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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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Aidan Conrad read the coroner’s conclusions twice more before he lowered the report and took a deep breath. “Miss McTavish. According to this report, your aunt died in her sleep.” 

The coroner had said more than that, but Aidan had no plans to rehash the paragraphs detailing years of self-neglect on top of the signs of ageing. If his client had known her aunt, she’d know how the woman had lived.

He tidied the papers before setting them in the middle of his blotter. His desk was immaculate: notepad aligned with the bottom left edge of the thick, mahogany board, pencils parallel in their tray, and two fountain pens upright in a mother-of-pearl stand. An antique brass candlestick telephone, and an equally venerable brass lamp took up the other side of the desk, while the wall of books at Aidan’s back, and a deep green carpet and matching curtains added to the impression of a long-ago gentleman’s club. 

In her neat cream suit and shell-pink shirt, Claire McTavish appeared out of place in Aidan’s chambers. The visual mismatch was familiar to him, but unlike many of his visitors, Claire McTavish didn’t let the surroundings intimidate her.

“I don’t care what that report says, Mr Conrad. The coroner doesn’t know my aunt like I do. And I’m telling you she was murdered.”

Aidan came close to applauding. Only two from his latest crop of pupils could have matched her composure. He pulled the notepad close and reached for a fountain pen. “Please explain.”

“It was her ring, you see. She had this one ring she never took off. Not to bathe, not to sleep, not ever. And she wasn’t wearing it when she was found.” She gave a little apologetic shrug. “That’s all I have for you to go on. Sorry.”

Aidan kept his eyes on his notepad, not letting on that her focus on a tiny, material detail enticed him to listen. “Can you describe the ring for me, please?”

“I have photos of her wearing it. I’ve enlarged one for you.” She fished it from her bag and slid it across the desk, and Aidan settled down to ask more questions.

Twenty minutes later, he escorted Claire McTavish to the door and saw her out. He even managed a smile while his mind flipped through his mental index of contacts for someone to call. Murders weren’t his cup of tea. Murders that looked like something else, though… “Can you give me another half hour?” he asked his PA on the way back to his office. “I need to make a call.”

She scrutinised his diary and nodded. “That shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll call Sir Bernard and tell him you’re running later than planned.”

“Thanks.”

As soon as Aidan was back at his desk, he reached for his phone. Not the fancy antique number that drew admiring glances and had cost a small fortune, but the functional one he kept out of sight in his desk drawer.

“Hiya. Need me for anything exciting?” Skylar Payne asked as soon as the call connected. A mix of announcements and conversations overlaid his voice, and Aidan frowned. Skylar was a top-shelf stylist and close protection specialist working jobs that took him all over the world.

“Are you in London?”

“Just about. Got in this morning. What do you have for me?”

Aidan wanted to claim that he’d called to shoot the breeze, but Skylar knew him too well for that. “A woman who died in her sleep,” he said instead, raising his voice to make sure Skylar heard him. He hated having to repeat himself. “Her niece is adamant she was murdered, on account of a ring her aunt wasn’t wearing when she was found.”

“A ring? What sort of ring?”

Hooked! Aidan breathed out, relieved he wouldn’t have to cajole Skylar into taking the job. “I’m no jeweller. But I have pictures.”

“You want me to do what, exactly? Find the ring?”

“Mrs McTavish lived in Seven Dials, and her niece has given me a key to her flat. Can you look around, check if anything there hints at violence?”

“Fair enough. That actually sounds like fun.”

“Your idea of, not mine.” Aidan took a breath. “The police looked the place over when she was found, but saw nothing suspicious.”

“Then what makes you think there’s anything for me to spot?”

“The niece. She sounded convinced. And convincing.” His job had given Aidan an excellent recall for faces and expressions, and Claire McTavish’s conviction her aunt hadn’t died of natural causes had been hard to miss and harder to resist.

“Right.” Skylar said nothing else for a moment. The background noise dropped without warning, and his voice came through loud and clear. “Do we need to prove it was murder and find the culprit?”

“I shouldn’t think so. Any evidence the police overlooked should be enough to get an investigation underway.”

“Especially if you present our findings? Fair enough. Send me the key and the details and I’ll pop round and take a look.” He rang off.

Aidan copied the photo of the ring. He slipped it into an envelope, adding Margot McTavish’s door key and a note giving her address. As he dropped the letter into his post tray, he wondered if it was bad form to hope Miss McTavish had been right about her aunt’s death. Her quiet conviction deserved a reward.
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“Jack?” 

“Hm.”

“Can you waltz?”

Sweaty from his afternoon run, Jack had been about to pour himself a glass of water. At Nico’s question he paused, stepped away from the sink and twirled around the kitchen’s centre island in a carefully measured cadence. “Sure. Why?” He queried once he stood by Nico’s side.

“We got thrown out of the dance class.”

“Oh?”

Nico raised his chin to meet Jack’s eyes, and his expression put Jack on alert. “It wasn’t Daniel’s fault,” he said, words tumbling over each other. “The instructor’s a creep. He keeps touching everyone. Hands on hips and arse and all. Daniel kept stepping away from him, but he wasn’t having it and kept yanking him back and… I’m sorry, Jack. I think… I think I was rude.”

“Did you hit him?”

“No.”

“That’s a shame.”

Nico snorted. “Maybe. He said unless we did as we were told we could leave, so we left. Jess came out with us, but now she’s pissed at Daniel.”

“That doesn’t surprise me. She has two left feet. Needs all the help she can get.” Jack liked Jess, but the girl had an attitude, especially when things didn’t go her way. “Who did you team up with in the end?”

“Carol Williams.”

Jack flipped through his mental index. “Slim, blonde, with a ponytail? From the fencing team?”

“That’s her.”

“Good choice. She knows how to move.”

“She came out with us, too. So now… we need to learn to waltz, or we can’t attend the ball. Not that I’d mind that, but…”

“Daniel and the girls do?”

“Yeah.”

“Right. Not to worry.” Jack set his empty water glass in the sink. “Let me get cleaned up and then we’ll sort it out, ‘kay?” He made his way up the stairs, mind going at double speed, and the moment he was showered and dressed, he reached for his phone.

“Hey, Jack. I thought you’d call,” Jess’s mother greeted cheerfully. “I’ve already had words with Jess. Told her how much of a cow she’s been. She should be grateful your two won’t take shit from Manville.”

“Yeah. I’m pleased they tackled the matter and without bloodshed. Nico even admitted he was rude.”

“He couldn’t have been rude enough, from what I’m hearing. Sorry about Jess, though.”

“They’ll make up again, I’m sure.” Jack paused on the landing, eyes on the view outside, an idea taking shape. “You wanna come over and help me teach those kids to dance? If we clear out the dining room, there’s plenty of space.”

Choking sounds came from the other end of the line.

“What?”

“You’re nuts,” Pauline gasped. “I can’t waltz or trot or whatever he’s teaching them in that class!”

“Really? Come over anyway and I’ll teach you, too.”

“You can waltz? Really? I had you pegged for trance or rock or something.”

“I don’t say no to that, but right now the kids need to waltz, so waltz it is. Are you in?”

Pauline laughed. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world. Want me to pick up Carol on the way over?”

“If you could. I need to shift furniture and sort out the music.”

“Get the boys to help.”

“Don’t be silly. Daniel needs an hour to dress for Jess and Nico needs an hour to give him grief over it. No way am I getting in the middle of that.”

“Well, in that case, I’ll bring the girls and ice cream. And I’ll make sure Carol’s mum knows what’s going on.”

Jack thanked the universe for competent allies. “Sounds good to me.”


      [image: ]Dinner hour was long past, and even the sunset had dimmed to a memory beyond the western horizon, yet light and laughter spilled from every downstairs window. Gareth locked his car to strains of Strauss’s Blue Danube and checked his phone for messages. He mentally reviewed the day’s schedule, wondering where he’d dropped the ball.

Nothing came to mind. The right-hand side of his diary, where he noted commitments outside of his job as Head of Security at Nancarrow Mining, had been blank. It usually was on Fridays, which for him tended to be split between a finance review in the morning and a board meeting in the afternoon. It guaranteed a weekend free from distractions, though it could make for a long Friday—as it had today.

Another burst of laughter drifted from the house, bright in the growing darkness.

Unsure of his reception, Gareth ignored the front door in favour of the path leading around the side of the house to the garden. The French doors stood open, and three couples twirled and wobbled through a dining room devoid of table and chairs amid bellowed instructions and waves of giggles.

Gareth’s gaze found Jack, who twirled Jessica’s mother around the room, his posture perfect. Near the French doors, Daniel’s attempt to spin Jess had turned into an undignified wobble. And opposite him, Nico and a willowy girl as tall as he was stepped and spun a little more gracefully.

“Hi, Gareth.” Nico spotted him first. He stopped his attempts at ballroom dancing and grinned. “Can you waltz?”

“Of course he can waltz.” Jack smiled a greeting. “He was an officer.”

“Officers need to dance?”

The dismay in Nico’s voice reminded Gareth of a conversation he’d had with Jack about Nico’s potential career choices. It seemed Jack had been right.

He set his briefcase beside the door and surveyed the proceedings. “What are you all doing? I thought you had dance lessons at school.”

“We thought so, too.” Pauline came over and held out a hand in greeting. She was flushed and grinning from ear to ear. “It didn’t work out, so Jack suggested that he’d teach the kids here. And if you really can waltz, then maybe you could take charge of Jess and give Daniel’s bruised toes a rest.”

“Mum! You’re awful.”

Pauline shrugged, not looking at her daughter. “Daniel is too nice to call you out, so I’m doing it for him.”

“Guys, I’m done. One more and then we’ll call it a night.” Jack pressed buttons on the sound system. The music changed from Viennese to English waltz and the four teenagers twirled more neatly around the room.

Unable to spot any sign of Jess stepping on Daniel’s toes, Gareth held his peace. He noted Jack’s smile and Pauline’s downright evil grin and waited to find out what had prompted dance lessons in their dining room.


      [image: ]“How about sage green for the downstairs bathroom?” Nico asked an hour later, when they’d restored the dining room and had settled in the kitchen with pizza, salad, and garlic bread on the table between them. It was rather late for dinner, but the boys didn’t have school the next day, and Gareth was determined to sleep in. Not that Jack would join him. His keen interest at Nico’s questions made that plain.

“Sage green?”

“Or bamboo wallpaper and grey tiles?”

Jack tipped his head, contemplating the idea. “Bamboo wallpaper? Like panelling?”

“No. More like a hi-res photo of a bamboo forest.” Nico held out his tablet for Jack to take. “It’s printed on a roll, and you put it up like wallpaper.”

Gareth sipped his wine and let the week slide off his shoulders. He wanted to ask about the impromptu dance lesson, find out what had caused the tension in Daniel’s shoulders and the false cheer in Nico’s voice, but he knew better. They’d never pushed the boys to share when they weren’t ready, and he wouldn’t start now.

Jack didn’t either. He scrutinised the images on Nico’s tablet, then tilted the screen for Gareth to see. “I like the idea of greenery,” he said. “It’s peaceful, and the bathroom’s too small for real plants.”

“You’re not thinking of putting it on all the walls, are you?”

Nico shook his head. “That’d be claustrophobic. But I can print out sheets of it and tack them up on the wall, so we can see what it looks like.”

“Good idea,” Jack praised. “It will help us pick paint, too.” He moved pizza boards out of the way and slid their book of paint samples into the middle of the table. “I have some free time this weekend. If we can agree on the colours for the downstairs bathroom and the hallway, I can get on with that.”

Gareth swallowed his grin with the last bite of pizza. He knew Jack loved to decorate. But watching him come home carrying paint pots or toting the latest discovery from a thrift store or architectural salvage yard was something else. Not that Gareth complained. He had little interest in plastering, plumbing, or wielding a paint brush and preferred to leave the renovating to Jack.

They debated shades of green, talked about matching colours for the hallway, and bit by bit, the normality of their evening settled the boys’ unease. Gareth drew a breath of relief and sent a smile in Jack’s direction. Whatever was going on in their lives, Jack had it covered.


      [image: ]It lacked ten minutes to one o’clock when Gareth stepped from the bathroom, towel-drying his hair. Jack was already under the covers, but not yet ready to call it a night. What little Nico had told him about their trouble at school had rung an alarm bell in Jack’s mind, and he swiped through screen after screen, skimming Barrington Manville’s social media accounts.

“Did they tell you what happened?” he asked as Gareth slid into bed.

“Daniel refused to follow orders, Nico was rude, and the dance teacher told them it was his way or the highway,” Gareth summarised what he’d learned after Jack had gone upstairs. “That was Nico’s take. Daniel didn’t say a word and barely looked at me.”

“He’s feeling guilty even though there’s no reason for it.”

“I got the same impression, so I didn’t push.” Gareth settled into the mattress and offered Jack a shoulder to lean on.

Jack took it, having long since learned that it soothed them both. “Nico was rude on Daniel’s behalf. Manville kept touching Daniel and blocked his attempts to step out of reach. Nico intervened. And Carol told me he touches the girls, too.”

“And nobody’s mentioned it?”

Jack shrugged. “It’s not an easy thing to talk about. Especially at that age. For one, it’s embarrassing. For another…”

“They’re worried nobody will believe it.”

“Quite.” Jack exhaled, grateful that Gareth understood without the need for a lengthy explanation. Though, seeing what his mother did for a living, maybe that wasn’t surprising. “This is hearsay, okay? According to Carol, Manville’s behaviour is nothing new. When a girl in a previous year threatened to report him, he asked how she was going to prove that she didn’t lead him on. Teenage hormones, crush on the teacher, asking for it…”

“The usual.”

“Yeah. The girls don’t want that kind of grief, so they stick together, protect each other as best they can, and put up with.”

“That’s the trouble with boys,” Gareth mused as he turned on his side, yawning and eyes already half shut. “They tend not to run in packs. Not at this age.”

“And they want to solve all their problems themselves, of course.” Jack abandoned his search, parked his tablet on the bedside table, and slid deeper into the bed. “I’m glad they told you. I’m damned glad Nico asked me for help.”

“They know they’re safe with us.” Gareth snuck an arm around Jack’s waist and nodded at the tablet. “Got anywhere?”

“Not yet. I’m just doing the basics. Website, Twitter, Facebook… Website and Twitter are clean. Facebook has the odd image of the classes he teaches. If I had more data—”

“You wouldn’t be in bed at all right now, but settled in your turret, stalking the dance teacher until he hasn’t a single secret left.”

“You know me too well.”

“And you’re worried.”

“Maybe. I didn’t like what Carol told me.”

“Not Nico?”

“Of course, but Nico has my kind of radar, including the overreactions. Carol, though… I can’t discount that.”

Gareth tensed and his question, when it came, betrayed his uncertainty. “Which bothers you?”

“Let it go, Gareth.” Jack sighed as he turned out the bedside light. “I don’t live in blissful ignorance, so yes, it bothers me. Doesn’t mean it amounts to anything.”

“You’re done looking?”

Jack snuggled in, not complaining when Gareth pulled him closer. “In your dreams.”
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At a quarter to four on a Sunday morning only insomniacs walked Central London. Skylar Payne sipped jasmine tea from his travel mug and crossed the street before turning towards the next crossroads. The tang of damp brick mingled with petrol fumes, the scent so familiar Skylar had long learned to ignore it. A thin mist softened all edges, the haze of tiny droplets haloing the streetlights and clinging to lamp posts, parked cars, and Skylar’s lashes. He blinked it away, calculating the chance of his hair not being a soggy disaster when he reached his destination. 

“’s not as if it matters. This job won’t have an audience,” he soothed his perfectionist tendencies. If it bothered him once he was done, he could take a taxi home.

Right now, nothing moved in his line of sight and each one of his steps raised an echo. It was too late for the bars, and too early for the many cafes lining the streets between Charing Cross and Covent Garden, the city taking a breath between one day and the next.

“Fanciful,” Skylar muttered to himself and swallowed another mouthful of tea. More polite than ‘fuck jetlag,’ even when nobody was around to hear him. After forty-eight hours without sleep, his mind had reached that weird state where it fixated on tiny details which—at two-thirty that morning—had seemed so perfect for Aidan’s job he’d grabbed shoes and coat and left his Docklands flat.

He was familiar with the streets he walked, had most likely stopped at a cafe a time or two, but he’d never set foot in one of the apartments between and above them. “For everything, there is a season,” he hummed under his breath, checking numbers until he had the one he wanted.

The entrance door was ornate. A grille of brushed metal over solid wood and taller than necessary, it opened into a hall of Victorian proportions. A chandelier illuminated the space, and Skylar knew a man who’d love to get his hands on the intricate floor tiles.

“Oh, how the other half lives…”

He climbed the polished stone steps, palm tracing the banister rail. Mrs McTavish’s flat was on the second floor. Skylar turned the key and started when the click of the door unlocking bounced along the high ceiling of the hallway. He froze and glanced over his shoulder, waiting. What he waited for, he didn’t know. A challenge? An enquiry from a nosy neighbour at this ungodly hour?

“You’re not breaking in,” he singsonged. “You’re the man with the key.” But he still kicked off his boots as soon as he stepped through the door as if he were a guest and invited.

Inside, the air hung stale and unmoving, with only a hint of lemon furniture polish to lift the dead scent—the way a place smelled when its owners had been gone for weeks. When nobody had moved from room to room, opened windows, or watered plants. Skylar’s own flat used to smell like that every time he returned home. Used to, because he now lived in  a serviced apartment, and housekeeping was too diligent to let his plants die or the air grow stale.

The same would have happened here—a service taking care of the place—had Margot McTavish fallen ill and been taken to hospital. But she’d died, and the family had left her flat undisturbed while they waited for probate. Skylar could see some sense in that, even if nobody had suspected the woman had died before her time.

Pale gold walls, a high ceiling with plaster mouldings, and dark parquet flooring made up the hallway. Three doors led to the bathroom, kitchen, and living room, while a fourth door hid a cloakroom that held the washing machine and tumble dryer.

Skylar started there, but found little to see. The appliances were top brands and a few years old. Margot McTavish had chosen detergent and cleaning supplies with the planet in mind. A cream blouse and a pair of dark grey trousers took up room in the laundry basket beside the washing machine, overlooked by everyone. And a pair of sturdy walking shoes sat on a mat beside the door.

Skylar moved on.

The kitchen was neat as a pin, cupboards stocked with tins, packets, and an extensive collection of spices. The wine rack was full. A couple of plates, a pan, a wineglass, and cutlery for one sat in the slim dishwasher—all clean and ready to be put away.

In the bathroom, the selection of luxury skincare products reminded him of his mother. Nothing else pinged his radar, so Skylar left after a glance through the noteworthy selection of Shiseido products and crossed the hall into the living room.

Seven Dials, close to Shaftesbury Avenue, wasn’t a cheap area of London. Apartments in this part of town changed hands for vast sums and Margot McTavish’s heirs, and HM Treasury, of course, were in for a decent windfall whether they chose to rent the place out or sell it. According to Aidan’s notes, Margot McTavish and her husband had bought the place in the 70s, when prices had been nowhere near what they were now. She had lived here ever since, and the McTavishes had kept the apartment up to date.

The kitchen was new. The bathroom only a few years old. And the couple had invested in wood-framed double-glazed sash windows in keeping with the look of the mansion block apartment. No nod to sleek modernity here. The decor spoke of quiet elegance instead. Throughout the home, Skylar recognised high-end brands. A sign the couple had had taste and the money to indulge it.

Skylar explored the flat with its high ceilings and row of tall windows as the light outside grew brighter. Too large a space for one person, but he could understand why Margot hadn’t moved after her husband’s death. Each ornament, painting, and framed photograph spoke of years of work, travel, and a lifelong companionship.

Skylar was neither art critic nor antiques dealer. He couldn’t put a value on the paintings or the beautiful Art Deco furniture, but when he made his way to the bedroom, the contents of Margot McTavish’s wardrobe and makeup case told him a lot.

Here was a woman who lavished care on her appearance, who loved to appear perfectly groomed, and who had surrounded herself with a space that was equally cared for.

The details Aidan had shared with him hadn’t prepared him for the home he stood in. And Skylar didn’t know how to feel about that.


      [image: ]When Gareth had left for his run, Jack had been fast asleep. When he returned, Jack was still curled on his side, eyes closed, and one arm flung across the bed. Gareth watched him from the doorway, noted Jack’s light, quick breaths, and smiled.

“You still have green paint under your fingernails.”

Jack didn’t move. “It should be either willow or fresh sage, not green. And I showered last night.”

“I know.” He’d lent a hand when Jack had removed the protective sheeting from the hallway floor. And he’d helped Jack wash off dust, sweat, and paint—before getting the two of them dirty again. The memories warmed him, as did the sight of Jack, loose and relaxed. “It still looks fabulous this morning.”

“I should hope so.” Jack sat up, blinking at the light spilling in from the landing. “Why are you up at ridiculous o’clock?”

“Woke up and felt energetic.” Gareth pulled the T-shirt over his head and headed for the bathroom. “You should have come with me. It’s misty out.”

Jack yawned so wide his jaw cracked. “Another day.”

That, Gareth knew, was all Jack would say. He wouldn’t complain that Gareth had let him sleep, nor would he badger for the reason Gareth had gone running alone. They’d learned to give each other space without making a song and dance about it. Besides, if Jack couldn’t guess what exercised Gareth’s mind, Gareth would eat his running shoes. Nobody had mentioned the dance class, but neither Nico’s anger nor Daniel’s anxiety had been far from Gareth’s mind all weekend.

Gareth hopped into the shower and was halfway done scrubbing himself clean when Jack joined him. Monday mornings were not the time for shower sex, or any other kind of adult entertainment, but Gareth grabbed a hug and a few kisses before he left Jack to hot water and soap and went to find clothes.

“Am I doing the school run?” Jack asked when he stepped into the dressing room, wearing just a towel.

“No, I am. I want a word with the Head.”

“You don’t think that’s premature?”

“I want to hear what he has to say about Friday’s events. And what Manville told him.”

“Actually, yeah. That would be interesting.”

“Wouldn’t it? I want to get the four re-admitted to the class. Daniel mentioned parents sometimes stopping by to watch. I think I want to do that.”

“With parents in the room, Manville will be on his best behaviour,” Jack pointed out. “Ask for permission to film the class?”

“Isn’t that the same as having an audience? Maybe that’s the whole point of the parents turning up. Discouraging.”

“But not say anything?”

“Suspicions aren’t proof and we’re always so extra careful with accusations, aren’t we?”

“Every damn time.” Jack’s eyes narrowed, and Gareth wished they could have avoided this discussion. He hated to remind Jack of a past that still coloured his actions all these years later. Not that he could when Nico and Daniel needed their help.

He reeled Jack in as if they were going to dance and slid his palm down Jack’s back to rest it just above the swell of his backside. “What doesn’t faze an adult can make an inexperienced teenager feel uncomfortable.”

Jack’s anger receded a little. “You’re thinking that—because of their history—Nico’s better able to explain why Manville bothers him than the others in his class, is that it?”

“I’m thinking most kids aren’t sure what is and isn’t appropriate when you’re learning to dance—especially after watching the dance shows on TV. Maybe a few parents have noticed their offspring are uncomfortable and show up to see for themselves.”

“And think there’s nothing to it?”

“Jack, I have even less data than you. I came home Friday night to find you giving dance lessons in the dining room. Which was fun to watch, but not—perhaps—something you’d want to do every week for the next couple of months. So I’m going to talk to the Head, get them back into the class, and then I’m going along to watch. That’s all I have so far.”

Jack drew close until they were chest to chest. “Don’t sound so defensive. I’m not arguing.” He leaned a little more to rub their cheeks together in a move that never failed to send warmth into Gareth’s belly. “I’d love to hear what Fenton has to say, but if we both turn up, he’ll panic.”

Gareth tightened his arms around Jack’s waist, hearing everything Jack didn’t say. “I’ll memorise his responses. And if there’s need, you go next time.”

Jack leaned into the hug. “Deal.”


      [image: ]Jack returned to their bedroom dressed for a day at work, finding the room tidy, Gareth gone, and the last hint of his cologne mixing with the mouthwatering scent of bacon drifting through the open window. Jack wondered why the aromas of coffee and toast didn’t pervade the house like the smell of bacon… and then pushed the thought aside as he did most mornings. He didn’t need to smell dark roast Java to know Gareth had flipped the switch on the coffeemaker. He did that every time he was the first one down in the morning, just as Jack put on the kettle and put out the teapot when he was up before Gareth.

Neither Nico nor Daniel were Monday people. When Jack made it downstairs, he found Daniel slumped over the table, while Nico stood in the middle of the kitchen, looking mutinous.

“Problem?” he enquired, setting his laptop bag beside the doorway.

“Gareth wants to get us back into the dance class,” Nico muttered. “I’m sure you know that.”

“He told me, yes.”

“What if I don’t want to go back?”

Jack considered that. “Dance class isn’t compulsory.”

“Good, because Manville is vile,” Daniel added in a low voice. “He… He gets off on making people feel like shit. And he’s deaf to no.”

Jack—on the way to the coffeemaker and the full carafe on the hotplate—changed course, so he could put a hand on Daniel’s shoulder. “We don’t dispute that.”

“Don’t you?”

Jack heard the discomfort in Nico’s challenge. Gareth didn’t.

“Nico, that’s uncalled for. When you say someone makes you uncomfortable, we believe you.”

“Then why are you trying to make us go back?”

Gareth took the pan off the heat and turned around. “Because when you picked the class, you did it for a reason. Are you no longer interested in going to the ball?”

“I didn’t want to go in the first place.” Nico was all bristles.

“I did,” Daniel admitted. “Jess wanted to go, and I thought it’d be fun to learn the old-fashioned dances. I don’t want to spoil her fun.”

“That’s why I thought Jack can teach us to waltz,” Nico said. “We’ve done foxtrot and jive and rumba. It’s only waltz and tango left.” He turned to catch Jack’s gaze. “You can tango, right?”

Nico stood half in front of Daniel, arms crossed tight over his chest, while Daniel was making himself as small as possible.

Jack hadn’t seen the two like this in a long time, and it bothered him. He turned and crossed to the coffeemaker to interrupt the brewing argument, fingers brushing the small of Gareth’s back as he passed. Warning or grounding, he couldn’t have said, but Gareth reacted to the touch, remembered he was cooking breakfast.

They set the table in silence. Scrambled eggs, bacon, toast, butter, and jam took their accustomed places, and Jack waited until the boys were eating before he resumed the discussion.

“Nico, is it just Manville who’s bothering you or is there something else?”

Nico didn’t answer right away, which was answer enough. “Mr Fenton won’t believe you,” he said in the end, eyes fixed on his plate. “He ignores trouble until it’s grown big enough to bury him. You know this.” They all did. And Nico carried the scar from standing up to a school bully.

Jack remembered Gareth’s mother suggesting the boys change schools once Nico had been released from the hospital, but by then they’d made friends and hadn’t wanted to start over. Why was it that your best intentions always bit you in the arse?

“I agree he’ll downplay what happened,” Gareth said to Nico. “He’ll sell it to me as a minor disagreement, or both sides overreacting at the end of a busy week.”

“Then why bother talking to him?”

“Because Gareth isn’t Mr Fenton. He doesn’t like to let problems fester.”

“Accurate.” Gareth poured himself another cup of tea. “I also want it on record that we raised concerns and tried to resolve the matter. I’d assumed you wanted to finish the dance lessons, but if you feel you can’t do that—”

“I can do it.” Daniel’s words were positive. His tone wasn’t.

“You shouldn’t have to go back to that class.” Nico wasn’t done arguing. “And we shouldn’t put Daniel through this shit to make a point.”

“Definitely not.” Jack saw Gareth’s eyes reflect his own alarm and resolved to turn Barrington Manville’s life inside out. “Daniel, maybe—”

“No.” Daniel shook his head. “If Gareth can get us back into the class, I’m going. I promised Jess. And Carol’s already bought her ball dress. And… and… It’s only a few more weeks.” Daniel came across as the more malleable of the two boys, but he could be as mulish and immovable as Nico when he put his mind to it. They all knew it, and none of them argued.








  
  

Vague Threats
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The mist, now thickened to fog, slowed traffic to a syrupy crawl. It matched the atmosphere inside the car, the brief grunts Nico offered to each question until Gareth stopped checking their preparedness for the day ahead. They’d done their homework, and the world wouldn’t end if they’d forgotten to pack a workbook or pencil case. 

He followed the line of cars down the hill, mentally revising his schedule and formulating questions for his meeting with Fenton. Jack was right. Letting problems fester wasn’t his way, and the sooner they settled this, the sooner they got Nico and Daniel back on an even keel.

“We’ll always keep you safe. You know that, right?” he asked ten minutes later as he checked the boot for stray bags and locked the car.

“You can’t promise that. Nobody can.”

Gareth hated Daniel knew that. He wanted to wrap his arms around the boy and quell his fears, but knew better than to hug Daniel on school grounds. “I’ll be there when you need me. I can promise that much. Now go enjoy your classes.”

“Look who thinks he’s funny.”

Nico shot him a grin and then they were gone, swallowed by the milling throng. Gareth watched them mingle, hoping the company of their friends would improve Nico and Daniel’s mood, give them perspective to temper the dread of their breakfast conversation.

Gareth followed the string of students towards the school’s main building. He didn’t have a high opinion of the head teacher after the man had ignored reports of bullying until Nico had ended up in the hospital, nor did he expect a better outcome this time around. Nevertheless, he’d meant what he’d told Jack. Before they started digging, he wanted to establish how big a problem they were facing.

“Mr Flynn, good morning. Please come in.”

Frank Henry Fenton waited beside his open office door. He was tall and skinny like a distance runner, and every time they met, Gareth wanted to tell him to stand up straight. How a man with so little charisma and presence headed a large, busy secondary school was a mystery to him. Maybe Jack was right, and his colleagues had bullied him into taking a job none of them had wanted.

“Thank you for seeing me at such short notice.” Gareth followed Fenton into his office and took the seat before the desk. “I wanted to talk to you about Nico and Daniel’s exclusion from the dance class.”

“Yes. That was… regrettable. An overreaction on Mr Manville’s part, I think. He’s an excellent dancer, very experienced, but his didactic skills are rather old-fashioned.”

“How so?”

“He expects his students to do exactly as they’re told. If they don’t, he becomes a little abrupt.”

Abrupt. Right. Gareth swallowed a sarcastic comment. Then an unwise one. “What happened, exactly?”

Fenton hunched over his desk and didn’t meet Gareth’s eyes. “Mr Manville reported to me that Daniel refused to follow instructions, and then Nico jumped in and defended his disobedience.”

“And you believed him?”

“Nico has his moments. Especially when he’s defending Daniel.”

“True enough. But Nico came into it after the fact, so you said. And Daniel doesn’t provoke strife.” Daniel gritted his teeth and endured.

“He’s a teenager, Mr Flynn. They’re all prone to overreaction. Even Daniel.”

“So that’s all it was? An overreaction?” Gareth said in his blandest voice, the one that used to make new recruits dive for cover.

Predictably, Fenton flinched. “Given the way Nico escalated a simple disagreement, I thought you’d prefer it if we dealt with this matter quietly.”

“What, precisely, are you accusing Nico of? They left the classroom when told without making a scene.”

“They did, but they didn’t do so alone. Nico enticed Carol and Jess to leave the class with them. That is not acceptable behaviour.”

And calling a boy who didn’t want to be groped disobedient is appropriate? Gareth swallowed the words. “Nico has the makings of a good leader. I always thought so. But as for leading Jess and Carol astray? I can’t see it. The girls can think for themselves. I find it far more interesting that Jess and Carol thought it necessary to go with Daniel and Nico. Have you considered why they did that?”

“Team loyalty, Mr Flynn. We see it every single day. I know you’re protective of Nico and Daniel—”

“Yes.” Gareth was done with this conversation. “Since you say it was nothing more than a bunch of overreactions on a Friday afternoon, I assume all four can continue with their dance lessons?”

Fenton sighed and leaned back into his chair. “Of course they can. And I’ll have a word with Mr Manville.”

“I’d appreciate it.”


      [image: ]Gareth left Fenton’s office as disappointed with the conversation as he’d expected to be. As soon as he was on the road, he called Jess’s mother.

“Overreaction my foot,” Pauline huffed. “I’ve spoken to Tara. Both our girls agree that Manville’s a creep. And Daniel shouldn’t have the book thrown at him for refusing to be groped.”

“My thoughts exactly. For the moment, I’ve got them reinstated to the class, but I’m planning to stick my head in and watch.”

“Yeah, we’ve been meaning to do that, but Friday afternoons are insane here.”

“Of course. Damn it!” 

Pauline chuckled. “You forgot it’s the Friday afternoon, didn’t you?”

“You said it. Never mind. Jack’s keen to do the honours. And he’s far less lenient than I am.”

“Lenient, you. Right. But while I have you, did Carol and Jess tell you about their dresses?”

“Dresses?”

“For the ball. They both have theirs already, and it’s important that your two match.”

Gareth sighed. “Match what? Gods, I can’t remember that far back. Send me pictures or colours or something and I’ll take the two shopping. I’m sure the tailor can figure something out.” Or maybe he’d call Skylar. He’d have to endure the snark, but Nico and Daniel would end up looking like royalty.

“Right you are. I’ll let Tara know what’s going on. We’ve thought about sending them to a private dance class, you know?”

“We did, too, but that would only mask the problem.”

“So we’re taking the rap for the rest of the class, is that it?”

“More or less. Can you make sure your girls are okay with that?”

“I’m sure they will be. They’ve been watching Nico, and he does it a lot.”

“He does what a lot?” Gareth asked with a sense of foreboding.

“Points out problems when he sees them. Whether that’s Mr Miller mumbling so nobody can understand what he says, or Mrs Tween enforcing the girls’ dress code more strictly than the boys’. I’m surprised you haven’t heard that one. I’m told it was a riot.”

Gareth hadn’t heard a whisper of anything amiss. He pushed the worry aside. This time, he hadn’t been buried in work and missed things, or Jack would have told him. They had an agreement, after all. “What did he do?”

“Wore pyjamas to class.”

“Oh, my god. No wonder they kept that one quiet.”

“He’s resourceful, your Nico. He likes to solve problems by himself.”

“He does that, yes.” But he told us about Manville. Gareth was now even more determined to find out what kind of man the dance teacher was, never mind that Fenton hadn’t ever mentioned inappropriate behaviour.


      [image: ]When he made it to his office, Gareth’s desk wasn’t the pristine, empty surface he’d walked away from on Friday evening. Someone—Julian’s PA, if he had to guess—had placed a stack of colourful folders next to the weekend reports from his team.

Gareth enjoyed the challenges that came with heading corporate security at Nancarrow Mining. The job stretched his skills in all directions, from managing people to managing threats to keeping buildings and employees safe. His mental flexibility served him well in a crisis, but on days where demands battered him from all sides, he wished for the comfort of routine. Maybe this was a holdover from his military days, where routine was the scaffolding supporting emergency responses. Or maybe he was just getting old.

Discontent had gnawed at him all through his commute. He hated to disappoint anyone, his family most of all. While he’d achieved his objective of getting the kids back into the dance class, he didn’t feel good about it. Especially after hearing that even Carol, who was nowhere near as high-strung as Jess, had called Manville a creep.

The sounding board he craved sat only a few steps away, but Gareth didn’t call out. Nobody was in imminent danger, so talking to Jack could wait.

Gareth set down his briefcase, checked on his herbs, and made tea. Soothed by bergamot-scented steam, he carried the teapot and cup to his desk and settled down to work. He’d read the team reports and drunk his tea when his desk phone rang.

“Morning, Gareth. Can you join me upstairs? There’s an oddity I need you to look at,” Julian said.

“I’ll be right there.” Gareth reached for pen and notebook. He wasn’t done with his stack of folders, but he was grateful for the call. Julian’s oddities often bloomed into headache-sized problems, and Gareth preferred to know about them sooner rather than later.

Jack’s desk was empty, and Gareth raised a questioning eyebrow as he passed. Frazer pointed downwards and Gareth nodded, aware that Jack and Frazer spent as much time in the server room as they did at their desks. He’d ask later what had needed Jack’s attention. For now, he had a problem to solve.


      [image: ]On a normal day, Julian was a neat freak who could moonlight as a fashion model. Today, his shirt was half untucked, his hair had come loose from its tie, and the messy office, the map-strewn conference table, and the desk an inch deep in loose paper more than hinted at trouble.

“What’s on fire?” Gareth asked.

Julian’s sigh came from the bottom of his boots. “I devoutly hope that you can tell me that.” He pointed at the map covered in red and black markers.

Julian wasn’t a newbie CEO. He’d steered Nancarrow Mining for a decade and a half, on top of the time he’d spent as his grandfather’s right hand. Seeing him this rattled told Gareth how serious Julian was. “What does it look like to you?”

“That either I’ve missed a new trend in the minerals market or that someone has it in for us. Neither of which makes sense.”

“What?”

“You have eyes, yes? In the space of three months, nearly half our active projects have acquired competition.”

Gareth recognised the map from their weekly board meetings, and a quick scan gave him the answer he sought. “Most of those you marked are past environmental impact and into permitting.”

“Quite. And whoever is interfering is either holding up permits or trying to muscle in and bid alongside us. I won’t have to explain to you what the result will be.”

The muscles across Gareth’s back tightened. Adrenaline tingled in his fingertips in a way he remembered from his days as a soldier. His instincts perceived a threat, even if his mind couldn’t see it yet. “Have you talked to Alex?”

Julian’s raised eyebrow betrayed his surprise. “Actually, no. Do you think it’s something in her line?”

“No idea, but I wouldn’t rule it out. There’s unrest all over the place, and everyone’s scrabbling for advantages.” He took a deep breath and told his body to stand down. This wasn’t a problem he could shoot or punch into submission. “Let me just…” He snapped a photo of the map and texted it to Alex.

Any activity in the areas with black tags?

Her answer came moments later. Not to my knowledge, but I’ll check.

Gareth put his phone away. “She’s going to check. Now let’s see what all these projects have in common.” He waved around the untidy office. “I suppose you’ve started on that already.”

“So I have. Let me walk you through it.”

That sounded more like the Julian Nancarrow he was used to dealing with. Gareth took off his jacket and hung it over the nearest chair. Then he rolled up his sleeves and poured himself a coffee from the carafe on the warming plate.

“Lead on,” he said. “We’ll figure it out.”


      [image: ]“Are we planning an invasion?” The last time Jack had seen such an excess of cartography, he’d been preparing for deployment. Maps covered the conference table in Julian Nancarrow’s top floor office, three deep in places. Sticky notes and coloured markers lay in heaps, and more maps draped the sitting area beside the window.

“Horwood. Finally.” Julian Nancarrow, shirt open at the throat and sleeves rolled up to his elbows, waved him inside as if Jack had kept him waiting for an hour instead of the ten minutes it had taken for him to leave his dungeon and walk upstairs. “Fortify yourself with caffeine and then join us. We need your expertise.”

Jack didn’t ask. He poured himself coffee as instructed and joined the two men by the conference table. “How can I help?”

“We’re hoping you can see a pattern we’re missing,” Julian told him. “You know how we operate, yes?”

Jack wanted to roll his eyes. He took a sip of coffee instead. “Nancarrow verifies and quantifies mineral deposits,” he recited. “If they seem viable, we perform  feasibility studies and environmental impact assessments before acquiring the necessary permits to develop the find. After that, we either sell the information to a larger mining company for extraction, or secure finance for the project before offering it for extraction at a higher price or a share of the profits.”

“Correct.” Julian stared pensively at the maps, not saying anything more.

Beside him, Gareth was just as thoughtful.

“And you need me for…?”

“Your pattern matching skills.”

“Excess of cartography aside, you realise I’m not a geologist, right?” He thought of Tom, whom he hadn’t seen since before he quit the service, and who’d fit into this world like a leaf into a forest.

“It’s not that kind of pattern we’re looking for,” Julian said. “You know exploration is a risky business with considerable up-front cost. Projects fail for any number of reasons and lose their investment. The last thing anyone wants is an unknown competitor muscling in when you’re halfway to goal.”

“And that’s happening?”

“Yes.” Julian’s voice came through gritted teeth. “During the last three months, fourteen of our projects have acquired active competition. They’re coming in alongside us during assessment and feasibility or they’re trying to delay or scupper permitting if they’re not in the running. And I don’t know who they are or what they want.”

When mining was a small world with the operators known to each other. Both Gareth’s presence and Julian’s edginess now made sense. “Right. Let’s start with the obvious—Alex?”

“Nothing on her radar, but she’s gone digging,” Gareth jumped in. “We need to know who and why.”

Jack flipped his slate open, pulled the stylus from behind his ear, and contemplated the stacks of maps. “And you’ve started with?”

“Commonalities. Mineral paragenesis. Market. Market applications.”

“That’s the why. You want me to work out who?”

Julian slumped against the table. “Either would help at this point. We need a thread to pull on and there’s nothing there.”

“You don’t know who’s bidding against you?”

“I have the company names, but they’re either investment firms or brand-new outfits with no history or known affiliations.”

Jack felt a prickle of excitement. He met Gareth’s eye and tipped his head in thanks. He loved the chase and Gareth knew it. “Can we afford to lose those fourteen projects?”

“I’d rather not.”

“Of course not. Humour me,” Jack said. “Worst case scenario: we lose all the projects. What happens?”

Julian glared, but answered in the end. “We’d be seriously short of operating capital. So short I’d have to find finance or lay off staff.”

“So… cash flow sabotage.” Jack made notes on his tablet.

“That was my first thought,” Julian agreed. “Money is tight everywhere. Most mining companies have to ice projects for lack of funds, even as we fear losing the discoveries. Securing finance deals for a package is harder these days than digging for diamonds with a pickaxe. Banks are just too jittery to lend. So how can these upstart outfits muscle into every area we have an interest in?”

“And by muscle in you mean?”

“Survey teams on the ground, claim applications lodged with the local authorities, permit bidding wars, circulars going around for the impact assessments… that’s a significant heap of cash they’re fronting. Now multiply this by fourteen and it’s incomprehensible.”

Jack considered that. At his job interview, Gareth had told him the fight got dirty, and he hadn’t been joking. The never-ending phishing attacks, network hacks, and attempts to subvert employees didn’t differ from the strategic espionage practices and criminal gangs he’d studied during his last job. Military and commercial intelligence were no longer separate vectors, and mining, as it turned out, was a cut-throat business to begin with. Between the Nancarrow family trying to wrest control of the company from Julian, and unknown actors hunting for their data, Jack had never been so well entertained.
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