That depends on what you give me. Good information, actionable intelligence? I'll make it worth your while. Ralph's going down either way. Question is whether you go with him or profit from it."

More silence. Steve was staring at the table, hands wrapped around his pint like it was the only stable thing in his world. Mick was thinking, weighing options, probably running through scenarios in his head.

Finally, Mick leaned forward again, lowering his voice. "Saturday night. Ralph's got a job planned. Big one."

Dave kept his expression neutral, encouraging. "What kind of job?"

"Don't know specifics. We're not part of it." Mick glanced at Steve, who still looked terrified. "But I heard him talking about it at the club. Saturday night, something he's been setting up for weeks. The way he was talking, it's not small-time."

"Location?"

"Didn't say. Like I said, we're not part of it. But it's happening Saturday, and Ralph's putting serious resources into it."

Dave processed that. A big job meant Ralph would be distracted, focused on execution rather than defending his other operations. It also meant money moving, people being deployed, systems under stress. Opportunities for disruption, for gathering intelligence, for finding weaknesses.

"I need more than that," Dave said. "You work for Ralph, you must hear things. Details about his operations, where he keeps records, who handles what."

Mick shifted uncomfortably. "We don't exactly work for him full-time. More like… he calls when he needs bodies for specific jobs. We show up, do what needs doing, get paid. That's it."

"But you're at his club. You know his people."

"Yeah, we know some of them. But Ralph doesn't exactly share operational details with blokes like us. We're muscle when he needs it, not part of the inner circle."

Dave thought about that. Limited access, but still more than he had. "The job on Saturday—can you find out more? Location, timing, what Ralph's planning?"

Mick and Steve exchanged a look. Some unspoken communication passed between them, Steve's fear mixing with Mick's calculation.

"Maybe," Mick said carefully. "If I ask around, act like I'm interested in getting a piece of it. But if Ralph gets suspicious—"

"Then you tell him you were trying to earn more work. Showing initiative." Dave pulled out his phone again. "Give me your number. I'll call you tomorrow, see what you've learned."

Mick hesitated, then pulled out his own phone. They exchanged numbers, the transaction feeling oddly formal given the circumstances.

"This doesn't make us mates," Mick said, pocketing his phone. "Soon as we're square, you leave us alone. For good."

"Agreed." Dave stood, picking up his empty glass. "But Mick? If you're thinking about running to Ralph with this conversation, remember—I've got nothing to lose. You do. Make the smart choice."

He left them at the table, returned his glass to the bar, and walked out into the February night. The cold air felt sharp after the pub's stale warmth, clearing his head.

Saturday night. Ralph had something big planned, which meant his attention would be divided. Resources deployed, systems under stress. The kind of situation that created opportunities for someone looking to dismantle an organisation from the inside.

Dave pulled out his phone as he walked, started making notes. What he knew, what he needed to know, how Mick and Steve fit into the larger picture. They weren't reliable—criminals rarely were—but they were motivated by self-preservation, which was almost as good.

The question now was whether Mick would actually gather useful intelligence, or whether he'd panic and run to Ralph at the first opportunity.

Time would tell. And if Mick made the wrong choice, Dave would adapt. That was the advantage of systematic planning—you prepared for multiple outcomes, built in redundancy, never relied on single points of failure.

Ralph thought he was safe behind his muscle and connections. Thought Dave was just one man with no leverage.

He was about to learn otherwise.

Dave reached his car, unlocked it, slid into the driver's seat. The drive back to Moseley would take twenty minutes, plenty of time to think about next steps. Mick's information about Saturday was useful, but not enough. He needed more—specifics about Ralph's operation, weaknesses in his organisation, pressure points that could be exploited.

And he had less than two days to find them before Saturday's job complicated everything.

Dave started the engine and pulled away from the kerb. The systematic dismantling of Ralph Little's criminal empire was underway.

Now it was just a matter of execution.
Work of Art

Mick's call came Friday afternoon, just as Dave was starting to think he'd have to find another way to get information about Ralph's operation.

“Got what you wanted,” Mick said without preamble, his voice carrying an edge of nervous energy. “Saturday night. Big job going down. Art heist.”

Dave pulled out a notepad, started writing. “Details.”

“Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery. Tudor Court collection—paintings that went missing during World War Two, turned up in some private collection, got returned to the museum last year. Been in the works for months, apparently. Got a buyer lined up, some collector with serious money.”

Dave frowned, thinking about the logistics. The museum was in the city centre, Chamberlain Square. High profile, security, CCTV everywhere. Not the kind of target Ralph usually went for—he preferred intimidation and extortion over professional heists. “How's this one going down?”

“Two-man team. They go in the front with a shotgun and sledgehammer—loud entry, smash the display cases, grab the paintings. Whole thing's supposed to take less than five minutes. They're not trying to be subtle, just fast. Then they run it to a warehouse in Digbeth, hold the goods there until Monday when the buyer collects.”

“Warehouse location?”

Mick rattled off an address in Digbeth—industrial area, lots of abandoned units, the kind of place you could hide stolen goods without drawing attention. Dave wrote it down, already thinking through the geography. Digbeth was maybe twenty minutes from the museum, easy run on empty Saturday night streets.

“And Ralph?” Dave asked. “Is he going to be there, or is he keeping distance?”

“Smart money says he stays well clear of the actual job. Lets the crew handle the risky bit, shows up after at the warehouse to inspect the goods. Standard play—keep yourself clean in case it goes sideways.”

Dave processed that. It made sense tactically. If the job went wrong, Ralph would have plausible deniability. If it went right, he'd show up for the profitable part. The kind of calculated risk management you'd expect from someone who'd built an organisation spanning Birmingham to Marbella.

“Keep your head down this weekend,” Dave said. “When this blows up, you don't want to be anywhere near it.”

“Yeah, about that…” Mick's voice went quieter. “Dave, you're not going to do anything stupid, are you? I mean, these are serious people. If this goes wrong—”

“It won't. And Ralph's not going to hear anything from me. I'll handle this clean.” Dave ended the call before Mick could ask more questions.

He sat back, staring at his notes. An art heist was outside Ralph's normal operations—the loan sharking and extortion were his bread and butter, not high-profile museum jobs. Either Ralph was branching out, or someone had offered him enough to make the risk worthwhile. Either way, it represented an opportunity—catch his crew in the act, get them arrested, damage his reputation and his operation in one move.

The question was how to make that happen without getting directly involved. Dave couldn't just call in an anonymous tip to police—they'd want to know how he knew about a heist before it happened. And showing up at the museum himself risked another confrontation like The Velvet Room, which had already backfired spectacularly.

No. This required a different approach. Let the heist happen, follow them to the warehouse, then make sure police found them with the stolen goods. Clean, systematic, no direct confrontation.

Dave pulled up Google Maps on his phone, started studying the route from the museum to Digbeth. Multiple paths possible, but at that time of night the main roads would be fastest. He'd need to position himself where he could see the museum entrance, follow the van without being spotted, confirm the warehouse location before calling it in.

His phone buzzed. Text from Markus, sent via hotel WiFi from Lagos: How are things? Any progress?

Dave typed back: Making progress. Stay put, stay safe. Will update when I can.

The reply came quickly: Thanks Dave. Still can't believe you're doing this.

Dave pocketed the phone without responding. Markus's gratitude sat uncomfortably—this whole situation existed because Dave had misjudged Ralph, had given him a deadline instead of just getting Markus out of Birmingham immediately. That tactical error had led to Markus getting beaten, fleeing the country, hiding in Portugal while Dave tried to fix a problem he'd made worse.

This wasn't about being a hero. This was about correcting mistakes.

—

Saturday night, eleven fifteen. Dave sat in his car two streets over from the Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery, engine off, positioned where he could see the Chamberlain Square entrance but wouldn't be immediately visible to anyone approaching.

The city centre was quieter than usual—Saturday night crowd had mostly dispersed, late bars and clubs still open but the foot traffic reduced to occasional groups heading home. The museum sat dark and imposing, Victorian architecture looking even more severe under the orange glow of street lights.

Dave had arrived at ten thirty, giving himself time to scout the area, identify escape routes, make sure he understood the geography before things kicked off. The museum had multiple entrances, but the main Chamberlain Square doors were the obvious target—closest to the Tudor Court galleries, easiest smash-and-grab access.

His phone sat on the passenger seat, silent. No last-minute calls from Mick, no updates. Either the job was going ahead as planned, or Ralph had changed the timing and Mick hadn't been informed.

Dave waited, patient. This was familiar territory—surveillance, observation, the patience required to let situations develop naturally rather than forcing them. The Agency had trained him well in this, hours spent watching targets, learning routines, identifying patterns.

At eleven forty-five, a white transit van turned onto Chamberlain Square, moving slowly, headlights cutting through the darkness. Dave straightened slightly, attention sharpening. The van circled once, driver checking the area, then pulled up directly in front of the museum entrance.

Two men got out from the back—both dressed in dark clothes, faces partially obscured by hoodies. One carried something long and cylindrical wrapped in cloth. The other had a sledgehammer, the weapon obvious and brutal even from this distance.

Dave watched them approach the museum entrance, moving with purpose but not rushing. The one with the wrapped object pulled it free—shotgun, pump-action, the kind of weapon chosen for intimidation and destruction rather than precision.

He raised it toward the glass doors, and Dave had a moment to think this is actually happening before the shotgun blast shattered the night's quiet.

The sound echoed off surrounding buildings, unmistakable and violent. Glass exploded inward, the museum's front doors disintegrating under the impact. The man with the sledgehammer moved in immediately, clearing remaining glass from the frame with brutal efficiency.

Alarms shrieked to life, the sound cutting through the darkness with urgent mechanical wailing. The two men ignored it, disappearing inside through the wrecked entrance.

Dave started his car, kept it idling. Police response time would be quick—this was city centre, violent crime, damage to a major public building. Five minutes maximum before armed response showed up, probably less.

The men emerged ninety seconds later, carrying a flat wooden crate between them. They moved fast, the crate clearly heavy but manageable. Loaded it into the van's rear, slammed the doors, piled into the front. The van pulled away with screeching tyres, heading east toward Digbeth.

Dave followed at a distance, keeping two or three vehicles between them when traffic allowed, dropping back further when the roads emptied. The van wasn't trying to be subtle—running amber lights, taking corners faster than safe, clearly prioritising speed over stealth.

They were confident. Or desperate. Probably both.

The route tracked exactly what Dave had anticipated—main roads east, avoiding the A4540 where speed cameras would capture the van's plates, cutting through backstreets into Digbeth's industrial areas. The buildings changed from commercial to industrial, Victorian warehouses and modern units mixed together, many showing signs of abandonment or minimal use.

The van turned into a narrow access road between two large warehouses, disappeared from view. Dave drove past, continued another hundred metres, pulled over and killed his lights.

Time to move.

—

Dave approached on foot, keeping to shadows, moving with the quiet confidence that came from enhanced senses and years of fieldwork. The warehouse district was dark, most units unoccupied, the kind of place where activity at midnight wouldn't necessarily draw attention.

The van had pulled inside one of the larger warehouses, the building's main doors left partially open. Light spilled from inside, and Dave could hear voices—two men, talking in low tones, discussing something Dave couldn't quite make out from this distance.

He circled around, looking for alternate entry. The main doors were the obvious route but too exposed. Side of the building had a smaller personnel door, probably leading to an office or storage area.

Dave tested it carefully. Locked, but the frame was old wood, degraded by years of weather and neglect. He applied pressure precisely, felt the lock housing give slightly. More pressure, calibrated to break the wood without making excessive noise.

The frame splintered with a quiet crack, the door swinging inward. Dave paused, listening. No change in the voices from inside, no indication he'd been heard.

Inside was pitch black—an office space, desk and filing cabinets just visible as dark shapes against darker walls. Dave's vision shifted automatically, everything resolving into clear grey-scale as his enhanced senses compensated for the darkness. Useful adaptation, that. Made this kind of work significantly easier.

He moved through the office to an interior door, eased it open. The warehouse beyond was massive—empty concrete floor, high ceiling with exposed beams, the white van sitting in the middle like a prop on a stage.

The two men from the heist were at the van's rear, the wooden crate open on the floor beside them. They were examining the contents, speaking quietly, seeming satisfied with their work.

Dave watched from the shadows, trying to decide his next move. He needed these men caught with the stolen art, needed them arrested and connected back to Ralph. But calling police while he was inside the warehouse would put him at the scene, make him part of the investigation.

Before he could resolve that problem, the warehouse's main doors exploded inward with a deafening crash.

A second van—this one black, unmarked—smashed through, screeching to a halt in the middle of the warehouse floor. Rear doors flew open, and four figures emerged wearing tactical gear and carrying H&K G36 assault rifles.

“Armed police! Don't move!”

The two thieves froze, hands going up automatically, the shock on their faces visible even from Dave's position.

And then one of the armed officers turned toward the office where Dave stood, weapon rising, and Dave realised with sinking certainty exactly what had just happened.

Mick hadn't been feeding him intelligence to help.

Mick had set him up to be here when police raided the warehouse.

“Armed police!” the officer shouted, rifle trained directly on Dave. “Hands where I can see them! Now!”

Dave raised his hands slowly, stepping into the warehouse proper where the light made him fully visible. Four rifles tracked his movement, four professional officers maintaining perfect spacing and cover positions.

Behind them, more officers appeared at the office door he'd entered through. Six total, all armed, all focused on him.

The two thieves were already on the ground, being cuffed by officers who'd appeared from somewhere. Professional operation, well coordinated. This wasn't a response to an alarm—this was a planned raid, set up in advance.

“On your knees! Hands behind your head!”

Dave complied, moving slowly and deliberately. No sudden movements, no resistance. Fighting his way out would mean hurting police officers doing their jobs, would create a manhunt, would burn every bridge he had.

This was checkmate. Mick had played him perfectly.

The officer approached from behind, professional and efficient. Dave felt the cuffs click around his wrists, felt hands patting him down for weapons.

“David Anderson,” the officer said, not a question. “You're under arrest for conspiracy to commit burglary and handling stolen goods. You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.”

They hauled him to his feet, led him toward the black van. Dave went without resistance, mind already working through the implications.

Ralph probably already knew. If Mick had fed Dave the intelligence as part of a setup, Ralph would be getting updates—maybe even watching from somewhere nearby. The coordination was too precise for anything else. Ralph had used Dave's own investigation against him, arranging for Dave to be at a warehouse raid that would discredit him completely.

Which meant Markus wasn't safe any more. Ralph would see this as Dave escalating, as proof that Dave needed to be dealt with properly. Portugal might not be far enough.

The van doors slammed shut, leaving Dave in darkness with two police officers and the two thieves from the museum. One of the thieves was staring at him, expression shifting from shock to confusion.

“Who the fuck are you?” the man said, anger and bewilderment mixing in his voice. “You're not police. What were you doing in our warehouse?”

The other thief leaned forward, eyes narrowed. “You with the buyer? Someone trying to cut us out?”

Dave didn't respond. There was nothing useful to say, and their confusion was telling—they genuinely had no idea who he was. Which meant they weren't Ralph's crew. Which meant…

The implications started cascading. If this wasn't Ralph's operation, then Mick had fed him intelligence about someone else's heist. Ralph had used Dave's investigation to bust a competitor's job while simultaneously getting Dave arrested at the scene.

Two birds, one stone. Elegant and ruthless.

The van started moving, heading toward Central Processing. Dave leaned back against the metal wall, closed his eyes, and reassessed everything he thought he knew about tonight.

This wasn't over. But it was significantly more complicated than he'd realised.
Nicked

Central Processing smelled of disinfectant trying to mask beer and bile, the sharp chemical scent fighting a losing battle against Saturday night's excesses. LED panels cast flat white light across grey walls and scuffed floors, the brightness unforgiving and institutional. The noise was constant but muffled—someone snoring loudly in one of the cells, the sound carrying through thick walls, punctuated by occasional shouted complaints.

“Shut the fuck up!” A voice from another cell, frustrated and slurred. The snoring continued, uninterrupted.

Dave sat on the concrete shelf that served as a bed, the thick PVC-coated mattress beneath him doing little to soften the surface. The cell was standard—three metres by two, grey walls, stainless steel toilet in the corner with no privacy screen, a heavy door with a viewing slot. Everything designed to be functional and impossible to damage, cleaned with whatever chemicals could handle the weekend's accumulated bodily fluids.

They'd processed him efficiently at the custody desk. Emptied his pockets, catalogued everything, bagged his phone and wallet and keys. The custody sergeant had been professional and detached, reading rights with the practised tone of someone who'd done this thousands of times, making notes on a computer system that looked outdated even by Dave's standards.

“You're entitled to make one phone call,” the sergeant had said.

Dave had made the call. Not to a solicitor. To Cecilia.

She'd answered on the second ring, her voice immediately alert despite it being past midnight. “Dave? What's happened?”

“I've been arrested. Central Processing, Birmingham. Conspiracy to commit burglary, handling stolen goods. I need you to come get me out.”

A pause. Dave could hear her thinking, processing the information without asking questions that couldn't be answered over a potentially monitored line. “I'll handle it. Sit tight.”

That had been two hours ago.

Dave leaned back against the wall, concrete cold through his jacket. The two thieves from the museum were in separate cells somewhere in the same block—he could hear one of them still arguing with whoever would listen, voice hoarse from shouting, demanding his phone call, his solicitor, someone from “the firm” who'd sort this mess.

The other voice—different cell, deeper—had been the one yelling about the snoring. Now that had gone quiet too, probably given up and tried to sleep despite the racket.

Dave thought through what had happened. The elegant setup, the precision timing, Ralph's sophistication. Mick hadn't lied—he'd just let Dave make assumptions, fed him accurate intelligence about a competitor's heist, then ensured Dave would be at the warehouse when police raided it.

Two birds with one stone. Ralph eliminated competition and discredited Dave simultaneously.

The question now was how much trouble Dave was actually in. The police had arrested him at the scene, but they'd have to build a case connecting him to the conspiracy. No fingerprints on the stolen art, no communications with the thieves, no prior relationship with them that could be established. He'd been in the warehouse, which was suspicious, but not illegal in itself.

Unless Ralph had planted more evidence. That was the real concern—if Ralph had been sophisticated enough to orchestrate this whole operation, he'd be sophisticated enough to ensure Dave's arrest led to charges that would stick.

The viewing slot in the door slid open. The custody sergeant's face appeared, expression neutral. “Anderson. Collect your things.”

Dave stood, moved to the door. “I'm being released?”

“Apparently.” The sergeant's tone suggested he was as surprised as Dave. “Someone upstairs authorised it. Don't ask me who.”

The door opened with a heavy metallic clunk, electronic locks disengaging. Dave stepped out into the corridor, followed the sergeant back toward the custody desk. The booking area was busy—three uniformed officers processing a drunk who was swearing at them creatively, another officer doing paperwork, the usual Saturday night chaos.

Cecilia stood near the entrance, dressed in dark clothes that looked professional but not formal, hands in her coat pockets. Her expression was neutral, but Dave saw the calculation in her eyes—assessing him, the situation, the surrounding officers.

The custody sergeant moved behind the desk, started pulling Dave's belongings from the secure storage. Phone, wallet, keys, the notepad he'd been carrying. Everything laid out on the counter in clear plastic bags.

“You'll need to sign for these,” the sergeant said, reaching for a form.

“That won't be necessary.” Cecilia's voice cut across smoothly, carrying quiet authority.

The sergeant looked up, started to object, then seemed to think better of it. He glanced at his computer screen, frowned slightly, then pushed the bags across the counter without another word. “You're free to go.”

Dave collected his belongings, pocketed them without comment. The sergeant's confusion was obvious—lack of due process, no paperwork, just a release authorisation from somewhere above his pay grade that he couldn't question.

Cecilia gestured toward the exit. “Shall we?”

They walked out into the cold pre-dawn air, Birmingham's streets quiet except for distant traffic and the occasional taxi. Cecilia's car was parked two streets over, a dark BMW that looked appropriately anonymous.

Neither spoke until they were inside, doors closed, engine idling.

“Thank you,” Dave said quietly.

Cecilia didn't start driving. Instead, she turned in her seat, fixing him with a look that mixed concern with frustration. “Do you want to tell me what you were doing in a warehouse during a police raid, arrested for conspiracy to commit burglary?”

Dave thought about where to start. The museum visit felt like weeks ago, though it had only been days. He took a breath, ordered his thoughts, and began explaining.

Markus Sullivan. The chance encounter after the museum, the coffee where Markus had reluctantly admitted his financial problems. The loan from John G, the debt that had been sold on, the way the interest compounded faster than Markus could pay it off.

Cecilia listened without interrupting, her expression shifting from confusion to understanding to something harder.

Dave continued. Tracking down John G, the confrontation in The Dogs pub, learning that Ralph Little had bought Markus's debt. The disastrous meeting at The Velvet Room where Dave had tried to negotiate and ended up assaulting Ralph's security. Markus getting beaten, fleeing to Portugal. Dave's approach to Mick and Steve, trying to gather intelligence about Ralph's operations.

And finally, tonight. Mick's call with information about the art heist, Dave's surveillance and attempt to catch Ralph's crew in the act, the police raid, the arrest. The revelation in the van that the thieves didn't know who Dave was—that this wasn't Ralph's operation at all, but a competitor's heist that Ralph had used to eliminate competition and discredit Dave simultaneously.

When he finished, Cecilia was quiet for a long moment. Then she put the car in gear, pulled away from the kerb, drove in silence for several streets before speaking.

“Ralph Little,” she said, voice carefully neutral. “You've inserted yourself into an ongoing criminal operation, assaulted multiple people including professional security, and got yourself arrested at a major crime scene. All to help a friend you hadn't seen in years who got caught by a loan shark.”

“Yes.”

“And you didn't think to contact the Agency, or me, or anyone else who might have resources to handle this more systematically?”

“It started small. Just helping Markus with a debt problem. By the time it escalated, I'd already made tactical errors that put him in danger. Bringing the Agency in felt like using official resources for a personal problem.”

Cecilia's hands tightened slightly on the steering wheel. “Dave, you're on psychiatric leave. You're supposed to be recovering from six months of deep cover work that left you psychologically compromised. Instead, you're running amateur operations against Birmingham's criminal underworld and getting arrested.”

The criticism stung because it was accurate. Dave had let this situation spiral, had made tactical errors driven by anger and the desire to fix a problem he'd inadvertently made worse. The professional approach would have been to extract Markus immediately, get him somewhere safe, then assess options for dealing with Ralph systematically rather than confrontationally.

“I know,” Dave said quietly. “I got it wrong. Multiple times. And now Markus is hiding in Portugal, Ralph has demonstrated he can manipulate me into getting arrested, and I'm on bail while police investigate my connection to a major art heist.”

“The bail won't be a problem—the Agency's already handling that. You were never there.” Cecilia glanced at him. “But that doesn't solve your real problem, which is that you've made an enemy of someone who's proven he's more sophisticated than you anticipated.”

“I know.”

“And Markus is still in danger. Ralph will see your arrest as escalation, as proof you need to be dealt with. He'll go after Markus to send you a message.”

“I know that too.”

They drove in silence for a few minutes, the city passing outside the windows. Early Sunday morning, the streets mostly empty, the world quiet between Saturday night's chaos and Sunday's slower rhythm.

Finally, Cecilia spoke again, her voice gentler. “This situation requires more help than you can provide alone. You need resources, expertise, people who understand criminal operations and can work outside official channels.”

“I can't ask the Agency to get involved in personal matters.”

“I'm not talking about the Agency.” Cecilia pulled onto Ashford Gardens, killed the engine outside number forty-two. She turned to face him properly. “Dave, these operators you've worked with over the past three years. Anya, Serj, Omar, the others. They aren't just agents. They're your friends too.”

Dave started to object, but Cecilia continued.

“I'm certain that if you reached out to them, explained the situation, some of them would be happy to help. Not as Agency assets—as people who care about what happens to you. I just can't get the Agency involved officially.”

The distinction landed like a physical weight. Agency resources versus personal relationships. Official operations versus friends choosing to help because they gave a damn.

“You're suggesting I ask for favours.”

“I'm suggesting you recognise the difference between institutional support and personal bonds.” Cecilia's expression was serious but warm. “You've spent three years working with these people. You've saved their lives, they've saved yours. That creates relationships that go beyond professional obligation.”

Dave thought about that. Anya Petrova, cold and efficient but fiercely loyal to people she respected. Serj Romanov, the quiet professional who'd backed Dave's judgement without hesitation. Omar Haddad, who understood the moral complexity of doing questionable things for justifiable reasons.

They were Agency operatives. But they were also people who'd worked alongside him, trusted him, proven themselves in situations where trust mattered more than orders.

“I can't ask them to risk their careers for Markus Sullivan.”

“You're not asking them to risk their careers. You're asking if they'd be willing to help a friend with a problem. What they choose to do with that information is up to them.” Cecilia opened her door, paused before getting out. “But Dave? This isn't something you can handle alone. Not any more. Ralph's proven he's too sophisticated for amateur operations run by one person making tactical decisions based on anger rather than strategy.”

She was right. Everything about this situation proved it. The confrontation at The Velvet Room, trusting Mick's intelligence without verification, walking into a police raid because he'd been outmanoeuvred at every turn.

“Think about it,” Cecilia said. “Get some sleep. We'll talk tomorrow about what comes next. Proper planning, real strategy, maybe some actual help if you're willing to ask for it.”

Dave nodded, climbed out of the car. The street was quiet and dark, normal Sunday morning peacefulness that felt disconnected from the chaos of the past few hours.

“Thank you,” he said again. “For getting me out, for not just telling me I'm an idiot.”

“You're not an idiot. You're someone who let personal involvement override professional judgement.” Cecilia's voice softened slightly. “It happens to all of us eventually. The smart ones recognise it and adjust. I'm trusting you to be smart.”

She drove away, leaving Dave standing on the pavement outside his house. The sky was starting to lighten, Sunday morning arriving whether he was ready for it or not.

Dave unlocked the door, stepped inside, locked it behind him. The house was quiet and dark and familiar. He climbed the stairs, collapsed onto his bed still fully clothed, and stared at the ceiling.

Cecilia's words circulated through his mind. Friends, not assets. People who might choose to help because they cared, not because they'd been ordered.

Anya. Serj. Omar. Others he'd worked with, trusted, relied on in situations where professional competence meant the difference between success and catastrophic failure.

Could he ask them for help with something personal? Would they even want to get involved in Birmingham's criminal underworld on behalf of someone they'd never met?

The questions felt heavy, complicated by pride and the instinct to handle problems alone rather than admit he needed help.

But Cecilia was right about one thing—this wasn't something he could solve by himself. Ralph had proven that decisively. Every attempt Dave had made to handle this situation had backfired, creating more problems, putting Markus in greater danger, demonstrating that amateur tactics against professional criminals led to getting arrested and outmanoeuvred.

Maybe it was time to stop being stubborn. Maybe it was time to ask for help from people who actually knew what they were doing.

Dave closed his eyes, exhaustion pulling him toward sleep despite the thoughts churning through his mind.

Tomorrow. He'd think about it tomorrow. Figure out what came next, whether he could actually bring himself to reach out to Anya or Serj or Omar and admit he'd got himself into a situation he couldn't handle alone.

For now, sleep. Let his body and mind reset, recover from the night's chaos, prepare for whatever came next.

The house settled around him, quiet and peaceful. Outside, Birmingham woke slowly to Sunday morning, unaware of the small drama playing out in Moseley, the complex problem of one man trying to help a friend and discovering that good intentions weren't enough when facing professional criminals.

Dave's breathing slowed, deepened. Sleep claimed him, bringing temporary escape from tactical failures and complicated decisions about asking for help.

Tomorrow would come soon enough.
Friends

Dave sat back in the passenger seat, watching the streets slip by as Cecilia drove. His mind was already working through his next move, and there was no question in his mind that the first person he needed to contact was Anya. They’d worked together on plenty of missions before, and if anyone could help him take down Ralph and fix the mess he’d got himself into, it was her.

Anya had always been the steady one—the cool head in the middle of chaos. Analytical, resourceful, and quick on her feet, she knew how to handle herself in tough situations. Not to mention, she had a deep sense of loyalty. He knew if he asked her for help, she’d be there, no questions asked.

With a quick glance at Cecilia, Dave pulled out his phone and dialled Anya’s number. The phone rang twice before she picked up, her voice calm and cheerful as always.

“Dave!” Anya greeted, her tone warm despite the distance. “It’s been a while! How’s everything? How’ve you been?”

Dave smiled slightly, hearing her voice brought a sense of comfort. “Hey, Anya. I’ve been alright. Same old, same old.” He took a breath, leaning back into the seat. “How about you? What have you been up to since our last mission?”

Anya laughed lightly. “You know, the usual. Keeping the tech side of things running. Been working on a couple of interesting projects, but nothing too exciting. How’s life treating you, Dave?”

Dave paused for a moment, his gaze shifting out the window as the weight of the situation settled back onto his shoulders. It was time to get to the point. “Well, here’s the thing, Anya. I didn’t just call to ask how your day’s been.”

She was quiet for a second, clearly sensing the change in his tone. “I figured,” she replied, her voice now more serious. “What’s going on?”

Dave took a deep breath and filled her in. “I’ve got a bit of a problem. A local loan shark, a real crook named Ralph, has been threatening a friend of mine. The guy’s got connections, and he’s tied up in some dirty business. I need your help to take him down.”

Anya’s response was immediate, without hesitation. “Of course, Dave. I’ll help. You know that.”

He could hear the shift in her tone, the determination already building. “I don’t know anything about this Ralph and his operation, but I’ve dealt with plenty of bullies before. Any friend of yours is a friend of mine. I’ll be there.”

Dave felt a wave of relief wash over him. He hadn’t even had to finish asking for her help. Anya had already committed. She was in this with him.

“Thanks, Anya. You don’t know how much this means to me.” He paused, the weight of the words hitting him as he thought about the situation. “I really could use someone like you right now.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Anya said smoothly. “I’ll book a flight and be on my way. What’s your address? I’ll need to know where I’m going.”

Dave quickly rattled off the details, knowing that once Anya arrived, things would start falling into place. There was no longer any question in his mind—he wasn’t alone in this.

“Alright, I’ll get everything set and see you soon,” Anya said, her voice filled with that familiar confidence. “We’ll get this Ralph taken care of.”

Anya’s voice came through the phone with its usual warmth, but there was a playful edge to it when she spoke again. “You know Dan’s in the UK right now? I’m sure he’d help.”

Dave paused for a moment, a reluctant sigh escaping him. There was a slight hesitation in his voice when he responded. “I dunno. You remember he shot me the first time we met. I’m not sure if he really liked me.”

Anya laughed, the sound light and easy, clearly amused by Dave’s unease. “Yeah, I remember. That was a classic first meeting, wasn’t it? But honestly, that’s just Dan, being Dan. He’s a bit… enthusiastic sometimes, especially when it comes to doing the job right. Let me give him a call.”

Dave shook his head slightly, rolling his eyes, even though Anya couldn’t see it. “Sure, but no friendly fire this time, okay?” he said with a touch of humour in his voice, trying to make light of the situation. The memory of their first encounter, when Dan had put a bullet in his arm, was still fresh enough to bring a wry smile to Dave’s lips.

Anya chuckled again, the sound warm and reassuring. “No promises, Dave, but I’ll make sure he’s on his best behaviour this time.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” Dave muttered under his breath, a smile tugging at the corner of his lips despite himself.

Anya’s voice softened slightly as she continued, “I know Dan can be a bit much, but he’s a good guy, and he knows how to get things done. He’ll be a good ally in this. I’ll reach out to him now and let you know what he says.”

“Alright, thanks, Anya,” Dave said, his voice genuine. “I appreciate it.”

“I’ve got your back,” she replied. “Let me make the call, and I’ll get back to you.”

As Dave hung up, he leaned back in the seat, feeling the weight of the situation still hanging over him, but for the first time in a while, there was a sliver of hope. With Anya already on her way and possibly even Dan helping out, things were starting to move in the right direction. He wasn’t alone in this any more.

As the call ended, Dave sank back into the seat, a quiet sigh of relief escaping him. Anya would be there soon, and with her skills and expertise, they’d be able to take down Ralph and put an end to the threat against Markus.

“Thanks,” Dave said to Cecilia, feeling a little lighter. It wasn’t just the agency’s resources or his own skills that would get him out of this—it was the people who had his back.

Dave sat back in his chair, the warm mug of tea cradled between his hands as he looked across at Anya, who was sipping her coffee, her gaze focused on him. The front room of his house was quiet, the only sounds were the faint hum of the kettle in the kitchen and the occasional rustle of paper as Dave continued to brief her.

Anya, lithe yet muscular build, her sharp, angular features giving her a striking and intimidating presence. Her jet-black hair pulled back into a tight ponytail, keeping it practical and out of the way. Her piercing grey eyes are always assessing her surroundings, giving off the impression that she is always a step ahead of everyone else, often making people uncomfortable with her intense gaze.

“So,” Anya said, leaning forward slightly, her voice calm and analytical, “you don’t want to go in and just tear the place up, smash everything and everyone?”

Dave gave a small, almost imperceptible grin, his eyes glinting with a hint of mischief. “That’s definitely an option, and I have considered it.” He paused, taking another sip of his tea, savouring the taste. “But I think I need to apply more brain power to this than muscle.”

Anya raised an eyebrow, her expression thoughtful. “Smart choice. It’s not always about who can hit the hardest. It’s about strategy.” She set her coffee down and shifted forward, as if eager to dig deeper into the plan. “So, Ralph and his operation… tell me more about your history with him, and how Steve and Mick fit into this.”

Dave set his cup down and began to outline the situation again, this time focusing more on Ralph’s connections and the history he had with the two goons, Steve and Mick. The more he spoke, the clearer it became how this whole mess had spiralled out of control. He was tangled in a web of lies, bad decisions, and old connections, and the only way out was to make sure Ralph went down with it all.

Just as Dave finished detailing how Mick had played him, there came a knock at the door.

“That’ll be him,” Dave muttered under his breath, a slight grin pulling at his lips. He stood up and walked over to the door, swinging it open to reveal Dan standing there, a large kit bag slung over his shoulder and a grin plastered on his face.

“Dave, how goes it, mate?” Dan said, his voice booming with the same easy confidence that had always made him an unforgettable presence. Without waiting for a response, Dan walked past him, dropping the bag by the door and heading straight into the living room, his gaze immediately locking onto Anya.

“Anya, good to see you,” Dan greeted, his tone warm but tinged with his usual sarcastic edge.

Anya gave him a small nod, though she didn’t seem entirely surprised. “Dan,” she said, a slight smile playing on her lips, “Always a pleasure.”

Dan turned to Dave, his expression suddenly turning teasing. “Now what’s all this about not wanting to call me when you need?” he said, crossing his arms and leaning slightly forward.

Dave looked at Anya, a sheepish smile tugging at his lips. “You told him?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

Dan’s grin only widened. “Look mate, I’m unarmed,” he said, motioning to himself with exaggerated innocence. “But seriously—if you need something, just call. I might be a bit full on at times, but I’m here when you need me.”

Dave shook his head, chuckling lightly. “Thanks, Dan. Appreciate it.”

Dan glanced around the room, taking in the scene with a mock frown. “So, I’ve been stood here for five minutes, and no one’s got the kettle on?” he said, breaking into a broad grin.

Dave smiled at the light-hearted banter. He could always count on Dan to cut through the tension. “Alright, alright,” he said, heading towards the kitchen. “I’ll make the tea.”

As Dave moved to prepare the kettle, he could hear Anya and Dan exchange a few words behind him, their voices low but friendly. He knew that despite the jokes and playful banter, both of them were taking this seriously. They had always worked well together, and now that Dan was here, it felt like they might just have the firepower and the brains to take down Ralph’s operation once and for all.

Dan, only a little older than Dave, in his early 40s, is athletic, lean and agile rather than bulky. His short, brown hair is beginning to show grey at the temples, complementing his sharp features, square jawline, and light stubble. His piercing green eyes are always scanning his surroundings, giving him a vigilant, alert presence.

Calm and composed, Dan exudes a level-headed demeanour, never showing stress in high-pressure situations. Always alert, he remains unflappable even when tensions rise, making him a reliable and steady presence during difficult moments. Just what’s needed on this mission.

Minutes later, with the tea ready, Dave sat back down in the front room. He picked up his mug, taking a sip before continuing where he’d left off. He repeated the details of Ralph’s operation, focusing on the warehouse and how Mick and Steve were involved, just as he’d explained to Anya before. But now, with Dan in the room, the dynamic had changed.

Dan leaned forward, his face a picture of curiosity as Dave spoke. “I’m guessing we need to make a plan,” Dan said, his tone serious now, the usual humour replaced with a more focused demeanour. “Sounds like this Ralph’s been hiding behind too many layers for far too long.”

Dan looked between Dave and Anya, a knowing look in his eyes. “Alright then. Let’s get it done.”

With that, the plan started to take shape in the small, quiet room. No more second-guessing. No more mistakes. With Anya, Dan, and himself working together, Dave felt a sense of resolve settle over him. He wasn’t alone any more. This time, he was going to take down Ralph for good.

The trio sat in the small front room, the weight of the situation hanging heavily in the air. Dave had just finished laying out the rough plan, but now it was time to dig deeper, to get the intel they needed to bring down Ralph’s operation once and for all.

Dan, ever the pragmatist, leaned forward, his hands steepled in front of him as he surveyed the group. “First off,” he began, his tone low but focused, “let’s get some intel gathering in place. We won’t be able to work the angles if we don’t know the game.”

Anya nodded, her brow furrowing slightly as she considered the next step. “Exactly,” she said, her voice calm and analytical. “We need some access to his comms. Phones, computers—anything we can get our hands on.”

Dave shifted in his chair, rubbing his temples as he thought about what that would entail. “I’m not sure what he’s got set up,” he said slowly. “But I suspect it’s going to be the usual burner phones, maybe even indirect comms via one of his henchmen. He’s probably paranoid enough to keep things off the grid, but we’re going to have to find out.”

Dan grinned, a sly look on his face. “Not ‘we’, Dave. ‘You’. You’re going to have to get back in his office and plant a listening device or two.”

Dave paused, considering the suggestion carefully. “Not sure that’s a smart move,” he muttered. His gut twisted at the thought of putting himself back in Ralph’s territory, even under the guise of planting equipment. Ralph might not have been expecting him, but it was too risky. A direct approach like that could blow everything wide open.

Anya met his eyes, her expression calm but insistent. “If you don’t plant the devices, we’re blind. We won’t have access to anything internal. The burner phones won’t give us much without knowing who they’re calling, and Ralph’s comms are probably tight.”

Dave leaned back, thinking it over. She was right, of course. They needed a way in, and if planting the devices was the only way to get that intel, then he’d have to do it. It wasn’t ideal, but it was a necessary risk.

“I don’t like it,” Dave said finally, his voice tense. “But I get it. I’ll go in, plant the devices, and get out. But it’s not going to be easy. Ralph’s office isn’t a walk in the park.”

Dan’s grin widened. “I’ll be honest, Dave, you’ve got the skills for it. You’ve been there before. Just keep it low and clean, and we’ll get the intel we need.”

Dan clapped his hands together, a sound that broke the tension in the room. “Right then,” he said, his voice cheerful. “Let’s get you set up. You plant the devices, and we’ll start tracking the signals once we’ve got them.”

As Dave sat back in his chair, the plan began to take shape. It wasn’t going to be easy, but with Anya’s tech skills and Dan’s connections, they had the right people in place to make it work. He just had to get through the first part—the most dangerous part—and after that, the pieces would fall into place.

“Let’s get this done,” Dave muttered to himself, a sense of determination rising within him. They were going after Ralph, and nothing was going to stop them.
Planning

Monday evening arrived with the kind of nervous energy Dave hadn't felt since his first Agency briefing. He'd spent the day refining the eight-page document, shopping for tea and biscuits, and trying to convince himself that having Dan Carter in his house wasn't going to be awkward.

The problem wasn't the shooting incident. That had been professional assessment, Dan verifying abilities in his characteristically direct way. The problem was that Dave had barely worked with Dan since Tangier—a handful of briefings, one joint operation in Morocco that had been over in forty-eight hours. They'd been professional colleagues, not friends. Dave didn't know Dan's working style beyond “thorough and occasionally alarming.”

At 18:55, Dave checked the living room one final time. The briefing document sat on the coffee table, printed and bound properly. Tea supplies ready in the kitchen. Biscuits—he'd bought three varieties, uncertain what qualified as “hospitable”—arranged on a plate.

The doorbell rang at precisely 19:00.

Dan Carter stood on the doorstep looking exactly as Dave remembered—lean, athletic, brown hair greying at the temples, green eyes taking in everything with that constant tactical awareness. He wore practical civilian clothes, carried a small duffel bag, and smiled with the easy confidence of someone completely comfortable in any situation.

“Dave,” he said, offering a firm handshake. “Good to see you. No weapons this time, promise.”

Dave returned the handshake, stepped aside. “Appreciate that. Come in.”

Dan moved through the house with the unconscious efficiency of someone trained to assess spaces—exits, sightlines, potential threats. He set his duffel by the door, followed Dave to the living room, settled into the armchair like he'd done it a hundred times before.

“Nice place. Quiet neighbourhood.” Dan's eyes landed on the briefing document. “That the situation overview?”

“Eight pages. Everything I know about Ralph's operation, the mistakes I've made, what happened at the warehouse.” Dave gestured toward the kitchen. “Tea first? Anya mentioned you take six sugars.”

Dan grinned. “She warned you about that, did she? Yeah, six sugars. Don't judge—keeps me awake during surveillance.”

Dave moved to the kitchen, put the kettle on, tried to settle the nervous energy. Having a professional operator in his house to discuss taking down a Birmingham loan shark felt surreal. This wasn't Agency business with official backing and resources. This was personal, improvised, relying on people volunteering their time and expertise.

He returned with two mugs of tea, the biscuit plate balanced carefully. Dan was already reading the briefing document, flipping pages with focused attention, occasionally making small noises of consideration.

“Six sugars,” Dave said, setting the mug down.

“Perfect.” Dan took a sip, nodded approval, returned his attention to the document. The silence stretched while he read, Dave sitting across from him trying not to feel like he was being graded on a school assignment.

Finally, Dan set the document down, picked up a digestive biscuit, and leaned back in the chair.

“Right,” he said, his tone professional but not cold. “This is thorough. Good detail on Ralph's operation, the debt portfolio structure, the confrontation at The Velvet Room. The warehouse setup was sophisticated—using your investigation to eliminate a competitor while getting you arrested simultaneously. That's not amateur hour.”

Dave felt some of the tension ease. “That's what worries me. I walked into both situations thinking I could handle them, and Ralph outmanoeuvred me completely.”

“Because you were operating alone with limited intelligence and no tactical support.” Dan took another biscuit, spoke around it without self-consciousness. “You're trained for field work now, but you're thinking like this is a solo operation. It's not. That's why Anya and I are here.”

The matter-of-fact way Dan said it—no judgement, just assessment—made Dave relax slightly. This was what he'd needed. Professional perspective that didn't make him feel incompetent, just inexperienced.

“Walk me through your thinking at The Velvet Room,” Dan said. “What was your objective?”

Dave thought back to that confrontation, the anger and determination that had driven him up those stairs. “Negotiate Markus's debt. Offer Ralph a buyout, make it clear I wasn't backing down.”

“And when negotiation failed?”

“I assaulted his security and left with a twenty-four-hour ultimatum.”

Dan nodded slowly. “Which gave Ralph time to retaliate against Markus and set up the warehouse trap. Classic escalation mistake—you showed force without having the leverage to make threats stick.” He paused, sipped his tea. “Not criticising. Just identifying the tactical error so we don't repeat it.”

“What should I have done?”

“Either extracted Markus immediately before confronting Ralph, or gathered intelligence first to find actual leverage rather than relying on physical intimidation.” Dan gestured at the document. “Ralph's operation has been running for years. That means vulnerabilities, weak points, pressure points. We need to find those before making another move.”

Dave absorbed that, recognising the systematic approach. This was problem-solving methodology he understood—gather data, identify patterns, exploit weaknesses. The IT professional's approach to complex systems.

“Anya's arriving tomorrow,” Dan continued. “Once she's here, we'll do a proper tactical assessment. Map Ralph's operation, identify key personnel, figure out where the money flows, find the cracks. Then we exploit them systematically rather than confrontationally.”

“How long will that take?”

“Days, maybe a week. Depends on what intelligence we can gather.” Dan finished his tea, reached for another biscuit with the unselfconscious ease of someone completely comfortable. “You mentioned in here that Mick and Steve work for Ralph occasionally. That's exploitable.”

“They're the ones who set me up at the warehouse.”

“Which means Ralph trusts them enough to use them for operations. Maybe even trusts them some more now. That's useful.” Dan was thinking aloud now, the tactical mind working through possibilities. “If we can get surveillance on Ralph's activities, phone conversations, meetings—that gives us intelligence without direct confrontation. Build the picture before we act.”

Dave leaned forward, interested despite himself. “How would we get that surveillance? I can't exactly walk into The Velvet Room.”

Dan's smile suggested he disagreed with that assessment, but he didn't argue the point. “There are ways. But we need Anya's technical expertise to set up proper monitoring. She's better at this than either of us.”

They spent the next hour working through the document systematically—Dan asking questions, probing details, building a mental map of Ralph's organisation. The conversation was professional but surprisingly easy, Dan's direct manner removing the awkwardness Dave had anticipated. There were no pretensions, no performative toughness. Just two people working through a tactical problem.

Around nine, Dan stretched, stood. “I should get settled. Anya's arriving tomorrow afternoon?”

“Around three, she said.”

“Right. We'll do a proper planning session once she's here. Three heads better than one.” Dan picked up his duffel, paused. “Dave? You did the right thing reaching out. Ralph's operation requires more than one person, no matter how capable. That's not weakness—that's tactical judgement.”

The echo of Anya's words felt deliberate, reinforcing the message. Dave stood, walked Dan to the spare bedroom.

“Thanks for coming. I know this isn't your usual type of operation.”

Dan shrugged, his expression genuine. “Mate, I've run operations in twelve countries across four continents. A Birmingham loan shark isn't exactly pushing professional boundaries.” He grinned. “Besides, Anya said you needed help, and I trust her judgement. That's enough.”

After Dan disappeared into the spare room, Dave returned to the living room, picked up the briefing document now covered with Dan's pencilled notes and annotations. The nervous energy had dissipated, replaced by cautious optimism. Having someone review his work with professional expertise, finding the tactical errors without making Dave feel incompetent, building toward systematic solutions rather than confrontational mistakes.

This felt right. This felt like actual operational planning rather than amateur improvisation.

Dave cleaned up the tea things, locked the house, checked that everything was secure. Tomorrow Anya would arrive, and they'd build a proper plan. No more knee-jerk reactions, no more walking into situations without intelligence, no more one-man army tactics that got him arrested.

Professional help. Systematic approach. Actual strategic thinking.

He went to bed feeling more confident than he had since this whole situation started.

—

Tuesday morning, Dan was gone before Dave woke. A note on the kitchen counter in neat handwriting: Sourcing equipment. Back by lunch. —D

Dave spent the morning alone, reviewing the briefing document again, making tea, trying not to think too hard about what “sourcing equipment” meant in practical terms. Dan had connections throughout the UK military and private security sectors. If he was acquiring operational gear, it would be professional quality, and probably not obtained through channels that left paper trails.

At 11:45, Dave heard a car pull up outside. He looked through the window to see Dan's hire car in the drive, Dan hauling two large deployment bags from the boot. Military-style duffels, black canvas, the kind designed to carry serious kit across challenging terrain.

Dave opened the door. Dan carried both bags inside without apparent effort, set them down in the living room with solid thuds that suggested considerable weight.

“Got what we need,” Dan said, unzipping the first bag.

The contents looked like a small armoury and surveillance shop had their inventories combined. Listening devices—multiple types, various sizes and transmission methods. Binoculars with night vision capability. Compact cameras. Signal detectors. Tactical vests. And, wrapped carefully in cloth at the bottom of the second bag, two handguns in nylon holsters.

Dan caught Dave's expression as he looked at the weapons. “Glock 17s. Standard issue, reliable, nothing fancy.” He pulled one out, checked the magazine was empty, set it on the coffee table. “We don't want to be armed. Creates complications, escalates situations. But sometimes the immediate threat demands intimidation rather than capability.”

“Be prepared,” Dave said.

“The boy scouts weren't wrong about that.” Dan's tone was matter-of-fact, treating the weapons as tools rather than talking points. “These stay in the bag unless the situation genuinely requires them. Which it probably won't. But if Ralph escalates to lethal force, better to have options than need them and not have them.”

Dave looked at the array of equipment spread across his living room floor. Professional operational kit, acquired in a morning, ready for deployment. This was a different level of preparation than his amateur attempts at investigation.

“Anya arrives at three,” Dave said.

“Right. Let me organise this properly before she gets here. She'll want to go through the technical kit, make sure everything's compatible with her systems.” Dan started sorting the equipment into categories with efficient movements—audio surveillance here, visual there, tactical gear in a separate pile.

Dave made lunch while Dan worked, the domestic normality of sandwiches and tea feeling oddly disconnected from the deployment bags and handguns in his living room.

At 15:00, Anya's text arrived: Outside.

Dave opened the door to find Anya Petrova standing on his doorstep with a small rolling suitcase, her dark hair pulled back in the familiar tight ponytail, grey eyes assessing the street with automatic precision before focusing on him.

“Dave.” She stepped inside, efficient movement, no wasted energy. “Good to see you.”

“Anya. How was the journey?”

“Train was adequate. No delays.” She set her suitcase by the door, followed Dave into the living room where Dan had organised the equipment into neat rows on the coffee table, the briefing document sitting alongside the operational kit.

“Anya,” Dan greeted, standing to shake her hand. “Been a while.”

“Six months. Morocco operation.” Anya's tone was professional but warm, the ease of people who'd worked together successfully. Her grey eyes immediately catalogued the equipment spread across the coffee table. “You've been busy.”

“Sourced what we'll need this morning. Listening devices, surveillance kit, tactical backup.” Dan gestured at the array. “Wanted you to check the technical gear before we plan operations. Make sure it's compatible with your systems.”

Anya set down her suitcase, picked up one of the listening devices, examined it with professional interest. “GSM cellular transmission, encrypted channel. Good choice—no range limitations, works anywhere with mobile signal.” She checked another. “And backup units using different frequencies. Very thorough.”

She noticed the handguns at the edge of the table, wrapped in their cloth. Her expression didn't change, but she glanced at Dan with a question in her eyes.

“Insurance,” Dan said. “Stay in the bag unless things escalate to lethal force. Which they shouldn't.”

“Agreed. Ralph's sophisticated, but he's not stupid enough to escalate to shooting.” Anya accepted the tea Dave offered, settled onto the sofa with the briefing document. “Let me read this, then we'll talk properly.”

The next twenty minutes passed in focused silence while Anya read, occasionally making small notes in the margins, her analytical mind processing information with characteristic efficiency. Dave had forgotten how different her working style was from Dan's—where Dan thought aloud, Anya absorbed information silently before speaking.

Finally, she set the document down, looked between Dave and Dan.

“Ralph Little's operation is more sophisticated than typical loan sharking,” she said, her accent making the assessment sound even more clinical. “The debt portfolio strategy, the use of intermediaries like Mick and Steve, the coordination with police for the warehouse setup—this isn't street-level criminal organisation. This is business operation with illegal revenue streams.”

“Which means?” Dave asked.

“Which means he'll have records, communications, financial systems. Professional criminals keep books, track debts, coordinate operations. We find those systems, we find leverage.” Anya pulled out her laptop, opened it with practised efficiency. “But first we need intelligence. Can't exploit vulnerabilities we can't see.”

Dan leaned forward. “I was telling Dave—surveillance is the first step. Audio monitoring of Ralph's office and communications would give us operational intelligence without direct confrontation.”

“Agreed.” Anya was already typing, pulling up something on her screen. “The Velvet Room is the logical target. Ralph's office there is his operational headquarters based on Dave's description. If we can plant listening devices, we can monitor phone calls, meetings, planning sessions.”

Dave thought about the security, the professional setup, Ralph's paranoia after their confrontation. “How would we plant devices without getting caught? Ralph knows I might try something.”

“You walk in the front door,” Dan said simply. “During business hours, when the club's open. Busy environment, lots of people, security focused on crowd management rather than individual threats.”

“They'll recognise me from the previous confrontation.”

“They'll see an overweight middle-aged bloke who got arrested and released. Not a threat, just someone stupid enough to show his face again.” Dan's assessment was blunt but tactical. “You go in, create a minor scene that draws attention to the main floor, I slip upstairs and plant the devices while everyone's distracted.”

Anya nodded, already seeing the plan. “Classic misdirection.” She gestured at the listening devices on the table. “Dan's already sourced proper kit—GSM cellular transmission, encrypted channels, seventy-two-hour battery life minimum. We can deploy tomorrow if needed.”

“That fast?” Dave asked.

“The equipment's ready. Just needs configuration to my receiving systems, which I can do tonight.” Anya was already making notes, her mind working through logistics. “But audio from Ralph's office isn't enough. We need coverage of his operational network.”

“Mick and Steve,” Dan said. “If we can plant a device on one of them, we get the other half of conversations. Cross-reference with Ralph's office audio, we build complete picture of operations.”

Dave thought about Mick, the smug confidence, the way he'd played Dave with false intelligence. “Mick's the logical target. He's the one Ralph trusted enough to set me up.”

“Can you get close enough to plant a device?” Anya asked.

“He frequents The Hanged Man. I could engineer a confrontation, plant something during the encounter.”

Anya and Dan exchanged glances, some unspoken communication passing between experienced operators. Finally, Anya nodded.

“Two-phase operation,” she said. “Phase one: plant device on Mick for immediate operational intelligence. Phase two: plant devices in Ralph's office for comprehensive coverage. Execute phase one first because it's lower risk—if it fails, we haven't exposed our capability at The Velvet Room.”

The systematic approach, the professional planning, the way they broke complex problems into manageable phases—this was what Dave had needed. Not just help, but expertise that turned chaotic situations into structured operations.

They spent the next three hours working through details. Anya explained the technical specifications of the listening devices, Dan outlined tactical approaches for both phases, Dave contributed his knowledge of local geography and patterns. The briefing document evolved from static report into operational plan, annotated with timelines and contingencies.

By early evening, they had a workable strategy. Locate Mick, plant the device during a controlled confrontation, monitor his communications to build intelligence on Ralph's network. Then use that intelligence to plan the Velvet Room operation with better understanding of security patterns and operational schedules.

“This is different,” Dave said as they finished, looking at the planning spread across his coffee table. “From how I've been handling it.”

“You were reacting,” Dan said. “That's natural when someone you care about is threatened. But reaction without intelligence creates escalation without resolution.”

Anya closed her laptop, her grey eyes meeting Dave's. “You're trained for field work, but you're still learning operational thinking. This—” she gestured at the planning materials, “—this is how professionals approach complex problems. Systematic, methodical, building intelligence before action.”

Dave absorbed that, recognising the truth. He'd been treating Ralph like a bug in computer code—something to be fixed immediately through direct intervention. But Ralph wasn't code. He was a sophisticated operator with resources and experience, and defeating him required more than superior strength.

It required strategy. Planning. Professional expertise.

“Thank you,” Dave said quietly. “Both of you. For not making me feel incompetent.”

“You're not incompetent,” Anya said with characteristic directness. “You're inexperienced at this specific type of operation. That's correctable through collaboration.”

Dan stood, stretched. “Right. Tomorrow we locate Mick, set up the first phase. Anya, you'll monitor remotely?”

“I'll set up equipment here. Audio feed comes to me, I'll process and analyse in real time.” She looked at Dave. “You'll need to get close enough to Mick to plant the device without him noticing. Can you do that?”

Dave thought about Mick's arrogance, the way he underestimated people, his pattern of frequenting The Hanged Man. “Yeah. I can engineer that.”

“Good.” Anya's expression suggested confidence in his capability. “We execute tomorrow, assuming we can locate him.”

They broke for dinner—takeaway curry from the local place, eaten around Dave's kitchen table while conversation shifted to less tactical topics. Dan told stories about training disasters, Anya contributed dry observations about technical failures, and Dave found himself relaxing into the dynamic. These weren't just professional operators helping with a problem. These were people who'd chosen to spend their time and expertise because they gave a damn.

Friends. Not assets, not colleagues under orders. People who'd answered when he asked for help.

After dinner, Anya set up her technical equipment in the spare bedroom Dave had designated as operations centre. Dan reviewed contingency plans. Dave compiled local intelligence—Mick's patterns, The Hanged Man's layout, likely times to engineer an encounter.

By the time they settled in for the night, the house had transformed from quiet suburban dwelling into temporary operations base. Professional expertise, systematic planning, collaborative problem-solving.

This was how operations were supposed to work. Not lone heroics and knee-jerk reactions, but coordinated effort with proper tactical support.

Dave lay in bed that night thinking about the difference between his previous approach and what they'd planned today. The Velvet Room confrontation had been emotional response—anger at Ralph's exploitation, determination to protect Markus, belief that physical intimidation would force cooperation. The warehouse had been amateur intelligence work—trusting compromised sources, walking into situations without verification, acting alone without backup.

Tomorrow's operation would be different. Planned, coordinated, professional. Plant the device, gather intelligence, build understanding before taking decisive action.

The IT professional's approach to complex problems, executed with field operator expertise.

For the first time since Markus had called asking for help, Dave felt like they might actually succeed.
Owned

Wednesday morning arrived with the methodical energy of an operation about to begin. Dave woke at seven, made tea, carried it to the living room where Anya had already transformed the space into a temporary operations centre.

She'd set up two laptops on the dining table, both screens showing waveform displays and text readouts. Small speakers sat between them, ready to broadcast audio from the listening devices once they were active. Dan's deployment bags sat open nearby, surveillance kit organised into neat categories, everything positioned for efficient access.

Dan was in the kitchen making breakfast, the smell of bacon and eggs drifting through the house. He worked with efficient movements, comfortable in someone else's space, clearly the kind of person who made himself at home wherever operational requirements took him.

“Morning,” Anya said without looking up from her screen. She was running diagnostics on the listening devices, checking battery levels and transmission strength. “Weather's clear. Good conditions for phase one.”

Dave settled into the armchair with his tea. “Mick and Steve usually start their collection rounds mid-morning. Victoria Street is their regular Wednesday route—shops pay protection money, fast food places, the usual targets.”

“And you're certain you can get close enough to plant the device without them calling Ralph immediately afterward?” Anya's grey eyes shifted to him, assessing.

“Mick's arrogant. If I make it look like personal payback for the warehouse setup, he'll think I'm acting on emotion rather than strategy. Won't connect it to surveillance.”

Dan emerged from the kitchen carrying three plates loaded with full English breakfast—bacon, eggs, beans, toast, the works. He set them down on the coffee table, handed Dave and Anya forks. “Eat first. Operations go better on full stomach.”

They ate in comfortable silence, the kind that came from people who'd worked together enough to not need constant conversation. Dave appreciated that—the absence of performative camaraderie, just professional operators preparing for a job.

At nine thirty, Anya conducted final equipment checks. She selected one of the listening devices Dan had sourced—barely larger than a button, matte black finish that wouldn't reflect light. GSM cellular transmission to send encrypted audio to her receivers, battery life rated for seventy-two hours of continuous operation.

“Pin it inside his jacket collar,” Anya instructed, demonstrating the placement on her own coat. “Here, where the fabric folds. He won't feel it, won't see it in mirrors, and it'll pick up his voice clearly along with anyone he talks to.”

Dave practised the motion several times—quick pinch, plant device, release. The entire action took less than two seconds once he had the rhythm down.

“Mick wears that leather jacket constantly,” Dave said, thinking about every encounter. “At least every time I've seen him. Treats it like a trademark.”

“Good,” Anya nodded. “Means the device stays with him. Consistent coverage.”

Dan looked up from his tea. “Victoria Street's public, busy. You create the confrontation, make it physical enough that jacket contact seems natural, plant the device, disengage.”

Dave stood, pocketed the listening device carefully. “I'll call when it's done.”

—

Victoria Street at mid-morning carried the usual commercial rhythm—delivery vans making rounds, shopkeepers arranging displays, the normal flow of a Birmingham neighbourhood going about its business. Dave parked three blocks away, walked the route on foot, spotted Mick and Steve emerging from a kebab shop.

Mick was counting cash while Steve scanned the street with nervous energy. They moved with casual arrogance, the confidence of people who believed Ralph's organisation made them untouchable.

Dave timed his approach, intersecting their path near the narrow alley between the newsagent and the charity shop. Private enough for a brief confrontation without drawing excessive attention.

Mick saw him first. Recognition immediate, expression shifting from casual confidence to wariness.

“Dave,” Mick said, trying for bravado that didn't quite land. “Didn't expect to see you around here.”

“Funny,” Dave replied, voice conversational but carrying an edge. “I was thinking the same about you. Last I checked, you were feeding me intelligence that got me arrested.”

Steve took one look at Dave's expression and made the smart choice—turned and walked away quickly, not quite running but definitely removing himself from the situation.

Mick tried to maintain his position, squaring his shoulders in that leather jacket he wore like armour. “Look, that was business. Ralph said to—”

Dave moved. Three quick steps forward, hand catching Mick's collar, propelling him backward into the alley entrance. Not violent enough to draw immediate crowd attention, but forceful enough to make the point absolutely clear.

Mick stumbled, caught himself against the brick wall. “Mate, calm down, we can—”

“You set me up.” Dave kept his voice low, controlled anger rather than rage. His right hand gripped Mick's jacket front while his left moved to adjust his grip. “Warehouse raid, police waiting, the whole thing planned to put me in a cell while Ralph eliminated competition.”

“I was just following orders!” Mick's voice went higher, genuine fear cutting through the bravado.

Dave's grip tightened, pulling Mick forward then slamming him back against the wall. The impact drove the air from Mick's lungs, his face going pale as his breakfast threatened to make a reappearance.

“Following orders gets people hurt,” Dave said, then delivered a controlled punch to Mick's gut—precisely calibrated force, enough to cause pain without serious injury.

Mick doubled over, retching. His breakfast came up violently, spilling onto the alley pavement as he gasped for air between heaves.

Dave's left hand moved to Mick's collar, ostensibly steadying him. Two seconds—pinch the fabric fold, plant the device, smooth it back into place. The movement hidden by Mick's distress, by the jacket's natural creasing, by Dave's apparent focus on delivering a message.

Mick was still retching, one hand braced against the wall, the other clutching his stomach. Tears streaming down his face, breath coming in gasping wheezes.

Dave stepped back, released his grip. “Next time Ralph tells you to set someone up, maybe consider who you're actually protecting.”

He turned and walked away, leaving Mick bent over his own sick, gasping and humiliated but with a listening device planted precisely where Anya had specified.

The entire encounter had lasted maybe forty-five seconds.

—

Back at the car, Dave pulled out his phone. Text to Anya: Phase one complete.

The reply came quickly: Receiving signal. Audio clear. Well done.

Dave drove back to Ashford Gardens, found Anya and Dan at the dining table with the audio feed live on speakers. Mick's breathing was clearly audible, along with ambient street noise and the sound of him pulling out his phone.

“It's working perfectly,” Anya said as Dave walked through the door. “Listen.”

Mick's voice came through the speakers, slightly tinny but completely intelligible. “Steve? Yeah, I'm fine. No, he just—look, I need to call Ralph. Anderson just jumped me on Victoria Street.”

Dan leaned forward, interested. “He's calling Ralph now. Good—we'll hear Ralph's responses from Mick's reactions.”

The sound of a phone ringing, then Ralph's voice—distant but audible. “What?”

“Ralph, it's Mick. Dave Anderson just grabbed me off Victoria Street, roughed me up a bit. Nothing serious. Said he's done playing nice, wanted me to tell you.”

Silence for a moment. Then Ralph's voice, clearer now like Mick had adjusted the phone. “Where are you?”

“Victoria Street, by the newsagent. He's gone now, just walked off after delivering his message.”

“Was anyone with him?”

“No, solo. Steve ran off when it kicked off.”

Ralph's laugh was cold and humourless. “Anderson's getting desperate. Trying to intimidate you because his amateur tactics keep backfiring. Don't worry about it—we'll handle him properly when the time's right. For now, finish your collections, bring the cash to The Velvet Room by six.”

“Yeah, alright. You sure you don't want me to—”

“Finish. Your. Collections.” Ralph's voice carried that edge that made it clear the conversation was over. “Six o'clock.”

The call ended. Mick muttered something profane under his breath, then the audio shifted to street noise and footsteps as he walked away.

Anya stopped the playback, leaned back in her chair. “Perfect. Ralph thinks you're desperate and amateur. He's completely missed the surveillance angle.”

“And we've got confirmation that Mick will be at The Velvet Room at six,” Dan added. “Which means Ralph will likely be there too.”

Dave settled onto the sofa, processing. “Ralph's expecting more of the same from me—brute force, amateur intimidation, lone operator making mistakes.”

“Which gives you operational advantage,” Anya said. “He sees what he expects to see. Makes him blind to systematic intelligence gathering.”

Dan stood, stretched. “I'm going to scout The Velvet Room area. See if Ralph's Range Rover is around, get a sense of the security setup and his patterns. Might be able to plant tracking on the vehicle if opportunity presents.”

“Good idea,” Anya nodded. “Dave, you should rest before phase two. We need to understand Ralph's schedule before you go in.”

Dave thought about that. “Mick said to bring the collections by six. Ralph will probably arrive just before then to receive them—that's how these operations usually work. Show up, collect the cash, minimal time on site.”

“Which means his office will be empty before six,” Anya said, seeing where Dave's thinking led. “You go in early, while Ralph's still elsewhere. Plant the bugs without him present.”

“And make it look like amateur vandalism,” Dave added, the plan forming. “Trash the office a bit, the kind of pointless intimidation Ralph expects from me. He arrives to find his office smashed up, thinks I'm acting on emotion, completely misses that the real purpose was surveillance.”

Dan picked up his jacket. “I'll be back by late afternoon. Text if anything changes.”

After Dan left, Dave spent the afternoon reviewing the plan with Anya. She showed him the listening devices for Ralph's office—same model as the one in Mick's jacket, ready to deploy. One for under the desk where phone conversations would be clearest, another behind the CCTV monitor where cables would mask it.

“Two devices give redundancy,” Anya explained. “If one fails or gets discovered, we still have coverage. And the placement behind the monitor is ideal—even if someone looks directly at it, they'll dismiss it as another cable among the nest of existing wiring.”

“How long will I need?”

“Under a minute total if the office is empty. Under the desk takes seconds. Behind the monitor maybe thirty seconds to find the right spot among the cables. But if you're creating the appearance of vandalism, you'll have plenty of time and cover for movement.”

“Perfect,” Anya said, watching his technique. “The vandalism gives you operational cover. Ralph sees trashed office, thinks emotional response, misses the systematic intelligence gathering.”

At four thirty, Dan returned with detailed reconnaissance. “Ralph's not there yet. Range Rover's not in its usual spot. As suspected, pattern seems to be Ralph shows up just before six for collections, minimal time on site.”

“Security?”

“Two bouncers on the door, one inside managing the early crowd. They'll probably remember you from previous visits. Probably won't stop you going up—you've established the pattern of confronting Ralph in his office.”

Dave changed into clothes that would blend—dark jeans, plain jacket, nothing that drew attention but nothing that suggested he was trying to be subtle either. He pocketed both listening devices carefully, made sure they were positioned for easy access.

“Go in around five thirty,” Anya advised. “Gives you time to work without Ralph present, but close enough to six that security won't question why you're there—they'll assume you're waiting to confront him when he arrives.”

“Good luck,” Anya said as Dave prepared to leave. “We'll be monitoring. Any problems, text immediately.”

“Understood.” Dave headed out into the early evening, drove across Birmingham to The Velvet Room as street lights began flickering on against the gathering dusk.

—

The Velvet Room at half five looked different than Dave's previous visits—early evening crowd just beginning, the queue shorter, energy building but not yet at peak chaos. The same bouncers were on the door, and one of them recognised Dave immediately.

“Anderson,” the bouncer said, stepping forward but not blocking his path. “Ralph's not here yet.”

“I'll wait,” Dave replied, voice flat. “In his office.”

The bouncer exchanged glances with his colleague, calculation visible. They'd all been told about Dave, probably had instructions about how to handle him. After a moment, the first bouncer shrugged. “Your funeral.”

Dave walked past without responding, into the building's interior. The club wasn't fully operational yet—lights being adjusted, bar staff prepping stations, the DJ setting up equipment. Early enough that the usual sensory assault was muted, just preparations for the evening ahead.

He climbed the stairs, moved along the corridor toward Ralph's office. The staff-only door was closed. Dave tested the handle—locked, but the frame was old wood around a modern lock. Dave was going to enjoy this. A swift kick to the office door smashed the lock and frame, throwing the door open wide. and hard enough to tear the hinges from the frame and leave the door resting at an angle against the wall.

Ralph's office was empty. Desk neat, CCTV monitor displaying multiple camera feeds from around the club, filing cabinets against one wall. Everything organised, professional, the workspace of someone who ran a sophisticated operation.

Dave walked in, surveyed the space. Time to create the appearance of amateur rage while executing professional surveillance.

He started with the desk—swept his arm across the surface, sending papers and pens flying. A coffee mug shattered against the wall. He pulled open drawers, emptied their contents onto the floor, creating mess and chaos. Then he crouched, his hand finding the recess under the desk. Two seconds—plant the first device, press it firmly into place against the wood where it would be invisible without crawling underneath.

The CCTV monitor was next. Dave grabbed it, pulling it forward. The cables behind strained but held. His hand went behind the monitor, finding the nest of wires Dan had mentioned. Thirty seconds of careful work—press the second device deep into the cable mass, position it where even direct inspection would dismiss it as just another black connector in the tangle.

He “righted” the monitor, leaving it slightly crooked as if he'd given it a knock whilst wrecking the room. Then he kicked the filing cabinets, denting one drawer front, pulled another drawer completely out and dumped files across the floor.

The whole operation had taken maybe three minutes. The office looked exactly like what Ralph would expect—amateur vandalism, emotional destruction, the work of someone acting on rage rather than strategy.

Dave checked his watch. Five fifty-five. Time to go before Ralph arrived.

He pulled the door open, stepped into the corridor, and nearly collided with Mick coming up the stairs.

Mick froze, eyes going wide. He was carrying a canvas bag, obviously the collections from Victoria Street. His leather jacket—the one with the listening device in its collar. His face still carried the pale, queasy look of someone who'd spent the afternoon recovering from being made violently sick.

“You,” Mick managed, taking a step back.

Dave met his eyes, said nothing. Just held the gaze for three seconds, letting Mick's imagination fill in the threat, then walked past him toward the stairs.

“Ralph's going to hear about this,” Mick called after him, voice trying for confidence, but landing somewhere near panic.

Dave didn't respond. He descended the stairs, walked through the club's main floor—bar staff glancing at him but not interfering—and out the entrance past the bouncers.

One of them was already on his phone, probably calling Ralph. Good. Let them report the break-in, the vandalism. Let Ralph arrive to find his office trashed.

Dave reached his car, climbed in, pulled out his phone. Text to Anya: Phase two complete. Both devices planted. Office looks properly trashed.

The reply came quickly: Receiving both signals. Audio clear. Well done.

Dave started the car, drove toward Moseley. By the time he reached Ashford Gardens, Anya had both audio feeds live—one from Mick's jacket, one from Ralph's office.

Mick's voice came through first, breathing hard like he'd run up the stairs. “Ralph? Yeah, it's Mick. I'm at the club with the collections. But mate, you need to get here now. Anderson's been in your office. The place is trashed.”

Silence, then Ralph's voice from Mick's phone speaker, distant but clear. “What do you mean, trashed?”

“Papers everywhere, desk emptied, he kicked in the filing cabinets. Looks like he went mental in there.”

“I'm five minutes away. Wait for me downstairs.”

The sound of Mick moving, footsteps on the corridor. Then he must have positioned himself in the doorway, because his breathing echoed slightly as he looked at the damage.

Six minutes later, new audio came through the office bug. Footsteps, Ralph's voice. “Fucking amateur. Look at this mess.”

“Should I call the police?” Another voice—probably security.

“And tell them what? That the bloke I had arrested for burglary broke into my office and threw papers around?” Ralph's voice was dismissive. “No. This is exactly what I expected from Anderson. Emotional, pointless, desperate. Let him waste his energy on vandalism while we handle actual business.”

“Perfect operational camouflage,” Anya said, adjusting audio levels. “He sees exactly what he expects—desperate amateur vandalism. Completely misses the systematic intelligence gathering.”

Dave settled into the armchair, accepted the tea Anya handed him. Dan was still grinning, clearly appreciating the elegance of using Ralph's expectations against him.

“Now we monitor,” Dave said.

“Now we monitor,” Anya confirmed. “Build the complete picture of Ralph's operation through the audio feeds. Mick's conversations, Ralph's office discussions, the Range Rover tracking Dan planted. All the intelligence we need to dismantle his organisation systematically.”

The living room settled into focused quiet. Three professional operators, two successful phases completed, intelligence gathering underway. Ralph thought he was dealing with an amateur acting on emotion, throwing tantrums and smashing up offices.

He was wrong. And that miscalculation was going to cost him everything.
Listening In

Thursday morning arrived with grey drizzle streaking the windows, Birmingham weather settling into its characteristic dampness. Dave woke to the sound of Anya already working downstairs, the low murmur of audio feeds playing through speakers mixing with the smell of Dan making breakfast again.

By the time Dave reached the living room with his tea, both Anya and Dan were at the dining table surrounded by laptops, notebooks, the organised chaos of active intelligence gathering. The audio feeds from Mick's bug and Ralph's office played in rotation, snippets of conversation interspersed with ambient noise.

“Anything useful overnight?” Dave asked, settling into the armchair.

“Mostly mundane,” Anya replied, not looking up from her screen. “Ralph's office talk is standard criminal business—staff assignments, collection routes, threats to keep people in line. Mick's conversations are predictably boastful. He's told at least three people how he ‘handled’ you yesterday.”

Dan looked up from his breakfast. “But we've confirmed patterns. Ralph arrives at The Velvet Room between five forty-five and six for collections. Leaves by seven most nights. Minimal time on site, careful about exposure.”

“Smart operational security,” Dave observed. “For a criminal enterprise.”

“Which is why we need more access points,” Anya said. “The office bug gives us his business conversations, Mick gives us street-level intelligence. But we need Ralph's mobile communications—that's where the real organisation will be.”

Dan finished his tea, stood. “Which is why I'm heading back to The Velvet Room this morning. Ralph's Range Rover should be there if he's keeping to pattern. I can plant the tracker, then see about accessing the driver's phone.”

“The driver's phone?” Dave asked.

“Everyone has their phone on them,” Dan explained. “The driver sits around waiting for Ralph, probably browsing, checking messages, completely unaware. If I can compromise his device, Anya can use it as a bridge to monitor Ralph's communications when he's in the vehicle.”

Anya nodded. “Modern phones are tracking and listening devices people carry voluntarily. Once we're into the driver's phone, we'll hear everything that happens in that Range Rover.”

Dan collected his jacket, pocketed some of the technical kit from the deployment bags. “Back by lunch. Monitor the feeds—if anything interesting comes through, text me.”

After Dan left, Dave sat with Anya monitoring the audio feeds. Mick was conducting morning collections on a different route, the usual pattern of intimidation and cash exchanges. Ralph's office was quiet, probably empty until evening.

At ten thirty, Dave's phone rang. Cecilia.

“Morning,” Dave answered. “Everything alright?”

“Just fine. Calling to let you know I've taken some preventative measures.” Cecilia's voice carried that professional warmth, the tone of someone delivering good news. “Regarding Markus's mother.”

Dave straightened slightly. “What kind of measures?”

“Ralph's pattern is escalation. Friend won't pay, go after family. Markus is in Portugal, unreachable. Next logical target is his mother in Birmingham.” Cecilia paused. “So I've moved her.”

“Moved her where?”

“Luxury hotel in the Cotswolds. Pet-friendly, since she was concerned about her cat. All expenses paid, courtesy of a competition she ‘won’ for purchasing cat food.”

Dave found himself smiling despite the situation's seriousness. “She bought that?”

“Not initially. Thought it was a scam, couldn't remember entering any competition, kept finding objections.” Cecilia's amusement was evident. “But I was persistent. The cat was her final resistance—’I can't leave him, there's no one to look after him.’ When I explained the prize specifically included pet accommodation, she accepted.”

“How long will she stay there?”

“As long as necessary. The hotel thinks she's won a month-long stay, renewable if needed. She's comfortable, safe, and completely off Ralph's radar.”

Anya had been listening to Dave's side of the conversation. She looked up, understanding immediately. “Cecilia arranged protection for Markus's mother?”

Dave nodded. “Proactively. Before Ralph could move on her.”

“Smart,” Anya said simply. “Shows someone's thinking systematically about threat vectors.”

Dave returned his attention to the phone. “Thank you, Cecilia. I should have thought of that myself.”

“You're focused on dismantling Ralph's operation. That's appropriate division of labour—you handle the offensive action, I handle defensive protection.” She paused. “How's the surveillance going?”

“Two bugs planted successfully. Mick's jacket and Ralph's office. Dan's working on accessing Ralph's vehicle communications today.”

“Good. Keep me updated. And Dave? The charges from the warehouse arrest are officially disappearing today. Paperwork sorted, nothing on your record.”

After Cecilia rang off, Dave sat back, processing. Markus in Portugal, his mother in the Cotswolds, both protected while Dave worked to eliminate the threat. That was professional operations—coordinate multiple elements, protect vulnerabilities, maintain defensive security while conducting offensive intelligence gathering.

“Cecilia is thorough,” Anya observed.

“She's good at her job,” Dave agreed.

The morning passed in focused monitoring. Mick made his rounds, conversations captured clearly through the jacket bug. Ralph's office remained quiet. At noon, Dan returned with the satisfied expression of someone whose work had gone exactly to plan.

“Tracker planted on the Range Rover,” he reported, dropping into the sofa. “Wheel arch, secure compound adhesive. And I've got access to the driver's phone.”

Anya looked up with interest. “Already?”

“Bluetooth vulnerability. He was sitting at the café across from The Velvet Room, phone visible on the table, completely unaware.” Dan pulled out his own phone, showed Anya the screen. “HUAWEI90125. Sent you the details.”

Anya's fingers were already moving across her keyboard. “On it.”

Dave watched as Anya worked, the technical complexity beyond his understanding, but the results clear enough. Within ninety seconds, Anya nodded. “Done. Full access to the driver's phone—GPS tracking, microphone, camera, call logs, messages. When Ralph's in that vehicle, we'll hear everything.”

“Excellent,” Dan said. “Now we wait for Ralph to move, see what conversations we can capture.”

They didn't have to wait long. At two forty-five that afternoon, Anya's tracking software showed the Range Rover starting to move. She immediately activated the driver's phone's microphone.

The sounds of a vehicle interior came through—engine hum, the click of a seatbelt, doors closing. Then Ralph's voice, clear and unmistakable.

“Afternoon, boss,” the driver said.

“Digbeth,” Ralph replied. “The warehouse on Milk Street. And I need to make some calls.”

The sound of Ralph pulling out his phone, dialling. It rang three times before someone answered.

“Yeah?” A male voice, gruff.

“It's Ralph. The job I sent you on this morning. Is it done?”

Silence on the other end. Dave leaned forward, suddenly focused.

“Well?” Ralph's voice carried an edge.

“Boss, she's not here. House is empty, looks like she's been gone a day or two. There's a note on the door.”

“What does it say?”

“‘Sorry, Bad Guys. Mum's on Holiday.’ That's it. Someone's taking the piss.”

Ralph's frustrated exhale was clearly audible through the bug. “Check with neighbours. Find out where she went.”

“Already did. Old lady next door says she went away, took the cat and everything.”

Ralph's voice was flat, sceptical. “That's convenient timing.”

“Want us to find her?”

A pause. Ralph thinking through the implications. “No. Leave it. We don't need that complication right now.”

“What about Sullivan?”

“He'll show himself. Can't hide forever.” Another pause. “Anderson's making this more complicated than it needs to be.”

The call ended.

Anya's hands were already moving across her keyboard before the conversation finished, her expression focused and intent. “Ralph just used a mobile phone. I'm scanning for the signal now.”

Dave watched as she worked, fingers flying across the keyboard, eyes locked on multiple windows displaying technical information he couldn't fully parse.

“Anything?” Dan asked, leaning forward.

“Looking for Bluetooth, Wi-Fi, any wireless signal I can piggyback through the driver's phone.” Anya's frustration was barely visible, just a slight tightening around her eyes. “He's careful. No Bluetooth enabled, no Wi-Fi connection. Just cellular data—4G or 5G.”

“Can you access it through cellular?” Dave asked.

“Not without being a mobile network provider.” Anya continued working, trying different approaches. “The driver's phone can see nearby devices, but Ralph's phone isn't broadcasting anything I can exploit. It's locked down—minimal attack surface, probably powered off most of the time.”

She leaned back, clearly frustrated. “He powers it on, makes calls, powers it back off. Classic operational security for someone who knows phones are tracking devices.”

“So we can't access it?” Dan asked.

“Not remotely. Not unless he leaves it powered on long enough for me to find a vulnerability, or unless he connects to a network I control.” Anya made notes. “But now I know it exists, I can watch for opportunities. Every time he powers it on while we're monitoring the driver's phone, I'll try again.”

“That's a narrow window,” Dan observed.

“Very narrow,” Anya agreed. “But we've got time, and he'll make mistakes eventually. They always do.”

The Range Rover continued toward Digbeth, engine noise and occasional traffic sounds the only audio.

Anya stopped actively monitoring the feed, looked at Dave. “Cecilia was just in time. Ralph sent people this morning.”

“And the note was a nice touch,” Dan added, grinning. “Subtle mockery. Ralph knows someone's protecting her, but he doesn't know who or why.”

Dave absorbed that. Cecilia's preventative action had worked perfectly—Markus's mother was safe, the threat neutralised, and Ralph frustrated but unable to escalate without exposing himself to greater risk.

“That's two defensive wins,” Anya said, making notes. “Markus in Portugal, his mother in the Cotswolds. Ralph can't touch either of them. Limits his leverage.”

“Which means he'll focus back on me,” Dave observed. “The direct threat.”

“Let him,” Dan said. “While he's focused on you making amateur mistakes, we're systematically mapping his entire operation.”

The afternoon continued with more monitoring. Ralph's vehicle bug captured several more calls—business arrangements, shipment discussions, the usual criminal logistics. Anya recorded everything, building a database of contacts and operations. Each time Ralph's phone powered on, Anya attempted access, finding the same locked-down security every time.

Anya leaned back, surveying her screens. “We're building the intelligence picture systematically. Audio from his office, audio from Mick, audio from his vehicle. His patterns, his contacts, his organisation structure. Everything we need to dismantle his operation properly.”

Dave stood, stretched, moved to the window. Outside, Ashford Gardens looked peaceful and normal. Inside, his living room had become an intelligence operations centre targeting a sophisticated criminal enterprise.

“This is different,” he said quietly.

“From what?” Anya asked.

“From how I started. Going to The Velvet Room, confronting Ralph directly, trying to intimidate him into clearing Markus's debt. Amateur tactics that just made everything worse.”

“You were reacting emotionally,” Anya said. “Natural when someone you care about is threatened. But emotion without intelligence creates escalation without resolution.”

“Now we're being systematic,” Dan added. “Professional intelligence gathering, coordinated defensive protection, patient operational planning. This is how you actually defeat a sophisticated opponent.”

By evening, they'd accumulated hours of recordings, pages of notes, a comprehensive picture of Ralph's daily operations. Mick's collection routes, the names of people Ralph spoke to, shipment schedules, warehouse locations. All the intelligence that would eventually let them bring Ralph's organisation down completely.

Dave's phone buzzed. Text from Cecilia: Markus's mother settling in well at the hotel. Says the spa treatment is lovely. The cat approves of the room service.

Dave showed the message to Anya and Dan. They both smiled.

“See, your support network is impressive,” Anya observed. “Cecilia arranging luxury hotel stays, friends volunteering time and expertise for personal operations. That's not standard. Shows you should have called earlier.”

“I've been fortunate,” Dave said simply.

“You've earned it,” Dan corrected. “Three years of field work, reliable and capable. People help you because you've proven worth helping.”

The living room settled into evening quiet, monitors glowing, audio feeds continuing their patient recording. Three professional operators conducting systematic surveillance against a target who remained convinced he was dealing with an amateur acting on emotion.

Ralph was wrong. And every hour of recorded intelligence brought them closer to proving exactly how wrong he was.
Car Jacking

Thursday afternoon, Anya leaned back from her laptop with the expression of someone who'd just solved a particularly complex technical problem. Dave and Dan were reviewing audio logs from Mick's bug when she spoke.

“I've got a way to access Ralph's phone,” she said. “But it requires getting a Stingray device into Ralph's Range Rover.”

Dan looked up with interest. “Stingray? You mean the IMSI catcher?”

“Exactly. It acts as a fake mobile cell tower—tricks Ralph's phone into connecting through it instead of the real network. Once we've got him routing through our device, I can downgrade the security on his connection, intercept everything. Calls, messages, data. Complete access.”

Dave processed that. “But it needs to be close to his phone?”

“Very close. Which means two options—we follow him around with the device in our vehicle, staying within range. Or we plant it in his Range Rover permanently.”

“Following him is exposure risk,” Dan observed. “He'd notice the same vehicle tailing him eventually.”

“Agreed. Which is why we plant it in the Range Rover itself.” Anya pulled up schematics on her screen. “Wire it into the vehicle's electrical system, hide it properly. Then it's always within range when he's in the car, and we intercept his communications remotely without any physical proximity.”

“Installation time?” Dan asked.

“Thirty minutes minimum if you're careful. Needs to be wired into the vehicle's power supply, positioned where it won't be noticed during routine inspections, tested to ensure it's transmitting properly.” Anya looked between them. “Which means we need the Range Rover stationary and unattended for at least an hour, ideally overnight.”

Dave thought through the logistics. “How do we arrange that?”

Dan's smile suggested he'd already worked through several approaches. “We break it. Something that requires workshop attention but isn't immediately catastrophic. Suspension failure, maybe. Ralph takes it to a garage, they keep it overnight to source parts. That gives us our window.”

“The suspension,” Dave said, understanding where this led. “The sway bar joints. I could break one cleanly—create enough rattle that it's unsafe to drive but not so obvious it looks like sabotage.”

Anya nodded. “Then we follow the Range Rover's tracker, wait for the right moment, and Dave creates the mechanical failure. Ralph has to take it for repairs, we intercept it at the workshop overnight.”

“Where's Ralph likely to take it?” Dan asked.

Dave pulled out his phone, brought up the tracker history. “Looking at his contacts, there's an independent garage on the Arches Estate near Digbeth. He's used it before—probably off-books work, cash payments, no questions asked. That's where he'll go.”

“Security at this garage?” Anya asked.

“Industrial estate. Older area, mix of legitimate businesses and less legitimate operations. Some security patrols, but not constant. Should be accessible after hours if we're careful.”

Dan stood, stretching. “Right. So we follow Ralph this afternoon, create the suspension failure when he's somewhere public but not too crowded. He notices the problem, calls his garage, they tell him to bring it in. We monitor via the driver's phone bug, wait until the Range Rover's parked overnight, then access it to install the Stingray.”

“We need to move today,” Anya said. “Ralph's patterns show he's usually mobile Thursday afternoons. If we can get the Range Rover into the garage tonight, I can have the Stingray intercepting his communications by Friday morning.”

Dave checked the tracker. “He's mobile right now. Edgbaston area, heading north-east. We pick up his tail, follow at a distance, wait for the right opportunity when he stops somewhere suitable.”

—

By three thirty that afternoon, Dave and Dan were in Dan's hire car, monitoring Ralph's Range Rover via the tracker Anya had access to through the compromised driver's phone. They'd been following at a distance for twenty minutes, never close enough to be noticed, letting the tracker do most of the work.

Ralph's pattern was unpredictable—property inspections in the suburbs, then warehouse checks in the industrial areas, Thursday afternoon rounds before his evening appearance at The Velvet Room for the main collections at six. Looks like Ralph likes to do business face to face whaere possible.

Dan navigated through traffic with practised ease, never getting too close, using other vehicles as screening. The tracker showed the Range Rover moving through Aston, heading toward the industrial estates near Nechells.

“He's moving to the warehouse district,” Dave observed, watching the route. “Probably checking on storage facilities, maybe shipment coordination.”

“Good. Industrial area gives us better cover.”

They followed for another fifteen minutes. The Range Rover turned into Nechells, pulled into a small business park near the Aston Expressway—mix of trade counters, light industrial units, courier depots. The vehicle parked outside a parts supplier, engine still running while Ralph presumably conducted quick business inside.

“Perfect location,” Dan said, pulling into a side street with clear sight lines. “Public enough that we won't stand out, quiet enough that you can work without drawing crowds.”

They waited. Ten minutes later, Ralph emerged from the supplier, climbed back into the Range Rover. The vehicle pulled away, heading south toward Bordesley Green.

“He's making rounds,” Dave said, watching the tracker. “Multiple stops this afternoon. We need to pick the right one.”

Dan kept a careful distance as they followed. “Somewhere with enough activity that we're not noticed, but not so busy that your work draws attention.”

The Range Rover continued south, crossing into Bordesley Green, then turned into a retail park—larger stores, decent parking, steady foot traffic but not crowded on a Thursday afternoon. It pulled into a space near a trade warehouse, Ralph presumably making another quick stop.

“Now,” Dan said, sliding past and parking three rows over. “I'll create the distraction. Wait for my signal.”

Dan got out, approached the Range Rover on foot from the front. The driver was checking his phone, window rolled down in the afternoon warmth. Dan walked up casually, the body language of someone needing help.

“Excuse me, mate,” Dan said, friendly and unhurried. “I'm trying to find Heartlands Hospital—my satnav's leading me in circles. You know this area?”

The driver looked up, slightly annoyed at being interrupted but not hostile. “Heartlands? Yeah, it's not far. You want to go back to the main road…”

“Sorry, could you show me?” Dan gestured vaguely. “I'm terrible with directions unless I can see which way you mean.”

The driver sighed, opened his door, climbed out. “Right, so you go back to Bordesley Green Road, turn left…”

He pointed north, explaining the route, body turned away from the Range Rover. Dan positioned himself so the driver's attention was fully engaged, nodding, asking clarifying questions, keeping him focused on the directions.

Dave moved quickly from the opposite side, dropping low beside the rear wheel. He rolled smoothly underneath the chassis, identified the suspension components—the sway bar connecting the rear axle, joints at either end maintaining stability.

He gripped the sway bar link, applied precise force at the exact failure point.

The joint was designed to withstand normal driving stresses, not superhuman strength concentrated where the metal was weakest. It resisted for a moment, then snapped with a sharp crack that echoed off the surrounding vehicles.

The driver stopped mid-sentence, turned his head. “What was that?”

“What was what?” Dan asked, perfectly casual.

“Sounded like… ” The driver scanned the car park, looking for the source.

Dave had already rolled out from under the Range Rover, was standing two rows over between other vehicles, checking his phone like he'd been there the whole time. Completely unremarkable, just another person in a car park.

The driver looked around, saw nothing unusual, shrugged. “Anyway, like I was saying, you turn left at the lights…”

Dan listened to the rest of the directions, thanked him genuinely, walked back toward his car. The driver climbed back into the Range Rover, returned to his phone, already forgetting about the noise.

Dave was already back in Dan's passenger seat when Dan arrived thirty seconds later.

“Done,” Dave confirmed quietly. “Joint's broken clean. Bar's loose but still attached—won't be obvious until he's moving at speed.”

“Perfect timing,” Dan said, starting the car. “Heard it crack from where I was standing. Driver looked around but couldn't identify the source.”

They waited, watching. Fifteen minutes later, Ralph emerged, climbed into the Range Rover. The engine started, the vehicle pulled out of the space.

Within thirty seconds, the audio from the driver's phone bug picked up the new sound—a distinct knocking from the rear suspension, metal rattling against metal with each bump and turn.

“What's that noise?” Ralph's voice, irritated.

“Sounds like suspension, boss. Something's loose back there.”

“Can you drive it?”

“Yeah, but it's getting worse. Should probably get it looked at.”

Ralph swore quietly. “Call Reg at the garage. Tell him we're bringing it in.”

Through the phone bug, they heard the driver making the call. The garage confirmed they could look at it, but getting parts might take until tomorrow. Ralph grudgingly agreed to leave it overnight.

Twenty minutes later, the Range Rover pulled into the Arches Estate, drove through the gates to Reg's independent garage tucked among the industrial units. The tracker showed it parked, then went stationary.

Anya's voice came through Dan's phone on speaker. “Confirmed. Range Rover's at the garage, Reg says he'll look at it first thing tomorrow. You've got your overnight window.”

“What time do they close?” Dan asked.

“Normal business hours. Should be locked up by six. Security patrol comes through sporadically. We don't have specifics, you'll have to stay aware.”

Dan checked his watch. Five forty-five. “We go in around seven. Gives the garage time to close, but we're ahead of the security patrol.”

—

The Arches Estate after dark felt like stepping back into Birmingham's industrial past—Victorian railway arches converted to workshops and storage units, newer prefab buildings scattered among them, the whole area lit by inadequate street lights that created more shadows than illumination.

Dave and Dan parked two streets over, walked in on foot. Both dressed in dark, practical clothing that wouldn't stand out but wouldn't look overtly tactical. Dan carried a small backpack containing the Stingray device and installation tools.

“Security pattern?” Dave asked quietly as they approached.

“White van, two guards, one dog. They drive the perimeter roads, check external gates, but don't enter individual units unless alarms trigger.” Dan consulted his phone. “We don't have specifics. You'll have to stay aware.”

“Hour and a half. Enough time?”

“Should be. Installation's thirty minutes, but we need to account for access time and contingencies.”

The estate's perimeter was marked by ageing corrugated steel fencing, eight feet high with barbed wire along the top. But there was a pedestrian access gate on the eastern side—wicket door set into a larger vehicle gate, secured with a heavy padlock.

Dan surveyed the approach. “That gate's visible from the main road. Even in this light, someone breaking it would be noticeable.”

“Alternative?” Dave asked.

“Follow the fence line, find a section where the lighting's worse.”

They moved along the perimeter, staying in shadows. Fifty metres further, the fence passed behind a derelict building, out of direct sight from the road. The corrugated steel fence was old, rusted in places.

“Here,” Dan said. “Can you create an opening without wrecking it?”

Dave tested the fence, found where years of rust had weakened the metal securing it to a post. Applied pressure carefully, pulling the corrugated steel away from its mounting. The bolts pulled through the corroded steel fence way with barely any sound, allowing Dave to peel it back, creating a gap large enough to slip through.

They were inside.

The garage was three hundred metres away, tucked between two larger warehouse units. As they moved through the estate, every sound seemed amplified—their footsteps on gravel, distant traffic, the hum of industrial equipment from buildings still operating.

Halfway there, headlights swept across the road ahead.

“Down,” Dan hissed.

They dropped behind a stack of pallets as a vehicle approached. Not the security van—a delivery truck making a late run. It passed without slowing, tail lights disappearing toward the estate's main gate.

Dave's heart rate had spiked, then settled. This was different from confronting Ralph or planting bugs. This was exposure risk in unfamiliar territory, with criminal trespass charges if they got caught.

They continued, reaching the garage five minutes later. The building was dark, locked up tight. The Range Rover sat in the rear workshop area, visible through grimy windows.

“Door's padlocked,” Dan observed, checking the main entrance. “And that window's alarmed—I can see the sensor.”

Dave moved around the building's perimeter, found a loading bay on the far side. Roller shutter door, secured at the bottom with a heavy padlock.

“Here,” Dave said quietly.

Dan joined him, pulled a tool from his backpack. The lock pick gun looked more like a small lightsaber than a tool for locks—sleek metal body, narrow spike extending from one end. Professional equipment, the kind that cost serious money and required training to use properly.

He crouched beside the padlock, inserted the spike into the keyway, adjusted the tension. A few quick trigger pulls—the mechanism inside the gun snapping the pins rapidly—and the lock popped open with a quiet click.

“Ten seconds,” Dan whispered, removing the padlock and setting it aside carefully. “We just need to lock up when we leave.”

Dave gripped the bottom of the roller shutter, lifted it slowly and smoothly. The mechanism was well-maintained despite the building's age, rising with minimal noise. They slipped underneath, Dave lowering it back down to waist height—open enough for quick exit if needed, but not obviously raised from outside.

Inside, the workshop was dark except for emergency exit lights casting faint red glows. The smell of oil and metal and old concrete. The Range Rover sat near the back, elevated on a lift for easier access to the suspension.

Perfect for their needs—they could access the rear compartment area without lying on the ground.

Dan moved quickly to the vehicle, opened the rear hatch quietly. Pulled out the Stingray device and his tools, started working by the light of his head torch, keeping it angled down to minimise visible light from outside.

Dave took position near the window, watching for the security patrol.

Dan worked methodically, his hands steady despite the pressure. Access panel removed from the rear compartment's side wall, revealing the vehicle's wiring harness. The Stingray needed power from the vehicle's electrical system—Dan identified the constant-power line, used a quick-splice connector to tap into it without cutting the original wire.

Ten minutes. Stingray powered up, status lights glowing faint blue.

Then Dan tested the positioning. Too visible here—needed to go deeper into the compartment, behind the spare wheel well where casual inspection wouldn't reveal it.

Fifteen minutes. Dan secured it with industrial-strength velcro, ran the wire carefully along existing harness routes so it looked factory-installed.

Twenty minutes. Testing transmission—pulled out a phone, checked that the Stingray was broadcasting its fake cell tower signal.

“Got it,” Dan whispered. “Anya should be seeing the signal from her end.”

His phone buzzed silently. Text from Anya: Receiving signal. Looking good.

Twenty-five minutes. Dan replaced the access panel, made sure everything looked undisturbed, closed the rear hatch carefully.

Then headlights swept across the workshop windows.

Dave froze.

A vehicle pulled up outside the garage. Engine cut off. Doors opening.

“Someone's here,” Dave said quietly, moving back from the window.

Voices outside—two people, male, local accents. One of them laughing about something. Keys jingling.

“Mechanic coming back for tools?” Dan suggested, already moving toward the roller shutter they'd entered through.

“Or security checking on a call,” Dave countered.

The voices grew closer. Someone was approaching the main door.

Dave and Dan reached the roller shutter and slid under. Dave grabbed the bottom edge, slid it shut in one smooth motion—

The sound of keys in the main door's lock. The padlock opening.

Dan grabbed the padlock they'd left on the ground, his hands worked quickly, threading the padlock back through the hasp, clicking it closed.

They moved quickly away from the building, keeping to shadows, heading back toward the perimeter fence.

Behind them, lights came on in the garage. The voices continued inside—probably just mechanics doing late work or retrieving equipment. But it had been close.

At the fence line, Dave pulled the corrugated fence back to create the gap they'd used to enter. They slipped through, Dave carefully positioning the fence to look secure from casual inspection.

They were a hundred metres away, walking at a normal pace back toward their car, when the security van's headlights appeared.

Perfect timing. Another five minutes, and they would have been inside when it passed.

Back in Dan's car, Dave felt the adrenaline slowly dissipating. “That was tighter than expected.”

“Always is,” Dan replied, pulling away smoothly. “But the Stingray's installed, transmission's working, and we got out clean. That's what matters.”

His phone buzzed. Text from Anya: Device online. Receiving clear signal. Well done.

Dan showed Dave the message, grinned. “Now we wait for Ralph to make calls, and Anya intercepts everything.”

Dave leaned back in the passenger seat, processing. Professional intelligence operation, executed under time pressure with unexpected complications, but successful because they'd planned properly and adapted when things didn't go exactly as expected.

This was how it was supposed to work. Systematic, coordinated, professional.

Ralph's communications were now completely compromised, and he had no idea.
Jackpot

Friday morning arrived with Anya already deep into Ralph's digital world. Dave came downstairs to find her surrounded by three laptops, all displaying different data streams, her coffee gone cold beside her.

"How long have you been at this?" Dave asked.

"Since five," Anya replied without looking up. "The Stingray's intercepting Ralph's phone communications perfectly. I've captured his cloud storage credentials."

Dan emerged from the kitchen with fresh coffee, set a mug beside Anya. "Cloud storage? Ralph uses cloud storage?"

"Of course he does." Anya accepted the coffee gratefully. "His phone has no contacts, no messages, no files. Everything's stripped clean—just a communication device. But that's exactly why I knew there had to be cloud storage. Someone as careful as Ralph wouldn't rely on a device that could be lost or seized. He keeps everything off-site, accessible from any device with the right credentials."

Dave settled into the armchair. "And you've got those credentials?"

"Intercepted them this morning. Ralph logged into his cloud account at six fifteen—probably checking something before his morning rounds. The Stingray caught the authentication handshake, I captured the credentials in real-time." Anya's fingers moved across the keyboard. "Now I have full access to everything he's been hiding."

She pulled up a folder structure on one of the laptops. "Property holdings, business records, shipping manifests, financial transactions. He's meticulous—everything documented, everything organised. Perfect operational security from a device perspective, but he had to access the data somehow."

"What's the most useful intel?" Dan asked, leaning over to see the screen.

Anya opened a subfolder labelled 'Shipments - Current'. "This. A container shipment leaving Felixstowe Monday morning. Thirty-two vehicles—high-end luxury and sports cars. All stolen, falsified VIN numbers, being exported to buyers in the UAE."

Dave moved closer, reading the manifest. Range Rovers, BMWs, Mercedes, Porsches. Street value easily over two million pounds. "This is a major operation."

"His biggest current asset," Anya confirmed. "The buyers in Dubai are expecting delivery in ten days. Ralph's already received partial payment—I can see the transaction records. If this shipment fails, he loses everything. The goods, the remaining payment, his reputation with international clients."

"So we sabotage it," Dan said simply.

"Better than that." Anya pulled up another window showing insurance databases. "These vehicles are all listed as stolen with active insurance claims. The insurers are offering rewards for recovery—standard practise for high-value vehicles. Total reward pool is approximately £180,000."

Dave saw where this was leading. "We report the location of the stolen cars, collect the insurance rewards, and Ralph loses his entire shipment."

"And we make it look like Mick was the one who reported them," Anya added, her smile sharp. "Mick's been bragging about big scores, making noise about getting paid. If Ralph thinks Mick sold him out for the insurance money, he'll go after Mick. We hurt both of them simultaneously."

Dan grinned. "Two birds with one stone, karma. I like it."

"How do we make the report credible?" Dave asked.

Anya was already typing. "I'll create an anonymous tip to the National Vehicle Crime Intelligence Service. Professional-sounding, detailed information that only someone with inside knowledge would have. Container numbers, shipment schedules, exact locations. Then I'll plant evidence that links the tip back to Mick—digital breadcrumbs that point to him as the source."

"And we reinforce it locally," Dan suggested. "Plant rumours that Mick's expecting a big payday, then disappearing for a while. Make it look like he's planning to take the money and run before Ralph figures it out."

Dave thought about The Hanged Man—the pub where gossip spread through Birmingham's criminal underworld like wildfire. "I know exactly where to spread those rumours."

—

That evening, Dave, Dan, and Anya walked into The Hanged Man. The pub looked exactly as Dave remembered—weathered brick, faded gold lettering, the creaking sign showing a medieval figure dangling from a gallows. Inside, the familiar smell of stale beer and old wood, the dim lighting creating comfortable shadows.

They claimed a table near the middle of the room—visible enough to be overheard, not so obvious it looked staged. Dave went to the bar, ordered three drinks from the tattooed barman who barely acknowledged him.

When he returned with the pints, they kept their voices just slightly louder than necessary. Not shouting, but carrying to nearby tables where locals nursed their drinks and minded their business.

"Look if Mick's promised a fat payday, we better find him before he spends it all." Dave said, settling into his seat. "Supposed to be real soon, I heard. Been talking big about this score, said it was going to be worth a lot."

Dan chuckled. "Once he gets the cash, he's got plans to lie low for a while. Won't be hearing from him for a bit."

"Easy come, easy go," Anya added, sipping her vodka. "He'll be gone spending the cash in Spain after that."

The conversation continued naturally—discussing Mick's supposed windfall, his plans to disappear, the implications for his usual associates. Nothing too specific, but enough detail that the locals listening would fill in the gaps themselves.

Dave noticed the subtle shifts in attention from nearby tables. A couple of regulars exchanging glances, processing what they'd heard. The word would spread. By tomorrow, half of Birmingham's underworld would know that Mick Halstead was expecting a big score and planning to make himself scarce.

They finished their drinks and left, the seed planted perfectly.

—

Saturday morning, Anya submitted the anonymous tip to the National Vehicle Crime Intelligence Service. Professional, detailed, containing information that only someone with inside access to Ralph's operation would know. Container numbers, shipping schedules, exact vehicle descriptions, the Felixstowe departure time.

Then she created the digital trail—a series of internet searches from IP addresses that could be loosely connected to locations Mick frequented, inquiries about insurance rewards for stolen vehicles, VPN connections that pointed toward his general area without being definitively traceable.

Not enough to hold up in court, but enough that Ralph's people would find it if they went looking. And they would go looking, once the shipment got intercepted.

"Done," Anya said, leaning back from her laptop. "The tip's submitted, the trail's laid. The National Vehicle Crime Intelligence Service will process it Monday morning. By the time they act, the container will be at Felixstowe waiting to be loaded onto a ship bound for Abu Dhabi."

"And the digital breadcrumbs pointing to Mick?" Dan asked.

"All in place. IP addresses, search history, VPN connections—enough that Ralph's people will find it when they investigate. Not court-admissible evidence, but convincing enough for a criminal organisation conducting their own internal investigation."

Dave thought about the timeline. "The container ships Monday morning. The police will need time to process the tip, verify the information, coordinate with port authorities. When will they actually seize it?"

"Monday or Tuesday, most likely," Anya said. "These operations take time—paperwork, warrants, coordination. But the tip is detailed enough that they'll act. Thirty-two high-value stolen vehicles with exact container numbers and shipping schedules? That's too significant to ignore."

Dan was monitoring Mick's jacket bug, listening to conversations throughout the day. Around three in the afternoon, Mick's voice came through clearly. "Yeah, Steve, meet me at The Rainbow about seven. Need to talk about next week's collections." A pause. "The Rainbow, Victoria Street. We'll grab a few pints, figure out the routes."

Dan made a note of the location and time. "Got it. Mick will be at The Rainbow pub on Victoria Street tonight at seven."

"Perfect," Anya said. "That's where we plant the final piece."

At six thirty that evening, Anya walked into The Rainbow alone. The pub was cosy, well-maintained, the kind of establishment that balanced being a genuine local with serving a rougher clientele. Vintage beer advertisements on the walls, mismatched furniture that looked lived-in rather than deliberately shabby, the warm smell of wood and old leather.

The barman was an older bloke with a weathered face and the no-nonsense attitude of someone who'd been working pubs for decades. Anya approached the bar with the body language of someone conducting normal business.

"Hi," she said, friendly but professional. "I'm looking for Mick Halstead. Do you know him?"

The barman's expression hardened slightly. "Yeah, I know him. Many around here do." His bristled tone suggested Mick wasn't particularly welcome. "You just missed him actually, but he's been in most evenings recently."

"Oh, I was supposed to meet with him, but got caught up." Anya pulled out a business card, slid it across the bar. "I'm not sure he has my new mobile number. Would you be good enough to pass on my card if you see him?"

The card was simple—just 'Ruby' with a mobile phone number underneath. A burner phone Anya had set up specifically for this operation.

The barman picked up the card, examined it. "Can I tell him what it's about?"

"Just a friend trying to get in touch," Anya said with a warm smile. "He'll know who I am. Thank you so much."

The barman accepted the explanation with a grunt, pocketed the card. "I'll pass it along if I see him."

"Much appreciated." Anya gave a polite nod and left, walking back to where Dan was waiting in the car two streets over.

"Another nail in Mick's coffin," she said, sliding into the passenger seat.

Dan grinned. "Mysterious woman named Ruby leaves a card asking about Mick. When the barman mentions it later, it'll be one more piece of the puzzle."

"Exactly," Anya finished. "Someone asking about Mick, leaving contact details. On its own, nothing suspicious. But when Ralph's vehicles get seized and he starts investigating, every little detail pointing toward Mick becomes evidence of betrayal."

They drove back to Dave's house, where Dave had been monitoring the audio feeds. Ralph's communications throughout Saturday showed normal business operations—collections coordination, property inspections, the usual criminal logistics. He had no idea what was waiting for him Monday morning.

"The pieces are all in place," Anya said, reviewing her notes. "Anonymous tip submitted to National Vehicle Crime Intelligence Service. Digital breadcrumbs pointing to Mick. Rumours planted at The Hanged Man about his big payday. Business card left at The Rainbow—mysterious woman asking about him. When the seizure happens, Ralph will investigate and every trail will lead back to Mick."

"Timeline?" Dave asked.

"Police process the tip Monday morning," Anya said. "Coordinate with port authorities, verify the intelligence, obtain warrants. The seizure happens Monday afternoon or Tuesday. Ralph finds out, starts investigating who leaked the information, discovers all the evidence pointing to Mick."

Dan leaned back, considering. "And Mick either runs when he realises he's in danger, or doesn't see it coming until Ralph's people make their move. Either way, he's out of the picture."

Dave thought about that. "Should we warn him?"

"No," Anya said firmly. "Mick set you up for arrest at the warehouse, played you for Ralph's benefit. He made his choices. Now he deals with the consequences."

"Besides," Dan added, "if Mick's smart enough, he'll see the danger and disappear before Ralph makes a move. That gets him out of Birmingham, out of Ralph's organisation, effectively neutralised without us having to do anything direct."

Dave nodded slowly. It was ruthless but logical. They'd created a situation where Mick's best option was to run, and Ralph would be too focused on the betrayal to think clearly about who'd actually orchestrated the shipment seizure.

Dave stood, moved to the window. Outside, Ashford Gardens was peaceful in the evening light. Inside, they'd just set up the complete disruption of a major criminal operation.

"What's next?" he asked.

"We wait for the seizure to happen," Anya said. "Monday or Tuesday, Ralph loses two million pounds worth of vehicles and his reputation with international buyers. While he's investigating the leak and focusing on Mick, we press the advantage."

"How?" Dan asked.

"By taking everything else he has," Anya said simply. "We've got access to his cloud storage—property holdings, financial records, operational details. Next step is accessing his bank accounts. Once we have complete financial intelligence, we can systematically dismantle his entire organisation."

"And build an evidence package for the National Crime Agency," Dave added, understanding the strategy. "Not just the vehicle theft, but the whole enterprise. Trafficking, money laundering, everything."

"Exactly," Anya confirmed. "The shipping seizure is just the opening move. Ralph thinks his biggest problem will be identifying who betrayed him. He has no idea the real threat is three professional operators with access to his entire digital infrastructure."

Dan collected the empty mugs, carried them to the kitchen. "How long until we have enough evidence to hand over to the authorities?"

"A week, maybe less," Anya said. "I need to access his banking, map the complete financial network, verify the trafficking properties. Then we compile everything—audio recordings, cloud documents, financial transactions, property ownership—and present it to the NCA as a complete package."

The living room settled into focused quiet, the evening sun casting long shadows across the operational planning spread across Dave's coffee table. Ralph's container was at Felixstowe, waiting to be loaded onto a ship Monday morning. The National Vehicle Crime Intelligence Service had their anonymous tip, detailed and actionable. Mick was set up to take the fall, every piece of evidence pointing toward his betrayal.

And it was all just the beginning.

Dave thought about how this had started—walking into The Velvet Room to threaten Ralph, trying to intimidate a sophisticated criminal through amateur heroics. Now they were conducting systematic intelligence operations, building legal cases, engineering Ralph's destruction through professional methodology.

This was how it was supposed to work. Not confrontation, but intelligence. Not violence, but evidence. Not emotional reaction, but strategic planning.

Ralph had no idea what was coming for him. And by the time he figured it out, it would be far too late to stop them.
Honey Trap

Sunday morning found Dave at the dining table surrounded by audio transcripts, laptop speakers playing back hours of recorded conversation from Ralph's office and the Range Rover. Anya sat across from him, working through the cloud storage files she'd accessed Friday. Dan was in the kitchen making breakfast, the smell of bacon drifting through the house.

Dave stopped playback on a particular conversation, leaned back with the expression of someone who'd just confirmed something unpleasant. “There's disturbing stuff here. I suspected Ralph was into more than stolen cars, but this sounds like people trafficking.”

Anya looked up from her laptop. Dan emerged from the kitchen, tea towel over his shoulder, attention immediately focused.

Dave replayed the audio. Ralph's voice came through clearly, the recording from Thursday afternoon captured via the Range Rover bug.

“We've got a new batch coming in next week. I've arranged the usual accommodations, bed and breakfast setup. They'll need to be ready for work by the end of the day. Got jobs lined up in farming, logistics, hospitality. Some of them will be cleaning, others will be on the fields, and the rest will be packing.” A pause. “Get them in line, make sure they know their place.”

The conversation continued—discussion of payments, schedules, the logistics of moving people between locations. Nothing explicitly illegal stated, but the implications were clear enough. People being moved in batches, forced into work immediately, kept in controlled accommodations.

Dan's expression hardened. “Slave labour. Farm work, packaging, hotel cleaning. Treating people like inventory.”

Anya returned her attention to the cloud storage files. “That explains some of the financial transactions I found. Payments to agricultural suppliers, B&Bs in rural areas, logistics companies. It's all connected.” She made notes, cross-referencing data. “I'll dig deeper, map the complete network. But tonight…” She paused, looked up with the faint smile that suggested she'd planned something thorough. “I have a date.”

Dave blinked. “What?”

Dan grinned, understanding immediately. “Finishing Mick off?”

“We've planted enough breadcrumbs. Time to make sure Ralph has no doubt about Mick's betrayal.” Anya closed her laptop. “I'm going to give Mick exactly what he thinks he wants—attention from an attractive woman interested in him. By the time he realises what's happened, Ralph will have already decided he's the traitor.”

Dave thought about that, saw the logic. Mick had received Anya's business card at The Rainbow, the barman mentioning someone asking about him. If that same woman showed up again, flirted with him, got his phone number… the evidence trail would be damning.

“How are you planning this?” Dave asked.

“The Rainbow pub. We've been monitoring Mick's jacket bug—he meets Steve there most evenings around seven. I'll wait for him to arrive, engineer a meeting that looks accidental, get him talking.” Anya's tone was matter-of-fact, describing operational tactics rather than seduction. “Once I've got his attention, I'll make sure there's a phone call record between us that can't be explained away.”

“And when the seizure happens Monday or Tuesday,” Dan added, seeing where this led, “Ralph investigates the leak and finds the digital breadcrumbs pointing to Mick. Then discovers Mick's been meeting with a mysterious woman who left a card asking about him. The conclusion becomes obvious.”

“Exactly.” Anya stood, headed upstairs. “Give me an hour to prepare.”

—

When Anya came back downstairs, Dave noticed the change immediately. Not the Anya who'd spent the morning analysing financial records in jeans and a practical jumper—this was operational Anya, dressed for a specific purpose.

She wore dark jeans that fit well, a low-cut top under a cropped leather jacket, heels that added three inches to her height. Her hair was down rather than pulled back in its usual ponytail, dark and straight around her shoulders. Makeup subtle but effective—enough to enhance rather than transform. The overall effect was striking without being obvious, attractive in a way that would hold attention without screaming effort.

Dan looked at Dave, amused. “Close your mouth.”

Dave realised he'd been staring, returned his attention to his tea. “You look… different.”

“That's the idea.” Anya checked her appearance in the hall mirror, adjusted the jacket. “Mick thinks he's clever, thinks he can read people. I'm giving him exactly what he expects—attractive woman, friendly attention, interested in him specifically. He won't question it because it feeds his ego.”

Dan collected his jacket. “I'll drive. We park at a distance, monitor via the bug until Mick arrives, then you go in.”

They left twenty minutes later, Dave staying behind to continue monitoring the audio feeds. He watched through the window as Dan's hire car disappeared down Ashford Gardens, then returned to the dining table and the surveillance recordings.

At 18:45, audio from Mick's jacket bug picked up conversation. “Yeah, Steve, I'm heading to The Rainbow now. Meet you there in ten.”

Dave texted Anya: Mick's on his way. ETA ten minutes.

The reply came quickly: Understood. Will give him time to settle before entry.

Dave switched to monitoring the live feed from Mick's bug. The sounds of Mick's car, music playing, then parking. Footsteps, the pub door opening, ambient noise of a moderately busy Sunday evening. Voices greeting Mick—he was clearly a regular. The scrape of chairs, Steve's voice asking what he wanted to drink.

At 19:05, new audio came through from Mick's bug. The ambient noise shifted slightly—someone approaching the table. Then a small crash, liquid spilling.

“What the—” Mick's voice, irritated, cutting off mid-curse.

A woman's voice, frustrated but controlled. “You spilled my drink.”

Dave recognised Anya's accent, though she'd softened it slightly, made it less clipped.

“I'm so sorry!” Mick's tone transformed instantly from annoyance to interest. “Here, let me get you another.”

“That's very chivalrous of you…” A deliberate pause.

“Michael. But everyone calls me Mick.”

“Nice to meet you, Mick. I'm Ruby.” The clink of a handshake. “It was a vodka tonic, ice and a slice.”

“Steve, go get the lady a drink.” Mick's voice carried that edge of someone showing off, demonstrating authority to impress.

Dave listened as the conversation developed. Anya played it perfectly—friendly without being aggressive, interested without seeming desperate, asking questions that let Mick talk about himself. She mentioned being stood up by friends for a girls’ night out, gave him the opening to play the sympathetic listener.

The conversation continued for over an hour. Dave made notes, tracking the information Mick revealed—names of associates, mention of collection routes, enough casual detail that Anya could reference it later if needed to maintain the fiction.

Finally, around 20:15, Anya's voice came through the bug. “I have to go, but here, let me give you my number.”

The sound of a phone unlocking. Anya reading out digits. Then a phone ringing—faint, coming through Mick's bug, which meant it was Anya's burner phone in her pocket.

“There you go,” Anya said, warmth in her voice. “Now you have my number. Call me.”

Pleasantries, goodbyes. Footsteps moving away. The audio shifted back to Mick and Steve's conversation.

“Mate, she was well fit,” Mick said, the smugness practically audible. “Got her number and everything.”

“She was asking about you before,” Steve observed. “The barman mentioned it.”

“Yeah, I know. Must have made an impression.” Mick's confidence was absolute, not a trace of suspicion. “I'll text her tomorrow, see if she wants to meet up properly.”

Dave stopped monitoring, texted Anya: Well done. He's completely bought it.

Twenty minutes later, Dan's car pulled back into the drive. Anya walked through the door with the satisfied expression of someone whose operational plan had executed flawlessly.

“What a muppet,” she said, dropping onto the sofa. “I even left the call connected for thirty seconds before hanging up. Long enough that it shows as an actual conversation in the phone records, not a misdial.”

Dan poured three whiskies, handed them round. “So now Mick has a phone number for ‘Ruby’, mysterious woman who was asking about him. There's a call record proving they met at the pub and exchanged numbers. When Ralph investigates the insurance tip-off, he'll connect Ruby to the leak.”

“Exactly.” Anya accepted the whisky, sipped it. “And Mick gave me his number willingly, unlocked his phone right in front of me without hesitation. Everything documented, everything traceable back to him.”

Dave thought through the implications. When the seizure happened—Monday or Tuesday—Ralph would investigate the leak. The digital breadcrumbs pointed to Mick. The business card at The Rainbow established a mysterious contact. Now there was a meeting, a phone exchange, a call record. Every piece of evidence would point toward Mick being the source of the leak, working with someone to claim the insurance rewards.

“How long before Ralph puts it together?” Dave asked.

“Once the seizure happens, immediately,” Anya said. “He'll investigate who leaked the information. Digital breadcrumbs point to Mick. Then someone mentions the rumours from The Hanged Man—Mick bragging about expecting a big payday, planning to disappear. Someone else mentions a woman asking about him at The Rainbow. Ralph checks, finds tonight's meeting, the phone records…” She shrugged. “Ralph's not stupid. He'll reach the obvious conclusion.”

“And Mick either runs when he realises he's in danger, or doesn't see it coming until Ralph's people find him,” Dan finished. “Either way, he's neutralised. Out of Birmingham, out of Ralph's organisation, no longer our problem.”

Anya pulled out her laptop, connected it to the display. “While you two were monitoring Mick, I finished mapping Ralph's trafficking network. Cross-referenced the audio logs with the cloud storage files, identified the properties he's using, the people involved, the financial flows.”

The screen filled with a network diagram—Ralph's name at the centre, lines connecting to properties, businesses, individuals. Agricultural operations in rural Warwickshire, B&Bs in Stratford-upon-Avon and the Cotswolds, logistics companies operating between Birmingham and London. Names Dave didn't recognise, some with notes about their roles.

“This is bigger than just Ralph,” Anya said. “He's a node in a larger network. The people come in through established routes—probably trafficked from Eastern Europe or Asia—and get distributed to various operations. Ralph handles the West Midlands distribution, arranges accommodation, places them in jobs.”

“The jobs are legitimate businesses?” Dave asked.

“Legitimate on paper. Farms need seasonal workers, hotels need cleaning staff, warehouses need packers. Ralph supplies that labour, takes a cut from both sides—charges the businesses for providing workers, takes most of the workers’ wages for ‘accommodation and expenses.’ The workers themselves probably entered the country illegally or on false documents, which means they can't complain without risking deportation.”

Dan studied the diagram, his expression cold. “Modern slavery. And everyone benefits—the businesses get cheap labour, Ralph gets continuous revenue, the workers get trapped in debt they can never escape.”

“How do we stop it?” Dave asked.

Anya zoomed in on part of the network. “We document everything, build an evidence package that law enforcement can't ignore. Audio recordings of Ralph coordinating shipments, financial records showing the payments, property ownership linking him to the accommodation sites. Then we hand it to the right authorities—not local police who might be compromised, but national agencies with jurisdiction over human trafficking.”

“National Crime Agency,” Dan said. “They handle serious organised crime, including trafficking. If we give them a complete package, they'll have to act.”

Dave thought about that approach. Systematic, professional, using the intelligence they'd gathered to create legal consequences rather than confrontational violence. The exact opposite of his initial attempts to handle Ralph through intimidation.

“How long to compile the evidence?” he asked.

“Three days, maybe four.” Anya made notes on her laptop. “I need to verify the property ownership, trace the financial transfers through enough steps to establish the pattern, correlate the audio logs with specific incidents. Build it properly so it's prosecutable, not just suspicious.”

“And in the meantime?” Dan asked.

“We keep monitoring. Ralph's about to lose his vehicle shipment, he'll know someone's moving against him. Wounded criminals make mistakes, get sloppy, expose vulnerabilities.” Anya closed the laptop. “We watch, we document, we wait for him to give us more evidence.”

The living room settled into focused quiet. Outside, Ashford Gardens was peaceful in the evening dark. Inside, three professional operators had just executed a honey trap operation while building a case against a human trafficking network.

Dave stood, moved to the window. Markus was safe in Portugal, his mother protected in the Cotswolds. Ralph's organisation was being systematically documented and dismantled. Mick was being set up for a fall that would either drive him out of Birmingham or put him in serious danger from his own boss.

All of it coordinated, professional, intelligence-based operations. Not the amateur heroics Dave had started with, but systematic problem-solving that would actually resolve the situation permanently.

“Thank you,” he said quietly, not turning from the window. “Both of you. For not just helping, but for doing this properly.”

“This is how it's supposed to work,” Anya replied. “Coordinated operations, proper intelligence, building towards permanent resolution rather than temporary fixes.”

Dan raised his whisky glass. “To professional operations.”

Anya lifted hers. “To putting bad people in prison where they belong.”

Dave turned from the window, picked up his own glass, joined the toast. Three days until they had enough evidence to hand over to the National Crime Agency. Three days of monitoring, documenting, building an airtight case.

Ralph thought he was dealing with an amateur who'd made some lucky moves. He had no idea he was being systematically destroyed by professional intelligence operators who'd already won—they were just documenting the victory now.
Monday

Monday morning arrived with Dave finding Anya already working downstairs, three laptops arranged on the dining table, each screen displaying different aspects of Ralph's digital infrastructure. Dan was in the kitchen making breakfast, the smell of bacon mixing with the low hum of laptop cooling fans.

“Sleep well?” Dan asked as Dave appeared in the doorway.

“Well enough.” Dave poured tea, carried it to the dining table. “What's the focus today?”

Anya didn't look up from her screens. “Bank accounts. We have cloud storage access, communications intercepts, operational records. But real leverage is financial. If I can access his banking, we track every transaction, identify every account, map the complete money flow.”

Dave settled into the armchair, watching Anya work. Her fingers moved with methodical efficiency—typing commands, reviewing outputs, making notes in a physical notebook. The careful, systematic approach that came from years of professional intelligence work.

“How do you access encrypted banking?” Dave asked.

“I don't break the encryption. I ride the legitimate session.” Anya pulled up a window showing network traffic analysis. “Ralph's phone connects through the Stingray in his Range Rover. When he logs into online banking, authentication traffic passes through our device. I can see the encrypted connection being established, but I can't read the contents.”

“So how does that help?”

“I don't need to read it. I need to join it.” Anya switched to technical diagrams Dave didn't fully understand. “Modern banking uses SSL/TLS encryption—secure connection between Ralph's phone and the bank's servers. The Stingray intercepts that connection, but encryption means I can't modify it or inject commands. However…” She paused, smiled slightly. “If I can make Ralph's banking session think I'm a legitimate additional device, the bank will add my credentials to his account without suspecting anything unusual.”

Dan brought plates loaded with scrambled eggs and toast, set them on the coffee table. “You're going to social engineer his multi-factor authentication.”

“Exactly.” Anya accepted the plate, ate while continuing to monitor her screens. “When Ralph logs into banking, the system requires two-factor authentication—something he knows, the password, and something he has, the phone. Once he's authenticated and actively using the session, I'll send a notification asking him to approve an ‘additional security credential’ being added to the account.”

“And he'll just approve it?” Dave asked.

“He'll see what looks like a standard bank security notification. ‘Your bank is upgrading security protocols. Please approve the addition of secure credentials to protect your account.’ Banks send these constantly—new security measures, updated authentication, revised protocols. Ralph's used to clicking ‘Yes’ because they appear legitimate.”

Dave thought about that approach. Not breaking encryption, not hacking the bank's servers—just manipulating the human element. Making Ralph approve something he shouldn't because it looked exactly like the legitimate security notifications he saw regularly.

“When are you doing this?” Dan asked.

“When Ralph next logs into his banking.” Anya checked another screen showing the Stingray feed. “Audio logs suggest he checks accounts most mornings around nine. If he's consistent, we'll have an opportunity in…” She glanced at the clock. “Approximately thirty minutes.”

They ate breakfast in focused quiet, Dan and Dave letting Anya concentrate on preparation. She configured the technical setup, tested the notification delivery system, rehearsed the exact timing required to insert the credential request at the moment Ralph would be most likely to approve without thinking.

At 08:55, Anya pushed the breakfast plate aside, pulled all three laptops closer. “Ralph's phone just connected to the Stingray. He's in the Range Rover, probably doing his morning rounds.”

Dave moved to stand behind her, watching over her shoulder. One screen showed network traffic—lines of encrypted data flowing between Ralph's phone and various servers. Another displayed the Stingray's control interface, signal strength indicators showing Ralph's phone was within optimal range. The third screen had a custom-built notification generator, pre-configured message waiting to be sent.

“He's accessing something,” Anya said, watching traffic patterns. “Banking app launching… authentication handshake… multi-factor prompt sent to his device…” Her fingers hovered over the keyboard, ready. “He's approved it. Session established. He's logged in.”

The screen showed encrypted traffic increasing in volume and complexity. Ralph was actively using his banking app, checking balances or reviewing transactions—the specific actions hidden behind encryption, but the overall pattern visible.

“Waiting for the right moment,” Anya said quietly. “Need him engaged with the app, distracted by whatever he's reviewing. Not thinking critically about additional notifications.”

Thirty seconds passed. Anya watched the traffic patterns with absolute focus, reading something in the data flow that Dave couldn't identify.

“Now.” Her fingers moved across the keyboard, executing a prepared script.

On one of the screens, Dave saw the notification being sent through the Stingray to Ralph's phone:

SECURITY UPGRADE NOTIFICATION

Your bank is implementing enhanced security protocols. To maintain access to your account, please approve the addition of secure authentication credentials.

This is a mandatory security upgrade required by financial regulations.

Approve credential addition? YES / NO

Anya's hands were motionless over the keyboard, grey eyes locked on the screen showing Ralph's phone activity. Dave found himself holding his breath.

Five seconds. Ten. Fifteen.

Then the response came through—Ralph had clicked YES.

Anya's fingers exploded into motion, typing commands too quickly for Dave to follow. The credential insertion happened in real-time—her access being added to Ralph's banking session, the bank's servers accepting it as legitimate because it came through Ralph's authenticated device with his explicit approval.

“Got it,” Anya said, leaning back. “Full access established. The bank thinks I'm an approved secondary device on Ralph's account. I can now log in independently using my own credentials.”

She demonstrated, opening a fourth laptop, navigating to the bank's website, entering credentials. The login processed normally, no additional authentication required. The screen displayed Ralph's account dashboard—current balance, recent transactions, linked accounts.

Dave looked at the numbers. The primary account showed £847,623.42. But Anya navigated through the interface, found linked accounts, business holdings, investment portfolios. The total was substantially larger.

“Nearly two million across all UK accounts,” Anya said, making notes. “And the cloud storage showed offshore accounts in Jersey, Isle of Man, possibly Gibraltar. I'll need different approaches for those—different banks, different security systems.”

“But you can see where the money flows,” Dan observed, looking at transaction history. “Every payment in, every payment out. The complete financial picture.”

“Exactly.” Anya began downloading transaction records, years of banking history being saved to encrypted drives. “This tells us who's paying Ralph, who Ralph's paying, how much money moves through different parts of his operation.”

She pulled up a spreadsheet, started importing transaction data. Patterns emerged immediately—regular payments from specific sources, consistent transfers to certain accounts, the financial skeleton of Ralph's organisation becoming visible.

“These payments here,” Anya pointed to a series of monthly transfers, “correspond to the B&B properties in the cloud storage. He's receiving what look like rental payments, but the amounts are too large for legitimate bed and breakfast operations. This is the trafficking network—charging people for accommodation, but the actual costs are minimal because he's housing thirty people in properties designed for five.”

Dan leaned closer, examining figures. “And these outgoing payments?”

“Protection, most likely. Bribes to local officials, payments to police contacts, money to ensure his operations aren't investigated too closely.” Anya highlighted another pattern. “See how these payments align with audio logs from his office? Every time he mentions ‘taking care of usual business,’ there's a corresponding transfer within forty-eight hours.”

At 10:15, Dave's phone buzzed. Text from a number he didn't recognise: Container seized at Felixstowe. All vehicles. NCA involvement.

He showed it to Anya and Dan.

“That's the tip bearing fruit,” Anya said. “National Vehicle Crime Intelligence Service processed it this morning, coordinated with port authorities and the National Crime Agency. The seizure's happened.”

Within minutes, audio from the Stingray picked up Ralph's phone ringing. A panicked voice—one of his associates.

“Boss, we've got a problem. Police just seized the container at Felixstowe. All thirty-two vehicles. They had exact information—container numbers, manifest details, everything.”

Ralph's response was cold fury. “How did they know?”

“Someone tipped them off. Has to be inside information. Nobody else knew those details.”

Through the audio feed, they heard Ralph swearing, making calls, trying to understand how his carefully planned operation had been compromised. The frustration and anger were clear—this wasn't just a financial loss, it was a threat to his entire reputation.

“There it is,” Dan said quietly. “Ralph's biggest shipment seized, buyers in Dubai expecting delivery that won't arrive. His reputation with international clients destroyed.”

The Stingray continued picking up Ralph's calls throughout the morning. Conversations with associates, increasingly angry discussions about identifying the leak, threats about what would happen to whoever had betrayed him.

Around noon, someone mentioned Mick's name. “Boss, we picked up some rumour, Mick bragging about expecting a big payday, planning to disappear.”

Ralph's voice went very quiet. “Keep talking.”

“And there was a woman asking about him at The Rainbow. Left a business card. Something about car insurance.”

Silence on the line. Then Ralph: “Find Mick. Bring him to me. Don't be gentle about it.”

Anya stopped the playback. “There we go. Ralph's connecting the dots. The seized shipment, the insurance rewards, Mick's bragging, the mysterious insurance contact. He's reached exactly the conclusion we engineered.”

“Is Mick in danger?” Dave asked.

“Mick put himself in danger when he set you up at the warehouse,” Anya replied. “If he's smart, he'll disappear before Ralph's people find him. If he's not, he'll learn why betraying Ralph Little is a bad idea.”

Dan was monitoring Mick's jacket bug. “Last audio from Mick was this morning—routine collections on his usual route. Nothing suggesting he knows he's compromised.”

The afternoon continued with Anya systematically mapping Ralph's financial infrastructure while monitoring the Stingray for Ralph's increasingly frantic attempts to identify who'd leaked the shipment information. Every call, every conversation, Ralph became more convinced it was Mick. The digital breadcrumbs Anya had planted were being discovered exactly as planned.

By 15:00, Anya had created a detailed financial map—Ralph's income streams, his expenditures, his asset holdings, the people he paid and the people who paid him. Everything documented, everything traceable.

“This is more than we expected,” Dan said, reviewing the compiled data. “Not just loan sharking and stolen cars. Trafficking, protection rackets, money laundering. Ralph's running a sophisticated criminal enterprise across multiple sectors.”

Anya saved everything to encrypted drives, created secure backups. “Which means when we hand this to the National Crime Agency, they won't just prosecute him for vehicle theft. This is organised crime, human trafficking, conspiracy, money laundering—charges that carry serious prison time.”

Dave studied the property list from the cloud storage, cross-referenced with the financial data. “These B&B properties. You said nearly fifty of them?”

“Forty-eight, to be precise.” Anya pulled up the property records. “Spread across Warwickshire, Worcestershire, Staffordshire. All registered to shell companies that trace back to Ralph through layers of corporate ownership. The financial records show he's receiving monthly payments that suggest rental income, but the amounts only make sense if he's housing far more people than the properties are designed for.”

“Modern slavery,” Dan said flatly. “People brought in illegally, housed in overcrowded properties, forced to work for minimal wages while Ralph takes a cut from both sides—charges them for accommodation, takes most of their earnings.”

Dave thought about the audio logs, Ralph's cold discussions about “getting them in line” and “making sure they know their place.” Not abstract criminal activity, but real people being exploited and abused.

“We need to verify these properties,” he said. “Physical reconnaissance, confirm they're being used as described.”

“Tomorrow,” Anya agreed. “We take a road trip, visit a selection of the properties, document what we find. Photographs, location verification, evidence that supports the financial and documentary intelligence. Combined with the audio recordings and banking data, that gives us a complete intelligence package.”

Dan stood, stretched. “Multiple sources of evidence all pointing to the same conclusion—Ralph Little running a large-scale criminal enterprise including human trafficking. Present that to the National Crime Agency, they'll have no choice but to act.”

The Stingray audio continued in the background. Ralph was still making calls, still trying to identify the leak, still growing more certain it was Mick. Around 15:00, they heard him on the phone with someone called “Tommy.”

“I want you to find Halstead. Check The Rainbow, check his usual haunts. When you find him, bring him to the warehouse. We're going to have a conversation about loyalty.”

Anya made notes. “Ralph's moving on Mick. Timeline suggests he'll have people looking for him this afternoon.”

Audio from Mick's jacket bug showed he was still making his rounds, completely oblivious to the danger. Meeting Steve at a café, discussing next week's collection routes, acting like everything was normal.

Dave checked his watch. 15:15. Then looked up sharply. “Mick drops collections at The Velvet Room at six. That's the pattern—every evening, six o'clock.”

Dan understood immediately. “If Tommy doesn't find him first, Ralph will be there waiting.”

“Mick walks right into it,” Anya added. “Doesn't even know he's compromised.”

Dave stood abruptly. “I need to warn him.”

Anya looked up, grey eyes sharp. “What?”

“Mick. I need to warn him before he goes to The Velvet Room.” Dave moved to collect his jacket. “I can't have someone's death on my conscience.”

“He set you up for arrest,” Anya said flatly. “Played you for Ralph's benefit. You owe him nothing.”

“I know what he did.” Dave pulled on his jacket. “But there's a difference between Mick facing consequences for his choices and Mick being tortured to death in a warehouse because we framed him. I won't let that happen.”

Dan exchanged a look with Anya, then nodded slowly. “Fair enough. But you've got less than three hours to find him.”

“Jacket bug's last location was the café on Bristol Street. I'll start there, work through his usual haunts.” Dave checked his phone. “If I can't find him by five thirty, I'll wait outside The Velvet Room and intercept him before he goes in.”

“Dave,” Anya said, her tone careful. “If you warn him, he might tell Ralph. Might expose what we've done.”

“Mick's not that stupid. He'll run.” Dave headed for the door. “And even if he does talk, Ralph's already lost. We have everything we need to destroy him.”

—

Dave found Mick forty minutes later at a bookmaker's on Digbeth High Street, studying racing forms with the focused attention of someone convinced they'd found a pattern in chaos. Mick looked up as Dave approached, recognition immediate, followed by wariness.

“Dave.” Mick straightened, glanced toward the exit. “What do you want?”

“To talk. Outside.”

“I'm busy.”

“Ralph's looking for you.” Dave kept his voice low, conversational. “Thinks you sold him out for insurance money. Has people searching your usual haunts right now. When they find you, they're taking you to a warehouse for a ‘conversation about loyalty.’ You won't survive that conversation.”

Mick's face went pale. “I didn't—I haven't—”

“Doesn't matter what you did or didn't do. Ralph thinks you betrayed him. That's enough.”

“Why would he think that?” Mick's voice carried genuine panic now.

“Because all the evidence points to you.” Dave gestured toward the street. “Outside. I'll explain, but not here.”

They walked to a quiet side street, Mick following with the nervous energy of someone who'd just realised he was in serious trouble. Dave kept his hands visible, his posture non-threatening. This wasn't about intimidation.

“Ralph's shipment got seized at Felixstowe this morning,” Dave said. “Thirty-two stolen vehicles, two million pounds worth. Someone tipped off the National Vehicle Crime Intelligence Service with detailed inside information.”

“That wasn't me!” Mick protested. “I don't know anything about—”

“I know it wasn't you. But Ralph doesn't.” Dave counted off on his fingers. “First, you've been bragging about expecting a big payday. Half the regulars at The Hanged Man heard you talking about it Saturday night.”

Mick looked confused. “I never—”

“Second, there's a woman called Ruby who's been asking about you. Left her card at The Rainbow, met you Sunday night at the pub, got your phone number. There's a call record showing you two spoke.”

Understanding dawned on Mick's face, followed by horror. “The woman from the pub? She was fit, we just talked, I thought—”

“Third, when Ralph's people investigate the leak, they'll find digital breadcrumbs. Internet searches about insurance rewards for stolen vehicles, all traceable back to locations you frequent. VPN connections that point toward you.”

Mick was shaking his head, backing away. “This is mental. I didn't do any of this. I can explain to Ralph, tell him—”

“Tell him what?” Dave stepped closer, voice hardening. “That you didn't tip off the police even though you were bragging about expecting money? That you didn't meet with a mysterious woman who was asking about you even though there are witnesses and phone records? That the digital trail pointing to you is just coincidence?”

“It's the truth!”

“Do you think for a second that even if Ralph believes you, the one niggling sensation in the back of his mind isn't going to result in you becoming part of a motorway pylon?” Dave let that sink in. “Ralph can't afford to trust you. Too much money lost, too much reputation damaged. Even if there's a chance you're innocent, he'll kill you just to be certain.”

Mick slumped against the wall, the fight draining out of him. “What do I do?”

“Run. Tonight. Get out of Birmingham, don't tell anyone where you're going, disappear completely.”

“I've got nothing. No money saved, nowhere to go.”

“You've got today's collections.” Dave gestured at the canvas bag Mick was carrying. “That's what, three thousand? Four? Keep it. Use it to disappear.”

Mick looked down at the bag like he'd forgotten he was holding it. “That's Ralph's money.”

“So? Ralph's already going to kill you. What's he going to do, kill you twice?” Dave's voice carried dark humour. “At least this way his own money funds your escape. Call it severance pay.”

“He'll know I stole it.”

“Good. One more thing to blame you for doesn't matter when he's already convinced you betrayed him. The digital breadcrumbs, the insurance tip, Ruby, now the missing collections—it all points to you planning this. Makes the story more believable.”

Mick stared at the bag, understanding dawning. “Why are you helping me? After what I did to you?”

“Because I'm not Ralph.” Dave met his eyes. “And because Markus would never forgive me if I let someone die, even someone who betrayed us. Take the money. Run. Don't look back.”

Mick clutched the canvas bag tighter, still looking shell-shocked. “The woman, Ruby. Who was she really?”

“Someone who wanted Ralph to think you'd betrayed him. It worked.” Dave checked his watch. “It's quarter past four. You usually drop collections at The Velvet Room at six, yeah?”

Mick nodded numbly.

“Don't. Ralph will be waiting for you. You walk through that door, you're dead.” Dave turned to leave, paused. “You've got maybe two hours to get out of Birmingham before Ralph's people find you. Use them wisely.”

He walked away, leaving Mick standing in the side street, holding a bag of Ralph's money and the knowledge that his life in Birmingham was over.

—

Dave returned to Ashford Gardens at 17:30. Anya and Dan were still at the dining table, laptops displaying various intelligence analyses. They looked up as he entered.

“Did you find him?” Anya asked.

“Yeah. Told him everything—the setup, the evidence, Ralph's order to bring him in. Told him to keep today's collections and use it to disappear.”

Dan raised an eyebrow. “Ralph's money?”

“What's Ralph going to do, kill him twice?” Dave dropped onto the sofa. “Makes the frame more believable too—digital breadcrumbs, insurance tip, Ruby, and now the missing collections. All points to Mick planning to betray Ralph and run.”

“And?” Anya prompted.

“He'll run. Saw it in his eyes—pure terror when he understood how thoroughly he'd been framed.” Dave exhaled. “I told him he had maybe two hours to get out of Birmingham before Ralph's people found him. Before he was supposed to drop collections at The Velvet Room.”

Anya studied him for a moment, then nodded. “You did the right thing.”

“Mick set you up for arrest,” Dan observed. “Could have let natural consequences play out.”

“Natural consequences would've been Ralph beating Mick to death in a warehouse.” Dave met their eyes. “I can live with Mick losing everything and running. Can't live with facilitating murder, even indirect murder of someone who deserves punishment.”

Dan raised his tea mug slightly. “Integrity. Harder path, but the right one.”

By early evening, they'd compiled an extensive intelligence picture. Ralph's complete banking records, the cloud storage documents, audio recordings of his criminal operations, property ownership records for the trafficking network. Everything systematically documented, everything forming an evidence trail.

Dave stood at the window, watching Ashford Gardens settle into evening quiet. Markus was safe in Portugal, his mother protected in the Cotswolds. Ralph had lost his biggest shipment and was focused on finding Mick—who by now was hopefully on a train heading anywhere but Birmingham. And three professional operators had spent the day systematically documenting every aspect of Ralph's criminal empire.

“How long until we have enough to hand over to the National Crime Agency?” he asked.

“Two days, maybe three,” Anya said. “Tomorrow we verify the trafficking properties. Day after, we compile the complete evidence package—audio, financial, documentary, photographic evidence. Then we present it to the NCA as a comprehensive intelligence product they can't ignore.”

“And Ralph goes to prison,” Dan finished.

The living room settled into focused quiet. Outside, Birmingham was going about its ordinary Monday evening. Inside, they'd just accessed a criminal's complete financial infrastructure, witnessed the seizure of two million pounds worth of stolen vehicles, and set in motion events that would either make Mick run or put him in serious danger from his own boss.

Professional intelligence operations. Systematic evidence gathering. Building toward permanent legal resolution rather than temporary confrontational victories.

This was how it was supposed to work.

Ralph's world was crumbling around him, and he still thought his biggest problem was identifying who'd betrayed him. He had no idea the real threat was three people with access to his entire digital life, methodically building the case that would destroy everything he'd built.

And by the time he figured it out, it would be far too late to stop them.
Herding Cats

Tuesday morning arrived overcast and grey, Birmingham weather settling into characteristic drizzle. Dave woke to find Anya and Dan already downstairs, preparing for the day's reconnaissance.

“We're hitting six properties,” Anya said, showing Dave a map with locations marked. “Spread across Warwickshire and Worcestershire. Representative sample of Ralph's B&B network. We verify they exist, document signs of occupation, photograph the properties for evidence correlation.”

Dan was loading equipment into a backpack—cameras with telephoto lenses, binoculars, a tablet showing property addresses cross-referenced with their cloud storage intelligence. “External observation only. We don't need to enter, just confirm the intelligence matches physical reality.”

Dave studied the marked locations. Rural areas mostly, small villages and farming communities. The kind of places where run-down properties wouldn't draw excessive attention, where overcrowding might go unnoticed by neighbours who minded their own business.

“How long will this take?” he asked.

“Full day, probably.” Anya checked her watch. “First property's near Stratford-upon-Avon, about an hour's drive. We work our way through the list, back by evening. Dan drives, I navigate, you take photographs.”

They left at 08:30, Dan's hire car heading north out of Birmingham on the A34. The morning traffic thinned as they moved into Warwickshire countryside, urban sprawl giving way to fields and hedgerows, the landscape wet and grey under persistent drizzle.

The first property was outside a village called Welford-on-Avon, down a narrow lane that turned to gravel and mud. A two-storey house that had probably been someone's family home decades ago, now showing clear signs of neglect. Peeling paint, broken guttering, windows grimy with dirt. But there were cars parked in the overgrown drive—three of them, cheap models in various states of disrepair.

Dan pulled over a hundred metres down the lane, positioned the car where they could observe without being obvious.

“Give it a few minutes,” Anya said quietly. “Watch for movement, signs of occupation.”

Dave raised the camera, zoomed in on the house. Through the telephoto lens, details became visible. Curtains hung in windows, but they were thin and mismatched, the kind bought cheap without concern for appearance. One upstairs window showed washing draped across a radiator—clothes drying inside rather than being hung outside despite the property having a garden.

Movement at the front door. A man emerged, late twenties or early thirties, wearing work clothes and carrying a packed lunch. He walked to one of the cars, climbed in, drove away without looking back at the house.

“Worker heading to a job,” Dan observed. “Early shift at a warehouse or factory, most likely.”

Five minutes later, another person emerged—younger, female, similar work clothes. She walked down the lane on foot, heading toward the village.

“No bus service this rural,” Anya noted. “She's either walking to work or walking to where someone picks her up.”

Dave photographed both people, zoomed back to capture the house and its surroundings. “How many people do you think are in there?”

“Property records show it's a three-bedroom house,” Anya said, consulting her tablet. “Legitimate B&B would have maybe three guest rooms, accommodate six people maximum. Ralph's financial records show monthly payments suggesting thirty people.”

Dave thought about thirty people in a three-bedroom house. The overcrowding would be extreme—mattresses on floors, people sleeping in shifts, barely enough space to exist.

“This is just one property,” he said quietly.

“Forty-eight properties total,” Anya confirmed. “If each one houses twenty to thirty people, that's over a thousand individuals being exploited across Ralph's network.”

They observed for another twenty minutes. Three more people left the house, all heading to work in different directions. None of them looked at the property with any sense of ownership or care. They emerged, left, began their day. Transient, temporary, trapped.

Dan started the car. “Next location.”

The second property was near Evesham, a farmhouse conversion down a long track surrounded by fields. This one showed similar signs—multiple cars, washing visible in windows, people emerging in work clothes heading to agricultural labour in the surrounding farms.

The third property, outside Worcester, was worse. A large house that had probably been impressive once, now subdivided and overcrowded. Dave counted twelve separate bedroom windows with curtains or sheets hung haphazardly. The garden was littered with rubbish, the front door showed signs of constant heavy use—paint worn away around the handle, hinges sagging from the weight of frequent opening and closing.

“This is the kind of property that should draw attention,” Dave said. “Local council, building inspectors, housing standards officers. How does Ralph operate openly without being shut down?”

“Look at the location,” Dan pointed out. “Industrial estate on one side, warehouse district on the other. Not a residential neighbourhood where concerned citizens complain. The kind of area where overcrowded migrant housing gets overlooked because nobody with power cares enough to investigate.”

Anya was making notes, cross-referencing property addresses with local authority records on her tablet. “Some of these properties have had building code violations reported. Complaints about overcrowding, inadequate facilities, fire safety concerns. The reports go to local councils, inspectors visit, issue warnings. Then the complaints disappear into bureaucracy and nothing changes.”

“Protection money,” Dave said, understanding. “The payments we saw in Ralph's banking records. He's paying local officials to look the other way.”

“Or paying them to slow-walk investigations until they're dropped entirely,” Anya agreed. “System's designed to protect vulnerable people, but when the people running the system are corrupt, the protection evaporates.”

The fourth property was outside Redditch, another farmhouse, this one showing clearer signs of organised operation. A minibus parked in the drive with “Agricultural Labour Services” painted on the side. As they watched, a dozen people emerged from the house, climbed into the minibus, were driven away toward the surrounding farms.

“That's how Ralph connects them to work,” Dan said. “Provides the labour to legitimate businesses who need seasonal workers, but the workers themselves never see most of the wages. Ralph takes the payment from the employer, gives the workers barely enough to survive, keeps the difference.”

Dave photographed the minibus, the licence plate, the people climbing aboard. Evidence that would corroborate the financial records and audio logs.

By afternoon, they'd documented all six properties. Each one confirmed the intelligence from Ralph's cloud storage—overcrowded houses, multiple occupants, people being transported to low-wage work. The scale of exploitation was staggering, and this was just a sample. Forty-two more properties existed across the Midlands, each one housing its own population of trapped, exploited people.

They stopped for late lunch at a service station near Bromsgrove. Dan bought sandwiches, Anya reviewed the photographs and notes, Dave sat quietly processing what they'd witnessed.

“This is bigger than Ralph,” he said eventually. “One loan shark couldn't create this network alone. This requires infrastructure—transportation, job placement, document forgery, protection at multiple levels of local government.”

“Ralph's a node in a larger network,” Anya confirmed. “The audio logs mention contacts in Eastern Europe, people arranging transportation. The financial records show payments to people we haven't identified yet—could be traffickers, could be corrupt officials, could be other criminals running parallel operations.”

“So taking down Ralph doesn't stop this,” Dave said.

“Taking down Ralph stops his part of it,” Dan corrected. “Removes one operator, disrupts this specific network, frees the people in these forty-eight properties. That's worth doing, even if the larger problem persists.”

Anya closed her laptop. “The National Crime Agency will use our intelligence as the foundation for broader investigation. They'll identify Ralph's contacts, trace the network upstream, follow the money to other operators. One case becomes ten cases, ten cases expose a hundred connections. That's how these organisations get dismantled—systematically, one piece at a time.”

“And the people in these houses?” Dave asked. “What happens to them?”

Anya's expression was careful, professional, but Dave saw the weight behind it. “Honestly? Some will be rescued, placed in proper accommodation, given support to rebuild their lives. Immigration services will provide assistance for those who entered legally but were exploited. Others…” She paused. “Others entered illegally, are too afraid to trust authorities, will run when the raids happen. They'll end up in another exploitation situation because they don't know how to access help and they're terrified of deportation.”

“And some will be deported,” Dan added. “Sent back to wherever they fled from, right back into the conditions that made them desperate enough to accept Ralph's offer in the first place.”

Dave absorbed that reality. Imperfect justice. Complicated outcomes. No clean resolution where everyone was saved and everything was fixed.

“Is it worth it?” he asked. “If we can't save all of them, if some end up worse off, is it worth disrupting Ralph's operation?”

Anya met his eyes directly. “Yes. Because doing nothing means they all remain trapped. Taking action means some get rescued, some escape, some find better situations. Imperfect help is better than perfect inaction.”

Dan collected the sandwich wrappers, stood. “And documenting this, providing evidence to the NCA, means the system gets better at identifying and disrupting these networks. Next time, maybe more people get saved. System improves through experience, through learning from each case.”

They drove back to Birmingham in contemplative quiet. The photographs on Dave's camera documented systematic exploitation—properties converted to overcrowded housing, people being transported to low-wage labour, the infrastructure of modern slavery operating openly in rural Warwickshire.

Back at Ashford Gardens, Anya uploaded the photographs, added them to the growing evidence package. Financial records showing Ralph's payments and income. Cloud storage documents listing all forty-eight properties. Audio recordings of Ralph discussing the “bed and breakfast” operations. Now photographic evidence confirming the intelligence was accurate.

“This is comprehensive,” Anya said, reviewing the compiled data. “Multiple independent sources of evidence—signals intelligence from the audio bugs, documentary intelligence from the cloud storage, financial intelligence from the banking access, photographic intelligence from today's reconnaissance. All of it corroborating the same conclusion.”

“Ralph Little running a criminal enterprise that includes large-scale human trafficking,” Dan finished.

Dave thought about the people they'd photographed emerging from those houses. Workers heading to farms and warehouses and cleaning jobs, trapped in cycles of exploitation, too afraid or too desperate to escape. Real people, not abstract victims. Individuals whose lives were being consumed by Ralph's greed.

“How soon can we hand this over to the National Crime Agency?” he asked.

“Tomorrow,” Anya said. “I'll compile the evidence package tonight—organised, indexed, presented professionally so they can act on it immediately. We provide them everything we've gathered, they open a formal investigation, start the process of dismantling Ralph's organisation.”

“And what happens to us?” Dave asked. “We've conducted surveillance, accessed bank accounts, gathered intelligence through methods that aren't exactly legal.”

“The NCA doesn't need to know how we obtained the intelligence,” Anya replied. “We present it as an anonymous package from concerned citizens who discovered Ralph's activities. They verify the information independently, build their own case using legal methods. Our evidence provides the roadmap, they provide the official investigation.”

“Laundering intelligence,” Dan said. “Common practise. Questionable source provides actionable intelligence, official agencies verify it through legitimate means, prosecution proceeds using only the legally obtained evidence.”

Dave moved to the window, looked out at Ashford Gardens settling into evening. Lights coming on in houses, people returning from work, the ordinary rhythm of suburban life. While a hundred metres away, in his living room, evidence of systematic human trafficking was being compiled into a package that would destroy a criminal empire.

“This started because Markus needed help with a loan shark,” he said quietly. “Now we're dismantling a trafficking network.”

“That's how these investigations work,” Anya replied. “You start pulling one thread, discover it's connected to something larger. The loan sharking was how Ralph generated initial capital. The stolen vehicles were how he expanded his wealth. The trafficking network was how he created sustainable income. All connected, all part of the same criminal enterprise.”

“And all about to come crashing down,” Dan added.

The evening progressed with Anya compiling the evidence package while Dave and Dan monitored the audio feeds. Ralph's communications showed increasing frustration—the Felixstowe seizure had damaged his reputation with international buyers, his investigation into the leak had focused entirely on Mick, his attempts to locate Mick had so far been unsuccessful.

“Mick's gone quiet,” Dan observed, reviewing the jacket bug audio. “Last signal was Monday evening. Either the bug's dead, or Mick's figured out he's in danger and ditched the jacket.”

“Or Ralph's people found him and Mick's no longer in a position to be broadcasting,” Anya said matter-of-factly.

Dave thought about Mick—the arrogance, the casual cruelty, the way he'd set Dave up for arrest without hesitation. If Ralph's people had found him, Mick would be facing consequences for a betrayal he hadn't actually committed. Rough justice, perhaps. But Mick had made his choices, played his games, set other people up for harm.

Now he was dealing with the results.

By 22:00, Anya had completed the evidence package—three hundred pages of documented intelligence, organised chronologically and by category, indexed and cross-referenced for easy navigation. Audio transcripts, financial summaries, property records, photographs. Everything a prosecutor would need to build a comprehensive case against Ralph Little.

“Tomorrow morning, we hand this over,” Anya said, backing up the package to multiple encrypted drives. “By tomorrow afternoon, the National Crime Agency will have opened a formal investigation. By end of week, Ralph will be in custody.”

“And the people in those houses?” Dave asked.

“The NCA will coordinate with immigration services, local authorities, support organisations,” Anya replied. “The rescues will be complex, messy, imperfect. Some people will be helped. Some won't. That's the reality of these situations.”

Dave nodded slowly, accepting that reality. Imperfect justice was still justice. Incomplete rescue was still rescue. Taking down Ralph's operation meant freeing some people, disrupting the exploitation, making it harder for the network to operate.

Not perfect. But better than doing nothing.

The living room settled into quiet, three people who'd spent the day documenting modern slavery in the English countryside, preparing evidence that would dismantle a criminal organisation and rescue hundreds of trapped people.

Outside, Ashford Gardens was peaceful and ordinary. Inside, they'd just completed an intelligence operation that would change hundreds of lives.

Tomorrow they'd hand it over to people with official authority to act. Tonight, they'd done everything they could to ensure the evidence would be impossible to ignore.

And somewhere in Birmingham, Ralph Little was still trying to find Mick Halstead, completely unaware that his real problem wasn't a subordinate's betrayal.

It was three professional operators who'd systematically documented every aspect of his criminal empire and were about to hand the evidence to the National Crime Agency.

By the time he realised what was happening, it would be far too late to stop it.
The Package

Wednesday morning arrived with Dave, Dan, and Anya working in focused silence at the dining table. Three days of systematic intelligence gathering had produced an extensive evidence package—now they were organising it for handover to the National Crime Agency.

Anya was compiling audio transcripts, pulling the most damning conversations from Ralph's office and Range Rover bugs. Dan cross-referenced property ownership records with the photographs from Tuesday's reconnaissance. Dave reviewed the financial analysis, tracking money flows through Ralph's banking system.

“We've got comprehensive coverage,” Anya said, reviewing her checklist. “Audio evidence of Ralph coordinating trafficking operations. Cloud storage documents showing property ownership and shipment manifests. Banking records demonstrating money laundering and criminal proceeds. Photographic evidence of overcrowded properties housing exploited workers. Multiple independent sources all corroborating the same conclusion.”

“Ralph Little running a large-scale criminal enterprise,” Dan finished. “Trafficking, loan sharking, money laundering, organised crime. This is prosecutable intelligence.”

Dave looked at the organised folders spread across the table—digital evidence on encrypted drives, printed summaries with proper indexing, photographic documentation with timestamps and GPS coordinates. Professional intelligence work, ready for law enforcement.

“How do we hand it over?” he asked. “We can't exactly walk into a police station with this. Too many questions about how we obtained it.”

“Anonymous submission,” Anya said. “We package everything professionally, include a cover letter explaining the intelligence sources, drop it with the National Crime Agency's serious crime division. They verify independently, build their own case using legal methods, prosecution proceeds using only legitimate evidence.”

“Intelligence laundering,” Dan observed. “Questionable source provides actionable intelligence, official agencies verify through proper channels, legal case proceeds without compromising the original intelligence.”

“Exactly.” Anya was already drafting the cover letter on her laptop. “We present ourselves as concerned citizens who discovered Ralph's criminal activities through legitimate observation and publicly available records. The audio recordings are presented as anonymous tips. The financial data comes from ‘sources close to the investigation.’ Nothing that requires explaining illegal access.”

Dave thought about that approach. They'd gathered the intelligence through bugs, hacking, and surveillance that would never hold up in court. But if the NCA used their intelligence as a roadmap and verified everything independently through legal means, the prosecution would be clean.

“What's the timeline once we hand this over?” he asked.

“NCA will verify the intelligence first,” Anya said. “Cross-check our documentation against their own databases, confirm the properties exist, validate that the people we've identified are real. That takes maybe forty-eight hours if they move quickly.”

“Then they start planning operational response,” Dan added. “Coordinating raids on the trafficking properties requires significant resources—multiple teams, immigration services involvement, victim support organisations on standby. That's another few days of preparation.”

“So a week, maybe ten days before they actually move?” Dave asked.

“Approximately.” Anya finished the cover letter, printed it. “Which gives us a decision to make.”

She pulled up Ralph's banking data on one of the laptops, showed the account balances. Nearly two million pounds across multiple UK accounts.

“We have full access to Ralph's money,” Anya said quietly. “My credentials are still active. The NCA will freeze these accounts eventually during prosecution, but that takes time. Right now, we could drain them. Every penny.”

Dan set down his tea, attention focused. “Drain them how?”

“Transfer the funds out before the NCA gets warrants to freeze the accounts.” Anya's grey eyes were steady, assessing their reactions. “Route them through intermediary holdings, layer the transactions, make them untraceable. Then redirect to charitable organisations helping the people Ralph's been exploiting.”

Dave nodded slowly. “Asset recovery. Makes sense.”

“You're right, the NCA will freeze the accounts eventually during prosecution,” Dan observed. “We're talking years before anything gets redistributed.”

“And there's no guarantee victims see a penny,” Anya added. “Seized assets typically go to general revenue, not victim compensation. Meanwhile, the people Ralph's exploited need help now. Not in three years.”

Dave considered the operational question. Wait for slow legal processes that might not help victims, or take direct action that immediately provided resources to organisations already doing the work.

“Where would the money go?” he asked.

Anya pulled up her research. “I've identified twelve organisations. Migrant Rights Centre provides legal aid and emergency housing. Phoenix Project helps loan shark victims restructure debt and access support. Recovery Works runs addiction treatment programs. FareShare and Birmingham Community Food Bank address food insecurity. Shelter and Crisis work with homeless populations. All legitimate registered charities doing work that directly counteracts the harm Ralph's caused.”

“How much money total?” Dan asked.

“Approximately one point eight million pounds in UK accounts,” Anya said. “The offshore accounts are more complicated—different security systems, different jurisdictions. But the UK funds alone would provide significant resources to organisations that desperately need them.”

“And Ralph couldn't recover it?” Dave asked.

“No.” Anya's tone was certain. “Ralph set up these accounts for secrecy and protection from authorities. That same protection means banks won't help him recover ‘stolen’ funds. He'd need to prove legitimate ownership, explain where the money came from. He can't do that without admitting criminal activity. His operational security becomes his vulnerability.”

Dan nodded. “Poetic justice. The protections he built to shield criminal proceeds also prevent him from recovering them when they're taken.”

Dave thought about the people emerging from those overcrowded properties. Workers trapped in exploitation. Families destroyed by loan sharking. Communities bled dry. People who needed help now, not in three years when legal proceedings might conclude.

“We do both,” he said. “Hand the evidence to the NCA for prosecution. Separately, take Ralph's money and redistribute it to victims. Two parallel operations.”

“Agreed,” Anya said. “The evidence destroys Ralph's organisation through law enforcement. The money helps his victims rebuild.”

“And operational security?” Dan asked.

“This stays with the team,” Dave confirmed. “Not Cecilia, not the Agency, nobody else needs to know.”

“When do we hand over the evidence?” Dan asked.

“Today,” Anya said. “I'll prepare the package for NCA drop-off this afternoon. That starts the official investigation. Then tomorrow we execute the financial transfer while they're still processing the intelligence.”

“Won't they connect the drained accounts to us?” Dave asked.

“No.” Anya's confidence was absolute. “The NCA will discover the accounts are empty when they apply for warrants to freeze them. They'll investigate it as part of their broader case against Ralph, but they'll never trace it back to us. The transfers will be layered through enough intermediaries that forensic accounting would take years to untangle, and even then wouldn't lead anywhere useful.”

Dave absorbed that. They'd made the decision—cross legal lines to help victims immediately rather than wait for slow bureaucratic processes that might never deliver justice.

“Right,” he said. “Let's finish the package.”

They worked through the afternoon, finalising the evidence compilation. Everything organised chronologically, properly indexed, with clear explanations of intelligence sources that didn't require admitting to illegal surveillance. The cover letter explained they were concerned citizens who'd observed suspicious activity and documented it over several weeks.

By 15:00, the package was complete. Three encrypted USB drives containing audio recordings, financial analysis, and cloud storage documents. A folder of printed photographs with timestamps and locations. A comprehensive summary document outlining the intelligence and recommended investigative approach.

“Professional work,” Dan observed, reviewing the final package. “The NCA will have to take this seriously.”

Anya sealed everything in a padded envelope, addressed it to the National Crime Agency's Serious and Organised Crime Unit. “I'll drop this at a Royal Mail collection box in town. Anonymous submission, no return address, nothing traceable.”

“And tomorrow?” Dave asked.

“Tomorrow I drain Ralph's accounts,” Anya said. “Transfer the funds through multiple intermediaries, route them to the charities. By tomorrow evening, organisations helping Ralph's victims will have received substantial anonymous donations.”

Dan collected the mugs, carried them to the kitchen. “Ralph's world is about to collapse. He just doesn't know it yet.”

Anya left to post the evidence package. Dave and Dan remained at the dining table, reviewing the plan.

“Timing's critical,” Dan observed. “NCA processes the evidence tomorrow, starts planning their response. But they won't move to freeze accounts immediately—that takes warrants, coordination. We've got maybe thirty-six hours.”

“Plenty of time,” Dave said.

“And Ralph can't complain without admitting where the money came from,” Dan added. “His protection becomes his trap.”

Dave nodded. “Markus would approve of this.”

“Markus would buy us drinks,” Dan corrected with a slight smile. “His friend gets help, Ralph's victims get resources, and a loan shark loses everything. Clean operation.”

Anya returned an hour later. “Package posted. The NCA will receive it tomorrow morning, probably start processing by afternoon.”

Anya said. “Should give the NCA time to start verifying our intelligence but not enough time to freeze accounts.”

They spent the evening monitoring the Stingray feed, listening to Ralph's communications. He had no idea what was coming—just normal business operations, collections coordination, the usual criminal logistics. By tomorrow evening, his entire world would collapse.

Dave stood at the window as evening settled over Birmingham. They'd crossed a significant threshold today. Made choices that professional intelligence operators weren't supposed to make. Decided to prioritise immediate victim assistance over legal procedures.

He suspected he'd spend considerable time thinking about those choices. But he wouldn't change them. The people Ralph had exploited needed help now, and waiting for asset forfeiture proceedings meant more suffering, more exploitation, more lives destroyed.

Sometimes doing the right thing meant breaking the law.

And Dave could live with that.

The money would flow to charities helping his victims. And Ralph would discover that his carefully protected wealth had disappeared, leaving him broke and facing prosecution.

The systematic destruction of a criminal empire. Not through violence or confrontation, but through professional intelligence work and strategic financial intervention.

This was how you defeated sophisticated criminals.

By being smarter, more systematic, and more professional.

Even when being professional meant crossing legal lines for morally defensible reasons.
Crashing Down

Thursday evening arrived with darkness settling over Birmingham. Dave stood at the dining room window, watching street lights flicker on across Ashford Gardens, whilst behind him Anya prepared for the operation.

Three laptops sat arranged on the table, banking interfaces loaded on each screen. Anya settled into her chair, coffee steaming beside her, fingers poised over the keyboard.

"Ready?" Dave asked, turning from the window.

"Everything's prepared." Anya pulled up the first account, entered Ralph's credentials. Balance: £847,293.64. "The NCA received our package this morning. They'll be processing the intelligence, cross-checking documentation, planning their response. But they won't move to freeze accounts for days—not until they're ready to execute raids. We've got the window we need."

Dan emerged from the kitchen with fresh coffee, set mugs down. "How long will this take?"

"Three hours, maybe four." Anya's fingers moved across the keyboard. "Six intermediate holdings, each layer adding complexity. Then final distribution to charities in amounts that won't trigger immediate scrutiny. Twenty to sixty thousand per organisation—substantial donations, but not so large they trigger fraud alerts."

Dave watched as Anya initiated the first transfer. £850,000 moved from Ralph's primary account to a Gibraltar holding company. Seconds later, confirmation flashed on screen.

"Gibraltar to Luxembourg shell company," Anya said, already setting up the next layer. "Luxembourg to Liechtenstein trust. Liechtenstein splits between three investment holdings. Then from those holdings to the charities, each transaction structured as legitimate donor contributions."

The evening settled into focused quiet. Anya worked methodically, each transfer documented, each layer verified. Dan monitored the Stingray feed—Ralph's communications showing normal Thursday business, collections coordination, nothing suggesting suspicion.

By 22:00, Anya had processed four accounts. Nearly £1.4 million redistributed, currently sitting in intermediate holdings awaiting final distribution.

"Two accounts left," she said, initiating another transfer. "Then final distribution overnight."

Dave moved to the window again. Outside, Ashford Gardens was quiet in the autumn darkness. Ordinary suburban street, peaceful evening. Inside, they were systematically draining a criminal empire's assets.

"Total amount?" he asked.

"One point eight three million pounds," Anya replied. "Migrant Rights Centre receives £180,000. Phoenix Project gets £150,000 for loan shark victim support. Recovery Works gets £120,000 for addiction treatment. Food banks split £200,000. Shelter and Crisis share £280,000 for homeless programmes. The rest distributed among smaller organisations."

By 23:30, all transfers were complete. Anya leaned back, closed the final banking interface. "Done. Ralph's accounts are empty. Final distributions will process overnight. By morning, organisations helping his victims will have substantial resources."

Dan poured three whiskies, handed them round. "Ralph won't discover it until tomorrow. He'll wake up to banking notifications, check his accounts, find nothing."

"And by then the money's gone," Anya said. "Layered through enough intermediaries that recovery is impossible."

They settled into the living room, the operation complete, waiting to see how long it took Ralph to notice his empire had been stripped clean.

—

Friday morning. Ralph Little woke to his phone buzzing with notifications. Banking alerts—multiple transactions, multiple accounts. He grabbed the phone from the bedside table, still groggy, expecting routine overnight clearing confirmations.

The notifications weren't routine.

Account balance alert: £0.00 Account balance alert: £0.00 Account balance alert: £0.00

Ralph sat up, fully awake now, heart accelerating. He opened his banking app, entered credentials, waited for accounts to load.

The screen populated with balances. Ralph stared at the numbers, his brain refusing to process what he was seeing.

£0.00

£0.00

£0.00

Six accounts. All empty.

His hands tightened on the phone, knuckles white. This wasn't possible. Yesterday he'd had one point eight million across these accounts. Funds that had taken years to accumulate, laundered carefully through legitimate businesses, protected by layers of operational security.

All gone.

Ralph's breathing accelerated, chest constricting. He opened the transaction history, scrolled through. Transfers. Thursday evening, between 21:00 and 00:30. Every account drained simultaneously, funds moved to holdings he didn't recognise, routed through jurisdictions he'd never used.

Someone had accessed his accounts. Transferred everything. Left him with nothing.

Ralph's vision narrowed, panic constricting his chest. He forced himself to breathe, to think. Who? How? His credentials were protected, his phone secure, his operational security meticulous.

But someone had got through. Someone had cleaned him out completely.

His phone buzzed. Text message from Mick's number: You should have been nicer to people.

Ralph stared at the message. His initial fury faded as his brain started working properly.

Mick couldn't have done this. The shipping containers, maybe—tipping off police for insurance rewards was within Mick's capabilities. But this? Hacking his cloud storage, accessing his banking credentials, transferring funds through international holdings?

Mick could barely operate a smartphone. He had no technical skills, no international contacts, no sophistication for this kind of operation.

Someone else had orchestrated this. Someone who'd used Mick as a distraction, a patsy to take the blame whilst the real threat operated invisibly. Someone smart enough to access his systems, patient enough to build a complete evidence package, professional enough to time everything perfectly.

Ralph looked at his phone. Compromised. Had to be. If they'd accessed his cloud storage, they had his credentials. If they had his credentials, they could access everything he did on this device.

He powered the phone down completely, pulled the SIM card, dropped both in the kitchen bin. The Range Rover was registered to him, equipped with tracking systems, easily identified. He couldn't use it.

Ralph threw on clothes, grabbed what cash he had in the flat—about three grand. He walked two streets over, flagged a black cab.

"Digbeth," he told the driver, giving an address three streets from the actual lock-up. "Industrial estate near the recycling centre."

The taxi dropped him twenty minutes later. Ralph paid cash, walked the remaining distance to the lock-up facility, checking constantly for surveillance.

Inside, the Mercedes S-Class sat waiting—black, inconspicuous, maintained but not flashy. Ralph popped the boot, pulled out the go-bag he'd prepared years ago for exactly this scenario. Twenty thousand in cash, false documents, burner phone still in its packaging, change of clothes.

He activated the burner phone, let it find signal, then made the first call.

Three rings, then a professionally pleasant voice answered. "Miles Pemberton."

"Miles, it's Ralph. Different number—my regular phone's compromised. I need you to check something urgently."

A pause. Miles processing that information. "What's happened?"

"My accounts. Someone's transferred all my funds. I need them recovered immediately."

A pause. Keyboard clicking in the background. "Let me pull up your account details… Ralph, I'm seeing the transfers. Large movements Thursday evening. This wasn't authorised by you?"

"Obviously not!" Ralph's voice rose, stress cracking his usual control. "Someone's stolen my money. I need it back."

"Ralph…" Miles's tone shifted, becoming carefully professional. "These transfers went through proper authentication. From the bank's perspective, they were legitimate transactions using your credentials. To claim theft, you'd need to prove unauthorised access, and that would require—"

"I don't care what it requires! Get my money back!"

"Ralph, I understand you're upset, but there's a complication." Miles spoke slowly, choosing words carefully. "To pursue recovery through the banks, you'd need to provide documentation proving the funds were obtained legitimately. Source of income, tax records, business transaction records. The banks won't assist with recovery without that documentation because they're legally obligated to report suspicious activity."

Ralph understood. His money had come from stolen vehicles, trafficking, loan sharking, money laundering. He couldn't prove legitimate sources because there weren't any. The protection he'd built to shield his money from authorities also prevented him from recovering it when stolen.

"There must be something," Ralph said, hearing the desperation in his own voice.

"Not through official channels." Miles paused. "Ralph, I need to ask—are you expecting any legal action? Any warrants or investigations?"

"Why?"

"Because if authorities freeze your accounts, attempting to recover funds beforehand could be construed as money laundering or obstruction. I need to know what situation we're dealing with."

Ralph ended the call. His accountant couldn't help. The banks wouldn't assist. His money was gone, and he had no legal recourse to recover it.

The burner phone rang. Number he recognised—John Hartley, his solicitor. Ralph hadn't given John this number, which meant John was calling all his known numbers trying to reach him.

"Ralph, we need to talk," John said without preamble. "I've been contacted by colleagues who've heard about warrants being prepared. National Crime Agency. They're building a case—trafficking, money laundering, organised crime. The warrants include asset seizure."

Ralph's stomach dropped. "When?"

"Days, maybe a week. I don't have specific timing, but Ralph, you need to prepare. This isn't local police you can negotiate with. This is national agencies with resources and jurisdiction. If they execute these warrants—"

"What should I do?"

A long pause. When John spoke again, his voice carried professional distance. "I can't advise you to flee, Ralph. As your solicitor, I have to recommend you cooperate with authorities, arrange proper legal representation, prepare for—"

Ralph ended the call. His solicitor was already distancing himself, speaking in careful legalese designed to protect himself rather than his client.

Ralph stood in the lock-up, processing. His money was gone. Warrants were coming. Someone had systematically destroyed his organisation whilst using Mick as a decoy. And Ralph still had no idea who.

He'd spent fifteen years building this empire. Property, vehicles, labour, loans. Careful expansion, protected assets, systematic control. All of it falling apart in less than a week.

Ralph loaded the go-bag into the Mercedes passenger seat, secured the lock-up, got into the vehicle. The engine started smoothly, the interior smelling of leather and careful maintenance.

Ralph drove north, avoiding main routes, keeping to A-roads and residential areas. His mind raced through options, scenarios, possibilities. The NCA warrants wouldn't execute immediately—they'd need coordination, planning, multiple teams. He had days, maybe a week.

Enough time to disappear. Get out of Birmingham, hole up somewhere remote, assess the damage properly.

By 17:00, Ralph checked into a rural hotel outside Stratford-upon-Avon. Small establishment, family-run, the kind of place that took cash without asking questions. He registered under a false name from his documents, paid for three nights in advance.

The room was basic but clean—double bed, television, kettle, bathroom. Ralph locked the door, sat on the bed, stared at his empty banking app.

Everything he'd built, gone. Fifteen years of systematic empire-building, destroyed in less than a week by someone who'd outplayed him completely.

Ralph thought about the text message from Mick's number. You should have been nicer to people. Whoever sent that was mocking him, confident Ralph couldn't touch them.

Because it wasn't Mick. Mick was just the patsy, the convenient scapegoat. The real threat was someone else entirely. Someone professional enough to access his systems, patient enough to build a complete case, smart enough to stay invisible whilst they systematically dismantled everything he'd built.

Ralph had no idea who. No idea where they'd come from, what their motivation was, why they'd targeted him specifically.

And that was the most terrifying part. He couldn't retaliate against an enemy he couldn't identify. Couldn't protect himself from a threat he didn't understand. The warrants were coming. The NCA had evidence. His organisation was finished.

Ralph lay back on the hotel bed, staring at the ceiling, the weight of his collapse crushing down on him.

Fifteen years. All of it gone.

—

Friday evening. Dave stood at the dining room window, watching darkness settle over Ashford Gardens for the second night. Behind him, Dan monitored the Stingray feed whilst Anya reviewed the financial transactions one final time.

"All distributions confirmed," Anya said, closing her laptop. "Final transfers processed overnight. Organisations received funds this morning. Nearly two million pounds now helping Ralph's victims."

Dan looked up from the monitor, frowning. "Ralph's gone completely dark. Phone powered down around 09:00 this morning—right after the banking notifications would have hit. No Stingray communications since. He's in the wind."

"Smart," Anya observed. "He realised his phone was compromised, ditched it immediately. Probably dumped the Range Rover too—would have gone for his backup vehicle, cash, clean documents. Professional fugitive protocol."

Dave absorbed that. Ralph had figured it out faster than they'd expected. "Can we track him?"

"Not easily," Anya said. "He'll be using cash, burner phones, false documents. No digital footprint to follow. The NCA will find him eventually—they have resources, databases, nationwide reach. But it'll take time."

Dan leaned back. "He's smarter than we gave him credit for. Went dark fast, covered his tracks. But it doesn't matter. His money's gone, his organisation's destroyed, warrants are coming. He's just delaying the inevitable."

Dave thought about Ralph Little, somewhere out there, running. No money, no organisation, no idea who'd systematically dismantled his empire. A week ago, Ralph had been a sophisticated criminal operating with impunity. Now he was broke and hunted.

Professional intelligence operations. Systematic evidence gathering. Strategic asset recovery. No violence, no confrontation, just methodical dismantling of a criminal enterprise through superior planning and execution.

"He'll make mistakes," Anya said. "Use old contacts, access monitored accounts, show up somewhere predictable. The NCA will find him."

Dan poured three whiskies, handed them round. "To professional operations."

"To helping the people who needed it," Dave added.

Anya raised her glass. "To justice, even when it operates outside the law."

They drank, the evening settling into quiet satisfaction. Outside, Ashford Gardens was peaceful in the autumn darkness. Inside, three operators had just completed a systematic dismantling of a criminal empire, redistributed nearly two million pounds to organisations helping victims, and handed law enforcement everything they needed for prosecution.

Ralph's world had crashed down. The people he'd exploited would get help. And the professionals who'd orchestrated it all would disappear back into their ordinary lives, their work invisible, their impact profound.

This was how justice worked when you did it properly.

Systematic, professional, and absolutely devastating to those who deserved it.
Regrouping

Saturday morning. Ralph stood at the hotel window, watching rain drift across Warwickshire countryside, his reflection ghosted in the glass. Not the reflection he wanted to see—the paunch his tailored shirts couldn't quite hide, the receding hairline his carefully styled hair tried to disguise, the softness that came with fifteen years of comfortable living.

But it wasn't vanity that made him frown at his reflection. It was the contrast. He remembered standing at a similar window fifteen years ago, lean and hungry, watching his first legitimate loan shop open its doors. He'd been proud then. Honest work, helping people the banks wouldn't touch. He'd understood their desperation because he'd lived it—watched his father crushed under mounting debt, reduced from a proud man to nothing, slowly destroyed by a system designed to keep people like them powerless.

That image had driven Ralph. Shaped every decision. His father hadn't failed because he was weak—he'd failed because the game was rigged. The wealthy stayed wealthy by keeping others down, and Ralph had decided to rewrite the rules. If the system was designed to exploit people, he'd become the one doing the exploiting.

The expensive watch on his wrist caught the light—tangible reminder of how far he'd come. From counting every penny to controlling them all. From being crushed by the system to running his own version of it.

Yet here he was. Hiding in a rural hotel, his accounts empty, warrants coming, organisation destroyed. The old fear of powerlessness clawed at his gut, familiar and unwelcome. He'd promised himself he'd never be his father. Never be the one begging for extensions, slowly crushed under weight he couldn't control.

But someone had systematically dismantled everything he'd built. And Ralph was damned if he'd let it slip away without a fight.

The burner phone rang. John Hartley, his solicitor.

“Ralph, I've got details on the warrants.” John's voice carried professional distance, the tone of someone already separating himself from a sinking ship. “They're targeting your B&B properties—the ones you use for worker accommodation. Forty-eight properties across Warwickshire, Worcestershire, and the West Midlands. The authorities have complete documentation. Shell company structures, ownership chains, direct connections to you. Property deeds, rental agreements, occupancy records showing severe overcrowding. They know exactly what those buildings are being used for.”

Ralph's stomach tightened. Those properties were the foundation of his labour operation. Nearly a thousand workers housed across those locations, all generating continuous revenue. If the NCA had full documentation, they'd traced the entire network.

“How detailed?” Ralph asked, keeping his voice controlled.

“Extremely. They have photographs of the properties, documentation of living conditions, testimony from workers who've already been interviewed. They're building cases for modern slavery offences, immigration violations, housing regulation breaches. This isn't just financial crime, Ralph. They're going after you for human trafficking.”

Ralph closed his eyes. Trafficking charges carried serious sentences. The kind that destroyed lives, guaranteed decades in prison.

“What else?” he asked.

“They've petitioned to seize everything under proceeds of crime legislation. Properties, vehicles, business holdings, bank accounts—though I understand those are already empty.” John's pause was loaded with unspoken questions. “They've also connected the stolen car shipment directly to you. Container manifests, buyer contacts in the UAE, falsified VIN numbers, the complete operation. Thirty-two vehicles worth over two million pounds, all documented, all linked to your shell companies.”

John's voice became more clinical, laying out the legal reality. “The charges they're preparing: conspiracy to traffic persons, conspiracy to commit theft, money laundering, operating a criminal enterprise, immigration offences, housing regulation violations. Ralph, this is serious organised crime. If they execute these warrants and build prosecutions, you're looking at fifteen to twenty years minimum. Possibly more if they pursue consecutive sentences.”

Ralph closed his eyes, processing. His entire criminal infrastructure, documented and ready for prosecution. Someone had built a complete intelligence package and handed it to the NCA.

“The Velvet Room?” Ralph asked.

“Still clean, as far as I can tell. They haven't connected it to the other operations. But Ralph…” John's tone shifted. “You can't run anything from prison. And if you're thinking about retaliating against whoever did this, that's only going to make things worse. My advice—”

“I don't need advice about cooperation,” Ralph interrupted. “I need information about who orchestrated this.”

“Then you need a private investigator, not a solicitor. I'll keep monitoring the legal situation, but Ralph, stay off the radar. Don't do anything that gives them more ammunition.”

Ralph ended the call, sat on the bed, stared at the burner phone. Everything was falling apart, but someone had engineered it. Someone systematic, patient, professional enough to access his systems, build a complete case, and time everything perfectly.

He made another call. David Grimshaw answered on the second ring—private investigator, former police, the kind of man who knew how to find information without asking uncomfortable questions about why.

“David, it's Ralph. I need you to dig into something. Someone's destroyed my operation—stolen my money, tipped off the authorities, built a complete case against me. I need to know who.”

“What do you have so far?” David's voice was neutral, professional.

“Nothing concrete. Just the timing—everything started collapsing this week. The stolen car shipment, my accounts drained, the NCA building warrants. It's coordinated, which means someone planned it.”

“I'll start looking,” David said. “Give me twenty-four hours.”

Ralph spent Saturday in the hotel room, monitoring news feeds, checking for any mention of raids or arrests. Nothing yet. The NCA was still processing their intelligence, planning their operational response. Coordination between agencies, warrant applications, resource allocation—all the bureaucratic machinery that gave him a narrow window before they moved.

He ordered room service, forced himself to eat despite having no appetite. The anger simmered beneath the surface, controlled but constant. Someone had done this to him. Someone had systematically accessed his systems, built a complete case, and destroyed everything he'd spent fifteen years building.

But who? And why? Ralph had enemies—you didn't run a criminal empire without making them—but none with this level of sophistication. The local competition operated at street level, muscle and territory. This was something else. Intelligence work. Professional operations. The kind of systematic dismantling that required resources, expertise, patience.

The burner phone rang at 18:00. David Grimshaw.

“I've got something,” David said without preamble. “It all points to Mick Halstead.”

Ralph's hand tightened on the phone. He'd suspected Mick might be involved, but hearing it confirmed triggered a surge of fury. “Explain. Everything.”

“The stolen car tip came from someone with inside knowledge—container numbers, shipping schedules, exact details only someone in your operation would know. I traced the digital breadcrumbs. IP addresses, search history, VPN connections. They're not court-admissible, but they point to Mick's general area.”

“That's circumstantial,” Ralph said.

“There's more. Week before the seizure, Mick was bragging at The Hanged Man about expecting a big payday, planning to lie low afterwards. Multiple witnesses heard him. Then there's Ruby.”

Ralph frowned. “Who's Ruby?”

“Woman who left a card for Mick at The Rainbow pub. Barman said she was asking about him, seemed friendly. Then Sunday night, she showed up again. There's a call record between them—lasted thirty seconds, long enough to establish contact.”

Ralph thought about that. The insurance rewards for the stolen vehicles would be substantial. If Mick had tipped off the authorities, collected the rewards, he'd have motive to disappear.

“The timing fits,” David continued. “Mick goes dark Monday afternoon—nobody's seen him since. He's got the collections from that day, probably three to four thousand pounds, plus whatever he got from the insurance payouts. He's in the wind.”

Ralph stood, paced the hotel room's limited space. The evidence was damning, the trail clear. But something didn't fit.

“It's too neat,” he said.

“What do you mean?”

“Think about it, David. All the evidence pointing to Mick, perfectly organised, easy to follow. The digital breadcrumbs, the bragging, the mysterious woman, the timing. It's a complete narrative, handed to us gift-wrapped.” Ralph's voice carried controlled frustration. “Mick barely operates a smartphone. You think he hacked my cloud storage? Accessed my banking credentials, transferred one point eight million pounds through Gibraltar, Luxembourg, Liechtenstein? Mick couldn't navigate that kind of financial complexity if his life depended on it.”

Silence on the line whilst David processed that. Then, carefully: “So you think someone set him up?”

“I think someone used him as a distraction. The insurance tip, the bragging at The Hanged Man, Ruby leaving her card—it's all theatre. A trail designed to point at Mick, make me focus on finding him whilst the real threat operates invisibly.” Ralph's voice hardened. “Mick's just the patsy. Someone else orchestrated this.”

“Professional work,” David observed. “Intelligence operations, not street-level crime.”

“Exactly. Which means we're looking for someone with resources, expertise, and motivation. Someone who targeted me specifically, built a complete case, and used Mick as their scapegoat.” Ralph stopped pacing. “Mick's disappeared because he knows he's being set up. He's not sophisticated enough to plan this, but he's street-smart enough to recognise when he's being blamed for something he didn't do.”

“Then who?”

“That's what I need you to find out. Start with Mick's recent contacts, anyone new in his orbit. Work backwards from there. Someone recruited him, fed him information, set him up to take the blame.”

“I'll dig deeper,” David said. “But if Mick's disappeared, finding his contacts will take time.”

“Then start with the woman. Ruby. Track her down, find out who she really is. Check CCTV from The Rainbow, see if you can identify her vehicle, trace her backwards.” Ralph paused. “And look into anyone new in Mick's orbit over the past month. Someone had to recruit him, feed him information, set him up as the fall guy.”

“That'll take time,” David warned. “If Mick's gone to ground, his usual contacts won't talk freely. They'll know he's in trouble.”

“Then be creative. Check his known associates, people he drinks with, places he frequents. Someone saw something, heard something. People like Mick don't just vanish without leaving traces.” Ralph's voice hardened. “And check my operations. Someone had inside access to set this up. They knew about the car shipment, my properties, my financial structure. That level of intelligence doesn't come from nowhere.”

“You think Mick gave them that information?”

“Wittingly or not, yes. Maybe he was working with them, maybe they exploited him without his knowledge. Either way, someone got close enough to extract operational details.” Ralph stopped pacing. “Find that connection. Find who was pulling Mick's strings.”

“What if the trail goes cold? If Ruby's a professional, she won't have left easy traces.”

“Then dig deeper. Bank records, phone data, vehicle registration. Everyone leaves a digital footprint somewhere. Find it.” Ralph's tone carried controlled fury. “Someone destroyed fifteen years of work in less than a week. They didn't do that by accident. They planned it, resourced it, executed it professionally. I need to know who.”

“Understood. Give me twenty-four to forty-eight hours.”

Ralph ended the call, stood at the window again. The rain had stopped, evening settling over the countryside. Low clouds hung over the fields, the light fading into grey dusk.

His organisation was destroyed. His money gone. Warrants coming. Fifteen years of careful empire-building, systematically dismantled in less than a week by an enemy he couldn't see.

But now he had a thread to pull.

Mick was the obvious target, the patsy designed to draw attention. The trail pointing to him was too perfect, too organised. Someone had constructed that narrative deliberately, knowing Ralph would follow it, knowing it would consume his attention whilst they operated invisibly.

The real threat was still out there. Someone with resources, expertise, and the patience to build a complete case before striking. Someone who'd accessed his systems, documented his operations, and handed everything to the NCA gift-wrapped for prosecution.

Professional work. Intelligence operations. Not street-level crime, but something far more sophisticated.

Ralph thought about his father. Crushed by the system, reduced to nothing, slowly destroyed by forces he couldn't control. Ralph had promised himself he'd never be that powerless. Never be the one unable to fight back.

But here he was. Running, broke, facing decades in prison. Everything stripped away by an enemy he couldn't identify.

Not yet.

David would dig. Check CCTV, trace vehicles, follow the digital breadcrumbs backwards. Everyone left traces somewhere. Ruby, whoever recruited Mick, whoever had inside access to Ralph's operations—they'd made mistakes. Small ones, probably. But mistakes nonetheless.

And when David found those mistakes, Ralph would follow the trail back to its source.

The game wasn't over. Ralph had lost this round, but he wasn't finished. He'd spent fifteen years building power, learning how to survive, how to strike back. Whoever had destroyed his empire had made one critical mistake.

They'd left him alive. Left him with motivation, with fury, with nothing left to lose.

Ralph knew from experience that the most dangerous enemy was the one who'd been backed into a corner with no escape. And right now, that enemy was him.

Someone out there thought they'd won. Thought they'd destroyed him completely.

They were wrong.

Ralph would find them. And when he did, they'd discover exactly what happened when you left a man like him with nothing left to lose.
Investigation

Sunday morning. David Grimshaw sat in his car outside The Rainbow pub, drinking cold coffee from a flask, reviewing his notes. Twenty-four hours of legwork, and he had almost nothing to show for it.

Ruby was a ghost. The CCTV from The Rainbow showed a woman in her thirties, dark hair, attractive but not distinctive. She'd arrived on foot, no vehicle visible in the surrounding camera coverage. The burner phone number she'd given Mick was dead—disconnected within hours of their meeting. The barman remembered her vaguely but had no useful details beyond what Ralph already knew.

Professional work. Someone who knew how to avoid leaving traces.

David had spent Saturday afternoon and evening checking Mick's known haunts, talking to people who might have seen something. The Hanged Man, the bookmaker's on Corporation Street, the warehouse district where Mick usually did collections. Nobody had seen Mick since Monday. Nobody knew where he'd gone. And the few people willing to talk about Ruby had nothing useful—just pub gossip about Mick meeting an attractive woman, getting her number, looking pleased with himself.

Dead ends everywhere.

Which left Steve. Mick's right-hand man, his shadow, the weak-willed lackey who'd never amounted to anything without Mick telling him what to do. If anyone knew about Mick's recent activities, it would be Steve.

David had made calls Saturday night, asked questions in the right places. Steve wasn't hiding—he was still doing his usual rounds, still collecting for Ralph's loan operation, still operating like nothing had changed. Either he was oblivious to the danger Mick was in, or he was too stupid to recognise the implications.

Word was Steve spent Sunday mornings at a grotty flat in Sparkbrook, sleeping off Saturday night's drinking. David had the address. Time to have a conversation.

—

The flat was exactly what David expected—third floor of a converted house, peeling paint, rubbish in the stairwell, the smell of damp and old takeaway. David knocked twice, heard movement inside, waited.

The door opened a crack. Steve's face appeared, bleary-eyed, hungover. “What?”

David pushed the door open, stepped inside before Steve could react. The flat was small—one room serving as bedroom and living space, tiny kitchenette, bathroom visible through an open door. Clothes on the floor, empty cans on the coffee table, the stale smell of cigarettes and alcohol.

“Who the—” Steve started, then recognition flickered. His face went pale. “You're… you're the investigator. Ralph's bloke.”

“David Grimshaw.” David closed the door behind him, locked it with deliberate slowness. The click echoed in the small space.

Steve backed away, hitting the wall, hands coming up defensively. “Look, I don't know nothing! Whatever Mick did, that weren't me! I just do what I'm told!”

The words tumbled out in a rush, panic already setting in. David said nothing, just pulled out a pair of black leather gloves from his coat pocket, began sliding them on slowly. Left hand first, smoothing each finger deliberately. Then the right.

Steve's breathing accelerated, eyes locked on the gloves. “Please, I'll tell you everything! Just—just don't—”

“Sit down, Steve.” David's voice was calm, conversational.

Steve practically fell onto the sagging sofa, his legs giving out. He was already trembling, hands shaking. Without Mick there to give him direction, to tell him what to do, Steve was just a twitchy mess of nerves.

“Ralph's hired me to find out who's messing with his operation,” David said, pulling a chair over, sitting down. “All the evidence points to Mick. You're going to tell me everything you know.”

“Yeah, yeah, course!” Steve's words came out in a rush. “Mick met this woman, Ruby, at The Rainbow last week. Sunday night. I was there, but I wasn't paying attention, you know? Spent most the time at the bar, on the one-armed bandit. Mick was chatting her up, got her number. He was well chuffed about it, said she was fit, seemed interested in him.”

Steve's hands were shaking, words tumbling over each other. “But I swear, I don't know nothing about insurance or stolen cars! That wasn't my part! I just do collections with Mick, that's all! We don't know about Ralph's other operations, just what everyone hears, you know? Rumours and that.”

David made notes, let Steve babble. The man was terrified, desperate to cooperate, but David needed to be thorough. And more importantly, needed to send a message.

“Anyone else Mick been spending time with? Anyone giving him trouble?”

Steve hesitated for half a second, and that was enough.

David stood, grabbed Steve by the collar, lifted him off the sofa and slammed him against the wall. A framed picture fell, glass shattering. Empty cans scattered across the floor.

“I asked you a question.”

“There's this bloke!” Steve's voice went high, panicked. “Dave! His name's Dave! Few weeks back, Mick set him up for Ralph—got him arrested at this warehouse raid! Police thing, art heist at the museum!”

David held Steve against the wall, applying just enough pressure to make breathing difficult. “Keep talking.”

“Dave found out Mick double-crossed him!” The words poured out desperately. “Grabbed Mick on Victoria Street, shoved him in an alley, roughed him up proper! Punched him in the gut, made Mick puke everywhere! Said he was done playing nice!”

David released Steve, who collapsed back onto the sofa, gasping. “Keep talking. What happened after Dave got arrested?”

“Charges disappeared!” Steve's voice was high, desperate, words tumbling out. “Like someone pulled strings, made it all go away! Made Ralph nervous—meant Dave had connections, wasn't just some random bloke! Then few days later Dave grabbed Mick on Victoria Street, roughed him up, made him puke! After that Mick got obsessed, kept saying Dave needed to be taught a lesson, but Mick never found him again!”

Steve was babbling now, desperate to give David everything. “And Dave—he looks ordinary, yeah? Middle-aged, bit overweight, like an accountant or something. But there's something off about him! Too fast, too strong!”

David made detailed notes. Ordinary-looking but unusually strong and fast. Connections powerful enough to make criminal charges disappear. History with Mick through the art heist setup.

“Where's Mick now?”

“I don't know! I swear I don't know!” Steve's hands were trembling. “He just… didn't show up for collections Tuesday. Hasn't answered his phone. I tried calling, texting, nothing! He's just gone!”

“Last name,” David said. “What's Dave's last name?”

“I don't know! Just called him Dave!” Tears were starting in Steve's eyes now. “I swear that's everything! That's all I know!”

David stood, walked around the small flat, looking at the mess. Coffee table covered in empty cans, clothes everywhere, unwashed dishes in the sink. He picked up one of the cans, examined it, then threw it hard against the wall. It dented with a loud crack, adding another stain to the peeling wallpaper.

Steve flinched violently, pressed himself into the corner of the sofa.

“The problem, Steve,” David said conversationally, flexing his gloved fingers, “is that Ralph's going to want confirmation. He's going to want to know you told me everything.” He moved closer. “And I need to be able to tell him that you were… thoroughly cooperative.”

“I am! I told you everything! Please—”

David grabbed Steve by the front of his shirt, hauled him up, and threw him across the room. Steve hit the coffee table, sending cans flying, then crashed to the floor among the debris.

“That's for wasting my time Saturday night,” David said calmly.

Steve tried to scramble up, but David was already there, grabbing his left hand. “Please! Please, I swear, that's everything I know!”

David bent the index finger back. The snap was audible. Steve's scream echoed in the small flat.

“That's for making me come here on a Sunday morning.”

“I'm telling the truth! That's everything! Dave—the warehouse—the charges—Mick disappeared—that's all—”

David broke the middle finger. Steve collapsed forward, retching, tears and snot running down his face. The flat was properly wrecked now—broken glass, dented wall, overturned coffee table, clothes and cans scattered everywhere.

“Feel free to people I was here,” David said, standing over Steve's sobbing form. “You tell them what happens when someone wastes my time. Understand?”

Steve could only nod, cradling his broken hand against his chest, gasping between sobs.

David headed for the door, paused with his hand on the lock.

“He's not what you think,” Steve gasped out through the pain, the warning coming from genuine terror. “Strong… fast… not normal… not normal…”

David unlocked the door, stepped into the stairwell. Behind him, Steve's sobs continued, muffled by distance.

David walked to his car, sat in the driver's seat, reviewed his notes. Ruby was a ghost—professional, untraceable. The stolen cars connection was solid but led nowhere useful. But Dave… Dave was the thread that connected everything.

Middle-aged, ordinary-looking, but strong and fast. Had connections powerful enough to make criminal charges disappear. Confronted Mick violently after discovering the warehouse setup. Then Mick disappeared Monday, right when everything started collapsing. Professional backing, unusual physical capabilities, and enough inside knowledge to orchestrate Ralph's downfall.

David pulled out his phone, called Ralph's burner number.

“What have you got?” Ralph answered immediately.

“Ruby's a dead end. Professional work, no traces. But I've got something better.” David consulted his notes. “Bloke named Dave. Few weeks back, Mick set him up at a warehouse raid—art heist at the museum. Dave got arrested but the charges disappeared. Someone with serious connections made it all go away.”

Silence on the line. David continued.

“Dave confronted Mick after, roughed him up on Victoria Street. According to Steve, Dave moved wrong—too fast, too strong for how he looked. Steve says Mick was genuinely scared of him, said Dave was ‘not normal.’ Then Monday, Mick disappeared. Same day the car shipment got seized.”

More silence. Then Ralph's voice, tight with controlled anger. “Dave. I remember him. Amateur, out of his depth. I dismissed him.”

“He's not an amateur, Ralph. He's got professional backing and connections that can make conspiracy charges vanish. And Mick disappeared right when everything started falling apart—which means Dave's got access to information about your operation he shouldn't have.”

David could practically hear Ralph's mind working, connecting the pieces.

“Find him,” Ralph said finally. “Full name, address, everything. I want to know who Dave really is.”

“Already on it. Give me another twelve hours.”

David ended the call, started the engine. Steve had given him enough. Someone named Dave with professional connections, unusual physical capabilities, and a history of confronting Ralph's organisation. Mick disappeared the same day everything started collapsing—too precise to be coincidence.

Ralph had dismissed Dave as irrelevant. That might have been the biggest mistake of his life.

Now David needed to find out exactly who Dave was. Full name, address, background, everything.

Because Ralph was going to want revenge. And revenge required knowing exactly who you were targeting.
Catching Up

Sunday afternoon. Ralph sat in the hotel room staring at the burner phone, David Grimshaw's words replaying in his mind. Dave. Few weeks back, Mick set him up at a warehouse raid. Dave got arrested, but the charges disappeared.

Ralph remembered Dave. The confrontation at The Velvet Room, the amateur who'd walked in demanding Ralph leave Markus alone, trying to play hero. Ralph had dismissed him completely—middle-aged, overweight, unremarkable. Trying to help a friend, utterly out of his depth in Ralph's world.

Except Dave wasn't an amateur.

Professional backing. Connections powerful enough to make conspiracy charges vanish. Moving too fast, too strong for how he looked. Mick genuinely frightened of him. Then Mick disappeared Monday—the same day the stolen car shipment got seized.

Ralph's mind worked through the connections, pieces clicking together with horrible clarity.

The warehouse raid where Dave got arrested—that was Mick setting him up to ingratiate himself with Ralph. Payback for the Velvet Room confrontation, a way to remove an irritant. But the charges disappeared, which meant Dave had resources Ralph hadn't anticipated. Then Dave confronted Mick afterwards on Victoria Street, roughed him up properly.

And now Mick was gone. Ruby was a ghost. The stolen cars were seized. Ralph's money had vanished. The NCA had complete documentation of his trafficking operation. Everything systematically destroyed in less than a week.

All of it orchestrated by Dave.

Ralph stood, paced the small hotel room, his reflection catching in the window. The sophisticated criminal operator who'd built a fifteen-year empire, brought down by an IT consultant he'd dismissed as irrelevant.

No. Not an IT consultant. Someone with professional backing, intelligence capabilities, connections to make criminal charges disappear. Someone who'd systematically accessed Ralph's systems, documented everything, and handed it to authorities whilst simultaneously draining his accounts.

The text message from Mick's number floated back to him. You should have been nicer to people.

This was about Markus. Had to be. Dave had come to The Velvet Room specifically about Markus's debt, tried to negotiate, got thrown out. Then what? Decided to destroy Ralph's entire organisation in retaliation?

Ralph thought about the loan. Markus Sullivan had borrowed what, a couple of grand originally? Paid back maybe ten over the past year. Outstanding balance around three grand with interest and collection fees.

Three thousand pounds.

Ralph had lost stolen vehicles worth over two million. Lost one point eight million from his accounts. Lost forty-eight properties generating continuous revenue from nearly a thousand workers. Lost his entire criminal infrastructure. Facing fifteen to twenty years in prison.

All because of a three-thousand-pound debt.

The sheer disproportion of it made Ralph's hands shake with fury. He'd dismissed a three-grand loan as trivial, beneath his attention. Just routine business, collections handled by hired muscle. Meanwhile, the debtor's friend had been systematically destroying everything Ralph had spent fifteen years building.

The burner phone rang. David Grimshaw.

"I've got information on Dave," David said without preamble. "Full name: Dave Anderson. Lives at 42 Ashford Gardens, Kings Heath. IT consultant, works from home, owns the property outright. On paper he's completely clean—pays taxes, no criminal record beyond that one arrest that got dropped. But Ralph, there's something wrong about him."

"What do you mean?"

"I talked to people who've seen him. The Velvet Room, your door staff, all down in seconds. And Steve wasn't exaggerating about Victoria Street. Mick's a big bloke, not easy to handle, but Dave held him one-handed whilst punching him in the gut hard enough to make him vomit."

Ralph absorbed that. "You think he's ex-military?"

"That was my first thought, but military records show nothing. He's got no service history, no martial arts training that I can find, no background that explains those capabilities." David paused. "Ralph, I've worked with ex-military, ex-police, professional enforcers. This doesn't fit the pattern. Whatever Dave is, it's not on my radar."

"Find Markus Sullivan," Ralph said, his voice cold and controlled. "That's the connection. Dave came to The Velvet Room about Markus's debt. This whole thing is about protecting his friend. Find Sullivan, we've got leverage."

"Markus disappeared weeks ago. Nobody's seen him since—"

"Then find out where he went. Check his flat, talk to neighbours, credit card records, anything. Dave sent him somewhere safe, which means he'll come back eventually. Find out when and where."

Ralph ended the call, stood at the window watching countryside fade into evening grey. Everything was about Markus. Dave's entire operation—the systematic intelligence gathering, the financial transfers, handing evidence to the NCA—all of it designed to destroy Ralph's organisation so completely that Markus would be safe from retaliation.

Professional work. Patient, methodical, devastating. The kind of operation that required resources, expertise, capabilities that didn't match an IT consultant working from home.

Dave Anderson was something else. Something dangerous enough to frighten Mick, capable enough to take down trained security staff, connected enough to make conspiracy charges vanish.

And Ralph had dismissed him as irrelevant.

The burner phone rang again. David, sounding pleased with himself.

"Got something. Talked to Markus's neighbours. Woman next door, Mrs Jenkins, lent him a suitcase three weeks ago. He mentioned going to Portugal, said he'd be back around now. She even remembers the date—casually mentioned it whilst packing."

Ralph's pulse quickened. "When?"

"Today or tomorrow, based on what she remembers. I've got someone watching the flat. When Markus shows up, we'll know."

"Don't grab him immediately," Ralph said, mind working through possibilities. "Follow him, see if Dave makes contact first. I want to know if they're still communicating, if Dave's monitoring Markus's return."

"Understood. I'll call when we have eyes on him."

Ralph sat on the bed, stared at the ceiling. Markus was coming back. Thought he was safe, thought enough time had passed, thought Ralph's attention would be elsewhere.

Wrong.

Ralph thought about Dave, systematically destroying his organisation to protect a friend who owed thirty grand. The professional capabilities, the resources, the connections—none of it made sense for an IT consultant. But it all made sense if Dave was something else entirely.

Someone with training. Resources. Backing from an organisation that could make criminal charges disappear, access cloud storage, transfer millions through international holdings.

Intelligence work. Professional operations.

Ralph had been outplayed by someone operating at a level he'd never anticipated. But now he had a thread to pull. Markus was the leverage, the weakness in Dave's operational planning. Dave had destroyed Ralph's empire to protect his friend, which meant Markus mattered to him.

Which meant taking Markus would bring Dave out into the open.

The burner phone buzzed. Text from David: Eyes on the flat. Waiting.

—

Markus Sullivan walked through Birmingham New Street station with his wheeled suitcase trailing behind him, the familiar sounds and smells of home simultaneously comforting and unsettling. Three weeks in Portugal had been exactly what he'd needed—sunshine, beaches, distance from the mess he'd left behind. Dave had arranged everything, given him enough cash to disappear whilst things got sorted.

The train journey from the airport had been uneventful, giving Markus time to think about what came next. Dave had said he'd handle Ralph, make sure Markus was safe. But three weeks of silence had left Markus uncertain about what he'd be returning to.

He caught the bus to his neighbourhood, dragged the suitcase up the steps of his building, fumbled with keys at his flat door. The familiar creak of hinges, the stale air of a space left empty too long. Home.

Markus pulled the suitcase inside, closed the door behind him, turned—

A man sat in his armchair. Massive, the size of a small mountain, completely still. Before Markus could react, another figure stepped from the bedroom doorway behind him. Even larger.

Markus's heart hammered against his ribs, panic spiking cold through his chest. Ralph's heavies. Had to be. Nobody else would be waiting in his flat like this.

The man in the armchair stood, his bulk filling the small living room. The one behind Markus moved closer, blocking the door.

"Ralph wants a word," the armchair man said, his voice surprisingly soft for someone his size.

Markus tried to speak, found his throat closed with fear. They didn't wait for a response—just moved with practised efficiency, one in front, one behind, guiding him back out the door he'd just entered. No violence, no threats, just professional extraction.

The van waited in the street, side door already open. They guided Markus inside, one heavy climbing in beside him whilst the other took the driver's seat. The door slammed shut, engine rumbling to life.

Markus sat in the darkness, hands shaking, mind racing through possibilities. Ralph had found him. Knew exactly when he'd return. Had been waiting.

Dave had promised to handle this. Had said Markus would be safe. But here he was, grabbed from his own flat within minutes of returning, being driven somewhere by men whose job was inflicting pain.

The journey seemed to last forever, the van's engine a constant roar mixing with Markus's accelerating heartbeat. He thought about Portugal, the sunshine and peace, the temporary escape. Should have stayed longer. Should have changed his return date, extended the trip, done anything except come back on schedule.

Too late now.

The van finally stopped. The side door opened, revealing a warehouse or industrial building—Markus couldn't see much in the dim light. The heavies guided him inside, down a corridor, into a room that smelled of oil and rust and old concrete.

A chair waited in the centre. Metal, bolted to the floor.

They sat Markus down, secured his wrists to the chair arms with zip ties. Professional work, tight enough to restrict movement without cutting off circulation. They'd done this before.

One of the heavies pulled out a phone, made a brief call. "We've got him."

Then they left, heavy footsteps receding down the corridor, a door closing with hollow finality.

Markus sat alone in the dim room, zip ties cutting into his wrists, the weight of his situation crushing down on him. Ralph had him. Dave didn't know. Nobody knew.

This was how it ended.

—

Ralph's burner phone buzzed with the message whilst he was eating dinner in the hotel restaurant. Package secured.

He paid the bill with cash, returned to his room, made the call.

"Where is he?" Ralph asked.

"Industrial unit in Digbeth," David replied. "Secured, waiting for you. No one saw the pickup, van's clean, location's isolated."

"I'll be there in an hour."

Ralph gathered his things, checked out of the hotel using his false documents, loaded the go-bag into the Mercedes. The drive back to Birmingham took fifty minutes, countryside giving way to suburban sprawl and then urban density.

The industrial unit was exactly what Ralph had expected—isolated, disused, the kind of location where screams wouldn't carry. David waited outside, leaning against his car, smoking.

"Inside," David said, gesturing. "Your men are with him."

Ralph walked into the building, down the corridor, into the room where Markus sat zip-tied to the chair. The man looked terrified, pale, hands shaking despite the restraints.

"Markus," Ralph said pleasantly, closing the door behind him. "Welcome home."

Markus's breathing accelerated, eyes wide with fear.

Ralph circled the chair slowly, examining Markus like a specimen. Three weeks in Portugal had given him a tan, made him look healthier than the desperate debtor Ralph remembered. That would change soon enough.

"Three thousand pounds," Ralph said conversationally. "That's what you owe me. Not a fortune, really. Barely worth my attention under normal circumstances."

Markus tried to speak, voice cracking. "I can pay—Dave said—"

"Dave." Ralph stopped circling, stood in front of Markus. "Your friend Dave has caused me considerable problems. Interferred with my business. Cost me a fortune. Got me facing serious criminal charges." He leaned closer. "All because of your three-thousand-pound debt."

"I didn't know—he never said—"

"Of course you didn't know. Because Dave didn't tell you what he was planning. He just sent you to Portugal whilst he systematically destroyed everything I'd built." Ralph's voice hardened. "Now you're going to help me send Dave a message."

Markus's face went even paler. "Please—I'll do anything—just don't—"

Ralph singnalled David to retrieve Markus' phone, took a photograph of him zip-tied to the chair, terrified and helpless. Then he sent it to Davewith a message: 'We need to talk about Markus's debt.'"

Ralph pocketed the phone, looked at Markus's terrified face, smiled coldly.

"Let's see how much your friend cares about you when it costs him everything."
The Threat

The phone rang twice before Dave answered.

“Markus?” Dave's voice was cautious, uncertain.

“Hello, Dave,” Ralph said smoothly, satisfaction evident in his tone. “If that's your real name. Markus is a little preoccupied right now, and I'm not sure if he can speak to you—or anyone just now.”

Silence on the line. Ralph could practically hear Dave's mind racing.

“I don't think you're in any position to threaten me any more, Dave,” Ralph continued, his words laced with condescension. “I've got nothing else to lose, but you do. You see, my friend, you've pushed your little game too far. And now you're going to pay for it. All of it.”

“If you've hurt him—” Dave's voice was low, dangerous.

“What? What will you do, Dave? You've already destroyed my business, taken my money, got me facing prison. What more can you possibly do?” Ralph's voice hardened. “But I still have Markus. And unless you want him to suffer for what you've done, you'll listen very carefully to what comes next.”

Dave said nothing, waiting.

“I want my money back. Every penny you stole. You've got four hours to return it, or Markus dies. And don't think about trying to find us—you won't. Not in time.”

Ralph ended the call, pocketed the phone, looked at Markus's terrified face, smiled coldly.

Four hours. Let's see if Dave cared enough about his friend to give up everything he'd accomplished.

—

Dave stood in the living room at Ashford Gardens, phone still pressed to his ear even though the line was dead. His hand trembled—not from fear, but from barely controlled rage mixing with guilt that threatened to suffocate him.

Anya and Dan were already moving, closing laptops, preparing equipment. They'd heard enough of the conversation to understand what had happened.

“Ralph's got Markus,” Dave said, his voice strained. “Four hours to return his money or Markus is dead.”

Anya's expression hardened. “The money's already distributed to charities. It's gone—we can't reverse those transactions in four hours even if we wanted to.”

“Ralph knows that, he's just clutching at straws.” Dan said. “This isn't about getting his money back. It's about revenge. He's going to kill Markus regardless.”

Dave's jaw clenched. “Then we find Ralph first. We've got four hours.”

“Ralph's ditched everything,” Anya said. “Phone's off, Range Rover's abandoned, he's using burners and false documents. We've got no digital trail to follow.”

Dave paced, thinking. “Ralph wouldn't do this alone. He's used people—Mick for collections, muscle for enforcement. Someone knows where he is.”

“Mick's gone,” Dan observed. “Warned off, disappeared Monday.”

“But Steve's still here,” Dave said. “Mick's right-hand man. Low-level, twitchy, but he might know something. Ralph would've used him for information about local operations.”

Anya nodded. “It's worth a shot. But we need to cover more ground. Four hours isn't much time.”

“Split up,” Dan said. “I'll hit the streets, check The Velvet Room, see if any of Ralph's people are still around. Someone might have heard something.”

“I'll dig through the property records,” Anya added. “Ralph's trafficking operation used B&Bs and properties across the region. He might be holding Markus at one of them. I'll cross-reference blind corporations and land registry, send you locations to check out.”

Dave grabbed his jacket. “I'll find Steve. If Ralph's used him for anything, he'll know. Meet back here in two hours if we haven't found anything.”

They split up, each heading in different directions. Dave drove to Sparkbrook, the weight of the four-hour deadline pressing down on him. Two hundred and forty minutes to find Markus before Ralph made good on his threat.

—

The flat in Sparkbrook looked worse in the evening darkness—peeling paint more visible under the street lights, rubbish scattered in the stairwell. Dave climbed to the third floor, stopped outside Steve's door.

He knocked. No answer.

Knocked again, harder. A muffled groan from inside, then shuffling footsteps.

“Steve,” Dave called. “I need to talk to you. I'm not here to hurt you.”

The door opened a crack, security chain still engaged. Steve's face appeared in the gap—swollen, bruised, left eye nearly closed. Two fingers on his left hand bruised and twisted. He looked terrified, beaten down, utterly defeated.

“You,” Steve said, voice hoarse. “Come to finish the job?”

“No,” Dave said quietly. “I need your help. Ralph's taken my friend Markus. I need to find him.”

Steve's good eye studied Dave's face, looking for deception. “Why would I help you?”

“Because I'm asking. Not threatening, not forcing. Just asking.”

The door closed. Dave heard the chain slide free, then it opened fully. Steve stood there in jogging bottoms and a stained t-shirt, moving like every step hurt.

Dave stepped inside. The flat was a wreck—broken glass from a shattered picture frame, dented wall, overturned coffee table, clothes and debris scattered everywhere.

“What happened?” Dave asked, though he had a good idea.

“You tell me,” Steve said, collapsing onto the sofa with a wince. “You killed Mick, didn't you? That's why Ralph's people came after me—thought I knew something.”

“I didn't kill Mick,” Dave said. “I warned him at the bookmaker's. Told him to disappear, that Ralph would figure out the insurance tip-off eventually. I gave him a chance to run.”

Steve's expression shifted—relief mixed with confusion. “Then where is he?”

“If he took my advice, somewhere far from Birmingham. If he didn't…” Dave shrugged. “Either way, it wasn't me.”

Steve cradled his splinted hand. “Ralph's investigator came. Asked about Mick, about you, about everything. I told him I didn't know nothing, but he…” Steve's voice trailed off.

“Did this to you,” Dave finished.

“Said it was to send a message. Make sure everyone knew what happened when you wasted his time.” Steve looked at the wreckage of his flat. “Threw me across the room, broke my fingers. I told him everything I knew, and he still…”

Dave felt a surge of anger—not at Steve, but at the casual brutality. Steve was just a small-time criminal who'd got caught up in something beyond his control.

“What's his name?” Dave asked. “Ralph's investigator.”

“Grimshaw. David Grimshaw. Private investigator, ex-police. Ralph uses him for the dirty work that needs someone with brains instead of muscle.” Steve paused. “He's the one you should be looking for. If Ralph's holding your friend somewhere, Grimshaw would know.”

Dave nodded slowly. That was something. A name, a connection.

He pulled out his wallet, extracted two hundred pounds in twenties, set it on the coffee table. “Get yourself to A&E. Get those fingers looked at properly, get some painkillers.”

Steve stared at the money, then at Dave. “Why?”

“Because you didn't deserve what happened to you. And because you helped me when you didn't have to.”

Steve's expression crumpled—not quite crying, but close. The relief of not facing more violence, of someone showing basic decency after everything he'd been through.

Dave headed for the door, paused. “Steve? Get out of Birmingham when you're patched up. Ralph's finished, but the fallout's going to be messy. Start somewhere fresh.”

He left Steve sitting on the sofa, staring at the money, and walked back to his car. Pulled out his phone, called Anya.

“We're looking for David Grimshaw. Private investigator, ex-police, works for Ralph. He's the one who questioned Steve about me, probably knows where Ralph is holding Markus.”

“On it,” Anya said. “Give me fifteen minutes.”

—

Dan walked into The Velvet Room through the back entrance—the one staff used, the one that didn't have bouncers checking IDs. The club was quiet at this hour, early evening, staff preparing for the night shift.

He found one of the bartenders restocking bottles, a young woman who looked nervous when Dan approached.

“I'm looking for information about Ralph,” Dan said, keeping his voice neutral. “I know he owns this place. I know things have gone sideways for him. I need to know if anyone's seen him recently.”

The bartender shook her head. “Ralph hasn't been here in days. Not since everything started falling apart. Police came round Friday, asking questions. We haven't seen him since Wednesday.”

“What about his people? Anyone still around?”

“Couple of the security blokes quit when they heard about the warrants. Rest are just trying to keep their heads down, hoping the club doesn't get seized as proceeds of crime.” She paused. “There's someone you should talk to, though. Ralph's solicitor came by yesterday, looking stressed. Left an envelope for the manager.”

Dan's interest sharpened. “Where can I find this solicitor?”

The bartender wrote down a name and address on a napkin, slid it across the bar. “John Hartley. Office in the city centre. But I don't know if he'll talk to you—client confidentiality and all that.”

“Thanks,” Dan said, pocketing the napkin.

He called Anya as he walked back to the car. “Got a name—John Hartley, Ralph's solicitor. Might know something about where Ralph's operating from.”

“Noted,” Anya replied. “But I've got something better. Dave got a name from Steve—David Grimshaw, private investigator. I'm tracing business records now. Stand by.”

—

Anya's fingers flew across the keyboard, pulling up company registries, business licenses, professional associations. David Grimshaw, private investigator. Former Detective Sergeant with West Midlands Police, twenty years’ service before taking retirement. Now running a private investigation firm—Grimshaw Solutions, registered business address in Edgbaston.

She pulled up street view imagery, confirmed the location. Small office building, ground floor unit, separate entrance. Professional setup, not some dodgy operation running out of a flat.

She called Dave and Dan. “Got him. Grimshaw Solutions, office in Edgbaston. Sending you the address now. Meet there in fifteen minutes.”

—

The office was exactly what Anya had described—professional, discreet, the kind of place wealthy clients used when they needed information without involving police. The lights were on inside, visible through frosted glass bearing the company name in gold lettering.

Dave tried the door. Locked. He knocked, firm but not aggressive.

A shadow moved behind the frosted glass, then the door opened. David Grimshaw stood there—late fifties, grey hair, fit despite his age, the bearing of someone who'd spent decades in law enforcement. His eyes flicked between Dave, Dan, and Anya, assessment immediate and professional.

“I guess you must be Ruby,” Grimshaw said, looking at Anya.

Anya's expression didn't change. “And you must be the one who broke Steve's fingers.”

Grimshaw stepped back, allowing them inside. The office was small but well-maintained—desk, filing cabinets, computer equipment, professional certificates on the wall. He moved to his desk, stood behind it like it was a barrier.

“What do you want?” Grimshaw asked.

“Ralph's taken our friend,” Dave said. “We know you work for him. We know you questioned Steve about me. We know you helped set this up. Now you're going to tell us where Ralph is holding Markus Sullivan.”

Grimshaw's expression remained neutral. “Client confidentiality. I can't help you.”

“Client confidentiality doesn't cover conspiracy to kidnapping,” Dan said.

“I've committed no crime. I conducted a legitimate investigation on behalf of a client. Whatever Ralph's done with that information is his business, not mine.”

Dave stepped closer, his voice calm but carrying an edge. “You fed Markus to Ralph. You knew what Ralph would do with the information. That makes you complicit.”

Grimshaw met Dave's eyes without flinching. “I gathered information. Nothing more. I didn't kidnap anyone, didn't harm anyone beyond what was necessary to secure cooperation during questioning.”

“Steve's fingers,” Anya said coldly.

“Necessary persuasion. He wasted my time, required motivation to cooperate fully.” Grimshaw's tone was matter-of-fact, professional distance from the brutality. “I did my job.”

Dave's hands clenched. “Where is Ralph holding Markus?”

“I don't know.”

“Liar.”

Dan moved to flank Grimshaw from the other side. “But you know his people. The muscle he's using. Give us names.”

Grimshaw hesitated, weighing options. “Two brothers. Daryl and Wayne. Ex-military, both of them. Special Forces background, utterly loyal to Ralph because he pays well. They're the ones who grabbed your friend.”

“Where do we find them?” Dave asked.

“I don't know. They operate on contract, come and go as needed. Ralph contacts them directly.” Grimshaw paused, studied Dave with professional curiosity. “Steve said you were unusual. Strong, fast, not normal. I didn't believe him until I saw the security footage from The Velvet Room. You put down  trained door staff in seconds.”

“Your point?” Dave asked.

“You might be evenly matched with Wayne. Or possibly Daryl. But not both.” Grimshaw's tone carried what might have been a warning. “They're professionals, Dave. Not street thugs or nightclub bouncers. If you go after Ralph, they'll kill you.”

Dave stepped even closer, forcing Grimshaw back against the desk. “Where. Is. Ralph?”

Grimshaw met his eyes, unflinching. “I don't know. And even if I did, I wouldn't tell you. I don't break for threats, Dave. Twenty years in CID taught me that much.”

The tension in the room was thick enough to cut. Dan's hand moved toward his jacket—where Dave knew he'd concealed a weapon. Anya remained still, watching, calculating.

Dave studied Grimshaw's face, looking for tells, for weakness. Found only professional resolve. Grimshaw wasn't bluffing—either he didn't know where Ralph was, or he was prepared to endure significant pain to protect that information.

Grimshaw's hand moved—sudden, professional, reaching inside his jacket toward the underarm holster. Twenty years of police training, muscle memory taking over in a threatening situation.

He never even got close.

Dave moved in a blur—the short distance between them collapsing in a fraction of a second, faster than Grimshaw's brain could process. One moment Dave was standing in front of the desk, the next his hand was clamped around Grimshaw's wrist, the pistol barely halfway out of the holster.

Grimshaw tried to pull free. Couldn't. Dave's grip was utterly immovable, like his wrist was trapped in a steel vice. He tried again, using his body weight, professional training, everything he had.

Nothing. Dave's hand didn't budge.

“Steve wasn't exaggerating,” Dave said quietly, his voice carrying an edge that made Grimshaw's blood run cold. “Was he?”

Grimshaw stared at Dave's hand on his wrist, then at Dave's face. Understanding finally clicked into place—what Steve had tried to warn him about. Strong… fast… not normal.

“Where is Ralph?” Dave asked again.

“I told you—I don't know!” Grimshaw's professional calm was cracking now, real fear beginning to show through.

“You're lying. You set up the kidnapping. You questioned Steve. You found Markus for Ralph. You know where he's holding him.”

“I swear I don't! Ralph didn't tell me the location—operational security! He doesn't trust anyone!”

Dave studied Grimshaw's face, looking for deception. Found only terror and what might actually be truth. Grimshaw genuinely might not know.

But he'd still broken Steve's fingers. Still fed Markus to Ralph. Still wasted Dave's time whilst the clock ran down on his friend's life.

“I don't like it when people waste my time,” Dave said, using Grimshaw's own words.

The realisation hit Grimshaw's face just as Dave twisted. The crack was audible—wrist bones snapping under pressure no human grip should be able to exert. Grimshaw's scream echoed in the small office, the pistol clattering to the floor from nerveless fingers.

Dave released him. Grimshaw collapsed against his desk, cradling his shattered wrist, professional composure completely gone, replaced by raw pain and terror.

“That was for Steve,” Dave said coldly. “Tell Ralph, if you speak to him before we find him, that I'm coming. And nothing he's got will be enough to stop me.”

He walked toward the door, Dan and Anya following. Grimshaw remained slumped against his desk, broken wrist held against his chest, staring at Dave with a new expression—not just pain, but comprehension. Understanding exactly what kind of threat Dave represented.

Understanding what Steve had tried to warn him about.

Outside, Dan turned to Dave. “We could've pushed harder. Made him talk.”

“Maybe,” Dave said. “Or maybe we'd have wasted time torturing information he doesn't have whilst the clock runs down on Markus.”

Anya was already on her phone. “We've got two hours left. We need another approach.”

They drove back toward Ashford Gardens in tense silence, the weight of failure pressing down on them. They'd confirmed Ralph had Markus, learned about Daryl and Wayne, but come away with no location, no actionable intelligence.

Four hours to save Markus, and they'd burned half of it chasing dead ends.

—

Back at Ashford Gardens, Anya set up her laptop at the dining table whilst Dan poured coffee and Dave paced, frustration evident in every movement.

“There has to be something,” Dave said. “Some thread we haven't pulled.”

Anya pulled up her phone, scrolled through the conversation history with Dave. “Ralph called you from Markus's phone. Let me see the call record.”

She accessed the phone data through her technical setup, pulled up the metadata. “Standard mobile call, routed through cell towers in Digbeth. That narrows it down to a few square kilometres, but not enough to—”

She stopped, eyes widening slightly.

“What?” Dave asked.

“Ralph sent you a photo during the call. Or just before it.” Anya's fingers moved quickly across the keyboard. “I'm pulling it from your phone now.”

The image appeared on screen—Markus zip-tied to a chair, face terrified, grey brick walls visible behind him. The threat implicit in every pixel.

“Standard intimidation photo,” Dan observed. “Nothing identifying in the background.”

But Anya was already drilling into the file properties, examining the metadata embedded in the image. “Ralph made a mistake. He took this with Markus's phone—the same phone he used to call you. And phones embed GPS coordinates in photo metadata by default.”

She pulled up the coordinates, cross-referenced them with mapping software. A location appeared on screen—industrial estate in Digbeth, specific unit highlighted.

“There,” Anya said, satisfaction evident in her voice. “That's where Ralph is holding Markus.”

Dave leaned over the laptop, studying the satellite imagery. Industrial units, mostly abandoned, isolated location. Perfect for keeping someone without witnesses.

“How current is this data?” Dan asked.

“The photo was taken approximately two hours ago, based on the timestamp. Ralph might have moved since then, but…” Anya zoomed in on the satellite view. “These units are isolated, good cover, utilities probably still connected. If I were holding someone, this is exactly the kind of location I'd use.”

Dave straightened, his expression hardening with purpose. “Then that's where we're going.”

“We need to plan this properly,” Dan said. “Ralph's got Daryl and Wayne there, possibly other muscle. This isn't a smash-and-grab—it's a tactical extraction under hostile conditions.”

Anya was already pulling up schematics, building layouts, access points. “I'll map out the location, identify entry and exit routes, potential defensive positions. We'll need equipment.”

“Body armour,” Dan said. “Weapons, night vision if we're going in after dark. Communications gear so we can coordinate.”

Dave looked at the clock on the wall. Two hours left on Ralph's deadline. Enough time to plan, to prepare, to do this properly.

Ralph thought he'd won. Thought taking Markus would force Dave into an impossible choice—return money that was already gone, or watch his friend die.

But Ralph had made a critical mistake. He'd used Markus's phone to document his leverage, and in doing so, he'd given away his location.

Now it was just a matter of execution.

“We do this right,” Dave said, his voice carrying cold determination. “We plan the operation, we gear up, and we go in professional. Ralph's got military contractors, but we've got something he doesn't expect.”

“What's that?” Anya asked.

Dave's expression hardened. “Me.”
Broken

They geared up in focused silence. Dave's house at Ashford Gardens had transformed into a tactical operations centre—dining table covered with equipment, body armour laid out, weapons checked and rechecked.

Dan pulled his H&K G28 from its case, the designated marksman rifle familiar in his hands from years of military service. He fitted the suppressor with practised efficiency, adjusted the scope, loaded the magazine. Twenty rounds of 7.62mm ammunition, more than enough for what they were planning.

Anya donned her black combat gear—armoured chest rig, thigh holster with her Glock 19, tactical knife secured at her belt. She moved with the fluid efficiency of someone who'd done this hundreds of times before.

Dave didn't need body armour. His skin would stop anything Ralph's people could throw at him. But he strapped on a tactical vest anyway—comms gear, first aid supplies for Markus, zip ties for restraints. No weapons. Going in armed would only escalate things, give Ralph's people justification for lethal force against Markus.

“Comms check,” Anya said, fitting her earpiece.

Dan keyed his mic. “Check.”

“Check,” Dave confirmed.

They loaded into Dan's hire car—nondescript saloon, nothing that would draw attention. The drive to Digbeth took twenty minutes through Sunday evening traffic, the industrial estate appearing as a dark sprawl against the city lights.

Dan parked three streets away, killed the engine. “We walk from here. Quiet approach, full recce before we commit.”

They moved through the darkness, three shadows among many, keeping to the edges of streetlight pools. The industrial estate was exactly what the satellite imagery had shown—abandoned units, broken windows, weeds pushing through cracked tarmac. One building showed light spilling from an open roller door, the only sign of activity in the entire area.

“That's our target,” Anya said quietly, studying the building through compact binoculars. “Grey brickwork matches the photo. Light's coming from inside, movement visible.”

They split up without discussion, each taking a different approach vector. Professional reconnaissance required covering every angle, identifying threats before engagement.

Dave circled right, his enhanced vision picking out details in the darkness that normal eyes would miss. The building's right side was clear—no guards, no cameras, just crumbling brick and rusted metal. He keyed his mic twice, the signal for all-clear.

Anya moved to the rear, flowing between shadows like she'd been born to them. The back yard was cluttered with abandoned machinery, metal components creating natural cover. She scanned every corner, every potential hiding spot. Nothing. Another double-click on comms.

Dan took the front, the most exposed position but the one offering the best view inside. He stayed low, using a line of overgrown hedgerow for concealment, working his way to a vantage point where he could see through the open roller door.

His voice came through the comms, professional and controlled. “Four targets inside. Two large—heavily built, moving like they've got military training. Black tactical gear, probably our brothers Daryl and Wayne. Two smaller targets, civilian clothes, pistols visible in waistbands. Gangster carry, not professional.”

“Markus?” Dave asked.

“Affirmative. Tied to a chair, centre of the room. He's…” Dan paused. “He's been worked over. Badly. But he's breathing.”

Dave's hands clenched, rage flaring hot in his chest. He forced it down, channelled it into focus. Markus was alive. That was what mattered.

“I need height for a better angle,” Dan continued. “There's an awning on the unit adjacent. Should give me overwatch position with clean sightlines.”

“Do it,” Dave confirmed. “Anya and I will hold position until you're set.”

Dan moved with practised stealth, approaching the neighbouring unit. The awning jutted out about three metres from the building, metal framework designed to shelter loading bays. He climbed using drainage pipes and window ledges, movements economical and silent. Within sixty seconds he was prone on top of the awning, G28 positioned, scope dialled in.

“Overwatch set,” Dan reported. “I have clear shots on all four targets plus the door. Markus is visible but partially obscured by one of the heavies.”

“Vehicle approaching,” Anya said suddenly. “Black Mercedes, coming in fast.”

Dave watched from his position as the Mercedes pulled up outside the unit, blocking Dan's view of the interior. The driver's door opened and Ralph stepped out, moving with the confidence of someone who thought he controlled the situation.

“Eyes on Ralph,” Dan confirmed, adjusting his position to maintain sightlines. “He's inside now. Still can't see Markus clearly—Ralph's blocking the angle.”

Dave made the decision. “I'm going in. Dan, you maintain overwatch. Anya, cover the rear exit. On my signal, we move.”

“Dave,” Anya's voice carried warning. “Daryl and Wayne are ex-Special Forces. This isn't nightclub security. They'll be trained, experienced, dangerous.”

“I know,” Dave said. “But they're not expecting me.”

He moved from cover, walking openly toward the lit entrance. No point in stealth now—they'd see him coming regardless. Better to appear confident, in control, like he belonged there.

Dave stepped through the roller door into harsh fluorescent light. The industrial unit was exactly what he'd expected—concrete floor, exposed brick walls, the smell of oil and rust. Markus sat zip-tied to a chair in the centre, face swollen and bloodied, one eye completely closed, breathing shallow but steady.

Ralph stood behind him, flanked by Daryl and Wayne. Both brothers were massive—well over six feet, heavily muscled, moving with the economy of professional soldiers. Their eyes tracked Dave with immediate threat assessment, bodies shifting into ready stances.

Two smaller figures stood to the sides—Ralph's gangsters, hands near their waistbands where pistols bulged under cheap jackets.

Ralph smiled coldly. “Dave. I was wondering when you'd arrive. Where's my money?”

“Gone,” Dave said calmly, stopping about three metres from Markus. “Distributed to charities helping the people you've been exploiting. You'll never see it again.”

Ralph's smile vanished. “Then Markus dies. Daryl, Wayne—show our friend what happens when people waste my time.”

Daryl moved first—the larger brother, stepping forward with the measured confidence of someone who'd been in a hundred fights and won them all. His stance was textbook—left foot forward, hands up, weight balanced. Military combatives training written in every line of his posture.

“You might've handled some bouncers,” Daryl said, his voice carrying the flat accent of someone from military background. “But we're professionals. Walk away now and you'll live.”

Dave didn't move. “I'm not leaving without Markus.”

Daryl's eyes narrowed. “Wrong answer.”

He came in fast—jab-cross-hook combination, proper boxing technique backed by serious power. But to Dave's enhanced perception, the punches might as well have been telegraphed a week in advance. He slipped the jab, ducked under the cross, and the hook sailed past his ear with room to spare.

Dave countered with a straight punch to Daryl's solar plexus, putting inhuman strength behind the blow. The impact lifted Daryl off his feet, doubling him over mid-air before he crashed to the concrete, retching and gasping.

Wayne moved immediately, no hesitation, no checking on his brother. Professional reaction—neutralise the threat first, assess casualties later. He came in low, shooting for Dave's legs in a perfect double-leg takedown, the kind of move drilled into every military combatives programme.

Dave's speed saved him—barely. He sprawled back, hips driving down to counter the takedown, hands fighting for an underhook. The technique was right, something he'd been taught in Agency training. But Wayne was stronger than normal opponents, more experienced, and Dave's execution was messy—relying on superhuman strength rather than proper leverage.

They grappled, Wayne trying to establish dominant position, Dave using raw power to muscle out of holds that should have been secure. It wasn't pretty, wasn't textbook. Wayne would transition to an armbar and Dave would just stand up, lifting Wayne's entire bodyweight with brute force. Wayne would lock in a choke and Dave's neck muscles would flex, preventing the compression that should have cut off his air.

Wayne's training was superior. His technique was flawless. But technique had limits when your opponent could bench-press a car.

Dave got his hands on Wayne's wrist during a transition, twisted with inhuman torque. Bone snapped audibly, Wayne's professional composure breaking into a scream. Dave followed with a palm strike to the sternum—too much power, poor control, no finesse. Wayne flew backwards, crashed into metal shelving with a clanging impact that echoed through the unit.

Daryl was back up, still gasping but functional, rage overriding pain. He charged, no technique now, just desperate fury. Dave caught him with a front kick to the knee, felt the joint hyperextend the wrong way. Daryl went down howling, clutching his ruined leg.

Both brothers on the ground, incapacitated. Thirty seconds of combat that had looked more like a bar brawl than professional martial arts, Dave's superior physical capabilities overwhelming their superior training.

Ralph's face had gone pale. “What the fuck are you?”

One of the gangsters pulled his pistol, hands shaking, pointed it at Markus's head. “Stay back! I'll fucking do it!”

Dave froze. “You don't want to do that.”

“Dave,” Dan's voice crackled in his ear. “I have the shot. Say the word.”

“Hold,” Dave sub-vocalized, barely moving his lips.

The second gangster pulled his weapon, aimed at Dave. “You're some kind of freak! But you bleed same as anyone!”

He fired. Three shots, centre mass, exactly where they should have killed Dave instantly.

The bullets hit with dull impacts, punching through Dave's shirt, flattening against his skin, falling to the concrete floor. No penetration. No blood. No damage.

Dave looked down at the holes in his clothing, then back up at the gangster. “You've ruined my shirt.”

The gangster's face went white. He fired again, twice more into Dave's chest. Same result—bullets stopped cold, no effect beyond adding more holes to the fabric.

“Not possible,” the gangster whispered.

Dave moved, closing the distance in a blur of superhuman speed. His hand clamped around the pistol, crushing the slide mechanism into uselessness. His other hand struck the gangster's forearm—too hard, poor control, the snap of breaking bone clearly audible. The gangster screamed, stumbling backwards.

Dave shoved him, palm to sternum, sending him flying across the unit to crash into the wall. He slumped, unconscious.

The red dot of Dan's laser sight appeared on the remaining gangster's chest.

Dave's voice was cold, final. “Lower the weapon. Last chance.”

The gangster looked at the red dot, at Dave, at his unconscious colleague. The pistol clattered to the floor. His hands went up.

“Smart,” Dave said.

Ralph bolted, sprinting for the Mercedes. Dave heard the engine roar to life, tyres screaming as Ralph threw the car into reverse.

“He's running!” Anya's voice over comms.

Dave sprinted after him, emerging from the unit to see the Mercedes accelerating backwards down the access road. Ralph's face was visible through the windscreen, twisted with rage and fear.

The car reached the end of the access road, Ralph wrenching the wheel, transitioning from reverse into a forward turn. But he'd misjudged the space, the angle, the consequences.

The Mercedes mounted the kerb, launched into the air, heading straight for the perimeter fence. Except it wasn't just a fence—it was the fence surrounding an electrical substation, warning signs clearly visible even in the darkness.

Dave was already moving, superhuman speed propelling him forward. He couldn't let Ralph crash into active electrical equipment—the explosion could kill him, cause a neighbourhood-wide power outage that would delay emergency services.

He threw himself in front of the car.

The impact was massive—two tonnes of German engineering hitting an immovable object at forty miles per hour. The Mercedes's front end crumpled, airbags deploying, engine block compressing. Dave was driven backwards, slammed against the chain-link fence, then through it, into the substation's perimeter.

His back hit transformer housing. Sparks erupted, electrical arcs dancing across metal surfaces. One caught Dave's shoulder, another his chest, the circuit completing through his body as he bridged the gap between transformer and ground.

Fifty thousand volts surged through him.

Dave's nervous system lit up like a Christmas tree. Every muscle contracted simultaneously, his back arching, hands clenching. The sensation was beyond pain—pure energy flooding every cell, overwhelming his senses, his consciousness.

But instead of killing him, instead of stopping his heart, his body absorbed it. Adapted to it. His cells drank in the electrical energy like water in a desert, his invulnerability extending to energy as well as kinetic force.

The sensation shifted from agony to something else entirely. Power. Pure, crackling, overwhelming power flooding his system. His muscles bulged, definition sharpening, a rush of vitality and strength that made his previous capabilities seem pedestrian.

The electrical substation's breakers tripped, plunging the entire industrial estate into darkness. Dave dropped to the ground, steam rising from his clothes, every nerve ending singing with absorbed energy.

He felt amazing.

Dave pushed the wrecked Mercedes off him effortlessly, the vehicle sliding across broken tarmac. He stood, looking down at his hands, feeling the energy still coursing through his system. This was new. This was unexpected.

Ralph was slumped unconscious in the driver's seat, airbag deflated, face bloodied from the deployment. Dave grabbed the seatbelt mechanism, squeezed, crushed it flat against the buckle. Ralph wasn't going anywhere.

The sound of running footsteps—someone fleeing from the unit's rear exit. Dave turned to see a figure sprinting through the darkness, one of Ralph's people making a break for it.

Anya stepped out from behind a metal storage container, arm extended at exactly neck height. The runner hit her forearm at full speed, clotheslining himself spectacularly. His feet went out from under him, his back slamming into the ground with an impact that drove all the air from his lungs. He lay there gasping, unable to even consider getting back up.

“Told you I had the rear covered,” Anya said calmly.

Dave walked back to the unit, now lit only by tactical torches. Anya cut Markus free, was checking his injuries with professional efficiency. Markus was barely conscious, face a mess of swelling and bruises, but alive.

Dan climbed down from his sniper position, G28 still in hand. “Police and ambulances on the way. ETA five minutes.”

Dave knelt beside Markus, his friend's one functional eye focusing on him with difficulty. “Dave?” Markus's voice was barely a whisper.

“I've got you,” Dave said quietly. “You're safe now.”

Sirens wailed in the distance, growing closer. Blue lights flickered against buildings. The cavalry was arriving.

Daryl and Wayne lay where they'd fallen, professional soldiers reduced to groaning heaps by someone who fought like a brawler but hit like a freight train. The gangsters were zip-tied and unconscious. Ralph was trapped in his wrecked car.

It was over.

Dave stood, looked at the wreckage, the broken people, the consequences of Ralph's choices finally catching up with him. The energy from the electrical surge was already fading, settling into his system, becoming part of him in ways he didn't yet understand.

That was a problem for later.

Right now, Markus was alive. Ralph was finished. And justice, however messy and unofficial, had been served.

“Flotsam,” Dave said, looking at the crawling runner. “The rest is just flotsam.”
Epilogue

Tuesday afternoon. Dave sat in an uncomfortable plastic chair beside Markus's hospital bed, the antiseptic smell of the ward mixing with the faint beep of monitoring equipment. Two days since the industrial estate, and Markus was finally awake for more than a few minutes at a time.

His friend looked terrible. The swelling had gone down enough to see the full extent of the damage—jaw wired shut, left orbital bone fractured, three broken ribs, dislocated shoulder, countless cuts and bruises in various stages of healing. The doctors said he'd been lucky. Any worse and there would've been permanent damage.

Dave didn't feel like Markus had been lucky.

"Stop looking guilty," Markus said, the words slurred by the jaw wire but understandable. "Not your fault."

"I sent you to Portugal thinking you'd be safe," Dave said quietly. "Told you Ralph was finished. Then he grabbed you the moment you came back."

"Because I came back on schedule like an idiot." Markus shifted slightly, winced. "You warned me Monday. I should've stayed longer, changed my return date. My choice."

The logic was sound. Didn't make Dave feel any better about it.

A nurse came in, checked Markus's vitals, adjusted his IV drip. She smiled professionally at Dave, the same practised expression she'd shown every time she'd done her rounds. "Visiting hours end at eight. Make sure he gets rest—his body's been through trauma."

"Understood," Dave said.

The nurse left. Markus waited until her footsteps faded before speaking again. "What happened to Ralph?"

"In custody. National Crime Agency arrested him Sunday night at the industrial estate. They're building cases for trafficking, money laundering, organised crime. His solicitor's already trying to negotiate a plea deal."

"And the others? The brothers?"

"Daryl and Wayne are in the prison wing of this hospital. Broken bones, same as you. They'll be charged as accessories once they're stable enough to move." Dave paused. "The two gangsters are in regular custody. Ralph's entire organisation is being rolled up—NCA's using the evidence we provided to arrest dozens of people involved in the trafficking network."

Markus absorbed that. "You gave them evidence? I thought you operated… differently."

"We documented everything, handed it to the NCA anonymously. Let them do the prosecutions properly." Dave looked out the window at Birmingham's grey afternoon. "Couldn't just take Ralph down and leave his operation running. Had to dismantle the whole structure."

"The money?" Markus asked.

Dave met his eyes. "Gone. Redistributed before Ralph even knew it was missing. Organisations helping migrants, loan shark victims, addiction services, homeless shelters. Everyone he exploited."

Markus's expression shifted—something that might have been a smile if his jaw wasn't wired. "Poetic."

"Anya's idea. She said it wasn't enough to stop Ralph—we had to help his victims." Dave remembered that conversation, Anya's cold pragmatism about making Ralph's money do good. "Nearly two million pounds. Already making a difference."

"And Ralph can't do anything about it?"

"Can't prove the money was legally his without admitting where it came from. His protection became his prison." Dave stood, stretched, his back still carrying a faint tingle from the electrical surge. That was new, something he'd need to discuss with Cecilia. "You'll be in here another week, then rehabilitation. Doctors say six months minimum before you're fully recovered."

"Can't work," Markus said, anxiety creeping into his voice. "Rent, bills—"

"Handled. I've paid your rent six months forward, set up an account to cover expenses whilst you recover. You don't need to worry about money."

Markus stared at him. "Dave—"

"You got hurt because of me. Because I went after Ralph and he retaliated by taking you. That's on me." Dave's voice was firm. "So I'm making sure you can focus on healing without stressing about finances. Not negotiable."

"I don't know what to say."

"Don't say anything. Just get better."

The monitoring equipment beeped steadily, marking time. Outside the window, Birmingham carried on—traffic, people, normal life continuing whilst Markus lay broken in a hospital bed because his friend had pissed off a gangster.

"Dave?" Markus's voice was quieter now. "What you did at the industrial estate. The brothers said… they said bullets didn't hurt you. That you moved too fast to see. That you were something impossible."

Dave had been expecting this conversation. "Yeah."

"So it's true? What I saw before, when you helped with the debt? You really are…"

"Different," Dave finished. "Enhanced. Strong, fast, durable in ways normal people aren't. It's complicated."

"How?"

"Long story. Classified story. But yes—I'm not normal any more."

Markus processed that, pain medication making his thoughts slow but still functional. "The IT consultant thing?"

"Cover. I work for an intelligence organisation. Have done for three years now." Dave sat back down. "The job's real enough, just not what I actually do."

"And everything with Ralph? Taking down his organisation, redistributing the money, the tactical assault?"

"What I'm trained for. What I'm good at." Dave met Markus's eyes. "I'm sorry I lied. Operational security requires maintaining cover even with friends."

"But you dropped the cover to help me."

"You're my friend. Cover doesn't matter compared to that."

Markus was quiet for a long moment. Then: "Thank you. For everything. For not giving up when I got grabbed."

"I promised I'd handle Ralph. Couldn't do that if he killed you first."

"Still." Markus's eyes were getting heavy—pain medication and exhaustion pulling him toward sleep. "You're a good friend, Dave. Even if you're apparently a superhuman secret agent."

Dave smiled slightly. "Get some rest. I'll be back tomorrow."

Markus was already drifting off, the medication winning. Dave watched him sleep for a minute, the monitoring equipment's steady beep confirming his friend was stable, alive, going to recover.

Then he left, walking through corridors that smelled of disinfectant and floor polish, past nurses' stations and treatment rooms, out into the grey Birmingham afternoon.

His phone rang. Cecilia.

"How is he?" she asked without preamble.

"Awake, talking, going to recover. Six months rehabilitation but he'll be fine."

"Good. That's good." Cecilia paused. "I've finished the cleanup. All evidence of your involvement has been removed from official records. As far as the NCA knows, they received an anonymous intelligence package from concerned citizens. The industrial estate confrontation is being reported as Ralph's own security turning on him during internal disputes."

"And the brothers' testimony about me?"

"Dismissed as concussion-induced confusion. The medical evidence supports head trauma affecting perception and memory. Their statements are being treated as unreliable." Cecilia's tone was matter-of-fact. "You're clear. Anya and Dan are clear. Officially, none of you were there."

Dave walked to his car, unlocked it, sat in the driver's seat without starting the engine. "Ralph's going to prison?"

"Twenty-year minimum sentence, possibly more if they pursue trafficking charges consecutively. His empire's dismantled, his money's gone, his properties are being seized. He's finished."

"Good."

"The electrocution," Cecilia said carefully. "Dan's report mentioned you were hit by fifty thousand volts from a transformer. He said you walked away from it. More than walked—he said you seemed energised."

Dave remembered the sensation—overwhelming power flooding every cell, his body not just surviving but absorbing the electricity, converting it into something else. "Yeah. That was… new."

"We need to document this. Run tests, understand what happened. Your invulnerability extending to electrical energy has significant implications."

"I know." Dave started the engine, let it warm up. "But right now I'm exhausted. Can it wait until tomorrow?"

"Of course. Come to the office when you're ready. We'll take this slow, make sure we understand the parameters before drawing conclusions."

"Thanks, Cecilia."

"Dave?" Her voice carried something unusual—warmth, perhaps even concern. "You did good work. Saved your friend, dismantled a criminal organisation, helped hundreds of people Ralph was exploiting. The Agency's proud of you. I'm proud of you."

The words hit harder than Dave expected. "Thanks. That means a lot."

He ended the call, sat in the car park watching people come and go. Visitors arriving to see loved ones, NHS staff changing shifts, delivery drivers bringing supplies. Normal life, continuing regardless of criminal empires rising and falling.

His phone buzzed. Text from Anya: News reporting major charity windfall. Migrant Rights Centre received £180k anonymous donation. Other organisations reporting similar. Looks like our redistribution is working.

Dave typed back: Good. That's the point.

Another text, this time from Dan: Drink tonight? The Bell, 8pm. You look like you could use it.

Dave considered. He was exhausted, emotionally drained, still processing everything that had happened. But sitting alone at Ashford Gardens sounded worse.

See you there, he replied.

—

The Bell was quiet on Tuesday evening, just a few regulars at the bar and a couple finishing dinner. Dave arrived first, claimed a corner table, ordered a pint. Dan showed up fifteen minutes later, followed shortly by Anya.

They sat in comfortable silence for a while, drinking, not needing to fill the space with words. The operation was over. Markus was safe. Ralph was finished. Sometimes that was enough.

"How's your friend?" Anya asked eventually.

"Healing. Going to be okay." Dave turned his pint glass, watching condensation form on the outside. "I nearly got him killed."

"You saved him," Dan corrected. "Ralph would've killed him regardless—using Markus as leverage was always going to end badly once the deadline passed. You got there in time."

"Barely."

"Barely counts." Dan drank his beer. "Besides, you took down two ex-Special Forces operators in hand-to-hand combat. That's got to count for something."

"Messy fighting," Dave said. "They had better technique. I just had better physical capabilities."

"Technique is good," Anya observed. "Overwhelming force is better. You won. That's what matters."

Dave thought about the fight, how Wayne's textbook grappling had been useless against superhuman strength, how Daryl's perfect striking form couldn't land hits on someone with enhanced speed. They'd been better trained, more experienced, more skilled. But in the end, none of that had mattered.

"The electrocution," he said quietly. "That was different. Felt like my body absorbed it, converted it into something else. I was stronger afterwards. Faster. More aware."

Anya's eyes sharpened with professional interest. "Permanent change or temporary enhancement?"

"Don't know yet. It's fading but slowly. Like my cells are still processing the energy." Dave flexed his hand, feeling the residual tingle. "Cecilia wants to run tests."

"Good idea," Dan said. "Understanding the parameters of your abilities could be important. Especially if you're going to keep doing this kind of work."

"This kind of work," Dave repeated. "Taking down criminal organisations outside official channels?"

"Helping people the system can't reach," Anya corrected. "There's a difference."

The pub's television was showing the evening news. The anchor's professional voice carried across the quiet room: "—in what's being called one of the largest trafficking busts in West Midlands history, the National Crime Agency has arrested forty-three individuals connected to a criminal enterprise operating across the region. The investigation, triggered by an anonymous intelligence package, has led to the seizure of forty-eight properties and assets worth an estimated four million pounds—"

Dave watched Ralph's photograph appear on screen, professional headshot from his legitimate business operations. The face of a successful entrepreneur, not a trafficker and loan shark. The news didn't show the industrial estate, didn't mention the violence, didn't name the victims.

Just statistics. Property values. Arrest numbers.

The real story—Markus's terror, the workers trapped in exploitative labour, the families destroyed by loan sharking—that stayed invisible. Background noise the system didn't have time for.

"We did good work," Dan said quietly, following Dave's gaze to the television. "The official investigation will prosecute Ralph, but they wouldn't have found him without our intelligence. Wouldn't have known about half the properties without our documentation."

"And the money's already helping people," Anya added. "Organisations that were struggling to fund their operations now have resources to expand. That's tangible good, immediate impact."

Dave nodded slowly. They were right. The work had been messy, violent, outside any official sanction. But the results spoke for themselves. Ralph was finished. His victims were getting help. Justice, however unofficial, had been served.

"To professional operations," Dan said, raising his glass.

Anya lifted hers. "To helping the people who need it."

Dave joined the toast. "To friends who don't ask questions when you need them."

They drank, the television moved on to other news, and Birmingham carried on its evening. Somewhere Markus was sleeping in a hospital bed, healing. Somewhere Ralph was sitting in a custody cell, his empire in ruins. Somewhere organisations were receiving unexpected donations that would change lives.

And here, in a quiet pub in Selly Oak, three people who'd made it all happen sat drinking beer and pretending they were just normal people having a quiet Tuesday evening.

It wasn't quite normal. But it was close enough.

Dave's phone buzzed one more time. Text from Markus, pain medication presumably wearing off enough to use his phone: Nurse says I can have visitors tomorrow. Bring chocolate. Hospital food is terrible.

Dave smiled, typed back: Will do. Get some rest.

Tomorrow he'd visit Markus again. Tomorrow he'd go to Cecilia's office and let them run tests on his new electrical absorption. Tomorrow he'd start processing everything that had happened, all the decisions made, all the lines crossed.

But tonight, he could just sit with friends who understood, drink beer, and let the weight of it all settle into something he could carry.

The operation was over. Ralph was finished. Markus was safe.

For now, that was enough.
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