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‘I lift my eyes up to the hills. Where does my help come from?’


(Psalm 121:1)






Prologue


Superintendent Alex Lewis pushed open the heavy fire door and stepped out of the damp, drab stairwell into the fourth-floor corridor of a decaying South East London block of flats. It was just before 3 a.m. on the first Saturday in July.


The concrete floor beneath him was cracked and worn, and the strip light above him was making a constant, dull buzzing noise as it flickered on and off. Immediately in front of him, the facing wall was lined in single file with more than a dozen officers from the Met’s Territorial Support Group, dressed in full riot gear – helmets on, visors down. Half of them were holding full-length Perspex shields, resting on the scuffed steel toecaps of their black boots, while the other half were carrying smaller, round versions of the same thing on their forearms. All of them were silent. On edge. Waiting for a word of command.


Alex looked along the corridor to his right, his eyes following the line of officers all the way to the entrance to what he had been told was flat number forty-two. He could see the splintered remains of the faded red front door hanging loosely from its hinges, with much of the rest of it lying on the floor further along the corridor. Standing immediately in front of the space where the door should have been were two more TSG PCs with their long shields interlinked, barring the doorway. They were in a tense, half-crouched position, their eyes firmly fixed on whatever was ahead of them. Behind them, another officer with the white epaulettes of a sergeant on the shoulders of his flameproof overalls, was talking quietly but insistently to someone who was out of view, inside the flat.


‘I need you to try to stay calm for me,’ the officer was saying, the palm of his left hand raised in an ‘easy now’ motion, his right resting uneasily on the handle of the yellow Taser that was strapped to his hip. ‘Most of all, I need you to stay calm for your baby.’


Taking a deep breath, Alex started walking towards them.


Less than two hours earlier, he had been soundly asleep when the shrill ringtone of his mobile had snatched him unceremoniously back towards consciousness. He’d been on the Met’s Hostage Negotiator call-out rota for the preceding five nights, but this was the first time that the phone had actually rung.


He reached over to his bedside table and fumbled to connect the call. ‘Alex Lewis speaking,’ he mumbled groggily.


‘Sorry to wake you at such an ungodly hour,’ said the familiar voice at the other end of the line. It belonged to DCI Richard Wells, a long-time colleague and friend, and the officer in charge of the Met’s Hostage and Crisis Negotiation Unit.


‘Morning, Rich,’ Alex whispered as he eased himself slowly out of bed. ‘Give me a moment or two to clear my head and get downstairs. I’ll call you straight back.’


‘No problem,’ Rich replied before ringing off.


Alex glanced back over his shoulder at his partner Pip – like him, a serving police officer and an experienced negotiator. She had barely stirred. Over the years, they had both grown accustomed to the sound of phones ringing in the middle of the night – and to somehow managing to sleep through the disruption if they were not the ones on call. Taking care not to wake her, Alex stood up, crossed the bedroom, grabbed his rucksack and hurried down to the ground floor of their small terraced home.


Switching on the kitchen lights and blinking in their sudden brightness, he walked over to the sink, ran the tap, and splashed some cold water on his face, before sitting down at the table and making the call. Rich picked up straight away.


‘What have you got for me?’ Alex asked, reaching into his rucksack for a blue Bic biro and a thick pad of yellow Post-it notes.


‘It’s a Domestic Violence job,’ Rich replied.


And Alex felt the immediate check in his chest: the sudden surge and stop of adrenaline. Of anxiety. He had been responding to DV calls since his earliest days as a young PC and, in his experience, they were rarely – if ever – straightforward to deal with. On occasion, they became the stuff of unimaginable nightmares.


Among those he had dealt with as a negotiator, there was one in particular that had seared itself into his memory and remained there – one that had ended with the fatal police shooting of the suspect: a man of sickening violence and rage who had beaten his wife unconscious before taking her and their three young children hostage. And, despite the fact that Alex had done everything right, despite the fact that he’d succeeded in saving the lives of the victim and her children, he’d carried the burden of that day with him ever since. It was one of a number of cases that had left him with a legacy of post-traumatic stress disorder: a deeply debilitating condition that he was finding ways to live with, but that retained the capacity to blindside him from time to time. For the briefest of moments, listening to Rich speaking at the other end of the line, he could hear the sound of gunfire. He could see the man fall.


‘Are you still there, Alex?’ Rich asked, filling the lingering silence.


‘Sorry, yes,’ Alex replied, doing his best to shake his mind free of the troubling recollection. ‘Go ahead with the details.’


‘Male suspect with previous convictions for violence and sexual offences has forced his way into his ex-girlfriend’s flat, assaulted her and thrown her out. He’s now holed up inside with their six-month-old daughter.’


‘Six months old?’ Alex queried in alarm. In his mind, the past vanished from view as the present came jarring into sudden focus.


‘That’s what I’ve been told.’


‘Bloody hell,’ Alex responded, his mind already racing. ‘Is she all right?’


‘As far as we know, yes.’


‘Then there isn’t any time to lose,’ Alex said. ‘What’s the address?’


The moment Rich had rung off, Alex had called the Met’s main control room and requested a fast-car run to the scene. A decade of middle-of-the-night call-outs had taught him that a high-powered Traffic Patrol BMW – unconstrained by red traffic lights and statutory speed limits – would likely get him to the scene a whole lot quicker than attempting to make the journey in his own car. Letting someone else take care of the actual driving also helped him to keep his head clear and concentrated on his responsibilities as a negotiator.


Fifteen minutes later, he was waiting impatiently at the end of his road when he heard the approaching sound of sirens. He flagged down the marked car as it came into view and pulled his warrant card out of his jeans’ pocket to identify himself to the crew. Then he threw his rucksack into the back seat, jumped in after it and, following the briefest exchange of introductions, the PC in the driver’s seat spun the car round and put her foot down.


As they raced through the largely deserted streets of South West London, Alex took the time to prepare himself as best he could for whatever might lie ahead. Rich had not been able to give him many details – the important thing, he’d emphasised, was to get Alex there as quickly as possible. As a consequence, there were all sorts of gaps in Alex’s knowledge and his mind filled with a quick-fire succession of questions. What was the DV victim’s name? What was the extent of her injuries? What about the suspect? What sort of psychological state was he likely to be in? What kind of threat might he still present? And, most pressingly of all for Alex, what about the baby?


He felt the full weight of her little life resting in his hands.


The traffic car drew up outside the flats just as an ambulance was pulling away on blues and twos. Alex thanked his driver and operator, jumped out of the back seat and ran the last fifty metres towards the front of the block. He passed a number of unoccupied police vehicles – including three TSG Mercedes Sprinter vans – before spotting a small group of officers assembled by the main entrance into the building.


As Alex got closer, he could see the TSG inspector among them – identifiable by his well-worn flat cap and flameproof overalls – along with a second, female inspector. Alex guessed that she must be the local duty officer – the individual in overall charge of the unfolding incident. Seeing Alex approach, the two supervising officers turned to face him.


‘Alex Lewis,’ Alex said, extending a hand in greeting. ‘I’m your negotiator.’


‘Laura Swain,’ the duty officer replied, shaking his hand. ‘Thanks for turning out.’


‘No problem,’ Alex replied, immediately reassured by her calm, professional demeanour. Here was someone he could work with. ‘There should be one or two other negotiators on the way, but I’m it for now. What have we got?’


‘That was the victim on her way to hospital,’ Inspector Swain replied, her expression darkening as she gestured in the direction the ambulance had just taken. ‘Her name’s Chloe Thompson,’ she continued. ‘Just turned twenty. And she’s in a bad way. Blunt trauma head injury.’


Alex felt his heart fall. ‘Life threatening?’ he asked, his mind immediately snatched back to another point in the past: to a DV murder scene he’d attended early on in his policing career. Despite the passage of time, he could recall every last detail of what he’d seen and done there that night. Another block of flats in another part of town. A young victim who had been stabbed multiple times by her partner. Alex had helped one of the paramedics carry her down the narrow stairwell to the waiting ambulance. And he’d travelled to hospital with her, watching on helplessly as the medics tried in vain to save her life. It took no more than a fraction of a second for the forensic detail of the recollection to crash through his head.


‘It’s certainly not looking good,’ Inspector Swain admitted grimly. ‘Chloe was unconscious in the corridor outside the flat when we found her and she’s not shown much sign of improvement since.’


‘What about the baby?’ Alex asked, attempting for the second time that night to set aside an unnerving memory, and demanding of himself that he spend every last part of his energy and attention on the here and now. There was very little he could do for the stricken Chloe, but there was still a chance that he might be able to help her daughter.


‘Unharmed as far as we can tell,’ the inspector replied evenly. ‘In the physical sense at least. Six-month-old girl called Riley.’


‘Have we got eyes on her?’ Alex asked, trying to picture the scene four floors up.


‘Last I heard – a couple of minutes ago – yes, we have. Apparently the suspect is holding her while the TSG are trying to talk to him.’


‘And what do we know about the suspect?’ Alex asked, continuing to focus his thoughts on the people and circumstances he might actually be able to exert some sort of influence over.


The inspector glanced down at the decision log that she was holding and scanned through her handwritten notes. ‘Harvey Jackson,’ she said a moment or two later. ‘Thoroughly nasty piece of work. Thirty-five years old. Chloe’s ex. Believed to be Riley’s dad. Big drinker. Previous for drugs, violence and sexual assault. He’s been arrested at this address on several recent occasions and he’s currently on bail for rape. Three weeks ago, Chloe finally threw him out for good. Our Domestic Violence Unit helped her to get a restraining order against him only yesterday.’


As he listened, Alex was forming a mental picture of Harvey Jackson – and it was a decidedly ugly one. A man of violence. A domestic abuser. Fully fifteen years older than the target of his misogynistic rage. A drinker and a drug user. A suspect for rape. As he narrowed his concentration to the likely demands of the next few minutes, Alex realised that he was about to begin a negotiation with a man he already despised.


The rapid turnover of his thoughts was interrupted by the buzz of his phone. It was a text from Rich to say that he was en route, but still at least half an hour away. It meant that, for the next little while at least, Alex was going to be doing the negotiating on his own.


‘Those previous arrests you mentioned?’ he asked the duty officer as he tucked his phone back into his pocket. ‘Has Jackson ever come quietly?’


‘Never,’ the inspector replied.


As he walked along the fourth-floor corridor, Alex could see the unsettling evidence of Chloe’s blood congealing on the floor immediately outside the flat. Breathing in sharply, he made a conscious effort to slow both his pace and his pulse. At the same time, he tried to bury his hostile preconceptions about the suspect. Because he knew that any trace of anger at the man and his crimes – no matter how justifiable – would be entirely counterproductive. The overwhelming urgency of the situation demanded absolute clarity and calmness.


He glanced down at the palm of his left hand, at the three names he had written there in marker pen: a simple safeguard against stumbling over – or momentarily forgetting – them under the inevitable pressure and intensity of whatever might be about to happen:


Harvey
Riley
Chloe


As he reached the three officers stationed at the door, the sergeant glanced to his left and offered Alex a grim nod of acknowledgement. His face had a lived-in look about it: a little frayed around the edges, but somehow familiar and reassuring – the steady appearance of a man who had been there and seen it all before. Alex nodded in return, as he moved cautiously forwards to stand alongside him. And, from this new position, he was able to look inside the flat for the first time.


Beyond the two PCs and their long shields, a cheap-looking dining table had been tipped on its end and wedged into the door frame in the form of a makeshift barrier. Two of its legs had apparently broken off in the process and were lying on the floor next to it. After the table came a dimly lit, lino-floored corridor with two doors leading off to the right, one to the left and one at the opposite end, heading into what looked to be the kitchen. And, standing square and hostile in the middle of the corridor, was the suspect: tall – certainly taller than Alex, who was six foot one – paunchy, unshaven, with pale, pockmarked skin and untidy black hair, dressed in a white vest, dark grey jogging bottoms and a pair of expensive-looking trainers. He had a single, garishly coloured tattoo of a naked woman on one arm, with the initials ‘C.F.C.’ and the outline of a lion on the other. He was holding a baseball bat in his right hand. And the baby with his left.


‘Who the fuck are you?’ the suspect hissed aggressively, his eyes narrow and his jawline tense.


‘I’m Alex,’ Alex responded, trying to ignore his immediate sense of prickling unease at the obvious fragility of the situation – a feeling complicated by a surge of deep loathing for the man now standing in front of him. He could smell the alcohol on the suspect’s breath from several metres away. As his eyes adjusted to the dim lighting inside the flat, Alex looked more closely and was astonished to see that the baby somehow appeared to be fast asleep – seemingly oblivious to all that was happening around her. He could see the gentle rise and fall of her chest and the occasional fluttering of her eyelids: a gentle kind of stillness that formed a stark counterpoint to the angry, agitated restlessness of the man holding on to her.


‘And what the fuck are you doing here, Alex?’ The suspect spoke Alex’s name with deep hostility.


‘I’m with the police,’ Alex replied steadily, his eyes flicking rapidly between the suspect, the baseball bat and the sleeping infant. ‘I’m here to help you.’


‘Fuck off!’ the man spat in a strained whisper. ‘We don’t want your help.’


‘We?’ Alex queried, in an invitation to the man to keep talking.


‘Me and my little girl,’ the suspect replied, glancing down at his sleeping daughter. And Alex thought that he could detect the very faintest softening of the man’s features as his attention was directed towards the child.


‘I’d like to be able to help both you and your daughter,’ Alex said.


‘I told you,’ the man growled, ‘we don’t want your fucking help.’ And with that he turned around and disappeared through the door on the left-hand side of the corridor.


Alex glanced uncertainly to his right.


‘It’s been like this for the last hour and a bit,’ the TSG sergeant whispered to him, pushing the visor of his riot helmet halfway up to make communication a little easier. ‘He talks to us for a while, then he disappears into one of the rooms and we don’t see him for the next few minutes. Truth is, we haven’t been able to make a whole lot of progress.’


‘You and the team are doing a great job,’ Alex reassured him. ‘You’ve bought us some time, and the most important thing is that the baby doesn’t appear to be hurt.’


‘Poor little thing,’ the sergeant responded, almost to himself.


‘Hmm,’ Alex agreed, the face of the sleeping baby already fixed firmly at the front of his thoughts. ‘I don’t know whether you noticed,’ he continued after a pause, ‘but the suspect’s mood seemed to change a bit when his attention was away from us and on the little one.’


The sergeant nodded. ‘I did,’ he said.


‘It might give us something to work with.’


‘You think?’


‘I certainly hope so,’ Alex replied. His colleague’s seeming reservations were unsettling. Alex hoped so, but he didn’t know so. Uninvited doubts began to surface. How was this one going to play out? How was it going to end? His mind started to slip back to another part of London, to the domestic siege that had ended in a hail of gunfire. In his imagination, he could see the line of armed officers crouching in front of him, fingers resting on trigger guards.


‘So what happens now?’ the TSG sergeant asked.


The sound of the sergeant’s voice hauled Alex back into the present. He made eye contact with his colleague in an effort to ground himself. ‘We wait,’ he said quietly.


‘What the fuck are you two whispering about?’ the suspect demanded menacingly. He had chosen that moment to reappear in the corridor. He was still holding both baseball bat and baby and, somehow, the child was still asleep.


‘We were talking about your daughter,’ Alex replied instinctively, his mind instantly re-engaged with the reality before him.


‘What about her?’ the man responded, marginally less aggressively.


Alex heard the slight change in the suspect’s voice. And it renewed in him the sense that he should try to keep the focus of the exchange on the child, rather than on the man holding her. ‘I’m worried about her,’ Alex said simply.


‘She’s not yours to worry about.’


‘All the same,’ Alex persisted, ‘I’m not sure that this is the best situation for her to be in.’ He chose his words with great care – anxious to avoid any suggestion of accusation in his phrasing. He was inviting the suspect to reach his own conclusion.


‘Of course it bloody isn’t.’ The man bristled, his tone starting to shift once again.


‘And I was hoping that you and I might be able to do something to change that,’ Alex ventured, deliberately allowing for the idea that the suspect might form part of the solution, rather than the entirety of the problem.


‘Such as?’ the man snorted derisively.


‘Such as letting one of us look after her for you?’ Alex suggested, putting it deliberately as a question, rather than as a statement.


‘Fuck off!’ the suspect spat, struggling now to keep his voice in check.


As he tried to keep pace with the volatile switches in the suspect’s behaviour, Alex recognised the need to temper his own approach. ‘You obviously love her very much,’ he said gently.


‘Of course I bloody love her!’ the man responded, his voice growing louder. ‘She’s my daughter!’ The baby’s eyes flickered and she sighed, a small sound that momentarily distracted her father. ‘It’s all right,’ he whispered, rocking her gently. ‘Daddy’s gonna look after you.’ Alex could see his grip tightening on the baseball bat as he spoke.


‘What’s her name?’ Alex asked, already knowing the answer to his question, but using it in an effort to establish a connection – any kind of connection – with the suspect.


‘Riley,’ the man replied, his eyes not leaving his daughter. ‘Not that it’s any of your business.’


‘Riley,’ Alex echoed. ‘That’s a pretty name.’


The suspect offered nothing more than a grunt by way of a response.


‘And, am I right in thinking that your name’s Harvey …? Harvey Jackson?’ Alex asked.


Jackson ignored the question. ‘Why don’t you lot just leave us alone?’ he rumbled.


‘You know we can’t do that,’ Alex replied quietly but firmly.


‘Why the hell not?’ Jackson demanded, his face growing fierce again.


‘I think you know the answer to that question,’ Alex replied.


Before Jackson could offer any further response, Riley took an audible breath, blinked her eyes open and started to cry, the tiny fingers of her left hand curled into a tight ball. ‘Now look what you’ve fucking done!’ Jackson hissed. ‘The two of us were doing just fine until you wankers got here!’ He turned on his heel and disappeared once again into the room on the left.


Alex looked back to his right.


‘Told you,’ said the sergeant.


‘You did.’ Alex replied, experiencing both a fresh swell of concern at Riley’s plight and a renewed sense of outrage at the suspect’s behaviour: anger and anxiety knotting themselves together somewhere deep inside him. The weight of the situation was starting to rest not only in his hands, but on his shoulders and in his chest. Steady now, he cautioned himself, slowing his breathing once more, and reminding himself of a phrase that Pip often used. ‘Negotiators are optimists,’ she would say, any time he started to doubt himself or a situation. And she would remind him that it was an outlook born not of idealism, but of hard-won experience. In the past decade – over the course of more than fifty deployments – Alex had only ever lost one person: the man at the domestic siege.


He insisted to himself that he wasn’t about to lose another one, least of all a six-month-old baby.


By the time Rich arrived in the corridor some twenty-five minutes later, the sense of stubborn optimism that Alex had been trying to nurture was starting to wane. The suspect had re-emerged twice more into the hallway of the flat – still holding the baseball bat and the once again silent Riley – and, on both occasions, Alex had persisted in his attempts to establish a rapport with him. But, each time he had thought that he might be getting somewhere, Jackson had found another reason to lose his temper and disappear again.


Rich placed a reassuring hand on Alex’s shoulder. ‘How are you doing?’ he whispered.


‘I’m knackered,’ Alex responded wearily, all the while trying to work out what he was going to say the next time Jackson appeared.


‘I’m not surprised,’ Rich responded. ‘Here, have a mouthful of this,’ he said, handing Alex a disposable cup of hot, sugary tea.


‘Thanks,’ Alex replied, taking a grateful sip, his eyes not leaving the doorway. ‘Any news from the hospital?’ he asked.


When Rich didn’t immediately reply, Alex turned his head to look at him. And the expression on his old friend’s face – the pursing of his lips, the slow blink of his eyes, the barely perceptible shake of his head – told him all that he needed to know.


‘Dear God,’ Alex muttered as the realisation started to settle in. But, this time, he managed to catch his heart before it fell. And, in place of despair, he dug deeply into a sudden sense of fierce determination. There was nothing he could do for Chloe now. But Riley was still alive. Which meant that there were any number of things he could try to do for her. And, for the moment at least, that had to be the only thing that mattered.


‘What about the little one?’ Rich asked, as though reading Alex’s thoughts. ‘How’s she doing?’


Before Alex could respond, Jackson reappeared with Riley in the corridor. ‘And who the fuck do we have here?’ he demanded, glaring at Rich. Straight away, Alex could see the change in Jackson’s appearance and demeanour. His pupils were dilated, his nose seemed to be running and there was a certain swaggering, simian looseness to his movements – all of which Alex recognised as symptomatic of likely cocaine use.


‘This is Richard,’ Alex replied steadily, knowing how vital it was to respond to each new display of hostility with a show of measured calm. ‘He’s a friend of mine who’s travelled halfway across London because he wants to help us.’


‘I thought I’d made it very fucking clear that I didn’t want any help from any of you!’


‘You did,’ Alex acknowledged. ‘But, as you already know, it’s not only you we’re worried about.’ He looked at Riley, who was now wide-eyed and unblinking. Though she still had no visible injuries, Alex knew full well that the harm being done to her would have a lifetime of consequences.


Jackson stood and swayed and stared. He reached out with his right fist – the one still grasping the baseball bat – and steadied himself against the wall. ‘Riley’s fine,’ he mumbled. ‘She just needs her dad.’


You’re the very last bloody thing she needs, Alex thought but didn’t say. Instead, he decided to try something different.


‘I’m a dad,’ Alex said indicating a possible point of connection between the two of them.


Still swaying, Jackson stared blankly at him.


‘I’m a dad, same as you,’ Alex reiterated, compelling himself once more to suspend all hatred of the man and his unimaginable crimes.


‘And?’ Jackson responded, seemingly confused by the change in the direction of the conversation.


‘And I know exactly what it’s like to want to protect your children … To want to do only what’s best for them.’


A look of recognition spread slowly across Jackson’s face. ‘Too fucking right,’ he said firmly. Then he leaned forwards and kissed his daughter gently on her forehead. ‘That’s my girl,’ he slurred. Riley blinked and stared back at him.


Alex sensed an opportunity. ‘There’s nothing quite like it, is there?’ he said, trying to draw Jackson deeper into the exchange.


Jackson looked back up at him. ‘Like what?’ he asked uncertainly.


‘Like the connection between a father and his child.’


Jackson glanced from Alex to Riley and back again, and nodded in unexpectedly thoughtful agreement.


‘I’ve got two boys,’ Alex said, willing himself to make the most of any brittle affinity he might be starting to find with the man in front of him.


‘Boys?’ Jackson queried, his interest apparently piqued.


‘They’re Chelsea fans, just like you,’ Alex said, nodding at the initials and lion tattooed on Jackson’s left forearm. Over the years, Alex had learned to identify and make the most of every possible negotiating option – however unlikely or insignificant it might first have appeared – and the tattoos were something he had noticed right at the start of his encounter with Jackson. Now, they were suggesting to Alex the possibility of further common ground. He was leaning on a hunch that Jackson’s love for his football team might be the only other thing that came remotely close to his love for his daughter. And the reaction he got was exactly the one he was hoping for.


Jackson’s face visibly brightened. Without disturbing Riley, he slowly rotated his arm to offer a better view of the inked signs of his sporting allegiance.


‘Who’s your favourite player?’ Alex asked, looking for a way to reinforce the connection that seemed to be developing between them.


‘Of all time?’ Jackson responded, his attention distracted for the moment from the overwhelming seriousness of the situation he found himself in.


‘If you like,’ Alex replied, swiftly rehearsing in his mind his sons’ likely answers to the same question.


‘Super Frankie Lampard, of course,’ Jackson said without hesitation. ‘What about your boys?’ he asked, evidently warming to his subject.


‘Lampard, definitely,’ Alex agreed. ‘And they’ve always loved Didier Drogba.’


Jackson nodded approvingly. ‘Good shout,’ he said. ‘Best striker Chelsea have ever had.’


‘What about Riley?’ Alex asked, carefully drawing the focus back to the situation in hand.


‘What about her?’ Jackson asked, his eyebrows raised.


‘Is she going to be a Chelsea fan too?’


‘Of course she bloody is!’ Jackson said proudly.


Alex knew that they had reached a critical juncture in the negotiation: an inflection point. Jackson appeared significantly more biddable than at any time since their initial exchange, but Alex knew better than to rely on that remaining the case – particularly given the unpredictable effects of the cocaine that Jackson had apparently taken. Alex needed to make the very most of the moment.


‘Look at her,’ Alex said gently, his eyes fixed on Riley.


‘What about her?’ Jackson responded, his attention returning to his daughter.


‘She’s beautiful,’ Alex said.


‘Too bloody right she is,’ Jackson replied.


‘What’s the first thing you think when you look at her?’


‘That I fucking love her,’ Jackson replied with surprising tenderness.


‘That you love her,’ Alex affirmed quietly. ‘I’m not surprised,’ he added. ‘That’s exactly what I think when I look at my boys.’


Alex allowed the silence to linger for a moment, mentally rehearsing the wording of his next question before speaking it out loud. ‘Is this what you want for her?’ he asked when the moment seemed right.


Jackson looked up. ‘What are you talking about?’ he asked, his tone quizzical rather than hostile.


‘All of this,’ Alex repeated, gesturing with both hands at the grim reality of their immediate surroundings. ‘It’s perfectly obvious to me how much you love your daughter. And I reckon that you want more for her than this. Much, much more.’


It was Jackson’s turn to pause. He looked first at Alex, then at the upturned table and the two TSG officers crouched silently behind it. With a shrug and a heavy sigh he leaned his weight back against the wall.


‘So what are you suggesting?’ Jackson asked eventually, his head tilted back, his eyes closed.


Alex felt a rush of something approaching euphoria and had to check himself against rushing into an ill-considered reply. Riley’s safety was suddenly within near touching distance and it would have been all too easy to say the wrong thing – to undo all the progress that he had been able to make in the negotiation. Alex needed Jackson to feel as though he still had some control over what was happening – that he was part of the decision-making process, rather than the subject of it.


‘Well,’ Alex said eventually, ‘we could start by giving you a breather and allowing me to hold her for a bit?’ Once again, he phrased it as a question rather than a statement.


‘And then what?’ Jackson asked uncertainly.


‘And then we can talk a while longer,’ Alex suggested. ‘Talk about what you think is best for Riley.’


Jackson lapsed back into silence, his forehead creased in an agitated frown. Silently, Alex willed him to make the right choice, even as he fought off the urge to interrupt the slow-moving quiet.


It took a seeming eternity for Jackson to speak again.


‘So you’re telling me that, if I let you hold Riley, you’ll stay here with her and we can talk together about what happens next?’ he said eventually. The uncertainty on his face matched the hesitation in his voice.


‘That’s exactly what I’m telling you,’ Alex replied, his hope surging again. He had given no thought to what might happen beyond the possibility of Riley being handed over to him but, for the time being, it hardly mattered.


‘You promise?’ Jackson asked, taking a tentative step towards the pair of TSG officers.


‘You have my word,’ Alex replied, his heart hammering.


The next few moments and movements happened in seeming slow motion.


Alex hardly dared breathe as Jackson approached the doorway. Releasing his grip on the baseball bat and allowing it to fall to the floor, he carefully took hold of Riley with both hands, lifted her above the table and the riot shields and allowed Alex to take hold of her.


As Alex drew her precious, fragile little life into his arms, he felt a surge of relief beyond almost anything he had known in his life before. It was matched only by the plunging depths of exhaustion he experienced as the last reserves of his adrenaline emptied out of him. His legs buckled and he needed Rich to reach out and steady him.


One last effort, Alex demanded of himself, even as he wondered whether he had anything left to give. He looked down at Riley, needing to reassure himself that he hadn’t somehow imagined it. That he really was holding her. That she really was safe.


Meanwhile, Jackson was standing and staring at him, wide-eyed and restless, waiting to see what happened next. True to his word – and in spite of a compelling urge to do otherwise – Alex made no attempt to move away from the door, or to hand Riley over to anyone else. Because he understood how important it was to keep his promises. Because he knew that the negotiation wasn’t over. Because Jackson was still inside the flat, unaware of the fact that his ex-partner was dead, and that he was going to be arrested for her murder. Alex now needed to find a way to persuade him to surrender peacefully, without placing his TSG colleagues at risk of any harm.


At least, that would have been the plan if Riley hadn’t started to cry.


Alex felt it before he heard it: the sudden tensing in her tiny frame; the sharp, silent intake of small breath.


And then the noise.


The reaction from Jackson was instantaneous. ‘Riley,’ he called out in frantic alarm, pushing forwards against the table and the riot shields. The two PCs at the door crouched lower and steadied themselves.


Alex drew Riley into an even closer embrace and pleaded wordlessly with her to settle.


But she didn’t.


‘Give her back to me!’ Jackson demanded furiously.


Alex looked Jackson in the eye and tried to hold his unfocused gaze. ‘I can’t do that,’ he said, as calmly as he was able.


‘What the fuck are you talking about?’ Jackson responded, his voice rising and his fists clenching.


Out of the corner of his eye, Alex could see the TSG sergeant gesturing down the corridor for the line of waiting PCs to move up closer to the flat. And he could feel Rich’s hand in the small of his back, grabbing hold of his belt, getting ready to pull him clear.


Riley’s cries grew louder still.


‘I can’t give her back to you,’ Alex tried to explain. ‘It’s not safe for her in there.’


Jackson responded with a guttural roar of fury. Stumbling back from the upturned table, he snatched the baseball bat up from the floor and slammed it double-handed into the wall next to him, sending splinters of paint and plaster flying in every direction.


‘Harvey!’ Alex shouted out in alarm, trying desperately to re-engage with him.


But Jackson had fallen far beyond reach. Far beyond any semblance of reason.


It was all over in a matter of seconds.


Raising the baseball bat high above his head, the screaming, spittle-flecked Jackson hurled himself at the table – which snapped in half like matchwood – and into the two long shields. Having anticipated what was coming, the two PCs at the door managed to survive the initial impact and hold their ground.


As this was happening, Alex felt the urgent nudge from Rich. Wrapping both arms round Riley and covering her head with his hands, Alex spun round and hurried back down the corridor. At the same moment, the TSG sergeant was yelling a rapid series of instructions, summoning the rest of his officers in the opposite direction, towards the door.


Having failed in his first attempt to break out of the flat, Jackson picked himself up from the lino, and started raining blows with the baseball bat down onto the shields. The response from the uniformed officers was instantaneous. Reinforced by their colleagues behind them, the two PCs holding the long shields charged forwards and unceremoniously flattened Jackson – pinning him to the floor while the rest of the team swarmed into the flat to help detain him.


A minute or two later, a bloodied Jackson was being carried away face down, handcuffs and leg restraints in place. He was spitting and struggling and bellowing obscenities, but utterly powerless to resist his detention.


It was almost eight o’clock in the morning when Rich dropped Alex back at home in Stockwell. They hadn’t spoken much on the way. Alex was feeling shattered – both physically and emotionally – and Rich had been happy to give him some space.


‘Good job tonight,’ he said as Alex climbed out of the van.


‘Thanks,’ Alex replied with a smile that was more of a grimace. The burden of responsibility he’d felt over the previous few hours had weighed more heavily on him than in any other negotiation of recent times. He had left Riley in the care of one of his colleagues, but the fact that she was safe – and that he had played his part in saving her – was the only positive he was able to draw from the whole dreadful situation. Her mother was dead. Her father was going to be behind a cell door for a very, very long time. And that just left Riley. With a life sentence of her own. What the hell was going to happen to her now? Where was she going to live? Who was going to care for her? What kind of ruined future was she facing? Alex’s brief involvement in her life might have come to an end, but the seemingly endless list of challenges she was facing had only just begun. The ghosts that haunted Alex were of the living as well as the dead.


He unlocked the front door and closed it quietly behind him. Allowing his rucksack to drop to the floor, he walked slowly into the sitting room, slumped onto the sofa, leaned back and closed his eyes.


The next thing he knew, Pip was crouching on the carpet next to him, easing his shoes off his feet, and asking him if he was okay.


‘What time is it?’ he asked uncertainly.


‘Just after eleven,’ Pip replied quietly. ‘How did it go?’


And so Alex told her.


‘You need to take some time off,’ Pip said sympathetically as he finished his account of the night’s events.


‘We both do,’ Alex replied. He knew full well that Pip was as much in need of a break as he was. Her job as a DI on one of the Met’s sexual offences units – alongside her own additional duties as a negotiator – had taken every bit as much out of her as his professional life had taken out of him. She was a good deal more measured about it than he was – much better able to maintain a distance between their work and home lives – but, in the end, the impact on them both was much the same. Policing London just felt relentless: seemingly every kind of carnage and chaos every single day. The demand was endless and, at times, it felt as though the sadness was too. The calls just kept on coming and so he and Pip – like the vast majority of their colleagues – just kept on going. He knew that they both needed to stop, if only for a while.


Pip nodded slowly and thoughtfully in agreement. ‘We’re both due some leave,’ she acknowledged. ‘What say we take two or three weeks – just the two of us – and get away from it all?’


‘No phones?’ Alex asked.


‘No phones,’ Pip readily agreed.


‘No emails?’


‘Definitely no bloody emails.’


Alex paused for a moment, before offering her a weary half-smile. ‘Then I think I might know just the place,’ he said.






Chapter 1


Ten weeks later


Alex and Pip walked out of the main terminal building at Aberdeen airport and into the cold, blustery Scottish air. The mid-September skies above them were whale-skin grey and heavy with the certainty of rain. Hurrying to stay ahead of the weather, they followed the signs to the rental car park, found the black Volkswagen Polo that was theirs for the next fortnight and loaded their duffel bags into the boot.


Alex had volunteered to do the driving, which meant that Pip was responsible for working out the best route to their destination. ‘Remind me of the actual address we’re heading to?’ she said, as she pulled her mobile out of her fleece pocket.


‘You can probably just use “Blane Castle”,’ Alex replied, spelling the first part of the name out for her. ‘I can’t imagine that there are too many of those in this part of the world.’


Pip started tapping on the screen of her phone. ‘Just the one as it happens,’ she noted a few seconds later. ‘Blane Castle, Banffshire.’


‘That’s the one,’ Alex said, reaching forwards and adjusting the car’s rear-view mirror.


‘According to this,’ Pip said, gesturing at the screen on her mobile, ‘the castle is just shy of a hundred miles away. We ought to be there in a couple of hours.’


‘In plenty of time for dinner,’ Alex replied as he started the engine and put the car into gear.


‘Speaking of which,’ Pip responded, ‘should we stop off and do a food shop in Aberdeen?’


‘Already sorted,’ Alex replied as he pulled carefully out onto the main road. ‘Tom organised a delivery for us. He told me that it would be dropped off at the lodge this morning.’


‘That was good of him.’


‘He’s a good man.’


‘So you’ve told me on a number of occasions,’ Pip noted, positioning her phone on the car’s dashboard so that Alex could see and follow the route highlighted on the digital map. ‘But what else do I need to know about this mythical former sergeant of yours?’


‘Now there’s a question,’ Alex said with a knowing smile. He flicked the windscreen wipers on as the first spots of rain began to fall. ‘Tom Jamieson. Fifteen years in the army, seventeen years in the police and, for the last three years, head gamekeeper on the Blane Estate.’


‘And?’ Pip asked, wanting to know more.


‘Most of his time in the army was spent with the Special Forces.’


‘Hereford?’


Alex nodded. ‘He left in his early thirties to join the Met and ended up as one of the patrol sergeants on my old response team at Peckham.’ He glanced at the map and continued to follow the signs for the A96.


‘So what’s he actually like?’


‘He’s a remarkable man,’ Alex said with a renewed grin. ‘Swears like a soldier, moans like a copper but, beneath all the noise, he’s one of the very best people I’ve ever worked with.’


‘How so?’


‘Admittedly, he was something of an acquired taste for one or two of those he came across,’ Alex said with a chuckle. ‘Certainly for some of his bosses. But, without exception, the PCs absolutely loved him.’


‘Why?’ Pip asked. ‘What made him so good?’


‘There were all sorts of things,’ Alex replied. ‘His “take no shit” personality; his sometimes questionable sense of humour; his principled, but sometimes unorthodox methods; and the certain knowledge that he always had our backs. Put simply, he cared.’


‘Cared about what?’


‘About all of it. Us – his team. The Job. Locking up bad people. Looking after good people. All the stuff you’d want your sergeant to care about,’ Alex replied. ‘And, on those occasions when the wheels really started to come off, he was the best possible person to have on your side.’


‘I bet he was.’


As he turned onto the A96 and they began to leave the city of Aberdeen behind them, Alex recounted at some length the story of a night duty spent in the company of his old supervisor. The team were short of PCs that night and Jamieson was driving one of the marked response cars, with a young and inexperienced Alex as his operator. One of their colleagues had called for urgent assistance outside a pub on Nunhead Lane and he and Jamieson had been first on scene. On their arrival, the PC was already on the ground, taking a heavy beating from a group of four violent drunks. And Jamieson hadn’t hesitated. With no apparent thought for his own safety – and with Alex following close behind – he had ploughed straight into the midst of the melee, skittling the suspects. He had then managed to keep all four of them occupied while Alex went to the aid of their stricken colleague – and kept them occupied until the rest of the team arrived. All he’d had was his baton, a can of CS spray and his wits. And that had been more than enough.


‘I think I’m going to like him,’ Pip said.


‘Oh, you definitely will,’ Alex said smiling.


Outside the car, the scenery was beginning to change. The land around them was rising, the gradients were steepening, and the vast pine forests were starting to close in. The weather was changing too. The wind was picking up and the rain was gradually intensifying.


‘What would the world be, once bereft of wet and wildness?’ Pip murmured unexpectedly, glancing out of the car’s side window as she spoke.


‘Come again?’ said Alex, caught unawares and confused by what he had just heard.


‘It’s a line from a poem,’ Pip explained.


‘Who by?’


‘Gerard Manley Hopkins.’


‘Never heard of him.’


Pip laughed. ‘Before your time,’ she said. ‘But you should have more than enough opportunity in the next couple of weeks to read up on him.’


It was just after four in the afternoon when Alex took a right turn off the main road and headed deeper into the wildness. Despite there being the best part of three hours of daylight left, the cloud cover was now so low and the rain so heavy, that it felt much later. The road ahead of them was a single lane in each direction and the deepening conifer woods on either side of them were climbing ever higher. Alex had the windscreen wipers on their fastest setting and the headlights on full beam.


Visibility was so poor that he didn’t see the huge silhouette of the animal standing in the middle of the carriageway until the last possible moment. Letting out a cry of exclamation, he slammed on the brakes. He hadn’t been driving at more than about thirty miles per hour, but the sudden change in momentum was enough to throw them forwards in their seats and launch the car into an angled skid. Pip grabbed hold of the door handle next to her as the car slewed first one way, then the other on the wet, gravelly surface of the road.


‘Hang on!’ Alex called out, his pulse racing and his chest thumping as he wrestled to get the VW Polo back under control. Drawing instinctively on skills mastered on his advanced driving course many years earlier – taking his foot off the brake pedal and steering in the direction of the skid – he finally managed to bring the car to an undamaged stop on the muddy verge. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he muttered breathlessly as he slumped back in his seat, feeling unusually shaken by the near miss.


But Pip didn’t reply. Instead, she tapped him on the arm and pointed out of the front passenger window at the reason for their near miss. ‘Well, would you take a look at him,’ she whispered with awe in her voice. Alex looked to his left just in time to see the spectral figure of a huge stag walking slowly off into the trees.


‘The monarch of the glen,’ Pip said quietly, continuing to sound remarkably untroubled by what had just happened to them. When Alex didn’t respond, she turned in her seat to look at him. ‘Are you okay?’ she asked, studying his expression closely.


Alex knew that his reaction to the situation was out of kilter with the reality of it. They really hadn’t been going very fast and, though the stag would almost certainly have been hurt had they hit it, neither he nor Pip had been at any risk of significant injury. He closed his eyes for a moment and waited for the adrenaline surge to subside. ‘I really need this break, Pip,’ he murmured with a heavy sigh.


‘I know you do,’ she replied sympathetically, reaching over and putting a reassuring hand on his shoulder. Alex stared in silence out of the window. Pip had always been steadier than he was. It was one of the reasons why she was so good for him. He was all heart and emotion, whereas she tended to be much more measured and considered. Where he was led by impulse and instinct, she invariably took a more thoughtful, rational approach to life. In certain, important, ways, she was almost the complete opposite of him. She allowed the silence in the car to rest for a while before speaking again. ‘I know we’re almost there, but do you want me to take over the driving?’ she asked.


Alex took a deep breath and renewed his two-handed grip on the steering wheel. ‘I’ll be all right,’ he said determinedly – as much to reassure himself as to inform her.


‘You’re sure?’


Alex thought about it for a moment before nodding. Just a few more miles and he would be able to switch off the engine. Once that was done, he would try to begin the much-needed process of somehow finding a way to do the same with his mind.


‘All right, then,’ Pip said as she glanced back down at her phone. ‘There should be a turning coming up on the right in about five hundred metres,’ she indicated. ‘After that, it’s not far at all.’


Alex turned the key in the ignition, eased the car back onto the road and pulled cautiously away. ‘Tom said that he’d meet us at the lodge at four-thirty,’ he said as he took the right-hand turn and the tension in his head and body began to ease. As the road ahead of them narrowed, a vast stone wall emerged from the trees on their left and began to run alongside them. ‘I’m guessing that marks the boundary of the Blane estate,’ he observed.
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