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Content Advice



The books set in the Power of Zero world deal with the aftermath of the sexual exploitation of children. While Jack's story is one of recovery, healing, hope, and resilience, some readers might find it difficult. 
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For Aviva, who made sure that Jack didn’t turn into a baby koala.
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This story grew from a challenge: write a murder mystery around Jack. That bit was the easy part. 

Creating a fictional village with a knitting café wasn’t too challenging, but when it came to finding a name for said café, I needed a little help.

The Yarn Looters café / knitting store owes its name to Aviva and Lydia, the original yarn looters and early Jack cheerleaders.

Both knit, embroider, and dye the most beautiful yarns. You can find them on Instagram as @thefoxandtheknight or on their website, where they talk about yarn, dyeing, books, and F1.
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Dealing with death is never easy. Not when it comes unexpectedly and claims a friend. 


A phone call in the early hours. A snowy trek up the M1. And Jack finds himself in Holton Wick, far from Gareth and the boys, alone with his memories and the shock and grief of losing a man he regarded as a friend and mentor.

The quiet village might look like an ideal place of retirement for a former spy, but like all villages, it has hidden currents. Far from simply ensuring that Jon's papers and records are safe, Jack is drawn into solving Jon's murder.

Accepting loss is hard. But accepting the true reason for Jon's death may be the hardest task of all.












  
  

One
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A phone ringing in the middle of the night was rarely good news. Jack’s phone singing out Ghost Town into the darkness meant trouble. Only one other ring tone woke him faster. 

Jack shoved his hand under his pillow and yanked the phone out, rolling out of bed as he put it to his ear.

“Listening,” he said in a low voice, mindful of Gareth buried in his customary heap of pillows, his breathing deep and slow. “What’s wrong?”

Echoes hollowed Alex Marston’s voice, told him her phone was on speaker. Jack caught the hum of a car engine in the background and then the meaning of her words registered.

“Say that again.” He rubbed his eyes as if that could improve his hearing. “Jonathan Briggs is dead? I expected to see him at my funeral.”

“Same here.” Alex’s voice was so low, Jack struggled to make out her words over the static on the line. “He was so impervious to change, so much part of the fixtures. He didn’t even seem to age.”

That was true. Jack had been thirteen when he’d first heard Briggs’ name. The man had been a legend even then. Rio used to call him one of the Grand Old Spy Masters, the capital letters unmistakable even when Jack hadn’t known whether the Jamaican was serious or sarcastic.

Jack had met Briggs a year later, after backing up Rio on the mission from hell, where everything had gone wrong—right from Rio walking into a target location crawling with guards. Jack had spent four uncomfortable days in Rio’s blacked-out den, trying to be of use. 

He feared he’d never see Rio again, never again hear the comforting lilt of Rio’s accent while they worked side by side. That they’d have their last ever conversation online, in hurried snatches. That he’d be alone again, with no place to belong.

Once back home, Rio had praised Jack’s cool-under-fire performance, even though Jack had felt anything but cool and collected. Rio had listened to him, had nodded through Jack’s hesitant admission of his fears and had wrapped him in a hug once Jack had got everything out.

A week later, he’d taken Jack to meet Jon Briggs, making sure Jack understood this was a reward for work well done.

Jack’s first impression had been one of height. Jon Briggs was well over six feet and slim as a reed. He was also clean-shaven, and his skin looked baby-smooth. His lean body, dark blue eyes, and thick thatch of straw-pale hair made him a fit for many things: a marathon runner, a maths professor, or even the local vicar. A semi-retired, high-level civil servant in his fifties wasn’t the first thing that came to mind.

Jon’s eyes twinkled whenever something amused or interested him. And he didn’t move like a man who’d broken almost every bone in his body and had only survived because he’d been too stubborn to keel over and die.

“Never show weakness, boy,” Briggs had told him that afternoon so long ago in a cosy living room filled to the brim with books and papers. 

Comfy armchairs loaded with colourful cushions and heaped with woollen blankets dotted the place. Jack had curled up in the one beside the bookcase and listened to Rio and their host dissect the ill-fated mission.

“Never show weakness. Doesn’t matter who or what you’re up against. Never show fear and never give them what they want.”

“You’re wasting your breath.” Rio, coming into the room with the tea tray, had heard the end of their discussion. He’d wrapped an arm around Jack’s neck in a loose hug, surprising him. “This one doesn’t need telling. He’s got steel for a spine and he’s the stubbornest son of a bitch I’ve ever had the pleasure to meet.”

Briggs had looked at him for a long time, a look that had seared Jack’s soul. “That’s good,” he’d said in the end. “Never enough survivors in this here pit.”

It had taken Jack years to understand what Briggs had meant, but he’d never forgotten that afternoon in the whitewashed cottage, as cluttered with books and papers as music and electronics cluttered Rio’s place.

Briggs had been Rio’s mentor, the same way Rio had been Jack’s, and Rio had been out of sorts for weeks when Jon Briggs had left the service and retired for good. The men had kept in touch, regardless, and Jack knew that the news of Jon’s death would devastate Rio.

“Jack?” Alex’s voice made him realise he was drowning in memories, never mind that he had the phone to his ear.

“Wait.” Jack slipped into the dressing room he’d built between their bedroom and bathroom. A corduroy-upholstered love seat at the far end turned it from a space to store clothes into a convenient hideout. He closed the door and switched on the strip light over the chest of drawers. The soft yellow glow was sufficient for him to see his way, but not bright enough for the light shining under the door to wake Gareth.

“Accident?” Jack curled up on the love seat, knowing it wasn’t likely. Alex wouldn’t call at half past three in the morning if Jon had died in his sleep.

“Blunt instrument. A neighbour found him in his garden around ten last night. Fatal head trauma. We don’t yet know whether he was the target, or whether he surprised an intruder. Rio is abroad. Do you think you can go through Jon’s computers and papers to see if anything’s missing?”

“Was Jon still working on his memoirs?”

“Yes. Which is why Rio suggested I call you. He’s convinced the kids in IT won’t have the faintest idea what to do with Jon’s equipment.”

“He’s not wrong.” Jack pulled clothes from hangers and piled them on the dresser on his side of the room. “How’s he taking it?”

“Rio? Badly, even if he won’t admit it. Will you go?”

“I’m packing. Anyone there to let me in?”

“I’m liaising with the police until Rio gets back. I’ll make sure they know you’re coming. The garden’s a crime scene, but I’ll keep them out of your hair and out of the house. Once you get there…”

“D’you want me to pack up his stuff and bring it back, or shall I check it out while I’m there?” Jack found his bike’s panniers and filled them with socks, underwear, and long-sleeved tops. He was reaching for his favourite woollen jumper when Alex answered.

“It might take you a while, but… Check it out and pack up anything sensitive? I’m calling Pam and Nigel next, and they’re bound to want to fly over. I’d rather they’re not faced with a house that’s been stripped bare.”

“Fair enough. Unless Nancarrow goes up in flames, I’ll stay for however long it takes.”

“I’ll square it with Julian. And Gareth.”

“Good luck with that. See you…” Jack checked his watch and calculated distances and traffic. “Around seven.”

“I’m going to be with the coroner in Northampton,” Alex said. “The autopsy is this morning. Someone will be at the house. They’ll have your name.”

She hung up, and Jack chose enough clothes for a few days away. He moved from drawer to drawer while his mind remembered a man with a cherub face and ocean-deep eyes that had never lost their twinkle.


      [image: ]The snick of the latch drew Jack from his thoughts. Gareth stood in the half-open door, eyes sleep-shadowed and silver hair a dishevelled mess. He was barefoot and hadn’t even belted his short terry robe.

“Are you alright?”

“I’m sorry.” Jack met Gareth’s concerned gaze. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“You’re packing. What’s up?”

Jack leaned on the nearest chest of drawers. Jonathan Briggs was dead. The thought had hung in the back of his mind while he packed. Having to explain the matter to Gareth made it real.

“Alex called,” he said. “About an old friend of hers and Rio’s. He—Oh fuck!” Jack took a deep breath, let it out slowly. Breathed until he had the sudden spike of rage under control. “He died last night. Rio’s abroad, and Alex needs someone to check out Jon’s computers and papers to make sure nothing’s missing.”

Gareth stiffened, and Jack bit back a tiny smile. He knew what Gareth was thinking. “Don’t start. Everything’s legit this time, cleared with the local law. They know I’m coming and what I’m there to do. Knowing if anything’s missing might help explain why he’s dead.”

“He was murdered?”

“No idea. Maybe. Possibly. If he wanted to off himself, he’d have found a better way to do it than bash in his own head with the proverbial blunt instrument.” Jack didn’t want to imagine Jon Briggs like that. The fierce loyalty and courage extinguished like the last spark of a bright, warming fire.

Gareth saw it, of course. He stepped closer. “Did you know him?”

“Yes. Rio introduced us when I was fourteen. I met him on and off after until he recruited me to the service.”

“I thought Rio recruited you.”

“Yeah. Rio wanted me to join him. Jon Briggs made me see it was a job worth doing. He did that. Made me notice things, I mean.”

It didn’t hurt to remember the cottage with its comfy armchairs and heaps of knitted blankets, the visits when Jon had always seen more than Jack had wanted to reveal. For years it had been a game between them, cheerful arguments over topics that concealed the matter Jack wanted to discuss, close combat made from nothing more than words and allusions. Jon gave sound advice, even when Jack wasn’t ready to hear it until weeks or sometimes months later.

Jack hadn’t been to see Jon Briggs in two years—they’d stuck to emailing and Skype calls once Jon had retired—but that didn’t make the thought of him being gone any easier to accept. For as long as Jack had known him, the man had never been further than a phone call or email away.

He folded the jumper he held, then changed his mind and shook it out again. The forecast had mentioned frost. It’d be wise to wear it under his leathers and over his thermals.

“Jack.”

The snap in Gareth’s voice brought his head up. Gareth watched him. Waited for a reply if Jack read his expression correctly. “Yes?”

“I asked you where you’re going and how long you’re going to be there.”

“Oh. A little way up the M1. Jon lives in a village not far out of Towcester. As for how long I’m gonna be… end of the week, maybe? I’ll be back as soon as—”

“I’m not worried about that. If you need more time, we’ll come up at the weekend and bring you extra gear. You’re leaving right away?”

Jack nodded. Alex’s call had ruined any chance of rest. “Once I’m packed.”

“You want breakfast before you go?”

“No, but…”

“I’ll make coffee.” Gareth’s smile was soft, knowing. He tied the belt on his robe and returned to their bedroom. 

He wouldn’t bother to dress, Jack knew, but he’d find his slippers. The old flagstones flooring the kitchen were bone-chillingly cold, even in the summer, and installing underfloor heating was high on Jack’s list of home improvements. He’d have done it already, but Gareth refused to be without a usable kitchen during the coldest part of the year. He’d rather put up with cold feet.

Once he’d packed clothes and tools, Jack showered and dressed. To no one’s surprise, Nico and Daniel – the boys they'd rescued and adopted – sat with Gareth when he came downstairs. The plumbing in the old house needed some TLC, too.


      [image: ]Halfway up the M1, the rain turned first to sleet, and then to snow. Huge wet flakes drifted like feathers on a breeze, snagged on currents and downdrafts, and whirled in a hypnotic dance in the beam of Jack’s headlight. He passed strings of lorries at a steady pace while his thoughts swirled like the snowflakes in patterns that were just as hypnotic.

Jack found it safer to live his life in the present. Yet when he allowed himself to remember, he unearthed a store of memories that featured Jon Briggs.

Funny ones like the morning when he and Rio had woken to Jon in their kitchen brewing coffee, with Danishes and croissants on the table and their raft of alarms and protective measures undisturbed.

Serious ones, like discussions about ethics and loyalty when decisions needed to be made.

And downright scary ones, like the night Jack had been on his knees in a tiny storeroom with wire cutters in hand. Instead of the signal he’d been waiting for, he’d suddenly had Jon’s voice in his headset yelling for him to get the hell out of Dodge. Jon Briggs had been nowhere near the chain of command for the op, but Jack hadn’t hesitated to follow his orders.

He owed the man his life.

Jack slowed the bike and moved into the inside lane, keeping pace with the lorries for a while. He knew where his thoughts led, and he wasn’t ready yet to go there. The effects of Gareth’s coffee were wearing off and as his clothes grew damp, cold seeped into him to join the disturbing thoughts.

The previous night’s weather forecast hadn’t mentioned snow. Big flakes thawed as soon as they touched the ground, but the fall didn’t show any sign of slowing down. Stopping for coffee and a chance to warm up was as much a temptation as Gareth’s offer to take the Range Rover had been.

Jack had stuck with his bike, and he didn’t let snow and maudlin thoughts stop him halfway. He was about forty-five minutes from his destination, traffic gods willing, with a service station at his exit from the motorway. He’d stop there before heading into the maze of tiny roads that led to Holton Wick, the village that had been home to Jon Briggs.


      [image: ]The coffeemaker stood empty; the hotplate turned off, and the carafe washed and dried. A beacon proclaiming Jack wasn’t home. Not that Gareth needed the reminder. Even when Daniel, Nico, and their friends ran riot in the old house, the place felt cold and silent without Jack.

He’d noticed not long after they’d moved in how Jack’s enthusiasm for making the house theirs echoed through the rooms. When he was out, the house existed in limbo. As soon as Jack stepped over the threshold, it came to life.

He ran a cloth over the dark granite worktop, removing the last signs of their far-too-early breakfast. Behind him, the dishwasher took care of plates, mugs, and frying pans. The rest of the kitchen was spotless, from the grey flagstones to the granite worktop to the window seats with their comfy pads and the cinnamon-coloured cushions Jack had found in a tiny nook of a shop in Chelsea. Nothing else here needed his attention, but Gareth couldn’t bring himself to leave the room. He hovered, listened to the rain lash the windows, and finally switched on the kettle to brew another pot of tea.

When the water hit the tea leaves and fragrant steam rose to soothe his mind, Gareth reached for the phone and dialled.

“I expected you to call me the moment he was down your driveway.”

Alex Marston’s voice was half wry, half indulgent, and Gareth scowled. He was predictable. What of it? After seeing Jack off, he’d sent Daniel and Nico upstairs to get more sleep or get ready for the gym. He’d even cleaned the kitchen and made more tea before he’d called. As far as he was concerned, he was the poster boy for patience and restraint.

Gareth poured himself a cup of tea. “And your answer is?”

“He’s the only one I could call for the job, unless I want to spend hours explaining to some kid barely out of uni how a mainframe works.”

“In English, Alex. It isn’t even five o’clock yet.”

“Jon’s been keeping notes for fifty years, Gareth. On paper and on computers. Kids in IT these days can’t remember a time before the internet. They won’t know what to do with floppy disks or data cartridges.”

“And Jack does?”

“He’s ace with old tech. Got that from Rio, I suppose. Forensic IT has been gunning for the two of them for years. Rio helps them out now and then, but Jack’s not interested. He’s more the social justice type.”

As if Gareth needed telling. “And you’re really just making him go through old documents and flag anything sensitive? I find that hard to believe.”

“I don’t blame you,” Alex said.

When she’d pulled the OSA card and sent Jack to retrieve an encryption key without the chance to let anyone know what he was doing, she’d damaged a string of bridges she’d so carefully built.

Jack had shrugged it off. Gareth wasn’t that relaxed about it. He understood need-to-know and chains of command, but he’d never worked in a world where trust was doled out in careful measures. He’d forever question her motives.

“Tell me, Alex.”

“Jon was old-school. Careful not to compromise security. He took pains over even simple communications. But like I said, kids these days don’t understand how people worked during the Cold War. They’ll regard what happened to Jon as a random burglary and investigate it as such.”

“Whereas you…”

“I need to know it wasn’t a revenge killing, or that he died because someone somewhere has something to hide. I want to make sure he didn’t become a target because someone wanted his notes.”

She took a breath, and Gareth waited.

“Jon’s son and daughter-in-law are flying in from Canada. It’s bad enough they’ve lost their father. I don’t want them to be in danger. If Jon died because of something he’s kept, Jack will find it.”

Gareth finished his tea as he thought. “How close was Jack to the… Jon Briggs?”

“Rio introduced them when Jack was—”

“I know. He told me. It doesn’t answer my question.”

“Neither can I, Gareth. I don’t know whether they were friends or just colleagues. Jon and Jack’ve known each other for almost twenty years. I know they kept in contact after Jon retired and even after Jack left the service.”

“You think that’s significant?”

“I do. But Gareth … I called because Rio’s out of the country. He’d have wanted to take care of this himself. Jack is the next best choice. There’s nothing else to it.”

“Fine. I’ll go with it. We’ll drive up at the weekend to see him if he’s not done.”

Alex signed off, leaving Gareth standing in the kitchen, holding a mug of cooling tea. Dealing with death was never easy. Especially when it came unexpectedly and claimed a friend.
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"You’re Dr Horwood?” The officer looked shocked when Jack pushed up his visor and introduced himself. 

“Yes. You knew I was coming, right?”

“Oh yes, sir.” Swathed in at least four layers, he stood guard outside Jon’s half-timbered, thatched cottage like a damp mountain. “We were told to expect you, but we didn’t think we’d see you quite so soon. With you coming up from London and all.”

“They told me it was urgent.” Jack parked the bike. His ears rang and the long, boring trek up the M1 echoed through his legs and hands. He liked his roads curvaceous in three dimensions, not straight, three-laned, and packed with lorries. He set his helmet on the Gixxer’s seat and removed his gloves. “Do I have clearance to go inside? I’m supposed to check Jon’s files.”

“Did you know the victim?”

Jack saw no reason to lie. “He was an old friend.”

“I’m sorry, sir. Shocking business, this.”

“Yes. Do you have any information about what happened?”

“Only that the neighbour found him in the garden last night. The forensics guys are waiting for better light to start work.”

That made sense. What with the ambulance and then the police, enough people had trekked through the scene to make finding anything worthwhile a tricky proposition. “Who found him?”

“Mrs Rowntree.” He pointed to the cottage adjoining Jon’s on the right. “She went to get a spare lightbulb from the shed and saw him lying there. Called it in right away, tried to help, but … you know…”

Jack nodded. “So, can I go in?”

“Yes, sir. Nobody’s been inside yet. I’m supposed to give you this.” He held up a single Yale key. “You have the run of the house, and you decide who’s allowed inside. I’m to remind you that the garden is a crime scene and out of bounds until forensics release it. If you need access to the garden, you should—”

“Hang on, hang on.” Jack stopped the official recital. “If nobody’s been in the house yet, then how come you have a key? Jon didn’t need a key to step into his own garden and—at any rate—he used to have his keys on a bunch.”

The man’s eyes twinkled like Jon’s used to. “He was on a list. The police station in Towcester was holding this key.”

“Thank you.” Jack took it from the man. He grabbed his bag from the bike and headed up the gravel path, key at the ready. Letting himself in as if he owned the place felt strange. He’d always knocked before.

Warmth and the spicy-sweet smell of pipe tobacco greeted him. For a crazy moment, Jack thought of calling out a greeting, convinced he’d get an answer.

Then a light came on, bright white and blinding.

Intruder deterrent.

On automatic.

He hadn’t been prepared for that.

“Damn it all to hell!” Jack squinted, unable to make out anything through the glare. The light flickered and flared, more disorienting than unrelieved brightness. He groped along the wall for the switch to disable the alert before Jon’s security measures escalated. He didn’t want to have to call Alex and tell her the house had gone up in flames.

His head throbbed in time to the light’s flicker when he finally touched the switch. He ran his fingertips over the plate and then around the outside edge until he found the tiny rocker that turned off the glare.

Then he stood, head hanging, and breathed in and out to counts of five until the rush of adrenaline died down. The fury that had spurred him up the M1 didn’t fade when the shivers did.

“Damn you, Briggs! Why did you have to get yourself killed?”

The silent hallway had no answer.

Jack shed his riding gear and boots before he carried his bag into the kitchen. He’d better start with a circuit of the house. Make sure nothing had caught fire while he’d bumbled around by the front door.


      [image: ]From the outside, the cottage didn’t appear that large. The inside was a different matter. While he owned the cottage, Jon had rearranged the layout and converted the entire space under the thatched roof until he had a house with two cosy bedrooms, a bathroom, and a study with a desk, bookshelves, and filing cabinets. 

Jack, who had to duck under a roof beam or two during his exploration of the study, wondered how often Jon Briggs had banged his head on those beams. The top of the house made an unlikely workspace for such a tall man.

Jack put the study on his list of places to explore in more detail later and clattered back downstairs. The living room ran along the front of the house, the kitchen took up the space towards the garden. Nothing was out of place in either room. 

Books filled the shelves, and knitted cushions and blankets softened the sofa and armchairs. The heating was on, the rooms warm and tidy and the house lay as serene as if its occupant had just stepped out.

Jack had a lump in his throat when he returned to the kitchen. 

The pipe sitting on the small table beside Jon’s favourite armchair, the novel and reading glasses on the bedside table, even the jar of half-wilted flowers on the bathroom windowsill made the house feel alive and lived in. It was the mug on the kitchen worktop beside the kettle with a tea bag and sugar in it, ready for tea before bed, that finally made him accept Jon was gone.

Jack blinked against the sting of tears.

He needed coffee.

Needed to bury himself in work, forget whose house this was and focus on why he was here.

He located the coffeemaker and ground beans, ran water into the jug and started a large batch. The gurgle and hiss of brewing coffee was as comforting as the aroma of Dutch coffee, the beans roasted to near black and ground medium-fine.

Rain lashed the windows, the brief flurry of snow gone as quickly as it had arrived. As he poured coffee, Jack thought of the man standing outside in the cold guarding the gate.

“Can I interest you in a mug of coffee?” he asked from the open door.

“We’re not supposed to set foot inside that house, sir.”

“No worries. I’ll bring it out.” Jack was halfway down the hall when he turned back. “How do you take it?”

“White with two, please. And strong as sin.”

“That won’t be an issue.” Jack doctored the coffee and carried it outside. “Any more of your colleagues out here? I’ve made a large pot.”

“No. Nobody’s expecting trouble. My relief comes at ten.” He sipped his coffee, hands wrapped around the mug to soak up a little extra warmth. “Can I ask you something? I didn’t know Mr Briggs well, but his address was flagged and rumours in the station said he was a spy.”

He left his words hanging, but Jack heard the question. “You could call him that. He did dangerous work in a time of danger. And he was damned good at it.”


      [image: ]The empty mug looked lost and lonely sitting in the sink, so Jack washed it, dried it, and put it away. He topped up his own mug, then he drew a deep breath and set to work.

An hour later, he called Alex.

“You got there quickly.”

“It’s hardly something I’d dawdle over.”

“No, I suppose not.”

“Guess what? His security system nearly got the better of me.”

“Out of practice?”

“Too right.” Jack no longer swam in that cesspool of lies and suspicion. He had a home now, and a family to take care of. Elaborate security measures still featured in his new life, but paranoia did not. “I didn’t expect him to have it on when he’d just stepped out of the house into the garden,” he said, more reconciled to this job Alex had landed him with. “I should have known better.”

“Anything else?”

“Yes.” Jack switched to report mode. “There’s no evidence that anyone’s been taking an unhealthy interest in his Wi-Fi. He’d Fort Knox’d the setup and anyone attempting to break in would have to be determined. They’d also have left footprints.”

“Good to know.”

“Yes. Nothing’s out of place inside. No sign that he was worried, felt threatened, or expected an attack. I’ll get started on his papers. Maybe they’ll give us something to go on. I suggest we pack up the electronics and deal with them offsite. Unless you want me to render them unusable?”

“No. Not yet, at any rate. We may need his notes. I'll send someone over with packing crates. Pull everything that appears sensitive, even if it’s a long shot.”

“Understood.”

“I’ve declared the house out-of-bounds until you’re done. I leave it up to you to call it. The officer in charge is Detective Superintendent Peter Wynant. He may want to have a word.”

“Give him my number. What’s his clearance?”

“You can talk to him. He knows who Jon was and what you’re doing. Keep anything service-confidential to yourself unless it’s critical to the investigation.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll run it past you if I find anything,” Jack assured her and hung up.


      [image: ]“Do you think Jack’s friend was really murdered?”

“I don’t know.” They’d started the day with a gym session and were the first customers in the small cafe across the street from the dojo. Gareth handed out mugs of hot chocolate and plates of muffins, their traditional second breakfast on gym mornings. Despite the familiar ritual, Jack’s absence hurt like a sore tooth. And Nico, as was his habit, was poking at it.

“What do you mean, you don’t know? You called Alex while we were getting ready.”

“I had to make sure she wasn’t landing Jack in the mire again.” Gareth didn’t have to explain that one. Nico and Daniel had been there when Jack had made contact after escaping his kidnappers, and both knew that the relationships between Alex and Gareth and especially Alex and Aidan had been difficult ever since. They also knew that Jack thought Aidan and Gareth were being silly. Or something a lot more colourful to that effect.

“What did Alex say?”

“That it’s legit.” Not that he believed it. But until he spoke to Jack, he’d take Alex’s word for it. “It’s cleared with the police and they’re waiting for Jack when he gets there to give him keys and information. Jack promised to phone tonight, so then we’ll know.”

“He’s gonna be sad.”

“Or angry,” Daniel said.

“He’ll focus on his job first, I imagine.” Gareth remembered Jack’s solitary wake for Ricky, the boy who’d died the night they’d rescued Nico and Daniel. Jack hadn’t allowed himself time to grieve right after Ricky’s death. He’d locked his emotions away and focussed on the job that needed doing. He’d do the same thing now and grieve for Jon in his own time and space, out of sight and earshot of anyone else. “But Jack didn’t have many people growing up, and he’s known Jon for a long time. Losing someone like that will hurt.”

“Can we do anything?”

“Talk to him when he calls. Tell him things that will cheer him up. If he’s not done by Saturday, we’ll drive up to see him. It’s not that far. A couple of hours up the road.”

Daniel nodded. “We should take cake. And maybe a blanket. To remind him he has us, you know?”

“Good idea. One thing, though… When you talk to Jack, don’t ask him about the case. Don’t ask him what he’s doing, either. Jon Briggs worked for MI6.”

“Was he a spy?”

“I don’t know. He retired, but he could be dead because of his former job. Jack won’t be allowed to talk about any of it.”

“Is that why Alex wanted Jack to come and help? Because he worked there, too?” Nico was reducing his muffin to crumbs instead of eating it. Gareth knew what that meant.

“Jon Briggs was Rio’s teacher, like Rio was Jack’s. Rio is away working, though, or she’d have sent him.”

“It’s all so messy.” Daniel put his chin on his fist. “I wish Jack would call already.”

“Yeah, so do I.”


      [image: ]It had taken Jack two hours to search Jon’s living room. The harvest was pitiful. One laptop, one tablet, Jon’s phone, one SD card, three memory sticks—one of which he’d extracted from the spine of a cookery book—and four bits of paper filled with numbers that Jon had used as bookmarks.

Or not.

Jon’s diaries, taking up two entire rows of the bookcase, were his next target.

Removing the diaries wholesale would leave Jon’s son without his father’s personal notes, a solution that didn’t appeal to Jack. He armed himself with a pack of Post-It notes, a marker, and his phone, curled up in the chair beside the bookcase and read.

By the fourth book, still reading about Jon’s life in the early sixties, he felt like a voyeur.

If it hadn’t been for the tone of the journals, the hint of irony that Jack glimpsed in the detailed accounts, he would have stacked the whole damned lot of them into a pile to be taken away and made himself forget that he’d wanted to leave the diaries for Jon’s son.

This was Jon’s voice, though, and the way he talked about people and events made it appear as if Jon was right there in the room with Jack.

Jon had never taken the easy way out, so Jack didn’t either. He took snapshots of suspect passages and mailed them to Alex, marking the pages with post-It notes before he continued reading.

One after another, his emails received answers.

Benign. Benign. Benign.

Jack read on.

A few of his queries came back with a different label: redact.

For those, Jack blacked out the words until the text was unreadable, then took a snapshot to confirm his actions.

The longer he worked, the more he changed his mind about Alex Marston. The woman either had an encyclopaedic knowledge of MI6 history and operations, or a clearance much higher than he’d ever suspected.

He breathed a sigh of relief when he neared the end of the first row of journals, though the painful work was just around the corner. The remaining books covered the time Jack had known Jon Briggs, and Jon wrote about discussions Jack remembered.

They’d argued about bureaucrats taking over the service, about bigotry, racism, and the dangers poor decisions posed to field operatives. They’d discussed events that masqueraded as threats when they weren’t and others, where the opposite was true. Until, during one weekend in winter, Briggs had told Jack to get out of MI6 while he was still sane and human, and Jack had felt like a deserter for entertaining the idea.

The matter had weighed on Jon’s mind even after Jack had ended the call. The journal entries he’d made in the following days kept referring to that charged discussion.

Jack’s thoughts had been equally weighty. Years earlier, he’d walked away from his chosen career and from the one man who mattered to him, because he’d feared he’d become a liability. It had been one of the hardest choices he’d ever made, and it had taken him months to accept his decision and start over.

Ever since, walking away bothered him.

When he’d sought Jon’s advice, he’d known that one day Gatting or another career bureaucrat would push him too far. Issue orders he couldn’t follow if he wanted to live with himself after. Leaving before that happened was the wisest course of action. He knew it, but he hadn’t been able to make that call. Hadn’t been able to walk away.

Until Tom Gatting forgot that Jack’s willingness to let him choose cases for their career-enhancing potential didn’t mean Jack wasn’t thinking for himself.

Jack set the journal on the coffee table and closed his eyes as memories came rushing back.

“Leave the kids. They’re not important. We’ll come back for them later.”

Jack remembered staring at Gatting in disbelief. He’d worked with the man since the day he’d joined, and Gatting dared to say that to him? When he’d heard the screams on the recording just as Jack had?

He’d turned and left the room, leaving the service right there and then. He’d been so done, that everything that came after—rescuing the children, finding a piece of hospital stationery to pen his resignation so he’d have the pleasure of throwing it in Gatting’s face, even the commendation they gave him and the discussions to change his mind—was nothing more than window dressing. Jack had made his choice and anyone who spoke to him after that moment could see it.

Jon had heard of it, of course. He’d left a message on Jack’s phone. Just his name and a call me if you need to.

Jack hadn’t called. Not then. Not until the day before his interview at Nancarrow Mining.

The day before Gareth had returned to his life.

Looking back, it fit. Jack had joined the service after he’d walked away from Gareth, and once he was done with that idiocy, Gareth had come back. If he didn’t know better, he might believe in fate.

But then… no twist of fate could justify Jon losing his life.

The knock on the front door was a welcome interruption from the deluge of memories.

“I’m Detective Superintendent Peter Wynant from Northampton CID.” A tall, broad-shouldered man stood on the doorstep. “You’re Dr Horwood?”

“Jack. Come in out of the cold.” He waited until Wynant had shut the front door, then headed for the kitchen. “Can I interest you in a cup of coffee? Or tea?”

“Coffee please.”

Wynant shed his coat, revealing a charcoal suit, with a dark grey shirt and a silver tie. The clothes complemented his dirty blond hair and deep blue eyes and reminded Jack of Gareth, who pulled off the same colours to perfection.

He missed the damned man. Especially after reading Jon’s notes. Recalling his decision to leave MI6 had brought back echoes of the days before he walked away from Gareth, when they had argued for hours before Gareth accepted Jack’s choice. Gareth had fought for him back then, and Jack now had the urge to pick up the phone and call Gareth to apologise.

Which was idiotic.

A chair scraped on the tile, and Jack shoved the memories back into their box. He’d examine them when his work here was done.

“Do you have news?” he asked when he’d poured coffee and offered milk and sugar.

Wynant had a notebook open beside his mug and flicked through the pages. “Found in the garden last night around ten by the neighbour, Mrs Rowntree. Pronounced dead on scene by the physician attending. Suspected cause of death is blunt force trauma to the back of the head. The autopsy is this morning.”

Jack saw the sketch in the notebook, the position of the wound on Jon Briggs’s skull. “No chance it was—?”

“Self-inflicted? No.”

“Could it have been an accident?”

The detective hesitated. His eyes narrowed, but what Jack saw was sympathy. “If we’d found him indoors… maybe. A vase or jar falling from a top shelf, or something similar?” He considered each word before he said it. Jack liked him for it. “We found him face down in a bare flowerbed. Nothing resembling a weapon nearby.”

“Why would he have been out in the garden anyway? It gets dark around half four. He’d not been there all that time, right?”

“No. Doctor estimated the time of death between seven and nine. Closer to nine. And before you ask: the neighbour didn’t move him. She merely brought a cushion and blankets to keep him warm. She was worried about spinal injury.”

“She didn’t see he was gone?”

“More like she didn’t want to believe it. I’ve asked the local GP, that’s Dr Wilcroft in case you need to know, to look in on her. She’s been baking all night.”

“Baking?”

Wynant waved a hand. “Cakes and biscuits. She said it helps settle her mind.”

“She saw nothing?”

“No. She came out to fetch a new lightbulb because one of hers blew. She kept wondering whether she could have saved him if she’d come out sooner.”

“Could she?”

“The doctor says not.”

“Right.” Jack topped up their coffee mugs. “Jon was six three, six four? Takes a big guy to club him over the head.”

“Not if he’d been gardening.”

“Which he wasn’t, since it was well dark even by your earliest estimated time.”

The detective smiled a little. “You do this a lot?”

“Homicide isn’t my bag,” Jack said, not offering anything further.

“Can I ask questions?”

“Knock yourself out.” Jack nodded towards the notebook. “I’ll tell you when I’m withholding information. Fair enough?”

“You’ve only been here a few hours, and you already have data to withhold?”

“If you’re going to ask me detailed questions about the content of his journals, then yes.”

Wynant sighed. He flipped to a new page in his notebook, titling it HORWOOD in neat capitals. “Do you know Dr Marston?”

“Yes.”

“Did you know Jonathan Briggs?”

“Yes.”

“How well did you know him?”

“I met Jon when I was fourteen.” He smirked. “Which means I’ve known him for seventeen years. In that time, we’ve spoken or emailed at least every four to six weeks—unless he was away working, or I was.”

“You knew what he did when you were fourteen?”

Jack thought about his response for an extra five seconds. Then he shrugged. “I’d just started working for the service.”

Wynant narrowed his eyes, but asked nothing further. “I’m sorry.”

Jack nodded. “Yeah. So am I. Not how I expected to lose him. I’m on your side here, Superintendent.”

“Can you tell me what you do?”

“Here or in general?”

“In general.”

“I’m an IT specialist.” He grinned. “A hacker, if you must.”

“With a doctorate?”

“Network security.”

Wynant wrote that down before he regarded Jack once more. “Dr Marston said she asked you to look through Mr Briggs’s notes and papers to see whether anything is missing.”

“And to determine whether his death has anything to do with his work, yes.” Jack liked the detective. He didn’t rile against restraints he had no prospect of shifting and worked with what he had instead. And he’d let Jack ask questions first.

“I started with a survey of the house.” Jack began a recital of his own activities. “No sign of forced entry. In fact, his security system was on when I entered. It’s… extensive. No visible disturbance inside, either upstairs or down. Nothing was out of place inside, except for a rogue dishtowel.”

“You knew him well enough to say that?”

“Jon practiced neatness like an art form. Every item had its place. It’s the only way to ensure your safety when you do the work he did, Superintendent.”

“And the rogue dishtowel?”

Damn. The man had dimples. So not fair. Jack shook his head and felt coffee sloshing through his brain. He’d need food soon, or he’d drown.

“Dr Horwood?”

“Sorry. Dishtowel. Right. It draped the edge of the sink. Just tossed down, not hung up. Maybe he heard something and put it down to go outside and look. It can’t have been urgent, though.”

“How do you figure that?”

“He changed out of his slippers into gardening shoes. The slippers are sitting on the mat by the back door.”

Wynant pounced on that. “Anything else?”

“He didn’t take a coat.” And yes, the man was as quick to rile as Gareth. “I’ve been going through his notes, starting with his journals. So far, there’s nothing that jumps out at me. Jon was careful with his communications. If there is something, it may take me a while to find it.”

“Will you tell me if you do?”

“I’m cleared to discuss anything pertaining to the case and I’ll give you what I can, even if I have to redact details. I want this solved.”

Wynant waited, and Jack gave him extra points for astuteness. It wasn’t something he’d have shared before, but time with Gareth and the boys had bent his fences. Wynant needed to understand how serious Jack was about helping him.

“I owe Jon Briggs my life. I want to know who took his.” He wanted more than to know who’d killed Jon and the ferocity of that need knocked him sideways. He took the empty mugs to the sink and plonked the glass carafe back on the coffeemaker’s warming plate, desperate for movement, for tasks to occupy his hands and mind. “If you need more on me, Dr Lisa Tyrrell will give me a reference. She’s attached to the Met’s Special Projects Unit, and we’ve worked together.”

Wynant stood when Jack turned back around. “Thank you. Do you think you could do something else for me?”

“Such as?”

“You’re here for a day or two, right? Do you think you could keep an ear out in the village?”

“You’re short of men?”

“No. God, no. Not on this case, but everyone knows us. Two of my team even live here. Well, not in Holton Wick, but in the next village over. You have a chance to fly under the radar.”

Jack felt his lips curl and didn’t fight the amusement. “Won’t I stick out even more? As an outsider, I mean.”

“Of course you do. But you’re not the police and—”

“I get it. And I’ll keep my ear to the ground. After all, a man needs to eat. I hear there’s decent food at the Horseshoes.”

“And at the Yarn Looters, if you fancy cake and a cuppa.” Wynant shrugged into his coat and buttoned it up. “Thank you.”

They shook hands on the doorstep. The door closed. And Jack was once more alone with his memories and the sweet scent of pipe tobacco in the air.







OEBPS/images/11d65690-f59f-4688-9c2a-6206163cd384.jpeg
g

\}(‘
/,— Tﬁ@f\ =z

y
Y

wo

Lot





OEBPS/images/85e7c0d3-f445-4e87-a397-b9db492390be.jpeg
DWIGHT & CONRAD CASEFILES

WHEN THE LAW

b Fte

JACKIE KESWICK





OEBPS/images/399b5a87-644d-45f5-8754-9b1ed3d6b556.jpeg





OEBPS/images/010cddcb-324e-4d2c-9c93-88a07aa6550f.jpeg







