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The whole thing took less than a few seconds. A moment to shove the woman sideways, another to drag the straps of the purse from her shoulder, then finally a second more to snatch and scoop the bag into his arms. Then the young Caucasian male was away, barging into a crowd of early morning office workers making their way sedately along the Thames just east of Waterloo railway station.

Special Agent Ingrid Skyberg saw it all happen in slow-mo as she ran past. She glimpsed the woman’s mouth form a wide silent ‘O’, throw up her hands in disbelief then scream at the top of her lungs.

Ingrid had just been getting into her stride, feeling her muscles warm, absorbing the faint heat of the early morning April sun on her face.

“Goddammit,” she said to no one in particular, “why this morning?”

She pulled up fast—the perp was escaping behind her—and turned on a dime. A few seconds later she was in pursuit, all her previous momentum moving with her again as she tried to accelerate through the crowd.

“Stop!” she shouted, pumping her arms faster. “FBI!” Then she remembered herself, threw a glance over her shoulder and yelled at the mugging victim to call 9-1-1. The woman looked at Ingrid blankly. “I mean 9-9-9, call 9-9-9!”

Ingrid turned face front again and quickly realized she’d lost the perp. She scanned a sea of mildly disgruntled faces and shouted at them to get the hell out of her way. Scrutinizing the very edges of the crowd, she spotted him again, his shaven bright white head appearing a few inches above the general mass of commuters. She formalized his description in her head for later. White, male, five-eleven, one-seventy pounds, bald head, no more than twenty years of age. For a moment she considered grabbing her phone to relay the details to the local cops when the cell started to vibrate, tingling against her bicep. Whoever it was would have to wait.

The crowd cleaved in two in front of her, opening a central channel. Ingrid pumped her arms harder and gulped a deep breath, forcing air into her lungs as they were just starting to burn. She lengthened her stride and lifted her chin a little. She was starting to enjoy herself. She hadn’t felt this alert since the last Academy refresher course. And that had to be at least six months ago. No, longer. She quickly counted the weeks she’d been in the UK and realized she hadn’t been home for over four months. The embassy job was meant to be a temporary posting. How had she let it stretch out this long?

Thirty yards ahead of her the perp changed direction, darting quickly right, away from the river, and up a spiral flight of bright yellow painted concrete steps. He was tiring and Ingrid was gaining on him with every stride. “Stop! Police!” she yelled, as she took the first four steps in a single leap. She pushed hard against the concrete spiral with her arms, using the extra momentum as leverage to shoot her up the staircase faster. She looked up just in time to see a bottle of water hurtling toward her from above. She ducked quickly left, the half liter of Evian bouncing harmlessly off her shoulder.

“Sonofa…”

When she reached the top of the steps she located her quarry crossing an expanse of concrete paving, discarding items from the woman’s purse as he went. Finally he dropped the bag itself, but held on to a bright pink pocket book. He ran toward a set of steps leading down to the road at the back of the Royal Festival Hall. She couldn’t let him reach the road. There were too many escape routes at street level.

She lengthened her stride, for a split second enjoying the lactic burn in her quads. He was only a dozen or so yards ahead now. Three yards out she lurched forward and snatched at his jacket, managing to catch the hem in a fist. The sudden jerking movement forced the pink wallet from his hand and it flew into the air. Ingrid pulled up sharp and yanked hard on his jacket, then attempted to reel him in. When his head was only inches from hers, her cell phone started buzzing again. She couldn’t ignore it again. Distracted for a moment, she didn’t see the perp wriggle free of the constrains of his coat until he had slipped right out of her hands.

He glanced at her, eyed the pocketbook on the ground, hesitated a moment longer, then flung himself toward the metal stairway. When he reached it he stopped, turned and gave Ingrid the finger before running down the steps.

Ingrid had to resist the temptation to follow him. Right now she had more important things to attend to. She snatched the cell phone from its pouch. “Agent Skyberg.”

“You took your time.”

“I’ve been making the streets safer for the good citizens of London.”

Almost.

She stooped down and snatched the wallet from the ground and then retraced her steps, gathering items as she went, a treasure trail of the content of every woman’s purse. She pulled up short at the packet of condoms. Ingrid supposed it was always best to be prepared. Even at eight a.m. on a Monday morning. “What’s up, Sol?” She wondered briefly why the assistant to the deputy section chief was calling her himself.

Sol Franklin, Ingrid’s boss, cleared his throat. Then started to cough. Ingrid had to pull the phone from her ear while she waited for him to compose himself. Finally there was silence at the other end. Either the assistant deputy had choked to death or he was quietly wiping the tears from his eyes.

“Sol?”

She heard a deep inhale. “Deputy Chief Louden has personally requested you deal with this case urgently.”

Louden?

“Get yourself down to St Pancras Hotel—in King’s Cross. The… ah… victim is waiting for you there.”
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Sol proceeded to give Ingrid the lowdown on her new assignment as she jogged back to the mugging victim with the woman’s purse. Sol had resolutely refused to tell Ingrid why the deputy chief had taken such an interest in this new assignment, despite her asking him more than once. He simply told her he would text the address to her and hung up.

Two uniformed cops, one male, one female, both on pedal cycles, were talking to the woman who’d had her purse snatched, one had a pen poised over his notebook. Ingrid handed the woman back her belongings. She managed to find a dog-eared business card in her pocket and handed it to the female cop. “I don’t have time to give you a statement right now,” Ingrid explained. “Call me this afternoon.”

The police officer peered down at the rectangle of embossed card. “FBI? Is this a joke?”

“Call the US embassy after lunch—they’ll patch you through to me.”

The cop looked up and down the river path, searching for something. “Where are the cameras?”

“What?” Ingrid really didn’t have time for this right now.

“You’re filming something, right?” The cop nudged her colleague whose mouth had dropped open.

“You’re that… erm… that actress… the one who—”

“No.” Ingrid took off her baseball cap. “I’m not.” She forced a smile. “Just be sure and call me this afternoon if you need another description of the perp.” She tucked her short hair back under her cap.

The mugging victim was staring at her intensely now too. “I can see it myself. You do look a bit like her. Except for the short hair, of course. What’s her name? Charlize… thingummy. Anyway…” She reached into her wallet. “Thanks ever so much for getting my bag back. I’d be lost without my phone. Here…” She waved a crisp twenty pound note at Ingrid. “Take something for your trouble.”

Ingrid held up both hands, resisted the temptation to say “just doing my job, ma’am” and sprinted back to where she’d parked her motorcycle.

She reached her hotel in Marylebone in less than ten minutes. The Triumph Tiger 800 wasn’t a Harley, but it handled pretty well, especially weaving through rush hour traffic in central London. She parked up in the underground parking lot and took the emergency stairs to the fourth floor. Ten feet from her room she pulled up. The door was open six or so inches. She checked the hallway left and right—no sign of the linen cart. She pictured her FBI issue Glock 23 nestling in its locked metal case within the safe inside the closet. There were at least thirty seconds between Ingrid and the gun. More than enough time for an intruder to take her out and do whatever else it was they’d come here for. She pressed her back against the hallway wall and drew in a deep breath.

And listened.

Silence for a few seconds then a noisy metallic clang sounded from inside the room. Ingrid pushed open the door a few more inches and peered through the gap. There was no one in the bedroom. A second later she heard a high-pitched scream. It was coming from the bathroom. Ingrid rushed toward the sound, yanking the bedside table lamp from its socket on her way to the bathroom. The scream modulated suddenly into a yodel.

What the…?

Ingrid stopped just short of the bathroom door. Inside she saw a chambermaid wearing a huge pair of headphones. The woman was bending over the toilet, scrubbing the inside of the pan in time to the tinny beat issuing from the headphones. Grabbing her lower back, the woman straightened up and turned toward Ingrid. Ingrid quickly shoved the lamp behind her back and plastered on a smile. The maid froze when she saw her and clutched a thick-fingered hand to her chest, then smiled broadly, her mouth busy with Eastern European metal dental-ware. She said something in Russian, the thick accent placing her country of origin somewhere on the northeastern side of the Black Sea. Although Ingrid was tempted to respond to the woman in her native tongue, she just smiled sweetly and backed out of the room as the maid awkwardly rotated her cleaning cart one-eighty degrees and dragged it from the cramped bathroom.

The maid was new. The regular maid, a much younger woman, always left the cart in the hallway outside. Ingrid shooed this maid out of the room, returning her extravagant nods and smiles in kind. “Come back later,” she said firmly and slammed the door.

After checking her handgun was still stored securely in the safe, Ingrid showered and dressed quickly, choosing a somber dark gray trouser suit from her small collection of work clothes. Yet again she made a mental note to visit a Banana Republic to purchase one or two alternative suits when she next had the chance. When she’d packed for her five-day London trip, she’d had no clue she would still be living out of a suitcase four months later. But then she hadn’t expected to be offered a job in the US embassy criminal division. As she dabbed a smudge of mascara under her left eye she promised herself she’d do something to fix her wardrobe and her living arrangements. Sometime. Soon.

Already running perilously late, she chose to forego her usual wheatgrass juice in the coffee shop next to the hotel and went straight for her regular double espresso chaser. Fifteen minutes later she was climbing off her motorcycle in the forecourt of the St Pancras Hotel in King’s Cross. Her cell started to buzz. She grabbed it from her bag, saw it was an “out of area” number and hit the “dismiss” option. It was very probably her fiancé calling to boast about a successful conclusion to his latest investigation. Or maybe he wanted to tell her about yet another new promotion.

Marshall and his ever-growing ego could wait.

She shoved the phone back in her bag, hurried through the main entrance and headed straight for the elevator and the fifth floor.

Sol had given her only sketchy details of the assignment. She had a name, a room number and basic outline of the crime. She still hadn’t managed to work out why the deputy chief had taken such an interest in the case. Perhaps the victim himself would be able to enlighten her. Usually a simple robbery would have been reported to the local cops, with Ingrid, or more likely one of the civilian members of the embassy staff, liaising with them afterward. But it seemed Greg Brewster was far too important to be left to deal with the situation without higher-level US embassy representation.

She quickly found the room on the fifth floor and knocked twice, good and hard. The door opened three inches, restrained by a metal safety catch.

“Where the hell have you been?”
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“Mr Brewster?”

He nodded at her and Ingrid flashed her ID toward the narrow gap. The door closed and opened again. Ingrid slipped in from the hall to see a shoeless fat man padding down the plushly carpeted interior hallway and through an open door at the other end.

“Well come on!” Brewster yelled over his shoulder. “I don’t have all goddamn day.”

Ingrid surreptitiously checked her watch—it was barely a quarter after nine. On the phone Sol had told her to “play nice”. From what she’d seen of Brewster already, it was going to be a struggle. She entered the bedroom proper and found the red-faced businessman standing by the triple-glazed window, arms folded across the excess flesh of his belly, the fat undulating under his shirt like a unwieldy plate of Jello fresh out of the mold. Diabetes and heart failure just waiting to happen. She couldn’t judge his age due to the lack of wrinkles on his doughy face. He could have been anything between thirty-five and fifty. This was the kind of information she’d normally have before she walked in on a new assignment. Why had Sol been so evasive on the phone? She hated working this blind.

“How long is this going to take?” Brewster said. “I have better things to do with my time.”

You and me both.

“I’m sure you want this dealt with thoroughly, sir.”

“I don’t want it ‘dealt with’ at all.” He tapped his watch, the leather strap secured on the very last hole.

“You called us, sir.”

“Not through any choice of my own. Let’s get on with it, shall we?” He gestured toward an empty space on a narrow desk running along the wall opposite the bed. A power cord snaked into thin air.

“Your laptop has been stolen?” Ingrid had meant it to sound more like a statement than a question.

“You don’t know?”

“Just confirming the facts, Mr Brewster.” She was pushing a boulder up a steep incline.

“Laptop, credit cards, cash.”

“We’ll need to report this to the police—it’s the only way to get an insurance reference number for you. You’ll be wanting to make a claim.” She smiled as pleasantly as she could.

Brewster sneered back at her so hard he practically snarled. “They really did send the monkey, huh?”

Ingrid swallowed.

“What level of security clearance do you have at the embassy?” Brewster looked her up and down.

“That’s not something I can discuss with you.”

He shook his head. “Oh that tells me plenty.”

“Sir?” This really was beneath her.

“There were documents on my laptop of a sensitive nature.”

“National security?”

“Let’s just say commercially sensitive with security repercussions. The content was encrypted. I’m confident the information is completely secure. It’s really not an issue. I already explained it to your… superior.” The sneer was back.

“The laptop had auto delete functionality?”

He turned away from her. “Jesus Christ. Do you think I’d be talking to you now if it did?”

“Exactly what business are you in?”

“No way am I telling you that—not without level four clearance, minimum.”

When she’d started at the embassy Ingrid’s security clearance had been lowered to level two. At the time it had felt like a demotion. Right now it was beginning to feel like a slap in the face. How was she supposed to function efficiently with such low level clearance? Her cell phone started to buzz in her bag, vibrating noisily against her metal water flask. No doubt it would be Marshall again.

“Shouldn’t you get that?” Brewster snapped.

Ingrid ignored him. “Can you give me an approximate time your possessions were taken? I’ll need to interview the staff on shift.”

“No you don’t.”

“Sir?”

“The robbery had nothing to do with the staff here at the hotel.”

“How can you be so—?”

“I had a… guest last night.” He leaned his plump forearms on the window ledge and peered out at the view of rooftops across north London. “It’s an agency I’ve used every other time I’ve visited. I’ve never had any trouble before.” He held up a hand, his wedding ring digging into the flesh of his finger. “Before you ask, I’ve already been in touch with the agency. All the contact information they have is fake.”

“An agency?” Ingrid paused a beat. “Do you mean an escort agency?”

“I’m a businessman on a long trip from home. It’s not exactly unusual.”

“I should speak to them. Give me a description of your… visitor. I’m sure we’ll be able to track her down.”

Ingrid saw Brewster’s shoulders tense.

“A description?” he repeated.

“You do remember what she looked like?” She joined him at the window. His eyes were screwed tight shut. “I realize this is difficult for you,” Ingrid continued, “but I really do need the details. We will obviously be discreet. There’s no need for any of this to get back home.”

You cheating bastard.

Brewster let out a long, agonizing sigh. “Brunette, mid to late twenties. Six feet two, one-eighty pounds, muscular.” He opened his eyes and studied her face, daring a response.

Ingrid fought hard not to appear surprised, firmly controlling her eyebrows, forcing them into a concerned frown. No wonder he didn’t want to speak to her about it. To anyone. “Ethnicity?”

“White.”

“Nationality?”

“How the hell would I know? I wasn’t paying to make chit-chat with him.”

“Did you notice an accent?”

“He sounded British—that’s the best I can do.”

“I’ll need a complete list of what was taken.” She noticed him glance at a large flightcase shoved beneath the narrow desk. “What’s in the case?”

“Nothing was taken from it.” He stepped between her and the case. “I’ve checked.” His phone started to ring. He pulled it from a pocket, took one look at the number and said, “I really have to take this.”

She nodded.

“In private.”

“Be my guest.” She wasn’t about to be hurried out of the room. She smiled at the back of his fat head as he slipped out into the hallway. She waited a few moments then tried the locks on the aluminum case. They held firm. She grabbed her cell from her bag and called Sol.

“What is this?” she hissed at him in a whisper and tried to lift the flightcase. She could barely move it a fraction of an inch from the floor. “This guy won’t tell me anything.”

“National security,” Sol whispered back.

That much she’d worked out already. “Which nation?”

“I can’t tell you.”

“Come on, Sol—you can’t leave me groping around in the dark like this. Please.”

“You want to know which nation? How about the whole of the Nato Alliance? That important enough for you?”

“What’s he trading in—enriched uranium?”

Sol didn’t answer. Brewster waddled back into the room before Ingrid could press the point. She hung up. “How long are you in London?” she asked him.

“Another forty-eight hours.”

“I doubt we’ll have resolved the problem by then.”

“There’s no problem for you to solve. I told you—the files are encrypted.” His meaty shoulders sagged. “I’m back in London a week from now.”

Ingrid’s cell buzzed in her hand. “We’ll be in touch, sir.” She’d made it all the way to the elevator before answering the call.

“Agent Skyberg?” A woman’s voice. “It’s Jennifer, from the embassy.”

“What is it?”

“I have a new assignment for you.”

“Another one?”

“This is the only one I’m aware of.”

“I’m a little busy at the moment. Can’t it wait until I get back? Or maybe you could deal with it yourself?” Ingrid was the only FBI agent working in the criminal division. The rest of the staff were US civilians. Most cases they could handle without her input.

“I don’t think so, not in the circumstances.”

“What circumstances?”

“An American student has been murdered.”
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The GPS led Ingrid from King’s Cross to New Cross, a place she hadn’t been before, south of the Thames. She parked the bike at one end of wide side street lined with cherry trees in full blossom. Part way down the street, fifty or so yards from where she stood, there was a buzz of activity outside a large, detached, five-story Victorian villa. Blue and white police tape fluttered in the stiff breeze marking out a wide perimeter between the front yard and two trees standing sentry near the curb.

She shoved her helmet into the box on the back of the bike and smoothed down the pants of her suit. A few feet from the police tape she saw a frizz-haired, middle-aged woman dressed in a dark raincoat and patent leather boots remonstrating with a resigned-looking police constable. The woman wagged a slender finger in his face and Ingrid heard her shout something about press freedom. Ingrid had met the woman before, during her very first assignment at the embassy. Angela Tate was an investigative journalist who worked for the main London newspaper, the Evening News. As far as Ingrid could tell, Angela Tate had a knack of finding out about stories before any of her colleagues. Press freedom? Tate seemed to have plenty.

Beyond the journalist and the cop Ingrid spotted a second familiar face in the doorway of the house. This one she was much happier to see. She hurried up the street, slipping her ID from her bag as she went. She managed to avoid the journalist and made her way past a female cop standing in the front yard of the house.

Detective Inspector Natasha McKittrick nodded down to her from the top step of the stoop leading up to the impressive wide front door of the house. Ingrid hadn’t seen McKittrick for a couple weeks and realized she’d actually missed their “setting the world to rights” sessions. She’d first met McKittrick during a child protection seminar—the reason she’d come to the UK in the first place—and the two women had discovered a similar sense of humor and taste for vintage tequila. A difficult liquor to find in this city, Ingrid had discovered. Natasha McKittrick was the closest Ingrid had to a friend in London. She smiled broadly at the detective.

“How’d you get here so fast?” McKittrick asked her. “I’ve only just put through the call.”

“Special intelligence.” Ingrid tapped the side of her nose. “It is supposed to be what we do best.”

“And here we are still using carrier pigeons.”

“How’re you doing?” Ingrid asked.

“I’m just wonderful. Nothing like a violent death to kickstart your week.”

“So what are we looking at? Murder one?”

“I’ve been talking to the pathologist. She says it’s too close to call. We’ll have to wait for the preliminary autopsy report.”

“She must have a professional hunch.” Ingrid peered beyond McKittrick into the main hallway of the house. There were two doors on the left, another on the right, beyond that a flight of stairs leading to the next floor. The walls were a little scuffed at the base, a bicycle leaned against the banister rail.

“Cause of death was most likely severe loss of blood. Victim has a huge gash in her head. Seems a hard, sharp object went into her temple with a lot of force.”

“You found the murder weapon?”

“If you can call a glass and steel coffee table a weapon, sure.”

“She hit her head on a table?”

“You sound disappointed.”

Ingrid checked herself. Her enthusiasm for the assignment had waned a little. When had she become so ghoulish?

“The next question I’m sure you’re itching to ask me is ‘was she pushed or did she fall?’,” McKittrick said.

“And your pathologist can’t answer that yet?”

“Now you know as much as I do.”

“How long before you know more?”

“Ruth’s promised she’ll try to get round to the autopsy some time later today.”

“Get around to it? Do you want me to make a few calls, speed things up a little?”

McKittrick arched an eyebrow but said nothing. She gestured toward a pile of overshoe bootees and all-in-one Tyvek suits. “Get properly kitted out in these if you want to take a look at the crime scene.”

“So you are treating it as a crime until proven otherwise?” Ingrid wriggled into the blue paper suit.

Again McKittrick didn’t answer. “What can you tell me about the victim?”

“What?”

“As you so thoughtfully pointed out, your intelligence is far superior to the Met’s—why don’t you enlighten me?”

Ingrid pulled on the second bootee and hurried after McKittrick up the first flight of stairs to the second floor. Ingrid scrolled to the appropriate document on her phone and read aloud. “Lauren Shelbourne, twenty-two, post-grad psychology student at some place called Loriners College.”

“The main college campus is just round the corner from here. Part of the University of London. Go on.”

“She’s been in the UK less than a year. Due to complete her Masters Degree this summer. Parents still together, live in Greenwich, Connecticut. Father owns an ad agency in New York City, mother collects art and good causes. Works a soup kitchen two days a week in the Bronx, teaches kids how to read in her local public school.”

“That is comprehensive. Though I’m not sure how relevant.”

McKittrick led Ingrid up to the third floor landing, then through a narrow door into single room apartment. Bright arc lights bathed the studio room in a magnesium glare, making every surface and object look strangely artificial, as if they were on a movie set. A particularly grisly horror movie. The CSI team was fussing round the crumpled body lying next to the low coffee table, busy taking photos, collecting samples of God only knew what, and shoving what they found into different sized evidence bags.

Ingrid took a moment to study Lauren Shelbourne’s body. She was fully clothed, her arms flung out in front of her, her legs folded awkwardly beneath. A dark red pool of congealing blood spread across the floor.

“Estimated time of death?” Ingrid asked McKittrick.

“Some time between midnight and four a.m.”

“You’ve spoken to the other residents?”

“Working through them, one by one. They’re not all home.”

“Inspector!” a woman’s voice called from the hallway.

Ingrid turned to see Angela Tate, the reporter, hovering by the door.

“Care to make a comment, detective?” Tate said. “Or perhaps the US embassy would like to make a statement?” She smiled insincerely at Ingrid.

“How the bloody hell did you get past the cordon?”

The reporter took a step inside the room.

“Stay exactly where you are!” McKittrick rushed toward her. “You’re contaminating the crime scene.”

“So you are treating this as murder?” Angela Tate held her ground.

McKittrick grabbed the reporter’s arm. “Mills!” she hollered.

A flush-cheeked face appeared in the doorway, an embarrassed, almost pleading look in his wide brown eyes. “Sorry, boss. I thought the uniforms had everything under control.”

Tate snatched her arm away from McKittrick and wagged a finger at the tall man waiting for her on the hallway landing. “You lay a hand on me, Ralph Mills, and I swear my paper will sue the arse off you.”

The embarrassed detective held his hands up high, palms facing toward Tate.

“Are you linking this death to the suicide at Loriners last week?” the journalist shot at McKittrick before she was herded toward the stairs.

“Now you just sound desperate,” McKittrick said. “Get her out of my sight, Mills.”

“I’ll just be outside, Agent Skyberg—you can speak to me later.”

Ingrid could only admire the reporter’s gutsy determination. But she had absolutely no intention of telling her anything.

After a brief conversation with one of the crime scene investigators, Ingrid followed McKittrick downstairs and back out into the front yard. “Who called the police?” Ingrid asked her. “Who actually discovered the body?”

McKittrick nodded toward a shellshocked, ghostly-white young woman sitting half-in, half-out a police car. She was shivering, despite the foil blanket wrapped around her shoulders.

“Have you questioned her yet?”

“Not beyond the preliminaries. We’ll interview her formally down at the station.”

“She lives here in the house?”

“No—she lives just a few streets away.”

Ingrid watched as the young woman rose unsteadily to her feet. She seemed completely disoriented. She was wearing a blue Tyvek suit just like Ingrid’s.

“She’s not a suspect?”

“Not at this stage, but her clothes are covered in blood. So I’m not ruling anything out. We’ll find out more when we question her.” McKittrick turned to Ingrid. “I suppose you’ll be wanting to sit in when we do.”

Ingrid frowned, not taking her eyes from the staggering figure wrapped in the silvery blanket. The young woman started to wander up the street toward the house. She was staring directly at Ingrid and McKittrick. A uniformed female officer held out her arms in an attempt to guide the young woman back to the police car.

“Madison Faber—also a post-grad psychology student at Loriners,” McKittrick explained. “Also an American citizen.”

“Really?”

“You didn’t know? Perhaps your intelligence gathering isn’t quite what you thought it was.”

“You’re not planning on arresting her?”

“I expect her to come to the station voluntarily. Why would I need to arrest her?”

“Does she understand that? Maybe I should go speak to her.” The young woman in the blanket wriggled her arms free from the cop trying to restrain her. “Looks as if she isn’t about to volunteer to go anywhere.”

A moment later Madison Faber dragged the foil blanket from her shoulders and threw it at the feet of the female cop. The cop glanced toward McKittrick. McKittrick held up her hands, gesturing for calm. Faber shoved the uniformed cop, who staggered backward.

“What the bloody hell does she think she’s doing?” McKittrick ran out onto the street, Ingrid following close behind.

Two more uniformed officers attempted to restrain the ashen-faced student. She batted their hands away and drove her fist into the face of the officer nearest her. “Don’t touch me!” she screamed.

From the other end of the cordon Angela Tate started firing questions at the girl. Faber looked up at her, the confusion on her face obvious. “Who are you?” Faber yelled.

A male officer, a good ten inches taller than Faber, stepped forward and grabbed both her arms. The bewildered student kicked out at him, her right foot hitting hard against his shin.

“Let me go! I have to get out of here!” She wriggled and struggled, kicked him again and managed to slip from his grasp. She started to run down the street.

“How was she when you first spoke to her?” Ingrid asked McKittrick as both women hurried into the road.

“Shocked. Quiet. Traumatized.”

“Let me try to speak to her.”

McKittrick held onto Ingrid’s arm. “It’s OK. We have this under control.”

Two more officers ran toward the distraught young woman, arms held out wide, as if they were about to contain a wild animal. Four cops closed in on her, one grabbed her shoulders, another held onto her arms while a third attempted to attach hand restraints to her wrists. Faber screamed at them to let her go as they struggled to push her back toward the cop car.

“What do you think has triggered this reaction?” Ingrid asked.

“I’ve no idea. But there’s only one way to find out.”

They watched as all four cops carefully guided Faber into the back of the car.

“You might want to update your embassy. Get some sort of legal representation sorted out for her.”

Ingrid turned to McKittrick.

“Contrary to my earlier statement, it seems that we are indeed arresting her.”
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The interview suite in the station house smelled of freshly laid carpet. Ingrid was sitting next to a blank-eyed Madison Faber. The student was still dressed in the thin blue Tyvek suit, shivering beneath a cotton blanket. She hadn’t spoken since Ingrid had introduced herself over an hour ago.

The station house was in a district in south London called Lewisham. Another area that Ingrid was unfamiliar with. Lewisham seemed, at least to an outsider, much the same as New Cross, save for a large shopping mall at its center. Most of the districts she’d encountered so far during her stay in London had seemed pretty uniform—just like back home, a mix of fast food joints, chain stores and moneylending outlets.

Ingrid had followed McKittrick to the station house on the bike, refusing the detective’s offer of a ride. She didn’t want to be stranded some place she didn’t know without fast access to an independent means of transportation. Before she’d left the scene, she’d called the embassy to arrange for an attorney to be present at Madison Faber’s first interview.

They were still waiting for him to show.

After remaining perfectly still for over twenty minutes, Madison Faber started to wriggle and fidget in her seat. She was sitting close to Ingrid on a narrow couch upholstered in easy-wipe fake leather. The material squeaked as she moved.

“Can I get you anything?” Ingrid asked her. “A glass of water, maybe?”

Faber turned and stared at her as if she were seeing her for the first time. She tried to speak, but only managed a low croak. “I have to get out of here.”

“You will—don’t worry. Just as soon as—”

“No! I mean now.” She started to rise.

Ingrid held onto her arm and pulled her back down. “Everything’s OK—I’m here for you. A lawyer will be here real soon.”

“How can you say that? Everything’s not OK!” She struggled against Ingrid’s grasp. Ingrid just held on tighter.

“You don’t have to answer any of their questions if you don’t want to. You have the right to remain silent. Just like back home. Is that clear?”

Faber’s face remained completely expressionless. Ingrid grabbed her hand. It was cold and slightly damp, like day-old fish from the refrigerator. “It’s important I know you’ve understood me. Are you clear about the questioning?”

Faber nodded slowly.

“Good—I’m on your side. Everything is going to be OK.” Ingrid was aware she was repeating herself, but couldn’t really say much more until she knew what the police were considering charging Faber with. Surely not murder? McKittrick had been reluctant to divulge any information when Ingrid arrived at the station house.

“Everything is not going to be OK. My friend is dead.”

“I know this is hard.”

“I need to get out of here. I have to call Lauren’s parents. They should hear the news from a friend. Not some English cop.”

“The embassy has that all under control. Lauren’s parents have been informed.” She kept her voice low, gentle, reassuring. “Let’s just worry about you for now, shall we?”

“Me?” Faber pulled her hand from Ingrid’s. “I’m fine.” She turned toward the door. “But I do have to get out of here.” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “I’m scared.”

“There’s no need to be frightened. I can stay with you just as long as you need me to.” Ingrid thought about Brewster and his missing laptop. Somebody else would just have to handle it. A member of the civilian staff would be more than qualified. If that wasn’t to Sol’s liking he could take on the case himself. “You’re perfectly safe here,” she told Faber. “I won’t let anything bad happen to you. It’s why I’m here. I’m looking out for you. Do you understand?”

Faber nodded meekly and slumped back onto the couch. “But they arrested me.”

“The lawyer should be here any minute. He’ll explain your rights. Like I said, you can remain silent if you choose to.”

“Why would I want to do that? My friend is dead. I want to help the police all I can.”

“It’s my duty to advise you that—”

“If it were you? Sitting where I am, if it were your friend, what would you do?”

“My opinion really has no bearing on—”

“Come on, you said you were here for me. Tell me what you’d do.”

Ingrid stared into Faber’s face. The young woman was starting to get some color back, red blotches had bloomed high up on both cheeks. She was probably still in shock.

“It really doesn’t matter what I think,” Ingrid said, when she wanted to yell, hell yes, if it were my friend I’d be out there hunting down whoever did that to her. An unbidden image filled her mind. She screwed up her eyes in an attempt to banish it. In an instant she was back in Minnesota, fourteen again and feeling more helpless than Faber did now.

“Are you OK?” Faber asked her. “What just happened?”

Ingrid forced a smile. “I’m perfectly fine.”

“You don’t look fine. What is it?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Obviously it does. You said you were here for me.”

“I am.”

“How can I believe that if you won’t even tell me what’s wrong?”

Ingrid looked into Madison Faber’s face. She needed the girl to trust her. Maybe a little frankness wouldn’t do any harm. “I lost a friend too.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Really—I’m OK. It was years ago.”

“But you’re not over it.”

“Creeps up on me sometimes.”

“Was your friend murdered?”

“Look—this isn’t about me. Let’s focus on what you need.”

“But I just thought—” The door to the interview room opened and McKittrick came in with Ralph Mills, the male detective Ingrid had seen escorting Angela Tate from the house in New Cross. Faber jumped up from the couch. “Let’s get on with this shall we?”

“Feeling better?” McKittrick asked Faber with no trace of sympathy in her voice.

“You can ask me whatever you need to. I want to help you.”

“We won’t start the formal questioning until your solicitor… your lawyer gets here,” McKittrick said.

“I don’t want to wait. I want to help you all I can. And then I want to get out of here.”

McKittrick glanced at her colleague. Ingrid didn’t like the look exchanged by the two detectives. “You’re certain you want to proceed without legal representation?” McKittrick said.

“Agent Skyberg is looking after me.” Faber grabbed Ingrid’s hand.

“Very well.” McKittrick pointed to the couch and, lowering herself onto the adjacent armchair, encouraged Faber to sit back down. The other detective sat very stiffly on an upright chair. McKittrick formally introduced herself and her colleague.

“We’ll try not to overtax you,” McKittrick said and forced a smile.

“Is Ms Faber answering these questions under caution? She was arrested, after all.” Ingrid was still on her feet, still not at all happy with the situation.

“Overzealous uniformed officer.” McKittrick smiled again. “Rest assured, Madison—can I call you Madison? We won’t be pressing charges for assaulting a police officer. You were overwrought. I’m sure there was no criminal intent.”

“So Ms Faber is actually free to leave?” Ingrid looked down at her charge. The student’s face was drawn, she had dark circles beneath her eyes.

“We do need to interview her urgently.” McKittrick narrowed her eyes.

Ingrid still had no idea whether the detective was expecting to charge Faber after they’d finished questioning her. She hadn’t worked with McKittrick before and had no idea how she operated.

“Please, Ingrid, sit down,” Faber said. “I want to get this over with.”

Reluctantly Ingrid sank back onto the couch.

“Thank you.” McKittrick opened a fresh notebook and DC Mills did the same. “Can you tell us the exact time you discovered Ms Shelbourne?”

Faber nodded almost imperceptibly. “I went to her apartment early. We’d arranged to meet before class. So I guess it must have been eight. Certainly no later than eight-thirty.”

“This morning?”

Faber glanced at Ingrid, her confusion evident. “Of course this morning.”

“How did you gain access to the property?”

“I have a key. We used to be roommates. Lauren had keys to my apartment too.”

“So you were close friends?”

“We looked out for one another, you know? Us ‘Yanks’ gotta stick together.” She made air quotes with the first two fingers of both hands. Her hands were raw, a consequence of the swabbing process the CSI had put her through.

“So Lauren was expecting you this morning?”

“She wanted to discuss her thesis with me. She was getting a little anxious about it and I said I’d help.”

“And the apartment door was locked when you arrived?”

Faber nodded. “I’d gone straight up to the third floor. Banged on the door, waited. When there was no response I used the key. The door was stiff, sticky. I had to force it open.”

“Then what did you do?”

“I called her name from the hallway outside the apartment.”

“And she didn’t answer?”

Faber wrinkled her nose. “Of course she didn’t.”

“I’m sorry if our questions seem obvious, but we do have to be very precise. You did say you wanted to help us.”

“I did. I do.” Faber took another shaky breath and swallowed. “I stepped into the apartment and called her name again, louder this time.” She blinked. “That’s when I saw her. Just lying there.” A sob escaped her mouth. DC Mills proffered a box of Kleenex. Faber snatched one and noisily blew her nose. “Who would do something like that to her?” She sniffed. “Who?” She stared at McKittrick, her eyes wide, as if she were actually waiting for an answer.

Ingrid watched Faber’s hands drop into her lap. The student started to pick at the used Kleenex. If Faber was this distressed so early in the interview, Ingrid wondered if she should call a halt to it. Insist they wait for the lawyer to arrive. She decided to give McKittrick two or three more questions before stepping in.

“Do you know if Lauren had fallen out with anyone recently?”

“What?”

“Did Lauren have any enemies?”

Faber snorted a laugh. “No way! Not Lauren. She’s a really nice girl. Ordinary. She never fought with anyone.”

“How about boyfriends?” McKittrick asked. “Was Lauren in a relationship?”

Faber wriggled in her seat and pulled a face.

“What is it?”

“I don’t know if she was seeing anyone. Whenever I asked her she’d get evasive. You know, she’d change the subject. But she had that look sometimes, like she was keeping a secret. And sometimes she had that other look.” She turned to stare at McKittrick’s colleague. “Like she was getting laid.”

Immediately DC Mills’ face bloomed red. He looked down at his notepad. Ingrid wondered how a thirty-something homicide detective could be so easily embarrassed.

“Can you hazard a guess? Someone she studied with, perhaps?”

“Why do you want to know? Do you think he could have killed her?”

“Of course we’re not making any assumptions. But in a case like this, we’re particularly interested in her close relationships. Can you think of a reason she wouldn’t want to tell you about who she was dating?”

Faber shrugged. “Maybe she just wanted to keep it a secret. I don’t know. Maybe she was embarrassed.”

“About what?”

“Whoever was screwing her.”

“What about her other friends? Might they know who she was seeing? Would she have told them?”

Faber shook her head emphatically. “If she was going to tell anyone it would’ve been me.”

“Would you be able to give us a list of her friends’ names at college? We will need to speak to all of them.” McKittrick scribbled something in her notebook.

Ingrid regretted not taking notes herself. She wanted to ask her own questions and felt frustrated the interview wasn’t following tried and tested FBI procedures. It was all she could do not to butt in and take over.

“You can find them on her cell phone,” Faber said.

Ingrid noticed McKittrick’s nostrils flare ever so slightly. What had Faber said?

“A list from you would be very much appreciated.”

“Sure—it won’t take long.”

“Lauren didn’t have many friends?”

“A handful. She didn’t really click with many people. She could be a little… What’s the word you Brits use?” She squeezed the Kleenex in her hand while she tried to place the word. “Eccentric. That’s it.”

“Eccentric? Are you saying Lauren had mental health issues?”

“Not exactly. At least… none that I know of. She could just be a little… off beam now and then.”

McKittrick scribbled more notes in her little book. Ingrid leaned forward in her seat. The detective had asked enough questions. It was time to call a halt. “Perhaps we should take a break,” she said, “and start up again when the lawyer gets here.”

Faber rested a hand on Ingrid’s knee. “It’s OK—I want to carry on. Anything I can do to help.”

“Thank you, Madison,” McKittrick said, ignoring Ingrid’s request completely. “We really appreciate your cooperation.” She smiled. “Now, when was the last time you saw Lauren?”

Faber’s mouth dropped open. “You know when.” She glanced at Ingrid.

McKittrick drew in an impatient breath. “I meant before this morning.”

“You mean when was the last time I saw her alive.” Faber shuddered.

Ingrid had heard enough. “Ms Faber is clearly distressed. I think we really do need to take a break.”

McKittrick gave her a stern look and raised an eyebrow.

“It’s OK, like I said—I’m fine to carry on,” Faber said. “We had lunch together on campus yesterday.”

“How did she seem to you?”

Faber sniffed noisily. “Fine. No, more than fine. Happy even. Maybe the happiest I’ve seen her.”

McKittrick made some more notes. Then flipped backward through the notebook. After a long few moments of concentrated reading, she looked up and stared at Faber. “When did you and Lauren stop being roommates?”

McKittrick’s sudden change of direction seemed to take Faber by surprise. She looked at Ingrid and frowned. Ingrid nodded encouragingly.

“In January. I went away for a long weekend. When I came back she’d moved out.”

“Why?”

Faber shrugged. “She said something about wanting to be more independent.”

“What did she mean?”

“She didn’t really explain it. But I guess, if I think about it, I had assumed the big sister role. I took on most of the responsibilities. You know, making sure the rent got paid on time, settling the bills, cooking. Maybe she wanted to prove she could survive on her own.”

“And how did that make you feel?”

“Feel? It didn’t make me feel anything. I was a little surprised she hadn’t discussed it with me in advance.”

“You weren’t at all upset by her departure? It’s almost as if she was snubbing you. Throwing everything you’d done for her back in your face.”

“No—I was happy for her.”

“Did you ever fight with Lauren?”

“Why are you asking me that?”

“Please answer the question, Madison.”

“What are you trying to say?” Faber jumped up from the couch.

Immediately Ingrid and Mills got to their feet.

“I have to insist we break now,” Ingrid said. Faber was going through enough distress already, without the interview veering off in this direction.

“Just this one last question.” McKittrick looked up at Faber, who was looming over her, sudden tears springing from her eyes.

“She was like a sister to me. I can’t believe you’re suggesting—”

“I’m not suggesting anything. My sister and I used to fight like cat and dog when we lived under the same roof. It’s nothing to feel bad about.”

“We didn’t fight. Not once. I can’t believe you’re asking me something like that.”

“Not once, in how many months?”

Ingrid positioned herself between Faber and McKittrick.

“Stop it!” Faber said. “I won’t listen to you. How can you even—”

She was interrupted by the door bursting open. A steel-haired woman dressed in a power suit and dangerously high heels marched into the room, a bewildered uniformed cop trailing in her wake. She pushed past Ingrid and Mills and stopped next to a sobbing Faber. She slipped an arm around the student’s shoulders. “That’s quite enough, detective. This interview is now terminated.”
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Five minutes after the high-powered, strictly non-embassy approved attorney had arrived and it was clear Madison Faber wouldn’t be answering any further questions, Ingrid was summarily dismissed from her duties at the station house.

McKittrick told her the expensively coutured lawyer had been appointed by Faber’s mother. What the detective couldn’t explain was exactly how Mrs Faber had managed to secure the lawyer’s services so swiftly. Especially considering it was six a.m. Eastern Standard Time.

When Ingrid arrived at the embassy building in Grosvenor Square, she decided to check out who had been dealing with the Brewster case in her absence. But when she spoke to Jennifer, one of the civilian admin clerks, Ingrid discovered that no one had picked up the baton. Jennifer couldn’t even confirm whether Sol had decided to take on the investigation himself.

Just in case he hadn’t, Ingrid returned to her desk and fired up the computer, determined to at least discover something about Greg Brewster’s background. Something more than Sol was prepared to divulge. While she went through the longwinded login procedure, her mind drifted back to the scene in Lauren Shelbourne’s apartment. She saw again the lifeless body heaped in a pile like yesterday’s discarded garbage and wondered which of the admin staff had been assigned the task of informing the girl’s parents. She could only imagine what Mr and Mrs Shelbourne were going through.

Ingrid closed her eyes and inevitably an image of her lost schoolfriend appeared, the way she’d looked the last time Ingrid had seen her. The last time anybody had seen her. Ingrid took a moment to offer up a silent wish, fixing her friend’s image in her mind. A ritual she’d been going through for the last eighteen years. It was a little like lighting a candle to her memory. Then she puffed out a breath, snapped open her eyes, and focused on her computer monitor. She tapped Brewster’s name into the database search field and tried hard to concentrate on something other than dead girls. The first page of the businessman’s profile pretty much matched the sketchy report she’d been given already. Really basic, innocuous information. When she tried to drill down to deeper pages an “access denied” message popped up on the screen.

Security level two. Letting her down once again.

She was out of her seat and halfway to Sol’s office before she even realized that’s where she was headed. There had to be more information he could give her about Brewster. She passed a few FBI agents in the corridor. One or two acknowledged her politely, a nod here, a smile there, but still, even after four months, they made sure to keep her at arm’s length. They all worked in counter-intelligence or counter-terrorism, dealing in matters of national security on a day-to-day basis. Security level three, at least. As the Bureau’s sole criminal agent at the embassy, Ingrid’s position in the food chain was far too lowly for most of them to even register her existence.

She reached the end of the wood-paneled, airless corridor two floors above her own office and turned right. Sol’s door was the third on the left. She rapped on the doorframe with a fist and pushed at the half-open door. The office was empty. She checked the corridor both ways. No sign of Sol. Or anyone else. She’d noticed lately that a few of the Bureau staff had adopted the very European habit of long lingering lunch breaks. Right on cue her stomach started to grumble and she realized she hadn’t eaten anything since the night before. A blast of caffeine that morning and a half bottle of mineral water was definitely not enough to get her through the day.

After one last glance up and down the empty hallway, she slipped inside the office and behind Sol’s desk. She looked for a scrap of paper and a pen. Sol’s computer woke from sleep mode. Ingrid stared at the cursor flashing enticingly at her from the search field in the center of the screen. Sol had neglected to log out before abandoning the machine in search of food. She sat very still and considered her next move. How much harm would it really do to search for more information about Greg Brewster using Sol’s login details? Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. She blinked. What did she think she was doing?

Goddammit.

There had to be a perfectly good reason for her level two clearance. The Bureau wouldn’t impose a restriction like that if it wasn’t strictly necessary. It certainly wasn’t her place to question it. She rolled her shoulders and blew out a breath. She found a pen and notepad and considered what she wanted to ask him. Before she’d written a word, Sol’s trademark smoker’s cough rattled at her from the door.

“Can I help you with something?”

Ingrid shoved the pen back into its pot and stood up. “Where have you been? I thought you always ate a sandwich at your desk.”

“I’m not sure that’s the correct way to address a superior officer.” He folded his arms and glared at her. A moment later his face broke into a wide grin, but as he walked toward her, Ingrid got the feeling he was scrutinizing the merest flicker of movement on her face. When he slipped behind his desk and sat down, he took a moment to stare at his monitor. He glanced up at Ingrid and narrowed his eyes.

“No one has taken over the Brewster case,” Ingrid said, attempting a nonchalant tone and failing badly. Why did she feel so guilty when she hadn’t even done anything wrong?

“Were you expecting someone to?”

“I don’t have sufficient security clearance for this assignment. Brewster made that quite clear to me himself when I spoke to him. With level two clearance I’m working in the dark.”

“In the dark?”

“You have to at least tell me what business he’s in.”

“I do?”

“There was a flightcase in his hotel room that he was nervous about. It weighed a ton. What is he carrying?”

Sol raised an eyebrow. “Trace the escort, if you can, recover the laptop. You have all the information about Brewster you need to do that.”

“But I feel like I’m trying to do my job with one hand tied behind my back. Why is my security clearance so low?” She hadn’t meant to say that aloud. Dammit.

“It’s neither high nor low. You have exactly the level of clearance you need to carry out your tasks.”

“I never questioned it before. It wasn’t important. But this assignment—”

“You are happy here at the embassy, aren’t you?”

Where the hell had that come from?

“You seemed enthusiastic about your new role when you took the job. Has something changed?” Sol laid his hands flat against the desk and stared at them for a moment.

When she’d agreed to take the job she’d been promised promotion and greater responsibilities. Neither of which had so far materialized. “I just… I want to do my best. For the embassy, for the Bureau. But I don’t think I can without access to more information, that’s all.”

“Track down the escort and maybe you’ll get lucky with the laptop.”

“National security, that’s what you said.”

“So?”

“So give me a break. At least tell me what Brewster’s dealing in.”

“You don’t need to know.”

With a supreme effort of will Ingrid managed to hold her tongue.

“Trust me on this one. Do whatever you can. Your hard work and your…” He made a point of glancing at his computer screen before continuing. “…Loyalty haven’t gone unnoticed. I can’t say more right now, but I know your efforts will be rewarded.”

“Can you tell me if we have Brewster under surveillance now?”

Sol held up his hands in a wide-armed shrug. “I can’t tell you that.”

“But what if he gets robbed by another escort in Amsterdam? Or Berlin? Or wherever else he’s headed?”

Sol looked at her severely over his glasses. “Just try to run down his laptop before he returns to London next week. Will you do that for me?” Sol got up from behind his desk and stood beside her. He squeezed her arm. “You know what I think?” He looked her up and down, squeezing her arm harder. “I think you’re not eating properly. How about I take you out for some lunch?”

Ingrid was wasting her time. It was clear Sol had no intention of divulging any sensitive information. There had to be another way to discover what Brewster’s business trip was really about. All she had to do was figure out how.
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The next day Ingrid made an early start, arriving at Loriners College, the place Lauren Shelbourne had been studying before her death, a little after nine. Ingrid wanted to complete her report into Lauren’s death and the police investigation as quickly and as thoroughly as possible. It was the least she could do for the young woman’s grieving parents.

Loriners seemed to be a mix of impressive early twentieth century brick and stone buildings and ultra-modern concrete, glass and steel structures, haphazardly stacked cubes, their doors and windows painted in bright primary colors. A network of walkways at various levels connected the muddle of architectural styles together. Ingrid wondered absentmindedly if the staff and students preferred one style of architecture over the other.

It was a glorious spring day and the students had not only donned short sleeve tees, but a handful had braved shorts and cut-offs. Although the weather was sunny, the atmosphere on campus was anything but. Everyone seemed quiet and subdued, speaking in hushed tones and moving slowly as if hurrying would somehow be disrespectful.

Emerging from the student administration block, after claiming her visitor’s badge, Ingrid studied the map of the campus she’d been given and quickly committed it to memory. She surveyed the scene in front of her and identified the building she was interested in. Just to the left of it, standing on the far side of a wide cobbled piazza, Ingrid spotted Detective Constable Ralph Mills chatting to a uniformed colleague. She quickly ducked behind a tree until he’d disappeared into the neighboring building. No point in letting the Metropolitan Police know just yet that she was conducting her own investigation into Lauren Shelbourne’s death.

When she’d called Natasha McKittrick the previous evening requesting details of the preliminary autopsy, the officer who’d answered the call transferred her not to the detective inspector, but to the PR department of the Homicide and Serious Crime Command. Who told her precisely nothing, treating her like some annoying member of the press rather than a fellow law enforcement officer. When she’d complained she’d been told to go through “proper channels”. Which was what she’d thought she’d done calling McKittrick in the first place. She couldn’t understand why McKittrick was keeping her at arm’s length on this case. It was as if their friendship counted for nothing. At least the official wheels were now in motion, but in Ingrid’s experience, proper channels tended to have a habit of getting clogged. At this rate, by the time she received the pathologist’s report, it would have been superseded by the coroner’s inquest.

With Detective Mills safely occupied on another part of campus, Ingrid set about her task with something close to enthusiasm. At least this was real investigative work. A step up from babysitting distraught witnesses. The appointment of a high-powered lawyer seemed to have worked wonders for Madison Faber. She had been released without charge, but informed that she couldn’t leave the country until the police investigation had been completed. Ingrid had already tried to contact the student to arrange a meeting ahead of the next round of police interviews, but got the voicemail each time. So far Faber hadn’t returned her calls.

Ingrid made her way to the large cafeteria on the other side of the piazza. It was housed in one of the traditional Edwardian red brick buildings. Inside, it was furnished with long wooden refectory tables and benches, coats of arms decorating the walls just below the high ceiling. Despite the dark wood and stone floors, the cafeteria was actually quite a welcoming space. The students were more relaxed than they had been outside, most of them chattering noisily to one another, raising their voices to be heard above the general din. She grabbed a plastic tray and joined the line waiting for hot food, hoping to tune into any conversations where Lauren Shelbourne’s name was mentioned. She didn’t have to wait long. Two excited teenagers lined up behind her. They were already in full flow, speculating about the death.

“Martina said they found her naked. Raped, Martina said. The police think it might be a serial killer,” one girl said.

“Who else has he killed?”

“Well no one yet—no one we know about. But all serial killers have to start somewhere, don’t they?” She shuddered.

“God—makes me glad I’m still living at home. I bitch about the commute, but being two bus rides away actually makes me feel safer.”

“I wonder who’s going to be next.” There was a definite mawkish thrill in her tone.

Ingrid took a good look at them. They were ordinary students, a little bookish maybe. One was sporting Harry Potter style spectacles, the other a wild head of red hair stuck up in a ragged bun held together by an HB pencil. Nice girls. Why were they talking about the suspicious death of a fellow student as if it were the latest installment of their favorite soap opera?

Ingrid reached the cold plates and helped herself to falafel and salad. At the checkout she was charged a ridiculously small amount for a meal that would have cost over ten bucks in Washington. Either the price was a reflection on the quality of the food, or the result of a heavily subsidized cafeteria. It didn’t really matter which, she had no intention of eating. She found a place at the center of one of the long wooden tables where she could listen to a variety of conversations while she played with her food. But as soon as she sat down the surrounding chairs were vacated. Just as she was wondering whether she’d forgotten to apply deodorant after her run that morning, a gawky, geeky teen shoved his food tray onto the table and sat down heavily on the hard wooden bench directly opposite her. His plate was stacked high with fries, a pie all but buried beneath them. She watched as he smothered the whole lot in tomato ketchup and dove into the submerged pastry with knife and fork, as if he were attacking a mortal enemy. She looked away as soon as he shoved the first forkful into his baby-bird gaping mouth and considered switching tables now that any opportunities to eavesdrop nearby conversations had disappeared. She picked at a shred of Iceberg lettuce and was surprised at its crisp texture, so much so she unexpectedly popped it into her mouth. She chewed slowly and glanced up at her uninvited lunch companion. He quickly looked away.

“What’s in the pie?” she said.

When he’d recovered from the shock of her dialogue opener, he answered with a full mouth, “Steak.” He swallowed. “And mushrooms. Thankfully though, not many. Mushrooms make me gag.”

“Then why did you choose the pie?”

“Halal, innit? Only meaty thing on the menu that is.”

“But it’s OK?”

He shrugged back at her. “S’all right.”

She smiled at him, taking a proper look at his face. His greasy complexion mirrored the fatty mess remaining on his plate.

“Is the campus usually this… subdued?” she asked.

“Is it? Hadn’t noticed.” He carried on shoveling his food, barely chewing it before each noisy gulp. “Might be something to do with that girl who died.”

Ingrid sat up straight. “You know her?”

“Do you?”

“Me? How would I know her?”

“You’re American aren’t you? She was American.”

“Hey, it’s a big place.” She smiled again. “I’ve just heard a few people talking about her this morning.”

“You’re new here. I would definitely have noticed you before otherwise. Are you a lecturer?”

She shook her head.

“Admin staff?”

“I’m just checking the place out. Prospective PhD student.”

“Mo,” he said and nodded at her. “Short for Mohammed.”

“I figured it wasn’t short for Maureen.”

“Nice—an American with a sense of humor.” He narrowed his eyes. “What’s your name?”

Ingrid paused a beat before answering. “Sarah.” She glanced down at her visitor’s badge and quickly shoved it inside her jacket.

“OK, Sarah… so what can I say to persuade you to come here?”

“I’m not sure you can say anything. I’ve heard people talking about a serial killer on the loose.”

“You shouldn’t listen to rumors. Most of the students here are complete morons.”

“That’s not exactly a glowing recommendation.”

“Not all of us!” He put down his knife and fork. “The postgrad stuff is all right. But I wouldn’t be here if I’d got the grades for Imperial.”

Ingrid tore off a corner of pita bread and rolled it between her fingers like a ball of modeling clay. “So far you’re not convincing me.”

He shrugged and grabbed his cutlery from the table. “Shame. Be nice to improve the scenery round here a bit.” He stared unashamedly into her face.

Ingrid stared right back at him until he dropped his gaze back to his plate. “Just saying,” he mumbled.

“Hey—I’ll take it as a compliment.”

“How many other colleges are you visiting?”

Ingrid paused before answering, she hadn’t gotten that far in working out her cover story. How many would sound right? “Oh, you know, a few.”

“Which ones have you rejected?”

“None so far.”

“I suppose… if you’re gonna make an… informed decision…” He stared at his plate. “I should tell you about the girl who died last week.”

“Another girl?” Ingrid hadn’t forgotten the question Angela Tate had hollered at McKittrick when the reporter had barged into the middle of the crime scene. Thankfully her impromptu lunch companion had saved her the trouble of bringing the subject into their conversation. “So there is a serial killer on the loose?”

“Nah, nothing like that.” He shoveled another quivering pile of meat, gravy and pastry into his mouth. “It was suicide. I saw it happen. She jumped from the top of the admin block.”

“You saw her jump?”

“I saw her fly. Until she stopped. Splat! Guts and brains all over the shop. They still haven’t managed to clean it all up.” He shook more ketchup onto the remains of his pie.

“Must have really shaken you up.”

“Not really. I don’t mind the sight of blood. I’d be a useless doctor if I did, wouldn’t I?”

“You’re studying medicine?”

“I like cutting stuff up.”

Ingrid glanced at the knife he was wielding over his plate.

“Did you know her? The girl who jumped?”

“No.”

“But as far as you know her death isn’t connected to the one that happened yesterday?”

“There isn’t a serial killer—you don’t need to worry.”

“I don’t suppose you knew… what was her name… Lauren?”

“Depends on your definition of ‘knew’. I’d seen her face around. The psychology grads like to put themselves about a bit. But they’re a stuck up bunch. Especially the Americans. No offense.”

“Absolutely none taken.”

“They’re all too important to speak to lowly undergrads. Until they need another recruit for one of their Mickey Mouse experiments. Always looking for volunteers for them. Then it’s all ‘Hi Mohammed, how are you? Come and have your testicles wired up to an electrical current and we’ll measure how loud you scream.”

“Wait a minute—you’re not telling me they’re torturing students?” Ingrid leaned forward.

“No—I was exaggerating.” He thoughtfully chewed another mouthful of fries. “But not by much.”

“What kind of experiments, then?”

The young medic leaned toward her, clearly excited to have someone listen to what he had to say. “I know for a fact that they—” He pulled away suddenly, his gaze distracted by something, or someone across the room.

“What is it?” Following his gaze, Ingrid turned to see two male students standing close to the door, deep in conversation. They were wearing matching green and purple polo shirts.

Mohammed slumped in his seat, making himself smaller. “Nothing.”

“You were telling me about the experiments.”

He pulled a face. “I don’t really know anything about them. Don’t listen to me. Loriners is a good college. You should definitely do your PhD here.” He shoveled the last of his fries in his mouth and stood up. “Are you planning on finishing that?” He nodded at the falafel, his gaze hungrily eyeing her untouched meal.

“Be my guest.” She watched as he produced a used square of aluminum foil from his bag, smoothed out the wrinkles on the table and carefully transferred her uneaten lunch onto it. He wrapped it up in a neat cylinder and slipped it into his bag. “I’m not a big fan of all that vegetarian crap, but there’s no point in wasting it.”

“Those two guys…” Ingrid gestured toward the space that had been occupied moments before by the students wearing the purple and green shirts. “What are they, in a sports team or something?”

“Don’t know what you’re talking about. I didn’t see anyone.” He nodded a goodbye, weaved quickly around the table and disappeared through the main door.

Ingrid shoved her dirty tray onto a nearby stack and followed him out. But by the time she’d reached the exit, Mohammed the hungry medic had melted into the crowd. There was no sign of the purple and green shirts either. Ingrid wondered what had gotten Mohammed so spooked.

She wandered slowly across the piazza in search of the psychology department. Her attention was snagged by a man in overalls up a ladder, scrubbing vigorously at a scrawl of graffiti on one of the gray concrete walls. Those flat matte surfaces were practically advertising themselves as blank canvases. As she approached, she managed to catch sight of the first two words painted in bright yellow paint, previously obscured by the workman’s ladder.

She froze.




lauren shelbourne = whore











8

Ingrid located Lauren Shelbourne’s psychology professor’s office. She knocked on the door and opened it quickly without waiting for a reply.

“Can I help you?” A forty-something white man, close cut salt and pepper hair on his head and most of his face, stared up at her from his perch on the edge of a desk. He was lean and long-limbed, held himself with an athlete’s poise. His eyes looked small and sore, as if he’d been up all night. What Ingrid could see of his skin was pale, almost gray.

“I’m so sorry to interrupt.” Ingrid nodded to the four young students, three men and a woman sitting in a tight semi-circle of chairs in front of the desk. One chair was vacant. “Professor Younger?”

“That much you must have gleaned from the brass plate on my door.” He sounded irritated.

Ingrid flashed her ID at him. “Special Agent Skyberg—from the US embassy.”

From the corner of her eye she sensed a general shift in posture of the four students. Each one sat a little straighter. Professor Younger seemed to tense at the mention of her title, then again at the word “embassy”. What was his problem?

“We were just finishing up, anyway.” He glared at the students who, one by one, scraped back their chairs and stood.

“Actually, if it’s not too inconvenient, I’d like to speak to all of you.” She smiled at the four suspicious faces, all of them scrutinizing her just as closely as she was studying them. The woman was mousey-haired and tending toward plumpness. She folded her arms across her chest, trying to conceal her large breasts, embarrassed. Two of the young men wore Chinese-style collarless gray shirts and plain black corduroy pants, almost like a uniform. The third was much more interesting to Ingrid. He was the only student to return her gaze, making eye contact for much longer than was polite. He was wearing a purple and green polo shirt. Just like the two men who had spooked Mohammed in the cafeteria. She smiled and stared right back at him, determined he should look away first. When he did she said, “I want to talk to you about Lauren Shelbourne.”

All four students started to mumble at once, making vague noises that at no point threatened to coalesce into actual words.

“I’m sorry, what was that?” Ingrid said, staring directly at the body-conscious woman.

“I didn’t really know her,” the woman said.

Ingrid pointed at the extra chair. “The registrar’s office told me this was her study group. I’m supposing the empty chair is hers?”

The plump student looked imploringly at Professor Younger.

“The whole group is very shaken by what has happened,” he explained. “I’m not sure firing questions at them is entirely appropriate. They’re clearly still in shock. Can’t it wait?”

“So you did know Lauren?”

The students nodded, mumbled again.

“It’s terrible, what’s happened,” the student in the polo shirt said. “Do you know if the police are treating it as murder?”

Ingrid noticed Professor Younger throw the young man a warning look.

“I’m sorry—I can’t discuss that with you.” She wondered how much longer she’d have to wait for the interim autopsy report from McKittrick.

Younger levered himself off his desk and opened his arms wide. He moved forward slowly, shepherding his flock toward the door. “They should really be getting back to their studies.”

Ingrid stood to one side and watched the students shuffle out of the room. The man in the polo shirt was the last to leave. “Which sport do you play?” Ingrid pointed at his shirt.

For a moment he was completely nonplussed.

Younger came to his rescue, butting in before he had a chance to answer for himself. “Hockey—Thomas represents the college in the University league.”

“Isn’t this the off-season?” Ingrid had no clue which season the Brits played hockey. She just didn’t want to let him off the hook that easily.

“We play all year round,” the bemused student finally managed and left the room.

“Good luck!” Ingrid called after him.

He turned back. “I’m sorry?”

“In your next match.”

“Right, yeah. Thanks.”

Ingrid closed the door. “I’m hoping you have a few moments for me, professor?”

“Please,” he gestured toward a leather chair close to the desk. “Call me Stuart.”

Ingrid remained on her feet. “I’m trying to get some background information. Perhaps you could paint me a picture of Lauren’s life here at Loriners?”

Younger let out a long, quiet sigh.

“I guess it’s hit you hardest of all,” Ingrid said.

He blinked at her. “Why do you say that?”

“Lauren was effectively in your care during her time here.”

“She was an adult. It’s not as if I could have done anything to prevent what happened.” He lifted a trembling hand and ran it over his short hair.

“Even so, it’s got to feel like quite a blow.”

“Why is the American embassy involved? Surely the police are investigating the circumstances of her death?” He started scratching at the side of his face, the pale skin beneath his beard reddening in long streaks.

“It’s just a matter of routine.”

He frowned at her. “I’ve already spoken to the police, a chap named… Mills, I think. I answered all his questions. Can’t you just liaise with him, rather than asking me the same things all over again?”

“The FBI has a different way of operating when investigating homicides.”

“The FBI? I thought you said you were from the embassy.”

“I am. I’m also an FBI agent.”

He blinked nervously.

“Tell me about Lauren.”

“When they were here, the police didn’t mention anything about homicide. Was Lauren murdered?”

“I really can’t comment.” She moved toward him and gently touched his arm. “What kind of student was Lauren?”

He blinked again. “Lauren was an exceptional student. She was quiet. Reserved. Always impeccably polite. I got the impression her parents brought her up that way.” His eyes were focusing on some invisible distant object. “She’ll be sorely missed.”

“As far as you’re aware, Lauren hadn’t made any enemies here at college?”

“Enemies?” He stared into Ingrid’s face. “What makes you say that?”

“You must have seen the graffiti?”

“Graffiti? I don’t understand.”

“On one side of the science block. It was—”

At that moment the door burst open so hard and fast Ingrid had to jump to avoid getting hit.

“Why are you ignoring my calls?”

Madison Faber stomped into the room.

Younger held up his hands and looked toward Ingrid standing beside the swinging door. Faber spun round. “Oh,” she said, as if the air had suddenly been knocked out of her.

“Hello, Madison. How are you doing?”

“Why are you here?”

“Actually, I’d like to talk to you. We didn’t really get the chance yesterday. After the lawyer arrived.” She smiled warmly at the student. “I’m glad to see you’re well enough to come into college.”

It took a few moments for the scowl on Faber’s face to soften. “I thought I should stay busy.” She turned back to the professor. “We have to talk,” she told him. “I’ll see you later.”
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Madison Faber and Ingrid walked across campus for a few minutes, exchanging nothing but bland pleasantries and the occasional platitude. Ingrid wondered what the student might want to speak to Younger about, to have burst into his room so dramatically. Now wasn’t the time to ask. She took a close look at Faber’s face. The girl was very pale, her eyes bloodshot and red-ringed. When they were just a little way from the science block Ingrid stopped. The janitor had water-blasted all but the final “r” and “e” of the word “whore” from the concrete façade.

“I thought we were headed for the cafeteria,” Faber said.

“That must have really upset Lauren. Did she speak to you about it?”

Faber raised an eyebrow. “If you’re referring to the graffiti, it’s new this morning.”

“It is?”

Faber stared at the water jet as the janitor removed the “r”. “It’s the first time I’ve seen it.”

“Any idea who might have written it?”

She shrugged in response. “How would I know?”

“But who would want to say something like that about Lauren, in the circumstances? Why do something like that now?”

Faber stared at the wall and shook her head. “People never fail to appall me. Who knows what the motivation might be? The more I study, the more convinced I am in the limitless human capacity for cruelty. Some people are just plain evil. Twisted. Surely I don’t need to tell you that? You must come up against it every day of the week, in your job.”

“You told the police Lauren had no enemies.”

“I doubt this was personal. It’s more likely to be about the person who wrote it than Lauren. Wouldn’t you say? I expect they heard her name on the news and decided to make a little news themselves. Make a mark. Shock the college authorities.”

“You don’t think Lauren might have been bullied during her time here?”

“She never mentioned anything to me about it.”

They started walking again, the last of the painted letters finally removed. In their place the water jet had left a large patch of pristine unblemished concrete, much cleaner than the rest of the wall.

“Like I told the police yesterday. Lauren could be a little… secretive sometimes. It was just her thing. She didn’t open herself up completely.”

“You mean her mystery boyfriend?”

“If he ever actually existed. Maybe I got that wrong.”

“And you a psychology major? Surely not.”

“Are you making fun of me, Agent Skyberg?”

“Absolutely not. I’m just relieved you seem so much better than you did yesterday. It really was a terrible ordeal for you to go through.”

“I never want to see anything like it again.” She shivered.

“And then the interview with the police. That’s traumatizing in any circumstances.”

“I guess they were only doing their job.”

“That’s a good attitude to take. I’m sure it’ll help with future interviews.”

Faber pulled up. “How many more are there likely to be?”

“I’m not that familiar with procedures here in the UK.”

“But Miriam said there was no need for me to worry.”

“Your attorney? I’m sure she’s right.”

“Maybe I should call her.”

“She knows the system much better than I do. If she’s told you not to be concerned, I’m sure she must be feeling pretty confident.”

“Confident? You make it sound like there’s some doubt.”

Faber started gnawing at her bottom lip.

Ingrid rested a hand on her arm. “Between the embassy and your attorney, we have everything covered. There really is no need to be overly concerned.” She tugged gently on Faber’s arm. “Let’s go get that coffee, shall we?”

Faber wouldn’t be budged. She was staring into space, still chewing her lip. “You don’t think I had anything to do with Lauren’s death, do you?”

“Of course not. You really mustn’t worry yourself. The police are just going through their regular processes.”

Faber touched Ingrid’s arm lightly. “I’m scared. I need to know you’re in my corner.”

“You have no need to doubt that.”

“I guess… after losing your friend… you can understand what I’m going through.”

Ingrid said nothing. Why did Faber have to bring that up? Perhaps Ingrid should never have mentioned it. But she’d felt sorry for the girl. Alone in a strange country, thousands of miles from home. Maybe they had more in common than she’d first realized.

“You will be here for me, won’t you? I’m counting on you.” Faber pressed her hand harder against Ingrid’s arm.

Now that Faber had an attorney in place, Ingrid’s hands-on role wasn’t strictly necessary. Her main concern had to be compiling her report on the incident itself and the police investigation of it. But she couldn’t just ignore such a plaintive plea for help.

“I’m here for as long as you need me.” She’d just have to square it with the assistant deputy chief later.

“I’ve been thinking things over since yesterday,” Faber said, finally withdrawing her hand from Ingrid’s arm. “I haven’t really slept. I’ve been going over and over things in my mind. There was something I forgot to mention to the police. Maybe it would help with their inquiries.”

“Whatever it is, you should tell them about it. The smallest of details can help in the most unexpected ways.”

“I’m not sure what made me notice it at the time, but it stuck in my mind. It just didn’t make any sense.”

“Go on.”

“The desk in Lauren’s apartment was empty. Where was her laptop? Or her iPad? We were supposed to discuss her thesis. She would have been using her computer, surely?”

“Maybe she left her stuff somewhere else.”

“Or maybe they were taken. What if it was a robbery gone wrong?”

“The police would be interested in that. Be sure to bring it up with them when you next see them.”

“Poor, poor Lauren.” She started walking again. “Did you speak to her parents?”

“Not personally.”

“They must be out of their minds with grief. It puts my pain into perspective.”

“You shouldn’t underestimate its effect on you. And your fellow students. Her study group seems quite traumatized.”

“You met them?”

“Shortly before you arrived at Professor Younger’s office.”

“God I need coffee.” Faber quickened her pace.

“Were they particularly close to Lauren?”

“I don’t think so. I’m surprised they’re that upset.”

“Really?”

“Lauren didn’t have many friends—like I said yesterday.”

“Was Professor Younger close to her?”

“What makes you ask that?”

“He seemed as upset as his students. More so, even.”

Faber shrugged. “I guess a tutor and his students form a special bond.”

“And how well do you know Stuart Younger? Are you in one of his study groups too?”

“Me? Lord no. Not at all. I don’t agree with his research methods. I have my own way of approaching the work.”

“But there was something you needed to discuss urgently with him just now?”

“Oh that? That was nothing. Just an administrative matter. I don’t really have very much to do with him. He runs a pretty tight-knit operation. No room for outsiders.”

“Is that how you see yourself—an outsider?”

“Outsider? Not really. Outlier maybe. More of a pioneer, I guess.”

As they approached the cafeteria Ingrid noticed the modern building next door had a large patch of cleaned concrete in the middle of its northern façade. She hadn’t noticed it previously. She pointed at it. “Do you remember what was written there before it was cleaned off?”

Faber shrugged. “No idea. Vandals can’t resist leaving their marks behind. Like a cat spraying the boundaries of its territory—I expect it was just a tag, you know, somebody’s name and a date. You see a lot of them in this neighborhood.”

They entered the large refectory and Faber ordered them both large black Americanos from the concession next to the door.

“Tell me about the experiments you carry out in the course of your studies.” Ingrid was thinking about Mohammed and his claims of student torture. She doubted Lauren Shelbourne’s research activities had anything to do with her death, but she might as well make her report as comprehensive as possible.

“Why?”

“Just trying to get a picture of Lauren’s life here at college.”

“I really can’t help you there. You’d have to ask Professor Younger. My research is paper-based—I research other people’s research. A lot of people think it’s dull. I happen to consider it ground-breaking.”

Ingrid marveled at Madison Faber’s confidence. If only she’d been so self-assured in her early twenties. It had taken her years to get comfortable in her own skin. Even now there were times when it wrinkled and chafed.

“But other researchers do use members of the general student population in their experiments?”

Faber took a sip of very hot coffee as they wandered back outside. “Oh sure. Students are cheap and eager. They’ll do pretty much anything for a pizza and a few beers.”

“What kind of experiments are we talking about?”

“As I said—you’ll have to ask Professor Younger. I’m really not that interested in what my peers are doing. I need to be focused on my own studies. I’m sorry I can’t help.”

Ingrid tentatively tested her coffee. It was surprisingly good. She retrieved a business card from her pocket and handed it to Faber. “Call me anytime.”

“Thank you. Thank you so much.” Faber managed a smile. But it disappeared as quickly as it had arrived as she stared wide-eyed over Ingrid’s shoulder.

Ingrid turned toward the direction of Faber’s gaze. DC Mills and his uniformed colleague had spotted her and were heading straight for them. Mills broke into a jog. Faber looked right and left, and for a moment Ingrid thought she might run away. “It’s OK—I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about,” she told her.

Mills reached them and smiled at each woman in turn. “What a stroke of luck, bumping into you like this, Miss Faber. I’ve been leaving you messages all morning.”

“My cell phone must be out of juice.”

“I was beginning to think you’d left the country.”

Mills’ female colleague approached them. She was speaking earnestly into her walkie-talkie as she crossed the piazza.

The detective slipped between Ingrid and Faber. “We need you to come with us to the station. Right now.”
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Ingrid accompanied Madison Faber to the station house in Lewisham. She waited for Faber’s expensive attorney to arrive, then headed to the decidedly seedy headquarters of the escort agency that had arranged Greg Brewster’s nighttime companion. Head office was too grand a description for the two rooms situated above a downmarket nail salon on Edgware Road. The road was a noisy four-lane highway running north-west from a corner of Hyde Park to Maida Vale. A district that, according to Sol, was one of the most sought after real estate areas in north London. The only good thing about Edgware Road was its proximity to the embassy: it wouldn’t take her more than twenty minutes to get back to base.

The proprietor of Escort Angels was a middle-aged woman whose plastic surgery had left her face looking like an explosion in a latex foam factory. She’d been nipped, tucked and pumped up into a caricature of a human being. She pouted her enormous lips in complaint when Ingrid asked her for access to her computer database.

“I don’t know what you think you’ll find,” she said, in an accent that Ingrid had trouble placing. Definitely not London.

The database was split in two. One labeled Escorts, the other Sweethearts. When Ingrid asked about the difference, the Bride of Frankenstein explained Sweethearts was the name of the dating agency she ran alongside the escort service.

“I’m sure we could fix you up with one of our lovely gentlemen.” She peered at Ingrid’s naked ring finger. “Unless you have other tastes. We cater for all sorts.” The woman attempted a smile, but what power she had left in her facial muscles wasn’t enough to move all that rubbery flesh.

Ingrid ignored her suggestion, promised herself she would definitely make the time to call Marshall that evening, and continued to scroll through the lists of escorts until she came to the name used by Brewster’s date for the night.

“Where are his contact details?”

“He’s new—I haven’t had chance to enter them on the system yet.” The woman reached into a drawer and withdrew a dirty scrap of paper. She placed it carefully on the desk in front of Ingrid. “The phone number has been going straight to voicemail since yesterday morning.”

Ingrid tried to decipher the untidy handwriting. “What’s this? Masdon? I’ve never heard of it.”

The proprietor snatched up the paper and sucked her teeth. “Neasden.” She let out an exasperated sigh. “It’s clear enough.”

“Where’s that?”

“North-west London. Where the flat-pack furniture comes from.”

Ingrid looked at her blankly.

“Don’t you have Ikea in America?”

“There’s no post code on here.”

“Then he couldn’t have given one to me.”

Ingrid was already typing the first line of the address into an app on her phone. A moment later the message “No results found” popped up on the screen. “You’re sure you wrote it down correctly?”

“That’s the address he gave me.”

“And you didn’t bother to check it out? What kind of screening process do you operate?”

“I’ve been busy.”

“How long has he worked for you?”

“Not for us. All our escorts are freelancers, strictly self-employed.”

“I’m not from the IRS.”

“The what?”

“Never mind.” Ingrid was already making her way to the door. “How did he find you? This… Barry Cline?”

“We advertise in a number of quality publications. He saw one of our ads.”

“Did you carry out a criminal check? Or a credit check?”

“I was getting around to it.”

“I need a copy of his photograph.”

The woman huffed and puffed, but laboriously went through the process of printing a color picture of the man. The image was grainy and blurred. It probably wasn’t even Cline. Nevertheless, Ingrid folded the paper in four and slipped it into her purse. She knew visiting the agency was going to be a waste of time. But Sol had insisted. “Covering our backs,” he’d explained. She exited the office with an insincere “thank you” and hurried down the stairs, stopping halfway to let a fat balding man pass her on his way up. “I wouldn’t waste my time if I were you,” she confided. “I came here looking for my sweetheart.”

He stopped and stared at her, taking a chance to catch his breath.

“And all I got,” she said, lowering her voice to a whisper, “was syphilis.”

Twenty minutes later she arrived back at the embassy and the uniformed guard on the gate nodded her through. She entered her office to discover two of her colleagues from the counter-intelligence division standing beside the water cooler, deep in conversation. As soon as they saw her they stopped talking. Even after four months, it wasn’t something she’d gotten used to.

“Hey, Skyberg. How’s it going?” Phil, the older of the two agents inquired.

“Don’t mind me,” she said. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your conversation.”

“Just talking about last night’s ball game.”

She studied their relaxed postures and expressionless features. Their body language was giving nothing away. But then that was hardly surprising—they’d had the same training as her back at Quantico. Something about their vacant expressions suddenly hit a nerve. She felt like she was being excluded from something, like everyone was in on some important piece of information except her. Especially now with the Brewster assignment. Level two clearance was stopping her doing her job properly. She had to speak to Sol about it again. Maybe the level could be raised just for this one case. “Hey, I hope your team won,” she said. Before they could answer she turned smartly on her heels and headed for the assistant deputy chief’s office. Sol was standing behind his desk when she got there, patting down his pockets.

“Your smokes are right there by the phone,” she told him.

“They are?” He pushed his glasses from his nose to the top of his head and snatched the pack.

“Got a moment?” she said.

“For you, sure.”

“I need some fresh air—why don’t I walk with you across the square?”

Ingrid marched Sol in double time out of the embassy compound and across the square before she said another word.

“What’s wrong?” Sol asked.

“I can’t ignore it any longer. You’ve got to tell me what’s going on.”

“Going on? Where? With whom?”

“I’ve been telling myself ever since I got here that the Bureau knows best. Lowering my security clearance was frustrating, but necessary. But level two just isn’t practical anymore.”

Sol raised his bushy eyebrows. “We’ve been through this. Don’t make me explain myself again.”

Goddammit, you’ve explained nothing.

“There is something going on, isn’t there? I can feel it. Something in the counter-intelligence division. The way conversations stop whenever I walk into the room. Tell me I’m not being paranoid.”

“When was the last time you took a vacation? Or even a weekend when you didn’t come into the office?”

“I don’t need a vacation.”

“Maybe you just can’t see it. Take some time out and get loaded. Or laid. Invite your fiancé over for a long weekend. Have a little fun.”

“Just confirm that there’s something major happening in counter-intelligence or counter-terrorism. Some CIA connected super-classified stuff—I don’t need the details—and I swear you won’t hear me complain about my clearance level ever again.”

“How about you take the rest of the day off? Go see a movie, huh? Relax a little.” He put a hand on her arm, his face grave. “I’m serious. You’re starting to sound a little… burned out. After you’re through with your current assignments, take a few days to recharge the batteries. That’s an order.”

Maybe she was a little paranoid. But she couldn’t just leave it be now. “Why does no one talk about Mulroony?”

“Where the hell did that come from?”

“Ever since I started, whenever I mention his name, people exchange glances, say something bland and meaningless, then swiftly change the subject. He was here for how long? Two years? Three? You’d think somebody would have a good word to say about my predecessor.”

“I’m sure they do.”

“Please, Sol—you can’t tell me it’s all in my mind. What was going on with him?”

“Mulroony wasn’t a popular guy. He didn’t take the time to make friends. No one has fond memories of him, I guess. No reason anyone should talk about him now. There’s nothing more to it than that.”

“What did you think of him?”

Sol wrinkled his nose. “He was efficient. Hard working. Solid. But I didn’t really like the guy.”

“You’ve never said that before.”

“You’ve never asked me.”

“OK—I’m asking you about him now. Why did he leave so suddenly? I never even got the chance to meet him.”

“It didn’t impact on your job.”

“Why did he leave?”

“He needed to return to the US. Family issues.”

“Give me his contact details.”

“What?”

“I’d like to exchange notes with him. Talk about the job. Find out how he managed to do what he had to with level two clearance.”

“I can’t pass on that information.”

“Why not?”

“He’s not with the Bureau now.”

“Since when?”

“Since he left.”

“He left the Bureau? Why didn’t I know that?”

“Why would you?”

“Why did he leave?”

“The same family issues I just mentioned. It’s a confidential matter. I’m not at liberty to discuss his personal affairs.”

“Please. Just between you and me.”

“You know that’s not how it works.”

“Nothing happened at the embassy to make him want to leave?”

“I told you—he had personal family issues.” To emphasize the fact he had nothing further to say on the subject, Sol stubbed out his cigarette on a nearby trash can and started to walk back toward the embassy. “So—where are you going for your few days of R and R?”
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Detective Inspector Natasha McKittrick wheeled round, arms raised ready for a fight, when Ingrid tapped her on the shoulder. She was waiting in line in a sandwich shop five minutes from the Lewisham station house.

“Easy!” Ingrid held up her hands, surprised at McKittrick’s extreme reaction.

“Christ almighty. What are you doing creeping up on me?”

“Just saying hello.” Ingrid smiled at her and McKittrick dropped her shoulders. Ingrid had never seen her this wound up before.

“How did you know I was here?”

“The desk sergeant told me you were between shifts.” Ingrid peered at the chalkboard above the counter. She’d forgotten to eat lunch again.

“I didn’t tell him I was coming here.”

“This was the nearest place. I guess I just got lucky.”

McKittrick reached the front of the line and quickly ordered tuna salad on wholewheat. “Do you want anything?”

Ingrid nodded a hello at the weary woman behind the counter. “Make that two.”

“If you’re here to speak to Madison Faber, you’re about ninety minutes too late.”

“I know. And I’m not. What prompted the second interview anyway?”

“If your intelligence is so good, why’d you even need to speak to me?”

“I could say protocol.” Ingrid watched as the first sandwich was wrapped in waxed paper and slipped into a bag. “But on this occasion, genuine ignorance. And besides—I thought it would be nice to catch up a little, over a coffee.”

“I don’t have time for that.”

McKittrick paid for both sandwiches, shoved one at Ingrid and pushed her way between the tightly packed tables to the door. Ingrid joined her on the sidewalk.

“So,” Ingrid said, “why the second interview?”

“We were eliminating Faber from our inquiries,” McKittrick said. “And in case you’re wondering, that’s not a euphemism. We spoke to her again, confirmed the details of her earlier account, she signed a statement, and we let her go.”

“Has someone corroborated her time of arrival at the apartment?”

McKittrick sank her teeth into one half of her sandwich, took a messy bite and chewed vigorously for a few moments before she answered. “A downstairs neighbor confirmed she arrived at eight-twenty. She had trouble opening the main door to the house. The key wasn’t working properly. She buzzed all the other apartments until someone answered.”

Ingrid handed her a paper napkin. “You have a little…” She pointed to her own chin. McKittrick quickly wiped the spot of mayo away. “So Faber shouldn’t expect a four a.m. call from the boys in blue?”

“Not unless we discover something specific to link her to the death.”

“I still haven’t received a copy of the autopsy report.” Ingrid pulled a shred of lettuce from her sandwich and popped it in her mouth.

“Administrative oversight. I’m sure one will be on your system by close of play.”

Administrative BS, Ingrid thought. Why was she being so goddamn obstructive? “As I’m here, why don’t you just tell me what it says?”

McKittrick swallowed another rushed mouthful and shrugged. “Nothing much to tell. Apart from the massive trauma to the head, there were only insignificant injuries. It’s looking more and more like an unfortunate accident.”

“What kind of injuries?”

“Blackened fingernail on the little finger of her left hand and half of the nail on the third toe of her right foot is missing. Both old injuries. Unconnected to whatever happened on Monday morning.”

“You have a time of death?”

McKittrick finished her sandwich and tossed the messy bag into a trash can at the curb. “Pathologist puts it between midnight and two a.m.”

“And the toxicology report? Had she been drinking? Any trace of drugs in her system, legal or otherwise?”

“We’re still waiting to get the bloods back.”

“It’s been over twenty-four hours.”

“Not a priority.”

“Then I’ll make sure it is. Pull a few strings for you.”

“Good luck with that.”

Ingrid looked down at her sandwich bag, the greasy mayo had started to leach through the paper. Suddenly her appetite vanished. She threw the whole thing into the trash. McKittrick was already walking away, heading back in the direction of the station house. Ingrid caught up with her. “Lauren’s parents are flying in tomorrow. I’m meeting them at Heathrow in the afternoon. What can I tell them? Was their daughter murdered?”

“I reckon we’ll know for sure later today. Or by the latest first thing in the morning.”

“I have to tell them something.”

“I promise to call you just as soon as I know. How about that?” McKittrick had picked up pace. “While we’re on the subject, what have you done to my constable?”

“Your constable?”

“Mills—he’s been asking me about you. Wondered if it’d be OK to give you a call.”

“It’s nothing I’ve said. I’m not sure I’ve spoken more than two words to him.”

“Well you’ve obviously had a profound effect. Must be your movie star good looks.” McKittrick smiled mischievously. At last, a little of the Natasha McKittrick Ingrid was used to had made an appearance.

“You did tell him I was engaged?”

“No. Not really. Must have slipped my mind.” Another smile.

They’d reached the steps leading up to the entrance of the station house. Ingrid grabbed McKittrick’s arm. “You will call me about the final autopsy report?” she said, her tone more earnest than she had intended.

“You’re top of my list.” McKittrick frowned back at her. “What is it? I thought you’d be pleased it’s looking like an accident. With a bit of luck and a following wind, her parents should be able to take her home with them when they return to the States.” She unhooked her arm from Ingrid’s grasp and turned toward the door.

“Did you find anything interesting on her laptop?” Ingrid asked just as McKittrick was disappearing through the entrance.

“What?”

“Lauren’s computer equipment. Faber mentioned to me that she hadn’t seen it on the desk in the apartment.”

“What were you expecting?”

“Nothing in particular. I just wondered if maybe—”

“There was no laptop. Or tablet. We haven’t even located a mobile phone. In the apartment or at the college.”

“Don’t you think that’s a little strange?”

“I expect they’ll turn up eventually. In the meantime, we’re monitoring Shelbourne’s mobile phone. If anyone switches it on, we’ll know about it.”
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Ingrid checked her watch. It was close to midnight. She climbed off the bike, stored her gloves and helmet in the box on the back and made her way to the side entrance of Loriners College. She’d already scoped out the main entrance. There was no obvious sign of a security presence, save for the big rectangular signs attached to the gate posts warning of dogs and specially trained staff, and security cameras mounted above the entrances of each of the college buildings. The side entrance had no signs and just a single camera.

She was dressed for parkour training: tight-fitting outdoor clothes and a new pair of thick-soled sneakers. A black beanie pulled down to her eyebrows and a dark gray scarf pulled up over her nose completed the outfit. If a passerby happened to catch a glimpse of her they might think this particular corner of south-east London had been invaded by a SWAT team of one.

Visiting the campus at night wasn’t strictly necessary for her to complete her report, but she wanted to get a feel for the place when it was empty. Going the extra mile was just a habit she’d gotten into.

She jogged through the side entrance and all the way to the main concourse, stopping every fifty yards or so to listen for movement elsewhere on campus. All was deathly silent. Finally she stopped at the science block. Even in the dim light cast by the distant street lamps she could clearly see fresh paint dripping down the façade. She checked left and right—the campus appeared to be deserted. As far as she could make out, the vandals had dispensed with words and chosen to spray three identical symbols on the newly-scrubbed concrete:




\/\/\   \/\/\   \/\/\




She’d never seen anything like it before. Was it a symbol from some ancient language studied in the linguistics department? Suddenly the silence was broken by a clang of metal hitting metal, the sound echoing around the piazza. She turned toward the noise and saw a spray can bouncing off walls and steel handrails as it fell earthwards. A level up from the ground, two dark-clad figures leaned over the walkway wall.

“Hey! What are you doing?” Ingrid started running toward them. They just stood there watching her, making no attempt to escape, no doubt confident that the only way up onto their level was via a long ramp at the far northern end of the piazza. She heard them laughing as she approached. In a burst of acceleration, she launched herself at the lower wall, landing cleanly on top and using her momentum to leap upward, high enough to grab hold of the metal rail on the next level up. She swung her right leg out and up, the rubber toe of her sneaker catching the edge of the walkway wall. Though she couldn’t see them from her position, she heard the unmistakable shuffle of feet sliding over cement. They weren’t laughing anymore. Using both arms and her right leg for leverage, she pulled her body over the rail and rolled onto the walkway, and was on her feet again a moment later. In the gloom she could just make out the two graffiti artists as they reached the end of the walkway.

One turned left, the other right.

She decided to go after the heavier of the two. A slower man would be easier to catch. As he continued along the walkway, Ingrid leapt onto the five feet high wall that ran alongside, figuring she could gain an advantage when she drew level by leaping down onto him. But she had miscalculated. In the dark she hadn’t seen that the wall was way too narrow for her to risk running at full speed. Pretty soon the vandal started to pull away. She stopped, and was about to drop back onto the walkway when something slammed into her calves, pushing her forward into thin air. She struggled to stay upright as she fell. A second later she hit the ground feet first and rolled quickly into a somersault, spreading the impact of the landing. The second vandal, the smaller of the two, was peering down at her from the walkway above, a short length of wood in his hands.

She scrambled to her feet. Her left ankle rolled sideways as she put her weight on it, forcing her back onto the ground, a searing pain shooting from her foot up her leg toward the knee. She grabbed her ankle and watched helplessly as the black-clad figure escaped, disappearing into the gloom.

A sudden bright flash lit up the walkway. Ingrid turned. Another flash blinded her momentarily. It was quickly followed by another and another. Ingrid held a hand up to her eyes and tried to blink away the purple stain on her retinas. With each blink a shadowy figure that had materialized in front of her became more solid. She recognized the boots first: shiny black knee-lengths. Then the raincoat came into focus. Angela Tate. The journalist.

Goddammit.

After another bright flash, Ingrid realized the woman was taking pictures of her with her cell phone.

“What do you think you’re doing! Stop that.” She grabbed at the phone, but Tate pulled away swiftly and slipped it safely into a pocket of her coat.

“That was quite a display,” Tate said.

“Did you get a photo of them?”

“It was too dark. Besides, their faces were covered.” The journalist held out a hand to Ingrid, which she batted away.

Ingrid got slowly to her feet unaided and tested her left ankle, gradually easing her weight onto it. It was sore but still functioning. “What are you doing here?”

Angela Tate looked Ingrid up and down. “I could ask you the same thing—especially in that getup. You look like a cat burglar.”

A set of lights came on over the main concourse below them. Tate peered over the walkway wall. “It appears the much vaunted security personnel, dogs included, have chosen to make an appearance.”

Ingrid grabbed the journalist and dragged her further into the shadows. She dropped her voice to a whisper. “What are you doing here?”

“Research. I’m working on a story about Loriners. You know about the suicide last week?”

“Why don’t you tell me about it?” Ingrid folded her arms and nodded encouragingly.

“Not here. I was rather hoping you’d give me a ride home. I doubt I’ll pick up a cab at this hour. Presumably your car’s parked nearby?”

“Motorcycle.”

A dog barked in the distance.

“I think it’s time for us to make a swift exit. A motorcycle, eh? Sounds like fun. Haven’t been on a bike for years.”

“Sorry—I only have one helmet.”

“Even better. I like to feel the wind in my hair.”

“No way.”

“Do you want me to tell you what I know about the suicide or not?”

Without another word, Ingrid led Tate through campus, managing to avoid security guards and their dogs, all the way to the side gate. Ingrid unlocked the box on the bike and handed the helmet to the journalist. “You wear it. Just in case we get stopped by the local cops.”

“Let’s just make sure we don’t, shall we?”
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After an uncomfortable ten minutes of the journalist squeezing her hands so tight around Ingrid’s waist she thought her hastily eaten club sandwich may find its way back through her digestive tract and into her mouth, they finally arrived at Tate’s home in Kennington, just a few miles from Loriners. Tate led Ingrid down a flight of stone steps to the basement apartment of a tall, narrow house in the middle of a terrace of identical properties.

Ingrid hesitated on the threshold. “Should I take off my sneakers?”

“God, no. We don’t stand on ceremony here.”

“We?”

“Figure of speech. We’re quite alone.”

She joined Tate in a narrow kitchen at the far end of the hallway. The woman dropped her coat and gloves onto a chair and started to line up bottles of liquor on the kitchen bench. “What are you in the mood for? A drop of brandy to keep out the cold? Or shot of tequila to get the gray cells firing?”

“A glass of water is just fine.”

“Don’t be a party pooper. What about a wee dribble of whiskey in that water?”

“You were going to tell me about the suicide last week.” She watched as Tate poured herself a triple brandy then downed the lot in one.

“My God, that’s better. Are you sure I can’t tempt you?”

Ingrid shook her head.

“Please yourself.” Tate pushed past her, bottle in hand, and disappeared into another room off the hallway. She hollered, “Well come on, then.”

Ingrid hurried into the room, scanning it quickly, taking in the artful decor and antique pieces of furniture. Angela Tate might be an alcoholic old hack, she thought, but the woman certainly had taste. The journalist was standing over an old oak table in the corner of the room, busily rearranging photographs and sheets of paper that covered most of its surface.

“Tuesday last week. It happened in the middle of the afternoon. I think that’s what shocked people the most—the extravagant and very public nature of it. You expect people to have suicidal thoughts in the early hours, don’t you? Not on a bright spring day. Sun shining, birds singing.”

“Tell me about her.”

“She was a young Canadian student studying fine art. Loriners has something of a reputation for the arts. Places are highly sought after. She was only twenty years old. Quite a talent by all accounts.”

“How did she die?” Ingrid would have to ask McKittrick for the official report, the graphic version Mohammed had given her wasn’t exactly illuminating.

“Top floor of the admin block. It was a miracle she didn’t hit anyone on the way down.”

“Did she have mental health problems? Was there a note?”

“No and no. According to her friends at college and the ones back home in Montreal, she could sometimes display an ‘artistic temperament’, but any depressive episode lasted no longer than a day.”

“Maybe she was going through one when she jumped.”

Tate refilled her glass and took an unhealthy slug. “I suppose it’s possible. But there’s something not quite right about the whole thing. People at the scene said they thought she was drunk. Properly off her face drunk. Yet no one I’ve spoken to since can even remember seeing her so much as take a sip of the hard stuff.”

Ingrid wasn’t sure the Canadian student’s death was in any way relevant. She was keen not to get sidetracked. “Is there anything else can you tell me? Anything unusual you’ve discovered about Loriners?”

“I’ve been working bloody hard on this story for weeks—I’m not just going to hand it to you on a plate.”

“Oh come on. You need to get your priorities straight. I’m investigating the violent death of a young woman.”

“Interesting way of putting it.” Tate drained her glass and shoved it on a nearby bookshelf.

“I don’t follow,” Ingrid said.

“Oh I think you do. You would have said ‘murder’ if that’s what the evidence has shown. What’s the pathologist saying?”

“I honestly don’t know. I haven’t received the report yet.”

“Why are you investigating Lauren Shelbourne’s death, violent or otherwise? Is that something the US embassy would ordinarily get involved in?”

“A US citizen dies in a foreign country of something other than natural causes? Of course it’s something we investigate.”

“Can’t trust the local plod, is that it?”

“I have full confidence in the Metropolitan Police.”

“You must be the only person in London who does.”

“My investigation is normal procedure.”

“What about showing up at Loriners in the dead of night, dressed like a secret agent on a mission? Is that normal procedure?”

“Just being thorough.”

“Same here. Shame you didn’t catch up with those graffiti artists. Would have liked to talk to them myself.”

“What did you make of their artwork?”

“The symbols?”

“Ever seen anything like it before?”

“Have you?”

“I asked first.”

This was getting Ingrid precisely nowhere. It was past one a.m., her ankle was crying out for an ice pack and her brain wanted to close down for the night. Tate wasn’t about to give her any new information and was starting to annoy her. Ingrid’s cell phone buzzed in her pocket. She scooped it out, saw who was calling, made her excuses and a quick exit. Back on the street she picked up the call just ahead of it being diverted to the embassy answering service.

“What is it, Madison? Has something happened?”

“I need to speak to you. Urgently.”

“I’m listening.”

“Not over the phone. Face to face. It’s a matter of life and death.”
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Despite her initial demand that Ingrid meet her straightaway, Madison Faber had reluctantly agreed to a rendezvous in Hyde Park early the next morning. She had been quite insistent that they not meet on campus.

“I don’t feel safe there,” she’d whispered into the phone, her voice catching partway through.

Ingrid arrived at the Serpentine café, a restaurant situated on the south side of the long lake that bisects the northern half of the park, a full ten minutes ahead of their scheduled meeting time. Faber was already waiting at the entrance, puffing impatiently on a slim cigarillo.

“Hey, Madison. Shall we go inside?” Ingrid smiled at the anxious student as she approached.

“Grab me a coffee to go, would you? I’d like to finish this.”

Ingrid emerged five minutes later to find Faber pacing up and down the wooden decking beside the lake, obsessively checking her phone every few seconds. “Sorry about the wait. Black coffee, right?” She handed Faber the cardboard cup. “Shall we sit outside? It’s such a lovely—”

“I want to keep moving.” Faber set off toward the path that runs east-west through the park. “What’s happening with the case?” she asked when Ingrid caught up with her.

“I can’t discuss the details with you. I realize it’s frustrating—if it were my friend I’d want to know—but I simply can’t—”

“The police told me not to leave the country. Can you believe that? They let me go, but then lay that on me.”

“It’s nothing personal. They need you as a witness at the coroner’s hearing.”

“When are Lauren’s parents coming to the UK?”

An alligator of kindergarten children walking in pairs appeared around a kink in the path, all neatly dressed in gray and yellow uniform. Ingrid ducked out of the way but Faber didn’t seem to notice them and stood in the middle of the path, forcing the pairs to walk around her or unlink hands. She held her hot coffee above her head as she was buffeted and banged on both sides by the tide of tiny bodies. When at last the final pair had negotiated the unwelcome obstacle, Faber squeezed her eyes shut. Ingrid put a hand on the student’s shoulder.

“I think you need to sit down.” She guided her to a nearby bench, bathed in dappled sunshine.

Reluctantly Faber sat down and set her coffee on the wide wooden slat beside her. “You haven’t answered my question. When do they get here? I’d like to speak to them.”

“They’re due in this afternoon. I’m not sure they’ll feel up to visits for a day or so. There’s a lot of official business they have to deal with first.”

“It wouldn’t be a social call. I need to speak to them about Lauren.”

“I’ll have a word with them—pass on your condolences.”

“No—I mean really talk to them, not spew out platitudes. I’m sure they’ve had enough of those already.” She checked her phone again, reached for her coffee, brought the cup to her lips and returned it to the bench without taking a sip.

“Why did you want to see me?” Ingrid kept her voice low and gentle, trying to sound as soothing as possible, but she suspected only a couple of Valium would calm Faber’s nerves. “What’s happened?” Faber seemed more distressed today than she had been after discovering Lauren Shelbourne’s body.

“You’ll only think I’m crazy.”

“Why not try me?”

Faber was staring at two women, nannies judging by their age and ethnicity, pushing bulky three-wheel baby strollers along the path. The women were chatting happily to one another in Russian. One woman suddenly shrieked out a high-pitched laugh that made Faber jump. The student gasped, then slowly turned to look at Ingrid, her face solemn.

“There’s something going on at college. Something bad.”

Ingrid stared into the young woman’s bloodshot eyes. Faber looked like she hadn’t slept since she’d made her grisly discovery. She lifted a hand to push a stray lock of hair from her forehead. She was trembling.

“The atmosphere in the psychology department is getting worse and worse. Everyone seems jumpy. Especially Professor Younger’s group.”

“Really?”

“I said you’d think I was crazy.”

“Jumpy in what way?”

“Really tense, like they’re waiting for something bad to happen.” She stood up abruptly. “I’ve got to keep moving.” She checked her phone again.

“Are you expecting a call?”

“No, just checking the time… I don’t want to stay out too long.” She started walking back in the direction they’d just come. “Do you think whoever wrote that graffiti has something to do with Lauren’s death?”

“What makes you mention that? You weren’t taking it very seriously yesterday.”

“I’ve had more time to think about it since then.” She quickened her pace, glancing at her phone again. “I really don’t want to stay out too long.”

Ingrid couldn’t make out what had gotten into the girl to make her this nervous. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

“I just… I’m scared.”

“There’s no need to be. The police have eliminated you from their inquiries.”

“No! I’m not scared of the police. Not anymore.”

“Then what is it?”

“I’m scared for my life.”

“Why on earth would you be—”

“I think I’m next.” She broke into a jog. Ingrid ran after her, grabbed her arm and pulled her to a stop.

“Next? What are you saying?”

“First that Canadian girl died last week, now Lauren…” Her eyes widened and she stared blankly at the ground.

“The student last week committed suicide. And Lauren… I can’t tell you what the police have told me, but I can assure you there is absolutely no connection between last week’s suicide and Lauren’s death.”

“They’re linked. I just know they are.”

“Even if they were—and I firmly believe they’re not—what makes you think that has anything to do with you?”

“I found Lauren. Maybe whoever did that to her is worried I saw something and they can’t risk me telling the police.”

Ingrid was starting to think a couple of Valium might really be good idea. “You’re in shock. What you’re feeling right now is completely natural.” She wondered if she could persuade Faber to see the embassy doctor.

“You’re patronizing me.” Faber pulled away and hurried down the path back toward the café.

“Please, Madison. I’m not. I’m really not,” Ingrid called out. She ran to catch up with her.

“You said you were here for me. I thought you meant it.” Faber was speaking in an urgent whisper.

“I am here. I’ve got your back.”

“Your friend—the one you lost…”

Not this. Not again.

“How did she die?”

“It’s really not relevant.”

“Why won’t you tell me?”

Because it’s none of your goddamn business!

Ingrid forced herself to take a steadying breath. She needed the girl to trust her. “She was abducted. And never found.”

“So she could still be alive somewhere?”

“It was eighteen years ago.”

“But she could be. And what if the agents looking for her when she disappeared hadn’t turned over every stone? Wouldn’t you want to know they did everything to find the truth?”

Ingrid stared into Faber’s pleading eyes. She wanted to be angry at her, but the girl was in so much pain, all Ingrid wanted to do was put a comforting arm around her shoulders.

“Please. Help me,” Faber said. “You have to find out what’s happening at college.” She stopped, took hold of Ingrid’s arms and squeezed tight, as if she might be able to convince her of what she was saying if she applied enough pressure. “You have to take me seriously. My life depends on it.”

“And you have to tell me what’s happened to you since the last time I saw you.”

Faber let go of Ingrid’s arms and visibly sagged, all the pent-up energy leaving her in one simple gesture. “If I tell you, you have to promise not to tell anyone else.”

“That depends on what it is.”

“Promise me!” she yelled. Passersby on the path were slowing down and staring at them.

“OK, OK. I promise.”

Faber gulped noisily and dropped her gaze to the ground. “It happened last night. I was at college—in the psychology lab. I left my workstation for a few minutes and when I returned from the restroom, there it was, just lying there, its guts spilling out onto the desk.”

“Its what?”

“A white laboratory mouse. Partially dissected.” Her eyes widened. “There was no one around. I thought I was alone in the whole building. But someone must have been there, just waiting for me to leave my desk for a moment.”

“What did you do?”

“I panicked. I ran. All the way home. That’s when I called you.”

“You didn’t think to call the police?”

“I was too scared.”

“So the mouse could still be there?”

“I doubt it. Whoever put it there got the result they were after. It terrified me.” Faber started to chew the inside of her cheek.

“It’s not possible it was just a prank? A practical joke?”

“At close to midnight? With no one else around?” She blinked then looked up into Ingrid’s face. “It was a warning—I know it was.”

“What kind of warning?”

“It’s obvious isn’t it? They’re making it quite clear that what happened to Lauren could happen to me. If I don’t keep quiet.”

“I don’t think it’s clear at all.”

“The mouse on my desk… whoever left it hadn’t just disemboweled it.” She pulled a pained face. “They’d stitched its mouth shut.”
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The car the embassy had arranged was stuck in traffic on the freeway. Ingrid sat beside the driver, frustrated at how helpless she felt. If she’d taken the bike she’d be waiting in Terminal 5 by now, in plenty of time for the British Airways flight from JFK.

“Leave at the next exit,” she told the driver. “There must be a faster route.” It was all she could do not to grab the steering wheel.

“This is the only way to get to Heathrow. I have driven it before.”

The driver was a civilian. And British. If he’d been an American she would have insisted they leave the freeway and weave their way toward the airport using the back roads. But she reluctantly had to accept his superior knowledge of the route. As he’d already explained, repeatedly and at great length, he used to be a taxi driver. A London black cab driver, he’d said, as if that was somehow meant to impress her.

She squeezed her fists into tight balls and forced herself to take a few deep breaths as she watched the line of traffic ahead of them grind to a halt yet again.

Madison Faber’s revelation was preying on her mind. She hadn’t wanted to leave the girl alone in the park, but couldn’t persuade her to go to the police about the incident in the psychology laboratory. The likeliest explanation would probably turn out to be a particularly gruesome practical joke, but the timing of it—coming so soon after Lauren Shelbourne’s death—was bothering Ingrid. Could there be a connection between the death and last week’s supposed suicide? Faber’s agitation certainly suggested it was a possibility. The girl genuinely believed she was in real danger. But there was nothing Ingrid could do about it now. Right now she had to focus on Lauren Shelbourne’s parents and their imminent arrival at Heathrow.

Deciding she had to do something to escape the driver’s inane comments about the weather and the state of the roads in south-east England, Ingrid called the airline for an update on the expected arrival time of the Shelbournes’ flight. Much to her relief she discovered disembarkation was likely to be delayed because of a shortage of baggage handlers at the terminal. Thankfully, less than ten minutes later, the traffic ahead of them miraculously cleared as suddenly as a fog lifting. A minute after that they were cruising at the speed limit.

When the driver finally dropped her at arrivals, Ingrid was sure she saw a self-satisfied smirk on his face before he pulled away to park up in the short-stay parking lot.

Despite the continuing soreness in her left ankle, she ran all the way from the drop-off point to the arrivals lounge, pulling down the bottom of her jacket and combing her fingers through her hair to tidy it as the first few passengers from flight 489 started to trickle through. They had obviously bypassed the tedious wait at the baggage carousel, judging by the carry-on baggage they were dragging behind them. Ingrid supposed Mr and Mrs Shelbourne would have packed for a longer stay, with large cases to collect from the carousel, and expected them to be among the last passengers to emerge. Nevertheless, she held up the printed card with their names on and directed it toward any couple who were vaguely the right age.

She hadn’t needed the card.

Lauren’s parents were easily identifiable by their strained expressions and gray complexions. Though they were clearly dressed for first class, their clothes were crumpled and disheveled. Mrs Shelbourne had done her best to refresh her make-up, but her eyes were puffed and lined. No amount of cosmetics would have been able to repair her distraught features.

Ingrid set her face somewhere between a concerned frown and a sympathetic smile, not at all sure she was pulling it off, and approached the couple with an outstretched hand. “Ingrid Skyberg, from the embassy,” she said and steeled herself for her first platitude. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

Anthony Shelbourne squeezed her hand in his and nodded. His wife held onto him as if she might slide right onto the floor if she let go.

“We have a car waiting.” Ingrid told them and quickly called the driver, arranging for him to meet them just outside. “If you’d like to follow me?” She gestured toward the exit.

“We have to wait for my daughter,” Mrs Shelbourne said. “She’s bringing the bags.”

“Your daughter?” Ingrid hoped she’d managed to suppress her surprise, struggling to keep her expression and tone neutral.

“We left her at the baggage carousel,” Mr Shelbourne explained. “Alex volunteered to wait there for the suitcases.”

A full ten minutes of awkward silences and painful smalltalk later, Alex Shelbourne emerged from the customs channel pushing a baggage cart stacked high with suitcases and carry-ons. The girl had to be no more than sixteen or seventeen, a little over five-feet-five and less than a hundred pounds. She was struggling with the weight of the cart. Ingrid hurried to help her.

“It’s OK—I can manage,” the girl told her firmly.

Up close Ingrid noticed the thick eye-liner, dark purple lipstick and the lilac streaks in the girl’s otherwise jet-black spiky hair. No doubt Alex Shelbourne had decided to cast herself as the rebel of the family.

Ingrid planted a restraining hand on the uppermost bag and guided the family through the busy arrivals hall, navigating a channel through the crush of bodies. The embassy limousine was waiting at the curb by the time they’d made it to the exit.

“We can go straight to your hotel or deal with the formalities at the embassy first, if you’d rather,” Ingrid told them as the still self-satisfied driver loaded the bags into the trunk.

“Take me to the morgue. I want to see my baby,” Lauren’s mother said, her voice clear and strong.

“Oh. I… ah… I’ll need to make a few calls to arrange that for you. At this time of day it may be difficult.”

“Make as many calls as you like. We’re going to see my daughter.”

In the car Ingrid sat next to the driver, buzzing up the glass partition between the front and back seats. Each time she turned to check on them, the Shelbournes were gazing out of their respective windows, never once looking at one another, or exchanging a word.

Once they were making good progress on the freeway, Ingrid called Sol and told him about the unexpected arrival of the Shelbournes’ youngest.

“I get the impression she’s the type of teenager who can’t be left at home alone,” Ingrid told him.

“It’s going to be tough on the kid.”

She glanced back at Alex Shelbourne. The girl was staring at her smartphone, earphones snaking from the device and disappearing into her ears. So far she seemed to be coping with the situation remarkably well.

“I need you to make some calls for me,” Ingrid said.

“Why are you asking me? Call Jennifer or one of the other clerks.”

“I need your help. Mrs Shelbourne is insisting we visit the mortuary first. I figure the cops might listen to you. Call whoever you need to, I really need the body in a viewing room in ninety minutes.”

Sol was good to his word. An orderly was waiting at the entrance of the mortuary at the hospital in Lewisham when they arrived. Anthony and Lisa Shelbourne followed the earnest man in scrubs into the single-story building while Alex hung back.

“Is it OK if I don’t come in?” the teenager asked her mother. “I feel like I need some fresh air.”

Her mother gently rested a hand on Alex’s arm. “You’re sure you don’t want to see her?”

“Not here. Not like this.”

“OK. We’ll see you in a little while. Don’t go wandering off.”

“I’ll stay with her,” Ingrid said. “You need some privacy.”

“Thank you.”

Ingrid watched the ashen-faced couple disappear through the sliding doors.

“I really don’t need a babysitter,” Alex Shelbourne said once her parents were safely out of earshot.

“Good, because that’s not my job.”

“I’m just fine by myself.”

“I’m staying right here.” Ingrid fixed her with a stern stare.

The teenager pulled the earbuds from her ears. “Was she murdered?”

The bluntness of the question caught Ingrid by surprise.

“Well? Was she?”

“The police are still investigating.” Ingrid still hadn’t received an update from McKittrick on the final autopsy findings.

“You must have an opinion.” Alex Shelbourne pulled a pack of cigarettes from one of the many pockets of her black combat pants. She offered the pack to Ingrid who quickly declined.

“Do your parents know you smoke?”

“Give me a break.” She lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply.

“It must be very difficult for you, coming here like this.”

“I wanted to come.”

“Were you very close to your sister?”

“You’re trying to change the subject. Do you think someone murdered Lauren?”

An ambulance pulled up nearby. Two EMTs opened up the back and pulled out a gurney. Strapped inside was a lifeless shape contained within a black body bag. The EMTs started wheeling the gurney toward them. Ingrid grabbed the teenager’s arm and walked her away from the entrance.

“It’s OK—you don’t have to shield me from it. I do know what happens in a morgue.”

Ingrid wondered how long it would be before the hard exterior the girl was doing her best to project started to crack.

The teenager ground her half-smoked cigarette beneath the sole of her sneaker. “You still haven’t answered my question.”

“My opinion has no bearing on the situation.” She thought about just how frightened Madison Faber had been and couldn’t shake the seed of doubt the student had planted in her mind. Hopefully the final report from the pathologist would quash any remaining uncertainty. Otherwise Ingrid would just have to do some digging of her own.

“That’s all you’re going to say? Aren’t you supposed to be here to support us?”

“That’s exactly what I am doing.”

“So what happens now?”

“That depends on what the police find.”

“Do you trust the local cops to do a thorough job?”

“I have every confidence in the ability of—”

“Don’t give me the official crap.”

“I do. I trust them.”

“You don’t sound too sure.”

“They’re doing a good job. Believe me.”

Alex Shelbourne put the earphones back in her ears. “They’d better be. Otherwise my dad’s gonna hire a private investigator to do the job for them.”
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“Look, can this wait? You can see we’re up to our eyeballs.” DI McKittrick shoved Ingrid out of the way and hurried from her office in the Lewisham station house, her arms full of case papers and card files.

“I’ve been waiting too long already.” Ingrid followed her down a long corridor and into the elevator.

“Number six.”

Ingrid punched the button with a knuckle. “Where are you taking all this stuff, anyway?”

“The main incident room is being remodeled. All the case files have to be transferred.”

“Don’t you have people to do that for you?”

“Supposedly.” The elevator arrived at the sixth floor and the doors slid open. McKittrick hurried through. “Only it’s much faster if I do it myself.”

Ingrid tended to feel much the same way about delegation. By the time you’d prepared for it, explained the situation, then dealt with whatever was thrown back at the end of the process, it was just simpler and more effective to hang on to everything yourself. She tried to get a glimpse of the file on the top of the pile. “Is it the Shelbourne case?”

“In the scheme of things, Lauren Shelbourne’s death barely registers as an event. It’s certainly not worthy of a dedicated incident room.”

“You make it sound like you’ve closed the investigation.”

“We’re not far off.” McKittrick marched down another long corridor, closed doors glazed with opaque glass on either side.

“But I haven’t even received the autopsy report.” Ingrid matched McKittrick’s pace stride for stride.

“On its way.”

“I didn’t get my boss to raise it with your superiors because I didn’t want to get you in any trouble.”

“How kind.”

“Come on, Natasha. I have to know what happened. You’re meant to be liaising with me.” And I thought you were supposed to be my friend, goddammit.

“I’ve got too much on my plate at the moment. I can’t be at your beck and call.”

“What?” What had gotten into McKittrick?

“You can see how crazy it is here. I’ll do what I can for you. OK?”

“Lauren’s parents have arrived.”

“I know—who do you think organized the viewing at the mortuary?” McKittrick stopped abruptly and kicked open a door. As it swung wide Ingrid saw Detective Constable Mills standing at the far end of the large, brightly-lit office. He was rubbing marker pen off a wide whiteboard with a paper towel. He turned as they approached.

“I’ll take those, boss.”

McKittrick dumped the files into his arms and Mills let out a grunt, his forehead puckering as he concentrated hard on not letting any of the loose paperwork slide to the floor. In that instant Ingrid realized that the detective reminded her of someone. Someone she hadn’t thought of in over fifteen years.

Clark Swanson.

Her first crush in junior high. The boy who broke her heart without knowing it. He wasn’t even aware she existed. The extra forty pounds she was carrying at the time effectively made her invisible to all but the geeks and weirdos. Geeks and weirdos like her. She found herself involuntarily smiling at the memory. Mills made eye contact with her and quickly looked away. Was he blushing?

Ingrid turned back to ask McKittrick a question and discovered the over-worked inspector disappearing into the corridor. She ran after her, the ligaments of her left ankle still complaining. “I spoke to that journalist yesterday,” Ingrid told her as she caught up with her again. “Angela Tate?”

“Not someone I’d recommend having cozy chats with. What did she want?”

“Oh I just happened to run into her.”

“Knowing Tate I expect she planned it that way. I suppose she wanted the details on the Shelbourne case?”

“Seeing as I don’t have them she was wasting her time, wasn’t she? I did take the opportunity to ask her some questions though.” They stepped into the elevator. “About the suicide on campus?”

“What conspiracy theory is she peddling this week?”

“She thinks the girl didn’t kill herself.”

“Well there’d be no angle for Tate if she had.”

“Do you know anything about it?”

“Didn’t get as far as my team. The detectives on duty at the time called it in as a suicide. No one else involved. Cut and dried. No need for HSCC to wade in with our size nines.”

“There’ll be an inquest?”

“Naturally. But it’s a formality.”

“Tate told me she was drunk.”

“Hardly surprising, she’s a gin-soaked old hack.”

“Hey—great joke. I meant the student, as you well know.”

“So?”

“So the girl never drank.”

“And your only source of information is Tate?”

The elevator doors opened and three uniformed officers stepped out, as Ingrid and McKittrick stepped in, a nod of acknowledgement for McKittrick from each of them.

“Given what subsequently happened to Lauren Shelbourne, don’t you think you should take a look at the case? Just to ensure nothing was missed?”

“The only thing worth looking at was the fact security around the admin block—the building she jumped from—was found wanting. It’s a notorious suicide spot. The highest point on campus.”

“Found wanting?”

“A maintenance crew inadvertently left a door unlocked. The incident was fully investigated. No one was at fault.”

The elevator reached McKittrick’s floor and the detective shot through the half-open doors as if a starter pistol had just gone off. “Why are you so determined to link the suicide to the Shelbourne case?” she asked Ingrid, not bothering to disguise her mounting irritation.

“I’ve been speaking to Madison Faber.”

“I already told you—we’ve eliminated her from our inquiries.”

“She’s nervous. Genuinely anxious. Scared, even.” Ingrid wondered whether she should mention the disemboweled mouse. She had promised Faber she wouldn’t.

They reached McKittrick’s office. The detective inspector hovered on the threshold as if she was reluctant to let Ingrid back in. “Scared of what?”

Ingrid hesitated. “She’s sure there’s a connection between the two deaths. Convinced both students were killed.” Saying the words out loud, Ingrid was struck by just how paranoid Faber’s claims sounded. “She’s persuaded herself that she’s next.”

“Next? On what? Some imaginary north American hit list?”

“You didn’t see how terrified she was. I can’t just ignore it. I owe her a little of my attention. I want to be sure there’s no doubt surrounding Lauren Shelbourne’s death.”

“Well I can save you the bother. We’ve had the full autopsy report back. And the toxicology screen. We’re not looking for anyone else in the Shelbourne case. It was an unfortunate accident.”

“Can I see them—the report and the bloods?”

“They have to go to my boss for approval before I can give them to you. All you need to know right now is that we should be able to release the body to her parents reasonably soon. I have a tele-conference scheduled with the coroner’s office tomorrow morning.” McKittrick finally stepped into her office and Ingrid followed her in.

“Why not hold off? Just for a few days. Maybe do some more digging?”

“Into what?”

“I don’t have that figured out yet.”

“Do you have any new evidence?”

Ingrid held her tongue. If she voiced her concerns about what might be going on at Loriners, about the cryptic graffiti and the psychology department experiments, McKittrick might label her as paranoid too. She didn’t have anything tangible to offer the detective right now. But she couldn’t just drop it. She had to do a little probing herself, if only to allay Faber’s fears.

“Well? Do you have something to give me?”

Ingrid thought of the dead mouse again, but kept it to herself. Again, there was no solid evidence to back it up. “Not at this time.”

McKittrick shook her head. “So all of your highly regarded intelligence capabilities can’t come up with a scrap of concrete evidence that might convince me to look at the case again?”

Ingrid said nothing. She just needed a little more time. As soon as Shelbourne’s body was out of the country, any hope of reviewing the investigation would disappear. She wasn’t sure if Alex Shelbourne’s threat of her father hiring a private investigator was real or not. But she sure as hell wasn’t going to wait around for some gumshoe to show her how to do her job.

With a long, exasperated sigh McKittrick opened a nearby file cabinet and pulled out a slim folder. She placed it carefully and deliberately on her desk, then held Ingrid’s gaze. “I need to visit the ladies. You’ll be OK waiting in here for me, will you?”

Ingrid glanced down at the file, saw Lauren Shelbourne’s name printed clearly on a neat label in the top right-hand corner, then nodded her understanding to McKittrick. Maybe Natasha was still in her corner after all.

“I won’t be long.” McKittrick left the room, opening the door wide on her way out, making a point of leaving it open.

After a few moments Ingrid checked the hallway outside. The coast appeared to be clear. She returned to the desk and flipped open the file, her back toward the door, ensuring she obscured what she was doing. There was no time to read the contents now. She opened the camera app on her cell phone and snapped a picture of the first page. The flash went off as she did.

Goddammit.

She quickly disabled the autoflash function. Then moved swiftly onto the second page. She had photographed all but the final sheet of data when she heard a noise behind her. She spun around and saw Mills standing in the doorway. She slumped heavily onto the edge of the desk, at the same time reaching an arm behind her back. She groped for the switch on the side of the phone and clicked it, hoping she’d captured an image of the last page.

“Hey! Ralph, isn’t it?”

The detective nodded slowly.

“Natash— I mean DI McKittrick, has slipped out for a moment.” She smiled at him as innocently as she could.

He narrowed his eyes, tilted his head sideways to get a better view of the surface of the desk. “Everything OK?” he asked her.

“Perfectly. Never more OK, in fact.” In a single smooth movement she stood up, flipped closed the file and took a step toward him. “How are you?” He was still frowning at her, looking more and more like Clark Swanson from Middleton Junior High as she stared into his troubled face.

“Can I help you with anything?”

“No, I’m fine.” She folded her arms.

“I’m glad we’ve got a few moments on our own.” He closed the door behind him.

“You are?”

He glanced again at the desk. “I’ve been really interested in the FBI since I was a kid.”

Ingrid’s heart sank. “Don’t tell me—The X-Files, right?”

“Am I that much of a cliché?”

Ingrid threw her arms out wide. “Hey—it was a great show. I was a fan of it myself.” Geeks and weirdos.

“Is that why you joined up?”

“Kinda.” This was neither the time or the place to reveal the real reason.

“I don’t suppose you could tell me a bit about it? You know, the training and all that? Maybe over a coffee or something?”

Was he hitting on her?

“I’m so busy these days. Work pretty much takes up all my time.”

He shifted his position and stared pointedly at the desk. “Perhaps we could… pool our knowledge.”

“Knowledge about what?”

“Any of our current cases you might be interested in.”

“I suppose I might be able to find some time in my diary.” She pulled a business card from her pocket and handed it to Mills. “We’ll fix something up. Call me.”

He smiled at her, his cheeks showing just the hint of a blush. “Excellent.” He turned and opened the door, but didn’t leave. Instead he stood beside it and looked at her expectantly.

“It’s all right. The inspector said I could wait for her in here.”

“No. That’s why I’m here. The boss specifically asked me to escort you from the building.”

“She did?” Had Ingrid just been outmaneuvered by a lowly detective constable? He probably knew exactly what she’d been doing in McKittrick’s office.

Damn Clark Swanson.

Back outside on the sidewalk, Ingrid waved an awkward goodbye to Mills, already inventing excuses to turn down whatever date he suggested for their meet-up. She retrieved her hastily secreted cell phone from the back pocket of her pants and flipped open the photo gallery, enlarging specific parts of images that seemed relevant. Everything confirmed more or less what McKittrick had already told her. Until she reached the final page. The picture was a little blurred, the left hand side of the page cut off completely. But as she enlarged and brightened the image, the information she needed came into focus.

According to the Metropolitan Police toxicology report, at or shortly after the time of her death, Lauren Shelbourne’s bloodstream contained “significant” amounts of LSD and methamphetamine.
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Ingrid tied a double knot in the lace of her running shoe and scooted out of the embassy building, along Upper Brooke Street, across the eight-lane highway of Park Lane and finally into Hyde Park. Her second visit in as many days. Despite the soreness in her left ankle, she cruised along somewhere between a fast jog and a sprint. She eased up as soon as she saw the outline of her boss fifty yards away. Or rather her boss’s boss. Amy Louden was further up the food chain than Sol. She was only forty-three years old, yet was already the deputy chief of the FBI’s legal attaché program in the most prestigious US embassy in the world. Ingrid was thirty-two this year. She was running out of time to have a meteoric rise of her own.

Louden had insisted Ingrid’s debrief take place in the park while she ran. Two birds with one stone, she’d said. “Let’s show the boys how to multitask, shall we?” She’d hung up before Ingrid had a chance to check her schedule.

Ingrid watched Louden’s uneven gait as the woman ran holding a cell phone in one hand, a wire trailing out of the top. Ingrid stepped up her pace a little and effortlessly caught up with the deputy chief, pulling in alongside and quickly mirroring her stride pattern. Louden glanced at her from the corner of her eye without turning her head. She finished up her call and quickly navigated to an app on the phone without missing a stride. It seemed looking where she was going wasn’t a priority for Louden.

“Steady at ten miles an hour, metabolic rate increased fifteen per cent,” she told Ingrid. “Three-hundred forty-six calories burnt.”

“Impressive.” Ingrid had decided long ago never to compete with a superior officer. No matter how their performance—in anything—compared to hers, she made it a rule to always make them feel like they were winning. She puffed out her cheeks, faking breathlessness.

“Perhaps you should get out and run more often. Three miles a day, rain or shine.” Louden pointed a thumb toward her own chest. “For me it’s just a part of my daily routine, like taking a shower. It’s a matter of discipline. Like anything else.”

“Thanks for the advice—I’ll bear it in mind.” Ingrid barely broke into a sweat at the three mile mark. She was completing twice that most days with a parkour workout tagged on to the end. She nodded politely at her boss—Louden wasn’t as bad as some she’d worked under—and offered up a prayer of thanks that the woman hadn’t challenged her to a game of racket ball. Somehow Ingrid’s hand-eye coordination got stuck on automatic and she found it completely impossible to throw a game, no matter how hard she tried.

“We haven’t had a chance to speak properly since you first joined us. How are you settling in? Enjoying London?”

“Yes, ma’am. One of the best postings I’ve had.” It wasn’t exactly true, but she knew it was what Louden wanted to hear.

“Good, good. We like to make new arrivals feel welcome.”

Ingrid had to suppress a smile. Apart from Sol, no one had bothered to make much of an effort to extend a friendly hand.

“So, these assignments you’re working on at the moment,” Louden said while checking her running stats again. “Sol tells me you’re not making much headway in the Brewster case.”

“The trail goes cold at the escort agency. I’ve been contacting other agencies with a description of the suspected perpetrator, but so far it seems he’s simply disappeared. I’m sure I’d have better results if I knew more about the victim.” Ingrid glanced briefly at the deputy chief. “Maybe my security clearance could go up—just for this investigation?”

“Not possible. I’m sure you’re resourceful enough to handle it. Sol has been singing your praises.” She slowed slightly and inclined her head toward Ingrid for the first time. “I’m sure you wouldn’t want to disappoint him.”

“I’m working this case with a serious disadvantage. My limited access to the data is hindering progress.”

“Oh really?”

This was going worse than Ingrid had anticipated. And she hadn’t been optimistic.

“I have to say I find your approach to this investigation lacking in… imagination. Deal with the circumstances as they are. Surely you can manage that?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“If not, perhaps it’s time to consider a change of scene.”

Ingrid waited for Louden to suggest a short vacation, just like Sol had the day before.

“There must be a vacancy for a well-traveled agent in one of the more remote field offices back in the US. I believe Anchorage is very pleasant this time of year.”

“Don’t worry, ma’am. I won’t disappoint you. Or Sol.” Ingrid felt the spike of anger that had erupted in her chest travel all the way down to her legs. Normally when she felt like this she’d ratchet up a gear, take on a fast sprint or throw herself over a wall. But neither of those two options was open to her in present company. She settled for clenching her teeth instead.

“Good. I hear the Shelbourne case is almost wrapped up. Such a tragedy.”

“You’ve seen the toxicology report?”

Louden nodded, distracted once again by whatever her fitness app was telling her.

“Don’t you think it’s strange to find that combination of drugs in her system?” Ingrid skirted around a fresh pile of horse dung and landed heavily on her left foot. Fireworks of pain shot upward into her knee.

“She was obviously a young woman with a very serious problem. It’s regrettable. But these things happen.”

“There’s no record of previous drug offenses in the US.”

“You know as well as I do that doesn’t mean she was clean.”

“I’m seeing her parents again later—I could talk to them about it.”

“To what end? Aren’t they going through enough?”

They reached the shade of an enormous plane tree and Louden pulled up sharply. She tapped something into her smart phone and nodded with satisfaction. She looked at Ingrid. Ingrid hesitated.

“Well?”

“I’d like to be completely confident the police haven’t missed anything. It is my job to report on their investigation, after all.”

“Missed what?”

Ingrid hesitated again. She only had Madison Faber’s account that Lauren Shelbourne’s death was anything other than an accident. Ingrid needed concrete evidence if she was going to convince anyone. “Just being thorough,” she finally said.

“I’ve seen the report. The police have been quite thorough enough. I don’t want the Shelbournes upset needlessly.” She tore her gaze away from a long list of “missed call” alerts and turned to Ingrid. “Do I make myself clear?”

Ingrid suppressed a sigh. “Perfectly.”

“Do everything you can to repatriate the body in the next few days.”

“I’m not sure the inquest will happen that fast.”

“Let’s ensure it does, shall we?”

“It feels like we’re rushing things when there’s no need.”

“You don’t have children, do you, Ingrid?”

“No, ma’am.”

Louden leveled a stare at her. “Even so, you need to try to understand what those two poor souls are going through.”

Ingrid only just managed to unclench her teeth to speak. “I’ll do my best.” She forced a smile and left her superior officer to continue with her carefully planned warm-down exercises. She sprinted toward the subway that ran beneath the road as quickly as she could.




*




Showered and dressed, with a strong strapping of elasticated bandage on her left ankle, Ingrid retrieved her cell from her bag and did something she should have done days ago.

Marshall picked up straightaway.

“Hey, honey. I was about to call your boss to find out what had happened to you.”

“Hey, Marshall. Listen, I don’t have time to speak right now. I’m just checking in. Is there something you need to speak to me about particularly? Can it wait?”

“Can’t a man call to tell his beautiful fiancée just how much he loves her?”

Not if it turns into another bragging session about his latest triumph.

“I miss you, baby,” he said. “When are you coming home, huh? Even my mom is asking. She wants a date for the wedding.”

“We discussed all this when I took the job.” Ingrid grabbed her bag from her desk and started toward the exit. “You agreed the posting will help with my promotion prospects. We can’t all be high-flyers like you.”

“Come on—don’t give me a hard time for getting lucky.”

“You get lucky every time there’s a vacancy.”

“You don’t resent me for that?”

Ingrid pulled the phone from her ear. You bet your ass I do. “Of course not! It’s not like we’re in a competition with one another.” They so were. They had been since Academy training.

“I want a date for the wedding. Can’t we at least be working toward it?”

“We’ll have to talk about this later. I really have to go.” She knew she couldn’t avoid the subject forever. But now was definitely not the time. She wasn’t even sure anymore if it was what she wanted. But that kind of conversation could only be had face to face.

“What should I tell my mom?”

Tell her to butt the hell out of your business. “I need to focus on my career right now.” She’d reached the security gate at the back of the building and decided to walk the short distance from the embassy to the Shelbournes’ hotel, which was situated at the opposite end of Park Lane.

“But I miss you,” Marshall said. “How about you come home for a couple days? A long weekend, maybe?”

Ingrid wondered if Marshall had been speaking to the assistant deputy chief. “I’m in the middle of two very important investigations.”

“But you always are.” An irritable whine had infected his tone.

“We had an agreement.”

“Sure, but an agreement needs an end date.”

“I can’t speak about this now. I’ll call you back.” She ended the call before he managed a rejoinder, then quickly shoved the phone in a pocket. She puffed out her cheeks in frustration. Why did he always have to make her feel this way? Dating someone on the job had made so much sense in the beginning: a mutual understanding of the pressure of work, the sacrifices that had to be made, the last-minute cancellation of long-standing arrangements. They never needed to apologize, never needed to explain. Now that seemed all he ever wanted her to do. Her cell started buzzing in her pocket. She grabbed it, tempted to tell Marshall where he could shove his end date. But it wasn’t him. It was a UK cell number, not one she recognized.

“Hello?”

“Ralph Mills here. I was wondering if you had a spare five minutes, maybe later today?”

When she’d given Mills her card the day before, she’d wondered just how long it would take him to call her. She was already preparing the gentle let-down in her head. If it came to it, she’d just throw Marshall into the conversation.

“Are you still there?”

“Hi, yes, I’m here.”

“Mutually beneficial cup of coffee or glass of wine, I was thinking,” Mills said, a detectable embarrassment in his tone. Did this mean he was offering to provide her with information about the Shelbourne investigation?

“Do you want to speak to me about the case?”

“Let’s talk about all of that when we meet up, shall we?”
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As she approached the five star hotel one street back from the noisy Park Lane thoroughfare, Ingrid was sure the BMW pulling away on the other side of the road contained McKittrick and Mills. She knew they were due to report their findings to the Shelbournes in person, but she’d had no idea their meeting had been scheduled just before hers. She wondered how much the inspector had revealed to the grieving parents about their daughter. More specifically whether they’d been told about the toxicology report.

She took the elevator up to the top floor. When she reached the family’s suite she could hear raised voices coming from inside. Anthony and Lisa Shelbourne were shouting at one another. Ingrid leaned a little closer to the door.

“I never wanted her to leave the country in the first place,” Mrs Shelbourne said. “This would never have happened if you hadn’t insisted that—”

The unmistakable trill of a cell phone cut her off.

“For God’s sake. Ignore the goddamn phone for once, can’t you?”

“I have to take this.”

Ingrid stepped away from the door and raised her fist as if to knock, knowing from the direction and loudness of his voice that Anthony Shelbourne was heading her way. The door swung open, Shelbourne took a moment to recognize her, then held up a silencing finger. His face was drawn, a dark shadow of stubble covered his face, and his hair stuck out in thick clumps over his ears and smeared in cowlicks over his sweaty forehead. She watched as the harassed businessman marched the length of the long subtly-lit hallway toward a shuttered window at the far end, shouting into his cell as he went.

Ingrid tapped on the already open door and stuck her head inside. “Mrs Shelbourne. Agent Skyberg from the embassy.”

“We only met a few hours ago. I’m hardly likely to forget. Despite appearances, I do still have some control over my faculties.”

“I’m sorry, ma’am.”

“Let’s get this over with, shall we?” She ran a shaking hand through her hair. Her eye make-up had smudged beneath her eyes. Long dark trails of mascara slithered down her face.

Ingrid glanced around the room. There was no sign of Alex. Lisa Shelbourne dabbed at her eyes, making them even more of a mess.

“Please take a seat. I can order some fresh coffee if you’d like?”

Ingrid held up a hand. “Not on my account.” She glanced at the tray of dirty cups sitting on a low table between two formal chairs upholstered in maroon silk.

“The police were just here,” Mrs Shelbourne explained. “You’ve seen their report, I take it?”

“I realize it’s been a very long day for you. I’ll take up as little of your time as possible.”

“How long have you been working here in London?”

Ingrid was taken aback by the unexpected change of subject. “Around four months, why?”

“In that time, have you been aware of a serious drug problem in the city?”

McKittrick must have disclosed the blood test results. No wonder Lisa Shelbourne looked so wrecked.

“Not in the course of my duties.”

“I’ve never thought of England in that way before.” She collapsed onto one of the silk-covered chairs, folding her stockinged feet beneath her. She grabbed a lilac angora sweater from the arm of the chair and clutched it to her breast. “I’m not naive. London is a major world city, I realize it must have a seedy… underbelly. But those aren’t the circles I expected Lauren to move in. You’ve been to the college?”

Ingrid nodded.

“It has a good reputation. If I’d thought for just a moment that Lauren would be at risk from… undesirable influences while she was there—” She looked past Ingrid toward the door, an admonishing expression on her face. Ingrid turned to see Anthony Shelbourne standing in the doorway, his face paler and damper than it had been only moments before. “I would never have let her go.”

He quietly closed the door behind him and slipped his cell back into the breast pocket of his shirt. “You couldn’t have stopped her,” he told his wife.

“She may have listened to you. But you didn’t even try to dissuade her.”

“How many more times? She wanted to come. The research program here is one of the best in the world. Didn’t she tell us that over and over?” He turned to Ingrid. “She wanted to be part of something important. You should have seen her face when she found out she’d been accepted onto the course. It was the happiest I’ve ever seen her.”

“There are colleges just as good at home. You should have made her stay.”

Anthony Shelbourne started to speak then checked himself. His jaw muscles flexed. He began again. “We don’t know what Lauren might have gotten into wherever she’d gone to study. We’ll never know.”

“Had Lauren…” Now it was Ingrid’s turn to check herself. “Do you know if your daughter might have… experimented with drugs at home?”

“What?” Lisa Shelbourne leapt to her feet. “How dare you suggest such a thing?”

Her husband grabbed her arm to stop her before she barreled straight into Ingrid. “Come on, honey. Take it easy.”

Lisa Shelbourne snatched her arm away.

“The truth is we don’t know,” her husband admitted. “We’ve both been a little… distracted the past couple of years. My business, Lisa’s charity work. I can’t say for sure what Lauren may or may not have done at college. Even when she was still studying back home.”

“Don’t you dare lay any of the blame at my door. I only started my work because I saw nothing of you.”

A door opened behind Ingrid. She turned to see Alex Shelbourne hesitate on the threshold of the adjoining room. “I need some air,” she announced.

“Don’t stray too far,” her mother told her.

Alex made a point of walking past Ingrid, rolling her eyes as she did, like a truculent teenager. Which, Ingrid supposed, was exactly what she was.

When the girl had left the room, Anthony Shelbourne cleared some space on an antique wooden bureau pushed up against the wall that divided the two rooms of the suite. “Let’s just get this paperwork finalized, shall we?”

“Paperwork?”

“The inspector explained earlier—we need to complete the forms for the repatriation of… of…” He let out a long sobbing sigh. “Dammit!”

“We can’t do that yet. There’s the inquest. Then the final coroner’s report.”

“Yes, I know. But the detective said the matter could be expedited. You know, fast-tracked somehow.”

“I want to get my baby home,” Lisa Shelbourne said. “I can’t bear thinking of her lying in the morgue. In the dark and the cold.”

“A colleague of mine will complete the appropriate forms with you, when the time comes.”

“If you don’t have the paperwork with you now, why are you here?”

Ingrid looked from Anthony to Lisa Shelbourne. She could hardly tell them about their daughter’s ex-roommate’s suspicions. She cleared her throat. “In addition to the police investigation, the embassy has to complete its own report. I’m here to gather a little background information—”

“Why? Is there some doubt about what happened?” Mrs Shelbourne moved toward her.

How could Ingrid answer? She didn’t want to give Anthony Shelbourne a reason to hire his own investigator. “It’s just standard procedure, ma’am.”

“Your questions will have to wait for another time. As you said earlier, we’ve had a very long day. My wife needs to rest.” His cell phone lit up in his pocket. His wife glared at him, daring him to answer it.

Ingrid backed out of the room, promising to call the next day to arrange a more suitable time. Once safely outside in the hallway, she leaned a hand against the wall and took a moment to steady herself. Talking to grief-stricken families was the part of her job she dreaded most. It always had been. She recognized it always would be. She pushed away from the wall and walked down the hallway to the elevators, but when she reached them, decided a swift jog down the twenty or so flights of stairs to ground level would help shake some of the tension from her muscles.

When she finally made it back onto the sidewalk, she found Alex Shelbourne standing by the main entrance, waiting for her. The girl stubbed out her cigarette on the ground, choosing to ignore the metal trash can right beside her.

“You know it’s bullshit, right?” Alex said, folding her arms across her chest.

“I’m sorry?”

“How can they just swallow all that? Everything the policewoman said. They listened like a pair of morons, believing every line they were being fed.”

“I’m not sure I understand—”

“The drugs? The drugs they say they found?”

“I’ve seen the toxicology report myself. The drugs were in your sister’s bloodstream. I realize it must have come as a shock, for you all.”

“Oh cut the crap. Someone, somewhere is spinning you a line.” She reached into her pocket and retrieved her pack of cigarettes. She waved them at Ingrid. “Lauren didn’t even smoke. Not even a joint now and then, like any normal person. There is no way she would ever willingly take drugs.”
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Deciding to take her early morning run some place she’d never been before, Ingrid selected a green space at random on her GPS and found herself on Hampstead Heath twenty minutes later, breathing in the crisp spring air on Parliament Hill. She looked down across the city and picked out all the landmarks she recognized, trying to assign a date and time she’d visited them.

She started to run, pleased her ankle seemed completely healed. As she picked up pace, she focused on the Shelbourne investigation and attempted to untangle fact from fiction.

She ran like that for a solid forty minutes and felt her lungs clear, even if her mind stubbornly refused to. By the time she got back to the bike she at least knew what to do next.

When she arrived at Madison Faber’s building, the student met her at the front door, grabbed Ingrid’s hand and physically dragged her over the threshold. “Thank God! I thought you’d abandoned me,” she said and led Ingrid into a wide hall then straight through an internal door and up a steep, narrow flight of stairs. At the top, Faber guided her through another door into a bright, cheerful apartment.

“Did you see anyone on the street outside when you arrived? Anyone waiting?”

“Waiting? For what?”

“For me to come out.” She started scratching her arm. “I don’t feel safe. Not even here.”

Ingrid walked Faber to a chair and pushed her gently into it. “Has something else happened? Have you been threatened again?”

Faber bit her lip. “Every time I close my eyes I see that fucking dead mouse.”

“Have you had a chance to work out who might have left it there?”

“It has to be someone in the psychology department. Someone who had access to the laboratory. I thought you were going to look into it for me.”

“I plan to. I’m the only FBI Agent at the embassy working in the crime division. I’ve had other things to do.”

“Well if this isn’t important enough to spend time on…”

“I’m here now. You must have an idea who’s threatening you.”

Faber half shrugged her shoulders. “There is someone… But I can’t give you a name. What if they find out I’ve spoken to you?”

“I can’t help you at all if you don’t tell me.” Ingrid pulled a footstool in front of the armchair and sat down. “Tell me exactly what you know. Everything.”

The air seemed to leave Faber as she slumped back into the chair. “I can’t believe the police are saying it was an accident.”

The news had broken first thing. The pathologist’s findings had been leaked to the press. If there was anything to Faber’s claim of foul play—and Ingrid hadn’t fully accepted yet that there was—the police would take a hell of a lot of convincing.

“At least tell me why you think Lauren was killed.” Ingrid grabbed a blanket from the back of the couch and wrapped it across Faber’s shaking shoulders. “Why would someone want to hurt Lauren?”

“I’m so scared.”

Ingrid ran her fingers through her hair, took a deep, leveling breath and tried very hard to quell her rising frustration. “I can’t do anything without your help. Do you understand me?”

Faber stared at her for long moments before slowly nodding back at her.

“If you really do believe Lauren’s death wasn’t an accident, you have to give me more information.”

Across the room a cell phone started to ring. Faber froze.

“What is it?”

The student blinked slowly. “Every time the phone rings my heart stops.”

“Please, Madison. Tell me what you know.”

“You promise you can protect me?”

Ingrid couldn’t promise anything. As far as the deputy chief was concerned, the assignment was near enough over. All Ingrid had to do now was write up her report, add the final verdict from the coroner’s court when it came, and deliver the report to Sol.

“Did the police find drugs in Lauren’s blood?”

“What makes you ask that?”

“Did they?”

“I can’t tell you.”

“You would have said ‘no’ if they hadn’t.”

Ingrid made no comment.

“It started just before she moved out of the apartment.”

“What did?”

“Lauren’s drug taking.”

“Really?” Ingrid remembered Alex Shelbourne’s insistence that her sister would never take drugs.

“Now I’m thinking it was the reason she moved out. She knew I didn’t approve of that sort of thing.”

“Do you have a new roommate now? Did someone move into Lauren’s room?”

“No. I never got around to advertising it. I guess I just enjoyed living on my own too much.”

“Can I take a look at her room?”

Faber nodded meekly and led Ingrid to a single, sparsely-furnished bedroom. “I refuse to have drugs in the apartment.”

“What kind of drugs was she taking?” Ingrid opened the doors of a small double closet standing next to the window. It was empty.

“I don’t know for sure. Not just weed, I know that. But she never told me what exactly.”

“She spoke to you about it?”

“She thought I was being too prudish. She complained about my rules.” Faber closed the doors of the closet. “It’s not as if I had many.”

“Why didn’t you mention this to the police when they interviewed you?”

Faber cocked her head to one side as if she couldn’t believe what Ingrid had asked her. “I didn’t want them to think of Lauren in that way. I didn’t want them labeling her as a drug addict.”

“Do you think the drugs were related to her death?”

Faber nodded, staring blankly at the floor.

“And the people you’re so frightened of—they’re connected to the drugs?”

Another nod. “And the psychology department.”

“You have to tell me who they are.”

“But what if he finds out I’ve been speaking to you?”

“The only way for that to happen is if you tell him.” Finally she felt like she was getting somewhere. Now at least she knew she was looking for a man. “Come on, Madison. You can trust me.”

“He’s a student at Loriners. I don’t really know him.”

“Give me a name. It’s all I need.”

“You promise me he’ll never find out I told you?” Faber started scratching her arm again, raking her fingernails hard across the skin.

How many more times did she have to tell her?

“I promise.”

“Timo Klaason.”

“He’s not British?”

Faber shrugged. “I guess not.” She spelled the name out for Ingrid. “When you do find him you should be careful. I don’t know him, but I know all about his reputation. He likes to hit girls.”
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The subdued atmosphere Ingrid had noticed on campus during her last visit seemed to have disappeared completely. Students hurried between buildings, chatting and laughing, heavy bags of books swinging from their shoulders. Although she looked carefully for it, Ingrid failed to spot any trace of graffiti on the wide gray concrete façades.

She had called ahead and arranged to meet Madison Faber’s research team leader after the first lecture of the afternoon session. Arriving late, the harassed tutor insisted they talk on the way to her next meeting. She hugged an armful of files to her chest like a protective shield.

“I really appreciate your seeing me at such short notice, ma’am.”

“Please—call me Rebecca. I’ll feel a hundred years old otherwise.” She nodded a greeting at a couple of students lounging on the grass next to the path. “You’ve seen Madison today?”

“I saw her this morning, as a matter of fact.”

“She must be taking it hard. Not something you get over easily.”

“No—it was a traumatic experience for her.”

“And to be accused of—”

“No charges were brought.”

“No—no, of course not. Even so—to be in police custody. In a foreign country. She must have been terrified.” The woman checked her watch. “Oh dear. I really don’t have very long.”

Ingrid slowed her pace, forcing the tutor to match her speed. “How has Madison seemed for the past few weeks?”

“Seemed?”

“Anxious? Depressed?”

“I don’t understand what this has to do with Lauren Shelbourne’s unfortunate—”

“I’m trying to get a sense of college life for Madison. How it can be for a overseas student, in a strange town, different culture…”

“Surely coming to London is not that much of a culture shock.”

“Are you aware of any problems Madison might have been having?”

“Academically?”

“Personally.”

“I don’t follow.”

“Has she been getting along with her fellow students in the psychology department?”

“Why wouldn’t she?”

“There’s been no evidence of… bullying, for example?”

“She’s a post-graduate student, not a Kindergarten pupil. Why would she want to bully anyone?” The lecturer lengthened her stride.

“I mean has Madison been bullied?”

“Of course not. That’s just ridiculous.”

“Do you know if she’s seen the campus counsellor, or visited the medical facilities at all?”

“Even if I knew anything like that, I wouldn’t feel comfortable divulging confidential information.”

“I only have Madison’s best interests at heart. Has she come to you with any problems?”

The tutor stopped abruptly and turned to Ingrid. “I’m not sure why the American embassy needs such personal information about one of its citizens. Is that even legal?” She stared defiantly into Ingrid’s eyes.

“I really only have her welfare in mind. We like to look after our citizens.”

“Well it wouldn’t be possible for me to tell you anything anyway.”

“It wouldn’t?”

“Madison has only been part of my research group for a short while. I really don’t know the girl. Personally or academically.” She squeezed the files tighter in her arms.

“I thought—”

A shrill whistle sounded at the other end of the path. Ingrid looked up to see Angela Tate with one hand to her mouth. She whistled again then gestured urgently to a man holding a long lens camera. What was Tate doing here?

“Madison Faber switched research groups just before the spring break,” the tutor explained to Ingrid. “She was in Professor Younger’s group before that.”

“That’s not right—Madison doesn’t even know—”

Tate whistled again. With some effort, her photographer started jogging toward her. Ingrid scanned the wide piazza to try to see what the journalist was so interested in. She followed Tate’s upward gaze. Her breath stalled in her throat. Five stories above Tate’s head, on the top floor of the main admin block, a girl was standing at an open window, one foot resting on the window ledge. She stepped up to the ledge, her arms braced against the window casement on either side. She threw back her head and let go with one hand. A collective gasp went up from the small crowd of students who had gathered outside the building. The girl looked down at them and waved enthusiastically. A few hands waved back at her.

For God’s sake.

The girl let go with the other hand. She wobbled on the ledge.

Another gasp went up from the crowd.

Behind the girl Ingrid saw a figure approaching the window. Tall, broad-shouldered. Definitely a man. He reached a hand toward the girl. She half-turned her head, gently resting one arm against the casement. She said something, her voice too soft to make out distinct words. The man took another step forward. The girl tensed. The crowd gasped again.

Tate’s photographer was busy tracking a long swooping arc with his zoom lens, from the top of the building to the ground, predicting the girl’s downward trajectory.

Ingrid started to run toward the crowd, not taking her eyes from the girl’s slim frame in the window.

For God’s sake, somebody grab her.

As if he’d read Ingrid’s mind, the man hovering behind the girl suddenly lurched forward. He grabbed her left shoulder, knocking her off balance. Her left foot swung out over the ledge. For the first time Ingrid realized the girl was smiling.

The man wrapped his arm around the girl’s waist and leaned away from the window. They both fell backward inside the room and dropped to the floor.

The crowd exhaled. Then a cheer went up.

Ingrid pushed into the building and threw herself up the stairs, leaping three, four steps with each stride. She reached the fifth floor to see the man and girl slumped against the wall, the man’s arms wrapped tightly around her. He looked toward Ingrid, his face pale and sweating.

It took Ingrid a moment to get her breath back, then another moment to recognize him.
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The waitress took their order and slowly returned to the counter. Ingrid leaned closer to Angela Tate. “If this is going to work we need to trust one another.”

The reporter raised her eyebrows and studied Ingrid from the other side of the corner table of the greasy spoon they’d found a couple of streets away from Loriners.

After the emergency in and around the admin building had subsided and the agitated student had been taken to the medical center, Ingrid had decided there was very little to be achieved by hanging around. Angela Tate had suggested they adjourn to the nearby café to “compare notes”.

“Trust, yes. But you can’t expect me to just hand over information without getting something from you in return,” Tate said. “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.”

“I’m hardly likely to steal your exclusive. Why wouldn’t you share information with me? If it helps explain what’s going on at Loriners.” Ingrid took a sip of coffee and quickly set her cup back down. Instant. An infusion of pencil shavings would have been more flavorsome.

“So you do admit there’s something going on there?”

“I mean if there’s something going on.”

“Why else would the US embassy take such a keen interest in a minor London college if you weren’t pretty sure it was somehow affecting the well-being of American citizens?”

“I have to complete a comprehensive report. I’m just being thorough.” The bland excuse seemed to sound a little less convincing each time she heard herself say it.

“A report about Shelbourne’s death? Or what’s going on at the college?”

Ingrid scrutinized the journalist’s face. The woman was far too wily to fool.

“Whenever a US citizen dies in unusual circumstances it triggers an investigation.”

“But you must be as convinced as I am there’s something dodgy going on at Loriners.”

“I don’t subscribe to the conspiracy theorist’s distorted vision of the world.”

“Of course you don’t believe in conspiracies. I expect your lot are responsible for half the unexplained mysteries out there.”

“Really? Only half?”

“You’ve got to leave something for the CIA to do.”

Ingrid waved to the woman behind the counter and ordered an orange juice, hopeful it would at least taste of oranges. “You’ve been a reporter for how long? You’re not telling me you believe every crackpot version of events you hear.”

“I’ve got a nose for a story. That’s the bottom line. It’s all that’s important. I’m yet to be proved wrong.”

The waitress dumped a small carton of OJ on the table and wandered back to the counter.

Ingrid stuck the plastic straw into the carton and took a tentative sip. “So what have you sniffed out about Professor Younger?”

“The hero of the hour? Quite dashing, wasn’t he, in his tight shirt and designer pants? Frank got some lovely shots as Younger helped the girl to the medical center. We’ll probably run a feature tomorrow. Why are you interested in the good professor?”

“He was Lauren’s research group leader. I’m following up on all her college contacts.”

The journalist’s eyebrows shot up again. “Really? Who else have you spoken to?”

Ingrid pushed out her chair, the metal legs scraping noisily across the tile floor. “You’ve asked me a ton of questions and not answered one of mine. I’m sorry I’ve wasted my time.” She stood up.

“Don’t be so melodramatic. Sit down, for God’s sake.” Tate pulled a pack of cigarettes from a pocket of her raincoat and set it on the table between them. She looked longingly at the wrapped pack and shoved her hands between her thighs and the seat.

“Trying to give up?”

“Now and then.” With an index finger she pushed the pack a few inches across the table. “I’ve spent the last three weeks working on this story. It’s been bloody hard graft. What are you going to give me?”

“What about the satisfaction of knowing you assisted an FBI investigation?”

The journalist snorted her response. She snatched the pack of cigarettes from the table and tore off the wrapper. “See what happens when I feel I’m being treated like a prize chump? You’re driving me to nicotine.” She pulled out a cigarette and retrieved a silver lighter from her bag. “Shall we continue this fruitless conversation outside?”

After two long drags on the cigarette, Tate finally turned to Ingrid, puffing a lungful of smoke above her head. “So now you’ve had time to think, what are you prepared to offer me?”

“I’m not in a position to—”

“Oh. Come. On.” Tate drew deeply once more on the cigarette then ground it beneath her boot. “This isn’t getting either of us anywhere. A morsel, it’s all I’m asking for—throw me something. What about an exclusive interview with Shelbourne’s parents?”

“You know I can’t do that.”

“It’d be therapeutic for them. To share their grief.”

“Not possible.”

“There must be something.” Tate shook her head. “Blood from a stone. You’re tougher than the Met. And God knows they’ve got completely tight-lipped of late. They used to be so pliable.” She took a step backward, looked Ingrid up and down. “How long have you been at the embassy now?”

“What does that have to do with—”

“Bear with, just for a moment. You can’t tell me that’s classified information.”

“Four months, give or take a day here and there.”

“I thought it was longer.”

“Where are you going with this?”

“So you’re still pretty fresh to the role. Must be quite a transition. Getting used to a new job and a new country.”

“I’m doing just fine.”

“Glad to hear it. You can tell me all about exactly how fine.”

“Huh?”

“When I interview you.”

“What?”

“It’s a bit of a niche you’ve got yourself there. FBI agent working out of a US embassy. How many agents are there like you in London?”

“That is classified.”

“Dear God—there’s not much that isn’t. I think Evening News readers would love to get a glimpse behind the scenes. A day in the life of Special Agent Skyberg? It’d do wonders for US-Brit relations. I bet your bosses would lap it up.”

“You’ll tell me everything you’ve uncovered so far about Loriners?”

“I want unfettered, warts-and-all access.”

Ingrid waited a moment before she answered. She had to at least seem as if she was giving the suggestion serious consideration. Eventually she said, “OK. No photos, no video and no audio.”

“What’s left?”

“You shadowing me, taking as many notes as you want.”

“Great—when?” Tate pulled her phone from a pocket and started to scroll through the calendar.

“I’ll have to run it past my section chief first. I’ll let you know.”

“Make sure you do. I’ll warn you now—I’m a persistent bugger. Now you’ve agreed you won’t be able to shake me off.”

Ingrid forced a smile. As if Sol or Louden would ever green-light something like that. “Not a problem. Now—tell me what you know about Professor Younger.”

Tate slipped her arm through Ingrid’s and walked her back inside the café. “You won’t regret it. Shame we can’t have any piccies though. With your looks you’d do wonders for the paper’s circulation.” She unashamedly looked into Ingrid’s face. “Bit of eyebrow threading, a professional make-up artist, you’d be the poster girl for the FBI.”

“Younger,” Ingrid said.

“Oh you’re no fun.”

They returned to their corner table.

“The professor and his research are a closed shop.” Tate unhooked her arm and slumped onto a chair. “There’s a protective firewall around him and his inner circle that so far I haven’t found a way of penetrating. And believe me, I’ve tried everything.”

“That’s all you can tell me?”

The journalist pulled an irritated face. She shoved her phone on the table and proceeded to scroll through her picture gallery. She stopped at a dark, blurry photograph. “I don’t think it does you justice.”

Ingrid caught a brief glimpse of herself, lying in an awkward heap on the walkway at Loriners, before Tate swiped a long finger across the screen.

“Here we are.” Tate tapped twice and an image of the graffiti symbols filled the screen. “I haven’t had any luck trying to find reference to the symbols anywhere. I’ve had the paper’s librarian look into it and she’s come up with nothing. And believe me, if there was something out there, Rita would have found it.” She tilted her head as she gazed at the image. “Have you managed to find out anything?”

Ingrid hesitated. Feeding Tate a crumb couldn’t do any harm. “I sent my own hand drawn version of the symbol to Quantico. There was some excitement initially—an agent thought there might be some ancient hieroglyphic connection, but it came to nothing.”

Tate narrowed her eyes, obviously trying to gauge whether or not Ingrid was telling her the truth. “I’m not surprised. As I said, Rita would have found something otherwise.” She swiped at the screen again and stopped at a photo of two students, one male, one female, both sporting the purple and green polo shirts Ingrid had noticed on her first visit to campus. “Now this I find interesting,” Tate said. “I’ve gone through all the clubs and societies listed at the college—even extended it to the rest of the University of London—and none of them uses this particular combination of colors.” She shifted her gaze to Ingrid’s face. “Don’t you think that’s peculiar?”

Ingrid shrugged.

“You must have noticed it—a trained operative like you. And you must also have noticed how they’ve disappeared from campus completely. Not a trace. The graffiti’s miraculously vanished too.”

“I guess the people responsible have found something else to vandalize.”

“Take a look at these two.” Tate tapped the screen, enlarging the image of the students. “Notice anything about them?” She swiped to the next image. It showed another three students, all male, all wearing the purple and green polo shirts.

“What about them? They look like ordinary students.”

“Now that’s where I have to disagree. They seem pretty extraordinary to me.” She brought up another photo. “Within a normal group, you’d expect a bit of… irregularity. Short, fat, spotty, ugly, older, balder. Some imperfection or other. These students are perfect. Look at their hair. Their skin. Their smiles. All blemish-free and perfectly proportioned. They look like they’ve stepped out of a glossy brochure.”

“And that means…?”

“I was hoping you might be able to offer something in the way of an explanation.”

“A self-selecting group of super-models?”

“Maybe not self-selecting.”

“What are you saying?”

“Don’t you think it’s strange that they all look so—” Tate was cut short by Ingrid’s phone buzzing noisily on the table.

“I have to take this call.” She jumped up and ran out onto the sidewalk. “Jennifer, thanks for getting back to me so fast. What have you managed to find out about Timo Klaason?”

“Not much so far—sorry—but I’m still working on it.”

“What do you have?”

“An address. I’ve checked—it’s only ten minutes away from the college.”

Ingrid hung up. She’d pay Timo Klaason a visit later.
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Before Ingrid left her hotel she remembered to pull her pocketbook from her purse and remove the two-inch square photograph of Marshall she’d been carrying around for longer than she cared to remember. She placed it face-down on the bedside table, knowing her fiancé would completely understand her actions. Always put the investigation ahead of personal feelings. She could picture him saying it. Each time he cancelled a date at the last minute.

“Sorry, Marshall.”

She arrived at the bar in Covent Garden early. After a brief survey of the exits, front and back, and the restrooms, she settled on a stool next to the long bar. The bartender stopped wiping down the woodwork and stared at her quite openly. From the corner of her eye she could have sworn his mouth was gaping. He cleared his throat and ambled over to her.

“What’s a nice girl like you—”

She cut him off with a wave of her hand. “Don’t even think about finishing that sentence. I’ll have a ginger ale. No ice.”

“Only trying to be friendly. Jesus.”

The glass was warm when he dumped it on the bar, fresh from the dishwasher. She saw no benefit in getting into a fight with him, so chose not to ask for a replacement.

Detective Constable Ralph Mills arrived ten minutes later. Right on time. So punctual, in fact, that Ingrid suspected he’d been pacing up and down outside, just waiting for the big hand to hit the seven.

“Am I late? Have you been waiting long?” He slipped onto the stool next to hers. “Would you like another?”

“I’m fine.” She gestured to a free table on the other side of the room. “Shall we?”

Mills ordered a pint of cider on draft and joined her, carefully tucking his long legs beneath the low table. “Cheers,” he said and then proceeded to drink half a pint of cider. He wiped a hand across his mouth and manfully attempted to suppress a belch. He almost succeeded. “So. This is nice. You found it all right?”

She smiled at him indulgently, as a grandmother might at a particularly unattractive or stupid grandchild. “Hey—I’m here, aren’t I?”

“Indeed.” He swallowed noisily. “I suppose you’re wondering why I suggested… um… getting together like this.”

Ingrid said nothing, preferring to watch Mills twisting himself further into a knot of embarrassment.

He drank another quarter of his cider. “I don’t want you getting the wrong impression. I mean, it’s not as if I make a habit of this.”

“It seems quite simple to me. You asked me out, I said yes. And here we both are.” She smiled again, less fulsomely this time.

“But it wasn’t as if this was my idea.”

“It wasn’t?”

“See? I knew I was right to clear things up straight off the bat.”

Ingrid lifted her drink to her mouth, felt the warmth of the glass against her lips and put it down again. “Are you trying to tell me this isn’t a date?” She couldn’t decide if she felt angry or relieved.

“God, no. Is that really what you thought?” His face colored in an instant. A shade somewhere between crimson and beet.

“Whose idea was it, if not yours?” A moment later she worked out the answer for herself, before he had chance to respond. “McKittrick?”

His right eye twitched in reply. “Boss wanted to keep things strictly off the books.”

“And she couldn’t talk to me herself?” Ingrid stood up. The bartender was two tables away, taking his time to collect glasses, clearly listening to their conversation. “Let’s get out of here.”

Mills swallowed the remainder of his drink and hurried after her.

Outside the street was busy with office workers heading for the nearby train station at Charing Cross. A small crowd had gathered in the middle of the wide sidewalk to watch a juggler tossing flaming daggers over his head. Ingrid turned on her heels and headed in the opposite direction.

“She said you’d see the sense in it,” Mills explained when he drew level with her.

“Oh she did, did she?” What had gotten into McKittrick that she couldn’t speak to Ingrid herself? Why had she felt the need to send a messenger boy?

“Don’t get angry. She asked me to speak to you because she’s under a lot of pressure at the moment. From high up. Plus she’s being scrutinized.” He pulled a face.

“Scrutinized how?”

“Can’t say exactly—it’s not really my place to. There’s stuff going on. She probably doesn’t want to worry you with it.”

“What kind of stuff?”

“All kinds. I’m watching her back.”

“OK—can you at least tell me how this has anything to do with me?”

“The Shelbourne case. The powers that be are putting the squeeze on.” He stopped walking and turned to her. “They’ve asked her to wrap the whole thing up as quickly as possible.”

“And that’s exactly what she’s doing.” Ingrid didn’t bother to disguise the frustration in her tone. “All wrapped up in a neat bow, ready for the coroner to rubber-stamp.”

“Yeah, well, DI McKittrick isn’t happy about the situation.”

“She didn’t seem to have a problem with an accidental death verdict when she spoke to me about it.”

“But now she’s being leaned on… well… it’s wound her up. Made her want to probe a little more.”

“I still don’t see how I fit in.”

He rocked back on his heels and ran a pale hand through his thick brown hair. “The boss was hoping you’d share anything about the case that you happen to dig up. She can’t be seen to do it herself.”

“Oh is that so? Meanwhile I get zero support from the boys in blue?”

“I wouldn’t say that. I’m here.” He smiled shyly at her, lifting just the corners of his mouth a fraction. A Clark Swanson special.

Immediately her anger dissipated as if it had been pricked with a pin. What was happening to her? She needed to get a grip.

A moment later Mills’ smile disappeared. He furrowed his brow, a knot of tension forming between his eyebrows. “It’s just occurred to me… you thought I’d actually asked you out on a date… and yet you still agreed to come.” His cheeks bloomed red again.

“Don’t get ahead of yourself. ‘Mutually beneficial’ you said. I assumed it would be a fair trade.”

His frown deepened.

“I need some information too,” she said and patted her purse. This was the moment of truth. She was acting contrary to Sol’s express wishes. Now it was crunch time, she wasn’t sure she could go through with it.

“Trading my information for your…?” Mills’ sentence trailed off, as if he didn’t want to finish it.

“Scintillating conversation and a couple drinks.”

“Do I look that cheap?” He stared at her intensely for a long moment. Then his mouth cracked into a smile. “Don’t worry—I’m much cheaper than that.”

They found another bar and settled into an unoccupied corner. Ingrid swallowed hard and pulled an envelope from her bag. She handed it to Mills. “Greg Brewster. Maybe, could be a false name. He’s from Tulsa, Oklahoma. Fifty-one years of age. Not sure what business he’s in, but I know it’s of interest to the embassy. FBI for sure, CIA too, maybe.”

Mills slipped a color photograph from the envelope and studied it closely.

“I need you to trawl your databases—see if this face comes up at all. Witness, victim, perp. Whatever you can find.”

“Why do you need me to do that? You can get all the access you need at the embassy.”

Ingrid hesitated. Maybe this was a mistake. She was tempted to snatch the picture back from him. She’d played everything by the book for so long this minor transgression feel like treason. She sucked in a breath. “What was the expression you used earlier?”

Mills shrugged back at her helplessly.

“I need to do this ‘off the books’. It can’t come back to me.” She felt almost dirty saying it.

Mills continued to stare at the plump face in the photograph. “I don’t know. If he’s a US citizen… I don’t want to tread on any toes at the FBI. Or the CIA, or whoever else might be involved. That’s all a bit out of my league.”

“Square it with McKittrick, if you have to. Quid pro quo.” She watched as he slowly folded the photograph into quarters and shoved it into an inside pocket of his jacket. “There’s another picture in the envelope,” she said.

He pulled out a grainy copy of the photo Ingrid had gotten from the escort agency. “Don’t tell me—this one’s of interest to MI6.”

“Not exactly.”

“KGB?”

“No! Nothing like that. His name may or may not be Barry Cline.”

“Same drill? Trawl the databases?”

“Not for this guy—I’ve done that much myself. I thought you might be able to ask your colleagues if he’s crossed their path. I figure he’s a petty criminal, working over vulnerable tourists.”

“Tourists from Tulsa, Oklahoma, for instance?”

“That’s the idea. Now… let me get you another drink.”
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The trusty GPS guided Ingrid all the way from Marylebone to a dark little side street in Deptford, a district of south London just a couple of miles from Loriners college.

She’d left Ralph Mills in the pub in Covent Garden and raced back to her hotel to get changed. She climbed off the bike, stowed her helmet and gloves and pulled a dark blue beanie over her head, tucking her short hair inside.

The narrow street was lined on both sides by seven-story black-brick warehouses, the façades looking like ominous cliff faces in the dark. The road was paved with smooth, rounded cobblestones, slick with rain following a recent downpour. It seemed to Ingrid as if she’d stepped into another century. The buildings were rundown, with broken windows and rusting ironwork. She was surprised warehouses like these hadn’t been converted into luxury apartments, like the rest of the old buildings in the city. She checked the address Jennifer had given her for Timo Klaason—this was definitely the right place. But these buildings were so dilapidated it didn’t seem possible anyone could actually live inside.

She’d already tried calling the cell number Jennifer had provided. The line was dead, her call not even diverting to voicemail. It seemed Timo Klaason was a hard man to pin down.

Ingrid peered up and down the street. A single street lamp at the far end emitted a weak yellow glow, illuminating no more than a circle beneath it ten feet in diameter. She pulled a Maglite torch from a pocket in her vest and flipped on the bright beam, tracing it up the buildings either side of the street. She started walking slowly toward the street lamp. She stopped after a few feet and listened, sure she’d heard something close by. Despite the busy main street just a hundred yards away, the noise of the traffic was no more than a distant hum. There it was again. A scuttling, rustling noise. She shone the torch in the direction of the sound, letting out an involuntary gasp when she saw what was making it. A rat the size of a cat, sitting on its hind legs, was watching her with beady eyes. It sniffed the air. Two more rats appeared, even bigger than the first. Ingrid feinted a step toward them, jabbing the torch in their direction, her arm extended. Unafraid, they continued to regard her with something approaching curiosity. A shiver crept up her spine. According to the GPS this street was just a few hundred yards from a small creek that emptied into the Thames. This close to water, there were probably dozens of rats. She rolled her shoulders and shook some of the tension from her arms, then carried on walking down the street, continuing to train the torch beam onto the warehouses on either side, looking out for an entrance.

Twenty feet on she spotted bright white marks on the wall of the building on her left at second floor level. Painted in untidy, whitewashed brushstrokes were the same symbols she’d seen on campus. Three zig-zagging lines. She shone the torch immediately below the graffiti and discovered a doorway. She hurried to the door, which was set inside a twelve-inch deep recess, the paint flaking from its surface. Attached to the side wall of the recess was a broken intercom buzzer, hanging from a single screw. Stuck to the intercom was a yellowing scrap of paper with the number 32 printed on it in faded black marker pen. This was the property she was looking for. She tried the door handle. The door was locked. The doorframe was made of steel, the door opening outward. No way to kick or shoulder it open. She thought about her gun nestling securely for the night in her hotel room safe. Blowing off the handle with a few well-aimed shots would have been easy. But completely out of the question.

More scuttling and scraping sounded from a little way down the street. Expecting to see another half-dozen giant rats, Ingrid poked her head out of the recess. Two figures were standing by a dumpster, one holding open the lid, the other throwing an armful of rectangular packets inside. It was close to midnight: far too late for putting out the garbage. She stepped into the street, shining her torch toward them.

“Hey! Can you help me?”

Two men, early twenties, tall and trim, turned around, holding up their hands against the glare of the torchlight. The metal lid of the dumpster clanged shut.

“Hi. I’d like to speak to you for a minute. I’m looking for somebody who lives here. You might know him. His name’s Timo Klaason.”

They looked at one another for a moment, then turned and started to run. Ingrid shoved the torch into her waistband and chased after them, pumping her arms and stretching her legs. “Hey! Mr Klaason? I only want to speak to you!” she hollered.

After a few strides she was already gaining on them. She reached for her cell in a pocket. It was stuck. Taking her eyes from the road for a moment she struggled with the folds in her vest. When she looked up again a third man had appeared from the other side of the dumpster. He was easily a foot taller than the other two. He dropped his head low and started to run toward her. She slowed, checking right and left, looking for somewhere to go. Her momentum continued to take her forward. Still he kept coming, like a freight train, straight at her.

“Hey, come on. Take it easy, pal.” Ingrid started backing away from him. She grabbed for the torch. But before she’d managed to retrieve it, the running man accelerated suddenly, reaching out his arms. A moment later, he slammed into her, knocking her off her feet. Winded, she gasped, struggling to get air back into her lungs. But her diaphragm was in spasm, paralyzed by the force of the blow. She clutched her stomach, aware her attacker was standing over her. He drew back his leg and drove his foot into her ribs, lifting her clean off the ground. Now she couldn’t breathe at all, the intense pain in her side radiating around her back one way and into her chest the other. He drew back his foot again. Kicked her again. Her head started buzzing, darkness creeping into her vision. She focused hard, battling to stay conscious. He lifted his leg a third time.

Please no.

“Come on, man!” A shout from one of the other two men. “We have to get out of here.”

She braced herself, but the third kick never came. As her attacker ran away he ground his foot into her outstretched hand.

Dark stars flickered at the corners of her eyes. Finally she managed to draw down a breath. Then another.

She lay on the ground for what seemed like minutes, before she could manage to roll onto her side. She pressed a hand against the wet cobbles and levered herself into a sitting position. Then, inch by excruciating inch, she managed to get to her feet. She staggered down the street toward the dumpster and leaned her weight against it, steadying herself before she attempted to move again. With one hand flat against the body of the big metal cube, she used all her strength to lift the lid, flipping it right over. She peered inside the dumpster and retrieved one of the rectangular packets the men had thrown inside.

Within the transparent plastic wrapper she could clearly see, even in the faint glow from the distant streetlight, a perfectly folded purple and green polo shirt.
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Aware she was listing to one side, Ingrid adjusted her posture. Each time her foot hit the ground an electric shock of pain jolted around her ribs. The embassy MD had prescribed nothing stronger than Tylenol. No strapping, no binding, just a handful of over-the-counter painkillers and the unhelpful suggestion she “take it easy” for a few days.

Sure.

She continued to make her way slowly over the main piazza at Loriners, carefully avoiding groups of students not looking where they were going or anyone who appeared to be in a hurry. Another blow now would very probably bring tears to her eyes.

She had decided not to report the incident the night before to the local cops. She hadn’t seen any of the men well enough to give the police a helpful description, so it would have been a futile exercise. Although she suspected one of the three men was Timo Klaason, she had absolutely no way of proving it. Her presence in a deserted street close to midnight dressed in combat gear would have taken some explaining too. No need for that to get back to Sol or Louden.

Jennifer at the embassy hadn’t managed to tell her that much about Klaason, but at least she still had one lead to follow up. She knew he was a student at Loriners. She’d visited the registrar’s office first and confirmed all of Jennifer’s preliminary research. Timo Klaason had been studying under Professor Younger. Unfortunately, the staff in the office also told her he’d left college the previous semester. She had to speak to Younger about him. There was just an outside chance the professor would be able to guide her toward Klaason’s friends and acquaintances at college. One of them might know where to find him.

She finally reached the lecture theater she was looking for and quietly slipped into the cavernous space, taking a seat right at the back. At the front of the room, Professor Younger was leaning on a lectern looking up at a young student who was standing to attention on top of a table set on a low stage.

“OK—you can come down now,” Younger said and snapped his fingers.

The young man on the table staggered slightly to one side and an “ahhh” erupted from the audience of rapt students.

“And that, ladies and gents, is the power of suggestion.” Younger stepped toward the table and held out a hand. The student ignored it and clambered down unaided. He patted down his clothes as if he was half expecting a vital garment to be missing.

Younger took a bow and was rewarded with a round of enthusiastic applause. He held up both hands and turned his head to one side, feigning embarrassment. It was clear he was enjoying every moment. The applause eventually died down and the students got to their feet. Ingrid had to fight her way to the front against the tide of chattering young men and women, taking care to skirt around the gesticulating arms as she went. She reached the lectern as Younger packed the last of his notes into a battered leather satchel. He glanced up, frowned at her for a beat, then smiled. He looked more youthful without his beard. But his eyes were still bloodshot, his forehead still criss-crossed with deep lines. Something was keeping him up at night.

“Agent Skyberg. I do hope you’ve come to see me in happier circumstances than your previous visit.” He drew down the corners of his mouth.

“Do you have a moment?”

“Ten whole minutes before my next… performance.” His shoulders slumped. “I do sometimes feel like a vaudeville entertainer. But it’s just the sort of thing that keeps the students interested. Stops them switching courses. Got to keep the faculty full of fee payers.”

Ingrid pointed to the first row of seats. “Shall we sit down?” Her aching ribs were affecting her energy levels more than she’d expected. The thought of taking the weight off her feet was very appealing.

“If the sun is still shining outside, I think we should take full advantage of it. Don’t you?” Younger said and headed toward the exit.

Outside, the professor dropped onto the verdant lawned quadrangle, his long legs splaying out in front of him. Ingrid slowly lowered herself to the ground, her ribs screaming in protest every inch of the way.

“Are you all right?”

She forced a pinched smile. “Perfectly.” She blinked, conscious her eyes were prickling, eager not to let them water. “That was quite some performance,” she said, attempting a wider smile.

“Oh it was no more than a cheap end-of-pier hypnotist’s trick, believe me.”

“No—I meant what you did yesterday.” Ingrid pointed to the roof of the tall administration building. “Quite a feat of strength, and fast thinking.”

“I did what anyone would have done in the circumstances. Just a question of being in the right place at the right time.”

“Is the girl a student of yours?”

“Emily? No—she’s a medic. Such a terrible business.”

“Where is she now?”

“Gone home to her parents, I believe. Best place for her. It’s strange how badly end of year exams can affect some students.” He picked a stalk of grass from the knee of his pants. “Is that what you wanted to speak to me about? I’m afraid you’ve had a wasted trip. I don’t even know the poor girl.”

Ingrid shifted her weight so that her spine straightened, putting less strain on her bruised ribs. It was all she could do to stop herself yelping like a kicked mongrel. “I’m actually here to speak to you about another student of yours.”

“Really?” He frowned at her. “Who might that be?”

Ingrid stared into his face, not wanting to miss the merest flicker of emotion. “Timo Klaason.”

There it was—a definite tightening around the eyes.

“Timo?” He scratched his head. “It’s certainly not ringing any bells. You’d think it would—an unusual name like that.” He screwed up his eyes. “Are you sure he’s one of my students?”

“I just checked with the registrar’s office.”

“I hate to be disloyal, but they do operate on a skeleton staff over there. It wouldn’t be the first time they’ve made a mistake. It’s not their fault—budget cuts, I’m afraid. It’s a constant battle ring-fencing the money to cover one’s own members of staff. There were swingeing cuts in the psychology faculty only last year. I only managed to hang on by my fingernails.”

“The staff were very thorough. They showed me the paperwork.”

“Ah. Well… I shall have to put on my thinking cap. Clarkeson, you say?”

“Klaason. He’s Dutch. I’m supposing you don’t have too many Dutch students here.”

“We have quite a mixed bunch, actually. Budgets again, of course. Overseas students are our bread and butter.” He pursed his lips and patted an index finger against his chin. Another performance, Ingrid suspected. “Timo… hmmm. What did he look like? So many students pass through this place.”

Ingrid pulled a print-out the registrar’s office had given her from her bag, a blurry black and white version of Klaason’s passport picture. Younger took it and squinted at the image.

“Maybe,” he said, eventually. “He’s not in the faculty now, I’d definitely remember him otherwise.”

“He left just before the spring break.”

He nodded and handed the sheet back. “Well there you are.”

“Can you tell me anything about him? What kind of student he was? How he got along with his classmates? Who he hung around with?”

Younger shrugged. “I know he can’t have excelled academically. Or indeed been struggling terribly. In either case he would have come to my attention.”

“You’re absolutely sure?”

Younger got to his feet. “One hundred per cent. Look, I’m really sorry I can’t shed any light.” He held out his hand. “Would you like some help getting up?”

Ingrid ignored his hand and did her best to stand without grimacing.

“My audience awaits. Another two hours of spinning plates and fire-eating. Please excuse me.” He smiled at her then strolled toward the lecture theater. A moment later he stopped and turned back. “If you happen to… I mean…” He puffed out a breath. “If you see Lauren’s parents, would you tell them all of us here at Loriners—staff and students alike—miss her terribly. She’s a great loss to the field. She really might have made a difference.” Another long exhalation and he turned away.

Ingrid watched his loping gait until he disappeared inside the building. She wasn’t sure what to make of him. She had managed to unearth only a little more about him than Angela Tate had. The man seemed to have led a completely blameless existence. He didn’t even have a record for weed possession when he was at college himself. Or a speeding violation in the twenty or so years since. He was squeaky clean. Too damn clean for comfort.

“Hello!”

The sudden loud voice in her ear made Ingrid jump. She stepped back and found herself staring into the eager face of the medical student she’d met on Tuesday morning.

“So you must be seriously considering coming here to study then?”

Ingrid quickly tucked her visitor’s badge into her jacket.

“Second visit in four days. That’s keen. You got over the whole ‘serial killer’ thing?”

“I haven’t made a final decision yet.”

“Good job you weren’t here yesterday. That would’ve put you right off.”

Ingrid was relieved he hadn’t spotted her on campus the day before. “Why?” she said innocently, “what happened?”

“We nearly had another jumper splatted across the square.” He shook his head. “I thought Emily would have more sense than to get herself mixed up in all that crap.”

“Emily?” Ingrid started to walk away from the lecture theater building, concerned Younger may come back out and blow her cover.

Mohammed fell into step with her as they walked toward the main gate. “The girl who nearly jumped.”

“You know her?”

He nodded. “She’s in my year. Studying medicine, like me.”

“What ‘crap’ is she mixed up in?”

“If I tell you, you might decide not to come here.”

“Oh come on, you can’t tell me just half a story.”

He wrinkled his nose. “I don’t know… like I said before—you improve the scenery round here, innit?”

“What if I promise you right now that anything you tell me won’t affect my decision one way or the other?”

“OK. You promise, yeah?”

“Cross my heart.”

Mohammed stared at her finger as she dragged it across her chest.

“Emily was a volunteer. You know—I was telling you about the experiments when I spoke to you before. She was a guinea pig in the psycho department. I reckon whatever twisted shit they did to her must have pushed her over the edge.”

“You think the research program had something to do with what happened yesterday?”

“Emily’s sound. Not my type, like.” He smiled slyly at Ingrid. “But she’s a good sort, you know? Maybe too good. Maybe that’s why she agreed to take part in the research program—she was too nice to say no.”

Ingrid frowned at him.

“What I’m trying to say… Emily’s solid. Smart. Sensible. She wouldn’t try to throw herself out of a window without someone or something influencing her.”

“Someone?”

Mohammed shrugged. “There’s a bunch of them running the experiments.”

“You’re sure about Emily’s involvement in the research?” she said.

Mohammed nodded vigorously. “I told you it was twisted.”
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Madison Faber yanked hard on the black Labrador’s leash and the dog immediately stopped pulling.

Ingrid gingerly bent down and squeezed the dogs ears and rubbed its chest. “You’re quite the disciplinarian,” she told Faber and carefully straightened up again.

“You have to be firm with him, or he’ll take advantage. I needed to get out of the apartment. Mom’s college friend is driving me crazy. Fussing over me, wanting to talk about anything that happens to pop into her head. Walking the dog gave me the perfect excuse to get away from her. Though I’m actually quite allergic to his fur.” She gave a little sniff as if to prove it.

Ingrid had been wondering how Faber had managed to resist petting such a cute canine specimen. “But you feel safer now you’ve moved out of your apartment?”

“A little, I guess.”

“Good—I’m very pleased to hear that. And your mom’s friend is happy to let you stay for as long as you want to?”

“She is. If I don’t wring her neck first.”

Ingrid smiled. She really was relieved to see Faber had calmed down since their previous meeting. “Thanks for agreeing to see me at such short notice.”

“No one followed you here?”

“Followed me?” Maybe Ingrid had judged the young woman’s improved state of mind too quickly. Maybe she was just as paranoid as she had been the day before. “Don’t worry about it—I’m trained to spot a tail.” She gave Faber a tentative smile.

“You’re not taking me seriously are you?” Faber started marching up the steep hill. The same one Ingrid had run up the day before. Right now she was barely able to match Faber’s pace. Each step felt like a minor triumph.

“What did you want to see me about? Have you spoken to Klaason?” Faber pulled the dog away from a French poodle he’d taken a shine to.

“Not yet. I’m having some… issues tracking him down. I was hoping you could tell me a little more about him.”

Faber inhaled sharply but didn’t break her stride. “There’s nothing to tell. Like I said before, I don’t really know him. Not personally.” Her voice sounded strained. She quickened her pace, the dog trotting along obediently beside her, then she pulled up suddenly and did a three-sixty degree turn, scanning the horizon in all directions. “You’re sure no one knows you’re meeting me here?”

“I’ve told you, there’s absolutely no danger of that. You’re quite safe.”

“You can’t guarantee that.”

Ingrid held onto the young woman’s arm. “I won’t let anyone hurt you.”

The dog barked once and buried its nose into Faber’s thigh.

“Hey, you got this guy looking out for you too.” Ingrid held Faber’s gaze.

Faber pulled away and started the descent down the hill toward the swimming lakes. The dog’s tail started wagging in anticipation. “No!” Faber told him. “No swimming for you.” She turned to Ingrid. “He got me drenched when I let him in the pond yesterday. Scared the shit out of the ducks too.”

“Do you know why Klaason left Loriners last semester?”

“Left?”

“Just before the spring break.”

“He hasn’t left.”

“He has. I spoke to the registrar’s office myself.”

Faber shuddered, despite the warm April sunshine. The dog barked again. A gaggle of schoolgirls, dressed in disheveled school uniform, pushed past them, teasing one another, shouting and giggling as they went. Faber tensed at the noise. When they were gone she bent her head close to Ingrid’s, as if she wanted to make sure their conversation wasn’t overheard. “The registrar’s office must have made a mistake. I’ve seen him around. Klaason is a psychology undergrad. And as far as I’ve been able to make out, he spends more time partying than studying. Yet he still manages to pass all his assignments. I think his work may be… chemically assisted.”

“He’s using as well as dealing?”

“I never said he was a drug dealer. I get the impression he’s more of an enabler. Though he did try to sell me some coke once at a party. He got really angry when I refused.”

“Do you know if he’s into anything else? Heroin? Methamphetamine?”

“I wouldn’t know.”

“You should tell the police what you do know about him.”

“Have you been listening to anything I’ve said? I shouldn’t even be talking to you about him.”

“If you think he had something to do with Lauren’s death, the police should be informed.”

“I never said that, not exactly. I just think that drugs were involved. And I think Klaason was Lauren’s supplier.”

“How well did she know him?”

“They were in the same research group.”

Ingrid pulled up, grabbing Faber’s arm. “Wait a minute. Professor Younger’s research group? Your research group right up until the spring break?”

Faber’s expression remained fixed.

“You were all in the same group together?”

“It’s a big group. Around thirty people or so.”

“I thought Klaason was an undergrad.”

“He is. But…” Faber’s right eye twitched as she surveyed the distant horizons again. “I don’t know if I should tell you this.”

“Haven’t we moved beyond that by now?”

“Klaason’s useful to the professor, so Younger lets him assist in the research. Klaason’s practically his right-hand man.”

“Younger knows him that well?” Ingrid was careful to keep the tone of her voice neutral.

Faber wriggled her arm free of Ingrid’s grasp. “I’ve just said, haven’t I?”

“Why didn’t you tell me you were part of Lauren’s research group before? Working with Younger.”

“I’m sure I did. I definitely told you I don’t agree with his methods, and that was why I left his group.”

“Do you have any idea where I can find Klaason?”

“I’d have thought the FBI would be able to find out that sort of thing without my help.”

“The address we had for him didn’t work out.”

“I think he moves around a lot. Couch surfing, you know? I can give you one or two addresses. Friends of friends of his. But you didn’t get them from me—is that clear?”
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After a fruitless night keeping vigil outside one of the addresses Madison Faber had given her, Ingrid was not in the best shape to handle an early morning meeting with Louden and the Shelbournes. Two double espressos and a couple Tylenol weren’t enough to deal with the pain in her side and the intense fatigue she could feel fogging her head like a thick wad of cotton.

On the way to her desk she spotted at least a dozen CIA field officers and their superiors huddled in groups of twos and threes. There were faces she didn’t recognize. They lowered their voices or stopped conversations all together as she approached. It was as if someone had called a crisis meeting at the embassy and hadn’t bothered to mention it to her. Sol was waiting for her outside Louden’s office when Ingrid arrived, pacing up and down, his face grave.

“Hey—I thought Saturdays were sacrosanct for you. What’re you doing here?” Ingrid’s smile wasn’t returned. “Come on, Sol. Don’t kid me around. What’s the matter with you?” She lowered her voice. “And what the hell is going on around here? Imminent invasion? I’ve never seen so many spooks in suits outside of Langley.”

Sol started gnawing his bottom lip.

“You’re scaring me now. What is going on?”

“Nothing that concerns you. Just some high level CIA stuff. I don’t know the details myself.”

Come on Sol, give me a break.

“Should I be buying canned goods and a year’s supply of batteries?”

“I’m sure there’s no need for that.” He smiled and patted her on the arm.

“That’s the best you can do?”

“They don’t tell me half the stuff that goes on around here.” He shoved his arms behind his back. “We need you to hang around after this meeting. Hope you don’t have anything planned.”

“We?”

“The deputy chief has asked for a debrief.”

“Since when have I needed anyone to hold my hand?”

Sol shrugged. “She asks for me to be here, who am I to argue?”

“Should I be worried?” She gestured toward Louden’s door.

“It’s nothing, I’m sure.”

Then why do you look like a condemned man? “Nothing… you’re sure about that?”

“Don’t take any notice of me—I haven’t had a smoke all morning.”

He smelled like he’d just stepped out of a gentlemen’s club. Why was he lying to her? “Have the Shelbournes arrived?” Ingrid was conscious she needed to change the subject, knowing it was pointless to press him any further.

“They’re on their way up from the parking lot.”

“I’ll go meet them at the elevator.” Despite her injuries and lack of sleep, she was now too wired to stay still.

The elevator doors opened just as she arrived. She set her face in what she hoped was compassionate understanding, doing her best not to tilt her head to one side. As Lauren Shelbourne’s parents stepped into the corridor they both acknowledged her with a nod, but didn’t look at one another. There was no supporting arm from Anthony Shelbourne for his wife to lean on today.

“If you could follow me?” Ingrid waited for Alex Shelbourne to exit the elevator before she set off.

“I need the bathroom,” Alex announced.

“It’s just along here.” Ingrid led the girl a short distance down the corridor. As she opened the restroom door, Alex brushed past her, pressing a small folded square of paper into her hand. Ingrid slipped it into her pocket, glancing uncertainly at the girl’s parents.

Alex emerged just a few moments later, her face glistening with moisture. “Just needed to freshen up,” she said in a voice loud enough for her mother and father to hear.

They reached Louden’s office and Ingrid held open the door. Alex Shelbourne looked at Ingrid as she passed.

“Mr and Mrs Shelbourne.” Deputy Chief Louden hurried across the room, her hand outstretched. “I’m so sorry we’re meeting under such sad circumstances. Won’t you take a seat?”

“Thank you for agreeing to meet with us on the weekend,” Lisa Shelbourne said, still studiously ignoring her husband.

“It’s the least I can do.”

For the next fifteen minutes, Louden painstakingly went through the police report with them, patiently answering the Shelbournes’ questions whenever they needed something clarified. Alex Shelbourne remained silent throughout, occasionally throwing Ingrid a look if she happened to glance in the girl’s direction. What was going through her head?

“Is there anything else you need to know? Any ground I haven’t covered?” Louden finally said as she closed the file on her desk.

“You’ve been very thorough,” Anthony Shelbourne assured her. “Thank you for taking the time to go through the report. The police offered to do it themselves, but I feel… more reassured hearing the details from you.”

Alex shifted in her seat, cleared her throat, then said, “Is it possible they’ve made a mistake?”

Immediately her parents turned in their seats and glowered at her. Louden did no more than raise her perfectly threaded eyebrows.

“Alex?” her mother said, “where has that come from?”

“I’m just saying…” She leaned forward in her seat, ignoring both her parents and Ingrid, and leveled her gaze at the deputy chief. “Do you trust that the local cops know what they’re doing?”

“I can understand your feelings, I can really,” Louden said in a voice so gentle Ingrid couldn’t quite believe the words were coming out of her mouth. “You want to know nothing has been overlooked, no piece of evidence, however small, has been missed. Rest assured, here at the embassy we all want that just as much as you and your parents.” She smiled an ingratiating smile. “The Metropolitan Police Service is one of the best in the world. I have every confidence in their competence.” She patted the file to reinforce her point. “But even though all of that is true, we take our responsibilities toward US citizens living in this country very seriously. Which is why we have our own officer on the ground to carry out an independent investigation.” She turned to Ingrid. “Agent Skyberg—were your findings any different to those of the police?”

Ingrid hadn’t prepared for such a direct question. She remembered the note Alex had slipped her. What did the girl know? Was she about to drop a bombshell? She glanced at Sol, who was pulling his gravest face, his eyes urging her not to let him down. Not to contradict the deputy chief. Louden steepled her hands and leaned her chin on the tips of her fingers. The Shelbournes were all leaning forward in their seats expectantly. The room was painfully silent.

“I have full confidence in the Met,” Ingrid managed. “They would have left no stone unturned.” Her stomach muscles tightened. She watched as Mr and Mrs Shelbourne slumped back in their chairs, relieved. Everyone seemed to exhale at once.

Everyone except Alex Shelbourne.

Ingrid felt bad about giving such a resounding endorsement of the police investigation when she hadn’t finished her own digging. But what else could she have said in the circumstances? The concrete evidence she’d been searching for was proving to be as elusive as Timo Klaason himself. She suddenly remembered Alex Shelbourne’s previous threat of bringing in an independent investigator and prayed the girl wasn’t about to suggest it again here.

“Thank you, Ingrid.” Louden nodded at her. Then turned back to the Shelbournes and started to walk them through the repatriation process. Ingrid tuned her out. As things stood, all she had that might contradict the police findings were Madison Faber’s claims. She needed to track Timo Klaason down to have any hope of confirming them.

“Agent?” Louden was looking at her again. What had she missed? “Do you think seventy-two hours is a fair estimation? If we do everything we can to expedite matters?” Louden asked.

After a beat Sol came to her rescue. “We will do everything we can to make the process as swift and as smooth as possible. I’m hopeful you’ll be able to return home with… everything in order in three days.”

“Thank you, Sol.” Louden took a moment to glare in Ingrid’s direction.

“If that’s it…” Anthony Shelbourne got to his feet and stuck a hand out toward Sol. He shook it firmly, encasing Sol’s hand in both of his. Then he extended the gesture to Louden. “We really do appreciate everything you’ve done.”

Sol showed the Shelbournes out of the room and back into the hallway where their driver was waiting for them. Alex Shelbourne lingered at the door and threw Ingrid a disappointed look. Ingrid waited until Sol had closed the door before speaking.

“Seventy-two hours?” she said. “Isn’t that a little rushed?”

“Don’t you think the family has been through enough already? It’s the least we can do,” Louden said.

“But that’s not enough time for me to complete my investigation.”

Louden narrowed her eyes and stared at Sol. “I was under the impression it was complete. All we’re waiting for now is the coroner’s final verdict of accidental death.”

“There are a number of… wrinkles I’d still like to iron out.”

“Close this down now. I won’t have any more resources wasted on it. You have other priorities,” Louden said. “Your part in this investigation is now over.”

“The deputy chief’s right, Ingrid. You know it as well as I do.”

I thought you were in my corner, dammit.

“Speaking of those priorities,” Louden said, “what progress have you made in the Brewster case? Any closer to that laptop?”

Ingrid took a moment before answering, unsure she could trust her voice not to betray the anger bubbling up inside. “I have a meeting later today.” It was a weak lie, if interrogated further she’d have nothing to reinforce it.

“With whom?” The words shot out of Louden’s mouth with the force of a bullet.

Ingrid deliberately avoided Sol’s gaze. “Another escort agency. I’m hopeful it’s the lead I’ve been waiting for.”

“Good… good.”

“However, I still think level four clearance would speed things up for me.” Ingrid felt obliged to ask again, even though she could guess Louden’s response in advance.

“Request denied.” Louden laid her hands on the desk.

“What level security clearance did my predecessor have?”

“What relevance does—?”

“I was just wondering if Dennis Mulroony was forced to operate with one hand tied behind his back too.”

Sol tensed. There was a definite exchange of glances between him and the deputy chief. Why did the mention of her predecessor’s name always seem to have that effect? Ingrid knew right away she’d overstepped the line. She pressed her lips together in an attempt to prevent anything else slipping out, when all the while she wanted to scream at them both. Sol half turned toward Louden, his body language making his allegiances quite clear.

Ingrid was on her own.

“Special Agent Mulroony’s performance has no bearing on your work at the embassy,” Louden said, barely masking her irritation. “I suggest you drop the subject. And concentrate on your current assignment. I want an update on your meeting at the escort agency before six this evening. That’s all for the time being.”

That was it: she’d been officially dismissed. Ingrid got to her feet and waited for Sol to do the same.

“You go right ahead. We’ll catch up later,” Sol said, suddenly unable to make eye contact.

As Ingrid closed the door and stood in the empty hallway outside, she felt suddenly like some sort of rogue agent, out on a limb, in the cold. Unable to even count on Sol to be in her corner. Why were they being so cagey about Mulroony? Didn’t Sol know her well enough to realize concealing information would only make her want to know more? One thing was sure—after his performance in the meeting she could pretty much assume Sol would back Louden ahead of her in any future contest. Maybe it was time she turned to someone else for help. There were two people she knew she could still count on. Hopefully they’d be able to give her the information she needed.

She hurried to the elevator, her ribs still screaming. When the metal doors slid shut she exhaled very slowly and shoved her balled fists into the pockets of her pants. She felt the folded piece of paper Alex Shelbourne had given her and quickly retrieved it. The message was short and to the point:




There’s something you should know about Lauren
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Stabbing a finger on the ‘B’ button inside the elevator, Ingrid willed the metal doors to close. But by the time she reached the parking lot in the basement, there was no sign of the Shelbournes’ car. She considered racing to the exit at street level, but the car was probably long gone. She had no means of contacting Alex Shelbourne short of turning up at the hotel. Not something she could easily explain to Lisa and Anthony Shelbourne, given they’d just been told her investigation was pretty much complete.

She returned to her desk to pick up her purse, then headed for the main gate. She knew what she had to do next to discover whether there was any truth to Madison Faber’s allegations. But right now, after being so comprehensively snubbed by Sol Franklin, she felt an urgent need to touch base with the two contacts who might be able to help her find out what the hell had been going on with Mulroony before he left the embassy.

She hurried toward Oxford Street, the main shopping street in central London, just a quarter mile north of the embassy. It didn’t take her long to find a store selling throwaway burner cell phones. She withdrew some cash at a nearby ATM and purchased two new cells. Five minutes later she was punching in the number of a man she had hoped never to speak to again. Five minutes after that she had arranged to meet him. Using the other fresh burner cell she called her second contact and put in a request for any information he could give her about Mulroony. After noisily sucking his teeth and practically making her beg, Mike Stiller promised to get back to her just as soon as he could. By the time she’d hung up, Ingrid was starting to feel a little more in control. There was nothing more she could do about Mulroony for the time being, so she mapped out her next move in the Shelbourne case.

Looking up the address on the way, she headed for the nearest car hire company. Now that the deputy chief had told her the Shelbourne investigation was closed, there was no way she could use an embassy vehicle to stake out another of the addresses Faber had given her for Timo Klaason.

An hour later she was sitting in a dinky little Chevy Spark parked up in a street in Deptford, not far from the warehouse she’d visited two nights before. Feeling decidedly conspicuous in a quiet residential street, she wriggled further down in the driver’s seat, and ignored the buzz of her phone—Sol had already called three times. She was feeling more and more like a “rogue agent” with each moment that passed. It wasn’t a feeling she planned on getting used to. Playing by the book was as natural to her as putting on a bullet-resistant vest or strapping her gun into its holster. She knew as well as any other agent that questioning authority damaged morale and could put fellow operatives in danger. The rules were there because they worked. Just sitting in the car like this, with nothing to do except relive the meeting with Louden and Sol, Ingrid had been trying to justify her decision to willfully disobey a direct order. She’d been mulling things over for the last hour and still hadn’t managed to come up with a good reason. She supposed she just wasn’t ready to walk away from the case yet. She’d promised Madison Faber she’d do everything she could to uncover the truth and so far every lead she’d followed seemed to lead her back to Loriners, the psychology department and Professor Younger. She pulled Alex Shelbourne’s note from her pocket. The girl was reaching out to her with information about her sister. Ingrid couldn’t just ignore it. She had to work out a way of contacting the girl discreetly. She shoved the note back into a pocket and tried to get a little more comfortable in the budget car rental. She stared at the house across the street. Maybe Timo Klaason had nothing to do with Lauren Shelbourne’s death. But until she knew for sure, there was no way Ingrid could close the case. Predictably, her mind flashed back to another girl, another time.

Not now.

She focused her attention on the blue door of the two-story house. The drapes were drawn at all the windows, even though it was well after noon. She was hopeful Klaason was yet to crawl out of his bed. Assuming of course he was even inside. She shook another couple painkillers from the bottle and swallowed them dry.

Two hours later, as the effect of the pills was beginning to wear off, she considered getting out of the car to stretch her legs. She had just popped the door lock when she noticed a fluttering of the drapes in the downstairs window across the street. She sat very still and held her breath. There was no further activity for another five minutes, then finally her patience was rewarded. The blue door opened and a tall, slim white man, early to mid-twenties closed it behind him and stood for a moment on the low stoop. Ingrid slipped further down in her seat. The man placed a pair of headphones on his shaved head, fiddled for a moment with his iPhone, then set off at speed, striding out of the front yard and down the street, heading north toward a network of equally respectable residential streets.

Ingrid quickly checked the passport-sized portrait of Klaason she had on her phone. This had to be him. It was just possible he was the man from the warehouse who’d played football with her ribs. She eased herself gently out of the car, doing her best to ignore the insistent ache in her side. By the time she’d locked the door, Klaason was already nearing the end of the street. She forced herself to jog, each jarring step sending a shockwave of pain through her body. She reached the corner and spotted him heading west. Then he stopped abruptly and started patting his pockets. He must have forgotten something.

Crap.

Ingrid looked around for some place to hide, but short of launching herself over a wall into somebody’s front yard, she had few options. If a suspect spotted a tail this early in a surveillance operation, it was pretty much game over. She tensed, waiting for Klaason to turn around and look straight at her. She jammed her cell phone to her ear and angled her body away from him, keeping her head half-turned in his direction. A moment later she saw him retrieve a small packet from the rear pocket of his pants. He lit up a cigarette. Ingrid exhaled. He was on the move again, stretching his long legs, forcing her to trot along behind in order to keep up.

A half mile later, he turned into a wide street. It was lined on one side with commercial buildings. Not as old as the ones she’d seen two nights ago, built in the last century rather than the one before, but just as dilapidated. As she followed him down the street, maintaining a healthy distance of forty or so feet, she noticed a health food wholesalers, a vehicle repair shop and a clothing recycling business on the other side of the street. Only the clothing operation seemed to be open on a Saturday afternoon. Ingrid watched as a large truck pulled through a set of metal gates. The gates clanged shut behind it.

Klaason had stopped at the door of the building just beyond the clothing business, then spent a moment patting his pockets. He located what he was looking for, then proceeded to unlock the door. Ingrid crept closer, hiding behind a truck as she stopped directly opposite the door, on the other side of the street. The door opened wide and Klaason stepped inside. Ingrid raced across the street, toward the closing door, just managing to shove a foot between it and the frame before it shut. She got her breath back, trying to ignore the nagging pain in her side, then ventured inside the building.
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At the end of a long corridor, Ingrid saw Klaason turn right. She quietly traced his steps, reaching the corner just as the doors of an old-fashioned, industrial-style elevator cage clanged shut. The elevator ascended, and she watched the numbers above the door light up one after the other, finally stopping when it reached number ‘7’.

Locating the stairs, Ingrid made her way up the narrow flights as quickly as she could, stopping on each landing to draw down painful deep breaths. When she reached the top she pulled open the heavy spring-loaded door leading onto the corridor beyond and shoved her head through the gap. The elevator was at the other end. Between her and it she counted a half dozen doorways, three on each side. From her position she couldn’t see the doors themselves—they lay in shadowy recesses set back from the hallway. She listened for a moment, heard nothing beyond the low hum of the fluorescent strip lights high above her head, and moved out into the corridor. The first door she came to on her left was padlocked shut with three solid steel locks. She moved on and checked the opposite door, again it was padlocked on the outside. More businesses that didn’t open on the weekend. She ventured slowly down the corridor—the next door had to be at least twenty feet away. She froze at the sound of distant voices. The elevator door slid nosily across its rail. Ingrid was in no-man’s land between doorways. She retreated, running backward, keeping her eyes on the elevator. A man stepped out, his head turned away from her. He laughed, throwing back his head. He was wearing a purple and green polo shirt and combat pants tucked into black boots.

Ingrid’s heart thumped hard against her ribs.

Another man pushed past the first one, knocking a hand against his shoulder.

“Later. There’s plenty of time for that,” the second man said.

She pressed herself against a wall and slid sideways, sure the nearest doorway should have been closer than this. Both men turned in her direction just as she slipped into a recess. She listened.

“Did you see the look on his face?” one voice said.

“He’s all right. He knows what he’s doing.”

There was a loud bang, fist against wood. A door creaked open. She heard another voice, deeper than the first two, mumble something indistinct. Ingrid risked a glance into the corridor. Just in time to see the two men disappearing inside the door furthest on the left, nearest the elevator. It had to be where Klaason was. She waited for a minute or so before making her way gingerly down the hallway. She reached the door to discover no name plate or number, just the three symbols she’d seen before etched into the paintwork. She could hear voices on the other side of the door, but wasn’t able to pick out specific words. A light flickered in the corridor, a warmer glow than the fluorescent glare. She looked up to see narrow windows set high into the wall, just below the ceiling. Klaason or his new visitors must have switched on more lights inside the room. She stared at the high windows, knowing the only way to get a glimpse inside the room would be through one of them. She stepped back to inspect the wall. It was rendered in smooth concrete. A few feet from where she was standing she spotted a metal pipe running from floor to ceiling. The pipe was three inches in diameter. It was attached to the wall with metal brackets, brackets large enough to use as climbing toeholds. The big question was whether the pipe was strong enough to take her weight.

There was only one way to find out.

Ingrid stood with a foot either side of the pipe. She reached up and clamped her left hand around it, braced herself for the inevitable surge of pain in her ribs, and lifted her right leg so that the toe of her boot rested on the first bracket. She grabbed the pipe with her right hand and heaved, her left leg dangling beneath her as she went up.

The pipe was solid.

She repeated the process the other way, right hand grab, left foot against the next bracket. Again she hauled herself up. Took a breath. Listened. She heard the low mumble of voices in the room beyond. If anyone chose that moment to open the door she would be completely exposed with nowhere to go. She reached up with her left hand. As she raised her right foot she noticed the next bracket was attached to the wall with only one loose screw. The bracket was doing nothing to secure the pipe to the wall and would be useless to her as a toehold. The smallest amount of force would wrench it from its moorings and send the metal ring and screws, and quite possibly her, clattering to the ground. She reached up the wall with her right hand as far as she could, her fingertips finding the edge of the nearest window ledge. She tried to pull herself up, her hand grabbing tightly on the ledge, but the pain in her ribs was too great. She blew out an agonizing breath.

She needed to get a look inside the room. Maybe she could wait for Klaason and his two visitors to exit the premises. But she had no idea how many other people might be inside. She could quite easily walk straight into a situation she wouldn’t be able to escape from. She stuck a hand inside her pocket for her phone. If she reached high enough, she might just be able to get a photograph of the interior of the room. At least then she’d have a better idea what she was dealing with. Hopefully there was enough light inside the room to get a detailed picture. She disabled the flash function and, holding the phone by its bottom edge, reached up her hand again. The pain in her side burned so hot it made her head buzz. She bit into her bottom lip. With some effort she managed to position the phone just beyond the window ledge. She squeezed the button on the side of the phone, but heard no reassuring shutter click.

Goddammit.

She reached up higher and squeezed again. This time a bright white flash reflected off the window pane.
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Ingrid dropped from her perch like a stone, landing hard, both ankles taking the full force of her weight, her knees bending a fraction too late to properly distribute the shock wave. Despite the pain, she gathered herself quickly and ran for the stairway, the shouting voices inside the room getting louder as the occupants approached the door.

Shit.

She flung open the door onto the stairwell and started to head downward. She heard voices echoing up the stairs. More of Klaason’s associates? She turned quickly and retraced her steps, bounding up the stairs, her head spinning from the pain in her ribs and ankles. She reached the next landing and dragged herself up another two flights until she was out of steps. She tried the door set into the wall opposite the stairs. The handle turned, but when she leaned her weight against it, it wouldn’t budge. On the lock side, where the door met the frame, she noticed the wood was swollen with damp.

She heard voices from below.

“It’s OK. There’s no other way out,” one said. It was a deep voice, foreign maybe. It had to be Klaason.

Ingrid leaned harder against the door, ignoring the searing pain in her ribs. The door started to move incrementally, just fractions of a inch. She ran at it, leading with her right shoulder. The door burst open, sending her flying out onto the roof. She landed awkwardly on all fours and managed to scramble to her feet. The roof was empty apart from another door on the opposite side, identical to the one she’d just come through, about forty yards away. There was nowhere else to go, so she headed for it as quickly as she could. The voices were louder now behind her. She pumped her arms, willing her legs to carry her faster. But she was wading through molasses. She threw a glance over her shoulder. Klaason was gaining on her. The pain in her side was making it impossible to breathe, she had to gasp for every breath. The door she was heading for opened. Two men, both wearing the signature polo shirts, appeared in the doorway. They started running toward her.

Please God, no.

She couldn’t go forward or back. She checked left and right. The rooftops of the neighboring buildings were a good fifteen feet away. Too far to jump. Especially in her condition. But what choice did she have? She swung left, her arms still pumping, the cell phone still gripped tight in her fist.

There was a low wall at the edge of the roof. She’d have to launch herself from it if she was going to stand a chance of cleanly clearing the sixty foot drop. Ordinarily she’d just hurl herself at a wall, grab whatever she could, and cling on tight as she hauled herself up. But her upper body was too damaged for that. She had to make it a clean jump straight onto the next rooftop. Anything less and she was finished.

Using all the reserves of strength she had, she lengthened her stride. The edge was coming up fast. She kept her head up, her gaze avoiding the gap she had to leap. A few feet away now, she gritted her teeth. Her right foot landed on the top of the wall, she threw out her arms, both legs now straight out in front, like a long jumper. Nothing beneath her but thin air. She swung both arms backward, hoping she had enough forward momentum to ensure her legs and hips and lower torso would make contact with the flat concrete roof.

Her feet hit first.

But her weight was falling backward all the while, away from safety, toward the drop. An agonizing moment later her buttocks struck concrete, followed quickly by her upper back and shoulders. With the force of the impact her cell phone flew right out of her hand. She watched helplessly as it somersaulted through the air.

“Get over there!” Klaason yelled.

Ingrid scrambled onto her side and turned her head toward him. Two of his companions were peering over the rooftop edge at the sheer drop. Ingrid tried to get to her feet, the pain in her hips and back forcing her back down. One of the polo-shirted men jogged back across the roof to the far side then turned. He started to run toward the edge, his speed nowhere near fast enough to carry him over. His friends shouted encouragement to him. Ingrid tried to get up again, and made it onto her hands and knees. She watched in horror as the man on the opposite building hurtled toward the edge of the roof.

“No!” she screamed, her voice thin and weak, getting lost on the wind.

He pulled up. Just a few feet from the drop, his arms swinging wildly in an attempt to stop his momentum carrying him any further forward. In slow motion, Ingrid saw him slide toward the low wall at the edge of the roof, his feet slamming into the bricks. He dropped backward.

Klaason shouted something in Dutch. He grabbed the prostrate man by the collar and hauled him to his feet. Then he shoved him toward the rooftop door, his companions following behind.

“Get over there!” he yelled.

Ingrid had to get moving. Little by little, she pulled herself vertical, her head spinning as soon as she was upright. She blinked, staggering for a moment. Then she remembered the phone. She scanned the roof for it, praying it hadn’t gone over the edge. She spotted its cover first. A moment later she located the phone. She limped toward it and scooped it up, shoving it in a pocket. There was no door on this roof, no obvious way down. She limped to the edge of the building, on the side that ran along the street, and peered over. A rusting metal fire escape zig-zagged down as far as the second floor. Klaason’s henchmen appeared on the sidewalk and ran toward her only obvious means of escape. One of them jumped up, trying hard to reach the lower rungs. Ingrid crossed to the opposite side of the roof. The rear of the building looked out onto a goods yard, a tall metal fence protecting it from the street beyond. But no way down. Except one.

Directly beneath her the truck she’d seen pulling into the recycled clothing business was parked next to a loading bay. The back of the truck was piled high with rags and old clothes. It was her only option. She climbed onto the low wall, tucked her elbows into her sides, laid her forearms across her chest and stepped off.

As she made contact with the clothes she rolled sideways, knees tucked up to her chest. Then she lay completely still, assessing the fresh damage. Nothing seemed to hurt more than it had before.

She pulled her cell from her pocket and located the picture she’d taken of Klaason’s premises. The image was blurry and dark. She stared at it until she could make sense of the strange shapes. She’d seen those shapes before. But not for years. Not since she was a rookie agent working out of a field office in Cleveland. It had been her first big bust: a methamphetamine factory.
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The crime scene investigators removed the last of the meth making equipment from Klaason’s makeshift laboratory: a large set of kitchen scales wrapped in a huge plastic evidence bag. Ingrid had been interviewed by the senior investigating officer from the London Crime Squad at length and had arranged to make a formal statement in the local station house on Monday morning. From what the SIO had told her, it seemed the squad was responsible for making most of the drug busts across the whole of London.

“My God, you look like you just crawled here from a war zone.”

Ingrid turned slowly to see Natasha McKittrick, burger in one hand, can of soda in the other, hurrying toward her.

“Jeez, what are you eating?” The aroma of the beef fat and burned onions had Ingrid’s stomach roiling. “It smells like yesterday’s garbage.”

“Thanks for that. If I’d known you were going to nag me about my eating habits I wouldn’t have agreed to come.” She took another bite. “I can never walk past a burger van without buying something.” She waved the offending meat sandwich under Ingrid’s nose. “Want a bite?”

“I’ll pass.”

McKittrick shrugged, took another bite and tossed what was left in a nearby trash can. She took a swig of soda. “It’s the only time I eat junk. Takes me back to my childhood.”

It did the same for Ingrid: a phase of her life she’d rather not remember.

McKittrick wiped her hands on a paper napkin. “So… what was so important you couldn’t just tell me about it over the phone?” She dabbed some ketchup from the corner of her mouth. Ingrid took a moment to study the off-duty detective. In the four months she’d known her, she’d only ever seen her this upbeat when she was drunk on tequila.

“Are you OK?” Ingrid inquired.

“You’re asking me that?” She took a step back and looked Ingrid up and down. “You need to get yourself down to the nearest A&E department.

“I’ll be fine.” She didn’t want to admit to McKittrick that she’d wanted her there for a little moral support. She felt like crap. “Mills told me you had some…” Ingrid lowered her voice. “Stuff going on. Something at work?”

“Oh did he?”

“He didn’t say what.”

“Good. The least said about all that, the better.” She watched as a CSI closed the doors of a nearby truck. “So this is what you do in your spare time? Some people go to the cinema on a Saturday afternoon—you know, settle down with a big box of popcorn and wile away a couple of hours. You auditioning for the part of a superhero?”

“You wanted to be updated if I discovered new evidence connected to the Shelbourne investigation, didn’t you?”

McKittrick looked at her blankly.

“That’s what Mills told me. Why else did you think I’d get you here on your day off?”

“I thought you wanted to see a friendly face, maybe a shoulder to lean on.”

Ingrid managed a smile. “It is good to see you. Thanks for coming.”

McKittrick blinked, her eyes swimming slightly. “S’all right. I wasn’t doing much anyway. She stared at the front of the building. “How is this drug bust connected to Lauren Shelbourne’s death?”

“It’s a little complicated.”

“You’ve got actual evidence for me? Real, hard, indisputable evidence?”

“Indisputable might take a while longer.”

“Nigel.” McKittrick nodded to the senior officer as he walked past them. “How’re the kids?”

“Pissed off their dad had to cancel the trip to the zoo. Again.”

“Don’t try to pretend you’re not thrilled with a haul like this.”

“Shame the perpetrators are long gone.” He threw a look at Ingrid—as if it were her fault the culprits had escaped.

Ingrid waited for him to disappear back into the building before continuing. “Timo Klaason, the man responsible for this… business enterprise was, or is, connected to Professor Younger’s research program at Loriners. Madison Faber is terrified of Klaason, and Lauren Shelbourne worked with him prior to her death. Surely I don’t need to remind you about the meth you found in her bloodstream?”

“You think he was her supplier?”

“That’s what Faber told me. But I think it goes deeper than that. There’s something else going on.”

“Maybe I should remind you that the cause of death wasn’t an overdose. The girl hit her head. Tragic accident. End of story.”

“I thought you weren’t happy with the findings.”

“Never said that.”

“But Mills told me—”

“I’m not happy being leaned on. Being told what I should be delivering and by when. That not only pisses me off, but it makes me suspicious. And if you could tell me that you’ve uncovered some actual evidence of foul play, then I’d be more than happy to reopen the investigation.”

“A meth lab isn’t evidence enough?”

“Don’t try to kid a kidder, Ingrid. You know as well as I do, all you’ve done here is expose a nasty little drug dealer. It has no bearing on Shelbourne’s death.”

“Look, I know it may sound unlikely, but what if it is connected? What if she hit her head because she was under the influence?”

“We’ll never know why she hit her head. As I just said—it was an unfortunate accident. No one made her take the drugs.”

“We don’t know that either. Madison Faber is convinced Lauren was killed.”

“You really have nothing new for me, do you? Just the word of an over-excitable psychology student with an overactive imagination.”

“I know she can seem a little highly strung, but I would never have found this place if not for Madison Faber. Even though she’s terrified of Klaason, she still gave me information to help track him down.”

“What do you really think of her?”

The question surprised Ingrid. She considered it for a moment. “I guess I feel a little sorry for her. She’s lost her friend and she wants to make sure we don’t miss anything. Isn’t that a perfectly reasonable thing to want?”

McKittrick shrugged. “I’m sorry, mate.” She rested a hand on Ingrid’s arm. “I really am. But I’d have to have a bloody good reason to suspect Lauren Shelbourne’s death was anything other than an accident. And this drugs thing isn’t it.”

Ingrid’s cell phone bleeped twice. She retrieved it from a pocket and scanned the text message. It was from Mills, suggesting they meet that afternoon. He had “discovered something” about their “American friend”.

“Anyone I know?” McKittrick asked.

“It’s personal.”

McKittrick raised her hands and took a step backward. “Sorry I asked.”

“Madison Faber was right about Klaason and his drug dealing,” Ingrid said, eager to get back on track. “Maybe we should give her the benefit of the doubt about Lauren too.”

“I thought she was smarter than that.”

“What?”

“If Faber’s so insistent about it, doesn’t she realize she could be putting herself back in the frame? She was covered in Shelbourne’s blood when we found her.”

“Surely that only serves to prove that we should maybe take her seriously? Why would she be so insistent we look into her friend’s death, if it could backfire on her?”

McKittrick shrugged again, her earlier ebullience had almost disappeared. “Well perhaps this Timo Klaason will shed some light, when we pick him up. But I wouldn’t hold your—” She was cut off by sudden shouting on the other side of the police cordon. “Oh Christ, not her.”

Running toward them, pursued by a uniformed policeman, was the reporter Angela Tate. “Just a brief statement,” Tate shouted. “Don’t the people of Lewisham have a right to know what’s happening on their streets?” She reached McKittrick and Ingrid just as the constable caught up with her. “Don’t even think about laying one of those fat-fingered paws on me.” She scrutinized McKittrick, a sudden sparkle in her eyes. “What are you doing here? Do we have a homicide to report as well as a drug bust?”

“How did you find out about this so quickly?” McKittrick asked her. “Does the Evening News have spies on every corner?”

Tate caught Ingrid’s eye. Ingrid tensed. She’d called the journalist right after dialing 999. She’d decided she needed to keep Tate on side, just in case she needed a favor later. With only three days before the Shelbournes were due to return home with their daughter’s body, Ingrid needed all the help she could get.

“Spies on every corner? Hardly. But keen-eyed members of the public with camera phones at the ready are happy to let us know what’s going on,” Tate said, still looking at Ingrid. “So—have you found a dead body in there?”

“Detective Inspector McKittrick isn’t here in a professional capacity,” Ingrid told her.

Tate raised her eyebrows. “What? Is this what you do at the weekend for kicks?”

“Something like that.” McKittrick pulled Ingrid to one side. “Anything new, let me know. Else my hands are tied.”

“Ma’am?” The uniformed police officer was still hovering nearby. He nodded toward Tate.

“Oh leave her be. Just don’t let her get inside the building.”

Ingrid and Tate watched McKittrick walk away. “What do you make of her?” Tate said, when the detective was out of earshot.

“What do you mean?”

“There’s something… not quite… I don’t know. Journalist’s nose. Something about her doesn’t smell right.”

“Can’t say I’ve noticed.” There was something, but Ingrid sure as hell wasn’t going to voice her concerns to a newspaper reporter. Especially not this one.

“What was that all about anyway?”

“Off the record?”

“If you insist.”

“I’m counting on you.”

“Scouts’ honor.” Tate made a show of crossing her heart with two fingers then holding them to her temple. Ingrid suspected the journalist knew nothing about either the Boy Scouts or their honor.

“Quid pro quo,” Ingrid said. “Before I tell you anything, what can you give me in return?”

“Nothing much at present. Although I am working on something that might bear fruit any day now.”

The clock was ticking. As far as Ingrid was concerned “any day now” was just too long to wait.
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For some reason she couldn’t quite explain, Ingrid still hadn’t returned the portrait of Marshall to her pocketbook. Each time she picked it up from the bureau in her hotel room, she found herself putting it straight back down again. As she sat in a coffee shop on Marylebone Road, just around the corner from both her hotel and Madame Tussaud’s—another London landmark she hadn’t yet managed to visit—she thought about giving her fiancé a quick call, just to check in with him. But before she’d even reached into her bag for her cell she thought better of it. An impromptu conversation with Marshall was likely to make her feel even more unsettled. He’d only ask her again about a date for the wedding. She stared down at her bare ring finger and pictured her engagement ring nestling beside her Glock 23 in the hotel room safe. She had some serious thinking to do. But not yet. She checked the time. Ralph Mills was late.

After a second espresso and two more painkillers, the aches and pains that seemed to be covering her whole body dialed down a notch or two. She felt almost human again. Fifteen minutes later than arranged, the door opened and the tall, slim figure of Ralph Mills rushed into the café.

“I’ve kept you waiting again. I’m so sorry.” Mills grabbed her shoulder. She winced and he pulled back his hand as if he’d been electrocuted. “What did I do?”

“I’m a little worse for wear. I’ll get over it.”

He pointed to the counter. “Can I get you anything?”

“Just sit down. I’m in a hurry.”

An expression of intense disappointment cast a shadow over his face. “Sure. Of course. Busy woman. Me too.” He frowned. “Busy, I mean. Not a woman. Obviously.”

Ingrid smiled at his discomfort. Which made him blush. And made her smile all the more. “I’ll have a black Americano,” she said, not sure if she’d agreed to a drink because she felt sorry for him or she actually needed some company.

“Right. Good.” He wandered over to the counter and Ingrid heard him charming the woman behind it with his schoolboy banter. He really was the polar opposite of Marshall. Who she must call. She shifted in her seat, sending a wave of pain from her hip to her shoulder. Maybe McKittrick had been right—maybe she should have made a visit to the hospital. It was possible she’d actually broken something this time. She closed her eyes for a moment, letting her stuttering breath fill her lungs, imagining it filling her whole body, easing the soreness, dissipating the pain.

Mills returned with a large cappuccino for himself and a small black coffee for her. He took a sip and was left with a mustache of froth.

“That’s the trouble with these things,” he said, producing a white handkerchief from a pocket and dabbing his mouth. “But I can’t resist. They’re milkshakes for adults, really. With an extra kick. Two shots in this one. I’ll be awake all night.”

“Coffee never keeps me up. Nothing does. As soon as my head hits that pillow…” She stopped herself. What was she doing making smalltalk?

He smiled at her and relaxed back in his chair.

“You had some information you wanted to share?” Ingrid prompted.

“Oh yes. Of course. The whole reason you’re here.”

“What did you find out about Greg Brewster?”

“He’s an arms dealer.”

“A what?”

“Honestly. All above board and everything. Works for a major arms manufacturer in Florida. I wrote the name of the company down somewhere…” He patted his pockets.

“It’s OK—that can wait. What else did you find out?”

“It seems his… entertainment preferences… I mean…” He pulled a face. “I really don’t know how to say this in the right way.”

“Don’t worry about it. I know about his taste in men.”

“Right—OK. Good. Well it turns out the company he keeps when he’s over here, isn’t the most… wholesome.”

“How’d you know that?”

“He’s been robbed before.”

Ingrid said nothing. She’d expected as much, by the casual way Brewster had reacted to the loss of his laptop.

“Less than twelve months ago he was over here for some big trade show— an arms trade show. Can you believe that? They actually have shows at conference centers where regular punters can just wander round looking at automatic machine guns and ground-to-air missiles.” He frowned, staring right into Ingrid’s face. The frown disappeared and his face softened. “Where was I?”

“Brewster was robbed last year.”

“Yes. His wallet. Cash, credit cards, everything. He reported it to the local borough force—the Belgravia uniforms dealt with it. I was a uniform there once. Seems like a million years ago now.” He stared out of the window.

“Ralph?”

“Mmmm?”

“You got distracted again.”

“Sorry. Anyway, one day he gets his wallet taken—mugged in St James’s Park two o’clock in the morning—the next day he’s withdrawn his statement. Said he was mistaken. The wallet wasn’t missing after all. My ex-colleague at Belgravia said he wasn’t that surprised, given the circumstances.”

“He was with a guy in the park?”

“That’s what he’d said originally. Then he said he’d been mistaken about that too.” He took a sip of coffee and managed to avoid a frothy upper lip this time. “You’d think he’d be more careful. I mean in this day and age, there’s no need to be skulking around public lavatories and parks after dark. There are apps for that kind of thing now. You can just tap something into your phone and Bob’s your uncle, or… whoever you want him to be.”

“You seem to know a lot about it.” Ingrid had decided to distract herself from the pain in her back by teasing him. He didn’t rise to the bait. Another way he was so very different to Marshall.

“Me? I’m an expert. Another ex-colleague of mine keeps me up-to-date on all that stuff.” He smiled to himself. “You should meet Cath—I think you’d like her.”

“Brewster thought he was being careful this time. He went to the trouble of using an escort agency.”

“But they’re not exactly… reputable, are they? They can’t afford to ask too many questions in their line of business.”

“Did your friend at Belgravia have anything else to say?”

“It wasn’t the incident itself that he thought was interesting, why it stuck in his mind so much. It was the way Brewster withdrew his statement. My mate said he seemed really twitchy when he saw him the second time. Anxious, like he was looking over his shoulder constantly. You’d think he would have been more anxious straight after being mugged by the strange bloke he’d picked up in the park. But apparently he was quite defiant about the incident just after it happened. Throwing his weight around. Not embarrassed in the slightest. He was a different man the second time my mate saw him. Meek as a lamb.”

“Did your friend have a theory why Brewster had changed his attitude so much?”

“No, he just thought it was strange. What do you make of it?”

“Not sure. Did you have any luck tracking down information about the escort?”

“Didn’t really have much to go on. False name. False address. Throwaway phone.”

It had been a long shot asking Mills for help, but she was still disappointed he’d come up with so little. “Talking about phones… did you ever find Lauren Shelbourne’s cell phone and laptop? They weren’t in the apartment or at Loriners.”

“No—we’ve not managed to track them down. We’ve looked at the phone company records. Her phone hasn’t been switched on since she died. We’re still monitoring it.” Mills drained his cup and sat quietly for a moment. “The thing I mentioned before, about our meeting being mutually beneficial?”

Ingrid shifted in her seat. What was he going to suggest? She thought of Marshall and wondered if she should mention her fiancé to Mills.

Mills swallowed noisily. “I’d be really grateful if you could do me a favor.”

“Name it.” She braced herself.

“I’m worried about the boss.”

“Natasha?”

“She’s going through a tough time at the moment. She’s not been in London that long. I’m not sure how much support she has in this part of the country. She worked out west before—Bristol. I’m doing my best to keep an eye out for her, but I think she might need a mate, you know? Someone to confide in.”

“You think she’d confide in me?”

“I know she respects you. That goes a long way, doesn’t it?”

“I just saw her. She told me she was fine. She didn’t seem to be in much of a confessional mood.”

“There’s a lot of stuff going on at work at the moment.”

“You told me that before. What kind of stuff?”

“I can’t say what.” He pushed away his cup. “Maybe you could go out with her? Let her know she can speak freely to you.”

“I could try. But Natasha seems pretty self-sufficient to me. Supremely in control, in fact.” She wondered if McKittrick thought exactly the same thing about her. Maybe they should to go out and sink a few tequilas.

“You’d be surprised. She puts on a good front.”

Ingrid’s phone started to buzz. She glanced at the screen. “I really have to take this.”

“Sure. I’ll get us another drink.”

Ingrid turned away to answer the call. “Madison. How are you?”

“I have to see you. Now. I’m at my apartment.” She hung up.
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Ingrid slammed the taxi door. She froze as she turned from the cab toward Madison Faber’s building. Painted across the front door in wide brushstrokes were the words faber = whore. The bright yellow paint had dripped messily down the door and onto the step.

Ingrid looked up and saw a twitch in the wooden window shade at the second floor window. Then glimpsed Faber’s face at the glass. A moment later the face disappeared and the buzzer sounded on the door. Ingrid hurried up the steps, doing her best to ignore the grinding pain in her side and back.

Inside Faber was waiting for her at the top of the flight of stairs within her apartment.

“What took you so long? I’ve been going out of my mind.”

“I came straightaway.”

“You’ve seen what they’ve done to the door?”

“Did you call the police?”

Faber marched into living room and Ingrid followed.

“Sit down, Madison. Big, slow breaths.”

“Don’t patronize me!”

“Did you call the police?”

“I can’t speak to them—it’s too risky. I shouldn’t even be talking to you. I’ve got to get out of here. I hung around because I need to show you something.” She stopped abruptly and studied Ingrid’s face. “What happened to your cheek?”

Ingrid lifted a hand to her face, lightly tracing her bruised cheekbone with her fingertips, supposing the make-up she’d applied before the meeting with Mills had worn off. “It’s nothing.”

Faber started pacing the room. “I should never have told you about Klaason. My God. What if I’d been here when he did that to the door?” She shivered. “Jesus, I have to get out of here.”

Ingrid held up her hands, only just managing to stop herself telling Faber to calm down. “Why did you come back?”

“I needed some fresh clothes.”

“And the door onto the street was already vandalized when you arrived?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know when it might have happened?”

“The woman downstairs told me it wasn’t there last night when she came in around eleven. Do you know she asked me what I was going to do about it? As if it were my fault. My mess to clear up.” She started shaking her head and biting her lip. “Stupid bitch.”

“And you think Klaason is responsible?”

“Who else would do that? Why did I ever mention him to you?” She was squeezing her hands together, the knuckle bones looking as if they might come straight through the delicate skin. Her fingers looked raw, as if she’d been scrubbing them obsessively. Ingrid wondered whether she should speak to the family friend Faber was staying with and arrange for the girl to visit a doctor.

“There is no way Timo Klaason can know you’ve spoken to me,” Ingrid said.

“I tell you where you might be able to find him and less than twenty-four hours later that message gets painted on my door. That’s one hell of a coincidence, wouldn’t you say?”

Ingrid sat down on the edge of the couch in an attempt to encourage Faber to do the same.

“Tell me you’ve found him,” Faber said.

“Klaason hasn’t been apprehended yet.”

“I’ve got to leave.”

“But I’m confident the police will track him down soon.”

“I told you not to go to the police!” Faber flung her arms in the air. “Jesus.”

“I didn’t have much choice in the matter. I discovered his laboratory.”

“His what?”

“He was manufacturing methamphetamine.”

“Manufacturing? Jesus—I had no idea. He has a meth lab? No wonder he’s so fucking angry with me. I really need to get out of here.”

“I can come with you to Hampstead. You’re still staying with your mom’s friend?”

“There’s nowhere else for me to go.” A sob escaped from her mouth. “I thought you were going to help me. I just wanted some justice for Lauren and all I’ve done is make myself even more vulnerable. I’ve put myself at greater risk and for what?” She looked at Ingrid, an accusing glint in her eye. “The police have no intention of reopening their investigation. Why haven’t you convinced them?”

“How do you know I haven’t?”

“I know Lauren’s parents are taking her body home in three days.”

Where was she getting her information?

“When were you going to share that particular piece of information with me?” Faber said. “After she’d arrived back on American soil?”

“Who told you about—”

“I went to see her parents.”

“What? How did you even know where to find them?” She remembered the note Alex Shelbourne had passed her. She still hadn’t managed to follow it up.

“It wasn’t that much of a challenge. I called every five-star hotel in central London until I got lucky.”

“What did you say to them?”

“What did I say? My God I wanted to scream at them to open their eyes. They’ve just accepted everything the police—and the US embassy—have been feeding them.” Spittle had collected at the corners of her mouth. She dabbed it with the back of a hand. “Poor bastards.”

“So what did you tell them?”

Faber’s nose twitched. She looked as if she might start to cry. “What could I say? Anyone could see they were hurting too much for me to tell them that their daughter was murdered.”

“But we still don’t have any actual proof of that.” She laid her hand gently on Faber’s arm. “There must be something more you can tell me about Klaason and his connection to Lauren.”

Faber stared wide-eyed at Ingrid’s hand.

“The police are searching for him. He can’t hurt you. I won’t let that happen.”

“It’s not only Klaason I have to worry about. It’s bigger than that. Come with me—I need to show you something.” She pulled her arm away and walked slowly out of the room. Ingrid followed her into the hallway and into Lauren’s old room. The window was wide open, a light voile drape billowed in the breeze. Beneath the window was a black trash sack. Faber saw Ingrid looking at it.

“A few of Lauren’s clothes. She left them behind when she moved out. I thought I’d give them to her mother. I don’t know how much of Lauren’s things the police have given to her parents.” She picked up a ragged sheet of paper from the dresser opposite the window and held it up to Ingrid. It looked as if it had been folded and unfolded several times, there was a brown stain in the middle where it must have gotten damp and dried out again, leaving an inch-long hole near one edge. Untidy block capitals were scrawled across the page. A dozen or so lines of what Ingrid supposed was poetry.

“What is it?” Ingrid asked.

“I opened the window when I came in here—the room smelled musty—I thought it needed airing. This was folded and wedged between the window and the frame. To stop it rattling in the wind, I suppose.”

“I don’t see how it’s relevant.”

“It’s Lauren’s handwriting.”

“Really? How can you tell?”

“Believe me, it is. Besides, the content proves she wrote it.”

Ingrid looked more closely at the sloping scrawl. “A poem?”

“It’s a sonnet. A love poem.”

“You think this is her attempt at great literature?” Ingrid scanned the text. English Lit had been her worst subject at high school.

“It’s based on an Emily Dickinson poem. You must recognize it.”

Ingrid shrugged an apology. “You still haven’t explained how this is relevant to Lauren’s death.”

“Don’t you see? It’s a love poem. Written to her lover. This proves she was seeing someone.”

“So?”

“Not just anyone. She was having an affair with a married man.” Faber jabbed a finger at the end of one line. “Look at that.”

“S-M-Y?”

“Stuart McKenzie Younger. She was having an affair with Younger. With her tutor for God’s sake. There’s the proof you need to reopen the case.”

Ingrid took a moment to work through the implications. Even if this were a poem to Younger, and even if they were having an affair, it didn’t exactly prove he had anything to do with Lauren’s death. She hesitated, not wanting to voice her misgivings to Faber. She was close enough to hysteria already.

“You can take that to the police.” Faber pressed the piece of paper into Ingrid’s hands. “They wanted to know who she was seeing, didn’t they?” Faber’s eyes were shining with tears. “Because they know, nine times out of ten, the boyfriend is the killer.” She sobbed. “Stuart Younger murdered Lauren.”
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From the street Ingrid saw Angela Tate sitting at a table right next to the steamed-up window. The journalist pulled a small silver flask out of her purse and tipped at least half its contents into a blue and white striped tall cup on the table. She stoppered the flask, slipped it back into the purse and swallowed a large mouthful of whatever cocktail she’d mixed for herself.

Not for the first time, Ingrid wondered how much of what Tate told her could be relied upon. Was the woman ever sober? Ingrid pushed open the door and plastered a friendly smile on her face.

“You’re late,” Tate said.

“You didn’t give me much notice.”

Tate had called shortly after Ingrid had escorted Faber back to the mansion block in Hampstead. Still processing what Faber had told her about the supposed affair between Lauren Shelbourne and Professor Younger, Ingrid was in no mood to play “I’ll show you mine, if you show me yours” with the reporter.

“Who punched you?” Tate asked.

Automatically Ingrid’s hand went to her face. “You should see the other guy.”

“I’m sure they’re still scraping the poor bastard off the pavement.”

Ingrid sat down carefully, the effects of the painkillers she’d taken had long worn off.

“My God, you really are in the wars. I’ve got just the thing.” She lifted her cup toward the counter, gestured for two more, then pulled out the silver flask Ingrid had seen only moments before. Tate was quite brazen about it.

“It’s OK—I need to keep a clear head.”

“Sure?” Tate took a quick swig from the flask and slipped it back into her purse.

“You said it was urgent on the phone.”

“And yet still you turn up over fifteen minutes late.”

Give me a break.

“Please—I really don’t have much time.”

Tate leaned toward Ingrid, her hands wrapped firmly around the cup of fortified coffee. “I know what the twisted bastard’s been up to.” She held Ingrid’s gaze, a sparkle in her eyes. “It wasn’t easy—he’s been covering his tracks—but not well enough to fool an old hack like me. I’ve been at this game too bloody long to—”

“You’ll have to be more specific—which twisted bastard are we talking about?”

“Younger—who else?”

“What did you find out?”

“Allow me a bit of trumpet blowing before the big reveal, won’t you? I don’t think you realize how much effort I’ve had to put in.”

The coffees arrived and Ingrid found a stray blister pack of painkillers in her jacket pocket. She popped the last two pills through the foil back. It had been a very long day.

“I finally managed to get through the force field Younger has constructed around his research. It’s genius really, what he’s done.”

Ingrid prayed the journalist would get to the point soon.

“So are you sitting comfortably? It might take a while.”

Ingrid shifted in her seat. She doubted she’d sit comfortably for weeks.

“How familiar are you with CIA history?” Tate asked her.

Ingrid had the feeling the day was about to get a hell of a lot longer.

“The Agency? Can’t help you. But feel free to ask me anything about the FBI.”

“How very loyal of you.” Tate pushed her cup out of the way and set a file on the table. “Do you know anything about the psychological experiments the CIA undertook in the fifties?”

“A little before my time.”

“Mine too—believe it or not.” Tate removed a sheet from the file. “MKUltra—ring any bells?”

It did. “Keep talking.”

“From as early as 1953, the CIA conducted experiments in mind control, using electroconvulsive therapy, torture, hypnosis… and…wait for it—”

“The administration of LSD.”

“Go on, steal my punchline.”

“What’s this got to do with Younger’s research program?”

Tate raised her eyebrows. “Everything.”

“You’re not seriously suggesting he’s been using MKUltra techniques at Loriners?”

“I’d wager a year’s salary on it.”

“Drugs? Hypnosis?”

“I don’t know exactly how many of the techniques Younger has decided to employ. As I said, he’s been quite rigorous in covering his tracks. Though I would imagine even he would draw the line at strapping electrodes to students’ temples.”

Ingrid remembered the exaggerated claims of student torture Mohammed had made. Maybe they weren’t so far from the truth after all. But a professor at a respected university getting involved in that kind of research? It was almost impossible to comprehend. What kind of man was he?

“The girl who supposedly jumped to her death last week?” Tate continued, “she’d been a participant in the program. And the near miss two days ago? Same with her. Strange how Younger was right there to save the girl from jumping, don’t you think?”

Ingrid didn’t answer. She sat very still and attempted to work through the ramifications. “No,” she said finally. “I don’t buy it. Younger would never be able to hide something like that from the college authorities.”

“He’s a very smart man. I was actually looking for something and I had a tough enough time finding anything out. How would the college discover anything amiss if they didn’t actually suspect something in the first place to even go looking for it?”

“But the students who take part—why haven’t they come forward to report him?”

“He’s got some sort of hold over them.”

“Now that sounds a little far—”

“Don’t start accusing me of being a conspiracy theorist again.”

Ingrid said nothing.

“I’ve been trying to make contact with the girl he rescued on Thursday afternoon, but I’m getting stonewalled. Maybe you could help me with that?”

Ingrid could only admire Tate’s tenacity. “I’ll see what I can do,” she lied. “I still don’t buy it. There would be too many people involved to keep something like that secret.”

“You’re having trouble believing it because I’ve only given you half the story.” The sparkle was back in the journalist’s eyes. She wriggled in her seat and pulled out a blank sheet of paper from the file then quickly drew the spiky symbols they’d both seen painted on the wall at Loriners.

“You found out what it means?” Ingrid silently cursed the FBI cryptography team at Quantico who’d failed to come up with an explanation.

“Look at this.” Tate proceeded to draw the lines again, but this time made them much less angular. “What do they look like now?”

Ingrid was reminded of countless physics experiments at high school, wavy lines just like these, flickering on the screens of a dozen oscilloscopes. “Sine waves.”

“Waves, exactly. Three waves.” A satisfied smile spread across Tate’s face. “The Third Wave. Heard of it?”

It rang a distant bell, but not much more.

“Go on—I can see you’re itching to tell me all about it.”

“It was a highly controversial psychological experiment carried out in the sixties. Never to be repeated. Until now, that is.”

“Controversial in what way?”

“I’m just getting on to that.” Tate cleared her throat. “Picture it—1967, Palo Alto, California.”

“I really don’t have much time. Can you just get to the point?”

“Oh come on, bear with me. Where was I?”

“Palo Alto.”

“Yes. A high school history teacher was having trouble convincing his students of the inevitable rise of fascism in Nazi Germany in the 1930s. They were skeptical that otherwise ordinary people could turn against their fellow citizens. That they could lose their humanity quite so comprehensively.”

Ingrid looked at her watch. Tate chose to ignore her. “So… rather than teaching them from text books, he decided to demonstrate the phenomenon in action.” She pulled out another piece of paper and read aloud: “Strength through discipline, strength through community, strength through action, strength through pride.”

“Is that supposed to mean something to me?”

“It’s the manifesto the teacher invented for the experiment. Naturally, none of the students knew they were participating in an experiment at all.”

“How did he manage that?”

“It was the start of a new week. The class had been discussing Nazi Germany the week before. But on the Monday the teacher started his lesson not even mentioning history, but talking about the beauty of discipline.” Tate paused and took a sip of coffee. “You know, how an athlete or an artist has to be focused and hard working to achieve success. You’re part of an organization that runs on a similar basis—doesn’t FBI training involve drills and routines a bit like an army?”

“Something like that I guess.”

“I’m too much of a bloody-minded old bugger for any of that to wash with me.” She slipped the silver flask from her purse and drained its contents into her coffee cup. “The teacher got them all sitting up straight, eyes front, no talking, and asked them how much better they felt. How it was easier to breathe, easier to concentrate. Then he got them doing drills, marching in and out of the classroom in double quick time and in silence. And the surprising thing was, the students actually loved being told what to do.” She paused for a moment and Ingrid took her opportunity to interject.

“The high school students were what, fifteen, sixteen? Impressionable. I can’t see anything like that working with twenty-year-olds.”

“Just let me tell you the rest. The teacher invented three simple rules that the class had to follow to the letter.” She started to count them off on her fingers. “One, they always had to carry a notebook and a pencil—now that’s a rule I’d subscribe to myself—two, they had to sit to attention before the class bell rang, and three, they had to answer questions in three words or less, standing beside their desks and prefacing each response with the teacher’s name.”

“That doesn’t exactly sound sinister.”

“But the students started to really get into it. Suddenly they wanted to please the teacher, and each other. Quiet or badly-performing students started to participate for the first time, supported by their peers. The whole class found it empowering.”

“Which encouraged them to carry on.”

“Exactly. And the teacher assumes the role of dictator. After he got them enthusiastic, he was really smart—he talked about the importance of community, about supporting the members of the class, taking action to preserve and protect it from outsiders. He even distributed membership cards and invented a salute.” Tate brought her right hand up to her right shoulder, the palm facing outwards, the fingers curled. “The cupped hand is meant to symbolize a wave.” She uncurled her fingers and picked up her cup and gulped a large mouthful of alcoholic coffee. “As news spread of the exclusive group, more and more students wanted to be part of it. To enjoy that sense of belonging. After just two days there were over two hundred active members, a lot of them prepared to report any of their group for rule-breaking. After four days the experiment had got completely out of control. Students were adopting fascist-like behavior with no prompting from the teacher. It was like an organism that had taken on a life of its own.”

“Are you suggesting Younger is doing the same thing at Loriners? That he’s appointed himself as some sort of benevolent dictator?”

“I’m not sure there’s anything benevolent about that man.”

“But you really think he’s brainwashed the participants of his research program into some kind of… Hitler Youth?”

“There’s no need to sound quite so skeptical. Not just the participants. The whole of his research group too. You saw the perfect specimens of young adulthood in their exclusive purple and green polo shirts. They’re part of Younger’s group, fiercely loyal to him, and the research program. They’d do anything to protect it.”

“And you think it’s gotten out of control at Loriners?”

Tate shrugged. “In California the experiment was halted after five days. God only knows how long it’s been going on at Loriners.” She pulled a pack of cigarettes and antique lighter from her purse. “Two student deaths and one near miss? Yes—I’d say it was out of control.”

“You actually have proof the experiments led directly to Lauren Shelbourne’s death?” Finally Tate had told Ingrid what she’d been waiting to hear.

Tate screwed up her face and leaned her head to one side. “Not exactly.”

Ingrid might have known it was too good to be true. “What do you have, exactly?”

“One or two students who are prepared to break ranks. But they need very careful handling. They’ve effectively been brainwashed into a cult. They have to be de-programmed gradually. I can’t rush them at this stage.”

“But when they’re ready, they’ll agree to go to the police?”

“Christ! I haven’t mentioned the police to them at this stage. That’d totally freak them out.”

“But I’m running out of time. Lauren Shelbourne’s body is due to be repatriated in a few days.”

“Sorry—I can’t help with that. Besides, my sources are definitely not going to the police before the paper has run an exclusive exposing Younger for the nasty bastard he is.”
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Ingrid’s attempt the day before to persuade Angela Tate to reveal the names of her sources failed completely. The journalist started to talk about the special trust she’d built up with them, how she couldn’t risk getting anyone else involved.

“We’re taking baby steps at the moment. I can’t have you spooking them.”

So Ingrid had left Tate in the café with nothing. No evidence to take to McKittrick, not even a new lead. All she could do was attempt to find sources of her own. But first she had business of a more personal nature to attend to.

She was anticipating the meeting she’d arranged with one of her contacts to discuss her predecessor at the embassy with something approaching dread. She had neither the mental energy nor the physical strength to deal with Nick Angelis’ brand of banter. Nevertheless, fortified with a double espresso, she steeled herself for their encounter. For ten minutes she watched their agreed meeting location before she saw Angelis arrive. He was fifteen minutes early, clearly scoping out the area himself. She wondered if he’d been watching her waiting for him for the last half hour.

Ingrid had met Angelis shortly after arriving in London. He worked for a private intelligence agency. He was ex-SAS and ex-MI6, and a trusted addition to the embassy’s army of intelligence consultants. Most of the time her job and his embassy projects didn’t overlap. And that was just the way she liked it. But right now he had information that she needed. At least she hoped he did.

She hurried up the steps leading to the Golden Jubilee Bridge that spans the Thames between Waterloo in the south and Charing Cross to the north of the river.

“You’re losing your touch, my dear,” Angelis told her as she approached. “I’ve been watching you for the past thirty minutes. It was hardly covert surveillance.” He grabbed her hand and planted a kiss on the back of it. “Still, it’s simply wonderful to see you.” He stepped back and looked her up and down. “You’ve lost weight. I’m not sure I like it.” He smiled. “Carrying a few injuries too, judging by your gait as you struggled up the stairs.”

“Are you done?”

“I could go on…”

“Please. Don’t.”

“Always charming. I’ve missed you.”

“I can’t say the same.”

“You’re going to have to try a little harder than that. I thought you were after a favor. I might not be able to oblige if you’re too beastly to me.”

Sometimes Angelis sounded like an actor from a British period drama. A lord with a country mansion and a habit of speaking down to the locals. But Ingrid knew for a fact he’d grown up in an unglamorous part of town, some place called Tottenham. His mom and dad had emigrated to the UK from Cyprus when the Turks invaded. A few years ago his brother had taken over the family restaurant in north London.

“Be nice to me,” he said, his tone pleading. “Is it too much to ask?”

Ingrid forced herself to take a calming breath. Angelis knew how to get her mad with him in two seconds flat. “I’m sorry, Nick. I’m in a hurry, I have a train to catch.”

“Waterloo or Charing Cross?”

She hesitated.

“Oh come on—how will telling me that compromise your security?”

“Waterloo.”

“Let’s walk and talk then, shall we?” He looped his arm through hers and gently pulled her along the footbridge toward the south bank. “What’s so bloody top secret you couldn’t discuss it on the phone, anyway?”

Ingrid stopped suddenly. That was a very good question. What did she think she was doing, talking to Angelis like this? She was breaking so many protocols she wouldn’t know where to begin to defend her actions if anyone found out about this meeting. She pictured Sol’s disappointed face as he shook his head and tsk-tsked her through his teeth.

“What is it? Why have you stopped?” Angelis scanned the bridge, glancing back toward Victoria Embankment, where Ingrid had just come from, then toward the other side of the river, finally checking the fast-flowing Thames beneath them.

She had to go through with it. Angelis wouldn’t let it go now if she didn’t. “Dennis Mulroony,” she said, blurting out the words.

“Who?”

“The guy who had this job before me.”

“What about him?”

“Everything. Tell me everything you know about him.”

“Is that why you wanted to see me?”

Ingrid nodded and started to walk toward the other end of the bridge, unhooking her arm from Angelis as she went.

“That’s it? Why do you want to know about him? Comparing his record to yours, are you? Feeling insecure about your performance?”

“Hardly.”

“I’ve got to say, I’m more than a little disappointed. This will be a much shorter meeting than I’d hoped. I didn’t have much contact with the man. I was aware of his existence, naturally. But our paths didn’t really cross. Most of my dealings are with your counter-terrorism colleagues, as you know.”

“Sol told me he left the Bureau shortly after returning to the US.”

“Can’t help you there. I never heard why he was replaced. Why would I? But I have to say, I do have rather a soft spot for his replacement.”

“Nobody in the embassy talks about him. Did you get the impression he was unpopular? Had he made any enemies there?”

They reached the end of the bridge and Ingrid started down the steps to ground level.

“As I said, on my visits to the embassy I very rarely had cause to bump into the man.”

“But when you did?”

“He seemed well enough liked. Certainly when he worked closely with the CIA operatives I know, they had nothing negative to say about him.”

They reached the bottom of the steps and Ingrid stopped again. “Why would Mulroony work with the CIA? I never have.”

Angelis pulled an exaggerated frown. “I suppose it was just part of his remit.”

“I don’t understand.”

Angelis shrugged. “I know of at least four separate CIA operations in which Mulroony participated.”

“CIA, you’re sure?”

He nodded. “Dennis Mulroony was one of the FBI’s liaison agents for MI6.”
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Stepping off the train in the East Sussex town of Lewes, Ingrid was immediately struck by the sweetness and warmth of the air. She could smell a mix of jasmine, honeysuckle and a hint of pine. This was the first time she’d left London since touching down at Heathrow airport four months ago. It felt good to be out of the city.

Forgoing the Triumph 800 in the interests of road safety—she was too badly injured to handle the bike comfortably on the freeway—Ingrid had opted for the train to convey her to Emily Taylor’s parents’ home sixty miles south of the capital. The train journey had given her time to think about what Nick Angelis had told her. Too much time. If Angelis was right, and working with US and British intelligence services was part of Dennis Mulroony’s “remit”, why wasn’t it part of her job too? In fact, it was so far outside her remit, Ingrid was beginning to wonder what she had done wrong. Did it mean she wasn’t trusted? Were her days at the embassy numbered? All those thoughts and many more had been swirling around her brain for the last hour or so and getting her precisely nowhere. She needed to concentrate on the matter in hand. She had to stay focused.

Overwhelmed by the softness and fragrance of the air, she decided she should breathe as much of it as possible and set off on foot from the station at the south-east corner of the town as fast as her battered body could carry her. She realized her error when, after following the route suggested by the GPS app on her phone, five minutes into her walk she encountered a steep cobblestone street, rising at an alarming gradient. She drew in a deep breath and started the near-vertical march, taking her time to admire the dinky little cottages lining both sides of the street. Her legs were aching as much as her ribs when she reached the top, and she had to swallow air like a recently landed fish. She then headed west on a much shallower incline and finally reached her destination ten minutes later. As she approached the house, she spotted a middle-aged man dressed in tweed pants and a woolen vest over a crisp white shirt, clipping a neat yew hedge that ran the length of the front yard.

“Mr Taylor?”

The man stopped clipping and lowered the large and deadly pair of shears he was holding. He turned and eyed her suspiciously, his lined forehead puckering into a network of deep furrows.

“I spoke to your wife on the phone,” Ingrid continued, countering his grave expression with a much sunnier one of her own. “My name’s Ingrid Skyberg—I work at the US embassy. I explained everything—”

“Yes, yes, I know. I thought for a moment you might be a reporter. I’ve already seen two off this morning.” He waved the shears at her by way of demonstration.

“John! What do you think you’re doing?” A woman dressed in a wraparound apron appeared at the open front door, wiping her hands on a dish towel. “I’m sorry. He’s just thinking of Emily.”

“Of course—it’s only natural.” Ingrid smiled broadly and followed Mrs Taylor through the door and into an interior lobby. The place smelled of furniture wax and lavender. As they walked further down the hall, the unmistakable aroma of roast beef filled the air. Ingrid’s mouth started to water. She’d forgotten breakfast again and wished she’d had time to pick up a sandwich at the train station before leaving London.

“I’ll pop the kettle on. Make us a nice pot of tea.” She smiled at Ingrid. “Unless you’d prefer coffee, of course.”

In Ingrid’s experience, all home-brewed coffee she’d been offered in the UK was pretty much undrinkable. “Tea would be perfect.”

After being shown into a light living room, a room that looked out over the backyard which was stuffed with plants of all kinds and a cherry tree in full pink blossom at the far end, Ingrid sat waiting for one of the Taylors to reappear. Finally John Taylor materialized at the door, hovering on the threshold of his own living room, apparently reluctant to be alone with her.

“Your house is beautiful, she said.”

“That’s Julia’s doing. I can’t take the credit for it.”

“The garden too—really lovely.”

He pulled back his shoulders and stood a little taller. “Oh yes. Well. There’s always something to do. Especially this time of year. I can spend the whole weekend tending to it.”

“Your efforts are certainly paying off.”

He offered her a begrudging smile. “I should see how my wife’s getting on in the kitchen.” He started to turn.

“How’s Emily today?”

Taylor flinched as if he’d taken a physical blow. His nose twitched and he stared at the carpet. “Well as can be expected, I suppose.”

“Mind out of my way.” Mrs Taylor appeared at his side holding a tray. She squeezed past him and carefully unloaded the contents of the tray onto a side table. Bone china tea service and large round, walnut-encrusted cake safely transferred, she shoved the tray at her husband. “Make yourself useful.” She turned back to Ingrid as her husband wandered toward the kitchen. “Has John been bending your ear?”

“We didn’t really get a chance to—”

“I’m teasing you. He’s not great with strangers. Especially not in his own house. He goes into caveman mode: protect and survive.”

Ingrid thought that sounded like a pretty good strategy.

“Though I suppose he’s got good reason to at the moment.” She let out a sigh. “He blames himself for what happened.”

“He does?”

“He thinks he’s been pushing Emily too much to do well in her studies. Putting too much pressure on her.”

“Do you think that’s true?”

“Good grief, no. He’s just a proud dad who wants the best for his daughter.”

“How is Emily?”

Another sigh. “I only wish I knew. She’s been holed up in her room ever since she came home.”

“Do you think she might speak to me?”

“You can try. But like I said on the phone, she’s not really talking to anyone. Not even us.”

“How about her friends?”

Mrs Taylor shook her head. “All her friends are at uni too. I haven’t even heard her speaking on the phone. I suppose she might have been texting them.” She started pouring tea into one of the neat china cups. “Milk and sugar?”

“Just as it comes. Thank you.”

“Carrot cake? It’s a new recipe I’m trying out.”

“I’d love some.” Ingrid smiled again. “But first, do you think I might be able to speak to Emily?”

“Why would she speak to you if she won’t talk to her own mother and father?” Mr Taylor was in the doorway again, not committed to coming in.

“I’ll show you where her room is.” Julia Taylor led Ingrid out of the room, scowling at her husband on the way. “I really don’t think she’ll respond,” the woman said when they were standing on the second floor landing. She tapped lightly on a door still adorned with an “Emily’s room—DO NOT ENTER” plaque. “Emily, sweetheart. There’s someone here to see you. She’d like to speak to you about Lauren Shelbourne.”

Ingrid and Mrs Taylor both held their breath and listened for sounds on the other side of the door. There was a definite creaking of floorboards. Then nothing. Ingrid exhaled.

“May I?” she said. Mrs Taylor stepped to one side. “Hello, Emily. My name’s Ingrid. I’m from the American embassy in London. Did you know Lauren?” She turned back to the girl’s mother. “Could I have a moment alone with Emily?”

“Be my guest.” She raised her voice. “I’ll be in the kitchen if you need anything, love.”

Ingrid watched the woman trudge wearily down the stairs. “I know about the experiments, Emily. There’s nothing to be afraid of now. You’re quite safe.” She heard a noise from within the room. A crash of something being dropped on the floor maybe? “Emily? Why don’t you open the door and we can speak more privately?” Silence for a moment followed by the boom of dance music at top volume.

“I did tell you.” Mr Taylor was standing at the bottom of the staircase. “But you wouldn’t listen.”

Back in the living room, half a cup of tea and a few crumbs of carrot cake later, Mr Taylor was in full stride, berating the welfare services at Loriners College. “Students are in their care. They should be keeping a closer eye on them. One look at her and you could see she’s in a terrible state. I’ve never seen her look so unwell. Do the tutors just leave them to their own devices? First time away from home, they’re not more than schoolchildren really. It’s a dereliction of duty. I’ve a good mind to sue.” He paused for breath and Ingrid took the opportunity to broach the subject she’d been avoiding.

“Does Emily have any history of…”

“Depression? Is that what you want to know? It’s none of your bloody business!”

“Don’t be like that, John. Miss Skyberg’s come all this way,” Julia Taylor said. “Emily’s always been a happy child. She never even went through that difficult teenager phase. You couldn’t have met a sweeter girl. I don’t know what happened. She was fine at Christmas. Spent time with us. And her friends. She even went out riding on Boxing Day.”

“How was she during the spring vacation?” Ingrid asked, keen not to get sidetracked.

The Taylors looked at her blankly.

“The ah… Easter holidays?”

“She didn’t come home for Easter. She stayed up in London. She said her friends were staying at college so she would too,” Julia Taylor said. “They were taking part in some experiment or other. She said it was important she didn’t miss it.”

“Experiment?” Ingrid did her best not to sound too interested.

“Something in the psychology department she said.”

“Not part of her medical studies?”

“She wants to specialize in neuroscience,” Mr Taylor said. “Apparently, participating in the research program helps with that.” He stared blankly into space. “Though God knows how all this will affect her degree. She might have to repeat this whole year. She should be preparing for her exams right now.”

“Have you met any of the teachers at Loriners? Do you know Professor Younger?”

“Younger?” Julia Taylor said and rolled her eyes. “At Christmas she wouldn’t stop talking about the man. Stuart this, Stuart that. How brilliant he is. Such an important pioneer in the field.”

“And has she mentioned him, or the research program since she’s been home this time?”

“She hasn’t spoken about any of it.”

“I’d like to see Younger,” her husband added. “Shake him by the hand. Buy him a bloody big drink. If it wasn’t for him and what he did…” He shook his head. “I can’t even think about what might have happened.”

“The professor hasn’t made contact with you?”

“No—and we haven’t had any luck reaching him. But then if he’s as brilliant as Emily says, I don’t suppose he has much spare time.” Julia Taylor started to clear away the tea things.

“But you’d think he might have made the effort,” Mr Taylor said. “In the circumstances.”

With some effort Ingrid got to her feet. “I should let you folks get on with your Sunday lunch. Thank you so much for seeing me.” She handed Julia Taylor a business card. “If Emily changes her mind about speaking to me, please call me. Anytime.”

Back on the tree-lined sidewalk, Ingrid looked up toward the second floor of the building. A drape fluttered at a small side window, a figure in shadow quickly moving away from the glass.
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Natasha McKittrick listened without commenting as, point by point, Ingrid relayed all the information she’d gathered from Madison Faber, Emily Taylor’s parents and Angela Tate. Ingrid did her best to make everything sound as credible as possible. She left out anything that might cast doubt on her argument.

McKittrick’s continuing silence was more unsettling than a barrage of questions.

“Do you ever take a day off?” McKittrick finally said when Ingrid had finished. Not the response she was hoping for. McKittrick set down the 1950s butter dish she was holding and moved on to the next table of second-hand objects. The flea market, or as McKittrick insisted on calling it, the “car boot sale”, was the biggest Ingrid had ever seen, taking up most of a two-acre high school field in Kentish Town—another part of town Ingrid was trying to get to grips with. McKittrick had invited her to similar events before, but rummaging through other people’s unwanted cast-offs was not something that appealed to Ingrid and she’d always made the excuse of a prior engagement.

“You never know what little gem you might stumble upon,” McKittrick had said, in an attempt to convey what Ingrid was missing. So far they had stumbled on trash fit only for the garbage truck.

“Can you at least go talk to Stuart Younger?” Ingrid asked the detective before McKittrick started sifting through the next pile of random junk.

“Why? I’m not sure you’ve told me which law he’s broken.”

“You don’t think appointing himself dictator of the research program, setting up controversial experiments that have driven at least one student to her death, is worth investigating?”

“From what you’ve told me the experiments sound… unscrupulous maybe, unethical at worst. Not illegal. Maybe you should report him to the university. It’s not a matter for the police. Unless you have hard proof of Younger administering class A drugs to the research participants, or brainwashing them to jump from tall buildings.”

“Hard proof? What about the Canadian student? Are you telling me she didn’t have either LSD, or meth… or both in her bloodstream when she died?”

“I can’t tell you that. Not because she did—I’m not saying that. I don’t actually know. Like I explained to you before, it wasn’t my case. The Homicide and Serious Crime Command didn’t pick it up. There was no need. It was called as a suicide at the scene.” She moved on to the next table. “I can have a quiet word with my colleagues in CID, if you like. See if I can get hold of a blood analysis report.” She turned to Ingrid. “I’m not promising anything, mind.”

“Thank you.” It wasn’t much, but in the absence of any other leads, Ingrid was grateful for the smallest favor.

“Is that really all the intelligence you’ve got to share? You’ve traipsed all the way to Kentish Town to tell me nothing more than a few scurrilous rumors about Professor Younger?”

“I don’t think having an affair with one of his students is insignificant when the student is Lauren Shelbourne.”

“You only have Madison Faber’s word for that. How did she find out about it anyway? When we questioned her she didn’t know who Shelbourne was seeing.”

Ingrid knew she would do her cause no good at all mentioning the “love poem” Faber had found wedged between window and frame in Lauren Shelbourne’s old room. She was still having difficulty believing it herself. “Let’s just assume for a moment that it is true. A teacher and his student? He’s breaking every kind of professional code.”

“Yes, but not any laws.” McKittrick picked up an unopened rusty tin of crackers. They looked as if they’d survived the second world war. “Do you think they’d go down a treat with some fois gras and a glass of claret?”

“The affair might have given him motive for murder.”

“You’re clutching at some very flimsy straws there. Maybe nothing was going on—Madison Faber might be wrong. And even if she’s right—so what? The fact they had an affair doesn’t exactly make him prime suspect. They were both adults.”

“But he should be questioned just because he was her lover. That kind of close relationship to the deceased can’t just be ignored.”

“True. But you still have nothing to back that up. Unless Faber has hard evidence. Short of her having discovered a sex tape, I can’t see how she can.”

The foundation of Ingrid’s case was crumbling. But she did have one last shot at convincing the detective.

McKittrick had found a pair of long earrings, made of orange, red and yellow glass. She held them up to her ears. “What do you think?”

“They match your eyes.” Ingrid managed a smile.

“Charming. Remind me never to ask for your opinion again.”

Ingrid stared directly into McKittrick’s face, forcing the detective to look at her. “If I could prove a link between Younger and the meth factory…” Ingrid said, “prove that Klaason was Younger’s drug supplier for the experiments, wouldn’t that make you look at the circumstances surrounding Lauren Shelbourne’s death again? Maybe make you question whether or not it really was an accident?”

“What are you suggesting? If Younger was getting class A drugs from Klaason on a regular basis it means he then gave them to Shelbourne?”

“Not that, not exactly. But it would mean that Younger hasn’t just been unethical. It’d mean he’s broken the law. Who knows what else he’s capable of?”

“If you can deliver proper, solid evidence, proving Younger has received drugs from Klaason—LSD and methamphetamine specifically—then I’d have no choice but to consider what possible impact that has on the Shelbourne case. I’d at least suggest my colleagues in the London Crime Squad invite Younger in for questioning.”

“You would?”

“I’m not deliberately setting out to be obstructive, you know. You get me the evidence. I’ll follow it up.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it.” McKittrick turned away and picked up a black and white photograph, the edges ragged with age. She held it up to show Ingrid. “Look at those sad eyes. I bet she had some stories to tell.” She flipped over the picture. “1941. Wow, middle of the Blitz. No wonder she looks sad.”

Ingrid had never seen a sentimental side to McKittrick before. While the detective was in such a reflective mood, she decided it might be the right time to speak to her about whatever “stuff” was going on at work. Offer a little sympathy and understanding, if that was needed. They wandered to the next table which was selling home-baked pies and cakes. Only a few items remained so late in the afternoon. Ingrid selected a slice of cold pizza, piled high with goats cheese, sun-dried tomatoes and olives. It was gone in two bites. McKittrick raised her eyebrows.

“Want anything?” Ingrid asked her and bought the last slice of cheesecake before she’d had a chance to answer.

“I’m fine.”

“Really? Are you really fine?” Ingrid could have kicked herself for sounding like such a klutz.

“I had a late lunch.”

“No… I mean…” This wasn’t going the way Ingrid had hoped. She took a bite and tried to chew the mouthful of sweet, vanilla-flavored cream cheese and dark, caramelized cookie base slowly, but the whole thing melted on her tongue. She swallowed and started the sentence again. “When I spoke to Mills yesterday, he said—”

“Mills?”

Ingrid nodded. “He explained things were a little… pressured for you at work.”

“Is that right?” McKittrick dropped the bar of chocolate she was waiting to pay for and folded her arms.

“He didn’t say what the problem was. He was very discreet.”

“Oh was he?”

“I got the feeling he was really worried about you.”

“And yet he thought it appropriate to discuss a confidential matter with a complete stranger?”

Ingrid shoved what was left of her cheesecake into a nearby trash can. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you thought of me that way.”

“No! Not you. I mean Mills. He barely knows you.”

“I shouldn’t have mentioned it. I just wanted you to know that I’m…” Ingrid was surprised just how uncomfortable she felt. “I’m a good listener, if you ever want to give me a try.”

McKittrick turned and marched toward the exit, mumbling, “bloody Mills” as she went. Ingrid hurried after her.

“I’m sure his intentions were honorable. He’s just watching your back.”

“I suppose you might as well know.” McKittrick finally slowed down as they reached the gate. “Professional Standards are investigating my… conduct at the moment. I’ve got to keep a low profile. Keep my head down to prevent it being shot off. I’m this far…” She held up her finger and thumb, leaving a tiny gap in between. “From being sent on gardening leave. I really have to play everything by the book.” She ran a hand through her hair. “So apart from chasing CID about that blood test, I really can’t help you.” She stared Ingrid hard in the face. “As far as Lauren Shelbourne is concerned… you’re on your own, kid.”

“Understood. There is one more favor I have to ask.”

McKittrick narrowed her eyes. “Before you do, can I just remind you, this is meant to be my day off.”

“It’s a small thing. A favor for me, nothing to do with the Shelbourne case.” Ingrid had been thinking about how she’d ask McKittrick for help ever since her meeting with Angelis. “Don’t agree to do this if it’ll cause you any problems, I don’t want you getting into trouble on my account.”

“I think you know by now I have absolutely no problem saying no.” McKittrick smiled at her.

“That’s certainly true.”

“Come on, then. Spit it out.”

“My predecessor at the embassy, a guy named Dennis Mulroony… I’d really like to speak to his main contact in the Met. I’m not sure who that is. I haven’t met anyone yet who knew him. All I need from you is a name.”
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The two women said an awkward goodbye at the high school gates, neither of them quite making the whole “to hug or not to hug” decision before the moment had passed. Ingrid at least felt she was getting her friendship with the detective back on track. Like McKittrick had said, she wasn’t being obstructive over the Shelbourne case. Just objective. Ingrid had pretty much lost her own objectivity. The promises she’d made to Madison Faber hadn’t been based on logic or fact, she’d let the young student get to her emotionally. She’d let her judgement be influenced by events from the past. And that was just plain unprofessional.

Ingrid’s cell started buzzing as she walked toward the Tube station on Kentish Town Road. When she saw Madison Faber’s number she considered not answering. But her sense of duty quickly kicked in, despite the fact it was her day off. “Hi Madison, are you OK?” She braced herself for a panicky rant, but Faber sounded perfectly calm.

“I have something I need you to see.”

“What is it?” Ingrid approached the Tube station. Though she was pretty certain the Northern line train would take her straight up to Hampstead, she wasn’t sure she could face another meeting with Faber right now. Calm or not. She felt like she needed a little distance from the student. Get some of her objectivity back.

“I have proof,” Faber said, her voice even and quiet. “The proof you said you needed. To take me seriously.”

Faber was bending Ingrid’s words. Or perhaps accurately picking up on the real meaning behind them. “Proof of what?”

“Come see—it’s much better if I show you.”

Reluctantly, Ingrid agreed to another trip to the mansion block near Hampstead Heath. She didn’t have the energy to even begin to imagine what Faber might want her to see. She didn’t suppose it would be anything that useful. But she felt obliged to check it out.

Once she was down on the platform at Kentish Town Tube station, Ingrid discovered she’d have to travel south to Camden Town, then switch to the Hampstead branch of the Northern line. She wondered again if Faber’s promise of proof might turn out to be nothing more than a wild goose chase. The thought of soaking in a soothing warm bubble bath that would ease her battered ribs and aching back was suddenly overwhelmingly appealing. But still she waited patiently for the next train to arrive.

Ingrid had heard that Camden market—a mecca for goths and punks, full of tattoo parlors and piercing studios, stalls overflowing with trendy tee shirts and cheap leather jackets—went crazy on the weekend. A tourist destination more popular than Big Ben and the Tower of London put together. Judging by the number of people waiting on the platform and surging off the train when she arrived there, she could only imagine how rammed it was at ground level. She squeezed onto the next train heading for Edgware—the Hampstead branch she needed—and tried hard not to get too badly bashed and buffeted as she stood in the middle of a packed aisle.

She emerged from the deep station in Hampstead grateful for air and daylight. Ten minutes later she arrived at Faber’s temporary home. When the apartment door opened, an excited rather than anxious Madison Faber grabbed her by the arm and guided her to a bedroom at the rear. In the middle of the floor Ingrid saw a black trash sack.

“What’s in the bag?” Ingrid said, pointing at the sack.

“Lauren’s things. I started to go through her stuff. I needed to keep busy. That’s when I noticed it.” She shuffled sideways to reveal a short red cocktail dress laid flat on a large rectangle of tissue paper spread carefully over the bed.

“This belonged to Lauren?”

“She only wore it on special occasions.”

Why would Lauren leave it behind, if it were that special? Ingrid’s heart sank. Maybe she should have ignored Faber’s call after all. “I’m sorry, Madison, I really don’t see how this is relevant.”

“Special occasions—like dates. Don’t you see? Dates with Stuart… with Professor Younger.”

“Now we don’t know for sure the poem was about him.”

“But we will!” There was a definite trill of excitement in her voice. The calmness Faber had demonstrated on the phone had vanished completely. Ingrid steeled herself for whatever revelation was coming next.

“Look at that mark, down at the bottom there.” She pointed to a dried white stain, a patch roughly two inches by three.

Ingrid hoped this wasn’t about to go in the direction she thought it was headed. She said nothing.

“I couldn’t believe it when I saw it. I’d almost finished getting Lauren’s things collected together—to send them to her parents—when I discovered it.”

Ingrid remained silent.

“It’s the evidence we needed. All you have to do now is get it analyzed.”

“Are you suggesting the stain is semen?”

“It doesn’t take a genius to work it out.”

“And you think it’s Stuart Younger’s?”

“Of course I do! Who else’s would it be?”

Ingrid took a moment to work out the best way to dampen Faber’s excitement as gently as possible. She needed her to calm down. “Even if I get this analyzed—”

“What do you mean, ‘even’?”

“Please—just let me finish. I get this analyzed and prove it’s semen. I prove it’s Stuart Younger’s semen. And from that I assume that Lauren was having an affair with him.”

Faber was nodding at her vigorously. “You can more than assume it! You’ll know it for an indisputable, incontrovertible fact.”

Faber was starting to sound hysterical now. Ingrid worried just how overwrought the girl might become. She laid a hand gently on Faber’s arm. “But even if it is, how does that prove Younger had anything to do with her death?”

“Don’t you see? It’s obvious. Lauren kept the dress with the stain on it. This was her best dress, remember. She didn’t take it to be dry cleaned. Yet she wrapped it in tissue paper. Why would she keep a dirty dress carefully wrapped up like that? It’s not like this doesn’t have a precedent.”

Ingrid waited for Faber to draw the inevitable comparison.

“Didn’t a certain White House intern do exactly the same thing?”

“Maybe Lauren just hadn’t gotten around to taking it to the dry cleaners.”

“It was carefully wrapped in tissue paper, laid flat in plastic on top of her closet. She wanted to keep the dress just as it was, with the stain on it. She even left it at my apartment when she moved out. She wanted to store it some place safe. Somewhere Younger wouldn’t find it.”

“Why?”

“Why else? To blackmail him. She wanted to blackmail him into leaving his wife.”

“Don’t you think that all sounds a little… extreme?”

“I told you Lauren could be off beam sometimes. This was her insurance policy. If the relationship didn’t go the way she wanted… if Younger proved to be reluctant in choosing Lauren over his wife, she had this stored away to persuade him.” Faber had worked herself up so much her cheeks had flushed and her eyes were wet. “Only it didn’t persuade him. Not in the way she’d intended. Lauren blackmailed Younger and he had to silence her.” She pointed at the dress again, quite breathless. “There’s all the proof you need.”
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Up at five-thirty, despite her lack of sleep, Ingrid’s body clock roused her even when she was in no position to go for her regular five-mile work out. She spent the next three hours piecing together everything Tate and Faber had told her about Professor Stuart Younger. The red cocktail dress had been collected from Hampstead by Detective Ralph Mills himself. It was the only way Ingrid had been able to calm Faber down. Mills had warned Ingrid that the sample wouldn’t be analyzed for up to five days, and even then they’d need some hard evidence connecting Younger to Lauren Shelbourne’s death to obtain a DNA sample from him.

Given the only “evidence” was Madison Faber’s assertion that Lauren was planning to blackmail her lover, Ingrid knew she had to confront Younger with the claim. Lauren Shelbourne’s body was due to travel home with her family in less than forty-eight hours. She couldn’t wait around for concrete proof to materialize all by itself.

She arrived at Loriners just after eight. The place was quiet. It was far too early for most students to be up on a Monday morning. At this hour she hoped she might get a chance to do a little digging before the teaching staff arrived.

Ingrid reached Professor Younger’s office to discover the door half-open. Through the gap she saw three tall, blond young men, one was busy removing files from cabinets, another shifting piles of CDs from shelves into waiting cardboard cartons, and the third was feeding sheets of paper into an industrial-sized shredder. Ingrid tapped lightly on the door.

“I was looking for Professor Younger. Is he in yet?”

The young man hunched over the shredder looked up and eyed her suspiciously. For a long and agonizing moment she wondered if he recognized her. Although he wasn’t wearing the trademark green and purple uniform, it was possible he’d been one of the men pursuing her across warehouse rooftops on a Deptford industrial estate. She didn’t recognize him.

“Who’re you?” he said finally.

Ingrid let go of the breath she’d been holding. “Sarah Charles. Prospective PhD student.” She smiled warmly at him, eager to make the lie more believable.

“Stuart didn’t mention anything to me about a meeting.”

“And you are?”

He didn’t answer.

The other two men had stopped what they were doing and were studying her as closely as the first. Again, she hoped neither of them had been at the meth factory on Saturday. One of them said, “Stuart’s in the lab all morning.”

“Really? I’m sure our meeting was today.”

“He’s busy.”

“That is a shame—I’ve heard so many exciting things about his research. I was looking forward to our meeting.”

“I can pass on a message,” the third man said, throwing the armful of files he’d been clutching into a box at his feet.

“Never mind—I can rearrange for another time.”

Ingrid turned on her heels and headed toward the exit, keen to get to the lab while Younger was still there. Assuming of course the shredding man was telling her the truth.

The clear-up operation was puzzling. Angela Tate’s story about Stuart Younger’s research methods wasn’t due to hit the streets for a while yet. Had Younger managed to find out about it ahead of time? She picked up pace, grateful her sore bones were complaining just a little less than they had been the day before.

She reached the research laboratories and followed the signs for the psychology section, peering into rooms as she went. Each one she passed was empty, the lights off. It seemed Younger and his merry gang of industrious students were the only people on campus. She came to the end of a corridor and stepped out into a larger space lined on both sides with small booths. She opened the door of one of them. The booth was no more than ten feet square. A single chair was tucked beneath a waist-high workbench. On the bench sat a pair of headphones connected to a socket in the wall. The booth was otherwise empty. She supposed this was where some of the experiments took place, a willing volunteer isolated in each booth. She closed the door and continued toward a bank of file cabinets that divided the space across its width. Professor Younger appeared suddenly from behind one of the cabinets, his head turned away from her.

Ingrid crept a little closer and watched as he opened a drawer, retrieved a handful of files and dumped them with a thwump onto the floor.

Was this all part of the clean-up operation she’d witnessed in his office?

“Professor!” she called.

Younger spun around, saw it was her, then looked past her, over her shoulder. He seemed relieved to discover she was alone. He’d aged ten years since she’d last seen him. His face grayer, the skin around his eyes more lined, the eyes themselves bloodshot. With some obvious effort he managed to smile at her. “Agent Skyberg. To what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?” He looked at his watch. “I’m afraid I don’t have much time for you. I’m very busy at the moment.”

Ingrid looked at the pile of files by his feet. “A spring clean?”

“Something like that. I do like to get my house in order as we move further into the summer term. Clear the decks.”

“Seems like quite a clearing. At least you got some help.”

He gave her a puzzled look.

“I was just over at your office.”

“You were?” He touched his shirt pocket, running his fingers along the outline of his cell phone. No doubt wondering why no one had warned him to expect a visitor. “Look—I really am up to my eyeballs with all this. What do you want?” He slammed shut a cabinet drawer.

“I was wondering if you’d seen anything of our Dutch friend lately—Timo Klaason?”

“He doesn’t study here anymore—we discussed that the last time you were here.”

“You told me you didn’t know him. Yet it turns out he was actually part of your research group.”

“You’re mistaken.”

“I have it on good authority.”

“Whose?”

“That I can’t tell you.”

“Well then they’re mistaken. Don’t you think I’d remember him if he was part of the group? Someone’s lying to you. Although I can’t imagine why.”

“The police are currently pursuing Klaason in connection with a drugs offense.” She watched Younger’s reaction.

He paused before answering. Calculating. Judging the best way to respond, maybe. “Drugs? One of my students?” He pulled down the corners of his mouth and tilted his head to one side. “I suppose that sort of thing goes on within every student body.”

“Really?”

“Are you telling me you never experimented while you were at college? A little weed perhaps?”

“Never appealed to me.”

He gave her a wry smile.

“They want to question him about a serious drugs offense. We’re not talking about smoking the odd joint here and there.”

“Well thank goodness he left the college. We don’t want that kind of thing happening at Loriners. How serious?”

“You don’t know?”

“How on earth would I? I don’t even remember him.” He glanced at his watch. “Look, if we’re done here, I really must ask you to leave.” He opened a drawer in the next file cabinet. “I take it you can see yourself out.” He didn’t bother to look at her.

He seemed to have lost interest in the exact nature of Klaason’s offense. Wasn’t he even curious? Or did he know all about it already? “I’m not sure that we are… done, that is,” Ingrid said.

He blew out an irritated sigh.

“When we spoke before, you told me Lauren Shelbourne was an exceptional student.”

Younger tensed slightly at the mention of Shelbourne’s name. He recovered quickly. “She was. She’ll be greatly missed.” His shoulders slumped, his hands dropping inside the drawer. “By everyone.”

“By you in particular?”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I got the impression Lauren was a favorite of yours.”

“She was intelligent, hard working, energetic. Students like Lauren don’t come along that often. It was a pleasure to work with her.” He straightened up, pulling back his shoulders, and fixed Ingrid with a cold stare. “Where are you going with this?”

“So much of a pleasure you… made it personal?”

“What?” He leaned toward her. She could smell coffee and a metallic tang on his breath.

“Were you having a sexual relationship with Lauren Shelbourne?”

His mouth dropped open and his eyes widened. “You’ve really got the gall to ask me that? Incredible. Is that what the US Government is paying you for? To harass British citizens?”

“I have reason to believe—”

“How dare you!” He fumbled in the rear pocket of his pants and retrieved a wallet, then pulled out a small square color photograph of a dark-haired woman in her late thirties. She had perfectly proportioned features. Full lips, straight nose, chiseled cheekbones. Younger prodded the picture with a finger. “That, if you’re in any way interested, is my beautiful wife. The mother of my children. We’ve been together fifteen years. Claire is my best friend, closest ally and confidante. Do you think I would jeopardize a relationship like that for the sake of… what…? A sordid little affair with a research student?”

She had certainly hit a nerve.

“So you’re denying it?”

“Of course I am!” He glared at her, his chest rising and falling rapidly. “Get out!”

Ingrid stood her ground.

“You have no jurisdiction here. I’ve only been speaking to you out of courtesy. Leave now, before I get security to escort you from the premises.” He squared up to her. “Get. Out.”

“I’d think about your answer very carefully when you’re asked that question again.”

“No one in their right mind would even ask it.” He grabbed the phone from his pocket and waved it at her. “What’s it to be? You leave now, or I have you forcibly removed?”

Ingrid started to back away. She scanned the rows of file cabinets. “This clear up of yours…”

“What about it?”

“You’re wasting your time. It’ll be impossible to destroy all the evidence.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I think you know.”

“You’re out of your mind.” He swiped the screen of his phone and tapped in a number.

“It’s OK—I’m leaving.”

As she passed the long row of narrow booths, Ingrid heard Younger raise his voice. She turned around and saw his cell phone pressed to his ear.

“For Christ’s sake,” she clearly heard him say, “please tell me you’re about to leave the country.”
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As soon as she reached the main piazza, Ingrid dialed Angela Tate’s number. The journalist answered after a half dozen rings.

“What?”

Ingrid wondered if the reporter had a habit of responding to callers in that way, suspecting the gruff approach might have been perfected over many years of practice. “This is Ingrid Skyberg. Have you coaxed your sources to tell you what they know yet?”

“What?”

“Is your story about Younger’s program about to hit the streets?”

There was a silence on the line. “Why are you asking?”

“I’ve just seen Younger. He’s covering his tracks. What isn’t being moved is being destroyed. Files, CDs, paperwork, you name it. I could practically smell the shredding machine smoking.”

“Shit. My sources have talked to me, as it goes. But the story’s not due out until tomorrow. I was just pulling together the final pieces. I’ve told no one except my editor.”

“Well Younger must have found out all about it. Maybe one of your sources told him. Perhaps his hold over them was stronger than you thought.”

“Not possible. I trust them implicitly. Something else must have panicked him. It’s nothing to do with me.”

While she spoke to Tate, Ingrid was keeping a close eye on the main entrance of the research block, expecting to see more of Younger’s helpers arrive to help with the clean-up operation. What she didn’t expect to see was Younger himself, racing through the doors, his cell phone clamped to one ear, a dark gray baseball cap pulled low over his head. She snuck behind a nearby tree, the trunk only half obscuring her head and shoulders.

“He can’t be allowed to destroy the evidence,” Tate said. “You’ve got to stop him.”

“I’m not in a position to do that.”

“Inform the college authorities.”

“I have other things on my mind at the moment.” Ingrid waited for Younger to cross the square before she risked emerging from her temporary hiding place.

“Bloody hell! I’ll do it, then.” Tate hung up.

Ingrid watched the professor exit through the main gates of the college. She started following, hanging back, staying a good fifty yards behind. Where did he have to be so urgently that he could abandon the task of sanitizing his office and laboratory?

Maintaining a safe distance, Ingrid trailed Younger all the way along the main street, watching and waiting as he stopped at three different ATMs, withdrawing cash from each one. He stuffed the money in his pocket and continued along the busy street until he reached the next cross lights, where he turned right. When she reached the corner she scanned the street beyond. It was busier than the first, lined with stores on either side. The sidewalk was full of morning rush hour commuters. She scanned the sea of faces for Younger, but couldn’t pick him out.

Dammit.

She stared at the bobbing heads, but the professor seemed to have vanished. Her heart thudded. How had she let that happen? She started up the street, hoping she was still heading in the right direction, praying he hadn’t slipped into a store or hopped on a bus. Maybe she was losing her touch. Was it possible he’d already spotted her?

The crowd ahead of her parted suddenly as a figure barged through them. He was wearing a dark gray baseball cap. Younger had picked up pace. Wherever he was headed, he needed to get there fast. He took the next left. Ingrid hurried to the corner.

The street he’d turned into was much quieter, only a handful of people on the sidewalk. Ingrid had no choice but to let the gap widen between them, even if it meant the risk of losing him again.

A half mile later Younger was making his way down a tree-lined residential street. He seemed to be checking the numbers of the large semi-detached, two-story houses as he passed. Each house had a garage out front and a narrow alley that ran alongside it. Most front yards were neat and clean. Smart cars were parked in the driveways. After another fifty yards Younger stopped abruptly. Ingrid ducked behind an SUV parked on the street. She peered at the professor through its windows and saw him glance left and right before walking up the front path of a house that had a bright red motorcycle parked on the driveway. Younger reached the door and banged a fist against it. The door opened almost immediately, just a crack. Younger slipped inside and the door closed quickly behind him. Less than a minute later he was back out on the street, adjusting his cap and retracing his steps. Ingrid hadn’t been able to see who had answered the door. But she had a pretty good idea who might be inside.

She waited behind the SUV until Younger reached the end of the street. Then she watched the house and the corner for another five minutes, until she was happy the professor had no intention of returning. In that time the drapes at the first and second floor windows remained closed, not a flicker of movement from the house at all. She considered calling the cops for back-up, but quickly dismissed the idea. She had no evidence to support her hunch, and couldn’t risk getting local law enforcement involved until she knew for sure who was inside.

She hurried across the road and made straight for the alleyway that ran along the side of the house. The full-height wooden gate across its width was unlocked. She pushed it open carefully and slipped inside to discover a ramshackle backyard. A square lawn overgrown with weeds took up most of the space, discarded plastic toys dotted across it. She stopped for a moment. Was this a family home? Would there be children inside the house? She continued into the yard, the side of the house to her left. When she reached the end of the house she turned left and discovered an open back door, a cigarette smoldering in a saucer on the ground. She crept up to the door, pushed it a little wider open, and quickly stood back, waiting for a response from someone inside. There wasn’t one. Holding her breath, she stepped over the threshold, feeling completely exposed without a weapon. All she could do was work quietly and slowly, listening and watching as she went. On the other side of the back door was a long, narrow galley-style kitchen. Pots and pans were stacked high in the sink and on the drainer. Empty cans of beer littered the counter. The room smelled of tobacco and Chinese take-out.

She stopped. Listened. Detected no sign of activity.

She continued through the kitchen door and into a gloomy hallway beyond. There was a staircase to her right, with a low, narrow door set into some wooden paneling beneath it. On the left was a closed door, Ingrid guessed there was a living room on the other side. Straight ahead was a door leading out onto the front yard. She crept forward and listened at the door on the left. All she heard was her own heartbeat banging in her ears.

Someone had to be in the house. Judging by the silence of the room on her left, that someone was upstairs. She inhaled. Listened again. She heard somebody cough. The sound came from somewhere above and behind her, perhaps on the second floor landing.

“Now’s as good a time as any.” A woman’s voice.

“No, it’ll wait until tonight.” A man’s voice.

“What’s there to hang around for?” The woman again.

Both voices English. Not foreign. Not Dutch. Not Timo Klaason.

Dammit.

She’d been so sure. She continued to listen, but the conversation seemed to have ended. She moved toward the front door. No point in staying now. Each minute she was here increased the chance of being discovered. She tried the door. It was locked. No sign of a key. She turned back toward the kitchen, but before she could take one step toward it, the door beneath the stairs started to open. She froze for a microsecond before instinct kicked in. She levered down the handle of the door into the living room and ducked inside. She left a gap between door and frame and peered out into the hallway as a tall figure emerged from the narrow door on the other side.

Timo Klaason. No question.

He had a small duffle bag slung over one shoulder, a motorcycle helmet in his other hand. He leaned over the bannister and shouted up the stairs, “Hey you guys! I’m leaving now. Thanks for everything, yeah?”

Overhead there was scraping and thumping swiftly followed by heavy footsteps clattering down the stairs. The leaving committee. Ingrid pushed the door further toward the jamb. She heard the sound of a key in the lock. Then the front door opening.

“Send us a postcard, yeah?” the woman said.

“Sure—I’ll upload my holiday photos to Flickr for you too.”

“All right, whatever. Take care of yourself, though, I mean it.”

“I always do,” Klaason called from outside.

The motorbike in the front yard started to roar. Ingrid reached for her cell phone and dialed 999. Without hanging up, she shoved the phone in her pocket and threw open the door.

“What the fu—”

The woman and man wheeled around toward her, their jaws dropping wide. Ingrid pushed a path between them and threw herself through the front door. The bike revved again. Ingrid leapt toward it, clawing at Klaason’s back as she landed. He half turned, his right arm swinging at her, making contact with her ribs. She flinched but tightened her hold. She felt a pair of hands grip her shoulders and pull, trying to yank her off the bike. She clung on even harder.

“Help! Police!” she shouted. “I’m being attacked!” She screamed the address of the house at the top of her voice, hoping she was still connected to emergency services. The hands on her shoulders let go.

The bike revved again and accelerated out of the front yard and into the street. Ingrid held on tight as Klaason tried to control the bike with one hand and lash out at her with the other.

Still she clung on.

They were twenty yards down the street, thirty, forty. They reached the corner, the bike shuddering and snaking beneath her as it turned into the next street. She shoved a hand forward, sliding past Klaason’s hip, desperately reaching out her fingers. He batted her hand away. The bike lurched to the left. Klaason over-corrected and it lurched right.

Ingrid reached out again and managed to make contact with the handlebar. She stretched her fingers a little further. Klaason brought his fist down hard on her hand. The bike lurched again. Ingrid pushed her arm forward again and wrapped her hand around Klaason’s. She tightened her grip, forcing him to squeeze hard on the brake

The bike slid sideways beneath them. Ingrid let go of Klaason and leapt from the saddle. She slammed, shoulder first, into a parked car. Her body thumped down onto the road. She heard sirens in the distance.

Just before everything went dark.
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The embassy staff doctor typed up his medical report, alternately sucking his teeth and sighing as he pecked at his keyboard.

“Bed rest,” he said after he’d tapped the final key with a flourish. “It’s all I can suggest. Painkillers every four hours, every two if you switch between ibuprofen and paracetamol.” He looked at her over the top of the glasses balancing on his thick nose. “I’ll sign you off duty for the rest of the week.”

Ingrid shook her head. “Not possible. I’m in the middle of an investigation.”

“Tough.”

Two hours earlier, much to the dismay of the medical staff at King’s College Hospital, Ingrid had discharged herself shortly after arriving there by ambulance. The doctors had wanted to keep her in overnight for observation, a precaution for all concussion sufferers, they’d explained. They told her just how lucky she had been to have escaped such a serious accident with no broken bones or ruptured organs. She’d listened politely to them until they were done, then demanded they give her back her clothes so she could get out of there.

As she sat staring into the embassy MD’s bloodshot eyes, she felt anything but lucky. Every part of her was either bruised or grazed, and every time she moved she set off a new tsunami of pain that quickly spread through her whole body. But lucky or not, she sure as hell wasn’t going to be confined to quarters.

“Really, doc, I look a lot worse than I am. It’s my coloring—I just bruise easily. I’m fine to carry out desk duties—wouldn’t you say?”

The doctor pushed his glasses onto the top of his head and noisily drew in air through his teeth. He sat back in his chair and folded his arms. “Very well. But make sure you perform light duties only. Here in the embassy where I can keep an eye on you.”

Ingrid went straight from his office to the elevator and from there to the exit. Desk duties? What could she achieve at her desk? Besides, she was eager to avoid Sol. Since the meeting with Louden at the weekend, where he’d made it explicitly clear she couldn’t count on him to be in her corner, Ingrid wasn’t sure she could look him in the eye. Right now she wasn’t sure she could trust anyone inside the building at all. Much better to get out of it just as quickly as she could. One of her burner cell phones trilled as she passed through the security gate at the rear exit.

She checked the number, it was showing as “out of area”. She answered quickly. “I’ll call you back in ten minutes.” She hung up and walked along Bond Street, heading north, in search of a noisy crowd of shoppers. Oxford Street, lined on one side with all the major department stores, would provide the cover she needed.

She’d managed to make it as far as Selfridges before the ten minutes was up. “Hey, Mike. What have you got for me?”

“I’m fine, thank you for asking. The kids are good, Mary says ‘hi’.”

“Come on, Mike. I don’t have a lot of time.” And next to no patience. “Is this a safe line?”

“What? You think I’m calling from the office?”

She pulled up and closed her eyes. She felt people rushing past her on either side, in a hurry to get where they were going before their lunch hour was over. After a moment, she snapped opened her eyes and found herself staring at a window display of silk and lace lingerie. She remembered she hadn’t sent her clothes to the hotel laundry in a while and wondered abstractly if she should do a little shopping while she was out. At the other end of the line she could vaguely hear Mike Stiller complaining about her lack of respect for him.

She’d worked with Mike at the D.C. Field office. He was still there, counting out the years before retirement. She felt nothing but respect for Special Agent Stiller. He’d saved her ass from so many sticky situations she couldn’t even remember them all.

She waited until he paused for breath then tried to interject. “Time really is tight, Mike. You know I really appreciate anything you can give me.”

“That’s a little better. If you knew the risks I’ve been taking for you.” He cleared his throat theatrically. “Anyways, I’ll tell you what I’ve got.” He waited a beat.

“Mike?”

“Absolutely nothing.”

“What?”

“I have nothing at all.”

“Then why call me?”

“You’re not listening—I found nothing. No trace of Mulroony coming back to the US. No trace of his return to a field office. No record of a resignation.”

“You just haven’t looked hard enough.”

“Oh, you think? I didn’t even find a record of him prior to his posting in London. No college or public school records. No family, no friends. Zip. It’s as if the guy never existed.”

“But he was here in London until December last year?”

“He was there for eight months, ending December.”

“Eight months? You’re sure?” When Ingrid had been recruited by Sol, he had told her her predecessor had been in post for years.

“As far as the records show, Dennis Mulroony existed between March and December of last year. Then he disappeared. Right off the map.”

“There’s no way you could have made a mistake?”

“I cross-checked through five different databases, and before you ask, I didn’t leave a trail. Please give me a little credit. I do have some pride in my work.”

“OK. I just… I don’t know—”

“Why are you so interested in this guy anyways?”

“While he was here, what level security clearance did he have?”

“Now that I can tell you.” The line went quiet, all she could hear was Stiller’s open-mouthed breathing. “Level five. The big cheeses over there must have trusted the guy big time.”

Level five? One level below the embassy FBI chief himself. What assignments was Mulroony working on that he needed that kind of clearance?

“Want my advice?” Stiller barked at her.

Ingrid knew she was going to get it whether she wanted it or not. She braced herself.

“Request a transfer stateside, pronto, before you get ‘disappeared’ too.” He started to chuckle. “No wait—that’s what Mulroony did. Hey—maybe it’s already too late. Be afraid, my friend, be very afraid.”

Ingrid hung up on him mid chortle. She’d always believed Mulroony’s role had been exactly the same as hers—working outside the counter-terrorism, counter-intelligence loop. He wouldn’t have needed level five clearance. But if Angelis was right, and Mulroony was working with the CIA, high level clearance would have been a prerequisite.

Maybe she should be afraid.

The cell clipped to her belt started to vibrate. It was Ralph Mills.

“Hey, Ralph.”

“How are you? I heard about what happened.”

“Me? I’m fine. As always.” She shifted the phone from left hand to right, the soreness in her left arm too painful to ignore any longer.

“I have some news. Thought you might like to know. Lauren Shelbourne’s mobile phone has become active.”
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Detective Constable Ralph Mills was already sitting at a window table in a café near the Lewisham station house. He looked up as Ingrid approached the door, his wide grin quickly fading when he took a proper look at her. He jumped from his seat, opened the door and practically guided her to the table as if she were a frail invalid.

“I had no idea your injuries were so bad. Should I take you to the hospital?”

It was her face, she realized. Her hip, right thigh and ribs were in much worse shape, but a woman with a grazed cheek and bruised eye was guaranteed to attract the wrong sort of attention.

“Really—it’s nothing.” She was tempted to say “stop acting like my mother” except her mother had never shown this much sympathy and concern in all the years she raised her.

“Hot sweet tea—that’s what you need. You’re probably still in shock.”

“Hey the doc at the embassy didn’t even sign me off duties. So I can’t be that bad.”

“Sadist.” Mills returned to his seat and lifted his cup, gesturing to the man behind the counter to bring him another.

“Thank you for meeting me like this,” Ingrid said.

“After what you’ve been through, it’s the least I could do.”

“Does your boss know you’re speaking to me?”

“I’ll mention it to her later. She’s got a lot on her plate at the moment. Don’t want to complicate things.”

Ingrid wondered if he’d tell McKittrick anything at all and how much trouble he’d be in if his boss found out he was speaking to her. Surely meeting this close to the station house was risky for him. He seemed to read her mind.

“Thanks for coming all this way. I can’t stray too far from the station right now.”

The tea arrived and before Ingrid could stop him, Mills added three heaped teaspoons of sugar to the cup and stirred it rapidly, sending light beige milky liquid over the rim. Since she’d been in London, Ingrid still hadn’t acquired the British taste for milk in tea, but she dutifully raised the cup to her lips and took a tentative sip. It tasted awful. “I won’t keep you long. I’ve just… well I really need to know what’s happening.”

“We could have spoken on the phone.”

She smiled. “I’m here now.” She had her own reason for traveling south of the river. “Tell me about Lauren’s phone.”

“Like I explained to you earlier, it was switched off again before we had a chance to triangulate.”

“You don’t even have a rough idea where?”

“Greater London.”

“Oh. Any sign of Younger? You don’t know where he went after he visited Klaason?”

“We’ve got officers watching his house and the college.”

“What about airports and train stations?”

“We don’t have that kind of manpower available. Not for an out and out manhunt.” He pulled an apologetic face. “It’s not a massive priority for anyone really. The London Crime Squad do want to talk to him about his connection to Klaason’s operation. At the moment they’re planning a ‘perverting the course of justice’ arrest warrant.” He drank a little of his tea. “Delivering cash to a known felon to aid his escape is serious enough for us to lock him up for a while.”

“Did Natasha tell you she agreed to question Younger about Lauren, as long as a link between him and Klaason’s drug dealing could be established?”

“She did. Plus there’s the dress.”

“She knows about that?”

“Of course.”

Ingrid wondered if McKittrick considered Faber’s story about semen stains and blackmail as fantastical as she had. She needed to speak to her when she had a chance.

“At least we know Younger’s not likely to be leaving the country,” Mills said.

“We do?” Ingrid made sure to use the plural pronoun—eager to include herself in the investigation.

“His wife has surrendered his passport.”

“You’ve questioned her?”

“Not exactly. She’s refusing to talk to us at present. But we’ve done a cursory search of the house and garden, just to make sure Younger wasn’t lurking in the attic or hiding out in a garden shed. Meanwhile the boss is considering threatening to arrest his missus for perverting the course of justice as well, if she doesn’t start to cooperate soon.”

“She can do that?”

“She can certainly threaten to.”

Ingrid picked up her tea, then thankfully remembered how foul it was before taking a sip. “How is Natasha?”

Mills paused a moment before answering. “Well as can be expected, given the pressure she’s under. But she’s a tough nut. Perhaps just a little less tough than she’d like to think.” His face darkened. “Don’t tell her I said that.”

“Your secret’s safe with me. I swear.” Ingrid touched a hand against her chest, but the movement was just a little too fast. A sharp pain wrapped around her ribs. She gasped for breath.

Mills jumped to his feet. “Right—that’s it. We’re getting you to hospital.”

“No way.” She exhaled slowly and forced a smile. “See—much better already. Besides, I have some place else I’d like you to take me.”
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“Agent Skyberg, this is Detective Constable Cath Murray.” Mills was still frowning. His expression hadn’t changed since Ingrid had asked if she could observe McKittrick’s interview of Timo Klaason. “The boss won’t go for it,” he’d said, almost instinctively. But when Ingrid had reminded him that if it weren’t for her they wouldn’t even have Klaason in custody, his attitude softened and he’d promised to try to “square it” with the boss.

And to his credit that was exactly what he’d managed to do.

“Call me Cath,” the smiling detective said as she pumped Ingrid’s hand. “It’s a real pleasure to meet you. I’ve heard so much about you.”

“Really?”

“Ralph’s been singing your praises non-stop.” Thankfully she finally released her grip and turned to Mills. “Boss is waiting for you.”

“You’re OK?” Mills asked Ingrid as his cheeks reddened. “If you need anything at all, just let Cath know.”

“I’m perfectly fine—thank you.”

When Mills had safely exited and shut the door behind him, Murray said, “He can be a bit of a mother hen sometimes. Fussing needlessly.” She pulled a chair out from under a wide desk, two huge TV monitors set on top. “Having said that, you look like you need all the rest you can get. Take a seat.”

Ingrid eased herself onto the chair, careful to avoid any sudden jarring movements. “Ralph tells me you were part of the initial interviewing team.”

“I work in the London Crime Squad. Just started as a matter of fact.” She beamed at Ingrid. “I sat in while the SIO questioned Klaason about his industrious little set up in Deptford. God knows how much methamphetamine they were producing every week. Which is weird in itself. We haven’t noticed use on the street increasing. Maybe he was shipping it somewhere else.”

Ingrid had a pretty good idea where it was going. But they were some way off proving it just yet. She focused her attention on the left hand TV monitor. It showed a close-up of Klaason sitting very calmly at a three-feet by four-feet table. There were no obvious signs of injury. But then Klaason had been wearing a motorcycle helmet and a thick leather jacket when the bike spun out of control. His face was completely blank. Ingrid suspected it was taking all his powers of concentration to keep it that way. According to Mills, Klaason was looking at a minimum of eight years for the drugs offenses. Ingrid checked the right-hand monitor. It displayed a medium shot of the interview room. Sitting next to Klaason was a neat woman in a smart suit. Her face was set in a scowl. Neither of them was speaking.

“What did Klaason tell you during the first interview?” Ingrid asked.

“Bugger all, excuse my French. It was as much as we could do to get him to confirm his name and date of birth. He didn’t even give us an address.”

“He’s been moving around a lot.”

“Not quite enough though, eh?” Murray nudged Ingrid’s arm with her elbow, sending a jolt of pain up into her shoulder. Ingrid managed to subdue a wince. “Great detective work, finding him like that. Not to mention brave. Really impressive.” Murray smiled at her. “FBI… Blimey. Can’t believe I’m sitting in the same room as you. It must be so glamorous.”

“I’m a cop, just like you.”

Murray sat up straighter. She nodded. “Yeah, I suppose you are.”

On the monitor, Ingrid watched McKittrick and Mills enter the room. They made preliminary introductions, stated clearly that the interview was being recorded—Klaason glanced up at the camera and blinked—and McKittrick kicked off the interview.

“When did you start supplying narcotics to Professor Stuart Younger?”

For an opening gambit it was nothing if not direct. Klaason stiffened. But remained silent. It was a bold move by McKittrick.

“OK,” McKittrick said, “let’s start with something easy. How long have you known Professor Younger?”

“I’m sorry, my English is not so good, can you repeat the question?” She did and Klaason responded with: “No comment.”

The microphones in the interview room must have been very sensitive, Ingrid could clearly hear McKittrick failing to suppress a sigh.

“He did the exact same thing with us,” Murray said, her voice low, as if the four people in the room at the other end of the corridor might hear her. “His English is perfect—he refused an interpreter.”

McKittrick cleared her throat, then said, “We’ve checked with the college’s admission records. You started at Loriners last October. Studying psychology. Under Professor Younger.”

“If you already have the information, why are you asking me?”

“Where were you on Monday the fourteenth of April between the hours of midnight and eight a.m.?”

“How would I know that?”

“The date may have stuck in your memory, given it’s the day Lauren Shelbourne died.”

Again there was a definite tensing across Klaason’s shoulders. Ingrid leaned forward, closer to the monitor, wishing she was conducting the interview herself.

“I don’t see why.” Klaason stretched his neck left, then right, then rolled his shoulders.

“You knew Lauren Shelbourne?”

“No.”

“You were part of the same research group.”

“It’s a big project. Lots of people take part.”

“Are you denying you met Miss Shelbourne?”

Klaason folded his arms and stretched out his legs under the table, kicking Mills’ feet in the process. He didn’t apologize. “I’m not denying anything. My English, sorry… I mean I didn’t know Lauren well.”

“Did you ever visit her in her flat?”

Klaason started to answer, but his lawyer grabbed his arm. “No comment,” he said.

“Here we go again,” Murray chimed in. “We had nothing but ‘no comments’ when he spoke to us. Even when we told him we had forensic evidence placing him at the meth factory. At least that wiped the smile off his face.”

Ingrid pulled back from the monitor and turned to Murray. “Do you know how many DNA samples were collected from Lauren’s apartment?”

“I’m not sure how many. I do know everything would have been swabbed, it’s standard procedure. All the samples taken initially would have been carefully recorded and filed. But when the autopsy report came back, those samples weren’t actually analyzed. There wouldn’t have been any need to. HSCC stopped looking for a perpetrator.”

“But the samples are being analyzed now?”

Murray nodded. “Ralph told me the DI’s requested that they’re fast tracked. Won’t be as fast as you do things in the US, probably.”

“You’d be surprised, we’ve got budgetary constraints too.”

“Things can be pretty glacial here.”

“Fast tracked means, what? Within the day?”

“God no. Forty-eight hours if we’re lucky. And the request hasn’t been approved by a senior officer yet.”

“But Lauren Shelbourne’s body won’t be released now the investigation has reopened?”

“It hasn’t been reopened, not officially. The way things stand right now, the Shelbournes will be free to take their daughter home on Wednesday.”

Goddammit.

Ingrid switched her attention back to the monitor, aware the conversation had restarted in the interview room. She caught the final few words of a sentence.

“…time for a break now. My client has already been answering questions for several hours.”

“Not answering them more like,” Murray said.

Even from the mid-distance image on the right hand monitor, it was clear McKittrick was forcing a smile as she responded to Klaason’s lawyer. “He had a break between interviews. We won’t take any longer than necessary.”

“It’s nearly lunchtime. My client hasn’t eaten.”

“Just a couple more questions, then we’ll break for lunch, how’s that?”

“Make sure it’s no more than two.”

“Mr Klaason, I realize your solicitor has advised you to assert your right to silence, but you have to remember that if you do fail to tell us something that may help your—”

Klaason held up a hand. “It’s too complicated. My English… I told you…”

“Is good enough to study a degree course at one of the UK’s top universities.” McKittrick forced another smile. “If we discover you have visited Miss Shelbourne in her home, it won’t be—”

“I never did!”

“So you didn’t provide a delivery service when Miss Shelbourne requested more drugs?”

“You’re crazy. I never supplied her with drugs.”

“Is that so?”

The lawyer grabbed Klaason’s arm again, he batted her hand away.

“Ask Younger—he’s the one who knew her better than anyone. He was screwing her for God’s sake.”

“How do you know that?”

“He told me.”

“So you and Professor Younger are quite close?”

“I wouldn’t say that.”

“But he told you about his sex life. Isn’t that quite an admission, given he’s a married man?”

“I’m sorry, my English…”

“Change the bloody record!” Murray shouted unhelpfully at the monitor.

“You say you never supplied Lauren Shelbourne with drugs?”

“That’s right.”

“So how do you explain the high levels of methamphetamine in her bloodstream at the time of her death?”

“What?”

“You’re the man manufacturing the stuff, not two miles away from her home. You can understand why we might think there’s a connection.”

“I never gave her anything. If she was taking meth it has nothing to do with me.”

“Nothing? You can’t deny your connection to the meth lab.”

“No comment.”

“I think we’ve moved beyond that now. Did you supply Stuart Younger with LSD and methamphetamine?”

He didn’t reply.

“Then we can only assume Lauren got hold of the drugs from you directly.”

“No way! It wasn’t me. I never did that!”

“Tell me how she got the drugs.”

His lawyer cleared her throat. Klaason ignored her. “I gave the stuff to Younger. What he did with it after that was his business. I have nothing to do with Lauren dying, OK?” The lawyer held onto his arm. He pushed her away. “Ask Younger how come she was taking meth. Ask him why she ended up dead.”

There was a loud knock on the interview room door. McKittrick officially suspended the interview and got to her feet. Mills followed her out of the room.

Less than a minute later, Mills stuck his head around the observation room door. “The boss has asked you to leave now,” he told Ingrid. “Interview’s been suspended for the foreseeable.”

“What’s happened?”

He hesitated. “She hasn’t given me clearance to tell you.”

“Come on, Ralph, you can’t just leave us dangling,” Murray said.

Mills bit his top lip, looked from Murray to Ingrid. “OK—but you never heard it from me.”

“Spit it out!” Murray had taken the words out of Ingrid’s mouth.

“Lauren Shelbourne’s phone is active again. This time we’ve managed to track its location.” He paused, clearly savoring the moment of revelation. “It’s within a fifty meter radius of Stuart Younger’s house.”
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Ingrid’s return to the embassy had been reluctant but unavoidable—Deputy Chief Louden herself had summoned her. She straightened the collar of her shirt outside Louden’s office then tapped loudly on the door. As she entered she saw the surprise register on her superior’s face.

“My God. The medical report was comprehensive, but I couldn’t have guessed you’d look so… beaten.”

Ingrid wasn’t sure if the chief’s remark was the closest to sympathy the woman ever got—she hadn’t known her long enough. “Just a few superficial injuries. I heal quickly,” Ingrid said. “A couple days before I’m back to full strength. Max. I promise I won’t scare any members of the public between now and then.”

“The MD authorized desk duties.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“So where have you been?”

“I needed a little fresh air. The painkillers are making me nauseous.” She stood next to a chair, waiting for Louden to tell her to sit down. Hoping she would soon.

“You expect me to believe you were taking a stroll in the square? All this time?”

“I guess I lost track of how late it was. Blame the painkillers again.”

“Sit down, for God’s sake, you look like you’re about to drop.”

Ingrid eased herself onto the seat, keeping her face blank during the painful procedure. She let her arms hang limp from her shoulders and exhaled.

“What did you think you were doing?”

“Ma’am?”

“There’s no point in denying it. I’ve received a verbal report from the senior investigating officer in the London Crime Squad. He called to thank me for your intervention. He explained how useful you’ve been to his investigation.”

Ingrid blinked, her head genuinely spinning. She’d assumed she’d have longer to come up with a plausible story to spin Sol and Louden. She was new to this kind of subterfuge. Openly disobeying a senior officer’s express commands was something she’d managed to avoid in the last eight years. “I was thinking only of the Shelbournes. They are still my responsibility, until they leave the UK.”

“In what way, ‘thinking’ of them?”

“I wanted to ensure absolutely everything had been done to prove their daughter’s death was an accident.”

“The police had done that already.”

“Madison Faber—Lauren Shelbourne’s ex-roommate—convinced me that—”

Louden held up her right hand, palm facing Ingrid, as if she were stopping traffic. “Hold it right there.”

“Ma’am?”

“I didn’t call you in here to listen to your excuses.”

Ingrid exhaled slowly. Whatever penalty Louden had decided to mete out to punish her insubordination, Ingrid only wished she’d get on with it. Playing this charade was tiring and tedious. The sudden need to lie down in a darkened room was overwhelming. The hard wooden floor of Louden’s office was starting to look particularly enticing. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I genuinely thought that…” Dammit. Why was she even apologizing? It wasn’t as if she really was sorry. “I think that trying to get the police to look again at the evidence was the correct course of action.”

“You must be feeling very pleased with yourself.”

“Ma’am?”

“You don’t know? The investigation has been re-opened.”

Ingrid’s heart thudded a few rapid extra beats. She managed to control the urge to punch the air. “It has?” Why hadn’t McKittrick or Mills told her straightaway? “I need to tell the Shelbournes. I should get over to their hotel as soon as—”

“Mr and Mrs Shelbourne have already been informed. By the detective heading the investigation. I’ve just finished speaking with them myself.”

“How’re they doing?”

“What do you think?”

“I guess they’re upset.”

“Devastated would be more accurate. They were suffering badly enough before. But at least they were making arrangements for the repatriation of their daughter’s body. They had something to focus on. And now?”

Ingrid hadn’t meant to cause the Shelbournes any more pain, but they deserved to know the truth. Whatever that might be. Nothing Louden said would dissuade her of that conviction.

“Now they’re completely rudderless. Drifting with no way of knowing how long this investigation will take. How long it’ll be before they can bury their daughter.”

“I should see them. Explain what’s likely to happen next. I owe them that.”

“You’re going nowhere near them. Right now you’re the last person they want to see. I’ve arranged for Sol to visit them. I can trust him to do the right thing.”

Ingrid was already picturing the field office in Alaska that Louden was planning to transfer her to.

“How are you coping with your injuries?”

The question caught Ingrid by surprise. She wasn’t sure how to answer.

“The nausea etcetera?” Louden asked.

“It has subsided.”

“You consider yourself fit for full duty?”

Why was she asking for Ingrid’s opinion? If Louden had already seen the doctor’s report she knew very well that she wasn’t fit for anything more than answering the phone. “I’m good to go.”

“As I’ve received no updated report from you regarding the status of Mr Brewster’s missing laptop, I presume there’s been no progress? What happened at the escort agency you visited?”

“Another dead end.”

“Brewster’s back in London. I need you to update him personally.”

“I’ll call him as soon as I get back to my desk.”

“No—in person. I think we owe him that.”

Was this her punishment? A futile trip to Brewster’s hotel? “I’ll get over there straightaway.”

“No. Not right now. He’s at a conference until later this evening. I need you to convey the Bureau’s apologies. Is that clear?”

“Crystal.”

“That’s all, agent.”

Ingrid left the room, closed the door behind her and stood for a moment in the corridor outside, just trying to work out her next move. Her head was foggy and she really had started to feel a little nauseous. She needed air.

It wasn’t until she reached reception that she realized it was raining. She grabbed a magazine from the nearest table and pushed through the front entrance. She passed the security check and headed for Grosvenor Square. She stopped in her tracks when she saw who was sitting on the narrow wooden bench just inside the square.
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Alex Shelbourne was drenched. By the looks of her, she’d been sitting in the rain for hours. Ingrid waved at the girl and called her name.

“What did you do to your face?” the teenager asked as she approached.

“I had a fight with a parked car.”

“You’ve got blood on your cheek.”

“It’s just a graze.”

“No, I mean fresh blood. It’s running down your face.”

Ingrid lifted a hand to her cheek and it came away pink, where the blood had mingled with rainwater.

“Here.” Alex Shelbourne handed Ingrid her scarf.

“It’s OK—it’ll stop soon enough.”

“Take it.” She thrust the scarf at her and Ingrid blotted her cheek.

“Why didn’t you get security to call me? How long have you been here?”

“I didn’t want anyone else to know I was here. So I waited.”

“You’ll catch cold. Let’s get you inside.” Ingrid started back toward the embassy then thought better of it. “There’s a café just around the corner.”

They headed down North Audley Street and stopped at the first café they came to. Ingrid threw the sodden magazine into the trash and handed Alex back her scarf, scooping up a handful of paper napkins from a nearby table. She pressed the wad of tissue against her face.

A hot chocolate and double espresso ordered, they took the table furthest from the window.

“How long have you been waiting?” Ingrid asked.

“A couple hours maybe.”

“Do your parents know you’re here?” If the girl had been waiting that long, Ingrid could be pretty sure she didn’t know the case into her sister’s death had been reopened. Her parents wouldn’t have wanted to tell her something like that over the phone.

Alex stared into her hot chocolate. She scooped the froth backward and forward across its surface with a teaspoon. “I told them I wanted to visit the Apple Store.”

The store was on Regent Street. Less than a half mile from the café they were sitting in. So in terms of location, not that much of a lie. Ingrid studied the teenager for a moment. She seemed a completely different girl. There was no attitude now. Just an intense sadness.

“I think they were relieved to get me out of the way so they could fight some more without an audience. They’ve never been like this with one another before. Mom blames Dad. And Dad…”

“Blames himself?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. But mostly he just pretends it’s not really happening.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Me too.” Alex Shelbourne gazed blankly at her hot chocolate. “I so had to get out of there.” She put down the spoon and looked up suddenly at Ingrid. “Why did you ignore the note I gave you?”

“I didn’t. I would have gotten in touch. But events kind of overtook me.”

The teenager pointed to Ingrid’s face. “You mean your fight with a car?”

“Among other things. Plus I had no way of contacting you without going through your parents first. I’m guessing that’s the last thing you wanted me to do.”

The girl nodded slowly. “I thought I’d get a chance to speak to you after the meeting on Saturday.”

“I was kept behind by my boss.”

“You make it sound like she’s your teacher or something.”

“More like the principal.” Ingrid gave her a smile. “What was it you wanted to tell me about your sister?”

Alex took a deep breath, her shoulders rising almost to her ears then slumping down again. “When I passed you the note I wasn’t one hundred per cent sure I should even tell you. But when she came to the hotel, pretending to be so upset, I knew I couldn’t keep it to myself. I just wanted to scream at her.”

“Who?”

“Madison. She’s a two-faced bitch.”

“Madison Faber? You saw her when she visited your parents?” Ingrid was surprised Alex Shelbourne had taken such a strong dislike to Faber. She didn’t even know her.

“I saw her—but she didn’t see me. I stayed in the room next door. No way was I going to speak to her. She hated Lauren. And Lauren hated her right back. How could she cry like that in front of Mom and Dad? She’s so fake.”

“Are you sure? I thought Madison and Lauren were pretty good friends.”

“If they were, why did Lauren move out of the apartment? She should have made that bitch leave instead.”

“I’m sorry, I don’t follow.” Ingrid’s head was foggier than she’d realized.

“The apartment, it was Lauren’s. She should never have let Madison move in.”

“Lauren’s? Are you sure about that?”

“Yeah—why wouldn’t I be?”

“So you’re saying Madison moved into Lauren’s apartment?”

“Yes!” The girl sniffed. “I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to shout.”

“That’s OK.” Ingrid took a sip of coffee and wondered if this news had any bearing on the case. “Is that what you wanted to tell me about Lauren?”

“No—I thought you should know why she and Madison had such a big fight.”

Ingrid blinked. Where the hell was this going? “I want you to take this slowly. Make allowances for me, I’ve taken a lot of painkillers. I want to be clear exactly what you’re saying.”

“Lauren and Madison had a big fight. Lauren asked her to leave, but Madison refused. She’s such a spoilt bitch. She wouldn’t move out.”

“So Lauren was forced to leave instead?”

“She didn’t want to stay a moment longer than she had to with that weirdo.”

“Weirdo?”

“Lauren told me Madison could get a little crazy now and then. I think she was relieved to get away from her.”

This turned what Faber had told Ingrid about Lauren on its head. “Are you sure about this?”

“Of course I am. Lauren told me herself.” A sob erupted from her throat. Her eyes started to water.

“It’s OK—take your time.”

“She told me they had a big fight over some guy she was seeing.”

“A man your sister was seeing?”

Alex nodded. A tear dropped into her cup.

“Did she tell you who that was?”

“Lauren never said who she was seeing. Not even when she lived at home. She always kept her boyfriends secret.” She sobbed again.

Ingrid laid a hand over the girl’s. “Have some hot chocolate—you’re chilled right to the bone. I’m going to sit here and watch you drink it.”

“I don’t really want any.”

“Just a little, come on.”

With shaking hands, the girl lifted the wide cup to her lips, took a sip and put the cup straight back down. She dabbed her mouth with a paper napkin. “I thought it was weird that Madison knew who the guy was. I don’t think Lauren would have told her. I guess she must have found out some other way.”

Ingrid wanted to tell the girl to back right up and start from the beginning. None of this was meshing with what Faber had told her. But Alex Shelbourne seemed pretty sure of her facts. “Madison Faber knew who Lauren was dating?”

“That’s why they fought. Madison was jealous as hell. She wanted to go out with the same guy. She accused my sister of stealing him from her. Lauren told me he couldn’t even bear to look at Madison. When I saw her crying at the hotel with Mom and Dad I just wanted to punch her. I wish I had.”

Ingrid wished there was a pause button she could press. She needed time to think. “Drink some more hot chocolate, Alex. Just a little.”

Faber had told the police she and Lauren never fought. Not once, she’d said. The inconsistencies were mounting up now, all of them casting doubt on everything else Faber had told her. Ingrid stared at Alex Shelbourne’s face as the girl sipped her drink. Why would she make any of this up? What could she gain from fabricating something like this? The girl looked up and saw Ingrid staring at her.

“What is it?”

“You are sure about what you’ve told me? You couldn’t have misinterpreted what your sister said?”

“She was clear enough. I think she needed someone to talk to about it all. She didn’t really have many friends here.” Her bottom lip started to quiver.

Ingrid’s phone buzzed in her pocket. She took it out and glanced at the screen. It was Ralph Mills.

“I’m OK—you should take it,” Alex told her.

“I won’t be long.” Ingrid turned away to answer the call. “Ralph.” She slowly got to her feet and started toward the exit. “I already know the case has been re-opened.”

“That’s not why I’m calling.”

“I was hoping you might have told me as soon as you found out.”

“Sorry about that—it got a bit busy round here.”

“So why are you calling?”

“We’ve picked up Professor Younger.”
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Ingrid stepped out of the elevator and her feet sank into thick luxury carpet. Turning out of the elevator lobby she followed the directions to room 725. At the other end of the dimly-lit hallway she saw a tall, heavily-muscled man, dressed only in a skimpy, ripped tee and tight faded jeans, walking toward her at speed. She smiled and nodded as she passed him and he gave her a wink. He wasn’t carrying a bag or a jacket, so if, as she suspected, he’d been visiting Greg Brewster in room 725, he hadn’t helped himself to any of Brewster’s computer hardware. She watched him sashay along the corridor the way she’d just come. Now there was a man who was happy in his work.

When she reached Brewster’s door, Ingrid hesitated. Louden had sent her there to admit she’d failed to track down his laptop and apologize for her failure. But what she wanted to do right now was lecture him on his willful flouting of every security protocol she could think of. If the work he was involved in was level four classified or above, what the hell did he think he was doing risking another security breach by inviting complete strangers into his room?

She cursed him under her breath. Why was she wasting precious moments here when she should be spending time piecing together everything Alex Shelbourne had told her? She needed to assess how the girl’s account directly contradicted the things Faber had told her. Especially now the police had Younger in custody.

After she’d gotten the girl safely into a taxi, Ingrid had returned to the embassy only to be waylaid by Sol, insisting she give him a lengthy update on the Shelbourne case ahead of his meeting with the family. She hadn’t felt able to let him in on the latest developments until she’d had chance to analyze the new information herself, and considered all the ramifications. When Sol finally left her she’d felt like she’d been through an inquisition, fit for nothing more than returning to her hotel room for a nap. Unfortunately, the nap lasted a lot longer than she’d intended. She hadn’t woken until after nine.

This visit with Brewster was a distraction she could do without. She silently cursed him again. Then tapped lightly on his door.

“What’s this, an extra bonus for loyal customers?” Brewster was looking down at his gaping robe as he answered the door. Unfortunately for Ingrid, her gaze followed his. “Oh,” he said, drawing the flimsy silk dressing gown across his expansive stomach. “I thought you were someone else.”

“Sorry to disappoint.”

“I was expecting you earlier.”

“If it’s not convenient, I can—”

“You’re here now. Let’s get it over with.” Just as he had previously, he left her at the door and padded back down the interior hallway. The room he led her into was opulently furnished with silk-upholstered, ornately-carved antique furniture—a chaise longue taking pride of place beneath the window. He’d had a room upgrade since his last visit to London.

“Please—sit down. Would you like me to order you anything from room service?”

“I’m fine—thank you.”

“Give me a moment. I just have to slip into something a little less comfortable.” He disappeared through another door, not bothering to shut it completely behind him. Still on her feet, Ingrid heard another door close followed by the click of a lock. She figured he must have gone into the bathroom beyond the bedroom. Which meant she had a few minutes at most.

Louden may have sent her here to apologize, but Ingrid had other priorities. Brewster must have been classified at a high security level for a good reason. If she could find out why, it might somehow help her understand her own position in the food chain at the embassy.

She scanned the room for Brewster’s bags, looking specifically for the heavy flightcase. She checked the cabinet to the left of the fancy silk couch. Inside were a small refrigerator and a safe. Which was locked. She stood perfectly still and listened for a moment. The low rumble of Brewster’s baritone and the splash of water reached her from the bathroom. Ingrid scanned the room again. Set into the wall opposite the chaise longue she noticed a narrow door. A closet of some kind. In two strides she was at the door and trying the handle. She pushed open the door to discover a large suitcase on wheels, a briefcase, and the aluminum flightcase she was looking for. She ducked into the closet, quickly realized she couldn’t hear what Brewster was up to from inside, and ducked back out again. She heard the sound of the shower and Brewster’s singing. She ducked back into the closet and tried to open the flightcase. It was locked. She moved on to the briefcase, it too was firmly fastened shut. She quickly stepped back into the main room and closed the closet door behind her, relieved to discover Brewster was still in the bathroom. She hurried across the room to the cabinet, flung open the door and stared at the safe. She tried an obvious combination: 1-2-3-4. The safe stayed locked. Those numbers in reverse yielded the same result. She tried the room number with a leading zero, then with a trailing zero. No joy.

She listened again. Although she could hear the big man singing, the sound of splashing water had ceased. She was running out of time. She stood very still for a moment, willing her brain to remember something about Brewster that might be useful. What was his date of birth? She could recall his middle name, his address, even his cell phone number. But the year he was born? Beyond the ‘1’ and the ‘9’ she had no clue. It had to be the effect of the painkillers, dulling her mind. Her memory was normally better than this.

The singing had stopped.

The click of the lock on the bathroom door seemed to reverberate in the silence. A moment later Brewster’s age popped into her head. He was fifty-one. She did a quick calculation and tapped in four new numbers. The safe still didn’t pop open. Wait. It was still April. What if he hadn’t had his birthday yet? She tried the safe again and was rewarded with a satisfying clunk.

From the other room she heard the bathroom door close.

Ingrid yanked open the safe door, expecting to see nothing more than a wallet, a passport, perhaps an expensive watch. Maybe even an unauthorized weapon, given Brewster’s line of business.

What she saw raised more questions about the true purpose of Brewster’s visit to London than her weary brain could compute.
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The taxi journey seemed to flash by in an instant. Ingrid’s mind was full of so many possible explanations for what she saw in Brewster’s hotel room safe—and quite a few impossible ones—that she didn’t register the streets they were driving down until she was just two blocks from her hotel.

She had managed to close the safe and straighten up just a moment before Brewster came blustering back into the room. He’d eyed her suspiciously, wondered aloud what was so wrong with the couch she didn’t see fit to park her behind on it, and proceeded to dismiss her detailed update of her investigation into the missing laptop like a man desperate to move on to his next meeting. Even her reluctant apology had been quickly brushed off. Ingrid suspected he’d had another escort booked. Or perhaps had been planning a trip to the nearest bar to pick up someone new. As far as Louden was concerned, Ingrid was only there as a courtesy, a box-checking exercise, so she had quickly thanked him for his cooperation and understanding and made a swift exit.

When the taxi drew up alongside the curb outside her hotel, Ingrid gave the driver a very generous tip, grateful to be home. She stood on the sidewalk, taking a moment to draw in some cool nighttime air, filling her lungs and attempting to clear her mind. Who the hell was Greg Brewster? Louden had to know his real purpose in London. And Sol. Only Ingrid herself seemed to be flailing around in the dark. She blinked a few times and shook her head, hoping the final cobwebs would come loose. The only guaranteed mind clearer was a five-mile run.

No hope of that for several days.

She climbed wearily up the stone steps and pushed through the revolving doors, the weight of thick glass and heavy brassware putting a strain on her arms and back she really didn’t need. Inside she surveyed the lobby. Only a few guests lingered over nightcaps and coffees. One of them was heading toward her at speed. It took Ingrid long moments to recognize the woman, she was practically on top of her by the time she blurted out her name.

“Miss Tate!”

“Oh please—aren’t we past formalities?” Angela Tate looped her arm through Ingrid’s and walked her toward a table next to the unlit fireplace. “I hesitate to mention it, but your face has rather taken on the appearance of chopped liver. Should you even be out of bed?”

“Please—I’ve had enough people nannying me for one day.”

“In that case, let me buy you a large drink instead.”

“I’ll take a raincheck.” All Ingrid wanted to do at this minute was crawl back into bed.

“I insist. I’ve got something to show you.” With her spare hand she grabbed a passing waiter. “What’s your poison? Whiskey? Brandy? Something more exotic? Perhaps a cocktail?” The waiter tried to move away, but Tate tightened her grip. “What am I thinking? With a name like Skyberg, you’ll be partial to a classy Scandinavian vodka.”

“Really—a ginger ale is fine.”

“Bring us a bottle of Absolut 100. As cold as you can make it.”

“All our vodka is stored at minus five degrees, madam,” the waiter informed her.

“Well done you.” She let go of his arm. “Well hurry up then. Chop chop.”

He made a point of straightening his vest before departing.

“Of course, in a truly up market establishment, the bar staff would have the confidence not to be snotty,” Tate said in a loud voice as he walked away.

“Whatever you have to show me, can we make it quick?” Ingrid eased down onto the dark red Chesterfield couch. The leather felt pleasingly cool beneath her sore thighs.

Tate reached into her bag and pulled out several large sheets of paper. “This is just something the art department threw together for me. The final version won’t be approved until tomorrow morning. I thought you might like a preview.” She smoothed out the rolled sheets on the coffee table in front of the couch.

Ingrid read the headline.




PRIZE-WINNING PROFESSOR ARRESTED




Then strained her eyes in the gloom to scan the first two paragraphs. “There’s no mention of Younger’s experiments. I thought that was the whole focus of your investigation.”

“Oh it’ll all come out—in due course. Younger didn’t manage to destroy all the evidence. I got on to the college authorities to make sure of that. Meanwhile my paper’s lawyers are insisting we don’t print anything that could prejudice a possible trial. Can’t have him getting off on a technicality. Besides, we’ve all had our knuckles rapped over this sort of thing in the recent past. He is in theory innocent until proven guilty, after all.” She pointed at the photo next to the headline. “That’s why we’ve had to go for an anodyne picture of Loriners College, rather than a portrait of the man himself. Which is a real shame, because there’s something of Hugh Jackman about him, don’t you think? Stuart Younger staring out of the front page, all brooding and menacing would have boosted circulation all on its own. We can’t even print his name at the moment. But I’m sure the rumor mills will start grinding soon. Last time I checked Twitter, the little blue bird had nothing to say about our esteemed professor. But it won’t be long before he’s trending. At least here in the UK. A college full of students will see to that.”

The waiter reappeared holding a tray high above his head containing a liter bottle of Swedish vodka, a tumbler of crushed ice and two shot glasses. He deposited the tray on the table and waited.

“Thank you. We can take it from here,” Tate told him. She leaned toward Ingrid as she watched him walk away. “If he thinks he’s getting a tip out of me after that performance, he’s sorely mistaken.”

Ingrid eyed the layer of frost on the bottle. It reminded her of home. The frost more than the vodka. She wondered if a single shot would have any detrimental effect on the two painkillers she’d downed just a few minutes ago in the cab. Tate shook ice into both shot glasses, cracked open the bottle and poured them two generous measures. “Cheers, here’s to a job well done,” she said and lifted her glass.

“Skål.” Ingrid raised the glass to her lips and let the alcoholic slush slide over her tongue and down her throat. It chilled and burned simultaneously as it went down. And felt unexpectedly good.

“And, though I’m not one to blow my own trumpet—well, not often��here’s to me!”

“For de-programming the students?”

“Actually, no, though that was rather a triumph.” Tate topped up their glasses. “I found out earlier that I’ve been awarded a lifetime achievement award from the National Association of Journalists.”

“Congratulations, Skål.” Ingrid held her glass aloft.

“I have to admit, it does feel a bit like they’re getting me ready for retirement. But bugger that! I intend to carry on writing until I drop.”

“Well done, anyway.”

Tate smiled. “So—how are things in Grosvenor Square? When are you all making the big move south of the river?”

“No firm dates as yet.”

“I would imagine even if you knew you wouldn’t be able to tell me—it’ll be a security nightmare. Mind you, I suppose it’ll be easier to secure the new building. Your current home is in an awkward spot. Must make it vulnerable.” She emptied her glass. “It’s OK—I’m not fishing for a story!”

“Have you ever been inside?”

“Is that an invitation?”

Ingrid just blinked at her.

“I’ve visited a few times over the years. Drinks parties, that sort of thing.”

“Did you have any dealings with my predecessor?”

“I may well have done. A whole succession of them, no doubt. Not that I could pick any from a line-up. After the seventh or eighth drink, one charming individual tends to merge with the next. What did she look like?”

“It was a man. I… ah…” It was only then that Ingrid realized she’d never actually seen a photograph of Mulroony.

“It’s all right, no need to break any protocols. I’m sure I wouldn’t be able to place him anyway. My contacts at the Met would probably remember. But they wouldn’t tell me, even if they did. Things have got decidedly frosty between the boys in blue and the press. They’ve stopped taking my calls. The Leveson Inquiry put paid to all that.” She tried to top up Ingrid’s glass, but it was still full. “Why are you asking? Did he leave under a cloud?”

“No reason. Just making conversation.” Ingrid pictured Sol’s face the last time she mentioned Mulroony to him. It must have been one hell of a cloud. She drained her glass and stood up. “I really do have to say goodnight now. Thank you for the heads-up.” She pointed to the unfurled sheets on the table.

“They’re yours. Keep them. I got them printed especially for you. There’s a whole paragraph about you on page two.”
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This time when Ingrid looked up at the second floor window of Madison Faber’s building, the student smiled and waved at her. The front door buzzed open as Ingrid reached the top of the steps. Inside she pulled herself slowly up the stairs to the second floor, leaning heavily on the banister for extra support.

“Jesus Christ—did Klaason do that to you?” Faber said as she opened the door.

Ingrid had done her best to cover her messed up face with make-up, using so much concealer and foundation she’d exhausted her supply of both.

“I told you he was dangerous.”

“I had a fight with some blacktop. We just didn’t see eye to eye.”

Faber stood aside and Ingrid made her way into the now familiar living room. Only it wasn’t the way she remembered it from her last visit. The pictures were off the walls, stacked in a neat pile by the door, the shelves were clear of books and ornaments. Even the pot plants were crowded into a small jungle under the window.

“De-cluttering your life?” Ingrid asked Faber.

“You could say that. When I came back from Mom’s friend’s, this place seemed cramped and crowded. It’s time for a fresh start.”

On the coffee table Ingrid saw a copy of the early edition of the Evening News, the front page a word for word replica of the one Tate had shown her the night before. The picture was different though—it showed a close-up of the entrance to the research laboratories at Loriners. No doubt Tate had managed to influence the picture editor’s decision—not a photograph of the professor—but a little clue to his identity for anyone looking for it.

“I feel so much better now,” Faber said, “knowing they’re both safely locked away.”

Ingrid studied the student’s face. The pinched expression had been replaced by something approaching calm. Faber’s shoulders were no longer hunched. Her arms hung freely from them, her fists unclenched. It was as if Ingrid were staring at a different woman. With everything Alex Shelbourne had told her still buzzing in her mind, Ingrid wasn’t sure what to make of the transformation in Faber. If Lauren’s sister was right, Faber had been spinning Ingrid a collection of lies right from her first interview with the police. The question was why?

“Thank you for all your help, Ingrid.”

“It’s the police you need to thank.”

“Oh come on—there’s no need for modesty. I read the article. ‘An off-duty US embassy official’? Who else could they be talking about if not you? You’ve been so brave.”

“My training kicked in. It’s automatic. Nothing brave about it.”

Faber strode over to her with outstretched arms. Ingrid felt an overwhelming urge to duck out of her path and run for the exit. Instead she let herself be hugged, Faber’s thin arms wrapping right round her and squeezing tight. “You’re my hero.”

Ingrid hadn’t thought the young woman capable of such a gushing display of affection. It unnerved her. Finally Faber loosened her grip and pulled away.

“I’m sorry if I was rude before,” Faber said. “I can get a little… obnoxious in stressful situations. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

“You were nothing of the sort.” Paranoid and out of control, maybe.

“Did the police get the DNA results from the stain on Lauren’s dress yet? Younger can’t deny the affair once they do.”

“What makes you think Professor Younger is denying anything?”

Faber pulled in her chin and suddenly the old scowl was back on her face. “Isn’t he?”

“I can’t tell you.”

“Why not? Don’t I deserve to know?”

Deserve? That was a strange choice of word.

“I can’t tell you because I honestly don’t know. I have no idea what information he’s given the police. My involvement pretty much ended as soon as Timo Klaason was taken into custody.”

“But aren’t you even curious?”

“Idle curiosity isn’t really a big thing in the Bureau.”

“If you don’t have any news, why are you here?”

“Just crossing the t’s and dotting the i’s ahead of submitting my final report. My part in the investigation is pretty much over.” She needed to tread carefully. She couldn’t risk spooking Faber with a barrage of questions.

Faber slumped onto the couch. “I assumed you wanted to keep me abreast of the latest developments.”

“You probably know as much as I do.” Ingrid gestured toward the newspaper.

The clenched fists were back. Faber was kneading her thighs with them. She must have seen Ingrid looking at them. She quickly uncurled her fingers and sat on her hands. “Have you seen Lauren’s parents, since this all… blew up? How are they doing? I’ve been thinking about visiting them again.”

“Maybe you should leave it a day or so.”

“But surely they would welcome a friendly face? I’d be a… bridge to Lauren. A connection. It’s not much, but I might be able to offer them some comfort.”

“Alex is with them. I’m sure she’s enough of a bridge.”

“Alex?”

“Lauren’s kid sister. Not really a kid, I guess.”

The surprise on Faber’s face was unmistakable. She quickly shook it off.

“I guess you didn’t meet her when you visited the Shelbournes at their hotel?” Ingrid said.

“No—Alex wasn’t there.”

“Lauren and Alex were very close, apparently,” she said, watching Faber’s face all the while. “I expect Lauren spoke about her sister all the time.”

“Not so much. I suppose Alex must be taking it pretty hard.”

“She’s surviving. I think she’ll be OK.”

“You’ve spoken to her?”

Ingrid gave her a sad smile and nodded slowly, her gaze not leaving Faber’s. “She may be a minor, but she’s still an American citizen. She gets the same support from the embassy as anyone else.”

“Has she talked about me at all?”

“What makes you ask that?”

Faber paused a beat. Calculating. “Oh you know, just wondering. Idle curiosity is something I indulge in constantly.”

“As you ask… I wasn’t sure I should bring it up. But you seem so much stronger than when I last saw you… Alex seems to think you and Lauren had a major falling out. She said it was the reason her sister moved out of the apartment.”

Faber’s mouth dropped open. Then clamped tight shut. She sat very still for a moment. “That’s so strange. Like I told the police, Lauren and I never fought. I wonder what on earth gave Alex that idea?”

“Lauren told her.”

She hesitated a beat. “She couldn’t have. It’s just not true. I expect Alex misunderstood Lauren’s reasons for moving out. Everything’s really quite black and white at that age, isn’t it?”

“She knew exactly why her sister moved out.”

Faber let out a little laugh. “In that case she should let me know. I never really got to the bottom of it. One minute we were the best roomies ever, the next she’d packed her bags and left. I hate to speak ill of the dead, but she could be a little… over emotional at times.”

“That’s not the impression I get, from her sister or her parents.”

“There are some things you only discover about people living on top of one another in a small apartment like this.”

Faber hadn’t even moderated her story to account for Alex Shelbourne’s revelation. She was stubbornly sticking to her version of events. Ingrid almost admired her doggedness.

“Maybe I can enlighten you.” Ingrid smiled.

“Please do—I’m all ears.”

“Lauren told her sister that you and she fought over a man. You were jealous of Lauren’s new lover.”

“That’s ridiculous! Alex Shelbourne is making it up. I suppose I should make allowances, given what she’s going through. But the girl is quite plainly lying.”

“She seemed quite certain of her facts.”

“Well her facts are completely false. Why would she want to cause mischief like that?”

Why indeed.

“I didn’t even know for sure who Lauren was seeing until the other day—you know that, Ingrid. So how could I fight over them? The idea is ludicrous. Especially given who she was seeing. Stuart Younger is definitely not my type. Besides, I wouldn’t lower myself to fight over a man.” She grabbed Ingrid’s arm. “Tell me you’re not taking Alex Shelbourne seriously.”

“She was very convincing.”

“She’s obviously suffering psychological problems following the death of her sister. Her parents should get some medical help for her.” She let go of Ingrid’s arm, jumped up from the couch and grabbed her cell phone from a nearby table. She peered at the screen. “It’s later than I thought. Are we finished here? I have rather a lot to organize this afternoon.”

“I won’t keep you much longer. I promise. Only a couple more questions.” Ingrid offered her another smile, wondering how long Faber could keep up the pretense. Alex Shelbourne had no reason to “cause mischief”. Witnessing Faber’s current performance, Ingrid was much more inclined to believe Lauren’s sister ahead of her former roommate.

Ingrid glanced round the room, at the piles of books on the floor and the empty shelves on the wall. “Are you thinking of moving out?”

“Maybe. This place has too many memories for me. It might be time to move on.”

“Will that be difficult with your landlord?”

“Why do you ask?”

“I guess there must be a few months left on the rental agreement, if you originally rented the place for a year. You may owe him some money.”

Faber looked uncertain.

“I can check the agreement for you—look at the wording—see what your liabilities are.”

“I’m sure that won’t be necessary. Besides, this place is such a mess, I’m not sure where I’d even start looking for it.”

“I can help you.” Ingrid opened the doors of a bureau that stood beside the door. “Where do you keep your paperwork?” She peered inside.

“It’s OK. I wouldn’t want to trouble you. It’ll turn up eventually.”

“I’m not sure where you stand, legally, you see, given the agreement is in Lauren’s name.” Ingrid reached inside the bureau.

Faber hurried over to her. “What do you mean?”

“This was Lauren’s apartment originally, wasn’t it? You moved in with her.”

“No, she moved in with me. This is my apartment. Are you forgetting? I’ve already explained that to you. And the police.”

“You’re sure it’s not the other way around?”

“Of course I’m sure. Why would you get confused about something like that? Perhaps you hit your head a little harder than you thought.”

“My head is fine.” Ingrid pulled out a pile of papers from the lower shelf of the bureau. “I expect the rental agreement is in here somewhere. Why don’t we go through this stuff together? It’d be so much faster. Even if it is in your name, you really should check out your legal responsibilities.”

Faber tried to snatch the pile from Ingrid’s arms, but Ingrid held on tight. “For God’s sake! What do you think you’re doing? Get your hands off my stuff!” Faber tugged harder.

Ingrid let go suddenly and the papers flew in the air, landing a moment later on the floor in an untidy heap. Faber dropped quickly to her knees to gather them up.

“I’m sorry,” Ingrid said. “Here, let me help.”

“No! Leave them alone.”

Ingrid backed away. “OK. OK.”

“Ask your questions, won’t you? I don’t have time to hang around.”

“It’s all right. I think I have all the information I need to complete my report. Sorry to have bothered you.” She plastered on a smile and headed for the door.

Ingrid had seen quite enough. But her report was nowhere near finished.
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On the way from Faber’s apartment to the café near the station house—it was beginning to feel like a regular haunt—Ingrid worked out what her next move should be regarding Madison Faber. She wondered whether the student was considering not just vacating her apartment, but also abandoning her studies. Maybe she was thinking of leaving the country. It was definitely time for Ingrid to do a little digging into Madison Faber’s past.

The door opened and Ralph Mills burst into the café, a flurry of long arms and legs.

“Sorry I’m late.”

“I got you some tea.”

He beamed at her. Another Clark Swanson special. Ingrid couldn’t help but return Mills’ smile with a stupid grin of her own.

“Excellent,” he said. “A good cuppa solves most things. As long as you drink it slowly enough.” He slipped onto the chair next to Ingrid, his knees bumping into hers under the table. “Sorry for the forced intimacy, only I’d rather not have to shout.” His knees stayed exactly where they were. Ingrid moved hers to the side.

“You made it seem pretty intriguing when you called—refusing to discuss it over the phone,” she said. “I didn’t realize you were letting me in on state secrets.”

“The boss has given me the OK, but you have to understand she’s sticking her neck out for you.”

“Tell her I appreciate it.”

“She reckoned she owed you a favor, not letting go of the whole Shelbourne thing.”

“I can still be grateful—be sure to let her know.” Ingrid took a sip of weak, black tea. The only way it should be drunk.

“Will do.” Mills sat there, stirring a second sugar into his cup, staring intensely into Ingrid’s face.

“Chopped liver?” she offered.

“I’ve already eaten. I’m not really one for mixed grills. Kidneys and all that. Yeuch.” He shuddered.

Ingrid let it go without explanation. Maybe her face didn’t look as bad as she’d feared. She waited for him to get back to the point. And waited. “You wanted to tell me…?”

“Sorry, yeah. I haven’t asked you how you are.”

“I’ll survive. You can’t keep a Quantico woman down.”

He raised his eyebrows and inevitably his cheeks reddened in an instant. “Oh… before I forget, the boss wanted me to tell you something about that Canadian student who died at Loriners week before last?”

“You have the blood test results?”

“Took a while to track them down… but yeah, got them this morning.”

“And?”

“High levels of LSD.”

“Really? Has the case been reopened? Is it a murder inquiry now?”

“Not as far as I know.”

“I should talk to the original investigating officers about her.”

“Knock yourself out. But I wouldn’t hold out much hope.”

“Why not?”

“If she was under the influence it’ll probably be recorded as an accidental death. CID won’t be looking for anyone else.”

“Surely that depends on where she got the drugs. If she was ‘under the influence’ as a result of Younger’s research program, wouldn’t that make him culpable?”

“I’ll have a word with the boss.”

“Thank you.”

“My pleasure.” He took a sip of his tea. “Anyway… I digress. You know we recovered Lauren Shelbourne’s phone from Younger’s house?”

Ingrid nodded.

“Well, what you don’t know yet is why, when it was switched on this time, it stayed on.”

Mills really needed to get out of the habit of stringing out a story like a comedian building up to a punchline. Ingrid chose to say nothing, but if he didn’t get on with it soon, she could see herself grabbing his arms and shaking the information out of him.

He planted his hands on the table, either side of his tea. “The phone was discovered by none other than Mrs Younger herself. She found it in Professor Younger’s underwear drawer.” He paused, staring Ingrid directly in the eyes, daring her not to be amazed.

Ingrid decided to hold fire on the questions that were racking up in her mind—otherwise it would take Mills hours to get through his story. He took a sip of tea and continued.

“So here she is, dutiful and faithful wife, putting away the laundry, and voilà, she discovers a strange mobile phone nestling amongst his underpants and woolly socks. Odd, she thinks, what’s this? She then proceeds to turn the phone on and read all the text messages stored in the memory. She’s shocked to discover that over ninety per cent of them are from her husband. Even more shocked by the nature of their contents. Once she’s got through all of those, she takes a look at the ‘sent’ folder. In here we have such X-rated missives that they make her husband’s texts look positively tame. Understandably, she’s getting a tad angry over all of this. Angrier with each new description of what the phone’s owner—whose identity, remember is still unknown to her—has planned for the good professor next time she gets her hands on him. By now Mrs Younger wants to get her hands on him herself, but we’re talking X-rated horror movie, not soft porn.” Finally he paused for breath and took another gulp of tea.

Again, Ingrid thought it wise not to interrupt.

“Then things get even worse. Mrs Y reads texts that mention her in a less than flattering light. How fantastic her husband’s and his mystery lover’s lives will be when he dumps his nagging wife and runs away into the sunset—I’m paraphrasing—with said lover.” He stopped again and drained his cup. “That’s the final straw. Next thing, she’s marching out to the two uniformed officers sitting in the squad car parked outside—I wish I’d been there—telling them she’s ready to answer any questions they might have concerning her husband, and offering to provide an exhaustive list of the places the professor might be. And this was all playing out just about the same time we’d pinned down the location of the phone.”

He paused again and Ingrid took her chance to interject. “And yet it still took a couple hours for you to pick Younger up.”

He raised his eyebrows at her.

“I’m yanking your chain.”

“Right.” His face gradually broke into a smile.

“So there’s no doubt Younger was having an affair with Shelbourne. You’ve got so much proof now, he can’t deny it.” She pushed her tea away and leaned her elbows on the table to ease the pain in her back. “But the question is, does a handful of text messages from an over-ardent Lauren Shelbourne give Younger a motive to get rid of her? What’s he got to say for himself?”

“Nothing at all. Not a murmur about anything.”

“Even his connection to Timo Klaason?”

“His prints are all over the money we found in Klaason’s possession. Klaason has confirmed Younger gave him the cash. But still Younger won’t say anything. His lawyer’s a hot shot from a firm in the city, and he’s advising the professor to keep quiet.”

“And you haven’t charged Younger with anything yet?”

“We’ve still got a few hours on the clock before we have to do that.”

“And what might you be able to charge him with?”

“Definitely perversion of the course of justice. It’d be hard for him to get off that one. Klaason told us Younger gave him cash so that he’d leave the country. You’d think a drug dealer might have money of his own stashed away somewhere, wouldn’t you? I suppose he spent it just as fast as he earned it.”

“So as it stands right now, you still don’t have anything to link Younger directly to Lauren’s death?”

“DNA samples from Shelbourne’s flat will probably confirm his presence there, but that won’t be a surprise—he must have visited her there loads of times.”

“Is DI McKittrick doing the interviews herself?”

“Yep—I’m her number two.” He looked at his watch. “I should get back over there. Our next crack at him starts in ten minutes.” He pushed back his chair.

“Thanks for the update. And good luck.”

“I think we’re going to need it.” He started to turn away, then abruptly turned back. “I almost forgot. The boss wanted me to give you a message. Not related to the case. Something about your predecessor’s main liaison in the Met?”

Ingrid nodded, grateful McKittrick had come through for her. “You have a name for me?”

“Not exactly.” He screwed up his face. “Your predecessor’s primary contact was a high-ranking officer in SO15—Counter Terrorism Command. They wouldn’t give her his name—for reasons of national security, apparently. In fact, the boss said the woman she spoke to seemed decidedly suspicious she was asking at all.”

Ingrid hoped McKittrick hadn’t gotten herself into any trouble. She wasn’t surprised about the counter-terrorism thing—it fitted in with everything else she’d learned about Mulroony—and it also seemed like another dead end. “Maybe I should talk to Natasha.”

“There’s no chance of that. She’s completely tied up at the moment. I’m not sure she’s even stopped to eat.” His cell phone started to ring. He quickly answered the call, turning away from Ingrid as he did. “Really? Did she say why?” he said, clearly surprised by something. He hung up after less than a minute and turned back to her. “Madison Faber has just tipped up at the station.”

“Faber? I’ve just come from her apartment. She didn’t mention anything to me about wanting to speak to you.”

“Maybe it was a spontaneous decision.” He scratched at is sideburn and started to chew the inside of his cheek. His eyes had taken on a far away look.

“Why do I get the feeling you’re not telling me the whole story?”

“I suppose there’s no harm in letting you know.” He focused back on Ingrid’s face. “Madison Faber wants to make an official statement. She says Stuart Younger came to her two days ago and confessed to Lauren Shelbourne’s murder.”
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Ingrid grabbed Mills’ arm as he turned toward the door. “Wait.”

“We need to postpone Younger’s next scheduled interview. There’s no point talking to him again until we’ve heard what Faber’s got to say. I need to get back.”

“Why didn’t she mention Younger’s confession to me? It’s not something that would have slipped her mind.”

Mills shrugged, looking down at her hand on his arm. He seemed reluctant to move it. “All due respect, telling you doesn’t have the same effect as telling us.”

“Why not make her statement straightaway? Two days is a hell of a long time to wait.”

“It’s something I’ll make sure we ask her.” He still hadn’t taken his eyes off her hand. She pulled it away.

“OK,” she said, “but tread carefully.”

“Are you trying to tell me how to do my job?”

“Wouldn’t dream of it. I’ve just seen her. She seems a little…” Ingrid wasn’t ready yet to label Faber an out and out liar. That needed a little more investigation. “I’m not sure you should take anything she tells you at face value.”

“We can make our own judgements about Madison Faber’s reliability as a witness when we speak to her. In the meantime, I’m keeping an open mind.”

“There’s something else you should know. I spoke to Lauren’s sister yesterday. She said Lauren told her she’d had a big fight with Faber, over a guy. Alex Shelbourne didn’t have a name, but she did know the man in question was the one her sister was dating. I think Faber might be holding back information. From me and you.”

“Like I say—it’s not my job to make any judgements. It tends to work better that way.”

With that he said goodbye and hurried out the café.

Ingrid left some coins on the table and followed him outside, watching as he weaved through the traffic, wondering who she trusted less: Madison Faber or Stuart Younger. They seemed so well suited she was surprised Younger had chosen Lauren instead of Faber. Right now there were just too many unanswered questions and that always made Ingrid uncomfortable. She needed to close some of the open loops. She needed to get back to the embassy.

When she returned to her desk, she fired up her computer and connected to the FBI mainframe via a direct encrypted link straight out of the embassy. Her initial search for a criminal record for Madison Faber drew no results: Faber was completely clean. Ingrid then searched the alumni records for the major colleges in the US. Luckily, there was only one Madison Faber of the right age listed. The search returned results for two colleges. The first in upstate New York and the second just outside Boston. Faber had excelled academically, finishing top of her year in both institutions. A disappointingly blemish-free record. Ingrid trawled further back to Faber’s school career.

And things started to get a lot more interesting.

According to the records, from the age of sixteen, Faber was home schooled. Judging by the hectic schedules of her parents, both lawyers with major firms in New York, Ingrid supposed she would have been tutored by someone other than her mother or father. Home schooling was an interesting choice. Not something she would have expected. She trawled back a few more years and found out why.

Madison Faber was forced to leave her private school just a few days after her sixteenth birthday. Three weeks before that she had made a complaint about a teacher—a complaint the school took very seriously. A complaint that led to the teacher’s dismissal. And, Ingrid guessed, his subsequent failure to secure any future posts in his chosen profession. She made a note to find out exactly what became of him after she’d finished looking into Faber’s past. According to a teenage Madison Faber, her chemistry teacher, a young man fresh out of college himself, had kept her late after school one day, trapping her in the lab technician’s room—the only room with a lock on its door—and sexually assaulted her. As soon as she reported him he was suspended from duties awaiting criminal investigation. He was never reinstated. Despite the fact that just a week after Faber made her initial complaint, she withdrew it. Along with the statement she’d given to the NYPD.

Ingrid sat very still, processing how this new information would impact on the current investigation. Faber had been fifteen when she made the complaint. It was possible the school had put pressure on her to withdraw her claim, eager not to have their otherwise excellent reputation tarnished. But would Faber’s parents have allowed that to happen? And why withdraw her from the school if her claim had been true? Another trawl revealed that the chairman of the board of trustees of the exclusive school was none other than Faber’s father.

Now Ingrid didn’t know what to think. Was Faber an innocent student forced to back down because of school board politics? Or the instigator of a nasty lie that caught up with her?

After another half hour of searching, Ingrid was no nearer answering either of those questions. Already restless from sitting at a desk so long, she decided a different kind of research was required. The sort that couldn’t be done at a computer. As she was putting on her jacket, her cell phone buzzed. It was Mills. She thought about letting the answering service take it, but her finger was swiping the touch screen before she’d actually made a decision.

“There’s been a development,” he said, dispensing with the niceties.

“What did Faber tell you?”

“This has nothing to do with her. At least, not directly.” He said something away from the phone. “Look, I’ve got to go. Are you free this evening at six o’clock?”

Surely he wasn’t asking her out on a date?

“That depends.”

“On what?”

“On your next question.”

“Well, if you are free, you might like to get yourself down to Wormwood Scrubs prison. Stuart Younger wants to speak to you.”
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Thirty minutes after hanging up on Mills, Ingrid was back at Loriners. After a swift visit to the administration office she made her way to the medical block and had to wait a full twenty minutes for a lecture to finish. She spent the time leaving a long and incoherent message for Marshall on his home answering machine, knowing he wouldn’t be home at this time of day.

She never knew quite what to say to Marshall lately, although he never seemed to notice how awkward their conversations had become. Or maybe he had noticed and decided to ignore the fact, confident everything would work out fine, just as soon as she returned home and finally fixed a date for their wedding. The thought of their “big day” practically had her breaking out in a sweat. She knew they needed to have a proper conversation about it. Just as soon as she’d worked out what it was she wanted to say.

Finally the doors to the lecture theater swung open and students started to file out, chatting excitedly, talking over one another, as if they’d just been released from a silent order of monks. Or more accurately, nuns. All of the people emerging from the hall were women. A few moments later she saw the person she’d been waiting for and hurried toward him, before he was lost in the stream of bodies.

“Mohammed!”

The medical student she’d met last week pulled up sharply and quickly turned his head left then right.

“Mo,” she said again when she was just a few feet away.

“Hello. Man!” He reared away from her. “What did you do to your face?”

“It’s OK—it’s not as bad as it looks.”

“I never expected to see you again. I thought you wouldn’t want to get anywhere near this place, after what’s happened. I think you’d be better off getting your PhD somewhere else.”

“Ah… yes. About that.” She quickly explained who she was and apologized for the earlier deception.

“You’re kidding me. FBI? No way, man.”

She pulled out her badge. He snatched it from her and inspected it closely, front and reverse, only reluctantly handing it back to her when she’d wrapped her fingers around it.

“Are you here because of Younger? Did you suspect him all that time?”

“I can’t discuss the details of my investigation.”

“I won’t say a word. Honest.”

Ingrid spent the next ten minutes telling Mohammed as little as possible about the case to yield the result she needed. Ten minutes later she was climbing the stairs of a small accommodation block just around the corner from campus.

“Jamil probably won’t want to talk—you’ll have to use your best interrogation techniques to get him to open up. He hardly even told me what happened to him. And we’ve been mates since, like… the infants. We go way back.” He stopped at a door halfway along a corridor on the third floor and thumped his fist against it. “Jamil! It’s me, man. I know you’re in there.”

They listened for noises inside the room. There weren’t any.

“Jay! Come on! I got a hot lady out here desperate to speak to you.” He glanced sideways at Ingrid and smiled at her with one corner of his mouth. “No offense—any means necessary—you get me?”

“Go away,” a muffled voice called from the other side of the door. “I’m busy.”

“Seriously, man. She isn’t gonna take no for an answer.”

“Jamil?” Ingrid raised her voice. “I’m Special Agent Ingrid Skyberg. I work out of the US embassy here in London.”

The noisy metal rattle of a lock unfastening was followed by the creak of the door as it opened a crack. A sliver of face appeared, a single eyeball inspecting first Ingrid then Mohammed. “Ouch! Who mashed your face?” Jamil said, opening the door wide.

Ingrid followed him into a dark study-cum-bedroom, a pod-like bathroom right next to the door, a narrow single bed along one long wall, a desk against the other, drapes drawn shut at the window. The room stank of toasted cheese and adolescent sweat. Two laptops sat on the desk, glowing in the dark.

“Jamil here is a regular Mark Zuckerberg. He makes apps in his spare time. He’s an entrepreneur, innit.” Mohammed pulled out the chair so that it stood in the narrow space between the bed and the desk. “How about some light in this dungeon, yeah?” He opened the drapes and bright sunshine came streaming in. Jamil held up a hand to shield his eyes.

“And maybe some fresh air too?” Ingrid suggested.

Mohammed pushed open the window a crack while Jamil threw a cover over his unmade bed. He and Mohammed sat down. Ingrid smiled at them both. “Mo tells me you took part in the psychology department research program last semester.”

Jamil glared at his friend.

“It’s all right, bro. Nothing can happen to you now, can it?”

Ingrid pulled out her badge. “Anything you tell me will be treated in the strictest confidence.”

Jamil stared at the badge with wide eyes. “Why are the FBI interested in what I’ve got to say?”

“It’s in connection with an ongoing investigation. I can’t share the details, I’m afraid.”

“But I signed a non disclosure agreement—I don’t want to get sued.”

“Jamil’s loaded,” Mohammed said. “He’s been stashing away millions, innit. He thinks I don’t know.”

“A non disclosure agreement signed under duress wouldn’t stand up in court.” Ingrid kept her voice as gentle as she could. “Trust me.”

“Yanks know everything about all that legal stuff, suing and that—they practically invented it,” Mohammed offered. Ingrid wished he’d shut up.

“I’m curious—why did you sign up for the experiment in the first place?”

Mohammed started to answer for his friend, but quickly stopped when Ingrid held up an admonishing finger.

“The researcher was really nice to me. Girls normally just ignore me. Or take the piss. She was different.” He sighed. “And gorgeous. She said she’d selected me specially. Because I wasn’t like the other students. She told me I would be part of something really important. It was an exclusive group, she said. I can’t believe I fell for it.”

“Who was this?” Ingrid tried to picture one of Younger’s acolytes dressed in her green and purple shirt, ingratiating herself. Preying on a vulnerable student.

“Her name’s Madison Faber. She’s American. Do you know her?”

Faber? Ingrid was beginning to realize she didn’t know Faber at all. “You’re sure it was Madison Faber who enrolled you on the program?”

Jamil nodded. Ingrid noticed he was trembling, a faint tremor making his upper body vibrate.

“She told me she was running a side project of her own. She made me…” He swallowed noisily.

“It’s OK—take as long as you need,” Ingrid said.

“There was this one experiment where I had to… electrocute somebody.” He blinked rapidly, as if he were reliving the event in his head. “I actually heard them scream in the next room. But Madison said it was OK—the pain only lasted a fraction of a second, she told me. She said it was important for me to carry on. To put the person in the other room out of my mind.” His breath caught in his throat.

“It’s OK—we can take this as slowly as you need to.” The experiment Jamil was describing wasn’t new to Ingrid. Anyone studying psychology 101 would have heard of the Milgram Experiment. And most of them would know it was no longer carried out due to ethical concerns. Faber would have known it too. What was she doing getting involved in something like that?

“How could I put them out of my mind when I actually had to speak to them? I had to ask them questions. If they got the answer wrong… that’s when I flipped a switch on this big machine. They were wired up to it. They got a shock if they didn’t know the answer.” He shuddered. “I had to stop. I told Madison I couldn’t go on. She got really angry. She told me I was putting her project in jeopardy. Then she said if I was so concerned about the person in the other room, maybe I’d like to take their place. I’d be connected to the machine, and she’d ask the questions.” He swallowed another wet gulp.

“You’re sure it was Madison who was running the experiment? Not Professor Younger?”

“She told me Younger was in overall charge. She carried out other experiments for Younger. I’m not sure exactly what they were. I didn’t ask. I didn’t want to know.”

“Do you think you can tell me what happened next?”

He started gnawing at one of his fingernails.

“You’re doing really well. What you’re telling me is really helping my investigation.”

Jamil looked at his friend, who urged him on, nodding encouragingly. “I said I’d report her to the college authorities. Tell them about her twisted experiment.”

Ingrid was still attempting to square each new thing she learned about Faber with the opinion she’d previously formed about the girl. There was too much information from too many sources that contradicted the things Faber had told her. “And how did Madison react to that?”

“She went mental. Told me I didn’t understand anything. Called me a moron. She said no one would listen to a loser like me.” He shook his head. “Maybe I was a moron—to actually believe she liked me in the first place.”

“Did she say anything else?”

“She threatened me.” He shivered more violently. Mohammed jumped up and closed the window. “She said she’d get the guardians to come and speak to me, see if I might change my mind about ratting on her then.”

“The guardians?”

“It’s a private group in the psychology department.”

“Private army more like,” Mohammed added. “You spoke to me about them in the cafeteria when I first met you. I said I didn’t know what you were talking about. Do you remember? The blokes in the polo shirts? You don’t see the shirts anymore, but the guardians are still around. I steer well clear of them.”

“Me too,” Jamil said. “And Madison. Every time I see her I get the shits. I ran right into her after my tutorial last week. She threatened me again.”

“Man, I’m sorry,” Mohammed said, “you should have told me, I didn’t realize it was that bad. Is that why you’ve been locked up in here since Thursday?”

Jamil nodded. “After I saw her I came straight back. Been living on pot noodle ever since.”

No wonder the room smelled. Ingrid got to her feet. She’d heard enough. “Thanks for your help, Jamil. I really appreciate it.” She handed him a card. “If you remember anything else about the experiments you think might be relevant, please call me.”

“Sure.” He sounded anything but.

“The experiment you took part in, I’ve seen it before. You really don’t need to worry about what you did to the person in the other room.”

“You didn’t hear them scream.”

“Really—it’s OK. You weren’t torturing anyone. You were the subject of the experiment. Madison Faber was testing just how far she could push you. And from what you’ve told me, that wasn’t very far at all. You’ve done nothing wrong.”

“You’r sure?”

“Absolutely.” She turned toward the door.

Mohammed got up. “I’ll walk you down to the street.”

“It’s OK, I think I can find my own way.” Ingrid opened the door and stopped just outside the room. She turned back. Something Jamil had told her wasn’t right. “You said you’ve been holed up in here since last week?”

The student nodded at her. “Since Thursday.”

“Last Thursday, that’s when you ran into Madison? You’re certain?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

Ingrid smiled at him. “No reason. Don’t worry about it. Thanks again. Goodbye, boys.” She closed the door quickly and hurried toward the exit.

What was Madison Faber doing at Loriners on Thursday when she’d told Ingrid on Wednesday morning that she was too terrified to set foot back on campus?
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The tall wooden gates of the brick-built Victorian prison loomed above her. The whole complex looked like something out of a Dickens novel or a movie set. Ingrid couldn’t quite believe prisoners were being held in a building that pre-dated the founding of the FBI. She’d visited plenty of bleak, run-down federal penitentiaries in the US, but even the grimmest of those was a hundred times, and probably a hundred years, better than this place.

The man on the gate finished checking her credentials, cross-referencing them against the details he had for that evening’s visitors list, and finally ushered her inside. She followed a uniformed guard through a maze of corridors, trying hard not to lose track of each right and left turn—just in case she had to get out again unaccompanied in an emergency: always useful to know where the exits were.

In Ingrid’s experience, the smell of all large institutions seemed to be the same. This one was no exception. Stale body odor mingled with the more subtle aroma of disinfectant and overcooked food. She realized it was pretty much like Jamil’s college dorm, only on a much larger scale. The tile floor beneath her feet gleamed only in patches. Ingrid supposed decades of shuffling footsteps had scuffed and scraped the other areas so badly that no amount of polishing could fix them.

At the end of a long corridor they turned a corner and finally arrived at the visitor room. Thankfully Ingrid’s credentials were sufficiently impressive to spare her the discomfort of a full body pat-down. A female prison guard was busy performing that duty on a long line of visiting mothers, wives and girlfriends. Ingrid was ushered straight to the head of the line, generating a low mumble of complaints from the other visitors.

When she entered the room, Stuart Younger jumped up from his chair, almost knocking it over in the process. He was dressed in his own clothes, presumably the ones he’d been arrested in. The pants were grimy, his shirt crumpled and creased. His hair was damp against his scalp. His eyes were puffed and red-rimmed, a slick of sweat covered his forehead. He started around the table but a guard shouted at him to stay where he was.

“Thank you so much for agreeing to see me,” he said, his hand outstretched as she approached.

Ingrid ignored the hand and sat down, encouraging Younger to retake his seat. She didn’t want him to think she was doing him any favors.

“She’s out to destroy me. You know that, don’t you?” Younger said, leaning in close to Ingrid and lowering his voice. “My work, my career, my marriage.” He glanced around the room. “Christ—look at this place. She wants to take my life away too.” The last word snagged in his throat. For a moment Ingrid thought he might start to cry. “It’s a tissue of lies. Everything she told the police. As if I’d confess anything to her!”

“Take a moment,” Ingrid told him. “Breathe slowly. Then back right up and start at the beginning. Do you need a glass of water?” She looked around for the guard.

“No, I’m fine. I just need you to listen to me. The police won’t take me seriously.”

“You’ve made a statement?”

“I started to tell them about her, how evil she is, but they weren’t interested. They just insisted on repeating the same questions over and over. Like a stuck record. My solicitor advised me to stay silent. I’ve provided a written statement about her. But the way things stand, I can’t be sure anyone in authority has even read it.” He rubbed a hand over his head. “Why are they listening to her?”

“I’m not here to answer your questions.”

“Why would they believe her and not me?” He clasped his hands together and stared with wild, wide eyes into Ingrid’s face.

“If you need me to listen to you, then you have to do what I say.” Ingrid spoke very clearly and slowly, as she might to an over-excited child. “Do you understand?”

He nodded, his face pinched.

“Good. Now—tell me who you’re talking about.”

“It’s bloody obvious, isn’t it?”

“I need to hear you say the name.”

“Madison fucking Faber. Is that clear enough for you?” He squeezed his hands into tight fists and thumped the table. The guard slowed deliberately as he passed, sucking his teeth.

“Take it easy,” Ingrid said.

“For Christ’s sake—would you be?”

“I can get up and leave, anytime. Walk straight out that door and not look back. Give me a reason to keep listening—start from the beginning.”

He sat back in his chair and shoved his fists under his arms. “I’ve got to get out of here.”

“Professor Younger. Please.”

He closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them he gazed down at the table top. “Madison Faber started at Loriners in October last year. She was enrolled on the MSc course. It became clear very quickly she was a gifted student—a sharp, forensic mind, hard working, energetic. Before the end of the first term she was working with me and a handful of other post graduate students in my research program. A program I began five years ago. A program all my previous work has been leading towards.” He let out a sarcastic snort. “My life’s work.” He glanced up at Ingrid.

“Who else was working with you?”

“Shouldn’t you be taking notes? Or recording our conversation?”

“Don’t worry—I have excellent recall.”

He started biting his lip. “It’s vital you get the details straight.”

“Don’t worry about that.”

“The only name I expect is of interest to you is Lauren Shelbourne.”

“And Timo Klaason?”

“He wasn’t officially part of the program, not as far as the college was concerned. His involvement was… sporadic.”

That was one way of describing your drug dealer’s activities.

“Lauren and Madison seemed to get on with one another quite well. Well enough for Madison to move into Lauren’s flat.”

“Lauren’s apartment? You’re sure?”

“Allow me to know. You can check with the landlord if you don’t believe me. Lauren signed the tenancy agreement. I provided a reference for her.” He pulled a face and swallowed. “I think I will have that drink. There’s a vending machine. Would you mind buying me a Coke? I don’t have any money of my own.”

Ingrid returned to the table and Younger drank half the small bottle in a few gulps. He wiped his mouth with a sleeve. “I need the caffeine and the sugar,” he explained. “Everything seemed to be going along swimmingly, right up until the middle of the autumn term. Then Faber’s attitude started to change. She wanted to be given more responsibility in the program. Said she’d like to take a leading role in the planning of experiments, be more hands-on with the subjects.”

“Do you know what triggered the change?”

“I think she may have been bored. As I said, she’s a very bright young woman.” He sighed. “Unfortunately for me.”

“And you agreed?”

“I got the impression she wanted to compete with Lauren, prove herself smarter, more industrious and so on—a healthy rivalry can lead to greater discoveries. It’s happened many times in the history of experimental science. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that. So yes—I agreed to her request, hoping the other students would up their game.”

“And did that happen?”

“After a short while one or two of the others came to me complaining about the way Madison was behaving. The way she was treating them. Using them as if they were her research assistants.”

“And was Lauren one of them?”

“I’m forgetting—you never met Lauren. She was the sweetest… She wasn’t the complaining type.”

“So what did you do about the complaints?”

“I had a quiet word.”

“And did Madison modify her behavior?”

“Initially. But she’s a clever manipulator. On the surface things seemed to have changed, meanwhile Madison was busy devising other plans. Obviously I had no idea at the time.”

Ingrid would have labelled Younger paranoid by now, if she didn’t already have serious misgivings about Faber herself.

“Things came to a head in January. Madison wanted to work more and more closely with me. Normally I would have been thrilled to be sharing the work with such a talented student, but… well I didn’t really like her. She was brilliant… and enthusiastic, but difficult. Too intense. Too demanding. Of my time. Of my attention.”

“Why January? Had something happened over the holidays?”

He buried his face in his hands and shook his head. “I was so bloody stupid.” He pounded a fist on the table. “Stupid, stupid, stupid.”

A shrill bell rang out and a guard shouted, “Ten minutes, folks”. A general rustling and shuffling followed his announcement as loved ones prepared to leave. Younger emerged from his hands.

“Jesus—I’ve still so much to tell you.”

“What happened over Christmas?”

He hesitated.

“You have one chance to tell me everything. I’d seize the opportunity if I were you.”

“I… Oh God. I… slept with Madison.”
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Ingrid clenched her jaw, keen not to let her mouth fall open. “You slept with Madison Faber?”

“I don’t need you to judge me. It was a mistake. One I bitterly regret.” He sniffed. “My God that’s an understatement.”

“How did it happen?”

“How do these things usually happen? We got together at the end of term Christmas party—you know the sort of thing—too much booze, a letting off of steam… a slow dance.” He opened his eyes wide. “Jesus, if I’d known then…”

“How often did you see one another… romantically?”

“We didn’t! It was a one night stand. Instantly regrettable. Quickly forgotten. For me at least. But Madison had other ideas. All over the holidays… she wouldn’t leave me alone. Texts, phone calls. Visits to my house.”

“Your house? How did you explain that to your wife?”

“Madison’s clever. She made sure to come round when she knew my wife would be out. Which means she must have been watching the house. I mean… watching the house, for God’s sake.”

“What did she do?”

“She’d bang on the door, scream at me through the letterbox until I let her in. She said she just wanted to talk. She was interested in my mind, she said. But the number of phone calls increased. She started calling me in the middle of the night. I told Claire the phone calls were from marketing companies. Claire threatened to answer my phone herself, give the marketers a mouthful. It was a constant struggle to get to it in time. I couldn’t risk my wife speaking to her.” He ran a hand over his face. “In the end I agreed to meet with Madison—to spend some time with her on New Year’s Eve—it was the only way I could think of to stop her… harassing me.” He opened the little plastic bottle and drank the remainder of the Coke.

The bell sounded again. “Five minutes!” a guard yelled.

“Jesus. I need more time.”

“What did you say to her?”

“I explained that I simply couldn’t see her again. I mean, sleep with her. I told her I couldn’t betray my wife. She seemed to accept it. She was very mature about it, in fact. She even apologized for the calls and visits. I was so relieved.” He rubbed his eyes. “Unfortunately the relief was short-lived. When the new term started she kept her promise to leave me alone. But went too far the other way—she was positively hostile towards me. Her treatment of the other students in the program deteriorated, generating more complaints than before. The only way to deal with it was to let her work alone. She devised her own experiments and executed them quite separately from the rest of the group.”

“But in a way the situation was resolved? She’d stopped harassing you.”

“It was resolved temporarily. As I said before, things came to a head in January. It all… it all got out of control.”

“What did?”

“I take full responsibility. I should never have let it happen. I’m weak. I know I am. There’s absolutely no excuse.” He looked down at his hands resting on the table. “In the middle of January—the twelfth, to be precise—I started seeing Lauren.”

“Seeing her?”

“Do you need me to spell it out?”

“It was a sexual relationship?”

“Of course it bloody well was!”

“OK folks, time to start saying your goodbyes,” the guard helpfully reminded them.

“No one knew,” Younger said. “We were very discreet, Lauren and I. Such a sweet, sweet girl. I started falling for her. I hated myself, and yet could do nothing to stop it. I still love my wife.”

Ingrid made no comment.

“Oh I know what you’re thinking. I know how pathetic I must sound… I could blame a mid-life crisis… but there was something very special about Lauren.” He sighed. “Oh Jesus, if I’d known…”

The people all around them were getting ready to leave.

“Somehow Madison found out about us. I don’t know how, Lauren swore she never told her. Maybe Madison had been spying on Lauren, going through her mail, her text messages. Who knows what else? I wouldn’t put it past her.”

“What did Madison do?”

“That’s the incredible thing. I would have expected her to go straight to the college registrar—report me for gross misconduct. Or worse—tell Claire about it. But she did nothing. Absolutely nothing. Nothing to me. She let rip with Lauren though. They had a huge row. Madison started throwing things, breaking Lauren’s stuff. Lauren had to move out of the apartment in a hurry. It was obvious Madison wasn’t going to leave. I’m not even sure Lauren managed to pack all her things before she left.”

Something was nagging at Ingrid, some fact that didn’t fit.

“Come on ladies and gentlemen—time to call it a day,” the guard called.

“So that was it? Madison did nothing else?” Ingrid pushed back her chair, keen to let the guard believe she at least had some intention of leaving.

“Far from it. She was just biding her time. She visited my house—actually had tea with my wife. Chatted with her as if she was an old friend. Claire said she practically had to throw her out. But Madison never breathed a word about my relationship with Lauren. She was planning something though. It’s amazing how clear hindsight is. I realize now that annoying little things that were happening then must have been her doing.”

“Such as?”

“Items of clothing going missing. Expensive things: a silk tie, a cashmere sweater, some kid leather gloves. I still don’t know what she’s done with them. Maybe she has something else planned.” He blinked rapidly as if he were imagining what that something might be.

The visitors at the neighboring two tables got to their feet.

“When did those things go missing?”

The bell rang out again.

“I don’t know for certain.”

“When was the last time you saw her?”

“She…” He gulped and stared into space for a moment. “I still find it almost impossible to believe.”

A guard walked past and tapped him on the shoulder. “Come on, time’s up.”

“Madison Faber is evil. She’s trying to frame me. You have to believe me. I have nowhere else to turn.”

“The last time you saw her?” Ingrid prompted.

“She arrived at the lab long after all the other students had gone and…”

“Come on, Younger. I’m not asking you again,” the guard said.

Ingrid pulled her badge from a pocket. “Please, sir. We won’t be much longer.”

The guard huffed and folded his arms.

Younger spoke in a whisper. “Madison tried to seduce me. Right there in the lab. What was going through her mind? I told her in no uncertain terms that I wasn’t interested in her, not then, not ever.” He stood up. “God—especially not then. Maybe she thought she’d strike while I was vulnerable. While I was still grieving.”

“Wait.” Ingrid got to her feet. “Grieving? When was this?”

“Just a day after Lauren’s death.”

“I don’t believe it.” Surely even Faber wouldn’t stoop so low. She was suddenly aware of the guard standing right next to her. He cleared his throat.

“Well it’s what happened, whether you believe it or not,” Younger said. “You have to stop her, Agent Skyberg. She killed Lauren. I’m absolutely convinced of it.”
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Ingrid left the prison unsure how much of the professor’s account to believe. He seemed sincere. That kind of intensity would be hard to fake. But he was a man who had been pushed to extremes, so outside the bounds of his normal life, it was difficult to judge what was real and what he might have invented. Ingrid had seen it before. Desperation can make people claim pretty much anything. And Stuart Younger was nothing if not desperate.

She spent that evening and half the night compiling all the information she’d gathered so far about Madison Faber into a rough draft report. Something she could present to McKittrick when the time came. Her problem was deciding on a conclusion. There were still too many loose ends. Too many unknowns to be confident that any claim she made would stand up to close scrutiny. Her gut told her Madison Faber was guilty. If not of Lauren’s murder, then certainly of framing Younger for the crime. But Ingrid couldn’t rely on instinct alone. Eight years in the Bureau had taught her that.

She got up early on Wednesday morning, pulled on her running shoes and eased her way gently around a couple of laps of the track in Hyde Park. Though the other runners were speeding past her, she had to resist her natural inclination to give chase. She walked back to the hotel, showered and dressed. And for once didn’t skip breakfast. She rang room service and ordered herself scrambled eggs and grilled tomatoes, suspecting it would be the only opportunity she’d have to eat for the rest of the day.

When she arrived at the Starbucks at Victoria train station she was surprised to see Emily Taylor had been accompanied by her father on the trip up from Sussex. The hope of a full and frank conversation dissolved immediately. How could the girl speak freely with her dad breathing down her neck?

“Mr Taylor,” Ingrid said as she approached their table. “Good to see you again.” He shook her offered hand. “And I’m guessing you’re Emily?”

The girl nodded and gave her a brief, weak smile.

“Thank you for coming up to London like this.”

“We’re on our way back to Loriners,” Mr Taylor said. “Emily wanted to speak to you somewhere neutral.”

Ingrid wondered if Emily would be doing any speaking at all.

“Would you like something to drink?” Taylor asked her.

“I’m good thanks.” She turned to look directly at Emily. “What can you tell me about the experiments?”

“I don’t know where to start.”

“How did you get involved in Professor Younger’s research program?”

“Is he still in custody?” Emily asked.

“He is. He’s on remand. Safely locked away in prison. You don’t need to worry. He can’t hurt you.”

“Why would he want to hurt me?”

Ingrid glanced briefly at Taylor—his mouth was set in a severe grimace.

“I assumed you felt able to speak to me now because he’s not around.”

“No! It’s the opposite of that. You have to tell the police they’ve made a mistake. I don’t suppose they’ll listen to me. They’ve probably labeled me as unstable, or unreliable. Or just mad. That’s why I need you to speak to them. That’s why I’m talking to you. I want you to tell the police that Stuart’s not a bad man. He shouldn’t be in prison. You have to believe that.”

“You’ll need to convince me. Tell me about his research program.”

“I went into it with my eyes open. I knew exactly what was involved. I’m interested in the brain. It’s what I want to specialize in. Psychology is all part of the same whole. Being involved that closely with live experiments was a fantastic opportunity. It’s why I chose Loriners in the first place. There are better colleges in London to study medicine. But none of them has a psychology department that even gets close to Stuart’s.”

Ingrid noticed Emily’s father shift uncomfortably in his seat. The way his daughter was speaking, it sounded as if she had a crush on the professor. Which made her testimony dubious at best. Completely useless at worst. Nevertheless, Ingrid persevered.

“Tell me who carried out the experiments while you were taking part. Did you meet Lauren Shelbourne?”

“I really liked Lauren. We had the same sense of humor. It’s so terrible what happened to her. But Stuart isn’t responsible. That much I’m sure of.”

“And can you describe what happened during the experiments?”

Emily drained her cup and nudged her father. “Can you get me another hot chocolate please, Dad?”

Taylor hesitated, looked from his daughter to Ingrid.

“I’ll be fine here with Agent Skyberg.”

Reluctantly, he got up and wandered to the counter, throwing a glance over his shoulder at them every few seconds.

“He can be a bit… overprotective.”

“I’m sure he’s just looking out for you.”

“Just now you said you knew what was involved in the experiments. Can you describe them to me?”

Emily craned her head close to Ingrid’s. “I’m guessing what you’re really interested in is the drugs. That’s the important thing as far as the investigation is concerned, isn’t it?”

“You know about the drugs?”

“I made it a point of studying the procedures and results of all the experiments. It’s why I was taking part, after all.”

“You took drugs yourself?”

“Of course I did.”

“Voluntarily?”

“What did you think? They were forced down my throat?”

“How were they administered?”

“I swallowed them with a glass of water. How else? No one forced me to do anything. I knew exactly what I was doing. Although I can’t be sure whether I was given real drugs or a placebo. But I certainly felt the effects. So I’m guessing I had the real thing. The whole experiment was carefully designed and properly monitored. I didn’t leave the lab for four hours after I took the pills. I was under observation the whole time.”

“So what happened this last time? How did you end up—”

Ingrid was cut short by the return of Taylor, large cup of hot chocolate in one hand, glass of water in the other.

“Thanks, Dad. Can you be a complete star and get me a flapjack? I’m suddenly starving. Sorry to get you going backwards and forwards. But at least my appetite’s back.”

Her father gave her a begrudging smile and returned to join the end of the line at the counter.

“You want to know how come I was on the top floor of the admin block, dangling out of the window.”

Ingrid nodded, keeping her eye on Mr Taylor.

“I don’t understand what happened. I’ve been trying to analyze it myself. Maybe the purity of the drugs was different. Maybe it was a new batch. Maybe I was given the wrong dose.”

“Is that possible? That something could go that wrong?”

The girl shrugged. “Maybe. With Lauren not around to double check everything. I nearly didn’t continue in the program after she died. I thought it would be disrespectful to her somehow. But then if I hadn’t, it would have messed up all the results.”

“Who was supposed to be watching you?”

“They were short staffed. Stuart popped in at regular intervals to make sure I was OK.”

“Did he give you the drugs himself?”

“No, it was another of the researchers.”

“And was there a staff shortage the week before? When the other student jumped from the same window? Could she have been administered the wrong dose?”

“I spoke to Lauren about that right after it happened. Jessica—the Canadian student—was taking a placebo. It couldn’t have been the drugs that made her jump.”

“She had high levels of LSD in her system.”

“What?”

“According to the blood tests the police carried out.”

“She couldn’t have. She was definitely taking a sugar pill.”

“Not before she died she wasn’t.”

“That doesn’t make any sense. That means someone must have switched her from the control group to the active group without letting Lauren know. Who would do something like that?”

“Which of the researchers gave you the drugs the last time you took them?”

“I don’t know her name—but I’d seen her around the lab now and then. I got the impression she was more senior than the other researchers. She certainly acted that way.”

“Can you describe her?”

“Oh you’d be able to track her down if you need to speak to her, I’m sure. She was the only other American in the program.”
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Making her way slowly back to the embassy, walking through Green Park and the back streets of Mayfair, Ingrid considered what Emily Taylor had told her. The student had clammed up as soon as her father had returned from his errand at the counter. She seemed genuinely troubled by Ingrid’s revelation about the Canadian student. Who had administered drugs to the wrong participant? Who might want to sabotage the experiment? If even half of what Younger had told Ingrid about Madison Faber was true, it wasn’t hard to connect the dots.

Back at her desk by one o’clock, Ingrid fired up her laptop and launched Skype. It wasn’t the Bureau’s voice-over-internet protocol of choice, but then she wasn’t going to be speaking to anyone working for the US government. She tapped in the details and the call was answered almost immediately. After a short pause the Skype window was filled with the surprisingly healthy features of an ex-schoolteacher from Washington Heights.

“Hello, Mr Timms,��� she said.

A beat later the tanned face beamed back at her. “Agent Skyberg, please, call me Kevin.”

The years had been kinder to Kevin Timms than she had been expecting. After being forced out of his chosen profession by the false claims of a fifteen-year-old Madison Faber, his reputation ruined, Ingrid had supposed the man would have turned to drink or drugs. According to the records, Timms had moved to Mexico shortly after leaving the school and hadn’t returned to the US. She’d only managed to trace him by searching social media sites.

“OK,” he said, “you have to put me out of my misery. My mind has been racing since you first contacted me. What does the FBI want with a simple man eking out an honest existence south of the border? I’m hoping you don’t want to haul my ass back to the US, else you wouldn’t have gotten in touch first.” He smiled at her again and leaned back in his seat. Behind him, through the glass of patio doors, Ingrid spotted a generously-proportioned swimming pool, two very tanned children playing noiselessly at the side of the pool. It seemed Kevin Timms had done very well for himself in the last seven years.

“Don’t worry, sir—you’re quite safe.”

“Good, because I’ve no intention of ever coming back.” He picked up a tall glass of yellow liquid, an umbrella sticking out the top, and lifted it toward the webcam of his laptop. “Giving up teaching was the best thing that could have happened to me.” He took a sip of his cocktail. Ingrid hoped it was non alcoholic. It was only seven-thirty a.m. in Lake Chapala.

“That’s why I’m calling. I’d like to talk to you about Madison Faber.”

He put down his glass with a clunk. “Why, what has she done now, murdered somebody?”

Ingrid ignored the remark. “I wondered whether you could go over the details of—”

He cut her off. “Do you know, I thank that twisted bitch every single day of my life. If it weren’t for her I’d still be teaching. Bored out of my mind.”

“I’ve read the report of what happened at the time, but I was hoping you’d be able to fill in the blanks for me.”

“I’d really rather not relive that time in my life,” he said. And then spent the next ten minutes doing exactly that.

When he reached the part of his story Ingrid hadn’t heard before she stopped him. “Wait a minute, are you saying Madison Faber was stalking you?” she said.

“She was always waiting for me after school. At my house on the weekend. Dressed like a whore, may I add. Then, when I’d made it clear I wasn’t interested, she turned on me. Twisting reality so that suddenly it was me stalking her day and night. Harassing her any chance I got. Until finally I supposedly attacked her one afternoon in the chemistry lab.”

“She withdrew all her claims.”

“Too late for my career. Still, as I say, I’ve never looked back. I make more now in a month than I did in a year.” He waved a paperback book at the webcam. “Romantic fiction. Quite ironic, don’t you think? I can churn out one of these every two months. More than covers my extravagant lifestyle.”

“Do you know why she withdrew her story?”

“Not for certain. Though if you put a gun to my head, I’d guess the school leaned on her. And her family.”

Though the image of his face on her laptop had started to break up a little, Ingrid couldn’t mistake the change in his expression. Gone were the toothy grin and raised eyebrows, replaced by a thin-lipped scowl and furrowed brow. A few moments later he snapped himself out of whatever reverie had come over him and clapped his hands together. “So, what do you need from me, Agent? A character reference for Miss Faber? A report on the standard of her high school chemistry?”

“I think I have enough information for now, thank you for your time.”

“You’re kidding me. I’ve only just gotten started. Another couple drinks and I’d really let rip.” He lifted his glass. “You still haven’t told me what she’s done to come to the attention of the FBI. Must be pretty serious shit. Did she murder somebody?”

Ingrid glanced away from the screen, aware someone was standing in the doorway of the office.

“What the hell did you think you were doing?” It was Sol, his face contorted with rage.

“Thank you for your time, sir.” She ended the call, closed the laptop and got to her feet.

Sol reached her desk and slammed a fist onto it. “Why couldn’t you just drop it?”

“I don’t know what you’re—”

“Cut the crap. Taking it outside the Bureau is unforgivable.”

“What’s happened?”

“The Met have been in touch. Concerned there may have been a security breach. Counter Terrorism Command. Starting to ring any bells?”

Ingrid exhaled and sat back down. She should have guessed McKittrick’s inquiry would get back to Sol. For a moment she considered defending her actions, but she’d never seen him this mad. Better to admit everything and throw herself on his mercy. “I’m sorry. It wasn’t my intention to raise any sort of alarm.”

“What was your intention, exactly?” He was looming over her, his face only a few inches from hers.

She stared into his eyes. It wasn’t anger she saw there. More intense disappointment. “I felt like I needed to know more about Mulroony. I guess I got a little mad at you. That you wouldn’t tell me anything. So I did a little of my own digging.” She pulled away, unable to look at Sol’s face any longer.

“That’s a very professional attitude. Well done.” He straightened up, paced to one side of her desk then turned around. He looked as if he may explode.

Ingrid wanted to take back her apology. She wasn’t sorry she’d been curious and acted on her curiosity, anyone in her position would have done the same. Her only regret was letting Sol down. But hadn’t he pretty much abandoned her when she’d needed him to be on her side?

“Goddammit, I need a cigarette.” Sol marched to the door. “Well?” he called over his shoulder. “Are you coming, or what?”

Sol maintained an angry silence all the way out of the building and into the square. He lit a cigarette, slowly and deliberately. After the first exhale of smoke, some of the tension left his neck and shoulders. “Goddammit,” he finally said. “Do you want to continue working at the embassy?”

Had it come to that? Taken aback, Ingrid opened her mouth, but hesitated before responding.

“Do you want to leave the Bureau?”

“No! Jesus, Sol, what makes you think that?”

“I can’t condone what you’ve done.”

Was getting McKittrick to make some inquiries such a terrible a crime? Unless of course Sol knew about Mike Stiller investigating on her behalf. How could he? Mike had promised her he’d been careful. “I’ve told you I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”

“I need to be sure of your loyalty to the Bureau. To the embassy.”

“I am loyal. One hundred per cent. I’d never do anything to compromise—”

Sol raised his hand to cut her off. “Enough already.” He took another long drag on his cigarette, then stared down at it as he exhaled. “What I tell you now is in the strictest confidence. You mention it to no one. Do you understand? Not outside the Bureau, or within. Including your fiancé. This stays between you and me.” He shook his head. “If the deputy chief knew I was even raising the subject with you…”

“It’s OK, Sol. You have my word.” Ingrid stared at him earnestly.

He drew on his cigarette one last time before carefully stubbing it out on the metal plate attached to a trash can at the side of the path. “Special Agent Dennis Mulroony did not return to the US for family reasons.”

Ingrid struggled to contain her anticipation. She bit her lip, determined not to bombard Sol with all the questions swarming around inside her head.

“Mulroony worked the crime division, but also had counter-intelligence responsibilities from time to time. He worked outside the main FBI counter-intelligence loop, liaising directly with… promise me this will go no further.”

“I swear.”

“He liaised directly with the CIA and MI6.” He studied her face. “This doesn’t seem like a revelation to you. Did you know already?”

Ingrid wasn’t sure how to answer. No way could she mention Angelis. “It’s a total surprise. I just didn’t want to interrupt.”

“Mulroony’s security clearance was higher than yours. It had to be, given the nature of the operations he was involved in.”

“Why did he start working with the CIA? Why didn’t they just liaise with an FBI agent from the counter-intelligence division?”

“They wanted someone outside of that loop—it can get a little… political sometimes between counter-intelligence and the CIA. They wanted to work with Mulroony because he didn’t come with all that baggage. I sanctioned his participation myself.” He rubbed the heel of his hand into his eye. “Biggest mistake I ever made.”

“What happened?”

“Mulroony started overstepping his remit. He was using his high level security clearance to access intel not relevant to his assignments. No—that doesn’t adequately cover it. He was amassing intel. With that much knowledge he became a security liability. The Bureau couldn’t risk a potential leak. The information Mulroony had access to was of a highly sensitive nature.”

“You think he would have leaked it to the media?”

“As far as I was concerned, Mulroony had gone rogue.” Ingrid swallowed at Sol’s choice of word. “Why else was he accessing information he had no legitimate use for?”

Ingrid struggled to control her breath before she commented. “Is that why he went back home? He was ordered to?”

“I wouldn’t put it in those terms. Let’s just say any threat he posed was… neutralized.”

Ingrid remembered what Mike Stiller had told her. How there was no trace of Mulroony either before or after his time at the embassy. “Are you saying he’s dead?”

“I can’t answer that question.”

“Because my security clearance is too low?”

“If that was a concern, I wouldn’t be telling you any of this.” Sol reached for the pack of cigarettes in his pocket. “I can’t answer because I genuinely don’t know. Mulroony was dealt with. I don’t actually want to know how. It’s better that way.”

“You really think Mulroony was planning to leak the information he’d been accessing?”

“Like I say, it was highly sensitive. Connected to our allies in Europe.” Sol lit another cigarette. “The fallout out would have been immense.”

“A risk to national security?”

He nodded. “Not to mention international relations.”
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Doing her best to focus on something other than Sol’s revelations about her predecessor, Ingrid spent an hour gathering together the final pieces of information for the report she intended to present to Natasha McKittrick. The document covered everything she’d learned about Madison Faber over the last forty-eight hours. A one-page executive summary contained all the salient points. She printed off two copies, left one in her desk drawer and shoved the other in her bag.

Thirty minutes later she was climbing the steps into the Lewisham station house. McKittrick was waiting for her in the reception area.

“This had better be good. I haven’t got a lot of time,” the inspector said and led Ingrid out of the public area. As they made their way up the stairs to McKittrick’s office on the second floor, Ingrid handed her the stapled bundle of papers.

“Christ, I can’t be arsed to read that. Give me an overview.”

“I thought you might want something to show to your boss.”

McKittrick took the report and glanced down at the first page. “I can’t see Younger’s name anywhere. What is this?”

“Let’s talk about it in your office.”

It took Ingrid less time to recount everything she’d learned about Madison Faber than she’d anticipated. When she was done, the evidence, if it could be called that, suddenly seemed insubstantial and flimsy. It didn’t really help her cause that she’d previously been such a strong advocate of Faber. She was flipping everything one hundred and eighty degrees.

“That’s all you have?”

“My report goes into more detail.”

“But you’ve not left anything important out?”

“I think it’s enough to bring Faber in for questioning. Under caution.”

“You’re telling me how to run my investigation?”

“Offering a suggestion.”

McKittrick waved the half-dozen page report at her. “You think I can show this to my boss? Why did you even embark on a character assassination of Faber in the first place? I thought it was your job to support her. You’ve been defending her position right from the start. What the hell happened?” She threw the report onto her desk. Ingrid was relieved it hadn’t been tossed straight into the trash can.

It wasn’t easy admitting to McKittrick she’d so badly misjudged Faber. She was still smarting at the fact Faber had manipulated her so effortlessly, using the way Ingrid felt about her missing school friend as a weapon, sucking Ingrid right into her web of lies.

Dammit.

Ingrid was more than smarting. She was fucking outraged. “I made a mistake. I shouldn’t have trusted her.”

“So Faber’s not very popular at college and she’s had a troubled past. So what?”

“She lied about fighting with Lauren Shelbourne.”

“They had a minor falling out—Shelbourne moved out of the apartment. What does it really amount to? All you seem to have is a lot of tittle-tattle. People mouthing off about her. Where’s the hard evidence?”

“Faber has engineered the whole case against Younger. An innocent man is looking at a mandatory life sentence.”

“Innocent? So you’ve appointed yourself judge and jury and found him not guilty, have you?”

“His story was very credible.”

“How long have you been in this game? ‘Story’ is the key word in that sentence. How could you have been taken in by him so comprehensively?”

That was a question she wouldn’t stop asking herself. But not about Younger. “Faber has a history of false accusations. Specifically when it comes to men in positions of authority. Don’t you think what happened with her high school teacher has a bearing on the current situation?”

“You believe him?”

“He had nothing to gain by lying to me.”

McKittrick stared down at Ingrid’s report. “Look—I’ve never had much time for Faber, but you know as well as I do, we need something more robust than what you’ve got here.”

“She’s been clever. She’s covered her tracks.”

“I can’t bring her in on the basis of… hearsay.”

Ingrid was doing her best to stay calm. She wanted to yell at McKittrick for being so goddamn stubborn. “At least look again at her original statement. Scrutinize it for gaps and inconsistencies. Test it for contradictions, keeping in mind her history this time.”

“Telling me my job again?”

“Really, I’m not. You suspected her enough to question her as a potential perpetrator.”

“She was at the scene, covered in Shelbourne’s blood. We were just going through the process of eliminating her from our inquiries. You know that, you were there. Besides, it wasn’t just the autopsy report that exonerated her. Her story was confirmed by the neighbor. She didn’t get to Shelbourne’s apartment until eight hours after the estimated time of death.”

“But that doesn’t mean she didn’t visit the night before. Just because no one saw her the first time, doesn’t mean she wasn’t there. Have you even found a witness confirming Younger was at Lauren’s apartment that night?”

“We’re still checking the CCTV recordings. There aren’t any cameras in Shelbourne’s street, we’ve had to widen the area to the surrounding neighborhood. Right now we don’t even know how Lauren Shelbourne got back to her flat.”

“Maybe you should check the CCTV for Faber too.”

“If she’s as clever as you seem to think, she’s hardly likely to have been caught on camera.”

“You could at least look.”

“I’d like to help you, but I just can’t. The evidence is stacking up against Younger. And you have nothing concrete on Faber.” McKittrick exhaled slowly. “I respect your judgement. Really I do. But I can’t waste any more time on this.”

“It’s not a waste of time!” Ingrid’s voice was louder than she’d meant it to be. She was taking her anger at Faber out on McKittrick. McKittrick didn’t deserve it.

The detective plucked the report from the desk and held it up. “OK! I know you wouldn’t waste my time if you didn’t sincerely believe there was a chance Younger might not be responsible for Lauren Shelbourne’s death. But there’s something you don’t know. Something that pretty much removes any doubt you might have about his guilt.”

“I doubt you have that.”

“This morning we carried out a second search of Younger’s property. With dogs this time, concentrating exclusively on the garden.”

“A second search, why?”

“Something that came up in Faber’s statement prompted us to search again.”

“But you can’t trust anything she says. Whatever’s she’s told you—”

“Enough!” McKittrick dropped Ingrid’s report into the trash can by her feet. “Do you want to know or not?”

Ingrid looked down at the discarded report.

“Right at the back of Younger’s garden, in the vegetable patch, buried under six inches of soil, the sniffer dogs found a half-burnt sweater.”

“And I suppose Faber told you exactly where to locate it? And I guess you’ll find traces of Lauren Shelbourne’s DNA on it when it’s analyzed. Younger has admitted his affair with Lauren. It would be strange if her DNA wasn’t on the sweater.”

“We’re not just talking traces of random bodily fluids.”

“What do you mean?”

“The burnt remains of Younger’s sweater is smeared with blood.”
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Ingrid kept her finger on the buzzer a full minute. Still there was no answer. She stepped back down the stoop and looked up at Madison Faber’s window. No face at the glass. No twitching of the window shade.

Ingrid had left the station house with a sick feeling in her stomach. Though she’d suggested to McKittrick the sweater may have been planted in Younger’s garden by Faber, the detective dismissed the idea as soon as Ingrid had admitted she had no way to prove it. Only Younger’s word against Faber’s. The guy didn’t stand a chance.

Ingrid had passed Ralph Mills in the reception of the station house. “When you see your boss,” she’d said, “tell her I am one hundred per cent certain she’s wrong. So wrong, in fact, I’m willing to stake my reputation on it.” She was so angry by then, she’d practically spat the words at him.

He’d looked at her non-plussed.

“Willing to stake my career,” she’d said.

Then she’d headed straight for her hotel, unlocked the safe in her room and removed her FBI issue Glock 23.

In the cab on the way to Faber’s apartment, she’d done her best to calm down. She needed to confront Faber with a level head. But hard as she tried, she just couldn’t shake off the anger bubbling inside. Right now she was just as angry at herself as she was with Faber. How could she have been so gullible to let herself be manipulated by Faber?

Ingrid squeezed her left arm against the gun, strapped in its holster beneath her jacket, and felt its reassuring solidity press into her flesh. She tried the bell again. Then the one above it followed by the one beneath. The intercom crackled into life.

“Madison?” she said.

“This is Mrs Palmer, flat one.”

“I’m sorry to disturb you, ma’am. I’m looking for my friend—Madison Faber—I’ve come all the way from the US. She’s expecting me, but she isn’t answering her door. Or her phone. I’m really worried something bad may have happened to her.”

“Happened? What do you mean? I can see her from here. She’s standing in the back garden, right as rain.”

“She is?”

“The side gate is unlocked. Why don’t you go and surprise her?”

“Thank you, ma’am. That sounds like a great idea.”

Ingrid hurried down the steps and quickly located a tall door set into a wooden fence. She turned the round steel handle and pushed. The hinges squeaked as the door swung open. From her position all she could see in the yard was a rectangle of closely cropped grass and a thicket of low trees beyond. Had Faber’s neighbor imagined seeing her? Ingrid ventured into the garden and closed the wooden gate behind her. A few feet in she spotted a gap in the trees. Sure enough, through the gap, standing next to a burning trash can, was Madison Faber. She was throwing items—Ingrid couldn’t make out what exactly—into the flames. Ingrid crept over the lawn and had reached the scrubby line of gnarled apple trees when Faber turned around.

“I guess I should have expected a visit,” was all Faber said before turning back to the blazing metal can. She prodded its contents with a short length of wood. The flames leapt higher.

Ingrid took a step forward and peered into the can. She saw a two-inch wide paint brush encrusted with yellow paint just starting to catch fire. The same shade of yellow Ingrid had seen daubed across the wall at Loriners, and on Faber’s front door. Beneath the brush, a hunk of smashed metal smoldered, its surface blackened. It took her a moment to realize she was looking at a hard drive.

“How long had you been planning it?” Ingrid asked.

“This house clearing session? It was really quite spontaneous.”

“You know what I’m talking about.” Ingrid stuck her right hand into her jacket. She unpopped the fastener on the leather holster.

“I felt a need to purge. Before I return home.”

“You’re going home?”

“I think it’s time.”

“Whose hard drive is that?”

“Mine of course. You don’t think I’d willfully destroy someone else’s?” She gave Ingrid a sly smile.

Ingrid scanned the rear section of the back yard. It was completely enclosed by trees, the only gap was the one she’d just come through. None of the surrounding houses overlooked the space. No one could see them. Right now she couldn’t decide if that was a good or a bad thing. She turned back to Faber, who was prodding the flames again.

“I spoke to Kevin Timms earlier,” she said, testing Faber’s reaction. But Faber didn’t react at all, she kept her eyes on the flames, apparently mesmerized by them. “You remember Mr Timms, surely, Madison?”

“Not a name I’ve ever heard before.” She looked up at Ingrid. “I don’t know what you hoped to achieve by this little visit, but I’m sure you’ve had a wasted journey. I’m not playing any of your games. You won’t trip me up. I won’t be tricked into saying anything.”

“I don’t play games. You must be getting me confused with someone else.”

“I have nothing to say to you. If you don’t leave right now, I’m calling the police.” She pulled a cell phone from her pocket. “I have an excellent relationship with the local force. Do you?”

“Kevin Timms remembers you. Do you know what he told me?”

“Why would I be interested in what a complete stranger has to say?” She swiped the touchscreen of her phone with her thumb, keeping her other hand tightly wrapped around the end of the piece of wood. It was scorched and blackened at the end.

“He wanted me to thank you on his behalf. Losing his job was the best thing that happened to him. That’s what he said. He’s very successful now. Rich, happy.”

“Well hooray for him, whoever he is.”

“It’s remarkable just how similar what happened seven years ago is to what’s happening right now with Stuart Younger. The stalking, the obsession. It’s like history repeating itself. I’m sure your friendly police officers will be very interested in hearing all about it.” No need for Faber to know that Kevin Timms’ testimony had already been rejected by McKittrick.

“I’m sure they could care less.” She shook her head. “You can’t goad me into confessing, you know. I’m not that dumb. Unlike some people I could mention.” The sly smile was back.

Ingrid squeezed her arm against the gun strapped to her side. It still felt reassuringly solid. “You’re not dumb at all. That was part of the problem. You must have been so mad that Younger chose Lauren over you. After all, you were the pretty one. You were the smartest. A gifted student. That’s how Younger described you. Talented. And yet… Yet still he rejected you. Not once, but twice.”

Faber slipped the phone back into her pocket. “I won’t call them right now. This is just too entertaining.”

“It was amazing you wanted to give Younger a second chance,” Ingrid said. “Putting yourself in the frame at the beginning was a high risk strategy. What if the police hadn’t believed you? What if the autopsy report had been inconclusive? What if they’d decided Lauren’s death wasn’t an accident right from the start?”

Faber struck the side of the can with the wooden stick. The loud clanging noise was deadened quickly by the dense branches of the surrounding trees. “You have been thinking about this a lot, haven’t you, agent? So much of your time taken up in an utterly pointless exercise.”

Was there a slight tensing of Faber’s upper body? Was Ingrid starting to get to her?

“Just so that I get this straight…” Ingrid paused, quickly checking Faber’s blank expression, then glancing down at the stick in Faber’s hand. A bundle of clothing was now wrapped around the burning end. “I’ll take it one stage at a time. I wouldn’t want to misrepresent what happened.”

“You mean this… flight of fantasy of yours?”

“So… you kill your ex-roommate, careful to make it look like an accident. You then get into a fight with a couple cops to ensure you’re arrested. Which means the police will scrutinize your story even harder than they might otherwise. But that’s just what you want. That way, when they do release you, you’re completely exonerated. They’ll never suspect you again. Why would they? Lauren was your friend. They could see for themselves just how devastated you were by her death.”

“You saw it too, agent. Let’s not forget that. You witnessed my pain. You felt for my predicament. You even related to my suffering. After all, you lost your friend too.”

Ingrid struggled hard to control the anger rising like bile in her chest. Heat was radiating up into her throat and neck. She squeezed her arm against the gun again. “Empathy—that’s what I was feeling. I guess that’s not something you’re familiar with.”

“Oooh—now that is harsh.”

“You know, when I found out you forced Lauren out of her own apartment…” Ingrid pointed back toward the house. “This apartment… something started to bother me. Only I couldn’t work out what it was straightaway. But I knew it was something to do with the story you gave the police.”

A flicker of a reaction flitted across Faber’s face.

“But then it came to me.”
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“You told the police you had a key to Lauren’s new apartment, that she gave it to you. She didn’t, did she? Why would she? She loathed you by then. She wouldn’t have wanted you anywhere near her apartment. If you had a key, you must have stolen it. Where did you get it? From Stuart Younger? One of the many things that he misplaced, I suppose. Like the gloves… and the cashmere sweater.”

“If you’re going to invent an alternate reality, at least make it a little believable.”

“You’re right—I’m getting ahead of myself. I’ve taken a big leap. So, where was I?”

“Somewhere just outside Crazyville.”

“The police released you, after a second round of questioning, accepting your statement that you arrived at Lauren’s apartment for the first time at eight-twenty a.m. the morning after she died. So now you’re free. And clear. You pay Professor Younger a visit. He’s been ignoring your phone calls—that makes you angry. But still you’re prepared to forgive him. You offer him a shoulder to cry on in his time of need. You suggest what? That maybe you and he should provide each other comfort?”

Another flicker of reaction. Faint, but unmistakable.

“But Younger’s appalled at your callous lack of sensitivity. He rejects you again. Again! What’s wrong with this guy? You’ve removed the main obstacle between you. With Lauren out of the way, surely he’ll want you. But he tells you where to go. And that is unforgivable.”

“You’ve missed your true vocation—you really are a great storyteller. An imagination like yours is wasted at the FBI. Aren’t you trained to deal in cold, hard facts? How limiting it must be for you.” She withdrew the length of wood from the can, the bundle of material reduced to a hot smoldering lump at the end. She traced an arc through the air with it, leaving a trail of acrid smoke in its wake.

“So, you move to phase two of the plan.” Ingrid continued as if she hadn’t been interrupted. “Now you need to get someone on your side. Someone whose job it is to support US citizens in the UK. Whoever they may be. How lucky for you that you discover this person also lost somebody. What great leverage. And what an easy mark I was. So intent on doing my job, protecting my vulnerable and terrified charge—I was completely taken in. Your years specializing in psychology really paid off. You played me like a rookie agent, fresh out of the Academy.”

Faber raised her eyebrows, a smile faintly playing across her lips.

“Oh, you should feel smug. I went all out for Younger. Like he was public enemy number one. Choose between an American citizen in fear for her life and an arrogant, egotistical English college professor with dubious morals? It was no contest. You know, in different circumstances I might even admire your cunning and inventiveness.”

“My inventiveness? You’re the one making the whole thing up.”

“I’m congratulating you. Come on, confidentially, why not congratulate me on finally working it all out?”

“Oh sure, I’m going to do that. With you recording this conversation.”

“No. It’s just you and me. No one’s listening in.”

“You’re forgetting—I’m the smart one here. No point in trying to play me.” She smiled again, a big, wide grin.

Ingrid clenched her hands into fists. God how she wanted to smack that smile from Faber’s face. “What happened to you when you were a kid that made you so incapable of dealing with rejection?” Ingrid asked, desperate to try a different approach. “I know Daddy didn’t abandon you. Or Mommy. So what was it? Did someone else up and leave?”

Faber prodded the smoldering torch toward her, the end just inches from Ingrid’s face. Ingrid jerked backward, her reactions slowed by the injuries she was carrying.

At last. A proper reaction.

“Hit a nerve, have I? Who left you, Madison? A nanny? A sibling?”

Faber lunged again, this time the glowing rags brushed against Ingrid’s hair, burning strands as it went, a sickening singeing smell filling the air. “Fuck you!” Faber said.

“Rejection is tough. I can understand that. God knows I went through enough of it myself when I was a teenager. But to go to such lengths to punish Younger for rejecting you? You’re condemning an innocent man to a life sentence.”

Faber jabbed the stick toward Ingrid again. “He’s not innocent. You know all about his research program. How unethical it is. A student died because of him. And another almost did.”

“You gave those two girls the LSD. Don’t try to blame Younger for that.”

Faber froze, staring at Ingrid.

“I know all about you going onto campus last Thursday and giving Emily Taylor an increased dose.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. It’s Younger’s program. I was just following orders. It’s his responsibility. He’s the one with blood on his hands, however you look at it.”

Faber’s audacity took Ingrid’s breath away. The student had everything worked out.

“But what’s next for you, Madison?” Ingrid took a step toward her.

“What do you mean?” Faber held the burning stick high in the air.

“You can run away from me. From the police. From justice. But it doesn’t change the fact that nobody likes you.”

“That’s not true.”

“No? Then why do the people you care about always end up rejecting you? What are you going to do about that? You can’t stop that happening, wherever you go. What do you do? Keep running?”

“People do like me. Lauren liked me.”

“And then she got to know you. I’m sure it didn’t take too long for her to realize what you were really like.”

“She shouldn’t have…”

“What’s that? She shouldn’t have been more popular than you? Stolen the man you were obsessed with?”

“You understand nothing.” The self satisfied smile was back on Faber’s face. She swiped the stick again, catching Ingrid’s shoulder.

Ingrid stumbled backward, her right foot banging against an exposed tree root. She started to fall, reaching out her hands, grabbing nothing but air. She landed heavily on her back, her hips twisting awkwardly as she went down. Faber came at her again, the glowing end of the stick hurtling toward her face. Ingrid twitched her head away, trying desperately to scramble along the ground. Faber stepped closer. Ingrid grabbed at the stick, missing as it swung past her face again.

“Is that the best you can do?” Faber said, spitting out the words. “I thought FBI agents were meant to be at the peak of physical fitness.”

Ingrid reached a hand inside her jacket. Her fingers found the leather holster and wrapped around the handle of the gun.

Faber jabbed the stick again. “Little slow today, are we?”

Ingrid tugged on the gun. It wouldn’t budge. It had jammed in the holster. She shifted, redistributing her weight to free the gun.

Another jab. A burning ember landed on Ingrid’s face. Ingrid struggled to bat it away. Faber stared at her long and hard, the stick held high in her hand. Her hand trembling.

Ingrid tugged on the gun again.

It was halfway out the holster when Faber shook her head and lowered the stick.

Ingrid released the breath that had stalled in her throat. “What’s wrong, Madison? Giving up so soon?” She pulled her empty hand from inside her jacket.

“I’m not crazy,” Faber said quietly, the sneer on her face suddenly replaced by a smile. “You think I would attack an FBI agent? Please. Give you an excuse to arrest me? Why would I want to hurt someone who’s been so kind to me?” She stepped away and shoved the stick back into the trash can. She wiped her sooty palms against her jeans.

Ingrid rolled onto her side, then, despite the spike of pain shooting up her back, levered her upper body off the ground and sat upright.

“You won’t have to concern yourself with my welfare for much longer. I’m going home tomorrow. It’s time to leave this shitty little country. Maybe you should too. You’ve been here too long already.”

With some effort Ingrid managed to get back onto her feet.

Faber started to walk away toward the house.

Ingrid fastened her holster and buttoned up her jacket.

Faber stopped and turned when she reached the gap in the trees. “Come on, Ingrid, admit it,” she called. “Haven’t you had enough of these small-minded, backward-looking people?”

When Ingrid didn’t respond, Faber frowned, then disappeared through the gap.

Ingrid closed her eyes and took a deep breath. And another, forcing air into her lungs until her anger started to subside. Anger had gotten her nowhere. What had she been thinking? That Faber would suddenly be overcome by remorse and admit everything?

Ingrid opened her eyes. She made her way unsteadily to the line of trees and stared at the back of the house. She saw a face looking down at her from a second floor window.

Madison Faber was grinning. Then she withdrew and disappeared from view.

Faber was going to walk away. Escape punishment and leave a trail of broken lives behind her. Just like that. Remorseless. She was literally going to get away with murder. How many more lives might she destroy?

Ingrid couldn’t just stand back and let that happen.

She exited the backyard, the acrid aroma of burnt hair still in her nostrils. As she made her way back to the main street, and hopefully a passing taxi, the last of her anger dissipated. Her head was beginning to clear.

A clear head was a good start.
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After she’d secured her gun in the safe, Ingrid undressed and showered, eager to remove any last trace of the sooty, acrid stench that had seeped through her clothes and into the pores of her skin. Under the pummeling hot water she started to formulate a strategy. Out of the shower, she snipped what remained of her burned lock of hair with a pair of nail scissors. Then, using a little extra wax, she attempted to restyle her short hair to cover the gap.

By the time she was dressed and ready to leave, she’d worked out the main points of a plan that she should be able to execute before the end of the day, as long as she worked through each point in a methodical fashion. The plan wasn’t without risk, and it was far from ethical, but desperate times called for desperate measures. This would take the concept of “rogue agent” to a whole new level. But she had no choice: Madison Faber had to be stopped.

Ingrid wouldn’t be able to do everything herself. Recruiting helpers she could trust would be the toughest part. But she still had a few favors to call in. She checked her watch: already after four. She really didn’t have much time. Pretty much each point on the list was dependent on the successful completion of the one before. It was crucial she get started as soon as possible.

Point one: contact all the trans-Atlantic airlines. Discovering the details of Faber’s flight home was the essential first step. Ingrid retrieved both her burner cell phones from the drawer in the bedside cabinet, shoved them in her bag and made her way out of the hotel, waiting until she reached Marylebone Road before calling Mike Stiller. Five minutes of wheedling and pleading later, she was ready to move on to point two. Which was where things got interesting. The wrong choice of personnel here could scupper her plan before it even got out of the traps. She checked the contact list on her cell phone. Several candidates suggested themselves. But she could really only trust one of them to get the job done. The only man on the list who she could be sure was up to the challenge. She tapped his number into her second burner cell.

“Yes?”

“It’s Skyberg.”

“Bloody hell. Twice in one week. This is getting to be a habit.”

Ingrid heard a sharp intake of breath, like Nick Angelis was pulling on a cigarette.

“Though it is very lovely to hear from you again, I really can’t tell you any more about Dennis Mulroony’s work with MI6 than I already have.”

“That’s OK—I’m calling about something else all together,” Ingrid told him.

“So you will let me take you out to dinner?”

“Sorry to disappoint, but this is strictly business.”

“But off the books, or you wouldn’t be calling me at all. I presume no one at the embassy is sanctioning it?”

“It’s need-to-know.”

“I’ll take that as a ‘no’. I’ve got a lot on at the moment. I can point you in the direction of plenty of other capable operatives.”

“I’ve no doubt you can. But they won’t do. I want you.”

“If only that were true.”

“Don’t make me beg.”

“Now that conjures up all sorts of delectable images. Hang on, I just want to indulge in them for a moment.” He drew on his cigarette again. “Don’t tell me you’re not doing exactly the same thing wherever you are right now.”

“Please, Nick. You know I wouldn’t ask unless it was important.”

“Give me an idea what it entails.”

“Not over the phone. I’d prefer to do it in person.”

“Why didn’t you say that straightaway? You know I can refuse you nothing when you look at me with those beautiful green eyes of yours.”

“They’re gray.”

“Only in some lights.”

She arranged a time and a place and hung up. Next stop, Edgware Road.
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“You do know he’s gay? The proprietor of the Escort Angels Agency stared at Ingrid over the top of her glasses.

“Yes, you’ve made that quite clear.” Ingrid was sure the woman would be frowning gravely at her if her forehead wasn’t completely immobilized. “I can’t impress upon you enough how important timing is. Is this guy reliable? Punctual? He will show up at the appointed hour?”

“He’s one of our most dependable escorts.”

“Good.”

“What I can’t understand is why the embassy would want to hire him in the first place.”

“They don’t. This is personal. It’s my friend’s birthday.” Ingrid had only vaguely sketched out the story she’d planned to tell this woman. If she was questioned too closely there was just a chance she might contradict herself.

“And you want to surprise him?”

“He’s just been through a messy break-up. A birthday present like this is exactly what he needs. That’s why the escort can’t show up too early. Or too late. That would totally ruin the surprise.”

“All right. But it is very short notice. It’ll cost.”

Ingrid pulled out a roll of twenty pound notes from her purse. “Does cash suit?”

The woman struggled to smile, but her rubbery face refused to cooperate. “Always.”

Ingrid left her counting her money and hailed a taxi heading south down Edgware Road. A half hour later she arrived at her next destination.

Fifteen minutes after that she had outlined Angela Tate’s part in the plan to the journalist. They were standing outside the Evening News building on Blackfriars Road, just south of the Thames, a cool breeze blowing off the river. Tate had managed to smoke her way through two cigarettes.

“You’re absolutely sure Faber’s guilty?” Tate asked.

“I’ve never been more sure about anything.”

“Do I have carte blanche to invent any kind of story I like?”

“It needs to be as credible as possible.”

“I can write any story at all in under an hour. Credibility may take a little longer.”

“I guess, at a stretch, I can give you forty-eight.”

“Oh you should have said before—that’s a piece of cake.” She pursed her lips. “You need the story to be as watertight and as robust as possible.”

“Yes, but you can’t mention Faber in it directly. Didn’t you tell me before that you can’t print anything that would prejudice a jury?” Ingrid was beginning to wonder at the wisdom of her plan. It could all crumble to nothing so easily. “I don’t want anything to jeopardize the success of the operation.”

“So… big exclusive story about Faber on the front page.” Tate raised her hands in the air, cigarette burning between her fingers, to mime the front cover. “The other stuff on pages four and five. We’re just suggesting a link between the two because of their proximity within the paper.”

Ingrid nodded. “I need you to invent a story that will cast suspicion on Faber. Make people doubt her. You think you can do it?”

“Do you want a story about an actual terrorist organization? I can’t just make one up?”

“Nope—it all has to be real. An extremist group at the very least, with terrorist tendencies.”

“My God you don’t want much. It’ll take quite a bit of research.” Tate stubbed out the final quarter inch of her cigarette.

“Apparently you have a willing librarian who loves that kind of stuff.”

“Just to be clear, you do know what you’re asking me to do is highly… immoral at best, downright illegal at worst?”

“I can’t comment on matters of legality, I’m not familiar enough with English law.”

“Bull. Shit. OK—I’m telling you, it’s as bent as a nine bob note.”

“I don’t even know what that is.”

“Let me tell you what it means.” Tate produced her silver flask from a hidden pocket like a conjurer. “If I pull this off for you—and I’m confident I can—you’ll owe me big time. Not just one favor, but a whole series of them. Agreed?”

Ingrid narrowed her eyes. Depending on which way an independent observer looked at the plan as a whole, it could have been argued that Tate’s part was the most important of all—no one else could do what she had to. “Agreed,” she finally said. She’d deal with the consequences later. One of her burner cells buzzed in her pocket. “We’re good, yes?” she asked Tate.

“We are fabulous. Leave it with me.”

Ingrid answered the call and marched away. “Do you have an airline and a date?”

“How’d you even know it was me?”

“You have your own very special phone, Mike.”

“Gee, I’m honored.”

“Well?”

“Heathrow, Terminal 3, four o’clock tomorrow afternoon. American Airlines.”

Ingrid hung up without saying goodbye. Or thank you. It was getting to be a habit. She climbed down the steps on the eastern side of Blackfriars Bridge and walked quickly along the south bank of the river until she reached the Globe Theatre. Nick Angelis was waiting for her outside the main entrance, leaning casually against the wall. He looked up as she approached.

“It’s not like you to keep a gentleman waiting,” he said.

“Lucky for me there isn’t one anywhere around here.”

“Ouch.”

Ingrid handed him an envelope with a single color photograph inside. He started to take it out and she held a hand over his. “Not here,” she said.

“What do you suggest? Back to mine?”

She ignored him. “For the next twenty-four hours I need you to perform a simple surveillance operation.”

“Surveillance? That’s hardly taxing. I thought you wanted to employ my rare skills.”

“After noon tomorrow it gets a little more complicated.”

“Now that sounds promising.”

Ingrid handed him another, smaller envelope. “Two thousand of your English pounds.”

“Now I’m just plain insulted.”

“I’m hiring you.”

“And I’m doing this for love. No argument. Take it or leave it.”

Ingrid stuffed the money back into her pocket as she turned away. She knew not to argue with Angelis over matters of honor.

“Parting is such sweet sorrow, that I’ll say good—”

“I’ll be in touch,” she told him.

“This is Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre, for God’s sake,” he called after her. “Where’s your sense of romance?”
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Ingrid spent the next few hours stitching together as many loose ends as she could. Then she tried to get some rest ahead of the next phase. She managed a couple hours of fitful sleep before giving up on the idea. The time between getting out of bed and leaving her hotel dragged so slowly she’d even tried to distract herself watching TV. But she couldn’t concentrate on anything for more than a few minutes. When it was finally time to leave, she was completely wired on adrenalin. Even the pain in her back and head had melted away.

At midnight she headed for Brewster’s hotel in King’s Cross and arrived just as he was leaving with a very attractive young man. The escort agency had come through for her. It had been the weakest part of the plan, if it had failed, she hadn’t been at all sure she’d have had the resources to come up with an alternative in time. She went straight up to Brewster’s room. Thankfully, as requested, Brewster’s escort had propped open the door for her. She closed it quietly and hurried to the safe. She’d asked the agency that Brewster’s date should keep him occupied, outside the hotel, for at least an hour. But Brewster might have had other ideas. She needed to work fast, just in case. She used the same combination for the safe she had last time. Again she heard the satisfying clunk as the door swung open. Inside, sitting in a neat pile, were the twenty forged passports she’d seen before.

A loud bang sounded against the outside door. Ingrid snatched the passports and shoved them in her bag. She listened. She heard a scraping noise. Then the door handle rattling. She scanned the room, wondering where she should hide. The closet? The bathroom? She concentrated hard on trying to hear what was going on in the corridor outside above the sound of her heart pounding in her ears. There was a low mumble. Followed by a high-pitched laugh. Then a woman’s voice. Ingrid exhaled and continued to listen while the people outside moved further down the corridor, their voices fading as they went. Her hands shaking, she closed the safe and crept out of the room. Only one more task to action before she could call it a night.




*




Ingrid arrived in Madison Faber’s street at exactly one-thirty a.m. She tapped lightly on the door of a small white truck parked opposite Faber’s building. The door opened a few inches then stopped. A face appeared in the gap. Nick Angelis beamed at her.

“Thank God you’re here. I need a pleasant distraction.”

Ingrid climbed into the truck and took a seat next to a bank of TV monitors, all of them switched off except one. It displayed an image of the front door of Faber’s building.

“No activity in or out for the last two hours,” Angelis said. “I’m going out of my mind with boredom.”

She handed him a packet containing a dozen or so of Brewster’s passports. “I need you to plant this in Faber’s hand baggage.”

He started to open the packet. Quickly, she laid her hand over his. He stared into her eyes and said, “I was beginning to think this would never happen.”

She snatched away her hand. “Cut it out. Don’t open the envelope. The less you know about this operation, the better.”

“Exactly how far ‘off the books’ is this?”

“You don’t need to know that either.”

“And I thought you were a stickler for rules and regulations. What has happened to turn you so thoroughly rogue?”

Ingrid hadn’t allowed herself to consider the personal consequences of her actions. She’d been putting all of that to the back of her mind. If she thought about it too much, she might not be able to go through with the plan.

“Given I’m seeing you in a whole new light, perhaps I can interest you in a little of this?” He produced a laptop from a drawer, two uneven lines of white powder streaking across its closed lid.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“Something’s got to keep me awake for the next eighteen hours.” He tidied the lines with a credit card.

He was such a cliché.

“Do you want some?”

“Of course I don’t.”

“So—you haven’t gone off the rails completely, then.”

Ingrid wondered if she could rely on him to do what needed to be done. It wasn’t as if she had a lot of choice. She could hardly do it herself. “You’re sure you can pull this off?”

“When have I ever let you down?”

There’s always a first time.

“You can rely on me.” He vacuumed up a line of cocaine and wiped his nose on the back of his hand. “Now—can I offer you anything else in the way of hospitality?”

Ingrid was already on her feet, pulling her beanie down toward her eyebrows. “See you tomorrow, Nick. Don’t be late.”

She opened the door and climbed back down onto the road. All she could do now was wait.
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It was a quarter after two. Ingrid had taken the Heathrow Express from Paddington station and had just arrived at Terminal 3. The line at the American Airlines desk was short. Madison Faber wasn’t in it.

Ingrid called Nick Angelis on her burner. “What’s happening? Are we still on schedule?”

“Our little friend is stuck in a cab on the approach road.”

“She needs to check in her baggage before three if she’s going to make the flight.”

“About that. I didn’t want to mention it before. I thought the right moment would present itself. It didn’t.”

“What are you taking about?”

“Traffic’s on the move again. I’ll call you back.”

For God’s sake, Angelis.

She stared at the burner for a moment and shoved it in a pocket, then wandered toward the security line at the other end of the departure hall, trying to act casual, feeling anything but. She made sure to keep her face turned away from the security cameras dotted around the hall.

When she’d dressed that morning she hadn’t been sure she could pull off the British vacationer look, so she’d plumped instead for the uniform of female business executives the world over: smart skirt suit, bulky laptop bag and small carry-on suitcase on wheels. She would look convincing enough from a distance, but up close the slowly healing injuries to her cheek and eye would totally ruin the disguise.

From fifty yards away she spotted a dozen plain clothes policemen and possibly one or two women. The women were wearing exactly what she was, minus the carry-on. Ingrid had called the police herself from a telephone booth in Paddington. She hadn’t been specific in her tip off, but the Metropolitan Police had pulled out all the stops. She counted at least twenty uniformed officers armed with semi-automatic weapons. They looked as if they were ready for anything. Another uniformed officer appeared with an over-excited English Springer Spaniel at his heels. The presence of the dog made sense—the cops didn’t know precisely what it was they were searching for, but they seemed to be prepared for every eventuality. It was just a shame the dog wouldn’t get a chance to be put through her paces.

Ingrid’s phone buzzed. She answered quickly. “What the hell were you—?”

“It’s OK, it’s all done. I only needed a few seconds. I slipped the package into her carry-on case, front pocket. We’re good to go. She should make an appearance at departures any second now.”

Ingrid hung up and exhaled, surprised how fast her heart was beating. She hadn’t organized an operation this complex for so long she was out of practice. Maybe her job at the embassy was making her soft. She quickly dismissed the thought. She was feeling this way because she had never attempted anything quite like this before. It wasn’t something she was planning on making a habit of.

Less than a minute later, right on cue, Madison Faber appeared at the top of the escalator, her purse under one arm. She was struggling to pull two bags on wheels behind her: one enormous suitcase that presumably contained all her worldly possessions, the other case much smaller. It had to be the carry-on Angelis had just mentioned. Faber scanned the hall in front of her, searching for the correct American Airlines desk. Ingrid ducked behind a tall, wide Japanese tourist, carefully peering around him to watch Faber’s progress as she located the desk she was looking for. Faber joined the end of the line, and started fidgeting impatiently.

“Is this a private game, or can anyone join in?” Nick Angelis whispered in her ear. “What’s it called? Spot-a-Fed? In that case—I win!”

“Why are you still here?” she hissed at him.

“I want to see the plan through to fruition. Allow me that much satisfaction, please.”

Ingrid’s cell started to buzz. “I have to take this.”

“Be my guest.”

She turned away from him. “Sol, hi.” She’d been expecting a call from assistant deputy chief. She was surprised it hadn’t happened sooner. Maybe it had taken Brewster a while to notice he’d been robbed for a second time. And then a little longer still to call the incident into the embassy.

“Where are you?” Sol said, dispensing with the niceties.

“Tying up some loose ends.”

“The Shelbourne case doesn’t have any.”

“The police wanted to speak to me again.” It was a weak lie. She was screwed if he decided to check it out.

“Why don’t I know anything about it?”

“It’s low-key. I’ll tell you all about it when I get back.”

“You’re not coming back. I have another assignment for you.”

She braced herself for what she knew was coming—another trip to Brewster’s hotel in King’s Cross.

“Cops in Kensington have identified a suspected US felon. They want you to be part of the arrest team.”

“That’s it?”

“Why, were you expecting something else?”

“No… not at all.” Either Brewster still hadn’t noticed the passports were missing, or he’d decided not to tell the embassy. Either way Ingrid was relieved not to have to return to the scene of the crime. “So—is this felon high up on the Most Wanted list?”

“She’s not on it at all.”

“Oh.”

“Don’t be too disappointed. No one promised you every case would be exciting and glamorous.”

“That’s for sure.” She continued to watch Faber’s progress. The student was shuffling closer to the desk, only two travelers ahead of her. Sol gave Ingrid the address of the station house in Kensington and hung up.

“Anyone important?” Angelis was looming over her again.

Ingrid ignored him, keeping her gaze firmly fixed on Faber, who had finally reached the check-in desk. An American Airlines operative, who’d been busy efficiently herding travelers into a neat and orderly line, hurried to help Faber haul the large suitcase onto the conveyor. The big bag shifted forward on the belt a foot or so. Then the operative placed the carry-on bag next to it.

“Oh shit,” Angelis said quietly.

“It’s OK, she’ll take it off again.” Ingrid held her breath.

The smaller bag remained on the conveyor. The check-in assistant slapped a label on it and Ingrid watched in horror as both bags disappeared from view. She exhaled.

“Right, on to plan B,” Angelis said, rubbing his hands together.

Ingrid had lost her active agent edge after all. It had been difficult enough to arrange everything for plan A in time for Faber’s departure. She hadn’t had the resources for any contingency. The Japanese tourist who had been shielding them was on the move. Angelis grabbed Ingrid’s arm and bundled her behind a nearby pillar. He stared into her face.

“You do have a plan B?”

Ingrid looked toward the ceiling, trying hard to formulate one. She peered around the pillar to locate Faber amidst the crush of bodies. She saw her heading slowly toward the security check, small clutch purse still tucked under her arm. Ingrid stared at the purse, trying to judge its dimensions. It was just too small.

“What do you want me to do?” Angelis said. Ingrid had almost forgotten he was there.

“It’s too risky.”

“Please tell me you have an alternative plan.”

Ingrid reached into her own carry-on and retrieved a small packet. “I held a little something back. I’m not sure why, force of habit, I guess, just in case you didn’t manage to…”

“You thought I might not come through for you?” He shook his head. “I thought you trusted me.”

“Now’s not the time for bruised feelings.”

Faber had stopped, just thirty or so yards from the start of the security lines. She was speaking to someone on her cell. She’d shoved her purse on the floor, tightly wedged between her feet.

Ingrid handed the packet to Angelis. “There are six forged passports in here.” Thank God Brewster kept so many in his safe. “I need you to get them into her purse somehow.”

“I just planted a dozen in Faber’s bag. How many did you think you’d need?”

“You weren’t supposed to open the packet. I told you—this operation is need-to-know.”

“And I ‘needed to know’ what kind of stuff I was handling. You might have wanted me to plant explosives on Faber.”

“Don’t you think I would have mentioned something like that to you?”

“Anyway, for what it’s worth, I’m impressed by the quality of the passports. Possibly the best forgeries I’ve seen. Excellent craftsmanship. If I didn’t know better, I’d say they’d been produced by MI6. Or the CIA. Where did you get them?”

Ingrid said nothing. She still didn’t know who in the embassy Greg Brewster was connected to. She probably never would. If she had to guess she’d plump for the CIA. “Six passports are plenty. Enough to get her arrested. The others can be discovered later when they search her carry-on. Do you think you can get them into her purse without her noticing?”

“It won’t be easy.”

If Angelis was admitting the difficulty of the task, she didn’t hold out much hope he’d pull it off. She glanced toward Faber. She couldn’t give up now. There had to be another way.

Angelis sniffed, feigning hurt feelings. “Of course, if you’re doubting my abilities…” He sniffed again.

An idea popped into Ingrid’s head. “Do you have any of that cocaine left?”

He blinked at her. “My God, you’re a bloody genius. I could kiss you!” She took a step back from him. “It’s OK—I won’t.” He pulled a transparent bag half-filled with white powder from inside his jacket and shoved it under Ingrid’s nose. “There are thirty or so grams in here. Should be plenty.”

Ingrid shifted her attention back to Faber. Thankfully, she hadn’t moved any closer to the security line. “Forget the passports,” Ingrid said. “Let’s just settle for an arrest for now. The cops don’t know exactly what she’s carrying, but they can hardly ignore an ounce of cocaine.”

“They’re looking specifically for her?”

“They have a detailed description, but not a name.”

“Better make sure she loses those oversize sunglasses then.” He stuck Ingrid’s packet of passports in his pocket, but kept the cocaine wrap in his right hand, trapped against the palm by his thumb. “Old conjuror’s trick,” he explained, then kissed Ingrid quickly on the cheek before hurrying away.

Ingrid watched him go, all her muscles tensing. He approached Faber at speed, his head down, a cell phone glued to one ear. He was five yards from her. Then ten feet. Then five. He crashed into her, knocking her cell out of her hand and dropping his at the same time. Her sunglasses flew off her head. Ingrid saw Angelis step backward, making sure he brought his foot down good and hard on top of the designer eyewear. He stooped low, brushing past Faber’s purse as his hand reached to retrieve her phone. He scooped up his own cell and stood quickly, his hands raised in apology. He handed Faber her phone and a moment later he was marching toward the exit, with not even a backward glance.

Faber was furious. She started to chase after him, but stopped after a few strides, presumably remembering her purse was lying unattended on the floor. She ran back to where she’d left it and snatched up both the purse and the broken sunglasses, which she then dropped back onto the ground.

Ingrid exhaled. Angelis’ approach wasn’t exactly subtle, but it looked as if he’d gotten the job done. Now all she could do was pray Faber didn’t inspect the contents of her bag before the cops did. Ingrid stared intensely at Faber as the disgruntled student strode toward the security line. A tall man wearing an unseasonal raincoat stepped into her path, touching her arm lightly. He guided her away from the line. The dog handler was already hurrying toward them, his Spaniel, stumpy tail waggling, pulled on its leash. A moment later the dog was sniffing Faber’s purse. A moment after that it started barking excitedly.

Ingrid continued to watch until she saw Faber being led away by the man in the raincoat and his female colleague.
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Suddenly feeling the need for something sweet, Ingrid stirred a sachet of brown sugar into her espresso. She had an appetite too, and peered at the chalkboard on the wall above the counter of the café. The thought of some scrambled eggs, maybe a little bacon on the side, had her mouth watering. She stopped a passing waitress and grabbed a menu.

The previous night she had slept better than the preceding ten, by some margin. She had expected her “rogue” activities to have given her a guilty conscience, to have been tossing and turning in bed, struggling to come to terms with what she’d done, but even now, a full eighteen hours after her misdeed had been completed, her conscience felt remarkably clear.

Nick Angelis had reappeared at her side five minutes after she’d watched Faber being dragged away from the departure hall, yelling and screaming, hand restraints on her wrists. “Now that,” he’d said, a wide grin on his face, “is magic.”

Ingrid drained her cup and picked up the early edition of the Evening News from the table. Angela Tate had really come through for her. In less than forty-eight hours she had pulled together a ton of information about a little known extremist animal rights group based in Brussels. Two of its members were currently incarcerated in France for using forged security passes to gain access to the European Parliament building in Strasbourg, where they had disrupted a vote on the transportation of livestock.

As promised, the front page of the paper was dominated by a story about an American student arrested at Heathrow and being held under anti-terror laws. At this stage, Faber’s name hadn’t been mentioned, but, according to Tate, that would all change just as soon as she had been formally charged. “Then the gloves will be well and truly off,” Tate had said.

As Ingrid finished reading Tate’s article, McKittrick pushed through the door of the café.

“You’re early,” the detective told her.

McKittrick was over fifteen minutes late, but Ingrid decided to let it go. She was in too good a mood to argue. McKittrick threw her own copy of the Evening News onto the table.

“You read this yet?” she asked Ingrid.

“I’ve skimmed over it. Amazing isn’t it? Who could have guessed Faber was caught up in terrorist activities?” She kept her voice and expression neutral.

McKittrick opened her eyes wide. “Is that the way you’re going to play it?”

“I don’t understand.”

“Don’t try the doe-eyed innocent approach with me. I’m far too cynical for that.”

“I really have no clue what you’re talking about.”

“Oh come on. You’re not trying to tell me you weren’t behind Faber’s arrest at Heathrow.” The detective held Ingrid’s gaze, as if eye contact would somehow persuade her to confess. “You’ve got to tell me how you managed to pull it off.”

“Pull off what?”

“Now you’re just starting to irritate me. One minute you’re convinced Faber murdered her friend, but you can’t prove it, and the next she’s arrested in possession of a suitcase full of fake passports.”

“It is fortuitous, isn’t it?”

“I suppose you know Faber’s screaming she’s been framed? Claiming she’d never set eyes on either the passports or the cocaine before the police stopped her.”

“Well she would say that, wouldn’t she? You know as well as I do what a good liar she is.”

McKittrick started to shake her head. She was smiling. “You’re meant to be a mate. Don’t you trust me? Tell me you were behind the whole thing and I swear I’ll never mention it again.”

Ingrid just shrugged.

“Have it your own way. My God that must have taken some organizing. And so fast too. I can’t say I’m not impressed. You must be feeling so pleased with yourself.” She looked down at the newspaper on the table. “And that animal rights piece. Written by your friend and mine, the intensely annoying Angela Tate. That was pure genius. Was it Tate’s idea or yours?”

Ingrid didn’t answer.

“Animal rights! It certainly adds a nice ironic flavor to the whole episode. I mean, can you imagine Faber losing any sleep over mistreated laboratory rats? She’s probably been torturing the poor little bastards her whole academic career.”

“You’re conflating the two stories. I didn’t read that there was any connection between the ‘American psychology student’ and the profile of the animal rights group.”

“Seriously, Ingrid, how long are you going to be able to keep up this innocent routine?”

“I really wish I knew what you were talking about.”

“Well it’s worked. If she’s found guilty, and I seriously can’t see a way she can wriggle out of it, Faber’s facing a custodial sentence.”

Ingrid had to stop herself smiling. Even with a high-powered attorney on her side, Faber wouldn’t be able to explain away the passports and cocaine in her bags. Ingrid hoped Faber’s prison sentence would be a long one. For what she’d done to Lauren Shelbourne, it was the least she deserved.

“Of course it means Faber’s statement condemning Younger isn’t worth the paper it’s written on. No jury in their right mind would believe anything she had to say now.”

Which is exactly the way it should be, Ingrid thought. “But there’s still the blood-soaked sweater you found in Younger’s backyard.”

“The sweater you were convinced was planted there by Faber?”

“I haven’t changed my opinion about that.”

“The CSIs have come to Younger’s rescue. The blood spatter pattern isn’t consistent with the evidence found at the scene.”

“Have you completed a DNA analysis? Is it even Lauren’s blood?”

“I just got the preliminary results back from the lab this morning.”

“And?”

“The blood is animal in origin.”

Ingrid was surprised Faber had been so lax. She would have expected the student to have gone the extra mile and taken Younger’s sweater to the crime scene with her. “So Younger’s been released?”

“We don’t work that fast. A report has gone to the Crown Prosecution Service. Hopefully they’ll make a decision before the end of the day. But there’s still his possible involvement in the death of the Canadian art student.”

“I’m pretty sure Madison Faber was behind that too.”

“We don’t have a chance of proving that. Besides, the buck has to stop with him. It was his research program. Even if he isn’t convicted of the girl’s manslaughter, he’s still morally responsible. Those experiments of his were unscrupulous at best. The university authorities will find him guilty of gross misconduct. It’s the end of his career.”

“I guess it’s a kind of justice.”

McKittrick pointed at Ingrid’s empty cup. “Another espresso?”

“Now the case against Younger has collapsed, what’s happening to the investigation? Are you officially looking for anyone else?”

“A senior pathologist is reviewing the case at the moment. It’s looking likely he’ll confirm the original finding.”

“Accidental death?”

McKittrick nodded. “Maybe it’s better that way—for Lauren’s parents at least.” She headed for the counter and gave her order. Ingrid was sure she’d heard her asking for three coffees. The detective wandered back to the table and sat down. “Sorry I couldn’t get you that name you were after—your predecessor’s contact? What did you want to know, anyway?”

“It’s OK. I was just a little curious about him. It was no big deal.” Ingrid wondered again what fate had befallen Mulroony. It wasn’t a subject she wanted to dwell on. Especially after her own rogue activities. It was essential she toe the line now. She didn’t need to give Sol any reason to doubt her loyalty.

A waitress appeared with an espresso, an Americano and a frothy cappuccino. Before Ingrid could ask McKittrick who the third coffee was for, the café door sprang open and Ralph Mills hesitated in the doorway for a moment, then strode toward their table and hovered next to the spare chair. “Agent Skyberg. Boss.” He nodded awkwardly to them both in turn.

“For God’s sake, Mills, sit down.”

“Sorry I’m late. I got held up in an interview.”

Ingrid glared at McKittrick. What was she up to? McKittrick wouldn’t meet her gaze.

“Thanks for agreeing to this debrief,” Mills said.

“Debrief?”

“More of a ‘lessons learned’ exercise, Mills,” his boss corrected. She finally turned to Ingrid. “I know you’ll agree any kind of post investigation analysis is a good idea.”

Ingrid could hardly argue with that. She glared at McKittrick some more.

“When I suggested it to Mills he jumped at the opportunity. Didn’t you?” A faint smirk played across McKittrick’s face. Right on cue, the detective constable’s cheeks reddened. “Is that my phone?” McKittrick said.

Ingrid could hear nothing.

McKittrick reached into her bag and pulled out her cell, making sure she angled the screen away from both Ingrid and Mills. “Text from the powers that be. Got to get back to the station.” She drank a little of her coffee and stood up. “Can you two manage without me?” She smiled. A full-blown grin.

“I’ll report back, boss, don’t worry,” Mills said.

“Have fun.” McKittrick hurried out of the café and waved goodbye from the sidewalk. Ingrid thought she saw her wink.

“I have the horrible feeling we’ve been set up.” Mills gave her an embarrassed smile then buried his face in the wide cup of cappuccino.

Ingrid picked up the menu. “Well then, let’s make the most of it. How about a late brunch?”

“Sounds like a great idea.” He smiled at her again.

This time it was a Clark Swanson special.
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KILL PLAN




Chapter One




Special Agent Ingrid Skyberg peered more closely at the dead man. His light brown hair fell loosely across his forehead. His haircut had been styled by an expensive hairdresser rather than a barber. His suit jacket was open, revealing the deep maroon lining: a touch of flamboyance in an otherwise somber gray two-piece. Ingrid supposed he was trying to prove he had a personality. His right hand was shoved up into his left armpit. He must have fallen clutching that side of his chest. His left arm was flung over his head, the hand bent into a claw-like curl. His face was unlined, his skin clear. His lips already had a bluish tinge to them. He couldn’t have been older than late twenties.

She pulled a pair of nitrile gloves from her pocket, quickly snapped them on and stepped over the makeshift cordon of blue and white police tape strung across three office chairs.

“What do you think you’re doing! You can’t touch him!” A uniformed police officer lunged forward and grabbed Ingrid’s arm.

Ingrid stared into the woman’s face. It was criss-crossed with deep lines. Her cheeks were flushed. No doubt a result of years working the beat in all weathers. “I have no intention of compromising your crime scene, officer,” Ingrid said.

“Who said it was a crime scene?” The middle-aged officer glanced toward her youthful male colleague, as if she wanted his support. But he didn’t seem to be listening. He’d been staring at Ingrid from the moment she’d shown the two cops her FBI badge.

“If it’s not a crime, why are you here?” Ingrid asked.

“The paramedics called us in.” The cop gestured toward the two EMTs who were standing near the elevator, deep in conversation with a gray-haired man dressed in a suit even smarter than the corpse’s.

“Why did they call you in?”

The cop puffed out an irritated breath. “Why don’t you ask them?” She started to walk away and beckoned to her colleague to follow her. They disappeared around a corner at the far end of the corridor.

Ingrid stood up, pulled off the gloves and looked through the glass wall separating the corridor from the large open-plan office of Fisher Krupps bank. The morning sun was streaming through the floor-to-ceiling windows. There had to be about seventy or so individual work stations on the trading floor. Over two-thirds of those were currently occupied by traders. Most of them had a phone cradled between shoulder and ear, their hands moving fast over computer keyboards. They were clearly still working despite the fact that the dead body of their colleague was lying just yards away in the corridor outside.

She approached the two men in green jump suits, an empty gurney standing between them.

“Hey,” she said and flashed her badge at the EMTs and the smart-suited man they were talking to. “Special Agent Ingrid Skyberg, from the US embassy. Can I ask you a couple of questions?”

The man in the smart suit shoved out his hand. “Richard Wennstein, I’m the manager of the trading floor—I called the embassy.” His accent was East Coast, probably New Jersey.

Ingrid shook his hand. “Thank you for your vigilance, sir.”

He shrugged. “It’s company policy here at Fisher Krupps. Anything happens to one of our US employees, we call the embassy.” He stood back a little and unashamedly scrutinized her from head to toe. “I saw you just now looking at the body. What’s an FBI agent doing here anyway? I expected some administrative clerk to arrive and make me fill out a dozen forms.”

“We should really get going,” the first EMT said.

“I’m sorry, Mr Wennstein. Would you mind if I spoke to these gentlemen before they leave?”

Wennstein shrugged again. “Be my guest.”

One of the EMTs glanced at his watch.

“I promise I won’t keep you,” Ingrid told them. “Why did you call in the police?”

“Standard procedure,” one of them said.

Ingrid nodded at him. “It is?”

“If someone dies unexpectedly we always inform the police. It’s up to them to decide how to proceed.”

“What are the options?”

“There are basically two: call the coroner’s office to request an autopsy and let them come and collect the body. Or, if foul play is suspected, call in the detectives. Full forensics examination of the victim and the scene.”

“You think this could be foul play?”

“I couldn’t tell you one way or the other.”

“Any idea what he might have died of?”

“It’s down to the pathologist to determine the cause of death,” the other EMT chimed in and glanced toward Wennstein, who was hovering a few feet away, well within earshot.

“How about an educated guess? Help me out here, fellas.”

The first EMT leaned toward her, almost conspiratorially. “If I was a betting man, I’d put fifty quid on it being a massive coronary.”

“Based on what?”

“The sudden onset, the way he was clutching his chest when he keeled over.”

“He’s a little young for a heart attack,” Ingrid said.

“Which is why we called the police.”

Ingrid glanced down the corridor. The two uniformed cops still hadn’t returned to the body. Where the hell were they? “Thanks for your time, guys,” she said.

They looked at one another, said goodbye to Wennstein, then shoved the gurney toward the elevator. The first EMT punched the down button and let out a long sigh.

Ingrid turned to Wennstein. “You manage the trading floor?” she asked him.

He nodded.

“So that’s maybe seventy, eighty people?”

“Ninety-two.”

“How well did you know Matthew Fuller?”

Wennstein glanced over her shoulder down the corridor and toward Fuller’s stiffening body. He sniffed. “No better than anyone else here. He worked hard, always made good numbers every month. He was a stand up guy. What do you want me to say?”

“Was he healthy?”

“I guess—he worked out.”

“The bank must have something on file about his medical history.”

“Sure. Look—he was a fit, young guy. Not heart attack material if that’s what you’re asking.” He took a step backward. “Exactly what are you asking? I mean, why is a federal agent getting involved with something like this?” He stuck a finger between his collar and his neck.

In Ingrid’s experience, the presence of a Bureau agent often had this effect on people. Especially those working in financial institutions. It was as if they were all hiding some guilty secret they were worried was about to be exposed.

“Unexplained death of a US citizen in a foreign country? An FBI agent from the Criminal Investigation Unit always gets involved.”

“Criminal? You think somebody killed Fuller?”

“I’m not saying that at all.” Not at this stage, Ingrid thought. “Whatever this is, I’m here to represent the embassy and the Bureau. If there’s a criminal investigation into Mr Fuller’s death, I’ll be assisting the police any way I can. I’ll also write a report on the way the investigation is handled.”

“Is that something we get to see?”

“It’s more for the family of the deceased.”

Wennstein closed his eyes for a moment.

“What is it?”

“Fuller’s girlfriend. She works here at the bank. She’s in New York, working at HQ for a couple days. How am I going to tell her about this?”

“Would you like someone from the embassy to contact her?”

“Could they?”

“Sure—I’ll take her details before I leave. What about his parents?”

“I… I don’t know anything about them. Maybe you should talk to Kristin.”

“His girlfriend?”

He nodded.

“Would it be possible to see Mr Fuller’s medical records? Would he have had a medical exam before he started at the bank, for insurance purposes?”

“Every employee does.”

“So, can you get me the records?”

“I should really be getting back to the floor, see what’s going on.”

“Maybe you could make a couple of calls? Get the personnel department to do the legwork?”

Wennstein stared forlornly through the glass wall of the corridor toward his busy team of traders, like an anxious father peering into a room full of newborns at the hospital. He reluctantly pulled his phone from his pocket.

Ingrid was about to return to Matthew Fuller’s body and continue the examination she’d started before the unformed cop told her to stop, when she heard a loud crash sound from further down the corridor. She looked up to see a man wearing dark blue coveralls stagger out of a door. For a moment she was transfixed by the six feet tall man’s strange lurching gate. She glanced at Wennstein, who was speaking in hushed tones into his cell phone. He shrugged back at her.

The man in the coveralls leaned a hand against the corridor wall to steady himself. Ingrid ran toward him. As she approached she could see he was blinking rapidly and sweating like he’d just stepped out of a sauna.

“Hey, are you OK?” Ingrid asked him, just a few feet away now.

The man dropped heavily onto his knees, remained in a kneeling position for a few moments, then pitched forward onto his face.
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