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            DRAMATIS PERSONAE

          

        

      

    

    
      Yorkshire - England

      South Yorkshire Police

      Concordia Court – West Garside

      

      CID

      DCI Grace Swan

      DS Terry Horton

      DS Fred Burbage

      DS Justin Byng

      DC Emma Cox

      DC Jessica Babalola

      DC Brian Endcliffe

      DC Danny Moss

      DC Barry Landymore

      

      Uniform Officers

      Sgt Carol Tombohm

      PC Valerie Overton

      PC Mary Granger

      PC Felipe Arnesto-Fernandez

      DI Jim Emery

      Superintendent Andy Claybourne

      

      South Yorkshire Police HQ - Sheffield

      ACC Martin Vickers, head of Specialised Crime Services

      

      South Yorkshire Fire Service

      David Okonwa, the Fire and Rescue Service Group Manager

      Ollie Mallett - Watch Manager

      Andy Briscoe - Crew Manager

      Nick Smith - Firefighter

      Neil Sutton - Firefighter

      Pete Bronze – Firefighter

      

      Others

      Dr J P Kulkarni, known as Dr Joe

      Nurse Precious Goodnight

      Graham Reason aka The Mannikin Killer - HMP Wakefield

      Elliott Barnes – violent drug dealer - West Garside

      Kimberly Hancock, 14

      Jodie-Leanne Dempsey-Moore, 16

      Lakshmi Desai, 15

      Coraline Bullingham, 15

      

      In Spain

      Chloe Macbeth aka Sally Harriman / Lucinda Marriott / Charlotte McBain

      Gerald ?? Surname unknown

      Manuel Lopez

      The Tax Office

      Vlado Stajanovic

      Andrej Dimitrijevic

      Zivko Kostic

      Ranko Vukovic

      Hugo Burke aka Henry Clark Burton

      

      Branislav Markovic - the ‘Los Balcanes’ cartel

      

      Tomás - Surname unknown

      Sigrid - Surname unknown

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Although the main characters, DCI Grace Swan and Chloe Macbeth, are somewhat interlinked, it does not necessarily mean that their stories, as recounted here, are contemporaneous.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          TAKEN FROM A BLOG KNOWN AS ‘THE RIGHTEOUS CRUSADE OF CHLOE MACBETH’

        

      

    

    
      The pistol was a Sig Sauer P226, a big bastard of a gun with a 15-bullet magazine, which was a shitload more bullets than the single-shot Lifecard .22 folding pistol that I had just used. That single .22 bullet was now safely lodged inside the skull of Vlado Stajanovic, an international drug dealer known as the Taxman. He was lying stone cold dead and bleeding nicely onto the thick pile carpet in the bedroom of his villa, set in the exclusive Aloha Golf Club district of Marbella in Spain’s Costa del Sol, aka Costa del Crime.

      These villas, set in a gated compound, start at about €4,000,000 and counting. They do all right for themselves, these drug dealer fuckers, don’t they? Well, having said that, the Taxman is not exactly doing OK at the moment, probably on his way to somewhere far, far hotter than the Costa del Sol. Mind you, with the body count racking up the way it is, I might very well be joining him down there.

      And so there I was, Chloe Macbeth, in that bedroom, shitting herself, waiting for his two Serbian goon-thug bodyguards, Zivko and Andrej, to come looking for him. I had thought of fleeing the minute I had done the dirty deed, executing Vlado that is, but the goons, size of brick shithouses, knew who I was.

      Well, at least they knew the false name I was using at the time, Lucinda Marriott known as Lucy, and for certain they would come after me, no matter where I fled.

      So, I had to take them out as well. I know that sounds cold-blooded, and it is, but these guys, drug dealers and gun smugglers, are responsible for death and misery all around the world, and I had no more compunction about exterminating them than I would stamping on a cockroach. Except that I would probably feel sorry for the cockroach.

      I had been hired by a rival gang to kill the Taxman, although coerced into (i.e., threatened) is probably a better way of putting it.

      I had gained an unwarranted reputation as a killer in that I had killed – in self-defence and entirely fortuitously – a big-time dealer called DeWayne Radford-Mitchell. He had broken into my apartment (i.e. council flat) in West Garside with the intention of raping me and worse. In desperately fighting him off, I had sprayed his eyes and throat with oven spray, and a wild slash from my razor-sharp kitchen knife had sliced open his throat. He had then bled to death onto my hall carpet. Bastard, even though I did not much like that carpet, that was no excuse for him to bleed all over it, was it?

      I had also killed Donald and Janet Jarrett, but that is another story and one of which, to say the least, I am not particularly proud. Mind you, I had been raped by one of them and attacked by the other; however, I’ll leave it up to you to work out which one of them did what.

      After killing DeWayne, I had fled to Spain in his Audi Avante, using a stolen passport in the name of Sally Harriman, and had been happily living under that name in Benidorm, minding my own fucking business. But then I had been tracked down by this big black man called Gerald, who was a top guy in a rival gang. A gang who were looking to take over Vlado’s operation, known as the Tax Office, which is why Vlado, who was the top dog, was named the Taxman. Imaginative, no?

      He was now a very dead Taxman, and the world is a slightly better place for it.

      So it was that Gerald, with a combination of threats and incentives, carrot and stick, mostly stick but with a good few juicy carrots to be fair, coerced, forced, pressurised, bullied, and bribed me into becoming their assassin of choice.

      As an opening act for the main event, I had shot and killed a fat slug known as Sammy Whitlock. He was – had been – the number three in the Tax Office, responsible for laundering the gazillions of dirty drug money. I’d shot him to death in the car park of an apartment in Alicante and felt no remorse whatsoever.

      My best friend ever, my soul-mate Julia Jarrett, died from a drug overdose after she had been raped by her brother David, and her life had turned to rat-shit. So, I intend to take out these rats’-turd drug dealers whenever I get the opportunity.

      After killing Sammy Whitlock, I then cosied up to Vlado with the intention of getting close enough to him to kill him. Therefore, I met with him at his nightclub, the Club Baku in Puerto Banus, and enticed him into thinking that we were going to get it on. Accordingly, he had driven me up to his villa, fully anticipating that we were going to fuck.

      The trouble was, my pussy was already fully occupied. Taken up with the aforesaid Lifecard .22 folding pistol, which when folded is no bigger than a pack of cards. It opens out into a grip and barrel and fires that one, very deadly, .22 bullet. I had gone into the en-suite bathroom, slid the gun out from its hiding place and then, distracting his gaze by wearing only my Kiki de Montparnasse black thong knickers and Cervin Paris Rive Gauche stockings, I had wrapped my arms about his neck to give him a kiss (the kiss of death) and then blew his brains out. Of which, not a few were splattered all over me.

      At his bedside, was the aforementioned Sig Sauer P226.

      And so, still splattered in blood and brains, I had the Sig cocked and ready to kill Zivko and Andrej when they came calling. Only then would I feel safe enough to have a shower and get the fuck out of there.
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      Nell Barclay, a 76-year-old widow, opened the bedroom curtains of her cottage located on the outskirts of the village of Lower Tetney, looked out, and saw thick black smoke billowing up from Tetney Hall. She quickly ran into her hallway, picked up the telephone from the console table, and called 999 for the police and the fire brigade.
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        Tetney Hall

        Lower Tetney

        Yorkshire

      

      

      “It is, Mr Vickers, a crude but very effective timing device,” said the Fire and Rescue Service Group Manager, David Okonwa, to Assistant Chief Constable Martin Vickers. Okonwa was a stout man of Nigerian origin who walked with a pronounced limp. When a young firefighter, he had been with a crew fighting a warehouse fire when an internal wall had collapsed, crushing his lower leg. After recovery and recuperation, his duties became increasingly administrative, and he diligently rose through the ranks to his present senior position.

      ACC Martin Vickers, head of Specialised Crime Services in the South Yorkshire Police, headquartered in Sheffield some sixteen miles from the town of West Garside, was, as usual, immaculately turned out. His shirt was crisply stiff with starch, his trousers pressed to a crease so sharp they presented a danger to the public, his jacket brushed and fitted to him as a glove, and his black Oxford shoes were so highly polished that in bright sunlight, you might almost need sunglasses to look at them. Even his epaulettes of rank, laurel wreath with crossed torches, looked to have been polished.

      He had the looks of a matinee idol; he knew it and had the reputation of a ladies’ man, although his attempts to seduce DCI Grace Swan at a police convention in Birmingham had ended in acrimony when she turned down his advances. He did not forgive or forget such slights, and at one time attempted to ruin her career. Now, however, there seemed to be a sort of armed truce between them. How long that might last, nobody could say.

      Vickers said nothing but nodded to Okonwa to continue as they stood in the living room of the still smoking ruins of Tetney Hall.

      “Quite simply, the perpetrator, the arsonist, acquired an old electric fire. Even though it is severely burnt, you can still make out what it was. A two-bar electric fire with an open grill, probably bought in a junk shop or market stall.”

      Vickers looked impatient, wanting Okonwa to get on with his explanation without the speculations, but as the Group Manager was of a high Fire Service rank, Vickers could not simply order him to hurry it up.

      “He connected the fire to a simple timing device, the sort you hook up to lamps when you go on holiday or maybe to the lights on your Christmas tree or decorative outdoor lights. This one,” Okonwa said in his steady, purposeful voice, “had pins plugged into the face of the timer, which clicked on the power at the appropriate time, which apparently was just after 7 a.m. The call to the brigade was timed shortly after seven-thirty. Using a timing device obviously gives the arsonist time to be well away from the blaze before it starts.”

      Okonwa looked expectantly at Vickers, as if to ascertain whether he understood.

      “And?” Vickers prodded, holding on to his temper.

      “About an hour before the timer clicked in, no more than that, a petrol-soaked towel had been placed over the fire, which had stood in a large plastic bowl with maybe one inch or so of petrol in it. Another cloth, possibly one of the curtains, equally soaked in petrol, had one end in the bowl, and as everything in here—the sofa, carpet, curtains—was all petrol-soaked, a conflagration very quickly ensued.

      A further trail of cloths and petrol-filled bowls led down into the basement, and the petrol vapours which filled the house would have been almost explosive. Anybody trapped in here most likely would not have survived…”

      “Thank you, Mr Okonwa, that was very concise and helpful.”

      “Thank you, Mr Vickers, fortunately there have been no casualties…”

      “So far as we can determine. However, we still need to search. How soon can our officers begin a detailed joint investigation?”

      “I’m sorry, sir, but there can be nothing alive in there; not even the mice could have escaped from that blaze.”

      “We still have to look,” Vickers insisted.

      “And so we shall as soon as it is deemed safe to do so.”

      The two men left the smoking ruin, Okonwa to continue directing the operation as firemen re-commenced pumping water into the void created by the partially collapsed roof, while other firemen directed their hoses into the building through broken windows. Vickers strode down the slope to the main gate, where his police Jaguar and driver were waiting. Without acknowledging the salutes of the two constables guarding the gate, Vickers drove away, heading for Sheffield’s Northern General Hospital, ignoring the gathered reporters, TV cameramen, and gawking bystanders.

      He had a missing police officer to find and was fearful that the officer might be another victim of the killer of PC Jack Hobson, who was garrotted and dismembered by the killer now identified as Hugo Burke, half-brother of the Mannikin Killer Graham Reason, inheritor of Tetney Hall, and the highly successful ‘Hair by Hélène’ franchise. Hugo Burke was also wanted for the murder of two transvestite men found hanging from trees.

      Vickers was not a happy man, and he needed some answers.

      Quickly.
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        West Garside

        Yorkshire

        Earlier that morning

      

      

      It was just before 7.00 a.m. when the council dustbin lorry, the workforce on foot, turned into Cotton Mill Street, only to find their passage blocked by a red Alfa Romeo Giulia Quadrifoglio.

      The lorry driver gave his horn a blast to get it to move out of the way before realising that there was no driver inside.

      “There’s some fucking stupid people about, leaving a car like that out in the middle of the street.” He leaned his head out of the cab window and shouted to one of the dustbin men. “Mick, see if you can find out who the fuck has left his car out like this, the stupid sod.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      Mick looked around and saw a man several doors away just leaving his front door, preparing to walk away.

      “Oi, mate,” he shouted, “you know who owns this car?” and pointed at the Alfa.

      “Yes, it belongs to the policewoman, senior detective she is, I think. She lives at number 2, the end house. Grace, she’s called. Grace.”

      “Thanks, mate.”

      Mick ran over to the front door of number 2, rang the doorbell, and getting no immediate response, hammered on the door with his fist.

      After a minute or so, he shouted, “No answer!” to the dustbin lorry driver, who shouted, “Fuck!” and then began to reverse away. He would have to drive around the adjoining streets and enter Cotton Mill Street from the opposite direction.

      DS Terry Horton was in a deep, paracetamol-induced sleep. He had been running a high temperature, and his headache, lodged firmly behind his eyes, had been fierce in the extreme. He had left work early; he was a Detective Sergeant with West Garside CID, but despite the pounding headache and high fever, he had been reluctant to leave the office and go home to rest and recover.

      The CID, under the direction of DCI Grace Swan, had been investigating a particularly brutal set of murders in which transsexual men were garrotted and then left hanging from trees in secluded locations, and Terry, deeply involved in the case, had to be ordered home by the DCI, despite his protestations that he was all right to carry on.

      It was at the end of the coronavirus Covid-19 crisis, and although Terry tested negative for Covid and was up to date with all his vaccine jabs, Grace was still very concerned for his health. For not only was she his boss, she was also his lover and partner, and together they shared a 3-storey townhouse in Cotton Mill Street, West Garside. Outside of which now stood the apparently abandoned red Alfa Romeo Giulia Quadrifoglio.

      Terry vaguely heard the doorbell ringing and then the hammering on the door and, wondering what all the fuss was about, gingerly lifted his head from the pillow and then with a groan got to his feet, picked up his blue M&S dressing gown, and groggily made his way down the three flights of stairs to the front door.

      He ran his hand through his silver hair, which was longer than usual, but hairdressers and barbers had been closed due to Covid lockdown restrictions, and he had been unable to get it cut. He opened the door and peered out into the street.

      As soon as he saw the red Alfa, he knew—just knew—what had happened and was suddenly afraid, terribly afraid. The Alfa belonged to Grace, and Terry immediately realised that she had been snatched. And he knew by whom and where he would have taken her.

      With a shout of anguish, he ran back upstairs, casting off his dressing gown as he did so. He did not shower or shave but dressed as quickly as he could, ignoring the intense pain throbbing through his head. Running back down the stairs, in his desperate hurry, he almost tripped and had to grab the handrail to prevent himself from tumbling headfirst down the stairway. He snatched up the spare keys to the Alfa from the carved wooden bowl, a souvenir from a holiday spent in western Canada, and dashed out of the house.

      He had to calm himself, taking deep breaths before his hand stopped shaking enough for him to click the key fob and climb into the Alfa and drive off as quickly as he could, regardless of speed limits, heading for Tetney Hall in the village of Lower Tetney, some 15 miles away.

      As he drove, he tried to use his mobile phone to call for backup but found it impossible to drive at high speed and manipulate his mobile at the same time. It was more important to get to Tetney as soon as possible rather than risk a crash. A crash at such speed could be fatal. And if she were not already dead, it could condemn Grace to death.

      His heart racing in anguish, he sped through the quiet lanes and fields, the low morning sun sharp as needles in his vision, his headache pounding in protest, but he gave it no mind.

      If he did not get there as soon as he could, Grace would die.
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          THE RIGHTEOUS CRUSADE OF CHLOE MACBETH CONT…

        

      

    

    
      I still held the Sig pointed at the bedroom door in a two-handed stance, but it was a heavy fucker, and my arms soon grew tired from the weight. I was having second thoughts. Maybe I should have got out of there as soon as I had killed Vlado and taken my chances with Zivko and Andrej tracking me down? As it was, I now reasoned, even if I took the two of them out, other members of the Tax Office were bound to come after me for revenge.

      Cierto. That’s Spanish for certain or, if you like, siguran, which is Serbian for certain.

      I was fucked either way, in whichever language you prefer.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      Indecisions, indecisions, indecisions.

      Do I cut and run now? Or wait for Zivko and Andrej to come looking for Vlado? They would assume that he was safely tucked up in bed fucking my brains out (whereas it was his brains that were all over the place). They would not want to risk disturbing him too early, in case they inadvertently brought about coitus interruptus, which would not please their boss. No, not at all. I reasoned that I had time to get out of there. On balance, that would be the safest thing to do.

      I quickly washed my face as I did not want to frighten the hired help—in this case, Manuel—who should be waiting outside the compound in a fucking ridiculous Lincoln Town Car, which was as big as a small nation. Manuel was Gerald’s man in Benidorm. He chauffeured us around in the Lincoln, but he was also the one who had taught me how to shoot a pistol, a Walther PPK.

      Manuel, I don’t quite know what to make of him. He comes across as some sort of Benidorm pimp, but I’m sure there’s more to him than that. Well, there couldn’t really be very much less to him, could there?

      I couldn’t decide whether he was five pounds of shit in a four-pound bag or four pounds of shit in a five-pound bag.

      Answers please on a postcard, addressed to:

      Blonde Assassin

      Little-slut-on-the-Run

      Wherever-the-fuck-that-is-shire,

      I have to ask myself: why do I write this shit?

      Because you can’t think of anything sensible or of interest, said Jeremy. Jeremy is my childhood teddy bear, the only thing of sentimental or monetary value from my miserable childhood.

      Jeremy, or dumb bear as I more commonly call him, is my friend, critic, counsellor, support, muse, advisor, fellow traveller and, sometimes, a right royal pain in the arse.

      Am not, said the dumb bear. And don’t call me dumb bear.
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      DCI Grace Swan was cold and sore; the ropes that tied her to the hard plastic chair in the basement of Tetney Hall had chafed away at the skin of her wrists and ankles as she strained hopelessly to free herself. She shivered violently, her terrors unabated. Her buttocks and inner thighs felt raw from sitting in the pool of urine. She had been unable to hold it in any longer, and the need to defecate was becoming overwhelming.

      ‘No, no, no,’ she said aloud in a voice that echoed mockingly around the cellar. ‘I’m not going to die sitting in a pile of my own shit, no way,’ she added, squeezing her sphincter ever more tightly. How much longer could she hold out, she asked herself. Not long enough.

      ‘No,’ she said aloud again, ‘I am not going to die like that.’ Her tongue felt enlarged from thirst, her hands were completely numb from the ropes, and her back and buttocks ached. She stretched within the confines of the ropes to try and ease the aches, but her back just spasmed in sharp jolts of agony, which made her wince loudly, and her groans echoed around the brick walls of the cellar.

      She was being held in the ‘Naughty Room,’ the vile, perverted room in which Graham Reason, the Mannikin Killer, had been locked as punishment for being ‘a total fuck-up and an embarrassment’ by his mother, Helen Reason, founder of the ‘Hair by Hélène’ franchising empire.

      There were thirteen bone-white mannikins arrayed in an almost complete circle about a chair, and even after he had killed his mother, Graham Reason would take himself there, convinced his dead mother had ordered him to do so. From beyond the grave, or to be precise, from beyond the large freezer where he had stored her headless body, she was still calling him ‘a fuck-up and an embarrassment.’

      The smell of petrol was heavy in Grace’s nostrils, seeming to be even stronger with every minute that passed, and she had no doubt that her abductor was going to burn the hall to the ground with her imprisoned within it.

      She took deep breaths through her nose and once again performed controlled breathing, inwardly chanting a mantra, ‘I will survive, I will survive, I will survive,’ trying not to confuse the words of her mantra with the tune and words of Gloria Gaynor’s great survival anthem.

      ‘I will survive,’ she shouted, even though it hurt her parched throat to do so, as she stared in horror at the mannikins which encircled her, mocking her, knowing that she was going to die under their pitiless gaze, knowing that there was nothing she could do to prevent her death. She was going to burn to death or die from smoke inhalation.

      And there was nothing she could do to prevent it, and a shroud of dread swept over her as she choked back tears of dread. And rage. Rage at herself for so easily falling into the trap. Rage at the man who had ordered her death, Graham Reason.
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      Grace Swan had been snatched from outside her home on Redemption Island in the small Yorkshire town of West Garside. It had been late at night, almost midnight, and she had been tired and not as alert as she should have been. She did not notice the white van that followed her.

      Seeing that somebody had left a dustbin partially blocking her garage, she had got out of her red Alfa Romeo Giulia Quadrifoglio, leaving the car door open and the engine running as she quickly walked across to remove the bin.

      In her tiredness, she did not hear the footsteps running up behind her and then felt a crushing blow to her skull as a bag was thrust over her head. She was then dragged and tossed into the back of the van that had been following her.

      Her abductor had been Hugo Burke, Graham Reason’s half-brother, a convicted murderer deported from Australia, despite having lived there from a very early age.

      Whilst in England, Hugo Burke had killed transsexual men, hanging them from trees, and had also killed and dismembered a policeman called Jack Hobson.

      Having identified Burke as the killer, Grace knew she could expect no mercy from him, especially as he had been paid by Graham Reason, whom she had arrested in connection with the Mannikin murders, to kill her.

      And then she smelled the smoke. Heard the crackling of flames.

      Could feel her death approaching. Could smell her death approaching.

      Could now see her death approaching as thin tendrils of smoke began to seep under the bottom of the door.
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          THE RIGHTEOUS CRUSADE OF CHLOE MACBETH CONT…

        

      

    

    
      I dressed quickly, not that there was much to put on, that shortened pink crystal-embroidered Miu Miu dress, and Kiki de Montparnasse bra. Even so, I kept the Sig always within reach. Just in case. I put the Lifecard into my handbag, carried my shoes by the straps, picked up the Sig and prepared to creep out.

      Too late!

      There was a tentative knock on the door and either Zivko or Andrej said something in Serbian which probably translated as, ‘Vlado, you asleep or you still pumping that blonde bitch?’

      What the fuck to do? Hide under the bed?

      My heart was racing a thousand miles an hour. Why the fuck had I not got out of there as soon as I had put that bullet in Vlado’s brain?

      Zivko, or was it Andrej, spoke again, louder this time. I put down the shoes and clutch bag, picked up the Sig and, holding it in both hands, shouted something back at him, probably along the lines of ‘go and fuck yourself sideways with something sharp and jagged,’ and stepped toward the bathroom.

      Why? I don’t know. Your thought processes are not entirely logical in those circumstances.

      He knocked again and cautiously opened the door, peering curiously around, saying something else in Serbian, then a shout as he saw the body of his boss on the carpet. He took a step further into the room, his eyes only on Vlado.

      Big mistake, shithead, I thought as I put a bullet clean through his right temple. Without another sound, he fell, firstly onto his knees and then pitched forward, his right arm somehow wrapping itself across Vlado’s neck in a final embrace of death.

      The sound of the shot echoed around the bedroom and around my brain, the kick on the Sig greater than I had expected. Greater anyway than the Walther PPK I had been used to.

      Too late to run, Zivko or Andrej, whichever one of the fuckers was left, would soon catch up with me as I tried to run barefoot – no way could I have run anywhere in those glittery silver slingback pumps, shit I could barely walk in them, let alone run.

      So, I had to bring Andrej (or Zivko) on to me. Into my killing ground. Just make sure he came running to me. I opened the bedroom door and fired two shots down the corridor.

      If that doesn’t bring him running, he’s either deaf or dead.

      It did not take long.
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      Terry Horton screeched the tyres of the Alfa, wrenching hard on the steering as he negotiated a sharp bend in the road at a speed far greater than he normally would do so, and at a speed far too great for safety.

      ‘Shit,’ he muttered, struggling to get the car back onto the left-hand side of the narrow road as a pair of cottages and a farm gate flashed across his vision.

      He knew that he was not as good at driving the Alfa as Grace was. She could drive the car around tight bends at speed as if the car were on rails, never deviating an inch as she took the perfect line through every corner and every tight curve of the narrow country lanes and roads of the lower Pennines. And she did so without a mutter, of course, naturally at one with car and road.

      Totally disregarding the 30 mph speed limit through the village of Lower Tetney, Terry raced on towards Tetney Hall, and then, to his horror, saw thick smoke billowing through the roof and upper windows.

      Tetney Hall was on fire, and he knew, with absolute certainty, that Grace would be trapped inside. Possibly already dead.

      He screeched to a skidding halt past the gates to Tetney Hall, travelling too fast and overrunning them by almost 50 yards.

      No time to turn around in the narrow road.

      He jumped out of the Alfa, slamming the door shut and locking it with the remote as he sprinted back to the gate, calling for backup as he did so, almost dropping his phone in his haste. Wasting precious seconds, he rattled at the gates, even though he knew they were locked.

      ‘Shit, fuck,’ he muttered and began to climb the wall where the gate abutted. He reached the top of the wall, ripping a fingernail in his haste, and jumped down, the impact on landing sending bolts of agony into his already throbbing head. He fell to his knees, rubbed at his temples, and then began to run up the slope towards the smoking building.

      In the far distance, the weeaaaweeooouuu siren of the fire engines summoned by Nell Barcley could be heard, but Terry was so intent on reaching the hall, breathless and panting, calves burning from the effort as he ran up the hill, that he paid the sounds no mind.

      Gasping and panting, he reached the house and stood for a minute with his hands on his knees to recover his breath before climbing up the three steps to the front door. He expected it to be locked, but it would have been silly not to try the door, just in case. He seized the door knob, wrenching it violently in a vain attempt to open it. ‘Shit, shit,’ he swore, looking around for something to batter the door down but could find nothing of use. It was in any case a solid, heavy door; nothing less than a medieval battering ram would be effective.

      Desperation seized his heart. Unless he could find a way into the house, Grace was going to die in the smoke and flames. The windows on the side of the house were too high for him to reach, so he ran around to the other side, to the kitchen doors, but again the door was securely locked. However, the windows were much lower. He picked up a stone from an overgrown rockery and smashed relentlessly at the glass and timber framework holding the six-inch square panes.

      Thick black smoke came streaming out, the acrid smell of burning petrol catching harshly in his throat. Ignoring the shards of glass still held in the frame, he scrambled through the window, catching his knee painfully in the Belfast sink that was set into the kitchen top before collapsing in a heap onto the kitchen floor, panting from his exertions and the smoke billowing thickly around.

      Shakily, he got to his feet, shouting as he did so, ‘GRACE! GRACE! GRACE!’
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      Detective Constable Barry Landymore loathed DCI Grace Swan.

      He hated her with a passion that was almost demoniacal. He detested the very sight of her, the very smell of her, the very idea of her.

      He would be hard-pressed to explain, even to himself, why he hated her so much. He thought (wrongly) that she discriminated against him, that she belittled him in meetings, preferred sycophantic favourites over him, gave others the more interesting and rewarding cases, leaving him with the dregs and non-jobs that any office junior could do. He bitterly believed that she actively sought to stall and hinder his career, but even those reasons could not fully explain the deep-seated visceral loathing he felt. He burned with rage; at times he could barely bring himself to look at her, convinced that she was using her sex, her cunt, ‘fucking her way to the top.’ It was an accusation from a foul-mouthed suspect in a previous case that he wholeheartedly agreed with.

      His loathing was almost pathological, obsessive, and in meetings, he had to stop himself from grinding his teeth in frustrated anger, his rage sometimes making him physically sick.

      He just had to show her, to show her up for the incompetent he believed her to be.

      Determined that he was going to succeed where she had failed. Determined that he would bring Hugo Burke to justice. That would be a poke in the eye for her. How he was to achieve this aim he did not yet know, but almost all his waking thoughts were consumed by it.

      Finally, he thought he had the answer.

      Hugo Burke (although that was not the name he was born with) was the firstborn son of Helen Reason, the highly successful entrepreneur behind the ‘Hair by Hélène’ franchising empire. Her success had enabled her to purchase several properties around the north of the country, including No 26 Alma Street, a terraced house from the turn of the 20th century, a house where she had been born and had lived until her teenage years. Once she had bought the house, she had evicted the tenants—paying them well—and restored the house as she remembered it in her youth. Why, she could not have satisfactorily explained, because it had not been a happy home.

      Anything but.

      Grace had been convinced that Hugo Burke must be living there. He was not living at Tetney Hall, neither in the gamekeeper’s cottage in the grounds nor in any of the other 27 properties listed as belonging to ‘Hair by Hélène.’ The house on Alma Street had been raided in the early morning, but they had missed Burke by minutes, and since then, he had gone to ground.

      Following discussions and consideration, the consensus opinion among Grace and her team was that he would not return to the house. It would be far too risky; he could not know whether the house was under surveillance or not. And because of the intensity of the nationwide search for him, it was thought that he had possibly fled the country.

      Landymore, however, disagreed, more out of pig-headedness than logic. He believed this on the sole basis that whatever DCI Grace Swan thought, she must be wrong and he must be right, that the opposite must apply. However, unbeknownst to him, patrol cars made routine checks on No 26 Alma Street, although without leaving their vehicles. If the patrols noted anything suspicious, backup would be called for.

      Landymore therefore convinced himself that Grace was mistaken, that she had made the wrong decision and that Burke would return to the house as a wounded fox always returns to his lair. And so, he planned to set a trap, a trap for a fox.

      But how easily the hunter can become the hunted, how precipitously the predator becomes the prey.

      It was late evening when Barry Landymore left the CID office, three days after the unsuccessful raid on Alma Street. He drove to his apartment, quickly made up some cheese and pickle sandwiches, filled a flask with milky instant coffee, picked up a pair of Opticron 8 x 42 binoculars, and left again, hurrying down the stairs to his car, a two-year-old navy blue Citroën C3.

      He drove to Sebastopol Street and parked in a parking bay in front of a row of shops. The shops were near the junction with Alma Street and gave him a clear view of number 26 across the corner to the right. He took a sip of coffee, ate a sandwich, and began to wish he had gone to the toilet rather than dashing out of his apartment. Better not have any more coffee, he told himself, raising the binoculars to his eyes and adjusting the focus with the knurled centre screw.

      An hour passed.

      ‘Fuck you, Detective Chief Inspector Grace Swan, I’ll show you who’s the man,’ he muttered through his teeth as he chewed another sandwich. The cheese was a bit stale, he thought; best get some more next time I go shopping. And then suddenly, he sat up straight as a vehicle—he could not see the make due to the glare of headlights—pulled up behind him.

      His heart pounded with excitement. Could this be it, could this be Hugo Burke? He picked up his handcuffs, ready to make the arrest. But the headlights, on full beam, dazzled him every time he looked in the rearview mirror.

      Minutes passed.

      Landymore began to feel exposed and apprehensive as doubts leaked into his mind. His breathing sharpened, and his heart pounded even faster. Should he get out of the car and apprehend Burke in his vehicle? Or wait until Burke exited and arrest him then?

      The handcuffs, standard-issue TCH cuffs, suddenly seemed inadequate, and he wished he had a canister of PAVA spray with him, the spray used by police to subdue violent suspects. But PAVA could only be issued by a Sergeant or Staff Supervisor, and an entry made in the PAVA receipt/issue register. Which meant that he would have had to explain his reasons, and his request might have gone upstairs to DCI Swan, thereby exposing his plan and ruining his chance of glory.

      Bugger!

      Suddenly, the car door was flung open and Landymore was dragged out and unceremoniously thrown to the ground, receiving a violent kick to his rib cage. He hissed in agony, struggling for breath as the 6’ 4” figure of Hugo Burke loomed over him.

      ‘You looking for me, mate? Well, it looks as though you’ve found me, don’t it?’

      ‘Hugo Burke?’ Landymore gasped.

      ‘That’s me, pal. How stupid do you think I am, eh?’ He gave Landymore another kick. ‘I scoped you the minute you drew up and picked up your fancy binos,’ he said, pointing at the binoculars which still hung about Landymore’s neck.

      Burke had been observing No 26 Alma Street for more than three hours, parked in a stolen white Ford Transit van. Nobody takes any notice of a white van parked in the street, ubiquitous and invisible.

      He had plans for the house in which he believed he had been born. Or at least lived in as a child before being given to the childless Peter and Mary Burke, who were emigrating to Australia. Well, that was one way to get rid of an unwanted child, Burke had thought.

      ‘Get up,’ Burke ordered, ‘Up on yer feet.’

      The winded Landymore had to roll over onto his knees before staggering to his feet. Unsteadily, he caught his breath before swinging a wild punch at Burke, who merely leaned away from the blow.

      ‘Nice try, mate, but no cigar,’ Burke said pleasantly. Landymore, who was 5’11”, considered himself fit and well able to take care of himself. He swung again, but Burke caught the blow on his forearm and nodded sadly, then spun Landymore around and stood behind him, a hand on his shoulder as if in a friendly manner.

      ‘What’s your name, mate? You plain clothes, CID, what?’

      ‘DC Landymore, Barry Landymore, I’m CID.’

      ‘Guessed so. I reckon you’re unofficial, right?’

      ‘Yeah, wanted to catch you, still will.’

      ‘Good on yer, mate, showing a bit of initiative but it’s fucking stupid, don’t you know?’ Burke said, taking out his garrotte from his pocket.

      Landymore nodded, and to his chagrin, partially from fear, his overloaded bladder could no longer be held back and he wet himself.

      ‘That’s right, mate, get it all out, don’t want you messing up the van, now do we?’ Looping the garrotte over Landymore’s head, Burke then strangled him, taking his time about it.

      Unmindful of any CCTV there might be on the street, he dragged Landymore around to the back of the van, tossed his body inside, took out a can of petrol, and quietly shut the doors.

      After setting No 26 Alma Street ablaze, Burke walked steadily back to the van and drove away.

      He had one more job to do before catching his flight to Málaga and starting a new life in Spain.

      Or if that did not work, possibly in Trinidad.

      Or Antigua.

      Or maybe South Africa, the world was his oyster, he thought, whistling tunelessly as he drove.

      Whatever that means.
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      I looked around the bedroom, wondering where best to set up my ambush for Zivko (or Andrej), whichever of the rats-turds was left alive. Down behind the other side of the bed to pop up like a pantomime demon or in a wardrobe? In the bathroom ready to burst out as soon as he walked through the door. Nope, none of those.

      I simply hid behind the bedroom door. I left it about three-quarters open and opened the bathroom door about six inches.

      I heard him running down the corridor, shouting something in Serbian. I had the Sig ready as he came through the door, exclaiming loudly in Serbian along the lines of ‘Oh goodness gracious me, what on earth has happened here?’ or words to that effect.

      I could hear him panting heavily. He knew I must still be in the room as he would have seen me either running down the corridor or in the massive entrance hall if I was making for the front door. He swore again and cautiously stepped further into the room, gun in hand, a gun which swung slowly from left to right as he looked around. He did not look behind him. I had the Sig raised up in both hands, waiting until I could get a clear shot at him.

      He saw the bathroom door ajar, and as I had intended, immediately thought I must be hiding in there.

      ‘You fockin dead, bitch cunt,’ he shouted. I did not need a translation. Like a villain in an old movie, he walked in a crouch towards the door. ‘Fockin’ dead,’ he shouted again. In my bare feet and on the thick carpet, he did not hear me behind him.

      This is not the movies: I did not shout or give him a chance or let him see it was me, I just put a bullet into the back of his head. Just to be sure, I put another one in his head and did the same with Zivko or was it Andrej? Who gives a fuck, not me.

      Three dead rats-turd dealers, many more to go.

      And then I started shaking. I had been shaken up a bit after killing Vlado, but nothing like this. The colour seemed to leach out of the room and I became encapsulated in a gelatine bubble and all the world was deathly silent.

      I was shaking in a tremor that rattled my teeth and shook my bones in a galvanic quake. I sat on the bed, shaking like a victim of Parkinson’s or Essential Tremor. And fuck, I started to cry. Cry! Over these rats-turd fuckers, I could not believe it.

      I shivered and shook, and so I stripped off again and took myself off into the shower.

      I ran the water as hot as I could bear, letting the balm of heat sink into my bones and cleanse my soul. How long I stayed in the shower I can’t say.

      I felt no regrets as I dressed again, put on my shoes, picked up my clutch and the Sig (wrapped in a towel), and stepped over the bodies of Vlado and his two goons.

      Nothing!

      So far as I was concerned, gangland killing didn’t count. These drug-dealing turds need eliminating. It’s as simple as that. That was my mantra.

      Gangland Killings Don’t Count.

      I then rang Manuel on my encrypted phone and told him I was coming.

      ‘You have done the thing?’ he asked. ‘The thing we talk about?’

      ‘Don’t ask, don’t say a fucking word, you hear me?’

      I made my tottery way out of Vlado’s multi-million-dollar villa and out through the pedestrian gate of the compound. The Lincoln Town Car pulled up beside me and I climbed into the back.

      We headed back towards Benidorm.
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      Gasping, his lungs bursting, Terry pulled his shirt out from his trousers, holding the shirt-tails over his mouth and nose as a mask, and made his way down the basement stairs. He had not been down to the basement before; on his only previous visit to Tetney Hall, he had only gone as far as the kitchen, where he was stabbed in the stomach by Graham Reason and very nearly lost his life.

      But he knew the layout of the house.

      It had been described in detail by drawings at Reason’s trial, and Grace had told him about the hideous ‘naughty room’.

      And he knew, just knew, that if Hugo Burke had snatched Grace, he would bring her here, that he would put her in the ‘naughty room’ as ‘punishment’.

      The smoke swirled thickly in the hall, and he could smell petrol—lots of petrol—the fumes thick in his throat and nose. Unless he got Grace out, and quickly, the whole house was going to go up in an inferno.

      The door to the basement was held open by a holder catch, and Terry could see a petrol-soaked curtain or sheet that ran down the stairs. Once the flames reached it, the flaming material would tumble down onto the pools of petrol and trails of evaporating petrol that ran the length of the basement corridor. The basement would erupt into a fireball in seconds. He did not waste precious time pulling the petrol-soaked curtain back up the stairs.

      ‘Grace, Grace.’ He shouted again and thought he heard a muffled response above the crackling of the flames behind him. Choking on the smoke, he ran down the staircase, almost slipping on the wet, oily treads. Smoke was swirling about the basement; from where he could not determine, but he gave that no mind. The only thing that concerned him was finding Grace alive and getting her to safety.

      Quickly, he ran down the corridor, knowing that the ‘naughty room’ was the last room on the left. ‘Let her be alive, let her be alive, let her be alive,’ he said aloud as he reached the end and, with a gasp of relief, found the door was not locked. He flung it open, dreading what he might find. He stepped back in horror, his heart pounding. Even though he knew about the mannequins, seeing those corpse-white figures, seemingly staring malevolently at him, still gave him a shock that made his knees almost give way.

      ‘Grace, Grace,’ he shouted as soon as he recovered and ran to the chair on which she was tied.

      ‘Terry, Terry,’ she croaked, ‘Is it really you? Really you?’

      ‘Yes, my love,’ Terry said as he fumbled at the knots, trying to undo them, but they were too tight. Hugo Burke had done his work too well.

      ‘He told me you were dead, Burke, the bastard, told me he’d killed you,’ she sobbed in anger and relief.
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