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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    Watching 
 
      
 
    He was almost ready to begin. The voice of a soprano filled the room, the emotion tilting from passion to despair, from deepest love to the most devastating grief. String instruments wailed in time with the voice, the harp adding the quality of a dream. The music was an indulgence, a selfish intrusion into an ancient rite. But everything else was perfect. So far. Candlelight flickered on the walls, throwing exaggerated shadows from the bookshelves and stretching the shapes across the murals. The light made the murals look ready to come to life. And while the music played and shadows danced, a man in white walked alone in the candlelight. Every movement was measured. The grey sleeves of his shirt poured out from the sides of his white smock: the clothing of two different centuries smashed together in an insult. The man worked on, calm and serene. He hummed to the opera as he walked the confines of the small room, behaving as if the tiny room was something far more grand. 
 
    He turned to one corner, bowed his head once, then performed the same action to the other three corners in turn, before finally turning towards the centre of the room. Reflected candlelight danced in the centre of his dilated pupils. He lifted the old metal globe of the censer in his right hand, and ran a thumb across the decorated clasp. His thumbnail caught it and flicked the flip-top to allow a lilac-coloured smoke to fill the room. His lips twitched in satisfaction at the smell of tradition. As the smoke swirled in the air above him he was caught up in the moment. The soprano’s voice reached a swelling crescendo and a tear spilled from the man’s eyes. He walked slowly into the smoke, coating himself in it, then stopped at the very centre to claim his moment – to give back as he always knew he would. There was only ever this moment. The beginning of the end. He laid his eyes on the bright cloth and slid his fingers across the surface. But he stopped when he saw the tremor of his fingers. The music soared, but he could not carry on until he was steady. He delved a hand into his robe, and removed a handful of pale blue pills. He tipped two into his mouth, swallowed, put the rest away, and tried to reset his mind. He closed his eyes and focused on the music. Within a couple of minutes, a new sweet calmness poured through his veins. He was ready. His mouth twitched. Every moment was ceremonially measured, counted, and practiced just as when he had an audience. But tonight there was only one person watching, with wide, docile eyes. And soon – very soon – there would be no one at all. 
  
 
    *** 
 
    It was late, the sky was black and the train station was closed, but plenty of parking bays alongside the railway line were still in use.  The night air was noisy with people departing the pubs in the warm spring night. It was unseasonably warm and everybody agreed it couldn’t last. 
 
    Two groups of very different people walked along the parallel roads towards the station. They could not see each other because of the block of houses between them, but they soon would. The first group – led by a man called Angus McCauley – was made up of men in their twenties to late fifties, with a smattering of women thrown in. They were talkative from far too much coffee and walked with a lively step. With so much caffeine in their veins it would take some of them hours to get some sleep. Most of the excitement was from the amazing gaming session they’d just finished. Alan and Gaynor had defeated The Kryntox Dragon, claimed the beast’s treasure and graduated to the status of third tier wizards. The role-playing group had grown more than Angus had imagined possible, and it made him glad so many people shared a passion he had formed in his teens. Angus had evolved but never ever grown up. He was forty-two, wrinkled, greying, and seen by the newbies as a real life wizard in the role playing field. It was foolish, but no more foolish than he had been when it all began. For the last year or so, these roleplaying evenings had become grand affairs of bringing down ancient empires, slaying goblin kings and breaking enchantments. They were heady adventures, full of imagination and the group had become fond of each other. By day Angus was an archivist at the college library, but on Tuesday nights he was Tenvir, warrior king of Monfalial, and master of the game. His friend, Mary, a teaching assistant, was also a beautiful maiden from the enchanted island of Piranza. Some nights it was very hard to leave the imaginary world to collect their cars and go back to their drab lives. The walk to the train station car park had become a decompressing journey back to reality. They spent the walk talking about their jobs and weekend plans, their children, and their few remaining ambitions. But tonight, as they emerged onto the road by the railway line, the banalities quickly slipped away. Angus watched the drunks stumble out onto the rail-side street from the next block along. They were big men, lumpy and ugly with fat and muscle. Angus felt a twinge of the same old primordial fear he remembered from school. He was a geek versus the strong. He had no chance. It was the old tale of the bully and the victim. But tonight Angus was responsible for others, and couldn’t show his fear.  
 
    “Wait here,” said Angus, raising a slender hand to the others behind him. “Hopefully the drunks will walk over the railway bridge and disappear before they see us.” 
 
    “Let’s hope they don’t fall off onto the railway tracks,” said Theo, sounding hopeful. Sounded like his head was still the game.   
 
    The drunks were loud, too caught up in their noisy banter to notice the gang of overgrown geeks on the next corner. But Angus knew the confrontation was coming. It felt preordained. Inevitable. “Don’t worry,” said Mary, at his side. “They’ll go the other way.” But Mary was wrong.  
 
    The last stragglers of the role players bumped into his back, nearly tipping Angus into the road. The drunks noticed and looked across. Of course they did. It was inevitable. 
 
    “Will you look at that?” growled one, swaying on his feet.  “A gang of bloody poofs and ponces staring right at us. Can you believe it? And we’re all just minding our own business.” He spat the words out like a troll. 
 
    “I see ‘em. But maybe they are hardnut-ponces. Fighting ponces. Who knows… fancy finding out? What do you think?” 
 
    There were a few laughs of agreement from the other drunks in the group. They were pack animals, no better than the orcs and goblins Angus rolled his dice against. The drunks were so predictable. They had been dared by their leader, and now they would fight. 
 
    “Look at ‘em… they’re scared,” said the lead man. The big man stared at Angus with a pink moonish face. His heart racing, Angus turned to the others behind him to make sure they stayed back. He wondered whether to try and defend them, or to give up and run. But a new noise stopped any kind of thinking altogether. A wild sound, full of panic, echoing between the big old houses. And it wasn’t the drunks. Angus saw they heard it too. They looked around with wide, fearful eyes.  
 
    “What’s that?” said Mary.  
 
    “It sounds terrible…” said one of the others behind him  
 
    “We should get out of here…” said someone at the back. Angus heard them turning away, but his eyes were stuck on the lead drunk, watching his reaction to whatever was happening in the street behind him. There was total shock on his face. The group of drunks turned as another group crashed into their backs. The new group were electric with wild energy.  
 
    “Terry! It’s you. It’s sick, I can’t believe it. It’s sick!” said one. The panic hit like a wave. It was catching.  
 
    “What’s sick?!” said one of the original drunks, stepping away from the newcomers. 
 
    “What’s going on?” said Mary. But in the next instant they saw it. A slight figure in a long black coat turned the corner, stumbling amongst them like a zombie from a horror film. The figure jerked like a marionette. Light from the street lamps painted a bright halo around his head. The drunks moved away into the street as fast as they could. They backed away.  Angus saw the figure wore a white dress beneath his coat. The front of it was covered in an odd dark pattern, like one vast ink blot. 
 
    Next, one of the drunks bent double and spilled his guts in the middle of the street.  
 
    “Who did that?! Who the hell would do that?!”  called someone in a tortured voice. 
 
    The figure twisted and fell to the pavement. Light from the street lamps poured across his torso. A slash of dark gore covered his body like a splash of paint, but now Angus knew better and he felt his stomach heave. Mary whimpered at his side. As he fell down, something about the young man’s thin face caught Angus’ eye. The drunks groaned, swore, and ran for the railway bridge but Angus carefully stepped across the road. “Where are you going?” said Mary.  
 
    “He’s hurt… he’s hurt very bad,” said Angus. He reached the young man and knelt down at his side. Angus saw a pale face with eyes covered in a band of dark face paint. The eyes blinked weakly, his lips were lined with blood. Then Angus realised what he was seeing. Who he was seeing…  
 
     “Lewis…?” whispered Angus.  
 
    “Oh no… it’s Lewis,” said Mary. Mary crossed the street and laid a hand on Angus’ shoulder. “Who would do this to him? To anyone…?” 
 
    Angus turned to the others. “Call an ambulance!” he called, looking up into Mary’s wide eyes. “Stop staring at me and call a bloody ambulance will you, before Lewis dies…” 
 
    Mary nodded and took out her phone while Angus cradled the boy’s head.  
 
    “I need an ambulance, someone’s been badly hurt” said Mary, sobbing into her mobile. “Please hurry.” 
 
    Angus squeezed the young man’s hand. He found it cold, and unresponsive. The young man’s eyes stared into the blackness above, all sign of life finally gone. Angus stood up slowly and looked around him in a new deathly silence. The role players looked for his guidance, but there were no words to be said. This was no game. Lewis Atkins was dead.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 One 
 
      
 
    Black Sheep, Grey Sheep 
 
      
 
    It was early morning and Dan Bradley, private investigator and one half of the Roberts and Bradley PI partnership, was walking slowly along the quiet end of the Southend seafront. He walked in the company of a man he hadn’t seen for a very long time. Dan believed it was the very best time of day, when only the street cleaners and the early grafters wound their way along an empty golden mile, enjoying the waves lapping on the beach and the call of the seagulls overhead. It had been Dan and Eva’s favourite time for seafront runs, but the truth was they had rarely ever run together. Dan used to pound the streets in fartleks and tempo runs to match the three-minute pattern of the boxing ring, while Eva, the beauty and brains of the partnership, used running to empty her busy mind of business stresses. Over the last year running had slipped down the list of priorities for them both and without needing to talk about it, Dan knew they both missed the purging it brought them. 
 
    As he walked, eyes glazing over at the sea, wind tugging at his shaggy hair – which was overdue a trim – Dan longed for the release from a stack of current burdens. He looked out to sea and the face of a gruff, smiling Irishman lingered in his mind. The face of a man he had been forced to kill. Dan had already taken his revenge on the people who made him do it, but he knew vengeance could never take it away from him. From now on Dan had to live with the idea of being a killer, end of story. 
 
    “You’ve gone quiet again,” said another voice from the past. It belonged to the man walking with him.  
 
    “Sorry?” Dan turned around and saw he’d left old Jonathan Parker a few steps behind. Dan looked at the old man, taking in the sagging jowls and drooping eyelids, and the Shredded Wheat of grey and chestnut hair sat on the top of his head. For a split second Dan felt he was looking at his old PI mentor – Devon Parker, Jonathan’s brother. Impossible, of course. Devon Parker was dead. And aside from the obvious death factor there were other crucial differences. Devon had been fatter than his younger brother. His eyes had been smaller too. Half the time Devon had sported a moustache but Jonathan Parker had never worn one. But in almost every other respect, the two brothers had been uncannily alike, even down to the slovenly way they wore a suit. Devon must have been the black sheep PI to Jonathan’s accountant. But Dan wasn’t naïve. Dear Jonathan had never been a hero. Jonathan must have helped thousands of people to avoid paying tax in his long career. One brother had been a black sheep, while the one who still lived was at least no brighter than pale grey.  
 
    “You’re walking much too fast for me, Dan. Every time you drift off in thought you start marching off like a soldier. What’s the matter? Is your business not doing well? Or is it Eva?” 
 
    As much as Dan wanted to like the old man, Dan wondered about Jonathan’s reason for visiting. Jonathan Parker lived forty-odd miles away in London, and Dan hadn’t seen the man in years. Dan wondered if his detective instincts were making him too harsh a judge. He tried to soften his attitude. 
 
    “It’s not about the business, Jonathan. We could be doing better but we could be doing a lot worse…” 
 
    “Really? But I thought you were doing very well. Devon always said you’d landed on your feet… and there’ll always be a need for your kind – as much as the need for accountants.” 
 
    “We’re doing okay,” said Dan. 
 
    Parker nodded, and changed tack.  
 
    “And your good lady…?” 
 
    “Well, we’ve had our moments… rocky ones… great ones… but who hasn’t? We live together. We work together. The work we do is pretty crazy, but I think we’re okay.” 
 
    “You think? Or you’re sure?” 
 
    Dan grinned. “We’re okay, Jonathan. You’ve turned into an agony uncle since we last met.” 
 
    “No, I just wonder why you’ve got such a long face. You look like someone with too much on his mind, my boy.” 
 
    Dan looked out to where the estuary met the sea. The sky was pale blue with the promise of sunshine and there was already a hint of warmth on the breeze. It was only March, but it already felt like the onset of an early summer day.  
 
    “Jonathan… have you ever heard of the phrase ‘shit happens’?” 
 
    “Yes, I caught that one.” 
 
    “Well, take it from me, some shit happened. A lot of it. But we’re through it now and it’s time to move on.” 
 
    “From my memory, shit was always happening. To you and to Devon before you.” 
 
    “Yeah? Well, I guess I’m still kind of shaking some off.” 
 
    “You’ve got to, my boy. This life goes by in a blink. I should know. Only yesterday I was a mod with a Lambretta and had my pick of London’s finest young ladies. Now look at me. I’m a hunch-backed old has-been with a face as lined as a piece of driftwood.” 
 
    Dan laughed. “You were a mod? That really wasn’t yesterday, Jonathan.” 
 
    “Well, it bloody well feels like it. The years pass so quickly. Just don’t fret your problems. You have to enjoy every minute.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” said Dan. He squinted at the distant end of the seafront, and made out two figures in black, no more than stickmen, too far away to make out any detail. They were far off, near the derelict old tram shelter at the start of Thorpe Bay.  
 
    “Is this why you came to see me, Jonathan? You were worried I’d been too long without the sage wisdom of a Parker in my life?” 
 
    Parker smiled with a familiar glint in his old eyes.  
 
    “Don’t credit me with such noble instincts, Dan. I’m a Parker, not a saint. But I’d still like to catch up with old friends before I shuffle off this mortal coil.” 
 
    Dan caught the reference to death and slowed his pace.  
 
    “What do you want to tell me?” said Dan. But now it was Jonathan’s turn to look to sea. 
 
    “I wanted some sea air. Devon and I used to come here in our younger days. Some went to Brighton but we always came to Southend. But all that stopped when we got busy with our careers and families, though we did visit again a few times when you came here to start your business with Eva. How long ago was that now?” 
 
    “Twelve years or more.” 
 
    “You see. Time is flying and I really don’t want to waste it. I must enjoy what’s left. I must…” said the old man, with a desperate edge in his voice. 
 
    “I thought you were trying to cheer me up, Jonathan. But now you’re beginning to depress me, again” 
 
    “Yes. I suppose I’m rather prone to that these days.” 
 
    The old man stopped walking, pretending to take in the views and scratch his nose, but Dan saw an old man who needed a rest.  
 
    “We can stop if you like,” said Dan.  
 
    “Why? A whippersnapper like you running out of puff?” 
 
    Dan grinned. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Then you need building up some more. Let’s head up to the Rokely Hotel. You need to work off all your troubles before we stop this morning.” 
 
    Dan guessed he’d have to hike all the way to Australia to accomplish that feat. 
 
    Looking ahead, the two figures were much closer, and Dan managed to pick out more detail. There was a black and blue cap on the shorter one’s head and a tall police helmet on the other.  The tall one had a trapezium body strapped into a stab vest and yellow jacket. Dan’s eyes locked on and his jaw tightened.  
 
    “What is it?” said Jonathan and the old man followed his eyes. “You haven’t got trouble with the law have you? Is that why you’re in a such a mood?” 
 
    “Me? In trouble with the police, Jonathan? Why would you ever think that?”  
 
    “Since you spent a year in prison, it does occasionally cross my mind.” 
 
    “Once a criminal always a criminal, is that it?” said Dan with a grin. “I did what I did with good reason, remember.” 
 
    Jonathan smiled. “Yes, I remember. Shame the magistrate didn’t see it the same way.” 
 
    Dan considered their options. They could have turned off the seafront and avoided a confrontation, but old Parker didn’t need a lengthy detour in his condition. And besides, by now Dan was sure Rob Dawson and the female PCSO would have recognised him. Crossing the street would have looked like an admission of guilt. As uncomfortable as he felt with Dawson heading his way, Dan had no choice but to stand his ground. Instead of holding back, Dan matched the old man’s walking pace and stuffed his hands deep into his leather jacket, on a crash course for an awkward meeting. 
 
    With the grand glass front of the Rokely Hotel just ahead, the muscular cop and pretty PCSO slowed to a halt before them. Dawson dipped his head in greeting and his face flickered with a hesitant smile.  
 
    “Dan,” said PC Dawson 
 
    “Rob,” said Dan. 
 
    Dan’s eyes landed on the PCSO. The girl had inviting blue eyes. Once you’d looked at them it was hard to look away. Mesmerising was too strong a word for the effect they had, but they were very attractive. What the hell did a girl with eyes like those want to be a PCSO for? Dan dragged his eyes away, only to find himself admiring the soft feminine lines of her face. Dan decided he needed to look elsewhere before he was caught out.  
 
    “PCSO…?”  
 
    “Rawlins,” said the woman. “You must have a bad memory, Mr Bradley. I’ve told you my name a few times now.” 
 
    “I’m bad with names, but I never forget a face,” smiled Dan.  
 
    Dan looked at Dawson and felt exposed, like the cop had been reading his mind the whole time. Dawson looked serious. Or did he look awkward? They had been friends for a long while and helped each other out plenty of times, but Dawson started getting suspicious of him during the recent ECED case and ever since there had been a cloud between them. Dawson believed he was dangerous, but Dan was no murderer. Not under normal circumstances. But there had been nothing normal about the ECED case, and the aftermath of the case still rolled on – in the courtroom, in the press, everywhere they looked. The only good news about it was that the media had forgotten all about Dan and Eva’s role in affairs. But Dawson hadn’t forgotten. PC Rob Dawson had saved Dan’s arse from the fire, and after surviving they’d agreed a peace. But killing people changes things. Between them, they had only done what they thought to be right. But ever since both men had taken pains to avoid each other. Dan knew it. Dawson must have known it too. Old Jonathan Parker studied the quiet men from the side, watching the way Dan’s eyes met the sparkling blue eyes of the PCSO, and the strange stand-off between him and the cop.  
 
    “So. How are you doing?” said Dawson.  
 
    “Fine. Fine,” lied Dan. “Anyway, this is Jonathan Parker. He’s the brother of my old boss Devon Parker. Jonathan, this is PC Rob Dawson, and this is PCSO Rawlins.” 
 
    “Charmed,” said Jonathan, with a nod. 
 
    “What brings two busy police officers out here for a walk at seven in the morning?” said Dan.  
 
    Dawson answered quickly. A little too quickly, maybe. 
 
    “There’s been reports of some homeless scallywags stealing from the beach huts. One was set on fire.” 
 
    “Right…” said Dan, looking over Dawson’s shoulder towards the distant multi-coloured huts which lined the beach. He hadn’t seen either cop stop walking to inspect the huts. He looked at Dawson and the girl in turn. There was a glint in her eye.  
 
    “So… you find anything?” 
 
    “All quiet,” said Rawlins.  
 
    “Perfect then,” said Dan. He looked at the cop and noticed a little colour enter the big man’s cheeks and his throat tighten. Rebecca Rawlins smiled.  
 
    “Look, we’d better go, Dan…” said Dawson. “Duty calls and all that.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll bet it does.” 
 
    “Don’t be a stranger,” said Dawson, giving him a flick of a wave. But Dawson sounded clipped and curt. They were men with blood on their hands. A shared secret had sealed them in blood.  But it had broken their friendship and made them strangers.  
 
    Dan watched them walk away. Jonathan Parker let the silence hang in the sea breeze for a moment before speaking. 
 
    “Looks to me like you’ve got a little trouble.” 
 
    “Not the kind you’re thinking of.” 
 
    “Still, trouble all the same.” 
 
    “Time’s a healer, JP.” 
 
    “But time can make wounds fester, too.” 
 
    “We’ve got some history, that’s all.” 
 
    “You don’t say,” said Jonathan. “My advice – it pays to keep the police at a safe distance.  If your police friend wants to stay at a distance, then let him.” 
 
    “I thought you were an accountant, Jonathan, but that sounds like the voice of experience.” 
 
    “Accountants bend the rules all the time, Dan, and the police are no one’s friends but their own. Keep them at a distance, and life gets much easier.” 
 
    “Thanks for the advice, Uncle,” said Dan, putting on the voice of an impudent kid. 
 
    “The policewoman was a looker, though, wasn’t she?” said Jonathan.  
 
    “Yeah. A very nice girl to take on a walk along the beach…” 
 
    “And more besides. But you don’t want to go there, Dan. Seriously. I saw those eyes.” 
 
    “Hers or mine?” 
 
    Jonathan shrugged. 
 
    “You’ve got me all wrong, JP. I’m a one-woman guy. Any man can do some window shopping so long as he doesn’t touch.” 
 
    “That’s very good to hear.” 
 
    “Come on, Jonathan. What are you here for? You acting the sage is beginning to unnerve me.” 
 
    The old man laughed. “All in good time. Just let an old man enjoy the sea air.” 
 
    Parker looked away towards the water. Dan wasn’t going to be able to read his mind. And he sure as hell didn’t want the old man reading his either. And Dan had the feeling he’d told Parker too much already.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Two 
 
      
 
    Drama Queen 
 
      
 
    Detective Inspector Hogarth was having one of his moments again. And when he had one of those, everybody at the station knew about it. Hogarth was one of the new breed recruited to Southend to replace the last of the corrupt old guard, but new didn’t always mean better. And as far as Dawson could tell, Hogarth was pretty different all right. The cop wore colour-coordinated blazer and trouser ensembles, like an old-aged model from the Brext catalogue. He wore his brown-grey flecked hair in an over-long foppish cut which owed something to Bryan Ferry. And he walked around with an arrogant, moody air. Maybe he didn’t like Southend, and that was the reason for his arrogance. After all, not so long ago Hogarth had been a Met man, but he’d ended up washed-up in Southend. The normal trajectory of life in the Essex force was of aspiring to join the big boys in London – for the higher pay, seniority, and status. Hogarth had bucked the trend and didn’t look too pleased about it. But if it was work he wanted, then recent months should have given them all something to get their teeth into.  
 
    Hogarth and the other CID officers stalked out of the incident room with the bit between their teeth. And as soon as PC Rob Dawson clapped eyes on Hogarth, he knew he was in for an earful. Dawson reached his desk but didn’t bother to sit down. Hogarth was headed his way.  
 
    “What’s the matter with him?” whispered Rawlins at Dawson’s side. 
 
    “Didn’t get laid last night – you know the drill,” whispered Rob. But he regretted it, because when the DI reached his desk, Rawlins was snickering under her breath.  
 
    “What’s up with her?” said Hogarth, fixing Dawson with his hooded eyes.  
 
    “Just told her a dirty joke, sir.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you did,” said Hogarth. He glanced down at the girl, his eyes lingered, and she slid a hand over her mouth.  
 
    Dawson thought he saw Hogarth’s eyes soften whenever he looked at Rawlins. He couldn’t blame the DI. Compared to the other girls at Southend Rebecca Rawlins was a little bit special. But it didn’t mean Dawson had to like Hogarth paying attention. 
 
    “Any development on the Southchurch murder, sir?” said Dawson, dragging Hogarth’s eyes away from Rawlins. 
 
    “Murder? I heard you were more interested in beach huts.” 
 
    “It’s only eight am, sir. I’m not late in. I thought dedication to the cause was a good thing.” 
 
    “Of course it is, Dawson. Your commitment to preventing another beach hut crisis is highly commendable. Meanwhile some lunatic is spilling people’s guts on the streets.” 
 
    “Lunatic? Is that the consensus then? The killer is mentally ill?” said Dawson, deflecting the criticism. His cheeks prickled with irritation and there was nothing he could do to hide it. 
 
    “Let me fill you in. A bunch of local overgrown role-playing nerds saw Lewis Atkins walking to the end of Polton Street opposite the parking area on Station Road. The role-playing geeks saw Atkins fall down amongst some drunken yobs, who immediately fled the scene. There is no reason to believe the drunks were responsible for this. The nerds called the police. Lewis Atkins was pronounced dead at the scene when the ambulance arrived. He’d been cut with a very sharp blade. The wound suggests the knife was dragged down the young man’s body as far as his pelvis. The victim was wearing a sleeveless white gown underneath his coat. He was covered in claret, but somehow managed to hold his guts in until he collapsed. Grim and very disturbing. We’re looking at all angles right now.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like a stab wound,” said Rawlins. 
 
    “That’s because it’s not, Rawlins,” said Hogarth, with a grin. 
 
    “That’s a very long cut,” said Rawlins, ignoring the sarcasm. “How the hell could someone make a cut like that on another person? It’d have to be a bloody machete for a cut like that.” 
 
    “You’re a PCSO, Rawlins,” said Hogarth. His sneer was accompanied by a smile. “With respect, if I want your input, I’ll ask for it.” 
 
    Rawlins blushed and looked away. Dawson risked a glance her way. He knew how badly Rawlins wanted to be a ‘proper cop’.” 
 
    “Well, sir, there are plenty of nutcases out there,” said Dawson. “A lone nutter with a machete really wouldn’t surprise me. Not in this town.” 
 
    “And you don’t think the drunken yobs were involved, sir?” asked Rawlins. 
 
    “The lead role-playing nerd, Angus McCauley, doesn’t think so. He says the drunks were fighting to get away from the poor sod. It seems his bleeding guts made the yobs a bit queasy.” 
 
    “This McCauley is sure about that?” 
 
    “When we interviewed the guy he sounded pretty sure. But we can’t say for certain. All McCauley saw was a young man drop down dead at the end of the street. He knew the guy too. Lewis Atkins was a former member of Club Nerd.” 
 
    “A former member, sir?” 
 
    “Yes, former. As in not a regular. To be honest, Atkins sounds like he was a bit of a wobbly character, a bit of a gadfly. Even for a role-playing type.” 
 
    “Is McCauley a suspect?” 
 
    “No. He was the main witness at the scene, he found the victim, and he has a rock-solid alibi with twenty other role players who were busy battling dwarves and dragons until they found him. McCauley isn’t a suspect. But we could do with finding these drunks. Atkins dropped dead at around eleven twenty-five, suggesting the yobs were pub drinkers rather than street drinkers. There are only a few drinking holes around there, so it’s time to start digging into them. The Old Bank is the nearest. I hear you like a good walk, Dawson. Why don’t you help yourself to another one and start making the necessary enquiries?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Dawson, ignoring the barb. “Can I ask what you make of it all?” 
 
    “At this stage?” asked the detective with narrowed eyes. 
 
    Dawson nodded.  
 
    “I believe it’s murder, Dawson. What about you?” 
 
    Dawson kept his face as even as Hogarth’s.  
 
    “I just meant was there anything else which could help us? Such as the role-playing link?” 
 
    “This was a murder – and the victim died on the street, which means there’ll be a panic on. On top of that we’ve got stacks of people calling in worried or claiming to know something about it. Ninety per cent of the call-backs show these concerned locals know diddly squat about anything at all. They’re after gossip. Or feeling a part of the crisis. The role-playing link? Who knows? Speak to this Angus McCauley if you like, but we’ve already spoken to him. He knew Atkins. But it turns out not too many people knew him well. Bit of a weirdo this Atkins, joined all kind of strange clubs to make friends.” 
 
    “Strange clubs?” 
 
    “You’ll see what I mean,” said Hogarth. “He’s done the circuit of churches, the am-dram society, a public speaking club, the role-playing group and more. I don’t know about you but that suggests a weirdo to me. Weirdos are unpredictable. They attract like unto like. It was probably another weirdo that topped him. There are plenty of nooftas in this town. Atkins could have been one of them. Maybe they took their sex games too far. Who knows?” 
 
    “Weirdos. Nooftas. Are those professional terms, sir?” said PCSO Rawlins.  
 
    The detective squinted in displeasure, but his eyes softened when he caught hold of the PCSO’s smile.  
 
    “You’ve got a smart mouth, Rawlins. But if you ever want to join the big boys you’ll need to button it. Talk to the role-playing man. Tour the pubs, and bring me back something worth knowing. Got it, Dawson?” said Hogarth. The DI stalked away towards the canteen.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Dawson. “One more thing. Lots of people join churches and clubs for their hobbies, sir. Why would that make Lewis Atkins a weirdo?” 
 
    Hogarth stopped and looked around, scanning to see if he had an audience to play to. There were a couple of uniforms and some admin staff working the desks of the new open plan office, sheets of paper in hand. It seemed they were audience enough for Hogarth. 
 
    “Lewis Atkins was a nineteen-year-old boy. When they found him he was wearing a white dress and black make-up. He’d been cut open from his ribs to the bottom of his gut. Now if none of that strikes you as weird then maybe you’re in the wrong vocation, Dawson. Wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    Hogarth started walking then snapped his fingers and looked back as if he’d just remembered something important. The gesture had to be for dramatic effect. 
 
    “The pathologist says Lewis Atkins was chock full of alkyl nitrites and Valium.” 
 
    “Sir?” said Rawlins. 
 
    “Alkyl nitrites. Poppers. Like the queers use, Rawlins.” 
 
    “And what about the Valium?” said Rawlins. “Who uses that?” 
 
    “With the amount Atkins had in his system? People who like to get completely out of their nut, Rawlins, that’s who. I wouldn’t be at all surprised to find that Atkins was gay. And if he was, it follows that the killer was gay too… probably a lover’s tiff, ending with too much melodrama. No offence, DS Norman, but I know the queens love a bit of drama.” 
 
    DS Norman, one of Hogarth’s CID flunkies was passing through the office. He kicked a camp leg in the air behind him and blew an air kiss as he passed by. The modern police force. When the top brass weren’t looking it was exactly the same as the old one. 
 
    “Happy hunting, Dawson. Keep me updated.” 
 
    Hogarth turned away.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Dawson under his breath.  
 
    “I knew Hogarth was a bit of tosser, but I didn’t know he was homophobic prick too,” said Rawlins. 
 
    “The thing with Hogarth is you can’t tell if he even believes a word he says. Everything is for effect with him,” said Dawson. 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “Definitely. Just don’t let him get to you, Bec.” 
 
    “Don’t let him get to you more like,” said Rawlins. “Looks to me like he’s taken a dislike to you.” 
 
    “Fine by me. The feeling is mutual. You know what I’d love to do?” 
 
    “What?” said Rawlins. 
 
    “Get to the bottom of this case before he does. Hogarth’s a lazy cop. If I beat him to it he can stick all his showboating right up his arse. He’ll still get to take the credit of course. But I’ll know I got there first, and that’s what counts, right?” 
 
    Rawlins smiled. “Think you’ll need a hand?” 
 
    “Steady on, Bec. You’re a PCSO. They’ll be sending you on one of your high street marches before the kettle’s boiled,” said Dawson with a grin.  
 
    Rawlins shook her head. “Maybe. But I’m better than that. I’ve got the skills. And I would like to chat with some of those witnesses. Think of me as a resource. I can take statements while you’re questioning them. I’ll make it quicker for you.” 
 
    “Okay then. If you can get away from your duties, join me later. I’m going to get a head start with the role players.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the drug angle,” said Rawlins, as she gathered her stuff. “Walking around with a horrific wound like that, those drugs had to be the only reason he was still standing.” 
 
    “Good thinking.” 
 
    “Let me know when you need me, okay?” said Rawlins.  
 
    Dawson watched her walk away to meet the PCSO team for the day shift. He sighed at the humiliation job Hogarth had done on him. Dawson felt he wasn’t the only one falling under Rawlins’ spell. Lots of men did bizarre things to get female attention, and Dawson reckoned he’d just witnessed a brand new method from DI Hogarth. Dawson and Rawlins weren’t an item. Truth be told, they were nowhere near it. But Dawson knew she had a thing for him – the merest hint of attraction, at least – but mixing the job with a romance was a total no-no. Even so, there was no way Dawson was going to let a preening toad like Hogarth get the better of him. If Hogarth intended to flirt with the girl, or make any kind of move, Dawson would ensure he was there blocking the way. After that, finding the murderer ahead of the DI would simply prove an added bonus. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three 
 
      
 
    You’re Hired 
 
      
 
    Dan Bradley walked towards the office he shared with his business partner and long term girlfriend, Eva Roberts. He arrived at the office door at the same time as their new apprentice, Mark, who Dan had nicknamed ‘kid’. Mark was sixteen and fresh out of his school uniform.  The kid had been with them for four months but had already seen plenty of action. In fact, Mark had seen way too much for a kid on five-hundred a month, but in the end, he had held up pretty well.  
 
    Dan was expecting Eva to give him the full Q&A about old Jonathan Parker’s visit but when he looked through the glass Dan saw she was busy talking to some skinny guy at the back desk. Their office was an old shop space. It took up the entire ground floor of an old two-storey building with Eva and Dan’s apartment located directly above it. While Eva chatted and traded smiles with the stickman, Dan stayed outside. The kid noticed Dan’s brand new haircut. He looked but didn’t say a word.  
 
    “Where have you been?” said Dan.  
 
    “Eva had a client coming in. She said we needed more coffee. It’s one of the things the clients seem to enjoy. Nice haircut by the way.” 
 
    The way the kid said it, Dan knew he meant the exact opposite. 
 
    Dan rubbed a hand across the short-buzzed surface of his head. His hair felt like a Brillo pad. It wasn’t so much a haircut as having his hair mown right off. They’d left it just a shade over grade five on top, and tapered it all the way to zero by the nape of his neck. 
 
    “It was supposed to be a trim,” said Dan.  
 
    “Then don’t ever go there for a short back and sides. He’ll take your head off.” 
 
    “Hey, it cost me a fiver,” said Dan with a shrug. “Who’s complaining?” 
 
    “Eva, maybe?” said Mark. The kid was smiling but his eyes were laughing out loud. Dan looked away, trying to change the subject. He nodded toward the back desk and dropped his voice a couple of notches. They could see the client sitting at the desk; he faced Eva with his back to them at the door. The man’s spine showed through the back of his shirt. 
 
    “So, who’s the stickman?” said Dan.  
 
    “I haven’t seen him yet. But I hope he’s your next client,” said Mark. They both tried to eavesdrop on the conversation. “Listen to the guy,” said Mark. “His voice goes up and down like a rollercoaster. Sometimes he whispers, the next he’s laughing. He’s definitely posh but I can’t get a feel for him.” 
 
    “He’s a client. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    “How did it go with your old boss’s brother?” 
 
    “Jonathan? I don’t know yet… but I’ll find out soon. He’s after something. The Parkers always were.” 
 
    The kid was distracted by the vibration of a mobile phone in his pocket. He took it out and answered the call. 
 
    “Hi… what? No way!” The kid’s smile dropped off his face.  
 
    Dan was about to walk into the office, but the alarm in the kid’s voice held him back. He waited until the kid ended the call.  
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “It’s my dad. You know they’re separated and everything. The idiot’s gone on a binge and ended up in hospital. I have to go home and see if Mum’s okay. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. Just go and see your mother. But make sure you give me that coffee first…” said Dan. He took the foil-wrapped packet from the kid, and slapped him on the arm. “Now go. And take your time, okay?” 
 
    Mark made a weak attempt at a grateful smile.  
 
    “Thanks, Dan.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me. I’m going to dock it from your wages anyhow” 
 
    Mark looked at him with panic then realised Dan was joking.  He made off down the street. 
 
    Dan turned into the office doorway and headed towards the kitchen at the back. Dan listened the whole way, slowing to catch anything worth hearing. When Eva was on form, there was no one better, so he didn’t intend to butt in. The skinny guy seemed to be enjoying his conversation with Eva so much he didn’t even look up. He couldn’t blame the guy. Redhead Eva was pretty good eye candy. Their romantic and working relationship was twelve years old. Occasionally it felt like the lustre was wearing off, but at other times Dan knew how lucky he was. The girl was dangerously pretty, and dangerously smart to go with it. Whereas he was Dan Bradley. Dan knew his limits and his foibles. He was impatient and wild, he knew how to handle a gun, had never known how to handle a woman, but he wasn’t bad when it came to using his fists. No, not bad at all.  
 
    “…the three-point method is always best,” said the skinny guy. “It’s what teachers use. All the best public speakers employ the method to ensure their message gets home.  It’s the basics, it really is…” 
 
    “And it works,” said Eva, with a smile.  
 
    “Yes, it does…” said the stickman in his posh, plummy accent.  
 
    “Then I’ll be sure to use it on Dan,” said Eva. 
 
    Dan stopped walking before he reached the kitchen door and turned to face them.  
 
    “Speak of the devil. Mr Jay, meet my partner, Dan Bradley.” 
 
    Jay turned in his seat and his smile stayed bright. His eyes were also bright, but they were set in two dark circles suggesting a serious man or someone who had trouble with his sleep. He had hair almost as short as Dan’s but he was a good ten years older. His hair was salt and pepper coloured and he had a prominent Adam’s apple in the middle of a thin neck. 
 
    “Mr Bradley. I’ve heard a lot about you,” said the man. He stood up and stuck out a long hand. Dan took it and pumped it carefully.  
 
    “All good, I hope.” 
 
    “Yes, as I recall…” said the man, with a polite grin.  
 
    “Dan, what happened to your hair?” said Eva.  
 
    “You don’t like it? It’s the new me,” said Dan, feigning upset. 
 
    “Then I’ll have to call you GI Joe from now on. That’s pretty short!” 
 
    “Works for me. You want me in on this little chat?” said Dan, but he didn’t wait for an answer. He pulled a chair from behind the desk in the centre of the office.  
 
    As Dan shifted his chair into position at the side of the desk, he noticed the thin man’s smile fade. “Look, if I’m interrupting here, I can go and do something else… “ 
 
    The thin man looked up at him. 
 
    “What? Oh, sorry. No. I really do want you both in on this. My attitude isn’t about you, Mr Bradley, rather it’s the issue I’ve come here about which is upsetting me. I’ve managed to skirt around it with Miss Roberts here… but I must deal with it sooner or later…” 
 
    Dan nodded once and waited. The man became solemn and folded one hand over the other, then laid them on his knees. 
 
    “Lewis Atkins…” said Jay. “Have you heard?” 
 
    Dan shook his head. He’d gotten up early that morning, and hurried straight out to meet Jonathan Parker so didn’t have time for his usual news-fix.  
 
    “Lewis Atkins was a young man held in high regard by all the members at our Speech Master’s club. He was a charming young man and showed great promise as a speaker. He had a theatrical way about him. Before he got up to speak you always thought he was going to be a nervous wreck. He had that shaky look about him. But once he started speaking, he was a natural. He was eloquent. Had a commanding voice, and he always looked his audience in the eye…” 
 
    Dan looked at both of them. “So… what happened to him?” 
 
    “He was murdered, Mr Bradley.” 
 
    Eva looked at Jay and at Dan. Dan saw Eva wanted to explain, but was being careful of Jay’s feelings. But Jay was smart and caught on to their glances. He coughed and stiffened in his chair.  
 
    “Lewis Atkins was murdered last night. Butchered. Not far from here, very near the Southchurch rail station.” 
 
    “Butchered?” said Dan. He fought a sudden urge to grab his tablet and scan the UK news site so as to get the full details, but it would have looked wrong. He had to be patient. He had to show concern, just the way Eva always did.  
 
    “Yes… the poor lad was cut to ribbons. Died in front of witnesses near the railway line. Someone told me the boy was cut open from his ribs to his pelvis. It sounds horrific.” 
 
    Dan took in the details, grim faced and confused. He mulled them over for a moment, looking at Eva to see if she already had the answers to a question rising in his mind. But her face said not. “I’m sorry, Mr Jay. What connection are you exactly to this Lewis Atkins? Were you close?” 
 
    “Not close, no. But he was a very likeable young fellow. We were all fond of him, and wanted him to do well. In the end I suppose he became something of a mascot for us. I can’t believe anyone would do this to him – a young man with a bright future at the very start of his life.” 
 
    “No… there are some very sick people out there.” 
 
    “So I see…” said the man.  
 
    “But this is a murder case, Mr Jay,” said Dan. “Which means the police will be all over it. They’ll find your killer. They always do.” 
 
    “I wish I had your faith in them, Mr Bradley. But I’ve seen how the police can get things very badly wrong and I don’t want to see that happen to Lewis. This boy was cut down in his prime. People like him – vulnerable people with no proper family – they always get left behind in this world. I want this boy’s memory to be respected.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr Jay. This is murder. A police matter. How do you think we can help you?” 
 
    “As I was explaining to Miss Roberts, in my experience the police have not always been the greatest help. And I’d rather not leave a matter this serious to a bureaucracy which is prone to failure.” 
 
    “Your experience?” said Dan. 
 
    “Nothing significant. A burglary. Something personal which they could have handled much, much better than they did. If we can’t entrust them with these minor matters, how can we trust them with someone we really care about?” 
 
    Dan nodded. Given his own previous brushes with the police Dan was inclined to agree. 
 
    “When did the murder take place?” 
 
    The man looked at his watch. “The boy was found what…? About ten hours ago, last night.” 
 
    “Ten hours? Then you’ve barely given the police a chance to start work.” 
 
    “There’s a killer on the loose in this town, Mr Bradley. They attacked someone we liked very much. I’m willing to pay to help bring justice in a timely fashion. The police could take months, years even, while your reputation precedes you. Assuming, of course, you can handle cases of this nature.” 
 
    Dan heard a hint of challenge in the posh man’s words. It was in his tone of voice. Can you handle a murder? But Jay had no idea. Murder had been at the very heart of plenty of their cases. Even some of the paying ones… 
 
    “We handle all types of cases, Mr Jay,” said Dan.  
 
    “Even so, working in opposition to the police is never a smart idea,” said Eva.  
 
    Jay looked at Eva and smiled. “I’m not asking you to work in opposition to them, Miss Roberts. Just be smarter than them. Find out who did this. I believe you can solve this long before the police ever will.” 
 
    “So what gives you such confidence in us?” said Eva.  
 
    “You’re local, and I heard you’re very effective. Besides, there aren’t many good private investigators out there…” 
 
    Dan had another question. 
 
    “You say Atkins didn’t have much in the way of family. We can look into that. But tell me, Mr Jay. How come you’re willing to hire two private investigators for a case the police will do for free? Who’s paying?” 
 
    “Our group, the Speech Masters will pick up the tab. Our group has some very noble objectives, Mr Bradley. Lewis Atkins was one of us, and we are a group in shock. We want to help, and this is the best way we can.” 
 
    “You’re going to spend the group’s money on this. Do the whole board approve?” 
 
    “We’re not a charity, Mr Bradley. There is no board of trustees. But you will help us, won’t you?” 
 
    If the case paid, and was legit, they had to take it. The business wasn’t in a position to turn down work. But it also paid to avoid seeming too keen. Dan looked at Eva and she nodded.  
 
    “Yes, Mr Jay. We’ll help you. We’ve had our own run-ins with the police. We know they don’t always deliver like they should… but we won’t work against them. If we do that, they’ll make the case impossible.” 
 
    Jay nodded, smiled, and relaxed into his seat. “Absolutely fine, Miss Roberts. Do whatever you need to. Just find out who did this and bring them to justice. It’s the very least Lewis deserves.” 
 
    “Just one more thing, Mr Jay,” said Dan. “Is there any other reason you want our help?” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” said Jay, with a confused smile.  
 
    “It’s an unusual case. You’ve got your reasons. I just wondered what they were.” 
 
    “Beyond the ones I’ve already stated.” 
 
    Dan nodded. Eva shifted in her chair, giving Dan a reproachful eye.  
 
    “Very well. I’ve already heard loose talk that this is a random act. A mindless murder. Let me tell you, I don’t believe in random. What this bastard did to Lewis was vicious in the extreme. It was a hateful crime.” 
 
    “Do you think it was personally motivated?” said Dan.  
 
    “I think it’s possible, don’t you?” said Jay.  
 
    “Then where do you suggest we look?” said Eva. 
 
    “Lewis knew lots of people. There are a hundred or so members on our books, and I know he was active elsewhere.” 
 
    Active elsewhere… what a curious phrase. Did Jay have his own suspicions? If the man wanted them to know, he would have told them. 
 
    “We’ll take the case,” said Dan.  
 
    “And we’ll do our level best to find the killer,” said Eva. 
 
    “I’ve no doubt about that, Miss Roberts. That’s exactly why I’m here.” 
 
    The man smiled, but the sad, weary look on his face remained the same. 
 
    Dan recalled Dawson’s coldness on the seafront. If they were working the same case as the police, it wouldn’t be long before they crossed paths again. Now Dan had to hope the cold war wouldn’t heat up to anything worse. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Four 
 
      
 
    The Milk Hunt 
 
      
 
    After some stubborn resistance from Dan, it was Eva who made first contact with Rob Dawson. The first few cases of the new year hadn’t required any interaction with the police. Infidelity cases were personal, not criminal, and paper crimes like fraud had to be rock solid before the police were usually involved. But the Lewis Atkins case would inevitably cause overlap. They would bump into the police for certain; they would cross the same lines. Dan refused to make the call, but Eva believed it best the air was cleared before they got to work. They were going to need all the help the police could provide, and Dawson had been their greatest police asset. Their only asset. Even if she couldn’t restore their friendship to what it once was, at the very least she needed to prevent Dawson from becoming a stumbling block. But Dan wasn’t going to like Eva calling him.  
 
    Eva volunteered to go and buy the milk for morning coffee. As soon as she stepped outside she dialled Dawson’s number. His phone rang for an age – so long Eva was sure Dawson was poised to reject her call. But then his voice came on the line, ‘though it didn’t sound much like the Rob Dawson of old. He was distant and quiet. 
 
    “Eva…?” said Dawson. “How are you” 
 
    “Good, thanks. What about you, Rob?” 
 
    “Busy. I guess you’ve heard about the murder on Station Road?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Eva, with a hint of relief. Dawson’s mention of the murder saved her an awkward opening question. 
 
    “Yes, I did hear about it. A terrible business.” 
 
    “Yeah. But then terrible seems to be the way of things these days. Look, I’m under a bit of time pressure here. Is there anything I can do for you?” 
 
    For Dawson the comment was remarkably blunt. 
 
    “It would be good to catch up, Rob. You and Dan have been through a lot together. Avoiding each other isn’t going to help.” 
 
    “So, Dan has been avoiding me, has he?” 
 
    “That’s not what I said. Besides, I get the impression that you’ve been doing your fair share of avoiding yourself.” 
 
    “Eva, I haven’t got time for this… not right now.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I’ve said my piece. Let’s talk work.” 
 
    “Okay then, fire away.” 
 
    “We’ve been hired to investigate the Lewis Atkins murder by a client who knew him pretty well.” 
 
    “Hang on, Eva. This is a police investigation. Atkins was only killed last night! Who’s the client?” 
 
    “We know it’s a police investigation… that’s why I’m calling – to ensure we don’t tread on anybody’s toes here. There’s no reason to fall out about it.” 
 
    “The client?” 
 
    “His name is Robert Jay. He leads the Speech Masters group, a public speaking group. Listen, we want to work alongside you. We won’t interfere…” 
 
    “Hogarth wouldn’t let you interfere, believe me.” 
 
    “Hogarth?” 
 
    “DI Hogarth. If you haven’t had the pleasure of meeting Southend’s newest Detective Inspector, then let me recommend postponing it a year or two. The man is a real piece of work.” 
 
    “His predecessor wasn’t exactly great, either,” said Eva. 
 
    “Yeah. I hear ya. But Hogarth’s part of the new wave. He’ll be all over this case – when the mood takes him, that is. Listen… we can work alongside each other – but only at a distance. This is police business now. I guess you’re calling because you’re after some information… but I’m not sure what I can give you. Not this time.” 
 
    “Surely you’re not afraid of us trying to pip you to the post on the case, or taking credit for your investigation? Come on, Rob, We’ve been through too much to get weird on each other now.” 
 
    “After all we’ve been through maybe it’s inevitable that things get weird. But that doesn’t matter right now. This investigation is barely off the ground – I’ve got nothing to tell anyone as yet.” 
 
    “All I’m after is a starting point here…” Eva saw it was a trust issue. “Look. Let me tell you a few things which could help you…” said Eva. 
 
    “Such as,” said Dawson. 
 
     “Like I said, our client is Robert Jay, who runs the Speech Masters group. They’re based at the Plaza centre not far from where this happened.” 
 
    “What’s his interest?” 
 
    “Lewis Atkins was a member of his group. Jay says Atkins was well liked, though from the way Jay speaks of him, I actually think they felt sorry for him.” 
 
    “Sorry for Atkins? Why would you think that?” said Dawson. 
 
    “The way Jay described him. Like he was some little orphan. Jay said he was their mascot. But also that Atkins had a spark of charisma about him. It’s difficult to say.” 
 
    “Do you think Robert Jay is gay? Had some crush on the lad?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s one of the DI’s hunches – that Lewis Atkins was gay. I’m asking if you think Robert Jay’s interest in Atkins was platonic or not.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s pertinent…” 
 
    “But it could be later. If this was an affair of the heart.” 
 
    “I suppose so. But there’s nothing about Jay to suggest he’s gay. No hint I can see, anyway. He’s one of these help-the-community types, and his public speaking troop was fond of Atkins. I think Speech Masters are just pitching in to help.” 
 
    “Pitching in to help is one thing. But sticking their oar in is another. And hiring a PI? That’s some pretty extreme oar-sticking.” 
 
    “Atkins sounds like he was vulnerable. They felt sorry for him.” 
 
     “So what’s the bottom line for this Jay guy? What does he want?” 
 
    “He’s a local businessman. He wants the killer found and justice done, sentiments we can all agree with.” 
 
    “Then tell him to save his money. The police will nail this killer. Don’t you worry about that.” 
 
    “I’m not worried, Rob, but we’re still taking the case. In fact, we’ve already accepted it.” 
 
    “Please don’t do this, Eva. Skip this one and take the next case.” 
 
    “Rob, I’m telling you as a friend.” 
 
    “And so am I. Don’t complicate things. Leave this one to the police, or Hogarth could make life very difficult.” 
 
    “For who, Rob?” 
 
    Dawson sighed and said nothing more. 
 
    “I’ve shared with you,” said Eva. “Come on. Now tell me something which helps us.” 
 
    “Okay… why not? It’ll be out there soon enough. The victim was found wearing a white dress underneath his coat. Some say it’s a medical garment, some say it’s a theatrical piece. But from what I heard, it reminds me of a Victorian nightgown. Like Ebenezer Scrooge in A Christmas Carol.  
 
    “Weird. Then I’d go with theatrical.” 
 
    “It’s weird in most respects. Atkins was also a member of the local am-dram group, but not recently. The dress could have been taken from them. On top of that when he was found, Atkins was wearing make-up and plenty of it. Black stuff around the eyes. But the worst part was the wound to his body. He was slashed open from his chest to his pelvis…” 
 
    “Then how the hell was he walking around?” 
 
    “We don’t know. We don’t even know how far he’d walked. The blood trail isn’t clear. It starts halfway down the street like he was dropped off there, shoved out of a vehicle maybe. But none of those we’ve spoken to remember seeing the vehicle. However he got there, Lewis Atkins walked to the end of the street by the railway line then he collapsed and died. The working theory is that drugs in his system must have dulled the pain enough to keep him walking.” 
 
    “Drugs?” 
 
    “Yeah. There was Valium in his system. And lots of it, too. And poppers. Alkyl nitrite.” 
 
    “Those two substances have got nothing in common. I don’t get it,” said Eva. 
 
    “Neither do I. But DI Hogarth thinks it could be a revenge killing and the drugs lead him back to the gay theory. Poppers are a very common recreational drug in the gay community. It’s apparently a sex aid of some kind.” 
 
    “Hence your question about Robert Jay.” 
 
    “All lines of enquiry are open, Eva. We’re at square one here.” 
 
    “The jilted gay-lover thing,” said Eva. “Excuse me for saying so, but isn’t that just a little bit stereotypical?” 
 
    “Maybe. But it’s not my theory. But remember, people sometimes do live up to stereotypes in this life. But I’m not willing to make those kind of assumptions yet. The only evidence we’ve got of Atkins’ sexual inclinations is a white dress and some make-up on his face, and this make-up was a mess. More horror-movie than glam. I’ve seen the pictures. It was like someone had daubed black permanent marker across his eyes. And the dress, it was really no dress. It was a smock. Not your usual transgender look. Nothing of the kind.” 
 
    “It doesn’t sound like there’s anything usual about this case at all.” 
 
    “And that’s why you and Dan should keep well out of it. I don’t need Dan charging around all over this causing me problems. He could frighten witnesses and end up slamming doors in our faces.” 
 
    “I hear you. But we’re still taking the case.” 
 
    Rob Dawson was silent for a moment before he spoke again. 
 
    “It seems this Lewis Atkins was a member of every kind of social club in Southend. There’s a lot of investigating to be done.” 
 
    “Then it’s a good job you’ve got some other expert investigators on your side to help, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Okay. But you’ve been warned. And please, keep Dan from going berserk. I’d like to nail this one myself.” 
 
    “Why? Aiming for promotion, Rob?” 
 
    “No. It’s a personal thing. It’s DI Hogarth – I want to make the prat see he’s not the ace detective he thinks he is.” 
 
    “Really? Now you sound more like Dan than you know.” 
 
    “I hope not. Just keep him calm. Okay?” 
 
    “Keeping Dan calm is my life’s work. Good luck with the case.” 
 
    Eva ended the call and stepped back inside the office. She was sure the cop had been more lucid and helpful than he’d intended. Not long ago they’d been friends, and Eva hoped that still counted for something. As she processed Dawson’s comments Eva tapped the mobile phone to her lips. Her eyes were glazed and Dan looked at her from his desk. The kid was also back in position at the reception desk, and he saw her too.  
 
    “So… where’s the milk?” said Dan.  
 
    “What? Damn it. I knew I forgot something…” said Eva.  
 
    “Yeah. I’ll bet you forgot not to call Rob Dawson either, didn’t you?” 
 
    Eva winced.  
 
    “Well, someone needed to do it,” she said “We need police help or we’ll be working in the dark here. So, do you want to hear what he said?” 
 
    “I think I’d rather drink that coffee first,” said Dan, his eyes landing on the kid’s back. Mark felt Dan’s look without the need to look round. He rolled his eyes and stood up at the front desk. “Okay… I get the message. I’ll go and buy the milk.” 
 
    They waited for the kid to amble out of the front door, and Eva closed it behind him.  
 
    “Rob stonewalled you didn’t he?” said Dan.  
 
    Eva shrugged, “Stonewalled? Maybe at first. Then he was helpful. You two are in some kind of bromance gone sour. A Mexican stand-off. All it needs is for one of you to make the first move to thaw it out.” 
 
    “I’m not big into bromance. Let Dawson make the move, then it can thaw. What did he say, anyway?” 
 
    “He wondered if Jay had a crush on Lewis Atkins.” 
 
    “Funny. That crossed my mind too. Robert Jay looks the gay type but he’s just not camp enough.” 
 
    “Gay guys are not always camp. But no… I don’t think Robert Jay is gay.” 
 
    “Doesn’t bother me either way. I’m happy to take the pink pound as well as any other.” 
 
    “So, here is what we have,” said Eva. “Lewis Atkins dropped down dead at approximately 11.30pm, right beside the railway line at Southchurch rail station. He had been cut so badly he was basically disembowelled. He was wearing a white smock, and black make-up around his eyes. They found a ton of Valium and poppers in his system.” 
 
    “Poppers, make-up and a dress…?” said Dan.  
 
    “Valium, black make-up, a smock, and a huge gash down his abdomen. That doesn’t say jilted lover murder to me right now.” 
 
    “Then what does it tell you?” said Dan. “You know the kid was a loner. The insecure type who joins every club going…” 
 
    “They say he was likeable too.” 
 
    “He was a young loner, Eva. You said it yourself. The orphan type. He was a natural born victim.” 
 
    Eva nodded. “And that’s what I’m thinking… but it’s still hazy right now… but I really don’t think this is a crime of passion. It feels too… elaborate.” 
 
    “Then a psychopath, maybe? Is that what you’re thinking?” 
 
    Eva ummed. “Maybe. But I hope that I’m wrong… because if it is a psychopath…” she trailed off.  
 
    “Then the scumbag could strike again.” 
 
    Eva said nothing.  
 
    “Dawson said he’s out to nail this one himself.” 
 
    “Really?” said Dan with a restrained smirk. “Why?” 
 
    “Turns out he doesn’t like the new DI at Southend. A man called Hogarth. Sounds like he’s in a race with the DI to solve the case himself.” 
 
    Dan stood up, grabbing the leather jacket from the back of his chair.  
 
    “PC Dawson fancies himself as a detective, does he? You know what? I like the sound of a race. Why don’t we see if we can beat them both to it ourselves...?” 
 
    “Dan!” said Eva. But Dan was already heading out of the door. Eva humphed and grabbed her bag, keys, and phone from the desk and made after him. Two minutes later, Mark returned. He pushed the door open into the empty office, the little bell chimed above the door. The pint of milk was in his hand.  
 
    “Who wants… a coffee…?” said Mark. He looked at the empty desks.  
 
    “Coffee for one, then,” he said, and headed off for the kitchen. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Five 
 
      
 
    Yellow Counter 
 
      
 
    The pathologist’s domain was a place rarely frequented by police constables, but Hogarth chose to invite Dawson along for the trip, probably as a foil for his barbed jokes. No doubt Dr Barton, the pathologist, would provide a fine audience for Hogarth’s caustic wit. But Dawson hoped Hogarth was about to show another side to his personality. His inner cop or something like it. But such hope was slim.  
 
    Barton met them outside the mortuary, still wearing his white coat and gloves. The man’s crinkled, baggy face and brown button eyes reminded Dawson of one of the corpses from his morgue. Barton stared at Rob a little long for his liking, but Dawson let it go. Unless he was mistaken, Hogarth seemed twitchy too. Death’s special places did strange things to people. Barton made them wear polythene overalls before he allowed them into the morgue’s inner sanctum. Then he walked them through the double doors into the cold grey twilight of the surgical room. A brighter, toxic light poured from a central lamp over the polythene covered body in the centre of the room.  
 
    “You’ve heard about this one already, have you not?” said Barton, looking back across his shoulder, his jowls shaking on his face. 
 
    “We know about the wound.” 
 
    “Then you should be prepared for the worst of it.” 
 
    “Yes,” said the DI, but he didn’t sound sure.  
 
    The portly man sidled around the medical table and aimed a light at the centre of the body. He looked at Dawson, like a stage magician ready to unveil his magic trick. Dawson tried to hold his reactions in check. His body felt stiff and wooden, and his heart began to thump hard in his chest. Barton dragged the sheet aside and displayed a thin, waif-like body with a pigeon chest. There was a smattering of hair between his puny pectoral muscles. The pallor of the skin was white. His mouth was open, the lips a little drawn back in death, exposing teeth and gums. The eyes stared blankly up through the ceiling. Dawson found himself staring at the deathly eyes. 
 
    The pathologist coughed gently into his surgical glove, then pointed to the top of the wound. The gash was like a red crevasse in the young man’s body. It welted up on either side, then fell away in a stark wall of cut flesh. Dawson took a glimpse then turned his eyes away. In that instant he felt the sweat forming on his face. Hogarth smiled.  
 
    “Sick bag, Dawson?” 
 
    “I’m fine, sir.” 
 
    “You don’t look it.” 
 
    Dawson nodded but kept his eyes away.  
 
    “It’s a normal reaction, Officer Dawson. Only those of us who have become numb to it are like this. I assume, DI Hogarth, you’ve seen your fair share of corpses.” 
 
    “Quite a few, yes,” said Hogarth 
 
    “Same here, detective. Bullet wounds have been very much in vogue lately. Stab wounds never go out of fashion, but this is quite something else. See here. This was the entry point of the knife. The skin is bruised from the initial puncture. The rest of the cut is much cleaner, because it was made by a continuing slicing action.” 
 
    “A slicing action?” said Hogarth. 
 
    “Yes. Like a butcher’s cut. Not a sawing cut, but a long slicing move with a highly sharpened blade. The length and the precision seems to be quite artful, too. The puncture wound – the first cut – starts shy of the bottom ribs. Then it continues down and the knife exits below the navel. Very careful. Very strategic. If this was a quick slashing cut the blade could have continued down all the way to the pelvic bone, but it doesn’t. This cut was made with care.” 
 
    “Then it wasn’t the result of a struggle?” said Dawson, eying Barton across the desk. The man fixed him with his brown eyes and paused before he answered.  
 
    “Not at all. This young man was dosed up to the eyeballs with diazepam. Tests show he had ingested almost fifteen times the standard medical dose. He would have been out of it. And, yes, it must have helped dull the pain. But on this level of medication I’m actually surprised he could walk at all. What with the blood loss and the diazepam…” 
 
    “Diazepam? I thought he was on Valium.” 
 
    “They’re the same thing, Dawson,” said Hogarth. Dawson looked at the detective, waiting for another snide comment about his ignorance, but the detective’s face looked wan, his heavily hooded eyes turned down to the long wound on the body. Dawson wondered what the DI was seeing. He looked thoughtful. Maybe a guy with his experience was completely numb to everything. No… there was some humanity left. It was in there somewhere. 
 
    “He was walking. A cut like this…” said Hogarth. “Why didn’t his guts fall out...?” 
 
    “Youth for one. His musculature and his body were in good order. The wound was long and thin, but the muscles around it were strong and lean. They did their job well, otherwise this would have been a far messier job.” 
 
    “Then I’m glad Atkins saved you the trouble,” said Hogarth with a faint sneer. 
 
    “Oh, it would have been no trouble, detective. I said it would have been messier, that’s all.” 
 
    “The drugs… the diazepam. The poppers. Why?” 
 
    “The poppers have a short term effect, but cause lasting damage. I don’t think it’s likely to be part of the murder. There does seem to be some early sign of eye damage commensurate with regular use of alkyl nitrites. So poppers were a part of this young man’s lifestyle. We can assume the victim inhaled the poppers prior to the puncture wound, and probably prior to ingesting the diazepam too. There were traces of red wine in his stomach, with a high quantity of semi-digested diazepam content.” 
 
    “He was drugged? His wine spiked?” 
 
    “To take this many tablets by choice would be madness. So I would say, yes, I think it was very likely he was spiked. Beyond that I would believe the mixture was strong enough to have incapacitated him long enough to make the cut, though there are also some signs of rope burns around his wrists. Mild burns.” 
 
    “His hands were tied?” 
 
    “Separately, yes. The burn pattern is different on each arm, suggesting the binding had been tied and pulled against in different directions. The legs were bound too. His ankles show similar burn marks.” 
 
    “What does that tell you?” 
 
    “It seems to me, that when the victim was drifting in and out of semi-consciousness because of the diazepam, he was probably tied to a table. His arms were likely tied beneath him. This enabled the killer to make his careful incision, and take his time to make the wound exactly as he wanted it. Hogarth bit his bottom lip, then slowly let it free. 
 
    “What are your conclusions…? What does your experience tell you?” 
 
    “What I found inside the wound told me more.” 
 
    “Inside the wound?” said Hogarth. Now Hogarth looked pale, and Dawson resisted the temptation to smirk. 
 
    “I was about to tell you. I found a plastic disc, like a tiddlywink, a plastic counter in his gut, below the level of the wound. A yellow one. Here it is.” 
 
    Barton stepped to the side table and slid a little yellow plastic counter into his palm. He held it up between finger and thumb. It was as big as a two pence piece.  
 
    “Why would the killer leave that in there?” 
 
    “It was pressed down below the level of the wound. For safekeeping? I don’t know. It seems barbaric and at the same time very precise – maybe it’s a calling card.” 
 
    Hogarth stroked his chin and looked at the big man.  
 
    “A calling card?” 
 
    Barton gave a single nod. 
 
    “Yes. Many killers have used such methods. Like a graffiti artist’s tag. An identifier. A signature.” 
 
    Hogarth grimaced. “You think this bastard is going to strike again.” 
 
    “Hopefully not. And as for striking again – some killers can wait years, decades, between kills.” 
 
    “How very reassuring,” said Hogarth. He stared at the yellow counter, his eyes narrowing in thought. “Any other impressions? About the murder? About the type of person we’re dealing with?” 
 
    “Impressions… yes. He’s thorough. A very tidy person. And almost definitely male – most killers of this type are. He would have had to be strong enough to move the body.” 
 
    “Prints?” said Dawson. 
 
    “None. The murderer was careful.” 
 
    “What about the weapon? And the meaning of the counter?” 
 
    “The weapon is a long blade and extremely sharp. From the pattern of the cut I believe the blade could be eight, or even ten inches long – and it’s not a standard knife, a kitchen knife or anything like that. It’s too narrow for that. It’s a specialist item.” 
 
    “Specialist?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Designed for one purpose.” 
 
    “What purpose?” said Dawson. 
 
    “The plastic counter… the binding… the white dress… if I was to hazard a guess, what we’re seeing could be a ritual killing.” 
 
    Hogarth shifted on his feet. “Nasty business those. Like the African ritual killings in London…” 
 
    “But those are mostly within the African communities,” said Barton. “Killing a young white man like Lewis Atkins doesn’t fit.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded like he agreed.  
 
    “What about the black make-up across the eyes?” 
 
    Barton shrugged. “I’ve not seen it before. But it looks dramatic, doesn’t it? In ritual killings most elements have a symbolic or metaphoric meaning. The black painted eyes and the yellow counter are likely to have some kind of meaning, but as to what, I can’t say. I can tell you when he died, how he died, and the likely physical properties of our attacker. But the rest, I’m afraid, is over to you.” 
 
    “What size is our man then? Can you tell us about that?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Probably between five foot eight, to five ten. Medium build, strong and fit enough to carry someone of Atkins’ size. He’s calm, methodical, and precise. He thinks like a professional – with an eye for detail. So maybe that’s what he is – a professional of some kind.” 
 
    “A professional with a sideline in ritual murder? That’s an odd cocktail.” 
 
    “Yes, it is. And so are most murderers,” said Barton. “And now gentlemen, I pass that cocktail to you. If I discover anything else, I’ll be sure to let you know.” 
 
    Hogarth nodded his thanks but kept his hands at his sides. Dawson did the same and followed Hogarth out through the double doors. 
 
    “Ritual killing? That’s the first time I’ve heard of anything like it,” said Dawson. 
 
    “It’s just a theory, Dawson. Just another theory, as valid as some queen getting upset because his boyfriend jumped into bed with someone else. Right now, we won’t close any doors. And we add the ritual killing idea to the list.” 
 
    “But this theory comes after a professional analysis by Dr Barton.” 
 
    “Yes. So we put it on the list. I’ll look into the black make-up and the yellow counter. You can dig around and look at the white dress. See if you can locate where it came from. There can’t be too many of those things in town. And when you find out, make sure I know.” 
 
    “What’s next?” 
 
    “We keep digging into those clubs of his. I want you to look at Atkins’ friends, those who were close to him. I also want you to identify any other queens in his social circle.” 
 
    “We don’t know that this was a sexually motivated crime, sir.” 
 
    “I’d argue that you don’t know anything at all, Dawson. So stop the backchat and get on with it. Are we clear?” 
 
    “Very clear, sir.” 
 
    They broke out of the building into the daylight and the DI turned away with his car keys already in hand.  
 
    Dawson watched him and shook his head. A second later Hogarth turned back.  
 
    “Well done, Dawson – I can hear the cogs turning in that head of yours. And well done in there too,” said Hogarth, nodding his head toward the morgue. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For not blowing your breakfast all over the body. You turned as green as pea soup.” 
 
    Hogarth turned away, his foppish hair blowing in the breeze. Dawson could hear him laughing. Just when he thought the cop had paid him a compliment, Hogarth soured it with a matching insult. Hogarth was no master detective. He was winging it, making assumptions and flying by the seat of his pants. Dawson took the beady-eyed medical examiner at his word. This was a ritual killing and Dawson intended to explore it as such until he got a result. Then at last DI Hogarth would see he was the fool. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Six 
 
      
 
    A Free Lunch 
 
      
 
    Dan and Eva walked into the office at lunchtime, bearing sandwiches in the fancy waxed wrapping of the deli half a mile up the street. The grease spots on the paper looked very promising. Dan hurled one roll like a cricket ball across the office. It skipped onto the kid’s front reception desk and bounced into his lap. “Thanks. So where did you get to? I thought you’d been beamed into space.” 
 
    “Weirder things have happened,” said Dan. “But no, I wanted to catch up with what the police knew about this case, maybe even make a head start and get out in front of them.” 
 
    The kid unwrapped the fancy paper as Dan produced a chunky sub roll and stuffed it between his teeth. The kid bit down on the soft bread, beef, chilli, and cheese. It was good.  
 
    “You get anything?” said Mark, talking with a full mouth. 
 
    “The drunks who saw Atkins close up before he died are either at work or still sleeping off a hangover somewhere. They won’t surface in the pubs again until tonight…” said Dan  
 
    “And the clubs Atkins was a member of don’t operate until the evenings. Most of them don’t even convene more than once a week. This could be a slow burn business,” said Eva.  
 
    “How many clubs was Atkins a member of?” 
 
    “He used to be in the am-dram. Then there’s the role players. The Speech Masters. There were apparently churches before that… and we haven’t even touched those yet.” 
 
    “What about his home? His friends?” said the kid.  
 
    “See,” said Dan. “That detective brain of yours is coming on...” 
 
    “We tried his home,” said Eva. “But Lewis Atkins was a loner. He lived in a bedsit in Palvina Drive. One of slumlord Meacham’s places. If I lived in that place I would have joined as many clubs as I could just to keep away from it.” 
 
    “His neighbours barely knew him,” said Dan. “But they describe him the same as everyone else did. A loner with no friends.” 
 
    “Dead ends everywhere…” said Mark. 
 
    “At the moment, yes. But we’re playing a guessing game. Like Guess Who? And unless we get amongst all the faces Atkins knew, we might never get to the bottom of this thing.” 
 
    Dan’s words were pretty defeatist, but he looked anything but ready to throw in the towel. In fact, Eva caught an excited glint in his eyes which gave her stomach a nervous twist. Dan’s ideas were not always good ones. In fact, some of them were downright insane. Mark saw the glint too. He took another bite of his roll, and chewed it slowly under the weight of Dan’s gaze. “What?” said Mark. 
 
    “Good question. The thing is, to beat Dawson and the cops, we PIs need to be versatile, fast, and stay one step ahead. The good news is I think we can do it. Because we are flexible. We’re hungry for this case. We are smarter than they are. And... we’ve got you.” 
 
    “Hang on. Excuse me?” Mark gulped on a large mouthful of bread and beef without chewing. The food went down his gullet like a dry boulder.  
 
    “You can be our secret weapon, Mark. Come on. How many times have you said you wanted to get more involved – feel more a part of the team? Now you can take it to the next level. Here’s your chance to go undercover.” 
 
    The kid dumped his sub roll on the counter and looked at Dan. “Are you for real?” 
 
    “Dan…” said Eva. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea. This is a murder case, remember? And we promised his mother we’d look after him.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I remember all that. But I see what Mark wants to become. His ambition. I was where he was once. I wanted in too. And as soon as old Devon Parker gave me my chance, I was in there like a flash. I think he can do this.” 
 
    “So… this a chimney sweep job, right?” said Mark.  
 
    Dan’s face creased up. “What?” 
 
    “It’s a job you either can’t do or don’t want to do. So which is it?” 
 
    “Told you the kid was smart,” said Dan, pointing at Eva with a half-eaten roll.  
 
    “Dan,” said Eva.  
 
    “Before I get in any more trouble, just let me know if you’re interested.” 
 
    Mark spoke up before he could change his mind. “I’m interested.” 
 
    “Good call,” said Dan.  
 
    Dan dropped into the seat opposite the kid’s front desk. “Here’s the deal. I need you to get involved with the Speech Masters club. Possibly the role-playing club too, but we start with the Speech Masters. Robert Jay told us they have over a hundred members on their books. In this great game of ‘Guess Who’, that’s an awful lot of suspects to knock out of the equation.” 
 
    “But the killer might not be a member of either group,” said Eva. 
 
    “But he might be. And think about Lewis Atkins. How else did this friendless, lonely little guy meet anyone else long enough to get invited back to their pad for a Valium party? Come on. The killer has to be in one of these groups. It stands to reason.” 
 
    “You’re asking Mark to put himself in a very vulnerable position, Dan,” said Eva. 
 
    “The client’s never seen Mark, am I right? So Robert Jay won’t see him coming. Mark’s sixteen years old. Mark can get married, get into as much debt as he likes, have kids, all that serious stuff. He’s old enough to make a choice. And I think he just did.” 
 
    “The Speech Masters club…?” said Mark. “Will that involve any public speaking at all?” said Mark. He looked afraid and sounded hesitant. 
 
    “The clue is in the title, kid.” 
 
    Now he looked worried.  
 
    “Uh. I’m not sure I can do that....” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “See, Mark doesn’t want to do it,” said Eva.  
 
    “No, I do want to,” said Mark. “But public speaking? I can’t do that part.” 
 
    “You’re afraid of talking but you’re not afraid of a killer? That’s some phobia you’ve got there!” 
 
    “It’s not a phobia,” said Mark. 
 
    “Sounds like one to me,” said Dan. 
 
    “It’s not.” 
 
    “So prove it. Tell you what. I’ll cut you a deal. Every time you have to do a talk, or any kind of public speaking, I’ll pay you a bonus. How does that sound?” 
 
    Mark considered the money. He considered the unbearable embarrassment of public failure – on stage – in front of an army of strangers. As he considered it, Dan spoke before he had a chance to reply.  
 
    “Great. It’s a deal. This job will make a man of you, yet.” 
 
    “Or it’ll just confirm that I’m a total mouse for the rest of my life. But if you really want me to do this…” 
 
    Eva said nothing, but her eyes hardened every time they reached Dan’s face.  
 
    “Come on,” said Dan. “We all know I can’t do this, but it needs to be done. They’d never believe I wanted to learn anything. And besides, Robert Jay has seen me. But Mark? An ambitious young guy who wants to get ahead in life through public speaking? They’d never doubt him for a moment. He’s made for the part. And the role-playing club? Hey, I bet you’ve got a stack of those role-playing books by the side of your bed, haven’t you?” 
 
    Mark’s eyes hardened. “What? No! I’ve never ever been into that stuff. But thanks for suggesting that I look the type.” 
 
    Dan shrugged. “Hey. Everyone makes mistakes.” 
 
    “This is a very bad idea, Dan. I’m putting my opinion on the record.” 
 
    “Duly noted, Miss Roberts. But just you wait until Mark brings home the bacon. The police can’t do this kind of work. Only we can. That’s what makes being a private investigator one of the best jobs in the world.” 
 
    Eva rolled her eyes. Dawson had asked her to stop Dan from causing trouble, and until this moment she’d even believed she could. But she’d never seen this one coming. Never in a million years. But with Dan she never ever did.  
 
    “When’s the next Speech Masters meeting?” said Mark. 
 
    “Tonight. And you’re going. Seven-thirty sharp at the Plaza.”  
 
    “And we’re not telling Robert Jay about any of this?” said Eva. 
 
    “No way. Jay is way too smiley and awkward to keep a secret. If he knew about this plan he’d probably act goofy and make it obvious. If this is going to work, we can’t afford to alert the killer in any way at all.” 
 
    “Okay. So, we’re putting the kid in the line of fire, and we’re deceiving our main client. Great. Sounds like a plan. If you play any more cards like these we’ll lose this case altogether” 
 
    “Relax. With our new secret weapon on our side, we’re going to nail this,” said Dan. He winked at Mark then returned his full attention to the second half of his beef sub roll. 
 
      
 
    At first, Mark’s lunch had tasted delicious, but now he knew the price he was paying for it, he didn’t want another bite. And as the kid dwelt on his immediate future, Eva’s phone started ringing. Unexpectedly, Rob Dawson’s name was on the screen.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seven 
 
      
 
    An Impartial Historian 
 
      
 
    A life in private investigations had taught Eva that people were as changeable as British weather, but the speed of Dawson’s change of heart surprised even her. The kid was still processing his new undercover assignment when Eva’s mobile rang again. She didn’t agree with Dan’s idea for the kid – it was more than risky, and it involved risking the safety of someone they had agreed to protect. But Dan was still right. They needed a unique way into the case beyond the resources of the police, or they risked always being in the slipstream, at least one step behind. There was no way to demonstrate the value of their service to Robert Jay if they declared the case closed only after the police had closed it. And Eva saw the kid was still desperate to earn his stripes. He didn’t need to prove anything to them. Once upon a time they had been the same – keen as mustard no matter the risks.  
 
    Eva wondered if Dawson was calling to warn her off the case, but he’d done a pretty decent job of that already. She took a breath and answered with Dan’s eyes on her the whole time. 
 
    “Rob…” 
 
    “Eva. You said you wanted to restore peace between us.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Then I might ask you for a favour.” 
 
    Eva raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “A favour? It’s usually me asking you for the favours.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. You’ll learn something too. Just keep this one under your hat. It comes from the pathologist. This doesn’t get into the papers, okay? That’s absolutely critical.” 
 
    “You’ve really got no worries there.” 
 
    “The pathologist believes the Lewis Atkins murder was a ritual killing.” 
 
    Eva’s face screwed up in thought. She turned to face Dan and the kid.  
 
    “A ritual killing?” 
 
    No sooner had the words left her lips then Mark’s hands were dancing across his keyboard. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How did they figure that one?” 
 
    “The killing cut itself requires a special type of knife. The first cut-wound and the neatness of it. The position too. The smock. If you think about it, it does make sense.” 
 
    Eva imagined the make-up on the victim’s face and the strange white dress. From her limited knowledge of what constituted ritual, the idea did seem to fit. She had seen the religious Africans who travelled from London to Southend seafront – they wore billowing white gowns and performed ceremonies in the shallow waters of the Thames. Theirs were innocuous faith rituals. But the white smock of the murder reminded her of them. 
 
    “Why are you telling me, Rob? You said earlier that you didn’t want us involved.” 
 
    “And I wasn’t lying. But you put yourself in the frame as an added resource – that’s what you said, right?” 
 
    “I did, yes…” it was one phrase thrown in just to get Rob on side, but she had never thought the suggestion would work, or work quite so quickly.  
 
    “And I’m taking you up on it. For now. I still want you to stay in the background on this, but I’m getting concerned our investigation is becoming a little obsessed with its own pet theories. I think we need to look at the whole picture here, know what I mean?” 
 
    She knew exactly what Dawson meant, but she wasn’t about to put him on the spot. He didn’t like DI Hogarth and didn’t trust his judgment. It seemed maintaining his cold-war spat with Dan was less important than beating down his superior officer.  
 
    “That’s fine, Rob. We’ll help, but we’ll need the full details.” 
 
    “That’s it – in a nutshell – apart from one other detail. And this one is a mystery. A pretty grisly mystery at that.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “The pathologist found a plastic token, like a counter or a tiddlywink in the base of the wound. It was made from cheap yellow plastic, and about as big as a two-pence piece.” 
 
    “Bizarre…” 
 
    The kid looked at her for the detail and she raised a finger to tell him to wait.  
 
    “It’s more than bizarre. He described it as possibly a signature, or a calling card.” 
 
    “Then he’s suggesting...” 
 
    “A serial killer? Let’s hope not. You’ve got some time and resources to put into this. I just want to find out if it means anything. Anything at all.” 
 
    “And you know what this call means, don’t you?” 
 
    “No…” said Rob, sounding worried.  
 
    “We’re working together again.” 
 
    “No, we’re not. You guys – especially Dan – have a highly toxic name around here.” 
 
    “So long as you think differently we’ll be fine,” said Eva.  
 
    “I haven’t got a problem with you but we’re not working together on this. This is police only.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, Rob. Thanks for the tip off.” 
 
    “I need whatever you can find soon as you find it.” 
 
    “You have my word.” 
 
    “Good. Speak to you soon then.” 
 
    Eva thumbed the end call button and dropped the phone onto her desk.  
 
    “You catch any of that…?” she said to the kid, and then Dan.  
 
    “He wants to use us as his back office team and get the glory for our work,” said Dan. 
 
    “It sounds like that, but I don’t think it’s actually like that. He really doesn’t like DI Hogarth. Rob thinks Hogarth has been blindsided by his crime of passion theory and he wants us to keep another new line open.” 
 
    “The new line?” 
 
    “The pathologist found a plastic token in Lewis Atkins’ wound. He believes it was left there on purpose. If that’s true then, the killer is leaving his mark for others to find, which means he wants to be noticed.” 
 
    Mark’s eyes were glued to his computer screen as his fingers pecked away at the keyboard. “I’m on it.” 
 
    “I can see that,” said Dan, watching his fingers race away.  
 
    “Dawson wants us to share with him what we find. Do you have a problem with that, Dan?” 
 
    “Me? Not as long as we win. And not unless Rob has a problem with sharing the other way.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll have to see about that.” 
 
    Eva took a sheet of paper from the top of the printer, and picked up a chunky red marker. “What are we dealing with here?” she said slowly.  
 
    In a neat hand she scrawled Ritual Killing in big capital letters, and underlined it. Beneath she bullet-pointed other keywords. 
 
    ●    Drugs 
 
    ●    Smock/dress 
 
    ●    Black make-up – eyes 
 
    ●    Unusual knife 
 
    ●    Yellow plastic counter in stomach wound 
 
    ●    Atkins dies in public – why – to get attention? 
 
    “Ritual killings,” announced Mark. “There were some decapitation killings in Essex back in the nineties. They were thought to be ritual…” he looked up from his screen with a hopeful look on his face. Dan shook his head. 
 
    “Check the names. You mean the sword killings? Those were one hundred per cent foreign, centred around immigrants. Good effort, Mark, but this is different.” 
 
    Mark nodded, dipped his head to the screen and went back to typing. 
 
    Eva stared at the red scrawled notes on her desk and willed them to tell her something. They didn’t. Two minutes later, Mark piped up again. This time he sounded excited. 
 
    “Hang on. A yellow counter… inserted into the wound?” 
 
    “That’s what Dawson said,” Eva replied. “Why?” 
 
    “It’s probably nothing. I mean, it’s just one of a ton of possible meanings… but…” 
 
    “But what?” said Dan, leaning forward. 
 
    “It’s just that sounds similar to some of these quirky old accounts about punishment in some secret societies.” 
 
    “Secret societies?” said Eva. 
 
    “Listen to what I’ve got here,” said Mark. “Punishments for indiscretions and the breaking of oaths.” 
 
    “Say what…?” 
 
    “While Eva was talking to Dawson, I tried a few different combinations of what Eva described. A ritual killing. A long, accurate, and straight cut to the stomach, the black make-up around the victim’s eyes and then the item inserted inside the wound. I came up with the local search first, but that only brought up those immigrant murders. But when I concentrated on the factors Dawson gave us, I got something very different…” 
 
    “You actually found something? And it’s not from some horror B movie?” said Dan. 
 
    “Hold on. I didn’t find stuff on everything he said. But I did on some of it. And a few of those things even came through the search engine as direct hits – they came up on Beagle Books. It’s the search engine’s own book buying facility. I’d never even heard of it until this search. But it looks pretty useful. And it brought up what looks like text electronically reproduced from a very old book. Beagle highlighted the relevant sections – the bits which match your search terms. Come and take a look.” 
 
    Eva walked up to the kid’s back She stood with her arms folded, squinting at the text on screen, which looked just like that of a book, with two pages spread open on screen. A few phrases – namely Mark’s search terms – had been highlighted in the text. There was a thumbnail image of an old book cover on the left-hand side of the screen.  
 
    “The Purpose and Practices of the Secret Societies of Great Britain” by D. U. Calderwood. 
 
    Page one hundred and two was on screen. 
 
    “What is this?” said Dan.  
 
    “It’s a hundred and thirty-year-old history book. A text all about the secret societies. A look at the contents says the societies include anarchists, communists, internationalist groups, and political groups, and there’s all kinds of other stuff in there. But we don’t even need to study it. Good old Beagle has done all the hard work for us. See? In the text here is a reference to a slicing wound down the length of a man’s stomach – and there’s mention of blackened eyes… here, in chapter 14.” 
 
    “Right. And what’s chapter 14 all about?” said Dan.  
 
    “Break-away Freemasonry. The dissenter groups. Independent Masons and the underground lodges.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting this might not be a ritual killing after all? Because the way I see it, ritual killings and Masonic activities are not the same thing.” said Dan. “This could all be about funny handshakes, nudges, and winks?” 
 
    Mark shook his head. “No. I’m not saying that at all. I don’t know anything about Freemasonry. All I know is Beagle Books has brought up three very similar references in this old book at chapter 14. Hang on a minute, stay with me,” said Mark as he ran his finger down the screen. “There is mention of the long, neat stomach wound, here. There’s mention of the blackened eyes, and mention of putting something symbolic of the individual’s transgression in the convicted person’s body – a sign of their crime inserted into the wound. Sounds familiar don’t you think?” 
 
    “There’s no mention of a yellow token?” said Eva.  
 
    “That kind of accuracy might have been stretching it a little far for 1848. I don’t think plastic tiddlywinks were invented then,” said Mark.  
 
    “It didn’t have to be plastic,” she said, ignoring the kid’s haughty tone. “I meant any kind of token at all…” 
 
    “Sorry. This book just says an item which symbolised the transgression was placed inside the guilty party’s body…” 
 
    “Guilty party? Guilty of what? What could Lewis Atkins be guilty of? He was a nineteen-year-old kid, barely older than you,” said Dan. “We might end up getting carried away here. There’s no point running away with the first thing you find on the internet. You’ve found some similarities in some old book, but we need to make sure we get this right rather than run with the first thing we find…” 
 
    “It’s not the first thing we’ve found, Dan,” said Mark. “But it is the best match so far…” 
 
    “Okay. Whatever you say. Just read it out will you…” 
 
    “Okay,” said Mark. “Wait a sec…” he scrolled down the screen until he found a body of print with several sections highlighted in yellow. 
 
    “Listen. I’ll read this section here,” said Mark. “As an impartial historian, I have attempted to lay down the barest facts considering the ways in which the breakaway lodges would enforce commitment to their oaths and practices. For many, such as the Arundel Masons, expulsion from the lodge family was the worst form of punishment, with excommunication making life for the expelled Mason almost impossible to bear. Working life and sources of income were driven down to the point that the excommunicated individual would often be forced to start a new life elsewhere. However, the records and sources grow weaker as the historian seeks to establish facts around the corpus of lodges which broke away from the grand lodge of England. These lodges were subsequently not considered as belonging to the recognised Masonic body, and there were a few groups who did not even want such a link. Some of these dissenting lodges were said to go further than any other groups in the enforcement of their codes within their closed societies. This historian has found a sparse array of resources to guide him in this area and yet the number of accounts – rather than their quality or depth – have been enough to add credence to a narrative of strict practices and grisly punishments for those who followed the sacred codes and knowingly broke them in these groups. The Bastille group, non-religionists who modelled themselves on the Continental Masons, were disciplinarian in the extreme. A number of accounts mention men going missing on account of misdeeds, though nothing was proven. There are also a number of accounts from the journals of the day which suggest a Masonic-inspired society known as ‘The Ravagers’ took upon themselves the images and ideas of Freemasonry, but enhanced much of the symbolism, and made breaking the codes a crime punishable by death. Whereas the original Freemasons modelled themselves after Solomon and Hiram of the Bible, the newcomers distinguished themselves with new imagery, and artificial mysticism. Numerous reports and witness statements depict The Ravagers as a secret society intent on creating fear among outsiders and for the concentration of power within. The worst punishment advertised by this group is described as the practice of ‘slicing the transgressor who had broken their sacred oaths’ the cut being made down the line of his stomach and letting the victim bleed to death just as he was alleged to have bled the brethren of their trust in him. The face of the transgressor – as depicted in sketches in at least two journals, shows eyes blackened with coal dust, believed to be symbolic of the evil in the transgressor’s mind. The punishment of mortal injury to the stomach was completed by placing an item symbolic of the transgression into the wound. Accounts of the time state a feather quill would be stuffed into the stomach wound on occasions when Ravager lodge secrets were passed to outsiders, probably in reference to the Ravager’ coat of arms which featured a feather quill and ink jar. In one fleeting account, a man by the name of Thomas Gielgud is said to have stolen money destined for the support of a poorhouse. After receiving his judgment from the ‘Ravager Court’ Gielgud was said to have had a cloth purse of shillings stuffed into his stomach cavity. This is the most well-known of the Ravager stories, because Gielgud’s body was recovered, and though the record shows that the purse of coins was never found the rest of the account holds true.” 
 
    Mark turned away from the screen with an excited, self-satisfied look on his face. 
 
    “Interesting tale. Plenty of similarities, but I still didn’t hear what we needed,” said Dan. 
 
    “Come on,” said Mark. “Those are more than similarities.” 
 
    “What about the smock? And where are the drugs?” said Dan. “There’s no mention of those.” 
 
    “Not in this passage, but if I used different search terms, I’m betting we’d get some hits on those too. Don’t get me wrong,” said Mark. “I’m not saying we’ve got it. But I think we’re on the right path.” 
 
    “Ritual killing, then… is it or isn’t it?” said Eva.  
 
    “If it is connected at all to these Masonic societies, then it’s still ritual, but not in the normal sense. Ritual killings are normally religious murders. Sacrifices and the like. But these sound more like criminals being made into examples to stop other people committing the same crimes, a little like the heads on poles around Tudor London. But I still don’t think we can have any confidence that there is a link between these old Victorian secret societies, and what happened here last night,” said Dan.  
 
    “Why not?” said Eva. “Seriously, why not? We’ve got a description which almost exactly matches what happened to Lewis Atkins. The only problem I see is that this account is in a hundred and thirty-year-old history book rather than police unsolved case files.” 
 
    “But there are gaps and differences too. Don’t forget that. If this DI Hogarth has been blindsided one way, we don’t want to allow ourselves to get blindsided another.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Eva. “But let’s not dismiss this stuff. Let’s rule it in and keep looking,” said Eva. “It doesn’t have to be the Masons, Ravagers or any other group from this book… there are a number of possibilities. Somebody mimicking the old ways or maybe even someone from the role-playing group got carried away.” 
 
    “There’s a lot of maybes,” said Dan. 
 
     “But it really has got some echoes of Lewis Atkins,” said Mark, with imploring eyes. He was attached to his theory. Dan knew what that felt like. It had happened to him plenty of times. 
 
    “I’ll admit there are some similarities. And it works for me far better than the jilted lover theory,” said Dan. He shrugged. “I’ll go with it while we look at all the options… but it’s still a longshot.” 
 
      
 
    Mark drew away from his computer screen and blew out a long, weary breath. They both had a point. Believing the murder to be modelled after some old phoney ritual, seemed a bridge too far. But then again, a teenager in a smock walking along a dark Southend street with his gut sliced open wasn’t exactly commonplace either. The only thing the research had accomplished so far was to scare him to the brink of his wits. And the real work hadn’t even begun. Mark looked at the clock. It was after one o’clock. He had six hours before he attended the group which could have housed the killer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eight 
 
      
 
    Tartan Shoulder Pads 
 
      
 
    With the role-play clubs and the Speech Masters only operating once, or at most twice a week, the investigative process was slow. And when Dawson eventually got in touch again, it wasn’t with an update for them, instead the cop was hungry for new titbits to build his own case in the race to undermine DI Hogarth. But while the case dragged on, there was no time wasted in disposing of the murder victim. As soon as the coroner’s office released the body, the date of the funeral was given. It was to be a modest affair, starting at the vast red-brick crematorium, and ending with a wake at the bar opposite the Plaza Centre, the home base for the Speech Masters and the role-playing club. The funeral saw a renewed excitement in Dan Bradley. Not because he enjoyed the staid, solemn mourning of such occasions. But because it offered a chance to see the difference between the grief stricken and the quietly pleased, the guilty and the fearful, all together in the same room at the very same time. It was a general truism that most killers knew their victims. So it was very likely that the killer would be in attendance. And because Eva and Dan trusted their own perceptions better than anyone else’s, they both went along.  
 
    From the moment they stepped out of the coupé into the crematorium’s big car park, they were working, their eyes alert, passing over the small legion of misfits and strangers hanging around in the car park and gardens outside the crematorium. Dan’s eyes were drawn to a man at the fringe. A man with a wavy, foppish hairstyle in a neat black suit. The man had a confident, cosmopolitan look to him, maybe the type who was into public speaking to develop his career in the city or whatever else he did. But the very moment Dan saw his hang-dog, analytical eyes, he knew there was only one person it could be. The man was CID. It had to be Dawson’s chum DI Hogarth. Dan watched him scour the mourners with searching eyes, recording their faces and responses. He was here for the same reason as Eva and Dan. Hogarth’s presence had to be respected, and at the same time, avoided as much as was humanly possible.  
 
    “Hogarth?” said Eva, nodding towards the fop in the smart black suit.  
 
    Dan nodded and tugged his leather jacket over his respectful black shirt. He had made an effort and put on some black chino trousers from the bottom of the wardrobe too. Dan hadn’t worn a suit since the day he was convicted for falsifying evidence and perjury. It had been a foolish crime in the name of justice and he’d been sent down for a year. Sometimes the law was the biggest ass of all. He forced the memory out of his mind and onto the faces near the doors to the crem. 
 
    People had gathered into small clusters, with a few hesitant loners malingering between each group looking awkward and adrift, hopeful of being adopted by one group or another. Those who knew each other made small talk. Dan noticed how they seemed to drift into their social sets and classes, like drawing unto like, leaving behind those who didn’t fit. Thankfully, he saw that Mark Falborough – the kid – wasn’t one of the odd bods. Robert Jay was talking to him within the bosom of one big mourning party who were standing before the entrance steps. And the kid looked the part, dressed in a neat-fitting suit, but because of his youthful face it still looked like a school uniform. They scanned the rest of the cluster. The Speech Master set. They looked like well-to-do and confident people. Men and women able to wear a decent set of funeral duds at the drop of a hat. All wore nice shiny black shoes. 
 
    “You see those ones…?” said Eva, nodding unobtrusively towards another gathering by the back wall. 
 
    “They must be the role-playing group.” 
 
    “Not that you’re judging or anything…” said Dan, as soon as he laid eyes on them. They were a very different collective. The tallest man among them had tightly-wavy hair, overlong and frizzy, in search of a style. With it he wore glasses, and his black suit hung on him like one from a charity shop window. Beside him was a woman in a tartan jacket with some eighties power-dressing shoulder pads built in. Her look was either so ultra-trendy that nobody else had bought the same clothes yet, or so naff it bordered on the offensive. Tartan? At a funeral? Dan opted to believe the latter.  
 
    “One of those people there saw Lewis Atkins drop down dead. He saw everything up close.” 
 
    “Angus McCauley is the group convener. The Games Master. I’ll bet he’s the guy with the Brian May hairdo and the seventies spectacles. We should speak to him.” 
 
    “We can mingle later…” 
 
    “Mingling? That’s acceptable at a wake?” said Eva. 
 
    “It’ll have to be.” 
 
    Robert Jay’s eyes lit up when he saw them. He lifted a finger and broke through his little gathering and walked across the courtyard.  
 
    “Here goes,” said Dan. 
 
    “Mr Jay,” said Eva, taking his hand.  
 
    “Good to see you,” said Jay. In a neat black suit, with a soft warm air, she noticed Jay came across much like a church vicar. “Though the circumstances are… unfortunate.” 
 
    Dan shook his hand without a word. 
 
    “You know why we’re here?” said Eva.  
 
    “Yes, of course. Feast your eyes. These are all the people who knew him. Those who claim to care.” 
 
    “Did you pay for this?” said Dan, his eyes on the array of flowers and the hearses parked to one side.  
 
    “The Speech Masters topped up the state funding part of the funeral, yes. Some of our members have means. It wouldn’t do to see one of our own sent off at a pauper’s funeral.” 
 
    “No. Have you had any new thoughts or suspicions since we met?” said Dan.  
 
    “No. I haven’t. I have to trust these people. They belong to my group. But you don’t have the same obligation. That’s why I called you to look into this awful business. It’s the only way I can have a clean conscience. I suppose that must be why people hire private investigators. To deal with the things they feel unable to do. To keep their consciences clean.” 
 
    “That’s one way to look at it…” said Dan.  
 
    Jay smiled.  
 
    “Come with me. Meet our little group. See what you can see…” 
 
    Feeling Hogarth’s eyes on them from the privet hedges on the right of the courtyard, Dan and Eva followed the man into his little huddle.  
 
    “Everyone, this is Eva Roberts and Dan Bradley. They are private investigators. They are looking into what happened to Lewis on our behalf. I do hope you can help them.” A bank of faces gazed at them with a mixed bag of responses, including curiosity and a vague sense of repulsion. But they were all polite. Including Mark, the kid.  
 
    “Nice to meet you,” said Mark. 
 
    “Mark is the newest member of our little troop. Mark never met Lewis, but I thought he should attend to see what a family we’ve become,” explained Jay.  
 
    A thickset man with grey hair in a grey suit emerged from the building and stood on the steps. He opened his hands and spoke like an old town crier. 
 
    “Would those here to mourn the passing of Lewis Atkins please now make their way into the building. Into suite three, please.” 
 
    The role-playing group, and then all the rest turned towards the steps and started to shuffle inside. Immediately, a sense of grief descended like a cloud as they entered the building. Even Dan and Eva, who had never met Lewis Atkins, felt the pinch of mourning at their throats.  
 
      
 
    Bob Marley. Snow Patrol. Coldplay. Music by bands which Lewis Atkins would have been too young to know about or like. Their music was played between readings which concluded with a well-read version of the poem, ‘IF’ and an odd memory of one of Lewis Atkins’ greatest adventures with the role players in the ‘Lost Kingdom of Yin’. An adventure intended to depict the young man’s true character only added a sense of surrealism to the whole affair and brought silence from all, but tears from the tartan shoulder pads. Thankful it was over, Eva and Dan walked down the steps, past tear-streaked women and pale, blank-faced men. Hogarth stood like a sentry outside, his eyes roaming over each and every one of them. Dan met his eyes and their gazes locked. This time he saw Dawson was beside Hogarth, with Dawson straining not to show any kind of response at seeing him. But Dan saw it anyway. A hint of alarm. A measure of irritation flashing across those eyes, before he calmed back to his usual stoic self. Dan smiled but didn’t nod. He didn’t want to give the DI any reason to question Dawson about their identity. Not yet. Let him find out in his own time.  
 
    “Are you coming to The Old Bank?” said Jay, at his side. 
 
    “The Old Bank?” 
 
    “The wake. It’s at the pub on the Southchurch road. Sadly, it’s quite near the scene of the murder. But that’s also opposite our base of operations, the Plaza where we convene our Speech Master workshops. 
 
    “Something bad has happened on every street corner,” said Dan.  
 
    “The pragmatic view of a private investigator,” said Jay.  Jay turned his head and called out as man passed by. “Alan…” have you met Miss Roberts and Mr Bradley?” 
 
    A man with a ruddy face and short cropped brown hair was walking down the steps from the crem, with his hands crossed one over the other. Called across by Robert Jay, the man looked their way, and checked his chunky wrist watch on the way down the steps.  
 
    “Sorry, Robert. I won’t be able to make the wake. I’ve got some business to attend to.” 
 
    “Oh… that’s great shame. What did you make of the service?” 
 
    “Very dignified. Except for that elves and dragons’ claptrap at the end…” 
 
    Dan watched the man, who checked his watch again. 
 
    “Before you go, Alan, I’d like you to meet our charges.” 
 
    “Eh?” said the man, his thick eyebrows dipping low in confusion.  
 
    “Miss Roberts and Mr Bradley are private detectives, Alan. I’ve taken the liberty of hiring them to ensure young Lewis Atkins benefits from a full measure of justice.” 
 
    The man’s eyebrows flickered in surprise.  
 
    “I did consult the Speech Masters on this, but as you didn’t attend last week…” 
 
    “Yes, sorry about that, Robert, but work’s pretty hard lately. My main client has an end of contract deadline…” Jay nodded and turned to Eva and Dan. 
 
    “Alan here knew Lewis Atkins pretty well. He was a good lad, wasn’t he, Alan?” said Robert Jay.  
 
    “I only knew him as well as you, Robert, but yes he was a good lad. If a little mixed up. But then who wasn’t at that age…?” 
 
    Alan Merrick met Eva and Dan’s eyes. Dan saw a hint of colour fill the man’s already ruddy cheeks.  
 
    “So you weren’t friends then?” said Dan. 
 
    “Oh. Friends? Look at me. I’m forty-six, and Lewis was just a teenager. I don’t think I could have ever called myself his friend. We were acquaintances, like most of the people here. We knew each other from the club…” 
 
    “I see,” said Dan. 
 
    “Well, must dash… good to meet you,” said the man with a dip of his head and pursed lips. He didn’t offer to shake their hands, but raised one hand in a flick of a goodbye, before turning back to Robert Jay.  
 
    “Hope it goes well, Robert. You’ve done a good thing here.” 
 
    “Yes,” Robert nodded as the man walked away. He watched Jay look at the man as he walked. Did he detect a hint of suspicion in Jay’s eyes? Dan’s eyes fixed on Merrick’s back as he walked briskly across the courtyard and into the car park. He watched him through the trellis as the man put a phone to his ear and climbed up into a big gleaming X5.  
 
    “Shame he couldn’t stay,” said Robert. But Dan didn’t think Jay was too bothered.  
 
    The big car emerged onto the long crematorium driveway. Dan looked into the tinted glass of the passenger side window and saw Merrick’s big face as he talked into his mobile phone. Their eyes meet, and Dan sensed the man stop the car – and for the merest moment they looked at one another. Dan felt an odd twinge inside. It was indescribable. No matter how he knew, or why, there was only one word for the man driving the X5. Shifty. Dan’s eyes broke away from the car as it turned out towards the street. His gaze happened across Dawson. Dawson saw where he had been looking, and dropped his eyes away.  
 
    “What was that man’s name again, Robert?” said Eva.  
 
    “Merrick. Alan Merrick. A builder by trade, now some kind of consultant. I believe he’s done rather well for himself.” 
 
    Merrick. Like the elephant man, John. It was a name Dan wouldn’t forget.  
 
    “And he’s a member of the Speech Masters?” 
 
    “Oh yes, and he’s very accomplished. He’s one of the finest we’ve got.” 
 
    But of course he is, thought Dan. And I bet he’s got an eye for detail too… 
 
   
  
 



Nine 
 
      
 
    Palvina House 
 
      
 
    “You know, I don’t think we need all three of us to cover this wake,” said Dan. His black coupé was pulled up on the side street adjoining Southchurch Road. He peered in through the old-fashioned windows of The Old Bank, to see a shifting mass of people in dark clothes queueing at a bar for sandwiches while sipping from pints of fizzing lager and large wine glasses. It looked like the kind of do where some were intending to get shit-faced. Dan really didn’t fancy mingling with drunks, with their slurred voices, loud laughs, and boozy breath. Especially when he had a brand new bee in his bonnet. Meeting Alan Merrick had energised him, like a spider alerted to a fly trapped in his web. Dan wanted to get a little closer, find out more that would enable him to wrap up the man for safekeeping. 
 
    “If there’s anything to learn here, you can learn it, Eva. You do schmoozing and boozing so much better than me.” 
 
    “That’s a snide comment about my liking for Pinot Grigio, I take it?” 
 
    “More like Pint o’ Grigio.” Dan chuckled. “And there was nothing snide about it. Go and grab a glass and see what you can learn. You might learn more if the engine gets a little oiled.” 
 
    “Stop talking like you’re my boss. It’s damn annoying. What are you up to anyway? Come on? Where are you going?” 
 
    Dan smiled and traced a finger over the rim of the steering wheel. 
 
    “It’s called a hunch.” 
 
    “Merrick, I take it?” 
 
    “He gave me the investigative horn, yes…” 
 
    Eva made a face at the analogy. “You said not to get blindsided. He’s one man picked from a crowd.” 
 
    “But I’m not getting blindsided. You can cover the wake, and I’ll do some more digging. Do we have a deal?” 
 
    “Please don’t be long? I don’t enjoy these type of gatherings.” 
 
    “Wakes always turn into piss-ups. Don’t worry. I won’t be long.” 
 
    “Yeah, right. Just don’t go causing trouble. We don’t want to cause problems for Dawson – at least not until we’re on speaking terms again.” 
 
    “You’re such a worrier.” 
 
    “I’ve worked as your partner for twelve years.” 
 
    Eva got out of the car and smiled. She closed the door and Dan pulled away onto Southchurch Road. Eva watched the car as it roared away down the street, then she climbed the steps and opened the door into the raucous, beer-swilling din of The Old Bank.  
 
      
 
    Palvina Drive. A big old house divided up cheaply for multiple occupancy. It had always been one of the biggest houses in the area, and there were lots of big houses in Westcliff. Once a well-to-do part of Southend and home to the Jewish community, Westcliff’s fortunes had terminated somewhere around the eighties. By the nineties, the shops of Hamlet Court Road were all but shut down, though sometimes an occasional brave and optimistic souk opened some rare enterprise then quickly shut them down again just as fast. Like buds killed off by an early frost. Then the local houses started getting divided into flats. Then the paint peeled, the render cracked, and the old sofas were left on street corners. Things had improved a little since the lowest point ten years back, but not by much, as evidenced by the big white house at the top of Palvina Drive, which could no longer be considered white by anybody’s reckoning.  
 
    Dan parked the coupé on the top of the steep hill and looked out towards the steps of Palvina House. Almost a week later, the door was still marked by a police sign asking for anyone with information relating to the murder of Lewis Atkins. Outside the big house a female cop was talking to a thin guy wearing a creased and dirty, purple hooded top. The top looked too small and tight for him, rising high where he wore the hood pulled over his head, and exposing a worryingly thin stomach. His jeans were low and exposed the top of his underpants. As street looks went, it really wasn’t the best. Dan had already decided the guy was a junkie. It wasn’t a condemning judgment. It was a fact. Dan got out of the car and the junkie looked at him. The slow nasal tones of the guy’s voice, and the sleepy look in his eyes told Dan he’d judged it right. He was a junkie every time.  
 
    “Hey,” said Dan, aiming his eyes at the cop and the junkie.  
 
    The junkie looked at him and carried right on speaking. The female cop looked bored but unable to shake the guy off.  
 
    “…such a nice guy… bit strange… but quiet… but that’s no crime is it? People should be allowed to keep themselves to themselves… that’s what I always say… ” 
 
    Dan stepped up onto the pavement to make his presence felt. He stuck his hands deep into his leather jacket pockets and waited his turn, until the junkie turned to face him with an attempt at looking tough. It really wasn’t going to work. 
 
    “Here… can I help you mate?” 
 
    “No. But I’m hoping the police officer here can…” 
 
    The woman looked at him. She was about to speak, but when her eyes landed on his the words stayed in her open mouth. Her eyes lingered a moment too long, then she glanced back at the junkie. It wasn’t just about being shocked by Dan’s good looks, though part of him would have liked to think so. She remembered him. This cop wasn’t a cop. She was a PCSO. It was the sparkling-eyed girl he’d seen walking with Dawson last week. Rawlins? Wasn’t that her name? Damn. How come he could be a private investigator and still be so damned awful with remembering names? 
 
    “Jamie, that’s all nice and good... wherever he is now, I’m sure Lewis knows how much you miss him… but I’ve got to get on now. You understand. Police work is very time consuming…” 
 
    “Yeah…” said the junkie, turning a stern eye Dan’s way. “I understand all right. Look after yourself, Bec. Peace, babe.” 
 
    “Peace to you too, Jamie. And stay out of trouble.” 
 
    The junkie dawdled away down the steep hill towards the seafront not far below and the cop woman turned to face Dan Bradley.  
 
    “Did he call you babe? I’m not familiar with that one. Is that a new rank in the force?” said Dan with a smile.  
 
    “I remember you. You were the guy we saw on the seafront early morning last week. With the old guy.” 
 
    “Yeah. I think we may have interrupted your quiet little walk.” 
 
    “Quiet little… we were on police business,” said Rawlins quickly. “The homeless, the naughty ones, they are robbing those beach huts.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Dan. “I remember the story.” 
 
    The woman blushed but stayed friendly.  
 
    “You’re Rob’s friend, aren’t you?” 
 
    Dan shrugged. “I like Rob. He’s a good guy. Now, tell me. What did Rob say about me?” 
 
    “Not much. But I know who you are. You’re Bradley, the private investigator.” 
 
    “That’s the name… so why would the cop shop post you out here all alone dealing with the likes of that scallywag?” 
 
    “Because I’m a cop, that’s why. A PCSO. Police aren’t sexist not these days. Don’t you think I can handle it out here? I’m as good as any regular police officer.” 
 
    Dan saw she was touchy about her status and needed to change tack. “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    “But you implied it…” she said, her eyes still a little dazzling. Beware, the dazzle, Dan told himself. 
 
    “I think it’s probably more to do with stretched resources than equal opportunities in the modern police force.” 
 
    “You’d think so, but you’re wrong,” she said with a smile. “I asked to be posted here.” 
 
    “Did you, now?” said Dan.  
 
    “I’m working with PC Dawson. We’re keeping an eye on the case. I wouldn’t tell everyone that, but seeing as you’re PC Dawson’s friend.” 
 
    Dan didn’t see the point in popping that bubble. If Dawson hadn’t told her himself, why should he bother? Instead, Dan decided to use it.  
 
    “Didn’t Lewis Atkins live here? In the top room, right?” Dan knew where Atkins used to live. He’d already chatted to half the residents.  
 
    “Yes, he did.” 
 
    “Did you know that we’re working this case as well?” 
 
    “The Atkins case?” 
 
    “Yes. But for a private client who wants to ensure justice is done.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes. And we’ve already helped Dawson with this case once already. We’re sharing information and pooling resources, just to get the job done a little quicker. After all, a problem shared is a problem halved, right?” 
 
    PCSO Rawlins shifted on her feet. She’d been on the job over a year now, and was used to people selling her on ideas. Especially people on the street. Dan saw the PCSO understood a request was coming, so he cut to the chase.  
 
    “PC Dawson never said anything,” said Rawlins. 
 
    “That’s because Dawson is a clever guy. He keeps his cards close to his chest,” said Dan. “I’d really like to look in Lewis Atkins’ bedsit. I need to see if there’s anything in there which CID have missed. You know there will be something. Particularly if your DI Hogarth is acting a little closed-minded. We might be able to help you. What do you say? All in the spirit of cooperation…” 
 
    The PCSO looked at Dan. He saw there were more questions on the tip of the woman’s tongue, and she got ready to ask them, but instead she sighed and rolled her eyes.  
 
    “You’ve got the gift of the gab, alright. I’ll let you in. But only because you’ve helped Rob. And you better be telling the truth, because you can bet I’ll find out if you’re lying.” 
 
    “On my life. Scouts honour.” 
 
    “Yeah, right. Two minutes and out. CID could come back at any time.” 
 
    “But I doubt it. Hogarth was at the funeral just now with your walking buddy.” 
 
    Rawlins shook her head at the remark. “Just go. Two minutes and yes, I will be counting.” 
 
    Rawlins took a key from her pocket and handed it over.  
 
    “You’re one of the good ones, Rawlins.” 
 
    “Two minutes, I said” 
 
    “Fine. That’s all I’ll need.” 
 
    Dan opened the door and ran up the steps two at a time. The place was so dirty inside, the carpet so unnaturally brown, with a mottling of all kinds of substances, that Dan barely wanted to touch it with the heels of his shoes, let alone anything else. He kept his fingers clear of the once glossy bannister and kept climbing until the hallway narrowed into a high narrow space where peeling wallpaper closed in like wild weeds on either side. There were a few years of phone books in wrapping stacked on one side, along with some pizza boxes. Dan checked the door number against the key fob, then unlocked it. When he opened the door, the stale air hit him like a solid wall. The room felt small, but it was hard to get a feel for the size, because it was so dark. Dan stepped inside and bolted across to the window and curtains. He held his breath and fumbled with the window latch until he was able to haul the sash window high and gulp in some fresh air. He looked around the room. On the wall was a large blown up poster of the comic book villain, The Joker from the latest movie – a muscly clown with short green hair and his top off. He looked like no Joker Dan had ever seen before. This Joker was buff and crazy eyed - presumably the way Lewis Atkins liked his men. There were a couple of tiny brown poppers bottles on a rickety chest of drawers beneath the Joker poster. One bottle lay on its side and was empty. Strewn across the floor was an array of screwed up underpants and dirty socks which, like fossils, had been solidified by the various bodily substances left inside. Dan looked at the windowsill. He peered beneath the bed. He teased open the top drawer where most people kept their underwear. Inside Dan saw a loose bundle of magazines. Some were obviously pornographic, and he left them well alone. But at their side was a rubbish heap of odds and ends. There were stringy leather bracelets and digital watches with blank faces, a small wooden hash pipe, a small bag of unknown tablets and some screwed up papers. Dan took out the papers and teased them apart. They bore handwritten phone numbers and initials. But they didn’t mean anything in themselves. He dropped them back into the drawer, trying to remember the initials as he did so. Then he saw some other things. Cards. Business cards. One belonged to Robert Jay – chairman, Speech Masters. There was another nearby, but Dan wasn’t sure if it could rightly be called a business card. There was a printed image of a dragon roaring with smoke pouring from its mouth beside a knight in armour, sword drawn, and a magician in robes with sparkling hands.  
 
    Underneath the image was the group name: Southend Role-players – The Plaza Centre, every Tuesday 7pm-11pm. Dan flipped it over and found a handwritten telephone number. Angus 3934356. Was that a sign of a personal relationship? Or just a friendly guy answering a request for the group’s details. It was hard to be sure, but Dan logged it in his brain. He was about to shut the drawer when he saw another slip of paper tucked under the detritus. A post-it note with curled corners. He teased it free. 
 
    Lenny £10.  
 
    No number. Just money and a name. An IOU? Or what. He committed it to memory too. Then opened the next drawer down. It was broken, the bottom had collapsed into the drawer below. So Dan prodded it, and shut it as best he could, then opened the last drawer. It was more useless junk which Dan couldn’t bear to touch. But then his eyes picked out a theme of colour among it. White and blue. He saw white and blue cards jutting from a mass of old clothes, sweet wrappers, and magazines. He looked and counted them, two, three four, five… six. Then he picked one up and turned it over in his fingers.  
 
    Strongforth Social Club.  
 
    Members Only. 
 
    Another bloody club? Only this was one Dan had never heard of, and it hadn’t been mentioned to him by anyone. Not by Dawson or the police, not by Robert Jay. And this one looked different to the rest too. These cards weren’t business cards. They were big square cards with good thickness, compact layers and curved corners. The blue and white colour was the same on both sides. In short, they were beermats, without a doubt. Hadn’t the police picked up on these? But if they had, Dawson hadn’t mentioned it. Dawson was right, the CID were asleep on this case, and Hogarth sounded ineffective. At the funeral the DI had seemed to wear an apathetic and disinterested look on his face. Burned out maybe? Or was Southend beneath him, as Dawson had implied? If so the man was a fool. There was a whole world of seedy crime in the town, as much as any part of London. If he was bored, all the man needed to do was lift a rock and see all the creepy crawlies scurry away out of the light. But one man’s loss was another man’s gain. Strongforth? Why was that word so familiar? As he heard a car arrive outside Dan slid the beermat into his pocket. The engine stopped. Dan stuck his head out of the window. The blue bar lights and identification number told Dan all he needed to know. It was a police car. Thankfully the doors stayed shut. It was time to go. Dan put the drawer in place, pulled the window shut, made for the door and slammed it behind him. He pounded down the stairs and drew breath only when he reached the street. Rawlins looked at him and shook her head. 
 
    “I said two minutes.” She offered her palm for the door key and Dan gave it up gladly.  
 
    “Got to go…” said Dan. He looked back and saw the driver’s door of the police car start to open. He turned away.  
 
    “Thanks for your help, Rawlins.” 
 
    “Wait, Rob’s just arrived. You can tell him if you found anything.” 
 
    Dan didn’t turn back but raised a hand. “I’ll call him.” 
 
    Rawlins shook her head and looked at Dawson as he planted a police cap on his head and stepped onto the pavement. Then she looked back the other way, but Dan Bradley had already turned the corner. He was long gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ten 
 
      
 
    The Social 
 
      
 
    Dan drove slowly past The Old Bank. He hadn’t checked the time when he had left Eva but it felt like he had plenty of time to go before his hour was up. And he had one more check to do before he could feel satisfied. Strongforth came to him like a half lost memory.. Fleeting, and then it left him again. He struggled for it, and eventually it came. Strongforth was one of the back streets in Southchurch. By his reckoning he had around quarter of an hour before Eva would consider him late, at which point he would officially be in the dog house. But fifteen minutes was a long time in the coupé, and he recalled Strongforth was not far from the pub. He peered into the window of the pub, and stared at the silhouettes of the drinkers within. It was hard to make out any detail, but by now the first few looseners would be doing their work. Some would even be drunk. Dan didn’t fancy it at all. Dan made a U turn in the coupe then jabbed his foot onto the accelerator. Strongforth, as he recalled, was one of the town’s roads less travelled.  Strongforth was no destination, just a place where shoppers and commuters parked their cars during the day. So far as Dan knew nothing much happened there. But there was always a first time.  
 
    Dan took a few fast corners, and surged down some side streets, before turning onto the beginning of Strongforth. It was a long road with mostly narrow houses. Some were detached, some were semi-detached and there were terraces too. The cars left by the town’s workers were parked tightly on both sides, leaving not much more than the width of one car’s gap between them. If another car came down the street from the other end, Dan would have had a problem, so he put his foot down, past twenty and then up through thirty, glancing left and right through the side windows as he did so. Just as he was about to increase the count on the speedo, Dan saw a gap in the terraces coming up on his left and another emerging on the right further on where the houses gave way to some another batch of semi-detached houses. As he slowed down another car was approaching dead ahead. Dan groaned and pulled the car into the gap on the left. It turned out to be the driveway of some non-denominational church. The church itself was no more than a white-walled hut, with some posters behind glass fronted signs with images of bright flames on them. The words on the flames were tall and black. It was plain to see this was a place where the preacher shouted and the people in the pews listened or else. The church looked empty. The beermat collection implied Lewis Atkins had been down this road at least six times, maybe more. It was entirely possible that Atkins had been in the church too, trying on any kind of social group he could until he found one which fit him. But recalling the colourful magazine collection in Atkins’ broken chest of drawers, Dan knew it wouldn’t have taken young Lewis Atkins long to lose his faith. 
 
    Dan decided to take a risk, and left his car blocking the church driveway. It was the only space in sight. He got out, looked at the church where the priest was watching, then his eyes tracked across the street to the gap on the opposite side. He couldn’t see the building hiding behind the gap – the terraced houses obscured it – but it had to be Strongforth Social Club. As far as Dan could tell there was no other possible location for it in the whole street. Dan crossed the street. When he was halfway across his phone started to ring. He looked at the screen. It said Eva.  
 
    He told himself he needed only five minutes more, and let the phone ring off. He started to feel excitement as he neared the club. The feeling didn’t make sense, beyond the fact that he scented something new, A discovery maybe. Or a rat’s nest he had never known of until now. The terraced housing broke apart and gave way to a concrete driveway, and then he saw the club tucked behind it. The Strongforth Social Club sat back from the houses on either side, not aloof or arrogant, but as if the building was trying to hide. It was basically a kind of house, though different in style to the rest of them – newer than its neighbours by a decade or so. The building was yellow brick, detached and clad in white uPVC fascias. It wore a blue and white sign, the same colour and design as the beer mat found in Atkins’ bedside cabinet. There were net curtains in the windows upstairs and down. All in all, the place looked very housey, except for the front door. It was a white doorframe filled with glass, and the glass was also netted. It was the middle of the day – a time when most self-respecting social clubs would earn a little from their regulars. Dan was walking towards the front door when his mobile trilled again. Dan stopped walking, made a face, and snatched the phone out of his pocket, this time putting the thing to his ear.  
 
    “Just give me five minutes. I’ll be as quick as I can.” 
 
    “I heard you were pretty quick already,” said Rob Dawson. 
 
    Shit. He should have checked the screen before he answered the call.  
 
    “Rob… to what do I owe this pleasure?” As if he didn’t know. 
 
    “You can stay the fuck away from areas which you know are off limits.” 
 
    “Rob, did you just crack out the swear words? Come on, old son. There’s no need for all that. We’re on the same team, just like I told your pretty PCSO. And it is true, isn’t it? We shared some info with you, I just needed a little shared back.” 
 
    “You didn’t ask, Dan. You took. That’s crossing the line. Something you know a good deal about.” 
 
    “That’s two bites you’ve had now, Rob. Take one more, then we’re quits. Now listen. I think I might have a lead for you here – all from the little visit I paid to Palvina House. Now please tell me you didn’t tell the PCSO that I tricked her…” 
 
    “No, I didn’t tell her. Because then I’d have to admit that we weren’t quite the best of friends anymore, and then you’d look like a villain, and things would need explaining.” 
 
    “Jeez, Rob, it sounds like you two are married already.” 
 
    “You can forget those kind of comments for a start. Okay, Clouseau, what did you find?” 
 
    “Another club which our little stray cat Lewis Atkins liked to visit. Have you heard of the Strongforth Social Club?” asked Dan 
 
    “I’ve heard about an old club over there. Been past it too. Looks like a drinking hole for OAPs and people who bet on the dogs.” 
 
    Dan looked up at the building. “It totally does. But you never heard about it from Hogarth and the CID boys – even after they looked over Atkins’ bedsit?” 
 
    “No. Why?” 
 
    “Just wondering. And did they mention a bag of tablets in his bedside cabinet?” 
 
    “No…” 
 
    “Sounds to me like you’re the only detective at Southend nick, Rob. Lucky for you, you’ve got some back up. I’m just going to look into something then I’ll call you right back, okay. Time to open the lines of communication, Rob, old boy. It’s been too long.” 
 
    “Feels like it should have been longer.” 
 
    “Don’t be like that. I’m here to help you.” 
 
    “You just made a mug of me. Don’t expect me to be grateful about it.” 
 
    So it was tough-guy attitude now, was it? Treating him like he was just another street scumbag on the take. “Okay. Don’t be grateful. But give me five minutes anyway and I’ll still call you back.” 
 
    Dan cut the call, walked up to the front of the building and peered through the glass, squinting to detect anything he could through the netting, but he couldn’t make out any details at all. He saw the faint glow of a lightbulb through a doorway beyond the front room. Dan flexed the white plastic door handle, but it was locked. He looked around. There was a narrow alleyway on one side, and on the other side barely a gap between the wall and the fence. Dan tried the side gate. It was so narrow, it looked as if it had been especially bodged together for the purpose. He dragged the bolt open and pushed the gate into a shadowy gap full of old-fashioned plastic crates full of empty beer bottles. Beside those were the grimy grey metal beer barrels. He pressed himself to the wall and sidled past the stacks – they scraped his jacket as he passed them. The back area was a flagstone courtyard with a big square parasol cemented into the centre. The parasol was down and tied. Beside it was one of those nasty ashtrays the size of a dustbin, and it was chock full of cigarette stubs pressed into a pile of sand. Nice touch. Dan turned to the windows and the doors. No net curtains here, just drapes covering a set of French doors. Dan spied a gap in the middle. He pressed his eye to the opening. It was dark inside, with a hint of claret. He wanted to get a feel for the place before he tried to gain entry. He waited to see if he could sense any movement inside, but there was none as far as he could tell.  
 
    Dan took out his smartphone and used his thumb to drag up a ‘tray’ of tools from the bottom of the screen. A torch facility was depicted on one side. He thumbed the torch and a bright light gleamed from the back of the phone. Dan aimed it at the gap and shone a line of bright light into the small room beyond. The light was reflected back at him from a mirror opposite, illuminating a shabby looking bar and a room of very dated bar furniture. The chairs were upholstered in claret material, as were the curtains. It reminded Dan of an old-fashioned London bar his old dad had taken him to a few times – back when dirty old pubs still seemed exotic, edgy, and cool. But these days Dan knew better. The Strongforth place was none of those things. Except dangerous maybe. And that was yet to be seen. Dan tugged at the French door latch, and was surprised when it gave way, opened, and sucked the curtain out into the daylight. Thankfully, the door slider didn’t make a sound and Dan stepped into the dim, beery space with his senses on high alert. He shone the phone torch around and found the barroom silent and empty, but he could hear movement above him. Footsteps creaked on the floorboards above, and someone was whistling. Then came a few words of song. Some raucous rock and roll song. At least the guy was happy, whoever he was. Now Dan was in the tricky position of breaking and entering with someone on the premises. But he needed answers and he wasn’t going to get them by being a shrinking violet.  
 
    He walked into the little hallway and found a dated sitting room with stuffy looking chairs. There was a serving hatch in the wall with two white doors which must have backed onto the bar, so the more relaxed punters could carry on their drinking in comfort. Dan moved to the varnished wooden stairs and listened to the voice. The guy was singing his heart out to some angry song Dan couldn’t place. Dan planted a foot on the step, and started to climb. At halfway up he stopped and saw a pair of dirty black hi-top pumps pace past the top of the stairs. There was a guy in baggy trousers carrying armfuls of something, heading into a brighter room at the back of the top floor, door open. Dan took the last few steps, reached the landing and planted himself behind the door, then edged forward to the doorframe and leaned around and peaked inside.  
 
    A man in a black T-shirt and baggy black jeans was busy at a kitchen counter. On one side of the counter was a stack of cheap white-bread sandwiches, cut into large triangles, a razor thin slice of filling in each one. The guy stopped singing, wiped his nose on the back of his wrist, and carried on. Looked like a fancy place. Bacteria a speciality. Dan shifted his footing to get a better look at what the man was working on. He seemed to be chopping at something, but aggressive and fast, the way some cooks do on TV. But this guy didn’t look like any kind of chef, and he definitely wasn’t making sandwiches. Dan leaned in further and felt the front edge of his boot scuff the doorframe. The guy stopped singing and his shoulders went rigid. Dan tensed too. The man started to sing again, but much more quietly than before. The singing only lasted a line and a half, and the guy spun around. He held a sharp looking knife in his hand. An ordinary knife, small, the kind for peeling potatoes and cutting veg. Dan stayed by the door, looked at the knife, looked at the guy. The man had dark circles around his eyes. They were sharp and edgy, his pupils pinned out from lack of sleep or stress or whatever he’d ingested. He was thirty-something, unshaven, and rough.  
 
    “So what you cutting there?” said Dan. 
 
    “We don’t keep money here and there’s nothing here, right. I don’t even have the key for the booze cellar.” 
 
    “Boss doesn’t trust you, huh?” 
 
    “You’re trespassing.” 
 
    “But I don’t think you’ll call it in. After all, I’m not here for your cash. Or whatever else you’re hiding back there.” 
 
    The man stared at him while the news sank in, but his pupils stayed pinned and the knife stayed in the air. 
 
    “Then what do you want?” 
 
    “Answers to some questions. You’re cutting up some drugs there. Right?” 
 
    “Piss off.” 
 
    “Tell me – is this place a front, or is this your paying hobby? Is that the reason the boss keeps the keys?” 
 
    “None of your business you f…” 
 
    Dan cut in. “I think you’ll find it is. See, a mutual friend has ended up well and truly dead. Did you hear about that? He came here, pretty often I think. He bought your drugs. And now he’s dead. In fact, I found so many clues about this place, I’m very surprised to see I’m the first one who came knocking. So you should think about it this way. It’s good news that I’m here. I’m not a policeman. Tell me what I need to know and it might just all go away, permanently. How about that?” 
 
    “What are you even talking about?” said the cocky little bastard. 
 
    “Lewis Atkins. A strange little guy who had trouble making friends. A guy who came here enough times to have stolen a collection of beer mats, and who had a bag full of tablets in his bedside cabinet. Pills you sold him.” 
 
    “Who? Never heard of him.” 
 
    Dan nodded at the knife. “Don’t imagine you can lie to me and get away with it. I need the truth, and I’m going to get it. I’ll take that out of your hand before you can bat an eyelid.” 
 
    The guy sneered but didn’t look so sure of himself. 
 
    “You need to leave now, dickhead. The bar opens in twenty minutes. I need to finish up.” 
 
    “You can serve drinks? You said the cellar is locked.” 
 
    The guy grunted and looked away. He was a liar. 
 
    “My boss is coming in to open up.” 
 
    “Thing is, I need to believe what you tell me, but I don’t think I can. So, I’m going to have to do this.” 
 
    Dan leaned forward into the kitchen. The guy swiped the knife across the doorway, but Dan moved his arm away and slapped his hand down and caught the guy’s knife hand. He crushed it in his grip and dragged the guy’s hand back across his wrist, until his whole arm was locked at the elbow. Dan used his advantage to lever the guy down against the kitchen door. He groaned in pain the whole way. Then Dan looked at the tray on the kitchen worktop. He saw a cling film wrapped bar of brown hash, and two piles of powder. One chalky white, one palest brown. And finally there was a little banker’s bag of loose tablets.  
 
    “Whoa. Class As and Bs. You’ve got the full works here. And, look,” said Dan. He picked up a set of keys – door keys, car keys and padlock keys – one full set jangling from a key fob. “Looks like you’ve got all the keys a man could ever need.” 
 
    “Leave the gear, man. Please leave it. I owe money on all that shit.” 
 
    “At least you know that it’s shit. I don’t want to touch any of it. In fact, I don’t want it anywhere near me.” 
 
    “Then what the hell do you want?” 
 
    “The truth.” Dan twisted the man’s arm back behind him. “Lewis Atkins. Do you know him?” 
 
    “Skinny, pale faced faggot?” 
 
    Dan twisted his arm and the guy squealed.  
 
    “Show some respect. The kid is dead. You sold him some of these goodies, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Aaahhh! Yeah. Yeah, I did. But nothing fatal, man.” 
 
    “What did you sell him?” 
 
    “Uh… hash. Sometimes skunkweed. But the brat was always skint, no money at all. He only wanted the ten pound bags. No good to me.” 
 
    “Valium. Downers. Chill pills. You sell any of those?” 
 
    “Valium? They don’t have any street value. The junkies get them on prescription as a substitute for real gear. But they mostly swap ‘em around like smarties. Junkies sell them for fifty pee and a pound when they need to get a real hit.” 
 
    “Very informative little jerk, aren’t you? But is it true?” 
 
    Dan twisted his arm again and the guy squawked. 
 
    “It’s true. I honestly don’t sell that crap. It’s worthless.” 
 
    “Then tell me where I can get it…” 
 
    “From any certified junkie. It’s easy, man. Stop it! You’re breaking my arm, please.” 
 
    “I’m nowhere near breaking your arm. Yet. But I’ll let you know when we’re close. You knew Lewis Atkins better than some. Tell me. Who would want to drug him with Valium? Who would want to drug him, tie him up, and cut his guts open?” 
 
    “What? That’s sick. How would I know…?” 
 
    “Because people like you know things. The truth, now!” 
 
    “I don’t know. I swear.” 
 
    Dan held the guy’s arm high, bent down onto one knee and looked hard into his eyes.  
 
    “What do you know about Masons. Freemasons. Masonic lodges?” 
 
    The guy shook his head wildly. “You’re kidding me.” 
 
    “Come on. We’ve all heard something in passing, those people who do funny handshakes and show their nipples to each other. That kind of stuff. But I’m talking recently. Very recently.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Dan leaned in. “But you know something. Do you know anything about The Ravagers?” 
 
    “I don’t know! I don’t know! Please…” 
 
    Dan let go and stood up. The guy rolled away from him on the floor and blinked up at Dan with a face full of pain and hate.  
 
    “You know something. You sell this crap. And you knew Lewis Atkins. Either you tell me what you know, or I’ll go to the police about your little business sideshow, and your whole disgusting little life will go down the toilet. I’ll give you a day to think it over. Do you hear me?” said Dan. 
 
    “I don’t have to tell you anything.” 
 
    “Look at what just happened. You know better than that.” 
 
    Dan turned around and took the knife with him. He walked out of the kitchen on the upper floor and kicked open every door until he found a seedy looking bedroom which was marginally more clean than Atkins’ bedsit. He walked inside as the man with the pinned pupils and stubble leapt up and shouted ‘Hey!’ 
 
    But Dan was in a hurry. He lifted the pillow off the bed, and threw the duvet onto the floor. He lifted the guy’s mattress and found nothing. He pulled open the chest of drawers and flung open the wardrobe doors and hauled all the clothes out. Nothing. He delved into the drawers and found neat little bags of pills, used lighters, cash, and a few little well-worn travel booklets about Nepal and Amsterdam. Dan grabbed one of the bags, stared at it, then walked out to the hall to face the rat from the kitchen. 
 
    “Pale blue pills, my friend. Tiny little things, aren’t they? Forgive me for not having your expertise, rat face, but I know these little things are Valium.” 
 
    “Seriously, I forgot I even had them. They’re worth nothing to me.” 
 
    “You’re getting in deeper and deeper. It just so happens I think you’re so far down the food chain that even worms don’t want to touch you. But the police might draw very different conclusions. They could even think that you had reason to kill Lewis Atkins. I mean, look, here’s the Valium. And you seem to like waving knives around. Maybe he didn’t pay you and you had to make an example of him.” 
 
    “What? No way. I had nothing to do with killing him!” shouted the ratty guy.  
 
    “No. But I bet you’ve crossed paths with someone who did. Now I strongly recommend you get thinking who that person could be, and do it fast, because otherwise I’m going to come back and ruin what’s left of your life. That’s a promise.” 
 
    Dan took the pills and the knife and walked away down the stairs, with the ratty guy cussing him the whole way. But Dan smiled. He’d laid the foundations. He still had nothing to show for his work, but it felt like a good day at the office. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eleven 
 
      
 
    For The Torture 
 
      
 
    The Speech Master evenings came around far too quickly, especially since Mark had adopted the role of an ambitious young man attempting to fulfil his potential through public speaking. Tonight Mark had already been through the misery of the round-robin icebreaker. He had been in a cold sweat long before it was his turn to speak. Now all the speakers waited, seated in a semi-circle of neat wooden chairs around a wooden lectern which the speakers either used or disregarded depending on their style. Most of them went for the modern informal style, pacing around between the chairs at the front like a pound shop Jobs or Zuckerberg. Mark knew it would soon be his turn and found the prospect unbearable. Yet in a rare oversight, Eva hadn’t bothered to ask him what subject he would speak on. Which gave him all kinds of elbow room to take a chance. But if it was going to work he needed to be smart. If his words were too subtle, they would miss their mark. If they were too strong or clumsy, he would set the alarm bells ringing loudly in the killer’s mind. The killer… this was madness. What the hell was he thinking?  
 
    Halfway along the semi-circle a pretty blonde girl with bobbed hair and dark eyebrows caught his eye. He knew the girl was called Joanna. She gave him a supportive smile as if she sensed his pain. Damn it. Was it really so obvious how much he dreaded this stuff? But then again Joanna wasn’t a bad looking girl… no, not bad looking at all. At least he could take some comfort in that.  
 
    Tonight a good number of speakers were in attendance, with some seated behind the semi-circle making an audience, heaping on a new level of pressure altogether. Mark looked back to size them up, to face down the scale of his challenge, but when he saw twenty people look right back, he felt worse than ever. One man met his eyes without a smile. The man had short brown hair, grey at the temples and a face as ruddy as a strawberry. He was dressed in the fashionless but flashy garb of a man compensating for a lack of style by wearing expensive labels. His suit jacket was open, his shirt was unbuttoned and he wore no tie. Another Steve Jobs waiting his turn to speak.  
 
    Mark nodded at the man, but he looked away. Alan Merrick was his name, and he was not friendly by any means.  
 
    Robert Jay stood up and walked to the centre of the semi-circle with the calm assurance of a well-practiced speaker, hands clasped, voice even. “Tonight, ladies and gentlemen, I thought we’d mix things up for a change…” he added a smile here. Warm, disarming. 
 
    Oh no, said the voice in Mark’s head. Inside, Mark felt a sudden end-of-the-world foreboding. 
 
    “So let’s invite our newest recruit, and keenest member to take the stage. Come on Mark, it’s all yours. That’s it. Out you come.” 
 
    Mark rose to his feet, his heart pounding, his head screaming and telling him to run. He did have something to share, but not so early in the proceedings. He had imagined it would be delivered at the end, when tired minds were focused on going home to bed, his message heard but not registered. But as Mark walked towards the lectern, he took a few notes from his pocket and laid them on the surface with a fluttering hand. He looked at them and saw they didn’t make any sense at all. 
 
    “Good evening,” said Mark, in the midst of total panic. His voice quaked. People looked at him and didn’t say a word. His mouth started to turn dry at a rate of knots. 
 
    “Each of you has had something interesting to say… something different… every time I’ve been here…” he croaked, uselessly “…so I thought it best to bring something different to the group. So here it is. My thoughts on human nature and group behaviour. I wanted to talk to you about why we join groups like this one. I don’t mean just about learning how to speak, I mean all kinds of groups. From garage rock bands and after-work running clubs, to role-playing clubs, churches, secret societies, and dare I say it, maybe even The Speech Masters.” Even Mark wasn’t sure where he was headed now. His notes were inadequate, so he flew where the words took him. He risked a look up, and amongst the faces, Joanna beamed at him with a smile and a nod of encouragement. For a split second he wondered if he would get to kiss that smiling face. He took a breath and was about to continue when he noticed the man at the back staring. Mark felt as though Alan Merrick’s eyes had been drilling into him the whole time, but when Mark looked directly at him, Merrick looked away. Mark’s words faltered as he watched the man lean across the empty seat beside him to pass comment to the young lady with long brown hair nearby. Mark hadn’t failed to notice this young woman at previous events. She had to be twenty years younger than Merrick. Maybe even younger. As Mark watched, the girl looked back at Mark and chuckled. What had Merrick said, the bastard? Mark’s face turned red. He stared at them both, and his speech trailed away. Robert Jay looked on with folded arms, and nodded firmly for Mark to go on. With the added anger, Mark’s voice broke through the nervous barrier and dropped to a lower tone. Anger made him sound confident. When Mark looked up, he addressed Merrick personally. 
 
    “Men and women – deep down – have all kinds of insecurities and fears which we try to make up for by way of finding a place in the collective. It can be a way, like the penguins at the South Pole, to huddle and keep out cold, to keep out the danger, and share the warmth and safety of the pack. Or it can be to bury things, private things, shameful things, under the blanket of a fake group identity. Because, don’t you think it’s true, that in the group environment, it is easier to hide there than anywhere else? If we put on a face, it only has to be skin deep, but in the group who ever looks more deeply than that? No one, because we all wear a face. All kinds of groups have a history of attracting people who are hiding something. Fantasists and liars. Paedophiles attach themselves to churches and sports clubs for sinister opportunities the club will bring their way. For the sake of power, dominance, and what it could bring them…” Mark looked around at the faces watching him. He couldn’t tell whether they were hooked or horrified. Then he slowly smiled, “Don’t worry. I think you’re safe here. But it does make you think, doesn’t it…?” said Mark. Joanna laughed out loud, but she was the only one who did. Merrick turned away and leaned towards the brunette, and said something again which made her smile. Mark watched them. The intimate dynamic between them. The proximity of his lips to her ear, the willingness with which she leaned towards him.  
 
    “We don’t need a group to be evil. We don’t need to bracket Freemasons, societies, cults, or gangs under the heading of bad or evil, because any such group can contain evil people. But we must be on the lookout for the one or two individuals who are hiding things which are more than skin deep, because they are the ones who would exploit any group for their own sinister ends…” 
 
    Mark looked up and saw people shuffling in their seats. He wanted to sound an alarm for the killer by pushing as many different buttons as he dared, like a man hitting every number on the lock in the hope of getting the right combination. It didn’t make for a cohesive message, but there was a reason to it. Mark hoped he had not said too much, and yet he had a feeling he had said nothing at all. When he was finally finished, he received a short round of applause from Robert Jay and some of the others tamely followed suit. But the look in Jay’s eyes said he was relieved it was over. Many more talks like that and Speech Masters might have been sunk. Mark nodded and left the lectern. He screwed up his meagre notes and tossed them into a waste paper bin on the way back to his seat. 
 
      
 
    Having spent a long while sulking over his performance, Mark was the first to leap up from his chair as soon as it was time for a break. He passed Robert Jay but the man gently grabbed him by the shoulder. Mark turned with an uncomfortable smile. “It’s not as easy as you’d think, is it?” said Jay.  
 
    “I suppose not.” 
 
    “But you did pretty well. Still, I could feel you were holding back. You navigated around your subject without fully making a point.” 
 
    “So, is that the definition of boring?” said Mark with a laugh. 
 
    “I don’t think so. But next time, take courage, and say what you really mean.” 
 
    If only I dared, thought Mark.  
 
    Mark smiled and nodded as Robert Jay walked away to greet others. As Jay cleared the way, Mark saw Merrick and the pretty brunette. They stood close together at the edge, smiling as they talked. Their gaze seemed to exclude everyone else in the room. As Merrick was chatting he dipped a hand into his pocket and took something out. Whatever it was had to be small, because Mark couldn’t see it. He watched Merrick slap his palm to his mouth, and swallow. Painkillers, maybe? Maybe the man had a headache. Or looking at the seedy bastard’s intentions, Mark wondered if he’d just popped a Viagra. As he wondered these things, a voice shocked Mark to his senses. 
 
    “So, you’re here just for the torture then?” said a female voice. 
 
     Mark turned his head and found Joanna standing nearby. She handed him a plastic cup full of water. He smiled a thanks and tipped the water down his throat in one go. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he said.  
 
    “Well, excuse me for saying so, but it’s pretty easy to see you don’t enjoy public speaking, and you’ve been staring at that Georgina girl the whole time while Merrick is talking his way into her knickers.” 
 
    All he knew of Joanna was that she was nice to look at and – for some unknown reason – was friendly towards to him. But she thought he fancied the other girl. If Mark didn’t correct that idea, he had no chance with her at all. And Joanna looked better close up than she did from halfway across the room.  
 
    “I’m not interested in her at all,” he said, in a white lie. 
 
    “You could have fooled me. I saw you looking across the lectern.” 
 
    “But it’s true.” 
 
    Joanna turned her head coyly and checked his eyes to see if he was being honest. Mark really didn’t mind how closely she looked. 
 
    “Then what are you here for? I don’t think you fancy Alan Merrick. The man looks like a potato. One of those red skinned varieties.” 
 
    Mark laughed.  
 
    “No, that’s not it either.” 
 
    “Then why did you come? Did you hear yourself up there? You just said anyone in this room could be a monster…” 
 
    “Oh no…” said Mark, reddening. He bit his lip and shook his head.  
 
    “Isn’t that what you set out to do?” 
 
    “No. I wanted to be much more subtle than that.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. It was a great kamikaze speech. Refreshing and interesting.” 
 
    “Wow. You should be a restaurant critic. You’re so eloquently damning.” 
 
    “Only when I think I can be honest with someone.” 
 
    “So you think you can be honest with me?” said Mark, looking eagerly into her bright pretty eyes.  
 
    “So long as you’re honest with me first,” the girl let the thought sink in while her eyes sparkled. “Why are you here?” 
 
    Mark enjoyed looking into those eyes so much he didn’t want to look away. And if he couldn’t look away, he supposed he had to be honest or he would lose her... but honesty was a big risk. He swallowed and spoke up fast. 
 
    “I said what I said because I think someone in this group is a very dangerous person.” 
 
    “What?” Joanna’s eyes widened. “Who?” 
 
    “I really can’t say.” 
 
    “Yes, you can. What type of danger are we talking about here? Come on, you trotted out some pretty terrible possibilities up there. Paedoes, Walter Mitties, come on…” 
 
    “A murderer,” said Mark with a hush, feeling a pang of instant regret. He’d let it slip only because he wanted to impress her. Bloody idiot, he told himself. He could imagine Dan standing over him, shaking his head. 
 
    “No shit?!” said the girl, shocked. She looked at Alan Merrick and the brunette and looked back at Mark. “And you think… really?!” 
 
    Joanna stepped close to occupy Mark’s viewpoint, as if it would help her see Merrick through his eyes.  
 
    “I didn’t say it was him, did I?” 
 
    “No, you didn’t. But you’ve got a funny way of disguising it. I mean, you were like one of those cheesy TV detectives up there. ‘Someone in this room is guilty of murder, and by the end of the evening I am determined to find out who it is…’ Eat your heart out, Angela Lansbury.” 
 
    “Oh please. I didn’t come across like that. Did I really?” 
 
    “Well… I could be exaggerating,” said the girl. “But now you’re not just interesting. You’re intriguing. Tell you what, why don’t we skip the rest of tonight’s session? There’s a pub across the street.” 
 
    Mark’s eyed widened at Joanna. His heart started to race. 
 
    “But I really should stay here…” 
 
    “Why? To watch the red potato’s amazing chat up techniques. Come on. I know a way you can find out a lot more about Alan Merrick than wasting your time like that. Take me across the street and buy me a drink, and I’ll tell you everything I know.” 
 
    Mark hesitated.  
 
    “What’s the matter? You think I’m evil too...?” 
 
    Mark shook his head. “They refuse to serve me in there. It happens sometimes. I look underage.” 
 
    He didn’t just look underage. He was underage, but he wasn’t telling her that. 
 
    “Well, they’ve got no problem serving me, hun. Come on. You can pay and I’ll fetch the drinks.” 
 
    Mark looked to the edge of the room, his eyes trailing across Robert Jay’s back. Jay was in deep conversation with some of the other speakers by the water cooler. Then Mark took a last look at Merrick as the man trailed a hand down past the brunette’s arm, and let it nestle into the small of her back. The girl didn’t fight his touch at all. Joanna threaded her arm under Mark’s and dragged him to the double doors of the exit and the darkness of Southchurch Road. As they opened the outer doors, a breeze blew into the Speech Masters’ room and slammed the doors shut behind them. Robert Jay turned his head to the doors. He scanned the room for new people, then went back to chatting.  
 
      
 
    Alan Merrick looked out through the glass. His eyes landed on Mark Falborough’s back, and lingered. He watched the young couple cross the street towards The Old Bank before he turned back to Georgina. The girl was warming to his touch. From Georgina’s bright smile he knew she would be his. Merrick caressed her back. As the creeping ease of his favourite medicine started to give him the comfort he loved so much, Merrick smiled too. He was set for a very good night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twelve 
 
      
 
    Going Direct 
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon, Mr Jay,” said Eva. The man smiled and stood up from his seat at a table outside The Old Bank pub. Robert Jay shook Eva’s hand then offered it to Dan. There was a definite retro aspect about his clothes today. He wore a cream linen blazer with a navy roll neck jumper beneath. But he carried it off well. 
 
    “Can I buy you a drink?” said the man.  
 
    “It’s tempting,” said Dan. “But there’s a lot going on right now and we need to keep clear heads.” 
 
    “Commendable, Mr Bradley.” Jay looked at Eva, but she knew it was impossible to say yes after Dan had said no. So she shook her head, cleared her throat and sat down at the black rattan table opposite their client while the traffic streamed by on Southchurch Road. 
 
    “We wanted to discuss a few things with you. About the case,” said Eva. “To see if you could shed some light on a few things.” 
 
    The man sipped from a small glass of cola. Ice tinkled as he sipped. “Of course.” 
 
    “What can you tell us about the last time you saw Lewis Atkins?” said Eva. 
 
    The man shrugged. “He was his usual unpredictable self. One moment he was rather loud and smiley, the next moment moody and withdrawn. I’ve since heard that drugs could have been involved… though I never put his behaviour down to that kind of thing. I thought the boy a maverick. A one off; you know the type. With an artistic temperament.” 
 
    “People can be pretty erratic when they’re taking drugs, Mr Jay,” said Dan. 
 
    “Yes. So I’ve heard.” 
 
    “Tell me,” said Dan. “Why were people so indulgent of this young man. He’s flighty, erratic, turns up for a few weeks then disappears, yet you were fond enough of him to pay for his funeral, and hire us to look into his murder… that’s kindness beyond the call of duty, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “I told you. The Speech Masters paid for the funeral. But not entirely. Only a contribution. And you must remember, we are mainly a group of businessmen. We do these things because it is right and proper and we have the means. The Speech Masters is a noble organisation.” 
 
    “Excuse me for saying so, but do you mean Speech Masters did it for show? To look good?” said Dan.  
 
    Eva turned to Dan and gave him a questioning look.  
 
    “I have to admire your directness, Mr Bradley. And I can be equally direct in response. The Speech Masters do care about appearances, yes. That’s what public speaking is all about. Presentation to others. So I would be lying if I said it didn’t matter at all, but you must also understand this. I know the inferences people are drawing. I’m no genius and I don’t profess or pretend to be. I know there were questions about his sexuality… about his lifestyle and so forth… it doesn’t matter to us.” 
 
    “They are questions no longer, Mr Jay,” said Dan.  
 
    Jay waited. 
 
    “He led an alternative lifestyle, and being gay was the least of it. He was into drugs and he seemed to enjoy living on the edge of society. A lot of people do.” 
 
    “It didn’t matter either way. But in case you have misunderstood my personal interest, I am not gay and I was never involved with the young man in that way.” 
 
    Dan nodded. The way Jay said it sounded true, but he saw a weary look in the man’s eyes. Robert Jay squinted, then he opened his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. 
 
    “Are you okay, Mr Jay?” said Eva.  
 
    “It’s just a headache. I get them sometimes. I don’t sleep as well as some people, It’s to do with that. Anyway. Sexuality doesn’t matter a jot to Speech Masters. We are all about equality of opportunity.” 
 
    “Commendable,” said Dan, borrowing Jay’s word. 
 
    “So,” said Jay slapping his hands on his knees. “What have you been up to. I really do hope you’ve made some inroads.” 
 
    “We’ve made inroads, alright,” said Dan. “We think we’ve found the place where Lewis Atkins sourced his drugs, though I have yet to prove a definite link.” 
 
    “Where did he get them from?” asked Jay, with a wrinkled brow. 
 
    “A social club not far from here.” 
 
    “Oh! Excellent progress,” said Jay, sipping his cola. 
 
    “We also have reason to believe it could be a ritual killing. But right now that needs to stay between us. It’s strictly confidential,” said Eva.  
 
    Jay’s brow wrinkled again. “A ritual killing? I’m sorry. I don’t follow you. Lewis dropped down dead in the street. Angus McCauley from the role-playing club saw it happen. So is he lying?” 
 
    Dan shook his head. “No. He’s telling the truth. But the type of wound involved, the make-up, the strange garments Lewis Atkins was wearing… they seem theatrical in some way…” 
 
    “But Lewis Atkins hadn’t attended the am-dram group for some time…” added Eva.  
 
    “Or they could have been part of a traditional ritual practice which ended in Atkins’ murder. It sounds horrific, but it’s entirely possibly he was dropped off in the street by his killer.” 
 
    “You’re sure about this?” 
 
    “We’re not sure,” said Eva. “It’s an option. But our research makes it seem more likely than some other avenues.” 
 
    “How awful… tell me… do you know what kind of ritual it was?” 
 
    “We’ve only scraped the surface of this I’m afraid,” said Eva. “But we have found a text which suggests that there could be links to some of the more extreme practices in Masonic tradition.” 
 
    “Masons? As in Freemasons? Are you certain? Come on, there are Freemasons in every town in this country. They don’t go around doping people and cutting them up, Miss Roberts. They are charitable bodies.” 
 
    “But Masons are secretive and operate as a covert body within our society too. In many respects Freemasons are still secret societies,” said Dan.  
 
    The man knitted his fingers together and looked at his glass. “I do find this a little difficult to believe.” 
 
    “How?” said Eva.  
 
    “Freemasons have secrets, we know this. I’ve heard a little about them through Speech Masters. There are degrees of Masonry, levels of access, privilege, and so forth. But I have never heard of any kind of ritual killings ever associated with them in my whole life.” 
 
    “Are you a Mason, Mr Jay?” said Dan.  
 
    Jay met Dan’s eyes. The man looked a little annoyed, and Dan was glad to see it. Anger made him human.  
 
    “No, Mr Bradley. I am not a Freemason nor have I ever been one, I am very proud to say…” He looked at each of them and fluttered his hand in dismissal of the notion. 
 
    “You have a theory, don’t you? I can tell. You’re both full of theories. Can I ask you what you think so far?” 
 
    Eva looked at Dan. Dan shrugged. “Sure. These are early thoughts… things we are looking into.” 
 
    Jay opened his hands. “So long as Lewis Atkins gets justice…” then he turned to Dan “I won’t hold you to one view or another.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Dan. “The police think it’s a gay-revenge murder, a crime of passion. Some others in the force believe it’s a ritual killing, but that’s as far as they’ll go. For now.” 
 
    “But the ritual killing is a more likely option. Only we don’t think it a religious killing… and it may not even be Masonic.” 
 
    “Interesting. Go on…” 
 
    “Back in the eighteen and nineteen hundreds there were countless sects of quasi-Masonic lodges and secret societies in operation. Some borrowed the Masonic lodge format and their codes were broadly similar to those of the Freemasons. There were many independent lodges. And there were all kinds of Freemasonry back then. At the same time, there were many secret societies. Some of these took the Masonic codes they liked and discarded others. Some groups took Masonic rules and practices several stages further, exaggerating the parts which suited them.” 
 
    Jay nodded his head, with a thoughtful finger applied to his lips.  
 
    “Very interesting. Tell me more.” 
 
    “We don’t know much more, but we know this. A small secret society, known as The Ravagers, were recorded as having used extreme methods of punishment for any brethren who broke lodge rules or gave away its secrets. These Ravagers modelled themselves on Masonry, but thought Freemasonry too weak, too mainstream.” 
 
    “Extreme methods?” said Jay. 
 
    “The person they judged to be guilty of a transgression was punished with a fatal cut down their stomach. Once the cut was made they inserted a symbol of the transgression into their gut cavity. The victim, or guilty party depending on your point of view, had their eyes painted in black make-up to symbolise the evil in their mind. As you’ll see, there are some distinct similarities to the way Lewis Atkins died.” 
 
    “Yes…?” said Jay, with a look of concern. “The black make-up across the eyes, the wound, I get all that. But when did this happen… these Ravagers?” 
 
    “In the mid-nineteenth century, in London.” 
 
    “Then can they really be responsible for this?” 
 
    “We don’t know. It seems unlikely,” said Eva. “But we have to acknowledge all the similarities.” 
 
    “All the similarities?” repeated Jay. 
 
    “There was a yellow token… which may or may not be symbolic… the police pathologist found a yellow token inserted into Lewis Atkins’ fatal wound.” 
 
    Jay tutted and shook his head. The man was gobsmacked and wearier than ever. “And… your other theories?” 
 
    “The police are concentrating on the other line of enquiry. It’s possible that this is a sex killing dressed up as ancient ritual. It could be purely sexual,” said Eva, but Jay noticed how quickly she said it.  
 
    “You don’t buy that theory though, do you? You really do think this is a ritual punishment killing.” 
 
    Dan nodded slowly. “It’s possible.” 
 
    “Unbelievable.” 
 
    “So what do you think?” said Eva. “You’re an educated man.” 
 
    “I’m educated, but not in the ways of these killers. People with such base instincts are a breed apart. I’ve brushed shoulders with some vermin in the past, but never like this. You must go with your instincts. My feeling is this was no sex-murder. If you think this is a ceremonial, ritual murder, then you must find them – whoever they are. Because if it is ritual, then… then are they not likely to kill again…?” 
 
    Jay looked at each of them in turn. Finally, Eva answered Jay with a single nod.  
 
    “Yes. Very likely.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Time’s Up 
 
      
 
    After the meeting with the client, Dan dropped Eva at the office and stayed in the car.  
 
    “Where are you going?” said Eva.  
 
    “Same place as before,” said Dan. 
 
    “Treading on Dawson’s toes or back to the social club?” 
 
    “It was treading on Dawson’s toes that got me as far as the social club. I’m sure the guy there knows more than he’s told me. I gave him an ultimatum to help us.” 
 
    “An ultimatum? Come on, Dan. Is that ever a wise thing to do? He could have made preparations for when you come back. He might have people with him.” 
 
    Dan shook his head. “The guy didn’t have enough stock to fund any friends. He’s a loner. Let me deal with it. You can see what the kid’s learned from Speech Masters.” 
 
    Eva looked into the big shopfront windows of their office, and Mark raised a hand in greeting from behind the front desk.  
 
    “Okay. But this stuff is getting pretty dark, Dan. Be careful.” 
 
    “It’s always pretty dark. See you soon. We’re going to crack this thing, Eva.” 
 
    But Eva looked doubtful. She turned away and Dan put his foot on the accelerator and headed for Strongforth Road. Two minutes later, he was there.  
 
      
 
    He pulled the coupé up onto the club’s driveway and shut down the engine. The downstairs was dull and unlit, the same as last time. But if the rat had any sense, he would have fled – Dan knew he would get him sooner or later – or best of all, he’d offer Dan some intel to make him go away. Hoping for the latter, Dan ignored the front door and went directly to the side gate. He slid his hand over the top, and found the bolt had been fortified with a chunky padlock.  
 
    “Here’s where the fun starts,” he said to himself. Dan drew back, turned his shoulder and ran at the gate, aiming to strike for where he guessed the sliding bolt fastened into the gatepost. The gate shuddered and clattered inwards against the wall, screws from the lock bouncing across the concrete below him. Dan was in, and now they knew he was coming. As if they didn’t know already. He slid around the crates and old kegs, and reached the back patio. There were some beer glasses around and some crushed cans alongside cigarette ends crushed into the floor. The cans told Dan the rat wasn’t bothered about his employer being able to make any money from the business. Cans like those were walked in off the street. They were bought in shops. Tut tut. Now the guy was a bad employee as well as a drug dealer, and Dan liked him less and less. He reached the back door. This time the curtains were wide open and there was a dull light coming from a solitary bulb hanging from the ceiling. Some shady looking types sat around a small table in the centre of the bar room. Two were playing cards, one was docile with staring eyes, like he was mesmerised by the card game. Dan watched them, and they noticed him for the first time. He had them down as somewhere between twenty-five and thirty-five years old. As human beings, they were badly kept. There was a full ashtray in front of them – indoor smoking on business premises was illegal these days, but who cared about that when you were a total loser already? The men were pale and slack bodied. In short, they looked like a lot of people who smoked and indulged in illegal substances. They gave him their best mean look, but it didn’t scare Dan one jot. He looked at the French doors and knew they’d be locked. One of the guys at the table tilted his head away and called something, but it was hard to make out what was said. Dan waited until he saw the rat emerge in the doorway, dragging a hand back through his greasy hair. He looked shocked, worried maybe, for a split second, then put on a sneer. Scary stuff.  
 
    “It’s locked dumb-ass!” called the rat. Big man, brave behind the glass. 
 
    The people at the table looked pretty smug too; they laughed.  
 
    Dan walked close to the door, his breath fogged the glass, and they stopped laughing so hard.  
 
    “It’s a window, dumb-ass.” 
 
    The rat’s mouth turned his mouth into a hesitant ‘O’. Dan turned and walked right up to the big cylinder ashtray with the sand and the cigarette butts poked into it. He crouched down and hugged it with both arms and hefted it up. It was a lot lighter than he was expecting, but he guessed it would do the job. And if he had these scumbags down right, it wouldn’t even need to touch the glass.  
 
    “Get back or get hurt!” said Dan out loud. He started moving slowly, and gathered pace with each step. Sand and cig ends tipped from the bin as he built up momentum. When he was three steps from the door, the rat raised his hand, but Dan had built up a head of steam and he was enjoying himself. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to stop without smashing those doors in. 
 
    “No, don’t do it. Don’t!” The rat stepped up and raised a flat palm like an American cop stopping the traffic. Dan pulled up at the last second, and let the giant ashtray thud tamely against the glass. The rat flinched, and the others turned their heads away, but then the rat came forward and slowly lifted the inner door handle and twisted the key in the lock. He plunged the handle and pushed it out.  
 
    “So. What you got for me, rat man?” said Dan.  
 
    “Just come in. And put that thing down. This isn’t my place.” 
 
    “No? But I had you down as landed gentry.” 
 
    The rat rolled his eyes and sneered. Dam dropped the ashtray bin and the rest of the sand and fag butts jumped into the air and spilled all over the concrete.  
 
    He stepped up into the bar room, and nodded at the men ranged around the table. All of them, unkempt ruffians, looked at him with careful eyes as he walked past.  
 
    “Don’t mind me, gents. You just carry on.” 
 
    They carried on looking, a healthy mix of contempt and fear all over their faces.  
 
    Rat man stopped halfway, like he was thinking where to go. What to do. “You want to do this in front of your crew, or you want to speak somewhere more private?” said Dan.  
 
    The rat shrugged like it didn’t matter, but he still turned for the door. By daylight the bar room was even more of a mess than he’d imagined. The bar itself was built of flimsy wood or MDF and painted black. It was more like a lazy approximation of a bar than the real thing. A bar made by a 3D printer. The bottles lined behind it were third rate copies of the big labels. This wasn’t a pub. It wasn’t even a proper social club. It was a toilet with drinks. Dan was busy building this impression, his eyes scanning the almost-familiar names of the facsimile drinks. He half stepped out of the door, when he saw something tucked between the big bottles. A tall stiff white feather. Dan stopped in the doorway and stared at it. A tall white feather with a hint of black at the top edge. It was neat and clean and looked to be sealed with a varnish to keep it crisp. The feather was set at a diagonal, leaning out of a large jar of black liquid. A feather quill and ink. Could anything else have looked so out of place somewhere like this? Dan logged it. His jaw clenched and the muscles flexed by his temples. He wanted to address the issue right there, but he needed other information first.  
 
    “What?” said the rat looking at him, trying to follow his eyes. But Dan looked at the rat instead and pushed him on.  
 
    “Front room,” said Dan.  
 
    The man nodded, walked into the next room, and looked out over the front of Dan’s Toyota coupé. “Nice wheels.” 
 
    “They are,” said Dan. “You were going to tell me about Lewis Atkins, remember? Or I was going to make sure your life went downhill very fast.” 
 
    The man threaded a hand back through his hair, looked at Dan, then looked away.  
 
    “The thing is…” 
 
    “No. Not a good start,” said Dan. “I hate that phrase. It’s always followed by a lame excuse. You really don’t want to give me your excuses. Save them for the poor bastard who pays your wages.” 
 
    The man put his hands on his hips and looked at the floor. 
 
    “The thing is…” 
 
    Dan reached out and grabbed the man by his T-shirt. It was the same stinking black T-shirt he’d worn the day before.  
 
    “No excuses. You tell me all about Lewis Atkins. You tell me about the drugs you sold him. And you tell me about everyone he was involved with.” 
 
    “Look! I’m not a frickin memory man. I’m just a barman with a side job. That’s it. I don’t remember every little scrap or bag I sell.” 
 
    “Liar. Customers are cash machines to every business. Any businessman knows his customers, even a bad one. You remember Lewis, so you better tell me everything you know.” 
 
    “Okay. Okay. He just came here for the weed. And skunk when he could afford it. But he liked pills too. Lots of people like their ecstasy, their MDMA, but Atkins and his little gay boys loved it big time. He came back plenty of times for that, and he liked trips too.” 
 
    “Wow, you really sell it all, don’t you? You’re a one stop shop.” 
 
    “If I don’t, someone else will.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the motto of every arsehole in the world,” said Dan. “You said about his gay boys. Does that mean Atkins was properly out? Not just a teen in the closet? I mean, he had boyfriends and stuff?” 
 
    The rat nodded. “First time I saw him, but he’d come in with different young men. He didn’t seem to keep people around long. But later on, it was just him.” 
 
    “So what was different then?” 
 
    “He was just… I dunno… a little more whacked out. A little hazier. A bit like a lot of junkies when they get in too deep. At first they’re cool, they can handle it, but later on, they all start to fade. But the crazy thing was he wasn’t a smackhead. He didn’t even look like one. He didn’t itch and scratch or talk like a smackhead.” 
 
    “What are you saying? Is this another excuse?” 
 
    “Nah. I’m saying he seemed frazzled, burned out, he was a proper space cadet. But he had no needle tracks anywhere in sight. They’re easy to spot and I was looking for them too. His eyes were pretty clear but he was still vacant. I don’t know why.” 
 
    “The stuff he was getting from you didn’t cause any of that?” 
 
    “Skunk makes you giggly and dumb or just quiet, depending on the person in question. No, Lewis was on something. But I didn’t have anything to do with it.” 
 
    “The Valium?” 
 
    “Could be. But I don’t sell those. They’re junk to me. But he’d have to take a ton of them to have an effect like that.” 
 
    Dan nodded and gave a stern, narrow eyed look.  
 
    “Congratulations. You passed the first test. Part two. What did you sell him and who was he involved with?” 
 
    “No one, man. Like I said, in the end it was just him.” 
 
    “Didn’t you ever talk to him? Didn’t you make small talk?” 
 
    “No. He was into cheap deals and he was out of his mind. Fidgety. Tired looking. I took his money, fixed him up, and let him walk.” 
 
    Dan stared into his eyes. He leaned as close as he could bear, but the ugly smell of unbrushed teeth pushed him back again. “I don’t like who you are or what you do here. Understood?” said Dan. 
 
    “You said you’d leave me alone if I told you…” 
 
    “Hang on. I’m not done yet,” said Dan. “I need you to tell me about the pen and quill out there on the bar.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The funny ornament out there. Tell me about the pen and quill sitting on the bar. You work here. You know what I’m talking about. So what is it for?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said the rat, shaking his head, wide eyed. “The place belongs to an old coot called Rogers. It’s his place. He lives just down the street. It’s his ornament. But he likes plenty of pointless old shit like that. He goes to boot sales and jumble sales. He’s a fruitcake.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’ve got a lot of respect for the guy.” 
 
    Dan stared into the guy’s eyes, but he couldn’t detect a lie. “How long has it been here?” 
 
    Rat man shrugged. “Months.” 
 
    Dan nodded. “Tell me where Rogers lives.” 
 
    “Don’t talk to him. You’ll get me fired, man.” 
 
    “If you’re telling me the truth, he won’t need to know about me. I won’t need to talk to him.” 
 
    The rat smacked his lips and gave him the address. It was on the same street. Then Dan dropped him to the floor and walked out of the room. He heard some muttering in the bar, which stopped as soon as Dan walked in. Dan stopped in the middle of the room. “Which of you boys has been coming to this dump here the longest?” 
 
    No one answered. “I just need someone to tell me – if they know how long that pen and quill thing has been around.” 
 
    The men looked at each other, before one with straggly blond hair broke the silence. “Two or three months maybe.” 
 
    “You know who put it there?” asked Dan.  
 
    “No. I guessed it was Rogers, or maybe Lenny.” 
 
    “Lenny?” 
 
    “Him,” said the blond guy, pointing to the rat man as he walked into the bar room. The rat man was called Lenny.  
 
    “Okay. As you were, gentlemen,” said Dan. He opened the doors and walked out into the bright day, heading for his car, and glad to be out of the worst bar he’d ever been in. 
 
    Dan drove on three hundred yards and parked up just shy of 225 Strongforth Road. He stepped out and looked at the property – 225 was a semi-detacched house with pebble-dashed walls and old-fashioned single-paned glass windows. He looked at the driveway. There were oil spots on the pale concrete which suggested Rogers owned a car with an oil leak, and the empty driveway said he was out. Which was handy for a little recon. Dan leaned into his car, opened the glove compartment and took out the coupé owner’s manual and some random car documents he’d never read and never would. He hoped the little black folder made it look like he had a professional purpose in knocking on someone’s door. Like a door to door salesman ready to make a pitch. Or a payment collector from an old-fashioned credit company. Did those companies even exist anymore? Dan walked along the driveway, listening for sounds from inside the house. There were none. No TV. No dogs barking. Dan gently rapped his knuckles on the door, and at the same time he looked to his right, into the bay window. The front room walls were an unusual indigo blue and covered with framed photographs, little ornaments and trinkets on shelves. He looked on a table and saw a cheap looking globe. Beneath it was a porcelain dog. There were other porcelain dogs in the room, and some small model cottages. There was a biscuit barrel filled with rolled newspapers, and a shelf full of well-thumbed paperback novels with cracked white spines. There was a mirror on the wall above the fireplace with the name of an Irish whiskey emblazoned across it. The mantel was full of porcelain figures, only this time they were leprechauns and gnomes. Man, the stuff inside the house was truly awful. It looked like a supermarket sweep of the worst junk found at a boot sale. The stuff left at the end after all the good stuff was gone.  
 
    Dan blinked, and checked his gut feelings. He felt unconcerned. Nothing he saw suggested that Rogers was a Mason or a so-called Ravager – if they even existed. What he saw suggested an old-time fruit-loop who needed a reality check. The guy clearly had problems, and most of them were down the road inside his social club. The quill pen and ink had jumped out at him because of what Mark had read out to him from that kooky old history book. But having seen the junk at number 225 Strongforth Road, Dan felt the quill and ink didn’t mean anything more than the china dogs and the leprechauns on the old man’s shelves. It meant Rogers was crazy, but there was more than enough crazy to go around in this world. Damn it. Dan felt he’d hit a dead end, and yet he was sure there was more to be had from the Strongforth club. The rat, Lenny, had given him some facts, but not everything. And if that was the case, maybe he needed to surprise the rat man. And if Lenny had lied, he deserved everything he was going to get. It was time to give Dawson the low-down. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fourteen 
 
      
 
    A Man Like Merrick 
 
      
 
    The previous night. 
 
    Mark justified the extra hours as homework. After a very satisfying drink with Joanna – the first ‘grown-up’ drink he’d ever had with a girl who seemed genuinely interested in him – he had gone home with his head among the clouds. His mother had gone to bed early, probably still emotional after the news about his father’s decline. It was bad news, of course it was, but Mark barely knew the man and he wasn’t about to feel guilty for being happy for once. Instead, he decided to use the buzz of excitement. He grabbed his mother’s tablet computer, flipped the leather case open and started to type into the search engine. “Alan Merrick Businessman Southend Essex” The search took him around a maze of local dead ends and spurious entries, but Mark was not perturbed. He searched on until he found a business address for Merrick Construction Management – a place which was mercifully near – just the other side of Southend on the big house road in Chalkwell. Then it occurred to him that the road in question didn’t have any businesses on it. Chalkwell Park Drive was a wide road on an incline, leading down from the busy London Road, past the big green square of Chalkwell Park, lined with oversized houses on each side of the road, with oversized driveways to match. Better than a business address, Mark believed he now had the address he really wanted; Merrick’s home address. When it came to women, he had seen the man was a fast mover. But worse he suspected the man was a killer. Georgina Oldham had fallen under the man’s sway, and unless she got some help Mark was worried she would end up like Lewis Atkins. 
 
      
 
    The following morning, Mark left for Chalkwell Park Drive at six twenty. He didn’t understand the building business very much, but the one thing he knew was that work on building sites started early. Most work started at eight am, and many trades started earlier, meaning building managers would need to be on site earliest of all. If so, then Mark would have surely missed the man already, because most of the best building work was an hour or two away in London. So Mark hurried. He spent money on a cab. Dan owed him a bonus for his public speaking ordeal, so he knew he could afford it, and with Joanna still firmly in mind, he really didn’t care about money. The taxi stopped on Queens Road between Chalkwell and Leigh. He handed the driver a fiver and told him to keep the change. All twenty pence of it. Then the anxiety kicked in – not as bad as when it had been his turn to talk at Speech Masters, but it was intense nonetheless. 
 
     He heard thudding feet and heavy breath coming fast behind him. Mark gasped and turned around, tense and alarmed as his eyes met those of a heavy-footed jogger taking his morning run. The big man nodded in greeting and Mark was able to breathe again. He reached the crossroads where Queens Road cut across Chalkwell Park Drive and climbed up towards Leigh on the other side. There were big white rendered houses in all directions, most of them eighty or a hundred years old but modified and updated with brand new roofs, crisp driveways, and funky new features. It was the street where people kept up with the Joneses. He checked the door numbers and was pleased to find he had guessed right. Alan Merrick’s place was across the street, bang on the corner. The light was on in the upstairs window, with opaque curtains revealing more of the interior than Merrick had possibly realised. The upstairs bedroom had a golden-yellow hue to the walls. He made out a hint of a large framed picture on the wall, and a big globe shaped light shade hanging in the middle. Everything was indistinct, no more than shapes, but it was visible all the same.  
 
    Georgina Oldham walked into the room, her body wrapped in a towel. Her hair was slick and wet, like a dark sheet hanging from her head, but there was no mistaking the shape of that pretty face. For a second Mark felt like a voyeur, a pervert even, and he felt a twinge of shame about Joanna. But when Merrick’s chunky middle-aged frame, followed Georgina into the bedroom –smile on his face, towel around his wide hips – Mark was angry again. He pressed close to the high garden wall of the house on the opposite street corner, using a green metal telecoms cabinet to help him hide. He watched Merrick tug playfully at the girl’s towel. She turned around and slapped him, then looked out of the window. Mark felt as if she looked straight at him, but it was just an illusion. A second later, Georgina walked towards the big window, drew the thicker, darker drapes and closed out the world. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, the couple emerged. But the mood was different between them. They were quiet. The girl stormed away up the driveway as Merrick slammed the front door behind him. He said something and pointed towards his big four by four.  
 
    “Georgie! Wait!” 
 
    The girl turned back.  
 
    “Why bother?” 
 
    “Because it’s quicker. And it’s easier and more comfortable,” said Merrick. 
 
    “Thought you’d had enough of me already,” said the girl. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid,” said Merrick. 
 
    Georgina hesitated and looked at the street with folded arms. He heard Merrick’s victorious chuckle from across the street as the girl turned back towards the shiny car. But Georgina barely looked at Merrick. Instead, she opened the car door and got in. Mark took out his smartphone. He wanted to take a picture for Eva and Dan, something to show them for his efforts. It wouldn’t tell them much beyond these two people were together, but he felt it might count for something. It had to. Georgina Oldham was in danger and didn’t even know it. By the time he had the phone free and switched to the camera function, the big X5 engine was growling and the headlights had flicked into bright life, making the morning seem dark.  
 
    “Come on,”muttered Mark under his breath. “I need something.” 
 
    The engine roared. The car shot off the driveway. Instead of patiently queuing for the traffic lights at the crossroads, Merrick’s car cut a diagonal across the lanes straight onto Queens Road. As Merrick drove through the light it switched from amber to red. The kid raised his phone and pressed the snap button as the car passed him. He pressed it three times in succession before the big car was gone. Mark sighed and started to walk on his way back across town to the office in Southchurch. It would take at least twenty minutes and maybe more, but another cab was out of the question. 
 
    A short while later, Mark was forced to wait at another set of traffic lights. He decided to look at his photographs. The first one was like an image from a car commercial. All gleaming metal and bright headlights as the car surged up the Queens Road slope towards him. The next image was much better. He could see them through the windscreen. Merrick all pressed back in his seat, looking arrogant. At his side was Georgina, with a pinched, pale face a moody look on her pretty face. They’d definitely had a row. If only she knew how dangerous it was to risk rowing with a man like Merrick. Mark was so pleased with the second shot, he almost forgot the third one. But he remembered as he crossed the street. As soon as he reached the kerb, he slid his thumb across the screen. The image came up and it took a second to digest. But when he understood what he was seeing, he gasped.  
 
    In the foreground was Georgina Oldham, her pretty face in profile as the car sped by Mark’s position by the garden wall. Then he saw the face of Alan Merrick behind her. His face was looking out through the side window staring right down the lens. He would have seen Mark taking the shot – surely, but it was impossible to be one hundred per cent sure, because there was a shadow cast across his eyes. The shadow reminded him of what he’d read from the online history book. The black make-up across the eyes was to symbolise evil in the mind of the transgressor. Mark looked around at the cars passing around him, and started walking towards the Southchurch office just as fast as he could.  
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Fifteen  
 
      
 
    Bunters 
 
      
 
    “Here they come, the new dynamic duo,” said Dan as PC Rob Dawson opened the door of Bunters café on Sutton Road, and walked inside looking around him. Dawson handed the door to Rawlins, who walked in behind him. Like clockwork, the cops removed their respective hats at exactly the same time. They looked almost choreographed. Dan had called them twenty minutes before from outside 225 Strongforth Road and now here they were, meeting inside a greasy spoon called Bunters at the top of Sutton and Southchurch Road, a stone’s throw away from the dreaded tower blocks of the Queensmere Estate, and The Refuge foodbank which Dan had frequented when he’d spent an entire year of his life on the street, recovering from hard knocks and prison life. Not the best of times. And Dan had to hope he wouldn’t bump into people who would remember his alter ego from those forgettable times. Dan had moved on, and ‘Craig’ was no more. Dan wouldn’t have chosen Bunters for a meet up, but then again, he didn’t want to keep dictating terms or there would be another row. So when Dan arrived first, he made sure he sat at the back of the café near the steam-hissing kitchen. He took a newspaper and faced the wall.  
 
    “Knock it off,” said Dawson, with a vague kind of smile plastered to his face, but it looked barely convincing. The PC/PCSO pairing seemed to be a relatively standard operation for the police, but Dan knew there was chemistry involved with these two. And who could blame Dawson? Rawlins was as pretty as a peach, though something about her also suggested a risky edge. Like Eva, maybe? Yeah, like Eva. Beneath the prim, and careful exterior he’d long known that Eva liked to live on the edge. Even back when she was just a tender-aged legal receptionist, Eva liked a little risk. She wouldn’t have looked twice at him if she didn’t.  
 
    “Two teas, please, Bill,” said Dawson, raising his hand to the wiry guy with the ponytail standing behind the counter. Bill nodded and grabbed two chunky mugs, and set the big kettle hissing again.  
 
    Dan looked at each of them in turn as the cops sat before him. Dawson, looking serious, maybe a little stressed, the PCSO smiling, keen but without the same hard edge as her partner. Clearly, Rob still hadn’t told Rawlins that Dan had effectively played her in order to get inside Lewis Atkins’ bedsit. He guessed the girl had a temper, and Dawson didn’t want to see it. Good.  
 
    “So...” said Dawson. “What have you got for us?” 
 
    “We think that you’re right, and your new DI is wrong.” 
 
    “Hogarth’s not that new anymore,” said Rawlins. 
 
    “No, and I think we’ve got him worked out,” said Dawson. “He thinks Southend is bumpkin territory, a place where nothing much happens. Not like his old London haunts. And if something does happen down here, it’s only the backward bumpkins that did it. Not worth getting excited about. He’s a DI who can’t be bothered to get excited by anything, so he’s looking for the easy answers.” 
 
    “Which means he’s not thinking about the victims. The moment you start forgetting about the victims, you might as well go and do something else. Anything else, in fact.” 
 
    “Well, that’s Hogarth for you,” said Dawson, closing the subject. “But the walls have ears,” he said, giving Rawlins a look. “I think we should keep that one in-house.” 
 
    “It’s not the ears you should worry about. It’s the mouths,” said Dan. 
 
    “Anyway. You were saying?” 
 
    “Yeah… I was saying,” said Dan. He waited for Bill’s tattooed fists to lay the big steaming mugs down in front of them. The cook looked at Rawlins, nodded, smiled, and walked away. Rawlins seemed oblivious, or at least acted like she was.  
 
    “Lewis Atkins wasn’t the shrinking wallflower we think he was. He had boyfriends his own age, but not recently.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “He was into drugs, mostly dope – hash and skunk, but only in typical amounts.” 
 
    “We know that already. We’ve seen the evidence. Smelt it too. That skunk stuff leaves a stink on everything.” 
 
    Dan nodded. “Lewis also did the occasional trip, took E’s and pure MDMA pills.” 
 
    “They are drugs of choice in the young gay community.” 
 
    “They’re drugs of choice for young people full stop,” said Dan. “But much more recently, Lewis Atkins’ behaviour changed. 
 
    “How would you know about that? Who said?” 
 
    “A rat called Lenny. He runs a drug business from a drinking hole in Southchurch.” 
 
    “The Strongforth Social Club,” said Dawson. 
 
    “Yeah. But it could have been a saloon in the wild west. Or some illegal drinking shack from the prohibition. It makes the Sutland Arms look like the Ritz. The guy who runs the place is an A1 sleazebag. He’s employed by some oddball hoarder called Rogers who lives down the street, but I don’t think Rogers is connected to the drug business. And he doesn’t seem to know his bar manager is running his club into the ground by turning it into a drug den.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    “I checked Rogers out too. Not too deeply, but I got a pretty good insight by looking at his house.” 
 
    “How do you know all this?” asked Rawlins. “What did you do? Walk in and hypnotise the guy?” 
 
    Dan looked at Dawson.  
 
    “I walked in. That part is true. As for the hypnotism? I find asking questions usually gets me what I want to know. Eventually.” 
 
    “What? Is he for real?” said Rawlins. She looked at Dawson and he made a face, sighed and sipped his tea.  
 
    “Yeah, he’s for real. Just don’t ask him how politely he asked any of those questions.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’re coming back around to my way of thinking, Robbo.” 
 
    “Don’t call me Robbo. And I’m definitely not coming around to your way of thinking.” 
 
    “Hang on,” said Rawlins, looking intrigued. “You walked into his place and you found him selling drugs. Over the counter? Just like that? You make it sound like a school tuck shop.” 
 
    “It is, kind of. All kinds of sweets are for sale in there. But remember the low life didn’t know I was coming,” said Dan. “He thought he was safe. I surprised him.” 
 
    “You broke in?” said Rawlins, surprised. She turned to Dawson. “He broke in?!” 
 
    “He’s not a copper, Bec. And there’s been no report of a crime. Please, Dan. Don’t regale us with tales of your criminal exploits. Just get to the point.” 
 
    “I think it’s quite cool actually,” said Rawlins. “These scumbags think they’re above the law.” 
 
    Dawson looked at her. “You mean the drug dealers or him?” 
 
    Dan tensed and grimaced. There was no need for Dawson to make such a low blow. But there it was. Rawlins didn’t say a word, but her smile lost its lustre. Dan shrugged.  
 
    “It worked and now I’m here sharing it all with you. On with the show.” 
 
    “You said Atkins changed. The dealer told you that?” 
 
    Dan nodded. “Yeah. He said Atkins used to visit with his friends, boyfriends, whatever. But then he changed. He became silent. He described him as being like a space cadet – like a heroin junkie but without the other usual tell-tale signs. The itchy and scratchy show. The needle marks. None of that.” 
 
    “Could be he was on Ketamine or some other nasty drug.” 
 
    “The kid wasn’t into horse tranqs, Rob. People don’t walk anywhere on special K.” 
 
    “Some idiots like it.” 
 
    “No. Atkins didn’t need to do horse tranqs. He was already in with the murderer by then. The killer was supplying him with diazepam.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” said Rawlins. “Why not the social club dealer? Or are you saying he could be the killer?” 
 
    “No, I’m not. That guy is a total waste of space, but he’s not a killer. Not directly anyway.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean…?” said Dawson. 
 
    “I’m working on it. I’ll let you know when I know.” 
 
    “Don’t keep things from me, Dan.” 
 
    “I’m here aren’t I? Chill out. And I don’t like people barking orders at me or insulting me. If I did I’d be wearing what you’re wearing,” said Dan. Dawson’s cheeks reddened, but to his credit, the cop just cleared his throat and sat back in his chair.  
 
    “Then who did kill him, Dan? Do you know that?” 
 
    “It wasn’t one of his boyfriends, not unless they’re into Masonic history and ritual.” 
 
    “Eh?” said Rawlins.  
 
    “Our apprentice, Mark Falborough. He’s a whizz with computers and he’s got a pretty decent brain on him. He found some possible clues, links, to some bizarre secret society rituals from a very long time ago. The thing is, they sound remarkably similar to what happened to Lewis Atkins last week.” 
 
    “Freemasons? That’ll go down like a lead balloon. It can’t be a Masonic thing. I happen to know plenty of the boys down the nick are members of the lodge. They talk to one another. They very occasionally let things slip.” 
 
    “Naughty, naughty. These particular Masons would punish people by death for those kind of slip-ups.” 
 
    “In the distant past…” 
 
    “As far as we know. And if we are right then our killer is not copying standard Masonic practice, but he’s mimicking the off shoots and nutcases of the earliest Masonic movement.” 
 
    “Hang on. You’re losing me now,” said PCSO Rawlins. “I didn’t know there were Masons on the force,” said Rawlins. Dawson shifted in his seat and started to look awkward. Dan struggled not to smile. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” said Dan. “There have always been cops who were members of ‘The Craft’ as they call it. You were never tempted to join then, Rob?” 
 
    “I thought you knew me by now. I don’t make compromises or undertake unnecessary obligations to anyone. We’ve all seen where that leads.” 
 
    “Yes, we have,” he said. Dawson was referring to the corruption troubles of the past year or two. Troubles in which they had shared.  
 
    “So what about these other Masons,” said Dawson. “And what’s the link?” 
 
    “Mark says they were called Ravagers. Don’t ask me why. They must have liked intimidating people by having a scary name. They were around about a hundred and sixty years ago.” 
 
    “That’s way too old to be relevant now,” said Dawson. 
 
    “You’d think so. But the ritual punishments described by this old history book, are uncannily similar to what happened to Atkins. First off, there’s the black make-up around the eyes. Sound familiar? Secondly, there is the cut from the bottom of the ribs to the pelvis. The one on Atkins was made with the same care and neatness as the historical wound. Thirdly, a symbolic item relating to the crime against the lodge was placed inside the wound by those dispensing the punishment.” 
 
    “The yellow tiddlywink?” said Rawlins. “What can that be symbolic of?” 
 
    “At this point… anything you like,” replied Dan with a shrug. 
 
    “The white dress? The drugging?” said Rob.  
 
    “Mark didn’t find anything on those, but like I said, he wasn’t looking for those items. But we think he could find them if he tried.” 
 
    “Where’d you get all this crap?” said Dawson. 
 
    “Trade secrets, Rob.” 
 
    Dawson gave him a look, and Dan cracked a smile.  
 
    “The Beagle search engine. Just type in some terms related to secret societies, ritual killing, and mention a few of those ritual elements and you’ll find it. I can get you the book title, but it should come up as a listing at Beagle Books easy enough…” 
 
    “It still seems a little far out.” 
 
    “And what isn’t far out about what happened to Lewis Atkins? It was a barbaric, eye catching, and sick crime, and whoever did it was making a statement of some kind. And if this is a ceremonial or ritual murder, they might do it again.” 
 
    “That’s terrible,” said Rawlins.  
 
    “We’re trying to prevent that,” said Dan.  
 
    “When I make it into the force…” started Rawlins. 
 
    “You are in the force, PCSO Rawlins,” said Dan. 
 
    “He’s right,” added Dawson. 
 
    “I mean as a proper cop. When I get there, I want to be able to make a difference – like that.” 
 
    “If you want to, you will,” said Dan. Dawson sipped his tea and brought them back to the case. 
 
    “You said Atkins started taking heavier drugs. But you suggested the dealer at the Strongforth didn’t know what they were…” 
 
    “No. I put it to him they were diazepam. He said it was possible, but he denied supplying them, He said they were too cheap for him to bother dealing. The doctors give them out freely to the junkies, and the junkies barter them to get a heroin hit. The market is flooded with these things.” 
 
    “That’s true. It makes sense. So where did Atkins get them?” 
 
    “The dealer doesn’t know… or he wouldn’t tell me. Either way, we’re at an impasse, and I’ve got to work through it.” 
 
    Dawson sighed and sipped. “Gut feelings. I know you’re big into those. Where do you think the killer is? Who is he?” 
 
    “Truthfully? I don’t know. But my gut? My gut tells me he’s got to be in one of the clubs Atkins was involved with. Maybe the killer enrolled him into a secret society. Or maybe the killer is just trying to recreate some gory history for kicks. But I would bet money that Atkins befriended him at a club – like the Speech Masters or the role-playing club and then he started getting the pills from him. As a sweetener. Like he was making friends. That kind of thing.” 
 
    “The Speech Masters? The role players… why not the other places?” 
 
    “Hmmm. The other clubs were not on Atkins’ most recent hit list. And I’m not even sure about the role players, to be honest. Most of those people are pacifists. I’ve met their kind before during some other cases. They do role playing to make their lives a little more interesting, to become more powerful than their actual status in real life. It’s possible one of them killed Atkins, but they’ve got an obvious alibi too. They were together when Atkins dropped down dead on the next street. These kinds of people don’t often commit any kind of violence outside of the game. They’re just not prone to it.” 
 
    “So, you’re ruling them out?” 
 
    “Not yet,” said Dan. “But I prefer the Speech Masters. Jay says they have a hundred names on the books. The group contains people with aspiration and ambition to do better. People who take action. And that’s all good. But somewhere among a group of a hundred people will be some devious types, climbers and what not. What’s to say that one of them hasn’t got a stash of diazepam and some kind of interest in Masonic history. After all, most public speakers aspire to be leaders, don’t they? That’s what they do it for – to get noticed, to lead. And don’t leaders want to have power? And why do they want power? Well, that’s a question for each and every one of them. But for every person who wants power for noble reasons, in a group of a hundred names there’s bound to be one or two whose reasons are less than honourable.” 
 
    “Excuse me for saying so,” said Rawlins. “But that sounds like a lot of supposition to me. It could be a role player just as easily as one of those Speech Master people.” 
 
    “They have an alibi, remember. And you’re beginning to sound like another woman I know,” said Dan. 
 
    “We’ve got to keep an open mind,” said Dawson. “The people above us...” 
 
    “I know. They’re lazy minded. It’s okay. You keep your mind open, Rob. I’ll just try and close the case.” 
 
    Dawson caught the comment and frowned before he saw the glint of a smile in Dan’s eyes. Dan laid his hands on the table and pushed himself up to leave. “Okay, back to the grindstone, people. Enjoy your day, officers. I need to get an update from another one of our troops…” 
 
    Rawlins turned in her seat as he started to pass her by. 
 
    “Hold on. What are you going to do about the dealer at the Strongforth?” she said.  
 
    Dan grinned. “Here’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to tell you all about it, then I’m going to get on with solving the Atkins case.” 
 
    A frown pressed down over the pretty woman’s brow. “Catch you later,” said Dan with a wink. 
 
    “You will,” said Dawson. As the cop finished his tea, Dawson stared into the kitchen, where Bill was working over the spitting hotplate, flipping rashers of bacon. Dawson’s eyes glazed in thought. PCSO Rawlins was thinking too, but about something else entirely.  
 
    “If the dealer is involved… shouldn’t we deal with him next? It could open up the whole case for us.” 
 
    “Bec, this is not our case, remember.” 
 
    Rawlins looked around the café. No one was listening, but she still hushed her voice.  
 
    “But we shouldn’t let it go.” 
 
    “I’m not going to let it go. None of it,” said Dawson.  
 
    “The dealer, I mean. The social club. That should be where we go next.” 
 
    “Bec, let’s deal with the dealer when we’ve mopped this up. We need to stay focused on the murder. Bradley’s just done all the legwork for us at the Strongforth, we can leave that for now, and aim for the killer. Maybe he’s right. The Speech Masters could be worth a look. We don’t want Bradley to beat us to this, do we?” said Rob.  
 
    But Rawlins looked unhappy. She bit her bottom lip.  
 
    “So what are you going to do then?” asked Bec. 
 
    “The killer is a face in one of these clubs. We’re going to find him there…” 
 
    Rawlins nodded and Dawson kept his eyes on her. She offered him a thin smile, but Dawson didn’t fall for it. Rawlins was ambitious, and he liked her a lot. But she was pushing the wrong way. Why did women always have to be so bloody contrary? 
 
    “Come on…” said Dawson. “Let’s go and do some more digging.” 
 
    He stood and watched Rawlins gather her hat. He saw the look of dissatisfaction on her face. Dawson sighed and led the way out to the street.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Bell Wharf 
 
    Before Dan could reach his car after meeting Dawson and Rawlins at Bunters, his phone started to ring. He stopped and this time he glanced at it. The number on screen was familiar, but there was no contact name against it, and he couldn’t place it either. He let it ring a few more times then he thumbed the green button.  
 
    “Dan Bradley,” said Dan, looking up to the sky.  
 
    “Hello, Dan. It’s Jonathan Parker. I’m back in town again and have a good half hour to spare. I wondered if you were free?” 
 
    “You’re back so soon?” 
 
    “Why? Am I not welcome here?” said the old man.  
 
    “No. I was just surprised, that’s all. North London is a fair old trot to Southend.” 
 
    “Yes, but maybe I’m developing a taste for your ice cream.” 
 
    “Sounds like you must be.” Dan made a face and checked the time. “When do you want to meet?” 
 
    “Now… ish. Can you spare the time?” 
 
    “Um. Maybe. Probably. Yeah. Where are you, Jonathan?” 
 
    “Trying out another part of the seaside. I’m in Leigh. Somewhere called Bell Wharf, apparently.” 
 
    Shit. Old Leigh, all the way on the other side of town. Dan was too busy for this. Seeing his mentor’s brother was great and all that, but he really wanted to find out what Mark had learned from the Speech Masters so they were all on the same page. But affection for the old man and loyalty to his family, caused Dan to relent – all too easily. He sighed. “Okay, Jonathan. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    Jonathan Parker might be developing a taste for visiting Southend, but Dan guessed it had absolutely nothing to do with ice cream. Dan hung up and dialled the office. Like all the best receptionists, Mark answered within a few short rings. Man, Mark would hate being called a receptionist! 
 
    “Roberts Bradley, Private Investigators.” 
 
    “Kid. It’s me. I wanted to catch up with you but I’ve just taken a call from Jonathan Parker. You remember, my old boss’s brother. He’s back. Again. And he wants me to meet up at short notice. I said yes.” 
 
    “Okay. I can tell you what happened over the phone if you like. I’ve got a few things to tell you…” 
 
    “I’m sure you have. Please come and meet me. I’ll be in Old Leigh. Take the train and jump off at Chalkwell, that’s the fastest way here from Southchurch.” 
 
    Dan heard the kid hesitating  
 
    “It’s okay. I’ll reimburse the train fare and pay any bonuses I owe you. Do I owe you any yet?” 
 
    “Of course you do. It’s a deal. I’ll be there as quick as I can.” 
 
    “See you soon.” 
 
    Dan ended the call and got into the car. Old Jonathan was a disruption he really didn’t need. Surely coming to Southend from North London was a significant effort for a man of his advancing years and ill health. Dan sensed a Parker-type manoeuvre in the offing, only he didn’t know whether it would be bad or indifferent. He’d ruled out good long ago. There was only one way to find out.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was a sunny day, with only a strip of lightest cloud in the sky, making barely a mark on the bright blue. The tide was all the way out, held across on the Kent side of the Thames Estuary, and exposing the shining Leigh mud-flats. Gulls wheeled in the air above while little curlews and turnstones waddled in the mud prodding the silt for food. With the riverbed exposed, the Old Leigh air was full of the deeply pungent smell of drying sea mud – a heady mixture of fish brine, and a deep earthy stink. To some, it was a lovely thing. To others it was an awful old stench. But Dan was one of those who liked it. He took in the air as he stood on the edge of Bell Wharf, looking out over a place where the green-brown mud dipped down into a furrow of remaining deep water. It made a narrow creek, before the muddy bank rose up again to the endless mud. Boats were strewn across the silt beyond, tilted onto their sides like beached whales. The creek provided waterway access to the distant sea, and a way home for fishing boats. But now the creek was empty, and the mud shone bright. 
 
    Dan wanted to look at the time on his phone, but couldn’t because of the old man at his side. Strands of the old man’s chestnut-grey hair were plucked by a sea breeze, and, along with his tie, they whipped about like flags. The old man seemed to be enjoying a silent reverie. Or maybe he was simply posing, impersonating some wizened old man staring into the abyss. Where the Parkers were concerned it was hard to tell where artifice ended and reality began. But it had still been very difficult to dislike either one of them. 
 
    “So what is it, Jonathan?” said Dan looking at the man’s averted head. “Why have you come back? What are you looking for down here?” 
 
    “Looking for?” said the old man. He turned and looked at Dan, with a sparkle in his eye. “Why should I be looking for anything? Anyway, I think I’ve already found it. These are fine views, Dan. I can see why you live here.” 
 
    “I came here for Eva, Jonathan. The views were a bonus. Eva’s family hail from South Essex, and this seemed like the best place to plump for.” 
 
    “Well you certainly didn’t make a mistake. In either sense.” 
 
    “Come on. You’re keeping me in suspense. And in case you didn’t know, I’m not brilliant at waiting.” 
 
    “Oh, I knew that much long ago. Precocious, you were. You could have been a professional boxer, but you had such a busy brain that the ring was far too small for your mind.” 
 
    “A pro boxer? Me? I doubt it. I never flattered myself that much. I was good, that’s for sure, but never good enough to make it to the top. And don’t be mistaken, Jonathan, boxing is food for mind and body. It’s an art, just like they say it is. Studying an opponent, developing the best strategy, the right training approach for the right combination of stamina, power, endurance –tailor-made for the next opponent – figuring out how to outsmart him in the ring. There is design and planning in all of that. That might have been enough to keep me busy, if I had been good enough.” 
 
    “Then Devon was lucky you chose the path you did.” 
 
    There was design and planning in every fight. The words lingered in his mind as he looked at the old man. 
 
    “What are you here for, Jonathan?” 
 
    The man laughed. “Tenacious to the end. I’m here because, in case you haven’t noticed, I am reaching the end of my days. I’m an old man.” 
 
    “Jonathan. Please don’t do the old dog routine on me. I’ve seen wily old men like you act like they’re half dead, then they go and live another twenty years or more.” 
 
    “You’re far too cynical for your own good.” 
 
    “I worked for your brother. And I’ve been a PI for the best part of fifteen years.” 
 
    “Indeed. But I am dying. That part is true.” 
 
    Dan paused.  
 
    “Dying? Of what?” 
 
    “A rather aggressive batch of naughties eating their way through my system. I’m afraid I’m not fond of using the C-word. It seems rather final and definite, and I prefer to leave things open. No matter how much the doctors and nurses tell me to use the name and make it less frightening, I’d rather consider it an impudent enemy.” 
 
    Dan blew out a lungful of air, then dared ask the question on his lips. 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “How long have I got to live? Months. Some say less, but the majority opinion is months.” 
 
    “That sucks.” 
 
    “It sucks, it blows, and it shites, my friend. But the fact remains I won’t be here at the end of the year. That’s one big reason for my visits. Catching up with the past. Seeing the baton already being carried by the next generation.” 
 
    “Really? Then you really are pretty different to Devon, after all.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Don’t you know… what he did to us?” 
 
    The brother fell silent, and shook his head. He sucked in his breath until his mouth became very small. 
 
    “Did he wrong you in some way…?” 
 
    “That’s one way to put it. After all we went through together in the early days, he screwed me over right at the end. I suppose Devon thought he could live forever.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think he did. But I’m sorry he did that to you, Dan.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. You’re a different man.” 
 
    They stood in silence and looked out to the water in the distance. 
 
    “I tell you what,” said Jonathan, breaking the silence. “I do like your local ice cream. That stuff can provide a man some comfort all of its own. The comfort of a good woman would be better, mind.” 
 
    “Sorry, I don’t think I can arrange that.” 
 
    “An ice cream it is, then. A large one too. And stick a chocolate flake in it, will you?” 
 
    “I think I can manage that,” said Dan. 
 
    Dan smiled and turned away from the wharf. He passed the fishmonger’s shack with the baskets of live crabs and headed for the chip shop at the end of the cobbled street, where a few old folks were already receiving ice creams and handing over their money. As Dan joined the little queue, a train glided into Chalkwell station behind him. As he paid for the ice cream he heard the thud of feet racing down the train station walkway behind him.  
 
    “Hey! Dan!” 
 
    Dan turned around and waited for the kid to reach the cobbled ground. Mark arrived, gasped for air and put his hands on his hips.  
 
    “Okay. What’s the news?” 
 
    “Just look at these pics first. Here.” The kid handed him his smartphone open on the images of the big car shooting towards him across the street.  
 
    “Hold this,” said Dan, handing him the oversized 99. Mark looked at the ice cream and spun the cone around to admire its shape. A good ice cream was a thing of beauty.  
 
    “What I am looking at?” said Dan. 
 
    “Alan Merrick with a girl called Georgina Oldham. They both attend Speech Masters.” 
 
    “And what? You’ve been snooping on them. It’s so dark in these images. When did you take these shots?” 
 
    “Early this morning. It’s him, Dan. It’s him, Merrick is the killer. I thought it was him, and Joanna says he has form for hitting on all the girls who come through the group. She says he’s a cold bastard too… me and Joanna call him the red potato.” 
 
    “You and who? Wait. You met a girl there? Good for you. So what makes you and Joanna so sure Merrick is our man.” 
 
    “Joanna gave me an impression of the guy. He’s a sleazy guy and he stares at you. It’s not nice. The whole time he was there he was hitting on this girl. He’s really not there for the speeches, Dan. He’s there for her, and there were girls before her. He’s not a nice man. I’m certain he’s the culprit.” 
 
    “Hold it. You’re giving me a lot of half-formed impressions and feelings. The computer research, the old book, all that stuff almost made sense… but this is kind of… well, weak.” 
 
    “But look at them,” said Mark, nodding at the phone screen. “One minute he’s hitting on her for sex. I see them ten minutes later and they are arguing. She looked really angry and upset. Look at this shot right here – he might have seen me. He freaks me out Dan, and I don’t know why. I think he’s our killer.” 
 
    “Come on, convince me. Why else is it him and no one else?” 
 
    “He reeks of menace, Dan. It pours off him.” 
 
    “Impressions. Emotions. I need evidence.” 
 
    “Dan, he’s going to hurt her. He seduces people from the Speech Masters group and he does it well. I saw him do it. It’s like they are easy pickings for him. That’s how he worked it with Lewis Atkins and now he’s going to do it with Georgina Oldham.” 
 
    “But where’s the pattern here? Atkins was a guy. This one’s a girl. Even if it was sexually motivated, then it still wouldn’t make any sense… it doesn’t work, Mark. I want it to, but it doesn’t.” 
 
    “If you saw him up close, looked into those eyes, you’d know.” 
 
    Dan remembered the man’s face. “I’ve seen him. I’ve spoken to him. And I don’t like him one bit, but you haven’t got a case against him. Not yet, kid.” 
 
    Mark turned away with a whimper of frustration. “If this is ceremonial punishment killing – Masonic killing, then it doesn’t need to be sexual, does it. It could just be ritual.” 
 
    “But there would still be a pattern of some kind. Where is yours?” 
 
    “I don’t have one. But Alan Merrick knows the pattern, even if I don’t.” 
 
    “He was flirting with a girl. He took her home. What else?” 
 
    “He was mocking me when I was speaking.” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    “I think I saw him take some tablets or something.” 
 
    Dan was about to shoot another question when he stayed his tongue. Interesting. 
 
    “You saw him take something?” 
 
    Mark saw the look in Dan’s eyes and nodded.  
 
    “Did you see what he took?” 
 
    Mark shook his head. “But he knocked it back without water. He swallowed them dry like some people do.” 
 
    Mark looked at the ice cream as the first few white glossy drips started to course down over his fingers.  
 
    “It could have been headache tablets… anything,” said Dan. But Dan recalled his own feelings about Merrick. He was definitely a snake, but was he their snake? The murdering kind? And where was the link between these two very different people. The kid was enthusiastic but he had nothing else. It wasn’t enough. The Strongforth was their best lead. The case would soon crack open through the Strongforth. Dan caught sight of the dripping ice cream. “Come on. Let’s get that back to Parker before I have to spend four pounds on another one.” 
 
    “Four pounds?!” said Mark.  
 
    “He’s a Parker. He wanted the large one.” 
 
    They walked back across the cobbles to Bell Wharf but Dan stopped as soon as the wharf came into view. He couldn’t see Jonathan Parker anywhere. He looked left and right, squinting out towards the bright estuary mud beyond. A yellow brick toilet building occupied the middle of the wharf. There was a chance the old boy was in the conveniences. Old people needed to pee all the time. But Dan still felt odd about it. Alan Merrick’s face flashed into his mind. His dark eyes. His shiftiness. Then the image was gone, and Dan found himself jogging towards the wharf, moving quickly along by the fishmonger. He rounded the yellow brick toilets and looked down to the triangle of beach beside it. Parker wasn’t there. He walked past the doors of the toilets on the beach side, and found every toilet door lock marked vacant. As he reached the end of the toilets, Dan’s eyes found the form of a man lying in a huddle at the edge of the wharf. His arms were splayed out around him. His body was part hidden by the metal benches. 
 
    “Jonathan!” called Dan. He ran to Parker and bent down to his side. He pressed a hand to the old man’s wrinkled neck. Even before he found an erratic pulse he looked back at Mark as the kid arrived, breathing hard and still holding the ice cream. “Call an ambulance, now.” 
 
    “What shall I do with this?” said Mark, showing him the 99.  
 
    “You want me to tell you what to do with an ice cream? I don’t care what you do with it! Just get me a bloody ambulance, NOW!” 
 
    Mark threw the ice cream into the litter bin, took out his phone and dialled. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventeen 
 
      
 
    The Old Order 
 
      
 
    Candle flames danced in the cold draft coming from the small open window high in the side wall of the dim room. The mood music from the wall speakers was quieter tonight, returning to its proper place in proceedings. As a support. As a companion. There would be no crescendo tonight, no explosion, no crisis, no resolution. Tonight he would listen to the subtle voices and the first stirrings of the orchestra. The scene was being set, ready for the opera to unfold. The man sat in his robes in an old stiff-backed wooden chair, a sheen of sweat covering his brow and upper lip. He looked down at his robes and wondered whether they were necessary then let the idea go. It didn’t matter what he wore tonight. The ball was already rolling. His eyes flicked left towards the grand table in the centre of the room – the surface exposed with the tablecloth folded into a neat pile in one corner. The smaller accompanying table was laid exactly as before, the traditional tools on its surface, arranged like finest ornaments. The syringe, the ink bottle, the beadle, the G-clamp, the censer orb, the long tongs, and the ceremonial blade were laid equidistant from each other in their places. A pleasing constellation. As the soprano’s voice broke like a whisper on the shores of the orchestra, the tables seemed to shift in the flickering light. The grand table was bare and yet he could see it as it would be: bearing the load of the next breathing body. A different body, much more pleasing than the last. And the next one would be an improvement in all ways. As a sportsman limbers up for the big game – his attention more acute, his execution more artful from the preparations – the robed man knew he was getting better with every effort. This one would be so much sweeter than the last. Much more satisfying. Much more true. 
 
    There was no such thing as perfection on this earth –  he had been through so much he had long accepted that truth. But he would soon be a step closer to the reality he was trying to create. But to get there he needed an exquisite attention to detail, and a dedication to setting out the nuances of his work. He had to strain for the perfect even if he could never reach it. Because even if the others never knew of his efforts, they would the awful beauty produced by his hand. Those people could only guess at his reasons. But some would know exactly what he had intended, and why it had to be done. At least one would know that justice had to be served, and that it was coming his way. The devil was in the detail. And this detail would be so very hard to ignore. Once could have been a fluke. But two kills could never be ignored.  
 
    The man used a corner of his robe to mop his brow and wipe his mouth, opened the folder in his lap, and looked down at the neat white card squares. He turned them over, one by one, in a slow reveal. He already knew the secrets of the cards. He played the judgement game as he knew it had been played long ago. He turned the face of the guilty one up to his eyes. He looked down at the soft pale face with the big brown eyes and flashing white smile. The face which had been cropped from all those other faces. And he sighed. Guilty, yes, but not because she was truly guilty. But she was a step closer to the one true punishment. He traced the sweep of Georgina Oldham’s long brown hair with his finger, and let his fingernail dance over her smile. The old order was finally being restored. But when justice was done, the old order would be gone forever. So be it. 
 
    Everyone had to make their sacrifices for the greater good. The robed man had already sacrificed enough. It was someone else’s turn… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Command Centre 
 
      
 
    As far as her colleagues were concerned, Rebecca Rawlins had gone home for the day. Her shift had already finished. But the truth was she had gone off radar. Without her uniform on, Rebecca was a just another twenty-five-year-old woman with an attractive face, blonde hair, and a slim, athletic build. But Rebecca worked-out, she was fiercely competitive and as a result she didn’t often feel vulnerable, so why the hell did she feel so vulnerable now? And it wasn’t even dark yet.  
 
    Strongforth Road was tightly packed with a mish-mash of ugly houses and parked cars. Traffic was light, and the pavements were all but empty. Rawlins put her nerves down to the fact she was about to take a big risk – without permission from her superior officers, or even her closest friend in the force. If you could call the bloke you fancied a friend. From the moment Rob Dawson said they would leave the social club for the big clean up after the Atkins case was solved, Rawlins knew she had to do something about it alone. Hogarth already had a closed mind on the case. Dawson had something to prove to Hogarth and wanted to pip him to the post on the Atkins case, but now Dawson was acting with an equally closed mind. Rawlins knew her place. She had no authority over either man and she couldn’t stand it. She knew Dawson was irritated by her continued interest in the club. If she’d told him what she was planning, Dawson would have forbidden her to go. So she didn’t tell him. She knew there was more to be had at the Strongforth. Bradley had given them those details for a reason, and she intended to do the work he’d dropped in their laps. Here it was. Her moment to show everyone at Southend, that she had the potential and the ability to be a proper cop. And not just any cop – but a great one. And it all depended on what came next. And that was the biggest reason of all for her nerves. Whatever she did had to count. There was no room for failure. 
“Think… what do you need from this…?” Rawlins muttered, sweeping a hand through her hair. She was out of uniform, her hair loose, the ends just grazing her shoulder. She was dressed in the magenta hoodie and dark grey joggers she normally reserved for the gym as they best resembled the street look which most local young women wore. She needed to fit in. Most of all, she needed to look nothing like a cop. Before she finally left the safety of her old Micra she saw the pasty look on her unmade-up face was reinforced by a nervous look in her eyes, and the tiredness from the working day. Yes, she looked the part. Just a girl from the street. A chancer like all the rest of them.  
 
    She walked past the little white church with the hellfire posters and headed across the street towards the gap where she knew the social club to be. But before she reached the other side, Rawlins saw a guy in black walking fast in the same direction as her. She didn’t want to be followed or forced along at the pace of the someone behind her, so Rawlins stopped walking, moved to the kerb and pretended to check a text on her mobile phone. She waited and gave the guy a twenty second head start, then walked after him. The guy was in a hurry, walking with a bounce in his step. He looked keen as mustard. Rawlins wasn’t surprised when she saw him take an abrupt right turn into the gap of the social club’s driveway. For a moment she thought the man’s unexpected presence was a problem, then she started to see it another way. He would be a distraction, splitting the dealer’s focus two ways. Rawlins stepped along the concrete driveway, and joined the man in black at the uPVC front door. It was the front door of the club, but looked more like a typical white-framed garden door. She stood a couple of steps to one side of the stranger, careful, just like any other junkie would be. Trust no one was the first, second, and third rule of junkie club. The guy pressed the doorbell then looked at her from the corner of his eye. Rawlins felt a pang of discomfort as the man then looked at her again. Maybe she didn’t look as rough as she thought.  
 
    “You here to see Lenny?” said the guy – a pasty looking man with lank hair and a nervous smile.  
 
    “Yeah,” said Rawlins. She didn’t look at him. She didn’t smile. 
 
    The guy nodded like he wanted to have more to say but couldn’t think of anything to add. He kept turning his head her way like he was about to say something, so Rawlins leaned across and pressed the doorbell again, then he stayed quiet. A second later, the door opened, and a quirky looking old man appeared. He wore a checked shirt open at the neck. It revealed a tuft of grey hair which matched the hairs poking from his nostrils. He looked at them in turn and said nothing. Another face appeared behind him. This man behind him was much younger, had dark hair, and wore a black T-shirt. He had shifty eyes and an unshaven face.  
 
    “Members. These guys are new members,” said the guy with shifty eyes. 
 
    “Really?” said the old man. He looked at them again and smiled. 
 
    “The people around here are really changing,” said the old man. “Just make sure you take their membership fees up front.” 
 
    “Yeah. Sure…” said the shifty man.  
 
    The old man stepped down from the doorstep and walked past them to the street. Rawlins looked after him, wondering how much he knew about the club’s main business. He came across like a man without a clue. 
 
    “Don’t worry. He thinks he owns the club. But you know better, don’t you, Merv?” 
 
    The guy standing beside Rawlins nodded and chuckled.  
 
    “And who’s this, you old devil?” said the shifty guy. She guessed he was Lenny.  
 
    Rawlins frowned and looked at them until Merv shook his head. “She’s not with me.” The man bustled past Lenny and walked into the house.  
 
    “No. I guess not.” 
 
    The guy called Lenny stood on the doorstep and looked at her. His pupils were pinned with some kind of chemicals but Rawlins didn’t know enough to guess which ones. He stared and took in her figure. It was a sleazy, invasive kind of look. Rawlins wanted to shout at him, but she knew the girl she was supposed to be wouldn’t fight a look like that. She would make use of it to get what she wanted., 
 
    “So, who are you?” 
 
    “I wanted to become a member of your club. Just like you told the man,” said Rebecca. She gave him the merest hint of a smile.  
 
    “Do you now?” he said, allowing his eyes to bask in hers. “Do you even know what kind of club you’re joining?” 
 
    “Think so. I heard some good things,” said Rawlins.  
 
    The guy in black looked at her like he was weighing up what he said next. It looked like a struggle for him. Rawlins felt her heart start to thud a little faster.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” said Rawlins. 
 
    “We don’t get many ladies in here…” 
 
    “Who said I was a lady?” she said with a snap. 
 
    Lenny laughed and stepped aside and Rawlins didn’t waste another second. She stepped up into the dim hallway, and headed towards the dim-lit room at the end. The front door closed behind her and she felt Lenny hurrying behind her. It was too late to back out now.  
 
    She passed what looked like an old person’s sitting room, and found herself in an converted dining room with French doors which overlooked a plain concrete patio. Sparse and spartan seemed to be the order of the day. And when it came to customers, the people sitting around the little table in the centre of the room looked less than spartan. In short, Rawlins thought they looked like lowlifes.  
 
    The guys at the table looked up from their cards and drinks and stared at her. There were three of them, plus the new guy Merv, plus Lenny standing behind her. Inside, Rawlins started to fret, while an inner voice said to shut up. The numbers weren’t good. But these people didn’t look like rapists. Not in her humble, totally uneducated, inexperienced opinion.  
 
    “Who’s the girl?” said one of the seated guys, looking at Merv.  
 
    Merv waited at the plywood bar, leaning his back against it. He shrugged.  
 
    “How am I supposed to know?” he said.  
 
    Lenny moved alongside her and put his hand on his hips. Rawlins smelt his sweat, dirty clothes, and the acrid odour of someone who needed a bath. Lenny wasn’t pleasant to be near, but Rawlins kept quiet and looked at each man in turn, trying to commit their faces to memory.  
 
    “She’s a maiden in distress,” said Lenny, “I think she’s come to the right place, don’t you boys?” 
 
    Two of them chuckled. But one of them stared at her and stayed serious.  
 
    “Remember the other trouble we had?” said the serious face.  
 
    Lenny sniffed and ran a hand back through his hair.  
 
    “Forget about it. All you have to do is sit there and get high. This one isn’t trouble, are you?” 
 
    “Not today,” said Rawlins with a smile. The ones who liked her laughed, including Lenny. Merv and the other guy didn’t.  
 
    “Okay. Merv, you wait here. I’ll be with you soon. Me and…” he pointed at Rawlins for her name, 
 
    “Sue,” she said, quickly. 
 
    “Me and Sue are going to discuss some things.” 
 
    The men at the table made lewd noises and laughed as Lenny led the way back into the hall.  
 
    “Get a life,” said Rawlins, as she left the room. 
 
    Lenny snorted with laughter then walked into the front room. He turned and waited for her to join him, then he shut the door behind her.  
 
    “I don’t know you,” he said.  
 
    “No. But I heard this place was good.” 
 
    “Good for what…” 
 
    “Good for what I need.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? And who told you?” 
 
    “I just heard. On the street.” 
 
    Lenny looked at her, hands on hips. “Sometimes word travels too fast…” 
 
    “I know. I know I should have waited for a proper intro but my usual supplier has dried up. He was raided last week. Please… I need to get some decent gear. Just a little. Just enough to get me through a couple of days.” 
 
    Lenny snorted again and his eyes glinted.  
 
    “I prefer to help people I know.” 
 
    So far Lenny had said nothing incriminating. If he turned her away now she would have nothing. But Rawlins didn’t want to lose. She wanted something she could take away. A victory to prove she could do this job as well as the guys.  
 
    “But you could get to know me… right?” It sounded forward. Too forward? But it fit her character too. An act of desperation from a desperate girl. 
 
    Lenny smiled and shook his head. “Shit… you want to come upstairs?” 
 
    “Why, what’s upstairs?” 
 
    “Everything, honey. I can get you what you need. But you’ll have to come with me first, okay?” 
 
    Lenny leaned in and looked at her closely.  
 
    “Girl, you look too fresh and clean to be doing this shit,” he said. His breath stank of rotten food and tooth decay. Rawlins promptly stopped inhaling and tried to think about anything else she could.  
 
    “Take my advice. Get out of it, now.” 
 
    “What? You’re not going to give me a hit?” she said, looking sad. 
 
    “I didn’t say that now, did I? Just make this your last one.” 
 
    A scumbag with a conscience. Yeah, right. Lenny turned away and Rawlins breathed again. She followed him to the wooden stairs and they climbed up to the darker space up top. There was a small landing and a pale blue coloured kitchen with two loaves of value range thin sliced bread on it, next to a catering size tub of margarine.  
 
    “You make sandwiches?” said Rawlins. 
 
    Lenny looked at her with a hint of embarrassment colouring his hollow cheeks. His eyes narrowed.  
 
    “It’s a front, Sue. It’s only a front. Only old Rogers doesn’t know it. This place is all about what I do.” 
 
    “And what do you do?” 
 
    “Take a look in my command centre.” 
 
    Bingo. She’d wounded the dirt-bag’s ego enough that he was starting to show off. Lenny flashed his yellowing teeth at her, and opened the door into a darkened room. There was a single divan bed with a nasty yellow-patterned duvet in the centre, accompanied by a stink of sleep, cheesy socks, and hashish. It could have been any student’s bedroom from the last forty years, but it belonged to this guy, now. A scumbag in his thirties in 2017. And he was acting like he was living it up in a swanky bachelor pad. Even if she was a junkie, there would have been no way on earth she could have ever gotten into that black hole of a bed with a man like him. Not ever. But Lenny walked towards the bed and sat down on the edge like some hot dude. The duvet rumpled up around his backside. Her attention fell on the little bedside cabinet and drawers, expecting all his gear to be hidden there. Lenny looked at her with an attempt at seductive eyes, while he bent forward and slid his hand beneath the divan bed. A moment later, his hand came back with a flat grey plastic case. It looked like an artist’s case. Like it would carry oil paints, chalks, or pencils. He slid the case out and left it closed there on the floor in front of his feet and looked up at her like she should have been under his spell. Rawlins kept her face blank. She looked around the room, scanning the hippy-chic posters on the walls, the few books on the shelves.  
 
    “This is your command centre?” she said doubtfully.  
 
    Lenny shook his head.  
 
    “No. This is my command centre,” said Lenny. He flicked the two clasps on the top of the case and unfastened it, opening the top lid back against the floor. Inside Rawlins saw bunches of pills wedged together in little bags, foil wraps pressed together in another section, and bags of powder squashed tight in another. There were eight sections of tightly packed substances, a small brass weighing machine, some razor blades, and an awful lot of cash in a tightly bound roll. The guy was showing her everything he had. His entire sad little empire. She had the bastard now. All she needed was to make an exit without suspicion, and she could get a raid booked on the club. He would be finished. But there was still much more to be had. There had to be a link to the Atkins murder somewhere around here. After all, like Bradley had said, and as Rob Dawson had implied, the drugs were a sideshow. Normally a haul like this was everything. But Rawlins had a point to prove, and this bastard was going to help her prove it.  
 
    “Can I take a look?” she said, sounding eager.  
 
    “Sure, honey. Take a look.” 
 
    He patted the duvet close beside his hip. Rawlins stepped forwards and looked around before she lowered herself to the bed. The grotty posters and books told her nothing about Lewis Atkins. She dropped gently to the sheets and kept herself a good distance away from the man’s bodily stench. She held her nose and looked at the case and its contents. She scanned the bags, the weighing machine, the blades. She slowly reached out. 
 
    “Can I?” she asked.  
 
    “You can touch. But you can’t take anything yet. I’m watching you, okay?” 
 
    Rawlins nodded. She leaned down and prodded at the bags, then picked up the pills. There were no blue pills, only white and some pale yellow. She wondered what they were. She laid them down. Then she touched the foil wraps and counted over forty wraps. 
 
    “The wraps are ten pounds,” he said. “But you haven’t even got a tenner. Have you?” 
 
    Rawlins laid the wraps down because she saw something else. A piece of creased-up card behind the weighing device. It was the colours on it which caught her eye. She took out the scales and looked at the piece of card pressed tight into the back of the cavity where the scales had been. There was an odd looking image on it. She couldn’t make it out. She teased it away from the plastic casing with her fingernail and lifted it out. She flattened it out and looked at the strange image and lettering on the surface. And as she tried to make sense of it all, she felt an arm slide across her belly, fingers seizing greedily at her hip. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” she said, dragging his hand away. 
 
    “Nothing,” he said. His face was closer than she anticipated, his breath filling her nostrils. Suddenly, Rawlins was concerned he would try to force her down to the bed, and kiss her with that awful mouth.  
 
    “Doesn’t feel like nothing.” Rawlins gripped his fingers, crushed them and threw his hand away. He shook his fingers loose and looked away to the door, concerned the noise would affect his standing in the eyes of the others.  
 
    “If you want a ten bag, you’ll do exactly what I say.” 
 
    “Whoever said I was going to do that?” 
 
    Rawlins stood up and dragged herself away from him.  
 
    “What’s that?” he asked, eyes aggressive, jabbing a finger at the folded card in her hands. “You better not have robbed me, girl.” 
 
    “Rob you?!” said Rawlins. Her indignation was real. Rawlins scowled at him as she stood up from the grotty single bed. But he was equally eager to see what she had in her hands. The card was worn at the corners, and the folds had been long established, with the card fraying in age-stained lines on the back. The design caught her eye. A feather quill tilted in a cartoon jar of red ink. The whole thing was stylised and looked as if it had been professionally printed, though the back of the card suggested it was not from any kind of publication but something else. Packaging maybe? A card? A flyer? She could only guess. The word above the design was worn away on the top corner. The rest of the word said ‘vagers’. It was odd, and meant nothing in itself, yet the feeling inside told her it was important. Why? She looked at Lenny.  
 
    “You robbed me, didn’t you?” he said. 
 
    His voice was loud. He was playing for the crowd downstairs, and sudden Rawlins didn’t like where this was headed. He wanted them to respond. And do what? Come running to save all his drugs? Then maybe their sick little minds would turn to other things… Rawlins needed her wits about her.  
 
    She showed him the card. “Look. You know I didn’t take anything.” 
 
    He looked at the card, but he didn’t react.  
 
    “You junkies are all thieves when it comes to the smack. Prove it. Prove you didn’t take anything.” 
 
    “How?” said Rawlins, but she already had an inkling.  
 
    “Take your top off. You could have hidden it in there.” 
 
    Rawlins kept her cool, and sneered at the man. “No chance. Haven’t you got a club to run?” 
 
    “I told you, the club is mine. My rules. Prove you didn’t steal from me. Come on.” 
 
    Rawlins stared into his eyes, and dropped her eyes to her hooded top like she was thinking about taking it off.  
 
    “Tell me about this, then maybe I’ll prove it to you.” 
 
    Lenny grinned and licked at the corners of his mouth.  
 
    “It’s just a piece of card. That’s it. I used to use it to divvy up the powder. But now I don’ use it at all.” 
 
    “Where did it come from?” 
 
    Lenny looked at her, his eyes hardening. “Why?” 
 
    “Reminds me of something…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Be nice…” she said with a smile.  
 
    “I don’t know. I found it somewheres. I thought it looked cool. Thought that design would make a good tattoo, don’t you think? A quill dipped in blood. I think it would look good on my shoulder. Or maybe on your hip…” The man lunged for her, but Rawlins side-stepped, and he floundered in the air.  
 
    “Where did you find it? In the club, or somewhere else?” 
 
    “Stop playing hard to get.” 
 
    “Come on… just answer me…” 
 
    “I found it out there, okay? On the street. On Strongforth Road. What the hell does it matter?” 
 
    Lenny had his mind on other things. She saw a tell-tale urgency in his eyes. If Lenny didn’t have the horn, and had stopped to think about her questions, he would have been wiser. But he was focussed on something else. 
 
    “Outside?” she said. 
 
    “Yeah. In the rubbish, months ago. In the gutter. Take it off.” 
 
    Lenny was rocking on his feet, getting ready to make another lunge if she didn’t play along. So she decided to give him some hope to hold him off. She grabbed at the elasticated hem of her magenta top, and held it like she was ready to peel it away. Then she changed tack. It was a big risk, but she had Atkins in mind. And she didn’t have any other way to address it. She had to hope Lenny was as thick as he looked. But it was fifty-fifty.  
 
    “You know who told me about this place?” 
 
    Lenny shook his head, his eyes flicking between the bottom of her magenta top, her chest and her eyes.  
 
    “Lewis Atkins. He told me he used to score here.” 
 
    Lenny froze and blinked.  
 
    “What the fuck do you want here?” 
 
    “Lewis was a friend of mine. I want to find out what happened to him.” 
 
    “Lewis had no friends.” 
 
    “He was my friend.” 
 
    “He had no friends and now he’s dead,” said Lenny. 
 
    “Who killed him?” 
 
    “You think I know? Seriously? And even if I did, why the hell would I ever tell you?” 
 
    For a fraction of time Lenny almost scared her. His face became hard and cold. But she believed him. But in that second she was scared, he must have sensed it. He lunged for her, hands seizing her top, still thinking of his desire rather than safety. So he was easy to hit. In the flurry of his snatching hands, she concentrated on his chin, and drove a small but powerful fist through it. Lenny fell back, grabbing his chin and Rawlins decided to create a diversion by kicking his command centre to one side. She kicked the case hard. Packages and wraps flew across the floor, and she ran out into the hallway.  
 
    “Bitch!” called Lenny. “Boys! The bitch is trying to rob me!” 
 
    There were loud voices and the scraping furniture from the room below as the rabble were roused. Her mind in a state of near panic, Rawlins clutched hold of the piece of card and hurtled down the steps, almost losing her footing on the way. As she landed on the ground floor, Lenny appeared on the landing behind her. The rabble from the bar room appeared at the door just behind the stairs. She was close to the front door, but it wasn’t clear whether she would make it before they reached her. “She’s robbed us!” said the man on the steps.  
 
    “He’s lying.” 
 
    They didn’t believe her. The vagabonds from the bar room stepped out into the hall. 
 
    “I didn’t steal any of your precious gear. You want to see what I’ve got?” 
 
    She opened her hand and showed them the card with the image of the blood ink and quill on the surface. “That’s it. Does that look like any gear to you?” 
 
    One of the men was persuaded. He shook his head then stopped, aware he wasn’t following the party line. Rawlins put her hand on the door handle, watching them the whole time. She pulled it up, ready to twist the key and unlock it. But unlocking the door while keeping her eyes on the scumbags was difficult.  
 
    “I’m going now.” 
 
    “Don’ let her go,” said Lenny.  
 
    “Why not? You’ve got all your gear and you know you have,” she said.  
 
    The other men held back at the door below the stairs. One of the three men from the table still didn’t look happy. He looked at her with dark unfriendly eyes.  
 
    “What do you want with that?” he said, nodding to the piece of card.  
 
    Rawlins looked at the man more closely, feeling unsettled by his question, but the truth was she didn’t know. She’d picked it up because of feelings, not reason. 
 
    So she didn’t reply. Instead, she flicked the lock in one turn and yanked the handle down. The man who’d asked the question shifted on his feet at the back, like he was considering making a run at her. But he was blocked by the others. Rawlins pulled open the door and slid out fast, then broke into a run. She looked back and saw Lenny staring down the street after her, threats and swear words written all over his face. As soon as she reached her Micra, she started the engine, then retrieved Dawson’s personal mobile number from her contact list. She pressed the call button, and pulled the car out into the street. 
 
    “Bec?” she heard his little voice say from the phone on her lap. Her car was surging along loudly in the wrong gear. When her voice came out it was breathy and full of panic.  
 
    “Rob. Thank God.” 
 
    “Bec? What’s going on. Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’ve been to Strongforth Social Club, Rob.” 
 
    “You what? You went by yourself?” 
 
    “Listen. The place is full of drugs, Rob. And they’re bad people and I really think they could be involved in the Atkins murder…” 
 
    Dawson started to rant, but Rawlins could hardly hear a thing over the sound of her own rasping breath.  
 
    “I’m safe, okay. I’m safe. Look… I’ll call you back.” She hung up and slowed the car and took some deep breaths. I’m safe now, she’d said. The absurdity of the statement began to dawn on her. She was safe, relatively speaking. But if any of those people were involved in the Atkins murder, then the truth was she wasn’t safe at all. Because if they were involved, the culprits knew her face – and they knew she was close.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nineteen  
 
      
 
    A Sip of Whisky 
 
      
 
    “They know your face, Rawlins!” said DI Hogarth. Their next rollicking was impromptu, arranged by the Detective Inspector at very short notice, and he made sure there was no chance of postponing it until the next working day. Rawlins was only too keen to get it over with if it meant preventing further trouble. But even with his anger, Rawlins found it awkward how the DI’s eyes lingered on her face too long. “Have you thought about that? These dealers… and whoever is behind them. You’ve put your face on their radar. And any chance we have of being able to take this group down at our leisure; you’ve blown that too.” 
 
    Hogarth was in his work duds, the blazer and the chinos, like an art dealer moonlighting as a cop. He lounged in a leather chair, with a little tumbler of ice and whisky on the table in front of him. Hogarth had chosen the venue. He’d arrived at The Admiral Club first, and hadn’t offered to buy either of them a drink. So they sat down with Hogarth in a small white-walled room in a private member’s bar, while the club owner, a white-bearded man who looked like Captain Birdseye, pretended not to listen as he polished the bar. The only reason anyone would have chosen this place to meet was for the solitude. They sat on small stools while Hogarth seethed in a red leather Chesterfield.  
 
    “They didn’t know I was a cop,” said Rawlins. 
 
    “In point of fact, you’re not, Rawlins, and it’s best you remember that before you get yourself or somebody else killed. We have a plain clothes team for a bloody reason. They’re trained. They know what they’re walking into.” 
 
    “I knew what I was walking into.” 
 
    “Oh? And how did you know that?” said Hogarth. He picked up his whisky, sipped it, made a face and turned his attention to Dawson. “Did you sanction what she did? If you put the girl up to it, that’s unforgiveable.” 
 
    “Sir…” said Dawson. 
 
    “I don’t want to hear it. You’ve been dissenting ever since I asked for your help. I’m not stupid, Dawson. I’ve met upstarts like you in the city, and I’ve beaten them down every time. Don’t you dare risk the safety of your colleagues for your own agenda ever again. You hear me? Or next time I’ll have you in front of the chief superintendent for gross misconduct and dismissal. I’m not bluffing.” 
 
    “With all due respect, sir,” said Dawson. 
 
    “Respect? You haven’t got a clue about respect, Dawson.” 
 
    “No, sir,” said Rawlins.  
 
    Still wearing her hooded top and tracksuit bottoms, Rawlins cringed as she interrupted the detective. He looked at her. She saw his lips curl as he was about to launch into another angry tirade, but something held him back. His eyes fastened on hers and he nodded for her to speak. There was a hint of a grin on his face and it made her stop in her tracks. 
 
    “Out with it, Rawlins.” 
 
    Rawlins nodded. “Sir. PC Dawson had nothing to do with it. He would never have approved my going to the Strongforth. That’s why I didn’t tell him until afterwards.” 
 
    Hogarth’s face darkened, but he held his tongue. An awkward smile flitted across his face. He dowsed his awkwardness with another sip of whisky. 
 
    “You didn’t tell her to do this?” said Hogarth, looking at Dawson. 
 
    Dawson eventually gave a single shake of his head.  
 
    Hogarth reclined in his seat. “You two are clearly not good for each other. You’re a bad influence, Dawson. Rawlins here is a gifted policewoman with plenty of potential.” 
 
    The man’s eyes lingered on her face. Now it was Rawlins’ turn to squirm. “One day she’ll make a fine officer, but not if she’s modelling her behaviour on yours. I commend your spirit, Rawlins. But the risks in what you did far outweigh the benefits.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “If these people were involved in the Atkins murder, then your actions will have alerted them to our interest.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Because someone with a brain will ask the question why you were there – and who you were. You asked them questions, Rawlins. What junkie interrogates their dealer? It’s obvious you were police. They’ll mothball their drug operation and sever the links to the Atkins case. It’s what anyone would do.” 
 
    “Then we should act on it now, sir. We should raid them now and get everything they’ve got.” 
 
    Hogarth shook his head. “That’s not the modern police force. We’re now a departmental operation with specialists for each type of work. We’ll pass on the drugs intel and focus on what we have in front of us. With any luck they’ll forget about you and be dealing again when the drugs boys get involved. Our only task, Rawlins, is to catch a killer.” 
 
    “There could be links…” said Rawlins, thinking about the card in her pocket. But she didn’t want to waste the clue on a man who was dead set against hearing her. So she left the card where it was.  
 
    “Could be isn’t enough. We know Atkins was homosexual, and it comes to light he was the promiscuous type, from what I hear…” 
 
    “From what you hear…?” said Rawlins.  
 
    “I am a detective, remember,” said Hogarth, with dark eyes. Rawlins nodded and drew away from the table. Then start bloody acting like one, she thought.  
 
    “I’ve worked on murders like this before. They dress it up as something else. Something grandiose and historical, because that’s what they imagine they are.” 
 
    “Who, sir?” said Rawlins. The PCSO already knew what he meant, but she wanted him to finally say it out loud.  
 
    “The gays, Rawlins. They like to make their spectacles and statements. His murder was a very grand and elaborate statement – don’t you think? My belief is that Lewis Atkins was killed in a sex game. Something private between him and his vicious bed partner. It makes sense. There’s plenty of them around here. Think about the Speech Masters? Look at the guy who runs it, Robert Jay. Jay looks like a gay by every known standard, has taken an unreasonable level of interest in Atkins after his death, yet you’ve not brought me anything on him.” 
 
    “Is looking gay reason enough to investigate someone, sir?” said Rawlins, feigning naivety and overdoing it.  
 
    “Yours is not to wonder, Rawlins. You just do your job as asked. Robert Jay runs the show. We’ve got a likely gay-sex murder on our hands, and you’ve both been so distracted you’ve not even looked at the main people involved. Jay paid for Atkins’ funeral. Why was that? Could it be guilt? Love, even? It’s possible. You think I’ve got a closed mind on this case, but why is what I’m seeing the only line of enquiry you’re determined to ignore?” Hogarth’s hooded eyelids parted to shine their anger at Dawson, but the PC remained composed. 
 
    “But why, sir, does only that theory make sense to you? There are other possibilities and we’ve seen some evidence to back them up,” said Dawson.  
 
    Hogarth turned to him and glowered, jabbing a finger at him over his whisky glass.  
 
    “Those other possibilities will be explored once we’ve exhausted the most obvious. I’ve seen it time and again. We don’t need to reinvent the wheel on this one. Keep it simple. Look at his lifestyle, look at the clues, the lack of friends, the different lovers he had in the last few months… the people he associated with. We’ll find our killer there.” 
 
    “But Atkins wasn’t with any of those people in the last few months. His behaviour changed,” said Dawson.  
 
    Hogarth threw his hands up in the air. “Where are you getting all this?!” said Hogarth. “From your imagination…? Or from people you shouldn’t be talking to? That’s it, isn’t it…?” He fixed Dawson with a hard glare. “Stick to the plan, Dawson and stop deviating from it. It’s selfish. And it’s misguided, and you are affecting your fellow officers very badly.” said Hogarth nodding at Rawlins.  
 
    “Sir…” said Rawlins. He fixed her with a warm look, though his smile looked hard to maintain.  
 
    “He’s right, sir. We have it on good authority that Lewis Atkins’ habits changed in the last few weeks of his life… a timeframe which likely coincides with…” Hogarth cut her off, and turned to Dawson.  
 
    “Good authority? Have you got her listening to those clowns too?” 
 
    Rawlins watched Dawson try to restrain himself. 
 
    “I know all about you and who you listen to, Dawson. You’re wayward. Your head’s been turned.” 
 
    “Are you implying I’m involved in some sort of corruption, sir?” 
 
    “Not at all. I’m aware of the history here. I know corruption was a big problem. But there’re other problems in the police besides bent cops. Your ignoring of orders, your selfish lone wolf attitude is impacting your fellow officers. I can’t let this go, Dawson. I’ll have to address it.” 
 
    “Address it how, sir?” 
 
    “However I choose. But I’d recommend you get yourself back on course or I might decide to play it by the book. Then you’d be in very serious trouble.” 
 
    Hogarth downed his drink and stood up.  
 
    “Sir?” said Rawlins.  
 
    “Those private detectives were at the funeral. I know about them. Roberts and Bradley, small-time muppets who get involved in things they shouldn’t. I know a little about your involvement with them, Dawson. Not enough to cause you trouble. Yet. You know, I think it’s about time I introduced myself, don’t you think?” Hogarth stuffed his hands into his blazer pockets and headed for the door. Under Dawson’s glare Rawlins stayed silent, until the front door creaked and the DI walked out into the evening. Dawson glanced at the barman then leaned forward and hushed his voice.  
 
    “I can’t believe what you did,” he said.  
 
    “I had to. And look…” Rawlins took the card out from her trouser pocket and laid it on the table surface. Dawson looked at the image of the feather quill and red ink. “I found this there. That image means something. Bradley said so and these people could be involved in it. Why won’t Hogarth listen?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But he’s closed the door hard on this one. But whatever happens, you’ll be all right, Bec. He’s got a thing for you.” 
 
    “No he hasn’t.” 
 
    “Come on. Anyone can see it.” 
 
    “I don’t need that. I only tried to do what needed doing. What he should be doing?” said Rawlins. “What do you think he meant? About addressing it? And about Bradley?” 
 
    Dawson nodded. “It doesn’t matter. He wants me to carry the can. He’s going to make sure I’m punished” 
 
    “Are you going to give up, Rob?” 
 
    “Give up on what? The Atkins case. No fear. I’m going to find the truth and embarrass the man.” 
 
    Rawlins tested him with a smile. “So… you’re not angry with me anymore?” 
 
    “You bet I’m angry. But not with you. Hogarth has become an obstruction. He’s going to kick up a stink, Bec. Just make sure you steer clear of the flak.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “I can handle it. But Eva and Dan don’t know much about him. And they need to know he’s coming.” said Dawson. He’d never directly crossed swords with CID before, and with Hogarth’s Met experience the DI had considerable status in Southend. Dawson wasn’t sure it was a battle he could ever win. But he still had a duty to alert a couple of old friends, even if there would be some turbulence later. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty 
 
      
 
    The Listeners 
 
      
 
    Since Parker had been rushed to hospital, Dan had endured twenty-four hours of medical monotony and stress. The Atkins case had to go on the backburner – as far as Dan was concerned at least – but it had affected Eva too. A day had been lost, but thoughts about the Atkins case still plagued him. As he sat at Parker’s bedside and listened in to the medical conversations, Dan thought about the Strongforth Social Club, the quill and ink ornament, and the grisly way Atkins had been killed. The kid’s assertion that Alan Merrick was the murderer still echoed in his head. Dan liked the idea – Merrick looked a deeply unpleasant man and he was a philanderer too. It fitted and yet Dan was not convinced. And Mark had Georgina Oldham as the next target? No. She hardly fitted the bill at all. As far as Dan knew Masonic lodges were men only affairs, apart from the social activities lodges used to busy the wives and partners. Of course, The Ravagers were not Freemasons. But as an extreme vein of Masonic tradition, he couldn’t believe The Ravagers would be liberal-leaning bra burners when it came to women if the general Masonic order were not. And if The Ravagers did not include women in their ranks how would it be possible for a woman to have broken their rules to deserve such punishment? Supposing The Ravagers no longer existed, but their traditions had been modelled by the killer – why would the killer flout the traditions he was copying to kill a woman? People always left patterns in their wake – and breaking this old pattern simply didn’t make sense. Dan turned the idea over and over in his head but the result stayed the same. The kid had to have it wrong. 
 
    After another early morning visit to Jonathan Parker, with faint colour returning to the old man’s face, Dan tried to bleed some more medical information from the nurse attending to him. “You’re not family are you?” said the nurse, and waited for Dan to shake his head.  
 
    “Next of kin?” 
 
    “No,” he said. 
 
    “Then I’m afraid I can’t help you. But don’t worry. Mr Parker will live through this.” 
 
    The news came as some kind of relief. Dan didn’t think he was ready for any more deaths than he’d already dealt with lately. When the ambulance had rushed the old man inside the hospital, Dan had expected the old man to succumb to the cancer he’d hadn’t named during their conversation in Old Leigh. But as he left the hospital Dan realised he hadn’t heard the doctors and nurses mention cancer in a whole twenty-four hours. At least not near his ears. He had heard talk of a stroke, signs of a heart condition too, but cancer wasn’t even mentioned. He was sure of it. In terms of the immediate threat to the old man’s life, he supposed the cancer was way down the list. The human body was an odd and complicated thing but it seemed Parker’s body was determined to take a bow sooner rather than later.  
 
    It was almost daylight, and as soon as Dan’s phone found a signal outside the hospital building it started to ring. With Jonathan Parker’s ill health and the other recent deaths weighing heavy on his mind, Dan ignored the phone until he got into the coupé. His mind was wrung out. He wanted a moment’s peace, but it didn’t seem likely. Finally, Dan sighed and pressed the phone to his ear as he drove away from the dated grey tower of Southend University Hospital.  
 
    “We need to talk.” It was Rob Dawson.  
 
    “Well… hello to you too, Rob. You make it sound like I’ve been a naughty boy again, but the truth is I’m a little busy to be disciplined right now.” 
 
    “Maybe you are. But this is urgent, Dan.” 
 
    “Urgent? Really? I didn’t think you enjoyed talking to me lately,” It was a spiky kind of comment Dan would have avoided making a while back. But the times were a-changing, and there was too much going on to be bothered beating around the bush.  
 
    “So, we needed a break. But then we had some good reasons for a break, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Now what? Break time’s over?” 
 
    “Ease up, Dan. I really need to speak with you this morning. PCSO Rawlins will be with me.” 
 
    “When?” said Dan, turning the coupé towards the traffic lights by Roots Hall, the Southend United football ground.  
 
    “Soon as. We’ve got some problems with our DI.” 
 
    “More problems with him? Well, I can’t do early. I haven’t had a decent night’s sleep and I’m supposed to be meeting the client for an update this morning. We need to run through some things.” It was all true. Eva had organised the meeting to ask whether Robert Jay knew if any of his other members had a history of drug use. If so, there was a chance to sling the noose of suspicion around some potential candidates. Maybe even Merrick after the kid had spotted him necking a tablet. If not, they would need to try the same questions with the role-playing club. Dan insisted on being present to help get Robert Jay thinking – to throw in a few different questions. A different perspective sometimes helped. And Dan was keen to push the case forward wherever he could.  
 
    “Hogarth is going to pay you a visit.” 
 
    “What?” said Dan. Now he was listening. “Hogarth pay us a visit? Interesting. What does he want with me? What did you tell him, Rob?” 
 
    “Nothing. Your reputation goes before you, Dan. And he’s heard from the big mouths around the nick that I’m friendly with you. I’ve heard the rumour too. We’re thick as thieves, apparently.” 
 
    “Well that’s one rumour you can put to bed with a clean conscience.” 
 
    “Dan…” 
 
    “Hogarth? I’m not afraid of the guy. Let him come.” said Dan.  
 
    “But it’s not just about you. It’s about Rawlins, and this whole case. Rawlins went back to the social club last night – on her own, and she didn’t tell anyone. She fronted the dealer.” 
 
    “You what? What happened?” Dan was shocked for a moment. Then he was impressed. He smiled.  
 
    “It was a close encounter. But she’s got more intel from it. Maybe you’d like to hear it before you meet up with your client.” 
 
    More intel? He’d known there was more to be had at the Strongforth. The rat man was too devious to be playing it straight with him. Trust a good looking girl like Rawlins to get under the bastard’s skin.  
 
    “Okay. You can have five minutes. But we’ve got to be quick. I’ll meet you at The Old Bank pub.” 
 
    “The pub is open this early?” 
 
    “Yeah. They sell coffee and bacon baps to the workers from seven thirty. They make more money from the food than the booze these days. I’ll see you there at ten to eight, and be on time. You can manage that?” 
 
    “No problem. I’ll see you there.” 
 
    “You will,” said Dan and hung up. Things had gone wrong with Dawson. Somehow, they needed to be made right. But Dan wasn’t sure if it was going to happen before the end of this case. He shook his head and put his foot down. Ten to eight gave him half an hour to make himself presentable, grab Eva, and make it to the meeting with Dawson and the intrepid PCSO Rawlins.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dawson dropped the phone onto the receiver and looked at Rawlins. The open plan office of Southend Station was mostly empty. Only a few of the other cops were in this early, and thankfully they were the few quiet and organised types who came in to do their paperwork ahead of a busy shift. Dawson knew who the big mouths were, and it wasn’t any of these people. The gossips would be in later.  
 
    “So he’s going to meet us?” said Rawlins. 
 
    Dawson nodded. “Yeah. But he’s pretty cagey, lately.” 
 
    “Like you were with him…” said Rawlins. 
 
    Dawson shrugged. “Like I told you, we used to get on better than we do now.” 
 
    “So what changed?” 
 
    “Stuff you don’t need to know about.” 
 
    “A secret?” said Rawlins with a grin. “Then I definitely need to know.” 
 
    “Don’t you think that little nose of yours has got us into enough trouble?” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with my nose,” said Rawlins. 
 
    “I didn’t say there was. And don’t mind Bradley if he plays it cagey. Just tell it like it is. He’ll still help us if he can.” 
 
    “Cagey? When I met him the other day, he didn’t seem cagey at all.” 
 
    Dawson raised an eyebrow and took a quick survey of Rawlins face. I’ll bet he didn’t, thought Dawson. They picked up their hats, zipped their jackets and walked towards the exit.  
 
    In the dim corridor behind the office, DI Hogarth lingered beside the vending machine, listening. The DI had made sure of an early start, expecting Dawson to try something. Hogarth knew it was a defensive manoeuvre on Dawson’s behalf – but it didn’t matter. The constable was still trying to undermine him in a battle of wills. And Hogarth was sage enough to know it was to do with Rawlins. Out of the uniform, the girl would be stunning. She didn’t look too bad inside it, either, which was a feat. Once upon a time Hogarth would have been in there like a shot –making his play to get the girl’s attention, using his authority, his power, and his practiced best lines. But this was a new police station, and he was still the new guy, settling in, making waves only when necessary. With Dawson, he was up against a young stag. And strong and wily as he was, Hogarth still had to make the right approach to ensure he was the one who came up trumps, with Dawson trampled underneath. Hogarth was under no illusion. Boys never grew up and cops had always been the same. When it came to proving who was the top dog, women were never far from the source of the problem. He’d seen it happen even with married coppers, strutting around like peacocks in front of the WPCs. But just because he was aware of it, didn’t mean Hogarth was immune. Rebecca Rawlins was something special indeed, and if there was a way to win – to prove his point, seal the Atkins case his way, and beat Dawson to the girl, then playing the long game would be worth it. But there was so much else at stake. Much more than power, much more than sex with a stunning girl, good things though they were. If things went against him, it was all the more important that he kept his authority stamped on the Atkins case, and all it involved. He watched Dawson and the PCSO disappear through the double doors towards the reception and main exit. Hogarth blinked and turned away to the back of the building and the car park to fetch his Vauxhall. They were heading to The Old Bank. And now Hogarth was going there too. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “What do you think they found?” said Eva, sipping from a glossy white bowl of steaming Americano. The filter stuff back at the office was generally good, but rarely could it compete with a fresh-ground barista coffee. The Old Bank served a mean one. Dan looked at his own big cup appreciatively and took another sip.  
 
    “Who knows? But the Rawlins girl showed some bottle. She’s got a bee in her bonnet about her status as a PCSO. They all say it – people on the street and the other cops – PCSOs are second class. Plastic police. They do the grunt work and get paid a lot less. Sounds like the girl has taken it to heart and wants to prove she’s as good as the rest of them.” 
 
    As Dan finished speaking, the double doors at the corner of the pub opened and in came the two cops, with the smaller figure of PCSO Rawlins leading. Dawson was the best part of a foot taller than her. They made eye contact and Rawlins smiled at Dan, then cast a longer look at Eva, checking her out, sizing her up, as police always tended to do. Eva did likewise. Dawson overtook Rawlins and laid his helmet down on the table. 
 
    “Eva. Dan. This is PCSO Rawlins. Bec, this is Eva Roberts, the other half of the Roberts Bradley partnership.” 
 
    “Good to meet you,” said Eva with a nod of her head. 
 
    “And you,” said the female cop. They didn’t shake hands. As they sat down, both cops looked around to gauge the effect of their presence in the pub. It was virtually empty. The only people watching them were the bar staff – a career where any kind of gossip was seized with enthusiasm. 
 
    “Okay. Sorry to be so formal, Rob, but we’ve got a full day on here. In less than ten minutes we’ve got to see our client.” 
 
    Dawson nodded. 
 
    “Anything new?” he asked.  
 
    Dan shook his head. “Someone I know went into hospital yesterday. They’re seriously ill, so I’m behind the curve right now. Today I’m playing catch up.” 
 
    “What are you planning?” asked Dawson. 
 
    “Some surveillance and questioning. But all that comes after talking to the client,” said Dan. Eva nodded.  
 
    “You wanted to meet us…” said Dan. “What is it?” 
 
    “Problems… and some potential clues too.” 
 
    “Clues?” said Eva. She leaned forward in her seat. “Clues to what?” 
 
    “I don’t know exactly… but you mentioned these Masonic types… the ritual killing thing from the history book...” said Rawlins. 
 
    “They were called Ravagers,” said Eva. “The breakaway Masons.” 
 
    Rawlins nodded. “That’s it. I paid a visit to the Strongforth under the pretence that I wanted to buy some smack. The sleazebag who runs the operation, Lenny, stashes all his stuff in a grey plastic case under his bed. He calls it his command centre. Can you believe it?” 
 
    “I can believe it. The guy is a top of the range jerk. You went in undercover?” said Dan, grinning. 
 
    Rawlins smiled back and nodded. “I thought it was necessary.” 
 
    Dan saw she was acting guarded, worried of angering Dawson, so he refrained from further praise. 
 
    “You found the stuff, so you called in a raid?” said Dan, putting her on the spot. 
 
    “I informed our superiors,” said Rawlins, but now she blushed deeper than ever. Dan looked to Dawson for understanding.  
 
    “That’s police business… and we don’t have the final say on operations like those.” 
 
    “Come on. You saw it! What more do you need?” said Dan. He shook his head and looked away to hide his anger. 
 
    “It’s in hand,” said Dawson.  
 
    “It shouldn’t be in hand. It should be dealt with.” 
 
    “That’s not my call. But don’t worry. It’ll be dealt with. I’ve been assured of that.” 
 
    “By who?” said Dan. “Don’t tell me. By hokey Hogarth.” 
 
    Dawson said nothing.  
 
    “See! Does your DI actually want to solve any crimes?” 
 
    “We’re going off track here, Dan,” said Dawson. 
 
    “But he’s got a point,” said Rawlins.  
 
    Eva looked at the girl. She wasn’t afraid to contradict her superiors. She’d broken with protocol to do what needed to be done. The young woman was going up in her estimation with every passing moment. But for the police, people like her were a risk. Going against orders was asking to be sacked, no matter how good the intention. 
 
    “Just tell them what you found. We need to move on,” said Dawson looking at his digital watch. 
 
    Rawlins shifted in her seat and plucked the folded piece of card from her uniform pocket. She tossed it onto the table and slid it towards them. Eva flattened the card down on the table and stared at the image of the quill and ink. 
 
    “Vagers?” said Eva, reading the card. “The Ravagers. It looks modern too. A modern printing on a thin piece of modern card. Where did you find this?” said Eva.  
 
    “I told you. Lenny the dealer had it. But he denies knowing what it means. One of them questioned me why I took this.” 
 
    “What did you say?” asked Eva. 
 
    “I didn’t answer him.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. If they’re involved in this thing, they’ll assume you took it because you’re onto them,” said Dan, “And if they’re not involved it doesn’t matter. But you should be careful. It’s safer to assume they know.” 
 
    “Why safer?” said Rawlins. 
 
    “Because then we can take precautions to limit any danger to you,” said Dawson. He looked at her with ‘I told you so’ eyes. She’d put herself in danger – and somebody other than him had confirmed it. 
 
    Rawlins shrugged. “It could be just one killer, with one target in mind. The killing could be over already now Atkins is dead.” 
 
    “You found this, PCSO Rawlins,” said Dan. “Is that what you think?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Rawlins. 
 
    “When are the police going to raid the place?” asked Eva.  
 
    “I don’t know,” said Dawson, looking sheepish. “We passed it up the line. If things work as they should, the raid should happen any time.” 
 
    “And if they don’t, pretty soon the drugs and any remaining evidence linking to the Atkins murder disappears. Let’s hope your man Hogarth starts doing his job properly.” 
 
    The outer double doors swung open, but quietly.  
 
    “Actually, it’s him we need to talk about,” said Dawson. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Hogarth knows you’re working on the Atkins case. He knows we’ve talked about it, and he plans to cause trouble…” Dawson sat with his back to the double doors as the second inner set opened, and a man in a blue blazer and grey chinos walked in. Dan stiffened and Eva looked across at the newcomer. Eva’s lips parted to speak, but there was little to say without being obvious. And Dawson carried right on talking.  
 
    “I think I’ve managed to push his buttons. Now I’m worried it could affect other things.” 
 
    Dan shook his head fast and stared into Dawson’s eyes. The cop stopped speaking and looked back too late.  
 
    “Affect what things, PC Dawson…?” said Hogarth.  
 
    The PC saw Hogarth standing close behind his shoulder, his gleaming pale brown brogues contrasting against the mahogany coloured floor. There was no telling how much Hogarth had heard, but the glare in his heavily hooded eyes said it was enough.  
 
    “This isn’t what it looks like, sir,” said Rawlins, but her voice wavered. A pointless comment. Everyone around the table knew it was exactly what it looked like, and so did Hogarth.  
 
    “Then what is it, Rawlins?” As he looked at Rawlins, Eva noticed something unpleasant in the man’s gaze. Hogarth stared at Rawlins greedily. He wanted her. Eva knew the type of man he was instantly. A sexual predator with greedy eyes. Poor Rawlins.  
 
    Eva and Dan looked at one another, sensing the unspoken threat of the power the man was wielding against the cops, and maybe against them too. 
 
    “Look,” said Dan, interrupting the power play. “We wanted to meet up with them. To share some information,” said Dan.  
 
    “What a coincidence. I’m sure PC Dawson was thinking the very same thing.” 
 
    “What are you doing here, sir?” said Dawson. The muscles by his temples tensed visibly as he spoke. Hogarth kept his hands in his pockets and studied his subordinate’s face. The DI kept quiet, enjoying his moment. 
 
    “Did you follow us?” 
 
    “Follow you? Whatever reason would I have for doing that?” 
 
    Dawson stood up, awkward, shaking a little, the backs of his legs shunting his seat back noisily along the floor.  
 
    “Rob,” said Dan, trying to call the man back to his senses.  
 
    “Your friend is right, Dawson. You’d best not make a scene. It won’t go well for you. Sit down and listen to me.” 
 
    Dawson looked at Hogarth, took a breath, and let it out. Dan nodded, and he sat down.  
 
    “Wise move, Dawson.” 
 
    The DI grabbed a chair from a neighbouring table and dropped it at the side of their four-seater. He sat down. Dan looked hard into the man’s eye until Hogarth looked away to easier prey. He looked at Rawlins with a gleaming eye and flashing smile, then back to Dawson. Dawson stared ahead, frozen in place, a statue of contained anger. 
 
    “What we’ve got here is a dangerous little clique. And I don’t like it. In case any of you are in any doubt at all, the Lewis Atkins murder case is mine. It’s a police matter, and I will determine exactly where, when and how we spend police resources. It’s up to me where to deploy my team. So when I see my officers conducting illicit meetings with mercenary types like you two, it makes me shudder. It makes me queasy. Because it means I’ve got holes in the team. Leaks. And after the sad history of corruption at Southend Police Station, you must know we can’t have anything like that ever again. Not even a suspicion of anything which smells like it. And I tell you, this secret little meeting stinks to high heaven.” 
 
    “Something stinks around here, and it isn’t any of us,” said Dan. “You mentioned corruption? You should know Dawson was one of the few officers who resisted the widespread corruption when it was at its peak. When it was dangerous to say no.” 
 
    “Yeah… I heard some good stuff about PC Dawson,” said Hogarth, nodding. “But I heard some bad stuff too. And from what I’ve seen, the bad stuff is what concerns me right now.” 
 
    Dan glared at Hogarth and didn’t let go “When are you going to raid the Strongforth? You know it’s riddled with drugs.” 
 
    “Dawson tell you that, did he?” said Hogarth, shaking his head. 
 
    “No, detective. I told them. So I want to know what are you going to do about it.” 
 
    “Play it by the book, that’s what. I’ve passed the details to the NCA. If we need to deal with it, we’ll go in and deal with it. But I’m working on a murder here. You might have heard about it.” 
 
    “If you need to deal with it?! Come on! You must know the NCA won’t deal with petty drug dealers. The National Crime Agency deal with organised crime, not little sprats like these.” 
 
    Hogarth waved a dismissive hand. “Drugs are organised crime. Part of the network. Your social club man is a player in a bigger team. Besides, I don’t answer to people like you. My concern right now is the murder, Mr Bradley. Not some little scumbags in a backwater dive.” 
 
    “And it’s the murder we’re worried about, detective,” said Eva. “It’s why you should raid the Strongforth. We think there’s still more to find there. You do know this particular murder has parallels with historical ceremonial killings… I take it you’ve heard about those parallels?” 
 
    “Parallels?” Hogarth’s eyes widened for a moment, then he tried to restrain a sneer. “Please. The only parallel here is the universe you’re all living in. Yeah. I heard the ritual killing idea. It’s a total dead end. I know from experience what ritual killing looks like and what it doesn’t. And this isn’t it. And I’ve heard about you two. You’re supposed to be the brains, Miss Roberts, and Bradley’s the brawn. The wild one. Whatever. I couldn’t give a shit who you’re supposed to be. Your influence over my team and the direction of this case ends now. With your help, PC Dawson has almost single-handedly ruined a promising career for PCSO Rawlins. Under his influence Rawlins took a ridiculous and potentially fatal risk. And again, here she is – under his influence, discussing confidential police matters with two individuals with a substantial track record of breaking the law whenever it suits them. I worked with the Met for most of my career and I’ve seen every type of chancer and scumbag out there. And I know more about both of you than you think. So for the avoidance of any doubt – here is where I’m at. Rawlins, you’ve got a second chance. One final chance. Don’t blow it. Keep away from these two so called investigators – they are very bad news. Dawson, you’ve crossed me more than once – and I won’t forget it. But it still doesn’t have to cost you your career. Not yet. But you’re back starting from square one with me. You’re no hero to me, you’re just another wide boy who believed their own hype. Last chance. Get back on with the case and start talking to the little scum suckers we know Atkins spent his time with. Dig into the Speech Masters and the other clubs and find anyone who got into bed with him. And the people who wanted to. And I don’t want to see you – or hear from you again – until you’ve found some fresh leads in the right direction. Forget this ritual killing nonsense. And if you meet up with these two jokers ever again – if you call them, whatever, and I hear about it, I will go to the chief and make an official complaint which will certainly result in the end of your police career. Are we clear about that?” 
 
    Dawson refused to look at Hogarth. He kept his eyes focused somewhere through the wide window. His blank gaze happened across a man passing by the window. A slight man with short black and grey hair who walked along the side of the pub and stared through the glass. Dawson’s eyes saw the man, but he didn’t notice him. The fury and humiliation inside were just too strong. 
 
    “Are we clear?” said Hogarth.  
 
    “Yes, sir. Crystal,” snapped Dawson. 
 
    Hogarth turned his attention to Dan Bradley. Tired and worn down by the hospital, Dan was chewing on some internal bitterness of his own.  
 
    “Don’t you dare try any of that shit with me, detective,” said Dan, in a whisper. He leaned forward. “You may not be as bent as your predecessors… but it’s people like you who make the law an ass. You’ve thrown the Strongforth gang into the bureaucratic quagmire and we all know it. Trouble is, I don’t know why. And it disturbs me how hard you’ve worked to divert the case away from any notion of a ritual killing, or a Masonic link…” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” said Hogarth. “Freemasons do not murder people, Bradley. Get your head out of your arse.” 
 
    “I said a Masonic link. I didn’t say a Freemason did the killing. But I bet you know all about the Masons, don’t you, Hogarth?” 
 
    “You’re barking up the wrong tree, Bradley. You don’t know me at all. This is police business. You poke your nose in any further and I’ll have you nicked.” 
 
    “On what charge?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll think of something. A man with your track record, it won’t exactly be hard, will it?” 
 
    The double doors opened again quietly behind their table, but the four were totally absorbed in their confrontation and didn’t notice a thing beyond it. 
 
    “You’re steering this case the wrong way – you know it and I know it,” said Dan. “If you don’t know it, you should quit the job now. But in the end, the truth will come out. Including why you’re pushing this case to the buffers.” 
 
    “Think what you like. Your type don’t impress me and never have. All that matters is that we get the bastard who did it. The only one of you to come out of this with any credit at all, is PCSO Rawlins.”  
 
    Not far behind them, the newcomer lingered shyly, one hand folded over the other like he was embarrassed to interrupt. He opened his mouth to speak, then stayed his tongue. Instead he watched and listened.  
 
    “How did you work that one out?” said Dan.  
 
    “She went the extra mile to get what we needed. It didn’t work, but at least she tried.” Hogarth looked at the PCSO and the corner of his mouth twitched with a hint of a smile. Eva took note of it. The bastard was flirting in the middle of a blazing row. 
 
    “Maybe you should take a leaf out of her book, then, DI Hogarth,” said Dan.  
 
    The female cop looked away with tight pressed lips and a reddening neck. 
 
    “Oh don’t worry, I’m a no-stone-unturned sort of man, Bradley.” 
 
    “As long as the stones are all in the wrong place? Is that it?” said Dan. 
 
    Dawson intercepted. “Are we done here?” he said. 
 
    “I think so…” said Hogarth.  
 
    Dawson’s eyes trailed over Hogarth’s shoulder as he saw the thin man approaching hesitantly. There was a careful, almost fretful look on the man’s face. He approached the table as a cringing schoolboy would approach his headmaster’s door. It was Robert Jay. Dawson recognised him from the first stage of the investigation. Jay seemed fascinated by the loud aggressive detective and the pretty face of the young PCSO. Hogarth stopped talking and followed Dawson’ eyes to Robert Jay. Eva blushed that their client had to witness such an undignified display. How much of the awful meeting had their client seen? In spite of his lack of sleep, Dan Bradley put on a big smile, sprung to his feet, and aimed a welcoming hand in Jay’s direction.  
 
    Jay took Dan’s hand and let him pump it gently as he surveyed each of the moody faces at the table. Hogarth wasted no more than a half second looking at Jay, then turned abruptly away, as if dismissing Jay from his sight. Eva noticed it: the DI’s arrogance knew no bounds. Robert Jay glanced at the detective’s back, and the quiet PCSO sitting beneath him. Dawson noticed Hogarth’s rejection of Robert Jay. A local man and a key character witness who would appear in court when the time came. Hogarth – the bastard was beneath contempt.  
 
    “I’m very sorry,” said Jay. “Am I too early?”  
 
    “No. No. You’re bang on time,” said Dan. “We’ve just finished up. Come with me, I’ll buy you a coffee.” Dan wrapped an arm around the thin man’s back and dragged him away from the table towards the bar. As they walked the man gazed back over his shoulder, a wrinkle of concern on his brow. Dan kept on leading the way. He watched the uniformed police depart, the suited detective at the front of the pack, leaving Eva wearing a weak smile for Jay’s benefit. She gave him a nod from her seat by the window.  
 
    “You know, I think I recognised that man,” said Jay to Dan as they reached the bar. 
 
    “What? You mean DI Hogarth.” 
 
    “DI Hogarth?” said Jay, rolling the man’s name across his tongue.  
 
    “Yeah. You saw him at Atkins’ funeral.” 
 
    “He was there?” 
 
    “Yes. He was scoping the place for suspects. But he kept his distance.” 
 
    “Interesting… I really didn’t know that.” 
 
    “What can I get you?” said Dan. 
 
    “Just a coffee, please.” 
 
    Dan watched Jay’s tired eyes trailing through the window to the street, following the direction of the three police as they walked away down Southchurch Road.  
 
    “They weren’t supposed to be here when you arrived.” 
 
    “I guessed as much, Mr Bradley. But what I’m concerned about is their influence over the progress of your own investigation.” 
 
    “You really do have a beef with the police, don’t you, Mr Jay.” 
 
    “From what I heard just now, so do you, Mr Bradley.” 
 
    Dan looked at him, unsure whether to be offended, guarded, or just smile his way through it. 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s fine,” said Jay, watching his struggle. “I just don’t trust them to do their job, that’s all.” 
 
    “Then that makes two of us.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Jay. “I suppose it does.” 
 
    Dan sipped his coffee with enthusiasm. From Jay’s moderate reaction to seeing the tail end of the debacle, he hoped they’d gotten away with upsetting the client. But as for Hogarth – as far as Dan could see, the upset between them was only just beginning. If the DI planned to run the Atkins murder case into the ground, then Dan was only too glad to tear up those plans. The Atkins murder would be solved. And whatever Hogarth was trying to hide was going to be uncovered along with it. So what was the troubled look on Jay’s face all about, he wondered? But Jay was the quiet type. Dan knew even if he asked, he was unlikely to get the answer he wanted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-one 
 
      
 
    Behind the Crown 
 
      
 
    They walked back to the Southchurch office under a whole weather system of personal clouds, though Eva had to admit Dan was the one most under the weather. He walked with his head down, his jaw clenched. He was unusually quiet. When Dan was angry, he was usually vocal, letting her and anyone else within earshot know about it. But not today. He walked with his hands in his jacket pockets and kicked at the street as he went along.  
 
    “How’s Jonathan?” she asked, just to break the silence. 
 
    Dan shrugged and shook his head. “I don’t know. They don’t tell me anything so I have to sniff around like a spy to learn anything I can.” 
 
    “If you like someone, that’s not a nice position to be in,” she said.  
 
    “No. I’ve known the guy almost as long as I knew his brother, Devon. Decades.” 
 
    Eva nodded. She remembered Devon well. He had been a mentor for them both in the early days, casting a long and mostly positive shadow. Until he spoiled things at the end. 
 
    “Did Jonathan ever tell you why he’s visiting?” 
 
    “He told me he had Cancer. Terminal cancer. I mean, he didn’t actually use the word, he called it the big C, like it’s a taboo…” 
 
    “And it is for some people,” said Eva.  
 
    “Yeah, I guess. Cancer is a scary thing. People get very superstitious about it, even saying it. But think about this. Within an hour of telling me about his condition, the old man is in hospital fighting for his life. What do you make of that?” 
 
    “What can anyone make of it?” said Eva. “Bad luck. Bad timing. I don’t know… is he on the way out…?” Eva took his arm.  
 
    “Is he dying, you mean?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s what I mean,” said Eva.  
 
    Dan gave her a wan smile.  
 
    “Strangely enough, no. The nurse said he’ll live. After a man tells you he’s dying of cancer and then he collapses in the street, that’s exactly what you’d think. He’s a goner. But as far as I can tell none of this latest episode is about his cancer.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” said Eva. “Cancer can affect a whole lot of things. It could be a secondary issue. A tumour could press against an artery, or cause pressure on his brain…” 
 
    Dan sighed. “But they didn’t even mention the cancer at all. Even if it was one of those secondary illnesses, don’t you think they’d mention the C-word as the cause?” 
 
    “Yes… I suppose they would. At least in passing.” 
 
    “But they didn’t.” 
 
    “Well… maybe you didn’t hear them. You can’t eavesdrop on everything, can you?” 
 
    “No, but I can eavesdrop on almost everything. And believe me, I tried.” 
 
    “I bet. So… you’re an investigator. What’s your conclusion?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s hard to have clarity about someone you know that well. Especially when nothing else has clarity at the moment. I knew Jonathan would have some reason in coming here… and the cancer kind of made sense, a grim kind of sense, but sense all the same. I thought he wanted to touch base before he died.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “And now I don’t know… I guess I need to know if he has cancer or not.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because. You know why. We trusted his brother with our lives all the way through to the end – then he betrayed both of us. I told myself to be wary but when Jonathan used the cancer line, I let it go. He got past my defences. A dying man can’t be given the cold shoulder, know what I mean?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” said Eva. “That’s because you’ve got a good heart.” 
 
    “So what if he’s not got cancer, Eva?” 
 
    “Come on, Dan. If he told you he has cancer then it’s likely he’s got the condition. Why else would he be here?” 
 
    “I can’t work it out. I know this sounds bad, but Jonathan is one big problem I really don’t need right now. Especially with what happened at The Old Bank this morning.” 
 
    “Yeah. That meeting was a train wreck. And it was embarrassing to see Dawson and Rawlins getting treated like that.” 
 
    “Embarrassing? That was exactly what the bastard wanted. He wanted to humiliate them in front of us, showing us he is in charge. But you know what’s really embarrassing?” 
 
    “The man’s commitment to the case?” 
 
    “His commitment to the truth… Hogarth is pushing the Atkins investigation down a blind alley. He’d hiding something. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “With you someone is always hiding something, Dan. I know we’ve had our dealings with Machiavellian cops but Hogarth is different. Maybe he just thinks that he’s right when he’s not. He certainly comes across as arrogant.” 
 
    “In that case he wouldn’t be a bad cop. He’d be a terrible one.” 
 
    They reached their office. 
 
    “I wouldn’t argue with you there. How did Jay take it all?” 
 
    “In his stride. He barely mentioned it. Not even getting blanked by the officer in charge of the investigation.” 
 
    “You walked him to the bar to keep him away from the cops. Didn’t he say anything then?” 
 
    “No. But I could tell he was interested. He kept looking at them. Maybe he fancied one of them.” 
 
    “Oh?” said Eva, smiling. She nodded at Mark on the front desk as she spoke. “Rawlins or Dawson?” 
 
    “How come it can’t be Hogarth?” said Dan as he gave the kid a little salute and headed for his desk.  
 
    “The man fancies himself so much I don’t think there’s room for anyone else in his life. Okay…” said Eva. “Update time. Gather round, Mark. We’ve just spoken to the client and the cops.” 
 
    Mark grabbed a pad and pen and stood up. “Sounds like you’ve been having fun.” 
 
    “Fun is the wrong word, believe me,” said Dan.  
 
    Mark wheeled his chair towards Eva’s desk. When he was no more than halfway across the office the main phone started ringing. Mark left the chair and walked back to his desk. He picked up the phone and looked back at Eva and Dan. Eva watched his face change. A quizzical look, then a very serious one. She laid a hand on Dan’s wrist. Dan stopped chewing his pen and looked at the kid’s narrowing eyes.  
 
    “You can leave a message with me. They’re busy.” 
 
    There was a pause. The kid nodded his head, then he looked at them again. By now Mark looked pale.  
 
    “I think you should take this.” 
 
    “What is it?” said Dan.  
 
    “You need to take the call,” said Mark. 
 
    “Put it on loudspeaker,” said Eva.  
 
    Mark hit the speakerphone button, and Eva stood up to talk. She folded arms.  
 
    “Who is this?” she said.  
 
    A voice sounded on the speaker. It was a smooth voice, with an echo in the background.  
 
    “I’m someone you think you’d like to meet. But it’s really best you don’t.” 
 
    The voice was gruff, but with no discernible accent.. It sounded distorted but she couldn’t be sure. Eva looked at Dan. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “Just a moment of your time,” said the voice. 
 
    “You’re on speakerphone. I’m here with my colleague, Dan…“ 
 
    The voice cut her short.  
 
    “Shut up. I know who you are. Listen to me...” 
 
    It was definitely distorted. There was a hint of electronic trickery around the edges, in the occasional vowel. But the gimmick was a lot better than the old vocoder days. 
 
    “The first one was a down payment. It’s almost time for the second instalment. You will find one who bears the sin of another. An innocent princess. And do you know, it’s actually very easy to find a princess. All you need do is look behind the crown.” 
 
    “Georgina,” whispered Mark.  
 
    “You’re a sick man, You’re unhinged,” said Dan, anger flaming up on his face. “Why are you doing this? To restore your order? Because you’re some kind of sadist?” 
 
    “Don’t rush me. There’s no rush. The answer is coming. You’ll soon see.” 
 
    The caller hung up. Eva snatched the handset up from the desk and dialled 1471 to retrieve the number of the caller, but as she fully expected, the number was withheld.  
 
    “He’s going to kill Georgina, isn’t he?” said the kid. Mark looked at Dan with angry, watery eyes. Dan felt the faint accusation in the kid’s voice. 
 
    “You don’t know that, Mark,” said the kid.  
 
    “Yes, I do…” said the kid quietly. “It was obvious then and it’s obvious now.” 
 
    “Stop,” said Eva. “Think about it. Think about what he said…” 
 
    Dan shook his head. The kid shrugged.  
 
    “Mark, I want you to make some calls. Allay your fears,” said Eva. “See if you can locate this Georgina Oldham. Make sure she’s safe.” 
 
    “And who am I supposed to call, exactly?” said Mark. 
 
    “Robert Jay would be a good start. Or that Joanna girl. You suspect this Merrick guy. Is there anything else we need to know about him? Any helpful detail you’ve forgotten?” 
 
     “I saw him take something, remember? He put something in his mouth. What if it was more than a headache tablet?” 
 
    The kid was right. Dan had thought the same but dismissed it as nothing. Dan growled at his failing. But the tablet seemed the faintest kind of link, too insubstantial to build a case on.  
 
    But what if. Sometimes a ‘what if’ was enough. 
 
    “Focus, Dan,” said Eva. “Start making those calls, Mark. I’d rather that was a crank call than a real one, but just in case, we need to decipher what the caller was telling us.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what he saying...” said Dan. “He’s going to kill again. Maybe he already has. This son of a bitch is playing with us. All of us.” 
 
    “Then we need to make sure we come out on top…” 
 
    “And how are we going to do that?” said Dan.  
 
    “Mark…” said Eva, as she watched the kid drifting off into a lonely internal place. He blinked and looked at her. 
 
    “Hmmmm?” 
 
    “It’s time to get involved. Whoever that bastard is, he just gave us a clue of some kind.” 
 
    “We don’t need a clue. I saw enough before. We knew he was going to target her.” 
 
    “Mark…” said Eva.  
 
    “You think you’re right but you don’t know, Mark,” said Dan. 
 
    “It’s obvious. It’s Alan Merrick.” 
 
    “It’s only obvious if you didn’t listen. Come on, think. Did you recognise any part of his voice? Or maybe some phrases he used – did he speak like any of the people in the Speech Masters group?” asked Dan. 
 
    “You heard him. He used a voice disguiser… and he hardly said a word. How could I recognise him from that?” Mark replied. 
 
    “Then what about the content of what he said…?” said Eva.  
 
    “What did he say again…?” said Dan.  
 
    Eva’s eyes glazed as she dredged her memory for the words.  
 
    “…find the one who bears the sin of another. An innocent princess. It’s easy to find a princess… look the crown. Write it down will you, Mark.” 
 
    The kid nodded and scribbled it on his pad. 
 
    “But why call us? Why not call the police?” said Mark as he handed the written words to Eva. She read them through and passed them to Dan.  
 
    “There’s one good reason I can think of. Can you?” said Dan, looking at Eva.  
 
    “We’re getting close.” 
 
    “And we didn’t even know it,” said Dan. “And that’s because we know about The Ravagers. We’re the ones pursuing the symbols and the history behind the murder. How can Hogarth have this one so wrong…?” said Dan. 
 
    “The sins of another. An innocent princess…” said Eva. “The call contained some of the ritual language you’d expect. But could this be a religious thing? This guy mentions sin and innocence. It has pseudo-Christian overtones; don’t you think?” said Eva. “Is he referencing man’s fall in the Garden of Eden?” 
 
    “Hang on. It might be far less symbolic than that. And what if Lewis Atkins hadn’t committed any crime or transgression?” said Mark. “What if he was innocent too?” 
 
    “Then we’re in trouble, because that frees the killer to choose any victim he likes,” said Eva. “And if he can do that, why even use The Ravagers’ symbols at all. No. I don’t believe it’s random. It can’t be.” 
 
    “It isn’t random,” said Dan. “If he’s targeting Georgina Oldham, then that makes two who attended the Speech Masters. That’s more than a coincidence.” 
 
    “Enough speculating,” said Eva. “We need to find out if this call was a hoax or not.” 
 
    “We need to crack that clue. We might have a chance of finding her alive if we do.” 
 
    “I’ll call Joanna first. She might have seen her,” said Mark.  
 
    Eva looked at the handwritten note. “It’s easy to find a princess. Look behind the crown… what does that mean.” 
 
    “Look behind the crown. That’s a location,” said Dan. “He wants us to do something, to go somewhere. He wants us to find whatever he’s laid out for us. He says she’s a princess. I don’t know about that part. But he says behind the crown. Where is there a crown around here…? A pub maybe?” 
 
    Mark dialled Joanna’s number a second time. He heard Dan and Eva talking through the meaning of the message. A notion came into his head as he waited for an answer to his call. He snapped his fingers and turned around in his chair. “The Plaza – where the Speech Masters is held – it has a noticeboard in the foyer with posters for community events. I saw something there about the Kings of Essex exhibits are returning to Prittlewell Park for a public viewing.” 
 
    “The Kings of Essex?” said Dan, looking doubtful.  
 
    “The stuff they found near the park,” said Eva. “Some ancient Anglo-Saxon treasures were found in Prittlewell Park not long after we moved into the area. Around 2003, I think. Do you remember that?” 
 
    Dan’s face showed signs of some memory floating to the surface of his mind, but he didn’t look certain. 
 
    “If Mark saw the poster for it, then maybe we have our crown.” 
 
    “Check it out can you, kid?” 
 
    Mark listened to the phone ringing for another minute before he closed the call and started tapping away at the keyboard. Joanna hadn’t answered him. Had she decided she didn’t fancy him? But Mark felt a new pang of panic. What if there was another reason she hadn’t answered? He tried to contain the fear. 
 
    “Here it is,” said Mark. He clicked onto a PDF poster of the council-run event he’d found on the council website.  
 
    “It’s at the priory in Prittlewell Park.” 
 
    “And when is it?” said Eva.  
 
    “The show is this Saturday.” 
 
    “We need to get over there now,” said Dan. He picked up his coat. Eva followed suit. They started heading for the door.  
 
    “Wait up. I’m coming with you,” said the kid. Eva stopped and looked back. The kid looked tense and pale faced. Eva wondered why but Dan had an inkling.  
 
    “I’m not sure that’s a good idea, kid.” 
 
    “Good idea or not, I’m coming.” 
 
    He grabbed his jacket and joined them at the door.  
 
    Dan sighed. “Then I guess you’d better lock up.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-two 
 
      
 
    A Fragrance 
 
      
 
    Prittlewell Park was sprawled on the far side of the town. It was made up of several huge lawns, an old band stand, a big café which also sold some quirky foreign food, some large duck ponds, and at its centre stood the Old Priory. As far as Dan and Eva knew, in all the time they’d lived in the area the building had never been inhabited, but it remained a handsome, well-kept public building, with historical appeal and neat cut gardens. The priory was a wide Tudor cottage with ancient walls. Its leaded-light windows were thickly netted and it was impossible to tell whether there was anybody in residence. The priory was a mystery all of its own, and one they would likely never solve. All that mattered was solving the riddle given by the voice on the phone. The garbled voice of a ruthless killer and his clues. It seemed awful that a man could trivialise the lives of his victims by turning their murders into some kind of game. With Lewis Atkins the killer had turned his victim into a representation of a horrible past. Made him into a relic. And now he had added a riddle into the mix, like a villain from the pages of a comic book. The bastard didn’t care about the weight of what he was doing. They could only hope it was a hoax, but that hope felt faint. 
 
    “Over here…” said Mark. The kid pointed to the A5 poster in the furthest leaded-light front window at the edge of the terracotta rendered priory.  
 
    “Essex Kings’ Exhibition at rear,” said Eva, reading the marker-scrawled note taped to the foot of the poster.  
 
    “In the back garden,” said Dan. 
 
    “Can we get around there?” said Mark. He stepped back, looking at the long, high, ornamental wall which ran alongside the house and towards the park’s perimeter fence.  
 
    “There’s a gate… but it’s locked,” said Dan. The gate in the wall was made of wrought iron, and gave a view into the pristine garden with its flat bowling green lawn and sculpted hedges. Beyond the gate they saw a flagstone patio. On it they could see the edge of a big dark green corrugated metal shipping container. It was an ugly thing in the historical grounds, but he supposed it had been ordered for the added layer of security it offered to guard the treasures during the exhibition. In a hard town like Southend, it always paid to be careful with valuables.  
 
    “Is there another way around the back?” said Mark. 
 
    “I can’t remember, but I doubt it. And we don’t have time for a wild goose chase. We need to get in there now,” said Dan.  
 
    “What then? You’re going to climb it?” said Eva glancing left and right as she spoke.  
 
    “I don’t think we’ve got a choice,” said Dan. 
 
    Eva’s face said she agreed. The kid looked at the both of them, once again amazed how easily two apparently sensible adults could turn to breaking laws to get the job done. Eva Roberts, the one who looked so straight-laced, was easily as bad as Dan, she just didn’t look it. But Mark was with them all the way. Joanna hadn’t answered his call.  
 
    “You coming?” said Dan.  
 
    Eva hesitated a moment, then stepped up towards the gate.  
 
    “Let’s just do this quick. Mark, you keep watch out here,” said Eva.  
 
    “I want to go in there…” 
 
    “But we need you out here,” she said, in a firm voice.  
 
    The kid nodded slowly. Eva stamped her feet deep into her flat shoes, and threaded her fingers around the ornately curved iron of the gate. She was about to set her feet into it, when her weight pushed the gate against its frame, the padlock protested then bounced down to the floor on the other side.  
 
    “What?” said Eva. She bent down and looked at the padlock. The horseshoe of the lock had been distorted. Looking closer, she saw it had been cut through with bolt cutters, but left in place to fool anyone who took a casual glance at the gate.  
 
    “Someone’s been here alright,” said Dan, looking at the lock. “Lay it by the wall there. We best not touch it if we can avoid it,” said Dan. Eva agreed. She knew Dan was thinking of the fingerprints. Touching the merest edges of the lock, Eva picked it up and laid the padlock against the garden wall, tucked behind a border plant. Dan stepped through the gate. Mark walked at his side, stepping cautiously, with a strained look on his face.  
 
    “Mark… are you okay?” 
 
    He looked at Eva and nodded, but he saw she didn’t believe him.  
 
    “Joanna didn’t answer her phone… that’s all.” 
 
    Eva nodded but kept quiet. She wasn’t in a position to offer him any reassurance. She walked into the walled garden and Mark followed her through. Eva looked at him and shook her head, but relented. She didn’t approve, but she understood. 
 
    Inside the priory garden, Dan turned left and walked around the back of the house, peering into another set of net-curtained windows. “Is this place ever in use?” 
 
    “It’s a public building. It’ll have security of some kind.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking…”  
 
    Dan was grim faced. He followed Eva’s eyes to the green container. The door was out of sight, so it had to be around the other side. Behind the crown. The prospect of what lay within seemed too much to bear. Dan blew out a long anxious breath as he stepped around the corner of the container. He looked at the bolt and saw it had been slid into position and it had been padlocked. He felt a frisson of relief but it was short-lived as he saw the U-shaped metal of the padlock had been cropped and twisted just like the first. Dan put the pad of his fist under the padlock and knocked it up, so it dropped down to the floor without him having to touch it. He looked at the kid.  
 
    “You don’t need to go in there. Let me go first, okay?” 
 
    Mark opened his lips to speak but no words came. He nodded, and Dan moved to the door. He pinched the bolt handle with the sleeve of his leather jacket and pulled the shaft down. It protested with a metal groan, then clanked, then the door hinges creaked and a shard of light shone deep into the space beyond. Inside the air was cold but it carried a fragrance Dan couldn’t quite place. He looked back at Eva. She saw the tension in him, and moved to his side. She gave him a nod. Dan gently pushed against the door with his shoulder. It shuddered open. In he went, unable to see much apart from the distant side of the opposite container wall, bathed in the weak daylight. Eva fussed and fumbled with her handbag, before eventually producing her smartphone. She dragged her thumb up the screen and pressed the torch icon. The torch flashed into life, and threw the corrugated room into stark relief. The light made a swathe of light around them, and picked at the darkness beyond. But both of them saw something at the back. Dan froze rock solid and Eva gasped.  
 
    “That smell…” said Eva.  
 
    “I couldn’t place it. But now I do. Reminds me of the smell that day in Crevette Court.” 
 
    Eva knew exactly what he meant. Spilled blood and fresh death.  
 
    “Dan. What is it?” called the kid from outside.  
 
    They ignored him. “Shine it that way. We have to see,” said Dan.  
 
    “I know…” said Eva. She aimed the torch beam and cast the back wall in bright light. A figure seemed to stand at the back. Eva jumped when she saw her face. A long pale face, with bright eyes open, reflecting the light back as if she was still alive. But life was not possible. The girl wore a white robe, soaked with black looking liquid at the front. It was so dark it looked like black ink. Looking closer Eva saw the line of the knife slash which had bathed the entire gown in a glistening darkness. The body had been leaned against some crates standing in the corner, and as Eva spread the beam they saw the thin ropes tying her to the boxes.  
 
    “No, no, no…” said Eva. But through the revulsion, her detective’s mind was already kicking in. She shone the torch at the floor and observed the blood. Though the container floor was slick with shining blood, there wasn’t enough. The girl had been killed elsewhere. They had moved quickly too, tying her up before rigor mortis had made the movement impossible. 
 
    “Same wound. The same type of gown…” said Dan. 
 
    “What is it? Who is it? Please,” shrieked the kid outside.  
 
    “Shine it at her eyes again,” said Dan.  
 
    Open mouthed, shaking her head, Eva shone the torch at the face of the girl. There was a mournful look frozen on her face. The eyes were surrounded in a wide strip of black, just as before. 
 
    The door creaked behind them, and Mark pushed in. They turned and saw his face, blinking as they aimed the bright torch his way.  
 
    “Georgina Oldham…” he whispered. He froze and stared. “Georgina…” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mark…” said Eva.  
 
    “It’s not your fault. It’s Merrick. I saw her…” said Mark, his voice wavering. “She stayed at his house, then they argued… now this… but you can’t let him get away with it. Not now. You’ve got to stop him before he does it again…” 
 
    Mark stared at them, imploring. But Dan saw the anger there too. The accusation he had been warned this would happen. Well it had happened. Mark turned and bolted out into the fresh air and they heard him wretch.  
 
    “Let’s call Dawson,” said Dan. 
 
    “I wonder what Hogarth will make of this one. His gay murder line is looking dead in the water,” said Eva. 
 
    “Hogarth will see whatever he wants to see. Which makes me wonder what he’s trying to avoid.” 
 
    They stepped outside and saw Mark leaning on the low veranda wall of the Old Priory. The kid had his back to them. But from the shrugging of his shoulders, it was obvious the kid was sobbing.  
 
    “What are we doing to him?” said Eva.  
 
    “It’s not us. It’s the killer. He dragged us right into this mess with that call. But why us? I don’t get it. He could have played his game with the police instead.” 
 
    “The killer knows we’re assigned to this case,” said Eva.  
 
    She flicked off the torch function of her phone, and started to scroll through the names on her contact list. Dan noticed Eva wasn’t looking too good herself. Her face was pale, and her hands were shaking.  
 
    “We need to be careful, Dan. The killer could only know about us if he was tipped off by the police or was present at the funeral.” 
 
    Dan stared into each corner of the priory garden and into the nearest trees of the park. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “If he’s seen us here… if he’s seen the kid… then he can’t go back to the Speech Masters…” 
 
    Eva nodded. “He doesn’t go back.” 
 
    Eva called Dawson and put the phone to her ear. While he waited, Dan looked around the garden and at the thickly draped curtains of the priory behind them.  
 
    An innocent princess who bears the sin of another. They’d solved that mystery. The innocent princess was Georgina Oldham. But who was ‘another’? As yet there was no way to know. But one thing Dan did know – their identity would be revealed. Dan had to hope it was before they were killed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-three 
 
      
 
    Just One More 
 
      
 
    The curtains of Alan Merrick’s bedroom were drawn tightly across the window. His eyes ran over the sheets of his king-size bed as he remembered the highlights of his most recent conquest. A most agreeable time, maybe the best he’d had this year. He smiled in the mirrored glass of his wardrobes before he opened the door remembering Georgina’s sighs as they filled his ears and her breath touched his neck. Life was good. Merrick’s eyes went to the set of square corner shelves, with their racks for rings, cufflinks, and tiepins. He looked at the neat stacks with approval. But then carefully prodded them out of his way and dug his hand deeper, past the curtain of lairy ties which he’d stopped wearing altogether, deep into the wardrobe space until his hand traced the old dry cleaner’s suit bag. He slipped his hand past the zip and pulled out a packet of small pale blue pills. They were bunched and wrapped in a banker’s bag. He opened the bag and emptied three pills onto his palm. He looked at the puny little things in his palm, then tipped out a couple more for good measure. He grinned then slapped his palm against his mouth, and replaced the little bag into the dry cleaner’s bag, and pulled the shelves of ties, pins, and cufflinks back to the fore. Cynthia still didn’t approve of his little indulgences, but then the woman had long been a bore. So the pills remained a secret. Just like his other special tastes. He recalled Georgina with a chuckle.  
 
    He was about to close the door when he caught sight of the white gown trailing down from the hanger rail in the distant corner of his wardrobe. He pulled his work suits out of the way, enjoying looking at the crisp fabric, and reached out to feel the stiff, ceremonial collar. There was the insignia embroidered on the front chest pocket and for no reason at all he traced his finger tip over its surface. Merrick saw no reason to fear who he was or what he’d done just as he found no shame in his other passions. Vices, whatever. Everyone had them. He was free of the old oaths now, those days had long since passed, but he knew now more than ever that all his secrets would travel with him to the grave. For fun, Merrick pulled the white smock free of the wardrobe, shut the door and draped it over his breast. He pressed the cloth to his body and looked at himself in the glass. He recalled a far younger man, forty pounds lighter with fewer wrinkles. The feather quill and ink insignia brought a warm feeling for the old ways which other people could never understand. Never. But that was their problem, not his. He opened the door and hung the smock back in its rightful place. He was about to shut the door again, when he thought better of it. He reached into the recesses and brought out his little bag of pills for the second time.  
 
    “One more can’t hurt, can it now?” said Merrick with a chuckle. He took the bag of pills and walked to his bed. There was a voice control panel by his bed, so he could order whichever music he wanted to hear, and he laid back and slid across the silk sheets with his arms behind his bed, recalling Georgina and the night before. There was no way Cynthia would ever match that. No way in this world.  
 
    “Rexa, I want to listen to Dire Straits. Every song in the collection.” 
 
    An electronic voice answered immediately. 
 
    “Searching for Dire Straits… loading the Dire Straits mix…” 
 
    And ten minutes later, Alan Merrick arrived at his happy place. The world didn’t matter anymore. Cynthia didn’t matter. The business didn’t matter anymore. Sensation was all that mattered. Stress was gone. As a hazy smile crept across Merrick’s face, he sighed and closed his eyes to the world and let the slow rock guitar carry him away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-four 
 
      
 
    The Big C 
 
      
 
    After the ordeal in the container and statements to the police, came the promise of some soothing banality. Exactly what the doctor ordered. Dan travelled to Southend hospital for a break, to recover what was left of his shredded nerves. He needed to get his thoughts together. After being given the cold shoulder by the nurses the day before, Dan expected more of the same but was ready to make the best of it. But as soon as he walked into Parker’s ward he had a shock. The old man’s bed was not just empty, it was gone. The kid had asked to come with him and Dan had felt he had to accept because at sixteen years old they’d allowed him to see a murdered corpse up close. Mark was in shock and needed the reassurance of Dan’s presence. Dan understood, but what he needed most was a break. Well, it wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. With the kid at his side, Dan couldn’t hide his reaction.. He stared at the neat empty sheets and blank machines, his mouth wide open, his brain reeling. Not now. Not yet. Not again. He looked at the kid with wild eyes. Mark shrugged, unable to offer any word of comfort as Dan and Eva had been unable to comfort him before. Instead, Dan turned and abruptly walked away for the nurses’ station at the front of the ward. He found a tall, busy, black woman with her head down, studying a clipboard.  
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” the woman looked at Dan but her thoughts were somewhere else. 
 
    “Jonathan Parker. The old man with all the wires and the cancer who was rushed in here the other day. The patient who no one would tell me anything about. Him.” 
 
    “Parker? Cancer? No one was rushed in here with cancer. This isn’t a cancer ward it’s a….” 
 
    “I know that already. But I’m asking you about Jonathan Parker. Where is he?” 
 
    An orderly poked his head from around the corner of a side-room door and looked Dan’s way. He looked set to intervene if Dan got out of hand. Dan gave him a look and toned down his aggression. He didn’t need a fight with hospital staff and more police on top of everything else.  
 
    “Oh… yes…” the woman softened. “Mr Parker has been moved. To another ward. From there he will be transferred back to London, much nearer where he lives.” 
 
    “He’s in another ward?” said Dan, a relieved smile creeping into his eyes.  
 
    “Yes, he’s on Brook Ward. I hear he’s doing well.” 
 
    “Well… that’s… that’s um, that’s good,” said Dan, chewing on his words, nodding. The African woman gave him a strange look and returned her attention back to her desk.  
 
    “Listen. Can you tell me about his prognosis… you know, seeing as he’s terminally ill and all…” 
 
    “Excuse me?” she said looking up. The lady’s indignant excuse-me jabbed at something in Dan’s chest. He shifted on his feet.  
 
    “The old man is dying, right? All I’m asking is how long he’s got?” 
 
    “Mr Parker? Jonathan Parker was brought in with a range of symptoms, but the bulk of them were consistent with what you’d expect in a stroke patient. He’s also got a weak heart, but if you know him well, you would know that already. There, I’ve already said more than I should. You’ll have to get the rest of the information from the patient himself.” 
 
    “A stroke? Is that connected to the cancer?” 
 
    The woman looked at him like he was an idiot. Her brow scrunched low over her eyes.  
 
    “You really need to talk to Mr Parker. You are a friend of Mr Parker’s, aren’t you?” 
 
    The woman glanced across at the orderly, who was still lingering at the edge of the nearby doorway. 
 
    Dan stayed rooted to the spot, looking into her eyes for subtext but got nothing more. He shook his head and looked away.  
 
    “Come on, kid. We better go and get it from the horse’s mouth.” 
 
    Dan turned away from the nurse and nodded to the orderly, who looked relieved. When they got out into the busy blue corridor of the hospital, Mark looked at Dan.  
 
    “It was a stroke, then? Nothing to do with his cancer?” 
 
    The big C. The word Parker couldn’t bring himself to say. Now Dan thought he knew why. It was still because of superstition, but different to how he’d originally assumed. Some people found it difficult to tell a complete lie – he’d come across it many times. Old Devon Parker never seemed to find it any trouble at all, but Jonathan had been a bookish man all his days, not so comfortable in his own skin. Maybe lying was a new thing to him, so he had problems getting the lies out. Saying the big C, was a lot easier than saying you had cancer, especially if it wasn’t true. Especially if you were worried a lie like that could make it happen. 
 
    “You know, kid, I’m not so sure Jonathan has cancer after all,” said Dan.  
 
    He stopped at a multi-coloured hospital map and looked for Brook Ward. As soon as he found it, he stomped away and Mark had to move fast to keep up.  
 
      
 
    In Brook Ward they found the old man sitting upright in bed, pillows puffed up behind him as solid as an armchair, the cables and medical lightshow still arrayed around him, but his pallor much better. There was some kind of rash on his face, but no sign of the usual lop-sided face which Dan had expected to see – a common result of a stroke. The old man looked at Dan with a coy, almost bashful look on his face. But he still managed to paste a smile over it quick as he could. 
 
    “Look who it is. Dan… and his protégé, Mark. Good to see you both.” 
 
    “Likewise,” said Dan. He stood at the end of the bed and kept his hands in his pockets. “Sorry I forgot your grapes.” 
 
    The man nodded, shrugged.  
 
    “Sorry I chose to collapse. I was rather looking forward to that ice cream.” 
 
    The kid edged around the bed and absorbed the strange atmosphere forming between the two men. He kept well out of it but watched intently.  
 
    “I hear you’re going to make a full recovery, Jonathan. Who knows? Maybe there’s even a miracle coming.” 
 
    “Oh?” said the old man, his smile fading, head tilting to one side.  
 
    “The cancer. It’s amazing, it really is. The nurses didn’t even mention it, Jonathan. Neither did the doctors. So maybe it’s gone. You said you were riddled with the stuff, right?” 
 
    “I did say that, yes…” said the man with a slow nod. 
 
    “Funny none of those medics mentioned it. Not once. Not even when you were unconscious. Not even a slip of the tongue.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said Jonathan.  
 
    “I’m an investigator by trade. Any other man apart from you, it would make me suspicious. But we’re old friends. And the kid, Eva, and me are working some pretty grim stuff right now. I don’t want to jump to the wrong conclusion, Jonathan. It could be I’m just a little frazzled. What do you think, Jonathan?” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not.” 
 
    “So why don’t you tell me… why all the visits… why did you come here in the first place?” 
 
    The old man shuffled up in his bed, fussed with his sheets, delayed the inevitable. 
 
    “The truth,” said Dan.  
 
    “Yes, I like the truth,” said Jonathan. “The doctors told me the stroke was probably induced by stress, as they can’t locate too many other lifestyle factors. My diet is reasonable. Not too much salt or booze these days. I walk, I drink more tea than coffee. But stress, I can testify to that. Life has been pretty stressful lately.” 
 
    “Join the rest of the species, Jonathan.” 
 
    “Yes. Well. It seems I can no longer handle stress like I once could.” Jonathan looked Dan in the eye with an awkward smile. His tone of voice lifted a degree, like a key change in a song. “I heard you were doing well. I heard you were ‘in the money’ as they say. The new cars and everything else testify that you’ve had some good times lately.” 
 
    “We did well for a time. What’s your problem?” 
 
    Jonathan blinked and looked away.  
 
    “I never thought I would end up like Devon, old and in debt, but here I am. It’s not a pleasant place to be, I can assure you. I had thought… if you were able to… that you might spare me a few thousand pounds to get me out of a tight spot.” 
 
    Dan nodded. In the end it always came down to the basic human needs. Always. Greed, lust, sex, and money. Jonathan Parker was on the same old spectrum as everybody else. 
 
    “What have they got on you, Jonathan?” 
 
    “A deal gone sour, that’s all.” 
 
    “Then go to a bank.” 
 
    “Look at me. I’m an old man on my way out. I’m a bad risk.” 
 
    “You said it, Jonathan. A bad risk. So, you came here to get it from me, to borrow money you won’t pay back?” 
 
    “Hoodwink you? Look at me. One way or another I’m not long for this world, we both know that. I exaggerated my plight a touch so you would…” 
 
    “You lied so I would feel sorry for you. Call a spade a spade, Jonathan.” 
 
    The old man blushed. “If that’s how you want to see it.” 
 
    There was a moment’s silence between them. The other few patients who had been listening looked away. Except one old man across the ward. He looked and listened without apology. Jonathan met his eyes, aggrieved, but Dan couldn’t have cared less.  
 
    “You had money, Dan. Where did it all go?” 
 
    “We were on a retainer for a while. It finished. Our old contract ended because we were never going back. So we’re working for ourselves again.” 
 
    “What? A retainer?” said the old man shaking his head. “I’m not talking about any sort of retainer…” 
 
    Dan shrugged. “Then what are you talking about?” 
 
    Jonathan Parker’s mouth moved but was soundless. His eyes blinked and Dan saw tears in them just before the man looked away.  
 
    “A good sum of money.” 
 
    “Sounds to me like wishful thinking, Jonathan. Tell me. Just for the sake of interest… how much did you expect to find?” 
 
    “One hundred and fifty thousand…” said the old man, with a last hopeful look in his watery eyes.  
 
    Dan stared at him. “A few thousand, you said. One hundred and fifty? Man, you must be in deep.” 
 
    Parker said nothing but Dan saw his Adam’s apple bob up and down his scrawny neck.  
 
    “Then you can’t help me? Or won’t?” said Jonathan. 
 
    “Both… I hope that’s clear enough to remember.” 
 
    The old man nodded. “Damn it,” he whispered. 
 
    “I wish you better, Jonathan. And I hope you live to a ripe old age,” said Dan. He reached out and grabbed the old man’s wrist and squeezed it tight. Jonathan Parker barely responded. He nodded and turned his head.  
 
    “So do I,” he whispered again.  
 
    “Look. Life’s too damn short for awkwardness and grudges, Jonathan. Come back and see me when you’re well, and I’ll make sure you get that ice cream. Promise?” 
 
    A faint smile crossed the old man’s face, but he didn’t look up. And his eyes didn’t bother to follow Dan or Mark to the door. But as soon as they were gone Jonathan Parker gritted his teeth in private anger and consternation.  
 
    “You okay?” asked the nosy elderly patient opposite. 
 
    “What do you think?” said Parker.  
 
      
 
    Out in the corridor, Dan turned to the kid and stopped walking. “Listen, Mark... I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you before.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “You know what. About the girl, Georgina. About Alan Merrick. I should have listened. Maybe the girl would be alive if I’d listened to your hunch…” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” said Mark. 
 
    “But you thought it. I know you did. Don’t worry. From this moment on Alan Merrick is a key suspect. He has to be.” 
 
    Mark nodded. “Joanna said he tried it on with other girls in the group.” 
 
    Dan nodded. But what about Atkins? 
 
    “What about guys?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You seen any sign that Merrick swings both ways? Did he get close to Lewis Atkins like that?” 
 
    Mark shook his head. “Joanna didn’t mention it. But between his connection to Georgina and the pill popping… it’s got to be him.” 
 
    Dan nodded. “There’s something we’re still missing here. But don’t worry. We won’t risk letting him slip again. We’ll close the net around him, and see what else we can find.” 
 
    Mark nodded, and saw Dan’s mind was as busy as ever. 
 
    “What are you going to do about Jonathan?” said Mark as they walked out into the hospital car park. 
 
    “I’m going to let him go home with his tail between his legs. Justice is always served, kid. Sometimes a man’s own conscience is the harshest judge.” 
 
    As they headed for the car park exit in Dan’s black coupé, his mobile started ringing in his jacket pocket. “Always when I’m driving,” he muttered. Dan took out the phone and laid it against the steering wheel. He answered the call but this time he put the phone to his ear, just in case Eva wanted to say something without the kid hearing.  
 
      
 
    “Hey,” said Dan. Mark couldn’t hear exactly what was being said, but he could still hear the nuances of Eva’s little voice coming from the other end. Her voice sounded hurried and stressed.  
 
    “You’re kidding…” said Dan. The call ended and Dan tossed the mobile onto the dashboard.  
 
    From the way he put his foot down, Mark guessed Eva couldn’t have been kidding at all.  
 
    “What is it?” said Mark 
 
    “In case you hadn’t noticed, there’s a little bad blood between me and Rob Dawson right now.” 
 
    “I noticed,” said Mark. 
 
    “Yeah. I bet. When we met with the client, Mr Jay said he wanted us to deal with this case because he didn’t think the police would handle it well. He wanted us to do it right. To beat them to the case.  
 
    “And…?” said the kid.  
 
    “Right now, the police are way out in front.” 
 
    “How? But you said the detective is sending them down a blind alley.” 
 
    “Not anymore. They’ve taken Alan Merrick into custody. From what Eva’s heard they’ve found some new evidence linking him to Georgina Oldham’s murder. Maybe to Lewis Atkins too.” 
 
    Mark said nothing. 
 
    “Like I said, I’m sorry, kid,” said Dan.  
 
    With Merrick in police hands it was high time to test his relationship with Rob Dawson. They had shared information with him. It was Dawson’s turn to come through with the goods. Quid pro quo. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-five 
 
      
 
    Details 
 
      
 
    “You know I can’t do this. This is difficult for me,” said Dawson, looking out through the window of his home. Dan sat behind him, leaning forward, thinking of something else to say to turn things his way. It was late. The sky outside Dawson’s modest home was pitch black but for the orange glow of the street lights. Dawson turned away from the window and perched his backside on the windowsill.  
 
    “Hogarth’s turned into a control freak on this case. With the warning he gave me, for all I know he could have one of the CID boys watching to see if I’m behaving myself.” 
 
    Dawson folded his arms. The big young man looked strange out of his uniform. His muscular physique, the way he held his head, right down to the look of his face – it all said cop. His clothes were expensive but slouchy – jogging trousers in fancy bright colours displaying a pricey logo, bright white pumps, and a vest which showed a little too much chest for Dan’s liking. It seemed Dawson was just as much a poser outside of work as he was in. Dan noticed that Eva barely paid any attention to Dawson’s physique. She had a businesslike focus in her eye, like she’d lined up all her questions and was determined to ensure she got answers to every one of them.  
 
    “We’ve done a lot of sharing your way too, remember,” said Eva.  
 
    “You heard what Hogarth said. He wants my head. You want me to give it to him?” 
 
    “He won’t do it,” said Dan. “He’s just an arsehole proving a point. You get them everywhere. Come on. What have you got on the guy?” 
 
    Dawson’s eyes glazed for a second, in consideration that this was the moment when he would choose to cross the line Hogarth had given him. Or not. Then the look left him and he stroked his square chin. He exhaled and looked up.  
 
    “We know he was with Georgina Oldham the day before her death. You know the same. We’ve also found items of her clothing, underwear and such at Merrick’s house.” 
 
    “So? We know they slept together too.” 
 
    “Wait for it. There were traces of her blood in his car – a screwed-up tissue lying in the footwell of the passenger side of his X5 was full of the stuff.” 
 
    “What prompted you to look at his car, Rob?” 
 
    “We had witness reports from the Speech Masters saying we had to check him out.” 
 
      
 
    Joanna, thought Dan. Maybe Mark too. What about Robert Jay? Merrick wasn’t exactly Mr Popular.  
 
    “We had an anonymous tip off too. We went around to see the man and he was surprisingly good about it.” 
 
    “Initially?” said Eva.  
 
    “Yeah. Very chilled…” said Dawson. “You’ll soon see why. After he admitted having the girl at his house overnight, he said he had nothing to hide, so we looked around. That’s when we found the bloody tissue in the car. Want to know what else we found?” 
 
    “Go on,” said Eva.  
 
    “A white smock in his wardrobe. Just like the robes the poor bastards got killed in, only his one bears an emblem of a feather quill and ink, just like you mentioned.” 
 
    “Then it’s him, damn it,” said Dan. “It’s him. I waited too long.” 
 
    Eva looked at Dan and didn’t say a word.  
 
    “So you found blood in the car, on a tissue. Anywhere else?” said Eva. 
 
    “Not yet. But the crime scene crew are going through his home with a fine-tooth comb. If it’s there we’re going to find it.” 
 
    “Case closed,” said Dan with a sigh and rubbed the back of his neck.  
 
    “Odd that you didn’t find it elsewhere though, don’t you think?” said Eva. 
 
    Dawson’s brows dropped over his eyes.  
 
    “You should be happy, Eva. The killer will soon be off the streets. We’ve got the evidence. He owns a smock connected to that old Ravager lodge you were fixating on, and we know he was with the victim the night before.” 
 
    More than that. Dan knew they had argued. The kid had seen it. It didn’t look good for Merrick, but Dan saw Eva was still chasing after something, and he didn’t want to rain on her parade. He watched and listened.  
 
    “It proves the Ravagers exist…” said Eva, thinking it through as she spoke. “Or at least, people who follow them. But where was Atkins killed? Did you find anything linking Atkins to Merrick?” 
 
    Dawson nodded. “I think we’ve got enough to make the connection, yes. We found a stash of gay porno magazines in the back garden, all neatly double-wrapped to keep out the elements, suggesting the man wasn’t very proud of them either. Hiding them from his girlfriend, probably. Maybe he’s the kind who nips to the shed for a quick self-service. Then there were the little blue pills in his wardrobe.” 
 
    “What?” said Dan. But then he wasn’t really surprised.  
 
    “Diazepam. Little blue chill pills. That’s why the man was so calm. We didn’t find them when we arrested him, but the crime scene crew found them quick enough. From the stash they called in, Merrick must be taking them like sweeties. And we all know that Lewis Atkins was full of them.” 
 
    “The tissue was in the car. The gay porn was in the garden. Have your CSI boys found any blood, hair, or bodily fluids in the car yet? Or any evidence of where Merrick could have killed them?” 
 
    Dawson shrugged. “Not that I know of. Not yet. It’ll come.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s assume he does it at home. He clears out all the evidence of moving the bodies, of dropping Atkins in the street… every molecule of blood from his clothes, hair, and skin, but then misses a screwed-up tissue coated in the victim’s blood and leaves his personal porno collection out in the rain. Excuse me, but that sounds pretty doubtful...” said Eva.  
 
    Dan looked at the cop and saw him thinking it through. 
 
    “Who said he moved the body in the four-by-four?” said Dawson. 
 
    “You’ll soon find out if he has any other vehicles. And I doubt there are.” 
 
    “Come on, Eva. The guy is one of your Ravager Masons, he pops pills, he swings both ways, and on top of all of that we know the guy is a tosser. It’s him. He’s our man. And that makes me happy. Hogarth finally woke up to the truth.” 
 
    “Funny timing, though. Hogarth coming round like that,” said Dan. “What’s your DI’s line on all of this?” 
 
    “He’s sticking with the gay murder idea. But he seemed surprised about the smock. That shut him up big time. But you know, arrogant bastards like him have to be right all the time.” 
 
    “The gay murder simply doesn’t work,” says Eva. “Why’s he sticking with it?” 
 
    “Everyone knows it doesn’t work,” said Dawson. “You were right. It was a ceremonial killing…” 
 
    “But it wasn’t, was it?” said Eva.  
 
    “What?” said Dawson, looking confused.  
 
    “The Ravagers didn’t ever have women members. I looked into it. It’s true,” said Eva. “They didn’t ever admit women, so The Ravagers never had cause to accuse them of any transgression against the codes. So whatever happened to Georgina Oldham it was not a ritual killing. They aren’t Ravager murders. But they look like them.” 
 
    “Georgina Oldham,” said Dan. “Find anything in her stomach?”  
 
    “Yes. Another yellow counter.” 
 
    “And what about them?” said Eva.  
 
    “This we know. They are mass-manufactured items. Chinese. Imported in sets for schools and for general play. They are tiddlywinks, and they are everywhere you look. You can get them on any website, a thousand a time. It’s a dead end.” 
 
    Eva nodded. 
 
    “I think the token is important… because it doesn’t matter. It’s a stand in…” said Eva. 
 
    “What?” said Dan.  
 
    “It’s a substitute,” said Eva. “It’s all about substitution. The whole thing.” 
 
    “Substitution? What do you mean?” said Dawson.  
 
    “The yellow plastic token – the tiddlywink – counter, whatever you want to call them. If it had been symbolic of a transgression – according to the sparse details we know about the old Ravager rituals – then the first one would have been symbolic of Lewis Atkins’ sin. But Georgina Oldham was a different person, with a different life. The second murder being the same gives us facts by way of comparison. How could Georgina Oldham merit a symbol of exactly the same crime as a totally different person? That part doesn’t work – not according to what we would expect from the rituals. The killer is choosing the bits of the tradition he likes, and is flouting the others… the second kill throws a lot more light on the killer,” said Eva. 
 
    “But we know he likes details,” said Dawson. “The length of the killing cut is almost exactly the same in both bodies. The slice is very, very neat on both bodies too. The wound is clean and the token is inserted beneath the rim of the cut. It’s all just-so.” 
 
    “But if he’s so into details how can we believe that is consistent with someone playing fast and loose with his Ravager roots? It doesn’t wash.” 
 
    “Hold on,” said Dan. You think the yellow counters are substitutes for something… do you think these people are substitutes too?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Eva. “Maybe substitute is the wrong word. How about a practice run, instead?” 
 
    Dawson thought about it. His expression changed. 
 
    “But if we have Merrick, it won’t happen again,” said Dawson.  
 
    “What about if we’re wrong? We can’t afford to be blindsided by our own assumptions. Not if we want to make sure no one else gets killed,” said Eva. 
 
    “You really think it’s not Merrick?” said Dan. He looked at Eva, waiting for her response. 
 
    “It’s not impossible... if it is him, then he’s been very sloppy. And that doesn’t sound like our killer, either.” 
 
    “He wears a white dress in his spare time…” said Dawson. “He pops those blue chill pills for kicks. If anything can make you sloppy diazepam will.” 
 
    Eva nodded in thought. 
 
    “You need to find out whatever he knows. The Ravagers past, even present, if they still exist. You need names, faces, and what you can expect next.” 
 
    “I’m expecting Merrick to go down for this,” said Dawson. “He’s the quiet type, but we’re getting stuck into him alright, if there’s anything to tell, he’ll tell it. He’s already let slip a few things about his London days.” 
 
    “London days?” 
 
    “Alan Merrick’s not from round here. He moved in fifteen years back.” 
 
    “Then what did he let slip?” 
 
    “It’s not hard to find out. There are records of these things. But he mentioned that the police failed to get anything on them before.” 
 
    “On who?” said Dan. 
 
    “The Ravagers?” said Eva.  
 
    Dawson shrugged. “He didn’t mention them by name. I wasn’t interviewing him, but I heard he mentioned one person. I think it was a slip-up though, because the guy has been very adept at giving nothing much away so far.” 
 
    “What name?” 
 
    “Someone called Damien Arthur,” said Dawson. “Then he clammed up again, especially when it came to talking about The Ravagers.” 
 
    Dan nodded. His eyes glazed in thought. 
 
    “He’s sworn an oath, Rob. He can’t say a word.” 
 
    “It’s hocus pocus. It’s superstitious nonsense.” 
 
    “Yes, and it’s killing people.” 
 
    “You can’t believe there’s more people like him running around?” 
 
    “When innocent people are being killed we need to consider all options.” 
 
    Dawson humphed and looked at his hands. He wanted an easy solution. Dan knew the feeling. Cases like this, innocent people getting hurt, too much blood on the carpet – they got to you, ground you down. But Eva was onto something. And if she was right about it, then Dan saw the case wasn’t over in the least. Eva looked at Dan. He nodded in response. It was time to go. Dan stood up and left a careful hand lingering in the air. Dawson slowly accepted it and shook Dan’s hand.  
 
    “I hope you’re wrong,” said Dawson. Dan shrugged. 
 
    “Damien Arthur?” said Dan, rolling the words over his tongue, through his mind. 
 
    “Mean anything to you?” 
 
    Dan’s eyes narrowed, then he shook his head. 
 
    “No… I don’t think so. But it always pays to be careful.” 
 
    Dawson nodded. Dan opened the front door, and looked left and right. He was surprised by the sight of a face coming towards him; it had him spooked for a fraction of a second. Then he smiled and stepped back inside.  
 
    “Hey, Rob. You were right. I think Hogarth sent his best agent to spy on you.” 
 
    Dawson’s face drained of colour and his eyes snapped open wide. 
 
    “No. Who?” 
 
    Rebecca Rawlins’ face appeared beside Dan’s shoulder in the doorway. Her hair was all tousled with a shine of added hair product running through it. She was lightly made-up and wore some fine clothes. In short, the girl looked good, like she’d made an effort.  
 
    “What’s going on?” said Rawlins.  
 
    Dan grinned at Dawson and gave him a wink out of Rawlins’ line of sight.  
 
    “Remember, it always pays to be careful, Rob,” said Dan. 
 
    Rob’s face flushed and the light returned to his eyes.  
 
    “That’s what they say.” 
 
    Eva shook her head and stepped past Rawlins out onto the street.  
 
    “We need to watch these two, PCSO Rawlins,” she said as they passed.  
 
    “Like hawks,” the young lady agreed. 
 
    Rawlins walked in and shut the door, as a trio of car headlights passed by quickly on the one lane-street. It was a busy street and as they walked, neither Eva nor Dan paid any attention to the traffic. But the last car slowed just a little. They had walked only a few steps away from Dawson’s mid-terrace house, but already the man in the car had seen enough. DI Hogarth ground his teeth and slapped his hand hard on his steering wheel. Dawson was still fraternising with the PIs. They were bad news and their involvement was threatening his latest gambit. He didn’t have evidence. Nothing which could be used as collateral against Dawson and the PIs, and it riled him. But what burned him even more was the flash of youthful beauty he saw on Dawson’s doorstep as PCSO Rebecca Rawlins closed the front door. It was beginning to look like he’d lost that particular game already. But if Dawson carried on like this, the PC really wouldn’t last much longer. Then Hogarth would be the last man standing. Hogarth drove away toward the Naval Club to formulate his plans over a glass of single malt. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-six 
 
      
 
    Widow’s Peak 
 
      
 
    It came to him late in the night. Dan’s mind was a whir of images and sensations. Ghosts of the recent past flashed into his mind, their voices like the sound of a high wind. A black and white image of the beautiful departed journalist Gemma Cassidy, her eyes appealing to him for a kiss. Then a glistening pool of blood. He looked up from the blood and saw the body of young Georgina Oldham tied to the wooden crates in the container at Prittlewell Park. Then he saw an image of a man wearing a white smock. He couldn’t see the man’s face, but in his hand was a jar of ink. It looked black to him in the darkness, but he knew it was blood. He could smell it. Dan’s eyes flicked opened and he looked around. His heart was pounding. He was clammy with sweat. The milky skin of Eva’s bare back faced him in their shared bed. It was a sultry night, the bed still warm with the afterglow of making love. Even so, the way he felt reminded him of the onset of a fever. His recent nightmares, like the gut feelings he sometimes experienced, were often unpleasant. Ever since he had been forced to kill the Irishman, his sleep had gotten worse. He tried to distract himself with the soft contours of Eva’s back and the sweep of her hair down the pillow, and was tempted to kiss her skin to comfort himself, but it was selfish. He knew what was bothering him. A name from the past, Damien Arthur. It meant something, but he didn’t know what. Unlike Eva, Dan wasn’t organised, didn’t have enormous case files, especially back in those early days in London. Back when he had been a few years older than Mark, Dan had been entirely flying by the seat of his pants. But there were a few things he had kept, though it would have been stretching the truth to call it exhaustive. 
 
    Dan slipped on his jeans and T-shirt, and walked down the stairs and opened the door into the office. The clock on the wall said it was three-twenty, and the street outside was still busy with a few ne’er-do-wells going about their standard business, drunk and goofing off loudly. Dan put the coffee machine on and walked to his desk. He powered up the laptop and flicked on the light which lit only the back part of the office. From there, he went to the wall rack with the agency casefiles. He dropped to his haunches and pulled out two box files and laid them on his desk.  
 
    “Here goes nothing,” he muttered.  
 
    Yes, they were filed, but Dan style. Which gave him absolutely no confidence at all. He opened the box files, lifted the little press-down clips and emptied the contents of both files onto his desk into two heaps. The papers sprawled and mingled into one another like two decks of cards, and Dan didn’t really care. He hadn’t looked at these damn things in ten years plus, and as documents went, they weren’t the best. It was mostly the knick-knacks and mementos Dan had kept from his early cases flying solo, and a select few from the last cases he’d worked with his old boss Devon Carter. He started to tease the items apart. By the time the coffee machine had sputtered to a finish, Dan was already about ready to quit. But he poured the coffee and forced himself back to the desk. This time he separated the piles into stuff he couldn’t be bothered to look at, and stuff which looked easier to digest. The photographs were the easiest of all. He picked through them and stared at each one in turn. Some made him smile, and a few made him wince. When he was two-thirds of the way through the photographs he found one of him and Devon celebrating some old case which must have paid well enough for Parker to buy a round of drinks at The Poacher’s Pocket. Men wearing nineties suits and wide jazzy ties raised pint glasses and jugs of beer for the shot. Dan’s eyes peeled across their faces until one random face made him freeze. A man with silvery hair in a widow’s peak with a long thin face. A solemn looking man with a double-breasted suit raising his glass in the photograph like it might have been a problem for him to be happy.  
 
    It was Damien Arthur. A nobody. A grouch. Just another drinker at The Poacher’s Pocket, as present and as memorable as the pub’s old flock wallpaper. A man Devon Parker had had dealings with at least once. It was a small world, and it felt like it was getting smaller all the time. 
 
    Jonathan. Did Jonathan know about this – whatever this was? Is that why he was really here? 
 
    But Jonathan Parker wasn’t in the photograph and Dan had barely known Devon’s brother back then. But Jonathan Parker had returned at the same time as this other ghost. There had to be a connection... didn’t there? Even so, Arthur was his priority. He needed to remember something about the man. But after a little more coffee, Dan realised he didn’t need to remember anything at all. No matter what Jonathan’s game was, so long as he asked the right questions he would find out everything he needed to know. But the first step of all was the easiest. He finished the last nasty gulp of coffee, and launched his web browser. He typed Damien Arthur into the search engine. And with every inch of progress he made, he thought he would feel better, but he didn’t. Instead he seemed to grow colder with every passing minute. It didn’t make sense on the surface, but below Dan knew very well what it meant. He was getting closer to something which would bring danger their way once again. He looked at the photograph and honed in on the face of Damien Arthur, the man he had forgotten. Something in the man’s small eyes made him colder still. He looked out of the window and the sky told him it was almost dawn. Dan scrawled a note for Eva and headed for the door. It was time to pay a final visit to the last living Parker. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-seven 
 
      
 
    The Quill and Ink 
 
      
 
    Dan reached Brook Ward well before visiting hours. The pink morning sky cast long shadows across a frosty hospital car park. Dan walked through the automatic doors of the entrance and found the door to Brook Ward open. A guy in a green ambulance uniform even held it for him. Dan took the door with a nod, and walked past reception just as fast as he could. The nurses raised their eyes as he passed, but he didn’t give them time to complain. He reached A-wing, and turned left into the mini-ward. On his left, the nosey old man in the bed opposite Parker’s looked up at him. The guy had a flabby jaw and no teeth. Dan ignored the old man’s eyes, and turned his head right. He found an empty space where Jonathan Parker’s bed had been. Just an empty space of shining floor tiles and dead machines with no Jonathan attached. The old man spoke up. 
 
    “Your friend. The man who wanted your money…” Dan nodded for him to continue.  
 
    “They’re taking him away. Southend Hospital doesn’t want him anymore.” 
 
    “Can’t say that I blame them. When?” 
 
    The old man raised a frail hand and pointed to the door. 
 
    “They’re taking him back to London by ambulance. Took him ten minutes ago. But these hospitals are so slow. If you’re quick, you might just catch him.” 
 
    Dan turned away. His weary mind was filled with seemingly unconnected names. Lewis Atkins. Georgina Oldham. Merrick. Jay. Parker. Now Damien Arthur. And in between the names were flashes of dead faces. The girl in the container. The sickly scent of blood filled his senses. As Dan moved past the reception a big nurse stood up and planted her hands on her hips.  
 
    “Excuse me! Excuse me!” she called.  
 
    But Dan kept going. He walked out into the main hospital corridor and looked towards the automatic glass doors at the end. He caught a glimpse of a man in green uniform, just like the one worn by the guy who had opened the ward door for him. Dan broke into a jog, weaving past zombie-like new fathers and patients hobbling with sticks and drip-poles. He rushed out into the cold morning and looked right. An ambulance was parked in a bay, its back doors open, yellow light from the interior spilling over the inert form of an old man covered in white sheets and sitting on a wheeled stretcher. It was Jonathan Parker. Dan advanced, thinking only of the names and faces of the dead. 
 
    “Tell me about Damien Arthur,” said Dan.  
 
    “What? Oh… Dan, it’s you,” said the old man, turning his head.  
 
    “We haven’t got much time, Jonathan. I need you to tell me everything you know about Damien Arthur.” 
 
    “Who? I’m not sure I know that name…” 
 
    Dan knew a lie when he heard one.  
 
    “Then I’ll jog your memory. Damien Arthur was a car dealer. He lived and worked where we did in South London. He owned a car lot in Hither Green and another one further up in Lewisham. He used to drink at The Poacher’s Pocket, you remember, Devon’s old drinking hole? I think he was a regular there. Part of the furniture. I just about remember him, but he was a pretty nondescript kind of guy. He was there and he wasn’t. But Devon knew him well enough to buy him a drink. Come on, Jonathan, you remember him. He had a widow’s peak, silver hair, and little eyes. He wore double-breasted suits and kipper ties.” 
 
    “So did everybody back then.” 
 
    “If Devon knew him well enough to buy him a pint, maybe he recommended you to do his accounts.” 
 
    “I’m not sure about that…” 
 
    “I am,” said Dan. “Devon never missed a trick where money was concerned. He probably suggested you buy him a drink in return.” 
 
    “Excuse, me…” said the ambulance man, leaning out of the ambulance cabin. “Is this man bothering you?” It was the same guy who’d held the door open for him in the hospital.  
 
    Jonathan shook his head, like he wasn’t sure whether Dan was a bother or not. The ambulance man slowly withdrew back into the ambulance. 
 
    “Look, Jonathan, you don’t have to tell me any of your secrets… or about those debts of yours… but just tell me about Damien Arthur. His name came to me through a case. Through the murder case we’re working on.” 
 
    Jonathan looked confused.  
 
    “Well, it can’t be Damien Arthur…” 
 
    So Jonathan did know the man. Dan shook his head at the lie. 
 
    “…Damien Arthur is dead,” said Jonathan. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I remember a little, but I wasn’t involved in it all…” Jonathan saw Dan’s blank expression. “You mean you don’t remember? Not any of it?” 
 
    Dan shook his head. “I was just Devon’s underling back then. Devon only let me near the easy cases. The small budget jobs.” 
 
    “I see…” said Jonathan. “You were right. I did work on Damien Arthur’s accounts, but only for a couple of years. He was a chancer, like a lot of car dealers are. He used to come to me with bags full of receipts and screwed up notes, receipts written on napkins. It was a damn mess. But I untangled it all, and reduced his tax burden as much as I could. But when Devon came to me about him, it was regarding his second year’s accounts.” 
 
    “Devon came to you about Arthur?” 
 
    Jonathan nodded.  
 
    “Devon was assigned a case to look into a charity’s financial affairs. The charity was missing a sum of money. Then a lot more of money went missing.” 
 
    “But Damien Arthur was a car dealer,” said Dan. “Why would he have access to a charity?” 
 
    “Damien Arthur didn’t disclose it at first, but it turned out that he was a treasurer to a group based in Brockley, near New Cross. They specialised in funding special causes in the community.” 
 
    Dan wrinkled his brow. He didn’t get it. What was the connection? 
 
    “Why didn’t he tell you about the charity?” 
 
    “Because it was part of his secret world… and I suppose I didn’t qualify for it. Not worthy or some other such nonsense.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “This charity was leaking money. The sums mentioned – tens of thousands – corresponded roughly to amounts I saw declared as car sales on Arthur’s books. I should have picked up on it before, as I never saw any evidence of car purchase costs that year, only the sales income. It struck me as odd, but I didn’t ask too many questions. I knew he was doing something underhand. But now I knew why. He was stealing to subsidise his faltering car business. It was the act of a desperate man, just as Devon suspected.” 
 
    “So was Damien Arthur charged? Arrested? Imprisoned?” 
 
    “Actually, no, he wasn’t. A year later Arthur was still as free as a bird. It turned out that the charity he was involved with were very forgiving. They came to an arrangement with him, and let him off, as some generous souls sometimes do.” 
 
    “But that’s crazy. That’s simply giving the guy permission to do it again. 
 
    “Not quite… the charity sacked him as treasurer, so Devon told me. But that was as far as it went.” 
 
    “And the charity didn’t even involve the police?” 
 
    “No, they did involve the police. But for some reason the police held up the investigation on some bureaucratic grounds… it eventually fizzled out.” 
 
    “But there was evidence. You saw it. Devon must have packaged it for the case – for his client.” 
 
    “Sometimes it doesn’t matter about the evidence, Dan. The police can do what they please. Besides, there was a little rumour that the police and Damien Arthur were on the same team.” 
 
    The police can do what they please. The words resonated with something inside Dan. A memory. A feeling...? 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Come on. They were Freemasons, Dan, brothers in ‘the craft’. Funny handshakes, flashing nipples, and all that stuff. You must have heard how that works…” 
 
    Dan froze. Freemasons. Lodges. Ravagers? His gut clenched in the cold morning. 
 
    The police held up the investigation. Didn’t Robert Jay have a serious problem trusting the police? He’d said so at the outset. He’d had a problem with the police. Some previous which caused his lack of faith. What if this was it?  
 
    “Dan?” said Jonathan, propping himself up in the bed. 
 
    “This charity… what do you remember about them…?” 
 
    Jonathan shook his head as he tried to dredge his memory. He snapped his fingers. “Yes, yes, I remember the name now. The Quill and Ink – something like that. Hard to forget because it sounded more like the name of a pub than a charity. Very odd.” 
 
    Dan’s eyes opened wide. Oh... no.  
 
    “The charity. Can you remember the man’s name? What was the name of Devon’s client?” 
 
    “Not really. But I do recall he was a rather intense fellow. A scrawny little chap. He rather irritated Devon, as I recall. But I don’t remember the name.” 
 
    “Try, Jonathan, try...” 
 
    “I can’t. I don’t remember the name, we never met. All I knew was that the case was closed and Devon got paid.” 
 
    Dan snatched in a breath. His heart was thudding away at a frightening pace. 
 
    “What happened to Damien Arthur after that?” 
 
    “Nothing. He still showed up at the pub, still selling cars out of a much smaller yard in Hither Green. But a year later he disappeared. Just like that… he was a very forgettable man, just like you said. But we noticed all the same. About six months after he disappeared some remains were recovered from the River Lee. Most of us thought the body had to belong to Damien Arthur, but the police didn’t ever say for certain that it was him.” 
 
    “Come on, Jonathan. It’s time to go,” said the ambulance man.  
 
    “And?” said Dan, ignoring the driver. 
 
    “The body had been fish food for six months,” said Jonathan. 
 
    Dan’s breath caught in his chest, he had something new. Something worth knowing… the driver jumped down from the van and started to move the gurney onto the loading lift. Jonathan started speaking again as the ambulance man moved around him and shunted the trolley into place on the loader. The new facts swirled around Dan’s head, mocking him.  
 
    “The oddest part was that the police found a little bag full of old coins tucked in among the bones. Of course, it could have been swept into the corpse by the river current. But we always wondered if it had been put there by whoever topped him.” 
 
    Dan’s eyes were wide open. His voice was soft and slow. “Yes, it could,” said Dan. And then he turned away.  
 
    The past police failure. The quill and ink. A scrawny little chap. The coins in the body. The thoughts whipped around his mind like a queasy fairground ride. Dan’s eyes were wide with the dawning of an awful new realisation.  
 
    “I’m glad you came to see me, Jonathan. I really am.” Dan lifted a hand in goodbye and flicked it back over his shoulder.  
 
    “Dan. Dan!” said Jonathan Parker. But Dan kept on walking. His mind was already on the tasks ahead, and the worry that the police hadn’t been the only ones blindsided in this case. Dan dialled Eva’s number. She picked up after two rings.  
 
    “Dan? Where are you?” she said in a sleepy voice.  
 
    “Eva. I need you to get me some information. Get a pen and write this down.” 
 
    Eva yawned. He heard her scrabbling around for a pen. 
 
    “Okay. I’m ready.” 
 
    “Run a web search on a charity called the Quill and Ink Society, based in New Cross. Look into a man called Damien Arthur too. We need to know who ran that charity, Eva.” 
 
    “The Quill and Ink? You mean as in…” 
 
    “I think so. We need those names now.” 
 
    “Okay. I’m on it. Just give me two minutes.” 
 
    By the time Dan reached his car in the hospital car park, Eva was back on the line.  
 
    “The Quill and Ink Charitable Society, incorporated in 1953. Based in Bexleyheath, then later moved to Brockley near New Cross. A Mr Damien Arthur was listed as treasurer in the nineties” 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “A man called Robert Adam Jay was a trustee. He was the man in charge.” 
 
    “I knew it…” Dan muttered. 
 
    “What do you mean?” said Eva.  
 
    “The charity, Eva. The charity! Where is it now?” 
 
    “Nowhere. It doesn’t exist anymore. The Charities Commission shows The Quill and Ink was wound up in 1999.” 
 
    “Around the time Robert Jay moved to Southend.” 
 
    “Dan, what are you saying?” 
 
    “Wake up, sleepyhead,” said Dan. “I know what’s going on, Eva. The Quill and Ink charity was the public face of The Ravagers lodge. Their legal face. Their friendly face. And the guy’s name Merrick let slip during his police interview – Damien Arthur – he was their treasurer until he ran off with their money which Arthur stole from them. Then Damien Arthur was sacked, but the police protected him from prosecution. Eighteen months later he was dragged out of a river with a bag of coins found inside the body. Does that sound familiar to you? Who do we know who has a problem with trusting the police?” 
 
    “Oh my… you don’t think…” 
 
    “The Quill and Ink people involved the police in the theft, but Damien Arthur got away with it.” 
 
    “How?”  
 
    “Because their investigation was stalled by the old boys’ network. The Freemasons. The police were rife with them. Probably still are. 
 
    “But Damien Arthur was a Ravager, not a Mason…” 
 
    “Yeah, so you’d think. But it turns out Arthur was two-timing them both. How about that for a major transgression? Think about it. This man stole from them and two-timed them. The way I see it, Damien Arthur was the very first ritual killing in this saga, a whole two decades before Lewis Atkins.” 
 
    “Two decades? But that doesn’t make sense either. And what about the Southend killings? I don’t see how it fits together?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m going to find out.” 
 
    “Dan… what are you going to do?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll keep you posted.” 
 
    “Dan…” 
 
    Dan thumbed the red button and ended the call. The coupé growled into life and he turned the car towards the hospital exit. As soon as the car hit the street, Dan hit the gas and the engine roared. Deep inside, Dan was roaring right along with it. He’d come to believe their man was Merrick. But they’d been played. The killer was much closer to home. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-eight 
 
      
 
    The Slight Man 
 
      
 
    Dan arrived on his client’s doorstep at seven forty-three am. By most rational people’s reckoning it was early, but Dan had been awake for hours, fuelled by questions, agonies, and doubts. And after visiting Parker nothing mattered more than knowing the truth. Robert Jay knew the truth better than anybody else. Dan knew Jay’s address from the cover document Eva had written out for the case file. Jay lived at a Thorpe Bay property – but not one of the millionaire houses on the seafront. It was more of a mid-range effort. A statement of wealth but not of arrogance.  
 
    There was a glow of electric light in an upstairs window, but the sun was up and lights were now unnecessary. Nonetheless the light told Dan someone was home. He drilled the doorbell at the same time as his mobile phone started to buzz in his pocket. He left the phone buzzing as the neat cut figure of Robert Jay opened the front door. The man had tired looking eyes, and a fuzzy look to his face, almost as if he’d been drinking.  
 
    “Mr Jay,” 
 
    “Mr Bradley,” said Jay. “You’re up with the larks this morning,” said the man in his usual posh-boy patter. For the first time Dan wondered if the posh voice, schoolboy chuckles, and the mild manner was all for show. After all, the Quill and Ink charity had been run in South London, a stone’s throw from the hard urban edge of New Cross, hardly a place for fussy little men in the way Jay presented himself. 
 
    “When a case starts to throw up a few surprises, I tend to dwell on it. I couldn’t sleep,” said Dan.  
 
    Jay twisted his head like he was stretching his neck. “This one is beginning to surprise you then?’ 
 
    “We can talk about that, Mr Jay. Alan Merrick seems to be the chief suspect for the murders. The police have taken him in, but I don’t know if they’ve charged him yet. Rumour has it they found a ceremonial white robe in his wardrobe, a little like the ones the victims were butchered in.” 
 
    “Did they really? Dear God! Alan Merrick?” 
 
    Dan nodded. “Alan,” he repeated slowly. He fixed Jay with hard eyes. 
 
    “You look like a man in need of a strong coffee, Mr Bradley. You’d better come in.” 
 
    Jay stepped aside and Dan walked into the house. The first thing to hit him was the aroma of ancient books; musty pages and damp. From a previous ill-fated visit to a private library in London, Dan knew those smells and old books went hand-in-hand. 
 
    “What is it you do exactly, Mr Jay?” said Dan eyeing the stacks of books lining the corridor as he passed them by. 
 
    “Good Lord. Did I not tell you? I’m an antiquarian bookseller. A tradesman. I’m my own boss, I suppose.” 
 
    “It must pay well,” said Dan taking in the interior of the dim hallway and the rooms beyond. 
 
    “It can. If you happen across the right book, find the right titles with the right dates, then yes. It can pay handsomely. But for every dealer like me there are a hundred booksellers hawking junkyard books no one really wants.” 
 
    “I see. So you’re one of the lucky ones.” 
 
    “Luck had something to do with it. As did tenacity, and an eye for detail.” 
 
    “I’ll bet,” said Dan.  
 
    Robert Jay pulled the loose knot of his tie up high to his shirt collar and fastened it tight. He gave Dan a quizzical look then turned to the kitchen at the back of the house. 
 
    “So…” said Jay, as if searching for the right words. “The police have managed to beat you to it? I really didn’t expect that. But don’t worry. I set you the challenge and I know you’ve worked hard. I’ll still pay you what we agreed.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it, Mr Jay.” 
 
    They walked into a dated blue and white coloured room like a kitchen in a foreign country. Rustic, tiled, with pans hanging from the wall and a range oven on one side. Jay flicked the kettle switch and pulled a tin of supposedly posh instant coffee from the cupboard. He set it down on the counter, and folded his thin arms across his slight chest. 
 
    “Do you run at all, Mr Jay? Run, as in jogging,” said Dan. 
 
     “No. I can’t say that I have.” 
 
    “You have the physique of a runner. You’d do well at it.” 
 
    “Mr Bradley, please forgive me if I seem a little rude in asking, but what exactly have you come here for?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. We’ll get to that part. Are you confident the police have the right man, Mr Jay?” 
 
    Jay shrugged. “You mean Alan Merrick? Not absolutely...” 
 
    “That’s because the police let you down before? Am I right? After all, we know you have a mistrust of the police handling this case. You must have a history there.” 
 
    “Yes, I mentioned that to you at the start.” 
 
    “You implied it. You said it was burglary. Though I’ve been wondering, was it actually a burglary or was it more of a theft?” 
 
    “A theft? What do you mean?” said Jay. The kettle boiled and clicked off. Jay poured the steaming water into two mugs. Dan opened his mouth, and hesitated, unsure how far to go. Then he leapt in and said it.  
 
    “When the police botched their handling of the robbery – the embezzlement – from the Quill and Ink Charitable Society in London… that must have shaken your trust in them, didn’t it?” Jay’s eyes widened, then went blank. He looked down at the floor tiles. When he looked back at Dan it was through narrow eyes. He looked different. He felt different. 
 
    “The Quill and Ink Society… do you believe you’ve made a breakthrough, Mr Bradley? How did you ever hear of that, I do wonder? Or is it because you knew of them yourself?” said Jay.  
 
    Dan shifted on his feet, as if Jay had landed a punch he hadn’t prepared for.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You lived in South London some time back, didn’t you, Mr Bradley? You worked with a private investigator called Devon Parker, didn’t you?” 
 
    Dan shook his head and closed him out. Jay was supposed to be on the ropes, not him. Dan was tired and needed to focus. 
 
    “You hired Devon Parker to look into the charity’s theft, but I was never involved. I never met you…” said Dan, surprised at the defensive tone in his own voice.  
 
    “Did I? I never met you, no… but I have to confess, the results of the investigation were most unsatisfactory.” 
 
    “From what I heard Devon did exactly what you paid him to do.” 
 
    “From what you heard? Or from what you remember?” 
 
    Dan didn’t want to go off course, so he changed tack. 
 
    “Your turn, Mr Jay. Tell me, do you think Alan Merrick is guilty?” 
 
    “Right now I’m starting to get more worried about you.” 
 
    Jay handed Dan his coffee cup and settled back against the counter. Dan took a sip of the strong black stuff and waited for Jay’s response. He saw the tired strained look on Jay’s face and started to wonder… 
 
    “Worried… are you worried?” said Jay with a thin smile. “The Quill and Ink Society gave funds to people in need. It helped many good causes. Schools and local projects and that kind of thing. I have no fear or shame connected with anything we did back in those days.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear. But I guess you must have been very angry when Damien Arthur stole all that money from your coffers.” 
 
    Jay turned to the kitchen counter and set down his mug.  
 
    “I had never thought I’d hear that name again. Certainly not here, in Southend. But then, Mr Bradley, you’re not from Southend either, are you?” 
 
    Why was Jay making it personal? About him? Dan refused to get sucked in. The man was trying to mess with his head. 
 
    “I don’t remember Devon Parker working your case. I didn’t even remember Damien Arthur, but I heard the name recently, and it jogged a memory. Then I found a photograph with him in it. I was there with him. 
 
    “A photograph?” 
 
    “It must have been before your theft case. I was photographed with the first victim of The Ravagers’ ritual punishment.” 
 
    Dan waited for the impact of his words but Jay’s eyes were caught in shadow so he couldn’t see.  
 
    “The Ravagers?” Jay shook his head. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Come on, Mr Jay. You’ve heard of them. You headed the charity which bore their insignia. The Quill and Ink. The ink jar of blood. I know a smidgen of the history. The old Ravager Lodge was formed after a historical split between your group and the Freemasons. A schism, like in the churches. But while the Freemasons continued to thrive the nasty little group you chose to support became a freak show on the fringe of society. A group desperate to establish themselves by becoming ever more wicked and pronounced in how they dedicated themselves to their codes, and the punishments for those who broke them.” 
 
    Jay smiled. “Bravo on your homework, Mr Bradley. I suppose I should have given you more credit. But look at you man, you’re a mess. Historically speaking, what you say may have been the case, but The Ravagers alive now? I doubt it. You came here on a hunch, angered, upset because you’ve been beaten on this case. Look at you, you’re a wreck. Too much thinking can do that to a man. You look tired. Dog tired. All those bright ideas seem to have quite consumed you.” 
 
    Dan said nothing. Jay looked pretty tired himself, but the gleam in his eye showed he was taking pleasure in Dan’s suffering. Dan gritted his teeth and felt his muscles tighten across his body. 
 
    “Historically speaking?” said Dan. 
 
    “I’m a bookish person, Mr Bradley. I know a little about the story myself. The Ravagers were a splinter group. Look… you’re not recording this conversation are you? With a Dictaphone or some other modern device? I’ve no intention of being implicated in this mess… unnecessarily.” 
 
    Jay looked into Dan’s blank eyes. 
 
    “Speaking of devices, Mr Jay. You don’t happen to own any voice disguising software, do you?” 
 
    Jay’s eyes flickered, but his voice stayed firm.  
 
    “I asked you a question, Mr Bradley. Are you recording this conversation?” 
 
     Dan’s eyes must have revealed his regret at forgetting such a thing. He was tired and making mistakes, just as Jay had suggested.  
 
    “No. I guessed not. You’re far too hurried, slap-dash, far too much of a mess for incisive thoughts like gathering evidence…” said Jay.  
 
    “Did you kill them?” 
 
    “What?” said Robert Jay with a flicker of a smile. There was a glint of light in his eyes. 
 
    “Lewis Atkins. Georgina Oldham… Damien Arthur?” 
 
    “My, my, listen to you man! You’re going off like a Catherine Wheel now, firing off in all directions…” 
 
    “Why would you do it? I know Damien Arthur stole from you. There at least you had some kind of warped reason…” 
 
    “Oh, he did more than that…” said Jay, quietly.  
 
    “I know. He was a Mason. He two-timed your precious group, contravened your codes. How many of your sacred oaths had he broken…?” 
 
    “Oh, he broke them all. He made them look worthless to those other people. It was inevitable that he would be punished. Though, it amuses me to remember… Damien rather seemed to forget about it. But don’t you dare be mistaken. It wasn’t just theft. He did much more than that.” 
 
    “More…? What more?” 
 
    Jay shook his head twice, curtly. “I’m sure the killer will let you know… all in good time.” 
 
    Dan forced himself to stay restrained. Jay stayed cool eyed.  
 
    “And what about Lewis Atkins? Georgina Oldham? They were butchered but neither of them could have been Ravagers. They were too young, and had never come into contact with your Brockley group. They never knew your circle. Why did people like them have to die? ‘To bear the sins of others’, that was the message given to us… which means the killer broke with the historical pattern of killing only those who had broken The Ravager oaths. The killer broke his own pattern. Why?” 
 
    “I’m afraid you’ll have to ask the killer.” 
 
    “I don’t want any more riddles, Jay. No more people can die. Do you hear me?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    “Not all people who should die in this life, do. Natural justice sometimes lets us down,” said Jay, his words trailing away as he sipped his coffee. “Though, from the sounds of it, you are getting very close. Very, very close to the truth. Dangerously close in fact.” 
 
    “The killer gave us… you gave us a clue. Why did you give it to us? Why didn’t you give it the police?” 
 
    Jay smiled.  
 
    Dan’s eyes widened. “Because you don’t trust the police. You trust us. Is it because of my vague connection to the original case? Because Devon found Damien Arthur was guilty of the theft?” 
 
    Dan looked into the man’s bright eyes and saw something else. “Or is it something more sinister?” 
 
    The man’s eyes glinted at him wickedly. Devon let him down in some way. But Devon was dead. If revenge and punishment could be substituted upon innocent youths for someone else’s crime, then Jay was surely capable of putting Dan in the dock for Devon’s sins. Whatever they were. 
 
    “What did Devon do wrong?” 
 
    “Devon Parker failed. He found the culprit, but he didn’t bring true justice. He worked to the letter of our contract, but there was so much more he could have told me. Or could have done… all will become clear, I’m sure.” 
 
    Dan wanted to strike Jay, to throttle him senseless. But he had no evidence. Even his half-confessions were elusive wisps. And if he hit the man, would he strike out in revenge on some other innocent? There was nothing to be done. Jay had him trapped. 
 
    “And the police?” said Dan. “You don’t you trust them because they failed you the first time around.” 
 
    “It’s fascinating to hear that dysfunctional brain of yours whirring around like an old fashioned carriage clock, Mr Bradley. Fascinating, but I’m afraid I’m out of time.” 
 
    “You are the killer, Mr Jay.” 
 
    “If I was the killer, why would I even hire you in the first place?” said Jay, finishing his cup of coffee with a long deep swig. His eyes gleamed. 
 
    “I’m wondering the same thing myself. Right now, I can’t work it out. But you’re right. I am getting closer. And I’m going to stop you, I promise you that.” 
 
    “I applaud your tenacity, Mr Bradley. It will certainly reap you the results you deserve. Now, excuse me, I’ve got to go and look at a new haul of books. And you really should go home and get some sleep. For your own sake. We don’t want you burning out before you reach the truth now, do we?” 
 
    “Damien Arthur. It’s still about Damien Arthur… isn’t it?” 
 
    “I suppose you’ll just have to ask the killer. When you catch him.” 
 
    “It’s you, Mr Jay. It can only be you.” 
 
    “Are you sure, Bradley? Alan Merrick has been taken in for a reason. Alan was a Ravager too.” 
 
    Jay was too quick, with a brain as sharp as any Dan knew. Dan stared out through the glass towards the neat back garden to clear his mind. And as he looked out he saw a small plastic bottle on the windowsill. A small bottle made of clear brown plastic. It stood beside some coins and a set of keys. The bottle was labelled with a time-dulled sticker – the kind printed by a pharmacist. 
 
    “You have some kind of medical condition, don’t you, Mr Jay?” said Dan, looking from the windowsill into Jay’s weary, drawn face. 
 
    “Doesn’t everyone? From your current demeanour, I’d say you’re bordering on one yourself. An anxiety disorder, maybe even a mental breakdown.” 
 
     “I’m talking about you here.” 
 
    “I also suffer from anxiety, Mr Bradley. I put it down to modern life, among other things. I have it rather acutely, as it happens. But don’t worry, it’s really nothing to be ashamed of.” 
 
    “And are you prescribed any medication for that?” 
 
    Jay’s eyes flicked to the window. He stepped across the kitchen and blocked Dan’s view of the brown bottle.  
 
    “I’m afraid that’s really none of your business, Mr Bradley.” 
 
    “Really? Why is that?” 
 
    “A man has to have some secrets. Chop, chop. Time to go, Bradley. I’ll see you soon. Be a good chap and close the door on your way out.” 
 
    Dan grunted and slowly turned away. He trudged along the hallway of Jay’s book-filled home feeling defeated, and all the while his exhausted brain was working overtime on the few things he knew for certain. Damien Arthur had been killed as a punishment - a Ravager killing. Jay had said the punishment had been about much more than the theft… so what had it been about? Dan had seen the darkness behind the man’s soft mask. Jay was the killer. As yet he had no evidence, but the half sentences, and nuances told him everything he needed to know. Damien Arthur had died for ritual justice, Ravager style. But there was something else at work here. Had to be. And Jay had even implied as much. Dan recalled the photograph with Devon Parker buying that old set of rogues a celebratory drink at The Poacher’s Pocket.  
 
    Then Dan experienced a most unwelcome thought. Jay was after what he called justice, but Dan knew it as revenge. They said it was a dish best served cold. Dan had to hope this dish hadn’t been saved up for him. Dan stepped out into the street and looked back down the deep dark corridor into the kitchen, expecting to see the man watching him go. But Jay was gone.  
 
    As Dan slammed the front door he heard a squeal of brakes in the street. He turned to see Eva across the street, jumping out of her red Alfa Romeo in a hurry.  
 
    “Dan…?” she called. “What happened?” 
 
    “Just meet me back at the office in five,” said Dan. He clambered into his car and shut the door.  
 
    Not all people who should die do… the words echoed in Dan’s head.  
 
    As he drove away, Eva’s eyes turned to Jay’s big house. She imagined she saw the man’s silhouette in an upstairs window. But when she looked up, there was nobody there. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-nine 
 
      
 
    Rite to Silence 
 
      
 
    To Dawson, watching from the back of the interview room, DI Hogarth and Alan Merrick were engaged in a battle of wills. Alan Merrick’s unblinking eyes gazed at the DI and Hogarth stared back at the man from between his heavy-hooded lids. Beside Merrick sat a solicitor of the wide-boy variety, a man in a pinstripe suit with a cocky face who looked like he should have been chewing gum. In a break with protocol Hogarth had invited Dawson and Rawlins in to watch the interview. Dawson could only wonder at Hogarth’s reasons, but he guessed the DI was feeling cocky. He was about to collect a scalp on a big case and wanted them to see the master at work. 
 
    Rawlins stood to attention like a soldier at Dawson’s side. The interview room was alien to her. She’d seen them on TV, but here she was, like a real cop, listening to an interview, seeing how it was done. But taking a lowly PCSO into an interview room seemed like a risk. Every now and then she saw the glimmer in Hogarth’s eyes, and she thought, oh God, please let it not be him trying to impress her. Was she imagining it? She risked a glance his way, and found Hogarth only too eager to return it. Rawlins squirmed. 
 
    “You knew both victims well, didn’t you, Mr Merrick?” said Hogarth. 
 
    “My client has already said he knew the victims,” said the solicitor. “How well he knew them is irrelevant.” 
 
    “It’s important for both parties. The defence as much as the prosecution,” said Hogarth 
 
    “If it ever gets that far,” said Merrick, staring at Hogarth.  
 
    “Oh, it will, Mr Merrick. Georgina Oldham stayed with you just two nights ago. The night before she was murdered. You had sex with her in your home, and then in the morning you left your home around eight am. Where did you go from there? Did you go to directly to Prittlewell Park? Did you subdue her first with all those diazepam tablets we found in your wardrobe...? Where did you kill her? We’d all really like to know that part…” 
 
    “My client denies any knowledge of the diazepam tablets you mention. For all we know they could have been planted by your officers.” 
 
    “Really? What an allegation. Now that does sound a little far-fetched. But you keep grasping for those straws if you like. I’ll keep asking the questions. Mr Merrick, we’ve seen your magazine collection. We know what you’re all about…” 
 
    “There are no magazines!” 
 
    Hogarth sighed. “Yes, there are. We’ve brought them in as evidence. Mr Merrick, did you have sex with Lewis Atkins before you killed him? It looks to me like you’re a bit of a wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am type of killer, am I right?” 
 
    Merrick hissed and folded his arms, but the staring contest continued. 
 
    “You know exactly what I am,” said Merrick. 
 
    “Yes, I do,” said Hogarth. “ 
 
    “What about the smock…?” said Rawlins under her breath. Dawson looked at her. The solicitor glanced up and Merrick looked her way. They weren’t supposed to hear her. Rawlins face suddenly burned with embarrassment. Merrick’s dark eyes lingered as he surveyed her pretty face.  
 
    “The smock?” said Merrick. 
 
    “What are those two officers doing in here, anyway.” said the solicitor nodding at Dawson and Rawlins standing at the back of the room. “Are you trying to intimidate my client?” 
 
    “No. I’m trying to get to the truth. These two officers have done a lot of work on this case, they may have information useful for this interview. The dress in your wardrobe, Mr Merrick. What is it for?” Hogarth’s voice went up an octave at the end of his question. Merrick shifted in his seat.  
 
    “As if you don’t know…” said Merrick.  
 
    Hogarth shrugged. “I know why some men wear frocks and big frilly knickers, yes, but what I’m trying to establish is why you do.” 
 
    “I was a member of a sacred order, detective. A group of people with morals and a code of honour. Things people like you seem to have long left behind.” 
 
    “Is that so? But the law is on my side, Merrick. You’re bang to rights on this one. The bloody tissue found in your car. The smock in your wardrobe matching the smocks the victims were killed in. You even mention some kind of sacred order! The pills in your house match those which had doped Lewis Atkins, and which were found in Georgina Oldham’s blood.” 
 
    “They weren’t my pills! I never shared those with anyone!” said Merrick. 
 
    “We know you did it. We know you were close to the victims. The only things we don’t know is why and where. Why did you do it? Why don’t you tell us?” 
 
    Merrick shifted in his seat again, his mouth opened, and his eyes flared like as if he about to say something. His solicitor shook his head, but Merrick leaned forward anyway.  
 
    “Don’t play dumb! It was all planted on me and you know it. The tissue with blood on it. The underwear. Do you really think that I’m so stupid that I would leave evidence of a murder if I was the man to do it? I’m clever. A self-made man. I’m no fool. And you know it. You bloody well know it.”  
 
    Hogarth looked away. “What I hear is a blowhard, and what I see is good strong evidence right in front of my eyes.” 
 
    “Liar!” said Merrick. 
 
    Hogarth smiled. “Tell us, Mr Merrick. What codes are you sworn to uphold in your little dressing-up club? Sex with people half your age. Funny handshakes? Cutting people’s guts open?” 
 
    Merrick’s face darkened. “My order was wound up years ago. You should know that.” 
 
    “I know nothing about your filthy ways. Enlighten us all, what other codes do you people observe?” 
 
    Merrick opened his mouth, but said nothing. Then quietly, he said “Silence. Silence brings honour.” 
 
    “Silence? And what does the breaking of these vows mean?” 
 
    Merrick sat back in his chair and folded his thick arms. He looked suddenly trapped and afraid. His solicitor laid a reassuring hand on his shoulder, and Hogarth stared at Merrick with a controlling smile. 
 
    “Where did it start? Your last little murder party? At home after you’d banged Georgina Oldham? Or in the car – a quick stab in the guts after you’d had your fun?” 
 
    “Bastard! I didn’t do it,” shouted Merrick. The solicitor restrained him again. 
 
    Dawson looked at both men and felt the hate between them. It was tangible.  
 
    “We know you lean both ways, Merrick. We know you’re a frequent flyer at the Clifftop Bar, right? For the purposes of the interview I’ll spell it out – the Clifftop Bar is a well-known local gay bar. So is that where you first got personal with Lewis Atkins…?” 
 
    Merrick looked away. “I never touched him.” 
 
    “Yet you managed to kill him. How does that work?” 
 
    “It doesn’t work. I didn’t do it. The tissue was a plant. All of this is fabrication.” 
 
    “Yet you admit you were in a secret order with arcane punishment rituals. And you do sometimes wear a white dress just like the victims wore…” 
 
    “Stop it! Lies…” said Merrick, jabbing a hand across the desk.  
 
    “You’re an evil man, Merrick. A cold pre-meditated killer. And you’re going to go down for a long time, whether you confess or whether you don’t.” 
 
    Merrick slowly withdrew from the confrontation and leaned back in his chair. The solicitor gave him a look. Merrick nodded at the unspoken instruction. Rawlins stared at Merrick and his dark eyes met hers.  
 
    “What do you know about the Strongforth Social Club?” said Rawlins, breaking into the questioning from the back of the room. Hogarth looked around at her, his face flashing with anger, but he calmed himself as he met the girl’s gaze. 
 
    “What? I don’t know what she’s talking about,” said Merrick, turning to his solicitor. But the distress on his face looked genuine. Merrick was confused, lost.  
 
    “What goes on at the club?” said Dawson. 
 
    Merrick shrugged. “I don’t know anything about any social club. That’s the truth!” 
 
    “That’s enough for now. This interview is over,” said Hogarth. 
 
    “Bloody glad to hear it, too. You’ll be receiving a written complaint in due course,” said the solicitor. Hogarth stood up and looked at Rawlins, but aimed his fire at Dawson. He stepped close, invading Dawson’s space. 
 
    “Keep her in line,” hissed Hogarth. 
 
    Hogarth walked out of the interview room. While the solicitor stacked his papers and muttered at Merrick, Rawlins gave the man a hateful stare. Alan Merrick met it full on, until Rob Dawson pulled her away. He led her into the corridor. 
 
    “I’ve never been that close to a killer before…” said Rawlins. 
 
    “I’m not so sure he was lying, Bec. Something else was going on in there...” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Dawson bit his lip and shrugged. “I don’t know.” Dawson turned to look at Hogarth’s back. The DI was drinking a cup of vending machine coffee as he laughed with the scruffy DS Norman. Hogarth caught Dawson’s eye for a second and stopped smiling.  
 
    “What you are thinking?” said Bec. Dawson looked and her big shining eyes caught him off guard. 
 
    “I was wondering about Hogarth.” 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “Why did he shut Merrick down in there? The man was talking, then he stopped.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Think about it. He shut Merrick down and terminated the interview. As interviews go, that was a major fail. But Hogarth seemed content.” 
 
    Rawlins shook her head and shrugged. “Probably because he was angry at my intervention?” 
 
    “No. That was just an excuse.” 
 
    “What are you saying…?” 
 
    “Nothing yet. But if we can crack this, I think the DI’s motives might become a lot clearer.” 
 
    “Are you sure, Rob? Come on. We all know Hogarth’s a tosser but at least he’s one of us. But Merrick is a murderer.” Dawson grinned at Rawlins’ turn of phrase.  
 
    “You’re probably right,” said Dawson. Merrick probably was their killer, but it didn’t account for Hogarth’s behaviour. But what did that make Hogarth?  
 
      
 
    Dodging Hogarth, and the stack of forms and statements waiting on his desk, Dawson followed Rawlins. He saw she was careful to avoid the members of her own team. The case had pushed them together and filled their lives with stress to boot, but Dawson knew Hogarth’s controlling ways could yet drive them apart. They had a friendship at least. And if they lost it to this case, then Hogarth would have won again. Dawson wouldn’t say it to her, but he knew it for sure –Hogarth wanted Rawlins for himself. Agreeing they needed a break after the intensity of the interview room, they walked out of the station into the daylight of the civic square, just two ordinary coppers on their working day. They walked aimlessly before heading for the underpass, strolling and talking. In the terracotta-tiled underpass beneath Victoria Avenue, the rush of the traffic above echoed from every wall. Rawlins slowed her pace as they reached the centre of the walkway.  
 
    “We should go back now…” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, we should,” said Dawson. 
 
    She turned to him. “Merrick. You don’t think he’s the killer, do you?” 
 
    “Maybe he is…” said Dawson. 
 
    “But maybe isn’t good enough.” 
 
    “It was for Hogarth…” he said. 
 
    “Merrick’s eyes are so dark,” said Rawlins. “The man is evil.” 
 
    “He looked afraid, not guilty,” said Dawson. “He couldn’t say everything he knew.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Hogarth reminded him about his vow to silence…” 
 
    “And now you’re not telling me everything,” she said. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I’m trying to protect you.” 
 
    “From who?” 
 
    Dawson shrugged. “From all the liars, deviants, rogues, and chancers. From wild card private investigators and leering detectives. And maybe from me too.” 
 
    “And why would you ever want to do that?” said Rawlins, a challenge in her voice, a glint in her eye. 
 
    “Because…” Rawlins stepped towards Dawson, her eyes holding him, her breath a warm breeze on his face.  
 
    “I know. Just because,” she said. Rawlins leaned up towards him. Dawson met her lips and wrapped her in his arms and enjoyed their first touch. He had strained so long to resist her. The kiss was sudden, exhilarating and heady. And at the same time, Dawson knew this was the moment when things got really difficult.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty 
 
      
 
    Kiss and Tell  
 
      
 
    Rawlins dropped Dawson’s hand as they left the seclusion of the grimy underpass, climbing the steps back towards daylight. Dawson enjoyed one final check over PCSO Rawlins shapely figure – smothered as it was by her uniform – before they returned to being cops. With what had just happened, Dawson supposed Rawlins was in danger of becoming his girlfriend. A girl on the force? They were always trouble. But all the same it felt damn good to feel the girl pressing herself against him. But Dawson had to shake the stardust from his mind. 
 
    “Officially – that never happened,” said Dawson. 
 
    “Unofficially?” said Rawlins.  
 
    “When do we get to do it again?” he replied. Rawlins laughed. But as she climbed the last few steps to the surface, her laughing petered out. Someone she recognised was approaching the police station. A man they both recognised. Robert Jay. Dawson wondered if Jay had more bad news. Someone else was missing? Dawson picked up his stride, aiming to reach Robert Jay before he made it inside. He left Rawlins for dust.  
 
    “Mr Jay? Robert Jay?” 
 
    Robert Jay turned and searched for the source of the voice across the civic square. He soon found the big cop heading his way. “Good morning, Mr Jay. What brings you here?” 
 
    Jay dabbed at his forehead. He looked pale and tired, and blinked at Dawson like he was unwell.  
 
    “Mr Jay? What’s the matter?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I’m feeling a little overwrought today. I’ve had a very bad morning, you see…” 
 
    Rawlins reached Dawson’s side. The thin man looked at both of them, and when his eyes found Rebecca Rawlins his eyes brightened in recognition. 
 
    “You – you were the two officers at the pub the other morning, with the detective and the private investigators...” 
 
    “Yes, that’s us,” said Dawson. “And if you remember, I spoke to you shortly after Lewis Atkins was murdered…” 
 
    “Ah, yes. Yes… I remember now.”  
 
    “What’s the matter, sir?” said Rawlins.  
 
    “I’m afraid it’s those private investigators. Or should I say, one of them.” 
 
    “Go on,” said Dawson. His stomach tightened in expectation of bad news. Dan Bradley was causing trouble. Again. 
 
    “Mr Bradley paid me an early visit this morning. He tried to intimidate me.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” said Dawson.  
 
    “What’s to understand, officer? The thug dropped by this morning, apparently to discuss the case. But he was in a terrible mood. Awful. He could barely contain himself.” 
 
    Dawson blinked. So far so typical.  
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “He threatened me. He said that the police had got the jump on him and solved the murder case, but warned if I refused to cough up the fee I owed him, he would beat me senseless. I think the phrase he used was ‘he would crush me into little pieces’.” 
 
    “Why would Bradley say a thing like that?” said Rawlins, looking at Dawson. Dawson kept a neutral face. Jay’s allegation would be music to Hogarth’s ears. He had accused Dawson of fraternising with a rogue, and Jay was about to prove him right.  
 
    “How did it come about? Did he say anything else?” 
 
    “No. Only that he was serious. You’ve got to arrest him, officer. He means what he says. I want you to guarantee he’ll be kept away from me.” 
 
    Jay looked them in the eye, and his eyes narrowed.  
 
    “You will do something, won’t you? Only the police have let me down before…” 
 
    “Of course, Mr Jay. Come with me, sir. We’ll take down your statement right away,” said Dawson.  
 
    “Statements are all very good. But I want something done… I must have something done...” 
 
    Dawson let Jay take the lead towards the police station, keeping a few steps back. Dawson felt Bec Rawlins’ eyes on him from the side, reading his responses, trying to understand his thoughts. Dawson looked at her from the side.  
 
    “I don’t believe it…” she whispered.  
 
    “But you don’t know him like I do. Dan Bradley is nothing if not unpredictable…” said Dawson. 
 
    Rawlins listened but didn’t say a word. Dawson knew she wasn’t convinced. 
 
    They followed Jay towards the police station, in the hope of mopping up the damage done before DI Hogarth had a chance to use it against them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-one 
 
      
 
    Eye for An Eye 
 
      
 
    To Dawson’s relief, Hogarth kept his distance throughout the entire interview. But he was never far away. The DI stayed at the edge of the office, watching Dawson and Rawlins as they took down Robert Jay’s story. Half the questions Dawson asked were to nail down the essentials of the witness statement. But every other question was designed to convince him that Jay was telling the truth. Dawson had to hope Jay didn’t notice the difference. Consistency was the bedrock of most reliable testimonies – and so far, Jay’s had withstood the test.  
 
    “What else did Bradley say to you?” said Dawson, looking up from the forms, pen in hand. 
 
    “I’ve told you everything already. The man threatened me. He was physical… he invaded my personal space. He raised his fists and told me to pay him his fee or he would hurt me.” 
 
    Dawson stared into the man’s eyes, but Jay was unreadable. “You’d be prepared to swear by that statement? Willing to testify in court?” 
 
    “Of course I would. That’s why I’ve come here, for heaven’s sake.” 
 
    Dawson lowered the pen and finished the statement, then slid the sheets across the desk toward Jay.  
 
    “You’ll need to read these and then sign them. Confirm they’re an accurate account of what you’ve told us today.” 
 
    Robert Jay laid a long hand on the papers and started to scan them. Dawson saw the man’s hand flutter, as if nervous, and noticed his eyes were distant. Jay looked like he needed to lie down before he fainted.  
 
    “Are you okay?” said Rawlins, speaking for Dawson. 
 
    “I’ll be fine. I need my medication, that’s all. I suffer with anxiety. It’s something which this thug hasn’t helped at all. Not one bit.” Jay didn’t bother to read the witness statements, and signed every sheet with an elegant flourish of his own fountain pen.  
 
    “Now tell me…” said Jay. “What do you people intend to do about it? For my peace of mind, I want him gone. The man’s a menace.” 
 
    “So you said, sir. We’ll go and see him as a matter of urgency. We’ll ask him about this matter and if necessary, take him into custody...” 
 
    “He threatened me. He could have killed me if he’d wanted to.” 
 
    Yes, he could… thought Dawson.  
 
    Dawson glanced at Hogarth in the distance, who was still watching, half his body hidden by the pillar on which he leaned. “Don’t you worry, sir. If we need to arrest this man, we definitely will.” 
 
    “And you must! What else are the police for?” 
 
    “Right now? We’re for catching murderers, sir,” said Dawson, and plastered a polite smile across his face. Jay looked at him with suspicion, then put his hands on his bony knees.  
 
    “That’s it, is it? Are we done?” said Jay. 
 
    “Unless there’s anything else?” 
 
    “No. Just make sure you deal with him.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. It’ll be top of my list…” said Dawson, in a tone Rawlins knew was disingenuous. Jay stood up and looked in the direction where Hogarth had been standing. Dawson looked too. But Hogarth was no longer there. Jay looked into the recesses for a second or more, before strolling towards the exit.  
 
    “What did you make of that?” said Rawlins. 
 
    “It’s possible…” said Dawson. 
 
    Rawlins gave him a doubtful look. 
 
    “Don’t be fooled by the charm, Bec. Dan Bradley is a violent man. He’s got some kind of moral code but he’s still lawless. If he saw some positive virtue in threatening Robert Jay – some warped idea of the greater good – he could have done it.” 
 
    “Really? I can’t see him putting the frighteners on someone like Jay…” 
 
    “Maybe not. Jay’s story is odd… threatening an old man for money? It’s not Dan’s style. The money part doesn’t make sense. Dan couldn’t give a shit about money. He wouldn’t even charge unless he had bills to pay.” 
 
    “So why did Jay say it?” 
 
    Dawson shrugged. “That’s why I’m inclined to believe him. There’s no reason for him to lie to us… none that we know of. What’s your opinion?” 
 
    Rawlins eyes glazed over. “I don’t know. I’m still learning.” 
 
    “Something is off, here… with Hogarth, with Merrick, now Robert Jay and Bradley. I need to hear Bradley’s take on it before this goes anywhere else.” Dawson picked up his desk telephone and dialled. He spun around on the chair and twisted the phone cable around his finger. When Dan answered Dawson glanced around the office and kept his voice low. “Dan… please tell me you haven’t been making any moves against Robert Jay. The man’s supposed to be your client, for fuck’s sake. I’ve been sticking my neck out for you as it is…” 
 
    Rawlins leaned across the desk and tried to listen in. As she strained her ears, a shadow blotted out the light on the desk. Rawlins turned and looked up. 
 
    “You talked to him. That’s not how Jay sees it…” said Dawson down the phone line. “He wants charges brought against you. Charges like assault and possibly extortion with menaces. If any of it’s true, you’ll have to come in… no, just listen. Do yourself a favour here, Dan. Back off and let Eva take the case from here. But after Jay’s visit, I guess there is no case anymore…” 
 
    A fat finger descended onto the telephone cradle and cut the call dead. Dawson turned around to see DI Hogarth peering down at him, arms folded like a bouncer.  
 
    “Giving a suspected criminal advice now, are we?” said Hogarth. “Seems to me you’ve had enough of life on the force.” 
 
    Dawson laid the receiver down and stood up slowly. Rawlins remained in her seat. She scanned the office, afraid for Dawson’s sake that he would be seen fronting up to a senior officer, at the same time wanting him stopped. But there were only a couple of uniforms present in the whole room, and as yet, no one had taken any interest in them.  
 
    “With all due respect, I don’t think I’m the only one who’s had enough of proper policing, sir.” 
 
    “What? I could have you kicked out – I gave you a chance…” 
 
    “What happened in the interview room with Alan Merrick, sir?” said Dawson, cutting across the DI. “Where is he now?” 
 
    “He’s been released without charge… while we gather more evidence. He remains the main suspect. We’re going to nail the bastard soon enough” said Hogarth, but Dawson wasn’t convinced.  
 
    “So you think he’s the killer – and you let him out?” 
 
    “It’s called procedure, Dawson. We can’t hold the man indefinitely. Let him fester out there, he still knows we’re coming for him.” 
 
    “Does he? You invited him to clam up in the interview room, sir. You even made a point of reminding him about his code of silence. Why did you do that? You let him off the hook. You did that.” 
 
    Hogarth was shaking, incandescent. “Bullshit. What a pathetic, desperate allegation that is. You’re striking out at me just to save your own skin, is that it?” 
 
    “No, that’s not it. Something was going on between you in the interview room, I saw it. Either your plan backfired in there or…” 
 
    “Or what?” snapped Hogarth.  
 
    “Or you got exactly the result you wanted.” 
 
    An spray of spittle flew from Hogarth’s lips. “I’ve got fifteen years of experience in CID. More scalps than you’ve got notches on your bedpost. So what if Merrick stays silent for a while? If the weight of evidence tips our way, he’ll still go down. But at the rate you’re going, constable, you don’t need to care. You’ll be dismissed for gross misconduct before Merrick gets sentenced, how’s that sound?” Hogarth turned to Rawlins. “Don’t waste yourself getting shacked up with a loser like this one, Rawlins. He’s bad news all over.” 
 
    Dawson leaned across his desk. “So what does that make you, sir?” 
 
    Hogarth sighed as if responding was beneath him. “I heard you tell your pal Bradley to stay out of it. You should tell his partner the same thing. And from now on I think you’d better stay out of it too. Don’t you?” Hogarth started walking away.  
 
    “Don’t think I can do that, sir. Not in good conscience.” 
 
    Hogarth stopped and looked back. “What did you say?” 
 
    “I don’t know what’s going on, but I know something isn’t right. Something in this has smelt rotten from the start.” 
 
    “Really? Maybe it’s something you stepped in, constable.” Hogarth shook his head and walked away.  
 
      
 
    Robert Jay locked the door behind him. He leaned his back against it, listening, waiting for the others to leave. He heard the commotion, boisterous chatter as the scum made their way out, slamming the front door behind them. Jay listened for another moment, making sure the silence took hold. Yes, everybody had gone. He nodded in relief. The maggot had insisted on more cash this time. He’d said it was about the pressure he was under. But Jay knew it was only about the money. Jay gave him extra cash only because he knew the endgame was approaching.  
 
    Jay walked down the narrow stairwell and flicked on the wall lights, but they didn’t issue enough light to fill the space. No matter, Jay always came prepared. He took a lighter from his pocket and walked around the wall, stopping at each of the little wooden shelves. He took down the brass candleholders and lit the well-used candles in each one. Wax had poured and set into frozen drips all over their brassy surfaces, making them seem pleasingly ancient. Exactly as they should have been. With the lighting fixed, Jay turned to the table in the centre of the room. This fine old room, a place of comfort, celebration, and order, was a smaller replica of the one he used to love so fondly. In the centre was the ceremonial table he had built for the room in Brockley. It was the very table on which several miscreants had been suitably punished. But only Damien Arthur had paid the ultimate price. It was the very least he deserved. He had treated the sacred oaths like jokes in a Christmas cracker. Damien Arthur had had to be punished for his crimes, but the police were too compromised with their Freemasonry to think of justice. By the time Jay had learned of the full details, he already knew the police would never help him. So Jay did what he did best. He waited until it was safe to act. When all memory had faded, justice was carried out. Meticulously. On this very table. Jay made a grim smile at the thought. But dealing with Damien Arthur had turned out to be only the first part of his revenge.  
 
    In every punishment there was a moment when the condemned was forced to list his sins. He has been given a little medicine to reduce his fear, to make him compliant. A little alcohol and some opiates were available in those days. In his dreamy state, Arthur had made his confessions and pleaded for leniency. But he had confessed to things he’d never been suspected of. He had kept secrets far worse than theft and Freemasonry.  
 
    And because of the personal nature of the extra sin – the worst sin – the punishment had to be precise and perfect. Preparations had to be made. Time consuming planning. Research, then appropriate adjustments. Enacting the punishment was to become his life’s work. 
 
    And after all these years of waiting, preparing, planning, finally his work was almost at an end.  
 
    Through his actions Damien Arthur had made a mockery of The Ravagers, but it turned out that other members had made a mockery of Jay, the man. Because of the awful mistake of involving the police he then had to wait a full year to execute justice against Arthur.  
 
    The ones who had tried to take advantage of him must have mistaken him for a soft man. It was a common mistake. But how could he ever forgive and forget? The evidence of what they had done was with him every day. It was in the absence of the life he could have had. But after Arthur’s deathbed confessions, Jay would never ever forget one face. It had been etched on his mind and would stay there until he breathed his last. Jay’s mouth twitched as he looked around the room, his head filled with a flood of past memories. The bitterness. The shame. The grief. To help him keep steady, he popped another pale blue tablet into his mouth to stay calm and forced himself to the task at hand. He took out some folded paper notes from his pocket and arrayed them on the central table where a new body would soon lay. He smoothed the sheets out flat, then moved them around the table top in his favourite neat, circular arrangement. He read the names on each one, and whispered them to himself. He was so close to the end. So very close. One of the sheets bore a special significance. He lifted the note in his shaking fingers and spoke to the name as if they were standing before him. “You. You could never resist what wasn’t yours to touch.” He recalled the man’s leering eyes from the angry breakfast meeting at The Old Bank pub. On the face of it, it was a just chance meeting. But Jay believed nothing was truly by chance. Fate had brought Hogarth to his new home town before Jay was ready to dispense justice. So he had advanced his plans, and taken action. But the chance meeting in the pub revealed an opportunity for something more than the one he had planned. Oh, what a stroke of luck. Jay pulled a fresh piece of paper from his pocket, and took up the quill pen from the implements on the side desk. He unscrewed the small jar of the viscous ink and dipped the quill into the pungent liquid. The quill scratched as he wrote on the sheet. PCSO Rawlins. He replaced the quill, sealed the ink jar, and inspected the name as the ink dried. His mouth twitched as he watched the ink bleed into the fibres of the paper. When it was quite dry, he laid the name amongst the others, and moved the newest name into the centre. Thank God, Hogarth hadn’t changed... and because Jay saw he hadn’t changed, his revenge would now be exquisitely fitting.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-two 
 
      
 
    Love Interest 
 
      
 
    Dan was in the back when the office door chimed. Eva looked up from her desk as PC Dawson and PSCO Rawlins made their entrance. The cops took off their hats and held them. They looked different from the last time Eva had seen them and it wasn’t just that they were back in uniform. It was the awkwardness. The self-consciousness. She found the new closeness between them fascinating. Something had happened between them – it couldn’t have been more obvious. Well, well, well. Eva sat back in her chair, wondering whether a love interest would improve Dawson’s attitude towards them, which had been a cause for concern. With Dan’s mood so black, Eva hoped Dawson wasn’t here to give them another lecture. If so, there was bound to be a bitter row. The Jay case had turned out to be a poisoned chalice of the worst kind and they were furious with themselves for misjudging the man’s character. They had been duped, fooled, totally done over. Whichever way you wanted to describe it, Jay had done it to them and being had by a killer was deeply disturbing. And not for the first time it was they who were the ones in trouble. As usual, Dan was in the most trouble of all.  
 
    “I suppose you’ll want us to come quietly?” said Eva. There was an edge to her voice she didn’t bother to hide. Dawson’s face flickered. He stopped near the front door. PCSO Rawlins stopped at his side but Eva saw the young woman didn’t recognise the bite in Eva’s words.  
 
    “Actually, we’re here in the spirit of cooperation, Eva. Truth is I shouldn’t be anywhere near you two. Hogarth wants me hung for talking to you. But I’ve never been popular. Half the station has hated my guts ever since the corruption. They’ve got me marked as a grass.” 
 
    Dan emerged from the back kitchen with two mugs of coffee.  
 
    “You’re no grass, Rob,” said Dan. He stopped in the kitchen doorway sipping from a mug of coffee, while he held another mug for Eva. Dan looked at Rawlins and Dawson standing together at the front of the office like two guilty teenagers. Dan smiled in recognition at the new chemistry between them. He saw it too.  
 
    “You used to work with villains,” said Dan. “Now you’re just working with idiots. But sorry Rob, if you’ve come here to stop me working this case, you can forget it.” 
 
    Dawson’s eyes flared, but he said nothing. 
 
    “Your client reported you to the police, Dan. You don’t have a case.” 
 
    “But those murders still aren’t solved, Rob. And there’ll be more murders unless someone stops the real killer.”  
 
    “The real killer? What? And hang on a minute. What happened between you and Robert Jay? The facts, please. Don’t hold out on me. If DI Hogarth had heard Jay’s story you would have been nicked in a heartbeat. You’re lucky I was there to catch Jay myself.” 
 
    Dan humphed.  
 
    “Yeah, lucky. That’s me. Lucky’s my middle name.” Dan drifted to his seat and sat down. “Okay. You want the full story? Then you’d better take a seat because you won’t believe your ears.” 
 
    Dawson folded his arms and stayed right where he was.  
 
    “Suit yourself, Rob. You’ve got the wrong man. Robert Jay is the killer.” 
 
    “Robert Jay. As in your ex-client? How the hell did you reach that conclusion?” 
 
    “The long way round, as usual… but I think that’s exactly where Jay wanted us. So here it is. We all know how Lewis Atkins died? Not pretty. And he wasn’t the first one to die that way.” 
 
    A wrinkle appeared on Dawson’s brow. 
 
    “You said Merrick mentioned the name Damien Arthur. Well, guess what – Damien Arthur was the first man to die like this. I think Merrick was going to tell you that, but he never got that far, did he?” 
 
    “But Merrick is the killer,” said Rawlins. “There’s evidence to back it up. Why does it have to be Robert Jay now?”  
 
    “Because Merrick didn’t tell you the full story. He mentioned Damien Arthur to you. He must have known the story. He was about to tell you what happened, but for some reason he changed his mind...” 
 
    Dawson looked at Rawlins. “His code of silence.” 
 
    “What?” said Dan.  
 
    “He told us a few things until he remembered his vow of silence. He was reminded of his vow in the interview room. Then he clammed up,” said Dawson. 
 
    “Did he now? Okay, stay with me,” said Dan. “You gave me the name Damien Arthur. It struck a chord with me, but it took me a while to figure it out. Damien Arthur was around when I worked in South London with my old boss Devon Parker, before I met Eva. You may know I’m not as organised as, Eva, right?” 
 
    “No shit,” said Dawson. 
 
    “Whatever. But I still kept a few files from back in the old days before we were an item. Last night I went through those files and found a group photograph with Damien Arthur in it. Then I dug a little deeper. It turned out that Damien Arthur embezzled money from a charity called The Quill and Ink. Does that ring any bells?” 
 
    “Merrick’s robes had a design on them with a quill and ink…” said Rawlins. “The card I took from the dealer…” 
 
    “And more than that. the Strongforth Social Club had one as an ornament. It’s the symbol used by the old Ravagers sect. None of this is coincidence.” 
 
    “But so far that leaves Merrick firmly in the frame,” said Dawson. 
 
    “Yeah, and Merrick was a part of it. Jay more or less told me so, but Jay has fed me so many lines I don’t know where the truth starts and the lies end.” 
 
    Dawson’s eyes told Dan he was thinking the same thing about him. But Dan ignored the hard eyes and pushed on with the story.  
 
    “Damien Arthur stole money from the Quill and Ink charity. Robert Jay was named as the chief trustee back then. And if you don’t believe me about the link, it’s on the record. Take a look on the Charities Commission website for yourself. Jay’s all over it. Merrick was probably around then too, but he wasn’t named in any official capacity.” 
 
    “But why would a charity be involved in murder?” said Rawlins. 
 
    “The Freemasons have charitable organisations too. All of these lodge groups give to charity. It’s what they do. The Ravagers were following the same model, trying to be like the Masons who inspired them, but emphasising the darker parts they were interested in. Break an oath as a Freemason, and you’ll be out on your ear. Break an oath as a Ravager, and it costs you everything.” 
 
    “What happened to Damien Arthur?” said Dawson. 
 
    “Check the records. After the embezzlement he got off with a warning. It didn’t even reach court. How the police rigged that one I’ll never know, and Damien Arthur was no saint, either. He was into all kinds of shady business practices. A man with his record should have done time, but he stayed free. Tell me, how did that happen?” 
 
    “Someone in the police must have fucked up. They lost evidence, or made a mess of the investigation, and then tried to hide it. It happens sometimes.” 
 
    “I know it does. But Damien Arthur was a Mason, and so were some of his good buddies in the Met.” 
 
    “Hang on,” said Dawson. “You said Arthur was with The Ravagers?” 
 
    “He was with both. He stole from The Ravagers, and he two-timed them with the Freemasons. For all Robert Jay knew the Masons could have been keeping tabs on The Ravagers by using Arthur as a mole. Either way, Damien Arthur committed two heinous sins in Jay’s eyes. A double whammy.” 
 
    “So you say this Damien Arthur was killed like Lewis Atkins and Georgina Oldham? Black eye paint, gut slashed, the works?” 
 
    Dan shook his head. “Not quite, no. The record shows that Arthur disappeared around a year after the charity embezzlement. He did a moonlight flit and was never seen again. But soon afterwards a body was found in the River Lee, South East London. The remains got linked to Damien Arthur, but the case was never re-opened. It was described as a possible suicide, or death by misadventure, which kept it neat – case closed. But Robert Jay told me the body was recovered with a bag of old coins tucked inside. Like Judas Iscariot’s thirty pieces of silver.” 
 
    “Like the yellow plastic token in the recent murders…” said Rawlins. 
 
    “Absolutely. And Jay knows the details inside out. The man is an obscenely patient killer. He waited until the fuss of the embezzlement had died down. He waited until Damien Arthur thought he had gotten away with it, and then – wham – he delivered the punishment owed for his treachery.” 
 
    “And Jay told you all of this? That he did it?” said Rawlins.  
 
    “No… he didn’t confess outright, but he gave me everything but the confession. He let me know he did it. He wants me to know, damn it. He wants all of us to know. These murders are flag waving, exhibitionist affairs. Think about it. And he knew too much about everything. Insider details. Stuff no one else should have known. It was him. But no, he didn’t confess. And at present we have no evidence to link it to him. The only way to get him is through the current killings.” 
 
    “But where is the link to Lewis Atkins and Georgina Oldham? Give me something tangible.” said Dawson. 
 
    “I told you. Jay is a patient killer. And from what he told me, he’s not finished.” 
 
    “What?” said Rawlins.  
 
    “He dropped hints. He said ‘Not all people who should die do’. This isn’t over, Rob. Jay is just getting warmed up. Look at the two recent killings from a different angle. He has used Atkins and Oldham to get everybody’s attention. And the yellow tokens even suggest that these are warm-ups – practice runs. Atkins and Oldham never had the chance to commit any sin against The Ravagers – they were never members. And even the tokens strike me as sign of a rehearsal. He didn’t plant any proper symbol of transgression in them – such as real money – because there was no transgression. He’s used these two as the first act to draw us all in, getting us primed for the main event. The trouble is, we don’t know who or what the main event is.” 
 
    A twinge of disquiet hit Dan in the gut as he recalled Jay had already given him an indication that he could be part of it.  
 
    “That’s all supposition based on hints you were dropped by Robert Jay,” said Dawson. “But Jay could be a fantasist. There are some very odd people out there. Some oddballs come out of the woodwork when murders happen. People who want to be like the killer. It might be there is no ritual link, no link to this Damien Arthur, no link to anything,” said Dawson.  
 
    “Do you really believe that?” said Dan.  
 
    Dawson’s shoulders flinched in the merest shrug.  
 
    “Look,” said Dawson. “When Robert Jay came to the station this morning he was in a bad way. He looked tired, emotional, shaky. For what it’s worth, I believe he exaggerated what you said to him. He said you tried to extort money from him. I don’t believe that. That doesn’t sound like you. But these theories, this stuff you’re coming out with now – this wildness. That’s you all over, Dan. Come on… did you threaten him because the case isn’t going your way?” 
 
    “I never once threatened the man. He lied to you, Rob, and you need to face it.” 
 
    Dawson stayed quiet. Bradley and Dawson stared at one another. The atmosphere in the office grew tense. “He’s a skilled communicator and he’s had us all blindsided from minute one,” said Dan in a quiet voice. “When I fronted him about the charity, I happened to mess with his plans, and he let his mask slip, and he knows it. So he panicked. He ran to you. He wants you to keep me out of the way so he can execute whatever plan he’s got coming. Someone is in serious danger, Rob. He’s going to kill again. Meanwhile, you’re here giving me a warning, and worrying about DI Hogarth.” 
 
    “Robert Jay is a skinny little public school rake. He shakes, Dan. He’s not capable of this.” 
 
    “You know why he shakes? He takes tablets…” 
 
    “For anxiety,” said Dawson, cutting across Dan. “Yeah. He told us.” 
 
    “And you need to check those tablets, Rob.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’ll bet you any money you like that the pills he takes are diazepam tablets. Just like those used to subdue Lewis Atkins and Georgina Oldham before he cut them apart.” 
 
    “Alan Merrick remains the chief suspect. We have the evidence,” said Dawson. 
 
    “Then you’d better take another look at that evidence,” said Dan.  
 
    “Calm down. Listen to yourself,” said Dawson. 
 
    “You think I threatened him, don’t you?” 
 
    “You’re stressed out chasing this case for all you’re worth. It’s possible that you got carried away in the heat of the moment…” 
 
    Dan shook his head. 
 
    “I actually find myself agreeing with Robert Jay about one thing…” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    “That the police let you down when you need them the most.” 
 
    “Jay said that because of the Damien Arthur cover up?” said Rawlins. 
 
    “And because of something else. Something personal… is how he described it.” 
 
    Dawson sighed.  
 
    Eva stood up from her chair. She knew that if the meeting ended like this there was probably no way back. Their friendship with the cop would be over, right when they needed it most. 
 
    “Wait a minute. We all need to stay calm and look at the facts. Two innocent young people are dead. We’ve got a link to the past which leaves either Merrick or Jay in the frame, whatever you believe. Even if Merrick isn’t the killer, he probably knows who the killer is. They were in the Ravagers together… and if there’s a chance the killer is still on the loose, we can’t isolate ourselves from each other now, or we won’t be able to stop another murder. You two need to set aside your differences – at least until we’re sure the right man is caught. I know you’ve both got a heavy past…” 
 
    She looked at Dawson and at Dan and let her meaning sink in. “But please don’t let other people mess this up. Not DI Hogarth, not Robert Jay…” 
 
    Dan, then Dawson slowly nodded in turn. Eva had a point. But Rawlins gave Eva an emphatic nod and Eva returned it with a smile.  
 
    “It’s not just the police who’ve been manipulated here. It’s all of us. We need to stick together and be careful. Look, can I get you two a coffee.” 
 
    Eva looked at Dawson and waited a moment. Finally, his body language loosened. “Yeah, coffee would be great.” 
 
    Eva walked into the kitchen to let the balm of her words take effect. As she set up the coffee machine she listened to the office in quiet hope. A moment later PCSO Rawlins joined her in the kitchen. She leaned back against the worktop as Eva fussed with the percolator. 
 
    “I appreciate what you said in there just now,” said Rawlins. “But what did you mean – about a heavy past?” 
 
    Eva closed a kitchen cupboard and looked at Rawlins. “It’s best if you discuss that with Rob. They went through some rough times, that’s all.” 
 
    Rawlins nodded and looked away.  
 
    “You know, Hogarth is really on Dawson’s back about Dan. Rob’s in serious trouble.” 
 
    “From what I hear, DI Hogarth has made this entire case difficult. Tell me, have you thought about this: what if Hogarth doesn’t want this investigation to succeed?” 
 
    “What? You can’t think he would want a killer on the loose…” 
 
    “No. I didn’t mean that. I meant what if there’s something else he’s afraid of… like something being exposed. Think about it. He’s fought you guys the whole way. And now he wants us out of the picture too. What if it’s because he knows he can’t control us like he can control you two. What if he wants this whole case controlled to go his way? Why would he want that?” 
 
    PCSO Rawlins’ eyes glazed over. She looked out of the window into the little back garden.  
 
    Eventually, her eyes came back to the present. She saw Eva was about ready to carry two fresh mugs into the office. 
 
    “Do you really think there’s going to be another murder?” 
 
    Eva looked at Rawlins with serious eyes. “Yes, I do.” 
 
    And you think Jay really could be behind it all…?” 
 
    “All kinds of people are capable of the worst kind of crime, PCSO Rawlins. I’ve seen enough to know. I’m sorry to tell you that in a few years you’ll think the same as I do.” 
 
    “But what if you’re right… then who’s going to stop him?” 
 
    “I think you’ll find that’s down to us.” 
 
    Eva left the kitchen but Rawlins lingered and stared through the window.  
 
    Rawlins felt Eva Roberts was a kindred spirit. A woman of action. But Rawlins knew Dawson wouldn’t let her near a hint of action. Rawlins hadn’t signed up to be a bit-part player. She was a true believer, ready to go out on the front line and throw herself into the action. Finally, it felt like her time had come. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-three 
 
      
 
    Just Visiting 
 
      
 
    Eva’s peacekeeping mission had worked, just about. The guys had made a truce, and right now, that was what mattered. But Dan still felt unable to discuss his thoughts with Dawson. The cop half trusted him, and had half written him off as a troublemaker and a criminal. It wasn’t the best starting position for sharing confidences, so Dan kept it to himself. But it wasn’t rocket science. It was obvious. Merrick had been shut down by Hogarth before time, Dawson had said so. And Merrick had been there at the time of the Damien Arthur murder. He would have been there when the shit hit the fan. If so, Merrick could have known enough to provide testimony about Robert Jay’s involvement. In lieu of evidence of the Arthur killing, maybe it was enough to send the man down. Not all people who should die do… Dan hoped he could persuade the man to break his vow of silence… and hoped Merrick knew who the next target was.  
 
    The plan was simple enough. Pay the man a visit. He knew the big house on the corner of Queens Road and Chalkwell Park Drive and had run past it many times in the past because of its position on a busy back street. But one thing Dan remembered about Merrick’s house in particular – was the white rendered garden wall. It ended at chin height, so Dan had been able to peer into the big garden and to see how the other half lived. Getting into the garden was going to be a cinch. But doing it without being seen was going to be a feat.  
 
    Dan drove past the crossroads and saw the big four by four parked at an angle on Merrick’s drive. He accelerated fast up the slope of Queens Road, then pulled in at the first available space. Dan got out of the car and used the angle of the slope to peer back down into the garden and the huge back windows of the house. He thought he saw a hint of movement, but couldn’t be sure. The windows would pose a problem. If he flung himself over the wall, there was a chance he would be seen sooner than he wanted. But he had other options. He jogged down the slope and slowed down as he neared the boundary of Alan Merrick’s property. He laid a hand on the surface of the wall as he passed. Pieces of tile, stone, and slate had been embedded at angles and left jutting from the top surface – more with decoration in mind than defence. Dan moved away from the wall and tilted his head down, until he reached his chosen position at the back corner of the house. Dawson didn’t know Dan’s plans. And Eva wouldn’t have been thrilled about it either. But he had to know what Merrick knew. It was the best way forward. The only way forward. 
 
    It was late afternoon, past four, and the streets were busy with the casual rush of passing cars. The pavements were dotted with a few people, but they were far up ahead, back past the crossroads. Dan moved to the wall, slapped his hands on the top and dragged his body up. He swung his legs over and jumped down to the concrete beyond. His backside took some punishment from the wall-topping, but he was fine. He looked around. There was a grey painted wooden staircase nearby, leading up to a first floor balcony which looked out over the garden. That was option two. The best option was always the way of least resistance. Dan edged around the corner of the house and peered into the back room through the vast window. Pale wood flooring gleamed back at him from a golden-yellow room, sparsely decorated with big ornaments and a long dining table. Far away the widescreen TV was on, pictures flickering unwatched in the empty space. The vast windows were sliding doors. Dan moved past the windows and tested the door handle at the far end. It didn’t budge. Locked from the inside. From there, the back wall continued. Dan edged along and looked into a glossy white tiled kitchen, with a big black back door. Merrick was inside, chewing as he moved around the kitchen. He moved left, opened the fridge, closed it, then picked up a plate and disappeared through a doorway, his fat jaws chewing on something from the fridge. Dan made his move. He walked to the back door, carefully eased the handle down, and was pleased to find it give. He teased the door open slowly, listened to the TV, and heard the creak of the leather sofa as the man dropped his heavy frame onto it. He peeled the door open, and stepped inside. Dan held his breath the whole time, careful to listen out for every noise he made. Next, Dan looked for something suitable to use. He opened a kitchen drawer slowly, and looked at the options, and smiled when he saw something just right.  
 
      
 
    “Nice to see you again, Alan,” said Dan. 
 
    Dan was at the edge of the big room as Merrick looked up, dropped his full plate onto the floor, and started coughing. “Don’t choke on me, Alan. We need to talk.” 
 
    Merrick’s eyes filled with panic, and his face reddened. His eyes dropped down to the weapon in Dan’s hands. Dan lifted the plain wooden rolling pin and pointed it at Merrick casually, a visual aid to show the man who was in charge. Merrick had started to stand, but the look on Dan’s face and the rolling pin, persuaded him to sit down again. 
 
    “I’ve seen you before…” said Merrick, as he swallowed a mouthful of food. The words drifted from his mouth lazily. Dan noted his speech and checked his dark eyes. His eyes were misty and slow. Like a heroin junkie after a chase. Maybe he didn’t need the rolling pin after all, but he did need Merrick to understand he meant business.  
 
    “Yeah. You’ve seen me. At Lewis Atkins’ funeral.” Dan walked in between the man and his TV set. “Look at you. You’re high, Alan. I was under the impression the police raided this place and took everything you had.” 
 
    “What do you want?” said Merrick. There was panic in him, but it was subdued. It didn’t have the edge Dan was used to. Had to be the drugs. 
 
    “I know because it’s my job to know. Lewis Atkins. Georgina Oldham. They were killed in a very specific way, a way that you would recognise.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. They were killed the same way as Damien Arthur was killed, twenty years back.” Dan let his words sink in, but wasn’t sure if Merrick was getting their full weight.  
 
    “You made moves on Georgina Oldham. She went home with you. Next thing we know, she ends up dead, and you know something about how she died. Right now, I know more than the police on this. If I told them what you knew, they’d tighten the thumbscrews and you’d go down for a long time. You’d be known as the murderer, Alan. That’s all people would ever remember about you.” 
 
    “But I didn’t do it…” said Merrick. His eyes were firm, his voice hazy. 
 
    Dan nodded. “That’s not good enough. Not good enough by a long chalk.” 
 
    Dan moved to the edge of the sofa opposite Merrick and perched on the edge. He leaned forward, expressing as much menace as he could muster.  
 
    “Some people are using your vow of silence against you. Have you noticed?” 
 
    The man looked at him, his eyes locked on Dan’s. He nodded faintly but didn’t say a word.  
 
    “Who do you think you are, Merrick? Let me tell you. You’re a scumbag. My guess is that you’re involved in the Speech Masters only to keep tabs on Jay, and so Jay can keep tabs on you. You have history, baggage between you. You live in the same town. My town. It stands to reason you want to keep an eye on each other, because you’re paranoid one of you will spill the beans on your past. But that’s the thing, Alan. You were Ravagers, Alan. Men in the same lodge, doing the same twisted things. But the key word is were. The Ravagers are over. If they weren’t you’d both still be in South London, dancing and chanting in your dresses. But that’s all over, isn’t it? And it turns out you were the last man standing. The only one to try and keep faithful to your oaths… For what it’s worth, well done. Because Robert Jay has let you down, hasn’t he…?” 
 
    “What do you know about anything?” said Merrick. 
 
    “Enough to be dangerous, Alan. Especially for you. I’m working this case, and someone is going to go down for these killings. Is it going to be you? Or him?” 
 
    “I didn’t do it. All the evidence against me was fabricated.” 
 
    “Prove it!” 
 
    Merrick coughed. “How can I? They found a tissue in my car with Georgina Oldham’s blood on it. They found my tablets. They know I argued with Georgie the day she was killed. But that doesn’t mean it was me! Someone is framing me…” 
 
    “Not someone. The name. Tell me.” 
 
     “I didn’t kill her! I’ve been set up…” 
 
    “But the evidence is against you. You need to start talking, or I might side with the police. Where did you get your latest stash of pills, Alan? The police took yours. Did Jay give you them from his supply?” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid. Jay wouldn’t so much as piss on me. I got these where I always get them. From the pubs.” 
 
    Dan extended the rolling pin forward so it nudged Alan Merrick’s chin. The man pulled away and pressed himself into the sofa.  
 
    “I’m sick of playing the guessing game, Alan. It’s frustrating to be behind the curve the whole time. You know, I’m beginning to feel like taking out all my stress and frustration on someone. And a lying scumbag like you really fits the bill.” 
 
    “You’re Jay’s private investigator. Maybe you’re the one trying to frame me. You don’t intimidate me.” 
 
    “Let’s see if we can change that,” said Dan. 
 
    Dan sprang forward and grabbed the man’s T-shirt neckline. He yanked him forward and the cotton ripped, but Merrick came with it. Dan grabbed his shoulder, and with a heave Merrick flew across the polished wooden floor, crashed into a coffee table, and rolled onto his back. Dan leaned over him, and dropped his knee firmly onto his chest. He laid the rolling pin against the side of his head, and patted it gently. Then, looking down into the man’s eyes he lifted it, ready to swing it full force against the side of the man’s head.  
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    “That’s better. Now start talking and keep it coming. You said you’ve been framed, so start talking and prove it. If you convince me, maybe I can even help you. Forget your code of honour. It’s dead. Don’t let yourself get buried with it.” 
 
    Merrick smacked his lips, rolled his eyes. “Georgie came to my house. We had sex… yeah… but the bloody tissue in my car – that was a plant. Sometimes I leave my car windows open, just a little, to stop it getting stuffy. They must have stuffed the tissue through the gap.” 
 
    “So the killer tried to frame you. Why would they want to do that? That sounds like a grudge, Alan. I want the full story, Alan. Don’t you think it’s time you started talking before things get any worse? I’m not sure a man like you could handle prison.” 
 
    Merrick blinked at him and the dam finally broke. 
 
    “What does it bloody matter? My life’s over anyway. I was hauled in by the police when I should have been meeting my most important client... now the case is all over the news. My name has been linked to the murders! I tried to rebook the meeting with my client and he refused… without his business, I’m sunk. I’m going to lose everything. And I didn’t kill them. I’ve never killed anyone.” 
 
    “Then who set you up?” Dan willed him to say the words. 
 
    Merrick held back. His lips started to form the words, then he shook his head. Dan raised the rolling pin higher behind his head. Merrick looked at it and started talking.  
 
    “It’s Robert Jay! He’s the killer. He was always the killer, back in the old days when it meant something and now… now, when it means nothing. That bastard ruined everything. After the lodge folded, I came here to this town for a new start. A clean slate. Then he showed up like a bad omen. I should have known the shit would hit the fan one day. And hasn’t it just?! The Ravagers are long finished. They were disbanded. But we agreed that the code still lived on until we were all dead… instead Jay broke the promise… not me.” 
 
    “I know. Jay killed Atkins and Oldham. I believe that. But I need you to give me more. He hired us to investigate, why would the man do a thing like that?” 
 
    Merrick shook his head. “I don’t know. To throw everyone off the scent, maybe? It worked on me. Because Jay hired you, I thought somebody else had to be responsible. I wondered if the last of the London remnant had gone off the rails. But the killings were in Southend, where we live, so I kept coming back to Jay, but it didn’t make sense. Not with you people on the scene…” said Merrick, his voice trailing away. 
 
    Dan needed Merrick to keep talking before he got cold feet.  
 
    “Tell me about what happened with Damien Arthur. When Robert Jay was in the act of killing Arthur, he forced Arthur to confess all of his transgressions… part of the ritual, I guess…” 
 
    Dan waited and checked the man’s eyes. There was no shock or question in them. Merrick reacted like what Dan had said was a simple fact.  
 
    “Damien Arthur told Robert Jay everything … from the theft to his two-timing membership of the Freemasons too.” 
 
    Merrick nodded. “It was treachery. We were different to the Masons. The Ravagers had a soul and a purpose…” 
 
    “I don’t give a damn about your dogma!” said Dan. “Listen. There had to be something else. Damien Arthur told Robert Jay something Jay wasn’t expecting. Something which shocked him more than any other of his crimes. Damien Arthur must have believed Jay already knew about it… but Jay didn’t. What could Arthur have told him to have such an effect?” 
 
    Merrick’s eyes glazed. He smacked his lips and shook his head. 
 
    “Don’t you dare hold out on me now. What did Damien Arthur know that Robert Jay didn’t? Come on!” Dan lifted the rolling pin and shook it in his hand. 
 
    “But… that had nothing to do with the code. It was an entirely separate matter… and it was twenty years ago.” 
 
    “I don’t think time matters to this man. So tell me,” said Dan. “Whatever it is, it was serious enough that Jay was willing to frame you for the murders. If you tell me, then maybe we can stop another person dying. I could stop you going down for a crime you didn’t commit.” 
 
    Merrick stared at him. Dan saw the man was processing, thinking it through. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “If this is going where I think it is… I’m not convinced it should be stopped.” 
 
    Dan pressed more weight down onto Merrick’s chest. 
 
    “I don’t want your opinion, Alan. I want the truth.” 
 
    “Arggghh,” grunted Merrick and he tried to shift Dan’s weight with his hands.” You’re going to kill me…” 
 
    “The size of you, I doubt it.” 
 
    “Okay. Okay…” said Merrick. Dan relented and shifted his knee. Merrick opened his eyes and took in a breath. 
 
    “I saw what happened just like Damien Arthur did, but the difference was I didn’t get involved. It was up to Damien Arthur to fix it. It was his mess.” 
 
    “Involved in what?” 
 
    “Back then we had some new guys coming in. Young bloods to grow The Ravagers. We all had to go out and bring in new people. Some of them were good, but some turned out to be bad. They all had to go through an apprenticeship until we were sure they were good enough. Plenty of them weren’t, and we let them go. But some got very close to passing. One guy in particular who looked like a very good bet. A young gun, younger than me, but he had a fiery temperament. From the stories he told, I knew he was a ladies’ man.” 
 
    “Just like you, eh, Alan?” 
 
    Merrick didn’t respond. 
 
    “He was a policeman. A junior officer. And like the Masons, we wanted police in the ranks. Police mean more influence in society. More help with the law…” 
 
    Dan’s eyes narrowed in thought, remembering Robert Jay’s dislike of the police. It was a personal matter… Dan felt he was getting closer.  
 
    “And?” said Dan.  
 
    “Damien Arthur was a shady type. Very dodgy. He took the young cop under his wing, probably hoping the cop could get him out of his various scrapes. Arthur used to train his apprentices in a special way. He liked to use pictures and demonstrations to get them excited about joining the lodge. One of the things he did was drive them by the houses of the leadership. He told them about their names and their jobs, their titles and how important they were. It was about providing them with a sense of history and respect for the organisation. What happened must have started then, when Damien took this prospect on a drive by of Robert Jay’s house…” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “It had to be the first time this prospect saw Robert Jay’s daughter. It definitely wasn’t the last.” 
 
    “What happened…?” said Dan, but the essence of it was already forming in his mind.  
 
    “He was a young guy. She was good looking girl. But she was totally off limits.” 
 
    “She was the leader’s daughter…” said Dan.  
 
    “Yes. And she was a fifteen-year-old. But it didn’t stop this guy. A month into his membership I cottoned on to what was happening. Damien Arthur had known longer than I did, but he didn’t say a word to me or anyone else. The bastard was banging Jay’s fifteen-year-old daughter!” 
 
    “When did he find out?” 
 
    “Arthur? Who knows? But when I found out I told Arthur that he needed to deal with it. By which I meant talk to Robert Jay, and bring it before the elders. Arthur said he would deal with it. In his own way, I suppose he did. The new guy disappeared after that. The relationship was finished, as it had to be.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that Jay has a daughter,” said Dan. 
 
    “He had a daughter. Past tense…” said Merrick. “The girl, Maggie, fell pregnant by this arsehole. Wham. She was underage and pregnant. Jay made her have the child and ensured it was given over for adoption. I think he was punishing the girl too. I mean, they could have terminated it, but that would have been against Jay’s principles. But I know Jay and the girl really didn’t get on after that. It turned into a tragedy. Later the girl topped herself. Jumped from a multi-storey car park. Such a shame…” 
 
    Dan released his knee from Merrick’s body and stood up, his mind still reeling.  
 
    “And you didn’t tell Jay?” 
 
    “It was Arthur’s business. He was the treasurer. He had much more clout than me. I always assumed he would say something… I suppose he didn’t until the very end.” 
 
    “And now Jay’s making you pay for your silence…” 
 
    A question was spreading like a wildfire across Dan’s mind. Yet Dan felt he already knew the answer.  
 
    “The cop…” said Dan slowly. “Do you know his name? The one who had the affair with Jay’s daughter…?” 
 
    Merrick sat up and rubbed his throat. He looked at Dan with empty, soulless eyes.  
 
    “I know it. And so do you. His name is Joe Hogarth.” 
 
    Dan’s eyes became wide and serious. He turned away from Merrick and headed out of the room towards the front door. 
 
    “What about me? I’m an innocent man” called Merrick. Dan walked back into the room and looked at Merrick.  
 
    “You didn’t kill Atkins and Oldham, but you are very, very far from innocent.” Dan turned away and took out his mobile phone.  
 
    “I’m innocent!” called Merrick as Dan walked through the hallway. The man’s voice trailed after him as Dan walked out onto the drive, passing Merrick’s big car. Dan glanced at the X5. The driver’s window was open at the top, leaving a gap of no more than two inches, just as Merrick had said. More than adequate to allow someone to wedge a tissue inside the car. Dan turned the corner back onto Queens Road heading for his coupé and all the while new questions and fears danced circles in his mind.  
 
    How much had Devon Parker known? Aside from the theft, did Parker’s investigation reveal what else Damien Arthur was hiding? Until he confronted Robert Jay there was no way of knowing. No way to know for sure if he was one of Jay’s intended victims for the cut. But if Dan waited for Jay, other people would die. Dan had no choice but to make the first move. 


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-four 
 
      
 
    Window of the Soul 
 
      
 
    Rawlins walked up to the front of the Strongforth Social Club, but this time in uniform. The front windows were quiet and unlit. She tried to hear any sounds from within, just as she had tried at Jay’s house before. But after a few moments of inspection, she’d been sure his house was empty. The Strongforth looked empty too, but Jay had to be somewhere. Rawlins knew the difference between justice and the law and she respected it, mostly. But when it came to evil, the legal maze seemed to hamper justice being done. It had never been more obvious than in this case. Rawlins felt it would take just one or two small liberties with the rules, and she would come out on top – the real murderer caught, promotion in the bag. So long as the ends justified the means what did it matter? Right now, she was out on a limb. But in a couple of hours everything she wanted would be within reach. Rawlins took a deep breath and chose to ignore the fact she was about to follow Roberts and Bradley’s example. Hiding her actions from Rob was the only thing that bothered her. But in the end she was sure he would understand.  
 
    Jay hadn’t been at home. So where else would he be? The Plaza, where he ran the Speech Masters group, was closed. The man worked from home, selling books, sending them out to customers who purchased them online, so there was no office to check. The man didn’t drink, so he wasn’t at a pub. And besides, the killer was far too industrious for that. There had been only a few short days between the Atkins and Oldham killings. And as Rawlins had established from every TV crime drama and movie she had ever watched murderers like these tended to kill in batches. If the man was going to kill, he would do it again soon.  
 
    Rawlins moved past the netted windows towards the side gate. She reached over and found the sliding bolt. She gripped it between her fingers and pulled it, but it wouldn’t budge. Rawlins shook her head, pinched the bolt tight and tried again. This time the bolt screeched against the collar then snapped free, and the gate flew inwards. Rawlins managed to grab the gate just in time before it hit the wall. She knew the way well enough. Rawlins weaved around the dirty beer kegs and stacks of crates, until she reached the concrete patio. Her heart started to pound with the reality of her actions. She was alone. She was a woman and she had messed with them before. But she still had the law on her side. She was in uniform. Surely, they would back down. Rawlins gulped on the thought and saw the drapes of the French doors were pulled tight. The place looked dark inside. So where was Jay?  
 
    Rawlins shook her head and stood perfectly still. It was only then she heard the music, the faint sound of a deep and rising female voice catching on the air. Rawlins tilted her ear to the breeze. She followed the faint sound around the corner to the other side of the house. She reached the corner and looked along the narrow gap between fence and wall. Midway along the wall was a small window. The window’s low position looked odd, until Rawlins realised the building had a basement. The more she thought about it, the more it made sense. Most pubs had a cellar where the stock was stored, where the barrels were connected to the pumps. And because the small window was lit, because of the music, Rawlins knew someone was home. A surge of nervous excitement took her by surprise.  
 
    Rawlins went back and tried the back door. But it was locked. Breaking in? It was something the PIs might have done, but for Rawlins, it was still a bridge too far. The risk of facing a misconduct charge was too great. But the basement window gave her a chance to see without breaking in – so long as she could reach it. The gap between the wall and the fence was so narrow she doubted she would have the space to crouch down to look through the window when she reached it. But giving up wasn’t an option. Rawlins pressed her shoulder into the gap and crab-walked, the yellow bricks scraping against her stab vest, the shiplap fence bumping along her back. When she neared the little window, Rawlins took off her hat and dropped it to the ground. Next she made an awkward slide down, reaching for the ground with one hand. She lowered her body until she was lying on her side.  
 
    “Rob,” she muttered. “If only you could see me now…” 
 
    Rawlins struggled to line up her eyes with the window so she wriggled forwards until she could see inside. As she shifted, her head knocked against her blue and grey PCSO hat, nudging it forward. The plastic peak clipped window pane and made a startling noise.  
 
    “Shit!” said Rawlins. But at least now she had her view. A diagonal view down into the belly of the building, and not one she expected. The room was full of candle light. She saw tables set up with small pieces of paper, folded cloths, and a small array of metal tools. She saw a quill and ink and her heart rate started to climb. The music wailed up through the glass. An Italian opera piece, mournful and sweet. Her hat had struck the glass a second before, but there was no one in sight. Rawlins hoped she had gotten away with it as she saw a man slowly step into view. But the man in the basement looked up at the little window, and his eyes opened wide as he saw her. It was Robert Jay. Jay disappeared from view and Rawlins gasped. She pushed up in haste, pressing her hand against the dirt, but panicked and slid back. Her body hit the deck. Winded, she had to start over, ignoring the pain. She managed to stand up and started to slide towards the back yard. It seemed to take an age. Finally, her shoulder reached freedom, with the rest of her body to follow. Just as Rawlins was about to come free, Jay appeared in front of her, his eyes sharp, his mouth a straight line. Rawlins gritted her teeth at the sight of him. She sized him up. In a fair fight Rawlins knew she could take him, but her body was still caught between fence and wall. When he recognised her, Jay smiled. 
 
    “Oh, it really couldn’t be more any perfect…” he said. Rawlins struggled to get free until she saw the object in Jay’s hand. As soon as she saw it, she froze. Jay lifted the ornate gold-handled blade he had been carrying at his side. Rawlins stopped moving. She barely breathed. She stopped thinking about fighting and started thinking about survival.  
 
    Jay jabbed the knife towards her, then pointed to his side. “You’re coming with me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-five 
 
      
 
    On a Tightrope 
 
      
 
    Dan stood in the reception at Southend Police Station, his arms folded. It took only a minute before the double doors opened, and Dawson appeared.  
 
    “Where’s Hogarth?” said Dan. Dawson looked mystified as to why Dan was on his doorstep after they’d just called a truce, fearful Dan’s arrival signified some new kind of trouble. 
 
    “DI Hogarth? Why would you want to speak to him?” 
 
    The grey-haired cop on the reception desk had never been helpful, but all of sudden he was interested. His sharp eyes flicked between Dan and Dawson, reading the tension between them. He was a desk jockey, hungry for some hot gossip for the canteen or wherever else he used it. Dan knew the type and he didn’t like them. A call came in and the desk man ignored it for as long as he could, before he finally answered the phone and started talking. 
 
    “I’ve been to see Merrick,” said Dan, turning his back so the cop couldn’t read his lips. 
 
    Dawson scowled, trying to control himself. “Why the hell would you do that?” 
 
    “Because you people let him go without the truth coming out. He knows things about the past. Things which tell us about the real killer’s motives.” 
 
    “The real killer… here we go again. What did you do to him?” 
 
    “Come on, Rob. Who do you think I am? Pol Pot? I just used a little persuasion. That’s all. And Merrick will be happy as a sand boy when you drop him as a suspect.” 
 
    Dan saw Dawson was holding back. “There’s no controlling you, is there.” 
 
    “Afraid not, Rob. I know things about this case which need acting on. Things you need to be aware of.” 
 
    Dawson studied him.  
 
    “I’m serious,” said Dan.  
 
    “Then you’d better come in,” said Dawson, turning for the double doors. He opened them with a theatrical flourish of his hand and Dan understood the implication. He was about to make an entrance in a world where he was persona non grata. His presence was going to cause more than a fuss. But as Dawson’s guest the repercussions would mainly affect him. Even so, Dawson didn’t hesitate. He opened the door and ushered Dan inside. 
 
    There wasn’t much commotion at first. No one paid any attention as Dawson and Dan walked down the corridor. But the fun really started when they reached the open plan office. An older officer, and another big uniformed cop with an ale drinker’s belly saw them first and their eyes met across the room. Further on, a CID suit with slick-gelled hair backed out of a side office, laughing. When the guy in the suit saw Dan Bradley and Dawson crossing the room he stopped laughing altogether. As soon as they were past the open plan area, Dawson turned to Dan.  
 
    “That was DS Norman. You’ve been seen. If you wanted to see Hogarth, you won’t have to wait long now.” 
 
    They crossed into a dim corridor towards the interview rooms, lockers, and toilets.  
 
    “I don’t need to see Hogarth. I just wanted to make sure he’s safe.” 
 
    “Safe?” said Dawson, uncomprehending. He looked through the narrow window of a door marked Interview Room 1. The room was in use – two cops, a rough looking suspect, and a solicitor were busy looking bored inside. But interview room 2 was empty. Dawson pushed the door open. IR2 was a small dark room which smelt of man sweat and stale breath. Dan noticed the furniture was all screwed down to the floor. It was the room reserved for the worst kind of troublemakers.  
 
    Dawson picked a seat and sat down while Dan processed his surroundings.  
 
    “Okay,” said Dawson. “You’ve got my attention. But Hogarth and his team are stitching a case together around Merrick, tight as they can. He’s the one they want and there’s enough evidence for them to make it stick.” 
 
    “Merrick isn’t your man.” 
 
    “So you said. But the tissue in his car says otherwise, as do other factors, such as him sleeping with the girl before she was killed… the argument…” 
 
    “That evidence was planted. And Merrick had sex with her. So what? Georgina Oldham was in her twenties, a good looking girl, and Merrick is a man. That doesn’t make him a killer.” 
 
    “That’s not telling me anything new, Dan.” 
 
    “Any case against him will have holes in it a mile wide. He didn’t do it. Maybe Merrick had the opportunity, but he didn’t have motive or means.” 
 
    “So where are you going with this…? Let me guess. All the way back to Jay.” 
 
    Dan nodded. “Hear me out. And while I tell you about it, I want you to think about all the times Hogarth blocked your way on this case… and how he obstructed our work too. It’s not been coincidence. It never is.” 
 
    Dawson’s eyes flicked to the door as a couple of shadows passed its vertical window. A moment later one returned and lingered, but Dawson couldn’t make out who was watching. “I’m listening,” said Dawson. “But whatever you want to tell me you had better spit it out, fast.” 
 
    “So I see,” said Dan, waving at the window. The shadows disappeared from the glass.  
 
    “Okay. Damien Arthur. You heard that name from Merrick’s lips back when he was about to tell you the whole story,” said Dan. “But you said he was somehow reminded of his oath to silence. His oath as a Ravager… I’ll bet Hogarth was the one who reminded him…”  
 
    Dawson nodded.  
 
    “But why would Merrick listen to Hogarth? Especially with him being a cop.” 
 
    “Everybody has the right to silence, Dan. Merrick used his.” 
 
    “And Robert Jay has been using his for twenty years! Don’t backtrack on me, Rob. You were the first one to say Hogarth played a stinker in that interview. And now I know why.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because twenty years ago Hogarth knew Merrick. And he knew Robert Jay too. Hogarth didn’t want Merrick to bring it up in the interview because he wants it to stay buried by Merrick’s silence.” 
 
    Behind them the door opened, and Hogarth stepped into the interview room. Another suit lingered at his back – the detective with the slicked-back hair. Hogarth stepped inside in the interview room and looked back at his colleague in the corridor.  
 
    “Wait out there, Norman. I’ll deal with this,” Hogarth shut the door slowly. 
 
    Dan folded his arms and reclined in his seat but Dawson stood up to face Hogarth. The DI’s face was dark, tense, and rippling with anger.  
 
    “So I take it that Bradley here is handing himself in for the assault on Robert Jay?” said Hogarth. Hogarth’s manner was odd, his voice strained. Dan knew why. He watched the man squirm. The DI was on a tightrope and he was trying to pass all his discomfort on to Dawson instead.  
 
    “What assault?” said Dan. “I asked Jay some questions, that’s all. The guy made me a cup of coffee. Bad coffee. Then I went on my way. Anything else he said is a lie.” 
 
    “And I’d believe you because…?” said Hogarth.  
 
    Dawson cut in. “Dan Bradley has come here in the spirit of cooperation, sir. He has fresh information relating to the murders.” 
 
    Hogarth grunted and stepped closer. 
 
    “Now you listen to me… you’re a pair of double-dealing bastards who think they can do anything they like and get away with it. You’re not a policeman, Dawson. You’re a renegade. The force hasn’t got a place for people like you. And as for him,” said Hogarth, jabbing a finger at Dan. “I know his record, Dawson. He lied on oath in court. He falsified evidence and went down for a year, and that’s just the start. The man’s a lowlife, and you want to associate yourself with that.” 
 
    Dan shrugged. “I recreated evidence which a gangster had destroyed to get himself off the hook. Hey, it was wrong, but I paid my dues, detective. From what I understand you might have broken some oaths in your time too. And maybe even some laws along the way. But can you honestly say you’ve paid your dues, detective? Because from what I’ve heard, you’re still a wanted man…” 
 
    Hogarth stared at Dan, bristling, but with a twinkle of curiosity in his eye.  
 
    “I think the man you’re after – the real killer, not your scapegoat – wants to settle an old score. Did that ever cross your mind, Joe? Just once?” 
 
    Hogarth’s eyes widened at the mention of his name. He hissed and turned away.  
 
    “Dawson, I gave you a last chance and you’ve wasted it. From now on I’ll be pushing as hard as I can for your dismissal. You’ve thrown your whole career on the scrapheap. And for what? A lying waste of space like him…” Hogarth shook his head and looked away. When he looked at Dawson again, it was as if he had remembered something. 
 
    “Promise me you haven’t filled Rawlins’ head with this shite…” Hogarth waited for his answer. 
 
    Dawson bristled. “You show a lot of interest in the welfare of PCSO Rawlins, don’t you, sir?” 
 
    Hogarth stepped closer, stopping a foot away from Dawson’s, but the PC stayed unmoved. The two cops glared at each other in the dim room, eye to eye. Dan stayed seated, but was tense, ready to intervene if necessary. Hogarth pulled away and rearranged his shirt collar.  
 
    “We all have a responsibility for our junior officers, Dawson, only I think you forgot about yours. So, where is she, Dawson? I need to speak to her before I talk to the chief about all this.” 
 
    Dawson shook his head. “Rawlins is with the PCSO team, sir.” 
 
    “No, she’s not, Dawson. So where is she?” 
 
    Dawson stiffened. “Sir? Rawlins is a PCSO. She’s probably been assigned to street patrol.” 
 
    “I’m not an idiot, Dawson. I checked on all that on the way over. I’ve seen you two together. You’ve got her running errands on your little cloak and dagger missions, undermining our operation. I’ve just spoken with the PCSO team. They tell me Dawson is not in and not responding.” 
 
    “Sir…” said Dawson, his voice strained. Dan looked at Dawson, his eyes fixing in on the man. 
 
    “Call her and get her back here now.” 
 
    “I can’t, sir. I’m telling you the truth. I thought she was out on shift. She told me that’s what she was doing. I haven’t sent her on any kind of errand.” 
 
    Dan’s throat turned dry. There was a cold, tightening feeling in his gut. Looking at Dawson he saw the cop was feeling the same way. 
 
    “Damn you, Dawson,” said Hogarth. Dan looked at Hogarth and saw the same panic in his eyes.  
 
    “Hogarth,” said Dan. “Dawson is telling the truth. He doesn’t know where she is.” Dan stood up and looked at Dawson. “Rawlins went to the Strongforth before by herself. From what I’ve seen she likes playing the occasional wildcard. Like she has something to prove…” 
 
    Dawson nodded. “She is out to prove something… but I don’t think she’s gone and…” Dawson’s voice trailed off. 
 
    “If she has, Dawson, it’ll be your fault,” said Hogarth. 
 
    “We need to get out there and find her before Jay gets to her,” said Dan.  
 
    The DI jabbed a finger at him. “You’re not going anywhere near this, Bradley. You’re a bloody menace. I could still have you nicked…” 
 
    “Do you want to waste time charging me with Jay’s allegations, or do you want to stop him from killing another innocent girl?” 
 
    Hogarth floundered before he spoke. “Just stay away from this!” he shouted, then moved for the door. “And the same goes for you, Dawson,” he said looking back.  
 
    “Not a chance,” said Dawson. Hogarth stormed out into the corridor.  
 
    “Where do you think she’ll be?”  
 
    “If Jay’s got her?” said Dan. He shook his head in thought. 
 
    “Where?” snapped Rob.  
 
    “There are two obvious places but if you people had done your jobs they would have been searched already.” 
 
    They walked out into the open office to find three uniforms looking at them from a huddle at the edge of the room, with DS Norman at their side. The DS was the one to speak.  
 
    “Dawson, DI Hogarth says you’re to stay well away from this.” 
 
    Norman gave them a serious face – his best effort at authority. Dawson and Dan pushed on past the desks towards the exit doors.  
 
    “And he’s definitely not going anywhere near this,” said Norman, nodding at Dan. Dan turned around and looked at the man. 
 
    “Am I under arrest? 
 
    Norman sneered but didn’t say a word. Dan eyed his hair.  
 
    “Grow up, slick. 
 
    Dawson and Dan turned away and hurried out through the double doors. The cop on the reception desk looked up from his phone call, and his eyes stayed fastened on their backs until they disappeared from sight. 


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-six 
 
      
 
    The Show 
 
      
 
    Dan and Dawson ran down Victoria Avenue. Before they could cross the street to Dan’s car, an unmarked navy blue saloon swept by, crossing through a red light onto Victoria Avenue. For a second their eyes met with those of the man behind the steering wheel. It was Hogarth. For the first time the DI was acting like something mattered. “There he goes…” said Dawson. “But he can’t know where she is, can he?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t bet on that… if Hogarth has any sense at all he’ll have been watching Jay for some time.” As they climbed up the concrete steps of the car park by the old library, Dan heard his phone buzzing in his jacket. It was Eva, he knew it. But this was the dangerous end of the case and Dan wanted to avoid involving her. But Dawson heard it too. “That’s Eva, right? Answer it. She might know where Rawlins is. They had a chat at your office. Bec might have said something to her.” 
 
    Sighing before he spoke, Dan answered the call. 
 
    “Eva?” 
 
    “Where are you?” she said. Dan didn’t answer. 
 
    “Listen,” said Dan. “Have you seen PCSO Rawlins? She could be in danger.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She’s gone off radar and she’s not responding to police comms. Dawson doesn’t know where she is.” 
 
    “Oh no…” said Eva.  
 
    “What?” said Dan.  
 
    “We had a chat in the kitchen earlier on. We talked about stopping the killer… stopping Robert Jay. She asked me who would stop him if the police wouldn’t do it. I said it was down to us. I meant figuratively speaking, meaning all of us, not that she should go off and…” 
 
    “Eva, it’s not your fault. The girl wants to prove something. But we still need to find her before something bad happens.” 
 
    “I’m coming,” said Eva. Dan heard her closing her laptop, gathering her things. 
 
    “No, stay there at the office in case she comes in.” 
 
    “You’re not fobbing me off, Dan. The girl needs us. She’s out of her depth.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. You head to Robert Jay’s place. Me and Dawson will meet you there. If he’s not there we’ll head to the Strongforth after that.” 
 
    “But we might be too late.” 
 
    “Then we’d better be fast. See you at Jay’s place. Five minutes…” Dan ended the call and pressed the unlock button on the key fob. The coupé beeped, they jumped inside, and Dan started the engine. 
 
      
 
      
 
    DI Joseph Hogarth pulled his car up onto the driveway of the little white church on Strongforth Road. He got out of the car, and looked across the street. There was no time to compose himself or think about how to address the man. Jay’s actions said he was beyond help. At this point he was beyond even The Ravagers and their cruel methods of reward and retribution. And because of it, he had no plan – other than this girl wasn’t going to die. Maggie had never needed to die, either. Maybe he should have known that Maggie would have suffered for what they did, but back then Joe Hogarth was nothing but a nineteen-year-old prick who cared only about his dick and what was in his pay packet. It was a shame a lifetime’s worth of mistakes could be made at the most foolish point of a man’s whole life. But there it was. And now it was all coming back against him. Like divine punishment. Like a plague.  
 
    Hogarth cut a direct line across the street towards the Strongforth. When he got to the door he tried the handle, but it was locked. 
 
    He considered smashing the door to smithereens, but decided it was better to keep things private until everything had been dealt with as it should. Somewhere in this dive was Jay’s new ceremonial room. As soon as he’d heard about the Quill and Ink memorabilia inside the Strongforth, he knew it was coming to get him, only he’d refused to face it. Just like when he was nineteen years old, Joe Hogarth had shut his eyes and hoped it would all go away. But now that hope was over. 
 
    Hogarth unlocked the side gate. He was unarmed, in a hurry, and he was a man used to relying on his wits. But never in such dangerous circumstances. He slid past the metal barrels and the beer crates, walking around to the back doors. He looked at the cigarette ends, and the fag paper packets skittering across the yard in the breeze. His head felt tight. His heart was thudding so hard in his chest he felt unwell. Hogarth listened to the air. Sirens in the distance. The thumping bass of some fool driving by in a souped-up jerk-mobile. Children laughing. And opera music. Hogarth’s eyes widened, his brain engaged. His heart started beating even faster. With a shaking hand, he yanked on the back doors to the bar area. They were locked. But the time for subterfuge was over. A cop’s life was at stake, a young female cop who he admired and desired in equal measure. Hogarth pulled the door as hard as he could, hoping to bust the lock through brute strength, but it wouldn’t give.  
 
    “Come on, Joe… come on,” he said. Hogarth turned around, and saw the cylinder ash bin standing in the centre of the yard.  
 
      
 
    Dawson kept on hammering at the front door of Robert Jay’s home. Eva walked along the front bank of windows and stared into the dim recesses beyond. The daylight was fading, but she could easily see the place was empty. There was nothing but tasteless furniture, and stacks of books piled up against the walls. Here and there, the books had been used as plinths on which to stand ornaments. And more books.  
 
    “Police! Open up! Mr Jay, this is the police!” called Dawson. He pounded the door again as Dan reappeared, clambering back over the padlocked side gate. Dawson turned and looked out to the street to make sure Dan had not been seen, but no one on the street seemed to be paying attention. Eva and Dawson waited for Dan to jump down onto the tarmac. Dan saw the look in Dawson’s eyes and shook his head.  
 
    “No sign.” 
 
    “What about the shed. Or an outhouse?” snapped Dawson.  
 
    “There’s no sign of him,” said Dan. “He’s not here.” 
 
    “So where is he then?” Dawson looked at Eva. Dan was already walking away toward the street. He checked his watch. Going to Jay’s house had cost them ten minutes. Ten wasted minutes. 
 
    “If he’s not here, it has to be the Strongforth. It’s the only other place with links to The Ravagers.” said Eva. “Come on…”  
 
    They both set off after Dan. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hogarth lifted the ash can against his chest, then high above him, before he flung it against the double-glazed doors with all his might. He turned his head away as it struck, the glass imploding in the centre, exploding out around it, sending splinters and shards out with a burst of noise. Hogarth winced as a couple of glass fragments nicked his cheek, with a flash of pain. He looked at the damage left behind. The bin rolled away on the patio. The second pane of double-glazing was still intact, but clouded with cracks. With a wheeze Hogarth picked up the dustbin and rammed it through the final pane like a battering ram, smashing around the frame until there was a sufficient gap. He dropped the bin and stepped between stalagmites and stalactites of broken window pane, and entered the darkness beyond the curtains.  
 
    “Damn you, Robert…” he muttered, dabbing his bloody cheek. Hogarth walked into the hallway, and paused and looked up the dim flight of stairs. He heard no sound from above. He looked into the strange old sitting room. It was empty. He walked back into the bar room and cast an eye over the shambolic MDF bar. Hogarth lifted the flimsy bar-flap and walked behind it. He cast an eye to the floor, but didn’t see any evidence of cellar doors as in the London pubs he knew so well. Hogarth edged forward, pining for the benefit of some light. He saw the rectangular shadow of a doorway on the left, its entrance cluttered with empty bottles and a bundle of coats. Hogarth kicked the coats out of the way and opened the door with a creak. The sound of opera music grew louder. And now he saw the faintest glow of light coming from the rim of the door on his right. Hogarth seized the handle. He felt a prickle on his forehead as the first sweat leaked onto his skin. He closed his eyes. Breathed in. Breathed out. Then he opened the door. Light, music, and the oddly familiar fragrance of incense filled his senses. It was like being back in Brockley in 1998. Memories of formality, pressure, and being on his very best behaviour. Memories of talks about the apprenticeship, on the privilege of being taught the signs, grips, and passwords… it all flooded back like glimpses of a very bad dream. All of it had seemed so important, and yet it was all such utter drivel. For a short time, he had been in awe of them. But soon after that, he’d only been in awe of one thing. A girl in a printed summer dress, and a dark velvet blazer, with a flower-clip in her hair. The moment he’d first seen her, he was trapped. He was in awe of Maggie and couldn’t let it go. So being a teenage fool, he’d arranged an accidental meeting. He’d charmed her. Charming the girl hadn’t been hard to do. She’d seemed to glow around him…those warm, soothing eyes. Those soft, gentle kisses. Hogarth blinked on the swirl of memories. He swallowed hard on an image of Maggie hurling herself from the multi-storey in Lewisham. If he had known about the baby, it might have been different. But, Hogarth was too blunt, too honest to pretend even to himself. It could have never been different. If he had confessed, his life would have been over. Even if he’d survived Robert Jay, his police career would have been finished before it had begun.  
 
    Now he was alone, walking down a steep set of wooden steps, heading towards a familiar, flickering light. He reached the basement floor, and looked to the centre of the room, where he knew the ceremonial table would be waiting. He had been told about such rooms before but had never seen one. Because of his teenage affair with Maggie he had run away, and Damien Arthur had saved his foolish life.  
 
    Slowly, Jay turned from the table to face him; his hands were clasped together like a priest. He wore the warm smile of a long lost friend and his little eyes glowed.  
 
    “Ahhh, Joseph. I’m so glad you could make it. I really wasn’t sure you had the bottle for this. After all, you ran away from me once. But I was prepared to wait. We were both prepared to wait for a while, weren’t we Rebecca?” 
 
    Robert Jay stepped away from the table and Hogarth saw a female form tied to the surface, a rope tight across her waist. There was binding on her wrists, angling her arms down to each side, tethering them to the table legs. Her ankles were tied the same. Rawlins was wrapped in a white cotton smock, pristine and crisp. Her virginal form bore no resemblance to PCSO Rawlins, but the woman started to struggle against the bindings, and Rawlins raised her head. He saw her face, and Rawlins’ beauty took on a raw and agonising aspect. Her dark-blonde hair streaked down either side of her face. Her eyes were wild and glistening with tears. She met his look with a silent appeal. A gag was tied around her mouth, a rectangle of black duct tape pressed over it. Hogarth felt crushed by the sight of her. He felt himself muttering something, but he couldn’t hear his own words.  
 
    “I’ve abandoned some of the trappings of a full Ravager ceremony,” said Jay, using both hands to indicate his clothing. Jay was dressed in an Oxford shirt and a pair of brown trousers.  
 
    “At this stage I see no need for it. The rehearsals taught me what was necessary and what was not.” 
 
    “R-rehearsals?” said Hogarth finding his voice. He raised a calming hand towards Rawlins, though Hogarth felt no calm at all. “Don’t worry. I’ll get you out of here, sweet. I promise you I will. You’ll be okay.” But Hogarth’s voice was croaky and weak. 
 
    “Yes, yes, that’s the spirit, Joseph. It’s so good to see you. When I saw you arguing in that pub, when you turned your eyes away from me, I saw you’d not forgotten. And I saw you’d not changed. You were a man of lust, Joseph. If I’d seen it twenty years ago I would have chased you off and we might have been spared the pain. But I never got to see those lustful eyes of yours until it was too late. But I know you saw my daughter. You saw her beauty, and you couldn’t resist, could you? You took what wasn’t yours. You stole my life from me! Do you understand?! My life! You sullied it. You defiled her. Damien Arthur’s mistakes were so numerous I’ve often thought his punishment was too lenient.” 
 
    “Lenient…?” said Hogarth, in disbelief. He took a step forward, his eyes catching sight of the gilt-handled blade lying on the table beside Rawlins’ hip. “But you killed Damien Arthur. He was a good man. He saved me and you killed him because of it…” 
 
    “Good? He hid you from me until it was too late! There was nothing good about it. He was as responsible as you for ruining my life.” 
 
    “You cut out his guts!” 
 
    “He was a Mason, but I bet you knew that. He betrayed The Ravagers. Tell me, did you become a Mason after you ran, Joseph? I heard how much you cared about your career. I heard the Masons were very good for police advancement.” 
 
    Hogarth scowled. “I’m not the child I was back then.” 
 
    “You were never innocent. It won’t wash with me. This isn’t a courtroom, Joseph. There will be no appeal. This is the execution chamber.” 
 
    Hogarth took a single step forward and looked at Rawlins’ face. Her eyes rolled and she blinked. 
 
    “You’ve drugged her. Diazepam? How much?” 
 
    “Just a little. For the sake of compliance. And for fun. Besides, my doctor believes I need them much more than I do, so I save them up for my special ones.” 
 
    “You’re sick, Robert. I didn’t know it back then, but I think you must have always been a sick man. But the worst part was your power. Because of that power you were able to hurt people you shouldn’t have hurt, Robert. People put you in a position to hurt others.” 
 
    Jay laughed out loud and watched the cop slowly advance. 
 
    “Stop!” he shouted in warning. Then Jay lowered his voice. “You talk about being in a position to hurt people? Damien Arthur put you in a position to hurt me and my daughter. Am I to blame for that too? Your actions killed my daughter.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill your daughter. I loved Maggie.” 
 
    “She was fifteen, pregnant by you. You ruined her life and then you ran away! What kind of love is that? I made her have the child because some good had to come of what you did.” 
 
    “You took away her choice. Maggie could have had a life after me. Another life – it was all ahead of her. Instead you chose to punish her. You know that.” 
 
    “I live in the real world, Joseph. Maggie took her life. And my family, my marriage, everything else died after that. Everything! And what was the point in pursuing you via the police for taking my little girl? You were one of them! The police deliberately fudged the investigation of Damien Arthur’s theft until it was totally meaningless. How could the police ever pursue one of their own? But I knew I would get you back. I imagined it in all kinds of ways. Mostly with you suffering for a good, long time. For days even. And then fate brought you here to me. It was destiny. As soon as I realised, I knew I couldn’t wait any longer.” 
 
    Hogarth’s eyes turned to Rawlins. “You don’t need to hurt her. I know why you did all of this.” 
 
    “Tell me,” said Jay.  
 
    “You want to kill me like those others. Like Lewis Atkins… like Georgina Oldham.” 
 
    Jay grinned. “That was the plan. But as you know, Joseph, one has to adapt. And this young woman has given me very good reason to change my plan… an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth…” Jay smiled and his eyes lingered on Hogarth’s face, drinking in his reaction. 
 
    A bustling sound and voices above disturbed them. Jay’s eyes flicked up past Hogarth’s shoulder toward the stairs. 
 
    “Ah. So we’ll have an audience, Joseph? What an unexpected surprise. After all, if anyone wanted to keep this mess a secret it was you. The way you ignored me at the funeral. Yes, I knew you were there. I was ecstatic about that. I saw the way you were hoping, like some child, that I’d forgotten you.” Jay’s face contorted. The smile left his eyes. “Tell me. How did you think I could ever, ever forget your face after what you did to me, Joseph?” 
 
    “I know. This is between you and me. Let her go. Let her live…” 
 
    “How noble, as if someone like you could ever be noble. You’re not intending to surrender to me. You want to be her knight in shining armour. You want a chance to set both of you free, so you can inveigle yourself into her bed.” 
 
    Footsteps descended the creaking wooden stairs. Hogarth turned his head to see Dawson slowly coming down the steps, his face pale and sweaty, his eyes wide, mouth open. He froze at the bottom step, staring aghast at the body in the middle of the room.  
 
    “Becca?!!” he called, his voice wild and guttural.  
 
    Rawlins lifted up her head.  
 
    Jay smiled at both men and nodded. “Does the young woman know that you want her too?” 
 
    Hogarth didn’t answer. Instead, Jay looked at Dawson and met his eyes. “Do you know?” 
 
    Dawson’s eyes flashed with hate.  
 
    “I saw it in his eyes. I saw the way he lusted after this young woman when I gate-crashed your little breakfast meeting at the pub. It was in those filthy, hungry little eyes. I’ll bet you once looked at my Maggie the same way, didn’t you, Joseph? Like you wanted to devour her. Like she was nothing but a painted whore.” 
 
    “Please. PCSO Rawlins has done nothing to you. Let her go,” shouted Dawson.  
 
    “No,” said Jay, looking at Dawson. “Joseph Hogarth. Blame him for this. My daughter had done nothing either. She was the innocent one. And I’ve suffered in silence for twenty years. Twenty years of loneliness, despair, fear, and hate, because of what this man did to our family. Twenty years of torment! Death would have been preferable, and I owe it to my daughter’s memory to make things right.” 
 
    “And how does this make it right? How does hurting an innocent woman, and those others make anything right?” said Dawson. The stairs creaked again as Eva and Dan appeared on the steps behind Dawson. 
 
    “Don’t you know the truth? That man is the reason my daughter died. He had sex with my daughter when she was a child, simply because he wanted to. At fifteen years old, he made her pregnant. Then he abandoned her. He ran away and left her.” 
 
    “I ran because I was told you would kill me, Robert! I was barely older than a child myself.” 
 
    “Excuses. All pathetic excuses. My daughter killed herself because of this man.” 
 
    “No. Because of you!” said Hogarth.  
 
    Jay’s face shook, but he spoke quietly. “Don’t you dare, Joseph…” 
 
    Hogarth looked at Rawlins tied to the table. 
 
    “The only reason you came here today is because I summoned you with these murders. All of you. Without murdering Lewis Atkins and Georgina Oldham in the way I did, you could have imagined it was someone else. I killed them using the old ways to get your attention, Joseph. The plan was to lure you in and kill you the same way. But then I saw the way you looked at this young woman and I knew that it had to be done this way. Luring you in here alone would have been difficult. But with her I knew you’d come running. And so here we are.” Jay stepped slowly to the side table with the tools arrayed in the circle. Dawson moved down the last few steps and Hogarth stepped towards him in the brief moment Jay’s back was turned. Rawlins looked at Dawson and shook her head. Dawson stopped, and took stock. From his vantage point on the higher stairs, Dan saw it first. Jay had left the ceremonial blade in its place by Rawlins hip and dipped his hand beneath the table top. When he stood upright, he turned to face them.  
 
    “No!” said Dan. 
 
    Jay held a crossbow. Black gleaming metal with a wooden stock, the crossbow gleamed in Robert Jay’s hand. It was a powerful looking weapon with a bow drawn across the front, and from the thick profile of the weapon Dan guessed it was a repeating crossbow. Jay wasn’t just a threat at close quarters. Now everyone was in trouble.  Dan watched Jay take aim with one hand, and pulled the trigger. A dull thud sounded as a bolt was discharged. Hogarth fell back with a loud shout of pain. The DI reached for his gut and he rolled onto his side, moaning in agony. Dawson darted forward. Jay laid the crossbow across his spare arm, closed one eye, and spun round to find Dawson. He took aim and pulled the trigger again. There was a thud and a rushing of air. The bolt sunk deep into the flesh and bone of Dawson’s shoulder above his stab vest. Dawson grunted and reeled back, but stayed on his feet. 
 
    “Rob!” shouted Dan. 
 
    “Now we have a captive audience,” said Jay, lowering the crossbow. “Don’t worry, Joseph. Even with that bolt in your guts, I think you’ll live to grieve for your PCSO. No guarantees, of course. You might bleed to death before her. But I sincerely hope not.” 
 
    Jay kept the crossbow aimed loosely at the stairs toward Eva and Dan. They were stuck halfway down the staircase. Jay moved to the side table and glanced down at the ceremonial blade. He laid his hand on the gilt handle and picked it up, running his fingers over the detailed surface.  
 
    “Sit up now, Joseph. I really wouldn’t want you to miss a moment of this. It’s going to be quite exquisite.” 
 
    “We’ve got to do something…” whispered Dan.  
 
    Eva nodded. “Like what?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Dan. 
 
    A crossbow bolt whistled through the air and cracked into the wooden stairs behind Dan’s head. 
 
    “No whispering, Mr Bradley. You stay right where you are.” 
 
    “Bastard…” muttered Dan, freezing to the spot as Jay turned his attention to Rawlins. The girl’s eyes tracked over the blade, the candlelight dancing on its surface. She squirmed against the gag in her mouth, and struggled in her bindings, but she had no strength in her body. The drugs had drained it away. Jay looked down on her with a benign smile. He laid the blade down by her side, enjoying her fear and awareness of the knife beside her. Then he gently laid a hand on Rawlins’ belly. Fresh tears spilled from her eyes, rolling down both sides of her face. “Don’t worry, my child. There will be time for pain, and then it will be over. But before it’s done, you should know every part of this is because of him.” 
 
    Jay trailed a finger down the flat of her stomach. Sweating, wanting to vomit but not wanting to choke on it, desperate for death to be quick, Rawlins turned her head away.  
 
    “Oh no… no, no… there’s no time…” said Dan.  
 
    Hogarth rolled up onto his backside and looked at Dawson and then at Eva and Dan caught on the steps. 
 
    He was white-faced and weak, with blood seeping between his fingers.  
 
    “Please…” he mouthed the words.  
 
    Dawson responded. He pushed himself up from the floor, the crossbow bolt sticking out of his shoulder. He growled against the pain and ran towards Jay. As Dawson made his move, Eva and Dan hurtled down the stairs to support him. Jay wheeled around. Rawlins struggled against her bindings. Her writhing body bumped against the blade handle, knocking it towards the edge of the table. The razor sharp blade bit into Jay’s hand, nicking his skin. He cried out and snatched his hand away, and the blade clattered to the floor. Ignoring the pain, Jay looked up, and pulled the trigger on the crossbow. The thud sounded and the bolt flew. 
 
    The bolt landed in Dawson’s neck. Dawson rocked on his heels and Rawlins shrieked as he stared at her wide-eyed, then fell to the ground. Hogarth stared at him in dread, and Jay smiled.  
 
    “Because of you, Joseph, all this because of you,” 
 
    Dan and Eva ran to Dawson’s side and looked down at him. The bolt was embedded in the side of his neck. It wasn’t clear whether a major artery had been hit or not, but the blood had not sprayed out as it could have done. There was no telling how close the bolt was to an artery. Dan didn’t dare touch it.  
 
    “Rob…” said Dan.  
 
    “Stop… him… please,” whispered Rob, struggling to breathe. 
 
    As Dawson spoke, Eva stood up from his side. She raised her hands and stepped between Robert Jay and Dan, playing for time. There was nothing else she could do, but play for time. Eva knew she was risking her life.  
 
    “Robert…” said Eva, straining to stay calm. She kept her breath level, her voice even. The man levelled the crossbow at her and glanced down at the blade on the floor. 
 
    “Please don’t do this, Robert. Your daughter…” 
 
    “You know nothing about my daughter. Nothing! You were only ever hired as part of the artifice. Hiring you served a purpose and nothing more. Don’t you dare ruin this moment. What happens next is sacred…” 
 
    “Sacred?” said Eva in disbelief. “Or is this the act of a desperate father who hasn’t had any peace? A grieving father lashing out? Passing on his pain to another generation. Come on. PCSO Rawlins is innocent. Atkins and Oldham were innocent… think of their parents. Think of them suffering as you suffered for Maggie’s loss.” 
 
    “Atkins didn’t have any parents. He was ideal for the purpose… and Georgina. Poor Georgina shouldn’t have got involved with Merrick… but I’ll admit, they were useful. And Merrick fully deserves his share of troubles…” 
 
    “It seems to me you pick and choose who deserves justice and who doesn’t. Who’s innocent and who is not. You know, Robert, you had us all blindsided for a long time. We couldn’t see who was behind this. None of us could…” 
 
    “Because you didn’t want to see… just like Joseph here. He was wearing blinkers by choice.” 
 
    “Yes…” Eva saw a glimmer of light in the man’s eyes. It was pride. Pride was his weakness and she aimed to feed it.  
 
    “You knew we wouldn’t see you. You planned it that way….” 
 
    “Yes…” said Jay. 
 
      
 
    Behind Eva, Dawson looked up into Dan’s eyes, “Please…” 
 
    Dan nodded and looked around for something to attack Jay with. The ceremonial blade was too far away for him to reach. But there had to be something. As he took another glance at Dawson, Dan’s eyes trailed across the crossbow bolt sticking out from his shoulder. Dawson saw Dan’s glance. Dawson understood. He looked at the bolt and nodded. 
 
    “Rob…” said Dan, shaking his head. 
 
    “Please. Do it…” 
 
    Dan looked into the man’s imploring eyes and laid his hand gently on the edge of the bolt. 
 
    “Do it...” 
 
    Hogarth watched both men with sweat pouring from his brow, his breathing becoming sharp and shallow. 
 
      
 
    “It was planned this way all along. But PCSO Rawlins will add something else…” Jay laid his hand on Rawlins bound arm and patted it. “Now at least, balance can be restored.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” said Eva, changing tack. “You’ve killed too many people for that,” said Eva. “There can be no balance now, Robert. As perfect as you think your plan was, it is still barbaric, and evil. Just like the lodge you used to run in your image.” 
 
    “Not at all. The Ravagers had traditions long before I joined them.” 
 
    “And like attracts unto like,” said Eva. “You were a monster before your daughter died. It’s here for all to see. These ceremonial objects. That knife. Your skill with the crossbow…” 
 
    “Don’t insult me, Miss Roberts. You’ll find it most unwise.” 
 
    Behind her, Dawson grunted in pain. Eva ignored it, fearful for the man, but she pressed on. Jay smiled in satisfaction.  
 
    “See? PC Dawson and Hogarth have been shown the error of their ways. Please don’t force me to give you the same lesson.” 
 
    Jay kept the crossbow on her, while he slowly crouched to retrieve the knife from the floor. He dipped his head as his hand scrabbled for the knife handle. 
 
    Eva felt Dan tap her on the back. His voice was like a whisper.  
 
    “Move left… now…” Eva stepped left as Robert Jay laid his hand on the blade and gripped it. He looked up, saw the flash of movement and pulled the trigger on the crossbow. Dan grunted in pain as the bolt landed in the flesh of his forearm, but the bolt couldn’t stop him. He was already committed. His onward motion sent him through the air, his right hand wielding the short bolt in his hand like a stabbing weapon. It was hardly a weapon at all, but it was all he had. He saw the ceremonial blade coming up from the floor. Dan smashed Jay’s crossbow aside with one flailing arm and saw a flash of gold as the knife was raised up. He gnashed his teeth ready for the pain, and swung his right arm, smashing the bolt into the side of the man’s head as hard as he could. Jay’s head rocked from the impact. Dan didn’t know if he’d done more than puncture his flesh. Their faces were close, their eyes locked on to one another. Jay’s eyes burned at Dan, confused, pained, and bitterly angry, suddenly sad and empty as they lost the light of life. Jay’s head lolled to the side. Dan saw the bolt was lodged in his temple, blood leaking around it. He dragged in a deep breath, as the gold blade fell from Jay’s long-fingered hand and clattered to the floor for the very last time. 
 
    There was a single moment of silence before the panic set in. But when the shock came, it was as like a thunderstorm. 
 
    “Rawlins. Is she okay?” snapped Eva  
 
    Dan dropped Jay’s body to the floor, and stood up and gazed down at Rawlins’ face. She seemed to be drifting in and out of consciousness. Dan looked at the side table bearing the old fashioned metal tools. There was no sign of any tablets on it. He looked around and saw the small jar of viscous dark ink and a feather quill in the corner. He dismissed it and kept looking. The pill bottle was nowhere in sight. Dan saw the blade on the floor. He picked up the knife by the blade rather than the handle, so as to prevent confusing the finger prints more than he had to, and he carefully pressed the flat of the blade beneath the bindings on Rawlins arms, ankles and waist. The knife cut through them like through a strand of silk. He pulled Rawlins up into a sitting position, leaned her against his shoulder and pulled the gag away from her mouth. Her head sagged on his shoulder, but she put an arm around his neck and looked into his eyes.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry… I only wanted to show what I could do…” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” said Dan. “You’re okay… that’s the only thing that matters.” 
 
    Dan watched her eyes trail across the floor behind him, passing over Robert Jay, to Dawson and Hogarth beyond him. Hogarth’s face whiter than ever; dark blood was on the floor all around him. He was shaking.  
 
    Rawlins began to sob. “Rob?” 
 
    Eva moved out of Dawson’s line of sight and bent to support his head, enabling him to look at Rawlins up on the table. His eyes were woozy. There was blood around Dawson’s neck, and he winced with every movement. But the blood around Dawson was far less than around Hogarth.  
 
    “Eva! We need an ambulance.” 
 
    She nodded and took her phone from her pocket. 
 
    “Will he be okay?” said Rawlins through her tears. Dan nodded, but the truth was Dan didn’t know. But he answered her anyway. Hope was always best. 
 
    “He’ll live, Bec. And so will you,” said Dan. He held the girl and let her sink her face into his shoulder and give way to waves of chest-wracking sobs. Dan turned his head and looked into Hogarth’s eyes. But by now Dan wasn’t sure Hogarth could see anything at all.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-seven 
 
      
 
    Hospital Case 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be glad when I can see the back of these damn places,” said Dan. He dropped the supermarket flowers, the grapes, the box of chocolates, and the Men’s Health magazine Dawson had requested onto the brown Formica trolley-tray which projected over his bed. Dawson looked a lot better than Dan had been expecting. But the presence of another patient might have had a great deal to do with that. Rebecca Rawlins somehow managed to make a dressing gown look like a Gucci evening dress. Face unmade, recovering from a near OD on Robert Jay’s diazepam supply, Rebecca Rawlins still looked like a pretty girl from a perfume commercial. Dan allowed himself to notice briefly, then tore his eyes away. Looking was fine, but he was a one-woman guy. 
 
    Dawson was sat up in bed with bandages bound all around his neck, and over his shoulder. He was bare chested – hairless, muscular – because of the bandages, but Dan knew Dawson wouldn’t have had it any other way. Especially with Rebecca Rawlins around and all the nurses to impress. Rawlins and Dawson were going to make a fine couple.  
 
    Eva walked around the bed, and gave Rawlins a kiss in greeting.  
 
    “How are you, Bec?” 
 
    “Much better. They flushed me of the drugs, so I’m just here for supervision now. They checked me for everything. Thanks to you he never got to hurt me,” said Rawlins.  
 
    “It’s thanks to Robocop here as much as anyone,” said Dan. 
 
    Dawson smirked and winced. “Robocop?” 
 
    Dan put on a movie-trailer voice. “They shoot him but he won’t go down!” 
 
    “Yeah? But I remember going down pretty hard.” 
 
    “Hey. You’re here to tell the tale.” 
 
    Dawson’s eyebrows dipped low. “Yeah. I didn’t like Hogarth, but I never wanted this to happen. Is he…?” 
 
    “He’s still in intensive care. They say the first forty-eight hours are vital.” 
 
    “But that’s almost up now, isn’t it?” said Dawson, hopefully.  
 
    “Yeah. He’s got a chance.” 
 
    “If he lives, I’ll be happy. But I might still be out of a job.” 
 
    “They’d be crazy to fire you. You’re a hero. The killer is off the streets. You rescued a police colleague,” said Eva.  
 
    “What? Is that how you’ve been spinning this?” said Dawson, with a smirk. 
 
    “No. That’s how she’s spinning this,” said Eva, nodding towards PCSO Rawlins. Rawlins blushed and smiled at him. 
 
    “What’s wrong with that. It’s true isn’t it?” 
 
     “So… does this mean we finally have a truce?” said Rawlins, looking at Dan and Dawson. 
 
    “What?” said Dawson, looking awkward all of a sudden. 
 
    “Eva said that some heavy things happened between you two which caused you problems. After what we’ve just been through, I think I’ve had a bit of an insight into what heavy things means. But it’s over, right? You can be friends again.” 
 
    Dan grinned. “That’s up to Robocop here.”  
 
    “Truce?” said Rawlins, with a hopeful look in her eyes.  
 
    “I’m up for that. Dan saved your life, Bec. I’ll always be grateful for that.” 
 
    “Aaaah, you big softie,” said Dan. “Save your cheesy lines for Rawlins. We’re fine, Rob. So long as you agree to give me the inside track on any police I ask about for the next two years…” 
 
    This time Dawson, Eva, and Rawlins gave Dan the look. But Dawson was the first to smile. “You’re unbelievable.” 
 
    “And you’re catching on.” 
 
    Dan offered Dawson a fist bump. The big cop lifted his injured arm, bumped fists and winced in pain. “Truce,” said Dan. It was done.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eva and Dan walked out into a day filled with sunshine, police interview appointments, solicitor meetings, and the small matter of finding another paying job. The Robert Jay case had looked so promising, but it had turned out to be a horrific sting without a pay cheque. They’d even been a part of the set-up. Window-dressing to throw people off the scent, just as Merrick had suggested. But Dan thought there was a little more to it than that.  
 
    “You remember I had that chat with Jay – the chat where he said I threatened him…” 
 
    “How can I forget?” said Eva with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Jay said Devon had let him down on the investigation. It was a hint that he was going to wreak his vengeance on me. Like for the sins of the father…” 
 
    “But he didn’t,” said Eva. “He wanted to spook you, that’s all.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that. He put us through the mill just to have his moment of glory – revenge on Hogarth. And he got his revenge too. The man could yet die. And he got revenge on Merrick for not revealing what he knew about Hogarth and his daughter all that time ago. He even got a measure of revenge on me for Devon not alerting him to Damien Arthur’s involvement in covering up his daughter’s affair with Hogarth.” Dan raised his injured arm. 
 
    “Do you think Devon ever knew about it?” said Eva. 
 
    “I don’t know. But even if he did, unless he was paid to give out the info, he would never have done it. He was pretty confidential like that. Devon’s motto was give them what they paid for, nothing more, and nothing less.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good kind of PI wisdom.” 
 
    “Or the wisdom of a very cash conscious man. That was Devon all over.” 
 
    “I remember Devon all right.” said Eva. “But Jay missed the fact that he was the guilty party. His daughter could have had a second chance at life, he could have had the life he wanted, but instead he made her suffer because he was so obsessed with transgressions and justice. Crime and punishment. In the end he cursed himself. Can you imagine having a man like that as your father?” 
 
    “A man who runs a kind of death cult… no. I don’t want to think about it. The world is definitely a better place than it was two days ago.” 
 
    Eva trailed her hand across the bandage of Dan’s injured forearm. “So, another case, another scar…” said Eva.  
 
    “Yep. Maybe we should tell people that we prefer cash instead.” 
 
    Eva sighed and pressed her body close to her wild partner, helping him to slip an arm around her waist. “So,” she said, “have we got time for a drink after all this adventure?” 
 
    “Oh? And what are we celebrating this time, Miss Roberts?” 
 
    “How about being alive?” 
 
    “Being alive? I suppose it’s as good a reason as any.” 
 
    They got into Dan’s coupé. The sun gleamed off its black skin with the promise of a warm spring day ahead. It was always best not to think too far ahead. Just in case. When they got in the car, Dan leaned across and stole a kiss. With the hope of some comfort after the battles behind, Dan laid a gentle hand on her cheek. And when the kiss broke, Eva smiled and her eyes sparkled. Dan took the warmth of Eva’s smile with him as he turned to the steering wheel and gunned the coupé into life. Hopefully, the day promised another happy ending yet to come. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    The London Bouquet 
 
      
 
    Jonathan Parker dragged his IV drip-stand at his side, his hand gripping the pole firmly as he walked to the nurses station. The old man felt like Moses with his staff. The nurses behind the reception desk didn’t acknowledge him. They carried on discussing a problem with their computer - three nurses huddled around the screen behind the desk, slamming the keys like monkeys. 
 
    “Excuse me,” said Parker.  
 
    He got no response. 
 
    “Excuse me.” 
 
    Again, no response. 
 
    “Look, can you tell me if this drip is really necessary? I think you’d find a ball and chain would work so much better.” 
 
    The eldest nurse rose from the desk and gave him the most deadpan expression Parker had ever seen.  
 
    “What’s your complaint, Mr…?” 
 
    “Parker. The same name I gave you an hour ago. The same name I gave you yesterday. My name is Jonathan Parker. I am not a number. I am a free man.” 
 
    The nurse tutted and shook her head.  
 
    “Look at me. I’m well., don’t you think? I feel fine. All that’s keeping me here is this drip and you people’s lack of interest. We are dying of boredom in there. All of us. Is that the grand plan these days? Kill us with monotony? Euthanasia on the cheap?” 
 
    “Mr Parker. You came into this hospital after suffering a stroke. We are reviewing your progress and adjusting your medication daily. If you want to make a full recovery you must go back to your bed. We are doing all we can for everyone here in this hospital.” 
 
    Parker knew he was an old fool but the nurses made him feel like an impudent whelp. If pleading with them wasn’t going to help him, Jonathan would have to take matters into his own hands. Parker knew his medication hadn’t been changed in a day. They were fobbing him off. He knew they had given him the same combination of tablets in the same amounts for the last twenty-four hours. He’d been paying close attention. And Parker was pretty sure he could obtain some of the same meds on the outside. Okay, maybe he would have to go to a chemist’s and plead infirmity, but he was sure he could get what he needed. Whether the nurses realised it or not, waiting in their ward full of groaning and smells was very much like waiting for death. Especially for Jonathan Parker.  
 
    It wouldn’t be long now until Chambers wondered where he had gotten to. By now Chambers would have known Parker was late, so the price of his freedom would certainly go up. Through necessity Jonathan had told Chambers about the money his brother Devon had stashed away before his death. Out of sheer necessity, Parker had promised him half of it. He’d had no choice. It was the only bargaining chip he had left. Jonathan had found the small battered cashbook hidden amongst the last of his dead brother’s belongings. Jonathan was an accountant. Through sheer habit, Jonathan had flicked the pages and glanced idly at the entries as they passed by. But when he saw an odd one his eyes stopped, glued to the page.  
 
    150k lump sum. Waiting on G deal, then move. 
 
    As Jonathan had looked at it, he had smiled. The smile gained weight. It had positively bloomed on his old face. The notes in that old book felt like a reprieve. “You devil, Devon. You naughty little devil…” 
 
    Devon had snaffled away a sum of one hundred and fifty thousand pounds which had not been mentioned in his will.  
 
    Jonathan had memorised the entry, hoping he would gain a new insight into its whereabouts. But ruminating on it hadn’t worked. And visiting Dan Bradley for some digging hadn’t worked either - especially after the cancer debacle. But the 150k was real. He knew it. And there was every reason to believe it was outside London, safely kept away from all those who could steal from him. By the end of his life, brother Devon had had few allies, and even fewer friends. So the money had to be with Bradley, it made perfect sense. Why was Bradley hiding it? Did he want it for himself? Jonathan didn’t know the boy as he once did. And in the end it didn’t matter; he still had to get the cash. To buy the extension on his life. When Chambers had threatened to kill him the promises had poured like water from his lips… The 150k was there just waiting for him. All he had to do was get it, then he would give Chambers half… and then he would be a free man again. Free to spend the rest on ladies and liquor and whatever else he could find. He wasn’t going to live forever, after all. But Parker couldn’t risk waiting in the hospital in any longer. It was a death sentence. 
 
    Parker wheeled his IV pole away from the reception like an obedient little boy. He reached the ward and slowly and unobtrusively emptied his little side cupboard of his few possessions, and lastly went to the toilet to put on his clothes. He left the drip attached to his arm, draping the sleeves over his shoulder and stuffing the drip-bag into his coat pocket. He damped down his grey straggly hair with water from the washbasin tap and flattened it back over his head. Then he walked out, casual as could be.  He passed his bed, and grabbed the yellow medical sheet from the clipboard hanging on the end because it named the meds he needed. The other patients watched him walk away without a word.. He passed by reception where the nurses were still whinging about the computer and turned his head away from the catering woman as she hurried by with a trolley of tea and biscuits. Inside, he cheered.  
 
    Once free he would have enough time to rethink his approach. He’d find the cash and make Chambers happy. Maybe Chambers would even accept a little less than he’d promised. Yeah, right. Parker opened the door out into the wide green corridor, then stopped dead. His mouth dropped open. There he was - William Chambers was walking towards him from the entrance. Parker turned and looked over his shoulder. In the corridor behind him two orderlies in blue overalls were pushing a bed towards him. There was no way past. And now Chambers had seen him. A shark-like smile appeared on the man’s face. His eyes were cold and hard as ever. They never smiled. Chambers carried a bouquet of flowers and Jonathan wondered whether there was a weapon hidden inside. 
 
    “Jonathan! Good to see you,” said Chambers, overdoing the concern in his voice. Neither of them believed he cared whether Parker lived or died. Chambers slapped the bouquet of flowers against the old man’s chest. 
 
    “How did you know I was here, Billy?” 
 
    “Because I’ve been keeping tabs on you.”  Chambers eyes dug into him. “You didn’t bring it home, did you?” 
 
    Parker shook his head. There was no point in lying, Chambers was bound to know and it would make things worse.  
 
    “No. But I will, Billy. The only reason I didn’t is because I was taken ill. I was taken into hospital.” 
 
    “Yeah… unfortunate, that,” said Chambers “Still. All better now, eh…?” Chambers threw an arm around Jonathan’s shoulders, pulled him close and turned him towards the wooden exit doors. Parker started to shiver, and not because of the cold.  
 
    “Don’t worry, Bill, I can get it, just like I said I would.” 
 
    “I’m not called Billy. My name is William. And ’m not worried, Jonathan,” said Chambers.  He pushed the old man through the exit doors and made him stumble down three concrete steps. When he was steady again, Chambers snatched the bouquet from Parker’s grasp and slapped him across the face with it. The bouquet fell to the concrete amongst a confetti of petals and broken flower heads. 
 
    “It’s you who should be worried. You broke a promise - a promise to me.” 
 
    “I’ll make amends. I promise.” 
 
    “You promised me before.” 
 
    “I was ill. But I’m better now.” 
 
    Chambers breathed sour coffee all over the old man’s face while he stared back into his’ eyes. The men were so close it looked like they were caught in an embrace. 
 
    “Don’t you dare die before you pay me what you owe me, do you hear me?” 
 
    The old man nodded. 
 
    “Because if it looks like you might, I’ll want to make sure to kill you myself.” Chambers smiled and slapped the old man’s cheek. Parker had never felt so weak in all his life. Chambers grinned before turning to the street. He walked away. Jonathan leant his body against the hospital wall, catching his breath, and calming his palpitating heart. Not far ahead, Chambers started to whistle – an old, upbeat tune. 
 
    But Jonathan Parker wasn’t finished yet. One way or another he was going to get Devon’s 150k. One way or another, no matter what it took. He didn’t know how just yet. But he knew one thing… Dan Bradley was going to give it to him...  
 
      
 
    To be continued… 
 
    Click here to get the next book now!  
 
    Thank you for reading Rite To Silence! I hope you enjoyed it. 
 
    Can I ask you a favour? Could you please post a review on Amazon to let other readers know? Your opinion can really influence the success of a book - just a couple of sentences would go a very long way. Thank you so much – I really appreciate your help. 
 
    If you would like to access more great free novels as they are released, plus entire boxed sets, novellas and short stories, then you very welcome to join the Readers’ Group at SolomonCarter.net. It’s totally free to join. Once you’re in I’ll send you some links to lots of cool stuff, I won’t ever spam you, and you can easily unsubscribe at any time. 
 
    All the very best, 
 
    Solomon 
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