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    I am inspired by what I do and see in my day job as a front-line police detective, though my books are entirely fictional. I am aware that the police officers in my novels are not always shown positively. They are human and they make mistakes. This is sometimes the case in real life too, but the vast majority of officers are honest and do a good job in trying circumstances. From what I see on a daily basis, the men and women who wear the uniform are among the very finest, and I am proud to be part of one of the best police forces in the world. 
 
    Charlie Gallagher 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Dedicated to the team at Joffe Books. Let’s see where this goes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    When the carnage began, the High Street still bustled, the shops had an hour left of trading and the fashion outlets and coffee shops still sucked in passing trade from Canterbury’s ancient, cobbled streets. 
 
    The street vendor was at his usual prime pitch opposite the entrance to Mercery Lane, the short and narrow thoroughfare that led to the city’s iconic cathedral and the surrounding square with its pubs and cafés thronged with shoppers and tourists. Just a few minutes earlier he had started packing up for the day. A warm Sunday afternoon, he should have known better. 
 
    As he stood behind his hot plate cooking crepes and doing his best to smile at the teenage couple joining the queue, his attention was snatched to the squeal of a car tyre turned sharply on the shiny cobbles. A big blue SUV was hurtling towards them. Pedestrians shrieked as they jumped out of the way, some pulling others with them. 
 
    ‘Look out!’ the vendor shouted — just in time for the group queuing in front of him to leap back out of the way. The car now banked hard left, the offside clipping his cart as it swung left into Sun Street. The engine revved and it picked up speed. The vendor had time to flinch but not to move. He’d been narrowly missed; his cart lay on its side with frothy batter running into the city’s drains. He could hear cries of pain and screams in the direction from which the car had come. 
 
    He watched the car as it sped towards the cathedral square and past a pub with chairs out the front where patrons swigged drinks in the last of the sunshine. Its nearside thumped into the kerb, it was now half on the pavement. It made token efforts to swerve from people who leapt out of its way. A middle-aged man didn’t quite make it and took a glancing blow to his right hip — enough to throw him into a solid flint wall. The car pushed into the square, the noise of screams and shouts combining with screeching tyres as it pulled up harshly. Then it jerked right and out of the vendor’s sight. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The woman followed the boy to a table by the window. Despite the shopping hanging from her arms, she was just about able to balance the items on the tray: cake and a latte in a tall, elegant glass for her and a bottle of water with a straw for him. A young waitress walked behind with the boy’s toasted sandwich that wouldn’t fit on the tray. Before he’d even sat down, the boy tore eagerly at the new pack of football cards she had bought for him. It had been a good day for them both, she reflected. 
 
    As she laid down the tray and hung her bags gently from the back of an empty chair, the woman was alerted to a high-pitched whine and the squeal of tyres just outside. She turned to see a big blue car reversing at speed. Less than twenty metres away, it stopped with a screeching of brakes and crunching of gears — then it surged forward. She saw passers-by flinch around it as it quickly picked up speed. It was coming right at them. 
 
    It all happened so fast and there was no time for reaction. No time for warning. The kerb outside was low and did nothing to slow the car’s momentum and it crashed into the coffee shop window a split second later, shattering the glass like thin ice. The car bucked and bounced, plunging into the interior, where it dropped off the raised pavement. The next table — even closer to the window — was hurled aside. Chairs spilt backwards, the occupants falling under the wheels and screams of pain and panic mingled with the revving engine and splintering wood. All the while, the woman and the boy remained rooted to the spot. 
 
    The car came to a rest against the metal railing to a staircase that led to more table space in the basement. The engine stalled and the driver’s door pushed open. Shards of glass popped beneath a black boot as a man stood up out of the car. He was tall, of strong build and dressed all in black — including the balaclava that covered his face. He levelled a black handgun and swept it around the café. 
 
    The commotion stopped in an instant. The only sounds now were shards of glass sliding off the car’s bonnet and a terrible moaning from under its front wheels. Someone had to be trapped. The man scanned the interior of the coffee shop. He stopped when he faced the woman who pulled the young boy close to her. She could almost reach out and touch the car. Her panic increased as she realised she couldn’t see the young waitress. She scanned the shop quickly. She found her. She was sitting up against the counter on the other side of the shop. Her eyes were open but were motionless, glossy and transfixed. Blood pooled steadily from where she sat. The woman took a quick breath and sucked in the dry dust that now filled the air. The man levelled the gun at the boy. Her head snapped back to the movement as she fought the urge to cough. 
 
    ‘You!’ 
 
    It was directed right at her. She pulled the boy around so that he was behind her and she felt him grip her waist tightly. She jerked her eyes towards the shriek of a second car coming to a hard stop on the street just outside. This car was black and smaller than the one that had crashed into the café. There was movement within — maybe two more men. She heard doors pulled open. The man stood in front of her still held her attention. 
 
    ‘You!’ he shouted again, and gestured with the gun to the car outside. ‘Get in!’ 
 
    She couldn’t move, could summon no response at all. She felt the boy push his head into her lower back. The man now moved the gun to point right into her eyes. She could almost feel it. She stared right back, testing him. She could still hear someone moaning from under the car. Suddenly the gun went off with a terrific BANG! Her eyes slammed shut to the noise but she heard a thump into the ceiling above her. She felt pieces of debris fall into her hair. 
 
    ‘What do you want from me?’ she croaked, but managed to stand her ground. 
 
    ‘I won’t ask you again. Get in the car! Now!’ 
 
    She made a decision. She reached down and took a firm hold of the boy’s arm and peeled it away. 
 
    ‘I’ve got to go, honey. But I’ll be right back, okay?’ 
 
    ‘No! Don’t go!’ The boy squealed and sprang to her side. She held her arm straight to keep him back. 
 
    ‘He comes too!’ the man barked. 
 
    The woman’s eyes snapped back to him. She still wasn’t moving. 
 
    ‘Now. Or I shoot one of you and take whoever is left.’ He stepped towards her. Still she held firm. He lifted his boot and drove the heel into her thigh. The pain was excruciating and she stumbled backwards, trying her best to stifle a gasp for the boy’s sake. The boy held her up. She was grabbed from behind by the shoulders and, feeling suddenly hopeless, she did nothing to resist. 
 
    She took the boy’s hand firmly but gently. ‘Get in the car. We’ll be okay.’ She managed to hold on to him as she was dragged outside and pushed roughly into the back seat. The armed man followed them in and the door was slammed shut. It was so cramped she could barely move. She had landed on her side and had to wriggle to get sat back up. Suddenly the car moved off and she was able to right herself, banging her head on the solid door rim. As she looked out towards the shocked faces of onlookers, she held the boy as close as she could. The car picked up speed, making for the back streets of the city. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Sergeant Shaun Carter stepped out into the bright sunshine. It was not as warm as it had been down among the tall buildings where the air didn’t move. Up here his hair, swept over to one side and held in place by a pinch of product and a layer of sweat, still shuddered gently in the cool breeze that drifted around him. 
 
    The man was right where the witness had said he would be: stood on the edge of the viaduct whose brick walls had a layer of black filth for each of its 170 years. It ran high over the town of Langthorne, its square legs stepping carefully over the rows of terraced houses and giving elevated views of the town to the ever-evolving rail stock. It was a hundred feet back down to the tarmac. And this was the fourth call to a jumper this year. 
 
    The sergeant liked to take time to scan the area and see what was to be seen. No one else was around and he had been assured by the British Transport Police that the live track running along the centre was switched off. He would still have preferred to have been further away. It was a tight space, two sets of metal train tracks and two brick walls either side. It looked barely wide enough for two trains to pass. The only sound was his feet crunching on the grey gravel. He liked a quiet area in which to work. It was 3.30 p.m. on a Sunday afternoon. The man stood still at the edge, his arms by his sides and his feet shoulders’ width apart. His head was raised slightly as if he was letting the sun warm his face. It was a pleasant day in the middle of March. The sort of day where the seaside town of Langthorne might be fooled into thinking that spring had arrived. 
 
    ‘Control, I’ve located the male. I am now going to approach.’ He received confirmation into his left earpiece and made his way forwards. He waited until he was some twenty metres from the man before he called out. 
 
    ‘Hey. It’s cooler up here than I thought. Do you want your jacket?’ It was close enough to start a conversation, far enough away for everyone to be comfortable — as comfortable as he could be this close to the edge and with that drop on the other side of the low wall. Beyond the man he could see what looked like a coat. The man took his time, but turned eventually towards Shaun. 
 
    ‘You came!’ A nervous smile flickered on the man’s face. 
 
    ‘Of course I came. We’re all worried about you down there.’ 
 
    ‘But you remember me? Right?’ 
 
    Shaun used the question as an excuse to edge a little closer. Slowly and deliberately, he closed the gap to ten metres, ostensibly shading the worst of the sun from his eyes. As he got a little closer he found he was shaded. 
 
    ‘Ah yes! I didn’t recognise you from back there. Of course! It’s Bobby, right?’ 
 
    A month ago. Shakespeare Cliff in Dover, the next town. Another popular place for jumpers. Shaun had been called out just like today; it had been a Sunday — just like today. He had found Bobby Leonard stood up on the edge, contemplating his life. 
 
    Déjà vu. 
 
    Shaun could usually tell in the first minutes of a conversation whether he was talking to someone who was serious or not. He had known that Bobby was serious right from the start, even before he had heard his reasons. It had been a victory when he had walked him away from the edge and back to his waiting family. Such outcomes were rare, and Shaun was acutely aware of the lengthened odds of a repeat performance. 
 
    ‘You talked me down, Sergeant. You made me think that it was the wrong thing to do, that I could still have some sort of life.’ 
 
    ‘I was right too, Bobby. I even got you a brew, didn’t I? Not everyone gets a brew you know. We can talk again, Bobby, but can you come away from the edge a little? I’m not going to come any closer to you — I just don’t want anything bad to happen.’ 
 
    ‘Bad? You mean like falling off?’ 
 
    ‘That’s exactly what I mean, Bobby.’ Shaun had a bottle of water in each hand. He held one out. 
 
    ‘Do you want a drink? I brought you some water. I reckoned you might have been up here a little while.’ 
 
    Bobby shook his head. Thick hanks of long, greasy hair fell about his face and he had to keep raising a hand to sweep them from his eyes. He wore a checked shirt and jeans, the shirt untucked over a pot belly, and a battered leather bowler-style hat that, like the rest of his outfit, looked like it had accompanied him for most of his life. ‘I’m sorry, Sarge. I’m sorry you have to go through all this again. I told you, didn’t I? About me?’ 
 
    ‘You did.’ 
 
    ‘Early-onset dementia.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I remember.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t take that for granted, Sergeant.’ 
 
    Shaun attempted his best warm smile. ‘Fair point. I promise I won’t. Now what about that bottle of water? You’ve been up here a little while from what I’ve been told.’ 
 
    ‘I have. You can’t rush these things, Sergeant.’ 
 
    ‘No one’s rushing you, Bobby. Just as long as we’re working towards walking you back down to your family, I can stand here all night.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t do that, Sarge. Not this time.’ 
 
    Shaun adjusted his stance and the stones crunched underfoot. There would be no sneaking forward up here. ‘Sure you can. And it’s Shaun. You know that. We had this exact same conversation the last time we met.’ 
 
    ‘We did. But I respect you lot. I never used to, but you grow up don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve seen your record, Bobby. You were a right handful once.’ 
 
    Bobby offered a fleeting smile. ‘I was a lot of things once.’ 
 
    ‘There’s plenty left in you, Bobby. You’ve not had the news long right? Once you’ve got your head round it, once you’re thinking clearly—’ 
 
    ‘They can slow it down,’ Bobby cut in. He produced a polished metal hip flask and took a swig. Shaun could make out the crest of Millwall FC on its side. 
 
    ‘Well, okay, so that’s a positive.’ 
 
    Bobby chuckled drily and then smacked his lips a little. ‘If you were told that you were going to die confused, in pain and lonely, would you ask to slow it down?’ 
 
    ‘You’re a long way from lonely, Bobby. We talked about your family — your grandson. The one who adores you so much he even started supporting Millwall! I know he’ll take every minute he can get with you.’ 
 
    ‘I was about his age, Sarge — a couple of years older I suppose. Twelve years old. I watched my uncle die. He was a young man too. Young for this.’ Bobby took another swig then immediately sucked in air. Whatever the drink was, it was harsh. ‘Older than me, though. He was a bit of a loner, no one was really close to him, but we visited a lot when he got ill. At first at least. Early-onset dementia. Of course, it meant nothing to me then. It got worse quick. I couldn’t understand why he didn’t seem to know me no more. And we’d talk about the Millwall score and then have the same conversation over again. They all took the piss out of him, you know. Even I did. Then he became a burden. My dad would get calls in the middle of the night about how his brother had been found walking up the motorway in his pyjamas, or sat at a train station not knowing where he was or why he was there. Who knew this sort of shit could run in a family, eh?’ 
 
    ‘You’re nothing like that. You’re loved. You’ve got family around you.’ 
 
    ‘I have. But you know what they said about my uncle, at the time? That at least he didn’t have any kids to see it — to watch him go downhill. My boy — he’s my daughter’s kid, but she lost her own battle with this world . . . Lord knows that kid has seen enough suffering and sorrow for one lifetime already. He’s ten years old.’ 
 
    ‘So you have him full time?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. My Lizzy was murdered — found stabbed up in some drug dealer’s hovel.’ Shaun remembered Bobby had told him this before, but he wasn’t about to point it out. 
 
    ‘Jesus, Bobby! The boy needs you all the more then.’ 
 
    Bobby’s face twisted suddenly as if he might cry. He swigged at the flask and it seemed to pass. ‘He needs a version of me that I can’t ever be. Not now. He needs me to be strong and smart. To take him to football . . . to teach him how to hit from his core if a bully starts. He don’t need me to fall apart, to forget who he is. To forget who I am. I gotta go, Sarge, before I forget how much I fucking love them.’ Bobby did now break. He sagged forward, his tears dropped over the edge. Shaun considered rushing Bobby and taking hold, thinking this might be the time, but Bobby straightened himself up and he lifted his face back to the sun. 
 
    ‘I knew it would be you. You said you was the only one who did Sundays.’ 
 
    Shaun cursed silently to himself. He could remember saying it. He had been a little annoyed and had vented. In his training he had been told that it was okay to talk about yourself a little: it was apparently a way of sounding natural, of forming bonds. But perhaps the fact that he had been stitched up with two months of weekends on the negotiators’ rota hadn’t been the best topic of choice. He had made Bobby smile at least, joked that Bobby thought he had problems. He should definitely have kept that to himself. Now Bobby was timing his cries for help around his shifts. Shaun put both bottles of water on the ground at his feet. 
 
    ‘You told me that you worked on your own too,’ Bobby continued. ‘You said that you lot normally pair up but you always keep the second one back until you’ve struck up a bit of a dialogue like. You don’t like to make anyone feel like they’re getting surrounded.’ 
 
    ‘Your memory is sharp as a tack right there, Bobby. I forgot I even told you any of that.’ 
 
    ‘I’m right though, aren’t I?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, you’re right. Sometimes I don’t get a choice anyway. We’re all on the end of a phone and we come from all over the county to where we’re needed. I’ve got someone else coming but they’re from a lot further away. Lucky for me, I’m kinda local.’ 
 
    Bobby turned to face Shaun, a sudden intensity in his gaze. ‘Tell them to stay away! It’s just you and me up here.’ 
 
    Shaun nodded. ‘Okay, Bobby, no problem. I don’t need anyone else up here anyway. I know you’re a man who can see what he has. There’s a future for you, Bobby, and I don’t reckon you’re the sort to give up because it’s getting a bit tricky.’ 
 
    ‘I’m old, Sarge, you know? Not old compared to some — fifty ain’t fuck all these days. But I’ve been around a bit. Seen a lot in that time. I’ve learnt a bit too, and I’ve learnt that you got to pick your battles. I can’t win this one, Sarge. That’s just the truth.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe not, but there’s never been a fight more worthy. I didn’t have you down as the sort to chuck in the towel first sign of trouble.’ 
 
    Bobby let his eyes drop towards the gravel. He shook his head. 
 
    ‘I’m so sorry it had to be you.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t do it on a Sunday then! I get the impression this was always meant to be me!’ 
 
    ‘I don’t mean like that. I knew you would come out today. But so did they.’ 
 
    ‘They? Who’s they?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, Sarge. You gotta believe me when I say I don’t know. But they know all about you — everything.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about, Bobby?’ 
 
    ‘They’ve got your kid. It’s Tyler, right? Your ex-wife too — I don’t think they had a choice. They were together like.’ 
 
    Shaun felt as if he had been kicked in the chest. It took several seconds to compose himself just enough to ask the question. ‘Who has? Bobby, what are you talking about? How do you know my son’s name?’ 
 
    ‘You gonna need to do some things for them, Sarge. I’ve got some instructions — some stuff you need to do and then you get them back. They’re gonna be fine . . . but you do need to do what they want.’ 
 
    Shaun could hear his own pulse singing in his ears. His mouth was suddenly dry, opening and shutting; he couldn’t find words. It was his feet that moved first, slowly backwards, edging away. 
 
    ‘Yeah, you go for now, Sarge,’ Bobby said. ‘Do some checking, some calling around. It’s a bit of a change of pace. You don’t believe me, I know. But when you come back, make sure it’s still only you. I see anyone else and you won’t get another word from me. And no word to anyone about what we talked about. They’ll know. I’ll see you in a minute, okay?’ He turned and faced out over the drop. 
 
    Shaun spun away. He strode back quickly towards where the sides of the viaduct met with a steep bank. He’d walked up this way via a hole already cut in the chain fence and a winding footpath shaded by trees. He stopped where he could keep Bobby in sight. He dialled his ex-wife and put the phone to his ear. Their son was with her. He used to have his boy most weekends but the on-call rota had scuppered that, too. They were probably out and about in Canterbury right now. 
 
    The phone rang and rang. No one answered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    ‘What do you want from me?’ Shaun moved back over to where Bobby was standing up straight, still looking out over the town, facing the sea. Shaun could just make it out in the far distance as a glittering line of bluey grey with big container ships hanging in mid-air where the horizon furred the sea with the sky. 
 
    Bobby was still stood up on the thin wall — three bricks wide and hip height. He paced along the edge, jittery and uneasy. Far below, looking ant-like, a crowd of jeering urchins had gathered. Shaun heard one of them shout, ‘Jump, ya cunt!’ 
 
    Bobby Leonard’s demeanour had changed; he was a lot more agitated now and it had nothing to do with the shouting. But then, Shaun was agitated too. 
 
    Bobby turned to face Shaun. ‘Look, this isn’t me right . . . Fuck! Okay, okay . . . They’ve been watching you a while, Sarge. Like I said, I don’t know who — so don’t even bother. They sent me out on this ledge to get you isolated. To get you in the picture. They want you scared.’ 
 
    ‘Who? Why?’ 
 
    ‘I already fucking said, Sarge! Fuck . . . You got to get better mate — do you understand? These people . . . I know their sort. They’re fucking ruthless, but they don’t want to hurt people. Causes too much of a mess, like . . . makes a real noise. You just have to play by the rules.’ 
 
    ‘What rules Bobby? What is this all about?’ 
 
    Bobby slumped to a sit on the wall. His legs hung towards Shaun, his back facing out. ‘The rules are simple, Sarge. You will stay up here on this level until you are told otherwise. You don’t speak to anyone out of my earshot again and you make it clear to your police buddies that no one else comes up here. Is that clear?’ 
 
    ‘Or what? You hurt my boy?’ 
 
    Bobby shook his head. ‘I don’t, Sarge.’ His voice was now meek, his whole persona had weakened, and it made Shaun all the more angry. Bobby’s chin dropped and his lank hair fell forward. It covered his face and wafted in the breeze. He might have been sobbing. 
 
    ‘So who does?’ 
 
    ‘I told you already, Sarge. I don’t know! And, let’s be honest, right now, does it really matter? Does it make a jot of difference? Probably not, really. You are where you are and you can’t leave and you can’t tell anyone either.’ 
 
    ‘So what do I have to do?’ 
 
    ‘What you’re told. Follow the rules. Don’t come any closer either, Sarge. You have to realise that I’m all you have if you want to get back to your kid. If I jump, then you’re starting from nowhere.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not going to jump. This is all a ruse to get me out here and isolated. You said it yourself.’ 
 
    Bobby rubbed his face. Pulling his lips into a distorted smile, he became more animated. 
 
    ‘Fucking THINK, Sarge! You have to start thinking. You have to be better than this or you are going to lose. And losing means everything. These people identified you as being right for the job. Fit for purpose, as they say. They worked out that you would respond to a call today and they knew you would work alone. You told me last time that you don’t like bringing two people out straight away. It could have been anyone walking out here today and waiting for you to rock up. Could it not?’ 
 
    ‘Okay, Bobby. Okay. So you told them all about us meeting.’ 
 
    ‘They chose me just like they chose you. Because I’m fit for purpose, too. I want to die, Sarge — have no illusions about that. I’ve been dealt a shit hand, I know how I’m supposed to die and it ain’t something I relish. Well, I reckon fuck that. I reckon it can be on my terms — how I want and when I want — that’s how I’ve always been. Some shitty disease that’s been sneaking up on me my whole life ain’t gonna take someone like me out. I want some control of my life and I want it to be for something.’ 
 
    ‘So your something is to deliver a message to me? To take part in the kidnap of a ten-year-old boy? That makes you worth something does it?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe not, Sarge. But maybe I can help. I didn’t take no willing part at the start, but maybe I can make you see that you have to listen . . . that you have to follow the rules and we can get this all sorted. Maybe if it was someone else up here they wouldn’t be able to do that. This was always going to happen and maybe I can be a part of putting it right.’ 
 
    ‘Without you this wouldn’t be happening, Bobby. Jesus! Who are you kidding?’ 
 
    ‘Wrong! You’re wrong, Sarge. They would have found someone else. They found me. Fuck, I wish they hadn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me what you know.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t.’ 
 
    ‘Who found you?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t.’ 
 
    ‘They ain’t here, Bobby, that’s for sure.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll know.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be clever. I just want to know what there is. I can still act like I don’t. I’ve done it before.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll know, Sarge!’ 
 
    ‘And you’ll be dead anyway! What the fuck do you care?’ 
 
    ‘I care because all I have to do is get you to play by the rules. Second guessing these cunts and then chasing them with your arse on fire, now that ain’t playing by the rules is it? Then it gets all fucked up and you don’t get your boy back or your happily-ever-after. They will know and you will pay for it.’ 
 
    ‘Like hell they will! Trust me. You put me here. Now you can trust me to get us out of this.’ 
 
    ‘They were very clear, Sarge. I need to give you a very strict set of instructions and I have to convince you to follow them.’ 
 
    ‘What instructions?’ 
 
    ‘Are you ready to listen Shaun? No more questions. Just listen.’ 
 
    Shaun reached down for one of the bottles, his throat suddenly running dry. ‘Tell me what you have.’ 
 
    Bobby took a second, his eyes to the ground. Then he started. ‘You have a contact at the port. Your girlfriend. They need you to call her and you need to get her help. Right now, there’s a lorry on a passenger ferry bound for Dover. She needs to make sure it gets through the customs people. It might already be marked up for a stop.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you think she can—’ 
 
    ‘Don’t even bother, Sarge! I told you, these people — they know it all mate. They know you, they know her, they know she runs the show down there when it comes to what goes through and what don’t. This is nice and simple for her, and that’s a good thing, right?’ 
 
    ‘Nice and simple? How is it nice and simple when I call her out of the blue and suddenly ask her to start letting traffic through or my boy gets hurt. What do you think she does from there? I can’t control her any more than you can.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t tell her that, Sarge. You can’t tell her nothing about your boy, about me — about any of this.’ 
 
    ‘This won’t work. This doesn’t work. You don’t know her — she’s a clever girl.’ 
 
    ‘You need to be cleverer, Sarge. You need to make this happen. Call your girlfriend . . . get that lorry through.’ 
 
    Shaun took a few seconds to try to digest the information. It wasn’t making much sense to him. Who were these people? How could they know about his personal relationships — his boy? 
 
    ‘So you know my boy’s name. It caught me out a little. And you challenge me to call my ex and she isn’t picking up her phone. That doesn’t mean you’ve got him or her. If you’re messing with me, Bobby, you will wish you had just come up here and jumped silently to your death. Now, how about you tell me what is really going on?’ 
 
    Bobby had been swigging at his flask. He lifted his eyes. They streamed with tears, his face flushed red. He looked exhausted and terrified all at the same time. 
 
    ‘I have to make you believe me, Shaun. It’s all I have to do. I thought you would have called up on that thing.’ Bobby gestured at the radio that was gripped in Shaun’s right hand. ‘I thought you would have done some checks? Do your checks, please! They were in Canterbury — they got them from there. They always go into the city on a Sunday, right? It wasn’t a quiet snatch, Sarge. They wanted to be sure that your people knew it had happened — so you would know it had happened. Just don’t go any further away. If you talk to someone else I need to know.’ Bobby’s eyes lingered on Shaun. They still streamed with tears and he did nothing to wipe them away. 
 
    Shaun lifted the radio to his mouth. ‘Control from Alpha One.’ It was a croak; his lips and mouth still felt so dry. 
 
    ‘Go ahead Alpha One.’ 
 
    ‘Control, do you have an eye on the Canterbury area? Is there an abduction job running over there? Or anything like it?’ 
 
    The controller took a few seconds to come back. 
 
    ‘Canterbury are running a major incident in the city centre, which may involve an abduction. Are you away from the suicide risk at Langthorne? I didn’t get an update is all.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t hear it!’ Bobby interjected. ‘That’s one of the rules, Sarge.’ 
 
    Obediently, Shaun pulled the headphone jack out so the radio could be heard through the speakers and then spoke back into his radio. 
 
    ‘No, no, control. I’m not away. I was just getting an update. Do you know the names for the persons abducted?’ 
 
    Another pause. 
 
    ‘No, no. I can only see a description on the log at the moment. A female and a young boy. Witnesses are saying he was around eight to ten years old, brown hair. Not much on there at the moment. There’s no suggestion on here of anybody making contact or any request for a negotiator. I’ll let you know if that changes but for now you are free to deal with your Langthorne job.’ 
 
    ‘All received.’ 
 
    He pushed the radio back into its clip on the side of his belt. He twisted the bezel to turn it down. He took a moment to steady himself, his eyes scrunched tightly shut. 
 
    ‘I’m telling the truth. You’re going to have to do what I ask you, Sarge. We both know it. Get in touch with your girlfriend down the port. She’ll have access to the customs manifest for the Spirit of Britain passenger ferry. There’s a lorry that’ll show as being registered to a company called Manesco. It’s refrigerated. The manifest will show as if it’s carrying pallets of tomatoes from Spain. You need to make sure they get through the port without any issues.’ 
 
    ‘This is a lot of bother for tomatoes,’ Shaun said quietly. 
 
    ‘You need to make the call where you stand. And, Sarge . . . I’m sure I don’t need to say it, but a big part of your job is to make it clear that she can’t be telling anyone else what she’s been asked to do.’ 
 
    ‘She might not be at work today. I don’t know her—’ 
 
    ‘She went on at three. Handover takes around half an hour. Now’s the perfect time, Shaun. I still don’t think you understand your situation fully . . . how much these people have got stuff worked out.’ 
 
    ‘What if this Manesco lorry is already marked? What happens then? If the lorry has been marked to be stopped then it will be stopped from what I know.’ 
 
    ‘She’ll need to find a way.’ 
 
    ‘And I can’t tell her why?’ 
 
    ‘No. Let’s hope she trusts you, Sarge. She’s going to need to.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    As she walked into the rest area, Jess Norris rolled her eyes at Alice Young. Alice responded with a wry smile; she was being regaled by their work colleague Simon Johnstone, and he was in full flow. 
 
    ‘So, I dropped it on the new springs — it’s just about as low as it can go,’ Simon enthused. 
 
    Alice was filling a large teapot. Jess raised an eyebrow at her. 
 
    ‘Simon dropped his Volkswagen yesterday, Jess.’ Alice said. 
 
    Jess looked over at Simon. He looked very pleased with himself. 
 
    ‘Careless,’ she offered. 
 
    ‘Golf Anniversary,’ Simon said. ‘Brilliant red. Absolute mint it is.’ 
 
    Jess sat down at the table and thanked Alice for the tea. ‘Simon, these are all words that I know and understand — just not in that order. Don’t be offended. If I had the remotest idea of what you’re talking about, I’m sure I would be very impressed.’ 
 
    Simon was leaning against the work surface with his arms crossed. ‘Well, your boyfriend would be. Trust me, anybody who knows their cars would want her.’ 
 
    ‘Oh it’s a car!’ Jess exclaimed. ‘Shaun’s not into cars, actually.’ 
 
    ‘Not into cars! What do you see in someone like that?’ 
 
    ‘Well, the fact that he’s not into cars for starters. So I don’t have to hear him describing lumps of metal as a her.’ 
 
    Simon grinned. ‘I’m glad you didn’t make me a tea now.’ He walked towards the door. ‘I cannot take the blatant rudeness any longer.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t make tea for the early shift!’ Alice called after him. ‘You people get to go home!’ 
 
    Jess pressed her mug against her lips. ‘He definitely fancies you, you know.’ 
 
    Alice blushed a little. ‘Well, it’s all harmless. We both know I’m taken.’ 
 
    Jess remembered suddenly. ‘Oh, yeah! How was the night away with Dean?’ 
 
    Alice bit her bottom lip and stretched her left hand towards Jess. A diamond engagement ring sparkled under the strip light. 
 
    ‘Oh my god! He didn’t?’ 
 
    ‘He did.’ 
 
    ‘Six months together! You don’t mess about, do you?’ 
 
    ‘Nope. If it’s right, it’s right. We haven’t finished unpacking the house yet!’ 
 
    ‘Good Lord. How did he do it? Tell me everything.’ 
 
    Alice chuckled behind her mug. ‘It was lovely actually. He was just a little unlucky. We had a delightful lunch, a bit of a walk around a few shops and that, and then he suddenly said that he wanted to go on the London Eye. You know . . . the big wheel over the Thames.’ 
 
    Jess laughed out loud, ‘I’ve not heard it called that before!’ 
 
    ‘Anyway, we turn up and he’s already sorted tickets, he must have booked ahead because he just scanned his phone and we got into a pod with loads of other people. It was really lovely. I’ve not done it before, but it takes off and we’re moving. Is takes off the right way to describe it?’ 
 
    Jess was still laughing, ‘I know what you mean. So, yeah.’ 
 
    ‘So, we get nearly to the top and then suddenly we stop and there’s an announcement over the speakers that someone wants to ask a special question.’ 
 
    ‘Oh wow! He really did the business, didn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes and no.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘The next pod along. Some fella had obviously booked out the whole thing. I suddenly see everyone was gawping over at the pod at the very top, and it was just this couple and another fella who was dressed like a fancy waiter. He had some champagne and he poured it into two glasses while the bloke was down on one knee. It was all very lovely.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. So that wasn’t Dean’s plan.’ 
 
    Alice started laughing and took a few moments to compose herself again. ‘Well, yeah it was, but he didn’t know you could do the book out the whole pod thing. At least that’s what he said. Anyway, I said how lovely it was and when I turned to speak to him he was down on one knee too. He said that they had kind of stolen his thunder a little bit, but he wanted to ask a very similar question.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no! Oh poor Dean! So he had the top of the London Eye all planned out and then you watch a better version of it just as he’s about to do it!’ 
 
    ‘Yeah! And he was well nervous!” Both girls laughed hard. 
 
    ‘Great recovery though!’ Jess managed. Her laughter fell away a little and she gripped the ring while it was still on Alice’s finger. ‘And this is beautiful.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t it. I couldn’t have chosen a better one and he didn’t ask me at all. I really didn’t have any idea.’ 
 
    ‘Must be a goodun, see? Well, after all that, you still said yes.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. So he got his happy ending.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I guess a happy ending is the least you could give him after he’d spent all of that money!’ Jess laughed so hard she had to cover her mouth. 
 
    ‘You dirty bitch!’ 
 
    ‘Well, you did though didn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘It was a special occasion! Anyway, never mind me . . . When is your man going to pop the question? Your turn next. Maybe we could do a joint hen!’ 
 
    ‘Ah, well you see this is the benefit of maturity. We’ve only been together nine months and, while I appreciate that is a lifetime for you teenagers, with age comes a bit of a measured approach.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck measured. And I’m twenty now — me and Dean both are. We’re not kids anymore.’ 
 
    ‘You’re certainly old enough to make your own decisions. I hope it works out perfectly for you, Alice. I’m sure it will.’ 
 
    ‘You’re sure, maybe. We spoke to my parents last night. My mum said something similar, except she said we were old enough to make our own mistakes.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s true too. It’s natural for parents to be cautious.’ 
 
    ‘Well, she doesn’t have to worry about me. I think she sees all the world’s men as being like Jake.’ 
 
    ‘Is he still giving your sister issues?’ 
 
    ‘He gives her hell more like. I’ve given up trying to see her now. I’ve started going to the supermarket near her a lot, just to try and bump into her. It’s the only place he lets her go alone.’ 
 
    ‘Has it worked?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet.’ 
 
    ‘It’s all down to him that you don’t see each other is it? I remember you said she was upset with you after your talk.’ 
 
    ‘Ah yeah. We never really sorted that. The Becks I once knew, you could sit down with. Tell her that her new boyfriend was a shitbag who tried to get in her sister’s pants and she would listen. Then she’d get angry, but she would be angry at him. She would know that I wouldn’t just make shit up like that. She’d know that I was telling the truth, no question, and by the end we’d probably be plotting his slow death together. And having a right laugh doing it.’ 
 
    Jess nodded. ‘Blokes can change a girl. I’ve seen it happen.’ 
 
    ‘I never thought anyone would change Becks though. I don’t recognise her anymore. I can’t see how she got mixed up with someone like Jake.’ 
 
    ‘You really don’t like him do you?’ 
 
    ‘No. But it seems the world does. He’s got his claws in my beautiful sister. He flashes his money about. A nice car. He thinks he’s a footballer or a pop star or something.’ 
 
    ‘What does he do for money?’ 
 
    ‘Who knows? Not much from what I’ve seen. He’s got contacts though. He got me here — I owe him for that. And he makes sure he tells me enough.’ 
 
    ‘He got you an intel admin role with customs and excise! It’s not like he got you a part in Holby City! This is the booby prize surely?’ 
 
    ‘Hey! Don’t go mugging off my lack of importance or I’ll tell him that what I really want is my boss’s job!’ 
 
    ‘Do it,’ Jess smiled. ‘I’m bored of it anyway. Speaking of which I’d better go do it. At least show some willing.’ 
 
    They walked through to where the building opened up into a large office space. The early shift had now vacated completely with the exception of Jess’s opposite number, who was waiting to give a handover before he could leave his station. Sunday afternoon was an anomaly in the shift pattern as there was no overlap, just the late team taking over from the early. Her early turn counterpart stood ready to greet her just as her pocket buzzed. She recognised Shaun’s ring tone. 
 
    ‘Shit! Anything I need to know?’ She still held the ringing phone. 
 
    ‘Nah, standard Sunday.’ 
 
    ‘You get off then, I don’t need you. No offence,’ she grinned. 
 
    ‘None taken!’ 
 
    Jess waved cheerily as she answered her phone. ‘Sorry, Shaun, just starting here. You okay?’ He never called her when she was at work. 
 
    ‘I got called in. A negotiator job.’ 
 
    ‘Oh right. Nothing serious I hope.’ Jess felt ruffled; his tone was straight-to-business. 
 
    ‘Nah. One of those that should resolve itself. I’m not calling about this job, Jess. I’ve got wind of some intelligence that’s linked to the port.’ 
 
    ‘Oh really? So what do you know?’ 
 
    ‘I know what you’re like, Jess . . . please don’t go off half-cocked.’ 
 
    ‘Stop being a dick, Shaun.’ Jess chuckled. ‘What’s going on.’ She had made her way across the floor to a side room. She pushed the door shut behind her with her elbow. 
 
    ‘I’m not being a dick. I know what you’re like for a job, Jess, and I know you’re going to want all the answers. I don’t have much detail. There is a ferry due to dock at three forty-five this afternoon. There is a lorry on there and I need you to make sure that it gets through without being stopped. I’m sure it would anyway — there shouldn’t be anything conspicuous or unusual about it — but I need you to be sure.’ 
 
    ‘Why would I do that?’ This was starting to irritate her. ‘You know we’ve had this before with police operations. Your lot calling through and talking to me like you’re in charge of my port. Well, you’re not. We have total jurisdiction down here and we stop what we want.’ 
 
    ‘I know that, Jess. Jesus . . . I know that. I wouldn’t even make this call unless it was critically important. This isn’t pre-planned. This isn’t us leaving you out of the loop and throwing our weight around. This is my reaction to live intelligence. There aren’t the resources to assist you with the stop down there and, trust me, if you try and stop this vehicle you’ll need a lot more people.’ 
 
    ‘Why? What do you know?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t go into it, Jess. You know I’d—’ 
 
    ‘There you are, just like the rest. We’re not important enough to know what the police are planning. Tell me what you know or you get no promises from me.’ 
 
    ‘I shouldn’t even be calling you at all. This isn’t about a police operation — I don’t give a shit about that — this is about you not putting yourself or your people at risk. We don’t know enough. You need to let them run so we can have a little bit of time to do something further up the line. And I promise I will tell you everything I know when I can.’ 
 
    ‘The best way for me to keep my people safe is for me to be aware of everything you are.’ 
 
    ‘Look, Jess, take the details of the lorry. Check that they’re not on any list to be stopped and I’ll try and find out some more information for you. You know about as much as I know and we don’t have time to be discussing it. Do you want these details or not?’ 
 
    ‘Fine. Give me the details. But I’ll be running my own checks down here. I don’t like not knowing.’ 
 
    ‘Nor do I, Jess. Do what you can on the quiet. Just make sure that vehicle gets through.’ 
 
    ‘Look, I got to go. Text the details through.’ Jess didn’t give Shaun the opportunity to reply before she pressed to end the call. She opened the door and peered out onto the floor. She had four customs officers, six immigration officers and Alice, her civilian intelligence officer. Hardly a SWAT team, but she wasn’t one to walk away from anything. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Alice was smiling at something on her smartphone as Jess approached her desk. 
 
    ‘Alice? Have you reviewed the manifest for the 15.45?’ 
 
    Alice jumped at Jess’s urgent tone. ‘I had a look. It was reviewed by early turn and there was nothing highlighted.’ 
 
    ‘Is there a stop list?’ 
 
    ‘There’s always a stop list, Jess. If your question was is there anything interesting on the stop list? I would be able to give you a very definite no. What are you after?’ 
 
    ‘Can you send it to me please?’ 
 
    ‘What do you want that for?’ 
 
    ‘Can you just send it please, Alice!’ Jess snapped, and then took a breath. ‘Sorry, Alice. I just want to run my eyes over it is all.’ 
 
    The document was attached to an email by the time she got back to her own desk. The HGV quota wasn’t full: the Spirit of Britain could hold 180 full-size lorries before the health and safety people got twitchy. On this Sunday afternoon in late March, they were running with just under ninety. Ten lorries were marked with a stop. These were auto-generated using a computer algorithm, but they would sometimes have manual marks against them if there was specific intelligence. The algorithm usually picked out a sample of around 10% of the vehicles and the team were expected to stop and report on each of these. Jess also knew that they could pick different ones if they wanted to; sometimes her officers would stop something based on the driving style or a reaction to their uniform. She ran her eyes down the list. She could see that someone had manually marked one lorry for a run through the X-Ray machine, but none for a full stop and search. 
 
    Jess’s phone beeped to announce an incoming text. It was from Shaun, and it carried the details of the lorry that needed to roll through. 
 
    ‘Tomatoes,’ she said out loud. Well, it wasn’t going to be carrying tomatoes. She went back to her list. The details from Shaun were for a Spanish registered lorry, it was the same vehicle that had been marked up for a run through the X-Ray. She made her way back over to Alice’s desk. 
 
    ‘Hey, Alice.’ 
 
    ‘Everything okay?’ Alice looked up from her monitor. 
 
    ‘Yeah, of course. Did you mark a Spanish registered lorry up to be ran through the X-Ray or was it the early turn? It’s the only one with a manual mark. I was just wondering if there is any specific intel?’ 
 
    Alice shrugged. ‘That was me yeah. I had a quick look. Tomatoes, right? No specific intel — I keep an eye on the stats and patterns. That company always come through in a convoy, never less than four lorries. It just stood out being on its own. Pretty thin I know, but I gotta justify my existence somehow!’ Alice chuckled, 
 
    Jess smiled back. ‘Understood. I don’t think it warrants it. We’re just generating work. I’m not saying you’re wrong, Alice, but it’s a Sunday afternoon, you know. Let’s not over stretch.’ 
 
    Alice still smiled. ‘Sure thing, boss. They’ve printed the list though. There’s no point taking it off. I’ll go out and tell them.’ 
 
    Jess checked her watch. It was 15:35. She took in the office and saw that most of her staff had already slipped on their hi-vis jackets and headed out to their stations. They would have the printed list with them. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry. I fancy the fresh air anyway.’ Jess pushed her way out of the door and startled two uniformed police officers on their way in. 
 
    PC Alan Hayward and PC Matt Eaves both fixed wide grins and held their ground. They wore the navy-blue uniform of firearms patrols and were regulars at the office. A spotless police SUV dripped water from its panels onto the double yellow lines directly outside of the office block. 
 
    ‘Ah! The lovely Jess!’ Alan said. ‘How are you this fine evening?’ 
 
    ‘Suspicious,’ Jess replied immediately. 
 
    ‘Good to hear. Everyone should be more suspicious in my opinion. The ABC of policing . . . Assume nothing, believe no one, check everything.’ 
 
    ‘So I shouldn’t assume your visit coincides with the phone call I just took two minutes ago then?’ 
 
    The men exchanged looks. Jess couldn’t tell if it was surprise, perplexity or the fear of being caught out. 
 
    ‘Our visit, Jess, is nothing more than a quick go on your jet-wash and in the hope of a lovely cup of sunshine,’ Matt said. ‘And with even lovelier company!’ 
 
    Jess still eye-balled them. Dropping in for a cup of tea was not at all unusual. This was a natural tea stop for firearms patrols who gathered in the middle of the county and were then sent to each compass point to ensure coverage. The southern patrol would sometimes base itself at the port for an entire shift. But their timing today seemed too much of a coincidence. 
 
    ‘Well, you’ll have to wait for your tea if you want your tomato lorry to get through my port. Don’t ask me to be happy about it though. I guess I could do without the bother on a Sunday afternoon.’ 
 
    There was an awkward pause. Alan stepped forward to puncture it. ‘The people of the UK are in your debt, Jess. We are a nation of tomato lovers after all!’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. So you don’t have to be here to check on me.’ 
 
    ‘Deal! Can we be here to drink your tea though?’ 
 
    ‘After I watch it through. And if you give me an inkling as to what this is all about then I might just think about it.’ 
 
    Matt’s smile dropped away as his attention was caught by his radio. He spoke into it. ‘Foxtrot One, go ahead.’ 
 
    Jess held her ground, stood still with her arms crossed. 
 
    ‘Received that, we’ll make a start towards that location.’ Matt let go of the radio on his chest. ‘Sorry, Jess. Seems like the tea’s going to have to wait. We’ll try and drop back in later in the shift. Duty calls!’ 
 
    Jess huffed as she pulled the door closed behind her and stepped into the dull roar of one of Europe’s busiest ports. Her team were already in position. The ferry was finishing its docking procedure. Soon the huge doors would drop to form a bridge over the water for the steady exit of cars and lorries. She made her way towards the front two officers who would be directing the traffic. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Alan waited until Matt pulled the door shut on their police SUV before he spoke. ‘What was all that about? The tomato thing?’ 
 
    ‘I know! No idea, mate, it must be them intel boys holding back the juicy stuff again.’ 
 
    ‘This shout’s probably a load of nothing. I’ve a good mind to sit up and give one of the lorries a tug. Routine traffic stop.’ 
 
    ‘That’s because you don’t care who you piss off!’ 
 
    Alan guided the SUV onto the one-way system that led from the port. He pushed the screen on the phone suckered to the windscreen in front of him. ‘I’ll at least give Rachel the heads up. I don’t think she’s being pulled away for this job and she’s in the unmarked. She might be able to keep tabs on the lorry and we can get involved a bit later.’ 
 
    Matt shook his head. ‘We don’t even know what lorry she’s talking about!’ 
 
    ‘Tomatoes. You can spot them a mile off, right?’ 
 
    Both men shared a chuckle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    ‘That was risky, Sarge.’ Bobby looked genuinely worried. 
 
    ‘What else was I supposed to tell her? I can’t tell her the truth.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve stoked her interest. We need to hope that she doesn’t go too far in her investigations.’ 
 
    Shaun shrugged. ‘She isn’t the sort of woman you can tell what to do. Not without a damned good reason why.’ 
 
    Bobby checked his watch. ‘I guess in ten minutes or so we will find out just what sort of a woman she is.’ 
 
    ‘So this happens, the lorries get away from the port, and what? My kid just gets released?’ 
 
    ‘Your kid, your ex. Like I said, these people don’t want no mess around them and snatching kids — that’s some messy shit right there.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a lot of risk just to be sure some lorry doesn’t get stopped. What’s on that lorry?’ 
 
    Bobby swigged back at his flask. His eyes were glazing over, his pupils losing their focus a little. Shaun could tell the liquid was starting to have some effect. Then Bobby shrugged. ‘Tomatoes.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not going to be something wholesome, now is it? Someone went to a lot of trouble to get it through and you expect me to believe that you’re just going to release your only assets as soon as they are in the country? What’s to stop me going after that lorry the second they hit the road network?’ 
 
    ‘Common sense, Sarge. Think about it, man . . . Do you really need all this shit? It’s no skin off your nose, is it? So some bad man gets a lorry into the country carrying some contraband. He might get richer on it or whatever, but it happens every day, right? I see it in the news. You hear about a load of coke washing up on the coast down at Dungeness, right? And you people talk about how it’s a big hit against the criminals. But that isn’t the first time they’ve tried it now is it, Sarge? You and me both know they’ve landed a hundred loads before they fuck up and lose one. Pocket change. They might even give you one every now and then just to keep you sweet or to get you patrolling the wrong area.’ 
 
    ‘There’s more to this than some contraband. There has to be. This had to get through.’ 
 
    Bobby checked his watch. ‘Yeah it did. For your sake.’ 
 
    Shaun also checked the time. It was 3:47 p.m. 
 
    ‘Can you listen in to what they’re doing in Canterbury?’ Bobby asked. 
 
    ‘You what?’ 
 
    ‘Canterbury. Where they’re talking about the snatch. Can you listen to that on your radio?’ 
 
    Shaun grabbed the radio from his belt. ‘Yeah.’ He switched to the channel covering Canterbury. The operator was talking about a road traffic collision in the city centre. A major job like the abduction would probably have its own channel assigned by now. 
 
    ‘As soon as the lorries are clear there should be an update.’ 
 
    Almost as Bobby stopped talking the tone of the operator on the radio changed. 
 
    ‘Zulu Three, are you available for an immediate call?’ 
 
    ‘Go ahead, Control.’ 
 
    ‘Zulu Three, we are receiving a call that might be linked to the abduction job in the city centre. A female caller who says she and her son were forced into a car earlier today and have been kept locked in a room. She says someone just threw a phone into the room. She’s called 999, but doesn’t know if there are still people with her.’ 
 
    ‘Received, Control — show us en route.’ 
 
    Shaun bit his lip as the control room updated with the location. It was a cider farm just outside of Canterbury. A lot of other patrols also called up and confirmed they would make their way. Someone with local knowledge called up to confirm that the farm was no longer in use. 
 
    ‘Shouldn’t be long now, Sarge.’ Bobby had his flask in his hand, he tipped it right back, catching the last few drips on his tongue. ‘And perfect timing . . . I’m all out of rum.’ 
 
    ‘They had better be okay,’ Shaun spat. 
 
    Bobby shrugged. ‘I got sold this same as I sold it to you. I do my bit, convince you to do your bit and they do theirs.’ 
 
    Shaun felt his anger flare. He was about to direct it towards Bobby when voices filled the radio again. The location was close to a police office. Two patrols had covered the distance and arrived at the scene at the same time. They described a dirt track entrance, no vehicles and an old farmhouse that appeared derelict in the distance. The controller confirmed that the female had said they were in a house. 
 
    The radio went silent. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    The thump from the other side of the building was loud and sudden. The door to their makeshift cell rattled in its housing and the woman swept her boy up in her arms, crushing him as she pulled him tight. She pushed her back firmly against the far wall while the boy stared wide-eyed and expectant at the door. 
 
    Another loud thud. Heavy footsteps and indiscernible shouts that filtered through the walls and the gap under the door. The boy took a sharp intake of breath and he pushed himself backwards into her chest. The door handle rattled suddenly. Then the door flexed from a solid blow with a cracking splintering sound. Another blow came a split second later and the door flew in on its hinges. The boy screamed. 
 
    A man strode in with a gun levelled in both hands. He wore a military-style helmet and his face was covered in a black material, but as she panned down his body, she saw the word POLICE stitched in white lettering onto his navy overall. All at once she felt her body slump as the fear and tension drained out of it to be replaced by a sudden swathe of relief. Tears blurred her vision of two more figures following behind. 
 
    ‘You’re safe now, ma’am’ The lead officer bent down and rested his hand on her shoulder. ‘We’ve come to get you out of here.’ The words were muffled through the material and were soft in her ear. She allowed herself to be helped to her feet, but she wouldn’t let go of her boy — maybe not ever again. Her thighs burned as she found her feet, her muscles stiff from lack of movement, her whole body had been tight with tension. 
 
    The men led her through the house. She’d been blindfolded on the way in and this was the first time she had been able to see where they had been held prisoner. They had to walk up a flight of stairs from the basement and the front door was directly in front. It was a big house, old and run down. No one could have been living here. She was told to be careful on the stairs as some were missing. The floorboards on the ground floor were also gone and chunks of ceiling littered the hall. The front door already hung open, more officers were waiting for her. She narrowed her eyes at the sudden burst of natural light as she made her way through. A car was pulled across the entrance and a rear door was open. The hands that guided her in were gentle this time, the voices kind. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Shaun had dropped to a squat. One hand down, fingers splayed for support, his head bent forward as he listened to the updates over his radio. The team were in. They gave updates as they went through each room in turn. It was maddening. ‘Ground floor CLEAR!’ he heard. 
 
    Shaun gripped his nose. He daren’t breathe. 
 
    ‘Heading downstairs to the basement area. Locked door, standby, standby.’ 
 
    The pause that followed seemed to go on forever. Shaun scrunched his eyes tightly shut. He didn’t care about the instructions from Bobby anymore. He had plugged his earpiece back into his radio so he wouldn’t miss a single word. He held it roughly in his ear. 
 
    ‘Contact, contact!’ 
 
    They’d found someone — hostile or friendly? The longest pause yet. 
 
    ‘Two persons located, Control. An adult female and a juvenile male. It’s gonna be our missing persons.’ 
 
    Shaun spat out a sob. He had to bring one knee down as he threatened to topple forward. He opened his eyes and saw that Bobby had come off the edge and stepped towards him, just a pace or two. Shaun looked up. Bobby’s steps were deliberate, as if in slow motion, but his expression had lost none of its intensity. He stopped five metres away from the ledge and bit his bottom lip. 
 
    Shaun spoke into his radio. ‘Control, confirm the two persons are all in order?’ His voice was still coarse. Bobby was still watching him intently. 
 
    ‘Yes, yes. They will be conveyed to a medical facility but both appear to be in order. Zulu Three, if you are still with the two persons can you confirm their details please.’ 
 
    Shaun was still listening intently to his radio. Bobby was a little closer, he cast a shadow over him. Shaun rocked to his knees. The confirmation came through his earpiece of the two rescued persons. Their names and dates of birth. Shaun saw Bobby staring down at him, watching him intently. Bobby’s hands suddenly rose to his cheeks and he expelled air. He must have seen at last the fresh panic that Shaun had done his best to conceal. 
 
    ‘It’s not them, is it?’ Bobby said. ‘It’s not your family!’ He was already pacing backwards, a sudden beaming smile lifted to the sky. 
 
    Shaun found the strength to get back to his feet, his mind reeling. He started after Bobby. ‘Bobby! Help me, Bobby!’ 
 
    Bobby’s backwards walk was halted as his hip met with the raised wall. He stepped back up onto the edge, his hands out towards Shaun. ‘Not another step now, Sarge. Stay there.’ He cast a quick look over at the drop. The wind moved his hair round his face. 
 
    Shaun did as he was told. He stopped with a two-metre gap. Not quite close enough. 
 
    ‘I can’t help you, Sarge.’ A thick tear ran down Bobby’s cheek. He did nothing to blink it away. He looked as if his eyes struggled to focus, the alcohol taking its effect. ‘Just do as they say. You’ll get yours back, too. I promise.’ 
 
    ‘You can help me, Bobby. You’re the only person who can. Do they have my family? Tell me where my family are, Bobby. Come down from there and tell me what you know.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t, Sarge. I can only help my family. My wife. My boy. Now you have them, you tell them I did this for them. That I died for something.’ 
 
    ‘No one’s dying here, Bobby.’ 
 
    Bobby’s eyes flicked to his watch. ‘I hope you get yours too. Sorry, Sarge. Its 4 p.m. We’re out of time.’ 
 
    Bobby’s right foot stepped backwards into nothing. Shaun had been edging forwards and he made a last-ditch dive. Though his footing was lost in the gravel, his right arm arched over the wall in a grab. He felt a wisp of hair. 
 
    But Bobby was gone. 
 
    Shaun’s chest collided hard with the lip of the wall, his lungs were forced empty of air, his chin scraped on the brick. His feet scrabbled on the floor, his legs locked out, pushing him forwards so he could see over the edge and down. Bobby was already at the bottom, he was nothing more than a silhouette in the middle of the road, the red pool gathering around his body already visible, even from a hundred feet above. Shaun’s legs buckled and he fell back onto the gravel, still fighting for breath. 
 
    Eventually, he managed to pull himself up to a sitting position, his back against the low wall. He twisted the radio from his belt loop and steadied his hands to work the buttons. He changed it back to the channel covering Langthorne, to where patrols were now chattering excitedly about the mess on the pavement below. An ambulance had been positioned just around the corner as the negotiation had been ongoing. They were already with Bobby. Shaun knew it was hopeless; no one survived such a fall. Sure enough, the paramedic called life extinct after just a few moments. The patrol sergeant took over the air, he instructed officers to remain on their cordons, declared the area an incident scene and requested the detective sergeant on duty in the local CID to be made aware. All standard stuff. Some of the instructions were directed towards him too, he was told to remain at the jump site until he could be replaced by a patrol. They would carry out a search and then man a pointless cordon until the DS had been out for a pointless look. Shaun glanced back over at the bundle of Bobby’s belongings and found his feet. The stuff was right against the rail line. 
 
    On closer inspection, the bundle was a long, black jacket and a small rucksack. He checked the jacket first. Bobby’s wallet was in the inside pocket, it was busy with receipts, bus tickets and handwritten notes. Nothing that stuck out as significant. Shaun took out a provisional driving licence card: Robert Leonard, 19 Sidney Street, Langthorne. Shaun knew the road, it was a row of terraced houses at the top of the town. Most were council-owned two-up-two-downs. He took his notebook out of his pocket and calmed his shaking hands enough to note the details. The rest of the coat had some betting slips, more bus tickets and a bundle of vouchers for school computers from a local superstore. He threw it back on the floor and turned his attention to the rucksack. The front pocket had a packet of cigarette papers that had spilled out of a near-empty tobacco pouch, some remnants of cannabis, and a door key. He shifted his attention to the main compartment. He immediately saw a long white wire and pulled it free. He recognised a remote radio device similar to something he had used previously when doing covert work. It had a battery pack, a receiver unit with a switch to move up and down through radio channels and a microphone with a clip. The microphone was a specialised design that would transmit constantly when the unit was switched on, rather than only on the press of a button. He also found a small blue plastic box that snapped open to reveal a squashy headphone with a tiny aerial. The final part of the set, a fully concealable earpiece connected to the receiver unit. The only other item in the main part of the bag was a cheap-looking Nokia phone. Shaun nearly missed the final pocket on the back of the bag. It held a small white envelope, which he flipped over to read the front: 
 
    SHAUN CARTER 
 
    His pulse quickened again. In his eagerness to open the envelope, he ripped the single sheet of folded paper and had to hold it back together to read the message. 
 
    You’ll know how to wear the wire I expect. We will require further assistance. Keep the phone on. This is how you get your family back. No one else is looking for them. This is just between us now, Shaun. 
 
    Shaun heard footfalls on the gravel behind him and he snapped his head around. Two uniformed officers approached, one offered a cheery wave. Shaun stuffed the note and the wire kit in his hoody front pocket. He pushed the phone into his jean pocket as he stood to greet them. 
 
    ‘Hey!’ 
 
    ‘How’s it going, Sergeant?’ The cop had PC LEVERITT, LANGTHORNE in dirty lettering on a Velcro strip. ‘I hope you’re not in any sort of competition with the other negotiators?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Competition? This would be a black mark, right?’ PC Leveritt smiled. 
 
    ‘Oh. Yeah, I guess so.’ 
 
    ‘No disrespect. I know you negotiators are well drilled but I always say if they’re going to jump, they’re going to jump. Not much anyone can do about it.’ 
 
    ‘You might be right. One thing’s for sure, though . . . I need to get on with the report.’ 
 
    He brushed past the two officers without making eye contact. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Shaun neared a place that was instantly familiar, despite never having been to this particular hospital before. Every hospital did morgues the same, and they were always found in the depths of the basement. As he approached, the heavy double doors swung open and he almost collided with a porter making his exit. He looked startled to find someone upright and talking. As the doors swung back to close, the thick plastic that hung from their bottoms swept the mottled concrete. 
 
    ‘You might not be expecting me!’ Shaun blurted out, having been caught out himself. 
 
    The porter looked blank. 
 
    ‘Sorry, I’m Sergeant Shaun Carter, I’m part of an investigation following the death—’ 
 
    ‘It don’t matter to me. Who are you here to see?’ The porter was curt, clearly having a bad day. 
 
    Shaun still clutched his warrant in his hand. He let it fall back to hanging round his neck on a lanyard. ‘I’m here to see Leonard, Robert Leonard. He’ll be your latest arrival I’d imagine.’ 
 
    The porter spun silently on his heels and walked back through the doors. Shaun followed into a wide corridor with bare concrete walls busy with pipes and ducts feeding the living in the wards above. The left wall contained a number of whiteboards with handwritten names and admittance dates and times on them. The porter scanned these boards, moving along the wall as he did so. Shaun noticed the board labelled ‘infants’ and his discomfort increased. The porter continued to assess the boards and Shaun turned to face the opposite wall where a number of polished metal doors were arranged neatly over three levels. Each one represented the end of a human life. 
 
    ‘Be out in the overflow.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, right. Busy then?’ 
 
    ‘Not me. This ain’t my job normally. I’m just the porter. I got to be down here covering. There ain’t enough of us, see?’ 
 
    ‘Seems a common theme,’ Shaun replied. He flicked a glance at his watch, aware that he might not have much time. 
 
    The porter walked past him. ‘Overflow fourteen.’ He pushed back through the doors. 
 
    Overflow fourteen was near where he had first stepped out of the daylight into the underside of the building. The huge open space had been largely taken over by big squares of blue tarpaulin. Each could take eighteen of the freshly departed, stacked in feet-to-feet formation. They had zips down the middle of each side and a spinning fan. All the fans going at once combined to provide their own layer of white noise. 
 
    They stopped at number fourteen. ‘He’s in here. Middle left. I don’t need to see it.’ The porter walked behind one of the other overflow fridges before Shaun could assure him that, no, he didn’t. By the time Shaun had pulled the long zip from top to bottom he could smell cigarette smoke. 
 
    The bodies were stacked three high and three along. The metal stretcher was on rungs, it slid out smoothly to yield up a black body bag. Zipping this open revealed a second layer: a white cloth bag stained a ruby red and tight enough for Shaun to make out facial features. 
 
    ‘Jesus!’ He stepped back, just slightly. No matter how many times he saw the dead, no matter their state, he always half expected movement. 
 
    The cloth inner also had a zip. Shaun tugged this open and Bobby Leonard’s dead eyes were revealed against his waxy skin. There was obvious trauma to the skull; it was severely misshapen and the hair matted with dried blood. The lower jaw was missing and it was obvious that the neck was broken — the head hung unnaturally low. Shaun pulled the tray out further, far enough to get two poles locked out from underneath that acted as a stand. The paramedics had cut Bobby’s clothes in their futile efforts to keep him alive and Shaun took in his near-naked form. His leather hat lay on his chest. Shaun focused on what he was looking for. His attention moved to Bobby’s head, which was turned sideways, left ear uppermost. Shaun checked it and it was clear. He had stuffed some blue gloves in his pocket from the boot of the car, he pulled them on and reached in, getting his palm under Bobby’s right cheek. He lifted the head but couldn’t turn it around, a likely combination of the muscles starting to stiffen and the damage to the neck. He had to make do, feeling until his fingers pushed into the right ear. Sure enough, he felt something solid. It took a couple of seconds for him to work it free. It was a clear, rubber earpiece. The same type as he had been left for his own use. His search moved down Bobby’s body. Shaun searched the shredded shirt. He found a metal clip on the inside, just below a buttonhole, Shaun was sure it would have held the microphone. The rest of it could be anywhere. He continued down, patting each of Bobby’s jean pockets. He stopped at the rear pocket, there was a lump and he pulled it clear — the remains of a small, white power pack. It was largely broken up but he could see it was switched to “ON.” Shaun scooped up as much of the plastic pieces as he could and stuffed everything in the front of his hooded top, checking that the smoking porter had stayed out of sight. 
 
    ‘Is there a problem?’ 
 
    Shaun was startled. A man stood in front of him. Shaun had missed his approach. He was tall, broad and in a shirt and tie. His top button was undone and the tie hung low in an untidy knot. His hands were pushed into the pockets of a brown jacket that hung open. He smacked of detective. Shaun recognised him from somewhere. 
 
    ‘No problem,’ Shaun said. He patted Bobby’s shins, the last part of his search. 
 
    ‘I wasn’t expecting anyone else?’ The detective was clearly unimpressed and did nothing to hide it. 
 
    ‘I didn’t call up. I was called out as the negotiator. I was talking to Bobby, here, until he jumped.’ 
 
    ‘I think he’s done talking now.’ 
 
    ‘I know. I had a good rapport with him too. This is something I do sometimes, you know? I like to come and see them when they are finally at peace. A little bit of closure.’ 
 
    ‘And searching him. Does that help too?’ 
 
    Shaun shrugged. ‘It needs to be done, right? I thought I would. Two birds, one stone an’ all that — seeing as I was here anyway. I thought it might be appreciated, it being a Sunday afternoon.’ 
 
    ‘You’re Shaun Carter then?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘Well, at least that’s answered my question about where you’d got to. Seems talking to you became a priority during my journey over here. I’ve had some rather panicked senior officers wanting to know just why the hell they were being called out on a Sunday afternoon.’ 
 
    ‘Called out? Why would they call people out?’ 
 
    The man shrugged. ‘I’m just the duty DS. The late weekend cover. I’d only just got my coat off and I get turned out to poke a body with a stick. I was on my way, stick in hand and then Major Crime call me and tell me they’re making it their business. Seems they’ve been called at home and told to get their own poking sticks and to make their way out.’ 
 
    ‘Major Crime?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. Which means I’ve suddenly got a load of actions they want doing and ideally before they get here. Seems someone has come up with an alternative story to sad-man-jumps-from-height-to-end-it-all. One that involves murder.’ 
 
    ‘Murder? He wasn’t murdered. Unless you think I gave him a little shove — because there wasn’t anyone else up there with him.’ 
 
    ‘Unlawfully killed then. And no, I don’t think you gave him a little shove. Not in front of that live audience.’ 
 
    ‘Unlawfully killed? How did someone reach that conclusion?’ 
 
    The DS cocked his head slightly to one side, his eyes held Shaun’s for just a second longer than was comfortable. He shrugged again. ‘Like I said, I’m just the bloke who’s holding the fort. I need to get an account from you of what was said up there. I will warn you though mate . . . I know how they work. You’ll be asked to give them the exact same account all over again when they get here.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I’ve worked with Major Crime before, too.’ 
 
    ‘Right then. I appreciate that the search is done but I’ll have another quick look, if you don’t mind — just so I can assure them it’s been done and there’s no knives or bullets stuck any place they shouldn’t be. Then we can have a chat. There’s a coffee place just in the entrance of the hospital upstairs. That sound okay?’ 
 
    ‘Sounds fine, yeah.’ 
 
    Shaun watched as the DS got to work, he pulled the bag open wider and gazed down at Bobby Leonard. ‘We really are just a bag of bones, aren’t we?’ he said. 
 
    ‘We are,’ Shaun replied. 
 
    ‘Largely broken ones in this poor fella’s case. Well, he made his choice.’ 
 
    ‘He did.’ 
 
    The DS pulled a notebook from his pocket and readied his pen. ‘For cause of death, what do you reckon? Gravity?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The coffee shop was busy. It was indeed right by the entrance, and there was a steady stream of staff, inpatients and their visitors bustling through automatic doors that never rested. Shaun had always hated hospitals, but today his dislike of his surroundings was fuelled by his desperation to get away, to get on with finding his family. The DS sat down opposite him and fussed with his coffee. Shaun would need some information from the DS but he would have to be careful how he went about getting it. His next step had to be finding Bobby Leonard’s family. Someone was controlling Bobby’s every move at the last and it had all been for him. Every sentence he said must have been uttered into his ear, every move described in detail — including the final move: jumping from one hundred feet to certain death. And Shaun had to assume they’d heard every word he’d said to Bobby. 
 
    ‘So . . .’ the DS began. 
 
    Shaun snapped out of his thoughts. 
 
    The DS smiled at him warmly. ‘What’s going on then?’ 
 
    ‘Going on?’ 
 
    ‘I mean, I don’t really care to be honest. Major Crime are on their way, they’re too full of their own self-importance to question why the sergeant of a town beat team lost a jumper and then followed him to the hospital to search his body. They probably won’t even realise that’s what you did. And if they did they’ll definitely accept that you wanted closure and were trying to help. That’s almost plausible. But I’m interested.’ 
 
    ‘Who says that’s not the truth?’ Shaun bit back, it was a reaction to someone caught out with the sudden question and he knew it. 
 
    ‘I used to be a damned good detective, before they tied me to a desk and left me dealing with the irrelevant. A big part of being a good detective is following those first instincts and dismissing the almost plausible early. At least until it’s the only explanation left.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t get your point.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a trained negotiator, deployed as and when you’re needed. Your day job is running a town centre team. Nothing that has happened to you or that you have seen today should have lifted an eyebrow. How many ODs have you bagged up from the town’s public toilets? Men and women you knew well, I’d bet. And yet here you are, chasing the ambulance so you could get here first to search poor old Bobby in there and then a bag of nerves under some light questioning.’ 
 
    ‘I’m hardly a bag of—’ 
 
    ‘What were you looking for?’ 
 
    Shaun sat back. He shook his head. ‘This is ridiculous.’ He was stalling for time — floundering — and he was pretty sure that they both knew it. 
 
    The DS had sat back too. He was smiling again. 
 
    ‘I don’t think you said your name.’ Shaun huffed. 
 
    ‘I didn’t. And, like I said, I’m just some desk sergeant. Someone else is on their way to take over. No one cares about my opinion and they sure as hell won’t ask for it. I’m just interested. But you don’t want to talk about it, and that’s fine.’ 
 
    ‘I came here to make my peace. Bobby really opened up to me. I’ve met him a couple of times. We got on well. He talked about his health, his family. I felt like I really got to know him, but I couldn’t save him. I really thought I could help.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe you did.’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ 
 
    ‘He’s at peace now, is he not? I’ve dealt with my own fair share of suicidal people. Some of them genuinely want to die, right? We turn up and we can prevent it, we talk them down, tell them they’ve got everything to live for and everything’s going to be okay. It’s not always, though, is it Shaun? And then we just hand them over to some medical professional of some sort who might recommend a pot of pills to take the edge off their misery. Maybe today was the best outcome.’ 
 
    ‘Not for his family.’ 
 
    ‘Not in the short term, no. Today’s a tough, tough day. But the rest of their life is easier, right?’ 
 
    ‘You have a very unique outlook on life.’ 
 
    ‘You might say it comes from a very unique life experience. You don’t get this cynical standing in the sunshine.’ 
 
    ‘I know you from somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘I get that a lot. I’m George Elms.’ He got to his feet and held out his hand. 
 
    ‘George Elms? The George Elms?’ Shaun stayed seated and stared up. 
 
    ‘I get that a lot too. I’m done with you then, mate. I’ve seen the report from the last conversation you had with our Bobby on Shakespeare Cliff. Diagnosed early-onset dementia, a bit of a drinking problem, murdered daughter — it’s all on there. So today he talked about the same subjects — maybe forgot that he already had — and then jumped. You had no pre-warning and there was no opportunity to get him safely away from the edge. That sound okay?’ 
 
    ‘That’s about it, yeah.’ 
 
    ‘Perfect. A standard suicide.’ 
 
    ‘Standard . . . yeah.’ George had stood but remained still. The pause was awkward. Shaun stumbled on. ‘I err, I heard you resigned — you know, after all that happened.’ 
 
    George pulled a small, bound notebook out of his pocket and scribbled on the top page. He tore it out and pushed it towards Shaun. ‘My number if you think of anything more you want to add to my report. I suggest you do it quick, though . . . I’ve been told I can resign at any time.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    George Elms had a small office in the training wing of Langthorne House police station. It was a large building, one of the biggest police stations in the county, and in his fifteen-year career George reckoned he had worked in just about every part of it. He’d spent time at other stations too, smaller ones with just a response team based there and he preferred them if he was honest. The bigger stations had any number of office type workers and senior ranks who worked a standard working week: Monday to Friday, eight ’til four. These were George’s working hours now too, since his enforced move away from actual policing. It meant that he no longer benefitted either from days off in the week or the late or night shift hours where senior management would leave you alone. Every weekend shift, however, had to have cover from a detective sergeant and this was getting more and more difficult to secure with the government cuts increasingly strangling resources and options. So George had been called in. Though he was pretty sure he’d been the last resort, it was nice to be sat in his office on a Sunday afternoon where he could finish his report in peace and quiet. 
 
    ‘George Elms!’ a voice boomed out. George hadn’t heard it for a long time. It was unmistakable. 
 
    ‘Major John Whittaker!’ George stood up behind his desk. He referenced the man’s title from his army days. 
 
    ‘I think it’s Chief Inspector Whittaker these days, George, old friend.’ 
 
    George extended his hand, Whittaker took it up with vigour. 
 
    ‘I thought you always preferred Major, sir. Chief Inspector?’ 
 
    ‘I know, I know. I was quite happy, George, bobbing along at inspector rank. It’s the wife, you know. We went along to some tosh soiree with the upper echelons mincing about in their dress uniforms and her indoors gets talking to the other wives. She hears about this business of moving up a rank or two in your twilight years to bang up the pension. Sure as eggs is eggs, she sees it fit for me to do the same. Pretty much had it sorted by the end of the evening — she’d even spoken to the right people.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I suppose that does make sense, right?’ 
 
    ‘It does not, George Elms, I can tell you. I had a lovely little number up there at HQ. I was in a lovely office, with a desk and one of those machines that makes coffee from a pod at the push of a button. One button! That was pretty much all I was responsible for. Nobody bothered me, nobody needed me. I mean, I had a role to fill. Just no one knew what it was and I sure as hell wasn’t going to tell them!’ 
 
    ‘Well, why would you?’ 
 
    ‘Quite. So this promotion idea comes up and bugger me if they don’t get me to start working for a living! Most unacceptable for a man of my stature and advanced years wouldn’t you say, old friend?’ 
 
    ‘Scandalous, sir. I wonder how you’ll cope.’ 
 
    ‘Eighteen months until retirement George. That’s how I will cope. We’re just back from Cyprus. I was posted out there in my fighting days, see. Beautiful part of the world. Looking for a nice villa or two out there. That’s how I’ll cope.’ 
 
    ‘Two? You going into the rental market then, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Rental! Pah! No chance friend, I can’t be bothered with all that nonsense. I figured I should look at two, just in case the wife wants to move out there too!’ 
 
    Both men shared laughter. CI Whittaker’s laugh was from his very depths, the sort that could rattle windows. 
 
    ‘So, what on earth are you doing here then, sir? I mean, you’re always very welcome of course.’ 
 
    ‘I would like to think so. Although I notice you’ve done nothing to make the wets since I’ve been here.’ 
 
    George held his smile. ‘Wets? You army boys have your own language. I only do tea. How do you take it?’ 
 
    George turned to his own tea facilities on a low desk under the only window. 
 
    ‘Black these days, George. Can’t touch the dairy anymore. Intolerance apparently. Who would have thought it? All these years dealing with foreign invaders and street shits and the only lasting intolerance I develop is to the tit of a cow.’ Whittaker bellowed laughter again. George couldn’t help but join in, it was infectious. 
 
    ‘So I’ll ask again . . . why are you here?’ 
 
    ‘Well, this is me now, see? I’m the chief inspector overseeing Major Crime. I’m going to need an inspector soon actually, maybe two. That sort of thing float your boat George?’ 
 
    George shook his head, ‘I don’t think promotion is for me, sir. Although I would like to see the looks on some faces when you suggested it. I’m being very much kept out of the way.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, I heard all about that business. It was all very nasty down here for a while, George. Terrible business. But this is an organisation with a perverse knack of promoting the trouble makers. You never know.’ 
 
    ‘You might be right. I hear there’s a vacant inspector’s job looking after a coffee machine at HQ?’ 
 
    Whittaker bellowed again. ‘That’s the George I remember! Imagine my surprise this afternoon when I get a call making me aware of a potential kidnap and murder and I get told the DS running the show is none other than my old friend George Elms! I had heard you had retired of course, but no one was really sure.’ 
 
    ‘Very nearly. The chief constable offered it to me himself. He promised me the full pension and said I could walk into the sunset.’ 
 
    ‘Why wouldn’t you do that?’ 
 
    ‘A good question! I had some time off before, sir. You might have heard about it. It wasn’t so good for my health. My wife and daughter have gone off on their own for the time being and I was left in a situation where I could sit at home and potentially self-destruct, or I could stick to all I’ve ever really known until I get some sort of direction back. It’s not a great plan, granted.’ 
 
    ‘The wife? Gone? Christ, man, after all you’ve been through.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I know, but that was the reason to be honest and I certainly don’t hold it against her. It might even be the right decision — for now at least. I still hold out hope.’ 
 
    ‘Charley — that’s your kid right?’ 
 
    ‘That’s her. She’s nearly nine.’ 
 
    ‘Nine, is it? Do you still see her a lot?’ 
 
    ‘No, actually. We talk on the phone. One thing I know about Sarah . . . when she does something, she does it properly. She’s disappeared if I’m honest, I don’t even know what part of the country they’re in. You might even move next door to them in Cyprus!’ 
 
    ‘Imagine that! You could find her, though, right? I don’t know anyone better at all that lark, George.’ 
 
    ‘I could, yeah. I did once. It didn’t end so well. The problem with finding someone who doesn’t want to be found is that they don’t want to be found. It’s not a great starting point for any sort of relationship. I was kinda hoping on an invite one day. I’ve spent the last few years fucking up, sir. I figured that the only thing I hadn’t tried was doing nothing.’ 
 
    ‘So that’s your plan.’ 
 
    George shrugged. ‘For now.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s all the small talk I’ve got in me now, George, I didn’t get called in on a Sunday to come and listen to your sorry state of affairs. What is going on with this whole thing today?’ 
 
    George chuckled as he finished the drinks. ‘I don’t know too much really, sir. I’m the duty DS and I get a call to go out to a jumper before I even get my coat off. Standard procedure I know . . . a DS will always get sent to a suicide. While I’m on my way, I get an update that two people have been pulled out of a building after being snatched off the street in Canterbury at gunpoint and someone has made a link between the two. Seems the woman and boy are related to our jumper. Someone’s put two and two together and come up with a bona fide conspiracy theory.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not having it then?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I didn’t say that, sir. It’s a hell of a coincidence, and you know what us detectives think about coincidences.’ 
 
    ‘I imagine I do. It will all come out in the wash anyway. I have a couple of good detectives with the two victims of the kidnapping as we speak. I did get an early update that they weren’t engaging. Worst case, we leave them alone for the night and revisit tomorrow. They’ve had quite a day.’ 
 
    ‘And you get to go back to your Sunday afternoon!’ 
 
    ‘Fair point! She’d done a lovely roast dinner too.’ 
 
    ‘You left that?’ 
 
    ‘Did I hell! I finished it before I came out. By the time I got a call we’d got our kidnap victims back and our jumper friend was well and truly jumped. Who was I going to rush around for? I’ll be honest, I didn’t have to come in at all. I only came out because I’m still trying to get my head around all this and I figured I could do with getting ahead before I get the third degree tomorrow morning. And then I saw your name all over the log and I knew I had to come in.’ 
 
    ‘To check I wasn’t fucking it up?’ 
 
    ‘Well . . . that — and I just had to see for myself that it was really you. A slightly fatter, older you, but you all the same.’ 
 
    The two of them laughed and raised their tea mugs to each other. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Shaun was so tautly wound that he flinched when the front door to 19 Sidney Street moved without warning. He was sitting in his car further down the street on the opposite side, where the straight line of houses broke for a primary school set back off the road. Cars were bumper to bumper all the way down. The streetlights had just started to blink on as the afternoon gave way to evening. He slipped a little lower in the seat, but there was little chance of him being seen. From this angle he could see part of someone in dark clothing and still facing into the address. Then came the unmistakable forms of two police detectives, who stepped out and the door closed quickly behind them. Shaun watched as the male and female exchanged a glance and the female shook her head as they walked away. They got into a car, it was facing away from Shaun and he watched it out of sight as it drove off. 
 
    He gave it a few minutes then stepped out. Nineteen Sidney Street. Bobby Leonard’s family home. He had read the log, he knew his wife and grandson had been unwilling to speak to police at any length after their ordeal and being told of Bobby’s demise. He guessed by the reaction of his detective colleagues that they had tried again and got the same response. But Shaun needed to know if they could help him. Despite knowing that just knocking on their front door might put his own family at risk, he couldn’t just sit and do nothing. 
 
    He hesitated again at the door. He took a second to look around. The world around him seemed to be going about its business. He knocked twice. 
 
    ‘Who is it?’ A female voice. She sounded annoyed. It came from the other side of the door. There was a spy hole and he held his warrant card up to it. 
 
    ‘My name is Shaun Carter. I’m a police officer, but I’m also a negotiator.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve spoken to you lot. I’ve told you that I’m done with it for today. I just want to be left alone.’ 
 
    ‘I was with Bobby. When he jumped.’ 
 
    There was no response. 
 
    ‘I was trying to talk him down. I couldn’t do it, I’m sorry . . .’ 
 
    Shaun paused for a reaction. He got nothing but silence. 
 
    ‘If you have any questions or anything you need to know, I’m here. I’m so sorry.’ 
 
    Shaun left it a full minute. He couldn’t be sure she had even heard what he had said. He considered his options and took in his surroundings again. He was starting to attract attention: the net curtain of the bay window next door twitched; a group of lads slowed as they walked past with a football. He made a decision. He pushed off the door and headed back to his car. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Shaun made straight for the police station. He booted up the Automatic Number Plate Recognition database and selected the cameras shown at the exit from the port. By selecting a short timescale he was able to identify the traffic leaving the port that was likely to have come from the Spirit of Britain ferry docking. The search on the ANPR system could be further narrowed as it filtered down to vehicle type and specifically for anything Spanish registered. He swigged at a cup of water as the system ran the search criteria. It took nearly a minute for a shortlist of six thumbnails to appear with the time next to each. Two lorries had left together at 15:58 hours. One had Manesco daubed on the front in small letters. Shaun noted the registration number and put it back into the search database. Another minute passed while he watched a maddening circle twirl on the screen. The hitlist was short again. One hour, twenty minutes after hitting the outbound ANPR camera at the port, it had hit again. This time inbound. They’d got back on a ferry. Fuck! They were gone! 
 
    Shaun stood up and backed away from his terminal as if it had suddenly burst into flames. His breathing shallowed as panic rose up through him. They’d made a drop somewhere within a thirty-minute range of the port and then they’d headed straight back to the continent. There was no quick way of tracing them now. And without that lorry he had run out of links. 
 
    He thrust his hands into his pockets and pulled out the handwritten note with George Elms’s number on it. He couldn’t sit on his hands until tomorrow and then hope he got his kid and ex-wife back safely. He had to be doing something. He needed a Plan B. He needed help. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    George was just back home when he got the call. Home was the top right flat in a large building built in the shape of a crescent on Langthorne’s seafront, which he’d rented both for the proximity to work and for the views. He’d just made a coffee and was on a wooden seat fitted into the bay window, watching an orange moon reflected in the fidgeting water. It was 9 p.m. 
 
    ‘George Elms.’ 
 
    ‘George, hey! It’s Shaun Carter. We met earlier today.’ 
 
    ‘Of course we did. How you going?’ 
 
    ‘Fine yeah. I didn’t know if you would still be at work.’ 
 
    ‘I am technically. I knocked off a half-hour ago. I mean I’m still on the clock but the night cover DS came in and sent me home.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. I’m sorry, is this a bad time? I didn’t know you would have your work phone still switched on at home.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t. I haven’t switched that thing on for months. That’s why I gave you my personal. Everything okay, Shaun? Did you remember something about your conversation with Bobby Leonard?’ 
 
    Shaun didn’t reply immediately. George gave him time. ‘Yeah, I guess I did. I remembered quite a bit actually.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, so do you want to meet?’ 
 
    ‘I could do with it, I think. Yeah. But I’ve got a bit of a problem . . . it’s more urgent than you might realise.’ 
 
    ‘Tonight then. By the time tomorrow comes this is all someone else’s problem anyway.’ 
 
    ‘You can do tonight?’ George could hear the relief in Shaun’s voice. 
 
    ‘Sure. Have you eaten? I haven’t yet. There’s a pizza place I know.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t, but I think it will have to be the police station. I don’t know if there’s anyone watching me.’ 
 
    This was disturbing. George took a second or two before responding. ‘This sounds rather serious all of a sudden. Takeaway it is then.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    George parked in a side street and slipped into the rear entrance of Langthorne House police station. The oversized pizza box was cumbersome as he bundled into the service lift. When he got to his office the lights were already on. Shaun Carter was pacing the middle. 
 
    ‘Shaun.’ 
 
    Shaun span to meet him, he immediately looked a man under stress. He was shorter and stockier than George. His arms were thick and well developed and he wore a wristband suggesting he was ex-military. 
 
    ‘Thanks for coming in,’ Shaun said. 
 
    ‘You’re welcome. What’s this all about?’ 
 
    ‘My conversation with Bobby Leonard was quite different to what you think. To what everyone thinks.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ 
 
    ‘I was picked out. You know I spoke to Bobby on a clifftop a few weeks ago. We spoke for a while and he got some information from me. He knew that I was covering all the weekends as negotiator, that I preferred to work alone, and he knew about my family. My ex-wife and my boy.’ 
 
    ‘Do you normally go into that much detail?’ 
 
    Shaun shook his head vigorously. ‘No, I didn’t tell him all that. I don’t know how he got the information about my family. He said that he got picked too. He said that these people have my boy and my ex-wife. They grabbed them from the street in Canterbury. He said he had a message for me from these people and if I did what he asked I would get my family back unharmed. I called up, did the checks I could from the top of that viaduct and there was an abduction job running in Canterbury. It sounded bad. I panicked. I did what he asked and the update came out on air almost straight away that the two people from the abduction had been released.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t your family.’ George was almost thinking out loud. 
 
    ‘It wasn’t. Bobby knew it would be his boy and his wife getting out. He had obviously done what he needed to do. Then he jumped.’ 
 
    ‘Shit! So your family are okay?’ 
 
    ‘No. Far from it. I couldn’t get in touch. It’s not unusual for my ex to ignore my calls so I went round to her house. It’s all in darkness. Then I got this through after I spoke to you on the phone.’ 
 
    Shaun passed his phone over. George read a text message from the screen from Carol. It said, Do as they say, don’t know where I am Shaun. We are okay x. 
 
    George handed it back. Shaun fiddled with the phone, then passed it over again. A second message on the screen from the same contact read: CLEVER BITCH HIDING THE PHONE. FEEL FREE TO TRACK IT. SHE’LL BE LONG GONE. 
 
    Have you had any further contact? Any more demands?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing.’ 
 
    ‘So they have your phone number. We can assume that’s how they’ll contact you?’ 
 
    ‘I guess so, yeah. There was nothing else.’ 
 
    ‘And Bobby was our link.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, and it makes sense now. His whole demeanour wasn’t right. I mean, I know people under that sort of stress. They don’t come across like normal people, but he was all over the place. I couldn’t put my finger on it. Then when you caught me searching his body I had found a wire on him.’ 
 
    ‘A wire? What sort of wire?’ 
 
    ‘Similar to what we use but a bit more up to date. A Bluetooth earpiece, the battery and device were all one, and I think it was the sort that uses a 4G network rather than a radio signal.’ 
 
    ‘So they were in contact with him while he was up there talking to you?’ 
 
    ‘The whole time I think. One of the rules was that I didn’t go out of earshot. They must have heard everything that was said and were pumping information into his ear. He genuinely might not have known any of it and was just repeating what they told him to.’ 
 
    ‘What did they have you do?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been seeing a girl who works down Dover port. It’s nothing serious. I was holding out you know . . . with the wife. Look, she basically runs the team that assesses the vehicles coming off the ferries. They have a small in-house intel cell and they can stop and search what they like. I was told to contact her and to make sure that a vehicle got through. An HGV that was showing as transporting tomatoes.’ 
 
    ‘Any idea what they were really transporting?’ 
 
    ‘No. Bobby probably didn’t either. But whatever it was, they went to a lot of effort to make sure it got through the border.’ 
 
    ‘Do you remember the details?’ 
 
    ‘I have them. I found it on the ANPR system. The same system that tells me that the lorry was back on a ferry an hour later. I’ve lost them, George. I’ve lost everything. I don’t know what to do. I’m desperate here.’ 
 
    ‘Desperate enough to call me.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry. The last thing you want is to be dragged into something like this, George, but I don’t know who to talk to. They made it clear that I shouldn’t talk to anyone. Definitely not other coppers. They said just to wait for further instructions. I know you by reputation. This might be a complete fuck-up, but I figured that if anyone understands how to get things done away from alerting the rest of the world, it might just be you. You’ve been in my shoes before, right?’ 
 
    George ran his hand through his hair. He scratched thoughtfully at his cheek. ‘I suppose so, but the motivation is different.’ 
 
    ‘Bobby Leonard played by the rules, I’m guessing he did what he needed to do by isolating me and getting my assistance. As soon as he did that his family were released. Totally unharmed. If I don’t fuck up, if I play by their rules then maybe they’ll just release my boy too?’ 
 
    ‘If you believed that you wouldn’t have called me. You’re a copper. The second they involved you, they upped the ante.’ 
 
    Shaun flopped in the chair on the opposite side of the desk. George remained standing, the delicious-smelling pizza was still untouched on the table. 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I just don’t know. That was my plan — to play by their rules I mean. To do what they say. But I wanted a Plan B. If it all went wrong, if they didn’t give me back my boy I wanted to at least have a start on these people. If they hurt Tyler—’ 
 
    ‘I know how you feel, Shaun. I’ve been there — my kid threatened, my family threatened. I know what it’s like, that tense knot in your stomach. You did the right thing talking to someone else. I didn’t. I kept it all to myself and I made mistakes, the sort of mistakes that put everyone at risk.’ 
 
    ‘These people seem to know so much about me. I figured you’re a clean break. If I don’t know you, they can’t either.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been described as many things. That’s a new one.’ 
 
    ‘What do we do, George? Where do we go from here?’ 
 
    George pondered his answer for a few seconds. ‘If you’re serious that these people might be watching you, then I suggest you do nothing. Let me do the legwork for now. I skimmed the details earlier. I need to review the whole thing, see if there’s anything relevant.’ 
 
    ‘I tried to talk to Bobby Leonard’s family. They might be the only link left.’ 
 
    ‘That would be the next obvious move. What happened?’ 
 
    ‘I went to the home address. I watched a couple of detectives go in. They must have only been in there five minutes — maybe less. They got a pill to be honest. I knocked on the door a few minutes after they left and she wouldn’t even open the door to me. I’ve checked the log and they’re just not engaging with us at all.’ 
 
    ‘She’s back at her home address then?’ George typed his password into the computer so he could access the police systems. 
 
    ‘Yeah. Refused to stay in protected accommodation. Major Crime had sorted a hotel.’ 
 
    ‘That’s good for us.’ 
 
    ‘It is?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. She’s not under guard and she’s at her home. I’ll go and speak to her there.’ 
 
    ‘She won’t speak to anyone, George.’ 
 
    ‘Hold tight. We just need a different approach.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    9:40 p.m. George Elms stepped out into an evening where the shadows were long. The cool air concealed the lightest of drizzle. He left his car parked some distance away from the address and walked Sidney Street, along the pavement opposite the target address. It was a tightly packed row of terraced houses, two front bay windows top and bottom, a front door tucked in one of the corners. Typical of much of the terraced housing stock in Langthorne. As best as he could tell from his position, there was a weak light coming from a room at the back of number 19 and on the ground floor. Probably the kitchen. He walked past, continued until he reached the other end of the street, then he crossed over and doubled back. He gripped half a house brick in his jacket pocket, sourced from a building site on the way. A front door opened a few doors down from 19 and a man strode out purposefully. He called back towards the house as he walked a few paces across the pavement to his car. It was an angry shout and he didn’t look back as the front door was slammed shut from inside. The car revved hard as it pulled away. George had slowed his pace and dipped his head. He needn’t have bothered. No one was taking any notice of the figure walking close to the building line. When George got to number 19, the curtains had been pulled across untidily, bunched up on the back of an armchair that was pushed into the bay window. They left a gap, enough that he could see the light better, a light bulb hanging bare, off-centre and towards the rear in the ceiling. No signs of movement. He took a step back and checked around for a final time. The street had fallen back to silence. He pulled the brick from his pocket and took aim. The lounge window folded inwards with little resistance. The curtains fell shut as the brick pushed through. The tinkling of glass lasted just a few seconds and the street fell back to silence. He slipped off the gloves as he paced calmly to his car. 
 
    He took his police radio out of the door pocket. By the time it had connected to the network the report was already being put out. 
 
    ‘Zulu Four, can I divert you to an immediate please?’ 
 
    ‘Zulu Four, go ahead.’ 
 
    ‘Zulu Four, thank you, we are receiving a call from 19 Sidney Street, Langthorne. This is the victim of a kidnapping earlier today. She states that someone has just put her front window in. She is home with her young son.’ 
 
    ‘Received that, Control — show me en route.’ 
 
    George cut in. ‘Yankee One, Control.’ 
 
    ‘Yankee One, go ahead.’ 
 
    ‘I caught the last, Control. I’m just out for some refs. Confirm that was Sidney Street, Langthorne?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Yes, Yankee One.’ 
 
    ‘Received that. I’m just around the corner. Keep that uniform patrol running but can you show me going to take a look.’ 
 
    ‘Received that. Thank you, Yankee One.’ 
 
    George pulled his car around and parked untidily into a space almost opposite. He was still clutching his radio as he got to the front door. 
 
    ‘Yankee One, show me TA, please.’ 
 
    ‘Time of arrival noted.’ 
 
    He knocked at the door. ‘Police! Sharon, are you in there? It’s the police.’ 
 
    The door was pulled open almost immediately. He flapped his warrant card at the pale, stick-thin form of Sharon Leonard. 
 
    ‘Come in!’ Her wide eyes gazed beyond him, out into the dark street. He pulled the door shut as he stepped into the lounge. 
 
    The house brick lay with glass all around it on the cushion of the single-seat sofa. The lounge was small and busy inside; wall units, sofas and a cluttered coffee table gave it a claustrophobic feel. A hanging coat prodded him in the shoulder. 
 
    ‘Bloody hell, Sharon!’ George exclaimed. ‘Are you okay? I was just around the corner. What happened?’ 
 
    Sharon had her hands over her mouth. Her face scrunched into a silent sob. She wore a threadbare dressing gown that George could see through to a cotton nightie underneath. 
 
    ‘Are you and your boy okay?’ 
 
    Sharon jerked a nod and took a sharp intake of breath. ‘He was in bed. I was making a coffee. I just heard this smash all of a sudden, like. I didn’t see nobody, I didn’t go and have a look. I stayed in the kitchen back there and I called you lot.’ 
 
    George heard a car pull up hurriedly outside. Two doors opening and closing, then a torchlight against the window. 
 
    ‘Looks like my uniformed colleagues are here, Sharon. I’m Detective Sergeant George Elms. I’ll get them to do a good sweep so we know you’re safe. Then we need a good chat about what’s going on — about how we keep you safe from now on, yeah? I know you’ve had a hell of a day.’ 
 
    She managed another nod. Her eyes flashed to the door as someone knocked on it. George showed the officers in. He led Sharon back through to the tight kitchen at the rear where she found a seat at a small table propped up against the wall. He noted a mug next to a kettle that still puffed steam from its spout. It jostled for position among the bottles of alcohol on the kitchen bench. 
 
    ‘I’ll finish making your coffee.’ 
 
    ‘And then you can go.’ Her voice hardened. 
 
    George flicked the kettle back on and turned to face Sharon. A young boy appeared from the bottom of the stairs, he paced in without a word and stood next to his grandmother. She wrapped an arm around his waist. 
 
    ‘Of course. If that’s what you want.’ 
 
    ‘Of course it is!’ Sharon snapped. ‘That’s all I’ve wanted all day. I just want to be left alone. I want to be safe in my own home and I want to be left alone. And I don’t want to be asked any more questions. All day, all people have done is ask me questions. I don’t know the answers. I don’t know what you people want me to say.’ 
 
    George took up the empty seat opposite where she held her head in her hands. She lifted her eyes to meet his. 
 
    ‘I’ll tell you what, Sharon, call me different, but I don’t want anything from you. I’m not here to ask any questions. I only came here to make sure you were all right. I’ll just make you that coffee and then I’ll be here if you want to ask me any questions. How about that?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want to ask any questions. There’s nothing I need to know. Nothing I want to know. Bobby’s gone, I know that. What more is there?’ 
 
    ‘Then I’ll leave.’ George stood back up to the kettle. ‘Before I came here, I was debriefing the officer who was up with Bobby. He was the last person to talk to him. He feels awful, really bad about the whole thing. He told me what they were talking about. Bobby talked about you two, about his daughter. And about the people that made him do this. He said you wouldn’t talk to us, Bobby did. Not straight away at least. He said we’d have to wait until you got angry. He said you’re formidable when you’re angry.’ George moved the coffee in front of Sharon. 
 
    ‘Like I said, I’m not here to ask you any questions Sharon, but you have this opportunity now to ask me anything.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve told you, I don’t want to know anything.’ 
 
    ‘Because you’re scared?’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t you be?’ Sharon suddenly became aware of herself. She spoke to the boy, ‘Connor, love, why don’t you go back up on your console for now. I’ll come up and see you when the police have gone. There won’t be any more noises. The policeman said it was an accident.’ 
 
    ‘Was it an accident, nan?’ The boy looked despairingly at Sharon. She met him with watery eyes and ran her fingers through his fringe. 
 
    George answered for her. ‘A heavy lorry drove past. It ran over a stone and flicked it up through your window. We’ve checked it all out and we know that’s what happened. It’s a one in a million chance, little mate.’ He smiled reassuringly. ‘I don’t reckon it could ever happen again.’ 
 
    The boy met his gaze for just a second before he was back on his nan. 
 
    ‘Watcha playing? On the console I mean?’ George asked. 
 
    ‘Fifa.’ Connor replied. 
 
    ‘Good choice! I always play as Millwall. They’re the best.’ 
 
    ‘Millwall! No they ain’t! I always play as Chelsea.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you supported Millwall? There’s a flag on the wall in there?’ 
 
    The boy broke into a smile. ‘It’s my granddad’s. But, yeah, I support them. But they’re rubbish on Fifa.’ 
 
    ‘I see. Maybe I can come over and play you sometime. I used to be good at the football games.’ 
 
    The boy nodded at his nan. She managed a weak smile and he left back up the stairs. 
 
    ‘He’s doing well.’ George said. 
 
    ‘He has no idea. In a few days, when he starts realising that his granddad is never coming back, we’ll see how well he is doing then.’ 
 
    ‘I’m so sorry, Sharon. I can’t imagine how difficult this has all been for you. You might have just had the worst day I have ever heard of.’ 
 
    ‘You might be right.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not here to make it worse either. If you want me to go I’ll go. I get the feeling you’re not the shy type, Sharon. If ever you wanted to swear at a police officer, to tell one to piss right off, now’s your chance! I wouldn’t blame you — I wouldn’t even hold it against you. But I don’t want to leave you while you’re scared. That wouldn’t be right.’ 
 
    Sharon’s smile was now more genuine. ‘There’s still some water in that kettle. You can make yourself a tea?’ 
 
    ‘Very kind.’ 
 
    ‘Sarge.’ A male voice cut across. Sharon dipped her head again, her smile falling away. 
 
    ‘Yeah, you okay?’ 
 
    ‘We’re done, Sarge. We’ve done a good area search — there’s no one about. I’ll seize the brick and a glass sample for forensics. We got pictures of the damage. I’ve arranged for a marked car to be parked outside.’ He addressed Sharon directly: ‘It won’t have anyone in it, ma’am, but it’s a proven technique. It’ll keep people away.’ 
 
    Sharon looked questioningly at George who smiled broadly. ‘Think of it as like a police scarecrow. This is how bad the cuts have got, see? We can also get a mannequin in a police hat, holding a truncheon if you think it will help? We can paint a very stern look on its face.’ They both chuckled. 
 
    ‘Well, I feel a lot safer,’ Sharon said to the uniformed officer. ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘Well, good. I’ll give boarding-up a call, Sarge, to secure that window. Do you need us to wait around for it or will you be staying? They’re normally here within half an hour.’ 
 
    ‘That’s okay, I’ll wait. I can’t guarantee Sharon here won’t kick me out sooner than that, but I can sit in my car.’ 
 
    ‘You’re all right,’ Sharon said. 
 
    The uniformed officers left. Sharon waited for the front door to be pushed closed. George used the excuse of swigging at his tea to get Sharon talking first. 
 
    ‘Did he talk about me really?’ 
 
    ‘Of course he did. He has nothing but admiration for you, Sharon. He was talking about how difficult things have been. This family has had its challenges, seems you’ve risen to every one of them.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve had to. I just feel so exhausted. I’ve had enough.’ 
 
    ‘There’s nothing more tiring than having to keep getting back up, Sharon. That I know.’ 
 
    ‘Got to, ain’t I? For him.’ She gestured at the stairs. 
 
    ‘Family’s the only thing worth knackering yourself out for if you ask me.’ 
 
    ‘I reckon you’re right too. He was a good man you know, was Bobby. And he just wanted to see us happy. Me and the little man.’ 
 
    ‘Connor seems like a good kid.’ 
 
    ‘He’s had a hell of a life. We lost his mum — terrible thing that was. She was killed by an animal of a man. He used to ply her with drugs so she would pretty much do what he wanted. She was just a plaything to him. But she was so much more than that, so much better. He wouldn’t have Connor around. She accepted that, we wouldn’t see her much at all then when I did see her she’d lost weight and all self-respect. She ended up your typical junkie. We did what we could but it got her bad.’ 
 
    ‘I know how it can get them. I see it all the time.’ 
 
    ‘I bet you do.’ 
 
    ‘It’s different when it’s one of your own.’ 
 
    ‘It is. I mean we all have our battles. Me and Bobby have always liked a drink most days. Never so it got in the way. We cut right down when Connor came to stay.’ 
 
    ‘Kids change everything.’ 
 
    ‘Do you have children, Sergeant?’ 
 
    ‘I have a little girl. Similar age to Connor. And call me George.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never been so terrified, you know. When they grabbed us today, when they pointed that gun at Connor. They were pointing it at me too, but I didn’t care. I was just terrified they were going to hurt Connor.’ 
 
    ‘They didn’t though, right?’ 
 
    ‘They didn’t no. Not Connor, not me either. Not physically. They pushed us around a bit — I got a kick so we went where they wanted. They hurt other people though — they hurt them bad. They drove that car right through the window . . .’ Sharon tailed off, her voice breaking. She lifted her hand to cover her mouth. ‘People were screaming out, it was panic at first but then it was pain. People were hurt. They got trapped under the car and knocked down. They killed people, George, and why? To get to us!’ Sharon lost her composure completely. Her head fell forward and George laid his palm flat over her hand on the table. He leant in close so he could talk softly into her ear. She smelt sickly sweet up close, like day-old alcohol and cigarettes. 
 
    ‘It’s okay, Sharon. It’s okay. You’re away from them now. You’re safe.’ 
 
    ‘He said that if Bobby did as they said we’d be fine. They said he was a good man and we had nothing to fear. I was praying, George. I was praying that he just did what they wanted him to do. I know he can be a stubborn old bastard — he doesn’t like being told what to do. All I wanted was for him to listen and to do it. I didn’t realise they were going to make him do himself in! I didn’t know.’ 
 
    ‘You couldn’t have known, Sharon. I know you would never want him to do that.’ 
 
    Sharon sat back up and dabbed at her eyes. ‘There was two of them. One stayed with us most of the time but he kept going into another room where the other one was. Every time he came back from there he would say that Bobby was doing well. They must have been talking to him on the phone in there. They got us food. they asked what we wanted and Connor said that he liked McDonalds. They got us some and we’d only just finished it. And then — just like that — the other man came in and he threw me a mobile phone. He told me where we was. He said I had to count to a thousand. Then he said I could call the police. He said he would be counting too, and if I called the police or left the house before he had got to one thousand he would shoot us both. He had a big rifle thing — said he had trained as a sniper. We counted to one thousand together, taking it real slow. Then I called the police and we just waited. I didn’t want to leave that house, I thought he would be waiting for us out the front, like it was some sort of game. A sport.’ 
 
    ‘You did well, Sharon. I don’t think anyone could have done better. In those situations you just have to do what you can to stay alive. You and Connor walked away.’ 
 
    ‘I was so happy when I saw your lot. But the man with the big rifle said not to tell you anything about them. He told me we had to go home. He said we would be offered somewhere safe to go, but I had to insist on going home. Do you think it was so they would know where we are?’ 
 
    ‘They want you frightened, Sharon. Their hold over you depends on it. They want you frightened so you don’t speak to the police. Personally, I think they’re done with you now, but you have to do what you think is best to keep you both safe.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t move. I came back like they told me too. I thought that Connor could have some sort of normality too. They offered us a hotel a good distance from here but I didn’t want to take him away from all his mates. This is a funny old place to live, you know. That brick through the window could just as well be one of the locals getting the hump with all the police attention. They must think I’m talking to you. I ain’t no grass, but I’ve had nothing but coppers coming to and fro here.’ 
 
    ‘Could be, Sharon. But this isn’t like squealing up some local for dealing a bit of green, though, is it? I can still make a few calls and get you both into a hotel. I’ll make sure it’s more local than you were offered, maybe just the next town but somewhere they won’t know?’ 
 
    ‘I appreciate the offer. But we’re staying here. We’ve been here nearly twenty years and I ain’t ever run away from nothing. I’m not about to start now.’ 
 
    George grinned. ‘You don’t strike me as the running sort. You’re sure though, Sharon? Connor will be okay. He can take Fifa with him. It would be a bit of an adventure.’ 
 
    ‘I think we’ve had enough of them for one day, George.’ 
 
    ‘Fair point.’ George scribbled his telephone number on a piece of paper. ‘I’ll leave this here. For anything you need.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Late finish?’ 
 
    Shaun jumped at the sound of the voice. Jess stepped out from the shadows of the front entrance to his building. He had ignored a couple of her calls earlier in the evening. He had intended on calling her back. It was 11 p.m. She was dressed in her navy-blue work trousers and a black fleece. She must have finished her late shift and come straight over. 
 
    ‘You could say that,’ Shaun said. ‘Sorry I didn’t get back to you, it’s been a manic one.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry.’ 
 
    ‘Everything okay?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. I was just worried about you.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not like you!’ 
 
    They both chuckled but it was strained. Shaun used his key to open the door. A sensor detected his movement and light flooded the hall. ‘I’ll put the kettle on, then.’ 
 
    Shaun’s cat immediately provided a trip hazard as he pushed through his front door. It was on the top floor, views overlooking a park in Canterbury’s city centre. It was a small flat in a good area. — the best option after the breakdown of his marriage. 
 
    ‘How did it go then?’ Jess folded her arms and leant on the units in his kitchen. 
 
    ‘How did what go?’ 
 
    ‘Did he jump?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘Shit! I’m sorry Shaun. Did you see it?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I saw it.’ 
 
    ‘These people. It’s so selfish. They don’t care about the people that have to clear up after them — or the people they leave behind.’ 
 
    ‘They don’t. They’re not in the right state of mind to think like that, I guess. I hope I never understand how that feels.’ 
 
    ‘You okay?’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine. I think he was always going to go, I don’t take these things personally.’ 
 
    ‘But you must have been talking to him for hours? Was he up there all this time and then he just decided to jump?’ 
 
    ‘No. He jumped bang on 4 p.m. I don’t know why, but that seemed like an important time to him.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t have been doing paperwork all this time?’ 
 
    ‘No. There were some bits to do as you can imagine. Then I went round Carol’s house. I haven’t heard from her or Tyler all day. I’m starting to get worried about it.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not unusual, is it? Was she in?’ Jess’s tone now carried an edge. It always did when Shaun talked about his ex-wife. 
 
    ‘No. No sign of life. House in darkness. Phone rings out.’ 
 
    ‘She’s probably playing her games again.’ 
 
    ‘Probably.’ 
 
    ‘Did you go back to work after?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. There was a kidnap job here in Canterbury. I was hanging around to see if they were going to call a negotiator. I didn’t want to book off just to get called back in again.’ 
 
    ‘A kidnap! I thought Sunday was the day of rest.’ 
 
    ‘It appears the criminal element were not aware. I wasn’t needed in the end anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Did it get resolved okay?’ 
 
    Shaun hesitated. He considered telling her everything he knew. He was desperate to share it with someone else and he knew the pressure of keeping it to himself was affecting his behaviour. 
 
    ‘It got resolved. There’s more work to do, but not for me. The investigation team took over and I did what I could to help.’ 
 
    ‘Anything come of this intelligence you had around that lorry?’ 
 
    ‘The lorry? Oh, I didn’t really do much with it. That’s someone else’s problem.’ 
 
    ‘Are your lot doing some sort of enforcement on them?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what the plan is, but I checked the ANPR system before I knocked off and it left already.’ 
 
    ‘What did?’ 
 
    ‘The lorry. It spent half an hour, tops, in the UK before it was back at the port, waiting for the next boat out.’ 
 
    ‘Oh really? So they dropped whatever they had and then went straight back. I assume you didn’t want the drivers then?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t personally, Jess. Like I told you, I don’t know what the interest was in that lorry or anyone connected to it. It may well be a small part in a bigger puzzle. They might have let them run this time in anticipation of them coming back for the enforcement phase.’ 
 
    ‘And you don’t know when that might be or what they were dropping off?’ 
 
    ‘I told you I didn’t’ 
 
    ‘You did. But, like I said to you on the phone, I’ve had those sorts of calls before from the police. Holding information back like we don’t matter down there.’ 
 
    ‘Jess . . . Jesus! I told you everything I knew. I wasn’t calling so you missed out on a good job. I was calling so you didn’t get hurt.’ 
 
    ‘So you said.’ 
 
    ‘Is that not enough?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t like being part of someone else’s game is all.’ 
 
    ‘Your wellbeing isn’t a game to me, Jess. I’ve had a long, shit day. If you only came over here to lecture me about inter-agency intelligence then perhaps you could save it for another day. I need to get some sleep — I have to be back in early tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean? You’re off tomorrow. We were doing breakfast before I go on lates.’ 
 
    Shaun had forgotten they had plans. ‘I can’t make it. I have got to go in now. I’m sorry. I’ll make it up to you, though, yeah?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t bother, Shaun.’ Jess pushed away from the unit and made for the door. ‘I’ll see you around. You just let me know when it suits you, yeah?’ 
 
    Shaun remained still. He heard Jess scuffling to get her shoes back on and the front door slam. He didn’t have the energy to chase her and argue. He would make it up to her, but it could wait. 
 
    His phone vibrated on the kitchen bench. George Elms appeared on the screen. Shaun was suddenly aware of how drained he felt. 
 
    ‘George.’ 
 
    ‘Hey. I’ve just come away from Sharon’s’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘Bobby Leonard’s other half.’ 
 
    ‘Yes? Is she still not talking?’ 
 
    ‘She talked to me. She just needed some assurance. She doesn’t feel safe at home so I was able to tap into that.’ 
 
    ‘Is there still a threat there?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so, no. I think she’s done her bit for these people and they couldn’t care less about her anymore.’ 
 
    ‘And? Did you get anything relevant?’ 
 
    ‘Not much we can use. Sharon said there were two of them for most of the time. They had automatic rifles, access to at least three vehicles and they were highly organised. It sounds like they were communicating with Bobby from the same house they were holding his family. I don’t think she helps us much.’ 
 
    ‘So we need to go to where they were found. See if there’s anything left that might give an idea where they went. Or who they are?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so. They told Sharon where she was and to call the police. Then they left. If you know the police are coming to a location you clean it real good. There won’t be anything there other than whatever they want us to find. Besides, it’s still a scene — there’s a search team due in there at first light.’ 
 
    ‘So what now? I can’t just sit here and do nothing.’ 
 
    ‘There isn’t much else you can do. I suggest you try and get some sleep. It’s going to be a long day tomorrow. I’ll go back in and see what’s been updated on the log. There might be something useable.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t tell anyone about this, George. I trusted you. I don’t really know why. I just thought if anyone would understand how important it is to play by their rules for now, it might be you.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry. I know we have to be clever about this. Or subtle at least. I’ll talk to you in the morning.’ 
 
    The conversation ended and Shaun stared at his phone. He knew George Elms by reputation only. And that reputation was not of one for subtlety. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    ‘Tee’ was even bigger than Jake Jones had expected. Not just tall, but thick set, with electric-blue eyes that stood out from tanned skin and darker stubble. He was older too, late forties Jake guessed. His age helped with his presence, even his walk exuded confidence. Tee was his street name. No one seemed to know much about him. Jake certainly didn’t. Jake had been doing some work on the outskirts of the ‘Tee Line’, as it was known, but had recently stepped up to become a bigger fish. But he was well aware that it was Tee’s pond. 
 
    He had been told to meet with Tee tonight. The location was phoned through to him at the last minute. The message he had received was that tonight was all about loyalty. He had no idea what this meant and as Tee approached him, emerging from the darkness into the headlights of two parked cars, he had a sudden sense of dread — like this might not prove such a good career choice after all. 
 
    Jake was a drug dealer. Small time. He had been a labourer until recently. He was getting regular work on sites around the county, mainly prepping land for new housing. He worked with large crews, mainly groundwork. It was tough graft and the men and a few women worked hard and played harder. Drugs played a big part: the crews had a demand for cocaine, amphetamine and cannabis that Jake had been able to fulfil almost accidentally. He had kept in touch with an old school friend who he had known to be involved in something the wrong side of the law and somehow it had escalated and brought him to this place. It had once been a road that linked Dover with Ramsgate, but was now a dead end with grass growing up its middle and sliced in half by the building of a new bypass. 
 
    Jake held his hand out to shake with Tee. It was ignored. 
 
    ‘You’re the new boy I understand? You want to work with me?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. It’s good to meet you, man.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not your man. I’m your boss. You should call me boss.’ 
 
    Jake took his hand back. ‘Boss it is.’ 
 
    Tee’s face broke suddenly into a wide smile that reflected the headlights pointed at Jake’s back. 
 
    ‘I wanted you to see something tonight, new boy. This is a lesson. I don’t care who you are. I don’t care how connected, big or fucking clever you are. I just want you to be loyal. Can you manage that, new boy?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I can do that.’ 
 
    ‘People tell me you’ve got a good market. People tell me I should work with you. We can grow this thing together. But before I work with anyone I always have this same conversation. I think it’s better if we both understand each other from the start.’ 
 
    Tee turned and walked away. Shadows either side of him moved and he was flanked by two men in dark clothing. Jake hadn’t even noticed them. He could see the red taillights of a car further down the road. Tee walked towards them and called out, ‘Let’s take a walk!’ 
 
    Jake started after him, taking time to peer right and left as he walked. Dark woodland leered back at him, green leaves and brown branches soon gave way to thick trunks of mature trees; beyond this was just a solid blackness. Ahead, and some way in the distance, he could hear the dull roar of the new bypass. He felt for the phone in his pocket for a crumb of comfort. It didn’t have the desired effect; there was no one he could call that could help him now. 
 
    Jake made it to the rear of the parked car. It was a Ford, an old black Mondeo. The paintwork blended with the night; the round red lamps stood out like evil eyes, watching his approach. The boot lid was up. Some carrier bags and dried mud littered the inside. Tee stopped level with the driver’s door and called back, ‘I want you to meet two other people that I had a similar conversation with! They were new boys, too.’ 
 
    Jake peered in through the windows. The interior light was on and he saw the man in the driver’s seat first: a white male, mid-twenties, around his age. He had a tattoo on his neck and behind his ear. His skin was a shocking white, no doubt worsened by the harshness of the interior light. His eyes bulged wide with terror, his head pointed forward like it was held by some invisible force, and sweat ran freely from his temple. Jake stooped to take in a better view. He could see a second man in the front passenger seat. He was similar looking and had the same tense stare forwards. Both took hurried, shallow breaths. 
 
    ‘We can talk.’ The driver spoke with effort in a heavy, Eastern or Central European accent. He didn’t deviate from staring forwards. Jake looked ahead to where the headlights of the Ford arrowed up the road. ‘We can still talk,’ The driver said again. 
 
    Jake stepped back. Tee pulled gloves from his pocket and slipped them on. He reached through the open window. The engine of the Mondeo fired. 
 
    Tee leant on the door. ‘Put it in drive.’ 
 
    ‘We can still talk!’ 
 
    ‘Now you want to talk? Now you want to talk to me? Do you have any idea the problems you’ve caused me? The humiliation? You think I went to all the trouble of bringing you back from your hidey-hole in Paris so you could talk? I brought you back so you could die.’ 
 
    Tee stood away from the car and turned to Jake. ‘You get good at this sort of thing you see.’ He stepped around Jake and beckoned to him from the rear of the car. Jake walked dubiously over. 
 
    ‘Cable. Strong cable,’ Tee said, and he leant down and pushed down on thin, grey cable that ran up into the car from the darkness. Jake had missed it as he had approached the car, but he could see it now. He could see that it rose up through the boot and creased the top of the driver’s headrest. And there was another one too, running over the passenger’s headrest. Jake walked back up the side of the car. He leant into the front window. He could see now that the wires were looped tightly around the necks of the two men. The man in the driver’s seat thrust his eyes right, straining to see. 
 
    ‘Please. Please help us,’ he whispered to Jake. 
 
    Jake was suddenly aware of Tee close behind him. 
 
    ‘Help you?’ Tee called out, ‘but then he’d be sat in the back seat. I don’t think that’s going to happen, now is it? Nobody’s here to help you. I think it’s time.’ 
 
    ‘I got children. Two children.’ The man spluttered. The sweat had pooled on the end of his chin. The man in the passenger seat stayed silent. He’d scrunched his eyes shut and seemed to be battling with his breathing. 
 
    ‘Yes you have. And you remember what happens to them if you don’t do what you’re told right? You’re lucky I didn’t bring them back, too. This is merciful.’ 
 
    Jake stepped back, it was like it wasn’t real. Like he was watching a recorded nightmare. 
 
    ‘You’ve got twenty metres or so. Make the most of it.’ Tee’s voice carried sudden authority. This was an instruction. ‘That’s more than enough to get up enough speed for it to be quick.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t do this.’ The stricken driver raised his voice. ‘I CAN’T do it!’ 
 
    Tee’s hands made a slapping sound as they came down hard on the roof. 
 
    ‘This is what you get. You think you can betray me? There’s nowhere you can hide from me. This is where it ends. Now you have a choice and I will only offer it once more. It ends like this, with you at the controls, quick and easy. Or we move onto much slower methods. I know you’ve seen that. LAST CHANCE!’ 
 
    ‘LET IT GO!’ Tee shouted to the rear of the car. Jake could her a rustling in the wooded area, some twigs snapping. The cable that had been taut fell slack instantly. A man appeared from the woods and threw two coils of the wire on the floor under the boot. Two ends still trailed into the woods. Suddenly the Mondeo revved, though it stayed where it was, shaking on its chassis as it fell back to idle. It revved again, but this time the front wheels spun as the gear was engaged. Jake heard a terrible shout from inside the car. It surged forward. The coils of cable quickly unravelled in front of him as he watched the car surge away. His attention turned back to the quickly unravelling cables. Both tightened within a split second of each other. Then they dropped to the ground. The Mondeo still moved away but the revs dropped. It veered to the left, the rear taillights bucked into the air and stayed at an angle. The car came to a sudden stop with a terrific noise. 
 
    Jake felt physically sick. Tee looked very satisfied. 
 
    ‘We just need to be sure the matter’s finished and then I think our meeting is concluded. I think you understand what it means to be working for me, right? It’s Jake, right?’ Tee’s hand was now extended. Jake was on autopilot as he reached out. Tee’s crushing grip shouldn’t have been such a surprise and he locked Jake in an intense gaze. 
 
    ‘Are we walking?’ 
 
    Jake had to swallow hard to form words. ‘Yeah, boss.’ 
 
    They walked side by side towards the car. The engine had stalled but Jake could still pick out the lights in the darkness. It was thirty metres ahead. The night sky was clearing and the moon peeked out to provide sufficient light for Jake to follow the road and to pick out some details. He could see the two cables trailing up the middle of the road. He stepped over one of the wire loops where the cable had pulled tight. It was still whole, it’s surface slick with something, enough to reflect the moon. His stomach churned like he might be sick, his mouth filled with saliva and he had to swallow a couple of times for it to pass. 
 
    ‘In every walk of life you get tested,’ Tee said. ‘You take any job for any company they’re going to come test you somehow. You go work for a bank they’re going to test your mental agility, you work for a newspaper, they’re going to test your ability to structure arguments in your written work. I run a business, just like them, but loyalty’s what matters to me. That’s all that matters. These two men you see tonight, they failed my test and they put my whole business at risk. I don’t accept that, I can’t accept that. You understand?’ 
 
    ‘Never clearer.’ 
 
    ‘Good. Then you’ll never be driving hard into the darkness.’ 
 
    Tee produced a torch and shone it on the back of the Mondeo. They were just a few paces short now, the car had ridden left until it had come to a sudden stop against a tree. Jake braced himself as he walked up the offside of the car. Already he could see the rear window had a red hue. Tee shone the light into the front and beckoned for Jake to peer in first. It was unreal, like a scene mocked up by a special effects team. A torso, a red fleshy lump on top of it that had once been a neck, eyes gazing up from the severed head that had gathered in the footwell. Blood still dripped in clumps from the roof lining. Jake could fight it no more, he spun away from the car and wretched. Tee thrust him a bag. 
 
    ‘In here. We leave nothing.’ 
 
    Jake took the bag. Bent double, he dry retched. He got control of his breathing and he could hear laughing. The bastard was laughing! It stopped suddenly, sudden enough for Jake to turn around where Tee was leaning into the car. 
 
    ‘What the FUCK?’ 
 
    ‘What’s the matter?’ Jake said. 
 
    Tee straightened up quickly and swung the beam of his torch into the woods beyond. 
 
    ‘Where’d he go? Where’d he fucking GO?’ Tee moved to the front of the car. His torchlight picked out some trampled grass leading away. He plunged into the woods to follow. Jake peered back into the car. The interior light was still on. It was dulled by a slick layer of blood but it was bright enough to see that there was nobody in the passenger seat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    George Elms had come to hold a deep dislike for night and the silence it brought. For a man suffering a constant whooshing and whistling in his ears, silence could be a form of torture. Since tinnitus had become a part of his life, he’d learnt to function with very little sleep, most of the time dozing through the night on his sofa with the television on low or in bed with the radio on. He was dozing when his phone rang. The sound of the television remote control falling onto his wooden floor was what shook him awake. 
 
    ‘George Elms.’ He sat up, opened his eyes as wide as he could then squinted against the flickering light of some shopping channel. It was 2 a.m. 
 
    ‘George, sorry to wake you. It’s Shaun.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry about it. I can only assume it’s important.’ 
 
    ‘It might be, yeah. I couldn’t sleep. I took my police radio home and I’ve been listening in tonight. I know no one’s out looking for my family but they might have got away . . . I don’t know what I was hoping . . .’ 
 
    ‘You don’t need to explain to me, Shaun. I’ve been there, I’ve got a good idea of how you’re feeling. What’s happened?’ 
 
    ‘A traffic patrol came over to the local channel. They found someone walking along the motorway, back towards Langthorne. This bloke was covered in blood and when they picked him up he said it wasn’t his. He said that someone had killed his brother.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ 
 
    ‘The update didn’t have much detail on it, it was just a summary over the radio. But this bloke asked for police protection. He said that the people that killed his brother meant to kill him too. He knows they’ll be out looking for him. He said he was smuggled back into the country with his brother earlier today. He was smuggled through the port. On a lorry.’ 
 
    ‘And you think this might have been the same lorry that you made sure got through?’ 
 
    ‘I do.’ 
 
    ‘People get smuggled through the port all the time, Shaun. Don’t pin your hopes. But I agree, this is worth a look.’ 
 
    ‘I think I’ll go into the nick near me. Have a look at the log and see if there’s any more detail on there.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t do that. You can’t walk into a police station in the middle of the night without prompting questions — and you can’t give a good reason. Where is this bloke?’ 
 
    ‘They arrested him. I assume he’s at Langthorne House custody.’ 
 
    ‘Makes sense, I suppose. Best way of making sure he’s safe while they do some more enquiries. He’ll probably be there most of tomorrow too. We have a small window to get to him.’ 
 
    ‘We can’t just walk down there and talk to him though. Major Crime will be all over him. Neither of us will have a good reason.’ 
 
    George stood up from his sofa in a stretch and walked towards the kettle. ‘That’s true. It might need a little creative thinking. I’ll think of something. Is that all we know from the radio updates?’ 
 
    ‘So far. They’re still looking for where he’s come from. He’s a foreign national. He was lost when they found him and he doesn’t know how to get back there.’ 
 
    ‘Nationality?’ 
 
    ‘Polish. He’s known though. I heard them run him through PNC. He has an intel marker.’ 
 
    ‘Any details on that?’ 
 
    ‘It was an urgent interest marker. Any stops were to be reported to the Op Vapour intel team. Do you know it?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. It’s the county team combatting the movement of class-A drugs around the county and from outside.’ 
 
    ‘The marker said that if the stop was in office hours they had to call direct through to a DC Ryker from the Vapour intel team The log has been tagged for him, so I guess he’ll pick it up in a few hours.’ 
 
    ‘Her.’ 
 
    ‘Her?’ 
 
    ‘DC Ryker. She’s a her. Emily Ryker.’ 
 
    ‘You know her?’ 
 
    ‘I know her, yeah. I know her very well.’ 
 
    Great. So she’ll help us?’ 
 
    ‘She might help you.’ 
 
    ‘Why would she help me? She doesn’t know me.’ 
 
    ‘She doesn’t like me.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll try though, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, of course. First thing in the morning.’ 
 
    ‘The marker has her hours as eight ’til four. I think we need to speak to her straight away.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll call her earlier than that. We need to get to her before anyone else does.’ 
 
    ‘Won’t that piss her off even more? We need to be careful about it all, George. About what we say. How are you going to explain your interest?’ 
 
    ‘We’ll need Ryker on board, Shaun. She’s the best intelligence officer this force has. The only way to get someone like that on board is to tell them something they don’t already know. We need to tell her everything.’ 
 
    ‘We can’t do that! I’ve taken a punt telling you. The circle of knowledge needs to stay at just us two.’ 
 
    ‘I trust her, Shaun. There are very few people I would say that about. We’re up against it with just the two of us. The rest of Lennokshire Police are running investigations into the same people we are, but they don’t know your family are still part of it. Ryker could be very useful in keeping us up to speed with what’s going on.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know . . . I just don’t know what to do.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll meet her. You can judge her for yourself. I’ll set something up for around 7 a.m. We’ll meet at the nick first. I’ll drive you out so no one follows. Keep your phone on for details.’ 
 
    ‘And you think she’ll just agree to a breakfast meeting with someone she don’t even like? What happened for you to fall out?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a long story, Shaun, but it won’t be an issue. She might not admit it, but she definitely still likes me. And I owe her a breakfast.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Emily Ryker was already seated in the corner when they arrived. George made a ‘drink?’ signal with his hand as he stood at the counter. She shook her head and lifted a mug. George noticed her attention shift immediately to Shaun, who stood behind him at the till. Shaun was eyeing the occupants of the café nervously; he looked decidedly uncomfortable. George led Shaun over to Ryker’s corner and put two teas down on the table. 
 
    ‘Thanks for coming out,’ he said. 
 
    ‘What can I say? I’ve never been a fan of the lie-in anyway, George.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll make it worth your while.’ 
 
    ‘Fucking right you will. I’ve had a look at the menu and they do some house challenge heap for, like, fifteen quid.’ 
 
    ‘I saw the poster. You’ll never eat all that.’ 
 
    ‘Not even close.’ 
 
    ‘But you’ll order it anyway.’ 
 
    Ryker smiled. And those big brown eyes came alive as they always had when she smiled. She wore her short brown hair pushed over to one side and was dressed in dowdy jeans and a fleece top with a zip collar that was pulled right up so she could dig her chin into it. George always liked the way she was unquestionably attractive but did nothing to accentuate it. 
 
    ‘You’re lucky,’ she said. ‘I can’t do food this early in the morning. Who’s your mate?’ 
 
    Shaun fiddled with a sugar sachet. ‘Shaun Carter.’ He smiled weakly. ‘I’m a skipper from one of the town beat teams.’ 
 
    ‘Carter, yeah. I think you might have done some warrants on mutual targets over the last few months. You’re new in, right?’ 
 
    ‘To you guys, yeah. I’m a transferee. I was Sussex for nine years.’ 
 
    A young girl appeared at the end of the table. She chewed gum, had a blue pinny and looked expectant. 
 
    ‘I think we’re just doing drinks for now thanks, love.’ George said. The girl slunk away. 
 
    Ryker put down her tea mug. ‘What’s this all about then?’ 
 
    George shared some eye contact with Shaun and then took the lead. He brought Ryker up to date with everything he knew. Shaun stayed quiet throughout, offering a few timely sighs and shakes of his head. 
 
    ‘Fuck, Shaun! You must be doing your nut!’ George recognised this as Ryker’s best attempt at support. 
 
    ‘I don’t know what to do to be honest. Bobby Leonard did what he was told and he got his family back. I’m praying they have the same intention with mine. I don’t know if it was right to involve anyone else, not George and not you. George said you could be trusted.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus! Well, okay, that’s quite a start. I mean I don’t think I could just sit and wait either. I take it there’s no one looking for your family officially? The cops rescued Bobby’s family and they’re thinking it’s job done, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. It seems that was the plan all along and you have to say they did it well.’ 
 
    ‘They run the risk of them being reported missing by someone else though. They’ll be missed surely?’ 
 
    ‘Carol works part-time. She’s not due in until Tuesday. My boy starts half term. Carol speaks to her mum most days, but it will be a few days until she thinks there’s something wrong.’ 
 
    ‘And that’s the strength of it,’ George said. ‘Anybody who gets concerned about either of them would get in contact with Shaun here. He can keep any concerns at bay for a day or two without any problems. That’s obviously enough time for these people to achieve whatever it is they want to achieve.’ 
 
    ‘Do we have timescales?’ Ryker leant in. 
 
    ‘I’m expecting something today. No idea when.’ 
 
    ‘Bobby told you that?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘How will they communicate with you?’ 
 
    Shaun took a second then shrugged, ‘I don’t know. They used Carol’s phone to send me a message so they would be able to get my number easy.’ 
 
    ‘And what do they still need from you?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I could guess that it would be the same as before. Maybe they’ve got another couple of lorries coming through.’ 
 
    ‘Fair guess. They obviously chose you for your link to the port. And your girlfriend, she doesn’t know what’s going on?’ 
 
    ‘No one else does. I considered it, but she’s a bit of a hothead. She wouldn’t be able to sit on her hands. If I have to involve her again I might have to reassess.’ 
 
    ‘How long have you been together?’ Ryker asked. 
 
    ‘Nine months. It’s nothing serious, you know. We’re just messing about really. I was married a long time . . .’ George remembered that Shaun had said he still had feelings for his wife but, even if he hadn’t, it was plain to see. 
 
    ‘And this Polish man is the only link you might have to whoever has your family?’ 
 
    George produced a crumpled piece of paper from his pocket. ‘Aleksander Nowak. I had twenty minutes reading the log before I came out. He’s at Langthorne House in a cell. They’ve nicked him for murder and the two main actions for the morning are to question him and to find the body. From the log, it looks like he made some initial significant comments about drug dealers killing his brother and demanding police protection, but he clammed up when he got arrested.’ 
 
    ‘That might work in our favour,’ Ryker observed. 
 
    ‘How so?’ George said. 
 
    ‘If he doesn’t talk to the detectives on record, he might talk to intel off record. I can really push that angle — use it as an excuse to get in the room with him.’ 
 
    George felt encouraged. ‘That’s a very good point. DCI Whittaker’s running the show as well. He’s one of the few senior officers who isn’t hell bent on keeping me at arms’ length from police work. Major Crime are going to be stretched. They’ve got a bloke covered in a missing person’s blood. It’s their worst nightmare. I reckon they might jump at the chance of palming off the kidnap and suicide to other teams. Whittaker might have got a call and be in early this morning. I’ll get onto him.’ 
 
    ‘Did this Polish lad say anything? About what happened to his brother?’ 
 
    George’s enthusiasm drained away. He tried to avoid close eye contact with Shaun as he considered his reply. 
 
    ‘He just made a few comments before he clammed up. The officers wrote on the log that he was in shock. He was complaining of pain in his shoulder and he had a slim cut to his neck. He was found with some pliers on his person and the running theory is that he cut something from around his neck and escaped.’ 
 
    ‘So his brother was hanged? That wouldn’t explain the blood.’ 
 
    ‘No, it wouldn’t. The log reads that he might have cut something from his neck before it took his head off. I don’t know—‘ 
 
    ‘I need some air.’ Shaun’s chair scraped and he left hurriedly, his hand covering his mouth. 
 
    ‘Just come right out with it, George!’ Ryker said, once Shaun had gone. 
 
    ‘We’re all coppers, Ryker. And if these people might have his family, it’s all the more reason to know what it is we’re up against.’ 
 
    ‘How’s he holding up in general?’ 
 
    ‘Who knows. He’s under a lot of pressure. He hasn’t really had the opportunity to do anything stupid yet. He’s difficult to read, actually. At least I know what he’s going through.’ 
 
    Ryker swigged at her tea but her gaze remained on George the whole time. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘You know what. We never talked after you were a dick the last time. Why didn’t you tell me what was going on? You let me go and I could have helped. Then you tried to get yourself killed and when that didn’t happen I heard you got offered retirement. Pension, payoff — the whole shebang. The last time we met, you couldn’t wait to get out of this. Why aren’t you retired?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe I learnt my lesson, Ryker. You’re the only person I’m telling this time. And it wasn’t retiring that I wanted. It was my family. 
 
    ‘I thought that went hand in hand?’ 
 
    ‘So did I. And then it didn’t matter whether I was a copper or not, she still left.’ 
 
    ‘But surely staying in this job gives you less of a chance of her changing her mind?’ 
 
    ‘It gives me more of a chance of having something to give up for her. When she realises that, maybe everything can be all right, I’m going to need a life worth giving up. So she knows I’m serious.’ 
 
    ‘That’s some twisted logic there.’ 
 
    ‘There’s nothing logical left. I’ve tried logic.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe it isn’t meant to be with you two. Maybe she won’t come back for you at all.’ Ryker tilted her head as if in sympathy. 
 
    George felt a flash of anger. He took a moment before he replied. ‘Maybe you’re right. This job has made me do some pretty terrible things, Ryker, and for a long time I had a real battle with myself. I felt I had become this terrible person. But I’ve made peace with myself — as best I can, at least. I worked out the difference between good and bad, between the criminal and the hero. Do you know what it is?’ 
 
    ‘I have a feeling you’re about to fill me in.’ 
 
    ‘Motivation. That’s it. That’s the only difference between us and them, good and bad. Shoot a man in the face for his wallet and you’re a criminal, a bad man. Shoot a man in the face because you truly believe it is the only way to stop him doing the same thing to your family, or to the innocent — you’re a hero. I’ve never done anything for personal gain. I’m not a greedy man, I don’t want anything but a healthy, happy family life. I can’t be a bad person. And another thing I worked out is that we need more coppers like that.’ 
 
    ‘So you’re a hero now?’ The look on Ryker‘s face was playful. 
 
    ‘I’ve ordered a cape.’ 
 
    Their chuckling had died down by the time Shaun made it back to the table. He held three new mugs. Some of the colour had returned to his face. 
 
    ‘Sorry about that,’ he said. He sat down untidily. ‘Listen, thanks for your help, both of you. What do you need me to do?’ 
 
    ‘I ain’t done nothing yet, Shaun.’ Ryker‘s smile was warm. ‘You need to stay available. Are you due to work today?’ 
 
    ‘No. I’m on a rest day.’ 
 
    ‘Then I suggest stay by your phone and try and do what you would normally do.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ 
 
    ‘Ryker, your name was all over the file when they ran this Polish guy through,’ George said. ‘Do you know anything about him that may help?’ 
 
    ‘Not off the top of my head. I’m involved in intelligence gathering around the movement of class-A drugs. We’re currently monitoring nineteen supply lines, most originate outside of the county. If someone is stopped anywhere in the county and gives cause for the officer to suspect them to be involved in the supply of drugs, their intel report is marked up for Op Vapour. If they get stopped again after that they will automatically have the marker on PNC to contact me in office hours. It’s all part of the chief’s vision around drugs now. He has this mantra . . . make the most of every opportunity. Unless someone is a main player, though, I won’t know much about them. This bloke isn’t a main player — certainly that’s known. I need to get back into the intelligence database. I’ll see what we know about him and in what context. There might be something for you to do from that, Shaun, I’ll keep in touch.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever you need from me, just let me know.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s see what we can get done before they call again.’ 
 
    ‘Under the radar,’ George said, draining the last of his tea. 
 
    ‘Well, if there’s one thing you’re good at . . .’ 
 
    George returned Ryker’s smile, but noticed how, as they left the café, Shaun was still stony faced. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    ‘Aleksander Nowak.’ Emily Ryker strode into his cell two hours after her meeting with George and Shaun Carter in the café. Detective Sergeant Holly Saunders stepped in after her. Aleksander looked up at Emily. His eyes were glassy, the skin surrounding them red. He looked exhausted. ‘Shit night?’ Emily said. 
 
    ‘Very shit.’ His accent was thick, but he understood her clearly enough. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry to hear about your brother. I can’t imagine what it was like — to be there when it happened.’ Aleksander’s head dropped. A CSI officer in a white paper suit was scraping at the underside of his nails. His hand lay flat on what looked like a large white napkin, it was designed to ensure nothing that dropped off him was lost. Emily was aware that upstairs Nowak was being referred to as ‘Scene One’; in reality, he was currently the only scene they had. 
 
    ‘I do not know anything for you.’ 
 
    ‘Anything you know, Aleksander, is not for me. It’s for you. You’re in a lot of danger.’ 
 
    ‘Not here. Here I am safe.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t stay here forever.’ 
 
    ‘I did not kill my brother.’ 
 
    ‘Then you definitely can’t stay.’ 
 
    DS Saunders stepped in. ‘Aleksander, I’m going to interview you shortly about what happened, but it takes time. We need to get you processed here first, then we need to wait for your solicitor and your interpreter. You’ve said you need both right?’ 
 
    ‘I said this. I do not know what I need. I have not been arrested for murder before in England.’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m sure you haven’t. I’ll make sure we have these people here for you and then we’ll make a start. But before that, is there anyone in danger? Anyone that might need our immediate help?’ 
 
    ‘No. He’s dead. My brother is dead.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry Aleksander. I know you’ve told us that but can you be sure? Maybe if you tell us what you know now about where this happened we can send medical assist—’ 
 
    ‘No! He is dead! Very dead.’ 
 
    ‘We haven’t found him, Aleksander. Can you help us with that?’ 
 
    ‘Without my solicitor? Is this right?’ 
 
    ‘This isn’t an interview. I just thought you might want to help us. You say you didn’t kill your brother. The sooner we find him, the sooner we find out who did.’ 
 
    ‘Not without my solicitor.’ 
 
    DS Saunders checked with the CSI officer, he needed twenty minutes more. She led Emily out of the cell. ‘I’ll make sure we are ready to go as soon as he’s processed. I don’t expect him to talk in interview but we will need to give him that opportunity before you speak to him.’ 
 
    Emily nodded. ‘Understood.’ She pulled her phone from her pocket as she mounted the steps leading away from custody. George Elms sounded hassled. 
 
    ‘You okay, George?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I’m okay. I spoke to Whittaker. Offered him assistance on the kidnap and suicide case. He turned me down flat.’ 
 
    ‘Turned you down?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Seems he’s passed this over to the local CID. He said that he just needs it to be ticking over for now, until they get a handle on our Polish friend downstairs. Maybe I’m reading between the lines, but he certainly seemed less enthusiastic about working with me today. I’m guessing he dropped my name somewhere and he’s been given a pill.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. We can still keep up to speed on that investigation between us, I’m sure.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, it just means I don’t quite get the access to Bobby’s family I could have done with. I’ve got a feeling our blood-soaked man is our best bet anyway. How did you get on with him?’ 
 
    ‘Well, he’s not blood-soaked anymore. CSI are just about done with the washing, seizing his clothes and scraping. His interview’s imminent, but no one’s holding their breath that he’s going to talk. Are you in the building?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. My office.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds grand.’ 
 
    It isn’t. Third floor. I’ll put the kettle on.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    George’s office was small and the furnishings were a mishmash of whatever the property team could find. He’d stopped apologising about the broken chair on the visitor side almost immediately. 
 
    ‘So, what about the intel approach?’ George asked. Do you think he’ll talk to you?’ He tipped milk into two cups from a flask. Emily perched gingerly on the chair opposite. 
 
    ‘I’m not convinced. I’ve had a look at him on our systems. He first came to our attention ten years ago. He’s twenty-eight now and he’s been arrested twelve times in those ten years. Eight of those arrests were in London. That means they will have intelligence on him too — I’ve already requested it. As long as they don’t demand a guv’nor to sign off the request it won’t be a problem.’ 
 
    ‘Are you expecting that?’ 
 
    ‘No. A month ago and it would have been a different story. Now I’ve been on Op Vapour a while, I’ve got a contact or two in the Met. They shouldn’t even blink. I’ve also put in requests with the European Liaison Unit. You can bet he’s got form in Poland too but that might be much slower in coming.’ 
 
    ‘You mean you don’t have an ELU contact? Is that a first, Ryker?’ 
 
    ‘Yet. I bet they’ve heard of me though,’ she joked. ‘I would certainly bet they’ve heard of you!’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, my name is the last one you should drop, though, Ryker. Seems everything I do is destined to be questioned forever.’ 
 
    ‘Means you need me, George. So you have to be nice.’ George felt her lingering gaze as he turned to finish the drinks. 
 
    ‘So what sort of thing is Nowak known for?’ 
 
    Emily cleared her throat. ‘Robbery and theft from person to start with. Drugs more recently — only ever possession. He’s on the watch list for Vapour because he has links to the T Line, him and his brother.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the link?’ 
 
    ‘A combination. First he was found at warrant on a house full of Eastern European workers employed by a salad factory. They were thought to be dealing Pico to other Polish and Slovakian workers from the premises. Nowak wasn’t named personally, he was just noted as living there with his brother.’ 
 
    ‘Did they find anything?’ 
 
    ‘Some evidence of Pico preparation. But nothing that would stick — they didn’t get lucky with the timing.’ 
 
    ‘Pico? That’s like crystal meth, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Just a cruder version. Nasty. It’s the same stuff they gave Nazi soldiers to keep them awake. It had a wonderful side effect too — it meant they could kill indiscriminately. It’s still big in Eastern Europe. Since that raid there’s been more specific intelligence around Nowak personally — he’s supposed to be involved in the supply of crack cocaine. Source information names him and his brother as using a local supplier to be the go-between to the Eastern European community. His brother is believed to be the primary.’ 
 
    ‘Was.’ 
 
    ‘Well, yeah, assuming we believe him.’ 
 
    ‘Do you?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, actually. The basic outline of events he has supplied are plausible, right?’ 
 
    ‘They are. And you think that explains how he could have upset someone?’ 
 
    ‘It could, yeah. Let’s be honest, supplying to our European friends is a growing market. Maybe they betrayed that trust?’ 
 
    ‘What do we know about this Tee Line?’ 
 
    ‘Not so much. It’s well established. Originates from London but first sprung up down here a few years back. Margate now seems to be where the line is run from. We’re getting this more and more . . . drug lines initially look to branch out from London but they reach an untapped market and realise that there’s more profit to be had from basing themselves there, rather than staying in the capital. Most of the drugs in the coastal towns are controlled this way now. The local supply was all a bit amateurish, I think the established lines couldn’t believe their luck. Our methods were amateurish, too, George — these lines are well run and they have incredible business models. We’re not even close to understanding them. The MET are better. We need what they know. The Tee Line have one consistency it seems . . . they like to use extreme violence.’ 
 
    ‘Enforcement?’ 
 
    ‘Debt enforcement, yeah. You wouldn’t want to owe these people money. But claiming and defending territory as well. I’m sure these people wouldn’t take too kindly to a dealer letting them down.’ 
 
    ‘He’s definitely not one of ours, Ryker? We’re not running Nowak, are we?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve checked as far as I can without upsetting anyone. I don’t think he’s the source for any of the information we have on the Tee Line. To be honest it isn’t really good enough for me to think we’ve got anyone in among them.’ 
 
    ‘That is a shame. It would all be rather convenient if he was already a source. We wouldn’t even need to lean on him.’ 
 
    ‘The problem we have now is that I don’t think there’s any desire to lean on him straight off. They’re already talking about treating him as a witness. His story about his brother is plausible. He can’t tell us where the site is but he’s willing to show us. Major Crime are already planning a drive-out.’ 
 
    ‘Makes sense.’ 
 
    ‘Either way, George, I can’t see us getting much from this today. He might show us the site, but he’s made it clear that he won’t talk about who was behind his brother’s murder. Not until he knows he’s safe. It’ll take a couple of days to get him into the witness protection scheme. He might talk then, but I don’t think we have a couple of days.’ 
 
    ‘I agree. We’re all out of lines of enquiry here. Help me out, Ryker. How do I get to speak to him?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think you do. Unless you can convince Whittaker that you have some sort of special power that might make him talk, you’ve got no chance. And even if you did, you’d have a Major Crime chaperone.’ 
 
    ‘And I certainly don’t want one of them.’ 
 
    ‘Are you in touch with Shaun?’ 
 
    ‘I will be. I’ll give him a call and we’ll talk about where we are.’ 
 
    ‘It might be that we have to wait. They’re going to pop their heads up to speak to Shaun soon, right? That has to give us something. It might even give us the man’s family back. Then we can all back away and let Shaun reveal all.’ 
 
    George was unconvinced. ‘It bothers me, Ryker, sitting on our hands and waiting for them to get in contact. You know me, I’m never comfortable to let the criminal have control of the timetable. You have to disrupt them, even if it just pisses them off or keeps them on their toes. You can’t let them think they are getting it all their own way. Kidnap is all about absolute control.’ 
 
    ‘I’m all ears if you can think of something.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll go back through the material we have. Will you get an update after the interview?’ 
 
    ‘I will make sure of it.’ 
 
    ‘You never know your luck. Something might come out of that.’ 
 
    ‘Something might.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t sound convinced.’ 
 
    ‘Nor did you.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Shaun Carter looked a little brighter than he had at 6 a.m. Maybe it was because he was in the surroundings of his own flat, Ian Brown playing softly over a Bose speaker system. He had changed into shorts and flip-flops, a tight-fitting t-shirt with a zip-up top hanging open. His flat was impeccable: everything perfectly in place, the carpet swept in fan-shaped patterns. 
 
    ‘You didn’t need to tidy up for me, Shaun!’ George joked but he watched closely for reactions. Ever the suspicious detective, someone reacting to his ex-wife being kidnapped by cleaning his home was always something to be considered. 
 
    ‘I’ve been pretty restless. I couldn’t sit down, so I hoovered.’ 
 
    ‘You look a little better. Did you get some rest?’ It was just before 11 a.m. He was pretty sure Shaun wouldn’t have had time to sleep. 
 
    ‘No, it’s a lot of coffee and a lot of nerves. Did you want a drink?’ 
 
    ‘No thanks. But feel free if you’re making yourself one.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the update then? Take a seat, George.’ 
 
    Shaun led through to a large living room at the front of the flat. He had the middle floor of what would once have been a large manor house. It looked out over council maintained parkland. From the living room George could make out a kids’ play area that was busy with excited movement and the River Stour beyond. The house was central in the city of Canterbury. George guessed that it would be an expensive place to live. 
 
    ‘We aren’t much further, Shaun. I’ve given that update many times in my career, but it’s hard to say today. I know how desperate you must be feeling about the whole thing but we still have options.’ 
 
    Shaun had remained standing but now slumped into the chair opposite. ‘I can’t see any options, George. I can’t see anything clearly right now.’ 
 
    ‘Nowak is being interviewed as we speak, I would imagine — or very soon. They were fussing over an interpreter and it was holding things up. Ryker is poised to get the update from that the second it’s available. He might tell us something in that we can use.’ 
 
    ‘Is that likely?’ 
 
    ‘They killed his brother. That’s normally the sort of thing that could prompt a man to tell all that he knows. Ryker’s pretty sure that he has no choice but to help us now. Not only for his brother’s sake — he’s in a lot of danger. If we were to release him he wouldn’t last the day. He’ll know that. The problem is that he knows the system and he’ll use it to his advantage.’ 
 
    ‘He knows that we won’t just kick him out to fend for himself all the while he says he is in trouble?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. And I don’t see him talking to us until he knows he’s safe. Or at least feels like he is.’ 
 
    ‘Witness protection?’ 
 
    ‘It’ll have to be.’ 
 
    ‘That’ll take days.’ 
 
    ‘It will. I’ve had some experience with them. They’re a funny bunch. They do things a set way, but there’s method to their madness. Nowak’s safe in custody, so they’ll be able to take a few days to get everything sorted out before he’s released. They won’t move him until that’s all done.’ 
 
    ‘And he won’t talk until he’s moved.’ 
 
    George shrugged. ‘We’ll get an update from Ryker soon.’ 
 
    ‘You said we had options. Is that it? Wait and see if the impossible happens?’ 
 
    ‘No. The other option comes when they make contact with you. The longer they keep your wife and boy, the more the risk of someone else missing them. They won’t want anyone looking for them. I think they’ll be in touch soon.’ 
 
    ‘But then we’re at their mercy. It’s all on their terms. You said right from the start that you wanted to avoid that.’ 
 
    ‘I did. I do. It’s not my first choice, but it’ll give us an opportunity. It’ll give us something at least.’ 
 
    ‘They’re not just going to give my family back, George, are they?’ 
 
    ‘When they call, we’ll see what they want.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t do anything to risk their lives.’ 
 
    ‘This is why you were right not to involve the police as a whole. Nobody will do anything without you saying so. When it comes down to getting your family back, it will be you calling the shots. I’m not here to put them at risk.’ 
 
    ‘Or to be at fault when it all goes wrong and they end up hurt. Or worse.’ 
 
    George stood to leave. ‘Stay positive, Shaun and stay available. And stay in touch.’ 
 
    George was shown out without another word. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    ‘Jesus, Becks! What the fuck has he done to you now? We’ve got to do something about this!’ Alice’s pulse had quickened from the moment she had received the text from her sister. It had just said I need to see you. I’m at the back of Subway. Alice knew where she meant, the Subway restaurant just off the A256 between Sandwich and Thanet. It had been a regular meeting point for them previously. This was the first time Alice had seen her sister for almost two months. 
 
    ‘I’m taking you to the police!’ 
 
    ‘No Alice.’ Becky even sounded different where her face was so swollen. Her bottom lip was split, too, and she kept rubbing spittle away as if it was numb. Her nose was red, shadows had already started under each eye and she had dried blood above her top lip. 
 
    ‘I can’t go to the police.’ 
 
    ‘It was Jake, right? Jeez, Becks, what the fuck did he do this for?’ 
 
    ‘He was different, Alice. He’s not normally like this.’ 
 
    ‘You expect me to believe that?’ Alice scanned the interior of the Vauxhall Corsa. Becky had owned it for a couple of years and every time Alice had been in it, the little car had been a clutter of makeup items, wet-wipes, CD cases and food wrappers. Today it was spotless. 
 
    ‘Do you have anything I can clean you up with?’ 
 
    Becks shook her head. ‘No, I checked. I was going to go into the garage but I didn’t want to get out of the car looking like this.’ 
 
    ‘What about Subway’s toilets?’ 
 
    ‘It’s shut.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, hang on.’ Alice pushed open the passenger door. 
 
    ‘Alice! Don’t call the police! Where are you going?’ 
 
    Alice leant back into the car. ‘Calm down Becks, I’m just getting my bag.’ 
 
    Alice walked just a few paces to where she had parked her Renault Clio and retrieved her bag. By the time she climbed back into the Vauxhall, her sister was crying. It was a silent cry and she was attempting to conceal it behind her hand. Alice grabbed her sister firmly in a hug. ‘Christ, Becks! Look what he did to you! I’ve never seen you cry. We got to go to the police.’ 
 
    ‘No, Alice. I said no. I can’t do that.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not going back, though, right? You can’t go back. Not now he’s done this.’ Alice had backed away, she gestured at Becks’s bruising. Her sister grimaced a little as she turned to face forwards. 
 
    ‘Are you hurt anywhere else?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Becks! Are you hurt anywhere else?’ 
 
    ‘Jesus, Alice, I called you so I wouldn’t get the third degree.’ 
 
    Alice snatched at her t-shirt and jerked it up over her black bra. Becks was just as quick to pull it back down, but Alice had already seen a flash of angry red on her ribs. She gave Becks a look that said resisting was futile and she reached out, pulling the t-shirt up again, slower this time. Becks just cried in response. 
 
    Alice resisted the urge to shout, fought back her emotions. She waited for her sister to start talking. 
 
    ‘He was so angry. I promise I have never seen him like that before. He’s aggressive, but it’s always just intimidating. He doesn’t threaten me straight out, he just says things in a way so I know I have to do what he says.’ 
 
    ‘What was he angry about?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. He got in late. The second I saw him I could tell he was stressed out. He was pale and sweaty, he looked like he’d seen a ghost! He woke me up coming in and I lay awake for ages. He didn’t come up, so I started to get curious — then worried. He didn’t turn on the telly, didn’t make a drink and he didn’t even turn a light on. So I went downstairs after a while. I turned on the light and straight away I could see he was in a state. I was worried about him, Alice. I asked him if he was all right and he just dismissed me. He said he needed to wash his clothes — he felt dirty. He told me to go away.’ 
 
    ‘Was he drunk?’ 
 
    ‘No, he doesn’t even drink. I think he uses sometimes. A white powder. He says it’s called spice and that it’s legal, but it makes him different. Angrier. He was terrified of something, though, Alice. I’ve never seen him so scared. You know Jake . . . he’s always full of himself. But all that was missing.’ 
 
    ‘Spice? That ain’t legal, Becks. Just Google it for a second. When did you become so naïve?’ Alice was furious, but she took a moment to collect herself. ‘Sorry, Becks, this isn’t your fault. I’m just angry you got hurt.’ 
 
    ‘It’s okay. I have been naïve, Alice. Fucking stupid more like.’ 
 
    ‘Stop it, Becks. So he was dirty then? What had he been doing?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t ever ask — I know it makes him angry. But I had to ask last night and that’s what made him flip out. I think he thought I’d left the room. He took his jacket off and his t-shirt underneath had blood on it — loads of it. I thought it was his, Alice!’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t his?’ 
 
    ‘No. I asked him if he was all right and he said that one of his mates got into a fight and he helped clean him up. There was a lot of blood. I asked what he had been doing and how his mate got so badly hurt. He just hit me. I didn’t see it coming, I didn’t even know what hit me. I took one to my face and the next thing I knew I was on my back looking up. Jake stood over me and he hit me a few times again. Then he kicked me — that’s when my ribs got hurt, I think.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck, Becks! He can’t get away with this, babe! You’re the one with all the brains — he can’t get away with this, can he?’ 
 
    ‘No, you’re right. He can’t. This is it for us — I’m not going back.’ 
 
    ‘And you need to call the police. You need to report it.’ 
 
    ‘No, Alice. Please stop saying that. I told you I don’t want to. I just want all this over. I’m not going back. I called you because I need somewhere to stay. I can’t go to mum and dad’s while I look like this. I’ll just stay with you until it’s all gone down. Is that okay? I promise I won’t be a bother, I’ll stay out of—’ 
 
    Alice cut her sister off with a fierce hug. ‘Of course, Becks, you don’t even need to ask.’ She pulled back to assess her sister’s face again. She couldn’t stop looking at the angry bruising, the swelling and the streams on her face where tears had fallen. Becks was her older sister. It was Becks who had always looked out for her. She’d never needed her help for anything before. 
 
    ‘Thanks. I won’t be a pain, I promise. If you need to go to work or whatever, just do what you need to do.’ 
 
    ‘I’m due on a late shift this afternoon, Becks. I’ll call in sick.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t need to do that.’ 
 
    ‘I want to look after you. I don’t think you should be on your own at the moment. Just in case he comes looking.’ 
 
    ‘He’s not going to come looking for me. And if he did it would only be if he’s realised what he’s done and he’ll be all dopey. He always gets angry then gets really dopey and sorry straight after. He’ll be really suffering right now. It was my fault, really. I know what pisses him off and I still asked those questions.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t even start, Becks! Don’t you dare make excuses for that animal.’ Alice twisted the rear-view mirror so her sister could see her own reflection. ‘Look what he did to you! Don’t ever forget what he did to you. No one deserves that. And what did you do? Ask him if he was alright because he had blood on him! You’re too good for him, Becks. You were too good right from the start.’ 
 
    ‘I did try telling him that.’ Becks started to smile. She flinched and her hand rose to her swollen cheek. 
 
    Alice’s anger flared suddenly again. ‘Listen, my mate at work, she’s dating this copper. He sounds alright, you know. We could speak to him off the record, like. Just see what—’ 
 
    ‘NO! Please, Alice. Please don’t do anything. We’ll think this out.’ 
 
    ‘Fine. Let’s get you home. Take what you need and get in my car. You can leave this one here.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    George Elms lifted the phone hastily to his ear. ‘Ryker? Give me just a sec!’ He dropped the phone back to his waist then spoke to the youth stood at the till in front of him. 
 
    ‘I’ll just take that one. With the receipt, he can bring it back right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I guess so.’ 
 
    ‘You guess so? What do I need to do to get a definite answer? Speak to someone who works here?’ Despite his frustration at the service it was George who felt out of place. He was in a videogame store, surrounded by a generation that might as well be another species. The boy shrugged his shoulders. It wasn’t confusion, it wasn’t that he didn’t get the sarcasm and it certainly wasn’t anger. Apathy, George guessed — the one word that summed up the youth of today. George slapped a twenty-pound note on the desk and scooped up the bag. He lifted the phone and scurried towards daylight. 
 
    ‘Sorry, Ryker. I was just trying to communicate with someone below the age of twenty-five.’ 
 
    ‘I can see why you might find that a challenge.’ 
 
    ‘What, because I’m so intelligent and on a higher academic plane?’ 
 
    ‘No. There isn’t anyone under the age of twenty-five left with less qualifications than the likes of us now, George. I just meant that you’re so out of touch.’ 
 
    ‘Suits me, Ryker. What the fuck do you want anyway? I assume there’s an update from the interview?’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t say much more. Nothing more that’s useable for us. He confirmed that he and his brother were brought over on the ferry, in a lorry carrying tomatoes, by a gang involved in dealing drugs. He confirmed that he had dealt drugs in the past and he owed these people a debt. He didn’t say how much.’ 
 
    ‘Must be a hell of a debt for them to go to all that trouble.’ 
 
    ‘I agree. Then he said that he and his brother were driven to a location and his brother was killed. Decapitated. He wouldn’t say exactly how, just that they tried to do the same to him and he was able to escape. He showed off a red mark round his neck.’ 
 
    ‘So I was right! How on earth do you escape a decapitation with a red mark round your neck? It’s either off or it isn’t, right?’ 
 
    ‘He did mention a car on a road. We’ve had gang members killed in cars before, where they had something tied around their neck and then tied off round something fixed. The car then accelerated until the rope tightens. It’s pretty effective.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck yeah! I think I heard of it once a long time ago. That was a suicide though?’ 
 
    ‘That’s the point, force them to drive and it looks like suicide. We talked about this before, remember? The best way to get away with murder?’ 
 
    ‘Make it look like a suicide,’ George said. 
 
    ‘Exactly. Or at least make sure the death is never investigated as a murder. These gang members had suicide notes for their family — the whole hog. They may have been genuine of course.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t work so well with two in the car though. That’s always going to be investigated as a suspicious death.’ 
 
    ‘True. I’m not saying that they’ve tried to make this look like a suicide, there’s no body for a start.’ 
 
    ‘No. I guess there might have been. They may well have had to change their plans when our Polish friend managed to wriggle out of it.’ 
 
    ‘Pliers, I think. He found a pair of pliers in the boot of the car. Reading between the lines I think they got him to set it all up himself. It’s like digging your own grave. That’s pretty evil.’ Emily sort of chuckled. 
 
    ‘And sensible. That way the only prints and DNA belong to the victims. The poor bastard would have tied his own noose.’ 
 
    ‘And his brother’s. He must have cut the wire round his neck when the car started.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Can you imagine the panic, he can’t have been the driver. He didn’t manage to cut it completely, just weakened it enough that it snapped.’ George exhaled loudly. ‘Think of that, Ryker!’ 
 
    ‘He wasn’t quick enough to save his brother.’ 
 
    ‘Horrible bastards.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly, so he’s suitably terrified of these people and he’s doing exactly as expected, promising to talk to us when he knows he’s safe. There’s a lot of work going on in the background to get him moved over to Witness Protection in the next twenty-four hours. The one thing they were able to convince him to do was a drive-out.’ 
 
    ‘To ID the scene?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. The DS is going to take him back to where he was picked up and then around the area to see if he remembers anything. Without that scene there’s nowhere to start. The DS has asked me to ride out with them.’ 
 
    ‘She asked you?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, she thinks I might be of use from an intelligence point of view. She seems to think I have a photographic knowledge of all criminals and their vehicles under Op Vapour and I’d be able to effectively spot a tail.’ 
 
    ‘No pressure, then!’ 
 
    ‘None at all. I think they’re arranging a marked car to chaperone — just to put off any efforts by the gangs to continue their conversation with Mr Nowak. But I don’t expect that’s high on their list. They’d be far better slipping quietly into the background for now.’ 
 
    ‘I agree. That’s if they somehow expected us to do it. Let me know how you get on.’ 
 
    ‘Will do. What are you up to? I guess we’re running out of lines of enquiry until they make contact with Shaun. We’re not going to have a Plan B after all.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right. There is something I wanted to revisit. I think it’s a case of wait and see for now.’ 
 
    ‘That won’t go down well with Shaun.’ 
 
    ‘No, I saw him earlier and wait and see is obviously the last thing he wants to do. I totally understand it, you just want to be out standing on the throat of whoever it is that’s got your kid.’ 
 
    ‘We are getting closer, George.’ 
 
    ‘We are. It’s not a giant leap for a gang forcing men to take their own heads off in a speeding car to convincing other men to jump from a viaduct. We’re very close. But close means nothing right now.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be in touch when our tour of the county is over.’ 
 
    ‘Speak soon.’ 
 
    George had made it back to his car by the time the call had ended. He had crossed the pedestrianised area of Langthorne’s town centre and walked through the main bus station. His car was in a one-hour bay, pointing away from the town centre. He pulled back out into the flow of traffic. Radio 2 came on with the ignition: The Beatles — Here Comes the Sun. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The door was opened with some trepidation. The sort of open where it was clear it was ready to be slammed closed at any point. Through the slim crack George could just make out the gaunt face of Sharon Leonard peering through her own door. She fidgeted and looked down like someone was tugging at her leggings. George smiled and tried to look reassuring. The sun had indeed come out, it was high enough in the sky to arrow through the slit in the door over his shoulder. Sharon was squinting. 
 
    ‘You can tell me to go away, Sharon, I don’t need to talk to you. I just came to see how you were getting on. And to drop this off.’ George pulled a slim object from a carrier bag and pushed it into the gap. Sharon’s eyes moved to it, she stepped back and it was pulled through. The door pushed shut and George waited. A few seconds passed, some muffled words and then the door opened wider. 
 
    ‘What’s that for?’ George could see all of Sharon now, but she still stood blocking his entrance. 
 
    ‘I honestly have no idea. I think it’s a computer game, Sharon, but my goodness have they changed since I last played them. You ever play Pac Man? I was good at that.’ 
 
    Sharon’s expression warmed a little. ‘I did actually. They had one in the Working Men’s Club down the road. My dad would be drunk in there — too drunk to take care of me. I used to steal change off him when he fell asleep. Nothing else to do.’ 
 
    ‘Dammit. There was me thinking I had picked something I was best at. You could probably give me a run for my money.’ 
 
    ‘What do you want?’ 
 
    ‘Someone bought me a voucher I won’t ever use. I figured Connor might appreciate a new game. Unless you like first person shoot-ups? I don’t even know what that is, but it sounds horrific.’ 
 
    ‘Well, thanks.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah thanks!’ Connor’s excited chatter came from behind his nan. ‘It’s the new one, nan!’ Sharon smiled again as he disappeared. 
 
    ‘I just wanted to see you were okay is all. I didn’t come to ask any questions.’ 
 
    ‘Makes a change from you lot. They do keep coming, you’re persistent if nothing else.’ 
 
    ‘We get called a lot worse.’ 
 
    ‘You want a cup of tea? I was making one.’ 
 
    ‘That would be lovely. As long as you don’t have Pac Man. Now I think I might get shown up.’ George walked into the living room behind Sharon. It was not a home that looked better in the daylight. It was still cluttered and untidy and George could now make out a thin layer of dust wherever there was a surface. The curtains were still roughly drawn so the natural light was limited, the light from bare bulbs added to the bleakness. 
 
    ‘Sorry I ain’t done nothing with me face, or tidied up or nothing. I’m normally good with the housework. Just not been in the mood you know.’ 
 
    ‘I can imagine. Housework might just be the last thing you want to do.’ George’s mind flashed back to his conversation with Shaun an hour or so earlier where he had taken out his nervous tension on his vacuum cleaner. 
 
    ‘I didn’t sleep much.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll take you a long time to get over these last couple of days, Sharon. I know that better than anyone. Don’t think you need to be making excuses either. Everyone will understand that you’ve been through a hell of a time.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve had it then? Days like I had?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve had my fair share of trauma, Sharon. Sign of getting older, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Who knows. I see some of my friends, they ain’t never known nothing like it. Charmed lives they’ve got. Me and Bobby always used to say the same. These people don’t know they’re born.’ 
 
    ‘I know what you mean. It never seems to be spread out evenly does it.’ 
 
    ‘No. I musta got all of theirs. You people any closer to finding them what did this?’ 
 
    ‘No. We don’t have much to go on, Sharon. Whoever these people are, they seem to have a real influence over their victims. No one’s telling us much. It’s what these sorts of people do. They’re bullies, and any bully knows that the seat of their power is fear.’ 
 
    ‘Too right it is. I ain’t no coward, but I got my boy to think about. And it’s just me now, Bobby may not have looked much but he was handy, you know. He could look after himself and he would certainly look after me if he needed to.’ 
 
    ‘I bet he could.’ 
 
    Sharon led through to the kitchen. George stopped short of going in, leaning on the surround while Sharon made the tea. A round dining table was tucked against the wall, it was busy with paperwork. He peered back into the kitchen. A calendar hung from a kitchen unit — March was a perfectly manicured cat with long white hair and a red bow — and George noted that today’s date was filled out with the words Anniversary! Don’t get that long for murder! George allowed a smile. The jokes were the same, no matter the couple. He turned back towards the table. On top of the paperwork was a manila envelope. It had been ripped open and a white card embossed with raised lettering was visible — a gift card. George checked Sharon was still busy making his tea, he reached over and tugged out the card. He spun it round. Happy Anniversary to a wonderful wife. He flipped it open. The whole card was handwritten text, a long love letter signed Bobby xxx. George scanned it as quick as he could. Sharon finished the tea and he was out of time. 
 
    ‘Have many people been round? I assume you have friends and family in the area?’ 
 
    ‘Pfft! Nosey fuckers, more like it. They all just want to know what’s going on. They see the cops coming round. They see Facebook about someone jumping and it gets out it’s my Bobby. They come round saying how sorry they are, they should just come right out with it and say how nosey they are.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t realise the timing.’ George took a mug from Sharon. He gestured with his eyes towards the calendar as he took a sip. 
 
    Sharon sighed long and hard. ‘thirty-two years today. Every one of them a slog. But I would give you anything and everything right now for that man to walk back in through that door.’ 
 
    ‘I understand. Marriage isn’t easy, but it’s an awful lot harder to live without.’ 
 
    ‘Are you married, Sergeant?’ 
 
    ‘For now.’ 
 
    Sharon afforded a smile. ‘Planning an upgrade?’ 
 
    ‘Goodness no! I’m already batting well above my average. I’m just trying to cling on, we’ve had a difficult couple of years ourselves.’ 
 
    ‘You cling on all you can then, George. A good one is worth fighting for.’ 
 
    ‘He knew he was going, yesterday, didn’t he?’ George watched closely for a reaction. 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t make the decision yesterday. He must have had contact with these people before they took you off the street. Did you know about it?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what you mean? I thought you weren’t here to ask me no questions.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not. Nothing that you have to answer. The card he sent you, did it arrive today?’ 
 
    ‘The card?’ Sharon bustled past and snatched it up. She walked it back into the kitchen and scowled. You been going through my stuff? That ain’t even legal! I let you in here because you’ve been nice. Because I thought you was here to be nice.’ 
 
    ‘Sharon, I only came round to see you, to see the boy. But this card, the note inside . . .’ George reached for the card but Sharon snatched it closer to her chest. ‘It reads like there was money in there. A fair bit. If he had contact with these people, if money changed hands, there might be a trail. I want to find the bastards that did this to you, Sharon, that did this to your family.’ 
 
    ‘The card arrived today. He sent it me, he wouldn’t be the first bloke to plan his own death. He’s been threatening to do it for months.’ 
 
    ‘He just needed that final push didn’t he Sharon. No pun intended. Maybe Bobby would still be here if these people hadn’t got in touch.’ 
 
    ‘And maybe he wouldn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe this worked out better for you? How much did you earn out of this?’ 
 
    ‘Get OUT!’ Sharon lunged towards George. She raised both her hands and punched George in the chest. George got hold of her flailing hands, wrapped them up and got hold of her by her elbows. She was sobbing hard, she couldn’t talk and she stepped into George. 
 
    ‘Sharon, it’s okay. I know you didn’t want this. Just tell me what happened.’ 
 
    Sharon fought to get herself back under control. She pushed George away and turned back into the kitchen. George noticed movement at the foot of the stairs. Sharon must have seen it too. ‘Go back to your bedroom, Connor!’ she snapped. Connor was gone. 
 
    George stayed still. Sharon busied herself on the kitchen surface. A hot drink was no longer on the agenda, she reached up to a cupboard and pulled out a white bottle of liquor. She turned a tumbler up the right way from beside the sink and poured a good measure. She had thrown the card onto the side and it had spilled open, Bobby’s handwritten words right in front of her eyes. She took a swig of the liquid, her lips curled back over her teeth as she took it neat. Her eyes seemed to scan the words. 
 
    ‘I didn’t want no cash. And nor did Bobby. I just wanted Bobby to get better — or to at least try.’ She scooped the glass for a second tilt and the liquid was all gone. ‘Bobby got approached a few days after he first tried it. He took a load of pills sat here with a load of drink. In this fucking house!’ She forced a laugh through her tears. ‘It was never going to be enough. I thought it was a cry for help and we could get through it, you know. He’d only just had the news and he hadn’t taken it well. The street got to know about it. I told you what it’s like around here.’ 
 
    ‘All streets are the same.’ 
 
    Sharon shook her head and she lifted watery eyes fleetingly towards George. ‘Nah. It’s worse round here. No one works see, no one’s got much going on so the only thing to hold their interest is what everyone else is doing. Someone gets so desperate they try and take their own life, that’s big news round here. Keep them all chewing the fat for a good few days.’ Sharon sighed, she poured another good measure. ‘I suppose I was the same once. Did you want a proper drink, George?’ 
 
    ‘Definitely not one of those.’ 
 
    Sharon smiled. It was weak, but it cut through the gloom a little. She clicked the kettle back on and prepped a mug with a teabag. ‘Very sensible.’ 
 
    ‘So what changed?’ 
 
    ‘Changed?’ 
 
    ‘Neither of you wanted any cash. You wanted Bobby to get better. And here we are, you got a payment and Bobby’s gone.’ 
 
    ‘Twelve grand.’ Another weak smile. ‘Thirty-two years married, they offered us twelve grand to bring it all to an end.’ 
 
    ‘And you took it?’ 
 
    ‘No! I know what it looks like to you. You have to understand that Bobby was suddenly in a different place. I ain’t never seen him like that. He was a strong man. He lived through some terrible things and he took it all in his stride. Lizzy’s murder hit him hard, knocked him for six for a good few days but just like that he was back on it. He focused on Connor. He wanted some sort of normality for that boy and he just switched back on. He missed Lizzy every day of his life, but he never let it beat him down. But this diagnosis, it got to him. You can see from the moment the doc told him, you could see that he knew it was going to get him and he knew how. He had an uncle that went the same way, you know. Bobby watched it happen, I think. He saw what it does to you. He never fought it, not for one day.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t think he could beat it?’ 
 
    ‘He knew he couldn’t. And he didn’t want to fail in front of Connor. He loved that boy more than I’ve ever known him to love anyone. And he has this vision of himself — he’s the strong, masculine fighter. This disease would have taken that away from him. He wanted to die, George, but on his terms.’ 
 
    ‘What terms were they?’ 
 
    ‘We got a knock on the door. Some lad we’ve known for a long time, I looked after him when he was a baby, changed the fucker’s dirty nappy. He’ll be well known to you people, he’s been in and out of trouble. Done some time behind the door recently.’ 
 
    ‘A name?’ 
 
    Sharon bit her lip. She fidgeted again — this time in a drawer, from where she produced a cigarette. She pushed the window open over the sink. ‘You don’t mind, do you?’ 
 
    ‘Your house.’ 
 
    ‘I gave up. I was off ’em for six months up until a few days ago.’ 
 
    ‘You can quit again.’ 
 
    Sharon chuckled. ‘Yeah. Until the next disaster. I don’t know about names, George, I ain’t talking to you on record. None of this.’ 
 
    ‘It’s best you do talk to me, though, Sharon. Here with a fag on the go. Better that than down the nick with you under arrest for conspiracy to murder.’ 
 
    Sharon’s face hardened, ‘What are you talking about? I didn’t murder no one!’ 
 
    ‘Perverting the course of justice at best, Sharon. If you knew Bobby was planning on killing himself, if you knew he was being manipulated to do it and there was a cash payment involved to you, there’s questions to be answered. I should have nicked you already. I don’t want to. I’d rather you talked to me now. Tell me what happened and who was involved. I don’t think for one moment that this is the outcome you wanted, but imagine the gossip around here when you get taken out in handcuffs the day after Bobby dies. Connor in emergency care.’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t.’ 
 
    ‘I would. I don’t want to, Sharon, but I would. I’d much rather have a cup of tea with you here and we can talk about how we find the people that did this. Even if you don’t want to, there’s a bigger picture, other families are being affected by these people and I don’t have much time.’ 
 
    ‘Other families? What are you talking about?’ 
 
    ‘You first.’ 
 
    ‘Christ, George!’ Sharon finished the tea, she slopped it down on the side close to George. ‘This lad knocked and spoke to Bobby. He wouldn’t speak in front of me but I managed to get a gist of it from being stood in here. He wanted Bobby to meet with someone, he said it was mutually beneficial. He said that a lot. I know it wasn’t him saying those words — this kid don’t know words like mutually beneficial. Someone sent him here with his head full of something.’ 
 
    ‘And Bobby did meet?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. He went down the pub and some fella bought him a beer. I know what you’re going to ask me, I don’t know okay, I don’t know who this fella was. I just know that he’s not someone Bobby knew, which means he ain’t from Langthorne. And he was all dressed up like — a suit and shit.’ 
 
    ‘What was his business?’ 
 
    ‘Drugs. They’re all about drugs ain’t they? You see kids out there, ten, eleven years old on their push bikes with drugs in their backpacks. I only got to walk to the shops and I see them all out and about. Sickens me.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not wrong.’ 
 
    ‘Bobby wouldn’t tell me what it was all about, but he suddenly seemed brighter, you know? Like this meeting had given him something to be cheery about. I couldn’t put my finger on it. Bobby ain’t ever been one to sell drugs. He was always dead against it, even when he was younger. When Lizzy got stuck into them he turned even more against them. He got into a few fist fights with local dealers after she died. He’d see a deal go down in a beer garden or a car park and he’d just flip out. I had to drag him away.’ 
 
    ‘So it’s strange that he’d meet with someone involved in drugs.’ 
 
    ‘He got his head turned. I couldn’t get no truth out of him — nothing about what had happened. Then we had a few beers. Connor was round his mate’s house and he was staying out. He’s mates with a good family on the other side of the tracks. Nice people, decent people — I could tell they was decent ’cause they wouldn’t let their boy come round here.’ Sharon allowed another smile. She poured another measure, a little smaller this time. ‘We had a few of these and I got him talking — I’ve always known how to get him talking. They offered him a deal. Enough cash to set his family up and all he had to do was get some information from the police. The police got called when he took the pills so he was on record for having mental health issues for trying to do himself in. Seems they needed someone like that.’ 
 
    ‘What information?’ 
 
    ‘He had to go stand on a cliff. I remember it was a Sunday a few weeks back. It was a specific time and he had to pretend like he was going to jump. They send out negotiators, your lot — you know that already though, right?’ 
 
    ‘I know how it works, Sharon, sure. But you tell me what you know.’ 
 
    ‘He was up there for ages. He had something in his ear, someone was talking to him the whole time, telling him what to say, what to ask. Then, after a while, he got talked down and the cops walked him down to where I was standing with the ambulance. They took him to A&E, he got some pills and we was home by midnight.’ Sharon stubbed out the cigarette forcefully. 
 
    George swigged his tea. ‘So they must have approached him again then?’ 
 
    ‘They must have. Bobby told me that he had to do it again — the same deal — and then he would get a little bit of money. He told me he didn’t know what the information was for, and I believed him. You live with someone for forty odd years, you know when they are lying to you.’ 
 
    ‘I guess you do. Did you know the timing of the next one?’ 
 
    ‘No. Bobby said he didn’t either, but now I know he did. He was upset last week — more and more upset the closer it got to the weekend. Then on Sunday, he said he wanted to go out and watch the game down the pub. Millwall were on at two in the afternoon and then there was some other game straight after. He was going to be out all afternoon, so he gave me a couple of hundred quid and said I should take Connor into Canterbury for some shopping. I can’t remember the last time I went out shopping with money on the hip, George. I jumped at it.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t think it was odd?’ 
 
    ‘Only that he had the money. Since Connor came to stay, he always felt guilty if he went out. It wasn’t out of character, but he was odd. He told me he loved me Saturday and he hugged Connor so long on Sunday morning that we all felt uncomfortable. I thought he’d started on the beer early.’ 
 
    ‘You think he knew you were going to get kidnapped?’ 
 
    ‘No! Definitely not. He would never have put Connor through that. I think those bastards upped the stakes at the last minute. I don’t think he was ever supposed to jump, George. I think they took us and they told him what he had to do for us to be safe. And he did it.’ Sharon broke down again and wiped away thick tears with hands that shook. She steadied them enough to light another cigarette. 
 
    ‘And you don’t know who these people are?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s this lad that made first contact, Sharon?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t, George. You don’t talk about people round here to the cops.’ 
 
    ‘I need to know, Sharon.’ 
 
    ‘Bobby’s gone, George. Ain’t nothing bringing him back. We got played and we lost. I’m talking to the council about getting a move. I want out of here, out of this area and maybe we can have a life.’ 
 
    ‘There’s more to it. Bobby was part of a much bigger picture, Sharon. You need to understand that this isn’t just about you and him. When they snatched you from the street they did it as loud as possible so the police would throw every resource they could at it and they wouldn’t see that you weren’t the only people snatched from that town.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Another family was taken. Plucked from the streets. We don’t know how or when, Sharon, but you and Connor were a diversion. And we fell for it.’ 
 
    ‘They got someone else? Why?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know yet. But they weren’t released like you, Sharon. And I don’t know how this ends unless you can help me find them. I need the name of your mate, the lad that came knocking on your door and started all this off. Do that, and I promise I won’t come after you for your part.’ 
 
    ‘I told you, I didn’t play no part!’ 
 
    ‘Knowing is playing, Sharon. And you aren’t the only person that stands to lose. Help me with the name.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve spent all the money. You can’t have that back.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want your money. I just want a name.’ 
 
    ‘Damon — Jesus, Damon.’ 
 
    ‘Damon? Damon who?’ 
 
    ‘You know him. You all know him round here.’ 
 
    ‘Damon who Sharon? They might already be dead. Help me. Give them a chance.’ 
 
    ‘Alcott. Fucking hell, Damon Alcott.’ 
 
    George showed himself out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Emily Ryker was designated driver. Aleksander Nowak was led to the rear passenger seat by two uniformed officers. He had to stoop his wiry frame to fit in to the family hatchback. Detective Constable Nicola Anstis filled the front passenger seat with her day book ready and open; she had been briefed to act as scribe. Detective Sergeant Holly Saunders was already in the seat behind Anstis. Emily watched in her mirror as she smiled reassuringly at Aleksander. One of the officers passed her his seatbelt and she clipped it in. 
 
    ‘Really? With these?’ Nowak held up his hands. They were still handcuffed in a ‘front stack’, one hand lying flat over the other with rigid metal keeping them apart. 
 
    ‘Sorry, Aleksander, you’re still under arrest.’ The DS still held her reassuring smile. Emily didn’t know Saunders very well, but she had a reputation for being very thorough. A good investigator by all accounts, but who was only recently promoted to sergeant. ‘I can’t even imagine the paperwork if we managed to lose you.’ 
 
    ‘I do not want to be lost.’ Aleksander peered out of the window. 
 
    ‘They’re not too bad, just try not to move too much in them.’ 
 
    The two uniformed officers moved to their marked vehicle. They rolled up to the speed gates to exit the station and Emily pulled the unmarked Vauxhall Astra up behind them. 
 
    ‘We’ll wait for you just up the road.’ The transmission from the car in front came over the radio far too loud and Emily hurried to turn it down. They were working on their own talk-through channel so they could speak to each other easily. 
 
    Emily pushed a dash-mounted button to reply. ‘Understood.’ She pulled through the gates and then came to a stop, watching the gate slide shut in her rear-view mirror. It was a new directive: in the modern world of terrorists targeting police officers, you had to watch the gates shut. It took just a few seconds and they were on their way. 
 
    From Langthorne, the convoy of two headed for the A20, coast bound, where they would pass the port and come out the other side of the town of Dover. From there they took the A256 towards Thanet and the area where Nowak had been found walking down the hard shoulder, covered in his brother’s blood. No one knew quite what to say and conversation was stilted to the point where Emily turned the radio on to cut the atmosphere. The A256 got a lot slower as they passed a building site that was soon to be thousands of new-build houses. The road works were severe: a new roundabout was being installed to link directly to the new estate. They got clear of the road works, still in convoy. They’d had a brief conversation before leaving the station and one of the uniformed lads had suggested he might know the road Nowak had described. Emily followed the marked car as it took the slip road off where Richborough Power Station had once dominated the skyline. Now it was two piles of rubble and a husk of a building. The roads became more rural, with fields either side and woodland straight ahead. The marked car slowed for a road flagged by a dead-end sign. It curved gently into the woodland and Nowak suddenly became agitated. Even from her position watching him in the rear-view mirror, Emily knew they were at the right place. 
 
    ‘We’ll drive it through first — make sure it’s clear of vehicles.’ The marked car ahead rolled into the road and was quickly out of sight. Their update came in less than a minute. 
 
    ‘All clear.’ The marked car reappeared, facing them this time. Emily pulled past it into the road. 
 
    ‘We’ll hold here and make sure nothing comes down.’ 
 
    Emily drove slowly. After just twenty metres, the marked car behind was hidden by the bend in the road. 
 
    * * * 
 
    In the marked police car, PC Dave Laughton laid back a little. 
 
    ‘By the time the suits have done their dicking around down there and we hold their hands all the way back to the nick, it’ll be time to go off duty.’ He rested his knee against the centre console. ‘Yup. Another day closer to retirement.’ 
 
    PC Debbie Nicol grinned across from the driver’s seat. Dave noticed her narrowed eyes. 
 
    ‘What?’ he said. 
 
    ‘I reckon you’ll be disappointed to get this one done.’ 
 
    ‘Why on earth would I be disappointed?’ 
 
    ‘Well, without at least getting to know that doe-eyed intel officer a little more. What’s her name? Emma?’ 
 
    ‘Emily.’ Dave sat back up straight. He felt his cheeks warm a little. 
 
    ‘Ah, Emily is it? Why don’t you ask her out? I don’t think she’s got anyone on the go at the moment.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure it’s the right time — you know, over the radio and her with a car full and all that.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t mean right now, you dick!’ 
 
    Dave saw a flash of movement first — behind Debbie — then he felt the impact behind him, enough to shove him hard in the back, his head forced so far forward it bounced off the handbrake. Dave managed to look up, his neck shot with pain, the whole side window was instantly filled with blue. Despite the pain, he was groggy, his vision hazy. Debbie’s scream cut through the haze. Dave was aware that his car was still shaking, the roof of the car banged. He turned to look through the windscreen just as it shattered inwards and something heavy bounced off the dash and crushed his hand. He yelped in pain. Boots appeared on the bonnet. A figure dropped to a kneel. 
 
    ‘Alright, pigs!’ a man’s voice muffled by the black material pulled tight over his face. Debbie screamed again. 
 
    ‘The FUCK?’ It was all Dave could manage. 
 
    ‘You see that?’ The figure on the bonnet leant in and pointed to Debbie’s window. Dave followed the gesture. A large digital clock with an old-style font was counting down from fifteen minutes. It looked like it was suckered to the glass. ‘Move out of this vehicle before that gets to zero and you’re fucked. You understand? It’s rigged to something highly sensitive. You don’t want to be moving now, you hear me?’ 
 
    The man made exaggerated tip-toe movements down the bonnet of the marked car. He jumped backwards off the end like a showman enjoying his own performance. He raised his finger to his covered face like he was shooshing them. And then he was gone. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Is there anything you recognise?’ DS Saunders asked Nowak. DC Anstis scribbled in her day book. 
 
    ‘This is for sure where they brought us. It was darker, but the street light I saw at the start . . . this is for sure the right road.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. Do you remember how far in you were?’ 
 
    ‘The bend finishes and you can see far. We were a little way along.’ 
 
    Emily slowed further as the bend did indeed straighten out. In the distance she could now see a hedgerow that marked the end of the road, beyond that the tall street lights and gantries of a main ‘A’ road were visible. 
 
    Nowak was animated suddenly. ‘Can we stop?’ 
 
    Emily let the car roll to a stop with the engine ticking over. 
 
    ‘We hit hard. There will be a tree with marks at least. This side.’ Nowak pointed to the woodland on the near side. Ryker rolled forward a little until they came to an area around two thirds along the straight where the bank was a little churned up. The ground looked disturbed — not as much to suggest that a car had left the road and ploughed into the woodland, but the foliage just looked out of place. A mature tree stood a few metres from the road, its lower trunk shrouded by a dense bush. Emily stepped out and walked over to the tree. As she got closer, she could see that it didn’t look right, the bush had been cut; this wasn’t the spot where it had spent its life. Somebody had cut it and moved it here. She pulled away to reveal a fresh, ugly scar gouged deep into the tree. 
 
    She stepped back to the car where the DS looked questioningly out through the rear window. She wouldn’t be able to open the door from the inside — standard on police cars. Emily pulled it open. 
 
    ‘This is it. Someone’s made a token effort to hide it, but—’ 
 
    ‘Stay where you are! Don’t you fucking move!’ Emily turned to the sound of the gruff voice and was immediately struck hard in the face. The force pushed her back against the car and she lost her footing. In her confusion she was aware of the rear door being slammed back shut and movement from the other side of the vehicle. Someone stood over her. 
 
    ‘Don’t you fucking move, bitch!’ Her vision cleared enough to see the outline of a man dressed all in black, his face covered. 
 
    ‘Stay here for fifteen minutes. If you are seen to move in the next fifteen minutes we will be back and we’ll make sure you don’t move again. You understand?’ 
 
    Emily jerked a nod. 
 
    ‘Fifteen minutes! And count yourself fucking lucky.’ 
 
    The man was gone. Emily managed to push herself to a sitting position, her back against the front passenger door. She could feel the car rock as someone inside moved, a door creaked from the other side of the car. She struggled to her knees, looked down the road towards the dead end where what looked like two males dressed in black walked either side of Nowak. A few more seconds and all three plunged left into the woodland. And they were gone. 
 
    ‘The radio! The fucking radio’s not working!’ DC Anstis threw her handheld radio back onto the driver’s seat and pulled out her phone. ‘Nothing’s working!’ 
 
    Emily managed to stand. She tried her own phone — no service. 
 
    ‘What do we do?’ DC Anstis looked from Emily to her sergeant, her eyes wide and her breathing shallow. Emily looked at her watch. It was ten past two in the afternoon. She felt a calmness that belied their situation. 
 
    ‘Wait fourteen minutes. Then walk to find help.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was ten minutes later that help came to them. Emily saw the officer who had introduced himself as Dave limp into sight. DS Saunders jogged to meet him. 
 
    ‘You okay?’ He looked directly at Emily who was holding a piece of gauze against her eyebrow. It had been bleeding intermittently. She took the pressure away and checked. It came away clean. 
 
    ‘Yeah, we’re okay. We lost Nowak.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus. We never stood a chance up there. Two 4x4s just rammed us, blocked us in both sides. They put some countdown timer up. None of our radios are working. 
 
    ‘Countdown timer?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, they said it was rigged. It isn’t. They just wanted to slow us down. They must have a car nearby. Their trucks are still up there. I got a phone signal half way to you and called out the cavalry. Everyone’s on their way.’ 
 
    ‘I bet. They’ll be long gone by now.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got a lot of explaining to do.’ Dave shook his head. He was clearly suffering the effects of shock. 
 
    ‘You just explained it perfectly to me,’ Emily said. ‘We’ve all got families to go home to. There’s nothing we could have done differently.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure the bosses will have the same idea.’ 
 
    DS Saunders was in her own state of shock, she was mumbling, repeating herself. ‘How could they have known? There was no way anyone could have even known we were coming here . . .’ 
 
    ‘We don’t need to worry about that right now. We’re all okay, that’s all that matters. Dave said the cavalry was on the way. We wait and then we can start working out what the fuck just happened.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    When the cavalry did arrive, George Elms was part of it. He had heard the breathless shout over the radio and he knew Ryker was part of the away party. By the time a second update stated that she had been injured, he was already on his way. 
 
    He had been in the station at the time of the shout, finding out as much as he could about Damon Alcott. He had tried getting hold of Shaun — he reckoned that he could be very useful in finding Alcott and helping to convince him to talk — but his phone was going straight to voicemail. Whatever. That could wait until later. 
 
    George had taken one of Major Crime’s unmarked vehicles: a black Skoda VRS with concealed lights in the grill. He drove like a madman on lights and sirens, and he was the first from Langthorne House to make it to the scene. A police dog van that had been in the area was there already, along with a patrol that had turned out from Sandwich. He was aware of the whine of a helicopter overhead as he stepped out of the car. 
 
    The uniformed officers present would be expecting detectives to be deployed, and they would expect them to take over the investigation as soon as they arrived. George took advantage of this, barking questions and getting quick-fire replies to the point where he was up to date by the time he made it to where Ryker was sitting on the ground, leaning against the bonnet of the dog van. 
 
    ‘Hell’s teeth, Ryker, they said on air that you were injured but I couldn’t get in to ask for an update.’ 
 
    ‘Somebody hit me, George.’ 
 
    The point of impact was obvious. There was clear swelling above Ryker’s right eye and an angry red split that would probably scar. She was padding the swelling gingerly. 
 
    ‘So I see.’ 
 
    ‘Me though, George! You hear of officers getting assaulted all the time. It’s terrible it is. A right liberty. But I don’t get hit, George. I made that quite clear when I started out on this career — I’m too fucking good looking to get hit.’ 
 
    ‘You won’t find me arguing.’ 
 
    ‘I should hope not.’ 
 
    ‘Not because I agree, but because you’re angry, Ryker. And I don’t like you when you’re angry.’ 
 
    ‘I am angry George. I got hit.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t take it to heart. At least you got hit by professionals.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ Ryker’s expression was more serious. 
 
    ‘Looks like it was a simultaneous hit on both vehicles. They threw jammers under both the cars to stop your radios working. They blocked uniform in with two cars that were nicked in the early hours of this morning and they left on foot. At least until they got to another vehicle. They didn’t give us much to go on, Ryker.’ 
 
    ‘How did they know what we were doing though? The ride out was deliberately low key.’ 
 
    ‘Knowing that is the key to finding who hit you, Ryker. There won’t be anything here.’ 
 
    Ryker narrowed her eyes. ‘Is there something you’re not telling me, George.’ 
 
    ‘There’s always something I’m not telling you. You want me to drive you back?’ 
 
    ‘Fuck yeah. The longer I stand here, the more chance I have of being swabbed.’ 
 
    Once in the car, George paused before starting the car. ‘You’re okay though? I mean, it can’t have been nice. That might need a staple in it too?’ 
 
    ‘Are you being caring, George Elms?’ 
 
    ‘You know I care about you, Ryker.’ 
 
    Ryker shrugged. ‘Shit day, George. They’ll get theirs. We’ve got other people to find first. I take it Shaun hasn’t had any contact?’ 
 
    ‘Not that he’s made me aware of.’ 
 
    George pulled back onto the A256. Twenty minutes later they still hadn’t made it past the roadworks. George turned on the aircon as the sun burst through the cloud cover to beat at them through the windscreen. They were monitoring the police channel on the radio where the hunt for the people that had taken Nowak was continuing. Two detectives gave an update regarding the vehicles used to block in the police car. Both were stolen from a garage that had a stock of around forty cars; it was on the border where Langthorne met with Sussex. It had been a ‘car-key burglary’, the thieves forcing entry to the sales office to get the car keys. The update finished with a dreary line about the garage’s CCTV system being ‘hit and miss’ and out of action at the material time. Ryker was staring out of the window. 
 
    ‘Fancy a diversion?’ George said. 
 
    ‘Huh?’ 
 
    ‘A diversion. You fancy a quick chat about those stolen vehicles?’ George gestured at the radio. 
 
    ‘Sorry, George, I was only half listening. They were nicked from a garage, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. We should go and talk to the poor victim.’ 
 
    ‘Major Crime just did that right? I told you I’m fine. This can wait another day. We need to get back looking for Shaun’s wife and kid. They could get in touch any time.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right. So we don’t have any time to waste.’ George flicked on the lights and siren for a second time that day. ‘Do me a favour would you, Ryker? Give your intel office a call and see what we know about the owner of this garage.’ 
 
    Ryker shook her head but did nothing to argue. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Roland Merrington Auto’s.’ George read the livery clinging to what had once probably been the canopy for a petrol station forecourt. It had that look, a large square structure on struts with a glass-fronted office at the back. The pumps were gone, replaced by lines of shiny cars parked in rows and at jaunty angles. It was off a busy road that ran all the way through to Hastings and onwards and was prime for passing trade. George parked in one of the visitor bays. A stocky man in a suit and day-old stubble was on him and smiling before he’d shut the door. He looked the Skoda up and down and then did the same to George. 
 
    ‘Good afternoon, sir. How are you today?’ 
 
    ‘Very well, thank you.’ 
 
    ‘What can we help you with, sir?’ 
 
    ‘I was hoping to speak to Roland.’ 
 
    The man’s smile dropped a little, but he recovered it quickly. ‘He’s not always on site. He lets me deal with matters most of the time. Are you sure there’s nothing I can help you with?’ 
 
    ‘Is he on site now?’ George flipped over his warrant card. The man’s eyes flicked from George to Ryker who was also holding her warrant up. 
 
    ‘He’s in the office.’ The man turned sharply and walked away. 
 
    Roland Merrington was a big man. He wore his trousers pulled high over his rotund waist and held in place by a set of braces. His tie hung loose, his shirt undone to facilitate his chin. He stood up to greet George as he walked in, but his smile dropped away as George introduced himself as a detective sergeant. 
 
    ‘I’ve spoken to you lot already.’ Merrington fell back into his plush swivel chair and rocked back, steepling his fingers. 
 
    ‘I know that, Mr Merrington.’ 
 
    ‘So why come back?’ 
 
    George gestured at two seats that were tucked under his side of the desk. ‘Do you mind?’ 
 
    ‘Go ahead, if you’re staying. Call me Roland.’ 
 
    George and Ryker each pulled out a chair and sat down. 
 
    ‘So what more do you need? Your colleagues felt that there wasn’t much more I could offer. I got my crime reference number, too. I just got off the phone to the insurance company.’ 
 
    ‘What was taken?’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know?’ Merrington suddenly appeared flustered. ‘Your colleagues knew the makes, reg numbers, the lot. All the stuff I gave over the phone. Why are you here now if you don’t even know what this is all about?’ 
 
    George studied Merrington closely. ‘My colleagues knew about the vehicles and about the incident earlier this afternoon, but they didn’t know about you . . . Roland. I’ve been doing this job a long time and I like to look at the victims first. I like to try and understand the motivation. Sometimes victims are chosen. If I can understand the reason why, I’m a lot closer to finding the culprit.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ Merrington’s cheeks flushed a deeper red. ‘In the early hours of the morning, some chancers nicked two of my trucks. They broke in here and they took the keys and then the trucks. Your colleagues tell me they were used in some sort of ram raid or something. I’m a victim because I had two trucks. They were probably out looking for them and there they were, sat at the front of my place.’ 
 
    George turned to take in the forecourt. ‘They were out the front?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. On the grass by the road. They were my prime draws, the first cars you’d see.’ 
 
    ‘At the end of March? I saw an Audi TT out there, two of those little Mazda sports cars and a BMW Z4. All convertibles. Surely they’re a better bet for your passing trade starting to think about the summer. Am I right?’ 
 
    ‘I rotate them — move them around a little. People might be looking for a bargain on a 4x4 because it’s spring.’ 
 
    ‘And your CCTV wasn’t working?’ 
 
    ‘No. I mean it does — it’s intermittent.’ 
 
    ‘But it wasn’t working last night?’ 
 
    ‘It’s been down the last seven days.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Seven days exactly?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know if it’s exactly, I—’ 
 
    ‘Can we check?’ George pointed at a monitor stood on top of a black box marked Lenovo. ‘That’s the system, right?’ 
 
    Merrington had to shift around to see it behind him. ‘Yeah, that’s it, I don’t really know how to work it so good—’ 
 
    ‘I do. Doing this job, I use these systems all the time. You’ve probably set it to run constant during the day and then it’s just motion activated at night, right? So it doesn’t fill up the hard drive.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I think I d—’ 
 
    ‘And if it does get full up it starts overwriting itself. You’ll probably get about a month back. But you can free up space. Do you know how you do that?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think I’ve ever—’ 
 
    ‘You just select to delete a seven-day block. It’s easy. It only deletes in seven-day blocks, see? Most people would get rid of the oldest week, but you could wipe the last seven days, almost at the touch of a button.’ 
 
    Merrington took a second to reply. ‘Are you suggesting I deleted my own— ’ 
 
    ‘How do you know Shaun Carter?’ 
 
    ‘Shaun? I don’t. I—’ 
 
    ‘You’ll note the way I worded the question, Roland. I know you do. I also know how you do. So this is the bit where I determine for certain if you are lying to me or not.’ 
 
    Roland reached for a tissue and dabbed at a run of sweat. He rocked forward in his seat and straightened a pen on his desk. 
 
    ‘I know his dad. Or I knew him, I should say, a long time ago.’ 
 
    ‘We’re getting somewhere now, Roland. Now I do know something my colleagues that were here earlier don’t. Now, still assuming that I already know the answer, tell me what happened this morning.’ George met Ryker’s stare briefly. Neither spoke. 
 
    Merrington sat back and expelled a long breath. ‘He’s a good kid, you know — just like his dad. The last person I ever expected to turn up and tell me that he was in trouble — that he needed my help. He was here before eight o’clock. I was here early — I always am. He had cash. Said he wanted to use the trucks. He didn’t have enough to buy them but he said I had to report them nicked anyway and I could do the insurance money. He begged me, Sergeant. I mean begged. I know a desperate man when I see one, and whatever trouble Shaun’s in, it’s deep. I locked the office up and he got in with a wrecking bar from the garage and broke the safe to get the keys so it would look like a burglary.’ 
 
    ‘And he didn’t tell you why?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. He just said that I had to give him twenty minutes and then make the call to your lot. We stuck some different plates on them — just stuck them over the existing ones. I didn’t ask too many questions. I know what he does for a living. I know he’s one of your lot, so I guess I kinda thought whatever it was he was up to, it might be for the good, you know? I didn’t know what to think. A kid turns up like that, someone I used to know and begs for my help. I just did what he asked.’ 
 
    ‘Was he on his own?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘And he left on his own, did he?’ 
 
    ‘He must have.’ 
 
    ‘In three cars? Come on, Roland. You need to do better.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck, I don’t know. I’m not on the block here, I just helped out a mate!’ 
 
    ‘For cash, Roland. Your mate out there with the cheap suit didn’t give him a hand then? Maybe for his own share?’ 
 
    ‘He don’t know nothing about it.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s he gone?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know . . .’ Merrington dabbed at his face again. ‘Has he gone? He does have some errands to run this morning.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure he does. He doesn’t like police, does he? You can give me his details and maybe I’ll find out why.’ 
 
    ‘Your mates spoke to him already. If he told them, he told them. I don’t know much about him.’ 
 
    ‘They did speak to him, and to two other employees. One who said he was your mechanic and the other called himself a valet. Neither of them were too friendly, Roland. They don’t like the police much either? Why might that be?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I don’t know much about them outside of here — none of them.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure you don’t. They just work for you. If that’s the case I’ll have someone I know go through your books and tax returns. Literally brushes his hair with a fine-tooth comb. Wears glasses and everything.’ 
 
    ‘Fucking hell! I’m not the criminal here! I was just minding my own—’ 
 
    ‘And the other car Shaun took. I’ll need the details of that.’ 
 
    ‘There weren’t no other car.’ 
 
    ‘You’re doing well, Roland. Don’t lie to me now. I have the ability to ruin your day.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know nothing about no other car!’ 
 
    George sighed and stood. ‘Roland Merrington, you are under arrest for fraud by false representation. You do not have to say anything—’ 
 
    ‘An old Vectra. Silver! Fuck, it was just about the shittiest thing I had — he didn’t have no money left.’ 
 
    ‘Where are the documents?’ 
 
    ‘He took them in the car. That was legit, I didn’t report that one.’ 
 
    ‘Of course not. That was his getaway car, Roland. What sort of person does something for the good and needs a getaway car? You think about that. I really should take you in, you know. The registration number?’ 
 
    ‘God dammit.’ Roland tugged a hardback A4 book from a drawer. ‘Every car I ever had,’ he mumbled. He scanned the pages, scrawled something on a post-it and handed it to George. 
 
    ‘And this is the number plate it left with? You didn’t mess with this one?’ 
 
    ‘No. There wasn’t the need. Look, I ain’t bothered about no insurance money, I’ll call them back and tell them.’ 
 
    George stood. Ryker did the same. ‘Do what you think is right, Roland. We weren’t here for you. Or your employees.’ George said. 
 
    Ryker stared straight ahead as they made it back into the Skoda. 
 
    ‘So Shaun hit me?’ 
 
    ‘Probably not. He wouldn’t want to risk being recognised. He probably just drove the getaway car.’ 
 
    ‘How did you know the link with Shaun in there? What’s going on?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t, Ryker. Not for sure. It just didn’t feel right to me. I couldn’t get hold of Shaun and that assault on you all was too perfect. All our cars are tracked. If you had access to that system, knowledge of jamming radios and could listen in to communication between the two cars you could carry off that snatch with perfection. Without any one of those things it wasn’t even doable.’ 
 
    ‘So it had to be a copper.’ 
 
    ‘And one with a motivation to get hold of Nowak. Shaun lived in Sussex for a while, too, before he transferred to Langthorne. Then we got lucky in that fat boy in there doesn’t perform well under a bit of pressure.’ 
 
    ‘So what does Shaun do now?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know for sure. But I think he’s got himself his own Plan B.’ 
 
    ‘We need to find him.’ 
 
    ‘Because he hit you?’ 
 
    ‘Because he’s going to get himself killed.’ 
 
    ‘Do me a favour . . . Call the PNC bureau and get the Vectra’s details uploaded to the ANPR hotlist. But I don’t want it broadcast if it pings, I want us to know and nobody else. I can’t run the risk of it being stopped. And try and get an idea where’s it been pinging in the last 24 hours.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll use my intel excuses. We can put a silent marker on it. I can review the ANPR hits back at the office.’ 
 
    ‘You can, but I plan another diversion. You fancy going to see a drug dealer?’ 
 
    ‘Hell, yeah! You really know how to treat a lady . . .’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Midday. Shaun had turned on the earpiece ten minutes before, as instructed. He wasn’t sure what the battery life was like for the equipment he had been given. It looked much slicker than the set he had used for covert operations. The earpiece was Bluetooth, the battery pack and the radio itself all one slim piece of plastic. The channel was a digital display: a black four against a green background. 
 
    Right on time, a small light flashed on the top of the radio unit. His earpiece whooshed then a voice came as clear as a smartphone call. 
 
    ‘It’s midday, Shaun. It’s been quite a time, right?’ A male voice, a little older than him perhaps. Well-spoken — a slight cockney accent maybe? But then so many people were imitating Londoners these days that he couldn’t be sure. 
 
    ‘What do you want from me?’ 
 
    ‘Straight to business! I guess I should appreciate that.’ 
 
    ‘Just tell me what you want and give me my family back. I don’t care about anything else.’ 
 
    ‘Ideal. You’re doing very well. You will need some tools for the next part. Go to the front desk of the Grand Mersin Hotel in Langthorne. Do you know it?’ 
 
    ‘I know it.’ Shaun knew it by reputation only: shit hole. 
 
    ‘Good. There is a package there for you. You are booked into Room 224. Take the package to the room. We will talk again then.’ 
 
    ‘Wait! I need to—’ The sound in his earpiece changed back to the constant whoosh. The man was gone. 
 
    Shaun walked back to the silver Vauxhall and got into the driver’s seat. 
 
    ‘What now?’ 
 
    Shaun met eyes with Nowak in the rear-view mirror. He was sitting awkwardly, his hands cuffed to the door handle. 
 
    ‘We move.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t kill me yet?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not here to kill you.’ 
 
    ‘Who you talk to? They will kill me then.’ 
 
    Shaun spun in his seat, ‘Right now you’re alive. You should be thankful for that.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The hotel car park was mainly at the rear, but there was some overflow parking underground. The slope down to it was so sharp that the front of the Vectra grounded out where it levelled. Shaun found a space as far in as he could. He was one of only four other vehicles. When he tugged the rear door open, he forgot that Nowak was attached to it. 
 
    ‘Now what?’ Nowak said. 
 
    ‘We check in.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t.’ Nowak smiled. ‘Why would I do as you say?’ 
 
    Shaun unlocked the cuff attached to the door handle and wrapped it round his other wrist. He slid off his jacket and folded it over the cuffs to conceal them. 
 
    ‘I’ll shout for help.’ Nowak said. 
 
    ‘Do it.’ Shaun pulled his warrant card from his pocket. ‘I’m a police officer. Anyone challenges me and I’m simply on an operation down here and you are under arrest. We are conducting a search and then I’ll be conveying you to custody.’ 
 
    ‘’You’re not a cop!’ 
 
    ‘I am. And I’m trying to keep you alive. I work for Witness Protection. We have information that the gang you used to work for have people inside the police, but I couldn’t find out who. There was a credible threat to your life today and I pulled you out before anything could happen. We don’t do this sort of thing lightly, Mr Nowak. I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you earlier.’ 
 
    ‘You’re lying. You hit me!’ 
 
    ‘I can understand you being cautious. I’m sorry I hit you, but I didn’t exactly have time to explain. I just needed you to do what you were told. If you don’t believe me, feel free to try your luck when we get into the hotel. If you shout and scream loud enough someone will call the police. I cannot be compromised, Mr Nowak, so I will leave and let my police colleagues pick you up. It might all turn out just fine for you — our intelligence might be wrong. But the only way I can guarantee you reach Witness Protection is that you remain with me. Your choice.’ 
 
    ‘Those other men . . . they police too?’ 
 
    ‘They were. They’re trying to get a hold on this threat as we speak. I get left to do the babysitting.’ 
 
    ‘Babysitting?’ 
 
    ‘English term. Don’t worry about it.’ 
 
    Shaun stepped back from the car. He walked to the boot and took out a bag. He pulled out his police issue radio and switched it on. It immediately projected excited voices. 
 
    ‘Looks like we got away clean.’ For Nowak’s benefit, Shaun hesitated with the radio in his hand — he knew it was an effective prop if Nowak was to believe him. 
 
    ‘So why handcuffs?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know you. I don’t trust people I don’t know.’ 
 
    Nowak pushed the door closed with his elbow. ‘Lead the way.’ 
 
    The Grand Merson lived up to its reputation immediately. It was a huge, imposing building with sharp edges that were slowly crumbling into disrepair. The revolving doors to the entrance wheezed and jerked to a start as Shaun and Nowak approached. The woman behind the desk wore an ill-fitting uniform that reminded Shaun of flight attendants a couple of decades before. 
 
    ‘Can I help you, sir?’ The woman smiled. Shaun had been concerned that she would react to Nowak’s bloody mouth, his sprawling tattoo running up the side of his neck and the dried blood on his neck wound. But she smiled like it was any other day. 
 
    ‘I have a room booked. 224.’ 
 
    ‘She looked down and clicked a mouse. ‘Mr Carter?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘For two nights.’ 
 
    ‘Err, yes, that’s right. Thank you.’ 
 
    The woman turned to rows of pegs jutting out of a wooden board behind. The key came with an oversized pendant. 
 
    ‘And did you have a package for me?’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ The smile still held. She moved through to an office at the rear, she reappeared in seconds. She put a box on the desk, it was shoebox size, wrapped in brown paper. 
 
    ‘Enjoy your stay!’ 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ Shaun eyed the parcel. He lifted it off the counter, it was heavier than he had expected. 
 
    ‘Second floor, out of the lift and it is on the left!’ The woman called out. Shaun heard her but did nothing to acknowledge. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    The approach to the grey, pebble-dashed council house was through any number of bikes, bits of bikes and upturned bins. The grass was long and unkempt, the front of the house was flat and featureless. There were greying net curtains in each of the windows and George couldn’t see in. He knocked on the door. A dog barked immediately. It sounded small but the immediate thud against the door suggested otherwise. He waited for a minute or so. Besides a lot more thuds there was no other sign of movement. 
 
    ‘You reckon this is the best address?’ George turned to Ryker who had backed away to get a view of any twitching curtains on the first floor. She had made some furtive calls during the drive to get the most recent intel on their target. 
 
    ‘It’s where we’ve had the best success before. But he’s got around thirty addresses linked to him. None of them show as his home address. 
 
    ‘But this is the missus, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Sometimes.’ 
 
    George knocked again. He took some of his frustration out on the door. The dog went banzai in response. 
 
    ‘Hang on!’ A gruff voice from the other side. ‘I’ll just put the dog away, yeah?’ 
 
    George smiled at Ryker. ‘I just wasn’t knocking right.’ 
 
    The dog barking didn’t relent, but it did get a little quieter. The door was pulled tentatively open, a slim woman in tight-fitting jeans and a vest top stood in the gap. She was probably late thirties, but the bad skin and shading under her eyes made it difficult to age her. Her hair was tied back firmly. 
 
    ‘Sorry to disturb you. I was hoping to speak to Damon.’ 
 
    ‘Damon ain’t here.’ The gruffness in her voice now suited her. ‘I ain’t seen Damon for ages.’ 
 
    ‘I thought he lived here?’ 
 
    ‘He don’t live nowhere. What do you lot want with him?’ 
 
    George smiled. He hadn’t shown his warrant or mentioned he was police, but she had known instantly. ‘Just to talk to him. He might be able to help us with something that’s rather urgent.’ 
 
    ‘He getting nicked?’ 
 
    ‘No, not at all. The last time he got nicked from here we sent out a whole tactical team, right? I wouldn’t turn up here in me best tie, now would I?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. He don’t like you lot. I’m sure it ain’t personal.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure it is.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I ain’t seen him.’ 
 
    ‘Any idea where he might be?’ 
 
    The woman shrugged. ‘Got fuck all to do with me what he does, know what I mean?’ Her forced laugh revealed browned teeth. 
 
    ‘Thanks for your help.’ 
 
    Back in the car, George paused. ‘So where did you say he would be?’ 
 
    ‘I told you he wouldn’t be there, George, didn’t I. It’s my job to know where people are, all the recent intel shows him out serving up heroin during the day. He’ll be in or around the park on Canterbury Road.’ 
 
    ‘I heard you. And I knew you were right.’ 
 
    Ryker made a face. ‘So why did you just waste my time knocking on her door?’ 
 
    ‘Because that’s his missus, right? She’ll have called him already, told him the filth are looking for him. So when we find him there’s a good chance he won’t run away. For once, we really do just want to speak to him. I’m not interested in the forty deals he’s got stuffed in his underwear.’ 
 
    Ryker smiled. ‘You’ve done this before, haven’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Once or twice.’ 
 
    Damon Alcott didn’t run. He was sitting on a bench on Canterbury Road, the alleyway to the park directly behind him. His legs were splayed wide apart as he eyed the Skoda and its occupants as it pulled up beside him. With hands firmly in his pockets, Damon was doing his best to look disinterested as they approached, but George knew his interest had been spiked. 
 
    ‘You the copper what wants to speak to me?’ He had to raise his voice over the din of the traffic. 
 
    George had known the name from somewhere. He remembered him now. He had dealt drugs all his life. George had contended with him and his brother when they’d been quite the formidable team in town and run the scene for a while. George recalled that the brother had died from an overdose a few years back and that Damon couldn’t hold onto the scene on his own — not since he got addicted himself. There was always someone bigger and more ambitious ready to take over a patch. Every bit of Damon looked small time now: his worn tracksuit bottoms tucked into tatty Nike trainers, an oversized hoody covering his wiry frame and a DIY haircut, his brown tufts jutting out at differing lengths. 
 
    ‘Long time no see.’ George said by way of introduction. He didn’t bother offering his hand — no telling where Damon’s had been. 
 
    ‘I know you?’ 
 
    ‘Long time ago. I certainly know you. You and your brother were working together then.’ 
 
    ‘All your lot know me.’ Damon was clearly proud. ‘My brother been gone five year.’ 
 
    ‘Like I said, long time.’ 
 
    ‘So what do you need?’ 
 
    ‘Your help.’ 
 
    ‘Why would I help you?’ 
 
    ‘Someone’s in danger. A woman and a young kid. I think you can help us find where they are before they get hurt.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know nothing about no woman and kid.’ 
 
    ‘You know about a gang, though. There’s a new setup in town, sends out messages by the name of “T”.’ 
 
    ‘So you say.’ 
 
    ‘I guess that’s who you’re working for these days.’ 
 
    ‘Self-employed me. Always have been.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me about Bobby Leonard.’ 
 
    ‘He’s dead, mate. Suicide. Not much more I can tell you.’ 
 
    ‘I think there’s a lot more. That’s not being investigated as a suicide, Damon. We know he was manipulated to jump, to take his own life. He left behind a little lad who really needed him. I know you don’t care about that, Damon. I won’t even try appealing to your good nature. But I know you’re interested in protecting yourself.’ 
 
    ‘What you mean?’ 
 
    ‘You went to see Bobby. He got paid to go up on top of that bridge where he died. There are serious offences there, Damon, and yours is the only name I have that I can link to them.’ 
 
    Damon suddenly got to his feet, he freed his hands from his pockets. ‘I thought you weren’t nicking me? It’ll take more than you and your bitch there.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not. I could, Damon, but I’m not.’ 
 
    ‘You think you could?’ Damon stepped in closer. George ignored his snarl, kept his eyes locked and stood his ground. He was close enough to Damon to feel his stinking breath. 
 
    ‘Not a single fucking doubt in my mind. But I don’t think it would do me any good. I don’t think you’re the man who put up the money. The man who put up the money is running the show in this town right now. He ain’t out here, plucking deals from his arse for a tenner a go.’ George locked eyes. Damon broke off first. He stepped back. He picked up a carrier bag from beside the bench. 
 
    ‘We’re done, yeah? You trying to rile me up so you can take me in for a bit of sport? I’m older now — I don’t go for that shit no more. And even if I did, you wouldn’t get nothing from searching me.’ 
 
    ‘Of course I wouldn’t. You’ve had enough time to sort that out. I just want to know the name of the main man in the town. And how to find him. I don’t care about small time dealers, Damon.’ 
 
    ‘Why the fuck would I talk to you?’ 
 
    ‘Tell me what I need to know. Or my next stop is a crackhouse I know half a mile from here with a search team parked round the corner. They go through the door and everyone’s arse gets searched.’ George raised his voice. ‘Ryker? Where’s that new setup?’ 
 
    ‘Green Lane. Bottom flat of the new-build on the left.’ 
 
    George watched every detail of Damon’s face and knew that Ryker’s intelligence was bang on the nail. 
 
    ‘What do I care if you go knocking on some other fucker’s door?’ 
 
    ‘You care, Damon, because I’m careless. Horrible fuckers in there — London boys if I’m right. Maybe sent here by the very man I need to find. I’m going to search their arses, then I’m going to ask them about their man. And I’m going to make sure they know I got the information from you. All of it.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t get nothing from me man!’ 
 
    ‘You’re right. But then, as we both know from our respective career paths, the truth isn’t really what matters, is it?’ 
 
    ‘You won’t do that. Coppers don’t go round talking like that. You lot can’t go and put people in strife — they’d fucking kill me!’ 
 
    ‘And they know all that, same as you do. So when I slip up and drop your name, they’ll absolutely know it’s true.’ 
 
    ‘You fucking wouldn’t.’ 
 
    ‘I’m a desperate man, Damon. We don’t have much time. Ask yourself, do I value the life of an innocent woman and her little boy over yours? Because that’s the decision for me. It’s a simple one, right?’ 
 
    ‘You lot have a pop at us, but you’re the scum.’ 
 
    ‘That might be right, Damon. But I suggest we continue this conversation in the car. How many people do you think have seen you talking to us while we’ve been stood here? All you’re doing is making me more believable.’ 
 
    Damon swore. Then swaggered into the back seat of the Skoda. George drove them all somewhere a little quieter. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The hotel room was basic. An off-white wardrobe fixed to the wall on the left that made opening the door difficult. There was a bathroom immediately to the right. It was clean but tired, a theme that continued into the room itself, where two single beds were separated by the width of a bedside unit. The beds both pointed at a small tube television that sat on a slim desk against the wall. Shaun locked the door. He took the key with him as he walked the length of the room to the window. They were a long way up. He peered down at the activity below. Cars moved, people walked, the boats in Langthorne harbour opposite fidgeted as the tide nudged them while sweeping in over the exposed mudflats. Nothing looked out of place, but then Shaun had no idea what he should be looking for. He put his bag on the bed closest to the window. 
 
    ‘So why all the effort for me?’ Nowak stood by the entrance to the bathroom. 
 
    Shaun shrugged. ‘Who said it was for you? There’s a much bigger picture than just keeping you alive.’ 
 
    ‘You need information from me?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Urgently. And the more information you give me the easier it is to keep you safe. We need to know what we’re up against.’ 
 
    ‘Animals. These people, they are like animals.’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ 
 
    ‘They killed my brother. I saw him dead. His . . .’ Nowak’s face flickered with emotion. He got it back under control by biting down hard. ‘They do not give a good death.’ 
 
    ‘Is there such a thing?’ 
 
    ‘For me? It is old and in Poland.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me what you know and I’ll see if I can’t make that happen.’ 
 
    ‘I am alive because you need to know what I know. When I tell you, I am not needed. I told police back at the police station, I will tell you everything you need to know when I am safe.’ Nowak gestured at the tired décor. ‘This is not safe.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the best I can do right now. Who wants you dead, Aleksander? You must understand how it is important for me to know that?’ 
 
    ‘A very bad man.’ 
 
    ‘I might need a bit more information than that. And why so much effort just to get you back into the country? Do you owe him money?’ 
 
    Nowak chuckled. ‘You think this is about me owing money? I owe money but he does not want my money. You really know nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Then tell me.’ 
 
    ‘These people, they work in drugs, right?’ 
 
    ‘We know that much.’ 
 
    ‘Two markets. He is big in cocaine and some amphetamine. He likes this. They are weekend drugs, yes? Cocaine users are smart — smarter than the dirty people for heroin. He does the best cocaine — eighty percent pure — eighty pounds a gram sometimes. His customers can boast they have the best cocaine. If you want good cocaine in south England it is likely you buy from him.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a big demand. He must have a big supply.’ 
 
    ‘From Europe. Amsterdam some. Barcelona and other places I think. I do not know this. But they come through on lorries that deliver other things. Food, beer, plastic—’ 
 
    ‘Tomatoes?’ 
 
    ‘Yes of course! I was surrounded. Maybe ten million euros of cocaine. Very pure, one of his biggest. But this was not the biggest on there.’ 
 
    ‘Not the biggest?’ 
 
    ‘I said two markets. He is heroin now too. He does not like so much. But cocaine at the weekend is one thing, heroin is every day — all day. The demand is constant, the money is constant.’ 
 
    ‘Was he not making enough money from cocaine?’ 
 
    ‘Millions of euros! Every week, more and more and more. But this is not a man who has enough money.’ 
 
    ‘So there was heroin on there too?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. But he is known in cocaine. He is Mr Cocaine! The very finest. He wants to be the same for heroin. It is a good business plan. When you are the best you charge most. And people will pay.’ 
 
    ‘So his is purer?’ 
 
    ‘No. There was no heroin on that lorry, there was just cutting. Fentanyl.’ Nowak had a wide grin. ‘This is something special.’ 
 
    ‘Fentanyl? As a cutting agent?’ 
 
    ‘This is right.’ 
 
    ‘That’s pain medication, right?’ 
 
    ‘One hundred times stronger than morphine. This is not for the amateur. You dying of cancer, this is the last thing for the pain. Regular users will pay for this and they will pay good.’ 
 
    ‘So it’s just a stronger hit?’ 
 
    ‘This is like no other hit. It is known, the first heroin hit is like nothing else. The best, the most amazing. They spend their whole life trying to get that again. They won’t, this is not possible, the body has resistance. Fentanyl takes them back to their first hit and it will do it time and time again. People pay good for this. This is what they want.’ 
 
    ‘Those that don’t die.’ 
 
    ‘This is very bad. Lots of people die. Some taking this for the first time die. This is very bad. Many overdosing. Many die in making it too.’ 
 
    ‘Making?’ 
 
    ‘It is a powder mainly. A white powder. Very dangerous. This powder on your skin soaks through and you can overdose. I have seen this.’ 
 
    ‘So how much fentanyl did you have with you in that lorry?’ 
 
    ‘As much as they could! This can wipe out England yes! And the man, he buys this for a lot less than heroin. He can cut it, little heroin, a little fentanyl — best hit of your life. A very rich man.’ 
 
    ‘So that was the reason for getting the lorry through.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. He has tried before. He has many lorries being stopped recently, this has not happened before. He knows he has a problem — somebody talking maybe. He is very paranoid. He loses money like this.’ 
 
    ‘Is that what he thinks you did?’ 
 
    ‘No. I was doing similar business in Poland. I came to England to sell to Polish people — there is a lot more money here for buying. He asked me to work for him so he could sell to Polish people. I stole his money and some of the cocaine to take home. Enough so I could be big there. I also took some spice. This is big here, not so much in Poland. 
 
    ‘Spice?’ 
 
    ‘Man made. This is plant food! It is very bad. Sometimes it is very good, but it can give you a very bad time. He does not do this now. He cannot make the best of this.’ 
 
    ‘How much money did you take from him?’ 
 
    ‘Five hundred thousand euros maybe. As much as he makes in a week. I saw the amounts of money. I thought he would write me off as bad debt but he is not someone to cross. He is proud. He came for me hard. He knows that he needs to make an example.’ 
 
    ‘Two birds with one stone. You and the drugs.’ 
 
    Nowak nodded. ‘Two birds.’ 
 
    ‘Jeez.’ 
 
    ‘I need go shit.’ Nowak pressed a light switch for the bathroom. A noisy fan accompanied it. 
 
    Shaun stepped quickly past Nowak and into the bathroom. There was a small bath with an electric shower on one side, a white toilet with a worn seat on the other that backed into a raised bench under a mirror. On the bench was just a plastic beaker with what looked like serviettes — not even a complimentary soap. Nothing that could cause him any problems. 
 
    ‘Go ahead,’ Shaun said, stepping back out. Nowak closed the bathroom door behind him. 
 
    Shaun pulled the rig out from his bag. He switched it to on and slid the all-in-one power pack and transmitter deftly into his back pocket. He had wrapped the microphone tightly; he couldn’t be sure it wasn’t transmitting permanently and this limited the chance of being constantly overheard. He unwrapped it and clipped it back into place. The earpiece was already whooshing. He sent a text to the only saved number that said simply: ON. 
 
    He turned his attention to the box. The paper cover ripped off easily. It was indeed a shoebox underneath, green with Clarks written in black lettering. He lifted the lid and took a sharp breath. His eyes fell first on the black handgun. An ugly thing, extended in length by what he recognised from movies as a silencer. Shaun had never liked firearms. Never understood those that did. He always said that nothing good had ever come from firing a weapon. The box also contained a black mobile phone. It was an identical Nokia, the type known as a ‘burn phone’ among the kids out selling drugs. He tipped out the other contents of the box. There was a flat piece of plastic he recognised as a replacement battery for his wire and a vacuum-sealed see-through bag containing what looked like three pairs of blue nylon gloves — the sort used at crime scenes, a soft bag, a cloth like you’d clean glass with and a roll of Gorilla tape. His earpiece crackled suddenly into life. 
 
    ‘You made it, Shaun.’ 
 
    ‘I did.’ Shaun’s voice broke. Every time he heard this voice in his ear he wanted to break down, to beg for it all to stop. 
 
    ‘And you have our friend.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘I appreciate that. It was a little unexpected that we would ask that of you, Shaun, but you did very well to adapt.’ 
 
    ‘So I get my family back?’ 
 
    ‘This was not meant to be my use for you, Shaun. This task still needs to be completed. Unfortunately, Mr Nowak decided to inconvenience us all. Mr Nowak will not be a problem for much longer, then there is a small task for you to complete and you have my word that your family will then be returned. I really do appreciate your efforts, Shaun. You are proving to be both resourceful and reliable.’ 
 
    ‘What other task?’ 
 
    ‘First you need to finish the Nowak issue.’ 
 
    ‘Finish? I got him here, I can walk out now and lock him in. He’s yours. You told me to get him here.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want him, Shaun. Not alive.’ 
 
    Shaun’s eyes flicked back to the pistol. He knew what it was for. 
 
    ‘What you do with him is down to you. I brought him here — that was my task.’ 
 
    ‘The weapon in the box is loaded. Be careful with it, Shaun. Nowak needs to die and then you need to leave. Do it now, Shaun.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridiculous! I can’t kill a man.’ 
 
    ‘Do it now, Shaun. You don’t want to say no to me again.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t.’ 
 
    ‘Are you saying no?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t kill a man! Jesus! This wasn’t the deal . . .’ Shaun picked up the weapon. He held it in a loose grip then threw it back on the bed in disgust. 
 
    ‘Do you have your police radio on you, Shaun?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, why?’ 
 
    ‘Turn it on. We are just crossing the motorway, a flyover near Dover. We were bringing your family closer, Shaun. They are with me here. Turn on the channel that covers that area.’ 
 
    ‘Why? Can I speak to them? Please!’ 
 
    ‘Last chance, Shaun. Nowak needs to die. Yes or no?’ 
 
    Shaun stared at the ugly weapon. ‘Can I speak to my family? To my boy?’ 
 
    ‘Are you dealing with Nowak? Yes or no?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t kill a man.’ Shaun pleaded. 
 
    His earpiece changed tone to the one he had come to recognise when communication had been cut. 
 
    Shaun heard a flushing sound. He quickly flicked the duvet over to cover the box and its contents. He retrieved the radio from his bag and turned the volume up. It was already monitoring the local area. 
 
    ‘You okay? You look worried?’ 
 
    Shaun stared intently at his radio, he made no reply to Nowak who paced to the free bed. He lay down and kicked his legs up. 
 
    An update by an officer was interrupted suddenly, an excited call handler. 
 
    ‘Any Zulu patrol able to attend the M20 near the flyover to Hougham on the outskirts of Dover for an immediate call please? We have reports of someone going off the bridge into live traffic there.’ 
 
    Voices replied immediately to confirm that they were attending. Nowak looked over, his interest spiked by the reports. Shaun turned to the window to hide his own reaction, his chest so tight he felt like he would never breathe again. 
 
    ‘Sounds bad.’ Nowak offered. 
 
    Shaun didn’t reply, couldn’t reply. He heard bedsprings and half turned. Nowak was scooping up the remote and Shaun faced back to the window. The television clicked on. 
 
    The buzz in his earpiece changed. The voice returned, ‘Listen to your radio, Shaun. Remember who’s in control here and why.’ 
 
    Shaun’s eyes clamped shut at the sound of the voice. As impossible as it seemed, he still had some hope that the report on the radio wasn’t linked — that it was all just a coincidence. The voice coming back confirmed that this was all for him. 
 
    ‘Mr Nowak?’ Shaun managed, ‘can you turn that television down a little. I’m just listening to the radio.’ 
 
    ‘Sure.’ 
 
    The volume dropped. 
 
    ‘So he’s there with you,’ the voice through the earpiece was suddenly gleeful. ‘You can just listen, then, Shaun. Your ex-wife suffered for your refusal. Your boy does not need to do the same. I think you understand what I mean?’ 
 
    Shaun opened his eyes. Suddenly they felt sensitive to the white light of the window. He heard confirmation on the radio of the first patrol arriving at the scene. They confirmed that a female had fallen into the live carriageway and been struck by a lorry. In a shocked voice the officer asked for more patrols. He sounded breathless and distraught. ‘It’s a mess, Control.’ 
 
    Shaun leant on the windowsill for support. He fought back a sob, He could feel his heart thumping, it beat behind his temple. This had all got out of hand. 
 
    ‘You need to deal with Nowak and you need to deal with him now.’ The voice was back, keeping on the pressure. ‘Yes or no, Shaun? I only ask once.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Shaun muttered. 
 
    ‘You speak?’ Nowak called out. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Shaun said stronger. He spun quickly. He tugged the duvet so that it fell back to reveal the pistol. He scooped it up. Nowak was just a blur to him as he lifted the weapon and pointed. Shaun pulled the trigger three times in rapid succession. He was screaming out his frustration and his fury as he did it. 
 
    Shaun’s eyes focused. Nowak was bleeding heavily from his chest. He was still on the bed, his eyes wide, his mouth opening and closing, fighting for a breath that wouldn’t come. 
 
    ‘Sounds like you made the right choice, Shaun. There is a camera on the phone. Take a picture of Nowak and send it. Do it now. Then you need to move. Leave the old phone there. Turn your radio and your own phone off for now. You can be tracked on that. If they find you, this is all over. I will have someone clean your room. You don’t need to be told what will happen if we do not find a dead Nowak.’ 
 
    Shaun dropped the weapon and his hands lifted to cover his mouth. 
 
    The hiss in the earpiece changed to its flat tone. Shaun was on his own. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    A McDonald’s drive-thru. Not a good place, too public. Shaun knew it the second the automatic doors parted and he nearly collided with a heavily tattooed man in work trousers and tool belt who was coming out. Shaun started and this shook him out of his daze. He kept his head down, mumbled an apology and slalomed through the bustling interior to the toilets. He’d left the hotel in a panic, got back to the car and driven blindly. He just needed to get away from that room and what he had left there. He had seen the McDonald’s sign at an industrial estate at the top end of the town where he had intended to join the motorway. The urge to get away was suddenly replaced with the urge to scrub his hands. He scrubbed them hard, the water as hot as he could bear. The eyes that stared back at him in the mirror were exhausted and terrified at the same time — what had he done? 
 
    A phone vibrated in his pocket and he flinched as if from an electric shock. He had turned his own phone and his police radio off. This only left the phone he had found in the shoebox. Still switched on. He plunged a soaking wet hand into his pocket. It was a text message. 
 
    CALL THIS NUMBER AT 1430. 
 
    Shaun checked his watch. He had twenty minutes. He didn’t want to be here to make the call, he knew what they could do with phone work — making a call was as good as putting a digital pin on a map. Finally, he was starting to think straight again. 
 
    He left the toilets, his face still dripped where he had splashed some cold water. His stomach now ached for food, set off by the smells. He couldn’t remember the last time he had eaten, but it was probably more than twenty-four hours. He hurried back to his car with a burger meal and a well-sugared coffee to try and boost his energy levels. He discarded the food on the passenger seat and pulled out into the traffic. 
 
    The village of Hougham was a ten-minute drive, its elevated position made it the perfect choice for phone companies looking to put up a transmitter to service the area. Shaun pulled up as close as he could, just a few metres from where one of the steel cables reached up from a huge concrete slab, one of four anchoring the giant phone mast against the elements. He demolished his burger meal before making the call. He had recently been involved in looking for a missing person on a cliff top. The police had pinged the phone to try and get an idea of his position and it had come back as pinging from the base of this very mast. The officer leading the search had immediately dismissed the result. ‘Happens every now and then,’ he had said. ‘It’s an anomaly. That phone could be anywhere in five square miles of that mast — maybe even further. If it doesn’t get a result it just shows the source of the signal as being the mast.’ Shaun didn’t think there would be a manhunt for him just yet, or that this number would be known, but he couldn’t take the risk. 
 
    ‘Right on time, Shaun.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve done everything you’ve asked, when you’ve asked. You’ve no reason to hold my family any longer.’ 
 
    ‘Steady on there, Shaun. Our Polish friend was a bit of a bonus — a little unforeseen. But he was not the reason you were chosen. I still have a task for you. It’s very simple. Then you get your family back — just like Bobby Leonard did.’ 
 
    ‘I might not be able to do anything soon. Now there’s a body in a hotel room it won’t take them long to work out I walked in with him. Then I’m no use to you at all.’ 
 
    ‘I told you I would sort that. But you do need to move fast. You’ve managed to carry out the perfect kill, Shaun. You’re actually quite good at this!’ 
 
    ‘Fuck you! A man died, I took his life and you’re making jokes.’ 
 
    ‘That’s police mentality coming through, Shaun. Don’t start losing sleep over removing that man from existence. I can assure you it won’t be much of a loss to humanity.’ 
 
    ‘And what about you? Jesus Christ, you murdered Carol! Threw her off a bridge like she was a piece of rubbish. And kidnapping a ten-year-old boy? These are innocent people. They did nothing to deserve this.’ 
 
    ‘I stopped worrying a long time ago about my soul, Shaun. I know where I’m going when this is all over. You get to the point where it’s too late, where you need to focus on getting what you want and putting off eternity for as long as possible. All that matters to you is that I am a man of my word. Do as you are asked and you get your boy back.’ 
 
    ‘What more could you need?’ 
 
    ‘A swap. A simple swap.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ 
 
    ‘Someone works with your girlfriend that is causing me a lot of problems, Shaun. I need to know who that is and I need them to be delivered to me.’ 
 
    ‘Delivered to you? What are you talking about? I can’t just go picking people up and dropping them off for a damned madman. What person?’ 
 
    ‘That’s another part of the puzzle you see. You assisted me with getting a lorry through the port of Dover yesterday, but this is the first I have been able to get through for nearly three months. I have made numerous attempts in that time, but everyone has been stopped and searched and the cargo found. I accept the risk that there will be stops, that you can’t always be sure of getting through, but for all of them to be stopped? I have a leak, Shaun — someone who has knowledge of my operation who is happy to share this knowledge with various aspects of law enforcement. Your girlfriend was the obvious choice. We built a lot of information around her, spent a lot of time watching her, planning our moment. All that did was confirm that she wasn’t the source. All was not lost, however, it became pretty obvious that you were the better candidate. You could assist with getting what I needed through and with the added bonus of ensuring the lorry could move freely on the mainland. Now we need you to use your link with the port to find out who is the cause of stopping my cargo.’ 
 
    ‘You mean your drugs.’ 
 
    ‘Who cares. You certainly shouldn’t. Just understand the lengths I have gone to for this information. Don’t think for one second I wouldn’t go further, Shaun.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what happens down there. I don’t know who’s stopping your damned lorries.’ 
 
    ‘Jessica Norris does. You will need to get the information from her. And once you do, you will need to isolate this individual and deliver them to me. In exchange for your son, Shaun — just in case you were forgetting what is at stake here.’ 
 
    ‘Then what? What do you do to this person?’ 
 
    ‘What do you care? But if you don’t deliver it will be your boy instead. I suggest you do as you are told. Call me on this number when you have what I need. And not before.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    George had seen a number of incident rooms before. They were an ever-evolving animal: chaotic, tense and exciting at the ‘golden hour’ stage, then staid, tense and often tedious in the many months that could follow. This incident room was still very much in chaos. He and Ryker swerved past the numerous bodies and through the excited chatter to get to the door marked Chief Inspector J. Whittaker. George knocked and entered. 
 
    John Whittaker was sitting at a cluttered desk, papers strewn over his keyboard. The wall behind him had a whiteboard with hurried notes in black marker, some crossed through, some half rubbed out. Whittaker gave a tired looking smile over a ringing phone. He reached out and turned the ringer down. 
 
    ‘George, old friend, if this is work related I genuinely don’t give a damn. I’m sure you don’t mind me saying.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t mind at all. I’m sure you won’t mind me ignoring you?’ 
 
    ‘Everyone else has.’ Whittaker gestured at a vacant seat for George. ‘I’m very sorry, Emily, you’ll have to drag a chair in from outside.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll stand.’ Ryker said. 
 
    ‘You two know each other then?’ George said. ‘That saves the formal introductions.’ 
 
    ‘Yes of course. Emily put some intel packages together for me in a past life.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent. So, it’s been a busy weekend, sir. Not the sort of weekend I’d want to be running Major Crime.’ 
 
    ‘Feast or famine this lark, George, just like I remember from the front line. Of course, I was a much younger man the last time I was standing on it. Suddenly I’m the SIO for a murder with no body, a kidnap with returned victims who are suddenly mute, a dead man quite probably linked and we’ve just had a high-risk witness snatched from police custody. As far as shit storms go, this is a particularly stinky one. Are you okay, Emily? I know you were caught up in all that business?’ 
 
    ‘Fine, sir. I’m just sorry it happened.’ 
 
    Whittaker waved away her apology. ‘As long as you’re okay. We’ll sort it out. We’ll sort everything out.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll get a handle on it, sir,’ George said. ‘And from the amount of people just outside your door you’ve got enough to delegate some of the smelly stuff out to.’ 
 
    ‘The buck will stop in this office, though, friend. And the more people you have working for you, the more stupid questions you get asked and the more people you need to think for. I can’t say I remember trained detectives being quite so needy, George.’ 
 
    ‘I think it’s a culture thing, sir. This job is all about audit trails and arse covering these days. If they only do what they’re told to do, it’s not their fault if it’s wrong.’ 
 
    Whittaker rubbed at his tired looking eyes. ‘I think you might have hit the nail there, George.’ 
 
    ‘I can help, sir. I know you weren’t keen on me taking bits on for you but the offer’s still there. I can even think for myself.’ 
 
    Whittaker shook his head vigorously. ‘I know you’ve offered. From up high, though, George . . . I didn’t realise just how much you’d pissed those people off, my friend. You know I would have you front line, stood beside me while this thing plays out, but I’ve been given a very severe word at the mere mention of your name. I can’t have you involved. I have to say I’m a little envious to be honest. I was hoping someone would say they didn’t want me involved either so that I could go home!’ Whittaker’s nervous laughter lacked its usual enthusiasm. George could tell that he felt awkward about the situation. He let him off the hook. 
 
    ‘I understand. It’s better that I stay away then, sir. The last thing you need is to be spending any time or energy on me. You have a lot on, we’ll leave you to it.’ George stood back up. ‘Unless you needed anything from Ryker here?’ 
 
    ‘Not at this moment, but I know where you both are. Thanks, George. We’ll catch up though, when this all calms down and my coffee machine finally arrives from headquarters. Come and talk to me. I’m serious about supporting you for the next rank up.’ 
 
    George pursed his lips. ‘Sounds like you’ve just experienced first-hand how likely I am to be considered for promotion.’ 
 
    ‘It would definitely piss some people off, George. Some very senior people. But if you’re supported and you meet the criteria no one can block you. The fact that it pisses people off is all the more reason to get it done, right?’ 
 
    ‘We’ll see, sir. Well, the offer stands if you need us for anything.’ 
 
    George left the office quickly, his pace fuelled by his frustration. He heard Ryker calling out when they got clear of the incident room. He waited until they were in the lift before acknowledging her. 
 
    ‘We’re not telling him what we know, then?’ Ryker breathed a little with the exertion. 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Because you’re pissed off that he doesn’t want you involved?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘It seems like it to me. I know you’ve got this male pride thing going on, but there’s a bigger picture here, George. The information we have would progress their investigation massively. Maybe even to the point where an incident room of that size will find Shaun’s little boy alive and well.’ 
 
    ‘You heard what he said in there. He has a room full of detectives who are terrified of making their own decisions, of using their own initiative. If I tell Whittaker what we know he will be pissed that I didn’t listen to him, that I didn’t step away — and that I kept the information from him in the first place. Then he will make damned sure that I don’t do it again and my day is over. The task of finding Shaun and his family then falls to a room full of people too scared to do what it takes to get the job done.’ 
 
    ‘This again!’ Ryker’s exasperation was clear. 
 
    ‘Yes, this again.’ 
 
    ‘This belief that you are the only person who can get things done, that everyone is else incapable of—’ 
 
    ‘Not incapable, Ryker. There are a lot of good coppers in there. But they’re all choked. They’re all on a leash. They’re all terrified of losing their jobs, of being prosecuted by their own employer.’ 
 
    ‘I wonder if we are ever going to be able to get you back, George. I know what you’ve been through. I know it’s changed your outlook. You’re a different bloke. It’s like you’ve lost all faith in everyone. But maybe you’re wrong, George.’ 
 
    ‘An incident like this, where you’re against the clock isn’t about being wrong or right. It’s about getting things done. Major Crime got sent to speak to Bobby Leonard’s family and they walked away with nothing. We don’t have time to play by the rules.’ 
 
    ‘Major Crime don’t even know they’re against a clock until we tell them. And get over yourself! You were first on scene when she gets a brick through her window, George. Of course she was going to be a little more receptive to talking to the police once she realised there might still be a threat to her and . . .’ 
 
    The lift bonged impatiently, the doors opened and George stepped out, waiting for Ryker to continue. Her voice was hushed suddenly. 
 
    ‘You threw that brick, didn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘I needed her to talk to me. We don’t have time to play games.’ 
 
    ‘So you put a brick through her window?’ 
 
    ‘What would you prefer? I play by the rules and knock on her door? Get told to fuck off like everyone else did?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. We don’t know what we’re up against. Shit, George! You throw a rock and marked police cars turned up to that house. We don’t know what that might mean.’ 
 
    ‘Well, all the more reason to do what we need to do to find out.’ 
 
    ‘You’re going to get yourself in the sort of trouble you can’t get out of one day, George. You know that, right?’ 
 
    ‘You’re probably right, Ryker. Lord knows I’ve given it a good go.’ 
 
    Ryker sighed and he felt that she was stepping down from her offensive. 
 
    ‘You can’t go round doing stuff like that. Even you, George. You’re a good detective, you don’t have to step over the line to get results.’ 
 
    ‘Yes I do. We all do. I am a good detective, and when you get a good detective to a point where he doesn’t give a shit anymore, that’s when you can become a great detective. I just want to find Shaun’s family. Not for him, for them, because they don’t deserve any of this. Protecting the innocent, that’s what we do, right?’ 
 
    ‘From bricks through the window, from being terrified in their own home.’ 
 
    ‘You think Bobby Leonard is innocent in all this? And his wife? Do you think they play by a set of rules? The Leonards took money to get to Shaun. Whether they knew it would go the way it did or not, they took part. And Damon Alcott? He’s a piece of shit and I’ll lie to him every day about having a search team ready to do a bust if it means he tells me what I need to know. To protect the innocent. That’s all I’m here for now. One day I will step over the line and Lennokshire Police will gladly get rid of me. It’s all fucked, Ryker. Nothing has more rules and regulations than policing, and yet our very function is to pursue those who play by none, and for their own gain. Fuck ’em. Sometimes we have to even it up a little or we will never win.’ 
 
    Ryker smiled. ‘You feel better now?’ 
 
    ‘No. I’ll feel better when we win.’ 
 
    Ryker shrugged. ‘So how do we do that? We’re at a bit of a dead end all of a sudden.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. We need to be out of here so we can work out what we know and where the gaps are. Then we can start filling them.’ 
 
    Ryker smiled. ‘Fine. But I’m choosing the place and you’re not allowed to throw anything at it.’ 
 
    He grinned back. ‘No promises.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    Follies was a French themed café, which meant the coffee was strong and the atmosphere hushed and personal. George and Ryker occupied a table upstairs in front of a large window overlooking a busy road at the top of town. George tried Shaun’s mobile number for the umpteenth time, despite knowing it was useless. He slid his phone over the table top in response to the standard engaged tone. 
 
    ‘So, what do we know?’ Ryker said. 
 
    He watched the cars bustle past through the window for a few seconds. Then he summarised as best he could. He tried to keep it chronological while Ryker made some scribbled notes. There was a silence when he finished that Ryker was the first to puncture. 
 
    ‘So the address that Damon gave us. That’s the next obvious move, right?’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘It’s a viable address and it’ll be a drug den no doubt, but I’m not sure it will get us any closer to our missing people. Damon might even have given us something that would slow us down. I don’t think he would be offering anything that would help, assuming he even could. Without resources, we can’t go knocking on the door anyway.’ 
 
    ‘So we wait for Shaun to reappear? We have to assume he’s back in touch with these people by now.’ 
 
    ‘He must be, yeah. But Shaun’s wife stands out for me. When I think about what we know and the vast amount we don’t, that’s what I would focus on. These people have got to know as much as they could about Shaun. It’s fair to assume they would have spent as much time on his ex-wife and her movements too.’ 
 
    ‘There’s not too much we can do, though, is there? What can you get from looking at the outside of an empty house?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know it’s empty. I assume she lives alone now but we don’t know that. For all we know she’s a prisoner in her own home. But stuff like if there’s a car on the drive, what her neighbours know. Basic investigation stuff, Ryker, you never know your luck.’ 
 
    ‘Well, thanks for patronising me at least.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, I forget you’re one of the good ones!’ 
 
    ‘Well, at least you accept that they exist. That’s the sort of thing that could be done for us by someone in that incident room, though. Maybe we should have told them what we know. I’m not sure if looking up the movements of the victim’s car is going to get us much further. We need to find Shaun. Is it not better to make him our priority?’ 
 
    ‘Shaun isn’t behaving rationally. We don’t stand much chance of finding someone like that, but we can find where this Carol lives. Then a little more about her maybe and who knows where that leads. Shaun will turn up.’ 
 
    ‘What about Shaun’s girlfriend down at the port? Is it not worth talking to her?’ 
 
    ‘She has to be on the list. But she doesn’t know what’s going on and we don’t know if Shaun’s going to need her to help him again. I don’t want to do anything to put his family at risk unless we really have to. I didn’t get the impression from Shaun that he trusted her to do the right thing with this information. And if he doesn’t, we sure as hell can’t.’ 
 
    ‘What about warning her? These people are snatching those that are close to Shaun. Surely she’s at risk?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a valid point. Okay, maybe we could talk to her and see if there’s anything we can get without letting on why.’ 
 
    ‘That won’t be easy.’ 
 
    ‘I agree. We’ll need to be a little creative.’ 
 
    Ryker twitched, her right hand moved to her jeans pocket and she pulled out her phone to inspect the screen. She looked puzzled. George sipped at his drink while Ryker took the call. It was short and she said very little. 
 
    ‘That was the control room. My silent marker on Shaun’s car? It’s just pinged at the port — inbound.’ 
 
    ‘The Vectra?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Seems we might need to go see the girlfriend rather more urgently.’ 
 
    ‘Seems that way. I’ll head down there and see if I can find him.’ George stood and led the way to the stairs. 
 
    ‘You don’t want me to come with you?’ 
 
    ‘No. I’m going to have to get a move on to get there, Ryker, I don’t like driving like that with someone else in the car. And I think one of us needs to do the enquiries around his wife sooner rather than later. Can you find out where she lives do you think?’ 
 
    ‘I work in intelligence, George. I reckon I can handle it.’ She followed him as he walked to the door. ‘Are you sure you’re going to be okay on your own? Shaun’s suddenly a lot less predictable and he might have Nowak with him.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. I think it makes sense to be on my own actually. He might not panic if he sees it’s just me. If I want him to engage with me again I’m going to need him still to trust me.’ 
 
    He slapped a ten-pound note on the counter, prompting a curt look from the woman stood behind it. He continued out through the door. ‘You okay to walk from here?’ he called out, already at the driver’s door. 
 
    ‘Yeah. I’ve decided that cars are dangerous anyway. The last time I got in one someone hit me.’ 
 
    ‘Oh really? You didn’t mention it.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    ‘Christ, Shaun! What’s the matter?’ 
 
    Shaun had checked himself in the car mirror before stepping out. He knew that he didn’t look himself, his skin had a washed-out pallor and he could feel the sweat that had layered his top lip and held his t-shirt against his back. 
 
    ‘Nothing’s the matter, Jess.’ 
 
    ‘You look unwell, Shaun.’ She looked beyond him, Shaun thought that she might be concerned he was making a scene, embarrassing her. Sure enough she moved him to a side office. 
 
    ‘What are you doing here, Shaun?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Jess, I know you’ve just started your shift. There’s been conversations at my place about this lorry that came through — about what we can do the next time. Now . . . I’m not making a panicked call through to someone I just happen to know down here. I know you weren’t too impressed and rightly so . . .’ Shaun knew he was floundering. ‘But we need to be sure there’s a system in place.’ 
 
    ‘That’s why you’re here?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. I mean not officially. I was in the area and I wanted to talk to you. I wanted to say I was sorry too, you know? It wasn’t ideal, calling you out of the blue like that — and then I was a bit of an arse about it after. I’ve been under a lot of pressure at work recently. I know I shouldn’t take it out on you.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never seen you like this, Shaun. Has something happened?’ 
 
    He could feel Jess studying him. She looked deep into his eyes and her expression was full of concern, of sympathy. He hadn’t known what to expect. ‘It’s all pressure you know. I might have taken on a little bit too much — this negotiator thing. I didn’t think it would bother me but it’s had more of an impact than I expected.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no shame in something like that affecting you, Shaun. It can’t be nice.’ 
 
    ‘It isn’t. You’re off duty, supposed to be relaxing and the next thing you know your phone goes off and you’re dragged into this world of someone else’s misery. Can you imagine how someone can get to the point where they can throw themselves off a viaduct? I guess some of that has to rub off on you.’ 
 
    ‘Of course it does. Bugger it, Shaun, just come off the rota. It doesn’t have to be forever. You don’t have to quit completely. Just tell them that you’ve had a rough couple of weeks and you need a break. There should be something in place for that. They should look after you when you have a bad call.’ 
 
    ‘They should. I think they would if I asked.’ 
 
    ‘Do that then. What are you on today? I saw the car, is that a police car?’ 
 
    Shaun took a second, then remembered that he was in the Vectra. Jess must have seen him park on the cameras. The camera feed was on a monitor visible from her desk. 
 
    ‘Yeah. We’re doing a bit of plain clothes stuff, a reccy for a warrant they want us to do at some point next week. It’s not far from here — I thought I would come down and have a cuppa if I could.’ 
 
    ‘I can spare a teabag, I’m sure.’ 
 
    Jess led the way back out into the office. They crossed the floor, Shaun was again aware that he seemed to be the centre of attention. He checked his watch — he didn’t have much time. Jess led him through to a canteen area. There was an urn that brought itself noisily back to the boil as they approached. 
 
    ‘So, I reckon we should have a sit-down meeting. I can represent the police and maybe you and whoever is responsible for your intelligence down here.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I guess that makes sense. I’ve always said we need to be more transparent. Bad guys are bad guys, right?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t argue with that. Who is that?’ 
 
    Shaun had been speaking to Jess’s back as she busied herself with making the tea. 
 
    ‘Who, the bad guys?’ 
 
    Shaun smiled, he did his best to make it look natural. ‘No, your intel officer down here?’ 
 
    ‘Intel officer. You make it sound so grand. We’re the poor relation down here, I’m afraid. The majority of the intelligence either comes from or goes through the counter terrorism unit, the police, the NCA or the French. We get fed the scraps, the stuff we might need to know, and that comes through at the last minute. Very much like the information from you yesterday. I have an admin clerk who sorts through what we get and what we can generate. She’s been responsible for some pretty impressive stops recently though, she seems to have a real nose for a shitbag.’ 
 
    ‘I remember you saying you’d had some good wins.’ 
 
    ‘We have. Drugs seem to be her thing. If she marks it up, you can almost guarantee it’ll have something on it. She’s had very few misses.’ 
 
    ‘Did she mark up the lorry I told you about?’ 
 
    Jess didn’t answer immediately. She seemed to be studying him again. He knew her well enough to know she was sharp and she was smart. He couldn’t be direct, but he had to get the information he needed. 
 
    ‘Yeah, actually. But only because it stood out that it was travelling on its own. She had some stats that show they don’t generally do that. I guess we missed another good drugs job then did we?’ 
 
    ‘I think you probably did yeah. It doesn’t count as a miss if you’re asked to look the other way though does it!’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t do it again, Shaun. I take it you stopped it then?’ 
 
    ‘No, actually. We didn’t. That’s the reason we need to be sorting this meeting out. Who is your intel officer? Is she here today? I can explain to her in person what went on.’ Shaun would need her on her own. He didn’t quite know how he was going to do that yet but, first things first, he needed to find out who she was. 
 
    Jess put two teas down on the table. Shaun scooped one straight up. Jess looked thoughtful. ‘She’s not here today. She called in sick for this afternoon — first time since she started.’ 
 
    Shaun gritted his teeth, he hoped it was disguised behind his mug. 
 
    ‘I think she’s got a bit of a family issue. Alice, her name is. She asked about you, actually, when she called in.’ 
 
    ‘Me?’ Shaun was still trying to force natural. His mind was in turmoil, the pressure threatening to drop him to his knees. He pulled at a chair to sit. 
 
    ‘Are you okay, Shaun?’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine, Jess! Really. We haven’t met, have we? Me and this Alice?’ 
 
    ‘No. It’s her sister, you see. She’s dating this bloke. The way Alice talks about him he’s a nasty piece of work. I think he’s been regularly beating on her sister. Today she calls in sick, but I could tell something was up so I pushed her a little bit and she broke pretty easy. Basically, her sister turned up all bruised and upset — out of the blue I think. They hadn’t spoken for a while.’ 
 
    ‘And she wants me to help? I might be able to.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Sort of. I wasn’t sure whether I should talk to you about it or not, but seeing as you turn up a couple of minutes after I put the phone down . . . well maybe it’s some sort of sign, right? She’s a good kid. I imagine her sister’s the same.’ 
 
    ‘Does she want me to pop up and see her? Maybe get this arsehole in custody? I could spare a couple of the lads to take him in.’ 
 
    ‘No! Sorry, no, that wasn’t the idea at all. Her sister was really adamant that she didn’t want the police involved. She’s desperate, she just wanted advice on what she could do. It was me that suggested talking to you actually — then I changed my mind. I reckoned that once you knew about it you might have to do something. The last thing I want is you going up there and hauling the boyfriend in and me causing more grief.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like something needs to happen.’ 
 
    ‘I agree.’ 
 
    ‘Are they in danger?’ 
 
    ‘No. That’s why Alice is staying off. Her sister is staying with her. I don’t think this boyfriend will know where she lives.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. You know, thinking on it, this sort of thing happens a lot. We have specially trained officers, they go out in plain clothes and they act just like a mate if the bloke is around or turns up. They sort of insert themselves into the victim’s life a little bit, but not so anyone would know they were police. Then, over time, they build evidence, give advice to the victim and come up with an exit strategy. It works really well. Sounds like it might be perfect for your mate.’ 
 
    Jess nodded, with a pinch of enthusiasm. ‘That does sound like it might be of benefit.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. Well, listen, I’ve got to get back to work but scribble down her details, where she’s staying and that, and I’ll pass it on to the relevant team. I’ll get someone up there as soon as possible.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, Shaun, she was pretty insistent that I didn’t tell you.’ 
 
    ‘These officers, they’re used to a bit of resistance. She’ll thank you in the long run.’ 
 
    Jess had to leave the room for a pen and paper. Shaun exhaled long and loud. He felt so weak, so exhausted. He could hardly remember a time before he didn’t have this nervous tension that was draining every ounce of energy. He didn’t like lying to Jess either. He’d have to make it right. 
 
    She came back with a handwritten name, address and telephone number on a piece of paper. 
 
    ‘Thanks, Shaun,’ she said. She leant in for a kiss and her hand moved round to the back of his head. She pulled it away quickly. 
 
    ‘Jeez, Shaun, you’re absolutely covered in sweat! You’re not okay. You need to get yourself home.’ 
 
    ‘I know that, Jess. I think it’s just a bit of shock coming out late. Seeing that bloke go over the edge. I’ll head back in, I think, and get home for some rest. I can make my excuses — the boys can handle a reccy without me.’ 
 
    Jess nodded. She held him by the shoulder, leaning forward to look deep into his eyes. ‘Promise me you’ll do that. I’ll come up and see you tonight after work, yeah?’ She smiled. ‘See if I can’t make you forget about the last few days.’ 
 
    Even in a moment when his body was nearly consumed by stress, he still wanted her badly. He smiled back, and this time it was more natural. That did sound good. God, he hoped this was all over by then. 
 
    Shaun made it back to the car. The nervous tension returned in a deluge and he fumbled to unlock his smartphone. He pulled the folded-up piece of paper out of his pocket and squinted at the handwritten address. Struggling to hold the phone still enough, he typed it into MAPS. The phone found the location instantly. 
 
    It was eighteen minutes away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
    ‘Are you sure you don’t mind?’ Becks peered at the façade of the house her sister had been renting with her fiancé for the last two months. It was a bungalow, drastically modernised to the point where it had a gleaming white front, a new grey roof that sat on top like in a perfect pyramid and a newly laid driveway with stainless steel lights along its edge. Small, but perfectly formed. It was tucked out of the way in the village of St Margaret’s between Dover and Deal. A largely desirable place to live, it was mainly occupied by the older generation, the only group of people that could afford the premium prices. 
 
    ‘Of course I don’t mind. We have a spare room and Dean will be cool. He knows that you’ve been having issues, he said you could stay here if you ever needed to.’ 
 
    ‘Seems like everyone saw this coming but me.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t beat yourself up, Becks. I think you’ve had enough of that. We’ll have a cup of tea and then I’ll need to move some stuff out of your room. But it’s good to go. Just stuff we haven’t had the chance to unpack yet.’ 
 
    ‘Great. But talk to Dean first. Make sure you tell him that this is a choice, I’m not imposing on anyone.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right, you’re not! There is an alternative of course. You can go back home to mum’s. And with that face! If you want all those questions and told-you-sos, you be my guest.’ 
 
    ‘No offence taken! You make a good point. Right then, if Dean says I can’t stay I’ll kick his arse!’ 
 
    ‘Sorted. We’ll soon see him anyway. He’s on a day off today.’ 
 
    Becks pushed the car door open but she turned back to Alice and lingered. 
 
    ‘What?’ Alice said. 
 
    ‘Thanks, sis. For this I mean. For all this. I should have listened to you — I feel like such an idiot.’ 
 
    Alice smiled warmly. ‘Yeah you should, but that doesn’t mean you’ve done anything wrong. You don’t deserve this, Becks. We’ll make it all better.’ Becks leant over and the girls hugged each other tight. 
 
    ‘Let’s get you settled in.’ 
 
    The girls stepped out of the car. Alice had her key out, she levelled it at the front door lock and froze. 
 
    ‘What’s up?’ Becks said. She was a couple of paces back and watched her sister push the front door. It swung open and Alice scowled in confusion back at Becks before stepping in. 
 
    ‘Dean?’ Alice called out. ‘Dean! You home?’ 
 
    The only answer was silence. 
 
    The front door led into a tight hallway where there were doors off to the left and one directly in front — all were closed. Becks followed her sister in, stepping over trainers she assumed were Dean’s. 
 
    ‘Maybe he’s asleep? 
 
    ‘He’d better not be!’ Alice smiled back tensely. She moved further into the hall and pushed the first door open on the left side. She leant in, then re-emerged shaking her head to continue down the hallway. She left the door open. Becks walked past. It was a bedroom — very neat and tidy, the pillows arranged just so. And undisturbed. 
 
    ‘DEAN?’ Alice called out again. She was standing at the door at the end of the corridor that Becks reckoned was the bathroom. No response. She turned right, to where the house opened up — then she stopped. Becks could tell there was something wrong. 
 
    ‘What’s the matter?’ She bustled forward, pushed past her sister, into the open-plan kitchen. The units were a modern white finish, but the tall one directly in front of her was smeared with red. The floor had red stains too, some of it in a fan-like pattern as if someone had slipped in the mess. There was a small island that stood in the middle and the red was pooled thick at its base. Becks knew it was blood — a lot of it — and not just from what she could see; the metallic scent of blood hung in the air, unmistakable. She could almost taste it. She took a sharp intake of breath and she could feel her sister pushing lightly into her back. 
 
    ‘Dean?’ Her sister said, almost whispered. ‘Where’s Dean?’ 
 
    Becks had a feeling she knew where he might be. She stepped forward slowly, holding her breath as she was able to see more of what was behind the island. A hand, palm up on the white tiles, blood on the fingers, darker under the nails. She moved a little more, the arm that it was attached to hung limp next to a body propped up against the island, facing directly away. 
 
    Becks stepped back, colliding with her sister. ‘Alice, call the ambulance. Don’t look, love — there’s no need. Just call the police!’ 
 
    ‘What, Becks? What?’ Alice pushed past. Becks made a half-hearted grab at her hips to stop her but her sister brushed it off. Alice’s face contorted, a picture of anguish. Her hands rose to her face. Her scream was long, and ended with inconsolable sobs. She dropped to her knees, Dean’s unmoving eyes seemed to look beyond her as she slapped his face and shook him by his shoulders. 
 
    ‘Dean! DEAN! WAKE UP DEAN!’ Becks tried to get hold of Alice under her shoulders to pull her away. She shook her off. ‘No, No, No, NO!’ Becks gave up, she backed away, her own tears starting as she took in her distraught sister with her dead fiancé in the blood-soaked kitchen. 
 
    Movement. Her periphery and to her left. There was no time to turn before the first blow struck. Hard and to her left side. Becks stumbled — she felt like she had been punched, the wind forced from her body. She couldn’t catch her breath. Another punch. Her legs buckled and she was on the floor, she put her hands up, a dark blur loomed over her. Another blow, her hands took some of the impact but she felt a sharp pain in her neck. Her hands suddenly dripped blood, her side now excruciating. She could hear Alice calling her name over and over. She sounded upset but it was getting quieter, just like the pain was going, drifting away. She felt a blow to her chest but it was distant, like it might have been happening to someone else. She needed to rest now. It was overwhelming. 
 
    She closed her eyes to the chaos. 
 
    * * * 
 
    George had killed the sirens but the grill lights still flashed an urgent blue. He pulled the car up in a service bay opposite the immigration building at Dover’s port. A line of HGVs rumbled past and he had to wait for a gap to cross. A woman in an immigration officer’s uniform stepped out of the office to meet him. She wore her brown hair tied back in a long ponytail and her eyes were wide and questioning. George guessed this was Jess. 
 
    ‘Hey. I’m Detective Sergeant George Elms. I spoke to Shaun Carter earlier. He asked me to meet him here.’ 
 
    She looked him up and down. ‘He left. Maybe ten minutes ago.’ 
 
    ‘Did he say where he was going?’ 
 
    ‘I assume he would have told you that. Seeing as he was planning to meet you.’ 
 
    ‘Can we have a quick chat? Maybe somewhere a little quieter. There may be some things you need to be aware of.’ 
 
    The door closed behind him as he walked into the immigration office and the roar of the busy port was replaced by low conversations on phones and the tapping of keyboards. A few people turned around to look at him. Most didn’t. Jess led him across the floor to an office. She showed him in, then pushed the door shut behind him. He was invited to sit. 
 
    ‘What’s going on? Is Shaun in trouble?’ 
 
    ‘Of sorts. I think he has been targeted by criminals. Shaun has been seen as someone that can help them out in some way. I think you’re part of that.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Jess gaped and looked incredulous. ‘Me? How?’ 
 
    ‘Shaun called you yesterday and asked you to assist with a lorry getting through your checks.’ 
 
    ‘He did yeah. You lot had some intelligence around it and he was concerned that we didn’t have enough people down here to deal with it if we did stop it. He didn’t say what the intelligence was.’ 
 
    ‘From what I can tell, Jess, there was no intelligence. That was a lie so you would let the lorry through without asking him too many questions.’ 
 
    Jess flopped in a chair opposite to where he himself had sat. ‘Jesus Christ! What . . . you think someone has got to him? I know Shaun. He wouldn’t work with criminals — not for anything. Are you sure about all this?’ 
 
    ‘Pretty sure, yeah. We all have our weaknesses, Jess — that something in our lives that we would do anything to protect. Have you any idea what they might be in Shaun’s case?’ 
 
    ‘He has a son.’ Jess looked at him with frightened eyes. ‘You don’t think his son’s in any danger do you?’ 
 
    George shook his head. ‘I don’t think so Jess. But until I’ve been able to find out exactly what’s going on we shouldn’t rule out people close to him being threatened with harm. That includes you, Jess.’ 
 
    ‘Me? We hardly know each other. I mean in the grand scheme of things . . . It’s a casual thing, you know? He’s quite a distant bloke. I don’t see him helping out criminals for my sake.’ 
 
    ‘That may be true, Jess, but just be aware. These criminals . . . It’s likely that they know about you. They knew that Shaun would be able to get that lorry through, so they must know about his link with you.’ 
 
    ‘We’re no secret. Never had to be. My picture on Facebook is me and him dicking around on a canal boat.’ 
 
    ‘And why not? You’ve not done anything wrong. I don’t know too much more. I’m trying to piece it together and I’m trying to keep Shaun out of trouble as best I can. You’re sure he didn’t say where he was going?’ 
 
    ‘No. I got the impression he was going to call it a day, knock off work and go home.’ 
 
    ‘He’s not going home Jess. So where do you think he was going?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know! I really don’t know. This is all out of the blue. I could tell he was upset. I should have asked him more about it all.’ 
 
    ‘Not at all. How could you have known? What did you talk about?’ 
 
    ‘He was here just a few minutes. We talked about his weekend. Then he talked about the phone call he made to me about this lorry. He knew that he had pissed me off, I don’t like being kept out of the picture and I thought he was holding back intelligence. I know why now.’ 
 
    ‘I guess so. What else? You said you could tell he was upset. What made you think that?’ 
 
    ‘He was odd. When you’re with someone — even after just nine months — you know them, right? I know Shaun. He looked pale, he was clammy and it was like he was really nervous. He started talking about arranging a meeting with me and my intel officer so that this didn’t happen again — so we were better at sharing information. That was odd. One minute he was talking about a horrible weekend, sweating and talking about knocking off early, then we were arranging a work meeting like it was any other day.’ 
 
    ‘Meeting with who?’ 
 
    ‘My intel officer down here. Alice Young.’ 
 
    ‘Does Shaun know Alice?’ 
 
    ‘They’ve never met.’ 
 
    ‘Did Shaun speak to Alice when he was down here? Which one is she? He might have told her something significant.’ 
 
    Jess shook her head, her hair shuffled against her back. ‘She called in sick today. She’s not coming in. That’s something else we talked about and he gave me sound advice. He was all over the place and anxious and then he was suddenly giving out domestic violence advice.’ 
 
    ‘Domestic violence?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Alice’s sister is getting knocked about — it hardly matters right now, though, does it?’ 
 
    ‘Tell me about it. What was said?’ 
 
    ‘It’s nothing to do with Shaun. She’s told me about it before but it’s never been too bad. Today I get a call from Alice saying she’s not coming in. Her sister has turned up at her house and she’s been badly beaten. She wants her sister to report it to you lot but she flat out refuses. She asked me to mention it to Shaun as a purely hypothetical issue to see what he would advise.’ 
 
    ‘And you spoke to Shaun about it?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. I missed out the purely hypothetical part. I said that Alice had been having some issues.’ 
 
    ‘And he gave you advice?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. He told me about the officers that you lot send out, specially trained domestic violence officers who go out in plain clothes and become mates with victims so they can give advice off the record — capture evidence, that sort of thing. It was good advice, it was weird that he was now thinking straight.’ 
 
    ‘Good advice indeed.’ 
 
    ‘He took her number and address and he said he would sort it out.’ 
 
    ‘And that was all you talked about? There was nothing else that might give us a clue on where he was planning on going next?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing else I can think of. Like I said, he wasn’t himself.’ 
 
    ‘Well then, thanks for your time. Do you mind if I take a contact number? I’ll let you know then when we’ve spoken to him.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, please do. I’m more than a little worried about him.’ Jess found a scrap of paper. She scrawled her number. George took it. He scribbled his own number underneath and tore it off for Jess. He walked towards the door. He suddenly snapped his fingers and turned on his heels. 
 
    ‘Do you think it’s worth me taking those referral details for your friend? I’m a little worried that Shaun might not put that through any time soon. He clearly isn’t thinking straight. If he does then she gets referred twice — no harm done.’ 
 
    ‘Er . . . yeah, I suppose that makes sense. You just need her phone number?’ 
 
    ‘And Alice’s address. It would make sense for the officer to visit Alice first. They can sort a joint approach on the sister that way.’ 
 
    ‘Oh right. I’ll just bring her personnel file back up.’ 
 
    Jess took back her piece of paper to write Alice’s details. George scooped it back up. ‘Do you know the boyfriend’s details? In case he’s known to us? 
 
    ‘It’s the sister’s boyfriend, so I don’t, really. I know his first name is Jake — that’s all I know. Alice seems to think he’s into something dodgy.’ 
 
    ‘Aren’t they all,’ George said. ‘Thanks for your help, I’ll be in touch,’ 
 
    ‘When you find Shaun, can you tell him to give me a call please. I’m worried about him.’ 
 
    ‘I will do. I’m sure there’s nothing to be worried about. Please be a little more aware yourself, though, Jess — just until we know what’s going on with Shaun. Try not to be the person who comes out and greets visitors. Common sense stuff, you know?’ 
 
    Jess crossed her arms. George could tell that she didn’t appreciate the advice. ‘I’ll bear that in mind.’ 
 
    George negotiated the busy traffic once again to get back into his car. He suckered his phone to the windscreen and immediately dialled Ryker. The car ticked over and the ringtone came through the speakers. 
 
    ‘George.’ 
 
    ‘How you getting on, Ryker?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve found Carol’s address. I was going to take a ride out there, see what I can see. You know, basic detective stuff.’ 
 
    ‘Are you still in the office?’ 
 
    ‘Well, no. Actually, when I say I’m going to, I’m just about there.’ 
 
    ‘Can you run a couple of names and an address through for intel please. Urgent. I’ll need all systems checked.’ 
 
    ‘I can phone it through. What have you got?’ 
 
    ‘I missed Shaun at the port, but he came down here and spoke to his girlfriend. She said he was acting weird. He put it down to a traumatic weekend but he got some information about the intelligence officer down here.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. Who is that?’ 
 
    ‘Someone called Alice Young.’ 
 
    ‘Not someone I know. We don’t really have a good link with the ports, there are a few layers to go through, so the intel departments don’t really speak to each other direct. What does it all mean?’ 
 
    ‘She’s called in sick today. Some emergency at home involving her sister getting beaten up by her fella. Shaun recommended sending out a specially trained domestic officer who can act as the victim’s mate and help her out. He took her address for a referral.’ 
 
    ‘Is that what we’re doing now? What a service, eh?’ 
 
    ‘No, Ryker. We don’t do that — it’s a load of shit. He used it as a way of getting what he needed. It worked too, he left with an address for where this Alice is staying.’ 
 
    ‘Oh shit. I think I see what you’re getting at.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, Shaun’s got another task. I think this intelligence officer is how he gets his family back.’ 
 
    ‘That isn’t good for her, is it?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t see how it could be, no.’ 
 
    ‘Send the address through.’ 
 
    ‘Do what you can and text me anything you get. It’s about fifteen minutes from here.’ The blue lights flickered through the grill again. George put his foot down. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    Shaun turned off the High Street in St Margaret’s Bay. The road narrowed and meandered through ancient looking cottages built in a higgledy-piggledy formation before roads and cars were a concern. A pleasant-looking tearoom drifted past on the left, the entrance to a primary school on the right. The road straightened out enough to see a small, whitewashed bungalow stood in the middle of a neat lawn. A Renault Clio was parked on the front drive. The front door was dead centre. It hung open. 
 
    Shaun parked slightly past the entrance. He walked up the drive, stopping at the open door. He knocked anyway and stood his ground, peering into the house as best he could. The door swung fully open. 
 
    ‘Hello!’ Shaun called out. ‘Alice, are you here?’ He stepped back. There were windows to the left and the right. He could see through the left window, it was a bedroom with a picture-perfect pillow arrangement covering the top half of the bed. The right window had pulled curtains, he couldn’t see in at all. 
 
    ‘Alice!’ he called out again. ‘Everything okay?’ 
 
    Still no answer. He stepped over the threshold and the hallway opened up in front of him. It was simply decorated, a few pictures breaking up an otherwise plain white interior. He heard movement from within the house, a scuffle at the end of the hall. A woman stepped into view. 
 
    ‘Can I help you?’ She didn’t come any closer, just stayed rigidly still at the end of the hall. It struck him as odd. 
 
    ‘Sorry. I saw the door was open and no one answered. Are you Alice?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. But it’s a bad time.’ The light at the end of the hall was dim, but good enough for him to see her bite down on a bottom lip that quivered for just a second. 
 
    ‘Oh. Well, I don’t mean to disturb you. Jess asked me to pop up and see you. I’m Shaun. She said you might want to talk to me?’ 
 
    ‘Oh okay. I will. It’s not a good time.’ She was still rigid, unmoving. 
 
    ‘Are you okay?’ Shaun stepped forward a pace. 
 
    ‘You can’t come in! I’m fine!’ she snapped. 
 
    ‘Sorry. I don’t need to come in. It’s okay. I’ll stand on the doorstep if you want a quick chat?’ 
 
    ‘This isn’t a good time.’ Her eyes flicked left then immediately back to centre. Shaun was a little closer now, close enough to see that her eyes were a little puffy, her makeup not quite right, perhaps disturbed by tears. 
 
    ‘No problem. Sorry to bother you.’ He stepped back to the door. ‘You can get my number from Jess if you need to call. I’m happy to pop up.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    He turned back to Alice for a last look. She remained staring down the hall at him. ‘Can you close that door on the way out, too, please? I must have left it open.’ 
 
    ‘Sure.’ Shaun pulled the door shut behind him. He walked down the drive and got to the road without looking back. He guessed he was being watched, someone making sure he left. Jake had been there — he had known from her very first reaction. He’d told her to get rid of him, he must have been stood just behind the wall. That gave him a real problem. The perpetrators of domestic violence were all obsessed with the same thing — control. There was no way he was going to let anyone leave with him. Certainly not with a police officer. 
 
    Shaun’s car was to the right but he turned left at the end of the drive towards where he had seen the entrance to the school. He tried to walk casually, until he got around the corner a little way and then he broke into a jog as far as the school gates. They were closed but were easy to climb. From the top of the gate he could see the school fields behind the main building. They were positioned away to the left and he was pretty certain they would provide access to the rear of Alice’s property. Shaun jogged through the grounds to an old, waist-high stone wall that made up the perimeter and followed it along until the rear gardens of the houses came into view. The wall continued along the back of the gardens but a more modern fence had been built on top after the first garden, making it around eight feet tall. He would need to jump the wall into the first garden. He reckoned there were two more gardens before Alice’s. 
 
    He took in the first house. The back lawn looked freshly mowed, a patio door was open at the rear with a net curtain billowing out through it. A tree was central to the garden and from the thickest branch hung an egg-shaped chair that spun in the breeze. An elderly lady occupant engrossed in a novel spun to face him. He ducked quickly behind the thick stone. He waited a few seconds and swore silently. When he peeked back over the wall the egg seat had swung so it was side on, just a pair of ankles were visible. He looked to the right. The dividing fence between the neighbours was low enough to take with a run-up if he got it spot on. He couldn’t see if there was anyone in the next garden. He would just have to hope he got lucky. The seat swung back around and Shaun ducked again. A few more seconds and his head lifted above the wall — the seat faced away. He scaled the wall easily and sprinted across the lawn, his footfalls almost silent on the grass. The chair started to move back around and he ran straight for the fence. Bringing his foot up to meet it at its middle, he grabbed the top with both hands and yanked his body over. He landed hard on the other side, his fall broken by a thick bush with branches that ripped at his shins and forearms. He gritted his teeth. It had been noisy, so he stayed still, listening for any reaction. There was none. 
 
    The back of this house was shut up, the garden not in use. The fence on the other side of the lawn was the same height as the one he had just jumped. He moved to squat against the bungalow. He stayed low, moving as quickly as he could along the house, keeping under the windows. He reached the other end where there was a six-foot gap to the fence. The next house was surely Alice’s. He started another run-up. 
 
    He dropped to the other side and flattened himself against the wall of the house. There was a window to his left, through which he might have been seen if he was unlucky. Nothing he could do about that. He leant round to take in the back. The patio doors were open, they opened outwards, secured by metal clips protruding from the wall. He could hear voices — including a male voice, raised and angry. Shaun moved quietly along the wall until he got to the door. He could make out words now, the voice was slurred. 
 
    ‘You did, didn’t you? You talked to the devil!’ 
 
    Shaun couldn’t make out the reply, but it was Alice. 
 
    ‘BullSHIT!’ The male voice again — then Alice, clearly in pain. Her voice dropped to a whimper. 
 
    Suddenly the male was at the door, projecting the voice outwards. ‘We’ll see!’ 
 
    Shaun dodged back around the corner, just in time. He heard footfalls on the patio, a metallic sound as the doors were released from the wall and then slammed shut. Jake — if it was him — obviously didn’t want to disturb the neighbours. 
 
    Shaun moved back along the wall until he could just see in at an angle. The reflection from the front of a microwave gave him a restricted view — but a view nonetheless. He saw the back of a man who was gesturing angrily, his right arm lifted. Then came the flash of a blade. Shaun made a decision. He yanked at the door. 
 
    He had the element of surprise. The man had his back to him, a blade in his right hand and he started to turn. Shaun knew that the only way to deal with a knife was to get a hold of it. He grabbed the man by the right wrist with both hands, at the same time he kicked him as hard as he could in the legs. It was frenzied — five, ten kicks, some hitting their mark, some missing. He pulled the man towards him and threw his head forward in a head butt. The man grunted but kept pulling back. He swung Shaun around and his hip collided with a kitchen unit. He steadied himself and kicked out again, his foot meeting with the man’s knee. He felt it give, bending the wrong way. 
 
    The man didn’t react. He still tried to yank his arm free, he growled like an animal and Shaun kicked him again. This time the blow was square to his shin. This gave too, the bone snapping and forcing the man to his knees. Still he didn’t cry out in pain; still he wrenched back. Shaun’s hands were slippery with sweat and he was starting to lose his grip. He kicked out again and again, his forearms bled freely as the blade slashed at his skin until finally he heard the clang of a metal knife hitting the tiled floor. In a sudden blur of movement, Alice kicked the knife away. Shaun let go of the man’s wrist and threw punches downwards until he was on the floor and stopped trying to get up. Breathless and exhausted Shaun quickly scanned the kitchen. A knife block with one missing sat to his right. He reached for the next biggest. 
 
    ‘Move and it’s my turn with the knife,’ he managed between breaths. ‘You Jake?’ 
 
    The man smiled and nodded, his mouth leaked blood, his leg was at a sickening angle beneath him. ‘He did this. He did all this and he will do it to me too. We can’t stop him.’ Jake’s eyes then lit up then moved away from Shaun as if he was searching for something. Sean saw a puddle of congealed blood at the foot of a kitchen island. Jake pushed his hand through it and lifted it up towards Shaun. ‘This is what he deals in. This is what he sells.’ His eyes were wild, his face still lit up by a smile of childlike wonder. Shaun had seen it before from someone suffering chemically induced psychosis. He kicked out again, the blow pushed Jake’s head hard into the wall behind and he slumped to the floor. 
 
    Shaun turned to Alice. ‘We need to get you out of here.’ 
 
    ‘You’re police, right? Jess’s bloke?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. We need to get you away from here.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t leave them here. I can’t—’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    Alice pointed. Two sets of legs stuck out of doorway. The kitchen floor was streaked red where they had been dragged. 
 
    ‘Stay away from him,’ Shaun said, gesturing at Jake, who was murmuring softly on the floor and starting to come around. 
 
    Shaun moved towards the utility room. ‘Fuck! Alice, there’s nothing we can do for them. We need to get out of here. Lock it up and call in the cavalry. Do you have keys?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t leave them here. This is all my fault.’ Alice’s eyes were glazed and downwards. Shaun took hold of her firmly by the shoulders. 
 
    ‘This isn’t over, Alice. I’ve seen this before, he’s not responding to pain. If his leg wasn’t damaged he’d still be going. You’re not safe. We lock him in and drive up the road, then we can call the police. They’re dead, Alice, taking them with us doesn’t change that.’ 
 
    Alice wept behind her hand. ‘I’ll come back for you,’ she whispered, her eyes locked on the two bodies. Shaun took a quick glance over to where Jake was attempting to support his weight on his elbows before walking around him to lock the back door. He then led the way to the front door and Alice followed him out. 
 
    * * * 
 
    George ignored the flashing of the speed camera in his rear-view mirror. He had to brake hard for the right-hand turn that would take him off the Dover to Deal road and into the village of St Margaret’s. He picked up speed, the route into the village was twisty and the tyres squealed as they held onto the tarmac in the corners. His phone rang and the screen read as Ryker. 
 
    ‘Ryker, what do you know?’ George killed the siren but kept the lights going. The car slowed a little. 
 
    ‘Not much. There’s a package sat on my email from the MET about our Polish friend. I can’t open it out here on my phone, the file’s too big.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds ominous.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. The address you gave me is no good neither. The last known occupant was a builder who had some tenuous links to drugs money. He was allegedly washing the money through his firm. That address apparently is one of the places he was doing up at the time. There’s no suggestion he actually lived there so he might have sold it straight off or he’s still the landlord. His name is Frank Nicholl. Never been convicted of anything, there’s just that intel from eighteen months ago.’ 
 
    ‘What about Alice and her sister?’ 
 
    ‘No hits. I didn’t expect there would be. In relation to Alice, immigration have a similar vetting process to us — it’s all very strict. I can’t find a sister or a Jake linked to her either. From the other databases I can tell you that Alice is registered to vote at a previous address and the DVLA believe her to be driving a Renault Clio.’ 
 
    ‘Understood. I’ll have to see what I can find out when I get there.’ 
 
    ‘You will. Basic detective work I call it,’ Ryker chuckled. 
 
    ‘You’ve taken that to heart, haven’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Not at all, George. I’m just happy you chose to let me in on the secret.’ 
 
    ‘Let me know when you get back to the office with regard to this MET intel, if there’s anything of interest there about our Polish friend.’ 
 
    ‘Will do. I’m still sat outside Shaun’s ex-wife’s house. This shouldn’t take long.’ 
 
    ‘Speak soon.’ 
 
    George came to a full stop at a junction then he took a right, followed by a sharp left at The Smugglers pub. He then had to take it slowly to manipulate the winding road through ancient looking cottages. Alice’s address had to be just around the corner. He killed the lights. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Nackington Road was on the outskirts of Canterbury. A good area. Big family homes within walking distance of the city centre. These would cost a pretty penny. The drive on Shaun Carter’s long-time family home was steep and it swung around a palm tree bedded into white stones. All very classy. It was a big place, detached with a double garage jutting out of its side. A brand-new Volkswagen Golf sat on the drive. Emily checked and the registration matched the car that was registered to Carol Carter. She stepped into an open porch and rang the bell. 
 
    No sign of movement. 
 
    She walked around the ground floor at the front as best she could. Every visible window had horizontal blinds, all were turned at the same slight angle. Enough to see into the house but only if you wanted to study the flooring. It was all very frustrating. She continued her walk. the Volkswagen was locked and there was nothing visible on the seats or in the boot. The garage was also locked. A gate connecting the garage to the house didn’t budge and Emily found herself back at the front door, again ringing the bell. She lifted the post box but could see nothing through the thick, black bristles. 
 
    ‘Fuck it.’ She looked around. The front of the house was completely shrouded from the neighbours. The road out the front was busy but the traffic was fast moving. No one was taking any notice of her. 
 
    ‘You’re not the only one who can get things done, George Elms.’ Emily often talked to herself when she was solving problems. The solution today involved dragging one of the wheelie bins over to the gate and standing up on top of it. It was a little unsteady but she managed to pull herself up onto the flat roof of the garage where she could drop down the other side. 
 
    The rear garden was in keeping with the property as a whole. It was large, neat and perfectly maintained. She walked past a rock garden with water slithering through it. There were two back doors, one was a long bi-fold style door that ran half the width of the rear and the other was a more standard back door on the side of the house. Emily faced another problem. Once again, she talked herself through it. 
 
    ‘I call this the George Elms key.’ With that she threw the largest rock she could manage at the glass panel of the back door. It cracked the outer pane and bounced off. Emily swore. She picked it back up and tried again. The glass took another few blows before she was able to push through and spin the key from inside to unlock it. 
 
    The perfection of the house continued on the inside. Emily felt like she was walking through a show home. She did a quick tour. She wanted to be sure there was no one in the house first — and no nasty secrets. Then she started looking more for things that might assist, without really knowing what they might be. She found herself searching the kitchen first. Always the heart of any home, she noted the calendar, it was busy with handwritten notes including one for yesterday that said simply: football. The work surfaces were tidy, the cupboards containing nothing more than neatly stacked cutlery and cooking implements. Emily stopped to think. 
 
    ‘What sort of a freak doesn’t have the standard bung-everything-in kitchen drawer?’ No paperwork, no nothing. She paced through to the hall; there was a telephone table on the left side, against the stairs. ‘Who still has one of these!’ she said. She pulled out one of the drawers, a leather-bound address book lay on top. She opened the cover. The front pages were labelled emergency contacts and an address was handwritten with mum and dad next to it. Even the handwriting was neat. 
 
    ‘Some people have got too much time on their hands.’ Emily read out the address as she noted it — ‘Marybee, Crete Road, Langthorne’. 
 
    She did a second spin of the property and made her way out of the front door. The house had revealed next to nothing. Maybe the parents would be able to provide something more useful. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
    George made it to the address and noted the Renault Clio on the drive. He pulled the car up hurriedly out on the road, jogged the distance to the front door and knocked firmly — then backed away to take in the frontage. He took a few paces to the left and peered through a window into a bedroom. He moved back to the front door and banged again, harder still. He tried the handle on the door, it was unyielding, as if it was double locked. He moved to the window to the right of the door but thick curtains were pulled across and he couldn’t see in. 
 
    Still no movement at the front door. He moved to the right side of the house. There was a six-foot gap around the bungalow, a wooden fence separating the plot and a gate that cut across half way up. It was locked too, but easy enough to scale. He dropped down the other side where he found himself in front of a side window that was high up in the wall and circular — more for show than for purpose. He peered in. He could see into the kitchen but the angle was restrictive. He moved around to the back, where he cupped his hands against the patio doors so he could cut out the reflected light. 
 
    He saw the blood first: smeared on the floor and the cupboards, thick and crimson around the island in the middle; a fiery red on the white units. Then he saw the movement, low down and on the right side. He stepped back as something threw itself hard against the back door. George stepped back and peered in. He could see a wide-eyed male lying on the floor and facing out, his legs stretching away. One of them was damaged, his ankle twisted at an absurd angle. The man frothed at the mouth and his hands were covered in blood. George watched as he scooped more gore from the floor and wiped it across his forehead. His lips were moving as he mumbled something indiscernible, then he threw his head firmly against the door. His face opened up — a split above his left eye that bled instantly. 
 
    What the fuck was going on? George backed away from the door and looked around for another way in — other windows, perhaps. Then there was another thud from inside. As George turned, he saw that the man’s wild eyes were still fixed on him, his mouth still moving as he babbled incessantly. George stepped back to the door and got close to the glass. 
 
    ‘What’s your name?’ he shouted. ‘You’re hurt! I can help you!’ 
 
    The man smiled then he turned his back suddenly. He dragged himself off to the other side of the room and crawled out of sight into a room off the kitchen, maybe a utility room. George tried the door handle again but it wouldn’t budge. The man’s legs reappeared. He seemed to be crawling slowly backwards as if he was dragging something — something heavy. He had a handful of something that looked like straw. George flattened himself against the glass to see more clearly. The straw was blonde hair and the man had a big handful. George watched as he yanked it hard. A girl’s face came into sight. Her eyes were opaque and lifeless. 
 
    Fuck! George recoiled from the door and stumbled off the step. Then he leaned forward again immediately; he wanted to be sure what he was seeing. He rattled the door again, hopelessly, and the man reacted to the sound. He let go of the girl’s head as if it were a piece of meat. He turned to George, his lips moving quickly, his face a gleeful smile. 
 
    George turned to see what was around — anything he might use. There was a small shed directly behind him. The clasp was held shut by a large screw pushed through it. The shed’s contents were sparse: some flower pots of differing sizes and materials, some old deck chairs, an old metal fence post with an untidy mass of concrete clinging to its base and a rusty gardening fork. He grabbed the fork and threw it towards the door of the house. Then he picked up the post. The concrete made it heavy and cumbersome but he was able to lift it so it rested on his shoulder, the mass of concrete just behind his ear. He lugged it to the back door. The man was still lying down. He was caressing the girl’s face, mopping up blood from the floor and painting it on her. 
 
    George swung the pole forward as hard as he could, keeping hold of the metal pole as the concrete lump crashed into the glass, opening up a wide hole. The man stopped what he was doing, he looked over as if he was mildly curious. George swung again. There was no key in the lock and he had to make a hole big enough to step through. He threw the post away and it ploughed into the garden. Then he scooped up the garden fork and stepped into the kitchen. 
 
    ‘You can’t beat the devil!’ the man growled, his face contoured in fear, his eyes focused, unblinking, on George. He got to his knees, his right leg still flapping useless from the shin down He tried to put weight on it and fell back to the floor. He couldn’t get up for now, seemingly oblivious to any pain. George stepped in and moved closer, keeping the fork held out in readiness. 
 
    ‘You don’t know the devil!’ It was more of a screech this time. The man blew bubbles in the white froth gathered around his mouth. ‘He’s coming for me!’ 
 
    George stepped closer. The girl was clearly dead. Her left side was coated with dried blood, her skin waxy and washed out, her lifeless eyes staring up at him. Another body was visible: a young man lying on his side and facing George from the utility room. There were puncture wounds on his bare chest. The blood made it difficult to see how many wounds, but there were a lot. The attack must have been frenzied. George could still hear the madman screeching as he persisted in trying to stand. He knocked over a kitchen stool, which crashed to the floor. George checked the rest of the house. He had to open doors to do it. Everywhere else was pristine. No sign of any disturbance. He returned quickly to the kitchen. There was no one left to save. 
 
    He pointed the rusty fingers of the fork downwards as he entered; his grip was one of readiness. Somehow the man had managed to stand, his left hand smeared blood on the kitchen top, his right foot twisted underneath him, forming an awkward base. He’d picked up a kitchen knife, small but sharp-looking. He held it firm in his right hand. 
 
    ‘I won’t let him,’ the man whispered, his teary eyes fixed on George. 
 
    George stayed far enough away. ‘I can help you. Let me help you,’ he soothed. 
 
    ‘I won’t let him. Not like that!’ Then the man screamed, a guttural scream from deep in his soul as he turned the knife on himself and forced it hard into his chest. 
 
    ‘No!’ George shouted. He stepped forward, but the man pulled the knife back out and blood spurted from the wound. He roared as he brought the knife back into his chest again and started to rock. George stepped back to let him fall as the shouting was replaced by a rattle from the man’s chest. He fell forwards, his head sideways at George’s feet. He blew a crimson bubble from his mouth. Then all the noise stopped. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
    ‘Do you want the good news or the bad news?’ Emily sang. She was happy with herself. 
 
    ‘Bad time, Ryker,’ George responded, morosely. 
 
    She knew straight away something was very wrong. ‘What’s happened, George?’ 
 
    Emily had practically needed to pass the police station to get to Carol’s parents’ house. She had taken the opportunity to swing in to read the intelligence the MET had provide about Nowak. She had been excited at the result, but now that had been swept away in an instant. 
 
    ‘Three dead up here, Ryker. I fucked up.’ The shock in George’s voice was clear. ‘I should have called this in earlier. It’s like hell on earth up here.’ 
 
    ‘Fucking hell, George! Shaun?’ 
 
    George took his time. She could hear him sniffing over the phone and his voice cracked as it came back. ‘No. Shaun wasn’t here. He must have left before I got here. I think he took Alice. But her sister and boyfriend are dead. I think it’s her sister at least. There’s pictures of Alice and her guy on the wall. Jesus, Ryker, they look so happy.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck, George. What happened? Do you want me to come up?’ 
 
    ‘No. I’ve called Whittaker.’ George’s voice sounded more composed. ‘I brought him up to date. The whole world is on its way up here.’ 
 
    ‘Three dead? Who else if it isn’t Shaun?’ 
 
    ‘I think it’s Jake — Alice’s sister’s boyfriend. He was hurt when I got here, Ryker, but he was on something. His head was absolutely gone — I’ve never seen anything like it. He was like a wild animal. But terrified, absolutely terrified. I don’t know what’s going on. I think Jake did all this. He stabbed himself in the chest right in front of me.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll head up. I can pick you up.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t. I have a car. I’ll come away as soon as uniform get here. What’s your news? We need to find Shaun, before this gets any worse.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got a little more on Nowak. I’m not sure it helps us find Shaun in the short term. It just gives us more of an idea of what we’re up against overall. The MET sent me what they have on him and what’s he involved in. He was on their watch list — he’s part of an OCG that’s being run as a Level Two concern.’ 
 
    ‘Level Two? For big fish?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. It’s what Intel call the “proper criminals.” Level Twos don’t get policed by the likes of you and me — all the intelligence around them is kept away from anyone with only standard clearance. They use undercover resources and grasses to help build a case over time so that when they take action they can get some serious custodial sentences.’ 
 
    ‘So Nowak is a big fish?’ 
 
    ‘No. Not at all, I don’t think. But he’s on the coattails of bigger fish. The man we know as “Tee” down in Lennokshire is Benjamin Tremaine. He’s a legitimate businessman on the surface but he was arrested a couple of times with regard to some complicated frauds ten years ago. Nothing that stuck, but he made a lot of money it would seem. Now he runs a property company, but there are long held suspicions that he’s controlling a drug empire. Covert teams have been on him and they have him in our county a lot over the last few months. The latest intelligence shows him linked to a white Transit van and a silver Mercedes S Class. I did some ANPR work. Specifically I ran a convoy analysis using the details for the Vectra and for these vehicles. What do you think I found?’ 
 
    ‘That they’re in convoy.’ 
 
    ‘Not in convoy exactly, but the Vectra has hit six times in the last twenty-four hours — all in the Langthorne area. And on four of those occasions the Mercedes has hit within ten vehicles. And always heading in the right direction.’ 
 
    ‘So this Tremaine has been following Shaun about?’ 
 
    ‘Well, vehicles linked to him have. They’re both hire cars. He may well have minions doing his dirty work for him. The hire car company is based in Dover — Castle Hires. This company has intelligence of its own linking it to Tremaine’s drug supply and money laundering, according to the MET. They’ve not done many enquiries there for fear of spooking them, but they’ve been counting them in and out. There’s a shit load of car registrations here. You can be sure they’re both being used by this Tremaine. You can’t easily leave the area without pinging ANPR at some point. The Transit van has far less hits but I reckon it’s still in the area.’ 
 
    ‘So we should assume one or both are going to be wherever Shaun is?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Maybe the Transit with Shaun’s wife and kid in the back — ready to hand them back when he does what he’s asked?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe. And what happens to Alice for that to happen?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘I think I do,’ George said. 
 
    ‘I’ve nominated them both on ANPR, with the same silent marker. If they hit, I’ll get a call.’ 
 
    ‘No, Ryker. We’re past that now. Put it out on general. Let’s have ANPR and marked units all looking out for them. We need that van. I reckon keeping that van and Shaun apart might be the only way of preventing anyone else getting hurt. That’s assuming they haven’t met already.’ 
 
    ‘Understood. I’ll get it broadcast out to everyone.’ 
 
    ‘Do that. When Whittaker gets here I’ll ask him to call up and put his weight behind it. We need to find that van, Ryker. It’s all that’s left.’ 
 
    ‘Understood.’ 
 
    ‘How did you get on at the ex’s house?’ 
 
    ‘All locked up. The car was on the drive, the house is immaculate. All I got was her parents’ address and I intended on going up there to see them after checking in here. I figured they might be able to give some background that could be of use.’ 
 
    ‘How do you intend to play it with the parents?’ 
 
    ‘I was just going to ask them a few questions about Carol. See if she’s in a new relationship, that sort of thing.’ 
 
    ‘They don’t even know she’s missing, Ryker, don’t forget that.’ 
 
    ‘Shit! You’re right, I’d forgotten.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll be a massive shock to them, too, Ryker. The parents will need to be managed carefully.’ 
 
    ‘You reckon I should think again?’ 
 
    George took a moment. ‘Not at all, actually. Maybe you’re the best person to go and speak to them. We just need to be telling them what we know at this stage — that their daughter was snatched by somebody trying to get to Shaun. That should get them talking at least.’ 
 
    ‘I wonder how they’ll take that?’ 
 
    ‘You want me to come to you? I’m happy to talk to them.’ 
 
    ‘No, you’re right. I can do this.’ 
 
    ‘Whittaker will send someone out to them as one of his first actions. If you don’t want to do it, it will get done. But, like I said, I think you’re the right person. If there’s one thing you’re good at it’s getting information out of people. Whittaker will probably send uniform, once people that look like police officers turn up it all starts to become very real. They might clam up.’ 
 
    ‘No problem. I’ll head straight up there.’ 
 
    ‘Great. And, Ryker . . . How did you get the parents’ address from staring at the outside of a locked house?’ 
 
    ‘You’re not the only one who can get things done, George.’ 
 
    George seemed to be trying to stifle a chuckle. ‘Good girl. Follow that up. I’ll do what I can to keep the heat on this van.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. You sure you’re okay up there?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. I’ll be fine,’ George said, although he then went quiet for a few seconds. ‘You know, sometimes, Ryker, there’s just so much hate in the world I feel like I just can’t take it.’ 
 
    ‘I think I know what you mean.’ 
 
    ‘Goes with the job. I really wish you didn’t.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘This is all my fault. He killed them both! My poor Becky . . . My Dean!’ Alice had been repeating the same thing over and over since Shaun had bundled her into his car. He had driven away from the bungalow as fast as he could. The cute cottages and Georgian manors of St Margaret’s had quickly given way to the more modern houses on the outskirts of the town of Deal. He didn’t know where he was going. Then he saw a track appear on his left, it led into woodland and he had to brake hard to make it. 
 
    ‘What are you doing? What are you doing!’ Alice wailed. The car hit a rock sticking up from the track and she whacked her head on the car roof from the jolt. Shaun continued until he could pull round enough to be concealed from the road. 
 
    ‘Stop it!’ Shaun bellowed at the sobbing Alice as she started going back over the same words again. He shocked her enough to stop her for just a second. 
 
    ‘You don’t understand, you don’t understand! This is all my fault. I did this. You don’t understand.’ 
 
    Shaun reached over, and grabbed her roughly by the head. He pulled her into his chest, wrapping her up in a firm hug. 
 
    ‘It’s okay,’ he said. ‘It’s okay now. There wasn’t anything you could have done. You’re safe. We can sort this out. We can sort it all out.’ 
 
    He felt her head shake under his arm. ‘It’s my fault,’ she sobbed. ‘He was there for me.’ 
 
    ‘Calm down, Alice. We’ll talk it out.’ He held onto her for a minute or more. Her sobbing calmed down so that it was little more than a sniff, though her head still twitched with rushed intakes of air. ‘That’s better Alice. None of this is your fault. That man back there, he killed those people. There was nothing you could have done, okay? Nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Those people? I loved those people! They were everything to me . . . everything!’ The wailing started again and he hugged her firmly, waiting until she calmed back down. 
 
    ‘Tell me what happened?’ he said. 
 
    Alice sat back up. She moved her hair out of her eyes. ‘Jake. He came round to see me. My sister doesn’t know anything about it.’ 
 
    ‘About what, Alice? What’s going on?’ 
 
    She turned to face him. Her face was flushed red, her cheeks marked with streaked mascara. She had smears of blood on her cheeks, but Shaun reckoned it was from his own bleeding forearms. 
 
    ‘I needed a job and Jake got me a job. He knows people and he said he could. Next thing I knew I get this job without really trying. Down the port, doing the intelligence admin. I was there like a week and Jake comes to my house when Dean’s out. He tells me some stuff, about lorries and cars coming through. He said they would have gear on them. He tells me to make sure they get stopped.’ 
 
    ‘And you did?’ 
 
    ‘I stopped most of them, but missed a couple. I didn’t realise it was such an issue. Jake went mad, he came back round again, got me on my own. He was so angry that I had let some through and he . . .’ She was consumed by sobs again. Shaun let her compose herself until she could continue. ‘He forced himself on me. We got a little way and then I pushed him off, I hit him as hard as I could and he just smiled! He said that I should do as I was told, that I had to do what he told me in the future like a good little bitch. He said if I didn’t then he’d tell my sister about how I’d fucked him. I never did — I never did anything, but she was so into him. I tried to talk to her. I wanted her to know what sort of a bloke he was but she turned on me. I’d never seen her like that. She wouldn’t have it, she said it was my fault. Said I’d led him on and I was a slut. We’d never argued — not like that.’ 
 
    ‘So Jake asked you to do more for him down the port?’ 
 
    ‘Lots more. I never saw him again though. He would just text or call. His information was good — I was getting loads of really good stops in at work. Jess thought I was great and life was good — it was great with Dean . . .’ Her face scrunched up again. She covered her mouth with her hand. Shaun waited until she found her strength. ‘I knew my sister was going through it, I knew what sort of a bloke Jake was. I couldn’t get to see her, I knew he was stopping her going out, stopping her talking to me. I tried to be places I thought she might go so we could talk. But I couldn’t get to her. Then she just turns up out of the blue and all beaten up by him. I thought she had finally seen him for what he is. My God, Shaun, she never stood a chance!’ 
 
    ‘No she didn’t, Alice. Neither of them did.’ 
 
    ‘I saw it. He stabbed her. It was like she was a piece of meat — he just kept stabbing her. He wasn’t human. I’ve never seen anything like it. Then he held the knife to me, but I saw that he was so scared! I could see it in his eyes! I tried to tell him everything was okay. I tried to tell him. He was so scared. He was shaking and talking about the devil. He kept saying that I hadn’t seen what he had. He kept asking me over and over who knew about me, who knew about him telling me information about lorries to stop. But I’d told no one, Shaun. Not a soul. Why would I? I think I’m going to be sick!’ Alice pushed her door open and bundled out of the car. She slammed the door shut and stumbled into the woodland. Shaun could hear her retching, bent double and out of sight. 
 
    He pulled the phone from his pocket. This was his chance. He pressed a button and the screen lit up, the only stored number across its centre. He hesitated, peering back through the window where Alice was standing facing away, her hands on her head, a picture of devastation. She didn’t deserve any of this. But he had to stay strong — it wasn’t about her. It was about him. And his son. 
 
    Shaun pressed the button to call. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27 
 
    ‘You okay, George?’ Whittaker surprised him with the question. He had anticipated Whittaker’s fury when he arrived and especially when he brought him further up to date. It had been nothing like their usual exchanges: Whittaker stayed silent then walked with George round to the back of the property where he peered in through the hole in the rear patio door. Whittaker had kept his distance, obviously aware of the forensic work that needed to be done first, but he was close enough to see three sets of dead eyes and a whole load of blood. He still hadn’t spoken to George when he walked back round to the front of the property and busied himself talking to other officers, making phone calls and barking out orders. George had slunk away to sit in the front seat of his car, the door hanging wide open. He was reflecting on everything he had seen and everything he had done leading up to that point. Oddly enough it was the silent treatment from an old friend that seemed to be on his mind the most. 
 
    Now the chief inspector was standing at the open door, asking him if he was okay, his expression softer, maybe even carrying some concern. George instantly felt a little better. 
 
    ‘Yes, Major, I know I fucked up. I should have been straight with you from the start.’ 
 
    ‘Shaun Carter told you not to tell anyone. He trusted you with that and you didn’t betray him. Part of me can understand that.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t just out of some loyalty. I was just trying to get his family back. I thought that was best done under the radar — to start with, at least.’ 
 
    ‘You were wrong, George. I know you have little faith in this organisation but you should have had more faith in me.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry. You’re right. I should have.’ 
 
    ‘I could have given you support, a few more eyes and ears out looking for Shaun might have made the difference.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    Whittaker stood in a black stab vest with a radio strapped to his chest. He cocked his head abruptly to an excited update — a female voice from the control room. George had the car set on, too. He turned it up. 
 
    ‘Confirm you have a sighting of the van? M20 coastbound?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes. Lane One. No reaction to the marked vehicle at this time. We have not made any attempt to stop it. Can we have additional resources to assist please?’ 
 
    ‘More eyes and ears, George.’ Whittaker almost smiled. ‘You see what they can do?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ George took a long breath. ‘Sir . . . I—’ 
 
    Whittaker interrupted with a sigh that turned into words. ‘Go ahead, George. And for fuck’s sake, man, get this finished. And peacefully.’ 
 
    George reached for his door. ‘I’ll do what I can.’ 
 
    The Skoda fired up. George saw Whittaker step away in his side mirror and he raised his hand as he accelerated away. 
 
    His radio provided an update on the van’s location. He pressed his radio button to transmit. 
 
    ‘Control, this is DS Elms. Can you show me en route to this van please?’ 
 
    ‘All received, Sergeant Elms. I have marked you up.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you. For all patrols monitoring this channel, can I just reiterate . . . it is highly possible that we have two civilian victims in that van.’ 
 
    ‘You were on talk-through, Sergeant. We have already broadcast this and there are patrols getting ahead of the van with a stinger option among others. The marked unit is hanging back. The van has made no reaction at this time.’ 
 
    ‘Understood, Control.’ 
 
    George discarded his radio. He moved towards activating his lights and sirens just as his speakers were filled with the sound of a ringing phone. The screen read as Jess. 
 
    ‘Shit timing, Jess,’ he said, his teeth clenched. Then he answered the call. ‘Jess! No news I’m afraid.’ George had to brake hard as he abandoned an overtake past some slow-moving traffic. ‘Can I call you back when I have something more?’ 
 
    ‘He’s just called. He sounded really upset.’ Jess was breathy, and hard to understand. 
 
    Traffic was now flowing steadily in the other direction and he couldn’t see another opportunity to overtake. He cursed his luck. ‘Sorry, Jess, who’s upset?’ 
 
    ‘Shaun. He just called me. I’ve never heard him like that before.’ 
 
    ‘Shaun?’ George now focused on the call. ‘What did he say?’ 
 
    ‘That he was sorry. That things just got out of control and he didn’t mean for any of it to happen. He sounded so down. I asked him to come down and see me — or I would go and see him, but he wasn’t interested. He wouldn’t even let me speak, really. He just wanted to tell me he was sorry. He told me he couldn’t make me understand and he had to go.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. He didn’t give you any idea where he was at all? Or where he might go?’ The response vehicle slowed naturally. 
 
    ‘He said he was going back. He said he had to go back.’ Jess said. 
 
    ‘Going back?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. What’s going on, George? Go back where?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure, Jess. Don’t worry, I’ll find him and I’ll make sure he’s okay.’ 
 
    ‘Please do. And let me know when you do.’ 
 
    The phone beeped confirmation that the call had finished. George once again pressed to transmit on his radio. 
 
    ‘Control, this is DS Elms. Can you confirm how many patrols you have making their way to this call please?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes. We have eight patrols making way. Four traffic units are tracking just a few minutes out and we have the remaining patrols plotting ahead.’ 
 
    ‘Received. I’m a little way off, Control, and there are enough making way. Can you show me cancelling please.’ 
 
    ‘Received that, Sergeant.’ 
 
    George moved back to his phone, it connected on the first ring. 
 
    ‘DCI John Whittaker.’ 
 
    ‘Sir, George Elms.’ 
 
    ‘Elms. You left me minutes ago. If you’re ringing to tell me about another fucking mess already I will be shoving something long and robust up your arse, George. No lube.’ 
 
    ‘Well, at least I know you’re not angry at me anymore.’ 
 
    ‘I’m angry at everyone right now. It’s getting things done here.’ 
 
    ‘Sir, can you get angry at Firearms. I need a plain car, preferably two, to go into Langthorne. Right away.’ 
 
    ‘What have you got?’ 
 
    ‘Well, a hunch really. Shaun has made contact with his girlfriend. He wasn’t making much sense, but I think he’s back in Langthorne. I’m going to have a look. Can you arrange for an unmarked firearms patrol to assist with an area search for the Mercedes hire car? I gave you the details. They have to be unmarked.’ 
 
    ‘I can, George, but right now we have firearms resources responding to the van sighting. This hunch of yours . . . is it strong enough to start pulling resources away from that?’ 
 
    ‘There are enough patrols to deal with that. I’d actually feel better if there were fewer guns there, to be honest.’ 
 
    ‘Fine. But if you’re wrong, George . . . No lube, old boy. You remember that.’ 
 
    ‘Understood. When you speak to Firearms, can you ask them to use the viaduct where it crosses Foord Road as their starting point.’ 
 
    ‘Will do.’ 
 
    George cut the call and fired up the sirens. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
    Shaun parked the Vectra on Bradstone Road in Langthorne. It was a quiet, residential street with a large gap in the housing filled by some wasteland on one side and the rear of a storage warehouse on the other. The viaduct loomed above him as he stood by one of its massive pillars. The base was more than two car lengths wide. Patches of the red brickwork had been replaced over the years; the brighter, newer bricks stood out from the Victorian structure like slash wounds. The car was level with steps that led up to where access to the viaduct was possible. It was a similar position to where he had parked to speak to Bobby Leonard. 
 
    He stood up out of the car, shut the door behind him and put the burn phone to his ear. Alice stayed in the passenger seat, still and silent. She looked totally lost, staring forward as if she had run out of tears. He had told her that he was driving her to the police station but that he had to pull over to make a call. If she’d been thinking straight, she would have questioned where they had stopped but, lucky for him, her thoughts were elsewhere. 
 
    ‘I’m where you said. Let’s do this.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a bin by the bottom of the steps. Put the wire and the gun in there. You won’t be needing those anymore.’ That same voice. So matter-of-fact, so arrogant. Shaun had never hated anyone so much. 
 
    ‘I can’t just put a gun in a bin.’ 
 
    ‘It won’t be staying there. It will be cleaned up behind you, don’t worry. You will need the gloves and the tape.’ 
 
    ‘What for? Why can’t you just meet me here? You can have the car with her in it — I’ll just walk away with my son.’ 
 
    ‘Because you’re not in charge, Shaun. Because you’re not quite finished.’ 
 
    ‘Like fuck I’m not! I’ve done everything you asked, more than you asked in fact. You’ve had enough from me. Give me back my son and go fuck with someone else!’ Shaun could feel his emotions getting the better of him, spilling over. 
 
    ‘You’re close, Shaun. You’ve done well, but don’t start thinking you’ve earned the right to piss me off. The gloves are for you. Put them on first. Then you will need to wipe the gun and the wire down with the cloth provided. Put them all in the bag and put that in the bin. Do it now.’ 
 
    Shaun opened the boot. The shoebox was sitting in the middle and towards the left and inside, in a clip seal bag, were the gloves. They had an odd softness, and a fine, white powder drifted from the cuffs as he pulled them on. It had been a while since he had come across the powdered type. He looked around him as he leant in to wipe down the gun before pushing it into the bag. He sensed that Alice was looking out at him as he passed her door and dropped the bag in the bin. He walked back to the rear of the car where the boot was still up. Only the Gorilla tape remained in the box. 
 
    Shaun picked up the phone. ‘Done,’ he growled. 
 
    ‘The tape is for Alice. You need to cover her mouth so she doesn’t shout. If she attracts attention to you and you are challenged, this is all over. Do you understand?’ 
 
    Shaun stepped away from the car and lowered his voice. ‘For Alice? No, I don’t understand! I think she’s had enough shit for one day, don’t you? I can walk away from the car and she’s yours. 
 
    ‘The tape is for her. And Shaun, you will need to make sure she understands that she needs to do as you say or this will not work and she will fuck this up for you at the very last moment. You need to walk her up those steps and out onto the viaduct. Take her to the spot where you had your long conversation with Bobby Leonard.’ 
 
    ‘Why would you have me walk her up there? If you think I’m going to—’ 
 
    ‘I think you will do what you are asked when you remember the alternative, Shaun, and I think you are starting to piss me off! You do not want me to lose patience, Shaun, trust me on that. There are ways of speeding you up — of stopping you questioning me — but your son would not like it.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus! She’s had enough! Why up there?’ 
 
    ‘Because it suits my needs. You may not have taken the time to enjoy the view the last time you were up there, but Bobby Leonard could be seen from any number of houses, cars or vantage points. I am watching, Shaun, just like I was watching Bobby Leonard. And he understood just how easy it would be for me to blend in and disappear, never to be seen again, if he didn’t do what I instructed.’ 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    ‘There are some things, Shaun, that you may never know. I appreciate that, as a police officer, this doesn’t sit easy.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll see about that.’ 
 
    ‘I guess we will. You’re out of time. When I can see you are in position I will call you — a little demonstration, should you need it, that you are being watched. I am close, Shaun, and I have your son.’ The line went silent. 
 
    Shaun slipped the phone back into his pocket, pushed the boot shut and lingered on it, leaning so it took his weight, his eyes moving around the rows of housing and parked cars in front of him. He turned to take in the view behind him; it was more of the same. Further in the distance was a Tesco Express and a Citroen Garage in front of a block of flats. The man was right: stood out on the top of that viaduct, someone watching him could be anywhere. 
 
    His focus moved back to the task at hand. His gloves had already turned transparent from his sweat. He looked through the rear window to the back of Alice’s head. She still stared forward, no doubt still lost in the nightmares of her day. Shaun would like nothing more than to wrap her up and tell her everything was going to be all right, to take her to a police station and to make her safe. But he couldn’t. Not now. He was so close to the end. There would be no fooling her now, he would have the element of surprise, it would give him a few seconds and he would have to be aggressive. He had the Gorilla tape in his hand. It was unravelled a little but it was still sticky. He checked around him for a final time, careful that there was no one else about. When he was satisfied he stepped forward. 
 
    He wrenched the door open and climbed in immediately. Alice turned to the noise and Shaun was ready with the tape, he pushed it firmly on her face, wrapping it swiftly over her mouth and around her head. She raised her hands to pull it off, but Shaun was ready for that too. He took hold of her wrists firmly and pulled her out of the car, twisting her round and snapping handcuffs expertly over both her wrists as he had done to so many deserving criminals. He cuffed her behind her back so she couldn’t get at the tape. She tried to scream but it was a muffled noise, nothing that was going to travel any distance. He wrapped the tape round another couple of times to be sure, secretly relieved that she wouldn’t be able to plead with him. He didn’t think he could take that. He slammed the Vectra door shut and pushed Alice towards the steps. 
 
    ‘We’re walking up,’ he told her tersely. 
 
    The steps were steep and numerous. His head felt light half way up and he had to pause for just a moment. He’d barely eaten and hadn’t slept for twenty-four hours and he was running purely on nervous energy. He had to keep pushing Alice in her lower back each time she stalled on the steps but at least she was making less noise. They got to the top and Shaun shoved her through the same gap in the fence he had used to approach Bobby Leonard. 
 
    The conditions were identical to when he had last stepped onto the top of Langthorne’s viaduct: the same warming sun, the same breeze moving the few stoic weeds that had forced their way through the grey gravel. This time, however, the track was live, it buzzed and crackled and he pushed against the low wall, over which he could see the hundred-foot drop. His stomach twisted in a tense knot, a car passing underneath looked like a toy in the scale model of a town. He could see down at an angle where floral tributes lay against the brick base. He hadn’t noticed them when on the ground. He stopped at the point where he was pretty sure Bobby had stood for his last moments on this earth. The brickwork carried black layers of grime, but the words scratched into it looked fresh: where heaven ends. Alice was still in front of him. He pushed her to the ground and she went with no resistance, seemingly on her way down already. She twisted to get her back against the wall, her legs splayed open and her head rocked to the side. He thought her breathing sounded quieter after the initial panic of being forcibly taped and cuffed. His phone rang. 
 
    ‘You made it.’ 
 
    Shaun felt confused: the voice was the same but it sounded different somehow, distant maybe. 
 
    He had to concentrate to reply. He blinked a few times, his eyelids suddenly heavy. ‘I made it. So what now?’ He suddenly felt sick and folded to his right — away from Alice. Nothing came. 
 
    ‘I think you know, Shaun. This has to end now.’ 
 
    ‘My . . . son . . .’ Shaun struggled with the words. He could hardly breathe properly. He leant on the wall on his elbows, staring out through eyes that were quickly losing their sharpness. He tried to stand back up. Far below, a silver Mercedes slipped out from a row of parked cars and moved towards him, disappearing under the viaduct. 
 
    ‘Goodbye, Shaun.’ 
 
    Shaun felt numb, he’d lost the feeling in his legs and he dropped to his knees. He heard the phone hit the gravel. He leaned over to Alice and struggled to pull the tape from her mouth. Her lips had drained of their colour, her eyes shut. He tugged one of the gloves off to feel for a pulse, a clump of the white powder mixed with sweat fell to the ground and he peered at it. Fucking fentanyl! 
 
    ‘Alice!’ he said, unable to stop himself from sniggering inanely as if fentanyl was the punch line to one of the best jokes he’d heard. ‘The bastard, eh?’ Then his eyes blurred further at the same time as a rumble in his head built like thunder. It had come on swiftly and it was getting closer. He tried to turn towards it but realised that he was falling forward and then his head met with something solid that was vaguely cold on his forehead and vibrated quickly against his cheek bone. And then everything was dark. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
    Emily Ryker took a second before she knocked the door, a second to turn and take in the view from the very top of the North Downs. The green hills rolled away into the distance with the town of Langthorne some distance below, a grey square, like a scab, over an area of outstanding natural beauty. 
 
    ‘Mrs Pato?’ Emily smiled and held up her warrant card for the woman to see. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Anna Pato stood in her doorway and seemed to be looking beyond Emily’s shoulder as if she might be expecting someone else. 
 
    ‘Sorry to turn up out of the blue like this. Do you mind if I pop in for a quick chat?’ 
 
    Mrs Pato backed into her own house, her face a clear expression of shock. She had long, dark hair that fell in ringlets, and attractive brown eyes that were deep and surrounded by laughter lines. A number of wooden bangles clacked on her wrist as she gestured to her left. Emily walked into a large kitchen that also had a seating area. Mrs Pato leant on the benches and crossed her arms. ‘I’m, err, sorry if I took a while to answer the door. I was up the garden.’ 
 
    Emily could see the garden through the kitchen window. It was a long area of turf, broken up by a summerhouse half way up and flowerbeds that cut in from both sides in imaginative patterns. In the bright sunshine it was a blur of colour. ‘It’s a beautiful garden.’ 
 
    ‘What did you need to speak to me about? We don’t usually have the police up here.’ 
 
    ‘No, I can imagine. It’s about your daughter, Carol. When was the last time you spoke to her?’ 
 
    ‘Carol? Oh, about twenty minutes ago. Is there a problem?’ 
 
    Emily could do nothing to hide her surprise. ‘Twenty minutes ago?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, she was just making sure I was in. She’s on her way. I thought it was her at the door and that maybe she had lost her key. What is this all about? Is she in trouble?’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Emily stumbled a little, thinking fast. ‘She’s not in any trouble at all. She was reported missing is all — to us I mean. To the police. I err . . . I was coming up here to see what you might know about it. Seems you know a lot more than I anticipated! Are you sure it was Carol you spoke to?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes.’ Mrs Pato clicked her fingers, her face contorting to a sort of half smile. ‘I bet it was Shaun. I bet he reported her missing. Am I right? She did tell me that something like this might happen.’ 
 
    ‘Shaun? I’m not sure who made the report, Mrs Pato. Who is Shaun and why would he report her missing?’ 
 
    Mrs Pato waved her hand dismissively. ‘Please, call me Anna. My daughter was married to a police officer — Shaun Carter. Do you know him?’ 
 
    ‘Shaun Carter . . . The name rings a bell.’ 
 
    ‘Well, anyway, their marriage went through a very bad patch — one they never recovered from. It seems Shaun felt the grass was greener elsewhere and he was having relations with another woman. Well, it all came out, as it always does, and Carol quite rightly threw him out on the street. He was all very sorry of course, and for a period I did think she might be softening to him — but it hasn’t happened. Well, Shaun, you see, he became a bit of a pain. He would turn up here as well as at her house saying that he wanted to talk to her, playing on the guilt of not living together as a family anymore and how it was damaging Tyler. I mean, the cheek of the man!’ 
 
    ‘How long ago was this?’ 
 
    ‘Well, ongoing really. He’s been giving her hell for a few months, she’s been under real pressure just trying to keep everyone happy and I think it was really starting to get to her. Then she met someone new. Nothing serious or anything, but just someone that she can spend some time with and maybe start enjoying her life again.’ Anna smiled warmly. ‘This new man runs his own business, he’s wealthy it would seem, very wealthy, and he’s been treating Carol very well. It was just a few dinners out to start with, a show or two, and he always liked to include Tyler. But this weekend he asked to take them away for a mini holiday. Well, Tyler you see, he’s a big football fan — loves Tottenham Hotspur and so Terry, well he got them all tickets for the game on Sunday afternoon. They made a bit of a weekend of it, went up on Friday.’ 
 
    ‘Terry? That’s the new man, is it?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. He picked them up on Friday — from here, actually. Handsome man, genuine smile. Good teeth. I only said hello, but my Carol seems very happy and she’s not a bad judge — well, not generally.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know anything more about Terry? A surname or a contact number?’ 
 
    ‘I have a contact number. Their weekend didn’t get off to a very good start it would seem! Carol called me Friday evening on a number I didn’t recognise. Her phone had been stolen — she thinks she was pickpocketed on the train on the way up. I don’t think it made too much of a difference. I think she was actually quite relieved she wouldn’t have to lie if Shaun called. I don’t think she was looking forward to lying to him.’ 
 
    ‘Lying?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. You see football and Tottenham Hotspur, that’s something Tyler and his dad do. That’s kind of their thing and Shaun would be furious if he knew that the new man was taking Tyler up to watch a game. Obviously she will need to tell him about what’s going on — none of us want him to hear it from Tyler. But at least the weekend would have been uninterrupted. She wasn’t going to go, but I think she’s been so unhappy recently and under so much pressure that she just thought well, why not, you know? So I assume that Shaun has been his usual dramatic self, called Carol to find her mobile isn’t answering or is switched off or whatever and has called to report her missing.’ 
 
    ‘So Tyler is with her?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I spoke to him on the phone too. He was quite insistent on telling me how Tottenham Hotspurs won and what the score was. It means nothing to me, you understand, but I try and act delighted for him. He’s only ten!’ 
 
    ‘And they are both on their way here now?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I believe Terry is dropping them off. So you can have it from all three of them if you need to. There really is no need for any police concern. I’m just sorry you appear to have wasted your time coming out today.’ 
 
    ‘Terry’s coming here too?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, they were getting in a taxi at the station.’ There was a knock at the door. Emily snapped her head towards it. Anna smiled. ‘Talk of the devil!’ 
 
    ‘Er . . . Anna . . .’ Emily wasn’t sure what she intended to say, but it didn’t matter anyway, Anna was already at the door. Soon she was pulling it open and explaining that the police were here. ‘You’ll never guess what that idiot Shaun has gone and done now!’ 
 
    A well-built man with shocking blue eyes against dark stubble was already stepping over the threshold. His gaze locked onto Emily as she stood in the kitchen. He wasn’t smiling. A young boy with dark hair squirmed to get past him. 
 
    ‘Talk of the devil,’ Emily whispered to herself as she slipped her phone out of her pocket. She selected George Elms’s number and held the phone to her ear. The man brushed the other two women lightly aside. Three steps and he was on her. Emily backed away until she collided with a kitchen unit behind her. 
 
    ‘George! They’re all here! Him too! Marybee, Crete Road—’ It was all she could manage before the phone was snatched from her hand. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
    George pulled into Bradstow Road and saw the Vectra straight away. He accelerated towards it, parking across its front to block it in as best he could. It turned out there was no need — now he was close, he could see there was no one in it. The steps up to the viaduct were on the other side of the Vectra. He took them two at a time. At the top, a concrete path split two ways: one led into a housing estate and the other ran parallel with the viaduct. He jogged the path, back on himself until it ended at a steep bank that led up to the viaduct where a section of fence was damaged. He scrambled through and out onto the grey gravel. Straight off, he could see somebody. He thought it had to be Shaun. He was lying on his front, his head turned away and over the outside track, his arms by his side. George could hear the inside live rail buzzing. He had called up to ask for it to be turned off but they obviously hadn’t managed it yet. Sometimes it could take a while for messages to be passed through to the British Transport Police. 
 
    ‘Shaun!’ George shouted. There was no movement. ‘Shaun! We need to talk.’ George considered the risks of both the live rail and the live trains and started making his way towards the prone figure. He checked his watch. It was thirty seconds to 4 p.m. He didn’t know the timetables well and couldn’t remember if the high-speed link to London was on the half hour or on the hour. The viaduct wasn’t as wide as he had imagined from the ground: two tracks — enough distance for two trains to pass, but the track looked close to the brick wall on both sides. If the viaduct had been built today, it would have been twice as wide. The track sat on grey shingle, which cambered away on each side to the blackened wall. He reckoned the side of the train must pass pretty damned close to that wall. He didn’t want to find out how close. 
 
    George got nearer. ‘Shaun!’ Still no movement at all. Something was wrong. He was half way to Shaun and now he could see a second pair of legs, pointing directly out, finishing almost against the rail. These were attached to a girl, who was sitting up and likewise motionless. From the pictures he’d seen at her home, the girl was clearly Alice. There wasn’t a flicker from either of them. George heard a sound like a distant wind. The sound built and the ground started to agitate the gravel beneath his feet. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    George ran at the two figures. The noise was building and he didn’t have much time. He got to Shaun and grabbed him by the shoulders, his head was heavy, he leaked blood from above his eye. George heaved and Shaun’s torso fell awkwardly into Alice’s lap. She was still sat up behind him, her head slumped to the side. He grabbed her legs by the ankles as the gathering wind became a roar. A horn blared so loudly that it seemed to surge through his body like an electric shock. He pushed Alice’s legs flat against the wall and threw himself on top of both Shaun and Alice, hooking his right arm under Shaun’s torso and hanging his left arm over the low wall. The wind struck first; the train was moving so fast it was pushing a huge pocket of air with it that hit George in the back like a sucker punch and slammed his legs into the wall, his knees banging off the girl’s head. A split second later, the wind direction reversed like a rolling wave crashing on a beach and an invisible force nipped and tugged at him, beckoning him towards the gigantic wheels and the irresistible force of the train. The noise was terrific, the deep woomph as it passed now replaced by the squeal of metal wheels gripping metal rails. George had his eyes scrunched tightly shut but he could feel the beast passing inches from his head, each carriage taking its turn to roar in his ear. He could feel the heat as electricity sparked and fizzled and the air stank of scorched metal and fumes. 
 
    And then it was gone. 
 
    George pushed himself into a sitting position and groaned as panic was replaced by relief. He watched the rear end of the train shrink away and disappear, the mechanical clamour yielding gradually to the buzz of the live rail once more. He turned to Alice and felt hurriedly for a pulse. He couldn’t find one, but then his hands were shaking and his fingers numb. He put his cheek to her mouth; there was perhaps a light breath. A quick survey of Shaun revealed the same. He picked up his police radio and pressed the raised panic button. That would give him ten seconds of air time across the network. He tried to speak. He could only manage a moan and a feeble cry but he knew that would be enough. They would find him. He crawled a few yards to vomit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 31 
 
    The firearms team had been nearby. Alice and Shaun were slipping into respiratory arrest and George watched as they were treated the only way they could be in the field. Both were stabbed in the outside quarter of the thigh with a Naloxone pen. It was essentially a very concentrated and very sudden dose of adrenalin and it was often very effective. Alice had taken two doses before they had seen any sign of recovery. But it had come. In Alice’s case it had improved her condition but she was far from out of the woods and George was glad to see the green overalls of two paramedics arriving at the top of the viaduct. Shaun was starting to respond to vocal instructions from the officers. Shaun managed a few words, one of them being ‘fentanyl’ and the medical men reacted by putting on additional masks and gloves and ordering the police officers away. The officers walked over to George. 
 
    ‘You okay? You feel okay?’ 
 
    ‘I feel like I nearly got hit by a train.’ George managed a grin. ‘I’m okay.’ 
 
    ‘Did you touch them?’ 
 
    ‘I laid on top of them. It’s not how it sounds.’ 
 
    The officers didn’t smile back. ‘You need to get checked out. Looks like fentanyl poisoning. It’s normally fast acting but it doesn’t have to be. Do you feel lightheaded? Anything unusual?’ 
 
    ‘I feel fine. I’m okay.’ 
 
    ‘There’s another ambulance on its way. We’ll take you down to it and get you checked out, Sarge. This is some serious shit. Your man’s got some powder in his gloves and the paramedics reckon the girl got a hit from the tape that was on her mouth. She’s probably absorbed it through her gums. They’re very concerned about her.’ 
 
    ‘Good God, it’ll be enough to kill them. He needs them dead’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know for sure. But I bet these two do. Can I talk to them? From a distance of course?’ 
 
    ‘They’re not making much sense. We’ll walk you down to the ambulance. They’re going to bring them down shortly. You might be able to talk to them then.’ 
 
    George could see that both Alice and Shaun had oxygen masks strapped to their faces. Shaun was sitting up but his eyes were glazed, his head rolling on his neck as if he was drunk. Alice was still lying flat, her eyes closed. He wouldn’t get anything out of them — for now, at least. He stood and walked with one of the officers, the other stayed to maintain the scene. George lifted his radio, turned the dial to turn up the local channel — and swore at the excited update coming through. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Control, the van has now reacted and is making off! It was in Lane One, passing the slip for Capel and has made a last second manoeuvre. The van is now increasing speed towards the roundabout at the end of the slip. Stand by for direction of travel!’ PC Pete Hemingway released the button on the radio but kept it clamped to his mouth. PC Ellie Missen was at the wheel. The van suddenly showed brake lights and Ellie had to be evasive to prevent the marked BMW crashing into its rear. 
 
    ‘The white van takes the first. We are now in the general direction of Dover.’ 
 
    ‘Received that, Tango One. Vehicle is now making off. You are authorised Phase One pursuit. Confirm you have activated lights and sirens.’ 
 
    Pete tutted. ‘Yes! Yes, Control. Speed eight zero. Passing The Plough Inn public house on the nearside. Speed increasing, now nine zero. Will be held up by slow-moving traffic ahead.’ 
 
    ‘They want us to keep up its chuff or what?’ Ellie said, her voice strained. ‘I thought there was a kid in there?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve not been cancelled. We can’t lose them.’ 
 
    ‘It’s heading into the town — it’ll be slowed up in the traffic. Is there anyone plotted ahead or are they all up on the motorway?’ 
 
    Pete peered ahead. The van was caught up in a stream of traffic in front. There was traffic in the opposite direction too. The van moved out and a cloud of dust trailed out from behind it as it met with the loose gravel and stones. The first two cars in the opposite direction swerved to avoid it, the second swerve was particularly tight, but a third car didn’t see it in time. The van tried to swerve back in, its speed still more than eighty miles per hour. Its fate was inevitable. Its rear quarter struck the car behind and the van was spun enough for its wheels to be out of line. It hopped once then flipped almost instantly. The first flip was so severe the roof just kissed the tarmac. The axle hit hard on the second rotation. Now all Pete was aware of was a lot more dust, a terrific noise and a white blur disappearing up into a grass bank and a row of trees. 
 
    Ellie braked hard. Pete was out while it still rolled. He sprinted up the bank. The van was the wrong way around and on its side, its front towards him as he ran forward. The windscreen was almost completely gone and there was no sign of the driver. Pete made it to the front door and peered in. The cab was empty. The seatbelt still hung beside the driver’s seat. A wooden partition made it impossible to see into the back. The bank got steeper and the back of the van had dug into the mud, jamming a rear door open. Pete braced himself. He heard footfalls as someone else ran up the other side. He looked in. 
 
    Empty. 
 
    ‘What you got?’ Ellie said. 
 
    Pete unclipped a torch from his belt and shone it in to be sure. No sign of anyone — just a push bike lying on its side — professional looking, its front wheel spinning slowly. No blood, no sign of anyone thrown from the van. Nothing. 
 
    ‘Pete!’ Ellie called out. 
 
    He turned and looked further up the bank. Ellie was standing over something. He caught up with her. It was a male, his head at an angle, clear trauma to the neck and head. His eyes lifeless. 
 
    Pete exhaled heavily. Ellie was already giving the update over the radio. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 32 
 
    ‘Empty?’ George said out loud. The van was fucking empty! 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ said the firearms officer walking down the steps behind him. 
 
    George ignored him and tugged his phone from his pocket. He needed to speak to Ryker. He saw that he already had a missed call from her and he pressed to listen to the message. 
 
    They had made it to the bottom of the steps. The firearms officer was talking to the paramedic and saw them both looking in his direction. Ryker’s voice came through: ‘George! They’re all here! Him too! Marybee, Crete Road!’ 
 
    George sprinted for his car. He fumbled with the keys, yanked at the handle and started the engine before he had even pulled the door shut. He knew Ryker, he knew her better than he knew most people in the world. And he knew when she was genuinely scared. 
 
    The radio was busy with updates from the van crash. He had to calm his hands to switch to another channel. ‘Control, this is Sergeant Elms. Can you run an address through for me, please? Urgent.’ 
 
    ‘Go ahead.’ 
 
    ‘Marybee, Crete Road, Langthorne. Run it local, see if we know anything.’ 
 
    ‘Stand by.’ It seemed like an age. George wasn’t good at standing by. The controller came back. ‘Marybee, Crete Road, Langthorne. Last linked to a Mrs Anna Pato. She was the informant for a domestic abuse incident involving her daughter, Carol Carter in January of this year. It was recorded as a secondary incident only. No crime. She’s the only person we have listed. She shows as the mother of the victim.’ 
 
    George beat the steering wheel as he turned onto a main road and suddenly came into rush hour traffic. Bumper to bumper. He killed the sirens so he didn’t panic anyone into closing the gaps even more. His attention moved back to his phone. When his call got through, John Whittaker sounded harassed. 
 
    ‘George.’ 
 
    ‘Sir. I need some more of your eyes and ears.’ 
 
    ‘I’m very quickly running out of anything here, George, as you can imagine. I’m holding a scene with three bodies, we now have a crashed van and of all the times, a burnt-out car’s just been found near Sandwich with what looks like human remains in it.’ 
 
    ‘Sandwich? The missing Polish guy?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Some dog walker’s stood with it for now. He’s ex job. I might have to ask him to come out of retirement to man the scene at this rate.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, sir. This is urgent, too.’ 
 
    ‘What is?’ 
 
    ‘Ryker’s been sniffing around Shaun’s ex. She was on her way to her mum’s address at the top of Langthorne — Crete Road. I think she’s got some answers up there.’ 
 
    ‘I got copied into some intelligence for her from the Met. More around this Nowak character.’ 
 
    ‘She called me, around quarter of an hour ago. She sounded rattled. Ryker isn’t the sort to sound rattled. The call was cut all too sudden and she said something about them all being there. Him too. We have to assume she means this Benjamin Tremaine, right?’ 
 
    ‘That’s all she said?’ 
 
    ‘It sounds like the phone was snatched. I’m on my way but I’m stuck in fucking traffic. Can you see if there’s anyone closer?’ 
 
    ‘You want me to send someone right to the door? What sort of threat do we have?’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea. I think they might be expecting someone to the door too, if she was found on her phone. The Mercedes . . . if you’re back at your desk, can you spin it through the ANPR system?’ George’s car squirmed free from the stationary traffic. He pressed the horn to activate the siren again as the road opened up a little. 
 
    ‘That’s odd, George. The ANPR camera at the top of Langthorne — it shows as inbound at 16:06 hours. Then it’s outbound at 16:09.’ 
 
    ‘It doubles back?’ 
 
    ‘That’s the last hit.’ 
 
    I think Ryker’s spooked them, boss. If she stumbled on them at a house they will know we’re closer to them than they thought. The Mercedes will be out of play.’ 
 
    ‘The van’s out too,’ Whittaker said. 
 
    ‘Crete Road is the one that overlooks the whole town, right up in the hills. You couldn’t be there without transport. But you need to stay off the grid.’ 
 
    ‘Taxis?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll get one of the tribe here to make a few calls to the local firms — see if anyone’s had a drop up there in the last hour or so.’ 
 
    ‘That’s assuming he got there in the last hour. He might have been there the whole weekend.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, he might. I can start the ball rolling on an emergency warrant, George, but that might not be ready for at least an hour.’ 
 
    ‘I’m heading up there, sir. I won’t be needing a warrant. I’m fifteen minutes in this traffic.’ 
 
    George killed the siren again at a red traffic light. The traffic was gridlocked in both directions. The cars did their best to shuffle forward but they were getting nowhere. He beat the steering wheel again. He tried Ryker’s number again and got the expected engaged tone — again. Then his phone rang. It was Whittaker — back within two minutes. 
 
    ‘First call we made, George! Langthorne Taxis dropped an adult male, an adult female and a juvenile male at Marybee, Crete Road just before four this afternoon. We were put through to the driver himself. He said he had the hump as the bloke had him waiting and then cancelled him.’ 
 
    ‘I bet he did. Change of plan.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll get some firearms together. We’ll hit the door hard. I’m done fucking around with this guy now.’ 
 
    George was silent long enough for Whittaker to prompt him. 
 
    ‘You don’t think that’s a good idea?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure it’s the best idea, boss.’ 
 
    ‘What have you got?’ 
 
    ‘Have you read the intel from the Met yet? Around the car hire company?’ 
 
    ‘Skimmed it.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure Ryker said the Met had paid this place some attention. They supplied some registration numbers for the vehicles. They’re based in Dover. They can’t get here without pinging ANPR if they go the major routes.’ 
 
    ‘You think he’s made a call for them to turn out to pick him up?’ 
 
    ‘To pick them all up. He cancelled the taxi because he couldn’t take the rest of them in it with him.’ 
 
    ‘Christ almighty, George. I’m looking at the intelligence around this place. There’s a lot of it!’ 
 
    ‘Any vans or lorries?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, a lot fewer.’ 
 
    ‘Focus on them. Run them through, see if any of them are moving.’ 
 
    ‘Far better to stick hostages in the back of a lorry,’ Whittaker boomed. 
 
    ‘I reckon so. I’m ten minutes out now. See if you can get a firearms patrol there. Anyone really. If any of these hire vans are moving in this direction we need to know about it.’ 
 
    Whittaker cut the call again and George turned up the police radio in the car. The officers at the scene of the van crash confirmed the driver was dead. He had ID on him — Nathaniel Soanes. He was known on the police system and recent intelligence linked him to the movement of drugs through the ports. The controller maintained a dry tone as she explained that he was also thought to be driving for Castle Hire Cars. Of course he fucking was. 
 
    Whittaker’s name flashed up for a third time. ‘I want good news, boss.’ 
 
    ‘We have a box van on the move. Pinged out near Hougham — direction of Langthorne. It’s pinged a mobile camera. A marked unit has a vehicle stopped out there and it must have drifted right past them. I got hold of them on the phone and they’re trying to make ground. I also have the unmarked firearms patrol that assisted you earlier. They’re not far behind you.’ 
 
    ‘Ideal. Major, cancel the marked car. Tell them to let the van run. I’ll talk to the firearms patrol, they can do the stop when it’s committed to Crete Road. I think I might know a way of getting you a resolution without making a mess.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t sound like the George Elms I know and love.’ 
 
    ‘Unless Ryker’s hurt, Major. Then you’ll be cleaning up for days.’ George ended the call and called up on his radio for a talk-through with the firearms patrol. He was a few minutes short of Crete Road. He cancelled lights and sirens just as he crossed a bridge over the M20 motorway. There was a pull-in on the left where a bored looking woman leant on the counter of her hot-dog van, flicking through the morning paper. George bounced up onto the hard standing to wait. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 33 
 
    Emily flinched as the big man threw her phone to the floor and stamped on it. His veins stood out on his neck with the exertion and he was smiling as he straightened back up. 
 
    ‘What’s going on, Terry?’ Carol’s face was a picture of surprise and horror. ‘What is this all about?’ the woman had a wailing voice. 
 
    ‘Stay out of this, Carol!’ his smile had given way as he growled his instruction. 
 
    ‘Terry! Don’t talk to me like that!’ 
 
    The man spun. He moved away from Emily and he was on Carol in an instant. She was still by the front door and it swung open behind her. He threw his hand and she flinched. It missed her face, collided hard with the door and it slammed shut. The noise made the boy jump, then his face broke as if he might cry. 
 
    ‘You, don’t talk to me like that!’ 
 
    ‘It’s not Terry, is it?’ Emily called out. The man was sideways on to Emily. He had intent in his eye as he stared at Carol. The boy stood between them. Emily wanted his attention away from them. 
 
    It worked. ‘What did you say?’ He rounded on Emily, his face flushed red, his eyes intense — a brilliant blue surround with a black centre. He snorted like a bull. 
 
    ‘Benjamin, right?’ Emily said. ‘The conman.’ 
 
    ‘Conman?’ Carol’s voice was little more than a whimper. 
 
    The man turned his attention back to her and he grabbed her by the hair. 
 
    ‘This has got nothing to do with you!’ Carol was dragged into the living room and her mother followed them in. Carol was hitting him on the back all the way. He gave no sign that he’d felt a single blow. ‘Sit the fuck down and shut up while I work out what we do here.’ He flung her by her hair into the chair and she squealed in pain. The boy ran over to her. The man ducked back to the front door and twisted the key that was sticking out of the lock. 
 
    Emily saw her opportunity and she dipped into the kitchen. She re-emerged holding a bread knife. The man gave her that same smile. 
 
    ‘What are you going do with that, sweetheart?’ 
 
    Emily wasn’t sure. She was gripping it as hard as she could but it still trembled. ‘Just get out. Fuck off and don’t come back. This is all over. We know who you are. We know what you do. The best thing you can do is get as far away from here as you can.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘But maybe I want to give myself up. I’ll call the old bill right now, yeah?’ He pressed three digits on his phone, then stepped towards Emily with it stretched in front of him. He spun the screen — the phone was dealing 999. ‘You talk to them,’ he said. He threw the phone and Emily watched it arc towards her. 
 
    She felt the blow in her stomach without ever seeing it coming. It was a punch, but it felt like she’d been hit by a car. The force lifted her off her feet and she hit the floor, scattering a rack of wine bottles. She found herself breathless; the combination of panic, excruciating pain and the lack of oxygen had her reeling on the floor. The man had retrieved his phone and was already making a call. 
 
    ‘Yeah, I need a clean-up. Now!’ he said. 
 
    Emily managed to get in a strained breath, which rasped in her throat. 
 
    ‘I don’t know . . . Hang on . . .’ He stepped over Emily into the kitchen, stooping to pick up the knife on his way. She must have dropped it. He turned over an envelope on the kitchen table and read from it. ‘Marybee, Crete Road, Langthorne. Yeah. Soon as.’ His call ended and he looked down to where Emily was still struggling. ‘Get over on the fucking sofa!’ He kicked out at her and it stung against the backs of her legs. Emily got to her feet. She clutched at her stomach and stumbled across the room to the large sofa. Carol, her mum and the young boy were already sitting there obediently. The man’s attention turned to his phone again and seemed to be sending a text. 
 
    ‘What’s going on, Terry?’ Carol persisted, sheepishly. 
 
    ‘He’s not Terry.’ Emily grunted, her breathing returning gradually. ‘He’s Benjamin Tremaine.’ 
 
    He turned to them and smiled. ‘The very same. And I’m no conman.’ 
 
    ‘That’s how you started out, though, right? And this whole thing’s been a con from the very start.’ 
 
    ‘What thing’s that?’ 
 
    ‘Convincing Shaun that his family got kidnapped when all you did was take them to London and pay off another family to be your stooges.’ 
 
    ‘I just took my girlfriend to London, love. That’s against the law now, is it?’ 
 
    ‘You normally steal your girlfriend’s phone when you take her away?’ 
 
    ‘My phone? I was pickpocketed on the train.’ Carol looked quickly from Emily to Benjamin. ‘What is going on?’ 
 
    ‘Seems you’ve got some explaining to do, mate.’ Emily said. Her stomach still shot with pain, her breathing only just returning to normal. 
 
    ‘You know nothing.’ 
 
    ‘I know you got desperate. Enough to convince Shaun that Carol and his son had been abducted and were in danger, just so Shaun would do your dirty work.’ 
 
    ‘Shaun?’ Carol exclaimed. 
 
    Tremaine ignored her and continued speaking to Emily. ‘They weren’t in any danger. Not until you knocked on the door — you think about that, copper! And I hope you’ve got a lot of evidence to back up what you’re saying. I was in London, love. The whole weekend. Now . . . Nobody fucking moves or speaks. I’ve got some messages to send so I can get this shit all sorted out. You make a noise and I start getting angry — and I take it out on the boy. You understand?’ 
 
    No one spoke. 
 
    ‘Good,’ he said. 
 
    It was twenty-five minutes later when Tremaine suddenly became animated. He stood up and produced the door key from his pocket. He opened the door to reveal a big box van, its diesel engine revving and its reversing alarm beeping as it backed up the drive. 
 
    ‘Your lift.’ He smiled at them all in turn, seeming to enjoy the scared expressions looking back. Emily was determined to deny him the satisfaction and did her best to look disinterested. 
 
    ‘I’m not going anywhere!’ Anna spoke for the first time. Tremaine strode directly at her but she held her ground. He turned at the last so he was facing the boy and slapped him hard across the face with the back of his hand. It made a loud sound, the boy yelped in surprise and pain, the two women folded around him. Emily got to her feet. 
 
    ‘What the fuck!’ She tried to push him but he deflected her wrists, knocked her off balance and punched her hard in the side of the head. Her vision was instantly a blur. When it began to clear, she realised she was down on one knee. 
 
    ‘Your fucking lift!’ he spat. ‘Anyone got a problem and I start on the boy again.’ The force of the blow had pushed Tyler back into the sofa. He got to his feet, supported by his mother and his nan. They shuffled past Emily. She locked eyes with Tremaine again and walked out behind, wiping her face. The box van was parked as close to the door as the porch overhang would allow, the rear door already slid open. It was empty. Emily climbed in behind the other three and the door was slammed shut behind her. She felt it graze against her heel. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The passenger door was tugged open and a heavyset man threw himself up into the cab. ‘We’ve got to get going,’ he said, then, ‘who the fuck are you?’ 
 
    George Elms did his best to grimace over the collar of his borrowed polo shirt. It had Castle Hire stitched on the chest. ‘You call like that in a fucking panic, telling us we got to get over here and dig you of the shit — you get whoever’s available.’ 
 
    ‘Just get going.’ 
 
    George selected first, the gearbox crunched as he edged forward. ‘Did they give you any shit?’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘Cunts in the back. Did they give you any shit?’ George said. 
 
    ‘Only to start with,’ the passenger grinned. ‘I had to slap the fucking copper about a bit. Mouthy bitch.’ 
 
    The van swung left and straightened up. It travelled along the road just a few metres, the roadblock ahead clearly visible, made up of police cars fended off at an angle across the road, their blue lights shimmering a disjointed pattern. John Whittaker stood out the front, his hat pulled down firmly on his head, the rim just above his eyes in a perfect line, his hands thrust behind his back. He looked every bit the Major. 
 
    ‘Fuck! Turn this shit . . .’ Tremaine realised that George had a bright yellow Taser pointed at his chest. George watched as the Tremaine’s eyes were fixed on the tiny red dot. 
 
    ‘I’m Detective Sergeant George Elms and you’re under arrest for a whole host of shit. You do not have to say anything, and if you do, you will be Tasered.’ 
 
    ‘What the f—’ 
 
    The barbs burst from the end of the weapon, lodged firmly in Tremaine’s chest and 20,000 volts of electricity surged between them. Instantly paralysed, he gulped in pain and slumped into the window. 
 
    ‘What did I just say?’ George exclaimed. 
 
    The man moaned, but he had started to make a recovery and his hands moved towards the source of the pain on his chest. 
 
    ‘And this is from the mouthy bitch in the back.’ 
 
    George pulled the trigger again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 34 
 
    George’s back was against one of the front wheels of the van, his legs straight out in front of him. Ryker sat next to him and he could feel her pushed in against his hip. Benjamin Tremaine had been conveyed away to custody in Langthorne and someone needed to sit with the van until it could be lifted and seized as part of the evidence. 
 
    ‘He hit me, George.’ 
 
    ‘You said.’ 
 
    ‘I got hit. 
 
    ‘You mentioned it, Ryker. I’m sorry you got hit. I got him back.’ 
 
    ‘Do you reckon I could borrow your Taser and pop down to custody when I get back?’ 
 
    ‘I certainly don’t mind. I don’t reckon Whittaker would either.’ 
 
    ‘My name in vain?’ Whittaker’s booming voice came first, then his determined march as he stepped out from the side of the lorry, his hands still clasped behind his back. George looked up. 
 
    ‘Ryker here, Major sir, would like permission to attend custody, in order to Taser Benjamin Tremaine in the testicles, Major, sir. I was merely suggesting that you might grant permission to do so, sir.’ 
 
    ‘I might indeed,’ Whittaker said. ‘I thought you two giggling school children would appreciate an early heads up. The search teams are in at Castle Car Hire. We’re done rounding up the sorry looking staff down there and we’re already getting reports of finds. Nothing confirmed of course, but bags of white powder in a hire car centre are always going to look a little out of place.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure there’s a perfectly reasonable explanation.’ 
 
    ‘I fucking hope not, George. For the amount of shit I’ve caused this weekend, the powers that be are going to want the seize of the century.’ 
 
    ‘I fancy your chances there, sir.’ 
 
    ‘So do I, George! So do I. The Mercedes has now been stopped by our friends at the Dartford Crossing. Two occupants, both under arrest. Seems they were running home.’ 
 
    ‘Wish they’d stayed there, sir.’ Ryker mused. 
 
    ‘I assume you kids are going off duty shortly. Lord knows it’s been a long day.’ 
 
    ‘George is taking me out to dinner, sir.’ Ryker nudged George playfully in the side. 
 
    ‘That’s right. I think I might have won a bet, sir. Which somehow means I get to pay for dinner.’ 
 
    Whittaker stared down at him. He lingered a little too long, a knowing smile on his face. ‘Well, you have a lovely time. And Emily, my advice if you’re going out with George is to get into one of those places where they can supply something he can colour in.’ Whittaker boomed his laugh out across the elevated view of Langthorne. 
 
    George’s attention was then drawn to the arrival of an ambulance. It pulled past the van and swung onto the drive where Carol, her mum and son were standing with sympathetic detectives. George stood to get a better view and he felt Ryker stand next to him. 
 
    ‘Is someone hurt?’ George said. 
 
    The rear doors opened. Carol and her son swept down the drive as Shaun Carter emerged. A uniformed officer stepped out right behind him. The family embraced, and George could hear the screams of delight from where he stood. 
 
    Whittaker made his way over to the scene. ‘Just five minutes, Shaun,’ he said. 
 
    Shaun pulled away from the huddle, wiped tears from his eyes and took up Whittaker’s hand in an enthusiastic shake. ‘Thanks so much, sir. I really appreciate it. Five minutes.’ 
 
    George walked over, too. Shaun saw him coming and offered a pained smile. He stretched out his hand and George took it warmly. 
 
    ‘Sorry, George. I should have kept you informed. But it all got out of hand so quickly.’ 
 
    ‘Forget about it. I’m pretty sure I understand.’ 
 
    ‘I thought Carol . . . I thought she was dead. He told me he had thrown her off a bridge into traffic. Made me listen to it on the radio . . .’ Shaun broke down, the sobs wracking his body. His son was still wrapped around his waist; he seemed to grip tighter. ‘It looks like it was just some woman — some passing cyclist he must have just grabbed. Someone’s mother.’ 
 
    ‘It makes no sense, Shaun. Not to a good man like you.’ 
 
    Shaun broke into a tense smile. ‘I’ve got a difficult time ahead, George. I made some bad decisions. People got hurt.’ 
 
    ‘You’re allowed to be wrong, as long as it comes from the right place. You’re going to be okay, Shaun. In time.’ 
 
    The five minutes were strictly enforced. Shaun was shepherded back down into the rear of the ambulance and driven away. George looked on as his son and ex-wife still embraced tearfully. 
 
    ‘I’ll let you off dinner.’ Ryker’s voice was close to his ear. George turned to her. ‘Go call your wife, George.’ 
 
    ‘I tried that, remember? Calling out the blue? I need a pretty good reason these days.’ 
 
    Ryker thrust her hands into her pockets. She looked back over at Carol and her son. ‘That’s your reason, George. That’s all that matters to you.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a lot that matters to me.’ George said. He thought he heard a chuckle from Ryker as she walked towards her car. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    ‘Jenny, honey, we’ve got to go! We’ve got to go now!’ 
 
    Jenny’s eyes opened and she tried to move her arms, but they were weighed down; their four-month-old daughter, Isobel, lay across them. Beyond her tiny, sleeping form was a digital clock with red numbers. They looked angry, as if they’d been scorched into the black face. The numbers advanced one digit, to 10:01 a.m. — Sunday morning. Once, this would have been her favourite day of the week: lazy and carefree, a cooked breakfast and a stroll — no work until tomorrow. But recently, days of the week had come to mean nothing. Time meant nothing. Sleep meant nothing. 
 
    ‘What are you talking about? I only just got her off.’ It had been a terrible night. Isobel’s teeth seemed to be coming all at once. There was no doubt the poor thing was in a lot of pain, inconsolable for much of the time. But Jenny’s patience was frayed — damned near severed. Neither of them was coping with sleep deprivation very well. 
 
    ‘We need to go. We need to go — now!’ Joseph said again. 
 
    Jenny was now wide awake. As gently as she could, she pulled her arm out from under Isobel’s neck. Isobel stirred enough to sigh but stayed asleep on the big bed. Joseph’s eyes were wide and filled with fear. He was serious — she’d never seen him like this before. ‘What’s happened, Joseph? What are you talking about? Leaving?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve put some bits in the bag, stuff for Issy. We have to go now, Jenny.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridiculous. We’re not going anywhere.’ 
 
    ‘We need to go NOW!’ Joseph’s raised voice got a reaction from Isobel. She scrunched up her face in a scowl, made tiny fists with her hands. Jenny knew the signs, knew what was coming next. Sure enough, Isobel’s cry was instant and powerful. 
 
    ‘What the hell, Joseph?’ Jenny moved to the end of the bed. The curtains were drawn; Joseph walked over to them and tore them apart. Isobel’s crying got louder. Jenny could see their suitcase laid out on the floor. It was stuffed with Isobel’s clothes, her nappies and wipes. He pushed it shut and zipped it up. Jenny still sat on the bed. Joseph was like a man possessed. He picked the case up and stood it on his wheels. The handle clicked out. He had laid out a few bits and pieces on the unit at the end of the bed: his wallet, his phone and the papers they had been given when they had hired the car. The hotel room key was there too. He scooped up everything but the key. 
 
    ‘Are you not taking the key?’ 
 
    ‘We can’t come back, Jenny.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell is going on? Like hell am I just going to take Isobel out like this — with no explanation!’ 
 
    ‘There’s no time. You have to trust me. We have to go now!’ 
 
    Jenny couldn’t help but absorb some of his panic; Joseph didn’t scare easy after all. She found her feet. She picked up Isobel and tried to shush her. She pulled her in tight to her chest and she calmed down a little. Joseph strode into the bathroom. When he came back out, the keys to the car rattled in his hand. 
 
    ‘Now!’ Joseph walked to the door and stepped out. Jenny saw him look both ways before disappearing a few paces down the corridor. She scooped up the keys to the room and stuffed them in her jeans pocket. She had dressed for the day hours ago and only needed to slip her feet into loose trainers. Joseph strode back into the room and took hold of the suitcase. Jenny looked around the room. She had clothes strewn over the chair, her toiletries and hair straighteners in the bathroom. She had other belongings on her bedside table and across other surfaces. 
 
    ‘I can’t just leave all this. Can we not just take a few more minutes to pack all the stuff? I need to change Issy.’ 
 
    ‘We can get more stuff. There’s no time. We have to go now.’ Joseph walked back into the corridor and held the door to stop it swinging back closed. His eyes fell on Jenny, still full of panic, still desperate. He was pale and the hand that reached for hers was cold and clammy. He moved them towards the stairs. Isobel had calmed down enough so that her sounds were just unsettled moans. The crying had stopped at least. Joseph strode past the lift to the top of the stairs. Jenny stopped at the lift and pressed the call button. 
 
    ‘We take the stairs,’ Joseph said. 
 
    Jenny followed him through a door to the stairwell but he was already out of sight, moving down the stairs two at a time with the suitcase held over his head, his footfalls echoing off the bare walls. 
 
    ‘What is going on?’ Jenny called after him. Joseph ignored her; it sounded as if he was already on the landing below and moving to the next flight. 
 
    They’d been on the third floor of the Dovorian Hotel. Jenny had thought it to be a strange choice from the start. It was a budget hotel; there were no real facilities for families, certainly nothing for a four-month-old baby. Joseph had said it suited their needs; it was close to the centre of Dover. Jenny didn’t understand why this was important; there was nothing in the town for them, nothing in the county. But Joseph had just told her to trust him. He’d been saying that a lot recently. 
 
    She made it to the ground floor. They had to pass the reception desk. It was vacant. She had needed to summon someone from the back office when they were checking in; she was glad there was nobody there now. Joseph was moving away from it at speed. 
 
    He was already halfway along the ground-floor corridor, which ran the length of the building to a side exit. The door was swinging open when Jenny got to it. She was going as fast as she could manage but she was some way behind Joseph, who was once more out of her sight. She stood still for a second. She could feel her heart beating in her chest and she was breathing heavily. Isobel wriggled and she tried to hold her firm against her chest. She knew it was the best chance she had of keeping her quiet. She heard an engine revving hard and their hire car pulled up in front, Joseph at the wheel. He was already out of the driver’s door by the time she got to the rear. He pulled the door open and unclipped the baby seat. Jenny hated it. It was rear facing and she would rather be able to see Isobel when they were moving, but the internet had told her how much safer it was. 
 
    Jenny tried to make Isobel cosy, wrapping a blanket around her as tightly as she could and tucking it under her tiny body. Isobel liked to be wrapped up tight and warm. 
 
    ‘We have to go!’ Joseph bent over her, she had put the baby seat on the pavement. It was sloped, the hill was steep and it wasn’t easy. 
 
    ‘We have to make sure she’s wrapped up and safe first, Joseph. What the hell has gotten into you?’ 
 
    Jenny lifted the seat. It clicked into place on the second attempt. She kissed her fingers and rested them against Isobel’s cheek. Joseph was already revving the car. Jenny moved to the front passenger seat. The car was already moving as she pulled her door shut. 
 
    Jenny snatched at her seatbelt. In her haste it stopped short. She tutted and pulled it again. ‘What the hell is going on, Joseph? You have to tell me. Are we in some sort of trouble?’ 
 
    She gave up on her seatbelt. They made it to a junction at the bottom of the steep hill. Jenny saw a sign that said Folkestone Road. The flow of cross traffic was relentless. Joseph had turned away from her, looking at the stream of cars coming from their right. The car was rolling further into it; there were no gaps and Joseph was starting to make noises that could almost be described as whimpers. Still holding her seatbelt, Jenny looked back to check on Isobel. She noticed a figure running towards them along the pavement on the opposite side. He wore a long, black coat and his right arm was tucked underneath it. The car bounced forward a metre as Joseph tried to bully his way onto the main road. Jenny’s head rocked and she lost sight of the man. 
 
    That was when Joseph’s window blew in. 
 
    It sounded to Jenny like an explosion. She had wrapped her arm around the driver’s seat for leverage, so she could lift herself enough to see into Isobel’s seat. She dropped back into the seat as her right forearm flashed with a stinging pain. Joseph cried out, the car lurched forward and Jenny was pushed against the headrest. She could hear car horns blaring and Joseph shouting at her to get down. The car was rammed from the rear, just enough for her to feel it. She heard more car horns and then the revving of the engine. 
 
    ‘ISSY! Jesus, Joe! Issy!’ She pulled herself onto her knees, clinging to her seat back and facing the back seat. The car swerved suddenly and Joseph overtook something. She tried to lean into the seat back. She could see just enough of Isobel. Her tiny arms and legs wriggled and contorted in the air, as they did when she was confused and trying to understand her surroundings. 
 
    The back window popped inwards. In the same instant she could hear the air move, something fizzed past her ear and thudded into the roof lining. Instinctively she ducked back into her seat. 
 
    ‘They’re shooting at us! Why are they shooting at us?’ 
 
    Joseph’s cheek was rippled where he was biting down hard. The car swerved again, this time hard left at a roundabout — more angry car horns. Isobel was crying — at least Jenny knew she was breathing. Jenny spun in her seat to face forwards. 
 
    ‘Joseph, talk to me! You need to pull over, we need to get Issy out of this car!’ Jenny was screaming. Joseph was still peering forward. 
 
    ‘Joseph!’ She hit him on the arm. He had to brake hard and she was pushed forward in her seat. Issy screamed louder in the back. The car moved off at crawling pace; they were in two lanes of one-way traffic. 
 
    Joseph turned to face her. ‘We can’t stop.’ The right side of his face was slick with blood. 
 
    ‘Joseph, you’re hurt!’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine. It’s a nick from the glass.’ 
 
    ‘A nick! You’re covered in blood.’ She reached out to gesture at his face with her right arm and saw that her sleeve was also soaked in blood. She tried to pull it up to inspect her arm; it felt boiling hot. She clenched her fist — it was still working at least. She would have to inspect it later. 
 
    ‘What do these people want, Joseph? Jesus, what have you done?’ Joseph was peering forward. The car jerked and shuffled as he tried to move. Jenny could see both lanes of traffic were now at a standstill. They were in the right lane and there was a row of parked cars to their right and shop fronts the other side of them. People walked along, seemingly oblivious to the gunshots that had taken out Joseph’s window completely and left glass scattered over the parcel shelf. 
 
    When the left lane started moving, Joseph cut across immediately. Once more the horns blared but the lane was clearer and the car set off as if it had been stung. She could see green traffic lights ahead and a parked van that had been blocking the right lane. The left lane was clear and Joseph kept his foot planted. 
 
    Ahead, a car pulled out from a side street. Joseph was going too fast to brake in time so he wrenched the wheel right and changed lanes again. Jenny was thrown against the window. Isobel was now inconsolable in the back. 
 
    ‘You’re going to kill us, Joseph!’ Jenny spun again in her seat, trying to get into a position where she could talk to their daughter. The car lurched forward and she was pressed back into her seat. She could see a black SUV behind, matching them for speed. It was in the other lane and now it seemed to be gaining on them. 
 
    ‘They’re still chasing us, Joseph! What do they want?’ 
 
    There was a jarring thud into the side of the car — then two more in quick succession. She felt the car lurch, as if the last blow had been a sucker punch. It skewed sideways as Joseph yelled out. Jenny was thrown to the front of the car and she struck something hard with her right side, and then came a savage blow to the side of her head. Suddenly, all she could hear was a whistling. 
 
    She faced out of the side window. She couldn’t move. The black SUV seemed to drift past in slow motion, part of a stream of traffic. She could only watch as a muzzle flared from the back window. She was aware of more thuds, the tinkle of glass, another shout from Joseph maybe. She watched the vehicle pass — and then its brake lights flashed red. More car horns, the black SUV stopped completely, a rear door pushed open. Jenny was transfixed. 
 
    ‘Jenny!’ Her hearing returned all at once and the confusion came with it. Joseph was shouting in her ear, she snatched her head towards him. Isobel was crying at the top of her lungs from the back, it pierced her mind directly. 
 
    ‘Joseph . . .’ It was all she could manage. 
 
    ‘You have to go. You have to get Isobel out.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Get out. You have to go. With Issy! GO!’ 
 
    ‘Aren’t you coming?’ Jenny felt dream-like still. Her voice was soft, she was confused by the pain in her side. Blood trickled into her mouth and she licked her lips. 
 
    ‘They’re not here for you. Take her and go. Please! You have to run, Jenny!’ 
 
    Jenny turned to her door. She pushed it open. Her hip shot with pain as she stepped out of the car, and there were pins and needles in her thigh. From the corner of her eye she saw someone walk towards her, he stepped off the pavement — a middle-aged man. She smiled at him as if it was all a dream. 
 
    ‘You okay, love? Everyone okay?’ He looked into the back of the car. He must have been able to hear Isobel crying. 
 
    ‘I have to go,’ she said. 
 
    She walked around to the pavement and pulled open the driver’s side rear door. She lifted Isobel to her chest and pulled her in tight, just how she liked it. She was still crying. Joseph looked out and he still looked panic stricken. His whole right side was a mass of blood, his hair was matted and what had once been a light blue, long-sleeved jumper was shredded against his arm and neck. The car had a scorched look, too: the whole door was a rash of black bits and dents. Movement caught her eye from the other side of the car, a man was walking directly towards them, towards the passenger seat she had just vacated. She looked back to Joseph. 
 
    ‘Are you not coming?’ she said. Isobel was calming down a little. Joseph glanced over his left shoulder and then snatched his head back to her. 
 
    ‘Run, Jenny!’ 
 
    Jenny could feel his panic. The man was almost to the car when he extended an arm. There was a sound like a firecracker. Joseph flinched. He was looking away from her. Another firecracker — he flinched again. 
 
    ‘What the hell?’ The middle-aged man shouted in her ear. He must have followed her and he now ducked in front of her. Suddenly Jenny’s mind un-fogged and everything was clear. She ran round the middle-aged man as she heard another bang! The middle-aged man cried out and she heard screams. She had Isobel clutched to her chest and she was crying. She blundered into the crowd, everyone was still; they were all either ducking or stooping but she could hear at least one set of footfalls behind her. And they were running too. 
 
    Jenny made it to the end of a row of shops. There was a gap for a narrow lane, then a chemist on the other side. She spun right into the lane. It was tight, and didn’t look wide enough for a car — or so she thought. A second later she knew she was wrong; a car engine revved behind her, then a noise like a tyre struggling to gain a grip. The pavements were suddenly gone and she had an eight-foot wall on her left and the brick side of a building on her right. There was nowhere to go but straight on. This road ahead was empty, there was no one else on foot and the only sounds, amplified by the high walls, were her footfalls and a revving engine. 
 
    She ran harder, her right arm so tight around Isobel that she was scared she might hurt her. In front, she could see the dull grey of a multi-storey car park. She sprang through the entrance, running around the barrier. She heard the screech of a car stopping, then the sound of its doors opening and closing. She ran through the car park until she burst out on the other side. In front of her was a small grass bank, well worn by foot traffic taking the same route. It led into a small retail park that contained a couple of supermarkets and a shop selling beds, clustered around yet another car park. Though the area was thronged with cars and people, she remembered the busy scene she had run from: the presence of other people hadn’t mattered then. 
 
    Jenny slowed to a walk and stooped, trying to lose herself among the parked cars. She made it to the car park entrance where a line of slow moving cars meandered slowly in a one-way system looking for parking places. She approached the first car she came to, walking in front of it and holding out her arm. The car stopped, but the couple inside locked their doors and shooed her away. She moved to the next car that rolled in behind it. The same reaction, only this time the driver tooted his horn. Quickly she ducked lower and moved away towards the supermarket. She caught her reflection in the windows of parked cars: her eyes were wild, her hair slick with sweat and her right arm was still a mass of blood. She was still clutching Isobel to her chest but her white blanket was stained a deep red and her hair was the only part of her that was visible. ‘Please let it be my blood!’ she whimpered. 
 
    Jenny realised how she must look, she realised that no one was going to help. She turned back towards where she had entered the car park and dared to stand taller. She could see a dark figure moving among the cars. He wasn’t far away and was scanning for something. He was looking for her. She was running out of options. 
 
    Three rows closer to the supermarket she saw a police car parked up next to a vacant parking space. She ran to it. It was empty. She peered desperately towards the supermarket entrance, praying for the officers who owned the car to emerge, to be armed, to shout for her to stand behind them. 
 
    They didn’t come. 
 
    She looked over to where she had seen the man walking among the cars. He was closer still, facing the other way but still moving. He hadn’t seen her yet. She pushed herself up against the police car, peering at him through the windows. He turned towards her, his arm held out like before. She could see he was holding something and people around him were starting to react. Someone screamed. Jenny couldn’t stay where she was. He was going to kill her — and Isobel — and he didn’t care who saw. 
 
    Jenny looked frantically around. The outside perimeter of the car park was fifty metres away where there was a short slope to a pavement. Hiding wasn’t going to work. She had to get away. Quickly she checked Isobel over. Her eyes were wide and she was running through some fretful expressions but she was fine. The blood on the blanket was all on the outside; it was all Jenny’s. Jenny dared to look over to where the man had come closer. He was still searching. She slammed her eyes shut and begged for this to work. She stood up, facing away from the man with the gun. She fixed on the pavement and ran as hard as she could. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    PC Ryan McGuiness stepped through the supermarket doors. His colleague PC Natalie Sawyers was close behind him. 
 
    ‘Maybe we’ve got it wrong, you know,’ Natalie said. 
 
    Ryan slowed so Natalie could catch him up. He saw a playful twinkle in her eye. ‘Got what wrong?’ 
 
    ‘Well, life in general. We’re in there taking our report and tutting at the man who walked in and stole three bottles of gin at seven in the morning, but I mean, who’s right? I love gin.’ 
 
    ‘I know what you mean. We won’t be able to have a gin until at least our lunch break.’ 
 
    ‘We should just quit? Maybe nick a bottle of gin on the way home — job done. I wouldn’t have to worry about my sergeant’s exams. Well, I wouldn’t have to worry about anything.’ 
 
    ‘Except prison.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on! How much gin would you have to nick to go to prison? Much more than I’d ever need! And that’s only if you get caught. What description did we get today? A tall bloke in a white crash helmet, with a limp. It’s not a great deal to go on, is it?’ 
 
    ‘Do I detect you are feeling a little less motivated today, Nat?’ They stopped outside of the shop. Ryan joined the queue for the cash machine. He was struggling to open a packet of sandwiches. He’d been running too late for breakfast before his shift. 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t say less motivated, Ryan. I’m just tired, I guess. And maybe looking for alternatives to spending my nights studying and my days waiting for you.’ 
 
    Ryan looked up from his sandwich wrestling. ‘Jesus, Nat! I’ll be two minutes! You got somewhere you need to be?’ 
 
    ‘Zulu One from Control.’ Ryan’s radio came through loud from its position strapped to his chest. It caused two people ahead of them in the queue to spin and face him. He smiled and quickly turned it down. 
 
    ‘Maybe!’ Natalie called over, she gestured at her own radio. She dipped her head to reply, ‘Zulu One. Go ahead, Control.’ 
 
    ‘Zulu One, you are tracking close to a shots fired call in London Road, Dover. We have multiple informants. Received so far?’ 
 
    ‘So far,’ Natalie replied. Ryan pushed his wallet back into his pocket. They both started towards their parked car. 
 
    ‘At this time we do not have anything confirmed and it varies from shots fired, erratic driving and the last call is regards an RTC. We’re pretty sure they’re all the same incident, Zulu One. We just need someone on the ground to take a look.’ 
 
    ‘Received that, Control. Show us en route. What’s the exact location?’ 
 
    ‘The RTC is described as being outside of the old indoor market, if that means anything to you. So you are aware, this is being assessed by the firearms commander and an armed patrol is making its way. We just require you to make an initial assessment. You are to remember the stay-safe principles. Do you need reminding of these principles, Zulu One?’ 
 
    ‘No. Thank you, Control.’ 
 
    Ryan looked over at Natalie and rolled his eyes. ‘By stay-safe principles they mean don’t get hit by a bullet, right? I mean, it’s good advice but I’m not sure anyone really needs reminding of that.’ Ryan made it back to their car first. He slid into the driver’s seat and threw his sandwiches onto the bench seat behind him. He fired the engine and snatched at first gear for a quick getaway. He knew the location: it was a quick trip round the one-way system. He was suddenly aware that his colleague hadn’t joined him, she still stood at the passenger door, apparently unmoving — he could just see her hip. Ryan cursed and slid her window down. 
 
    ‘Nat, we gotta go!’ She stepped further away, towards the front of the car. She moved far enough for Ryan to see her face. Her eyes were wide in panic, her hands covered her mouth and she was staring back towards him. He saw what she was looking at, what he had missed in his urgency. A white blanket, bunched up and lying on the bonnet was pressed lightly against the windscreen. It was stained red — blood red. It was so fresh that there was a spot on the screen. 
 
    ‘Jesus, Nat! What is it?’ 
 
    ‘Ryan,’ Nat managed. ‘It’s a baby.’ 
 
    ‘A what?’ Ryan got out of the car. His attention was dragged away to the unmistakeable sound of a gunshot. Members of the public were running towards him. He turned back to his colleague who was still staring at the bundle on the bonnet as if it was too hot to touch. ‘What the hell is going on?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    ‘So how have you been?’ The words drifted out of Sarah Elms’ lips like small talk. Like the exchange of pleasantries at a workplace water cooler. George Elms took a moment to look around, to quell the immediate response that he wanted to give his wife. 
 
    Outside the large window, Langthorne’s Old High Street bustled under light rain, a shiny strip of cobbled nostalgia. Unchanged since the turn of the previous century and once the hub of the town, it was now mostly art galleries, bars and coffee shops, like the one in which George and his wife were now sitting. It was his favourite in the town. The coffee-tinged air that helped set off the atmosphere was complemented by a bookshop theme. Just about every inch of wall was covered with books, old novels with aging brown jackets and yellowing pages. He had chosen it as a venue for their meeting on purpose. It was a public place, so it came with the natural pressures of social etiquette, where his wife could feel comfortable. And it was somewhere he knew and liked so he could feel comfortable too. But his wife had just asked him casually how he had been, after she had disappeared with their daughter for the best part of twelve months. The comfortable surroundings suddenly mattered very little — he wanted to bang hard on the table, maybe get to his feet and tip it right over, throwing their carefully presented lattes all over the floor. He wanted to shout, to swear, to demand to see his little girl. 
 
    ‘I’ve been okay,’ he said, instead. 
 
    ‘Quite a pause there, George! Is that what you really wanted to say?’ Sarah’s chuckle had a nervous ring to it and she seemed to be studying him closely for his reaction. 
 
    ‘Well, I mean obviously it’s been hard. I’ve missed my family every day. I missed you, both of you.’ Their daughter Charley especially, if he was honest. She would be nine years old in two days’ time — nine years old! How had that happened? Sometimes he thought about it, about how much time was passing since he had last seen her and it just about brought on a full panic attack. He would have sharpness of breath, even palpitations. You get one shot at being a dad to your kid and they don’t stay kids for long. 
 
    ‘I can imagine.’ Sarah said. 
 
    George bit down hard on his tongue. There was no way she could have a clue. ‘So are you back down this way for good?’ 
 
    ‘Probably — I mean that’s the plan. We’re in with my mum at the moment until we can get a place sorted. But it will be in the area.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ George tried to quell another feeling that came on quickly: excitement. His wife and child were going to be a twenty-minute drive away. The last year had been nothing but sporadic phone conversations and messaging — and now this! And from nowhere. 
 
    ‘So we won’t be far. We can sort out some regular arrangement for you and Charley. At least once a week or something, but starting with her birthday. She’s missed you.’ Sarah smiled. She was so beautiful, the more so when she was happy. 
 
    ‘Oh God, I’ve missed her too!’ George took a rushed intake of air as his emotions threatened to get the better of him. ‘I’ve got Tuesday booked off. Her birthday. Just let me know times.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll sort something. You can have her all afternoon. I didn’t want to bring her today, but does the afternoon suit?’ 
 
    ‘That’s fine. Are you not going to be with us?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I thought I would give you some time on your own, just the two of you. We can have dinner in the evening maybe? After you’ve done the cinema or whatever you want.’ 
 
    ‘Is that what she wants to do? There’s something on at Leeds Castle, I was thinking of taking her there.’ 
 
    ‘She’d like that. She can’t wait to see you — I don’t think she’d mind if it was a few hours on a park bench to be honest! She wanted to come today, but I wanted to speak to you first. I didn’t want her here, in case . . . you understand, right?’ 
 
    ‘Sure, I understand about today.’ George leant back in his seat. He had been disappointed about today but there was no need to share it. Not now. He was about to get Charley for the best part of a whole day. And on her birthday! He knew he had a stupid smile on his face; there was nothing he could do about that. 
 
    ‘So, an inspector now!’ Sarah was back to watching for his reaction. She peered out over her raised coffee cup. 
 
    ‘Yeah, it’s all pretty new. Just a couple of weeks really.’ 
 
    ‘How did that happen? Detective Inspector George Elms! No offence, George, but I had you as the last person they would promote.’ 
 
    ‘I know! None taken. I don’t think anyone saw it coming — me included. I suddenly got a nudge in that direction and I sort of went with it. I never expected to actually get the promotion. I just wanted to see look on the faces of certain people when I turned up for my interview. As it turned out I had some really good evidence in my portfolio, I passed the exam and then the interview. Then I was endorsed by someone in senior management and they had no choice but to make me up.’ 
 
    ‘Senior management? Who stuck their neck out for you?’ 
 
    ‘John Whittaker.’ 
 
    ‘Whittaker?’ Sarah seemed to be mulling the name over. ‘Ex-army, right? Older fella. Always stands to attention. We met him at some award ceremony.’ 
 
    ‘Well remembered.’ 
 
    ‘He’s not the sort of man you forget. We liked him, right?’ 
 
    ‘We did yes. We certainly do now. He’s one of the good guys.’ 
 
    ‘Few and far between at that place.’ 
 
    George couldn’t disagree, not with Sarah. No one had been affected by bad apples in his police force more than her. No one except him, maybe. ‘So here we are.’ George tried to move away from his work. ‘I feel like I’ve missed out on so much. Thanks for all the photos by the way, but I still feel like I’ve missed it all.’ The photos — Sarah had sent through photos of their daughter at significant events. Dressed up for a Harry Potter party, a witch at Halloween, surrounded by presents at Christmas and on a sun-drenched beach during a summer break on a Spanish island. In every one their daughter was beaming with delight, in every one she was getting older, and every one had the ability to stop George in his tracks and bring him to his knees. 
 
    ‘I know. You shouldn’t miss any more George. You understand that I needed to take her away. We both needed space — and time.’ 
 
    George did understand. He didn’t like it, but he did understand. His job had brought evil right to their doorstep, to his family home, and George had made the mistake of thinking he could control it. But he hadn’t been able to. Now the threat was gone but the scars and the fear . . . they would take longer. 
 
    ‘You’re back now.’ 
 
    ‘I am. I needed to talk about me, too, not just Charley.’ 
 
    George was suddenly aware that she had tensed up again, where she seemed to have been starting to relax. 
 
    ‘Okay.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no easy way, George, you know, I tried to work out how to say it—’ 
 
    ‘Just say it then.’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to need a divorce.’ 
 
    George had picked up his coffee cup. He bumped it back down on the table. Hot coffee slopped over both sides. ‘You didn’t have to break it to me like that!’ He smiled, but he kept his eyes downwards on his drink. 
 
    ‘I did say there was no easy way.’ 
 
    ‘I guess not.’ 
 
    ‘Are you surprised?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes. I mean I didn’t think we were there yet. Obviously I was way off.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve been apart for what, two years? More than that, really. Can you really say it hasn’t even crossed your mind?’ 
 
    ‘Divorce? Never.’ 
 
    ‘That I might ask?’ 
 
    ‘No, never.’ George was aware that his voice carried an edge. He supped back at his coffee to try and calm his mind. 
 
    ‘Well, then, I’m even more sorry if this is a bit of a shock. I didn’t think it would be totally out of the blue. We don’t need to talk about it now, I’ll give you a little bit of time to get used to the idea and we can talk again.’ 
 
    ‘Get used to the idea?’ 
 
    ‘You know what I mean, George.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think I do. This isn’t changing the wallpaper in the living room, Sarah. This is everything to me. I know we have been spending time apart and I know the reasons for that, but they were all about you feeling safe, you and Charley.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    ‘So who is he then?’ 
 
    ‘Who is who?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t play games. You said you needed a divorce. The only reason you would need a divorce is if you wanted to get married. So who is he?’ 
 
    Sarah sighed. She looked flustered all of a sudden. ‘George Elms, detective. It has been two years in total.’ 
 
    ‘I know that.’ 
 
    ‘Well, what did you expect?’ 
 
    ‘It’s probably best I don’t answer that.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got no right to be angry with me, George.’ 
 
    ‘That another one of your rules?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘You take yourself off, tell me I’m not allowed to make contact, not allowed to come and find you, that you would call me. Now twelve months down the line you’re back to tell me how I’m allowed to feel about it all.’ 
 
    ‘Because when you did contact me, when you did find us, our daughter was taken. I was taken. Who knows what could have happened. I still can’t even think about it, George, after all this time. We were at the mercy of a madman and there was nothing you could do about it.’ 
 
    ‘I did do something about it. We survived that. As a family. We came through it. It was a tough period, but that’s all done with now. I can understand you needed a little time away, I know why. But it’s done. He’s gone.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, George, that madman has gone, but he brought something out in you. Suddenly my husband was an utter stranger. And can you promise there won’t be another madman further down the line? A queue of them, maybe? Look at what you’ve gone through in the last few years, even if we weren’t directly involved. You couldn’t just come home from that and play happy families. You can’t just be a normal dad getting off early for sports days or being there for Christmas. How damaging do you think it is for Charley when her dad comes home with black eyes, or blown up, or shot at? Or what if you don’t come home one day? Lord knows that would be hard enough right now, but if we’re back as a family unit, if we let you back in? There would be no coming back from that. She would be destroyed. And so would I, George, so would I.’ 
 
    ‘I always said that I would quit the job if you said I should. If that’s what it takes, I’ll put my notice in the second I walk back through that door. My family is all that matters to me. There’s nothing else. Just say the word and I’ll do it.’ 
 
    ‘Really? You got promoted, George! The last time we saw each other you were waiting it out for the right offer. Then you got it. They said you could walk — full pension, all that you could want. And here we are. What happened?’ 
 
    ‘You happened! You left — remember? I had some time off on my own before and I did nothing but self-destruct. I’m terrified, Sarah, that I’ll go back to who I was then if I don’t have anything to get up for in the morning. That’s the only reason I stayed. We go back to being a family and I know I’d be fine. I’d have everything I want. I’ll quit, I’ll go in now and I’ll quit.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not that simple. There’s too much. There’s been too much.’ 
 
    ‘This other fella?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not just that.’ 
 
    ‘He exists then. Who is he?’ 
 
    ‘Does it matter?’ 
 
    ‘What does he do? Sits around at home wrapped in cotton wool, I hope.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t start being funny, George. He’s an architect. He’s unlikely to get me kidnapped.’ 
 
    ‘Well, he’s off to a good start then.’ 
 
    ‘He’s good with Charley too.’ 
 
    George bit down hard. The image of Charley sitting on another man’s shoulders, giggling at him with the delightful belly laugh she had when she was tickled, tugging on his hand at the zoo. It made him feel physically ill. He was aware that he was starting to lose control. He needed to get away. ‘I need some time. The irony, eh?’ He was aware his voice broke a little. He stood up. Sarah fixed her gaze on him, those big, brown eyes suddenly full of sympathy. It made George angrier. 
 
    ‘Okay. We’ll be around. I was serious about sorting something for you and Charley for her birthday.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I’ll be in touch.’ George pulled a crumpled note from his pocket and dropped it on the table. He heard Sarah say something but he was already making for the door and he didn’t hear it. He had to get away before he broke down completely. 
 
    George made it back out onto the street. The front of the café was made entirely of glass and they had been sitting by the window. In his periphery, he could see the figure of his wife where he had left her. He pushed his hands into his pockets and dipped his head against the rain. He walked up the steep hill, back towards the town centre. His phone was ringing in his pocket. He ignored it — let it ring out. Almost immediately after, it vibrated again. He peered at the screen; he had missed a call from Emily Ryker. 
 
    George was new in post as the detective inspector for Major Crime covering the east of the county. Emily Ryker was his intelligence officer. They had always gotten on well — too well at one point. But that was ancient history. Soon after, he had met Sarah and settled down. Since that moment he’d never considered anyone else. Never considered that there even could be. 
 
    The second vibration had been a text message. It said simply, urgent. He and Ryker had an understanding: they could ignore each other’s calls, but if it was important they would send a message straight after. George knew he was expected to call her right back, but he couldn’t muster the energy to speak. He wanted somewhere dark and quiet that served something stronger than coffee, where no one could find him. He had taken a Sunday off to meet his wife, hoping that it might turn into an all-day affair with his daughter involved. Sundays used to be his favourite family day. He couldn’t have been more wrong. He switched his phone off. Whatever it was Ryker needed to talk to him about, he was in no fit state to be of any use. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Jenny made it to the grassy verge that ran along the edge of the car park. She half-turned to get a last glimpse of Isobel and the raised lip at the edge of the verge caught her out; she was sent sprawling onto the pavement, her knees and elbows scraping against the tarmac and the air forced from her body as she grunted. She heard another crack! And then a thud that sent a clump of grass and mud flailing towards her. For a second she was frozen to the spot, looking back towards the source of the sound. A man dressed in black had climbed into the back of a large truck. He was facing her. He still had his weapon levelled in her direction. She scrambled to her feet and sprinted down the pavement. It was sloped, down towards where the River Dour rushed against its concrete sides, the natural riverbanks having given way to the straight walls. The path dropped quickly below the level of the car park she had left. It would provide her cover at least. 
 
    She heard another gunshot. This one sounded further away. In the distance she could hear sirens. The pavement sloped back up and the river slipped underground, but Jenny was facing a road. Traffic moved along it but she ran blindly out. She heard the urgent squeals of car tyres and blaring horns but she ignored them and made it to the other side. The sirens had been louder too but she didn’t consider stopping, not even for a second. She needed to get away from there; she couldn’t afford to stop. 
 
    The river reappeared on her right. It flowed a little quicker and was shallower, enough that she could hear its gurgling. She was still running, but the adrenalin that had fired into her body and enabled her escape was all but consumed. She was running on empty. She was exhausted. She braved a glance behind her and saw a long, empty pavement. No one was behind her. She heard more sirens. Surely anyone seen brandishing a gun would now be focussed on evading the police? She slowed to a walk and concentrated on filling her lungs with deep breaths, trying to recover. Her leg was painful all of a sudden. On inspection she had ripped her jeans at the right knee and it was bleeding quite freely — her elbow too, and she dusted some grit from her forearm. 
 
    ‘Isobel . . .’ she muttered. She turned back to face the sirens. Maybe the police already had Isobel — maybe she was safe? She’d had to leave Isobel on that police car. The shots were meant for her. Her last glimpse of the gunman had been of him walking away from where she had left Isobel. She was so much faster without her. It had been the right decision; it was the only decision. She considered walking back to the car park, which would probably be swamped with police cars now. Then she thought of Joseph, of how he had been sat in his car in broad daylight, of how that animal had fired through the window. She rubbed at her face — she had to get the images out of her mind for now — at least until she was safe. 
 
    ‘You okay?’ 
 
    Jenny spun back round. She hadn’t been aware of anyone approaching. A man smiled at her, he was mid-thirties, overweight and wearing a Goonies T-shirt. He had a tattoo of faded red lips on his neck. 
 
    ‘Not really,’ she said. 
 
    ‘The sirens, they for you?’ 
 
    ‘Sort of,’ Jenny’s voice was croaky. She was still trying to get her breath back under control. 
 
    ‘You in trouble?’ 
 
    ‘No. I mean, yeah, but I was running away from whoever the police want. I’m not that person.’ 
 
    ‘I know the police. I know all of them. They joke. They say, “Stephen, you know us just by our boots!” I got a window, see. I live in the basement flat, and when they come see me they have to walk past my window. I always know who it is by their boots!’ 
 
    Jenny patted her pockets. They were empty. She must have left her phone in the hotel room. She last remembered plugging it in and sliding it under the bed. 
 
    ‘Do you need some help? You’re bleeding. I did some first-aid classes. I can put a sling on if you needed that. Or I can do the recovery position.’ 
 
    Jenny looked him up and down. He was wearing loose-fitting tracksuit bottoms that were pulled high and stained and gripped tightly at his ankles. He had cheap-looking formal shoes with no socks. He was a little simple, she thought, but she did need some help. 
 
    ‘Do you have a phone?’ 
 
    He patted his own pockets. ‘In the flat!’ he said. He seemed delighted. ‘You can use it. I rushed out, I heard the police, see. I must have forgotten to pick up my phone!’ 
 
    ‘Is it near?’ Jenny looked around. They were still on the river path. It seemed to cut between rows of housing. 
 
    ‘Just over there.’ He wafted a finger in the general direction in which she had been running. ‘You wanna come?’ 
 
    ‘I need to use the phone.’ Jenny said. She tried to smile in a way that was reassuring. 
 
    Stephen led the way. It was less than a two-minute walk. Jenny found that, having stopped, she was now limping from her hip a little as she followed on behind. She could still hear sirens but they were more distant. Stephen’s front door was down a set of tight, stone steps and was unlocked. He had to push it hard to open it enough for them to get through. Jenny stepped in after him. There were reams of unopened post lying behind the door, getting jammed underneath. She pushed it firmly shut and the post immediately slid back. She had to apply her weight to get the door to click shut. The flat was starved of natural light, cluttered and smelled musty. It wasn’t dirty as such, but on every inch of surface stood an action figure — mostly Star Wars. Jenny recognised some of them but there were a lot she didn’t. 
 
    ‘Do you like Star Wars?’ Stephen said excitedly. 
 
    ‘I guess. I’ve seen the films. Look, my baby is back there. I need to call the police and make sure she’s okay. Did you find your phone?’ 
 
    ‘You need to call them here? I can do that! They know me, they come here all the time.’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s okay. I need to talk to them. I need to tell them what happened. It’s very urgent!’ 
 
    Stephen beamed wildly. He plucked a phone from under a toy spaceship on a low table and held it close to his face. The keys looked oversized, the whole thing looked like a toy phone. ‘I’ll call!’ he said again. 
 
    Jenny’s attention was dragged suddenly to a movement at the front room window. The stairs down to the front door were visible, just like Stephen had described, they were like a diagonal stripe from the top left to the bottom right. She could see legs moving quickly down the steps. She stepped forward, her pulse racing. Stephen pushed past her. Jenny could see more of them now: two men, both wearing black shoes and black trousers. They had black vests on too — with Police written across their back. Police officers! Thank God. 
 
    ‘They’re here! Stephen, they’re here, I don’t need the phone! I’m safe.’ She moved across the floor towards the front door. 
 
    ‘Wait!’ 
 
    She stopped. Stephen looked stern, his brow contorted in confusion. ‘Them’s not police boots. Not even police shoes. Where’s their belt, their handcuffs?’ He was leaning into the window now, trying to get a view to the right where they would be stood at the front door. Jenny heard a knock. She could see the front door from where she stood. It was a half-length frosted pane and the men appeared as two dark distortions. She saw them turn to face each other and heard a murmur between them, though not well enough to pick out the words. A face pushed against the glass. They tried the door again, this time it was thumped with the underside of a clenched fist by the man on the right. 
 
    ‘POLICE!’ One of them shouted. They thumped again. Jenny didn’t know what to do; it was as if she was cemented to the ground. She turned to Stephen, who was walking towards her. He was still scowling. 
 
    ‘We’ll see about that, won’t we?’ He brushed past. The hallway was so tight Jenny felt his stomach push into her. The two distortions were still at the door. They would have seen Stephen coming. Suddenly there was a tremendous bang. Stephen stumbled backwards immediately. There was another tremendous bang, then a thud against the door. Stephen was on the floor, almost at Jenny’s feet. He had a hole in his chest, it was bright red but Jenny could also see bits of white. His eyes stared up at her, his mouth gaped open and shut. 
 
    Jenny turned away and she ran. The back of the house was just as cluttered. She was in the kitchen, crowded with plates and cups now, rather than figures. There was a long window high above the sink. She stopped, desperate for a way out. There was a back door, partly concealed behind a full-length curtain. She snatched it out of the way and it came away in her hand, the curtain pole clattered to the ground making her jump. She heard another thud and the tinkling of glass. She could hear the pushing of a mountain of paper . . . they were coming in. 
 
    The handle to the back door rattled but it wouldn’t open. There was a metal knob under the handle and she spun it right around and tugged at the door. It still wouldn’t move. She spun it again, the door moved slightly, it opened inwards but it was blocked by a cat box and some litter in a tray. The scent was suddenly pungent. There was no time to move it. She yanked it as hard as she could. The cat box tipped out, the door opened enough to get her leg through. She wriggled in the door and was half through, her shoulders caught; she could feel them scraping on the metal frame, peeling her skin. She heard heavy footfalls coming through the house. Suddenly the door let her go and she stumbled out into a tiny courtyard. There was an eight-foot wall all around her; she could barely see the sky. She heard another noise behind her that came from the kitchen. She pushed off the door and ran as fast as she could at the wall. She threw herself at it. She lifted her right foot to meet it flat and reached up with her hands. Her fingers caught the top of the wall. She heaved herself up, the toes of her shoes scrabbling against the concrete. The door blew out behind her. It made her flinch, so much so that she nearly lost her tenuous grip. She managed to get one of her elbows over the top. She could see a garden spread out in front of her. The grass was overgrown, a wall had collapsed and had been left where it had fallen. She managed to hook her left leg over, her nostrils filled with the scent of dog mess. She heard a shout. 
 
    ‘JENNY! WHERE YOU GOING, GIRL?’ 
 
    She rolled into the grass — far enough from the edge that she couldn’t be seen from below. She heard a scrabbling sound, someone was trying to climb out the way she had. She peered down the garden. She could run, which would put her back out on the streets of Dover, or she could turn and follow the river back to the police but she couldn’t be sure she would make it. There were now fingers on the top of the wall, they were blanched white and they fidgeted as someone hung from them. She picked up the biggest chunk of collapsed wall she could find — three house bricks seized together in a roughly triangular lump. A man’s head appeared — slick black hair and a sweaty brow — concentrating on the climb. His eyes met hers. Jenny stood over him, the piece of wall over her head. She brought it down as hard as she could on the top of his head. He fell away out of sight, she heard him hit the floor, the bricks too. She heard someone else shout something — she didn’t know what. She was already running. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    The Major Crime floor of Langthorne House Police Station was usually a quiet, calm place at just before eight on a Monday morning. But as soon as George stepped out of the lift he could tell there was a bit of a buzz about the place. The buzz got louder as he pushed through the double doors into the department where his team of detectives and support staff lived. The department was a spacious area, open plan save for a large meeting room and two offices right next to it, one of which now belonged to George. The recent cuts to policing meant that Major Crime was now a far more transient occupation. Often George would walk through the department to acknowledge just a smattering of DCs, spread out among the banks of desks. The bulk of the team were used to moving all over the county to wherever they were needed. No one knew what would happen if there was a serious incident in more than one district. 
 
    Today the banks of desks were still unoccupied by people, but they were occupied by things. Bags and coats, steaming mugs, lunchboxes and paperwork were strewn across just about all of them and every monitor was alight and alive. Something was going on. 
 
    George had to walk past the meeting room to get to his office. Sure enough, it was teeming with movement and noise. George could see through the glass panels that ran the length of the room. He saw DS Jason Carter standing with a marker pen in his right hand and gesturing for calm with his left. The whiteboard had what looked like the start of a timeline drawn roughly through its centre. George continued his walk to his office. He pushed the door shut behind him. It barely had chance to settle in its frame before it was pushed back open again. Emily Ryker stepped through. 
 
    ‘We don’t knock anymore then, Ryker?’ George flopped in his seat as he spoke. He was still carrying a travel mug with coffee in it. He rarely drank coffee, especially black. Today it was black and it was strong. 
 
    ‘What are you doing in here, George?’ Emily demanded. 
 
    ‘I work here, Ryker. The more pertinent question would be what are you doing in here?’ 
 
    ‘I came to get you. We were all summoned for a meeting. 7 a.m. start. Where have you been?’ 
 
    ‘At home. I didn’t know there was a meeting.’ 
 
    ‘I called you. What happened to our system?’ 
 
    George looked puzzled. He took a sip of his coffee. 
 
    ‘You know . . . where we’re allowed to hang up on each other if we don’t want to talk, but if we get a message that it’s urgent we call straight back. I sent the message, George. It was urgent.’ 
 
    ‘What’s up?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I get? What’s up?’ 
 
    ‘Is there something up?’ 
 
    ‘I was calling you about this job. The reason most of the county’s detectives are in the room next door.’ 
 
    ‘What job?’ 
 
    ‘Jesus, George. I know you weren’t answering your phone but it’s all over the news. You couldn’t avoid it if you wanted to. The shooting. In Dover. People dead, others missing. Broad daylight. Is any of this ringing any bells?’ 
 
    ‘Blimey!’ George took another sip of his coffee. ‘Sounds like I chose the right day to have off.’ 
 
    ‘Are you coming next door or not? Whittaker has already asked where you are.’ 
 
    Chief Inspector John Whittaker was the reason for George’s promotion, his only ally it seemed — among anyone of rank, at least. Normally George would be excited to come in and hear about shootings and missing people. Today he could really do without it. He had planned on hiding in his office and drinking strong coffee. 
 
    When George walked into the meeting room, he realised very quickly that there was nowhere to hide. There was almost nowhere to sit. He was still swigging at his coffee. There were a lot of voices all talking at once and it took the entrance of John Whittaker to silence the excited detectives. Whittaker stood at the end of the table, talking into his mobile phone. He soon pushed it back into his pocket and looked straight at George. 
 
    ‘Can I have a word?’ Whittaker said, before addressing the room as a whole. ‘People, I asked for the timeline. I’ll be five minutes with Inspector Elms and then I’ll be back. I need to have this timeline up and visible to everyone, okay? Let’s get it done, please.’ He led the way out of the door and towards his office. George followed. 
 
    ‘What the hell happened to you, old boy?’ Whittaker called everyone old boy. He had risen to the rank of Major in the British Army before moving to the police. He still spoke like he was on the parade ground. 
 
    George did his best to look indignant. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘You look like rat shit, man. I’ve seen men come back from a tour of Afghanistan looking more up for it than you. What’s gone on? Emily said she couldn’t get you by phone.’ 
 
    ‘I was on a day off. I booked it—’ 
 
    ‘I know what you were, George. Major Crime, however, can’t always recognise a day off. Seems some selfish bastards are still content to shoot at one another on down days. You need to be contactable by phone at least.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, boss, I know. I had a shit day and I turned my phone off. It won’t happen again.’ 
 
    ‘You must be sorry, calling me boss.’ 
 
    ‘Major, then. Sorry.’ George called him Major when they were in the right surroundings. He found it funny; Whittaker didn’t seem to. 
 
    ‘What’s the matter with you? You were seeing the wife, right? She’s out of hiding. Did she not turn up?’ 
 
    ‘She turned up, sir.’ 
 
    ‘I might have known. I’m always pretty distraught when my wife turns up too. Every time she pops out to go shopping I live in hope.’ 
 
    George managed a weak smile. ‘She wants a divorce.’ 
 
    ‘And I suppose lucky bastard is not the response you are looking for?’ 
 
    ‘Not really.’ 
 
    ‘Fine. Well, look, George, I know this is big for you but I don’t have time for one of my legendary pep talks where I tell you to dust yourself off and get back to work, okay? So I’ll just say that you need to dust yourself off and get back to work. Can you do that?’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you look like shit and you smell worse. Did you drink it or bathe in it?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t remember.’ 
 
    ‘Of course you don’t. Jesus, George, of all the days.’ 
 
    ‘I know, I’m sorry. It was a blowout, I needed it, but I’m fine now.’ 
 
    ‘Well, let’s hope so. I just got off the phone with a patrol sergeant. Totally separate to this whole mess. He’s at an address on the outskirts of Canterbury. We have a body up there too, sus circs. I’m going to need you to go up there and fly the flag for Major Crime. Everyone else is tucked up with this other job from yesterday. Murder victims, they’re like London buses.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t want me involved in that? In the shooting, I mean?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes, I did, but that was yesterday. Now everyone’s been sucked into that job, I haven’t been able to get anyone from Major Crime up to Canterbury. We’ve been holding the scene for over twenty-four hours now. When you rolled in, I finally had a volunteer to send.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I guess I can’t argue with that. Twenty-four hours!?’ 
 
    ‘I know. It’s not ideal. Uniform have been holding the fort and doing what they can. CSI are just as strapped, there’s just one officer up there doing what she can. Most of the officers covering it are on overtime, you can imagine the sort of resource issues I’ve been having. I’ll call the sergeant back and let him know to expect you around ten.’ 
 
    George glanced at his watch. ‘The outskirts of Canterbury, you said? I’m only twenty minutes away.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. So that gives you time to go via your home. Get a shower, George. Comb your damned hair and maybe find a shirt you’ve actually ironed. I need you switched on up there. They’ve had a shocking service so far. And you’re it — for now at least.’ 
 
    ‘What do we know? Is it a good job? What makes it suspicious?’ 
 
    ‘The job number is fifty-two of yesterday if you want a look at the log. I have a printed copy somewhere. It has what we know up to this point — which still isn’t much. The suspicious element is a shotgun wound to our dead woman’s gut. Suspected robbery, elderly couple, that’s a brief summary.’ 
 
    George stiffened up a little. ‘A proper job then.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds that way. Now get yourself presentable. I feel bad that we can’t send the full team to these poor saps. I think I should at least send someone who is sober.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    George hadn’t seen the point in Whittaker sending him home to freshen up. Now he was glad he had. He felt much better — almost normal. 
 
    He was back to work and moving through the village of Elham. It was a beautiful smudge of green and brown set mostly in an area of outstanding natural beauty. Its closest civilisation was the equally beautiful city of Canterbury. It had extended patches of wild fern meadows and trees on either side of the road shedding their leaves as if George was part of some ticker-tape procession. He had found a detective who hadn’t been sucked into the Dover investigation to keep him company, an old friend — Paul Bearn. He was a good detective, once part of George’s team before George seriously injured him in a moment of noise and confusion. Paul was damaged forever, but it had done nothing, it seemed, to damage the strength of their friendship. Paul was in the passenger seat and he was reading out loud from the printed 999 call. 
 
    ‘So, 4 a.m. Sunday morning, or just before, we get the call from a panicked male saying his wife has been shot. There’s lines of input here where they’re trying to get some sense out of him and then just a summary from the uniform patrols when they turn up. Looks like a group have turned up and tried to rob them and it’s gotten out of hand. Looks like the murder weapon might have belonged to the couple.’ 
 
    George scowled. ‘This is gonna need some piecing together.’ 
 
    ‘Lucky you brought me, then.’ 
 
    George grinned. ‘I heard something about your latest light duties being as some sort of analyst, right? I thought you might appreciate a day out.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah see, that’s a common error. Most people don’t realise the importance of analysing crime trends in urban areas. But what would you say if I told you that I can now show, statistically, that more crimes occur in areas that are the most densely populated? What would you say to that?’ 
 
    ‘That I could have told you that before you started the study.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly what I told them. Honestly, they’re running out of things to ask me to do. I’m terrified to finish one job because I know the next will be worse!’ 
 
    ‘Well, today at least you can do some real police work. You’re wasted in there, Paul. I meant what I said about you coming into Major Crime.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, mate. If you can square it then I told you, I will.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent. The department really needs a good tea maker.’ 
 
    ‘Wanker!’ 
 
    Both men laughed. George suddenly slowed the car, his eyes right. He read the house name out loud: ‘Kismet.’ It was etched in a solid slab of oak that was nailed to a thick tree trunk. A farm-style gate next to it was jammed open. George could only see a drive stretching away from them, he couldn’t see any part of a house. He swung into the drive. 
 
    ‘Kismet. Means fate, right?’ Paul said. 
 
    ‘It certainly did for these people.’ They drove in silence, the atmosphere instantly less jovial. George took the time to contemplate what had happened here just a few hours earlier. He couldn’t imagine the fear and the panic that the couple must have been through. 
 
    Apple trees lined the drive and were dotted across the wide lawns. A low, double-wire perimeter fence wrapped around the estate. There was woodland on the other side, thick rows of mature trees reaching over and beckoning in the breeze. The drive turned gently to the right then straightened up. A large and very traditional-looking farmhouse stood in front of them. It was immediately imposing in a way that only buildings that had stood for hundreds of years could be. There were three marked police cars and a marked police van that had Forensic Investigation emblazoned down its side. They were all parked in the gritted expanse at the front of the property. To the right of the house was a substantial double garage. One of the doors was lifted and George could see the rear of a smart-looking Range Rover. Someone stepped out through the big front door that was dead centre on the ground floor of the main house. They were dressed in a white paper suit, blue boot covers and a blue mask covering their mouth. She pulled her mask off and the hood on her suit down as George’s car approached. She flicked a long, dark ponytail free from a hair net and beamed a smile. Allesandra. George was always glad when he turned up at something serious and she was the one in the suit. She had an excellent eye for detail and more importantly she was always cheery. 
 
    ‘Hey!’ George stepped out. Allesandra was beaming. 
 
    ‘Nice of you to turn up! Long-time no see.’ 
 
    ‘Well, my plan was to turn up when all the work was done.’ 
 
    ‘You’re about a week too early then.’ 
 
    ‘That bad is it? It’s been a little quiet recently. Someone must have said that out loud a couple of days ago, I reckon.’ George referenced the age-old superstition among police officers that saying the word quiet would swiftly invoke the opposite. To police officers, ‘not busy’ was always referred to as just ‘Q.’ 
 
    ‘I know, it’s gone crazy all of a sudden. I checked on my phone earlier, it’s not even a full moon.’ George smiled broadly. 
 
    ‘What?’ she said. 
 
    ‘That’s where we are these days, isn’t it? We want to know if the moon is out so we consult our smart phones!’ 
 
    ‘You know what I mean.’ 
 
    ‘I do. Paul Bearn you know and love, of course.’ 
 
    Paul walked round to join them. Allesandra pecked him on the cheek. Her eyes fell to his left arm, it was tied off in a sling. The nerves had long since shrivelled and died in it and he no longer had any movement in it at all. 
 
    ‘Hey, Ali.’ 
 
    ‘How come he gets a peck on the cheek?’ George complained. 
 
    ‘Because he’s special.’ 
 
    ‘I see. What do we have here, then?’ 
 
    ‘We have a murder, George. I don’t think we can be any more certain about that. Single gunshot wound to the abdomen. Looks close range but far enough away not to be self-inflicted. ‘Ian Banks is the patrol sergeant here at the moment. They’ve actually done a reasonable job without you detectives pointing and shouting. He’s assigned the front here as the common approach path. Seems a van of some sort has driven to the rear of the house in the early hours of the morning. We’ve got tracks I can recover at the back. There’s another drive that leads to another gate back out onto a side road. It’s normally padlocked but it’s been snipped. The lock was tossed but I’ve recovered that already. I’ve only just moved inside. The husband is back in there. I managed to get him out to a neighbour’s overnight, but he won’t leave the house for long. He’s staying out of the main rooms at least, but he won’t leave the house. Not until his wife does. She’s still in situ.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds grim. How’s he doing?’ 
 
    ‘Not good — as you can imagine.’ 
 
    ‘What are your first thoughts around him?’ 
 
    ‘You mean, did he shoot his wife in the belly with his shotgun? That’s a brave call, George. Luckily it isn’t mine.’ 
 
    ‘He might have done then?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so. Not for a minute. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone more devastated. It didn’t stop me seizing his clothes and swabbing him for gunshot residue. Be gentle with him.’ 
 
    ‘So you stripped him and swabbed him, and now you’re telling me to be gentle with him?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. The difference being that I have a way with people. I don’t just look at them and they think I’m accusing them of something. We actually talked a little. He wasn’t massively engaging, but he told me enough for me to know that I was wasting my time.’ 
 
    ‘Wasting your time how?’ 
 
    ‘He will be covered in residue. He was firing his guns just a few hours before. He’s fairly regular with them, even at his age. I think he does it for a bit of sport now. Whatever the reason, evidentially any residue found on him will be easily explained.’ 
 
    ‘That already gets me suspicious.’ 
 
    ‘Because you’re a police officer. You people see the guilt and then work backwards. Like I said, be gentle with him, he’s had quite a time.’ 
 
    ‘That I cannot argue with. Is there somewhere we can speak to him where we don’t have to suit up? It’s not ideal trying to build up a rapport when the subject gets the impression he’s ET.’ 
 
    ‘You want to speak to him first or do you want to see the scene?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll talk to him first. The scene isn’t going anywhere.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. Well, yeah, there is then. They have a living room at the front here. The door was shut throughout with no suggestion anyone’s entered there. I’ve processed it already. It’s where he’s sat. If you go through the living room and turn hard right you’ll see him in there with Sergeant Banks.’ 
 
    ‘Perfect, thanks.’ 
 
    ‘And don’t go in any other rooms. Not any!’ 
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am!’ 
 
    George recognised the sergeant who stepped towards him as he entered the living room. He was a big man, tall and imposing, even more so in his size twelve boots, body armour and vest with his cuffs and spray attached. The radio lit up suddenly on his chest then faded back to black. George didn’t know him well; he had seen him at a few incidents before, maybe. Certainly he had seen him around the police station. 
 
    ‘Sergeant Banks.’ George extended his hand. The sergeant took it up but not with any vigour. 
 
    ‘Sir,’ he said. Even in a whisper George could sense the acid in his tone. George was maybe a little sensitive to it now. He knew his past meant that he wouldn’t always be a popular figure with some colleagues. He had become more in tune with it since his promotion. He still didn’t really give a shit. 
 
    ‘How is he?’ George nodded towards the elderly man sat on a large sofa. He was leaning forward, looking down at the floor, his elbows resting on top of his thighs, hugging himself almost, like it might be providing a crumb of comfort. He had to be the husband. 
 
    ‘You can see for yourself. The poor fella’s had a rough time. We all have actually — sir. We were night turn. Due off three hours ago. Any chance you can stand me and my people down? Early turn have the scene. It’s just us left in here. They are sending someone over to sit with him, but really we should only be waiting for Major Crime to arrive.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, of course. There’s no need for you to stick around. We’ll be here a while I reckon anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks. Early turn have the scene log. CSI are happy for you to stay in here but I don’t think anywhere else is open yet.’ 
 
    ‘No, we spoke to CSI on the way in. I understand the common approach path has been set as the front, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. One of my lads took an initial account, we were asked to because it was taking too long for detectives to get up here. It’s been hard. Stanley there isn’t really talking too much. He’s not being obstructive — I just don’t think he can speak at the moment. I’ve never seen anyone so bad. But all the action was at the back of the house. Mrs Wingmore is still lying in the rear porch.’ 
 
    ‘Rear porch?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, it’s like a boot room, I suppose. It leads into the kitchen. I think they use it as the main door.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. We’ll need a copy of your pocket books before you go off-duty. Can you throw them at someone in the office in Major Crime? Then get yourself off to sleep, yeah?’ 
 
    ‘Will do.’ The sergeant nodded at his two colleagues, they moved silently out of the room. 
 
    ‘Paul, can you get on the phone, make sure we’ve got a FLO assigned for this. They need to be here sooner rather than later.’ 
 
    ‘Will do, boss.’ Paul Bearn turned away, already clutching for his phone. A FLO, or Force Liaison Officer, was someone assigned to work with most victims of major incidents, and always where murder was suspected. They were sold as support for the victims of crime — or their surviving relatives at least. They did fulfil this function, but really they were a key part of gathering intelligence around the family when trying to identify suspects. They could still be with family members after some time had passed and when guards might have dropped. 
 
    George approached Stanley Wingmore. He hadn’t moved — not even turned his head to see who the new people were in his front room. George thought maybe it didn’t matter to him now. Nobody here was going to be able to change what had happened. There was a sofa directly opposite him. 
 
    ‘Mr Wingmore, I’m Detective Inspector George Elms. Do you mind if I sit for a moment, sir?’ 
 
    The man raised watery eyes. George guessed that he was in his seventies. He looked in good shape, not an ounce of fat on him — that was certain. Maybe a little too thin. He wore a green suit with sewn patches on the arms, a chequered shirt underneath with a thick tie pulled tight against his scrawny neck. George had seen on the call log that CSI had already seized his clothing from him, a set of blue and white pyjamas. They had been described as stained red. Despite everything that had gone on, the man had still made the effort of changing into a day suit. He looked every bit the gentrified farmer that his surroundings suggested. 
 
    ‘Please, Inspector.’ He gestured with a wrinkled hand. George took the invitation, but perched on the edge. 
 
    ‘Call me George. There’s nothing formal about today, Mr Wingmore. And I have come to really hate the sir thing.’ 
 
    ‘Stan.’ 
 
    George smiled warmly. ‘Stan. Thanks. I know you probably don’t want to be talking to the likes of me, Stan. I know I wouldn’t. But I need to talk to you about what happened here in the early hours of Sunday morning. About all of this. I’m so sorry you got caught up in it. I’m so sorry for what’s happened. I’ve been a cop a long time and every time something like this happens I know deep down that we’ve failed. I’m sorry we couldn’t have been here.’ 
 
    ‘There was nothing you could have done. Nothing I could have done either. I’m too old and too feeble to even protect my own wife. Have you any idea how that feels? They laughed at me, George. That’s evil. How could they do this . . .?’ He petered out, his voice quieter, but there was no sign it was breaking. George had seen it before — his expression, his demeanour, his body language. He was empty, devoid of any emotion. A combination of shock, denial and not being able to even contemplate what had happened. This was all going to get a lot worse before it got any better. 
 
    ‘Old and feeble, young and athletic, ain’t neither of them that’s bulletproof, Stan. Don’t you start beating yourself up now. You’ve had a bad enough time.’ 
 
    ‘It would have been different when I was younger. You have to trust me on that.’ 
 
    George smiled again. ‘Quite the formidable one, I bet.’ 
 
    ‘A farmer. Man and boy. I used to be able to look after myself. And my family.’ 
 
    ‘Stan, I want to find the bastards that did this and now I need your help and all of that fighting spirit you’ve got. I know you’ve spoken to my uniform colleagues already, but I want to go through it again with you, because I’m the one who’s going to find them. I’ll ask you for every detail, Stan. It won’t be easy, but I know you’re strong enough. Does that sound like something you can do?’ 
 
    Stan had been back peering at the floor. He lifted his head again and looked right at George but it was like he was looking into him. ‘Nothing matters anymore, Inspector, none of this. What is there left for me to talk about?’ 
 
    ‘The men that did this . . . let’s make them our focus, you and me. There’s nothing else worth talking about Stan, not right now. But those men, they’re out there somewhere and between us we can find them and we can lose them their freedom.’ 
 
    George heard movement behind him. He had been leaning in, the intensity between him and Stan bringing them closer. The noise broke it like a spell. George turned to where Paul Bearn was standing at the door. 
 
    ‘You okay, Paul?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. I need a word is all. Nothing urgent.’ 
 
    George looked back toward Stan. His head had sagged again. George reached out and took hold of his hand. Stan reacted to the touch. 
 
    ‘Stan, I’m gonna pop out to my car and get something to write on, okay? I want to take that detail from you. It gives me a place to start at least. I want you to know, Stan, I’m a fucking good detective.’ George jerked a thumb at Paul. ‘Me and him . . . we’re good at what we do. And what we are doing from this moment until it is done is finding the bastards that came to your home in the early hours of the morning. We need your help, Stan, okay? You up for that?’ 
 
    Stan nodded. His jaw creased, just for an instant, but he held his head up this time. George stood and let go of the old man, about to move away. But he stopped as Stan started talking. 
 
    ‘You see that.’ Stan gestured towards the fireplace. It was huge, the entire bottom half of one wall cut out. A double-doored, cast iron wood burner stood in its centre. The top of the brickwork ran with a knotted beam of beautiful oak that had bronzed horseshoes dotted along its length. It was in keeping with the room as a whole. Above it, the white ceiling ran with dark wood beams. George’s eye fell on a picture rail hung with memories — all of them smiling. To George, the house smacked of a family home that had been built around its occupants, and had grown as they had. Now it was just the pictures that were left. And Stan. 
 
    ‘It’s beautiful, Stan. You don’t see fireplaces like that anymore, most new-builds these days don’t even have—’ 
 
    ‘Not the fireplace, the floor. The mark.’ 
 
    George looked down at the floor. The fireplace had a brick hearth that finished against a wooden floor. They looked to George like original floorboards, polished and worn by centuries of use. ‘What mark, Stan?’ 
 
    ‘In front of the fire. Me and Janice. We met at a barn dance, George. Back then, it really was a dance in a barn. Her dad’s barn. The one right outside our back door. We didn’t really have the opportunities to go out on the town that young people have now. That was how you met the women when you were a farmhand. I danced with Janice that night. It was the first thing we did. She could see I was shy, I was sitting on a hay bale with my brother and I was watching her but I couldn’t move towards her. I just couldn’t think of anything to say. And you know, it was like my legs wouldn’t work. She was so beautiful, everything about her. Then she walked over to me and she took my hand and we walked out into the middle of the barn and we just started dancing. We didn’t speak, not for a minute or more. And do you know what I realised, George, in that first minute before we had spoken to each other?’ 
 
    ‘What’s that, Stan?’ 
 
    ‘I realised that this was the woman that I was going to be dancing with for the rest of my life. And suddenly I didn’t feel shy at all, suddenly I felt like I was dancing with my oldest friend. And of course I was.’ 
 
    George beamed. ‘I love that story, Stan. Beautiful.’ 
 
    ‘Janice thought it was too. And we kept it up. We’ve been married sixty-two years, George. Not a cross word. And every Sunday evening, no matter what, we would come in here and we would dance in front of that fire. Those marks on the floor are where we’ve damned near worn the boards through. I used to rush the Sunday jobs to get back. Janice talked about fixing it once. I couldn’t think of anything worse. Sixty-two years, Inspector. Now those marks are all I have left.’ 
 
    George looked closer. He knew what he was looking for now. The marks were clear — tiny scuff marks, but it was more than that, the boards were worn down, there was an almost circular dip in the floor, the wood slightly lighter. ‘I can see it. I can see exactly where it is!’ 
 
    Stan was looking over at it too. His head dropped again. ‘Sixty-two years married. She was everything, George. What do I do now? What do I do now?’ 
 
    George exhaled in a loud sigh. ‘What can I say to that, Stan? Me and Paul here . . . we can’t possibly understand what you are going through. We can’t know how you’re feeling. All I want to do, Stan, is to appeal to that angry, stubborn, tough old bastard that lives inside of you. I want that man to shake this all off for just an hour or so and to tell me exactly what happened. And I want to see you angry when you do it and sad by the end. I just want to know that you are still feeling something, Stan, because right now I’ve never seen a man more empty. Life will go on, you know — even after what’s happened. I know you can’t see that right now and I don’t know how long it takes to get there, but life goes on. The little bit I do know about you mentions that you have children, right? Have you called them?’ 
 
    ‘One daughter. Just one. My Louise. I haven’t even thought about what I might say. She lives in Europe. She has her own life now, George.’ 
 
    ‘We can help. Let me take the strain with that a bit. I’ll take some details from you in a minute and, with your permission, I can make those calls. Or I can get someone round to speak to her in person — whatever you think is best.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I just don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, Stan. We’ve made a start though. There are things that need to be done and we’ll take you through them. We’ll get your girl here and we’ll start to piece together what we can. What you’re feeling right now, it is going to get better. I know it’s easy for me to say that, but trust me. And helping us . . . that’s a big part of how it gets better. Do you think you can summon that tough old bastard for me? I just need him for an hour.’ 
 
    Stan might have smiled. It was weak and his eyes lit for just a second. ‘Yeah, I know he’s in there somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t keep that man down, Stan. Let me go and get my paperwork, okay?’ 
 
    George left the room; Paul had pushed out ahead of him. They stepped down onto the gravel drive. Allesandra was leaning into the side door of her van and back in full forensic garb. She pulled her mask away to speak to them. 
 
    ‘How’s it going? With Mr Wingmore, I mean?’ 
 
    ‘Okay. As well as can be expected at least. The poor fella’s a bit of a shell in there. It’s going to take a bit of time to build him back up before we can even start to find out what went on.’ 
 
    ‘I spoke briefly with the uniform skipper,’ Ali said. ‘They have really scant details. He said that three blokes turned up in a van and demanded money. Stan in there tells them he doesn’t have any. They get a bit more insistent and he loses his temper, gets his gun out of his cabinet and they get it off him. The rest is laid out for us in the kitchen.’ 
 
    ‘Horrible, isn’t it? I’m conscious I’ve left him in there on his own, Ali. I’m only getting some paperwork and then I’ll be back in to make sure he doesn’t move around the house.’ 
 
    Ali smiled. ‘You’re alright. I’ll keep my eye on him. I had a chat with him earlier. I reckon the last place in the world he wants to be right now is in that kitchen.’ She pulled her mask back over her face. ‘It’s not high on my list either to be honest!’ She stepped back towards the house. 
 
    ‘Paul, where are we with the FLO?’ George asked. 
 
    ‘A couple of minutes and I’ll have a name for certain. I’ve been waiting for the coordinator to call me back. It looks like Tim Betts is next in line. They’re just checking he’s able.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, that would be good. Tim’s one of the better ones.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I agree. He would be perfect for this one too, he’s good with people like our Stan.’ Paul gestured at his vibrating phone. ‘Ah, that’ll be him.’ 
 
    George opened the boot of the car, pulled out the black folder with his blank statement forms and walked back into the house. He stopped to wipe his feet on the mat — habit when entering someone else’s home. He could hear some soft music and the sound of movement. It was coming from the living room where he had left Stan. Silently he peered round the door. Stan was still in there. He was at the fireplace, gliding in a rough circle over his worn mark, his arms outstretched as though they were still wrapped around his wife of sixty-two years. His eyes were shut tightly, accentuating his wrinkles, as if he had aged a decade since George had left. But his lips were pursed tightly together in a kind of smile. It was growing, spreading over his face as the music quickened. His slippers scuffed against the floor as his strides got longer. 
 
    George slipped back into the hallway. He could see the big kitchen, through internal doors with glass inserts. He could see Ali in her full, white forensic suit. She was dusting surfaces, trying to piece together who had come here in the middle of the night for the sake of their savings and then gone, taking everything but fading memories. 
 
    George stepped back out onto the gravel. Paul was just coming in. 
 
    ‘Is he not doing the statement?’ 
 
    ‘He will,’ George said. ‘Let’s just give him a minute.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Jenny stood at the window where she had been for most of the night. She had kept the light off in her hotel room and peeked around the thick curtain, or pulled it back and stood behind the net curtains when the night had been at its blackest and she had been at her most confident. Now, the sun was back up and she was hidden again, just one eye checking for movement on the street below. There was a lot more of it now, mostly cars queuing in two solid rows for the port of Dover that was just off to her left. There was some movement from people out on foot, but their heads were bent into the driving rain, their hoods pulled up and their chins dug into scarves or collars. No one seemed to be taking any notice of the hotel. Hotel didn’t really describe it. It was a drab B&B. The night before it had displayed No Vacancies in a stern black font in the window. But Jenny had run as far as she could away from the town. She was by the sea and more and more desperate. She didn’t know where else to go. Yesterday afternoon the weather had been better. A group of tanned foreign-looking people had been out on the forecourt when she’d approached, gathered around an old black car with the bonnet up. They’d all stopped to look at her as she walked to the door. More than once she nearly turned and ran away again. But it was practically the last building before the port. She was out of options. 
 
    An elderly woman eventually came out of the ground floor flat. She’d looked Jenny up and down and then said in the slowest English she could muster that they were full. Her body language relaxed a little when Jenny spoke back in English. She told her she was in trouble, that she just needed somewhere to stay. The old woman admitted that she did have a spare room, but said she wasn’t allowed to put guests in it anymore. It was a converted loft and new fire regs meant that it was no longer deemed safe enough. She could lose her licence. Jenny practically begged her. The woman folded, she said she could put her in there for cash, but if anyone asked, she was staying there as a non-paying guest. This had suited Jenny more than she would admit. The woman hadn’t even taken her name. 
 
    It was the very top floor. She could see that it had once been a fully functioning suite, but it smelled as if it had been closed up for a while. The woman had warned her that it was used for storage. There were stacks of old towels and linen, and piles of plates and cutlery. The stuff had been in the middle of the room when Jenny went in and she’d spent the first twenty minutes pushing it all over to the side. The bathroom was the worst for the closed-up smell; it didn’t have a window. The bath was covered in a layer of dust. The bath water popped and burped when she’d first turned it on, but eventually it did run and it got warm. She crushed up a bar of soap that had hardened edges but was good enough to produce a thin lather. A bath was the first thing she’d thought of once she’d felt safe enough. The room felt like a million miles from civilisation. Surely no one could find her here. 
 
    Her paranoia came back, though. It snuck in with the shadows that replaced the daylight. The other residents were noisy too, most of the time it sounded like they were angry, like they were shouting at one another. At one point she considered the fact that she might have to leave to get something to eat. The thought of going outside was terrifying, but her hunger pains were getting stronger. Among the piles of linen and cutlery, she found a wicker basket full of individually packed biscuits, the sort you would find resting against your coffee. She devoured eight or nine. She would offer payment for them when she saw the proprietor in the morning. 
 
    Much of her evening was spent cleaning and dressing her arm. She’d soaked it in the bath and picked out the tiny little bits of black metal that had penetrated the skin. It was slow going and painful. She’d had to keep stopping, she couldn’t see to work through her tears. When the pain got so bad, she would curse Joseph, a man she hadn’t known much more than eighteen months and who had always had an air of mystery about him. That was a big part of what she had found so damned irresistible. But she cursed him still, for whatever he had done to bring this on her and for staying in that car while she had run away with their daughter. 
 
    And what of Isobel? The room had an old portable-sized tube television with a stiff piece of wire looping from the top for an aerial. She had manipulated it to get BBC 1, the national news. The shooting in Dover was the headline piece. The report had confirmed two men dead but said they believed there to be more. They hadn’t named anyone yet. Jenny accepted that Joseph was one of them. She was surprisingly numb about that. There had been no mention of Isobel in the early reports. The ten o’clock headlines, however, were shown live and displayed a sombre row of police officers. The one in the middle introduced himself as a chief inspector. He was appealing for the mother of a young baby left at the scene to get in touch. 
 
    ‘We want you to know that your baby is safe and well and being looked after by appropriately trained officers and staff. There is round-the-clock protection. I can’t imagine the stress you were under, the pressure, when you decided to leave your child in the care of our officers and to flee the scene, but we know you did that for your child. Now we want you to get in touch. Just to tell us that you are safe. And from there we can work with you to make sure you stay safe. Please, there is a number on your screen . . . Please, just give us a call or come into any police station and make yourself known. I will personally guarantee your safety. Just a phone call.’ 
 
    It took Jenny a little while to recover from knowing that Isobel was safe. The relief ebbed out of her and with it all of her energy. She had fallen to her knees in front of the television and sobbed Isobel’s name. She managed to note down the number on a napkin taken from a pile. It was only three numbers in truth: 1-0-1. When she was calmer, she considered the inspector’s offer — just a phone call. That could wait for the morning. The last time she had thought the police were there to help her hadn’t worked out so well. And she was so exhausted. But she could not sleep a wink. 
 
    The morning light and the driving rain seemed to come together and she was awake to see them both. She had no idea how long she had stood at the window; she wasn’t wearing a watch, and though the time was shown on the rolling news channel it was too small to make out from where she stood. The television was on very low as she still didn’t want to draw any attention to her room. Then, suddenly there was a knock at the door. She froze and let the curtain fall back shut. She moved over to the television and flicked it off. The room was suddenly as dark as it had been. She moved to the door and stumbled on some boxes. 
 
    ‘You in there, love?’ 
 
    Muffled as it was through the door, Jenny still recognised the voice as belonging to the proprietor, the elderly lady who had given her the room. Jenny rested her right hand on the handle. ‘Yeah, I’m in here.’ 
 
    ‘I do breakfast, love. At least I used to. You can come down to my flat and have some if you want. There’s no one about.’ 
 
    Jenny still held the door handle. Her hunger pains were far worse than last night and she couldn’t face another biscuit meal. 
 
    ‘It’s included, see. You pay for the room, you get your breakfast. I was going to do some bacon for me anyway.’ 
 
    Jenny pulled the door open, just enough to be able to see out. The woman’s features were softer than Jenny remembered. She smiled, her hair was long and dyed dark, the roots were grey. She had pulled it back into a tight bun. She wore a fleece top over leggings and rubber Croc shoes with socks. Jenny smiled back. ‘Sounds lovely, thank you.’ 
 
    Jenny had to walk from top to bottom, past every door of every room to get to the woman’s flat and she heard nothing, not a peep. 
 
    ‘Is everyone out?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Yeah, the place always empties early in the morning. It’s one of the best things about this business. They all get picked up early to go to work.’ 
 
    ‘They live here?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, for now at least. Most of ‘em are asylum seekers, a mixed bag, all at different stages of trying to stay here. Some have already been rejected, some are going through appeals, some arrived on the back of a lorry last week.’ 
 
    ‘Some have been rejected? How come they’re still here?’ 
 
    ‘They won’t be for long. And I don’t mean they will be sent home. As it gets nearer to immigration turning up on the door to deport them, they will disappear. Most go to the big cities, easy to get lost up there.’ 
 
    ‘And they work all day?’ 
 
    ‘Not legally. You can’t work if you’re waiting for a decision on your asylum status. That’s why they stick them in places like this. They have to give them somewhere to live, but the system’s a bit of a joke. They all work cash in hand somewhere, the takeaways, carwashes, deliveries — anywhere that will take the risk on a bit of cheap labour. There doesn’t seem to be a shortage of that either. I think the authorities are well aware, but they don’t cause any problems and it helps keep the wheel spinning on the economy. I don’t ask any questions and I certainly don’t tell no tales. This setup works nicely for me too.’ 
 
    Jenny followed her into her flat. It had a corridor that ran the length of its left side and a neat little living room was the first room off to the right. They passed beyond it and moved through to the kitchen at the back. Again it was tidy. The cooker and the fridge were oversized, almost industrial, but it was the only sign of it being the hub of a B&B. 
 
    ‘So I suppose you don’t need to make them all breakfast in the mornings. How many evening meals do you have to do?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I don’t cook for them, love. I mean I get paid to and it’s part of the contract but I don’t. I tried to at the start, but they want halal meat and they can’t eat for Ramadan or whatnot. I’m much more of a Sunday roast, and fish and chip suppers kinda girl. I tell them that and they soon find other arrangements. They eat a lot of takeaways, the ones who work in the chicken shops or the kebab houses. They tend to bring home enough for everyone. I still take the extra cash from the government for feeding them, why wouldn’t I? The way I look at it, I offered and they refused.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I won’t.’ 
 
    ‘You what, love?’ 
 
    ‘Refuse. I won’t refuse bacon. And don’t worry about it not being halal. I haven’t eaten for a couple of days.’ 
 
    The woman chuckled. ‘Fine then. I’ve missed it if I’m honest. I used to like the banter, cooking for people in the morning, setting them up for their day.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll certainly be doing that.’ 
 
    ‘Well, then, now you know my secrets, I take government cash and spend it on my own bacon and exotic holidays rather than feeding my tenants, so now it’s your turn — your secrets.’ She was still smiling. She poured out two cups of strong-looking tea from a pot that had been hidden under a tea cosy. 
 
    ‘My secrets?’ 
 
    ‘A girl turns up at a place like this with a bloody arm, begging for a place to stay and she hasn’t eaten for a couple of days. That sounds like a girl with secrets to me.’ She pushed one of the teas at Jenny. A bowl of sugar lumps followed. Jenny took the tea in both hands and slurped at it immediately. 
 
    ‘I don’t even know your name,’ Jenny said, grinning nervously. 
 
    ‘Anne,’ the woman said, ‘and I’ve seen something like your arm before. My husband got himself in an argument with a farmer. This fella had a shotgun for chasing away the vermin on his farm, only he’d sawed the end off so he wouldn’t miss. Close up it’ll rip you apart, but a bit further away and you get a nasty rash like on your arm.’ 
 
    ‘A shotgun, eh? Would you believe me if I said I didn’t know what it was.’ 
 
    ‘I would. Hurts like hell too, I would say.’ 
 
    ‘It’s better now. The bath helped.’ 
 
    ‘The girl on the news, the one they’re saying ran away from all the chaos down in the town. They reckon she was attacked by a man with a shotgun. A lot of people got a look at him. Not many got a look at the girl, though.’ 
 
    Jenny sipped at her tea. She was looking away, knowing that if she made eye contact she would give herself away. ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what they said. I guess when there’s a man running around with a gun, he gets all the attention. The only description of the girl is that she’s got dark hair, quite long, and she was wearing a white top and blue jeans. And she left her baby at the scene. They say she did that to keep the little dot safe. They don’t think that little girl is more than six months old.’ 
 
    Jenny did now look Anne in the eye. Anne hadn’t made any start on breakfast yet. Jenny knew she was being studied for a reaction, but Anne’s expression was soft and sympathetic. 
 
    ‘You learn a lot, running a place like this. Just that all the guests have their own back stories, their own reasons for hiding in the attic. All I’m saying is that if that girl came here, if she needed help, then she would get it without any questions asked.’ 
 
    Jenny finished her tea. The second she put it back down on the side Anne filled it up again with a tip of the pot. Jenny added the milk. ‘I’m sure that would be appreciated. Sounds like she would have had a hell of a day.’ 
 
    Anne’s face broke into a full smile. She lit up some pans and pulled the fridge open. Soon the air was filled with the delicious smell of sizzling bacon. 
 
    ‘So your husband . . .’ Jenny said, ‘. . . you said he got shot at. I take it he got himself a rash and nothing more?’ She was peering around for signs of co-habitation. 
 
    Anne cracked some eggs. ‘A nasty one. All down his right side. I was picking shots out of him for a good couple of hours. Healed up fine though. And after that he never again picked on a man with a shotgun under his arm.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds sensible. Does he work here with you?’ 
 
    Anne pursed her lips. ‘I’m afraid not. He was a good man, he was good to me his whole life and then he was good enough to die first! The insurance bought this place outright. I don’t know whether that makes me lucky or not.’ 
 
    Jenny broke into a smile for the first time since the previous morning. She covered it over swiftly, realising that perhaps it wasn’t appropriate. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry,’ Anne said. ‘It was a long time ago. I’ve had plenty of time to get used to it. He was good man. One thing we always had was the jokes. I know I can say things like that, I know he’ll be up there now laughing hard. Now, love, please find yourself a seat at the table, it won’t be long now.’ 
 
    Anne turned back to her stove. Jenny moved a short distance to the table, the chair caught on the wooden floor and squeaked. Anne had turned the radio on; it must have been on the hour because the news headlines kicked in. The shooting dominated the report, then they went live to a press conference. Jenny looked over to Anne, she was still facing away but she had half-turned back to Jenny, no doubt waiting to see if there was any reaction. Jenny didn’t give her any, she just swigged at her tea, but she was listening. It was the same voice as last time: the chief inspector, though she couldn’t remember his name. He said that they were still looking for the female who had fled the scene. He confirmed that at least two men had died as part of the incident, and then he made another appeal to the missing woman. Only this time it was different: 
 
    ‘Jenny, we can’t imagine the stress you are under right now but I want you to know that you will be safe with us. Please make contact with us, even if you just let us know that you are safe. We want you to know that your daughter is safe, we want you to know that she slept well last night, despite all of the excitement. She’s been checked over by medical staff, Jenny. She’s perfectly fine. Call us, Jenny. You can call 101 or 999 — it doesn’t matter. We will come straight out to you. Thank you and I’m sorry but I can’t take any questions as this time.’ 
 
    The reporter cut back in. He talked immediately about the fact that the female had now been named, or at least her first name revealed. He then appealed for witnesses and quoted a number to call. Jenny’s head had fallen forward into her hands. She snapped upright as a plate was placed in front of her. 
 
    ‘I’ll drive you down there, Jenny,’ Anne said. ‘Whatever you’re running from, it doesn’t matter anymore. The police have your baby and she’s safe. Just go and see her. But we’ll eat our breakfast first, okay? I can’t be having a bad review on TripAdvisor now, can I?’ 
 
    Jenny wiped at her face, she jerked a nod and took an intake of breath. She managed a smile too. She didn’t want to be running anymore. Whatever Joseph was into, it was nothing to do with her. They would see that. There was nothing for her to worry about. 
 
    Hungrily, she bit into her sandwich. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    John Whittaker moved into the foyer at the Force Headquarters and pushed his way through the second wave of reporters, those who hadn’t made it into the main briefing room. He had been involved in some high profile jobs in his past, but he had always been a bit part, able to sit back and watch the more senior members of staff provide the lip service, while he actually got some work done. There was very little getting done right now — by him at least. Even as he was led out of the front of the building and ushered into a car that had pulled up directly outside he could see his phone was going off. Another unknown number call. He knew what that meant. Some chancer from the associated press had gotten hold of his number and was trying to penetrate the interior of his getaway car with one last question. He pressed to reject the call and threw the phone onto the front seat. Detective Sergeant Melanie Richards was in the back seat next to him. 
 
    ‘I do hope this is the right play.’ Whittaker voiced his doubts. It was rhetorical, really. There was no answer to it. 
 
    ‘Why wouldn’t it be?’ Melanie asked. Another sergeant, Jason Carter was driving. Whittaker saw him flick his eyes to the rear-view mirror. The car was moving towards the exit gate. Jason was under strict instructions to get him back to Langthorne House as soon as possible after the press conference. 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Maybe I shouldn’t be using a six-month-old child as a way of stoking up a response from dangerous criminals, no matter what the circumstances.’ 
 
    ‘I thought we were just after a response from the mother?’ 
 
    ‘For all we know she is the dangerous criminal. Naming her made sense to me at the time, but the second I said it . . . I don’t know . . . it just didn’t feel right. I was a mean poker player in the forces, Mel, because I never revealed the cards I had.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure there’s a right answer in this situation, sir. This could end up being exactly the right play. Now we just need to wait and see.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never been a fan of wait and see. I can live with not finding the right answer — I just can’t live with getting it wrong. Wrong in this case means another body on my patch. And an orphan not nearly old enough to know what that means.’ 
 
    ‘This woman’s been pretty good at keeping herself out of harm’s way so far. Anyway, sir, we’re pretty certain that whoever attacked that car knew the occupants, right? I’m sure we’re not telling them anything they don’t already know, which means we’re not putting her in any more danger.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s just hope she is still out of harm’s way. Has Inspector Elms been in touch yet?’ Jason had been tasked with getting an update from their second murder scene of the day. 
 
    ‘No, sir. I tried him maybe ten times. His phone went straight to voicemail every time. I left a message on the last go asking him to call as soon as he gets it.’ 
 
    ‘Voicemail, you say? George Elms can be trusted. There’ll be a damned good reason for him not getting back to us. Get me back to the ranch and I’ll try him myself. Anywhere in fact that isn’t this wretched place.’ Whittaker sat back in the leather of the big BMW saloon that was his allocated car for the operation. He was happy to see the exit gates sliding open and for the car to drift through and pick up speed. There were two things that he hated more than anything else — the associated press and Lennockshire Police’s senior management team. And right now they were all gathered at the same place. 
 
    * * * 
 
    George Elms fiddled with his facemask, despite knowing that you weren’t supposed to handle it once it was in place. It was so damned uncomfortable. The science around DNA was moving far faster than the competence of a thirty-something police detective and George was tired of hearing about it. It was just a few weeks since he had attended a conference on this very subject, where he had been cheerfully informed that advances in DNA detection were very quickly approaching the point where DNA would no longer be a viable form of evidence. Any defence solicitor worth his salt would soon be able to argue that the discovery of DNA at a scene could be the result of transference, had any persons who had attended that scene ever been in the same room as the accused. And not necessarily at the same time. Try and prove they haven’t, the speaker had said, a smug look spreading over his face while he enjoyed the stunned silence of his audience. The news very quickly got worse and most of George’s attention was lost while he had carried on with tales of DNA blowing in the wind. George and his colleagues would soon be back to the methods used before DNA and forensics — pissing in the wind as George referred to it. It had prompted laughter in the bar after. George wasn’t laughing now. 
 
    The Wingmores’ kitchen was very much in keeping with what George had seen so far. No country farmhouse was complete without the country kitchen. It had a grey, flagstone floor with a huge Aga range cooker that radiated heat and set the atmosphere just right. The room was all chunky wood, earthy colours and ornate ducks — all very tasteful — only now with a splatter of red. Janice Wingmore was on her back. Her legs lay over a stone doorstep leading into the boot room that Sergeant Banks had described. The victim was in a navy blue robe that was obviously too large for her. She had long socks on, pulled up almost to her knees. The robe was lying open to display square knickers and a light pink vest-top. Her hair was messy and spread out on the floor, as were her intestines. The gunshot wound was a mess of black and different tones of red. Ali had assured him before he had gone in that the shot had gone right through. The hole was the size of a side plate and the size was how the CSI officer had been able to tell him that it was not a self-inflicted wound. Nothing made sense about that anyway, she looked every bit the woman who had been shot in the midriff when repelling someone from entering her home. And now George had a little more of an understanding as to why it was her lying there and not Stan. 
 
    Stanley had given a good account. It had taken nearly two hours, but George was skilled at getting to the finer details and Stan was sharp — too sharp almost. He could remember times, places and descriptions, but he also remembered sounds, smells and cries of pain. George didn’t know the way back for Stan, not from this. When the life had left the frail body of the woman lying on the floor in front of him it had left Stan as well. While taking his statement, George was always aware that he was talking to a shell of a man. 
 
    Stan told how, at 4 a.m., the couple had been roused by strong lights — possibly headlamps — then a banging on the door and calls for help. He specifically remembered checking the time. He had leant out of an upstairs window to ask what the hell was going on. His wife Janice put the lights on at first but Stan had scolded her — he couldn’t see with them on. When she turned the lights off she couldn’t find her robe and so must have grabbed Stan’s from where it was hanging on the back of their bedroom door. 
 
    Downstairs, Stan could see just one man. He was agitated. He said that his daughter had gone out with a boy from the village the previous night for a drive. He hadn’t heard from them since. He said that one of the boy’s friends had told him that they would sometimes park up on a track that he thought was on the land of this farm, only he didn’t know where they might mean. Stan felt bad. He wanted to help and promised he would. When he ducked back in to close the window, Janice was holding her phone; she said she was calling the police. Stan told her not to, that the man had already done that, that they were already out looking for the girl. 
 
    Stan walked to the back door. He turned the lights on in the kitchen, his guard was down and he wasn’t concerned about being able to see out. Had he been able to, he would have noticed that one man had become four men. They were all dressed in dark clothing. The three he didn’t see until they were pushing their way through his back door were wearing balaclavas and holding blunt weapons. They demanded money instantly. He was pushed back into the kitchen and someone ran past Stan and grabbed hold of Janice, who had followed him down the stairs. He threatened her with what Stan thought might have been a cosh, something short and solid looking. There was a scuffle. Stan remembered someone gripping his arm so tight that it was really painful. He showed George a bruise. They kept screaming at him for the money, he told them he didn’t have any money. He fell to his knees, the pain from his arm was excruciating. He heard Janice scream and he said okay, he would get the money. He said it was in a locked cabinet under the stairs. It was a stupid move, Stan reflected. It wasn’t money in the cabinet; it was his shotguns. He had three. He thought he could get hold of one, he didn’t think they would follow him so close behind. He never stood a chance, the guns weren’t loaded — not until the men took the shotguns and tipped out the boxes of ammunition. They led both Stan and Janice back into the kitchen. Stan argued some more — he was so angry that people would come to his home and threaten his wife. A gun went off. Suddenly they just left. Stan ran out after them, but they were fast. The headlights were bright again, he remembered they drove at him and he had to run back to the kitchen. He watched them leave. He could hear his heart thumping in his ears, he could smell the shot, it hung in the air but it was mingled with something else, something metallic. It was blood. Janice was on the floor. He didn’t move her. He fumbled with his phone to call an ambulance. He still had a vision in his mind of how he’d bent down to pick up his wife. He cradled her head, lifting her towards him and he spoke to her. He asked if she was all right, if she could hear him. She didn’t speak. She would never speak again. That last image was all he could think about. He couldn’t shake it. 
 
    George took his time getting the account. But he rushed over the end. He had the detail he needed; he didn’t want to interrupt in case there was something significant, but there was no need to labour the painful bits. George was well aware that he’d have to sit Stan down to go through it all again on video. For now, at least, he had been tortured enough. 
 
    When Stan was finished, George left him in the living room. Paul was still with him. George felt bad about that. He could only imagine the atmosphere in there. 
 
    Now he walked back past the lounge. Ali led him out through the front door and into the fresh air. To see the scene from outside meant walking the long way round. The back door was completely off-limits. Ali pulled her mask away. George did the same. They walked up the side of the house, stopping just a few metres away from where they had started. Ali’s attention was fixed on the rutted ground. 
 
    ‘So those are the tracks I mentioned. I got a good lift from those. They will go off for analysis, but I can tell you from experience that they are from something four-by-foury. The tyres in general are wider than a normal car and the treads are too far apart. They’re from a 4x4, but something with proper off-road tyres on.’ 
 
    George was careful to step where Ali had. He could see clear tracks, a tread mark with tyre knuckles pressed into the mud. He could also see where the tracks slipped, as if a car had skidded close to the kitchen door. It fitted exactly with Stan’s account. 
 
    ‘So not your Chelsea Tractor type.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. Maybe even a farm vehicle, like a proper Landy. That sort of thing.’ 
 
    George nodded. Land Rovers were the vehicle of choice for a lot of farmers. ‘And the analysis, will that be more exact?’ he said. 
 
    ‘Well . . . yes and no. It will usually give you the make of the tyre, sometimes we can do wear analysis too. Of the tyre, that is. That can be useful if you have something to compare it to. It’s like a footprint for tyres — each one has a unique wear pattern.’ 
 
    ‘But we need something to compare it to.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. And the sooner the better. As for our victim, the wound and the positioning of Mrs Wingmore is consistent with a single gunshot wound to the stomach. The size of the wound puts the weapon at around five metres away from the victim — possibly a little closer. Judging by the splatter and her position, it would put our shooter outside of the house when the trigger was pulled. We’ll be able to do a little bit more on the slab with the wound. With gunshots we can often tell about angles and trajectory, but shotgun wounds are harder. Her wound is basically a clump of mess. A more clinical weapon would have a far more obvious entry and exit route. I’ve measured the wound front and back, and it’s level enough for me to suggest that the attacker fired from the hip. But that’s not going to appear written up formally in any report. And it won’t appear in any court papers. They may have just aimed blindly at the doorway, but that’s for the investigation to decide.’ 
 
    ‘The levels?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, put very simple, if the wound is higher at the front than the back the round would have been fired downwards. That’s consistent with a rifle held into the shoulder and aimed — looking down a sight. If it’s lower at the front than the back then it’s fired from the floor and if it’s level — as in this case — then it’s likely to have been from the hip.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds logical.’ 
 
    ‘It is. Whether that’s helpful or not is another question. I’ve seen it become significant in self-defence cases. One offender I remember claiming he fired blindly from the floor because he was getting a kicking. I showed very easily that that was utterly impossible. I could show he had aimed with a high velocity rifle butted up against his shoulder. It was fifty-fifty to that point — but he got twenty-five years.’ 
 
    ‘That sort of result would do me here,’ George said. ‘This scene may not be in our favour though. To prove murder, we’d have to prove intent. I’d rather you said our killer was aiming.’ 
 
    ‘Shooting at a doorway where you know people are stood . . . that’s not enough these days.’ And a shotgun spreads out. It covers a big area. From this range you can’t miss and any centre-mass wounds will always be fatal.’ 
 
    ‘It’s enough for me, Ali. A jury is an unpredictable animal, though. You get our shooter in his best suit saying he was chased and he panicked and fired a warning shot from the hip? I’ve seen it work.’ 
 
    ‘UK justice at its finest.’ 
 
    ‘We need to prove what we know is all — and beyond reasonable doubt. Anything else you can tell me?’ 
 
    ‘The scene will take a couple of days, George. It’s just me for now and I don’t see me getting any help soon. It’ll take hours just to pick up all the shot and wadding. I will give you the full report as soon as I can. Janice may give us some more when she is laid out in the morgue, but I’m not sure what else she knows. I think she was standing at her kitchen door when a shotgun round was fired into the home, through her. If that’s consistent with what our friend in the living room has said then I can say I know how she died. His account also gives us the why and the when.’ 
 
    ‘So we’re just missing out on the who.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. The best bit. I’ll do what I can with that. The log said there were four offenders and we know they entered the home. There aren’t any foot impressions that I can see — I’ve had the UV out, and there were no obvious prints. But I’ll do a proper dust and sweep again. I’ll get a search team through for a fingertip search too. If a hair, a flake of skin or so much as a bogey has fallen off one of them I want it found. We need to get lucky. But, then, don’t we always need a bit of luck?’ 
 
    ‘We do. And if karma’s a thing then lady luck will be with us on this one. These were decent people woken up from their beds.’ 
 
    ‘Seems that way, George. You need anything more from me?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t think so. I have every faith. I’m genuinely surprised you’re bothering with the search team — like you would miss anything!’ 
 
    ‘I know, right! It’s protocol. I had this tutor at uni — a forensic scientist and a right perv, he was. I always turned the UV on his crotch by accident — that sort, you know? Anyway he always advocated as many initial searches as possible when everyone else was saying to be aware of keeping your scene as sterile as possible. He had this saying: every torch casts a different shadow. I thought yeah, whatever, but he’s right you know. I’ll never forget that.’ 
 
    ‘He definitely stole that from somewhere!’ 
 
    ‘You’re probably right. I still like it though. We all see the world ever so slightly differently, George. That includes a crime scene.’ 
 
    ‘This just got a little deep for me. I’d better let you get back to casting your shadows.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll call you with anything really important.’ 
 
    ‘I know you will. In the meantime, I will lean on the boss and see if I can’t get you some help up here. This is a big job on your own.’ 
 
    Ali smiled. Her mouth was covered again by a new mask ripped from its packaging, but George could see the twinkle in her brown eyes. ‘Keeps me busy up here, George. Sometimes it’s nice to just be left alone, you know.’ 
 
    George suddenly felt his phone buzzing but knew there was no way he would reach it in time through a layer of clothing and a forensic suit. ‘I certainly do,’ he said. He walked round to the front of the house where Paul stepped out to meet him. 
 
    ‘Sorry about that, Paul. I didn’t want to leave you alone with Stan but until Tim gets here one of us will need to stay with him.’ 
 
    ‘I spoke to Tim on the phone. He can’t do it, George. He’s got leave booked and he’s going away in a few days. He said he could do the next couple of days but I told him not to worry. I didn’t think you would want him to come in only to be swapped out.’ 
 
    ‘Shit!’ George said. Paul was right, the whole idea of having a FLO was to build a relationship with the witness, to get right under his skin, to become trusted. That needed someone who could be there for as long as it took — no interruptions. ‘You’re right, Paul. We need someone who can be in right from the start and keep it up. Someone Stan will trust.’ 
 
    Paul bit down on his bottom lip. ‘I don’t really know who’s on the list anymore. It’s a shame, George — Tim would have been perfect.’ 
 
    ‘He would. I need someone just like him, someone who is good at listening, who comes across as supportive and trustworthy, but who also understands investigations. Now . . . where could I find someone like that?’ George lingered on Paul. 
 
    It took Paul a couple of seconds to cotton on. ‘Oh no! No way, George!’ 
 
    ‘Mate, I can’t think of anyone better. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before. I honestly wouldn’t have even bothered Tim — you’re perfect!’ 
 
    ‘No, George. I can’t do it. You have to do the course and get signed off — it’s a big job, you can’t just play at it.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll do it right, Paul, I know you will! And don’t you worry about courses and all the rest. You have every attribute in spades. And, right now, Whittaker would be more than happy for us to take the initiative. I reckon he’s about to have a shortage, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘George, come on! I don’t know what I’m doing. Really.’ 
 
    ‘None of us do! Look after Stan. Be here with him at some point every day, help him get over this shit state of affairs and find out anything you can from him that might help. You’ve worked with enough FLOs. You know what they can do.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but Stan! George, he’s been smashed to pieces. He’s like Humpty Dumpty in there.’ 
 
    ‘And you are all the king’s men, Paul. I can think of no one better.’ 
 
    George could feel his phone start vibrating again. ‘I got to get this,’ he said. 
 
    Paul called after him: ‘You realise that all the king’s men couldn’t put him back together again, right?’ 
 
    George moved the phone away from his mouth. ‘Then be better, Paul. I believe in you!’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Jenny still wore the same white top, the sleeves pulled up over her wound, the material frayed, singed and stained with dry blood. Her jeans were scuffed at the knees from climbing the wall and she was caught by a stab of pain in her ribs as she turned to where Anne called out to her in the kitchen. Jenny had gone to her room to tie her hair back and freshen up with some borrowed toiletries. 
 
    ‘Are you in pain?’ 
 
    ‘I bumped my side. I think it’s just bruised is all.’ 
 
    ‘You really are in the wars, love, aren’t you? You make sure they take you to get checked out at the hospital.’ 
 
    ‘I will do. It could be worse.’ Jenny hesitated. She thought about Joseph again, about what had happened to him, about how he hadn’t stood a chance. He’d been a sitting duck. He’d had been a good man too; they’d had their problems, but he was not the type to run away when she fell pregnant and she didn’t run when he moved them across the country using hotels that accepted cash only. If she was honest with herself, she had known that he was involved with something from the start, but she had convinced herself it wouldn’t affect her. Now she wished she had asked more questions. Then at least she might have more of an idea of just how deep it ran, how much danger she was really in. 
 
    ‘Are you sure this is the right thing to do?’ Jenny said. 
 
    ‘What else can you do, love? You got to put your faith in the police. There’s no one else who can help you. You can’t stay hidden in the loft forever, can you? Just think, you could be holding your little girl within the hour.’ 
 
    ‘I just can’t face stepping out there. Maybe they could come here?’ 
 
    Anne shook her head. ‘Some of the other residents are starting to get back. I can’t have police attention here and I reckon there will be a lot of it when they work out who you are. I’ve had it before. There was just a door knock about a car accident out the front — some two-minute conversation with a bloke in uniform. Before I knew it I had three empty rooms. The government gives me a decent grant for every one of them. That grant scarpers when they do.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ Jenny was aware she didn’t sound sure. She wasn’t sure; there was nothing she could do to hide it. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry. Look, I’ll drop you right at the door. I’ll come in with you. There won’t be a problem. Who would do anything to you walking into a police station?’ 
 
    ‘These people, Anne . . . broad daylight . . . people around — it didn’t seem to matter to them. I know what will happen, we’ll go in and they’ll sit me down to wait out front. Anyone could be coming in and out. It takes a second, Anne. I’ve seen that.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll tell you what . . .’ Anne clicked her fingers. ‘We’ll call ahead. Tell them we’re on our way down and that we want someone waiting or we’re not coming at all. It was 1-0-1, right? The number?’ 
 
    ‘1-0-1, yeah. Okay, that sounds good.’ Jenny sucked in a lungful of air. She knew this had to happen. Anne was right: she couldn’t hide in the loft forever and she had to see Isobel. She just didn’t want to feel scared any more. Surely at the police station she wouldn’t have to. 
 
    Anne gestured at some folded clothes that were stacked on the table. ‘I had a family here, they upped and left a while ago, they left a lot of their belongings. It happens a lot. The wife was about your size. I fished out some bits. They look clean to me. I figured you could do with a change.’ Anne was looking her up and down. Jenny could hardly disagree. ‘You know . . . before we go outside. I know you don’t want to be drawing attention to yourself right now do you, love?’ 
 
    ‘I guess you’re right.’ The new clothes were a slim-fitting pair of black jeans, a long-sleeved red top and a zip-up black gilet with front pockets and a grey hood. What she really wanted was a change of underwear — some of her own underwear. That would have to wait. ‘Thanks, Anne . . . you know . . . for everything.’ 
 
    Anne nodded. She had her phone to her ear already. Jenny took the hint and moved to the back of the kitchen to get changed. Jenny could still hear Anne on the phone. 
 
    ‘Hello, I’m ringing to let you know that I am bringing the girl down to the police station — the girl who ran away from the shooting yesterday.’ 
 
    Jenny bit down on her lip; said out loud, the description made it sound like someone else. 
 
    ‘In Dover.’ Anne rolled her eyes at Jenny. ‘No, I won’t be giving any details about me — no, you don’t need to know who I am. I will be dropping her down in ten minutes but we will only come in if there is someone there to meet us. This girl has had quite a time of it, she needs to be safe.’ Anne frowned into the phone, she made a gesture that suggested someone was typing. ‘No, you don’t need my address. We are coming to you. Look, we are on our way. Have someone meet us, okay?’ Anne pressed to end the call. She spoke to Jenny, ‘Honestly, they want to know the ins and outs of a duck’s arse! Why can’t they just listen and do their job?’ 
 
    Anne was still holding the phone. It rang almost immediately. She scowled at it then lifted it to her ear. 
 
    ‘Hello . . . Oh, Jesus! What is the matter with you people? You need what? How does that keep us safe? Fine, look, I will be in a blue Fiat, I will pull up outside and I would like a police officer to come out and meet us. If you can’t assure me of that then I won’t be coming down. Yes, yes, I understand that. I agree we need to get her safe, that’s why I am doing what I can.’ Anne sighed, and shook her head. 
 
    Jenny felt nervous all of a sudden, she tried not to think too far ahead. She just needed to get into a car, the station was just a few minutes away and the police would be waiting to meet her. They had her daughter; they would be reunited. And they would be safe. 
 
    ‘I’m not telling you that,’ Anne snapped down the phone. ‘I said that already. We are ten minutes away and we will be coming from the sea side of the town. That’s all you need to know, thank you for your help. Goodbye!’ 
 
    Anne was off the phone. ‘Well, the police have finally agreed to our terms!’ Anne chuckled playfully. ‘Let’s get you safe, love.’ 
 
    Jenny’s new clothes were a good enough fit. The jeans were a little tight and they rubbed against her grazed knee, but she was barely aware of the discomfort. Other residents were coming in as they left through the communal front door. Jenny kept her head bent. The same car that had had its bonnet up the previous day still seemed to be the centre of two men’s attention despite the persistent rain. They leaned over the engine with hoods pulled over their heads. Everyone seemed to be oblivious to the woman skulking in the passenger seat of the old, blue Fiat. The car started at the second attempt, it coughed a little and Anne wiped at the condensation on the windscreen with her sleeve. 
 
    ‘She’s an old bird — needs a few minutes to warm up. Just like her mother.’ Anne played with the heating controls. The fan was loud, and the noise filled the cabin. Jenny was glad of the layer of moisture and condensation, she felt concealed. Safer. The car bounced a little as it pulled away. The traffic was constant and slow moving. They had to turn left into a two-lane, one-way system and a roundabout was upon them immediately. Anne went all the way around it and, as they headed back towards the town of Dover, Jenny was on the side nearer to the sea. She peered out over the dull, grey waters that seemed to mirror the sky exactly. Just a few days earlier, on a far sunnier day, they had walked as a family along the promenade and been to all the seafront attractions. Both Jenny and Joseph loved the sea air and panoramic views. Isobel had slept soundly — she was such a content little girl. Jenny had thought at the time that they all seemed to be content for once, that maybe their life together would start settling down soon. Joseph had promised it often enough, he had even agreed to them looking for somewhere to rent more permanently in the area. Only a week had gone by since then, but it felt like a lifetime ago. 
 
    The traffic was still thick when they got to the next roundabout. Anne took a right and any view of the sea was gone. 
 
    ‘You okay, love?’ Anne said. It roused Jenny from her thoughts. 
 
    ‘I’m okay. I just can’t get my head around how everything has changed. I just don’t know what I can do from here.’ 
 
    ‘You get your baby girl back and you start all over again. The police will keep you safe. Once they do that, nothing else matters.’ 
 
    ‘What about her dad? Does he not matter? She’s not even a year old and she’s lost her dad and I don’t even know why. What if it turns out he’s mixed up in something, what if he turns out to be a criminal or a bad man?’ 
 
    ‘How was he to you? To your baby?’ 
 
    ‘He was great. He was great with me and great with her. I felt really lucky, you know? We didn’t plan Issy, I admit, and we definitely hadn’t been together long enough for it to be the right thing to do, but he was insistent that we would make it work. It was never a consideration, you know, to not go through with it.’ 
 
    ‘I know what you mean. You are lucky, too. Most men in that situation . . . well, you wouldn’t see them for dust. Sounded like a keeper.’ 
 
    ‘I just don’t know now. I just don’t know what happens next.’ 
 
    ‘One step at a time, love. First, we get you to the police station and to your little girl. That’s step one. Don’t be worrying about anything beyond that right now.’ 
 
    Anne tutted. She was looking down to her right, at the mirror. The Fiat had been drifting across to the right-hand lane as they approached another roundabout, but Anne suddenly jerked it back into the left. 
 
    ‘Some people are in such a hurry,’ she said. A long, silver car flashed past them in the right lane. It had to brake hard for the roundabout and then it was gone, it moved round to the right and out of sight. Anne moved back over; there was one car in front. It pulled out so that Anne’s Fiat was now on the cusp of the roundabout. Anne checked to her right. The silver car had gone all the way around and she had to wait for it. ‘Bloody idiot doesn’t even know where he’s going.’ 
 
    The silver car’s headlights flashed. It had slowed to a crawl around the roundabout; now it stopped, holding up the traffic behind. It flashed again. Anne shook her head and pulled the Fiat out onto the roundabout. Jenny was still watching the silver car. Something about it wasn’t right: why flash someone out at a roundabout? She didn’t have time to scream, she saw the silver car hurtle forwards as if it had been kicked from behind. A split second later and the Fiat took the impact hard in the driver’s side. Jenny felt herself thrown right, then hard left. She screamed, the car juddered sideways, she could hear loud engine revs from outside as the Fiat skidded and bucked sideways towards the crash barrier on the left side. Jenny was forcibly turned towards the barrier and it was getting relentlessly closer. She saw a flash of colour — a car trying to get up the inside and out of the way. It didn’t make it. Jenny’s side took the impact this time, the metal bent inwards, the noise was terrific. Anne cried out as Jenny’s window imploded and shards of glass fell into her lap. The flash of colour was now gone. The silver car was out of sight, too. The Fiat stopped moving and rocked back onto its wheels. Jenny turned to Anne. She looked stunned and her face was ashen; she was bleeding freely from the back of her head. Then, beyond Anne, she saw it again: the silver car was backing away, its front bent in and crushed and its windscreen with a spider web pattern to it. There was the roar of an engine and the screech of tyres and then the silver car was speeding towards them again. 
 
    Anne turned to Jenny. She looked resigned. Strands of her hair were slick across her face and ran between her lips. ‘Run love!’ she gasped. 
 
    ‘ANNE!’ Everything flashed white. Suddenly Jenny was staring at the sky, then the dark grey tarmac, then the sky again. She could do nothing but grimace as forces pulled and tugged at her body. Then she was aware of being upright again. Her head spun, her ears rang and everything had a pink tinge. Her door was rocking open — she couldn’t be sure if she had pushed it open or not. She could see a raised curb and she felt for it with her left foot. She couldn’t see Anne. What was left of the driver’s side was now empty. She got out onto the curb and bumped into a sturdy metal railing. Her left hand reached out for it instinctively. People were approaching her on foot, though she couldn’t make out any details. Everything seemed fuzzy and she could feel herself falling. But something kept her up. Then came a sound with which she was now familiar: a gunshot. 
 
    Still acting on instinct, Jenny ducked behind the shell of the car. Her ears were ringing loudly and when she heard the second shot it sounded distant — but she couldn’t be sure and she knew the shots were meant for her. She knew she had to go. She heard voices — they might have been shouts but, regardless, she couldn’t tell what they were saying. There was a gap straight ahead between the car bonnet and the railing. Her body flooded with adrenalin again, she sprang through it. As she moved clear of the wreckage, she heard another crack of gunfire. 
 
    The traffic had come to a standstill and there were a lot of cars around. As she darted between two of them, she heard a sound like falling glass from her right followed swiftly by a shout of anguish. She turned left and aimed for another two stationary cars. As she approached the gap between them, one of the doors was pushing open. Jenny screamed for them to get back in their car. She kept weaving between the gridlocked vehicles and could now see an alleyway ahead. Leading off one of the roundabout exits where she now found herself, it looked like it ran down the side of a church. At least she hoped it was an alleyway. Though her lungs felt like bursting, she made it. She hit the opening so fast she bounced off the church wall, and the sharp flints in the masonry bit into her shoulder. Jenny kept running and burst from the alleyway into a cobbled street. She turned right; it seemed a logical assumption that those chasing her would expect her to continue left, the direction she had been heading in. The cobbled street was busy with shoppers and she recognised it as the High Street. People stopped to gape at Jenny but she didn’t care. They were just cover for her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    George followed Whittaker’s car through the gate to Langthorne House. The old man looked stressed as he stood up out of the back seat. He made straight for George. 
 
    ‘Major, how’s your day?’ 
 
    ‘The phrase bad to worse comes to mind, old boy. Are you plumbed into the grid?’ 
 
    ‘I have my radio, but I’ve not been monitoring. Are there developments?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll say there are. The woman made contact — or at least we think it was her. There’s been another incident out on the roads. More carnage. Our woman has gone back underground. And this time I don’t think she’ll be popping her head back out again.’ 
 
    ‘What happened?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, George, I have literally no idea right now. Someone is on their way here for a strategy meeting. Another damned strategy meeting. The press have made the link. I’m getting nothing but questions I can’t answer. I think it’s fair to say my dinner will be getting cold tonight, my friend.’ 
 
    ‘Call ahead, sir. Forewarn the wife, soften the blow.’ 
 
    ‘I sometimes wonder if you listen to a damned thing I say, George. I already told you my day is a stinker. The last thing I need to be doing is calling up the enemy with unacceptable news.’ 
 
    ‘You’d rather save it all up for when you get home?’ 
 
    ‘Who knows? Part of me is considering bringing up how I should approach the wife in this latest strategy meeting. Some of our finest tactical minds will be there, see? Someone must have an idea.’ 
 
    The men chuckled. Then the chuckles subsided quickly. 
 
    ‘What’s the story with this other job, George? No doubt I will be fielding questions on that one too.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a sad one, I’m afraid. Elderly couple robbed at home in the middle of the night. Just the old boy survived it. CSI are still there, but it’s just one officer. She could do with some help to get the scene processed. Any chance you can spare her some help?’ 
 
    Whittaker rubbed at his face. ‘I know that what you have is far from ideal, but our situation down here just got worse. From what I hear we have yet another scene — someone else fighting for their life on the streets of Dover. I’m losing people to this job, George, if anything. I’m certainly not able to free anyone up.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. I think she’s quite happy to keep working away up there. They’ll just have to stay on the scene longer. I suppose our victim isn’t going anywhere. I want this one though, sir — the job, I mean. I’m going to have the bastards that did this.’ 
 
    Whittaker registered a flicker of pleasure through his mask of stress. ‘It’s yours, George. I don’t hear that enough from my officers. I could do with getting you up to speed on this other job, though. A fresh pair of eyes and a man of your experience might be able to start filling in the blanks. Or at least point out what the blanks are. Right now, that would be a start. Especially now you’re sober!’ 
 
    ‘I was always sober, sir. Now I’m just a little more sober.’ 
 
    ‘On top form then, old boy.’ Whittaker led the way back to his office. He tasked DS Richards with getting the update about this latest incident. She nodded and left them to it. 
 
    ‘Push the door shut, George.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure you don’t want to be in there getting that update yourself, sir? I can stick around.’ 
 
    ‘No. God, no. I mean . . . yes, I should, but I just wanted to push the door shut for a few minutes and organise my thoughts. I reckoned that telling you what I know might be a good way of doing that.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. Sounds like you’ve had a lot going on. What’s the deal?’ 
 
    ‘Where to start? So we get a call — well, a number of calls — from members of the public reporting gunshots and car crashes on London Road, Dover shortly after 10 a.m. yesterday. Sunday of all days, the day of rest.’ 
 
    ‘We both know criminals don’t play by those rules, sir.’ 
 
    ‘We do indeed. In fact, it seems to have become a popular day for major incidents. So, anyway, patrols are sent. There’s a patrol already parked up at the Morrison’s store not far from the reported incident and they hear the commotion for themselves. And then I’ll be damned if they don’t find a baby left on the bonnet of their car! There are more gunshots and much confusion. So we’re all chasing our arses and one another’s arses, then a crashed car is found on London Road with some poor bastard shot up and lying on the pavement, dead as nails in a door. Then, bugger me if we don’t get more calls, more shots fired but this time in a built-up area nearby. I mean, it’s walking distance, so naturally the calls are linked. Police attend where neighbours have reported the bangs and, sure enough, we find another fella with a hole where one shouldn’t be.’ Whittaker flicked open a blue-backed book he had been carrying. He ran his finger over the page. ‘Stephen Maddocks. He’s well known locally apparently.’ 
 
    ‘Stephen Maddocks! Yeah, I know him. Everyone knows Stephen Maddocks, bless him. He’s a bit simple. Got a real obsession with the police.’ 
 
    ‘He did.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ 
 
    ‘Well and truly did.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus! How the hell did Maddocks get mixed up in this?’ 
 
    ‘Well, you can imagine the amount of witness statements and the rest that are outstanding, we’re still piecing it together. Basically it would appear our missing woman initially ran from the car on London Road.’ 
 
    ‘Leaving a dead guy?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s what we think we know. She’s cut through to the car park and ditched the baby on the police car. Then she kept on running. We can only imagine she was the target for this gunman and she didn’t want to be holding her baby if he caught up with her.’ 
 
    ‘Baby?’ 
 
    ‘Keep up, George! So she’s carrying a baby girl when she runs. Six months old, tops.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. This is getting worse.’ 
 
    ‘I know, tell me about it. Poor girl. The baby seems fine. Now . . . the mother . . . we think she ran down the river path where she met with this Stephen Maddocks, who might have offered her his help. He’s probably come out of his house to see what the fuss was about.’ 
 
    ‘Probably heard the sirens. He’s one of these people that always seem to turn up at incidents.’ 
 
    ‘Every town has one. But, yes, he lives nearby. He was likely walking up the path and she’s run right into him. He’s happy to help and somehow the gunman follows her into his house.’ 
 
    ‘He was shot at home?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. It looks like he was shot through his own front door. There’s also blood in the rear courtyard. The running theory being that this is how the woman escaped. We assume she has picked up an injury of sorts.’ 
 
    ‘She really was having a bad day.’ 
 
    ‘She was. And it has gotten considerably worse. We lost her from that point, but witnesses told us that the dead man, before he died, was shouting out to her and he was calling her Jenny. That’s all we know about her at this point. So I did an appeal on the telly box and I called her Jenny — as if we knew a lot more than we do.’ 
 
    ‘Makes sense.’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t think so. I’ve come in for a little flack for that from our more senior colleagues. I wanted it to be a personal appeal. I wanted her to think we know what the hell we are doing, you know?’ 
 
    ‘And she got in touch?’ 
 
    ‘Someone did on her behalf. We’ve had a few hoaxes, but a call came in to say that the girl was in Dover and the caller was bringing her to the station. On the way, the car was rammed repeatedly by a vehicle that now appears to have been stolen. Our girl’s driver is killed in the impact. We have more gunshots and a female was seen running from the car towards the town. She roughly matches the description of our missing girl — and it has to be her.’ 
 
    ‘It does, I agree. Someone’s really got it in for her. What do we know about the man she left behind at the first incident?’ 
 
    ‘White male, late thirties. Dead. That’s about all we know for certain right now. The car is a hire car, no IDs found. The hire car company have provided a driving licence number — it exists on the DVLA system but for someone entirely different and the photo sure as hell doesn’t match.’ 
 
    ‘I see. So, a fake licence with a doctored image. That’s not a good sign.’ 
 
    ‘It isn’t. It appears it was a good fake too. The sort professional criminals might source.’ 
 
    ‘Did you use the lantern?’ The lantern was a fingerprint scanner attached to a mobile phone, a way of identifying people on the spot. It was expensive and in most cases rendered unlawful by legislation but in circumstances like these it could be invaluable. 
 
    ‘We did. No match on the system. We’ve gone with a fast track on the DNA and dental records. But we both know they’re not particularly fast. I think maybe when this is all over I might petition to have the name fast track changed.’ 
 
    Neither man had sat down since they had entered the office. Whittaker leant on the back of his chair and George stood opposite, running over the timeline in his mind. Suddenly, it didn’t quite fit. 
 
    ‘The last incident — where the car was rammed — how was it called in?’ 
 
    ‘On 1-0-1.’ 
 
    ‘Did we get details of the caller?’ 
 
    ‘No, they refused.’ 
 
    ‘The phone number?’ 
 
    ‘We have a mobile phone number, yes. I’m not sure it furthers our cause though. If it’s not a contract phone, there won’t be anyone attached to it.’ 
 
    ‘The vehicle was rammed on the way to the police station, right? What I don’t understand is how our offenders knew she was in that car and on her way?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe they followed her from Stephen Maddocks’ place?’ 
 
    ‘What, the day before? And then they waited for her to get into a car before they rammed her? That doesn’t make sense. These people had been shooting in the street. If they saw her go into a house they’d hardly have any qualms about shooting their way in. Wouldn’t have been the first time, would it?’ 
 
    ‘So what are you saying?’ 
 
    ‘Have you listened to the 1-0-1 call?’ 
 
    ‘No, I don’t know if anyone has. It’s not been mentioned.’ 
 
    George stepped to the phone on Whittaker’s desk. He pressed three numbers, an internal extension. 
 
    ‘Jane, hey! It’s George Elms down in Langthorne. I need your help.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you always. You and everyone else today, George. If it isn’t quick and it isn’t urgent then I might have to turn you down for once.’ Jane Adams was a team leader at the Force Control Room. She led the team who could review and provide calls to the police if they formed part of the evidence — which they often did. She was on speakerphone. Whittaker cut in. 
 
    ‘Jane, this is Chief Inspector John Whittaker. Can I just assure you that this phone call falls into both of those categories. I’m stood here with George. The world is falling down around our ears here, I’m sure you’re busy for the same reason.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir! What can I do for you, sir?’ 
 
    George spoke again, ‘Jane, we got a 1-0-1 call today — someone claiming to be with the woman who fled yesterday’s incident. Do you know about it?’ 
 
    ‘In Dover? I know the incident. I know there was a call today. We haven’t reviewed it yet.’ 
 
    ‘So you haven’t downloaded the WAV file yet?’ 
 
    ‘No. We’ve had requests for the others, but not that one. I did ask if it was needed but I was told that one can be done slow-time.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. I’m now telling you that this one might be the most important of them all. Can you process this one and send it to Mr Whittaker direct?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, of course. I can do it straight away. I just need a minute or two to find the call reference again — it’ll be on a job form.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Jane. I owe you one.’ 
 
    ‘You owe me a lot more than one, George Elms.’ 
 
    George grinned at the phone. ‘Noted.’ 
 
    The call ended. ‘What do you think this might give us, George?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, sir. Maybe nothing.’ 
 
    Whittaker finally flopped in his seat. George took the invitation to do the same. 
 
    ‘I would offer you a coffee, George, but I’ve run out of people to ask to make it.’ 
 
    ‘A man of your stature, sir, and there’s no one left to make you a coffee?’ 
 
    ‘I know. Damned travesty is what it is. That will be the subject of another petition, I feel. How are you now anyway? I know this awful business with the wife was on your mind earlier. I need you up for this right now, George.’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine. Luckily I can’t deal with two things at once — so I’m more than happy for work to be the thing that consumes me for a bit.’ 
 
    ‘Did you get to see your little girl?’ 
 
    ‘No. I didn’t, but there was positive news around that. It shouldn’t be so difficult from now on. It’s her birthday tomorrow, this will be the first one in three years that I’ll be able to spend with her.’ 
 
    ‘You have the day off?’ 
 
    ‘I do, sir. Very much.’ 
 
    ‘Well, then, you’ve not got long to sort all this out now, have you?’ 
 
    Whittaker’s machine pinged a notification that he had mail. He clicked his mouse. ‘It’s here already.’ 
 
    George moved round. ‘There are two files?’ George frowned. One was labelled Inbound 1m20s, the other Outbound 36s. 
 
    Both were attachments to the email in a WAV form. Whittaker clicked on the first and a player popped up. A few seconds of buffering and a female voice could be heard through the computer’s compact speakers. Both men leant in. The woman asked for the police, she told them she had the girl who had run away from the shooting. A female call-taker responded, her tone a little bored. She asked the questions George would expect. The caller wasn’t very forthcoming. She sounded older, sixty plus he guessed, and with a slight accent, maybe south London. They made the arrangements for the girl to be brought to the police station. The call ended. 
 
    Whittaker was sitting back in his chair shaking his head. He looked disappointed. 
 
    ‘That doesn’t really tell us much, George, does it?’ 
 
    ‘Not really. What’s the outbound call?’ 
 
    Whittaker clicked on the second attachment. This time the FCR representative was a male voice. The informant answered the call and she sounded annoyed. The FCR agent said he was concerned, that he wanted to be sure they got there safely. He said the police officer had asked what car she would be arriving in and from what direction so they could come out and meet them. The informant gave details. She still sounded irritated. The call ended. 
 
    Whittaker huffed. ‘Still nothing of great importance, George.’ 
 
    ‘With respect, sir, that’s the most important thing I’ve heard so far.’ 
 
    Whittaker straightened in his chair. ‘How so?’ 
 
    ‘Why would he need to know the type of car? And the direction they were coming from? And why did someone different call her back? That agent is a leak. He has contact with whoever rammed that vehicle off the road.’ 
 
    ‘Well, fuck my old boots! We need to get up there. He needs nicking.’ 
 
    ‘That would be my next move.’ 
 
    ‘What do you have planned for the next couple of hours, George?’ 
 
    George suddenly realised where this was heading. ‘Investigating a murder at a farmhouse, Major. Keeping a promise to a devastated old man.’ 
 
    ‘Anything you can put back? I need someone with your ability in front of this lad. I need answers from him, George — and immediately.’ 
 
    George sighed. ‘Fine. For you, Major. But remember this! I’ll call Paul Bearn on the way up. He’s going to FLO for my job. He’s not technically trained, sir, but I figured he could handle—’ 
 
    Whittaker waved him away. ‘Extraordinary times, George. You do what you have to do. Call me the instant you have something from him. Nobody else. The idea of a leak suddenly makes me feel very nervous.’ 
 
    ‘Will do. Can you hit redial and speak to Jane up there? We need to get this boy isolated. Get his personal phone off him and get him into a room.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll get him nicked, lord knows there should be enough coppers about up there.’ 
 
    ‘I’d rather you held off on that for now, Major. I’d rather speak to him before he realises how much trouble he’s in.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, George, I’ll make the call.’ 
 
    George lingered deliberately until Whittaker picked up on it. 
 
    ‘Is there something the matter?’ 
 
    ‘I need to speak to Emily Ryker. I could do with her shaking some trees for my job.’ 
 
    ‘You can call her on the way, George. Or I can speak to her if you want?’ 
 
    ‘I’d rather speak to her myself. No disrespect — I’m not sure what I need myself yet and I wanted to talk it out.’ 
 
    ‘She’s the intel lead for this shooting, George. Be careful you don’t tuck her up with too much.’ 
 
    ‘I tell you what, sir. Let me take her with me to speak with our friend at the control centre. She will still be on the phone. That gives me a car journey to talk to her. And she needs to know the outcome of this conversation anyway.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, George. I need her on the pulse down here.’ 
 
    ‘You know Ryker, sir. She’s on the pulse no matter where she is. Call it a payoff. I’ll assist with talking to our leak and I can use your intel officer for the time it takes to get it done.’ 
 
    ‘Fine, George. But she’s there to assist you with this task and then you bring her back. I don’t mind her making a few calls for you, or whatever, but that’s all she can do. I need her full attention on this job.’ 
 
    ‘That’s all I need.’ 
 
    George stepped out of the office. He was careful to close the door behind him. He could see a few people hovering, Whittaker had been ignoring his phone but he was still in demand. George could hear the door knocking before he had made it to the other side of the room. 
 
    Emily Ryker was in the intel office. She was leaning in close to her screen, her hand resting on her mouse. She had a desk lamp hooked over the top of her screen. George angled it so it shone in her face. 
 
    ‘Jesus, George! You trying to blind me?’ 
 
    ‘Only with my beauty.’ 
 
    ‘I see. Well, I suggest turning lights off if you want to make yourself look better. Are you sober now at least?’ 
 
    ‘Nope.’ 
 
    ‘Brilliant. It’s not like there’s anything much going on. You should just be able to find a dark corner somewhere and see this shift out.’ 
 
    ‘That would be lovely. Instead I’ve already been to one murder and now I have a task for another. And you are coming with me.’ 
 
    Emily backed away from her computer. She lifted her hand from her mouse and pulled her glasses off her face. ‘No can do, George, I’m trying to stay available. I’m hoping there are going to be some significant calls coming in. We’ve got public appeals and source handlers out and about and that’s just for starters. I have each of my fingers in a different pie. The answer’s out there somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘It always is, Ryker, and you’ve been warned about the pie thing. We’ve just had a look at two calls from today — the call telling us the missing girl was on her way and then an outbound one from someone at the FCR asking her what type of car she was driving and where she was coming from so he could leak the information to whoever led the ambush.’ 
 
    Emily stared at him a little more intently. He could tell she was testing him. ‘This is true?’ 
 
    ‘Of course it’s true. I’m on my way to speak to our leak. I want to take you with me.’ 
 
    ‘Who is he? I’ll need to get an intel package done for him.’ 
 
    ‘Not sure yet. Come find out with me. We’ll talk in the car!’ 
 
    ‘I can’t do anything in the car.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. You can’t run away. You can assign the intel package to a minion. Do you want to be trying to find someone relevant on this loser’s Facebook profile, or would you rather be sat opposite him in a room? Your choice.’ 
 
    Emily stood up. ‘Fine. But Whittaker might get the hump. He’s been very protective of me. Anyone asking for an update has been sent in my direction. I don’t think he wants to lose me. I’m like his comfort blanket.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve just spoken to him. He’s on board. Maybe you’re not as important as you thought.’ George smiled. He was relieved when Emily broke into a smile too. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Jenny ran until she felt like she had left the chaos behind her: the sirens, the tooting horns, the gunshots — everything. Through a break between buildings, she had seen trees and rolling hills in the distance, stretching away from the town with Dover’s famous castle dominating the backdrop. She made for it, passing the police station on her right as she did so. She kept her head down, her mind churning with so much confusion that rather than seeking sanctuary, she hurried past, convinced that someone might even spill out to continue the chase. 
 
    How had they known? The people who rammed her car had known that she was on her way to the police station; she didn’t know how she could be so sure, but she had never felt more certain about anything. 
 
    The town’s layout now opened up considerably. Leaving tight lines of terraced houses behind her, she was surrounded now by a broken mishmash of bigger houses and blocks of flats. She crossed a road and headed up the hill towards where she had seen the green grass. The higher she went, the bigger the houses became. Soon she saw a brown sign that pointed out a footpath. She followed it into a sparse wood, still hearing traffic through the thin layer of vegetation. When the path forked, she headed right up the slope; she needed a break from people. 
 
    By the time the wood opened up to wild grass, Jenny had left the traffic far behind her. The worn path led to a gap in a stone wall behind which was the edge of a huge graveyard. She entered cautiously. The grass was shorter, well kept; the atmosphere sombre, of the sort only a graveyard can produce. She moved through a line of tombstones until she made it to a wooden bench beneath the canopy of a mature tree. The bench was dry and, though the rain was much lighter now, she was glad of the shelter. She now had an elevated view of Dover, nestled in the valley below. The green of the lawn ran into the brown of treetops then the grey of the town far below. She felt so much safer now that she was out of the town, looking in. 
 
    Jenny checked herself over. She was damp, her clothes had a layer of moisture on the outside and she had a layer of sweat against her skin that was quickly turning cold. She shivered. She had her breath back but she knew she was just about done in. She doubted she could summon another sprint if one was needed. She was exhausted and her legs ached. Her hip and ribs were still sore from the day before. She had banged her shin badly and she had a bump on the top of her head that was tender to touch and the probable cause of her headache. Her left shoulder bled from the collision with the flint wall of the church. She pulled her legs up to hug them and rested her chin on her knees, staring out at the view. For the first time in a long while, she felt a degree of calm, like getting away from the chaos had afforded her an opportunity to think straight and work out her options. She only had one and that meant going back into the town. She could still hear sirens in the distance and see blue flashing lights. She had the impression that they didn’t know what they were chasing. And neither did she. 
 
    * * * 
 
    George had already released the handbrake when Emily got into the car. 
 
    ‘This is a rush job then is it?’ 
 
    ‘We need to get him secure.’ George ran his fingers over a black panel, he settled on a button marked 999 and pushed it. The car was unmarked but it had blue lights concealed in the front grille and rear window. They flickered to life. The gate closed behind them and he pressed the horn to start the siren. George accelerated away from Langthorne House towards the town of Maidstone where their potential leak should be waiting for them. 
 
    ‘There’s another reason I want to rush.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ Emily was battling to do up her seatbelt. 
 
    ‘Do you know about the other shooting?’ 
 
    ‘Wingmore Farm?’ 
 
    ‘That’s the one.’ 
 
    ‘What sort of an intelligence officer doesn’t know about a murder on her patch?’ 
 
    ‘How much do you know?’ 
 
    ‘Okay, fine, so I don’t know much. This Dover job is everything at the moment. I’ve not really kept up with Wingmore Farm. To be honest, I was told not to worry about it for now. The timing is not ideal.’ 
 
    ‘I thought as much. I’m worried that it’s going to get forgotten about. Already it’s been assigned one CSI and just a few response officers holding the scene. As far as investigators go, there’s me — officially. I managed to steal Paul Bearn, but he’s stuck to our witness and can’t really do much else. They’ve put out for overtime but everything that comes in seems to be sucked up by this other job.’ 
 
    ‘It won’t be forgotten about. It might just have to sit on the back burner for a day or two.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the thing . . . you can’t put something like that on the back burner. Whoever shot that woman is out there right now with a smoking gun, a dirty van and his co-defendants that he can’t guarantee control over. They’re no professionals. They turned up with balaclavas and lumps of wood and ended up with a gun going off. We need to be putting the pressure on, that’s how you force them to make mistakes or flush them out into the open.’ 
 
    ‘Are there no clues?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. Robbery gone wrong. The victims targeted because they live in an expensive place in the middle of nowhere. They weren’t there to murder anyone. They’ll be panicking, expecting knocks on their doors. We need to keep the pressure up.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like sense to me. Not sure what you can do, though. This other job has more bodies. It’s all over the news and a likely intended victim is still out there and at risk. You can see why it’s sucked up everything we have.’ 
 
    ‘Can you make a few calls for me? To your source handlers? See if they can get word out to see if anyone is nervous about a job. Someone out there knows who these gang members are. They might have known it was going to happen. They might know it went wrong — or if someone is trying to get rid of a gun or a van. Anything.’ 
 
    Emily exhaled heavily. ‘You know I’ll try and help, George, but I’m the same as everyone else. I’ve already been in touch with the source handlers. They’ve all been tasked around the Dover shooting. Like I said, it’s all over the news, so everyone’s talking about it. If everyone’s talking about it, that includes the criminal world. I’m expecting a lot back, but it will all be about Dover. I need to be sifting through it and picking out what’s relevant.’ 
 
    ‘I know. I appreciate that. Just don’t forget about me like everyone else will. I met the husband this morning, Ryker. If my victim hadn’t left anyone behind her then maybe I could accept that it’s not the day’s most important job. But you should have seen him. You’re sixty-two years married to someone and then out of the blue you get a knock at the door and a gunshot. He’s lost everything. I can’t give any of it back, but I gave him my word I would find the bastard who took it away from him.’ 
 
    ‘You should be careful what you promise, George. I know how you get fixated on keeping promises. I seem to remember a few very-near-death experiences linked to your word.’ 
 
    ‘Still here though, aren’t I?’ 
 
    ‘You are.’ 
 
    ‘Ouch, Ryker.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus! Sorry, George. I didn’t mean it quite like—’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, you did. It’s okay. You’re right.’ 
 
    Emily didn’t speak again straight away. ‘Sixty-two years . . .’ she said, eventually. 
 
    ‘I know, that’s almost two lifetimes.’ 
 
    ‘Did you even manage sixty-two days, George?’ 
 
    George laughed. He didn’t feel like it but it took him over. ‘Kick George while he’s down day, is it? You’d better get me some sort of a result now, Ryker!’ 
 
    Emily was laughing herself but she had at least pulled her phone from her pocket. She would use the rest of the car journey to make her calls back to the source team. 
 
    By the time they arrived at their destination, Emily had finished on the phone. It hadn’t sounded positive. George knew what he was up against. You couldn’t task too much out; you had to stick to one job at a time when you were dealing with grasses. It sounded like the Dover job was still taking precedence, but the source team had agreed that if they were offered any information they would send it back up the line. George had taken that as the best Emily was going to get. He did wonder, though, if the conversation might have ended differently if it had been him making the call. 
 
    George could see Jane Adams out and waiting in what looked like a bike shed in the Force Headquarters car park. She’d been sucking on a cigarette and now pushed it into the top of a metal post. George had worked closely with Jane in a previous life; it had been rare for a day to pass where his team didn’t need copies of 999 calls. They were often used as part of the evidence: they could be very effective in identifying cries for help in the background or capturing the panic and intensity in a victim’s voice when they later denied being a victim at all. Jane bustled over and stood by George’s door before he had finished parking. She was a handsome woman, almost as tall as George in her heels. She had short hair brushed over to one side and black-rimmed glasses. 
 
    ‘Adrian Minter,’ she said to George, straight off. ‘He’s still working at his desk. I spoke with the chief inspector and we thought that was best.’ 
 
    George climbed out of the car. ‘You told me you’d quit, Jane.’ George gestured at the post from which blue-tinged smoke still spiralled. 
 
    ‘First one in four months. I guess that’s what happens when you suddenly find one of your team is a murder suspect.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think we can call him that quite yet, Jane. More likely he’s been a bit silly. But we shall see. Does he have his phone?’ 
 
    ‘No. They all have to put them in a locker before they go out onto the floor. They all have their own lockers. I’ve pulled phone records so you can see that he made the outbound call. It was within thirty seconds of the other operator hanging up. He’s got some explaining to do, George.’ 
 
    ‘That he does. Do you know Emily Ryker?’ Emily held out her hand. Jane took it up and they exchanged pleasantries. 
 
    ‘Ryker, here, is an intel officer through and through. No doubt she’ll want the personnel file before we leave.’ 
 
    ‘It’s all ready for you.’ 
 
    ‘Of course it is! Let’s see what he has to say then, shall we?’ 
 
    On looking over his file, George discovered that Adrian Minter was in his mid-twenties and had previously worked as a phone-based sales agent for an insurance company. He had no police record of course, having been vetted as part of the force application process. His home address was a one-bed flat in Maidstone. He looked nervous. He wore black trousers and a short-sleeved shirt tucked into a belt with an oversized buckle. He had a slim build and an awkward posture. He dropped straight away into the chair George had positioned deliberately, so it that was obviously intended for him. 
 
    ‘I always find it respectful to ask permission to sit when you’re meeting with senior officers.’ 
 
    Minter flushed red, redder even than when he came in. He fidgeted, glancing to where Jane was perched on the edge of a desk in the background. Jane had checked with George that it was okay for her to sit in before she had gone to fetch Minter. George had positively encouraged it. He wanted to build the pressure, to put Minter on the back foot. The chair was part of that too. He had asked Emily to sit next to him. He deliberately didn’t introduce her so that Minter wouldn’t know who she was. This was his chance to get the information he needed. Once someone was arrested they became part of a slow, methodical process where the offender had time to reflect. Then a solicitor could get in their ear and the opportunity for a genuine, panicked reaction was much harder to prompt. 
 
    ‘S-sorry.’ Minter fidgeted as if contemplating standing up again. Then he changed his mind and shuffled straighter in his seat. 
 
    ‘Do you know who I am?’ George said. 
 
    Adrian looked back over at Jane. ‘Jane . . . she said you’re an inspector. She said you need to talk to me.’ He turned back to George, then to Emily. 
 
    ‘A woman died, Adrian. Because of the phone call you made. So you need to know from the off that this is serious. Conspiracy to murder, Adrian . . . are you aware of that offence? Fifteen years in prison — minimum.’ 
 
    ‘Consp . . . murder? What are you talking about?’ 
 
    ‘Take your time. Get your thoughts in order and then you need to tell me how you came to make a phone call that led to a woman’s death.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t. I don’t know what you mean. What call?’ 
 
    ‘How many outbound calls have you made today?’ 
 
    The red in Arian’s face had run out completely, his face was suddenly whiter than looked possible. ‘A few, I think. I don’t know. I’ve been busy.’ 
 
    ‘One.’ George held a sheet of paper in his hands, he gestured with it. ‘One call all day. Your job is to take emergency calls. Jane here tells me you’re good at it. No problems at all. It’s mostly inbound but there can be a need for you to make outbound calls, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘So the one outbound call you made today . . . why was that? And give me a little credit for a second, Adrian, and pretend that I already know.’ 
 
    Adrian looked at everyone again. They all stared back. He must have realised there was no one there to bat his corner for him. ‘I-I didn’t want to.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t want to what?’ George sat back. He wanted Adrian to know that this was his time to speak. Adrian peered back at Jane. She still stood behind him leaning on a table, her arms crossed. 
 
    ‘Someone called me. They said they knew where I worked. They said they needed some information, nothing that would cause any trouble. They just needed to know if someone called in and a few details of that person. That was all.’ 
 
    ‘How much?’ 
 
    ‘How much what? Information?’ 
 
    ‘Money, Adrian. How much did they offer you?’ 
 
    ‘Jesus, they made it sound like it was nothing. Like no one would care.’ 
 
    ‘How much?’ 
 
    ‘It was five hundred quid. They dropped it through my letterbox some time yesterday. I don’t know when. I got in from work and it was there. They’re supposed to do the same thing today, now I’ve done what they asked.’ 
 
    ‘A grand. A thousand pounds, Adrian. Think about that. That’s not a small amount of money is it? What information did they want?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a job running — the shooting in the south of the county yesterday. You know all about it right?’ 
 
    ‘Assume I don’t.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, well there’s a girl missing. She ran away from it all. We’ve appealed for her to get in touch. There’s a set protocol when she does. I was told I just needed to text a number when she got in touch.’ 
 
    ‘That’s all?’ 
 
    ‘That’s all.’ 
 
    ‘Just text a number to say she had got in touch with the police. Nothing more?’ 
 
    ‘No, that was it.’ 
 
    ‘For a thousand pounds?’ George sat straighter and then leaned forward into Adrian’s face. ‘Do you think I’m an idiot?’ 
 
    ‘No. No, sir.’ 
 
    ‘After that call came in, you phoned the informant straight back. You had to get some information, what information?’ 
 
    ‘Fine. Look, fine! But this is it . . . they said they wanted to know where she was. Failing that, where she was going and how. I called her back so I would know what car she was in. I reckoned this was the best I could do. As soon as I made the call, I knew it was a mistake. I know every call here is monitored, but these people dropped the money through my door. They know where I live. I made the call, made an excuse to get off the floor and then I sent the text. I was praying that would be the end of it. I didn’t expect them to drop any more money but I didn’t care. I was almost hoping they didn’t. I don’t want nothing more to do with them.’ 
 
    ‘And you don’t know who them is?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I have no idea, you have to believe me.’ 
 
    ‘What did you think they were going to use that information for? I mean, it’s obvious to me, but what were you thinking?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I guess I could have worked out that they were looking to find her before she got to us. But I didn’t know that, they never told me that.’ 
 
    ‘And a woman died.’ 
 
    Adrian slumped forward. His mouth hung open, he snorted a sudden intake of breath. It all looked very staged. ‘Am I going to prison?’ 
 
    ‘Well, right now you’re helping me. That’s the right thing to do at least. What number did they contact you on?’ 
 
    ‘My phone, it’s in the locker. It wasn’t hidden or anything. It will be the last number I sent a text to. I can go get it if you want?’ 
 
    ‘We already have your phone, Adrian.’ 
 
    Adrian hung his head again. ‘Okay.’ 
 
    ‘And you don’t know anything more about who contacted you?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    George nodded at Jane. She moved to the door and tugged it open. Two uniform officers were standing on the other side. They paced in, Adrian immediately looked up. 
 
    ‘Adrian Minter, you are under arrest for conspiracy to murder. You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention, when questioned, something you later rely on in court. Do you understand?’ 
 
    Adrian snorted again. This time his anguish seemed more genuine. He looked straight at George. ‘I thought I was helping you! You just said!’ 
 
    George stood up. ‘You were helping yourself, Adrian. A thousand pounds wasn’t it? I hope it was worth it.’ 
 
    George left the room as the handcuffs were being applied. Jane followed him out. Emily split off to make a phone call. She had Adrian’s file open in her hand. 
 
    ‘Such a shame,’ Jane said. 
 
    ‘He made his choice. I wouldn’t worry about him.’ 
 
    ‘No, I meant I literally just typed up his three-month assessment. I needn’t have bothered!’ 
 
    George broke into a smile. ‘I hope it wasn’t glowing.’ 
 
    ‘It was actually. You’ll stay for a cup of tea, George?’ 
 
    ‘I would love to, Jane, but I have to get back to Area. It’s manic down there. I don’t think Mr Whittaker would appreciate me taking a break right now.’ 
 
    ‘You work too hard, George, I’ve always said that.’ 
 
    ‘I think I’ve always agreed with you too. I meant what I said . . . I owe you one. When everything’s a bit calmer you can make me tea. I’ll bring a cream cake up or something. I know you look after me, Jane.’ 
 
    ‘It’s my pleasure, George. Anytime.’ She smiled and her cheeks flushed a little. George had always thought she was naturally flirty but he was beginning to think that maybe she saved a little extra for him. He smiled back, now reconsidering if he should stay for tea. His phone vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out to see Whittaker’s name on the screen. It made up his mind. 
 
    ‘Boss.’ George waved a cheery goodbye to Jane as he made for the exit. When he turned sideways to push the door open, Jane was still watching. 
 
    ‘George, what news?’ 
 
    ‘Just this second out of my meeting with our friend Adrian. The boy’s an idiot. He’s been very naïve but I don’t put his involvement as any more than that.’ 
 
    ‘Has he been nicked?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, he’ll get the full treatment, he’ll be formally interviewed but I don’t expect anything more to come out of that. I have what I needed.’ 
 
    ‘He was helpful then?’ 
 
    ‘I’m pretty sure he told me everything he knew. Unfortunately, that isn’t a lot. He was called out of the blue. We have the phone number but it will be a burner phone at a guess. He was offered a grand in two payments for the information he gave. He’s had five hundred already. It was stuffed through his letterbox. The other five hundred is due now he’s given the information.’ 
 
    ‘I see. So he has no idea who these people are?’ 
 
    ‘He says not. I believe him too. He got greedy and stupid.’ 
 
    ‘So where are we? Someone sitting up on his address for this next payment?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so, boss. They got his number from somewhere. We have to consider it was someone else here and someone who knew him well enough to know that he might be susceptible. They may already know he has been arrested — that’s if they ever intended on paying him the rest. I wouldn’t, would you?’ 
 
    ‘No, I guess I wouldn’t.’ 
 
    ‘I have his address. While I’m up here I’ll do some house-to-house, see if his neighbours saw anyone dropping anything through his door. You never know, we might get lucky.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, George. Keep in touch.’ 
 
    ‘I will do. I was planning on dropping in on my job on the way back. I want to see the old boy again. I want him to know I’m about.’ 
 
    ‘Understood. I’m sure Paul Bearn is very capable.’ 
 
    George finished his call. He considered calling Paul straight away to get an update on how Stan was doing. He decided against it. He trusted Paul like no other; George would let him get on with his job. He could talk to him soon enough. Emily was already standing by the car. 
 
    ‘Did you say goodbye to your girlfriend?’ 
 
    ‘That was Whittaker. I think you might have misunderstood the signals between us two.’ 
 
    ‘You know what I mean, George.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s go knock some doors.’ 
 
    Adrian Minter lived in a reasonable area. It was walking distance from his place of work, off Coverdale Avenue towards the town centre. It was a busy road in both directions and had a parade of shops servicing the densely populated estates close to the police headquarters. Behind these shops was an L-shaped building with two levels of flats. Adrian’s was on the first floor. George walked the concrete stairwell noting the standard smell of urine. Adrian’s flat was four along. The walkway was exposed to the elements, the frontages of all the flats were featureless and identical. He knocked on Adrian’s door — just in case. There was no answer. The next flat along was the last one. All the front doors were the same: dull, white UPVC with three frosted panes: two squares and a semi-circle at the top. At least this one had a welcome mat. He knocked. He readied his badge in his hand. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ an elderly female voice called through the door. 
 
    ‘Good afternoon. I’m sorry to bother you, my name is George Elms. I’m a police officer, ma’am.’ The door scraped with chains and turning locks. The door was opened an inch — just enough for George to see half a wrinkled face looking out at him. He held his badge up to the gap. ‘Nothing to worry about.’ George added. 
 
    ‘Just a moment.’ The door was pushed shut. George exchanged a smile with Emily. The door opened wider. ‘Oh!’ The woman exclaimed at Emily. 
 
    ‘This is my colleague, DC Emily Ryker.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ 
 
    ‘Like I said, nothing to worry about. Do you know your neighbour? The flat next door?’ 
 
    The woman stepped out of her front door to have a look, like she needed a visual reminder. ‘I say hello, you know? I wouldn’t say I know him. I mean, I keep myself to myself. You got to round here. Is he in some sort of trouble?’ 
 
    ‘Not really, no. I’m more concerned about people that might have come up and spoken to him. Have you noticed anyone at his door in the last couple of days? Or anyone hanging around that you haven’t seen before?’ 
 
    ‘Always people hanging around here. They use the stairwell, see. We get the kids from over the estate. They come and sit in there and have a drink. I mean they don’t give me any bother but I’m usually in and settled before they come out. Sometimes I see them in the summer.’ 
 
    ‘So you haven’t seen anyone new around?’ 
 
    ‘No. Did you want to come in rather than stand out there?’ 
 
    ‘No, thank you. I’m sorry I didn’t take your name.’ 
 
    ‘Rose. Rose Miller. Do you need my phone number?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so, Rose. Thanks for talking to me though. I’m really sorry to have bothered you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, it’s no bother, officer. I like to help you lot. You know where I am if you need me!’ The woman seemed to suddenly be aware of herself. She mumbled her goodbyes and stepped back into her flat. George ignored Emily’s wide grin. He stepped past her to get to the front door on the other side of Adrian’s flat. 
 
    ‘You know where I live, Inspector Elms. You can come here anytime. Do you need my phone number? Are you wearing a new aftershave or something?’ Emily’s voice was low and mocking. She was chuckling too. 
 
    ‘Yes, thank you, Ryker. We’ll just do this one and then we’ll call it a day. This is a poke in the dark.’ 
 
    ‘I know where else you might be able to get one of those!’ 
 
    George composed himself before knocking on the next door. 
 
    This one was answered quicker and by a far different animal. George stepped back. The man filled the doorway. He wore a white vest pulled taut over his chest by a protruding stomach. His head brushed against the top of the doorway and he had black football shorts straining against the size of his thighs. He had a flashing blue games console controller in one hand and a large packet of cheese and onion crisps in the other. He held the bag like a throttled chicken. 
 
    ‘What you want?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry to disturb you, mate. I’m George Elms and this is Emily Ryker.’ George held up his badge and the man’s gaze stayed fixed on him. 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘We’re doing some enquiries around someone that might have been to your neighbour’s house. There’s been a rather serious incident and we think someone involved might have been here. Have you seen anyone knocking at his door?’ 
 
    ‘Nah, mate. I don’t really take much notice. You get people up here knocking at doors an’ that, but they don’t bother me. They wouldn’t fucking dare, you know what I mean?’ 
 
    ‘I think I do, yeah. So you haven’t seen anyone out of place or that you haven’t seen before?’ 
 
    The man shook his head. ‘I got a leaflet. That was it. I don’t get much post. People don’t know I live here. Soon as they do, they start asking for money. I’m still on the run from Brighthouse. Them people need to get their house in order before they start coming to mine, you know what I mean?’ 
 
    George had absolutely no idea. ‘Okay, so just a leaflet. No problem. Thanks for your time.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. One of these restaurant ones — kebab house. I called them up too. I like a kebab and I thought it was a new place — but it weren’t. It was some setup on the other side of the town. They don’t even deliver out here. I said to them on the phone, ‘why the fuck did you stick it through my letterbox then, you cunt!’ They never had no answer to that.’ 
 
    ‘What leaflet?’ Emily cut in. George was moving away, looking to leave. 
 
    ‘Wassat, babe?’ he said. 
 
    ‘Have you still got the leaflet?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t fuckin’ . . .’ The man was half-turned as he spoke, he was inspecting the floor. He bent down behind the door. He handed the leaflet to Emily. ‘No good to me, babe. You can have it.’ 
 
    He shut the door. 
 
    ‘Babe?’ George said. 
 
    ‘I still got it, too, George.’ 
 
    ‘Do you want to knock again? He might be single?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, he’s definitely single.’ Emily lifted the leaflet. ‘Best Kebab,’ she read. ‘Go knock on your girlfriend’s door, see if she got one of these too.’ George did as he was told. She confirmed that she had. 
 
    ‘You’re thinking the leaflets are linked?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. It’s a common tactic, right?’ 
 
    George nodded. He’d used it himself. If he needed to get close to an address for a peak through a window or to work out the easiest way to force entry, he would scoop up some menus from a local takeaway and drop some through the letterboxes of the target address and a few houses either side. No one would look at you twice. It was also a tactic used by some burglars or con artists. It would be a good way of getting an envelope through someone’s door if you wanted to be certain of blending in. 
 
    ‘You fancy a kebab?’ 
 
    Emily screwed her face up at the menu printed on the flip-side. ‘Definitely not.’ 
 
    George checked his watch. ‘We’ll do this one last enquiry and then I’ve got to get back.’ 
 
    Best Kebabs was already looking to be a bold claim before George and Emily stepped in. It was part of a drab, concrete square that sat between a launderette and a betting shop and boasted two-for-one pizzas on a handwritten cardboard star. The front of the shop was empty. George guessed they hadn’t been open long. The displays were largely empty too. A man appeared carrying a tray in each hand, both were loaded with long metal skewers through clumps of sandy coloured meat. 
 
    ‘Hello!’ The man was immediately cheerful. ‘One moment.’ A thick accent, maybe Middle Eastern. George scanned the counter. Sure enough, he could see a stack of the same menus that had been posted through the addresses either side of Adrian. The man positioned the trays under the counter and they were visible behind glass. A fly had settled already. The man straightened up. 
 
    ‘How can I help?’ 
 
    ‘Who does your leafleting?’ 
 
    ‘Leaflet?’ the man scowled, his smile dropping away in an instant. 
 
    ‘You have a stack of menus there, who takes them out and drops them through the doors? Do you do it?’ 
 
    ‘Ah. You want job?’ The man still looked confused as he looked George up and down. He probably didn’t look like their average candidate. 
 
    ‘No, not exactly.’ George showed his badge. ‘I’m investigating a serious incident. I need to know who’s been out delivering your menus and where they go. No one’s in any trouble, I’m sure. We’re trying to piece together what happened and you guys might be able to help.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll . . . you wait. I go see the boss.’ 
 
    The man left in a hurry. George had already noted the darkness of the back room had suddenly been flooded with daylight in the last minute. He reckoned they had lost at least one employee out the back. George didn’t need to be reacting to that: more than likely he would end up chasing someone down on foot who would turn out to be an over-stayer. Immigration certainly wouldn’t thank him for that. 
 
    An older man with a shirt tucked into heavy-looking brown trousers emerged from the back. He was overweight, his shirt was open enough to reveal a tight-fitting white vest underneath and his sleeves were rolled up. He was chewing on something. He finished it before he spoke. 
 
    ‘Problem?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so. I’m just here asking a few questions. I’m trying to piece together a serious incident some distance from here.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t get involved in things like that here. This is a good place.’ 
 
    ‘Things like what?’ 
 
    ‘Like what you investigate. We don’t have police come here. We have no trouble. This is a good place.’ 
 
    ‘Someone who did have some trouble had your menu delivered. We just wanted to speak to the person who delivers your menus. Maybe he saw something.’ 
 
    ‘Our menus? No, we do not deliver these. Not for a long time. No one is reliable, yes?’ 
 
    ‘You don’t put them out through people’s doors?’ 
 
    ‘No. But people, sometimes they take. A lot at once maybe?’ The man shrugged. 
 
    ‘Who did?’ 
 
    ‘I not know, but maybe another of our men. Maybe somebody knows. I will talk tonight, okay?’ 
 
    ‘Do you have CCTV?’ George looked up at the ceiling. He could see a plastic dome that looked like it had a camera inside. 
 
    ‘This? This does not work. Not now. It is broken.’ 
 
    ‘That is a shame.’ In George’s experience, takeaway shops rarely had working CCTV if they were asked by the police. George scribbled out his details. The man thanked him for them and pocketed the piece of paper without looking at it. George took his name, he was hesitant at first but he gave it. George thanked him and they left. 
 
    ‘We’re not expecting any assistance from in there, are we?’ Emily asked. 
 
    ‘No. It’s a tentative enquiry anyway. Not that it’s my problem. I’ll update Whittaker on the way back and then I’m going to see my victim.’ 
 
    ‘You want me to come with you?’ 
 
    ‘If you don’t mind. It’s on the way. I only want to drop in and see him for a few minutes for an update. I want him to know that I’m still about.’ 
 
    ‘Do you have an update to give him?’ 
 
    ‘No. But I’ll think of something.’ They made it back to the car. Emily seemed to be studying him with an air of suspicion. She was right to. There was nothing new to tell Stanley Wingmore about who had murdered his wife. But he wanted Emily to see him for herself, maybe then she would lean a little harder on her source handlers, dig a little deeper. He reckoned she knew exactly what he was doing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    The rain was now heavier. Jenny was still under the cover of the tree but now the moisture was simply gathering on the leaves and falling in bigger drops. Her whole body shivered as she pulled the hood of the gilet in tighter and peered around for better shelter. The cemetery was vast, the size of twenty football pitches or more. She couldn’t see any buildings in the grounds, despite her elevated view. She presumed there must be a church or chapel somewhere at least. She gradually became aware of the distant whir of an engine. The sound was intermittent and somewhere in front of her, but the breeze rolling down the slope towards the town made it difficult for her to identify it specifically or to pinpoint where it was coming from. She stood up; her legs were stiff with the lack of movement, her back and hips the same. There was a line of trees to the west that looked like a good source of cover. Once she reached it and dropped down the slope a little, the tree line curved away sharply to reveal a sheltered clearing. In the middle of the clearing stood a cabin. She moved closer to investigate. The curvature of the woodland meant it couldn’t be seen by anyone looking up the slope. The cabin was made largely of wood and was shaped like a miniature house or some small-scale model. It had clearly been there a while; the wood was weathered and the grass around it well trampled. It had a solid-looking chimneystack of different coloured, flat stones, pushing up to the edge of the roof on the side closest to her. 
 
    The door was made of thick wooden slats that likewise differed slightly in shade. A porch hung over it, held up by four wooden poles. There were no signs of life. She walked around it once, careful not to stand on any of the thin sticks or crunchy brown leaves that littered the ground. It had a wooden lean-to on the far side. Its double doors hung open to reveal a sit-on lawn mower. It smelled strongly of freshly cut grass and, when Jenny felt its flat nose, it was still warm. She started to move away. 
 
    ‘Can I help you, love?’ 
 
    She grimaced. She was going to have to interact with someone — and he had called her ‘love.’ Visions of Anne flashed through her mind — that last look she had given her: Run, love! 
 
    Jenny stopped and turned. A man stood out on the wooden porch, the door behind him open. She saw a puff of white smoke from the chimney and its movement drew her eye. She was pretty certain it hadn’t been smoking just a few seconds ago. The man was tall, despite an apparent stoop. His right palm rested on his hip as if he might have a back complaint. He had dark trousers tucked into welly boots and a lumberjack-style jacket. His grey hair and beard were topped by a wax hat with a rim to keep the rain off his face. 
 
    ‘No. Sorry, I was just trying to find somewhere dry.’ 
 
    ‘You found somewhere then. Do you want to rest up? This rain will pass. It even stopped my mowing.’ 
 
    ‘No. Thank you.’ But she didn’t step away. She didn’t know where else she was going to go. If she got thoroughly wet, she didn’t know where she might get dry again. 
 
    ‘I’ve just lit the stove. I can do a cup of tea. By the time we’ve drunk it, I reckon you might have a window.’ The man leaned forward a little and stuck his hand out from under the porch roof. ‘No point soaking you to your skin, love. It’s up to you, mind.’ He moved back into the cabin. Jenny looked around her. She couldn’t see anyone else moving. Everyone else was out of the rain, comfortable in their warm homes, drinking tea. She walked to the door. 
 
    The smell dominated her senses as she walked in. It was wonderful, a combination of split timber, smoke from the burner and cut grass. It was bigger inside than she had imagined. To the right side of the door was a camp bed along the wall faced by two chairs. To the left was the wood burner with a wooden bench that held a tall flask and some pots. The man sat on a chair at the bench. A black, iron kettle was balanced on top of the burner. It was already fizzing steam from its nozzle. She could hear the rain bouncing off the tiles. 
 
    ‘You decided you’d like a tea after all, then! A good choice. You can pull up one of those chairs over there if you want, sit closer to the heat. You look a little cold, love.’ 
 
    Jenny did as she was told. Gladly. She sat down. She stretched her hands out towards the flames — the fire was already roaring. ‘Thanks,’ she said. 
 
    ‘No bother. I’m Mike. I do the upkeep around here. This is kind of my work place, I suppose.’ 
 
    Jenny peered around again. ‘You could do worse.’ 
 
    ‘I could at that.’ 
 
    ‘Did you build it?’ 
 
    ‘No, love. I added to it a bit. I put the burner in, see? But this has been up here a long time in some form or another. How do you take your tea?’ 
 
    ‘Just white, please. Thanks again, I could really do with a cup of tea.’ 
 
    ‘I can see that.’ 
 
    Jenny was suddenly conscious again of her appearance and of her injuries. She knew she was drawing attention to herself. There wasn’t much she could do about it. Mike put a tin cup down in front of her. He topped it up with milk from the flask. ‘So, you up here with a loved one?’ Jenny was puzzled; he must have picked up on it. ‘Do you have a relative buried up here?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no. I just needed the peace and quiet. That is okay, isn’t it?’ She was suddenly a little panicked, like she had broken some law. 
 
    Mike chuckled. ‘That’s just fine. There’s nothing like the peace and quiet you get in a place for the dead. They tend to keep themselves to themselves.’ 
 
    ‘I guess they do. I’m a little jealous. You ever have the feeling that the world is just chaos everywhere and you just need to get away from it all?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes. Now you are preaching to the converted, love. I used to chase chaos for a living but it was always one step ahead of me. I was a medic for over thirty years. I worked the wards and the ambulances — always accident and emergency work. This is the perfect job for me, now. That was all noise and chaos. This is making sure the lawn is neat for the eternal rest. I’ve never been happier to come to work.’ 
 
    ‘A retired medic. Sounds like you earned your retirement.’ 
 
    ‘Well, everyone does, really. The thing with being a medic for so long is that you get good at spotting people that need help. Even those who are trying to hide it.’ He lingered on her, holding his smile. 
 
    ‘I reckon this tea is giving me all the help I need.’ 
 
    ‘You’d be surprised just how often I prescribed it. A good cup of tea. You really can’t go wrong.’ 
 
    ‘You really can’t.’ Jenny took a sip. It was hot as hell. 
 
    ‘You sure there’s nothing more I can do to help? I got a car just down the hill if you want driving somewhere through the rain? After we’ve finished our tea, of course.’ 
 
    Jenny was back to thinking about where she could go next. It was still too soon to go back into the town. She would surely be better off waiting until it got dark. 
 
    ‘Thanks, but I’ve got nowhere I can go.’ 
 
    ‘Really? A bright young thing like you? Not got friends or family nearby? I don’t mind a bit further afield or a train station? You shouldn’t be sat out here in the rain.’ 
 
    ‘No, my family are a long way from here. I was just looking to find somewhere to wait for an hour or a little more. In the dry. Can you help with that?’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Well, I don’t know about that — I mean, the wife’s at home. I don’t know if I could make her underst—’ 
 
    ‘Mike, I don’t need you to take me home with you! I meant here. I can’t think of anywhere I would rather be right now. You really do have a beautiful place to while away the hours. I was hoping to be able to watch the sunset maybe. Then I’ll be gone.’ 
 
    Mike peered around now. He settled back on Jenny. ‘Sure, I guess you can stay in here for a couple of hours. My shift’s just about done. I just fired up the stove for the last tea of the day. You can stick around. I’ll leave the flask and there’s some milk in there if you want some more tea. Just push the door shut when you’re done, okay? There’s a padlock.’ 
 
    ‘Sure. Thanks so much, Mike. I can’t tell you how much it means.’ 
 
    Mike waved her away. ‘We gotta help each other out. You take that from a thirty-year paramedic. The main thing I learnt in all that time is that we all need someone sometimes.’ 
 
    ‘I think you’re right.’ 
 
    Jenny made small talk for another fifteen minutes or so. Maybe it was the sudden rush of warmth, the soothing crackling of the burning logs and the knowledge that there was a camp bed directly behind, but she suddenly realised just how tired she was. Mike was true to his word. He finished his tea, tidied a few bits and locked up his mower before saying his goodbyes. Jenny promised to drop back in for a cup of tea on another day. He stoked the burner for her and plied it with two fresh logs before he went. Jenny moved the chairs out of the way and dragged the camp bed over the uneven stone floor. She positioned it so it was close enough to the fire. She lay on her left side. Her head was still tender to lie on but it didn’t seem to matter. She forgot her pain quickly and was overcome by sleep. 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Hey, Paul. Good to see you.’ Paul Bearn stepped out of the grand front door of Wingmore Farm to greet George and Emily as they pulled up in the car. George hadn’t called ahead. Paul must have been in the front room. George could picture Stan sat in the same place he had left him. Paul would have heard his approach on the gravel drive. 
 
    ‘Good to see you too, George.’ 
 
    ‘How’s it been? Hard going I bet?’ 
 
    ‘It’s been okay. We know he’s taken it hard, but I’m struggling to get through to him. There’s certainly no sign of improvement yet.’ 
 
    ‘It’s still early. And, trust me Paul, you will be making a massive difference just by being here with him.’ 
 
    ‘I know that. It’s like he’s missed out a step though. We’ve seen enough people after something like this and they always seem to be a bit numb, you know? But you can spend the day talking with them and they start to make sense and you can get things done. Then you’ll come back the next day and you might get nothing. Like they’ve realised just what has happened and you can’t even get two words. It feels like that’s where Stan is right now.’ 
 
    ‘Is he talking to you at all?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, he is. He’s a nice old fella. He told me about Janice, about how they met and where they’ve been. They’re quite the travelled couple. We’ve talked a bit about what needs to happen, about funeral arrangements and getting people here, but he’s struggled with that. I can’t really get him to engage.’ 
 
    ‘Have you spoken to the daughter? He wouldn’t let me call her.’ 
 
    ‘No. But I’m told a neighbour has. I can’t get any details to confirm that either way.’ 
 
    ‘So we don’t know what she knows?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t be sure she knows anything. He’s a wily old bastard, George. I get the impression he wouldn’t hesitate to pull the wool if he wanted to.’ 
 
    ‘Where are we with CSI? I see Ali’s van is still here.’ 
 
    ‘She’s still here too. She’ll be back tomorrow for certain. It might roll into day three if they can’t get any help for her. But the body is leaving today. Another hour or so.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that’s good.’ 
 
    ‘It is for Stan. I think he needs her to go now. He’s been preparing himself for that. It needs to happen.’ 
 
    ‘It does. Let’s go talk to him.’ George moved to the front door, Emily and Paul followed just behind him. Sure enough Stan was in the same armchair he had been in earlier in the day. He looked even smaller and his head was still slumped forward. He did look up and managed a weak smile. 
 
    ‘George.’ 
 
    ‘How’s it going, Stan?’ 
 
    ‘How do you think?’ 
 
    ‘You’re right — one of my stupider questions. I hear Janice is going to be leaving shortly. Did you know that?’ 
 
    ‘I did. Paul told me they would be taking her away. She’s got another ordeal in front of her, George — they need to do an autopsy. I don’t see why. She was shot in the stomach, she lost a lot of blood and she died. Surely they don’t need to go chopping her up to tell that?’ 
 
    George knelt back down in front of Stan. ‘Janice is gone, Stan, there’s nothing of her left now. The autopsy, that’s the bit where we get our evidence. That’s the bit where we get a report from an expert that says your wife was fatally injured by a gunshot. That’s the bit where I can be sure that no sleazy barrister further down the line can’t argue that your wife was murdered in cold blood so he can try and get his bastard client off the hook. You understand me? You and I both know what happened and the court will know what happened because we will be there to tell them. But I don’t want a single thing left to chance. When I present a case, especially one like this, I want to be sure that there’s nothing anyone can do but send them down for life. I know what you mean — I know it’s not a nice thought, Stan — but that’s not Janice anymore. Okay?’ 
 
    ‘Okay, George, if you say so. Do you know how long? Until they take her away?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t. Not for sure. Let me ask.’ 
 
    George swapped out with Paul who moved forward to sit with Stan. Emily stayed in the background. George moved through to the kitchen. Ali was still in there, still in her forensic suit. She was on her hands and knees in the middle of the kitchen. 
 
    ‘Ali!’ George called out. 
 
    ‘I thought I told you not to go into any other rooms!’ 
 
    ‘Sorry. I’m not technically in.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not technically out either, are you?’ 
 
    ‘Well, no.’ 
 
    He could hear Ali chuckling from behind her mask. ‘I’m pretty much done with this room. I’ve not even started with the hall where the gun cabinet is yet, or anywhere else in the house. I haven’t done much outside either.’ 
 
    ‘So I can be in here?’ 
 
    ‘You can be that close.’ 
 
    George could see all he needed to from where he stood. He could see the splatter too. He was always surprised just how much of a mess the human body could make. ‘Are we getting the clean team in?’ 
 
    ‘No. We don’t do that anymore, George.’ 
 
    ‘Since when?’ 
 
    ‘Since the cuts, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘So you get to clean up your own family member’s insides now?’ 
 
    ‘Welcome to the new regime.’ 
 
    ‘That’s awful. Have you still got the contact details for them? It’s the council that do it, right?’ 
 
    ‘I used to call the council — the hygiene people. They had a contact — a private company, and basically that is what they do. They clean up the stuff that nobody else will touch.’ 
 
    ‘Do you still have the number?’ 
 
    ‘I actually have the company owner’s number. I should be able to dig it out. But they won’t do it. Nobody does anything for free these days, George, no matter how sad your story.’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t expecting it for free.’ 
 
    Ali dug around in her suit and produced a phone. She slid a finger out of her glove to operate it. George felt his phone vibrate. ‘I’ve sent you the number for the council. You’ll need to speak to them before 5 p.m., though. They work office hours.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Ali. Let Paul know first — when you’re ready to move Janice, I mean.’ 
 
    ‘Will do.’ 
 
    George moved back through to where Stan was sitting. He looked up at George. ‘It’s not going to be long, Stan, I can’t give you an exact time, but I reckon within the hour. Ali will pop through and talk to you and Paul here when it’s time. I’m going to head back to carry on with my bit. I’ll talk to you regularly Stan and you can speak to me any time of day. You have my number.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, George.’ 
 
    George turned to where Emily stood behind him. ‘Stan, this is DC Emily Ryker. She’s our finest intelligence officer. She’s going to be helping with the investigation too. We’ve got our best people on this, Stan — trust me on that.’ 
 
    Stan lifted up watery eyes to take in Emily, then he slumped back to stare at the floor again. 
 
    George returned to the car and Emily walked out with him. She slid into the passenger seat as he fiddled with his phone. It started ringing through the speakers as he turned the car around on the gravel. 
 
    ‘KMS cleaning services, Kerry speaking, how can I help you?’ The voice sounded distant through the tinny speakers. 
 
    ‘Good afternoon. My name is George Elms. I’m a police inspector in Langthorne. I understand you provide a specialist cleaning service for us when a crime scene demands it. Is that right?’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Well . . . yes. We have done in the past, Mr Elms, but that contract has run its course. We no longer work with the police. We were informed there was no funding for this sort of thing anymore.’ 
 
    ‘I see. I know I’ve used you people in the past, Kerry, and I couldn’t put a price on what you guys do. I’m faced with an elderly gent who in a short time will be asked to mop up what is left of his wife from his kitchen floor. That just doesn’t sit right with me.’ 
 
    ‘I see. I mean, I agree, of course. That isn’t right.’ 
 
    ‘Can I ask . . . are you the K in KMS, Kerry?’ 
 
    ‘I’m the whole thing. My initials. Not very original, eh?’ 
 
    George chuckled, ‘Well, no. What can I say? I can’t even pretend I’m impressed with the creativity there!’ 
 
    ‘I picked it out of a shortlist. It was either that or Guts R Us. This isn’t an easy business to brand.’ 
 
    George laughed harder. ‘I like it! I think maybe you should have stayed with the guts name. Just my personal opinion.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll bear it in mind. Look, I’m very sorry we can’t help. Obviously you can pass our details on to your man who’s facing the clean-up. We’ll be more than happy to come out.’ 
 
    ‘I honestly don’t think he would even be capable right now. I was hoping to get it arranged without involving him to be honest. What sort of cost would he be looking at?’ 
 
    ‘We would come out and quote you. But if it’s one room, for example, our prices would start at six hundred. Depends if you need anything specialist or deep cleaned.’ 
 
    ‘Six hundred! I see. Look, I’d like to put this through us. I know there’s no contract or relationship with us anymore but if you could do it for a more palatable price you could invoice me direct. I’ll make sure the bill is met.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think that’s going to be possible, Mr Elms. I’m really sorry. Your police force were not very quick payers historically, and that was when there was a system in place. I can’t afford to be waiting on jobs.’ 
 
    ‘I appreciate that. This would be a direct invoice to me. If I can’t turn it round in three working days you can bill my own credit card. You have my word. That’s the word of a police officer right there, Kerry!’ 
 
    ‘I’ve worked with plenty of police officers, Mr Elms.’ 
 
    ‘Shit!’ George laughed. ‘In that case, I shouldn’t have said that.’ 
 
    ‘No you shouldn’t.’ George detected laughter on the other end of the phone. 
 
    ‘How about three hundred and you can take card details from me now. I’ll try and get it back on expenses, but that will be my problem. You’ll have your money.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll have half my money, Mr Elms.’ 
 
    ‘George, please. Call me George.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you. So I’d have half of my money, George.’ 
 
    ‘Three-fifty.’ 
 
    ‘Five hundred, George. I’ll give you a discount for bare-faced cheek.’ 
 
    ‘Come on, Kerry! This is my money here. I’m trying to look out for my victim. Sixty-two years married. I won’t have him cleaning up her blood. I can’t have that. I will do it myself, but I’ve seen what you people do and I know how good you are. What you may not know is just how important you are in that person’s recovery.’ 
 
    ‘Flattery will get you nowhere.’ 
 
    ‘I was already getting nowhere! Four hundred and you have my word that I will get you back at the table for a renewed contract.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve already talked about policemen and their word!’ 
 
    ‘Not me, Kerry. You’ve never dealt with me.’ 
 
    ‘No offence if I say I don’t want to again.’ 
 
    George was back to laughing again. He fidgeted to pull his wallet out of his back pocket. ‘Kerry, I’m going to hand over to my glamorous assistant. She’ll give you address details and a contact number for the CSI. She’ll also give you the payment details for the three-hundred-and-fifty-pound payment. This has been an expensive shift, Kerry . . .’ 
 
    ‘Fine. Pass her over and I will take the details for your four-hundred-pound payment. And that’s before inspection. Best I can do.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a wonderful person, Kerry. And that’s exactly what I’m going to say when I get back to head office. I look forward to working with you in the future.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure you do.’ 
 
    George grinned over at Emily. He was gesturing with his wallet. She took it out of his hand and introduced herself. A few minutes later and the call was completed. 
 
    ‘That was good of you,’ Emily said. ‘You know you won’t see that money again, George — not with our finance department.’ 
 
    ‘This man’s already destroyed. I can’t imagine what happens to him if we leave him to clean that up. I’m going to have the bastards that did this. I need your help, Emily.’ 
 
    ‘I said I would.’ 
 
    ‘You did, but around this other job. I know that’s the force priority but it needn’t necessarily be ours. You saw him back there . . .’ 
 
    ‘I did. You made sure I did. You made sure he knew I was on board and you put me in a front row seat to listen to you begging for a clean-up. I get it. I get that you’ve taken this one personal. I will do what I can, George, just like I always do when you ask me to.’ 
 
    ‘I know you will. Sorry, Emily, I didn’t mean to rub your nose in it. I just know that when you put your effort into something you always get a result. I need a result.’ 
 
    ‘What did you just get told about flattery?’ 
 
    ‘A lie, Emily. I just got told a big, fat lie.’ 
 
    Emily grinned. George was relieved. She had seen straight through him, just like she always did. But she was still on board and that would bring results. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    George didn’t sleep well. A few years before he had been stood too close to an explosion and suffered damage to his ears that he’d been told might be permanent. That damage currently took the form of a constant whooshing in his ears — or tinnitus, to give it its medical name. This wasn’t the only hindrance to a good night’s sleep. The last few years of worrying and wondering about his wife and child had added to his difficulties. Now he was quite accepting of his condition. It was amazing how you could adapt when you needed to. George had once been someone desperately in need of his eight hours’ sleep and now he seemed to manage well enough on just a couple per night. 
 
    He was awake when his phone went off. It was plugged into its charging cable on the kitchen side. George didn’t always make it to bed; often he would fall asleep in front of whatever was on television. The noise of inane chatter or mocked up explosions was far more relaxing than the whooshing and whirring of his tinnitus. He was still lying out on the sofa. It was just a few minutes after dawn and he was considering how long he should wait before having his first cup of tea of the day. 
 
    He moved quickly across the room to his phone. The screen said RYKER and he frowned. 
 
    ‘What the hell are you doing up at this time of day?’ he said. 
 
    ‘Who said I was up?’ Emily sounded tired. Her voice was lower than normal and her words were breathy. 
 
    ‘I guessed you would have to be up to call me. I can’t imagine you would have anything new to tell me from your bed.’ 
 
    ‘That’s how good I am, see? I put the word out about your farm shooting like I said I would. I got woken up by a text from one of the source handlers. They’ve been offered some information. And if I’m awake because of you then I’m definitely waking you up.’ 
 
    George snatched the phone away from the wire. He walked over to the large window at the far side of the lounge. It looked out over the English Channel. The sea was calm and blue and the sky matched it. ‘What information?’ 
 
    ‘That was all the message said—’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t call me at 5 a.m. to tell me someone had sent you a text message, Ryker—’ 
 
    ‘If you’ll let me finish! I don’t function too well this time of the morning, George. I called him back.’ 
 
    ‘Who? The source handler?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, the source handler. I called him back and he apologised for waking me up, but he had just got off the phone from one of his sources. He was asking to meet. The handler asked what it was all about and he gave him enough to know that it was about the farm shooting.’ 
 
    ‘What did he give?’ George bit down on his lip; he was struggling to stop himself from jumping in. 
 
    ‘Jesus, George! Give me a chance. He said he knew about a crew. They go out and do rural breaks. They’ve been working in Sussex mainly, but he reckons they crossed the border to do your job. They target wealthy people who live out in isolated areas.’ 
 
    ‘That would fit.’ 
 
    ‘It would. The source reckons there’s a bit more to it than chance. He said something about one of the crew working off a debt — maybe he was borrowing against their takings. Whatever the reason, he chose the venue and he promised them they would get their money back and then some.’ 
 
    ‘From Stan Wingmore?’ 
 
    ‘From that house, yeah.’ 
 
    ‘So what, this crew member knows there’s money there?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what it sounds like.’ 
 
    ‘Your source handler, is he going out to get more information?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. But George — you’re not going to like it — they’re all out meeting their regulars over the next two or three days over this other job. He’s arranged to talk to him by the end of the week. He’s hoping to set something up by Friday. In Dover somewhere. He said he would give me an update as soon as there is one, but—’ 
 
    ‘Friday’s no good, Emily! He needs to speak to him before then — like, today!’ 
 
    ‘I knew you’d say that. I said the same. He said there was no way that was going to happen. They’ve got direction from up on high. There’s a lot of pressure to clean this other mess up, George. The media don’t even know about Stanley Wingmore’s night.’ 
 
    ‘You know I can’t accept that.’ 
 
    ‘I knew you wouldn’t want to.’ 
 
    ‘Can you go back to him?’ 
 
    ‘And say what?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll speak to Whittaker, get him to put his weight about. He can clear the way for the handler to go and meet him today.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know if that will do any good. I think Whittaker might even prefer him to be trying to get results for the Dover shooting. No one’s under more pressure than he is around that.’ 
 
    ‘Who was it, Ryker?’ 
 
    ‘Who was what?’ 
 
    ‘The handler you spoke to?’ 
 
    ‘You know I can’t tell you that, George. I did you a favour going to them in the first place — it was all off the record.’ 
 
    ‘And he told you off the record, but why would he do that? He would know that you would go to the investigator with the information, otherwise what is the point of it? I just want to know who it is so I can sound it out with them. Make sure there isn’t anything more that he missed out.’ 
 
    ‘Give me some credit, George.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not mugging you off, Ryker. I know you don’t miss a trick. But that’s my excuse to call him.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t do any more, George, I’ve already done too much.’ 
 
    ‘I know where they’re based, Ryker. I’ll go over there and ask everyone if they spoke to you.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t do that! Why are you being an arsehole? I’m trying to help you out. He shouldn’t be calling me direct with that information — it all needs to go through a controller. You’ll get him into all sorts of trouble.’ 
 
    ‘He might get booted off the team, Ryker. I don’t want to do that, I don’t want him in trouble and I definitely don’t want to be stitching you up. But he knows something, or at least he knows someone who might be able to get me a little closer to these bastards. It’s even more important now — if these people are out of the county, they’ll disappear. You know I’m right. Just tell me who you spoke to. I’ll go to him direct. I’ll be subtle and I’ll ask him to help me. I’ll tell him that I ordered you to tell me his details.’ 
 
    ‘You’re an arsehole, George.’ The phone fell silent. 
 
    ‘Ryker? RYKER? Dammit!’ George threw the phone over onto his sofa. He turned back to the view. His mind rushed through all the options. He didn’t have many. The source handling team were a closed bunch with a very clear structure for gaining information and feeding it back up the line, just a few officers and a sergeant covering the whole of the south side of the division. Their roles were to effectively form relationships with CHIS — Covert Human Intelligence Sources. More often than not, these were petty criminals, drug addicts or low-level gang members who were willing to meet with undercover officers and trade information. Their reward varied from having their gas bill paid to a free McDonalds or cash in their pocket. It was controversial, but effective. Such was the risk to the sources that every interaction had a strict set of rules. Just as strict were the rules around how the information gleaned was recorded and passed on. To step outside of protocol was to risk everything — it was the same for any of the officers. George was trying to think of a way he could use that to his advantage. Turning up and applying some pressure wouldn’t work; they would shut up shop and he would never get what he needed. But he couldn’t just do nothing, just accept that there was a way of getting closer to this gang but that it would have to wait until the end of the week. George was back to peering out at the sea when his phone pinged. He walked over to it. It was a text message from Emily: Andy McGuiness. 
 
    George punched the air. He knew McGuiness. He hadn’t known he was a source handler. He had been a response copper when George had been a sergeant running a team of detectives investigating burglaries. He had been good, too — pro-active. He liked to get in the faces of the bad guys. George’s kind of copper. 
 
    His phone beeped again from Emily. It was a row of digits — a mobile phone number. George was in cotton trousers and an old jumper. He needed a shower and then he would make the call from the car. He didn’t know where he was going to be going but he was determined it would be somewhere. He threw the phone back onto the sofa. He was nearly to the bathroom when it pinged again and he had to double back. Another message from Emily: Arsehole. 
 
    George smirked. He couldn’t disagree. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Jenny woke in panic. She had been dreaming and it had been vivid. Joseph had their daughter. He was saying that they needed to go, and that they needed to go now. He’d said they couldn’t take Isobel with them. Jenny had been frantic. She was trying to get Isobel off Joseph and then, suddenly, she was leaving and Isobel was sitting up in bed crying hard, her arms jutting forward — crying for her mother. Jenny was still panicked and stricken as she jolted awake, and it took her some time to calm down enough to recognise where she was: a wood cabin, bright with light, the air thick with a scented layer of smoke. It all came rushing back. She felt cold, so cold. She swung her legs around so that the wood burner was almost between them. The cast iron was still warm to the touch, but the heat was nothing like it had been. She opened the door, it was heavy and it creaked. The stove bottom had a layer of white embers, some two inches deep, that still glowed red in its centre when she prodded it with some kindling. Sure enough, the small pieces of fresh wood caught straight away. She stacked it up with bigger pieces on top and finally a couple of logs. Within a couple of minutes it was roaring again. 
 
    There was water for the kettle in a clear bottle on the floor and just enough milk in the flask for a cup of tea. She needed one. She also needed to pee. She left the kettle warming on top of the wood burner. Outside, she could see a patch of frost sparkling in the sunlight that arrowed through the trees. The sky was perfectly clear, the rain clouds completely gone, and there was a freshness that only came first thing in the morning. She’d meant to sleep only for a few hours and then head out when darkness fell. Instead, she had slept all night. She knew she had been exhausted, how she had yearned to sleep a full night in the last few months, but she’d never considered that a put-up camp bed in a wooden hut would provide her next opportunity to do so. Jenny walked over to the trees to pee. Nobody was about. The sun was low and, from her recent nights with Isobel and having seen the sun rise the previous morning, she reckoned it had to be around 5 a.m. 
 
    She pulled up her trousers and stepped back out. The silence was beautiful. Her elevated position was crisp and clear, but a thin mist hugged the ground further down the hill towards the town like it was trying to hide it. Jenny could almost pretend it wasn’t there. She didn’t mind that she had missed the darkness. She suddenly felt better. Safer. Maybe it was the decent night’s sleep or the bright sunshine and the stillness, with gentle birdsong the only sound. She walked back into the cabin just as the kettle began to whistle. She poured out her tea. While she waited for it to cool, she tidied the camp bed away and anything else that was out of place. She pulled out some of the smaller kindling twigs and arranged them on the floor. She swigged at her tea and surveyed her work. The sticks read: THANKS. It was simple but it did the trick. Mike the paramedic had spent his life helping people; old habits died hard, it seemed. He would never know just how much he’d helped her. 
 
    Jenny finished her tea. The mist was clearing a little, the sun burning it away as it got stronger. The town of Dover was revealed slowly. It was still early, but the traffic was moving and Jenny knew the risks of heading back down there. She had just one place to go and then she would leave. And she didn’t intend on ever going back. 
 
    She took a more direct route back to the town. The road and the wooded path that she had come up was on her right. She hugged the tree line that ran down the left side of the cemetery for as far as she could, but then had to break away and walk back to the centre of the lawn so she could make for the gate at the bottom. The mist was all around her now. It was thinning out all the time but it was noticeably cooler. She pulled the sleeves on her top over her hands. 
 
    Jenny made it back to the wide road. It had been choked with traffic when she had made her way up in the middle of the afternoon. Now a solitary car passed. She crossed and turned left, away from the police station. She walked past a doctor’s surgery on the right and then up a street that took her towards the town centre. She could see a large park on her left side as she walked. Already a couple of drinkers were sitting out in the early sunshine. They rested on some steps up to a platform that seemed to mark the centre of the park. One of them gestured at her with his bottle. Jenny was horrified to think that they might have looked at the state of her and assumed instantly she was in the same situation as them. To the seasoned, homeless drunk, she must look like another seasoned, homeless drunk. Jenny picked up her pace. 
 
    She walked across the High Street and kept going. She turned right at a large roundabout past a café with delicious breakfast smells blanketing the pavement. She continued past and rounded a corner to find herself back on Dover Road. The traffic was still light. The confidence and self-assurance of early morning that had come with the warm sun on the calm hills was starting to evaporate like the early morning mist. Jenny continued along the road, across the forecourt of a petrol station and towards the train station. She knew she was coming to her hotel. She knew she had to go back in there. She knew there could be people waiting for her. 
 
    She stayed on the opposite pavement to the hotel. Her head was up; she was looking for any movement, checking every parked car for seated occupants, every window of every shop, house and flat. Trying to be careful. If the people that were after her — who’d come after Joseph — if they had known about that place, then why hadn’t they come to the room? When they’d all been asleep, maybe? Jenny was still trying to piece together the events of the previous forty-eight hours, but she was sure of one thing: nobody had tried to hurt them until they’d left the hotel. The more she’d thought about it over the last couple of days, the more she’d convinced herself that they’d been watching the car. That was the first sign of trouble: when Joseph had moved it. Whoever it was knew about the car; they didn’t know about the room. That meant she had a chance at least. The room was booked out until the end of the week. That gave her another night and a day. She didn’t intend on staying there, it was too close to where it had all begun, but she needed her phone. It had all her contacts, people who could help, who could finally take her and Isobel away from here. And she might find some answers. Joseph’s stuff was still in there, too — including the things she had never been able to look at before and that had never been any of her business. The bits that when she had asked Joseph about them had always invoked the same reply: You trust me, Jenny, right? It’s best that you don’t know. You just have to trust me. 
 
    Well, now there was nothing left to trust in. 
 
    The Dovorian Hotel was opposite her. She ducked into the frontage of a large townhouse and peered out. There was nobody on foot, no cars at that point and all the curtains on the hotel looked closed. It was deceiving from the outside: a square of dull grey with bits cut out for windows and with no redeeming features, made all the more drab by the layer of grime from the typically busy road in front. But Jenny had liked it inside: it was neutrally decorated but colourful; the rooms were spacious, the beds huge and comfortable. She could see the window to her room from where she stood. The blackout curtains were drawn across. She couldn’t remember if she or Joseph had opened them, or if he had just turned on the light. She couldn’t be sure. It didn’t matter. She was going to have to go in anyway. What else could she do? 
 
    She stepped back out onto the pavement and moved further up the road, past the steps that led down to the train station; far enough until she felt she could cross without anyone from any of the other hotel windows being able to see her. She reached the other pavement and turned back on herself. She brought her chin down onto her chest, her eyes lifting so that she was still looking forward, out from under the curve of her hood. She had to cross a junction; a road rose steeply up to her right, past the side of the hotel and beyond. The side entrance to the hotel was halfway up. She pushed the door open. A long carpeted hall with a repeating pattern was laid out in front of her. She strode along it. The lifts were right next to reception. It was manned twenty-four-seven but there was a back office. Whoever was working that morning had to be in there. The desk was empty. Jenny was glad, she pressed the button to call the lift and the doors parted immediately. The three back walls were mirrored. She selected the third floor. The door shut and she took a moment to take in her reflection. Suddenly it made sense that she might be beckoned over by street bums. She turned away from herself in disgust. The doors parted. She stood still for a second or two, trying to use the two mirrored sidewalls to see out, to see if anyone was hiding just outside the doors. The angle was wrong; she had to step out. 
 
    The hallway was empty. She turned right. She felt in her pocket for the key card, it was still there. She pushed it into the slot below the handle. She pulled it straight out. A light flashed green and it clicked. The door pushed away from her. She knew the room layout: there was a short hall; the bathroom was off to the left; the main room opened up beyond that, a large window on the far side, the wardrobe and TV units down the right side. The door opened enough that she could see the bathroom door. It was pulled closed. Again, she couldn’t remember if she had done that or if it had been like that when she left. She stepped over the threshold and pushed the door a little more. She could see a pair of Joseph’s shoes left untidily in the middle of the floor. She remembered vaguely that he had been fiddling with them, as if considering changing the ones he had on. The blackout blinds were pulled right across and the room was dark. She could see more shapes and bundles littering the floor. As she pushed the door completely open she could see through to the big bed — it had been made. There was a fresh set of towels on the end of it. The maids had been in and had done their bit. They’d left assuming the occupants were out. Jenny’s confidence was back. No one knew she was here. Not the police; not the people who were after her. No one. 
 
    The door pushed itself shut behind her. She moved through to the body of the room, reached for the curtains and pulled them apart. Light flooded in. 
 
    ‘Get on your fucking knees!’ 
 
    Jenny spun like she had been stung. A dark clad figure leant on the TV unit. Even the balaclava covering his face was a thick black material. Jenny attempted to speak but all that came from her was a rushed whimper. 
 
    ‘I said, get on your fucking knees.’ The voice was a suppressed growl, full of strength and menace. 
 
    Jenny dropped to her knees. She raised her arms, pushing her palms out towards the figure, fighting with herself to speak. 
 
    ‘Put your hands on your head. And face away.’ 
 
    Jenny took a few moments. The instructions weren’t sinking in straight away. She turned round and dropped to her knees. She faced the window. The sunlight was strong in her face. ‘Put your hands on your head.’ She could feel her own pulse pounding in her ears. She lifted her hands to the back of her head. She heard the man step closer and felt something solid on the back of her head, pushing firmly enough to nudge her head forward. 
 
    ‘Please . . .’ she managed. There was so much more she wanted to say: how unfair this was; how she knew nothing at all about how she had got there; about how she had a daughter that she wanted to hold tight. Oh God, Isobel! What she wouldn’t do to hold her just one more time. 
 
    ‘Please . . .’ she uttered again. Her chest was so tight that she struggled to take a breath. The object was pushed firmer into the back of her head. She knew it was the barrel of a gun. She hadn’t seen it; she had been too busy staring at the dark eyes peering out from the balaclava. But she knew. 
 
    ‘Begging isn’t going to be enough, Jenny.’ His voice was closer to her ear. His mouth was so close she felt her hair move as he spoke. She screwed her eyes tightly shut and held in her breath. This was it. This was how it ended. She didn’t think it would hurt, she felt almost thankful for that. 
 
    ‘Are you ready to die?’ The voice was a little further away; the barrel was now pressed hard enough to hurt. She rocked forward on her knees. He kept the pressure on her head. She felt a warmth and a dampness between her legs. 
 
    ‘You remember how scared you feel. You remember that, you understand?’ The voice was back in her ear. She heard footfalls, they were moving away. She heard something bump against the wooden unit. She still leant forward, her eyes clamped shut. She didn’t know what was going on, she didn’t want to antagonise him. 
 
    ‘You can get up.’ 
 
    The same man’s voice. He was much further away. Jenny dared to open her eyes. She stared down at the carpet and moved her head slightly to one side. She couldn’t see the man, couldn’t see anyone. She took in a rushed breath where it had been held for so long. ‘Why?’ It was all she could manage. 
 
    ‘Why aren’t you dead?’ The man called out. ‘Because I don’t want you dead. You remember that. You do as you’re told and that might not change. Step out of line and I won’t hesitate. Do you understand?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ She sobbed the word, her body slumped forward as the tension ran out of her. 
 
    ‘Now, get up.’ 
 
    Jenny took her hands off her head. She put a palm flat on the ground and shifted her weight to stand. Her legs were numb and shaky, and she struggled to get to her feet, but then she stood straight, still facing away from where the man was. 
 
    ‘You can turn around.’ 
 
    She turned slowly. The man sat back on the television unit. His hands were in his lap, his right hand held an evil-looking black pistol pointing casually towards the floor. He swung his legs like a sixth former in a common room. He’d taken his face covering off. She immediately snatched her head away. 
 
    ‘I don’t want to! I don’t want to know who you are. I don’t care.’ 
 
    ‘Too late for that, Jenny. Now you’ve seen me.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t — I mean, I didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Come on, Jenny. Let’s not be silly. I need to know that you understand your position. I know you’ve had a rough couple of days. That wasn’t supposed to happen. You were supposed to be dead a long time ago. But you’re not. Unfortunately your death was in the hands of a bunch of amateurs who somehow thought real life should be more like a spaghetti western. You can’t roll up into a town and start shooting off guns — or, if you do, you need to make it count quickly and you need to get out. And yet, here you are.’ 
 
    ‘So you’re here to do it?’ 
 
    ‘I was. Plans change. Seems you’ve had yet another escape, Jenny. Seems you have another job besides dying.’ 
 
    ‘What? What could you possibly need from me?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know too much, Jenny. I get paid to kill people. Taking people is not really my thing.’ 
 
    ‘So you’re kidnapping me?’ 
 
    ‘No. But you are coming with me and if you don’t then I will kill you. If you make a noise or a scene, I will kill you. If you try to escape from me, I will kill you. If you make me run, I will kill you twice. But you can change out of those wet trousers, use your shower, take what you want of your things. I assume that’s why you came back?’ 
 
    Jenny shrugged. 
 
    ‘You came back for something.’ 
 
    ‘I had nowhere else to go.’ 
 
    ‘I’m very good at working out when people are lying, Jenny — no, that’s not right . . . I’m very good at making people bad at lying. I think it’s the gun, Jenny. What do you think? Do you think you could lie to this?’ He lifted the gun, pointed it directly down her line of sight. She stared back. The eyes beyond were cold. 
 
    ‘No.’ She was aware she sounded weak. She didn’t care. 
 
    ‘Get your shit together. You can shower and change. I don’t want to take you out like that. You’ll draw too much attention. You don’t have long.’ 
 
    The man lowered the gun. Jenny found she could breathe again. He moved to the bed and picked up the television remote. The television switched on. He suddenly turned to look at her. 
 
    ‘Tick-tock,’ he said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    ‘Andy, thanks for coming out,’ George said. 
 
    ‘I don’t recall you giving me much of a choice, George.’ Andy McGuiness looked slimmer than George remembered. Slim enough to verge on unwell perhaps. His face was gaunt, his cheeks more sucked in, tighter against his cheekbones. He had bags under his eyes — eyes that looked red and tired. 
 
    ‘There’s always a choice, Andy.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll definitely be remembering that the next time Emily Ryker phones me up and asks me to do her a favour.’ 
 
    ‘Ryker? She’s one of the best, Andy. If this force was full of Rykers I reckon the criminals would all up and leave.’ 
 
    ‘I get a source compromised — or worse — killed, George, and all our snouts will get up and leave. You have any idea how damaging that might be?’ Andy’s voice was a whisper but it was forceful and it carried genuine anger. He leaned back suddenly as someone walked past their table. It was a short man with slick, dark hair. He was gliding a mop over the tiled floor and he greeted both men with a smile and a ‘good morning’ in a heavy Eastern European accent. 
 
    George had called Andy and asked to meet him. He had given him a choice: meet him at a motorway services on the outskirts of Canterbury or George’s next call would be to Andy’s sergeant, when he would request the information he needed via formal channels. The sergeant would know that Andy was giving out information against their strict protocols and he would immediately lose his place on the team — maybe worse. It wasn’t much of a choice, if George was honest, and Andy was right too: ultimately the protocols were in place to stop people getting killed. 
 
    George had ordered them both a strong coffee. They sat at a table that was far enough from the counter. The rest were empty. There was a trickle of foot traffic already, but they were generally tradesmen joining the queue for McDonalds. All of them had their heads down, as was to be expected at 6 a.m. The cheerful man with the mop had moved far enough away. 
 
    ‘The only dead person I’m concerned about is some pensioner lying in her own kitchen who answered her door to help somebody and got a shotgun emptied into her stomach for her trouble. I want the bastards that did that, Andy. I want them bad enough to fall out with Emily Ryker and to fall out with you too. But I don’t need to. I came here to explain why you should help. This is why you’re in the source unit. You and I both know there are plenty of serious crimes out there — murders, rapes, robberies — that would go nowhere if it weren’t for you and your team. This is your opportunity to be the key part in putting another job to bed. I’ve been up and met the husband, Andy. Let me tell you, mate . . . this fella deserves us to bend a few rules.’ 
 
    Andy was already shaking his head. ‘I joined this unit because the hours are eight to four, Monday to Friday. Most weeks, at least. I joined this unit because I got serious health problems — serious enough that I couldn’t be doing the shift work no more. I couldn’t be out rolling around on the floor outside the nightclubs at 1 a.m. This job is perfect for me. I’ve really picked up. And I still get to do the job . . . I still get to work. I can’t lose my place on this team, George. Please don’t be a part of that.’ 
 
    ‘Andy, I need your help. Just a few words. I’m sensible, one thing I do know is how to keep people out of trouble—’ 
 
    ‘With respect, George, your reputation says different.’ 
 
    George laughed; he couldn’t help it. ‘Yeah, I suppose it might. So you’re just going to have to trust me on face value, Andy, and hope I don’t fuck it up.’ 
 
    ‘What do you need?’ 
 
    ‘The name of your source — so I can go and talk to him.’ 
 
    ‘No chance! I can’t be telling you who we’re talking to. You know that just as well as I do. And don’t think rank plays any part either. I’ve seen higher-ranking officers than you get smacked down trying to circumnavigate our processes. It doesn’t happen.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not here to pull rank, Andy. I know how far that would get me. Just hear me out. You can’t go and talk to this bloke because they want you focussed on this other job. So you give me the name and I go and talk to him. But, where you can just call him up and arrange a meet, I need to be a bit more creative. I’ll bump him on the street, get him to talk to me about what he knows without him knowing that I’ve spoken to you.’ 
 
    ‘How are you going to do that?’ 
 
    George didn’t know. He hadn’t thought that bit through yet. ‘It depends on who our friend is, Andy. There’s always an in. You can tell me a bit about him and we can come up with an idea from there.’ 
 
    Andy was back to shaking his head. ‘It won’t work, George. There’s no way. What are you suggesting? You start a casual conversation on the street and then suddenly ask if he knows anything about some shooting in the arse-end of nowhere that no one else knows a thing about? He’d see through that in a heartbeat.’ 
 
    George stroked his chin. ‘It will be tricky, Andy, I agree. But you have to trust that I can do it. I know you can’t visit him, because you’re tasked elsewhere and you couldn’t justify being out talking with him rather than where you should be. You could pick up the phone and ask him direct. That wouldn’t look out of place coming from you, would it?’ 
 
    ‘I told you . . . I can’t do that. There’s risks with asking too much over the phone. You never know who’s in the background, who he’s with or even if the voice is your source. We don’t conduct our business over the phone.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right. So all that’s left is for me to bump him in the street. Tell me his name and we can talk about a plan.’ 
 
    ‘I know what you’re doing, George. You’re backing me into a corner. You think I’ll decide the only option is for me to visit him. I can’t do that.’ 
 
    George took a few seconds to swig at his coffee. It was strong and bitter. ‘That is the only option though, right? I mean, when you think about it?’ 
 
    ‘Fuck’s sake, George! Look, I’ll see what I can do, okay? I’ve got your number now. I’ll let you know if I can get the time to call on him later.’ 
 
    ‘Now.’ George said. He gestured at Andy’s phone that was laid out on the table. 
 
    ‘What do you mean now? It’s six in the morning!’ 
 
    ‘And you got a call at what? Half four? My guess is this guy’s a crackhead, or hard on the heroin for sure. So he wakes up with the sun in some hovel and he’s clucking for his score. He’s had your call and he knows a bit. Just enough that you might give him the twenty quid he needs for his hit. We both know he’s up now, probably waiting for a shop to open so he can go out with his foil-lined bag and start grafting for the day. Call him now.’ 
 
    ‘And offer him what? These people want their payment. Especially if he’s who you just described. He won’t give me anything unless I’m sat opposite with a wallet.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll drop the money in.’ 
 
    ‘This again! I told you, he can’t know I’ve spoken to anyone else! If he knows I’m telling people he’s a grass, even other coppers, he’ll walk. He gives good information. We’ve had results off the back of his intel. And if I lose him it’s a butterfly effect, he’s got at least two people linked to him who are in the same business, George, and who knows who else. Suddenly we lose a lot of snouts that are doing good work. They’re gonna know it started with me — the other handlers, I mean — and I’m back on nights. Or worse, I’m out of a job.’ 
 
    ‘Think, Andy! I don’t have to meet with someone to give them money. Be creative. I just need a door number and an envelope, right?’ 
 
    Andy downed his coffee. His face creased like he hadn’t exactly enjoyed the taste. ‘I don’t appreciate being put in this position, George. I don’t appreciate it at all.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t appreciate promising an elderly man that I will find the bastards who ended his sixty-two-year marriage by pulling a trigger, who sucked every ounce of joy out of his life in that one action, and then having to go back to him and tell him that I wasn’t able to do it because one of the other lads in the force is shit scared of having to buy a torch. I know you, Andy, I know you well enough to remember what you were like when you were uniform. You were my sort of bloke, a thief-taker. You hate these bastards just as much as I do. You might have forgotten it but, I promise, a minute with what’s left of Stanley Wingmore and it will all come rushing back. I’ve got to speak to Stan later today. I want to tell him that we’ve got some idea, because right now I’ve got none — none at all. Get on the phone to your snout. I need to know what he knows about who did this. I’ll be clever with the information. I’m getting good at making it look like I’ve stumbled over something I knew was there. You have to trust me, Andy.’ 
 
    ‘You’re still not giving me much of a choice, are you?’ 
 
    George did nothing to hide his frustration, it came out in a sort of growl. ‘Fine! You want a choice, Andy? I’ll give you a choice. I will walk out of here and I will crack on with my investigation as best I can. While the rest of the county’s resources are out looking for a gang who shot up a car in Dover, I will do what I can to find the people who went to Stan’s house and left his kitchen covered in his wife’s blood. I will look Stan in the eye and I will tell him that I’m doing all I can. And I will not make any trouble for you with your sergeant, with your team. No one will know that you offered some information to Emily outside of your processes. So that’s your first option. Your second option is that you make a phone call to your source. You find out what he knows by asking all the questions that you were saving for your face-to-face in a few days’ time. Then you call me. You give me an update and you tell me his address. I’ll drop off his payment — whatever you agree. I’ll handle that so it’s off the books. The choice is yours, Andy.’ 
 
    George stood up. He dropped a fiver on the table. Andy had been staring at his phone, as if hoping it might provide inspiration. He looked up at George. ‘I’m not being difficult, you know. I want to help.’ 
 
    ‘I believe that, Andy. I know you’re one of the good ones. And you can help. Right now, you’re all I’ve got. You have my number.’ 
 
    George made his way to the exit. He started his car and moved away. He turned off the main road into a housing estate as soon as he could and parked up. He didn’t want to risk Andy driving past him. He looked at the clock on the dash. The time was 06:40 hours. He would give it until 07:00. If he hadn’t heard anything by then he would have to start moving towards the police office where he knew the source team was based. He knew they started at 8 a.m. but that the sergeant was often there at least half an hour earlier. George could be there at the same time. He was going to threaten him the same way as he had hinted with Andy: that his whole team would be exposed if he didn’t allow Andy to make that visit. If all went well he would be away before the team arrived and the job could still be done under the radar. Who was he kidding? Once he entered that building, none of it would be under the radar — that much was for certain. 
 
    George peered out of the window. The distant thump of a car door drew his attention. A man in a suit got into a saloon car over the road. Starting his daily commute, George thought. His phone pinged with a message. It was surely too soon to be from Andy. It was from Paul Bearn. I’ve picked up the daughter from the airport. We’re not far from the address. She’s keen to talk to you. Call me when you’re up. Sorry if this woke you! 
 
    George went to staring back out of the window as the car with the suit moved off. ‘Woke me!’ George scoffed. It was good news though. Paul had done some sound work tracking down the daughter, who lived in Italy with her husband. She’d dropped everything to come home. If the daughter was sensible she could be a good conduit; they could start getting things done. George would try and get to see her this morning. This afternoon was his daughter’s birthday and nothing was important enough to get in the way of that. 
 
    Three minutes to seven and George’s phone rang. George recognised the code — it was local. 
 
    ‘Hello.’ 
 
    ‘George.’ 
 
    ‘Andy? Thanks for calling.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be too quick to thank me.’ 
 
    George grimaced. The call came through the speakers on George’s phone. He moved his hand to the car keys that hung from the ignition. ‘Okay, then. Andy, what are you thinking?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got taskings on our email already. I’ve just checked on my secure phone. They’ve got us out on meetings from the off — they’re all for this other job. I can’t get to talk to your man.’ 
 
    ‘That’s disappointing, Andy.’ 
 
    ‘I know, I guessed as much. Look, George, you said you could bump this bloke, make it so he had no idea you had spoken to me. I don’t know how that’d play out, I don’t see a way of doing it if I’m honest. I could trust you with it, but this is my job — my life, George. I mean, shit, you’ve got me pulling over at a roadside and using a phone box!’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t even know they still did phone boxes, Andy.’ George fired up the car. Andy wouldn’t help him; he would head to Andy’s office himself and drop in on his sergeant. He had no choice. No other options. Andy would never forgive him, of course. George would have time to be sorry for that later. 
 
    ‘Me neither. I know I’m letting you down, but you have to understand that we protect our sources above all else. It’s an absolute basic.’ 
 
    George shuffled forward in his car seat, struck by a sudden revelation. ‘So, you stopped to call me from a phone box to tell me you can’t help, is that right?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right, George. I stopped to tell you that I can’t tell you about Nicholas Yarney. I can’t go and speak to him on your behalf and I certainly can’t tell you who he is, so you can talk to him yourself. And like I say, the reason for that is because he cannot know that I have spoken to anyone about him. Sorry, George. If I can help in the future, you know I will.’ 
 
    The line went dead. George beamed at the car’s display as it confirmed the call had ended. ‘Bless you, Andy.’ He dialled out immediately and the car’s speakers made a ringing sound. 
 
    ‘What the hell do you want now?’ 
 
    ‘At 5 a.m. you had the right to be grumpy, Ryker. What’s your excuse now?’ 
 
    ‘I just know that you’re about to ask me something that will either get me sacked, my card marked or my fingers burnt. Out with it, George Elms.’ 
 
    George could still feel himself grinning. ‘You know me so well, Ryker. What do you know about Nicholas Yarney?’ 
 
    ‘Where did that name come from?’ 
 
    ‘Do you know it?’ 
 
    ‘Is that what you bullied out of our source handler?’ 
 
    ‘Not at all, Ryker. I’ve never heard it before. Just call it a hunch. Us coppers are famous for them, right?’ 
 
    ‘You have a hunch about someone you’ve never heard of?’ 
 
    ‘Some of us are that good. Now, are you going to help me or not?’ 
 
    ‘It’s 7 a.m., George. I’m not due in for another hour. I’ll find out what I can when I get there. Do you know anything more about him?’ 
 
    ‘You said Andy was originally planning on meeting with him in Dover. I guess that means he’s local to there.’ 
 
    ‘So it is a name you’ve bullied. I’ll see what I can find out. You be careful round him though, George. You know all about source information, right?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. In an hour?’ George pushed. 
 
    ‘Yes, George. In an hour.’ 
 
    ‘Only I’m sat in a car that’s ticking over. I need to catch him going out or coming in. I need it to look like I was just casually asking about something he might know something about.’ 
 
    ‘Really? How the hell are you going to make that believable?’ 
 
    ‘That’s similar to what Andy said. He trusts me, though.’ 
 
    ‘Did you give him a choice?’ 
 
    ‘There’s always a choice.’ 
 
    ‘Then he’s a fool.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks for the support. Can you get in any earlier? I know you could, Ryker, if you wanted to.’ 
 
    ‘There are a lot of things I could do if I wanted to, George. I’m pretty much on my way. You’re lucky. Seeing as how I got woken up at fuck-o’clock in the morning to take a call for you, then you made me so angry I couldn’t get back to sleep. I’m up and sorted early. I don’t owe you any favours, though, George, I genuinely have no idea why I am helping you.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t think of it as helping me, Ryker. Think of that poor fella up at that farmhouse. You can still pretend you’re not helping out an arsehole.’ 
 
    ‘I really don’t like your tactics sometimes, George. You get what you want and to hell with everyone else. You need to be aware of that, of how it comes across to people around you. People who care about you.’ 
 
    ‘I get that. I’m sorry, Ryker. You know I care about you, too. I don’t want to upset you. Not ever. But it’s only ever for the right reasons. Our friend Stan quite literally needs putting back together. We’re all a part of that now.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t I know it. I should have something in twenty minutes.’ 
 
    ‘I love you, Emily Ryker.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll be thirty minutes then.’ 
 
    George moved off. He hadn’t finished his coffee at the services. He moved towards where he knew there was a place nearby. He could get a coffee and maybe a hot roll. He had no idea how long he might need to sit waiting on Nicholas Yarney. George also needed to think of some sort of plan — a pretext for speaking to Yarney so that he’d have no idea that Andy had named him as a grass. And bearing in mind that he’d last offered information just a few hours before, Andy had been right to be wary: George wasn’t sure that it was going to be possible at all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Stanley Wingmore walked towards his house. The drive needed a little TLC. It was mostly compressed shingle and gravel but it was starting to show up a little bare in places. There were some parts that needed repairs, some dips and holes that collected water whenever it rained. They were on his list for jobs in the spring. Janice had nagged him every time they drove on it. He carried a coffee in a thermal travel mug. It was borrowed from where he was staying overnight with his closest neighbour, who had moved in around twenty years before. Since then, they’d become good friends, despite the fact that they were still a fair distance away. Stanley had always liked the fact that no matter where he stood in his house, he couldn’t see any another buildings. Sometimes, on those rare occasions when his own family members were out, it could be nice to pretend that he was the only man left in the world. 
 
    This morning was one of those times. Unfortunately this daydream was quickly ruined as he rounded the natural curve in his drive to be met with a marked patrol car parked across it. There was blue and white tape, too, that stated: POLICE DO NOT CROSS. It wrapped around the wing mirror of the car then ran out until it was tied off on his fence. The car was covered with a layer of moisture as if it had been there all night. The driver’s door pushed open. An officer stood up and pulled his black jacket tighter. He was bleary-eyed and offered a weak smile. He fixed his hat. He looked like he had been there all night too. 
 
    ‘Good morning, Mr Wingmore. Early start today, sir?’ 
 
    ‘I couldn’t sleep.’ Stan stood still while the officer wrote his details in a white book. He checked his watch; it was just before seven. 
 
    ‘I’m sure you couldn’t. We are expecting the CSI officer back this morning, sir. She’ll be here around eight. I’m supposed to accompany you unt—’ 
 
    ‘There’s no need for that, son. I came to be in the barn. I have a kitchen in there at least. I wanted to be nearer to home. It makes me feel closer to my wife. I’m sure you understand, son. The nice CSI lady, she said she didn’t have a problem with me being in there.’ He let his eyes drop to the ground. He could see the officer shuffling from one foot to another. 
 
    ‘Of course. But I’ll come find you around quarter to eight if that’s okay. If CSI get here and I’m still sat in the car I might get myself in trouble. Does that sound reasonable?’ 
 
    ‘Sounds reasonable to me, son. I will behave. I promise.’ 
 
    The officer chuckled. ‘This whole conversation feels ridiculous! I really don’t like telling you where to go on your own land, sir. We just don’t want anything lost down there that might help us find who did this.’ 
 
    ‘I know that. I’ve been told that a lot. I’ll see you in a little while. I can offer you a cup of tea when you come down. You look like you could do with one.’ 
 
    ‘I look forward to that!’ the officer called after him. 
 
    Stan carried on walking towards the house following the track left to his nearest barn and a side entrance to the estate that led off to a country lane. The cowards had driven away down there that night. Another marked car was parked straight ahead in the gravel clearing in front of his home. It, too, had a layer of moisture and he guessed there would be another officer inside. He could see the side of his house, but from a short distance. 
 
    The barn was another on his list of repair jobs. It had once been the hub of a working farm, sheltering livestock, young and old. It had been a grain store, a garage for farm machinery and, more recently, a tack store when the stable block had been rented out. When his wife had insisted on changing the kitchen units in the house, he had recycled them and put them in here. It had been an easy fit; the units ran down the right side of the barn as he walked in. The kitchen area was separated from the rest of the building by a plywood wall. There was still some hay stored at the back; it was bundled up and starting to rot. Next to it were three bundles of wire that he used to make fences. He let other farmers use the barn for storage now and there were two modern-looking tractors that didn’t belong to him backed against the far wall. In the top left corner was Stan’s first ever tractor, the one he could never scrap despite its decrepit state and leaking pipes. It had been all he had used when he first started out in farming. He’d built his whole world around it. Now it was broken down in the corner, looking small, vulnerable and out of place against its modern counterparts. Stan suddenly felt as if he and his tractor had a lot in common. 
 
    He moved to the right side of the barn, through the door and into the kitchen. He abandoned his flask and filled the kettle. The plumbing was noisy. It thumped into action and knocked continuously as the water flowed. He had been here late last night to put some milk in the fridge. Some food too. He hadn’t touched it then and he didn’t feel like touching it now. He opted to remove the milk only. He put it on the side while the kettle boiled. At the same time as he’d installed the kitchen, he’d also fitted some cheap, wooden framed windows. He pushed one of them open, upsetting a spider that shook frenetically in its web. He could see across to the marked police car, to the police tape that circled his home and to the side door where his wife had been removed in a black body bag. He turned away. The kettle clicked off but he stepped out of the kitchen and made his way across the barn. The aged suspension of his old tractor creaked and hissed as he stepped up into the cracked seat. He rested his hands on the oversized steering wheel. The rock-solid seat, the spindly steering wheel in his grasp, the smell of hay, mud and dust . . . he was transported back fifty years to a time when he was young and strong, with his whole life in front of him and his wife beside him. 
 
    For just a second he closed his eyes and he wasn’t a widowed old man in a big empty barn. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Jenny pushed her face into the warm water and let it run over her skin, through her hair and down her body. Her eyes were shut and the sound of the rushing water blocked her hearing. In the all-encompassing warmth of the shower she could almost forget that she was being held captive by a man with a gun. He had insisted she kept the door open, but she had been able to pull the curtain across. The bathroom had been stripped bare of their belongings. Everything that had been in there had been grouped together and dumped under the desk in the bedroom. She guessed this was to stop her using anything against him, though she wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do with a toothbrush or a bar of soap. Forming an escape plan was a long way from her mind. If this man was of the same mind-set as the people she had been running from in the course of the previous forty-eight hours, he would have killed her the second she stepped through that door. She couldn’t say she wasn’t scared — quite the opposite — but standing under the warm shower and with the option of putting her own clothes back on, she knew he wasn’t going to hurt her. Not here anyway. 
 
    Jenny didn’t know how long she had been under the shower when he called to say she’d had long enough. She stopped the taps and reached for the solitary small towel that hung on a lukewarm radiator. It wasn’t going to cover much of her. 
 
    ‘Are there any more towels?’ she called out. She stood still for the reply. Her hair and body still ran with water. 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘I need to dry my hair.’ 
 
    ‘You understand this isn’t a holiday, right? You need to get dry and you need to get dressed. You have a towel and some clothes.’ 
 
    ‘Are you going to watch me?’ she called through the shower curtain. The bathroom didn’t have any windows; even in the daylight the overhead light was on. She heard someone step into the bathroom and wrapped the towel tightly around herself. She could see him as a shadow on the curtain. 
 
    ‘Do you want me to?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ she snapped. 
 
    ‘You need to speed up. We’ve already been here too long. We leave in ten minutes.’ 
 
    ‘Can I use my hairdryer?’ 
 
    ‘FUCK, JENNY!’ The fury came from nowhere and filled the bathroom, startling her. ‘I’m not taking the piss. Do not mistake me for someone with any patience at all. Now GET moving!’ 
 
    The shadow moved away. Jenny snatched at the towel and rubbed her body. She couldn’t reach the bundle of her clothes she had picked out. She leaned out, enough to be able to see through the open door. The man stared back at her. She moved back behind the curtain to fix the towel back over her body and stepped onto the damp floor. 
 
    ‘Can you at least turn away?’ 
 
    ‘You do as I say. That’s how this goes.’ 
 
    ‘I have to get dressed with you watching me?’ 
 
    ‘Eight minutes,’ he said. 
 
    Jenny arranged the bundle of clothes so that her knickers were on top. Still clutching the towel to herself, she picked them up and stepped into them with one leg. 
 
    ‘With the towel off,’ the man said. 
 
    Jenny stopped and removed the leg from her knickers. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘You know what I mean, Jenny. You get dressed with the towel off.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you were just here to take me with you? You’re not supposed to be getting off on it.’ 
 
    ‘I’m here to make sure you’ve got nothing on you that might cause me problems down the line. You either drop the towel and get dressed in front of me or I search you when you are dressed. And if you feel violated with me watching you, you should ponder my likely search methods.’ 
 
    Jenny’s latent anger flashed suddenly. ‘You’re a real piece of shit, you know that?’ 
 
    ‘I can be. I promise you that, Jenny. Drop the towel.’ 
 
    Jenny dropped the towel. She didn’t put her knickers on straight away. She straightened up and stared at the man stood in the doorway. 
 
    ‘You happy now?’ 
 
    ‘Get dressed. One item at a time. Don’t rush. Pull the pockets out on your jeans when you put them on.’ 
 
    ‘You enjoying this?’ 
 
    ‘Not really. Naked women aren’t my thing, actually. What really turns me on is extreme violence. Seven minutes.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    George got back to the car with his food. A brown cardboard bag hung from his mouth, the coffee bubbled up through the lid as he concentrated on keeping it straight while he searched his pocket for the keys. He cursed through his teeth. Why was it always times like this when the phone rang? He balanced the cup on the roof of the car and grabbed his phone. It was Emily Ryker. 
 
    ‘Ryker?’ 
 
    ‘I have some details. Not much, admittedly, but all I can get my hands on. Are you ready?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Just give me a minute.’ George found his keys. He tugged the door open and threw the phone on the passenger seat. He moved in his drink and started the car. The phone connected to the system and he could hear Emily humming impatiently down the phone. 
 
    ‘Sorry, Ryker, I’m getting there. Just let me get my book out.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell are you up to? I thought you wanted this information, like, pronto.’ 
 
    ‘I’m trying to do more than one thing at once here, Ryker. Just let me get a pen.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not generally an ability that you men are born with, is it?’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t come natural, Ryker. We have to really work at it.’ George was finally sorted. He flicked open his pocket book. ‘What have you got?’ 
 
    ‘There’s not much. Nicholas Yarney is a bottom feeder, a class-A addict it would seem. His choice, if you’re asking, is heroin. He seems to pop up on the fringes of the Dover scene a lot. He was staying in a sort of house-share situation and the house got raided a couple of times in a short space of time. He was there each time. I guess that makes sense — knowing he’s a CHIS.’ 
 
    ‘It would, yeah. He’s been squealing on his mates. Where’s he living?’ 
 
    ‘Not there. He’s moved out. He now has a place all to himself. I guess that might have been his reward for telling tales. He’s in a basement flat. Number thirty-seven Larendon Place, Dover. I don’t know it, but I’ve been on Google Maps and it would appear to make sense.’ 
 
    George knew what Ryker meant by appears to make sense. She meant that, even as a 2D image on a computer screen, it still looked like a shit hole. ‘So he’s there alone?’ 
 
    ‘The intelligence says that he lives there alone, but he has the typical lifestyle. Who knows who else will be crashed out there? You can almost always guarantee someone, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, it’s a fair assumption.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll send you a picture over. It’s his last custody photo. He’s known to us for a bit of shoplifting, possession of class A and B — they were separate incidents. He’s been nicked for supply, too, but it’s never stuck. Apart from that, he’s got some historic driving stuff. He’s never had a licence but it appears that didn’t stop him from driving when he was younger.’ 
 
    ‘Any violence?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing we know about. There are some intelligence reports from last summer that he was dealing for a Liverpudlian gang in Dover and he was carrying a knife as part of that. He was never found in possession of one. From his picture, I’d say he looks like a soppy twat.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be sure to mention it to him.’ 
 
    ‘You’re going to speak to him then?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ George looked longingly at his bag of delicious smelling food. He pulled the car out and headed towards the address. ‘I need to know what he knows.’ 
 
    ‘I still don’t get how you reach that point without him immediately knowing that his handler has stitched him up. You’re going to burn him forever.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll need to be creative, that much is true.’ 
 
    ‘Creative? I think I remember the last time you talked about being creative. It involved a brick and a victim’s window. Try to be a bit more subtle this time, George. You might not care if some of your colleagues continue to dislike you, but I don’t have quite the same attitude to people’s impressions of me. Or the same thickness of skin.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on, Ryker! Since when have you cared what people think?’ 
 
    ‘Since I realised I was staying in this half of the county. A lot of these people still don’t know me. And a lot of them don’t owe me anything. In the northern half everyone owes me something, that’s the way I like it.’ 
 
    ‘Understood. I owe you, Ryker. That much I do know.’ 
 
    ‘Too right you do. Let me know how it goes.’ 
 
    ‘You know I will.’ George tapped the screen to end the call. 
 
    Larendon Place was in the centre of Dover, not far from the main train station. It was up a steep hill, so steep that he had to take it easy so the car didn’t ground out. He pushed up the hill in first gear and rounded the second corner onto the target road. He looked at the door numbers; they were in the hundreds. His address was down the other end. His phone beeped. He guessed it would be Yarney’s mugshot. There still weren’t many people out and about on foot but he wanted to check the image straight away, just in case he walked past him. Heroin addicts were notoriously early risers. He picked up his phone. He had a text message from his wife on the screen. It said simply: Are you awake? Can we talk? 
 
    George pulled over into a gap between the lines of parked cars either side of the road. He typed out a reply. Of course. 
 
    The phone rang through the speakers almost immediately. 
 
    ‘Sarah,’ George said. He tried to sound cheery. 
 
    ‘I should have known you would be awake. I don’t even know why I asked.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been up for hours. I’m at work already, actually. We’ve got a lot going on.’ 
 
    ‘So I’ve seen on the news. Are you working that awful shooting incident down in Dover?’ 
 
    ‘It’s one of those jobs, Sarah. Everyone’s involved.’ 
 
    ‘Are you going to be able to do this afternoon? I thought you had the day off today.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Don’t you worry about that. I came in this morning to help out, but I’ve just got a few bits to do and then I’ll be heading home. That’s why I was up and out so early — so I could have plenty of time to get sorted.’ 
 
    ‘Good. Charley’s really excited, George. I told her she was seeing you today. She’s already been in this morning for her birthday presents. I had to send her away. Anything before eight just isn’t acceptable during half term.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. I forgot it was half term. Is that what you called for? To make sure I wasn’t going to be kept late?’ 
 
    ‘Well, it did cross my mind to check. But no, actually.’ 
 
    George’s phone pinged through the speakers. It was a WhatsApp message from Emily. ‘I wanted to talk to you about something, but . . . you know . . . it’s a bit difficult.’ 
 
    ‘I seem to remember you had to do the same thing last time and you managed quite well. You hit me with it when I had a mouthful of coffee. Oddly enough I’ve got a takeaway on the go in here, do you want me to let you know when I’m about to take a swig?’ George heard a chuckle, but it sounded nervous. 
 
    ‘No, you’re okay. There’s no need to pick Charley up. We’re going to use it as an opportunity to go shopping in Maidstone. We’ll meet you at the Junction Eight services. You can pick her up from there.’ 
 
    ‘We?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, George. Ronnie will be with me.’ 
 
    ‘Ronnie?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. He wants to meet you. Just briefly if you want, but it might be nice to sit down, all of us, and have a cup of coffee there. I want Charley to see that this can work out. She’s been kicking back a little with Ronnie recently — well, since we came back here, really. I think if she sees you there — if she sees us all there, I think she might be a bit more accepting.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ George took a swig of his coffee. It stopped him biting back immediately. 
 
    ‘If she sees you are okay with it all, then I think she will be a lot better with it too. That just seems logical, doesn’t it? I don’t want her confused and hurting anymore. I want her to see that she needs to move on — like we all have.’ 
 
    ‘The last conversation we had, you were giving me some more time to get my head around the divorce. Now you’re assuming I’ve moved on. Do you think two days is long enough for that? There seems to be a lot of assuming going on here, Sarah. That I am comfortable with all this. That I’ve accepted this whole situation. I don’t even know this Ronnie, and why on earth would I want to? My daughter is kicking back against him? Well, I say good! Why would I want her to move on, to accept that she has a new dad?’ 
 
    ‘He’s not a new dad—’ 
 
    ‘You’re damned right he isn’t! So let’s not start by talking like he is and talking about how I should help with the transition. What transition?’ 
 
    ‘I thought you would have got your head sorted by now. I thought you would be able to understand the logic. Your daughter is confused, she can’t move on and it’s making her miserable. I’m just asking for a coffee where she sees us all behaving like adults. That isn’t too difficult is it?’ 
 
    George’s phone pinged with another message from Emily. He scooped it up. Yarney’s mugshot had been taken too close; his pale skin reflected the harsh light of the custody camera. He looked painfully thin and had long mousey hair that hung over his face in greasy-looking clumps. His eyes were a washed out blue and stood out as the only dabs of colour. 
 
    ‘I’ve got another call. I’ve got to go.’ 
 
    ‘What? Isn’t that just like—?’ 
 
    George ended the call. He’d had enough of her voice, enough of her trying to make it all sound so normal. The breaking up of his family . . . and all she needed to complete it was his endorsement. Well, she wasn’t having it and he wouldn’t be made to feel like it was something he should do for Charley either. Like it was the best thing for her. The best thing for her was her family back together. Her real family. 
 
    He pulled away, suddenly aware that he would have been drawing attention to himself sat in a car ticking over in front of the tightly packed terraced houses. The people around here had a sixth sense for coppers. He drove the length of the road. It dipped in the middle and the target address was just up the other side of the dip. There was a space almost outside on the opposite side of the road. He pulled up and turned off the engine. He picked up his phone and looked back at the message from Sarah: Can we talk? She didn’t want him to talk; she wanted him to listen then agree. 
 
    He peered out across the road. The house was near to a junction. Larendon Road carried on after. There was movement, someone had walked up the hill and turned left towards the target property. Shit! It was him! 
 
    George froze. He had planned on intercepting Yarney going out. He knew he would have to go out and score his heroin. Any addict would start their day with a hit. He’d had a vague plan of waiting for Yarney to score and then stopping him when he knew he was in possession. That way he could use the drugs as leverage somehow, get him talking at least, offer him a deal when he found the drugs. Yarney walked right up to his door and continued through. George watched the door thud shut. His opportunity was gone. 
 
    The phone pinged again. Sarah. Another message: You need to start getting your head around all this, George. Not for my sake, not for yours. We’ll talk later. Ronnie thinks it best that he stays away, for today at least. 
 
    Well, good for Ronnie. George was up and out of the car before he even knew it. The air was crisp and cool and he sucked a great lungful of it in as he stormed across the road. George wasn’t thinking about options, he wasn’t thinking about how to play it now and he certainly wasn’t thinking about subtleties. He used his momentum and his rage. His boot met with the door around the handle and it flew in on the first kick. The sound had an impact on George, like being jolted awake from a bad dream — what the hell was he doing? Too late now. House entries were dangerous at the best of times; even with a full team behind you, you had to secure everyone as quickly and as forcefully as possible. He could already see movement at the back of the house, someone ran from the living room into the kitchen. George stomped down the corridor. ‘POLICE!’ he roared. 
 
    He glanced right. The living room was sparse: a sofa and not much else. No people at least. He found Yarney in the kitchen. He looked the same as in his picture, down to the washed out skin and the scraggly hair, but the pale blue eyes flared wide now. Yarney had backed into a kitchen unit. His right hand was raised high and it gripped a crude-looking kitchen knife. His left arm was pushed firmly into his jacket pocket. George fixed on the blade and reached out with his own hands, showing that they were empty. 
 
    ‘The fuck you doing in my house? The fuck you doing?’ Yarney took huge gulps of air as if he was trying to quell his own panic. 
 
    ‘Nicholas, are you alone? Before I start speaking?’ 
 
    ‘What? Yes, I’m alone. But I’m the one with the knife, yeah? So don’t think that means nothing.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t mean it like that. I’m a copper, okay? A police officer. I’m not here to hurt you, but I can’t talk to you if there are other people about. I don’t want to put you at risk.’ 
 
    ‘The fuck you don’t! What you doing kicking my door down? You can’t be doing that!’ 
 
    ‘You’re right, Nicholas. You’re right. I shouldn’t be here. I didn’t really think this through. I got a mate back at the nick. He says you might know something that could help me — something I need to know. I got desperate, okay? I didn’t think it through and I fucked up. But I do need to talk to you.’ 
 
    ‘Talk to me? About what?’ 
 
    ‘The shooting. There was a shooting up near Canterbury. Someone died. You might know something about who was there — about who did it.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ 
 
    George’s frustration came rushing back, replacing the shock that had come in the wake of his earlier rashness. His voice found force. ‘You do. I know you do. I don’t have time for games. I don’t have time to wait for you to come out of your house so I can make a story about why I’m talking to you. I don’t have time to make it look like it was a coincidence that you phoned your handler this morning with some information and I’m at your door a few hours later asking for more.’ 
 
    ‘At my door? You kicked your way through it, way I see it!’ He lowered the knife a little; the body language was changing slowly. He was recovering from the shock maybe. He didn’t seem so on edge. 
 
    ‘Yeah, I did.’ 
 
    ‘You got no right.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t.’ 
 
    ‘I want your name and number. I ain’t having this. I could make a big complaint — maybe get some compensation money.’ 
 
    ‘Put the knife down at least. I’m no threat, Nicholas. That’s not why I’m here.’ 
 
    ‘I’d rather keep it. Your name and number and then you can get out.’ 
 
    ‘You can have it, but I’m not giving you anything here. You’ll get it back at the police station.’ 
 
    ‘Police sta . . . what are you talking about? I ain’t going to no police station.’ 
 
    ‘You’re under arrest for possession of class A — heroin. You do not have to say anything but it m—’ 
 
    ‘What you talking about? Heroin?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what you’ve been out for this morning, Nicholas. That’s what you’re holding onto for dear life in your left pocket. Am I right? Do I need to take you down the nick? How much did you get? A couple of wraps? It’s hardly worth it for that, is it? Be clever. Talk to me. Tell me what you know and I’ll leave you with your score.’ 
 
    ‘You forgetting who’s got the knife?’ 
 
    ‘You might as well put that down now, Nicholas. You’re not going to use it. Right now you’ve got a wrap of heroin in your pocket and a copper in your kitchen. Maybe I shouldn’t be here, but you do anything with the knife and all that will be forgotten. You’ll go to prison. If you were going to do anything with it you would have done it already. I just want to talk.’ George swallowed. He knew he had to stand firm to back up his bluff. 
 
    ‘I don’t got nothing to talk about.’ 
 
    ‘I know who you are, Nicholas. I know you’re connected with people in Dover that are of interest to us. And I know that you might have heard some rumblings about my shooting up near Canterbury. Listen, I went up there. I saw what some piece of shit left behind. If you can help, you should. Trust me on that. This is not someone who deserves your protection.’ 
 
    ‘What you saying? That I should be all moral and help you lot out? I don’t know how much you think you know about me but the moral angle? That ain’t the right one. I lost my morals a long time ago and I got no intention of getting them back to be honest. The world’s shit. You gotta be shit to survive. Or at least you gotta be paid.’ 
 
    George reached slowly for his back pocket. Nicholas tensed his right arm up, but didn’t try to stop him. George kept his movements smooth as he pulled out a leather wallet. He flipped it open to reveal his police badge and then pulled out two twenties. He dropped one of them on the kitchen bench. 
 
    ‘Twenty quid? That ain’t even going to get my door repaired.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll sort the door. My mate tells me that twenty quid normally does it.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t look like you’re in a position to barter with me, man.’ 
 
    ‘Call it a starter. If you tell me something I don’t already know or something I need, you can have the other one.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t even know much.’ 
 
    ‘Then it’s easy money, right?’ 
 
    Yarney’s right hand finally dropped to his side. His grip on the knife was looser. He didn’t drop it, but George could cope with that. He moved his badge back towards his rear trouser pocket. 
 
    ‘Hands where I can see them, yeah? I been gassed before. That’s some horrible shit you lot use.’ 
 
    George put his hands back out. He pushed his badge into his coat pocket instead. 
 
    ‘I’m not here to gas you. Jesus, Nicholas! Just tell me what you know.’ 
 
    ‘I know about this gang. They run the scene in Dover right now. It changes around, you know, but they’ve been running it for six months. This fella who I was telling your mate about . . . he came down here just a few weeks ago. He was with some crew who go out doing rich people, you know? Out in the country, like. They see a mansion and they go in hard and get what they want. They’re not from here. They’re into their coke — all of them, probably. I think they move some about too. There are, like, four of them. They’ve been down here just a couple of weeks but they’re big spenders. They got a reputation straight away. That happens when you get a new Billy Big-Bollocks in a small town like this. Then I hear they got the hump with one of the lads on the crew. They all fell out. I don’t know what it was about exactly but I think he owed them all money or something. It’s always about the money, right?’ 
 
    George hummed some listening sounds. He didn’t want to interrupt Yarney’s flow. 
 
    ‘So apparently they’re all here because this fella who they’ve got the hump with, he knows a place with cash stashed up. A lot of cash, yeah? Like a career job or summin’ that should at least keep them in lines of charlie for a little while. Whatever. The job goes bent. I guess that’s the shooting you’re talking about. These boys, they don’t do guns. They seemed switched on. They didn’t want the attention that comes with it.’ 
 
    ‘How did he know though? About there being money at the place? You can’t even see it from the road.’ 
 
    ‘He knew him — the old fucker there.’ 
 
    ‘Knew him? You sure?’ 
 
    ‘Stan, right?’ Yarney said. George must have reacted and Yarney noticed. ‘It is Stan! So you know I ain’t giving you no shit. It’s amazing what these boys will talk about when they’re off their face on coke. “Stan the man,” they said. “Stan the man with a hundred grand!”‘ 
 
    ‘How did they know him?’ 
 
    ‘Not all of them did. At least that’s the impression I got. Just the lad they had the hump with. Some of them were pissed at being away from home. I think they travel around a bit but they clearly didn’t trust this lad.’ 
 
    ‘So, the lad they fell out with — did he fire the gun?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know that much. I haven’t really talked to anyone since the job. I got to hear a few bits late last night, like — that a gun was involved, that it went bent. I knew it would be stuff you lot wanted so I told your man that I was hearing things. I said I would keep my ears out. He told me what he always does — said not to put myself in harm’s way and to let him know what I heard. He said he would come back to me later in the week. He never said nothing about no out of control suit coming down here an’ kicking my door in.’ 
 
    ‘I guess he didn’t. To be fair he couldn’t have known. The problem we’ve got with this sort of thing is that we can’t be waiting until the end of the week. I need to be doing what I can.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t help you no more.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know where they were staying?’ 
 
    Yarney looked away and his eyes fell to the floor. There was just a moment of hesitation. ‘I don’t, man. I don’t know that much.’ 
 
    George stepped in a little closer. ‘It doesn’t come from you, anything you tell me. We have ways of taking action without anyone ever knowing where the information came from. Think about it . . . if they were off their heads and talking and you know where these people are or where they’ve been, so do a lot of other people. Is that right? Do a lot of people know where they are?’ 
 
    ‘It was just one of the lads, he was the mouthy one. The lad they all fell out with. The guy who picked out the job. He was in Dover. In a hotel. He didn’t stay with the rest because he had a missus and a kid. They left him to it and they went off somewhere else.’ 
 
    ‘What hotel?’ 
 
    ‘Fuck man, I don’t know these people. I don’t like telling tales about people if I don’t know what they’re capable of.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t come back to you. You have my word.’ 
 
    ‘A man comes to my gaff, kicks my door in, threatens to nick me and then offers me his word. What do you think that means to me?’ 
 
    ‘Fine then. The hotel name for the other twenty.’ 
 
    ‘Forty quid ain’t no good to me six foot under now is it?’ 
 
    ‘So make sure you spend it quickly.’ 
 
    Yarney’s face creased into a sort of smile. He threw the knife into an overflowing sink. ‘Opposite the train station — the entrance, like. That’s all I know. He didn’t say no name. I don’t reckon he knew it himself. I don’t know nothing else. I don’t know room numbers or names or anything.’ 
 
    George dropped the rest of the money hurriedly on the bench. Then turned quickly down the hall and back towards the front door. 
 
    ‘What are you gonna do about my door?’ Yarney called after him. 
 
    ‘I’ll make some calls!’ George called back. It was hanging from a hinge as he stepped through it. 
 
    ‘He won’t still be there! At the hotel, I mean! You get yourself involved in something like that and you’re long gone, ain’t ya?’ 
 
    George didn’t reply. He was already out. He made it back to his car, flushed, hot and bothered. He ditched his jacket on the back seat and ran a quick search on his phone. There was only one real option: the Dovorian Hotel. It looked to be almost opposite the entrance to the station. It was within a mile. He wanted to jump in his car and go to see Stan. He was the key to all of this, he must know the name of at least one of the gang that were at his house, even if he didn’t realise it himself. He would go to the hotel first. He might even get lucky; maybe they were still booked in there. He was damned certain he wouldn’t be there anymore — more likely he’d left in a hurry when it all went wrong. But people in a hurry made mistakes. They left things behind. 
 
    Stan could wait. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Jenny had gotten dressed as quickly as she could and wasn’t properly dry. The clothes stuck to her back and thighs, but at least they were her clothes. Whereas she’d felt wrapped up and safe in the warmth of the shower, she’d felt very exposed and vulnerable dressing in front of her captor. He was leaning back on the wooden unit again, the gun still hanging loose in his right hand. She was closer to him now, close enough to take in his features. She hadn’t dared before. He had a slim, wiry build and broad shoulders that tapered to a slim waist. His hair was dark and thinning in patches and he’d shaved it close to his scalp. His eyes were deep and dark and played their part in a face that showed no changes in emotion. He had a coldness about him, and though he was no longer pointing the weapon at her, she felt no less fear. He looked her up and down. 
 
    ‘You need to dry that hair. We need to blend in.’ 
 
    Jenny’s frizzy, damp hair fell over her face. She pulled a strand taut over her eyes. ‘I didn’t think I had the time,’ she said. 
 
    He checked his watch. ‘You have two minutes yet.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    George took in the façade of the Dovorian Hotel. It was grey, flat and had a layer of what looked like soot that was a darker shade at the bottom. The road that passed close to its front was getting busy with traffic. He crossed over and went through what looked like the main entrance on the south side. It had double wooden doors. Only one of them opened and it was heavy and cumbersome. A slim, blonde woman sat behind the desk. She stood up when he entered. 
 
    ‘Welcome to the Dovorian Hotel, sir.’ Her accent was subtle, Polish perhaps. 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    ‘Do you wish to check in today, sir?’ 
 
    ‘No. Thank you.’ George felt in his pocket for his badge. He cursed. He’d put it back in his coat pocket after flashing it at Yarney. The coat was lying on the back seat of the car. ‘I, er . . .’ George patted down his other pockets. He had a pass that hung around his neck when he was at the police station; it had his picture on it and it doubled as access through the doors. He snatched it out and showed it to the receptionist. He hooked the lanyard over his neck. ‘Inspector George Elms. I’m a police officer based in Langthorne. I wondered if you could answer a few questions for me? I’m looking for some information about someone who might have stayed here.’ 
 
    The woman looked a little uneasy. ‘Inspector?’ She was still looking at the pass that rested against his tie. 
 
    ‘Oh!’ He snatched it up. ‘Yes, it’s a recent thing. This still says Sergeant, doesn’t it? My replacement’s in the post!’ 
 
    The woman laughed nervously. ‘Is there trouble here?’ 
 
    ‘Not at all.’ 
 
    ‘Is this about the other day? About the car?’ 
 
    ‘What happened the other day?’ 
 
    ‘There was a car, just outside. Someone shot a gun, I think. The police, they came in here and they asked me. I don’t know anything about this car.’ 
 
    ‘So you’ve already spoken to the police?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. This car. We do not park here. We do not take car details, you know. They asked if it was from here. I did not know this.’ 
 
    ‘I see. This isn’t about a car. Do you —or did you — have a couple staying here? They would have had a child with them. They might have been here a couple of weeks.’ 
 
    ‘Is this normal? To give information to you?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes. There has been a rather serious incident. Away from here — I mean, there’s no suggestion this hotel has any part in it, but I’m trying to piece together what happened.’ 
 
    ‘And you are police inspector?’ 
 
    ‘I am.’ George stood firm. UK data protection laws were stringent if they were adhered to. The guest list in a hotel technically fell under these laws. George should have had the right form endorsed by the right person. He had never needed it before, but then this was the first time he had walked in anywhere without his usual confidence and without his correct ID. He knew that Sarah’s call still had him rattled. 
 
    ‘Okay, so here is bookings.’ The woman clicked on a mouse and bent to look at something that George couldn’t see. She wrote on a piece of paper. ‘We have two families that have been here a little while. They come about same time. These are room numbers. I cannot tell you about them.’ 
 
    ‘Do you have their details? Their names at least?’ 
 
    ‘I cannot tell them to you. This is normal. We do not give information.’ 
 
    ‘But you’re happy to give me the room numbers and let me go and knock on their doors?’ 
 
    ‘If they choose to speak, they can speak. I cannot speak for them.’ 
 
    ‘So I need to come back with a form filled out? Is that not a waste of everyone’s time?’ 
 
    ‘And identification.’ 
 
    George was starting to get wound up but his anger towards her quickly dissipated. She was probably still doubting whether he was a police officer at all. Her reluctance was his fault. 
 
    ‘I shall have to go and introduce myself then. Have you seen either of them today?’ 
 
    ‘Not today. I had day off yesterday. I start, maybe one or two hours. I have number of the girl who worked the night?’ 
 
    ‘That’s okay. I’ll just go and knock on the door.’ 
 
    The woman looked at him again. She looked less certain — as if she might be changing her mind. She seemed to make a decision and she put the piece of paper on the counter. George swept it up. 
 
    ‘Thanks for your help. I’ll just be a couple of minutes.’ 
 
    George inspected the paper. Both numbers started with a three. With his basic knowledge of hotels, he assumed this would mean they were on the third floor. He pressed to call the lift. His phone rang in his pocket. It was Sarah. 
 
    ‘Sarah, hey.’ He stepped into the lift. The three walls that faced him were mirrored. He turned to face the closing doors. 
 
    ‘What do you mean “hey”?’ She sounded instantly upset. ‘Why are you being like this?’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’ George suddenly caught up. He hadn’t replied to her message earlier. He hadn’t had a chance. ‘Oh, yeah, I saw your message. I know I didn’t reply. I was waiting until I could call you, so we could talk about it. You know I don’t like conversations by text message.’ 
 
    ‘So you can talk now?’ 
 
    ‘Not really, Sarah. I’m just out on some enquiries. When I’m away I’ll call you from the car.’ 
 
    ‘You know what? Don’t bother trying to fit me into your busy schedule. Any of us. I need to get this sorted out with you and Ronnie. For Charley’s sake and all—’ 
 
    ‘Don’t try and pretend this is anything to do with Charley. You’re doing this for you. This is all about you. If Charley’s acting out with this bloke then maybe she just doesn’t like him. There’s nothing I can do about that. Or maybe she wants her real family back together. Maybe that’s what’s best for Charley.’ 
 
    ‘It’s gone too far, George.’ 
 
    ‘So you keep telling me. That’s all you keep saying. But that’s your opinion . . . that’s your idea. You might be right, but the mistake you have always made is that you assume something is right just because you think it is. From someone who has made a lot of mistakes, you need to trust me when I tell you that you might be making one right now.’ 
 
    ‘I knew you’d be like this.’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’ 
 
    ‘Obstructive. Stopping me getting on with my life.’ 
 
    ‘Sarah, you ran away for a year. I have not physically been able to obstruct a damned thing you’ve done. Do you think that is what was best for Charley? Keeping us apart for a whole year while you worked out what you wanted? And then you get shacked up with some other bloke and you want me to come in and smooth it out so our daughter moves on too. What do you think my answer is going to be to that? I mean, really?’ 
 
    The doors had long since clunked open. George had moved to stand between them so they didn’t shut. The corridor was empty. He was aware that he had raised his voice. He looked around; there was still no movement. He moved into the corridor and the doors moved shut behind him. 
 
    ‘This is a bad idea. All of it. We need to talk to each other. We both need to be clear where we are before you can spend any time with Charley.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean? I’m seeing her this afternoon, Sarah.’ 
 
    ‘And where are you now? You told me you had taken the whole day off. I call you on the morning to sort out the arrangements and you’re at work.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got two separate murders over here, Sarah. I’m new in post as the inspector of the area where those jobs sit. I’m just in to tie up a few loose ends this morning. You know what it’s like.’ 
 
    ‘I do, George — only too well! That’s a big part of what I was running away from. I don’t know about this afternoon. I wanted you to be a positive influence on Charley, but from the way you’re talking you’re going to be just the opposite. I’ll talk to Ronnie about it. I’ll let you know.’ 
 
    ‘Talk to Ronnie? About—’ George realised suddenly that he was talking to a dead line. He swore — and did nothing to keep his voice low this time. He lifted the phone to smash it back down on the floor — then changed his mind and stuffed it roughly back into his pocket instead. He bunched his fists and concentrated on breathing. He knew where she was: his wife and his child. He would get this done and then he would stand down. Then maybe he could focus on fixing his own life. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Jenny’s hair was dry. She’d pulled it together in a ponytail at the back, two clips in the sides. The man’s impatience was growing. She could sense it. 
 
    ‘We need to move.’ 
 
    ‘Where are we going?’ 
 
    ‘We need to move.’ 
 
    ‘Are you not even going to tell me where we are going? Or why?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t you kill me?’ 
 
    ‘We have another use for you.’ 
 
    ‘Are you going to kill me? I’ve seen films where people get kidnapped. The kidnappers always wear face coverings like you had on when I first came in here. You only have to worry when they don’t. Then you know that they don’t plan on letting you go. Do you plan on letting me go?’ 
 
    The man shrugged. He pushed off the wall unit and walked to the door. ‘It’s not my plan, Jenny. Like I said, I’m here to pick you up. I do what I’m paid to do. And now we are moving.’ 
 
    The gun still hung from his right hand. He had his back to her and his eye pushed up against the peephole. He was checking that there was nobody about. Jenny’s mind was rushing with panic. He didn’t want anybody to see her leaving with him — for when they found her body. 
 
    ‘Please don’t kill me. Please!’ 
 
    The man turned back to her. He sighed. ‘We’ll keep this nice and easy. I don’t know what these people want with you, but the one thing I do know is that if you mess me about this will not end well for you. Do you understand?’ 
 
    Jenny jerked a nod. She tried to concentrate on her breathing; she was in danger of losing control. 
 
    There was a tap at the door. 
 
    Jenny froze. She stared at the man and he stared right back. He looked questioning — and furious, too. He raised a finger abruptly to his lips. The gun was lifted again, pointing directly at her. She shrugged her shoulders — she had no idea who it was. She put her hand over her mouth to stop any sound from coming out. The door tapped again. The man stepped off to one side and he pushed his finger over the peephole. Jenny was pretty sure it was one-way anyway but it showed his nervousness. He stood side-on to her and held his weapon low, but his finger rested loosely on the trigger as he rested his ear against the door. The handle rattled. Someone was trying it from outside. Whoever it was, they didn’t have a key. Jenny’s captor stayed still for a long time after the noises stopped. Then he put his eye to the peephole. Another minute passed. 
 
    ‘We’re leaving,’ he said, suddenly. He pulled the door open — slowly, quietly. He peered through the inch-wide gap, another few seconds passed. He looked back over at Jenny. She hadn’t moved; she couldn’t. She felt as if her feet were rooted. She knew the man wasn’t here to kill her in that room; he’d had every opportunity, and all he’d talked about was leaving. What she couldn’t know was what he had planned for her once she left. But it wasn’t going to be good. 
 
    ‘I can’t,’ she said. 
 
    ‘We leave now,’ he growled, his rage barely concealed. 
 
    ‘You’re taking me somewhere to kill me.’ Jenny tried to get her legs to move, but backwards, away from the man. She couldn’t even manage that. He closed the door again carefully, quietly, and then moved over to her, stepping right in so his face was almost against hers. She felt a tight grip on her right bicep and the barrel of the pistol was pushed up painfully under her chin. 
 
    ‘We are leaving now. You will keep quiet and you will do as you are told all the way until I deliver you. I do not fail. Whatever happens to you is someone else’s plan, but I will make you a promise now, Jenny . . . if you make this difficult for me, if you cause me a problem then Isobel will be my plan. Do you understand?’ His rage was barely controlled, his words were accompanied by phlegm and his grip was tightening with every word. 
 
    ‘You leave my daughter out of this. She’s four months old for Christ sake!’ 
 
    ‘And she won’t know what hit her.’ 
 
    ‘You’re pure evil!’ 
 
    ‘We’re leaving now.’ He pushed off her arm and the gun jerked out from under her chin. He turned to the door and tucked the weapon in his waistband, against his buttocks. He pulled the door the same way he had before, quietly and carefully. He stepped out, his back towards Jenny. She was moving towards him, but slowly. It was like a dream, as if somebody else was operating her legs. She stepped out and the door fell shut behind her. She followed her captor to the right where the corridor curved around to where the lifts were. 
 
    There was another man ahead. He had dark hair and day-old stubble. He was pushing the button for the lift. The man leading Jenny slowed. Jenny thought he might stop altogether, maybe go back to the stairwell that was in the opposite direction. The dark haired man looked up. He seemed to look at them both. Certainly he glanced at her, but it was only a split second before he shifted his attention. The man looked agitated, distracted by something on his phone. They kept walking towards him. The lift arrived, the man who had called it stepped hurriedly in. Jenny’s captor lifted his shirt to reveal his weapon for a few moments. He turned to her and made eye contact that lingered. His message was clear. She followed him into the lift. 
 
    The man’s attention was still on his phone. His head was dipped, his whole focus on the lit screen. It looked to Jenny like he was typing. The ground floor button was ringed in a green light. The lift moved off. The man with the gun digging into his back stood against the back wall and stared over at her. She stood against the left side wall, almost opposite the man still consumed by his phone. She concentrated on trying to get her breathing under control. She became aware that her heart was racing, that her chest was rising and falling quickly. If the man looked up from his phone, he would surely notice. She focussed on him. He was scrolling through something. He was dressed in a shirt and tie but he managed to make it look scruffy. He had a blue lanyard round his neck, a white card attached to its centre. It was an ID card of some sort. She could see it had an image of the man’s face on it. Next to it was some writing. She edged closer — as much as she dared. She couldn’t quite read the writing. Another tiny movement. She was close enough now. 
 
    Detective Sergeant George ELMS along the top line. THIS IS NOT A WARRANT CARD on the line below, the crest of a police force in the corner. 
 
    A police officer! Her breathing increased again. She could sense the gunman staring at her. She met his eyes. His whole posture carried a warning. His right hand, now hidden behind his back, no doubt clasped the handle of the gun. He must have seen the ID tag too. She stepped back against the wall; she was clumsy and her foot thumped against the metal. She glanced at the policeman, who shifted, his head lifted a little but not enough to look at her. They had called her Jenny on the news; they had to be looking for her. Why wasn’t he paying attention? She felt like she might combust. He was just a metre away. The lift pinged as it passed the first floor; it would be just another few seconds before it reached ground. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Stan stood out in the middle of the barn. The sun had burned through the mist entirely now. Its light penetrated the gaps and holes in the ancient walls, and the dust swirled and fell in the rays of sunlight like tiny snowflakes. Stan was tired and needed a minute to rest. He sat on the big wooden lock box he had dragged across the floor into the centre of the barn. It had once held larger items of horse tack. It had been the perfect size. He had used it to reach the exposed wooden beam along which he’d strung the chicken wire. The barn contained no shortage of tools, and the nail gun had proven especially useful — although his shoulders now ached after working with his arms raised above his head. 
 
    Once rested, Stan climbed tentatively back up onto the box and tested the wire loop. It felt strong. He tugged on it with both hands then lifted the whole of his frail body from the floor. It took his weight. It didn’t budge. The wire finished two thirds of the way along the wooden beam, right at the point where he reckoned Janice had dragged him on that night when they had first met. He’d been sitting on a bale of hay against the left wall. The musicians had been at the back and kegs of lukewarm cider and ale were against the wall where the kitchen now stood. She had walked him out onto the dance floor in the middle of the barn. When he’d hesitated, she’d taken hold of his right hand and placed it on her hip. That moment when they touched was still as fresh in his mind as when it happened. Over sixty years later. The sun was on his face now. He closed his eyes to it, his face creased in a smile. 
 
    He turned away from the wire so that he was facing out towards the front where the huge wooden door was ajar and he felt the loop rock against his back. He reached behind him and slipped the loop over his head. The wire felt cold against his neck and shoulders. He knew chicken wire; he’d fenced his whole estate with it more than once and he’d cut plenty of trapped livestock from its clutches. He knew it to be unforgiving. Stanley didn’t want forgiveness; he was past caring about that. He just wanted the darkness. He stepped to the edge of the box with just his heels balancing on the rim. He took a last breath in through his nose, inhaling the scent of his farm, of his whole life. He shut his eyes to the memory of everything. Then he stepped forward. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The lift reached the bottom floor. Jenny felt the sensation of movement as it slowed and finally settled. The doors jerked apart. The police officer, George Elms, was already moving away from her, his head still down. She found herself making a noise from her throat that was entirely unintentional. She also stepped towards him but he gave no reaction, showed no sign he had even registered her existence. Then he stepped out of the lift and turned hard right. She felt an arm across her chest, holding her back as the lift doors slipped shut again. 
 
    The lift shivered and then there was movement upward. Her last chance was gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    George was in a hurry to leave. He stopped to give his number to the woman behind the front counter. She assured him that she would make contact if she noticed either of the families come back. George’s phone buzzed in his pocket as he strode away from the hotel. It had been going off almost non-stop. His wife was pulling out of the afternoon’s arrangements, it would mean he’d miss out on seeing his daughter for the first time in nearly a year — on her birthday. It buzzed again, longer this time. He ignored the call. He couldn’t speak, not while he was in a public space. He needed the privacy of the car. He got back to his vehicle and pulled the door firmly shut. He took a moment; calling her back was the last thing he wanted to do. He just didn’t have the energy. He knew it would descend into an argument; there was no way for it to do anything else. He was so angry. 
 
    He checked the phone, expecting another angry message or an ultimatum to buzz through. Instead it showed a message from Emily. He had an earlier missed call from her too. He’d ignored her for the same reason he hadn’t answered his wife: it would surely end in an argument. The message from Emily didn’t appear to be angry at least. It said simply: I just need to know how it went. Did you get anything you can use? Or, more important, did you manage to protect our handler? 
 
    George typed out the only reply for which he could muster the energy: It went fine. 
 
    He started the engine. He needed to go and see Stanley. They would need to go through his life in some detail: friends, family, friends of friends, tradesmen. Somebody Stan knew had come back in the dead of night and had killed his wife. Stanley Wingmore was the key to this, even if he didn’t know it yet. George stared out over the top of the steering wheel. Exhaustion seemed to have wrapped him like a dark mist. He wondered if he could find the energy to speak to Stan. He considered calling Paul Bearn and tasking him. The buzzing phone interrupted his musing. 
 
    ‘Ryker.’ He answered, without thinking. 
 
    Emily went straight on the offensive. ‘What the hell does that mean?’ 
 
    ‘What does what mean?’ 
 
    ‘It went fine? That tells me nothing.’ 
 
    ‘I guess I don’t have the time for full updates right now.’ George was grouchy. 
 
    ‘What the hell is going on with you, George? Why are you treating me like shit all of a sudden?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, okay? I’ve got a lot going on at the moment. I’m trying to get my head around it all.’ 
 
    ‘You think that makes it okay? We’re all busy people, George. I take it you mean this shit with your wife? She’s still torturing you by dangling your kid out like some carrot in front of a donkey?’ 
 
    ‘You don’t get to talk about my family, okay? You have no idea what’s going on. You have no idea what we’ve been through. She’s not dangling anything. We’re just trying to work it out.’ 
 
    ‘Like hell! You might be trying to work it out but she’s toying with you, George, and she has been for years. You need to call her bluff, tell her Charley’s your kid, too, and she has to accept that. There are laws, George. She can’t stop you seeing your kid.’ 
 
    ‘I tell you what, Ryker . . . when you get your own family you can have an opinion, okay? Until then you can keep your fucking nose out, you understand?’ George pushed the touch screen on the car’s display so hard it bent inwards and made a cracking sound. The call ended. George threw his head backwards into the headrest. Still not satisfied, he did it again but this time harder. He kept throwing his head back in a frenzy of movement, his eyes filled with tears of frustration. As he became still, they ran down his face. 
 
    ‘Fuck!’ He said out loud. He stared at the screen. The call information was still on there. He pressed to call back. The call was picked up. There was silence at the other end. George knew there was someone there; he could hear a breath. He peered out of the side window. His eyes had lost their focus. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Ryker. I am an arsehole. I’ve treated you like shit today, yesterday and before. A few times now. I take you for granted and I shouldn’t. I’m sorry. I fucked up, Ryker — this morning. I know the rules. I know that people can get hurt if you don’t follow them and I just carried on regardless. It’s not that I don’t care about other people — I just don’t care about myself enough to even think about them. About you. I kicked that man’s door in — Yarney. I was through it before I even stopped to think because I was angry with my wife. He gave me some information about where a suspect might be staying and I just bowled over there and started knocking on doors, talking to the receptionist, telling her I’m a copper. I know better, Ryker. I know that I should have called it in. We could have considered other options. But I didn’t. I didn’t because I was angry about my wife. I’ve missed a call this morning, Ryker, from Stanley. I convinced myself that I was so angry with what happened to him that nothing else mattered, that I could do what I wanted to find these people — and then he calls me up and I didn’t even answer his call. Now I don’t even have the guts to call him back or to go see him because I’m scared that he’ll know. He’ll know that I didn’t care enough. And I might be all he has at the moment. I’ve let him down, I’ve let you down, I let Andy McGuiness down. And I’m not much closer. Not to finding the people that shot that woman and not to seeing my own daughter. I’m sorry, Ryker. You deserve better.’ George stared out of the window. Thirty seconds passed. The timer still ticked up on the screen. 
 
    ‘Where are you, George?’ 
 
    ‘Dover. I should go and see Stan. One of the gang definitely knew him. That means that Stan knows him. Maybe I should task Paul — everything’s just out of control with me right now.’ 
 
    ‘Take your day off. Get your head clear. Maybe turn your phone off and start again tomorrow. You’re not going to get anything sorted today — with your wife or with your case. You’ll be a lot more productive after a day away.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe you’re right.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me what you did, what you know and I’ll feed it back to Paul. He can pick up any loose ends. Don’t worry about Yarney or McGuiness — I’ll smooth that out somehow.’ 
 
    ‘What I did? Well, I got to speak to Yarney. He was holding a knife towards me for most of it but he gave me some stuff I can use. Assuming any of it is true. He told me some of the same that he told his handler. Some gang of robbers crossed over the border to do a job out in the rural. He reckons that one of the gang is into the cocaine in a big way. He might have worked himself up a bit of a debt. Anyway, he’d picked out Wingmore Farm as a place for them to score big. He picked it out because he knew there was money there — a hundred grand apparently. And he knew Stan by name.’ 
 
    ‘So it had to be someone close.’ 
 
    ‘Yarney doesn’t know how he knows him? Maybe he’s an old farmhand, or it’s word of mouth even.’ 
 
    ‘Word of mouth wouldn’t make sense. They’re down from another county.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    ‘And it has to be someone close. If you have a hundred grand under your mattress you’re not likely to be chatting about it over a cup of tea with your sweep-up boy, are you?’ 
 
    ‘No. That’s true.’ 
 
    ‘What’s this about a receptionist? A hotel?’ 
 
    ‘Yarney got to hear that the crewmember who tipped them off about Wingmore Farm was staying in a hotel. He didn’t stay with the rest of the group because he had a wife and family with him.’ 
 
    ‘A family? So a gang of robbers set to work in the next county over and one of them brings his missus? Does that sound right to you?’ 
 
    ‘Well, no. Not when you say it like that. And a kid apparently.’ 
 
    ‘A kid?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. He reckons they were staying in a hotel almost opposite Dover train station. It looked to me like the Dovorian was our best bet. I figured they might still be there or that there might be something known about them we could use. Yarney didn’t know the room number, but I went to try one or two where the receptionist said there were couples with kids.’ 
 
    ‘The Dovorian? How old did Yarney say the kid was?’ Emily suddenly sounded animated. 
 
    ‘I didn’t ask to be honest.’ 
 
    ‘What about at the hotel? Did they say how old those kids were?’ 
 
    ‘Jesus, Ryker, I didn’t ask that either. I’m really not functioning today. I’ll get someone to go back over what I’ve done.’ 
 
    ‘George, the Dovorian is spitting distance from the shootings in Dover. The shootings where a woman seen running away left her baby on the bonnet of a police car!’ 
 
    George suddenly sat up. His mind clearing of the fog left by his frustration. ‘You think it’s the same girl!’ 
 
    ‘Well, of course I do! You need to sharpen up down there, George. This crew already has an issue with this lad. Then the job up at the farm doesn’t seem to have gone to plan. It’s not a giant leap to assume that it’s the same crew causing chaos at both locations, is it?’ 
 
    ‘No, Ryker, it isn’t at all. I’ll head back to Wingmore Farm. I’ll talk to Stan.’ 
 
    ‘What about going back into the hotel? Bottoming that out?’ 
 
    George looked out of his window at the drab exterior of the Dovorian. ‘Nah, she already has issues with me. I’ll send uniform.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure you’re going to be okay, George? You should still have your day off’ 
 
    ‘We’ll soon see, Ryker. And what would I do with a day off now? I am sorry, though, yeah?’ 
 
    ‘Just as well. I was just about to call you an arsehole again. I don’t even know why I answered.’ 
 
    ‘I’m glad you did.’ 
 
    ‘Keep in touch.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    George turned into the drive of Wingmore Farm and saw the marked police car as he rounded the curve. The officer standing next to it reacted immediately, waving his arms as if he was instructing George to pass straight through. He looked agitated and urgent. George pulled up alongside him and whirred his window down. 
 
    ‘You okay?’ 
 
    ‘He’s in the barn. Left at the house, sir. He’s still there — they’re working on him.’ 
 
    ‘Working on who? What’s going on?’ 
 
    ‘Are you here about Mr Wingmore?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes, of course. What’s going on?’ 
 
    ‘He was found in the barn, sir. I had no idea he was going to do that. I’m waiting for an update, I didn’t know . . .’ The officer dropped his head and his whole body seemed to hang on its frame. George moved quickly away. He followed the curve of the drive round and the house came into view. He took the left fork in the track and passed the house. He could see the unmarked car Paul Bearn had been using and next to it was a first responder’s marked car and a full-sized ambulance. There was another marked police car further away. They all looked as if they had been parked hurriedly. George did the same and jogged into the barn. 
 
    He saw Stan straight away. He was lying on the floor on his back with two paramedics kneeling over him. A third stood by with a bag of clear fluid from which a tube trailed into Stan’s arm. Paul was over to the far right of the barn and a woman was turned into him, sobbing quietly. Paul acknowledged George with a look. George moved over to Stan. His mouth was open at an unnatural angle, a thick plastic tube with an orange top stuck out of it. Stan’s eyes were open but George could see they had no focus. A machine beeped and flashed next to his head and two wires trailed to where his shirt had been cut open to reveal his chest. His tie had been cut off and was lying beside him. His suit jacket had been pushed open. George looked up to where a wire noose still hung. It had been fashioned crudely, but it was obvious what it was. George was suddenly aware of Paul at his shoulder. 
 
    ‘Jesus, Paul, what the hell happened?’ 
 
    ‘I found him strung up. I picked him up by the legs, his poor daughter had to help me out. I was next to useless with one arm. She cut the wire from around his neck. She must have found something to do it with. There was still some life there then, but I think they’ve lost him again. It’s not looking good.’ 
 
    ‘How long?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. It all happened in a blur. We’ve probably been here nearly half an hour now. I worked on him for a bit, best I could. Louise called 999. They must have been close — it didn’t seem long until they arrived.’ 
 
    ‘I should have predicted this. I should have read the signs.’ 
 
    ‘And done what? I’m here as his FLO. We sorted him out with a friendly face. There was nothing more we could have done. We can’t babysit him twenty-four hours a day. He knew his daughter was coming home today. I can’t understand why he would do it. Not now.’ 
 
    George flitted around the interior of the barn. ‘We’re sure he did? There’s no chance—’ 
 
    ‘What, that they came back? I considered the same. But when I came in this morning the lad on scene preservation told me Stan had got here an hour ago. Said he’d walked up and said he was going to the barn to make a cup of tea. We’ve had both entrances covered and an extra officer at the house. There’s no way anyone else has been here.’ 
 
    ‘But why now? Like you said, his daughter’s here this morning. You’d cling on for another day, wouldn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Grief, George . . . it’s a funny old thing.’ 
 
    ‘Poor old bastard. I really thought I could get him onside, get him to focus on helping us out. I thought if he had something to focus on then it would drag him through this. I was so wrong, Paul. I was so wrong.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t predict people pushed to the extremes of their emotions. This is just what happens. I’m not sure there was anything we could have done that would have had a different outcome.’ 
 
    ‘We need him, Paul. There have been some developments. It’s quite likely that he knows exactly who killed his wife.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea right now. I’ll fill you in when I can.’ 
 
    ‘What about his daughter? Would she be able to help?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I don’t suppose she’s in the right frame of mind to talk right now either. Let’s see how Stan gets on. He’s a tough old bastard, I reckon.’ 
 
    ‘That much is true.’ 
 
    George looked over to where he could see one of Stan’s arms lying on the ground between the busy medics. His hand was palm up and fidgeting as the work on him continued. His skin was light grey and it looked as if it was made out of wax. George had seen that skin colour plenty of times before. Never on the living. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The man took hold of her and didn’t seem to want to let go. They stayed in the lift for just one floor then he pulled her out roughly onto the first-floor landing. He took hold of her hand and pulled it in close to his hip. 
 
    ‘Behave!’ he hissed. She didn’t reply. 
 
    It was clear what he meant and his whole demeanour had changed. He was focussed and urgent. He pushed through the double doors at the end of the corridor and stopped at the landing where the stairs went down to the ground and up to the rest of the hotel. He stayed dead still; it was clear that he was listening intently and Jenny stayed silent too. She didn’t want to antagonise him. She didn’t know what he might do if the police officer suddenly came after them — not that she considered that might happen, not for one second. He was gone. He hadn’t even looked up in that lift. How could that be? They had used her name! She could accept they didn’t know where she was staying; they hadn’t booked into the hotel using their real names. Joseph never did. He always questioned why they needed to know who he was. He always insisted on paying by cash up front and would refuse to leave a card behind the desk. None of the hotels had stood their ground and refused to let them stay. 
 
    Jenny’s captor seemed happy that the stairwell was empty. He moved suddenly downwards, catching Jenny off balance, and she stumbled after him. He led her out of the same side door through which she had fled just forty-eight hours before with her four-month-old child clutched close to her chest. Her exit this time was much more gradual. The man was being careful; he gestured for her to stay still, then he stepped out onto the pavement. He stood still for almost a minute, took notice of passing cars, checked both directions. Then they were moving again. They turned left. The way was steep and Jenny had to lean into the gradient. The angle aggravated her sore hip and she had to slow down. The man was pulling her. 
 
    ‘We need to keep going,’ he grunted. 
 
    ‘My legs hurt.’ 
 
    ‘You can rest soon. Not now.’ 
 
    A few more paces and they turned left again and started on a road that ran parallel to the back of the hotel. The hotel itself was now concealed behind a row of tight terraced houses that were directly mirrored on the other side. At least this road was level. She started to recover: the pain in her leg had eased and she wasn’t so out of breath. She took in her surroundings, this time with a view to spotting any opportunities to run. Hell, she’d done it before. She considered for a second that she might be able to do it again. The man still had a hold of her arm and now he seemed to grip it even tighter, as though he could read her mind. There was an occasional gap in the houses on her right and she could see green trees and fields beyond, where the side of the valley continued. She saw flashes of steep scrubland, thick brambles and exposed chalk. Even if she did manage to get away from him and get into her stride, she didn’t think she would get far. 
 
    Any opportunity was quickly diminishing. The man stopped at the rear of a small box van. It had double doors on the back that pulled outwards. 
 
    ‘Get in!’ 
 
    Jenny peered around again. The street was quiet. The van was parked in front of a pub whose windows and door were boarded up and profanities sprayed across them. The rear compartment of the van looked completely empty. 
 
    ‘Where do I sit?’ 
 
    ‘Sit on the floor. There’s a bag in there. When we stop, put it over your head.’ 
 
    She had to crawl onto her knees to get in. Then the doors slammed behind her and she was enclosed in darkness. She felt for the side. The engine started and the van moved swiftly off. Jenny stumbled and sprawled onto her side. Her hand fell on something that felt like Hessian and she guessed it was the bag. She managed to pull herself to a sitting position with her back to the van’s side. The van lurched, and the back of her head bounced off the firm metal. She immediately leant forward and raised her hand to the back of her head; it stung with pain. Another sudden change of direction and she slid across the floor again. The engine revved hard and she felt them picking up speed. She could hear the roar of the road under the wheels. She curled up on her side in the darkness, made herself into a protective ball and sobbed into her hands. 
 
    * * * 
 
    They had signs of life. Enough for excited chatter between the medics and a quick transfer into the back of the ambulance. Stan’s daughter and Paul followed the stretcher. George could see in; he could see them both trying to stay out of the way as the crew still worked on Stanley. His daughter had appeared to George to be in a constant state of shock. He could understand it, of course, he wouldn’t wish her last twenty-four hours on anyone. He moved towards his own car and prayed for the umpteenth time that Stan was going to be okay. He just needed a few minutes with him lucid. 
 
    There was a welcome party for the ambulance when they arrived: a white coat and two navy blue uniforms. They swept through automatic doors on a wheeled stretcher, each holding a corner. George followed them until they pushed through to the intensive care unit. Someone was waiting to direct Stan’s daughter and Paul into a side room. It was all well-choreographed. George moved to the door and raised his palm to push it open and follow them in so that he could talk to the daughter and find out what she might know. He hesitated. He stopped at the door, his palm flat on the slim panel of frosted glass. He stepped back, back out into the corridor and turned away. He heard the door open from behind him. 
 
    ‘Are you not coming in, George? The daughter said she wants to talk to you. She might be able to fill in the gaps in case Stan can’t.’ 
 
    ‘Paul, can you talk to her? We just need a good list of associates, anyone he might have a grievance with, anyone who might know about any money he had at the farm, whether she knows about any money. That sort of thing.’ 
 
    ‘You okay, George?’ Paul looked immediately unsure. ‘I told her who you were. I said you’re running the investigation. I think she’s expecting you to go in and talk to her. At least introduce yourself.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t, Paul.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not okay. Like I said, George, you can’t go beating yourself up—’ 
 
    ‘It’s not that. I just can’t, Paul. You’ve got it covered. You’re a good detective.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re running the investigation. And a better one.’ 
 
    George took a second. ‘Maybe he wasn’t telling me everything, Paul. I’ve played it back in my mind, when he was talking to me back at the house, when I was taking his statement. Maybe he was holding back. Maybe I even knew it at the time but I didn’t pull him up on it.’ 
 
    ‘He’d just had a terrible thing happen to him. You have to let these people go a bit. He was still shook up, confused—’ 
 
    George was shaking his head aggressively. ‘What if he knew he was going to do this? Do what he did, right from the start? Maybe he was hiding that. I see through people, Paul, I always do. When people have more to tell me, I know, I’m good at it. Jesus, I’ve made a career out of it. I didn’t push him on it because I knew he was struggling and I didn’t think I could do anything about it. I ignored it, Paul. I let him down because I didn’t have the energy to sit and listen.’ George rubbed at his face. He felt he was battling a breakdown. He wanted to give in — to his frustration, to his helplessness, to everything. ‘He phoned me. This morning. I ignored it, Paul. What if he wanted to be talked out of it? What if he just needed to know someone was there for him?’ George lifted his head and shut his eyes. Suddenly he felt a shove in his chest. He stumbled backwards and opened his eyes as he was pushed through a toilet door. Paul Bearn was forceful in his ear. 
 
    ‘Listen, George, we can’t be doing this here. These people have expectations. They don’t see past the badge. We don’t get to have feelings in front of these people. We don’t get to have family troubles. We don’t get to be weak or upset and we don’t ever let people down. Pull yourself together, sir. This is what we’re here for.’ 
 
    George’s head shook slowly from side to side. He took a deep breath. He brushed past Paul and tugged the door so hard it smacked off the wall behind him. He took a moment. The door to the family room was almost directly over the corridor. He walked in to be met by a pair of watery eyes. Louise stood ringing her hands. It looked like she had been pacing the room. 
 
    ‘You must be George Elms,’ she said. She managed a weak smile. 
 
    ‘I am, yes.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re going to need to talk to me?’ 
 
    George exchanged glances with Paul. ‘I am, yes. Do you think you’re up to it?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know if I can help much. I have no idea what’s been going on. I speak to my mum a lot. I mean . . . I did. Once a week on the weekend when I could get the time zones right. I feel like I have a lot of questions for you.’ 
 
    George did his best to look reassuring. He sat down on one of the high backed chairs and Louise took her cue to do the same, perching on the edge of one. George had seen her date of birth; he knew she was fifty-three. She looked a lot younger. She had black hair that was long and straightened. She wore a trouser suit and flat shoes. She pushed slim hands together over an expensive-looking bag. A diamond wedding ring dazzled in the strip lighting. Her expression was expectant. George had met a lot of people under the sort of pressures she was under and in similar circumstances. She was carrying herself well. 
 
    ‘You can start then. What do you need to know?’ 
 
    ‘Were my parents targeted? I picked up on something Paul said in the car, that this gang are suspected of making a living out of people like my parents.’ 
 
    ‘We have a number of theories, Louise. One of those is that they were targeted by a gang who prey on vulnerable people in isolated locations.’ 
 
    ‘Vulnerable? My parents don’t strike me as vulnerable—’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, that doesn’t sound right. It’s a police term, we tend to categorise the elderly as vulnerable, not because it is true in every case, but because a criminal would. If they saw your parent’s home, the Range Rover on the drive, the nice frontage and they saw your mum or dad coming or going they might assume it to be easy pickings. They were wrong, clearly. Your dad refused to lie down.’ 
 
    Louise pursed her lips and then said, ‘If only he had.’ 
 
    George shrugged. ‘Maybe this wouldn’t have happened, but maybe it would. Certainly your dad is beating himself up about it and that isn’t helping the situation at all.’ 
 
    ‘I understand what you’re saying, Inspector. I’m not here to point fingers or to criticise. Who knows what he was going through up there. It must have hit him hard. There’s no way my dad does . . . well . . . does that. He would be the last man, I would say—’ 
 
    ‘Grief. It does strange things to the best of us. We just need to be sure we are there for him.’ 
 
    ‘If we get the chance.’ 
 
    ‘When hope is all you have, hope is all you can do. Forgive me, but I get the impression that your dad is a tough old bastard. I told him that myself. He didn’t disagree!’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure he didn’t. And, yes, I think that’s a very good summary.’ 
 
    The door behind was pushed open. George turned. 
 
    ‘Inspector Elms?’ A tall, well-spoken man in his mid-fifties approached. He wore a checked shirt tucked into chinos and glasses. George had met enough doctors to spot one immediately. 
 
    ‘Yes, doctor.’ 
 
    ‘Do you have a moment?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ George turned back to Louise. ‘Forgive me, I’ll just be a moment.’ 
 
    George stepped out of the room and followed the doctor who walked a few feet up the corridor and leant against the wall. 
 
    ‘Is there news?’ George said. 
 
    ‘Yes. Good news. Our patient, Mr Wingmore, is awake.’ 
 
    George couldn’t stop the smile — it was relief mainly. ‘That is good news. How is he?’ 
 
    ‘It’s all rather early, Inspector, as you can appreciate. We did very little, to be honest, on his arrival here. The swift actions of whoever found him and worked him initially have given him a fighting chance. We continued with his oxygen treatment and he woke up of his own accord. We have carried out some initial scans on his brain but I will want to do some more detailed tests, especially as he is now back in the land of the living. And, if I’m honest, Inspector, he’s very lucky to be here.’ 
 
    ‘I guess I should just be thankful for that.’ 
 
    ‘We all should. I would normally speak to the next of kin first, but I understand the circumstances around this matter are a little different. If Mr Wingmore is a suspect in a murder case then I know the police get a little upset with relatives speaking to them without the police present. It’s up to you how you handle that. I obviously have to go in and talk to his daughter straight away. This was just a little pre-warning.’ 
 
    ‘I do appreciate that, doctor, but Mr Wingmore is not a suspect. He was a witness, he’s taken it rather hard as you can imagine. I have recently established that he might be a far more important witness than any of us realised. Do you think I might be able to speak with him soon?’ 
 
    ‘You might. But I should warn you, Inspector, he is suffering the effects of his ordeal. He is coping with confusion and memory loss — short term at least. He is also sight deficient in at least one of his eyes. That’s a preliminary check. It’s highly likely that more symptoms will be discovered when he gets up and moving.’ 
 
    ‘Permanent?’ 
 
    ‘It can be. More likely short term. I have been studying and working on the human brain for over twenty years and I still find much of my time is spent shrugging at relatives, saying the words we just don’t know. More than once I’ve considered what my life might have been like if I had specialised in teeth.’ 
 
    ‘I guess you know where you are with teeth, doctor.’ 
 
    ‘You do. They are rotten, they are broken or they are not. The brain, by contrast, is a baffling and complex ball of utter pig-headedness. The one thing you can be sure of, however, is that if you treat it badly, deny it something it needs, like oxygen — even for a minute — it will have its revenge. Every case will be different.’ 
 
    ‘So, the memory loss . . . does he know why he is here?’ 
 
    ‘No. Not a clue. I’d better go update the daughter. Oh — and another thing you should be aware of Inspector . . . he is asking for his wife.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    The van stopped moving and the engine was cut. Jenny sat up and pushed herself against the back of the van. She stared at the double doors in front, at the slit of light that was visible around the handle. There was nothing but silence. She waited for what seemed like an hour but was probably only half that. The doors didn’t open and all was quiet. Finally she moved. She felt the back door then pushed her eye up to where the sunlight was leaking through. All she could see was another panel of metal that blocked out her view of anything else. She could hear gulls; they were loud and raucous and she was sure one had landed on the van. She could hear its flat feet slapping against the metal as it walked the length of the roof above her. She tried the door handle. It didn’t budge. 
 
    More time passed. Jenny couldn’t be sure how long, but the harsh white slash of sunlight seemed to have dimmed, suggesting that the sun had moved significantly in the sky. She started calling out. Not loudly at first, just enough for someone close by to be able to hear her. She grew quickly in confidence and her voice got louder until she was shouting at the top of her voice and banging with all her might on the metal sides. 
 
    Nobody came. 
 
    The slash of light was all but gone completely when she accepted finally that no one was coming to help. She collapsed back onto the floor and waited. Eventually, she drifted into an uncomfortable sleep. Suddenly she heard a voice. 
 
    ‘You need to put the bag on. Like I told you.’ The voice was muffled through the door, but Jenny recognised it as the man at the hotel room, the man who had brought her this far. She sat up and rubbed at her arms and legs. They felt cold and numb. 
 
    ‘What for?’ she called out, her voice hoarse, her throat raw from shouting. 
 
    ‘You don’t need to be asking me any questions. Just do it — or you can stay in there and rot.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll stay in here then.’ 
 
    ‘Put the hood on, Jenny. That’s the last time I ask nicely.’ 
 
    Jenny scrabbled around on the floor. She felt the bundle of cloth and pulled it over her head. ‘Done.’ 
 
    The doors opened almost instantly and she was aware of a bright light shining directly at her, reaching through the weave of the bag. The light seemed directed and artificial — a torch maybe? She felt rough arms grab her and pull her out. She reckoned there was more than one man — at least two. She tried to stand on her own feet but she was unsteady; her legs were riddled with pins and needles. She couldn’t walk properly. Something was wrapped around her neck, the bag suddenly pulled tight. Her hands were pulled behind her back and held so that she couldn’t move them. There was no time for her legs to recover; she was simply dragged away from the van. She didn’t even bother to complain. The bag wasn’t quite tight enough and Jenny could see an inch or two if she looked straight down. She could see her feet shuffling over dark stone that was buffed so it reflected the artificial light. She could be sure it was dark. She could no longer hear the call of the gulls but she could hear the movement of a body of water. The breeze that lightly pushed her clothing against her chest also wafted up her nose and it was tinged with salt and the scents of the sea. 
 
    ‘Where are you taking me?’ She got no reply, just a shove to quicken her pace. She’d walked a good distance when the terrain underfoot changed. She could see a steel mesh beneath her and, below that, dark waves lapped against thick concrete legs. This was a pier or a harbour breakwater. Instinctively she pulled back against the men who held her arm. They pushed harder in reply. 
 
    ‘Don’t be stupid now, love. You don’t want to piss me off.’ A different voice: harsher and deeper than the man she had been conversing with since the hotel. A few more seconds and she was brought to a stop. She felt pressure on her shoulders, pushing her down. She fell to a sitting position. The bag was still tight round her head. Jenny’s body was suddenly so tense that she couldn’t move. Her legs were straight out in front of her. Someone reached down and grabbed them roughly. She was spun where she sat. She could just see out of the bottom of her hood still, only just — enough to see she that she was right on the edge of the pier, side-on to the water. She thought for just a second that this was it: they were going to push her in sideways. They didn’t. Instead she was held firmly by the ankles. She felt something wrap around them that was pulled sharply tight — too tight. Her ankles were shot through with pain and she screamed out. 
 
    ‘Give over, love. We ain’t even started yet!’ A new voice. Then laughter. She felt her legs pushed back around so that she was facing back the way she started. The bag was tugged from her head. It hurt her nose and pulled her hair as it lifted. 
 
    Jenny blinked. The breeze in her face and the artificial light meant it took a second to focus. She was sitting on the edge of the pier. She recognised it immediately: Langthorne’s harbour arm. They had walked it as a family just a few days earlier. It jutted out into the English Channel. The old port on the east side was hidden behind a tall stone wall and there was a sandy beach on the west side — the side she was facing. It had restaurants and bars down its length, but they were open only at the weekends. She’d learnt that the hard way. It was all silent now. She didn’t know what time it was but the night was well established. The sea was calm but, at some 600 metres out, the surface still bobbed and frothed. The water seemed to repel the artificial light of the arm from its surface rather than reflect it. It had a black infinity to it. It was terrifying. 
 
    Jenny tried to get her breathing under control. She felt surrounded. She had her head and her eyes down; she didn’t want to look around, to make eye contact, to antagonise anyone. They were speaking amongst themselves. She wasn’t tuned into the words. Someone stood next to her, close enough to be touching her left side. 
 
    ‘Please, I don’t know what this is about. I don’t know why you want me here. What do you want from me?’ she sobbed. The sobs were sudden; she hadn’t been expecting them herself. 
 
    ‘We don’t need anything from you!’ Another voice, this time behind her. She heard footsteps walk round to her right. ‘Look at me, Jenny.’ Jenny turned her head but she kept her eyes down. She was aware of where the man was standing; she saw his dark trousers. ‘I said LOOK AT ME!’ The sudden increase in volume caught her out; she jerked her head up and her tears now fell freely. 
 
    ‘What do you want from me?’ she said again. It was all she could manage. The man walked away from her. He bent down. Jenny noticed someone else on the edge that she hadn’t noticed before. Their figure was lying down, a long back towards her. She narrowed her eyes to try and pick out some detail in the gloom just as the figure was grabbed by the shoulders and pulled into a sit. The man’s head hung as if he wasn’t conscious. Faint light fell on him as he was turned towards her. 
 
    ‘Joseph!’ Jenny put her hand to her mouth; she hadn’t meant to say anything but she couldn’t stop the words. 
 
    ‘So we were right!’ the man replied. Joseph moaned and his eyes flickered open. They were still rolled back. Another man bent down; he leaned over the edge and pulled something up on a rope. Jenny could see it was a bucket. He immediately tipped its contents over Joseph. Joseph reacted: he shouted without making sense; his head snapped up; his eyes opened and he shivered violently; his mouth gaped open and he rushed large gulps of air. 
 
    ‘Yo, Joe! Guess what? Your girlfriend’s here!’ Joseph’s head moved from side to side. Finally he settled on looking over in her direction. His head leaked blood, the water had washed him but already he had a thick stream of red down his left side and over his ear. His eyes were severely swollen and his face was peppered with a red, bloody rash. His lips were swollen and blood trickled from his mouth. It was smeared on his teeth too when he grimaced. 
 
    ‘I don’t know her! You boys messed up.’ He immediately looked away, out over the sea. 
 
    ‘Oh really? Seems she knows you, Joe. She said your name the second she saw you. And look at her now! She looks like she’s seen a ghost!’ The man moved towards Jenny, his eyes fixed on her. He crouched down so he was more on her level. ‘You really don’t know what’s going on, do you? I got a good nose for these things, see.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Jenny shook her head; her nose dripped with moisture. She tried to look beyond the crouching man to Joseph. He was leaning away from her now and seemed to be vomiting. 
 
    ‘Well, that’s not fair, is it? I know who you are, Jenny, so you should know who I am. My name, well what everyone calls me, is Jimmy, and I’m a man who runs a business. I have employees, Jenny, as any business does, and Joseph, here, is one of my employees. He is the cash man, Jenny. He looks after the cash, makes sure it stays safe. My relationship with Joe here is based on trust — much like yours, I would imagine. Does it bother you if I say that Joe here is not someone you can trust?’ 
 
    Jenny shook her head and sobbed quietly. Joseph still wasn’t looking over. 
 
    ‘Joseph here is not an honest man. I guess I knew that. You see we all go out and we take from the rich. Like Robin Hood only with a better business model. ’Ere boys, Jimmy Hood! You havin’ that?’ 
 
    Jenny heard some sniggers. She couldn’t tell how many people were around her in total. 
 
    ‘So we don’t give any of it away, obviously. Joseph, though, has been taking what he wants from off the top. Skimming, I think you call it. Maybe I shouldn’t hire thieves and then be upset when they steal, right? But I’m here to ask for what is mine to be returned — that is all. I have already asked, of course, and so far he has not been willing to help.’ The man stood back up. ‘I wonder if he will be more willing to help now that you are here? Assuming he knows who you are, of course!’ Jimmy chuckled. He turned away to face Joseph. Jenny took in Jimmy’s form. He was tall and solidly built. In the dimly lit environment she could still pick out dark hair and dark features overall. 
 
    ‘I don’t know anything.’ Jenny called out to his back. ‘I just want to go and get my daughter. Joseph, whatever this is about, whatever you have, give it back. Just give it back, Joseph, so we can go home.’ 
 
    Jimmy turned back to face her. ‘Well, now, I didn’t say that, did I? And the child is something else that Joseph had been keeping from me, but then I can understand why. If you are going to steal from a man like me then I suppose you best keep quiet about your family. Or at least not use them to hide what you steal — right, Joseph?’ Jimmy grabbed Joseph’s hair. He pulled it firmly so that his head faced up. ‘Your mother would probably agree, don’t you think? If she could, of course.’ He let go of Joseph’s hair and his head lolled forward. Jimmy moved back towards Jenny and he stepped over her outstretched legs. 
 
    ‘Here we are then, Joe!’ Jimmy called out, then made an exaggerated grunt as if he was straining. Jenny looked up to see that he was holding something that took both his hands to lift. It looked to her like an iron dumbbell, but bigger than any she’d seen. Jimmy struggled with the weight before putting it on the ground next to Jenny. She could now see the length of rope that was tied off through its middle. She froze. The rope was short, just enough for it to fold back on itself, but it finished around her ankles. Joseph looked over and he saw it too. His eyes flashed wide. A man appeared on the other side of him; he was holding an identical dumbbell. He put it down on the ground and it made a heavy, metallic sound against the stone pier. It had a rope tied off round its middle too. Joseph’s ankles were together. They also trailed a length of rope. 
 
    ‘Jesus, Jimmy!’ Joe groaned. ‘This is nothing to do with her.’ 
 
    ‘I agree, Joe. But this is everything to do with you. You need to make a decision now about what happens next.’ 
 
    ‘What decision? There’s no decision here.’ 
 
    ‘Beating on you did nothing. Threatening to go and get your girlfriend did nothing. So I did it. I’ve brought her here, to the deep sea with a weight tied around her ankles. I don’t think you need me to explain where this ends up next, do you? Unless you now feel like talking.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no choices here, you’re going to do this anyway. You were always going to do it!’ Joseph’s words were rushed suddenly, breathy with panic. 
 
    ‘You might be right. You were always going to die, Joe. You let me down, and I can’t have people thinking that is okay. It is not okay, Joe. But the missus here . . . she’s your decision.’ 
 
    Jenny’s attention was dragged to her left where there was movement. The weight scraped against the floor and someone picked it up. They stepped right to the edge, where the water rippled below. She braced herself and held her breath. In front of her was a thick chain that ran between two steel posts, a sort of fence, she reached out and wrapped her arms around it. 
 
    ‘How long do you think that will help you, Jenny?’ Jimmy leered over at her. ‘You do have a bit of fight in you, though. I’ll give you that. You gave us the right run around. But we have you now, Jenny, and I won’t be giving you an inch.’ His attention turned back to Joseph. ‘So, decision time, Joe.’ Jenny suddenly felt something solid in the back of her head, pushing down. She jerked her head enough to get a view of the man that had been at her hotel holding a pistol to the back of her head. She met his eyes and he stared back. Jenny didn’t reckon she could see a flicker of doubt or of humanity there. He was ready to pull that trigger. 
 
    ‘Turn away, Jenny,’ he growled. ‘Face out to sea. NOW!’ He pushed the solid barrel more firmly into her skull. She squealed in pain and turned away. She could just see Joseph in her peripheral vision. Jimmy was standing directly behind him. He had his own pistol and pushed it into the back of Joseph’s head. 
 
    ‘Here we are then, Joe. Tell me where my money is and this fate is only yours. Refuse me one more time and you get to see the lovely Jenny there go first. How long can she hang onto that chain for, do you think?’ He chuckled. Behind her she could hear more laughter. These bastards would like to see that; she reckoned they were praying for it. Joseph shut his eyes. Jimmy reached down, he had big hands. He gripped the top of Joseph’s head and wrenched upwards, forcing his eyelids wide open. ‘That won’t help you, Joe. My money, Joe. Make your choice.’ Jenny’s eyes snatched to the left, the solid dumbbell attached to her rolled towards the sea. It stopped right on the edge, resting against a slightly raised lip. 
 
    Joseph was breathing hard, but through his nose. Every breath was loud and rushed. 
 
    ‘Fuck it, drop it!’ Jimmy called out. There was movement to her left and she took another big breath. 
 
    ‘Wait!’ Joseph shouted. He was looking over to her. 
 
    ‘Wait for what, Joe? I am not a patient man.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll tell you. I’ll tell you where it is. All of it.’ 
 
    Jenny felt the pressure against the back of her head ease off. The weight rolled back a couple of inches away from the edge. Another second passed before she saw Joseph gulp. Then he started talking. 
 
    ‘You let her go. A ten-minute head start. Then I tell you.’ 
 
    ‘You bartering with me, Joe? You setting rules now? You lost that chance a long time ago. Fuck this, drop her in!’ 
 
    ‘WAIT! Okay! It wasn’t at the house. There’s a stable block on their land. I’ve been keeping it there, in a horsebox, parked up. There’s a lock box in there, we welded it to the chassis. The key is in the house but with the right tool you can get into it. You’ll need to take the whole thing. The land is separate from the house. They don’t even know about it. It’s got nothing to do with them and it’s got nothing to do with her. You can let her go. She doesn’t even know what I’m talking about.’ 
 
    ‘Separate where?’ 
 
    ‘You got my phone from the hotel room, right? The notes section has the address for the yard.’ Everyone went quiet. Jenny heard the sound of a phone being unlocked. She strained to look sideways. The phone was being lowered to Joseph. 
 
    ‘Yeah — that’s it. You’ve got everything you need. You got issues with me we can talk about it, but she doesn’t need to be here.’ 
 
    ‘She doesn’t need to be here? She doesn’t even know what we’re talking about, you say? Well, maybe we should educate her. Why don’t you tell, Joe? Why don’t you tell her what you’ve been doing — why she’s sat on the end of a pier? You brought this on her. The least you can do is explain.’ 
 
    ‘She doesn’t know nothing, Jimmy. She’s got nothing to do with it.’ 
 
    ‘So you keep saying!’ The man called Jimmy suddenly stepped over Jenny’s outstretched legs. He lowered himself down so he was facing her. She could see him up close now. He looked at her intently and she stared right back. 
 
    ‘Quite a pretty little thing, aren’t you, Jenny? Wasted on this piece of shit.’ 
 
    ‘What do you want from me?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing from you. You’ve done everything I needed.’ Jimmy stood up. Suddenly there was a loud bang! Jenny shook as Joseph slumped forward. He was leaking blood from the back of his head. In the dim light it was like a thick, dark shadow that quickly consumed his back. Jimmy kicked out at the dumbbell next to Joseph’s hip and an instant later she heard a splash. Joseph was moving forward, but slowly. Suddenly he jerked forward. She got a flash of his open eyes as he slid over the edge. She heard a second splash. Some of it flicked into her face. It made her flinch again. 
 
    Jenny was flushed with panic. She was alone now. They hadn’t tied her hands, the rope already felt looser round her ankles and yet they couldn’t let her survive: the man had said his name and then murdered someone right in front of her. She was acting instinctively. There was only one way she might get away from this. She had to run. 
 
    Her bound feet kicked out at the weight and an instant later it hit the water. Somebody shouted something — she couldn’t make out what. She leaned back so that her body was straight, her right hand lifted to her nose to squeeze it shut and she slammed her eyes tightly shut. She was wrenched forward as if the sea itself had reached out for her. 
 
    The chill of the water took her breath away. She let go of her nose; she wanted to flail her arms, to thrash against the freezing water, but she knew she couldn’t let panic take over. Somehow, in the pitch black and freezing water with an invisible force dragging her lower she managed a moment of calm. 
 
    She reached down to her ankles. They were still tied together, she could feel herself sinking, the pressure building in her ears. She had her eyes open but it made no difference. Her hands were so cold they weren’t working properly. She couldn’t hear any sounds. The rope felt slippery. She tried to focus on yanking it upwards. It was too heavy — it just kept pulling her down. She concentrated again on staying calm. A few seconds later, she could feel the steel of the dumbbell. It was resting on the bottom. Her hands moved over it, she had seen the locking screw on the side that held the weights on the threaded bar. It ought to unscrew but it didn’t budge. She needed a breath. She tried to ignore it, tried to calm her mind. She knew that was the key. She twisted the metal again, focussing all of her strength into her grip. She thought it moved but she couldn’t be sure. She kept tugging at it. It was turning. Her panic came back in waves but she twisted faster and the screw came free. The weight was too heavy to pull off the end of the bar, she tried tipping it up but the metal dug into the soft seabed. She planted her feet and tugged it upwards with the last of her strength. Suddenly it was lighter. She was still trying to feel with her hands, then she got hold of the rope and it came free. 
 
    Jenny’s lungs were bursting. She was a strong swimmer and she could hold her breath, but she was running out of time. She tried to focus on her swim. She pushed off the bottom as hard as she could. Her ankles were still tied together and she tried to kick the rope off but it wouldn’t budge. She couldn’t afford to panic; she would die if she did. She focussed on trying to kick with her legs together as she pulled upwards with strong strokes. She used her own desperation to power her arms. 
 
    Her hand bashed against something firm, she reached out, it felt like stone but it was slimy with weed. It must have been one of the legs of the pier. She pushed off from it, she was desperate for a breath and could do no more to stop her mouth from reaching for the oxygen it craved. She took a huge gulp but she was still under water and it was still pitch black. She took in water — she coughed and swallowed but there was nowhere for it to go, she just took more in. She was drowning. 
 
    She could see a flicker of light and she kicked her legs towards it. The light grew bigger — and then she broke the surface. Straight away she tried to take in the air but it still couldn’t reach where it needed to go. For a moment, she thought it was too late, that her lungs were filled, but she gagged up some water and managed to keep her mouth above the surface enough to suck in some oxygen. Her arms were flailing, and she tried again to focus on her technique. She calmed her movements, grabbed the bottom of her jumper and scooped a pocket of air like she had been taught in school. She tried to relax and lay back to float. She kicked her shoes off and wriggled her feet together. She felt the rope slipping down and her legs came free. She could hear shouts. Her return to the surface hadn’t been quiet. She had recovered enough to tread water but was still coughing as she looked around to take in her surroundings. The pier was in front of her but she had come up on the other side. She could see the tall wall and she knew the men would be behind it. She must have gone right underneath. She didn’t have much time. She looked around for an escape route. There was a pebbly beach some five hundred metres away, but they would surely make their way back there and there would be no quick or quiet way of getting out. She had seen a sandy beach further away on the other side. The coast curved away from the pier — maybe another fifty metres — and she wouldn’t be able to swim straight for it. She would have to go round the end of the pier, giving it a wide berth, and then head for the beach, as far away as she could manage. She didn’t know if she had the strength. She was struggling just to stay afloat and it was freezing cold. She had to focus. She fixed on a point to swim out to. When she got there the plan was to turn and fix on a point to swim back to on the shore. She conjured images of Isobel in her mind, she imagined holding her again. She moved onto her front and kicked her legs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
    Stanley beamed the moment he set eyes on his daughter. To George he looked immediately like a completely different man. He finally showed some colour and some warmth. 
 
    ‘Louise! Did you come all the way back just to see me? You shouldn’t have bothered.’ Stan’s voice was hoarse. To be expected. Hopefully Stan’s throat was just swollen and not damaged. 
 
    ‘Don’t be silly, Dad. When I heard you were in here I couldn’t stay away, could I?’ Louise chuckled; it was nervous and awkward but Stan didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    ‘What’s all this about then, Louise? What am I doing in here and where’s your mother? How come you can make it from all the way over in Italy and she can’t pop up from home?’ Stan was still smiling, waiting for the reasonable explanation. Like maybe she was out getting the teas in. Louise chuckled again. She made eyes at George. 
 
    ‘Well, you know she’d be here if she could, Dad. She’d love to be here.’ 
 
    Stan’s face suddenly creased in confusion. ‘Is she not here?’ 
 
    ‘No, Dad, but the police are here. They need to talk to you. We all need to know what happened, you see. What went on. This is Inspector George Elms. You’ve met him, Dad, but you might not remember.’ 
 
    Stan peered over at George. George stepped forward, he didn’t want to, but he had no choice. ‘Hey, Stan. I’m glad to see you’re awake. You gave us all a bit of a scare there.’ 
 
    ‘A scare? What are you talking about? What happened to me, Louise? Why are the police here?’ 
 
    ‘They need to talk to you, Dad. I’m going to let them talk to you. I’ll be right outside. I’ll come back in when they are done. I’ll get us a drink, okay?’ Louise moved out of the room. She was quick on her feet, her head down, her hand over her mouth. George could tell she was breaking down. He stepped out after her. 
 
    ‘Louise! Are you okay?’ 
 
    ‘No, not really, George. I’m sorry. I can’t talk to him. I can’t tell him about Mum, about what happened. Can you do it, George? Can you tell him — please!’ 
 
    She turned away. She didn’t wait for an answer and then she was gone. George stepped back into the room. ‘I’ll leave you to it, sir.’ Paul Bearn had been stood in the corner. ‘I don’t want to add to the confusion.’ 
 
    It was just George and Stan now. Stan shuffled in the bed. He grimaced and struggled to sit up a little straighter. George walked over to him and stretched his arms out to help. Stan shooed him away. 
 
    ‘I can manage. What’s going on here? Why isn’t anyone talking to me?’ 
 
    ‘I’m here to talk to you, Stan. Your daughter is a little upset. I think she’s had a long day. Like I said, you had us all worried.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m fine now. What happened to me anyway? You’re police, right? Why the bloody hell are the police here? And where’s Janice?’ 
 
    ‘Stanley, you called us. To your home address in the early hours of Sunday morning. A couple of days ago, now. You had intruders at your home. They were there to steal from you. You put up a good fight. Do you remember any of what happened, Stan? Does any of this ring any bells with you?’ 
 
    ‘Intruders? No! Is Janice okay? Is she injured too?’ 
 
    ‘You weren’t injured as part of the robbery. Your wife, though, Stan . . . I’m so sorry. She suffered a gunshot wound and there was nothing that could be done for her.’ 
 
    Stan’s head twitched suddenly, like the information was stuck on the way in. ‘She’s not here? My Janice?’ 
 
    ‘Stan, she died on Sunday morning. You were with her. She died in your arms. We’re doing all we can to find the people that did this. You can really help us . . .’ George trailed off. He had given bad news any number of times; it was never easy. But it had never been this hard. He could see the man in front of him changing again. He was already confused from oxygen starvation and his mind was processing the information slowly. George could see it sinking in; he could see the colour draining. 
 
    ‘My Janice . . . she’s . . . gone?’ 
 
    George was right up close to Stan now. He fidgeted in the bed, his hand rose to his neck where an angry red slit ran through his leathery skin. It was already turning blue with the bruising. His expression was pained as he swallowed too. It was obviously causing him pain. 
 
    ‘I’m so sorry, Stan.’ 
 
    ‘My neck is so sore, Inspector. I did this, didn’t I?’ 
 
    George pursed his lips and nodded. ‘Are you remembering? What happened?’ 
 
    ‘Not really. But I remember this pain. That’s why I did it, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Grief, Stan . . . it can overpower any of us.’ George took hold of Stan’s hand, as he had done forty-eight hours before. Stan’s watery eyes lifted to meet his. ‘Stan, the people that did this . . . we think they knew you. Or at least they know who you are. Well, enough to know your name and that you might have something of value at your house. Do you have any idea who might have that information and might be linked to criminality? Or maybe vulnerable to information being extorted? I know it’s hard to think right now but I need your help, Stan, if I’m going to catch these bastards.’ 
 
    Stan stared out beyond George and his eyes appeared unfocussed. George thought he had lost him. He let go of his hand and stepped away. He looked over at the door, considering if now would be a good time to get Louise back in the room. The news would sink in over the next few hours and they’d be back to square one, but at least they still had him. ‘I’ll go get Louise, okay, Stan? You think over what I said. I’ll talk to you again later.’ George moved towards the door. He was overwhelmed with tiredness — emotionally drained. 
 
    ‘Joseph,’ Stan said. 
 
    George stopped at the door. ‘Sorry, Stan?’ 
 
    ‘Joseph. This will be about Joseph. My son.’ 
 
    ‘Your son?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Did you talk to him yet? We don’t talk so much, Inspector. We haven’t talked since . . . well, since he made clear that he’d chosen his path.’ 
 
    ‘No . . . I mean we haven’t had a chance yet . . . we can’t seem to locate him, Stan. What path is that?’ 
 
    Stan sniffed. His voice came back weaker. ‘He’s a bad man, George. Me and his mother fell out about it a lot. She still helps him — I know she does. But some people you shouldn’t help, no matter what they are to you.’ 
 
    George was leaning on the door when it was pulled suddenly open and it made him jump. Louise bustled back in. Her dad was in tears, his hands covering his face. She locked eyes with George and mouthed a thank you. George smiled back. She walked over to Stan and they embraced in a deep hug. Paul looked to move back into the room but George stood in his way. 
 
    ‘Louise, we need to get back to work. Are you going to be okay from here?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I’ve been told I can stay here. They’ll be keeping Dad in for the night at least. Tomorrow I’ll get something sorted for us both.’ 
 
    ‘Very good. You have my number. But I do expect to come and talk to you both again tomorrow.’ 
 
    Louise nodded. She was leaking her own tears. She went back into an embrace with her dad. George walked away and Paul caught up. 
 
    ‘I take it we’re not going to get much out of him tonight, George.’ 
 
    ‘He’s already said more in the last five minutes than he has over the last two days, Paul. We need to get to the house and do a quick search. I need to find the details of their son.’ 
 
    ‘Whose son?’ 
 
    ‘The Wingmores’. It would appear they may have a criminal for a son.’ 
 
    ‘And you think he’s the link.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, Paul. But it took our Stan to be confused and emotional to even admit his existence. There has to be a reason he didn’t tell us about him. Then he tried to take his own life. I know he’s mourning, but I didn’t have him pegged as the type.’ 
 
    ‘Did he give you a name? For the son?’ 
 
    ‘Joseph. That’s all he said. We could assume Wingmore for a surname, but you know me and assumptions.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I think I do. I think it means another long night.’ 
 
    George gritted his teeth. ‘You don’t have to come along, Paul. I can handle this. It’s not like I’ve got a family to get home to.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    It was just before 9 p.m. when George pulled into the rear yard of the police station. He and Paul Bearn had found a search team at the Wingmore house who had been happy to talk about their finds. It hadn’t taken long at all. Even so, they cut tired figures as they crossed the dark expanse to the side door. The lift was waiting for them. George sighed as he leant back on the glass. 
 
    ‘You could have retired, George,’ Paul said. ‘Walked away.’ 
 
    ‘I’d miss it too much,’ George said. They both chuckled. The doors parted just two floors up and they walked into the Major Crime office. The main part of the room was in darkness, the meeting room lit brightly in contrast. George could see Whittaker pacing the floor. He looked much the same as when the job had first come in. He could see DS Melanie Richards and DS Jason Carter too, sat at the table with Emily Ryker. Melanie looked like she was making notes. Ryker made a shh gesture at George as he walked in and she pointed at the odd-shaped phone that was in the middle of the table. George recognised it immediately as the conference phone. It looked like a squashed star. A voice emitted from it. John Whittaker stopped to hover over it. 
 
    ‘Well, be sure to give me an update after you speak to George. I will be on the phone until late now anyway. I have a number of calls to make before I get to stand down from this incident. If it goes straight to voicemail then please keep trying, John. I want us to talk again.’ 
 
    ‘Understood, sir. As soon as George gets here we will see what we know collectively and I’ll be able to call you with a summary.’ 
 
    ‘Good to hear. Speak soon.’ Whittaker pressed the button with gusto to end the call. He expelled air and glanced over at George. ‘Superintendent Ian Jackson,’ he said, gesturing at the phone. ‘He’s very interested, as you can imagine.’ 
 
    George could imagine. Major Crime was his baby. It had been his career to this point at just about every rank. The Chief Constable himself tended to use Jackson to oversee anything that might threaten the reputation of the force. This was clearly something in that category. ‘We’d better not mess this up then, sir.’ George offered. 
 
    ‘That is precisely what he was just saying. Only I think he used the phrase coherent response.’ 
 
    ‘Same thing, right?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. And our response has been good, people. I think we’ve made good headway. The coherent bit might have been missing but that’s inevitable with such a fast-moving investigation. The idea of this get-together is to talk about what we all know so then we can all know what we all know. Does that make sense?’ 
 
    ‘Not really, sir,’ Emily offered. 
 
    ‘No, I suppose it doesn’t. I think I’m more tired than I thought.’ 
 
    ‘We know what you mean!’ Emily said. 
 
    ‘Well, good. So I’ll start.’ Whittaker positioned himself in front of the timeline. It was far busier than the last time George had seen it. ‘So, shots fired here, at the beginning of our timeline at around 11 a.m. Sunday morning. Numerous reports. We also have an RTC and patrols are deployed. We now know that a vehicle was being pursued by a dark-coloured van and shots were fired between the two. The crashed vehicle is still with forensics but it has a number of bullet holes and also pellets from what we believe to be a shotgun. So, two different types of gun. The car then comes to a rather sudden stop on London Road, Dover, just outside of the Lucky Inn Chinese restaurant. There is limited CCTV from a premises on the other side of the road that gives a long distance view. The van is then seen to stop on the other side of the road and a person alights from the passenger seat. He is described by witnesses as a male carrying a long-barrelled firearm. Our missing female then gets out of the passenger side of the crashed car and she goes out of view when she walks around to the pavement. Again from witnesses, we know that she got hold of her baby and made off from the scene on foot. The CCTV then shows the armed man approach the vehicle and he appears to fire into the crashed car, through the passenger window. Shortly after this, the van comes back into shot — we can only assume it went around the one-way system — and it stops right by the crashed car. Two people are seen to exit this van and they drag someone from the car and throw them into the back.’ 
 
    ‘So it’s a kidnapping? I thought he died at the scene?’ George said. 
 
    ‘So did we — initially.’ Whittaker pointed at a name written on the timeline. ‘Oliver Adams is the deceased from this scene. Witness accounts tell that he was walking past, he was on the pavement — going about his daily business. He was carrying shopping bags and lives nearby. The car crash happened close to him and he went to the aid of the occupants. He was seen talking to the female just before she ran away. It is thought that he was in the crossfire when the gunman attempted to stop her from fleeing.’ 
 
    ‘Poor bastard.’ 
 
    ‘Quite. And of course we know there was to be a poor bastard number two. We’ll come onto him. So, our woman and baby run into a supermarket car park a few streets over and she is pursued on foot. More shots are fired and a uniform patrol are drawn into the action. They find a healthy baby girl on the bonnet of their car and no sign of the mother. The woman — and we presume the gunman — have continued on foot down a path that leads alongside the river. And here is poor bastard number two, as promised.’ 
 
    ‘Stephen Maddocks?’ George said. 
 
    ‘The very same.’ 
 
    ‘I still can’t believe it. He’s a bit simple, he’s got a fascination with all things police. A bit of a timewaster, but harmless enough. He probably heard the sirens, he would have come out to see what was going on.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds like our man. Whatever his reason for being there, it would appear that Mr Maddocks does his best to help. Certainly he is local to that area and he is seen to walk back towards his house with a female. So we assume he was on the river path and she would have been very distressed. They are followed back to his home address where Stephen is shot dead. The female has again managed to escape on foot. Blood and forensics suggest that she made it out of the back way. And let me tell you, she has done very well. The back yard is entirely enclosed by an eight-foot wall. It seems fear can put a real spring in your step.’ 
 
    ‘It would do too. She probably saw Maddocks get blown away right in front of her. You would run, wouldn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, you would. And that is the last we see of our girl on that day. We have other possible sightings and they are still being processed and looked into. But the next confirmed sighting is the following day when a female makes contact, stating that she is with our missing girl and wishes to bring her into the police station. This is arranged and the vehicle she is travelling in is ambushed en route. Rather impressively, our girl manages to get away, again on foot. And we’ve heard nothing since. One can hardly blame her for not wanting to make herself known again.’ 
 
    ‘And nothing came from the leak?’ Mel Richards directed her question at George. 
 
    ‘No. I mean, there is still work that can be done around that, but nothing immediately. An FCR call-taker received an advance payment and was told to call a number with any information about the missing girl. He did as he was asked. We don’t know how he came to be targeted, but I do think it was a case of him being targeted, rather than him being involved. I don’t think for a second that he knows who paid him the money.’ 
 
    ‘So the trail went a little cold,’ Whittaker continued. ‘But George, here, has an update that links a job he has been working — and gives us all a lot more work to do. George?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes, you will all know there was a shooting in the early hours of Sunday morning. Stanley and Janice Wingmore, up in Elham, were visited by some unwelcome guests who tricked them into opening their front door. They then demanded money and, when it wasn’t forthcoming, they shot Mrs Wingmore dead. Source information tells us that Stanley Wingmore, at least, was known to the gang in some way and they also went there with the belief that there was a large amount of money at the location.’ 
 
    ‘Is there?’ 
 
    ‘Paul and I are just back from there. The search team are currently doing what they do best. Forensics have been through the house, too. I will arrange for a cash dog to sweep it if necessary. One hundred grand is the figure. That’s a lot of paper to hide.’ 
 
    ‘Is it a big place?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a big estate. There are outbuildings that haven’t been touched. I can’t say it isn’t there.’ 
 
    ‘A hundred grand though? Where does that come from?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. It’s either a lifetime of farming, or a crooked son.’ 
 
    ‘Go on?’ Whittaker leant in. 
 
    ‘I spent some time with Stan. He’s taken it hard — so hard that he tried to hang himself in his barn. Paul saved his life, but his brain was starved of oxygen long enough to cause some damage. He’s lost his short-term memory and some of his caution.’ 
 
    ‘His caution?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, he told me about his son — straight off the bat when he came to. He didn’t mention him at all the first time around.’ 
 
    ‘So you think he was hiding something?’ 
 
    ‘There’s no question he was hiding something, it’s just whether it is relevant or not.’ 
 
    ‘It has to be relevant, doesn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘I think so. They’ve found a load of documentation. Some of it relates to a Joseph Wingmore. There’s also correspondence with a Joseph Cooper.’ 
 
    ‘Same person?’ 
 
    ‘We shall see. We’ll be giving the house back to Mr Wingmore tomorrow when he and his daughter come back from the hospital. They will have some questions to answer too. I also happen to know a very good intelligence officer who has made a career of getting to the bottom of this sort of thing.’ 
 
    Emily sat back in her chair, her arms folded. ‘Sure. But in the morning, George.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, Emily,’ Whittaker cut in. ‘We are most definitely done for the day. I will be back in around seven. Is there anything more to share, George?’ 
 
    ‘No, sir. I think that’s about it. I want to revisit Stan. Like I said, he’ll be discharged tomorrow. Hopefully the timing will work out and we will clear the scene in time for him to go home.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the deal with the short-term memory, George? Is that still going to be a factor?’ Whittaker asked. 
 
    ‘Yes, sir. The neurologist couldn’t tell me how long it would last for. He doesn’t think it will be permanent but he couldn’t promise that it wouldn’t be either.’ 
 
    ‘But our Stan . . . he knows what happened?’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t, not any of it. I had to give him the death message, sir. I had to break his heart all over again.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus, man, that’s not ideal. What about the house? Is there the need for a clean-up? I can’t have the poor old bastard turning up to that.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve sorted it, sir.’ 
 
    ‘George paid for it out of his own money, sir,’ Emily cut in. She eyed George as she did. ‘This was before he had any memory issues. George didn’t want him cleaning up what was left of his wife.’ 
 
    ‘Quite right, too. Why didn’t you use my budget, George? I won’t have you paying for something like that.’ 
 
    Emily was quick again, ‘I think sometimes George forgets that other people care about our victims, sir. It’s a fault. A good one, but a fault all the same.’ Emily’s gaze was still locked on George. Her discourse was impossible to miss. 
 
    ‘Well, we’ve had a long day and we’re all very tired.’ Whittaker announced. ‘I think budget is definitely something that can wait for the morning. The way I see it, this investigation splits two ways . . . George, Paul and Emily . . . I want you to continue your work on Stan and the son. Mel and Jason will stick with me and the rest of the incident room and we will carry on trying to find our missing runaway. Somewhere between those two are all the answers we need. Does anyone have anything to add that we might need to know right now?’ 
 
    There were mumbled negatives around the table and then they all got up. Emily was out of the door before George could even call out her name. He watched her through the glass as she made for the exit. Whittaker was right: they were all tired. They would achieve nothing more that night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
    Jenny saw bright lights, unsettled and moving quickly. They were coming towards her. She was exhausted. All of a sudden the lights were gone. The sea washed over her; she felt the weight of it on her back, she could taste it strongly in her mouth and it stung her throat. She scraped against the beach. The pebbles moved underneath her; they bumped and smacked against her as the waves slid back out. Her breath came in short gasps. 
 
    The lights were closer and shone directly in her eyes. She reached out her hand to try and grip the beach and stop herself being sucked back into the wash, but her strength was spent and there was little she could do. The water rolled back over the top of her and she felt the pebbles on top of her this time. She was being buried and drowned at the same time. She was resigned to it. She stopped trying. 
 
    She felt rough hands under her shoulders. The grip was firm and strong and her face emerged from the sea. She was above the water now, looking down at it. Her bare feet scraped on the pebbles. She heard excited shouts. 
 
    ‘That’s it! Get her out!’ 
 
    She tried to take in a deep breath but still choked on salty water. 
 
    ‘Alright, love, stay calm. You’ve taken on some water.’ She was lowered down, still fighting for breath. The beach was solid and unforgiving on her back. She was tugged on to her side and was promptly as sick as a dog. It just kept coming: water and bile that frothed like the sea from which she had just been pulled. The lights were still bright, she couldn’t make out any details of the people around her. They were still talking, they still sounded excited. She finally got her breath. 
 
    ‘You’re going to be okay,’ someone said. The same voice then shouted, ‘SHE’S OVER HERE!’ He must have moved his feet; she felt pebbles push against her head. She still gulped the air. She was facing the sky. She could make out the stars. Her whole body shook violently in a shiver. She no longer felt cold, though — just numb. 
 
    She was aware of more people around her. More lights. The first voice she heard was back talking to her, telling her she was going to be okay. She could see a bit of him now. He had a boyish face and was wearing a head torch. 
 
    Someone put a blanket over her. She was rolled back onto her side, and when she was rolled back again it was softer on her skin. Then she was lifted into the air. She was on a stretcher of sorts and was moving up the beach. She could hear heavy footfalls on the pebbles, as if they were struggling with her. It seemed like an age before the scrunch of pebbles stopped. By then, vivid white light was all around her and she narrowed her eyes to it. Someone bent over her, a woman wearing a lurid green with yellow epaulettes. 
 
    ‘How are you feeling?’ 
 
    Jenny tried to talk. She opened her mouth and could only grunt. Her body was shivering so hard now; she couldn’t stop. 
 
    ‘We’re going to strip you down and then bring you back up to a good temperature, okay? It’s not really the night to be out for a swim, you know!’ She chuckled but Jenny could see the concern in her face. ‘What’s your name?’ 
 
    ‘J-J-J-J-Jenny.’ 
 
    The woman smiled. ‘Jenny, right?’ 
 
    Jenny jerked a nod, her whole body still contorted in shivers. 
 
    ‘Well, Jenny, it’s lovely to meet you. Another few minutes in that water and I don’t reckon we would have. But you’re going to be just fine now, okay?’ 
 
    Jenny managed another nod. She felt the warmth of a tear on her cheek. She was aware she was being pulled around, the woman gave her another reassuring smile as she hovered above her with scissors. She cut off her top and it was replaced quickly by a blanket that rustled like foil. A softer blanket was laid on top of that. The woman spoke to someone, her voice raised a little. Jenny was again aware of being moved. She didn’t know where. She didn’t care anymore. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
    George was lying on his sofa at 5 a.m. again when his phone went off. He had been asleep this time though. A shopping channel played softly on the television. George instantly felt terrible. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ 
 
    ‘George! Sorry for the rude awakening, old boy.’ John Whittaker sounded wide awake. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry about it, Major. Seems like it’s the week for it. What can I do for you?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing really, George. I just wanted a chat, you know. I couldn’t sleep.’ George’s eyes flicked to the clock hanging on his wall. He was about to make a point when Whittaker started laughing. 
 
    ‘Very good, Major.’ 
 
    ‘Too early for banter, old boy? I’ve had a call. There’s been a development.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds more like it. Where do you need me?’ 
 
    ‘William Harvey Hospital.’ 
 
    ‘I’m on my way.’ 
 
    George was there in twenty-five minutes. He made for the accident and emergency entrance since he knew it was open twenty-four hours and it was the only place with any movement. Sure enough, Whittaker was in the waiting area, sat on the edge of a plastic chair. George took in the waiting room and did nothing to hide his surprise at how many people were having medical emergencies at five thirty in the morning. Whittaker stood up and then George noticed that Ryker was there too. Whittaker nodded and immediately walked into the corridor, away from the waiting masses. Emily followed but stayed silent and didn’t acknowledge George. 
 
    ‘Has there been some sort of natural disaster I wasn’t aware of?’ George said. ‘I thought this was the quiet time for A and E.’ 
 
    ‘State of the NHS these days, George. Some of these poor bastards have probably been here for hours.’ 
 
    ‘Where are we going then, Major?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I was going to wait for Mel Richards, but we appear to have an opportunity, George. I received a call from the night duty DS. Seems a female was pulled out of the sea last night. A group of night fishermen found her. She was in a bad way, suffering the effects of exposure, exhaustion and a few other bits and pieces. Half-drowned by all accounts. It took a little while for them to work out who she is, but it’s our girl, George. It’s the runaway.’ 
 
    ‘You’re sure?’ 
 
    ‘Certain. I mean, I haven’t met her yet, but she’s spoken briefly to a couple of uniform officers and told them as much. She’s shaken up, I hear, but I wanted to talk to her before we lose her to medical procedures and sleep.’ 
 
    ‘I agree with that.’ 
 
    ‘Well, good. I figured this is your thing. I mean, I was determined to find a use for you somewhere!’ 
 
    ‘Very good, Major.’ 
 
    ‘Of course we just need to find her first.’ George could see Whittaker was peering up at the hanging signs. He stopped and looked in opposite directions. He set off again. George tried to catch Emily’s eye and rolled his eyes playfully at the old man struggling with his directions. She was still ignoring him. 
 
    A passing nurse helped with directions. It was obvious when they were getting close to their witness. George could see two bored-looking firearms officers in chairs that had been placed untidily out in the corridor. They snapped to attention as Whittaker approached. 
 
    ‘Morning, men. Thanks for coming out. We have a VIP it seems?’ He grinned and they both relaxed. 
 
    ‘As we understand, sir. We have both corridors covered with patrols. I can hear from the radio chatter that there are other patrols coming down to sit out the front.’ 
 
    ‘Good stuff. Sounds like you have it covered. Do we have someone in with our young lady?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir. A local patrol.’ 
 
    ‘Very good. Is she just through there?’ 
 
    ‘The door on the right there, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent. And have you been well looked after? Did anyone get you a tea yet?’ 
 
    ‘No, sir. They all seem rushed off their feet to be honest. I certainly didn’t like to ask.’ 
 
    ‘No. Quite. I will though.’ Whittaker chuckled and stepped to the door. George followed him. He stopped. ‘We think she’s Jenny, right?’ 
 
    ‘So you said, Major,’ George replied. 
 
    ‘I was just checking that was what I said. Don’t get old, George. Not if you can help it.’ 
 
    Jenny lay on her side. The standard white sheets of the NHS were mostly covered with a thick-looking blue blanket that was plugged into a box that whirred. The cover on the box flexed slightly as if it was breathing. George had seen such a device once before; it was designed to keep the body temperature constant. Jenny looked to be asleep. The sheet was tucked in tight around her. 
 
    ‘Good morning.’ Whittaker was cheery for the female officer who stopped writing in her book. ‘How has she been?’ 
 
    ‘She’s not talkative, sir. At least she hasn’t been with me. The nurses have been in and out and they seem to be very happy with her. I think it’s all observations now. The big challenge we’ve got is that she’s shattered. She talked to me earlier but every word was a fight.’ 
 
    ‘What did she say?’ 
 
    ‘She was terrified, sir. She said they killed her boyfriend, she said she saw it and she escaped by jumping off a pier. They’d tied a weight around her legs. It sounds like quite an ordeal.’ 
 
    ‘Blimey! It does at that, the poor thing. And this is just today’s episode. This young lady has had quite a time. When did she last speak to you?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, at least an hour ago. She’s not been sleeping soundly, sir. She’s very restless. The nurse said she would be while her body sorts itself out after the hypothermia. Her stress levels won’t be helping either.’ 
 
    Right on cue, Jenny murmured. She fidgeted under the thick blanket and moved onto her back. Her head rocked from side to side and it sounded like she was trying to form words. Whittaker and George leaned closer as her eyes fluttered open. Her eyes rolled in their sockets as if she wasn’t quite awake. 
 
    ‘Hey, Jenny,’ George said, softly. 
 
    Her eyelids flickered and then opened. He was close enough to see them focus. 
 
    ‘You’re okay. You’re in hospital and you’re safe. I’m Detective Inspector George Elms and I’m—’ 
 
    ‘George Elms . . .’ Jenny murmured. Her eyes moved around and she grimaced as if confused. 
 
    ‘George Elms. I’m a police officer. Take your time, okay? You’re safe here . . . we’re going to help—’ 
 
    ‘George Elms!’ she screamed. Her eyes opened wide. Her arms and legs thrashed under the cover. George took a step back and looked over at Whittaker and Emily. Jenny screamed again, it was long and more powerful. George stepped further back. 
 
    ‘Not him! Not him!’ She fixed on him, then over at Whittaker. Emily pushed past George and placed her hand gently on Jenny’s forehead. 
 
    ‘Hey, hey, Jenny! Shh . . . it’s okay, honey. It’s okay.’ 
 
    Jenny settled down a little though her breathing was still rushed and loud and her eyes searched the room. 
 
    George moved further away. 
 
    A nurse appeared at the door. ‘What the hell is going on here?’ she demanded. 
 
    ‘It’s okay. I think Jenny woke up a little confused and surrounded is all,’ Emily said. 
 
    ‘Not him! George Elms! He was there. He was there!’ 
 
    ‘Could you please leave?’ The nurse held the door open and she looked over at the two men. Whittaker led the way back out into the corridor. 
 
    ‘What the hell was all that about?’ Whittaker said. 
 
    ‘I have no idea? She can’t know what she’s saying.’ 
 
    ‘Does she know you?’ 
 
    ‘No, Major, of course not. She’s just woke up from hypothermia. She’s all over the place.’ 
 
    Whittaker sighed. ‘I suppose you’re right. I was kind of hoping she would come to and immediately regale us with her last three days. I suppose that was a little ambitious, thinking about it.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll get there. It’ll just take time. Ryker’s still in there. If anyone is capable of getting information out of someone, it’s Emily Ryker.’ 
 
    A few more minutes and both men glanced at the door. Emily Ryker appeared looking agitated. ‘Seems you’ve made quite the impression, George.’ 
 
    ‘What was that about?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll tell you what it was about, George. She saw you. At the hotel. While she was being kidnapped. I can’t get too much detail out of her — she’s repeating herself over and over. She’s very traumatised but says she was standing right opposite you. She just keeps saying that you wouldn’t even look at her.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus, Ryker. I swear I’ve never seen that woman before in my life.’ 
 
    ‘Which is what she is saying!’ 
 
    ‘At the hotel?’ 
 
    ‘The lift. She said you were in the lift with her. You were on your phone? I think that’s what she means.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus!’ George brought his hands to his face. He couldn’t look at Whittaker or Emily either. He turned away — and heard Whittaker’s voice. 
 
    ‘Is that all she said? Can she not tell us more?’ 
 
    ‘She won’t engage. I struggled to get that much. She said she won’t talk to me.’ 
 
    ‘To us — because of me,’ George said. ‘She’s lost all faith. You can’t blame her.’ 
 
    ‘We had no idea who she was, George,’ Whittaker said. ‘Even if you were looking right at her it wouldn’t have made a blind bit of difference. You can talk to her when she’s a bit more compos mentis and explain. She’s had a traumatic time. Lord knows how she ended up in that sea.’ 
 
    ‘She must have known who I was, that I was a copper. She must have been looking right at me, knowing that I should be helping her. She would have been leaking fear from every pore. I’ve been letting people down, Major. I didn’t even realise this one.’ George was still facing away, down a long, straight corridor. He started walking. He didn’t know where he was going, but he needed to get away, to clear his mind. 
 
    ‘You okay, George?’ Emily called out. 
 
    ‘Yeah, Ryker. I’ll find us all a coffee or something, yeah?’ 
 
    George kept walking. He hadn’t gotten far when he saw a courtyard through the window. A bare square of concrete surrounded on all sides by corridors leading to different parts of the hospital. He stepped out through a door that clanked shut. Two wooden benches faced each other and a man stood leaning on the back of one of them. He had a drip on a wheeled holder and he was wearing pyjamas. He smiled at George. George ignored him, his back found the glass window and he slunk down to sit on the ground. The man was smoking and took a deep drag. George was aware he was still looking over in his direction. 
 
    ‘Shit day?’ the man said. ‘Or shit news, more likely, in this place.’ 
 
    George knew he was going to have to engage. ‘Shit day,’ he said. He quickly looked back down at the floor. 
 
    ‘Shit news,’ the man said. 
 
    George looked up at him. 
 
    ‘For me, I mean.’ He sucked on his cigarette for a last time. It dropped to the floor and he stood on it with his slipper. ‘You any good at telling families shit news? ’Cause I’ve been out here for three of these now and I still can’t think of how to do it.’ The man expelled some smoke in a sort of laugh. George thought he might break down. That was the last thing he needed. But he couldn’t help but feel for him. The man’s head dropped, he turned away as if he had accepted that George didn’t want to talk. 
 
    ‘How shit?’ George said. He forced himself back to his feet and moved over to the bench that faced the man. He sat down. 
 
    ‘There’s nothing they can do. That shit.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right up there with the shittiest, friend. I’m really sorry.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, don’t be. If you don’t look after your lungs they can come right back at ya! Who knew?’ 
 
    ‘The problem isn’t not knowing though, right? It’s not caring. We’ve all been young and invincible.’ 
 
    The man smiled ruefully. ‘Yeah we have. And now I get to be middle-aged and dying. I got a year, max. My kids . . .’ The man broke off. 
 
    ‘They’ll be fine. Trust me, they will. How old?’ 
 
    ‘Adult.’ It was all he could manage. 
 
    ‘And now you know you’ve got twelve months to make the most of them. To make sure their memories of you are what every kid should have of their dad. Most people don’t get that. I’m not saying anyone would swap with you, friend, but, actually, you get something most of us don’t. You get a timetable. You get a motivation to make the next twelve months the best time you have ever spent with them. And it will be.’ 
 
    The man’s eyes were heavy and red as he peered over at George. ‘You do this professionally? Did they send you after me?’ 
 
    ‘Do what?’ 
 
    ‘Talk to people when they walk away from a prognosis like I got? Making people feel better?’ 
 
    ‘Goodness, no!’ George couldn’t help but laugh. ‘I don’t think I have the right qualifications for that job.’ 
 
    ‘Not a job anyone would want either. Talking to the walking dead.’ 
 
    ‘We’re all walking dead, right? At least you have that timescale. When you tell your family, tell them that you have good news. That the next twelve months are gonna be the most amazing of your life — of their lives. It’s still going to hit them hard but at least then you start off on the right foot.’ 
 
    ‘I might just try that. I just want to see if I can go with no regrets, you know? That’s the dream, right?’ 
 
    ‘I think it is.’ 
 
    ‘Not going to be easy, though. Me and my ex . . . we were great together. We had the kids but it went wrong. She had her head turned by her personal trainer. I’m a walking cliché, right? I was working all day and tired all night, so I guess it was inevitable, but I took it bad. I was so angry, it put a chip on my shoulder I never managed to get rid of. She hates me now. I mean, I know what she did, but I made her life hell.’ 
 
    ‘Is that your regret?’ 
 
    ‘No. I mean, it’s part of it. It’s the kids, see? She used to get upset and the kids would see her upset and they would know I caused it and . . . well, we all fell out for a while. We didn’t talk for a few days, then a few weeks, then it was months and in the end it took years to sort it out. I never should have done that. I should never have let my pride stand between me and my kids.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you’ve got twelve months to make it right.’ 
 
    The man smiled, and this time it looked more genuine. ‘You’re right. Thanks for talking to me. I’m sorry I vented. I guess you were just the first person I saw.’ 
 
    ‘No one sent you?’ George quipped. ‘To talk to me, I mean? Seeing as you accused me of the same?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ The man stopped in the doorway on his way back into the hospital. 
 
    ‘Doesn’t matter. Good luck with it all, yeah?’ The man left. It wasn’t long before George turned to another voice. 
 
    Emily Ryker stepped out. ‘Well, this place is fucking grim, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘The hospital?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yeah, but I mean this little area. I would picture outside areas at hospitals as being like gardens, with flowers and stuff. This is like John Major’s screensaver.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose it suits it.’ 
 
    ‘Not a fan of hospitals?’ 
 
    ‘Who is?’ 
 
    ‘You okay?’ 
 
    ‘Fine. I was just thinking it out. The next step.’ 
 
    ‘And there was me thinking you were out here beating yourself up. The boss was right, George. We didn’t even know who she was then. It didn’t matter whether you were looking at her or not.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe you’re right. It just puts us back a few paces. Do you think she’ll talk to you? We need what she knows.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so. Not any time soon.’ 
 
    ‘Dammit! Between her and Stan I feel like we’ve got all the keys now but we can’t find the door.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll get there. Do you want me to find the coffee then?’ Emily moved back to the door. 
 
    ‘Oh yeah, I’d forgotten about that. I’ll have a tea if you’re going.’ 
 
    ‘Are you staying here?’ 
 
    ‘Just a few more minutes. I need to make a couple of calls and then I’m going to go back in there and have a chat with our Jenny.’ 
 
    ‘I think you’re the last person she’ll talk to, George. Are you sure that’s a good idea? We don’t want to piss her off and push her further away.’ 
 
    ‘I think she’ll talk to me. I just got an idea.’ 
 
    ‘Why does that always fill me with a sort of dread?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be five minutes behind you — in time for the tea at least. Just let me make this call.’ 
 
    Emily lingered on him for a few seconds. She looked like she had more to say, but she moved back into the hospital. George watched her disappear from sight. He pulled his phone from his pocket and scrolled through to his wife’s number. He pressed to dial and held the phone to his ear. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
    George was very uncertain when he stepped back into Jenny’s room. Jenny had fallen back to sleep; the monitoring equipment beeped a gentle rhythm around her; the blanket still breathed in and out as he approached. He had forgotten how tiny a baby could be. Isobel lay across his arm, tucked in tight to his chest. She was sleeping. She had squirmed a little when she was handed to him but her eyes stayed shut. Her breathing was rhythmic again and she looked peaceful. 
 
    ‘Jenny!’ George said. Jenny stirred a little. ‘Jenny, I’ve got Isobel here to see you.’ Jenny’s eyes fluttered open. She took a few moments, her eyes half-open. Suddenly they opened wide. 
 
    ‘Issy!’ She pushed herself back in the bed and held out her arms. George laid Isobel gently in her grasp. He stayed close, the nurse had told him she was weak and she might not even realise it. She pulled her child to her chest and held on tight. There was no way she was going anywhere. George backed off a little. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry it took us so long to bring her down but we had to be sure you were okay first. How do you feel?’ 
 
    ‘Great now!’ Jenny beamed. She didn’t take her eyes off her sleeping child. Isobel took a firm grip on her outstretched finger. ‘Oh, my little Issy! I knew I would see you again!’ 
 
    ‘I’ve arranged for a cot to be brought in here. She shouldn’t have to leave your side again, Jenny. I thought you’d appreciate that.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ Jenny now looked at George. ‘Are you the man I shouted at earlier?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. I let you down, Jenny. But I wanted to exp—’ 
 
    ‘They already did. The girl. She said that you didn’t know what I looked like. You got my name from someone who heard Joseph shouting at me. It’s okay.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not okay. I can’t imagine how you felt in that lift. I must have been so close.’ 
 
    ‘Closer than you are now. I read your tag. I saw you were police.’ 
 
    ‘I am sorry.’ 
 
    ‘It’s okay. I know’ 
 
    ‘I wanted to get off to a better start, Jenny — with you, I mean. We need you, we need your help desperately.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you might. I’m not sure what I can do though. I’ll be honest with you, Inspector, I just want all of this to go away.’ 
 
    ‘Please, call me George. Unfortunately that isn’t an option right now. The man in the car with you when this all started, is that your other half? We know he was taken from that car. We need to find him and—’ 
 
    ‘He’s dead.’ 
 
    ‘He’s dead?’ 
 
    ‘I saw it. Joseph. He was with me on the pier. They shot him in the head. I was right there. Jesus!’ She broke down. George cursed himself, immediately he knew he had underestimated what this girl had gone through. He looked around the room. There were two padded armchairs against the wall on the other side of the room. He pulled one over so it was next to her. She took a hold of herself a little and nuzzled into Isobel. ‘I’m sorry, George. I’ve had a hell of a few days. I thought Joseph was dead all along. I saw them shoot into the car, that’s why I ran. I didn’t even look back. Then I saw him on that pier and I was so confused. Not just because I thought he was dead, but because I knew that he was the reason I was involved in all this. I couldn’t hate him though. I saw him there — he was all tied up and helpless. He tried to act like he didn’t know me, but when they made him — when they said they knew all about me, he did what he could to save me. They shot him. It was like they were putting down an animal, George! How could someone do that?’ 
 
    George still hadn’t sat down; he simply leaned on the back of the chair. ‘I really don’t know, Jenny. No matter how long I do this job, no matter what I see or hear, I can never understand how people can be so evil. There’s something fundamentally wrong with these people, Jenny. They need to be off the streets. The only way the rest of the world is safe from them is if they’re in prison. You need to understand your situation, Jenny. You’ve witnessed a terrible crime. These people cannot let you live. They’ve proven just how far they will go to hurt you. Right now you’re safe. You’re being protected by six armed police officers at different points around this hospital — with more on standby. I can help you, Jenny. I can keep you safe. But we have to help each other. The only way to guarantee your safety is to put these people behind bars. They can’t hurt you there, Jenny. I’ll make it as easy as possible. I’ve got a video camera. We’ll set it up and forget about it. Then we just talk about what happened. No writing. No checking it back over. We just talk.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want to talk! You can make me disappear. I’ve heard about it. I’ve seen it on TV — witness protection, right?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right, I can do exactly that. But to get witness protection, you have to be a witness. That means someone who is giving us evidence that will put these people away.’ 
 
    ‘And if I don’t, I’m on my own? Is that what you’re saying?’ 
 
    ‘Honestly? No. I’m not about to turf you back out and wish you luck, Jenny. But we can only do so much to protect you and we can only do it for so long. And you have to know that Social Services have arranged foster care for Isobel here—’ 
 
    ‘Well, they don’t have to now. I’m back, aren’t I?’ Jenny flashed angry, her cheeks burned red. 
 
    ‘You are. But think about it . . . will the police and Social Services let you have care of young Isobel, here, if you’re considered to be a target for serious harm?’ 
 
    ‘So you’re going to take my baby away? Because I saw a murder and someone shot at me?’ 
 
    ‘That’s not what I’m saying, Jenny. I want to keep you both safe and I want to keep you both together. That’s my favourite outcome. But if you take a decision that makes that impossible, then I will do what I can to keep Isobel out of harm’s way. Because she isn’t old enough to make a decision that is in her own best interest.’ 
 
    ‘So you just came in here to threaten me with taking my baby away if I don’t help you? You’re no different to those men, they just used guns to threaten me.’ 
 
    ‘I’m very different. If you don’t help me I will still do all I can to keep you safe. I will still do all I can to find those men and to put them in front of a judge who can send them down for a very long time. And if I manage to do that without your help then I will help you get Isobel back in your care. I don’t want you dead. That makes me your best option, Jenny. I haven’t got off on the right foot with you. That was my fault. I still feel like I let you down, and because of that I will work harder and faster. But you need to help me. You need to tell me what you know and you need to let me put that into evidence. Together we will get these bastards. They’ve already given me the hump by shooting a defenceless pensioner dead in her own home. Help me, Jenny, please.’ 
 
    Jenny snuggled back into Isobel. She kissed her lightly on the cheek. Isobel still slept soundly. ‘And then you’ll move me away? The new identity. A place to live? So I can’t be found by them or their mates?’ 
 
    ‘I will.’ 
 
    ‘You promise?’ 
 
    ‘I have a daughter too, Jenny. She’s nine though. She does this thing — it’s called a pinky promise. You have to link your little finger on one hand. There’s nothing that can break a pinky promise.’ 
 
    Jenny stared at him. She looked more than a little unsure. George held out his right hand, his little finger extended. Jenny shook her head, the slightest curl of her lips. Then she locked her finger with his. 
 
    When George emerged from her room Whittaker and Emily Ryker were stood outside waiting for him. 
 
    ‘You were ages in there, old boy. I take it you got her talking?’ 
 
    ‘I did, yeah. It’s a hell of a tale.’ George lifted up the DVD that now contained her account. 
 
    ‘Where are we then, George? We all need to get back together at the nick. I’ll need the team to sit and watch it so we all know what there is. Are there any fast-track actions, though — anything to do straight away?’ 
 
    ‘There are, sir. I need a surveillance team and an armed tactical team that can be available round the clock.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, I agree we need some safeguarding in place. I’m not sure I can get you a whole tactical team—’ 
 
    ‘It has to be a tactical team, Major.’ 
 
    ‘Okay? Are you aware of something that you are not divulging, George? You understand my position as the SIO. I can’t have anything kept from me — especially if you want me to start writing blank cheques for tactical teams.’ 
 
    ‘It’s nothing like that, Major. There’s more to this. We’re not being told the whole picture here. I think there’s still more to play out and we need to be ready. That will be our chance to nab these bastards.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll see what I can do. Teams of seven specialist officers don’t come cheap. It can be done, but you need a damned good reason for not being content with sticking up a camera and putting a marked car outside the address. That would do the same job for a tenth of the budget.’ 
 
    ‘They’re preventative, sir. You can still do that by all means.’ 
 
    ‘So you don’t want the tactical team at the Wingmores’?’ 
 
    ‘No, sir. And I would rather they didn’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think this gang intend on coming back? That maybe they have unfinished business and this is a ploy to flush them out?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think they will return there, sir.’ 
 
    ‘You have me confused, George.’ 
 
    ‘We still don’t know the real story. We’re getting snippets. I’m getting half-truths, half-stories and downright lies. Right now I can’t pick out which is which. I figure if I’m not being told the truth I might try sitting back and seeing if it gets played out in front of me. You don’t have to like the idea, Major, you just have to not dislike it enough to order me not to.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I definitely dislike it enough for that.’ 
 
    ‘Are you ordering me not to?’ 
 
    ‘Well, no, George. But we need to go over what you want to do. Then at least I know what I’m not ordering you not to do.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
    George was in the foyer of the hospital when his phone rang. It was Ali. 
 
    ‘What’s up, Ali?’ 
 
    ‘George, I’m done up at the house, but I’ve just had a rather strange call. The source of that call kept apologising and said that his orders had come from some bloke called DI Elms and that he didn’t know any more. He seemed new, like he might be frightened to ask any questions. Maybe even new enough to respect you.’ 
 
    ‘Blimey. Must be fresh out the box.’ 
 
    ‘I know. And seeing as I don’t particularly care about rank an’ all that, I thought I would call you direct and find out what the hell is going on.’ 
 
    ‘And I’m glad you did,’ George chuckled. ‘You know I always like to help. What do you need to know?’ 
 
    ‘So I’m finished up at the house. But I’m being told to wait for a couple of other marked vehicles to get here. Then I’ll be told when the scene can be stepped down and we all have to leave together in some sort of choreographed convoy?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right—’ 
 
    ‘Then I need to make my way directly to Langthorne beach and — this is my favourite bit — this DI Elms joker needs me to create a crime scene using my body tent and some police tape. So . . . my question is probably obvious, George, don’t you think?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. You’re going to ask me what colour tent you should use. I know you have the yellow hi-vis one or the plain white. Personally I think you should go for the plain white. I think that’s a bit of a classic.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not funny.’ 
 
    ‘I am, Ali. You get told something enough and you do start believing it.’ George ducked into a disabled toilet cubicle that had become free. 
 
    ‘Strange you should say that. You hear something enough about someone and you can start believing it too, George.’ 
 
    George chuckled again. ‘And I bet you haven’t been hearing about how funny I am, have you?’ 
 
    ‘Not even once.’ 
 
    ‘So you want to know why on earth you would be leaving in a big convoy and then setting up a body tent over a mound of pebbles?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a very long story, Ali, one that you are very welcome to hear right now or you can trust me and let me buy you a coffee in a day or so when this is all over. Your choice.’ 
 
    ‘How long?’ 
 
    ‘I-haven’t-really-got-the-time long. The shortest version is that we had a girl go into the water off the pier out there. I need the people that were with her to think that she washed up dead. You’re perfect for the job. This might be the only way I can get hold of these bastards. I can’t tell you how important you are. That’s not just me buttering you up either, Ali. I’ll explain it all and you’ll know I’m right.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t trust people, George — I’ve never been good at that. And doesn’t that mean that we have another scene? On the pier, where this girl was pushed?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t say she was pushed.’ George was deflecting. He didn’t want to tell her about his expectation of finding a body at the bottom of the sea, tied off on a dumbbell. CSI got twitchy around bodies in water, especially seawater. If forensics was your thing it was possibly the worst environment on earth. 
 
    ‘You’ve not said much!’ 
 
    ‘Like I said, you can have the long story now or the coffee and full explanation later. You know you can trust me. You remember my face, right? How trustworthy it is? Hold that image in your mind. I think it’ll help.’ 
 
    ‘You’re something, George. That’s an image I really don’t want. You’d better find these people and then you need to do better than a coffee and a cake.’ 
 
    ‘I never said cake.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t said yes.’ 
 
    ‘Help me out, Ali, and you get whatever you need.’ 
 
    ‘Done. Your cleaners have turned up, by the way.’ 
 
    ‘Cleaners?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I’ve kept in touch with the woman you spoke to who runs the cleaning company. They’re at the address now. They should be done in the next hour or so. She doesn’t like you either.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t need to be liked, Ali. That’s good news, though. I’m waiting for Stanley now. I’m taking him back home. He should be with me any minute, and as soon as we get him home that’s when the scene can be stood down.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t wait.’ 
 
    With the call finished, George stepped back out of the toilet to see Louise in the distance. She was obviously looking for him. He had asked her to meet him here alone before he took her and Stan home. He got her attention with a wave and led her into the first vacant room he found. There were seats and he offered her one, then took one himself. 
 
    ‘This has the feeling of bad news, George,’ Louise said. 
 
    ‘There’s no way of hiding it, I’m afraid, Louise. It would appear that I am about to make your day darker.’ 
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘Your brother. Joseph.’ George waited for a reaction. She bit down on her lip and waited for him to continue. Certainly there was no denial of his existence. ‘I’m very sorry to have to tell you this, Louise, but we’ve received some intelligence that suggests he was shot dead earlier today.’ 
 
    Louise brought her hand up to her mouth. Her eyes flashed wide in shock. ‘Shot? Dead?’ 
 
    ‘It appears to be almost an execution in style. I’m sorry, there’s no easy way to say this and I can’t spare you the details. I think it might all be linked to what happened to your mum and dad. I need to ask you again if you can think of any reason that someone might be targeting your family?’ 
 
    Jenny flopped back, her body suddenly limp. Her eyes stared up at the ceiling and filled with moisture. ‘No. I have no idea what is going on. Oh God, Joseph! I should have stayed in Italy.’ 
 
    ‘When did you last see your brother?’ 
 
    ‘Years, Inspector. Many years. We don’t talk. The only time he ever used to call me or turn up at my door was to ask for money. The same with Mum and Dad. When he was much younger, he got himself involved in drugs. He had a problem. They put him through rehab — spent tens of thousands of pounds on trying to get him right and all he did was throw it back in their faces. My dad lost all faith, practically banished him. I don’t think they’ve spoken since then either.’ 
 
    ‘What about your mum?’ 
 
    ‘What about her?’ 
 
    ‘Did she still speak to Joseph?’ 
 
    ‘Not that I know of. I mean, I very much doubt it. He’s not even an easy person to find if you wanted to. His life is chaos. He moved away. Portsmouth, I last heard.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been able to find out a little bit about him, Louise. There are signs that he might have been looking to settle down. He’s got a partner. They’ve been together a while and . . . well, he’s a dad.’ 
 
    Louise snapped up straight. ‘Joseph!’ 
 
    ‘Yes. A little girl. She’s four months old. She’s a lovely little thing.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve met her?’ 
 
    ‘She’s here, strangely. Her mother was taken ill but she’s going to be just fine. You’re an aunty, Louise, and your dad out there—’ 
 
    ‘A granddad! He always wanted grandchildren. I mean they both did — my mum was even worse. I remember telling them I couldn’t. It was worse than telling my husband. They were absolutely devastated. They tried not to show it, of course.’ Louise was back to sobbing silently behind her hand. 
 
    ‘This is why I wanted to speak to you alone. I wanted to talk to you about the best way to tell your dad.’ 
 
    Louise leant forward. She composed herself; she took her time. ‘It’s hard to tell, really. They never got on, but he’s still his son. The baby thing as well . . . it’s all going to be a lot to take in. He’s still struggling. He gets confused. Oh! This is all such a mess!’ 
 
    ‘I think we have options, Louise. I can tell him now and we can manage the fallout between us and take him home. Or we can let him get some sleep in his own bed and I’ll come and see him tomorrow. We can talk to him then.’ 
 
    Louise was shaking her head. ‘I don’t think I can be with him all night and not tell him about Joseph. It’s massive. It would be like a weight and it isn’t fair. He would want to know.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll talk to him, then. We can bring him in here and—’ 
 
    ‘No. Drop us home. I’ll sit him down at home and I’ll talk to him.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure that’s the best way?’ 
 
    ‘I think so. Maybe. What about the baby? What is the situation there?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘He’s had his heart broken. I’m about to give him more bad news. Can we see the child? Maybe meet the mother? Maybe my dad will react to his grandchild. I think he might.’ 
 
    ‘I can ask the question. I don’t see any reason why she wouldn’t want you to meet her daughter. You are family, after all.’ 
 
    Louise managed a smile. ‘I can barely believe it.’ 
 
    ‘Your dad will struggle too. I’ll have a word. I think she will be able to go home soon. Maybe I can set something up for tomorrow. That way your dad gets the news tonight from you, but has something to look forward to tomorrow.’ 
 
    Louise nodded. She pulled a pocket mirror from her bag and checked her makeup. She stood at the door. ‘That just might work. I’ll go and get him.’ 
 
    Ten minutes later, George was back in the foyer and Stan appeared. He was walking, supported on one side by his daughter with Paul Bearn hovering close to his other arm — just in case. Paul looked genuinely concerned. George loved that about him. He hadn’t been a career cop; he’d been late joining and he was all the better for it. He was as sharp as they came and yet had none of the cynicism that had most cops already making their minds up, believing they didn’t need to consider the evidence. 
 
    ‘Hey, Stan. How are you feeling?’ George said. 
 
    ‘Fighting fit.’ 
 
    ‘There’ll be no fighting today, please, Dad.’ Louise said. She looked at George. ‘Let’s go home then shall we?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. I’ve arranged for a marked police car to be stationed at the end of your drive. It’ll be around for a few days at least but I can’t promise how long I’ll be able to spare it.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no need. I think my dad here just wants to get back to normal.’ 
 
    ‘I can understand that. But your dad, here, is a witness to a murder. He’s a target. I’d feel better with a copper on your drive for as long as possible. We’ve also installed a panic button. It’s exactly as it sounds — a big red button that’s linked to our control centre. One push and we’ll all be on our way. I’ve also had the farm added to the standard patrol route for our firearms teams who are working nights. Paul here is going off right now to make sure you’re added to the briefing for every copper coming on duty. You’ll be well looked after.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll see you soon, though, Stan.’ Paul shook Stan’s hand and nodded at George before he left. They would get back together at the police station. 
 
    ‘We appreciate all you’re doing,’ Louise said. ‘I don’t think anyone will be coming back, though, George. If they have any sense they’ll be getting as far away as possible, right?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I would if I was them.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be staying with Dad for a little while — until he gets back into the swing of things. This has all been such a shock.’ Louise lingered on George. 
 
    ‘Louise, I already told you that I don’t need to be getting into the swing of anything,’ Stan protested. ‘Stop talking about me like I’m not here. I’m not the useless old fool you seem to think I am.’ 
 
    ‘Please, Dad, I don’t think you’re a useless old fool. You need time to recover. You don’t have your strength back yet. No one would have.’ 
 
    ‘My strength! You mean until I’m strong enough to tie off a noose again? It was a mistake. A stupid thing, and I know that now. I’ll be fine.’ 
 
    George looked to step in. ‘I understand Louise doesn’t get over too much. If nothing else, you can spend a few days with your daughter, Stan. Don’t think of it as anything else. That’s a big old house to be rattling around in on your own.’ 
 
    ‘The sooner I get used to that the better — right, George? You’ll all go back to your normal lives when you’re happy you’ve done all you can. I can never get back to that. Don’t you people worry about me. I’ll survive. Now take me home.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The start of Stan’s drive was clear. The car that had been on the outer cordon was now on the gravel just outside his front door. Ali’s CSI van was there too, as were another two marked cars and a marked 4x4. All the cars were occupied and the officers manning them looked expectant as George pulled up. A small, plain white van was also parked off to the left, close to the side entrance. A woman in a white paper suit leant against its side. She pushed off as George approached. George guessed it was the lady he had spoken to from the cleaning company. He would address her first. He asked Stan and Louise to wait in the car for just a moment. 
 
    ‘Hey! It’s Kerry, right? My saviour who owns the cleaning company.’ George held out his hand in greeting. 
 
    ‘Well remembered.’ She peeled off a glove to take up the handshake. 
 
    ‘I never forget the names of the people I’m in debt to.’ 
 
    ‘You paid your debt. Over the phone as I recall.’ 
 
    ‘I still feel indebted.’ 
 
    ‘Well, now I have your invoice. So you can wave this at your finance people. Good luck with getting your money without a battle. I never did.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a real shame. You don’t know the difference you make. I couldn’t imagine Stan there coming back to this house if you hadn’t done your bit.’ 
 
    George looked over at the car. Kerry did too. Stan was in the front passenger seat. He was looking forwards but beyond them at his big, empty home. 
 
    ‘Well, you know where I am if you reckon you can get a better system in place. It was a good contract. In theory.’ 
 
    ‘I told you I would do something about it. I’m a man of my word.’ 
 
    ‘We shall see.’ She smiled. George knew it was genuine. He waved at her van as she drove away down the drive. He spoke to the officers. Most had stood up out of their cars. Some had moved closer. A female officer with PC EDEN on a Velcro badge on her chest moved to give him the house keys. 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘It’s been checked through, sir — just to make sure there was no police equipment left. It’s all good. We’ve been out a little while. We were told that we all need to leave together?’ She looked at him as if she was confused by the request. 
 
    ‘That’s right. Are you all ready to go?’ He got a round of nods. ‘Perfect. Can you make sure the scene log is dropped into Major Crime — whoever has it?’ Someone waved the book at him. ‘Ideal. Thanks all for your help. I know Stan in there appreciates what you’ve all done for him.’ 
 
    George moved the car forward so they were closer to the front door. He stepped out in time to see the convoy of marked police vehicles meandering down the drive. There was no way anyone could fail to notice that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
    George walked into the kitchen behind Stan. He had some paperwork to complete following the search of his house. Two signatures and he could leave. Louise immediately excused herself to use the toilet. 
 
    ‘I’ll make some tea, George,’ Stan said. ‘Can I interest you in one?’ 
 
    ‘No, thank you. I had better get straight off. Are you sure you don’t want me to make it? Why don’t you have a sit down?’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m fine, thank you.’ His tone carried a little annoyance. Maybe he’d heard enough concern over the last few days. The kitchen was spotless. Ali had been right: they had done a great job. You would never know it had been the scene of a horrific murder just a few days before. Stan must have been thinking the exact same thing. 
 
    ‘It’s like they were never in here, George. It’s like it never happened.’ 
 
    ‘I know what you mean. They’ve done a good job tidying it up.’ 
 
    ‘So, now what? It’s all straightened up and scrubbed down in here, so life just goes on? It seems disrespectful almost. I don’t know what I mean, it just . . . doesn’t feel right. Me, stood here making a cup of tea, my Janice . . .’ 
 
    ‘I know what you mean, Stan. It’s human nature. We feel guilty when we lose someone close and it will happen a lot. I lost someone close to me once and I remember the same. The first time I laughed, the first time I felt like I was enjoying myself or if I went a few hours without thinking about her, I felt ashamed. Like I had no right to just move on.’ 
 
    ‘That’s it. That’s it exactly.’ Stan had the kettle in his hand. It hovered over the Aga, the liquid sloshing inside. For a moment he looked unsteady, the kettle thumped down on the hob as he regained his balance. 
 
    ‘You okay?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. My balance is still a bit shot.’ 
 
    ‘They said it might be for a while. You’re supposed to be resting. What would your daughter say if she knew I was letting you make the tea? She could walk through here any minute!’ 
 
    ‘Ah, she don’t scare me, George.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not talking about you, Stan! She scares me. I reckon she’s got a lot of your strength.’ 
 
    ‘She’s a good girl. I wish we’d seen more of her in the last few years. I suppose if we had known . . . well, they get their own lives, don’t they?’ 
 
    ‘They do. I meant what I said. Try and make the most of having her here for a few days. Try not to put up any walls for her — she only wants to help.’ 
 
    ‘I know that. Sometimes you can have too much of a good thing though, right, George?’ 
 
    ‘Makes sense to me, and I can take a hint. I’ll get going, okay? You’re sure you’re happy for us to leave?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘The emergency button, you know—’ 
 
    ‘Press it. I mean, that’s it, right?’ 
 
    George chuckled. ‘Yeah, I suppose it isn’t rocket science. It’s on a toggle, Stan, so you can wear it. That way it’s always on you.’ 
 
    ‘Noted.’ 
 
    ‘We won’t let it out of our sight, don’t you worry about that!’ Louise had entered and must have heard the last of the conversation. 
 
    ‘Well, good. You both have my number. Don’t hesitate to call me if you need me. I did say to Louise I would come over and see you both tomorrow. Just to see how you’re settling in.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, George, but don’t you start fussing, too.’ 
 
    George tugged his coat closer as he stepped back out onto the gravel. The temperature was dropping with the sun and he instantly missed the constant heat from that Aga. He stuffed his signed paperwork in the glove box and drove slowly back down the drive. He turned left and accelerated away. It was always a strange feeling leaving a scene when you knew it was under surveillance. George had instructed the Covert Rural Operations Team — CROPS — to cover Stan’s property. They were the experts in surveillance outside of the towns and cities. They would be dug into a woodland hide or unmoving in a treetop or in thick bushes. George couldn’t see any sign of them — that was the whole idea. If they did as they were instructed, no one would notice them, not any would-be robbers returning to get rid of the only witness to a terrible murder. And not Stan or Louise. 
 
    George called Emily as soon as he was clear. 
 
    ‘George.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, Ryker. I need your help.’ 
 
    ‘Well, of course you do. I don’t think you know any other type of call.’ 
 
    ‘I know you like to feel wanted.’ 
 
    ‘I’m still pissed off with you, George. This had better be good.’ 
 
    ‘Our friend at the hospital . . . she talked about some land separate from the Wingmore estate. It might still be owned by them — or at least rented. What can you find out quick-time?’ 
 
    ‘I can run land registry checks. That usually takes a few days but I have ways of speeding it up in emergencies.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds ideal. That won’t cover if they are renting though, right?’ 
 
    ‘No. It only shows up anything they own. What’s the land being used for?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a stable block on it. That’s all I know.’ 
 
    ‘As a business?’ 
 
    ‘I couldn’t tell you, Ryker.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t like to make things easy, do you? I’ll do some digging, see what I can find out.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Ryker.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever.’ 
 
    George’s next call was to his chief inspector. 
 
    ‘George.’ 
 
    ‘Major, do you have any news on my tactical team yet?’ 
 
    ‘You mean the team you want on permanent standby, but we can’t tell them what for? Do you have anything more to tell them yet?’ 
 
    ‘No, sir. That is still the briefing.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t like to make things easy, do you, George?’ 
 
    ‘Apparently not, Major.’ 
 
    ‘I have a team of four. That’s the best I can do tonight. They’re sucking me dry for overtime too. I haven’t managed to resource tomorrow yet.’ 
 
    ‘That’ll have to do for now. Thanks, boss. I know it’s not ideal.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing’s ideal until we get a result, George. Get that and nothing matters.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll see what I can do, Major.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you always.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
    ‘How did I know you would still be here?’ Emily must have been silent on entering the Major Crime floor. Certainly George didn’t hear her coming. It was late. The day had flashed past and George didn’t feel like he had got much done. 
 
    ‘Because you know just how dedicated I am, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, that must be it. It definitely won’t be that I know you have no life outside of this place.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m working on that. You’re hardly the socialite yourself, Ryker!’ 
 
    ‘True. I don’t really like people.’ 
 
    ‘I know the feeling. Please tell me you have something for me? Right now there are a number of people who don’t like me and I have to add a bored tactical team to the list. I’ve just got off the phone. They don’t seem to understand that sometimes they might need to wait for nothing to happen.’ 
 
    ‘I thought that would be something they were well used to.’ 
 
    ‘They’re on overtime, too. I can honestly say that this is the first time I have heard a team complain about being offered overtime to effectively sit on their arses.’ 
 
    ‘I have something.’ 
 
    ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘Land registry shows the Wingmores have owned a lot of land, but it’s largely what you’ve seen — the farm estate. It stretches over roads and parks. It has a lot of complicated paths, bridleways and right-of-ways attached to it. But, when you get down to the detail, it’s relatively simple.’ 
 
    ‘Have owned?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. They sold off a lot of it around a decade ago. Now it’s just eight acres of land with the house sat in the middle.’ 
 
    ‘Just eight acres!’ 
 
    ‘I know! But compared to what they had before — three times that or more — it’s not much.’ 
 
    ‘So they would have come into a lot of money.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure they would have been comfortable after the sale, yes. But it’s commercial land. Specifically it can only be used for farming. So it wouldn’t be as valuable as, say, housing land.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. And you said largely what I’ve seen? I’m always interested in what I haven’t seen.’ 
 
    ‘What you haven’t seen is a much smaller plot that is separate from the main house. It’s still registered in the name of Janice Wingmore and it was purchased just over five years ago. Since then they have built outhouses on it, which are registered as stables.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent! That ties in.’ 
 
    ‘I thought that. There’s a little more to it. The plot is jointly owned. A Miss A. Jeffries is listed on the agreement as part owning. I did a little open source research — basically seeing what was available online. There’s the trace of a Miss Andrea Jeffries at Companies House. She registered a business around five years ago, with her company address as being this stable block. It’s Whitsun Avenue, the address shows as Canterbury but it’s the outskirts of Elham really.’ 
 
    ‘So not far from Wingmore Farm.’ 
 
    ‘Not far at all.’ 
 
    ‘I also found an old social media profile for her and some online advertising. It’s pretty clear that she was running stables there. She was advertising for people to house and exercise their horses. There was also a manège facility — that’s walking your horse about, according to Google.’ 
 
    ‘“I like walking the horse about!” Shame she didn’t ask you to help her with her advertising.’ 
 
    Emily pushed the folder onto his desk. ‘It’s all in there. She has an old phone number listed. That’s in there too, for when you want to call her with your questions.’ 
 
    ‘How did you know?’ 
 
    ‘When have you ever not had follow-up questions?’ 
 
    ‘Fair point. Do you have an address for her? I prefer the turn-up-and-knock method.’ 
 
    ‘I knew you’d ask that too. I found a listing on the electoral register. She’s a bit closer to Canterbury, but not too far out.’ 
 
    George stood up. He scooped up the paperwork as he did. ‘Do you fancy a trip out?’ 
 
    ‘You’re going now?’ 
 
    ‘Right now. I mean, I know you probably have a date with all your mates . . .’ 
 
    ‘What do you need me for?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe I don’t need you for anything. Maybe I just thought you might like a trip out, you know? Get you out the office.’ 
 
    ‘You know I’m off-duty, right? That I’m already three hours past finishing?’ 
 
    ‘I was aware of that, yes.’ 
 
    ‘So again, what do you need me for?’ 
 
    ‘Fine. I need you to make a call. Get an out-of-hours technical request done.’ 
 
    ‘An out of hours? What for?’ 
 
    ‘I need a lump — a tracker stuck on the bottom of a horsebox. And I need it geo-fenced. The tactical team will have the monitoring equipment. Then I need an intelligence officer to brief them to stop it if it moves.’ 
 
    ‘You need . . . that makes no sense. What horsebox? I just told you . . . even if this plot exists, how would you know there’s a horsebox there.’ 
 
    George smiled. ‘I tell you what . . . if there isn’t, then we all get to go home.’ 
 
    Emily rolled her eyes. ‘I won’t hold my breath.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Andrea Jeffries pulled the door open roughly. Her face wore an expression that suggested that a knock on her door at eight in the evening was not something she desired. Over jeans, she wore a tight-fitting Aran jumper that finished high on the neck. Her house smacked of country cottage to George. It was small, whitewashed and pretty. Perfectly formed. George stood at the front door that was dead centre. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry to bother you, Miss Jeffries.’ George paused for a reaction. He got none and knew he was talking to the right person. ‘I’m Detective Inspector George Elms. I’m working out of Langthorne Police Station. There’s nothing to worry about, but I was hoping to have a few minutes of your time.’ George held up his badge. 
 
    The woman’s expression changed all at once. Where she had looked ready for an argument, she now looked unsure. She stepped back into her property. ‘Did you want to come in?’ 
 
    The inside of the property was immaculate, everything in its place. George was led through to the kitchen where a slab of expensive-looking work surface jutted out towards the centre with high stools around it. She gestured for George to sit. 
 
    ‘Can I get you a drink, Inspector?’ 
 
    ‘No, thank you. I don’t expect to be here long and, please, call me George.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, but I prefer to keep these sorts of things formal. What did you say your surname was again, please?’ 
 
    ‘Elms.’ 
 
    ‘Like the tree?’ 
 
    ‘Well, like a couple of them, I suppose.’ He smiled, trying to lighten the mood. She made a show of writing down his details. ‘Did you need my force number too?’ 
 
    ‘No, thank you. That won’t be necessary. My partner plays golf at Etchinghill with a few of your bosses. Sometimes I tag along with the other wives. I just wanted to be sure I know who I’m talking about.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, well, I’m sure they’ll all know who I am.’ 
 
    ‘Quite. So how can I help you, Inspector? Can I assume this is about this awful business up at the farm?’ 
 
    ‘Which farm is that, Miss Jeffries?’ 
 
    She pursed her lips. ‘Is this a formal conversation? I can’t say I’ve ever had a formal conversation with a police officer.’ 
 
    ‘I can imagine. Good people rarely do, until something terrible happens.’ 
 
    ‘So you are here about Wingmore Farm? This is a small village, Inspector. I’m sure you understand how word gets around.’ 
 
    ‘I do. So tell me, what have you heard?’ 
 
    ‘Poor Mrs Wingmore, I heard she was murdered up there. A robbery gone wrong. I mean, my partner could probably find out all the details but I told him not to. We need to let the police do their thing. We need to trust them to keep us safe.’ 
 
    George bit his tongue. The next time she implied or mentioned links to senior officers he might not be able to. He came across it all the time, people thinking they needed to put you in your place from the start. Playing golf with a senior police officer might have meant something once. It certainly didn’t anymore. 
 
    ‘You’re right, of course. But sometimes we need help to keep you safe. I understand you were close — to the Wingmores, I mean.’ 
 
    ‘Then you are misinformed, Inspector.’ 
 
    ‘Close enough to be business partners? To buy land together?’ 
 
    ‘An investment, a business proposition that they reneged upon is a more accurate description. I spoke with my solicitor just today in fact to establish whether the events at the farm impact on our situation.’ 
 
    ‘What situation is that?’ 
 
    ‘Once again, is this a formal conversation?’ 
 
    ‘Depends what you mean by a formal conversation, Miss Jeffries. I am trying to find out a little more about the use of the plot you co-own with my victim. If you tell me there is a dispute over that land, then of course I am interested in that too.’ 
 
    ‘A legal dispute you understand, nothing more. I am extremely frustrated, Inspector, but I don’t hold any personal grudges. I happened to be very fond of Janice. I think we all were.’ 
 
    ‘We?’ 
 
    ‘The Women’s Society. Janice and I were both active members. She hasn’t been coming quite so often recently. I think she became aware of the tension over some of her husband’s recent decisions.’ 
 
    ‘What decisions were they?’ 
 
    Andrea Jeffries sighed. ‘I met Janice through the Women’s Society. We had a mutual love of horses and we built a friendship around it. It escalated to the point where we agreed to acquire a plot of land where we would rent stables and I would be able to offer a few other services. We built an exercise yard — one of those all-weather affairs — and we had some agility equipment and a few other bits and pieces. I was even getting involved in the selling of some tack up there. I had a supplier who offered me a reasonable cut. It was worth my while.’ 
 
    ‘So what happened?’ 
 
    ‘To this day I still don’t know, Inspector. We were making money. I was and Janice certainly was. Janice was very much a silent partner — it suited us both. This was my business and my passion and I have youth and ability on my side. Janice was happy for her cut on the stable rent and a smaller cut on the other elements and for my rent on the land. It was regular and it was on the up. Then she suddenly announced that the land couldn’t be used anymore for the business. She held all the cards you see. I was more than a little naïve in the creation of the contract between us. She purchased the land and I paid for the facilities. So of course she had the ability to determine its use. Or at least to determine what it was not to be used for. Out of the blue, I received a letter from a solicitor informing me that the land could no longer be used for any equestrian activity. I was effectively out of business overnight.’ 
 
    ‘Why would she do that?’ 
 
    Andrea shrugged. ‘A fair question, Inspector, and one I still haven’t had a reasonable answer to. Around eighteen months ago they suddenly didn’t want any equestrian activity on that land. Reading between the lines, I don’t think they wanted anyone on the land at all. Initially they tried to chuck me off but they realised that we had registered a business together and thankfully that gave me some protection. Then I received an offer to buy me out, which was worth more than the money I had put into the plot, but my argument remained that they should buy me out of the business I had built up, not the land. I suspected they were trying to force me out so they could start up the same thing again and claim the profits for themselves. All the hard work was done after all. Had they bought the business, the figure would have been much higher.’ 
 
    ‘So you turned them down.’ 
 
    ‘Of course I did. I worked bloody hard to get that business up and running. The stables were full with a two-year waiting list no less and the sales and services I was offering were increasing month by month. I had a staff of four. We were all suddenly out of a job. All my money was sunk into that plot so it wasn’t like I could just go somewhere else and set up again. I’m afraid they put me in a terrible situation and for the last eighteen months I have hardly moved away from it.’ 
 
    ‘I imagine that made you very angry.’ 
 
    ‘Frustrated, Inspector. Like I said, I want answers, really. But if they would have just let me start back up again I would have done it. My partner has a job in the city. He works long hours and stays up there most of the week. That business was our key to an easier life and a retirement plan. And I should be well on the way to it by now.’ 
 
    ‘Have you been there since?’ 
 
    ‘For the first few months I went up there a lot. I was trying to get something going and I just kept ending up there. I think I was in shock. I just couldn’t understand why they would just suddenly stop something so good. They wouldn’t even talk to me, save a few letters of correspondence from their solicitor. I had another silly offer for the land, then I had warning of a compulsory clearance order — they can’t do anything with the land while the business is in dispute, you see. I knew that was a bluff, as any court process would find that I had done nothing wrong. Eventually I stopped going up there and I stopped trying to talk to them. I have a solicitor — who fortunately is a friend of ours — otherwise I wouldn’t be able to afford her. She is trying to get some movement. I’m not sure what this all means for us now.’ 
 
    ‘Were you here Sunday evening?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. You’re not suggesting I would drive up there and shoot the woman, are you? I’m very upset with it all — damned frustrated — but I do draw the line at murder, Inspector! My partner and I were both here. We were alone. I think we ordered takeout, though, so there might be some sort of record of someone else having seen me here.’ 
 
    ‘I have to ask!’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure you do.’ 
 
    ‘Was the land still being used? After you closed down and while the dispute was going on? Any suggestion of the Wingmores using it for something else?’ 
 
    ‘Well, at first I was trying to make a point. There were vehicle tracks so I knew it was being used. Some things were moving about. I saw one of the horse transporters being towed there one day and I ran over with my phone and started taking pictures. They had made a fuss about how the land couldn’t be used for anything equestrian and of course I was hoping to trip them up. But the box was empty. The driver was some rough-looking lad. My solicitor said it wasn’t proof enough. I went up there a few times after that, and then I had this single moment of realisation. It came on a beautiful summer’s evening when the sun was just setting — so it would have been around 9 p.m. and I was sitting in my car, tucked behind a bush close to the entrance to the site. The transporter wasn’t there and I was waiting for it to come back with a horse in it. I suddenly thought what am I doing? I had wasted a beautiful summer’s evening. It wouldn’t have solved anything either. I realised at that very moment that I’d become obsessed and it wasn’t helping. I don’t think I’ve been back since.’ 
 
    ‘Are you aware of anyone else who has a dispute or a grievance with any of the family up there?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid not. I don’t really know who else would have anything to do with them, Inspector. I hope that doesn’t make me suspect number one!’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so, Miss Jeffries. Just don’t leave the country! Thank you so much for taking the time this evening. I know where you are if I need to come and ask any more questions.’ 
 
    ‘So it seems. Do you think that land has anything to do with what happened? Is there anything I need to be aware of?’ 
 
    ‘We can’t rule anything out right now, Miss Jeffries. I’m sure you’ll hear all about it over a game of golf.’ 
 
    George waited until he got back into his car to make a phone call to Emily. She sounded even grumpier than she’d been before. She did confirm that the technical team had been able to install the tracker as he had requested. They had found a horsebox on the plot. The tracker was concealed under a wheel arch. The tracker linked with a computer programme via a mapping application. The map had defined points that formed a virtual ring around the horsebox — a ‘geo-fence.’ If the tracker was moved outside of that fence it would immediately send a text message to three defined phones and could then be tracked via a laptop. The tactical team sergeant had the laptop and one of the phones, Emily had the second and George pulled out the third from the armrest pocket in his car and switched it on. He sent Emily home. The tactical team were to remain at a police office within reasonable distance of the stables. George himself was heading home too. There was nothing more he could do now. And he had no idea how long things might take. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 31 
 
    3 a.m. One phone ringing, the other making a shrill alarm sound. The geo-fence had been breached. The ringing was Emily Ryker. 
 
    ‘I got it, the box is moving.’ George shifted across his living room. ‘How long for?’ He was still groggy; he had drifted off on his sofa. He was still fully clothed, including his shoes. His car keys were still in his pocket. He was out of the flat in less than thirty seconds. The cool air of the early hours of morning hit him all at once. 
 
    ‘It’s stopped just outside the perimeter from what we can see,’ Ryker said. ‘I’m on the air with the tactical team. Are you monitoring the radio? We’re running on a talk-through.’ 
 
    ‘I will. Standby.’ George turned the handset on. It took a few seconds to connect to the network. He had left it monitoring the right channel. It was dedicated to his operation and no one else should be monitoring so they could talk to one another easily. The screen lit up immediately, and he heard the distinctive tones of the tactical team’s sergeant, Harry Robson. 
 
    ‘Did you get my last, Emily?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, I was updating the guvnor. He should be monitoring. Can you repeat, please?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes, the asset is on the move. We are making ground. Inspector Elms, confirm you are monitoring?’ 
 
    ‘It’s George. Let’s keep this informal. I am monitoring.’ 
 
    ‘What do you want from us, sir? Sorry, George.’ 
 
    George was in his car. His headlights raked across the beach as he turned round and accelerated. 
 
    ‘What I want is to put a stop on the asset. I’ll leave the tactics up to you, Harry. If you’re not happy to stop it then I just need to know where it ends up and we will get a perimeter on it until I can get you more resources. Assume they are armed and assume they will use extreme violence.’ 
 
    ‘Received that. We are in two unmarked vehicles. I will make ground and try and get a visual. Yankee Two, stay close, but out of sight. We’ll have to play this one by ear.’ 
 
    George heard a confirmation from the other call sign. He could hear the excitement in their voices — this was what they lived for. He had concerns though: four officers and two cars was a lot less than would usually be sent to do an armed stop on a moving vehicle. He didn’t think Harry and his men would attempt it. He couldn’t blame them really. 
 
    ‘Ryker, you still there?’ George had abandoned the phone in the passenger seat. It had connected to the car and the timer ticked up on the screen. 
 
    ‘Yeah, George. You sure you want to leave Harry in charge of the tactics? They’re not the most subtle.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not looking for subtle, to be honest. If they choose to stop that car with just four officers they will need to be anything but subtle. Are you turning out?’ 
 
    ‘I can if you want me to. Or I can head back into the nick and run the intel cell. Once you get them nicked I can make a start on a report for the morning.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, okay. Makes sense.’ 
 
    ‘Are you coming into the nick? There’s nothing you can do now the armed team are on their arse. Apart from get in the way and get yourself shot. I’ll put the kettle on.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be silly, Ryker, I can drink tea any time. It’s not every day you can go and get shot at.’ 
 
    ‘There’s me thinking you might have had enough of that?’ 
 
    George chuckled as he pressed for the call to end. He could feel his own excitement growing. He was in the one-way system that took him to the top of the town. He needed an update. He picked his radio back up. 
 
    ‘George to the team . . . do we have a last location? I am in Langthorne heading out towards Canterbury.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes. The asset is in North Elham. They are on the Elham Valley Road, headed in the general direction of the A2.’ 
 
    The A2. It was a major road that provided a link from the port of Dover to London and eventually became the M2. It would make sense for a gang based out of the county to make for it. It was the closest main road — the best option if they were looking to flee the county. George could only assume that was their intention. He didn’t like knowing so little about them. ‘Understood. I’ll take the A260 and join the A2. Have you caught up with it yet?’ 
 
    ‘No, no. We’re five minutes out. It’s not travelling fast, but we might not get to it before we get to the A2.’ 
 
    ‘Dammit!’ George spoke out loud but not into his radio. The team’s start point must have been too far away. Somewhere that did good coffee, he guessed. This time he did speak into the radio: ‘Received. Consideration for calling up on the main channel and getting a rolling road on the A2? You could get a sterile area to work in.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir. Doing it now. The A2 isn’t ideal though, George. You can’t cover the slips.’ 
 
    A ‘rolling road’ was a police term for a marked unit blocking all lanes of a major road or a motorway and bringing it down to a crawling pace or even a stop. It worked better on motorways where the options for cars to join it were limited. Harry had a point: cars could join the A2 from too many points to make it truly sterile. George focussed on his driving. He was making good progress, the flashing blue lights in the grille were vivid in the darkness, so he didn’t even need the sirens. He passed through the village of Hawkinge and powered towards the A2. He wasn’t too far behind. 
 
    The next update seemed to take an age to come through. ‘All patrols, the asset is approaching the slip for the A2. Local patrols and traffic are a long way out. They are making their way, but we are unlikely to get a sterile area. We are still making ground . . . we should have a visual in under a minute.’ 
 
    They must have picked up speed. George was close to the slip to the A2 himself; they were all converging together. 
 
    ‘We have a visual. A dark-coloured Land Rover Freelander with a horsebox. The vehicle is stop. Stop. Standby.’ 
 
    George was just a minute behind. The radio went quiet, it was a sure sign of police activity — everyone caught up in the moment and forgetting to relay what was going on. He got to the slip, the last location he knew them to be in. Immediately he could see the darkness shimmering in blue in the distance. He couldn’t see the source. He slowed up. To his left was H’s Café, a solid building just off the slip that was popular with bikers. George reckoned the blue lights were coming from the other side of that, further up the A2 maybe. They didn’t look to be moving. 
 
    George edged forward. The road split in to two forks: left led around the back of the café; right took him onto the A2 where he would be committed. He took the left fork. A yard opened up in front of him. To his right was the shadow of a large, square building. George knew it had been a hotel once. It had been closed down for almost as long as he could remember. The blue lights were still further away. The road turned into a track as he passed along the front of the building. He could just see part of a static caravan in the distance, tucked around the side of the old hotel. 
 
    George rounded the building and the blue lights were immediately blinding. Two cars, both flickering their lights, blocked in a Land Rover with a horsebox attached to the rear. Both the doors to the Land Rover were open. George could hear shouted instructions but he couldn’t make out the words. He knew he should hang back; the armed team would be moving in with their guns and body armour. He was dressed in a shirt and trousers with a small torch — hardly ready for anything. He moved a little closer then stopped. He hesitated, unsure as to whether he should continue, not wanting to go back. Suddenly he heard a loud pop — a gunshot — then another two in quick succession. There were more shouted instructions. George couldn’t stand still any longer. He moved forwards. 
 
    Sergeant Harry Robson was immediately recognisable, despite his ballistic helmet and partial face covering. George expected to be shouted at; to be sent away while they neutralised any threat. Instead, Harry met him with wide eyes, his gun still levelled. 
 
    ‘They wouldn’t listen, George,’ he said, the shock clear in his voice. 
 
    George strode past him. Two more officers were kneeling on the ground. They were fussing and barking at each other. George could see a pair of legs sticking out from under them. He moved closer. A man was lying on the floor, his front soaked in blood, his eyes wide open and unmoving, his skin already draining of colour. George knew a dead man when he saw one. One of the officers was pushing a clump of gauze into the dead man’s chest; the other was doing his best to carry out CPR. George looked around; he counted three officers. There were four on the team. 
 
    ‘Harry, who’s missing?’ 
 
    The sergeant still had his gun covering the scene on the floor. His eyes were fixed on the activity. He seemed rooted to the ground. 
 
    ‘Harry? HARRY!’ 
 
    His eyes flicked to George. ‘They wouldn’t listen, George.’ 
 
    ‘You had no choice, Harry, okay? It happens. You did your job. Where’s the fourth man? There were four of you, right?’ 
 
    Harry seemed to come to his senses. He looked panicked. ‘Goddes. He ran after the other one. They went into the woods.’ He pointed to a path behind George. It ran off parallel to the A2. George shone his torch in the general direction. The path twisted away and it was impossible to see far down it. He could hear shouting from further along the path. George broke into a run. 
 
    PC Goddes was just twenty metres into the woods. George lit him up from the back. He could tell from Goddes’s stance that he had his weapon levelled. It was pointed at the ground and had a torch strapped to the top. 
 
    ‘Don’t move!’ he was shouting. ‘Hands where I can see them.’ 
 
    George got to him. A man was on the ground in front of Goddes. He leaked blood from a wound under his right eye — it looked superficial. He was in just a T-shirt and jeans. Both were filthy. The mud under him was damp and reflected George’s torchlight. 
 
    ‘Don’t shoot! I’ve got nothing, yeah?’ George could see this was just a boy — late teens maybe. He lifted his hands, his palms towards George and PC Goddes. 
 
    ‘Get on your knees!’ Goddes said. ‘Place your hands on the back of your head. Any sudden movement will be seen as aggression and you will be shot dead, do you understand?’ Goddes stepped closer, the barrel of his gun just a few feet from the boy who moved to his knees. His head jerked in a nod. ‘Do you have any weapons?’ The boy shook his head. ‘Sir, can you pat him down. Stay out of the line of fire. Do his top half first. When you’re happy, step away and I’ll stand him up, okay?’ 
 
    ‘No problem,’ George said. The instructions were clear. PC Goddes’s training had well and truly kicked in. George was careful to walk behind the boy. ‘Keep your hands still and on your head or he will shoot you. Do you understand?’ The boy nodded again. George could see his waistband was clear, his T-shirt had ridden up when he had lifted his arms and George could see a few inches of his back and stomach. George patted the centre of his back and his armpits. 
 
    ‘Top half done!’ He called out. 
 
    Goddes took over the instructions. ‘When I tell you to, you will stand up slowly. Keep your hands on your head at all times. Any movement will be seen as aggression and you will be shot dead. Do you understand?’ 
 
    The boy nodded once more. George could see that he was physically shaking. 
 
    ‘Stand up now, slowly.’ 
 
    The boy did as he was told. George waited for a nod from Goddes. He went through his pockets and down his legs. He patted his ankles and untied his laces. 
 
    ‘Kick your shoes off,’ George said. 
 
    The boy didn’t hesitate. He was wearing loose-fitting trainers and no socks. He put his bare feet back down in the damp mud. 
 
    George searched the shoes. ‘Nothing,’ he said. 
 
    Goddes’s body language relaxed a little. He kept his weapon levelled. The torch on the top was bright and the boy narrowed his eyes to it. He relaxed a little too. His head dipped and he sniffed. George didn’t want him to relax. He needed information. 
 
    ‘What’s your name?’ 
 
    ‘Cole. People call me Cole. Colin.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s your mate, Cole?’ George said. 
 
    ‘What mate?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t fuck about. You’re part of a gang, right? So where’s the rest of your gang?’ 
 
    ‘There was two. Only two of us. I wasn’t even driving. I just came out to help. I got nothing to do with this.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing to do with what?’ 
 
    ‘Any of this. Jimmy . . . he just said to come out and help him pick up a trailer. That was it. I did what I was told.’ The boy sniffed again and his eyes flicked away, back to the muddy ground. George knew he was lying. He’d had enough of being lied to. 
 
    George lunged at him and grabbed him by the scruff of the neck. He pulled Cole’s face in close to his own. ‘You were there, right? When the old lady was shot . . . when she was murdered? Did you pull the trigger, you piece of shit?’ 
 
    ‘What? What are you talking about?’ The boy stammered over his words. George wrenched him to his feet, grabbed his arm and twisted it up his back. The boy cried out in pain. George shoved him back down the path, forcing him to walk on his tiptoes, his bare feet scraping over the woodland floor. He pushed him back into the clearing. The car lights and torches lit up the scene. George pushed the boy onto his knees — just a few metres from where his accomplice was lying dead on the ground, on his back, his head lolling towards them, his eyes bolt open and reflecting the pulsing blue lights. The two police officers who had been working on him had the same shocked look as their sergeant. 
 
    ‘Jesus, Jimmy!’ Cole said. 
 
    ‘He’s dead, Cole. Shot dead. Who else was here?’ 
 
    ‘No one else! No one else was here. Me and Jimmy were sent out. It was a simple job — get the trailer. There’s a lock box in the back. Two man job.’ 
 
    ‘What happened at the farmhouse, Cole? You shoot that lady?’ 
 
    ‘Sir?’ Goddes stepped towards him. George raised his hand; his attention was still fixed on Cole. 
 
    ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ 
 
    ‘He’s dead, Cole. Look at him. LOOK AT HIM!’ George grabbed Cole again and dragged him another metre. Cole was now so close to Jimmy that they were nearly touching. Jimmy’s wide eyes stared into nothing, his lips already a dark blue in the torchlight. Cole recoiled, but George grabbed him by the hair and forced him to look. 
 
    ‘What the fuck are you doing, man? You can’t do this!’ Cole screamed. 
 
    ‘He’s dead. Jimmy’s dead, Cole. All I’ve got left is you. I’m gonna make sure you go to prison for the rest of your life for shooting that woman. I promise you that.’ Cole tried to move his head. 
 
    ‘I didn’t shoot her, alright? We were just supposed to be there to pick up the cash. I didn’t know what it was all about. Next thing I knew it all got out of hand and I was running for my life.’ 
 
    ‘What happened?’ 
 
    Cole was starting to break. He clenched his eyes shut to the torchlight and the vision of his dead mate. 
 
    ‘Joe and Jimmy never got on. Everyone knew it. Joe didn’t think we were getting enough of the cut, so he started skimming some. Joe said we could stash a bit up at a farm down here. We were going to share it out and fuck Jimmy off. We’d drop a bit down here and there. It was far enough that Jimmy wouldn’t find out.’ 
 
    ‘So what happened?’ 
 
    ‘We get up there and the old lady comes out to meet us. Joseph knew her, I didn’t know, but it’s like his mum or something. That’s why we went to see her. She moved the cash about the place apparently, so her old man don’t find it. Then he comes down — the old man. He’s proper angry. Joe argues with the lady about his sleeping pills. I think she was supposed to load him up. The old man’s got a gun. Fuck knows what for — we all knew he was just shitting with us. Even when he shot one off over our heads, I never thought nothing. Joseph called him out — said he didn’t have the balls. He was winding him up. He come stomping out. The old lady shouted at him and he just shot her, man! I didn’t see it coming. It was like it was from nowhere.’ 
 
    ‘Who shot her?’ 
 
    ‘The old man. She begged him. She begged him to leave Joe alone and then she was on her back. The second she hit the deck we were gone. I mean, I never ran so fast. We got in our truck and we were gone. That night, though, it was such a mess that Jimmy got to find out about what we did. One of the crew called him up. I think we figured that he was going to find out and he would know what to do. We were all shitting it. We all played Joe. We got our stories straight blaming him. It was his fault after all. We said that we thought we were there to get the money for Jimmy. We said that Joe had told us that’s what we were doing. Joe tried to run. Jimmy was pissed. I mean, I’ve never seen anything like it. He was on some rampage. He had like a shotgun and something else tucked in his waist. It was the middle of the day! We got hold of Joe and he went after his girl. He wanted her dead real bad. He wanted to be the one to tell Joe when he did it too. There’s summin’ wrong with him in the head.’ 
 
    George pushed Cole back to the floor. He stepped away. He was suddenly aware that all the officers were staring at him. He could hear sirens too, more patrols arriving. Harry must have called up on the main channel. Harry still looked in shock. 
 
    ‘We need to get him away, George. We need to clean this up.’ 
 
    George nodded. ‘Yeah, we certainly need to do that.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 32 
 
    7:30 a.m. George pulled down the drive of the farmhouse with Paul Bearn in the seat next to him. Their car disturbed a layer of light mist that hung under a blue sky. The farmhouse appeared as a dark outline at first. George could see cars parked on the drive outside. One he recognised: an unmarked police car that was the same make and model as his. He knocked the door and was answered almost immediately by a smiling Louise. 
 
    ‘George! Good to see you. I didn’t think you would be coming up so early.’ 
 
    George stepped in. Paul followed him in behind. They had come in through the main entrance. The kitchen was straight ahead, the large living room off to the right. George hadn’t been expecting anyone to be there, least of all Jenny. Hers was the next face he saw. She stood just inside the living room. She turned to smile at him too. A suited man stood next to her; George had worked with him some time before on a witness protection case. 
 
    George moved into the lounge. At the far end, in front of the fireplace, was Stanley Wingmore. Baby Isobel was in his arms. Stanley hadn’t noticed George yet. He didn’t look like he would notice anything; his attention was fixed on the tiny bundle that slept soundly in his arms. He was spinning gently on his scuffed floorboards, slowly and with a rhythm no one else could hear. George was close enough to hear his soft humming by the time he was back round to face him. Stanley raised his head, his face flushed with colour. George recognised it as pride. 
 
    ‘Did you know? About little Isobel here?’ 
 
    ‘I did, Stan. We didn’t work it out straight away. When I knew, I spoke to Louise about the best way to tell you.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the circle of life, George, that’s what it is. A tiny miracle. The family goes on. The next generation. I had no idea.’ 
 
    ‘I need to talk to you, Stan. Alone.’ 
 
    Stan pushed his little finger into Isobel’s fist and she gripped it, her eyes still shut. Stan looked up at George. His expression didn’t change. The pride and the colour remained. 
 
    ‘I thought you might. Jenny, love!’ Jenny moved over and Isobel was gently transferred. ‘Jenny here is going into protection for a little while. You probably know that already though, right?’ Stan said. 
 
    ‘I do. I promised her we would look after her. I didn’t know she was coming up here to see you, though, Stan. It was something we were looking to arrange.’ 
 
    ‘I know. Louise said you were going to sort something out, but we just couldn’t wait. Louise tracked her down. She knows someone who works the reception at the hospital. An old friend from before she moved. They were able to get a message to Jenny here and she was happy to come up and see us. I’m so happy she did.’ 
 
    ‘You’re welcome, Stan,’ Jenny said. ‘She’s your granddaughter after all.’ 
 
    ‘She’s beautiful, Jenny. Absolutely perfect.’ 
 
    ‘I think so too.’ 
 
    ‘Do you mind if I just have a couple of minutes with the Inspector here? I think he has something important to talk to me about.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Jenny moved out of the room. Louise stood at her shoulder. 
 
    ‘Can I stick around?’ 
 
    ‘No, love,’ Stan said. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll make sure you’re kept up to speed. We need a few minutes is all.’ 
 
    Louise made eye contact with George. She hesitated for a few seconds but she did move away. She pulled the door to behind her. George walked over and pushed it all the way shut. 
 
    ‘There were some developments last night, Stan. I got hold of one of the lads who was here that night.’ 
 
    ‘I knew you would, George. I told Louise it was just a matter of time.’ 
 
    ‘We had to bed him down. It was quite late by the time we got him inside a custody cell. But he told me a few things, Stan, and I’m pretty certain he’s going to repeat them again in his interview in a few hours.’ 
 
    ‘Did he now?’ 
 
    ‘How’s that short-term memory problem of yours?’ 
 
    Stan’s smile fell away a little. He took a deep breath. ‘Genuine to start with. A blessing it was. Of course I was cursing it at the time. I desperately wanted to know what was going on, what had happened. I wanted to be able to help you. Then it started to come back. It was like being shown drawings at first. I couldn’t see the details but I got outlines. I knew what happened though. I remember that much.’ 
 
    ‘You remember how Janice died?’ 
 
    ‘I do, George. More and more of it every day. Joseph never came to this house without causing trouble of some sort. If he hadn’t turned up that night we would have both slept soundly in our beds and woken up to breakfast. I got disturbed. I heard someone talking. I got out of bed and I could hear Joseph’s voice. I heard him checking with Janice that she had given me my medication — my sleeping pills. He was checking she had drugged me! I got my gun George, I was just going to make a statement. I wanted him to know once and for all that he couldn’t come back. Not ever again. I just had it broken over my arm. I didn’t even put any cartridges in it at first. I walked away from the gun cabinet. But, for some reason, I went back and put two shots in. I kept it broken. It was a present from my wife, that gun. Beautiful thing — a Browning over-under.’ Stan stopped to compose himself a little. ‘She knew I had been courting it for a little while. She wouldn’t let me buy it. I got angry with her for that. I didn’t know she had already bought it for me — I ruined that night too.’ 
 
    ‘How did it happen, Stan?’ 
 
    ‘I was furious, George! I can’t tell you how angry I was — as angry as I’ve ever been. I don’t remember the details still. Joseph was standing in my kitchen. He was making fun of me. He said I would never use the thing so I might as well put it down. Janice convinced him to leave. I followed him out and we argued some more. He had a few of his cronies with him. Druggy scum, the lot of them. They stayed out the back. They said something about wanting their money. I fired a shot over their heads. They all backed off but Joseph didn’t. He went back into the house. I shouted at him, I told him to come out. I said I wasn’t messing about. He shouted back at me. He said that his mother had made her choice, that she had been helping him for a long time. She had been hiding money in the house, in the barns — on my land, George! Drug money! I told him again to come outside. I closed the gun. I pointed it at the door. I could hear Janice, she was pleading with me, George. She said to just let him go. She begged me. I heard Joseph — he said that she was choosing him again over me. He was goading me. I heard him at the doorway. I could see his outline. There’s a bright floodlight over the door and I couldn’t make him out. I pulled that trigger, George. I wanted to kill our son. Just in that moment, but I did. I meant it. My Janice . . .’ Stan became unsteady. Paul stepped in to guide him to the seat. George didn’t move. ‘My Janice — it was her in the doorway, not Joseph. I think Joseph took one look at her and he ran! What sort of a son does that? He did what he always does when life gets tough. Now I hear he finally found something he couldn’t run away from.’ 
 
    ‘You know what this means, Stan?’ 
 
    ‘I do. I’ve known it from the second that gun went off, George. I tried to run away from it, too, in my own way. The barn, that’s what I was doing. I was running away from my responsibilities. You have to stand up and be a man when you’re wrong.’ Stan pushed himself to his feet. He was still unsteady. He stepped closer to George. 
 
    ‘Thank you, George.’ 
 
    ‘For what?’ 
 
    ‘You kept your promise. You said you would find the bastard that killed my wife. Now you need to make sure he gets what he deserves.’ Stan reached out with his arms locked together. 
 
    ‘You’re under arrest, Stan. For murder. You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention, when questioned, something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be used in evidence. My advice is to say nothing more, Stan, because now I’ll have to start writing it down.’ George met eyes with Paul, who nodded and felt his pockets for his car keys. They had spoken on the approach up here. They needed to get Stan out of the house as soon as possible. George immediately led Stan towards the door, taking hold of his right arm. Louise was on the other side of the door. 
 
    ‘All done?’ she said, then her expression swiftly changed. ‘What’s wrong?’ 
 
    ‘I need to go the police station. I’m sorry, Louise. I’m so sorry.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean? Why do you need to go to the police station? What’s going on, Dad?’ 
 
    George led him straight out of the front door. Louise’s questioning continued; she was getting more and more upset. Stan got in to the back of the car. George had to put his arm out to stop Louise getting hold of him. He forced the door shut. She turned on him. 
 
    ‘What are you doing? He’s an old man! He’s a witness to a terrible murder — of his wife! Why are you treating him like this?’ 
 
    George moved around to the other side of the car. He opened the driver’s door. Paul was already in place in the seat beside Stan. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Louise.’ George looked at her over the top of the car. ‘He’s not a witness. Not anymore.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 33 
 
    George was running a few minutes late, he needed to hurry into the building. The heavy wooden door crashed shut behind him and he grimaced as faces turned towards the noise. The girls were already dancing. The parents were seated on long, wooden benches as they faced the performance. George looked beyond the tutting and the shaking heads. He could see his daughter; she was out the front. She saw him too. She squealed and broke from the formation. She sprinted through the gap in the seating and to the back of the village hall where George was already on his knees, his arms out to meet her. He swooped her up, tears in his eyes, and he buried his face in her hair. Her torso shook, she was crying too. 
 
    ‘Hello, monster,’ he spluttered. 
 
    ‘Daddy!’ 
 
    George rocked from side to side. It took a few moments for him to realise the whole room had stopped and turned its attention to him. He opened his eyes and scanned the faces. The dance teacher was in the background with her hands on her hips. Sarah was sitting down, off to the right. She wore a beaming smile. Her eyes were puffy with emotion. 
 
    ‘Charley, I think you need to go finish your dance.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want to leave you, Daddy. I don’t want to.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be right here. I’m going to watch you dance, honey, I’m not leaving. Not ever again.’ He put Charley down. She took a step back and wiped her face. She reached out towards him with her little finger outstretched. 
 
    ‘Pinky promise?’ she said. 
 
    George wrapped his little finger gently around hers. 
 
    ‘Pinky promise,’ he said. Then he swept her up again and carried her back towards the dance floor. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    Detective Inspector George Elms walked the corridor of Belmarsh Prison with a sense of trepidation. Visiting these places was always a strange experience and not just because he was responsible for condemning his fair share of men to a miserable existence in its grey-walled, ten-by-six-foot cells. The atmosphere was one of pent-up frustration. It hung heavily in the air, mingled with the visible, moving dust and the claustrophobic heat. You could taste it in the air. It got worse the deeper you got, the closer to the Category A prisoners — the ‘lifers.’ These men were in the high-security wing, destined never again to see the sun as free men. Some would hardly see another soul. It was one of these men that George was here to see today. 
 
    The last of the twelve security doors was the thickest of all. He offered his fingerprint. The panel beeped and flashed green. The door pushed open, but with some effort. Neither of the guards who had accompanied him this far offered him any assistance. Now he could see some cells on the other side. His presence seemed to attract movement that was just visible through the tiniest of peepholes, those that weren’t covered over. It reminded him of beasts on the outside of a bull ring pushed up against the bars, snorting their disdain, running their hooves through the sand. Desperate to join the fight. 
 
    George was led away from the cells and down another long corridor. Numerous rooms were accessible off it with similar dimensions and layouts. The guards led him into the corner room, the last one before the corridor turned sharp right. 
 
    ‘You can wait here,’ one said. He moved to leave. They were the first words George could recall from either of them. 
 
    ‘Don’t suppose I could have a drink, could I?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ the man grunted. ‘I’ll go get him one.’ 
 
    It seemed he was the talkative one of the two. The remaining guard stood over him, too close for comfort. George could smell his sweat. He sat at the table like he had been told. He took in his surroundings. The walls were brick, painted in a two-tone, smooth grey. The floor was worn wood with rubber repairs where the damage was worse. The radiator was a solid loop of thick steel that pinged and groaned as it worked. It must have been a hundred degrees in there. There were a few magazines. The most recent was from the middle of last year — Top Gear magazine. George flicked through it idly. He had long since accepted the limitations of his police officer wage. A Porsche 911 was definitely outside of that. It was nearly fifteen minutes before his attention was drawn to noises at the door. 
 
    Henry Roberts was bigger than George was expecting, despite the brief listing his alias as ‘The Bull.’ As he stooped through the door, his hair fell over his face. He was dressed in a grey tracksuit and was perspiring heavily. His face ran with moisture, his grey, standard-issue track top had a darker stained crescent across the chest. Inmates could wear their own clothes if they wanted to — almost all did. Roberts would be more comfortable in some shorts maybe, a T-shirt certainly. His prison-issue black plimsolls were misshapen where his feet looked to be pushing out of them. He was a slimmer build than his description — the illness must have seen to that — but he still had broad shoulders and hands like shovels. His face was largely concealed by an unkempt beard. His hair too had grown long. It covered his ears and would also be covering the numerous tattoos George had read about that were on the top of his head and part of his neck. He was handcuffed, his hands hanging down in front of him. George had seen plenty of inmates when walking through the prison but Roberts was the first he had seen wearing cuffs. His face was gaunt, his cheeks looked sucked in behind the beard, and his eyes were ringed and deep in their sockets. George had only had a brief opportunity to look through the notes on Roberts, but his understanding was that he was not long for this world. When he moved to the seat in front of George, it looked like an effort. He coughed weakly and then grimaced as though it hurt. He covered his mouth with his hands. When he moved them to rest on the table the cuffs clunked. He looked at George. He looked unimpressed. 
 
    ‘You’re the man they sent? The police Malakh?’ Roberts’s voice was deep, like it rumbled up from inside him. The prison guard reappeared with two plastic cups. He put them down on the table and backed away. 
 
    ‘I believe my rank is more commonly known as inspector.’ 
 
    ‘A Malakh is a messenger sent from God. An angel, to use the more modern expression.’ 
 
    ‘No god sent me. Sometimes chief inspectors can—’ 
 
    ‘You are to be my messenger!’ That voice now carried a strength that belied Roberts’s fragile frame, a brief flashback to what he once was. He fell to coughing and took a while to recover. 
 
    ‘You might have the wrong end of the stick, mate. I got told to come because apparently you want to talk to the police now. I can’t think what we might need to hear from someone like you, but I’m here.’ 
 
    ‘Mate?’ Roberts grinned widely, showing uneven and yellowing teeth. 
 
    ‘Turn of phrase. Don’t be expecting a Christmas card.’ 
 
    ‘Someone like me?’ Roberts sniffed. ‘You know who I am then?’ 
 
    ‘I know what you are.’ 
 
    ‘And what is that?’ 
 
    ‘What version do you want? The media, they generally call you a monster. Your defence team would have us believe you are mentally unwell with delusions of being some sort of god. The police profiler reckons you’re an impotent virgin who probably had a thing for your own mother—’ 
 
    ‘And what about you? What do you think I am?’ Roberts leant forward just a little so the cuffs scraped the table. He tilted his head. His eyes were dark and intense. 
 
    ‘Well, we just met, so I can’t talk about the impotency. I have to go on the facts that I know. You killed four people and it would have been five had your last victim not been stronger than you expected. So you’re a murderer. You’ve offered no reason for the killings and you’ve no links to any of your victims. So I guess the media are on the right lines.’ 
 
    ‘A monster then?’ Roberts leant back and pressed his eyes shut. ‘Do you believe in God, Inspector Elms?’ 
 
    ‘I believe in hell. The way I read it, you might have a couple of weeks until you get to experience it first-hand.’ 
 
    ‘So you do believe in God. You can’t believe in hell without the existence of heaven also, right? So you will know that He will punish those who do not know God and do not obey His gospel. I know God, Inspector. I obey His words as they are written in the Bible. When my day comes, I will have nothing to fear.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure there’s something in that bible of yours about how He’d get the hump if you killed someone. Am I right? I’m not sure I got the wording right there, but . . .’ 
 
    ‘Murder? He would never approve of murder. But the Bible talks of mercy. He is the most merciful one. He sent His son to set people free. In some people the constraints can be less obvious.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what you did, was it? You set those girls free?’ 
 
    ‘You cannot hope to understand. You have much to learn first.’ 
 
    ‘Did you have something to tell me? I was told you needed to talk to someone and that you had something to say that might benefit the people whose lives you destroyed. That’s the only reason I agreed to sit here and listen to your shit. If you have nothing to say then I have nothing to sit and listen to.’ 
 
    ‘I have much to say, Inspector.’ 
 
    George took a swig of the water. It was lukewarm and had a strange taste. Who knew where the guard had got it from. He finished it, though. The dusty air and the searing heat of the room had conspired to dry out his throat, and the sweat ran freely down his back. ‘You get five more minutes of my time. And that’s only if the next thing that comes out of your mouth is relevant.’ 
 
    ‘I will tell you where the other two are.’ 
 
    George fixed a stare back at those dark eyes. He tried to hide his reaction. ‘The other two?’ George didn’t want to give Henry Roberts an inch. He didn’t know much about him, not as much as he would normally have liked. He hadn’t been given much notice. His chief inspector, John Whittaker, had called him late the day before and told him that he needed to visit a prisoner at a Category A prison in South East London. George had recognised the name Henry Roberts immediately, the subject of a well-publicised case from a few years back. But it had all taken place a long way from George’s patch. The case had been handled by Herefordshire Police working closely with the South Wales force. George’s brief retold how young women had been disappearing on the English–Welsh border. The second of them was found in a shallow grave in the Forest of Dean. Her boyfriend became the third victim, found stabbed to death behind the wheel of his car, which was parked up in the confines of the forest. His girlfriend was assumed to have been snatched from the seat next to him and a manhunt ensued. From what George could tell, there had been little to go on. It was only when a potential fifth victim, a mountain biker separated from her party while fixing a puncture on a fire road in the forest, was approached by Roberts, that the police got their break. He had offered his assistance at first but, when she declined, he turned instantly angry, grabbed hold of her and dragged her towards his van. She was fit, athletic and determined. She got free and found help. Roberts had disappeared but she knew enough: details of his van, his distinctive build and booming voice, his hair shaved close to his scalp and the distinctive tattoo on the top of his head. Angel’s Wings — the description that gave the suspect a name. The media gave him a name too: The Bull. She had done well to get away from a man ‘built like a bull.’ 
 
    Roberts was found and charged with the murder of four people and the attempted murder of a fifth. More than three years had passed since those charges were read in court and two of the bodies were still out there somewhere. Roberts had never made any confession nor issued so much as a word to law enforcement save a couple of rambling statements concocted by his legal team. George Elms was the first. Lucky him! 
 
    ‘There are two who still elude you, are there not? Detective Inspector Emma Rowe . . . a good detective . . . a pure soul. She spent a lot of time trying to convince me that I should talk to her about where their mortal remains were. But her position was always a moral one, that I should help the families find closure. That was her mistake. The family should be delighted. Their daughters are with God now. I sent them to him.’ 
 
    ‘So what position should she have taken?’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t have one at that time. That was her problem. There’s no way you people could ever understand a man like me. You live in a world of black and white, right and wrong. Life is many different shades. There was nothing she could offer me.’ 
 
    ‘And now there is?’ 
 
    ‘I am dying, Inspector. You mentioned it already. My day of judgement is coming. When it arrives I wish to be looking out to sea.’ 
 
    George laughed; he couldn’t help it. ‘And what? You think you stand a chance of a nice view in exchange for telling us what you did with those women? You really are wasting my time.’ 
 
    ‘Black and white, right and wrong. Let me fill in the colour for you, Inspector. You should not be so quick to make your judgements.’ 
 
    ‘You have a minute left.’ 
 
    ‘You may know that I am a rich man. Old money, I suppose they call it. There’s certainly a long history of land ownership in my family history. A family chosen by God. My father has been dead five years. My mother died a few weeks into my trial. The pressures were just too much — it was never fair, the way she was treated. I am the only heir. My estate is considerable — even by modern standards with those ghastly Russian oligarchs buying up much of our capital city.’ 
 
    ‘And you think money makes a difference? It didn’t count for much when you hired your legal team. Why would it now?’ 
 
    ‘We now have a proposal for you — grounded in law and backed up by the European Commission of Human Rights — whereby I be allowed to die at a secure unit situated on the cliffs of Langthorne on the southernmost tip of the country. A prison transfer. It happens all of the time across the country.’ 
 
    George was baffled. He had lived and worked in Langthorne for fifteen years. He had no knowledge of a secure unit, certainly nothing that could hold Category A prisoners. What was Roberts babbling about? 
 
    ‘There is no secure unit in Langthorne.’ 
 
    ‘There is. I’ve built it.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve wha—’ 
 
    ‘Don’t feel bad, Inspector. There is no way you could have known. My initial diagnosis came as part of my entrance into the penal system three years ago — that very first medical. The cancer was in the bowel at that point. Surgery removed it and I was told to expect a long and happy future.’ Roberts raised his palms at his surroundings and smiled grimly. ‘But I always knew that God wanted me by his side. He had summoned me. I endured their treatment — the chemotherapy. They said they had killed off any trace of cancer cells but I knew it would come back. There is nothing manmade that can stand up to the will of God. I instructed work to begin at Langthorne immediately. It is a large property on top of the cliffs looking out to sea. We used to holiday in the area when I was a child. As you know, Inspector, the view is nothing short of spectacular.’ 
 
    ‘And you think you deserve to choose your view? To choose where you die? Did you give those people a choice? The ones who died at your hands? They say one of the girls was found in a stinking hole, being picked at by the wildlife. Why would any judge in the land consider any request that kept you from a high-walled cell with a plug in the middle to catch your bodily fluids when you finally stop contorting in pain? Your legal team have nothing. You have nothing. No wonder your team lodged an insanity plea — this request does nothing but add to that claim.’ 
 
    Henry took his time to reply. ‘I got to learn a little about the police, about your rank structures. Being an inspector must be a thankless and cheerless existence. You’re not high enough to be shielded from the flak from the troops at the bottom, you’re just right to take the flak from the more senior officers and you have no real influence at all. You’re here as a pair of ears Inspector George Elms, nothing more. You aspire to be my Malakh. Your opinion is nothing to me. You are nothing to me. My proposal is already with your force, addressed to those who actually matter. You are required simply to add my desire to reveal the location of the missing remains. Now it would seem that you are wasting my time.’ Roberts lurched to his feet and loomed over George. The prison guards both took a step closer, one at each shoulder. One of them looked a little panicked. 
 
    George did his best to appear indifferent. ‘The problem with knowing nothing but a life with money is that you get very used to getting your own way. You’re in prison, you’re a murdering piece of scum and you will be tossed in whatever dark corner the judge has ordered. You will be forgotten about and then you will die. In pain and alone. Me, on the other hand . . . I’m now going to return to my life and my sea view and I won’t be giving you another thought. Run along now, I’d like to get back in time to see the sun setting on the sea. It’s quite spectacular this time of year.’ 
 
    Henry lunged, his giant hands still trussed together. He stopped inches short of George’s face. George stared him down. He didn’t flinch. Henry’s faced twisted into a smile. 
 
    ‘Shame,’ George said, ‘I was nearly able to add another charge to your rap sheet there.’ He turned to address the prison guard who had hurriedly spoken into his radio and now had a hand on Henry’s shoulder. ‘Can you chuck this one back into his hole? We’re done.’ A third guard appeared. He had a boyish face that flushed red. He looked out of breath. 
 
    ‘See you soon, Inspector.’ Henry stood back up straight and suppressed a cough. He allowed himself to be led away. 
 
    George was still furious when he made it back out. He had gone through the numerous security protocols in silence, desperate to go through the final door that led out into the sunshine. His car was parked a few hundred metres from the entrance. He sat in the driver’s seat and rested his hand on the keys. Sweat still ran down his forehead. He snatched his hand away, scooped up the mobile phone that he had left in the compartment under the armrest and got out again. There was a row of shops nearby with a café among them. He walked in and ordered a mug of tea. The café was almost empty. It was nearly 11 a.m. He turned on his phone and it pinged with a message from ‘MAJOR’ — George’s nickname for his boss, Chief Inspector John Whittaker, who had reached that rank in the army and seen action in Kuwait and Afghanistan. He was just a few years off retirement from the force now and he gave George the impression that he had half an eye on his plans to move to the sun in Cyprus when the time came. No doubt that was why George had been sent a hundred miles from their shared office space in Langthorne House Police Station to talk to some crackpot who fancied himself as God’s right-hand man. George reckoned today was what was known in policing as a ‘tick-box exercise.’ Where the police have to complete certain tasks purely so they can say they have. The Major’s message said simply, Call me. 
 
    George made it to a table where he began squashing his tea bag in its mug. His phone rang and the Major’s name flashed up. 
 
    ‘Jesus, man. Give me a chance!’ George grumbled before answering the phone. ‘Major.’ 
 
    ‘George, old boy! How the devil are you?’ 
 
    ‘Funny you should mention the devil. I think I just met him.’ 
 
    ‘More like God, I thought? I read a summary. That’s right, isn’t it? The man thinks he’s God?’ 
 
    ‘I think he sees himself as seated at his table at least. Thanks for this job. I assume I have just wasted a day so you didn’t have to?’ 
 
    ‘Well, what is the point of rank if you cannot abuse it, I always say?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll have to remember that one. What do you need from me? I assume some sort of report summarising the ramblings of our friend and then we can all get on with our lives?’ 
 
    Whittaker hesitated before replying. ‘Can you speak freely, George?’ 
 
    George looked around the café. He was sitting as far from anyone as was possible. He was pretty certain no one could hear him but it was a public place. He never trusted places he didn’t know. 
 
    ‘Not really, Major. I stopped off for a cup of tea. The prison service were as accommodating as ever.’ 
 
    ‘Good. I hoped as much. In that case you can just listen. There was a meeting this morning. It seems I wasn’t in possession of quite the whole picture. Roberts’s legal team have made a further approach. You know they have requested a move, somewhere that he can see out his final days?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, he said as much. Obviously I laughed in his face, Major. I assume your meeting was filled with much laughter too?’ George was suddenly uncertain. 
 
    ‘Not so much. I mean my initial reaction was the same, but there are elements of this proposal that might have legs. It’s with the Home Office, George. This runs high — as high as it gets.’ 
 
    ‘Why would they even entertain it? We all know what the man is.’ 
 
    ‘We do. But now the Home Office know what he can offer.’ 
 
    ‘Money?’ 
 
    ‘How did you guess?’ 
 
    ‘But the message we would be sending . . .’ 
 
    ‘It would appear there is a way of diluting that message, George. It’s early days — nothing has been agreed. Look, what was discussed should not leave that meeting, but I see it as need to know. His proposal is that he funds his own end of life care. The secure unit that will house him is being built to a specification approved by the government. He pays the costs of that build, the wages of the staff and every other operating cost. And when he departs this world there is a state of the art, secure medical facility that the government can claim as a big win from Roberts.’ 
 
    ‘A big win? What about how it looks when the world realises that a serial killer is getting special treatment?’ 
 
    ‘That’s one spin. There are plenty others. You know as well as I do that prisoners getting palliative care can be taken to hospital-’ 
 
    ‘And most don’t. Most never leave the hospital wing. They’ve got all the facilities they should need, why are we considering this at all?’ 
 
    ‘I think you have to understand the pressures here. Roberts’s legal team are breathing down everyone’s necks. They’re complaining daily about his medical care and they’ve been petitioning for hospital treatment since he was first diagnosed. They’ve already made it clear they will be launching legal proceedings if he dies in prison.’ 
 
    ‘On what grounds?’ 
 
    ‘Human Rights. And look, there won’t be a breach to his rights, the prison services aren’t doing anything wrong, but they could do without it. I think that’s the point here – we all could. Everyone just wants this problem gone. This move might just suit us all.’ 
 
    ‘Including Henry Roberts.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, including him. Imagine if we do move him to a mainstream hospital. That’ll be a huge operation. A man chained to a bed, five prison guards on overtime covering him twenty-four hours a day and the ward of a hospital largely cleared. It’s a huge pain in everyone’s arse, George and he’s offering quite an alternative.’ 
 
    ‘I still can’t see it happening. It’s not going to sit right with anyone, surely?’ 
 
    ‘Well, it’s not just the government who could be on board. There are a number of snouts in the trough, including our own police force. They have got wind that they can claim any costs that come from policing this venue directly back from Roberts’s estate. Without any scrutiny on what those costs actually are.’ 
 
    ‘A blank cheque?’ 
 
    ‘Pretty much.’ 
 
    ‘What costs? If this were to ever happen, the prison service would run the place, nursing staff would do what they do. What police costs?’ 
 
    ‘Well, there’s the part that could cause us all the grief. The part where we would need to be up to speed on the investigation that put Roberts in prison in the first place. We would need a good knowledge of the victims, who they were and more importantly who their families are. If they got wind of his movement, if anyone did, we could have a real situation on our hands.’ 
 
    ‘You’re talking like this could actually happen, Major? His message to me was about telling us where he buried the two missing bodies. He thinks he can use that as a bit more leverage.’ 
 
    ‘Shit! Well, that is something. I know that was asked for as part of the negotiations. He obviously sees that as the final piece. Did he actually say buried?’ 
 
    George peered around the café again and then lowered his voice further. ‘Well, no. He didn’t actually use the word buried. That’s some assumption on my part.’ 
 
    ‘Politics though, George . . . think about it. That would be quite a result. He’s also laid out in his legal proposal that he will be refusing any further treatment that may prolong his life. So we need to consider that he is proposing to foot his own medical and security bill, sign over his estate to medical facilities across two counties, top up the coffers of a police force facing more and more cuts and give up the location of two victims, bringing closure to a case that still captures the media’s imagination. There was a lot of pressure around this case. The victims were pretty, white, working-class young women. The public really cared.’ 
 
    ‘Now you’re talking like you think this will happen!’ 
 
    ‘I’m talking like I don’t want to be caught out if it does. We need to understand the risk from the victims’ families. There’s a lot of work to be done. I want to meet with the team up in Herefordshire who led the investigation sooner rather than later. That team may not know this is on the table. I don’t think it will go down well.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus! I imagine it won’t. You said need to know. Why do I need to know any of this?’ 
 
    ‘You’re a detective, George and a bloody good one. What do you think?’ 
 
    ‘And I was naïve enough to think I was just a pair of ears. Passing on what he told me. What more do you need?’ 
 
    ‘We need to go to Wales. I’ve managed to find us some accommodation up there, a place called Symonds Yat. It suits our needs. It’s the village where Roberts lived.’ 
 
    ‘When?’ 
 
    ‘Well, George, since I figured you’re kinda half way there . . .’ 
 
    ‘Now?’ 
 
    ‘Ha! Don’t be ridiculous! Not right now, George! Finish your tea first.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Symonds Yat, despite sounding like the most Welsh place George had ever heard of, turned out to be very much an English village. Bordering Wales, it lay among steep, dramatic hills with the River Wye slithering through its middle. The details of his rushed accommodation had come through via email. Symonds Yat was a small village; it had a campsite, a couple of pubs and a few businesses offering adventure on the River Wye or in the Forest of Dean, which finished where the village started. George passed plenty of B&Bs, but his accommodation was a house — a holiday let. Rather ominously, it could only be let for a week at a time. George considered that was the reason it was booked in the first place. 
 
    He parked on a raised gravel bank under signs that read Wye View Villa. He stepped out of his car into a pleasant evening. He was high up on one side of the valley and the sun was dipping low behind him, slashing the forest opposite in half. The bottom half was the dulled grey of the river and the brown of the muddy banks and tiled homes; the top half was a vivid green where the sun was still strong across the canopy of trees. It was breathtaking. George walked up a steep path and pushed at a low gate. The springs creaked and the gate crashed back against a rubber bung. He could hear a dog barking, small and yappy. It was getting closer. Suddenly it burst into sight — a Jack Russell. It stopped short and, barking incessantly, bared its teeth. 
 
    ‘Sharkey! SHARKEY! Sorry about him!’ A woman’s shrieking voice. She appeared from George’s right in a faux leopard skin top over leggings. Her hair was dyed brown but showing its natural grey at the roots. She had a cigarette on the go and oversized sunglasses that covered most of her face. The dog ignored her completely. She nudged it with her foot. Its bark changed to a growl and its teeth stayed on display. 
 
    ‘Hopefully his bark is worse than his bite?’ George said. 
 
    ‘He doesn’t bite so much anymore.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Not so much, well that is a relief. Has he eaten tonight? He looks hungry is all.’ 
 
    The woman laughed. ‘Oh yeah, he’s eaten all right. He won’t leave me alone of an evening until he does. Hang on.’ She bent down and picked him up. She tucked him under her arm. His growl seemed to worsen. 
 
    ‘You’re renting Wye View, I assume?’ She gestured at the house beyond George. He took the opportunity to look at it closely for the first time. It was a whitewashed semi-detached house split over three floors. The middle floor had a good-sized balcony. There was a wooden bench out front on a patch of gravel. It looked like the perfect place to sit and take in those incredible views. 
 
    ‘Yeah. I guess I am.’ 
 
    ‘You sound surprised about it! You here on your own?’ 
 
    ‘No. I have a . . . friend joining me later. I was thinking they might be here by now.’ George wondered what she might think when a man who was as near as dammit sixty and still held himself like a sergeant major came marching to the door in his day suit. He thought fast. ‘We like our hiking. Something we’ve always done, you know? It gets us away from the wives. I hear its good round here.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, yes. We get a lot of hikers. Mountain bikers, too . . . climbers . . . kayakers. This was voted in the top ten places to visit for the outdoorsy-type in Britain.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds ideal. So which one are you?’ 
 
    ‘Me?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Are you the hiker, the biker or the boat thing?’ 
 
    ‘I’m the retiree. I sit and watch from up here. That’s about as active as I get!’ 
 
    ‘Sounds very sensible.’ 
 
    ‘Well, nice to meet you er . . .’ 
 
    ‘George.’ 
 
    ‘George. I’m Valerie. I live here with Clive — he’s my partner. Well, my latest one at least!’ She chuckled, George joined in. ‘This entrance bit here is communal. I try and keep hold of Sharkey best I can but he does like to come and see who’s coming in. It’s good for me, for security, like. But just shoo him away.’ 
 
    Sharkey was still showing his teeth. George didn’t fancy pushing his leg out towards them. ‘I’ll bear that in mind.’ 
 
    ‘I assume you’re here for the week then? Did you get the instructions when you booked? He leaves the key in the porch there. You should be able to just walk in. We’re a very trusting bunch round here. We don’t get any trouble, see. Just as well, the police are pretty useless!’ She chuckled again. So did George. He walked to the house, leaving the woman remonstrating with Sharkey over where he had chosen to urinate. 
 
    The key was actually hanging in the door. George moved through it and into the big kitchen that was straight in front. There was a handwritten note welcoming him and offering a pint of milk in the fridge. There were also some neatly arranged leaflets for things to do in the area. George flicked through them: a beauty spot, a tin mine tour, guided forest walks, a steam railway and afternoon tea. 
 
    ‘Sounds like a cracking idea to me,’ George said and he clicked the kettle on. 
 
    George walked his drink out to the front bench to make the most of the view. The swathe of light was now almost to the top of the treeline. Soon it would be dark. The email had said that they had meetings planned for the next morning. Whittaker had signed off by saying, you might beat me by some distance as I have some loose ends to tie up before the trip. George already knew his chief inspector well enough to interpret that statement. He reckoned he could expect him the next day — and he would most likely be late for any meeting. George finished his tea and freshened up. He found a local pub right on the banks of the river. He was back after a couple of pints and sure enough, the Major still hadn’t materialised. At 11 p.m. he put the key in a pair of wellington boots in the porch and sent a message with its location before going to bed. He smiled to himself. The amount of times he had given security advice, telling people not to put a key under their mat or anywhere so damned obvious. Symonds Yat seemed like such a quiet, safe place, just as the neighbour had said. He hoped that was the case, it sounded like the local police weren’t up to much. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    There! He’d caught a glimpse of her. He always got a flutter in his stomach when he found her. The station was busy — rush hour. The 07:20 to Ludlow was already idling on the platform with a low buzz, its doors hanging open. Men and women with their suits, briefcases and shined shoes stepped aboard, the girl among them. She was two carriages up from where he stood on the platform. But today he was going to get closer. Maybe even close enough to hear her voice. He imagined how she might sound: well-spoken, cheery. He imagined how she might smile when she saw him, how she might play with her hair, cross her legs towards him like he had read in the books. He licked his lips and boarded the train. 
 
    People were shuffling along, trying to find seats alone. Most of those already seated had headphones in or were already bent into newspapers or novels. As he moved through them they took no notice; they had no idea of who he was or why he was there. He pushed through the first set of doors which clattered shut behind him. It was a beautiful train: solid, made of real materials like wood and metal — part of the old stock. They would be replacing it soon. He had seen the new trains: all pointed noses, plastic, wipe-clean surfaces and automatic doors. Soulless. He was half way through the next carriage. 
 
    He could see her! 
 
    She was sitting down, facing his approach, and reading something on her phone. He walked into her carriage. There were a few vacant seats — one directly opposite her! He couldn’t sit there, not yet. He would build up to that. She was on the left side, he moved to the right. He could still face her. He wasn’t directly opposite but it was a good view. Perfect. 
 
    The train jerked as a gear was engaged. He heard a sharp whistle from outside. It prompted hurried movement on the platform through the window. A flustered-looking woman threw herself through the door. She was fat and her face was blotched red with exertion. He did nothing to hide his disgust, his lips turned up in a sneer. Her eyes met his and then snatched away immediately. She moved to a seat that faced away from him. 
 
    He turned back to the seated blonde. She always looked elegant, but today even more so. He ran his eyes over her. He started at the brilliant red heels, then took in her long legs. They were crossed, left over right, and gripped in black tights. She had on a smart black dress that was pulled tight across her thigh. The top of the dress cut in round the neck. She had a white blouse beneath with three buttons undone and a wide, red belt round her middle. Her hair was down today and tousled. Sometimes she wore it back in a single ponytail. Sometimes she straightened it. Tousled was his favourite. It showed off her hair the best. It was blonde, but had light and dark tones that mingled together. Her hair shuffled against her dress and cascaded over her breasts when she flicked the fringe out of her face. She smiled. Those beautiful blue eyes lit with humour behind black-rimmed glasses. Something on her phone was holding her attention, making her laugh. He felt a pang of jealousy — more than a pang, it was hard to control. He wanted to go over there and snatch the phone off her, then sit right opposite her and become the thing she was focused on, the thing she was smiling at. 
 
    Patience. 
 
    The train moved off. She peered out of the window momentarily and then her eyes dropped back to her phone screen. She had a bag between her ankles. She reached down and pulled out a white cable with headphones attached. She didn’t normally listen to music. She huffed, suddenly annoyed. Her attention back to her phone. She lifted it to her ear. 
 
    ‘Hey, you okay?’ she said. 
 
    The voice . . . there it was! Beautiful. Just as he had imagined. She giggled a little and her annoyance fell away immediately. She moved to tuck a long strand of blonde behind her ear. Maybe she was talking to a boy? A boyfriend maybe. The pang was back, but it was stronger this time. It was more like a fury. It swept through him and he had to plant his feet on the ground so he wouldn’t step over to her. He wanted to demand to know who it was and why she was talking into her phone rather than talking to him. She didn’t even know he fucking existed! She would. Soon enough. 
 
    He closed his eyes. He thought that if he didn’t watch those perfect lips smiling into the phone, forming words and giggling, a beautiful song sung to another; if he didn’t see it, he could pretend that she was just talking out loud. Maybe she was! Maybe it was her way of giving him a message — if she was shy, perhaps? He listened closely. 
 
    ‘No, I can’t tonight. I’m staying late at work for a social. Amy’s been trying to organise one for ages and people keep letting her down. I said I would go tonight, even if no one else did . . . No, it won’t be a late one, I’m back at work tomorrow morning, just a few drinks . . . It won’t be anything like that! That was just the once. I’m just sorry you had to be there to see it . . . No, I won’t! I’ll be on the last train home. That’s the problem with living out in the sticks see, you can’t get back into historic Ross-on-Wye after 10 p.m.! They shut the gates . . . Yes, that’s right. Okay then, I’ll speak to you later. Sorry!’ 
 
    The call ended. He still didn’t open his eyes. His breathing had quickened, he was panicking under the surface. She was getting a later train. Tonight! This was his opportunity. The train would be quiet, dead quiet. She would be all his. If he wanted her! His mum always said to him you can get anything you want. You just have to want it enough. He wanted her enough but he wasn’t ready. His mum was expecting him back and she couldn’t look after herself. He’d made no arrangements to be home late. She knew he was out riding the trains today; he did it every day. But he was always back by six. Back in time for tea. Back on the busy commuter train. With her. 
 
    His routine was set in stone. Monday to Friday on the trains, out with her and home with her. Then cursing the weekends, wishing them away. There was that one fortnight where she hadn’t been on the train. He’d got so worked up that the conductor had called him an ambulance for the next stop. They had given him oxygen, told him he was having a panic attack. He wasn’t panicking — it wasn’t that. It was his heart; it was bursting — he had needed to see her again! She did come back — three days later in a shorter skirt than normal and no tights. Her top half was a crisp, white blouse and tanned skin. Her hair was lighter and she had a new wristband. It had beads on a black strap. It looked handmade. He struggled to get it out of his mind that someone had made it for her, a holiday romance perhaps? 
 
    Finally, he opened his eyes. Her headphones were in. She was sat back in the seat, her eyes upwards, her head rocking with the gentle movement of the train. He looked at her exposed neck. It looked so soft, so smooth. He wanted it. He wanted his hand round it. He wanted to control her, to peer deep into those eyes, for her to do everything he told her to. And she would. He had known his day was coming for a long time. Maybe he was ready. He had been patient, waiting for the right time — and this was it, surely? She had been giving him all the signs. It was time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Dennis Coleman immediately looked hostile. He had opened his door just a crack, enough for George to make out one eye, a chubby cheek flushed red and a balding head with a swathe of brown hair. 
 
    ‘Dennis Coleman? I’m Detective Inspector George Elms.’ He lifted his badge to eye height. It was the same width as the crack in the door. Dennis pulled the door open a little more. George could see he was in cargo shorts and a jumper that was tight over a protruding gut. 
 
    ‘Where’s the badge from? Certainly isn’t local. What is this?’ 
 
    ‘You’re right. Lennockshire.’ 
 
    ‘Lennockshire?’ 
 
    ‘The south coast. You can’t miss it. If you end up in the sea you’ve gone too far.’ George tried a smile. He did his best to look reassuring. ‘If I was a betting man I would say that you were not expecting me.’ There was no way he could have been; George had made a last-minute diversion. He took his badge away. Dennis looked him up and down for the third time. 
 
    ‘What do you want?’ 
 
    ‘Just to talk to you. Nothing to worry about. The way I understand it one of your old problems has become my latest one.’ 
 
    ‘What problem?’ 
 
    ‘Henry Roberts.’ 
 
    Dennis’s reaction was instant. His eyes flared wide, and he inhaled sharply. ‘He’s in prison.’ 
 
    ‘He is.’ 
 
    ‘For the rest of his life.’ 
 
    ‘He is.’ 
 
    ‘So what’s the problem?’ 
 
    George made a show of looking around. Dennis Coleman lived in a tidy-looking bungalow dug into the hills of Ross-on-Wye. Every dwelling George had seen in this part of the world looked like it had started as a wrestle against nature. Everything was dug out. In Dennis’s case he had noticed a sheer face of rock in the back garden that was easily visible from the road. It was like a permanent reminder from Mother Nature that he was living there with her permission. This particular excavation had five similar looking houses in a neat row. 
 
    ‘Do you mind if we maybe do this inside? I don’t know your neighbours. Specifically I don’t know how good their hearing is.’ 
 
    Dennis still hesitated. He did one last scan of George and then stepped back. 
 
    ‘I still don’t understand what you could need to talk to me about.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ George stepped into the hallway. Dennis didn’t move any further. There was no move through to the kitchen, no cheery offer to put the kettle on and definitely no move to the lounge for a soft seat. Dennis stood still in the middle of his hallway. The daylight was restricted where curtains were drawn in other parts of the house. 
 
    ‘I was hoping you might be able to tell me about him. I understand you were the detective sergeant at the time. You’re listed as one of the main players actually—’ 
 
    ‘In Roberts’s case?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. I met him yesterday. We had a very brief chat. But I like to know a bit about people, you know? Knowledge is power an’ all that.’ 
 
    ‘Why are you even talking to him? He’s in the prison system. We did our bit.’ 
 
    George was thinking fast. He hadn’t expected to be met with such suspicion so soon. Dealings with police officers were usually simple. Coppers liked to help coppers and they rarely needed preliminaries. George still hadn’t caught up with John Whittaker. He had no idea how much he should be revealing. ‘He’s in a high-security lockup down in my patch. I think you put him there, so I’m sure you were aware of that already. I work with the prisons quite closely and we’re running a pilot down south along with Probation. We found that we were getting criminals who were being released having been influenced or inspired by other prisoners when they were inside. I think some of these lifers have got nothing better to do than to play mind games with other people in there.’ 
 
    ‘Roberts is talking with other prisoners? He should be in solitary surely? Or at least limited to other cons with the same sentence.’ 
 
    ‘I agree.’ 
 
    ‘So why isn’t that happening?’ 
 
    ‘I think his contact is limited. The pilot was more set up for terrorist offenders. There was concern that some cons were being radicalised in prison. We had a couple convert to Islam and then get involved in plotting terror attacks when they got out. Some white supremacists too — with the same end game. But Henry Roberts is such a high-profile prisoner that he has a bit of a following. I think some of the younger lags may even admire him.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus. It’s a sick world. But the easiest way is just to stick him in a cell and close the hatch. I heard they were talking about appealing again, to get him moved to a secure hospital. From what I know about them places, he’d be worse off at a luxury hotel. He needs to stay where he is. Or in some stinking hole somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘Again, I agree entirely. But if they don’t do that I need to know a bit of what you know. I want to limit his influence as best I can. I think you can help.’ 
 
    ‘I thought I knew evil, boss . . .’ Dennis flailed. 
 
    ‘George. Just George is fine.’ 
 
    ‘George. I thought I knew evil. You know, when you start this job you very quickly have to confront things. People stabbing people, raping people — murdering people. I’ve seen all that. It never really bothered me. I mean, you have the shock value the first time over, right? We all get that. But I got numb to it.’ 
 
    ‘We have to.’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t numb to Henry Roberts. That man, he got underneath my skin, George. He gets inside your soul. I thought I had seen evil — I hadn’t. You deal with these murders — victims shot, stabbed, beaten to death. Run down with a car, I once had. But there was always a reason. A jilted husband, a running feud, a pub fight. Roberts doesn’t need a reason. He just wants to hurt people.’ 
 
    ‘I like him more already.’ 
 
    ‘You know what he did, right? To that girl?’ 
 
    ‘No, actually. I mean, beyond the fact that he killed her. I read something about burns being found on the body, but the actual cause of death wasn’t in the briefing I got.’ 
 
    ‘She had burns, yeah. The one we did find.’ 
 
    ‘And that was the cause of death?’ 
 
    ‘You should know. If you’re part of this, if you’re dealing with this then how come you don’t know?’ Dennis’s voice carried anger again. 
 
    George shrugged, ‘I can’t tell you much more I’m afraid, Dennis. I got sent down here to find out what I could. I get the impression there is a lot about this fella that’s need-to-know.’ 
 
    ‘We all signed something. Something that said we wouldn’t talk about it.’ 
 
    ‘For this case specifically? We all sign the Official Secrets Act, Dennis. You mean when you walked away?’ 
 
    ‘No. When he was charged we all signed it. We agreed not to talk about this case. About the deaths. About what we knew. If you’re here just to find out about that then you’re wasting your time. You’re not press, are you? You know impersonating the police is a criminal offence, right?’ 
 
    ‘Blimey, Dennis! Of course I do. I’m not here to lie to you, mate. Let me tell you what’s happened here — the way I see it at least. I got a call yesterday from my chief inspector. I was at home. He tells me that he needs me to do a prison visit to get a feel for a prisoner as part of working out the influence he might have on other prisoners. I come out from the prison and give him a call, and he suggests I come up here to learn a bit more about him. I get no guidance on how that’s supposed to happen, who I should talk to — nothing. I get a list of a few names of people that were involved. You’re one of them. I can go if you want, Dennis. I’m not here to piss you off and I’m definitely not here to impersonate anyone else! I don’t need any information on what happened to those girls, I’ve got other people on my list. I can’t help but feel like I’ve been stitched-up a bit here! I’m unprepared and a little out of my depth and I just want to find out what I can. That’s it really. If you can help, great, if you can’t I’ll go back with whatever I have.’ 
 
    Dennis was studying him closely. He stayed silent so long it was almost uncomfortable. ‘She was nineteen years old. The girl we found. She was burnt, yeah, that was part of what happened to that girl. But not all of it. I can’t talk about what happened. All I can say is, it’s some ancient thing I’d never heard of, cracking open heads to let demons out type stuff. Henry Roberts was playing God with their lives. And I’m certain he enjoyed every second of it.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds horrific.’ 
 
    ‘When they sat us down and made us sign to say we would never talk about it, I was relieved. I never want to talk about it. I’ve never said it out loud. I went through a real dip after it all. I didn’t handle it very well. You’re not dealing with a normal man. He is outside of humanity. Don’t ever lose sight of that. I spent a lot of time in the same room as him. I know you’ve met him. He might not have talked to me but he didn’t need to. Those black eyes . . . there’s nothing there but hate.’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t get on. I’ll tell you that much.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what’s going on down there but you can’t have him out in the general prison population. Not even for a second. He’s a big man. He has charisma. He could have an influence. I don’t know how much and I’m not saying he has the will or the ability to create another like him, but even if someone had a tenth of his evil rub off on them . . . I mean, you’d have a real problem there.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like it. Sounds like you did a great job getting him off the street, too, Dennis.’ 
 
    ‘It was my last job.’ 
 
    ‘You’re retired?’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t due to. I had eight years left when I started on that case and just five to do when I finished it. After the court case, I walked. I did try to go back to work. I lasted another few days but . . . I just lost it, you know? It was a tough time. The force did their best to get me back on the level but I couldn’t get past it. What that man did. That there is that much evil in the world, George . . . I had my eyes opened. Suddenly I felt like there was nothing I could do to combat evil like that. For a police officer that’s not something you can work through. I was scared of my own shadow for a while. I’m still trying to get past it. Once you get to that point, there’s no way back. I just want to stay here and pretend it doesn’t exist. It cost me forty grand of my pension and a wife.’ 
 
    ‘It does, though — exist, I mean. And it needs people like you and me to cage it. Imagine if there was no you, Dennis. If you hadn’t done what you did. If Roberts was still out there now.’ 
 
    ‘We wouldn’t have stood a chance. We got lucky as it was. Somehow his last victim got away. She was some athlete, a pro-biker. He got confident picking on her and it was a mistake.’ 
 
    ‘And what about him? Before all this I mean. I understand he is a man of means?’ 
 
    ‘Of means? Money? More than a hundred million, I heard, but no one’s really sure. The Roberts family are part of the history of this area. They’ve always had land, some had titles in the past. I think Henry might have had a title passed down. If so, he doesn’t use it.’ 
 
    ‘And he’s the only heir?’ 
 
    ‘He has a brother for sure, and I’d guess a fairly wide extended family who might have benefitted when his parents passed. They say a lot of the money was all offshore and buried in barely functioning companies and trusts. But Henry manipulated his dad and then worked on his mum. He made sure all other potential beneficiaries were written out. That was what I heard at least. Just him left at the end. Maybe it’s another example of his hunger for power. He wanted control of the fortune, for his relatives to have to knock on his door and ask if they wanted money. Money is power. People bow down to it. Perhaps Henry saw that as a way of feeling more like a god.’ 
 
    ‘Absolute power corrupts absolutely,’ George mused. 
 
    ‘I prefer evil bastard. Some people are just born that way. You couldn’t man-make a Henry Roberts. He was forged in hell itself.’ 
 
    ‘Now who sounds like the religious zealot?’ 
 
    ‘You need to spend a little more time with him. You’ll see, George. He’s not to be messed with and he’s not to be underestimated. If you came all the way up here for my advice be sure to take it back with you. This man has to stay locked up. Preferably in a windowless room. Evil like that . . . it can spread like wildfire. You can’t let that happen.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks. For your time, I mean. I’m sorry to drop in like this and to bring this all back to the fore. I didn’t realise it had left such a lasting impact.’ 
 
    ‘I loved my job. I always wanted to do it too. Good versus evil, right? Twenty-five years in, that man made me realise that good can never win. It can only hope to control. It sounds like you’re a part of that now, George. Now we’ve got him locked up, you throw away that damned key.’ 
 
    George stepped back out into the sunshine. The door clicked shut behind him with no further word and before George had had time to say his goodbyes. He walked back to his car. His phone had an email from Whittaker. He wasn’t going to make it that day either. George was starting to accept that he wasn’t going to make it at all. 
 
    ‘Another stitch-up!’ George muttered. He took in another elevated view of the river. This one was from the other side of the valley, back to Symonds Yat and was every bit as breathtaking. He turned towards the bungalow he had just left. The curtains were all tightly pulled shut. It had to take some sort of evil to convince a man to shut himself away from such beauty. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Mary Pope sat still and straight in her daughter’s bedroom. She could hear the clock ticking in the hall downstairs, steady, unrelenting. Every tick had a slightly different tone. The sort of thing you wouldn’t notice unless you sat and really listened. She knew that she sat in here too much, that it wasn’t healthy. At first the counsellor had encouraged her to do so. He’d told her that it might help, that she should focus on the good times, the joy that Chloe had experienced in that room. She looked around it now. It was just as it had been left a little over three years before. The bed was as it had been made by Chloe, who had pulled the sheets roughly back and plumped the pillow so her mother wouldn’t moan. Some dirty clothes were kicked under the bed, out of sight. No doubt she intended on dealing with them later, but Mary knew that she would have ended up finding them, tutting at her daughter’s laziness and moving them to the wash bin that was no more than ten paces away. 
 
    Chloe Pope was just nineteen years old when she didn’t come home. Close to finishing a gap year before going off to read medicine at Cardiff University. She was very bright, the cleverest the Popes had ever produced. She would have made a great doctor too. She was smart, dedicated and had real attention to detail but, above all else, she cared — too much. Mary lifted heavy eyes to the posters still clinging to the wall: Greenpeace, anti-fracking, the animal rights protest marches she had attended in London. Mary had always said to her that if she picked up too many of the world’s problems they would start weighing her down. You have to look after yourself before you can go and start sorting out everyone else’s problems. Chloe would just smile. Her dad said she had a big heart. He also told her that she needed to be careful. ‘Such a big heart and caring for everyone,’ he would say. ‘Someday that heart might burst.’ 
 
    Mary missed Chloe so much that her heart felt like bursting. Chloe had had a wonderful life ahead of her. Now it was gone. It had taken Mary a couple of years to accept that. She wouldn’t listen to anyone who said that Chloe wasn’t coming home. She held out hope that maybe she was off somewhere trying to make a difference in the world. Perhaps she’d slipped under the radar in case her parents wouldn’t approve. Then she would walk back through the door and announce that she was on the run for criminal damage to a Japanese whaling vessel or something. Mary knew that the people around her believed for a long time that she was still waiting. They were worried about her, worried that she would never be able to let go. But in truth she knew from day dot that Chloe was gone, that her giant heart had been snuffed out. She and Chloe had had that precious mother-daughter bond, and she had felt it break. 
 
    Colin had seemed to take it better. Her husband was pragmatic. He talked about turning her bedroom into an office from which to run part of his business. He said that he might as well use the space to create something good. To Mary it sounded callous, like he wanted to paper over her memory. She could appreciate now that it was all part of his coping, part of his moving on, and that it needed to happen. The counselling had helped them both with that. It helped her understand that everyone was different and that Colin was hurting just as much as she was. Though she felt less alone, counselling could only get them so far, only stop the pain so much, only dress open wounds. What they really needed was for their daughter to be found. They needed someone to bury. Closure. She couldn’t say how many times she had heard that word, how many people had told her how much better everything would be once she had it. Maybe they were right. Anything was better than how she felt now: lost and in limbo, her life frozen in time, like her daughter’s belongings, while she stared out of the window at the distant trees, wondering if one of them marked Chloe’s final resting place. 
 
    She could see the Forest of Dean from their window. In the early days, she had spent hours in that forest every day. She had been part of the search while she still clung to the hope that they still might find her daughter alive. Now, she couldn’t set foot in there. She was still convinced that her daughter was in there somewhere but, over time, she became unable to cope with being surrounded by the trees. Now when she saw the shuffling branches or heard the chorus of raindrops tapping against the leaves she imagined what her daughter might have experienced — the last things. That other girl, the police said, had been killed where they found her. They were pretty sure of that. So Chloe was likely to have been killed in the woods too. 
 
    The knock on the door nearly sprung her off the bed. Her body was so tense. She didn’t seem to be able to relax anymore. She was sitting at the bottom of Chloe’s bed and could see through the open door into the landing. She wasn’t expecting anyone. She couldn’t remember her last visitor. When Chloe had first gone missing there were people here all the time. The police, well-wishers, neighbours, friends — her sister. They stopped coming a long time ago. Mary knew why, she knew she was difficult to be around. She had forgotten how to relax, how to smile, too. 
 
    The door thumped again. This time it was firmer. 
 
    Mary stood up and walked through to the bedroom at the front of the house. She could see a figure. He had stepped back from the front door and was looking right up at the window. She ducked quickly to one side. 
 
    ‘Mrs Pope?’ The smaller window was open. The blinds shuffled in the same breeze that had carried his voice. She was rooted to the spot and her breath quickened. She hunted around the room for her phone. She would call Colin, tell him to come back. She wasn’t very good on her own. He was out doing the shopping. He would only be ten minutes away. 
 
    ‘Mrs Pope . . . I’m Inspector George Elms. I’m a police officer. I’m sorry to bother you. I was hoping for just a few minutes of your time. You can stay up there if you like? Just shout down. Or you could throw something if you would rather? You’d have an easy shot from there. No eggs, though. I have an allergy.’ 
 
    She froze. There were a few second of silence, then the voice started up again. 
 
    ‘. . . or cats! That’s another allergy. They make my neck itch. Please don’t throw your cat . . . or anyone else’s cat.’ 
 
    Mary moved back to the window. She looked down through the blinds. The man was still standing a few paces back from the house, looking up at the window. ‘What do you want?’ she managed. She was aware that her voice was weak. The man lifted his hand to his ear, she took it that he couldn’t hear. ‘What do you want?’ she called out, louder this time. 
 
    ‘I bought some biscuits. There’s a shop just down the way — you probably know that already. I’ve got nothing to drink them with, see? I wondered if you might be able to help?’ 
 
    ‘What? What are you on about? Biscuits?’ What was this man talking about? 
 
    ‘They’re Jammie Dodgers. Or a version of, I think. They were cheap. There, I said it! They’re not for you, anyway, Mrs Pope, if I’m honest. I was hoping you would give me five minutes of your time. Maybe a cup of tea. And I could eat the biscuits.’ She could see a wallet with a glinting metal badge in its middle. 
 
    Mary walked down her stairs. The man was an outline through her front door. He was still standing away from the house. He had a packet of biscuits held up in one hand when she opened the door. His police badge was in the other. She didn’t open it wide, she was ready to push it shut immediately. He kept his distance. Mary appreciated that. He was in a shirt and tie, formal trousers and a jacket. The tie hung low, his top button was undone. He had a warm smile. 
 
    ‘Have we met?’ 
 
    ‘Well we have now.’ 
 
    ‘Before though? I met a lot of police—’ 
 
    ‘No. No we haven’t met, Mrs Pope. I am DI George Elms. I’m from another force, down on the south coast. We’re a bit late to the party but we now have some involvement with Henry Roberts and—’ 
 
    ‘You don’t speak his name! You don’t speak his NAME!’ Mary slammed the door. The glass rattled in the frame. Her legs nearly buckled under her and she struggled to breathe. She could feel the panic rising up; it threatened to consume her. She remembered what she had been told. She slammed her eyes shut and concentrated on her breathing. She got it back under control. It took her a little while, it always did. Maybe ten minutes. There hadn’t been another sound from the other side of the door. The police inspector must have left. Tentatively she pulled the door back open. He was still there. He was sitting on a wide tree stump, left over from when Colin had cut down a tree in their front garden. The policeman didn’t say anything. He gave her time to speak. 
 
    ‘Sorry. I’m sorry,’ she said. 
 
    ‘You don’t need to be sorry, Mrs Pope. I do, however. I’m pretty sure no one has called ahead like I asked them to. I’m pretty sure you weren’t expecting me and I’m pretty sure that Jammie Dodgers might have been the wrong choice.’ 
 
    Mary burst into tears. She was so unpredictable these days, even she didn’t see it coming. Relief maybe. The tension finding the quickest route out of her body. Her body shook suddenly, it was laughter now! She couldn’t stop it. It took her over. She laughed hard, she couldn’t suppress it. Mary gathered herself together. ‘You must think I’m crazy,’ she said eventually. 
 
    ‘Not at all.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry.’ 
 
    ‘Stop saying that. I’m sorry. Now, that’s the last time either of us have to say it. Agreed?’ 
 
    ‘Okay then.’ She pushed the door open wider. The inspector stood up. Mary stepped away and into the kitchen. She was aware of him following her into the house. She heard him pull the door shut. ‘You’ll be needing a tea, then. To go with those Jammie Dodgers.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Well, if you’re offering!’ 
 
    ‘You’re a cheeky one, I’ll give you that.’ 
 
    ‘I get called a lot of things in my own force, Mrs Pope. Cheeky is not the most common.’ 
 
    ‘Mary — please, it’s Mary.’ She clicked the kettle on. Then she turned to face the inspector and leant back against the kitchen bench. She made sure her feet were firm on the ground, that she had a good base. ‘Is this it then? Did you find her? Is that why you’re here? Did you find Chloe?’ Mary covered her mouth with her hand. She bit hard on her bottom lip. 
 
    ‘Oh no! I’m so sorry, Mary, that’s not why I’m here.’ 
 
    She took a moment to compose herself. She turned away and pulled two cups out. ‘It’s okay. It’s just the first thing I think of. You know, every time I see a police officer. Every time the phone rings, or the door knocks. One day it will happen.’ 
 
    ‘I think you’re right,’ he said. 
 
    ‘I know what you want to speak about. You said that your force has some involvement with that animal. He’s rotting in a prison cell, I was assured of that, Inspector . . .’ 
 
    ‘George.’ 
 
    ‘George, sorry. I was assured of that. I was told he was living out his days in solitary. What involvement could you have?’ 
 
    ‘Firstly, I should say you’re right, Mary. He’s locked up, he’s in a cell and I would guess that most of that is in complete isolation. That’s the way that animals like him are treated. It is not a nice environment from what I’ve seen. I haven’t had much to do with him at any point, but my bosses have asked me to assist the prison service. It seems we have a mutual problem. There are concerns that he can still have limited access to other prisoners at certain times and through correspondence. We want to make sure that he can’t have any influence on them.’ 
 
    ‘Influence?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Animals like our subject, they get off on power. It is a big part of why they offend. It might be the main reason. When they are locked up, they still crave that power over others. One way they can still scratch that particular itch is to manipulate and influence people around them. I have been sent up here to get a good understanding of him. That way we are better prepared to stamp out any influence he might have. I was given a list of people to speak to up here — police officers mainly. I do have to be honest, Mary, you were not on the list. But how can you get an understanding of someone, of the impact they had, without speaking to the people affected the most?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose you have a point. But I don’t know what I can say about how you deal with him in prison. I mean, it’s obvious to me, lock him up and throw away the key. Why should he ever have human contact again? I can never have contact with my Chloe. He did that.’ 
 
    ‘I know that. And I agree, that’s the easiest way, but there are human rights issues—’ 
 
    ‘Oh to fuck with all that!’ Mary’s hand jerked to cover her mouth. ‘Sorry, I’m so sorry . . .’ 
 
    The inspector smiled broadly and he waved his hand. ‘Don’t even think about it. I was going to say I don’t care about human rights — at least not in this instance. My opinion of someone like this is that they should lose all human rights the second they begin acting like an animal. But I am very conscious of his solicitors. They use that legislation on a daily basis to launch appeals and to generally try and make their clients’ lives more comfortable. I don’t want him to have a single comfort he isn’t entitled to. Not a thing. To be sure of that I have to play my part.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. I think I see. I don’t think I could do your job.’ 
 
    ‘You have to be able to see the bigger picture sometimes is all.’ 
 
    ‘And not have a potty mouth. I never normally swear.’ She still felt genuinely rattled by her own profanity. 
 
    ‘And I swear all the time. Far too much. Just because I see the bigger picture doesn’t mean I have to fucking like it!’ 
 
    Mary chuckled and pushed a cup of tea towards the inspector. She brought her own to her lips. She looked at George Elms over the top. He had day-old stubble and his shirt was a little wrinkled. He was handsome, though, and had a warm face and a calming manner. Mary felt like she could talk to him, like she could trust him. She knew she could be too quick to do that. 
 
    ‘What do you need to know, then?’ She said. 
 
    ‘I don’t know really. I didn’t really come here with an agenda. I wanted to talk to you about how this has affected you, if you knew anything about the man who did it. Before, I mean. And if he was known in the village. Anything that might help me understand him better.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I knew of his family. I think everyone did. Generally they’ve always kept themselves to themselves but they couldn’t not be known. They lived in a big estate. You’re always going to be interested in the gentry living in your village. My ex, he used to go to the shoot up there occasionally and I think Malcolm Roberts was often there too.’ 
 
    ‘Malcolm?’ 
 
    ‘He was the father. He was quite well liked. I mean, no one really knew him but a couple of times he helped out with a few community bits and pieces. He stepped in to finance a swimming bath that was facing closure. There were a few other things — he used to let the locals run a village fete and some fayres on his land. That sort of thing.’ 
 
    ‘And the son. Did he carry on those traditions?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe so. Malcolm died a few years ago and the arrangements that were in place for the fete kept going. I don’t know who sorted that, if they had to get permission or if it just carried on because it always had. Then, when the girls started going missing we asked for permission to search their land, you know. We were told it was no problem, the guy who managed the estate even joined the search party. I mean, we had no idea . . .’ 
 
    ‘Why would you? He’s an intelligent man. He didn’t want to arouse any suspicion.’ 
 
    ‘He was different, though. I knew that much.’ 
 
    ‘Different how?’ 
 
    ‘Different. They were a very traditional family. All privately educated, all went on to get good degrees at good universities. But the youngest son, he dropped out of school early, I think. He had a reputation for being rebellious. He spent a lot of time away from the village — in London, I heard. I hadn’t seen him for a long time then, when I did see him again, he had tattoos and a shaved head. He looked anything other than gentry.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know why there was such a change in him?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know if there was. I think that he just got to the point where he couldn’t live their way anymore. He obviously had something in him that was being suppressed up there. I saw him for the first time in a while around the same time as Chloe . . . well, around when she went missing. Of course no one made that link at the time. It wasn’t until that brave girl fought him off and got away . . .’ Mary inhaled a breath. She was holding up well, she couldn’t talk like this normally. Certainly she couldn’t talk about Chloe like this. 
 
    ‘She described his tattoos, right?’ 
 
    ‘She did. She’s some pro-biker, mountain bikes I think. She wasn’t from around here but she managed to get a good look at a tattoo on the top of his head. Angel’s wings. Of all the things . . . It went from there.’ 
 
    ‘Did you get any reaction from the family? Have you ever had any correspondence with them?’ 
 
    ‘Not really. It was dead quiet after the arrest. I was on to the police every day. I know they were doing their job and they couldn’t make him talk about my Chloe . . . I know they wanted to. I got on well with Sergeant Coleman, but even he had to tell me to stop the calls at one point. I think I upset him. I know he was trying his best. He was just as frustrated as I was.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve met DS Coleman . . . Dennis. Only briefly, mind. This case has really affected him, Mary. I think he would have done everything he could.’ 
 
    ‘You spoke with him? I got told he had left the police. He used to live in the village. I know he moved away when all of this was going on. I heard his wife left him. I used to see her at church sometimes but she stopped going. I guess he was under a lot of pressure. They both were.’ 
 
    ‘He told me he wasn’t working for the police anymore.’ 
 
    ‘He’s okay though?’ 
 
    ‘He seemed okay, sure.’ 
 
    Mary took another swig of her tea. He was certainly easy to talk to but she was still considering how much she should share with him. ‘I did go up there. To the manor house. After he was arrested, I went up there and knocked on their door.’ 
 
    ‘At the family home?’ He asked. 
 
    ‘Yes. I haven’t told anyone. Not the police anyway. I can’t get into trouble, can I?’ 
 
    ‘Not for knocking on someone’s door you can’t.’ 
 
    ‘She wouldn’t come and see me. His mother. I thought I could get to talk to her. I thought I might be able to appeal to her to speak to him. To ask him to tell her where . . . where I need to look.’ 
 
    ‘What happened?’ 
 
    ‘She wouldn’t even come to the door. She wouldn’t speak to me. I think maybe she thought I was angry at her. I wasn’t. I mean, I know I can’t blame her for what happened. One of her staff told me to leave. They said they would call the police.’ 
 
    ‘Did you try again?’ 
 
    ‘No. She died a couple of weeks later. I felt terrible when I heard. I thought maybe it was all the stress. I guess I added to that.’ 
 
    ‘You did what anyone would have done — her included, no doubt.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    The inspector suddenly seemed restless. ‘I’ve taken up enough of your time, Mary,’ he said. ‘Thank you for talking to me. I will leave a phone number in case you have any questions. I’m not involved in the investigation up here so I can’t help you with the search for Chloe. But I know what can happen . . . you get a visit out of the blue from a police officer asking questions and suddenly, a bit later on, you have more questions about why. Don’t hesitate if you need to ask.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you. My husband’s due home a bit later. He may call. He’s not always had a good relationship with the police. He’s very angry, Inspector, and he doesn’t handle it very well.’ 
 
    ‘I can understand. There’s nowhere for him to direct it. We don’t mind bearing the brunt of that to an extent. It will get easier with time.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been told that enough times.’ 
 
    ‘I can imagine you have. It sounds like people trying to appease you, I know. But there’s truth in there. I’ll leave the Jammie Dodgers, so you can tell your husband that we’re not all bad!’ 
 
    ‘I will do.’ 
 
    The inspector walked across the hall and towards the door. She skipped ahead to get the door. She could see he was lingering on a cross she had on the wall. 
 
    ‘Do you still go to church? I know you said you saw the sergeant’s wife there.’ He asked. 
 
    ‘I lean on the church more so now than ever. I don’t get there as much, for one reason or another. But it’s become even more important in my life.’ 
 
    ‘Did Chloe go too?’ 
 
    ‘She did. From a very young age. They’ve always been very welcoming when it comes to children. It can be like a crèche at the back on a Sunday!’ Mary chuckled. Memories suddenly flashed through her mind of Chloe as a toddler, crashing around at the back, making the congregation smile quietly to themselves and to one another. The vicar would raise his voice to deliver his sermon, thanking Chloe for her part. They would all laugh. No one ever minded. Even then Chloe seemed to have the knack for making a whole room smile. 
 
    ‘That’s good. It must be a comfort to you. Knowing that Chloe had her faith.’ 
 
    ‘She did. But I think it was being tested, Inspector. It’s one of the things that bothered me straight after . . . well, when she went missing. She had stopped going to church. She wouldn’t talk about why, either. She just got upset, like angry upset. I’d never really known her like that about anything before. Colin said it was just a teenage girl acting out about being forced to do something. I mean, we never actually forced her. I wanted us all to keep going — as a family. But I respected that she didn’t want to go anymore. I only hope she found her faith again . . . at the end. I just hope . . .’ Mary had held herself together well. She was losing it now. The tears fell thick and fast. They forced her to shut her eyes. She felt the inspector touch her on the shoulder. She opened up to him. He embraced her fully, she felt him wrap her up in his strong arms. She pushed her face into his chest. He smelt like fabric softener. His voice was gentle in her ear. 
 
    ‘It’s okay, Mary. In those circumstances, under those stresses, we’d all find our faith. Even if we didn’t have any at all before. He would have been with her and she would have known it.’ 
 
    She backed away a little and sniffed. ‘Thanks, Inspector. I’m so sorry.’ 
 
    His warm smile was back. ‘What did we say about that word?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    George made it back to his car. He was still shaking his head. He hated being so in the dark, so unprepared. He tried Whittaker’s number again. Finally he picked up. 
 
    ‘George!’ 
 
    ‘Where are you, Major?’ George was aware that he sounded gruff. It was intentional. 
 
    ‘You know me and honesty, George — hand in glove. So, here goes. I’m in my office in Langthorne House. I had every intention of following you up, old boy, but things are moving down here. I’ve been in one meeting and out of the next. Now I need to go to London. You’ve caught me packing a change of pants as a matter of fact.’ 
 
    ‘An overnighter?’ 
 
    ‘God, I hope not!’ 
 
    ‘So why the change of clothes?’ 
 
    ‘Meeting the Home Secretary. We all know just how much she likes the police force, George. I can imagine it will be a very short, sharp meeting. And then the change of underpants will be required.’ 
 
    ‘About Roberts? You still think they are considering his move?’ 
 
    ‘Considering it? I think we have moved past that, George. Like I said, it’s all moving rather quickly. I need you to pick up what you can about the victims and their families. We need to establish what threat there is that they might turn up on a Langthorne cliff top with lit torches and pitch forks. If this does go pear-shaped I will need more than a change of underpants.’ 
 
    ‘How would it be your fault? Just tell them it’s a bad idea. That this piece of shit deserves to rot in a hole and we can’t police the threat. Job done.’ 
 
    ‘Except he’s offering them money and power. We both know that’s all these people care about.’ 
 
    ‘Then you need to be insistent.’ 
 
    ‘It’s like I said, George, his legal team are going to get him moved to a hospital, and soon. If he moves to this other place instead it saves the taxpayer coughing up for his medical care. Now he says he will divulge the location of the two missing women. That’s a big political score. Add to that the government getting a cutting-edge secure medical facility that will be left when he goes and he’s refusing all treatment — so he’s basically agreeing to die. They’re winning all round. They will be criticised, no doubt about that, but it’s not a difficult one to turn back round. They would be criticised for treating him on tax payers’ money as well and even more so if they had to pay an expensive legal battle after Roberts has gone.’ 
 
    ‘You sound like you’re starting to agree with it.’ 
 
    ‘I sound just like you should: accepting. We need to look at the positives, George. When the senior team and the Home Office make a decision we don’t get consulted, we just get told to make it happen. And trusted to make sure it doesn’t get leaked.’ 
 
    ‘You know that’s exactly the reason I never wanted to get promoted. Ignorance is bliss, Major.’ 
 
    ‘Very true, old boy. Can’t say I’m disappointed that my retirement is creeping closer. Soon I get to pretend that none of this happens, that the people in charge only care about the people they were put there by.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll get the files on the victims and I’ll head back. I’m only a few minutes from the police station. Your schedule has me in a meeting with Emma Rowe — she was the SIO for the job. I can’t say I’m looking forward to it, Major. Not if she’s anything like the other people I have spoken to up here.’ 
 
    ‘I spoke to her on the phone. She seems very nice, actually. Have they given you the cold shoulder up there, old boy? You really did need me — someone with a bit of charm!’ 
 
    ‘It’s not that so much. You should see it up here. It’s a little village with a little community and it has been all but destroyed. It’s like they’re locked in the grip of a shared nightmare. I just met some poor woman who is still waiting for her daughter to come home three years on. It’s been hard, Major, especially as I’ve been lying to them all about why I’m here.’ 
 
    ‘Finding those missing girls will go a long way to getting that village over this. We need to grit our teeth a little, George, take from this what we can. You can be involved in speaking to the families when it’s done if you want to.’ 
 
    ‘No, that’s okay. I think the team that ran the investigation should give them the news. Assuming there is any. I’m not convinced he’ll stick to his side of the bargain.’ 
 
    ‘I think the terms are the point of this meeting. It will be airtight.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like it’s all in hand. I’ll go back to pretending it isn’t going on. I’ll be back later today.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, George, about that . . . I figured you could have another night up there. Have a night out on the company, you know? There’s no need to rush back today. I won’t be here anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Out with it, Major.’ 
 
    ‘Say again?’ 
 
    ‘You need something else.’ 
 
    ‘You made an impression, George. On a serial killer. I’m not sure how you should take that. Anyway, he’s never spoken to us before. To the police, I mean. He spoke to you. You have the relationship, and he’ll need to be told that we have an agreement.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not doing it.’ 
 
    ‘You might have to.’ 
 
    ‘There are any number of people who could make themselves available to sit in a room with that piece of shit. Or just tell his solicitors.’ 
 
    ‘He asked for you. In three years he has only ever said a few words and that was immediately after his arrest. He won’t speak to anyone else. We just need to get this over the line. A warranted officer needs to witness him sign his name. That’s it.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean, he won’t speak to anyone else? I was sent because you couldn’t make it. He was going to speak to whoever turned up yesterday. It just happened to be me!’ 
 
    ‘And it still does.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus, Major! He’s asked for me because he wants to gloat. Because I pissed him off. He wants to see my face when I tell him.’ 
 
    ‘You might be right, George, whatever. This isn’t about pride — not for you — this is about doing your job. Get it done. You have an appointment tomorrow. I figured you could do it on your way back.’ 
 
    ‘Because I’m half way there, right?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ 
 
    George rubbed his face. He had been absorbed in his call but he looked left, towards the house he had just left. There was movement at the same top window. It would be Mary. Still stuck in limbo. Something needed to change for her. 
 
    ‘Fine. I’ll tell him and then I’m out.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, George. I do appreciate it. While I have you, would you like me to pass anything on to the Home Secretary?’ 
 
    ‘If she fired me, would I still have to sit in a room with that man tomorrow and watch him gloat?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, George.’ 
 
    ‘I see. Well, no then.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    The 21:10 from Ludlow squealed as it came to a stop. The last train back to Hereford. 
 
    There was no sign of her! 
 
    He was panicking. He could feel it rising up in him again, just like before when it had gotten so bad he couldn’t move. It was a more modern train than this morning. The doors all opened in unison. It was shorter than the commuter train. He could see all four of its carriages. There was some movement on the platform: an older woman who was already sat down reading a book when he got here and a middle-aged man with a backpack and hiking books, clutching a flask. They moved to board the train. He looked up at the clock. Every second clacked by loudly. Time moved on. Less than forty seconds and it was scheduled to leave. 
 
    Where was she? 
 
    Suddenly he heard the clicking and scraping of someone running in heels. It was her! She appeared to his right. She ran right past him and slowed to a walk as she approached the train. She stopped at the door. She looked a little unsteady as she reached out for a yellow pole. She pulled herself on. He followed her into the carriage. He flushed with a sense of relief and of excitement at the same time. He had to suppress a grin. 
 
    The two people he had seen on the platform were already on and settled. He stood in the doorway, waiting for her to choose a seat. She turned so she was facing in his direction. She lifted her right foot and tugged her shoe off. She threw it onto a seat with a table in front while she reached down for the left. She sighed loudly as she moved into the seat. She pushed her head back against the headrest. She had a layer of moisture on her forehead that was just visible in the light. Her fringe was sticking to it. She smiled to herself; it looked like relief. 
 
    He took his seat. His position was similar to the one he’d adopted that morning. He was at an angle to her, across the other side of the walkway. He could see her well. There were some other passengers who must have been on the train already, but not many. Maybe five in total in his carriage and they were dotted as far apart as they could get. He looked at them all in turn. They were all listening to music, reading books or magazines, or staring idly out of the window. No one was taking any notice of him. 
 
    The door fell shut. The train moved off. She had her eyes closed now. She might even be asleep. It was a forty-minute journey; there was plenty of time to get some rest. He couldn’t rest, though. He couldn’t even relax. He could feel the excitement building in him. He wanted to clap his hands and tell everyone that his day had finally come, that he was so ready. But he needed to be quiet. He needed to be invisible. 
 
    The forty minutes seemed to take an age. She woke up for the last fifteen minutes. She looked at her phone. She tutted as she jabbed at it impatiently and then threw it onto the table. The screen was dark. It had to be out of battery. She stretched as the train pulled up. He could see the place sign on the platform beyond her: LUDLOW was underlined in orange. 
 
    She picked up her shoes and walked onto the platform barefoot. He waited a few more seconds before he moved off the train. She was slower than the rest of the passengers, she pulled her suit jacket tighter, did up one of the buttons and folded her arms over her front. A bag hung off her forearm. She still looked a little unsteady. The train station was quiet and the lighting was poor. The other passengers dissipated into the surroundings. She walked out of the entrance and towards a car that was ticking over, its lights dipped. They lit up fully as she walked towards it. 
 
    A taxi! He hadn’t considered that. She always walked to her car. She parked it in the streets nearby, wherever she could get a spot. She seemed to prefer Holgate Road, maybe because it was one of the few streets that were lit. She had parked there this morning. He’d never considered that she might not be driving home tonight. Of course she’d been out for drinks — how could he be so stupid! 
 
    He needed to think fast. She was at the car. He was close enough to hear voices, a rushed conversation through the passenger window. She moved to the back and tugged the door open. He reacted by jogging over himself. The driver looked at him. The window was still down. He hadn’t considered what to say. 
 
    ‘Cooney?’ He said, hurriedly, then cursed inwardly for giving his real name. 
 
    ‘No, mate. Sorry, I got my fare. Do you want me to see if someone’s on the way?’ 
 
    ‘Er, yeah, please. I called ahead.’ He could see the sign on the roof carried the number and Wye Taxis. ‘Wye Taxis, right?’ he said. 
 
    ‘That’s us. You say your name’s Cooney? Where are you going?’ 
 
    ‘Symonds Yat,’ he said, hurriedly. 
 
    The man pulled his phone from where it was suckered to the front window. A woman’s voice called out from the back. 
 
    ‘You’re going to Symonds Yat?’ 
 
    He leaned forward a little more. She was looking right at him! He couldn’t speak. She was smiling at him, it was so beautiful. Perfection! All of those months watching her, seeing her talk to other people, smile at other people, and now she was smiling at him. She was looking right at him. She had spoken to him! 
 
    ‘Symonds Yat?’ she said again. Her smile dropped away, she looked unsure. 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s right. I get your train, you might have seen me about?’ 
 
    She pursed her lips. ‘No, I don’t think so. But you don’t see people on them things, do you? Do you want to share?’ 
 
    He looked at the driver who had his phone in his hand. He shrugged. ‘I’m dropping at Symonds Yat, mate, it don’t matter to me how many.’ 
 
    He straightened up. He stood still for a few seconds. He needed to. He was trying to calm his beating heart and his shallow, quick breaths. He felt like he might explode. He pulled the back door open. She was scooting over. Her dress rucked up a little on those long legs. She was smiling again. He tried to return it. He tried to look comfortable — normal even. He knew he wasn’t good at that. 
 
    The car moved off. The interior was drenched in her scent: day-old perfume with a tinge of wine. He just wanted to breathe it in. 
 
    ‘How long have you lived in Symonds Yat?’ she said. 
 
    He had to break out of his daydream. ‘All my life,’ he said. It sounded hurried; he took a breath. 
 
    ‘Really? I’ve only been there a couple of years. We moved there when I was sixteen. I remember being absolutely horrified. I mean, there’s nothing there for a sixteen-year-old girl, right?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I don’t know, really.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose you don’t! I mean, you’ve probably never been a sixteen-year-old girl!’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    She laughed. He couldn’t. It was awkward. She moved to talk to the driver. He knew his opportunity for conversation was gone. It didn’t matter. Soon he would have her full attention. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Hereford Police Station was immediately familiar to George, despite him never having been there before. Police stations, it seemed, were built to a set template. It was a solid-looking, brick-built square with blue touches around the long, equidistant windows. It was elevated, built in the middle of an expanse of grass that dipped steeply down to the pavement. A man on a ride-on mower looked to be dicing with his own safety, clinging onto the steering wheel as the mower lurched sideways down the bank while he stuck to his lines. His expression was calm at least and it did nothing to unsettle the cigarette between his lips. George pulled into a visitor bay in a small car park at the front. He could see the main parking area for police vehicles behind a solid metal gate with security sensors for access. 
 
    The front counter staff gave knowing nods when he gave his name. They checked his ID and sat him down. In less than a minute a man walked up to the front counter and extended his hand. He had a tiny frame. His shirt was tucked into trousers that were sucked in, like he had no waist at all. His hair was receding around the edges. He looked cheery enough. 
 
    ‘You must be Inspector Elms? I’m DC South. I’ve been asked to come and collect you.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. Hopefully you are expecting me.’ 
 
    ‘Emma Rowe asked me to come down. She’s the DI here for Major Crime. She seemed to know all about you.’ 
 
    ‘Well, let’s hope that isn’t true.’ 
 
    George was led to the stairs. It was two floors up. 
 
    ‘I don’t like lifts.’ DC South grinned over his shoulder as George tried to keep up with him. In contrast, George was a fan of anything that made life easier. He was still lagging behind when the detective pushed through into a meeting room where a number of faces turned to him instantly as he entered. 
 
    ‘You must be Inspector Elms?’ 
 
    The voice had come from a sharp-looking woman in a black trouser suit. Much of her brown hair was swept up into a tight bun, leaving just enough to form a fringe. She stood at the front of the room, leaning on the back of a chair. She carried herself with authority. Her expression was stern. 
 
    ‘I am.’ 
 
    ‘I’m Emma Rowe. Sit yourself down somewhere, George, and I’ll be with you shortly. I know why you’re here. The people in this room are generally those who were involved in the case. We can give you what you need. We’re just running through what we have on today. Help yourself to the tea and biscuits.’ 
 
    ‘Great, thanks.’ 
 
    Emma looked back to where DC South sat with an open book filled with handwritten notes. He pushed his glasses onto his nose. 
 
    ‘Andy, where were we?’ 
 
    George had clearly interrupted them. It was hardly his fault. He reached out for one of the tall thermos flasks in the middle of the table and pressed the pump. It squeaked and hissed as the hot water came out, and George felt very aware of himself. Someone pushed a plate of biscuits towards him. He decided he liked this police force. 
 
    ‘The stabbing incident at The Fox pub . . .’ DI Rowe was back to business. ‘Did we cover that?’ 
 
    ‘Almost. So, a couple of lads who we know from the Hells Angels are in there. One of them gets into a bit of verbal with a random bloke, who leaves shortly after. The biker is then stabbed on his way out around an hour later. We have people there now trying to sort out the CCTV. Early indications are that there’s nothing from inside.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. So uniform are doing their bit with that. I see the CID DS has already set out the forensic strategy and it seems sound. I don’t see us picking up that job unless he takes a turn for the worse. The last I heard it was a punctured lung, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Initially they thought it was life threatening but they’ve stabilised him now. He’s not expected to die.’ 
 
    ‘Fine. Is that about it?’ 
 
    ‘That’s about it.’ 
 
    ‘So we have the rape job to close off today. I want that case file ready for court by the end of this week. I know it’s only on the reserve list from Monday but we could still get caught out if we suddenly get a courtroom. We all know that the key to getting a rape case home is in the confidence of the prosecution. I want us ready. Over-prepared.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am,’ came a chorus of voices. 
 
    George swigged at his tea. He was positioned at the back, directly opposite Emma Rowe. There were five detectives at the table: three on his right, two on his left. They were all smartly dressed and they were all scribbling down notes. Most of them hadn’t touched the biscuits. George was impressed. He reckoned Emma ran a tight ship. 
 
    ‘So, I mentioned it briefly, team . . . George Elms at the back there is from Lennockshire Police, all the way down on the south coast. George, did you want to tell the troops here what brings you all the way up here?’ 
 
    Hell, no. That was the last thing he wanted to do. George leant back and did his best not to look like a rabbit caught in headlights. 
 
    ‘Yeah, sure. If I’m honest I’m not entirely sure what my home force would like me to achieve from this visit but we’re running a bit of a pilot on our high-risk prisoners. One of them is Henry Roberts. He’s in Belmarsh — put there by you good people, of course.’ George took a second to survey the officers. They were all looking at him intently. Some shuffled in their seats. A solidly built man sat opposite him bit down on his cheek. George continued. ‘We’re concerned that he might have an influence on other prisoners — or just anyone he could communicate with, in fact. We want to make sure we have a good understanding of him and of what he did, so we can do our best to limit that influence.’ 
 
    ‘And they sent you up here?’ The solidly built man opposite fired the question. ‘Could they not have just asked for the file?’ This was the last thing George wanted: having to lie to a room full of detectives under questioning. These people were lied to for a living. 
 
    ‘They sent me up here to ask for the file. I think in the future we will just send an email request or pick up the phone, but this is brand new. I’m leading the pilot and Roberts is our prime subject of concern — our prime subject after those locked up for terrorist offences, at least. We’ve been running something similar around terrorists for a while. You’ll appreciate that a terrorist who has a strong ideology will often seek to groom and radicalise from within his prison cell so that we have prisoners being released that are a far bigger danger to the community than when they first went in. Roberts is our first prisoner outside of terrorism who could be classed as somewhat similar. From what little I know, he was driven by a desire outside of normal criminal motivations. He didn’t kill for money or any other obvious gain. His victims were random and murdered to appease his need to feel powerful. We must assume he still has that need and we’re concerned that he might seek to create disciples to get his power fix.’ 
 
    ‘Is he not in solitary then?’ The question came from somewhere on George’s right. He wasn’t sure who. 
 
    ‘Yes — I mean, for most of the time. But he does get out into the general population. There are a number of reasons for that, I understand. Medical facilities are communal, some of the meals are communal — although mostly he eats alone in his cell. He is allowed to use the chapel as well — he still has rights around practicing his religion. I’m sure you have the same opinions as I do about his rights, but unfortunately the prison service has to do what the law dictates.’ 
 
    Emma finally jumped in to save him. ‘I have someone going over the material. I’m sure you can appreciate there is a lot of it, George. This was a very involved case. I have some stuff that you can take now, but the rest won’t be ready for a few more days. I’m sure you understand that we are very busy. As I’m sure you are too.’ George got the message loud and clear. This was a pain in their arse and they didn’t want to be doing it in the first place. 
 
    ‘I can indeed. That’s fine. Whatever you can do for me.’ 
 
    ‘Right then, team, I think that’s it. I’ll be speaking with you all in the next day or two. You all have your jobs around this rape case, I just want to be sure we are on track. Any issues, you can come to me. Jane, you need to be running this as the disclosure officer, okay? I want to know if you’re not getting what you need.’ 
 
    The officers filed out. George stayed seated. Emma moved closer. She sat down and looked at him intently. 
 
    ‘Thanks again,’ he said. ‘I know what it’s like when you’re running a busy department and you get asked to look back over something you thought you had put to bed ages ago.’ 
 
    Emma stared at him and bit down on her bottom lip. ‘You’re a good liar, George. I can see why they sent you up here.’ 
 
    He couldn’t help his surprised reaction. ‘Say again?’ 
 
    ‘What’s going on with Roberts? Really? Because I don’t buy the bumph you just gave to my team. Now . . . I understand need-to-know, I understand why they might not need to know the real reason for you driving two hundred miles to pick up a file, but I want to know. I deserve to know. I led that team through this. It was the worst episode of my career — all our careers, I would imagine. I lost two officers. Both quit on the day it was finished. Pretty much collapsed under the weight of it all. Is there an independent investigation? Is that why you’re here? The first thing they do when they have a problem with an investigation is to get another force to review it, right? I mean, normally they go public too, they say that’s what they’re doing. But they don’t always. Are we being investigated?’ 
 
    ‘Jesus, no!’ 
 
    ‘You’re not lying to me now, George?’ 
 
    ‘That was no lie. There’s no investigation that I’m aware of.’ 
 
    ‘So you were lying earlier.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t give me much of a choice.’ 
 
    Emma smiled. She stood up. The coffee flask was down the other end. She filled a cup and gestured at George. 
 
    ‘Sure, I’ll have a refill.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t give you much choice, you’re right. Good leaders are transparent, George. I didn’t want you coming up here, snooping through the files and leaving without so much as a word of explanation. I’ve seen that happen before. It sparks speculation. Speculation is always bad.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure I’ve put a stop to the speculation, Emma. I don’t think they believed me completely.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure you’re right. But they will if I back you up. They will believe me. And they’ll help in any way I ask, so that you get what you need.’ 
 
    ‘So you want me to explain the real reason I’m here in exchange for the information I need?’ 
 
    ‘The information is yours. I want you to tell me the real reason you are here out of respect. I want you to consider that you are back in Lennockshire and in your office. Consider that I walk in and ask you for the casefile on your career case. The one that damned near destroyed you, your team and your community. You’d want me to tell you why, right?’ 
 
    ‘I would. I’d insist on it, in fact.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll top up these drinks. You can start whenever you like.’ 
 
    George took a second. She was as sharp as her suit. George liked her. ‘You should know right from the off that I’m being kept in the dark too. I certainly don’t know everything. I got approached a couple of days back by my boss — who’s a man I know and trust. He tells me to go to the prison to meet with an inmate. There’s no real brief, just that the prisoner has asked to speak to the police. I was also asked to get a feel for him — whatever the hell that meant.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like a stitch-up already.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly what I thought. The prisoner is Henry Roberts. A real nice fella is Henry. We didn’t get on too well—’ 
 
    ‘He did speak to you then?’ 
 
    ‘He did. It seems there’s something he wants. So now he’ll speak to us. I understand he didn’t speak to your lot at all?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t murder people, I set them free. Eight words I can never forget. It was his immediate reply when he was arrested. The only words he ever uttered. His defence team gave us a few statements that were definitely written by Roberts. It was all religious mumbo jumbo. Some crap about being God’s disciple. They’re all in the file.’ 
 
    ‘He does seem to see himself as very special. But the crux of it is that he is not a well man — physically. He has stage-four cancer somewhere unpleasant. I don’t know the details, but he’s looking at a few weeks, maybe less, before he takes his rightful place in hell. He wants to die somewhere other than a Category A prison. Now, at this point you need to promise that you will stay calm. I’m just the messenger.’ 
 
    Emma slopped the cups down on the table. She turned away from George to the window and pushed her fists tightly into the small of her back. ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘He wants a sea view.’ George felt ridiculous just saying it out loud. He waited for a response. 
 
    Emma didn’t give him one. Her attention seemed to be out of the window. 
 
    ‘I thought it was some sort of joke at first. But it now appears he has a strong chance of getting his move. I’m told he’s a wealthy man. He’s built a place in our patch. I live in a town called Langthorne and he’s acquired land on the clifftop there. He’s built a state-of-the-art medical facility to Home Office specification where he has asked to be allowed to go to die.’ 
 
    Emma spun on her heels, strode over to George and loomed over him. ‘Utterly ridiculous! The man’s a killer and in prison!’ 
 
    ‘He is. I know. I did what I was told and I reported back. I thought it was a tick-box exercise, some human rights crap. But there’s more to it. He will sign the medical facility over to the government. It will be fully functioning for whatever use they can get out of it when he’s gone. I know this stinks, Emma, but there are some positives.’ 
 
    ‘Some positives? Positives are going to be a hard sell up here, George, I can assure you of that. The way you’re talking, this is happening, isn’t it?’ 
 
    George shrugged. ‘The Home Office are making that call ultimately. That’s how high this goes. I’ve made the same assumption you have, though. I’ve spoken to the boss a couple of times and he’s talking like it’s a done deal.’ 
 
    ‘Ridiculous! British justice! The press will tear us apart over this. That makes me angry too. Who do you think they’ll call for comment when they hear about this development? It won’t be the damned Home Office, I can tell you that! It’ll be me. And no one’s told me a damned thing about it.’ 
 
    ‘I agree, Emma. What can I say? I totally agree. Personally, I think you should be part of the conversation around this. But my opinion doesn’t matter to anyone.’ 
 
    Emma shook her head. ‘What positives? You said there were positives. Because right now I’m really struggling to think of anything that even comes close.’ 
 
    ‘Roberts wants this badly. Part of his deal is that he tells us where the bodies of those two other girls are. I know that’s going to be big up here. For you and for the families you worked with.’ 
 
    Emma looked back to George for a second and then shook her head again. ‘It won’t soften the blow. Not if we have to tell those same families that he’s been moved to his own luxury facility with a sea fucking view! What is this world we live in, George? Tell me that.’ 
 
    ‘I really don’t know sometimes, Emma. I really don’t know. It’s not about justice, that’s for sure. I think this could be a big political score for the government. There’s been a lot of pressure all round to find those bodies. I also know that my home force have a blank cheque to claim expenses for policing his transport and his time there. Your force might benefit too. And, the icing on the cake for the decision makers is that he is refusing any treatment beyond pain relief. He is basically agreeing to die.’ 
 
    ‘Win-win then, right? Except this monster still gets to exert his power. That’s what this is all about, right? For him at least. You said it yourself a few minutes ago . . . this man feeds off power. This is perfect for him. The only thing he has left to do is die and now he’s managing to dictate how and where that happens.’ 
 
    ‘I agree. I hate it.’ 
 
    ‘Do we get to have any kind of opinion on this?’ 
 
    ‘An opinion we get. An influence is far less likely. There’s a meeting today. At the Home Office. I think a decision will be made today.’ 
 
    ‘This is going to happen, isn’t it? You don’t meet there to talk about whether something happens, you meet to talk about how it happens. He’s winning. Christ, George! He’s getting his own way again!’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry. I’m in the middle of all this. It’s not even been made clear to me how much of all this I should know, how much I can share, or what the hell I should be doing. The main concern from my bosses are the victims’ families getting wind of the move and turning up in Langthorne with an axe to grind — or more likely to stick in Roberts’s skull.’ 
 
    ‘What about the media? Are they going to be told officially?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I get the impression they’ll be kept in the dark for now. I reckon there’ll be more than a few people praying that this man dies pretty damned quick. Then the government will release it as a good news story. “The man’s dead, he told us where the bodies of his victims were buried before he died and we got him to fund a brand-new medical facility that benefits us all.” You can see how that could be very easily spun into a good news story.’ 
 
    ‘I can. Bastard politicians! Someone should leak it.’ 
 
    ‘As long as that someone isn’t the person who has just been in a meeting with me and someone I wasn’t supposed to tell in the first place.’ 
 
    ‘I wonder if Herefordshire Police are even being represented at this meeting. We’re a small force. We get walked on all over again. I saw it when the investigation was going on. They wanted to send officers from other counties down. We had to fight them off. I should have let them come. They could be having this shit now. They could be left feeling like this.’ 
 
    ‘Look, Emma, I’m really sorry. You hit the nail on the head. This is a stitch-up for me. I had no real idea what I was getting involved in. I just need the case notes. Maybe a summary of the murders and then I can get out of your way. In fact, don’t worry about the summary, I can piece it together from the file.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you can have your summary, George. Chloe Pope was the first girl to go missing. It was a standard missing person search at first — if you can call anything we do standard. We were told it was out of character, but girls at that age . . . well, you know. But then we found Josh Haines’s body and his girlfriend, Ellie Smith, was missing. Ellie went missing on her twenty-third birthday. She went out for a meal with Josh at the Ferrie Inn in Symonds Yat. Josh was found in the driver’s seat of his car early the next morning. He had been stabbed more than thirty times and his heart had been cut from his chest. The hearts of Ellie and her boyfriend were never found. We found an engagement ring box in his pocket. We didn’t find a ring. Forensics would later put Roberts inside that car. 
 
    ‘The investigation moved on when we found the remains of a third girl, Lucy Moon. We know Henry Roberts murdered her. We also know that he made sure it was indescribably slow and painful. What was left of Lucy was buried at a beauty spot overlooking the River Wye. He marked the shallow grave with a large, wooden cross. Her remains were found by a hiker — or at least a portion of them was. It seems that some of the wildlife picked up on the smell and dragged her right thigh a couple of hundred metres away from the burial site. Henry was linked to that by DNA. She wasn’t clothed when she was found, but her clothing was found nearby along with his . . . tools. The clothing was attributed to the body and had on it the DNA we needed from him. CSI reckon she might have put up a good fight at some point. Certainly she was very close to him for a period of time. He was either fighting her or raping her. 
 
    ‘With regard to how he selected his victims, the rail connections are a definite link. They were all local to Symonds Yat or the surrounding area. Lucy Moon was on her way home from work when she went missing. She used the train to commute back to Hereford. She disappeared between the train and her car. We have CCTV footage that shows Roberts as being on the same train. He was in the same carriage. He got off at the same time. He was a few metres behind her when the camera lost them.’ 
 
    ‘So Chloe and Ellie are the two girls that are still missing?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. And Josh Haines’s heart. Lest we forget.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus . . . it’s strong evidence.’ 
 
    ‘Strong enough to charge. Strong enough to convict. After a hell of a bun fight, mind. Roberts let it all play out. A team of very well-paid solicitors pulling every single minute detail apart, their client never uttering a word. There were other links though — more generic stuff. Some of it was circumstantial, but together it was enough to satisfy the jury. The team did some great work. We could link the murder tools to Roberts. The murdered girls were all from Symonds Yat and they all had daily routines that we believe he was able to take advantage of. We also did a lot of work on profiling the victims. We showed they were all around the same sort of age and they were all of the same type.’ 
 
    ‘Type?’ 
 
    ‘Young, slim and pretty. Attractive overall. And blonde hair. That seemed to be his thing. His last victim, the one who got away, was a pro-biker. Lucy Mackenzie — another Lucy, but she got far luckier than her namesake. She fought him off. She gave a good description of his vehicle and of him — specifically a distinctive tattoo. She also managed to scrape some of his DNA from his face. It matched and we had our man.’ Emma suddenly stiffened. 
 
    ‘So he wasn’t known to the police before this? He just suddenly pops up and murders four people?’ 
 
    Emma wasn’t listening. She moved quickly to the door and pulled it open. 
 
    ‘Emma?’ 
 
    ‘ANDY!’ Emma called out across the floor. Andy South, the detective with no waist, appeared at the door. She ushered him in. The door closed behind him. 
 
    ‘You okay, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘Our missing person. From last night. Go again with the description.’ 
 
    Andy was holding his day book. He flicked it open. ‘This was from uniform patrol . . . Annie Cox. Female, white British, twenty years old, slim, 5ft 8in, blue eyes, blonde hair. Parents think she was wearing a grey suit jacket and a black dress. But they couldn’t be sure.’ 
 
    ‘Is she pretty?’ 
 
    ‘The missing girl? We have her social media page out there if you want—’ 
 
    ‘Is she pretty, Andy?’ 
 
    Andy pursed his lips. ‘She looks like a bit of a stunner to me, ma’am. Just don’t tell my wife.’ 
 
    ‘And she commutes, right?’ 
 
    ‘She does. She was catching a later train. Uniform are doing some enquiries around her workmates. It looks like she had a drink and someone walked her to her train. She should have made it on but CCTV will confirm that.’ 
 
    ‘Have we taken that on?’ 
 
    ‘The missing person? Well, no. Do we suspect foul play?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe assume we do — just until we make some headway.’ Emma moved back to the door. She held it open. A clear sign the conversation was over. 
 
    ‘Am I missing something, ma’am? I know you want us all focused on prepping for the rape trial, is all.’ 
 
    ‘I know. I just want to be sure that everything’s being done. We don’t need to take it on completely. Just stay in touch.’ 
 
    ‘Understood.’ 
 
    The door pushed shut and Emma looked back over at George. 
 
    ‘It’s the same description as Roberts’s victims,’ George said. 
 
    ‘Exactly the same.’ 
 
    ‘He’s very much locked up. I saw him in prison. Yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘You did. What was that you were saying about him influencing people?’ 
 
    George wasn’t sure. ‘You’re thinking copycat?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what I’m thinking. I know he’s locked up. All this time and I still can’t shake what he did from my mind. Maybe the two detectives who walked had the right idea.’


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Liam Cooney sat on a wooden chair. It was rickety and smooth from when he had rubbed it down and painted it white. His mum had complained ever since that she would fall off it one day. It was the chair she used when she got out of bed. It took all of her effort to sit up, to put her legs out and to stand. She would use the chair for support. Sometimes she would have to sit in it for a few minutes while she got her breath back. 
 
    He stared at her now, lying in her bed. She was so still, so silent. He had sat there most of the night. Watching her. Her colour had changed. Quickly at first, but even now her pallor was getting greyer, as if the colour were still draining away. He kept going back over the events of the previous night in his mind. When he came in late she had complained immediately, saying that she couldn’t move without him and that she was running low on oxygen. She was on a bottle downstairs in the lounge so she could watch Midsomer Murders. She liked that. Her machine was upstairs, it fed her through tubes tied off round the back of her head. Two prongs ran up into her nostrils, constantly feeding her oxygen, keeping her levels sufficient to stay alive. Without the machine, she couldn’t last long. She had suffered with a chronic pulmonary disease almost all his life: emphysema or something similar. For as long as he could remember there had been people coming in to look after her — until, that was, he had turned eighteen. Then it was all down to him. He needed to be there a lot of the time and it got worse, to the point where she could hardly move around the house without him. She couldn’t wash or use the toilet on her own. It wasn’t right. No mother should live a life like that. No son should see his mother the way he did. 
 
    Last night he had been merciful. He had told her that. He closed his eyes. He could still picture her face when he said he was going to show her the mercy she deserved. He got her into bed. She waited for her oxygen, for him to move the tubes into position. He didn’t. He told her that it was her time. He showed her the pillow he had bought specially. It was big and soft, white with pink flowers. She always liked pink flowers. She begged him not to. She didn’t seem to understand. She told him she didn’t want to die. She was so stressed. Her arms and legs thrashed a bit at first, but she was so weak. He held the pillow for longer than necessary. He had felt her life go. And then she wasn’t stressed anymore. 
 
    Her face! He smiled now at the memory. When he lifted the pillow off, it was beautiful. She was so peaceful. She was free. 
 
    He couldn’t wait to write. He sat down and typed out the words; he was descriptive — it felt good to remember the details. His typing was so clumsy; his hands were still shaking from the excitement. It felt so . . . good! 
 
    He remembered what he had learned, what he needed to do when it was done. He plugged the oxygen in and waited all night. The text took him hours to get right. He was careful. He knew it was early, he was supposed to wait until everything was ready. But he couldn’t wait. The woman on the train . . . God put her next to him in that cab. It was time — he just knew it. 
 
    The police were prompt. He called 999 just after eight a.m. He checked his watch when they knocked; it was barely ten past. He answered the front door. 
 
    ‘You called an ambulance, son? They are on their way.’ There were two police officers. The one who spoke had a sergeant’s chevron on the front of his uniform. His name tag read PS Alan KEMP in big white letters. 
 
    ‘Come in! Can you help me?’ He ran ahead. He bounded up the stairs, his heart still full of joy. He pushed the door open and stepped back. He wanted to see their faces when they saw what he had done. They moved in quickly and he moved in behind them. His mother was facing up. Her skin was still the same grey tone. Her lips purple in contrast. They caught your eye. One of the police officers put two fingers together, he pushed them into her neck. He stood over the other side of the bed. The officer looked up. His eyes ran over the oxygen machine — it was the size of a bedside cabinet but on wheels. Wires from it ran across the floor and chased up the bed. Then the officer looked at him sadly. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, son. I don’t think there’s going to be much anyone can do.’ 
 
    He threw his hands over his face. Both of them. He sobbed behind them. He felt a light touch on his shoulder. It was Sergeant Kemp. There was a shout from downstairs; the ambulance crew had arrived. They were shown in. He was led out. Someone made him a cup of tea. It was almost an hour before more people turned up. They wore black suits and they carried a stretcher up the stairs. Sergeant Kemp came down to see him. He spoke in a low, sad voice. He told him he was sorry. He said they were going to have to take her away now. He said he had taken her wedding ring off. He handed it over. It was a dull gold. He ran it over in his hands a few times. He didn’t know what to do with it. He stuffed it into the front pocket of his hooded top. 
 
    He was still in the living room when the men in black suits walked back past. The stretcher was heavier now. It carried a long, black form on it. His mother. Finally she was at peace. She was free. His heart fluttered with excitement again, his hand fell to his back pocket, feeling for his phone. He would finish up and then send another update as soon as he could — for, truly, he was merciful! 
 
    Sergeant Kemp and all of the police officers left shortly after. The sergeant had asked a few questions while the other officer bagged up a lot of his mother’s medication. They both said again how sorry they were. They shuffled uncomfortably from one foot to the other. He was given phone numbers to call if he needed to. Then they left. The silence was glorious. The machine that had hummed, gurgled and hissed as it constantly fed his mum with oxygen was silenced along with her constant dry cough and the rasping voice that he had come to so despise. There was nothing here now but the silence. 
 
    He made himself a hot drink and a sandwich, making sure he made an extra one and wrapping it in a sheet of greaseproof paper. He took a small bottle of water out of the fridge. He tidied up his cup and his plate. His mother had always hated it when he had left anything out. He slipped on his hiking boots and pulled open the back door. The sun felt warm. Spring was starting to assert itself. The garden was long and thin. There was a row of conifers halfway down; his dad had cut an arch in them before he died. His dad had liked the garden. It was a little overgrown now. His dad’s shed was at the very bottom, past the old coal shed. On the other side of the lawn was a rough area of scorched earth where he liked to set fires. He unclipped a heavy padlock from the shed door and pulled it open. It wasn’t large, but there had been enough room for his dad to use it a workshop. He had liked to work with wood and was a cabinet maker by trade. His lathe was silent and dusty now — just a home for spiders that scuttled from the sudden flood of light. He stepped in. To his right was the workbench, adapted from an old war-time Morrison shelter, it had a solid metal top and sturdy legs. It hadn’t taken much to turn it into the perfect place to store a body. The work surface was hinged to act as a flip-open lid and this was secured with a padlock. He’d also found a solid, Victorian clothes iron in the shed and lifted this on top as extra weight. He closed the shed door and shut out the sun before switching on the light. He unclipped the padlock and heaved the iron from the bench lid. It flipped up. 
 
    ‘It’s okay! They’re gone!’ he said. ‘And they’ve taken her with them!’ 
 
    The energy-saving bulb took a while to warm up to its full power and didn’t quite reach into the depths of the box. His eyes were still adjusting. He heard a scuffling sound, then a murmur. Though he’d given her quite a dose she was now coming round. There was more light now and he could see her. She was lying on her side, her head turned towards the noise. She blinked at the light. Her beautiful blonde hair fell over her face. She smacked her lips and made a moaning sound. He reached in his pocket for the extra sandwich. 
 
    ‘Here. I brought you something to eat. And some water. You must be thirsty?’ 
 
    She still couldn’t form words; she sounded a little more distressed. 
 
    ‘It’s okay. You can take it. I brought it just for you. And don’t worry, no one will be coming back now. It’s just you and me!’ 
 
    She managed to half sit. Her body was still twisted towards him. He reached out to push the hair out of her eyes. She jerked violently at his touch. He could see her eyes now, the pupils were large black discs. That would be the sedative. He hadn’t wanted to give her that. It seemed so cruel and demeaning to someone so perfect, to take away their consciousness in such a manner. But he needed control and he hadn’t wanted to hurt her. He couldn’t have explained that. She would never have listened. So he did what he had to do. Now he could take his time. He could make her see. She could understand better who he was and what he was doing. How he could set her free. 
 
    For now he unscrewed the water bottle and pushed it into her soft lips. ‘Drink. It’s just water.’ 
 
    She reached for it. Those perfect lips pursed and hunted for the fluid. A little spilt down her chin and he wiped it gently away. Her skin was so soft. He would always be gentle with her. When the time came, he was going to take his time. He was going to be sure she was ready and that she knew what was coming so that she could savour it. She took hold of the bottle herself. She tipped it back and glugged at it until it was empty. She breathed out in a sigh. He held out the sandwich. 
 
    ‘Cheese and pickle,’ he said. She reached out for this, too. Her eyes seemed a little more controlled; she seemed to focus on the food. She took a bite and he watched her intently: those lips; those eyes; the way her cheek dimpled slightly with every chew. She clearly was God’s finest creation. Another few bites and the sandwich was devoured. 
 
    ‘I’ll be back,’ he said. ‘Soon.’ She was still sat up. He pushed the lid so it fell gently onto her arm. She made another noise as if she was unhappy. She was starting to become more lucid. Soon she would be able to talk. ‘Move your arm,’ he said. ‘Move your arm out of the way. It’s not time yet.’ He leant on it. It didn’t budge. Suddenly she made a louder noise, like a scream but it was guttural — as if she had no control. All her grace and beauty fell away. She sounded just like his mother. 
 
    ‘Move your arm!’ he said. He pushed down on the lid. There was still resistance. The lid pushed up towards him. She was trying to get up, to get out! He lifted the lid. His right arm thrashed forward and his fist connected firmly with something solid. He glimpsed her hair whipping from her face as her head was thrown backwards. The lid fell shut. 
 
    He was breathing heavily as he sat on top of the lid, running his fingers over the solid metal. ‘I don’t want to hurt you. But you need to do as I say. Okay? OKAY?’ He heard nothing. He pushed the bar back in and locked the padlock. This time he didn’t notice how pleasant the sun was as he marched back up the garden and into the house.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    George had found St Dubricius’s Parish church right on the banks of the Wye. The grassy churchyard was so close to the river that some of its randomly scattered tombstones almost threatened to topple into the water. He walked to the edge. The water was clear and it ran quickly, the current stretching out the reeds that clung fast to the floor. It was perhaps forty metres wide at this point. To his left the water lapped against a muddy flat; its levels were low. He turned back to the church. 
 
    He hadn’t noticed any clear signs of life. There was one other car, a small Ford hatchback, but he had passed it a bit further up the road. His was the only one in the small, gravel car park. 
 
    George was surprised when the heavy wooden door pushed open. Where he was from, churches were locked more than they were open. The building opened up in front of him, as beautiful within as it was from outside. He pushed the door back shut. 
 
    ‘You can leave that open if you want!’ a voice called out from the direction of the altar. George couldn’t see the source at first, then a man came into view, about as casually dressed as a vicar ever got: corduroy trousers, a shirt with dog collar and a thin jumper. ‘We should let in some of this lovely spring weather after the winter we’ve just had.’ 
 
    George moved back to the door to pull it back open a little. 
 
    ‘I can imagine the winters are harsh around here.’ 
 
    ‘That they are.’ The vicar walked the length of the church and stopped a few metres short of him. He looked George up and down. 
 
    ‘I’m George Elms. I’m a police officer. There’s nothing to worry about. I just wanted a quick chat if possible?’ 
 
    ‘I know who you are. This is a very small village, Inspector. Talk to one, talk to all. I got told that on my first day here, twenty years ago. I’ve never forgotten it.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not from the village then?’ 
 
    ‘Originally? No. A city boy. It’s taken most of those twenty years to find my place here. People don’t trust outsiders easily!’ 
 
    ‘I’ll bear that in mind.’ 
 
    ‘And so I’ve heard a lot about you.’ 
 
    ‘So you’ve heard I’m not to be trusted?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve heard that no one really knows why you’re here. Which means that whatever story you’re selling isn’t ringing true.’ 
 
    ‘I see. Well, even I draw the line at lying to a man of the cloth.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure you do, Inspector.’ 
 
    ‘Please, call me George.’ 
 
    ‘Then I’m John. John Lawrence if you need to write anything down. But just John is fine. I’ve spoken to the police a few times over the years.’ 
 
    ‘Mary Pope. She’s the one who squealed me up, right?’ George smiled mischievously. 
 
    ‘Mary is one of mine. She’s a regular. Always has been. A little more so, though, since young Chloe didn’t come home.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure the Church have been a great comfort.’ 
 
    ‘I think so. Only so much we can do, though. But it wasn’t Mary. It was her husband, actually. A little upset, I think. Now, won’t you come in?’ John turned away and George followed him down the aisle towards an impressive stained-glass window that dominated the chancel. The wooden pews to either side of them were in stark contrast: most looked dishevelled, the paint flaking; there were gaps where some were missing. He must have seen George looking over at an upturned pew that rested on top of another. 
 
    ‘They’re both going away today. Restoration. The river . . . she is both our best friend and our worst enemy.’ 
 
    ‘The river did this?’ 
 
    ‘She does it fairly regular now. Through the summer we are the number one choice for weddings and christenings. That river is the backdrop for a thousand smiling newlyweds. But the winter shows her bitchy side. We’ve been flooded quite badly in two out of the last eight years. Seems like we’re just recovering from one when the next tide comes in.’ 
 
    ‘Global warming?’ George offered. 
 
    John shrugged as he led George through a vestry door. ‘You read the history books on this place and it’s always been a feature. No telling if it’s worse or better. The collection plate you walked past, it’s for flood defences. Feel free to offer some assistance. Tea?’ The vestry had a desk, lots of leather-bound books and a changing area. It also had two monitors showing what looked like a live picture of the outside of the church. The main entrance was shown in grainy detail, as was the car park where George’s car sat. 
 
    ‘No, thank you. This doesn’t strike me as the sort of area where the church might need CCTV.’ George gestured at the screen. 
 
    ‘It never used to be. We got a little bit of trouble down here after someone in the press wrote a story linking the church to what happened to those women. A few cars were stoned in the car park. There was banging on the church doors when we were holding services. Nothing to worry about. I’m convinced it was just local kids who saw it as an excuse.’ 
 
    ‘Enough to get the CCTV system though.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t enough for me. The women who run some clubs from here put out an appeal. They raised the money and the system was fitted. I never saw the need. I don’t think we need anyone looking over the church. Not anyone earthly anyway. But it made the people here feel a bit safer. I don’t even know how to work the thing.’ 
 
    ‘That’s okay. I’m not here to ask you to review your CCTV.’ 
 
    ‘No. As I understand. You’re trying to get to grips with our most infamous resident. Am I right?’ 
 
    ‘That’s it.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t bother asking why. I’ll save you the dilemma of lying to a man of the cloth, as you put it.’ 
 
    ‘I’d appreciate that.’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid I can’t help much, really. Just like I told your colleagues, I knew him. He came here a number of times. But right from the start I could see that he was on the wrong path. He wouldn’t be told. He wanted to learn but he didn’t want to be taught. You know what I mean?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure I do.’ 
 
    ‘Well, he came here with what seemed like a lot of love in his heart for God. Which is good, of course. But it was only for God. He spoke ill of his family, of the community, of everyone really. I tried to teach him that God is about understanding. He’s about loving people at least as much as He is about being worshipped. But he wasn’t interested in that. He had studied his bible but had interpreted it the way he wanted to and there was nothing I could do to persuade him of any other way.’ 
 
    ‘So, a devout Christian but a little misguided?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t even say Christian. He was closer to the Old Testament faith in some of his interpretations, but he was all over the place, really. The differences can be subtle but very important. Generally I don’t mind that. As long as you have love in your heart for God you are on the right lines. But we didn’t always see eye to eye. I thought he came to me to ask for my guidance but he wouldn’t listen. He just wanted me to reinforce his interpretation. I couldn’t do that. He wouldn’t hear that he might be misinterpreting or misunderstanding. I could show the path, but only he could choose to take it.’ 
 
    ‘And he didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘He stopped coming after a few months. I’d been used to him coming every day. Then he just stopped. There was no falling out, no point when I realised that he might not be coming back. He just didn’t. I don’t know what changed. I thought perhaps he had moved away.’ 
 
    ‘What was he like? As a person, I mean?’ 
 
    ‘You mean, did I think he might be a serial killer of young women?’ John’s tone carried a warning. 
 
    ‘This isn’t your fault, John — what happened. Serial killers don’t walk around with it stamped on their heads. Henry Roberts is an intelligent and cunning man.’ 
 
    John’s body language changed again, like he was standing down from his offensive. ‘I know that. We all know that when the devil appears he doesn’t always have a tail and horns.’ 
 
    ‘He might have an angel tattoo and a passion for God, though.’ 
 
    ‘He might.’ 
 
    ‘I think some people are just born that way. They have that in them, the ability to do unspeakable things,’ George said. 
 
    ‘Born that way goes a little against what I stand for, Inspector. But I appreciate the sentiment.’ 
 
    ‘No offence. The things I’ve seen . . . it makes it difficult for me to think that a God would make a conscious decision to create someone like that. I think I take comfort from thinking that sometimes nature just gets things wrong.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever gives you comfort. The Lord is mysterious, he can send things to test your faith, your resolve. I thought maybe Henry was my test at first. I mean, here was a man who loved God every bit as much as I do, but he was lost, desperately looking for a way to serve Him best. He was very intense. That’s the best way I can think of to describe him. I remember trying to be careful when I spoke to him. Everything was literal. He could get fixated too, and he wouldn’t accept the lack of a clear answer.’ 
 
    ‘And religion isn’t like that?’ 
 
    ‘It isn’t. It’s a lot of interpretation. Of reading and listening to other people. Henry certainly didn’t want to do that.’ 
 
    ‘Did he have any friends?’ 
 
    ‘Friends? What, at the church? No, he isolated himself very quickly. The congregation here — before Henry, at least — they were, typically, of the older generation. People that might be coming towards the end of their own lives. They find comfort in the Church, in understanding the afterlife. That doesn’t make them zealots or even very knowledgeable about their faith — it’s more about the coffee mornings, bridge clubs, a bit of company and maybe repenting their sins before it’s too late. Henry was frustrated by anyone who didn’t adore God in the way that he did.’ 
 
    ‘So people stayed away from him? Did they fear him?’ 
 
    ‘I think maybe they did. Looking back, certainly. You get a lot of little old ladies popping in for their Sunday sermon. Henry was an imposing man. A big build, a full beard and those dark eyes. Some of the regulars actively avoided him. This was long before anything happened.’ 
 
    ‘But his appearance was what scared people — not his demeanour?’ 
 
    ‘A little bit of both. It was that intensity again. There was no such thing as a casual conversation with Henry.’ 
 
    ‘And what about you? Did he scare you?’ 
 
    John took a moment. ‘Intimidated. He intimidated me. Sometimes, when I disagreed with him — if I told him his interpretation was wrong — he would make me feel uncomfortable. Scared? Maybe.’ 
 
    ‘Did you ever see him with anyone? Outside of the church?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t ever see him outside of this setting. I’m a regular in the pub, at the local store and around the village. I never saw him anywhere but here.’ 
 
    ‘Since he left town, have you kept the same clientele as before? The “little old ladies,” as you called them?’ 
 
    ‘Pretty much, yes. A few more have sought guidance after what Henry did, when it was revealed what he had done under our noses. And, of course, those poor girls . . . their families and friends have become a part of our community — the church community, I mean.’ 
 
    ‘Are you aware of anyone who presents in a similar way to Henry? Anyone with that passion or with a bit of a skewed interpretation?’ 
 
    ‘Where are you going with that question, Inspector? We are not a breeding ground for serial killers up here. This is a small, beautiful village with a small, beautiful community of people living in it — good people. We are trying to get back on our feet.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right. I’m sorry, that was worded badly. Henry Roberts strikes me as an influential sort of person. Do you think he had anyone’s ear? Someone he might have influenced?’ 
 
    ‘Is there something we should know, Inspector? This village has suffered a cancer marring its beautiful landscape. That cancer was found, it was cut out and removed. I can’t even imagine what the reaction might be if there was some suggestion that it hadn’t been removed completely. You need to be very careful in what you are saying.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right. And, John, there’s nothing to it. Just me being overcautious. I’m sure you can understand. I popped in here on my way home anyway. I promise, I shan’t be causing any more trouble!’ 
 
    ‘I appreciate that. Safe trip.’ John stood up. He moved through the church towards the main door. 
 
    ‘This isn’t the first time you’ve been asked these sorts of questions, is it?’ George mused. The two men stepped out into the warm sunshine. 
 
    ‘It is not. The police made the religious link early on, long before they knew about Henry. I don’t know how. Maybe they found something at those crime scenes. I took question after question. I opened up my attendance books. I even found myself looking at my congregation differently. It was not a good time for me. My role in this world is not to suspect and certainly not to judge, Inspector. That is for a far higher authority. I’m here to guide and to teach.’ 
 
    ‘And did you get questions about Henry having friends?’ 
 
    ‘I had a lot of questions, Inspector. Think of a question and you can be sure I was asked it.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure. Well, I’m sorry to have taken up your time. And for dredging up memories of what was clearly an unsettling time. Please, forgive my intrusion.’ 
 
    ‘You’re in luck, Inspector. I am all about forgiveness.’ 
 
    George was fiddling with his wallet. He held out a ten-pound note. ‘For your collection.’ 
 
    John held out his hands. ‘There’s no need. I feel like I put you on the spot a little. I can’t expect a man just passing through to have concerns for our little village.’ 
 
    ‘Please, take it. You need all the help you can get if you are trying to hold back the forces of nature.’ 
 
    John relented. He took the note. ‘I suppose I asked for that!’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    George threw his jacket onto the back seat of the car. His phone was tucked away in the arm rest, his wallet pushed into the glove box. The prison staff would just take it all off him anyway. All that was left on him was his police badge with his driving licence pushed into the back — two forms of ID. George was again parked in the street close to Belmarsh Prison. This time, however, he was against the old, stone walls that made up the perimeter of the huge site. 
 
    The traffic was busy. Normal people going about their normal lives in the warm sunshine of early spring. Some would be at work, some on their day off perhaps — all of them would be building towards their future. Planning their summer holiday or their next birthday, maybe booking time off for Christmas or even a career change. Step the other side of the four-foot wide, stone walls, push into the deepest confines of that solid building and you had men who could contemplate nothing more than the walls themselves and the rotation of the evening menu. 
 
    George knew a little bit about life inside. He had spent some time as an inmate at a remand prison, and not too far from where he was standing now. He knew what it was like to be frozen still, while everyone else got on with their lives around you. You couldn’t see it — or not much of it through the tiny, square windows distorted by wire — but you could feel it. George had been in that position but with the hope that one day he would walk free. He couldn’t begin to imagine what it was like for the men who had nothing. No hope of freedom. No chance. And yet he wished more than anything that he could walk into the confines of that prison and condemn Henry Roberts to stay there for the rest of his life. No chance. No hope. 
 
    But his message today was different. The Major wasn’t long off the phone and the decision he’d reported came as no surprise to George, though it hadn’t stopped him beating his steering wheel in frustration as he queued to come off the M25 to head towards central London. He’d calmed down enough to agree to meet with Henry Roberts. There was some paperwork for him and his solicitor to sign that needed witnessing by a representative from the Home Office. George Elms would be acting as that representative. 
 
    The twelfth security door seemed somehow heavier than before as he was led along the same corridor. It was the same atmosphere: dust and heat charged with frustration. He made it to the same room with the same magazine. Only this time he had some company. 
 
    The solicitor stood up as George entered. He wore black trousers pulled too high by braces so that the hems were a good inch from the top of his heavily polished shoes. He was a tall man; lean, with glasses and thinning hair that had been swept over to cover a bald spot. His white shirt was spotted with sweat. He had dark features. His sleeves were rolled up. The dark hair on his arms was slick against his skin. He offered his hand. George took it up; the man’s grip was limp and his palm sodden. 
 
    ‘I say, I reckon they should turn the heating up in this place!’ He snorted laughter. He rubbed his hand against his trousers and sat back down. ‘You must be Inspector Elms?’ The man looked down to read the name off some paperwork that was laid out on the table. 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent. I’m Alan Smythe, of Smythe, Smythe and Alexander, solicitors of law. From just up the road there.’ 
 
    ‘You got the short straw then?’ 
 
    ‘The short straw?’ 
 
    ‘Smythe and Alexander had better excuses, did they?’ 
 
    ‘Oh! Oh, I see. Yes, indeed they did. My father started the business — he’s long dead now, of course, and Alexander was his partner. Alzheimer’s for him, I’m afraid, so very much the silent partner. I guess it is just me left from the title.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be flippant.’ 
 
    Alan waved him away. ‘Don’t mention it. He gave me a good start in this world but we were never close. Now, the matter in hand here today should be a very simple one. It would seem that we have presented a case that has been accepted unequivocally. The details are all in this document, do you need time to read through it or . . .?’ Smythe was sweating profusely: it ran down his forehead, was smeared on his glasses and his shirt was sticking to him. George wasn’t comfortable either. 
 
    ‘I don’t think so. What do you need from me?’ 
 
    ‘Well, nothing, actually. You simply need to be present when Mr Roberts signs the document. You’re not here to agree or otherwise with its content, just verify that you were here. A bit of a waste of your time, really.’ 
 
    ‘You’re the first person to show any concern about that.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure. Right then . . .’ Smythe moved away. George watched him. He spoke to the guard. He was careful to put his back to George, his voice lowered, his arms by his side so he gave nothing away in his body language. Solicitors were all the same. Whether they meant to or not, they always played matters close to their chest. He sat back down. ‘He should be just a moment.’ 
 
    George took a seat too. He couldn’t help but notice that the solicitor was sipping from a cup of tea. There was no time to make a point. Roberts stooped through the door, then stopped still. 
 
    ‘Inspector! I told you I would see you soon, right?’ 
 
    ‘You said just that Henry.’ George bit down. He just needed to watch him sign. Then he was out. 
 
    ‘You can’t fight the will of God.’ The intensity in Roberts’s eyes remained. He stared down at George. He was sweatier still. He still wore a prison-issue tracksuit — top and bottom. The backs of his hands were shiny under the lights. He was pale and clammy. He sat down in front of George. 
 
    ‘Not long now, Henry. Let’s hope you make it all the way down there. You’re not looking so well.’ 
 
    Henry coughed. It cut through his smile. The room waited for him to recover. ‘Don’t you worry about me. The Lord has a plan for me and it isn’t dying here. I will make it, and then when the time is right I’ll take up my place by His side.’ 
 
    ‘How are they treating you, Mr Roberts?’ Smythe cut in. He took a seat next to his client. George couldn’t imagine how much he was being paid to represent this man. George couldn’t conceive of any amount that would be enough for him. 
 
    ‘They’ve been just fine. But this place, it’s not for me. When are we moving? Will it happen straight away?’ 
 
    ‘Not straight away, Mr Roberts. There are some logistics to be worked out. We need to be sure it all goes smoothly. Just a few days.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, yeah.’ George saw an opportunity he couldn’t resist. ‘The logistics. See they’ve put me in charge of the move. So there are a few things I need to get done before I can move you. But rest assured, I mean, I will be working day and night to get it done. Well not night. Not tonight at least. I’ve got a thing, see. And I’m on a rest-day tomorrow. Then Thursday I’m in meetings. But, I will be straight on it. When I can.’ 
 
    Roberts’s stance was the same as the first time they had met. Sat at the table, his back straight, his hands out in front of him. They were held together by the solid steel of the handcuffs. He leant forward. His hands pushed forward as did the man himself, screwing up the paper document. Smythe tried to reach in, to pull the paper out of the way. Roberts locked eyes with George. Neither man would break contact. 
 
    ‘This decision has been made far above you, Inspector, and you will be expected to deliver what they agreed immediately. This is the Lord’s will and you, like them, are powerless to stop it. Now . . . make sure you are watching closely.’ 
 
    He backed away a little and smoothed down the paper. He picked up the pen that Smythe was holding out. He needed to put both hands down on the paper to write. His signature was huge, the letters finishing with a flourish. He underlined it firmly and stood back up almost immediately. 
 
    ‘Now this is your moment. God is forgiving. Surrender to his will.’ He turned and stooped to walk back out of the door. 
 
    ‘Will do, Henry!’ George called after him. ‘I’ll be back in touch real soon. Don’t you die in the meantime, okay?’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    George turned the radio station off the second he got back into the car. He drove hard and fast and in dead silence. His phone ringing dragged him out of a sort of trance. He moved to answer it and he realised that he was covered in sweat. His heater was still showing as ‘on.’ He flicked it to ‘cold’ and pressed the screen. 
 
    ‘George Elms.’ 
 
    ‘George . . . Emma Rowe.’ Her voice was loud through the speakers. He turned her down a little. She sounded stressed. 
 
    ‘Emma, are you okay?’ 
 
    ‘Did you speak to the vicar?’ 
 
    ‘The vicar?’ George’s mind was still back in the high-security wing. 
 
    ‘The vicar. Symonds Yat. Our vicar down at St—’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes. Beautiful place. I dropped in.’ 
 
    ‘You dropped in because it was beautiful, did you?’ 
 
    George felt himself squirm. ‘Well, no, actually. I mean, obviously you know I was up there to get a good picture. I thought that the church was a good place to finish.’ 
 
    ‘What did you tell him?’ 
 
    ‘Tell him?’ 
 
    ‘John Lawrence. We talked a lot during the original investigation, and not always in a good way. He wasn’t happy with the police involvement at his church.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ 
 
    ‘So, what did you tell him?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t really tell him anything. I was there to ask him questions.’ 
 
    ‘Did you ask him if we had any more? If there were any more serial killers attending his church?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridic—’ 
 
    ‘Because that’s the impression you left him with. I’m not sure what Langthorne is like as a place, George, but this is a very small community. Everyone here knows everyone else. You cannot go round shooting your mouth off. Did you mention that there might be a copycat? About the girl that has gone missing?’ 
 
    ‘No! Of course not! I just asked him if Henry had any friends. It was a generic question.’ 
 
    ‘Well, he saw right through it. We have to keep a lid on this. We cannot have any suggestion that there may be more problems in our area. Do you understand?’ 
 
    ‘Look, I understand. And anyway I am out. I am very nearly home. I just thought I would pop in and ask the question. I saw the look in your eye when that Andy South fella went over your missing person. It was a relevant line of enquiry. I’m still a detective, so I asked it. I also asked the prison to provide me with any letters that might have been sent to Roberts and any visitors that have been there. Unfortunately Roberts’s legal team have been all over them so they couldn’t give it to me there and then. They need the right form apparently. I will be scanning that up later today and I should have it by return. Do you want me to forward anything on to you or not? Seeing as how we are both detectives.’ 
 
    The line was quiet. George suspected Emma was taking her time to think, to compose her answer. He hoped she wasn’t letting her anger build. She came back calmer and quieter. 
 
    ‘The mountain biker. In her first account, before we interviewed her on tape . . . she mentioned someone else.’ 
 
    ‘Someone else?’ 
 
    ‘When she was attacked. She was dragged a fair way towards a van. She can’t be sure, but she thought the van backed up a tiny bit when they got close. She thinks she might have seen movement at the driver’s side. We pushed her on this and she was never sure.’ 
 
    ‘So Roberts might have been working with a getaway driver?’ 
 
    ‘It’s possible.’ 
 
    ‘And you think he might have given himself a promotion in Roberts’s absence?’ 
 
    ‘I daren’t even consider it right now, George. But we cannot rule it out. When you get those letters and the names of who’s been visiting him, I do want to know. As a matter of urgency.’ 
 
    ‘That’s fine. I’ll call you straight away.’ 
 
    ‘Fine. And you don’t breathe a word, okay? Lord knows why I’m telling you this.’ 
 
    ‘Not a word. And the Lord moves in mysterious ways, Emma. Your vicar told me that.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like a cop-out to me.’ 
 
    ‘To me, too. And I’ll stay the hell out of your village, okay? I don’t want to be upsetting people.’ 
 
    ‘If they get wind of more women disappearing, George, there won’t be anyone left to upset.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    George pulled into the area of hard-standing at the rear of a large, white building. It looked freshly painted. He could see Whittaker hurriedly ending a call on his phone. George was surprised by the building. The façade was older than he had expected — of a 1950s vintage, perhaps — and its look overall was that of numerous care homes in the area. For some reason, George had conjured the image of a new build. He was way off the mark. The drive led up the side of the house. George could see large windows to the side and the rear. He guessed they would be just as big at the front where they would look out to sea. They weren’t actually in Langthorne anymore. The town was some way below them. This was the village of Capel-le-Ferne, whose chalky, raking coastline formed part of the celebrated white cliffs of Dover. Capel was also home to a Battle of Britain memorial; with such a commanding view of the Channel and the French coast it would have seen some spectacular action during the Second World War. George knew the area well. All the houses that tentatively looked over the cliff edge were large and detached. Most of the occupants were retired and affluent. The house he had parked outside was the first in the row and on the Langthorne side of the village. Here, he was over a hundred metres above the sea and the views were uninterrupted. The gardens finished with a low fence and a sharp drop. Access from the road to the row of houses was gated off — private to the occupants. 
 
    ‘Very nice,’ George said. Whittaker assumed his usual stance: hands behind his straightened back, his chest out. A sea breeze toyed with his tie. 
 
    ‘I know. It’s bloody shit all this, George. Absolutely bloody shit.’ 
 
    ‘It is at that, Major.’ 
 
    ‘So, I figured it made sense that we have a chat here. This is Roberts’s property — at least, it is for the next few weeks. Or shorter with any luck. I wanted to show you around before he takes up residency. I will warn you, though . . . we have colleagues here from the prison service. They are ultimately responsible for everything that occurs once you walk through that front door. I am aware of that fact because they’ve made a point of telling me three of four times already.’ 
 
    ‘Are they not being accommodating?’ 
 
    ‘Accommodating, yes. Will they appreciate any advice or feedback regarding security or layout? I can say definitely not.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ 
 
    ‘They are the experts, apparently.’ 
 
    ‘I’m quite happy for them to play expert. I told you, Major, I don’t want anything to do with this. When it all goes wrong, when the media and the families find out, I want to be able to back away with a finger pointed at other people.’ 
 
    ‘I’d like to do the same, George. My concern is that there will be more fingers pointed towards me than away.’ 
 
    They walked to the large front door. ‘But you oppose this, too. I assume you made it clear in your meeting?’ 
 
    ‘I said nothing. Never got a chance.’ Whittaker stopped. ‘I had a good look around that table yesterday, George. I had a bit of a moment. They were all talking, accepting the risks, talking about outweighing cons with pros — the usual stuff — and do you know what I realised?’ 
 
    ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘No one even knew who I was. And no one cared. And I was the only police officer in that room.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds ominous. Standard rule of politics, George. They need to be sure they have a scapegoat in place — just in case. They might as well have asked me to come wearing a bell with bags tied across my back.’ 
 
    Whittaker pushed open the front door to be met by a stern-looking man in a suit. He looked beyond Whittaker and stared at George. ‘Can I help you?’ 
 
    ‘This is Inspector George Elms. He should be on the approved list,’ Whittaker said. 
 
    The man flicked open a folder. ‘Do you have ID?’ he demanded. He was small and weaselly-looking. His suit was slightly too large, as if he had borrowed it from his dad for the day. 
 
    George smiled. ‘Yes.’ He made no more movements. 
 
    ‘May I see it?’ 
 
    ‘You first.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry?’ The man looked flustered. 
 
    ‘That’s okay. Take your time.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you need to see my ID?’ 
 
    ‘I know, right?’ George chuckled. ‘A little explanation goes a long way, doesn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘George, G4S have been tasked with the security. The door locks are all on a computer system. They’re not working yet. Until then our friend Simon here is doing the job.’ 
 
    George showed his ID. Simon wrote something down. He fiddled with something then produced a white sticker with a barcode on it and the word Visitor. 
 
    ‘You need to put this somewhere visible,’ Simon said. 
 
    ‘State of the art,’ George grinned. 
 
    The main door led through to an entrance hall that was more like an enclosed square box. There were numerous black panels, retina scanners and cameras that would allow security personnel to verify who was entering. George could see that the security measures to enter the building were going to be thorough, but right now, nothing was working. All the panels were dark. The only sign of any power was a small red dot on the door in front. Whittaker ran a card over it. It turned green and he pushed it open. He held the door for George. 
 
    ‘This is an airlock corridor. Part of the inner security apparently. The solar panels you might have seen on the roof? They run the core power. They can’t be switched off.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t say I did. Does that mean that he will be able to just walk out when the sun goes down?’ 
 
    ‘Funnily enough, I asked the same thing! Apparently he would be able to, yes, but it would need to be down for more than a month. I guess if it’s pitch black for a month something terrible has already gone wrong.’ Whittaker moved to the door further down the corridor. He turned back to George. ‘You have to shut that one for this one to open. Your standard airlock I’m afraid, George.’ 
 
    George moved forward. He heard the door click shut. He had come across airlock corridors in the more secure areas of police stations. They were designed so they couldn’t be rushed. A simple design, but effective. Whittaker opened the next door so George could move into the main part of the building. It was nothing like what George had been expecting. Where the exterior had been familiar, the interior was anything but; any original features inside were all but missing, stripped away and replaced with modern metal and white finishes. It was clinical and modern — it made George think of a high-end dentist’s. 
 
    ‘I’ll show you the cell to start with.’ George followed Whittaker through to what would have been the main lounge. Straight away there was an obvious structural change. The ceiling was missing. As were any supporting walls. The room now opened up over two floors with just a few supporting pillars dotted through the centre. The far wall was pretty much all window. Looking through it, the garden was an area of flattened grass with sharp borders. The turf was fresh. George could see the joins where it had been recently rolled and pressed down. It sloped gently down to a fence made of such a thin mesh that it looked more like a shadow. The sea dominated the view beyond this. It shuffled and moved and was divvied up by three rough lines of differing shades of blue. There was something about watching a big body of water that George had always found to be calming. 
 
    ‘What people would do for this view?’ George said. 
 
    ‘Kill for it, I suppose,’ Whittaker snorted. 
 
    ‘This is all wrong, Major. I know I’ve said it. I don’t know what I was expecting but my last hope was that all of this would be something akin to what he deserves . . . not like this.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    ‘Is that why you brought me up here? To show me his luxury accommodation, to make sure that I’m properly pissed off?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not. Although I would understand why you might think that after the last couple of days. There are some people I would like you to meet and they happen to be here today. I figured it made sense. Let me finish the tour and we’ll do some introductions. You might actually find some modifications that you do like.’ 
 
    George noticed a steel structure that was closed in on three sides and pushed against the window. Whittaker turned to George for a reaction. ‘The cell,’ he said. 
 
    ‘The cell?’ George was puzzled. There was a door on the side he could see. It was very similar to the cell doors he had seen in prison. The locking mechanism was the same. So were the flaps for communication and observation. It was locked open. He pulled it open further. It felt like it had the same weight too. Inside, the position of the bed was different: it was central and it was raised. It had metal padded tubes either side of it that were locked shut. There were holes drilled along its length. They looked to George like they were designed to secure the occupant’s arms. There were wires trailing through the solid-looking ceiling that gathered on the bare bed. Whittaker rattled one of the tubes. 
 
    ‘Apparently this is the first bed in the UK that is signed off as being able to give the prisoner medication without his consent. Previously there was no way of doing it.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t want to be giving him any medication, though? I thought that was part of the agreement?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, it is. But they used Roberts’s money to develop it, so I guess they thought it was right to put it in here. The prisoners on hunger strikes, or refusing anti-psychotic medication . . . now we can give them their shot without the human rights people claiming it as a form of torture. It’s something about the way the arms are secured in here. It uses pressure points so the arms can’t be moved. Or something like that.’ 
 
    ‘Am I supposed to be impressed?’ George wasn’t even looking. He had walked beyond the bed, to the end of the cell. To that window. It dominated the far end; it was the whole wall. The bed was split, the end furthest from the window was raised so it would propel the occupant towards that view. 
 
    ‘I guess not.’ Whittaker moved to stand next to George. ‘Have you ever seen anything like it?’ Whittaker said. 
 
    ‘No. Nor would I ever dream anything like it. I don’t understand it. Why would they build a cell in here? Surely the whole place is the cell. There aren’t going to be other prisoners in here, right?’ 
 
    ‘Not with Roberts. It was part of the agreement. The plan is to divvy it up for a lot more occupants when Roberts is out of the way. I think the Home Office were trying to atone by building this one. They can insist he is still in a cell with identical dimensions. This is the result.’ 
 
    ‘And the hanging wires, the hospital-style bed and the view? Does that help them atone too?’ 
 
    ‘I listened to the arguments in the meeting, George. The point that they kept coming back to is that he would soon be moved to a hospital anyway. That’s a massive security operation, a massive headache and a massive expense. The prison system simply can’t cope with giving that sort of care. This avoids all that. He would have been transferred to a hospital, he would be in a bed just like this one and the wires . . . those are for the medicines and fluids.’ 
 
    ‘I thought he was refusing any treatment when he gets here?’ 
 
    ‘He is. He’s waived his right to chemo or surgery, or anything that might make any sort of difference. This is just set up for oxygen and pain relief. He’s insisted he doesn’t need that either, but we all know you can say one thing about pain and then another thing when it comes to it. Human rights again, George. We have to have something to help ease the pain.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s just hope it isn’t long before he’s permanently numb.’ 
 
    ‘We had the latest medical report in the meeting yesterday. I don’t think you have long to wait to get your wish.’ 
 
    ‘And this was agreed yesterday, was it?’ George stepped back out of the cell. He could only imagine the considerable structural work that had taken place to be remove the guts of the house without it folding in on itself. The top floor was now a mezzanine. He could see a bit of it, enough to see a bank of monitors, a desk and some seating. Back on the ground floor there looked to be a sort of holding cell too. Its door was directly opposite Henry’s cell but this just had a long bench along one of its walls. There was a ground-floor extension, too, that George had noticed on the way in. The entrance to that was now barred by another heavy-looking security door. It had a black box on the wall next to it with a flat panel that again looked like fingerprint access. 
 
    ‘Gentlemen!’ George turned towards the voice: a young man, his cheeks flushed red. He was dressed in a suit, but looking a little more comfortable in it than the security guard. His hair was messy with gel and pushed over to one side. It looked like he had gone to considerable effort to appear that he had gone to none at all. 
 
    ‘Ah, George, this is Daniel Callaghan. He’s director of operations at G4S. This is his baby, really.’ 
 
    ‘More like a problem child, I would say! Please, call me Dan. Impressive, though, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not impressed if that counts?’ George said. It did nothing to stop the man’s beaming smile. 
 
    ‘Well, lucky for you, you won’t have to live here.’ 
 
    ‘I’d love to live here, Dan. But I couldn’t afford it. Clearly I don’t deserve it.’ 
 
    The smile dropped away. ‘You’d swap would you? Your life for his? Your situation for his?’ 
 
    ‘No. And I’ll tell you something else I wouldn’t swap, I wouldn’t swap his cell for this one. You know what that man did, right? Only everyone seems to be smoothing over that.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure we’ve all had that internal dialogue. We all know who he is. My job was to make this place happen. Other people have the job of deciding who gets to stay in here.’ 
 
    ‘And you started yesterday, did you?’ 
 
    ‘Yesterday?’ 
 
    ‘The decision was made yesterday, right? That’s what we’re being told. How long has it taken to get to this point? I mean the structural work, the security bits — not to mention the purchase in the first place.’ 
 
    ‘Eighteen months. I can only tell you when I was commissioned to deliver this. When decisions are made, whether they are made, or what those decisions are, that’s not my remit.’ 
 
    ‘It’s convenient, isn’t it? How the decisions that make the difference are always someone else’s.’ 
 
    ‘It is for me. Now, if you’ll excuse me, gentlemen, I need to get back to it.’ 
 
    George didn’t watch him leave. 
 
    ‘I know you’re upset, George, but we need to be playing this clever. This is happening. We have to accept that and then we need to be sure that it happens smoothly. There can’t be any problems.’ 
 
    ‘Why do we? They’re asking for problems. This is happening — I get that. But it has been happening for a long time. We’re only involved now because we have to be. Because they need us to do the dirty work. Sitting outside this place at all hours, while he gets to sit up and look at his view.’ 
 
    ‘I agree. It’s not ideal, George. It’s not even acceptable. Not when you consider the risk they want us to manage. But the meeting was clear, the prison service is taking care of his transfer and his security when he gets here. They’re bringing his medical team down from the prison and they will be staffing the inside of this building. All of the people working here are the same that have been working with him at Belmarsh so they can keep the circle of knowledge small. They’ve all been sworn to secrecy. We’re just the people on the outside keeping the peace. The what ifs are ours. Nothing more. Our problems start if this gets into the public domain.’ 
 
    ‘It will.’ 
 
    ‘I know that. Everyone knows that. But if it happens when he is here already or, better still, when he is dead, then it can be managed. We can’t have a circus around his transfer. That doesn’t play out well.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure it doesn’t. Well, I was hoping to get back to some police work. Any objection if I go and pick up with my team and my caseload? Like you said, this is someone else’s problem — for now at least.’ 
 
    ‘It is. No objections from me. There is another fella I wanted you to meet. He might cheer you up a little bit.’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ 
 
    ‘He’s the man who will be making sure Roberts dies.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    Doctor Assan was leaning over a stainless steel desk in one of the upstairs rooms. He had his back to George and Whittaker when they entered. 
 
    ‘Doctor Assan,’ Whittaker said. The man snatched around, as if the sound of his own name had wrenched him out of a trance. He held a startled grimace, his body was stiff and his nostrils flared. He looked to George like a man under stress. 
 
    ‘Chief Inspector . . .’ 
 
    ‘John.’ Whittaker jumped in to help him. ‘And this is Inspector George Elms. He met with our patient a couple of times. I think he was hoping you could give him some good news.’ 
 
    ‘Good news? I’m afraid there is little to be positive about. He is gravely ill, Inspector.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I meant by good news.’ 
 
    The doctor’s grimace dropped away enough for a weak smile. ‘Ah, yes. This is a most unusual case. The first I’ve had perhaps, where everyone is happy for the patient to die.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the prognosis? Don’t spare me the gory details,’ George said. 
 
    ‘Henry Roberts has stage-four cancer. His primary was in his bowel but we were able to operate on this and remove his tumour. He then had a six-month course of chemotherapy so we could be sure we had killed off all of the cancer cells. It looked positive — for Mr Roberts, at least. But then the cancer came back. This time in the lymph nodes of his lower back. This is serious, but things can be done. We were making preparations when we discovered a shadow on his lung. The cancer had spread. The cancer that will kill him is the one on his lung. His breathing capacity is being reduced — daily. He is weak, Inspector. I looked around at this place, at the security. This is not necessary. This man should be on a ward, in a bed. He will need some severe pain medication. This cannot be managed well here.’ 
 
    ‘I agree with you. Except for the bit about the pain relief.’ 
 
    ‘I will do my best.’ 
 
    ‘What’s a normal day for you, doc?’ George said. 
 
    ‘Not this. This is not normal.’ The doctor gestured out towards the house. It buzzed with people. George could count at least three tradesmen all going about their business in the building. The whole place had the feel of being in a rush to get finished. ‘I work in private hospitals. Mostly in London. I specialise in cancer. End of life treatment, really. The prison work was just something I took on to expand my CV. I thought it might open some doors.’ 
 
    ‘So, you’re not the man I should ever hope to see walking into my room to give me some news?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose not, Inspector.’ 
 
    ‘How long do you think he’ll last?’ 
 
    The doctor shook his head. ‘We cannot do anything to stop the spread across his lungs. His end will come when they start taking on fluid, when they cannot provide the oxygen necessary to keep him alive. This may not be a good death.’ 
 
    George grinned. ‘There, see! You can give good news.’ 
 
    There was a shrill tone and Doctor Assan grabbed his mobile phone. What he saw on the screen seemed to make him even more tense. He excused himself and Whittaker led George back downstairs. He walked past the cell, through the door with the fingerprint scanner and into the ground-floor extension. He didn’t scan his prints. The door was limp in its metal surround. The extension looked to be a communal area. It was made up of soft furnishings, a kitchen and an expensive-looking coffee machine with a plastic funnel on top that housed whole coffee beans. Whittaker made for it. 
 
    ‘Not quite the facilities you would normally expect in a prison.’ George huffed. 
 
    ‘This is for the staff. That’s the impression I get, at least. I think the prison service was given the opportunity to kit this place out on someone else’s budget and they’ve made the most of it. You can’t blame them for that. We’d have done the same.’ 
 
    ‘So the prison service will keep hold of this place after Roberts. Is that the plan?’ 
 
    ‘That was the discussion in the meeting. They will build more cells. It will become a place where prisoners with medical issues can be effectively managed. It will take away the need to take them to the general hospitals. I think the prison service have been crying out for something like this for a very long time.’ 
 
    ‘He’s playing on that desperation. Roberts, I mean. This is a man who knows how to get what he wants.’ 
 
    The coffee didn’t take long. Whittaker put it down on the table in front of where George was still standing. Whittaker sat down. George eyed him suspiciously. He flicked from the chief inspector to the steaming mug. 
 
    ‘What?’ Whittaker leant back in his chair. 
 
    ‘I told you I was leaving. You ask me to meet Doctor Death. Then you make me a coffee. This all feels like it’s building to more bad news.’ 
 
    Whittaker grinned. ‘No such thing as bad news in this job, George. It’s all an adventure, right?’ 
 
    ‘And my adventure isn’t over quite yet?’ 
 
    ‘Not even close.’ 
 
    George pulled out the chair and slumped into it. ‘What more do you need from me?’ 
 
    ‘Henry Roberts. He’s given up the site for one of the missing girls. For Ellie Smith.’ 
 
    ‘One of them?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. One of them.’ 
 
    ‘I thought it was both? I thought that was all part of the deal?’ 
 
    ‘It is, you’re right. He’s giving us Ellie Smith and then Chloe Pope after.’ 
 
    ‘I thought he was in a hurry to move? And what is he saying? That we either do what he says or the deal’s off and he doesn’t move? We’ll go with that one then! Fuck him, he can stay and rot where he is.’ 
 
    ‘You know how important those sites are. For the political aspect of this, I mean. I think Roberts knows that too.’ 
 
    ‘And for the families. I don’t care about the politics. That doesn’t matter to me a jot. I’m taking small comfort in the fact that the families get something out of this. That’s all.’ 
 
    ‘The families then. It’s massively important for them. We’re going to retrieve Ellie tomorrow. Early. It’s really important—’ 
 
    ‘We? You mean “we” as in the royal we, right? Like the police?’ 
 
    ‘Me and you, George.’ 
 
    ‘Why the hell do I have to go?’ 
 
    ‘I was just going to tell you. It’s really important that you at least go to the site. It’s part of his conditions. He’s—’ 
 
    ‘His conditions? Roberts? Why am I suddenly part of this? I just met the guy! There’s a whole other police force that put him there. I’m just the twat who turned up to listen to his rantings.’ 
 
    ‘I know what you are, George. But, for the first time, the police have a contact that Henry Roberts is talking to. We can’t lose that, George. He’s insisted that you go to the site. Then he’ll tell you where the second one is. But only you.’ 
 
    ‘Fucking hell, Major!’ George pushed off the table. He walked quickly to the window and fixed on a small boat that bobbed against the waves. From this distance he could just see a flash of the white surf. 
 
    ‘You need to get your head around it, George. I know it doesn’t sit comfortably with you. It doesn’t with me either. We do what we’re told for a couple of days. We play this man’s game, do what the politicians need and then we’re done. He can have his view and he can have his death. And one should follow the other pretty damned quickly.’ 
 
    ‘I just don’t . . . it’s control again! He craves it, we know that much, and we’re just handing it over to him. He’s thoroughly enjoying himself, Major, and I’m at the centre of that. That’s what I can’t get out of my head. Why can’t we just tell him that I’m going? He wouldn’t know any better.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want anything going wrong. I don’t want him striking up a conversation with you about the colour of the scenery up there or the rare plants that are growing over it or some other crap and working out that you didn’t go. I don’t want anything to threaten this. It makes no difference anyway. We go up tomorrow. It’s a day out in the woods. We’re meeting the locals who will take us to the site. As soon as that’s done, we can come away. CSI and the search teams will do their bit and then we can go back and meet Roberts for the last time. We’ll listen to his bullshit for just a few minutes, just long enough for us to get the other site out of him and then we’re done. I’ll pass the details up the line and another family gets their daughter back. You will have made that difference, George. You said you saw one of the mothers, you said she was waiting for her daughter to come home. You can make that happen.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see this being the end of it. Every time I do my bit you’re asking me to do something more. You know I don’t mind normally. I’ll do whatever you ask, whatever is needed of me. But I catch bad people. That’s what we’re all here to do. I don’t move them somewhere nice when they’ve already been caught. I don’t get used as part of their games.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I like about you, old boy. You’re here for the right reasons. But we have to play this game, this time. Give me one more day, George.’ 
 
    George sighed. ‘Look, I appreciate that you’re asking at all. I know you can just order me up there. If it was anyone else I would dig my heels in, Major. Let’s just get this done. It needs to be an early start though. I’m taking my daughter to the cinema tomorrow evening.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent. I’m glad you’ve come round. I was giving it one more go and then I was going to order you up there. Now, pick up your bottom lip and let’s get the hell out of here, shall we? You’ve got a caseload on back at the office.’ 
 
    George chuckled. As they walked back through the house he took one last, lingering look out through the huge glass window. He tried to focus his mind on Mary Pope. On repairing some of the devastation at least. That was his job now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Whittaker wrenched open the car door. ‘What sort of time of day is this, eh, George?’ 
 
    ‘Five a.m., Major. I thought you army boys were used to the crack of dawn?’ 
 
    ‘I retired, George, remember? I figured the police would be a bit like getting a little Saturday job to tide me over.’ 
 
    ‘Of course you did. May I suggest an early stop for a cup of coffee, then?’ George pulled out of a marked bay at the front of Langthorne Police Station. ‘I assume I’m heading back to the same village? That area at least. The Forest of Dean?’ 
 
    ‘No actually. We’re going a little further afield.’ 
 
    ‘Further?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, not much. We’re going over the border into Wales.’ 
 
    ‘So not the Forest of Dean?’ 
 
    ‘No. Still a forest, I think. Afan Forest.’ 
 
    ‘Afan Forest? Do you know where that is?’ 
 
    ‘I have the postcode for where we are meeting the people that do. Don’t you worry, we’ll get there.’ 
 
    ‘Might have to skip the coffee then, Major. I need to be back down here at a reasonable time today.’ 
 
    ‘I know. You’re taking Charley out to the cinema. Is she choosing?’ 
 
    ‘She has already. I think the film is described as a High School dance epic.’ 
 
    ‘I see. Are you sure she’s choosing?’ George joined in with Whittaker’s chuckle. 
 
    ‘I’m sure. And even if I enjoy it, I won’t admit it.’ 
 
    ‘Well, don’t worry. I’ve made arrangements. We should be in, find what we need to find and then out.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    George found the car park four hours later. The entrance was via a sudden break in thick woodland. He had to slow as he pulled onto the grey shingle and exposed rock that made up the surface. The scenery really opened up and he could see they were at the base of a steep tree-lined bowl. The parking bays were defined by long, filed-down tree trunks that were fixed roughly together with exposed joints. There were a few parked cars scattered around. Most had some sort of bike rack. He saw two mountain bikers head off as he approached. He pulled in next to two identical-looking trucks. They looked brand-new, their bodies lifted high over thick, knobbly tyres. Both had Warrior emblazoned on their respective rumps. A cheery-looking woman in waterproof trousers and a fleece walked over with her hand held out. 
 
    ‘George Elms?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘Nice to meet you, sir. I’m Becca Moors. I’m on the tactical support team by day, but I do a bit of search and rescue in my spare time. Round here mainly. We’re all volunteers but no one knows the woods like we do.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like we’re going to need you.’ 
 
    ‘I think you’re right. I’ve had sight of the map you people want us to follow. It’s barely a sketch. 
 
    ‘Oh, really? I’ve not seen it myself. Is it going to be a problem?’ 
 
    ‘Only if it’s not where we think it is. There are some landmarks that we’re pretty sure we know between us. I’m confident we can get you there.’ 
 
    ‘Well, we are in your hands. We struggled just to find the car park!’ George turned to the sound of another engine. A Ford rolled up next to them. Emma Rowe stepped out. She looked more casual. It didn’t suit her so well. She was in dark jeans, a fleece top and hiking boots. George smiled at her as she walked over. She smiled back but it looked fraught; it barely reached her lips and it fell away quickly. 
 
    ‘Hey, Becca,’ she said. ‘George.’ 
 
    ‘Morning, Emma. Apologies. I wasn’t expecting you or I might have brought the biscuits this time. This is John Whittaker. The chief inspector I told you about who had me stitched up from the start.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, yes. We’ve spoken on the phone. Nice to finally meet you, sir.’ Emma’s smile now looked a little more genuine. She shook Whittaker’s hand. ‘He did say that too, sir.’ 
 
    ‘I bet he did. The problem I have is that I can’t really deny it. This was a bit of a stitch-up to be honest. In my defence, I didn’t realise quite how much of a stitch-up. Not that it would have changed a thing, of course.’ 
 
    ‘It might have made you quicker to send me if anything,’ George said. 
 
    ‘You might be right. Still, it didn’t quite work. I still ended up here.’ Whittaker suddenly sounded awkward and hurried. ‘Not that this is a bad part of the world, Emma. It’s lovely here. You know what I mean?’ 
 
    ‘I do. Don’t worry, sir. For the record, I would rather be anywhere than here today.’ 
 
    George’s gaze lingered on her. She carried herself with authority and grace, but she didn’t hide stress well. George believed her. She really would rather be anywhere else. 
 
    A rugged-looking man came out of the second truck and stood next to Becca. He was just as cheery and was also in waterproof trousers and hiking boots. George was in his standard formal trousers with tired leather shoes, a cheap shirt and an even cheaper tie. He had a long jacket that hung open. He suddenly felt unprepared. The man smoothed out a large map on the bonnet of one of the trucks, then introduced himself as Dan. He moved a finger to a central point on the map. 
 
    ‘This is the car park, where we are. Afan is like a bowl, as you can see. The sides are covered in trees and trails. That’s why the bikers love it here. Our site is up one of the sides, much higher. Up here.’ His finger moved to the top left of the map. Any paths or roads seemed a long way off, even with George’s basic understanding of maps. ‘We can drive some of the way. The rest is a hike. I don’t think it’s too far off the track, but I’m not going to say that in case you all end up getting very upset with me.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. Are we going to follow you up?’ George looked back over to the family hatchback that he had managed to rent for the day. Becca must have seen him because she started chuckling. 
 
    ‘Not in that! We’ll take the trucks up. Dan is going to take the lead. He’s our EGT camera man. Emma needs it filmed. Where did you want me to start from, Emma?’ 
 
    Emma’s own gaze had been lifted to the hills. ‘Sorry, Becca?’ 
 
    ‘The recording. You said you wanted it filmed? Dan here will be in the front truck with his camera. Where did you want him to start from?’ 
 
    ‘Are we leaving now?’ 
 
    ‘We can. We’re ready.’ 
 
    ‘Then he can start now.’ 
 
    ‘From here?’ Becca looked a little taken aback. 
 
    ‘Yes, I would rather he got too much than too little.’ 
 
    George sat in the front of the second truck. Becca took the driver’s seat. Whittaker and Emma were in the back seats. Dan was being driven in the lead truck. George looked out. He could see numerous trails leading away from the car park. All of them were uphill. They moved back out onto the road at first. The climb was gentle. Nothing his hatchback couldn’t have handled. It was a few miles before they turned onto what was more like a forest path. The Warrior bumped and dipped over the rutted trail, but it was easy enough. George took in the scenery through the window. The further they moved into the Afan Forest, the more dramatic their surroundings became. George had been in woods before, forests even, in England. But they were nothing like this. This was otherworldly stuff. It was stunningly beautiful and changing all the time. They moved past trees on the outskirts with trunks that were gnarled and matted. They looked like they had been standing as guardians on the outside for centuries. Further in, the trees got taller and thinner but much closer together. Some were wrapped together, their slender trunks tightly intertwined, jostling to reach for the sunlight. It was so dense that the light dipped to twilight levels. George was trying to follow their progress on the map. He quickly gave up. Luckily for him, the lead Warrior ploughed on as if the driver was confident of where he was going. George moved back to staring out of the window. Nature continued with its show. The dense greens and browns gave way to reveal a sudden cliff of solid rock with water slithering down its front. It was twenty metres tall and appeared from nowhere. And they were still climbing. 
 
    The going became harder: the track less of a track at all; the rocks more pronounced and obtrusive. He could see brake lights ahead. They stayed on; the lead truck had stopped. The passenger door pushed open and Dan stepped out, his camera levelled. It was pointed forward and he walked straight ahead. 
 
    ‘This is it, then,’ Becca said. She pulled on the handbrake and killed the engine. George stepped out. He immediately regretted his choice of clothing again. The floor was coated in long grass and mulch. It was damp. He followed the group. His trousers soaked through almost instantly. They had stopped on a gradient, the trucks pointing up. He walked past them. The tree canopy was a little thinner at this height and he could even see the sky. They found a path of sorts. Comprising compressed mud, pine needles and sharp rock, it was barely wide enough to walk on — probably a wild animal run. It pushed back into an area of dense trees. Dan was still leading, capturing every step on camera. George could hear him giving the occasional line of commentary. The terrain changed again. The track ran out and underfoot was now a vivid green moss. It was springy to the step and, when George moved off it, it recovered immediately as if he had never been there. The moss got thicker, its colour even brighter and coating everything. The tree trunks and branches, the flat rocks, every inch of ground was lurid green. It was as strange as it was beautiful, like photoshopped reality. George was a few steps behind the two guides and Dan with his camera. 
 
    ‘I’m too old for this, George,’ Whittaker said. 
 
    ‘I was thinking the same, Major.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridiculous, man! You’re not even forty yet!’ 
 
    ‘I meant about you!’ Both men chuckled. George turned to find Emma. She was a few more steps behind. He didn’t think she had any desire to catch up with them. He was just about to call out and check that she was okay when he heard a shout. 
 
    ‘This is it!’ He looked up. Dan held his camera steady. Becca had given the shout. George walked up to her. Beyond where she stood he could see a circular clearing where the ground levelled out. They were at the top of the incline. George could see the trees sloping away now, back towards where they had started. It was even clear enough for him to see the trees on the other side of the bowl. Just about every inch of the clearing was coated in the same moss he had just walked on. The exception was a small, round tree stump right in the centre. 
 
    ‘This is it? Any idea where we need to look?’ George scanned the area then called back to Emma. ‘There was a big cross the last time, right? Marking the grave?’ 
 
    ‘The grave, yes.’ Emma moved forward a few paces. When she stopped she was still a few feet short of George. Her eyes flicked around the clearing. They rested back on George. ‘This isn’t where he buried her,’ she said. 
 
    Becca rustled the map. ‘It’s the place on the map—’ 
 
    ‘This is where he killed her,’ Emma said. 
 
    George turned to see her step back. ‘How could you know that? It’s a load of moss and a tree stump in the middle of nowhere. What do you know that we don’t?’ 
 
    ‘That’s not a tree stump.’ 
 
    The stump was maybe ten metres away and George moved towards it. He nodded at Dan who turned his camera back on. Dan said the time out loud and stepped beside him. It took just a few paces for George to see that Emma was right. It wasn’t a tree stump, it wasn’t even wood. It looked like it was made out of a rusty metal — copper, maybe, or brass. It was on four stumpy legs and the moss had made a start on curling around the bottom of each. As George got closer he thought it looked like a water tank, or maybe even two grafted together somehow. It had a distorted shape, a wide, rounded bottom that pinched up to a slim neck that was off-centre. The moss underneath it was thinner than everywhere else and a slightly different shade of green. He was close enough to see a line in the metal surface. It ran all the way around the side like the whole structure might come apart. George held back so Dan could move around it with the camera. He paused the footage and lowered it. 
 
    ‘Any idea what you’re filming here?’ George said. 
 
    ‘Not a clue. I was hoping you might.’ 
 
    ‘No. But I know someone who does. Don’t touch it for a minute.’ 
 
    Emma had moved quite a distance back through the trees. She was facing away. She looked like she was taking in the view of the forest on the other side through a break in the trees. George’s approach was loud with the cracking and snapping of twigs and branches underfoot but Emma did not turn around. 
 
    ‘Emma, any chance you could help me out with what I’m doing up here?’ George said. 
 
    Emma’s shoulders shook. Her head dipped forward, she sniffed loudly. 
 
    ‘Are you . . . okay?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, George. I didn’t want to come up here today. But I didn’t want to ask anyone else. It wouldn’t be fair.’ 
 
    ‘What’s going on, Emma? Are you speaking in riddles on purpose? What’s the matter?’ 
 
    She turned at last, her face flushed, her eyes filled with tears. ‘What did you see?’ she sniffed. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Up there. What did you see?’ 
 
    ‘What did I see? Something that looks like a water tank. The sort we’ve all had in our lofts at some point. But it’s odd. It looks like it’s been beaten out of shape. I thought I was coming up here to find the shallow grave of a murder victim. What’s going on?’ 
 
    ‘Have you ever heard of a Brazen Bull?’ Emma’s voice was so low George had to lean in to hear her words. She shivered. 
 
    ‘What? A brazen what? What’s this about, Emma?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry, I hadn’t heard of it either. I mean, why would you? But I know all about it now. I know all about it because of Henry Roberts.’ 
 
    ‘So, tell me about it. I assume I need to know.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you do, George! Ancient Greece. They had a problem with petty crime. It was everywhere. The ruler at the time wanted a new method of punishing and executing criminals. He wanted to make them suffer in the worst way possible before they died, so that he could send a message. He wanted a device so terrible that no one would ever commit a crime again. Out of pure fear. The Brazen Bull was it. The inventor showed it to the ruler, explained how it worked, what it did. Legend has it that he was so appalled by what he saw that he ordered the inventor to be the first victim.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what that is up there? A Brazen Bull?’ 
 
    ‘Of a sort, yes.’ Emma walked back past George, back towards the clearing. The group had stayed on the outside. George walked behind Emma. He could hear the group chatting as they approached. They laughed in unison. The laughter dropped away immediately as Emma walked through them. They must have seen her expression. They all had questioning eyes for George. He ignored them. He continued after Emma. She stopped a metre short of the device. 
 
    ‘The Brazen Bull was traditionally made entirely out of bronze. For lightness this one will be like the others. Made of copper. It has a thick skin but it’s hollow. It would have been shaped like a bull in Ancient Greece. I guess Roberts didn’t have the time or the skill to emulate that.’ 
 
    George turned to the group. They were all looking beyond him. Emma had their full attention. 
 
    ‘The victim was stripped naked and forced inside the bull. It is just about big enough to take a nineteen-year-old, naked female. It would have been locked shut. She would have been in the pitch black. Roberts then built a stack of wood under the bull. We don’t know at what point he would have done that, but for the maximum effect it was suggested that he did it once he had his victim trapped inside. When he had enough wood he would have set it on fire. Roberts would have controlled how big the fire was. The metal, of course, would heat up. Copper is an excellent conductor of heat. The bottom would become hot to touch at first, but the whole thing would heat up. And it would get hotter all the time.’ Emma paused for a moment. She lifted her head to where the sun drifted through the canopy. ‘Can you imagine the panic, George? Can you imagine what that must be like?’ 
 
    ‘Jesus . . .’ George said. 
 
    ‘The metal would keep getting hotter. He could have doused the flames to prolong it, or fanned them to speed it up. But, at some point, it would have started to scald. Those young women, George . . .’ She paused. She fought off breaking down. ‘They would be sweating heavily. They would be soaked. Their own sweat would heat up too until it boiled on their skin. The nerves on their hands and feet would be burnt away first — it’s not a quick process. It would have been almost a relief when it finally happened. But you can’t keep all your weight on your hands and feet forever. At some point you’re going to collapse. In the dark. In more pain than you can imagine.’ Emma turned back to the group. She fixed on George. ‘He cooked them alive, George. In the pitch black. Alone and terrified. As slowly as he could manage. That’s what you’re dealing with. That’s what devastated my team and that’s the man that we locked in a stinking cell. You need to understand who he is. Everyone does.’ 
 
    George was reeling. His mind trying to form the right response. ‘The press . . . the media . . . they just said they were burned. It read like it was after — like he was trying to get rid of the evidence. Then he buried what was left of them.’ 
 
    ‘The media didn’t get all the information.’ 
 
    ‘What did they get?’ George was still flailing, trying to make sense of what he thought he knew. 
 
    ‘What they needed. Nothing more.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Because we didn’t have the bodies. Because Roberts didn’t confess. The judge, the CPS, the police . . . we all agreed to keep the details secret until we had closure. Technically the investigation is still open and Roberts’s defence team are still making noises about an appeal. We’re still looking for those missing girls. And if anyone showed knowledge of what happened here, or Roberts did at any point, it would show that they were involved for definite.’ 
 
    ‘By anyone, you mean an accomplice?’ 
 
    Emma sighed. ‘We never got a word of explanation, no admission of guilt, nothing. We can’t say what happened here for sure. I expect the full details might be released when Henry dies, especially now we have the missing girls. But his death might mean that we never actually know what happened.’ 
 
    ‘So was anything actually buried? At the other site?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, what was left of Lucy Moon when he had finished.’ 
 
    ‘What was that?’ 
 
    ‘Imagine, George, imagine roasting a pork joint. For hours — days even. The flesh falls right off the bone . . .’ 
 
    ‘Jesus . . .’ George managed again. 
 
    ‘Seems he wasn’t there to help.’ 
 
    ‘So, you just found her buried bones?’ 
 
    ‘Most of them.’ 
 
    ‘Most of them?’ 
 
    ‘So the bit about the animals carrying some of it off, that bit was true?’ 
 
    ‘No. We got them all, just not at the same time.’ 
 
    ‘Not at the same time?’ 
 
    ‘No. What was missing, we found when we arrested Roberts.’ 
 
    ‘He kept some?’ 
 
    ‘He was wearing them.’ Emma walked back towards George. She didn’t slow down. He stepped aside, his mouth flapping open and shut. He was trying to speak. He wanted to say something, he just didn’t know what. She kept walking. George watched her until she was out of sight among the trees. 
 
    Whittaker was looking right at him. He was shaking his head. ‘What the hell do you make of this then, old boy?’ he managed. ‘What are you thinking?’ 
 
    George turned back to the solid-looking metal ‘bull.’ The belly dipped low, the spindly legs holding it a few feet off the ground. Plenty of room for a good fire underneath. The moss was a different colour where it hadn’t quite had the chance to re-establish itself through the earth that would have been scorched underneath. 
 
    George felt suddenly very cold. ‘Well, he didn’t do this on his own.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    George pushed through the interior of Belmarsh Prison, his teeth gritted, his eyes to the floor. It was a struggle for him to be here. He was having to make a real effort to keep his composure. He didn’t know if he could sit opposite that animal. Not now. The descent down the Welsh hillside and the drive to Belmarsh had given him ample time to dwell on what he had seen in that beauty spot. The journey had largely been awkward small-talk. They had tried to talk about it, but neither he nor his boss could find the right words. For George at least, the only emotion left in him was anger. Whittaker lagged a few paces behind as they made their sombre walk through the oppressive corridors. Normally they would have been side-by-side, exchanging banter. Whittaker, with his grim sense of humour and enjoyment of a wind-up, typically thrived on a prison visit — to a place where their efforts could be seen to score the occasional victory. Not today, though. Both men proceeded through the twelfth door, their heads still bent, their voices silent. The two prison guards showed them into the same side room. George recognised the same solicitor, Alan Smythe, sole survivor of Smythe, Smythe and Alexander. This time there was a recording device on the table. 
 
    ‘We’ll go and get him for you,’ one of the guards said. 
 
    ‘Can we have a minute or two first?’ Whittaker said. Both guards nodded. Smythe also took the hint and excused himself. 
 
    ‘You want a tea?’ A guard stuck his head back in to ask the question. 
 
    George looked up. Today’s two guards were fresh faces and they seemed to constitute an upgrade from his previous experience. 
 
    ‘Yes, please. That would be lovely,’ Whittaker said. 
 
    George looked up at the door as it clicked shut when Smythe, a blur through the toughened glass, pushed his back to it. George noticed the heat for the first time since arriving. The room was as unbearable as ever but that door closing suddenly made it feel even more uncomfortable. It seemed smaller today, tighter. His stomach was turning over, the rage turning to disgust. He felt he might vomit and his back ran with sweat. It turned his thoughts to what Emma had said. Those girls would be sweating heavily. They would be soaked. Their own sweat would start to heat up, too, until it boiled on their skin. 
 
    ‘We need to talk, George, before he comes in here. I can’t have you leaping over a table or doing something equally stupid. We’re here to do a job.’ 
 
    ‘I want to. I really want to. I can’t get it out of my head . . . what he did . . . I’ve never seen anything like that.’ George flopped into a chair and dropped his eyes to the floor. He heard the chair opposite scrape. 
 
    ‘Horrible business, George. Are you okay?’ 
 
    ‘Not really, Major. Sometimes the world just makes me sick and weary.’ 
 
    ‘I know what you mean, old boy, really I do.’ 
 
    ‘I should have known there was something more to all this. When I saw the state of that DS. I could tell he had taken it hard, Emma and her team, too. I thought it was a bit of a small-town mentality, you know? Like, maybe you don’t get much violence up there and they don’t see too many dead girls. I was wrong about them.’ 
 
    ‘It’s okay to be wrong sometimes, George. Even you.’ 
 
    ‘You sound just like Emily Ryker.’ 
 
    ‘You mean I sound like somebody else who knows you well?’ 
 
    George lifted his head. ‘I’m okay, Major. I’m not looking forward to sitting opposite this piece of shit. But we’re in and out, right? He just needs to tell us that what was left in that . . . thing . . . was all that remained of that poor girl. Then he gives us the other site. Then you can task someone else with going to find it and we can go and get on with our lives.’ 
 
    ‘That’s it. You’re going to be okay to do that?’ 
 
    ‘You mean without using my bare hands to speed up his prognosis? I make no promises.’ George could tell Whittaker was lingering on him. ‘Look, don’t worry. I know how to get a job done.’ 
 
    ‘Back in the army days we had a job to do. I can’t tell you where in the world this was, George, but let’s just say it was another world altogether. We were sent to sweep a village school. A gang of rebels had taken it. Hell of a firefight. They left pretty damned quick. We had to sweep the building to be sure they were gone. They had gone, but the school had been in use when they went in. By the time they left, no one was alive.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus, Major, I can’t imagine.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I don’t have to, George, unfortunately. I can conjure up the images from that place any time I want to. And, of course, any time when I really don’t want to. We walked through that place and it was like hell itself. They were grouped together in the classrooms, all at the back, by the windows. You could see where they had been trying to get out. They never stood a chance. It was a primary school, George. I didn’t lose anyone getting inside that building, but by the time we stepped out the other side I had lost all twelve. Physically they were fine, but their heads were gone. Not straight away. We did our job, but those men were never the same. They were big blokes, George — brave and strong. Like bloody tigers. Too big, maybe. Too strong. They didn’t talk to one another. They didn’t talk to me. They didn’t talk to anyone. Sometimes we all need a bit of help to work out the world. It’s a shithole, George. There are people in it that are from a place we can never understand. I’m not one of those who say you have to learn to accept it. Luckily for us we don’t have to, because we’re police officers. We get to make a difference. We hunted down those men that were in that school and we rid the world of every last one of them. And because of that, I can live with it. I can live with what I saw because I can tell myself that I cured the world of that little part of it. Today . . . what we saw . . . we can play our part in caging it. We can make sure it never gets an opportunity to hurt anyone again. We just sit in front of him for a few minutes. We listen to his shit and we’re out. Don’t let it eat away at you. You’re part of the cure, George. Take heart from that.’ 
 
    ‘I always have, Major. It wasn’t so much what I saw today, it was what we didn’t see . . . what those girls would have gone through. And then he just leaves her in there so a few years later all we get are some stinking remains, a few bits of bone. Forensics are going to have to scrape out what’s left. How can anyone think so little of another human being? It was so beautiful up there. I’ve always loved the woods. Things like that can taint somewhere forever.’ 
 
    ‘They can. I won’t even bother saying that you should try not to let it. From now on, when we walk through a forest we’re going to think about those girls. There’s no point pretending we won’t. That’s okay. Just don’t let it be the only thing you think about. Make sure you think about what you did to stop that, about how you’re the reason it won’t happen again.’ 
 
    The knock at the door made George jump. A guard bustled in and put two teas down. He dropped them hurriedly on the table — the cups were too hot in his grip. He wore a pained expression and rubbed his fingers. George’s mind flashed to a female resting her hands and knees on searing metal, in the pitch black with nowhere to go. He shivered. 
 
    ‘Are you ready for him now?’ The guard said. 
 
    ‘Yes. Thank you,’ Whittaker replied. 
 
    Roberts was led through thirty seconds later. Two guards flanked him with an arm each. It looked like they might be holding him up rather than controlling a threat. George certainly didn’t feel threatened. He wanted Roberts to be bigger, to be more of the man he was when he was first imprisoned — so he could be angry, so they could go toe-to-toe, so it would be more evenly matched. Instead, Roberts looked pathetic. He slunk into his seat directly opposite George. His eyes were down, his face twisted into a grimace, as though the act of sitting down was causing him pain. Smythe was back in the room too. He slunk into the corner. George stayed seated. Whittaker stood over his shoulder. He reached down to press the record button on the device on the table. It beeped confirmation. 
 
    ‘I am Chief Inspector John Whittaker. I am here with Inspector George Elms and this is a recorded conversation with convicted prisoner Henry Roberts. This is being recorded for evidential purposes, which means you do not have to say anything today, Henry, and you need to be aware that anything you do say may be used in evidence. You are tried and convicted in relation to this matter so this recording only becomes significant with any future appeals or challenges to your sentence. This meeting and its recording is as per an agreement with your legal team. Do you still consent to this meeting being audio recorded?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, of course!’ Roberts grinned widely. 
 
    ‘You have agreed to reveal the location of your victim. We are not here to discuss any other matters and we will not do so. We will not ask you any questions outside of that. We will write a short summary of what you have told us, which you will be given the opportunity to sign as correct. Your solicitor is here to oversee, but also in case you have any questions. Should you wish to speak to your solicitor we will leave the room and the recording will be stopped. Do you understand?’ 
 
    George kept his eyes down while Whittaker covered the formal points. He was concentrating on his breathing. He used the liquid in his tea as something to focus on. It fidgeted against the sides, picking up every movement from the room. Roberts didn’t reply, and George sensed Whittaker shuffling beside him. The silence continued. George felt compelled to look up. Henry Roberts was staring right at him. He was close. He was leaning forward on his scrawny neck. His cheeks were more sunken than even a few days before. He smiled as George made eye contact, those black eyes tore right into him. He was studying him intently, his head rocked to one side, his lips curled into a sneer. 
 
    ‘You went there, didn’t you?’ Henry said. 
 
    George sniffed. He straightened his back. He shuffled a little further away. ‘I don’t think you listened to a word that was just said did you, Henry? There’s an agreement. Do your bit and we’ll go and do ours.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t think you would! I thought you would come in here and pretend to have been. I would have known though, George. What did you think?’ 
 
    George turned his attention back to his tea and took a swig. 
 
    ‘Are you wasting our time here, Henry?’ Whittaker said. ‘You need to start talking about why we’re here or we’ll be leaving. I think your solicitor can tell you what that means for your deal.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Roberts, can I urge you to discuss the matter in hand only, please? They police are only concerned with the final location. Once this meeting is complete, I can immediately push for the next phase. To get you moved.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a beautiful spot up there beyond the woods. Don’t you think, George? I spent a long time up there.’ 
 
    ‘Was she in there? Was that all that was left? And the other girl, where is she?’ George growled. He had to bite down hard to stop any more words coming out. 
 
    ‘Tell me what you saw, Inspector. Describe it for me.’ 
 
    ‘This is not my time to speak, Henry.’ George swallowed hard. He knew Henry wanted him to lose his control. He focused on the recorder in the middle of the table. He kept reminding himself that it was all evidence, that Roberts was putting himself at the scene, something he had never done before. It probably wouldn’t make any difference, but it gave him some satisfaction at least. 
 
    ‘Did you see the mouth? At one end of the bull. I twisted the metal to make a mouthpiece. It’s shaped like an instrument. It is an instrument! Oh, Inspector, you should see it in action! You should hear it! The voices inside, the bellows, the cries for help and then the cries of discomfort. They drift out as the softest sound, like a beautiful chorus sung just for you. It mingles with the birds, with the shuffling of the trees. Nothing artificial about that sound. It’s wild and pure. It’s the soul, Inspector. It’s beautiful when it goes.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve had your fun, Henry. You’ve got your captive audience. Now . . . where is she?’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ Roberts was beaming, his face showed pure delight. 
 
    ‘Chloe Pope. The girl you tortured and murdered. You can sit there with a big grin on your face all you like, Henry. I don’t really give a damn. Where is she?’ 
 
    Roberts sat back. ‘Ah, the police! Black and white.’ 
 
    ‘Last chance, Henry. Remember, your deal walks out with me. And your deal was both of the girls.’ 
 
    ‘But you found her already! Miss Pope was there too, Inspector.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ 
 
    ‘The remains. You found the remains lying deep in the belly, didn’t you?’ Roberts leant forward. He was so close, George could smell his odour. The guards stepped in close behind him. ‘I didn’t have the time to wait for her to cool that time. Test what you have and you’ll see. They were both in there. Not at the same time, Inspector. Not to start with. One watched. Pick which one you think. That was something, Inspector! Oh the fear! It was accidental. Necessity. But having two! It was so . . . beautiful!’ 
 
    George felt a hand on his shoulder. It had a grip. Tight enough to have some control. He was now aware that he had risen up a little, his thighs locked in a squat. The hand pushed him back down into the seat. 
 
    ‘We’re done then.’ Whittaker’s voice drifted over George’s head. He wasn’t focused on anything. He was aware of more speech in a deep baritone. He sensed Roberts was talking to him but he wasn’t listening to the words. Then Roberts stood up in front of him. He was just a wide blur. He was led out of the room. George was vaguely aware of other movement. 
 
    ‘George? It’s done.’ 
 
    George shook his head free. It was Whittaker. Everyone else was gone. 
 
    ‘Let’s get out of here shall we, old boy?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    George walked hurriedly to the door. He always got a nervous, excited feeling when he was picking up his daughter. Tonight, though, it felt a little muted. He almost wished he wasn’t seeing her. Not because he didn’t want to — he yearned to spend every available hour with her. He just felt like the day had sucked the joy right out from him. He was still rattled. He just hoped he could move on and forget what the world was capable of for the few hours he was in the company of his daughter. 
 
    ‘Dadddddddddeeeeeeeeeey!’ Charley yanked the door wide open before he had a chance to knock. She barrelled into him. She wanted to hug and bounce at the same time. George swept her up. All his anxiety, all the horrors of the day, every piece of that sealed metal tomb — it was all gone. He held Charley in a tight squeeze and lifted her off her feet. 
 
    ‘How you doing, chicken?’ 
 
    ‘Good. You’re late!’ 
 
    George checked his watch. ‘Three minutes, Charley! I mean, that’s not bad.’ 
 
    ‘Mummy said you would be late.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure she did. And I’m very sorry, Charley. I promise it won’t happen again. Is your mother here?’ George looked into Sarah’s family home. Sarah and Charley were back living in it for a short time, at least until Sarah and her new fella, Ronnie, managed to find a place. George tried not to think about that too much. It was a big former farmhouse in a rural setting on the outskirts of Canterbury. 
 
    ‘She got me ready. She said she couldn’t come and see you. I’ve got everything I need.’ Charley held up a small bag that was hanging across her shoulder. She was wearing a fleece top and had a jacket draped over her arm. Sarah always came to the door for a quick chat — just pleasantries. Sometimes it was awkward, but they were getting on a little better. At least George had thought so. 
 
    ‘She say why?’ 
 
    ‘No, Daddy. Can we go? What time does the film start?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, honey, don’t worry, we’ve got plenty of time.’ George called into the house: ‘Sarah? SARAH! You in there? Is there any sort of handover with this package?’ George tried to sound jovial. He looked back at his daughter. ‘What about your nanny? Is she here?’ 
 
    ‘No. She’s out. Shopping, I think.’ 
 
    ‘SARAH?’ 
 
    ‘Okay, George! Okay, hang on!’ The stairs were right in front of the door and Sarah’s voice came from the top of them. 
 
    ‘You okay?’ George persisted. 
 
    ‘Yes, of course.’ Sarah didn’t seem to be coming any closer. 
 
    George stepped in. He could see Sarah’s legs. They were trailing down the stairs. She was sitting on the top step. ‘I thought you would come and say hello is all.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have to, do I? She’s nine now, George. I don’t think she likes her mother hanging on her back the whole time.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure she doesn’t. What’s the matter?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing, George. I just said that.’ She seemed agitated, and George knew when he was being told half-truths. He certainly knew his wife. He stepped in a little further and pressed the switch in the hall that lit the stairs. Sarah tried turning away. It was too late. 
 
    ‘Where’s the bruise from?’ 
 
    ‘Why are you giving me the third degree, George? I’m not one of your criminals. I don’t need to answer your questions.’ 
 
    ‘Who did that to you?’ He moved further in. Sarah turned back to face him. Her right eye had a black tinge with a brown smudge lower on her cheek — a black eye, maybe a day or two old, and her nose was red and swollen 
 
    ‘It wasn’t a who, it was a what. I bumped it getting into the car.’ 
 
    ‘You did that getting into a car?’ She was lying. Everything about her screamed it: no eye contact; her body turned away from him; she was rubbing at her neck; her head even shook a little as she spoke — a subconscious tick. It was all too common: a mouth saying something that the body contradicted completely. 
 
    ‘Did Ronnie do this to you?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridiculous, George.’ 
 
    ‘Did Ronnie do this to Mummy, Charley?’ 
 
    ‘George!’ Sarah ran down the steps and put her arms around their daughter’s shoulders. ‘Don’t say things like that in front of Charley, please!’ 
 
    ‘No. Mummy said she bumped her eye when she was getting in the car.’ 
 
    ‘Like I said. It was a freak accident is all,’ Sarah said 
 
    ‘But he does shout a lot.’ 
 
    ‘Charley!’ Sarah scolded. ‘That isn’t true. Everyone argues from time to time. But this was nothing to do with him.’ 
 
    ‘At you?’ George said. His question was directed to Charley. 
 
    ‘He shouts at everyone!’ Charley said. 
 
    ‘Is he here?’ George said. He was trying to stay calm. He knew he wasn’t managing it very well. He could feel the heat in his cheeks and was aware that his breathing had quickened. He had bunched his fists. 
 
    ‘No, he isn’t here. He’s working late. They’ve got a big project on the go. He’ll be back a bit later. This is nothing to do with him, George. Don’t you go making anything of it. I was in a rush. I caught my face on the car door. I feel like an idiot, okay? I’m very embarrassed — and I had a hunch you might misinterpret things — so I didn’t come down to see you. Now you need to get out to see your film.’ 
 
    George didn’t talk anymore to Sarah. He couldn’t. He put Charley in the car and they drove off. Charley was excited. She chatted non-stop. It had only been a few days since he had seen her last but she was full of stories about school, boys and her dancing lessons. These were usually the best times. He would always make sure the first hour or so was time that they could just spend talking together. Today he had planned for them to have a meal first and then a film at the cinema. He should be chatting with her. He should be just as excited. But now his mind was back at the farmhouse. Filled with that bruise and thoughts of another man shouting at his daughter. They made it to the restaurant: TGI Fridays. It was Charley’s favourite and she bounded through the door. They were shown to a table. George got his daughter settled. He left her blowing bubbles in her coke and took a few steps away with his phone in his hand. 
 
    ‘George? I thought you were out with your daughter tonight?’ Emily Ryker picked up on the first ring. She was George’s intelligence officer, or at least she was assigned to his Major Crime Department. They were very close. Too close at one point before George and Sarah met. That was very much ancient history but George still respected Emily as the finest intelligence officer he knew. If ever he needed answers, she was the woman who could provide them. 
 
    ‘I am,’ George whispered. 
 
    ‘Okaaaay . . .?’ 
 
    ‘I know this is a bit out of the blue, and we’ve had a similar conversation already . . .’ 
 
    ‘But?’ 
 
    ‘But did you ever find out anything about Ronnie Giles?’ 
 
    ‘Ronnie Giles. The architect. Your ex-wife’s new partner?’ 
 
    ‘She’s not my ex-wife, Ryker.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, fine. So your wife’s new partner?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘We did have this conversation. You might remember it? It was the one where I told you that I can only use police systems for crime enquiries. I probably also mentioned that those systems are tracked, so they know what I’m looking at and when. The only thing they don’t know — but they will ask me to explain — is why.’ 
 
    ‘I remember that. I get that about police systems. But you’re the best I know at open source research. Facebook, Companies House — all that stuff.’ 
 
    ‘What do you need to know, George?’ 
 
    ‘I just need to know where he works. That’s all. Nothing incriminating, nothing about his criminal history or past domestic incid—’ 
 
    ‘Assuming he has any.’ 
 
    ‘Assuming he has any. Can you do that?’ 
 
    Emily sighed. ‘When for George?’ 
 
    ‘How long is High School Musical 3? I really have no idea!’ 
 
    ‘Are you kidding me?’ 
 
    ‘I know you’re at home. I know you’re off duty. I’d really appreciate it.’ 
 
    ‘Should I dare ask why?’ 
 
    George considered this for a second. ‘No. Probably not. I just need to know if I’m right or not.’ 
 
    ‘You’re always right, George. Even when you’re not. It’s your worst trait.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks for pointing it out.’ 
 
    George’s mood improved a little during the meal. Charley’s enthusiasm for life, her innocence and her cheeriness, it captured his heart as usual. He found himself wishing, not for the first time, that Charley would never have to grow up. The film was entirely as expected. An American high school dance troupe winning a competition against all odds with a lot of singing and dancing was never going to be something George could be enthusiastic about, but Charley enjoyed herself and nothing was more important. 
 
    When he dropped Charley back, her nan answered the door. 
 
    ‘Hey, Joan.’ 
 
    ‘George. Did she have a good time?’ 
 
    ‘I think she did, yeah.’ 
 
    ‘She told me you were letting her choose the film. How did that go?’ 
 
    ‘As expected.’ They shared a chuckle. Joan was a good woman. They had always gotten on well, even though she’d found herself in the middle of her daughter’s marital issues. 
 
    ‘How’s Sarah?’ George tried to sound casual. Joan’s expression was immediately serious. 
 
    ‘She said that you saw her bruised eye. She said you got upset about it.’ 
 
    ‘Of course I did.’ 
 
    ‘She banged it on a car door, George. These things happen.’ 
 
    George lingered on Joan. She didn’t give a reaction, but she wouldn’t meet his eye. ‘They do, Joan. Do you think that’s what happened?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what she told me.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t answer my question.’ 
 
    ‘Well, it should do, George. She told me what happened. She doesn’t lie to me.’ 
 
    ‘And Ronnie, did he tell you the same?’ 
 
    ‘He wasn’t there when we talked about it. Recently, he’s been working a lot more to be honest. I wonder if he’s been staying there rather than coming back here. I don’t think he’s unhappy, I just think they need their own space.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure they do.’ 
 
    ‘Look, George, she’s an adult. She’s always been able to take care of herself and she’s never stood for anyone’s crap. If she wasn’t being treated right she would deal with it. Don’t you think?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose, Joan. She dealt with me alright.’ 
 
    Joan chuckled again. ‘Well, there you are. It’s nice to see you again, George. We’ll get this little madam to bed for now. See you soon?’ 
 
    ‘You will. I’m picking her up again on Saturday. Is Sarah not home? Are they out?’ George gestured past where she stood at the open door. 
 
    ‘She’s in. In the bath, I think. Ronnie’s working late again. They’ve got a big contract on the go at the moment. They’ve all been working late into the night.’ 
 
    George walked towards his car. He heard the door pushed shut behind him. He was back on his phone. He dialled the number for Emily Ryker. 
 
    ‘You sure you want this?’ Emily asked, skipping all pleasantries. 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t difficult to find. He’s working for an architects in Canterbury. They’re quite open on their website about who they employ. He’s one of their faces.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure he is.’ 
 
    ‘They’re at the University Campus in Canterbury. The Innovation Centre there.’ 
 
    ‘I know it.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you might. One of the units. I don’t know which one specifically. There’s an accountants, some sort of consultancy and a few other desk-based start-ups. It’ll be busy during the day. The sort of place where you could easily make a scene.’ 
 
    ‘Make a scene! What do you think I intend on doing, Ryker?’ 
 
    ‘Like I said, I don’t want to know. And you didn’t get any information from me.’ 
 
    ‘Understood. And don’t worry, I won’t be going there during the day.’ 
 
    The call ended as George got back to his car. The university campus was just a few miles away on the other side of the city. He started the car and made for it. 
 
    The campus was large. The entrance was off a steep hill. There were neat lawns on either side of the road that meandered through the grounds. The pavements on either side were lamp-lit but the grounds beyond were in darkness. The Innovation Centre was separate from the main university buildings. It had its own car park to the back. The main reception looked to be shut up for the night and only one of the units showed any lights. George couldn’t see anyone moving inside as he swept past. He parked close to it. He could see four other cars, well spread out. Each had a layer of moisture on their windscreens as if they had been there a while. There was movement now, from inside the lit unit. A man stood leaning over a desk. George watched as he straightened up, removed his glasses and rubbed his hands through his hair. He looked tired. His collar hung open. George had met the man briefly and only once, but it was definitely Ronnie. He couldn’t see anyone else in there. He had to be working late on his own. Each unit had its own rear door access that led straight out into the car park. He could see it was hanging open slightly. It was a warm evening for the time of year. 
 
    As George moved to the door, Ronnie’s attention had remained downwards, but then he moved suddenly away from his desk and towards the back of the office. George could see a number of desks. They were all higher than in a standard office and with stools in front of them rather than office chairs. The computers were more like large-screen televisions that were at different angles on stands jutting out of the desks. Ronnie had been bent over one. Now he was pouring out a drink from a coffee pot. George hadn’t really thought about what he would say. He’d intended on thinking it through first but he was here now and this was his chance. He stepped quietly inside. 
 
    The room was lit harshly by strip lighting. Ronnie still had his back to George who watched him put a mug of coffee on the desk. His sigh turned into a deep yawn as he opened the drawer and pulled out a sachet of sugar. When he leant back on the desk, George’s eye was drawn to the knuckles on his right hand. They looked red; the middle one seemed a little misshapen, even swollen. He then swung around quickly. ‘What the—’ 
 
    George reacted instinctively. He caught Ronnie half turn. He took hold of his right shoulder and pushed him back so he was facing the coffee machine. He grabbed his right hand and forced it downwards. George’s knee was the same height as the drawer. He shoved it as hard as he could. The drawer slammed shut on Ronnie’s hand and he screamed out in pain. The drawer bounced back out and George lifted his foot this time. He kicked it back shut as hard as he could. Ronnie dropped to his knees and screamed again. George took hold of the drawer. He slammed it again into his hand. Ronnie tried to snatch it out. George caught him by the wrist. He pushed it back and held it. He slammed the drawer again with his knee. And again. George finally let go. Ronnie fell to the ground, took up a foetal position and brought his right hand up to his face. His fingers were at different angles, his knuckles flushed white. He screamed again. 
 
    George grabbed him by the hair. ‘Shut the fuck up!’ He wrenched Ronnie’s head backwards so that he could look into his eyes. Ronnie was sweating, his face wore a shocked expression. ‘George? What the hell are you doing?’ His face was red, his eyes watery. 
 
    ‘The next time you lay a hand on my wife or child, I won’t stop until I break something you can’t fix. Do I make myself clear?’ George hissed through gritted teeth. He still had hold of Ronnie’s hair. He felt him nod. George’s jaw was locked so tight he could hardly speak. ‘Now put your hand back in the drawer.’ The drawer had bounced back open. It was just above Ronnie’s head. He looked up at it. 
 
    ‘Please! Please, George! No more!’ 
 
    ‘Put your hand back in the fucking drawer, Ronnie.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, okay. I’m sorry. It escalated! It won’t happen again. I get the message, yeah?’ 
 
    ‘PUT. . . YOUR . . . HAND. . .’ George spoke slowly. He steadied himself. He knew he was losing control. He took a moment. ‘Put your hand back in the drawer.’ His voice came back quieter but with no less menace. 
 
    ‘What the hell, George? You’re a police officer! You can’t be doing this!’ 
 
    ‘That just means I know how to dispose of a body, Ronnie.’ George let go of the grip he had on Ronnie’s hair. Ronnie got to his knees. He was still facing away. He bent his head so his forehead touched the wooden surface of the units. His right hand reached out. He rested it on the lip of the drawer. He held it there. 
 
    But George was already walking away. As he reached the door, he glanced back to see Ronnie still on his knees, his shoulders shaking as he sobbed. George turned away and made for his car. 
 
    He fell into the driver’s seat, his heart racing still; his breathing was shallow, his palms clammy on the steering wheel. He drove fast out of the car park. The tyres screeched. He made it out of the campus and turned hard left to roll down the hill back towards the city centre. He was trying to breathe, trying to get himself under control. Trying not to turn the car round and go back there to finish the job. He shouldn’t be driving, he wasn’t concentrating. He turned off the main road and pulled up. He turned the engine off and angled the mirror in the sudden silence. When he peered into it he saw that his eyes were wide, his lips pulled back over his teeth in a sort of snarl. Driving away from the campus, he’d thought he was furious. But the man looking back at him now was something very different. He was terrified. His heart still beat hard and fast, his hands were trembling as they moved to his phone. He scrolled shakily through his favourites. Emily Ryker picked up on the first call. 
 
    ‘You do know I’m off duty, right?’ She sounded angry. 
 
    ‘Ryker . . .’ It was all he could manage, his voice was breaking as he said it. 
 
    ‘George? George, are you okay?’ 
 
    ‘I’m just as bad. I’m just like him.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the matter? What happened?’ 
 
    ‘Shit day, Ryker,’ he said. He lifted his hand to rub at his face. It fell over his mouth. The whole day and every emotion of it rushed back at once and overcame him. 
 
    ‘What do you need?’ 
 
    ‘Can I come round? Can I come to you?’ 
 
    She hesitated, but just for a second or two. ‘Of course. I’ll make sure the kettle’s on.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Liam Cooney had waited long enough for the darkness to come. Though it was twilight, the lights down to the garden had clicked on and that was good enough for him. He moved quietly but still peered over to his neighbours’ gardens. The fences on either side were tall but they dropped with the gradient. The grass was too long; his feet swished through it. His mum always liked it when it was freshly mowed. He should have cut it a few days earlier. He didn’t like to leave it. It would be so long by the time he made it back. 
 
    He pulled open the shed door. The lawnmower was in the corner and he briefly considered firing it up. He shook his head. That would be silly. It would look out of place at this time of night. He turned in the doorway and peered back out at his neighbours’ houses one last time. Some had lights on; most already had curtains drawn. They were all settling in for the night. No one cared about him. They never had before. 
 
    He pulled the shed door shut, swung the catch across, clipped a thick padlock through it and pocketed the key. Satisfied, he turned on the light and looked over at the bench. The stout Victorian iron he had left resting on top had moved slightly, leaving fresh scrape marks. She must have given it a real shove. He was impressed; she shouldn’t have been able to move it at all. She had spirit. She was a fighter. He pulled the rope from his pocket and tested its strength. It was thick, coarse and worn. But it was strong. No way anyone was getting out of that when he knotted it up tight. 
 
    He hauled the iron off the top and heard a scuffling noise. She was awake in there and she was moving. He checked the windows. They were all covered over. He undid the padlock that kept the box lid down. The catch had enough give for the lid to lift just an inch. Liam considered that it might have even given her hope. But she was never getting out. The lid yawned open. The bottom of the box was hidden by shadow but he could just make out her limbs. And her upturned face against her blonde hair. 
 
    ‘Are you okay?’ 
 
    He heard a whimper. She moved. Slowly. The box wasn’t big enough for her to move a lot. He had read up on it: when you suppress people’s movement, their limbs can’t move properly — they stiffen up. It takes fifteen minutes or more for the blood flow to fill the muscles again. She wouldn’t be able to move well to start with. Perfect. 
 
    ‘Please . . .’ she said. That voice again. Soft, gentle, beautiful. He liked it when she pleaded with him. He wanted to get closer. He yearned for her to whisper it right in his ear. He squatted over her. 
 
    ‘What did you say?’ 
 
    He turned his face. Her lips were a few inches from his ear. 
 
    ‘Please. Please let me go.’ He could feel her breath against his cheek. He closed his eyes to the pleasure. He stood back up. His face was a wide grin. 
 
    ‘Your freedom is coming. I’m going to make sure of it! I was up in the house and I suddenly thought — I don’t even know your name! What is your name?’ 
 
    ‘Please!’ The voice was a little stronger. 
 
    ‘Your name? What should I call you?’ 
 
    ‘Please, just let me go.’ 
 
    ‘Your NAME!’ His anger flared. It bent him double, his face close to hers again, his eyes forced wide. He could feel his heartbeat in his temple. He swallowed. Straightened back up and took a breath. He still couldn’t control it. Even now. 
 
    ‘Annie. It’s Annie. Please, don’t hurt me.’ 
 
    ’Annie!’ He said. He stepped away and closed his eyes. ‘Annie,’ he said. He inhaled deeply. Perfect. It was all perfect. ‘You need to come with me, Annie. You understand, right?’ 
 
    ‘Are you going to hurt me?’ Annie had managed to rise to a sit. She was rubbing her legs, probably trying to get some feeling back into them. The blood would be rushing to her legs, causing them to tingle and itch. 
 
    ‘You need to do what I say, Annie. I think we can get on. I think we can be good for each other, but you have to do what I say. Do you think you can do that? If you’re good to me, Annie, I will be so good to you. I will be so good!’ He stopped talking. He felt himself welling up. The emotion had crept up on him. It took him a little by surprise. He took a breath and pushed it back down. He focused back on Annie. She was sitting up with the light on her face. Her hair fell over it a little but she lifted her hand to push it back behind her ear, the way he had seen her do it a thousand times before: on the train, when she got into her car, when she walked with her head bent and her headphones in. She was doing it for him now. All for him. When she moved her hair he could see her face. Her cheek around her eye was swollen, it was an angry red and her eyelid looked like it was a little more closed than the other. 
 
    ‘What happened to your eye? To your face?’ He could feel the anger building in him again. 
 
    ‘You know what happened. What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘What happened? Tell me what happened.’ 
 
    ‘You hit me. Are you taking the mick?’ 
 
    He shook his head. He couldn’t remember! He couldn’t remember hitting her. She was lying! That must be it. He wouldn’t have hurt her. She was perfect. 
 
    ‘Who hit you?’ 
 
    ‘You hit me. Why are you talking like that?’ Her voice was stronger. She sounded like she was getting upset. Her tone was harsher. He didn’t like it. He liked it when she was soft. He shook his head. Sometimes he could get angry. He could black out, his mum used to tell him — she would have bruises too. He would get so angry, begging her to tell him who had done it, who had hurt her. She finally told him. She said it was him. She said he got so angry she didn’t recognise him. She said his eyes went all funny. Just like a bathroom window, she said. He was so sorry. He said so all the time. His mum . . . she said it didn’t matter, that she knew it wasn’t his fault. She said he could hurt anyone when he was like that. 
 
    ‘Where are we going? I just want to go home.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t go home. Not yet. We’re going for a ride. You need to come with me.’ 
 
    ‘A ride? I don’t want to go for a ride! I just want to go home! Please! Just let me go home.’ 
 
    ‘No!’ he snapped. He knew he had. He didn’t want to get angry. Not at her. He didn’t want to leave any more bruises on her. They needed to get going. ‘Hold your hands out. Put them together and hold them out.’ 
 
    ‘No. Please, please just let me go.’ 
 
    ‘Hold your fucking hands out!’ He was angry again but this time he sucked in air straight after. Like he was taking back the words. His mum hated it when he cursed. She wouldn’t listen to it. She would tell him; she would say that you shouldn’t talk like that, that you shouldn’t use them words. Sometimes he would get angrier, they would argue, he would come back in the room and his mum . . . she would have new bruises. 
 
    Annie stood up. She looked shaky on her legs. ‘I’m going home. You can’t keep me here.’ She moved forward. She lifted her leg to get out. She wasn’t listening to him. She wasn’t doing what she was told. 
 
    His hand plunged for his waistband. He’d brought a knife, the biggest he could find. It was a zombie knife, one of his own. He had got it from the internet. It was a sharpened, steel arc that could gut her in an instant if he wanted it to. He moved closer to her. He was on her quickly, his left hand grabbed a fistful of hair. He pulled back hard and her face lifted to the light. He pulled the knife round so it flashed in front of her eyes and settled on her throat. 
 
    ‘You’re coming with me. You’re going to do what I say. Do you understand?’ Her puffy eyes were wide and didn’t blink. They flicked to meet with his. She jerked her head. He pushed it away. He felt disgust. He rubbed his hand down his jeans. It was damp with her sweat. 
 
    ‘We need to get going. The next time you say no to me I will slit your throat. Are you coming with me now?’ He picked up the rope and ran it through his hands, licking his lips. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ she said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    George woke up fully dressed in a bed he didn’t recognise. His head was muzzy, tinnitus fizzing loudly in his ears, and he was aware of a bright block of sunlight across which a shadow moved. 
 
    ‘Alright?’ It was Emily Ryker’s voice. George squinted. Her form was still backlit by the sun. 
 
    ‘Nope.’ 
 
    ‘That’ll be the hangover. I’ll make some breakfast. It’ll be downstairs.’ 
 
    The shadow departed. He still needed to squint when he sat up. The curtains looked like they had been pulled roughly open. He was in a double bed — Ryker’s, he guessed. The other side was flat and made; he must have slept alone. He swung out his legs and paced to the window. Ryker lived right on the coast. Her move to the south of the county was only supposed to have been temporary — one week, a couple of weeks, a month tops. That was three years ago. Officially, hers was still a temporary attachment, and her job role had never been sorted, so she still rented places. George thought he knew her well enough to suggest that she was always going to be scared of laying down roots. He reckoned that was why she never pushed to have her contract resolved. It remained the perfect excuse not to settle. He stretched at the window and concluded that she should stay, even if it was just for that view. The English Channel practically lapped at her door. Her backyard ended with a low wall where the promenade started, and on the other side of that were the pebbles. He turned away. Sea views had become something of a sore point. He walked down the stairs and into the kitchen. 
 
    ‘Coffee. Strong.’ Ryker slapped a mug down in front of him. It read KEEP CALM AND FOLLOW SPURS. Tottenham was Ryker’s football team. 
 
    ‘How come I get the Spurs cup?’ 
 
    ‘What would you prefer? There are some little floral china numbers in the back of the cupboard left by the little old dear who was here before me.’ 
 
    ‘I like a china cup, actually.’ 
 
    ‘I bet you do. It wouldn’t feel right though. They’re not meant for people like you: wearing yesterday’s suit, swigging black tea to cure your hangover.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose I can’t argue with that.’ 
 
    ‘Scrambled eggs okay?’ 
 
    ‘You know I recently told someone I had an egg allergy so she wouldn’t throw them at me. One of the stranger fibs I’ve told. She . . . you know what, it doesn’t matter. Eggs? Yes, please, Ryker.’ 
 
    Emily rolled her eyes, ‘I swear you’re getting stranger. I’m sure I don’t need to know your morning-after stories either. Just call a taxi and leave like everyone else!’ Emily laughed. It seemed forced. 
 
    ‘It wasn’t a morning after. We’d just met actually. Not even . . . honestly, forget it! And thanks.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t thank me. Two minutes in the microwave, George. You won’t get no Jamie Oliver shit round here.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t mean for the eggs! I kinda chewed your ear last night. Turned up out of nowhere.’ 
 
    ‘Drank all my whisky.’ 
 
    ‘Drank all of your whisky . . . Ah, that explains it.’ He reached for his head. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry about it. You need to talk out shit like that. Whittaker was right, you know. It can fester.’ 
 
    ‘That might explain the smell.’ George sniffed his shirt in disapproval. 
 
    ‘You can have a shower if you want but you’d have to get back into those clothes. If you really want a change I’ve got a size-ten off-the-shoulder number that might go with your shoes.’ 
 
    George snorted into his mug. ‘Nah, I figure I’ll get back home to my own clothes. I’m a size twelve, see.’ 
 
    ‘So what are you going to do now?’ 
 
    ‘Now?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, about this Roberts piece of work. You flip-flapped all over the place last night. One minute you were moving on, forgetting about the whole thing, the next you were turning up at the court of appeal yourself. Where are you now?’ 
 
    ‘Ah. Sorry about the flip-flapping. It always happens when I’m on the whisky. I’m going up there.’ 
 
    ‘Up there? Up where?’ 
 
    ‘Back to Symonds Yat. I want to talk to the SIO again. I just want to bottom out this missing person.’ 
 
    ‘The SIO? This Emma you were talking about, right? The inspector?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘What for?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know really. Closure probably — for me, I mean. I might be able to help.’ 
 
    ‘So might the other hundreds of officers who are actually warranted to work in her police force, George. We’re a long way from that particular coal face. Think how we would react if we got officers from other forces turning up and demanding to help. They would all get a pill. Police forces don’t mix well.’ 
 
    ‘I know that, Ryker. But this is different. I could feel her desperation. We’ve all been there. When we need something to happen but we’re too scared or too proud to ask for help. I think she wants help.’ 
 
    ‘From you?’ Emily chuckled. 
 
    ‘Well, she doesn’t know me, does she?’ 
 
    ‘She can’t do. Are you sure it was help she was after?’ 
 
    ‘In all honesty, I’ve got no idea. I figured I could go and see her. I need to speak to her anyway. I need to keep her up to date on what happened with Roberts — what he said. They won’t know yet. Whittaker said he would leave it to me to tell her. It wouldn’t feel right doing it on the phone.’ 
 
    ‘No, well, you can’t poke your nose in so easy over the phone!’ 
 
    ‘It’s not about poking my nose in, Ryker. I told you, I saw that site yesterday. There’s no way one man does all that alone. Drags that . . . that thing through those trails. Then gets two young women there too. It doesn’t work.’ 
 
    ‘And then you’ve got another girl missing in the same circumstances . . .’ 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ 
 
    ‘Time for Super George to swoop in and save the day.’ George flashed angry. He bit hard so he didn’t react but he stared Emily down. She raised her palms in surrender. ‘I’m just saying. You need to be aware that it’s going to look like that. Sometimes you police with your big size tens, George. You know that as well as I do. We put up with it down here because we have to.’ 
 
    George felt his anger drop away just as quickly as it came on. She had a point. ‘You’re right. She needs updating. That’s my reason for being there. I’ll see how she is, see how they’re getting on. I can offer my help at least.’ 
 
    ‘And if they turn you down?’ 
 
    ‘The size tens, Ryker.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    George felt a little better for the freshen-up and change of clothes at his flat. When he got back to his car, he checked his phone. He had missed a call from Whittaker and made a mental note to call him back at some point. He didn’t want to do it yet. He wanted to be far enough away from Langthorne that it would be difficult for Whittaker to call him back. Not that he thought he would. It was a reasonable move to go up and talk to the Senior Investigating Officer for a job like this in person. The update was not one he was looking forward to giving. He also had an email from an HMP address — Her Majesty’s Prison. He scanned the content hurriedly. The body of the email acknowledged his request for copies of all correspondence to prisoner Henry Roberts. It said that he hadn’t received or sent any letters, but they attached all the prisoner’s logs. That was something more than he’d asked for — unusual for HMP. Maybe they’d felt like they had to send something? High-risk prisoners like Roberts had a constant log running. It would mostly be handwritten and was a running record of his day that was filled out by whichever staff members were on duty. It would include things such as his meals, any medication and his general routine. It would also include anything of note. It probably wouldn’t help, but George thought it might break his journey up by finding a coffee stop an hour up the motorway and giving it a read. 
 
    He also wanted to send a text message to Ryker. He looked at a blinking cursor for a good minute or more. He didn’t know what to say. He settled on: Thanks for hearing me out last night. I guess I needed a rant. Sorry to intrude. And about your whisky. He sent it before he could think any longer about the content. 
 
    An hour and a half later he was in the queue for an overpriced services coffee and Ryker still hadn’t replied. He considered sending another but changed his mind quickly. He was pretty certain he hadn’t done anything to upset her. She was probably just busy. 
 
    He walked his coffee over to a table against a window and opened the email from HMP again, this time pressing on the attachment. It took a while for his phone to work. He took the opportunity to look around, checking there was no one close. Most people appeared to be passing through and the few sitting anywhere near him were taking no notice. The attachment finally downloaded and he opened up the prisoner log. It was small on his phone, so he zoomed in as best he could. It was a scanned handwritten document: the dates and times were down the left-hand column; the wider column captured Roberts’s movements. Every aspect of his life was recorded. It made for pretty bland reading. Henry Roberts was given three meals a day. Mostly he had these in his cell and, from the small cross-section George scrolled through, it seemed they often came back untouched. He didn’t interact with staff at all. His demeanour was recorded as withdrawn or sullen, but no concern was written after each entry. He continued scrolling through the same daily routine: breakfast at 07:30 hours, nurse visits at 08:30, 12:00, 16:00 hours, and a supervised visit to the prison chapel at 18:00 hours that usually lasted around an hour. Some nights were punctuated with a medical visit, too. He noted from the signatures that there were just two different nurses. The names were largely illegible but he could make out a few CBs. It looked like Roberts was reading a lot of books, but he did very little else. He closed the file; there was nothing of any interest to him there. He checked his watch. It was nearly 10 a.m. He needed to get back on the road. 
 
    Emma Rowe met George personally this time. He was back at the front counter of Hereford Police Station. She looked a little more relaxed than the last time he had seen her. She was back in a smart trouser suit. It seemed to suit her better than the jeans and hiking boots. 
 
    ‘How are you, George?’ 
 
    ‘Long time no see!’ he quipped. 
 
    ‘I know. Lucky you. You get the joys of Hereford twice in a week. You could have just picked up the phone, though, George. I’ll be honest, I was expecting just a call.’ 
 
    ‘I know. I’ve never been a big fan of the phone. Not when something’s important.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds ominous. I know what you mean, though. We’d better get a coffee on the way then.’ 
 
    George took a tea. There were more biscuits too, a good selection. He declined. Anyone who knew him would have seen that as a sure sign of bad news. Emma didn’t know him well but she was still watching him expectantly. Like she knew he wouldn’t drive two hundred miles just because he didn’t like phones. 
 
    ‘We met with Roberts. Straight after our last visit here. I’ll be honest, it probably wasn’t the best time. It was hard.’ 
 
    ‘I can imagine. Don’t beat yourself up about that, I wouldn’t have been able to do it, I know that much.’ 
 
    ‘Someone had to. The Major came with me.’ 
 
    ‘The Major?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, Whittaker — the chief inspector.’ 
 
    ‘Ah. That would make sense. I assume he’s army. If ever a man carried himself like a major . . .’ 
 
    ‘Exactly so. It’s like there’s a steel rod from his heels up to the back of his head.’ 
 
    ‘They all have the same.’ 
 
    George was stalling. Emma wore an expression he recalled seeing on his mum’s face whenever he was building up to telling her he’d misbehaved. It somehow said that it was okay to tell her, to get it off his chest. ‘Henry Roberts didn’t give up another site.’ 
 
    Her expression changed instantly. From benign interest to anger. ‘That was the agreement though, right?’ She was clearly battling to stay calm. 
 
    ‘The agreement was that he gave us the location of the two missing girls. He’s done that Emma. They were both there.’ 
 
    ‘Both there? At that site? Did we miss something? The forensic team are still there, do I need to—’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t miss anything, Emma. He left both the girls together. They are still in that contraption.’ 
 
    ‘The Brazen Bull.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. They’re in there together.’ 
 
    ‘At the same time? Is that even possible? I’m not even sure they could fit.’ 
 
    George shrugged. ‘He didn’t give too many details. I’m not sure how they ended up like that but he said we will find remains in there and they will be a combination of our two missing girls. It doesn’t change anything for the forensics team, does it? They will recover everything as they see it. It’ll all be bagged and tagged and then identified back at the lab.’ 
 
    ‘No. It doesn’t change anything from a forensic point of view. They’ll need to know, obviously. But, for me standing in front of those families, for me telling them what happened to their little girls, it changes everything. He didn’t put them in there together, George, did he? He couldn’t have.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ George conceded. 
 
    ‘So, one of them was second.’ 
 
    George hung his head. He had made a conscious decision not to tell her about Roberts’s comment. The thought of one of the girls waiting for her turn turned his stomach over. He didn’t feel the need to inflict that on Emma. But she was too sharp for her own good. 
 
    ‘I guess so.’ 
 
    ‘He made one of them watch, didn’t he, George?’ 
 
    ‘He . . .’ George floundered. 
 
    ‘He told you that, didn’t he? And he enjoyed telling you. That was why he insisted on speaking to you. You know that, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I know that. I don’t know why he’s got such a hard-on for me but, yeah, he wanted me to hear his news personally.’ 
 
    ‘That’s who he is, George. He took great delight in watching my team fall apart around him. The more we found out about him, the more we struggled to stay together and the more he fed off that. You know what you are to him, George? You’re an opportunity. An opportunity to watch someone brand-new break in front of him all over again. Because of what he did. It’s all about his power over his environment, over the people around him — over the people who try to control him.’ 
 
    George sighed. He took a few seconds, it was unusual for him not to have a reply ready on his lips. ‘I take it you read psychology?’ 
 
    ‘I did, as a matter of fact. A long time ago, though. And we were never warned about people like Henry Roberts. I’d never have believed that people like him could ever exist.’ 
 
    ‘I know what you mean. He’s a new one on me too. I thought I had pretty much seen it all.’ 
 
    ‘And for his crimes? We gave him his sea view.’ Emma stood up from the table. She paced to the window where he’d seen her a couple of days before. George reckoned that was her thinking spot. 
 
    ‘I’m not sure I know what justice looks like for someone like Roberts.’ 
 
    ‘The fires of hell, George. That’s all there is.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s hope it won’t be long until he gets there.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed.’ 
 
    ‘What happened with your missing person case, Emma? Has she turned up yet?’ 
 
    Emma suddenly stiffened. ‘No, not yet, George.’ 
 
    ‘You’re worried about her.’ 
 
    ‘Missing people are always an element of concern, right?’ 
 
    ‘Most of them don’t worry me in the slightest, Emma. But when you get someone missing and you know in your gut that it isn’t right, that they aren’t a teenager sneaking out to see a boyfriend or a kid in foster care trekking back to their natural parents. Then you get worried.’ 
 
    ‘Well, she is neither of those things, it’s true.’ 
 
    ‘Where are you with it?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a whole team working on it,’ she was quick to reply. 
 
    George held his hands up. ‘I don’t doubt it. And very capable they all are too, I’m sure.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap. I need to protect my team. It’s a strange atmosphere, that’s all. There are different pressures to normal circumstances. Nothing about this has been normal. There’s a huge elephant in the room whenever we get together. The last time we investigated missing women like Annie Lowe they were in the clutches of Henry Roberts.’ 
 
    ‘But this time she can’t be.’ 
 
    ‘No, she can’t be.’ 
 
    ‘But his accomplice? That’s a possibility?’ 
 
    Emma walked over to the opposite window, where blinds fell from the ceiling down to the floor. She turned them in. ‘There has never been a shred of physical evidence of an accomplice, George. It was a throwaway comment from a witness who was terrified and confused.’ 
 
    ‘That scene yesterday, Emma. It wasn’t created by one man. No way. You must have thought that too?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, George. I don’t know what to think. You didn’t see Henry Roberts before the illness got hold of him. His reputation as “The Bull” was quite apt. He was a man-mountain. Strong as . . . well, as a bull.’ 
 
    ‘But that isn’t why you named him that, is it? And I assume it was you? Did someone slip up and it got out to the media? That was a nice save, saying it was due to his size.’ 
 
    ‘What does a nickname matter? The point stands — he’s as strong as a bull.’ 
 
    ‘Strong enough to carry an industrial-sized copper water tank the distance we walked? And then two struggling women?’ 
 
    ‘It’s doable, right? If he made three trips. It would be doable.’ 
 
    ‘It’s unlikely.’ 
 
    ‘We can’t deal with unlikely, George!’ Emma snapped again. She moved back to her thinking place. 
 
    ‘Of course you can’t. You have to deal with the facts you have, especially when you’re under the sort of pressure you must have been under. I’ve been there. The press, the management — they just want a result. And when they get it they don’t want to hear that it might not be a complete result. After all the effort it took to get Roberts through that custody door, the last thing you needed was the thought that there might be someone else involved too.’ 
 
    Emma sighed. ‘I shouldn’t have mentioned it, George. I haven’t mentioned it to anyone else. I would appreciate it if you did the same. This girl will turn up, I’m sure. We’re just hypersensitive up here.’ 
 
    ‘And if she doesn’t?’ 
 
    ‘Then it’s still none of your concern.’ Emma’s tone had an edge again. This time there was no apology. George had outstayed his welcome. 
 
    ‘Well, I should leave you to your investigation. I got news back from the prison. He didn’t write or receive any letters and no one visited him. He’s been living a pretty miserable and solitary life. Nothing more than he deserves, of course.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think we can talk about what he deserves really, George, do you? He’s too wealthy to get what he deserves.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right. I’ll stay in touch. Let me know if you need any help.’ 
 
    ‘I will.’ 
 
    Her office door closing behind him the second he stepped out told him that he probably wouldn’t be the first person she called if she needed a chat. 
 
    He walked back out into the fresh air and leant on his car. He didn’t feel right driving back to Langthorne, when there was a live investigation going on. But it wasn’t his investigation and the SIO had just made it very clear that he wasn’t required. 
 
    He suddenly realised how hungry he was. He would need to eat before he headed back. He remembered passing a pub that looked like it did a good lunch. It was nearby, in a small village called Symonds Yat, near some grand estate. He started the car and headed towards it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    The Roberts estate was not difficult to find, despite the only visible part being a big, farm-style gate. It was pulled shut and closer inspection showed it to be padlocked, too. The gate itself was the giveaway — or rather it was the six-foot long, white sheet draped over it with the word SCUM written in blood red. George could just about fit his car off the road to park in front of it. He could see the new-looking CCTV camera bolted to the side of a stout tree. The branches around it had been cleared so it would have a direct view of the gate. He wondered who was left to monitor it. 
 
    He would get his answer just a minute or so later. He vaulted the gate, leaving the car nudged up against it and walked up the drive. The view opened up as he rounded the corner. The leafy trees gave way to flat lawns and a row of what looked like shop fronts in a converted stable block on the left side. From this distance they all looked shut up. One of them was boarded up, giving locals yet another canvas on which to spray their profanities. He heard a car engine behind him and turned towards it. A small, white van pulled up close to him. George had to step back to read the name and tag line: ABLE SECURITY: Able to keep your property secure. 
 
    ‘Hello, can I help you maybe?’ The driver’s window was lowered to reveal an overweight man bunched up in the cabin. His face was red and clammy, and he looked harassed in general. 
 
    George reached for his warrant card. ‘I’m a police officer. I’m based out in Hereford. We’re running an investigation into some tagging.’ 
 
    The man’s piggy eyes flicked from the warrant card back to George. ‘Tagging?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Graffiti, you know? The kids, they all have their own tags. Up in the city there’s hundreds of thousands of pounds of damage from one offender in particular. He uses a specific tag. We’ve got some intelligence that he might be from this area.’ 
 
    ‘They send CID in suits out for tagging these days, then?’ 
 
    George shrugged. ‘Budget cuts. And we’re talking high value.’ 
 
    ‘Well, there ain’t no one living here now.’ 
 
    ‘I know that. I know whose place this is. You can’t work at Hereford and not know, right? I saw the graffiti on the gate, there’s some more over there. I spoke to a couple of local officers and they reckon there might be some more up at the main house. If I can find the same tag out here, that just firms up my intel is all.’ 
 
    The man licked his lips. He looked out over the steering wheel. ‘There is more, yeah. You want me to take you up there?’ 
 
    ‘That would be great. Thanks.’ George walked to the passenger side. When he opened the door the male was leaning over to push a dozen sweet wrappers, an energy drink and an empty tube of Pringles from the seat. They all fell into the foot well. George thanked him again and sat down, being careful where he put his feet. 
 
    ‘Graffiti, eh?’ the man said. 
 
    George made a listening grunt. 
 
    ‘I nearly joined your lot, you know.’ 
 
    ‘Oh right.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. I got through all the tests an’ that. But I got a high blood pressure score. They wouldn’t let me in for that. They said it wouldn’t be good for me.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, they can be strict like that.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t get it, but it didn’t matter. I got this job pretty much the next day. It’s practically the same thing, right?’ 
 
    George couldn’t be bothered to disagree. ‘I suppose it’s similar, yeah. Do you get much trouble on the estate?’ 
 
    ‘Nah. At the start like, when he was first put away, it was quite busy. I was up here most of the time. It made the old lady feel better to have me up here, I think. You know, for protection.’ 
 
    ‘The old lady?’ George played dumb. 
 
    ‘Yeah, the Roberts lady. His mum. Of the one what done the murders.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, I see. Was it just her up here?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. She used to moan about it. She said it used to be a busy place ’cause they had all the shops up and running. There was a team of people just doing the grounds and I think some staff in the house. In the end she had a cleaner and one gardener. Some old fella. She died out of the blue, really. I seen her a couple of days before. She looked fine to me.’ 
 
    The house approached. The drive twisted and trailed around but the scenery suddenly changed. Neat hedges and formal gardens gave way to a solid, redbrick building. George was taken with just how big it was. He hadn’t known what to expect, but this was larger — far larger. 
 
    ‘Blimey! These people knew how to live, right?’ George cooed. 
 
    ‘Yeah. Who knows what you would use all those bedrooms for?’ 
 
    The van pulled right up by the front entrance. This was a significant structure in its own right. It jutted out of the front. It was square and solid with a huge redwood door with a central brass knob and pillars either side. A huge white lintel had something engraved on it: A.D. 1707. The house was over four storeys. The first three had rows of perfectly identical square windows, the fourth layer was in the slant of the roof and its windows had pointed tops to complement the sloping roof behind. He walked back far enough to see six chimney stacks. The west side of the building looked like it had been extended. It was another solid-looking square with larger windows and newer, redder bricks. 
 
    ‘Luckily they’ve extended over there. Otherwise they would have been falling over one another,’ George quipped. He was talking out loud to himself but the security guard was closer than he realised. 
 
    ‘Yeah. That’s just storage now. The old man used it as a workshop type place at one point. He was into his metalwork according to his missus. Some of it is still in there. Sculptures an’ that. I never really got art.’ 
 
    ‘Metalwork?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Odd stuff it is. Weird. You can see it through the windows.’ 
 
    ‘Have you got a key?’ 
 
    ‘I do, yeah. Only for that bit though. I think they’ve forgotten. The lady, like, just before she died, she put me a kettle and a fridge out there for when I was here a lot. I still use it as a tea stop, but I’m not out here much. Lucky for you I was here today!’ 
 
    ‘Lucky for me.’ George smiled. 
 
    ‘But I thought you was here for the graffiti? I can show you that. There’s some on the other side.’ 
 
    ‘That would be great. But I’m fascinated. You wouldn’t mind showing me around a bit, right? I mean, the bits you can see? I’ve never been anywhere near a place like this and on our wages we probably never will again!’ 
 
    ‘Sure!’ The man smiled broadly. He seemed delighted with the comparison. They walked to the west wing. It was well established, probably a hundred years old or more, but next to the rest of the house it still looked a little out of place, as if it felt awkward posing next to its older sibling. It had its own entrance around the side. The guard led the away. His body language suddenly changed. 
 
    ‘Well, this ain’t right.’ 
 
    George caught up with him. He had moved through a large door — similar in style to the front door. Only this one was hanging open. Part of the door had broken away and there were clear tool marks where the lock was. Someone had broken in. The guard clumsily pushed through it. 
 
    ‘They can’t get at much in here. I’m just worried about damage or squatters. You get a hell of a time getting squatters out, you know.’ 
 
    George stopped to survey the place while the guard moved some distance in until George couldn’t see him. The room was completely open plan. With all the windows, George had been expecting a number of segregated rooms. The ceiling was high, the floor a dusty concrete. It was dimly lit. The windows all had solid shutters with steel winding mechanisms to open them. George moved to the one closest. The mechanism whirred and squeaked and the sudden light lit up the Able Security guard, who looked out of breath. 
 
    ‘I’ve done a quick look round. I can’t see any damage or anything. There’s nothing to nick, really. They ain’t even touched my milk!’ 
 
    George walked out into the huge space and his movement kicked up the dust. Thick and acrid, it got to the back of his throat and he coughed. On the far side he could see silhouettes of dark objects that looked like they were laid out next to one another. He moved towards them. The light from the open shutters near the door didn’t reach this far so he opened another. The mechanism was harder on this one and he grunted with the exertion. The sunlight fell upon a row of sombre-looking copper tanks. Each was distorted in some way, with one end pulled up into a slim funnel. Some were conjoined together and the body of one was pulled out so that it looked like it had a couple of misshapen legs. George sucked in a lot more dust all at once and coughed hard. By the time he had recovered the guard was back with him. 
 
    ‘I told you. Weird, ain’t they? I never get art.’ 
 
    ‘I need to make a call.’ George moved back across the room. He bundled through the splintered door, which hung limp as he moved back out onto the gravel. He filled his lungs with the spring air as he tried to work his phone. Emma picked up on the second ring. 
 
    ‘George.’ 
 
    ‘When you searched his house, did you film it? You would have done EGT, right?’ he spluttered. He took another breath. He needed to be calmer. He was certain that something as important as this would have had an Evidence Gathering Team sent in to film the location before anything was searched or moved. But he needed to be sure. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘The Roberts house. Where you searched, did you film it? An evidential film?’ 
 
    ‘Jesus, George, I know what EGT is! Why the hell would you ask me that?’ 
 
    ‘Please, Emma, just answer me.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you were heading back. Where are you right now?’ 
 
    ‘Emma — this is really important. Please, humour me for just a second. I will explain.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, George, of course we did. I never watched it myself. It wasn’t used in court. We used some stills.’ 
 
    ‘The stills. Were they of more Brazen Bulls?’ 
 
    Emma took her time. Her voice came back quieter. And angrier. ‘We used a lot of evidence for this case, George. I’m sure you can imagine. But, yes, we found a number of similar contraptions.’ 
 
    ‘He practiced, didn’t he? At the house. Until he got it right.’ 
 
    ‘Where are you, George?’ 
 
    ‘I’m right, aren’t I? Why weren’t they seized? As part of the investigation. They’re evidence, right?’ 
 
    ‘They are, yes. It was a decision at a higher level than me. Some were seized, George. We still have six of the damned things in storage. No one knows what to do with them now. They were all very similar to the ones we found out in the woods. A decision was made that we just needed to take photos of the others. We took DNA from them to cross the Ts. The defence never argued that he made metal . . . well, whatever you might call them. They confirmed he had a fascination with metalwork.’ 
 
    ‘How many were there?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Left. How many did you leave?’ 
 
    ‘For Christ sake, George! I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Do you still have the EGT tape? To hand?’ 
 
    ‘It’s in storage, the actual tape. We had a digital copy on a shared file. It will be in the network. I could probably—’ 
 
    ‘Watch it, Emma. Can you do it now?’ George could feel his stomach turning. He moved over to a row of bushes in case he had to vomit. His breathing was quick and shallow. He was feeling a little light-headed. 
 
    ‘It’s not that easy. Hang on . . .’ George reached out for the bush. He let the branches run through his fingers. Beyond it a blossom tree was shedding a rich pink bloom like gentle snow as the breeze blew. Nature’s beauty. It was in such contrast. He strained to hear a muffled conversation down the phone where Emma was talking to someone else. She came back after a couple of minutes. 
 
    ‘We’ve got it on the shared file. Its forty minutes long, George. What do you want from me?’ 
 
    ‘Can you get to the bit where they film the workshop? Where the copper tanks were?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Hang on.’ He heard her bark instructions at someone. She came back to him. ‘Yeah. We’re just walking into the extended bit. It’s pretty much empty.’ 
 
    ‘Do they film the copper tanks individually? I need you to tell me how many there are, Emma.’ 
 
    Emma huffed, making her frustration clear. ‘Right. Here we are. We’re getting a detailed viewing of each one, George. Stand by.’ 
 
    George took his last breath of the fresh air. He moved back through the door to the workshop, back into the open room. Immediately he could feel the thick dust moving to the back of his throat again. The guard was to his right. A kettle hissed. He called out something. George ignored him and moved back to where the copper tanks lay. He squatted down at the end of the row. 
 
    Emma was back. ‘Seven, George. Looks to me like there are seven all in. Yep. Confirmed. Now, what’s this all about?’ 
 
    George pushed his fingers into the fresh, rutted tracks that ran through the concrete floor all the way to the door he had just entered. They were unmistakable as drag marks. He slunk to a sitting position. 
 
    ‘Someone’s been to his house, Emma. There’s one missing.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    There it was again. A solid thump from the back. She shouldn’t be able to do that. She shouldn’t be able to do anything. He had tied her up good and she was secured to a down-pillar that was bolted to the chassis of the van itself. It happened again. He swore loudly. Signposts on the left side counted him down from three hundred yards to the next exit off the motorway. He took it. He came to a roundabout, turned left and the next thump was the loudest yet. By the time he pulled the van over hurriedly on a muddy bank next to a sturdy-looking metal gate, he was furious. He slammed the driver’s door and stomped to the rear doors. He pulled one open so hard it rocked on its hinges. The road was busy; cars were passing both ways. He had angled the rear so it was facing into the field. One last check. He was sure no one could see in. The interior light came on with the opening of the door. She was still there, where he had left her, her hands so tight around the post they showed white. Her eyes were wide open, washed out and red, and they met his own. Movement caught his eye as the tank rolled lazily into the middle of the van. 
 
    ‘Ah!’ All his anger immediately drifted away. ‘I thought it was you! I thought you were banging my van!’ 
 
    He hadn’t tied it right. He could see the rope at the top, where it had been secured to the opposite side of the van to the girl. It had come loose and it had just enough leeway to roll out and then thump back against the side of the van. 
 
    He climbed into the back. It took just a few seconds to loop the rope back over it and tie it off firmly against the side — tighter this time, and he knotted it twice to be sure. He turned to the girl. She was still looking at him. He had her full attention now, just like he’d known he would. He smiled broadly. Even with blotchy eyes, her hair messed up and a gag pulling at her cheeks and making her mouth hang open she was still beautiful. He reached down and rested his palm on her soft, white skin. She felt wonderful too. Soft, gentle and warm. Perfect. She closed her eyes to his touch. Savouring it maybe? He moved his lips closer to her ear. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry. Soon you will be free. I’ll show you freedom like you never dreamed possible!’ 
 
    He stepped out of the van and slammed the door shut behind him. He checked his watch. He needed to get back on the road. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    ‘George! How goes it up there?’ Whittaker sounded cheery on the other end of the phone. George was anything but. 
 
    ‘I’ll explain all later, Major. We have a bit of an issue up here. I need to talk to Roberts. I know you have contacts at the prison. Can you make it happen?’ 
 
    ‘Roberts? Henry Roberts? I can try and sort that out for you, George. I am a little surprised though, friend? The last time we spoke it seemed to me like the last thing you might want to do.’ 
 
    ‘I still don’t want to. I can assure you of that. But I’m going to need to.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll make some arrangements. When did you want to sit down with him?’ 
 
    ‘Today.’ 
 
    George heard the Major suck in a lungful of air. ‘Today! Well now, that does give me a bit of a problem. Today is moving day, George. It’s quite an operation, as you can imagine. You’re lucky I kept you out of it. We have all sorts of top brass down here flapping about, making farting noises. It’s not pleasant. I have to say, old boy, getting you in front of our subject will not be easy. I would go as far as to say not possible. Tomorrow some of the heat might be off us long enough to sort something. It can’t be that urgent, surely?’ 
 
    George rubbed at his face. It was that urgent. Maybe leaving it a day would be a good thing. Something that he could use to his advantage. George reckoned Roberts knew who had their missing female. He just had to. He also knew that Roberts would be delighted to be asked about it, to have the power to decide whether he told them or not. He was equally certain that Roberts would never tell them; why would he? Not without something to offer in trade. It was too late to put a stop to his move. George couldn’t prove that he knew anything anyway. His legal team would never let the move be delayed while George couldn’t actually prove any links. But he knew. 
 
    ‘Okay, Major. Can you get me that sit-down for as soon as possible? I really want to speak to him. Until then I’ll stay up here and see what can be done before that conversation.’ 
 
    ‘What’s going on, George?’ 
 
    ‘The short version? We have a missing person. A female. She fits the profile of the Roberts’s previous victims perfectly. It’s massively out of character and everyone’s very worried.’ 
 
    ‘Okay . . . I’m missing something here, George. Henry Roberts definitely didn’t abduct a girl in the last few days. He has an airtight alibi.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, yeah. I know he didn’t. Roberts’s last victim, the biker who got away . . . when she was giving her evidence she couldn’t be sure that the van wasn’t being driven by someone else. A second offender.’ 
 
    ‘A second . . . shit, George! And you’re inclined to agree it would seem?’ 
 
    ‘No one was sure. But there is other evidence around this girl’s disappearance. Circumstantial stuff, for sure, but enough for us to take it seriously.’ 
 
    ‘And you think that talking to Roberts might help? He would love that — you know that, right?’ 
 
    ‘I do. I can’t say I relish the thought of talking to him about it but we are going to have to at some point. You never know with him. I might be able to play on his thirst for power. I don’t expect him to help, but I’m certain he knows where this female is.’ 
 
    ‘I assume you are staying up there to help with the search?’ 
 
    ‘I am. I’m on my way to the missing girl’s house. We’re going to revisit the parents.’ 
 
    ‘We?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, Emma Rowe is meeting me there.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, so she’s letting you help, then? You must be getting better with the old charm offensive.’ 
 
    ‘Well, no actually. I didn’t give her a choice, Major! I think deep down she’s actually a little relieved I’m here. I can tell that by the way she told me to fuck off!’ 
 
    Whittaker laughed heartily. It was catching. George felt some of his nervous tension ebb away. 
 
    ‘Only George Elms can find an invite in a fuck off! Yup. Go easy with her, George. She seems like a good egg to me.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, she is. I get the impression she doesn’t want to involve her team in all of this just yet. I don’t think she wants to have the conversation where she suggests that they have another Henry Roberts on their patch.’ 
 
    ‘Another Henry Roberts. It’s been a few years though, George. If that were the case, where has he been all of this time?’ 
 
    ‘I agree, and I don’t know. Strange coincidence that this girl goes missing just as he gets his move.’ 
 
    ‘And we both agree that detectives aren’t keen on coincidences, right?’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ 
 
    George ended the call. He was sitting a few hundred yards from the address where he had told Emma Rowe he was going. He hadn’t waited for her answer but he knew she would show. This was a sensitive address where he could do a lot of damage. He saw a car pull onto the drive. He guessed it might be hers. He edged forward and walked up towards the house. Someone was looking out. He was committed now. 
 
    The house looked around thirty years old. It was detached with brown uPVC windows and guttering. It had tiles that came half way down the front in a fancy pattern. A handsome place. The door was answered before George could knock by a blonde woman with a slight build. She had her head bent and wore an oversized jumper, the sleeves covering her hands, just the fingers poking out. He guessed she was around fifty, maybe a little younger. She looked meek, vulnerable almost. 
 
    ‘You must be Inspector Elms,’ she said. Her voice suited her demeanour. George strained to hear it. 
 
    ‘I am. I assume my colleague is here already?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I’m Annie’s mother. You can go through. Don’t worry about your shoes.’ 
 
    George moved into the lounge as directed. An angry-looking man turned to him immediately. George guessed he was the dad. He was much taller than his wife. His chest was puffed up and his arms were by his sides but they were stiff and held away from his body, as if he were ready for a fight. His hands were fists. He stared George up and down. 
 
    ‘Maybe you can tell me exactly what you’re doing to find my daughter?’ he spat. 
 
    George offered his hand. ‘Inspector George Elms,’ he said. The man ignored him. He turned to where Emma was standing near to the front window. 
 
    ‘Is no one going to answer me?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve told you already, sir. I have a team of officers working on finding your daughter. We are doing all we can.’ 
 
    ‘So why are you here? And two of you? That’s two more that could be out looking for my daughter, am I right? We’ve had police here pretty much non-stop since she didn’t come home. I’m fed up with it. When you came out the first time it made a lot of sense to me. The officer — what was her name? Whatever. She told me why. She told me that you search the house, Annie’s bedroom — that you look for any reason why she might have gone missing. That all made sense. But you didn’t find any. That should have started the alarm bells, right? She’s never done this before. She’s in trouble. I can feel it. She’s out there somewhere, in trouble, and you people keep coming round here telling me how much you’re doing—’ 
 
    ‘My colleague has told you that we are doing all we can.’ George cut in, his voice a little louder and more forceful. Emma was staring at him, as if making it clear that George needed to answer the man. 
 
    ‘Talk is cheap. Do you have any idea how this feels? To be sat here waiting? I went out earlier, with other people from the area. We were looking for my daughter in the woods, in the rivers, in sheds and outhouses. We were looking everywhere. Have you any idea what it’s like to be out there, terrified that you might find your daughter . . . I can’t even say it.’ He slumped to a sit on the sofa. George gave him a second to compose himself. His body language changed. He finally relaxed a little. George sat next to him. 
 
    ‘My daughter was missing. She’s a lot younger than Annie. She was six at the time. The difference was, I knew she had been taken. And I knew that I might not get her back. I can’t explain the feeling. It’s like a constant pressure, but from the inside, pushing out. I’ve never felt anything like it before or since. I’m not saying that is what has happened to Annie, but from experience, I know exactly how you are feeling. You are the most important people to us now. You are some of the last people to see her. And you know her best. If she has been taken by someone, the statistics tell us that it’ll likely be someone who is known to her. The people that can best tell us about the people she knows are you and your wife. So I make no apologies for coming back here again and again, and I will keep coming back until we have exhausted every last avenue. Every last enquiry. Is that okay?’ 
 
    The man huffed. His stance softened though. ‘You know what it’s like then. Did you get her back? Your daughter?’ 
 
    ‘I did. It was the worst time of my life. But I kept myself as calm as I could manage and I did everything I was told by people who knew what they were doing, who were emotionally separate from the investigation. You can’t make the right choices on something like this when you’re so wrapped up in it. You won’t be thinking rationally. You can’t possibly.’ 
 
    ‘When I get hold of whoever has taken my baby girl, I tell you, I won’t be thinking rationally then.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t expect you to. She works in the city. She commutes there every day. That’s right, isn’t it?’ George wanted to move him on. 
 
    The man nodded. ‘Yeah. That day she was getting a later train. She had a few drinks after work. She wasn’t keen on going. She said that to me. She was sitting right where I am now. She said she wasn’t really bothered but she felt like she always said no. So she went.’ 
 
    ‘And did you speak to her during the night? On the phone, by text or any other way?’ 
 
    ‘No. I mean, I’m her dad, aren’t I? No twenty-year-old girl talks to her dad when she’s on a night out.’ 
 
    ‘They don’t, you’re right,’ George said. ‘Tell us about her friends. Does she have friends in the area that you know of?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, she’s a popular kid, you know. Especially with the lads. It’s a bit of a running joke. I keep saying I need to get myself a shotgun. I was a twenty-year-old bloke once. I know why she’s popular.’ 
 
    ‘Was she out with her friends on the night she didn’t come home?’ 
 
    ‘Workmates. I don’t know them so well. She talks about them a bit, but first name stuff. There’s an Adam, a Matt, two Mels. That’s about right, isn’t it?’ He looked over at his wife. 
 
    ‘Adam. He’s her boyfriend. Well, I think they’re seeing each other. I did tell one of the officers. I don’t know where he lives.’ 
 
    ‘She has a boyfriend?’ The man shook his head. ‘I guess good old dad will always be the last to know.’ 
 
    Emma rounded on Mrs Cox. ‘What do you know about the boyfriend?’ 
 
    ‘Adam. That’s about it. I get the impression they work together. I don’t know if they’re at the same place. She works in insurance. She never seems to be at the same place. She mixes with other companies a lot, I think. Her desk is in Ludlow.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know his surname? Or any nickname, or pet name? Anything that might help us work out who he is?’ George said. 
 
    ‘You think this Adam could be involved?’ The dad spoke. He was back to raging up. His chest and arms tensed. 
 
    ‘We need to speak to him. We don’t know anything, but we should assume he was out with her last night. Or at the very least in contact with her.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll find him for you. He might not be any good to you by the time I’ve finished with him!’ 
 
    ‘That isn’t very helpful at all. And so far you have helped. Let us do our job. It is far more likely that this lad can tell us something that leads to us finding your daughter than him being involved in his disappearance.’ 
 
    ‘Christ, Ken! Let them do their job. We don’t know what’s going on, do we?’ 
 
    ‘No! No we don’t and neither do these clowns!’ He threw his hands in the general direction of George and Emma, and stormed out of the room. George heard some banging noises in the kitchen then the sound of a back door slamming shut. George assumed that he had left the house. It was for the best. 
 
    ‘He’ll be fine when he calms down,’ his wife said. 
 
    ‘He’s angry. I would be too. Trust me, we have no issue with him acting out at all. He needs to vent that somewhere. I’m quite happy for it to be at me. I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name?’ 
 
    ‘Joanna. Joanna Cox. Ken is Annie’s dad.’ 
 
    ‘Okay thanks, Joanna. I’m sure we have contact details for you already, but do you mind if I take your number? Just in case I think of something that might help.’ 
 
    ‘Eh, no. Of course not.’ 
 
    ‘Here.’ George passed her his card and a pen. ‘Just scribble it on the back. Do you know if your daughter was on any social media at all?’ 
 
    ‘I think so, yeah. They are all on it, aren’t they? Kids these days?’ 
 
    ‘They do seem to be, yeah. Are you on any social media?’ 
 
    ‘No. I don’t know what I’m doing with it. I tried Facebook once but I couldn’t make head nor tail.’ 
 
    ‘Does she have a computer here or a tablet or anything?’ 
 
    ‘She has a laptop-tablet thing. It’s, like, an all-in-one. But she uses it for work. She has it with her. At least, she did have . . .’ Joanna was starting to break. She had done well so far. Better than George had expected. She was stronger than she presented. 
 
    ‘Okay, no problem. We need to leave you alone, Mrs Cox. I know this is hard for you. One last thing . . . Did your daughter have any nicknames, any pet names that her mates would use? Or maybe even that you used?’ 
 
    ‘She . . . at school she was Annie, spelt A—N—I. It stood for something, I think. They were just girls being silly, you know. They were in a band, her and her mates. I gave all the details of her close friends to the other police officers. They’re a bit of a distance from here. We moved when she finished school. For Ken’s work.’ 
 
    ‘Understood. Thank you. That’s been very helpful.’ 
 
    George waited for the front door to shut and to be far enough away from the house before he spoke. 
 
    ‘We need to find that boyfriend. I have an intel officer who is a bit of a bloodhound to say the least. I can give her a call?’ 
 
    ‘A bloodhound she might be, but she’s a two-hour car journey away, George.’ 
 
    ‘For the online stuff. Social media. It’s how you find kids these days, right? Or at least find out about their lives.’ 
 
    Emma shrugged. George was relieved she wasn’t putting up walls to him trying to help anymore. ‘Sure, it can’t hurt.’ 
 
    He was already dialling when he got to the end of the drive. 
 
    ‘George. Let me guess? You need something.’ Emily Ryker sounded slightly amused. 
 
    ‘It doesn’t count as help if it’s your job, Ryker.’ 
 
    ‘Oh! I’ll remember that next time you call off-duty!’ 
 
    ‘I literally cannot remember the last time I did that!’ 
 
    ‘You have a short memory, George. Short enough to forget last night, and the night before that. And the night before—’ 
 
    ‘Fine. You got me.’ 
 
    ‘How are you today anyway? You doing okay?’ Ryker loaded up the sarcasm. He ignored it. 
 
    ‘Yeah. I’m getting stuck into finding this girl. You know how I like something to focus on. I need your help, though.’ 
 
    ‘Of course you do. I have a pen and paper. What do you need?’ 
 
    ‘Our missing girl — we’ve just found out she had a boyfriend. Her name is Annie Cox, she might use A.N.I.’ — he spelled the initials — ‘on her social media. His name is Adam something. I need his details. I don’t care how you get them.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. Where does she live, where did she go to school, where does she work and how old is she?’ 
 
    ‘Shit, Ryker. She’s twenty. We’re in Symonds Yat, near Wales. Does that help?’ 
 
    ‘Not a whole lot. Do they work together?’ 
 
    ‘They might.’ 
 
    ‘Well, thanks for the help!’ 
 
    ‘If it was easy, Ryker, I would have called up some Welsh biff to do the checks, wouldn’t I? Now come on, show us what you’ve got. I’ll send you the running log, you’ll get all of her address details, date of birth and anything else they’ve put on there. You’ve found people with less to go on.’ 
 
    ‘True. I’ll get straight on it.’ 
 
    ‘I knew you would.’ George ended the call. He was aware of Emma on his right shoulder. 
 
    ‘Welsh biffs?’ 
 
    He could feel himself blushing. ‘I had to make her feel wanted.’ 
 
    George was relieved when Emma smiled. ‘You really like to push your luck, George, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘You have to do what you can with luck. Lord knows we need it.’ 
 
    ‘What are your plans now?’ 
 
    George sighed. ‘I don’t know. I’m not a fan of waiting around but there’s not much more we can do. I spoke to John Whittaker a little while ago. If anyone knows who has this girl it’s Roberts, right?’ 
 
    ‘He’s a line of enquiry,’ Emma conceded. 
 
    ‘Then we need to talk to him.’ 
 
    ‘If we did, you know he won’t tell us anything, right?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I mean, yes, that was my first thought. We’re probably wasting our time. But we have to do it. We have to ask him the question. Like you said, it’s a relevant line of enquiry.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. And I assume that falls to you, seeing as you’re still the only police officer he’s actually spoken to.’ 
 
    George sighed. ‘It does.’ 
 
    ‘He’s going to enjoy that too. You turning up with your cap in hand, begging for information on a missing girl. That will be a huge thrill.’ 
 
    ‘The power thing? I know. I’m not sure how I’m going to play it yet. One thing I do know is that I can’t turn up with my cap in hand. Asking him to help is a waste of time. We can’t offer him a deal, he’s already got what he wants — he moves today. I’m going to need something else. Something that he can’t refuse.’ 
 
    ‘Any ideas?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet. Luckily it’s a long drive down there.’ 
 
    ‘Are you going now?’ 
 
    ‘No. I would but, like I say, he moves today. When I spoke to Whittaker earlier it didn’t look like it was going to be possible to get in front of him. I’ll stay up here tonight. Let’s see if we get anywhere with the boyfriend and then we’ll go from there. What else do we have going on? I assume CCTV reviews from the trains, etc.?’ 
 
    ‘That’s all in hand. Let’s get back to the nick. We can talk to the team doing the work and find out where we are.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like a place to start.’ 
 
    ‘But, George, for now at least, let’s keep any Henry Roberts link to ourselves.’ 
 
    George watched Emma until she got into her own car. He pulled his phone back out of his pocket. 
 
    ‘What now, George!’ This time Ryker didn’t sound so jovial. 
 
    ‘Sorry, I couldn’t really speak earlier. I need to give you some car details too. A part reg. Can you do what you do with it?’ 
 
    ‘Part reg. You never come to me with a complete picture, do you? Everything’s always cracked, broken or incomplete with you.’ 
 
    ‘You’re the fixer, Ryker. Like I said, anyone can run a full registration number. It takes Emily Ryker to piece together part of one!’ 
 
    ‘What have you got?’ 
 
    ‘A white van. I can’t tell you much more than that as regards the description. It looked like it was transit sized, but I could only see a small section of the back. Just enough to see the last three letters — POJ. What are the chances?’ 
 
    ‘Chances of what? Getting you the vehicle? Depends on a lot of things going right, George. Where did you see it?’ 
 
    ‘On a CCTV camera in Symonds Yat. It was at the estate that belongs to Henry Roberts. It might just be our man.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do what I can. Why couldn’t you speak earlier?’ 
 
    ‘Eh? Oh, Emma was right next to me.’ 
 
    ‘Emma Rowe, the SIO up there? You couldn’t speak in front of her? Surely she needs to know if you have a suspect vehicle?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have a suspect vehicle. I have three letters and a visible white panel that is probably part of a van. I need you to get me more.’ 
 
    ‘Why are you holding back on them, George?’ 
 
    He took a second. He wasn’t sure, really. This was her investigation and she seemed very switched on. ‘I just want to be sure I have the whole registration. I want to know it’s a van for sure. I don’t want coppers out there in marked cars stopping all white vans, or media appeals around those three letters. Anything that could scare our man and make him change his vehicle or push him underground. Or, worse, force his hand. I have to believe that this girl is still alive, Ryker. From what I’ve seen she won’t be harmed until the environment is just so.’ 
 
    ‘And you don’t trust them to do that? You’re not the only one with a brain, you know. I know you think you are sometimes—’ 
 
    ‘They’re terrified, Ryker. I know what you’re thinking! I know in the past I’ve kept information out of a lack of trust. That isn’t it. This whole force, this whole community . . . they’re absolutely terrified. Fear makes people do strange things.’ 
 
    ‘Leave it with me. I’ll do what I can as quickly as I can. Sounds like they’re right to be scared up there, George.’ 
 
    ‘Oh they are, Ryker. They definitely are.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    Once they got back to Hereford Police Station, George made for the uniform sergeant who was leading the missing person investigation. He was a cheery-looking man, both his beard and glasses were neat and thick. 
 
    ‘We’re doing all we can to find her. Usually you get a lass of this age and they turn up looking a bit sheepish, you know. They stayed out one night too many with their boyfriend or girlfriends. I suppose you get to a point where it’s gone too far, where you don’t want to just pick up the phone and call your parents ’cause you know you’ll be in trouble!’ 
 
    George nodded, despite disagreeing with just about every word. ‘And have you got the CCTV from the train yet?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. The transport police are pretty good round here. We get a bit of bother on the trains. They’re pretty slick at getting the stuff downloaded. We normally deal with it, see. The other forces they make them deal with it but we’re so far out we tend to take it on. They really appreciate that.’ 
 
    ‘Has it been viewed?’ 
 
    ‘It has. We found our girl. The train CCTV is very good. We know that she got on. She nearly didn’t, mind! Nearly missed it. She got on the train and then she got off at her normal stop. She was alone the whole time. The footage is clear but she’s not directly in front of a camera unfortunately. She looks like she plays with her phone then falls asleep. There’s really nothing to report.’ 
 
    ‘She was on her own?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, the whole time.’ 
 
    ‘Was there anyone near her?’ 
 
    ‘There were other people on the train. But they were spread out, as you would expect. She didn’t talk to anyone and no one talked to her. We’ve taken a few stills from it so you can see what she was wearing. We’ve got some of the other passengers too, but they’re not great. We spoke to her workmates and she was wearing the same thing when she left them.’ 
 
    ‘So she disappeared between getting off the train and getting home?’ 
 
    ‘She must have.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not a girl who’s stayed over at her boyfriend’s or her girlfriend’s for an extra night then, is it? That’s a girl who was on her way home.’ 
 
    The sergeant’s smile fell away a bit. ‘I never thought of it like that. I guess that’s why you’re the detective, right?’ 
 
    ‘Did you find the boyfriend yet? This Adam fella?’ 
 
    ‘Adam?’ The sergeant looked confused. 
 
    ‘Yes. We spoke to the mother earlier tonight. She said she had told some other coppers about Adam. Annie is seeing someone called Adam apparently. No one seems to know a surname or any other details. Did anyone at work know anything about him?’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Well, no one’s told me about a boyfriend. There are a lot of officers involved, see. We’ve got all the waifs, strays and sick-notes out doing what they can. You know what it’s like! We’ve got no resources so we just put out who we can. It is all being collated. I’ll get it together and have a good look through, see what we’ve got.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds like a good idea. I’ll leave you to it.’ 
 
    ‘Cheerio!’ 
 
    George closed the door behind him and exhaled. He walked back to where Emma was in her office. She was hunched over her computer. 
 
    ‘Your team should be leading this, Emma.’ 
 
    ‘What? Leading what?’ 
 
    ‘The missing person. I just spoke to the uniform skipper who’s currently running it. He seems like a lovely fella but he’s not the man to find her. Is he?’ 
 
    ‘Well I have a couple of DCs overseeing, George. To be honest we shouldn’t really have that much.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean, you shouldn’t have that? This is a possible abduction, right? Down where I come from Major Crime would be—’ 
 
    ‘Then go back! Go back to where you came from, George. You’re only here on my goodwill! Because I could do with some help, but if you want to start dictating how this force should work like the one you’ve come from then your help isn’t needed any more.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, okay. I’m sorry, you’re right. I’m sticking my nose in. Just explain to me why Major Crime are not leading with this so I can get back in my box.’ 
 
    ‘Because, George, no one is saying this is an abduction. On the surface this is just a girl, barely out of her teens, who has not made it home from a night out. We get them reported every day. I’ve got four other missing persons reports, two from foster care, one who didn’t make it back from a party and one who’s suspected of heading to London to meet an older boy. All of them are at risk. All of them need finding and you could say that they are all possible abductions. My team can’t lead the search for everyone. That is why it is a uniform function until we get some sort of confirmation of foul play.’ 
 
    ‘This is different, though. Surely you see that? Annie Cox isn’t missing from foster care. She isn’t sneaking off to see her boyfriend or to go to a party. She’s a young professional who we know was on a train on her own and who went missing somewhere between stepping onto that platform and her home address. She’s never been missing before and she is an exact match in description and MO to three other girls who were murd—’ 
 
    ‘Enough!’ Emma’s voice was almost a shriek. He himself had been getting louder. He came back a lot softer. 
 
    ‘And a Brazen Bull is missing.’ 
 
    Emma stood up. She walked back to her thinking place. She didn’t face outside the window. She turned and stared at George. ‘That house has been targeted for damage and break-ins more times than I can remember. We’ve stopped responding to the calls there. The security guard has become a pain in the arse, calling us up every five minutes just because he doesn’t want to squeeze his fat arse out of that van of his. We both know how much a copper is worth, George. You’ve got some chancer who’s gone in there and taken one of the copper tanks. I reckon they’ll be back for the others too, now they know they’re in there. There isn’t a man, woman or child within twenty square miles or more, who doesn’t know that place is sitting empty. We’re putting two and two together without a shred of anything to prove it. I’ve entertained your abduction theory and I’ve even fuelled it a little — I should have kept the details to myself. But this is nothing more than a missing person investigation until someone can tell me different.’ 
 
    ‘We have to consider it though, right? Forgetting the copper tank. We have to consider that Annie Cox never made it home from the train station having been seen to be travelling alone. How do you explain that?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t. Not right now. Isn’t that just the way all missing persons start out? And the vast majority end up being nothing more than an innocent misunderstanding or someone who maybe doesn’t want to be found for a day or two — for whatever reason. Then they turn up. No harm done.’ 
 
    ‘No harm done!’ George could feel his temperature rising. He wanted to grab the woman and shake her. He wanted to make her see. He took a few moments. Emma turned away from him so she was facing out of the window. 
 
    ‘I know you don’t want this to be true, Emma. I know you, your community, your team out there, your whole police force, you don’t want to be considering that you didn’t get it all when you got Henry Roberts. Your vicar talked about cutting a cancer out. Maybe something was left. Someone. And that someone is out there now, with a twenty-year-old girl hostage and a stack of logs under that missing tank. In fact, forget the tank. I accept that the missing tank could be a chancer thief nicking copper — who only took one. But Annie Cox is not some silly little girl staying out at her boyfriend’s.’ 
 
    ‘We’re running this missing person investigation the same way we run them all. There’s no reason to run it any different. I owe it to those four other missing people, to my team, to my police force as you so eloquently put it. I owe it to them to be consistent and not to be ruled by your gut feeling.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me you don’t have it too? You can’t tell me it’s just me! I’ve seen you work, Emma, you’re as sharp as they come. Does this feel right to you? Any of it?’ 
 
    ‘This conversation is irrelevant and it’s over, George. It’s been a long day. Maybe we should start fresh tomorrow. My uniform colleagues will be working through the night. They are aware that Annie is their priority. Maybe they will make some headway.’ 
 
    ‘Tomorrow? Tomorrow I will be going to see Henry Roberts and I will be asking him who has Annie Cox. And I will be doing that with nothing to offer him. All I will achieve tomorrow is delighting Henry Roberts. If you could only put your team of detectives on this, they could get us a lead, something that I can at least pretend that we—’ 
 
    ‘GEORGE!’ Emma suddenly exploded. She had been facing away and it caught George out completely. She was red faced. Her eyes bulged. Her chest rose and fell. He had gone too far. 
 
    ‘Fine. Okay, I’m sorry. I’m not here to make your life more difficult. I should know my place.’ 
 
    Emma‘s head fell forward in a sigh. ‘We’ll start again. Tomorrow.’ 
 
    George agreed and left quickly. He waited until he was out of the building before he let rip with a series of profanities into the swiftly darkening sky. His phone buzzed as he got back to his car. Emily had found Annie Cox’s Facebook and Instagram pages. They featured the same male a number of times. He had a surname — Faith. Adam Faith. George couldn’t help but curl his lip. It was very apt. Adam Faith’s Facebook page also listed his occupation as a PE teacher at a secondary school in Monmouth. He would be simple to find. He forwarded the message on to Emma. She could send whoever she wanted out to follow that line of enquiry. George knew it wouldn’t matter anyway. Adam Faith hadn’t abducted Annie Cox. Adam Faith wasn’t going to kill her if they couldn’t find her in time. But someone else had that intention. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    She could only jerk her head. Her hands were still trussed up tight against the side of the van. Her mouth was taped up too. She breathed heavily through her nose in her panic. It suited his needs; the deeper she breathed, the quicker and deeper she took down the substance. He felt her slump unconscious. It wasn’t a big shot but he still took the rag away instantly. He just needed enough time to fuel up the van. 
 
    The van was parked down a quiet country road he had picked out when he saw the sign for the dead end. It was better than he’d imagined. Down the end of the lane was just a turning circle surrounded by trees and woodland, the houses having run out fifty yards back. Complete privacy. He pulled back up to the main road and turned left. In less than a minute he passed a service entrance to the Eurotunnel site on his nearside. He went straight over the next roundabout and the petrol station was on his left. The traffic passing through was steady but there were plenty of pumps. He pulled up to the one at the far end. He could see movement at the window: a young girl serving someone. He fixed on her as the diesel pumped. Even from this distance he could see she was attractive. She was slim, not very tall but perfectly formed. Her blonde hair was tied off and ran behind her back. The pump shuddered and cut out. His tank was full. 
 
    It was busy in the shop. There was a queue for the four tills. The blonde girl was at the first one. Someone shuffled forward to her and she smiled warmly. He took a few steps. He wanted to be closer. He heard someone huff in his ear. He’d stepped right in front of them as he’d bustled in. He’d not even noticed. He didn’t care. He gazed back at the girl and she looked up suddenly, as if she could sense him staring. Maybe she wanted him to. Whatever, he ducked into an aisle and bit down onto his knuckles. He ostensibly browsed the ready-meals and sandwiches. He’d just come in to pay for the diesel. But she had seen him! 
 
    He moved to the back of the shop. He needed to find something to buy, an excuse for ducking down the aisle rather than going straight to the tills. A door opened that he hadn’t noticed nestled in a row of fridges. A man in the filling station’s uniform stepped through and nodded a greeting. He ignored him. The man walked away briskly like he had somewhere to be. The door, in contrast, was swinging shut slowly. His eyes were drawn to a white piece of paper fixed to the middle of the door. It had strips of highlighted pen through it. He moved closer. It was the staff rota: a table of names and dates with shift start and finish times. The top two names were the only females: Sadie and Gill. He only had a couple of seconds before the door clicked shut. He took in what he could. 
 
    He picked up a packet of crisps. Something he could take to the tills. The queue was shorter by now, just one person in front of him. There were three tills in operation. The blonde was directly in front of him but he couldn’t get a clear view. The man in front was short but wide. He was dressed head to toe in high-visibility orange. He wore safety boots and had HIGHWAYS emblazoned across his back. He stepped forward towards the blonde. Her till was free. 
 
    ‘’Ello darlin’!’ He was brash; he talked like he didn’t care who was listening. His stride was a wide swagger. The girl smiled, but it was a nervous smile and she flushed red. The colour seemed to rise up from her chest and neck. She said something back but her voice was too low to travel. 
 
    ‘Yeah, number four! An’ a lucky dip. Seein’ you in ’ere I suddenly got the feelin’ this might be my lucky day!’ 
 
    He was starting to panic now. At the third till someone was still pouring items onto the counter, but at the next till along, the woman there was nearly done. They were making small talk before she left. The Highways man was done too. But he was still talking. He held a drink and some crisps in his hands. He had stuffed the lottery ticket in his pocket. He was promising to take her somewhere special whether he won or not. He laughed out loud with it. 
 
    The tension was so bad that his stomach twisted and his breath was shallow. This was just how his panic attacks would start. He wanted to shout out. He wanted to lash out and with something sharp. He wanted to run it through this wide fluorescent orange back. He would silence the mouth at the other side of it forever. 
 
    ‘Can I help you?’ His violent reverie was interrupted by an urgent voice and he felt a tap on his shoulder — someone making him aware from behind. The woman at till number three was leaning forward looking expectant. He cursed under his breath and stepped towards her reluctantly, his head down. Suddenly his periphery filled with a thick shape — a blur of orange. He stopped still. 
 
    ‘Sorry, bruv!’ The Highways man stepped across him. He kept his eyes down until he passed. He lifted them to meet with the lady behind till number three. 
 
    ‘Bit full of himself that one!’ She turned to her right to address the girl at the first till, ‘Sadie! I think he liked you!’ 
 
    He chanced a look over. She was still smiling nervously but the red tinge to her skin was deeper, more pronounced, like she burned with embarrassment that the Highways piece of shit had even spoken to her. He could understand it. But she shouldn’t be embarrassed. It wasn’t her fault. He lingered on her. He was closer now. Close enough to see that she had subtle colour to her lips and he could see the detail in her hair. It fell down her back in an elaborate French plait. She wore a white shirt that fitted snugly over her breasts and tucked into a black skirt around a slim waist. She had a brightness about her. A purity. ‘Sadie . . .’ he murmured. 
 
    ‘You okay, love?’ 
 
    He snapped back to the older woman in front of him. He mumbled his apology, put the crisps on the counter and gave his pump number. He paid in silence and walked as quickly as he could back out to his van. He pulled the door shut. His hands shook as he rested them on the steering wheel. He watched the Highways marked van pull off the forecourt in front of him. The man with the swagger went with it. But he would be back. He had seen a load of their vehicles just up the road where a section of the motorway was dug up. This was the closest garage. 
 
    He moved his van a short distance to the area marked staff parking. It was round the side of the building. There were two doors, solid-looking and firmly shut. These would be the staff doors, he reckoned. He just needed to confirm. He’d waited only ten minutes when the furthest door swung outwards. It had a push bar on the inside, the sort that would lock shut if you pushed it closed. An overweight man in a shop-issue white shirt and black trousers stepped out. He lit a cigarette, took a long drag and lifted his head to blow the smoke back out. It whirled and raced around his head before dissipating into the late afternoon. The man didn’t seem to take any notice of the van in the staff parking area. 
 
    He still waited for the man to finish his cigarette and go back in. He didn’t want to draw attention to himself. He didn’t want anyone to be able to say that they had seen a van hanging around by the door if questions were asked. 
 
    When the door finally slammed shut, he pulled away and left the petrol station. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
    George actually slept soundly, something he rarely did at the best of times. Somehow he had managed to purge all the worries, the frustration and the horrific images — either that or it was just a reflection of how tired he was. He had slept with the balcony door open and he was still close enough to hear the gentle shushing and gurgling of the River Wye. Perhaps this was the sound that had lulled him to sleep. He stepped back out on the balcony just after 5 a.m. He nearly didn’t set the alarm. He couldn’t remember the last time he had needed one. Today he was glad he did. The view was even more beautiful at that time in the morning. The sun was still hidden behind the valley so the whole image was presented with a grey, misty hue. The river still made its noises at the base of the hills and the trees swayed in a gentle wind. The whole scene was shuffling along in perfect time and it was all natural — not a soul in sight. 
 
    In fact George didn’t notice other traffic until he was well on the way to Gloucester. The sun was still low enough for him to pull the visor down and he was surprised to hear his phone ringing through the car speakers. 
 
    ‘Major! What the hell are you doing up at this time of the morning?’ 
 
    ‘Well, what would you know? I got woken up by a bloody text message, didn’t I? Lord knows who would send one of those at five bloody thirty in the morning.’ 
 
    ‘Oh! Sorry about that. I assumed it would quietly sit on your phone until you sat up with your morning tea.’ George had considered waiting before sending his message, but he was a man who liked to do things while he was thinking about them. It was just a few lines to tell Whittaker that he was heading back, that he still wanted to speak to Roberts but he was going to make a diversion. George guessed that it was the diversion reference that had prompted Whittaker’s call. His chief inspector knew George’s reputation better than anyone and, in the past, diversions often meant trouble. 
 
    ‘No. It had the effect of forcing me to make the damned morning tea in an effort to appease the enemy. My wife is not a woman who enjoys a text message tone as an alarm call, George.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that I can understand. Please, pass on my apologies!’ 
 
    ‘I will do no such thing. I fear that would serve to just prod the beast. Which, I might add, is something that now appears to be even further away following your antics.’ 
 
    ‘I see. Well, thank you for making me aware.’ 
 
    ‘Too much information, George? You can’t complain now. You wake her, you upset her. You have to accept the gory details of a nonexistent love life.’ 
 
    ‘Is that why you called, Major? To talk about your enforced celibacy?’ 
 
    ‘Well, no actually. But it feels bloody good to get it off my chest, old boy!’ Whittaker laughed. He had a powerful guffaw when he really laughed. George couldn’t help but smile himself. He was still thundering down the motorway. 
 
    ‘So, how can I help?’ 
 
    ‘Your message. You’re heading back. You mention a diversion — anything I need to know about?’ 
 
    ‘Not really, Major. I had a bit of a run-in with Emma up here last night. They’re still treating their missing girl as a standard misper. I think I understand why, but they really shouldn’t be. Emma knows it too. She has a good nose, I can tell. She must have the same gut feeling as me — all the signs are there.’ 
 
    ‘A run-in? Did you leave on good terms? We’re still going to need a working relationship with them, George.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, of course. We didn’t fall out. I backed off. I could tell I needed to. I just need her to see. But she’s so stubborn, Major . . .’ 
 
    ‘I can’t imagine what you mean, George, never having had to manage anyone like that before.’ 
 
    ‘Point taken. I’m only stubborn when I’m right, though, Major. That’s when I dig my heels in. I think she’s digging her heels in because she doesn’t want to be right. She’s burying her head. The whole force is. No one wants to be the one who admits that they’ve got another abduction. Another girl in real danger on their ground.’ 
 
    ‘And now you’ve got to go and talk to Roberts with nothing more than a prayer. I know you said you wanted to avoid that.’ 
 
    ‘I did. That’s what the diversion is about.’ 
 
    ‘Go on?’ 
 
    ‘I was reading back through everything that we have. I looked at his custody notes. He’s had consistent medical staff the whole time. While he was at HMP there were two nurses and the doctor we met down at the secure unit in Langthorne. The same personnel are going to be continuing with his care. I figure that the nurses probably know him as well as anyone. Certainly they would know what he wants or needs. He might even have dropped his guard around them enough for them to give me something I can use. Anything!’ 
 
    ‘I can hear the desperation from here, George. You’re not talking about withdrawing or withholding treatment, are you? Or to use its proper name — torture?’ 
 
    ‘Now there’s a thought! But no. Unfortunately I wouldn’t get that past my line manager. But Roberts has needs. Everyone does. I know he got his move, his view and his place to die, but there might be something else. It’s a long shot, Major, but I am all out of ideas.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. So how does that look? You drop round for a cup of tea with the nurse and ask her what you can use in exchange for him telling you who he was working with and who might now have abducted another young girl?’ 
 
    ‘Well, when you put it like that . . . I don’t know, Major, if I’m honest. I’m not sure what it looks like. I just need to get in front of her. We can have a chat and go from there.’ 
 
    ‘It can’t do any harm.’ 
 
    ‘I need your help, though. From the operation order covering his transfer it looks like the nurses are working opposite shifts and the doc is kinda fitting in as and when. Two females, I forget their names. I want to speak to one of the nurses away from that place. They might be more relaxed talking to me in their own homes.’ 
 
    ‘Where there’s no CCTV? No record of the conversation even?’ 
 
    George smiled at his screen. ‘Am I really so transparent, Major?’ 
 
    ‘Like a cell window I saw recently.’ 
 
    ‘Well, fine! Can you confirm whoever isn’t working today and where they live? I think they’re both in the south London area. I’m aiming on getting there for when one of them gets in from her night shift.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t get any information from me, George.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘I have boxes of files around this fella. I know the working patterns and staff details are in there somewhere. I will hook them out and send them through to you.’ 
 
    ‘Ideal. How was moving day? And leave out the bit where that animal first walks into his cell-with-a-view.’ 
 
    ‘Fine, actually. We never got anywhere near him to be honest, George. The prison service did all the transport and the hands-on stuff. The place was finished with about twenty minutes to spare, I think. Some of the security bits are still out of sync, but no one’s too concerned. Even from a distance, George, he’s not a well man.’ 
 
    ‘What is the latest?’ 
 
    ‘He’s deteriorating. The doc reported that they drained some fluid from his lung so he was strong enough to move. Without treatment, it’s going to fill back up and stop him breathing. He’s too weak to be treated anyway. It might be days now.’ 
 
    ‘So we’re running out of time here, Major. Can he still speak?’ 
 
    ‘To you? I bet he’d love to.’ 
 
    ‘I bet he would. I need to see him today.’ 
 
    ‘Let me know when you’re done with your nurse friend. I’ll try and make it happen this afternoon. I did some groundwork yesterday. There was some resistance to it, though. Everyone’s shit scared of his solicitors. Would it be a formal chat? Something under caution?’ 
 
    ‘I’d rather it wasn’t. I don’t really want to be reminding him of his rights.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you would say that.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Major. Send those details through. I’ll stay in touch.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    George was on the outskirts of south London by the time the Major sent address details for the nurse due home from her night shift with Roberts. He diverted immediately. It was a nice street: tight housing but tree-lined and with bay window features and patterned fronts. The nurse’s name was included: Camille Bisset. CB, he mused. She was a French national, apparently, but a long-time UK resident. Her house was in the very middle of the row. Though her neighbour’s property was pristine: hanging baskets bursting with colour, neat slatted blinds and a spotless front door, Nurse Bisset’s frontage was not quite so appealing. The curtains were drawn tightly and there were no obvious signs of life. George knocked firmly. He left it a minute until he knocked again. He stepped back and looked around. The traffic going past was steady and there were a couple of people out on foot. No one was taking any notice of him. He checked his watch: 8:30 a.m. Plenty of time for her to have finished her shift at 7 a.m. and to be back by now. He didn’t think it was enough time to be home and asleep. He knocked again. He followed it up by squatting and peering through the letterbox. He could see through to a kitchen at the back, some stairs off to the left and some mail on the floor. No real belongings. It didn’t have the feel of a house in use. He stepped back again. Further this time so he could see the first floor. More drawn curtains. The windows were all sealed shut. He turned to the sound of a door closing behind him. Someone stepped away from the house opposite. 
 
    ‘Excuse me!’ He called out. A young woman stopped in the midst of a long stride. She seemed to be in a rush. 
 
    ‘Can I help?’ 
 
    ‘Do you know the young lady who lives here at all?’ 
 
    ‘And who are you?’ She was clearly annoyed. 
 
    ‘Sorry.’ George hurriedly crossed the street. He pulled his warrant card from his pocket and held it out. ‘I’m a police officer. She’s not in any trouble at all. I had an appointment to see her this morning. She’s helping us out with some enquiries is all. Have you seen her today?’ 
 
    The woman shrugged. ‘No, not for a while. I know Dee next to her — the house with all the flowers. They seem quite close. I’ve seen them talking often anyway. I haven’t seen her for a few weeks if I’m honest. I still see Dee. Actually, I think your appointment might have moved out.’ 
 
    ‘Dee, you say?’ 
 
    ‘Deanna, yeah. Directly next door.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks for your help.’ He moved back across the road. 
 
    Dee wasn’t answering either. The expensive-looking blinds were angled so he couldn’t quite see in. The sort of deliberate angle if you were heading out for the morning. George wasn’t getting anywhere here. He wasn’t hopeful that his nurse was here anyway. He wrote a note on his own business card asking for a call back. He dropped it through Deanna’s door. He hoped she would see the police reference and be spooked enough to call him straight away. 
 
    George gave the address one last look and walked back to his car. His attention moved to his phone. 
 
    ‘George. How did it go?’ Whittaker picked up fast. 
 
    ‘It didn’t. She’s not in,’ George replied. 
 
    ‘Ah. She can’t have gone straight home. Are you going to wait around?’ 
 
    ‘No. I don’t think it’s a current address.’ 
 
    ‘I see. That’s the address I have. It’s the only address I have. Do you want me to put a call into the prison and see if their HR team have any update?’ 
 
    ‘No, don’t worry. They’ll just ask why. I’d rather the prison were out of the loop when it comes to me pumping their staff members for information that is verging on a breach of medical standards. What about the doctor? Did you have an address for him?’ 
 
    ‘I do remember seeing one. But he was with Roberts all day yesterday. He’ll probably be back there today. There’s a fair bit for him to do.’ 
 
    ‘So I might be able to speak to him later when I see Roberts? If he’s there, I mean. Doctors are more used to being tight-lipped, I probably won’t get too much out of him anyway.’ 
 
    ‘You might be right. Let me follow up on yesterday, George, and make sure I can even get you in there first. That’s proving to be more of a challenge than I expected.’ 
 
    ‘Understood. Work that charm you keep telling me about.’ 
 
    George’s next call was to Emily Ryker. 
 
    ‘Patience is not really your thing, is it, George? I was going to ring you when I was finished.’ 
 
    ‘Now you don’t have to.’ 
 
    ‘Who says I’m finished?’ 
 
    ‘What have you got so far? I’m parked up and trying to work out where I should be going next, Ryker. I wondered if you had anything that might help.’ 
 
    ‘I might have. I’m still trying to flesh it out down here, so don’t go off half-cocked. If you’d waited until I’d finished I could have given you definites.’ 
 
    ‘What have you got?’ 
 
    ‘The part reg. I ran it through the national ANPR system. I got a lot of hits. I narrowed it down a bit — to your neck of the woods, wherever the hell that is. I got very little. There aren’t many fixed ANPR points on the road network up there. The Severn Bridge is about it really.’ 
 
    ‘Very little is something, right?’ 
 
    ‘Very little is nothing, actually. The part reg hits I did get weren’t white panel vans. They were any number of other things. That was the best I could do out of hours last night. This morning I was able to talk to someone who has access to a much juicier database.’ 
 
    ‘Only an intel officer could ever refer to a database as juicy.’ 
 
    ‘Oh trust me, George, this is some juicy shit. This is the one that shows ANPR hits for the private companies. A lot of car parks now for theatres, airports, venues, councils — you name it, they all monitor their car parks by ANPR. It’s linked to your parking ticket. Not to mention petrol station forecourts and so on, and so on.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ George sat up a little straighter, he could sense the excitement in Ryker’s voice. 
 
    ‘And they log the details. I got a hit on a van. At a supermarket two days ago. A white, Renault panel van — MC17 POJ. It’s on the outskirts of a place called Ross-on-Wye. That’s right in among it, right?’ 
 
    ‘It is, yeah.’ 
 
    ‘I made a call to the supermarket this morning. I had a little bit of to and fro — I had to give them the old, do you know who I am. Anyway, they’ve burned the CCTV. It should be ready for you to collect by now. I got them to view it quick, too. They would only watch a few seconds. It’s the camera that covers the car park. It shows the van pull in, it shows a white male get out and enter the store. They assured me they’ll get a still of his face — the cameras are good in there apparently and they could see that he went in. They were going to go and check the other cameras and come back to me but seeing as you jumped the gun you can take that up with them.’ 
 
    ‘That’s brilliant, Ryker! Outstanding. I guess I shouldn’t expect any less from you, should I? Can you send me the store details? I’ll call the SIO and get that picked up.’ 
 
    ‘No problemo. It gets better, too. And when I say it gets better, I mean I get better. I ran the van on PNC. It’s registered to a hire car company in Ross-on-Wye.’ 
 
    ‘So we can get details on who has it?’ 
 
    ‘We can. I’m on it. But they might not do that over the phone. That’ll probably need one of us stood there in uniform. Hire car companies are generally very wary about giving out details over the phone.’ 
 
    ‘I knew you were the right person to call, Ryker. You’re gonna find this girl on your own and from two hundred miles away!’ 
 
    ‘Funny you should mention the distance. With the full registration I was then able to run it on the nationwide ANPR system again. This is where your problem comes.’ 
 
    ‘Problem?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Your plates are gonna be a clone, George. An identical-looking van also pops up at a petrol station and then again at the Dartford River Crossing. Suddenly that’s a long way from where you are.’ 
 
    ‘The DRC? Do we know which direction?’ 
 
    ‘Southbound.’ 
 
    ‘Southbound DRC. When? Are the times right?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes and no. I mean, it’s the next day so it’s possible. But why would the van leave Ross-on-whatever and then effectively head south — right towards us here?’ 
 
    ‘On the same day that our man is moved in the same direction. Coincidence?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, shit. Is this the bit where you tell me what you detectives think about coincidences? Spare me, George, I’ve heard it all before. No one knows that he was even being moved — that’s what you told me — let alone the day it was happening.’ 
 
    ‘Unless someone did.’ 
 
    ‘How? No one in Herefordshire even knew until a couple of days ago.’ 
 
    ‘Roberts knew.’ 
 
    ‘Roberts? He did. But no visitors, no letters in or out, no contact with the outside world and no one who cares enough anyway. How could he get word out?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, Ryker. I really don’t know. Good work on the van. Any more hits?’ 
 
    ‘Not as of a few minutes ago. I have an alert in place.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent. Look, send those details through. I’ll give Emma a call and get someone out to the hire car company and the supermarket. That’s good work, Ryker.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    ‘Of course you do.’ 
 
    He checked his watch as his phone fell silent. It was still early, but not too early to start making calls. He hesitated about calling Emma. He didn’t want to get into a conversation with her about how he had got hold of the information. He just needed her to get someone out on enquiries — without delay. His phone beeped with a message from Ryker. It had details of the hire car company and the supermarket. He pressed to forward it on. He selected Emma’s name and sent it. He followed it up with a message he hoped would be simple enough. 
 
    ‘URGENT — Emma — this is the van that may contain your missing person. Can you get someone to go see the hire car company for a name? The supermarket have CCTV that will contain an image of him too. I’ll explain shortly!’ 
 
    He pressed to send. The phone made a noise confirming it had gone. Immediately the message showed two ticks next to it. Emma had received the message. The phone announced that she was typing. His phone vibrated. 
 
    ‘Okay.’ 
 
    That would have to do. She was obviously still upset with him, but none of that mattered for now. As long as she got that enquiry started. He considered calling her, just to smooth it over and to make sure she was on board. He made a decision and moved his hand to the car key. If that van was heading south he should be doing the same. 
 
    It was another forty minutes of motorway and silence before his phone rang again. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ 
 
    ‘Is that George Elms?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Hi, this is Deanna Dean. I think you put a note through my door?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, yes I did. Thanks so much for calling me back.’ George was feeling tired all of a sudden. He shook his head. The sign for the Maidstone services flashed past. He would let her tell him that she didn’t have a forwarding address for his nurse and then he’d stop off for a coffee and freshen up. 
 
    ‘That’s okay.’ She sounded unsure, a little fragile almost. Like she was waiting for him to announce terrible news. 
 
    ‘Look, Dee, it’s nothing to worry about, okay? It’s actually nothing to do with you. I was after your neighbour. We had an appointment this morning for a chat. She’s helping me out with our enquiries. You have a nurse next to you, right?’ 
 
    ‘Cam?’ 
 
    ‘Camille Bisset, yes.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s right. And she made an appointment to see you there?’ Deanna suddenly sounded very unsure. 
 
    ‘Well, yes and no. We made an appointment but I didn’t check the address because I’m horribly incompetent at times. We have that place on our system. It never crossed my mind that she might not be there.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, I see. That makes sense. She moved out about four weeks ago or something, I think.’ 
 
    ‘Are you still in touch with her?’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m afraid not. What makes you think we were in touch at all? She just used to live next door.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, no problem. I spoke to another neighbour. Someone over the road. She said that you guys might have been friends is all.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I mean, we weren’t really friends. She was nice, but when we spoke it was just to say hello over the wall. And she helped Tommy with his costume. She’s very talented, see. A little too talented actually.’ 
 
    He started to slow for the slip-off to a rest and a coffee. ‘Costume? She’s a nurse, though, right?’ 
 
    ‘I think so, yeah. But she said she used to work for a studio. One in London. She obviously loved it. I just don’t think it was regular enough or something.’ 
 
    ‘A studio?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. She said she did makeup there. A proper makeup artist. It came up when we were talking about trick-or-treating. At Halloween. Tommy was going out. He’s my ten-year-old boy. She said she would do his makeup. I’ll be honest, I didn’t like it. Like I said, she was too good. It was supposed to be a bit of a laugh, a bit of fake blood round the lips and silly string. She took it real serious. He looked like the walking dead by the end of it! I didn’t like it at all, seeing my son like that. He looked ill!’ 
 
    ‘Ill?’ George sat bolt upright. He felt his stomach turn over. His voice rasped from a throat that was suddenly closing up. 
 
    ‘Yeah, very ill. Pale face, black lips, black round his eyes. It was awful! She meant well, though, so I didn’t say anything.’ 
 
    George cleared his throat the best he could. ‘I’m sure she did. Did she say where she was going? When she moved?’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t, no. I don’t have any forwarding details I’m afraid. We were just neighbours.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Thanks for your help.’ 
 
    ‘No problem. I don’t think I’ve helped at all, have I?’ She chuckled down the phone. 
 
    ‘Well, it’s not the answer I was hoping for, but you’ve been great.’ George pushed the accelerator and moved back out into the outside lane. The services flashed past in a blur of colour. He didn’t feel sleepy anymore. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    George could see Whittaker at the rendezvous point agreed over the phone: the pub car park of The Valiant Sailor in Capel-le-Ferne, less than a minute from the secure unit housing Roberts. Whittaker stepped out of the back of a police van as George pulled up. 
 
    ‘What is this all about, George?’ Whittaker stiffened his back. He looked agitated. ‘Do you have any idea of the politics involved in a stunt like this?’ He was agitated. 
 
    ‘I do. This isn’t a stunt, Major. Did you make contact with anyone in there yet?’ 
 
    ‘No. I used the dedicated line — no answer.’ 
 
    ‘No answer?’ 
 
    ‘Well, no, but that’s assuming it’s actually ringing in there. They were still putting bits together when I left. I told you, I could have just knocked on the door and avoided all this. I’m not overly concerned.’ 
 
    ‘I am, Major. We shouldn’t have put him in there until it was ready.’ 
 
    ‘Come on, George. The man’s come here to die. He’s as weak as a kitten. They had to stabilise him to transport him down here.’ 
 
    ‘I get that. Did you bring a team?’ 
 
    ‘I got what I could. I had a tactical team that were relatively close by. They were in the middle of dismantling a cannabis cultivation. They’re a bit pissed off. I couldn’t really tell them why they’re here.’ 
 
    ‘Are they ready to go?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. But what do you want them to do?’ 
 
    ‘Just like you said. We go up to the door and knock.’ 
 
    George got back into his car. The Major walked to the van. George could see the officer in the driver’s seat. He shook his head, then he turned and looked at George. He looked confused. He quickly turned away again. The Major stepped back out. He walked to George’s car and sat in the passenger seat. 
 
    ‘We’ll follow them down. They’ll do the knocking.’ Whittaker got in the car. 
 
    ‘Understood.’ 
 
    The house came quickly into view. The perimeter fence was new. It was lower than George would have expected on a secure unit, but he knew they were trying to stay under the radar for now. No one wanted to advertise that the new occupant was a Category A prisoner at this stage; eight-foot razor wire might well have done that. The vehicle gate was sturdy however. The van stopped at it. George could see cameras hanging down to driver height. An arm came out of the van and pushed something on a silver panel. George waited. It was maybe thirty seconds until the same arm came out again. Another thirty seconds passed. Then it was a minute. The van shook. The side door popped. Boots hit the floor as the team stepped out. The woman wearing sergeant’s stripes walked to Whittaker’s window. 
 
    ‘We’re not getting any answer, sir. On the intercom, I mean. It just rings. Did you want to try the phone number you have again?’ 
 
    Whittaker turned to George. His anger seemed to have given way to concern. ‘This is what you were expecting, wasn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘We just need to get in there, Major.’ 
 
    The tactical team vaulted the gate in turn. A couple of them took long, clear-plastic shields. They jogged towards the building. The lead man carried a heavy enforcer and a wrecking bar. George followed them over. Whittaker was a little slower. The team stopped at the main entrance. George looked at the enforcer. It was used for smashing through wooden and UPVC front doors. He didn’t quite know how they might gain entry into a secure unit if no one was letting them in. 
 
    He needn’t have worried. The lead officer pulled at the door. It swung outwards immediately. It was supposed to be locked tight. It caught them all out, they were too close and they had to shuffle backwards. They stepped in. 
 
    ‘What the hell?’ Whittaker exclaimed. George ignored him. He moved into the lobby with the tactical team. The first thing he noticed was the darkness, then the silence. It hadn’t exactly been operational the last time he had been here but the silence was more prevalent. The panels and cameras for scanning prints and retinas were still dark, but it was quieter. He got the feeling that it wasn’t just the security that wasn’t working. He looked at the door to the airlock corridor and remembered that it was powered differently and, sure enough, there was a small red light. He looked through to the airlock and briefly considered that they wouldn’t all fit, that they might have to go through in two groups. A gloved hand pushed at the first door, for entering the corridor. It didn’t budge. George looked into the gloom. He could just make out the other end of the corridor and a slit of light where the door was propped open. He squinted. There was something jammed in the bottom of the door. He couldn’t make out what it was. 
 
    ‘You can’t open this door. The far one is open,’ he said. The window in the door was small. The tactical team bumped into one another and craned their necks to see through. The sergeant stepped back. She ran her hands down the steel sill of the door. It was flush to the steel rim. ‘There’s no way we’re getting a rabbit in there. I assume the glass is reinforced? That’s assuming anyone could fit.’ 
 
    The rabbit. A hydraulic arm with a claw at the end that could be pushed into a gap in a door and then pumped to split the two apart. It was an effective opener in the right circumstances. These were not the right circumstances. 
 
    ‘We need another way in,’ George said. 
 
    The team turned towards the front door. George stayed in the lobby. He pressed himself back up against the window. Whittaker stood next to him. 
 
    ‘Do you have a torch I could borrow?’ George said. The nearest officer nodded and pulled a torch from a pouch on his belt. He handed it over. George pushed it up against the window. 
 
    ‘What’s going on, George?’ Whittaker was craning to see in himself. The torch lit up the scene a little better at the far end of the corridor. ‘Where the hell are the security guards?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t see much of the inside, Major. I might be able to vouch for one of the guards though.’ 
 
    ‘You can see one? What the hell is he doing?’ 
 
    ‘At a guess, he’s propping the door open, Major. With his head.’ 
 
    George and Whittaker moved back outside. One of the team had returned for bolt-croppers and they were making a start on a side gate on the west side of the building. The fence was a little higher here, some barbed wire along the top. It was subtle, but this close George could see the lethal little barbs. The team quickly gave up on the gate and moved on to the fence. It was a thin mesh of steel. They would need to cut a gap. It was slow going. The team’s movements were noticeably more urgent. Whittaker was shuffling from foot to foot next to him. George felt calmer. He already knew there was nothing inside to rush for. They were too late. 
 
    It took nearly ten minutes for enough of the fence to be cut. The team pushed through the last bit and jogged to the other side. George stooped through the gap. The Major was already ahead of him. He watched the team move round the building. The new turf was soft underfoot. That big window at the rear loomed above them. George pushed himself against it as the team moved to the double doors that were off to the side. The doors were caged in by the same steel mesh used in the fencing. They made a start. George turned his attention to the glass window. From this side, it was heavily smoked, but he could just about make out the interior. He moved to the far left, to look into the cell. It was empty. The bed had ruffled sheets and an upturned beaker with water pooling beneath it. Signs of a disturbance maybe? The restraints were undone but they looked out of use rather than cut or forced. He moved across the window so he could take in the open-plan lower level. Nothing much was out of place here, no further signs of disturbance. He could see a couple of pizza boxes stacked on a table top, a jug of water and more beakers. Everything else looked like it was where it should be. He couldn’t see much of the upstairs, the mezzanine level. He took a few steps back to take in the whole of the back. The tactical team were still cutting through the mesh to get to the only door that was visible at the rear of the building. George could tell they were struggling. Whittaker was standing over with them. George turned out to sea, his vision lifted beyond the thin, mesh fence. 
 
    ‘George!’ Whittaker’s voice. He sounded excited. George turned to him. The team were pushing through the fence. He jogged towards them. The back doors hung open. They were in. 
 
    Despite that huge window, the house was dim. The alcove and offices tucked off the main, open-plan room were silent and dark. One of the officers flicked a light switch — nothing happened. The sergeant barked at George and Whittaker to stay outside. The tactical team started in formation, moving through the house, room by room, void by void, searching for anyone or anything. George and Whittaker both ignored the instruction. They moved into the ground floor. George was close to the cell door. It hung open. He moved to the pizza boxes. A local supplier. There were just crumbs left. 
 
    ‘Contact!’ A shout from the tactical team. George and Whittaker exchanged a quick glance then moved towards the voice. They were in a small area that led through to the first of the airlock doors, the door that George had seen from the other side. Two of the team were kneeling down. Others were turning away. The sergeant turned right back towards them. 
 
    ‘Oh God!’ She gagged a little. George kept moving. He got closer. A young girl in nurse’s uniform. Navy blue scrubs, the soles of her flat shoes were lying towards him. The blood was thick on the floor. The blood pool was a little disturbed where she had been dragged a few feet to act as a door wedge. There were no other signs of disturbance, no obvious defensive wounds. George had seen scenes like it before. This wasn’t a fight. This was a woman who never even had the chance to fight. The blood was localised as if it had flowed smoothly out rather than there being any splatter. She might not have even seen it coming. And she was definitely dead. George could see the eyes now. They were looking down her body, towards where George was standing at her feet. The angle of the head was unnatural. He could see the slit across her neck. It was jagged, untidy and deep. So deep that George reckoned that was why she was at an angle. He’d damn near cut her head right off. The other members of the team were turning away one by one. Their half-hearted attempts to find a pulse, to consider CPR, had all come to an end. There was nothing anyone could do. George couldn’t turn away. He was transfixed by those sorry eyes. She looked young to him, no older than thirty. Such a waste of a life. 
 
    ‘What a mess we have up here, George!’ Whittaker was on his shoulder. 
 
    ‘It’s gonna take some clearing up, sir.’ Suddenly his attention jerked to a loud banging noise off to their left. The tactical officers were milling about, but they all snapped to it too. Then there was a voice — a cry for help. It was coming from the holding area George had seen on his tour. The door to it was shut this time however. One of the team wrenched it open. Immediately people poured out with excited wails and cries as they saw the police uniforms. 
 
    ‘Oh thank God! Thank God!’ A well-built prison guard was first out. He stumbled and the tactical team held him up. George stepped up to him. 
 
    ‘What the hell happened?’ 
 
    The man shook his head, like he was shaking it free. ‘He was so weak . . . one minute he was so weak, we were waiting for him to die — then he just raised up like he was possessed! I’ve never seen anything like it. There was someone else here too. It was just a pizza delivery — I didn’t think nothing of it. I thought someone had got one in! We never stood a chance. He was going to kill us all!’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘The guy with the pizza. He had a gun, for fuck’s sake! He never said nothing, just waved it around. But Roberts . . . he got a knife, a huge fucking blade. I got no idea where it came from! It was a big, curved thing. Like a sword almost. He said no one had to get hurt. He said we just needed to get into the holding cell. That was it. We did what we were told. We all got families to get back to, you know?’ 
 
    ‘What about her?’ George gestured at the body surrounded by blood. 
 
    ‘I dunno, man! It was like she wasn’t listening, like she wasn’t hearing what he was saying. She went a bit crazy. She started shouting at him. She said he wasn’t going nowhere. She tried to use a phone. She’s foreign. I couldn’t understand some of what she was saying. I tried to calm her down, but she weren’t having none of it!’ He looked down at her, at the scene in general. ‘Oh God! Look at that shit!’ 
 
    ‘Did Roberts do that?’ George said. 
 
    ‘He must have. We were all forced into the holding cell. She was fighting with the door, she wouldn’t let them close it. I tried to calm her down and pull her in but she wouldn’t listen. Suddenly she was just dragged out. The door was slammed shut. I didn’t even hear anything. He must have just cut her straight away. Oh God!’ The man broke. His eyes began leaking tears, he put his hand over his mouth and he moved forward. George stepped aside and he stumbled through the back door that still swung open. 
 
    ‘We need to keep some control of him, George!’ Whittaker said. 
 
    ‘We do, but I think he needs some air.’ 
 
    George turned away from the mess on the floor. He stepped away from the sobbing group and the tactical team who were calling with urgent tones on their radio. He stared into Henry Roberts’s empty cell. He was aware of Whittaker standing at his shoulder. 
 
    ‘Jesus, George, what have we done?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
    George was glad when Whittaker shut the door to his office. He wanted it shut, shut to the buzz of the Major Crime floor, to the ringing phones, to the questioning looks from the quickly gathered team of detectives. Whittaker’s phone rang too. The sudden, shrill tone cut through George and made him jump. Whittaker turned it down. He didn’t pick it up. George was relieved. He needed a few minutes to gather his thoughts. 
 
    Neither man spoke. Whittaker fussed and fidgeted over making some hot drinks. When he’d finished and put a mug down in front of George it seemed to be the cue for him to say something. ‘The first thing we need to do is bring everyone up to speed.’ 
 
    ‘Have senior management said the same? They’re going to want some control over who knows what and when,’ George said. 
 
    ‘We’ve lost control, George. We’ve lost Roberts. The second that man stepped out into the sunshine we lost the luxury of a circle of knowledge. It doesn’t matter who gets hold of this now. The beat coppers, the media — the more the merrier. The more eyes we have out looking for this man the sooner we might be able to get him back.’ 
 
    ‘He knows that.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure he does. We can assume he has a plan.’ 
 
    ‘He does. You don’t orchestrate something like that without considering what happens next. Are we to assume his plan means moving back out of our county?’ 
 
    ‘Quite possibly. But this is our mess, George, we need to be cleaning it up.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not quite sure this is our mess, sir. Right from the start—’ 
 
    ‘Yes, George, I know. Spare me. That will all come out in the wash and when it does it will still be my head — or at least my force in the spotlight. That’s for later. Right now we need to find this guy.’ 
 
    There was a soft tap on the outside of the door. George snapped towards it as if stung. Emily Ryker pushed it open and waited. Whittaker gestured her in. George had called her on the way back. He hadn’t told her much, just that they needed her to meet them in Whittaker’s office. And to cancel any plans for the next few days. From the grave look on her face, he could assume she was up to speed. 
 
    ‘Emily, thanks for coming down.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. You all okay?’ 
 
    ‘Not really, Ryker.’ George said. ‘We’ve got a bit of a problem on our hands.’ 
 
    ‘What happened?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know just yet. We were starting to piece a few bits together. We knew Roberts was getting help. I got a sniff that he might not be quite as ill as we hoped. I was starting to put it together. I was too late.’ 
 
    ‘If we suspect inside help, I’ll get an intel cell going for all the staff.’ 
 
    ‘We have a team of detectives talking to the group from the house now. But I’m not sure they’re going to be able to tell us too much. I’m still convinced it’s the staff who weren’t there — that’s the place to start. 
 
    ‘Then you might be pleased to hear that I think I found your nurse.’ 
 
    George’s back stiffened. ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘Not so far from where she used to live. I have a contact at the Department for Work and Pensions. They couldn’t find her — she’s not claiming benefits. But her boyfriend is.’ 
 
    ‘Boyfriend?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. I found her social media and that linked to a man who appears to be her boyfriend. We were able to do a search in the Dartford area and find him. He registered for his benefits at a new place recently — a flat. It’s a lot smaller than Camille’s previous house, but from the land registry people it looks like she’s buying this one rather than renting.’ 
 
    ‘Like she might have had a cash injection recently.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly like that. There’s a little more to it, too.’ 
 
    ‘More?’ 
 
    ‘I searched Companies House. Camille Bisset registered a business three weeks ago. She’s the only listed director. The Beano Café. It’s part of the same building.’ 
 
    ‘As the flat?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. They live above it. I found the filing for the accounts. It’s profitable. But just okay, nothing amazing.’ 
 
    ‘So what, she’s a qualified nurse who now fancies making bacon butties for tradesmen and for a smaller salary? That’s not right, is it? I need to go and speak to her.’ 
 
    ‘Now?’ Whittaker exclaimed. ‘I can only imagine the amount of work that has come out of today. We’re going to need a full debrief, George. I would rather you weren’t at the other end of the county when we’re trying to work out a strategic plan.’ 
 
    ‘I know that. That’s why I need to go now. If I stay here I’m going to be in the queue to get swabbed, to get my clothes seized, to have a full body-map and an interview. We don’t have time, Major. With respect, that house gives us more questions than answers. All the answers are out there. This missing nurse, she’s trained to make people look ill with makeup — movie standard. She’s had a decent cash injection too. She has answers. More than fibres that might be stuck to my trousers. We know who murdered that nurse. We need to know where he is now.’ 
 
    ‘Fine, George. But I need some sort of result. And quick.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll speak to her and then I’ll head back in so we can get our heads together. Who knows, it might be clearer by then.’ 
 
    ‘And what about Emma Rowe? She’s got an active investigation up there that links in. She won’t even know yet,’ Whittaker said. 
 
    ‘No. I need to speak to her. I’ve tried calling but she hasn’t picked up yet. I’d rather not do it over the phone anyway but she’s not even giving me the chance to do that.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll try. There’s a strategy meeting today in London — this afternoon. I’m supposed to be attending and she pushed to be put on the list. I don’t know if she was added but if she was she may be in London already.’ 
 
    George scooped his car keys off the table. ‘Major, if you do get hold of her, consider asking her to meet me. I would still rather tell her to her face.’ 
 
    ‘Meet you where?’ 
 
    ‘The Beano Café. Ryker here can give you the address. Just hold off on telling her too much.’ 
 
    ‘You want me to call her and tell her to forget about her strategy meeting with the Home Office and head down the road to meet you at some greasy café? And without telling her why?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I think we can assume your meeting is off anyway. Just tell her it’s really important and it really needs to be done face-to-face.’ 
 
    ‘You know I’m the senior officer, George, right?’ Whittaker’s tone carried a warning. George knew he could get above his station, and he’d been pushing Whittaker today. He knew that too. 
 
    ‘Of course, sir. And if you tell me to do something else I will do it immediately. I’m merely suggesting the best course of action.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll speak to her, George. I’ll see how it goes.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, sir. I appreciate it.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve suitably atoned, George. So now you can stop calling me, sir!’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
    ‘What the hell is this, George?’ Emma Rowe looked furious. He could understand her reaction. Her mood was only going to get blacker too, he was sure of that. He knew that Whittaker had got hold of her by phone, he was aware that she had been told that the meeting was cancelled and was also assured that she didn’t know why. Whittaker had told her to meet with George for some answers. He had warned him that Emma was beyond furious, as she didn’t appreciate being treated like someone on the periphery. George had received his update straight after Whittaker’s call with Emma. It was twenty minutes more before Emma called him. She’d surely been ringing around, trying to find out what she could from other sources. He would have done exactly the same in her position. When she did finally call it was obvious that she was still in the dark. That was probably the only reason she’d agreed to do anything he asked at all. He didn’t even try to appease her, he didn’t answer any questions. He just guided her into a tight, residential street in Croydon, South London. When she arrived he was leaning casually on his car with his arms folded. He was directly outside a dingy-looking café. He wasn’t trying to be aloof; he genuinely didn’t know how to tell her. When she stepped out of her car he spoke quickly, before she had the chance to tear his head off. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, you should know that from the off. This is not about keeping you out of the loop, this is about making sure you are aware of everything.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell are you talking about? What is all this about? Do you have our girl or not?’ 
 
    ‘I’m closer. I’ll explain everything.’ 
 
    ‘This is bullshit, George. I could be half way back by now. You know I can’t afford to be taking a day out from what I’ve got going on.’ 
 
    ‘Just let me buy you a coffee.’ 
 
    ‘What? Here?’ Emma still looked furious. She took a step back to take in the frontage of the café. It was tired and dirty. George knew she was on the edge. He stepped inside, not entirely convinced that she would follow him. He watched her through the glass door. She muttered something then slipped her phone out of her pocket and checked it. She shook her head. But eventually she did step in. 
 
    ‘You have five minutes and then I’m back on the road.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds fair.’ George walked to the counter, where a man greeted him. He ordered two coffees. 
 
    ‘I bring it over!’ The man was so cheerful he almost sang. George turned round. The café was cluttered with tables but only two were occupied: one against the window by an elderly-looking man with a leg stretched out across the aisle that looked like it was giving him some pain; the other against the far wall by a young woman with her back to George. He moved in her general direction. Emma followed but she stopped when George fell into the seat directly opposite the woman. She looked up in surprise, first at George, then at Emma standing to the side of him. George waited for her attention to move back to him. 
 
    ‘Can I help you?’ The French accent was immediately noticeable. 
 
    ‘Did you never wonder what he did, Camille?’ George replied. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ The woman’s back visibly stiffened. Her eyes flicked between George and Emma. 
 
    ‘Henry Roberts. Did you ever wonder what he actually did? You must have wondered? The details of it, I mean.’ 
 
    ‘I . . . I do not know what you are talking about.’ She stood up, her chair scraped on the floor. George held out his warrant card. He stayed seated and looked up at her. She fixed on the card. She didn’t sit down. She didn’t walk away either. 
 
    ‘We’ve ordered more drinks,’ George said. 
 
    ‘Am I under arrest?’ 
 
    ‘Not if you sit back down.’ 
 
    She dropped slowly back into the seat. George leant in. ‘He killed three women. Young women. Teenagers. That bit you definitely do know, right?’ 
 
    The woman’s eyes dropped to the table. She shrugged. ‘We all have our jobs. I am a nurse at a prison. I do not ask the patients if they are good people, I know the answer already. If I am not under arrest I can leave then, yes?’ She stood back up. 
 
    ‘Have you ever heard of a Brazen Bull?’ 
 
    ‘George!’ Emma growled. The woman looked at her. 
 
    George continued. ‘It’s an ancient torture method. It’s one of the most painful ways to die, by design.’ 
 
    ‘Are you with this man? What is this about?’ The woman spoke directly to Emma. George persisted. 
 
    ‘It’s a bull. Or at least it is bull-shaped. It’s made out of metal — copper in this case. It’s hollow, and its belly hangs low to the ground. Imagine for me, Camille, that you are forced into the belly of a copper bull. You can’t get out, no matter how much you struggle.’ 
 
    ‘George! Is this really necessary?’ Emma snapped. George just needed her to give him another minute. He continued. 
 
    ‘You’re naked, Camille. Lying in the bottom of this metal bull. You don’t know what’s going on, it’s pitch black. Then, someone lights a fire underneath it. Copper is a good conductor of heat. The metal starts to get warm. Maybe you don’t know why, but you can probably hear the crackle and the hiss of the burning logs. You’re panicking, Camille, can you imagine how much you would be panicking? You lift yourself off the bottom, away from the heat, you try to hold yourself up. Maybe you could jam a foot higher up. But the metal’s getting hotter and the heat is spreading. As it gets hotter you start to sweat. Soon you’re drenched in it. But it’s getting hotter and hotter. Soon the sweat boils on your back, Camille, the air is so hot it scalds your throat. You’re being fried and boiled alive at the very same time.’ 
 
    Camille flopped back in her chair. Her head dropped forward. Her mouth hung open, her eyes puffed red and filled with moisture then a thick tear rolled down her cheek. She lifted her hands to wipe it away. She kept her face covered. ‘Quelle horreur!’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t know, Camille. No one did.’ 
 
    ‘I can imagine!’ she moved her hands away. Both eyes were leaking tears now. 
 
    ‘What did he offer you?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Henry Roberts. Think about it, Camille, about why I am here, about what I might already know. This is your chance to talk to me off the record before we have to make any of this formal. What did he offer you?’ 
 
    ‘I do not know what you mean.’ 
 
    ‘I know about your past, about your ability to make people look unwell, close to death even. It was your job once. I know what you were doing for him, Camille. Now you need to tell me why.’ 
 
    Her gaze flicked again from George to Emma. George had sensed that Emma was standing straighter beside him. He didn’t look directly at her but he was relieved she was still there at least. Camille’s body language changed: she seemed to wilt in front of him; her back curved forwards; she needed to put her arms on the table to support her weight. 
 
    ‘Oh God! They know where I live! And they know where my sister lives!’ 
 
    ‘Who does? Who knows where you live? Henry Roberts? If he’s hatched some plan you just need to help us out, Camille, and we’ll make sure he goes back to rot in his—’ 
 
    ‘It is not HIM!’ she shrieked. It made George jump. ‘It is not him. I do not know who, I do not know, okay? I was never told and I never asked. I know about the bull thing. They did not call it what you called it, but they told me about it. When they said it, it was worse. I still have the nightmares. These people . . . they told me I would get the same. A man talked to me, he told me that I needed to do what I was told. They gave me money, yes, but this is not why I do this.’ 
 
    ‘What man?’ 
 
    ‘I do not know.’ 
 
    ‘Where did he talk to you? What does he look like? Tell us what you know, Camille, and we can help you out.’ 
 
    ‘He . . . I did not see him. He wore a mask at first and made me turn around. I thought he was there to hurt me, to rape me maybe. He told me that I would not be hurt if I just listened to him. He said that he had money, it was good money, but if the plan failed I would lose a lot more than just the money. I did what I was told.’ 
 
    ‘And what was that?’ 
 
    ‘Some makeup, yes, but some drugs too. Makeup can only do so much. It was very important that he looked very ill. The drugs, the makeup and he was eating almost nothing every day. He is still weak.’ 
 
    ‘So the cancer thing, it’s all fake?’ 
 
    ‘Not all, no. He has cancer. Very treatable, I think. But the doctor does the tests. I think it is. Otherwise why give the drugs to keep him weak?’ 
 
    ‘So what’s the story with the doctor?’ 
 
    ‘The same story as me, maybe? The same people threatening the same things? We never actually talked about it. I only knew what I had to do. Sometimes I saw the doctor had a phone — a mobile phone. This is not allowed. This was for Henry, I think. Maybe even he was behind it all? Everyone maybe. The people building the house, too . . . some of them . . . all of them . . . I do not know. The locks, the alarms and the CCTV is all signed off as good. But I heard them talking. It does not work. The house is not finished. It is not ready.’ 
 
    ‘So, Henry Roberts walks out? That was the plan?’ 
 
    ‘I do not know. I was told to make him ill enough to get the move and to keep him weak while he was there. I do not know any more.’ 
 
    ‘When?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Camille. If you know anything more . . .’ 
 
    ‘I swear, I do not.’ 
 
    ‘When do you work next?’ 
 
    ‘Tonight! I am working every day now until he . . . Until the end.’ 
 
    ‘What end?’ 
 
    ‘I do not know. My employer says until he dies, but I know he might not. I just wait for my instructions.’ 
 
    ‘But you’re not sleeping? Today, before your shift?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet. I may sleep for a few hours later but I get to sleep some hours at night — when he sleeps. Last night I had five hours sleeping maybe.’ 
 
    ‘Who is working the day shift?’ George was suddenly on the back foot a little. He had a scenario in his mind that he had convinced himself of. That this woman knew what was going on, or part of it at least. That she was going to stay away from that house today, because she knew today was the day. But now George wasn’t so certain that she knew much at all. 
 
    ‘The day shift? My sister. I told you, they know about her too. They know where she lives. They say to me, that they would hurt her. She knows nothing. She is there now. Do you need to talk to her too? There are no mobile phones but there is a number for the house. I can—’ 
 
    ‘Your sister?’ George was suddenly reeling from flashbacks of those dead, sorrowful eyes. ‘So she’s in on this too?’ 
 
    ‘No! Like I say, she knows nothing. We work together but she does not do medicine. She always works with the doctor. And these people, they know what she is to me but they promised they would leave her out of all of this. I begged them to. But they said she was in danger too if I did not do what they asked. She does not even know the danger there. I tried to get her to leave, to take another job, but she would not. She asked me why one time. We argued a little. She said I did not like working with her. I could not tell her the truth. I can tell her when this is all over. If I just do what they say I can keep her safe. You will help, please? You will help keep her safe?’ 
 
    George sat back. He was thinking fast. He knew she needed to know. But if he told her now she would fall apart and she would be no use at all. 
 
    ‘I think she is okay there,’ Camille said. ‘It is the people outside — they frighten me. When we are inside we are okay. Henry . . . he can be sweet. I know he is big. He is scary to see. But when you get to know him he can be . . . nice.’ 
 
    ‘He isn’t nice, Camille, you have to trust me on that.’ 
 
    ‘I know who he is. I know what he is and what he has done. But he is okay with us. He is very nice to my sister.’ 
 
    George shifted tack. ‘Tell me about this café.’ 
 
    ‘This café?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. How is it yours?’ 
 
    She shrugged. ‘I do not understand. They said it was the best way to do it.’ 
 
    ‘To do what?’ 
 
    ‘This is how they get me the money. I did not want the money but they said it would be . . . compensation. They gave me some money to buy this place — the flat and the café. When it was done they said they would come back and buy it back from me. They would pay £20,000 more.’ 
 
    George sat back. He’d heard the story before. It was a common method for criminals to hide payments for ‘favours’ or to launder money. You lend someone the money to buy a business. They register as the owner and then in a few months the criminal comes back and buys it for more than was lent, often more than it is worth. On the surface it looked like an entirely legitimate and small-time buyout. No one would blink. The money to make the purchase might also be layered in offshore accounts or an investment business with a structure so confusing you would struggle to see where it came from in the first place. It might not though. Maybe they hadn’t been so careful. 
 
    ‘How? How did they give you the money to buy it in the first place?’ 
 
    ‘They set me up a business account. They put money in it so I could buy it and a little more. I did not have to do anything. I just signed some papers.’ 
 
    ‘Do you have any account details?’ 
 
    ‘I have a card. The money is mine. They said that. They said they will just put more money into it when I have done what they ask and I move out. You have to know, I do not want the money.’ She suddenly went quiet and dipped her head forward. Her hands reached under the table. George’s instincts took him to his feet. He tensed up. Her hands moved back above the table. She dropped a purse and a black object onto it. It was a simple-looking mobile phone. She scrabbled in the purse. She slid out a card and threw that down. 
 
    ‘This is the card. And this is the phone. They gave it to me. It is how they talk to me. You can have it. There is nothing on it, no numbers, they do not text. I cannot call them. It is no use.’ 
 
    George relaxed. He turned the card over so the account details were facing up. He pulled out his own phone and took a picture of the front. 
 
    ‘I will just be a few moments.’ He snatched Camille’s phone and put it in his pocket. He made eye contact briefly with Emma. He walked across the café to the door and stepped out. He let out a huge breath. Immediately he was back fiddling with his phone. Emma followed him out. She took her own deep breath. He looked at her. She was fixed on him. 
 
    ‘You okay?’ 
 
    ‘Not really, George. We need to talk.’ 
 
    ‘Yes we do. I need to make a call and then I’m with you.’ 
 
    He held the phone to his ear. Emma looked like she was having an internal battle to stay calm. Her face twitched like she might explode at him. She seemed to change her mind and she turned away. Her hand came out to steady herself on the wall. 
 
    ‘George.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, Ryker!’ George kept his eye on Emma as he spoke. ‘I’ve sent you a picture of a bank card. It’s a business account. Right now it’s our only lead. Divert what you need to divert, whoever you need to look at this. Find out what you can.’ 
 
    ‘Understood. I’ll get on it. Are you okay up there?’ 
 
    ‘We’re doing what we can.’ George turned away. He lowered his voice a little. ‘What’s the latest from the house?’ 
 
    ‘Jesus, George, what can I say? I was just in with Whittaker. He’s getting it from all angles. They’re taking statements, forensics, you name it. The first accounts all tell the same story though and it matches with the one you told me. Someone turned up to help your mate Roberts and between them they get control of the place. They tell anyone there to get into a lockable room. The girl stands up to them and she gets her head all but cut off.’ 
 
    ‘Any CCTV from anywhere?’ 
 
    ‘Not from the secure unit. Nothing inside or outside was working. We have found the gun that was mentioned, though. It was left out the front, stuffed in a hedge. It’s a dud. A reasonably accurate copy. Accurate enough that you wouldn’t argue with someone holding it. I guess Roberts doesn’t have any use for real guns.’ 
 
    ‘No, he does seem to have got his strength back.’ 
 
    ‘And then some.’ 
 
    ‘What about the doctor?’ 
 
    ‘He was there. He’s been arrested. Which is right but it may cause us some problems.’ George knew what she meant. He was key. They could only assume that his medical records had been faked for a prolonged period of time. It seemed like he had been providing the link to the outside help too via a mobile phone. They needed what he knew. Now he was under arrest they would have to wait for formal interviews where he would be given the choice not to answer any questions at all. The system was certainly not designed for urgent situations like this. 
 
    ‘And what about his family?’ 
 
    ‘Protective custody. To be fair to Whittaker, it was his first thought.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, good. The nurse, the victim there. They’re sisters.’ 
 
    ‘Who? What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Day nurse and night nurse. One got the other the job. It’s early doors but the nurse up here knows a bit. If she is to be believed then she was threatened and paid. It wasn’t just her life that they threatened her with either. It was her sister’s too.’ 
 
    ‘So, she knew it was going off today? And what, she left her sister in harm’s way?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think she did. She knew something was going on, but they told her as little as they could.’ 
 
    ‘Does she know? About her sister, I mean?’ 
 
    ‘Know what?’ 
 
    ‘That she’s dead? That Henry Roberts used her head as a draught excluder.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus, Ryker!’ 
 
    ‘Poor taste? Really? Coming from you, George Elms?’ 
 
    ‘You’re not the one up here trying to think of a way to break the news. No, she doesn’t know.’ George turned to check that Emma was still out of earshot. ‘And that’s before I tell Emma Rowe that we lost Roberts.’ 
 
    ‘She still doesn’t know?’ 
 
    ‘No, she doesn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Another shit day, George.’ 
 
    ‘Ain’t it just?’ George pressed to end the call. He wasn’t listening anymore. It was like it had suddenly hit him all at once, the adrenaline, the emotion, the reaction to a murder scene. His mind had clicked into detective mode and only now was he stopping to consider the enormity of it all. Roberts was free and someone’s baby sister was dead. 
 
    ‘You gonna talk to me now, George?’ Emma said. 
 
    He blinked hard and struggled to begin. It felt like his throat was closing up. He stooped forward, his hand moved to his abdomen, it churned and ached. ‘Yeah,’ he managed. ‘Henry Roberts . . .’ 
 
    ‘What the hell is going on?’ Emma was angry but it was tinged with concern. George was almost bent double. He used the wall to straighten back up. 
 
    ‘He’s killed again, Emma.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ 
 
    ‘Roberts.’ 
 
    Her eyes flickered as they stared into his. She was looking for the lie. She didn’t find it. She covered her mouth with her hand. ‘When?’ 
 
    ‘Today. And he’ll kill again, Emma. I know he will.’ 
 
    She turned ashen, the colour emptying from her face. Her eyes lost their focus and her head shook slowly. ‘He’s out, isn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘They both are.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
    Whittaker’s office was not the sanctuary it had been earlier that day. The noise and confusion they had managed to shut out before was now very much in the room. George thought it might even be inside his head: his ears were roaring; his tinnitus was always worse when he was stressed. 
 
    He had driven as quickly as he could to get back there, with Emma sitting silent in the passenger seat. They left Camille at the café, just as soon as George was able to organise a uniform patrol to get there. She would be taken to the nearest station where she would be safe and where she could give her full statement. Technically, she was still under suspicion of being part of this whole thing but George had been looking into her eyes when she spoke to him. He had seen her reactions. Some things you couldn’t fake; she had been telling the truth. He had repaid the favour and told her his truth. She wilted to nothing in front of him. Crying for her sister on the floor of her new café. George had sucked it all up: the misery, the loss, the desperation, just like he always did. Then he walked away. 
 
    George, Emma and Whittaker stood around the chief inspector’s desk. No one spoke. There was a brief rap at the door and Emily Ryker bustled in without waiting. 
 
    George thought Ryker looked just as shocked as everyone else. He looked from person to person. This was a room full of people not easily rattled under normal circumstances, but this had caught them all on the back foot. 
 
    ‘Hey. The boss said you wanted me here,’ Ryker said quietly to Whittaker. 
 
    ‘We need everyone we can get with a sane and rational mind right now,’ he said. 
 
    There was a shrill tone, and Ryker snatched her phone up to her ear. 
 
    George looked through the partition window, across the Major Crime floor. It was starting to fill up. Any detective doing anything other than this job had been called back in. They would be asking for help from other counties, too — anyone able-bodied with a warrant card if George had his way. It didn’t matter how Roberts had escaped, not right now, just that he had. George didn’t dare think what his next move would be. 
 
    Ryker finished her phone conversation quickly. She was flustered. 
 
    ‘Everything okay, Ryker?’ George said. 
 
    She ignored him and spoke to Whittaker directly. ‘Sir, do you have a radio?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, of course.’ Whittaker gestured at the handset in a charging cradle on his desk. Emily snatched it up. 
 
    ‘Traffic are behind a van. They got an ANPR hit from their onboard camera. White van, same reg. It deviated when they got behind it.’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ George said. 
 
    ‘M20 — London bound. It’s pulled off the motorway. They haven’t made any attempts to stop it yet. It’s Maidstone rural.’ Emily fidgeted with the radio. It suddenly erupted with excited voices. They announced that that they were going to attempt to stop it. George guessed that traffic had followed it until the armed backup could arrive. Everyone in Whittaker’s office was utterly silent as they exchanged looks. The radio hissed back into life. ‘Vehicle is stop, stop!’ Sirens were clear in the background. The radio fell silent again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
    The two armed officers approached the van from the rear, their side-arms clutched firmly in both hands, lowered but ready. The two unarmed traffic officers tucked in tightly behind them. The armed officers split. One made for the driver’s door, the second strode beyond to get a view through the windscreen where he saw the driver. He gestured at him to show his hands. Both officers had a view of him but from different angles. The driver didn’t respond immediately and they both bawled at him to comply. The engine was still ticking over. The officer closest to the driver’s door wrenched it open. He barked at the seated man not to move then reached in and grabbed the keys. The man was bundled out of the van and put face down. His hands were cuffed behind his back. 
 
    Attention turned to the rear of the van. An officer reached out for the handle to the rear door. He rested a hand on it. He waited for a jerked nod from his colleague who was a step further back. 
 
    His gun was levelled. The door swung open. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Annie squinted and blinked in the sudden flood of light. She tried to lift her head, but her neck was stiff and shot with pain. Her wrists were sore. They were bound tight with coarse rope that further hindered her movements. She turned her head away from the light and saw the girl lying next to her. She had been making noises in the darkness, in reaction to the thuds and movements of the van. Just moans, nothing discernible. Annie had given up trying to talk to her. 
 
    She tried to look back up at the doors. The whole of the back of the van was a fiery white. The sun was at the perfect angle to beat down into her eyes. A figure stepped across, casting enough shadow for her to make out some detail. It was someone new. She didn’t recognise him. He was taller than her captor. Taller and broader. A full beard dominated his face. His hair was long too. It fell round piercing, dark eyes that stared straight at her. The younger man appeared next to him. This one she did recognise. He was beaming, delighted. 
 
    ‘What do you think?’ he said. 
 
    ‘Perfection.’ The man’s beard shook as he spoke. His voice was deep, almost a growl. His eyes were still fixed on her and he licked his lips. 
 
    ‘I told you, Henry, didn’t I? I said she would be perfect!’ 
 
    ‘You did.’ 
 
    Suddenly the daylight was gone. The slamming of the door made her jump. The female lying next to her moaned. She almost formed words this time, then sighed heavily. Annie heard two more thuds. The engine started back up and the van started moving again. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ryker was listening intently to her phone. The radio had been silent too long and Whittaker had instructed her to call for an update. After a few seconds she shook her head, her eyes dropped to the floor and she exhaled loudly. George turned away. He walked a few paces to a shelving unit and brought his fist down hard. Something bounced off, he heard it hit the floor but didn’t see it. His eyes were tightly shut. 
 
    ‘Okay. Thanks for letting me know.’ Ryker ended her call. 
 
    George suddenly felt unsteady. He pulled a chair towards him and slumped into it. 
 
    ‘It’s not our van,’ Ryker said. ‘Nothing in the back. The driver checks out. It’s a Highways van and he’s a Highways worker. It’s likely they’ve had contact with it, though — the suspect plates have been stuck over the existing ones. Not very well either by all accounts. The driver just didn’t notice.’ 
 
    ‘Do we know where he’s been, where’s he stopped? Anything?’ Whittaker sounded desperate. George felt it too. 
 
    ‘He’s being spoken to now by the officers. He’s not long dropped off a couple of other lads but I’ve got no more than that. It’ll all be covered.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll have been careful,’ George said, miserably. 
 
    ‘Yes, George! It’s a long shot, but we have to give it a go!’ Emma interjected. ‘We have to hope that they made a mistake somewhere. Stop being so fucking negative!’ She leant on the wall, her hand to her nose as if she was fighting back tears. ‘I’m sorry, George, okay? I didn’t mean to have a go.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be,’ George said. ‘We need a next move ourselves, here. We never really expected to get this bloke with a traffic stop, did we? We need to dust ourselves off. Ryker, where are we with the financial checks?’ 
 
    Ryker still looked deflated. ‘I er . . . I spoke to my contact over the phone. Right from the start she wanted a signed superintendent’s authority to be snooping around in someone’s accounts. It’s highly regulated. I convinced her to at least make a start. I told her I’d be able to get the authority. Without it she can’t give me anything we can use evidentially. She found some activity that she could only tell me about off the record.’ 
 
    ‘Activity?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Large amounts of money going in and out of that business account. Amounts that wouldn’t make sense for a café. What stood out were four transactions in four days, all were for fifty thousand pounds each. They were all moving from that account to the same place.’ 
 
    ‘To where?’ 
 
    ‘It looks like a trust of some sort. A charity, she thought.’ 
 
    George scowled. It wasn’t uncommon for criminals to use trusts to wash their money. 
 
    ‘What trust?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know the exact details. It was a Christian fund. The address was a church back up in Emma’s area. It was a funny word, I wrote it down somewhere, it’ll be back at my desk.’ 
 
    ‘St Dubricius’s?’ George said. 
 
    ‘That’s it!’ Emily said. 
 
    ‘That’s Roberts’s church,’ Emma said. 
 
    ‘It is. Where I upset your vicar, remember?’ 
 
    ‘You did. So what’s the link there? I guess it might make sense for him to give his money away to the church. It’s all he cared about.’ 
 
    ‘It would if he was staying in prison. But he always intended on coming out. And why now? Ryker, when were the transactions?’ 
 
    ‘She went back twenty-eight days. She needs to go further really, considering he’s been in prison for a couple of years. But without those authorities we’re getting nothing more. Those transactions were a couple of weeks old.’ 
 
    ‘I was there just a couple of days ago. We need to go and see him, Emma. That’s good work, Ryker. Was there anything more?’ 
 
    ‘Not without the right authority. I spoke to the boss, here. We’re being warned off doing much round this — am I right, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely,’ Whittaker said. ‘There’s a big hoo-ha, as you can imagine. They don’t want us anywhere near it right now. The brass from headquarters have set up their own resources to run an investigation into how Roberts was able to walk away from a secure unit in the first place. I would rather they didn’t know that we were looking at finances. Everything we do needs to be under the radar, please.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry, Major,’ George said. ‘You know me and the radar. I’m barely a blip. Emma, I think we need to go and see your vicar friend.’ 
 
    Emma looked pensive. ‘He doesn’t like me, George. He told me he doesn’t like you either. What if he complains? He did before. That’s hardly staying off the radar, is it?’ 
 
    ‘It’s fine. We’ll be a couple of hundred miles away from here so nobody else will have got to him yet. We need to be swift, though. And we need to make sure we get everything first time. Do you have his home address?’ 
 
    ‘There’ll be one on file. He gave statements.’ 
 
    George turned to Whittaker. ‘Major, we need to get back up the line. I can’t do much here at the moment. If we’re about to come under a lot of scrutiny, that can only hinder us.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you are far more likely to be left alone in Symonds Yat. I’ll do my best to attract the heat for the time being. I don’t think it will be long though before people realise that you were the main police contact with Roberts.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks for reminding me.’ 
 
    ‘Well, whatever. If you’re not here, you can’t be asked about it. Go and take the holiday you had booked. There’s no reason not to.’ 
 
    ‘Holiday, Major?’ 
 
    ‘The cottage up in Symonds Yat. It’s still booked out for another couple of days. I suggest you use it.’ 
 
    George couldn’t help but grin. ‘I’d forgotten all about that place.’ He checked his watch then looked at Emma. ‘If we leave now we might be able to get to catch our vicar today.’ 
 
    ‘We might.’ Emma looked unsure. ‘I don’t see him giving us any information, George. We shouldn’t put all our hopes on that conversation. Roberts was a devoted parishioner. On the surface, him doing what he could to make a donation could be plausible.’ 
 
    ‘I agree, on the surface. But John Lawrence made a mistake. He gave me a little glimpse under the surface.’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ 
 
    ‘He asked me for money.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
    The monotone roar of rubber on tarmac was the only sound accompanying their journey up the M4. George was in a hurry. Emma looked through reports and logs for the first forty minutes of the journey and said nothing. George had expected questions, criticisms maybe, frustrations definitely. He got silence. When she put her paperwork back in the bag tucked between her feet, she turned towards the window and that was where her attention stayed. The silence was becoming awkward. He was hunting for something to say — the right thing to say. It was Emma who spoke first. 
 
    ‘Do you think she’s dead already?’ She was still facing the window and her voice was low. 
 
    ‘No, I don’t think she is.’ 
 
    ‘He likes to savour it, doesn’t he? The whole thing. From start to finish. He probably enjoys this bit as much as the act. The build-up, I mean. He definitely enjoys the fear. And she will be scared, George. Can you imagine how terrified she must be right now? Assuming she’s still alive.’ 
 
    ‘No. I can’t, to be honest. And we shouldn’t be trying to either. We need to focus. Roberts is still weak. He has to be. I know we’ve been deceived about his condition but he’s still barely eaten in months. He’ll take a while to recover. And I think he’ll want to be stronger before he does anything. Like you said, he’ll want to savour it and . . .’ Emma had turned to look at him. ‘And what, George?’ 
 
    ‘I was just going to say . . . it takes strength to do what he does. I’ve thought about it — far too much to be honest. I’m pretty sure I couldn’t do it. Dragging that bull, and a girl fighting for her life.’ 
 
    ‘It’s possible though. With two of you. Once you find a remote enough spot you can take your time. Rest up,’ Emma said. 
 
    ‘Plenty of remoteness around Symonds Yat. Do you think he’ll head back there?’ 
 
    ‘I do. It might make sense to go elsewhere if he’s considering the odds of getting caught, but I don’t think he is. He knows the area around there. That remote spot he’s looking for? There are hundreds of them, and I bet he knows just about every one. I don’t think getting caught has crossed his mind. Yes he’s been clever around the van but I think it’s just to get him back to where he wants to be.’ 
 
    ‘So he should be easy to find?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t say that. We just need to be sure . . .’ This time Emma ran out of steam. George didn’t push her. He reckoned he knew what she was going to say. 
 
    She sucked in a deep breath and seemed angrier. ‘We can’t let it happen, George. Not again. The first time around we were chasing shadows, we had no clues at all. Then we got a break and we had him in a cell. He was chained to a fucking bed. Tried and convicted, but for those girls who were already gone . . . we can’t let it happen again. We had him!’ 
 
    ‘I know that, Emma, I know. There’s another reason I don’t think he’s hurt her yet.’ 
 
    ‘What other reason?’ 
 
    ‘Something he said to me when I visited him in prison, after we found both those girls and he told me how they had died together. I wasn’t going to talk to you about it but you guessed anyway. He did make one of those girls watch. And he loved every minute of it. It is about fear with him. Fear, control and power. He feeds off it. And I think he found his sweet spot when he had those two girls together. When he spoke to me, when I looked into his eyes, I knew that if he ever got the chance again he would be sure to have two.’ 
 
    Both of them fell silent again. Neither needed to speak. They knew what it all amounted to: they were running out of time. And Roberts needed another girl. 
 
    They stopped for coffee. George didn’t need the drink as much as a break from the silent car — something else to do or say unconnected with this whole mess, even if it was just ordering a black coffee to go. He sensed Emma’s relief when he suggested it too. She didn’t stay with him in the services. She got a bottled water from a different outlet. George wondered if she used the water as an excuse to go somewhere else, to be apart for a little while. Forty minutes later, she still hadn’t opened the bottle and he knew he was right. 
 
    Emma’s office was still and stuffy when they finally got there. She pushed the windows open and woke her computer. There was a stack of box files on a table that was separate from her desk with a couple of seats around it. They all had ‘Op Example’ written on their spines. 
 
    ‘Op Example?’ George said. 
 
    Emma stopped what she was doing. She rested her eyes on the boxes and sighed. ‘The Roberts murders. That’s what the name generator brought up. They’ll be a new Op now, of course, down in Langthorne.’ 
 
    ‘Yep. The force just love giving things titles. Op Bad Example I would suggest.’ 
 
    Emma managed a smile. Nothing more. She looked tired suddenly. George was feeling it too. She looked beyond him through the partition window to the banks of desks where her detectives sat. George had only seen a couple on his way in. The early shift carried the bulk of the numbers. It was well into the late shift now where it was resourced just for cover from Major Crime. 
 
    ‘Are you worried about how you’re going to tell them?’ George said. 
 
    ‘Terrified. Of course I am.’ 
 
    ‘Did you want me to do it? I mean, it’s nothing to do with you, what happened. That way it keeps some separation from you.’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘I appreciate the offer, George, but I’m going to have to manage the fallout from all this. It should be me from start to finish.’ 
 
    ‘Just like it was last time?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, except it isn’t finished, is it?’ 
 
    ‘We will finish this though. Between us all. When are you going to tell them?’ 
 
    ‘Tomorrow. There’s a morning meeting every day. It’s the only time I can guarantee getting everyone together.’ 
 
    ‘What if this gets out before then?’ George said. 
 
    ‘I thought about that. I spoke to John Whittaker earlier. I called him from the services about that very issue. Your lot are keeping a lid on it for now. It’s been made very clear to him. Apparently they’re concerned they might force Roberts into doing something if they release the information to the press.’ 
 
    ‘That’s ridiculous. Roberts has his own schedule. We won’t prompt him to do anything earlier, we can only hope to delay him.’ 
 
    ‘I agree. I said the same. I also told Whittaker your theory about how he needs some time to recover. He didn’t disagree but, reading between the lines, I think there’s hope that this can be nipped in the bud before anyone has to have a press conference at all.’ 
 
    ‘The one where they admit to letting a Category A serial killer walk away from prison.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t seem possible, does it?’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t. Just a couple of days ago I went to see him at Belmarsh. That place is a fortress. He barely stood a chance of seeing a blue sky again, let alone walking to his freedom. I said from the start that it was where he belonged. When we let him have a little control over his environment he was always going to take more. He played us all. And very well.’ 
 
    ‘He did that. With help. I don’t know what scares me more . . . Roberts, the devil we know or . . .’ 
 
    ‘Or the one we don’t,’ George said. ‘I think he was planning his escape from prison before he even got sent there.’ 
 
    ‘You might be right. That’s not going to soften the blow tomorrow, is it? When I stand in front of my team and tell them he’s outwitted us all.’ 
 
    ‘Not you, though. Not them. The only people he didn’t outwit were your investigation team. You need to lead on that.’ 
 
    Emma sighed, longer and harder than George had heard before. ‘Maybe you’re right. I’ll give it a go.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be there. With you, I mean. I’m happy to step in and take the flack as the bumbling, foreign force who messed up their job.’ 
 
    She chuckled a little, ‘I think you’ll play that role well.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve made a career out of it!’ 
 
    The laughter increased. The silence that followed felt somehow less awkward. Both seemed content to be lost in their thoughts. 
 
    Emma spoke first. ‘What else is there, George? What more can we do?’ 
 
    He pulled out the note book in which he had listed outstanding actions as he saw them. ‘The van that was hired. We were doing some CCTV bits around that?’ 
 
    ‘Oh! Did I not update you? I had a missed call then an email. I didn’t call them back. The CCTV was reviewed. It’s not very clear. I asked for some stills to be taken off it and put out on all the briefings. We haven’t gone public with it yet. Hang on . . .’ Emma played with her computer. It took a few seconds to activate. ‘Here.’ George walked round to get a better view of her screen. The camera looked like it was fixed high up, behind a counter. It pointed down at a steep angle. It captured a white male with a slim build. He didn’t look that old, maybe early twenties, but George was guessing at that from an overall impression. He wore a light hooded top. The hood was up. It had a blurred motif on the front. Something on the left breast. The image was poor quality overall. Certainly he couldn’t make out any facial features. It looked like he was in black tracksuit bottoms and white trainers. 
 
    ‘Is there a video clip?’ Experience told him that stills were not the way to see someone. You need them to be moving. The way they move, the way they hold themselves, that’s what can be recognised. 
 
    ‘I did ask for that. This should be it.’ Emma scrolled through her emails. She clicked on another attachment. The screen went black for a second then the video started. Their man hovered by the door. To George he looked like he was building himself up to something. A few people moved in before him. Finally he stepped in. He kept his head bent and he didn’t look up at any point. George was in no doubt that he knew where the camera was. His walk, the stiffness to his movements, telltale signs of someone who was tense, rigid almost. 
 
    ‘It’s no clearer,’ Emma said. 
 
    ‘It isn’t. But from that I would say that he has been there before to recce the place. There will be a clearer image of him. From earlier but who knows when.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll get someone back down there from my team to go through it.’ 
 
    George started pacing. ‘I wouldn’t bother. It’s not going to be enough to ID him unless he’s already well known to us. And the time it would take to go back through every minute of CCTV they have stored . . . That’s assuming he has been there in the period still stored on their system. I think we’ll have better uses for your team, Emma.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. Tomorrow morning, when I tell them what is going on, we will get one of two reactions. They will either collapse in front of me or they will all instantly want to know what they can do. I think I know my team. I think they’re all going to want to be out doing something to get us closer to getting this animal back behind bars.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure you’re right.’ 
 
    ‘We are going to need to give them something to do though, George. That will be key to this. If they’re sitting round thinking about it too much we will have problems.’ 
 
    ‘Understood.’ George was back to flicking through his book. 
 
    ‘The doctor. His interview is key. I’ve asked Whittaker to update me when it’s done. There might be some leads we can follow up on. Maybe more financial stuff, too — they’ll look at his accounts for sure? We still don’t know enough around those. You and I will speak to the vicar about the same thing. I’ve had success in the past with following money. I’m sure you’ve had the same.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve hit a fair few brick walls, too. Roberts is used to having money — probably used to hiding it too. Those sorts of people usually are.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure you’re right, but we have to try. Is there a family accountant? Anyone they used? Might be a good place to start.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I’m not sure if that was picked up as part of the initial investigation either. It was never about money.’ 
 
    ‘I think it is now. It took a lot of money to get him out of that prison. Maybe some of your team could have a look at that. They might be able to get a superintendent up here to authorise more intrusive checks. Someone who isn’t quite concerned about an IPCC enquiry.’ 
 
    ‘That makes sense.’ Emma was shaking her head, however. 
 
    ‘Do you not agree?’ 
 
    ‘No, I do. It’s not that. I’ve gotten used to criminals doing all sorts of terrible things for their own financial gain. I can understand that. Crime for money makes sense to me. I think that’s one of the reasons why this hit us so hard — this was about Roberts enjoying killing young women. And in the most hideous way he could imagine. We have to stop him, George.’ 
 
    ‘I know. We will. We just need some luck. Fortune favours the good. That’s a thing, right?’ 
 
    ‘It’s brave. Fortune favours the brave.’ 
 
    ‘That can’t be true. Tomorrow morning you’ll be addressing a room full of incredibly brave people. People that stood up to the Bull. And yet we certainly haven’t had any luck.’ George felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. The screen read Ryker. ‘Maybe this is our fortune right now — hey, Ryker!’ 
 
    ‘George, can you speak?’ She sounded urgent. 
 
    ‘Of course. Wassup?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been monitoring inbound emergency calls. I had a word with the FCR. I asked that they let me know of anything even remotely related to vans or girls. I’ve been getting tagged in everything from vans parked over drives to girls seen throwing stones at a supermarket in—’ 
 
    ‘Ryker!’ 
 
    ‘Sorry. I’m babbling. There’s a call log. Here in Langthorne. It might be nothing. I’ve sent it to your email.’ 
 
    ‘It won’t be nothing. It’s obviously got you interested. Can you forward it on to Emma? We can look at it on her screen.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, doing it now.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the summary?’ 
 
    ‘A young girl working at a petrol station down here in Langthorne. She finished her shift at around 20:00 hours last night. Her car was parked ten metres from the exit door. She said goodbye to a male colleague and left to go home. She has since been reported missing. Her car is still on the forecourt.’ 
 
    ‘Young girl?’ He made eyes at Emma. He could see she had opened up the log on her screen. She scrolled through it. 
 
    ‘Yeah. Seventeen. Not long passed her test. It was her first time driving to work, George. We’ve been given a picture from the parents. I’ve scanned one. It should be with you.’ 
 
    ‘Last night? Before Roberts got out?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. While he was still tucked up in bed. But we know his mate was in the area.’ 
 
    The picture opened up on Emma’s screen. A young girl’s image appeared, she wore a beaming smile. Her long blonde hair fell either side of her pretty face. She had high cheekbones and piercing blue eyes that were filled with joy as she held up a brown and white puppy dog. She looked so carefree and happy. So innocent. George knew she was perfect. He struggled to speak. 
 
    ‘Thanks, Ryker. We’ll have a look through the log and we’ll come back to you.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. We’ve got CCTV enquiries going. The staff car park isn’t covered, we know that much already. But any vehicle going in or out will have been captured. They have ANPR. I’m doing what I can around that. It’s out of office hours now though, so it might take a little longer.’ 
 
    ‘Understood.’ George could feel his energy draining away. There were a thousand things that needed doing. He knew that, but he had just driven two hundred miles away from that garage. This enquiry had just gotten a whole lot bigger. ‘Who’s at the scene?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve spoken to Whittaker. I’ve told him that I think it could be linked. There wasn’t much going on there until then. Now we have everyone there.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, good work. We will need everyone who works there tied down. There needs to be some proper questioning going on. They will have seen our man. He will have been in there.’ 
 
    ‘Leave it with me, George. I know what needs to be done.’ 
 
    He finished the call and his tired eyes met with Emma’s. ‘We have no idea where he’s gone. We have no idea who he’s with. We don’t know the van anymore.’ George was mumbling, thinking out loud. 
 
    ‘A couple of things I do know.’ Emma still had the image of seventeen-year-old Sadie Edwards on the screen. Her name was written in bold under the picture. 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘We need some rest, George.’ 
 
    ‘Rest! How can we rest?’ 
 
    ‘We need rest, George. We’re no good to anyone exhausted. We need to think again when we’re fresh. Let’s start again tomorrow. Early.’ 
 
    George couldn’t disagree. He wanted to speak to the vicar. He wanted to go through his accounts, to question him on every detail. But he would need to be sharp to do that. ‘You said a couple of things.’ 
 
    Emma sighed. ‘I did. The other thing I know is that Roberts now has his second girl.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
    George’s legs burnt with fatigue as he climbed the steps up to the holiday cottage. As he paused for breath at the door, he heard the patter of clawed feet, followed quickly by yapping and then a growl. Sharkey had arrived baring his teeth. 
 
    ‘You came back then?’ The Essex twang was recognisable straight off, as were the leopard skin leggings. ‘Thought you’d had enough, seeing as how I didn’t see you again.’ 
 
    George summoned up a tired smile in greeting. ‘Hey! Nice to see you again. I think Sharkey would rather I never came back.’ 
 
    ‘You can ignore him. I told you that last time. He’s all show.’ 
 
    ‘And teeth.’ George gestured at where Sharkey was still showing a full set. 
 
    ‘That’s all he is. A set of teeth. How did the hiking go?’ 
 
    George was aware that she was looking him up and down. He stood in a shirt and trousers, a tie hanging limp a few inches short of where his top button was undone, and formal black shoes. He didn’t look much like a hiker. 
 
    ‘Good. There are some incredible trails around here.’ 
 
    ‘There are. Is that where you’ve been today?’ 
 
    ‘No, I got called into work today. It can happen. I was hoping to come up here for a complete break. Things never quite work out how you want them to, you know what I mean?’ 
 
    ‘I do. What is it that you do for work?’ 
 
    ‘I’m in insurance. An actuary. I set the pricing for your policies. That doesn’t mean you can hate me for it though. I set the base price. I have nothing to do with the profit they lump on top!’ George’s standard answer complete with snorted chuckle was delivered seamlessly. He had lost count of the amount of times he had given that line at social functions, to boyhood mates or just whenever he didn’t want a conversation about being a police officer. It was about perfect: just interesting enough to be a real job, but boring enough for no follow-up questions. 
 
    ‘Ah, I see. That’s important enough for them to call you up on your holidays is it?’ She chuckled, seemingly satisfied. 
 
    ‘Not to me it isn’t. Well, I’ve got an early start in the morning. Who knows, I might actually be able to get a hike in!’ 
 
    ‘Good luck with that. I hear it’s going to be another warm one tomorrow. We don’t get too many of them round here — you make the most of it.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll try.’ George was already walking towards the house. He heard the woman encourage the dog not to attack him. He was grateful for that. 
 
    The key was where he’d left it. The milk was still there, too. In fact, nothing had moved. Why should it have done? It was still his to use for another couple of days. He made a cup of tea, cursing that he hadn’t stopped off for something a little stronger. He considered the pub. It was only a short walk but he dismissed the idea. He wanted an early night. 
 
    He had brought some reading material home; specifically, Dennis Coleman’s daybook. All the formal statements and supporting material was there, everything that was submitted to the Crown Prosecution Services summarising all the evidence. George didn’t want the polished summary in the format required for court. He wanted the doodlings and thoughts of a good detective. George had a theory about that. DS Coleman was a mess. He had fallen apart. To George, that smacked of a good detective, the sort who couldn’t accept that he hadn’t been able to help those girls. For so much to have been taken out of him he must have obsessed over this case. Bad detectives don’t obsess, they just accept their failings and move on. George understood what it meant to obsess. He also knew that the thoughts and feelings of an obsessed detective were worth far more than a polished CPS case summary. The book was A4 sized. And two thirds full. The writing was scratchy. Op Example was written on the front and took up all of the cover. The first few pages were written out in the VOWS format: every part of what Dennis knew at that point categorised as either Victim, Offenders, Witnesses or Scenes, a classic discipline. George skipped past this section. He wanted the material from later on: when Dennis felt he was chasing his arse; when he was out of plausible ideas; when only the theories were left. 
 
    While he leaned on the kitchen bench with the notebook, George became gradually aware that the old house had a chilly edge — like houses often did when they’d been sitting empty. He considered the log fire and the sofa but changed his mind. A hot shower and his bed seemed like a better idea. He would take his reading material with him. Hopefully a combination of reading and the sounds of the river would lead to another good night’s sleep. If he was to make any headway, there was another long day to awaken to. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 31 
 
    George pulled into a visitor’s spot at the front of Hereford Police Station just before 7 a.m. Once again Symonds Yat had come through as the perfect place for a good sleep. He did indeed feel refreshed. Sleep had come despite him spending his last waking moments with the notes of a sergeant desperately chasing a serial killer. He was flicking through them again now but was no longer taking it in. He was killing time; without Emma, he couldn’t even get into the building. 
 
    A car pulled in and he thought he had spotted her. Sure enough, she appeared on foot less than a minute later. 
 
    ‘Morning, Emma.’ 
 
    ‘Morning. Did you sleep well?’ 
 
    ‘I did, actually. I seem to sleep a lot better up here than I do at home.’ 
 
    ‘A reason to stay?’ 
 
    ‘Who knows?’ 
 
    Emma walked quickly past George, away from the entrance they had used previously. ‘Did you see someone on the steps?’ she called out. 
 
    ‘Someone where?’ George hadn’t seen anyone around at all. He wasn’t even sure which steps she meant. She walked around a wall and turned back on herself. George followed. When he rounded the wall he could see some stone steps in front. They led up to the doors to the front counter, which was closed this early in the day. A man in a black woollen hat and gloves sat on them. It wasn’t a cold morning, but it had been a chilly night. George reckoned he had been there a while. The figure stood up as they approached. George jogged to catch up with Emma. 
 
    ‘That’s odd? Don’t you guys have a bat phone?’ George referred to a facility at most police stations. A phone positioned at the front for people that turn up to make a report out of hours. 
 
    ‘We do. It’s on the wall. I think I know who it is.’ 
 
    ‘Anyone you need to worry about?’ 
 
    ‘It’s Chloe Pope’s dad. He used to be here a lot. In the early days. I haven’t seen him for a while. He can be a little . . . spikey. You just have to go easy on him, okay?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve no intention of being hard on a grieving father,’ George said. 
 
    ‘Mr Pope!’ Emma called out. 
 
    The man rubbed his hands together and dug his chin into the front of his jacket as if he was cold and he wanted them to know it. ‘Colin. I thought we agreed on that,’ he said. 
 
    ‘We did, you’re right. It’s been a little while, Colin. How are you doing?’ 
 
    ‘Is this George Elms, by any chance?’ 
 
    ‘I am indeed.’ George held his hand out to shake. Colin eyed it for a second. Eventually he took up the offer. 
 
    ‘You don’t understand the problems you caused when you came up like that.’ He stared at George. His jaw rippled a little. He looked agitated. 
 
    ‘Problems? If I caused any problems I’m really sorry. I didn’t come up to see you to cause any problems—’ 
 
    ‘What did you come up for then?’ 
 
    ‘George here is—’ 
 
    ‘Is it true?’ Pope was getting more and more wound up. 
 
    ‘Is what true, Colin?’ Emma asked softly. 
 
    ‘You’re moving him? To somewhere cushy? So he can be more comfortable? Is that fucking true?’ 
 
    ‘Now, Colin—’ 
 
    ‘Yes or no?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a little more to it than that—’ 
 
    ‘Yes, then! How could you do that? That piece of shit should be in a fiery pit. Not—’ 
 
    ‘Who told you that?’ George took his turn to cut in. He felt himself starting to flare up too. 
 
    ‘What the hell does it matter?’ 
 
    ‘Did you just find out?’ 
 
    ‘You people aren’t listening to me! You’ve never listened to me. If you had listened to me at the start, when I first said that Chloe was missing, when I first called it in, maybe—’ 
 
    ‘Answer the question, Mr Pope!’ George snapped. ‘There’s a far bigger investigation right now and we don’t have time to be fucking about. Unless you feel you need to be under arrest to answer any of my questions? That can be arranged.’ 
 
    ‘Under . . . why are you having a go at—’ His demeanour changed. He was suddenly on the back foot. 
 
    George pressed him. ‘Who told you and when?’ 
 
    ‘My wife, she used to go to the church. She heard it there.’ 
 
    ‘Used to? That makes no sense. You mean someone from the church came to your house and told her?’ 
 
    ‘The church came to her, yeah. The main man. He came up and talked to her. He comes up a lot. So she can still do her bit now that we can’t get her there.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t get her there?’ 
 
    Colin Pope had now completely backed down. He sighed, shook his head and came back quieter. ‘Agoraphobia. A fear of being out of that place. Ever since . . . well, ever since. She was part of the search. We both were. But it messed her up. It started with a fear of the woods. Then the trees in the garden. A little bit of wind . . . the moving branches — she would just freak out. I had to cut them all down.’ His eyes had lost focus, his head had slumped and his voice was brittle with desperation. ‘You can imagine how someone with a fear of trees might struggle around here. This place is made of trees.’ 
 
    George remembered sitting on the tree stump in the Popes’ front garden. ‘So she doesn’t go out at all?’ George’s tone was softer too. 
 
    ‘No. I tried to move her to the city. I thought it might help. She said she wouldn’t go. She said “what happens if our Chloe comes home? If we’re not there, she might run off again.” I know it’s silly. She knows it too. But how could I argue with that? I did used to. I used to tell her what I thought she needed to know. I used to tell her that Chloe was dead, that she was never coming back. But every time I said it out loud it broke her heart. It feels like I’ve loved that woman my whole life. I didn’t want to be breaking her heart no more. So I stopped. She’s not coped. Not at all. And now we hear that you’re moving that . . . that thing. So he’s more comfortable?’ 
 
    ‘And John Lawrence told you that?’ 
 
    ‘He did. And good for him, or—’ 
 
    ‘He’s dying, Colin,’ Emma said. 
 
    Colin Pope stared at Emma intently. ‘Dying? Who?’ 
 
    ‘Roberts?’ 
 
    ‘Dying how?’ 
 
    ‘Cancer, I think. I’ve not really been too well informed about the whole thing. The prison service is dealing with it all. He’s being moved to palliative care. They struck a deal with him. He gets to die in a place that isn’t a prison cell, and in exchange — he tells us where Chloe is.’ 
 
    Colin stood up, perhaps too fast. He looked unsteady. George stepped towards him. Colin held out his hand out to stop him. 
 
    ‘And did he? Did he tell you?’ 
 
    ‘He did,’ Emma said. 
 
    ‘When?’ 
 
    ‘A few days ago.’ 
 
    Colin’s tears were sudden, like they had been just behind the surface the whole time. ‘You didn’t tell us?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know what we found yet, Colin. But we did find something. No, we didn’t tell you. That was my decision. I think it was the right one. There are tests we need to do to be sure. You and your wife have been through enough. It would have been another couple of days or so, and then I was going to come up and talk to you both. The last thing I wanted to do was turn up with hope. Just hope. I think you’ve had enough of that. I wanted something definite. I wouldn’t have put it past that piece of shit for this to be another one of his games.’ 
 
    Colin’s head was shaking slowly from side to side. The information was sinking in. ‘There wasn’t much then? Left, I mean?’ 
 
    Emma took her time. ‘A lot of time has passed, Colin.’ 
 
    ‘So there won’t be anything to see? Nothing to see for ourselves? I think Mary . . . I think she’s going to need that.’ 
 
    ‘DNA testing will be one hundred percent, Colin. There’ll be no doubt. The circumstances too . . . how we found Chloe, where we found her. There’ll be no doubt at all.’ 
 
    ‘Can you tell me? Can you tell me how you found her? Can you tell me how . . . how he . . .’ 
 
    ‘We’ll sit down, Colin. With your wife. When I have all the facts. We’ll take as long as you like. I’ll answer every question you can think of. But I think we need to do that when I have all the answers.’ 
 
    ‘She died alone and terrified. That’s all I keep thinking about. Is that right? Can you tell me that at least? Was she alone? Somewhere remote like that other girl?’ 
 
    Emma did now look over at George. He returned her stare. He kept quiet. 
 
    ‘She wasn’t alone, Colin. That much we know for sure.’ 
 
    ‘She wasn’t?’ He bit down on his bottom lip. 
 
    ‘No. The two girls . . . we think we found them together.’ 
 
    Colin sucked in air. His head lifted to the sky. ‘That makes me feel better . . . that actually makes me feel a little bit better. She wasn’t on her own! She had someone else there. Someone that wasn’t him . . . someone human.’ 
 
    ‘Colin, we need to get back to work. We have a lot to do but I promise you I will come and see you both the second I have something definite — in a day or two.’ Emma started walking purposely towards the station entrance. 
 
    Colin turned to George. He offered his hand. This time the handshake was returned with a lot more vigour. ‘Thank you! Thank you so much for finding her!’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take your thanks for the team up here, Colin. I’m just an imposter — but I know they’ll appreciate it.’ 
 
    George caught up with Emma where she was waiting for him behind the wall. She was fidgeting and looked angry. ‘I thought I said we should go easy on him?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t like letting people walk over me.’ 
 
    ‘He’s a victim. We can’t forget that. His life will never be the same again. Him and his wife, they’ve been a pain in the arse to us at times, but they’re victims. They are what we are here for. To protect them.’ 
 
    ‘I totally agree. But they don’t get to walk over us, there’s no point in spending our energy placating people who can’t be placated. They want their daughter found and they want the man that did it in chains. We’re not getting any closer to that while we’re taking questions we can’t answer on the steps. I feel for the man. But we don’t appease him answering his questions, we appease him by getting results.’ 
 
    Emma lifted a hand to her brow as if she was nursing a headache. ‘This is such a mess, George. I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t consider that he wanted to talk to me about Roberts. I thought it was more questions about Chloe. I thought I might be able to give him some positive information for once and that would be that. He caught me out. I couldn’t tell him the whole truth.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right, you couldn’t.’ 
 
    ‘How did he know about the move? How could he know that?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I’ll put a call into Whittaker and see what they’re telling people down there now. That information shouldn’t be out, but this was always going to be difficult to keep a lid on.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be the one who has to manage it up here though, George.’ 
 
    ‘I know that. We’ve got your team meeting this morning. How much do you want to tell them?’ 
 
    ‘Everything. I don’t want to hide anything anymore. I’ve kept this from them for long enough.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll need to keep it to themselves. For now at least.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll tell them that. I trust them. They’ll just want to do what they can. We’ve got a busy day. We’ll get this meeting done first. We can get some of the work delegated out.’ Emma started walking towards the door that would take them in. George lingered behind. She stopped at the door. ‘Are you not coming?’ 
 
    ‘I want to go and see DS Coleman first. Then we need to go and speak to the vicar. In that order. Can we consider putting your team meeting back? I know it’s important but I think this could be too.’ 
 
    Emma scowled. ‘Dennis? You want to go and see Dennis? I appreciate that he should be spoken to, I was intending on doing it, but not before I’ve spoken to my team’ 
 
    ‘I think he can help us, Emma.’ 
 
    Emma shook her head vigorously. ‘He was a good man. But he can’t help us anymore. He took it hard. This investigation finished him off, George. Trust me, I tried to help him.’ 
 
    ‘No one knows more about Roberts than Dennis. I looked at his notes. They tell the tale of a man obsessed.’ 
 
    ‘It all but destroyed him. We turn up at his house now and tell him Roberts is on the loose and we will finish the job.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so, Emma. I have some questions that only he can answer. I think he was close to really understanding Roberts. We need that.’ 
 
    ‘I thought John Lawrence was your key man? That’s who you came all the way up here to see.’ 
 
    ‘He is. But there’s no point in speaking to him if I haven’t spoken to DS Coleman first. I only realised that last night.’ 
 
    Emma sighed. ‘I don’t like it. You need to handle him sensitively, George. Can you even do that?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know any other way!’ George chuckled. 
 
    ‘I think I just saw that, George. I really don’t know why I was worried.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    The road to Dennis Coleman’s house was well worn and, like everything else, it was cut out of a steep hill. The left bank dropped away at an alarming angle and George could almost touch the bank on the right. The car pitched and bounced as the wheels found places where the tarmac was subsiding. He swore as a high-sided box van appeared at the other end. It looked like a delivery van from a local supermarket. George needed to back up. He couldn’t expect the van to do so. He reversed almost all the way back to the adjoining road before there was space enough for the van to ease past. George wound down his window and the van driver did likewise. 
 
    ‘Did you just deliver to number four, mate?’ George asked. ‘He’s my brother, see. I’ve been trying to call him but he never answers. I was just starting to get worried!’ 
 
    ‘Number four, yeah.’ The van driver was cheery. ‘He’s up there alright.’ 
 
    ‘Ah! Great! I hope you dropped some teabags. The last time I was up here he didn’t even offer!’ 
 
    The delivery driver leant out further and lowered his voice. ‘I dunno about tea, mate, but you’ll be alright for something a bit stronger!’ 
 
    ‘Oh right. Well, at least I know why he wasn’t answering his phone then!’ 
 
    The driver waved cheerily as he continued past. 
 
    George looked over at Emma. ‘At least we know he’s in.’ 
 
    ‘I could have told you he would be in. Him being in isn’t the problem. Him answering the door is the problem, George, and I can promise you he won’t.’ 
 
    George edged back up the hill. ‘He’ll talk to me. He did last time.’ 
 
    Dennis’s bungalow was just as George remembered it. No car on the drive, no signs of life at all from the outside. Every window covered with closed curtains or blinds. He knocked the door first. Emma stayed back leaning on the car’s open passenger door. George knocked hard and long, and then stepped back. Nothing moved. To one side was a gate in a six-foot tall slatted wood fence. He gave it a rattle but it was locked. 
 
    ‘Dennis!’ George shouted. ‘Dennis! It’s George Elms. We spoke a few days ago. I need your help, Dennis!’ George pushed himself up against the gate. There were gaps in the wood. He could just see through. A small window on the side of the house was open slightly. He lifted his foot and was able to get his toe in enough to get some grip. He pushed up and grabbed hold of the top of the gate with both hands. 
 
    ‘What are you doing, George?’ Emma was walking over to him. 
 
    ‘We need to speak to him. I don’t think we’re knocking on the right door.’ He lifted his other foot higher still. George scaled the gate and dropped down the other side. It was bolted on the inside. He slid back the bolt and the gate swung open. 
 
    Emma stood in the gateway with her arms folded. ‘Maybe he just doesn’t want to talk to us, George.’ 
 
    ‘Then he needs to tell me. I’m no mind reader, Emma.’ 
 
    George walked along the side. The small window was frosted and an extractor fan turned slowly beside it. He guessed it was a downstairs toilet. He walked around to the back. It was similarly all shut up, blinds and curtains all drawn. He knocked on a patio door. Nothing. He knocked again, harder this time and with the bottom of his fist. He called Dennis’s name again. Nothing. 
 
    ‘Come on, George,’ Emma said. ‘We’re wasting our time.’ 
 
    He walked back down the side of the house to the open window. ‘Dennis! DENNIS!’ He turned away to cuss. There was a big plant pot in an overgrown flowerbed, almost hidden by weeds. He had to tug it hard from nature’s fingers. He turned it upside down and stood on it. His mouth was now level with the window and he tugged it further open. 
 
    ‘Dennis! It’s George Elms! I wasn’t honest with you when I came to see you a few days ago. I didn’t tell you the real reason I was asking about Roberts. Now I need your help.’ George paused for a reaction. He could see through to an internal door just a couple of metres away that was a few inches ajar. He reckoned his voice would be carrying right through the house. ‘He has two more girls, Dennis! He’s out! He escaped and he has two more! I know you can help us find him, Dennis! This is a chance to make things right! No one knows more about him than you! We need your help! Those girls, they need your help!’ 
 
    The pot made a cracking noise under his weight and he dropped slightly. He stepped off and met eyes with Emma. 
 
    ‘We’ve got a lot to do, George. This is a waste of time.’ 
 
    He nodded. They walked along the side of the house and back to the car. After he slid into the driver’s seat he glanced back to the house. Dennis Coleman was framed in the front door. ‘Emma!’ 
 
    ‘I see him.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s go and say hello.’ 
 
    Dennis Coleman was barefooted. He wore loose-fitting tracksuit bottoms that hung low under his midriff and a grey hooded top. 
 
    ‘Dennis! Thanks for talking to us,’ George said. 
 
    ‘You’re lying to me again!’ Dennis said. ‘Henry Roberts can’t be out. Category A prisoners don’t get out. Not these days. Not people like that.’ 
 
    ‘I know. Listen, you can’t repeat that, it’s still sensitive. And I would be dubious too but it’s a long story, Dennis, and one I’d rather not tell on your doorstep. We need your help.’ 
 
    ‘You let him out! You let him out and you come up here to tell me you need my help! Why aren’t you chasing him? Why are you here?’ Dennis’s eyes were watery and a little glazed. George caught the whiff of alcohol and Dennis leant on the doorframe as if he needed the support. 
 
    ‘We are chasing him, Dennis. Of course we are. We don’t know where to start. I thought the best place to start was with the person who knows him better than anybody.’ 
 
    Dennis stepped back and the door slammed shut. George hadn’t seen it coming and didn’t have time to wedge in a foot. He hammered on the door again. 
 
    The first response was a rhythmic thumping on the other side of the door, as if Dennis was beating a tattoo with his fist. Then he started shouting. ‘You don’t know! You don’t know anything about him! You won’t find him and you won’t stop him! You don’t know what he is!’ 
 
    George stepped up to the door and poked open the letterbox. ‘I know he kills for fun, for the feeling of power! I know he has a type — attractive blonde teenagers! I know he gets off on the fear he brings — and not just to his victims! And I know that he has two girls for a reason, Dennis! I think you know that, too! We found the missing girls, Dennis! They were both in the belly of the same bull! He made the one who went second watch the whole thing! Can you imagine how scared she was? That’s what he craves — that fear, that terror! It’s why he’s taken another two! He was starving himself, Dennis! He managed to convince people that he was ill so they took their eye off the ball — me included! I’m part of letting this animal back out there, Dennis! I know you were a big part of putting him away. I just need a few minutes! I just need to know a bit of what you know!’ 
 
    ‘It’s all in the file! It’s all in the file! It’s all in the file! It’s all in the file!’ The shouts were hysterical — and then the rhythmic thumping started up again followed by sobbing. 
 
    ‘Jesus, George! We need to go. We need to leave him alone.’ 
 
    George pushed his mouth back to the letterbox. ‘I have your statements, your official paperwork. But I saw your notebook, too! I saw all the references to the vicar. You don’t like him. You got that feeling in your gut, right? Something doesn’t add up. I got it too, Dennis! I’m going to see him. Right now. I wanted to talk to you before I went!’ 
 
    George stepped back. Emma was at his shoulder. Then there was the clack of a bolt. The handle dipped, the door moved in. George took a step forward. Dennis Coleman was in his dimly lit hallway. Blood trickled from a wound just above his right eye. A lump was already forming. His eyes looked red and heavy. George waited for him to speak. 
 
    ‘He’s something,’ Dennis croaked. ‘I don’t know what . . .’ He was out of breath and took a moment to recover himself ‘. . . but he’s certainly something.’ 
 
    ‘I agree, Dennis. Can we come in and talk? Five minutes. If nothing else I want to make sure you’re okay before I leave. I know this is hard on you. Emma here, she told me not to come. She’s worried about you, Dennis. We all are.’ 
 
    ‘I’m so sorry, ma’am. I’m so sorry!’ Dennis gasped out a sob. His head dipped, his face screwed up and he moved quickly away. George took the opportunity to follow him through into the kitchen. Dennis was tearing off a square of kitchen paper from a roll on top of the fridge and using it as a tissue. 
 
    ‘Let me make you a cup of tea, Dennis.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck!’ Dennis slumped onto a stool by the kitchen bench and pushed his head into his hands. The bench held a couple of supermarket bags, presumably from the van they had passed on the way up. One of them was filled with bottles — all hard liquor. George filled the kettle then opened the blinds at the kitchen window just as Emma entered. Dennis looked up and blinked in the sunlight but didn’t complain. Emma rinsed a mug and filled it with cold water from the tap. As George put the kettle back on the base and flicked the ON switch, Emma took the mug, tore off more kitchen paper and sat on the stool next to Dennis. She dipped a wad of kitchen paper in the water and dabbed at Dennis’s forehead. He winced a little but did nothing to stop her. 
 
    ‘Tea, coffee? Or something a little stronger, Dennis?’ said George. 
 
    Dennis’s eyes fell to the bags on the table top and he smiled faintly. ‘I’ve been having a lot of parties, you see.’ 
 
    George returned the smile. ‘Yeah, this strikes me as a real party house!’ 
 
    ‘I saw a lot of drunks. When I was in the job. We all do, don’t we? I used to think that they had such sad little lives. I would screw my face up and judge them. Especially the ones that turned to it because they couldn’t cope with something in their lives. And here I am, eh?’ 
 
    ‘I did the same thing,’ George said. ‘I remember anyone who was anyone coming round and telling me that it didn’t help. That it was the last thing I needed. You’ve probably had the same thing. They were wrong. I think I needed to abuse this stuff for a time to be able to move on. While reality was too painful, I needed an escape. It can be good for that. But then I got to the point where I could make a difference again. Where I was needed. I stopped there and then. I think that’s when it becomes a real problem, Dennis. When you’re needed and you can’t switch it off. We need you now, mate. So . . . tea or coffee?’ 
 
    ‘Coffee. Strong.’ 
 
    ‘Same,’ Emma said. 
 
    George prepared the coffees and made himself a cup of tea. ‘Let me tell you what I know,’ he said. ‘Some of this might be news to you, most of it probably won’t. John Lawrence . . . the vicar down the road from here. I spoke to him. He’s upset with the police attention. He told me it was because he was concerned about the reputation of the village, about the reputation of the people in it. He didn’t want us thinking his church was a breeding ground for serial killers — I think that’s what he said. He wasn’t telling me everything. I could understand him being upset. I could see why he might have started taking it personally.’ 
 
    ‘He certainly did that,’ Emma said. 
 
    ‘Okay. That on its own wasn’t enough for me to get the hump with him. Yes, he was guarded. But if the police turn up to question you enough times, I can see why anyone would be guarded. I went through to the little office in his vestry. He had some CCTV rigged up to cover the nearby car park and the main entrance to the church. The car park was empty. Yet I passed his car parked back up the road a little. The vestry has its own door that leads directly outside. He can enter and leave the church any time he wants without being caught on camera. If he’s done that on purpose, why?’ 
 
    ‘CCTV? There were no cameras the last time I was there,’ Dennis said. 
 
    ‘They were installed after you arrested Roberts. At least that’s my understanding. I think the building was targeted when his name came out. I guess the link to the church was also made in the press. The local press at least.’ 
 
    ‘So why put it up at all if it’s going to cause him problems?’ 
 
    ‘I got the impression he didn’t want to. He said it was put up by the ladies who ran the church clubs. I guess he couldn’t object too much. He would have been asked why.’ 
 
    ‘Okay?’ Dennis sounded like he was waiting for more. 
 
    ‘Okay. So, not much on its own. But the church has a charitable fund attached to it. It’s received considerable sums of money. At least two hundred thousand, but almost certainly more. I could only go back a month. I will be going back further.’ 
 
    ‘Roberts was obsessed with that place for a long time. I wouldn’t be surprised if he was putting money into it.’ 
 
    ‘I agree. But when I went to see him — John Lawrence, I mean — he gave me some sob story about raising money for river defences. They needed twenty thousand. I even gave the bloke a tenner. This was after those payments were made.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he didn’t want to go public with the money. Maybe he was waiting for a reasonable amount of time to pass before he did. He wouldn’t want it to be known that the money was from Roberts,’ Emma said. 
 
    ‘I agree. He definitely wouldn’t. But why didn’t he tell me? I was up there snooping around, asking questions. Why even mention the river defence thing? He must have considered that I might have access to information about the church finances.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he didn’t think it would ever be looked at,’ Dennis said. 
 
    ‘Roberts’s escape was expensive. It was only possible because he has enough money to pay off the right people.’ 
 
    ‘You think he paid off the church? For what?’ Emma said. 
 
    ‘No.’ Dennis became suddenly animated. ‘You think the church was helping him? Directing the money to where it needed to go? You think the church was involved? John Lawrence specifically?’ 
 
    ‘And so did you. Not in the escape. That wasn’t a problem then. But you thought he was involved in those girls disappearing. Didn’t you? I’ve seen your notes. You never made anything official but you kept going back to him with questions. You’re the reason John Lawrence got upset with the police attention. Either you were wrong and he was unduly harassed or you were right and you touched a nerve.’ 
 
    Dennis sighed and then sipped at his coffee. ‘I was never happy with him. Right from the start. And when we got Roberts I wasn’t happy with the relationship between the two of them either. I considered that St Dubricius’s had some strange financial dealings. But then I saw that it was a restoration project for the church they’re twinned with.’ 
 
    ‘Twinned with?’ 
 
    ‘St Dubricius’s Church is one of two on that riverbank. There’s another further along called St Leonard’s. It was never as well protected from the river, though. All that’s left is a ruin. It’s been that way for as long as anyone can remember. St Dubricius’s was built a fair bit later. Maybe they knew even back then that St Leonard’s wasn’t going to last. It’s been abandoned for a long time. Lawrence got a bee in his bonnet about restoring it.’ 
 
    ‘And he set up a fund?’ 
 
    ‘He did. I don’t think anyone was keen. I mean, why would you help with restoring a church that’s been ruined by the river more times than enough. It’s sure to happen again. That’s the whole reason it was abandoned.’ 
 
    ‘So people didn’t invest?’ 
 
    ‘Someone did. I got some information from someone working the accounts at the church that it was getting some sizeable donations. They didn’t know where from. I asked Lawrence about them and he wouldn’t discuss it. He just said he had to respect his donor’s wish for anonymity, as he would with any donor. The accountant was sacked shortly after and I never learned any more. I put in for permission to investigate the church accounts but it was never granted. I don’t blame the superintendent. On the surface it was a murder investigation and we had someone through the door who had committed the offences. So when I asked for an audit on the accounts of the church the offender had attended and I couldn’t really articulate why I wanted it, I was told where to go. Fair dos.’ 
 
    ‘But you felt there was something there, didn’t you?’ George said. 
 
    ‘Yeah. Yes, I did. But by now I was being accused of having it in for Lawrence. They thought it was personal. Sorry, Emma, but even you put a leash on me. I understand. I certainly don’t blame you.’ 
 
    ‘He was becoming a pain in the arse, Dennis. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust your instincts. We just needed something more concrete as a reason to be speaking to him.’ 
 
    ‘I had the assault allegation. I wasn’t allowed to talk to him about that either.’ 
 
    ‘The what?’ George leaned forward and almost spilled his tea. ‘Assault?’ 
 
    ‘Sexual assault.’ 
 
    ‘He was spoken to about that,’ Emma said. ‘Our colleagues in CID took it on. The allegation was put to him and he gave a plausible denial. The victim didn’t pursue her allegation and it was filed.’ 
 
    ‘What were the circs?’ 
 
    ‘Chloe Pope,’ Dennis said, ‘Roberts’s first vict—’ 
 
    ‘Chloe Pope made an allegation?’ George exclaimed. 
 
    ‘No!’ Emma cut in, clearly irritated. ‘Chloe Pope did not.’ 
 
    ‘Chloe didn’t,’ Dennis explained. ‘But her friend in the choir did. She said that John Lawrence got her on her own and touched her inappropriately. Just on the thigh. He made some suggestive comments with it. She hinted that she wasn’t the first. She dropped it all, though. Her mum was a regular at the church. Really proud of her daughter for being in the choir. I think she was pressured into not speaking to the police. We’ve all seen it happen, right?’ 
 
    ‘There was no evidence. That was the issue with it,’ Emma said, quickly. 
 
    ‘Lawrence used it. When the investigation got anywhere near his church, he brought it up every time — how he’d been “exonerated,” how he’d made the police back off. I was desperate to tell him that it didn’t mean he was innocent, just because we couldn’t prove it.’ 
 
    ‘You think it happened?’ George said. 
 
    ‘I think more than that. According to Mary Pope, her daughter had become withdrawn over the few months leading up to her going missing. She refused to go to church. She had been in the choir most of her life and suddenly she wouldn’t set foot in the building. It didn’t take much to put two and two together for me.’ 
 
    ‘Theories. Theories we could never prove, Dennis.’ Emma was still irritated. George got the impression that Emma and Dennis had had this very same conversation before. He could see why this was such a sensitive issue for Emma. 
 
    ‘There’s a link. Between Roberts, Chloe and Lawrence. I was certain of it — still am. I just never found what it was exactly.’ 
 
    George stood up and walked to the window. When he pushed it open birdsong drifted in on a pleasant spring breeze and the kitchen seemed a little less musty. It was remarkable how much difference a bit of sunlight made. 
 
    ‘What are you thinking, George?’ Dennis said. ‘Are you going to tell me I’m a crazy old sweat too? Crazy theories?’ 
 
    ‘Well I’m a big fan of crazy theories. Especially when they have substance to them. I have one of my own. Roberts has been planning his escape since before he even went to prison, stashing money away in a place where the Reverend John Lawrence could get access to it. Being a wealthy prisoner is one thing, but you need someone with access to the money to make sure the right people get paid. And, in this case, the right building gets built.’ 
 
    ‘How could he trust Lawrence, though?’ Emma said. ‘I mean, he’s a Category A prisoner and it’s a hell of a lot of money. What’s stopping John Lawrence just keeping the lot and living happily ever after?’ 
 
    ‘Not trust, that’s for sure. You’re right, you’d never be able to trust someone that much.’ 
 
    ‘What then?’ 
 
    ‘Knowledge. Roberts has something on Lawrence. He knows something that’s worth a lot of effort on Lawrence’s part to keep it from coming out.’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. But he’s just a few minutes down the road, right? Maybe we should go and see him and pretend that we do.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 32 
 
    When George left Dennis’s house this time, the door closing from behind was a lot less hurried. Dennis watched George and Emma go to their car. 
 
    ‘You want to head straight to St Dubricius’s?’ Emma said, as they drove back down the narrow and bumpy drive. 
 
    ‘Somewhere you’d rather go?’ 
 
    ‘My team, George. Now Dennis is aware, I don’t want any of them finding out secondhand. And we’ve got some leads — some work to do. We’ll get a lot more done with a whole team on it.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t argue with that. I was considering turning up to see Lawrence with a search warrant anyway. We could task that out. What are the magistrates like up here? Are they pretty quick at turning them round?’ 
 
    ‘Not as quick as a Section 18.’ 
 
    ‘You want to arrest him!’ A Section 18 search was conducted immediately after an arrest. It didn’t need nearly as much red tape to obtain as a warrant. 
 
    ‘You sound surprised?’ 
 
    ‘Delighted more like. If this was down in Langthorne I would be doing just that. I’m well beyond reasonable suspicion.’ 
 
    ‘So what’s different? Just because you’re out of your county, the law’s still the same, right?’ 
 
    ‘It is. I’m just aware that I can be a little . . . forward, is all. I police with my size tens. I’ve been reminded of that recently. I can kinda get away with it in my own force. Up here I’m trying to be a little more diplomatic so I don’t get told to go back to where I came from.’ 
 
    ‘I’m pretty sure I already told you to do that once. Fat lot of good it did.’ 
 
    ‘True. And yet here we are. I had no intention of coming back up here if that helps?’ 
 
    ‘Of course you didn’t!’ 
 
    ‘So we go back. We speak to your team. We go and see the vicar and pull him in for assisting an offender. We’re going to need more people to do a proper search of the church and his place anyway. Assisting an offender is one thing but I think there’s a much bigger offence there somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like a plan.’ 
 
    Emma seemed brighter. George felt that way, too. He felt as if they were getting somewhere. Emma’s brightness dissipated the closer they got back to Hereford Police Station. She called ahead to tell one of her team that they were ten minutes away and she wanted to meet as soon as she got back. He didn’t envy her having to break the news. 
 
    ‘You want me in there? When you tell them?’ 
 
    ‘No. I think it’s better I tell them and let them have their reaction. No offence, George, but it might be best if you aren’t in front of them for that. I know this isn’t your fault—’ 
 
    ‘I understand. I don’t mind being the scapegoat for now if it means they’ll work for you. I’m the incompetent outsider and you can be the one who’s going to fix all this. They might respond to that.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll respond anyway, George. These are good people. They care. They certainly cared about this job. We’ve got enough going on to keep them busy. If it’s like last time, the problem comes when the activity ends. When we all have to sit down and think again about what we did. Or what Roberts did.’ 
 
    ‘They get to make sure he doesn’t do anything else.’ 
 
    ‘Unless we’re already too late.’ 
 
    George didn’t have a reply to that. The red brick of Hereford Police Station came up on his nearside window. He turned into the visitors’ car park again. Emma was out of the car promptly. George took a deep breath to compose himself. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When Annie Cox came to, she was facing the exposed white metal on the side of the van. Her eyes were still a little blurry. The white panels all blurred into one until she was able to focus on the rivet that was holding them together. She tried to move but couldn’t. Her hands were tied at her waist. She looked down to see that the rope extended around her waist too. Her wrists were painful; the rope was coarse and had severely chafed her skin. She could do nothing about it. Her movement was so restricted that she couldn’t change her position at all. 
 
    She tried to think back. She tried to piece her fragmented memories together but her mind was still muzzy. She remembered being in the van with something. A solid shape that had rolled against her. The van had stopped and the boy had spoken to her. He looked young. He had come right into the back to tell her something. It was something about how she was going to be set free. She remembered how she didn’t believe him. His face, the look in his eyes — it made her more terrified than ever. She knew there was something else. Something else had happened too. She was so confused, she couldn’t remember. Then it came back to her: someone else! 
 
    Someone else had been pushed into the back of the van. She remembered now: a fleeting memory of a small girl with long blonde hair. There was another man too — older and much bigger than the first, with hair covering most of his face and terrifying eyes, dark and intense. 
 
    She jerked her body, trying to twist to see behind her, to see if the other girl was still here. She tried to speak but it came out as ‘nnnnng.’ She concentrated. Her mouth had a metallic taste. She smacked her lips — they were so dry. ‘Can you hear?’ she managed. Every word was a strain. She knew she wasn’t making much sense. She heard a scuffle, it sounded like movement. She thought it was someone else. It came from behind her. She couldn’t be sure. For all she knew it was her own body scuffing against the smooth, wooden floor. Her legs were numb. Her back was numb. Her eyes were heavy. She could feel sleep coming back. It came on strong. She tried to fight it; she wanted to see if anyone would answer her. She couldn’t fight it any longer. Her eyes closed. Her last thought was that she could no longer hear an engine before she surrendered to the darkness. 
 
    * * * 
 
    George nursed a coffee outside the meeting room where Emma Rowe was speaking to her staff, the same meeting room he had walked into just a few days before with a cock and bull story about Henry Roberts. The truth was about to come out and he was not going to be popular when it did. George didn’t care. He was used to being unpopular in his own force and it sure as hell wasn’t going to bother him in someone else’s. All that mattered was that the team pulled together and worked to bring Roberts back into custody. 
 
    Through the long partition windows, he watched the faces of those he could see. He reckoned he would be able to tell the exact moment when Emma dropped the news. He turned his attention away when the phone vibrated in his pocket. It was his wife. 
 
    ‘Sarah?’ 
 
    ‘You broke three of his fingers and the main bone in the back of his hand. It’s so badly broken that he might have to have surgery to correct it when the swelling has gone down.’ 
 
    George had almost forgotten about Ronnie’s crushed hand. Had he told Sarah what had happened? He’d guessed he might. What did he care? 
 
    ‘Good,’ he said, as his anger from that night flashed back all at once. 
 
    ‘No denial then.’ 
 
    ‘Denial? No. Ronnie didn’t deny it either, Sarah. And if he ever touches you again or upsets my daughter in any way I’ll start breaking things right off. Things that surgery can’t help. So if you just called to have a go then you should know that I don’t care, that I’d do the very same—’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t.’ 
 
    George was stopped in his tracks. The call wasn’t unexpected. But he had fully expected her to have had a go at him. Sarah didn’t approve of violence. She never had. George had always needed to be careful of what he told her about his work when they were together. And he’d always loved her principles. 
 
    ‘Why did you call then?’ He felt calmer. 
 
    ‘I need somewhere to stay. We need somewhere to stay. I can’t stay here. My mum’s being . . . difficult.’ 
 
    ‘Somewhere to stay? You’re moving out? What about Ronnie?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve kicked him out. That was the last straw. It’s not the first time. He was always so sorry. I thought he would change. Blah, blah, blah, right? You’ve heard it all before I bet. I’ve become a cliché — battered wife!’ 
 
    ‘Not a battered wife.’ 
 
    ‘No. You would never treat me like that. I was treated like a princess compared to that. I guess . . . I guess I miss that. Any chance then? We wouldn’t get in the way and it would just be until I can get somewhere sorted—’ 
 
    ‘Yes! Fuck, yes! Of course. I’m away — I mean, I’ll be back in a day or two. You can go there right now, though. There’s an old lady — flat two. She makes me terrible dinners. A lot. I haven’t got the heart to tell her I ditch them. She’s got a key.’ 
 
    ‘You’re rambling, George.’ 
 
    ‘I am. I don’t know what to say. I mean . . . don’t accept a dinner . . . This is so unexpected. Good unexpected, obviously.’ 
 
    ‘Really? You’re okay with this?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I am. But what about Charley? Moving back in with me just until you get somewhere sorted, I don’t want to play with her emotions. Is that not going to confuse her?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes. If I really was looking for somewhere else and if we really can’t make it work then it will. But I’m always the optimist, George. I’ve been considering it for a while. I don’t think I’ve had a single happy day since . . . well, since we stopped being a family. I know about your job, I know what it means to you — for us. And I still want it back. I want it all back. We can try at least.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll chuck it in. I said I would. I told you this job is nothing to me if it means I get my family back.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t need to do that. I know how important it is. It’s me. I need to change my attitude towards it. I know that now.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll walk. It’s been getting on top of me anyway. I said I would. This job that I’m on now is the perfect reminder — it’s horrible, Sarah — what people will do to one another. I don’t want to be a part of it anymore. I want to go back to being a family man and pretending that this sort of shit doesn’t go on.’ 
 
    Sarah actually chuckled. ‘Well, don’t do anything stupid. Or rash. Or rash and stupid. So when will you be home?’ 
 
    George was still reeling. He couldn’t think straight. ‘I don’t know. A couple of days, tops. There’s a lot to do up here. As soon as I can.’ 
 
    ‘I thought the job was nothing to you!’ Sarah’s laughter continued. George giggled too. 
 
    ‘This one is a little different.’ 
 
    ‘They’re all different, George. I’m not having a go. You do important work — I know that. Just like I know you can’t walk away from it.’ 
 
    ‘Not now. Not today. But tomorrow, maybe. We should make progress over the next twenty-four hours.’ 
 
    ‘Tomorrow!’ Sarah still sounded amused. ‘You know what they say about tomorrow, right?’ 
 
    ‘I do. It’s the very next day!’ George could see that the meeting room was emptying. The detectives were filing out. Some glanced over. Most didn’t. 
 
    ‘Keep me informed,’ Sarah said. 
 
    ‘I will, yeah. Go see my neighbour at number two for the key. I’ll call her to let her know. Oh and there’s not much food in and the bathroom’s a bit rank.’ 
 
    ‘I can hardly complain.’ 
 
    ‘No, I just mean can you get a shop in? And you might wanna get on your hands and knees and give the floor a scrub in there! If that’s not too much trouble, princess.’ 
 
    ‘Cheeky shit!’ 
 
    ‘So you’re really going there now? You’ll be there when I come home?’ 
 
    ‘We will, George. It’s been a while.’ 
 
    George felt euphoria sweep through him. He took a rushed breath. ‘Too long, Sarah. I’ll be home. Soon.’ 
 
    Emma got to him just as he ended the call. ‘You okay, George?’ 
 
    ‘Perfect. Everything’s perfect.’ He knew he was smiling broadly. He couldn’t help it. 
 
    ‘Good to hear.’ 
 
    ‘How did it go with the team?’ 
 
    ‘As expected. A lot of shock and then a lot of determination. They’ll do what’s needed. I’ve already got a lot of them tasked. I see some improved CCTV has come through from a petrol station down your way. It gives a much better image.’ 
 
    ‘Did it? When?’ 
 
    ‘A few minutes ago. From Emily Ryker.’ 
 
    ‘Ah. I was on the phone. I’ll have a look.’ 
 
    ‘Well I wouldn’t expect you to be able to identify anyone from it. I’ve already forwarded it on to be put on the briefing up here for all the local officers. You never know your luck.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. Good. Are we ready to go see our vicar then?’ 
 
    ‘I think we are. You remember what I said about how we need to be gentle with him? Because he doesn’t like our police force very much.’ 
 
    ‘I do.’ 
 
    ‘You can forget that, George. Let’s go and piss him off.’ 
 
    George laughed loudly, his spirits soaring. ‘Well, if there’s one thing I’m good at . . .’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 33 
 
    ‘Do you people not pay your road tax around here or something?’ George moaned. His family hatchback was struggling over yet more ruts and bumps as he drove the last mile to St Dubricius’s Church. It was just after 10 a.m. They had been reliably informed that the vicar was there from ten o’clock most days. Sure enough, his car was parked in the same passing place as last time. The road was narrow, and George needed to slow down to pass it. He noticed the bank was well worn, suggesting that Lawrence’s car was always left there. George pulled up in the gravel car park. This time there was another car there, too: a small, silver Toyota. George pushed open the door to the church. 
 
    ‘John? John are you here?’ 
 
    ‘Hold on, please!’ It was a woman’s voice, coming from the back of the church — elderly, George guessed. He walked towards it. Someone stepped out of the vestry. He had been right about her age. 
 
    ‘Sorry to bother you. I was hoping to speak to the vicar.’ 
 
    ‘I see. Well I’m sorry but he isn’t here. I haven’t seen him today. He was here yesterday morning.’ 
 
    ‘I see. Is that his car outside?’ 
 
    ‘It is. I saw it this morning. He does leave it sometimes if he’s going to the pub on his way home.’ 
 
    George turned to Emma. ‘And we know where home is, do we?’ She nodded confirmation. 
 
    ‘Perfect. Well, thank you for your help. Once again, sorry to bother you.’ 
 
    ‘It’s no bother. I just do a bit of cleaning. Maybe some paperwork. If he comes in, who should I say was here asking after him?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, yes. I’m Inspector George Elms. We have met before, John and I, very briefly. I said to him that if I was ever back in the area I would pop in is all. Nothing to worry about.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing to worry about, but you’re still going up to his house from here?’ Her head turned sideways a little. Her lips curled. She looked like a woman who could smell a rat. 
 
    ‘I’m a three-hour drive away. No guarantee I’ll be back up this way anytime soon. I might just bid my goodbyes is all.’ 
 
    ‘No point going up to the house, then. He’s not been there in a while. Between you and me I don’t think it’s very good at home.’ 
 
    George was suddenly interested. ‘Is that right? I’m sorry to hear that. Is it the pressure of running this place?’ George gestured towards the stained window that was bleeding its colour where the sunlight was pouring through it. 
 
    ‘Maybe. I did wonder if it was all getting too much for him. But I don’t like to pry.’ 
 
    George didn’t believe that for a second. ‘So where would I find him? If I wanted to catch him before I left?’ 
 
    The woman shrugged. ‘I really don’t know. I didn’t think he had anywhere else to go. Maybe she’s let him back in up there, but I doubt it. I thought I hadn’t seen her for a while and she always used to come down, at least on a Sunday. Then she brought some of his stuff down in suitcases. He wasn’t here, it was just me. She left the cases, said I should tell him not to go back. She looked furious. He must have found somewhere to be but I wouldn’t fancy it was back there. Not yet.’ 
 
    ‘Are you expecting him here today?’ 
 
    ‘He’s here every day at some point. There’s an evening sermon and choir practice today too. They’re both much later though.’ 
 
    ‘Great. Thanks again for your help.’ 
 
    ‘No problem.’ 
 
    George and Emma waited until they were back in the car before they spoke. 
 
    Emma went first. ‘She doesn’t like him, does she?’ 
 
    ‘No. She would appear to take a very dim view. Seems to be a running theme with our friend Lawrence.’ 
 
    ‘So, do you think he’s been messing about with another woman? That might give us a problem if no one knows who she is. We need to know where he’s staying.’ 
 
    ‘And we need to find him first. I’d rather not ask around too much either. We don’t want him getting wind that we’re looking for him. He can’t be allowed time to ditch anything.’ 
 
    ‘Well we’re not going to find him at home and I’m not very good at waiting. I get the feeling you’re not either.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not my favourite part of policing. We could still try his home address? Maybe his wife will talk to us. Tell us what we don’t know already.’ 
 
    ‘We could do that. What do you think about going to visit this other church?’ Emma said. 
 
    ‘The ruins?’ George was doubtful. 
 
    ‘I’ve not been there. I don’t think anyone did as part of the initial investigation either. Why would we have done, I suppose? I don’t know if it’s viable as a place to hide out.’ 
 
    ‘You think Lawrence is hiding out?’ 
 
    ‘Who knows? Maybe that’s where all this money has been going all along.’ 
 
    ‘That is a fair point. And you know where it is?’ 
 
    Emma was fiddling with her phone. George could see a mapping application. ‘We must have passed the turning for it on the way here. There’s a curve in the road, a gentle curve. It looks like if we had gone straight on there . . .’ 
 
    ‘I don’t remember seeing a road coming off it?’ 
 
    ‘Me neither. I wasn’t looking for it though.’ 
 
    George turned round in the car park. As the car moved away he saw the old lady at the main entrance to the church with a broom. She was making token efforts to brush the steps as they drove past. He waved. She didn’t wave back. 
 
    George was right about the road. There wasn’t one. There was a track, thick with ferns. It wasn’t a track that would be found if you didn’t know it was there somewhere. George parked the car to get a closer look. 
 
    ‘Well something’s been along it,’ he said. ‘And recently.’ 
 
    Emma nodded. ‘It has.’ 
 
    ‘And they’ve tried to hide that fact too.’ George stepped past the first layer of ferns. There were two flattened tracks leading away from the road. The ferns were tall, between four and six feet high and they had been flattened rather than broken at the stem. The layer closest to the road looked to have been stood awkwardly back up while further in they were crushed and lying down. As if someone had used the track and then made a good effort to conceal it. George held up one of the taller ferns closest to the road. He let it fall back to where it had been lying. He locked eyes with Emma. 
 
    ‘You don’t think . . .?’ 
 
    ‘Roberts?’ George turned to peer down the track. The crushed ferns gave a clear trail to follow. 
 
    ‘We should call it in,’ Emma said. ‘Get some more patrols here before we take a look.’ 
 
    ‘We should definitely call it in,’ George said. He walked quickly to the boot of his car where he and Emma both had their grab bags. He pulled his stab vest over his head. His pepper spray, baton and handcuffs he slung over his shoulder in a covert holder. Emma did the same. 
 
    ‘We’re not waiting, then.’ Emma picked up her radio. She turned it on and waited for the beep to confirm it was joined to the network. ‘I was hoping we wouldn’t.’ 
 
    George walked ahead. He could hear Emma on the radio. She gave their location as best she could. She requested immediate backup. She said that a 4x4 vehicle would probably manage the track. George thought his family hatchback might stand a chance, but he preferred an approach on foot. He didn’t want to make a sound. 
 
    Emma caught him up. The path curved to the right, towards the river. It was close enough for George to hear it but not see it; the foliage was too thick. It sounded like they were passing a shallow section. The water hissed and gurgled as if over rocks and pebbles. They kept moving. The track now curved gently to the left, enough to limit visibility to around ten metres in front. Suddenly the terrain changed: the ferns were replaced by a wild grass underfoot. The two flattened lines were now more obvious as the exposed mud showed them to be tyre tracks with a distinctive pattern. 
 
    ‘There!’ Emma pointed off to the right, towards the sound of the river. George now saw it too: a flint wall, old and decrepit, with no roof. 
 
    ‘We’re here,’ he whispered. He moved to the left of the ruins, staying on the track. Suddenly it opened up into a wild grass clearing with some tombstones scattered among the greenery. The ruins were scattered too, and incomplete. It wasn’t clear what part of the church they were looking at. George moved into the clearing. The high flint wall they had seen to the right was long and flat with a big, rough-looking doorway cut out of the middle and tall, empty windows to both sides. 
 
    ‘George!’ Emma was a little further forward and was staring around the end of the wall. George closed the distance between them quickly to see what she was looking at. It was a white van, side on, with its rear doors hanging open. George remained still. There was neither movement nor sound from anywhere other the chattering of the river. He moved towards the van. 
 
    ‘George!’ Emma whispered. ‘We should wait.’ 
 
    ‘We might be too late already,’ he whispered back. He ran silently over to the driver’s door and peered in. The cab was empty. There were two bottles of water in the centre console and a pizza box in the passenger foot well. It looked the same as the pizza box left back in Capel and the phone number on it had Langthorne’s area code. 
 
    George felt like he might burst. He moved slowly towards the back of the van. He pulled his baton and racked it. It sprung to its full length with a thwack. He rested the hitting end on his shoulder and gripped the handle tightly. He reached the end of the van and squatted to see under the open rear door. There was nothing on the ground — certainly no giant feet that might be holding up Henry Roberts. George didn’t know what to expect. He thought he could feel the hairs rise on the back of his neck. As Emma drew up at his right shoulder, he sucked in his breath and moved swiftly round the door. 
 
    ‘Empty,’ he said. ‘But come and look at this.’ George pushed his baton shut on the floor and put it back in its holder while Emma joined him at the back of the van. There were deep, fresh gouges down the middle of the van’s plywood floor. Something heavy had been dragged out. Drag marks continued on the ground, too. Whatever it was had been heavy enough to churn up the turf and leave a trail that led from the ruins into dense woodland. George motioned at the radio Emma still clutched in her hand. 
 
    ‘How far away are they?’ 
 
    ‘Five minutes out, I reckon.’ 
 
    ‘Ideal.’ George started walking. The drag marks were easy to follow. 
 
    ‘I thought that meant you were going to wait?’ 
 
    ‘No need. They’re only five minutes behind.’ 
 
    Emma swore, but she fell in behind George. She spoke quietly into her radio. The path closed in almost immediately. To the right, the foliage was thicker: bushes, ferns and leafy trees. To the left was a bank made up of large rocks and mud. The going became more difficult at a couple of points, where rocks from the bank had slipped across the path. George could still hear the river to their right but it was quieter. It burbled and gurgled, but he still couldn’t see it. He was certain that he wouldn’t be seen from the river either. 
 
    George and Emma froze at almost the same time. There was a small clearing ahead shrouded in trees; they could only see the entrance to it. Across the entrance a rope was pulled taught at an oblique angle. George racked his baton again and edged forward. 
 
    The rope was hooked over a stout branch that, despite its thickness was bowing under the strain. One end was anchored, passing through a grey, metal hoop and then into a solid-looking ratchet device. The other end of the rope was still out of sight. George needed to move further out of the safety of the tree-lined path to see where it went. George lifted the baton so he was ready to strike. He could feel the steel resting on his shoulder. He glanced back to Emma. She was moving closely behind him. He stepped quickly into the clearing and then stopped dead. 
 
    The rope groaned and strained as it flexed. George was so tense the noise made him jump. It ran high above him and wrapped around a thick plank of wood that formed the upright of a cross that rose some fifteen feet. Its base looked to be sunk into the ground. Attached to it and facing away he could see the back of a figure in dark clothing, clinging to the wood. He couldn’t see how; the legs were at an odd angle. The arms were stretched out, along the plank. George wasn’t sure if it was someone or something. It looked to him like an effigy. George lowered his baton. A crucifix. Someone was playing games. 
 
    George surveyed the rest of the clearing. There was nothing else that stood out. No people. No threats. And no smoking stack of wood under an ancient torture device. 
 
    ‘What the hell?’ Emma pushed past. She walked towards the crucifix. She had her own baton in her hand. George moved to the ground pin that was holding the other end of the rope. It had been dug out and cemented in. the concrete was still a fresh-looking grey. 
 
    ‘George! He’s alive!’ George’s head snapped up. Emma was standing under the crucifix and looking up. George ran to her and saw that the figure was no effigy. John Lawrence’s torso shivered from the abdomen and his breath rasped loudly at the same time. It looked to George like agonal breathing after the diaphragm and the lungs had given up. The last movements of an already dead man. Lawrence’s legs hung useless and clearly deformed. His arms were smeared with a dark red. The nails that had been pushed through the centre of his wrists were wide and crude. His arms were bound tightly to the wood of the cross round his elbows, too, probably to prevent his own weight from pulling his flesh from the nail. 
 
    George searched around for something — anything — to help him reach Lawrence’s legs. If he could reach, he might be able to take some of the pressure off the lungs. Lawrence was being crushed by his own weight. George readied his shoulder. He bounced off the wooden upright. It did nothing more than vibrate enough for John’s shoes to shuffle against the wood above George’s head. George looked down. He could see what he was up against. The bottom of the wood was dug down into another cement-filled hole. There was a small gap at the front and a steel pin at the back, the cement must have been set first. The cross rose up out of it. He could picture the cross being ratcheted against the steel pin until it was upright enough to drop into the hole. It was a clever way of getting John up there. There wasn’t an obvious way to get him back down. George ran back to the ground pin. The rope was thick and strong. He had nothing that could cut it. Even if he had, he didn’t think the cutting of the rope would be enough to bring the structure down. 
 
    ‘I can’t get him down!’ he shouted. Emma didn’t say anything. She simply stared back and forth between George and Lawrence. George ran back to the structure. ‘John! John, can you hear me?’ There was no more sound or movement. Lawrence’s mouth hung open. His eyes were open too. ‘John! Who did this? Where’s Roberts? JOHN!’ There was movement at the edge of George’s vision and then four uniform police officers burst into the clearing, one with a taser drawn. They were wide-eyed and breathing heavily as they took in the scene. 
 
    ‘We need a ladder or something!’ George barked. ‘We need to get him down!’ The officers took a few seconds to react. Two ran back the way they had come. The other two went through the same checks as George. George let them continue, despite realising that it was hopeless. They pushed the wood base. They tried to reach up, then one linked his hands together and knelt down to give the other a boost. They made it to Lawrence’s waist. The officer tried to lift him, to relieve some of the pressure on his lungs. He couldn’t manage it. He couldn’t reach any higher. Lawrence’s shoes scuffed back against the wood. It was useless. 
 
    The ladder took another minute. It got them higher. George stepped back to watch. He knew they were wasting their time. It didn’t take long for all the officers to realise the same thing. This wasn’t an urgent rescue. John Lawrence was dead. 
 
    It took twenty minutes to get him down, and lay him out on the wild grass. The nails had been pushed so far in they had to be hammered out from the other side. Despite the obvious, the officers still cut off his jumper and the dog collar from around his neck and started CPR. George could see his arms. The wounds weren’t bleeding. His chest was still, his skin washed out. He was gone. As was any chance of finding out what he might know about Henry Roberts. 
 
    Paramedics arrived shortly after. They were out of breath. They got to work immediately. They strapped machines to him while the CPR continued. They spent another twenty minutes doing what they could then stood up and stepped away. The uniform officers all looked at Emma, their senior officer. The paramedic must have picked up on it. They spoke directly to her. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, he’s gone. We’re gonna call it. He’s probably been gone a while to be honest, but we did all we could. I thought we might get a spark at least.’ 
 
    ‘How long do you think he’s been up there?’ George spoke over a shocked-looking Emma. The paramedic turned to him and shrugged. 
 
    ‘That I can’t tell you with any accuracy. A little while. The poor fella wouldn’t have been able to breathe much at all. He might have supported himself for a little while but his legs look pretty bad and might not have worked at all.’ 
 
    ‘His legs are broken,’ Emma said, the shock clear in her voice. 
 
    ‘Yeah. I guess it was to stop him supporting his weight. He would have struggled to breathe. Not a nice way to go. There are some sick people out there.’ 
 
    ‘We saw him move?’ Emma was almost whispering. 
 
    ‘It might have been a spasm. With this sort of thing, a body will do that for a little while, after—’ 
 
    ‘Thanks for your efforts.’ George stepped in. He thought Emma might have had enough of an explanation. ‘Did my colleagues get your details?’ One of the uniform officers was close enough to hear and he took out his pocket book to complete the request. George turned to Emma. ‘You okay?’ 
 
    ‘Not really, George. You?’ 
 
    ‘Same, I guess. We need to get you swapped out. Get the duty DS out here to run the scene. You and I need to get back and work out what we have here. And where we go next.’ 
 
    ‘They’re all on their way anyway. As soon as they get here . . .’ She was still looking down at the lifeless vicar. 
 
    ‘There was nothing more we could have done, Emma,’ George said. 
 
    ‘I know that. But he didn’t deserve this. No one does, do they?’ 
 
    ‘He was wrapped up in all this, Emma. Somehow. I’m worried that we won’t ever find out precisely how. But, no, this isn’t the sort of justice I believe in.’ 
 
    Some of Emma’s team arrived. He stepped back to let her bring them up to speed. She did well. She did what all good officers can do, she put aside all her own emotions long enough to get the scene managed and preserved for forensics. Her team of detectives would also need to start the work on finding out how it had become a scene in the first place. There were a few leads George could see. The wood making up the crucifix, the rope, the ratchet winch. Even the type of concrete. It would all be examined in an effort to try and find where it had come from, how long it had been there. There was a lot to piece together. Four of Emma’s team were involved in the briefing. George was too far away to hear what was being said as he leant on a tree on the edge of the clearing, trying to find some space for his own thoughts. But he saw the same reactions from them that he had seen earlier that morning: shock, followed by determination. Then a couple of them looked over at him and he couldn’t help but feel that he was seen as the man who had brought this nightmare back to them. Certainly it felt like his shoulders had carried the weight of something up that motorway. And he still couldn’t shake it off. 
 
    Emma left her team and they walked back together. There were already officers in white suits buzzing around the transit van. George could remember the last three letters of the registration that Ryker had given him: POJ. The plate on this van was different. But it was a white Renault panel van. It had to be the same one. 
 
    They got back to the police station and sat down across from each other at Emma’s round desk. Emma had her notebook open in front of her. They were both struggling with where to start. Emma’s phone went off. She huffed. ‘I’ll just take this, George. I’ve a feeling we might not get anywhere now. I’m going to be in demand.’ 
 
    George stood up to make a drink. Emma’s phone conversation was a very short one. She spoke to George immediately after. ‘They might want to seize our shoes. Maybe some clothes too.’ 
 
    ‘I thought they might. I draw the line at the underpants though, they’re the only ones I brought.’ 
 
    Emma managed a half smile. ‘I don’t see the need at this point. I suggest we only worry if they come back a bit more insistent.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s running it?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know to be honest. That was the senior forensic officer. I didn’t think to ask if they were getting any direction. I’m sure someone will call me if I’m needed. It’s probably better if it isn’t me, seeing as I’m now a key witness.’ 
 
    ‘I agree.’ 
 
    ‘I could do without getting stuck out at a scene for the rest of the day. We need to be looking at the bigger picture.’ 
 
    ‘We do. Which is proving more difficult than I anticipated. And I certainly don’t think our shoes hold the key to this Emma.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure you’re right. I just don’t know what does. I’ve been trying to straighten it all out in my mind. It’s such a mess, George.’ 
 
    ‘Investigations like this always are. Until they’re not. We need to simplify it all. Start again. Let’s do a VOWS assessment from where we are. We need to get everything down that we know. The stuff we don’t know is what we need to be working on.’ 
 
    ‘Makes sense to me.’ 
 
    There was a knock at the door. Emma had pushed it solidly shut, having made a point of telling the two DCs who were working at their desks that she didn’t want to be disturbed. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ Her irritation was clear. A second passed. Maybe the person the other side was having second thoughts. Then the door opened and a uniform sergeant walked in. 
 
    ‘Ma’am . . . sorry. They did say it was a bad time. But then I gave them a message to pass on and then they said that actually I should knock, so—’ 
 
    ‘It’s fine, Alan. Come in. This is Inspector George Elms. George, this is Alan Kemp. One of our patrol sergeants up here.’ 
 
    George shook Alan’s hand. He still looked a little unsure. 
 
    ‘It’s a very quick thing. It’s just that there’s a slide on the briefing. I’ve been on rest days. I came in for late turn today and it was on there. I know who it is. At least I’m pretty certain.’ 
 
    ‘A slide?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. There’s not much description. Just that it’s come from Lennockshire, actually. It doesn’t say what it’s about, just that we should let you know if we recognise the person in it.’ 
 
    George was suddenly animated. ‘The CCTV stills from the petrol station. And you know who it is?’ 
 
    ‘I’m pretty certain. I went to a sudden death on my last set of day shifts. It would have been Monday. There was a lad there. He found his mum dead in the morning.’ The sergeant had his notebook in his hand. His finger was saving a page. He read from it. ‘Liam Cooney, 14 Wilbur Way, Symonds Yat.’ 
 
    ‘Liam Cooney,’ Emma repeated. ‘And you’re sure?’ 
 
    ‘I am. I know he’s a bit of a distance away on the CCTV, you can just about see enough of his face for an ID. But it’s his top, ma’am, that’s how I know. I spent an hour with him or more, while they moved his mum out in a body bag. I took her wedding ring off before they moved her and I gave it to him. He was wearing a hooded top with writing on his chest. Superdry. It was off-centre. I remember him putting that ring in his hoodie pocket. I remember it well because I thought it was a bit odd at the time. Not overly. It struck me as a bit cold, I suppose. I guess he was in shock. He took a quick look at it and then stuffed it in his pocket.’ 
 
    ‘What had happened to his mum?’ George said. 
 
    ‘It was non-sus. She’d been ill a while. Chronic pulmonary disorder. Kept alive by constant oxygen. She was plugged into it when we found her. I guess it couldn’t keep her going any longer. We found a load of medication. She did well to last as long as she did.’ 
 
    Emma was looking over at George. He reckoned she was thinking the same thing. He received immediate confirmation. 
 
    ‘CPD? They probably wouldn’t even do an autopsy. She would be written off as natural causes.’ 
 
    ‘She would,’ George said. 
 
    ‘I’ll make a call to the coroner. We need to get that reopened and declared suspicious.’ Emma was talking to George. He noticed that Sergeant Kemp was looking even less sure. 
 
    ‘Ma’am? Did I miss something?’ 
 
    ‘No. You couldn’t possibly have known, don’t worry . . .’ Emma was pacing. She bent her head. 
 
    ‘Sorry, ma’am. Known what?’ 
 
    She lifted her head back up. ‘Oh. Sorry, Alan. That CCTV slide, the person pictured is now a suspect for murder. John Lawrence was found . . . well, he’s dead.’ 
 
    ‘I heard it on the radio. I spoke briefly with the early turn sergeant. They’re all tucked up at the scene. I’m going to be sending people out to take over.’ 
 
    ‘How many are you parading with today?’ 
 
    ‘One and seven, ma’am. Earlies have five on scene control at the moment. That leaves me with one double-crewed car to answer the calls.’ 
 
    ‘I need an arrest and search. I’ll leave your two-man car alone but can you come out with me and George? We need to get Liam Cooney in. We can worry about the search once we have him in custody. I’ll have to call in resources from elsewhere.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    George stood up. He picked up his car keys and spoke directly to Alan. ‘What’s he like? Cooney, I mean?’ 
 
    The sergeant hesitated. ‘I don’t know the politically correct term. Learning difficulties? Is that it? He seemed a little slow to me. Like he wasn’t quite sure what was going on. Not the sort of lad who could plan and execute a murder, put it that way.’ 
 
    ‘Not on his own at least,’ George said. Emma led the way out the building. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 34 
 
    The Cooney house, 14 Wilbur Way was shrouded in low-lying cloud. The street as a whole was being prodded and probed by its grey, wispy fingers. The estate looked to George like classic council stock. Social housing before it was given the posher sounding title. The exteriors were made up of weathered-looking pebble dash and number 14 was particularly drab. Brown water stains spread out from under the windows. The lawn was neat at least. 
 
    George knocked the door with Emma standing next to him. Alan Kemp was out of sight a little further down the street. Tactics around the door knock for Liam Cooney were the subject of the conversation on the way there. Alan described him as early twenties, dim witted, but quite a lump. George had his right hand gripped round the pepper spray in his jacket. He knocked again. They had been on the doorstep for a couple of minutes. 
 
    ‘Section 8 warrant?’ Emma said. 
 
    ‘I was hoping it wouldn’t come to that.’ A Section 8 warrant would need to be granted by a magistrate. It would give the police a power to kick the door down to try and locate someone wanted for a serious offence — like the murder of John Lawrence and the abduction of two young women. He had no doubt they would be granted the warrant but it was a lot of paperwork and he didn’t want to waste the time it would take to get it. 
 
    ‘Alan!’ George called out and the sergeant appeared. ‘No answer. I’m just gonna check round the back. Do you mind holding the front in case someone makes a break for it?’ 
 
    Alan nodded. George and Emma moved round the side of the house. Immediately George could see that the garden was big. Long and thin. You wouldn’t get a garden like that anymore with your social housing. He tried the back door. It was locked too. The top half was clear glass but with a net curtain obscuring the view. He could see into the kitchen: some of the work surfaces, including the one that housed the sink. Everything was very orderly. There was no evidence of anyone being at home. He knocked at the back door, too but there was still no movement. He stepped away and looked up at the second floor. The curtains were open. The small windows were ajar. Again, nothing stirred. He turned to look down the garden. He could see a thick conifer hedge half way down. That might have fooled him into thinking it was the end of the garden but an untidy arch was cut and he could see some outbuildings beyond. He walked down the garden. The grass was a little longer at the back, his feet dragged through it. Emma walked with him. There was fencing along both sides but the garden was on a slope so the neighbours would still have a limited view in. He made a mental note to knock a few doors either side. There were two outbuildings. The first, on the left, was a small, brick-built structure. It had a small door that looked jammed open, stuck by its own rust. The inside was covered in a layer of black. A coal shed, George reckoned. It looked like it had been out of use for some time. 
 
    The next shed was larger and made of wood. There was a padlock on the door but the clasp hung open. He twisted it and pulled the door. 
 
    ‘George.’ Emma’s tone carried a warning. 
 
    ‘I know. I’m just going to stick my head in.’ 
 
    ‘There’ll be a forensic search here, George. You know what they’re like.’ 
 
    ‘I do. We need to be sure it’s empty, though, right? Perfectly reasonable.’ George stepped in. He found a light switch. The bulb seemed hesitant and took its time to warm up to its full brightness. Everything looked very orderly, unusually so for a garden shed. Everything had its place. Saws, screwdrivers and hammers all clung to the wall and were arranged in size order. Each had a silhouette drawn round them on the wall. One tool was missing. The silhouette was the shape of a shovel. 
 
    The main workbench looked a little too high and it had sides, like a box. It looked reinforced, too, with metal struts covering every edge. A black metal object lying on top of the bench stood out as the only thing out of place. George walked to it. It was an old clothes iron. Victorian maybe? It was solid and it was heavy. It looked like it had marked the wooden bench. 
 
    ‘It’s hinged!’ George lifted the iron off the work surface and moved it to the floor. His eyes rested on a catch on the side of the bench. Another padlock was pushed through. Again it hung open. George pulled his sleeve over his hand to pull it out. He used the same technique to pull the lid up. It creaked open. It was empty. 
 
    ‘Shit!’ Emma exhaled as she spoke. It sounded like relief. 
 
    ‘Were you expecting a vampire?’ 
 
    ‘I was expecting worse than that.’ George bent down to inspect the box. Something caught his eye. The box was scuffed on the inside. It was a light brown but it had grooves that were lighter still — nearer to white in colour. They were on the side that was closest to him. He had to angle his neck to be able to see it. The scuffs were letters — writing. He couldn’t make it out. 
 
    ‘Something’s written in there I think!’ Emma was standing next to him. She lit up the torch function on her phone. She turned it on the box. 
 
    ‘Shit, George!’ He was still craning. He still couldn’t see. 
 
    ‘What? What does it say?’ 
 
    ‘We need to get that warrant.’ 
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘P.O.P.E. It says Pope, George! It’s from Chloe Pope. It has to be. She must have been in here!’ 
 
    George could see it now. It was scratched on the surface. Not deep and barely legible. But it was definitely POPE. It looked about right for someone trying to write in the pitch black, digging into wood with their finger nails. 
 
    George needed some air. As he bundled out of the shed door Emma called out after him. 
 
    ‘We must be getting closer, George. We must be.’ 
 
    ‘Closer’s no good. Dennis Coleman was close to finding Chloe. Look how that ended! What if we can still do something for those two other girls? What if they’re in a box somewhere, scratching their names into the wood so that one day someone might know what happened to them? Closer’s no good.’ He started walking back up the garden. 
 
    Emma called out again. ‘So where do we go from here?’ 
 
    ‘Me? I need a walk.’ George kept going. He made it out into the street and walked to the end of it. There was a play park and fields directly opposite. The street was elevated, it looked down on what looked like a town and across to the other side of a valley. George couldn’t recall being in this area and not being in a valley. On any other day it would have been a beautiful place to stand. He found a bench in the park that overlooked the play area. There were some parents with their children. He could hear the excited screams. It made him think of his little girl, waiting for him at home with his wife. He was struggling to comprehend just what that meant. It had been so long, he had never given up hope but had started to come to terms with never getting his family back. He knew he had messed it up the first time around. He wasn’t going to mess it up this time. He watched a mother scoop up a toddler from the end of a slide and lift her to the sky. Both their faces were beaming. Pure happiness. The sort you couldn’t have if your eyes were open to the world. George couldn’t do anything about what he already knew, about the evil that he had been exposed to. But he could do something about his future. He was tired. He had been tired for a long time. Seeing the worst of people was making him weary. He envied the carefree parents of the world. Those that could send their kids to school without considering that there was such evil in the world and that there were no guarantees they would come back, that they could end up trapped in a box at the mercy of a man who knew none, desperately scratching their name with their fingernails. Maybe he could forget, maybe he could become carefree again, maybe his happiness could become pure. Whatever, his family were waiting for him at home. A second chance. And he had made a decision. 
 
    A car horn interrupted his thoughts. He turned to it. It was Emma. He must have been gone longer than he thought. He walked over to where her window was wound down. 
 
    ‘A patrol have arrived to look after the perimeter. I’ve requested another one up here too — in case he comes back.’ 
 
    ‘He’s long gone, Emma.’ 
 
    ‘I know. But we might find something that gives us a clue as to where at least. The search team are going to be a couple of hours, I think. It’s not ideal but we’re struggling now with two scenes. Alan is staying to run it from the ground.’ 
 
    George stroked his chin. ‘We could do the search ourselves. I know there are contamination issues but needs must. We can worry about the evidential problems after.’ George was mindful that both he and Emma had been at the St Leonard’s ruins scene earlier that day. If they stepped into Cooney’s house, they ran the risk of any half-decent solicitor pointing out that any DNA present linking Cooney to the other scene would have been transferred by the two police officers. They wouldn’t be able to argue with it either. George considered that finding the girls alive outweighed evidential difficulties later. 
 
    ‘We could. But you might be needed elsewhere. I took a call. We’ve had someone phone in. He said he’s Roberts’s brother. He says he has some information that may help. But he’ll only talk to you.’ 
 
    ‘His brother? Do we know it’s him for certain?’ 
 
    ‘No. The call was traced to a payphone in London.’ 
 
    ‘What do we know about his brother?’ 
 
    ‘Not a lot. William Roberts. Older brother. He lived locally, but he left the area when all of this was going on. I think the family as a whole were under the spotlight. We tried to track him down, it was an obvious line of enquiry but we got nowhere. He was represented by the same solicitors as Henry and they made it clear that he would see any police contact as harassment.’ 
 
    ‘It’s hardly harassment is it, investigating a murder?’ 
 
    ‘No, it isn’t. I think his solicitors were able to scare some of the senior management enough that speaking to him wasn’t deemed essential so it wasn’t done. He wasn’t a key witness. We were just trying to get some background.’ 
 
    ‘So we don’t know if this is him or just some crackpot wasting my time?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t. But the general public don’t know much. And someone calling Herefordshire Police about Henry Roberts and asking to speak to George Elms must know an awful lot.’ 
 
    ‘You think he might have spoken to his brother?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t think how else he would know so much.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. Let’s go and see him then.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t, George. Not with all that’s going on. He’s been very specific. He will meet you at Langthorne West train station, on the platform, by the payphones. Only in person. There’s no number to call.’ 
 
    ‘Langthorne?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, that’s what he said. I’ve got a murder investigation, two scenes and a missing person investigation to run here, George. I can’t really be driving two hundred miles away.’ 
 
    ‘No you can’t, and it’s the distance that worries me. Time is something we really don’t have a lot of. This might just be a way of hindering us. Sending me two hours in the wrong direction.’ 
 
    ‘It might.’ 
 
    ‘I have to go though, don’t I?’ 
 
    ‘I think so. The family distanced themselves from him right from the start. This was really damaging for them as you can imagine. If he’s made contact and they know he’s out, it’s quite plausible that they would want to help make sure he was captured before he could do anything more.’ 
 
    ‘But why me? And why Langthorne?’ 
 
    Emma shrugged. ‘I guess that’s what you need to go and find out.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 35 
 
    George did his best to read the information on his phone as he headed back to Langthorne. He waited until he was on the motorway where he stood a chance of diverting his eyes for just a few seconds at a time. There was no time to stop. From what he could glean, William Roberts had called Herefordshire’s control room from a number that was registered to a payphone in central London. He said that he had information about his brother: Henry Roberts. He would divulge this information only if he were met personally by Inspector George Elms of Lennockshire police. This face-to-face meeting would take place at Langthorne West train station, just off the incoming platform at 14:12 hours. George was to stand by the public payphones. The log had been read and added to by a number of other persons. Someone had researched train times and put on the log that a train from London St Pancras station was due to arrive at that platform at 14:12 hours. George knew as much as he needed to know. He dialled Whittaker’s number. 
 
    ‘George. How goes it, friend?’ 
 
    ‘Did Emma bring you up to speed? I asked her to call.’ 
 
    ‘She’s not long off the phone. They’ve transferred the call details to us too. It’s a strange one. What are your thoughts?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think we have too much choice but to work on the basis that it’s genuine and that William Roberts knows where his brother is and wants to help. Anything other than that we’ll need to react to, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘We will. What do you need?’ 
 
    ‘I need a team, Major. Foot surveillance mainly, but a car too. Whatever he tells me I want him picked up and followed when he leaves. If he’s giving me a red herring he might still lead us somewhere useful. Or at least give us an address where I can politely give him his fish back.’ 
 
    ‘No problem. How far out are you?’ 
 
    ‘I’m struggling, Major. I’m two hours out for a ninety-minute deadline.’ 
 
    ‘Where are you?’ 
 
    ‘The wrong side of the M25.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. I’ll get in touch with Sussex. We’ll get a marked convoy to bring you in.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Major. This William, though . . . he shouldn’t know who I am. Assuming he’s talked to his brother he might have a description. Plan B for me not making it in time, Major . . . can you get onto HQ and have them print me another ID? If someone can bring it down to you it will be there in forty minutes. Then you just need someone who fits my description to be at that meeting.’ 
 
    ‘Ugly and knackered, you mean? I like it, George, it works as a Plan B. But try and get here, please. I’ll get those bits done. I’ll pass Sussex your details so they can find you.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Major.’ George cut the call. Within twenty minutes he had a marked police bike in front of him. Ten minutes later and a marked BMW took its place while the bike dropped to the back. They stayed with him. He was now able to increase his speed; whenever traffic parted for the blaring police cars, he was able to slip in between them. The escort only dropped away when he turned into the road that led to Langthorne West train station. He was there with six minutes to spare. By the time he ditched the car and made it to the platform it was down to two. He was now breathing heavily and his shirt clung to the sweat on his back. He took a minute to catch his breath. He felt like he had barely breathed the whole way down here. The concentration involved in running at those speeds between two flashing cars, ducking and weaving through traffic, had taken its toll. He was shattered. 
 
    He checked his watch again. The platform was busy all of a sudden. There was already one stationary train. Another arrived, right on time. It seemed to spill out all of its passengers at the same time and they all walked past with purpose in their stride, their heads down. There were only two payphones at the station. They were both together on the wall by the exit from the platform. He stood himself directly between them, where he couldn’t be missed. No one took any notice of him, although he tried to screen everyone that approached. Within a few minutes, the platform was almost empty. The only people anywhere in sight were either in high-vis railway jackets or milling around on the platform opposite, waiting for the next outbound train. 
 
    One of the payphones trilled and made him jump. He stared at it. It kept ringing. He looked around, as if it might be for someone else. There was no one close. His deadline had passed by almost ten minutes. He picked up the receiver. 
 
    ‘George Elms?’ The voice was urgent. A man’s voice. He lingered on the ‘s.’ 
 
    ‘William Roberts?’ George said. His throat was dry. It carried in his voice. He hadn’t realised until he tried to speak. 
 
    ‘I don’t go by that surname so much anymore. I’m sure you can appreciate why.’ 
 
    ‘I thought we were meeting in person?’ 
 
    ‘That wasn’t what I said.’ 
 
    ‘You have some information for me?’ 
 
    ‘Just an anecdote, really. When we were younger, my brother and I used to visit Langthorne for our summer holidays. We used this very station. We played on the beach, went on walks — the usual stuff. There’s a local beauty spot called the Warren. It’s a cliff walk and we would go there every time — well, most days anyway. We met a man down there. Our mother didn’t like us talking to him. Henry was fascinated by him — fixated even. He can get fixed on things. He ran away to visit him. This man lived off the land in a home he had built on the beach out of driftwood. My mother was frantic. My father not so much. I thought I knew where he was, Inspector, and I was correct. But we couldn’t get him straight away. The tide down there, it used to cut this man and his home off from the rest of the world for at least three hours twice a day. I think that’s what appealed to Henry. I think he liked the idea of being cut off from the rest of the world, even for just a few hours. When he ran away he timed it so we couldn’t get to him. He knew he had that time alone. He told me he would live there one day. I never understood his fascination. But you get older, Inspector. You see the world. It’s a beautiful spot. I suppose we all want to be cut off in a beautiful spot at some point in life, right?’ 
 
    ‘Why are you telling me this? Is that where he is?’ 
 
    ‘He’s a gentle soul. I know who you think he is, what the world thinks he is and what he looks like, but I don’t know that man. That’s not my brother. He’s naïve. He always wanted to fit in. Remember that about him.’ 
 
    ‘William, I need to find him. If there’s more to this, if there’s more I need to know then I need to find him. Is that where he is? Has he spoken to you? William? William!’ The line was dead. The call had been ended. George slammed the handset back in its cradle and turned to look around. He stayed dead still for just a minute. William was there somewhere; he was certain of it. He would have made sure George was where he needed to be and that no one else was around. George could see people in the distance. None of them stood out. It didn’t matter now anyway. He walked briskly towards his car. Whittaker picked up on the first ring. 
 
    ‘George, did you meet?’ 
 
    ‘No. He called the payphone. I guess he wanted to speak to the police in a situation where he could cut it off the second he wanted to.’ 
 
    ‘He cut you off?’ 
 
    ‘He did.’ 
 
    ‘What did he tell you?’ 
 
    ‘A childhood story. But combine it with what Henry told us and I think I know where he is with the girls.’ 
 
    ‘Fantastic.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not convinced.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not convinced what? This is good, right?’ 
 
    ‘Are you in front of a computer?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Why?’ 
 
    ‘What time is high tide in Langthorne today?’ 
 
    ‘High tide? What the hell—’ 
 
    ‘Please, Major, just tell me.’ George was still walking fast and was breathing heavily. 
 
    ‘Jeez. Hang on, old boy.’ There was the tapping of a keyboard in the background. `13:20 today. What the hell does that have to do with anything?’ 
 
    ‘Do you remember a couple of years back when there was a guy who lived down the beach. Right where the cliffs turn back towards Dover? He had a place made out of driftwood. He lived there for ages. Off the grid.’ 
 
    ‘No, George. I guess it must have been before my time here.’ 
 
    ‘He died a couple of years ago. A dog walker found him when he had a fall. He was a bit of a local legend. Made the papers once or twice. Henry Roberts knew him too. When they were younger he and William used to come down here. William said his brother was obsessed with the place both because of its beauty and because it’s cut off by the tide for three hours a day. That’s where he is, Major. He’s on that beach with those girls. The tide peaked at 13:20. Slack water lasts around two hours where the tide’s at its highest and then it’s an hour before its low enough to get to him. Henry set the time of that phone call. He knows when I can next get to him. He’s going to kill them, Major. On our beach. And he will be doing it now while he knows that I have to stand half a mile away waiting for the tide. It’s another power play.’ 
 
    ‘But we can stop him. If he thinks he has the time—’ 
 
    ‘I think he’s done what he can to make sure I can’t. The 14:12 train at Langthorne and calling Herefordshire to get hold of me. Henry must have known where I was. He knew the journey would be tight to get here. And the time now? I’m leaving now and I’ll get to the Warren with half a mile of beach under the sea. He wants me to sit and wait an hour until it subsides. This way I get to be the first person to see what he’s done. This is all part of it, Major. This is how he fucks with me.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus, George, it’s a beach, though, old boy. The police boat—’ 
 
    ‘Won’t be able to get anywhere near. It’s all rocks. When the tide’s out you can see its teeth. It’s impassable. We wouldn’t stand a chance. The other side is a sheer cliff. There’s no way you could get someone down there safely — not without Roberts being stood waiting for them with a distinct advantage. There’s no room for a chopper to work either. There’s just a slit of beach left.’ 
 
    ‘So what do we do? Just let this play out like he intended? We know how that ends, right?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. What about snipers? We have them in the firearms teams?’ 
 
    ‘We do. Maybe four for the county though, George, and even if we could get one there in time I can’t see us finding a firearms commander who would authorise a shot from a moving boat. That needs a proper specialist. You’re talking the armed forces — and an even longer wait.’ 
 
    ‘Fine. I’m going down there, quick as I can. Maybe I will be able to see some options. I’ll give you a call. Send whoever you can.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, George.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 36 
 
    It was the breeze that first made Annie realise that she was alive. Then she could feel the damp, coarse ground that was gritty against her skin. She could also feel the material wrapped tight around her head and over her eyes. It dug into her cheekbones and the back of her head where it was tied off. She could feel the knot. Her head was throbbing. Suddenly she felt a touch. Someone grabbed hold of the blindfold and it was tugged roughly down. She slammed her eyes shut to the bright sunlight. It took her a while to get used to it, to be able to see clearly. Her hearing was returning too. She realised she was lying on damp sand. It was a small area. Rocks dominated the scenery. The sea pushed earnestly over them, darting into rock pools, reaching out towards her with frothy, white fingers. Just beyond them the water looked deep. The waves retreated quickly and with a hissing noise. She felt sick. She was grabbed forcefully by her wrists and dragged to a crawl for just a few metres, then pushed hard into something that jutted out of the sand. It was damp wood. It was cold and she could feel the roughness of a dozen splinters sticking into her back. She realised she was in just her underwear. She didn’t know where her dress was. She sobbed. 
 
    ‘Where am I?’ she croaked as her hands were yanked roughly behind her back and tied firmly to the post. The angle was so obtuse it pulled on her shoulders and they were shot through with pain. 
 
    ‘It’s time.’ The voice was delivered right into her ear. She heard the distinctive sound of wooden logs knocking against one another, as if they were being stacked. She craned her neck towards the sound and a tall, gaunt man with broad shoulders straightened up and looked back at her. Though he was about five metres away, she could still see the intensity in his gaze. To his right a shovel was upright, dug into the sand. The logs were in a neat pile and pushed beneath what looked like a rusty, brown drum on legs. Her eyes were still a little fuzzy. 
 
    ‘What are you doing? What do you want with me?’ 
 
    The younger man who had tied her moved from behind the post and squatted down in front of her. His face wore a big grin. ‘You wait your turn! I’m going to free you, Annie. You and Sadie. But you’re special to me. So you get to watch first. You get to share the beauty!’ 
 
    He stood back up and walked away to her left. Beyond him she could see what looked like a wooden shack. It was a mix of odd colours and shapes. It was made of wood but none of the pieces quite married up. The man disappeared. When he came back out he was pushing another girl in front of him. She was very petite and her blonde hair fell untidily over a naturally pale complexion. She looked so young. Annie’s mind was fuzzy, but she remembered the van journey. Another girl had been there and had been moaning. This was her! She was led past Annie, her eyes were wide in panic. 
 
    ‘Help me!’ she muttered. It seemed like a struggle for her to speak. She fell to the ground and the man immediately scooped her up, hooking his hands beneath her shoulders. She was shaking. 
 
    ‘What are you doing with her? What are you doing?’ Annie screamed, her head throbbing with the effort. The girl was led to where the man with the dark eyes was waiting. The drum seemed to have doubled in size. Annie squinted at it. It had opened up! 
 
    ‘Oh God! Oh God, no!’ The man still held the girl under her arms as far as the drum and then her underwear was ripped from her. The two men started to bundle her to the drum. She tried to fight them off and managed to get a blow on the larger man. His head barely moved but he wiped something away from his cheek. He had been relatively still up to this point, leaving most of the effort to the younger man, but now he reached down with his huge hands and pushed her in all at once. She couldn’t fight back. Not against him. The top of the drum was slammed down with a loud thud. Immediately she could hear more thuds; the girl had started hammering on it from the inside and there were faint and muted screams, too. The drum, tank — whatever it was — was clearly made of some kind of thick metal. The younger man walked back towards her. 
 
    He sighed and shook his head and hunkered down beside her again. ‘She’s scared because she doesn’t understand. But you will, Annie. You will see and you will know. When she’s free . . . ah, it’s beautiful, Annie, it’s so beautiful. And then it’s your turn.’ 
 
    ‘She’s just a girl! She’s just a girl! Let her go! Let her go, you don’t need her!’ 
 
    ‘Oh but we do! We need you both. You’ve earned this, Annie, with your beauty, with your grace! I mean, look at you . . .’ 
 
    ‘Me first, then! I’ll go first. I won’t fight. Me first!’ 
 
    ‘No, no. This is all for you, Annie. This is all so you can see!’ 
 
    ‘No . . . please!’ He was already walking away. She had seen his face: the excitement, the glee. He was hyper. It was like nothing she had seen before. His hands were shaking so bad he could barely light the kindling gathered under the logs. But he did light it. And it took almost instantly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 37 
 
    George made it to the Warren. There were no other police personnel there yet. It was a road at its origins and it dropped away quite suddenly towards sea level past a Martello tower that had commanding views over the Channel. The road had been created to allow maintenance access to the train tracks that ran along the seafront and joined eventually with Dover. There was a campsite at the bottom too. Signs warned that it was closed for refurbishment. George took the road so fast he was praying out loud for the suspension to stay together and the tyres to stay up. The road was pitted by potholes, deep enough to cripple a car not designed for this type of punishment. He pushed on. The road levelled out. He could go straight on and run alongside the tracks or take another right. He took the right. It was a steeper gradient still and it led down to an area of hard-standing that was just above sea-level and butted up against the high tide. Now it looked like a concrete beach, but once this area had been an airstrip, a hangover from the First World War. 
 
    The front of his car scraped against it as he grounded out at the bottom. This section was only ever in danger of flooding in stormy weather. Not even a spring tide would bother it otherwise. Today there was no storm, but the breeze pushing off the sea felt stronger than it had further inland. The platform soon narrowed right down. George drove as far as he could on the concrete beach with the sea directly to his right. The train track separated him from steep cliffs to his left. He knew the train track would soon turn inland too. All that would be left would be the impregnable white of the cliff face. 
 
    He abandoned the car. A slim walkway continued. It was concrete and built at the same time as the airstrip. He ran along it. He was closer to the sea now, close enough to be caught in the spray as the waves pushed and slapped against the concrete path. He could feel his phone ringing in his pocket. He ignored it. The walkway opened up again to another platform that was almost as wide as the first. Some buildings had been here once. There were only weeds and rubble left now. He ran through them. The walkway finished and he knew this to be where path ended and the rocks started. They were completely submerged. He could just about see the pointed tops of some of them when the waves rolled over. He was standing so far left he used the cliff face as support as he leant out as far as he could to try and pick out a path. He knew this area well enough. There was a stretch of rocks, piled untidily on top of one another from ancient cliff falls and pushed tighter together by the constant tide. After that was a mile-long stretch of beach where he had walked dogs and spent lazy afternoons, but right now it was deep underwater and with no way of picking a way through the rocks to get to it while the water was this high. George was too late. Just like he was supposed to be. His phone rang again. This time he answered it. The sea skimmed the rocks to batter against the cliff face in front of him. George could see a layer of green staining on the white. The level of the sea was just under it, like it might be on its way out. 
 
    ‘Major.’ George was out of breath. 
 
    ‘Tell me you made it.’ 
 
    ‘I made it to the rocks. I can’t even see the beach. From memory they’re stacked at least six feet high but at low tide you can pick a path round them on the sand. I can see where the cliff turns in the distance. Henry will be just the other side of that.’ 
 
    ‘So you can’t confirm he’s there?’ 
 
    ‘No. I can’t confirm anything. I can’t get there. And the tide’s got an hour to go. I’m as close as I can get.’ 
 
    Whittaker gave out a long sigh. ‘I’ve made all the calls. The world and his wife are on their way. It’s out of my hands, George. The marine team are making their way to the area but they said the same as you. They know it — everyone seems to . . . they can’t land there. They could take a RHIB in closer but it’s risky and they’d be too vulnerable for the actual landing. They’ll assess again though when they get there. The tide is on its way out now apparently — they might have attempted it if it was still at its highest. The risks from going over the cliff and down are unacceptable too. Those aren’t my words. A command chain has been put in place. The Gold Commander is the superintendent. He’s grounded us. You’re the first line, George. Round those rocks is the only way we get to him.’ 
 
    ‘Of course it is. Just like Roberts planned.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll have enough resources with you by the time you can move. I’ll be monitoring the radio.’ 
 
    George pushed the phone back into his pocket. He peered down at the surface of the water. It was opaque but then another large wave swept in to reveal the jagged tops of rocks. He felt the spray on his face as it bounced off the cliff face. It was just a few minutes before he was joined by other officers. He didn’t speak to them. The tension tore at him. He couldn’t speak. They must have known. No one spoke to him either. They hung back a few metres and talked among themselves in low tones. George paced along the edge of walkway, his eyes fixed on the cliffs in the distance. He considered leaping in. He knew it would be counterproductive. The force of the water was strong, the rocks were sharp and the currents would pull him back out to sea. George had known of a few drownings down here. The water wrapped around a corner and the current undertow would dash him repeatedly against invisible rocks. He wouldn’t be able to swim it. He cussed as he dismissed the idea. He was back to walking up and down the water’s edge. Now he was the raging bull desperate to join the fight. 
 
    Twenty minutes passed. It was the longest twenty minutes of George’s life. The green staining on the cliff face was broader; the water level had dropped. He could hear radio chatter from the officers behind him. No one had moved any closer. George knew he was going to have to try soon or he was going to burst. The tops of rocks were appearing more consistently from under the surface, pushing out like they were gasping for air. They were slick with brown weed and their surfaces were covered in limpet shells suckered to the top and sides, making the surface even more treacherous. George had a point in his mind where he would move. There was a large, flat rock right in front of him. He could see it now. It was a couple of centimetres under the surface. It was becoming more and more exposed as the sea breathed in and out. Once it was all exposed, once he could see a place for his foot, he was going to go. 
 
    Ten more agonising minutes passed. George was trying not to think about what was happening just around the bend in the cliffs half a mile away. His mind played tricks on him. A couple of times he thought he could hear screams of pain, screams for help. It wasn’t possible. He was too far away. All he could hear were the gulls and the flopping and hissing of the sea. He was trying to piece together what had happened, if they had missed any opportunities that might have brought him to this place earlier. He was struggling to think straight. The thoughts and doubts thrashed around in his mind like those girls would be thrashing against the sides of that bull. 
 
    The rock was exposed. The sea had retreated. It still wasn’t enough but George could wait no longer. He leapt forward. His foot slipped instantly — the rock sloped away. His foot was drenched but he stayed up. He took the impact of a rolling wave to his lower leg. He had to steady himself. 
 
    ‘Sir?’ an officer called out from behind him. George ignored him. He picked out the next place for his feet. Another rock, this time the water was deeper on its surface but it sloped towards him and it rested up against the cliff, he could use it to hold himself up. He leapt again. The cliff face was slick and slippery. He leant against it. Both his feet were ankle deep, but he was standing. He picked out his next move. One rock at a time. Painfully slow. But he was moving. 
 
    ‘Sir! It’s too dangerous!’ It was another voice from behind him. He could understand why. If he fell onto the jagged rocks it would be one of them that would have to jump it and help him out. Or maybe they wouldn’t. George was past considering that. 
 
    He leapt forward. His foot landed in a sunken part of the top of a rock. He whacked his shin on the jagged edge. It was excruciating. He sucked in air to stop himself from shouting out. He lifted his trousers. A flap of white skin had been torn away, it quickly ran red. He jumped forward again. He heard a noise behind. He turned to it. One of the officers had taken his lead and jumped onto an exposed rock. 
 
    ‘Stay where you are! No one else needs to put themselves at risk here!’ George barked. 
 
    ‘With respect, sir . . . If you go in, we all go in! I might as well be closer at least!’ 
 
    George didn’t reply. He picked out another rock. He waited for another wave to roll over his legs before moving again. It was painstaking but it gave him something to focus on. The rocks lasted for a hundred metres or so and then they stopped. George knew that the sandy beach took over from there. At the moment it still looked like a body of water but George could see a decrepit wooden groyne yawning out from under the surface. The sea was retreating. 
 
    By the time he reached the end of the rocks he could see the sand. The water was about a foot deep. He jumped in immediately and shortly afterwards heard the splashes of other officers following suit. It was too deep to run and the salt stung his shin as he pushed his feet through the water. He tripped over a sunken rock and stumbled to his knees. The water felt so heavy, his legs felt heavy; he was practically dragging himself on. His thighs burned. He pushed forward one step at a time. The beach was on a steep incline and was rising out of the water. Soon his steps got a little easier, his strides a little longer. When he was almost clear of the water, he broke into a run. 
 
    The beach was still soggy. His legs and his lungs demanded he slow down as he rounded the cliff. He could now see a bare-chested figure some hundred metres away standing on top of a rock. It was Roberts, George was certain. He could tell from his size, his confident stance. The figure turned away and stepped down out of sight. George got the impression he had been waiting. 
 
    He broke into a run again, legs powered by his desperation. Beyond the rocks he could see white smoke rising. He could smell the smoke in the air, too, mixed with the salty breeze. 
 
    The coming line of rocks had formed when a huge chunk of the cliff had fallen onto the beach leading into the sea. The cliffs were a fresh, brighter white where the weathered front had slipped. George struggled to climb up the pile of crumbling rocks. When, exhausted and breathless, he reached the top, he had an elevated view. He could see the cabin. He could see the bull. He could see the flames buffeting angrily against its belly. 
 
    ‘Henry Roberts!’ George called out. ‘This is how it ends, is it? I thought you had all that you wanted?’ 
 
    Roberts moved towards him. He held a shovel across his body, raised like a weapon. George dropped down the other side of the rocks to meet him. He stopped when his feet were back on sand. Roberts was close enough now for George to see red staining on the end of the shovel. He had red across his chest too, fresh enough to still be running in drips. The officers that had been lagging behind him were now in George’s peripheral vision. George held his hands out to signal for them to stay where they were. Roberts was still coming. ‘Put the shovel down, Henry, or I’ll have one of my mates here stick a taser up your arse.’ 
 
    ‘You’re too late, Inspector. They used me. This was their day of reckoning.’ 
 
    ‘Where are they, Henry? Where are the girls?’ George didn’t wait for an answer. He could see powerful flames now, roiling around the underside of the bull. He ran past Roberts and gave him a wide berth as he did. 
 
    ‘Get control of him!’ He shouted his instructions to the officers behind. The heat was intense, enough to stop him a metre away from the bull. It was bigger than the one he had seen in the wood. There was a catch sealing it shut. A thin metal bar was pushed through it. He grabbed it to slide it out and immediately it scorched the skin on his fingers and he jerked them back. He looked round for something to use. 
 
    ‘Your gloves!’ he shouted to one of the officers. They were facing Henry. The taser was still pointed at him, they looked like they were frozen to the spot, as if they had forgotten what to do now they were stood in front of him. Roberts still held the shovel. ‘Throw me your gloves!’ 
 
    ‘Inspector!’ Roberts called out. He had turned to face George. ‘You need to listen to me. I can help.’ 
 
    One of the officers pulled gloves from his trouser pocket. He threw them over. George scooped them up. They were search gloves. Needle-proof, but thin, they wouldn’t make much difference. He still pulled them on. A rock pool was close. George plunged his hands into the water. He turned back to the bull. He pushed his flat palm against its body and heaved. He had to close his eyes to the smoke and turn his face from the heat. It didn’t move. His feet slipped on the sand, the heat seared through the gloves almost immediately, the water turned to steam, the gloves perished and he ripped them off before they melted to his skin. He had to let go. He couldn’t open it. He couldn’t push it off its feet and away from the heat. He couldn’t hear any noises either. No screaming, no banging to get out. No signs of life. It was a giant oven; there was no coming out of that. He turned back to Roberts. He had to fight to stay upright. He wanted to collapse onto the damp sand. 
 
    ‘You’re a piece of scum. You didn’t have to do it like this. That’s what I never understood.’ 
 
    ‘That hate you have in your heart for me. I needed that. I needed you to hate me George, so you wouldn’t give up.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about now? Are they both in there?’ George looked back over at the bull. The metal was two different shades. The bottom half lighter than the top. But it was changing colour from the bottom up even as he watched, the lighter tone moving upwards like a shadow. 
 
    ‘I know you want the truth. I know you’re desperate for it and you want to understand.’ 
 
    ‘Put the shovel down.’ 
 
    Roberts threw the shovel onto the sand. ‘I’m not what you think I am,’ he said. ‘In the cabin.’ George looked beyond the smoking bull to where the cabin stood. It was backed against the cliff face. 
 
    ‘Keep your hands where I can see them!’ the officer holding the taser yelled. ‘This device will shock you with 50,000 volts if you do not do what you are told!’ Roberts ignored him. He was still looking over at George. 
 
    ‘In the cabin,’ Henry said again. He stepped towards it himself. 
 
    ‘STAY WHERE YOU ARE!’ the officer with the taser shouted. 
 
    George moved towards the cabin. ‘Take him down!’ he said. 
 
    The taser officer’s eyes glanced from Roberts to George. ‘Sir?’ 
 
    ‘Take him down. Do it.’ George kept walking towards the cabin. He heard the taser shot, followed by a fizz and a crackle as it did its work. Roberts didn’t shout out, but he fell onto the sand stiff as a plank. George stumbled to the door of the cabin and hesitated. Roberts was looking up at him. George tugged open the door. It was dim inside. The light from the door lit up a clump of blonde hair. George’s heart sank. He had found their bodies. Roberts had made sure it was him, just as he had predicted. Then there was movement. A girl’s face turned to him, her eyes squinting against the light. She could only make a moaning noise. A rag was pulled tightly across her mouth. George moved quickly. She was trying to get up. He helped her and she bundled past him towards the door. There was more movement further in. A second girl stumbled towards him and he reached for her. 
 
    ‘We need some assistance here!’ George shouted. Both girls burst through the door and back out into the sunlight. One wore a man’s shirt over bare legs, the other was wrapped in a long jacket. They were both sobbing hard. George made it out as they grabbed hold of the uniform officers and held onto them like they would never let them go. It was Annie Cox and Sadie Edwards. They were dirty, bedraggled and sobbing but they still looked enough like the photos George had seen. 
 
    Roberts was still lying on the sand — in handcuffs now, secured behind his back. Two wires still trailed from his back to the taser device of an officer who was standing over him. ‘What’s going on, Henry?’ George demanded. ‘Whose blood do you have on you? Did you hurt them?’ 
 
    ‘They used me, Inspector.’ Henry’s body language was different. His voice dripped with emotion. He looked upset, agitated — even a little vulnerable. 
 
    ‘It’s over,’ George said. ‘We have to take you back. And not to a sea view this time.’ 
 
    Henry’s head dropped. His long damp hair fell over his face, which was spotted with sand. 
 
    ‘Where’s Liam? Liam Cooney?’ 
 
    Roberts jerked his head. George looked towards the water’s edge and took a few steps closer. Behind some jagged rocks he could see someone. He was lying on his front, his face fully submerged. His dark hair was tinged with blood and his hoodie was heavily stained with it. His skull had a clear dent. The waves nudged him gently as they rolled in as if they were trying to sneak him away on the ebbing tide. 
 
    ‘I take it he isn’t going to be answering any of my questions?’ 
 
    ‘He’s already answered for what he did.’ Roberts’s voice was low but it still carried the same menace. 
 
    ‘Your turn now then, Henry. You need to answer for your sins.’ 
 
    ‘That’s all I ever wanted.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 38 
 
    The car door clunked shut. George was in the back. Henry Roberts sat next to him in handcuffs, his hands resting on his lap. George had needed to move the restraints to the front so he could get in the car at all. Roberts’s head was stooped to fit under the headliner. An officer sat in the front, he was half-turned and writing notes hurriedly. The driver’s seat was still empty. The man set to occupy it was leaning on the driver’s door. George could hear a muffled phone conversation. 
 
    ‘I’m not who you thought I was,’ Roberts said. He was facing away, out of the window. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Monster. That’s what you said when we first met.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t promote yourself just yet, Henry.’ George’s attention moved to the front where an officer tapped on the window next to the one in the front seat. He gestured that he wished to speak to him. 
 
    ‘Are you okay for a minute, sir?’ the officer in front said. 
 
    George waved him away. ‘Yeah, of course.’ 
 
    The officer stepped out and pushed the door back shut. Roberts was facing out of his window. The silence continued for a few minutes. 
 
    ‘What happened, Henry?’ 
 
    ‘The Lord’s work.’ 
 
    ‘You’re still trotting that rubbish out, are you? Why didn’t you kill those girls?’ 
 
    Roberts turned to George, his head still pushed to an awkward angle in the cramped car. Those dark eyes scanned him. He didn’t answer straight away. ‘The first time I ever killed anyone was today. Liam Cooney is the only person to suffer at my hands. He has only evil in his heart.’ 
 
    ‘So Chloe Pope, Ellie Smith, her boyfriend Josh Haines, Lucy Moon . . . what are you telling me? That was all Cooney?’ 
 
    ‘And there would have been a lot more. He told me there was nothing left for him in Symonds Yat. He was going to travel. All over. The police would have been starting from scratch. The damage he could have done . . . It doesn’t matter if you believe me or not.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose I can’t blame you for that. I did a good job convincing everyone I was something else.’ 
 
    ‘Something else? They told me that when you were arrested you were wearing their bones. There’s only one sort of person that does that.’ 
 
    ‘I was. I did. I wanted to make sure I was convicted. But I had to be sure that Liam believed me too.’ 
 
    ‘Why? What did it matter what Liam thought by that point?’ 
 
    ‘I knew he wouldn’t stop. He told me that. I made him promise that he would wait until I got out. He respected me. He looked up to me. I hoped it would be enough. I think it was. I spoke to him a lot on the phone. I could tell he was desperate to kill again. He said he was watching someone every day. I think I would have known if he had acted on it. As soon as he killed his mother he told me about it and in some detail. It made me sick. I sent my phone with that text message to my solicitor. They have instructions to present it to the police as soon as it arrives. Liam still has his phone on his person.’ 
 
    ‘So you’re helping us now?’ 
 
    Roberts fixed him with a look again. ‘I knew from the off that no one would believe me. I know how I look. But actually, I think you do believe me. You don’t look at me the same. When you first came in to see me . . . the way you looked at me . . . it was pure hate. And I played up to that. I had to make sure you hated me. I had to make sure you would be more determined than ever to find me, so that you would come when it mattered. But you don’t look at me like that anymore. I think you know there’s more to the story.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m sure we’ll be all ears. You’ll have every opportunity to tell us what went on. Be sure to include why you didn’t tell us the first time around — you know, when you had the opportunity not to go to prison.’ 
 
    ‘I deserve prison. I always have. I didn’t stop them. I helped them even. I should have done more then. But I’ve stopped them now. Now I get my time to repent my sins, to make my peace. Have you any idea how exhausting it is, trying to be someone you’re not, day after day?’ 
 
    George didn’t reply. The adrenaline was wearing off and he was realising his own exhaustion. It was creeping back in. He longed to close his eyes to this day. 
 
    ‘Will it be you?’ Roberts said. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘The interviews. Like last time, I guess there will be interviews. Will it be you? I don’t want to have to start again.’ 
 
    ‘No. I’m done with it. There’s a lot to do before anyone sits down in front of you with a list of questions and I’ll be a long way gone by then.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want to talk to anyone else.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have to, Henry. There’s nothing you can say that’s going to make a difference anyway. Talk or don’t, I couldn’t care less.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe you. You want the truth. Isn’t that what all police detectives want?’ 
 
    ‘The truth doesn’t matter, Henry. That’s the real truth and I learnt it a long time ago. All I wanted was you in prison, Henry. I wanted those missing girls back to their families and the two today home safe. Nothing else mattered to me.’ 
 
    ‘Just like that. On to the next case.’ 
 
    ‘Not for me, Henry. I’m done. I guess that’s all that’s left when you see the real truth.’ George regretted saying it as it fell from his lips. The last thing he wanted was to reveal anything about himself to this man. 
 
    ‘Because of this? Because of me?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t flatter yourself, Henry. It’s been a long time coming. I guess I’m tired of seeing people at their worst. I’d rather go home and see the exact opposite.’ George could see movement outside of the car. An officer walked past with a blood-splattered shovel in a clear plastic bag. 
 
    ‘To your family?’ 
 
    ‘To a life.’ 
 
    ‘It sounds like the right decision. For you, I mean. I wish you all the best, Inspector. Thank you for chasing me down. I tried to make sure you would be determined. I needed you to be on time.’ 
 
    ‘On time? You made me wait for over an hour before I could get to you. If you wanted to set those girls free, if you wanted to be arrested why not take Cooney out earlier? You could have done that anywhere. Then walked into a police station with the girls.’ 
 
    ‘That place, Inspector. It’s my favourite place on earth. For just a few hours a day it can feel like the only place left on earth. I wanted that for one last time.’ Roberts looked genuine. The intensity was still in his eyes, but his expression was sad; that vulnerability was back again. 
 
    Both front doors pulled open. They made George jump. The driver settled himself and clicked on his belt. 
 
    ‘Sorry about that, sir. You ready?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, we’re ready.’ The engine started. 
 
    ‘This is it, then,’ Roberts said, still staring over at George. 
 
    ‘This is it,’ George said. 
 
    ‘The end of the road. For us both.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 39 
 
    When George finally slid the key in the lock to his own front door he took a moment to compose himself. He was emotionally and physically spent. It had been a long few days. And it had been a long few years since he had needed to shake off his day at the front door to protect his family. His family! It made him smile just to think about it. Suddenly it flashed through his mind that it was too good to be true. That every time something looked like it was going well with Sarah and Charley, something came along and messed it up. Maybe they weren’t in there at all. Maybe Sarah had changed her mind. He had sent a text with a fifteen-minute warning like she had instructed. He didn’t get a reply. Maybe he was going to go into a cold flat where he would find a hurriedly scribbled note of apology on the kitchen bench. He didn’t think he could cope with that. 
 
    He braced himself and pushed the door. The warmth was the first thing that hit him. Then it was the smell. Something was cooking. He stepped through. Charley saw him. She looked like she had been waiting, she was in the corridor on the other side of the door. She was on him in an instant and damned near knocked him over. He couldn’t speak. The emotion hit him harder than his sprinting daughter. He swept her up and hugged her so hard she made a sound like she was struggling to breathe. But she was laughing too. She kissed his cheek. She slid down him a little and hugged him right back. She pushed her head between his neck and shoulder and clung on tight. 
 
    ‘Hey, George!’ It was his wife’s voice. She stood at the kitchen island where the room opened up. George struggled to walk. He had to crook his neck to see past his daughter. 
 
    ‘Alright?’ 
 
    All that time. All the practicing on the way home with what he might say to her first and that was all he could manage. 
 
    ‘Why are you barefoot, George?’ Sarah looked amused. 
 
    He had ditched his shoes and socks a little while ago. He had rolled his trousers up a little way at the same time. He was still sodden in general and he knew he smelt funny. ‘I’ve been in the sea,’ he said. 
 
    ‘The sea?’ 
 
    ‘Yep. And when I came out I’d lost my shoes, cut my shin and I seem to have a small child suckered to my neck.’ 
 
    ‘That’s why I won’t go in the sea. You just never know what’s in there.’ They both laughed. It was genuine and natural. 
 
    ‘You baked?’ George did nothing to hide his surprise. Sarah had never baked before. There was a tray on the bench. It looked like cookies. 
 
    ‘We baked! I got here. I didn’t know what to do. So I panicked and I baked. It seemed logical.’ 
 
    ‘How 1950s!’ George grinned. 
 
    ‘I know! So what, you don’t like cookies?’ Sarah said. 
 
    ‘You’re kidding right? My house, my wife, my daughter and a fresh batch of cookies? This is living the dream!’ George’s phone was suddenly shrill in his pocket. 
 
    ‘Sounds like your dream is shattered.’ 
 
    George ignored the phone. Charley slid down. She ran to the sofa and jumped on it. She was chattering with excitement. A children’s television station played in the background. George couldn’t stop grinning. It was everything he remembered. His phone vibrated. He pulled it out of his pocket. His phone announced that he had voicemail. 
 
    ‘I just have to play this back,’ he said. He reached for one of the cookies. His wife slapped his hand playfully. His voicemail clicked in. It was John Whittaker: 
 
    ‘George. I got your letter, old boy. Load of old codswallop, I’m afraid. I can’t make head or tail of it, man. Some rubbish about how you’ve lost your mojo, how you fancy yourself back in the normal world. Let me tell you, George, the normal world doesn’t exist for people like you and me. Because we’ve seen it for what it really is. Our job is to keep it normal for the rest of them. So they don’t have to see what’s left of a young woman when you roast her in a box. You’ve a big heart, George. I know you take it all in, I know it weighs you down sometimes. It gets to us all. But this is what you are. This is what you do. The world is better because you’re in it, chasing the bastards that would ruin it for everyone else. Now. I will see you Monday morning, my friend. We have a coffee machine to find and a piece of paper to shred.’ 
 
    The phone announced, end of messages. George hung up. He threw the phone on the bench. His wife was watching him closely. 
 
    ‘John Whittaker,’ George explained. 
 
    ‘What did he say?’ 
 
    ‘That he’s got my letter. And that he understands.’ 
 
    Sarah reached out for his hand. She held it tight. George could feel the warmth. ‘You meant it then? You don’t have to do this. Not for us. I’ve moved past it. We managed to be a family before, we can do it again.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not doing it for you. Not just for you. This is for me, Sarah.’ 
 
    Sarah stepped in for a hug. He heard Charley jump off the sofa and run over. He felt her wrap herself round his legs. He never wanted it to end. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 40 
 
    ‘You sure you’re ready for this?’ Emma said. George looked over to the subject of her question. Dennis Coleman gripped tightly onto his coffee cup. His face looked a little washed out, his eyes were fixed. George didn’t know if it was determination or fear. He guessed it was a little of both. Even under this much stress, he still looked better than he had the week before, when George had seen him last. Maybe it was just the shirt and tie. 
 
    ‘Let’s go.’ Dennis pushed the car door open at the same time as Emma. He was in the front passenger seat of the car and Emma had been driving. George pushed the rear door open and stood behind Dennis. Emma met his eyes across the car roof. Dennis was already walking towards Chloe Pope’s family home. Emma looked worried. 
 
    ‘He’ll be fine,’ George muttered. They both lagged behind. Dennis was already at the door. He didn’t get a chance to knock before it was opened for him. Mary and Colin Pope stood together. Colin had his arm round his wife, his grip so tight their shoulders were bunched together. 
 
    ‘Dennis!’ Mary looked exhausted. She freed herself from her husband’s grip and reached out for him. She hugged him firmly. Colin gave a tight-lipped smile. The tension was tangible. 
 
    ‘You’d better come in.’ 
 
    The Popes stepped back into their home. Dennis lingered on the step. He took a deep breath and looked back to Emma. Then he stepped in. Emma stepped in next and George followed. The Popes were already seated in their living room. They sat on the edge of their sofa, their hands tightly entwined. 
 
    ‘Thank you all for coming up here today,’ Mary said. ‘We both appreciate it.’ George noticed that she held something in her free hand. It was a well-worn photo. He could only see flashes of a young, blonde woman smiling out from its cracked surface, facing up towards her mother. ‘I know you have news. Have you found her? Have you found our little girl?’ Her eyes dropped to the photo. Her other hand lifted, still gripped in her husband’s as if they were praying together. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Dennis said. The couple collapsed. The stiffness and the tension left them all at once. They both flopped forward. Tears followed quickly from both. They embraced each other in a tight hug. Neither could speak. After a minute or so George stood up. 
 
    ‘Does anyone mind if I put the kettle on?’ Mary looked over. She shook her head. ‘I don’t suppose you’ve got any cheap and nasty biscuits do you, Mary?’ 
 
    Mary snorted a laugh. Her face was a big smile. George didn’t think he had ever seen one bigger. ‘See what you can find!’ she managed. Her husband wrapped her back up in his arms. Dennis wiped at his face too. It was the right time for George to leave the room. He was only a bit part in all this. The pain that he was witnessing dissolve just a little bit in front of him had been building up for nearly three years. He was filling the kettle when Emma joined him in the kitchen. Her eyes were red too. They looked heavy with emotion. 
 
    ‘You don’t have to fight it, Emma. These are emotional times. You and your people did some incredible work.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not fighting it. I’m happy for them. They finally got her back. I’m happy for Dennis too. I think he needed this as much as they did.’ 
 
    ‘You might be right. Maybe he can leave some of his demons behind now.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, George. I know I haven’t said it.’ 
 
    George smiled. ‘You don’t need to. I may have got in the way more than I helped at points, t—’ 
 
    ‘You did!’ Emma cut in. ‘But we needed that. I think we needed someone to get in our way a bit. I know I did. I just wanted you to know . . .’ She was struggling for the words. 
 
    ‘I do, Emma.’ George carried the drinks back in. Mary and Colin had recovered enough to speak. 
 
    ‘On the phone. You said it wasn’t as clear as you thought. About that . . . that animal. What did you mean?’ 
 
    Dennis took a deep breath for a second time. He had insisted on the way over that he wanted to be the man to tell them. 
 
    ‘We can no longer be certain that it was Henry Roberts that killed your daughter.’ George could see that Dennis had braced himself and he allowed a pause for their reaction. He got a stunned silence. ‘If it were my daughter, I would want to know.’ 
 
    ‘What . . . what do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘He was involved. There is no doubt about that. He is now talking to officers so we are getting a much better picture. He has been interviewed a number of times this week. He wouldn’t talk at all at first, but Inspector Elms came back up and was able to convince him to tell us what happened. Or at least to give us his side of the story.’ 
 
    ‘And you believe him?’ 
 
    Dennis licked his lips. ‘I do.’ He turned to George. ‘We all do.’ George felt both sets of eyes on him. He nodded his head. George could see that Colin’s demeanour was starting to change. His breathing was becoming quicker and he let go of his wife’s hand to make a fist. George stepped in. 
 
    ‘I know this is a shock. Dennis here can tell you the full story. There is justice at the end of it. A version of it at least. Just hear him out.’ 
 
    Dennis had been dallying. He seemed to take the hint. ‘Henry Roberts owned property. Or at least his family did. Some were straight rentals, some were operating as care homes. He upgraded some of his stock at the same time. He changed the heating systems and ended up with a number of old industrial-sized water tanks that he was storing at his home. He put word out that that they were for sale. They were made of copper and worth quite a bit. Liam Cooney replied to that advert. That’s how Henry Roberts met Liam Cooney.’ 
 
    ‘Water tanks and Liam Cooney? What is all this about? Who killed my daughter?’ Colin’s breathing was faster still. Mary grabbed his hand again. She held it tight. 
 
    ‘Colin, let him speak. I want every detail. That’s what we’ve always asked for.’ 
 
    Dennis wrung his hands before continuing. ‘Liam Cooney was already very close to John Lawrence, who you know well. John Lawrence was accused of sexually assaulting teenage girls who were part of his choir or congregation. We know that for a fact. Just this week we have been able to identify half a dozen. None of the girls wanted to say anything, they were too scared. They knew Lawrence’s place in the community. Chloe . . . she was the first person to stand up to him. She told him she was going to the police.’ 
 
    ‘John Lawrence killed her?’ It was Mary’s turn to interrupt. 
 
    ‘No. But he may have assaulted her — indecent assault. Then he asked Liam Cooney to kill her. Henry was asked to help. If you believe Henry’s story he thought he was there just to scare her. They used one of the water tanks I mentioned to conceal the evidence after.’ 
 
    ‘Conceal the evidence? What does that mean?’ 
 
    Dennis hesitated. ‘They were able to change the shape somewhat. Then they set a fire under it. Extreme heat ruins any forensic opportunities.’ The couple collapsed again. Dennis continued before they had a chance to come back with any more questions. Dennis seemed to have skilfully avoided the Brazen Bull. 
 
    ‘From what we now believe, Liam Cooney was made of evil. He made detailed drawings of torture methods, devices and kept a diary of his wishes. He stalked one of his other victims for well over eighteen months. He wrote out his plans for her, for what he would do to her. I have never seen anything like it. He was a depraved fantasist and Lawrence and Roberts were able to assist him in making his fantasies come true. So depraved was he that we now believe he was involved in the death of his own mother.’ 
 
    ‘Oh the Lord have mercy!’ Mary uttered. 
 
    ‘And potentially the murder of Roberts’s mother to prevent her from changing her will. Roberts was used for his size. He’s struggled to fit in anywhere his whole life and Lawrence saw that and sold him a very warped version of Christianity. He also convinced Roberts that silencing Chloe was right for the church. When Chloe was killed, Roberts wanted out. But Cooney wanted to hurt more. It woke something in him, a deep desire. He demanded Roberts help him. Roberts saw the only way to get out was to go to prison. He shaved his head and got a distinctive tattoo. Then he used his own van for the girl who got away. He tells us he faked it — he let her get away. He knew she would be able to identify him. He wanted to be caught. As you know, Roberts is a wealthy man. He hatched a plan to get himself out. He knew he was sick before he went to prison. But he paid off a doctor to fake medical notes and screening results among other things to make it appear far worse. He didn’t eat either so he looked emaciated. He used Cooney and Lawrence to assist. Lawrence went along with it to be rewarded financially, Cooney so he could continue his killing. Roberts convinced him to wait until he got out of prison — then Cooney could kill and the police would blame Roberts — who had nothing to lose. Once he was out of prison he convinced Cooney that Lawrence was intending to speak to the police, to make sure Cooney went to prison too. Cooney was already mistrustful — he was paranoid. Cooney nailed Lawrence to a cross and broke both his legs with a shovel so he would suffocate under his own weight. Cooney had already kidnapped two more girls at this point. He took them to a remote spot on the coast where he was planning on torturing and killing them. Roberts bludgeoned Cooney to death using the flat side of the same shovel. He made a phone call alerting police to where he was and then he sat and waited for them to arrive.’ 
 
    It was clear that Mary couldn’t take it all in. Her mouth opened and closed like she was gasping for air. Colin fared a little better but he still took a few seconds to reply. 
 
    ‘So what — he’s a hero now, is he?’ 
 
    ‘No. He’s a long way from being a hero, Mr Pope. He’s a convicted criminal who will spend the rest of his days in a high-security prison. He’s still a murderer. He does have cancer, but it’s treatable. He will live a long and miserable life. He signed every penny of his family’s wealth over to his brother after he helped the police find him. He has nothing left. Henry Roberts snatched those women, including Chloe, so that Liam could live out his sick fantasies. He will face justice for that. He said he will spend every day repenting of his sins and pleading for forgiveness. Cooney and Lawrence are already facing up to their sins. But their judgement is in the pits of hell where they will spend their eternity. I take comfort from that. I can’t imagine what you might take comfort from, but I wanted to come here today to give you some closure. To give you some understanding of exactly what happened. This will be a long investigation, we’re still piecing it all together but this is essentially where we are.’ 
 
    Colin had noticeably backed down. Mary shook her head silently from side to side. George knew a shell-shocked couple when he saw one. 
 
    ‘This is a lot to take in,’ George said. ‘You will have questions, I’m sure of it but they will probably come later. How about we all leave you alone for a little while? Let it all sink in. When you want to speak again you just need to pick up the phone.’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely,’ Emma said. ‘You have my number. Use me as your contact. I will be up to speed with the very latest but also if you have any questions at any time.’ 
 
    Mary managed a rushed nod. Colin stood up. He tucked his shirt back in forcibly and offered his hand. ‘Thank you. I know this has been hard. On us all. But you found her. We will always be in your debt for that.’ 
 
    George stepped back out into the pleasant spring sunshine. Dennis was last out. He looked different. Maybe it was the sun hitting his face but he looked less burdened. He stood taller. He walked easier. They walked to the car. 
 
    ‘You want me to drop you back to your car then, George?’ Emma said. ‘You’re sure you won’t come for a coffee?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure. Thank you, though.’ 
 
    ‘And this is definitely it, is it? You’re out?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah it is! I retire officially in thirty days.’ 
 
    ‘This case has claimed a lot of good officers.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t just this case, Emma. I’ve been considering it for a long time now. It’s right for me. I don’t like who I’ve become. You might not believe this, but people used to like working with me!’ 
 
    ‘I do find that a little hard to believe! So what? You think you can just walk away from all this?’ 
 
    ‘I think I can. My daughter sees me as a postman. She said I look good in shorts. I think I might give it a go!’ 
 
    ‘George Elms the postman . . . I’m not sure I can picture that.’ 
 
    ‘Well, one thing we all know, the world’s full of surprises.’ 
 
    ‘We’d better get you back to your car then. So you can get back to Langthorne.’ 
 
    ‘Well actually, my family are up here. We thought we would get away for a few days and I happen to know this lovely little holiday home for rent. It overlooks the River Wye. It’s in a beautiful little place — a million miles from serial killers and torture methods. Symonds Yat, it’s called. You might have heard of it?’ 
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    VOCABULARY 
 
    A & E: accident and emergency department in a hospital 
 
    A Level: exams taken between 16 and 18 
 
    Aggro: violent behaviour, aggression 
 
    Air raid: an attack in which bombs are dropped from aircraft on ground targets 
 
    Anorak: nerd (it also means a waterproof jacket) 
 
    Artex: textured plaster finish for walls and ceilings 
 
    Auld Reekie: Edinburgh 
 
    Barm: bread roll 
 
    Barney: argument 
 
    Beaker: glass or cup for holding liquids 
 
    Beemer: BMW car or motorcycle 
 
    Belt and braces: using two means to the same end, i.e. thorough 
 
    Benefits: social security 
 
    Bent: corrupt 
 
    Bin: wastebasket (noun), or throw in rubbish (verb) 
 
    Biscuit: cookie 
 
    Bloke: guy 
 
    Blow: cocaine 
 
    Blower: telephone 
 
    Board: as part of the promotion process in the police you will face a ‘board’ or an interview panel. 
 
    Bob: money 
 
    Bobby: policeman 
 
    Breach of Licence: in a lot of cases, UK prisoners can be released early — sometimes having served only half their sentence. In this case the person released is on licence for the time he/she still has to serve and this will have good behaviour conditions. If these conditions are not met then the licence is breached and the person will be returned to prison to serve the rest of their sentence 
 
    Brickie: a bricklayer 
 
    Brown: street name for heroin. Usually the complete reference would be a ‘bag of brown.’ 
 
    Brown bread: rhyming slang for dead 
 
    Bun: small cake 
 
    Bung: bribe 
 
    Bunk: ‘do a bunk’ means escape 
 
    Burger bar: hamburger fast-food restaurant 
 
    Buy-to-let: buying a house/apartment to rent it out for profit 
 
    Call sign: characters used to identify who’s broadcasting on police radio 
 
    Cannon: slang for a firearm of any sort 
 
    Car park: parking lot 
 
    Care Home: an institution where old people are cared for 
 
    Carrier bag: plastic bag from supermarket 
 
    Charity Shop: thrift store 
 
    Chat-up: flirt, trying to pick up someone with witty banter or compliments 
 
    Chemist: pharmacy 
 
    Childminder: someone who looks after children for money 
 
    Chinwag: conversation 
 
    Chippie: fast-food place selling chips and other fried food 
 
    Chips: French fries but thicker 
 
    Choring: theft, usually when referring to stealing from shops/shoplifting 
 
    CID: Criminal Investigation Department 
 
    Civvies: civilians who work for the police 
 
    Civvy Street: civilian life (as opposed to army) 
 
    Cling film: plastic wrap for food 
 
    Clock: punch 
 
    Clutch: a pedal that needs to be pushed in order to change gear in a manual car 
 
    Cock and bull: made up, nonsense 
 
    Cock up: mess up, make a mistake 
 
    Common: an area of park land/ or lower class 
 
    Comprehensive School (Comp.): high school 
 
    Co-op: UK supermarket chain 
 
    Cop hold of: grab 
 
    Copper: police officer 
 
    Cough it: a police term for someone admitting an offence in interview. 
 
    Council: local government 
 
    Coverall: coveralls, or boiler suit 
 
    CPS: Crown Prosecution Service, decide whether police cases go forward 
 
    Dabs: fingerprints 
 
    Dan Dare: hero from Eagle comic 
 
    Deck: hit (verb) 
 
    Deck: one of the landings on a floor of a tower block 
 
    Desperate Dan: very strong comic book character 
 
    DI: detective inspector 
 
    Digestive biscuit: plain cookie 
 
    Disability benefit: in the UK, persons deemed illegible to seek or take on employment due to ill health are given an additional monthly payment called a ‘disability benefit.’ 
 
    Disqual driver: in the UK you can be disqualified from driving if you accrue twelve points or more (four offences where you receive three points for a simple speeding offence for example). There are also other ways to be disqual, such as being convicted for a drunk-drive offence. 
 
    Do a runner: disappear 
 
    Do one: go away 
 
    Dooby: slang for a rolled-up cigarette containing marijuana 
 
    Doc Martens: heavy boots with an air-cushioned sole 
 
    Dog van: food truck usually found in industrial estates, large hardware store carparks or laybys to busy roads, these are mobile vans or trailers that serve fast food to passing customers. 
 
    Donkey’s years: long time 
 
    DS: detective sergeant 
 
    Eagle: boys’ comic 
 
    Early dart: to leave work early 
 
    Early turn: early shift 
 
    ED: accident and emergency department of hospital 
 
    Effing: euphemism for fucking. 
 
    Eggy soldiers: strips of toast with a boiled egg 
 
    Enforcer: police battering ram 
 
    Estate agent: realtor (US) 
 
    Estate: public/social housing estate (similar to housing projects) 
 
    Fag: cigarette 
 
    Falklands War: war between Britain and Argentina in 1982 
 
    Filth: police (insulting) 
 
    FMO: force medical officer 
 
    Forces: army, navy, and air force 
 
    Fried slice: fried bread 
 
    Fuzz: police 
 
    Garda: Irish police 
 
    Garden Centre: a business where plants and gardening equipment are sold 
 
    Gavver: a popular slang word in some parts of the UK for a police officer. Especially among the gypsy community 
 
    GBH: one of the most serious types of assault — stands for Grievous Bodily Harm. 
 
    Geordie: from Newcastle 
 
    Gob: mouth; can also mean phlegm or spit 
 
    GP: general practitioner, a doctor based in the community 
 
    Graft: hard work 
 
    Gran: grandmother 
 
    H: slang for the class A drug ‘Heroin’ 
 
    Habdabs: extreme anxiety 
 
    Hancock: Tony Hancock, English comedian popular in 1950s 
 
    Hard nut: tough person 
 
    Hate crime: a hate crime is a crime committed against someone because of their race, nationality, religious beliefs or sexuality — this list is not exhaustive 
 
    HGV: heavy goods vehicle, truck 
 
    HMP: Her Majesty's Prisons 
 
    HOLMES: UK police computer system used during investigation of major incidents 
 
    Home: care home for elderly or sick people 
 
    Inne: isn’t he 
 
    Interpol: international police organisation 
 
    Into care: a child taken away from their family by the social services 
 
    IPCC: the Independent Police Complaints Commission. The commission that investigates potential wrong-doing by individual officers or police forces in the UK
Mare: short for nightmare. e.g. ‘that bloke was a right mare in interview.’ 
 
    Iron Lady: Margaret Thatcher, applied to any strong woman 
 
    ITU: intensive therapy unit in hospital 
 
    JCB: a mechanical excavator 
 
    Jerry-built: badly made 
 
    Job (in police sense): if you respond to a 999 call as a UK police officer you may well refer to it as ‘going to a job’ 
 
    Lad: young man 
 
    Lass: young woman 
 
    Lift: elevator 
 
    Lord Lucan: famous aristocrat who allegedly killed his children’s nanny and disappeared in 1974. Has never been found. 
 
    Lorry: a truck 
 
    Luftwaffe: German air force 
 
    Milk float: these are becoming rarer in the UK. They are effectively electric flatbed vans used to deliver milk to homes in the early hours of the morning 
 
    Miss Marple: detective in a series of books by Agatha Christie 
 
    Mobile phone: cell phone 
 
    MOD: ministry of defence 
 
    MP: Member of Parliament, politician representing an area 
 
    Naff: lame, not good 
 
    Nan: grandmother 
 
    National Service: compulsory UK military service, ended in 60s 
 
    Net curtains: a type of semi-transparent curtain 
 
    NHS: National Health Service, public health service of UK 
 
    Nick: police station (as verb: to arrest) 
 
    Nowt: nothing 
 
    Number ones: all UK police officers are issued a dress uniform which is then used for formal occasions throughout their career. Internally these are known as number ones 
 
    Nursery: a place which grows plants, shrubs and trees for sale (often wholesale) 
 
    Nutter: insane person 
 
    Old bag: old woman (insulting) 
 
    Old Bill: police 
 
    Online: houses and persons in the UK who sell drugs often notify their potential customers by sending out text messages. They will announce themselves as ‘online.’ This means they are open for business and there are drugs on the premises 
 
    On the blink: broken 
 
    Owt: anything 
 
    P&O: ferry/shipping company 
 
    Pants: underwear (noun); bad/rubbish/terrible (adjective) 
 
    Para: paratrooper 
 
    Pay-as-you-go: a cell phone you pay for calls in advance 
 
    PC: police constable 
 
    PCSO: Police Community Support Officer. Uniform officers who are not police officers but do some of the tasks that would otherwise be completed by officers 
 
    Petrol: gasoline 
 
    Pillbox: a concrete building, partly underground, used as an outpost defence 
 
    Pillock: fool 
 
    Piss off: as exclamation, go away (rude). Also can mean annoy. 
 
    Pissing down: raining 
 
    Piss-take: a mocking act 
 
    Pistol: an armed officer 
 
    Planning Department: the local authority department which issues licences to build and develop property 
 
    Playing field: sports field 
 
    Pleb: ordinary person (often insulting) 
 
    Plimsolls: a type of rubber-soled trainer (or sneaker) 
 
    PNC: police national computer 
 
    Po: slang term for the police. More often used by inner-city gangs of youths 
 
    Portakabin: portable building used as temporary office etc. 
 
    Post: mail 
 
    Prat: silly idiot 
 
    Premier League: top English soccer division 
 
    PSD: Professional Standards Department 
 
    PSNI: police service of Northern Ireland 
 
    Public Analyst: scientists who perform chemical analysis for public protection purposes 
 
    Pushchair: stroller 
 
    RAF: Royal Air Force 
 
    Rag: newspaper 
 
    Raghead: offensive term for people thought to be of Middle Eastern origin 
 
    Ram-raiding: robbery where a vehicle is rammed through a shop window 
 
    Randy: horny 
 
    Recce: reconnaissance 
 
    Red Adair: famous oil well firefighter 
 
    Resus: resuscitation room 
 
    Right state: messy 
 
    Ring: telephone (verb) 
 
    Roadworks: repairs done to roads 
 
    Royal Engineers: British army corps dealing with military engineering etc. 
 
    RSPB: Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 
 
    RTC: road traffic collision 
 
    Rugger: rugby (posh American football) 
 
    RV: rendezvous point 
 
    Sarge: sergeant 
 
    SCO19: Specialist Crime and Operations Specialist Firearms Command 
 
    Script: short for prescription. Heroin addicts are often prescribed a substance called methadone as a heroin alternative as part of weaning them off their addiction. Users will often refer to this as their ‘script’ 
 
    Scrote: low life 
 
    Semi: semi-detached house, house with another house joined to it on one side only 
 
    Shedload: a large amount 
 
    Six bang: a stun grenade 
 
    Shoeing: beating 
 
    Shout the odds: talk in a loud bossy way 
 
    SIO: senior investigating officer 
 
    Sixth-form college: school for high school students in final two years 
 
    Skag: often used in full as skaghead, slang for a heroin addict 
 
    Skip: a large open container used for building waste 
 
    Slapper: slag (offensive) 
 
    Smackhead: heroin addict 
 
    Snout: police informer 
 
    SOCO: scene-of-crime officer 
 
    Sod: an annoying person 
 
    Solicitor: lawyer 
 
    Sort: to do or make 
 
    Sparky: electrician 
 
    Spook: spy 
 
    Squaddie: a soldier of low rank 
 
    Stunner: beautiful woman 
 
    Super: superintendent (police rank) 
 
    Surveyor: someone who examines land and buildings professionally 
 
    Sweeting: endearment, like sweetheart 
 
    Tabloid: newspaper 
 
    Tac Team: shorthand for tactical team. UK police forces have a number of tactical teams, these are often six constables and a sergeant and they are specialists in door entry, search, arrest strikes and some may be armed 
 
    Tea towel: drying cloth 
 
    Tea: dinner (Northern English) 
 
    Tesco: huge supermarket chain in the UK. 
 
    The sick: on state benefits for mental or physical disability 
 
    Thief taker: term of praise for a police officer 
 
    Three nines: an emergency call (as in 999) 
 
    Till: cash register 
 
    Tip: a mess 
 
    Tipsy: a bit drunk 
 
    Top himself: commit suicide 
 
    Torch: flashlight 
 
    Totty: attractive woman 
 
    Tower block: tall building containing apartments (usually social housing) 
 
    Trumpton: derogatory name for the fire service, often used by police 
 
    Tutor: university teacher 
 
    Upmarket: affluent or fancy 
 
    Wacky baccy: cannabis 
 
    Wally: silly person 
 
    War Cry: Salvation Army magazine 
 
    Wash: the washing machine 
 
    Water board: company supplying water to an area 
 
    White: street name in the UK for crack cocaine. Most street dealers offer both ‘brown and white,’ as it is common that they are used together 
 
    White van man: typical working-class man who drives a small truck 
 
    Widow’s weeds: black clothes worn by a widow in mourning 
 
    Wilco: will comply, i.e. yes 
 
    Wine gums: fruity chewy candy 
 
    Wool-gathering: daydreaming 
 
    WPC: Woman Police Constable (old-fashioned0 
 
    Yob: a rude or aggressive youth or person 
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    First a shooting, then a grisly discovery on the common . . . 
 
    Police partners, D.I. Calladine and D.S. Ruth Bayliss race against time to track down a killer before the whole area erupts in violence. Their boss thinks it’s all down to drug lord Ray Fallon, but Calladine’s instincts say something far nastier is happening on the Hobfield housing estate. 
 
      
 
    Can this duo track down the murderer before anyone else dies and before the press publicize the gruesome crimes? Detectives Calladine and Bayliss are led on a trail which gets dangerously close to home. In a thrilling finale they race against time to rescue someone very close to Calladine’s heart. 
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    Shocking family secrets come to light when a young woman is murdered 
 
      
 
    Amy Hill, a nineteen-year-old student, is strangled and her body dumped on open ground in the city. New police partners, D.I. Jim Neal and D.S. Ava Merry are called in to investigate this brutal crime. The last person to see Amy alive was Simon, the son of a family friend, but before he can be properly questioned he disappears. 
 
    Detectives Neal and Merry are led on a trail of shocking family secrets and crimes. Can this duo track down the murderer before anyone else dies? Stopping this tragic cycle of violence will put D.S. Merry’s life at risk in a thrilling and heart-stopping finale. 
 
    If you like Angela Marsons, Rachel Abbott, Ruth Rendell, or Mark Billingham you will be gripped by this exciting new crime fiction writer. 
 
    DEAD SECRET is the first in a new series of detective thrillers featuring D.S. Ava Merry and D.I. Jim Neal. Ava Merry is a young policewoman, recently promoted to detective sergeant. She is a fitness fanatic with a taste for dangerous relationships. Jim Neal is a single dad who juggles his devotion to his job with caring for his son. 
 
    Set in the fictional Northern city of Stromford, this detective mystery will have you gripped from start to shocking conclusion. 
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    A NEW CRIME THRILLER WITH A COMPELLING DETECTIVE WHO WILL STOP AT NOTHING TO AVENGE HER DAUGHTER 
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