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THE DEAL

Dear Universe

I was taken by a bad man and got away, but the next little girl didn’t. If I promise to be a good girl, when I die can I sit on a cloud for a while, be invisible, have superpowers, and get the baddies that slip through your fingers?

Amy Fox, age 4 yrs.

Dear Universe

Thank you for keeping our deal.

To be honest I’d forgotten all about it, I was only four at the time! Just so you know, it’s not working. There are way too many politically correct regulations up here. If criminals don’t play by the rules, then why the hell should we?

I’m putting in my resignation,

who do I send it to?

Amy Fox, age 32 yrs.

WHO’S WHO 

Erth is a planet inhabited by erthfolk who are blissfully unaware of three things; 1) protective and destructive invisible entities walk among them, 2) their home is running out of second chances, 3) their life is a numbers game, a totting up of good and bad deeds, the sum of which directs where they go next, above or below ground.

Fallen are invisible entities, ex-erthfolk who agreed a deathbed deal to join an erthfolk protection unit in the skies. 

Witnesses are also invisible entities, ex-erthfolk who’ve ended up below ground, soul-scavengers working in competition with the fallen, found at deathbeds, places of ill repute, and crime scenes.

The Erth Unit are a brave vigilante mix of erthfolk. Ex-cons, MI6, and police, who’ve lost faith in their justice system. They’re helped by the fallen, hindered the witnesses, and sometimes get emotionally involved with both.

Elders create the universe, they’re not happy with the way erth has been handled by erthfolk, they’ve trashed the place and each other. The elders are considering change, a species wipe-out or a new planet. 

Then come along a few half-breeds (part fallen, part erthfolk) who throw a time-bomb into the mix and cause a little chaos. 
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CHAPTER 1
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EZE-DIY High St, Clapham, London, UK

He watched the cashier’s eyes as his items rolled towards her waiting hand. At first, she just picked them up, swiped them across the scanner, waited for the satisfying bleep, and plopped them in the bagging tray, as she had done every working day for years. Giving each purchase little thought.

By the time she got to the fourth item she began to feel uncomfortable. Something wasn’t right. Her eyes flicked up to his. 

He liked it when that happened. She would now look at him, really look at him, search the contours of his face, trying to read him. And he would feel noticed, seen, no longer invisible.

He knew what she was thinking. What did he need a spade, rope, cutters, padlocks, chains, kitchen knives, duct tape, tarpaulin, bleach, gloves, heavy duty waste sacks, and a mask for.

‘Are you planning on kidnapping someone, sir?’ she half laughed, still trying to read him.

‘Yep,’ he nodded, with a charming smile. ‘Gonna have a morning of stalking, a spot of lunch, then spend the afternoon cutting someone up and burying them in the woods,’ he gave a carrier bag a noisy snap as he shook it open, making the cashier jump. ‘It’s lovely weather for it. What are you up to this weekend?’

Laughing, she shook her head, ridding her foolish thought. ‘You had me worried for a moment there, sir.’

She checked through the final items, and he placed them in bags. 

‘I’m working sadly,’ she smiled up at him, taking his cash and counting out change. ‘You have a nice day, sir,’ she sing-songed handing him coins. He popped them in an animal shelter charity box perched next to the till and strode out the automatic doors. 

An uneasy feeling washed over her as she watched him walk across the car park to a scruffy brown van. Making the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. She shook it off and got on with checking out the next customer. Chiding herself for watching way too much crime TV.

Above her head, Jack sat on the roof’s rafters, swinging his legs. He’d been observing the exchange. He put a call into Pyke and swooped out the window towards the van.

The man was grinning to himself. He’d been noticed. He liked it when that happened.
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CHAPTER 2
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Brompton South Police Station, London, UK

David Howard sat glumly in the interview room listening to his pompous legal advisor, Allister Maydew, read out his prepared statement as if on stage at the Palladium.

‘... and to summarize,’ bellowed Maydew dramatically. ‘I attended what I assumed was a private party, invited by someone I met in a nightclub, whose name I do not remember, and whose face I would not recognize again. I had no dealings in the organizing or set-up of the said party. I witnessed nothing untoward. I left early, alone, and do not understand why I have been invited into a police station for this interview.’

Maydew placed the hand-scribbled piece of paper on the table and slid it across to DC Blightly with a flourish. ‘And I want a copy for my files, detective,’ he demanded.

Blightly looked down at the spidery writing. He couldn’t read a word, except for the large bold David Howard signature scrawled at the bottom, with the date. 

Maydew, a duty legal advisor; free, independent, and on call that day, was famous among custody sergeants for complaining about custody facilities, and illegible handwriting. The words ‘this is not a hotel Allistar,’ and ‘what does that say?’ could oft be heard whenever he was in the building.

Blightly thanked him and placed the document in the back of his green file. 

‘And, detective,’ remembered Maydew, tapping the side of his nose with a stern forefinger. ‘My client will be going no comment to any further questions.’

Blightly gave a not-bothered bored-to-be-there shrug.

‘Not a problem Mister Maydew,’ he sighed. ‘As the caution states, he doesn’t have to say anything. But I will proceed with a few questions in case he changes his mind and wishes to help clarify a few things. Which is, after all, why we’re here. To get his side of events and source his innocence, if applicable.’

David checked his watch; he didn’t like police stations; he wanted to get out of there. 

With a small yawn Blightly opened his laptop and spun it round to face the two men.

‘Here we have film footage, exhibit number DT/01,’ he sighed, tapping the play button.

The screen lit up to the sound of thumping music, moans of pleasure, and goading cheers blasting into the small interview room. Making both men jump. 

Maydew leaned forward to squint at the screen. His jaw dropped.

‘What the?’ he asked, pushing Harry Potter’esque spectacles over the bridge his nose, dragging his chair forward for a closer look. 

David held his face in his hands. He had a court case coming up, he was supposed to remain low-key, out of sight, and out of trouble. What had he been thinking? Moira and Nail’em were going to break his balls.

Maydew gazed at the screen. Blightly, having watched it a dozen times prior to interview, leaned back in his chair and waited, watching his interviewee’s reaction.

Glistening under bright spotlights, three naked bodies writhed on white mattresses set out on the floor of what appeared to be an empty warehouse. Surrounded by a roomful of baying, bejeweled, men and women, dressed in expensive black tuxedo and white evening gowns.

Some sipping champagne, some filming with their phones, some aroused with cock in hand, some fondling their partners, and some stripping, getting ready to join in the action. 

All eyes were on the male lying stretched out with two females straddling his body, grinding, crying out with pleasure. One sat on his face, the other across his thighs. 

The camera zoomed in on the male’s face, as it surfaced for air between the thighs of the women on his mouth. He peered down at the woman bent over his crotch. She’d slid her body off his wet cock, bent down, and placed it between her lips. He was about to come. He appeared to be talking to himself.

The male was clearly David. 

David closed his eyes and shook his head.

Blightly raised a bored eyebrow and looked at him.

‘What?’ David questioned, open palmed. ‘Can’t a man have a consenting shag these days?’

Unable to take his eyes off the screen, Maydew, for once, was silent.
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High Street, Clapham, London, UK

‘Bon jour mon petit chou, you’re busy today this is your fourth call and it’s only nine o’clock. What’s going on down there?’ Pyke’s cheeky tones vibrated in Jack’s ear.

‘Chopper-man is at it again,’ Jack sighed, sitting on top of the van as it drove out of the parking lot. 

‘Police haven’t got him yet then?’ Pyke opened files on his screen and checked for updates.

‘Nope, and he’s just done that thing that he loves to do.’

‘What, cut someone up into small pieces and place them where no one can find them?’

‘Nope, tell the truth before he does so.’

‘Well, at least he’s not a liar on top of all his other traits. I’ll send the tipoff now. Where are you, your tracker says Clapham, London?’

‘You’ve sent a few anonymous tips to police already, aren’t they getting them?’ Jack slid through the roof to the passenger seat.

‘Yes, but they’re short-staffed. Someone is allocated to investigate. They can’t find an associated body, or a missing person report and they then get called off to another job. He leaves nothing to be found. He chooses his victims well, invisible street-lifers, waifs, and strays with no family, no friends, and no one to call it in if they go missing.’

‘Can’t we just kill him like the good old days?’ groaned Jack. ‘I’m fed up with all this new red tape. TM8’s saved a lot of time, effort, and lives.’

‘No, no terminates,’ sighed Pyke. ‘You got the memos and the multiple warnings, no more unauthorized terminations or we get shut down and thrown below. I’ll send another tip off; what info can I give them?

‘He’s just shopped at the EZE DIY store on Clapham high street. There’s CCTV in the till area and car park, if they’re working. Description is white male, 5’11, medium build, khaki trousers, black hoody, red sneakers, driving a beaten-up brown Ford transit, reg number they can source in the footage. He’s currently driving west towards the A3, nice and slow, he doesn’t want to get noticed.’ 

Jack peered into the back of the van. A young male lay on green tarpaulin, tied up, blindfolded, and gagged. ‘It may be best to contact the erth unit also, they’ll get here faster. We have a body in the back.’

‘Alive?’

‘Yep, unconscious but breathing. A white male, late teens, scruffy clothing, looks like a runaway. We could cause an accident and get chopper-man picked up that way, but if he leads us to where other bodies are buried, it may be best to wait.’

‘Where’s he going?’

‘Not sure. Maybe Richmond Park, he likes wooded areas. I’ll stay with him until police arrive. If he starts his cutting up thing before they do, I’ll break his leg or something, no terminating I promise.’

Jack peered out the rear door windows to spot a few witnesses flying overhead, circling the van like birds of prey.

‘And the witnesses have arrived,’ Jack sighed. ‘Ready for their next soul-steal, I’ll keep you updated.’

‘Okay mon petit chou,’ grinned Pyke, he loved a good chase.

‘I aint your little shoe.’

‘I know, but I love winding you up, it’s so easy,’ Pyke laughed. ‘My little flipflop.’

‘You wait,’ grinned Jack. ‘You may laugh but when we swap roles one day, let’s see how you get on down here on the front line, instead of hiding away behind your Stonehenge of computer screens. You won’t be laughing then, flip fucking flop.’

‘No, I won’t, cos there’s no way I’ll leave you unsupervised up here! You’re a wrecking ball. You’ll smash the place up with your ham fists. You can’t use a calculator, never mind a computer.’

‘Yeah, you’re right,’ conceded Jack, smiling. ‘We’ll stick to what we know.’

He clicked off the call, hopped in the back, and made himself comfortable lying out beside the body.

‘Don’t worry, mate,’ he soothed, placing a hand on the young man’s arm. ‘The cavalry is on its way.’

​
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Erth Unit, Hanover Square, Mayfair, London, UK

They gathered around the boardroom table. The officers: Sgt Nails, Tank, Matt, Marylin, and Sam arrived after their night shift joining the others for debriefing and breakfast. The others: MI6 boss Moira, hackers Elvis and Jimmy, and office manager Anton, had already started.

Like family, the close-knit crime-fighters ate together as much as possible. They needed the down time to banter with like-minded souls to help cope with some of the nastier jobs they had to carry out. 

They weren’t allowed to discuss their work with anyone else outside of the gang. Nothing left the four walls of their office. If it did, they’d be arrested. And that would be shitty. Police don’t bode well in prison. 

They’d chosen long ago to take the risk. To protect the vulnerable and sort out the bullies, with no accolade, no thanks, and no support if found out. They’d be disowned by police and MI6.

As they chatted Anton bustled around them. making sure his brood had everything they needed. Having worked with the gang from the beginning he’d accidentally slipped into the role of mother hen, chef, hairdresser, general wellbeing SPOC, and laughter provider. He loved every minute of it. For the first time in his life, he felt useful.

As they tucked into their feast, he swooped around the table topping up the plates of food scattered among laptops, bottles of water, and files. They were discussing the previous night’s warehouse raid.

‘Okay,’ summarized Nail’em. ‘So, who killed Lord Humphrey Benedict?’

The gang looked at him blankly. They neither knew nor cared. The man was a trafficking, narcissistic, sadist, who had a penchant for fucking dead people, and spreading film over the dark web for other likeminded souls to wank over.

‘No loss there,’ muttered Anton. ‘The man was a pig,’ biting down on a chipolata sausage and wiping up a rogue dollop of tomato sauce from the corner of his mouth.

‘It wasn’t us, Sarg, we were all with you,’ munched Matt. ‘In the back of a van on our way to London,’ he reached in for another bacon roll and changed the subject.  ‘How’s Stuey, have you heard from him, is his mum okay? Nasty shock her falling like that, she must have got another shock when he turned up at the hospital straight from the warehouse, kitted out in his combat gear. Bet the nurses loved it.’

‘Yep,’ smiled Nail’em. ‘He did cause a bit of a stir charging through wards at two in the morning trying to find her. They thought they were being raided. The doc’s say he can take her home. She’ll be fine, she just needs rest. He’s taken leave to look after her.’ 

‘I guess we can’t really send flowers, she doesn’t even know this side of his life exists,’ Matt shrugged. 

The gang looked over at him, being reminded of the sacrifices they’d made to be a part of the unit. The lies they had to tell, the secrets they had to keep, and the distance they had to place between loved ones and work colleagues was tough. 

Leading two lives was stressful, it made being in a relationship complicated.

The only member of the gang who managed it successfully was Tank. He found it quite easy not saying much about anything at all, ever. He was happy plodding from sleep, to food, to action, and back again. He and his missus loved each other madly and didn’t need to be in each other’s pockets. When they were home together, they had fun, shared the same hobbies, with the premise that no work was mentioned.

‘Reports thus far,’ announced Jimmy. ‘Are that Lord Benedict was last spotted leaving the orgy area via a door leading to the back of the warehouse.’

‘Police didn’t originally find his body during the raid,’ noted Elvis, sipping chamomile tea. ‘He was found by a dogwalker in the early hours of this morning hidden behind a barn in a nearby field.’

Jimmy and Elvis were ex-cons, now MI6 hacking whiz kids. They scanned police, coroners, and social media’s accounts, gathering intelligence, sourcing information was their passion.

‘The man was a murdering trafficker,’ muttered Elvis. ‘Thank heaven you got John and Eilen out of there, or we’d be looking at their snuff porn images right now, with their bodies buried in a ditch somewhere.’

‘How are they?’ asked Sam, sliding another piece of bacon onto her plate and licking salty fingers. 

The gang were tired and hungry; they’d gone from the previous night’s warehouse excursion straight onto a night shift. It’d been a long twenty-four hours. They needed sleep.

‘Not sure,’ Moira poured herself a glass of orange juice. ‘John isn’t answering my calls. He and Eilen would’ve woken up to a media circus outside her gates, with the mother of all hangovers, not knowing what the hell had happened. Whatever drugs Benedict had his thugs give them will still be in their system. They wouldn’t have cared about dosage, they weren’t expected to live,’ she took a long slug of juice and continued.

‘Having your husband found dead after a sex party is one thing. But hours before his death, you reporting on the evening news that he was going to kill you, is another. Her life will be a nightmare for a while. They’ll both be suspects. We need to get their story straight before they talk with your colleagues.’

‘Can’t we just tell the truth?’ asked Marylin.

‘Possibly, but we don’t know what happened yet. We need to speak with Eilen first,’ Moira looked at the gang. ‘Although I’m not sure folk will believe it. A lot of this abuse of sex-power-money stuff has been going on for decades in plain sight. Blackmail, fear, shame, and bribes keep it secret. Excessive money tends to turn folk into pigs. And these pigs get into power. We need to sit tight until we know who and what we’re dealing with.’

‘John and Eilen will be prime suspects,’ Tank nodded, though a mouthful of eggs benedict. ‘But they couldn’t have done it, they were tied up and unconscious when we found them. They didn’t wake up till we dropped them back at her place. None of us knew at that stage that her husband was dead,’ he turned to Nail’em. ‘Who’s working on it Sarg?’

‘It’s not on our patch,’ Nail’em reached over and poured himself another coffee. ‘But DC Blightly is helping local police. He’s interviewing David as we speak.’ 

The gang looked at him, they hadn’t noticed that David wasn’t with them.

‘What?’ questioned Tank nervously. ‘Is that wise? He’s a loose cannon; he could sit in sealed box and chaos finds him.’

Nail’em waved at Matty to pass over the brown sauce and continued. ‘He voluntarily attended the station this morning for interview.’

‘Why?’ questioned Sam, scrunching her face. ‘Why would he do that?’

‘Cos, I told him to,’ Nail’em squeezed a mountain of gloopy sauce onto his plate, Anton winced. ‘I overheard that Blightly was helping the local police with their T.I.E, interviewing the partygoers from our manor. David was identified from seized phone footage exchanging something with a security guard. As he has a record, and is well known to police, I thought it best he offered to attend and get it over with, rather than be track-traced here. We don’t need the attention. He could clear up whatever they’re looking into and be left alone. We have other things to be getting on with.’

‘What’s T.I.E?’ asked Elvis, starting to google it.

‘Trace, interview, eliminate,’ offered Sam. ‘It’s an investigative strategy when dealing with a larger group of possible witnesses and suspects,’ she looked up at Anton and smiled a thank you at him for the food. 

‘Thank you, Anton, this is delicious.’ 

Anton beamed at her with a happy sigh. 

He loved his little secret police family. Everything they did seemed so exciting. And he was proud to be a part of their karma-dishing escapades. Even if it was only on the periphery of keeping them clean, watered, fed and dressed. Tank had a penchant for cross-dressing on rest days with his wife. Anton loved knocking up the odd outfit for him and styling his wigs.

‘I heard talk of drugs, was David dealing?’ asked Matt, leaning back in his chair patting his stomach. He could barely move.

‘No,’ Elvis shook his head. ‘The drug intel was planted by us. We used it to get local police to turn up and stop the party. We called it in pretending to be an anonymous dog walker reporting crowds of people, loud music, rows of parked cars, and suspected drug dealing activity. Making it sound like an illegal rave on remote farmland. Officers went in with dogs looking for drugs, they didn’t expect to find an orgy and a dead body.’

‘There’s more phone footage surfacing on the net,’ Jimmy updated, scanning social media sites. ‘Folk haven’t quite sussed about Benedict’s death yet. They’re more interested in David’s warm-up show. As sex parties go it was a success. There’s no talk of the film director; he must have got away in time. And there’s no talk that it was a failed snuff porn shoot. People are just loving David, he’s a hit.’

‘What part of stay low-profile until the court case is over did David not understand? For fucks sake,’ grumbled Nail’em. ‘Everyone is now gonna want a piece of him, we’ll end up being his CP team twenty-four seven.’

‘What’s CP?’ asked Anton, fanning his face with a tea towel, watching footage of David pummeling a female from behind, over Jimmy’s shoulder, 

‘Close protection,’ Matty explained. ‘His very own bodyguards...’ 

‘Ohhh,’ interrupted Anton. ‘Can I be a part of....’

‘Nope,’ closed down Nail’em.

‘Oh, okay,’ huffed Anton, flicking his tea towel in Nail’em’s direction. ‘Keep your knickers on. No need to be so shouty. Even you’ve got to admit he does look pretty hot pounding that exquisite body of his into that very lucky someone,’ he sighed wistfully. ‘I would.’

‘So would I,’ nodded Marylin, leaning over to take a look.

‘Me too,’ sighed Sam, checking viral footage on her phone, biting off the top of an innocent sausage with an audible snap that made the boys flinch.

Nail’em looked over at Moira, shaking his head. 

‘Don’t look at me,’ she giggled. ‘It wasn’t my idea to bring him with you on the job. Now the whole world has eyes on our very important prosecution witness in our very important trafficking trial. If we lose him, a lot of nasty folks may get away with murder.’

‘Once they find out his name and put two and two together, they’ll suss his previous history,’ groaned Nail’em, not liking the way this was going one little bit.

‘Too late, now the text ‘playboy serial killer’ is going viral,’ Elvis grinned. ‘They’ll be fighting over interviewing him next.’

‘Can’t we just kill the traffickers and be done with it?’ sighed Matt. ‘Save the taxpayer a load of dosh.’

‘Nope,’ frowned Nail’em, wanting to agree with him. ‘We have to try the legal route first; it’ll cause more of a ripple across the bow of others and shine a big light on the industry as a whole. If not, then we go to plan B.’

‘Maybe he’s safer this way,’ offered Tank, wolfing down a second eggs benedict. ‘It would be risky to try and kill someone with the world’s cameras on them.’

Nail’em looked at his officer with a wry grin.

The Tank may not say much, preferring to eat, sleep, have a bit of rough and tumble, and wear a dress on rest days, but every now and then the loveable colossus of a man spouted genius. It would indeed be trickier to kill someone in the spotlight. David may now be safer.

Jimmy’s digits suddenly started to pick up speed and fly over his keyboard at a rate of knots. Elvis looked over at him.

‘What’s up?’

‘We’ve just had another tip-off from that dark web Pyke bloke. He’s giving me the co-ordinates of a possible crime in action.’

‘Have we found out who this Pyke guy is yet?’ asked Nail’em. ‘We’ve been putting a lot of trust in him, I know his tipoffs have been sound thus far, but I don’t like not knowing who he is.’

‘No,’ grinned Elvis. ‘His work is very secret squirrel. And with the stuff he knows, I’m not surprised, it could get him in a lot of trou...’

‘It’s chopper-man again,’ interrupted Jimmy. ‘He’s headed down the A3 towards Richmond park with a possible victim in the back. He’s just brought suspicious equipment in a store. Pyke’s sending their CCTV and has also given the info to the police hotline. But he doesn’t have much faith in them getting there in time. He wonders if we can help.’

‘Maybe we could take a little looksee,’ Tank sat up, excited, always on the lookout for a bit of action. ‘Just until the boys in blue arrive. What do you think boss?’ he asked, wiping hollandaise from his chin.

‘Yeah, we could mess things up a bit for him, it would be nice to finally get the bastard put away,’ grinned Nail’em, grabbing his kit bag and striding to the lift doors. The gang followed him.

Anton shouted after them.

‘Oh, and Tank, I have a lovely little sparkly number for you to try on when you get back.’

Tank turn to look at him, raising a questioning eyebrow. 

‘Color?’ he asked.

‘Purple.’

‘Length?’

‘Short.’

‘Size?’

‘XXXXL’

‘Neckline?’

‘Low.’

‘Saucy or polite?’

‘Saucy.’

‘Perfect, the wife loves trashy me,’ he smiled chucking his kit bag over his shoulder and joining the others in the lift.

‘Don’t get caught guys,’ yelled Moira. ‘Then get some sleep.’

Too late, the doors had closed. 

They were gone.
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Brompton South Police Station, London, UK

‘I didn’t give anyone permission to film me,’ muttered David. ‘Although I must admit, I do look pretty good, don’t you think?’ he grinned, leaning closer to the screen, noticing his shoulders.

‘Hmmm, I’m happy with my deltoids,’ he muttered. ‘They’re buggers to build. I learnt how in HM Belmarsh, met a few good trainers in there.’

Maydew glared at him. In their pre interview chat he’d agreed to a prepared statement and to go no comment. 

‘What?’ David shrugged, catching Maydew’s scowl. ‘Wouldn’t do you any harm to do a bit of exercise mate. Get yourself a few muscles. And it might help you get laid more often, put a smile on that grumpy face of yours. I’m guessing you’re not a huge success in the lover boy department?’

‘I’ll have you know,’ huffed Maydew. ‘I have a sports car.’

‘Oh dear,’ David grimaced. ‘Not the old penis-substitute. The classic ‘look at my car cos I’ve not got a lot else going on’ syndrome. Do yourself a favor mate, get ridst the desperate look and get yourself a sporty SUV, a beefy jeep, or hunky truck. It’ll do wonders for your sex appeal. Trust me.’

Maydew looked sheepishly down at his lap. His tackle hadn’t been used in years. David followed his gaze and gave a quick sorry-for-you grimace.

‘Ahh, a little redundant is it, Maydew. May I suggest...’

‘Err,’ interrupted DC Blightly, may I remind you, sirs, that this interview is being recorded.’

David raised his hand in apology. 

‘Sorry officer.’

Blightly pressed play and let the recording continue.

‘Is that you, sir?’ he asked, hitting the pause button on David’s face as it rocked back in ecstasy.

‘Yes, so what,’ David waved the screen away. ‘Consenting foreplay. I didn’t know some perv was going to film me and give it to you guys.’

‘It wasn’t just one person recording, sir, it was many. It’s gone viral, so I’m told.’ Blightly hit the play button, the film continued.

‘Fuck!’ moaned David, running a hand through his hair. Remaining low-key until the end of the court case wasn’t going well for him. He would need to move out of the office and find himself another safe house. ‘Fuck, fuck, fuck!’

‘Exactly, sir. And a lot of it,’ sighed Blightly.

The groaning from the speakers got louder, the chanting cheers deafening, filling the room. An officer and suspect in the adjoining interview room stared at the wall.

Losing his patience, David reached over and stabbed the pause button again with his forefinger. The room went quiet.

‘If you don’t mind, officer, I really don’t want to listen to myself straining to drop a load,’ he sighed, looking at the two men. 

‘I didn’t, by the way,’ he shook his head. ‘Drop a load that is. Unfortunately, on this occasion there was no happy ending. I got interrupted. Most annoying because I’m known for delivering.’

‘Drop a load...?’ questioned Maydew quietly.

‘Spunk, man, spunk. That thing that happens when you come,’ exhaled David. ‘I told you; you need to get out more.’

‘Interrupted by what?’ interrupted Blightly before the two could get into another disagreement.

‘All that shouting and cheering,’ David shrugged. ‘I found it off-putting, I couldn’t deliver.’

‘As would I,’ nodded Blightly in agreement, turning to Maydew for acknowledgement, which was a mistake.

Maydew gave him a don’t-look-at-me frown. ‘I haven’t had sex since the arc,’ he sighed, glaring at David. ‘It’s my choice of car apparently.’ 

Blightly offered a polite cough and continued.

‘Why were you there?’

‘I told you in my statement, I was....’

Maydew waved his persistent little pen in the air, unable to bear it.

‘May I remind my client of his decision to go no comment,’ he hissed, scowling at David to shut up.

David turned on him.

‘Whoa, wait a minute. May I remind you that you decided to go no comment, not me. And that it’s my taxes that pay your wages. Quite frankly I don’t get why I need to go no comment. If I haven’t done anything wrong, surely, I should just say so?’ he shrugged, arms out, questioning.  ‘Then, they can stop wasting time on me and get on with chasing the right guys for whatever they’re investigating. Saying nothing makes me look guilty, how the fuck does that help me? I’ve been in prison; I don’t want to go back.’

David and Maydew glared at each other. Maydew tapping his pen on the table bursting to retaliate. But, as they’d been reminded, the interview was being recorded.

David stubbornly crossed his arms, waiting for Maydew’s reply.

Silence.

Blightly gave a polite I’m-still-here cough. 

‘Mister Howard, if you would like to adjourn with your legal advisor to confer, I can pause the tape.’ 

‘No,’ David growled. ‘Let’s get out this over with. It’s a voluntary interview; I’m not under arrest. So, ask your questions and I’ll go. But I’m telling you I haven’t done anything wrong.’

‘Did you see anything suspicious?’

‘Well, apart from an orgy going on, no. Just a load of rich people partying in a warehouse. A private party on private land with consenting adults. What’s the problem? Are you interviewing everyone?’

‘Yes.’

‘What’s the offence?’

Blightly reached into the laptop, pressed the play button, turned down the volume, and hit fast-forward. 

At comical high-speed they watched the elite crowd charge onto the mattress. David and his women were covered in an excitable mass of limbs, heaving bodies, and flying clothes. 

A few minutes later, David could be seen appearing between a guest’s legs, crawling to the edge of the mattress, sliding onto the floor and pulling on clothes. He then staggered to the entrance, chatted with a few smiling security guards and headed out the door.

Blightly paused the film as David stood next to one of the guards.

‘Continuing with exhibit number DT/01, do you recognize yourself in this moment, standing with a male at the entrance to the warehouse, Mister Howard.’

David squinted at the screen and nodded. 

‘Yep, that’s me, it took an age to get that glitter off.’

‘Who are you with?’

‘I was leaving. That’s one of the security guys at the door; I don’t know him.’

‘What are you handing him?’

‘Nothing.’

‘The two of you are exchanging an item from one hand to another, are you not?’

‘Yep.’

Maydew put his head in his hands. 

David continued.

‘He’s giving me my bow-tie back, I dropped it.’

‘A bow-tie?’

‘Yep, I was pulling my clothes on, I must have dropped it. He kindly gave it back to me. What’s this about?’

‘Are you handing him drugs, Mister Howard.’

‘What drugs?’

‘Is he handing you money, Mister Howard?’

‘What?’

‘Are you dealing drugs, Mister Howard?’

‘No, I wasn’t taking or dealing in drugs. I’ll take a test if you want,’ he stared Blightly out. ‘It’s a fucking bow-tie.’

‘What happened next?’

‘I got a lift back to London.’

‘From whom?’

‘I don’t know. I hitched with a man in a van.’

‘How did you initially travel to the venue?’

‘I got a lift, and before you ask, I don’t know his name either. I was at a club. We’d been drinking, we got invited to this party, he drove, it’s all a bit hazy,’ he pointed at the screen. ‘After this I went home.’ 

‘Why?’

‘I was knackered.’

‘The party had only just started.’ 

‘I’m not as young as I used to be. I’d had a few drinks. Couldn’t come. Not a good look. Went home.’

‘You hitchhiked?’ 

‘Yep.’

‘Hitchhiked,’ Blightly repeated with an I-so-don’t-believe-you eyebrow.

David glared at him, bored with going round in circles.

‘What’s happening here, officer, why am I being interviewed?’ he pointed at the screen. ‘Are you questioning all these people? Am I a witness, a victim, a suspect, what? Why am I here?’

Maydew sat silently in a grump, arms crossed, not even bothering to try and shut David up. 

Blightly pulled out an exhibit image from his folder and slid it across the table in front of David.

Lord Humphrey Benedict’s face stared back at him.

‘This is exhibit number DT/22. Do you know this man?’ he asked.

‘He’s the bloke married to that good-looking news reader, Eilen something.’

‘Do you know him?’

‘No. But I saw him at the warehouse, he seemed to be running things. Why, what’s he done?’

‘Did you speak to him?’

‘Briefly, I told him I was going to get the party started, he seemed okay with it.’

‘What else did you talk about?’

‘Nothing, I was horny, no one was getting things moving, so I checked with him, he seemed in charge. Why what’s he done?’

‘He was found dead at the venue in the early hours of this morning.’

‘Oh,’ David scrunched his face. ‘How, a heart attack? Was all that sex too much for the old bugger?’

‘A sternal fracture, hindering breathing.’

‘What?’

‘His chest was crushed in, sir.’

‘Ahh.’

‘Yes, ahh, sir.’

They stared at each other. 

Silence.

Blightly placed the image back in the file.

‘So, sir. Once the Postmortem and forensics are completed will we find your DNA on or in his body, sir?’

Maydew held his face in his hands for the second time.

‘No, you bloody won’t. I didn’t touch him, he’s not my type, I didn’t kill him,’ David sighed, now understanding where this was going. ‘Why would I kill him? I didn’t know him. Am I being set up here?’

‘Did you see anyone else with him?’

‘Yeah, loads of people, he was talking to everyone. Just because I have history you think you can pin this on me. You’re wrong. You’re wasting time, you should be out there finding the real culprit.’

‘We are talking to everyone, Mister Howard, not only you.’

‘With all this footage, you can see I had my hands full at the time. What time did he die?’

‘We are not at liberty to divulge that information, at this stage. However, if indeed time of death was during your... err... show, sir, that would help clarify your involvement.’

‘What involvement? I tell you I didn’t touch the guy. I didn’t sell drugs, I didn’t buy drugs, I didn’t kill a Lord, I just shagged a few partygoers, end of.’

‘What did you do after the party, sir?’

‘I hitched back to London. I don’t know the driver’s name. I slept. Got out of the van, said thank you. He drove off, end of.’

‘So, I don’t have any way of verifying what time you left the area.’

‘Yes, you do,’ grinned David. ‘I got a lift within a few minutes of leaving the party, at that time of night the journey to London takes about thirty minutes. I made some calls when I got back, my phone would have pinged off a mast or something. I was probably back in London when he died,’ he pulled out his phone. ‘Here, take it, get it back to me when you’re done.’ 

He shoved the phone across the desk. 

Maydew looked at him in horror. 

‘What?’ shrugged David staring back at him. ‘I didn’t do anything. I didn’t know the man. I have no motive to kill him. Going no comment wouldn’t have helped me prove my innocence, this way we can.’

‘Well, you won’t get your phone back for months,’ countered Maydew, churlish.

‘So what? I can get another,’ David stared at him in disbelief, the man was getting on his nerves. ‘You know what mate, you ought to reconsider your choice of career. I’m not sure dishing legal advice is your thing.’

‘I’ll have you know,’ huffed Maydew, in a condescending tone. ‘I’ve been an advisor for over twenty-five years.’

‘Jeysus, how many poor souls are festering away in prison due to your incompetence?’

‘How very dare you....’

‘Err,’ interrupted Blightly, getting fed up with their bickering. ‘Sorry to interrupt gentlemen but if you don’t mind, I’m trying to conduct an interview here.’

The men silenced, straightened up, and sat like two chastened schoolboys.

‘Thank you,’ Blightly picked up the phone and placed it in an exhibit bag. Turning it over in his hands it looked suspiciously like a burner phone.

‘Now, Mister Howard, what is your PIN number?’

‘69 69.’

‘Yes, of course it is, sir.’

‘I don’t know what you mean Mister detective,’ grinned David. ‘It’s a number I thought I’d remember easily.’

‘Yes, of course you did, sir,’ Blightly grinned back.

The two men chuckled, breaking the icy atmosphere.

Indignant, Maydew stood up.

‘I’ve had enough of this farce. There is no point in my being here. My client is clearly not in need of my services.’

He grabbed his briefcase and walked out. As he pulled the door to close, David called after him. 

‘I guess if this is us splitting up, Mister Maydew. I just want to say thank you for your time. And I know it’s none of my business but try to chill a little. Stop battling to fit in. If you wanna date a guy, go do it. I have a sneaky feeling it may be for you. We get forced into a box by our peers sometimes. You do you, Mister Maydew. Fuck’em.’

Maydew eased the door open to stare at him in horror.

‘I know,’ David waved him away. ‘I’ll shut up,’ Sorry, ignore me, none of my business. I don’t know why I...’

‘Have you?’ interrupted Maydew, eyeing him closely, clinging to the door. 

David couldn’t tell if he was about to explode with anger or burst into tears. 

Blighty stayed very still, raised both eyebrows and held his breath. Not for the first time wondering why there were no panic buttons in the voluntary interview suites. The last thing he needed was a punch-up, or worse still, an interview murder.

‘Have I what?’ David softened his tone.

‘Been with the same sex,’ Maydew whispered, as if scared to say the words.

‘Hell yeah!’ David scoffed. ‘I see beauty in men and women. And why shouldn’t I? It’s my body, my mind, my taste. Sometimes I want women, sometimes men, sometimes they want me back. So what? It’s no one else’s business but mine and theirs. Throughout history humans have pleasured themselves with each other. It’s only in the last century or so that society has become anal about it and given it names,’ he put his hand up.

‘Sorry, wrong choice of words, I know. But now we have labels on everything now. We’re made to fit in boxes, live a certain way or we’re outcasts. Luckily, things are slowly changing. Folk are waking up to the fact that everyone is different, unique, special, with a magical chemistry none of us can fight. Love is love, sex is sex, and life goes on. There are far more important things to get your knickers in a twist about. War, famine, disease, the planet imploding.’

He looked at the two men staring at him. What was he doing, he didn’t even know Maydew, why the hell was he bothering to help him?

‘Look, I’m just saying, go find out who you are, mate. Go be you. Let’s face it, you’re not getting any younger. At least leave this planet having had joy in your life. You have to admit, you’re a little uptight and angry, Allister, and that’s no way to live. It must play havoc with your blood pressure.’

Silence. 

David winced, knowing he’d said too much.

Maydew continued to stare at him, pale knuckles clinging to the door. 

David raised his hand in an I’ll-shut-up-now gesture. ‘Just sayin, life is short.’ 

‘Are you calling me gay and old?’ Maydew barked.

Blightly closed his eyes and put his head in his hands. 

‘Here we go,’ he mumbled.

‘Maybe,’ risked David. ‘Are you?’

Maydew paused a few beats before answering, then smiled.

‘You know what, David Howard, yes I probably am,’ with that, he slammed the door shut. 

David and Blightly jumped at the force of it and sat staring at the door.

A second later it opened again. 

Maydew popped his head around it.

‘And you know what else, David Howard, you’re the first person in my life to care. You’re a complete stranger and you’ve bothered to notice me. I thank you. Goodbye.’

The door slammed again with a little less vigor.

David and Blightly looked at each other.

The door opened again.

‘One more thing, detective Blightly, I assume you will be letting my client go without further delay. He’s helped you with your enquiries and can be reached again through my offices should he be needed. Toodle-loo,’ with a little wave, the door closed politely.

David and Blightly sat quietly for a while, expecting it to open for a third time, but it didn’t.

Remembering where they were, Blightly gathered himself, gave a little cough, and announced to the room.

‘For the benefit of the tape, legal advisor Allistair Maydew has left the interview suite,’ catching David’s eye, he continued. 

‘And also, for the benefit of the tape, that is the first time I have witnessed Allistair Maydew smile in over twenty years of service.’

They finished the interview and Blightly walked David out.

‘I thought he was going to blow a gasket,’ David confessed. ‘I don’t know why I do that. Get involved in other folks’ drama, I don’t even know the bloke.’

‘Well within the space of twenty minutes you made him rethink his job, sex life, and time left on this planet. Sometimes all it takes is the words of a stranger, said at the right time, hitting the right spot, and we finally wake up and listen.’ 

Blightly grinned, shaking David’s hand goodbye. 

‘I just want you to know,’ he added. ‘I love my job, my wife, and can’t wait to get old and retire, okay?’

David laughed. 

‘Do you want me to start on you?’ Blightly asked with a cheeky raised eyebrow. ‘I could give you some advice.’

‘Oh no,’ David put up a defensive hand. ‘We’ll be here all day.’ 

‘Okay, son,’ Blightly nodded. ‘I think you know anyway,’ he leaned in and gave David a bear hug, patting him on the back. 

Truth be told, DC Blightly quite liked David Howard. In a friendly man-to-man kinda way... before you go getting any ideas.
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CHAPTER 6 
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Lower Slaughter, Cotswolds, South West, UK

‘What the hell are you doing?’ Qyl asked, walking into the kitchen of a sweet country cottage.

Teddy sat at the kitchen table staring at a little old lady as she supped a cup of tea. A plate of buttered scones sat between them. The lady couldn’t see him, but his energy was nice, which was comforting. Especially when that man was around, she could hear him wailing in another part of the cottage.
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