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    PROLOGUE 
 
    Sow a character and you may reap a destiny. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t right! The young girl felt squashed against the glass of her bedroom window, pinned like the big blue butterfly in a white picture frame her father had brought home from Brazil. She felt suffocated by both the closeness of the glass and what she had seen beyond it. How could the sun still shine when something so awful, so terrible, so wrong had just happened? The sky should be angry. It should turn dark — black even — and white-blue light should zig-zag down from giant clouds and strike him dead. Blow him up! Zap! 
 
    If God wasn’t going to punish him, she would. Pushing herself free from the window’s magnetic force, the heat of her anger left small mirror palm-prints on the glass. She wrenched open her bedroom door and took the stairs two at a time, not caring that she sounded like a herd of elephants — she was creating the thunder God should have unleashed. Her rage bubbled and her mind raced with the rhythm of her running feet — I’ll kill him, I’ll kill him, I’ll kill him. 
 
    The quick repeated tap of leather on hot tarmac made the boy look up. He was still smiling to himself as he turned towards the sound, his eyes squinting against the afternoon sun. He knew it wasn’t an adult, adults didn’t sound like that, and there were no kids in this road bigger than him. He’d left the air rifle near the bush where he’d been hiding. Shading his eyes he watched as a small girl picked it up. 
 
    The heat of her anger transferred from clammy, puppy-fat hands to the cool metal of trigger and barrel. She struggled to keep the gun raised and pointed at the boy’s head, but the weight of the weapon brought with it a sense of power. He might be twice her age but he suddenly looked worried — frightened even. He should be. An iron calm settled over the churning in the pit of her belly as she walked towards him and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Pop. The soft sound the pellet made was not satisfying. It did not match her rage. But it was enough to make the boy curl away and the pellet hit his left shoulder rather than his startled face. 
 
    There was no feeling of remorse or fear of what might happen next, only frustration that she’d missed what she’d been aiming for — the boy’s right eye. An eye for an eye, that’s what Miss Wright the Sunday school teacher had told them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    To find meaning in the debris of death. 
 
      
 
    Mia loved murder; the more savage, more vindictive, more personal the better. Brutality left clues. Means and opportunity were about hard forensic facts, but motive was a fluid world of what-ifs and maybes. 
 
    ‘You have reached your destination.’ The sat-nav sounded as tired as Mia felt. 
 
    Switching off the engine, she stared at the village police station. She could see a neon-pink post-it-note stuck to the door, but there were no other signs of life. Not in the station and not in the village, which consisted of a single road that wound its way toward a vast open sky that was darkening by the minute. The stillness was eerie. This empty station, closed door policy was becoming the norm as the now anorexic blue line operated in a state of mild panic as officers chased their tails, continually slapping sticking plasters over wounds that needed stitching. 
 
    Leaving the warm fug of her car, Mia pulled her favourite Armani coat tight as she read the note. It had been sellotaped in place, a precaution against the wind that whipped around her black-stockinged legs. It directed her to the station’s rear car park. Walking around the corner of the deserted building, a gust of wind slapped her in the face, forcing her to lower her head as protection against further assault. No barriers obstructed her and no cameras filmed her. This was truly ‘rural’. The wind dropped as she made a second turn into the shelter of the back yard, where a forty-foot beige porta-cabin took up all the available space. There were no windows but three steel steps led up to the only door at the end nearest her. 
 
    Mia pulled at the metal door, taking care not to let the stiletto heels of her newest shoes fall through the grill-tops of each step. The door was surprisingly heavy and grated like an overblown sound effect from a black and white horror movie. But that was fine — horror was what waited inside. 
 
    She was surprised to find the makeshift incident room both unlocked and unmanned . . . she corrected herself — unstaffed. The side with the grilled windows had been placed tight against the brick wall of the yard, so although it was only lunchtime the strip lighting buzzed like a fly against a window. Several opened laptops displayed dark screens. If she pressed a key a force-crested, password protected screensaver would appear. At least, she hoped it would. 
 
    This was the first time Mia had ventured outside the hard geographical edges of urban policing, where crime and sirens were proof of life. Here, apart from the buzzing light, life was full of silence. Carrot-crunchers, that’s what city officers called rural cops, and they did appear very laid back — a little too relaxed. It was disconcerting, like the Mary (not as most people thought, Marie) Celeste. It reminded her of one of her recurring dreams, where she’d turn up for work but wouldn’t be able to find her office and no one recognised her. 
 
    Chipped mugs littered the plastic folding tables being used as desks, together with half-eaten garage-bought sandwiches and pizza boxes containing only a greasy shadow of their contents. Something appeared to have interrupted lunch. She hoped it was something she’d be able to use. A new hum joined the light’s buzzing, and she looked at the fridge squatting in the corner to her right. It was starting to rust at its battered edge while its top supported a kettle, own brand tea and coffee and more dirty mugs. 
 
    Squeezing between the tables, she headed for the horror. A whiteboard took up most of the furthest wall and was plastered with colour photos of the crime scene. She gazed with passive calm at the man hanging by his heels from some rather new-looking chains. He’d been found in a disused turkey shed some five miles from where she was standing. There had been little natural light in the shed, but CSI lights illuminated the body like a piece of Damien Hirst artwork; although it reminded her of a side of beef left to hang and mature. 
 
    The injuries were extensive and excessively equal — no part of the body more or less damaged than any other. Blood had pooled and congealed on the concrete floor and there were blood-booted footprints all around the body, but each step had been deliberately twisted and smudged to disguise any sole pattern and size. These killers knew what they were doing. She could see no pulley mechanism to help raise the victim so high, which meant that more than one man was involved — unless the man in question was some sort of human mountain. It was definitely a man or men. A woman who felt this strongly would slash not beat. Less strength, more effect. Sharp fury replacing blunt trauma. 
 
    The door grated and she turned to see a petite blonde in a new suit. ‘Doctor Langley?’ 
 
    ‘Mia, please — and you are?’ 
 
    ‘TDC Hudson. Gemma. Gem. It’s so great to meet you.’ The young girl let the wind slam the door closed behind her and she walked towards Mia with a big grin. ‘My first week and I’ve copped a murder!’ They shook hands. 
 
    ‘Lucky you. Can I ask where the DI is?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, sorry — the boss sends her apologies. She’s at headquarters updating the ACC. She shouldn’t be too long.’ 
 
    ‘So where’s everyone else?’ 
 
    The trainee detective constable looked puzzled. ‘Out on enquiries.’ 
 
    ‘It’s just that it looks like everyone left in a hurry.’ Mia swept her eyes around the room, knowing the girl’s gaze would follow hers. 
 
    Gemma smiled. ‘They heard the DCI was en route — that’s all. Did you want a coffee?’ She shook a carton of milk: an explanation for her absence. ‘It’s only instant, I’m afraid.’ 
 
    ‘That’s okay — although I’m not sure your DI will think it okay to leave an incident room unstaffed and unlocked.’ 
 
    Gemma’s eyes widened as she span round to see if anything was obviously missing. ‘Christ! I never gave it a thought! I only popped over to the station to get more milk. I was away a couple of minutes—’ 
 
    ‘Long enough for me to enter and have a good look round …’ Mia smiled to soften the point. 
 
    ‘Will you tell the boss?’ 
 
    ‘No need . . . I don’t expect it’s a mistake you’ll repeat.’ 
 
    She watched the girl walk back towards the fridge, head down, her initial enthusiasm drained. 
 
    Mistakes were okay — as long as you learned from them. She always had. Early on she had learnt that intelligence in a child is precocious; confidence in a student is arrogant and self-reliance in a beautiful woman disconcerting. At least in this line of work her intelligence was a bonus not a barrier; it was what she got paid for. 
 
    ‘So, Gemma — Gem — how are you enjoying CID?’ Mia’s question echoed the length of the room. 
 
    ‘Brilliant!’ Gem’s grin reinstated itself. ‘I’m learning so much! The boss says I’m like a sponge — soaking everything up.’ The kettle flicked off and she poured boiling water into what Mia hoped would be a clean mug. ‘But she wants me to contribute more; says she’ll pick me up and start squeezing if I don’t start adding something to the morning or evening briefings.’ 
 
    The door groaned and Mia watched Gemma’s face fall. A middle-aged DC was fighting the wind with a bitterness that made the battle look personal. He was obviously nearing retirement and puffed his way up the three steps with slow resentment. Mia turned back to the whiteboard, instinctively unwilling to engage with the cloud of negativity that surrounded him like a visible miasma. But, when he didn’t bother lowering his voice to ask, ‘Who’s the Barbie?’ she felt obliged to turn back and stare at him. He was leaning uncomfortably close to Gemma as he pretended to look for a usable mug. 
 
    ‘Doctor Mia Langley is a forensic psychologist from the NCA.’ 
 
    She liked the girl’s defiant tone and the way she didn’t back down or shrink away from the DC’s invasion of her personal space. 
 
    ‘What the fuck’s the NCA doing here?’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t you ask her, Brian?’ Gemma pushed past him, taking care to keep the hot coffees between them. 
 
    As the DC walked towards her, Mia noted hands shoved deep into pockets, an over-loose, snack-stained tie and the smell of stale beer and sweat. His shoulders were pushed back and his hips thrust forward in a proprietorial swagger. Bet this one’s always been led by his dick. 
 
    ‘So, what brings the illustrious National Crime Agency to deepest Norfolk?’ 
 
    She held the DC’s stare. He had the pasty face and slack jawline of a man who spent too much time sitting indoors and eating the wrong kind of food. She’d immediately pegged him as old school CID — ‘Clowns in Disguise’ — detectives so jaded they wore their cynicism like an oak-cluster above their long service and good conduct medal. 
 
    She gave him the briefest of smiles. ‘Your boss asked for help — so here I am.’ 
 
    The door grated. A tall woman in her late forties, perhaps early fifties, also struggled to keep it open against the persistent wind. Her age was hard to pinpoint as she had a gym-fit body and wore her height with unapologetic confidence. As she strode the length of the room, the heels of her boots made a declamatory clang against the bare metal floor. She had the look of all SIOs — business-like if slightly harassed. One arm was full of files but she held out her free hand in welcome. 
 
    ‘Jayne Sykes. So glad you could make it, Doctor Langley. Come to help us with our probable Polish man?’ The DI’s grip made Mia wince. ‘Just Mia.’ She suspected the SIO had spent her early career trying too hard to fit in. 
 
    The DI dumped her files on the table in front of the whiteboard, before perching on its edge next to Mia. ‘Pleased you can spare us the time. Is it racial?’ 
 
    ‘It’s certainly a valid line of enquiry with so many Eastern Europeans working at the farm, but most racial killings are spur-of-the-moment — an easy opportunity quickly taken. This was planned, as per the nice shiny chains.’ Mia pointed at the main photo. 
 
    ‘Ah, you’ve noticed them. They’re the same ones used on the abattoir’s conveyor belt. They shouldn’t be anywhere near the turkey sheds where our man was found.’ 
 
    ‘So we know the killers came prepared.’ 
 
    ‘Killers?’ Gemma asked. ‘How do we know there was more than one?’ ‘God, Gemma,’ Brian plonked himself at a nearby desk, ‘read the fucking PM! The injuries are at different heights and angles.’ 
 
    ‘Seriously, Brian, watch your mouth, or you’ll find yourself back on volume crime.’ Jayne didn’t bother taking her eyes off the whiteboard. 
 
    Gemma continued, ‘What’s to say it wasn’t one man moving about? By hoisting the body up so high, it makes it more mobile, like a game of swing-ball — you know, where you bat a ball around on the end of a rope.’ 
 
    ‘Good point — well made.’ Mia smiled at the TDC before turning to her boss. ‘Perhaps get NID to take a closer look at the injury patterns and strike angles—’ 
 
    ‘NID?’ Gemma was being sponge-like. 
 
    ‘The National Injury Database,’ the DI winked at her. ‘Action that please, Brian.’ 
 
    Mia sipped her coffee. She hated instant. ‘The PM states cause of death as a single blow to the head.’ 
 
    ‘Yep, although how the hell they can tell that when the body is such a frigging mess is beyond me.’ Jayne drummed a chewed biro against her teeth. ‘This level of injury is intense — especially when the PM states most of it happened post-mortem. It’s like they weren’t satisfied by just killing him; it’s like they wanted to remove his humanity as well as his identity. There’s so many missing and broken teeth dental records are useless.’ The DI’s face scrunched, as though she was reliving the victim’s pain. 
 
    Brian made a boo-hoo face but was ignored. He hated being ignored. 
 
    ‘Ask her about the turkey feather.’ 
 
    ‘Our knowing his identity isn’t an issue.’ 
 
    Mia drained her coffee — it had been a long drive. ‘The killers, or killer, were quite happy to leave recoverable fingerprints and I think the missing teeth are just a by-product of the violence.’ She held up her empty mug and shook it in Brian’s direction. ‘Any chance of a refill?’ 
 
    The DC turned away, but Gemma grabbed the mug and headed back to the kettle. 
 
    Keen and decisive — that was the future of investigation right there: the willingness of the young to ask, act and adapt. 
 
    ‘Make me one while you’re there, Gem,’ Jayne called. 
 
    Gemma nodded and brought both women fresh coffees. 
 
    The DI looked at Mia. ‘Fancy taking these outside? I need a fag.’ 
 
    Brian reached into his worn trouser pocket. ‘I’ll join you.’ 
 
    ‘Not until you’ve actioned that NID enquiry you won’t.’ 
 
    When Gemma grabbed her coat the DI said nothing. 
 
    Outside, Jayne glanced up at the ever darkening sky, thankful it was still dry — cold but dry. In an effort to stop all their staff smoking, the force had refused to supply any shelter for its stubborn, time-wasting, nicotine addicts. She handed her coffee to Gemma and turned into the protection of the porta-cabin to light her cigarette. Straightening up, she took back the mug. 
 
    ‘So, Mia, before we’re joined by DC Dickhead, can I ask what you make of the turkey feather found in our man’s throat?’ 
 
    ‘Not sure. It could be a message . . . or simple scene contamination. Although the shed wasn’t in use there were still plenty of feathers lying around.’ 
 
    Jayne took a pull on her cigarette. ‘Brian’s convinced it’s that.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s the neater, less work option.’ 
 
    The DI laughed. 
 
    Mia took a sip of her own coffee. Instant needed sugar, but everyone just assumed that no one, at least no females, took it these days. Not that it mattered, she wouldn’t be finishing it. 
 
    ‘In the five years I’ve been with the NCA, I’ve come across Brians in almost every incident room — happy to rely on the validity of their own gut instinct but not on someone . . . especially a woman . . . with a university education.’ 
 
    Jayne exhaled a thin line of blue-grey smoke. ‘He’s never bothered taking the sergeant’s exam and calls in sick every time there’s any sort of course, but still feels friggin’ hard done by. You should have seen his face when I got promoted again — especially as the DCI’s a woman too — although she tries to hide it.’ 
 
    Gemma wanted the conversation back on point. ‘Is there anything else we’ve missed, Doctor Langley?’ Mia raised an eyebrow and Gemma corrected herself. ‘Sorry, Mia.’ 
 
    ‘Well, it would have taken some time. And the killer or killers knew the layout of the farm — which sheds were in use and which weren’t, not to mention the existence of the chains in the abattoir. So it all points to an inside job, or at least inside knowledge. The extent of the beating also indicates something more personal than just the man’s nationality.’ 
 
    ‘We’re looking into that possibility too.’ The DI exhaled more smoke. ‘Fights amongst the workers are not uncommon — although they usually prefer knives.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll ask SCAS to look into similar cases…’ 
 
    ‘SCAS?’ Brian’s tone was defiant as he pushed open the porta-cabin door and joined them, an unlit cigarette already hanging from his lips. He wore no coat and surveyed the three women huddled against the wind as Macbeth might have surveyed the three witches, with a mixture of wariness and contempt. 
 
    ‘The Serious Crime Analysis System, DC Nowells. Such a pity you were off, again, for the last workshop.’ 
 
    He gave the DI a thin smile, before turning his back on her to light his own fag. Straightening up, he too took a long pull. ‘So, what conclusions have you ladies come to regarding the feather in the throat?’ 
 
    ‘None.’ Jayne flashed him a warning look. 
 
    He stared at Mia, blowing his smoke in her direction. ‘Long way to come for nothing.’ He took another drag, ‘Any thoughts on why they’d continue to beat a dead body then? I’ve got thirty years in and, as the boss says,’ he nodded towards the DI but didn’t look at her, ‘it’s got to be the work of some nutter.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never said that!’ 
 
    ‘With all due respect to your thirty years,’ observed the 35-year-old Mia, ‘my guess is they’ve all been spent in Norfolk.’ 
 
    Jayne and Gemma lowered their gaze. 
 
    ‘But I’ve seen this type of violence on too many occasions, which is why I’ve become an expert on it.’ 
 
    Cigarette and coffee finished, Jayne needed to get going. She had a mountain of paperwork to get through and the evening de-brief to pull together. 
 
    ‘What next, Mia — back to London?’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m off to Leeds to consult on another battered body.’ Mia poured her coffee down a nearby drain, taking care to shield how much was left from Gemma. ‘But I’ll contact SCAS on the way and get back to you. You’ll let me know when you manage to identify your man?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    The three women shook hands and Mia set off for her car; the wind now blowing at her back, pushing her away, onwards and upwards — well onwards. 
 
    She let out a deep sigh as she set the sat-nav for Leeds. She didn’t mind long journeys, travelling alone. Even her line of work had a capacity for monotony. But she was tired, exhausted, and physical exhaustion tended to turn her inner landscape dark. When she got to Leeds she’d definitely let Mark Johnson, the Leeds SIO, take her out for a drink. And maybe, just maybe, something more. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    It is the nature of change to be sloppy. 
 
      
 
    Ellie turned her plain face towards the brittle brightness of the spring sun. She had once overheard a man describe her as ‘the wrong side of average’. He’d been talking about her looks; it’s what people did. First impressions, they really did count. What is truly beautiful has nothing to fear from homeliness. Her mother had been fond of misquoting people greater than her, but she’d got this one wrong. She didn’t get a lot wrong, but on this she had always been blinded by motherly love — the sort it was useless to argue against. Living in such a wet-green part of the world meant sunshine, however pale, was not to be taken for granted. Ellie closed her eyes, soaking up the vitamin D and imagined warmth. 
 
    Toby, Hamish and Lulu, her three rescue dogs, were playing happily in the high-hedged lane, mimicking the lambs in the surrounding fields at the foot of the Welsh mountains. They were on the downward leg of a long walk. Opening her eyes, her smile faded at the sight of a man fifty yards in front of them, heading in the same direction. She would have to put the dogs back on their leads. They had an innate but understandable distrust of men which Toby and Lulu expressed by aggressive barking — as though they still believed that attack was the best form of defence. 
 
    She called the dogs to heel. They came immediately and stood with slowly wagging tails, looking up at her with utter trust as she clipped leads on to worn collars. Normally she’d have sat down on the verge for five minutes and waited for the person to walk out of sight, but she worked for minimum wage at the animal shelter just outside Llanbrynmair, and was already running late for her next shift. 
 
    Closing in on the man, he seemed familiar. He was shouting into his mobile. 
 
    What an arse! Pollute my quiet enjoyment of the countryside and stress my dogs, why don’t you? If I ruled the world there’d be a law against using mobiles in open countryside, except for calling the emergency services — obviously. Conversations, however important, would be confined to people actually present. 
 
    ‘If I ruled the world’ had been a favourite game since childhood. For example, it would be illegal to keep herd animals, like horses, on their own, or own a dog if they were going to be left alone for too long. What was too long? Well, eight hours was a definite no-no. Shifts at the shelter were regularly twelve hours, but the dogs were with her, sleeping in the busy office and getting walked during any breaks. 
 
    Toby and Lulu had begun to growl when they first registered the man. The heat and growing volume of his voice now turned these intermittent growls into a continuous, vibrating rumble. 
 
    Who was he? He had the sort of ambling gait she associated with youths who used to frequent the Job Centre in Newtown, wearing their jeans so low on skinny hips that you could see the labels on their fake-designer boxer shorts. But this man was older and wearing a worn Barbour with large side pockets that sagged open from continual use. The closer they got the stronger the smell of cow shit. It wafted backwards from him, an invisible cloud of something nasty. A tangible warning. 
 
    She watched him swap the mobile from his right to left hand and rummage in his coat pocket. The hand re-emerged holding a cheap plastic lighter and it dragged with it a small piece of paper which caught the breeze and fluttered backwards, landing on the verge a few feet away — its hard whiteness against the soft green added insult to a ruined walk. 
 
    Fucking arse! She picked up the litter and shoved it into her own coat pocket. 
 
    The man’s argument was escalating, and this stopped her pointedly handing the litter back to him, but his drumming anger turned the dogs’ vibrating growls into manic barking. Hamish was crouched, peeing with fear at the chaos erupting around him. Ellie shortened Toby and Lulu’s leads with one hand, before picking up Hamish with the other. Dragging Toby and Lulu past the man, she kept as much distance between him and her dogs as the narrow lane would allow. 
 
    ‘Hang on!’ he shouted into the phone, before holding it against his chest and yelling at Ellie. ‘You shouldn’t have fucking dogs if you can’t fucking control them!’ 
 
    Despite Hamish’s trembling, Ellie stopped and turned back. She allowed Toby and Lulu’s leads to lengthen as she advanced on Paul. She’d finally put a name to the face of her childhood tormentor. 
 
    He took a step back from the snapping and barking. 
 
    ‘My dogs are under control and I don’t need to use a cattle prod!’ Paul looked confused and took another step back, the thick hawthorn hedge making it the last one possible. 
 
    ‘Oh I know all about you, Paul Cummings. You were a bully in the playground and now you bully the cows at Dolgwydell farm. Heard old Puge gave you a taste of your own medicine with the prod and you threatened to call the plod. You’re a fucking arse, Cummings — a bully, and an arse!’ Walking on, she put Hamish back down before raising her right hand and giving him the finger. 
 
    ‘Right back at yer, yer ugly bitch!’ The shouted insult was accompanied by the smell of cigarette smoke. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The shift had been a long one. The dogs tumbled through the narrow front door and headed straight for the kitchen and their evening meal. They were soon joined by the three cats, including Smudge, her latest rescue, who normally scrambled under the sofa when the door first opened. Ellie usually loved this part of the day, the light of expectant joy in the eyes surrounding her feet and MacAwesome the Macaw’s squawking as her animals waited to be fed. 
 
    But tonight she was bone weary, starving and cold to the point of pain. 
 
    She had spent fifteen hours trawling up and down the M4 collecting five donkeys, two at a time, from a shelter in Wiltshire. They were coming to Llanbrynmair so Wiltshire could make room for some of the thirty horses and ponies found starving to death on a stud in the supposedly rich county of Royal Berkshire. It was great the way shelters could work together like this, for the ‘greater good’, but it had been knackering. 
 
    Having fed the animals, she hunched over the orange glow of the toaster and let the heat wash upwards over her numb cheeks and nose. As the greying stale bread turned to edible gold, the smell of its renewed freshness made her stomach tighten. Taking the toast and an opened can of cold baked beans into the small lounge, she switched on the TV manually (Toby had killed the remote), before collapsing onto the sofa. Too tired to light the fire, she kept her coat on. 
 
    As she waited for the picture to fade into view she once more envied those who could afford satellite. Most people in the valley had a dish now — even those on Social. Forking cold beans past her crooked teeth, she smiled back at the latest reality show host with his over-white smile and orange tan. 
 
    ‘We’ll be right back after the break, when you — the viewers — will decide the fate of Serena and James. Who will be eliminated and who will live to fight another day?’ 
 
    Ellie loved playing judge and jury. 
 
    Judge, especially. She’d always been small; too small for the physical realities of growing up in a Welsh mining village — easy prey for the likes of Paul. All she could do then was dream of retaliation, of retribution, of trials and righteous punishment. She could still feel the tension in her hand as she woke from childhood dreams, her tiny fist curled around an imagined knife. 
 
    Now she wondered if she’d be able to smell the burning flesh of Smudge’s previous owner, as she slowly pushed a lit cigarette into his or her face — not nice, is it? Or how much satisfaction she’d actually feel if she could repeatedly kick her booted foot into the softer flesh of Hamish’s previous owner. His £300 fine had not felt like justice to her, and justice mattered. 
 
    ‘Welcome back! The lines are now closed and if you ring now your votes will not be counted but you may still be charged.’ 
 
    ‘Rip off!’ 
 
    Hamish wagged his tail in acknowledgement of her opinion. 
 
    ‘So who’s it to be? Serena or James? Well, you, the nation have spoken . . . and . . . the person leaving the show tonight . . . is …’ 
 
    James, it’s got to be James. He’s such a dick! For fuck’s sake, get on with it … 
 
    ‘… is . . . Serena. I’m so sorry, Serena …’ 
 
    ‘Serena! She’s the only one left with any talent! That’s bollocks!’ 
 
    The anger in Ellie’s voice sent the three cats running and Lulu sank into the grubby shag-pile rug, flattening her ears against her skull and her skull against the rug. 
 
    ‘Sorry, guys.’ 
 
    Softening her voice, Ellie took in the three sets of wary looking eyes. ‘I don’t know why I watch this crap.’ 
 
    Bending down to fondle Lulu’s ear, she let Hamish lick her face in gratitude at her returning calm, before gently pushing him off her lap. She was ready for an early night. 
 
    ‘And now for a recap on tonight’s lucky lottery numbers — with a EuroMillions roll–over of £88,000,000!’ 
 
    Ellie remembered Paul’s lottery ticket. 
 
    On her way home she’d stopped at the village shop, desperate for chocolate. Going through her pockets for loose change, she’d found four twenty-pence pieces. The piece of paper she’d seen Paul drop two days earlier emerged with the last ten pence. She’d been about to put it in the bin outside the shop when she realised what it was. 
 
    I should bin it — serve the arse right! I know, Mum, I know — he may be an arse, but you brought me up better. ‘Rise above it …’, ‘do unto others …’, ‘if you can’t say anything nice …’. She’d decided that if she ever saw Cummings again she’d hand it back in silence. The ticket had gone back in her pocket. 
 
    Now she hooked it out with a feeling of unfamiliar excitement. There’s no way Arse will win, but I’ll check the numbers . . . just in case. 
 
    She didn’t usually watch the lottery; there was no point. She couldn’t afford a ticket any more than a mobile phone vote. But she could still dream. Tens of millions. A million. A hundred grand. Even £10,000 or £1,000 — she’d put it to much better use than most of the Herberts that ended up winning. 
 
    ‘And here are the numbers in ascending order. Seven, eight, twelve, twenty-four, thirty-one and the two lucky stars, three and forty-nine! Good luck to all you ticket holders — let’s hope it’s a UK winner this week. And now for the millionaire’s lucky draw …’ 
 
    She’d stopped listening. 
 
    Grabbing the nearest piece of paper and a pencil stub from the cluttered sideboard, she scribbled down the seven numbers displayed on screen, before lightly crossing through a number on the ticket and its counterpart on the bill. Seven numbers, seven cross-throughs. ‘Fucking hell! Fucking . . . bloody . . . hell!’ 
 
    He’ll give me a reward. He has to. It’s only fair. But Paul’s not fair. He’s never played fair. He could afford to reward my honesty but he won’t. He’ll just laugh in my stupid face if I hand it back. 
 
    She looked at the ticket again. 
 
    A lucky dip . . . he didn’t even choose the numbers. Just like him –always the easy route, the short-cut. If he didn’t bother choosing the numbers he’s probably not bothered to even look at them, and if he doesn’t know what they are he won’t know whether he’s won. All he’ll actually know is he’s lost the ticket, not even when or where he lost it … 
 
    Ellie went to make a cup of tea. 
 
    Need to think. Need to think really hard. Mum always said that a good strong cuppa was the best thing for good strong thinking. 
 
    But your thinking is far from good, my girl. 
 
    Shut up, Mum! 
 
    She filled the kettle and switched it on. Shame knotted her stomach. Keep the money? The shame bubbled. Keep the money. Paul would just waste it. Paul didn’t deserve it. She could do good with it. She could do some real good with that kind of money. She could change the world. The water boiled, rattling the kettle. 
 
    It’s not fair! Why does someone like Paul, who electrocutes cows for fun, get to be a multi–millionaire? 
 
    Because he bought a ticket and you didn’t, Ellie. You know that. 
 
    You don’t understand, Mum! 
 
    Oh but I do. You know I do. What you’re considering is stealing — plain and simple. 
 
    But it’s not simple — it’s so far from simple. I could do so much good with this money. 
 
    It’s Paul’s money. 
 
    Finders keepers! 
 
    That’s not how it works. 
 
    It’s exactly how it works! I found this ticket. You always said, always, that what’s for you won’t go by you. What if this is for me? What if this was meant to be? What if it was fate that put me in the lane at that place, at that time? The wind actually blew the ticket towards me. If I didn’t care about litter I wouldn’t have picked it up. But I do care and I did pick it up. It’s because I care that the ticket came to me! 
 
    Ellie. You know this isn’t fair. 
 
    Life’s not fair, Mum. You of all people should know that. And, before you say it, I’m sick of trying to make lemonade out of life’s lemons. 
 
    She returned to the lounge with her tea. Toby and Hamish tried to sit on her lap but she pushed them away; she couldn’t think and cuddle. Placing the mug on the floor she picked up the ticket. 
 
    I need a sign, something to tell I’m right to keep it— 
 
    Something to block your integrity and anaesthetize your conscience. 
 
    ‘Shut up, Mum!’ 
 
    The dogs raised their heads, ear pricked. 
 
    A smile spread across Ellie’s face as she studied the numbers. Twenty-four’s my birth date and twelve is the month! 
 
    You were such a beautiful baby, a Christmas Eve blessing. Sad you just missed out on the Christmas crib. 
 
    I’ve spent my whole life missing out, Mum. Including being a cygnet that turned into a duck. And look, thirty-one — my actual age! Surely this is my ticket! Seven — what’s special about seven? 
 
    Two of the three cats joined her on the sofa. 
 
    With the three dogs and MacAwesome that made seven animals! And eight? Our house number’s eighteen! Seriously: date of birth and address — could it be any clearer? 
 
    The first lucky star was three. What’s special about three? Wicca! The power of three! Whatever you put out into the world — for good or evil — you’ll receive back threefold. But the clincher was star forty-nine. It trumped integrity. It trumped everything. It told her what to do. 
 
    Her mum had been forty-nine when she’d died from breast cancer. 
 
    Well, she fully intended to follow her mother’s advice and do unto others. With £88,000,000 she, Ellie, could start to rule the world. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    Death is inevitable. Cruelty is not. 
 
      
 
    Mia hated Travel Lodges. Too much of her life these days was spent in stark cold hotel rooms; the words of her favourite song rolled through her tired mind, and the endlessness that you fear . . . Pulling off her shoes, she pushed open the bathroom door and was pleased to see an actual bath; although experience told her the fixed showerhead above it would probably be useless. She stared down at a crack in one of the floor tiles as she waited for enough water to fill the bath so that she could add her own designer bubbles. 
 
    Every now and then she found herself slipping into something of a mental quagmire; a waiting, repetitive anxiety that flickered at the edges of her sight would seep into her conscious mind. It wasn’t a deep, dark, pit-like space — more of a gently sloping bank with a deceptively steep gradient, and once over the edge her mental decline would gather speed as she rolled down to a place of infinite sadness. 
 
    Photographs of the beaten body scrolled through her mind and combined with ‘context’ images of holocaust victims she’d used in her thesis. They formed a depressing montage of individual and industrial-scale acts of human cruelty. 
 
    What is the point of life when it’s held so cheaply? 
 
    She collected a bottle of Waitrose red from the bedroom — a happy replacement for the garage-bought stuff she’d been forced to drink in Norfolk. 
 
    Throughout her hectic, academically successful life, she’d always wanted something more. But the something was intangible; undefined and therefore unattainable. In the beginning she’d assumed this ‘something’ would be ‘a someone’, but none of the many men she’d met and slept with had ever come close to filling this shifting void. 
 
    She gave the bathroom glass a good rinse. 
 
    Did she possess the same warped flaws as the people she hunted? Was she the flip-side of the same coin? If pushed, could she commit the same acts of savagery as her prey? And, most importantly, was it this darkness that kept possible soulmates at bay? An innate sense of self-preservation keeping them hidden, unnoticed, as she passed by. 
 
    Twisting open the cap on the bottle, she found the crack comforting. It heralded respite from anxiety and eased the pain of acute loneliness. Wine was becoming her . . . what? Friend? No. No one with an iota of intelligence would think that. An associate perhaps? Something that allowed her to keep a lid on Pandora’s box. 
 
    She’d already looked, and knew what was inside. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mia smiled when she saw the scattering of Costa coffee cups. The Leeds incident room was a long way from the Norfolk porta-cabin, in both mileage and equipment. It was a home she recognised, another city centre hive of permanent activity which would never be left insecure. Fifteen detectives buzzed around, collecting and disseminating information like bees on a honey high. 
 
    She started to work her way through reports and photographs that someone had stacked on a spare desk in preparation for her arrival. This latest case had strong Norfolk overtones: planning, effort, vicious treatment of an unidentified body and an animal connection to the location. What was that black smudge near the man’s left hand? She knew it was a hand only because of its location at the end of an arm, but all that remained was a lump of mauled, raw meat. The man had been found in a deserted hill-farm sixteen miles from the centre of Leeds. 
 
    ‘They’re not pictures I’d want to spend time scrutinizing.’ 
 
    Mia felt Mark Johnson’s breath on her neck as he leant over her shoulder. He was still using the same inexpensive aftershave. 
 
    She turned her head and glanced up at the SIO, giving him her warmest smile. He reminded her of Brian in some ways: they were both in their mid-fifties, had complexions the colour of raw dough and wore off-the-peg suits. But there the similarities ended. Apart from rank, Mark Johnson was a bloody good detective with a proven track record of catching bad guys — really bad guys. 
 
    ‘What’s that small black thing, there, next to the left hand?’ she asked. Mark was close enough to kiss her moving lips, but instead he shifted his hazel eyes from hers to the photo. 
 
    ‘God knows. Is it important?’ 
 
    ‘Without knowing what it is, I can’t tell. Any chance of getting this one blown up?’ 
 
    Mark stood and shrugged. ‘Maybe.’ 
 
    ‘So, Detective Chief Superintendent — congrats by the way — walk me through these pics.’ 
 
    He pulled up a chair, dragging it so close that their thighs brushed when he sat. 
 
    ‘As you can see,’ he picked up one of the bound photo albums, ‘a dog-fighting pit’s been dug into the floor of an old hay barn and, from the vast amount of dried blood-spatter around the original plywood lining, it’s been heavily used.’ 
 
    ‘Bastards! Why do people still do this sort of thing?’ 
 
    ‘You tell me. You’re the expert.’ He breathed in her familiar perfume. 
 
    ‘Depressingly, it’s probably in our DNA.’ 
 
    ‘But it’s more than just bloodlust. Dog fighting feeds bank accounts as well. It’s no different from drugs, prostitution, or people-trafficking — endless opportunity for endless misery and endless wealth.’ 
 
    ‘What else do we know?’ Mia asked. 
 
    ‘It doesn’t need forensics to show you the pit’s been recently extended to a depth of ten feet. The bottom hasn’t been lined with anything other than that poor bugger’s guts. Blood spatter and pooling indicate he died crouched in the top right hand corner but was dragged into the centre post-mortem, when most of the chewing occurred.’ 
 
    ‘The report says four dogs?’ 
 
    ‘The bite marks indicate they were big.’ 
 
    ‘But why do we think four?’ 
 
    ‘Apart from the human blood, there were four separate, contained pools of canine blood. It looks like the dogs were shot after they were fed.’ 
 
    ‘Expertly?’ 
 
    ‘The blood pools indicate single shots.’ 
 
    ‘But they weren’t left in the pit. Why remove them? More effort.’ 
 
    ‘Effort?’ 
 
    ‘To extend that pit to human size, for a one-off killing, costs time and money.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps it was worth it to send a message?’ 
 
    ‘What message?’ Mia allowed the SIO a glimpse of her cleavage as she leant forward to reach for another album. 
 
    ‘It’s obvious, isn’t it — stay the fuck off my turf!’ 
 
    ‘You think this is gang-related?’ 
 
    ‘You don’t?’ 
 
    Mia shook her head. ‘No, I don’t. It’s too personal, too vindictive. Gangland murders are generally swift executions — a business transaction conducted in the most efficient, cost-effective way.’ 
 
    ‘Coffee?’ One of the busy-bees approached with a pad and pen. 
 
    Mark looked at Mia who nodded and reached for her handbag. Putting his hand out, he gently squeezed her wrist. ‘You’re all right. I’ll get these.’ 
 
    ‘Two cappuccinos please, Lesley — cinnamon topping for Mia.’ He got out his well-worn wallet and handed the DC a tenner. 
 
    The last time she’d seen that wallet, Mark had being paying for a very expensive dinner. She had rewarded him with a kiss. Their first. Leaning back in her chair, she crossed her leg and slowly twirled her foot, gazing down at her favourite shoes. Mark’s gaze followed hers and she let him look, just for a moment, before she raised her eyes and forced him back to the present. 
 
    ‘So, tell me more about dog fighting.’ 
 
    ‘The day-to-day business is mainly left to council estate numpties who steal pets from outside shops and back gardens to use as wind-up bait for the bigger dogs. But it’s organised crime that bankrolls the operations, finds the locations and runs both the actual fights and the betting — big time betting.’ 
 
    Mia’s jaw tightened. ‘Like medieval bear-baiting.’ 
 
    ‘Yep. The same people go in for badger-baiting too. Back in the day, we once broke up a bait in a high-rise block of flats.’ 
 
    ‘Bastards. If I had my way I’d shoot the lot of them!’ 
 
    ‘Bad bastards, and, as with drugs and prostitution, it doesn’t do to go trespassing on someone else’s turf.’ 
 
    ‘This is not gang-related, Mark. If they want someone dead they’d just put a bullet in the brain.’ She looked directly at the SIO. ‘Any DNA from all this blood and gore?’ 
 
    Mark shook his head. ‘Still waiting, and we’re also waiting on three patches of urine and two pools of congealed vomit found just outside the pit.’ 
 
    ‘So, there were reluctant spectators?’ Mia sat up straight. ‘That puts a spin on it.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘Suppose this murder isn’t an execution but a form of torture — for those made to watch.’ 
 
    ‘To what end?’ 
 
    ‘Information — to get information.’ 
 
    ‘But you’ve just said a simple gun to the head would get that.’ 
 
    ‘Not necessarily. A bullet is quick and painless. Being torn apart by a pack of dogs is not. It holds all the horror and terror of a medieval torture chamber. We’re in Game of Thrones territory here.’ 
 
    ‘Why doesn’t it surprise me you’re a fan?’ 
 
    ‘Recommended viewing, Mark! Lots of gratuitous sex and violence but with bloody, literally, good storylines.’ 
 
    ‘Too much of a busman’s for my taste. I’ve got more than enough violence in my life. Haven’t you?’ 
 
    ‘I know how to compartmentalize.’ 
 
    He looked at her and wondered. As much as he lusted after Doctor Mia Langley, since the sacrificial baby murder eighteen months ago, he sometimes wondered what effect her work had on her. She had a hard edge that some found sexy but he found worrying. People in their line of work hardened or left, but they were seldom untouched by what they saw. He knew instinctively that she would be exciting in the bedroom, but he also wondered if she’d turn out to be a bit of a bunny boiler. 
 
    The DC returned with two trays of coffee and Mia took hers from the proffered cardboard holder. ‘So what level of information requires torture, do you suppose?’ 
 
    ‘With organised crime it could be anything — locations, times, cargo.’ 
 
    ‘But that’s just logistics, Mark. The type of info you get by a gun to the head. This whole,’ she waved her coffee cup over the gruesome photos, ‘smacks of far more than that. Know what it reminds me of?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Mark sipped his own coffee. 
 
    ‘The Spanish Inquisition — this is an attempt to change someone’s belief system. It’s the work of a fanatic not a career criminal. We need to find those who peed and vomited. They’re the key to this.’ 
 
    ‘You think they’re still alive?’ 
 
    ‘Almost certainly. Say the right thing to a Jesuit priest and you become a convert not a corpse. If there were no converts we’d be looking at three more corpses. Find the converts, Mark! Find those converts.’ 
 
    Mark tried to ignore the sparkle in Mia’s eyes. ‘When the DNA comes back, my money’s on us knowing them.’ 
 
    ‘Mine too. So, about getting this blown up?’ Mia waved the photo with the black smudge. 
 
    ‘You know how tight budgets are. I spend as much time balancing the sodding books as investigating the actual crime. Have a word with Sandy first — she took the photos and might remember what it was and tell you if she bagged it.’ 
 
    ‘Cheers. Is she on duty?’ 
 
    ‘No idea. Check with control room. It’s feeding time at the zoo.’ Mark stood and reached for his crumpled jacket. ‘The bloodiness of this murder is like shark-bait. The press are circling, waiting to be fed.’ 
 
    Mia beckoned him closer, and as he leaned in she straightened his lapels. ‘Are we still on for dinner tonight?’ 
 
    ‘We most certainly are!’ He strode from the room wearing a hugely inappropriate grin, and was followed by the pretty press officer who’d been waiting with growing impatience by the door. 
 
    Mia called Control and was relieved to hear Sandy was on duty but out on another job. She left a message for the crime scene investigation officer to ring her as soon as she could. 
 
    She wondered what ‘values’ it was the perpetrators had wanted to change in their victims. Some cruelty found its source in ritual. The three cases of human sacrifice she’d worked on had all involved barbaric elements, but they had all been a means to a specific, identifiable end, carried out with an almost loving precision. There was nothing personal between the killer and victim. This was not that. And the animal connection was relevant — important even. 
 
    Her various studies had provided her with many examples of human barbarism; she’d even flown to the States to interview a real-life Hannibal Lecter. But she worried that human-on-human savagery had less impact on her than animal cruelty. Why was that? She’d always been appalled by man’s capacity for the enjoyment of such cruelty and the scale of these deaths for entertainment was staggering — three million animals in the Coliseum alone. She still wondered what would be worse — entering the arena as a human, with full knowledge of what was about to happen, or entering as an animal with only the terror of the present and the ability to continue fighting through the pain. She couldn’t even watch nature programmes on TV; watching one animal kill another was not her idea of entertainment. 
 
    Her mobile rang. 
 
    ‘Hiya, Mia, what’s up?’ 
 
    ‘Hi, Sandy. The dog killing murder, Mark said you took the photos?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Is there a problem?’ 
 
    ‘Not as such. One of the stills shows something small and black near the body’s left hand, can you recall what it was?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, it was weird — a feather.’ 
 
    ‘What sort of feather?’ 
 
    ‘No idea, Mia — not my field of expertise.’ 
 
    ‘Did you bag it by any chance?’ 
 
    ‘Of course . . . hang on, I’ll check the exhibit number.’ 
 
    Mia could hear a notebook being flipped on the other end of the phone. 
 
    ‘Here it is, SAB/15. It’s not been sent to the lab as far as I know, so it should still be in the property store.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a star!’ Mia rang off and, collecting the exhibit’s officer en route, headed straight to the secured exhibits room. The DC punched in the code and started rummaging through the neatly stacked grey plastic boxes which contained the smaller exhibits. He quickly produced a small plastic bag with a triumphal grin. 
 
    Exhibit SAB/15 was a large black feather. Its green-blackness gleamed under the fluorescent lights, its rounded end making it almost heart-shaped. 
 
    It had once belonged to a turkey. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    Ambition can soar like an eagle or creep like a cat. 
 
      
 
    The following night Ellie entered the Red Dragon. She was not a drinker and only ever went to the pub to buy crisps when the shop was shut. She used this pretext now to see what locals were saying about the UK win. 
 
    Paul was sitting at the far end of the bar; his snout shoved halfway down a pint glass. He didn’t bother looking up. 
 
    ‘I tell you, Huge. that ticket could have been the winner.’ 
 
    ‘Right you are, Paul — and my Daisy could have been Miss World.’ The barman shook his head. ‘I tell you what; if you won £88,000,000 you’d be dead inside a year from the booze. It’s just as well you lost that winning ticket!’ 
 
    Ellie paid for her crisps and left. 
 
    The next morning she went to Llanidloes library to research what happened when you claimed a lottery win. 
 
    I’ll wait a couple of weeks before claiming the money. 
 
    Glad you’re not thinking ‘my’ money. 
 
    Let all the hullabaloo die down. God, I can’t wait to run my own shelter — shelters! I could set up one in each country; the main one here in Wales and then one in Scotland, England and Ireland. Big, impressive –leading the way in animal welfare. Like a chain of supermarkets! 
 
    Only you won’t be able to put your name on any of them, you’ll have to hide in the shadows — a thief in the night. 
 
    For God’s sake, Mum — give it a bloody rest! I’m going to be doing good, real good, for hundreds of helpless animals and all you can do is bang on about Paul bloody Cummings — who actually abuses animals. If you’re not going to support me in this just piss off! 
 
    You’re changing … 
 
    Damn right! 
 
    So much bad language; you never used to swear. 
 
    Now, let’s see how to go about a claim. 
 
    She tapped away at the keyboard. 
 
    So, the purchase location won’t be revealed unless I give my consent, or I fail to collect and time is running out. I’ve got time. 
 
    Time to do the right thing. 
 
    I’ll have to give notice; they’ll need time to replace me. 
 
    Time for you to rethink, Ellie. 
 
    I’ll obviously be ticking the ‘no publicity’ box. 
 
    She tapped ‘Rightmove’ onto the keyboard and entered her search criteria. 
 
    I need somewhere isolated, the Brecon Beacons perhaps. 
 
    That’s far enough away for the locals not to recognise you. 
 
    It needs to have enough land but I’ll keep the house small. It’s the land that’s important; land and out buildings. The animals come first . . . God! It’s bloody impossible! Why can’t I find a two bed property with forty plus acres? Suppose I’ll have to look at four beds. 
 
    Perhaps there’d be room for Paul? 
 
    I’ll have to have help, obviously not arse-Paul kind of help, and they’ll need somewhere to stay when the snows come, so perhaps four beds will be okay. Then all I’ve got to do is find some like-minded people. You’ll like that, Mum, I’ll be able to pay them ‘a living wage’. 
 
    After several weeks of trawling through Rightmove, Ellie was ready to make her own move with the ticket. She phoned the relevant number and found herself speaking to a very nice lady who, research had shown, was based on an industrial estate in Watford. 
 
    ‘Good morning, National Lottery. How may I help you?’ 
 
    Ellie’s mouth was so dry she had to peel her tongue from its roof. ‘I’d like to make a claim, please.’ 
 
    You sound bloody terrified— 
 
    You sound guilty. 
 
    Try and sound more excited. 
 
    ‘Certainly, madam. On which ticket?’ 
 
    She was confused. ‘I have the winning one.’ 
 
    ‘I gather that, madam, but which lottery is your ticket from?’ 
 
    Hear that? ‘Your’ ticket. 
 
    ‘It’s the EuroMillions rollover — the £88,000,000.’ 
 
    ‘Wow! Lucky you! I’m Sarah, now shall we confirm the numbers and then I’ll take your details.’ 
 
    As they ticked off the numbers, Ellie detected an edge of excitement creeping into Sarah’s voice, although it quickly became business-like again as she took down details. She also detected a sense of disappointment when she insisted on, ‘Absolutely no publicity!’ 
 
    ‘That’s fine, Miss Grant. Most winners wish to remain anonymous.’ 
 
    What was the tone now? Respect? With a hint of reverence? It seems being even the ‘theoretical’ owner . . . thief . . . of £88,000,000 brings . . . obedience. Nice. 
 
    ‘Would you like verification to take place at your home?’ 
 
    ‘No!’ 
 
    ‘Well, would you like to travel to London? We could meet you in a hotel or restaurant — whatever is easiest for you, Miss Grant . . . Miss Grant?’ 
 
    ‘Hello, yes . . . Can I come to your offices?’ 
 
    ‘You can, but if you want to maintain anonymity a more public place is advised. Tea at the Ritz has become something of a favourite with our winners — it makes it a nice celebration. How does that sound?’ 
 
    ‘Expensive.’ 
 
    ‘Not for you, Miss Grant.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. That sounds nice. When will that happen?’ 
 
    ‘Whenever you want it to — how about this coming Friday? Would that be soon enough for you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘Your verifier and winner’s counsellor is called Dorothy Chambers and she’ll meet you in the Ritz café at 3.30 this Friday. Congratulations once again, Miss Grant. Now, can I advise you to put your ticket somewhere secure but easy to remember; you won’t believe how many people lose their winning ticket while awaiting formal verification.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ellie was wearing her only dress, which was already damp with sweat as she hovered just inside the entrance to the Ritz café. The quiet hum of polite conversation and the clink of silverware on plates and porcelain on porcelain roared in her ears as she scanned the busy restaurant for Ms Chambers. She imagined a young executive wearing a power suit, with hair immaculately groomed and lots of professionally applied makeup. Instead, a rather matronly woman in a floral dress stood up and waved her over. 
 
    God, I must really look out of place. 
 
    She walked across the room, head down, avoiding the gaze of the elegant. They belonged here. They knew how to act and how to dress. This was their world: comfortable, affluent, complacent. 
 
    ‘Miss Grant?’ Dot’s smile radiated from the periwinkle blue of her eyes, whose corners had become creased by the habit. 
 
    Ellie nodded and shook the proffered hand. 
 
    ‘Have a seat. I hope you don’t mind but I’ve already ordered ‘tea for two’. Is that okay?’ 
 
    Ellie forced a smile and sat down. 
 
    ‘I’m Dot.’ 
 
    ‘Ellie.’ 
 
    Don’t cry, just don’t cry. Grit your teeth, think of the animals and just get through this. 
 
    ‘I can see it’s all still a bit overwhelming.’ 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Dot was pouring strange smelling tea into a porcelain teacup. ‘Milk and sugar?’ 
 
    She nodded again. 
 
    For Christ’s sake, stop nodding and say something. 
 
    ‘So, Ellie, may I see your passport to heaven?’ 
 
    She handed over the much folded ticket. 
 
    ‘Tell me its story.’ 
 
    ‘Story?’ 
 
    Ellie felt the heat of a deep blush once more creep up her neck, and her palms were clammy under the starched white linen table cloth. Get a grip. 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Well, how did you pick the numbers? Special dates, that sort of thing?’ 
 
    ‘It was a lucky dip.’ 
 
    Is she trying to catch me out? 
 
    ‘Of course it was! How silly of me.’ Dot’s smile seemed genuine. 
 
    ‘But even so, the numbers turned out to be very significant.’ Ellie felt the need to prove ownership. 
 
    She told Dot about the significance of each number — even explaining the theory behind the power of three. 
 
    ‘You’d be surprised how often that sort of thing happens.’ Dot popped a tiny cucumber sandwich into her mouth. ‘I could tell you quite a few stories about the bizarre coincidences — some would call it fate — that has led people to their fortunes . . . but I’m not allowed to!’ She grinned. 
 
    ‘So who else knows about the win?’ 
 
    Still can’t bring yourself to say ‘my’? 
 
    ‘Just Sarah and myself at the moment.’ Dot took a sip of Earl Grey. 
 
    ‘At the moment?’ 
 
    ‘I know you don’t want any publicity, which is fine, but we always recommend that big winners like yourself make use of our, optional, legal and financial advisory panel.’ 
 
    I won’t need any help spending ‘my’ money. 
 
    ‘They usually meet with large winners about four weeks after the win.’ Dot popped in another sandwich. 
 
    ‘How do you guarantee no publicity?’ Ellie reached for a cream cake. It was the first thing she’d eaten all day. 
 
    ‘Nearly seventy-five per cent of winners opt for no publicity, so our systems have a well-established and proven track record in the keeping of other people’s secrets.’ Dot winked as she too reached for a cake. ‘Have you had any thoughts about what you’re going to spend all this money on?’ Her tone held genuine curiosity, but was delivered with a ‘feel free to tell me to mind my own business’ air. 
 
    I could get used to this deference; this innate respect. I might actually enjoy being really rich. 
 
    Ellie. My poor lost Ellie. 
 
    Get over yourself, Mum. You can buy so much more than ‘things’ with this sort of money. 
 
    ‘I’m going to help animals.’ 
 
    ‘Any particular sort?’ Dot picked up a second tiny cake. 
 
    ‘The sort used and abused by us humans.’ 
 
    ‘How very noble of you. I make a monthly donation to the RSPCA and every Christmas I give something to a local donkey sanctuary instead of sending cards. People don’t seem to mind when I tell them what I’ve spent the postage on.’ 
 
    ‘I work in an animal shelter at the moment, but I want to set up my own. I’m looking at property in the Brecon Beacons.’ 
 
    ‘That all sounds eminently sensible and practical. But if you’re going to spend your money on ‘doing good’, it’s even more important that you speak to the experts. They’ll be able to help you really make your money work for you, so you can keep working for the animals.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Dot. I’ll do that.’ 
 
    ‘Is there anyone who’ll be sharing in your good fortune?’ 
 
    ‘No. There’s no one. My mum died last year and I never knew my dad.’ 
 
    ‘No partner?’ 
 
    ‘Not with a face like this.’ She did a cheesy grin, exposing her crooked teeth. 
 
    ‘You could get them fixed now, and a new haircut will do wonders.’ 
 
    ‘No, Dot. This money is about saving animals, not me.’ 
 
    ‘Okey dokey. Now, about this £88,000,000; what bank shall we transfer the funds to?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have a bank, just a post office savings account.’ 
 
    ‘Not to worry. I’ll give you the details of several banks that are used to opening up new accounts with such large sums, and you can pick one. Though I’d advise against the really elite ones — they’re unlikely to have many branches in Wales.’ 
 
    By the time Dot and Ellie had finished off the last of the cakes and drunk their third cup of tea, Ellie was free to start changing the world. She’d also agreed that a house with land and a new four by four would be the only big purchases she’d make before talking to the panel. 
 
    Leaving the Ritz, Ellie took the doorman’s genuflection as personal endorsement of a job well done. 
 
    I’ve done it! 
 
    You’ve got away with it. 
 
    I’ve braved the lion in its den and emerged unscathed — although Dot turned out to be more of an ageing pussycat. She reminded me of you, Mum; down to earth and unperturbable. 
 
    I’m perturbed now. 
 
    With a few hours to kill before her train back to Wales, Ellie bought herself a laptop from John Lewis. It wasn’t the most expensive, but it nevertheless emptied her post office savings. 
 
    Did you see how sniffy that assistant got when I asked for a protective case to be included, Mum? But old habits die hard. 
 
    Apparently not the good ones … 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    I fight for the unheard and violated. 
 
      
 
    One-off, apparently unrelated murders no longer fell within the National Crime Agency’s ‘remit of threat’, but they were something still covered by the four geographical regions. Mia sent an email to the relevant detective sergeants: 
 
      
 
    Dear All, 
 
      
 
    I would be grateful if you could liaise with your local Serious and Organised Crime Teams and provide me with brief details and relevant case numbers for: 
 
      
 
    •      Any unsolved murders that have been particularly brutal. 
 
    •      Any ‘odd’ acts of apparently random violence with no established motive. 
 
    •      Any serious violence that has any sort of animal connection. 
 
      
 
    Kind Regards 
 
    Doctor Mia Langley 
 
    National Crime Agency 
 
      
 
    No point in mentioning turkey feathers. The distance between Norfolk and Leeds means no one’s going to take a formal link seriously at this stage. The feathers would need to be DNA’d. If they came from the same bird, then the distance would become a bloody big bonus. Did turkey DNA work the same as human? Could it confirm the feathers were from the same bird, or just a family-species link? 
 
    Mia was sitting in a cubby-hole that had replaced her desk in the main incident room. She missed the buzz of the large, well-lit office and wondered if there was a non-professional reason behind her allocation of this private space. 
 
    There was a sharp rap on the door, which opened before she could say anything, and Mark Johnson strode in. 
 
    ‘We were right!’ His tone was that of someone who was rarely wrong. ‘The DNA confirms they’re all male and all known.’ 
 
    ‘For violence?’ 
 
    ‘Funnily enough, no. They’re foot soldiers — the sort used for errands, not enforcement. David Robbins, aka mauled body, has got previous for drugs, class B and C, and one ABH. Just a black eye and split lip delivered during a domestic.’ 
 
    ‘Just?’ 
 
    ‘You know what I mean.’ 
 
    Mia smiled. ‘What goes around comes around.’ 
 
    ‘The urine and vomit come back to three lads in their late teens, all known to each other. Robbins was their leader. They’ve all got previous for theft, shoplifting and the odd mobile mugging …’ 
 
    ‘But not violence?’ 
 
    ‘No. They just bullied younger kids for the phones; didn’t use force –didn’t have to. They also all have previous for possession: skunk mainly, but never enough for dealing.’ 
 
    ‘So, all four know each other well?’ 
 
    ‘Yep.’ 
 
    ‘And none of them real players?’ 
 
    ‘Nope. Capable of taking orders, but definitely followers, not leaders. Forensics also confirm that the only human blood in the pit belonged to Robbins. If the other three were killed, it wasn’t there.’ 
 
    ‘Who are the other three?’ 
 
    ‘Kai Williams, Darren Thicket and Lee James; three scroats from the same estate. Usual back story: drug-addicted parents, no schooling to speak of and criminal records starting from the age of ten — but thieving and vandalism starting two years before that.’ Mark sounded depressed. 
 
    ‘So why such a brutal death? If Robbins had no real power, no scope for hurting the type of person that went to the trouble of extending that pit . . . it makes no sense.’ 
 
    ‘I still think it’s gang-related. Even if Robbins didn’t have any useful info, the manner of his death sends a strong message to his master and the other minions. It’s certainly capturing the public’s imagination.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Mark; I keep coming back to the digging of that pit. It took time and money — too much effort went into that death. And, another thing, if the other three have been killed, why hide their bodies?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got sniffer dogs up there now. If there are any more bodies at the farm, these dogs will find them.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve already told you — you’re looking for converts not corpses.’ 
 
    ‘I believe you, but I’ve still got to follow procedure and tick off the actions.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, well, I’m off back down to Norfolk to do some work on their turkey killing. They’ve just established a clear motive.’ 
 
    ‘You’re leaving now? I thought we were having dinner?’ 
 
    ‘When I get back — promise!’ Mia picked up her briefcase and kissed the doughy cheek. 
 
    DI Matt Brown stepped aside to let her pass. He grinned at his boss. 
 
    ‘You look like someone who’s lost a tenner and found a quid.’ 
 
    ‘Story of my life.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps you’re aiming a little high?’ 
 
    ‘Thanks for the unrequested feedback, DI Brown.’ 
 
    ‘There’s always Tina from the press office.’ Matt grinned. ‘She follows you around like a puppy.’ 
 
    ‘I’m old enough to be her father!’ 
 
    ‘It’d be one in the eye for your Joyce . . . a younger woman.’ 
 
    Mark’s face shadowed. 
 
    ‘Sorry, none of my business.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got that right. Any joy with the sniffer dogs?’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mia’s thoughts kept turning to Mark as she made the long drive back to Norfolk. 
 
    He’s ‘a good guy’ — too good. But pasty bodies had no appeal. Fit, lean, muscular and hard. Good sex. Good sex was what it was all about . . . all she wanted . . . All she was capable of. 
 
    She pressed the CD button on her dashboard and selected some mind-numbing Metallica. Only five hours if she didn’t stop. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Mia walked into the porta-cabin, Gemma was at her side. ‘Coffee?’ 
 
    ‘Please.’ 
 
    Squeezing between the desks, she made her way to the whiteboard where the DI was studying statements. 
 
    ‘Afternoon, Jayne.’ She looked around. ‘No Brian?’ 
 
    ‘Out on errands.’ 
 
    ‘So, your text said you’ve now ID’d both man and motive?’ 
 
    Jayne nodded. ‘Jan Dubrovski. He was sacked from the factory four months prior to his death. Animal rights activists secretly filmed him and a friend abusing live turkeys.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘They took it in turns to pick up the turkeys by their legs and swinging them around like floppy baseball bats, while the other one lobbed a cricket ball at their heads.’ 
 
    ‘It was like a snuff-version of the croquet match from Alice in Wonderland.’ Brian had returned, holding a carton of milk. 
 
    Jayne continued. ‘The footage made national headlines and the two men were prosecuted by the RSPCA. They got off with a sodding community order and fine.’ The DI’s disapproval was obvious. ‘That turkey feather looks pretty significant now.’ 
 
    ‘It certainly does. I’m working on a particularly vicious murder in Leeds involving dogs and,’ Mia couldn’t help shooting a triumphal look at Brian, ‘a turkey feather.’ 
 
    The DC scowled and headed for the fridge and kettle. 
 
    ‘NID confirmed that there were at least two attackers.’ Gemma handed Mia her coffee. 
 
    ‘Told you so!’ Brian shook the empty kettle. 
 
    Gemma ignored him. ‘You think the activists could have done this?’ 
 
    ‘No. If they’d wanted this sort of justice they’d have meted it out at the time. The majority just release animals and daub paint.’ 
 
    Jayne frowned. ‘The ALF used to firebomb cars and homes.’ 
 
    ‘They’ve not been active for years, and even then the bombs were generally intended to warn and frighten, not maim and kill.’ Mia sipped the coffee; she’d forgotten to ask for sugar. 
 
    Gemma was hovering. ‘So, if not the activists, who?’ 
 
    ‘My guess is that someone clearly didn’t think the punishment fitted the crime, and that beatings should be paid for with beatings and deaths with death. If he was no longer working at the factory, it’s telling that they knew where to find him and bothered to bring him back to his scene of crime. What about his accomplice?’ 
 
    ‘No trace,’ Jayne replied. ‘He’s off grid.’ 
 
    ‘No family or friends?’ 
 
    ‘No. He left his family in Poland with the usual intention of slumming it here for a few years, before returning home with a nice little nest egg. If he made it back, everyone there’s keeping very tight-lipped about it.’ 
 
    ‘His family’s been spoken to?’ 
 
    Jayne nodded. ‘By local police. Their impression was they knew where he was but weren’t about to tell us.’ 
 
    ‘In case the killers do the same to him?’ Gemma asked. 
 
    Jayne shrugged. ‘Or we try to summons him as a murder witness.’ 
 
    ‘What about friends?’ Mia gave up on the coffee, placing it surreptitiously on the desk. 
 
    ‘Didn’t seem to have any,’ Jayne said, ‘except his co-offender. The two men shared a room in one of the farm’s rented houses and, from what we can gather, no one else in the house liked them very much. ‘Weird’ was a word used quite a bit. They were into violent porn — too extreme for the tastes of the other men we spoke to.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that fits. Normal people don’t treat living creatures like baseball bats.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t think you psychologists believed in normal.’ Brian leant on a nearby desk. 
 
    ‘If it looks like a turkey, walks like a turkey and sounds like a turkey, chances are, Brian, it’s a turkey.’ 
 
    ‘You sound angry, Dr Langley.’ 
 
    ‘If what these men did doesn’t make you angry, then you’re a bloody . . . turkey!’ 
 
    Any further protest was cut short by the DI. ‘Brian, do something useful and get Mia copies of the latest statements.’ 
 
    The DC got up with slow resignation and, ignoring the DI’s instruction, he headed outside, already dialling a number on his white — non-issue — smartphone. 
 
    Jayne smiled an apology at Mia. ‘He’s probably phoning his Federation rep.’ 
 
    ‘On his own phone?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll get the statements for you.’ Gemma bounced off. 
 
    Jayne continued, ‘Re the missing offender — the bottom line is his family are keeping shtum and no one here has any idea where he is and, to be honest, no one seems to care.’ 
 
    ‘Register him with the national misper bureau, will you? I’ve got another three lads missing in Leeds and we need to start making connections.’ 
 
    Mia took the proffered file off Gemma. ‘I’ll go through these back at the hotel.’ 
 
    As she left the porta-cabin she heard Brian say, ‘That’s what she said.’ When he saw it was Mia walking down the steps he added, ‘Got to go!’ 
 
    He looked like a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar. 
 
    Mia stood on the steps. ‘I hope that’s not police business you’re discussing on your personal phone, DC Nowells.’ 
 
    ‘What I discuss and where is no business of yours, Doctor Langley.’ 
 
    Mia wondered if he’d add ‘and as you’re not actually one of us, you can go fuck yourself!’ He didn’t. He just gave her a knowing grin, as though he knew far more than her. Mia felt the urge to push him up against the yard wall, take off a stiletto and hold the heel against his eye as she told him what a fucking waste of skin he was and the sooner he retired the better it would be for everyone. She’d need to call into that garage to buy more wine. 
 
    The next morning she returned to the porta-cabin with a mild hangover and a rueful smile. 
 
    ‘Sorry about yesterday, Jayne.’ She glanced over to where Brian was sitting, his face still thunderous. 
 
    ‘No sweat. He brings it on himself.’ 
 
    ‘I’d like to get your turkey feather DNA’d. Would that be possible?’ 
 
    ‘Budgets are tight — no more forensic-fishing expeditions allowed.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll leave it with you, but if we can forensically link these two crime scenes, West Yorkshire could end up sharing some of your costs.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll certainly ask. You off?’ 
 
    ‘Back to Leeds. I spend my whole life in a car or hotel room these days! Email me any updates.’ 
 
    ‘Will do — safe journey.’ 
 
    ‘Bye!’ Gemma smiled at Mia’s retreating back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    The higher one walks up a mountain, the wider the horizon. 
 
      
 
    Mountain View was an accurate if uninspiring name for the beautiful farmhouse in the Brecon Beacons. It was surrounded by fifty acres of pasture and numerous stone outbuildings. The huge kitchen, when combined with the boot and utility rooms, was four or five times the size of Ellie’s current ground floor. The solid limestone floors were heated, the worktops were granite and the in-built appliances were all top-of-the-range. The large winter sitting room, with its inglenook log burner, was cosy compared to the summer sitting room, which was an expanse of glass that ran the length of the house. Ellie was sitting in one of the wicker armchairs. Christ, these views are fantastic; I can’t believe all this could be mine. 
 
    The four bedrooms all had stunning views and ensuites. At least no one will have to queue for the bathroom, she thought. There’ll be no excuse for not being out on the yard first thing. Listen to that silence. 
 
    Barry, the estate agent, was spectacularly good-looking, but oozed the type of smug confidence that came with such self-knowledge. He’d been happy to let her wander about on her own with no hard sell, but joined her as she finally settled in the summer lounge. 
 
    ‘So, Miss Grant, how do you like the property?’ 
 
    ‘It’s ideal, Barry.’ She gave the agent a big grin. ‘I’ll take it!’ 
 
    He grinned back. ‘That’s great! You don’t need to think about it some more or discuss it with anyone?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ she returned her gaze to the mountains, ‘but we do need to talk about the price.’ 
 
    ‘What were you thinking?’ 
 
    ‘Eight hundred and fifty.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a full hundred grand below asking.’ 
 
    ‘Is this a holiday home?’ 
 
    ‘A house is a house, Miss Grant.’ 
 
    ‘But this one’s spare? I can see it’s not currently lived in.’ 
 
    ‘That’s hardly relevant—’ 
 
    ‘I’ll go to nine if they leave all the furniture and complete within twenty-eight days.’ 
 
    ‘Let me call the vendor.’ Barry took his gold-encased smartphone into the neglected garden. He was back in less than five minutes. 
 
    ‘It appears to be a deal! Do you fancy a celebratory drink?’ Barry’s smile had moved from affable to flirtatious. 
 
    Ellie hesitated. She’d never been asked out before, by anyone, and Barry would be a spectacular start. But she’d turned up in a brand new Discovery and just paid £900,000, cash, for a house, without having to ask anyone’s opinion, so of course he’s going to play the gigolo. There’ll be a lot more of this now . . . not ever knowing if people are just friendly because of the money — but I can’t miss what I’ve never had. 
 
    ‘No, thanks, Barry.’ She smiled sweetly. ‘Places to be, people to see.’ 
 
    It’s all about the animals. Not me — the animals. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Within eight weeks of her meeting with Dot, Ellie had moved into Mountain View. She decided not to sell her mother’s house; instead offering to rent it out to workers at her old shelter at a greatly reduced rate. 
 
    She would have preferred to let them use it for free, but that would’ve raised too many questions. Instead she’d told them she was helping an ageing uncle in the Beacons with his small sheep farm. No one questioned her. No one really cared. There was a card, but no party; even though she’d worked at the shelter for over ten years. Not that she’d expected one. They were all too busy. The animals always came first — which was how it should be. 
 
    As soon as Ellie had moved in and settled her own animals, she phoned the local Job Centre to list two vacancies. 
 
      
 
    Wanted. Two single people (not advertising for a couple — they might gang up on me) to help establish a new animal sanctuary in the heart of the Brecon Beacons. Must have a love of, and experience with, small and large animals. Excellent accommodation plus living wage offered to right applicants. Must be hardworking, honest and reliable. 
 
      
 
    She squirmed as she dictated the second H-word to the woman at the Job Centre. 
 
    ‘Sounds exciting,’ the woman said. ‘I’m sure there’ll be lots of applicants!’ 
 
    There were six. 
 
    Ellie felt it only fair to interview everyone who applied, but two thirds of the interviewees were just too young. They were appalled by the hours. 
 
    What the fuck’s wrong with 6 a.m. to 6 p.m. — it’s a standard working day! 
 
    And the isolation. 
 
    So it’s a five mile walk to the nearest pub and a twenty-five mile drive to the nearest club — they should be too tired for drinking and dancing! 
 
    ‘You’ve got be kidding’ became the verbal and non-verbal reaction from the first four. 
 
    Craig was the penultimate candidate. An intelligent young man in his early twenties, fresh out of the Royal Agricultural College. 
 
    ‘So, Craig. Why do you want to come and work at Mountain View?’ 
 
    ‘Honest answer?’ 
 
    ‘Please.’ 
 
    ‘I’m from round here but my family’s got no land, and it’s been hard getting any sort of permanent position without more experience. I’ve got qualifications in husbandry and land-management coming out my ears but nowhere to practise them, so not much of a practical track record — it’s become a sort of chicken and egg scenario.’ 
 
    ‘But you’re not worried about the isolation, living out here in the middle of nowhere?’ 
 
    ‘God, no! I love the mountains; their beauty, their complete lack of respect for us humans and our idiotic behaviour.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry?’ 
 
    ‘I’m a member of Brecon Mountain Rescue. My first ever callout was to some idiot who thought it’d be a good idea to walk up a mountain in flip flops. He skidded on some scree and smashed his ankle. Will I still be able to do that type of rescue work?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see why not, but our work comes first. If we’re all needed here, here is where we’ll have to be.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough, but I’d like to keep my hand in, if I can.’ 
 
    Mick was three times Craig’s age, nearer sixty than fifty. He was a hard, wiry man, who’d spent his whole life working on farms and had all the experience Craig lacked. He handed Ellie a dog-eared CV that someone else had obviously typed. 
 
    I don’t care if he’s illiterate. Don’t care if he’s not much of a talker — prefer it — as long as he’s reliable, hardworking and experienced. 
 
    The crumpled paper testified to all these things. 
 
    ‘I see you’ve not been in full-time work for some years, Mick?’ 
 
    ‘No. Just seasonal stuff. Lambing, shearing, bit of hay making and fence mending.’ 
 
    ‘Why is that? Aren’t you up to full-time work?’ 
 
    ‘Up to it — just can’t find it.’ 
 
    ‘So why did you leave’ she glanced down at the CV, ‘Grange Estates?’ 
 
    ‘It left me.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry?’ 
 
    ‘Foot and mouth. Farmer shot himself and the son sold the land to a Chinky millionaire who turned it into a golf course.’ 
 
    ‘So where are you living now?’ 
 
    ‘Council flat.’ 
 
    ‘You’d want to move in here full-time then?’ 
 
    ‘I was told the job came with accommodation.’ 
 
    ‘It does — do you want to see it?’ 
 
    Mick gave a small shrug, but followed Ellie upstairs. 
 
    As he stood at the panoramic window, which took up most of the outside wall, Ellie watched water pool in the man’s already watery grey eyes. 
 
    This was the third time in his life that Mick had shed a tear. The first had been at his mother’s funeral when he was six, and the last had been as he stood and watched the cows he’d looked after for thirty years, bulldozed into a huge pyre and burnt, their legs pointing up to the sky like fingers. 
 
    ‘You all right?’ Ellie put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    He nodded, keeping his face turned to the mountains. ‘You offering me the job?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. If you want it.’ 
 
    ‘I want it.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mick and Craig were like chalk and cheese but, as they worked on converting and developing the outbuildings, they grew to respect each other’s experiences and tolerate each other’s shortcomings. 
 
    ‘So, what do you think of our new boss?’ Craig was footing a ladder while Mick cleared out some guttering. 
 
    ‘Don’t hold an opinion.’ 
 
    ‘Really? She strikes me as a bit scary.’ 
 
    Mick looked down. ‘Scary?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps not scary — intense, maybe.’ 
 
    Mick shook his head. 
 
    ‘Do you think you’ll stay?’ 
 
    ‘Nowhere else to go.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know what I think?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Do you want to know?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘She’s . . . a paradox . . . she can afford to buy this place, and pay us well, but then insists on all this recycling and making-do, when it would be so much easier, quicker, to just buy new stuff. Like this bloody guttering — it doesn’t need clearing, it needs replacing!’ 
 
    ‘If you say so.’ 
 
    ‘So, where are you from?’ 
 
    ‘Builth.’ 
 
    ‘Did you like it?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘My neighbours were crackheads.’ 
 
    ‘Blimey!’ 
 
    ‘That’s one word for it.’ 
 
    When not helping Mick, Craig could be found working the land, while Mick was always surrounded by animals. But, by the time the buildings were finished, Mick had joined Brecon Mountain Rescue. 
 
    During the day, Ellie helped with the effort to make Mountain View ready for its first arrivals, but she spent her evenings trawling the internet. Her modest laptop had been accessorised with a mini-satellite dish, to give a consistent signal, and she found herself glued to the small screen. She had first-hand experience of just how cruel people could be, but was learning just how useless officialdom was at dealing with them. 
 
    ‘Fucking eighty hours! Eighty fucking hours fucking community service for operating a dog-fighting ring!’ Ellie’s anger bounced around the kitchen, reverberating off the exposed oak rafters. 
 
    Mick winced at the explosion of bad language emanating from such a small woman. 
 
    ‘Eighty thousand hours isn’t going to put right what those bastards did!’ 
 
    Toby, Hamish and Lulu had grown used to these nightly eruptions of emotion and quickly retreated to the cosy silence of the winter lounge; the cats preferred the boot room. MacAwesome, however, stretched his wings and squawked disapproval from his new perch near the large American fridge. 
 
    ‘When I think of the pain and suffering they caused . . . it makes my blood boil.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t say.’ Mick took a sip of post-dinner whisky. 
 
    ‘You need to take care, Ellie.’ Craig was becoming as pragmatic as Mick. ‘Your blood’s spending so much time at boiling point it’s likely to evaporate. And it’s not as though you can do anything more than we’re already doing — picking up the pieces.’ 
 
    Ellie picked up the laptop and retreated to her master suite. They both heard her mutter, ‘Wanna bet?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    Indifference is the essence of inhumanity. 
 
      
 
    Mia was going through some surprising replies from the four NCA regions. The detective sergeants had treated her email with a thoroughness she found heartening. They had passed on her request for information to both serious and organised crime teams and the heads of force CIDs. It was gratifying to see what the NCA logo could achieve. 
 
    There appeared to be a growing and nationwide propensity for random acts of savage violence. In Wales, a professional show jumper had been blinded in the right eye by unknown men for an unknown reason. The weapon of choice had been a riding whip. Whether that was because it had been the nearest thing to hand or a considered statement, she couldn’t tell from the short email. In Oxford, a professor working with primates had been tortured and his chimps kidnapped before he was abandoned in a hospital car park. In London, a young woman had been handcuffed to a radiator, for no discernible reason, and left to die. She had only been saved when a demolition team had done a walk-through looking for squatters before blowing the place up. But the most recent case was in Somerset, where a member of the local hunt had himself been hunted and shot. This was where Mia started. 
 
    She was shown into the drawing room of a large stone farmhouse, where a middle-aged man was sitting in a wheelchair by the open French doors. His right leg was raised and encased in plaster from ankle to thigh. Introductions were made and tea refused. 
 
    ‘So, Charles, tell me what happened.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve already told the police everything.’ 
 
    ‘Humour me.’ Mia gave her most flirtatious smile. 
 
    ‘Some bastard spiked my drink.’ 
 
    ‘At your local?’ 
 
    ‘Yes! I’ve said all this to the police — they wrote it all down!’ 
 
    ‘Then what happened?’ 
 
    ‘I set off home — walking, I don’t drink and drive — but I collapsed in the car park. The next thing I know some cretin’s blowing a hunting horn in my ear and I’m bollock-naked out on the moors …’ He gazed out into the garden, but Mia’s silence forced him to continue. ‘At first I thought it was some sort of practical joke . . . but then — crack! Someone shot at me. The bullet was that close it flicked soil into my eye. As I got up, another landed inches from me . . . then another, so I started to run. The bastards chased me for hours.’ 
 
    ‘Like a fox.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, like a bloody fox! I’m not stupid — I know what they were trying to do!’ 
 
    ‘They? There was more than one?’ 
 
    ‘Must have been. The bullets kept coming from different directions and too fast for it to be the same person.’ 
 
    ‘Then what?’ 
 
    ‘One hit me. The bastard’s shattered my knee.’ Charles looked down and stroked his cast. ‘The doc says I’ll walk again but it’ll not bend enough for me to ride — certainly not a horse and maybe not even my quad.’ 
 
    ‘You think it was deliberate — that they chose your knee?’ 
 
    ‘They were marksmen all right. Kept me moving with bullets just inches from my heels or inches in front or to the side of me, which is pretty damn impressive on a moving target in the dark.’ 
 
    ‘They were well equipped then?’ 
 
    ‘Must have had infra-red sights.’ 
 
    ‘Your statement says you were on a road by that time.’ 
 
    ‘That’s where they chose to bring me down.’ 
 
    ‘But you think their intention was to maim, not kill?’ 
 
    ‘They could have killed me at any time. I’m ex-military . . . seen action, but I don’t mind telling you . . . I’ve never been so shit scared.’ 
 
    ‘A bit like a fox.’ 
 
    Charles refused to make eye contact. 
 
    ‘And then one of them called an ambulance and told them where to find you?’ 
 
    ‘But they left it hours. I lay there in utter agony before passing out from blood loss and hypothermia.’ His look dared her to mention a fox. 
 
    ‘Who do you think was responsible?’ 
 
    ‘Bloody obvious — hunt sabs!’ 
 
    ‘They’ve certainly moved on from laying false aniseed trails and blowing horns.’ 
 
    ‘Whoever it was, they’ve succeeded in putting the wind up me . . . and the rest of the hunt.’ 
 
    ‘Look on the bright side—’ 
 
    ‘What bright side?’ 
 
    ‘Your terror, and your ability to share it first-hand with fellow hunt members, is the reason you’re alive — they’ve turned you into a talking fox.’ 
 
    She watched Charles’s face tighten. No man likes to be used, even though it was a relatively easy thing to do. She continued, ‘My impression is that since the hunting ban, Sabs just monitor and film breaches of the legislation. Tell me, honestly — it’s important — have you, personally, breached the new legislation?’ 
 
    He was about to shake his head but then changed his mind. Keeping his eyes on the garden he replied, ‘I may have helped the terrier-man fill in a few holes to stop the foxes going to ground. If the hounds get distracted by a real fox there’s not a lot we can do about it . . . it’s nothing that would stand up in court.’ 
 
    ‘If I were you, Charles, I’d advise that terrier-man to go to ground.’ She let the implication sink in. ‘One more thing. Did your attackers leave anything on you?’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’ 
 
    ‘A turkey feather.’ 
 
    ‘Why would they do that?’ 
 
    ‘It’s just another line of enquiry.’ 
 
    ‘They may have.’ Charles shrugged. ‘But as I said, when the ambulance arrived I was unconscious. The paramedics may have seen one, but I didn’t.’ 
 
    The paramedics who treated Charles hadn’t been able to say if there’d been a feather. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mia drove back to London, to see the woman in her twenties who’d been handcuffed to a radiator. She too had been unconscious when found, suffering from severe dehydration and with extensive bite marks (of her own making) around her wrist. Her name was Sally Greaves. 
 
    Sally opened her door with suspicion. 
 
    ‘What yer want?’ 
 
    ‘Hello, Miss Greaves. My name’s Mia Langley and I’d like to ask you some questions about your ordeal.’ 
 
    ‘You from the papers?’ The door remained on the security chain. ‘If you want my story you’ll have to pay.’ 
 
    ‘No, Miss Greaves — I’m a consultant working for the police—’ 
 
    ‘Then you can fuck off! I’ve said all I’m going to say to them bastards!’ 
 
    The door slammed shut. 
 
    Mia watched Sally’s shadow disappear down the hallway through the wired and wrinkled glass of the partially glazed door. Bending down, she shouted through the letterbox. 
 
    ‘Sally, I’m not with the police …’ 
 
    But her victim turned up her radio and the rest of Mia’s sentence was drowned out by the thump of loud music. 
 
    ‘You’ll not get anything out of her. Tight as a duck’s arse that one –wouldn’t pee on yer if yer were on fire.’ 
 
    Mia looked up to see a woman in her sixties, leaning against the door jamb of her own front door, smoking a roll-up. 
 
    ‘You know Miss Greaves well, then?’ 
 
    ‘As well as anyone round here. Want a cuppa?’ 
 
    ‘That sounds great!’ 
 
    The woman raised her eyebrows at Mia’s over-enthusiastic response, but stubbed out her fag on the much-burned door frame and stood aside to let her guest enter first. 
 
    ‘Sorry about the mess, but me back don’t lend itself to much housework these days. Name’s Betty by the way.’ 
 
    ‘Nice to meet you, Betty. Mine’s Mia.’ 
 
    ‘I know. I heard yer tell Sally. Here, let me move these papers.’ 
 
    Betty picked up a pile of old newspapers from the only other chair in the tiny kitchen, thereby creating a second small area free from clutter. She then carefully lowered herself into the other chair, thankfully forgetting the reason for her invitation. 
 
    ‘So what’s Sally done now?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Now?’ 
 
    ‘If it’s not punters it’s the police at her door — both groups, regular as clockwork.’ 
 
    ‘Sally’s a working girl?’ 
 
    ‘If you call lying on your back for fifteen minutes working.’ Betty sniffed. 
 
    ‘And the police?’ 
 
    ‘To be fair, it was her fella they were after most of the time. Nasty piece of work. Him and his bloody dog.’ 
 
    ‘Dog?’ 
 
    ‘One of those pitbull things — all muscle and bark. Had a spiked collar and a temper to match, though it’s hardly surprising the way they treated the poor thing.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘I used to hear Gary — that was her fella — cursing and kicking the poor creature. The more it barked the more he kicked. It got so bad I called the RSPCA once, but they never came — leastways not in time.’ 
 
    ‘Why? What happened?’ 
 
    ‘Gary got put inside and Sally went off with some other fella. She left the dog tied to the radiator. It was only found when Doris — t’other side of her — rang the council to complain about the smell.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ Mia stood. ‘I need to check something out with Sally.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll be lucky — won’t give you the time of day unless cash is involved.’ 
 
    ‘Well, thanks very much, Betty. You’ve been really helpful.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t suppose you’ve got time for that cuppa?’ She looked at the dirty crockery piled high in her sink. 
 
    ‘No, I’m sorry. I’ve got to get on.’ 
 
    The radio had been turned down, and when Mia knocked again she watched the shadow shuffle back up the hallway. 
 
    ‘What?’ Sally didn’t bother opening the door. 
 
    Mia took a ten pound note from her purse and pushed it through the letterbox, but pulled it back as soon as she saw the shadow lean forward. 
 
    ‘What you playing at?’ The security chain rattled off its catch and the door flew open. An indignant, dishevelled woman stood glaring at her. BO floated from her thin frame in waves. 
 
    Mia had already read Sally’s witness statement; it had been one page long. She had fallen asleep on her sofa in the small hours of the morning and woken up chained to a radiator in an empty flat. She had not seen or heard anything. Probably due to the chloroform rag the police found when they searched her flat. 
 
    ‘I’ll give you this tenner if you answer me one question.’ 
 
    Sally eyed the note. 
 
    ‘When you came round, did you find anything odd on you?’ 
 
    The woman looked blank. 
 
    ‘Did you see a feather — a large black feather?’ 
 
    Mia watched the colour drain from Sally’s drug-addicted face. 
 
    ‘They left one in me hair.’ Sally snatched the note from Mia’s raised hand. 
 
    ‘You didn’t keep it by any chance?’ 
 
    Sally looked at her as though she was mad and slowly closed the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mia decided to stay in London. She deserved a weekend at home. But as she let herself into her minimalist flat, it no longer felt like home. The one place where she’d always done what she wanted, when she wanted and how she wanted now felt empty. Something flickered at the edge of her consciousness and she suddenly recognised it for what it was; a continual feeling of homesickness for the idea of ‘home’. 
 
    She shut the door on the shriek of a passing siren. It was Friday night and she had nothing to do . . . or, more precisely, no one to do it with. She could go back to Leeds, back to Mark, but she was too knackered. 
 
    She opened the wine cooler which was as large as the fridge but far better stocked. Her university housemates had called her the ‘prick and ping queen’ — if it didn’t go in a microwave it didn’t get cooked — life was too short for such mundane activities. Tonight, however, she wished she could cook. It would take up time in a useful, constructive, positive way. Instead she spread out the collection of takeaway menus on the glass worktop and decided on Thai. She phoned in her order and then opened a bottle of rosé. Red was too dangerous, too sad, while white was too light — too inconsequential. Tonight felt like a pink night. She poured her first glass. 
 
    Sally Greaves’ revelation was something of a game-changer. She should at least phone Mark and update him, but work talk would inevitably lead to non-work talk and she didn’t have the energy. She should just sleep with him. Put him out of his misery. But she didn’t want another notch on the bed-post. She wanted more . . . but from him? Refilling her glass, she switched on the TV. A re-run of Game of Thrones would have to do. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘They’re still missing!’ Mark Johnson burst into her cubby-hole without knocking and slapped a thin brown folder onto the desk. 
 
    Mia slid exhibit SAB/15 under another file. She’d been considering the best way to broach a request to have it DNA tested. 
 
    ‘I’ve had sniffer dogs cover every bloody inch of that farm and nothing! Not so much as a digit.’ 
 
    ‘Surely that’s a good thing. It means you’re still investigating a single murder rather than a serial killer.’ 
 
    ‘Well . . . there’s that I suppose.’ 
 
    Mark, like any SIO, would relish catching a serial killer, but he didn’t strike her as the sort to then flout such glory by undertaking the type of self-serving lecture tours she’d had to sit through during her various studies. 
 
    ‘When were the lads last seen?’ 
 
    ‘That’s the thing.’ Mark’s tone brightened. ‘As far as we can make out they all disappeared around the same time as the dead man, and no one’s seen them since.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe Peter Pan’s spirited them away.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘You know — the lost boys.’ Her smile faded as she realised Mark wasn’t in the mood for whimsy. 
 
    She withdrew the turkey feather and gently waved the exhibit. ‘There seems to be a pattern with another two jobs I’m consulting on. There’s a missing accomplice in the Norfolk turkey bashing and a black feather was left in the hair of that woman in London I told you about.’ 
 
    Mark perched himself on Mia’s desk, close enough for their legs to touch. 
 
    ‘And what is it you’re hoping this feather will tell us if I authorise testing?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe nothing, evidentially. But if this exhibit turns out to be from the same bird as the Norfolk feather, it’ll provide a link between the two murders which will be hard to ignore.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s their SIO?’ 
 
    ‘DI Jayne Sykes.’ 
 
    Mark picked up the exhibit. ‘As long as she can get authorisation for her feather to be tested, there’d be no point in doing just one.’ 
 
    ‘Or you could offer to pick up their feather and the cost of the test. West Yorkshire’s budget is so much bigger than Norfolk’s.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll see.’ 
 
    Mark left the room with the feather and Mia smiled. It was great when a plan came together. 
 
    Only it didn’t. 
 
    All the DNA testing proved was that the two feathers were completely unrelated. Not only were they not from the same bird, they weren’t even from the same breed of turkey. 
 
    Mark stared at her across a cup of cold coffee. ‘Do you know the cost of sending a police bike the length of the country and back?’ 
 
    Mia was unapologetic. ‘You could have used a commercial courier.’ 
 
    ‘Not worth the risk to continuity.’ 
 
    ‘Which means you thought it was worth the punt too — and even though they’re not forensically linked, they’re still an important aspect, a motif.’ 
 
    ‘A calling card?’ 
 
    ‘I think so.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, but what now?’ He pushed himself free of the desk, free of Mia’s aroma. 
 
    She stood up too, smoothing the creases from her tight-fitting skirt. ‘Now I’m off down to Oxford to see a man about some monkeys. I’ll be in touch as soon as I have anything of use.’ 
 
    ‘Great — if anything needs testing down there, make sure Thames Valley pay for it!’ 
 
    Mark kept his face passive, stopping himself from pointing out she’d just cancelled another dinner date. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    Darkness is needed to see the stars. 
 
      
 
    Ellie found herself ducking as she pushed through the low, badly-fitting, kick-scuffed door. The pub was a hovel. Tucked away in the Welsh-speaking valleys, it existed in a time-warp that refused to recognise the existence of wine, pub grub or licensing hours. Despite it being three in the afternoon, two lit candles stood in their own dripped wax at either end of a single plank bar, subsidising the grey sunlight filtering in through the one, small window. The slate floor hadn’t seen a mop in years and in the middle of the room, an unlit fire remained the source of old smoke that hung in the air, mingling with the smell of stale beer and a sense of brooding malevolence. 
 
    She could only see one customer, a farmer, who reeked of his cows in a way that reminded her of Paul. He was sitting on an old beer barrel, talking in guttural Welsh to the barman, who was wiping dirt onto a glass with a filthy, once green tea towel. Both men stopped talking and gave her matching scowls of open hostility. 
 
    ‘You lost?’ the barman demanded. 
 
    ‘Don’t think so.’ Ellie faced the two men with a belligerence that matched theirs. ‘I’m looking for Alex.’ 
 
    The barman raised a bushy eyebrow, but nodded to a dark corner and returned to his Welsh conversation with the man on the barrel. Although not a Welsh speaker, Ellie was aware that she was now the subject of their conversation. She moved slowly into the shadows at the side of the cold fire. 
 
    ‘Alex?’ 
 
    ‘Who’s asking?’ 
 
    ‘My name’s Ellie Grant. I was told I might find you here.’ 
 
    ‘And who would be telling you that?’ The voice was a lot younger than she’d expected. 
 
    ‘Captain James Cordell.’ 
 
    ‘Jamie Cordell. What would that jumped-up gobshite be doing talking to a wee lassie like you? You’re not his type — more country than County.’ 
 
    Not waiting to be asked, Ellie sat down opposite the voice in the dark. 
 
    ‘I’m not here to find a partner . . .’ 
 
    ‘Just as well—’ 
 
    ‘But I am after men.’ 
 
    ‘And what is it you’d be wanting these men to do?’ 
 
    ‘What they’ve been trained to do — survive, evade, resist and extract.’ 
 
    ‘And where would they be undertaking this survival?’ The man’s tone held a touch of amusement. 
 
    ‘All over — from country to council estates.’ 
 
    ‘Really? And who would they be evading?’ 
 
    ‘The police, mainly.’ She could sense the man’s surprise. 
 
    ‘And who would we be resisting?’ 
 
    Ellie liked the move from they to we. 
 
    ‘Individuals mostly, plus some organised criminal gangs.’ 
 
    ‘And who would my men be extracting? Their victims?’ 
 
    ‘Occasionally, but mainly it will be the criminals I want extracted.’ 
 
    Ellie reached behind her and picked up another candle in a beer bottle from the low beamed mantelpiece. She placed it firmly in the middle of the small square table that separated them and stared at the man sitting opposite her. 
 
    ‘You’re not what I expected.’ 
 
    ‘What was it you were expecting, lassie? Full camouflage, a blacked-up face and an automatic?’ 
 
    ‘No. When James said you’d retired from the unit I thought you’d be older, that’s all.’ 
 
    He wasn’t much older than her — late thirties or forties at a guess. His hair was longer than she’d expected; a non-descript brown that matched an unkempt beard. The light was too poor to tell the colour of his eyes, but the scar, which puckered the skin just below his right eye, was hard to miss as it dived in a diagonal line towards his chin, disappearing into his beard. 
 
    ‘I see you’re no oil painting yourself.’ He snorted approval of her forthright manner and she pushed on. ‘James says you were in Iraq and Afghanistan together.’ 
 
    ‘That gobshite says a deal too much! You didn’t tell me how you and he got to be so chatty.’ 
 
    ‘I rescued him.’ She fought hard to keep the smugness from her voice as she enjoyed the look of surprise that flicked across the man’s face. 
 
    ‘You rescued a captain in the SAS? Now that’s a story worth hearing.’ 
 
    ‘Buy me a half and I’ll tell you it.’ 
 
    Ellie hated the taste of alcohol, but needs must when the devil drives. 
 
    ‘They don’t do halves in this place. Bert! Bring the lady a pint of your best — and make an effort with a clean glass!’ 
 
    She took a sip of beer, trying not to wince at its bitterness. ‘Several months ago, during that really bad, unexpected storm, I was digging some sheep out of a snow drift on my place in the Beacons, when Ollie—’ 
 
    ‘Ollie?’ 
 
    ‘My collie.’ 
 
    Alex grinned. The grin altered his face, softening it in an unexpected way that made her stomach crunch. Shit — he’s really . . . good? No . . . confident . . . no . . . odd-looking. Powerful. I wonder how many people he’s killed. 
 
    ‘Anyway, Ollie started barking at a pile of snow in the far corner of the field. I’d found all five of my sheep—’ 
 
    ‘Not much of a farm then — five sheep.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not a farm; it’s a rescue centre. Anyway, Ollie wouldn’t come to heel. So I trudge up to where he’s digging into the snow which, at that point, had drifted higher than the stone wall. By the time I get there he’s pulling on some clothing.’ 
 
    ‘A bit of snow wouldn’t be a problem for Jamie.’ Alex took a pull on his own pint. 
 
    ‘Probably not . . . on its own. But his leg was broken and he was unconscious from hypothermia.’ 
 
    ‘You telling me a wee lassie like you, dragged a man the size of Cordell, off a mountain in a blizzard?’ 
 
    ‘The blizzard had stopped and I radioed Mick and Craig, who hiked up with a stretcher. They do mountain rescue in their spare time.’ 
 
    ‘Men, radios — sounds like you’ve already got yourself an army.’ 
 
    Ellie paused. Don’t mess this up. Don’t put his back up. 
 
    ‘Mick and Craig just help out with the shelter I run for abused animals. We use radios because there’s no mobile signal.’ 
 
    Alex’s face didn’t soften and she continued talking to a fixed glare. ‘Anyway, as soon as we got him back to the farm, the snow kicked off again and he was with us overnight, until we could get the rescue helicopter out.’ 
 
    Nothing — he’s giving nothing away, but at least he’s still listening. 
 
    ‘When James came to, we had quite a chat. It seemed to help keep his mind off the pain.’ 
 
    ‘So, what exactly is it you’d be wanting me and my lads to do?’ Alex raised his glass once more, but halted before taking a drink. ‘And, just as importantly, how the fuck do you propose to pay us? We don’t come cheap.’ 
 
    ‘I know what I want to do and I’ll be relying on your advice for how best to do it — but, believe me,’ she smiled at Alex, ‘money is no object.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be needing proof of that. While not concerned about the source of my wages, I’ll want proof they exist — that a wee lass like you can afford my services.’ 
 
    I wonder how much he’d want paying to sleep with me? 
 
    ‘Jamie said as much. Here.’ Ellie reached into her back pocket and produced a copy of her most recent bank statement, the bottom line of which Alex acknowledged with a low whistle. 
 
    ‘So, lass, tell me a bit more about this job.’ 
 
    ‘I want you and your men to help me exact justice.’ 
 
    ‘Justice or revenge? The price is the same but I find it helpful, more productive, if my employer is very clear about their real objectives. It avoids grey areas and ensures we can factor in likely repercussions as well as desired results.’ 
 
    Jamie was right. Behind that ‘squaddie-front’ is a thinker — someone capable of seeing the bigger picture and working outside of any box. Let’s hope he likes my picture. 
 
    She took another sip. ‘I suppose I’m looking for both. Justice and revenge . . . I want the justice for those who abuse animals to be in direct proportion to the suffering they cause — which I suppose constitutes revenge.’ 
 
    ‘Animals? You want me to revenge animals?’ 
 
    ‘Is that a problem?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t know — it’s certainly a new one.’ It was Alex’s turn to drink and think. 
 
    Ellie leant forward. ‘The bastards that abuse animals get off too lightly — often they get away with it completely. I want to punish them in a way that will put the fear of God into them and make others think twice about doing the same thing.’ 
 
    ‘So you’ll be wanting the justice made public then?’ 
 
    ‘The why, what and how — not the who.’ 
 
    ‘And how far will this retribution extend?’ 
 
    ‘It’ll start in the UK, but there’s no reason why it couldn’t go global.’ 
 
    ‘No, lass. I mean, how far are you prepared to go with this retribution?’ 
 
    Alex stared at Ellie. ‘How serious will the punishment get?’ 
 
    She held his gaze. ‘Make no mistake — I’m talking capital punishment . . . of a biblical nature.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    The web of consequence. 
 
      
 
    Mia sat in her car in Oxford, re-reading the professor’s statement. 
 
      
 
    
    	          My name is Professor Justin Sloane and I reside at the address shown overleaf. I have worked as a behavioural scientist at Oxford University since 1984 
 
    	          Just before midnight on Friday 3 June 2017, I arrived home from a university function and was getting out of my car when I felt something hard pushed into the small of my back. A male said PUT YOUR HANDS IN THE AIR, which I did. I think the man’s accent may have been Scottish. Another person then grabbed my wrists and placed a black plastic cable-tie around them, which they pulled tight into an effective handcuff. 
 
    	          I felt both these persons were fairly young men, but I couldn’t be sure as they were dressed in black — including gloves and full face balaclavas. They were both taller than me — over six foot. 
 
    	          I thought they were going to burgle the house, but the man with the gun — a small, black type of pistol — signalled me to get into the rear seat of my car. The one with the gun sat next to me and the other one got into the driver’s seat. He must have been taller than me as he had to push the seat back. I kept asking them what they wanted but they just ignored me. 
 
    	          The men drove me to my lab at the university; neither spoke on the journey and they did not ask for directions. We must have arrived about ten past twelve. 
 
    	          The car park was empty, but I saw two more figures dressed in black waiting by the rear door to the building. They too were wearing full face balaclavas. One was much shorter than the other — shorter than me, about five foot four. I got the distinct impression this person was female. 
 
    	          The driver used my pass to gain entry and on reaching my lab, the cable tie was cut and I was pushed into a chair, where my wrists were re-tied to the arms of the chair and my ankles were strapped to the front legs using more black cable ties. 
 
    	          The woman then spoke to me, but her voice was disguised by some sort of machine that made her sound like a robot. She said: PROFESSOR SLOANE, WE’RE HERE TO RESCUE THE 
 
   
 
    CHIMPS YOU’VE BEEN EXPERIMENTING ON. After a short pause she added, AND TO GIVE YOU SOME OF YOUR OWN MEDICINE. I was really frightened. 
 
    
    	          One of the men stepped forward with a scalpel and I began to scream, so they put something (like a sock) into my mouth. I was struggling to move but one held my head as the other cut into it. The woman was saying something about planting an electrode in my brain. The pain was so bad and I was so terrified that I urinated. When this happened they just stopped and stepped away. 
 
    	     The woman took the sock from my mouth and started to ask me questions about past and current work I’d undertaken with animals. I can’t remember the exact questions or my exact replies, but they all revolved around my work with animals –especially the primates. She then asked about my colleagues and what work they did with animals. All my answers were recorded by one of the men on his phone. 
 
   
 
     
 
    Mia checked her watch. Leaving her car, she walked up the drive of a large red-brick house on the Woodstock Road in Oxford. 
 
    The professor’s wife looked worried as she let Mia in. ‘You won’t tire him, will you? He’s still very weak from his ordeal and he only comes out of his study to go to bed — not that he’s sleeping much.’ 
 
    Mrs Sloane walked Mia to the study door but did not come in. Mumbling something about coffee, she’d retreated to the rear of the house. 
 
    Professor Sloane was well cocooned in his impressive study. The windows were closed and the curtains remained half drawn despite the oppressive heat of the afternoon. Sloane was in his sixties but looked older. He still had a small white dressing taped to his balding head just above the left temple and his hand shook when he took off his wire-framed spectacles. 
 
    ‘Good afternoon, Professor. It’s good of you to agree to see me.’ 
 
    Mia sat in the chair being indicated by the professor’s gently vibrating spectacles. 
 
    ‘I don’t know how much more I can tell you, Doctor Langley. My statement to the police was as detailed as I could make it.’ 
 
    ‘I have read it, but there are just one or two additional questions . . . if you’re feeling up to it.’ Mia smiled encouragement at the man sitting behind the large desk, which formed an effective barrier. 
 
    ‘What is it you think I can add?’ His voice sounded as drained as his face and sagging body looked. 
 
    ‘How many chimps were you experimenting on?’ 
 
    His eyes narrowed. ‘We had three chimpanzees in the lab, but they were not being experimented on in the way you imply. I am a psychologist — the same field as you, Doctor Langley — I work on behaviours not medicine.’ 
 
    ‘Are you saying you have never used vivisection in your work, Professor?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I’ve used it. But not for many years.’ 
 
    ‘What exactly did the woman with “the robot voice” say to you?’ 
 
    ‘Much the same as you — although I can’t recall the exact wording. She wanted me to list the experiments I had undertaken that used vivisection and she wanted to know why I had stopped using such techniques.’ 
 
    ‘Can I ask what answer you gave?’ 
 
    ‘You can, but I fear it will disappoint you in the same way it disappointed her.’ The professor sat back into his leather chair. ‘I stopped using them because my work took me in another direction. The study of cognitive behaviour requires the animal’s brain to work without outside interference or stimulation, other than the activities given to the subject, so that its choices and natural behaviour can be monitored.’ 
 
    ‘I wonder how ‘natural’ a wild animal’s behaviour can be, caged in a college lab.’ 
 
    ‘That carries a distinctively judgemental tone, Doctor Langley. These chimps were bred in captivity, they know nothing different—’ 
 
    ‘I apologize for my tone.’ Mia’s tone didn’t alter. ‘But my area of psychology is all about making judgements, the separating out of the clichéd mad, bad and sad.’ 
 
    ‘And you think that what I do is bad.’ 
 
    ‘What I think hardly matters. It’s what this small woman thinks that interests me. What else did she say to you?’ 
 
    ‘She gave the same response as you and then asked me for details of scientists who were still using vivisection.’ 
 
    ‘Did you give them to her?’ 
 
    ‘You must understand I was in fear of my life and in great pain.’ 
 
    ‘Have you informed your colleagues that their names have been given to this woman?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘And what has been their reaction?’ 
 
    ‘Mixed. Some are packing in their animal-work while others remain defiant — not willing to be bullied by threats of violence. They very much believe in their work . . . that it’s for the greater good.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me, Professor, why do you think she let you live?’ 
 
    ‘You think she was capable of killing me?’ 
 
    ‘Undoubtedly — and in a very painful and prolonged way. So why are you sitting here I wonder — what did you promise her and why did she believe you’d keep your promise?’ 
 
    ‘I promised her I would never use any animal in my work again.’ 
 
    ‘A big promise. But made under obvious duress. What is stopping you breaking that promise?’ 
 
    ‘She pointed out that she’d found me once and could find me again and, if I broke my word, my family—’ 
 
    ‘Ah, that would explain why they kidnapped you from here.’ 
 
    A timid knock on the study door ended further conversation, and in the ensuing silence Mrs Sloane entered with a small tray containing two cups of black coffee, a bowl of brown sugar and a jug of milk. 
 
    ‘Thank you, my dear.’ 
 
    His wife gave them a weak smile and closed the door softly behind her. 
 
    ‘What happened to the chimps?’ 
 
    ‘The woman made me tell her about each of them, their likes and dislikes, feeding regime, that sort of thing, and then they released me to help her men crate them up. They had brought specialized travelling crates and one of the men, who looked a bit older—’ 
 
    ‘Looked? I thought they all wore balaclavas?’ 
 
    ‘He just moved more slowly and held his body differently, but he obviously knew what he was doing with animals. He sedated the chimps with prepared injections which he administered in a very practised way.’ 
 
    ‘But he was dressed in black like the others?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it was almost a uniform. They were very professional. No names –that sort of thing. My guess would be ex-special forces — their boots were laced the army way.’ 
 
    ‘The army way?’ 
 
    ‘The laces were straight, not crossed; makes it easier for medics to cut them if they’re injured — my brother’s an army man.’ 
 
    ‘I see. So you think these men were some sort of mercenaries?’ 
 
    ‘I assumed so — the two that kidnapped me, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Well, they don’t come cheap.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, money is not an issue for this woman.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you say that?’ 
 
    ‘I asked her what she intended doing with the chimps and she told me they were going to a primate sanctuary.’ 
 
    ‘Do we have such a sanctuary in this country?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. But she said she knew the police would look there, so they’d be flown out to Africa.’ 
 
    ‘One last thing, Professor… what happened to the feather?’ 
 
    The man’s eyes narrowed again, but he held Mia’s gaze as he pulled at his desk drawer and withdrew a single black turkey feather. He handed it to Mia. 
 
    ‘She wanted me to give it to the police, but I didn’t . . . stupid, I know . . . but it was the one thing I could do to . . . defy her . . . to regain some dignity.’ 
 
    ‘If I were you, Professor, I’d make damn sure you keep your word.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I intend to.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mia was on her way to Wales, to see a show jumper about his missing eye. But as she headed down the M4, her thoughts were full of the professor’s small female. 
 
    The kidnapping of the chimps showed more forethought and planning — just like the dog-fighting pit — but despite this, Mia could sense the cold fury behind these crimes. ‘Hell hath no fury’ was more than a cliché and some women could contain their fury over long periods of time. She’d twice seen the threat of I’ll have your balls for earrings, carried through — although on both occasions removal of the testicles had been conducted post-mortem. It was rare for a woman to be willing to inflict pain on a breathing body, unless in the heat of battle or for self-preservation. It was rarer still for them to be actively involved in such cold-blooded torture. She’d never admit it out loud, but she felt in some respects women were indeed the weaker sex. Poison had always been their weapon of choice: delivering death remotely without force or bloodshed — yet another cliché backed by statistics. And, even with fury as the driving force, women would often take time, sometimes a lot of time, to involve a third party in the exacting of their revenge. She was convinced that the professor was right — they were looking for a female killer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    The soft tread of vengeance. 
 
      
 
    Ellie was content with the rescue side of things. Mountain View was now home to five dogs, ten cats (most of them semi-feral), a parrot companion for MacAwesome (who’d arrived with even less feathers than Mac), ten horses and ponies, goats, pigs, a one-eyed cow and the small flock of sheep that had inadvertently led her to Alex. She now had her own vet too. 
 
    Adam was a semi-retired widower of forty years’ experience who had always worked with both large and small animals and lived only four miles from the farm. She had been lucky to find a vet who could still deal with cows as well as cats. Adam not only had a real feel for any animal, but impressive surgical skills too — so much so that she’d agreed to equip an operating theatre at the farm large enough to deal with a colicking horse. 
 
    ‘What the f—!’ Adam glared into the equine ambulance, where a skeleton of a horse was being held on its feet by a harness suspended from a reinforced steel rail running along the trailer’s ceiling. 
 
    ‘Mick! Craig! Give me a hand!’ 
 
    The three men struggled to manhandle the mare into the nearest stable, where they re-established the supporting sling — fixing it to a heavy roof beam. The mare was so weak that Mick stacked large supporting straw bales either side of her while Adam rigged up an intravenous drip, struggling to find a vein in the scrawny neck. Craig then placed another large bale across the mare’s chest, before putting a bucket of chopped hay, mixed with molasses, on top of the bale so she could eat with the minimum amount of effort. 
 
    ‘Thanks, chaps.’ Adam patted the mare’s shoulder. 
 
    Ellie popped her head over the half door. ‘She’s still alive then?’ 
 
    ‘Only just. I could swing for the bastard who did this!’ 
 
    ‘You’ll have a job.’ Ellie was pleased by Adam’s indignation. ‘She belonged to an old boy who lived alone. He died of a heart attack out in his fields and wasn’t found for over a week. The mare was locked in a stable — some water but no food.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ The vet looked embarrassed by his outburst. 
 
    ‘It’s all right, Adam.’ 
 
    ‘What’s all right?’ 
 
    ‘It’s all right to have a fire in your belly when it comes to animal abuse.’ 
 
    Ellie looked at Mick and Craig, who were hovering in the back of the stable. ‘Haven’t you two got work to do?’ The question was softened by a smile. 
 
    I love these men. They get it. This isn’t just a job — it’s a bloody crusade. 
 
    ‘So, Adam, what are her chances?’ 
 
    ‘Fifty-fifty, I’m afraid. There could be too much organ damage.’ 
 
    He looked at Ellie. ‘You going to name her?’ 
 
    ‘Wilma — I’ll call her Wilma.’ 
 
    ‘Any reason?’ Adam checked the drip. 
 
    ‘My mum was called Wilma. Doctors gave her a fifty-fifty chance of recovery . . . let’s hope this Wilma makes it.’ She opened the door for him. ‘Tell me, Adam. What are your thoughts on vivisection?’ 
 
    The pair wandered back to the main house. 
 
    Mick and Craig had been moved out of the main farmhouse and into a large barn, which Ellie had had converted into a huge communal kitchen and sitting room with four ensuite bedrooms. They had been joined by Jo and Gill — a hardworking lesbian couple in their thirties. Jo was a great mechanic and Gill an even better cook, which went down well with both men, but where Craig had grown up with gay rights, Mick was of a generation that felt uncomfortable with the idea on an instinctual level. 
 
    ‘It’s nought to do with me what folk do in the privacy of their bedroom,’ he’d told Ellie, with his face unconsciously screwed up against the idea. 
 
    Fortunately, Jo and Gill weren’t the touchy-feely type and kept their sex lives confined to their bedroom, and Mick quickly learned to appreciate their company as well as their skills — although he liked to moan about the amount of cushions and other ‘frippery’ that found its way into the communal areas of the barn. 
 
    The main house could have coped with Jo and Gill, but ever since meeting Alex, Ellie had felt the need to re-establish her own space. Once Alex had agreed to be on the payroll they had met almost daily to go over preparations for what he called ‘her dark-ops’ — revenge rather than rescue. But if he stayed over it was always in Mick’s old room. 
 
    At least he was developing an appetite for this sort of work. Alex had a genuine love of animals that he didn’t have for people. 
 
    During a break in that afternoon’s meeting, she found him gazing at Wilma over the stable door. 
 
    ‘Can I go in?’ He sounded unusually cautious, like a man asking to hold a new-born. 
 
    ‘Of course.’ She unbolted the door and watched Alex approach the mare with an innate quietness; there was an unexpected softness to his movements too. 
 
    She had to stop Hamish following him into the stable. The small Westie had taken an instant liking to Alex which she found bemusing. He joked it was probably ‘a Scottish thing’ but now, as he slowly stroked the mare’s neck, taking care not to touch the drip, she could see it was ‘an animal thing’. When the mare responded to his touch and quiet voice with a low wicker, she found herself quashing a sharp stab of jealousy. 
 
    ‘Why not have Adam put it out of its misery?’ 
 
    ‘It is called Wilma. Look in her eyes and tell me what you see.’ 
 
    Keeping his hand resting lightly on the mare’s neck, Alex bent to look into her dark eyes. ‘I see a kinda light.’ He straightened up and looked directly at Ellie. 
 
    ‘That’s hope. She hasn’t given up. She wants to live. When a horse loses that light there’s nothing you can do for them, but while it remains I’ll do anything and everything to help her survive.’ 
 
    Wilma had turned her head towards Alex and was now gently licking his outstretched hand. 
 
    ‘We need to get on.’ Ellie’s voice sounded loud and obtrusive in the quietness of the stable. 
 
    Alex bolted the door shut. ‘Do you remember the Hyde Park bomb?’ 
 
    ‘I was five, but yes, I remember. When the news came on I asked my mum what was under the sheets. When she told me horses I cried myself to sleep.’ 
 
    ‘Jamie’s dad was among the dead.’ 
 
    ‘Jamie Cordell? Thought he seemed rather keen on some of my ideas . . . you want to put Downs on the list?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you?’ Alex sounded surprised. 
 
    The ex-IRA man had recently been revealed as involved with the bombing, but was not being prosecuted due to some fucked up letter of immunity that had formed part of the Irish peace agreement. She’d found it easy to add this small weasel to what Alex called her hitlist. 
 
    ‘He’s been on it since the day he was identified. It might be good to kick off our dark-ops with an army-related killing — it’ll make your boys feel at home.’ 
 
    ‘Atta girl, Ellie.’ Alex casually draped his arm around her shoulder as they walked back to the empty house. He continued to talk about the when and where, but she was only aware of the weight of his arm and the feel of his rough hand cupping her shoulder. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ten days later, Downs was kidnapped and driven to the wilds of Salisbury plain where, during a live fire exercise, he was blown up. 
 
    Ellie insisted on being there. She would not hide from the specifics and wanted Alex to know she had the stomach for the job. Their explosives expert had rigged up what Downs kept calling a murder-belt; black webbing which held sealed packets of Semtex against his middle-aged paunch. 
 
    ‘You understand this is as much about the horses as the men?’ Ellie asked. 
 
    ‘This is about some bitch psychopath with a God complex,’ he spat back at her, in a thick Belfast accent. 
 
    He’d refused to cooperate in any way with his own death. As they tipped him out of the back of an army-marked Land Rover and drove off to a safe distance, he’d got to his feet, yelling obscenities after them while pulling frantically at the padlocked belt. 
 
    Ellie volunteered to flick the switch. ‘It’s my party, boys!’ 
 
    Boom! Downs’ death knell joined the many other explosions taking place on the plain that afternoon. 
 
    Alex dropped his eyes so he wouldn’t have to watch the body disintegrate. He still had flashbacks of the ten-year-old girl who had been running towards him with a happy smile when her father had detonated her new toy. 
 
    Although she had found it easy to push the detonator, it was what she imagined playing with an Xbox must be like; Ellie had found it far harder to watch the consequences — even from a distance. As body parts gently revolved into the afternoon sunshine, she thought some were still recognisable as they span through the air, before arcing gracefully and returning to earth with what she imagined to be the softest of thuds. This cinematic slow motion action was in stark contrast to the reality of the explosion, and maybe she only imagined she could see the look of terror on the face of the slowly falling head. 
 
    She vomited all over her new boots. 
 
    Alex placed a hand on the small of her back while he waited for her to stop retching. ‘It won’t get any easier, lass. Don’t think it will.’ 
 
    ‘I’m okay.’ She stood up, wiped her sleeve across her mouth and took a swig from the offered bottle of water. She rinsed her mouth and spat out the polluted liquid. ‘What do we do now?’ 
 
    ‘With all this live firing we should be safe until dusk. Then we’ll come and collect him.’ 
 
    ‘Collect rather than bury?’ She was still learning her new trade and was never shy about asking questions. 
 
    ‘Something’s that buried can always be unburied and Downs’ DNA will be on every bugger’s database.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘So, we don’t want any connection to this particular body.’ Ellie looked perplexed. 
 
    ‘Don’t go looking for trouble, lassie — don’t fight battles that are no part of your war.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, still not with you.’ Ellie took another swig of water, this time slowly swallowing it. Her stomach was still churning and she instinctively knew that anything which went down too quickly was likely to return with equal speed. 
 
    ‘He’s IRA, Ellie.’ 
 
    ‘Ex-IRA.’ 
 
    ‘No such thing, lass. They may be out of the news but they’re not out of action. It’s better for everyone if he just quietly disappears.’ 
 
    Ellie grinned. ‘It was hardly quiet.’ 
 
    ‘Trust me, lass. Let this one go. No connections, no hassle. You’re not the only one dealing in revenge.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    Some mistakes are written in indelible ink. 
 
      
 
    In Wales, the tyres of Mia’s BMW crunched on the raked gravel as she drove slowly onto the immaculate yard. It belonged to Johnny Claybourne, the professional show jumper who had been blinded in one eye in a seemingly random attack. Only it wasn’t random. He was famous enough to be worth googling and Mia now knew the reason behind his assault. 
 
    The online Horse and Hound articles had described the fall from grace of this European medallist and his lifetime ban from the British Show Jumping Association. The RSPCA had decided that a criminal prosecution, on top of the removal of his livelihood, was not in the public interest — although there had been much media speculation that, as part of his remorse, Johnny Claybourne had made a sizeable donation to the charity. 
 
    ‘Thank you for seeing me, Mr Claybourne.’ Mia visibly winced as she realised what she’d just said. 
 
    ‘Johnny, please.’ He stroked his eye patch with a long elegant hand before offering it to Mia. His slim, tapering fingers produced a strong but sensitive grip. ‘It could have been worse.’ 
 
    ‘Really? That’s very philosophical of you.’ 
 
    ‘I’m merely on probation, Doctor Langley. I could be dead.’ 
 
    The rider’s remaining good eye was a deep brown and it held the kind of light Mia had seen before. It was a type of physical scarring left on people who had been struck by metaphorical lightning — whether voluntarily, like religious converts, or involuntarily like those suffering from mental illness. 
 
    ‘Please, call me Mia.’ 
 
    Johnny’s right arm swept over the yard. ‘Would you like a tour?’ 
 
    ‘I’d prefer a coffee.’ 
 
    ‘Of course — this way.’ 
 
    He led her into a large farmhouse kitchen that had had the farmhouse rigorously removed. Worktops of black granite covered gloss white units — the sort with no handles where you pushed at the drawers to open them and they closed softly and silently with another push. For a man who lived alone, it was spotless with nothing on display to ruin the kitchen’s space-age lines. She wondered if Johnny was gay. As an ex-dressage competitor herself, Mia knew that most of the top men in her sport were, but show jumpers tended to be straight. 
 
    Jonny pressed some buttons on a built-in coffee machine and extracted a pair of white Limoges cups and saucers from one of the white cupboards. 
 
    ‘How do you like it?’ A wide soft smile was never far from his face. 
 
    ‘It’s very smart.’ 
 
    ‘No, I mean the coffee.’ 
 
    ‘A latte would be great . . . So, tell me about this probation, Johnny.’ 
 
    ‘She—’ 
 
    ‘She? You saw her?’ 
 
    ‘God, no. My right eye was already damaged beyond repair and even my good eye was closed from the whip strikes… She asked me why I’d beaten Topscore.’ 
 
    ‘Enough to require the removal of his right eye?’ 
 
    ‘I told her I couldn’t explain or excuse my action. All I could say was that it was a one-off release of built-up stress that was totally unforgivable.’ 
 
    ‘Was that before or after the destruction of your own eye?’ 
 
    ‘After. My punishment was non-negotiable.’ 
 
    ‘An eye for an eye.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ 
 
    ‘Can I ask why you refused to make a formal statement of complaint about the assault?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t want to waste police time.’ 
 
    ‘GBH with intent is hardly a waste of their time.’ 
 
    ‘Well, let’s just say that I didn’t want them to investigate it. I didn’t want any more publicity for one thing. I’m trying to get on with my riding and I don’t want the equestrian world reminded of what a twat I was with Topscore.’ 
 
    ‘What’s happened to him?’ Mia took her first sip of coffee. 
 
    ‘He’s on the yard. Spends most of his day turned out when the weather’s good, but in at night to be spoilt by my guilt. It’s amazing how forgiving he is. You’d think he’d cower in the back of the box when he sees me, but no. Every time I check up on him, whether in the field or his box, he walks straight up and nuzzles me. It’s like he’s repeatedly telling me I’m forgiven.’ 
 
    ‘Dogs are the same. When I was younger, much younger, I used to dog-walk at a local Dog’s Trust shelter . . . it’s a well named charity.’ 
 
    Johnny’s mobile rang and without checking the number, he excused himself and walked to the far side of the kitchen. 
 
    As it was obviously a private matter, Mia wandered over to the back door and gazed out at the pristine yard with its large equestrian statue, clipped box hedges and not a dropping or blade of straw in sight. 
 
    Johnny rejoined her. ‘Would you like to see the yard now?’ 
 
    ‘I would. I used to compete myself until I knackered my back.’ 
 
    ‘Jumping?’ 
 
    ‘Not likely — dressage: all four feet on the ground. Got to the Nationals at Prix St. Georges though.’ 
 
    ‘Top hat and tails — impressive!’ 
 
    ‘Not quite the same as individual European silver.’ 
 
    As they strode through an American Barn of indoor stables towards the tack-room, Johnny told her he had eighteen boxes, a barn for unbacked two and three-year-olds and thirty acres of fenced paddocks. He showed her an impressive international sized indoor school and the same sized outdoor all-weather ménage. 
 
    ‘No mirrors?’ Mia observed. 
 
    Johnny laughed. ‘No need — either the poles stay up or they don’t. Mirrors can’t help with that.’ 
 
    Past the wash-down box, with its hot and cold running hoses, and a solarium used to warm up equine muscles before work and dry them off after a post-work shower, was the most impressive tack-room Mia had ever seen. Two girls were busy cleaning bridles which hung from metal hooks in the middle of the large, well-lit and cobweb-free room. In comparison to the kitchen it was cluttered. Rows of saddles and bridles lined one wall; individual rugs hanging on heated metal frames took up the second, and the third displayed a bank of blue, red and gold rosettes and championship plaques and sashes. 
 
    ‘Kelly, could you get Topscore in? And Rosie, bring Corrie in too — the vet’s coming to give her a flu jab.’ 
 
    The girls left with a nod and Johnny turned to find Mia staring at his framed European medal. Sticking out of the corner of the frame was a large black turkey feather. 
 
    Johnny’s semi-permanent smile faded. ‘The greatest and worst moments of my life.’ 
 
    ‘You know that I know about the turkey feathers?’ 
 
    ‘E told me to expect you.’ 
 
    ‘E?’ 
 
    ‘My . . . probation officer.’ Johnny touched his eye patch. 
 
    ‘You actually know the woman who did that to you?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly. I only met her the once.’ Again Johnny stroked his eye patch. ‘But we speak on the phone when she’s got a horse for me.’ 
 
    Mia just stared at him. 
 
    ‘I’m never going to be allowed to compete again. Horse-lovers have long memories and would not tolerate seeing me back in the ring, not even at local shows with youngsters. So I’m using my time to help other horses abused by sport. I try to rehabilitate and rehome them, and if I can’t they’re retired to the big field, to live out the rest of their lives with no pressure put on them in any way.’ 
 
    ‘Was that part of your probation?’ 
 
    ‘Not really, I offered to do it. My remorse is very genuine, Mia.’ 
 
    ‘But how can you afford to do that if you’re no longer competing? 
 
    ‘Oh, people still want their horses and themselves trained — in private, behind closed doors. And I back youngsters and bring them on to sell. Kelly’s a decent rider and she competes them at the lower levels then, when they’ve got a bit of form, I sell them on. And E sponsors the horses she sends here.’ 
 
    ‘Do you miss the competing?’ 
 
    ‘I miss the camaraderie of the circuit.’ Johnny’s good eye tightened. ‘Loneliness is the hardest part of my punishment — but the actual competing? Not as much as I thought. There was a lot of pressure from owners and team selectors. Every time I rode into a ring I was expected to win and horses aren’t machines — they have off-days too. Now I feel like I’m in the big-field . . . no pressure . . . it’s great.’ 
 
    ‘What does E stand for?’ Mia was back on track. 
 
    ‘Ellie.’ 
 
    ‘Surname?’ 
 
    Johnny shook his head. 
 
    ‘But you’ve got her phone number?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. But don’t get too excited — it’s an unregistered pay-as-you-go.’ 
 
    ‘Could I have it?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet. E wants you to work a bit harder first — her words not mine.’ 
 
    ‘I could get the police to seize it.’ 
 
    ‘She’d just get a new sim.’ 
 
    ‘But she knows who I am?’ 
 
    ‘It would appear so.’ 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    Morality is not the same as conventionality. 
 
      
 
    Alex was on his way to the pub when his work phone rang. Keen not to lose the signal on the mountain road, he skidded to a halt and Hamish immediately jumped onto his lap, assuming a walk was on offer. 
 
    ‘Gordon. How’s your recruitment campaign?’ 
 
    ‘Good. All current incident rooms are covered and likely candidates identified on other murder teams not yet working your cases.’ 
 
    ‘Easy?’ 
 
    ‘Like giving candy to a baby — hard cash still holds sway with coppers.’ 
 
    ‘Good, it keeps things nice and simple.’ 
 
    ‘There’s one fly in the ointment …’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    ‘The Norfolk DC got greedy and went to the papers. He’s been busted back to volume crime and denied access to the incident room.’ 
 
    ‘But we know as much as we need to on that job, don’t we? No forensics, no witnesses?’ 
 
    ‘True. Word is all the investigations are likely to be moved to London. If each force sends some of their DCs, we should still have a few informants in situ.’ 
 
    ‘But if ours don’t go?’ 
 
    ‘We’ll recruit some Metpol. The cost of capital-living will make that fairly straightforward — especially as we’re just after info — no hard copy or evidence tampering. I’ll be in touch.’ 
 
    Pushing the Land Rover back into gear, Alex’s thoughts turned to his new boss. He’d been astounded by Ellie’s capacity for biblical retribution. After blowing up Downs, she’d not been present for the turkey-related beating, but she’d stood stock still above the dog-fighting pit, watching as the young lad’s screams were quickly silenced by the dogs reaching his throat. His three mates had wet themselves and two had vomited but Ellie Grant hadn’t flinched. She’d only turned away when the dogs started tearing into each other. 
 
    Her slight frame had tensed against each of the shots as his best marksman dispatched them; success in various fighting rings had put these dogs beyond meaningful retirement. Revenge and a clean death was all Ellie could offer them; that and a decent burial in the bleakness of the Brecon Beacons. She was being very careful about which tracks she covered and which she left exposed. 
 
    After the dogs had been hauled from the pit, she’d climbed down into the blood and gore and placed a single black turkey feather by what remained of the lad’s hand. Her smile of gratitude was bright as he’d helped her back over the low plywood wall. She’d got herself new teeth. Not dentures. Individual implants. Their uniform whiteness was as startling as her crooked yellow ones had been. Taking off her gloves, she’d run a hand through newly cropped hair, which framed her pixie face and emphasized the largeness of her blue eyes. For the previous six weeks she’d avoided personal contact, relying on their mobiles instead and, when he’d first seen her new look, his voiced astonishment had made her blush. Nothing wrong in keeping the boss on-side. 
 
    ‘What’s that for?’ He’d nodded at the feather. 
 
    ‘Something and nothing.’ 
 
    ‘You never do something for nothing.’ Leaning against the pit wall, he’d lit a roll-up. 
 
    ‘Well, as we know, the Langley woman appears to be attaching some importance to a turkey feather found in the throat of that turkey basher. They’re going to discover the remains of this cretin at some point and, while I’m keen not to be caught, I’d like to help them make some connections to the motives behind our . . . work.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘I’m thinking the feathers might become a sort of calling-card that’ll capture the media’s and the public’s attention. I want them to become a symbol of fear for those who abuse animals. What do you think?’ 
 
    ‘I think,’ he’d taken a long pull on his roll-up, ‘that you terrify me, lassie!’ 
 
    She’d given him the briefest of smiles, acknowledging the joke, before heading over to the two Land Rovers; one containing four dead dogs, the other three terrified boys. 
 
    ‘Make sure you take that fag end with you!’ She’d sounded angry. 
 
    He was just back from Scotland, where he’d been organising the setting-up of a specialist kennels for less ‘experienced’ fighting dogs. Ellie hoped they could be given some sort of rehabilitation — although they’d never be up for rehoming with families. Early arrivals at the shelter had reminded him of war-weary squaddies: animals living on their nerves, never off guard, aggression their default setting. 
 
    Entering the pub, Alex ordered a pint from Bert and settled down to an afternoon of interviews. Candidates had been given a time and a map reference. 
 
    ‘As the song says, you’re young, dumb and full of cum — too young and too dumb for this sort of work.’ He dismissed the twenty-something ex-marine with a wave of his hand. ‘Bert! Another pint, mate — these youngsters are doing my head in!’ 
 
    It was one thing to recruit ex-military to protect people and places, quite another to recruit those capable of intentionally inflicting pain and killing unarmed civilian men and women, without the heat of battle coursing through their veins and brains. 
 
    A large shadow fell across Alex’s table, blocking out what little light seeped in through the door. 
 
    ‘You Alex?’ 
 
    ‘You are?’ 
 
    ‘Bill.’ 
 
    ‘Take a seat, Bill, and tell me about Basra.’ 
 
    ‘As you know, I was seconded to intelligence, operating out of JFIT between 2003 and 2005. We were responsible for the fast-time initial interrogation of the bastards before they got sent somewhere where conventions count.’ 
 
    ‘My understanding is some didn’t make the onward transit.’ 
 
    ‘Your understanding is correct.’ 
 
    Bill’s directness reminded him of Ellie. 
 
    ‘The pay’s a grand a week retainer, cash in hand, with a ten grand bonus per completed mission. You’ll stay at our base camp, a small cottage in the Beacons, and you’ll obviously keep your gob shut to anyone outside the unit.’ 
 
    Bill gave a quick nod. The latter was a given. 
 
    Alex took a white business card from his coat pocket and scrawled a number on it. ‘Call me when you’re ready to move in and I’ll give you directions.’ 
 
    Bill picked the card up and turned it over; a single black feather was embossed on the reverse. He put it in his pocket without comment and got up to leave. 
 
    ‘One more thing.’ 
 
    He sat back down, but on the edge of the stool, ready to move. 
 
    ‘Are you on IHAT’s radar?’ 
 
    ‘As I said, I was with intel.’ 
 
    Alex just stared at him. 
 
    ‘That bunch of civvie investigators have no knowledge of intelligence personnel, and of all the squaddies they’ve got names for, they’ve only managed to fine one bloke in three years of investigation. I wouldn’t be losing any sleep over the Iraq Historical Allegation Team, mate.’ 
 
    ‘On that note, I presume you still have intelligence contacts.’ Alex took Bill’s blank face as an affirmative. ‘I need an in-depth background check on a woman called Doctor Mia Langley. She works for the NCA as a criminal psychologist.’ 
 
    Bill gave a nod of assent. 
 
    ‘When I say in depth, I mean in depth. I want to know everything about her, including her childhood. I want to know her every strength and every flaw. Her mother still lives in the house where she grew up so start there. Census and voters also show neighbours have been in situ for decades, so check them out too. We need to know everything about this woman — everything.’ 
 
    Bill was team member six. Alex now had a cohesive core-unit experienced in covert operations with each man having a specialization: marksman, security systems, chemicals and explosives, communications, pilot — fixed-wing and rotor and now . . . what? An intelligence operative and part-time torturer? He wondered how Bill saw himself. But they’d all just get on with it — take the money and follow the golden rules of don’t ask too many questions and don’t tell anyone more than they need to know. 
 
    The thing was . . . he had been asking questions . . . of himself. Ever since he’d entered Wilma’s stable, he’d found himself thinking about man’s capacity for cruelty in a completely new way. As his right hand lifted his glass, his left stroked the sleeping Hamish, who was curled up on the bench beside him. The little dog had snuggled into his thigh, keen to stay as close to his new master as Alex would allow. He’d never had a pet before, but this little one-eared Westie now followed him everywhere. The dog’s absolute, unconditional devotion was something he was finding both addictive and unsettling. 
 
    Once or twice throughout his too-busy-for-relationships life, he’d tried to imagine being a father but, if he was honest, these daydreams had revolved around male pride and rugby. Hamish had brought out the paternal in him. He found himself returning the unconditional love unconditionally — something he had never been able to do with a woman. If anyone ever hurt Hamish again he’d not have to be paid to kill them. In fact, he’d already tracked down Hamish’s last owner, who now had the same number of ears as the Westie. 
 
    Throwing a twenty down on the bar, he left with the little dog trotting at his heels. He lit another roll-up before starting the engine of the unit’s newest Land Rover. He was not looking forward to returning to the barrack-room atmosphere of the cottage, which Ellie had bought and refurbished for the unit’s use. It was a well-hidden three-bed, one-bath property, surrounded by wooded hills and only nine miles from the farm. They only really used it for planning and pre and post briefings, but Alex was finding the close company of men, even mature ones who had grown out of the need to continually arse about and make their presence felt, somehow wearing. 
 
    Nowadays he much preferred the company of a small Welsh lass. He worried that he was getting soft. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    Do good by stealth and blush to find it fame. 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s four feathers and four acts of violence directly related to animal cruelty!’ Mia waved Johnny Claybourne’s bagged turkey feather at the SIO. ‘You appear to have yourself a serial killer, Mark!’ 
 
    ‘Good work, Mia — although organising four separate forces into one investigation is going to be hell.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I think there’ll be far more than four. It looks like this will have to come back to the NCA.’ 
 
    Mark looked disappointed but nodded. 
 
    ‘I’ve had another thought about our woman, though.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes?’ Mark perched on the edge of Mia’s desk, breathing in her perfume. 
 
    ‘There’s no financial gain, only expenditure. It’s obvious she’s got access to a considerable amount of money: extending the pit, hiring specialized personnel, transporting chimps back to Africa. And all these crimes have erupted within a relatively short timeframe. So, my thinking is that she could possibly be someone who’s come into a large amount of money quickly and unexpectedly — like a lottery winner.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll get someone to look into it.’ 
 
    ‘Any joy with our missing pit lads?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. No bodies, no info.’ 
 
    ‘Well, keep trying! Let me know as soon as you find any of them.’ 
 
    ‘What’s your view of this Ellie?’ Mark wanted to keep Mia there. ‘Is she a psychopath?’ 
 
    ‘Still too early to say, but I don’t think so.’ 
 
    ‘So what do you think?’ 
 
    ‘I think she prefers animals to people. I think she is probably an only child with at least one missing parent and I think her violence is likely to escalate in both form and frequency . . . but I know she’ll not stop until we stop her.’ 
 
    Mia got up to leave. 
 
    ‘Are we still on for tonight?’ Mark kept his tone casual. 
 
    ‘Shit! Sorry, Mark. I’m off to Scotland tomorrow and need an early night.’ 
 
    The SIO shrugged and she leant in and kissed his cheek. ‘I promise, as soon as I get back, Mark. My treat!’ 
 
    The drive north was long and lonely. Normally such a journey would be by plane or train to be met by a police chauffeur, but this trip was off-grid — from both a public transport and sanctioned enquiry point of view. Her feelings of guilt about Mark were being overtaken by her intrigue with Ellie. She wasn’t sure why, but the more she learnt about this woman the less she found herself willing to communicate her findings and thoughts. Careful, lady — or you’ll find yourself going over to the dark side. 
 
    This rather confusing situation would be made easier by the NCA taking over. She’d only have to evade the questions of one person — who she wouldn’t know as well as Jayne Sykes or Mark Johnson. 
 
    Her phone rang and she turned off the radio. ‘Mark, found our missing boys?’ 
 
    ‘No, and we’ve drawn a blank at Lottery HQ too. The DC I sent to Watford was met with smiles and complete silence. Without a court order they’re not about to tell us anything, and we’re not about to get a court order without a name so it’s catch twenty-two.’ 
 
    ‘Never mind. Look, I’d better go, the traffic’s bad and it’s pissing down.’ 
 
    ‘Why are you going to Scotland — you never said?’ 
 
    ‘A friend’s wedding.’ 
 
    ‘No plus one on offer?’ 
 
    ‘You’d hate them — not your sort.’ 
 
    ‘And what is my sort, Doctor Langley?’ 
 
    She could hear the wry smile in his voice. 
 
    ‘Clever, but without being up their own academic arses!’ 
 
    ‘Will I see you Monday?’ 
 
    ‘Not sure. It’s a long way to drive for just a weekend and I’ve some leave I need to use up. I might stay on a few days.’ 
 
    ‘Okay . . . well . . . drive safely . . . Bye, Mia.’ 
 
    ‘Bye — and I haven’t forgotten that dinner!’ 
 
    Putting on a CD, she turned up the volume. ‘Brothers in Arms’ was a favourite: one she and Mark had played a lot on the long trips they’d undertaken for the sacrificed baby enquiry. But her thoughts continually wandered back to Ellie and Johnny Claybourne’s implied promise that she’d be meeting ‘his boss’ in the near future. The prospect both terrified and excited her. 
 
    Ellie would have made a brilliant subject for her thesis. Cold cruelty was the domain of psychopaths, and psychopaths could be roughly divided into two categories — functioning (the bad) and non-functioning (the mad). Ellie was neither. Psychopaths didn’t believe in redemption. They didn’t seek it for themselves and would not offer it to others — unlike Johnny Claybourne and, to a lesser degree, the professor. 
 
    But the media still wanted expert explanations as to what motivated such human savagery. Most people, including some detectives, didn’t want to contemplate the existence of pure malevolence, surviving on its own without cause and effect, without blame or explanation. The thought of people hard-wired to play and then kill, like a cat with a mouse, usually terrified Joe Public. But Ellie wasn’t terrifying them — at least not the animal-loving ones. In fact, she was being hailed, especially on some social media, as something of a hero. 
 
    Using a false Facebook profile, Mia had engaged with various chat rooms, animal-welfare sites and protest groups. Nearly a year before the Norfolk murder, some of these groups had begun receiving large anonymous donations. Not unusual in itself, but each had conditions attached that stated exactly what the money should be spent on — the donor was a generous control freak. 
 
    It had started small. Badger watchers in Gloucestershire and Somerset had received hi-tech night-vision goggles for their volunteers, enabling them to spot the government sponsored marksmen and effectively disrupt the cull with whistles and banging. But the donations had quickly risen in scope. Sea Shepherd, the anti-whaling organisation, had received over $100,000 to help with the running of their super-fast intercept boat, and various schemes to stop the poaching of elephants and rhinos had received nearly half a million pounds to help pay for locally armed guards and a helicopter. 
 
    Using the NCA’s logo, she had contacted many other world-wide organisations actively fighting for animal rights and welfare, all of whom confirmed receiving significant anonymous donations, many of them with conditions attached. Conditions were unusual, but they gave the donor a sense of control. Ellie struck her as someone who liked to be in control — as with the horses she referred to Johnny Claybourne. 
 
    None of these bodies could or would give her any information about the source of this sudden influx of targeted donations. But because the number and average value of these anonymous gifts was so statistically disproportionate, it had created a spike that had led her to the idea of a lottery winner. Of course it could just as easily have been an inheritance, but it was far harder for these large payouts to remain anonymous; they were all open to Custom and Exercise inspection and audit. Also lottery winners tended to be more flamboyant, more . . . extreme in their purchases. When luck rather than family legacy played a part, the winner tends to feel less constrained. 
 
    Although Lottery HQ had been unsurprisingly tight-lipped, an NCA statistician had already tied the start of the spike to two months after a massive UK win of £88,000,000, which Mia found interesting as she’d also discovered four new, privately-financed shelters had been created in the same time period; one in each of the countries that make up the UK. The odd thing about these shelters, the very odd thing, was that none of them were registered with the Charity Commission. They all held relevant council licences, but under the names of the people in day-today charge. 
 
    She wasn’t surprised. She was fairly certain Ellie was the sort of person to have prioritised the rescuing of animals over the punishment of their abusers — although this could just be down to logistics. Her interest had been piqued in one chat room which mentioned a rescue centre in the Highlands of Scotland that specialized in the rehabilitation of fighting dogs. No ordinary shelter could afford to spend time and money on such animals. She’d eventually got the location of this kennel from the RSPCA, who were the main referring agency. 
 
    Getting the information had been no easy matter. When she’d first rung the organisation she’d been put through to their SPOC for dog fighting matters. This single point of contact was a dick named Ian who behaved as though he was employed by MI5 rather than the RSPCA. He’d been very reluctant to even admit the existence of the centre, but it turned out that secrecy was part of the deal with the person who had taken over the sponsorship of all their work in this particular area. 
 
    After several phone calls and emails, Ian had got back in contact and given her a map grid reference and permission to visit the centre — and no, it didn’t have a name. 
 
    In the nearest village, which was seven miles from the shelter, the post mistress had been huffy. 
 
    ‘They have all their needs catered for by a truck that comes through once a month. You’d think they send some trade our way, but no, nothing — not so much as a pint of milk!’ 
 
    ‘Do you know anyone who works there?’ Mia reached into the small fridge for a cold drink and selected some sweets she wouldn’t eat. 
 
    ‘No one from these parts. You’re not intending driving up there now are you, lassie? It’s a bad road. You’d be much better staying in the pub tonight and starting out fresh tomorrow — Dougie does a mean full Scottish!’ 
 
    But Mia couldn’t wait. She needed to know if her hunch was right, and she now found herself halfway up a Scottish mountain on a single lane road that was rapidly shrinking to little more than a scree track. It kept winding back on itself in large snake-like loops as it continued climbing into a falling mist. As she leant forward over the steering wheel, peering at the slowly disappearing road, Mia was unsure whether to be grateful for the fact she could no longer see the sheer drop to one side. She was exhausted and already dreading the descent which was likely to be in the pitch black of a winter’s evening. But she was fairly certain it would be worth it. 
 
    At last her dipped headlights picked out a new metal five bar gate. It glistened in the thickening mist, barring the way to her studiously understated destination. Honking her horn, she set off a wall of sound from unseen but obviously nearby buildings. The barking reminded her of a pack of hounds in full cry and the sound made her skin crawl as the Leeds pit flashed into her mind. Getting out of the car, she saw a dark shadow striding towards her. It was shouting but the voice, like the barking, was muffled by the mist that had turned into a thick fog. She suddenly felt like she’d fallen into an old black and white version of The Hound of the Baskervilles. 
 
    ‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing sounding your horn? You’ve gone and upset the dogs when I’ve just got them settled for the night!’ 
 
    Mia grinned at the angry face that emerged from the rolling white clouds. It belonged to Kai Williams, one of the three lads missing from Leeds. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    He that will not apply new remedies must expect new evils. 
 
      
 
    Ellie had what she wanted. A shadow of fear was beginning to ripple through members of the public who were guilty of animal cruelty. She found herself revelling in the various descriptions of the small, unknown, female mastermind behind the horrific attacks and killing. 
 
    They’d really plucked up the feather of death and run with it. Some of the tabloids were even talking about a Robina Hood — fighting for rights of the literal underdog. Shame about that bitch Sally getting paid for ‘an exclusive’, but at least her neighbour pissed all over her parade by talking to all and sundry about what she’d done to that poor dog. 
 
    Speculation about the boys and the second Polish worker were making people talk about a serial killer. Ellie wondered how many bodies it took to earn that title? Only the turkey basher, the dog fighter and the IRA bloke have actually been killed — and, in fairness, the turkey basher’s death had been an accident. 
 
    Ellie, Alex and the rest of the dark-ops team were seated around a cluttered kitchen table in the unit’s cottage, debating the merits and drawbacks of weapons of mass destruction. 
 
    She was frustrated. ‘The bloke on the dark-net assured me we can buy anything we need from China, but getting hold of sarin is proving really tricky. Apparently this particular nerve agent won’t keep and is extremely complicated to make. He says he can get us the equipment for our own lab and, for the right price, probably track down a chemist prepared to mix the stuff, but all of this will take too long and bring in too many unknown and hard-to-regulate variables.’ 
 
    ‘No to Sarin, then.’ Alex took a drag on his roll-up. ‘I think it’s for the best, lass — it’s a particularly nasty way to go.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘Well, the papers seem to be on your side at the moment. They start printing pictures of dead bodies, including kids, covered in blisters, their faces contorted in agony — you might lose that support.’ 
 
    Alex had always silently baulked against the army’s unspoken policy that women and kids were acceptable collateral damage. He and the men under his command had sometimes had to target and kill radicalised women and once or twice unsuspecting children — extremists weren’t above using either as walking bombs — so they couldn’t afford to be squeamish about their safe detonation. But he’d always remained sickened by such executions and he knew, with perhaps one exception, that his men were far from happy with some elements of Ellie’s latest proposal. They were relying on him to make her see sense. 
 
    But for now they all played along with their new and generous paymaster. 
 
    ‘What about anthrax?’ Geordie was the second newest member to the unit. He was their chemical warfare and explosives expert, whose previous job had been to contain contaminated sites and ensure the safety of soldiers forced to work under such hazardous conditions. 
 
    ‘Anthrax?’ Ellie was intrigued. 
 
    ‘It’s a naturally occurring disease which you can get from dead camels in the Middle East.’ 
 
    ‘You want to ship over a dead camel?’ Alex snorted his derision. 
 
    ‘No, man. You pay a man that can to collect the anthrax spores from the beast and ship them over.’ 
 
    ‘And what does anthrax do?’ 
 
    Alex found Ellie’s eagerness disturbing. 
 
    ‘Well, it’ll kill you — that’s for sure — either by contact with the skin, ingestion or inhalation — depending on how you want to spread it. And the beauty of it, from your point of view, E, is that once a place has been contaminated, you’ll not be able to live there for decades!’ 
 
    ‘That’s brilliant, Geordie. Result!’ She turned to Alex, her eyes glowing with excitement. 
 
    ‘And what about the fallout?’ 
 
    ‘Fallout?’ 
 
    ‘You start playing God, Ellie, deliberately spreading disease like one of the seven plagues, there’ll be a lot of collateral damage — not least of all to the natural wildlife plus farm and domestic animals.’ 
 
    Ellie’s eyes lost their manic sparkle. 
 
    ‘Of course, we could just mix up a batch of TATP and blow the village up. Simples.’ Geordie looked a bit like the insurance meerkat. He was tall and thin with a small head that was in continuous motion, checking out his companions and their surroundings. 
 
    ‘No! We blow it up and they’ll just rebuild and be back in business in no time, slaughtering those poor bloody whales!’ Ellie remained adamant. ‘We need something that will stop the slaughtering permanently by stopping them living there altogether.’ 
 
    ‘Well, ricin will do that.’ 
 
    ‘Ricin?’ 
 
    Why were things never as straightforward as you wanted, needed them to be? 
 
    ‘Why, aye. For a deadly toxin with no known cure it’s surprisingly easy to make, transport and use. You just crush castor oil seeds in water and then you can spray it around the specific areas you want infected — like the houses and streets — leaving the wildlife intact. It lasts forever and over a large area like a whole village it’d be way too expensive to clean up.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a fucking genius, Geordie!’ Ellie leant across and placed a large kiss on his cheek. 
 
    He hoped the kiss would be followed by a cash bonus. 
 
    Alex’s response was pragmatic. ‘And how exactly does it kill?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a strong poison that can be ingested as liquid, inhaled as water vapour, or you can shoot people with small pellets made from its powdered form. Remember the brollie and that Bulgarian spy — ricin!’ 
 
    Alex plodded on. ‘Once ingested or shot, what happens then? How long does it take?’ 
 
    ‘Depending on concentration, about ten to fifteen minutes.’ 
 
    ‘And they’ll suffer?’ 
 
    ‘Aye, E. They’ll suffer. Vomiting, diarrhoea, external and internal burns, intense itching and difficulty breathing — they’ll feel like they’re suffocating.’ 
 
    ‘Good. Like the whales drowning in air as they’re beaten to death with tyre wrenches on the fucking beach.’ 
 
    Alex, however, was not prepared to commit a large unit to an international operation without the poison being tested, and Ellie was obviously not prepared to test it on animals. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a poacher’s moon or, more precisely, a baiter’s moon. The large milky globe bathed the ancient woodland in a soft but useful light. The woods were still — as though everything was holding its breath. Alex, Ellie and Adam had lain for nearly an hour in the dank leaf mould waiting for the two men to return. The three of them had followed the badger baiters’ Volvo as it made its way down the rain-soaked M5 from the bright lights of Birmingham into the quiet darkness of the Gloucestershire countryside. 
 
    Alex and Ellie carried on a murmured intermittent conversation as they waited for the return of the men with evidence of their guilt, but Adam dozed, trying to ignore the arthritis in his right knee. 
 
    He was too old for this sort of jaunt, he told himself but ever since he’d helped rescue the chimps from Oxford, he’d felt a sense of purpose that had been lost the year he’d retired. The same year his wife of forty years had died. He wasn’t stupid. He knew something nasty would happen to the two baiters, but he didn’t know what. Like Alex, he was becoming a great believer in don’t ask, don’t tell. 
 
    His job was to care for the animal they caught, making sure it was returned to the wild in one piece rather than transported back to some city centre flat to be torn apart by fighting dogs. And the thing about badgers was they wouldn’t go quietly; they would fight tooth and bloody claw, inflicting fatal injuries on their attackers. His rage kept him warm and motivated on these various night excursions, although he hadn’t been on many. He only went if they were likely to find animals in need of urgent treatment or a humane death. 
 
    Tonight he would check the badger and then drive the Land Rover back to Wales. Ellie and Alex would take the baiters somewhere else. He’d made the connection between Ellie and the black turkey feathers, now spread across every broadsheet and magazine, some time ago. You didn’t employ an ex-SAS captain as an ‘odd-job man’ unless the odd jobs were likely to involve violence. But he’d also made a decision. He had come down off the fence and was firmly on the side of the animals. That was all he needed to ‘know’. 
 
    Thick Brummy accents broke through the still night as the two men came back into view. They were carrying something between them in a large sack which they slung into the boot of the estate. 
 
    Alex and Ellie got to their feet, guns pointing at the men’s chests. Alex had taught her the basics — always aim for the large area that contained the most number of vital organs; like using a shotgun on a barn door, you’d be unlucky not to hit something. 
 
    ‘Jesus Christ!’ The older man looked terrified. 
 
    ‘Fuck me!’ The younger one went for bravado. ‘You two certainly take a bit of poaching seriously.’ 
 
    But both men had raised their hands. 
 
    ‘What’s in there?’ Ellie nodded towards the toddler-sized, snarling sack. 
 
    ‘Why don’t you take a look-see?’ the young mouthy one replied. 
 
    Alex raised his gun from the lad’s chest to his face. ‘Why don’t you tell the lady what she wants to know?’ His suggestion was made with an intensity that made the gun redundant. 
 
    ‘It’s a badger!’ the older man shouted, realising his son was making a bad situation worse. 
 
    ‘A badger?’ Ellie’s already hard face tightened. ‘For baiting?’ 
 
    The question had to be asked. 
 
    ‘No, for breakfast.’ The young lad remained defiant. 
 
    Ellie kept her gun trained on both men while Alex handcuffed them, hands to the front, before he placed the older man in the rear seat of the Volvo. Adam joined them from the shadows, flexing his knee once or twice before walking to the open boot and injecting a sedative into the still moving sack. Once it was still, he cut it open to reveal a now semi-conscious adult badger. He quickly checked it over for any injuries and then picked it up. 
 
    Alex took hold of the lad’s elbow. ‘You’re going to show this nice gentleman exactly where you trapped this badger, laddie.’ 
 
    Realising that Alex and Ellie were not gamekeepers and that he was in a whole world of shit, he nodded and they walked back into the woods. 
 
    The same connections were being made by his father. ‘You’re the woman in the papers, aren’t you?’ 
 
    Ellie was sitting in the front passenger seat, her legs out of the car and the gun in her lap. The instant Alex and Adam had disappeared into the woods she’d swallowed another painkiller. She’d been dealing with a dull internal pain for some time, but tonight it had ignited into an acute stabbing that even the new tablets couldn’t dull. 
 
    Something was rotting in the State of Denmark. 
 
    She turned to stare at the baiter, her own drawn face as grey as his. ‘How many badgers have you two caught and helped kill?’ 
 
    Her tone was one of mild interest. It gave the man some hope. 
 
    ‘Not many. Can’t really remember.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t remember how many badgers you’ve snatched from their homes and families and taken to that flat in Birmingham — Mandela Towers is it? — where you’ve butchered them alive using dogs who are also badly injured or killed in the same bloody process, while sickos like you look on and bet money on the inevitable?’ 
 
    He realised it was hopeless. He knew he and his son were about to die and, if the papers were right, in a very bloody and gruesome manner. As he strained his ears for the sound of barking, the upholstery in his car, which already stank of badger and dog, was darkened by urine. When his son returned and was placed next to him in the back seat, he could see he too was fully aware of what was about to happen. According to the papers, victims who were only going to be beaten were dealt with by masked men. No one here was wearing a mask. 
 
    As Adam climbed wearily into the Land Rover and drove off, Ellie fastened her seat belt and Alex started up the engine for the Volvo’s final journey. She glanced over at the two men sitting behind her with bowed heads. 
 
    ‘I’ve good news.’ Their heads snapped up as they stared at the back of her head. ‘You are going to die.’ The expectant look drained from their faces. ‘But it will be relatively painless. Here.’ Ellie handed the older man a hipflask. ‘Cheap vodka I’m afraid, but it’ll take the edge off.’ 
 
    Ellie watched the father take a long pull on the clear liquid before handing the flask to his son who also took a large swig of the ricin. Ellie then turned on the radio to drown out the sound of their dying. 
 
    The deaths were timed at twelve and thirteen minutes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    Every saint has a past and every sinner a future. 
 
      
 
    ‘Hello, Kai.’ Mia had pictures of the three missing lads imprinted on her brain as well as hard copies in her briefcase. ‘Glad to see you’re alive and well!’ 
 
    The lad just scowled and stood by the now open gate, pointedly waiting for her to drive through. 
 
    ‘Hellooo!’ A disembodied voice boomed at Mia. ‘Drive straight ahead and you’ll be at the office! Kettle’s on!’ it declared. 
 
    The car crawled the short distance it took her headlights to pick out a white breeze-block wall which, like the gate, glistened with fog-induced wetness. Kai was nowhere to be seen. Instead a big man in his sixties was standing in a lit doorway with a hands-on-hip stance, a loud hail-fellow-well-met expression and turned-down black wellies — all of which reminded her of a slightly tipsy Santa. 
 
    ‘You must be Doctor Langley — we’ve been expecting you! The names Ned, Ned Sharp! I run the place!’ 
 
    She wondered how this loud, excited approach to life went down with fighting dogs. He seemed to read her mind. 
 
    ‘You’ll have to excuse the volume, used to making myself heard over all this bloody barking, but come on in and I’ll switch to what my teachers called my inside voice!’ 
 
    Within a few minutes she was ensconced in a large wooden chair holding a steaming mug of exceptionally strong tea. 
 
    ‘So, Doctor Langley, you’re researching canine behaviour and rehabilitation?’ 
 
    Am I? 
 
    Mia took a gulp of tea to gain a moment’s thinking time, but it had been infused with a generous shot of whisky and as the spirit hit the back of her throat, she suffered a severe coughing fit. Ned leaned forward and slapped her on the back. This only made matters worse and she raised a hand in protest as she coughed herself to a standstill. 
 
    ‘I’m fine, honestly.’ 
 
    God only knew how she was going to manage the drive back if she finished this tea. 
 
    ‘That’s the trouble with good scotch — you have to get used to it to really appreciate it!’ 
 
    You don’t put ‘good scotch’ in tea. 
 
    Mia took another, more cautious sip, this time holding it in her mouth before letting it fall to the back of her throat. 
 
    ‘The shelter — how long has it been open?’ 
 
    ‘About a year — just over actually. Been here since the start!’ Ned’s exclamatory tone remained but the volume was now bearable. 
 
    ‘What about Kai?’ 
 
    ‘Aye, he’s been here from the start too — helped get it ready along with Lee and Darren.’ 
 
    She was looking forward to speaking to them alone which should be easy enough as part of her ‘research on canine behaviour and rehabilitation’. This Ellie was a master-manipulator, controlling the timing and direction of a conversation taking place halfway up a Scottish mountain while she was God knows where. 
 
    Ned continued to fill her in on the details. ‘We’re housing around thirty dogs at the moment — even I’m surprised by the extent of dog fighting and I was with the Met for thirty years!’ 
 
    ‘You’re ex-police?’ 
 
    Ned nodded. 
 
    That was a big risk on Ellie’s part. 
 
    ‘Tell me, Ned, what qualifies you to run such a specialized shelter?’ 
 
    ‘Twenty of my thirty years was in their dog section.’ 
 
    That reduces the risk — a lifelong plod, no curiosity, no detective skills. ‘So, you’re used to dealing with both offenders and dogs with attitude?’ 
 
    Mia smiled at the unsuspecting ex-copper. 
 
    ‘Yes, but in fairness I’ve had no trouble off the boys and very little from the dogs. Occasionally we get one that won’t see sense and we have to give them the bullet …’ 
 
    ‘Boy or dog?’ 
 
    Ned burst into a rumbling Father Christmas laugh. 
 
    ‘Due to the nature of their abuse, the dogs are confined to separate kennels. Each has its own run and they can sniff at their neighbour through the wire fencing that separates them. If they start to fight they get moved until we find them a neighbour they can tolerate. Occasionally, we manage to get two dogs that tolerate each other enough to attempt a joint playtime — although the boys always have them on the end of a strong leather leash and I’m ready with the fire extinguisher.’ 
 
    ‘Fire extinguisher?’ 
 
    ‘Only way to separate them if play turns to fight. The foam doesn’t harm them but the noise and the sensation distracts them long enough so the boys can pull ’em apart.’ 
 
    ‘About the boys? What makes them want to work up here in the middle of nowhere?’ 
 
    ‘They were on probation, originally—’ 
 
    ‘Probation? As in from court?’ 
 
    Ned shrugged. ‘I always assumed so. Why do you ask?’ 
 
    ‘No reason . . . So, why do they stay?’ 
 
    ‘Pays good and they like the work. Maybe they see a bit of themselves in the dogs — forced to fight for everything they had.’ 
 
    ‘Who was here first? You or them?’ 
 
    ‘Them. They’d already started work on building the kennels when I got employed to run the place.’ 
 
    ‘So who was in charge before you?’ 
 
    ‘Blimey, Ellie warned me you’d want a lot of detail. Some ex-army bloke called Alex — strong silent type — but the boys seemed to like him well enough.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s Ellie?’ 
 
    ‘A lovely little Welsh lady who owns the shelter. Never actually met her, a bit of a recluse — we did my interview over the phone.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know whereabouts in Wales she lives?’ 
 
    ‘Never thought to ask.’ 
 
    See — plod. 
 
    ‘Her surname?’ 
 
    Ned shook his head. ‘She must have told it me but I can’t remember off the top of my head. It might come to me but we just call her E. Is it important? She won’t want to be mentioned in your article. Very humble is E, doesn’t like any recognition for the great work she does.’ 
 
    Mia smiled, battling to keep her frustration cloaked in an air of nonchalance. She hated being played like this — she felt like bloody Pinocchio! 
 
    Ned stood. ‘You’ll have to stay the night, Mia. I can’t in good conscience let you back down the mountain in this weather. You can take my room and I’ll bunk in with one of the boys.’ 
 
    ‘Great! It’ll give me more time to interview them.’ 
 
    The five of them endured a fairly strained supper of thick homemade soup, courtesy of Darren who was apparently turning into a pretty mean cook. It was followed by a stew containing unidentified but tasty lumps of meat and oversized diced vegetables, with cheese being offered as pudding. But Mia was full and she didn’t want to prolong the strain of polite conversation any longer than necessary. The boys were not good at small talk. 
 
    Kai and Darren excused themselves and Ned went to move his duvet into Kai’s room and find some clean bedding for Mia. That left Lee, the smallest of the three lads. She got the distinct impression he had been nominated for ‘the interview’ — whether by straw-poll or at Ellie’s direction, she wasn’t sure. 
 
    Lee got to his feet. ‘Do you want some coffee?’ 
 
    ‘That would be great — here, let me help you clear up.’ 
 
    They stacked the dishwasher together. She found it odd that such an isolated dwelling had such modern conveniences, but she was beginning to recognise that Ellie made sure the people who worked for her had all they needed to do their jobs effectively. Ned popped his head around the kitchen door. 
 
    ‘You all right if I leave you in Lee’s care? Just need to check on the dogs and make a phone call.’ 
 
    ‘That’s fine, Ned. Lee’s making coffee.’ 
 
    Kai and Darren had settled themselves in the lounge and as Mia quietly closed the kitchen door on them, she saw a Sky film menu on the large flat screen. She turned her full attention to Lee. 
 
    Although in his early twenties, he still had a trace of pubescent acne and the angles of youth that had yet to be filled and rounded by adult muscle and life. But as he moved efficiently around the small kitchen, he showed a quiet confidence that belied his age and was certainly not that of a hostage. She’d not ruled out Stockholm syndrome but she thought it unlikely. She tested the waters. 
 
    ‘So Lee, what brought you, Darren and Kai to the wilds of Scotland?’ 
 
    ‘You know how we got here.’ 
 
    ‘Do I?’ 
 
    ‘Ellie says you do.’ 
 
    ‘Ellie knows I’m here?’ 
 
    Lee smiled at her naivety. 
 
    ‘So, why do the three of you stay here? Do you have a choice?’ 
 
    ‘Yes — now.’ 
 
    ‘So why stay?’ 
 
    ‘It’s okay here and, as E says, want to is so much better than got to. The money’s good — now we’re out of probation — and I’ve got a room and bed of my own. No more sofa surfing. And I like working with the dogs. It’s something I’m good at.’ 
 
    ‘You used to train them to fight?’ 
 
    Lee’s face darkened. ‘That was before. I had no choice.’ 
 
    ‘People always have choices, Lee.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, right.’ He slammed the dishwasher door shut and jabbed at the button to start it. ‘Like you’d know about my life.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right — that was patronizing of me. Tell me about your life, Lee.’ 
 
    ‘I was expelled from school at fourteen and left home at fifteen.’ 
 
    ‘How come?’ 
 
    ‘My dad used to beat on me and I used to beat on kids at school. I spent a year living on the streets and other people’s floors and I got into drugs — nothing too heavy, but enough to take the edge off. I needed money and the dogs let me earn it.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me about Dave.’ 
 
    ‘Dave?’ He looked genuinely confused. 
 
    ‘Dave Robbins — we found his body in the dog-fighting pit.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Robbo. Robbo was a fucking dickhead and a bully.’ 
 
    ‘Is that why he’s dead and you’re not?’ 
 
    ‘Yep.’ Lee came back to the table with two steaming mugs of whisky-less coffee. 
 
    ‘Can you tell me what happened at the pit?’ 
 
    ‘I can, but only ’cause E says I can. And don’t expect me to repeat any of it to the pigs — ’cause I won’t; or tell you where she is — ’cause I don’t know.’ 
 
    Mia nodded agreement. 
 
    ‘We were picked up from Kai’s flat, early doors, by three men with guns. They’d jemmied the front door and found us asleep. They didn’t say a word, just stuck gaffa-tape across our gobs and tied our hands with plastic cables. Then they drove us to the dog-fighting pit — which had been made much deeper. Four of the biggest buggers I’ve ever seen were inside it, being held apart by long leashes that kept them in their corners.’ 
 
    ‘You must have been terrified.’ 
 
    ‘We were bricking it. The noise them dogs was making was bad, really bad. Then another Land Rover pulls up and E and Alex get out — not that I knew who they were at the time like. They’d got Robbo with them and he’s on one — effing and blinding — louder than the bleedin’ dogs he was. Alex back hands him and drags him over to the pit while E chucks in some meat to shut the dogs up while she talks to us.’ 
 
    ‘What did she say?’ 
 
    ‘She told us we’d been found guilty of “crimes against canines”. We didn’t know what she’s talking about, but Alex says “dog fighting”, to help us out like. Then she says we’ve got a choice. She tells us we can go and help set up some dog shelter in Scotland, or we can go in the pit with the dogs we’d trained. Not that I recognised any of those dogs — big fuckers they were — I’d remember dealing with any of them. Well, Robbo kicks off again — “I ain’t going to fucking Scotland,” he yells, “you can go fuck yourself.” He tells E, “No fucking woman’s going to tell me what I can and can’t fucking do with my fucking dogs.” So E just nods to Alex, who picks up Robbo and chucks him into the pit. Then he walks around the edge and lets go the leashes . . . It was fucking carnage, man . . . fucking carnage.’ Lee took a swig of his coffee. 
 
    ‘You were made to watch?’ 
 
    He nodded, eyes closed against the memory. 
 
    ‘What happened then?’ 
 
    ‘Then E turns to us and says, “What’s it to be, boys? The pit or Scotland?”’ 
 
    ‘And you all chose Scotland.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, we all chose Scotland.’ 
 
    ‘So Ellie got you here through fear.’ 
 
    ‘And Alex’s gun-toting buddies.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to the dogs?’ 
 
    ‘One of the men shot them. Pop. Pop. Pop.’ Lee held the index and middle fingers of his right hand like a gun and made a shooting action, recoiling his hand upwards after each pop. ‘They were beyond help.’ He wiped his forearm across his eyes. ‘But it’s been okay, really. E came to see us after a year, when Ned was on holiday. She told us we’d finished our probation and could go back to Leeds, but if we ever talked to anyone about what had happened or got back into dog fighting, Alex and his men would pit us.’ 
 
    ‘But none of you went back?’ 
 
    ‘No. E pays us ten quid an hour as well as some sort of lump sum pension, whatever that is. And it’s good here. We have a laugh, smoke a bit of weed, occasionally get hammered on our days off — it’s okay — better than Leeds anyway.’ 
 
    ‘What about your family, Lee? And friends?’ 
 
    ‘What about them? They won’t miss me and I don’t miss them. Ned’s been more of a dad to me than me own ever was and Darren and Kai are the best mates yer could wish for.’ 
 
    ‘And Ned really has no idea how you came to be here?’ 
 
    He smiled. ‘E thinks it’s a bit of a joke, but none of us want to lose Ned so, as E says, what he don’t know can’t hurt him — or something like that.’ 
 
    ‘No regrets then?’ 
 
    ‘Course I got regrets!’ Lee’s face crumpled. ‘All those dogs injured and killed, all those people’s pets I robbed for bait. I once had to stuff a badly injured one down the trash chute because some fucker said the pigs were coming. Fucking hell, when I think about what I did it makes me sick.’ 
 
    Ned opened the door. ‘What makes you sick, lad?’ 
 
    ‘People that get out of doing their share of the chores.’ Lee glanced at the lounge door. 
 
    ‘Do you know Ellie’s last name?’ Mia kept her tone light. 
 
    Lee shook his head. 
 
    When Ned went into the lounge she whispered a final question. 
 
    ‘Can you at least give me a description of Ellie?’ 
 
    Lee smiled. ‘You won’t need it.’ 
 
    He joined the others in front of the TV and Mia had no choice but to sit and watch an action adventure while worrying about what Lee had meant. 
 
    The following morning, after a quick tour of the kennels for Ned’s benefit, Lee handed her a piece of paper as she was leaving. ‘She’s expecting you,’ was all he said. 
 
    The words Mountain View and a postcode was all that was written on the paper. 
 
    The fog had lifted, but it still swirled around Mia’s brain as she tried to make sense of what was happening. Driving back, she felt like a reverse Moses. He had come down from the mountain with certainty, commandments written in stone. She was descending in a state of utter confusion where good and bad were now concepts lost in the recent past and everything was subjective, up for grabs, open to continual alteration from a myriad of perspectives. 
 
    What the hell was she going to tell Mark? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    Human nature has always been a matter of black and grey. 
 
      
 
    Ellie and Adam’s smiles were indulgent. They were looking over the stable door at another recent arrival. She was a highly strung Arab mare that had been badly abused by its Middle Eastern long-distance rider. Having doped the mare to her eyeballs, she’d broken down on the final mile of a sixty-mile race and on their return home he’d thrashed the living daylights out of her. 
 
    Needless to say, when the team had collected the mare from the multimillion pound property in Ascot, they had delivered a thrashing of their own. Ellie had been particularly pleased with that rescue-revenge operation. It was the first time the core unit had all been used on the same job. They’d broken through the most sophisticated of technical security measures before finding the rider alone in his sumptuous bed. When staff found him the next morning, he was lying unconscious in a pool of congealed blood, with a black turkey feather plastered to his forehead like a brand. He’d been airlifted to a private hospital in London but had refused to speak to the police about either the assault or the theft of one of his horses. The man wanted no publicity that could lead to an FEI investigation. The Federation Equestrian Internationale were already looking into the alleged widespread doping of long-distance horses by Middle Eastern countries, and he didn’t want to give them any further ammunition. 
 
    Fortunately, one of his English grooms decided it was worth his job to give his bastard of a boss such publicity, and he’d sold the story to the papers. His boss was a minor royal and the story became headline news. Ellie had revelled in the naming and shaming that followed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been a good day. The shower’s hot water pummelled Ellie’s tired body and she allowed herself the luxury of imagining the pressurized drops were the tips of Alex’s strong fingers. But it was not ecstasy that made her heart judder to a halt. As soapy fingers ran back over the lump under her left armpit, it was sheer terror that made it start pounding again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Miss Grant. You were right. The lump is malignant and the cancer has already spread beyond what is operable.’ The consultant’s voice remained neutral. 
 
    Just another day at the office for you, Ellie thought. 
 
    Her own voice emerged tight, strangled. ‘How long?’ 
 
    ‘If we can get you on the Herceptin, about six months. If not—’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got money. I can pay. How soon can I get this Herceptin?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll put a call into the BUPA hospital now. If you can get yourself down to Cardiff they’ll probably be able to see you this afternoon. I’m so sorry, Miss Grant, but with this type of breast cancer there’s a genetic inevitability about it that’s as cruel as it gets.’ The doctor rose from her chair and held out a well-manicured hand. 
 
    There was finality to that handshake that drained the last bit of hope from Ellie. What’s for you won’t go by you. Her mother’s favourite adage had immediately taken on a far darker interpretation. This is it. Payback. Universal justice, like her own, had been operating under the radar, sneaking in under a cover of euphoria, planting its time bomb and setting the detonator. By the time she’d found the lump the cancer had reached stage four, with her bones, liver and brain already infected. Confirmation of its presence had seemed to ignite the pain and she’d known then that the upcoming ricin experiment was likely to be her last active operation. 
 
    Two days after the badger baiters died, Gill found Ellie collapsed in the hay barn. Mick had carried her into the house and called the paramedics. Poor Mick. Of all of them he was the most overtly distraught by her prognosis. He’d got drunk for the first time in his life and Alex and Craig had put him to bed. By the time she’d returned from a short hospital stay he seemed back on track, but a dark cloud hung over him and its tension made some of the more sensitive animals skittish. Alex’s face also wore a continual scowl and Gill and Jo showed their concern through boxed sets and homemade cookies. 
 
    While she’d been able to purchase the services of a full-time palliative nurse and whatever drugs were available to return fire on her cancer, Ellie could not buy the positive attitude that everyone claimed would make a real difference. She’d arrived too late at the battle for surgery, and while chemo and radiation might assist in local skirmishes, like shrinking the tumours on her liver to relieve the pain the distended organ was causing, the cure was as hard to bear as the cause. 
 
    In order to try and combat the increasing pain, she’d been willing to try all the non-evasive therapies recommended by her nurse. While she could still walk, Ellie had found herself hugging the odd tree, trying to absorb the life energy that such a huge creation of nature must have. Guided imagery was another recommended way of dealing with the pain — finding a soothing, mental haven. Invariably this resulted in thoughts of Alex making love to her, but instead of being able to relax, more than once she’d found herself rudely ejected from her own daydream by the look of horror on his face as he gazed down on her wasting and diseased body. She’d even let Gill try crystal-healing and reiki on her, but what had worked so well on some animals left her unchanged — still rotting away from the inside. It’s not fucking fair! had become a constant internal mantra. 
 
    Ellie worked hard, trying desperately to organise her legacy, but she’d often become too exhausted to continue even talking and then she just plugged in her iPod. Lyrics that had never held much meaning before were now so poignant she found herself endlessly crying and choosing funeral pieces. She’d never believed in God. When you’d seen as much misery and needless cruelty as she had it was easy to believe in evil, but not God. 
 
    So, her funeral would be humanist, and she’d settled on two songs from the Lord of the Rings soundtrack. She liked the idea that these songs were eulogies for epic heroes who had died fighting for the greater good. 
 
    But time and again her own daily battles were being lost, and she was now confined to bed. Her death bed. Dramatic, but true. She had resigned herself to just managing the pain with opioids while she put all her remaining focus on the main job in hand — making a decision about Doctor Mia Langley. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    The heart hath its reasons, which reason knows nothing of. 
 
      
 
    Alex watched as Mia got out of the mud-splattered BMW with a slow, feline purpose he found immediately exciting. She remained by the car, looking around with unguarded interest. Her small frame reminded him of Ellie, but where Ellie’s assets were constantly camouflaged under baggy t-shirts or thick sweaters, this woman’s breasts pushed blatantly against the white cotton of her tailored shirt. 
 
    He ground his roll-up into the concrete of the main yard and, shoving his hands into the front pockets of his jeans, he walked towards Mia with Hamish jogging jauntily by his side. While the dog felt safe in the knowledge that no one would harm him, Alex was wondering if he’d end up working for this woman or killing her. 
 
    ‘You must be Mia. We’ve been expecting you, lassie.’ His gaze flicked down to the rounded, shadowed ravine at the top of her shirt. 
 
    ‘Lassie?’ Mia’s eyes dropped to Hamish before rising to challenge him. ‘Are you expecting me to come to heel too?’ 
 
    He smiled. ‘Nice to meet you too, Doctor Langley.’ 
 
    Their eyes matched in both colour and intensity and Mia was surprised by the random thought that popped into her head — she wouldn’t mind coming to this man’s heel. She could actually feel her well-groomed edges beginning to soften in the heat of his physicality. Get a fucking grip! 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Alex. It is Alex, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Aye, I’m Ellie’s right-hand man.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    She fought to ignore the physical conversation going on between them, but the hardness of his eyes clashed with his upturned lips and she felt her stomach tighten. Seriously, get a fucking grip — this man’s a killer for Christ’s sake! 
 
    Alex was feeling the same heat. He turned ninety degrees away from her, leant against the car and concentrated on rolling another cigarette. Professional women hated smokers. 
 
    ‘You know as much about me as Ellie wants you to know, Doctor Langley.’ 
 
    Mia watched mesmerized as Alex’s tongue slowly licked the cigarette paper before putting the roll-up in his mouth. As he bent his head to light it, she found herself wondering what that tongue would feel like against her skin. 
 
    ‘Mia, please. So where is the infamous Ellie?’ She tried her most flirtatious smile. ‘Busy planning her next masterstroke?’ 
 
    ‘No, lass. She’s in her bedroom . . . busy dying.’ Alex enjoyed the genuine shock that flooded Mia Langley’s spectacularly pretty face. 
 
    ‘Dying?’ 
 
    ‘Stage four breast cancer.’ He took a deep pull on the tiny cigarette and watched Mia process this information. 
 
    He found himself absorbing her, pulling her in like drawing down on a particularly strong joint. As the surprise of the new information wore off, he saw her features relax and wondered what it would be like to hold that whole body through such tension and release. 
 
    ‘She wants me to bring you straight up, but I want to have a wee chat first.’ He indicated a bench on the edge of a neat lawn that looked out over the mountains. ‘Shall we?’ 
 
    Mia thought they possibly would — at some point. The uncontrollable forces of lust and power. But her mind now grappled with the news of Ellie’s impending death. 
 
    Alex was blunt. ‘I need to know what you’re going to do about Ellie.’ 
 
    ‘Honestly? I don’t know.’ Mia stared into the distance, her mind racing. ‘Ellie dying was not something I’d thought about — I’m not sure how or if it changes anything.’ 
 
    ‘Of course it changes things!’ 
 
    The anguish in Alex’s voice took her by surprise. She turned to look at him, watching as he ground out the roll-up; taking out his distress on the half-finished cigarette, his eyes blinking rapidly. 
 
    You could never be certain how someone would react to an event . . . another life . . . even a suggestion, because they could never be certain. Human lives are ruled by three laws: emotional intellect, biology and the sway of change. She currently felt besieged by all three. 
 
    Alex avoided looking at Mia. ‘Ellie’s forever telling me off about these death-sticks I leave lying about the place . . . but she’s not been outside for a fair few weeks now . . . and there’s more important things to be worrying about than litter.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Alex. My father died of prostate cancer when I was fourteen. I know all about stage four cancer.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I’m aware.’ Alex’s tone was business-like, he didn’t want, couldn’t cope with sympathy. 
 
    ‘You’re aware my dad died of cancer?’ 
 
    ‘Five days after your fourteenth birthday — it must have been a shit party.’ 
 
    ‘Why would you know that? What possible interest could that be to you — or Ellie?’ 
 
    ‘Everything about you is of great interest to Ellie, Doctor Langley. She’ll explain everything to you in a moment, but I needed to see you first.’ 
 
    ‘Why? What is it you expect me to do?’ 
 
    Why the fuck had she just asked that? What she did or didn’t do couldn’t be influenced by an unconvicted killer. It was as though a third party had invaded her brain as she’d driven through the gates of Mountain View. 
 
    ‘I want you to listen to Ellie, lass. Really listen to her — without preconceptions or judgement. Can you do that?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll certainly try, but she — and you — have done some pretty terrible things, Alex.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve done terrible things to terrible people, lass, but there’s been no innocents involved, no collateral damage — on any of our ops.’ 
 
    Mia wasn’t ready for justification or excuses. ‘Are you coming in with me?’ 
 
    Alex shook his head as he continued to stare at the mountains. Raising a hand to shade his eyes from the late afternoon sun, his thumb brushed at their dampness. 
 
    ‘No. You go. Mick’s waiting for you in the kitchen. He’ll show you up.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll see you later then?’ 
 
    ‘Aye, lass. One way or another you’ll be seeing me again.’ 
 
    Hamish had immediately taken Mia’s place on the bench and Alex’s hand found the dog’s waiting neck, giving it an unconscious but affectionate ruffle. 
 
    Mia’s innards churned with a mixture of excitement and fear as she walked towards the farmhouse. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The washed out sun had continued to slide and its dying rays now filtered through the open curtains of Ellie’s bedroom, bathing the plain white duvet with a triangle of pale gold. Two more dogs greeted Mia and Mick with muted interest: a three-legged Jack Russell, who Mick lifted back into Ellie’s waiting arms, and a lurcher who jumped up lightly and lay across the foot of the bed like a furry counterpane. 
 
    ‘You must be Ellie.’ Mia refrained from holding out her hand. 
 
    ‘I’m glad you made it in time, Doctor Langley.’ 
 
    Ellie was supported in a sitting position by several large pillows. She ignored the withheld handshake and gave Mia a weak but genuine smile as she indicated the chair closest to the bed. Her hand then returned to stroking the small dog. She reminded Mia of Blofeld and his cat, but there was nothing overtly melodramatic or sinister about this small, frail woman. 
 
    ‘Call me, Mia . . . please.’ 
 
    ‘Mick, would you be kind enough to bring us tea and some of Gillie’s lovely homemade cookies? I expect that Doctor . . . Mia . . . is hungry after her journey from Scotland.’ 
 
    Mick nodded and closed the door softly behind him. 
 
    Mia went for off-hand. ‘I suppose you know all my movements?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve had a tracker on your car since you visited Johnny’s yard.’ 
 
    ‘Johnny Claybourne did that?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Ellie smiled at the hurt on Mia’s face. ‘One of my boys snuck in while you were in the tack-room. I keep my rescue and revenge operations completely separate and you must do the same.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry?’ 
 
    ‘I’m relying on you to take over both my rescue and revenge operations.’ Ellie’s stare was steady. ‘Mick and Craig will cover the day-to-day running of the shelters and I’ve accountants and admin people looking after the finances, but I want you and Alex to continue with our dark-ops.’ 
 
    ‘The beatings and killings! What the fuck makes you think I’d do that?’ 
 
    Both dogs pricked their ears as the F word exploded into the sick-room. 
 
    ‘Please.’ Ellie’s already drawn face tightened. ‘Don’t play the violence virgin with me, Mia. I haven’t the time or the patience for false indignation.’ 
 
    Mia remembered Alex’s plea and swallowed a bubbling retort. 
 
    Ellie’s eyes softened. ‘When you were just seven years old you tried to kill a boy with an air rifle.’ 
 
    Mia stared at the skeletal woman. She was like a Dickensian ghost, dragging up a buried childhood memory — hard evidence of wrong doing. 
 
    ‘You know about the accident?’ 
 
    ‘Keep calling it that if you want, but I’ve spoken to the boy — well, the man — and he remains convinced you were aiming for his head.’ Ellie’s smile edged into smugness. ‘You don’t think I’d leave over £90,000,000 to someone I haven’t checked out thoroughly?’ 
 
    ‘Ninety million?’ Where Ellie’s voice seemed to strengthen as she spoke, Mia’s was stretched and thin. 
 
    Ellie’s smile widened. Income always overrode indignation. ‘Money seems to breed money. However much I spend, interest and investments keeps it rolling in. I’m sure that aspect will appeal to your love of designer wear and all the other good things in life that can be bought.’ 
 
    Mick returned, carrying a tray with a cup and saucer and an adult-sized, double-handled, porcelain sippy mug. The tray also held sugar and a plate of choc-chip cookies, the sight of which made Mia’s stomach rumble. Was Ellie always right about everything? 
 
    Mick made a space for the tray on the bedside table and handed Ellie her mug with a tenderness Mia found startling. He then left without saying a word; as though he knew what had already been said and was left to be said. 
 
    Mia stirred a heaped teaspoon of sugar into her tea — she needed the sugar rush. Ellie’s knowledge of her own act of vengeance was a small link between them which would be hard to ignore. She’d only been a kid, but she felt the moral high ground give a little. 
 
    ‘And shooting the boy who shot your cat is not your only foray into violence is it, Mia? Suspended from school for fighting — stabbing a girl with a compass I believe, for what? Taking your boyfriend? You and I have a lot more in common than you’d think. Although, where you’ve always had trouble keeping your men, I’ve never been able to attract them in the first place — even with all this money. But then I don’t look like you.’ 
 
    The white-hot rages of Mia’s childhood had been pure, untainted by compromise and ethics. She suddenly remembered what it felt like. The fury, the feel of the hard metal under her pudgy index finger, the surge of power she’d experienced as that finger pulled back on the trigger and, finally, the immense sense of satisfaction at the look of horror on the boy’s face, the sight of his seeping blood and his scream of shock and pain. It had been the same with Tracy and the compass. 
 
    ‘I think there’s been a sort of destiny between you and me, Mia. Ever since you pulled that trigger and I found a lottery ticket.’ Ellie held her cup with both hands as she took a sip of tea. ‘I believe it’s what’s brought us together at this time in your life and my death.’ She kept her gaze on the cup and her expression and tone remained neutral, matter-of-fact, as though she was discussing the contents of a shopping list or menu. 
 
    Mia’s eyes dropped to the plate of biscuits and she reached for one. She chewed it slowly, giving herself time to think. In the last few weeks her world view had been shifting and in the last few minutes it had received several violent kicks, but things were also beginning to make more sense. She looked directly at Ellie. 
 
    ‘I was aiming for his eye.’ 
 
    ‘An eye for an eye — exactly what we’re about!’ Ellie relaxed back into her pillows, gazing at the ceiling, relieving Mia of any further pressure; a reward for making the right decision. 
 
    Years ago, Ellie had studied with a horse whisperer. He’d taught her how to keep chasing a horse away with a long rope until it showed signs of submission by lowering its neck and making chewing motions with its mouth. This said I want to be part of the herd again and, when it happened, you could stop chasing and walk away. The horse would now approach you and, if true ‘join-up’ had been achieved, it would continue to follow you. Once join-up occurred you’d never need to chase that horse again, they’d follow you anywhere. Ellie slid her gaze back to Mia and smiled as she watched her slowly chewing on a second biscuit. 
 
    ‘I’d be grateful if you could stay for a while, Mia. There’s a lot to discuss but I tire very quickly these days. Mick will show you to your room and we’ll talk again after dinner.’ Ellie closed her eyes, effectively ending the conversation and dismissing Mia. 
 
    ‘You can’t just assume I’ll take the job — that I’ll say yes!’ 
 
    But Ellie’s eyes remained closed and Mia’s indignation had nowhere to go. She could hardly shake awake a dying woman. 
 
    Fine! Let her assume. It’ll help me to get a proper handle on things –you’re not the only one who can play games, lady. 
 
    Alex was waiting outside Ellie’s bedroom. ‘So, lass, are you to be my new boss?’ 
 
    The question ignited a new set of fireworks in Mia’s frazzled brain. ‘I think the drugs are making that woman delusional.’ 
 
    ‘I think it would be good if you said yes.’ 
 
    ‘You think? And what if I say no?’ 
 
    Alex’s face remained passive. ‘Accepting the use of so much money is a big deal, lass.’ 
 
    ‘You know about her offer?’ 
 
    Alex raised an eyebrow. It was a stupid question. ‘You can find yourself writing a blank cheque against your soul . . . Ellie did.’ 
 
    ‘What about your soul, Alex?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t confuse souls with morals, lass. My soul is still my own — it was my morality that got lost in the Afghan mountains.’ He entered Ellie’s bedroom, closing the door softly behind him. 
 
    Mick was waiting at the top of the stairs with her overnight bag. He showed her to a large, elegantly furnished bedroom with floor to ceiling windows that took in the panorama of the mountains. 
 
    ‘This is a well named house,’ she observed. 
 
    Mick nodded. 
 
    ‘You’re a man of few words.’ 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    ‘How long have you known Ellie, Mick?’ 
 
    ‘Long enough to know she’s got a large heart and a generous soul.’ 
 
    ‘Towards animals—’ 
 
    ‘Towards me. Ellie Grant is the kindest person I have ever met and if I could take her place, take her cancer; I would do it in a heartbeat.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know about her dark-ops?’ 
 
    The question was met with a blank stare. 
 
    ‘Do you know she has just offered me her millions, to take over from her when she …’ 
 
    ‘We’ve discussed . . . everything.’ 
 
    ‘So you do know about her dark-ops!’ 
 
    ‘Dinner will be at seven — in the kitchen. I’ll leave you to settle in, Doctor Langley—’ 
 
    ‘Mia, please.’ 
 
    Mick nodded and left. 
 
    What the fuck had just happened? She needed a drink, but this was no hotel room — this was a house full of murderers. She was mad to have come here on her own. Why? Why had she done that? Why had she kept Mark in the dark? She could just phone him now. Get backup, but instead she sank into a yellow satin-covered armchair and took in the view. 
 
    Ellie as a person no longer seemed important. The justice system would grind too slow to have any impact on her, and when she died her crimes would die with her. Alex, on the other hand, was what she had always been about: a world of what-ifs and maybes wrapped up in a body she desperately wanted to possess and be possessed by. She would have to decide, and decide quickly — was he a murderer she needed to bring to justice, or the cherry on top of a £90,000,000 cake. She could do a lot of good with £90,000,000. She could carry on Ellie’s good work and prevent all of the bad. She could make a difference . . . but in comfort. She had a lot to think about. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    It is a rare thing to live unbruised. 
 
      
 
    When the West Midlands SIO saw the black turkey feather placed on the heart of the first victim, he immediately contacted the NCA. Thanks to force helicopter hopping, he was joined at the scene by Mark Johnson within hours. The local man knew him from various CID courses. 
 
    ‘You’ve done well for yourself,’ Ron Duncan observed as Mark walked towards him. ‘NCA, hey? What’s it like?’ 
 
    ‘Fucking brilliant!’ Mark grinned as they shook hands. ‘But I’m only on secondment ’til this bloody woman and her merry men are caught.’ 
 
    Ron handed him a white CSI suit and face mask. He was already attired in the same get-up with the mask pulled up on his forehead. 
 
    ‘Solve this one, mate, and they’ll be begging you to stay.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve never hankered after the bright lights of London?’ Mark stepped elegantly into the paper suit. 
 
    ‘Too long in the tooth — only got nine more months before I cash in my lump sum for a world cruise and a life of lie-ins.’ 
 
    Mark smiled again, and then adopted an expression he could tolerate seeing on the TV that night. As they approached the police cordon outside Mandela Towers, the large press pack shouted questions and jostled to get pictures of him and Ron in action. Ducking under the police tape that separated the crime scene from both the professionally curious and the passerby, they gave their names to the uniform bobby recording everyone who entered and left the scene. A barrage of camera flashes illuminated the grey morning sky, but as soon as the men stepped around the huge blue plastic sheets screening the Volvo, the cameras and questions fell silent. 
 
    Mark followed the metal plates that marked the forensic safe route to the vehicle, before squatting and peering through the open off-side rear door. The younger male was curled up on the floor behind the front passenger seat. There was enough room for him to do this because the seat had been pulled well forward. The lad was bent double, as though crouched over an imaginary toilet suffering from severe stomach cramps. Mark wondered if his foetal position hid some sort of wound, although he couldn’t see any blood. The older man had obviously been sitting behind the driver, but he was now slumped across the back seat with his upturned head near the lad’s body. His grey-blue eyes stared at the vehicle’s stained roof, his mouth frozen open in contorted agony. The black turkey feather had been placed across the man’s heart and Mark assumed a second feather would be found somewhere on the younger man when he was eventually removed from the car. 
 
    Mark looked across at Ron who was squatting at the opposite rear door. ‘Odd positions — likely cause of death?’ 
 
    ‘We’re thinking poison of some sort. There’s no obvious signs of a beating and no blood from gunshot or stab wounds. But there does appear to be some burning around the mouth.’ Ron’s latex covered index finger circled the dead man’s blue lips. 
 
    ‘No containers I suppose?’ 
 
    ‘Nope. Apart from the bodies and feather, everything else has been wiped clean or they were wearing gloves.’ 
 
    ‘Well, they certainly appear to be expanding their repertoire.’ Mark stood up. ‘Let me know the times for the PMs, will you — I’d like to be there.’ 
 
    Ron nodded and signalled the CSI officers over, telling them they could start the slow process of removing the bodies. It would take hours as each movement would need to be videoed and photographed and any loose evidence, such as black feathers, bagged and tagged. The unmarked undertaker’s van was waiting, but the driver and his assistant knew the score. They remained in their vehicle drinking coffee from a flask and consuming homemade sandwiches as they waited for their walk-on part in this national drama. 
 
    Mark was already pulling off his CSI suit as he headed for the cordon. Where the hell was Mia when he needed her? He’d left several messages on her mobile but had still not heard from her which, in the circumstances, was bordering on the unprofessional. She couldn’t have been without a signal for so many days. Even if reception was poor in the Highlands, you’d think she’d at least check in on a landline. Despite his best efforts, images of her ‘otherwise engaged’ in some tartan-themed hotel room, kept floating into his over-tired brain. He was thinking about Mia a lot — too much. Her absence from the London incident room was so noticeable that every time someone walked in he’d found himself looking up, hoping it would be her. 
 
    Due to the black feather, the post-mortems were conducted that afternoon. Mark initially felt sad that the two men turned out to be a father and son; there was always something a bit more tragic about family members being murdered together. But the sadness vanished when Ron updated him on local intelligence. 
 
    ‘They were both actively involved in badger baiting and dog-fighting rings. CSI examination of the Volvo’s boot shows badger and dog hairs as well as fairly large blood samples from both kinds of animal.’ 
 
    Bastards! Mark could hear Mia’s indignation reverberating inside his head. 
 
    The post-mortem provided game-changing information. 
 
    Toxicology had been both expansive and fast. It identified the poison as ricin, ingested in a liquid form mixed with alcohol. The report also confirmed what had been so clearly written on the faces of the two men — their deaths had been slow and painful. The ricin had been strong enough to cause burns the whole way down the throat and oesophagus as well as the stomach itself. Death was estimated within fifteen minutes of consumption, fixing the time of the double murders at around three that morning. The car had been found at five, so while motive and means had already been established, there was still a two hour time frame to be covered. Ron already had someone checking the automatic number plate recognition cameras for the Volvo. 
 
    ‘The press are waiting.’ The local DI sounded gloomy. ‘I hate bloody press conferences; like a pack of dogs at feeding time — always wanting more than you can give them.’ 
 
    Mark nodded acknowledgement. ‘Can you deal with them? I need to get back to London and brief Gold Command.’ 
 
    He’d have to brief the Met Commissioner, who’d then brief the Home Secretary who would then undoubtedly liaise with MI5 and MI6. Ricin was playing with the big boys and this whole case had just moved into new territory. Where the fuck was Mia? 
 
    He turned to Ron. ‘Make sure no mention is made of the ricin. This information stays between you, me and the toxicology report, Ron. No one else — not even anyone in your incident room knows about this until I say so — clear?’ Ron nodded. ‘They already know about the feather from the bloke who found the bodies, but give them nothing else. It’ll cause mass panic if it gets out.’ He hurried from the room to make a call on a secure line. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mark had only been in his own Chief’s office once, but the Met Commissioner’s was far bigger: a glass fronted monstrosity that had the square footage of a medium sized flat. The Commissioner had just given him the surprising news that he was to remain in charge of the case, with intelligence services support when he needed it. 
 
    ‘Your DI Matt Brown has the necessary anti-terror experience so he’ll act as your SPOC with the security services.’ The Commissioner looked drawn. ‘And, as agreed, the use of ricin must be kept from the media for as long as possible, so no one else in the incident room is to be told of this . . . complication.’ She gave the SIO a nod of dismissal. 
 
    Mark desperately wanted to share this upgrading of offending with Mia but it was not something he could do via email or answer phone. So he texted her — come back ASAP, developments! 
 
    But it was over twenty-four hours of him continuously checking his phone before he actually got to speak to her directly. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry to let you down, Mark, but I’ve had to take compassionate leave. My mum just can’t manage on her own. The fall’s broken more than her ankle — it’s shaken all her self-confidence.’ Mia sounded truly sorry, and he wondered if she was missing him as much as he was missing her. 
 
    ‘Well, just let me know if there’s anything I can do. I — we’ll be very glad to get you back whenever you can come. Things have moved up a notch this end.’ 
 
    ‘Anything I need to know about?’ 
 
    ‘Yep. But nothing I can talk about over the phone.’ 
 
    He hoped this might whet Mia’s appetite enough for her to offer to at least meet him, however briefly, but her mother seemed to be all she could think about. 
 
    ‘Okay. You’ve got my number for anything else. It should only be a week or two.’ Mark was left standing with the silent phone still held to his ear. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    Extremism in the defence of the undefended is no vice and moderation in the pursuit of justice is no virtue. 
 
      
 
    Ellie met with Alex and Mia every morning and afternoon. The meetings lasted for as long as she remained compos mentis. As she worked her way towards death, the only thing Ellie retained any direct control of was the small red button connected to her morphine drip. She always waited as long as she could before pressing it, as the drug made her sleepy and useless. 
 
    She was frustrated by the pain and the need for opioids, but Mia seemed to be picking things up very quickly . . . including Alex. After their first two meetings, he’d arrived the following day with a new haircut and a closely trimmed beard. His green eyes were accentuated by the blue of a new button-down collar, double-seamed shirt, and Ellie had never seen him look so . . . weirdly handsome . . . so focussed. What should have been a reciprocal wow on her part, died in her throat; none of this was for her benefit and this pain was as hard as the cancer’s. 
 
    That night, when Mia and Alex had gone out to dinner, Mick found Ellie racked with sobs. They were the silent kind, exiting the body through hunched shoulders as tears coursed down both her cheeks, continuing to flow despite Toby’s best efforts to lick them away. Mick hitched himself onto the bed and put his wiry arms around the shell of the woman he had grown to love. 
 
    ‘Best let them flow, Ellie. There’s no stopping tears when something hurts this bad.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not fair!’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s not.’ Mick gave her a gentle squeeze. ‘But, if you had to choose . . . between Alex and your work . . . what would it be?’ 
 
    ‘Love or money?’ Using the heels of her hands she brushed angrily at her tears, embarrassed as much by their existence as by Mick seeing them. ‘Why should I have to choose? Why couldn’t I have both?’ 
 
    ‘Because, in my experience, most people have to make a choice at some point between what they want and what they need. So . . . money or love?’ 
 
    Ellie let the tears fall. It was good to have something concrete to focus on. It stopped images of Alex and Mia’s naked bodies rolling around her morphine-clouded brain. Looking back at what she’d achieved in a relatively small space of time, the tears gradually stopped; like an engine running out of petrol, one last small shudder and they were gone. She smiled down at Toby and gave his ears a reassuring flip. 
 
    ‘The money . . . of course.’ 
 
    ‘Then don’t begrudge Alex the love. I’m sure he never saw it coming. I certainly didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘You? You’re in love with Mia too?’ She turned to look at a face whose lines had deepened dramatically since her diagnosis. 
 
    ‘No, you idiot, you! As a daughter mind — only as a daughter. I’m the wrong side of sixty, Ellie and, apart from my mother, you’re the first and last person I will ever love.’ Mick stared out of the large bedroom window. 
 
    Ellie insisted the curtains were always pulled back. She liked watching the moon’s slow progress. It was company in the small hours. 
 
    ‘Never use the word only when talking about love, Mick.’ Her voice was thick with drugged drowsiness. ‘Mum once told me that love is like light . . . everyone thinks they know what it is, but it’s hard to pin down . . . to explain. Everyone sees it differently.’ She nestled back into Mick’s arms. ‘You’ve no idea how much your love means to me. I never had a father.’ She wrapped her skeletal arms around his lean body. It was like hugging an ancient olive tree — the sort bent by wind but surviving a thousand years without much water. ‘I don’t want to die a virgin . . . I never got to see . . . to experience . . . something as wonderful as I imagine the Northern Lights could be.’ 
 
    ‘Nobody’s ever died from a lack of sex, Ellie — it’s a lack of love that kills us.’ 
 
    But Ellie was asleep. Mick held onto this most intimate moment of human contact, brushing her hair from her face with a nicotine-stained finger. A tear of his own ran slowly down his wrinkled face to meld with Ellie’s sadness and regret. 
 
    The next morning, Ellie found a copy of The Serenity Prayer under the fruit juice on her breakfast tray. She was touched by both the thought and immense effort that had gone into this simple act of kindness. Mick was barely literate and appeared to have written the prayer from memory. The writing was childlike with plenty of spelling mistakes and not much punctuation, but his intent shone through and made her cry again. While she’d never have Mia’s education and intellect, she had developed enough wisdom to try and ignore the things she couldn’t change, and she deeply appreciated Mick’s recognition of this. It had taken a long time to come to terms with the various compromises she’d been forced to make, and she sometimes still struggled to bear these costs with swan-like serenity. 
 
    Alex and Mia were drinking coffee in the kitchen when Mick walked back in. Despite the expanse of scrubbed pine available, the two were sitting as close as they could get to each other with just the corner of the table separating them. When Mick entered, Alex had immediately leant back in his chair. Mick was having none of it. 
 
    Walking behind Alex, he suddenly turned and wrapped his right forearm around Alex’s throat, placing the ex-SAS man in a vice-like head lock which he secured by clasping his right wrist with his left hand and pulling both hands back towards his own chest. Alex was caught off guard and was struggling to breathe, never mind speak. 
 
    Mia stared at the two men — at a complete loss as to what was happening. 
 
    Bending forward, Mick spoke into Alex’s left ear. ‘If either of you,’ he glanced across at Mia, shooting her a look of concentrated malevolence that drew her into the violence, ‘ever,’ he gave Alex’s throat an extra squeeze, ‘do anything to hurt Ellie again, I’ll personally make the pair of you the subject of my own dark-op. Understand?’ Alex managed a slight nod which Mia reinforced with a bigger one. ‘You keep your personal antics out of Ellie’s bedroom. You focus entirely on what she says and on what she wants. You keep your lovelorn eyes on her, not each other and you dress and act normally. Have I made myself clear?’ The question received two more nods. 
 
    Mick released his grip and walked over to the sink as though nothing more than a ‘good morning’ had been exchanged. 
 
    Alex flicked his eyes at Mia, indicating she was to leave, but she mimed concern that Alex was not to retaliate. He smiled and nodded confirmation as he rubbed life back into his Adam’s apple. 
 
    Mia left the kitchen with a sudden sense of shame, fearful of how Alex might react to his share of it. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Mick.’ Alex stood by the small man, who was wiping down the draining board. 
 
    ‘It’s not me you should be apologizing to.’ 
 
    ‘True, but I can hardly go to E and apologize for being in love with Mia.’ ‘That’s not what I’m asking.’ Mick straightened his back and glared up at Alex. 
 
    ‘I know, I know!’ He held his hands up, fending off another attack from Ellie’s tenacious guard dog. ‘But you’re right. I never meant to, but I have been disrespectful of E. It’s just . . .’ Alex struggled to find the right words. This was never a conversation he’d imagined having with any man, let alone Mick. ‘It’s just that Mia’s bowled me over. I’m smitten, Mick. I’ve never felt like this about any other lass and I forgot about E for a while.’ 
 
    Mia, out of sight but within earshot, had her world blown apart for the second time in as many weeks. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ellie had found herself struggling to keep Mia and Alex focussed on her vision of what was to happen after her death, and decided it would be easier to speak to them separately. When neither of them queried this change, she felt both patronized and angry. She knew Mick wouldn’t have said anything, which meant her feelings for Alex and her jealousy of Mia must have been obvious to everyone — including Alex. 
 
    She forced a smile as Mia entered the bedroom. Despite being on her own, the woman had a spring in her step and a glint in her eye that Ellie hated. Mia’s eyes now held the same light of hope that Wilma and her mother had shared with the world, for a short time. But Wilma, like her namesake, had died. And now it was her turn. She had lost all hope of survival, all hope of love. All that remained was her own battle with death and how she could make best use of the inevitable. This final flexion of her soul mattered. 
 
    Mia sat next to the bed and opened the ring-backed notepad Ellie insisted she use. 
 
    ‘Anything relating to dark-ops is never entered onto any type of IT system, Mia. Only use pen and paper which, unlike a hard drive, is impossible to hack and easy to permanently erase. The ringed-spine means you can remove pages without anyone knowing how many are missing and when there’s not many left, recycle the pad to rescue work.’ 
 
    Mia had also been impressed when Ellie’d told her to rip out both the written on sheet and the one underneath, so that ESRA tests could not be used to reveal any invisible pressure copy on the underlying page. 
 
    ‘At the end of each working day, dark-op paperwork no longer in use will be burnt by Mick.’ 
 
    Ellie waited for Mia to look up from the pad. ‘You need to lean forward, Mia . . . let fate catch sight of you. You need to stick your head above the parapet.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not fate I’m worried about, Ellie. It’s the NCA catching any sight of what I’m up to. And anyway, I don’t believe in fate — it relieves the believer of taking responsibility for their actions.’ 
 
    Ellie held her gaze. ‘Whereas believing in karma makes you responsible for them.’ 
 
    Mick, who was walking towards the bedroom door with an armful of dirty bedding, joined in the debate. 
 
    ‘In my experience there’s no bargaining with either.’ 
 
    Neither woman acknowledged his wisdom and he closed the door behind him. 
 
    ‘Mia, fate put me in a position where I was able to give my life meaning. You can give my death meaning.’ 
 
    Ellie, a woman guilty of so many crimes, was not above emotional blackmail. The question of succession, or more specifically the manner of succession, remained a weeping centrepiece between them, blocking their view of each other and preventing the conversation from moving forwards. 
 
    Ellie’s eyes now held a soft desperation that Mia was finding increasingly hard to resist. She had found it relatively easy to lie to Mark and she was keeping things from both Alex and Mick, but she seemed unable to lie to Ellie. She just couldn’t tell her what she wanted to hear. 
 
    ‘You have such drive, Ellie, an internal truth that won’t brook compromise. It’s given you a strength I don’t have and, to be honest, I wonder if the price you’ve paid has been too high.’ 
 
    ‘The cancer.’ 
 
    ‘No, not exactly. You have strength but not peace. I value my peace, Ellie.’ 
 
    ‘Believe it or not, I do have peace.’ 
 
    Ellie closed her eyes and was silent for so long that Mia wondered if she’d drifted off again. The high morphine dosage meant she could fall asleep halfway through a sentence. But not this time. Ellie opened her eyes and turned them on Mia. 
 
    ‘I’ve had to make choices, Mia — some hard, some easy. But I accept all of the consequences.’ Her hand rose from the duvet in an action designed to demonstrate a sweeping away of all things, but the effort was too much and gravity forced it down again. ‘I’ve always believed that making a mistake . . . based on actions of good intent . . . is far better . . . than the mistake of doing nothing. And . . . as I keep telling you . . . the ability to act brings a responsibility to do so.’ 
 
    ‘I see that, Ellie. I do, really. But I’m with Mark Twain on this one — I don’t intend reaching my own grave via another woman’s road.’ 
 
    Mick had returned with yet another tray of tea and Mia’s words made him wince. But she continued unabashed. The one thing Ellie appreciated these days was the speed of utter honesty. 
 
    ‘If I do this, if I take on your fortune and your operations, I must do things my way.’ 
 
    ‘But my way gets results.’ 
 
    ‘As will mine. Take this Danish job you’re proposing. You want Alex and his men to kill all the inhabitants of the village—’ 
 
    ‘All the inhabitants are responsible for the slaughtering of those whales — clubbing them to death with tyre wrenches, for Christ’s sake!’ 
 
    ‘But club them to death?’ 
 
    ‘Only after they’ve been gassed, beached, and left helpless — like the whales.’ 
 
    ‘Ellie — clubbing even an unconscious child to death will weigh too heavy on the hardest of souls.’ 
 
    Mia could not bear to think of a child’s blood running through fingers which now regularly caressed her to peaks of ecstasy she had never experienced before. 
 
    ‘They get paid well enough!’ Ellie knew she was missing the point, but pain made her impatient and she was increasingly opting for conversational shortcuts. ‘They actually sit their children on top of these dying, screaming beasts, and urge them on in their juvenile violence. An eye for an eye, Mia — that’s how it has to be!’ Ellie lay back against her pillows, exhausted by the emotion that still coursed through her veins, giving false and temporary strength to her polluted body. 
 
    ‘But I’m saying it’s not how it has to be. I need to choose the means, Ellie, but I promise you, the end will be met. The slaughter will be stopped.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘We use the ricin to contaminate the buildings and the streets, keeping the shoreline and surrounding countryside clear. But we round up the villagers first and march them inland for a mile or so.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll let the bastards live?’ 
 
    ‘Yes . . . unless anyone puts up resistance. Then and only then will they get the beating you want. But, most importantly, we’ll be putting an end to the slaughter of whales on that beach forever. We’ll also be sending out a global message that can’t be ignored and lost amidst the outrage of your proposed savagery. The bigger picture, Ellie, think of the bigger picture. Revenge has got to be palatable — it has got to be about more than making you feel better.’ 
 
    ‘You think this is what it’s all been about? Making me feel better!’ 
 
    ‘No! Of course not! But my default setting is probation, Ellie, not execution. I’m not you, but I want to carry on the best part of you. The part that listens to the guilty before passing sentence, the part that is willing to give a second chance, the part that stretches out an open hand as well as striking with a clenched fist.’ Mia grabbed Ellie’s paper-thin hand. ‘That way extraordinary things happen — look at Johnny, Lee and the other boys you’ve helped.’ 
 
    Ellie closed her eyes, resigned to the fact that Mia would be left with it all her own way anyway. Alex would do whatever she said because Alex was in love with Mia. 
 
    ‘I give up . . . do it your way.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    Impartiality only ever helped the tormentor — never the tormented. 
 
      
 
    When Mia returned from compassionate leave, she was met by smiles from the growing number of detectives in the NCA’s incident room. Knocking on the SIO’s door, she heard a familiar Yorkshire twang to the ‘come in’, and was horrified to find Mark Johnson sitting behind the oversized desk, transplanted from Leeds to London. 
 
    ‘It’s great to have you back, Mia!’ Mark’s enthusiasm propelled him from his high backed leather chair and he planted a kiss on her cheek. ‘Things have really moved along in the last few weeks.’ 
 
    ‘I can see that.’ Her own smile was fixed. ‘I didn’t know you were PiP four trained.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not, but Gold Command liked the way I — we — thought re our body.’ Mark gave her a conspiratorial wink. ‘They decided my PiP three and experience would be enough for a trial run. This is it, Mia: my big break — my chance to bag a serial killer.’ 
 
    ‘I’m happy for you.’ She sat down. 
 
    ‘And now I’ve got all this power,’ Mark waved his hand towards the bustle of the incident room, ‘I’ve brought Sandy on board too.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever for?’ 
 
    ‘I thought you’d be pleased. She’s the best West Yorkshire has and I wanted to gain some forensic consistency between the crime scenes.’ 
 
    She saw his sideways look. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Mark . . . I’m just a little . . . tired — it’s a great idea! Our little lady killer had better watch out — her card is being well and truly marked!’ 
 
    ‘I was sorry to hear about your mother. The fall was obviously far more serious than you first thought?’ 
 
    ‘It was.’ She shrugged off the lie. 
 
    Mark could sense Mia wanted the subject dropped and so leapt into the distraction of work. ‘So, let me fill you in on what’s been happening here.’ 
 
    Mia reached into her new attaché case and took out a ring-backed notebook. 
 
    ‘What’s happened to your iPad?’ 
 
    ‘Believe it or not, it got nicked. So now I keep important stuff in a little old notebook that no one will look at twice.’ 
 
    Mark waved an expensive looking pen at the notebook. ‘But you can’t password protect that.’ 
 
    ‘Your DCs can’t password protect their pocket notebooks either, but they still use them.’ 
 
    ‘True.’ 
 
    Mark sensed something still wasn’t quite right. There appeared to be a new barrier between them. It couldn’t be work related. Mia obviously had her mind on other things. Tartan-themed hotel rooms perhaps? Or, more likely, the unexpected death of her mother. Grief. Plain and simple. That was it. 
 
    He started on the update, hoping that they’d be able to at least re-establish their working relationship. ‘Anyway — these big developments — two more bodies have been found in Birmingham: a father and son who sourced badgers for baiting.’ 
 
    ‘I read about it online, but no cause of death was given.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s the thing, and why we’ve got anti-terror detectives on the team. Toxicology shows they died from ricin poisoning!’ 
 
    ‘Shit!’ 
 
    What the fuck? Why had no one told her they’d already used this stuff? After Mick’s intervention, she and Alex had spent very little time together in Ellie’s presence, and Ellie had insisted on working through everything in chronological order. The longer it had taken, the sicker she’d become and the increased morphine had resulted in more disjointed, sometimes repetitive discussions. Obviously some areas, some fucking important areas, had been missed completely. 
 
    Recovering, she asked, ‘What’s ricin got to do with badger baiting?’ Mark shrugged. He was still staring at her as though he had X-ray vision. 
 
    ‘And the turkey feathers?’ 
 
    ‘Theatrically placed over their hearts. But ricin, Mia! It looks to me as though she’s planning something really big. That poison’s a weapon of mass destruction — not individual murder.’ 
 
    ‘It’s certainly worrying.’ She then confirmed what Mark was already thinking. ‘It looks like these two were some sort of human experiment.’ 
 
    ‘My thoughts exactly!’ 
 
    ‘The media obviously doesn’t know about this development?’ 
 
    ‘God, no. Imagine the panic! In fact you, me, and Matt Brown, my DI, the Commissioner and the toxicologist are the only ones that know . . . at the moment.’ 
 
    ‘Sandy?’ 
 
    ‘Nope.’ 
 
    ‘What about the anti-terrorist DCs?’ 
 
    ‘They’re just here to swell numbers. From a political point of view we need to be seen to be throwing everything we’ve got at this bloody woman.’ 
 
    Mia pictured the diminutive Ellie lying in her bed, her body so wasted it hardly disturbed the shape of the duvet. She also wondered what would happen to the investigation if Mark, and the handful of people that knew about the ricin, were . . . removed. It was a stupid, illogical thought that frightened her. There’ll be no collateral damage on my watch! No unnecessary deaths — in fact no deaths at all if I can help it. I’m going to be the exception to the rule! I’m going to prove there is such a thing as a ‘good terrorist’! 
 
    She started reviewing all the evidence collected in her absence, freely suggesting lines of possible enquiry that seemed good, but she knew would come to nothing. 
 
    ‘We’ve also found this.’ Mark tossed her another CSI photo. It was the remains of a small white roll-up. 
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘Near the baiters’ Volvo.’ 
 
    ‘Theirs?’ 
 
    ‘Nope. Family say the old boy quit years ago and his son never started.’ 
 
    ‘So why do we think it’s connected to the vehicle?’ 
 
    ‘It was only a few inches from the driver’s door.’ 
 
    ‘DNA?’ 
 
    ‘Awaiting results.’ 
 
    ‘Anything else found in the car?’ 
 
    ‘Nope. Smudged prints belonging to the father and son, but the vehicle had been wiped.’ 
 
    ‘Which suggests it was used by the killers.’ 
 
    She now hated that word. 
 
    ‘Yep — family and neighbours have been surprisingly forthcoming. A badger baiting had been organised for that Saturday night and quite a few people have admitted to knowing the Bradys were responsible for sourcing the poor bloody badger. It looks like our killers knew it too. We’re doing ANPR on the Volvo to see if anyone followed them the night of their death.’ 
 
    ‘Call of nature!’ Mia hurried to the ladies. 
 
    After checking each of the three stalls was empty, she got out a small pay-as-you-go mobile and rang Alex. She was still mulling over what to say about the ricin murders, but the fag end and automatic number plate recognition were no-brainers. 
 
    ‘Alex!’ 
 
    ‘Yes, lass. What’s up?’ 
 
    ‘You’re up, you idiot! They’ve got one of your roll-ups from near the baiters’ Volvo. Why the fuck didn’t you tell me about the ricin? Jesus, Alex — human guinea pigs! What were you thinking? Don’t answer that — I haven’t time. What if the roll-up comes back a match?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got no record — what are they going to match it against?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t you have to give a DNA sample when you joined the army?’ 
 
    ‘Me and 80,000 other guys — for body identification if we were blown up. But police aren’t allowed access to that database.’ 
 
    ‘What about family?’ 
 
    ‘What about them?’ 
 
    ‘There’s such a thing as familial DNA. Any closely related males with a criminal record?’ 
 
    ‘My brother’s as clean as a whistle. Wouldn’t say boo to a goose let alone steal one — or kill it.’ 
 
    ‘And your father?’ 
 
    ‘He left home when I was fifteen. Not seen him since.’ 
 
    ‘Was he the type to have a record?’ There was silence on the other end of the phone. ‘Alex?’ 
 
    ‘He used to belt my mother . . . before I got big enough to belt him back. But plods don’t care about domestics — especially in bonny Scotland.’ 
 
    Mia didn’t feel particularly reassured. ‘They’re also doing ANPR of the baiters’ Volvo to see if anyone followed them from Birmingham.’ 
 
    ‘How green do you think we are, lass? All dark-op vehicles are cloned.’ 
 
    ‘On false plates?’ 
 
    ‘No, cloned. Whenever we purchase a new vehicle we do surveillance on the dealership and get the index number of a same make and model. An old army mate at DVLC then supplies me with details of the new keeper. The driver memorizes those details so if they’re ever stopped they can give the correct information. We don’t even bother with insurance because the real keeper does that for us, and, as Jo does all the servicing at Mountain View, our dark-op vehicles are plod-proof.’ 
 
    ‘Fine!’ It was far from fine but Mia needed to get back. This whole double-agent crap was far harder than she’d expected. ‘I’ll see you at the weekend. How’s E doing?’ 
 
    ‘She’s holding on, lass. But we’ll need to make a decision soon if we intend using her death in any way.’ Mia heard the crack in his voice. 
 
    ‘Yes. I know. I’ve got enough info to help make it. If she worsens call me and I’ll come back ASAP.’ 
 
    ‘Will do . . . Love you, lass.’ 
 
    ‘Love you, too.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    The wrong side of heaven but the righteous side of hell. 
 
      
 
    ‘She wants her death to serve some purpose, Mia! It seems like you just want her to slip quietly into the night, but you know that’s not what she wants!’ 
 
    ‘I know, Mick. But if I’m to continue where E leaves off, she needs to go without the media fanfare of a deathbed confession.’ 
 
    Mick looked to Alex, who found himself between the proverbial rock and a hard place. 
 
    ‘Look, Mia, if you lead the NCA to E now, you’ll both get some glory and you’ll be — what do they call it — future-proofed. You’ll be solid with the plods and in a better position to protect us in the future.’ 
 
    It was Mia’s turn to glare at Alex, who this time raised his hands and retreated from what had become a set piece — something to fill in the time. Ellie was unlikely to last the night. 
 
    He climbed the stairs and entered her bedroom with Hamish at his heels. 
 
    ‘How you doin’, lass?’ 
 
    Holding her hand, he caressed the back of it with such tenderness that Ellie relived the stab of jealousy she’d felt when she’d watched him stroke Wilma’s neck. 
 
    ‘Okay. They still arguing?’ Her mouth was continually dry and her voice held a rasp that Alex had heard before. 
 
    ‘Aye. You chose well, lass. Mia’s the spit of you — insisting things are done her way.’ 
 
    He took a raspberry-flavoured ice chip from the flask on the bedside table, and ran it slowly along her cracked lips. In another time and place the gesture could have been sensual, but now it just mocked her wasted body with what might have . . . what should have been. She turned her head and gazed out of the window but her sight, like the rest of her, was failing, and the view was just a memory. 
 
    While she’d reluctantly accepted the loss of Alex, Ellie remained angry that her fortune could not buy her more time. Why had fate given her the money if she wasn’t going to be allowed to spend it? If a good spirit (the title God came with too much baggage) had provided her with the winning ticket, then she had done good work. If, on the other hand, the Devil had provided it, then she had probably done plenty of his work too. 
 
    She heard Mick and Mia enter, Mick immediately hurrying to her free side. The two men in her life flanked her bed like frightened sentinels –powerless to stop her departure. She groaned and the nurse shouldered her way past Mick to give the morphine drip another large twist. She could feel his panic and wanted to comfort him, but she didn’t have the strength. 
 
    Mick shot the nurse an enquiring glance but the woman just shook her head. She was fairly certain she’d be returning to her own home the following day. Ellie’s two dogs had not left her bed for three days, except to rush outside for a pee, and that morning Lulu had even growled at her when she’d tried to move the lurcher to change the sheets. She’d complained it was like nursing in a kennel but no one had taken any notice. She didn’t really mind. She knew how much comfort the dogs gave her otherwise undemanding patient, and she got paid handsomely to manage death as the dying person wanted it managed. Although she would never proactively administer the final blow, she’d been gradually upping the opioids on a pain management basis. But that was it. There were black and white lines that should not be crossed. 
 
    Mia swapped places with Alex and waited for the nurse to leave. She squeezed Ellie’s limp arm to get her attention. Ellie turned her head slowly, the movement taking effort and time. 
 
    ‘E — if we reveal your identity now, we’ll have to postpone the Danish job for another year, and that means another pod of whales will die. You don’t want that, do you?’ 
 
    ‘No . . . I don’t want that.’ Ellie sounded exhausted, defeated. 
 
    ‘But I promise you,’ Mia continued, desperate to reassure Ellie while she could still hear her, ‘when the time is right the whole world will know what you accomplished.’ She took Ellie’s hand from Toby’s back and sealed her deal with the lightest of kisses. 
 
    Ellie wondered if Judas’ kiss had felt as light. 
 
    She tried to focus on Mia’s pretty face, but could no longer make out the details. She rasped ‘okay’. It wasn’t okay, but there was nothing she could do about it now. Her world was returning to its point of singularity. Like the Big Bang in reverse, her whole universe had shrunk back to pinpoints of intense pain. Pain was the only thing that registered now, until the extra morphine kicked in and she drifted once more into drugged sleep. 
 
    She suddenly felt bone-cold, as though someone had opened the door of an industrial freezer. She found it easy to open her eyes and was surprised to find herself sitting in the deserted Sunday School of her childhood. Looking around, she saw the red door had been blown open by a gust of wind. The same gust had blown in a handful of withered brown leaves, which chased each other around the doorway in a meaningless game of tag. She recalled there had been a bit of a ‘to-do’ when the vicar had the door painted red. He thought the colour cheerful and welcoming, while Miss Adams, the Sunday School teacher, had claimed it was the colour of harlots. 
 
    A teenage Goth ambled into the musty-smelling room. He was holding a branch of apple blossom. This was odd. Goths hadn’t been invented when the Sunday School existed. His jet black hair had a healthy shine which clashed with the death-white pallor of his skin, and the matt black eye makeup circling his eyes served to emphasize their greenness. They were Alex’s eyes. Odd. Very . . . odd. 
 
    He sat on the chipped, plywood chair next to hers, with all the bone-weary boredom of youth, and stared up at a patch of mould on the ceiling. 
 
    ‘Does that look like Noah’s Ark to you?’ he asked. ‘It does to me.’ 
 
    His voice reminded Ellie of Doctor Who — the young excitable one who ran everywhere — which was again odd, because Goths never got excited about anything and never ran anywhere. She also remembered thinking, as a child, the same thing about that patch of mould . . . but other things filled her mind now. 
 
    The Goth acknowledged this. Turning his green gaze from the ceiling, he asked, ‘So, Ellie, what’s up?’ 
 
    ‘I’m dying.’ 
 
    ‘Everyone’s dying, E. It’s the nature of life.’ He turned his gaze back to the mouldy ark. 
 
    ‘I know. But I’m dying right here, right now. I can feel my body shutting down. I can feel the lights being switched off. I’m scared.’ 
 
    ‘I’d be scared too if I were you.’ 
 
    ‘Am I going to hell?’ 
 
    ‘You don’t believe in hell.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t mean it’s not there.’ 
 
    ‘True. But in my experience, hell is something of a movable feast. It means different things to different people — another’s man poison so to speak.’ The youth turned to face her and Ellie imagined she saw two huge black wings unfurl from slits in the back of his floor-length black coat. 
 
    ‘Are you the angel of death?’ 
 
    ‘Do you believe in angels?’ He smiled, but the smile was fixed and held no comfort. 
 
    ‘I don’t know what I believe in anymore.’ 
 
    ‘Justice and revenge. That was your mantra in life.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘And there is always a price to be paid for revenge, E.’ 
 
    As the angel stood, his wings spread silently, enveloping her in a world of soft, suffocating black feathers. She heard herself scream. 
 
    Ellie did not die peacefully. Her death rattle was one of obvious pain and regret and Toby and Lulu responded like a pair of wolves, howling in unison at the loss of their leader. Mick gave one sob but was otherwise silent as his tears flowed. He refused to let go of Ellie’s hand until the doctor arrived an hour later, to certify the obvious. 
 
    Alex left the room, his face closed and hard. He was found a few minutes later by Mia, who sat next to him on the bench facing the mountains. They stared into the blackness that now engulfed them, hiding the surrounding beauty from view. They did not speak and they did not touch, until Alex finally broke down and wept; his head hung low, supported by hands that for once did not hold a cigarette. Mia placed her hand on his thigh, a small token of comfort in a place that was beyond comfort. 
 
    Staring out into the night, Mia felt her chest tighten as she fought a sense of rising panic. Ellie’s death had finally slammed shut the door to any expectation of a normal life, and she knew with a certainty that sat like a lump of ice in the pit of her stomach, that she too would have to pay a price. The loss of Alex? Her own death? A prison cell? She wasn’t sure — but she was sure she’d have to pay. You didn’t get to control £90,000,000 and be with the man you loved without some redress from the universal laws of balance and harmony. 
 
    But, beneath the many uncertainties, Mia was already beginning to relish the absolute control she now had. She had gone into police work to keep her sharp mind honed. Working in animal welfare had never been an option — it would have satisfied neither her intellect nor her designer lifestyle. Now she could have her cake and eat it. She could leave the mundane-good, the running of the rescue centres, to others. She and Alex would hunt down the guilty, offering salvation to the persecuted and a chance of redemption to the persecutor. 
 
    Alex’s cracked voice broke the silence. ‘I’m going to miss her, lass. Really miss her. She brought out the good in me.’ 
 
    Mia wasn’t sure how kidnap, torture and murder could be the good in anyone, but she searched for his hand and gave it a soft squeeze. ‘You were good for each other.’ 
 
    ‘But I didn’t love her — not like I love you.’ 
 
    ‘I know. But you did love her, and any kind of love can leave a very specific hole that no one else can fill.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    The funeral was a simple affair arranged by Mick. Alex, Mick, Craig and Adam carried the feather-light wicker coffin from the house and lowered it on thick cream ribbons into the rich darkness of the Welsh soil. 
 
    Mick quoted a Sioux poem: “Life is the flash of a kingfisher’s wing, the breath of a horse in winter, or a shadow losing itself in the sunset.” 
 
    Ned had come down from Scotland, and he recalled his first conversation with Ellie, when she’d asked him to run a rehabilitation centre for hardened fighting dogs. ‘When I told her I doubted it could be done, she said, “Ned, I’m a positive thinker. Now, that’s not about refusing to see the negatives, it’s about refusing to dwell on them.”’ 
 
    Adam reminded everyone about Wilma, and how Ellie would always refuse to give up on any animal until the light of hope finally faded from their eyes. He added, ‘More than a little hope for animals has faded from the world today.’ 
 
    When Alex spoke, his voice broke more than once. ‘There’s an old soldiers’ saying that courage is not the absence of fear, but deciding that something is more important than fear . . . E’s love of animals was fearless and it brought an end to so much suffering. Be proud, lass . . . be very proud.’ 
 
    Mia was last to speak. ‘What you want in life is a question that becomes harder to answer the older you get, because the answers become more subtle, more complex. But I want what Ellie wanted. I want to fight for the underdog, and that is what we will all continue to do in memory of the great work E started. A gust of wind may extinguish a candle or fan a fire, and we will carry on Ellie’s fight.’ 
 
    As the sun set, everyone except Alex and Mick walked slowly back to the house for a stiff drink. 
 
    The two men began to silently fill in the hole in the ground while the hole in their hearts continued to bleed. Finally Mick placed a beautifully carved piece of wood on top of the shallow mound. 
 
    Ellie Grant — A woman who defended what God abandoned 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
    I am no monster; I’m merely ahead of humanity’s curve. 
 
      
 
    Mia relaxed into Alex’s well-defined, tattooed arms. They had the unit’s cottage to themselves and, since Ellie’s death, their pillow talk had been getting deeper, taking on a wide-ranging diversity as they fed an urgency to know more about the person they were holding. Alex’s overheard confession to Mick had rocked Mia. She was enjoying the best sex of her life, but to have a known killer tell another man that ‘she was the one’ had been overwhelming, thrilling and just a little terrifying. 
 
    Alex had eventually told her how deeply he felt, but he was also repeatedly sharing his regret and shame about their behaviour towards Ellie, and he turned the conversation in her direction once again. 
 
    ‘Was she a psychopath then, Ellie?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Mia pushed back from Alex’s arms and sat up. 
 
    ‘That’s good to know.’ 
 
    He sat too and started to reach for his roll-ups before remembering who he was with. Instead, he kissed the top of Mia’s head and draped his right arm across her naked shoulders, letting his hand rest casually on her breast, her still hard nipple just out of reach. 
 
    She was desperate for his fingers to creep lower. She wanted to get lost in more sex, not more Ellie-based conversation. But she now knew Alex could not, should not, be cajoled into doing anything unless he wanted to do it too. Now he wanted to talk, about sodding Ellie, and she struggled to find the right words. 
 
    ‘Ellie certainly had . . . the focus . . . and hardness of a psychopath when it came to us humans, but she also had so much empathy for animals that she’d never be classed as one.’ She reached for the wine glass on the bedside table. ‘Studies have found a serial killer abnormality in the brains of psychopaths, which show they can’t produce the hormones linked to empathy.’ She took a sip, replaced the glass and nestled back against her lover, letting her manicured nail trace a series of idle circles on his chest. ‘Psychopaths are generally dismissive of virtue, unaware of beauty and uncomprehending of happiness — Ellie was none of these things. She could recognise the good person behind a bad act and she appreciated beauty — you only had to hear talk of the mountains or “the softness in an animal’s eye”.’ She hesitated a heartbeat. ‘And if you’d been able to return her love, she’d have been the happiest person alive.’ 
 
    She knew it was a mistake, like picking a scab that’s still healing, but she couldn’t help herself. Alex removed his arm on the pretext of running his hand through his hair before dropping it on top of the duvet — a physical barrier between them. Taking the hint, she moved away from Alex’s distracting closeness. He did nothing to stop her as she threw back the duvet. 
 
    As Mick had been so quick to point out, their hard, physical attraction had always been easily seen by third parties. But she had become jaded to the point of irritation by the need to hide her frustration at Ellie’s oversensitivity. Now Alex was becoming as bad. She stifled the impulse to shout, For Christ’s sake, she’s dead! Get over it! Move on! Instead, she refilled her glass, finishing the bottle without checking to see if Alex wanted more. She was acting like a child, but this knowledge just made her suppressed belligerence burn brighter. It really grated that an uneducated killing machine could push her buttons in this way . . . That description was unjustified too — another example of childish frustration. She was just sticking out a metaphorical tongue as she name-called and grabbed the last sweet in the bag. She was better than that, or she should be. 
 
    Mia sat on the tiny window seat and looked out into the inky blackness. Clouds obscured the stars and the brooding stillness in the weather seemed to seep through the thick stone walls. She took a large mouthful of wine and glanced over at Alex, who was watching her with a pleasing intensity. She transferred her glass to her left hand and placed her right behind her head; ostensibly to cushion it from the hardness of the stone wall. She hoped Alex would be unable to ignore her silhouette, but he didn’t move, so she continued. 
 
    ‘It’s been calculated that up to four per cent of the population possess this abnormality including, ironically, the professor leading the research.’ She could feel the heat of Alex’s gaze. ‘Thankfully, he’s what’s called a functioning psychopath, able to create — although most psychopaths are only capable of creating illusion.’ 
 
    ‘Like bankers?’ 
 
    If Alex was aroused he was hiding it well. 
 
    ‘Bankers?’ 
 
    ‘Unempathetic, immoral, corporate-tree climbing bastards, who don’t actually create anything other than the financial ruin of ordinary people.’ 
 
    He sounded as though he was speaking from experience. ‘Some bankers are certainly functioning psychopaths.’ 
 
    She carried her wine back to bed. The discomfort of the window seat was not worth the hoped-for outcome, but she could bear the cold a little longer, and she settled herself on top of the duvet, her back resting against the brass rail at the foot of the bed. 
 
    Alex kept his eyes on hers. ‘So, what’s the difference between a functioning and a non-functioning psycho?’ 
 
    Mia flinched at his abbreviation. ‘Non-functioning psychopaths often start as clichéd small boys — pulling the wings off flies, burning ants with a magnifying glass, tying fireworks to various tails or even taking pot-shots at whole animals.’ She raised a freshly waxed leg and drew circles with her pointed foot, giving Alex an unrestricted view of what was on offer. But he continued to stare at her face. ‘They relish the exercise of such God-like power and enjoy manipulating the weak and vulnerable. In the end many will kill a human to exercise the ultimate power.’ She finished her wine. 
 
    ‘Death over life.’ He sounded weary, defeated. 
 
    She placed the empty glass on the bedside table and climbed back into bed, drawing the plain grey duvet up to her chin so as to hide and warm her rejected body. 
 
    ‘One death will rarely be enough. They’ll need another God fix, and another and another. But the irony is, when caught, they’ll usually try and blame God!’ She turned to look at Alex, who gave her a superficial smile. ‘And if they don’t blame God they’ll blame their victims — anyone but themselves. Only once have I met a convicted psychopath who was prepared to keep responsibility for his actions. “I am no monster,” he declared, “I am merely ahead of humanity’s curve.” I used his quote as the strap-line for my thesis.’ 
 
    Feeling Alex’s body relax, she felt it safe to come full circle. ‘A true psychopath has no perspective, no conscience, no concept of the future, or the consequences of their actions on others, and often cares little about the consequences to themselves. Ellie never had any of this inner emptiness. Her empathy was all too evident.’ 
 
    ‘But towards animals. E wasn’t a lass that seemed bothered about causing pain and suffering to humans. She was pretty selective when showing mercy and her original plans for the whaling village were fucking outrageous!’ 
 
    ‘I agree. But you can’t show mercy to everyone. Without the withholding of mercy there’d be no punishment, no meaningful justice. But when Ellie chose to show it, like the three lads in Scotland and Johnny Claybourne, it was based on empathy. A true psychopath doesn’t seek redemption for themselves and certainly doesn’t offer it to others.’ 
 
    Alex propped himself on an elbow. ‘So what separates the functioning psycho from the non-functioning?’ 
 
    ‘It can be something as simple as a happy childhood — the old nature-nurture argument is what separates the professor from the serial killer.’ She looked up at him, ‘What about you? . . . Why do you kill?’ 
 
    The question had been a glowing ember since their first meeting, when the physical attraction had fizzed and exploded. She had a secret fear that Alex’s ability to kill was the underlying reason for their sexual tension and, if he got the answer wrong now, the fizz might flatten forever. 
 
    His answer was succinct. ‘Money.’ 
 
    ‘It can’t just be that.’ 
 
    Alex reached for a roll-up. If Mia wanted the truth he needed a fag. ‘I joined the army because I had nowhere else to go — except prison. I liked it, I was good at it, and I had friends around me that I trusted and they trusted me. That’s a big deal to someone who’s survived an alcoholic father and a prostitute mother.’ He took a long pull on his roll-up. ‘The unit just took everything: skills, comradeship, danger, to the next level. The killing was only ever a small part of it . . . for me.’ 
 
    ‘But you were good at it?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I was good at it, lass. You can’t be bad at anything in the unit.’ 
 
    ‘Do you enjoy it?’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes.’ He closed his eyes against the memories. ‘Killing radicals who’d blow up their own children gave me a buzz, satisfaction at a job well done. But collateral damage always lay heavy.’ 
 
    ‘The turkey shed and dog pit, they were . . . brutal.’ 
 
    ‘The bloke in the turkey shed wasn’t supposed to die, but the chain meant the fourth or fifth blow became an unplanned strike to his head. It killed him outright. E wanted a message sent and I thought the louder the better, so we continued to beat up the body.’ 
 
    ‘What did she say when you told her you’d accidently killed him?’ 
 
    ‘She just shrugged.’ 
 
    ‘Was that the first . . . death?’ 
 
    ‘Second.’ 
 
    He didn’t expand, and she didn’t want to know. Not right now. 
 
    ‘I’m not going to be like her.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough, but let me give you a bit of advice, lass. By all means draw your line in the sand, but the day you cross it there’ll be no turning back and no point in comparing yourself with E. Comparisons become redundant when you cross your own line.’ 
 
    ‘What was your line?’ 
 
    ‘It was never drawn by me.’ He took another drag, ‘and the problem with lines in the sand is that they’re easy to shift. The army made me cross so many that in the end I stopped even noticing them.’ 
 
    Mia still found Alex’s bad-ass attitude a turn on. She turned and straddled him, letting her breasts brush against his face. It was time to distract her lover from further introspection and bring him back to all the possibilities of his current life. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
    Cry havoc and let slip the dogs of war! 
 
      
 
    Four helicopters vibrated in the night sky as they made their way towards the Danish coast. The full moon reflected light off the slow moving waves, lapping idly onto the beach that once a year saw the mass slaughter of the innocent. 
 
    Alex thought the moonlight hard and cold — like the people whose lives they were about to destroy. He was relishing the upcoming operation, relieved that Mia’s takeover meant he and his men could do their work without the need to spill the blood of children; although he did wonder how childlike the children of this small village could be, when their parents hoisted them onto the backs of stranded baby whales and urged them to beat the life from such intelligent family-based mammals. 
 
    He was hoping his men could lock down the village before its one satellite phone and radio could be used to raise the alarm. He and Mia had recced the place as passing photo-snapping tourists. He’d allocated one man per house and chosen handguns over rifles for both ease of movement and, as more easily concealed, to minimize terror in the children. The men had all been briefed for silent entry and to get the parents under control before forcing them to wake their children. The families would be allowed to dress warmly and take any household pets with them 
 
    – including the three horses and two cows that called the village home. All other property was to be left behind. The villagers were to be stripped of everything. Nothing of value — financial or sentimental — was to be taken with them. 
 
    Alex had suffered occasional flash-images during the planning, of holocaust victims with their suitcases being loaded onto trains. But his villagers’ luggage was being swapped for their lives, which seemed more than a fair exchange. 
 
    Pressing the transmit button of his radio, he gave a final briefing. 
 
    ‘One minute to drop, boys. Remember, if I hear any of you bastards shouting or yelling it’ll cost you twenty per cent of your fee, and if you let any of your adults shout or yell it’ll be another ten. You need to play nice, boys, but if anyone gives you any trouble — drop ’em.’ 
 
    ‘Kill them?’ A disconnected voice Alex did not immediately recognise clarified the situation for the other newbies. 
 
    ‘Aye, lad, last resort — kill them. But the aim of this operation is zero deaths. This is as much about the publicity as it is about the extraction and destruction.’ 
 
    The men in his helicopter nodded and no further questions came over the radio. 
 
    They dropped from the helicopters like shadows on ropes, two miles from the village. The pilots had flown into the target area downwind, to minimize the noise of their blades. Once the ground troops had exited, two of the four helicopters backed off a further two miles to wait for their recall while the third flew to where the villagers were due to be herded, ready to collect the escort party. The fourth, with its cargo of ricin, waited at the drop point for the all clear to enter the village. 
 
    The men did exactly as instructed and Alex did not hear one scream or shout. Slipping in through doors that weren’t even locked, the mercenaries located and woke the parents, ordered them to get dressed at gunpoint before watching them tell their children to do the same. By 2 a.m. the whole village was standing silently in the small central square, corralled by a semi-circle of armed and masked men. Parents carried babies and toddlers, while older children held the hands of younger ones. 
 
    The barking dogs had been quickly silenced by their owners and the only sound now came from the three horses, which were restless at being bridled and brought out in the middle of the night. The two milking cows obviously felt the same and would not shut up mooing. Alex thought about shooting them, but that would have raised more noise than it silenced. The fifty-eight villagers continued to stare at him — some with sullen animosity, and others, especially those with children, with outright fear. 
 
    He switched on the video camera that had been fixed to a tripod and placed to his right, overlooking the villagers. 
 
    ‘Not so brave now are we, boys and girls?’ 
 
    One of his men translated, while Alex stood at the top of the wooden steps of the small community hall and surveyed the people below. The mouth of his woollen balaclava had a stitched opening so that he could be clearly heard. 
 
    ‘Happy to club whole families of whales to death, but not so happy to be clubbed together here and now — awaiting your own death.’ 
 
    He wanted them to experience the same level of fear and panic that he imagined the whales felt, and was rewarded when the translation made one or two of the women start to sob. The children began to cry too, sensing the danger on an instinctual level from their parents — just like the whales he thought. But Mia’s plans had allowed for this reaction and he waited patiently while the women regained some control and parents comforted their crying children. 
 
    ‘Fortunately these trained killers,’ Alex waved his own gun in a sweeping motion, ‘are not as barbaric as you people. In my humble opinion every one of you fuckers deserves to die — in the same way you slaughter those whales!’ 
 
    The translation brought forth more cries and tears but this time he shouted over them. 
 
    ‘But my boss does not agree! So, instead of taking your lives, we are going to take your homes and your sick way of life. Take a last look at this killing field you call home. You won’t be coming back here unless you want to die here.’ 
 
    The people did as they were told, a quieter panic replacing the sobbing as they looked around their small wooden village with its gaily painted shutters and seedham roofs. 
 
    ‘While you’re taken inland, all your homes, all your possessions, all your communal buildings and streets are going to be sprayed with the deadly toxin, ricin. Ricin has no known cure and will kill you within half an hour. It lasts forever — or until someone is willing to pay the vast amount of money decontamination will cost. If that happens, we will simply return.’ 
 
    Alex watched a ripple of comprehension spread as the translator finished, and he felt a deep sense of satisfaction in what he saw in the villagers’ eyes. Ellie would have loved it. Ellie, unlike Mia, would have been here to see it. 
 
    ‘So, let’s be very clear about this,’ he continued, ‘while you take a last look at your homes, check that everyone in your family is with you. Is there anyone missing? Because if they are not here and do not leave the village with you now, they will die — either by ricin or a bullet.’ He watched the group turn and mentally tick off who was there. 
 
    ‘Jacob! Jacob’s not here!’ A voice speaking good but heavily-accented English shouted from the middle of the group. 
 
    ‘Who’s Jacob?’ 
 
    ‘He lives in a room behind the bar. He might be out walking.’ 
 
    Alex signalled the voice to come forward and looked down at a middle-aged man with a pock-marked face, surrounded by the white fur of a red parker jacket. 
 
    ‘What do you mean he might be out walking?’ Alex leant forward as he spoke and a bullet whistled through the space that his chest had occupied a fraction of a second earlier. 
 
    His men immediately raised their weapons and pointed them into the crowd, while Alex jumped down off the steps and grabbed the pock-marked man by the throat, turning him in the direction of the bullet and pointing his pistol at the man’s head. 
 
    ‘Try that again, you bastard, and my men will open fire on the rest of the village!’ 
 
    His man shouted a translation and silence echoed back from the darkness. 
 
    His prisoner yelled in Danish, ‘Jacob! Don’t be stupid!’ 
 
    Alex was aware that two of his men had already detached themselves from the cordon. They were making their way towards the gunman in a pincer movement, pulling their night-vision goggles back down as they ran. 
 
    Alex’s nerves began to stretch as the minutes dragged. But this is what he did; this is what he got paid to do and, if he was honest, what he was doing right now was something he didn’t need payment for. 
 
    Crack! The sound of a single shot shattered the expectant stillness and several of the villagers groaned. 
 
    His men ran back to the square and with a nod confirmed that Jacob was no longer a threat. Letting go of his human shield, Alex jumped back onto the steps, conscious the camera was still recording. 
 
    ‘Right, you fuckers! Make no mistake. My men will kill anyone else who does not do what they’re fucking well told when they’re fucking told. Anyone who tries to make a run for it will be shot, as will one of the remaining adults.’ He waited for the shouted translation to penetrate the hardening faces in front of him. ‘But if you do as you’re told no one else need get hurt! Do you fuckers understand?’ He glared at the villagers as his man finished translating. 
 
    The adults with children nodded while those without continued to glare back. He waved his gun at the men who were on escort duty and they started to herd the villagers along the only road that led to and from their isolated community. It was a narrow, compact stone track and the full moon lit their way, encouraging the villagers to follow its light to safety. 
 
    As the rear guard of the escort left the square, the helicopter with the ricin was radioed in and the remaining men started to unload their rucksacks. Each contained a plastic pump action forty-litre container of ricin, complete with a spray nozzle. They were all dressed in two sets of black overalls and gloves with heavy duty protective coverings on their boots. Fixing two cotton face masks over their double layer of balaclavas, they headed towards their allocated buildings. 
 
    Back in Wales there had been some voiced scepticism during the planning, when Alex had tried to reassure the men that these masks would provide ample protection. Anything heavier would hamper their breathing, reduce visibility and slow the whole operation down. But they had been convinced when Alex put on a balaclava and the mask and walked through a small head height vapour-cloud of the poison, sprayed at him like some department store beautician trying to sell expensive perfume to a passing shopper. 
 
    Starting with the furthest buildings, each of the men systematically worked their way through their individual targets. Climbing to the first floors, they checked cupboards and under beds for any stragglers, before spraying their way downstairs. Once the internal contamination was complete, they sprayed the exterior of the building to just above head height. A red plague-cross was then painted on the door of each completed building. It took just over an hour before the men were ready to leave. Piling the empty containers in the middle of the square, they stripped off their outer layers, dumping the top set of balaclavas, boiler suits, masks, gloves and boot protectors on top of the containers to form a toxic beacon — a memorial to the death of a community. 
 
    A third of the men then clambered aboard the ricin helicopter, and as soon as it took off a second landed, followed by the third and final one. Meanwhile the escort was being airlifted away from the villagers, who had been left a satellite phone to arrange their own rescue. 
 
    Before boarding the last helicopter, Alex addressed the camera. Standing directly in front of it he drew a large black turkey feather from his uncontaminated boiler suit. 
 
    ‘This is a message for the world. Those of you who abuse animals in any way will be abused. No longer will man be allowed to inflict pain and suffering on the rest of the animal kingdom without fear of retribution. Those that kill for killings sake, torture living creatures in your laboratories for beauty or science, kill and trap animals for their ivory or fur, or hunt them to the point of extinction for cultural delicacies, need to feel fear. For you will be made to suffer eye for an eye retribution. If you hunt you will be hunted, if you torture you will be tortured and if you kill — for pleasure or non-food profit — you will be killed. You have been warned.’ He switched off the camera. 
 
    As the helicopters made their way back to Wales, Alex uploaded the recording onto YouTube from a one-time address, before dumping the laptop into the sea below. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    The quiet panic of unlived love. 
 
      
 
    The glow of candle light emphasized the soft roundness of Mia’s breasts. She had at last kept her promise of dinner, enticed by a Michelin-starred restaurant. Mark desperately wanted to kiss the lips that smiled at him over the single perfumed rose — part of the understated chic of the exclusive hotel. The atmosphere had altered slightly when Mark was handed the menu — a piece of pretentiousness that irritated his northern sensibilities. While it listed every spot of sauce that would appear on their otherwise half-filled plates, it failed to state the price of each dish — the clear implication that if you had to consider the cost you should not be eating there. But he was hopeful it would be money well spent, and that the reservation of a room might also prove a good investment. 
 
    They were talking shop but he didn’t mind, it meant he could hold up his side of the conversation. It had been three years since the double humiliation of Joyce leaving him for a traffic cop, and he was out of dating practice — not that he’d ever been much good at it. 
 
    ‘What is it,’ he asked, ‘that makes someone think animal welfare is more important than human welfare?’ 
 
    Mia’s smile was intoxicating. 
 
    ‘Are you saying those who run dog-fighting rings should be allowed to do so?’ 
 
    He watched, mesmerized, as she popped a small fork containing various, unidentifiable salad leaves into her sensual mouth. 
 
    ‘No, of course not — animal cruelty is wrong on every level — but is a dog’s life ever worth more than a human’s?’ 
 
    ‘The numerous owners who’ve been injured or killed trying to rescue their dogs from danger would suggest the answer, for many, is yes. That man in Bournemouth last week, who drowned after his dog was caught by a freak wave and he jumped in to save it.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but those pets are substitute children …’ 
 
    ‘And it’s those children being stolen from gardens and parks to be used as warm-up bait.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, let’s leave dogs aside — let’s say they’re a special case—’ 
 
    ‘Tell that to a cat person.’ 
 
    The way her lips turned up at the corner when she smiled made his groin tingle. 
 
    ‘Turkeys then! Who the hell thinks a turkey’s life is more important than a human’s?’ 
 
    ‘As important.’ Mia put down her fork. ‘What you need to realise, Mark, is that whoever is behind these acts, feels the pain these animals suffer — personally and deeply.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you said they weren’t a nutter.’ 
 
    ‘Just because you feel something deeply doesn’t make you a nutter.’ Her tone held real disapproval. 
 
    He took a sip of wine and wondered how to rescue the sense of intimacy his size tens had just trampled all over. Seconds of silence seemed to stretch into minutes, and giving up on the rescue, he returned to job talk. 
 
    ‘Back in uniform, when I was policing hunts, the sabs wouldn’t hesitate in chucking tacks down for the dogs to tread on, or lead said dogs onto main roads or railway lines with a false trail—’ 
 
    ‘They’re called hounds, not dogs, and animal welfare, like most areas of life, is rarely black and white.’ Mark’s look made Mia realise she needed to lighten the mood. ‘I’ve just ordered a lovely and probably very expensive steak,’ her glance teased Mark, ‘but as an ex-rider I’d never dream of eating a horse.’ 
 
    ‘But it’s okay to eat a cow?’ 
 
    ‘What can I say . . . I’m a hypocrite.’ 
 
    The smile was now self-effacing but just as sexy. 
 
    ‘I kid myself that the cow has had a good life and a good death –especially in a posh place like this, where everything is locally sourced and the actual butchering is done in a way to minimize stress — which apparently affects the flavour.’ She popped a hand-caught scallop into her mouth. ‘The raising of animals for food can be done without cruelty, but that takes effort and money. When people can make money without too much effort, or a lot of money with a little effort, animal welfare becomes a sliding scale of convenience versus productivity.’ 
 
    ‘I still say a human life will always be worth more than an animal’s.’ 
 
    ‘I say it depends on the human.’ Mia took a large mouthful of wine. 
 
    At the end of the meal Mark placed Mia’s new cashmere coat across her shoulders and let his hands linger there for a second. She turned and kissed him gently on the mouth, before nodding at the doorman for a taxi. The lingering promise of that kiss only heightened his sense of exasperation as he cancelled the hotel room. Thank God the receptionist was experienced enough to show neither smugness nor sympathy. 
 
    In the early hours of the following morning, Mark was already awake when his phone rang and he was informed of the world of shit that had just hit his fan. Rushing back to the office, he’d quickly been made to feel personally responsible by his various new bosses for ‘his woman’s’ attack on a Danish whaling village. Within hours the incident room had practically doubled in size, with a counter-terrorist officer now partnering each of his major-crime DCs. He suddenly found himself the master of a three ring circus that had nothing to do with fun, little to do with the actual investigation, and everything to do with the politics of international terrorism. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
    If a man does not discover something he is prepared to die for, he does not deserve to live. 
 
      
 
    The resulting media storm and political outcry was all Alex and Mia could have wished for. 
 
    The Danish Government called them terrorists and demanded immediate action from the UK Government. But much of social media, including many animal welfare organisations, was declaring it a triumph. Those with corporate sponsorship denounced the wounding of Jacob, but behind closed doors they too revelled in the headline profile their work was suddenly being given. 
 
    Like 9/11 the Ricin attack was plastered across every type of media in every country, but unlike 9/11 the response was generally favourable, as Alex’s YouTube video was linked to the one showing the villagers at work, slaughtering the whales. 
 
    Mia became frustrated when this generally positive vibe was marred by a handful of copy-cat vigilantes who wanted their fifteen minutes of fame, but in other respects the global groundswell took the fight for animal rights to places she, Alex and probably Ellie had never dreamt of. 
 
    The one place where the assault wasn’t being discussed was Mountain View. As Mick, Craig, Gill and Jo sat around their kitchen table watching the news, there was a deepening silence. No one wanted to openly acknowledge their connection to the event, but Mick decided it was time to address the elephant, squatting belligerently in the middle of the cluttered table. 
 
    ‘None of you are stupid. You all know that Ellie, Mia and Alex were behind this attack, right?’ The other three turned from the TV, their faces closed. 
 
    Jo was the first to speak. ‘We guessed some time ago that Alex’s role was more than one of rescue.’ 
 
    ‘What else have you guessed?’ 
 
    Jo’s tone matched his. ‘Black feathers.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    Nothing, the silence grew stronger. 
 
    ‘So — what are your thoughts about it all?’ 
 
    Mick was relieved when they all eventually raised their eyes and met his gaze. 
 
    ‘We decided on a don’t ask don’t tell policy.’ Craig took a sip of cold coffee. 
 
    ‘But do you approve?’ 
 
    Mick needed to know. Not only from a damage-limitation point of view, but on a personal level — he needed to know if his first ever set of friends actually shared his view of things. 
 
    ‘Does it matter if we approve?’ Jo’s expression remained inscrutable. 
 
    ‘It might do now, if the police ever track Alex and Mia down.’ 
 
    Craig decided to hit the elephant head on. ‘Ellie killed and maimed people, Mick.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, she did.’ He dropped his gaze. 
 
    ‘And you’re alright with that?’ 
 
    He looked up, ‘I am —are you?’ 
 
    ‘The point is Ellie’s dead.’ Jo got up and walked over to the coffee machine for a refill. ‘Gill and I love living and working here,’ she glanced at her partner, who nodded confirmation, ‘and we’d like to stay living and working here, but on a don’t need to know basis . . . Is that going to be possible?’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely!’ Mick grinned. ‘Apart from this location being Ellie’s home, there is nothing that will tie any of you to our dark-ops —’ 
 
    ‘Dark-ops, seriously? A bit cloak and dagger that, Mick.’ 
 
    ‘Well of course it’s cloak and dagger, you numpty! We’re hardly going to advertise that side of things are we?’ 
 
    ‘So what happens if . . . when, the police come calling?’ Jo asked. 
 
    ‘You tell them everything you know. There’s nothing you can say that will hurt Ellie,’ Mick’s voice cracked, but he continued, brushing his still raw grief to one side. ‘And Alex, Mia and me can look after ourselves. We’ve deliberately kept what E called a firewall between revenge and rescue operations, so the police won’t be able to touch you. And Mia also wants you to know that if you want to up-sticks and leave she’ll give you a good severance package and excellent references.’ 
 
    ‘Hush money?’ 
 
    Craig’s observation forced Gill into speech. 
 
    ‘That’s hardly fair!’ 
 
    ‘I’m merely playing devil’s advocate.’ Craig sat back down. ‘How much money will it take to buy your loyalty, your silence?’ He looked from Gill to Jo. ‘I’m only asking you two because Mick’s loyalty is obvious, guaranteed. It’s been bought with love and is therefore priceless.’ He turned his attention to the older man, ‘Tell me, is the obvious upgrading of police activity the reason Adam is now on an ape reserve in Africa?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but he’s actually really enjoying it —’ 
 
    We know. He’s sending us regular emails!’ 
 
    ‘What about you, Craig; is your loyalty for sale?’ 
 
    Craig took another sip of coffee, enjoying his temporary position of power. ‘My loyalty is solid — and will cost nothing.’ He looked all three in the eye. ‘Gandhi, Mandela and King were all accused of terrorism and I think that when the law is wrong it needs to be broken. I’m also really rather proud of what Mia and Alex achieved in Denmark — and the rest of the world. If I’d known about it I would have offered to go myself!’ He was gratified by the look of surprise on their faces. ‘Look, Ellie did some really bad things but she did them to really bad people, and now she’s dead, so that’s that. From what I can see about Mia and how she ran that Danish job — that bloke getting wounded instead of killed — it’s certainly going to get a see no evil, hear no evil response from me when the police come calling.’ 
 
    ‘If they come calling.’ Mick relaxed, secure once more in the three’s friendship. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘And they were all okay with it?’ Mia needed it spelled out. 
 
    ‘They’re actually rather proud — especially because that idiot who shot at Alex wasn’t killed.’ Mick gave her his own smile of approval. ‘I also told them that if the police do come they must tell them anything they can to be helpful. I assured them that nothing they said would make things worse for anyone they know . . . or knew.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a star!’ Mia hugged him. ‘Whatever happens, Mountain View and all the other rescue centres won’t be implicated or financially affected — they’ll continue to run in exactly the same way — and I promise you,’ she poked Mick’s chest, ‘that anything you tell them will lead to a dead end.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ Mick grinned at his new boss. ‘So, are you going to be leaving the NCA now?’ 
 
    ‘God, no! If I stay I can give Alex and the boys a heads-up — if needed.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mark found himself too busy to think about Mia — who rarely spent much time in the incident room these days. She came in for a weekly update but was busy with other, non-black feather cases. ‘Murder and mayhem goes on unabated, Mark. You have more than enough help now and too many cooks — but feel free to ring me anytime.’ 
 
    He’d refrained from calling her — about anything. 
 
    She’d been right though; the incident room was now full of experts. A Special Forces commander had analysed the video and confirmed the men were all highly trained, professionals — no shouting, no names and British sign language used. But there were thousands of mercenaries operating out of the UK these days, and these men were unlikely to have come from a registered agency — although that line of inquiry was being pursued. 
 
    An IT expert had tracked the YouTube upload through various IP addresses and host sites, but had eventually come up against a dead end. 
 
    The laptop had been ‘a burner’ — one use only. The scene itself was too dangerous to be forensically examined, and although all the villagers had been interviewed, none, including Jacob Masterson who had been knocked unconscious and then shot in the knee, could add anything to the video footage — even their rescue phone had had all its identification removed. 
 
    Things were at a standstill when Matt Brown strode into Mark’s office with a big grin. 
 
    ‘We’ve got a partial match!’ 
 
    He was waving the exhibit bag containing the fag end recovered from near the badger baiters’ Volvo. 
 
    ‘About bloody time something went our way!’ Mark matched his DI’s grin. 
 
    ‘Good call — authorising the familiar testing.’ 
 
    ‘So, who does it come back to?’ 
 
    ‘A bloke named Gordon Campbell. He’s serving three years in Brixton for GBH on a girlfriend. A right asshole with convictions stretching from Glasgow to London.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s go speak to an asshole!’ 
 
    The two men left the incident room with a slight spring in their step and, for the first time, Mark was content in having Matt’s company instead of Mia’s. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brixton Prison was a red-brick Victorian monstrosity, built to house around 800 men but it was probably holding nearer double that now. While Matt placed the car’s police log-book on the dashboard (like a disabled badge, it allowed them to park anywhere), Mark snorted at the blue metal sign welcoming visitors to HMP Brixton: A community prison for the twenty-first century. It was a cockroach-infested shithole. 
 
    They passed quickly through security and were shown to an interview room. About fifteen minutes later, which was quick for the prison service, a sly-looking man was escorted into the room — a look of belligerence fixed firmly to his grey, unshaven face. Records showed he was fifty-six, but drink had taken its toll and he looked nearer seventy. Everything about him was grey: his hair, his prison track-suit and the cloud that hung over him, a micro-climate of depression. He sank into one of the fixed chairs on his side of the bolted down table and looked at them with innate defiance. 
 
    Matt opened proceedings. ‘You’re Gordon Campbell, born 3 July 1961?’ 
 
    ‘Who the fuck wants to know?’ 
 
    ‘I’m DI Brown and this is DCS Johnson — we’re from the NCA and we want to talk to you about male progeny.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Sons, Gordon — do you have any sons?’ Mark stared at the small man. 
 
    ‘Two — that I know of. Why?’ 
 
    ‘Names?’ Matt had his notebook open. 
 
    ‘Alex is the eldest—’ 
 
    ‘Date of birth.’ 
 
    ‘No fucking idea.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean you’ve no idea? He’s your son for Christ’s sake!’ 
 
    Campbell just shrugged. 
 
    Mark asked. ‘How old were you when Alex was born?’ 
 
    ‘About nineteen.’ 
 
    ‘Which would make Alex what? Thirty-seven or thirty-eight?’ 
 
    ‘If you say so.’ 
 
    ‘And what hospital was Alex born at?’ 
 
    ‘The Royal.’ 
 
    ‘Glasgow?’ 
 
    Campbell nodded. 
 
    ‘And his mum’s name?’ 
 
    ‘Katie.’ 
 
    ‘Surname?’ 
 
    ‘Donald.’ 
 
    ‘Not married then?’ 
 
    ‘Not then. We got hitched afterwards — it’s my name on his birth certificate though.’ 
 
    ‘And where’s Alex now?’ 
 
    ‘Fuck knows! I chucked the arse-wipe out when he was fifteen — got too big for his fucking boots. Someone told me he’d joined the army, but I haven’t seen him since he was a mouthy teenager.’ 
 
    ‘What about Katie? Is she in contact?’ 
 
    Matt asked. ‘Doubt it. She died years ago. Overdose. Stupid bitch.’ 
 
    ‘And your youngest — what’s his name?’ 
 
    ‘Dougie — Douglas. Why’re yer asking about my boys? What are they supposed to have done? Dougie can’t be of any interest to the likes of you –he was a right little goody-two-shoes and fucked off to Canada years ago!’ 
 
    ‘What about Alex? Is he the sort of lad we’d be interested in?’ Mark’s look was ambivalent. 
 
    Campbell shrugged. He might never have loved his son but he was no fucking grass. 
 
    Mark stood and Matt flipped his notebook closed. 
 
    ‘Thank you for your time, Gordon — you’ve been most helpful.’ 
 
    By the time they’d returned to the incident room, Matt had got DCs making enquiries with the Glasgow Registry Office to obtain Alex and Dougie Campbell’s full details, as well as confirming the death of their mother. Equipped with a proper date of birth, the same DCs had been tasked with contacting the MOD for Alex Campbell’s military service record. 
 
    ‘You go on — I’ll be in in a minute.’ Mark smiled at the DI. 
 
    Once Matt was out of earshot he called Mia. She needed updating and perhaps this would get her back in the incident room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mia had sneaked back to Wales — she couldn’t go for more than three days without an Alex fix. They were holed up in the cottage, keeping warm in bed, when her NCA phone vibrated. 
 
    As she ended the call, Alex registered a mixture of panic and fear in her eyes. 
 
    ‘What’s up, lass?’ 
 
    ‘They’ve got you, Alex — they’ve got your DNA!’ 
 
    ‘Where the fuck from?’ He sat up. 
 
    ‘That blasted roll-up from the baiters’ Volvo! For Christ’s sake, Alex — Ellie was forever telling you about your fucking fag ends!’ 
 
    ‘But it was tested ages ago with no match!’ 
 
    ‘Mark authorised a familial test — they got a match on your father who’s currently in Brixton for GBH on his girlfriend!’ 
 
    ‘Well, there’s no point in doing a runner now.’ Alex relaxed against the headboard. ‘The plods will have an all-ports out on me — might as well walk into the nearest nick.’ 
 
    ‘So what are you going to do?’ 
 
    ‘Order a new passport and stay put.’ He reached for a roll-up. 
 
    ‘You’ve got to be kidding me!’ 
 
    He wasn’t sure if she meant the plan or the fag, but lit up anyway. 
 
    ‘This is probably the safest place right now, lass. Nothing links me to this cottage and they haven’t even got E’s details — not that this place is in her name anyway.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not?’ She was still learning just how careful Ellie Grant had been. 
 
    ‘Nope, it’s in the name of some holding company — Mick’s got the details.’ 
 
    Mia let out the breath she hadn’t realised she’d been holding. 
 
    ‘Okay . . . that seems sensible.’ She got out of bed. 
 
    ‘I take it you’re off back to London then?’ He took a long pull on the roll-up. 
 
    ‘Of course! I’m expected and I’ll need to do some damage limitation.’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’ 
 
    ‘Not sure off the top of my head, but I’m going to be of more use to you in London than I am here.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not so sure about that.’ He patted the bed. 
 
    She leaned in to kiss him. It was a long kiss that held all the promise of further delay, but Mia pushed herself away. 
 
    ‘I’ll phone you tonight.’ 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
    In my beginning is my end 
 
      
 
    The drive back to London was a nightmare. Her mind whirred frantically. Then, as she hit the M4—M25 junction, it came to her. The idea was simple. It would be effective but had two big drawbacks — it was dangerous and would reveal that the incident room had a mole. 
 
    Because of her connection to Mark, they had no one working in the London incident room and it would be too risky to bring someone in now. She’d have to do it herself and hope her cover was strong enough to hold up under any internal inquiry. 
 
    Mia walked into Mark’s office with the expected smile. 
 
    ‘Good job, Mark!’ 
 
    His stomach tightened at the sight of her. 
 
    ‘A piece of luck for sure.’ He returned her smile in a way he hoped would reassure her there were no hard feelings about her early departure from their dinner. 
 
    ‘So, what does this Gordon Campbell say about his sons?’ She sat down and got out her notebook. 
 
    ‘He’s got two — that he knows about. The youngest turns out to be a geology teacher working in Canada for the last three years — so his alibi is pretty solid. But I’m convinced Alex, his older brother, is our man. Thirty-seven, with an excellent military record, including command of a Special Forces section.’ 
 
    ‘Wow — that really is a breakthrough! So where is this Alex now?’ 
 
    ‘No bugger seems to know. He left the army in 2010 and worked in private security for around five years, before disappearing off-grid. I spoke to his army commander who said he’d be surprised if the Campbell he knew would turn rogue, but his last employer was less certain. He pointed out that once a man got a taste for the scale of income his type of skills could command, a man could do anything if the price was right. Coffee?’ 
 
    ‘No, thanks. Did Campbell’s last employer say why he left?’ 
 
    ‘He was a bit evasive, these companies like playing secret squirrel, but his last job was guarding a Nigerian pipeline which was attacked by Boko Haram. Two of his men were killed and Campbell himself suffered a machete wound to his face. Read into that what you will, but he’s not undertaken any agency work since.’ 
 
    ‘And he’s really off-grid? No utility registration, social media, phones?’ 
 
    Mia was impressed by the spontaneity of her questions. Perhaps she could do this. 
 
    ‘Nothing. He’s ghosted. The only bit of intel we’ve got is that he likes Wales! But Wales is a bloody big country with plenty of places to hide.’ 
 
    ‘True.’ She felt the knot in her belly relax for the first time since entering the building. ‘Now we’ve got his DNA, is there anything linking him to any other crime scene?’ 
 
    ‘Unfortunately not. The army have supplied a copy of his fingerprints but we’ve got nothing to compare them to.’ 
 
    ‘How about an up-to-date photo?’ 
 
    ‘A digital photo-fit is the nearest we can get, with an approximation of the likely scarring from the machete attack.’ Mark tossed her a colour image of Alex. It was a surprisingly good likeness. ‘On the upside that scar is likely to be a whopper, very hard to hide, that’s why we’ve assumed he’ll have grown a beard.’ He drew a breath. ‘Are you in town long enough for another dinner?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Mark, but I’m still swamped at the moment.’ A thought popped into her head. ‘One of my cases is Welsh so I’ll keep an eye out for your man.’ 
 
    Mark was struck by her use of the your instead of our. 
 
    ‘Can I keep this?’ She waved the photo at him. 
 
    ‘Sure, everyone else has a copy — including Border Control.’ 
 
    Mia turned left, away from the exit but towards the ladies’ — and the property store. When she’d first started in the incident room she, like everyone else, had noted down the relevant access codes and telephone numbers in the back of her daybook. The store was actually an oversized, windowless cupboard that was usually occupied by Sally, the exhibit’s officer, between eight and six — although she’d be called into the evening briefing in ten minutes. Mia just had to be patient. 
 
    Sitting in a loo cubicle, she kept checking her Rolex, waiting for the hands to show 6 p.m. — the time of the daily debrief. Fear returned to her belly and sat there, a dead weight. At 6.05 p.m. she walked at what she considered her normal speed to the property store and checked the corridor in both directions, before pressing in the code — a folded tissue covered her index finger. Nothing! They had changed the fucking code! Shit! Shit! 
 
    As she turned away the door opened and Sally beamed at her. 
 
    ‘Hi, Mia, did you want me?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not important — I just need to check a few exhibit numbers for my continuity statement. I can come back.’ 
 
    ‘I’m late, again, for the debrief — do you think you could look them up yourself? The register’s open on the computer. Mark will kill me if I miss another one.’ 
 
    ‘Sure, no problem!’ Mia gave her friendliest smile. 
 
    ‘Cheers!’ Sally ran down the corridor, daybook in hand. 
 
    Mia closed the door, ensuring anyone entering would have to key in the code and thereby give her a heads-up. The cupboard room contained floor to ceiling grey metal shelving that ran around all four walls, the doorway being the only free space. A strip-light hummed constantly. It reminded her of the Norfolk incident room, when life had been more black and white and she was on the good guys’ side — well the official good guys. 
 
    She keyed in the date of the badger baiters’ death and scrolled through the register until she found the list of exhibits seized from the Volvo. There it was — box 89, exhibit ND/7. Mia had no idea who ND was but he or she had been too fucking thorough. She quickly found the small plastic evidence bag and folded it lengthways, tucked it into the waistband of her skirt. Hopefully it would be months before the exhibit was actually missed. 
 
    Her heart was punching at her ribcage as she walked past the incident room. She was worried Mark would note her delayed departure but, glancing through the internal window, she saw everyone gathered in front of the main whiteboard and Mark was leaning against a desk with his back to her. 
 
    Her hand slipped against the car’s door handle as she pulled at it, struggling to contain a rising panic. She wanted to throw up. Pushing the nausea down, she got in, fastened her seat belt and drove slowly towards the security barrier. As she waited for it to rise, the CCTV camera captured a face of calm indifference, but the plastic next to her skin felt poker-hot. 
 
    Too exhausted to drive back to Wales, Mia went to her flat. It had stopped feeling like home; home was where Alex was, nowhere else. But it felt safe. She slid the deadbolt across and pulled out the plastic bag and held it up to the hall light. She had crossed her first line. 
 
    She opened a bottle of red and poured herself a large glass. Taking a steadying gulp she tore open the bag — there was no point in preserving the seal. She took the fag end into the bathroom, wrapped it in loo-roll and dropped it into the toilet bowl; giving the water time to soak into the paper and weigh down its contents. She pressed the flush and then continued to stare into the clean water for several seconds, making sure the fag end didn’t pop back up. 
 
    Back in the kitchen, she took the as-new grill pan from her unused oven and removed the wire tray. Placing the exhibit bag on the bare metal she set light to it, watching as it curled in on itself, melting into a small black ball of unidentifiable nothingness. She let the ball cool and harden before taking it onto her balcony and flicking it out into the night. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
    To betray, you must first belong. 
 
      
 
    ‘Can I have a word, Boss?’ 
 
    The worry in Sally’s voice made Matt look up. ‘Sure — let’s use Mark’s office.’ 
 
    Matt sat on the edge of the SIO’s desk and indicated the chair nearest him. 
 
    ‘So, what’s up, Sal?’ 
 
    ‘Exhibit ND/10 has just come back from the lab, and I was replacing it when I noticed ND/7 was missing. I’ve checked, Boss, and I’ve rechecked. I’ve checked all the surrounding boxes in case it was misplaced — not that I’ve ever misplaced anything before — and it’s not there. It’s simply not there!’ 
 
    ‘What’s ND/7?’ 
 
    ‘ND/7 is our breakthrough, the fag end with Alex Campbell’s DNA on it.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got to be fucking kidding me! Where the fuck is it?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know! The only thing I’m certain of is that it’s not in the property store.’ 
 
    ‘So who was the last person to book it in or out?’ 
 
    ‘You were, Boss.’ Sally stared at her hands. ‘When it came back from the lab.’ 
 
    ‘But you were there when I booked it back in!’ 
 
    ‘I was, and it was me that put it back in the box — the right box!’ Matt focussed on the floor for a few seconds. 
 
    ‘Right, here’s what’s going to happen. You, and only you, are going to go through every fucking exhibit — all 1,500 of them — and double check that ND/7 is not in the store.’ 
 
    Sally looked mortified. 
 
    ‘Look, I don’t for a moment think you’ve done anything wrong, Sal, but if that exhibit’s gone missing—’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got no case against Campbell. I understand that—’ 
 
    ‘More importantly it means someone in this incident room can’t be trusted.’ 
 
    ‘Chuffing hell, Boss — that hadn’t even crossed my mind!’ 
 
    ‘That’s why you have to do this check on your own — don’t say anything to anyone and get back to me as soon as it’s done. The check will also show if anything else is missing.’ 
 
    ‘I’m on it!’ Sally hurried back to her cupboard. 
 
    Matt called Mark and asked to meet him in a nearby café. 
 
    The SIO ordered a black coffee at the counter before pulling out one of the plastic orange chairs. ‘So, Matt, what’s with all this cloak and dagger?’ 
 
    ‘It looks like someone’s nicked exhibit ND/7 — Campbell’s fag end from the property store.’ 
 
    ‘You’re fucking with me!’ Matt’s look told him he wasn’t. 
 
    ‘Sal’s just told me. I’ve sent her back to check every bloody exhibit and told her to keep shtum about what’s happened.’ 
 
    ‘An inside job?’ 
 
    ‘Has to be.’ 
 
    ‘Any thoughts on who?’ 
 
    ‘I’d back my boys and girls to the hilt—’ 
 
    ‘Implying it’s one of the anti-terror boys—’ 
 
    ‘Or one of the civvie investigators — we pay them peanuts and not all of them are in receipt of their police pension yet.’ 
 
    Mark nodded thanks to the woman who placed a dubious looking cup and saucer in front of him. 
 
    ‘Okay. First things first — get onto the other SIOs connected to this case and give them a heads-up that they may have a mole in their midst. If that bloody woman has paid someone off in this incident room, she’s probably done the same in Norfolk and Leeds. Advise them to conduct an exhibit audit too, we need to know the extent of any other damage.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took Sally over three hours to check every box in the property store. When she walked back into the SIO’s office, she felt mentally and physically drained. 
 
    ‘I see from your face you’ve not found it.’ Mark indicated the same chair that Matt had a lifetime ago. 
 
    ‘No, Boss.’ She shook her head. 
 
    ‘When did you last have eyes on?’ 
 
    ‘The day before yesterday, when DI Brown,’ she glanced over at Matt, ‘booked it back in from the lab.’ 
 
    ‘And who’s been in the store since then?’ 
 
    ‘It could be anyone who bothers to note down the new codes. Since we’ve been changing it every week, most people now wait until I’m there; but I can’t stay put all day, Boss. I have to eat and pee—’ 
 
    ‘Of course you do, Sal.’ Matt could see moisture pooling in the woman’s eyes. ‘We’re not blaming you for any of this. If you weren’t so on-the-ball it might have been weeks or months before we knew the fucking thing was missing.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Boss.’ 
 
    Mark stood and looked out of the window. ‘Well, the one thing we’re certain of is that it was an inside job.’ 
 
    ‘Boss,’ Sally spoke to the SIO’s back, ‘it may be nothing, but Mia Langley was in the store last night, during evening briefing.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ Mark’s whole body tensed. ‘What was she doing there?’ 
 
    ‘She said she needed to check some exhibit numbers for her continuity statement, but when I checked the statements just now, she’d already submitted it weeks ago and nothing new has come up regarding her production of exhibits for a long time.’ 
 
    ‘You left her on her own in there?’ Mark didn’t turn. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Boss, but you were insistent I make the evening debriefs, and I thought she’d be fine—’ 
 
    ‘No reason not to.’ Matt’s tone said don’t you dare blame her. 
 
    ‘You’re right, Matt. Sorry, Sally. But with timings and Doctor Langley’s duff reason for being there, she’s now our prime suspect.’ He didn’t move from the window as he struggled to process what he’d just said. 
 
    Matt took over. ‘Sal, go back to the property office and get the code changed again. You, me and the SIO are the only three to have it from now on. No one gets into that room unless you’re there — okay?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Boss. Will you tell everyone else so they know to get any exhibits in or back before six? I need to leave on time, my little one’s poorly.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, but keep all of this to yourself. Tell no one, absolutely no one, until we can nail the person responsible.’ 
 
    She nodded and left. 
 
    Matt looked at Mark’s rigid back. ‘You okay?’ 
 
    ‘The bitch — the fucking bitch!’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know it’s her—’ 
 
    Mark turned around. ‘Why was she in there, Matt? Minutes, literally minutes after I told her about the DNA results! And do you know what makes it worse — the bitch used me as a fucking alibi! We were having dinner the night of the Danish attack!’ 
 
    ‘Fuck — you kept that quiet.’ 
 
    Mark sat back at his desk, confusion and fury crossing his face, which combined into a look of pure desperation. 
 
    Matt waded in. ‘Well, let’s get a tracker on her car and hack her phone and laptop.’ 
 
    ‘She’s not used a laptop since coming back off compassionate leave.’ Mark met his gaze. ‘Get me Doctor Mia Langley’s security clearance file will you, Matt?’ 
 
    The DI nodded and left, closing the usually open door behind him. Mark was grateful it was late and the incident room was virtually empty. He leant on his desk, head in hands. He felt sick. Heartsick. He needed to think, to get a handle on his emotions — especially his anger. 
 
    He’d always admired Mia’s professional abilities, but as they’d travelled around the country together investigating this, and two previous cases, his admiration had turned to love. He loved her. Had? Perhaps it had only ever been lust. The way her body was forever pushing against the confines of its clothing, and the way she’d sometimes pushed it against his. And this bloke Alex! If she was prepared to risk everything for him, the bitch was probably sleeping with him! Was he the reason for her Scottish getaway? She’d led him on and hung him out to dry like some wet-behind-the-ears schoolboy! The prick-teasing bitch had even used him as a fucking alibi! 
 
    Her professional betrayal was as humiliating as her personal, but at least it could be shared — he wasn’t the only one who’d been fooled. But don’t kid yourself, mate! You’re her Boss, her line manager. It was you who gave her too much of a free rein. You let her go rogue. This fucking buck will stop with you! 
 
    Humiliation fanned the flames of rage and he gripped the arms of his chair as raw emotion engulfed him. He wanted to lash out, sweep everything off his desk, but all he had left was his career and he couldn’t afford to be dragged from a major incident room in a straitjacket. 
 
    He stared at his mobile lying on the desk. Behind its soft blue light lay evidence of both betrayals. He thought about deleting it, but any internal inquiry would expect to see messages between him and his bitch consultant. Perhaps he could just delete the personal stuff. Checking the texts, he was relieved and surprised to find that none of them crossed the professional line. Odd that — so much more meaning in his memory than in the reality of his contact with her. 
 
    He reached for the unopened bottle of whisky, stored like a cliché in the bottom drawer of his desk. He didn’t normally drink on duty — in fact, he wasn’t much of a drinker at all. The bottle had been a gift from his Leeds DS, a talisman, ready for an office celebration of a job well done. Ha fucking ha! He twisted open the seal. 
 
    The desire to use his power and make an immediate arrest had never been so strong, but he could not afford to go off half-cock. His evidence soldiers needed to be lined up and well briefed before savouring the satisfaction of Mia’s arrest. Even if they got the twenty-eight day extension allowed in terrorist cases, once the security services became involved, time would drain like water down a plughole. And, more importantly, once she was arrested her co-conspirators would scatter like chaff in the wind. 
 
    Matt returned with a single sheet printout. ‘What was the reason behind Mia’s compassionate leave?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Her mother had a fall which she subsequently died from.’ 
 
    Matt looked grim. ‘It says here that Mrs Maria Langley was killed by a hit and run driver a year ago — which makes her more recent death rather redundant.’ 
 
    Mark took a swig of whisky and handed the bottle to Matt, who sat down and took a swig before handing it back. 
 
    ‘I bet the bitch has been in league with this black feather woman for some time.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a bit of a leap, Mark. How the hell did Mia find her when we couldn’t?’ 
 
    ‘She’s been working on her own too much — that holiday up in Scotland and her mother’s fake death! How else would she know or care about Alex Campbell enough to risk arrest and imprisonment? And she’s well into all this animal-welfare stuff!’ 
 
    He took another swig and offered the bottle to Matt — who declined with a raised hand. 
 
    ‘You should have heard her defending activists over our dinner, our fucking expensive dinner. Christ, I’m glad I never slept with her — how fucking embarrassing would that have been!’ 
 
    ‘Maybe it’s just a straightforward financial transaction, Mark. Maybe she’s never even met Alex Campbell. Everyone’s got their price and Mia Langley does like her labels.’ 
 
    His boss’s look of gratitude made Matt uncomfortable. ‘I’ve put a request in for her phone records, which should give us some indication of where she was during her holiday and compassionate leave — not to mention weekends off. We’ll get this sorted.’ 
 
    ‘We fucking well need to! I want that bitch nailed! I want her locked up for a very long time!’ 
 
    Dead would be better, he thought, but locked up will do. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
    Speak softly but carry a big stick. 
 
      
 
    It was 6.30 in the morning and despite it being a Sunday, the incident room was slowly filling. Matt walked into Mark’s office without knocking on the now permanently closed door. 
 
    ‘Do you want the good or bad news?’ 
 
    ‘Bad.’ 
 
    Matt thought his boss looked exhausted. He’d obviously not slept properly in days. His jacket was crumpled and starting to hang on his frame. 
 
    ‘There’s nothing suspicious or incriminating on Mia’s work phone, but not much at all on her personal one—’ 
 
    ‘Which suggests an unregistered burner.’ Mark sighed and leant back in his chair. 
 
    ‘Which, on the upside, is yet more indication of guilt.’ Matt tried a smile of encouragement. ‘Anyway, the good news is, because she had to keep her work mobile on, we’ve got a trace on its movements and it’s been pinging off masts in the Brecon Beacons—’ 
 
    ‘Alex Campbell’s playground!’ Mark sat up. 
 
    ‘It gets better. Triangulation of the local masts gives us a fairly small area which local police have confirmed contains Mountain View, a small farm that was recently turned into an animal rescue centre.’ 
 
    ‘That’s fucking brilliant!’ 
 
    ‘Discreet enquiries in the village say it was run by a lovely little lady named Ellie Grant—’ 
 
    ‘Was?’ 
 
    ‘She died a few weeks back — cancer. Confirmed by the registry office.’ 
 
    ‘Date?’ 
 
    ‘Ten days before the Danish attack.’ 
 
    ‘So, do we think this Grant woman could have been our black feather lady?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a distinct possibility, Boss. That ricin attack would have taken months of planning. If everything was in place, Campbell could have run the operation on his own.’ 
 
    ‘Or has someone else taken over from this Ellie Grant?’ 
 
    ‘Let’s not go there — just yet.’ 
 
    ‘There’s been black feather attacks since—’ 
 
    ‘Minor league — copy-cat stuff without the same level of planning or skill.’ 
 
    Mark didn’t answer. He seemed lost in thought, but Matt needed action. 
 
    ‘I’ve got tactical surveillance on standby — the isolated location of the farm makes normal obs impossible.’ 
 
    Mark sprang back to life. ‘Deploy them ASAP, Matt — twenty-four-seven obs! I want a record of everyone entering and leaving. Any chance of getting the house miked-up?’ 
 
    ‘Anything’s possible, but personally I’d not want to risk spooking them. If Campbell and his men are still at that location they’ll be surveillance savvy. At the moment they’ve no idea we’re onto them and we need to catch as many of the fuckers as we can.’ 
 
    ‘Okay — have we managed to get a tracker on her car yet?’ 
 
    ‘Last night.’ 
 
    ‘Great — if we can put her and Campbell at this Mountain View, we’ve got the b— her bang to rights.’ 
 
    ‘Cherry on the cake?’ Matt sounded almost gleeful. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve also spoken to all the other NCA SIOs and none of them have Mia working a case in Wales — so her frequent trips to the Brecon area are not work related — at least not our work.’ 
 
    Mark raised both eyebrows. 
 
    ‘In fact, digging a little deeper, Mia’s not working full time on any cases at the moment. She’s giving advice over the phone when asked, but has no regular presence in any incident room — except this one.’ 
 
    Mark looked up at the ceiling, digesting the now obvious conclusion that Mia Langley was guilty as fuck. All he had to do was prove it — and by Christ he was going to do just that. He was going to finish what she’d started and he was going to win. He had to win . . . for his career . . . and self-respect. 
 
    He looked back at his DI. ‘Cheers, Matt. Let’s take it steady though, and everything by the book. No short cuts. This has Old Bailey and world media written all over it and I don’t want any surprises or get-out-of-jail-free cards — understand?’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely. I’ll go brief the surveillance teams.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eight hours later Matt bounced back into the SIO’s office looking like a puppy wanting to play. 
 
    ‘What’ve you got?’ Mark asked. 
 
    ‘Mia drove straight to Mountain View this morning — just one stop on the motorway.’ 
 
    ‘Photos?’ 
 
    ‘Not just of her.’ Matt handed him a brown file. 
 
    As Mark flipped it open, his heart felt tight. The first photo showed Mia getting out of her BMW in front of an impressive stone farmhouse. The second showed a newish Land Rover parked on the same gravel courtyard. 
 
    Matt was at his side, pointing at the vehicle. ‘Do you recognise that index number?’ 
 
    His mind was still full of Mia’s image, but Matt didn’t wait for a reply. 
 
    ‘It’s the vehicle that followed the baiters’ Volvo from Birmingham to Gloucestershire.’ 
 
    ‘So, as we thought — a clone.’ 
 
    The registered keeper of the real plates had been arrested and questioned, but had been able to provide a solid alibi for both himself and his vehicle. 
 
    Mark refocused. But he wasn’t prepared for the next photo. It was Alex Campbell, complete with scar and beard, welcoming Mia in a way that made his innards drop. The bitch! The fucking, whoring bitch. He’d been right all along! 
 
    Matt moved away. ‘Sorry, Boss . . . Does it make things easier or harder?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure.’ Mark rubbed his face and stood up. ‘It certainly gives us motive for her nicking that exhibit.’ He reached for his jacket. ‘I’d better let upstairs know our suspicions have been confirmed.’ 
 
    Matt thought his boss had the look of a dead-man-walking as he left the incident room. When he returned half an hour later, Mark signalled him into the office. 
 
    ‘The Chief and Home Sec want arrests now. They’re not prepared to wait — they need to be seen to be on top of things.’ 
 
    ‘Can I make a suggestion?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Mark sat down. 
 
    ‘Get Mia back here to affect the arrest — it’ll make it easier to contain her — but keep obs on Campbell and see if he leads us anywhere else or to anyone else. We can still pick him up quickly if needs be.’ 
 
    Mark placed his elbows on the desk, head once more in hands. He’d been enjoying thoughts of an armed unit assaulting the property, all guns blazing (metaphorically), to show Mia he was not a man to be messed with. But Matt’s was probably the better, more professional approach. It would satisfy the politicians while maximising intelligence opportunities. 
 
    ‘Yes, all right. You call her in, Matt. Tell her we’ve got some more intel on Campbell—’ 
 
    ‘No lies needed then—’ 
 
    ‘Try and get an ETA.’ 
 
    Matt nodded and left. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was early evening and Mark was standing at his office window when Mia pulled into the secure car park in her brand new BMW. The small non-descript mobile she was speaking into was not her usual gold-encased smartphone. 
 
    ‘Evening, Mark. I understand we’ve got more intelligence on Campbell?’ 
 
    Her tone was diamond bright. 
 
    ‘We certainly have. Sorry to spoil your weekend—’ 
 
    ‘Not to worry — work comes first.’ 
 
    ‘Were you doing anything special?’ 
 
    ‘Not really.’ 
 
    Mia felt the question wasn’t rhetorical, but quickly dismissed the idea. She mustn’t allow herself to become paranoid. 
 
    ‘Is that a new car?’ Mark nodded towards the car park. ‘We must be paying you too much.’ His smile was fixed. 
 
    ‘I wish that was the case, but no, I’ve been fortunate enough to come into a small inheritance.’ 
 
    ‘Your mum?’ 
 
    She nodded and tried to look sad. He changed the subject. 
 
    ‘So, this new intel—’ 
 
    ‘Yes, what is it?’ 
 
    She sat down and he watched her cross her legs in that deliberately provocative manner, before reaching into her attaché case for the ring-backed notebook. 
 
    ‘We’ve got surveillance on him.’ 
 
    Mia’s head snapped up and he enjoyed the undisguised panic that contorted her pretty face — pulling away the mask he’d once thought so beautiful. 
 
    ‘You’ve located him then?’ 
 
    Mark grinned. ‘Oh yes. We’ve . . . located him.’ 
 
    ‘Wow!’ Confusion radiated from her eyes. 
 
    ‘Wow, indeed. Here, take a look-see.’ 
 
    He slid the file of photos across the desk. 
 
    He’d rearranged them so they started with general shots of the farm. He watched the edges of her eyes tighten. When she glanced down at the time and date on the bottom right of the photo, the tightening moved to her jawline. 
 
    ‘Do you mind if I dash to the loo, Mark? It was a long drive.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so — keep looking.’ 
 
    Several more general shots followed, including the cloned Land Rover, and pictures of Mick, Craig and the girls. She flicked through them rapidly, her eyes taking in more than the images. Then came the coup de grâce, Alex embracing her. 
 
    Mark revelled in the sheer fear that exploded within her taut, teasing body. Her eyes remained fixed on the photo, frozen like the image she still held. He leant forward and took back the gently vibrating photo, placing it in the file with the others. Matt walked into the office and waited behind Mia’s chair while Mark stood and fastened his jacket. 
 
    ‘Doctor Mia Langley, I’m arresting you on suspicion of attempting to pervert the course of justice and conspiracy to commit acts of terrorism. You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned anything you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.’ He held out his hand. ‘Your notebook and mobiles, Doctor Langley — both of them.’ 
 
    She said nothing, but there was a slight tremble in her hands as she handed him the items. She reached for her attaché case, but Matt shook his head and picked it up. Mark walked around his desk and stood looking down on Mia’s bowed head. 
 
    ‘Stand, please.’ 
 
    He’d resisted handcuffs, but he kept hold of her left arm while Matt remained on her right. As they walked through the incident room everyone stood and stared. The silence was deafening. He glanced at her, but Mia’s eyes were focussed straight ahead. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
    Law can fall silent in times of war. 
 
      
 
    Mia was driven away in the back of a blacked out people-carrier. The female DC sitting next to her had conducted a preliminary search. Matt was driving with Mark in the front passenger seat. No one spoke. She didn’t expect them to. They’d be doing everything by the book. The move was also to be expected. Bent coppers were never interviewed at their own station. That’s what the accusatory silence screamed at her — you’re bent, a traitor, scum-of-the-earth. It was a new feeling — one Mia supposed she’d better get used to. 
 
    She was expecting to be taken to Paddington Green, the terrorist’s Hilton, but they drove out of London. Perhaps she was being taken directly to the security services . . . for ‘enhanced interrogation’. She’d watched a documentary on waterboarding and wondered how long she’d last. The thought increased her desperation for the loo but she didn’t say anything. They’d just ignore her and it would give them the upper hand. 
 
    Mia felt real relief when they eventually pulled into the back yard of a non-descript but clearly signed police station. The silent DC remained glued to her side as they filed into the custody office through a heavy metal door. The custody sergeant, who had obviously been notified of their arrival, still looked rather flustered. She didn’t suppose they had many terrorists coming through the doors of this backwater station. 
 
    She tried to take control. ‘I’d like my phone call please, Sergeant.’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid that’s not going to happen, Doctor Langley.’ His reply was quick, rehearsed. ‘You’ve been detained under anti-terrorism legislation and we can therefore delay notification of your arrest and detention.’ 
 
    He turned to the DC. ‘I’ve authorised the strip search requested by DCS Johnson — take Doctor Langley to female cell three.’ 
 
    Once in the cell the DC allowed Mia to use the loo, while she placed a large sheet of brown paper on the floor. It was to collect any ‘evidence’ that might fall from her clothing. As Mia removed each of her designer garments, the DC placed them into separate brown paper sacks in preparation for forensic examination. 
 
    Mia broke the heavy silence. ‘Tell Mark to save himself the trouble — he won’t find anything on them except expensive perfume.’ 
 
    She tried smiling at the DC, who stared back at her with open hostility. She was from the incident room and they weren’t about to become best friends. 
 
    Mia knew that Mark had no intention of getting her clothes analysed; he was merely removing her armour. Dressed in a paper jumpsuit and canvas plimsolls, he assumed she’d feel more vulnerable. Well, if he wanted to play games she’d enjoy the challenge. Instead of feeling vulnerable, she left the cell feeling angry and determined to be mistress of the upcoming battle. 
 
    The tape recorder was fixed to a low shelf on the wall of the small windowless interview room. It buzzed, grating on everyone’s nerves as the tapes wound forward to the start of the metallic recording strip. It was a long time since she’d sat in on an interview, and she’d assumed all stations now had the hi-tech digital equipment that recorded pictures as well as sound. She wondered if this station had been chosen for its lack of cameras. 
 
    Mark and Matt faced her across the table which, like the chairs, was bolted to the floor. At least this lack of sophistication worked in her favour — it didn’t allow for the furniture to be reorganised in ways recommended by modern ‘conversation management’ techniques. She was beginning to realise just how important such details were in such a pressurized situation. The fixed table gave her something to hide behind. It was harder for Mark and Matt to invade her space and easier for her to control her NVCs behind its solid immovability. 
 
    The machine stopped buzzing and the tapes silently recorded Matt’s introduction. 
 
    ‘You’ve been detained under section 41 of the 2008 Terrorist Act, Doctor Langley, so you are being denied immediate access to a solicitor.’ 
 
    Mark was about to kick off with his opening TED question (tell, explain, describe — oh yes, she knew the game), when she looked him in the eye for the first time since her arrest. 
 
    ‘I am willing to be cooperative with your investigation, Mark, but I am not prepared to say anything until I have spoken to my solicitor. I emphasize the word my because I fully appreciate the seriousness of my current position, and I am not about to let myself be palmed off with a duty solicitor, who would be so far out of his or her depth that we might both drown in their silent acquiescence to police anti-terror processes.’ 
 
    This opening speech had been carefully rehearsed during the hour they’d spent travelling. She knew that everything she did and said from this point on could be used to influence a jury six months down the line, and she intended to make the most of her abilities and experience. She would be prepared to talk, to give Ellie her moment of glory, but not until she’d received the necessary backup. 
 
    ‘We have the right to ask you questions without a solicitor, Mia.’ Matt was a tier five interviewer. 
 
    ‘And I still have the right to not answer them.’ 
 
    At this rate, the tape transcript would sound like a formal tea party from the nineteenth century. 
 
    Matt continued travelling down a well-trodden path. ‘I will remind you of the middle part of the caution — but it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned anything you later rely on in court.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think any court, especially the Old Bailey, will give much weight to my silence because of a lack of legal advice, do you?’ She stared calmly at both men. ‘But if you’d like to give me a heads-up by asking your questions — feel free. It will give my solicitor and I so much more to talk about when I do eventually see him.’ She gave them a modest smile. 
 
    Mark sighed. ‘So, what’s his number? You obviously have a solicitor in mind.’ His pen hovered over his daybook. 
 
    Mia tried not to show how much better she felt as she reeled off a mobile number. 
 
    ‘And who am I expecting to speak to on this memorized number?’ Mark asked. 
 
    ‘John Barrington QC.’ 
 
    ‘The John Barrington — lead defence counsel for terror-related crime?’ 
 
    ‘That’s the one. I’m told he’s as hot in the interview room as he is in the court room.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think we can allow your nominated solicitor, Mia.’ 
 
    ‘Why’s that — Matt?’ 
 
    ‘Because you’ve obviously been in prior contact with Mr Barrington and could use him to alert your colleagues.’ 
 
    The DI’s tone edged towards self-satisfaction, but she could see Mark knew better. He knew she was one step ahead of them. 
 
    ‘That’s the reasoning you’ll log in the SIO’s daybook is it, for refusing me adequate legal representation?’ 
 
    Mia’s tone remained even, her face implacable, and Matt now looked uncertainly at his boss, who continued to stare at the woman opposite him. 
 
    ‘The thing is, Matt,’ Mia continued, ‘I’ve never met or even spoken to John Barrington. I have merely googled his reputation and ascertained his high success rate in this type of case.’ She smiled in a flirtatious way that she knew would irritate both men. 
 
    Mark let his irritation show. ‘So how come you’ve got his mobile number?’ 
 
    ‘You are an astute detective, Mark, and I can guess that you know I’m now a very rich woman.’ 
 
    He made no acknowledgement. 
 
    ‘You can buy a lot with the amount of money I have at my disposal, and mobile numbers are not that expensive.’ 
 
    ‘Even so,’ Matt broke the tension building between Mia and Mark, ‘you could instruct him to alert Alex Cam—’ 
 
    ‘How?’ She allowed her voice to rise a semi-tone. ‘We both know that Code H will not allow my phone call to be a private one.’ 
 
    Mark was impressed with the extent of preparation and research she’d obviously given to her potential arrest and questioning. He signalled Matt to end the interview and turn off the tapes. 
 
    Walking back to the custody office in her one-size-fits-all paper suit, she was transported back to various prison walks she’d made between two guards, when visiting psychopaths as part of her thesis research. It seemed a lifetime away. 
 
    The custody sergeant looked more confident as Mark picked up a phone and dialled the number he’d been given. 
 
    Considering it was late on a Sunday, he was surprised by how quickly it was answered and wondered if he’d dialled some sort of exclusive bat-phone. 
 
    ‘Hello.’ The voice was plum-rich. 
 
    ‘Is this John Barrington QC?’ 
 
    ‘It is. To whom am I speaking?’ 
 
    ‘Detective Chief Superintendent Mark Johnson of the NCA. I have a Doctor Mia Langley in custody for terror-related offences—’ 
 
    ‘Then you’d better put her on, Detective Chief Superintendent.’ 
 
    ‘You know her?’ For a moment Mark was hopeful he’d be able to terminate the call. 
 
    ‘No, Detective Chief Superintendent, I do not know her and can’t recall ever speaking to her. But someone who has this number obviously needs and, just as importantly, can afford my services, so be a good chap and let me speak to her.’ 
 
    Mark handed the receiver to Mia. 
 
    John’s voice washed over her like a cashmere comfort blanket. ‘I take it this conversation is not a private one?’ 
 
    ‘No, Mr Barrington.’ 
 
    ‘Where are you?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know — they won’t tell me.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll have to tell me. Have you spoken to them yet?’ 
 
    ‘No. They’ve tried to interview me but I said I won’t talk without a solicitor.’ 
 
    ‘Good girl. I’ll let Mick know. Put Johnson back on, will you.’ Mia handed the phone back to Mark. Everything would be all right now. 
 
    ‘Detective Chief Superintendent, where exactly are you holding my client?’ 
 
    ‘Kent.’ 
 
    ‘Can I ask why?’ 
 
    ‘Paddington Green didn’t want the media circus — we’ve been trying to keep your client’s arrest as low-key as possible, but now you’re aware we’ll bring her back into London. Security has suddenly become more of a priority.’ 
 
    ‘I hope you’re not inferring that I would leak my client’s arrest to the press . . . or anyone else, Detective Chief Superintendent?’ 
 
    ‘That would depend on what instructions your client has clearly already given you, but let’s just say Paddington Green will be more convenient for you, Mr Barrington.’ 
 
    ‘It certainly will, Detective Chief Superintendent.’ 
 
    ‘Shall we say two hours?’ 
 
    ‘See you there, Detective Chief Superintendent.’ 
 
    It was clear from the relaxation in Mia’s facial muscles that some sort of clear-up operation had been launched, and that there was no point in holding back on that side of the investigation any longer. Within a minute of Barrington hanging up, Mark’s mobile lit up. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
    Good habit is the enemy of chaos. 
 
      
 
    The call was from Bob, the DS running the surveillance team at Mountain View. 
 
    ‘Boss — Campbell’s just run from the main farmhouse to the cloned Land Rover and is leaving at high speed.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t lose the bastard! He needs to be detained — at all cost!’ 
 
    Mark didn’t have the number for the Powys force control room, so he phoned the DI he’d left in charge of the incident room. 
 
    ‘Shirley, I need a helicopter to Mountain View — code red Cobra authority!’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alex’s heart pumped pure adrenaline as he sped along the single track road. The possibility of Mia’s arrest had been planned for, but this was too quick. What the fuck had happened in London? But for now he just had to get to the cottage and instigate the fallout plan. Luckily, none of the lads were staying as no further ops had been planned, but that meant he had to do the necessary. Racing along the high-hedged winding lanes, all he could think about was Mia in a cell — Mia being interrogated. He wasn’t worried about the plod, but Barrington had confirmed that her arrest was terror-related and MI5 would also get a shot at interrogation — maybe the sort that Bill from Basra knew all about. 
 
    As the headlights of his Land Rover swung into the driveway of the cottage, he was aware of another set of lights sweeping past the entrance at a steady speed. He assumed they were a tail. That road saw little enough traffic during the day, never mind at this time of night. He scanned the hills surrounding the cottage and caught a single headlight being turned off on the mountain trail to the right of the cottage. Respect. Tactical surveillance — that’s how they’d got Mia. The only thing missing was a fucking helicopter, which he assumed would be en route. 
 
    He ran into the kitchen, collected a loaded pistol from the dresser drawer and tucked it into his waistband. He then picked up the waiting petrol can and began pouring the contents around the one room that had not yet been forensically cleaned. In between operations everything was left spotless except the kitchen, where Alex sometimes stayed when he was not at Mountain View. 
 
    Whoosh! A mini fire ball lit up the room and he threw his Mia-mobile into the inferno. Running back out to the Land Rover with the petrol can, he soaked the driving seat in the rest of the petrol before throwing in his ignited lighter. When the flames hit the fuel tank, the resulting explosion would destroy any fingerprints and DNA. 
 
    He fired two shots into the air. It would do no harm for the surveillance team to confirm he was armed. It would slow down their reaction time as they did their risk assessments and all the other health and safety crap that made plod so much less efficient than the army. He then legged it before the expected helicopter with its heat-seeking camera arrived. 
 
    He headed off on a well beaten track so the bloke above the cottage could give a specific direction of travel. But once out of his sight-line, Alex veered into the forest, heading for a deep and fast running stream. Plunging into it, he started to follow it back up the mountain. The water slowed him down but it also helped lower his body temperature and it would get rid of any smell for the dogs they’d undoubtedly deploy — although he hoped the fires would have destroyed anything that held his scent. 
 
    He heard the helicopter before he saw it and watched its spotlight scanning the track he’d initially taken. But the crew were experts and hadn’t been fooled. Using the track as a starting point, the helicopter began turning in widening circles, the infra-red camera scanning for any source of heat bigger than a sheep. 
 
    Alex continued to trek up the stream as the circles got wider and wider. There was plenty of cover from the forest, but the canopy wouldn’t disguise the larger red blob of his moving body. When the spotlight was sweeping the mountainside a few hundred yards from him, Alex placed his gun on the bank and lay down in the freezing water, waiting for the light to get closer. At the last minute he took a deep breath and submerged his head too. The running cold made his body shake. 
 
    The helicopter hovered over him like a bird of prey for what seemed an age, but at last the camera operator seemed satisfied there was nothing of interest and the spotlight swept on. Alex took a deep breath but waited a few more seconds before climbing out of the stream and stripping off. He hid his wet clothes under boulders in the stream before setting off at a brisk jog wearing just his boots but still carrying his gun. He soon warmed up and an hour and forty minutes later, he was sitting by the fire in Bert’s pub, enjoying a large whisky. 
 
    Alex always had his exit strategies planned — whether from a job or a woman. A bag containing fresh clothing, cash, burner cell phones and his new passport had been stashed at the pub for some time and Bert had never asked any questions of his best paying customer. Another half an hour and he could set off for the fallout RV, where John would be waiting in an innocuous, cloned Vauxhall. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
    There is a difference between truths and truth. 
 
      
 
    As well as the helicopter, Mark had immediately dispatched a small team of his best detectives to Mountain View. They were headed by a DI who had a reputation for pedantic thoroughness. The team would be met by local uniformed officers, who had arrived at Mountain View en masse within twenty minutes of Mia’s phone call to Barrington. They’d sealed off the area, preventing anyone else leaving the farm as they waited for the team of Metpol anti-terror specialists, who were travelling along the M4 in a blue light convoy that reached the farm some three hours later. 
 
    The four members of staff found at Mountain View appeared shocked by the arrival of so many blue lights and sirens. Mick immediately told the local officers about the small cottage nine miles from the farm where he thought Alex Campbell lived, but no, he had no idea why the police would be interested in him. 
 
    The local duty DS arrived half an hour later and was annoyed to find the dishwasher and washing machine in full cycle. 
 
    ‘What the fuck?’ He glared at the bobby sat with Mick at the kitchen table and nodded towards the appliances. 
 
    ‘They were in full swing when we got here, Skip.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s this?’ The DS glanced at Mick. 
 
    ‘Evening, Officer — or should I say morning. I’m Mick and I run this place.’ 
 
    ‘This place stinks of bleach.’ The DS ran his finger along the pristine worktop. 
 
    ‘Aye, well, hygiene’s important when you’re dealing with sick and diseased animals.’ 
 
    ‘Huw’s outside.’ The bobby felt the need to make amends. ‘Mick here was by the garden incinerator when we arrived. Huw doused the flames but there’s only mush left.’ 
 
    ‘So, Mick, what were you burning at two in the morning?’ 
 
    ‘Foul waste — used dressings — that sort of thing.’ 
 
    ‘At two in the morning?’ 
 
    ‘I’d just changed the dressing on a horse with an infected leg. He has to have an antibiotic jab every four hours.’ 
 
    The DS sighed. ‘Where’s everyone else?’ he asked the bobby. 
 
    ‘Dai’s with them in the converted barn.’ 
 
    ‘Well, let’s get them over here — everyone in one place while we wait for Metpol.’ 
 
    Mick was grateful he’d had time to submerge the mobile Barrington had called him on in neat bleach before burying it in the middle of the farm’s enormous muck heap. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Tell me about Doctor Mia Langley, Mick.’ The Metpol DI smiled at the old farm hand, who was playing the I-know-nothing game surprisingly well. ‘How did she come to be at Mountain View?’ 
 
    ‘Well now, she sort of just turned up about a month before Ellie died. It seemed to me that Ellie was sort of expecting her. They had tea and cookies in Ellie’s bedroom and then she sort of stayed for a few weeks. I assumed she was an old friend.’ 
 
    ‘And what about Alex Campbell — was he an old friend too?’ 
 
    ‘God, no! He was a paid hand like me and Craig. Helped us convert some of the outbuildings and he’d sometimes go with Ellie to help rescue animals.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me more about that.’ 
 
    ‘How do yer mean?’ 
 
    ‘How often? What animals? What time of day?’ 
 
    ‘Well now, I can’t recall exact times and dates, can’t recall specific animals either — oh wait, he did bring the one-eyed cow back here with Ellie!’ Mick looked pleased with himself for remembering the detail. 
 
    The DI resigned himself to going through the motions with a man whose loyalties were subtly obvious. 
 
    ‘Did they ever go out at night?’ 
 
    ‘On a sort of date?’ Mick looked puzzled. 
 
    ‘No, not on a date — on rescue missions, to save animals.’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes. Animal rescue’s not a nine-to-five job you know. If an animal needs rescuing it sort of needs rescuing.’ 
 
    The DI sighed. This simple statement of fact could lift suspicion with a jury about any nocturnal activities at Mountain View. He refocussed on Mia. 
 
    ‘So what did Mia and Ellie do while she was here?’ 
 
    ‘Do? Nothing. What can someone dying of cancer do?’ For the first time Mick’s voice held an edge. ‘They just stayed in E’s bedroom, talking.’ 
 
    ‘What about?’ 
 
    ‘How should I know? Woman’s stuff probably.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mark was really pissed that Campbell had got away, but Mia couldn’t know that. As they were booking her out for interview, he got Matt to poke his head around the custody office door and shout, ‘Got him, Boss!’ It would have been unethical, not by the book, to lie to her directly about her lover’s arrest, but no one was saying anything to her and no names were used — she’d be left to draw her own conclusions and put herself under pressure. 
 
    Mountain View was contained by the time he and Matt were once more seated opposite Mia, in an interview room at Paddington Green. At her side was the sharply dressed John Barrington QC. His handmade shirt, silk tie and Saville Row suit made an impressive statement at three in the morning when matched against his crumpled Marks and Spencer’s effort and Matt’s jeans and jumper. 
 
    He’d been surprised when Barrington agreed to Mia being interviewed at that time in the morning, but the interview had turned into nothing more than a ‘prepared statement’ read out to the tape by Barrington. The statement contained only information that confirmed what Mark and his team already knew, but it would make Mia seem helpful and cooperative. 
 
    Interrogation, as such, was a thing of the past — in police circles at least. Video interviews meant there were no more good-cop-bad-cop routines accompanied by table thumping and chair throwing. Even ‘interviewing’ was viewed as an old-fashioned concept. Nowadays it was all about ‘conversation management’, using open questions to steer the suspect into disclosing relevant information. But Mia was as much of an expert as him and Matt, and it grated that she actually seemed to be enjoying the process. 
 
    It was noon the following day before an interview proper commenced. Mia had been allowed to sleep — the custody sergeant confirming that she had indeed slept, and eaten a fairly hearty brunch. Bitch. 
 
    ‘So, Doctor Langley, tell me about your relationship with Ellie Grant.’ Mark leant back in his chair. His continued use of her title did two things: kept her at an emotional distance and reminded the jury she was an extremely intelligent woman who was totally responsible for all her actions. 
 
    ‘She was a suspect but, as she was so clearly dying, I decided it would be more productive to spare her the rigours of arrest and detention and, by seeming to befriend her, I could coax out information about her operations.’ 
 
    ‘But not under caution, making anything she said inadmissible.’ Matt’s frustration was all too evident. 
 
    ‘Look, Matt, you’d never have got a doctor to clear her as fit to interview, so you could argue that I aided rather than hampered the investigation.’ 
 
    ‘Only you didn’t, did you, Dr Langley? You didn’t tell us anything.’ Mark stared at her. 
 
    Matt continued. ‘So, did Ellie Grant tell you about all her dark-ops work?’ 
 
    ‘Not all, no. The cancer had spread to her brain by the time I got to her and she was doped up on morphine most of the time, so the information came in rather disjointed spurts. But the Danish job was never discussed. Nothing about the use of ricin. The first I knew about its use was when you told me about the badger baiters’ death. If I’d known what she intended in Denmark I’d have told you immediately, Mark. I’m not a terrorist.’ 
 
    ‘And you expect me to believe that?’ 
 
    Nobody in the room believed it. They all knew what she said was for the benefit of the camera. 
 
    ‘What I expect from you, Detective Chief Superintendent, is to prove anything to the contrary.’ Barrington’s voice was as smooth as his swept back hair. 
 
    Mark ignored him. ‘In his YouTube video, Campbell — I take it that it was Campbell?’ 
 
    Mia’s face remained passive. 
 
    ‘Stated, and I quote — my boss does not agree. Who was his boss, Mia? You? Ellie was already dead.’ 
 
    ‘I think you’ve established that I’m Alex’s lover — not his boss. As far as I know his only boss was Ellie Grant.’ 
 
    ‘So you’re putting all the blame for the ricin attack fairly and squarely on the dead Ellie Grant and your boyfriend’s shoulders?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, if that indeed turns out to be Alex in the video. His shoulders are certainly broad enough.’ 
 
    The smugness of her observation grated. She had changed beyond all recognition and Mark’s embarrassment about his earlier feelings for her had been replaced by a different sort of longing. He now wanted her rotting in a prison cell instead of rolling around his bed. 
 
    Matt broke the building silence. ‘But you fully admit trying to pervert the course of justice by tampering with evidence and, in doing so, aiding terrorist activity?’ 
 
    ‘What can I say — it’s a fair cop, guv?’ 
 
    Barrington shot Mia a warning glance. He too was not overly happy with the growing flippancy of his client’s attitude. 
 
    ‘But only to the first part, tampering with evidence.’ 
 
    ‘Look, what I did was stupid and misguided, but I took the roll-up to protect Alex, to try and stop him from going to prison. It may well have been an attempt to pervert the course of justice, but it was not an act of terrorism — it was an act of love.’ 
 
    Mia was using her couldn’t-care-less attitude to mask the waves of panic crashing about inside her since she heard of Alex’s capture; they were in danger of capsizing her. Life without Alex would be unbearable. She’d be emotionally stranded for the rest of her life. That gently rolling slope of occasional depression had suddenly turned into a sharp-edged abyss of despair. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The DI at Mountain View continued talking to Craig, who had split a bale of hay and was chucking slices of it over the stable doors of four horses — including the one with the infected leg. Interviewing witnesses in their own environment kept them relaxed and open to the possibility of unguarded remarks. 
 
    ‘Tell me what you know about Mia and Alex.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you know they’re an item, right?’ The DI nodded. ‘It was the real thing as far as I could see. Alex practically lived here since Ellie died and Mia comes down most weekends from her London job.’ 
 
    ‘What do you know about her job in London?’ 
 
    ‘She was something to do with you lot, wasn’t she? She never talked about it, not with us lot in the barn anyway.’ 
 
    And so it went. Jo and Gill, the lesbian couple, were friendly and open. Everyone — uniform, detectives and CSI — all enjoyed the endless cups of tea and homemade cookies Gill provided. Mick and Craig continued to talk about the great work Ellie Grant had undertaken but, like the others, their faces turned blank when asked about ‘dark-ops’ and black feathers. None of them could believe that their E was the black feather lady. 
 
    The only suspicious but coincidental fact the DI could uncover, was that the centre’s vet was out of the country on a six-month secondment to a primate sanctuary in Africa. Intelligence had strongly suggested the presence of a vet on some of the dark-ops, but he was not present at Mountain View now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
 
    A storm of justice and revenge. 
 
      
 
    After forty-eight hours at Mountain View, despite the apparent full cooperation of all the residents, the DI and his team had got nowhere. There were no forensics and no confessions. 
 
    He was fairly convinced that Craig and the lesbians didn’t know much about dark-ops. But Mick — Mick was another matter. It was Mick who had cleaned the house so thoroughly — even putting Mia’s bedding in the wash at the same time as switching on the dishwasher at two in the morning. According to the others it was also Mick that lit the garden incinerator every night and placed the ashes on the muck heap every morning. His explanation for this activity had been that he liked the job; he found it a good way to relax after a busy day. The DI was fairly happy that Mick hadn’t actually taken part in the revenge side of things — he’d even offered to take one of those lie detector thingies — but it was obvious to all he’d been Ellie’s right-hand man. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Over the following three days Mia was interviewed five times. Barrington had brought her a change of clothes, insisting that there was no reason to keep his client in the one-size-fits-all paper boiler-suit. Mia’s flat was a crime scene, so he’d sent his assistant out with his company credit card and told her what to buy. The replacement Armani suit and silk blouse still had the four figure price labels attached and they were accompanied by some expensive toiletries. Mia was still under arrest, but with Barrington’s help she was winning small daily battles in both the interview room and custody office. 
 
    During each of the interviews Barrington fought her corner in a quiet, considered and obviously well-briefed way. They acted as an equal partnership with Mia being allowed to do all the talking. When the interviews were shown to the jury she would come across as open and honest, not hiding behind ‘no comment’ answers. But she only ever gave them what they already knew or could guess about her, and it was Ellie Grant who was fast becoming the star of the show. 
 
    ‘What do you know about the missing Leeds lads and the Pole?’ 
 
    ‘Darren, Kai and Lee are working at a rescue centre in the Highlands of Scotland — you’ll have to get the exact location from the RSPCA, I only went there the once. But don’t hold your breath on them saying anything bad about Ellie.’ 
 
    ‘And the missing Pole?’ 
 
    Mia enjoyed the flatness of the SIO’s tone. She was holding her own, despite not knowing where Alex was, or what was happening to him — the security services wouldn’t think twice about enhanced interrogation on him. She forced herself to focus on her interview. 
 
    ‘Still missing as far as I know, but not because of anything Ellie did. She described him as the one that got away.’ 
 
    ‘But before she died, Ellie Grant admitted having the other Pole and David Robbins killed?’ 
 
    ‘As I said — Matt, you’ve been taking notes and will be able to back this up,’ she smiled at the DI, ‘the Pole appears to have been a manslaughter case rather than murder, a beating that went wrong. But yes, Robbins was a straightforward execution, as were the deaths of the two badger baiters.’ 
 
    ‘And Ellie was present at all three deaths?’ 
 
    ‘So she said.’ 
 
    ‘So you did know about the use of ricin on the badger baiters?’ Mark leant forward. 
 
    ‘I knew about their deaths — not the manner of them — until you told me. If you recall, I was shocked by that information—’ 
 
    ‘It seems to me, Detective Chief Superintendent, that my client did the best job possible in getting a lot of useful information from a dying woman.’ 
 
    ‘Which she clearly failed to pass on!’ 
 
    ‘Perverting the course of justice is a far cry from terrorism—’ 
 
    ‘Not when it allows a terrorist act to take place! Failing to disclose information which a person knows or believes might be of material assistance in preventing an act of terrorism, or in securing the apprehension, prosecution or conviction of a person involved in an act of terrorism is contrary to Section 38b of the Terrorism Act 2000! Your client has pretty much ticked every damn box!’ 
 
    ‘But has she, Detective Superintendent? My client maintains that she had no idea about the Danish assault and, as she so rightly observes, you have yet to present us with any evidence to the contrary.’ Barrington’s face remained closed but his voice was steel hard. 
 
    ‘Tell me again about the money, Mia. It must be good to be suddenly given so much of it. You’re obviously enjoying it.’ Mark indicated the new suit. ‘How much did that cost?’ 
 
    ‘May I ask what relevance the cost of my client’s clothing has to alleged terrorist offences?’ 
 
    ‘Many of the black feather assaults, as your client pointed out when she was still batting for the good guys, required the use of money. Digging dog pits, flying chimps to Africa and helicopters full of ricin to Denmark doesn’t come cheap. I want to know where that money is now.’ 
 
    ‘My client will be happy for her accountants to give you details of the rescue centre’s finances. But I’m sure you’ll find no connection to terrorism or indeed anything that could be used for POCA.’ 
 
    Apart from ensuring he was already in receipt of a very substantial retainer, Barrington had been careful not to get involved with Mia’s finances. He’d specifically asked no questions about them because under anti-terror legislation, it was an offence for anyone not to disclose any knowledge regarding terror-related monies. So he’d followed the old barrister’s adage of ‘don’t ask’’. 
 
    Mark ignored Barrington. ‘We both know that rescue centre revenue is only a fraction of your inheritance, and I agree that the Proceeds of Crime Act could not impact on a lottery win, but I want to know where the majority of the money, the dark-ops money, is.’ 
 
    ‘So you can freeze and seize it?’ Mia’s tone remained matter-of-fact. 
 
    ‘Obviously.’ 
 
    Dream on, buster. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Mark, I’d tell you if I could . . . but I can’t. Ellie knew she was dying and she had enough time to get the help of all sorts of experts. I wouldn’t know where to begin looking, but I’m sure your experts will track it down — eventually.’ She looked disappointed in her inability to help. ‘I’ve already supplied you with my bank details and, as I’ll obviously be spending quite a few years at Her Majesty’s pleasure, I won’t be able to make much use of the allowance Ellie gave me for taking over the executive management of the rescue shelters she set up.’ 
 
    Mark gave up. He was on a fool’s errand. Let the security services have a go at the bitch. He was done with her. 
 
    In the end Mia was never interviewed directly by the security services. They’d had an operative remotely monitoring all her interviews, and he felt Mark and Matt had done a good enough job, leaving no relevant questions unasked. Doctor Langley was also a British citizen, on the radar of a high profile barrister; there would be little to gain from showing their hand. All their efforts were now directed at capturing Alex Campbell. 
 
    Following the publicity of his YouTube proclamation, Campbell was occupying the number one slot of ‘most wanted’ — as much for the international embarrassment he’d caused as his actions in Denmark. But, although they now had recent photos, and his DNA profile and fingerprints, they did not have him, and he could probably afford to buy all the avoidance he needed. He could already be lying in some private European hospital undergoing major cosmetic surgery, with people ready to provide new identity papers once the swelling went down. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    While flattered by MI5’s assessment of his interviewing capabilities, Mark was intensely frustrated by the Counter Terrorism Division of the CPS. 
 
    ‘They’re still acting like the Criminal Protection Service. They haven’t got the fucking balls to prosecute one single terror-related offence!’ 
 
    ‘It’s tough, Boss, but Mia will do time—’ 
 
    ‘Five years max for attempting to pervert the course of justice — big fucking deal, Matt!’ 
 
    ‘In fairness, Boss, we’ve very little hard evidence against her. Her notebook was blank and her dirty phone showed only one contact — obviously Campbell’s destroyed mobile — but they were all voice calls: no texts, no voice mail, zilch.’ 
 
    ‘It’s got more to do with the government not wanting the embarrassment of a terrorist case collapsing or it ending with an acquittal.’ 
 
    Mark swivelled his chair to face the window. The bitch had won. Even if she was given the maximum sentence — which was frankly unlikely for a first offence — Barrington would get it reduced on appeal and she’d be back out after two years; free to spend all that money they now couldn’t even attempt tracing, without a terrorist charge. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
 
    The important things in life are not things. 
 
      
 
    Despite the downgrading of her offence, Barrington had to work hard to persuade Mia to plead guilty and get the automatic sentence reduction. They were in a tiny, white-tiled cell under the Old Bailey. 
 
    ‘It’s not me that wants the spotlight, John — it’s what I promised Ellie. We both know my trial will be a global media frenzy — you saw them lined up, flashing away as I was driven in. What better way to get across Ellie’s ethos than to put me on the stand?’ 
 
    ‘You’re being obtuse, Mia. This trial is about you nicking evidence that would incriminate your boyfriend. The judge will make damn sure that neither you nor I are allowed to use the witness box as a pulpit. He’ll be under strict instructions from the MOJ to keep a tight rein on things and not allow any ideological grandstanding.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got to try. I owe it to Ellie.’ 
 
    ‘For fuck’s sake, Mia, get down off that bloody cross! Seriously — you can make better use of the wood!’ This was the first time she’d heard Barrington swear. ‘And I’ve told you before, I don’t want to hear about you and Ellie — that’s not my concern. Getting you the shortest possible sentence is.’ 
 
    Mia was missing Alex to the point of a physical ache running through her core. Her mind was ragged with worry about how he was doing. All she knew, via Mick, was that he’d avoided arrest and made it to South America where he was getting a new face. She took her fears out on her barrister. 
 
    ‘I’m paying you a shed load of money to do as I say!’ 
 
    ‘You’re paying me a shed load of money to defend you! My job is to give you what you need, not what you want, so pull yourself together and think! Plead guilty, look remorseful, let me do a blinding mitigation and then spend your prison time writing Ellie’s Exploits. The longer you’re inside the longer animals in need — and Alex Campbell — will have to wait.’ 
 
    Mia stared at Barrington, digesting the facts, before giving him a reluctant nod of agreement. 
 
    ‘Now, remember, despite this being your first offence and your guilty plea, the judge is still likely to give you the full five years. Someone’s got to be made an example of over the Danish operation and you’re the only person they’ve got. But, once the media circus has left town, I’ll appeal the sentence and get it reduced to the three years it should be.’ 
 
    Three years without Alex. She did a mental calculation. One thousand and ninety-five days — did that seem longer or shorter than three years? Twenty-six thousand, two hundred and eighty hours— 
 
    The jailor unlocked the door. ‘Right, let’s go!’ 
 
    Mia stood, smoothing the skirt of her understated suit. Her hair and makeup were also conservative and, as she climbed the ancient narrow stairs into the dock of Court One, she bowed her head and pulled down a mask of contrition. 
 
    Everything worked out just as Barrington said it would. Back in the cell, he tried to cheer her up. 
 
    ‘After appeal you’ll likely serve two years before being released on licence and, even with an electronic tag and a probation officer breathing down your neck, you’ll be able to get back to your rescue work.’ 
 
    The hardest part about that day was her last conversation with Mark Johnson, a man she still liked and respected. 
 
    ‘Good work, Mia! You’ve managed to buy yourself a level of justice that you clearly don’t deserve!’ 
 
    ‘You think I should have been given community service?’ Her smile was brittle and hard to hold on to. 
 
    She wanted to give way to the tears welling behind her over-bright eyes and sob for the loss of Alex, but she would not give Mark the satisfaction. It still felt odd to be on this side of the fence, to experience the hate and rejection thrown at the guilty, and she found herself adopting the same self-defence indifference she’d witnessed in so many of her study subjects. 
 
    ‘You can’t legalize murder and call it belief!’ Mark stood over her, blocking the light from the tiny cell window high in the wall. 
 
    ‘Dire Straits would beg to differ, and no one has been murdered since Ellie’s death.’ Mia’s smile widened to the point of cracking. They had both enjoyed listening to the poignantly named ‘Brothers in Arms’ as they’d driven around the country, working cases. 
 
    ‘You really are a piece of work, Mia. People respected you, fucking liked you, and you’ve let them down — badly!’ 
 
    ‘People still respect and like me, Mark. They’re just a different set of people. Was it Conrad who said that the terrorist and the policeman come from the same basket? Not that I consider myself a terrorist.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Prison life wasn’t so bad. There was an odd freedom in not having to worry about hair appointments and dry-cleaners, and she remained eternally grateful for the soft underbelly of British justice. It was certainly better than the life (and death) experienced by the people she’d interviewed on Death Row, where eye-for-an-eye retribution was a state institution. 
 
    She also found herself something of a celebrity. Even the guards treated her with a sort of odd deference. Ellie had told her about the almost subconscious fawning their type of money could elicit and, since being forced to break cover, she was experiencing it for the first time. Although a guilty plea had denied her the witness box, Barrington’s mitigation had nevertheless placed all the blame for the black feather assaults on the dead Ellie Grant and Doctor Langley’s controlling boyfriend. So the world’s press were given the bigger, if not accurate, picture after all. But, despite his best efforts, everyone still assumed that she was now the woman behind the black feather organisation, and this kept the queen bees and naturally violent prisoners off her back. 
 
    Life wasn’t too boring either. She was surrounded twenty-four-seven by material that had formed the basis of her working life, and she was enjoying getting back to the grass roots of forensic psychology — and, as a fellow inmate, she was now getting the subtle details usually denied the professional. 
 
    But at night, alone in her bunk, her brave front crumbled. In the early hours, when even the most psychotic inmates fell into a few hours of fitful sleep, she found herself quietly suffocating. Statistically, between three and four a.m. was the most popular time for successful suicides and now she understood why. 
 
    Every thought, waking and sleeping, was filled with Alex: his eyes, his hands, his dry humour, his hard body. His presence in her world held a sense of all consuming beyondness, like those who have a strong faith in God. Alex was her God, ever present. She could not imagine life without him. Even with surgery and a new identity, he wouldn’t risk coming to see her in Holloway — at least she hoped he wouldn’t. So the years stretched before her, an empty and desolate road. The term ‘stretch’ made perfect sense. 
 
    Mick acted as a service station, breaking up the journey with regular links to the outside world, or that part of the world that mattered most to her. Every other week he made the trip to see her, bringing some of Gillie’s cookies. They were always broken, the prison officers had to show willing, but they were still edible and far better than anything else she was expected to eat. 
 
    Barrington had warned her that Mick’s visits were likely to be covertly recorded, and that she should remain wary of any cellmates, but she still relished these bi-weekly breaks. 
 
    ‘How yer doing, lass?’ 
 
    She had quickly realised that if Mick used Alex’s endearment it meant that he’d heard from him. The tone would imply whether the news was good or bad, and so far Mick had always smiled broadly when he called her ‘lass’. He had also started giving her regular updates on Hamish the Westie. 
 
    ‘I tell you, Mia, he’s coming on a treat! The operation took it out of him a bit, but he’s a new dog now — bounding about like a puppy — you’d not recognise him!’ 
 
    ‘But he’s still the old Hamish underneath?’ 
 
    ‘Of course he is, lass. Hamish will always be Hamish.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hamish was on a satellite phone in Argentina, organising a dark-ops in the UK. He was talking to Ed, the unit’s explosives expert, about using a small bomb to destroy a primate facility that bred animals for experimental use. Adam was back in town and would be accompanying the team to oversee the evacuation of the residents. 
 
    Disconnecting the call, Alex got ready for another lonely night. He’d never missed anyone before. He’d always been a happy loner, content with his own company. Now he desperately wanted to be organising Mia’s rescue, but he’d been warned against any such an attempt. If they failed, she could have her sentence extended and would end up serving it in a maximum security prison. It felt like he’d be a withered old man before he’d have a chance to hold her in his arms again. Before Mia, the threat of old age had always fallen lightly on him; he’d always assumed he’d never make old bones. But that was okay because life was for living, not waiting. But Mia’s eventual freedom was too precious to risk . . . she was worth the wait. 
 
    The surgery had gone well — too well. He now hated looking in a mirror. The reconstruction had been massive — it had to be to get rid of his scar. His face was now too smooth and the brown contact lenses irritated. When he took them out at night, he’d stare into the flecked green of his own eyes, checking to see if there was anything left Mia would recognise. 
 
    At least he’d be back in the UK within a few weeks, arriving at St Pancras via a tortuous route of overland treks, several boat rides and a series of short and long haul flights. Boarding the Eurostar would see him on his third set of identity papers. Mick was expecting him and he was looking forward to trying out his new face at Mountain View. If they didn’t recognise him he would risk a visit to Holloway. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The little red numbers blinked their descent. Even if there had been an audible tick, no one would have heard it. The rucksack was too well padded. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
 
    Responding to acts of evil with evil acts, only feeds the existence of evil. 
 
      
 
    The protected TV screen, high on the wall, just added to the background noise of prison life. Mia watched the news with little interest, finding it both painful and banal. Not only did it emphasize what they were all missing, but the triteness of some items irritated — who the fuck cared if some self-absorbed celebrity had tweeted something unkind about another self-absorbed dickhead! 
 
    Suddenly the newsreader touched her earpiece as she listened to the breaking news and something very un-trite started to scroll along the bottom of the screen. 
 
    ‘I’m being told that there has been an explosion on the Eurostar. We’re getting reports that it happened in the middle of the tunnel and there have been mass casualties. There are unconfirmed reports that this is a terrorist attack.’ 
 
    Mia sat forward and watched the horror unfold. It was a well-executed mess, with the bomb being detonated exactly halfway through the channel tunnel. This added to the rescue mission’s initially confused and at times contradictory response. The death toll was going to be huge. At least one suicide bomber had instantly ended the lives of around thirty men, women and children, and the resulting fire and smoke was ending the lives of many more. It was half term and the number of children on the train had been far higher than usual. 
 
    As with any train, if there were spare seats you didn’t have to pre-book and could pay cash for a ticket. No one could be absolutely certain therefore if passengers had actually boarded and, if there appeared to be a choice, which seats they’d sat in. Family and friends at both ends of the tunnel had ideas and fears, but the casualty bureau was in chaos and the relatives’ helpline had crashed several times from the weight of the panic-stricken. It certainly put her troubles into perspective. 
 
    Reactions within the prison mirrored those on the streets. Some cried and most asked why, but others quickly turned their grief to anger and revenge. No one had yet claimed responsibility but in the immediate aftermath of the attack everyone assumed it would be a branch of radical Islam. As a precaution, all Muslim prisoners were segregated onto one wing, and even those who just looked Muslim were moved to another. For the first time in her academic life Mia was able to witness the real-time cause and effect of hatred breeding hatred. 
 
    It took just five days for the attack to fade from the front page and be replaced by a racially offensive tweet from a football manager. Mia returned to the pattern of her prison life, and was looking forward to Mick’s visit at the end of that week. But when he entered the visitor’s room, nine days after the Eurostar bombing, his hands were plunged deep in his pockets and his eyes were on the floor. Slumping into the chair opposite her, he looked up and got straight to the point. 
 
    ‘Hamish is dead, lass.’ 
 
    Mia stared at him, struggling to digest those four small words. 
 
    ‘He was coming back from a very long walk, the day of the terrorist attack, and he suffered a massive heart attack. The vet said he wouldn’t have known what hit him; he died instantly.’ 
 
    Mia’s brain, unable to cope on any level with what she’d just been told, shut down and her body hit the floor. She came to in the hospital wing, where her grief erupted into a storm of raw emotion. Enormous waves of inconsolable loss washed over her small frame threatening to drown her, but her brain refused to return her to the oblivion of another blackout and she heard herself screaming like a wounded animal. It took two orderlies to hold her thrashing body down, while the doctor injected a strong sedative. 
 
    ‘All this over a fucking dog?’ he asked. 
 
    Twenty-four hours later, back in her cell, Mia slept heavily: semi-comatosed by sedatives and the slowly receding fever of grief. If she had any dreams she forgot them, subconsciously consigning them to the sealed storage areas of a fractured but still pragmatic mind. Her grief-storm lasted three days before eventually crying itself out. Now it was just the rain that battered the cell window, sending tears racing towards the already rusting ironwork of the sills. 
 
    For two more days she lay on her hard narrow bed, refusing to eat or wash. Her current cellmate had given up on any form of contact, but she was being made to stay with Mia as an unpaid suicide watch, and resented this fact almost as much as she was beginning to resent the smell rising from the bunk below. 
 
    About five o’clock on the sixth day, Mia found herself able to consider taking the tiniest of steps. She uncurled herself from the foetal position she’d adopted throughout both waking and sleeping hours, and sat gingerly on the edge of the bunk. Placing her bare feet on the cold concrete floor, she made herself register the difference in temperature her soles were experiencing. She needed to feel things again. Her cellmate gave her a tentative smile and she forced herself to smile back. 
 
    At tea-time, she walked slowly down the corridor to the canteen, concentrating on each step, not thinking beyond that series of individual actions. She ate a bowl of non-descript soup in the same way and then asked to be allowed an out-of-hours shower. It was the first time she’d spoken and her throat was still sore from her grief screams. 
 
    The officer agreed, but insisted on watching her in case she did anything stupid — the shower being the place where thoughtful prisoners went to die. If they were going to hang themselves the shower heads gave them the necessary height, and if they were going to cut their wrists the hot water made things easier. Not just because it made it quicker to clean up the mess of their lives, but because the warmth made the blood flow faster. 
 
    But Mia had travelled beyond suicide. She knew what had happened to her, she could even put a name to the all the stages she’d gone through, but none of that helped. In fact it made it worse. It reduced her very personal loss to a generic process that everybody went through at least once. If they didn’t, their life wouldn’t have been worth living. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mick still felt Ellie’s loss every day, but they had not been lovers. So he was relieved when Mia agreed to his next visit, a fortnight after he’d been the bearer of such fucking tragic news. 
 
    ‘You’ve lost weight.’ 
 
    ‘I’m okay.’ 
 
    Mia looked far from okay. She had dark panda-like circles around her eyes, her hair was unwashed and he could smell her breath across the width of the red plastic table. But her smile came from her eyes. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry it fell to you to tell me about Hamish. It couldn’t have been easy.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing’s easy about the type of work we do, Mia — but it still needs to get done.’ 
 
    His look of heartfelt sorrow was in danger of making her weep again, but she swallowed hard and nodded. They talked in some detail about the various shelters and Mick even got some of the necessary decisions he’d come for. 
 
    The next day she received an unexpected visitor. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 
 
    Hope is hearing the music of the future; faith is being able to dance to it. 
 
      
 
    ‘How are you?’ Mark Johnson looked genuinely concerned. 
 
    ‘Fine.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t look it.’ 
 
    His statement held neither judgement nor triumph. The depth and extent of Mia’s reported grief had drawn the sting from his own humiliation, and he quickly moved on to the reason for his visit. 
 
    ‘Mia, we think Alex Campbell is dead.’ 
 
    His statement felt like a physical slap. 
 
    ‘But then, from what the prison tells us, you already know that.’ 
 
    She didn’t answer. 
 
    ‘Intelligence services had been tracking his return from Argentina, waiting for him to reach British soil so they could capture him without the fuss of extradition, but they lost him somewhere between North Africa and Spain. It was obvious he was aiming for the UK and CCTV shows someone fitting his new description getting on to the Eurostar — in the same carriage as the bomber. That person has not been claimed, so to speak, and we think it was Alex . . . Your conversation with Mick about Hamish would suggest the same thing.’ 
 
    Mia continued to sit like a statue. 
 
    ‘Because of the confined space and intense heat, even DNA samples are proving problematic.’ 
 
    She flinched. 
 
    ‘But there is this.’ 
 
    He placed a small lump of metal on the table between them. It had once been a gold ring but the metal had fused with an onyx-like stone. She had never seen the ring before but something made her nod rather than shake her head. It would provide official closure — just in case. 
 
    The SIO leant back in his chair, relief releasing the tension from his body. She noticed that he too had lost weight. It looked as though he’d been working out and his suit was no longer off the peg. 
 
    ‘Are you still with the NCA?’ 
 
    ‘At least until we wrap up this case.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m here, and Alex and Ellie are dead, so that’s pretty much of a wrap, isn’t it?’ Her voice sounded small and tight. 
 
    ‘It would help the team greatly if you could confirm all you know about Alex’s dark-op activities.’ 
 
    ‘Subtle . . . the team.’ She felt her smile edge towards a sneer. 
 
    Yeah, sorry — forgot who I’m talking to.’ 
 
    ‘A traitor.’ 
 
    ‘No — an expert in human psychology.’ 
 
    Mark’s apology seemed genuine and she wasn’t sure how to react. 
 
    He registered this uncertainty and pressed on with his request. 
 
    ‘Look, it can’t hurt Alex anymore and it will help with your parole when it’s due. I understand your appeal was successful and you’re down to three years. With time served and continued good behaviour you could be out in eight months.’ He smiled encouragement. 
 
    ‘I’ll think about it. I’ll need to talk to Barrington first.’ 
 
    Barrington got her immunity from any further prosecution and Mia agreed to confirm what the NCA already knew, adding one or two non-important details for show. Her barrister sat with her throughout the three days of police interviews and she was careful to follow his advice, continuing to blame all dark-ops on Ellie and Alex, especially the Danish attack. 
 
    Once or twice she didn’t have to fake surprise at some of the questions. 
 
    ‘No, Mark, I’ve never heard of a man called Downs.’ 
 
    ‘He’s ex-IRA — believed responsible for the Hyde Park bomb.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that would make sense from Ellie’s point of view — but she never told me anything about him. No body? No feather?’ 
 
    Mark shook his head. ‘No. There’s some speculation that his disappearance could be sectarian but, because of the horse deaths, it was worth asking.’ 
 
    Mia remained insistent that she’d only ever spoken to Ellie and Alex, and that she’d never met any of the others obviously involved in the larger operations — she didn’t even know how many there were. 
 
    ‘Ellie was rigorous in keeping contact between the dark-ops team and her to the single point of contact . . . Alex.’ 
 
    As her mouth lied, her mind wondered what employment Ed, John, Geordie and Bill were currently engaged in. 
 
    ‘There’s been a recent bomb attack on a primate breeding facility in Kent.’ 
 
    Mark thought the look of surprise genuine. 
 
    ‘Any black feathers?’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘It was an extremely well-executed operation with six primates kidnapped and the facility destroyed.’ 
 
    ‘So, not copy-cat then?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t think so, no.’ 
 
    ‘But you can’t suspect me of any involvement?’ 
 
    ‘No. Despite Mick’s coded chats about Hamish, we know you’ve had no opportunity to be involved with anything since your arrest. Could Alex have organised it before his death?’ 
 
    Mia looked down at her hands. ‘You mean an ironic last gift — a bomb for a bomb?’ 
 
    ‘Mia, Ellie Grant was a terrorist—’ 
 
    ‘A good terrorist.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no such thing! Terrorism, most violence — in fact all violence — is about the greater power not the greater good. It all comes back to power — the getting of it, the retention of it and the exercising of it. You know this, Mia. That is the only objective of violence, of terrorism. After food, shelter and sex, all men want is power, right? All objectives are political — even if religion is used to appeal to the masses and justify the unjustifiable, power is their objective. Mass killings, mass rapes, mass starvation, are all used to show power to the state — we the rebel, the terrorist can fight fire with fire; we can be as strong as you — stronger. Our brutality can outweigh yours. All of that applied to Ellie Grant—’ 
 
    ‘But not to me!’ 
 
    ‘I hope not — for your sake.’ 
 
    ‘Terrorism is as old as prostitution, Mark. There will never be a time when the two don’t exist. It is part of human nature—’ 
 
    ‘Was it always part of yours?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know . . . but we all need to belong as much as we need food and water. Al Qaeda and radical Islam are no different from the Nazis and white supremacy when it comes to recruitment of the disaffected and disenfranchised. The problem is, humanity’s not designed for equality. If God existed, and decided on another great flood, to let her start again, making us all multi-coloured instead of black, white, or brown; within days a sign would appear in some backwater pub — primary colours only served here. It’s in our DNA.’ 
 
    Mark shook his head. 
 
    ‘Ellie was a good terrorist because her power-grab was on behalf of animals — who can show gratitude but not allegiance — and her victims were all self-appointed by their own actions, their own brutality. There was no collateral damage as far as I can see. Can you tell me different?’ 
 
    ‘The destruction of the Danish village.’ 
 
    ‘Property doesn’t count. And Ellie’s use of force was beginning to change the status quo of animal rights on a global level. Look at what happened in China — the younger generation rising up and releasing all those bears and other animals used in Chinese medicine, destroying all those shops and their stocks of animal suffering.’ 
 
    Mark stood up and looked down on the woman he had loved. She looked different, diminished in her non-designer prison wear. 
 
    ‘Good luck with the rest of your life, Mia. Try and stay on the right side of the line.’ 
 
    ‘The right side of any line is only ever a matter of perspective, Mark.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    Glossary of English Slang for US readers 
 
    A & E: Accident and emergency department in a hospital 
 
    Aggro: Violent behaviour, aggression 
 
    Air raid: an attack in which bombs are dropped from aircraft on ground targets 
 
    Allotment: a plot of land rented by an individual for growing fruit, vegetable or flowers 
 
    Anorak: nerd (it also means a waterproof jacket) 
 
    Artex: textured plaster finish for walls and ceilings 
 
    A Level: exams taken between 16 and 18 
 
    Auld Reekie: Edinburgh 
 
    Au pair: live-in childcare helper. Often a young woman. 
 
    Barm: bread roll 
 
    Barney: argument 
 
    Beaker: glass or cup for holding liquids 
 
    Beemer: BMW car or motorcycle 
 
    Benefits: social security 
 
    Bent: corrupt 
 
    Bin: wastebasket (noun), or throw in rubbish (verb) 
 
    Biscuit: cookie 
 
    Blackpool Lights: gaudy illuminations in seaside town 
 
    Bloke: guy 
 
    Blow: cocaine 
 
    Blower: telephone 
 
    Blues and twos: emergency vehicles 
 
    Bob: money 
 
    Bobby: policeman 
 
    Broadsheet: quality newspaper (New York Times would be a US example) 
 
    Brown bread: rhyming slang for dead 
 
    Bun: small cake 
 
    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 
 
    Charity Shop: thrift store 
 
    Carrier bag: plastic bag from supermarket 
 
    Care Home: an institution where old people are cared for 
 
    Car park: parking lot 
 
    CBeebies: kids TV 
 
    Chat-up: flirt, trying to pick up someone with witty banter or compliments 
 
    Chemist: pharmacy 
 
    Chinwag: conversation 
 
    Chippie: fast-food place selling chips and other fried food 
 
    Chips: French fries but thicker 
 
    CID: Criminal Investigation Department 
 
    Civvy Street: civilian life (as opposed to army) 
 
    Clock: punch 
 
    Cock-up: mess up, make a mistake 
 
    Cockney: a native of East London 
 
    Common: an area of park land/ or lower class 
 
    Comprehensive School (Comp.): High school 
 
    Cop hold of: grab 
 
    Copper: police officer 
 
    Coverall: coveralls, or boiler suit 
 
    CPS: Crown Prosecution Service, decide whether police cases go forward 
 
    Childminder: someone who looks after children for money 
 
    Council: local government 
 
    Dan Dare: hero from Eagle comic 
 
    DC: detective constable 
 
    Deck: one of the landings on a floor of a tower block 
 
    Deck: hit (verb) 
 
    Desperate Dan: very strong comic book character 
 
    DI: detective inspector 
 
    Digestive biscuit: plain cookie 
 
    Digs: student lodgings 
 
    Do a runner: disappear 
 
    Do one: go away 
 
    Doc Martens: Heavy boots with an air-cushioned sole 
 
    Donkey’s years: long time 
 
    Drum: house 
 
    DS: detective sergeant 
 
    ED: accident and emergency department of hospital 
 
    Eagle: boys’ comic 
 
    Early dart: to leave work early 
 
    Eggy soldiers: strips of toast with a boiled egg 
 
    Enforcer: police battering ram 
 
    Estate: public/social housing estate (similar to housing projects) 
 
    Estate agent: realtor (US) 
 
    Falklands War: war between Britain and Argentina in 1982 
 
    Fag: cigarette 
 
    Father Christmas: Santa Claus 
 
    Filth: police (insulting) 
 
    Forces: army, navy, and air force 
 
    FMO: force medical officer 
 
    Fried slice: fried bread 
 
    Fuzz: police 
 
    Garda: Irish police 
 
    Gendarmerie: French national police force 
 
    Geordie: from Newcastle 
 
    Garden Centre: a business where plants and gardening equipment are sold 
 
    Gob: mouth/ can also mean phlegm or spit 
 
    GP: general practitioner, a doctor based in the community 
 
    Graft: hard work 
 
    Gran: grandmother 
 
    Hancock: Tony Hancock, English comedian popular in 1950s 
 
    Hard nut: tough person 
 
    HGV: heavy goods vehicle, truck 
 
    HOLMES: UK police computer system used during investigation of major incidents 
 
    Home: care home for elderly or sick people 
 
    Hoover: vacuum cleaner 
 
    I’ll be blowed: expression of surprise 
 
    Inne: isn’t he 
 
    Interpol: international police organisation 
 
    Into care: a child taken away from their family by the social services 
 
    Iron Lady: Margaret Thatcher, applied to any strong woman 
 
    ITU: intensive therapy unit in hospital 
 
    Jane Doe: a person whose identity is unknown/anonymous 
 
    JCB: a mechanical excavator 
 
    JCR: junior common room, social space for undergraduates. 
 
    Jerry-built: badly made 
 
    Jungle: nickname given to migrant camp near Calais 
 
    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 
 
    Lovely jubbly: said when someone is pleased 
 
    Luftwaffe: German air force 
 
    M&S: Marks and Spencer, a food and clothes shop 
 
    Miss Marple: detective in a series of books by Agatha Christie 
 
    MOD: ministry of defence 
 
    Mobile phone: cell phone 
 
    MP: Member of Parliament, politician representing an area 
 
    MRSA: A strain of antibiotic-resistant bacteria. 
 
    Myra Hindley: famous British serial killer 
 
    Naff: lame, not good 
 
    Naff all: none 
 
    National Service: compulsory UK military service, ended in 60s 
 
    NCA: National Crime Agency. Leads the UK’s fight to cut serious and organised crime 
 
    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 
 
    Nutter: insane person 
 
    Nursery: a place which grows plants, shrubs and trees for sale (often wholesale) 
 
    Old bag: old woman (insulting) 
 
    Old Bill: police 
 
    OTT: over the top 
 
    Owt: anything 
 
    Pants: noun: underwear adjective: bad/rubbish/terrible 
 
    Para: paratrooper 
 
    Pay-as-you-go: a cell phone you pay for calls in advance 
 
    PC: police constable 
 
    Pear-shaped: go wrong 
 
    Petrol: gasoline 
 
    Pictures: movie 
 
    Pillbox: a concrete building, partly underground, used as an outpost defence 
 
    Pillock: fool 
 
    Pips: police insignia indicating rank 
 
    Piss off: as exclamation, go away (rude). Also can mean annoy. 
 
    Pissing down: raining 
 
    Playing field: sports field 
 
    Pleb: ordinary person (often insulting) 
 
    Portakabin: portable building used as temporary office etc. 
 
    Post: mail 
 
    Planning Department: the local authority department which issues licences to build and develop property 
 
    PNC: police national computer 
 
    PSNI: police service of Northern Ireland 
 
    Prat: silly idiot 
 
    Premier League: top English soccer division 
 
    Proms: concerts held at the Albert Hall 
 
    Public Analyst: scientists who perform chemical analysis for public protection purposes 
 
    RAF: Royal Air Force 
 
    Rag: newspaper 
 
    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 
 
    Rozzers: police 
 
    RSPB: Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 
 
    RTC: road traffic collision 
 
    RV: rendezvous point 
 
    Royal Engineers: British army corps dealing with military engineering etc. 
 
    Rugger: rugby (posh American football) 
 
    Sarge: sergeant 
 
    SCO19: Specialist Crime and Operations Specialist Firearms Command 
 
    Scout: college cleaner 
 
    Scrote: low life 
 
    Section: to have someone committed to a mental hospital under UK mental health laws 
 
    Semi: Semi-detached house, house with another house joined to it on one side only 
 
    Shedload: a large amount 
 
    Shop: store 
 
    Shout the odds: talk in a loud bossy way 
 
    Sickie: day off work pretending to be ill 
 
    Sixth-form college: school for high school students in final two years. 
 
    SIO: senior investigating officer 
 
    Skell: tramp or homeless person 
 
    Skip: a large open container used for building waste 
 
    Slapper: slag 
 
    Smackhead: heroin addict 
 
    Snout: police informer 
 
    SOCO: scene-of-crime officer 
 
    Sod: an annoying person 
 
    Sort: to do or make 
 
    Solicitor: lawyer 
 
    Sparky: electrician 
 
    Spook: spy 
 
    Spuds: potatoes 
 
    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 
 
    Tea: Dinner (Northern English) 
 
    Tea towel: drying cloth 
 
    Till: cash register 
 
    Tip: a mess 
 
    Tipsy: a bit drunk 
 
    Top himself: commit suicide 
 
    Torch: flashlight 
 
    Tutor: university teacher 
 
    Tower block: tall building containing apartments (usually social housing) 
 
    Twoc: steal a car, often just for joyriding 
 
    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 van man: typical working-class man who drives a small truck 
 
    WI: Women’s Institute, organisation of women in UK for social/cultural activity 
 
    Widow’s weeds: black clothes worn by a widow in mourning 
 
    Wilco: will comply i.e. yes 
 
    Wrinklies: old people 
 
    Yellowbelly: native of Lincolnshire 
 
    Yob: a rude or aggressive youth or person 
 
    Yorkie bar: type of chocolate bar 
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