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    No matter how hard he tried to steady his nerves, Vlad couldn’t stop shivering. Terribly violent shivering shook his whole body. The type that doesn’t go unnoticed. And these guys were the type to notice. 
 
    Two well-fed men oozing out of suit jackets, shoulders level with the top of his head, escorted him through the lobby of an old cinema. He felt tiny in comparison. 
 
      
 
    Dorring leaned on the deck railing of a small passenger ferry. Echoing in his ears was the sound of a voice he’d not heard for over fourteen years. 
 
    I’ve found him, it said. Come find me. 
 
    It was played from an old mobile phone, the type that was used primarily for phone calls. Before they became minicomputers. Dorring had obsessively listened to the message since retrieving the phone from his mother’s derelict caravan two days ago. It had been in a box of his things that had been sent to her when he’d left the SAS. For fourteen years she’d kept it. 
 
    Amongst the items—beret, uniform, medals and the sort—was the mobile phone he’d had back then. One he’d left in his locker at HQ when he left. Upon switching it on, he’d found whole pieces of his history imprisoned forever on the answerphone. Voices he’d not heard for many, many years. It was like listening to the past. Then came the final message. Sent only one year ago. 
 
    “I don’t know if you’ll ever receive this,” the message began. “I’ve been unable to trace where you went after you left the unit. I suspect you went into some type of special branch. Wherever you are, if you get this message, then you need to know that for the past decade I’ve done nothing except think about the four months I knew you, Alex. Four months that changed both our lives. I’ve obsessed about that time and guess what, I think I’ve tracked him down. Yes, Alex, I actually believe I’ve found the beginnings of a breadcrumb trail that will lead me to him. I’m sure that I’ve found evidence of his work on a Scottish island. McGuffin. So if by some miracle you get this message, there’s only one thing to say, I’ve found him. Come find me.” 
 
    Dorring rewound it and listened again. It wasn’t so much the words that he listened to—he knew those by heart—but the voice and the memories that its familiar sound held. In truth, he listened to it not so much to conjure the face of the man talking, but the face of someone else that he associated with Kevin Yates, the man on the recording. 
 
    When he listened to the voice, he could almost see her in the background. See her smile. Smell the faint perfume she wore. Witness the sun glimmer off her straight, silky brown hair. Imagine the feel of her body pressed perfectly into his. 
 
    Come find me. 
 
    The message finished and Dorring took the phone away from his ear. He checked the screen and saw that the signal was gone. He’d been warned about this on the mainland. No mobile service available on McGuffin. No internet either. It made him feel alone all of a sudden. He gazed out to where the mainland had been. It was gone, the fog having swallowed the view. Dorring glanced the other way in the direction the ferry was going and saw that there was no sign of anything that way either. Just fog and sea, as though they were suspended in ether. They passed several fishing boats with clouds of gulls over the tops of them, squawking intensely as they looped in the air. The flying rats of the sea, Dorring had once heard a sailor call them. 
 
    It was late spring, but still cold this far north. A bitter wind ran over the icy water and froze Dorring’s face. He was about to go back inside when the wind brought something other than cold to him. It brought the sweet smell of perfume. 
 
    He gazed along the railing and saw a woman settling her elbows on the top bar about three yards to his right. She was very pretty. Or at least to Dorring’s eye. She was late twenties or early thirties. Red, wavy hair finished at her shoulders and blew around in the wind so that it resembled wispy flames. There was a mole on her left cheek, the one facing Dorring, and it resembled a tear falling from her eye, trapping her in a permanent melancholy. In fact, it suited her at that moment, because she did indeed look dreadfully sad, her eyes glazed over and her face solemn. 
 
    She took something from her inside jacket pocket. It was a crumpled photograph and Dorring watched as she removed a glove so that her fingers were free to fold the creases out of it. From where he stood, he could just about see the photo. A young girl of around five stood in front of a man who held her shoulders. Father and daughter, Dorring surmised. Then he spotted the mole on the little girl’s cheek and realized that it was the woman at a much younger age. The little girl was smiling in the photo. But the woman who gazed down at it was frowning. It made Dorring instinctively wonder what had happened in the intervening years between then and now to make her look so grave. 
 
    Someone came and stood at the railing on the left of Dorring. He turned from the woman to find a ferryman dressed in a big, bright yellow coat with a gray knitted billy cap on his head. He was old with squinting eyes and red mottled flesh for a face. The sea wind had clearly dashed him like the tide on the rocks of a coast. He was lighting a clay pipe with a match. When this was achieved and a bail of smoke escaped him, he turned to Dorring. 
 
    “First time to McGuffin?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Dorring replied curtly, wanting to avoid a conversation. 
 
    But the ferryman wasn’t willing to let him off so easily. 
 
    “What brings you here?” he wanted to know next. 
 
    “I guess it would be the beauty of it,” Dorring replied, trying to sound as much like a tourist as he could. “I recently read an article in the National Geographic about the place. About the plants that grow here.” 
 
    “Aye, it’s unique alright. Got a wee flower—Gordon’s Heather, it’s called. Grows nay’where else in the world.” 
 
    “That’s what the article was about.” 
 
    Dorring had already settled on this as a cover story. Just a tourist here to enjoy the unique plant life. 
 
    “Plus,” Dorring went on, “I’ve never really traveled Scotland. Been almost everywhere else in the world, but never to a place only a few hundred miles north of where I was born.” 
 
    “London boy then, eh?” 
 
    “Don’t hold it against me.” 
 
    “I’ll try not ta.” 
 
    The old man narrowed his eyes and stared out to sea. The shadows of fishing vessels creeped around within the fog like ghosts. 
 
    “You live in London most o’ your life?” he asked. 
 
    “I was born there, but I haven’t really lived in the city since I was eighteen.” 
 
    “Where have ya lived?” 
 
    “Like I said, everywhere.” 
 
    “So ya some sort o’ traveler then?” 
 
    “You could say that.” 
 
    Dorring hoped this would be enough. But as the old man blew his smoke out and then removed a fleck of tobacco from his thick bottom lip, he turned to Dorring from the view and went on. 
 
    “So how comes ya’re into the travelin’ game?” he said. “Ya don’t look old enough to have retired an’ ya’re too young to be takin’ a gap year. Ya got some time off or somethin’?” 
 
    “You like to ask questions, don’t you?” Dorring said with a wry smile. 
 
    The ferryman rubbed a callused hand over the thick, gray stubble of his chin and grinned a mouthful of yellow teeth. 
 
    “Well, ya see,” he said, “when ya spend your whole life in one spot with roughly the same thousand people, ya realize that your only link to the outside world is talkin’ to strangers who’ve been there. They become, in themselves, exotic destinations by their very nature. Ya experience the outside world through them. You, yourself, are a whole country to a man like me.” 
 
    “I guess,” Dorring said. 
 
    They slipped into a fragile silence and Dorring gazed to his right where the woman still stood. The picture remained pressed in her fingers and her eyes gazed at it with a forlorn intensity. The wind caught a tear from the corner of her eye and carried it out into the choppy brown water. 
 
    “So what is it?” the ferryman said, prompting Dorring to turn once more to him. 
 
    “What’s what?” 
 
    “The reason you’re having some time off and traveling.” 
 
    “I was in the armed forces for a long time,” Dorring said to appease the curious old man. “I left and now I travel. I’ve got a little cash stashed away and I use that.” 
 
    They descended into another vulnerable silence and Dorring wondered how long this one would last. He turned right. Disappointingly, the woman had moved. She was now standing farther along, close to the front of the deck. Dorring could see the side of her face. She was gazing forward with a stern expression. Not so sad as before. More angry. He glanced to where she was glaring and saw the first signs of McGuffin, the outline of its tall cliffs a shadow within the fog. 
 
    “In the army, you say?” the ferryman suddenly announced. 
 
    Glancing back at him, Dorring said, “Yes. I was in the army.” 
 
    “Why’d you leave?” 
 
    “Didn’t like taking orders.” 
 
    The ferryman rubbed his chin again. “Ya know,” he began in a musing tone, “Lord Appleby was in the army. He was big in the Ministry of Defense for a while before his father died an’ he took over the manor. Not exactly a soldier, mind. More into intelligence stuff. He’s a scientist, so I guess he was helping them with weapons an’ things.” 
 
    “Who’s Lord Appleby?” Dorring asked. 
 
    “Why, he’s the lord o’ the manor here, o’ course. His family have ruled these islands for centuries.” 
 
    “Ruled?” 
 
    “Well, ya know what I mean. They’ve been the gentry on the island for as long as people can remember.” 
 
    “And what does he do now?” 
 
    “Has his own pharmaceutical company. The lab’s here on the island. It’s what pays for most things. He makes medicine usin’ the Gordon’s Heather. See, it’s poisonous to most, but Appleby found a way o’ turning it into a drug. Clever boy, that one.” 
 
    Before setting off, Dorring had looked into the island. Appleby Pharmaceuticals came up. Alongside fishing, it was the main industry on McGuffin. And when it’s considered how little is made from industrial fishing these days, you could say it was the one main industry. It employed thirty percent of the island and through its founder, Bruce Appleby, it owned most of the land too. 
 
    “Maybe that’s why you’re here,” the ferryman said. 
 
    Dorring narrowed his eyes at the old man as the latter puffed away on his pipe. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, his pharmaceutical company has a lot to deal with. Needs protection. We get a lot of you ex-army boys comin’ over an’ workin’ for the lord. Helpin’ with security. Ya here for a job?” 
 
    “No. Just a holiday.” 
 
    “That all?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m a tourist. Do you get many?” 
 
    “Not a huge amount. Specially not this time of year.” 
 
    “What about all the other people on the ferry?” 
 
    “They’re islanders,” the ferryman pointed out. “You’re the only one tha’s nay a local. Hence me comin’ over to talk.” 
 
    “What about in the last year?” Dorring asked in a solemn tone. “You seen any other Englishmen come and stay on the island?” 
 
    He gazed into the old man when he said this, looking for a reaction of some type. But the old face, cracked and wrinkled from years of harsh winds and salt air, was like a stone statue. He rubbed his chin and took in a lungful of the pipe before answering. 
 
    “Probably,” he said. “We get the odd one. Ya thinkin’ of anyone particular?” 
 
    It was the turn of the old man’s milky eyes to study Dorring this time. 
 
    Giving the same stone-like expression that the old man had worn a moment ago, Dorring said, “No. I was merely wondering how many people visited the island.” 
 
    The old man was about to say something when someone called out the name Joe and he turned rapidly towards a man almost as old and threadbare as himself. 
 
    “Time to get her ready,” the other man called out to him. 
 
    The ferryman tapped Dorring gently on the shoulder and went off. “You be having a nice time on McGuffin,” he said in a solemn tone. 
 
    Dorring wasn’t sure if it was a threat. 
 
    Most of the passengers went to the front of the ferry, as did Dorring. Like the others, he gazed forward at the island as it emerged from the fog and water like the tip of some sunken volcano. The coastline they headed towards was steep. Stone buildings clung to its edges like barnacles to the side of a boat. A tall, craggy hill rose up behind the gray cliffs. Standing to attention at its peak was an old whitewashed church, its huge cross shining out to sea like a beacon. 
 
    Dorring couldn’t help gazing at the woman, who now stood at the very front of the boat. He sidled through the crowd to be close. When he was, he watched her. She was stock still and held what could only be contempt in her eyes. Dorring got the impression that if she could, she’d use that look to blow the whole island into little pieces. 
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    The ferry came to a small quay. It was made from old stone that had been stained green by the sea and jutted out some fifty yards into the water. Steps worn by years of passing feet led up from its end to a waterfront. Dorring let the rest of the passengers get off before following with his rucksack over his shoulders. 
 
    At the top of the steps was a lot filled with cars. He watched the woman with the mole climb inside one. Some people standing in a group nodded at her as she passed. She nodded back, but no words were exchanged. When she’d reversed out of her parking space, Dorring followed her car with his eyes as it drove out of the lot. When it was gone, he made his way to a small wooden hut that had the word Taxi written across it. 
 
    “Can you take me into town?” he asked an old man who was sitting inside reading a newspaper. 
 
    A gray-skinned face with bushy eyebrows resembling caterpillars looked up at him from the paper. Nothing was said and the man merely folded the paper away and led Dorring to his car. 
 
    “Where aboots in toon da ya wan’?” the guy said in a thick Scottish accent when they sat inside. 
 
    “Is there a public house?” 
 
    “Tha be several.” 
 
    “Take me to whichever one you think is best.” 
 
    “So ya wanna tipple?” 
 
    “I just want to relax somewhere. I’ll decide what to do after that.” 
 
    “Aye,” the old taxi driver said as he started the car. 
 
    They drove from the quay up a steep bank of zigzagging roads that fed into the island like arteries. Dorring checked his phone again. Still no signal. 
 
    “Ya’ll get nay o’ tha’ oot here, ma boy,” the driver said, glancing up into his mirror. 
 
    “There’s no mobile signal at all?” Dorring asked. 
 
    “Nay.” 
 
    They traveled along a road that bent through farmland. It led to a vast area of plastic tunnels. Inside them, the hazy images of workers dressed in boiler suits sprayed fertilizer over small, turquoise flowers. 
 
    “Famous flower,” the driver grunted. “For makin’ medicine.” 
 
    Coming to the end of the fields, they passed a large, iron gate with two stone gargoyles on either side keeping watch. A long, winding driveway led through manicured lawns to a large, red brick manor house lined with stone columns and covered in ivy. 
 
    “Appleby Manor,” the driver pointed out. 
 
    Someway further along, they entered what Dorring understood must be the main town. It was the most densely populated part so far. Gray stone buildings with black tiled roofs were packed together and interspersed with cobbled roads and alleys. A sign proclaimed that no cars were allowed to enter the main causeway, so the driver had to leave Dorring some way from his destination. 
 
    “It’s at tha end o’ this road,” he said as Dorring got out. “Should’nay take ya nay more than five minutes.” 
 
    It took him seven. 
 
    The pub was at the front of a fishing harbor, which occupied an entire bay of craggy rock, and overlooked it. A sign creaked in the breeze above the door. The Mermaid and Anchor, it said. 
 
    Inside, Dorring could tell immediately that it was a fisherman’s pub. The walls were coated in old black and white photographs of them—men dressed in hooded smocks with pipes in their mouths, skin cracked by the sea air, stiff, proud looks. On the ceiling, they’d nailed an old fishing net, so that it gave the impression that you were caught underneath it, and at the back of the bar stood an anchor. A log fire was lit in one corner and it filled the place with a smoky scent. Above its mantelpiece hung an old fashioned harpoon—a length of wood with a sharp metal end like an arrow tip. 
 
    Dorring found the pub almost deserted. When he came through the door, a bell above it rang and all eyes turned to him. If there’d been a piano playing, he was sure that it would have stopped. 
 
    Standing behind a small bar immediately ahead of the door was a middle-aged man with gray whiskers covering his stern face and a bald head lacking any hair at all. He had the proud look of a landlord, arms folded in front of a wide chest and a set of hawkish eyes narrowing at Dorring when he entered. The other face behind the bar wasn’t so stern and greeted Dorring’s appearance with a coquettish smile. She was a pretty young woman, around mid-twenties, with a radiant set of white teeth that she shone at him, her blue eyes gleaming from a rosy face bordered by long, straight, blonde hair. 
 
    Then there were those on the other side of the bar. 
 
    Leaning against it was a stringy man the shape of a stick insect who appeared to need the counter top for support. His glazed eyes and ruddy complexion told Dorring that he was drunk, and probably stayed that way most of the time. He gave Dorring a disdainful look the moment he emerged from the street. 
 
    Other than that, there was a couple of fishermen sitting around a table next to a large latticed window overlooking the bay. They glanced up at Dorring as he walked past on his way to the bar, before returning to their pints and their low, confidential conversation. 
 
    The barmaid pushed the landlord out of the way and insisted on serving the newcomer herself. 
 
    “What’ll it be, stranger?” she said with a cheeky grin. 
 
    She was pretty. Her long blonde hair and blue eyes shone all at once and contrasted heavily with the gloomy complexion of her companions. She was wearing a pair of black leather leggings that showed all her curves. On her torso hung a long white T-shirt cut off low on the neck so that it revealed her deep cleavage. She was leaning forward on the bar, displaying as much of it as she could to the newcomer. 
 
    “How’d you know I’m a stranger?” Dorring put back with a grin of his own. 
 
    “Because I’ve lived on this island ma whole life an’ I sure as hell would’ve noticed a fine specimen like you hangin’ aroond.” 
 
    The grin on Dorring’s face expanded and he chuckled. He found her in-your-face enthusiasm charming. 
 
    “So what’ll it be?” she added. 
 
    “You sell lager?” 
 
    “Lager?” she scoffed loudly, and the two men with her snuffed contemptuous chuckles. “You’ve come all the way here to drink lager?” 
 
    “What should I drink?” 
 
    “If it’s beer you want, then you should try one o’ our ales. Made specially here on the island. Lighthouse Keeper is one o’ the best.”  
 
    “Then I’ll have one of those.” 
 
    She poured him the pint. Dorring gazed sideways out the latticed window at the fishing bay. Several boats were coming in, the bellies of their hulls filled with the day’s catch and the air around them filled with swarms of gulls. Out to sea, a thick, swirling black cloud stood on the horizon like a sea monster. It was approaching the island menacingly and the waters were getting rougher with it. 
 
    “Here you go,” said the barmaid. 
 
    Dorring turned to her. She was smiling at him, his pint of amber beer standing to attention on a bar mat. He smiled back and she blushed. He took some money from his pocket and paid before taking a stool and sitting at the bar. 
 
    “So then,” the barmaid said as he sipped the beer, “what do you think?” 
 
    Dorring wasn’t an enthusiastic drinker, didn’t really enjoy alcohol enough to establish any kind of real knowledge for its flavor. But the pint tasted alright and he said so. 
 
    “Alright!?” she scoffed once more, her face taking on an affronted expression. “Is that it?” 
 
    “It’s very nice.” 
 
    “Tha’s better.” 
 
    He sipped some more and she gazed at him some more with dreamy eyes. In contrast, the landlord and the drunk glared at him with malevolent eyes. 
 
    “So…?” she said, letting the word out slowly and widening her blue eyes at him. 
 
    “Alex,” Dorring said. 
 
    “So, Alex, what brings you to McGuffin?” 
 
    “Holiday.” 
 
    “At this time of year?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How long for?” 
 
    “As long as I like, really.” 
 
    When he said this, he glanced at the landlord, who stared back disdainfully. 
 
    “Well,” the barmaid said, “I’ll need to help you settle in if you’re here for the long term.” 
 
    “A week or two,” Dorring suggested. 
 
    “Long enough,” she said, smiling amorously. 
 
    Dorring smiled back and once again her cheeks went scarlet. 
 
    “Hey, Mo?” It was the drunk, his head swaying and his eyes bloodshot. 
 
    The barmaid turned to him and the smile on her face dropped. 
 
    “What, Stevie?” she said. 
 
    He was already smiling at what he was going to say next. 
 
    “Ya gonna fuck tha big man tonight?” he asked with a smug look. 
 
    Mo blushed. 
 
    “Ah! Look,” the drunk went on. “She’s goin’ all red. So she does feel shame. Do you feel shame, Mo? Think what your ma would think o’ ya. Fuckin’ anyone that comes through them doors like a little…” 
 
    “Stevie,” the landlord grumbled, stopping the drunk midway. 
 
    “You’re just pissed outta ya mind, Stevie,” Mo said. “Go home an’ sleep it off.” 
 
    “Ach! I’m no pissed,” the drunk insisted, stepping away from the bar and almost falling over in the process. “I’ll show ya I’m no. Come here an’ let me fuck ya to show I can still get the wee fella up.” 
 
    He was already undoing his flies. Dorring stood up from his stool and walked up to the drunk. The guy looked ready to fall over as he craned his neck all the way back so that he could look up into Dorring’s eyes, his head about level with the Englishman's chest. 
 
    “Leave the girl alone,” Dorring growled down to him. 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    “You’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    “Cheeky bastard.” 
 
    The drunk went to swing a punch. In his head it was probably a knockout blow worthy of a heavyweight champion. But in reality, it was as hopeless as his attempts to stand up straight. 
 
    Dorring stepped back and the punch missed by several inches. The momentum made the drunk stagger forward. Stepping to the side and then nudging him as he went past, Dorring sent him sprawling forward so that he landed on a table and brought it down, along with two chairs and several half filled glasses of beer. He lay sprawled on his front, kicking and squirming his body to get back on his feet. It looked pathetic. 
 
    “Right, that’s it!” the landlord shouted. 
 
    “But Mac, it was Stevie,” Mo said, defending Dorring. 
 
    Stevie eventually got up, his shirt covered in beer. His face had a look of utter hatred written on it, teeth gnashed together. 
 
    “I’ll bloody well kill you!” the drunk screamed and went to lunge forward with the remains of a broken glass he’d picked up while on the floor. 
 
    But he didn’t get far. The three fishermen from the table had already gotten up. They now had ahold of the drunk and were removing him from the pub. It appeared that they realized their friend would be safer taking his temper somewhere else. Somewhere it wouldn’t get him hurt. 
 
    “I want you outta here,” the landlord said to Dorring. 
 
    “But, Mac,” Mo pleaded. “He were only sticking up for me. Ya should be offering him a free drink on the hoose. Not kicking him oot.” 
 
    She gazed benevolently into the landlord’s eyes and he gave in. Shaking his head and sighing. 
 
    When the atmosphere settled itself, Dorring retook his stool and Mo retook her position at the bar opposite, gazing longingly into Dorring’s gray eyes. 
 
    “You know,” she said, “ya’ve got the most beautiful eyes.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “No, thank you. It were very noble what ya did for me just then.” 
 
    “What did I do?” 
 
    “Defended ma honor.” 
 
    Dorring grinned and grabbed a menu card that stood in a stack at the front of the till. 
 
    “We’re nay servin’ food at this time,” the landlord said immediately. 
 
    “Is there anywhere serving food now?” Dorring asked. 
 
    “Don’t know,” Mac said gruffly. “You’ll have to take a wee walk an’ check for yourself.” 
 
    “Don’t be like that, Mac,” Mo said. “He’s come all this way an’ the least we can do is show him our famous fish an’ chips.” Looking back at Dorring, she added, “The batter’s made with our own ale. It’s lush.” 
 
    “But Mac said the kitchen’s closed,” said Dorring. 
 
    “Then I’ll make it for ya myself. A way o’ saying thank you.” 
 
    The landlord rolled his eyes and Mo disappeared behind a beaded curtain. Dorring suddenly felt uncomfortable when it was just him and the landlord. The man called Mac held Dorring on the end of his eyes as though on the end of a blade. 
 
    The Englishman decided he couldn’t take sitting at the bar being stared at. So he picked his drink up and took a seat at the table the fishermen had vacated when they’d taken Stevie the drunk out of the pub. 
 
    Dorring gazed out the latticed window at the bay. More fishing boats were coming in and the water had gotten rougher, the tide slapping against the stone wall of the harbor and the boats rocking about in it. On the horizon the thick black clouds were gathering out to sea. Dorring spotted purple threads of lightning striking the water. Not a good time to be a fisherman, he thought. 
 
    The food arrived. Beer battered cod with chips and mushy peas. A staple British meal full of starch, carbohydrates and fat. All of it deep fried. Except the mushy peas. They're boiled, mixed with sugar, and ground into a green paste that resembles the results of a bad cold. 
 
    Dorring wasn’t much for British cuisine. He preferred food that wouldn’t eventually kill you. Nevertheless, he was hungry and eager not to disappoint the smiling face sitting opposite. So he tucked into the food with obvious relish. The whole time he ate, Mo watched him eagerly to see what his opinion of her culinary effort would be. 
 
    “So,” she said when her patience could take no more, “what do you think?” 
 
    “Gorgeous,” Dorring replied. “And it’s not the only thing at this table fitting of that description.” 
 
    He gave her a cheeky grin and she went scarlet. Unable to stop herself, she giggled like a schoolgirl into the palm of her hand. 
 
    “How long do you plan to stay?” she asked when she’d controlled her mirth. 
 
    “Like I said, a week or two. Depends how I find it.” 
 
    “So that what you do then—go from place to place?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Sounds incredible. Just movin’ aboot. Get to go anywhere ya like. An’ then if ya don’t like it, you move on. It’s like that song. Wherever you lay your hat is your home.” 
 
    Dorring smiled when she said this. 
 
    “Paul Young,” he said. 
 
    She giggled again. Simpered some more. 
 
    “My ma used to play me tha’ song all the time,” she said. 
 
    “Mine too.” 
 
    “So ya must be the type o’ boy who’s always on the road?” she said with a confidential smile. 
 
    Dorring’s smile increased at the conjuring of the song’s lyrics. 
 
    “Well, I love them and leave them,” he said. “Break their hearts and deceive them everywhere I go. So save your tears, because I’m not worth it, you see.” 
 
    Looking him straight in the eyes, she said, “Let me be the judge o’ that. An’ maybe I don’t hurt so easily.” 
 
    She was leaning forward, elbows on the table, the dreamy look fixed on her face. Dorring wasn’t sure if it was her caught in a snare or him. Maybe it was both of them. 
 
    “You got a place to stay yet?” she asked. 
 
    “No. I was going to ask here.” 
 
    “The McPherson place,” she said. 
 
    “What's that?” 
 
    “Lovely wee cottage at the north o’ the island. Right on the coast. Nice stretch o’ sandy beach. Woods behind it. Lovely wee spot.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Do many people stay there?” 
 
    “Not this time o’ year.” 
 
    “Anyone in the last year?” 
 
    He gazed at her eyes. Looking for something. 
 
    “No,” she said, and he couldn’t tell for sure if this was true or not. Her face had gone blank when she said it, but he didn’t know if this was a sign of bluffing. He’d already decided that he wouldn’t go looking for Kevin directly. He’d put his ear out—or his fishing net—and see what turned up. Because if Kevin had found danger on McGuffin—and the fact that he had come here looking for a very dangerous man made this extremely likely—Dorring wouldn’t want to endanger himself by revealing too soon his true purpose for being there. 
 
    “So how much will this cottage be?” he asked. 
 
    “She charges a hundred an’ fifty a week. Is tha’ okay?” 
 
    “Sounds perfect.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll call her now.” 
 
    She bounced up out of her chair like an excited schoolgirl, smile gleaming across her face. At the bar, she gave Mac a disdainful look and then made the call on the pub’s phone. Dorring watched her with a smile on his face. She had such youthful exuberance and he felt blessed by its presence. Felt radiated in light. 
 
    Nevertheless, he quickly checked himself. Dropped the smile and turned away. After all, he was here for a reason. He was here to find someone. Possibly find two people. One a friend. The other a terrible foe. 
 
    The bell above the door rang and he turned away from the window. A man entered the pub. It had started to spit and he was holding an umbrella. At the door, he turned around and shook it off outside before folding it away and turning to face the inside of the pub. 
 
    That’s when things got a lot stranger for Dorring. Because he instantly recognized the face gazing about the place. He was fourteen years older, his black hair filled with gray, but the stern face with its wide jaw and piercing eyes, Dorring could never forget. 
 
    The man hung the umbrella up on a peg by the door before walking across to the bar. There were nods and ‘How’d you dos’ for the landlord and Mo. Then he swiveled his head at Dorring as he passed and went pale. 
 
    Stopping sharp on the spot, he gazed down at Dorring in disbelief. It was as though he’d spotted a ghost sitting at the table before the window. Dorring simply stared back without saying a word and the two remained motionless for some time. That was until the man shook himself and carried on to the bar. 
 
    “Hello, Mac,” he said with familiarity. “Is the bossman here?” 
 
    “Aye, Mr. Jones,” the landlord replied respectfully. “He’s upstairs. Will you be having your meeting there?” 
 
    The man glanced furtively back over his shoulder. Dorring spotted him in the reflection of the window pane. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, turning back to Mac. 
 
    The landlord lifted the bar top and the other man walked through, nodding to Mo as he entered the beaded curtain. 
 
    Conner Jones, Dorring said to himself as he sat staring out the window. Conner Jones and he’s here. 
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    The last time Dorring had seen Conner Jones, they were serving together in the Special Air Services (SAS) unit. As Conner disappeared behind the bar, Dorring’s mind was cast back to the past. 
 
    Fourteen years ago, to be precise. 
 
    They were traveling through the deserts of Helmand Province in Afghanistan in a Desert Patrol Vehicle (DPV) with a machine gun turret on the top and armor plating all around, heading into a town of one story stone buildings the same color as the sand. 
 
    That’s when they got the call. 
 
    “In need of assistance,” came through on the radio. “This is 150 Provist Company. We’ve got a situation brewing down here in the Sidique Bazaar. Need assistance with crowd control from anyone in this sector.” 
 
    “Provist company?” Conner said. “That’s Royal Military Police, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Dorring said. “And Sidique Bazaar is close. Let’s go see what’s up.” 
 
    Conner lifted the receiver to his mouth and told them they were on their way. 
 
    When they reached the bazaar—a collection of ragged market stalls in a rectangular courtyard fenced in by two-story stone buildings—they immediately saw the large crowd gathered in a far corner in front of a derelict building. Several infantry soldiers from the regular army had already arrived, but were having trouble with the sizeable throng. 
 
    “I got an idea,” Conner said as Dorring drove them along an edge of the courtyard towards the scene. “Get me as close to them as you can.” 
 
    Dorring parked tight to the back of the crowd and Conner turned to him. 
 
    “You wanna do the honors?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” Dorring said, knowing exactly what idea he’d had. “You go ahead. Because if this goes tits up, I want it on the record that it was completely your idea.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Conner said, getting out of his seat. “It’ll be fun to see them shit their pants and tear ass out of here.” 
 
    He maneuvered himself into the turret while Dorring watched the crowd through the windscreen. The baying mob were busy shouting and screaming  and waving their arms. They hadn’t even noticed the DPV pull up, too engrossed in trying to push past the army guys holding them back from the edge of the derelict building. 
 
    It was taller than the surrounding buildings, but had been recently bombed by the Royal Airforce, the front of it scarred black by the flames. Before, it had been two floors higher that its neighbouring buildings. Now only half an extra floor poked up from the rooftops. Most of the rubble had been cleared away and the building was essentially a shell. 
 
    Dorring wondered why the crowd wanted to get inside it so badly. 
 
    Conner unlocked the machine gun and swiveled it around. He aimed it at the broken top floor of the derelict building, so that the fire would go above their heads and there’d be some light shrapnel for effect. Really make them believe this was the end. When he was sure there was no one on the top of the building, Conner grinned widely and pulled the trigger. 
 
    The gun spat the bullets out in a stream, shaking and rattling in Conner’s hands. The fire struck the brickwork and shattered it into pieces that flew into the air. Everyone, including the army boys, ducked down. But Conner kept pulling the trigger and this made the crowd panic as they covered their heads from the falling shrapnel. The first person made a run for it with his head down. This caused the others to follow suit, and, like lemmings, they all got up and started running. 
 
    When it was only the four infantry guys lying on the floor with their hands over their ears, Conner stopped firing and all Dorring could hear was his comrade’s laughter. 
 
    From the derelict building, a very flustered looking woman dressed in uniform came bursting out, dashing her eyes from person to person. Dorring couldn’t help admiring her. Her brown hair was tied in a neat bun, silky and shining in the midday sun. And though her face was stern, he couldn’t help noting that it did nothing to diminish her beauty. Only strengthened it. 
 
    “Who in the hell fired that weapon?” she shrieked, darting her pierced eyes straight at Dorring, who sat watching her through the windscreen. 
 
    “That’d be me,” Conner said from the turret, putting his hand up. “For obvious reasons,” he added, rolling his eyes. 
 
    “What?” she barked at him. 
 
    “Well, for obvious reasons,” he repeated. “Being that I’m stood behind this machine gun here.” 
 
    “Get down from there,” she snapped at him. “I want your name, unit and ID.” Then pointing her eyes at Dorring and following it with a pointed finger, she added, “You too.” 
 
    They got out of the DPV and approached her. Like naughty schoolchildren to their teacher, they told her their names and she had the army boys check their IDs. 
 
    “Look, darlin’,” Conner said, and she turned a malevolent scowl on him, “we just saved you. You wanted crowd control. We controlled it.” 
 
    “Firstly,” she said with her finger pointed straight at Conner’s eye, “I’m not your ‘darling’. And secondly, you may have got them out of here for now, but they’ll be back in larger numbers. Possibly with insurgents amongst them ready to stoke this into an all out battle. I wanted this controlled. Not exacerbated.” 
 
    “Exacerbated!?” Conner scoffed. “Big words.” 
 
    “Too much for you?” she put back. “You need me to stick to monosyllables, caveman?” 
 
    Dorring smiled. Conner looked annoyed. He didn’t like being outwitted. Especially by a woman. 
 
    “Look,” Dorring said, “let’s get off the playground for a second. What is it you’re doing here anyway?” 
 
    She turned her stern, twisted face at Dorring and he couldn’t help blushing. She really was that pretty when angry. 
 
    “We’re trying to secure a crime scene,” she said. “Me and my partner were called out to something found here today.” 
 
    “What?” Conner asked. 
 
    “A body.” 
 
    “One of ours?” 
 
    “No. Civilian.” 
 
    “Then why the hell are you out here? Let the locals sort it out.” 
 
    “It was local police that called us. They think it could have been one of ours who did it.” 
 
    “Huh!” Conner grumbled. “They would say that.” 
 
    “I’m obliged to believe them. But now we won’t have enough time with the crime scene to find out for sure. Not since you two came blustering in with your pistols blazing like a couple of juveniles playing cowboys and Indians.” 
 
    “I take it the body’s still there?” Dorring asked her. 
 
    “Yes. But we’ll have to leave it here.” 
 
    “Can’t we take it with us?” 
 
    She thought about this and shook her head. “No,” she said. “The locals will go crazy. Claim we’ve desecrated it. No. I need both of you to come with me and help take pictures of everything.” 
 
    She turned on her heels and walked into the derelict building. Dorring and Conner followed, while the four infantry soldiers stood watch. Inside, the place was bare concrete floors and bare brick with patches of plaster still hanging in parts. Most of the internal walls had been blown out and cleared away. Halfway through, a supporting wall was out and the concrete ceiling above bowed downwards on its steel enforcement rods, cracking and coming away. 
 
    “Watch your head,” the MP said as they went underneath it. 
 
    “Look,” Dorring said, catching up to her as she marched through the place, “we got off on the wrong footing.” 
 
    He stopped and thrust his hand out. She stopped too and turned to him. Conner stopped behind them and frowned at his partner. 
 
    “Alex,” Dorring said to her. 
 
    She glared down at the hand, then back to his gray, steel eyes. The edge of her left eye twitched and Dorring was sure she was repressing a simper. She took his hand and they shook. 
 
    “Captain Jane Saunders,” she said. “Everyone just calls me Jane.” 
 
    “Okay, Jane. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    When they’d finished with the handshake, Conner pushed between them and stuck out his own hand. She glanced down at it, frowned and continued walking through the building. Conner turned to Dorring and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Like always, partner,” he said in a hushed voice, “the ladies flock to you.” 
 
    At the back of the building, it got pitch black where the blown out windows were covered over with boards and there were no holes in the outer building for the sunlight to shine through. It meant they had to turn their flashlights on. 
 
    Stairs led down into a basement. Jane went down first and the two SAS men followed. The air was colder down there. A faint glow existed at the bottom and soon Dorring was walking into it. They’d hung battery-operated halogen lamps on the walls of the cramped space so that everything glowed purple. In the center of the room, a man kneeled beside something in the shadows. He looked up at them when they entered, the white skin of his face glowing in the light. 
 
    “What’ve you found?” Jane asked him. 
 
    The man stood up and Dorring saw what he’d been kneeling over. It was a female Afghani. She was naked and covered in blood. Her hands and feet were bound in duct tape and a piece was fixed over her mouth. Her horrified eyes stared out into the void of death. And there was more. Much more. 
 
    Into the flesh of her belly, something had been carved. Something hard to see in all the blood. 
 
    “There's something inside her,” the partner said. Then, looking at Dorring and Conner for the first time, he added, “Who’re they?” 
 
    “SAS grunts,” Jane said. “It was them firing the cannon.” 
 
    The partner rolled his eyes and Jane turned to the two SAS men. 
 
    “This is Lieutenant Kevin Yates,” she said. 
 
    “Hey,” Kevin said with a nod. 
 
    Jane turned back to her colleague and asked, “What’s inside her?” 
 
    “I can’t tell until the autopsy. It’s been wedged inside the vaginal cavity.” 
 
    “Right,” Jane said. “Can you hand these guys some cameras?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Kevin went to grab them from a pile of equipment in a corner, but was stopped when they heard a cry from upstairs. Jane turned sharply on the exit and went up the stone steps. Emerging at the top, she spotted one of the infantry soldiers jogging over. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “They’re coming back.” 
 
    “Shit!” Jane exclaimed softly. “Okay. Get your men ready. We’re leaving. But we’re about to cause a huge load of shit, so I need you to keep them back for as long as possible.” 
 
    She turned and went back down into the basement. 
 
    “We need to leave,” she said to the others when she reached the bottom. 
 
    “But I need to look further,” Kevin said. “If this is what I think it could be, we need to know for sure what we’re dealing with. I need to have a better look at her.” 
 
    “Fuck!” Jane snapped. “Okay. Then we’re taking the body.” 
 
    “Why’s she so important anyway?” Conner asked, sure that it would be him and Dorring carrying the body and annoyed at her earlier assertion of them being grunts. 
 
    “Don’t you recognize the words on her stomach?” Kevin said, turning to him. 
 
    Dorring had. He’d been staring at the bloody carving the whole time he’d been down there and had only just realized what the crude lettering said. Who Dares Wins. It was the SAS motto. The killer was trying to claim the body for them. 
 
    “It’s our motto,” Dorring said. 
 
    “So you see how important this is,” Jane said. “The local police have already seen her. They fled when the crowd turned up. They’ll be telling everyone that someone from your unit has done this. It’s about to cause a lot of trouble and we need to know two things. If this is actually one of ours. And if it is: who?” 
 
    Kevin quickly grabbed a body bag from their stuff and he and Jane carefully loaded the dead woman into it. Conner had been right. He and Dorring were assigned with carrying the body as carefully as they could while the two MPs carried their equipment. 
 
    As they walked to the front of the building, they began to hear the roar of many voices. When they emerged outside, they saw a large group of men—bearded and clothed in loose khet partug trousers and long shirts, angry faces, bulging eyes, shaking fists, crying voices. They were gathered in a corner about thirty yards from the front of the derelict building. The infantry had their guns aimed on them and were shouting for them to cease and leave. Upon seeing Dorring and Conner carrying the body out, the crowd’s fury turned up several notches. Rocks began to fly through the air. One of the infantry was hit on the top of the helmet. More came their way, bricks and other pieces of shrapnel flying through the air and striking their vehicles. It began to rain with it. 
 
    They reached the DPV. The MPs’ vehicle was too far away down a side street. They loaded the body into the back. Kevin and Jane followed it in. Dorring got behind the wheel. 
 
    “You want me in the turret?” Conner asked. 
 
    Jane glanced out the window at the crowd. It was marching towards the four infantry soldiers. Suddenly the air filled with the crackle of automatic gunfire. Then a firebomb sailed through the air and smashed nearby, sending a rolling ball of flames across the abandoned market stalls and catching fire to them. 
 
    “Fall back!” Jane cried at the infantry. 
 
    But it was too late. As Dorring started the DPV and Conner jumped into the turret, regardless of what Jane said, one of the soldiers keeled sideways, the side of his head blown away from gunfire that came from the crowd. The remaining three army fell back, using the stalls for cover, firing into the crowd as they dispersed. It became frenzied, a sickness of violence passing through the crowd’s members. Like one giant organism made up of multiple parts, it keeled forward and went to crash down on the soldiers like a giant wave. The machine gun exploded with fire and Conner aimed it above their heads. It stopped them momentarily and they dived for cover. But more projectiles and more gunfire came their way. The infantry soldiers used the opportunity. Two of them grabbed their fallen comrade and they ran to the DPV as Conner sent bullets into the areas surrounding the temporarily dispersed crowd. Kevin and Jane jumped out and gave them more covering fire. They loaded the dead soldier into the back with the body of the woman and then the MPs got back in while the infantry soldiers clung onto the sides of the vehicle, standing on the running board. 
 
    Once everyone was onboard, Dorring put the DPV into gear and roared out of there, crashing through several market stalls that hadn’t yet caught fire. A firebomb narrowly missed them and Conner sprayed more bullets in the crowd’s general direction to heed them off. 
 
    The DPV crashed out of the market square and into an alleyway bordered on both sides by stone buildings. Dorring’s eyes scanned forward and he swore out loud. 
 
    “What is it?” Jane said from behind him. 
 
    “They’ve blocked the road. Tell everyone to hang on.” 
 
    Fifty yards ahead, a van had been parked across the mouth of the alley and then set on fire. Jane leaned out the window and told the army guys to hold on. They all looked forward in unison and their eyes immediately widened. Conner spotted several insurgents hanging around the back of the flaming roadblock. He let them have it with the machine gun and they dived for cover. Dorring gripped the steering wheel and everyone tensed up as the DPV smashed into the van and sent it sprawling out of the alley and across the road outside. He pulled the handbrake and dropped the DPV through several gears, spinning the wheel so that the heavy vehicle spun around ninety degrees and faced up the road, Conner almost falling out of the turret. Dorring then accelerated and flicked back up through the gears, the DPV chugging its way out of there. People emerged from alleyways. Stones and other projectiles flew at the escaping vehicle, some coming from children and women who’d gathered on the streets further up. A petrol bomb came flying from an alleyway and struck the side of the DPV. The flames knocked Kevin back from the window. There was a scream. One of the infantry soldiers had been on that side. The flames had knocked him off. Dorring looked in the mirror and saw him rolling along the asphalt, covered in fire. A mass of people were running to him. The last thing Dorring saw before his eyes turned back to the road was the guy consumed by people and flames. 
 
    “We gotta go back for him,” one of the soldiers called in through the window. 
 
    Dorring said nothing. He concentrated on the road. There weren’t any more people and he knew that the open desert was about half a kilometer away. They would be safe only if he kept driving. 
 
    “Hey!” the two soldiers called out. “We’ve got to go back.” 
 
    Dorring said nothing and Jane tried to placate them through the window. As they hit the open desert, he heard one of them crying. They’d lost two comrades. Today would leave a stain on both their souls and they would never forget it. Never. 
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    “It’s all yours.” 
 
    It was Mo. She’d gotten off the phone and was now once more sitting opposite Dorring at the table by the window. He hadn’t even noticed her sit down, having been so wrapped up in thoughts of the past. 
 
    Conner was still somewhere behind the bar through the beaded curtain. It was clear that unlike Dorring, he was no stranger to this place. But what was he doing here? Surely if Kevin had come, he’d have seen Conner too. Had the two made contact? Was that why Conner was here? Was he also looking for him? Had Kevin contacted Conner and brought him here? But then why the familiarity with the landlord? Mr. Jones, Mac had called him. And Conner had asked for the bossman. 
 
    “Wake up, dreamy head,” Mo said, waving a dainty hand in front of his eyes. “Did ya not hear me?” she added when she was sure she had his attention. 
 
    “Sorry, what?” 
 
    “I said, it’s all yours.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “Why, the cottage, silly. Mrs. McPherson said we can pick the keys up when I finish my shift.” 
 
    “When you finish your shift?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said with a coquettish grin. “Ya’ll need me to drive you. She lives on the other side o’ the island an’ the cottage is a little further on. Very quiet an’ oot the way. Right on the beach. Sand. Pebbles. Little clifftops. Rock pools. It’s a true paradise.” 
 
    “Who says I haven’t got a car to drive myself?” he said with a gentle grin. 
 
    “The taxi you pulled up in, for one,” she replied with a knowing smile. 
 
    “Touché,” Dorring put back and her smile grew across her freckled cheeks. 
 
    Then he thought of Conner again. 
 
    “Hey, Mo?” he said. 
 
    “Yes, darling?” 
 
    “Who was that man that went back behind the bar?” 
 
    “His name is Conner. Or Mr. Jones to most people.” 
 
    “What does he do here?” 
 
    “Works for Lord Appleby. He’s head of security at the lab.” 
 
    “How long for?” 
 
    “I don’t know. A long time. He’s been here since I were a wee lass at school an’ I’m twenty-five now.” 
 
    So he was already here, Dorring said to himself. And Kevin chased the killer to this island one year ago. And Conner was here. But surely not. It couldn’t be him. 
 
    At that moment, Conner Jones emerged from the beaded curtain. With his back to the bar, Dorring watched the reflection of his old comrade in the window. Conner nodded to Mac and Mac nodded back. He lifted the counter top and walked out. Then he seemed to be caught in indecision. Pausing, he glanced at the door, then at the back of Dorring’s head. Coming to a decision, he walked steadily over to him and came to a stop beside the table. 
 
    “Hello, Conner,” Mo said, glancing up at him. 
 
    “Hello, Mo,” Conner said back. “Do you mind if I sit here with your friend?” 
 
    “Of course not. He were just askin’ aboot you.” 
 
    “Was he?” Conner said, turning to Dorring, whose eyes were still trained on the stormy sea. 
 
    “Oh yes,” Mo said. 
 
    “Well, can I take a seat?” 
 
    “Of course,” Mo said, and she grabbed the chair next to her and brought it around the table for him. 
 
    “I was hoping to sit with him alone,” Conner said. 
 
    Mo’s eyes narrowed at him and a peevish look took over her pretty face. 
 
    “You’re not going to warn him off, are you?” she said. “Tell him to watch himself.” 
 
    “No. I just want a friendly chat. I don’t suppose Dorring’s told you, but we’re old friends.” 
 
    Her eyes widened sharply and she turned to Dorring. 
 
    “It’s okay, Mo,” he said. “It’d be nice to catch up.” 
 
    With a look of confusion now nestled on her face, Mo stood up and glanced over at the bar. 
 
    “Well, I had to clean the glasses anyway,” she said. “S’pose I better be gettin’ on with that.” 
 
    She got up from her chair and went over to the bar, going in through the gap in the counter top left by Conner. Dorring’s old comrade took her former place and joined him in gazing out the window at the bay. 
 
    “Looks like a pretty bad storm is coming,” Conner said. 
 
    The water was very choppy in the harbor, tossing the boats about. Most of them were now in, their masts bobbing from side to side like the pendulum of a metronome. The storm was right at the mouth of the bay, a vortex of black cloud swirling angrily with the sea foaming and raging underneath. Even the gulls were flying off for cover, heading towards cliffs on one side of the bay’s mouth. 
 
    Dorring felt unable to turn to the other man. There was so much he wanted to say, to ask, but he didn’t know exactly what was going on. Could Conner be trusted with the truth? Could he mention Kevin? Or was this man to be suspected and feared? Everything had been turned upside down and Dorring needed time to think of a strategy. 
 
    Eventually, Conner turned to him from the view and Dorring did likewise. Their eyes met across the table and Dorring spotted a glint of sadness in the other man. 
 
    “How are you, Conner?” he said. 
 
    “I’m good, partner.” 
 
    He offered his hand and Dorring took it. Their hands squeezed each other and Dorring noted that his old comrade had lost some of his muscle tone in the preceding years. Had replaced it with fat. On his lap sat a well fed stomach. It looked like a curled up cat sleeping under his shirt. 
 
    Their hands parted and they went back to staring for a few seconds more. Dorring gathered that Conner was weighing him up. There was a look on his face full of suspicion and intrigue. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Dorring?” he asked. 
 
    “What is it with everyone in this place?” Dorring said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, first the ferryman. Then the barmaid. Now you. Why’s everyone so eager to know why I’m here?” 
 
    “We don’t get many visitors this time of year.” 
 
    “Probably because you scare them all off.” 
 
    “Probably.” They were silent a little longer and then Conner added, “So what are you doing here?” 
 
    “I’m on holiday,” Dorring stated blankly while looking square into Conner’s eyes. 
 
    “And you came here to McGuffin?” 
 
    “Yes. I read about it in an article.” 
 
    “What article?” 
 
    “National Geographic. An article on the fauna and flora of the Outer Hebrides. You have a type of seal that comes to the beaches at this time of year. Only five hundred in existence. Then there’s a heather that grows only on this island. Extremely rare. I believe your boss grows it for his pharmaceutical company.” 
 
    “He does. Gordon’s Heather.” 
 
    “That’s the one,” Dorring said, looking him straight in the eyes. 
 
    “So what, you’re retired now?” Conner asked next. 
 
    “Yes. Have been for some time.” 
 
    “I would have thought you’d have stayed in the unit your whole life. I could never imagine you being very good in the real world.” 
 
    “I’m not. That’s why I travel.” 
 
    “Got a good pension then?” 
 
    “Enough. Plus, my mum died and I inherited a little.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear about that.” 
 
    “You’ve nothing to feel sorry for,” Dorring said blankly, his eyes trained on the man opposite. 
 
    Conner grinned and pointed a thick finger straight at Dorring. 
 
    “You always were a dry bastard, Dorring,” he said with a grin. 
 
    Alex turned back to the storm. It was in the bay now. He spotted three boats out to sea that were obviously late in. They were riding the great waves, climbing steadily up their steep banks and then toppling over the other side, their bows smashing down into the water as the boat came over the peak, disappearing partway under so that for a few seconds you were afraid that the rest of the boat would follow, until it’d emerge back out of the water and the boat would ride up the slope of the next wave. 
 
    “You still see the boys?” Dorring said without turning from the view. 
 
    “The boys? Huh! Not really. Christmas cards. But not much else. You?” 
 
    “No. I haven’t seen anyone since the day I left.” 
 
    “I heard that. Some of us tried to find you, but it was impossible.” 
 
    “I hid myself away,” Dorring said in a hollow voice. 
 
    “Someone said they heard you’d moved upstairs. Joined special branch.” 
 
    Dorring turned to Conner and gazed into him. He realized that his former comrade knew nothing for sure and—like he’d said—had only heard a rumor. A very close to the truth rumor. But a rumor all the same. 
 
    “Nothing so illustrious,” Dorring said with a blank look. “I was discharged and for the last ten years I’ve been traveling around.” 
 
    “Traveling around? Like a bloody nomad?” 
 
    “Like a bloody nomad,” Dorring repeated. “So go on then: who sends you Christmas cards?” 
 
    Conner had to think a moment. Then he answered. 
 
    “Packham—you remember Chris?” 
 
    “Yeah. I remember Chris Packham.” 
 
    “Him. Durant. Harding. Johnson. Mckay. You know—the rest of the boys. All except you.” 
 
    It was his turn to stare into Dorring. 
 
    “I’m not the Christmas card kind of guy,” Alex said. 
 
    “More the show up out of nowhere kind of guy,” Conner suggested. 
 
    “Yeah. But like I said, I’m on holiday. Read an article and was interested about the place. Thought I’d come out here.” 
 
    “And you happen to end up in this pub on the day I walk into it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How’d you end up here in this pub?” 
 
    “This pub?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “The taxi driver brought me here,” Dorring explained coolly. “I got off the ferry, got in his car and asked for a bar, thinking it the best place to find somewhere to stay. He dropped me right outside that door.” 
 
    “So this is serendipitous?” 
 
    “Yeah. I guess.” 
 
    The two turned their heads and went back to staring at the boats. Three of them were still caught in the storm, but had entered the mouth of the bay and were now safe. Fishermen lined the railings at the front of the harbor. It appeared they were waiting for the last of the men and were relieved that the boats had made it. Once they were mooring themselves on the jetties, the mass of fishermen began to break up and started to make their way up the stone steps to the pub. Soon, the place would be filled with their wet, worn bodies. 
 
    “You seen any of the others from that time?” Dorring said. 
 
    “What is this?” Conner retorted peevishly. 
 
    Dorring turned to him. “I asked a simple question. Out of interest. It’s up to you if you want to answer.” 
 
    Conner pierced his eyes at Dorring and his lip curled slightly. 
 
    “So?” Dorring pressed him. 
 
    “From time to time,” Conner replied blankly. 
 
    “Any of them come visit you here?” 
 
    “No. I go to see them on the mainland.” 
 
    “So no one from back then has come to see you here on McGuffin?” 
 
    Dorring’s gray eyes penetrated the other man. 
 
    “No one has come here,” Conner said, and Dorring could see no evidence of a lie, though Conner always did have a good poker face. 
 
    The first of the fishermen entered the pub, the bell above the door going wild. 
 
    “Ten pints o’ ale, missy,” a large man with a ruddy face said. “An’ ten whiskeys to go with it. We need our barnacles warmed here. Hell of a day.” 
 
    The men spotted Conner and nodded to him reverently. He nodded back without taking his eyes off Dorring. 
 
    “You know,” he said, his voice low and drowned out by the general din that had come in with the men, “a lot of us thought maybe you’d left the unit because of what happened in Helmand.” 
 
    He stared at Dorring with a solemn expression. The look intimated exactly what part of their five years in Helmand he meant, and it made Dorring mad. The latter clenched his fists and gritted his teeth, his whole body going rigid. 
 
    “And what would you know about Helmand, Conner?” he said. 
 
    “Why’re you here, Alex?” Conner said back, ignoring the question. 
 
    “A holiday. Why’re you here?” 
 
    “I work on this island. I protect this island. I worry when I see a man like you roaming around it. It makes me uneasy for its citizens.” 
 
    The two men stared at each other and it appeared you’d need a knife to cut through the tension building between them, their eyes burning into each other. Dorring began to assess the situation. Assess where everyone was in relation to himself. Who would be a danger and who wouldn’t. In what order he’d have to fight. Conner first. He was by far the most dangerous. The fishermen were big men, but he was sure they knew little of fighting. Of real fighting. Mac the landlord looked like he could handle himself, but only if the thing he had to handle was a drunk in need of being shoved out after one too many. No, he’d be no hassle either. 
 
    But there was no need to fight. 
 
    A face came to the door. A neat and tidy face. The type used to moisturizer and a distinct lack of cold, salty air lashing against it. It was such a contrast from the red, wind-burned faces of the fishermen. And his gold-rimmed glasses looked expensive. Not the sort of thing a fishermen can afford, no matter how many fish he catches. 
 
    “Conner?” he called through the door in a well-to-do voice. 
 
    The fishermen turned and all of them removed their hoods and held them to their chests. 
 
    “Good day to ya, Lord Appleby,” they said in unison like a men's choir. 
 
    “Good day, chaps,” the man at the door said, brushing a manicured hand through his manicured hair. “Bit of a storm out there. I hope none of you were caught too badly in it.” 
 
    “Nay. Only a wee bit o’ bother for some o’ tha boys who were picking up the crabbing pots further oot. But we’re all back now.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” Appleby said before turning his eyes back on Conner. 
 
    “I’ll be going,” Conner said to Dorring, standing up. “Stay out of trouble.” 
 
    He walked out with Lord Appleby and Dorring watched through the window of the door as they got into a white Rolls Royce and drove away. 
 
    “What were that about?” 
 
    Dorring turned to his left and found Mo standing beside him. 
 
    “Nothing,” Dorring replied. “Just catching up.” 
 
    “You both looked real intense.” 
 
    “We served in the SAS together. Our relationship was born in intensity.” 
 
    “I guess,” she said, looking a little bewildered by what he’d just said. “Anyway, I’ll have to finish serving this lot before I can go. Probably be aboot an hour. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll go for a little walk.” 
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    Dorring didn’t leave his bag in the pub. He took it with him. He walked north from the Mermaid and Anchor, away from the bay and towards the hill with the church. The one he’d seen from the ferry. He walked up narrow cobbled streets where people ran into buildings out of the rain. It was hitting fast and Dorring brought the hood of his coat over his head. 
 
    At the main town center, he passed shop windows where people stared out at the big man passing by under the weight of the rain and his rucksack. He wondered whether they’d already heard of the stranger in town. He turned east onto a residential road and from the windows, children ogled him until their mothers pulled them away. 
 
    Passing along a narrow alleyway that split the tight town like a crack, he decided to take a break from the rain and hunkered under the shelter of a doorway. Hidden from the rest of the alley, he stood wondering where he would go when a figure walked past the mouth of the doorway. 
 
    It was the woman from the ferry. She was under a hood, but he spotted the face poking out and observed the mole on her cheek. She hadn’t noticed him when she went past and he leaned out of the doorway and watched her as she walked to the end of the alley. With nothing else to do, he decided to follow her. Not in any malevolent way, but because he was simply curious. Though he couldn’t tell if it was his attraction to her that made him that way, or the fact that she struck him as mysterious, what with the photograph and the sad look he’d seen in her eyes during the journey from the mainland. 
 
    Dorring left the doorway and followed behind through the veil of thumping rain. At the end of the alley, he turned left and traveled uphill along another narrow passage, the woman some twenty or so yards in front. He followed her up a steep hill and she never once turned over her shoulder. Observing her as she went through a tall iron gate that led up stone steps into a cemetery, Dorring waited at the bottom for her to reach the top before he too went under the arch of the gate. At the summit, he passed the statue of a tearful angel that stood guard, being sure to pat its head as he did. 
 
    Dorring stopped and gazed through the rain at a field of gravestones and monuments, the white, gleaming church standing to the side and looking as if it was made from bone. The hill appeared to be the highest point of McGuffin and overlooked the whole island. Dorring wondered if it was so the dead had a clear view of the bay in order to look over their ancestors. Perhaps that was the thinking behind it. 
 
    The woman was walking amongst the graves. Dorring stood watching her as she stopped in front of one. Getting closer, he took cover behind a large monument that honored all the fishermen who’d lost their lives to their age old enemy, the sea. It was a wall of marble covered in the names and dates of the departed men. At its top was a marble carving of snarling fishermen dragging in a large net. Working hard above the names of the dead. 
 
    The woman stood before the grave for some time and though it was hard to tell through the thick, beaded curtain of rain, Dorring was sure that she was crying over it. Eventually, she kneeled before the headstone and kissed it. Then she left. Dorring watched her disappear back down the stone steps. Then he came out of his hiding spot, leaving the hardworking fishermen to their eternal struggle with the net, and walked to the grave. 
 
    The stone had been desecrated, the top half of it smashed off. Around it grew weeds and the grave was unkempt and grown over. Glancing up the rows of nearby graves, Dorring noted that the others were all well looked after. It made him wonder why this one had been left to nature, as well as being desecrated. 
 
    Coming to the headstone, he moved the weeds back with his hand and found a partial inscription, the rest of which had been on the smashed off piece of stone. There was the end of a name and a date. 
 
    hlin 1960 to 1995. 
 
    That was all. 
 
    Standing up from the grave, Dorring glanced around. The cemetery was the size of a football pitch, lined with neat rows of graves that bent with the hill. A few wide oak grew in places and an iron fence surrounded it all. 
 
    Dorring saw something through the thick rain. 
 
    A figure was standing beside an oak tree at the edge. At first, Dorring mistook it for a stone statue—some gargoyle keeping watch over the dead—but he soon realized it was a live person. The man—his size dictated this assumption—was tall and dressed in jeans and a large, bulky, green coat, the hood of which hung over his face so only his white chin stuck out at the bottom. 
 
    Though Dorring couldn’t see the eyes or face within the darkness of the hood, he was sure that whoever it was was looking right at him. So he decided to approach him. 
 
    However, no sooner had Dorring started to walk towards him than the figure turned and moved away. Dorring began jogging and so too did the man, until he was jumping over the iron fence and disappearing down the edge of the hill. 
 
    By the time Dorring reached the fence, whoever it was had climbed to the bottom of a steep bank of grass and rocks that led to a road. The other side of that was lined with houses. An alleyway split them and the figure dived into it once he’d crossed the road. 
 
    Dorring hopped over the fence, carefully came down the bank, slipping on the wet earth near the bottom but catching himself, and ran across the road into the alley. About ten yards in, it met another alley that went both left and right. Dorring glanced both ways. It traveled between the backs of houses and was lined with gates and fencing. Glancing left, he spotted the back of a green coat disappearing around a corner some twenty yards away. He tore after it, but when he turned the corner, he found nothing except an empty alley leading out into the street ten yards ahead. 
 
    Dorring ran towards the mouth of the alleyway. But as he passed a back gate, it swung sharply open and he was suddenly grabbed from the side and thrown forcefully into a fence that he almost went though. 
 
    It was the man in the hood. 
 
    With his face still partially hidden, he stood before Dorring with a wry grin written across his mouth. Nevertheless, Dorring didn’t really notice the smile. What he did notice was the large hunting knife held tight in his hand. 
 
    He came at Dorring and the latter maneuvered himself away to avoid the blade. Missing, the man came at him again in a frenzied attack, slashing backhanded through the rain as it splashed off the knife. Dorring grabbed the arm as he dodged it. He tried to pull it around, maneuver the limb so he could break it in a grip and have the fingers release the knife. But his opponent was far too strong and skilled for this. The heavyset arm almost lifted Dorring from his feet as it swung him into a fence. 
 
    He was forced to let go. Another frenzied attack. The figure came at Dorring as he got away from the fence and Dorring had to guard the blows and swing his body out of the way. A plunging knife attack came down at him and he expertly twisted his body around just in time to take the blow into his rucksack. Twisting sharply back, he tried to use the bag to pull the knife from the hand. But the grip was too firm and the attacker merely retrieved it as Dorring swooped around. He jumped back from more blows, the blade slashing through the air, and the figure stopped as the two stood a few yards apart, the man breathing heavily from the effort, the rain splashing off of him and steam rising from both of them. Dorring quickly removed his rucksack and threw it to the side. Then he stood glaring at the man. 
 
    “Is that you, Conner?” he said, trying to figure from memory if the size and body shape were the same. 
 
    The figure didn’t move and merely stood with his head bowed. 
 
    “Where’s Kevin?” Dorring wanted to know. 
 
    The mouth smiled at him. 
 
    “Whoever you are,” Dorring went on, “you’re going to need something more substantial than that knife.” 
 
    The figure came at him again, but he was ready. Dorring used the motion of the other man to move around the thrusting knife blow and swoop underneath the arm. Grabbing it, he thrust upwards. But the figure moved rapidly himself and twisted away from the attempt to break his arm. Pulling back, he managed to evade Dorring. But the ex-MI6 agent was expecting the show of strength. He used it as a distraction. Coming back up with the retracted arm, he swung his knee with everything he had into the figure’s groin. It should have sent him sprawling to his knees. It should have sent his balls into his stomach. But instead, the figure moved not one iota, didn’t even flinch. Dorring glanced up into the face. He could see the mouth and chin. He was smiling. 
 
    Dorring leaped back and the two resumed their circling of each other, Dorring’s eyes peeled on his opponent. That was when a nearby gate flew open and an old woman carrying a black bag filled with garbage came strolling out. She jumped when she saw the two, especially when she spotted the knife. The figure turned sharply to her. Then back at Dorring. Then he bolted through the gate she’d come out of, knocking her backwards as he pushed past and making her scream. Dorring went off in pursuit. They dashed through a small garden of patio stones and flowerbeds and into a house. An old man sitting at a table almost threw his newspaper into the ceiling when they ran past. The figure moved through the house and out the front door. Dorring came out after. It was a residential street bordered with terrace houses made of the same gray stone as everything else. The rain was pouring off the black tile roofs and cascading down the fronts. The figure was heading to the end of the road. There, the street was cut off by a road coming across perpendicular. An iron fence ran along it and it was this they ran towards. The other side was a steep bank that led down to a road hugging the edge of the cliffs. 
 
    The figure jumped over the fence and disappeared down the bank. Dorring headed to it, but as he reached the road, he had to throw himself suddenly to the side as a car came screeching out of the rain. 
 
    Landing on his flank close to the iron railing, Dorring lay gazing through the gaps while the figure reached the end of the bank and ran across the road at the bottom, heading into another alleyway that split the next set of houses. 
 
    “You blind or something?” a female voice cried through the rain. 
 
    Dorring turned and was surprised to see the woman with the mole. She wore an angered expression as she stood outside her car. 
 
    “I asked you a question,” she said. 
 
    Dorring gathered himself up off the ground. She was gazing at him sternly, the hood of her jacket down and the rain splashing off of her russet hair, the mole shining like a black hole in the center of her milky skinned cheek. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said when he was standing before her. 
 
    “You’re sorry? I could’ve killed you, ya silly bastard.” 
 
    “But no harm was done, right?” Dorring said, wiping the dirt from his jeans. 
 
    “No harm!? What if I’d o’ driven off the side here to avoid you? This fence is ancient. It wouldn’t have stopped my car.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t have been so bad,” Dorring replied with a note of indifference in his voice. “It’s not a huge drop and maybe then you would have struck the man that’s just tried to kill me.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him, frowning through the raindrops. She looked even more beautiful when she was cross. Dorring always found that with women. When they pouted, it was all show. An act. But when they were cross, there was nothing fake about their look. This was them at their core. Reality rather than act. And the reality was that this woman made Dorring’s blood burn. 
 
    “What did you just say?” she said. 
 
    “It wouldn’t have been so bad,” he repeated. 
 
    “No. After that.” 
 
    “It’s not a huge drop?” 
 
    She became even more irritated and her face bent into a scowl. 
 
    “Don’t play games with me,” she growled at him. 
 
    “I said that you might have hit the man who tried to kill me.” 
 
    “Who the hell just tried to kill you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He wouldn’t say and he wouldn’t lift the hood of his jacket. But he came at me with a knife.” 
 
    She ran to the edge of the railing and looked down at the road and the backs of the houses below. 
 
    “He’s gone,” Dorring informed her. 
 
    She turned to him with narrowed eyes, a look of suspicion mixed with consternation on her face. 
 
    “Who?” she asked. 
 
    “I never got a good enough look at his face and he was hardly going to leave me his card.” 
 
    “Are you willing to come down the police station and make a statement?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What if I placed you under arrest?” 
 
    Dorring looked at her and it was his turn to narrow his eyes. 
 
    “You a cop?” he asked. 
 
    “Would I offer to arrest you if I wasn’t?” 
 
    “I guess not. But I’m still not making any statement. I’m here as a tourist. I merely want to enjoy some rest.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like rest when you’re being attacked by knife wielding hoodies. That is if there ever was one. I mean, I wasn’t far away and I never saw anyone else. Only saw you at the last second as you came bolting out of Burns Street.” 
 
    “Well, maybe you had other things on your mind.” 
 
    Her face went red and her eyes bulged. 
 
    “I should drag you down the station this minute,” she snarled at him, “and have you charged with recklessly endangering life.” 
 
    “For running across a road?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    They stared at each other for a moment and the tension became thicker than the rain. Dorring found his blood burning even more. There was something wondrous about her taut expression and clenched fists. As though she were trying to hold back her sexuality but was only sharpening it. 
 
    “Look,” he said, “I can’t seem to get off on the right foot around here. I seem to simply annoy anyone I come across. Can I offer you my sincere apologies and start again?” 
 
    Her look softened as his own did. He looked earnest to her and it was frustrating to feel her anger being ebbed away by his handsome good looks. 
 
    Dorring held his hand out and she looked as though she’d rather bite it. Turning furiously, she went back to her car and went to get in. But before she did, she turned to him and said, “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Alex Dorring.” 
 
    “Well, Alex, you better watch yourself. McGuffin isn’t the nice little island you may think it is.” 
 
    With that, she got in the car and he watched as she drove away. 
 
    Oh, I know it's not, he said to himself. I certainly know it’s not. 
 
    Having retrieved his bag from the alley, Dorring made his way along the streets back to the Mermaid and Anchor. When he walked through the door, he found the place filled to the rafters with fishermen and the walls reverberating with roaring voices and chinking glasses. Mo’s smiling face presented itself from the throng and she sidled her nimble little body through to him. 
 
    “I’m all finished, thank God,” she said. “Let the others deal with this rabble. My shift’s over. Where’d you go, anyway?” 
 
    “Just for a stroll around the place.” 
 
    “See anything worth telling about?” 
 
    “Nothing to report. I went to the cemetery on the hill and came back.” 
 
    He’d decided not to mention the attack. Not to anyone from now on. 
 
    Mo grabbed a fawn colored leather jacket from behind the bar and they left. Around the back of the pub was a mustard colored MG Roadster—an old British coupe from the 1970s. It was a little rusty and inside was a little dirty, the footwell stuffed with detritus. But when she turned the key in the ignition, the car roared into life with an exuberance that defied its superficial appearance. 
 
    “Buckle up,” she said as she dropped it in gear and the car leaped out of the alley and away from the pub. 
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    They soon left the cobbled streets and traveled on an asphalt road that snaked along the coastline. Mo drove like a racing driver, changing up and down through the gears as she threw the coupe around the corners, a gleeful smile on her face. The road bent inland and traveled into the island. Now it was all fields of those same plastic tunnels of Gordon’s Heather, the flowers a violet haze passing by the window as they tore down the single lane country road, tall grassy verges on either side that towered over the car. The rain had stopped, but the wet road still offered a hazard. One which Mo appeared unperturbed by as she pushed the car to its limits. 
 
    Dorring’s fingers gripped the dashboard. He was wedged into the low seat, his bulk filling almost the whole of the passenger side, and he feared that the car could become a coffin. 
 
    “A little fast for you?” Mo said, turning from the road and grinning across the car at him. 
 
    “No. I don’t mind fast,” he said. “It’s driving while not looking that does me.” 
 
    At that moment, she dashed her eyes back onto the road as a sharp left came up. She swung the steering wheel and changed down through the gears as the car swung around the tight corner, the chicane suddenly turning right and her hands spinning the wheel the other way, the car feeling as though it would come off one set of wheels. 
 
    She laughed loudly like a witch, her head tipped back, when the coupe burst from the turns and she went back up through the gears. Dorring's fingers almost ripped a piece of the plastic dash away. 
 
    Then her laugh stopped. 
 
    “Shit!” she exclaimed. 
 
    Dorring saw what she meant. About a hundred yards further along was a police car spread across the road and blocking their way. 
 
    “Let me do the talking,” Mo said as she brought the car down through the gears. 
 
    “I’ve been letting you do the talking since we met,” Dorring replied and she cocked an eye at him, sticking out her tongue. 
 
    Outside the squad car stood a policeman in uniform. Dorring wondered if the woman with the mole had gotten ahold of him and told him to intercept Dorring. He’d soon find out. 
 
    Mo pulled the MG up to the cop and he came over to her side. She rolled the window down and he crouched beside the low car so that his face was level with hers. He was a tall, middle aged man with gray hair and a thick black moustache, the hair having aged quicker on his head. His deep set eyes resembled an owl’s, the lids saggy and large bags hanging underneath. It added to his stern demeanor. His thin lipped mouth resembled the gap in a letterbox and he didn’t look pleased to see them. 
 
    “Afternoon, Fergus,” Mo said. 
 
    “Hello, missy,” he replied. “Where’re y’ off to in such a hurry?” 
 
    “I was doin’ my civic duty an’ giving this chap here a lift down to the McPherson cottage. He’s gonna be stayin’ there.” 
 
    “Is that so? And who is the wee visitor here?” 
 
    He gazed across the car at Dorring, and in turn,  the ‘wee visitor’ was busy gazing back at Fergus the cop. The latter leaned against the car, setting his hands down on the edge of Mo’s window. From his position, his waist was close to the window. Dorring could just about see the top of a pistol handle on the side of his hip. This came as a surprise. After all, McGuffin island was in the United Kingdom. And in the U.K., local bobbies on the beat didn’t carry firearms. Only specially trained units, usually in cities and on call, carried them. 
 
    “His name’s Alex,” Mo replied. “He’s English. He’s gonna stay at the cottage for a week. Says he wants t’ see the wildlife. Read about us in some magazine.” 
 
    “That’s lovely,” the cop said blankly. Flicking two reptilian eyes at Dorring, he asked, “An’ what do you say, lad?” 
 
    “Like she said,” Dorring answered calmly, “I’m here for a holiday. Some relaxation. Then at some point I was going to hike the island. Walk every last yard of it.” 
 
    He gazed into Fergus’ eyes, looking for a reaction, looking to see if this upset him in any way. A twitch traveled up the cop’s cheek. It looked like it did. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at Dorring and said, “Is tha’ so?” 
 
    “It is,” Dorring said. “I’d like to become acquainted with every inch of McGuffin.” 
 
    Fergus was looking angry, though he tried to keep his expression as rigid as possible, the letterbox mouth curling slightly at one edge. 
 
    “You have any identification, lad?” he asked. 
 
    “Now come on, Fergus,” Mo pleaded. 
 
    The cop put a hand up to her and she acquiesced. Dorring leaned into the back and he observed that the cop’s hand went to his hip. Dorring paused and glanced sideways at Fergus. The cop’s expression was blank. Dorring gathered that Fergus would have no qualms about shooting him. He wondered if the cop had shot someone before. He had the look of a man who had. 
 
    So Dorring was extremely careful with the rest of his movements as he leaned into the back and unzipped his bag. He took his passport and just as carefully leaned back into the front, where he stretched his thick arm over Mo and handed the passport to the hand that came through the gap in the driver’s side window. 
 
    Fergus looked inside the document, gazed back at Dorring and then shoved it into his back pocket. 
 
    “You can have it back when y’ leave,” he snapped at Dorring. “You won’t need it till then.” 
 
    “Now come on, Fergus,” Mo protested. “This isn’t on. He’s a visitor. A tourist, for Christ sake.” 
 
    “We don’t need tourism,” Fergus said defiantly. “We don’t need anything.” Then turning to Dorring, he added, “My suggestion to you, lad, is to enjoy your stay an’ keep away from anything that’s nay to do with you. D’ya ken what am sayin’?” 
 
    “I don’t think I do ken.” 
 
    The cop’s eyes widened and his face erupted into a malevolent scowl. He stood up sharply and hammered his fist down on the coupe’s roof so that the little car shook. 
 
    “Get oot the car!” he screamed. 
 
    “Come on, Fergus,” Mo objected. “He were only havin’ a laugh.” 
 
    “Get oot o’ the fuckin’ car,” Fergus continued. 
 
    Mo went to protest further, but Dorring laid a hand on her arm and she desisted. He then opened the door and got out. 
 
    “Look,” he said, holding his hands up as the cop came around the car. “We’ve gotten off to a bad start. I was only joking.” 
 
    “I’ll tell the bloody jokes ’roun’ here, lad,” the cop grunted as he came before Dorring, who still held his hands up, deeply aware of the sidearm. 
 
    Fergus came to Dorring and stared into him. His beady eyes buried in fleshy bags gave off the impression of some humanoid insect. His hand was on the sidearm, a Glock 17. If he drew it, Dorring would whip a fist into his stomach quicker than the hand could raise the weapon. As he’d go sprawling back, Dorring would grab the pistol, get his passport back and then leave. 
 
    But he didn’t need to do that. 
 
    The cop only wanted to feel that he’d threatened Dorring. Feel that he’d made him scared. He certainly didn’t look up for taking him on in any real capacity. He looked out of shape and stank of cigarettes. Even in the fresh, post-storm country air. 
 
    So Dorring stood and tried to look worried by the gun, glancing from time to time at it while the cop glared at him. This, he thought, would give the impression that he was agitated. He wasn’t sure that if he just grinned in the cop’s face—like he’d like to—the little Hitler wouldn’t suddenly decide to start shooting from anger. Then Dorring would probably have to hurt him. 
 
    “Just you fucking watch yourself, lad,” Fergus said, laying the bad cop routine on with a shovel. “Enjoy your fuckin’ holiday an’ stay away from places people tell ya not to go. Watch the fuckin’ birds. Go see the fuckin’ seals out on the eastern bay. Enjoy the salty fuckin’ air. Make fuckin’ daisy chains an’ fuck as many barmaids as you want. But you stay in fuckin’ line, lad. Or me an’ ma pals will hand you to the fishermen for them to use as bait. Understand?” 
 
    Dorring nodded. He was trying hard not to laugh. It reminded him of the type of shit drill instructors used to come out with during basic training. Tried to belittle you as much as they could so that they could break you down. Then once you were in pieces, they’d begin the job of building you back up again in their own disciplined image. 
 
    Fergus turned on his heels and got in his car. When he was sitting inside and the engine was on, he rolled down the window and said, “Come to the station when you leave. Your passport will be safe an’ sound until then. Mo will tell you where it is. Now stay outta trouble, lad.” 
 
    He plunged the car into reverse and did a three point turn before driving away towards town. Dorring swiveled his head to watch him disappear around the grass verge. 
 
    “Well, that was intense,” Mo said when Dorring got back into the car. 
 
    She started the coupe and drove much more carefully after that. The lack of obvious danger allowed Dorring to think. 
 
    There had been no mention of the earlier incident involving the woman with the mole. He was sure that it hadn’t been her that had sent Fergus there. Otherwise the cop would have mentioned the knife wielding maniac. It was clear that he had been waiting for Dorring in particular, but not because of her. And he wasn’t there for speeding cars or had serendipitously happened to be there, either. No. He was waiting specifically for them. So if it wasn’t the woman, then who was it? Conner? He would have been able to tell them that Dorring was with Mo. He could also have easily found out that they were going to meet Mrs. McPherson to retrieve the keys to the cottage. But why? Why was this island so eager to get rid of him? He’d been harassed since he’d stepped foot there. Everyone had given him a hard time except Mo. 
 
    Dorring realized that he had to do everything he could to find out if Kevin was, or had ever been, on the island. And if so, what he knew of the goings on of the place. What were they hiding? What were they worried about? 
 
    They pulled up outside a terrace of gray block houses in the middle of a vale. The sun had come out and was now low in the late afternoon, making the clouds glimmer gold and bronze like the scales of a fish. Mo knocked on a little wooden door and a rotund old woman answered it with a ruddy face and suspicious eyes. She looked Dorring up and down for a good few seconds, her lip curling as she did, and only appeared appreciative of the custom when he handed over the hundred and fifty pounds. She gazed at the money greedily and snatched it from him, sliding it into the top pocket of her apron. 
 
    They left with the keys. The road bent and twisted through the fields until it broke out of them completely and ran along the edge of the island along clifftops. Though the rain had ceased, the wind was still stormy and the sea battered into the rocks. At the lowest parts of the road, the water leaped up over the edge and drenched the road in spray, Mo gleefully splashing the car through the puddles it made. Gazing out to sea, Dorring saw the second part of the storm trundling towards the island. It was probably the same one. They were only inside the calm of it as it swirled around them. 
 
    Dorring wondered if that wasn’t what was happening right now. That he was in the eye of something and it was calm for the meantime. But that this was an illusion. That bad things were swirling around him and closing in on his position. Soon the full weight of the storm would crash into him and he’d have to use every one of his wits to navigate his way through. 
 
    The cottage stood at the top of some receding cliffs. The tide was all the way in and battered them hard, the spray reaching up over the edges. The cliffs were made from clay. That was why they were eroding so much. The wooden shack-like cottage was only ten yards from the edge. It wouldn’t be long before the sea dragged it into a watery tomb. 
 
    Mo parked the coupe only a couple of feet from the edge of the torn clifftop. 
 
    “When the tide’s oot,” she said when they got out of the car, “there’s a beautiful sandy beach all the way along here. You can see it a little further up.” 
 
    She pointed along the shoreline and Dorring’s hawk-like eyes gazed to where she meant. Where the coast bent inwards, there was a width of sand covered in tidemarks of debris. It looked like the tide came in a few more feet than it was now. He wondered if he would wake up in the middle of the night floating out to sea in the cottage. On the other side of the beach, rolling hills of plowed fields and hedgerows dominated the surroundings back from the coast. Returning his eyes to the nearby surroundings, he observed a small forest backed onto the property, and then ran off the edge of the brittle cliffs. A lot of the trees had come away with the cliff edge and now lay at forty-five degree angles out of the clay. The cottage was hunkered into the trees as though trying to keep warm. It was a single story wooden affair with most of its paint peeling off and exposing faded timber that was turning the color of bone. 
 
    Unlocking a padlock on the front door, they went inside. Mo switched a light on and it flickered in desperation until managing a dim, buzzing glow. The place was very basic, the door opening onto a single space. There was a small kitchen at the front which consisted of a stove, a sideboard with cupboards and a fridge. A bed in the far corner was covered in dirty sheets and the only separate room was a bathroom. In the middle of the main room was a burner, a tin pipe rising up out of it and going through the roof. They inspected the kitchen and it seemed that the last guest hadn’t cleaned up after themselves. Most of the utensils were lying dormant on the sideboard, covered in a film of grease. Next came the bed sheets, which Mo removed with a disgusted look on her face. Then came the bathroom, which appeared held together by the vile scum stains that covered almost every part of it. 
 
    “There’s a village shop just up the road,” Mo said as they stood at the doorway. “You get a shower an’ I’ll fetch a few things.” 
 
    “I’ll give you some money.” 
 
    “Nay worry.” 
 
    He turned to her and she smiled up at him. Then her eyes went dreamy and her cheeks went rosy. There was a warmth about her. One that came from the lustful feelings edging through her body. Dorring couldn’t help thinking of the woman with the mole. Mo was only a girl in comparison. One that appeared both innocent and naive. He felt that he was taking advantage of her. Even though it was the barmaid who was doing all the chasing. 
 
    Before Dorring had time to think, she was on her tiptoes and her lips were on his. He hadn’t experienced a woman for some months and his body instantly warmed to the possibilities. It said: To hell with guilt! Have some fun. 
 
    So he did. Said to hell with guilt and scooped the waif little body up in his arms. He pressed her into a wall and she wrapped her legs around him, gripping tightly onto the sinewed flesh of his back and driving her lips into his. 
 
    He let her down and they paused, staring into each other’s eyes for a few seconds. 
 
    “You wanna take a shower?” she asked. 
 
    Dorring grinned, lifted her back up, carried her into the bathroom and placed her in the bathtub. He turned the faucet and the shower head vibrated rapidly. There was a great creaking of pipes and suddenly the head burst with water, first a dirty brown fluid and then clean water fresh from the tank. 
 
    “Eek!” Mo cried out as she wrapped her arms back around Dorring, the cold water soaking their clothing. 
 
    They ripped it off and made love in the bathtub, Mo pressed against the wall and crying out into the tiles, her groans of ecstasy echoing out to sea and the movement of his body echoing the beat of the waves against the cliffs. The storm reached the island and the whole cottage began to shake with the wind and the rain. 
 
    By the time they’d finished, it was in full swing, the whole place howling eerily as the wind traveled through the gaps in the cottage’s old structure. Dorring found some kindling in one of the kitchen cupboards and got the burner going, the two of them hanging their clothes on the door to dry. 
 
    Then they got back in the bath and washed in hot water. Mo insisted on soaping Dorring’s body, commenting on how beautiful it was and asking about the scars she found. 
 
    “It looks like you’ve been shot,” she said. 
 
    “I was in the army,” he replied. 
 
    “And you were shot?” 
 
    “More than once.” 
 
    “What about this one?” 
 
    She was running a finger along a six inch scar that resembled an earthworm and went across his abdomen about an inch below his bellybutton. 
 
    “Someone tried to disembowel me,” he stated. “Came at me with a knife.” 
 
    “Bloody hell. What happened to him?” 
 
    “I pushed my thumbs into his eye sockets,” Dorring said calmly, as though he was an office worker describing his work day to his wife. “He let go of the knife after that.” 
 
    Her eyes brightened with a sudden macabre curiosity. 
 
    “What’s it like to kill someone?” she asked. 
 
    He had to think about it. It had been so long since he’d even felt the slightest twinge for those he killed. They deserved it in his eyes and their deaths were no more than a means to an end. He tried to think back to his first kills in the marines, before the SAS—by then he was too far gone. He thought back to the day he killed his first man upfront. The time when the guy jumped out at him and they were caught in a knife fight, the man dying as he held onto Dorring’s arms, his knife buried into the man’s chest. He had watched the guy’s eyes go blank. Watched the life drain out of him. He’d vomited that day. 
 
    “It’s not good,” was all he said in the end. “Killing numbs you. Each death kills a little bit of you too. No matter how hard you try to deny it, it’s true. Even the most righteous kill does that. Kills you a little. Makes you a little more numb.” 
 
    “And are you now completely numb?” she asked. 
 
    He smiled at her as she washed away the soap suds from his hairy chest. 
 
    “Not yet,” he said. “Not yet.” 
 
    They finished in the shower, then sat in bed as the clothes dried. At their feet was a large window that looked out to sea. The rain lashed the pane, making it rattle in its frame, and the rough waves looked blurred behind it. Eventually, the sun was completely gone and all they could see was the black night and the rain hitting the window. 
 
    When her clothes were dry, Mo went off to the village shop while Dorring arranged his things. There wasn’t much. Apart from clothing, money and his toiletries, there was a map of the island and a few other things, including the mobile with Kevin’s message on it. The only thing that could be described as a weapon was his hunting knife that he brought everywhere with him out of habit. He’d decided not to bring a gun to McGuffin, but since seeing the sidearm on the cop, he was now sincerely regretting it. He’d certainly feel far safer if he had a pistol of his own. 
 
    When this was done, he stood at the window and gazed out to sea. The rain had calmed down and didn’t batter the pane so much. Switching the light off, he was able to watch the rough waters. On the horizon he saw two sets of lights about a hundred yards apart. One green. The other red. Though he could only see the lights, he realized it was two ships. They blinked in the rainy night’s sky. At first, he thought perhaps they were traveling over waves and the blinking was the result of the light going out of view behind one. But when they came further towards land, he saw the outline of both ships and realized that they were signaling each other. 
 
    He watched the blinking lights and began to realize something. They were communicating with Morse code. Eventually, the ships were right beside each other and Dorring was sure that this was some confidential communication, though he wasn’t sure exactly what was said, as by the time he’d decided it must be Morse code, they’d already come to the end of their communication. 
 
    “Hungry?” 
 
    He turned from the window to see Mo entering the cottage. She switched the light back on and the ships were replaced by Dorring’s reflection. She was holding a grocery bag in each hand and shuffled over to the sideboard, where she dumped them. 
 
    “More fish and chips?” Dorring asked. 
 
    She smiled and ran to him, jumping up and throwing her arms around him so that he held her. Pressing her lips into his, she giggled. 
 
    “You wanna do it on the bed this time?” she said. 
 
    “You’re insatiable.” 
 
    “It has been said.” 
 
    Dorring carried her over to the bed and placed her carefully down on her back, her arms clinging to him so that he was bent over her. 
 
    “You wanna earn yourself your dinner, big man?” she asked with a coquettish grin. 
 
    “I guess I’ve got no choice,” he replied. 
 
    “No, you haven’t.” 
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    Dorring woke up early the next morning. It was windy, but the rain was gone. Mo was sleeping heavily, last night’s lovemaking having tired the girl out. Not Dorring, though. He was ready for his morning jog. 
 
    Getting changed in near silence, he left the cottage. 
 
    A rickety set of wooden steps led down the cliff to a thin stretch of wet sand. The tide was halfway out and the sea was the calmest he’d seen it so far. He placed headphones in his ears and set his music to random. On came Black Sabbath’s ‘War Pigs’. It had been a favorite of his father’s and reminded Dorring of rides in the car as a boy. He would sit in the passenger seat drumming imaginary drumsticks on the dashboard while his father pouted and pretended he was Ozzy Osborne screaming into the mic. 
 
    Generals gathered in their masses, 
 
    Just like witches at black masses. 
 
    Gazing up and down the stretch of beach, Dorring picked north, put his head down and started. The sand sailed past between his feet, his body moving in one solid motion, a freedom filling him as he cleaved along with the fresh wind in his hair. 
 
    Evil minds that plot destruction, 
 
    Sorcerer of death’s construction. 
 
    He came to a part where the cliffs were low and overhung with forest. Glancing sideways, he wondered whether he’d see anything in their rows. A part of him expected the hooded figure to be there. But the trees were empty and he faced forward once more, the beach spread out before him and the heavy metal music pushing him on. 
 
    In the fields the body’s burning, 
 
    As the war machine keeps turning. 
 
    The forest ended and fields stretched to the side of him, a fence separating them from the beach, which was much wider now. The tide was further out and he gazed at the brown, choppy water as it washed out along the slimy skin of the beach, the sky a jagged reflection of blue and white undulating on the surface. 
 
    Then he spotted something. 
 
    Death and hatred to mankind, 
 
    Poisoning their brainwashed minds. 
 
    Dorring switched the music off and removed the headphones. He was standing still now. Gazing out to sea. Sure that there was something familiar about the shape floating in the tide about twenty yards out. 
 
    Dorring jogged to the water’s edge, the sand sinking under his feet. He stood gazing in the direction of the shape and was sure that he saw the naked back of a man floating in the water. 
 
    He flicked his trainers off and ran into the sea. The beach slipped down steadily underneath the water and he was soon up to his waist. It was bitterly cold, but it didn’t bother him. The mile he’d already jogged meant that his legs were sufficiently warm. 
 
    Dorring dived into the water and swam to the body. 
 
    It was male, completely naked and obviously dead. His lank hair floated in the water and resembled a black squid or an oil slick. His face was almost green when Dorring turned the body over. 
 
    Dorring took ahold of him as though he was still alive, cupping the chin and laying the body along the length of his own, before swimming him in. When he reached a place in the water he could stand, he did so, hauling the body over his shoulder, and carried it back to the beach, where he laid it down on the wet sand so that it faced upwards. 
 
    It was then that Dorring felt his whole body go rigid. 
 
    In the water, he hadn’t had a chance to observe the naked flesh. But now it stared up at him and he couldn’t escape what he was seeing. 
 
    The man was in his thirties. He had black hair. The tattoo of a swallow sat just above his left nipple and stood out sharply on the pale skin. In other places the flesh was blue from being in the salt water for so long. But he hadn’t drowned. Dorring was sure of that. Sure that he’d been dead before entering the water. His throat had been sliced open. That was how he’d died. Because of the time in the water, there was no blood and the wound looked like a wide, toothless mouth. 
 
    The blood was absent from the other wounds, too. And it was these that concerned Dorring the most. Because he’d seen them before. 
 
    Markings had been scored into the flesh of the abdomen. 
 
    Who Dares Wins. 
 
    The sky fell in on Dorring as he stared down at the words, noting the familiar strokes taken with the knife. It was true. What Kevin had said in the message. He’d found him and he was on McGuffin. 
 
    The killer was here. 
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    Fourteen years ago in Helmand, Dorring and Conner had gotten the MPs and the two surviving infantry soldiers back to base with no further problems. They helped them carry the body of the woman back to the medical center and then went to debriefing with their superiors. The riot at Sidique Market had become a big thing. Local allied army and regular British army had been sent in to calm it down afterwards. As well as the two soldiers who’d died in the escape, a further one lost his life and four more were injured in tackling the resulting melee. The superiors wanted it explained to them, for obvious reasons. 
 
    The last Dorring had seen of Jane was when she thanked him at the medical center before he and Conner left. 
 
    “You really helped us out there,” she had said. Before adding, “Not so much your partner. But you were good.” 
 
    She’d put emphasis on you. 
 
    “Thanks,” Dorring had said. 
 
    Jane was about to add something, but Kevin called to her and she had to leave. This time, she offered her hand and Dorring took it warmly. He then watched her walk off down the corridor until Conner called out to him. 
 
    “Oi! Lover boy. We going or not?” 
 
    Now it was three days later. 
 
    Dorring and Conner were in their dorm, Conner playing video games and Dorring lying on his bunk reading a book. A gentile peace was over the room. In one corner, men played pool and the occasional clink of the balls added to the calm ambiance. A radio played somewhere outside and its low sounds were carried into the dorm on the desert breeze. 
 
    The serenity was broken, however, when their commanding officer came waltzing into the room. A barrel chested man with a stern face. The pool cues were dropped, the video game ceased, the book was put down, and all the men stood to attention. 
 
    “At ease, men,” he said. 
 
    His eyes scanned the room and found Conner. 
 
    “Sergeant Jones,” he said, pointing his finger. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Conner said. 
 
    “My office.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Conner marched past him at the door and was gone. The commander’s eyes then scanned further around the room and stopped at Dorring, who stood by his bunk. 
 
    “Sergeant Dorring,” he said. “Office.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Dorring marched off and followed his friend down the corridor. In the office, they stood side by side in front of a large, pale yellow formica desk, waiting for the commander who had the habit of making his men wait at all times for effect. 
 
    “What do you suppose this is?” Conner asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Dorring replied. 
 
    “You don’t think that bitch MP grassed me up about firing the machine gun, do you? Put in a complaint that I’d endangered everyone’s lives.” 
 
    “Then why are we both in here?” 
 
    This Conner was about to answer when the door opened behind them. Both men went rigid and faced forward as though their lives depended on it. 
 
    But it wasn’t the commander who sat down opposite. It was the MP. Jane. 
 
    “At ease, gentlemen,” she said, holding a large manila folder on her lap. 
 
    Dorring and Conner sat down with bemused expressions. 
 
    “I’ll get straight to the point,” she said before tossing the folder onto the desk. “Have a look.” 
 
    Conner picked it up and pulled out a stack of photographs, each one labeled with a name. There were eight in total. He handed half to Dorring and began leafing through his half. Dorring did the same. They were photographs of murder victims. Of Dorring’s four, two were male. All of them Afghans. All of them with the SAS insignia carved into them. 
 
    “As you can see,” Jane said, “the body we found the other day isn’t the first. It’s number nine that we know about. Nine in the last two years. We’re sure there’s many more that never got found or reported. On these ones, we were called in by the local authority to assist.” 
 
    “And you still think it’s SAS?” Conner asked, looking up over the pictures. 
 
    “We weren’t so sure until the body we pulled from the market the other day. We initially thought it could be insurgents trying to set the local populace against us by marking the bodies like that. Hell, we were sure of it.” 
 
    “Then why did the body in the market change that?” Dorring asked. “You said you were sure until then.” 
 
    “Because we found something inside of victim nine,” Jane said, turning her green eyes to him. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She opened her jacket pocket and pulled out what he took for an evidence bag, clear plastic with a label. It was gripped around something and when she placed it between them on the desk, Dorring immediately recognized the knife. He had one himself. 
 
    It was an SAS issue commando dagger. Straight, double edged, blued steel blade. Ribbed metal hilt with an attached SAS beret badge in brass—a knife with angel wings out of its hilt and a banner at the bottom holding the immortal words Who Dares Wins. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean a thing,” Conner said, looking down at the knife. “He could have gotten that at a collector’s market.” 
 
    “Here in Helmand?” 
 
    “Could be.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Then back in England.” 
 
    “Then that leaves us with the killer being one of us, one way or the other. Anyway, it’s not from England. It’s not antique or a copy. It was issued by the Royal Army, Special Air Service Regiment. See the number on the base of the handle?” 
 
    Conner lifted it up to his eyes and spotted the numbers scored into the handle. 44-78… That was as far as they went. There was supposed to be three more, but someone had scratched the numbers off. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I see them.” 
 
    “That’s its issuing number,” Jane explained. “It’s one of 150 such knives handed out to all current serving Special Air Service commandos. I take it you two have yours?” 
 
    “Yeah. They’re with our kit,” Conner said. “Why—you wanna check?” 
 
    “No. The first two numbers are different to both of your issued knives.” 
 
    “Oh!” Conner exclaimed with widened eyes. “So you’ve already checked?” 
 
    “We’ve checked everyone in your unit. As you can see, the last three numbers have been removed. The killer is playing a game with us. Of the knives matching those first four numbers, thirty-six men in your unit are a possible match.” 
 
    “Maybe it was stolen?” Dorring suggested. “Taliban often take knives off dead soldiers as souvenirs.” 
 
    “That’s true. But none of these knives has been reported missing from any dead soldier. Plus, so far in this war, only four SAS have died and all their bodies were recovered along with equipment. No, it wasn’t taken from a dead soldier.” 
 
    “Then it was stolen from a live one,” Conner said, unable to allow himself to believe that one of their unit did what he was seeing in those pictures. 
 
    “None have been reported missing or stolen,” Jane stated calmly. 
 
    “It ain’t one of us,” Conner grumbled, placing the knife back on the desk. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Dorring said. 
 
    Jane turned to him. 
 
    “What don’t you get?” she said. 
 
    “Why you’re showing us this.” 
 
    “Because I need your help. I need people I can trust on the inside.” 
 
    “Oh! You trust us now?” Conner put to her. 
 
    “Neither of you could have killed the last victim. She died four hours before she was found. I know that the two of you were busy on an operation at the time. There was no way you could have done it. Therefore, I can trust you.” 
 
    “But that’s what I really don’t get,” Dorring said. “If you managed to find out that we were on a mission while she was being killed, can’t you use the same method to find the killer?” 
 
    “You mean, find out who was away on operations during the killings and who was at base?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She smiled and Dorring got it. 
 
    “Classified,” she said. “I don’t have the authority. Neither does my superior. And neither does his. What you do in the SAS is very sensitive and is guarded with the highest authority. Your missions are kept secret forever. What you do is for you and you alone. These murders don’t have anywhere near the importance to allow me into the intricate details of your operations.” 
 
    “Then how’d you know we were on operations when the last one was killed?” Conner asked. 
 
    “Because of the report on what happened at the market. You both made statements which had to be presented to the Royal Military Police. We then had to get confirmation on them. Your superiors confirmed that you had been on an operation when you said you were. There were no details, not even the direction you were traveling from when you took the call, but it was stated categorically that you were away all night. I believe that your superiors wouldn’t have lied to us. There would be no reason.” 
 
    “Well, it’s good to know you care,” Conner said. 
 
    “So I’m taking that’s why we’re here,” Dorring said, looking across the desk at her. 
 
    A band of bright light came through a gap in the blinds and rested across her cheeks, making her green eyes glow. It gave her a radiance that Dorring found intense. 
 
    “Yes,” she said after an initial pause. “I’ve been told that I don’t have the clearance to find out where all your unit was on the dates of the killings.” 
 
    “Not even the thirty-six?” 
 
    “No. But I’d want all 150. Make sure we were thorough and knew them all.” 
 
    “What about finding out when the men left the base?” Dorring asked. 
 
    “Not even that. Those lists are filled out with numbers for SAS operatives. Because you’re such a target outside of here, your names and IDs are kept classified.” 
 
    Dorring grinned at her and shook his head. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” she asked, a look of annoyance traveling over her countenance and making her all the more beautiful to him. 
 
    “You want us to find out for you,” he said. 
 
    She bit her lip. He was to learn that she always did when she was embarrassed or angry. 
 
    “I’ve asked for your assistance,” she said. “In wanting to alleviate the issue of the bad blood caused by these killings, your superiors have allowed me to use you two as security detail.” 
 
    “Security!?” Conner exclaimed. “You mean like fucking bodyguards?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We’re special forces. We sneak into jungle hideouts and kill hundreds of men. We dance with bullets to the sound of the machine gun’s beat. We don’t do security.” 
 
    “Well, you do now. You’ll both be assigned to me for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    “But we’re not just security, are we?” Dorring put to her. 
 
    Those radiant green eyes turned to him. They resembled flaming jade. 
 
    “Like always, you’re the smart one,” she said. “No. Your superiors think you’ll be security for me and Lieutenant Yates. However, I also want you to do other things for me. Things I can’t do.” 
 
    “Like look for who’s missing a knife?” Dorring said. 
 
    “Like that.” 
 
    “You mean,” Conner said, “sneak around behind the backs of our mates?” 
 
    “Yes. If one of them is the killer, then they need help. You can give them that help by assisting me in their capture.” 
 
    “None of them would have done this,” Conner tried to assure her, pointing at the photos on the desk. “None of them are this sick.” 
 
    “I admire your loyalty, Lieutenant, but you have to admit that all 150 of your unit are already killers.” 
 
    “It’s not the same!” he shouted, standing up sharply from his chair and glaring down at her. “We’re professionals, for fuck’s sake. This,” he pointed down at the photographs, “is some freak’s pleasure. This is sick.” 
 
    Jane stood up too and glared back into his eyes full force, their two faces separated by a few inches of air, the desk separating the rest of them. Conner gave her his war face, Dorring noted, and she gave one back. One which impressed him. 
 
    Dorring placed a hand on Conner’s arm and his comrade looked down at him. Dorring shook his head gently and all the anger left Conner. He sat back down and turned his eyes to his knees, his huge chest heaving in and out. Jane sat down too, straightening her clothes as though the tension in her muscles had creased them. 
 
    “We get it,” Dorring said to her. “We’re already killers, so it only takes a slight leap to get to this.” 
 
    Conner turned sharply on him. “You’re not taking her side, are you?” 
 
    Dorring turned back to him and frowned. “There are no sides,” he said. “And you know for sure that this place messes some people up.” 
 
    “But basic weeds them out,” Conner insisted. “The psychologists get to those people and they’re gone.” 
 
    “Not always. Sometimes it comes later on. After years of killing.” 
 
    “Fuck!” Conner said, shaking his head and looking back down at his lap. 
 
    He had such faith in the unit. In the army as a whole. He’d been a cadet from the age of ten and had dreamed of following his father, grandfather, great-grandfather, and every one of his known ancestors into war. Whole battalions made out of generations of the Jones family going into battle for all eternity. He believed in the moral goodness of the British army and left the barbarity to the enemy. 
 
    Dorring was different. He’d seen terrible things on both sides. Yes, the Taliban were dirty, as were many of their other enemies. They governed and fought through barbaric acts. But Dorring had seen terrible things done by his own side too. Especially to prisoners. Hatred for the enemy? Of course. But respect also. He saw war being used as an excuse to let their worst inner tendencies emerge. 
 
    “We’ll help you,” Dorring said, turning back to Jane. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said with a smile, her teeth joining her cheeks in the band of light coming through the blinds. 
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    Mo stood in her bra and panties frying bacon and eggs when Dorring burst through the door of the cottage. In a corner of the sideboard, the kettle churned away and steamed up the windows. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind having nay sugar,” she said the second he came in. “I forgot to pick some up from the shop.” 
 
    Ignoring what she’d said, he dashed his eyes about and saw a small table in the corner with a phone on it. 
 
    “Does that phone work?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    He marched up to it and lifted the receiver to his ear. It was dead and he gathered that the line wasn’t connected because it was plugged into the wall. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Mo asked, noticing for the first time the angst on his face. 
 
    “Have you got a mobile that works?” he asked her. 
 
    “No mobiles work on McGuffin.” 
 
    “Then we need to go to the police station immediately. I’ll let you drive. You’ll get us there quicker.” 
 
    “What’s happened?” She was looking worried. 
 
    “I found something in the water.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “A body.” 
 
    “For real?” Her eyes widened. 
 
    “For real,” he repeated. “Now get dressed.” 
 
      
 
    They reached the police station in ten minutes. This time Dorring didn’t mind the fury of her driving. Instead, he welcomed it. Was eager that they reach the town as quickly as possible. After all, the body was still laying on the beach where he’d dragged it away from the tide. A part of him had wanted to take it back to the cottage. But he realized that this would be really stupid. They might accuse him of the crime. They’d certainly shown him nothing but hostility so far. They could end up turning it all on him. 
 
    Hell, they still might. 
 
    McGuffin Police Station was right in the center of the gray stone buildings that inhabited the main town. It was like the residential buildings, two stories of gray stone with a black tiled roof. It resembled a house in every way except the sign above the door and the blue police lamp outside its front, both proclaiming Police. 
 
    Inside the small reception room, they found the desk sergeant gazing down at a magazine on the counter. When the bell above the door went, he looked up and immediately scowled at the sight of Dorring. There was an obvious reason. The same as there was for Dorring to immediately frown when he recognized the drunk from the pub the day before. 
 
    “Stevie,” Mo said, bounding up to the counter. 
 
    The cop was still scowling at Dorring, a ruddy look to his face. He was mid-twenties with red hair thinning in the middle but still gelled into a weak quiff. His face was pockmarked with acne scars and it gave him a petulant air. 
 
    “What’s up?” he said, turning to Mo. 
 
    “Alex has found a body up on the beach.” 
 
    His forehead wrinkled and his brows tipped inwards sharply. 
 
    “What?” he said. 
 
    “He found a body floating in the water.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “McKinley beach.” 
 
    She turned back to Dorring for support. 
 
    “About a mile north of the cottage,” said the Englishman. 
 
    “Which cottage?” the cop spat at him in annoyance, the frown and scowl joining forces and twisting his ruddy face up. 
 
    “McPherson’s,” Dorring said. “A mile north, I found a man’s body in the water.” 
 
    The cop grabbed his hat and opened the counter top, his wiry frame stepping through. 
 
    “Isn’t there anyone else who can come?” Dorring asked, and the cop’s nose curled upwards at the suggestion. 
 
    “It’s Saturday,” Stevie said in a way that suggested Dorring should know. 
 
    The cop stepped around him and went out the door. 
 
    Mo placed a gentle hand on Dorring’s arm and said, “They play rugby on a Saturday, so it’s only Stevie.” 
 
    “Come on!” Stevie shouted from outside. “I have’nay all day.” 
 
    Dorring and Mo stepped outside and the irritable cop locked the station doors up. Then he followed Mo and Dorring in his squad car. Once more, they passed the tunnels of Gordon’s Heather until the coast presented itself at the bottom of a vale. 
 
    “You say it was a mile north?” Mo said. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Then we’ll drive to a road near there.” 
 
    She did as she said, not turning off for the cottage and following the band of gray along the coastline. Dorring instantly recognized the stretch of beach from his morning jog when it came into view below the low cliffs. 
 
    They parked on the side of the road and took a rocky path down the cliffs. The place he’d found the body was a few hundred yards along, where the road bent inland and didn’t cradle the coastline anymore. 
 
    “Let’s see where this so-called body is,” Stevie grumbled as they trekked along the foreshore. 
 
    There was a wind rolling across the beach and it whipped the sand up in wispy spirals so that it hit their faces. Stevie frowned and was irritated by it. Mo pulled her scarf up around her face. Dorring ignored it and stared forward with purposeful eyes. He marched ahead of them along the sand, eager to reacquaint himself with the dead man. But when he was about fifty yards from where he was sure the body would be, his heart sank. 
 
    It was gone. 
 
    He began running. Mo called after him and took to jogging too. Stevie didn’t, though. He merely kept to his steady pace and swore about the sandy wind. 
 
    Dorring arrived next to a piece of sea-rotten wood sticking up out of the sand. He’d placed it there earlier. Right beside the body to mark it. The sand was kicked about and rough. The rest of the sand was firm and wet. Dorring could see his footprints from that morning coming from the direction of the sea. 
 
    “It was here,” he said to Mo when she caught up. 
 
    She wore a sheepish look as she gazed down at the empty sand. It was as though she found him suddenly unsettling. She’d been relatively quiet since he’d told her about the body that morning. He’d expected her to ask him a million questions, but she’d been uncharacteristically reticent about it all. A part of him had considered the fact that she didn’t believe him. She hadn’t even asked to see it. 
 
    Now, as she held her shivering body in the wind, she gazed at him with a look bordering on fear. 
 
    “There’s no blood,” she pointed out. 
 
    “He’d been in the sea too long,” Dorring said. 
 
    “But who would have taken him?” 
 
    “Anyone. Probably someone wearing a hooded coat and carrying a knife.” 
 
    “What?” She frowned at him and instinctively turned behind her to see where Stevie was. 
 
    The cop wasn’t far and soon stood beside them with a bewildered expression. 
 
    “So go on then,” he said. “Where is it?” 
 
    “He was here,” Dorring said. 
 
    Stevie glanced down at the rough sand and then back at Dorring. He wasn’t scowling or irritated this time. He was bewildered. 
 
    “So what?” the cop said. “He got up and walked off?” 
 
    The comment made Dorring think of something and he gazed down at the sand. A set of naked feet led to it from the sea. That was Dorring carrying the body there. Another set of trainer prints left it from another side. That was him leaving to go back to the cottage after placing his trainers back on. Then at the top of the rough sand was a pair of desert boots. Size ten, if Dorring wasn’t mistaken. He’d seen plenty of them before. 
 
    “This is a bloody laugh!” Stevie exclaimed as Dorring gazed about the beach. “Is this some kind of joke? Did you put him up to it?” 
 
    He was facing Mo. With her eyes concentrated on Dorring, she shook her head. 
 
    “This isn’t a joke,” Dorring insisted in a calm voice. “I pulled a body from the water. A man. His throat had been cut. He’d been mutilated. Then he’d been thrown into the water. He was here.” 
 
    “Well he bloody well is’nay now.” 
 
    “Then we need to search the area. You need to put out a description of the body.” 
 
    “What for? A walking corpse? You’re bloody daft, man.” 
 
    Dorring gazed at Stevie with every ounce of solemnity that he had. 
 
    “I’m telling you,” he said calmly, “I found a dead body. Someone has come and taken it. Look, there’s footsteps leading away. Isn’t that good enough for you?” 
 
    Stevie turned to Mo and said, “Is he on drugs?” 
 
    “Nay,” she replied. “Well, not last night.” 
 
    “Then what is this? Gettin’ your own back for yesterday at the pub?” 
 
    “The man said he saw a body,” Mo said with a shrug. 
 
    “But you never saw it?” 
 
    “No. But why would he lie?” 
 
    Dorring felt the hairs on his neck go up and realized he had to walk away before he broke Stevie’s teeth. So he followed the boot prints all the way up the beach to a bank at the end. It was covered over in trees and bracken. A gap opened in the middle of a thick bramble bush. The footprints went into it. Dorring climbed up the bank, using the roots of the trees to pull himself to the top. 
 
    When he’d climbed it, he came to a wooden fence with a vast field stretching beyond it. The field was plowed at the end closest to the beach, but fifty yards further up a steady hill that flowed down towards the sea, he saw the ubiquitous plastic tunnels filled with violet flowers. 
 
    Back at the fence, a dirt track led along it in either direction. The footprints were sunk into the mud of the track. Dorring continued to follow them along until they stopped. Right before a set of tire prints. 
 
    When Stevie caught up with him, Dorring was kneeling beside the prints. Like the desert boots, he recognized them. Had seen them before and felt certain of what they were. It was a wide tire, the type used by pickups. Possibly the type of vehicle used by a farmer or agricultural worker. He glanced up the hill at the tunnels flapping in the wind. 
 
    “What’re you doing now?” Stevie asked. 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” Dorring retorted, swiveling his head so that his gray eyes met the gangly form of Stevie. “I’m doing your job.” 
 
    “Now you listen here, ya English bastard,” Stevie almost spat at him. 
 
    Dorring gazed back down at the track and ignored him. From the corner of his eye, he could see Stevie well enough. He could see the cop’s hand as it hovered over his sidearm. 
 
    “I said listen!” Stevie shouted out and he lunged forward. 
 
    Reaching a bony hand out, he went to grab Dorring’s shoulder. But Dorring was too fast for him. He jerked his body to the side and Stevie’s grasping hand missed completely. He lost his balance and for the second time in two days went reeling forward. Dorring grabbed him and stood up sharply, twisting Stevie around so that he had him from behind. The cop struggled in his arms, but it was a futile attempt. There was no way Dorring would lose his grip on him. He was like a python around a baby lamb. 
 
    “Calm down,” Dorring said in a placid voice. 
 
    Stevie flipped his head back and tried to butt him. Dorring expected this and kept his face out of range. 
 
    “Calm down,” Dorring repeated. 
 
    “Fuck you,” Stevie snarled. 
 
    Then he did something that Dorring feared. He went for the gun. Dorring let him go, throwing him forward as he did, and had his own hand on the gun before Stevie knew what was happening. The next minute, the cop was standing opposite Dorring with his fingers grasping at thin air beside his belt. He was surprised to find the gun no longer there. 
 
    He was even more surprised when he saw it in the hand of Dorring. 
 
    “Now listen to me carefully,” Dorring growled, the pistol down at his side, barrel pointed at the earth. “There’s a murderer on your island. He’s very dangerous and he’s stalking people. I’ve seen him before. Seen his work. You need to speak with Conner Jones. Go see him and be very careful.” 
 
    “What the hell’s goin’ on!?” Mo cried out behind them. 
 
    Dorring dashed his eyes in her direction. She was walking up the dirt track towards them. 
 
    “He’s got ma bloody gun!” Stevie cried out like a child telling on his older brother. Then turning back to Dorring, he said, “You’re under arrest.” 
 
    “What for?” Dorring asked. 
 
    “For assaulting a police officer.” 
 
    “I didn’t assault you.” 
 
    “Ya fuckin’ did!” Then turning back to Mo, he added, “He did.” 
 
    “Come on, Stevie,” she said. “If he’d o’ assaulted you, you’d look battered, man. There’s not a scratch on ya.” 
 
    “He’s got ma gun!” 
 
    Mo turned to Dorring. 
 
    “Give the boy his wee gun back, Alex,” she said. 
 
    Dorring took the magazine out of it. He didn’t trust that Stevie had a good enough control over his rage. He held the clip in his left hand and offered the gun back with his right. 
 
    Stevie snatched the gun and clipped it to his belt. Then his wrathful eyes turned back to Dorring. 
 
    “The clip now!” he snapped. 
 
    “No way,” Dorring said. Then turning to Mo, he added, “I’m not giving a man who clearly hates me his bullets back.” 
 
    Mo came up to Stevie and placed a soft hand on his arm. 
 
    “I’ll bring them over a little later,” she said as softly as her touch. “Okay?” 
 
    His bent and twisted face turned away from Dorring and softened upon gazing at the blonde haired girl, her gentle eyes gazing into him. It was clear that he found her unbelievably attractive and that part of his hostility to Dorring was based on nothing more than jealousy. It was that jealousy that Dorring didn’t trust. Like Cain killing Abel over his belief that God loved his brother more, it led time and time again to murder. 
 
    Stevie was about to say something, but his radio went. 
 
    “Stevie!” it said. “Where the hell are you?” 
 
    “Who’s this?” he said into the receiver. 
 
    “It’s fire captain Hastings,” came back. 
 
    “What’s up, Fred?” 
 
    “We’ve got a major issue on our hands.” 
 
    “What issue?” 
 
    “It’s old Bob Chalmers’ place.” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “It’s on fire, son. So get your ass oot here.” 
 
    “Fuck’s sake,” Stevie grumbled as he placed the radio back on his shirt. Then turning to Dorring, he said wrathfully, “I could’ve done without this shite.” 
 
    He stomped off back up the dirt track towards the beach and then to his squad car on the road. 
 
    “Mo?” Dorring said as the two of them watched the sulky cop go. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Why do the cops here have guns?” 
 
    “Something to do with the Lord bein’ able to set the law on it. Some age old custom that can’t be interfered with from Parliament.” 
 
    “Why’d they even need guns?” 
 
    “To protect us, of course.” 
 
    Dorring turned to Mo with a bewildered expression. She was being serious. The answer bothered her not one bit. So he decided not to press it and merely placed the clip in his pocket. 
 
    “Why’d you have ahold of him, anyway?” she asked while Dorring went back to kneeling beside the tracks and gazing out to where they led away. 
 
    “He got rough with me,” he answered while his eyes followed the tread down the dirt track. “Tried to pull the gun too. I wasn’t going to let him.” 
 
    “Well, you should take it easy. After all, you are a visitor here.” 
 
    Dorring shook his head. “I found a dead man,” he said, “and no one appears to want to take it seriously.” 
 
    “I’m takin’ it seriously,” she said, placing a hand upon his shoulder. 
 
    “You didn’t look like you believed me,” he said. 
 
    “I was scared.” 
 
    “Scared?” 
 
    “Yeah. Your behavior reminded me of something.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’ll get cross if I tell you.” 
 
    “No, I won’t.” 
 
    He looked up at her from the track with an earnest expression that did its best to lower her guard. He looked so handsome in that moment that she couldn’t help smiling. 
 
    “Well,” she said, “it reminded me o’ my brah.” 
 
    “Your brah?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What part of me finding a dead body reminded you of your brother?” 
 
    “Not that part. Just the way you were trying to convince Stevie. An’ the way he wasn’t believing you an’ you were gettin’ frustrated with him. It reminded me o’ my brah.” 
 
    “I still don’t get it,” Dorring said. 
 
    “An’ that’s why it’ll make you cross if I explain.” 
 
    “I promised it wouldn’t.” 
 
    “You swear?” 
 
    “Cross my heart.” He crossed his fingers over his chest to make the point. 
 
    It made her smile. 
 
    “Okay, well…” She paused suddenly and glanced up the field towards the tunnels as if someone had called to her. Then a few seconds later, she turned back to Dorring and continued, “Ma brah wasn’t right in the heed. Used to say things like they was real when they weren’t. Ma family hid him away on the mainland. Ne’er got him treated. Just tried to calm him down when he was at his worst. He got better as he got older. But it was always there just below the surface. That’s why it reminded me of that. Him comin’ oot with something crazy an’ them tryin’ to convince him it’s all in his heed.” 
 
    “And where is he now?” Dorring asked. 
 
    Her face went instantly sad and her eyes gazed out to sea. 
 
    “He’s dead,” she said blankly. 
 
    Dorring stood up from the tire tracks and placed his arms around her. Her own arms wrapped around him and she plunged her face into his shoulder. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mo,” he said. “I didn’t mean to remind you of such things.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” she whimpered. 
 
    The tire marks led out to a road. The two of them followed them the length of the dirt track. Where it met the country lane, muddy tire marks went off in multiple directions. It was clear that the dirt track was well used by farming vehicles. So no lead there. 
 
    They went back to the car and Mo drove them to the cottage. When they got inside, she reheated the half cooked breakfast and they ate together in silence. Then when the meal was finished, Dorring stood up and went over to his boots, placing them on his feet. 
 
    “Going somewhere?” Mo asked. 
 
    “To see someone,” Dorring replied. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Just a man.” 
 
    “You want me to come?” 
 
    “No. You stay here.” 
 
    “I’ve got a shift on at the pub in a couple of hours. We could make love again and then I’ll drive you into town.” 
 
    “Honestly,” Dorring said. “I’ll walk.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him and twisted her little mouth up. 
 
    “Why all the secrecy?” she asked. 
 
    “No reason.” 
 
    Dorring grabbed his coat and came to her where she sat on the end of the bed. Leaning down, he took her head in his hands and brought his lips to her for a kiss. 
 
    Then he let her go, grabbed his rucksack and placed it over his shoulders. He went to leave, but Mo called him back as he reached the door. 
 
    “You forgettin’ something?” she said. 
 
    He said nothing and merely frowned. 
 
    “Stevie’s bullets.” 
 
    “Ah! Of course.” 
 
    Dorring took the clip from his back pocket and tossed it over to her. Then he left. 
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    The fire was close. 
 
    Coming up the ridge of a hill, Dorring saw smoke rising up and joining the gray sky where it all became one. When he reached the top of the hill, he saw that it was coming from the other side of an area of thick woodland. 
 
    So that’s where he headed. 
 
    Inside the wood, the gray sky blocked out much of the sun’s light, so that Dorring stepped through a world of shadow. Every so often, grouse would fly up out of the bracken and the silent forest would come alive for a few seconds as they fluttered off through the trees. 
 
    Eventually, he made it to the edge. It was beside a field that sloped down to a road. On the other side of this was the fire. Dorring took a set of binoculars from his bag and placed them to his eyes. 
 
    Flames and smoke streamed upwards from a cottage, its thatched roof ablaze. At the back of the property was a barn and this, too, was in flames. Dorring heard a terrible sound, a shrieking scream that he instantly recognized as the sound of horses. They were trapped in the flaming barn and their terrible screams echoed in the valley. 
 
    Firefighters were hosing down both buildings. But there was only one engine and four men, and their vehicle and equipment looked like most things Dorring had seen on the island: outdated. With two men on each hose, one pointed at the house and the other on the barn, they struggled to keep the flames back. 
 
    On the road outside the property, Constable Stevie stood alongside a knot of locals who had clearly come to inquire about their neighbor’s fire, their cars parked in a line up the road. Some of them had rolled their sleeves up and were helping the firemen, running the machines on the engine and helping keep the hoses under control. Others merely stood in the road with Stevie, gazing up at the bright, shimmering light of the fire. 
 
    Then Dorring saw someone else. 
 
    A car he recognized pulled up and the woman with the mole got out. She immediately walked up to Stevie and by the respectful look on his face when talking to her, Dorring gathered that she had been telling the truth yesterday: she was a cop. And Stevie’s superior by the looks of it. 
 
    Dorring couldn’t help keeping his gaze fixed to her. She turned to the flaming buildings and stood watching, hands on hips, her frizzy red hair blowing in the wind like wisps of fiery cotton. She reminded him of someone and the thought bit into his heart with an agonizing hardness. 
 
    Dorring continued to watch it all for a while longer before packing away the binoculars and resuming his stroll beside the edge of the forest. When the trees ceased, he walked along a bridleway that sloped down a vale of open fields. As expected, most of them were filled with plastic tunnels fluttering in the wind. 
 
    When he reached town, it was fairly busy with people doing their shopping. He decided against sneaking about in the many back alleys of the place. Didn’t want any more hooded figures attacking him. So he stayed in the open. 
 
    As Dorring walked along the narrow cobbled streets, the locals would stop their chat for the sole purpose of staring at the stranger while he went past. At a butcher shop, they even went so far as to make their way to the window, where they pressed up against the glass. Behind them, the butcher stood with his bloodied apron and large carving knife, glaring at Dorring through a curtain of hanging sausages. 
 
    Down a side street, he found a barbershop and went inside. The bell rang and an old man sweeping hair off the checkered floor turned to him from his broom. 
 
    He, too, narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “You’re that sstranger,” he said in a lisping voice. 
 
    “Does that mean I can’t get a haircut and a shave?” 
 
    “Nope. It just means that it’ll be nice to have new company for once.” 
 
    Relieved, Dorring took a seat in a leather barber’s chair. It was pretty old and when the barber pulled the lever at the rear, it leaned back with a juddering movement that almost threw Dorring out of it. The barber then came behind him and his reflection stared into Dorring’s eyes from the mirror. 
 
    “Sso what’ll it be?” he asked. 
 
    “A shave and then a trim. Nothing too extreme.” 
 
    “Then I shall do my best not to be too extreme.” 
 
    The barber smiled when he said this. He had no teeth. It explained the lisp. 
 
    Going to a small basin in the corner, he mixed up a bowl of shaving foam, blending water and powder. This was real old style. Even the brush that he used to lather the foam onto Dorring’s thick stubbled cheeks was bone handled, and the Englishman couldn’t help admiring the collection of cutthroat razors the barber kept above the mirror. 
 
    “So where ya from?” the old man asked as he finished applying the foam. 
 
    “London.” 
 
    “The big ssmog, they used to call it,” the barber remarked. 
 
    “It’s cleaner now.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know.” 
 
    The barber, having finished with the foam, placed the bowl in the sink and picked a razor from the collection above the mirror. Then he clipped a thick length of leather to his waist and began running the razor up and down it. Back and forth. Flipping the blade over at the end of each pass and slapping it back down along the leather. Then when he was satisfied with the sharpness, checking it on a callused thumb, he began clearing away the foam and the stubble in expert swipes, wiping it on his apron each time. Dorring kept very still all the way through. Especially when the blade reached his throat. He began to recall his time on the island so far. The hooded man in the alleyway. The bad cop taking his passport. The countless eyes that watched him whenever they could. The body in the water. The same mutilations as fourteen years ago in Helmand. Kevin’s message. A killer on the island. A dangerous killer. 
 
    So Dorring didn’t open up the conversation again until the barber got to his hair, the razor safely away in the sink with the bowl and the brush. 
 
    “You lived here your whole life?” Dorring asked as the old man clipped away. 
 
    “Ma whole life. Sseventy-eight yearss. Been barber for fifty-three o’ those. Took over from ma pa, an’ he had it from his.” 
 
    “So you know this island better than most?” 
 
    “Could say I do.” 
 
    “What can you tell me about Appleby?” 
 
    “Lord Appleby?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What do you need to know?” 
 
    “Just general stuff. What’s he do with the flowers?” 
 
    “Makes medicine outta them. Ssome pill that ssells real well in America. Made the island real rich. Before, we wass on our knees wi’ people desertin’ tha place. Now no one leaves.” 
 
    “What about the fishing trade?” 
 
    “Pah! What fishing trade? There’s nay enough fish to keep a thousand souls in food. Y’know how fishing is these days. Everyone in Europe fighting over depletin’ stocks. No, the fishermen do alright, but they don’t contribute anywhere near what Appleby Pharmaceuticals does.” 
 
    “So he’s a bit of a hero?” 
 
    “You could say. And it’s a shock too.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Well, he spent so long away from the island—nearly twenty years—that we thought he’d ne’er come back. But when his auld man passed over, he come back an’ set up the lab. Set the whole island up. Invented this medicine using the Gordon’s Heather and well, we’ve nay looked back since.” 
 
    “What type of medicine is it?” 
 
    “Helps treat sseizures. You know, kids with real bad epilepsy and stuff. Helps the world. Ay! Tha Lord’s a real hero ’round these parts.” 
 
    “Then why’s he need all the security?” 
 
    “Wha’do ya mean?” 
 
    “I mean, he’s using ex-armed forces to protect him.” 
 
    “Well, he’s ex-army himself. Has contacts there. So you can see why he’d employ men he trusted. An’ what with the patents he has at the company being worth so much, someone might steal their research.” 
 
    “So it pays to guard it?” 
 
    “Exactly,” the old man said, pointing his scissors at the mirror. 
 
    The bell over the door went and the two men turned. An old woman with an exhausted face adorned with several loose chins stood in the doorway. It looked like she’d run there as fast as her short, fat legs could carry her. 
 
    “George,” she said, trying to catch her breath. “Have ya… Have ya heard aboot ol’ Chalmers?” 
 
    “Nay. What aboot him?” 
 
    “They just… pulled his remains out o’ his burning hoose.” 
 
    The barber crossed himself and so did the old woman. 
 
    “How’d it happen?” he asked. 
 
    “They don’t know. His barn caught fire too. The poor horses have perished.” 
 
    More crossing. 
 
    “They think it’s suspicious?” the barber asked. 
 
    “Stevie McDonald’s there, but he won’t say. I can’nay think o’ why someone would do such a thing if it were on purpose.” 
 
    “Terrible news,” the old man muttered as he crossed himself for a third time. “Terrible news.” 
 
    “Anyway,” the old woman said, “I’ve got to be headin’ away.” 
 
    With that, she was gone. Dorring gathered that she had many more doors to pop her head through and disseminate the news. 
 
    “Poor Chalmers,” the old man said as he resumed with the haircut. 
 
    “Was he a friend of yours?” Dorring said. 
 
    “Nay really. But I knew him hiss whole life. He were ten years younger than me. Only bloody retired from the police ssix months ago.” 
 
    “He was in the police?” 
 
    “Yeah. Here on thiss island. Forty-ssix years too. Forty-ssix years keeping the peace an’ he getss to enjoy just ssix months of retirement. An’ it’s sso sstrange, too.” 
 
    “What makes it strange?” Dorring asked curiously. 
 
    “Well, you ssee, twenty-two yearss ago the ssame thing happened to the previouss police detective. Only he weren’t retired like John Chalmers.” 
 
    “The previous detective?” 
 
    “Yess. The man that John took over from. John were only a police constable back then in ’95. They made him detective when Simon Mclaughlin passed away, along with his wife and daughter. Another bloody hoose fire. Got them in their ssleep.” 
 
    Mclaughlin, Dorring said in his head. Why does that name mean something to me? Then he spelled it in his head and it became clear. The name on the gravestone. The remaining letters were ‘hlin’. That makes Mclaughlin. Died 1995. 
 
    “The fire killed his whole family?” Dorring asked. 
 
    “Yeah. The wee girl, Kate, was only five.” 
 
    He crossed himself again and gazed up at the ceiling when he did. 
 
    “And Simon Mclaughlin had no other daughters?” Dorring asked. 
 
    “No other family. Hiss ma and pa had died not long before that and Ssarah—tha’s the wife—well, her parents lived on the mainland. They came for the funeral, but we have’nay sseen them ssince.” 
 
    Then who was the woman with the mole to Simon Mclaughlin? Dorring asked himself. 
 
    “Who’s the detective now on the island?” he asked the barber. 
 
    “Oh, that’ll be Abigail Pritchard. Pretty wee lassie, if ya don’t mind me ssayin’ so.” 
 
    Dorring smiled. “Not at all,” he said. “I found her very attractive myself.” 
 
    The toothless grin appeared once more on the old barber’s face. 
 
    “Ay, she’s a beaut,” he commented. “But very sserious.” 
 
    “Yes, I found her that way too.” 
 
    “Sserious and not afraid to sstep into a fight.” 
 
    “I’m sure she isn’t.” 
 
    The barber continued with the haircut and the two were silent for a moment. As he had since yesterday when he’d watched her lament over the photograph on the ferry, Dorring couldn’t help thinking about the woman with the mole. Abigail, he said to himself. Abigail Pritchard. It felt good to know her name. To have a name to the face. But not Kate. 
 
    Then he wondered once more what Abigail Pritchard was doing at the untended and damaged grave of former detective Simon Mclaughlin. 
 
    “Is Abigail a local?” Dorring asked. 
 
    “Nay. She’s from the mainland. They would’nay let uss choose our own thiss time. Had her ssent to us ssix months ago.” 
 
    “Did that upset the islanders?” 
 
    “Well,” the barber said with a shrug, “folk get sstrange when it’s just them. Solitude doing sstrange thingss, you could ssay. Certain prejudices rise up. One iss that we like our own here. Prefer when it’s our own doin’ the policing.” 
 
    “So she doesn’t have the respect of the island?” 
 
    “Oh nay, I weren’t ssayin’ that. Like I ssaid, she does’nay mind a fight. She ssoon earned respect when she fust got here. Broke the arm of one fella, too. Big fisherman by the name of Wattss. Old Wattss tried it on when she went to arrest him for hitting his wife one night in the Mermaid. He refused to leave an’ mocked her in front o’ the whole pub. But she twisted old Wattss around an’ broke the fella’s wrist in the process. He couldn’t ssew nets on his vessel for nigh on ssix weeks. Ssoon taught men not to mess with the wee lassie.” 
 
    “So she has no connection with the island other than arriving six months ago?” 
 
    “That’d be right. None until she came here. Why’d you ask?” 
 
    “No reason.” 
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    The haircut and shave were cheap. Four pounds. With his rucksack hugging his shoulders, Dorring left the barbershop and made his way out of the town, followed all the way by the watching eyes of the locals. 
 
    He joined a country lane leading out through fields of plastic tunnels and farm workers seeing to the crops of Gordon’s Heather. Those close to the fencing would stop and stare at him as he strolled past. On the horizon, yet another storm was brewing and the wind was picking up. 
 
    A vehicle approached from behind and from the sound of its engine, Dorring could tell that it was a pickup of some sort. It slowed down as it approached and when it was crawling along beside him, he turned to the driver’s window. A large man with a shaved head unwound it. 
 
    “You okay there?” the man asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Dorring replied curtly. 
 
    “Where ya goin’?” 
 
    “I need to see Conner Jones. He works for Lord Appleby at the manor.” 
 
    “I’m goin’ that way. Jump in.” 
 
    “I’d rather walk.” 
 
    “That storm’ll catch you before you make it to the manor. Plus, they might not let you in when you get there.” 
 
    “And I’m taking it I can get in there with you?” 
 
    The guy swiped his hand across the door. Appleby Pharmaceuticals was written on it in fancy lettering. 
 
    Dorring stopped and so did the pickup. He gazed at the vehicle. A Toyota pickup with thick tires. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, before walking around and getting in the passenger side. 
 
    “Tony,” the guy said, offering a hand across the vehicle. 
 
    “Dorring,” Alex said, taking it. 
 
    The manor wasn’t far. Two miles at most. The rain hit them not long after they set off. They sat in complete silence the whole way. At the gate to the manor, Tony turned off and flashed an ID card over a sensor on a post. Two CCTV cameras, one mounted on each red-brick post of the gate, swiveled on their fixings and stared through the windows. 
 
    “Who’s that with you?” crackled through a speaker on the same post the sensor was on. 
 
    “This here is the stranger everyone’s so rattled aboot,” the guy said. “Wants to see Conner.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Tony turned to Dorring and made a face that expressed the need for some sort of answer. 
 
    “We’re old friends,” Dorring said without turning from the view of the large iron gate. 
 
    Tony shrugged and turned back to the speaker. 
 
    “Says they’re auld friends.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    The gates made a clinking sound and then opened outwards on mechanized runners. Tony put the Toyota in gear and they entered a winding strip of shingle that passed through manicured lawns, the rain pelting it hard and forming puddles. 
 
    At the end was a carriageway. In front of it stood a giant redbrick manor with latticed windows, columned front and ivy covered facade. It stood at the top of a slight hill so that it was raised above the surrounding land. Like a lion gazing over its savannah, it appeared to stare out across the rain drenched island. 
 
    Around the carriageway, several Toyota pickups were parked, and Dorring realized that the lead with the tire tracks only brought him as far as Appleby Manor, but not to a specific vehicle or person. All around, men marched about, some of them with pistols attached to their belts, and they looked at Dorring with suspicious eyes. 
 
    When they got out of the pickup, Dorring glanced down at his companion’s boots. They looked the right size. Ten. But then, so did a lot of the other boots that trampled about the place and it appeared that all of the men there were wearing them. 
 
    Tony led Dorring to the front of the house. A large man who appeared to be standing guard stepped forward as they walked through the main entrance into a lavish hallway. 
 
    “This him?” he asked. 
 
    “Aye,” Tony replied. 
 
    “Gotta frisk you, mate,” the gorilla at the door said, his pistol sticking out of his hip so that Dorring couldn’t mistake its presence. “The bag too.” 
 
    Tony glanced sideways at him and shrugged. Dorring had no other choice but to remove the bag. There was a scanner to the side, the type you see in airports. The big guy took the rucksack and shoved it on the conveyer belt of the thing. Then he came around a monitor and sat down, ogling it as the bag moved through the scanner. 
 
    Dorring took the chance to look about the place. It was a tall ceilinged hallway with staircases of red carpet coming down on either side of a balcony that stuck out in a semicircle. He stood within the shadow of a large chandelier that hung above their heads. Hanging from the walls were oil paintings of men in wigs and aristocratic uniform. On one painting that hung above the balcony, he recognized the man at the pub: Lord Bruce Appleby. 
 
    He was standing proudly in the red tunic of the British army, surrounded by hillsides, one raised knee, his foot on a rock, a sword held in his right hand, a serious look on his face. 
 
    Nevertheless, apart from the paintings, the gold gilding on the ceilings and walls, the marble flooring, the ancient red carpets and the priceless chandelier—for all of that, it didn’t really look like a manor. Because people walked about it in business suits with serious looks on their faces. On the balcony, they hung out talking, paperwork clasped in their hands. Others answered phones, chatting away while they went along, and the place resembled a house of business. Not one of aristocracy. 
 
    No, it didn't look like a manor to Dorring. It looked like the lobby of an office block. 
 
    “Okay, mate,” the gorilla said, making Dorring turn. “You can’t take the knife with you.” 
 
    He was holding it in his hand. 
 
    “Sure thing,” Dorring said. 
 
    “You’ll have to keep the bag here with us, too.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    The big guy got up and came over. Dorring knew by instinct to face forward, spread his feet and raise his arms. The big guy began patting him down. 
 
    “So you’re a friend of Conner’s?” he said as he went about checking Dorring over. 
 
    “Yeah, and you’re from London.” 
 
    “Born and raised.” 
 
    “That how you know Conner?” 
 
    “I know him same as you.” 
 
    Same as you, Dorring repeated in his head. So Conner has mentioned me to his friends. 
 
    “Armed forces?” Dorring asked. 
 
    “Yeah. I was in the Special Boat Service.” 
 
    “Ah! One of our so-called brothers.” 
 
    “Not much brotherly love though,” the big man complained. “Your lot was always takin’ credit for SBS operations. Everyone always knows the SAS, but us lot get forgotten.” 
 
    “Sod’s law, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He found Dorring’s mobile in his jeans pocket. 
 
    “You know this don’t work here, right?” he said, holding the old Nokia out. 
 
    “Yeah. I use it for the time.” 
 
    The big man narrowed his eyes as he gazed at the watch on Dorring’s wrist. 
 
    “Old style,” he said, referring to the phone. “You don’t see many of these about.” 
 
    “I like to think of a phone as just that: a phone.” 
 
    “I guess. At least it means I can let you keep it on you.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Dorring had to ask. 
 
    “You can’t take any photos with it.” 
 
    He finished frisking Dorring and then left Tony to lead the visitor up one of the staircases. They traveled along a balcony, passing people with busy faces as they went along. They entered a corridor where people walked in and out of rooms, the sounds of deep conversations going on inside. 
 
    “The bossman in his office?” Tony asked a man they passed. 
 
    “Yeah,” the guy replied, eyeing Dorring suspiciously as he did. 
 
    They reached a door with a sign saying: Conner Jones, Estate Manager. Tony knocked. 
 
    “Come in,” a voice called out on the other side. 
 
    Tony opened the door. Stepping inside, they found Conner busy going over some papers behind a large mahogany desk. His eyes narrowed when he saw Dorring. 
 
    “Alex Dorring to see ya, boss,” Tony said. 
 
    “Cheers, Tone,” Conner said, taking the papers from his desk and tucking them into a drawer. He then leaned back in his office chair and laced his fingers, resting them on his belly. 
 
    “You okay fa me to leave?” Tony asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay then.” 
 
    Tony nodded at Dorring and then left him standing in the middle of the room, closing the door behind. 
 
    “Take a seat,” Conner said, signaling the chair opposite with his hand. 
 
    Dorring took it and sat staring at his old comrade. 
 
    “I told you to behave yourself,” Conner said. “I hear there was some bother with the local PD.” 
 
    Dorring didn’t say anything straight away. The rain lashed against a latticed window behind Conner and its sound was all there was until Dorring said, “Who else from our old unit is here?” 
 
    Conner narrowed hawkish eyes at him. “What do you mean?” he asked. 
 
    “Today I found a body. I did the right thing and called it into the police. Brought the copper out to the beach and guess what?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The body was gone.” 
 
    “I heard,” Conner said. “They think you’re nuts.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Dorring said instantly. “I pulled a man out of the water and when I lay him down on the sand, I found mutilations I haven’t seen for fourteen years.” He gazed sternly at Conner, right into his eyes, penetrating his skull with the look. “So I ask you again,” Dorring added, “who else is here?” 
 
    “No one from back then. And that’s the God’s honest. After what happened back in Helmand, I didn’t want anything to do with the old unit. That time spoiled it.” 
 
    “You’re telling me the truth?” 
 
    “The God’s honest.” 
 
    “But the killer is here. Were any of the men working here in Afghanistan during that time? In Helmand?” 
 
    “Off the top of my head, I don’t know. I’d have to look into it.” 
 
    Dorring grinned to himself. “Okay,” he said. 
 
    “What?” Conner said, leaning forward, annoyed by the grin. “Come on. What is this? You’re telling me that that bastard is here on McGuffin? You’re mad, man. He’s long gone. Why would he be here of all places?” 
 
    “The dead body in the water didn’t lie.” 
 
    “You mean it had Who Dare Wins scored into it?” Conner asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But now it’s gone?” 
 
    “The killer came back for it,” Dorring replied calmly. “Someone must have tipped him off. I suspect the cop. I think he radioed it in as we were driving out to the beach.” 
 
    “Why would Stevie McDonald of all people have someone move a dead body?” 
 
    “Because he’s protecting the killer.” 
 
    “But Stevie McDonald? If you knew him, you’d know he isn’t the type. Last year a cow got hit on one of the roads. The guy threw up everywhere when he had to help clean it up. He may be a mouthy little shit, but he couldn’t be helping a killer.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    Conner gazed at Dorring and something played in the latter’s head. Dorring figured there was something Conner wanted to say but was afraid to. 
 
    “What?” he snapped. 
 
    “Nothing,” Conner said. 
 
    “No. You’ve got something to say, so come out with it.” 
 
    “Okay then. But don’t get cross.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    Conner took in a deep breath and said, “You don’t think this has something to do with what happened after it all kicked off in Helmand?” 
 
    A burst of anger leaped up inside of Dorring like a gas explosion, his assertion not to get angry burning within the wrathful flames. He reared up in the chair and his hands gripped the arms, making the wood creak between his fingers. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he said, trying to control the rage. 
 
    “Well, you know, your breakdown. The one that got you in the DCMH.” 
 
    DCMH stood for Department of Community Mental Health. It was a collection of facilities on British military bases which monitored soldiers experiencing psychological problems stemming from conflict. 
 
    “I was cleared after three weeks,” Dorring said. 
 
    “I know. But you were acting really weird before they put you inside it.” 
 
    Dorring’s face screwed into a scowl, his hands gripped the arms of the chair tighter and he feared he’d rip them off. He felt unable to gaze at Conner anymore. Feelings he’d long buried were brought back to the surface by the sight of his former comrade’s face. So he turned his vision to the window over Conner’s shoulder and gazed at the beating rain. 
 
    “I was hurt back then,” Dorring said in a hollow voice. “Out there it was hard enough without…” 
 
    His voice trailed off. 
 
    “I’m sorry, partner,” Conner said in a regretful tone. “It was a terrible time.” 
 
    Dorring moved his eyes from the rain and looked back at Conner. He reached into his pocket and pulled the phone out. Then he held the old Nokia up to his former comrade while pressing his thumb into the power button. 
 
    “What’s the phone about?” Conner asked. “You know they’re useless here, right?” 
 
    “It’s not for using,” Dorring said as he waited for it to turn on. When it was, he put it on loud speaker and played the recording of the message. 
 
    “I don’t know if you’ll ever receive this,” the voice of Kevin Yates went, and Dorring could recite it easily. “I’ve been unable to trace where you went after you left the unit… Come find me…” 
 
    As they listened to it, a frown grew ever larger on Conner’s face. It appeared that the message irritated him rather than touched his curiosity. By the end he looked almost horrified by it. 
 
    “That was Kevin Yates, wasn’t it?” Conner said when the message had ended. 
 
    “Yes,” Dorring said, placing the phone in his pocket. “The message was sent a year ago. In truth, I probably should have never got it.” 
 
    “But you did.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Conner stared at him for a few seconds and then said, “So Kevin Yates came to McGuffin a year ago?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dorring said. “That’s what he claims in the message.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t I see him? Why’d he not come to see me?” 
 
    Dorring looked deep into Conner’s eyes. He was looking for a sign of dishonesty. But his old comrade wasn’t budging. A blank look doing its best to hide his feelings. 
 
    He always did have a good poker face, Dorring remarked in his head. 
 
    “So you never saw him?” he asked Conner. 
 
    “I swear to God I never saw him. I haven’t seen Kevin Yates since Helmand over fourteen years ago. After what happened to him…” He gazed into space for a few seconds before going on, “Are you sure he came here after the killer?” 
 
    “I’m not sure if Kevin made it here or if anything happened to him if he did. Nevertheless, I’m certain the killer is here. The body I found on the beach confirmed it. The one mutilated with the insignia. The one possibly loaded into a Toyota pickup.” Dorring stared into Conner and let this linger for a moment before adding, “The killer’s here alright.” 
 
    “And you’ve no idea who?” 
 
    “No. That’s why I’m going to ask you again. Is there anyone else here from our old unit?” 
 
    “And I’m telling you again: no.” 
 
    Dorring shook his head and got up off the chair. 
 
    “He’s on this island,” he said. “I don’t know if I’ve made a big mistake telling you, but I swear he’s here. Be careful, Conner. Be real careful.” 
 
    And with that he left, leaving Conner to stare after him with wide eyes. 
 
    At the hallway, Dorring took his rucksack back and left the house. Outside, he found Tony leaning with his back up against his Toyota, smoking a cigarette. 
 
    “You want a lift back into town?” he asked Dorring. 
 
    “No. I’ll walk.” 
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    On the road leading away from Appleby Manor, Dorring was passed by the fire engine coming back from the Chalmers’ place. Inside were the soot covered and desolate faces of the firemen. The death of a fellow islander had hit them hard. 
 
    The rain and wind beat severely against Dorring, but he felt not one iota of the bitter cold or the harsh weather. In his head he was going over everything. 
 
    Kevin leaves a message on an old phone of Dorring’s. Did he ever expect it to be listened to? After all, he sent it a year ago to a phone Dorring had given him the number to fourteen years before. Not long after that, he’d left the SAS for MI6 and the phone had lain abandoned in his locker until they’d boxed his possessions up and sent them to his mother. 
 
    Dorring took it as complete luck that he’d gotten the message at all. 
 
    Then there was Conner’s presence in McGuffin. 
 
    Dorring began wondering how true it was that his old comrade hadn’t been the killer in the first place. No, he said in his head. It can’t be him. He searched his mind back to that time and could think of at least three occasions when he knew beyond a doubt that Conner wasn’t able to commit the murders. But could he be sure? Were there two killers at work in Helmand? Using each other’s MO and signatures to give the impression of one. 
 
    Typically, it made him think about Jane. 
 
    Oh sweet Jane, he used to call her, after the Velvet Underground song. He would sing it to her when they were all alone. She was too smart not to notice that there were two killers. Way too smart. She would have picked up on the slightest discrepancies between the murders. Seen a slight change or difference in one. Because two men can’t repeat each other’s techniques to the absolute letter. There’ll always be a flaw in one. Plus, the lettering was always the same. The lines of Who Dares Wins almost identical from one body to the next. No, it couldn’t be two killers. 
 
    Then why was Conner here while the killer was too? 
 
    He went back to an earlier question: had Kevin contacted Conner as well? 
 
    But their conversation a minute ago dispelled this. He’d given Conner ample opportunity to come clean. After all, he’d shared things with Conner, so why couldn’t Conner share things with him? No, it was clear that he’d received no call from Kevin. And anyway, he’d been here for years already. 
 
    Then Dorring asked himself why Kevin hadn’t approached Conner when he’d gotten here. If he’d been to the island, he was sure to do it. But Conner was adamant that he hadn’t seen Kevin. 
 
    “I haven’t seen Kevin Yates since Helmand fourteen years ago,” he’d said. “After what happened to him.” 
 
    After what happened to him, Dorring repeated in his head. 
 
    He was suddenly standing within the insides of a half built room—a construction site. Standing over something. The air illuminated by flashlight beams, shadows moving about the walls. There was blood everywhere, handprints running through it. He could smell its metallic scent in his nostrils. He’d smelled it many times before, but it was the first time that it actively made him nauseous. Keeling to the side and having to hold himself up by a wall, he sent a stomachful of vomit onto the concrete floor. 
 
    Dorring felt nauseous now as he walked down the road and had to stop beside a grass verge for a few seconds. When the image of the room had cleared, he continued walking and his thinking went on. 
 
    Whatever was happening, he had to find out what Kevin had found out. Had to look for why he thought the killer may be on McGuffin. So he went to the only place he could think of. With no internet or mobile signal, it was his only choice. 
 
    McGuffin library stood nestled into the center of town. As with its surroundings, it was made of blocks the color of the craggy cliffs the island was covered in. Two columns at its entrance and large latticed windows set it apart from the rest of the buildings. But it was all very similar. 
 
    Going inside, he found the aisles of bookshelves empty of people and walked up to an old woman sitting reading at a small reception desk. 
 
    “Hello?” he said. 
 
    She immediately jumped and almost threw the book at him. 
 
    “Oh my!” she exclaimed and held a hand over her heaving chest. Her eyes gazed up at him and he got the impression she was as afraid of him as everyone else appeared to be. 
 
    “Is there an archive of old newspapers here?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said in an eloquent voice that sounded slightly nasal. “It’s in the back. Follow the shelving.” 
 
    She pointed a crooked finger along some bookshelves that disappeared into darkness. It appeared she only kept the light over her desk alive. 
 
    “There’s a lamp beside the monitor,” she said as he stared in the direction of her finger. 
 
    “Thank you,” Dorring said, and he followed the dusty shelving, the smell of old books invading his nostrils the deeper he got into the darkened library. 
 
    At a back wall, he found a microfilm monitor. You didn’t really see them anymore since the internet nowadays stores everything on it. When he sat down, he found that they still added the latest editions of the local and national newspapers to it. 
 
    Dorring was more interested in the local newspaper, the McGuffin Post. Though he scanned through the nearest nationals, too. Newspapers such as the Daily Record, a Scottish tabloid. 
 
    Without knowing where to start, he simply went backwards from now and scanned the pages for murder. At first inspection, it appeared that murder wasn’t something McGuffin did. In fact, it looked like the body he happened to find that morning was the first victim on McGuffin in its history. 
 
    What luck, Dorring thought. 
 
    As he searched through the reported history of McGuffin, he wondered how true it was that there’d been no murder. Because there was one thing that he did find in lieu of homicide: disappearances. 
 
    By the time he was twenty years back through the history of the island, he’d found three women and four men, all of them between fourteen and forty, that had gone missing. And he could find no evidence that any of them had ever been found. 
 
    Then he spotted something. Or didn’t spot something, as would be more truthful. Because between 1995 and 1997, every single edition of the McGuffin Post was gone. Checking the nationals from those years, he found the odd article that baffled him more than explained anything. 
 
    Body Snatched from Morgue on McGuffin Island, proclaimed the headline of a small article in the Daily Record. 
 
    Police are hunting for the body of a teenager found washed up on a beach after it went missing from the funeral home it was being kept in. Local police from the small isolated island in the Outer Hebrides are liaising with mainland authorities as to the missing body’s whereabouts. McGuffin Detective Constable Simon Mclaughlin had already called in the assistance of mainland police after finding the female washed up on one of the beaches four days ago. She was supposedly the victim of horrific injuries. 
 
    That one was written in the summer of 1995. May. A few weeks later, a short follow-up story in the Daily Record stated: Body of teenager found. Apparently misplaced by local authorities. After autopsy, it was determined that the girl—fifteen year old Stacey McKenzie—died after hitting rocks. Local teens came forward to explain that they were diving off cliffs that day when Stacey misjudged her jump and hit the rocks. They claimed that they had been too afraid to come forward earlier. 
 
    In a copy of the Daily Record from the next summer, June 1996, Dorring found another small piece that appeared strange. 
 
    Tragedy on McGuffin. Teenage couple found dead in field after being hit by combine harvester. Two teens were apparently enjoying a romantic picnic in the middle of a cornfield on McGuffin island when they fell to sleep. Local Detective Constable John Chalmers stated that the tragedy would leave lasting wounds on the quiet island community but he hoped to help them in healing their burden. 
 
    There were more spurious snippets in the Daily Record, always people going missing in summer, but nothing that gave Dorring a clear picture that there was a predator at work. Perhaps the local journal had been much more comprehensive in trying to find out what was behind it all. Maybe that was why it was gone. 
 
    Dorring decided to try and find out. 
 
    Leaving the monitor, he revisited the old librarian, who had fallen to sleep. Leaning over her desk, he touched her shoulder and, once again, he made her jump. 
 
    “Oh my!” she shrieked. “You should’nay frighten an auld woman like that.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Well,” she grumbled, adjusting herself and wiping sleep from her eyes, “what do you want?” 
 
    “I’m looking for copies of the McGuffin Post for the years 1995 to 1997. I was wondering where they are.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re the second person to ask for those dates in the last couple of months,” she said. 
 
    Dorring almost burst. 
 
    “Who asked for them before?” he said, leaning forward with his palms on her desk. 
 
    “Now why should I go telling you?” 
 
    He was sure that it was Kevin. 
 
    “Please,” he said. 
 
    “I shouldn’t go telling strangers everyone else’s secrets.” 
 
    “It’s hardly a secret.” 
 
    “But it’s still gossip.” 
 
    “What? Asking about missing newspapers?” 
 
    She glanced furtively over his shoulder at the door and then back at him, her dark eyes staring up. It was like she was trying to read him. Look inside his soul and see if he could be trusted. 
 
    She decided he could. 
 
    “On McGuffin,” she said, “asking questions like those can get a boy hurt.” 
 
    “Then just tell me if it was a man or woman.” 
 
    “Woman,” she said. 
 
    Dorring was disappointed. He had been sure that it would be Kevin. 
 
    “Do you trust me enough to say who?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ll nay give you her name,” the librarian said, holding her chin up high when she did. 
 
    “Okay then,” Dorring said. “Can you at least tell me where the newspapers are?” 
 
    “I’m afraid all the copies of the McGuffin Post covering… that time are gone.” 
 
    Before she’d said the words that time she’d paused and her old blue eyes had gone blank. As though the thought of that time brought back a whole host of dark memories. Dorring wanted to know what those memories were. 
 
    “Covered what?” he asked. 
 
    Her expression darkened even more and she once more glanced furtively over his shoulder. 
 
    “I don’t like to say,” she said, returning her eyes to him. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because it was a very bad time for the island and folk here on McGuffin prefer to forget. They share the gift of collective amnesia.” 
 
    “Please, I’d like to know what you’ve tried to forget.” 
 
    “So did she.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The woman who came asking before.” 
 
    “And what did you tell her?” Dorring asked. 
 
    Again she looked over his shoulder. 
 
    “I’ll talk,” she said in a hushed voice, turning her eyes back to him, “but not here.” 
 
    She got up from the desk and walked past him to the front door. There, she took a key from the pocket of her long green cardigan and locked it. Then she walked past Dorring going the other way and unlocked a door that was behind the desk. 
 
    “In here,” she said, turning back to him. 
 
    On the other side was a small staff room with a little kitchenette in one corner. Having closed the curtains of a window, she made him a cup of tea and they sat down around a table. He noted that there was an alleyway on the other side of the window. He observed that, before she’d closed the curtains, the librarian had been sure to gaze both ways along it. 
 
    “There's been three recent disasters on McGuffin that folk still alive have experienced,” she said once she sat opposite. “Painful memories that linger on with the living. When we die, we will take some o’ those painful times with us. But as sure as I am that we’ll eventually die, I’m sure that more bad will happen to this place.” 
 
    “Bad?” Dorring asked. “What like?” 
 
    “Huh!” she gently scoffed. “People here like to pretend nothing bad ever happens on McGuffin. Their memories only go back as far as when all the money from the pharmaceutical company came. So long as they’ve got a little money and don’t go hungry, they couldn’t care what happens.” 
 
    “So tell me,” Dorring said, “three disasters.” 
 
    “In the sixties there was a landslide on Bishop’s Hill,” she said in a low voice. “It ended up burying the local primary school. We lost fifty little ’uns that day. Then in the eighties there was a great storm which claimed fifteen fishing boats and over fifty of our best men. My Barry along with them.” Her fingers reached up and began rubbing a locket that rested on her chest. “Then came the worst,” she said and her voice became darker. “But this one were nay natural disaster. Nay force of nature. This one were manmade. A monster of our own.” 
 
    “Who was the monster?” Dorring asked, his gray eyes gazing eagerly at her. 
 
    She didn’t say anything for a while and let the sound of the rain hitting the window fill the room. 
 
    “I don’t know exactly where the name came from,” she eventually said, “but we used to call him the Huntsman. In the two years that he was going—and some say he still is—he took six poor souls to Hell with him. Did terrible things to the bodies.” 
 
    “What things?” 
 
    She reared back and shook her head as though he’d offered her a spoonful of poison. 
 
    “Carved things into them with a knife,” she said in a voice verging on a shriek, her old eyes gazing into the past and seeing something terrifying. 
 
    Dorring leaned forward and placed a hand on hers. The eyes came alive and he gazed softly at them. 
 
    “What things?” Dorring asked. 
 
    “Words and pictures.” 
 
    “What words?” 
 
    “I can’nay recall for sure.” 
 
    “Was this in the local newspaper?” 
 
    “Not all of it,” she said. “I was friends with the local reporter. He showed me pictures he’d taken of the crime scenes. An’ thank Christ he did, because our local bobbies did nay except cover it up. Told terrible lies to keep everyone asleep at night. Keep us asleep all the time. People walk about McGuffin with their heeds in clouds.” 
 
    “Is that why the local papers are gone? To cover it up?” 
 
    “Aye. You see, Craig Johnston was the local reporter back then. He refused to tow the official line. Took on the police over it. Said the people had a right to know. They accused him of stirring up fear.” 
 
    “Where is he now?” 
 
    “Dead,” she said blankly. “He shot himself back in ’97. They reckon it was from all the stress. Said he’d been gambling on the mainland and lost a lot of money. But it was all bull. Craig Johnston liked a flutter, but he was’nay daft enough to get himself in trouble.” 
 
    “What about the pictures of the crime scenes?” 
 
    “All his stuff got taken as far as I know. His wife still lives in their old cottage in the woods by Gough’s Creek. Maybe you could go speak to her, but I wouldn’t expect much. She’s been pretty mute about it all these years and lives like a recluse with her two dogs.” 
 
    “Who came for the newspapers?” 
 
    “John Chalmers—that’s the auld detective. He came burstin’ in here one day an’ demanded all the copies. Raided the offices of the McGuffin Post, too.” 
 
    “But why wasn’t it in any of the mainstream news?” Dorring asked. 
 
    “When the mainland reporters showed up, the local police told them that Johnston was making it all up. Was trying to cause trouble for the island because of a dispute between him and the police. They made him out to be a mad man, so the mainstream news left it all alone after that.” 
 
    “So the police were actively covering up?” Dorring asked. 
 
    “It’s my belief that they were. Aye.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because they were protecting the killer. Because he’s obviously got power.” 
 
    “Like Lord Appleby?” Dorring suggested. 
 
    She glanced sharply at the window. The curtains were drawn but she still looked fearful when she glanced that way. 
 
    Turning back to Dorring, she said, “If it is, then there’s nay we can do aboot it.” 
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    Dorring left the library confident that the killer had been on McGuffin long before he’d ended up in Helmand fourteen years ago. 
 
    In a doorway at the edge of town, he took a map of the island from his rucksack and checked where Gough’s Creek was. Then he pulled his hood over his head and stepped onward through the rain. 
 
    About a mile into the countryside, he came to woodland. Stepping into it, he began walking towards the creek on the other side. While he went along, the leafless trees creaked and bent in the rain and wind. Dorring got the eerie feeling they were alive and communicating with each other. Then, when he was deep into the woods, he realized that it wasn’t only the trees that gave him an odd feeling. 
 
    Dorring turned sharply. 
 
    He was walking along a shallow gorge. It drifted upwards to his left and something drew his eyes to the trees about thirty yards up the gentle slope. 
 
    Then he saw it. 
 
    The outline of a figure dressed in a hooded coat. For a second or two they stared at one another. Then the figure raised something and Dorring immediately sprinted off. 
 
    The forest crackled with gunshot and the bark of a nearby tree exploded. Head down, Dorring threw himself forward through the trees, dodging outstretched branches that grabbed at him like spindly hands. More shots repeated and each one made the skin of Dorring’s back jump up an inch. 
 
    Nevertheless, at the rate he was running, the sound was getting further away, the distance increasing between himself and his attacker. He felt a thud hit his rucksack and it almost threw him forward onto his front. With effort, he stayed on his feet and continued plowing onwards through the trees. 
 
    Seeing the edge of the wood, he turned sharply left. If he entered the open fields on the other side, he was sure to be an easy target. The gunshots had ceased for the moment and he gathered that the shooter was busy trying to catch up. 
 
    The forest floor began sloping down and Dorring heard the sound of a rushing river. He felt that he may be out of the shooter’s sight for the moment and took the opportunity to throw himself into a ditch he spotted. 
 
    He crawled into it, removed the rucksack from his back so he could lie it flat next to him, took his hunting knife from it and pulled bracken leaves down over the top, lying on his front in the mud with his eyes peeking out. 
 
    Facing the direction he’d come, Dorring could see nothing except the rainswept trees moving and creaking. Could hear no other sounds except the rain and the gentle din of the river. He gripped the knife in his hand. The guy must be well acquainted with woodland, Dorring told himself. He made no sound. No snapping of branches. Maybe it was the sound of the rain over the top, but Dorring sensed nothing. 
 
    That was until he saw him. 
 
    The figure came from behind a tree only five yards in front of where Dorring lay, stepping lightly and cautiously over the brush. Dorring couldn’t believe that he was only now seeing him. 
 
    Three yards. 
 
    The knife gripped and his body primed. 
 
    One. 
 
    Dorring leaped out and the guy turned the rifle on him. Dorring was too quick. He grabbed it and forced it upwards so that it pointed at the gray clouds. The weapon exploded and birds flew from the trees. They grappled over the weapon and eventually Dorring knocked it out of his hands, the gun thrown into bracken. But he left his feet wide open and the figure expertly swept them away with a low kick. Dorring was only just strong enough to stay semi-balanced, but it allowed the figure enough time to reach into his side and pull his own knife. 
 
    The two circled each other. Just like in the alleyway. 
 
    “I’m going to find out who you are,” Dorring said. “You’re him, aren’t you? The one in Helmand.” 
 
    The mouth poking from the hood simply smiled. 
 
    He came at Dorring. Raised the blade and attempted to bring it down on him. Dorring swooped around expertly, avoiding the knife like a matador avoids being gored by a bull’s horns. As he twisted around the onrushing figure, he slipped his own blade across the thigh. 
 
    “Agh!” his adversary cried out into the trees, grabbing his injured leg. 
 
    He screamed and came at Dorring again. But Dorring was the matador and the figure was a simple beast. Dangerous but lacking in subtlety. When he rushed past, Dorring slipped his knife across the other thigh. Now the figure went berserk. His knife slashed through the rain—right to left, left to right, up, down—and came at Dorring like the snapping jaws of a starving dog. It was no longer sufficient to play the matador. Now Dorring had to leap and roll to avoid the knife. 
 
    Dorring made a mistake. In jumping away, he allowed too much distance between them. He gave his opponent time to grab up the rifle he’d dropped. 
 
    Realizing this immediately, Dorring turned and threw his knife at the figure. An arm flicked up to protect the face and the blade planted into the forearm. 
 
    “UGH!” he screamed. 
 
    The figure ignored the injury and reached for the rifle. With no other choice, Dorring ran once more through the forest. 
 
    The sound of the river swallowed up the sound of the rain and he saw the rushing water though the gaps in the trees. The gun went off and Dorring felt a sharp pain in his shoulder where the bullet grazed it. The sudden pain jolted him, but didn’t put him down. Pushing himself hard to the river, he dove into the rushing water as it slid past the bank. He then swam hard underwater and flew along with the fierce current. By the time he had to come up for air, he was some hundred and fifty yards further along. Balancing in the water, he gazed back at the trees and couldn’t see the figure. Then he saw the muzzle flash light up the dank air and a bullet splashed into the water a few feet from his head. He dived down into the river again and once more swam away, the flow guiding him onwards and away from the figure. 
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    The river led close to Gough’s Creek. When its flow left the woods, Dorring got out of the freezing water and made his way along the edge of a field, constantly checking his surroundings for people. Thankfully, when he eventually arrived at the cottage, he did so without spotting a single soul following him. 
 
    Gough’s Creek was mostly salt marsh and more woodland. The cottage was in a forest right on the edge of the coast. The trees cradled the gray stone cottage and surrounded it like the arms of a mother. 
 
    As Dorring walked the dirt track that led to its front, exhausted from the cold and rain and with his injured arm throbbing, he was met with more hospitality. 
 
    The door of the cottage was flung open and two Doberman Pinschers came bolting towards him from the open doorway. He froze immediately and got ready for their attack. However, once they were a few yards from him, they stopped and merely glared at him, teeth bared and emitting low growls. Dorring could do nothing but stand and watch them carefully, awaiting their snarling jaws. 
 
    “Who the bloody hell are you?” a woman’s voice cried and Dorring glanced over the dogs toward the cottage. 
 
    Standing there holding the barrel of a shotgun on him was an elderly woman. She was plump and dressed in blue overalls. Her knotty gray hair blew about her head in the breeze and there was a hard look on her ruddy face. 
 
    “My name’s Alex Dorring,” he called to her. 
 
    “You part of Appleby’s lot?” she asked, stepping out of the cottage and coming towards him. 
 
    “No. I’m on my own. I want to ask you about your late husband, Craig Johnston.” 
 
    She frowned and held the shotgun even firmer to her shoulder as she came to a standstill behind her dogs. 
 
    “What do you want to know?” she asked with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “Your husband tried to get to the bottom of something.” 
 
    “And what something is that?” 
 
    “A killer.” 
 
    She cocked an eye at him. 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked slowly. 
 
    “I told you my name.” 
 
    “Your name means nothing to me. Why are you so interested in ma husband?” 
 
    “Because I’ve come to find that killer.” 
 
    “An’ then what?” 
 
    “I aim to kill him,” Dorring said, looking her straight in the eye. 
 
    She nodded in the direction of his arm. “What happened to your arm?” 
 
    “I was shot by a man I believe is either the killer or someone protecting him.” 
 
    “Huh! They’re all protecting him.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why’d you think? Because it’s worth their while an’ greed makes a mockery of morality.” 
 
    “Well, it won’t work on me. My morality is never for sale.” 
 
    Her narrowed eyes studied his solemn expression. 
 
    “You English?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What brought you here?” 
 
    “I told you. I’ve come to find a killer.” 
 
    “No,” she snapped irritably. “I mean, why has the killer brought you here? What’s he to do with you?” 
 
    “Because it’s not just on McGuffin that he’s done bad things,” Dorring explained. “Years ago, he did things in Afghanistan during the war. He was there. I saw his work and it’s led me back here.” 
 
    “So you’re not here for Appleby then?” 
 
    “If he’s the killer, then yes.” 
 
    “He might be,” she said, her eyes going dark. “It was certainly a theory my husband held.” 
 
    “I’d like to hear his theories,” Dorring said. 
 
    She bit her lip and continued to study him. Dorring watched as something passed over her face and the expression softened. 
 
    “Perhaps you should come in,” she said, lowering the shotgun. Then turning to the dogs, she added, “Flotsam! Jetsam! At ease.” 
 
    The dogs relented and she turned and went off in the direction of the house, the beasts doing the same and obediently accompanying her as she waddled down the pathway. Dorring cautiously followed behind, keeping at least a few yards from the dogs at all times. 
 
    Inside the cottage, he saw that the windows were shuttered from the inside. The only light was provided by a low wattage bulb in a dusty lamp. 
 
    “I’ve just put the kettle on,” she said. “You want a tea?” 
 
    “Sure,” Dorring said, feeling that a hot drink would be very welcome in his current wet and cold state. “But I don’t know your name?” 
 
    “You mean you came all the way here without knowing it?” 
 
    “I was only told about your late husband earlier on. The person who told me never mentioned your name. Only that you still lived out in Gough’s Creek.” 
 
    “It’s Patricia.” 
 
    She held a hand out and Dorring approached her. The two dogs immediately reared up. 
 
    “At ease!” she commanded. 
 
    When the dogs had backed off, still growling in undertones, Dorring took the hand and they shook. 
 
    “I’ll get you a cloth for the arm,” she said when they’d let go of each other’s hand. 
 
    While she made the tea and Dorring wrapped the cloth around his arm, the two dogs stayed close to their mistress and stared at Dorring the whole time. As for the shotgun, she kept it close to hand. 
 
    “Why’re you so cautious?” he asked. 
 
    “Huh! You tell me you’ve just been shot at and ask why I need to protect myself.” 
 
    “I guess it’s a little odd. But tell me why.” 
 
    “Because they may someday turn up here. They’ve broken in before. The night they found…” She looked up at the ceiling. “The night I lost Craig,” she continued, “I came home to find the door broken down and the place a mess.” 
 
    “What were they after?” 
 
    She turned from the drinks and frowned. 
 
    “What do you think?” she asked. 
 
    “I can guess, but I’d like to know for certain.” 
 
    “They wanted pictures and notes that Craig had made. Anything connected to the bodies found back in the nineties. They wanted to bury the whole thing. But I managed to keep some of it.” 
 
    She handed Dorring his tea and then asked him to follow her. They left the cottage via a back door and walked across a dirt path that traveled through vegetable patches and a muddy yard. 
 
    At the end was a wooden shed with a rusted corrugated roof. Taking a key from a necklace she pulled out from the neck of the overalls, Patricia Johnston unlocked a padlock. The dogs were right behind her the whole time. 
 
    She entered and asked Dorring to follow. 
 
    He was immediately taken aback when he spotted a wall lined with metal mantraps used for hunting, the things hanging on chains and dangling from the wall. There were other things too. A workbench covered in machine parts. Probably from a tractor. As well as a bag of thick plastic cable ties that might come in handy at some stage. 
 
    Standing at the end of a large table covered over in blue tarpaulin, Patricia asked Dorring to grab the other end and they lifted it a couple of yards to the side. 
 
    It revealed a wooden hatch in the floor. 
 
    Kneeling in the dust beside it, Patricia used a key to unlock a padlock. The hatch opened on a set of wooden steps that led into darkness. Reaching a hand inside, Patricia Johnston flipped a switch and a light flickered on. 
 
    “The previous owner made a bunker,” she said as she stood up and began descending the steps. “Built it back in the fifties around the time of the Cuban missile crisis. Thought the commies were gonna bomb us all. Craig thought it was cool when we bought the place in the eighties.” 
 
    “Was the previous owner also a gamekeeper?” Dorring asked. 
 
    “Yeah. How’d you know?” 
 
    “All the mantraps.” 
 
    Dorring followed her down and the dogs stayed at the top, guarding the entrance. Downstairs was a breeze block cellar with shelves along one wall filled with tinned food. In a corner was a bed and a chemical toilet, silver metal shining in the electric light. 
 
    Nevertheless, it wasn’t the general layout of the bunker that left an impression on Dorring as he reached the bottom of the steps. No. His attention was taken by what was on the wall straight ahead. 
 
    It resembled a detective’s board. Photographs of faces were pinned to a huge chalk board and linked together by red lines. Notes had once been written in marker pen beside the pictures, but over time they’d faded so that Dorring couldn’t make out what was once written there. He recognized the faces in several photographs, though they were at least twenty years younger. One of them was Bruce Appleby. Lord Appleby. A line linked him with a picture of the cop named Fergus. Minus the gray hair. But still sporting the spiteful look. Above Bruce Appleby was a picture of an old man with a supercilious scowl printed in the skin of his bony face. 
 
    “That’s Patrick Appleby,” Patricia Johnston said. “He were lord when Craig were alive. The pig’s dead now though. Son’s taken over.” 
 
    Dorring gazed into the blank, arrogant eyes awhile before moving on. All the red lines led out of Patrick Appleby and it appeared to show his former control over the others. Next to Fergus was the photo of a round-headed man with a combover. 
 
    “Who’s he?” Dorring asked. 
 
    “That’s the auld detective here. John Chalmers.” 
 
    “Why’s he on the board?” 
 
    “Because he helped cover up the murders of those poor young darlings. But he got his comeuppance in the end.” 
 
    “You mean burning in his house today?” 
 
    “Not only burning,” Patricia Johnston remarked. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Dorring said, turning from the board and gazing at her. 
 
    “Despite appearances,” she said, “I still have friends here on McGuffin. Friends who inform me of things. I found out from someone who was there that when they brought John Chalmers’ charred body out of his smoking house, he’d had all his teeth smashed in.” 
 
    “Someone had injured him?” 
 
    “Yes. I was told that his mouth was wide open and that all of his teeth were either pulled out or broken. My friend says it looked like someone had gone at him with a claw hammer.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “You tell me,” she said, shrugging her wide shoulders. 
 
    Dorring turned back to the board. Underneath the picture of Patrick Appleby was a line leading to a question mark. It was parallel to the picture of Bruce Appleby. 
 
    “What does the question mark mean?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s the great mystery. I’ve been wondering that for nigh on twenty-two years. Ever since I came down here after Craig.” 
 
    “He never explained it to you?” 
 
    “We never talked shop in the house. This was his place to have a wee think when he was home. Hidden down here away from me. I knew he kept something like this, but I never bothered to come an’ see it. Just used to knock on the hatch when his tea were ready.” 
 
    “Why’s Fergus on here?” 
 
    “He’s part of the cops. Craig must’ve believed he was behind a lot of it.” 
 
    Then Dorring recognized another of the men. One joined by a line to Fergus. The face wasn’t so bitter as when Dorring had witnessed it the day before. Rather, it was smiling. Still, Dorring couldn’t mistake the gray whiskered countenance that belonged to the landlord at the Mermaid and Anchor. The man named Mac. 
 
    As he ogled the photo, Dorring began to understand something. See it clearly where before it had been opaque. 
 
    “That’s the landlord at the Mermaid and Anchor, isn’t it?” he said. 
 
    “Yes. Leon MacMillon. Otherwise known as Mac.” 
 
    “Why’s he here?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know. But I haven’t drunk in the Mermaid since I first saw his photo down here.” 
 
    “Is there anything else?” Dorring asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s all there is.” 
 
    “What about your husband’s notebooks?” Dorring said, turning to her from the board. “He kept notes, right?” 
 
    “All taken. Like I said, they broke in. They didn’t know about this place, so they didn’t come down here. Unfortunately, my husband didn’t keep his notebooks here either. Only this. He used to keep his notes in the hoose in case he suddenly needed them. He was forever waking in the middle o’ the night and grabbing a book up. Either reading some lines or adding some more.” 
 
    “So this is all that’s left?” Dorring put to her. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And he never told you anything more?” 
 
    “All he told me was that he suspected Patrick Appleby was behind it all. Even the killings.” 
 
    But Patrick Appleby would never have been in Helmand, Dorring said in his head. 
 
    “Why do you think your husband suspected Patrick Appleby?” he asked her. 
 
    “Because the only man powerful enough to keep a lid on something like this would be him.” 
 
    “And I take it his son, Bruce, would have that power now?” 
 
    “Oh yes.” 
 
   


  
 

 15 
 
      
 
    By the time Dorring returned to the cottage, it was nightfall. He came via the coast, staying tight to the edge of overhanging cliffs. The whole way, he expected an imminent attack. That’s why he hugged the cliffs and used the cover of the rocks wherever he could. 
 
    When he reached the area of the cottage, he didn’t use the wooden steps to get to the top. Instead, he climbed up the clay cliff on the other side, grappling along the half fallen trees that had come down when the cliff edge was washed away. Using the woodland that cradled the cottage as cover, Dorring spent a minute or so watching the property. 
 
    The lights were off, but he soon saw movement inside. The curtains were open and a shadow moved about on the other side. He didn’t see Mo’s car either. 
 
    Cautiously, Dorring made his way around the cottage to the side where he knew the window to the bathroom was open a little way, having left it like that earlier. Sliding his hand through the gap, he lifted the sill so that it was completely open. When he’d climbed inside, he stood at the door listening to the sounds of someone creaking about on the wooden floor of the main room. The footsteps approached the bathroom and he took a firm grip on the doorknob. 
 
    The second the handle turned, he pulled the door sharply to him and the person on the other end came flying into the room. In the darkness, he twisted their body around easily and placed his arm across their throat and his hand over their mouth. 
 
    She screamed into his hand and he recognized the smell of her hair. 
 
    It was Mo. 
 
    He let go and she pushed herself away from him and turned with a frightened look on her face. He pulled the light cord and the bulb flickered on. The frightened look didn’t immediately leave her. She stood with her back pressed to the corner of the bathroom opposite him, wide eyes fixed to him. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, and her face finally softened. “I didn’t see your car.” 
 
    “Were you in here the whole time?” 
 
    “No. I was watching the place. I saw you moving about inside. I thought you might be someone else.” 
 
    “Who?’ 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said, shaking his head. “Where’s your car?” 
 
    “The rain made the dirt track muddy. I didn’t want to get stuck, so I parked on the road and walked here.” 
 
    “I am sorry, Mo,” he said sincerely. 
 
    She snapped out of it, came away from the wall and a smile ignited her face in joy. She went up to Dorring and threw her arms around him, nestling her head into his shoulder. 
 
    “You frightened me,” she said softly. 
 
    “I am sorry.” 
 
    Then she noticed his shoulder and stepped back. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh, this?” he said, glancing at the bleeding shoulder. “I fell in the woods. Caught my arm on a sharp piece of branch.” 
 
    “It’s bleeding pretty bad,” she pointed out. Then coming completely away, she added, “Take your coat off.” 
 
    She walked out of the bathroom and he followed. 
 
    “Why’s the light off?” he asked as he came into the pitch black main room of the cottage, a bar of light shining out of the bathroom. 
 
    “The bulb went when I came in,” she replied. “I guess the rain made the electrics wet. I was looking for another one or a candle.” 
 
    Going back into the bathroom, he turned the light off, stood on the edge of the bathtub and removed the warm bulb. He then placed it in the other room, switched the light on and sat himself down on the bed. 
 
    While he took his coat off, Mo stood before him and gasped when she saw the open wound on his right shoulder. It was four inches long and the bullet had passed right along it, burrowing about half an inch into the flesh as it roared by. A little deeper and it would have hit the bone and buried itself in there. Probably blown the whole shoulder away. 
 
    Then she glanced up at his face and frowned. 
 
    “Your stubble is gone,” she pointed out. “And your hair’s a wee bit shorter too.” 
 
    “I went to the barber.” 
 
    “I like the neat hair, but you should have kept the stubble. It made you look like a wolf.” 
 
    He grinned at her. 
 
    “Right,” she said next. “I’ve got a first aid kit in the glovebox o’ ma car. It’s got some surgical thread and a needle. I’ll go fetch it. So you be washing the wound in the kitchen sink while I do.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    She walked out of the cottage and into the rain. Dorring stood up from the bed and came to the kitchen sink at the front of the place. Through the window, he watched Mo go down the muddy track as he turned the faucet on and began washing down the wound with a cloth. 
 
    As he did, Dorring glanced to his right and saw that she’d left her handbag. Glancing back out the window, he saw that she was halfway down the track. She’d be at least another minute. 
 
    He grabbed the bag, snapped the metal clasp open and began going through it. Soon, he found what he was looking for. A mobile phone. It was off, so he switched it on. The screen lit up and he saw that it had bars. 
 
    They must have their own network, Dorring said to himself. 
 
    He looked through the address book of the phone. Names he didn’t recognize. Then one he did: Fergus. Then one that made him stop. 
 
    K. 
 
    Kevin, flashed through Dorring’s head. 
 
    When Kevin had left the message, he’d called from a private landline. One Dorring had been unable to trace. He’d guessed it was from somewhere on the island. The closest he’d traced it was to Scotland. The call had been rerouted in Inverness, the closest city on mainland Scotland. No record of where it came from before then, though. 
 
    It can’t be, Dorring said to himself. 
 
    He pressed dial and the number was called. He waited several seconds as it rung, but then saw Mo returning down the track. 
 
    Quickly switching off the phone, he returned it to the exact place he found it in the bag, having been careful not to mess the contents up too much when looking through it. 
 
    When she walked through the door, he was busy cleaning the blood away from the wound. 
 
    “I found this,” she said, holding a bottle of iodine up to him. 
 
    He smiled at her and she came over to him. As she did, she spotted the handbag so close to him on the sideboard and went red. She quickly turned her eyes back to him, smiled lasciviously and threw her arms around him, pulling Dorring close and kissing his lips passionately. 
 
    She’s good, he thought. But not good enough not to let the act drop every so often. 
 
    In truth, he wasn’t sure what to do. He now knew that it had been her who’d tipped them off about the body. That morning, after he’d returned and told her about it, she’d insisted upon getting dressed in the bathroom behind a closed door. At the time, it had struck him as a little odd. After all, he’d already seen every part of her—there was no shame between them. What did it matter if he watched her get dressed? 
 
    Now he knew why. She was either calling or texting someone on the mobile phone. 
 
    But what to do about her? 
 
    His training told him to grab her at the next opportunity and torture it out of her. But he’d lost the heart for that lately. If it became the only choice, then he would. But not until every other possible avenue had been explored. 
 
    Should he interrogate her? Get straight to the point and make her take him to the killer? Threaten her? 
 
    But then what if she doesn’t know who it is? She was obviously sent to spy on Dorring, but how much does she actually know? Dorring gathered that she probably never sent for someone to pick the body up specifically. Only reported it in to someone. Someone who’d personally want the body removed. 
 
    Then I should find out who that is. 
 
    But then this may only lead so far up the ladder. It may not lead to the killer. She may not be working for the killer. Doesn’t have any idea who the killer is. 
 
    No, it was too dangerous to expose her now. So far the islanders weren’t being openly hostile to him. Sure, there’d been two serious attempts on his life, but that was all done in secret. Back alleys and deserted woodland. A single man. Not the whole island. They stared and they warned him, but they didn’t openly attack him. If he went in too hard, he could find himself in an impossible situation. They may all turn on him at once. 
 
    So all Dorring could do was wait. Keep Mo close and see what turned up. Maybe try and needle something out of her while pretending to still be oblivious to her actual intentions. 
 
    Hell, maybe get some more sex out of it. 
 
    Once Dorring had finished cleaning the wound, they sat opposite each other at the round table. Dorring held his arm out while she first wiped the wound with the iodine and then stitched it together, pressing the needle through the flesh, pulling the thread along with it, and then pressing it through the other side of the wound, gradually pulling the thing together. Not once did Dorring flinch. The whole time, he merely sat staring into her eyes as she went to work with great care. Occasionally, she would ask him if it hurt and he would merely answer with a blank “Yes”. On other occasions, she would be so engrossed in her work that she would look up into his eyes and instantly smile at his blank look. Her cheeks would go red and she’d blush. He realized that though he’d been played, she’d obviously enjoyed the work. 
 
    Once the wound was closed, Mo tore some fabric off the bottom of her skirt and wrapped the wound in lieu of bandages. It made the skirt very short and it finished somewhere close to the top of her thighs. He couldn’t help looking at the top of her legs as she wrapped the cloth around his shoulder. She caught him and smiled. 
 
    Finishing the knot, she leaned forward, cupped his face in her hands, and kissed him passionately. 
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    That night, Dorring let Mo sleep while he took a chair from the table and sat in front of the window with his eyes peeled on the rain covered track outside. 
 
    Dorring had no intention of sleeping. He didn’t really sleep anyway. Suffered insomnia and had been trained to do without. It suited him right now. Suited him because he’d need it. Need to keep going. He suspected something big was happening on McGuffin. And not just with the killer either. 
 
    The ships in the night came back to him. The Morse code. Then the body the next day. Could it have been thrown off of one of those ships? If only he’d have realized it was Morse code earlier. He might have been able to get part of the code. Maybe it would have given him an extra clue. 
 
    At the manor, everyone had a gun. Why so many guns? An age old custom couldn’t encourage so many. Were they expecting war? Because it looked like it. Surely, protecting pharmaceutical patents didn’t need quite so much firepower. 
 
    Yes, he thought. They’re up to something big here and everyone seems worried that it will be ruined. My turning up is the last thing they wanted. 
 
    Because of what happened in the woods, Dorring felt sure that the hooded figure would come for him at some point. That meant he had to be ready at all times. He also planned on somehow getting ahold of a gun himself. 
 
    All in good time. 
 
    However, it wasn’t the hooded figure that came for him that night. It was something else. 
 
    Dorring spotted the first red laser cutting through the rain. It was coming from up the lane. He never mounted a laser on his own gun. Sure, it helped a little with your midrange aim, but it gave off a warning. A red line leading straight to you. 
 
    Another laser joined the first and they both bobbed about as the men on the other ends approached along the lane. Dorring couldn’t see the men holding the guns yet because of the trees that lined the track, but he was sure that there’d be more coming from other areas. Coming to surround the cottage. 
 
    Dorring burst up out of the chair and ran to the back. Sliding the curtains an inch to the side, he spotted two more lasers coming through the woodland. Running to the bathroom, he saw two others coming up the wooden steps that led up from the beach. 
 
    Going back to the kitchen window, he saw the two men coming up the dirt track for the first time. They were dressed in black combat clothing. They had helmets and masks. He spotted the rain splashing off their night vision goggles. These guys were dressed like the real thing and the way they moved, low and steady, told Dorring that they were professionals. He wondered if Conner was one of them. 
 
    Six men, Dorring said to himself. 
 
    He ran to the bathroom and hid with his back to the wall beside the window. The two men coming from the woods split up, one going around the cottage one way and the other coming around the side where the bathroom was. While the man approached the window slowly, Dorring carefully pushed the pane up so that it was fully open. 
 
    The moment the guy came beside the window, Dorring reached out into the rain and grabbed him. He couldn’t kill him. Didn’t know who he was or how much it would come back on him if he was to murder the man. So he merely held the guy around the throat with his forearm, pulled him off the floor and strangled him. His boots kicked against the wooden cottage, but the hard rain lashed everything so loudly that it drowned the sound out. 
 
    The kicking stopped and the guy passed out. 
 
    Five. 
 
    Dorring dropped him in the mud and stepped out through the window. Searching the guy, he found that he was carrying a taser. So he took that, ignoring the assault rifle. Then he leaped up onto the windowsill and pulled himself up onto the roof. There, he moved low across the tiles while the men closed in on the place. Two of them set up a perimeter, covering the side opposite the bathroom and the back of the cottage, while three of them came to the front door. Everything they did was communicated in hand signals. Dorring gathered that the guy he’d just robbed was supposed to take that side of the cottage. Luckily, none of his colleagues had noticed his absence yet. 
 
    Dorring crouched down and watched them from the safety of the roof, the rain beating off his body. Another hand signal and one of the men at the door lurched forward and kicked the frail panel of wood off its hinges. The men ran inside, shouting loudly as they did. 
 
    “Down on the ground! Hands where we can see them!” 
 
    Mo screamed out so piercingly that Dorring could hear it over the rain. The lights of the cottage went on. 
 
    “What’s going on!?” she cried out. “Who are you!?” 
 
    So it wasn’t her that called them. 
 
    Dorring clambered across the roof tiles and leaped down at the man on the other side of the cottage. Landing on top of him and throwing him down on the floor, he ripped the goggles and mask off like a rabid dog and then followed it with an almighty punch that crushed the guy’s nose and knocked him out. 
 
    Four. 
 
    Dorring got up from him and climbed back up onto the roof. Two of the men inside the cottage came bursting out the front door and began glancing about. 
 
    They called out to the men watching the house. The one standing at the back went to answer, but before he could, Dorring sent the taser into his face from the roof. The guy swiveled his head slowly to Dorring as he juddered to the spasm of the electric shock. Then he dropped to the floor and Dorring tossed the spent taser away. 
 
    Three. 
 
    “Hugh!?” one of the men who’d come out shouted. “Billy!? Roger!?” 
 
    The third man came marching out the door and struck the man calling out. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up!” he snarled. 
 
    From where Dorring stood, he couldn’t quite hear it enough to tell the speaker. 
 
    “I told you this would be hard,” the guy went on. “She says he’s here somewhere. Now get your head in the game and find the bastard.” 
 
    The guy sent one of them around one side of the cottage and the other around the other way. 
 
    Dorring waited on the roof above the guy he’d just tasered. One of the men strolled cautiously around that side of the cottage. Dorring raised his body and prepared to land on him. The guy spotted the unconscious man and then spotted something in the corner of his eye, turning sharply up to face it. 
 
    “He’s on the roof!” he finished shouting the second before Dorring flattened him. Again he went to pull away the goggles, but the guy stretched an arm out and Dorring had to block it. He thumped his fists down on the man’s chest like an enraged ape and the guy’s flailing arms flew back into the mud as the wind was smashed out of him. Dorring got the goggles off him and crashed his fist into the exposed nose. 
 
    Two. 
 
    Dorring grabbed the guy’s taser just as another man came bursting around the corner. The black, rainswept night split apart with muzzle flash from the assault rifle as it spat bullets at him. Dorring had time to leap around the corner as the bullets flew past. 
 
    “Hold your fire!” the lead guy cried out. 
 
    The voice was much clearer now, so Dorring knew who it was. It was Conner. 
 
    Staying tight to the corner, Dorring looked about for where he could go. He was at the back of the property. Forward was the woods. It wouldn’t provide much cover. Plus, it was a ten foot leap across the yard before you even reached the trees. It would give the guy plenty of time to shoot Dorring with a clear shot. 
 
    He could go left. Work back along the edge of the house. But Conner would be somewhere there waiting. Armed whilst Dorring was not. 
 
    He looked up into the rain at the overhanging roof above him. It peaked up at that point, so it was too high for him to grab the edge and climb up. 
 
    Then he looked down. There was a cavity. The house was built on blocks. There was a gap of about a foot underneath. It would do. 
 
    Dorring dropped to the ground and crawled under the house. The dirt ground was fairly dry and he moved along it on his belly. Reaching the middle, he positioned himself so that he could see the feet moving along the edge of the cottage. He watched the man who’d fired at him come to the corner he’d just vacated. 
 
    “He’s not here!” he shouted out as he inspected the spot. 
 
    “Cut the chatter!” Conner called back. 
 
    Dorring glanced in the direction the voice came from. Through the gap, he saw two boots standing in the mud on the other side of the house, close to the gap. Close enough to grab ahold of. Crawling rapidly towards them, Dorring leaped out from the cavity and instantly guessed his mistake upon grabbing the boots. 
 
    They were empty. 
 
    Quickly, he turned over and saw Conner drop down from the roof, the butt of his assault rifle crashing into Dorring’s forehead. Everything dissolved into darkness after that. 
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    “You in it yet?” Conner asked in a hushed voice from the doorway, leaning to the side with his head poked out so that he could see up the empty corridor. 
 
    “Am now,” Dorring replied as he opened up the metal chest with the skeleton key Jane had loaned them for the purpose. It had also opened the doors that had gotten them this far into the armory. 
 
    Fourteen years ago, they were searching footlockers, having already searched them in the dormitories where men also kept their knives if they wanted them close at all times. But most kept them in the armory lockers as part of their general kit so that it was ready for battle. Though the dagger they were looking for wasn’t necessarily kit. More tradition. 
 
    They’d initially gained access to the armory by having the staff sergeant in charge take a look at Conner’s HK G36k assault rifle. He was claiming that the housing lock wasn’t running smooth enough and therefore wasn’t firing the bullets as rapidly as it should. This was due to Conner having pulled it apart the night before during reconnaissance and scoring the end of his knife into the housing lock to give credence to his complaint. It would keep the guy in the shop for the foreseeable future and away from the desk long enough for them to use the skeleton key to gain access to the footlockers and search them. 
 
    Of course, tampering with your weapon in this way was a serious offense and if it wasn’t for the fact that they were working with the Royal Military Police (RMP), they would never have dared do it. But they needed a reason to clear the front desk of the armory. 
 
    As for the cameras, Jane would take care of them. Being that all CCTV on the base came to servers controlled by the RMP. She’d make sure all footage while they were there was deleted. 
 
    Searching through the contents of the locker, Dorring found the knife. Taking a folded up piece of paper from his breast pocket, he opened it out and ran a pen line through the name Barry McCrawley. 
 
    “It ain’t Mac,” he said. 
 
    “How many more names?” Conner asked. 
 
    “Only seven. We’re nearly all the way through.” 
 
    “Maybe your girl with the RMPs is wrong. Maybe the knife was a replica. And the numbers are nothing more than a ruse. The whole thing a set up.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Dorring said as he put everything back in the exact way he’d found it. Finishing, he closed the lid of the footlocker and moved on to the next. Kneeling down in front if it, he used the key. “Anyway,” he added as he lifted the lid of the chest, “don’t call her that.” 
 
    “Call her what?” 
 
    “My girl.” 
 
    “Ain’t that what she is?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Oh! I am sorry. Then what was all that: ‘Hi, my name’s Alex’ bullshit?” 
 
    “I was being friendly after you’d been an asshole.” 
 
    “Then explain why you looked so pleased when she asked us to help her. I mean, you couldn’t wait to do it.” 
 
    “It was nice being taken off the rota for once,” Dorring said. “A little break from operations. Don’t you appreciate a few weeks not being shot at by a hundred pissed off insurgents?” 
 
    “Not really. I don’t mind shooting rag-heads. They’d put you away for life back home for it. Here, they give you a fucking medal.” 
 
    Dorring turned back at him over his shoulder, shaking his head. 
 
    “You’re such a dick sometimes,” he said. 
 
    “Alright then,” Conner said. “What about the fact that we’re going after our own? Doesn’t that at least make you question doing this?” 
 
    “We’re going after a psycho, Conner. Not a soldier. That he happens to be one of us doesn’t mean a thing. And anyway, what if we’re able to prove that it’s not one of our guys?” 
 
    “I guess so,” Conner said. 
 
    Dorring went back to searching the chest. There was a knife. So he crossed it off and moved on to the next. 
 
    “Dave Peterson’s clear,” he said. 
 
    “Good. I like Peterson,” Conner said as Dorring opened the next locker. “He was always… Wait!” 
 
    Dorring’s eyes widened and he turned sharply to the door, his hands paused over the contents of the locker he’d just gotten open. 
 
    Conner gazed at the other end of the corridor. He heard approaching footsteps. At the bottom, a shadow became gradually larger, approaching along another corridor that ran perpendicular along the end of the one they were on. If the person turned left, they’d walk straight towards them. 
 
    “Shut it up,” Conner said, ducking back into the room and taking a position around the corner of the door, his ears listening hard to the footsteps. 
 
    “It isn’t here,” Dorring said. 
 
    “What?” Conner said, turning to him from the door. 
 
    “It isn’t here. George Bishop. His knife is gone. It can’t be anywhere except here or the dorm lockers. Both are empty.” 
 
    “Then we should go,” Conner said. 
 
    “No. We still need to see the rest.” 
 
    Frowning, Conner peeked his head around the corner and saw the shadow diminishing, along with the footsteps. Whoever it was had passed by the end. 
 
    Breathing a sigh of relief, he ducked his head back in and said, “Hurry up, then. I’m not in the habit of being court-martialed.” 
 
    Dorring quickly searched the five remaining lockers. He found knives in every one. It appeared that the only person missing a knife that matched the numbers found on the one pulled out of the dead woman was George Bishop. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I just found out: Bishop’s currently on leave,” Jane said as Dorring and Conner stood in front of her desk. Her own this time. 
 
    “I thought you didn’t have the clearance to find that sort of information out,” Conner said. 
 
    “Not his operations. But I can find out when the men on this base are on leave.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Dorring said. “He’s not due back for a week. He went home for his brother’s wedding.” 
 
    “And I don’t have enough evidence yet to request his operation times,” Jane said next, “so I can’t compare any data with the dates of the murders.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Conner said with a smirk. “Especially being that the evidence was found through an illegal search.” 
 
    Jane narrowed her eyes at him. “You have any better suggestions for getting to the bottom of this?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Conner snuffed. “Leave it alone. It’s a bunch of fucking savages getting cut up, that’s all. You should see the shit they do to us.” 
 
    “Leave it, Conner,” Dorring said, taking him by the arm. 
 
    “Nah, man,” his comrade said in vexation, shrugging the hand off. “She should know. She sits here behind her little desk and deals mostly with drunk squaddies. This shit excites her because she’s bored. Well, guess what!” He leaned forward with his hands gripping the edge of her desk when he said this. “We don’t get to sit in our nice air-conditioned offices,” he went on wrathfully. “We go all the way out into that burning desert. All the way out to the foothills. We see what those bastards do to their own, let alone what they do to our boys when they get ahold of them.” 
 
    “Conner,” Dorring warned him. 
 
    He wasn’t listening. “You ever seen a dead child with an IED sewn in their guts? Buried real deep so the bomb disposal boys have to cut it out. Won’t touch it because they can’t bear it. Can’t bear to even do such a thing to a child by cutting it out. Even though the kid’s dead. You ever seen that?” 
 
    He was glaring down into her. She stood up sharply and glared back with a face so stern that her tight jaw looked about ready to crush her teeth. 
 
    “You leave my office now,” she said as calmly as she could. “Dismissed.” 
 
    “With pleasure,” Conner said, and he turned and left the room. At the door, he turned to Dorring and shook his head, laughing to himself as he walked off down the corridor. 
 
    Jane began straightening her uniform out, glancing around the office as though she expected to see something that would change her mood. Her eyes settled on Dorring and she gazed at him. 
 
    “You wanna go for a drink?” she asked. 
 
    “Sure,” he said. 
 
      
 
    The bar on base was always open and it always looked like one in the morning inside. There were no windows, the desert being particularly bright and hot, so you never knew what time of day it was except when the door was opened and the burning light entered the place. They kept no clocks or time keeping devices inside and people preferred not to look at their watches or phones. 
 
    The walls were coated in the flags of the many regiments on the base. Photographs of each regiment adorned the walls in the gaps between. Other than that, the place attempted to look as much like a British pub as could be possible in the middle of Afghanistan. So it was all fruit machines, pool tables, beer sticky surfaces, and the smell of stale lager never far from your nostrils. 
 
    Dorring and Jane sat at the bar. It was pretty empty except for a couple of drunk soldiers at the pool table behind them. They were busy playing a drinking game in which the loser of any given pool game would have to down five sambuca shots before playing the next game. It appeared that both men had lost several already. 
 
    “So what now?” Dorring asked as they sipped their beers. 
 
    The barman was busy watching a football game on a television behind the bar. The volume was on low so that the commentators and crowd were a low din. 
 
    “Well, we have to watch George Bishop when he gets back off leave,” Jane said. “We have nothing except a missing knife. We’ll have to monitor him as best we can. That’s where you’ll be handy. Other than that, all I can do is request more time with you and your… comrade.” 
 
    Dorring guessed she wanted to say something else, but held back out of respect for him. 
 
    “He’s not all bad, you know,” he felt the need to say. “It’s this place. It affects you.” 
 
    “Yes. It’s affected our killer so much that he’s fallen into his sickest tendencies.” 
 
    “It could still be insurgents.” 
 
    “It could, but I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because we identified the last victim. She was the daughter of a local chieftain. A man who’s on our wanted list for leading several insurgent groups that have set off bombs in the towns.” 
 
    “Maybe she was seen as expendable?” 
 
    “Why your own daughter? Why not a stranger if it’s only for the purpose of demonizing us?” 
 
    “Maybe he wanted her death. Some kind of honor killing. Two birds. One stone.” 
 
    “No. Azzar Shah is deeply upset by the killing. Our people in the local authorities tell us that he’s set a substantial reward for the finding and beheading of her killer.” 
 
    “Could all be front.” 
 
    “No. There’s too many problems with that theory.” 
 
    “So you really believe it’s one of ours?” 
 
    She turned to Dorring with green eyes. Under the dim light of the bulb hanging above their heads, she looked absolutely radiant. He couldn’t help feeling a rush of heat travel rapidly up his body as he gazed at her and he feared his face would explode. 
 
    “I do,” she said. “I wish it wasn’t the case, but I feel more confident with each new killing that it’s one of ours.” 
 
    “Then let’s hope it’s Bishop so we can close this thing quickly.” 
 
    “Amen to that.” 
 
    She lifted her beer glass to him and he did the same. They chinked the glasses together and then slung them to their mouths, heartily sipping the cold, amber beer. 
 
    The door opened behind them and they turned. The pool players placed hands over their eyes to shield them from the sudden burst of white light. 
 
    “Shut the door, man,” they cried out. 
 
    It closed and the wedge of light went out, the bar returning to its gloomy dimness. 
 
    “Thank you!” they cried sardonically. 
 
    Standing before the door was Kevin. Seeing Dorring and Jane, he approached and took a seat at the bar next to his fellow RMP. 
 
    “You wanna beer, Yates?” the barman asked. 
 
    “No thanks, Frank,” Kevin replied. 
 
    The barman nodded and went back to the football game. 
 
    “So what did you find me on Bishop?” Jane asked Kevin. 
 
    “Okay,” Kevin said. “So George Bishop joined the SAS only a year ago.” 
 
    “I could have told you that,” Dorring said. 
 
    Kevin leaned forward and turned to him. 
 
    “Sorry, Alex,” he said. “I never noticed you there.” 
 
    Dorring frowned. It had been pretty impossible not to. 
 
    Kevin leaned back and went on. 
 
    “So before that, he was in a Commando unit of the Royal Marines for five years. Applied for the SAS three years in a row and finally got into training just over a year ago.” 
 
    “So he’s a fanatic for the SAS?” Jane asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Apparently he’s a collector of SAS memorabilia. His great-grandfather was apparently in the first ever Special Air Service unit back in World War Two. Apparently met Churchill himself.” 
 
    “So it’s in his blood?” Jane said. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “It doesn’t mean much, though,” Dorring said. 
 
    “Why not?” Kevin asked. 
 
    “Most of the guys in the unit are fanatics. Conner’s old man was a Marine. Used to go on about it all the time, so Conner decided he’d go one better and join the SAS to shut him up.” 
 
    “Conner not too close to his old man?” Jane asked. 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    Jane turned her green eyes to him, penetrating him with them. 
 
    “What about you, Alex?” she said. 
 
    “What about me?” he asked in return. 
 
    “What made you join up? You a fanatic?” 
 
    “I joined the Marines because I lack imagination and wanted to leave home. I went onto the SAS because I did well with the Marines and special forces offered me more lucrative work.” 
 
    “That what this is?” Kevin asked. “Lucrative work.” 
 
    “I guess so. I certainly don’t get wrapped up in the politics of the thing. If you ask me, it wouldn’t matter one iota if we weren’t out here at all.” 
 
    Kevin Yates glanced about behind them at the pool players and then at the barman. The game went on uninterrupted and the barman never even flickered away from his game. 
 
    “You wanna be careful who you say that around,” Kevin said in a hushed voice, leaning across Jane so that Dorring could hear. “Some of the guys don’t like it when you call their work pointless.” 
 
    “But it’s true,” Dorring said. 
 
    Kevin shook his head and then retracted it. 
 
    “So Bishop’s a fanatic,” Jane said, turning to Kevin. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kevin said. “Just the right type to want to score insignia into the flesh of his victims.” 
 
    “Okay. It’s a start but, like Dorring said, not much. What have you got me that might be worth something, Kevin?” 
 
    A cocky smile erupted on his face and she knew he had something. He always smiled smugly when he was about to come up with anything worthwhile. 
 
    “Well, I told you he was in the Commandos, right?” he said. 
 
    “Uh huh,” Jane said, lifting her beer to her mouth. 
 
    “So he was in Iraq right after the invasion. Was part of the first wave of soldiers after the bombing campaign. Had to fight what was left of Saddam’s Republican Guard amongst the ruins.” 
 
    “Okay, get to the point,” she said. 
 
    “So on one operation, Bishop and a team of eight are hit by a mass of Republican Guards. It started with a Land Rover full of regular army being kidnapped. Then a tip off that they’d been spotted in the ruins of a bombed out office block. So they send in the Commandos, Bishop among them. But of course it’s a trap. They get there, search the levels of the place and then find the infantry boys.” Kevin paused for effect. “They’re nailed to crosses,” he went on, “like back in the days of Pilate.” 
 
    “Pilate?” Jane said. 
 
    “It’s Pontius Pilate,” Dorring said. “The Roman prefect of Judea when Christ was alive.” 
 
    “Oh.” Then turning back to Kevin, she added, “So he saw that?” 
 
    “Yeah. Saw those men nailed to crosses. But that wasn’t all. See, they’d been mutilated.” 
 
    “Mutilated how?” 
 
    “Someone had cut all their balls off.” 
 
    He let this hang. 
 
    “So you’re saying,” Jane said, “that…” 
 
    “No,” Kevin interrupted. “I’m only putting a theory forward.” 
 
    “But you’re saying that George Bishop was traumatized by what happened in Iraq?” 
 
    “That and the fact that no sooner had they discovered those dead men than 150 members of the Republican Guard stormed the building and they had to spend the next hours fighting their way out until backup arrived in the form of Black Hawk helicopters.” 
 
    Jane nodded and finished off her beer. She held the empty glass up to the barman and turned to Kevin. “You sure you don’t want one?” 
 
    “Sure,” he said. “You and Alex here go ahead with your little date. I won’t keep you much longer.” 
 
    Jane frowned at him and he shrugged. 
 
    “So what else you got?” she asked as the barman took her glass and began refilling it from a beer tap. 
 
    “Well, to support my theory,” Kevin said, “I checked with psych. Found out that afterwards, Bishop spent a little time in a DCMH assessment program for a month. It almost barred him from the SAS. Before they’d let him start general training, he had to have another assessment with their psych guys too. In the end, they cleared him.” 
 
    “Anything else?” Jane asked as her fresh beer was placed on the beer mat in front. 
 
    “Not so far. That’s all the juicy bits. I think it gives us confidence to move on Bishop though. Watch him closely.” 
 
    “I agree,” Jane said. 
 
    Silence fell over them and Dorring could see from the corner of his eye that Kevin was watching Jane with a dark look on his face while she stared straight ahead. Dorring wasn’t sure what he was seeing. Kevin then got up off his stool. 
 
    “I’ll leave you lovers alone,” he said, patting Jane’s shoulder and squeezing it. 
 
    She turned to him sharply as he walked out of the bar and Dorring could swear that he had annoyed her. When the door was closed on the bright light, the two faced forward. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Dorring asked. 
 
    “All about what?” 
 
    “Kevin. I mean, he looked almost pissed that we were together.” 
 
    “Oh him! It’s nothing. A mistake made a long time ago.” 
 
    “What type of mistake?” 
 
    “The type where two people wake up in the morning with hangovers and guilt.” 
 
    “So you went out with each other?” 
 
    “Huh!” she scoffed loudly. “I wouldn’t call it that. We slept together once after a drunken night out. That’s all.” 
 
    “How long ago?” 
 
    “A year.” 
 
    “He doesn’t look like he’s over it.” 
 
    “He likes to tease me. But he’s okay.” 
 
    They went back to sipping the beers. Half an hour or so later, they were a little drunk and a little warm. The mood had lightened up and the conversation flowed as well as the beer. 
 
    “So, obvious question,” she said, “but you were saying earlier that you joined because you wanted to get away from home. Is that true?” 
 
    Dorring thought about the question for a moment. He joined the Marines to get away and then turned out to be good at soldiering. He’d always been physically fit and had done well academically at school. He could have run away to university if he’d wanted to. But it wouldn’t have been far enough away. He needed whole continents between him and home. So he joined because they promised to take him away. Then it turned out that he had an aptitude for what they commanded him to do. Dorring had discovered something about himself in the Marines. He’d discovered that he was a natural born killer. 
 
    “In the beginning it was to get away,” he said. “A job that would take me away from home for years at a time. But then when I got into it, I realized that I was good at it. Not just the stuff they taught us in training, but a natural ability to stay calm under fire. Sure, I find myself shaking every so often after a mission, but my number one asset is that I never panic. I’m always on the ball.” 
 
    “And you like that? You like being on the ball?” 
 
    “Yeah. I like that I can do something that not many people are capable of.” 
 
    “At least you get to prove it,” she said in a despondent tone, returning to her beer and taking a swig. 
 
    “How do you mean?” he said. 
 
    Placing the beer back down on the bar and wiping her mouth, she said, “Because as a woman, I can’t join the SAS. I can only go as high as infantry if I want to see combat. And only then it’s only keeping the peace. Not the kinds of operations you go into.” 
 
    “And you’d like that?” 
 
    “I’d like to be able to prove myself.” 
 
    Dorring didn’t reply straight away. Instead, the two of them sat listening to the pool balls, the idiotic talk of the two drunk players, and the television’s low hum for a moment. Dorring felt good in her company and he couldn’t help staring at her reflection in a mirror that hung opposite. It felt good to be with her. Good to see himself sitting next to her. 
 
    “So go on then,” he said. 
 
    “Go on, what?” she put back, turning to him. 
 
    “You asked me, so now it’s your turn.” 
 
    “You mean, how did I join up?” 
 
    “Yeah. You’re obviously passionate about armed combat.” 
 
    “Not a fanatic,” she said, pointing her finger at him. 
 
    “No, not a fanatic. But you’ve obviously got the military in your blood one way or the other.” 
 
    She smiled at him and lifted her glass to her lips. Her cheeks went rosy red as she did and he could tell that she was blushing. 
 
    “You’re very observant,” she said when she placed the beer back down. “You should be a cop.” 
 
    “Thank you. But it doesn’t answer my question.” 
 
    “Well, like you just pointed out, it runs in my blood. My father was a Royal Marine. Spent thirty years in the corps before retiring.” 
 
    “So he wanted his daughter to go in?” 
 
    “Not entirely. See, he had the slight misfortune of having three girls. I was the youngest and I guess he and my mother gave up after that. Scared that they’d end up with a house full of girls before they got a single boy.” 
 
    “So are your older sisters in the forces?” 
 
    “Nope. They cringed when I joined. I watched them go off to uni and get careers. Get married. Become mothers. And all the time I watched my dad look sad, knowing that he’d love to have at least one of his kids in the forces. It’d been the same for him: his father and grandfather were Marines.” 
 
    “So you couldn’t let the chain break?” 
 
    She smiled again and once more blushed. 
 
    Pointing her finger at him, she said, “Right again. I felt it my duty to join up.” 
 
    “So why the Royal Military Police?” 
 
    “I guess I wanted to see equal combat,” she replied. “Know there was nothing my male colleagues would be asked to do that I wouldn’t.” 
 
    “In the police? You see much combat in the RMPs?” 
 
    Grinning, she replied, “You try breaking up a fight between pissed squaddies at two in the morning. That’s combat.” 
 
    He smiled at her and they finished their beers. Dorring ordered two more and Jane ordered them some shots on top. As they waited for them, one of the drunks sauntered over from the pool table. As he leaned and wobbled against the bar to the side of them, he turned to Jane and smiled in an inane way, his eyes glazed over and the smile making him look like a child pulling a face. 
 
    “Alright there, darlin’?” he asked. 
 
    She turned to him and frowned before turning back to her beer without saying a word. 
 
    “I said,” he called out, “you alright there, darlin’?” 
 
    She grinned and merely faced the front. Dorring leaned forward and gazed along the bar at the drunk. 
 
    “Fuckin’ lezzer!” the guy said before turning back to his friend and saying loudly, “Oi, Geoff! We got ourselves a fuckin’ lezzer!” 
 
    Gripping his pool cue, the friend, Geoff, began strolling over, a giant smirk plastered on his face. The first drunk peeled himself from the bar and came staggering over to Jane with half a scowl on his face. 
 
    Opening his mouth, he began saying, “Now there’s no need to be…” 
 
    He got no further than that. 
 
    He’d placed a hand on her shoulder and Jane had immediately grabbed it, jumped back off the stool, and twisted it around his back. With all her force, she smashed the guy’s face into the bar and held him there by the twisted limb. 
 
    “Agh!” he groaned. “My fuckin’ arm.” 
 
    “You watch your tone there, sonny,” she snarled into his ear. “If you’re not careful, I’ll snap your arm and you’ll be even shitter at pool.” 
 
    His friend came tearing over. Dorring was already on it. He stood up from the stool and stepped to the guy. He was much shorter than Dorring. He glanced up and down the big man’s length before deciding his only hope was with the pool cue. But it did him no good. He jabbed the thick end clumsily at Dorring, who dodged to the side, pirouetted his body around and swung a counter punch right into the side of the guy’s head. 
 
    The cue made a crack as it hit the ground and the guy was launched sideways off his feet so that he smacked into the bar. He was out cold. 
 
    Jane dipped into her back pocket and pulled out her RMP identification. She placed it in front of the face of the guy she pressed into the bar. 
 
    “See that?” she said. 
 
    “Yeah,” he could barely get out, his face mushed against the sticky bar top. 
 
    “Can you read the writing?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Then read it out to me.” 
 
    “What…?” 
 
    She twisted the arm and he cried out. 
 
    “Read it,” she commanded. 
 
    “Jane Saunders, Royal Military…ugh!” 
 
    He knew he was screwed now. It was the same as attacking a cop back home. Just like his friend snoring loudly on the floor, he didn’t have a leg to stand on. 
 
    “Name and number?” Jane said next. 
 
    “Private Dunn, ma’am. Peter H.,” he said respectfully. “Unit B12294.” 
 
    “That’s the catering division of infantry, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I’m a chef.” 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “His name’s Private Cohen. Geoffrey. Same unit.” 
 
    “Well, I’d stick to peeling potatoes in the future.” With that, she let him go and he stood back from the bar, rubbing his arm. “Now take your mate,” she said, “and get out of here. I’ll be keeping an eye on you, Private.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    The mate was coming to. Private Dunn helped him to his feet. Private Cohen was still in a daze and glanced about the place as though he had no idea where he was. Dorring and Jane watched them leave. Dunn was leading Cohen with his arm around his shoulder. Like a boy scout guiding an elderly lady across a busy street. 
 
    When they disappeared out the door, Jane and Dorring turned to each other and laughed. Turning back to the bar, they downed their whiskeys and ordered more. 
 
    Wiping the spirit from their chins, they grinned and laughed uncomfortably. Jane began staring intensely into Dorring’s eyes and he couldn’t help returning the gesture. Suddenly, she threw herself forward and he caught her in his arms. As the barman placed the whiskeys on the bar beside them, they kissed passionately. 
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    The water they chucked over Dorring was ice cold. He was jarred awake by the shock and immediately became aware of the terrible pain in his face. He gathered it was from a broken nose. He’d busted it before, so he knew the pain by heart. Apart from the general throbbing, it didn’t bother him. It was easily reset, so there was no need to cry over it. 
 
    Glancing about, he saw that he sat in a cell painted the color of diarrhea. In the electric glow of the strip lighting buzzing above his head, it looked terrible. Nevertheless, it didn’t resemble his idea of Hell. So he gathered he wasn’t dead. Which was something. 
 
    Standing before him in the room, holding a dripping bucket in his hand and a scowl on his face, was Fergus the cop. Behind him, the heavy metal door was wide open and other police officers glared in at Dorring from the doorway. 
 
    He heard shouting. 
 
    Someone cried: “Let’s lynch the bastard!” And someone, possibly the person who’d cried it, tried to push past the men at the door. But the man was stopped, his raging face glaring over their shoulders at Dorring as they bustled him back. 
 
    “Let me at him,” the guy screamed. “I’ll do it myself.” 
 
    Dorring ignored him. He glanced down at himself and then along the length of the wooden bench he was sitting on. It lined the far end of the cell. His hands were behind his back and cuffed together. He tried to scoot forward but they stopped him. When he looked over his shoulder, he saw that the hands were shackled to a ring that stuck out of the bench. Two holes went through the wooden plank and the ring was bolted to the other side. 
 
    “You all good there?” Fergus asked, crouching before Dorring and gazing malevolently into his eyes. 
 
    “What happened?” Dorring asked. “Why am I not dead?” 
 
    “You wanna die?” the cop asked. “It can be arranged.” 
 
    Fergus lurched forward and pressed his thumb into Dorring’s broken nose. A terrible electric pain shot through the front of his skull and attacked his brain like a bolt of lightning. 
 
    “Agh!” he couldn’t help crying, annoyed that he’d let it out at all. 
 
    There was more commotion at the door. A woman’s voice called out. 
 
    “What’s all this bloody nonsense?” she said. “Get out o’ my way.” 
 
    She pushed past the men at the door and stopped in the center of the room as Fergus stood up and came away from Dorring. It was the woman with the mole. It was Abigail Pritchard. 
 
    She turned fiercely on the men at the door. 
 
    “Go away!” she snapped. “Every one o’ you. Get back from that door. I will not have you harming him.” 
 
    Dorring was getting more confused by the second. He had awoken with the distinct impression that he’d been handed over to the cops to keep him safe until Appleby’s men—possibly Conner—came to torture him into telling them everything he knew. But the emergence of Abigail Pritchard confused it all. 
 
    Again he asked: What was she doing at the grave? 
 
    “I’m senior officer here,” Abigail said, facing Fergus, who glared down at Dorring. “As detective, he’s my prisoner, so I’ll be interrogating the bastard. Until then, I want nay bother to him.” 
 
    Fergus nodded at Dorring. “I’ll be seein’ ya, lad,” he said, and went to leave. 
 
    Abigail stopped him. “The key, Fergus,” she said. 
 
    “Of course, ma’am,” he replied almost begrudgingly, dipping his hand into the top pocket of his shirt and pulling some keys out, staring at Dorring the whole time he handed them over to her. 
 
    With one last smirk in Dorring’s face, Fergus turned and left, shutting the door behind him and shooing the others out of the way. 
 
    “This how you treat people here?” Dorring asked Abigail Pritchard when they were alone. 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” she replied, taking a seat next to him. “I’m not from here.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a few seconds, Abigail staring at the door and sitting forward with her hands gripping the edge of the bench. Dorring gazed sideways at her. 
 
    “So are you with them?” he asked. 
 
    Abigail frowned and turned sharply on him. 
 
    “With who?” she asked. 
 
    “The others. They’ve brought me here to hurt me.” 
 
    Her furrowed brows getting even more pinched, she asked, “You think you’re here so we can hurt you?” 
 
    “Those men talked about lynching me.” 
 
    “Well, after what’s happened, you can understand that.” 
 
    “What has happened?” Dorring asked, meeting her frown with one of his own. 
 
    “You tell me,” she said. 
 
    “I woke up and saw men approaching the cottage with guns.” 
 
    “Yes. Four of them are in hospital as we speak.” 
 
    “They were Appleby’s men?” he said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why’d they come for me?” 
 
    “They offered assistance in getting you here. Appleby’s head man said he knew you. Said that you wouldn’t come quietly. Said the police would be in serious danger if they tried to bring you in. He wasn’t wrong—was he?” 
 
    She widened her eyes at him. Dorring couldn’t help gazing at them. They were the color of jade and he felt himself taken backwards through time. Suddenly, he was staring at someone else. Someone from long ago. 
 
    Dorring shook his head. Couldn’t allow it to happen. He was in too much of a jam already—although he wasn’t even sure what the jam was exactly. No, he had to keep a clear head. Stay in the now. Not drift off into the past. 
 
    “So I’m under arrest?” he asked. 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “So why the cuffs?” 
 
    “I just got through telling you,” she said with annoyance. “Four ex-commandos are sitting in hospital because of you. You’re a very dangerous individual. It’s best if you’re chained to something.” 
 
    “But if I’m not under arrest, what is this?” 
 
    “I want to talk to you.” 
 
    He grinned at her. He was waiting for the punchline. It didn’t come. 
 
    “You send armed men,” he said, “to creep up on me in the middle of the night, and you just want to talk? Why didn’t you come on your own and knock?” 
 
    “Because I’m not exactly sure who Alex Dorring is,” she said. 
 
    Abigail reached into her inside jacket pocket and brought out his passport. He knew immediately it was his. Who else’s could it have been? 
 
    “You handed this over to Sergeant McKay yesterday?” she asked. 
 
    “I did. He gave me no other choice.” 
 
    “So this is you?” 
 
    “Yes. Who else would it be?” 
 
    “I checked you out. No existing warrants. No criminal record of any kind. Not even a parking ticket. In fact, you’ve never voted. Never had car insurance. Never had an MOT done on a vehicle. Never registered a vehicle. Never bought a house. Never rented a flat. Never taken a loan out. Never had a U.K. bank account. Nothing. All we found was that for the past twelve years you’ve been out of the country. That’s it. So tell me one thing, Alex Dorring: what are you doing on my island?” 
 
    Looking her right in the eyes, he said, “I’m here on holiday. Now you tell me one thing, Abigail Pritchard: what am I doing in this cell?” 
 
    The fact that he knew her full name annoyed the hell out of her. The cheeks went red with fire and the same stern look he’d seen when she’d almost run him over bent her face. He couldn’t help staring at her with a soft grin that made her even more angry. Because she thought he was mocking her. But he wasn’t; he was caught in wonder. 
 
    “What is it that you find so bloody amusing?” she asked. 
 
    “You remind me of someone,” he said. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Someone I fell in love with.” 
 
    The comment appeared to heap more fuel on her rage. Her eyes went blank and she turned away. 
 
    Getting up from the bench, she said, “I don’t remind you of anyone. Now stop fucking about. We need to talk. If you want a lawyer, one can be provided. Do you?” 
 
    Dorring said nothing and merely stared up at her. 
 
    “Well?” she said. “Do you?” 
 
    “No,” he said. 
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    Abigail Pritchard removed the cuffs, making sure to glare at Dorring the whole time so that he was aware how little he intimidated her. It was a risky attitude to have with a man like Dorring. If he wanted, he could break every bone in her body. If he wanted to, of course. Which he didn’t. 
 
    But she wasn’t to know that. 
 
    Having removed the cuffs, she led Dorring along a corridor to a bathroom so he could clean the blood from his busted nose. Two cops stood talking by an open office door. They stopped their chat and glared at Dorring as he went past. One of them lurched forward and sent a mouthful of spittle through the air so that it hit Dorring on the back of the head. 
 
    Abigail Pritchard stopped sharply and turned evil eyes on the men. 
 
    “Who did that?” she boomed at them. 
 
    They smiled back. 
 
    “I asked a bloody question,” she went on. “If you don’t tell me, I’ll report you both to the disciplinary board and you’ll have to explain yourselves in Inverness. Now tell me: who did it?” 
 
    “It was me, ma’am,” one of the men sheepishly said. 
 
    “Then, Constable Locke,” she said, “I’ll be filing a report.” 
 
    “But, ma’am,” he began like a schoolboy. 
 
    She didn’t let him get any further. She pointed a finger at him and it was as though someone had pointed a bayonet at his throat. He shut his mouth and Abigail and Dorring continued onwards to the bathroom. 
 
    She stood watching the whole time he filled a sink up with warm water and then washed the blood from his face. It was thick and had congealed on the skin, but it wasn’t dry. That meant he must’ve been out only a couple of hours. 
 
    That makes it around three. 
 
    When he’d removed the blood, Dorring took ahold of his broken nose, gazed blankly at his reflection in the mirror above the sink, and snapped it back into a relatively straight position. He saw in the mirror that it had made Abigail cringe as she stood watching. 
 
    After that, he dried his face and refused the plaster she offered him. It wasn’t bleeding anymore. Then they left the bathroom and went inside an interview room. 
 
    If the cell was the color of diarrhea, then the interview room was the color of piss. It was windowless except for a one way mirror on the door. This allowed people standing outside to see in without being seen themselves. Which was lucky. Because no sooner were they inside than Dorring could see the shadows of people stretching into the room from underneath the door. 
 
    The only other occupants of the room was a scratched up table, two chairs on either side, a tape recorder, and a manila folder. 
 
    When they were seated, Abigail was about to press the tape recorder when there was a knock. 
 
    “Come in,” she said. 
 
    Fergus popped his head in the half opened door. He was obviously trying to hide the other men who stood behind him. 
 
    “Ma’am,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, Fergus?” 
 
    “Would you like myself or one of the lads in here with you?” 
 
    “No,” she said, turning back around, a look of annoyance on her face. 
 
    “Are you sure, ma’am?” 
 
    “Very sure, Fergus. I can handle myself.” 
 
    “Well, considering what he did to Appleby’s men.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Fergus,” she snapped. 
 
    Fergus turned his eyes from her and glared at Dorring in a way that made it look like he wanted to kill him. He probably did. With a shrug of vexation, he left and Dorring was all alone with Abigail Pritchard. 
 
    “You want any tea?” she asked. 
 
    “How about answers?” Dorring said. “Like: why I’m here?” 
 
    “I told you. I want to ask you some questions.” 
 
    “Then why not come and knock on my door?” 
 
    “Because I told you: I’m not exactly sure what you are.” 
 
    “Bollocks! That’s not a good enough reason.” 
 
    “Okay then. It’s because you may have done something that makes you very dangerous.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “No,” she said, shaking her head. “I have a way of doing things. It may be frustrating for the interviewee, but it works for me. I like to keep as much to myself as possible during the initial interview process. That way I can read your reactions better. Determine if you’re a liar or not. It’s best I let you know only what I want you to know.” 
 
    She said this and they stared at one another for some time. Her jade eyes appeared to sparkle. Or was it his lack of sleep? He wasn’t sure. The two sat scrutinizing one another as though faced by a deadly opponent. A part of Dorring was stressed. He felt cornered and wanted to get out. Hell, if he wanted, he could probably get out of that place with ease. He’d gotten out of much worse. It would mean attacking her, but he’d had to do much more terrible things to keep his liberty in the past. 
 
    Nevertheless, another part of Dorring liked being in that room with Abigail Pritchard. Found her alluring and was drawn to her. So he leaned back in his chair and relaxed. Decided to at least try and enjoy the company. 
 
    She pressed record on the tape and introduced the interview. Once she’d finished that, she looked up at Dorring and said, “Take me through your time so far on McGuffin. From the ferry passenger list, I know that you arrived on Monday, two days ago. At five p.m. Is that correct?” 
 
    Staring straight at her, Dorring ignored the question and instead asked, “Is this about the body I found yesterday?” 
 
    “It may be,” she said. “Now answer my question. You arrived at five?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay. So what did you do when you arrived?” 
 
    “I got a cab at the ferry harbor.” 
 
    She nodded and he could see that she was ticking off some list inside her head. 
 
    “Then what?” she asked. 
 
    “I asked to be dropped at a bar. I was hungry and thirsty. Plus, pubs are good places to find things out. Like places to stay.” 
 
    “Okay, so where’d he take you?” 
 
    She obviously knew all of this but wanted to see if he’d lie for some reason. Dorring realized this and was curious to see which part of his ensuing statement would wheedle some sort of reaction out of her. A twitch of the eye, or something else that would tell him a little about what this was all about. 
 
    “He took me to the Mermaid and Anchor,” Dorring said. 
 
    “So you arrived there at ten minutes past five?” she asked. 
 
    “Are you asking or telling?” 
 
    “I’m looking for confirmation.” 
 
    “Then yes. I confirm it. Though I hardly looked at the time.” 
 
    “Okay. So what then?” 
 
    “I sat in the bar. Met Mo.” 
 
    “That’s Morag Hamilton, right?” 
 
    “I don’t know her second name. She’s the barmaid there.” 
 
    Abigail smirked at him. “You often spend whole days in bed with girls and don’t ask their surnames?” she said. 
 
    “She never said and I never asked. I wasn’t planning on asking her to marry me, if that’s what you mean.” 
 
    “It’s not. Anyway, what else happened in the Mermaid and Anchor? Shortly after you came in.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. “What’s this got to do with anything?” he asked. 
 
    “Humor me,” she said. 
 
    “Humor you? Really? I get my nose smashed by the butt of an assault rifle and I have to humor you?” 
 
    It was her turn to narrow her eyes. The face went stern. 
 
    “What happened in the pub, Alex?” 
 
    He decided to humor her. “There was a drunk. I didn’t know at the time, but he’s a cop here. Stevie is his name.” 
 
    “Constable Steven McDonald,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah. He wasn’t very nice to Mo and I told him so. He got shirty, threw a bad punch and was then dragged out by some fishermen.” 
 
    “What did Constable McDonald say as he was taken away?” 
 
    “I can’t recall exactly.” 
 
    “There or thereabouts will do.” 
 
    “He said something along the lines that he’d fucking kill me.” 
 
    “Sounds pretty threatening. Were you threatened?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What about if he had of had a gun?” 
 
    Her eyes went dull and her face became blank. It was like something had clicked in her head and she’d gone into some kind of observation mode. She stared at Dorring as though she were a machine recording details. Some needle ticking back and forth like a geiger counter. Except she didn’t pick up radiation. She picked up lies. 
 
    “It wouldn’t make a difference,” he said. “Look, can we talk about the body I found. If this is something to do with this…” 
 
    “Later,” she interrupted with a wave of the hand. “What happened after that?” 
 
    Dorring went through everything except the hooded figure in the alleyway. He wasn’t sure if he could trust her. She’d been unwilling to give him anything and he would play the same game with her until he was completely sure she could be trusted. He reached the part where she almost hit him in her car and she waved him on. 
 
    So they eventually reached his morning jog. 
 
    “He was floating in the water,” Dorring said. “I swam to him and carried the body back to the beach.” 
 
    “Describe the body,” she said. 
 
    He began describing the injuries. While he did, he watched her for a reaction. She was biting her lip. Again, Dorring was reminded of Jane and it took his mind off of what he was telling Abigail. So much so that he stumbled once or twice. 
 
    “What about the man himself?” she asked. 
 
    The injuries he’d told her about had registered on some level. He could tell by the way she chewed the lip more rigorously at certain points of their description. Especially when he described the insignia Who Dare Wins. Could it be general disgust at what he was telling her? Or did it all mean something? 
 
    “You mean his physical description?” Dorring asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “He was white. Black hair. Six-four. There or thereabouts. Two hundred pounds, or thereabouts. Stocky build, but he was a little out of shape. Like he hadn’t been back to the gym in a while and was eating all his favorite foods.” 
 
    “Any marks or scarring on the body?” 
 
    “He had a tattoo. It was a swallow. You know, the bird. Everyone has them these days. It was on the left of his chest. Just above the nipple.” 
 
    “What race was he?” 
 
    “He looked northern European. Light skin. But then, he’d been in the water all night leaking blood. He could have been sub-Saharan African for all I know.” 
 
    “Okay. Take me through what happened after you found the body.” 
 
    He took her through going back to the cottage and alerting Mo. Then getting Stevie. 
 
    “What was Constable McDonald’s reaction to seeing you?” Abigail Pritchard asked. 
 
    “He was annoyed.” 
 
    “What was yours?” 
 
    “Shock.” 
 
    “Because of the fight in the pub?” 
 
    “It wasn’t a fight,” Dorring said sternly. “I was shocked that the guy turned out to be a cop.” 
 
    “Morag Hamilton hadn’t told you that he was before then?” 
 
    “No. She’d said nothing.” 
 
    “Even though you spent the whole night together?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay. So what happened when you reached the place where the body was supposed to be?” 
 
    Again she looked like a machine recording data. Recording Dorring. 
 
    “The body was gone,” he said. “Someone had taken it away.” 
 
    “Who do you think it could have been?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He must’ve been strong, because the body was wet and heavy. I found the job difficult myself.” 
 
    “You sure he was carried?” 
 
    “There were no drag marks up the sand, so yeah—he was carried.” 
 
    “And what was Constable McDonald’s reaction?” 
 
    Again the machine eyes recorded him. 
 
    “He didn’t believe me,” Dorring said. “Thought it was a joke.” 
 
    “He was angry?” 
 
    “He already didn’t like me, so yeah. He got angry. Started accusing me of playing a prank on him. I decided to ignore him at that point.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “I spotted boot prints in the sand leading away.” 
 
    “What type?” 
 
    He looked her straight in the eyes. “Size ten desert boots,” he said. “A popular print that can be found on the bottoms of many boots. In fact,” he added, looking her deep in the eyes, “I’ve seen that type of boot on the feet of several men around town.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “On the feet of Appleby’s guys.” 
 
    Something in the answer sent a twitch running up her face. Then she bit the lip again. 
 
    “Anyone in particular?” she asked. 
 
    “One guy who gave me a ride to the manor. Tony, I think. But then I saw them on the feet of at least two other people when I got there.” 
 
    “What were you doing at the manor?” 
 
    “I went to see an old friend.” 
 
    “Would this be Conner Jones?” 
 
    “Yes. He told you?” 
 
    “Maybe,” she said, refusing to give anything away. “Let’s get back to the beach. Where did the boot prints lead?” 
 
    “I followed them up a bank. Then through a fence to a dirt track at the back of a field that runs alongside that stretch of beach. The prints ended at a set of tire tracks. Pickup. Toyota. Same type of vehicle driven by Appleby’s people.” 
 
    Again her face twitched and she tried to catch it before it became too evident. But Dorring picked up on it immediately. 
 
    “What happened after you reached the tire marks?” she asked. 
 
    “Constable McDonald caught up with me and we argued.” 
 
    “What over?” 
 
    “He asked what I was doing and I told him I was doing his job. Like all surly men, he couldn’t handle being derided. He went to grab me and I wasn’t sure what he’d do, so I grabbed him instead.” 
 
    “And you removed his weapon?” 
 
    “Yes. I took it off him when he went to grab it. I wasn’t sure if he’d try to shoot me. I didn’t want him hurting anyone. Including himself.” 
 
    “And this is when Morag Hamilton caught up with you?” 
 
    “Yes. I let Constable McDonald go and…” 
 
    He paused. Something had suddenly dawned on him. He realized why she was always bringing the story back to McDonald. Why she’d been so interested. 
 
    “Where is Constable McDonald?” he asked her. 
 
    She bit her lip and played with it within her teeth for a few seconds. She was contemplating things. 
 
    “Continue answering my question, please,” she said. 
 
    Dorring shook his head. “Mo caught us up,” he went on. “I suppose she’s told you all of this. Is this why I’m here? Did Constable McDonald tell you something about me? Has something happened and I’m now to blame? Have you found the body?” 
 
    “I do believe that as the detective,” she said slowly and sternly, “it’s my role to ask questions and yours to answer them. So Mo Hamilton caught up and you let Constable McDonald go?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “He got some radio message about a fire and stormed off.” 
 
    “Okay. Then what?” 
 
    “I went back to the cottage with Mo.” 
 
    Dorring ended it there and gazed across the table at her. She looked at him as though he ought to say something more. But he merely stayed silent the whole time. 
 
    “You went into town, didn’t you?” she said. 
 
    “Did Mo tell you that?” 
 
    “Well, you ended up at the manor, so you must have passed through town. And we have a report of you visiting the barber.” 
 
    “What’s happened?” Dorring asked again. 
 
    “I’m the detective,” was all he got. “What were you doing in the woods near Gough Creek yesterday between half past five and seven?” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at her. She was the machine again and he could almost hear her tick. Who had told her that? Surely not Patricia Johnston. Surely not the masked figure. Then who? 
 
    “I wanted to go for a walk,” he said calmly. “I enjoy the woods so I picked a nice spot to go. That place looked nice.” 
 
    “And what time did you enter the woods?” 
 
    “Around six p.m.” 
 
    “Before or after?” 
 
    “Probably before.” 
 
    “And who did you see while there?” 
 
    “I bumped into an old woman and her two Doberman Pinschers.” 
 
    “Did you know her name?” 
 
    “She said it was Patricia.” 
 
    “I think I know her,” Abigail said. “Patricia Johnston, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “So what happened when you were there?” 
 
    “She came out of her house to see me and we talked a little.” 
 
    “What did you talk about?” 
 
    “The weather. It was raining heavily. I also asked for directions back to the cottage. I was a little lost. She invited me into the dry and made me a cup of tea. Then I thanked her and left.” 
 
    “What time was that?” 
 
    “I stayed in the house for about half an hour. So I would have left around six. Maybe a quarter to seven.” 
 
    “Okay. Then what?” 
 
    “I reentered the woods and went in the direction she’d told me to go. That’s when I stumbled in the mud on the river bank.” 
 
    “That how you damaged your arm?” 
 
    Dorring glanced to his right at the bandage on his shoulder. The sleeve of his T-shirt was tucked over the top of it and for the first time, he realized that the dressing was fresh. They’d replaced it while he was unconscious. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, turning back to her. “As I fell, I caught it on a branch that was sticking out.” 
 
    “Not a bullet?” she asked, eyes pierced, face stern, the machine on and recording. 
 
    “No. A branch,” he said slowly for the benefit of the tape—and the machine. “Why would it be a bullet?” 
 
    “Someone reported gunshot in the woods yesterday at around ten to six. At the time you say you were in the woods.” 
 
    Dorring did his best not to show that this affected him. 
 
    “Well, I never heard or saw anything,” he said. 
 
    Her eyes burned into him like an X-ray. 
 
    Very slowly, she asked, “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You didn’t come by anyone else?” 
 
    With every ounce of self-control, Dorring kept his poker face as rigid as he could. Any little sign and he was sure the machine would pick it up. 
 
    “I didn’t come across anyone,” he said. “I fell into the river and washed up a few hundred yards along, feeling stupid, wet and clumsy. Then I got back to the cottage.” 
 
    Her jade eyes were intense in the ten seconds of silence that followed this statement. They stared at him, and if he looked really hard, he could see that they were on fire. When he felt as though he couldn’t take them any longer, the machine suddenly switched off and she relaxed back into her chair. Then she took the interview into another direction. 
 
    “You said you were here on holiday,” she said. 
 
    “Yes,” he answered. 
 
    “Not to see Conner Jones?” 
 
    “No. I didn’t know he was here until I arrived.” 
 
    “Must’ve been a shock for you.” 
 
    “A bit. I guess. I haven’t seen him for nearly fourteen years.” 
 
    “You were close?” 
 
    “Yes. We spent years on special operations. Side by side. Came under heavy fire on many of them. We had each other’s backs. I guess you develop a bond through that type of thing. Not friendship, exactly. More real than that. A mutual understanding, you could say.” 
 
    “So you trusted each other?” 
 
    “Yeah. We did.” 
 
    “What about now? You trust Conner now?” 
 
    The machine was back on, the lenses of the eyes widened to take in his reaction and record as much information as she could. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “Fourteen years is a long time not to know someone. People change. They say a person’s not the same person after seven years. That we’ve changed. At least a little. Some more than others. A kind of evolution of the personality. Life and time mutating us. Seven years go by and you’re changed. It’s been fourteen between us. That must mean we’re both completely different people by now.” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “Yeah. I am.” He looked her right in the eyes when he said this. 
 
    “You think Conner’s changed much?” she asked next. 
 
    “Why do you care?” 
 
    “Just answer the question.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I haven’t spent enough time with him lately.” 
 
    “What was he like back then?” 
 
    “Why’d you want to know?” 
 
    “You will insist on asking questions,” she said. 
 
    “And you will insist on not answering them,” he said back. 
 
    A little red flushed her face and she almost bared her teeth at him, the lip twitching and then the teeth clamping it. 
 
    She took the manila folder and opened it. Pulling out a file of stapled together sheets of A4, she tossed it onto the table in front of him. He recognized it immediately. 
 
    “You know what that is?” she asked him. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, looking up at her from the file. “It’s my psych report from ’05.” 
 
    “You know what it says?” 
 
    “That I was deemed competent after a four week evaluation.” 
 
    “At the Fallen Soldier Psychiatric Hospital in Helmand?” 
 
    “Yes. I spent four weeks at the DCMH facility on base and they let me go.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “Next question: can you possibly tell me why someone would place it on my desk?” 
 
    Dorring narrowed his eyes at her. 
 
    “Because,” he said, “they want you to think I’m psychologically vulnerable.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, nodding. “Now I know it was fourteen years ago, but can you recall anything that might be written in the report which might concur to what happened yesterday at the beach?” 
 
    Dorring grinned at her. He realized that she was trying to imply that he’d been seeing things. There wasn’t much in the report, so there could only be one thing which would concur to this theory. 
 
    “It says I suffered from hallucinations,” he said. 
 
    “What type of hallucinations, exactly?” 
 
    “I would see a dead body that wasn’t really there.” 
 
    “Yes. It says that you saw dead bodies.” 
 
    “No,” he said sharply. “I saw a dead body. Only one. Always the same.” 
 
    Abigail Pritchard picked up the report and began leafing through. Finding the part she wanted, she said, “It says here that you would often see her. That—and I’m quoting your words—‘She’s usually sitting in a chair or on the end of my bed when I’m alone. She won’t speak and only gazes at me accusingly.’ Those are your words, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dorring said in a hollow voice. 
 
    The room began to disintegrate around him. The air turned red and in a corner he saw something terrible that turned his guts to ice. In his ears he heard a man groaning. Then he turned to the walls. They were covered in blood. He sensed it in his eyes, running over his pupils, and then it filled his nostrils and he became nauseous. 
 
    “Hey!?” Abigail Pritchard cried out, grabbing his attention. “You with me?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he grunted. 
 
    “Then answer the question,” she said. 
 
    “I’m sorry, what was it?” 
 
    “Christ! I asked you, do you still have those types of hallucinations?” 
 
    “No,” he said, shaking himself back into the room. “Haven’t you read the end of the report? It says I was clear. I’d had a mini breakdown due to a traumatic experience.” 
 
    “What traumatic experience?” 
 
    She looked at him sternly. 
 
    “Doesn’t it say in the report?” 
 
    “No. This is just a psych report. Nothing about what you were doing for the SAS before you were admitted. All of that’s redacted.” 
 
    “Then as you know, those things are classified. As is that report. I take it your friends didn’t use a warrant to obtain it.” 
 
    Abigail relaxed back into the chair and stared at him. Bit her lip. Once more he recalled Jane and the icy feeling came back. So he tried not to. Tried to expel her from his head. Something he’d been trying for the past fourteen years. But like so many of the ghosts in his past, she was always there. 
 
    “So you’re a smart man,” Abigail said after awhile. 
 
    “I try to be.” 
 
    “So then you tell me, why would Conner Jones want me to think you’re mad?” 
 
    “So it was Conner Jones who put that report on your desk?” 
 
    “I don’t know who personally put it there,” she said, “but I’m gathering that it wouldn’t be there without his knowledge. He’s the only one on this island who would have known you’d been psychologically assessed while in the SAS.” 
 
    “Look,” he said irritably, “if I’m not under arrest, I’m leaving. I did you a courtesy so far. I should be making a complaint.” 
 
    Dorring stood up and his shadow swallowed her. Abigail stood up sharply from within it and brought herself up to his neckline. 
 
    “Alex Dorring,” she said loudly, “I am arresting you for the murder of Steven McDonald. You do not have…” 
 
    Dorring realized now why she was so interested in his experiences with Stevie. Because someone had killed him and they thought it was Dorring. 
 
    He sat back down and so, too, did Abigail Pritchard. 
 
    “When?” he asked. 
 
    “Yesterday between six and seven o’clock,” she said, staring right into him. “The same time you said you were falling on your ass in the woods.” 
 
    “Where?” he asked slowly, already sure he knew. 
 
    “The woods next to Gough’s Creek. Close to where Patricia Johnston lives.” 
 
    “You got a body?” 
 
    “Yeah. We got a body. Got a crime scene, too. We even got a bloodied footprint on a big doc leaf. Size ten desert boots.” She scooted back on her chair and the scraping sound filled the room. She leaned to the side almost all the way down and gazed underneath the table. With her finger, she pointed at his feet. “Size ten desert boots,” she repeated. “Just like yours.” 
 
    “How?” was all he could say. 
 
    “How, what?” 
 
    “How did it go down? Why was he out in the woods?” 
 
    “I told you. We got a report of gunshots at about six. Constable McDonald takes the call as he’s soon to finish his shift and lives out that way. He drives out to the woods…” 
 
    “Who called?” Dorring interrupted. 
 
    “An old man living close by.” 
 
    “Who decided who went out there?” 
 
    “I don’t know. The call’s come in and the guys decide. It would have been random.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Dorring said. “Maybe not. What happened when he reached the woods? Surely, he radioed in to say he got there.” 
 
    “He did. Around half six he radios in to say he’s entering the woods. That’s it. Nothing else until someone goes looking when he was reported missing.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Officer Mackay.” 
 
    “Fergus?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What did he find?” 
 
    “He found Constable McDonald’s car abandoned, so he entered the woods. About half an hour in, he finds Constable McDonald dead close to the river. The one you said you fell in.” 
 
    “That woodland is at least two miles square,” Dorring said. “It would have been dark by then. How’d Fergus find him in half an hour?” 
 
    “He got lucky, you could say. The body was on the bank. In a clearing.” 
 
    “And he’d been shot?” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. 
 
    “What makes you think that?” she asked. 
 
    “You asked if I’d been shot. It makes sense that it was a shooting.” 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t,” she said, the machine staring into him. “Constable McDonald had been beaten to death. I was at his post mortem four hours ago. Someone had kicked Constable McDonald’s chest in and crushed his lungs. He’d choked on his own blood. Then,” she was almost up out of the chair, “they’d carved something into his stomach. Can you guess what that was?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dorring said, staring right back at her. “Who Dares Wins.” 
 
    “Who Dares Wins,” she repeated. “So you tell me, Alex Dorring, what I’m supposed to think when a man with a history of mental illness starts babbling about mutilated corpses and then one with the very same wounds turns up?” 
 
    A part of him wanted to tell her everything about the past and the real reason he was on the island. Wanted to give in and tell it all. But Dorring never trusted anyone. It was a habit he’d learned and developed with MI6 for good reason. Developed it into a concrete shell that he kept wrapped around him. So no, he wouldn’t be telling her. 
 
    “I can’t, no,” he said. 
 
    She looked ready to explode, her lip curling and the jade of her eyes on fire. She stood up sharply and picked up the report. 
 
    “Interview terminated at three thirty-six a.m.,” she said. Switching off the recorder, she looked down at Dorring and added, “I need you to stand and face the wall. I’ll be putting the cuffs back on.” 
 
    He did as he was asked. She put the cuffs on and he expected her to be rough. But she wasn’t. She didn’t tighten them so they’d dig into the flesh and she didn’t push him hard into the wall. She just did her job and he appreciated that. 
 
    Then she guided him out of the room, the others dispersing from the doorway as they came out. She ignored her eavesdropping colleagues and pushed Dorring onwards along a corridor. It was lined with framed photographs of all the police officers that had been there over time. There was one for each year. He’d spotted them when she’d taken him the other way and hadn’t thought much of them then. However, now as he went the other way, one particular photograph caught his eye. It was from 1995. He recognized one of the men standing proudly in front of the station. His eyes scanned the names at the bottom as she pushed him past and there it was. A piece of the puzzle slotting into place. 
 
    But Dorring wasn’t sure if it made everything clearer or simply more opaque. 
 
    When they reached the cell, Abigail ushered him to sit on the bench and then fastened him once more to the bull ring sticking out of the top of it. Dorring said nothing the whole time. Then she went to leave. 
 
    At the doorway, she turned over her shoulder and said, “I’ll be back in a short while. It’ll give you time to think about things.” 
 
    And with that, she stepped out and slammed the metal door on him. 
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    Detective Sergeant Abigail Pritchard reached McGuffin Funeral Home and parked on the road outside. It was where the island’s autopsies were performed in lieu of an official mortuary. 
 
    The sun wasn’t due up for another three hours and the cobbled streets glittered in the headlights of the car. When she switched them off, everything was drenched in pitch black, the moonlight blocked out by the sheet of cloud hanging over the island. The blinds of the funeral home were drawn, as you’d expect so early in the morning, and Abigail rang a bell to the side of the door. 
 
    Shortly, a middle-aged man with a red face like a rash came to the door and opened it. Without a single word between them, Abigail followed him through the reception rooms of the shop. It was all nicely set out with examples of coffins on display, polished tables holding brochures and comfortable seats for grieving relatives. 
 
    He led her into the back where the workshop was. They walked through the carpenter’s section first, past the half made coffins, and then into where they kept the bodies. The gray breeze blocks of the walls glowed in the halogen strip lighting. They walked past the silver body cabinet, the thing gleaming in the electric light. Two of them had labels on. One was Stevie McDonald. 
 
    At the far end of the room stood another man. He was someone Abigail didn’t know. 
 
    “My name’s Gordon Laidlaw,” he said, stepping forward and offering his hand. 
 
    “Why’s he here, Peter?” Abigail asked the man who’d met her at the door. 
 
    “Gordon used to be a criminal pathologist on the mainland,” Peter said. “I wanted a second opinion.” 
 
    “You said you had something,” Abigail said, still not taking Gordon Laidlaw’s proffered hand. 
 
    He retracted it and looked down at the floor with a slightly embarrassed look on his face. 
 
    “I do,” Peter said. “That’s why he’s here. Gordon retired some years ago from the Forensic Services. He and his wife bought a cottage here.” 
 
    “Lovely. So you better tell me what you found, Peter.” 
 
    Peter was Peter Langley, McGuffin island’s coroner, as well as its funeral home owner. He was seventy-three and the septuagenarian was still working hard. It was as if he sensed that if he didn’t stay busy seeing to the dead on his gurneys, he’d become one of them instead. He was tall and lean and held a ruddy complexion from too much scotch. He was even known to brew it himself. Perhaps not very well, if you considered the red rash on his face that was often mistaken for a birthmark. 
 
    He went over to a gurney and lifted a white sheet. Underneath was the charred remains of the retired detective, John Chalmers. The smell of cooked meat rose up with the sheet and left an unpleasant aroma hanging in the dank air of the mortuary. 
 
    “As you know,” Peter began, “I couldn’t go anywhere near it until the thing cooled down. It took half the day. I should have gone to bed and waited until morning, but then I knew John Chalmers for forty years. Was friends with him the whole of that time. He was my mate. So I couldn’t wait. The second the body cooled, I was on it.” 
 
    “And what did you find?” Abigail asked. 
 
    “Well, as you know,” Peter said, coming beside the body and pointing into the mouth with a pencil he removed from the back of an ear, “the teeth were smashed.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. 
 
    “But that’s not all. Look at the hands.” 
 
    She did. They were twisted and bent. 
 
    “They’ve been broken,” he said. “I did an X-ray of them and the bones are smashed. It’s the same with the left thigh bone. The right shin. And both ankles.” 
 
    “Torture?” 
 
    Gordon Laidlaw stepped forward and answered this. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “It looks like he’s been struck multiple times with a blunt object. Probably a lump hammer.” 
 
    Abigail turned to him as he spoke. 
 
    “See,” Peter said, “that’s why I got Gordon down here.” 
 
    “It’s not just that,” Gordon went on. He took a magnifying glass out of the top pocket of his shirt and went to the body, placing the glass in front of the left wrist. “Have a look,” he said to Abigail. 
 
    She came over, crouched down so that her eye was level with the glass and looked through. There was a shiny material scorched into the charred, black flesh that shone in the glimmering light like fish scales. 
 
    “Looks like plastic,” she said. 
 
    “It’s plastic fibers,” Gordon said. “Like those used in rope. He was tied up.” 
 
    “He was tortured for sure,” Peter added. 
 
    Abigail stood up and gazed into space for a moment. She’d feared this. Feared that someone had gotten to him. Did that mean she was in trouble? 
 
    “Who else knows this?” she asked Peter. 
 
    “No one outside of this room,” he said. 
 
    “Keep it that way. I don’t want it reaching the others. As far as the island knows, John Chalmers died in a fire. No more comment.” 
 
    “But what about the guy Appleby’s men caught tonight?” Peter asked. 
 
    Abigail shook her head. Nothing was sacred on this island. Not with the gossip mill at full power. 
 
    “That’s nothing to do with John Chalmers,” she said, though she couldn’t say for certain why she thought this to be true. Or even if she did. 
 
    “But it’s strange, isn’t it?” Peter said. “Two murders in one day when we’ve not had one for a long time. All after this stranger turns up.” 
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    Dorring sat on the bench watching the door. Every so often, men would shuffle to it. Slide the hatch open and look inside like children gazing at some animal in a zoo. 
 
    Dorring ignored them, just as he ignored the mud colored cell. He was too busy inside himself to notice anything. 
 
    Why would they want to pin it all on me? he kept asking. So Stevie goes out in the woods. The hooded figure kills him. It had to be. And even if it wasn’t, it’s clear Conner wants to pin it on me. Surely he knows about the markings on Stevie’s stomach. He must. Otherwise he would never have gotten that report to Abigail. He’s pushed them into figuring me as the murderer. So he has to be working for the killer. Or was he always the killer? No, he couldn’t be. It wouldn’t make sense. He was with me during a lot of the killings. No, it wasn’t him in Helmand. Is it him now? Could be. 
 
    Then what about Kevin? Where is he? Has he even been here? Did he get this far? 
 
    And the man in the hood? Is he the killer or something else? Am I imagining him? Maybe I’m crazy after all. It has been said enough times and I’ve often questioned it myself. 
 
    No, you’re not mad. They’re trying to make you think that. But the body was real. The hooded figure was real. Who shot me in the woods? Myself? No, he had to be real. 
 
    But still, why didn’t I mention it to Abigail? Get everything out on the table. Tell her the real reason I’m here. 
 
    Because she might still be working with them. 
 
    But who’s them? 
 
    Anyone working with the killer. Appleby. Conner. His men. The police. That means Abigail. 
 
    And then Dorring recalled the picture on the wall in the corridor between the cells and the interview room. The name underneath. He recalled the photo Abigail was holding on the ferry. The grave she visited. Then the librarian telling him she wasn’t born here. 
 
    But she was. 
 
    He tried to shake his head of its thoughts surrounding Abigail Pritchard and instead tried to see the link between the killer, Conner, Appleby, the island, and everything else. 
 
    Maybe the answer to everything is in the past. 
 
    Dorring began to think about Helmand. He wondered if something was there. Some clue to it all. 
 
    Think back, man. Think back. 
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    Fourteen years ago, Dorring was making breakfast in an apartment at the far corner of the British armed forces base in Helmand. It was a small studio apartment. One room acted as a living room, bedroom, dining room and kitchen, which stood at the back. Only the bathroom was separate. It was cramped, but it beat the hell out of the dormitory he usually slept in with fifteen other men. 
 
    The bathroom door opened and flooded the room with steam, the air-con gently blowing it about. As he lay two poached eggs upon two slices of buttered toast, her hot, wet hands came over him and she held his chest from behind. When she kissed his neck, she cupped his groin. 
 
    “Cough, soldier,” she joked. 
 
    “A-huh!” 
 
    “Seems real to me.” 
 
    He turned around and the two kissed passionately, the towel dropping and Dorring holding Jane’s hot body in his arms. She began pulling him over to the futon, but he pulled back. 
 
    “You’re on duty in half an hour,” he said, pulling his lips away from her kissing mouth. “That’s about enough time to get dressed and have some breakfast.” 
 
    “We could knock breakfast on the head,” she replied with a sultry look. “Make it a quickie.” 
 
    “You need to eat,” he said. 
 
    She rolled her eyes at him like a spoiled little girl denied the use of her mother’s jewelry. Letting him go, she took a seat at the breakfast bar, naked and still partially dripping with water, steam rising up off her. Dorring placed a plate in front of her and then took a seat next to her. As he poured them coffee, the doorbell went. 
 
    “Shit!” Jane said, standing up from her stool. “I forgot. I asked Kevin to come around before I started. I better get changed.” 
 
    “Don’t want your ex seeing you naked?” Dorring said. 
 
    She stuck her tongue out at him and went back inside the bathroom. Dorring got up and opened the door. 
 
    “Dorring?” Kevin said the moment it was opened. He looked surprised, but quickly pushed it back and smiled. 
 
    “How’re you, Kevin?” Dorring said. 
 
    “I’m good. Can I come in?” 
 
    “Sure. Jane’s in the bathroom getting changed. Would you like some breakfast?” 
 
    “You have coffee?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Then I’ll just have that.” 
 
    Kevin followed Dorring to the kitchenette, taking a seat at the bar. Dorring poured him a coffee and placed it beside him with the milk and sugar. 
 
    “So you and Jane a thing now?” Kevin asked as he stirred sugar into his black coffee. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Dorring said as he took his former seat. “I like her.” 
 
    “And I guess she likes you?” 
 
    “I hope so. We’ve been seeing each other for the past couple of weeks.” 
 
    “Well, that’s serious for Jane,” Kevin said with a smirk. 
 
    Dorring was about to reply something when the bathroom door opened. They both turned. Jane walked out in her uniform, her wet hair tied back and shining in the sunlight that flooded through a bay window. She looked beautiful to Dorring then, as though she were caught in slow-motion. Looking back, it felt corny to Dorring as he sat in that cell. But that’s how it was to him then. He was in his mid twenties and still a boy when it came to women. 
 
    Jane sat down and began eating her breakfast, the two men watching her as she seemingly ignored them. 
 
    “So you want me to tell you what happened last night?” Kevin asked slowly. 
 
    “Obviously,” Jane said between chews. 
 
    “Okay then. Well, me and Conner followed George Bishop into town after he booked himself off base.” 
 
    “What’d he get up to?” she asked, sipping her coffee once she had. 
 
    “He visited the Khan night market in the safe section.” 
 
    “Okay. Then what?” 
 
    “Well...” Kevin looked sheepish. “We lost him.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Jane gently exclaimed. “Only the third night watching him and you’ve already been given the slip.” 
 
    “It was busy,” Kevin protested. “You know how it is. The place was full of people. Every five seconds you’ve got some trader offering you a good price for some crap you don’t want. We took eyes off of him for five seconds and he was gone into the crowd. We spent the next hour looking, but couldn’t find him.” 
 
    “You left a message saying you had something interesting,” Jane said sternly. She was in official mode. “This isn’t interesting, it’s upsetting.” 
 
    “Not when you hear the next part,” Kevin said. 
 
    “Then you better get on with it.” 
 
    “So we go back to base and contemplate what we’re going to do next. I put the word out for me to be informed the second Bishop gets back on base and me and Conner sit on our asses for a few hours. That’s when I get a call from Mahmoud.” 
 
    Mahmoud was a detective with the local Afghan police. He was only one of a few police officers willing to work with the British and Americans in Helmand. The mere mention of his name was enough to grab Jane’s attention. 
 
    “What did he say?” she asked. 
 
    “There’s another body,” Kevin said. “Same mutilations. Same markings. And guess where it’s found?” 
 
    “Khan night market.” 
 
    “Bingo. There’s a couple of bombed out buildings—our killer’s usual spec—and a lot of the traders sleep rough in them. After the market closed, they packed up and went back to the squat. Except last night, they had company.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    She was almost off her seat. 
 
    “A teenage boy. Works with his father on the market. They run a food stall. Says the boy went missing at eight when he went to fetch water.” 
 
    “What time did you lose Bishop?” 
 
    “A little after seven. So plenty of time to blend into the surroundings. The boy would have been walking the alleyways around the square to reach the taps. That’s where he was grabbed.” 
 
    Jane was stunned. Dorring sat on his stool gazing at her as she delved deep into her mind for what to do next. Contemplating all the possibilities like a chess grand master. She stood up and paced the small kitchen space. Biting her lip. 
 
    “It has to be him,” Kevin said. “We should make the arrest today. He’s back on base now. Got in at midnight, right before curfew. Conner’s keeping an eye on him as we speak.” 
 
    Jane snapped out of her thinking and pointed a finger at him. 
 
    “No,” she said. “I want to keep an eye on him some more.” 
 
    “But it has to be him,” Kevin protested. 
 
    “We still don’t have enough.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “It’s circumstantial still,” Jane said. “And do you know what?” 
 
    “What?” Kevin said. 
 
    “I get the impression that this is something more. All these clues being dropped like breadcrumbs. Don’t you feel like we’re being led by the monster and not to him? Don’t you think that it all feels like a game?” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Kevin said. 
 
    “The knife, for one. It was too easy the way it was planted there. Too much of a clue. It was put there for us. Then the numbers. Partially scratched off like some plot device in an old detective novel.” 
 
    “I’ll agree, it’s all very neat.” 
 
    “This could all be a trap,” Jane said. “What if the killer’s watching us? Watching us follow George Bishop because he’s led us to him?” 
 
    Kevin was gazing at her but his eyes went blank. He looked like he was going over everything she’d just told him. 
 
    “It’s plausible,” he eventually said. 
 
    “I think it’s true,” Dorring added. 
 
    Jane looked at him and smiled. 
 
    “What if it’s still Bishop,” Kevin said, “but he wants to get caught? Maybe he knows he’s sick and he wanted us to catch him last night.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense and you know it,” Jane said. “No, I get the feeling this isn’t Bishop. I get the feeling it’s someone else.” 
 
    The three of them stood in silence for a moment and contemplated someone playing a game and watching them. It wasn’t good enough that they were living in a war zone surrounded by danger all the time. That they were in a hostile land far away from home. That they couldn’t fall back on the safeties they took for granted in that home. The protections of the state. Out here, it was as close to lawless as any of those three people standing at that breakfast bar had gotten. They felt naked knowing that someone dangerous—a killer—was willing to mess with them out here. 
 
    “So what now?” Kevin said. 
 
    “We continue to monitor Bishop,” Jane said. “But we also start to monitor our surroundings.” 
 
    “We’ll need a second team,” Kevin said. 
 
    “No. I don’t want anyone except us three and Conner to know.” 
 
    “So what—we work twenty-four hour shifts?” 
 
    “We do what we have to. If we let any more people know, we could compromise the whole thing. So while two of us watch Bishop, the other two watch them. Eyes on eyes.” 
 
    “How the hell will we know what we’re looking for?” Kevin asked. 
 
    “Anyone showing an interest. Whoever is monitoring the two following Bishop will stay well out of the way. The killer will be close enough to watch, so that’s what we’ll be looking for.” 
 
    “It’ll be near impossible.” 
 
    “It’s all we have.” 
 
    “There is something else,” Dorring suggested, and both of them turned to him. 
 
    “What?” Jane asked. 
 
    “Well, in all of this, we haven’t really spoken about the knife. The reason we didn’t go heading in straight away and ask Bishop about it was because we didn’t want to scare him off in case he’s the killer. However, now we think it’s not him, couldn’t we try and ask him?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Kevin said. 
 
    “I think I know what he means,” Jane said, smiling at Dorring. 
 
    “Well, if he’s innocent of the murders,” Dorring said, “it wouldn’t scare him if we asked about the knife. Maybe he sold it. Lost it some other way. Like Conner said.” 
 
    “But if the real killer is watching,” Kevin said, “it’ll mess things up if he sees you asking Bishop. He’ll know we’ve figured him out. It could drive him underground.” 
 
    “Not if we do it subtly,” Dorring said. 
 
    “How?” Kevin put back. 
 
    “I have a conversation with him as a friend,” Dorring said. “He plays for the SAS pool team. He’ll be playing tonight. If he’s in the bar, I can maybe talk to him about the knife. It’s not unusual for me to be there.” 
 
    “But if the killer’s been watching, he’ll know you’re part of the investigation.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s expecting us to ask,” Jane said, and the two men turned to her. “Maybe it’s the next part of his game.” 
 
    “Could be,” Dorring said. “Maybe we should play.” 
 
    “You like danger?” she asked. 
 
    “I like you, don’t I?” 
 
    She smiled at him and her cheeks filled with red. Grinning all over, she turned to Kevin and said, “I think we should let Dorring talk to Bishop at the bar tonight.” 
 
    “I think it’s dumb playing the killer’s game,” Kevin said. “If indeed it is a game and not just Bishop like we originally thought.” 
 
    “Then maybe Dorring will call him out,” Jane said. “Maybe he’ll panic and we can make our arrest. Maybe the real killer will come out. Maybe it’ll just lead us onto the next part. It’s all we have at the moment. We should shake the genie bottle and see what happens.” 
 
    Kevin shook his head at her. 
 
    “You like playing this game, don’t you?” he asked. 
 
    “Don’t you like a little excitement in this barren place, Kevin?” she said. “Aren’t you bored? I mean, look at the stupid things we end up doing out of sheer boredom.” 
 
    She looked right at him then, and, to Dorring, Kevin looked angry. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “Let’s shake things up. But if it comes back on us, you’re the one taking the fall.” 
 
    “I’m the one taking the fall,” she agreed. 
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    Abigail Pritchard watched the rest of the autopsy. The insides of John Chalmers’ lungs weren’t black enough to consider death by smoke inhalation. The cause of death was by burning. The torture hadn’t killed him. He’d died of shock. As to the injuries, they found more broken bones and it took almost an hour to catalogue them all. The larger bones had been struck with what they took for a heavy lump hammer. The fingers had no contact marks and they gathered that the attacker had used their own hands to break them. The teeth had been met by the hammer and every one of them was broken, including the jaw that held them. 
 
    The skin was burned black and it was hard to say if any abrasions had been applied. They found evidence of cuts around the abdomen though. Nothing clear enough to see exactly, but Abigail wondered if something had been scrawled into the flesh. Who Dares Wins perhaps. 
 
    She could think of only one reason why someone would do such a thing to John Chalmers and it petrified her. Made her feel naked as a man caught in the open terrain of a frozen tundra. Made her wonder what had been tortured out of John and whether she was now in serious danger. 
 
    And what did Dorring possibly know of this? He’d not been spotted anywhere near Chalmers. Before he’d made his statement, Mo Hamilton had made hers. She’d claimed that at seven a.m.—the time the Fire Brigade claim the fire was set—she, Alex Dorring and Steven McDonald were driving to the beach. It was impossible that he was there. 
 
    So the only reason Abigail could think of as to why John Chalmers was lying on a silver gurney as black as the night and as dead as the moon was because he had told her things she shouldn’t know. It had to be. They must have found out about her visits to him, and now, after torturing the poor man, they probably knew everything he’d told her. They would come for her alright. And it would probably be soon. 
 
    Abigail said goodbye to the two men at the funeral home and was seen out by Peter. 
 
    “And remember,” she said as he went to close the door on her, “this is completely secret. If anyone finds out, I’ll know it was either you or Gordon. Okay?” 
 
    “Of course, Abby,” he said with an earnest expression. “Of course.” 
 
    When the door was shut on her, Abigail stood on the cobbled street in the early morning twilight. The birds were making a song and dance of the dawn chorus and the sky was alive with their twittering and their play. She glanced up and down the quiet street at the first lights coming on in the windows of the gray stone houses. 
 
    Were they all in on it? she asked herself as she watched movement behind the closed curtains. Is this whole place nothing but poison? 
 
    She went to walk to her car, but upon turning that way, she was suddenly presented with a man who appeared like a phantom, as though he’d just risen out of the pavement like steam from a grate. Her stomach turned to eels as she gazed into the neat face of Bruce Appleby, the purple, early morning sky reflecting off his gold-rimmed glasses. 
 
    “Good morning, Detective Pritchard,” he said cordially with a smile. 
 
    She wondered where his men were. He usually took them everywhere with him. 
 
    “Morning, Lord Appleby,” she replied, trying her best to hold her nerve. 
 
    “Isn’t it wonderful to rise with the birds?” he said, his eyes looking blank behind the lenses. 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” she replied. “I rose well before them.” 
 
    “Ah! Of course. Silly me. This bother with the English chap.” 
 
    “Yes. And John Chalmers’ autopsy, too.” 
 
    She tried to gaze into him, switching the machine on. But he was worse than the Englishman. Nothing but a blank rock. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied in a hollow voice devoid of emotion. “Terrible news, that. I always liked John. As did my father. You have any idea how it happened?” 
 
    Looking hard at him, she replied, “We’re not sure. He died from the fire, but as to how it was caused, that’s the job for the fire investigators. They’ll be here by midday, so I’ll take them out to the cottage then.” 
 
    “You think it was an accident?” 
 
    “Well, John did like a drink and a smoke,” she said, playing the part of someone else. “So it could be falling to sleep drunk with a smoke in his mouth.” 
 
    “I heard he liked to cook late night fry-ups too,” Appleby said. 
 
    “Could be that. But like I say, we’ll know better once the investigators arrive.” 
 
    “Yes. Indeed.” He paused as though he had something else to say, but then merely stared at her. She began to become uncomfortable when he added, “Well, I won’t keep you.” 
 
    Feeling flustered, Abigail simply nodded and stepped around him. As she opened the car door, she looked over her shoulder at him. He was still standing on the pavement, staring at her with a grin on his face. 
 
    Shit! He knows, she said to herself, getting inside the car and starting the engine. 
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    “Hey, shit head!” 
 
    Dorring looked up. The cell door was open and Fergus stood before it with a malevolent smirk on his face. Dorring noticed his hands. He was wearing a pair of red MMA fighting gloves. 
 
    Behind him stood several of the other men, including the man who’d tried to burst in before. They all had their sleeves rolled up and there were others who wore gloves or had taped up knuckles. 
 
    So they’ve made up their minds, Dorring said to himself. About time. 
 
    He began to pull on the ring the cuffs were chained to. The chain was only three inches long. It felt solid, but Dorring bet that if he pulled hard enough, he could eventually pull the bolts through the wood. 
 
    “Okay, fucker,” Fergus said, bearing down on Dorring. 
 
    “Remember, Fergus,” someone called from outside the room. “We each get three minutes.” 
 
    “I know tha rules,” Fergus said over his shoulder. 
 
    Dorring leaned forward on the bench and stared straight into the cop’s eyes. 
 
    “Now listen here,” Dorring said, “if you really do believe I killed Stevie, then you need to know that I didn’t. There’s a killer on this island. It was him. You’re protecting him.” 
 
    “We already know there’s a killer here—you,” came out of Fergus’ malevolent scowl of a mouth. “Conner Jones told us all aboot how nuts you are. How ya lost it in Afghanistan. How ya’ve come here because o’ paranoia. Think there’s a killer loose. It’s all in ya wee heed, lad.” 
 
    “Conner is protecting the real killer.” 
 
    “Conner protects this island an’ its inhabitants. He protects the good business o’Lord Appleby. He protects prosperity, peace an’ tranquility. He protects us against men like you.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill Stevie,” Dorring insisted. 
 
    Bending forward so that their faces almost touched, Fergus replied in a low voice, “I nay care.” 
 
    And with that, he leaned back, then pounced forward and slammed his fist into the side of Dorring’s jaw, knocking his head sideways a few inches. 
 
    Fergus was disappointed. The punch hurt Dorring nowhere near as much as he’d expected after putting everything he had into it. 
 
    Dorring shook his head and flexed his arms up behind his back, making the chain taut and pulling on the metal hook, the bolts pressing against the holes in the wood and making it creak. 
 
    “You’ve got almost another three minutes,” Dorring said. “Make it count.” 
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    Abigail was nervous as she drove through the town, constantly checking her mirrors to see if anyone was following her. She shouldn’t be about to do what she was, but she had no choice. She had to find out something. 
 
    Reaching the road at the edge of McGuffin Cemetery, she parked her car and got out. The rusty gate creaked as she opened it and she almost ran up the frayed stone steps. 
 
    At the top, she stood still, watching the shadows in the early morning light as they played within the oak trees. When she was sure no other soul was there with her, except of course the dead, she moved onwards. 
 
    Reaching the broken grave, she glanced about once more in a furtive way, and then kneeled down in the overgrown grass. Digging her hands into the dirt, she searched about with her fingers and felt relief when she found exactly what she was looking for. 
 
    Quickly, she tucked it into her pocket and left the graveyard. Back in her car, she started the engine and drove to the harbor, parking at the top where it overlooked the whole bay. Most of the fishing boats were already out, but some, those exploring the shallower waters, were now setting up to go out. 
 
    With her heart beating fast in her chest, Abigail reached into her pocket and pulled out a plastic bag. Opening it, she took a mobile phone and switched it on. 
 
    She dialed a number and placed it to her ear. 
 
    “Hey, Abby,” a woman’s voice answered. “What’s happening? We hear there’s been two deaths on the island.” 
 
    “Could be three,” Abby said. “You told me last time about the missing agent—the one working with the Russians.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Is he still missing?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Describe him?” 
 
    “You know I can’t divulge that sort of information on individual agents. I only told you that he was missing so you could keep your ear out for it.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, I may have heard something. If I describe someone for you, you tell me if I’m hitting the mark.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “White. Black hair. Around six feet, two inches. Two hundred pounds. Tattoo on the left of his chest. A swallow.” 
 
    “That’s him.” 
 
    Dorring was telling the truth about the body. Abigail was sure of it now. It made a lot of the other things he said make sense. However, he was still holding back from her. Wasn’t telling her the whole truth. She knew for a fact that it was a lie he was only here on holiday. 
 
    Men like him don’t suddenly turn up in places for no reason. And when they do turn up, things start happening. 
 
    Things were happening now. 
 
    “He’s dead,” Abigail told her contact. 
 
    “Okay, now tell me why you think so?” 
 
    “Because the guy we’ve pulled in for the murder of Steven McDonald reckons he found a body yesterday morning washed up on the beach. He’d had his throat opened up and the description I just gave you was the one he gave me an hour ago.” 
 
    “Who is this guy?” 
 
    “Alex Dorring. That’s another thing. He’s ex-SAS.” 
 
    “Like Conner Jones.” 
 
    “Yes. They served together. I need you to find out what he’s been up to for the last twelve years since he left the SAS. Everything. I’ll call you back in five minutes. Okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. Can you spell the name?” 
 
    Abigail gave her all the information and then put the phone down. She didn’t tell her contact about John Chalmers yet because she hadn’t even told her about visiting him in the first place. Chalmers hadn’t been part of the main investigation, he’d been part of something else. A part of discovering Abigail’s past. A part of her life obscured by both pain and time. Seen through a child’s eyes and only coming back to the adult in nightmares. Had going to Chalmers about her father jeopardized her official reason for being on the island? 
 
    If so, she was in a lot of trouble and was only making it worse by not telling her superior. She’d been continually briefed that any possibility of discovery was to be reported immediately. Any delay would lead to disciplinary action. 
 
    No, Abigail thought, I’ll have to tell her when she gets back to me. Tell her that I’ve jeopardized the investigation. 
 
    But Abigail Pritchard didn’t get that far. Before five minutes was up, and as she sat in her car thinking and watching the bay, a shadow cast over her lap and she turned sharply to her window. 
 
    There stood the beaming face of Bruce Appleby. CEO of Appleby Pharmaceuticals. Lord of McGuffin Manor. Lord of McGuffin. Lord of mass murder. 
 
    He tapped his knuckles on the window and she jumped. Glancing quickly down, she spotted the mobile on her lap, swallowed in Appleby’s shadow. Quickly, her hand snatched it and fingers closed around the device. 
 
    Appleby made a winding gesture with his hand and she obliged, pressing the button so that the window lowered. 
 
    “Twice in one day,” she said, trying to laugh off her obvious shock. 
 
    “Cut the shit,” he said. The smile had dropped. The face was blank and menacing. Over his shoulder, Abigail spotted two large men with their hands buried in their jacket pockets standing at the edge of the road. 
 
    “What’s up, Bruce?” she said, her eyes turning back to the face beside the window. 
 
    “You know we’re a close knit community here,” he said. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Then you know how we look after each other on McGuffin.” 
 
    “I do, Bruce. It’s one of the things that appealed to me when I took the job. Having grown up in the city, I appreciated…” 
 
    He held a lily white palm up to her and she stopped. 
 
    “Folk here tried real hard,” he said in an undertone, “to stop you coming. For the whole of the time there’s been police on McGuffin, they’ve been men born on this soil. Men of this earth. Not some wee lassie from Glasgow. They didn’t want ya anywhere near this place. It was supposed to be Stevie McDonald’s job and now he’s dead.” 
 
    “What is this, Bruce?” she said, trying to act calm. “I haven’t got much time. I’m needed back at the station.” 
 
    “I’m trying to say, Abby, that the island did’nay want you then. And it does’nay want you now. My advice is that you leave immediately.” 
 
    “What—right this minute?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve got a car nearby.” 
 
    “Am I being run out of town?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s exactly what this is. I’ve already spoken with Inverness. You’re to be moved on.” 
 
    “This is bullshit.” It was right to show her anger now. “Inverness doesn’t have the authority. They’d have to…” 
 
    A smirk gradually rose up on Appleby’s cheeks and Abigail realized she’d made a terrible mistake. He’d been bluffing. 
 
    “Why would they not have the authority, Abby?” he asked with a knowing look gleaming from behind the gold spectacles. 
 
    Because I wasn’t put here by Inverness, she said in her head. Inverness were told to put me here by my superiors. And only someone working for another, much higher up agency than the Inverness and Islands Constabulary would be placed somewhere in that way. Someone from the National Crime Agency perhaps. 
 
    The two of them stared at one another in silence for what felt like a very long time to Abigail. She was completely rigid, their eyes trapped together as the world dissolved around them, and she couldn’t think of anything to say as her brain was caught in a spasm. 
 
    Then the mobile vibrated in her hand and she almost jumped out of the seat. Appleby heard it and glanced down at her lap. 
 
    “Give me the phone,” he said. 
 
    She shook her head at him and then glanced over his shoulder. The two heavies were moving in their direction with determined strides. With a sudden movement, she leaped across the car and dived for the passenger door. Behind her, the driver’s side opened and Appleby grabbed her foot as she reached the handle. 
 
    Turning rapidly over onto her back, she kicked him right in the face with her heel. He cried out, recoiled back and grabbed ahold of his face, his glasses smashed. 
 
    Abigail turned herself onto her front, opened the door and leaped out. 
 
    But as she scrambled to her feet, she found the two heavies right in front of her. They stood frozen for a moment like statues, Appleby moaning behind them. 
 
    “The fucking bitch!” he grumbled. 
 
    Below them was the harbor. Messy huts, wooden walkways floating on pontoons, nets, and metal cages rusted from a lifetime in the salty sea. Gulls flew around the top of it all in search of spoils. Along the walkway, the last boat was being loaded up and readied to leave. 
 
    It was this that Abigail looked at as the men grabbed ahold of her and a large hand was held over her mouth. Though she knew it to be futile, she fought with everything she had. Why make their job any easier than it should be? she thought as she kicked the groin of one, headbutted the mouth of another as he lifted her from the ground, bit a forearm as she was loaded into the trunk of a car, and screamed bloody murder as they lowered the lid down on top of her. 
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    They beat into Dorring like a pack of rabid dogs on a tied up bear. He did his best to fight unconsciousness off, using his big body’s unbreakable nature and his indifference to pain to keep awake. He was sure that if he did go under, they’d continue beating him until his heart stopped. Plus, his only sure chance of survival was pulling that ring through the bench. He’d already split the wood underneath where he was sitting. A few more minutes and he’d have it off the metal supports that held it to the wall. 
 
    So with every punch he took, Dorring would jerk his body violently, giving them the impression that the blow took more out of him than it did. What he was really doing, however, was jerking on his wrists and pulling the ring and the wood. Pulling so hard that the cuffs cut deep into the wrists and his hands were covered in blood. He hoped he wouldn’t break through one of his radial arteries before he broke through the bench. 
 
    Currently, some skinny young constable was beating into Dorring. Letting himself get corrupted early in his police career, so that by the time he’s middle aged, he’ll be as spiteful and mean as Fergus and the other older men. The rest all stood around the doorway, leaning on it and panting. It looked like Dorring had taken more out of them than they had out of him. And this enraged them. 
 
    From his bleeding and bruised face, Dorring grinned at them. The kid, already exhausted and only two minutes into his three, got crazy at the grinning mouth. He stepped back, placing a hand on one wall for support, and lurched forward in an attempt to smash the sole of his shoe into Dorring’s mouth. But in his fatigue he misjudged it and the foot didn’t reach that far. The toe came within inches of Dorring and he lurched forward himself. He caught it between his teeth, biting into the toes of the boot until he felt the flesh underneath, clamping down as hard as he could and feeling the toes get crushed within the leather. 
 
    “Agh!” the young cop cried in full guttural, the tiny cell filling with his scream. 
 
    He pulled back, but Dorring wouldn’t let go, the top of the big toe and two others in his mouth. The cop got mad. He began beating Dorring around the head. But his fists were already sore and he ended up clapping him with his palm instead, doing nothing to deter Dorring. The men at the door began laughing loudly. 
 
    “Stop laughin’, ya bastards!” the young cop cried out. “An’ fuckin’ help me!” 
 
    Fergus came dashing in, his MMA gloves covered in blood. He stepped around the panicking boy and put everything he had into a left hook. It was his trademark, as Dorring had come to understand, having been the victim of enough of them. Fergus threw all his weight into the punch and Dorring went along with this. He jerked violently to the side, tugging his wrists as hard as he could, and let go of the foot. He made like the punch was so strong it would throw him through the wall. It was enough. The chain went taut and then it slacked. He landed at the wall, leaning against it, a chunk of the bench dangling behind him from his wrists. 
 
    No time to think. Just do. 
 
    Dorring burst from the wall. Before either man in the cell knew what was happening, he was standing over them. Fergus was the more dangerous. The young cop just looked scared. The men at the door didn’t know what to do. 
 
    Swooping down and slightly to the side, Dorring dodged the jab that came from Fergus, moved around the outstretched arm and thrust the crown of his head forward in a jabbing motion, so that it came up into Fergus’ jaw as he moved forward with his punch. 
 
    The jaw was glass. It knocked the cop out immediately. 
 
    The men at the door went to pile in, but they were too eager. The first two got trapped in the doorway shoulder to shoulder. Dorring turned on the young cop, who now looked up at him apologetically. He charged at him from the back of the cell. The young cop let out a shriek as Dorring sent him reeling back toward the door and into the other men, hitting them with such force that they topped over and spilled into the corridor outside. 
 
    “Get the guns!” somebody cried. 
 
    While they picked themselves up, Dorring dislocated both shoulders, a feat he’d been able to do since childhood, and slipped through his own arms as though they were a loop of rope tied on either end to his shoulders. Then, with a quick jerk, he snapped each arm back in. Now his hands, the chain and the lump of wood were at his front. A foot square piece of splintered wood hung from him like a medieval mace. He had a weapon. 
 
    He charged out of the door at the men as some of them scrambled off to get guns. Coming out of the cell, the men leaping back, Dorring swung his arms through the air. The chunk of wood flew upwards at the nearest guy, caught him under the chin and lifted him several inches. Before he’d even landed, Dorring turned on the next, dodged a clumsy punch by ducking down, and swung the wood sideways into the guy’s knees. He heard the joints break and the guy screamed as he collapsed to the floor. 
 
    Someone punched him in the back. It felt like a paper pellet from a straw. He turned and found the young cop standing there holding his fist. Again he looked apologetic and Dorring could see that he was shivering. 
 
    Glaring at him, Dorring said, “Undo the cuffs.” 
 
    “I ain’t got tha key,” he said. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Fergus.” 
 
    Dorring glanced sideways into the cell. 
 
    “Get it,” he said. 
 
    The young guy shook his head and then ran off to the others. Dorring breathed out deeply and then reentered the cell. Soon, the others would return with guns. Soon, he would possibly have to kill to get out. 
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    Abigail had to get out of that trunk and not long after setting off, she’d found a way. 
 
    The second the car had begun moving, she’d scooted over and lifted the carpet to reveal the spare wheel. They’d made a mistake leaving everything in there. Moving the spare to the side, she’d found the jack underneath. 
 
    It was now set up inside the trunk, underneath the lid of the saloon, and she was slowly raising it up, the metal of the boot creaking and bending, the lock pulling apart. 
 
    Inside the car, the men were unaware, too busy listening to classical music, which they’d turned up loud to drown out her screaming. It was now drowning out the sounds of her escape. 
 
    The lock popped and she caught the edge of the lid, so that it didn’t rise all the way and alert them in the car. Peeking out of a two inch gap, she saw that they were leaving the edge of town. They would have to turn off at the end of the road. She would make a run for it there. 
 
    The town was waking up. People opened their front doors and took the milk in. Many of them nodded in the direction of Appleby’s saloon as it drove carefully past and Abigail was sure to pull the lid all the way down before they noticed. 
 
    When they reached the junction, the saloon stopped momentarily so Appleby’s driver could see if any traffic was coming. Sure that there was none, he pulled onto the road and drove onwards. 
 
    Abigail took no chances. The moment she slipped out of the trunk, she darted from the junction and into the cover of the alleyways that split the buildings of the main town. 
 
    She had one single destination she could go. 
 
    An alleyway ran down one side of the police station. At its end, she peeked out either way to see what cars were on the road. There were none. She hoped to God that Appleby hadn’t noticed she was gone and called the station. 
 
    Stepping into the street, she put her head down and entered the police station using her key, as the front door was locked. The moment she was in, she heard the murmur of a commotion happening deeper inside the station. Then she heard a gunshot. 
 
    “What the hell!?” she exclaimed, running across the reception area and darting into the bowels of the police station. 
 
    She entered a corridor that met another one running either way at the end. She heard shouting and groaning. Another volley of shot and Abigail was forced to place her hands over her ears as the bullets flew past the end of where she stood. Then someone shouted something and it stopped. 
 
    “He’s broken ma arm!” a voice moaned loudly. 
 
    Then another voice called out and Abigail instantly recognized it. 
 
    It said, “I told you he wouldn’t come to any harm so long as you let me out of here. Since you won’t listen, I’ve broken his arm to let you know how serious I am.” 
 
    It was Dorring. 
 
    “Cease your bloody fire!” Abigail shouted, stepping toward the end of the corridor. 
 
    “He’s got Jimmy, ma’am,” someone called out and she recognized it as an elderly constable by the name of Frank Hogg. 
 
    “What’s goin’ on, Constable Hogg?” she called as she reached the end of the corridor. 
 
    “Tha bastard’s got me, ma’am!” a young man’s voice cried out. 
 
    It was Constable James McDowd. 
 
    “You hold tight, Jimmy,” she said. Then addressing the rest, she said, “Is the suspect armed?” 
 
    “No,” Hogg cried. 
 
    “Then why are you using your weapons?” 
 
    “You should’ve seen the bastard,” Hogg called back. “He ripped a bench off the wall with his hands chained to it. Then he knocked Fergus out with a headbutt. He’s a bastard demon.” 
 
    In truth, she was glad Fergus was knocked out. It would be he who Appleby would contact. 
 
    “Now listen here,” Abigail said in a resounding voice, wanting to calm them down. “I’m gonna be stepping into this wee corridor in a second. An’ I don’t want a bullet up ma ass, alright?” 
 
    “Okay, ma’am, we’ll hold off,” came the voice of Hogg. 
 
    Once more, Abigail prayed to God. Prayed that they hadn’t been contacted already. Otherwise they could shoot her and say it was an accident. Say that she got in the way. 
 
    She stepped out into the corridor and breathed a huge sigh of relief when nothing happened. She glanced left. Six men were crowded that way, standing outside the gun cabinet with their pistols drawn. They were bloodied and fatigued, their uniforms covered in blood and sweat. Some of them had injuries. One had a split eye that was closed over and another sat propped against the wall, unable to stand for some reason. They looked like they’d been through one hell of a fight. 
 
    “Where’s Fergus?” she asked them. 
 
    Hogg, the sweat shining on his bald head, nodded the other way and Abigail swiveled around to see what was at the other end of that corridor. 
 
    The walls that way were covered in bullet marks. Several of the framed photos had been hit and now lay on the gray carpet tiles, fragments of glass scattered everywhere. She wondered if his would be down there. 
 
    “Where exactly?” she asked. 
 
    “Inside tha cell,” Hogg shouted. “Knocked clean oot by that bastard’s hammer of a forehead.” 
 
    “Have you injured the suspect?” she asked, looking at all the damage and bullet holes. 
 
    “Nah! He won’t come out. An’ he’s got Jimmy, so we can’t go in there. He said he’ll break the poor boy’s neck.” 
 
    “How’d this happen?” 
 
    Hogg went sheepish and she glanced at the faces of the other men. They all averted their eyes and looked down at the ground. 
 
    “They wanted to have some fun with me,” Dorring called out, and Abigail turned to the open door of the cell about ten yards further up the hallway. It was where most of the damage was. 
 
    “I gathered that,” Abigail called back. “You wanna let wee Jimmy go and then we can have a chat?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Dorring shouted. “Wee Jimmy thought he was a man by beating someone who couldn’t fight back. Now he gets the chance to actually prove it. I’ve already busted one of his arms. I’ll break the other in a minute unless I’m allowed to leave.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s gonna happen,” she said. “Here’s what you’re gonna…” 
 
    Abigail froze and turned suddenly when she heard the sound of the phone going off in Fergus’ office. It made her heart turn cold and she realized she had very little time. 
 
    Now or never, she said to herself. 
 
    Abigail put her head down and walked down the corridor towards the cell. 
 
    “Hey, ma’am!” Hogg and the others cried out. “What’re ya doin’?” 
 
    She came to the open entrance of the cell and gazed inside. 
 
    Dorring stood in the center with Jimmy held tight to him. The young constable’s arm was twisted and held behind his back. The broken one dangled limply by his side. He was shivering violently and his eyes were wide open. In comparison, Dorring looked utterly serene. 
 
    “I want to leave,” he said coolly. “I never killed anyone on this island.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “We both need to leave.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Dorring was confused. Was this a trick? 
 
    As though reading his mind, she said, “No trick. We need to leave. Together. The body you found. It belongs to someone.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “I’ll explain,” she said, glancing at Jimmy. “But later.” 
 
    Dorring took a few seconds to reply. 
 
    “What about them?” he asked, nodding at the doorway. 
 
    “I’ll sort things out, but we have to leave.” 
 
    “What’re ya talkin’ aboot, ma’am?” Jimmy said from within Dorring’s arms. 
 
    “Shut up, Jimmy,” she snapped at him. Then looking back at Dorring, she went on, “I want you to tell me everything. I want to know why you’re really here.” 
 
    Dorring gazed at her. She wasn’t the machine this time. She was earnest and looked at him as though he were some kind of hope to her. Dorring realized that there truly was more to Abigail Pritchard than originally met the eye. 
 
    “Did they shoot the picture of your father?” he asked her. 
 
    Abigail narrowed her eyes and bit her lip. “Who are you?” she said slowly. 
 
    “Cards on the table time?” Dorring said. 
 
    “Cards on the table,” Abigail repeated. 
 
    “I’m here looking for a killer,” he told her. “One I first met fourteen years ago with Conner Jones and some others. It’s he who killed the man on the beach and he who killed Stevie. Possibly John Chalmers, too. Why he’s here, I don’t know, but he was here before. He murdered people back in the nineties when your father was the detective.” 
 
    “How do you know who my father is?” she asked in a gentle whisper of a voice. 
 
    She looked about ready to burst into tears. 
 
    “I think it’s better I explain when we’re out of here,” Dorring said. 
 
    “What’s happenin’, ma’am?” It was Hogg. 
 
    “Everything’s okay here,” Abigail called behind her shoulder. “Stand down. I’m about to cuff the prisoner. He just wants to be left alone. I think it’s only fair we comply.” 
 
    “Do you need help?” Hogg called back. 
 
    “No!” she shouted. Looking at Jimmy, she said, “Get out of here.” 
 
    She nodded at Dorring and he let him go. The young constable instantly darted out of the cell and up the corridor to his friends. 
 
    “I’m cuffing the prisoner,” she shouted out. “Stand down.” Then turning to Dorring, she said in a hushed voice, “I better get back to them before Jimmy talks.” 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    “Stay here. It’ll be easy.” 
 
    At that moment, Fergus murmured on the ground and began to writhe slightly. 
 
    “Watch him,” she said. “He’s one of them.” 
 
    She went to leave and he called her back. 
 
    When she turned to him from the door, he said, “Who’s them?” 
 
    “Later,” Abigail said. “Just wait here and make sure he doesn’t make a sound.” 
 
    Abigail marched out of the cell and up the corridor. The men looked ready to march onward to the cell and shoot Dorring as he stood in it. 
 
    “How’s Fergus?” Hogg asked when she reached them. 
 
    “He’s fine. The prisoner is cuffed.” 
 
    “That’ll not keep him.” 
 
    “He’s calm now. So I’m gonna need you boys to hang up the guns.” 
 
    “Nay way, ma’am,” Hogg shouted, and several of the others joined the chorus. “That bastard’s a dangerous animal.” 
 
    “He’s calm,” Abigail assured him. “Which is more than I can say for all of yous. Now, please, go back inside the armory and return your weapons.” 
 
    They stood looking at her. She had seniority, but they had their pride. Their men’s pride. It was wrangling in them. They’d been beaten by an unarmed man who they’d not even weakened through the substantial beating they’d already given him. It made each man in that hallway feel weak. 
 
    On the other hand, some of them were already willing to give up. Having taken enough of a battering. 
 
    “Maybe we should, lads,” one of them said. 
 
    “Aye,” Jimmy agreed, holding his busted arm. 
 
    Abigail glared at the others and shouted, “Now!” 
 
    They relented. Seniority won the day. They turned with tails between their legs and walked into the cupboard, the thing about big enough to hold the men. When they were all inside, Abigail quickly shut the metal door on them, took her keys from her belt and locked it, snapping off the key in the latch when she had. 
 
    “Hey!” their muffled voices called through the door. 
 
    They began banging their fists against it, but it was only a hollow sound. It would do them no good. The door would keep them for however long it was before someone else came with a set of keys and then the right equipment to prize the broken key out of the lock. Because it was the gun cupboard, the door was like that of a bank safe. So there was no shooting out of it. 
 
    Abigail went back to the cell. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” she said. 
 
    The two of them left the cell and marched along the corridor. 
 
    On hearing the men banging on the door, Dorring said, “You locked them in?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What about getting a gun? I’d feel safer with one.” 
 
    “We’ll pick mine up. It’s at my office.” 
 
    She led him up some back stairs to a set of offices. There she unlocked a cabinet at her desk and took a Glock 17 handgun. She handed it to Dorring and grabbed up the ammunition, loading the pockets of her jacket with it. 
 
    “Come on,” she said, and they left the office. 
 
    When they reached the bottom of the stairs, Dorring asked, “Is there a back way out of here?” 
 
    “No. Only the front.” 
 
    “Okay. Then stay behind me.” 
 
    When they reached the front door, Dorring signaled with his hand for her to stay back as he edged towards it. Slowly eking along the wall, he got to the window of it and carefully lifted the blinds with outstretched fingers. 
 
    He instantly saw the men on the road. 
 
    Dorring leaped back as the window exploded and the blind ricocheted with bullets. The other windows smashed apart and automatic machine gun fire ripped into the walls around them. 
 
    “Get back!” Dorring cried, diving onto the floor and crawling rapidly along it. 
 
    Abigail was crouching down at the bottom of the wall with her hands over her ears. He grabbed her by the forearm and dragged her back into the corridor. 
 
    “Upstairs,” he said. 
 
    They reached the back stairs again and darted up them. In the upstairs offices, Dorring scanned everything. Like downstairs, the windows were barred from the inside and padlocked. 
 
    “Where’s the loft?” he asked. 
 
    “At the back,” she said. 
 
    Pushing past, she led him along a narrow corridor. When she reached a hatch in the ceiling, she pulled a cord and a set of metal steps folded out. 
 
    “It’s where we keep the old files,” she said. “But there’s nothing else up there. What do you hope to do?” 
 
    “You’ll see,” he said, coming past her and launching himself up the steps. 
 
    At the top, Dorring faced east, opposite the front of the place. Shoulder down, he aimed for a space between the joists and burst forward like an American football player. The shoulder hit the sheet of insulation and burst forward, pushing the tiles on the other side outwards, so that they popped from the nails holding them to the roof. He repeated the feat and forced more out until there was a hole in the roof large enough for them to fit through. 
 
    Pushing himself through, Dorring glanced down and saw that there was a flat roof building only a foot away from the back of the station. As for the gunfire, it had stopped and he gathered that Appleby’s men were already searching the building for them. 
 
    “Come on,” Dorring said, coming back through the hole. 
 
    Abigail looked out of it and then back inside, a horrified expression on her face. 
 
    “What do you intend on doing?” she asked. 
 
    “Jumping down there,” he said. “I’ll lower you down. Now hurry up.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Abigail began climbing through the hole. When she was halfway out, a leg dangling down the edge of the roof, she took hold of Dorring’s hands and he lifted her so that she was completely out. Then, as she lay flat to the tiles, he stretched his body out of the hole, so that he gradually lowered her down until she hung off. 
 
    The flat roof was only six feet below this. 
 
    “I’m going to swing you over,” he said. “Try to land with a roll.” 
 
    “A wha…” 
 
    He pivoted his body and tossed her about three feet out. She landed on her behind, but the fall wasn’t hard enough to permanently hurt her. Hearing the sound of feet marching along the corridor below the loft hatch, Dorring climbed out through the gap and quickly jumped down to the flat roof. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said, grabbing her hand and helping her up. 
 
    At the edge, Dorring hopped down and then held his arms out to catch her. She fell into them and for a moment her face flushed as he held her before dropping her daintily onto her feet. 
 
    With his shoulder, Dorring smashed through a locked gate and they emerged into a side alley. Running around a corner, they almost bumped straight into a man holding an assault rifle. He was busy listening to orders on a radio. 
 
    “They’re…” was as far as he got, his rifle still down at his side. Dorring had shot him in the throat, leaving him gasping as they stepped over. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you put him out of his misery?” Abigail asked as they ran off. 
 
    “Can’t waste the bullets,” Dorring said coolly. 
 
    On the street, they found a parked car. Dorring broke the window and in less than a minute had disabled the alarm and started the engine. 
 
    Without another shot being fired, they were out of there and driving into the country of McGuffin. 
 
    “Where to now?” Abigail asked. “They’ll be eyes everywhere.” 
 
    “I know a place,” Dorring said. 
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    In the alleyway at the back of McGuffin Police Station, Conner found one of his men lying upon the wet ground. Blood dribbled from a large wound to his neck. 
 
    “He got Felix,” Conner said into his radio before crouching down beside the fallen man and checking his pulse. 
 
    He was dead. A bullet to the throat had done it. Dorring had killed his first man since arriving. Conner agreed with himself that there would be more before they finally caught him. 
 
    A terrible feeling tried to speak inside of Conner. One which had gripped him this whole time since he’d first spotted Dorring in the Mermaid and Anchor. Then when his former comrade had told him about Kevin and the message, he’d almost lost it. Couldn’t believe what he was hearing. 
 
    This is getting way out of hand, Conner had said to himself. He’d agreed to everything a long time ago, sealed his soul’s fate back in Helmand, but this was something else. He’d never agreed to have them left open like this. Have it all turned into a game. 
 
    Long ago, he’d made them promise not to harm Dorring. To leave him be in exchange for his loyalty. Tried to protect his former friend. But now that Dorring was here, all he could do was make it as quick and painless as possible. Not the torture that they envisaged. 
 
    “Shit!” a voice muttered behind him. 
 
    Conner turned from the body and saw one of his other men. 
 
    “He dead?” the guy asked. 
 
    “Yes, Charles. He’s dead,” Conner replied. “What’s happening in there?” 
 
    “They made a hole in the roof. Got out that way.” 
 
    “They must’ve come through there afterwards,” Conner said, pointing at the busted gate flapping on its hinges in the wind. “You found Fergus?” he then asked. 
 
    “Yeah. He’s coming around now.” 
 
    Conner lifted his radio to his mouth and said, “I need someone to remove a body from the alleyway running down the side of the station. Make it very quiet.” He let go of the receiver and turned to Charles, saying, “Wait here and don’t let anyone come near. Okay?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Conner walked off down the alley towards the street. He found a crowd already gathered at a gap between a line of parked cars. 
 
    “What’s goin’ on?” an old woman asked as he reached them. 
 
    “We’ve a spot of bother on the island,” Conner told her. 
 
    “The stranger?” a man asked. 
 
    “Yes. Lord Appleby will shortly call for curfew. So I’d start getting inside your houses now.” 
 
    “But someone’s nicked ma car!” another man suddenly announced. 
 
    “When?” Conner asked. 
 
    “Just now.” 
 
    “Did you see what direction it went off in?” 
 
    “I didn’t, but Jean did.” 
 
    Conner turned to the old woman. 
 
    “They went off in that direction,” she said, pointing north along the street. 
 
    It led out into the open countryside. 
 
    Conner asked the man for the vehicle’s description and then told the crowd to go home. Each of them obeyed like lambs to the bark of the sheep dog. 
 
    When he reentered the alleyway, Conner radioed his men the description and told them to send it out to everyone on the island. 
 
    Back inside the police station, the men were licking their wounds along with their terribly injured pride. When Conner entered the staffroom they all sat in, Constable Hogg got up from his seat and stepped forward. 
 
    “I’m sorry…” he attempted to say. 
 
    Conner held a hand up. “Shut the fuck up,” he said sharply. “Another sound out of any of you and I’ll have you taken to the woods and hung from the trees. Okay?” 
 
    Hogg didn’t say anything in answer. He merely sat back down. 
 
    “Where’s Fergus?” he asked his man watching them at the door. 
 
    “Down there, sir,” he said. 
 
    Conner left the room and marched down a corridor. At the bottom was the open door to the cell. One of his men stood next to it. He nodded at Conner and stood to the side. 
 
    Stepping into the cell, Conner was presented with the sorry face of Fergus. He was sitting on the floor, the bench gone, nothing more than two bent and twisted metal supports hanging from the wall. The cop was holding a bag of frozen peas to his face and when Conner entered, he looked up with fear bristling in his eyes. 
 
    He’d fucked up and he knew it. 
 
    “What did I tell you?” Conner said to him. 
 
    “I couldn’t stop the others,” Fergus said. “They thought he’d killed Stevie. They wanted a piece o’ him. You needed me to keep them in check—it would’ve looked odd if I’d’ve told them nay.” 
 
    “I told you he was to be shut behind this door. That no one was to go anywhere near him. I told you that he was extremely dangerous. That he would escape given the slightest chance. AND YOU GO AND FUCKING GIVE HIM IT!” 
 
    His face was red, his eyes bulging from his skull and his lips reared up over his teeth. 
 
    “Ahm sorry,” Fergus said like a guilty child, eyes down. 
 
    “Sorry!? Do you know what you’ve just unleashed on this place? We’re twenty-four hours from making the biggest deal of our lives and you go and fucking let this happen. Now I’m going to have to watch my men die until we finally snare the bastard.” 
 
    “You got him once,” Fergus grumbled. 
 
    “When he wasn’t on full alert. When he wasn’t armed. And even then, he nearly escaped us. Put four men in hospital. Four armed men while he had nothing but his underwear for protection. Now he’s out there somewhere waiting. Waiting to kill us all and waiting to fuck everything up.” 
 
    “Ahm sorry,” Fergus said again. 
 
    Conner came right up to him. He took Fergus’ chin in one hand and lifted it so that their eyes met. Fergus recoiled from the fiery glint in Conner’s. 
 
    “Sorry just doesn’t cut it,” Conner said coolly. “Sorry just pisses me off.” 
 
    Fergus’ eyes widened suddenly. His hands moved rapidly and he tried to push Conner off. Looking down, he saw Conner’s hand at his abdomen. He saw the hilt of the knife right up against it. He saw the blood trail through the fingers and down the hand. Then the sudden violent twist and Fergus felt his guts spasm. Tasted the blood as it rose up the back of his throat and he gurgled on it. Then the sharp, terrible pain as Conner lifted the knife up until it hit the base of his sternum. Then the sudden relief. The pain fading to nothing and the world fading too. Then blackness. 
 
    Conner stood up from him and wiped the knife on the top of Fergus’ head, the blood staining his gray hair. Turning to the man at the door, Conner said, “Do the others know he came around?” 
 
    “No. When we released them from the gun cabinet, we herded them straight into the staffroom like you said. Fergus came around later.” 
 
    “Okay. Then tell them Dorring did this. It’ll make them more angry and willing when I send them out into the woods.” 
 
    “Okay, sir.” 
 
    The man left the doorway and Conner turned back to Fergus. A roar of anger threatened to explode inside of him. Every muscle tensed—no, every cell tensed. If a man was capable of going up in flames, he would have in that moment. Instead, he exploded in volatile rage. 
 
    “Stupid bastard!” he cried out, swinging a roundhouse kick into the side of Fergus’ head and smashing the corpse into the wall. 
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    “So what?” Conner shouted in Dorring’s ear loud enough to be heard over the music and the rabble of the people. “You and Jane an item now?” 
 
    It was fourteen years ago. They were sitting on stools at the base bar in Helmand. It was packed to the rafters. In one corner, the SAS pool team played a team from the Royal Marines. It seemed everyone had turned out to give both sets of men their support and the place was brimming with coagulated bodies high on booze. 
 
    “I guess so,” Dorring replied, picking up his bottle and sipping the ice cold beer. 
 
    “You better be careful with that shit,” Conner said. “The commander might have something to say about it.” 
 
    “Then it’d be good if the commander didn’t find out.” 
 
    “He won’t from me,” Conner said with a wink, lifting his beer to his mouth and taking a swig. 
 
    They were silent after that and sat watching the pool game. George Bishop was playing well. He looked at ease and without a care in the world. Laughing and joking with the others and sipping his beer in between shots. 
 
    If he’s the killer, Dorring said to himself, he’s hiding it really well. 
 
    He was looking for an opportunity to go talk with Bishop. He and Conner had already come up with a plan for what they would say. A very simple plan. But one they couldn’t better in the hour they’d used coming up with it. 
 
    And it wasn’t only Bishop they watched for, either. No. They also watched for anyone who happened to be watching them. Anyone out of place. Anyone there with an ulterior motive. Just like them. 
 
    “What’s Bishop up to?” a voice said in Dorring’s ear. 
 
    It was Jane talking through his comms. She and Kevin were outside in the car, ready to pounce if they were needed and also keeping an eye on whoever went inside. 
 
    “Still playing pool,” Dorring said quietly with his face low down so no one could see the movement of his lips. 
 
    “Okay. Find an opportunity to speak with him and engage.” 
 
    Out of nowhere, a face crashed between the shoulders of Conner and Dorring and two large arms were wrapped around either one of them. Dorring turned to his left to see the half drunk face of Dave Peterson grinning at them. 
 
    “Good to see you boys cheering the regiment on for once,” Peterson said. 
 
    “Anything for the regiment,” Conner said, raising his bottle in salute. “We winning?” 
 
    “Not at the moment. The Marines are two games up. But we’re only halfway through, so anything can happen.” 
 
    “Ask about Bishop,” Jane said in Dorring’s ear. 
 
    “How’s George playing tonight?” Dorring asked Peterson. 
 
    “He’s good,” the latter said, turning from Conner to Dorring. “Won his first match and should win this one.” 
 
    “How’s he been lately?” Conner asked. 
 
    “How’d you mean?” 
 
    “Like how’s he handling everything?” 
 
    “He’s good. Why’d you ask? You got issues with George?” 
 
    “No,” Conner said, shrugging and making a face. “We’re cool. We just heard he lost his knife was all.” 
 
    “Lost his knife?” Peterson said, frowning. 
 
    Dorring gave Conner a look over the top of Peterson’s shoulder. It said: what the hell? 
 
    “Eh…” Conner stuttered. “Must’ve been someone else.” 
 
    “Yeah. Must’ve,” Peterson said. His beers arrived at the bar and he paid. “Well,” he added in farewell as he picked them up and went to leave, “I’ll be seeing you boys.” 
 
    Dorring waited for him to walk off and join the others. 
 
    “We heard he lost his knife?” Dorring said, turning back to Conner. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “You could be a bit more tactful.” 
 
    “You wanna find out, don’t ya?” 
 
    “Yeah, but in future let me ask the questions.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Jane said in Dorring’s ear. 
 
    Conner frowned, lifted up his beer and downed the remaining contents. Then he held the empty bottle up to the barman and waited for him to bring another. 
 
    “This is bullshit anyway,” he grumbled. 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “All of this. It ain’t Bishop. It ain’t any of them.” 
 
    “We already established that scenario.” 
 
    “But it’s not just that. There’s something off with all of this. You think you can trust Jane?” 
 
    It was Dorring’s turn to frown. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked. 
 
    “It was a simple question,” Conner said. “You think you can trust her?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do.” 
 
    Conner shook his head. “I get the feeling we’re being played,” he said. 
 
    “Another fact already established.” 
 
    “Yeah, but by who?” Conner put to him. “Who the fuck’s pulling the strings?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Hopefully tonight we get a step closer to finding out.” 
 
    “But maybe we’re already as close as we need to be.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Dorring said. “You think it could be Bishop after all?” 
 
    “No. I believe it when you tell me that it’s someone playing a game. But I get the impression that the person playing with us is real close. Take the other night for instance. When me and Kevin went after Bishop at Khan Market. We were searching about…” 
 
    A large man stumbling as he went to fetch drinks had landed on Conner and interrupted him. Some friends pulled the drunk off and Conner burst up out of his stool. He came face to face with the man, rage bending the features of his face. 
 
    “Sorry, man,” the drunk slurred. 
 
    Conner grabbed ahold of the guy by the throat, spun him around and slammed him against the bar so that he was bent over it backwards. Drinks were spilled. Bottles fell from the bar and smashed. Everyone around appeared to stop and watch. The talking and the balls clinking disappeared and only the din of the music remained. From everywhere, people were gathering around. Lured by the siren’s call of the fight. One of the guy’s friends went to grab Conner off. Dorring took him by the shoulder before he reached them. 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” Dorring said politely when the friend turned to him. 
 
    He didn’t listen. Shrugged the hand off and went to grab Conner. His approach had been spotted in the reflection of the mirror on the other side of the bar. An elbow shot back from Conner like the dagger on a flick knife and caught the guy just below the ribs. He keeled over and began spluttering on the floor. Meanwhile, Conner had the other guy by the throat, his body pressing the guy into the bar. 
 
    “Who’s your team?” Conner snarled into his face. 
 
    “Ugh!?” 
 
    “I asked who you’re with. I’m Special Air Services. What would you be?” 
 
    The moment the words Special Air Service were said, the guy groaned and rolled his eyes. He was a big guy. But his size wouldn’t save him from some special forces psycho. 
 
    “I’m with infantry,” he said. “Royal Fusileers.” 
 
    “Figures,” Conner said. “You’re used to people throwing stones at you. Come across the odd insurgent. Nothing too real. Nothing that fights back with any skill.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, man,” the guy spluttered. 
 
    “Conner,” Dorring said into his friend’s ear, aware of the crowd gathered around them. “Conner, let him go. He said sorry.” 
 
    In his ear, Jane was going crazy. “What’s he doing?” she demanded. “Get him back onside.” 
 
    “Easy, fellas,” someone called out. 
 
    Dorring turned and saw the grinning face of George Bishop. 
 
    “Let’s not mess up this pretty pub,” Bishop went on, coming through the crowd. “How about we let the poor guy go, Conner?” 
 
    He said this last part close to Conner’s ear. It was specially for him. Conner appeared to snap out of it. Appeared to recall why they were there. He turned sideways and saw Bishop’s face staring at him. 
 
    In their ears, Jane said, “Cool it, Conner! Alex, stop him.” 
 
    “You gonna get him off our mate?” asked a man at the crowd’s edge. 
 
    George Bishop clapped a hand on Conner’s shoulder and he stepped away from the guy. The moment he was released, the Royal Fusileer peeled himself off the bar and stumbled away. His friend on the floor also limped off. Many of the men around the crowd weren’t happy with Conner’s behavior and they glared at him with spiteful faces. 
 
    “A round of drinks for the whole place,” Dorring announced. 
 
    This appeared to appease everyone. 
 
    “I mean, it,” he added. “Beer for everyone.” 
 
    No longer so angry, the crowd burst forward to the bar and inundated the staff with orders. The manager leaned across to Dorring. 
 
    “I hope you’re able to pay for that,” he said into his ear. 
 
    “I’m not. But my friend has enough on his credit card.” 
 
    Conner frowned. The manager turned to him and Conner rolled his eyes. Reaching into his pocket, he grabbed his wallet. 
 
    “I like your style, Dorring,” a voice said beside him. 
 
    When he turned, he found George Bishop standing there. 
 
    “Take a pew,” Dorring said, motioning the stool next-door with a nod of the head. 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do,” Bishop said, taking the proffered seat. “I’ve got ten minutes to burn before my next match.” 
 
    Conner paid the bill and sat back down. Bishop turned to him. 
 
    “You good now?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” Conner nodded, trying his best to look calm. But his face was still red and his eyes still shone with fire. 
 
    “Cool,” Bishop said, and he turned back to Dorring. “So I hear you two got put on some shit with the Royal Military Police?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Dorring replied. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “A load of bullshit,” Conner said. 
 
    Bishop turned sideways to him, smiled and then turned back to Dorring. 
 
    “What he said,” Dorring remarked with a grin. 
 
    “The usual then with those guys,” Bishop said. “Sent to protect their asses as they try to arrest their own people.” 
 
    “Basically,” Dorring said. “But that’s not what we were talking about before that infantry goon fell over.” 
 
    “Oh. What was?” 
 
    Here goes. 
 
    “Me and Conner were just talking about our graduation daggers,” Dorring said. 
 
    “Yeah, what about them?” 
 
    Dorring stared at him for a few seconds before answering. Bishop was nonplussed. Not even battering an eyelid. He just stared back at Dorring and waited for an answer. 
 
    “Well, recently,” Dorring said, “some collector offered Conner five hundred for his.” 
 
    “Huh!” Bishop announced. “You can get even more than that for it.” 
 
    He looked excited. Interested. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Dorring asked. 
 
    “I sold mine months ago and got nearly twice that for it. Got eight hundred.” 
 
    “Who?” Dorring almost jumped off his stool. 
 
    “Some intelligence guy from the MOD.” 
 
    “You know his name?” 
 
    “I can’t remember. It was in this bar early one morning after a killer session on the beer. I was out of it. The guy was real posh. Intelligence, not a grunt.” 
 
    “What did he look like?” 
 
    “Christ, what is this?” 
 
    Bishop frowned at Dorring, feeling himself under examination. 
 
    “Just tell us,” Dorring said. “—it might be the same guy trying to buy Conner’s.” 
 
    “Okay. He had glasses. White. That’s about it. Paid in cash. Is it the same guy?” 
 
    “Sounds like it,” Dorring said to keep things moving. “You remember the date? Anything else? His friends?” 
 
    Bishop narrowed his eyes at Dorring. 
 
    “What is this?” he asked again slowly. 
 
    “Don’t go too heavy,” Jane said into Dorring’s ear. 
 
    “We’re not sure about this guy,” Dorring said to Bishop. “We heard a couple of stories about him. About his money being fake.” 
 
    Bishop was in the middle of sipping his beer. He almost spat it out all over the bar when Dorring said this and struggled to swallow it down. 
 
    “His money being fake!?” he exclaimed when he had. 
 
    “Yeah. You remember Gallagher?” 
 
    “Paul Gallagher?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Paul Gallagher was a retired SAS staff sergeant. Dorring thought of him off the top of his head. 
 
    “Well, he sold his knife to some posh MOD intelligence guy—sounds like the same one you sold yours to—and do you know what?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Gallagher went to put the money in the bank when he got back to England and it was forged. The bank even called the cops in and he had to answer some pretty embarrassing questions over it.” 
 
    “Forged?” Bishop said. 
 
    “Yeah. The money was fake. You put your eight hundred in yet?” 
 
    “No. I took it home a few weeks ago when I was on leave for my bruv’s wedding. I gave it to my parents for safekeeping till I come back for longer.” 
 
    “So you’ve not tried spending it?” Dorring asked. 
 
    “No. I just gave it to Mum and Dad. Shit. Fucking wanker!” 
 
    He slammed his fist down on the bar and shook his head. 
 
    “It’s cool,” Conner said. “Maybe if you help us—tell us all we need to know about this guy—we can catch him. Give him a little bit of justice—SAS style.” 
 
    George Bishop smiled at the idea. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, nodding his head to the beat of vengeful thoughts. “I need to go for a leak. I’ll tell you everything you need to know when I get back. Maybe we’ll be able to catch the bastard if Conner offers to sell him his knife and we meet him.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Dorring said. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Bishop drank the rest of his beer down, stood up from the stool and walked off to the toilet. It was at the end of the bar down a corridor separated from the main room by an open doorway. At the back of it, a fire escape lay open to the outside world. The desert air was very cool at night, so the door was open to let the wind flow around the bar. It also acted as another entrance, allowing people to stroll in and out. 
 
    “You hear that?” Dorring asked. 
 
    “Yep,” Conner said. 
 
    “Not you. Jane.” 
 
    “Yeah, I did,” she said in his ear. “I need you to bring him in.” 
 
    “Bring him in?” 
 
    “He’s an important witness.” 
 
    “He could be bullshitting,” Conner said. 
 
    “No,” Dorring said. “He didn’t have to say anything. And if he is lying, then he’s the smoothest actor I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jane said in their ears. “Wait for him to get back and then bring him out to us in the carpark.” 
 
    “Aye to that,” Dorring said. 
 
    So they sat at the bar and waited. The guys from the ruckus before were sitting around a table in a corner. The one who Conner had winded with his elbow looked over with malevolent eyes and Dorring raised his bottle to him. The guy merely nodded back and lifted his own glass. 
 
    Then Dorring turned back to Conner. 
 
    “What were you saying before?” he asked. 
 
    Conner still looked like he had his head in the fight. He was obviously thinking about the guy who knocked into him. In his head, he probably wanted to smash that guy’s face until it was no longer a face. 
 
    “Hey?” Dorring said when he hadn’t answered for a while. 
 
    Conner snapped out of it and turned to him. 
 
    “What?” he said. 
 
    “I asked what you were saying earlier.” 
 
    “Oh that. It was nothing. Just something that happened the other night when I was with Kevin. It’s bullshit really. No more than my imagination playing tricks.” 
 
    “What did you imagine?” 
 
    Conner went to say something but then stopped himself. 
 
    “It’s nothing, honestly,” he said. “Fucking stupid. Let’s just get tonight out of the way first.” 
 
    They sat there for another few minutes and Dorring began to feel uneasy. He glanced around. The place was filled with people, many of whom he’d never seen before in his life. He suddenly felt cold. As though everyone’s eyes were suddenly on him. He felt like he was being watched. In his ear, he began to realize that he could no longer hear Jane breathing. It had comforted him since he’d placed the earpiece in. To hear her breathing ever so gently on the other end. It made him feel warm inside. He felt deathly cold not hearing it now. 
 
    “Jane?” he said. “Come in.” 
 
    Nothing came back. 
 
    “Kevin?” 
 
    Again nothing. 
 
    “What’s up?” Conner asked as Dorring gazed over his shoulder at the knot of people hanging around the corridor outside the toilets. 
 
    “I got a bad feeling,” he said. “You noticed that Jane and Kevin aren’t there?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Conner checked his earpiece. 
 
    “Fuck it,” he said. “Could be interference. We’re on shortwave radio signal. I told your girlfriend that it often gets glitchy out here in the desert.” 
 
    “No,” Dorring said. “It’s more than that. Wait here.” 
 
    “Aye to that,” Conner said, lifting his bottle up. 
 
    Dorring got up from his stool and sidled in between people’s shoulders as he moved towards the toilet. In the corridor, he barged through knots of bodies hanging around outside the men’s. He pushed the door and went inside the tiled room. It was full. People leaned up against the sinks talking, both men and women. At the far end of the cubicles, someone was banging on a door with a fist. 
 
    “Oi, mate, open up!” the guy was crying through the thin panel of graffitied wood as he slammed his fist against it. 
 
    “Who’s in there?” Dorring asked the guy, coming up beside him. 
 
    “George Bishop,” someone standing at the sinks stated while looking into the mirror and sorting his hair out. 
 
    “Anyone else go in there with him?” Dorring asked. 
 
    “How do I know?” 
 
    The door of the cubicle next to it opened and Dorring pushed past the man coming out. Stepping onto the basin of the toilet, he hauled himself up and gazed over the partition. 
 
    His whole body froze. George Bishop’s wide open eyes stared up at Dorring, but the latter was sure that Bishop couldn’t see him. His front was covered in thick blood that ran down from an open cut in his throat. His T-shirt had been torn open. Something crude had been quickly carved into his stomach. From the angle he looked down, Dorring couldn’t see exactly what it was. But he could guess. 
 
    It read: Who Dares Wins. 
 
    “Call the MPs!” Dorring shouted when he climbed down from the toilet and walked out of the cubicle. 
 
    “What’s happened?” 
 
    “Bishop’s dead,” he said. “Don’t let anyone else in here. Call the MPs and wait for them.” 
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    “Who was in there with him?” Dorring demanded, looking from one set of staring eyes to the next. 
 
    They merely shrugged and shook their heads. 
 
    “I never saw anyone go in there,” someone said, and the rest appeared to agree. 
 
    Dorring pushed his way out of the toilet, everyone gazing at him with confused expressions. When he emerged into the knotted bodies of the corridor, he heard a cry come from behind him and guessed someone else had stepped into the cubicle to take a look. 
 
    He pushed his way out the open fire escape and stood in the cool breeze, scanning his surroundings. Everything was as it should be. In that part of the base, it was no more than a collection of flat roofed, one story buildings. Mostly mess halls and administration offices. Roads interlinked the flat land in a lattice pattern and low wattage streetlamps provided a dull, orange glow. At the edge of that was a large fence with gun towers every hundred meters and the desert stretching out beyond this, a cradle of low mountains sharing the horizon with the moon. 
 
    Men and women walked casually around. Some sat on the hoods of cars and made out. Others smoked cigarettes and talked. Turning to his right, Dorring saw a man leaning against the wall to the side of the fire escape. 
 
    “Who came out here in the last five minutes?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” the guy said with a shrug of the shoulders. “Some Marines. Regular Army. Specials. I don’t know—everyone and no one, I guess.” 
 
    “Anyone in a hurry?” 
 
    “No,” he said with a frown. “Just people coming and going. The usual. What’s happened?” 
 
    “A man’s been murdered in the toilet.” 
 
    “What!?” the guy exclaimed with wide eyes. 
 
    Dorring ignored him and went back inside. There was now a commotion around the toilet. Men were shouting things. It appeared that the rest of George Bishop’s unit had been informed and were now insisting on seeing their comrade. It was like a family at a wake. One man screamed out and Dorring could hear the thump as he banged his fists against a wall. It would be a terribly messed up crime scene. Possibly impossible to find any clear evidence with all those people coming and going. 
 
    “Jane?” Dorring said into his comms. “You getting any of this? Kevin? Bishop’s dead.” 
 
    But still nothing came back from her. Dorring turned around and gazed about the place. It was turning into bedlam. People shouting and screaming. Pushing and shoving. In the tangle of limbs, he saw Conner push through. 
 
    “What the hell’s going on?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s Bishop. The killer got to him.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “In the toilet.” 
 
    “Shit. It was a trap all along. Where could he be?” 
 
    Dorring gestured towards the innumerable people screaming, shouting and pushing. 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine.” 
 
    “He must’ve gone out there,” Conner said, pointing at the fire escape and pushing past. 
 
    Dorring followed Conner outside. They both stood watching the shadows in the orange gloom. 
 
    “You getting anything from Jane or Kevin yet?” Dorring asked Conner. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    Head down, Dorring began running around the side of the bar and towards the carpark. The thing was covered in vehicles, drunk driving not being such a big thing on base. The designated driver being the guy who could see straightest. He ran along the rows of cars until reaching Jane’s. 
 
    The first thing he noticed was that the passenger and driver doors were open. The second thing was the fact that there was no one inside. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Dorring cried out, shoving his hand over his mouth and staring into the empty car. 
 
    He began darting his eyes about. People stood around in knots. Across the row of cars, he spotted a couple sitting in the front of a white Citroen. He marched over to them and knocked on the window. 
 
    “You see where the people in that car went?” he asked, pointing back at Jane’s Mini. 
 
    “Nah, man,” the guy inside the car answered. “We’ve only been here a few minutes.” 
 
    Panic gripped Dorring. A terrible, forlorn panic that stripped him of his usual indifference to adversity. Stripped him down until he was naked and cold like a defenseless child. In that moment, he realized one thing. That during the few weeks they’d been intimate, he had fallen in love with Jane. Fallen hard in love. 
 
    And now that she was gone, he felt utterly cold. 
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    They hid the car in woodland close to Gough’s Creek. Once it was concealed behind branches and they were sure no one could see it unless they were right up close, they trekked into the trees. 
 
    Neither said much. They would get things out in the open soon enough. But for now, they had to move and move silently. At several points, the trees around them were blown about by low flying helicopters. Each time, they would huddle up in the bracken and wait for them to pass. Dorring gathered they didn’t have heat cameras and it would suffice for them to merely stay hidden. 
 
    He was right. Each time they’d pass, they would eventually move on. 
 
    They reached the house of Patricia Johnston and were welcomed by the two Dobermans, who sat before them snarling. The old woman wasn’t far behind. 
 
    “There’s crazy chatter on the radio,” she said as she came to them, the shotgun held over one arm. “You two have caused a real storm in town. Bruce Appleby was on not long ago claiming you two murdered Stevie McDonald, Fergus McKay, John Chalmers and some man of his. That true?” 
 
    “I killed Appleby’s guy in self-defense,” Dorring replied. “The rest was them. Are the phone lines open?” 
 
    “Nope. Our wonderful Lord Appleby has called a curfew. It means no one out on the street and no telephone lines.” 
 
    “Except the mobile phones they have,” Dorring said. 
 
    “Ah! So you discovered their secret then.” Then turning to Abigail, Patricia added, “Ah! Our wondrous Police Detective, Miss Pritchard.” 
 
    “Hello, Pat,” Abigail said. “You mind calling the dogs off?” 
 
    Patricia Johnston turned on her heels and began walking back to the house. 
 
    “Flotsam. Jetsam,” she called and the dogs obliged, turning and following her dutifully down the pathway. 
 
    When they reached the house, Dorring caught up with the old woman and said, “I need to get in your shed.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, and led them through the house, across the muddy yard and into the shed with the bunker, the table neatly placed over the top of the hatch. 
 
    “You said the former owner was a gamekeeper,” Dorring said. “I need his traps.” 
 
    When they were inside the shed, it took a while for their eyes to adjust to the lack of light and the dust filled air. Patricia stepped inside and switched on a light. It illuminated the shed in gloom. Everything was covered in a thick skin of cobwebs. All along one wall, the rusted traps hung on chains like condemned men along a scaffold. Dorring marched right up to them and grabbed as many as he could hold in his arms. 
 
    “Grab the others,” he instructed Abigail and Patricia. 
 
    The old woman stood in the doorway with her dogs, gazing at Dorring strangely. 
 
    “Are you not going to tell me what’s gone off?” she asked. 
 
    “The man or men who killed your husband,” he said, going over to Abigail and loading her arms with traps, “are coming for us. They’ll figure eventually that we’re here. Probably by tonight. When that happens, I want us to be ready.” 
 
    “Who killed my husband?” Patricia asked intently. 
 
    “I’m not one hundred percent sure. But I aim to be. I aim to find out tonight and then kill him.” 
 
    The old woman stood silently by the door in heavy thought as Dorring walked out past her and led Abigail into the surrounding trees. He stopped in the middle of them and gazed about. In his head, he was guessing where they’d come from, searching the trees for good spots to leave waiting traps. Having developed a perimeter around the property, he walked off into the woods and began placing the mantraps with Abigail’s help. 
 
    When they were placing the third trap, hiding it within the undergrowth, Patricia Johnston came up behind them with her two dogs. She was holding a second shotgun. 
 
    “I think you’ll be better with one of these,” she said to Abigail, holding it out to her. “Gives you more spread and makes sure you hit your target. A pistol’s too fiddly. Gotta be too accurate with it. There or thereabouts will do with a shotgun.” 
 
    Abigail took the shotgun and thanked her. 
 
    “Here’s some cartridges,” the old woman said, dunking a hand into the pocket of her apron and holding a handful out to her. 
 
    Again Abigail thanked her, filled her jacket pockets with them and took the Glock 17 from the waistband of her jeans. 
 
    “You have this,” she said to Dorring. 
 
    He took it and placed it in the waistband of his own jeans. The assault rifle he’d stolen off the man he’d shot in the alley was over his back. It would be his first port of call. The pistol would be a handy second. 
 
    “So these men aim to kill you, then?” Patricia Johnston asked as she walked with them to the spot Dorring had decided to place the next trap. 
 
    “Yes,” Dorring said, kneeling beside a tree, having decided to place number four there. “And I aim to kill as many of them before they get the chance.” 
 
    “What you done to piss them off so bad?” 
 
    “I came here,” he said bluntly. 
 
    Patricia grinned. “You asked too many questions?” 
 
    “I did and now they will do anything to get rid of me.” 
 
    “What about you?” Patricia asked Abigail. 
 
    “I’m investigating Lord Appleby.” 
 
    “For McGuffin police?” the old woman asked whilst frowning. 
 
    “No. For the National Crime Agency.” 
 
    Dorring had figured as much. They practically hadn’t spoken since escaping from the police station, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t been thinking. He’d gathered that she was some kind of undercover agent. 
 
    When they’d finished laying the eleven traps Dorring had found in the shed, he returned and spotted a stack of old cam-belts lying on a workbench. He grabbed them up and turned to Patricia, who had followed him there. 
 
    “I need a knife,” he said. “One good for whittling wood.” 
 
    “You wanna make some nice wood carvings?” the old woman asked with mirth. 
 
    He smiled at her. “No. I want to make weapons.” 
 
    She got him several knives perfect for the job. Then the three of them split up in the woods and collected together large branches, using bowsaws Patricia had found for them to cut them off the trees. “Fallen branches and sticks won’t do,” he’d said. “These need to be solid.” 
 
    When they’d gathered a reasonable pile, they returned to the yard of the house. Outside the shed, they sat whittling the branches into points. On a large log that he’d found, Dorring began boring holes into it with a hand drill. Soon, it was lined on one side with two inch holes. Into these he hammered in several small branches so that they stuck out of it. Then he whittled their ends into points. Other spikes were tied together using string. These were then tied onto lengths of wood they’d found stacked behind the house. 
 
    Into the woods they took the contraptions and spread them about places Dorring told them to. Then they used a spall of wire they’d found in the shed to set up devices in the trees. This was where the cambelts came in handy. He used them to build tension in the traps. The wire would take away a wedge, keeping the spikes back. The elasticity of the rubber bands would cause it to snap out suddenly. 
 
    They began spreading the wire across trunks, as well as posts they hammered into the ground, so that the forest floor was covered in tripwires. In the middle of these taut wires, Dorring would saw away at the center, so that the wire was at its breakable thinnest. 
 
    The sun was only a slither poking up out of the horizon by the time they finished. A giant sheet of angry gray cloud followed the fishing boats off the sea and bore down on the island with angry, flashing hatred. It was going to be a rough night, Dorring acknowledged as they made their way to the bunker at the back of the property. 
 
    A very rough night. 
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    Dorring and Abigail sat in the bunker listening to the first rumblings of thunder overhead and then the sudden clatter of pounding rain. There was an air vent in the corner and it rattled  with the sound of raindrops hammering metal. 
 
    They sat at a table in the center of the room, Craig Johnston’s wall of photographs, lines and faded letters on one side of them. Patricia Johnston and her two dogs were out. She was taking the risk of venturing into town in her car to see what was up, safe in the knowledge that it wouldn’t be seen as odd for a concerned citizen to arrive at a roadblock and ask some pertinent questions about their community. And even if they did follow her back, Dorring welcomed it. Welcomed their arrival with eager anticipation. Hopefully the killer would join them. 
 
    “Cards on the table,” Dorring said as they gazed at each other across the table, the electric light illuminating their tired faces. 
 
    “Cards on the table,” Abigail replied. “You first.” 
 
    He explained. Three days ago, he went out to see where his mother had been living before she’d died. It was a derelict caravan in the middle of a field. Inside, he found a box of things that had been sent to her after he’d left the SAS. 
 
    “Where did you go when you left the forces?” she keenly asked. 
 
    “MI6,” he replied coolly. “But that’s a story for another time.” 
 
    “Figures,” she said. “So what did you find in your old things?” 
 
    He went on. He’d found his old mobile telephone from back then. He picked it up, switched it on and found a collection of voicemails left for him. It was like listening to the past. Then there was a final message. Not from fourteen years ago, but from one year ago. It was from someone he knew back then. A Royal Military Police detective. He explained to her about Helmand. 
 
    “You ever suspect it was Conner?” she asked when he had. 
 
    “It can’t have been. He was right by my side for at least two of the killings. I’ve already gone through it all in my head and it can’t have been him.” 
 
    “But have you considered he was working alongside someone?” 
 
    “Of course. I’m sure he’s working alongside the killer now. But back then, no. My guess is he found out later on and was offered a deal not to tell. See, we only got so far before the whole thing was called off. I ended up in a DCMH facility on a psych assessment and when I was returned to the unit, we were separated. I only ever saw him on odd occasions for the next two years and then both of us left.” 
 
    “So you never caught the killer?” Jane asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But somehow Conner did?” 
 
    “He must have,” Dorring said. “Otherwise, why’s he here? The night at the bar when Bishop was killed, he was talking about something. About how he suspected something wasn’t right with it all. I never got the opportunity to ask him again.” 
 
    “Maybe he saw something you didn’t?” 
 
    “He must have.” 
 
    Only the sound of the raindrops filled their ears for the next few seconds. But then, as though both knew that they didn’t have much time, they began again. 
 
    “So this Kevin left a message for you a year ago and you come here?” Abigail asked. 
 
    “Yes. Then no sooner am I on the island than I bump into a guy in a hood that tries to kill me.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me this earlier?” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure how you’d react,” he told her. “If you were with them, you’d use it against me. If you weren’t, you might think it confirms your suspicions that I’m nuts.” 
 
    “I guess. So when did this happen?” 
 
    “Like I said in my statement, I left the pub for a little while, then went to the cemetery. However, I never told you why.” 
 
    “You said it was to admire the view,” she said. 
 
    “It was in many ways,” he said, a slight grin emerging on his cheeks. “I went there because I’d spotted you earlier and decided to follow.” 
 
    Abigail blushed crimson and he was suddenly cast back fourteen years. It was as though the two were trapped together in one body. Their combined jade eyes shining doubly bright at Dorring. 
 
    He shook it off. Now wasn’t the time. 
 
    “Now,” he went on, “I realize that it was you he was watching.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The guy in the hood. He was watching you and stayed to keep an eye on me. I followed him into some alleyways and that’s when he attacked me with a knife. We had a short scuffle and I ran after him and nearly got hit by you.” 
 
    “Okay,” Abigail said. “Have you seen him again since you’ve been here?” 
 
    It was like a real police interview. The one they should have had earlier. She wasn’t the machine this time. Didn’t have to be. He was being completely open. The cards were on the table. No bluff and double bluff. No need for a machine to break through his poker face. 
 
    “Yeah. Close to here,” Dorring said, before going on to explain about the shooting in the woods. 
 
    “So you were shot,” she said. “I knew you were lying then. So what else were you holding back?” 
 
    “Only that, the real reason I was here and the fact that it was more than a cup of tea that Patricia showed me.” 
 
    “I gathered that. So what do you think happened to this Kevin guy when he came here?” 
 
    “Maybe Mo Hamilton met him,” Dorring suggested. “Led them straight to him before he could figure anything. Maybe it was her mobile that he was calling from.” 
 
    “Mo Hamilton has a mobile phone?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s why I know she’s with them. I found a mobile amongst her things. I’m positive that it was her who called them to the body. She’s helping protect the killer. I was hoping she’d lead me to him, but then Conner and his pals showed up.” 
 
    “You’re sure the killer’s with them?” 
 
    “He has to be. Why would she call them to the body?’ 
 
    “But it makes no sense to have someone like that working with them. Appleby’s usually so careful. No offense, but they’re into things much bigger than simple murder and it makes no sense to complicate things.” 
 
    They stared into one another’s eyes for a few seconds, the rain lashing the metal of the air vent and the sound filling the room. 
 
    “Go on then,” Dorring said. “Your turn. Cards on the table.” 
 
    “What do you know about Bruce Appleby?” she asked. 
 
    “Not much. I did a little research before I came. Mostly internet. He was in the MOD intelligence for twenty years before returning to the island after the death of his father, Patrick Appleby, and starting his own pharmaceutical company here. In the military he was involved in weapons design, most notably in chemical systems. He has a PhD in chemical biology, so it figures that’s what he’d do for the MOD.” 
 
    “Very correct,” she said. “But all information readily available. Now tell me what kind of a picture you make from all of those things?” 
 
    “Well, you told Patricia earlier that you were with the National Crime Agency, so I’m guessing it could be something to do with him supplying things for criminal endeavor. Drugs?” 
 
    “Not really. I suppose you’d come to that if you thought he was into pharmaceuticals. But think bigger. Think about his military career.” 
 
    Dorring did. Then it came to him. 
 
    “Chemical weapons,” he said. 
 
    “Bingo,” she said back. “Lord Bruce Appleby is actually the U.K.’s biggest operator in UN banned chemical weapons. His lab underneath Appleby manor doesn’t just develop drugs for patients suffering nerve conditions, it also uses the Gordon’s Heather for a very powerful nerve agent that is very light and therefore can be spread over great distances. What do you know about the use of chemical weapons in Syria?” 
 
    “I know that the Assad regime will do anything to keep their grip on power.” 
 
    “They’ve been using developments of the Gordon’s Heather weapon for the past two years. NATO estimate that it’s already killed between fifty and a hundred thousand people. They say the aftereffects are impossible to estimate because it spreads so far depending on wind speed and direction. They say they’ve found dead bodies a hundred miles away from drop sites. You should see the photographs of them, Alex. Children foaming at the mouth, suffocating because they can’t move their lungs.” 
 
    “And you wonder how a killer like that could be with them,” he said. “They’re monsters. All of them. Including Conner.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said raising her eyebrows. “Don’t get me started on Conner Jones. He’s practically Appleby’s second in command. Helps organize the transportation of the nerve agent to nefarious regimes.” 
 
    “Tell me everything you know about him.” 
 
    She explained that Conner had been working for Appleby for thirteen years, ever since he’d left the British Armed Forces. He was a very wealthy man in his own regard and a major shareholder in Appleby Pharmaceuticals. 
 
    That was the payoff, Dorring acknowledged. 
 
    It was believed that Conner had been back and forth to Moscow over the last year to secure a major deal with the Russians. To supply them with Gordon’s Heather so they too could manipulate it into CA191: the nerve gas it made. That way they could shut the illegal lab down on McGuffin and protect themselves while making huge sums farming Gordon’s Heather and shipping it out to Russia completely legally. They would claim that it was so the Russians could develop nerve medication. 
 
    “It’s the type of salt air, you see,” she said on the subject of the plants. “It comes down from the Arctic and they say there’s something in the salt that helps germinate the plants. Then there’s the climate.” 
 
    “I know,” Dorring said. “I did actually read an article about it. They tried to grow it in other parts of the world, but it failed. Even with artificial growth tanks.” 
 
    “Yes. It’s the Devil’s weed, and Appleby and Conner are going to make billions selling it for mass murder.” 
 
    Dorring sat back in his chair. He realized something and wanted to talk about it. 
 
    “The first night I was here,” he said, “I saw two ships signaling each other with Morse code using their lights. In the morning I found the body.” 
 
    “That was the Russians and Appleby’s men. They were meeting via boats. A little further out, you would have found a Russian submarine waiting their boat’s return. The man you found floating in the water was an agent of the NCA working undercover with the Russian Navy. I guess Appleby or the Russians found out and made an example of him.” 
 
    “Then it really does confirm that the killer is with them.” 
 
    “I guess it does. In everything that’s happened in the last hours, I didn’t think too much about it.” 
 
    Once more the rain enveloped them, seeming to get fiercer when their voices stopped. They gazed across the table at one another and both welcomed the brief pause. The chance to think. To look at each other. To admire.  
 
    “So how far along is your investigation?” Dorring asked. 
 
    “Not far at all,” she replied. “I’ve been here six months and acted the local cop. Tried to fit in. Tried to get in with the right people. I wanted to infiltrate Appleby’s men. Become one of his go to people. But the whole island suspected me from the start. Not because they were sure I was undercover, but because I’m an outsider.” 
 
    “But you’re not,” Dorring quickly interjected. 
 
    “No,” she said, gazing at him with narrowed eyes. 
 
    A sadness hung from her face then and the longer they sat silently staring at each other, the more it hung. 
 
    “We can talk about that a little later,” he said. “Tell me how far you’ve got.” 
 
    “Like I was saying, not far. Everyone suspects me.” 
 
    “But surely one person has talked to you?” 
 
    “Yes. One. And he died yesterday for it.” 
 
    “That’s how they found you out?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes. They tortured him. He must have told them.” 
 
    “John Chalmers?” 
 
    “Yes. John.” 
 
    “What did he tell you?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she said in a despondent tone. “It wasn’t about Appleby that I went to see him. I’m sure they thought it was, but it wasn’t. It was something else.” 
 
    “Your father?” Dorring said. 
 
    She dropped her eyes from his for the first time. 
 
    “I was born Kate Mclaughlin,” she said. “What I’m about to tell you is hazy. Most of it comes from nightmares I had as a child, but John Chalmers confirmed most of it the other night.” 
 
    Dorring stretched a hand across the table and took hers. She glanced up and smiled at him, a little of the sadness going away. With the rain drumming hard, he said, “Tell it any way you want to.” 
 
    She nodded and began. 
 
    When Abigail was five, she was discovered on a fishing boat that came into the port of Hull. She was found shivering underneath some netting on the life raft. She had pneumonia and was rushed to hospital, where she spent several days in a fever. When she recovered, she’d lost her memory. They said some trauma followed by the terrible illness must have done it. It was like she’d been wiped clean. All she had in her clothing was a photograph of herself and a man suspected to be her father. The photo was sent out to news agencies, but no one came forward. 
 
    After that, she was adopted. Good parents. They moved to Edinburgh. She was clever. Did well at school. That was good. She got nightmares. That was bad. She saw terrible things. Her parents took her to a psychologist. They pieced together that she had seen a terrible crime. As she got older, the dream became clearer and she realized that it was the murder of two people she was seeing. Instinctively, she knew it was her parents. 
 
    Nevertheless, over the years, investigations by herself and her parents brought nothing. Then the nightmares faded a little when she reached university and she put it behind her. 
 
    She had a natural inclination to join the police force. She was always interested in crime. She gathered that because the earliest part of her life was such a mystery and she craved the ability to solve it, she would devote her life to solving other people’s mysteries. She did well at Edinburgh University studying criminal psychology and procedure. She left and got a job in the Edinburgh Police Force. Did very well. At twenty-seven she got a job with the NCA. 
 
    Then the nightmares came back. 
 
    From them, she gathered that she was born on an island with lots of fishermen. Her father was a police officer. Sometimes she would sit with him in his office while he finished up. He would let her use his stationery to draw pictures. She loved her mother. “She had a very kind face and voice,” Abigail said. She was a school teacher at the local primary. 
 
    “That made me look for murders involving a police officer and a school teacher on an island back in 1995,” she said. “But there were none. Not even in the years surrounding that time. Then I found something else.” 
 
    It was a house fire on the Outer Hebrides island of McGuffin. 1995. The time of her disappearance. A husband and wife with their five-year-old daughter had died. The bodies had been ash by the time the fire was out. She realized that it was her. She was sure of it. 
 
    Then the dreams became clearer. She began recalling intricate details from them. One nightmare stood out specifically. The night of her parents’ murder. Men entered the house. Her mother ran into her bedroom and told her to get out by the window. She climbed out and landed on top of the flat kitchen roof. She jumped down and ran to the end of the garden. She watched hidden in the tall grass, scared out of her mind, her wide eyes watching the lit up windows of the house. 
 
    “I saw what they did to them,” she said with horrified eyes and tears running down from them. “They did it in the living room. The curtains were open and the lights were on. They didn’t care who could see.” 
 
    At that moment, the hatch to the bunker opened and the chunky legs of Patricia Johnston appeared, followed by the more nimble ones belonging to her two dogs. Abigail and Dorring turned to her as she reached the bottom of the steps. There, she shook off her raincoat and removed her plastic rain bonnet. 
 
    “The weather’s gettin’ evil out there,” Patricia said. Then noticing Abigail’s sad face, she said, “My lord. What is ever the matter, poppet?’ 
 
    A benevolent look filled the old woman’s face then as she gazed at her. 
 
    “We were talking,” Abigail said, wiping her face with the cuff of her jacket. 
 
    “Well, don’t let me stop you,” Patricia said. 
 
    “What’s going on out there?” Dorring asked. 
 
    “Oh, they’re real hot on you two. They’re going around with your photographs.” 
 
    “How close are they to here?” Dorring asked Patricia. 
 
    “Pretty close. They’ll be here before midnight.” 
 
    “How’re the traps looking?” 
 
    “I checked them before I came in. They’ll alert us alright.” 
 
    The old woman came to the table and sat at one end. The rain battered the place and it accompanied their thinking for a moment. A dog basket was in one corner and the two Dobermans curled up with one another inside it. 
 
    “So,” Patricia Johnston said, “what was it you were talking about?” 
 
    “That,” Abigail said, pointing at the photographs on the wall—specifically to the large question mark. 
 
    “You mean the killer?” 
 
    “Yes,” Abigail said before turning back to Dorring and continuing. “When I went to see John Chalmers,” she said, “he told me that my father was involved in a very bad case back in ’95. A body had been found. A girl. Her body was badly cut up and only another human could have been capable. A monster, Chalmers called him. From what I gathered, my father had figured out who it was. The killer was somehow connected to Patrick Appleby. My father went to him and demanded the person give himself up. Patrick Appleby offered him a deal to keep it quiet. My father refused. For that, they killed him and my mother.” 
 
    Patricia Johnston’s mouth widened and she pointed a bony finger at Abigail. 
 
    “Simon and Rose Mclaughlin,” the old woman said. “But you can’t be Kate. They said you were dead.” 
 
    “I escaped,” Abigail replied, turning to Patricia. “I managed to get to the harbor and get on a boat. I was found in Hull.” 
 
    “Who killed your parents?” Dorring asked. “Surely you saw him through the window.” 
 
    “A young man,” Abigail said, turning her haggard, jade eyes back to him. “But it wasn’t Bruce Appleby. I’m sure of it. It was someone else. Someone similar, but not him. Another man hurt them. A young man who laughed at them as he cut them with a knife. Then when they were finally dead, he and the others covered them over in petrol and set fire to the place. That’s when I ran.” 
 
    “And what brought you back?” Patricia asked. 
 
    “I was working for the NCA. Appleby came up. I was briefed and it seemed like serendipity.” 
 
    “You believe in fate?” the old woman said sharply, her eyes and face very stern. 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Abigail said. 
 
    “Then it were fate.” 
 
    “Did John Chalmers know the identity of the killer?” Dorring asked. 
 
    “He said it was Appleby’s half brother. But he didn’t know who exactly. Said he was a secret. That only a few knew who it was.” 
 
    “His half brother?” Dorring said. 
 
    “Yes, but I checked. He hasn’t got one.” 
 
    “Oh yes he does,” Patricia Johnston said, and they slowly swiveled their heads to her. 
 
    “Who?” Abigail asked. 
 
    “His bastard brother. See, Bruce’s father Patrick Appleby had a child by one o’ the villagers here. A young woman who suffered some defect at birth which had struck her mind.” 
 
    “She was mentally handicapped?” Abigail asked. 
 
    “Yes. The whole thing were a scandal and caused a big stir back in ’75 when all of a sudden her ma an’ pa, who she lived with in town, noticed her belly getting larger. Came out o’ the blue. I remember when the doctor confirmed it. The mother blamed the father and kicked him out. For a whole week he sulked in the pub, claiming he never touched the girl.” 
 
    “But it was Patrick Appleby,” Abigail suggested. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Patricia said. “The daughter used to run away from home and go walking in the woods beside Appleby Manor. They say one day she was found with Patrick Appleby and her clothing was all out of place. They say the girl never said much about it. But they used to find her a lot out in those woods. Find her with her clothes out of place. So after she gets pregnant, the father of the girl goes to see the Lord. Threatens him. The Lord tells him that he’ll see to the boy’s upbringing as well as supporting the whole family so long as they keep his secret. Of course, over the years—what with gossip being what it is in a small community—many of the details have escaped.” 
 
    “Who is the son?” Dorring was keen to know. 
 
    “Who knows?” Patricia said. “The one thing that’s never got out is his name. Who he actually is. The boy was sent off to the mainland to live with relatives when he were only three. They changed his name.” 
 
    “But he’s back now?” 
 
    “I heard a rumor that supports that. Yes.” 
 
    “Where’s the mother and grandparents?” Abigail asked. 
 
    “Hammy, Dorene and Susie are still here. Living in town.” 
 
    “I know them,” Abigail said. “The father, Hammy, is…” 
 
    A bell rang above their heads and Abigail stopped dead. The three of them looked up from the table at the small bell as it jingled on a hook they’d placed it on earlier. Then another bell, one beside it, began to jingle. There were four in all, but the other two bells stayed dormant. Wires stretched from each of them and went out of the hatch. They were linked to several tripwires. 
 
    “They’ve entered the north and east sides,” Dorring said. Getting up sharply from his chair, he added, “Okay. I need to go.” 
 
    He ran to the steps and climbed up through the hatch. Below him, Abigail and Patricia took their shotguns and stayed down there. Inside the shed above the hatch, Dorring grabbed a large poncho he’d made earlier from dark brown tarpaulin. He threw it over himself and tied it with rope. It would hide him when he was amongst the trees and brush. Over his hair and face, he quickly spread thick engine oil he’d found earlier in a tray, feeling it sting as it went over the cuts. 
 
    Then he grabbed the assault rifle, flung it over his shoulder, and entered the rain and lightning outside. That’s when he heard the first of their screams. 
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    Conner heard the scream through the lashing rain. He was creeping through the woods with the others, assault rifle gripped in his hands, tactical body armor covering him, night vision goggles lighting the place in green. 
 
    “Who’s down?” he asked in his comms. 
 
    “Landry, sir,” came back in an exasperated voice. Heavy breathing. “My ankle… it’s broken… He’s laid a fucking mantrap.” 
 
    “Everyone be real careful,” Conner whispered. “There may be…” 
 
    “AGH!” 
 
    This one was close. Conner flashed his eyes left and saw his nearest man stumble. He ran to him through the undergrowth, lifting his rifle up above the high leaves of the bracken. The guy’s foot was caught on something and Conner knew immediately what it was. 
 
    Something moved in the bushes. 
 
    He threw himself forward just as the spikes came swinging down from the branches and buried deep into the bark of the nearest tree. He turned around and looked up at it. If he’d been there a split second longer, it’d be his body and not the tree that had the spikes buried in it. 
 
    Conner went back to the guy crying out. He was holding his ankle, a distraught look on his face. Coming beside him, Conner kneeled down to see. The trap had closed right up on it and snapped the ankle almost all the way through. 
 
    “Agh!” the guy groaned as he tried to pull the jaws of the mantrap apart. 
 
    “Shh! Keep quiet,” Conner snapped. 
 
    Machine gun fire suddenly burst in his ears and Conner stood up sharply, his assault rifle back in his hands. Scanning the trees through the sight, he saw bursts of muzzle flash about ten yards away. 
 
    “What are you firing at?” Conner asked in his comms. 
 
    “I saw him,” came back. 
 
    Conner went to look in the direction his bullets went, but a sudden flash of lightning made him turn back to the man firing the gun. He was standing beside a rock. When the lightning illuminated the trees, Conner saw a silhouette crouched on top of it. 
 
    “He’s above…” 
 
    It was too late; the silhouette threw itself onto the man and they rolled off into the undergrowth. 
 
    Teeth gritted together, Conner ran towards them, but by the time he reached the place they’d fallen, all he found was his man with a cut throat. 
 
    Frantically, Conner dashed the aim of the assault rifle about. Nothing. More cries in the rain. Off in the distance. Too far for Conner to see. He was beginning to panic. Something he hadn’t done since his early days in the marines. Long before he felt himself battle hardened enough to join the SAS. 
 
    More gunfire. Muzzle flashes far away in the tall, black trees. Another scream. This one closer. Conner ran hard through the rain and the brush. He had no time to think of the tripwires or the traps. It was all about luck now. 
 
    One of his men lay in a slight gorge beside a thick oak tree. He was holding something on his stomach, trying to pull it free of him. When Conner dropped into the gorge to see what it was, he found a log lined with spikes stuck in the guy’s stomach. He looked up helplessly at Conner as he tried to prize the thing off. It took everything he and Conner had to get it free and when it was, the guy crumpled into a heap on the ground. 
 
    Gunfire. 
 
    Conner turned sharply to see. One of his men sprinted past, firing his gun. Crawling out of the gorge, Conner stayed low and moved cautiously through the bracken in the direction the man ran. 
 
    Lightning struck the top of a slight slope to his right, drenching everything in bright light. A silhouette amongst the tall trees. Conner pointed his weapon and fired. The silhouette dived to the side, but there remained another silhouette in its place. By the time Conner realized, he’d already sent several bullets into the chest of his own man. 
 
    “Agh!” Conner screamed as he rushed up the bank. But there was no one there except the dead body of his man. The one he’d just killed. He pressed his eyes to see, glaring in the direction Dorring had gone. Another flash of white. The silhouette darted between trees. Conner sprayed bullets at it. Dorring jumped. Grabbed his side. Then dived into the bushes. 
 
    It was the first time anyone had hit him. And Conner could tell the bullet had only skimmed the flesh. Otherwise he would have gone over. 
 
    Conner ran after, but when he reached the spot Dorring had dived into, he found only blood being washed away from the leaves by the rain. A few yards to the side, the brush quivered and looked like a man had only just passed through. Should he follow? Conner asked himself. No, he decided. It would be a trap for sure. Instead, he’d circumnavigate the spot and try to cut him off. 
 
    Conner felt gradually naked and alone as he stalked through the wet forest. In his ear up until that point, he’d heard the sounds of his men. Now he heard nothing except groans or silence. He pointed his eyes about at the rain and trees. No more muzzle flashes. No more gunfire in his ears. 
 
    “Anybody out there?” he whispered into the comms. “Jarvis? Croft? Frank? Anyone?” 
 
    “Conner?” came back in a whisper. 
 
    “Frank?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m on the east side of the house.” 
 
    “You got eyes?” 
 
    “Negative. But I’ve seen him. He moves in the bushes. Fucker’s covered in tarp or somethin’.” 
 
    “Okay. Stay there. I’m coming.” 
 
      
 
    Back in the bunker, Abigail and Patricia waited for Dorring. For the past minute or so, the only sound they’d heard was the rain, and it worried them as much as the gunfire. 
 
    “You think he’s okay?” Patricia asked. 
 
    They both stood on the steps at the top, their ears pressed to the hatch. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Abigail said. “You think he needs help?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “But he told us not to leave.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he might be hurt.” 
 
    Abigail bit her lip. 
 
    “Okay,” she finally agreed. “We’ll take a look.” 
 
    The hatch was gingerly lifted by Patricia. When it was open a foot, she peeked her eyes out. All she could see out the open door of the shed was the rainswept yard. Lightning burst and illuminated the woods at its edge. In the split-second there was light, the old woman thought she saw something in the trees. 
 
    She thought she saw a hooded figure. 
 
    Must be Alex, she thought as she opened the hatch wide and began climbing out. Abigail followed. While they stood at the door, there was another flash and this time the figure was gone. 
 
    “I saw something in the trees,” Patricia shouted in the howling rain. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I think it might be him.” 
 
    Abigail was about to say something when the two dogs started barking behind them. Turning, they saw the dogs glaring out into the rain. Glaring at the spot Patricia had seen the figure. 
 
    Suddenly, the Dobermans dashed past them and out of the shed, sprinting into the trees. Beside herself, Patricia ran after them from the shed. 
 
    “Flotsam! Jetsam!” she cried out. 
 
    “Patricia!” Abigail cried out herself, running after her with the shotgun dangling in her arms. 
 
    Entering the woods, Abigail could see nothing except the outlines of trees and bushes. The rain splashed in her eyes and she had to constantly wipe it out as she dashed through the wood in search of Patricia. 
 
    The dogs barking and snarling were all she got. Concentrating, she gathered the direction it was coming from, the hum of the rain not helping, and sprinted off that way. 
 
    Coming over the ridge of a hill, she saw something moving below, in the middle of a clearing. A flash of lightning and she saw a large figure in a hood, the snarling dogs about a foot in front of him as he backed into the wide trunk of an oak. A few yards behind the dogs was Patricia, her shotgun held on the figure. 
 
    “You’re not Alex,” the old woman said. “You’re one of them. My boys know evil. You’re him, aren’t you? The bastard killer.” 
 
     She raised the shotgun, but the dogs were too close. She risked shooting them along with the figure. This was the disadvantage of a big spread. 
 
    “Flotsam! Jetsam!” she called. “Leave off.” 
 
    But the dogs wouldn’t move. They’d become fixated with the man in the hood. One couldn’t wait any longer. It flew at the man, who caught the dog on his forearm. In his free hand he held a knife and it plunged into the dog’s chest as it held on. It yelped pitifully. He swung the arm it held and tossed the dog at Patricia Johnston. It hit the old woman so hard in the chest that she flew backwards into the scrub, losing her footing and landing on her behind. The other dog had ahold of the man’s leg. Grabbing it with one hand, he held the dog still while he plunged the blade into the base of its neck. Another terrible yelp and the dog was dead. 
 
    The hooded figure, head down, stomped menacingly towards Patricia as she attempted to get up. When he reached her, he placed a foot on the shotgun she held and pressed his weight into her so she couldn’t raise it from her chest or get up. 
 
    This was the moment Abigail stood up on the ridge. She aimed the shotgun at him and fired. But it was the first time in her life that she’d fired a shotgun. The first time she’d held a rifle even. The shot went too high. Only a part of it hit him. Some pellets on the outer edge of the blast caught his cheek and cut it. But that was it. 
 
    “Agh!” he cried, recoiling away. 
 
    It was only single barrelled. She had to quickly pop the thing open, remove the old cartridge, find another in her pocket and put it in. All with frantically trembling hands. She was attempting to prize one out of a tight pocket of her jeans when the figure raised a handgun at her. All she could do was dive to the side as he sent several bullets her way. 
 
      
 
    Conner made it to the east side of the house as cautiously as he could, trying to stay hidden in the bushes. Going slowly, he came across two more tripwires that hadn’t been set off. He avoided both. He came across a couple of his men lying in the scrub. One had been shot with an assault rifle. The other had had his neck broken. 
 
    “Conner!?” 
 
    He stopped dead. 
 
    It had come as a faint, despairing cry from the distance. He was sure that it was Frank, the man he was attempting to meet up with. He sounded in pain. Then it came again. 
 
    “Conner, help! Help me!” 
 
    The voice sounded harsh, as though he was being strangled.  
 
    “Conner, help!” 
 
    The second Conner was sure where it was coming from, he put his head down and sprinted off in that direction through the slashing rain. 
 
    “Conner! Please!” 
 
    A tall bush shielded his way. He pushed through it and when he burst out the other side, a great bolt of lightning smashed the ground no more than twenty yards away and illuminated the trees in white. In the middle of the explosion of light, he saw something suspended in the air on the trunk of a plane tree. It was Frank. Dorring had wrapped wire around him and the trunk so that it held him tight to the bark. He was suspended a foot off the ground. 
 
    Conner stood frozen to the spot as he gazed at the despairing face of Frank. 
 
    “Conner! Help!” he cried. 
 
    He was on the other side of a slight bowl in the forest floor. Without thinking, Conner ran to him. But as he reached a large scrub of bracken, something suddenly burst from the bush and the next he knew he was pushed against a tree trunk with a knife to his throat. 
 
    A hand pushed his night vision goggles off his head so that their eyes stared into one another. The snarling face only an inch from him was covered in black so that the gray eyes shone from it like two black holes in space. 
 
    It was Dorring. 
 
    Conner relaxed as the blade pressed into his throat. He was a split-second from death if Dorring wanted it. 
 
    “Who’d you make a deal with, Conner?” Dorring snarled into his face. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Conner said. He’d wanted to say it for so long. “I didn’t want to end up like all those poor veterans living their last days drinking themselves to death. I wanted something more from life than that. He made me a deal I couldn’t refuse.” 
 
    “Did you know that night in the bar? The night he took her?” 
 
    “No. But I suspected. I tried to tell you, but it was too late. It went crazy after that and then we made the deal.” 
 
    “Who, Conner? Appleby?” 
 
    “Not quite. It was his brother. But we knew him…” 
 
    Dorring jumped back as the bullet hit Conner in the side of the head. More bullets cascaded into the bushes as he crawled through the bracken. He skipped down a bank at its end, tore across to a tree and then sprang up it, moving from branch to branch like a skilled monkey, igniting the pain in his hip where Conner’s bullet had grazed it earlier. When he was ten feet above the ground, he moved along a thick branch and swung the rifle down from his shoulder. 
 
    He had a good view from up there. 
 
    His gray eyes scanned the dark forest. Through the rain, he saw movement. Saw it splashing off someone’s shoulders. He figured its outline from this. Dorring aimed. The figure moved before the bullets could hit, spotting Dorring in the tree as he pulled the trigger. 
 
    He was running off. Dorring jumped down from the branch and went after him. He saw more movement in the bushes ahead. He stopped. Aimed the rifle. Pulled the trigger. 
 
    The figure bent his run at the last second and the bullets flew past. 
 
    Dorring lowered the rifle and went to sprint after him, but the pain in his hip cried out and he felt the leg go weak underneath. He stumbled slightly in the soft earth and had to hold his hands out to stabilize himself. It allowed the figure to open up a distance between them. 
 
    By the time Dorring reached the edge of the forest and came out onto the road, the Toyota was already moving away. He jogged over to one of the other Appleby vehicles that lined the road and got in. 
 
    But as he started the engine, he suddenly remembered something. 
 
    Abigail and Patricia. 
 
    His gray eyes glared out the windscreen and up the road. For a few seconds, he sat watching the brake lights of the Toyota move away up the country lane, zigzagging their way towards town. 
 
    It was no use. He had to check on them. Something inside of him—compassion, you could say—was willing him to make sure they were safe. 
 
    So Dorring got out of the vehicle and went back into the woods and to the house. 
 
    At the bunker, he found the hatch wide open and the underground room empty. He stared across the mud and puddles of the yard towards the tree line. 
 
    “Abigail! Patricia!” he called out. 
 
    All was silent except for the rain thumping the ground and the occasional strike of lightning. In the mud he saw footprints and dog prints filled with puddles. He followed them to the edge of the trees and entered. 
 
    Going in a straight line, he soon encountered the slope they’d gone up. Standing on its ridge, he looked down and saw a sorry sight. It looked like she was glowing white, her apron and dress shining in the darkness. She was lying on her side. Close by was one of her dogs lying motionless too. In the distance, he saw the paw of the other dog poking out of bracken. 
 
    Dorring made his way down to the old woman. When he kneeled beside her, he saw that someone had cut her throat. This is what killed Patricia Johnston. 
 
    Glancing about the empty woods, Dorring began calling Abigail’s name. After the fifth call, he saw movement in the bushes and quickly flipped the rifle over his shoulder and aimed. 
 
    But he dropped it the second he saw Abigail burst from the bracken. 
 
    She was frantic, her face bent into a desolate mask. As Dorring stood up from the dead body of Patricia Johnston, she flung herself at him and gripped him tight, crying into his shoulder. 
 
    “I thought he’d killed you too,” she sobbed. “I had to hide. I couldn’t save her. It was him. I recognized him. He’s the one who killed my parents.” 
 
    “And you still don’t know his name?” 
 
    “No. I haven’t seen him the whole time I’ve been here. But it was him. I know it.” 
 
    “Then it’s about time we found out who him is,” Dorring said. 
 
   


  
 

 33 
 
      
 
    Dorring carried the bodies of Patricia Johnston and her dogs back to the house and laid them out in the lounge. Abigail then covered them with sheets. Having done this, they gathered weapons and ammunition from the men lying in the woods before loading it all into one of the abandoned Toyotas and driving off in the direction of town. 
 
    Dorring had no way of knowing where the killer was going, but he did have a destination which might lead him to finding out. 
 
    As they drove along the dark country lane, between fields of Gordon’s Heather, a radio transmitter crackled on the dashboard. 
 
    It was Bruce Appleby. 
 
    “Conner?” he said. “Frank? Are you receiving this?” 
 
    Dorring picked up the receiver and brought it up to his mouth as his steel eyes glared at the road. 
 
    “Conner’s dead,” he said in a blank voice. “So are the others.” 
 
    “Is this Dorring?” 
 
    “Yes, it is. And I’m coming for you, Bruce. For you and your brother. Tell me one thing.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Who is the little bastard?” 
 
    “I’m afraid you’ll have to find that out yourself. There’s no cheating.” 
 
    “I’m coming for you no matter what,” Dorring assured him. “I’m gonna drive a bullet right through your skull and out the other side.” 
 
    “You may be able to protect yourself from ten of my men,” Appleby assured him back, “but you’ll have no hope against the rest. I welcome you coming after me. You hear me, Dorring, I welcome it.” 
 
    The radio went dead. Dorring let the receiver go so that it dangled about the cab. 
 
    They came to a barricade several hundred yards up the road. Dorring narrowed his eyes and put his foot down. 
 
    “Get me the assault rifle from the back seat,” he said. 
 
    Abigail reached into the back and grabbed the weapon. Dorring then signaled with a nod of the head for her to lay it on his lap. 
 
    “Hold the wheel,” he said once she had. 
 
    Her hands reached across and took it, her face concentrating on the roadblock about a hundred and fifty yards in front, the lights of their vehicles glaring hazily in the rain-cut night. Dorring took the rifle in his hands, leaned out the driver’s window and aimed it at the men in the light. 
 
    One by one, he began taking them out. After the third hit, the rest dived for cover behind the cars. This was where he wanted them. He jumped back inside, took the wheel and pressed the accelerator as far down as it would go, the engine roaring with everything it had. 
 
    “Brace yourself,” he said. 
 
    Abigail held onto the edges of her seat. 
 
    They smashed into the Toyota blocking the road and flipped it over as the men dived into the grass verge. The Toyota landed on its side and they caught up with it, smashing into the front and spinning it around in the road. 
 
    Then they were gone. The roadblock behind them. 
 
    Four miles further on, they stopped and left the vehicle. Smoke and steam were billowing out of the front where the radiator had been smashed and was now leaking water into the engine. It wouldn’t last long and Dorring was sure that it would be easier if they snuck into town on foot. 
 
    “We need to move fast,” he said as they jogged off the road and into a field that led to the edge of town. 
 
    The rain was still pelting down and it hid them well as they stepped through the tall grass. When they were close to the gray stone buildings, they sat tucked behind a wall at the edge of the field and watched. 
 
    The whole place was lit up in bobbing flashlights, people everywhere patrolling the streets. 
 
    “The family live not far from here,” Abigail whispered. “Can we avoid using those?” 
 
    She nodded at the bag of guns they’d brought with them. 
 
    “I’ll try,” was all the assurance Dorring could give her. 
 
    They spotted a gap and took it. Hauling themselves over the wall, they ran across a road and into an alleyway that led between two houses. At the end, it fed into another alley. Dorring stayed on the corner and peeked out. 
 
    Each way, he spotted a bobbing flashlight moving. 
 
    “Which way?” he asked in a hushed voice. 
 
    “The back of their place is there,” she said, pointing to a back gate about ten yards away down the next alley. 
 
    “Okay, wait for my signal.” 
 
    The flashlights never came back to the ends and Dorring gathered that the men were now out on the street patrolling that. Sweeping his hand forward, he signaled for them to leave the corner. 
 
    They made it to the gate. Dorring quickly vaulted himself over and unbolted it from the other side, letting Abigail in and grabbing the bag. 
 
    The back door was unlocked. 
 
    “You wait here,” he whispered. “Just in case.” 
 
    Abigail nodded. 
 
    Quietly, Dorring opened the door and crept into the dark house. It opened into a kitchen. From there, he entered a narrow hallway. He could hear the murmur of a television. A wedge of light slipped out from under a door and lit the threadbare carpet. It must lead to the lounge, Dorring said to himself. It was where the sound of the television was coming from. 
 
    Dorring approached with caution, the Glock 17 gripped in his hand. He listened to the sounds on the other side for a few seconds. They were watching some quiz show. He heard coughing. Then a croaking sound. A woman began speaking in a low, soothing voice. 
 
    “It’s okay, Susie,” the woman said. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “Ma!” the croaking voice said. “Ma! He’s here, ma! He’s here!” 
 
    The voice sounded like an adult, but the way it spoke the words was childlike. Dorring gathered that this must be the mother, Susie. The soothing voice was the grandmother. The cough belonged to the grandfather. 
 
    Good. They’re all together. 
 
    Sharply, Dorring opened the door and burst through. The three sat on a couch facing the door. The curtains were closed so they were hidden from the street. The grandfather and grandmother looked at Dorring with startled faces as he held the gun on them. The daughter merely smiled and clapped her hands. 
 
    Rocking back and forth, she kept repeating, “I told you! I told you!” 
 
    “Quieten her down,” Dorring instructed the old woman who sat closest to her on the couch. 
 
    The grandmother, Dorene, sidled to her daughter and hushed her gently while stroking her shoulders. The daughter, middle-aged with lank gray hair hanging from her bony face, did as asked, covering her own mouth with a hand. 
 
    They were an odd sight. The old couple were at least eighty. They looked carved from an old tree, their faces wrinkled like knotted bark. They gazed up at Dorring with suspicious eyes and he sensed that they had been expecting him. 
 
    “I don’t want to harm you,” Dorring said. “But I will if I have to. I just want to ask some questions.” 
 
    He leaned back from the doorway and gazed along the hall. He could see right the way to the back door. He was looking to signal Abigail. But he couldn’t see her. He was unable to call her either, in case he alerted someone outside the house. 
 
    “Your friend not there?” the grandfather, Hammy, asked in a wry tone of voice. 
 
    Dorring leaned back into the lounge. The old man had a spiteful grin on his withered face. Taking a packet of cable ties he’d gotten earlier from Patricia Johnston’s shed, Dorring threw them at the old man’s feet. 
 
    “Put them on the wrists and feet of your wife and daughter,” he said. “I’ll do you afterwards.” 
 
    “Or what?” Hammy croaked. “You’ll shoot? Gonna make a lot of noise,” he added, tipping his head in the direction of the closed curtains, flashlight beams bobbing about on the other side. 
 
    Dorring poked the pistol into his waistband and took out the knife he’d used to whittle the wood earlier. 
 
    “No,” he said. “I’ll hold one hand over your mouths while I cut your throats with the other.” 
 
    The Adam’s apple on the old man’s thin neck bobbed up and down. His eyes widened at the sight of the blade glinting in the electric light of the room. 
 
    “Turn the television up,” Dorring said. 
 
    The remote control was by the old woman. Dutifully, she picked it up and raised the volume so that the quiz show reverberated around the room. 
 
    The old man got up. 
 
    “Your daughter first,” Dorring said. 
 
    The old man reached her and his wife snatched the cable ties. 
 
    “Better I do it,” she snapped and the husband backed off. 
 
    Dorring watched as Dorene placed the plastic ties over her daughter’s wrists, whispering soothing words to her the whole time. The poor invalid began pulling her hands back. 
 
    “Shhh!” the mother whispered. “It’s okay. We’re playing a game.” 
 
    “A game!” Susie cried. 
 
    “Keep her quiet,” Dorring snapped. Then he leaned back and looked along the hallway again. “Abigail!” he called, trying to hush his voice as much as he could. 
 
    When the daughter’s wrists and ankles were secure, the old man did his wife. Then Dorring did him. With all three lying on their sides on the floor, he spotted a throw on the couch, pulled it off and ripped strips from it. Then he tied them around the family’s mouths. 
 
    With that done, Dorring entered the hallway, the pistol gripped in his hand, and went gingerly through the house to the kitchen. The back door was wide open, flapping on its hinges in the wind and rain. He’d left it closed. Someone must have opened it while he was dealing with the family. 
 
    Lightning illuminated the rain filled air and that’s when he saw her. 
 
    She was at the end of the narrow garden in front of the gate. She looked terrified. Her jade eyes stared at Dorring as though she expected to die. Across her throat, the blade appeared to shine. 
 
    The other face beside Abigail’s, he knew all too well. But he’d not seen it like this. It had been soft all the other times, benevolent and joyful. It had been a long time since he gathered that this was nothing but a mask. Now it wore its true self: a scowling knot that made it evil. 
 
    It was Mo Hamilton holding the knife. 
 
    “Put the gun down or I’ll saw her heed off,” she spat at Dorring. 
 
    Dorring obeyed and placed the pistol on the path. 
 
    “Who is he, Mo?” Dorring asked her. 
 
    “He’s ma brah,” she said. “Now step over here, but real slow like.” 
 
    Once more he obeyed. 
 
    “So you’re Susie’s daughter too?” he said as he made his way cautiously to her through the beaded curtain of rain, watching Abigail’s terrified face the whole time. 
 
    “Aye,” Mo said. “We’re the Hamiltons. That’s why ma grandpa is called Hammy for short.” 
 
    When Dorring got within a few feet of her, Mo’s other hand suddenly appeared, holding a taser. Dorring had no time to do anything. Especially not without risking Abigail. 
 
    So he merely looked down when the barbed dart of the taser buried itself into his breast. The shock hit him like a thousand small punches all at once. Gritting his teeth, he looked up from the dart and glared into Mo’s eyes. 
 
    “You’re a strong one, obviously,” she said, turning the dial on the gun all the way up. 
 
    For another twenty seconds, Dorring managed to keep himself in consciousness, his whole body rigid, every muscle spasming, clenching and loosening, clenching and loosening, so that it felt like a hundred workouts at once. All the time, he stared at her with evil eyes. She began to get scared as he forced his body to move and started stepping towards her. She couldn’t believe that he’d managed to stay awake. The taser was getting really hot in her hand. She wouldn’t be able to hold it much longer. 
 
    But as he reached his third tentative step forward, Dorring collapsed onto the ground and Mo sighed in relief. 
 
    Then she dropped the taser, pushed Abigail forward, grabbed a second taser from her back pocket and fired it at Abigail, hitting her in the back as she stumbled forward from the push. 
 
    She went down straight away. 
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    Fourteen years ago in Helmand, Dorring sat in an interview room across from a Royal Military Police detective. 
 
    “You have to find her,” he pleaded. 
 
    “We’re doing all we can,” the MP said. 
 
    He was a tall man with brown skin and a buzz cut. A look bordering on annoyance sat on his face. 
 
    “So,” he said, “take me through what happened tonight.” 
 
    “But I already have. We’re wasting time talking about it when we should be out there looking for her and Kevin.” 
 
    “But there’s a problem, Sergeant Dorring. See, this murder case you’re talking about. We can’t find any evidence of it on Captain Saunders or Lieutenant Yates’ computers or on any of their filed documents.” 
 
    “But we’ve spent the past two months on it.” 
 
    “Yes. For two months you and Sergeant Conner Jones have been assisting with security in a detailed risk assessment of the surrounding towns with officers Saunders and Yates. But nothing about this murder case you’re talking about.” 
 
    “A risk assessment?” Dorring said, frowning at the man sitting opposite. 
 
    “Yes. We’ve had bother with rioting lately. Captain Saunders was assigned your assistance so she and Lieutenant Yates could monitor key places.” 
 
    Dorring couldn’t believe his ears. What was going on? 
 
    “That’s wrong,” he said. “We’ve been hunting a killer. A man killing locals. Cutting things into them. We brought two of the victims here for autopsy.” 
 
    “Well, there’s no report of that.” 
 
    Why didn’t she tell me? went through Dorring’s head. We’ve been sharing everything of late and yet she couldn’t even tell me that she’d lied to her superiors and was keeping the whole investigation a secret. 
 
    “So how did George Bishop get involved?” the MP asked. 
 
    “We found his knife in one of the victims,” Dorring told him. “He’d sold it to someone.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “We never found out. I was going to ask him more questions, but that’s when he was killed in the toilet.” 
 
    “So it was the same killer who did that to him?” 
 
    “Yes. The same one who’s got Jane and Kevin now. That’s why you have to understand, we have to find them.” 
 
    “No one saw anything, though,” the MP said. “How’d you explain that? Surely they would have seen a struggle.” 
 
    Dorring stared at the man. The look of gentle annoyance had made way for one of suspicion. 
 
    “He must’ve taken them,” was all Dorring could think of saying. “After he killed Bishop. Surely you’ve spoken to Conner?” 
 
    “Yeah. He says the same as you. But all we got is one dead SAS guy, two missing MPs, and you and your partner talking about some investigation we’re only now hearing the first of. You can see how it looks.” 
 
    He stared at Dorring, the look of suspicion obvious now. 
 
    “Are you even looking for them?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah. We’re looking. We’ve practically got the whole base out looking for…” 
 
    He was interrupted by a knock at the door. 
 
    “Excuse me,” he said and went outside the room. 
 
    When he was alone, Dorring sat and listened to the murmuring of voices on the other side of the door. He felt terribly helpless. His imagination attacked him. He wondered what the killer was doing to Jane in that moment. If she was already dead. A terrible void opened up inside of him and threatened to pull him all the way in. He glanced about the room. He wasn’t cuffed. Was there a chance he could get out of there? Go find her himself? There was so little time. Panic began to set in and the void became even larger. 
 
    The door opened and the MP walked back inside. 
 
    “We think we’ve found them,” he said. “I’m heading there now. Maybe you can help.” 
 
      
 
    Dorring remembered the car ride across the base as though it were only an hour ago. He remembered every detail as he remembered every detail of the deaths of his wife and daughter some years later. 
 
    The radio transmitter on the dashboard kept making muffled sounds, but Dorring ignored them. The MP didn’t speak the whole way and they drove in silence through the dim orange light of the streetlamps. 
 
    Dorring couldn’t help thinking about what they would find. 
 
    There’d been a report of screaming coming from a small construction site on the edge of the base. A new firehouse was being built there. It was behind the fencing of this that the screams had been heard by two MPs on a routine patrol of the area. 
 
    When Dorring and the detective arrived at the scene, they found flashing lights everywhere. On the junction close to the construction site, several RMP Land Rovers were parked. An ambulance belonging to the Defense Medical Services was there too. 
 
    Dorring leaped out of the Land Rover the moment it stopped. 
 
    “Hey!” the MP shouted. “Stop him!” 
 
    The others heard it too late. They were talking with each other at the tape barrier they’d made at the entrance to the half-built firehouse. Dorring ran through it and towards a set of flashlight beams he saw inside the breeze block shell. He entered a large room where the fire engines would be eventually kept when the building was finished. In one corner, medical officers were busy seeing to someone. They were kneeling beside him, one holding his hand and the other one packing dressing on a wound that Dorring couldn’t see because the first paramedic was blocking his view. 
 
    Dorring scanned his eyes to the opposite corner of the room. A group of MPs were standing over something. Dorring saw blood on the ground by their feet. They were standing at the edge of it and blocking the view of what was lying on the other side of them. 
 
    He decided to go to the medical officers first. 
 
    Coming up behind them, Dorring gazed at him. It was Kevin. His face was terribly pale and he was shaking violently. His shirt had been removed and blood covered his stomach. In his flesh, the words Who Dares Wins. 
 
    He looked up at Dorring with horrified eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he whimpered. “I’m so sorry…” 
 
    Dorring felt like his head would explode. The blood appeared to thicken in his brain. He ran to the other corner and barged past the MPs. Snatching a flashlight off one of them, he shone it on what lay on the floor in the blood. 
 
    There was shouting, but he didn’t hear it. 
 
    She was naked. Her hands and feet had been tied. Her mouth was open. Caught in a scream of permanent terror. He’d finished her by cutting the throat. On her abdomen she wore the insignia the killer was well known for. Who Dares Wins. He’d mutilated her and killed her. 
 
    He’d won the game and destroyed the first woman Dorring had ever loved. 
 
    The smell of her blood rose into Dorring’s nostrils and filled him up. His stomach knotted and twisted like writhing worms. It was like a kick in the guts and he keeled over, vomiting everywhere. 
 
    After that, Dorring slipped into psychosis. He recalled very little of the rest of that night. Only that they gave him something and he slept in a whirring nightmare of seeing her body over and over. Of watching her dragged away. Of watching her mutilated. 
 
    When he awoke from that, he was a different man. The horror of that night had had the effect of seven years in one single second. He would never be the same after witnessing what a monster had done to the woman he loved. 
 
    So he began hallucinating and having recurring nightmares. He was sent off for assessment and it helped in a way. Not through the cognitive therapy they gave him, but through his ability to push things deep inside himself. He pushed Jane so far down that he buried her under six feet of subconscious. 
 
    And there she lay for fourteen years alongside all the other buried memories in Dorring’s rich graveyard of the mind. 
 
    All the way up until now. 
 
   


  
 

 35 
 
      
 
    “Wake up, sleepin’ beauty.” 
 
    Dorring slowly lifted his heavy lids. The grinning, malevolent face of Mo stood before him. Behind her, Abigail sat on the floor, her hands and feet bound in duct tape, a piece over her mouth, her frightened green eyes staring up at him. 
 
    They were inside the basement of a house, a set of wooden stairs leading up. Dorring’s body had severe new pains in it, especially his back, and he gathered he’d been thrown down. A wedge of light from the hallway shone into the dim gloom of the cellar. The rest of the room was bare concrete walls. A chain hung from the ceiling joists and Dorring hung from this, his taped up feet dangling a foot above the wooden floor. 
 
    The television set could be heard above them. The family going back to what they were doing before Dorring arrived. 
 
    “Is this what you did to Kevin?” Dorring asked. 
 
    “My God!” Mo almost screamed. “You’re so stupid!” 
 
    “And Stevie was right—you are a whore!” 
 
    Mo’s face suffused with hatred and she charged at him. With her fingers, she pressed into the gash on his hip, pushing the long nails into the open flesh. Dorring writhed but couldn’t get away from it. 
 
    She stood back from him and laughed. 
 
    “My brah’s gonna do awful things to your woman,” she said. “He did awful things to your woman before. He told me about it. About when he was in the army.” 
 
    “Who!?” Dorring asked in complete frustration. 
 
    “Oh no,” she said, wagging a finger at him. “He made me swear that only he is to tell you that.” 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “Him and Lord Appleby have some business to attend to first at the manor. They’re gonna be billionaires. We’re all gonna be rich. The whole island. The Russians are gonna pay billions for a bunch o’ flowers. Gonna poison people with them. But once he’s finished with that,” she swooped forward and grabbed Dorring by the chin, “he’s gonna come here and finish all of this for good.” 
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    At Appleby Manor, everything was set up for dinner. The dining room was made out as though for royalty and the long, ancient dining table was covered in silver platters filled with lobsters, oysters, fresh trout from the lakes, fresh haddock from the seas, and so many other delights from around the island. 
 
    Bruce Appleby knew the Russian Admiral, Sergei Rogozhin, was very fond of fish, having grown up on the far eastern coast of the Russian Federation in the city of Vladivostok. The culinary delights were to impress him and leave him in a good mood to sign the contract worth five hundred million pounds a year. The Russians were set to surpass even Appleby’s own developments with the Gordon’s Heather. Rogozhin was a talker and in their previous meetings, he’d taken to talking about his country’s plans after a bottle or two of good wine. The Russians were apparently devising a missile system that could send a chemical warhead halfway around the planet, and, using the Gordon’s Heather CA191 nerve agent, have a kill zone between a hundred and four hundred square miles, depending on weather patterns in the drop zone. It was as good as a nuclear warhead but without the structural damage or the destruction of the planet. All it did was neutralize the civilian population. There was no hundred year wait before you could repopulate. No nuclear winter. No holocaust except human. 
 
    Bruce Appleby was awaiting Rogozhin’s entrance in the great hallway of the manor. The one that Dorring had stood in the day before. Now it wasn’t so filled with office workers. Now it was filled with men dressed in black tuxedos with shades and earpieces. Guns tucked into their dinner jackets. 
 
    Out on the lawn, Rogozhin’s helicopter had arrived and the Admiral was getting out. It had come directly from his ship, which sat somewhere on the edge of international waters in the North Atlantic. 
 
    The moment that Rogozhin and his men came to the door escorted by his own people, Bruce Appleby, twenty-ninth Lord of McGuffin, smiled ingratiatingly and approached the rotund admiral. The Russian’s two men flanked him on either side. Large men with stern expressions on boyish faces, short blond hair. They narrowed their eyes at Appleby as he met the meaty hand of Rogozhin. 
 
    “Sergei,” Appleby said. “So nice to see you again.” 
 
    “And you, Bruce. Is everything well?” 
 
    “Yes. Everything is tip top. Now if you’d like to follow me, we have dinner waiting. And as I know you’re a man with little time, you’ll appreciate that I don’t stand on ceremony.” 
 
    “Very good, Bruce,” Rogozhin said as he followed Appleby out of the hallway, under the shadow of the chandelier, and into the long dining room. 
 
    The back wall was coated in paintings, mounted animal heads, and a collection of very old maritime clocks. The moment they entered, the fat Russian made his way gleefully to the table and began filling a plate with food. 
 
    “Such treats,” he said. “I’m so glad I came here on an empty stomach.” 
 
    “Then dig in, gentlemen,” Appleby said. 
 
    The two bodyguards took their cue from their boss and began filling their own plates. Followed by their mouths. Appleby stood back watching. It was all ceremony. The deal was practically done. The food was no more than a way of giving it a pleasant stamp. 
 
    Nevertheless, Bruce Appleby stood watching with trepidation biting his gut. Dorring had slipped the net a second time, this time killing many of his men, including his best: Conner. The only thing that could destroy his well laid plans now was Dorring turning up. 
 
    Why now? Appleby said in his head. I’m so close to getting what I’ve worked for all this time and it’s going to be ruined by my brother’s foolish bloody games. 
 
    It was as Bruce thought this that his phone vibrated in his pocket. He took it out and shook his head when he read who it was. They say that if you think of the Devil, Appleby said to himself, he will appear. No truer words. 
 
    “Excuse me, gentlemen,” he said to the company. “I must take this call.” 
 
    “Go,” Rogozhin said as he chewed on an oyster. “We’ll eat first. Talk later.” 
 
    Appleby grinned sycophantically, bowed and left the room. He walked to the end of a corridor and answered the phone. 
 
    “Where are you?” he said sharply. 
 
    “I found him,” replied the gruff voice of his brother, obviously ignoring the question. 
 
    “Dorring?” 
 
    “Who else?” 
 
    “Is the girl with him?” 
 
    “Yes. Mo has them both at my mother’s place.” 
 
    “She caught them?” 
 
    “Yes. I told her he might go there. Told her to watch the place. She caught them. They’re in the basement.” 
 
    “Right, no more games,” Appleby said in a vexed voice. “You go there now and you kill them both.” 
 
    “What about the Russians?” 
 
    “I’ll see to them. You get this sorted. It’s cost us too much already. All these bloody games.” 
 
    “It’ll all soon be at an end, brother.” 
 
    “Really?” Appleby asked in an exasperated voice. “Because you promised our father all those years ago that you’d stopped. But you can’t, can you?” 
 
    “I promised you,” his brother said. “Let me have Dorring and I’ll stop forever. You can live in peace of my horror.” 
 
    “You’d better,” Appleby snapped. “What’s the point of being rich men if you’re going to risk it all because of your sickness?” 
 
    “Father never thought I was sick. He said I was merely a wolf.” 
 
    “That’s because he was sick too. Now come on! I can’t talk with you all day. Go see Dorring. Kill him and that bitch and end it all.” 
 
    Appleby put the phone down. He felt a little better. Dorring was caught. 
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    There was someone at the front door. A loud knock shook the house. 
 
    “Oh, now you’re in trouble,” Mo said, smiling all over and clapping her hands gleefully together. 
 
    She turned her eyes onto the stairs as footsteps approached along the floorboards above. Dorring gazed past her at Abigail. She was shaking. Dorring glanced about the area around her. The floor wasn’t concrete. It was wooden. Built over the original excavation. Probably because the house predated concrete. He saw something glinting in the dim electric glow. He nodded towards it and Abigail’s eyes followed his signal’s direction. 
 
    A foot to her right, she spotted what he meant. While Mo gazed at the stairs, she scooted her body to the side so that her bound wrists were over it. Then she began to move them back and forth ever so slightly so the movement wouldn’t be noticed. 
 
    The wooden steps creaked. Dorring glanced to his left and spotted the boots climbing down. Mo ran to the bottom to greet him. Soon, his whole body was on display. The hood hanging over him. Mo ran up the last few rungs and hugged him. 
 
    “Ma brah,” she said lovingly. 
 
    He patted her on the head like a dutiful dog and turned to Abigail. She stopped the movement of her hands. A smile opened up on his mouth. Then he turned to Dorring. 
 
    “She with you now?” the figure asked. 
 
    Dorring couldn’t believe it. He knew the voice the second he heard it. Now he knew for sure that he had always meant to end up in this basement. That the moment he decided to act on Kevin’s message, he was destined to be chained up here. That the message was thrown out there like a fishing net and it had gathered him in like a helpless fish. 
 
    Mo let go of him and the figure continued into the basement. He came before Dorring and flipped off the hood. 
 
    Standing before him was Kevin Yates. 
 
    “You scrawled those words on your own stomach,” Dorring said. 
 
    Kevin lifted the coat up and revealed his lily white stomach. The insignia scarred into him. Not as neat as his other marks, since this one had been written upside down. 
 
    Who Dares Wins. 
 
    “I wanted something to always remind me of it,” Kevin said. “Despite everything, I loved her. She was so bored out there and so was I. I got so bored that I started doing something I’d tried not to for a long time. Tried hard not to. I wanted to be a good soldier. Just like her. Like you.” 
 
    “You’re a monster,” Dorring said. “You led me here to kill me.” 
 
    “Yes. I sent that message a year ago when I was bored. I wondered if you’d ever get it. Man, you should have seen my face when I spotted you at the graveyard. When I was following her.” 
 
    Kevin pointed at Abigail. 
 
    “You murdered Jane,” Dorring said, tears welling in his eyes. 
 
    “No matter how much of a monster you think I am, I loved Jane,” Kevin said. “You know, she laughed at me the morning after we slept together. Said it was a stupid mistake. It didn’t feel like a mistake to me. Then she got with you. Dangled you in my face. I hated both of you for that. That’s when I decided I’d end it with aplomb. End it all with her dead.” 
 
    “But you can’t end it,” Dorring almost shouted. “You’re still doing it. Still killing. Carving that shit into people.” 
 
    “It’s a weakness, you could say. I was always a big fan of the SAS. Always liked the motto. Who dares wins! ” 
 
    “What about Conner? When did he figure things?” 
 
    “Huh! Conner. Of course. I was so glad I got to him in the woods before he spoiled my surprise. I was so desperate for it to be me who told you. He figured things in Helmand. The night we’d been at the market, I thought I’d lost him for an hour. Enough time to return to a body I’d secured earlier and mark it.” 
 
    “He saw you do it?” 
 
    “No. But he saw me coming out of the building they found the body in. He didn’t say anything until after Jane. Came at me with it. Said he was going to make sure they locked me up for good. That’s when my brother went to see him. He was in Helmand at the time, testing a new weapon on the hillsides there. He offered Conner a lucrative contract with a new pharmaceutical company he was setting up. One he wished to take into a defense direction.” 
 
    “This has all been a trap,” Dorring said. It was almost said for his own good. A kind of loud thought. 
 
    “Yes. I can’t say your timing is welcome. But it’s good that you’re here, Alex. Now, if you don’t mind. It’s time to begin proceedings.” 
 
    Kevin lifted off his hooded jacket. His pale, naked torso shone in the light of the bulb. On his belt was an SAS dagger. He lifted it up into the light. 
 
    “I believe I speak from experience,” Kevin said, stroking the scarring on his stomach with the dagger, “that this will hurt like hell.” 
 
    And with that, he swooped forward, pressed the knife into Dorring’s flesh, and so began the first line of the W. Dorring became rigid but didn’t struggle on the chain. To do so would make it worse. Could force the knife deeper. Stab him. No, he had to stay still. Stay still and hope for Abigail to break free. Kevin was too engrossed in his work, digging the knife through the flesh of Dorring’s stomach, the latter doing his best to push the pain back as the blood fell onto the floor. Mo was grinning wildly, watching her brother’s work with gleeful animation. Neither had an idea what was happening behind them. 
 
    Dorring gasped when the blade came away. 
 
    ‘W’ 
 
    “Mirror,” Kevin said. 
 
    Mo tugged one from the back pocket of her jeans. It was a small makeup case. She popped it open and handed it to Kevin. He held it to the work, so Dorring could see. 
 
    “What do you think?” he asked, glancing up at Dorring, who scowled down at him. 
 
    “Get on with it,” Dorring snarled. 
 
    “Keen,” Kevin said. 
 
    He plunged the end of the dagger back into the flesh, close to the W. Dorring flexed his abdominal muscles, but a sharp pain erupted in them. The dagger was cutting through the muscle tissue, splitting the sinews. Any deeper and it would reach through to his stomach and intestines. 
 
    He glanced desperately at Abigail. She was wriggling on the spot, her hands moving frantically, Mo and Kevin none the wiser. 
 
    “Aitch!” Kevin announced, taking the blade away. 
 
    When he began on the O, he was in a much more relaxed mood, seemingly over his initial excitement and now merely a skilled worker doing his job. He began to talk. 
 
    “For what it’s worth, Alex,” he said. “I liked you. Mo did, too.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Dorring grumbled through the pain. 
 
    “No, it’s true. Tell him what you told me, Mo.” 
 
    “Ah, come on, Kev,” she said, blushing and hiding her eyes from Dorring, whose own blank ones stared out into the room at nothing in particular. 
 
    “Go on,” Kevin prompted her. 
 
    “Okay.” She looked directly at Dorring. He practically didn’t see her, the pain in his stomach so intense. The whole of Who finished. Now onto Dares. “I asked Kev if we couldn’t keep you, somehow,” she said. “I wanted to have you around the place for… well, you know what… I, well.” She stopped. The blushing became too much. 
 
    “Maybe we can still keep him,” Kevin said. “Maybe a bang on the head might change him. Make him docile.” 
 
    “Like Ma?” 
 
    “Maybe. We could try it. Hit him real hard on the head and then…” 
 
    The blade came away from Dorring as Kevin staggered back. He was holding his head. The dagger dropped from his hand. Mo turned around sharply. Abigail was standing there, her feet still bound, but her hands free. Free and holding onto a crowbar she’d found leaning in the corner. She swung it once more, this time catching Mo in the face. The barmaid went down in one go, her head hitting the floor hard. She was out cold. Kevin was staggering to the stairs. She came behind him, raised the crowbar and let its full weight hit him hard in the back of the head. He collapsed instantly to the stairs and lay motionless on the bottom rungs. 
 
    Abigail hopped to the dagger. She dropped the crowbar, picked it up and began cutting away the tape on her ankles. Then she lowered Dorring from the chain. His legs were weak from the pain and blood loss. He collapsed onto the floor and she ran over to him. Quickly she undid the clasps on his wrists attaching him to it. This done, she helped him to his feet. 
 
    “The knife,” Dorring said. 
 
    Abigail handed it to him and he went straight for Kevin. But as he did, the body moved. Kevin sprang to his feet on the wooden steps and hauled himself up them before Dorring could weakly stumble to him. 
 
    He threw the knife up the steps at Kevin as he reached the top. It missed and instead stuck into the wall at the top. Dorring tried to run up after him, but his stomach hurt so badly that it cramped up the moment he went to do it, the pain forcing him down so that he lay on the steps in agony. 
 
    Abigail jumped over him and went after. 
 
    “Abigail, no!” he cried. 
 
    She too disappeared at the top of the stairs. Dorring pulled himself up off the ground and clambered after her. At the top, he removed the dagger from the wall and lurched unsteadily down the hallway, holding onto the walls for support. The front door was open. He heard the sound of an engine. Screeching tires. The door to his right opened. It was the lounge. The grandfather. Dorring used what strength he had left to thrust forward and connect his shoulder with the door. It smashed into the face of the grandfather and he fell back on the floor, holding his mouth. 
 
    “Where are my guns?” Dorring snarled down at him. 
 
    The old man pointed into the lounge. Dorring limped into it. On the coffee table was the bag of weapons. 
 
    “Kevin was here!” the invalid mother cried out. “Kevin! Kevin! Kevin!” 
 
    She went on like that as Dorring made his way out of the house, stepping over the old man, the bag over his shoulder, a pistol in his hand. 
 
    He staggered into the street. Abigail was there. A whistle was blown at the end of the road. Another behind them at the other end. Dorring came beside her, tucked the pistol into his jeans, grabbed the assault rifle from the bag and held it aloft in the air. He split the rain-filled sky with a loud burst of bullets. The whistling stopped instantly as the men ran for their lives. 
 
    “He got away in a car,” Abigail said, staring down the road. 
 
    “He’s going to see his brother,” Dorring said. “Let’s go ruin their party.” 
 
    Dorring got to a car. He broke the window to get inside and quickly hot-wired it once he was. Abigail jumped into the passenger seat. Then he put it in gear and screeched the tires on the wet road as he motored away. 
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    Dorring drove the car through the rain and the night with his teeth gnashed together and pain burning his stomach. He was sitting in a pool of his own blood. His own hot, sticky blood. He looked down and checked the wound every so often as it seeped out and ran into his underwear, down his legs and into his shoes, some of it even seeping down into the footwell. 
 
    But none of that bothered him. He had only one thought now. One prime directive. Kill Kevin Yates. 
 
    Nothing else mattered. It felt to Dorring like this was what his whole life had led up to. If he died tonight, it was supposed to be. The same if he lived. 
 
    Beside him, Abigail stared ahead through the windscreen with a hollow look. She was shaking all over from the longest day of her life. And it wasn’t even over yet. 
 
    They hadn’t spotted any brake lights yet, but the roads were windy and the grass verges high, so it was unlikely that they would see anything unless they got within a hundred yards. Still, both of them knew where Kevin was going. 
 
    Appleby Manor. 
 
    Plans went through Dorring’s brain. None of which seemed to lead to anything. He tried to remember everything he’d seen at the manor when he’d gone to Conner the day before. There wasn’t a gatehouse. He remembered that. Just a gate that was unlocked from people inside the manor. Would there be men on it now? What about the rest of the property? Any back entrances? It would all be guarded. Every square inch. Especially now that they were expecting trouble. 
 
    Dorring felt weak. The wound was bad and he’d bled a lot. He wondered if he’d be up to it. He could hardly walk, let alone run. A part of him was begging to turn around. But he couldn’t. 
 
    Jane, he said in his head. 
 
    Dorring turned to Abigail in the passenger seat. For a split second, he saw his former love sitting there instead. She turned to him and smiled and he was sure that it was Jane, Abigail’s wavy red hair now straight and brown. Only the eyes staying the same shade of green. 
 
    No, I won’t be turning back, Dorring said to himself. Not until I’ve killed him. 
 
    Then he thought about Abigail. What about her? Surely, she won’t survive this either. 
 
    “You know you don’t have to come with me,” he said. “It’ll practically be suicide.” 
 
    “Don’t do that,” she said, turning away from the night and the rain, her green eyes glowing at him. 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Patronize me because I’m a woman.” 
 
    “I’m not. I’d be warning the toughest guy just the same as I’m warning you. And my bet is you’re tougher than him. But my point is simple. This is probably going to get us killed. I don’t think your superiors at the NCA would think too much of you getting killed.” 
 
    She shook her head at him. “This is my revenge as much as yours,” she said. “He killed my parents. Same as he killed your girlfriend. This isn’t about my investigation anymore.” 
 
    “Maybe we should both turn around,” Dorring said. “Come back for them another day.” 
 
    “No!” she said sharply. “The slippery bastard will get away. They always do.” 
 
    “But if you die, he’ll surely get away anyway.” 
 
    “That’s if we die.” 
 
    “Just the two of us going in there? I can hardly hold my arms up to shoot. The odds aren’t good.” 
 
    Abigail was about to speak when she saw something in the near distance. 
 
    “Pull over,” she said. 
 
    “So you agree?” 
 
    “No. I’ve got an idea.” 
 
    Dorring pulled underneath the canopy of a small petrol station. Due to the curfew, it was abandoned. It was also very old fashioned. So much so that the old pumps had revolving numbers instead of digital displays. Parked in the corner of the lot was a fuel delivery truck with a tanker at the back of its cab. 
 
    Abigail ran out of the car and up to it. She pulled a lever on a tap at the side of the tank. Petrol spurted out and hit the floor. She turned to Dorring and smiled as he looked at her from the driver’s side window, the engine of the car still running. 
 
    “I have an idea,” she called to him from the rain. 
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    Kevin sat in his brother’s study, holding a bag of frozen peas to his head in one hand and a glass of scotch in the other. He was breathing deeply, gazing at the window at his own reflection, the rain striking the pane on the other side and threatening to wash it away. Behind the despondent face was a view of the driveway leading all the way to the gate. He was expecting Dorring any moment. And he was scared. 
 
    Absolutely terrified in fact. When he was under the hood, he felt safe. Felt like the predator tracking his prey. But now it was the other way around. Now that he was unmasked, he felt like a simple man. He felt like Kevin. And Kevin was scared. 
 
    The door opened. It was his brother. 
 
    Bruce Appleby came in and immediately shut the door behind him. Standing before Kevin, he shook his head. 
 
    “Oh, little brother,” he said. “What will we do?” 
 
    Kevin glanced up at him. Something inside him was afraid of his older brother. Probably because Bruce was so much like their father. Groomed to be a lord, while Kevin had lived on the mainland with his terrible aunt and uncle. The old woman continually beating him for wetting the bed and the old man largely ignoring him. Then there was their father, Patrick Appleby. He was so strange and had scared Kevin, but at least he felt a level of love from him. The gentle half smile he’d wear when gazing at him. 
 
    “Hey!?” Bruce cried out. 
 
    Kevin snapped out of it and turned sharply to him. Glaring into his eyes. His own burning with fire. 
 
    “Well, the Russkies are gone,” Bruce said. “So at least that’s done.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kevin said. “I saw their helicopter leave.” 
 
    “Thankfully, you haven’t managed to turn that into a major fuck up.” 
 
    Kevin tipped the rest of the scotch down his throat, gripping the glass between his teeth. 
 
    Who dares wins, he said in his head and stood up sharply. 
 
    But before he got the chance to say anything, he spotted the flames in the distance. Frowning, he came away from Bruce and went to the window, just as his older brother noticed too. 
 
    For a few seconds, they glared outside at the surrounding fields of Gordon’s Heather in utter shock. They were on fire. The flames rose up into the rain and illuminated the night. Then further along, they saw more fires lighting up the island in glowing beacons. 
 
    “What the bloody hell!?” Bruce Appleby yelled out, his wide eyes looking at all the money going up in smoke. 
 
    He came away from the window and dashed outside the room. Kevin remained standing, watching the fire. A wry smile on his face. 
 
    As Bruce Appleby came out onto the landing, one of his men was jogging up the stairs towards him. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s happening all over the island, sir,” the man said. “They’ve set fire to the fields.” 
 
    “Get out there!” Bruce Appleby shouted from his red face. He turned to other men who lined the stairs and hung about in the hallway below. “All of you! Get out there now and put those fires out. Get everyone. I’ve just signed it all over to the Russians. They’ll kill us all if we can’t deliver.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” his man said and he bolted down the stairs, signaling to the others to follow him. 
 
    “All of you!” Appleby cried out. “Get every man, woman and child out there. Stop those fires!” 
 
    In the hallway, men darted out the doors. On the carriageway at the front of the manor, car wheels screeched in the shingle and the Toyota pickups darted off down the driveway, the fires lighting the night sky all around. 
 
    Kevin watched them from the window and realized something. 
 
    When his brother returned into the study a few minutes later, he turned away from the view and said coolly, “You shouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    He himself didn’t care. He only wanted it to end now. 
 
    Bruce Appleby ignored what he said and pointed a finger at his younger half brother. 
 
    “This is all your fault,” he snarled. “You’ve brought this on us. If we lose our crop, Rogozhin will kill us all.” 
 
    Kevin came away from the window and turned burning eyes on Bruce. 
 
    “Don’t fight me, brother,” he said in a low voice. “Remember the first summer I visited. I was five and you were seven. You took me out to the barn. You remember?” 
 
    “Yes. I meant to beat you to a pulp,” Bruce replied blankly. 
 
    “But what happened?” 
 
    “You grabbed that chisel and knocked two of my teeth out.” 
 
    “Exactly. You may be the smarter one, Bruce, but I’m the stronger one in a fight. Do you remember what father called us?” 
 
    “Yes. The ego and the id.” 
 
    “That’s right. I’m the id. The one who does. The body. And you’re the ego. The one who thinks. The brain. I do. You think. Remember what father said?” 
 
    “He said that we were stronger together.” 
 
    “He did,” Kevin said. “So stop being weak.” 
 
    “But you make me weak,” Bruce said. “You’ve brought that animal Dorring here for no other reason than you’re insane. You’ve destroyed us. How will I explain…” 
 
    His head exploded and sprayed Kevin with warm blood. It got in his eyes and he recoiled backwards, hitting the window with his back. 
 
    Wiping his hands frantically down his face, the blood pouring off his chin, he glanced about the study. 
 
    Lying on his front about a yard from his feet was his older brother Bruce. He had a huge hole in his head and you could see all the way through to the carpet. Glancing up from that, he saw Dorring standing in the doorway. He was holding a pistol. Kevin was holding a glass. 
 
    He went to throw it, but Dorring shot the thing while it was in his hand. The shattering glass cut his fingers. Then he felt like someone had hit his knee with a sledgehammer. It was the pistol again. Dorring had shot his right knee. It sent him down onto the floor. With a dead look on his face, Dorring shot the other knee. Kevin began crawling along the floor towards his brother. Bruce’s suit jacket was open. His gun was sticking out. 
 
    Dorring blew away three of his fingers as he reached for the sidearm. Kevin clutched the wrist and held the withered hand in front of his face as he turned over onto his back. 
 
    Dorring came over him with his feet on either side. Kevin looked up at the gun barrel pointed at his face. 
 
    “Your brother’s men left the gate open when they piled out of here,” Dorring said. 
 
    “Huh!” Kevin grunted, feeling stupid and chuckling gently. “Obviously.” 
 
    “Hold your hands up,” Dorring barked at him. 
 
    Dorring removed one hand from the pistol and thrust it into the back pocket of his jeans. He took out a cable tie. It was already set in a loop. He hooked it over the outstretched wrists and then pulled the end, tightening it around the wrists like a lasso and trapping the hands together. 
 
    “What now?” Kevin asked as Dorring stood away from him and put the gun into the waist of his jeans. 
 
    Without saying a word, Dorring dragged Bruce Appleby’s corpse to the side, so that his legs weren’t blocking the door, and then he closed it. Kevin watched him as he walked past and stood gazing out of the window. 
 
    The fires blazed in the rain-filled night, the smoke rising up and joining the storm clouds. Abigail had done well riding the fuel truck around the island and setting fire to the fields. The ones close by were Dorring’s work. He’d shot a hole in the tank of the car, then collected the leaking petrol in a jimmy can he’d stolen from the petrol station. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have sent that message,” Dorring said, the flames reflecting on his pupils. 
 
    Kevin said nothing. He merely lay on the floor watching him. 
 
    Dorring came away from the window. He stood over Kevin and lurched down. Grabbed him by the throat. With his other hand, he took something from the back of his jeans. Kevin thought it would be the gun. But when Dorring revealed the hand, he realized it was something else. 
 
    Dorring held the SAS dagger up to his eyes. 
 
    “Your turn,” he said, and he lurched forward and sliced open Kevin’s T-shirt. 
 
    Sitting on Kevin’s arms and chest so that he faced his feet, Dorring cut something into the stomach of Kevin Yates. He practically cut it all the way through to the internal organs and the killer writhed in agony underneath him, screaming out and making sounds he’d never made before and would never make again. 
 
    It wasn’t Who Dares Wins that Dorring etched into his flesh, running the new mark through the original scarring. No. It was Jane Saunders, R.I.P. 
 
    Kevin died of shock before Dorring had finished the ‘U’ on Saunders. But that didn’t stop him completing the work. 
 
    When it was done, he stood up from the body and gazed down at it. Kevin’s eyes were wide open, bulging from the bone white skin of his face. The mark on his stomach was so covered in blood that Dorring couldn’t tell what it was. Added to this was the fact that his vision was hazy at best. He was wobbling and felt weak. Like he would collapse and pass out any minute. The blood had congealed on his stomach but still oozed from the wounds. It must have been the blood loss that made him see her in the window’s reflection. 
 
    Looking back from the glass was Jane. 
 
    The knife dropped from Dorring’s hand and hit the floor. He began walking towards her. She reached her hand out and he lifted his own. It was heavy and it took all his effort to raise his fingers to hers. 
 
    “Alex!” 
 
    He turned around and saw the face of Abigail Pritchard. He turned sharply back to the window, but Jane was gone. Only the flaming fields remained. 
 
    Abigail ran to him and grabbed Dorring as he stumbled, helping him to a chair at the edge of the room. Setting him down, she kneeled in front of him and took his bloodied hands. He could barely keep his head up. 
 
    “You should see the island,” she said. “The whole place is going crazy. All of Appleby’s men are trying to put the fires out. They were so concerned with them, they completely missed me as I drove past them on my way here. I found a working phone downstairs. I called someone. They’ll be here soon.” 
 
    Dorring smiled weakly at her, his head bobbing about. She glanced down at his wounded stomach and recoiled a little. 
 
    “They’ll be someone who can help you,” she said softly. “Just hold on, Alex.” 
 
    She squeezed his hands and gazed up into his eyes with such a sweet expression that he didn’t see Abigail Pritchard kneeling there. He saw Jane. Stooping forward, he pressed his lips into hers. 
 
    Abigail closed her eyes and let it happen. 
 
   


  
 

 * * * 
 
   
  
 

 WHAT'D YOU THINK? 
 
    First of all, thank you so much for giving my work a chance. If you enjoyed this adventure, then I would be extremely grateful if you would consider writing a short review for the book online. A good review means so much to every writer, but means even more for self-published writer like myself. As it allows new readers to find my books, and ultimately allows me to spend more time  creating stories that I love! 
 
    You can do so directly down below: 
 
    US Review Link 
 
    UK Review Link 
 
    CA Review Link 
 
    AU Review Link 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
   
  
 

 READY FOR THE NEXT MISSION? 
 
    The next adventure is currently being written. If you'd like to be notified when it's finished, sign up below for my mailing list and I'll send you a quick email when it's all ready! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
   
  
 

 WANT TO BE KEPT IN THE LOOP? 
 
    If you sign up for my VIP mailing list, and I'll be sure to send you a quick heads up whenever my next book is released! Your email will be kept 100% private, and you can unsubscribe any time. You'll only hear from me when I have a new book finished and that's it. If that's something you'd be interested in, then just tap here and sign up! 
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