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About the Book


A young woman disappears from a Navy warship.


Lieutenant Dani Lewis, star investigator of the Navy’s Kill Team, must mine the shadows of the ship and the secrets of its crew to uncover why the girl might run, or what might motivate a predator to take her.


But as Dani relentlessly pursues the truth, threads emerge which take her back to the dark conspiracy revealed aboard the submarine Tenacity. And closer to a killer who continues to taunt her from prison.


Is this a simple missing person case, or is the hunter about to become the prey?
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PART 1




Chapter 1


Sunday, 25th January


‘Boss, just wait.’


Dani felt her shoulders tense at the name. 


There was only one person in the Royal Navy, and possibly the whole world, who called her that and got away with it. 


It felt like a man’s name, something the boys called each other as a compromise between the formality the navy required of them and the friendship they developed from social outings to the local pubs and clubs.


‘Boss. Wait!’


The second time it sounded like a command. 


Dani stopped and paused, then turned slowly to face him.


John Granger had called her Boss when they’d first worked together on the Hamilton investigation, too, but that seemed like a lifetime ago. 


In the beginning, she’d felt too new, maybe too young and inexperienced to call him out on it. She hadn’t wanted to rock the boat with the more experienced Master at Arms; and she may have liked it as well, a little, but not much. Now, it’d just gone on too long to try and change it, and it also signalled that he was starting to relax around her again, that things were returning to whatever normal had once been; Dani wanted that.


She waited for him to realise that she didn’t like his tone, but he stared back at her, defiant.


‘I’m going to go and look,’ she said.


Dani saw a flash of anger spark in John’s eyes, watched his lips set hard and his eyebrows furrow.


‘Just wait for back-up. He’s dangerous,’ he said through gritted teeth.


‘You go and call in the cavalry. I’m only going to confirm they’re here.’


Dani crouched and ran along a fence that separated the open parking area from a small copse. She could no longer hear the cars that were motoring down the main road through Hampshire’s New Forest, and the sound of her feet crunching on the loose stones and broken asphalt of the car park seemed amplified against the near silence around her.


After a moment’s pause, John moved in the other direction, heading back down the lane that had led them to this place, to where they’d parked the car and where they’d last had a signal on their mobile phones.


Dani chose to ignore the little shake of his head just before she’d turned away.


Single-storey industrial units framed the parking area on three sides and Dani ran low across the mouth of the large courtyard, heading towards the corner lot and a disused shop set on the very end of the row. 


She hugged the fence that ran next to her for what little cover it might offer. She reached the building and walked slowly across the short gap between fence and brick wall.


The slatted shutters of the shop were down and locked; the shop and all the other units around it looked long unused, abandoned.


Dani peeked round the edge of the grimy shutters and looked through the narrow gap into the shop. She could see no movement, not at first, then she saw her; almost naked, utterly filthy, with streaks of darkness running down her pale skin. Only the rusty red tinge when the light caught her just right showed what the smears were.


The woman’s hands were bound behind her back. Her skinny shoulder bones pushed against her skin, tenting it, prodding out at impossible angles.


Dani checked behind her. 


John was several hundred metres away now, across the car park. He was moving quickly and Dani knew he wouldn’t want to be out of sight for long.


She looked back through the shutters. 


Evelyn wasn’t moving and her husband, David Simmons, was nowhere to be seen. 


She turned again just in time to see John disappear from view.


The sky was a dull grey and the light was leaving, the sun ducking behind the building opposite and presenting it to her as a silhouette. 


She looked along the wall, towards the back of the shop. 


There was a small red hatchback parked off to one side. Only the back end of it was visible, sticking out from behind some bushes and a rusted metal skip that was overflowing with rubble and other rubbish. The car had been well hidden, would be almost invisible, unless you were specifically looking for it. 


It had taken time to find the car since the moment of pure fate when a half-dressed child had run out on to the road and nearly beneath Dani’s tyres while she was driving to work; the girl had stood crying and staring back towards a house set into a terrace almost identical to Dani’s. 


The child was hysterical. Dani had managed to talk her into the back of her car, then another worried passer-by had waited with the girl while Dani went into the house to see what had happened.


The social worker would have had no chance.


Amanda Collins, a naval Petty Officer and armed forces social worker, who had been sent to investigate concerns of domestic violence in one of the military families that lived on the small estate near to Dani’s own home. 


Dani could see from the patterns of blood that Collins had been set upon as soon as she’d stepped into the kitchen. She’d later learn that David Simmons was supposed to have been at work, but that he’d hidden in the garden shed, suspicious and watching, before entering the house by the back door and beating Amanda Collins unconscious with a claw hammer.


When the sheer volume of blood made it impossible to grip the wooden shaft, he’d continued to bludgeon her with his bare hands. 


He’d dragged her limp body to the raised threshold of the back door and had used the concrete step to stamp repeatedly on her head. By some miracle she had yet to succumb to her injuries.


Then he’d fled, taking his new wife with him. 


The hunt for David Simmons had spun up quickly, a multi-force effort to track him down. 


He had previous form, but the law meant that Evelyn may not have known about it. He also had served in the British Army for five years, joining relatively late, when he was already in his mid-twenties.


With nothing else to go on, Dani had pulled his service records and found the address, not a house, but a shop. 


It was listed as his next-of-kin address at the time of his joining. 


His family still owned the unit. They’d sold food and general supplies to the seasonal caravanning crowd, complementing the other units around them, which had also catered to this trade. 


Now, the place was deserted and it looked like nobody came here at all any more, except those who’d plastered the graffiti over the walls, doors and shutters.


Dani looked back at Evelyn and then around in John’s direction. 


He’d raise the alarm and be back any second. 


She ran again, crouched low, and made for the red car. She looked through the windows, felt the bonnet for heat, and decided it hadn’t been driven recently.


The leaves strewn across the windscreen and the beginnings of a spider’s web growing out from behind the wing mirrors and wheel arches showed it had been some days since this vehicle had been moved; he must have come straight here after the attack.


She bent down and unscrewed the dust cap on the rear tyre. She pulled her house key from her pocket and used the end to compress the valve, gritting her teeth at the noise the air made as it hissed out and the wheel moved slowly towards the ground. When it was done, she moved round to the other side and did the same, until the metal of the rear wheels was separated from the gravel only by the layer of flat, black rubber; he wouldn’t be driving away from them this time.


She stood up, nervous, looking at the building and then checking behind herself. Then she went back towards the fence to wait for John.


He was on his way, running along the fence line towards her, trying to stay low.


‘I’ll kill her.’ 


The words echoed around the silent spaces, vibrating off the walls and disappearing into the trees. 


‘Stand still.’


The voice was loud, violent in its delivery, and Dani saw John stop, stand up straight and look up towards the roof of the shop unit.


Dani froze, unsure if she’d also been spotted, whether the sound of the escaping air had given her away or not, then she moved quickly away from the fence and pressed herself against the wall, hoping that she couldn’t be seen.


‘If you move any closer, I’ll flay her.’


‘I won’t move,’ said John. ‘Relax, David, just be relaxed. I only came to talk to you.’


‘No, you didn’t. You want to arrest me for sorting out the interfering bitch who accessed my house without my permission. Even though she was trespassing. Even though she was trying to talk my wife into doing things she didn’t want to do, trying to break up my family for things that aren’t any of her business. It was self-defence. Defending me, my home and my family from her.’


‘Amanda’s in a bad way, David, I can’t say different; you really hurt her.’


‘She was trying to hurt me,’ said Simmons. ‘Trying to take what’s mine.’


Dani couldn’t see Simmons and he hadn’t yet addressed her, so she assumed she hadn’t been seen. 


John was looking up towards the roof. He wouldn’t dare glance at Dani and give her away. But his right hand, the one nearest to Dani, was at his waist and held flat towards her. He was telling her not to move.


Dani ducked away and followed the line of the shop wall towards the back, past the car.


The front door to the shop and all the windows were locked and shuttered, Dani had seen that. They were padlocked from the outside, so Simmons hadn’t been using them for entry or egress.


She turned the corner, leaving John out of sight, and saw a rear entrance.


The door had been blue once but was now dull grey with cracked paint flaking down from it, the undercoat showing through where the paint had conceded to time and weather. The wood was buckled at the bottom, sticking out three inches, so much so that Dani could see the dark inside through the gap. Much of the black paint on the handle was still bonded to the metal, though it looked grey, dirty and worn – most of it snuggled in thick cobwebs. In the centre of the handle, however, she could see that the debris had been cleared away. There were marks, greasy fingerprints, where a hand had touched the dry, cold metal. 


Dani reached out and leaned down on the handle. She was determined to open the door slowly, soundlessly. She could see that the wood was swollen, could see that there were marks on the floor where the metal draft excluder had dragged repeatedly against the concrete as the door was opened and closed.


‘David. Evie and Eric are safe. I thought you’d want to know that,’ said John, his voice echoing around the space. 


Simmons laughed in such a way that it broke Dani’s concentration and made her shiver.


‘I think we both know I couldn’t give a shit about them kids. They were ninety percent of what was wrong with their bloody mother. Always fussing around them, wrapping them in cotton wool, neglecting what should’ve been her priorities. That boy would’ve grown up a fag if I hadn’t taken them on. I was the only chance he had of becoming a man, and look where that got me.’


The handle resisted and Dani had to go up on to tiptoes, leaning with all her weight to force it. Then, once the handle was down, she pulled back with her whole body, moving the door open just an inch, so that the lock couldn’t re-engage. 


The noise made Dani freeze, gritting her teeth. It was more of a pop than anything else and she waited for a reaction.


‘What was that?’ Simmons was shouting. 


‘It could be the police coming down the entrance road, David. My partner’s at the car now, calling this in. But you know what, if we sort this out now, between you and me, if you were to let me come and get Evelyn and walk her out here, safe and sound, then it’d go much easier for you, David, much easier for us all.’


Simmons laughed again. ‘I don’t think Evelyn feels like moving at the moment,’ he shouted. ‘We’re married now, remember? We consummated our union until she could barely walk, the lucky lady. She also found out what happens when you shout your mouth off about private family business. She’s knackered after all that excitement; she’s just chilling out for a while.’


Simmons’s voice echoed off the walls of the other units.


Dani was still waiting, not wanting to make a noise again so soon after the last. She looked down at the marks on the floor where the door had rubbed against the concrete, and then she hooked her forearm under the handle, standing up to try lifting the door, reducing the weight of it on the ground as much as it was possible to do, before leaning backwards and slowly walking the door open without making a sound.


The door moved, the rubbing against the ground low and soft, lost in the wind, and Dani pulled it open just wide enough for her to squeeze her small frame through the gap.


Her senses were heightened and she couldn’t help but look behind her again, before she entered the dark interior at the rear of the shop.


She was alone now, felt alone, as she so often did, but John’s voice carried to her, and the threats that Simmons had made against Evelyn were enough to give her the confidence to continue, to recognise that she had an opportunity while the two men talked, and that time could be running out.


She pulled a small torch from her pocket and shone it around. She was in a storeroom. She panned her beam, taking in high shelves and stacked boxes. 


There were large shelf racks lining the walls along three sides of this area. Directly across from where she stood by the door, the fourth side was a glass window running along the whole wall, from waist height up to a false ceiling. Through the glass, Dani could see an office, a computer chair and a dusty monitor set against a backdrop of filing cabinets and numerous children’s drawings pinned to a cork board. She wondered how many, if any, were drawn by David Simmons.


The shelves around her looked full, as though the business hadn’t died slowly, the customers coming in smaller and smaller numbers, but had instead been deserted without warning, as if some attack or event had driven people to leave instantly.


The storeroom felt cold, damp, and the boxes that were left on the shelves looked as though they had begun to droop and disintegrate over time.


She moved further into the room.


The shop was silent. She could no longer hear John and David Simmons talking outside. 


There was a door at the far end of the room on Dani’s left, framed by shelves. 


She walked quickly towards it, looking around, realising that she couldn’t see the roof access, wasn’t sure what route David Simmons had taken to get up there. She reached into her other pocket and pulled out a telescopic, military-issue police baton. 


It was heavy, hard, and could extend quickly at the flick of a wrist, as it did now.


She scanned the door again with the torch. There were bolts top and bottom on this, extra security in case someone broke into the shop perhaps, but they were unlocked. Dani looked for gouge marks on the floor, but there were none. She reached for the handle, pushing down steadily, and opened the door. 


The shop floor on the other side was brighter than the storeroom, some of the retreating light from outside making it in through the slatted shutters. It was also cold, like a room with a door left open, and Dani knew that the access to the roof was in the main shop somewhere, maybe a fire exit towards the back.


She stepped inside.


The shop was larger than she had expected. It was at least as long as a basketball court, and aisles ran the full length of the shop floor. 


To her right she could see a fire escape sign. The cold breeze was coming from that direction.


The door started to close behind her and she grabbed a large bag of pasta from the shelf next to her, wedging it quietly between the door and the stop to keep it open.


She scanned her torch in both directions again, wondering whether she might be able to secure the fire exit from the inside, locking Simmons on the roof while she tended to Evelyn. She listened carefully, heard Simmons’s voice as a few words echoed down to her, before the rest were lost to the wind; he was still talking to John. Then she heard a rasping, gurgling sound. Dani moved quickly to her left, towards the front of the shop where she saw the tills.


There were two of them, side by side, and behind them were empty shelves where cigarettes would once have been; somebody had remembered to come and take those away when the shop had stopped trading. 


She heard shuffling behind her, was sure she had, and spun round, turning off the torch, listening for Simmons’s footsteps coming into the shop. 


Silence again. 


She looked at the shutters and then moved towards them, turning right and looking down at the spot where she knew Evelyn Simmons had been lying when she’d looked only a short time before. 


Evelyn was gone. 


What was left was an area smeared with dark fluids, blood and urine, that were wiped across the floor in a localised area, as though someone had tried to clean up a mess with a blood-soaked rag. 


‘Evelyn,’ Dani whispered, hoping that the woman might be conscious and had moved herself. 


She turned the torch back on and saw the trail of dirt disappear deeper into the shop. She could see now that it could only have been made by dragging a bloodied body along the floor; Evelyn hadn’t moved herself.


Dani followed the trail, walking beside it so as not to get the slippery blood on the soles of her shoes. She held the torch in her left hand, her right gripping the baton, which was raised, cocked, resting on her shoulder as she walked and listened, aware of every noise around her. She reached the junction, the point at which the shelves running lengthwise met others that crossed the store, and she stopped. 


In front of her was an old gift section beneath a sign that read ‘Gifts 4 those U Love’. 


In the centre of the gift section was a rocking chair, an old wooden classic, and on it was a huge teddy bear, the kind of thing that her sister, Charlie, had loved to try and win at the fairground when they were kids. She remembered how they’d often walk back with something similar, Charlie smiling, clutching some enormous soft toy as tight as she could, barely able to carry it, and her dad looking a bit grim as he wondered where on earth they were going to keep it.


‘Evelyn,’ Dani whispered again, but there was still no reply. 


On the floor, the trail of human fluids was no longer as clear as it had been; instead the whole floor was dirty, and Dani moved further into the shop, shining her torch along another aisle as she moved away from the gifts section.


The noise was there again.


She heard it, no question this time, a shuffle, a rasp, the rattle of laboured breathing. It was near to her, behind her, and she turned quickly, shining the torch and almost losing balance.


Then she saw it. 


Next to her was a large double-door fridge with a bright handwritten sign declaring that this was the ‘Last Chance’ section.


Dani could already see that inside the fridge on the upper shelves were the remnants of rotten produce, probably so long gone that there wouldn’t even be a smell, but at the bottom, curled up and not moving, was a body, Evelyn Simmons, and Dani could see every single vertebra of the woman’s spine as it pushed hard against her thin, bruised skin.


The fridge was big, as big as a wardrobe, with two glass doors as wide and tall as the shelves around them.


Dani pulled at one of the doors to open it, but it didn’t budge.


The fridge wasn’t powered on and she spotted what looked like a bike lock at the very top of the door.


It was looped and locked through two security eyes.


Dani tried the other door and was sure she saw Evelyn breathe as the glass door opened a tiny bit, until the bike lock at the top prevented it going any further.


‘Evelyn, can you hear me?’ whispered Dani.


Evelyn didn’t move, though Dani was sure she heard a sound, breathing. She was alive at least.


Dani wedged the end of her police baton into the gap and tried to lever the door wider. The bike lock looked firm, but the eye loop it was fed through looked weak, as though it were only riveted in place to stop the doors from falling open in transit and maybe to dissuade a casual thief.


With all her strength, she forced her weight against the end of the lever again and again, bouncing against it, as she felt the door move a little bit further each time.


The eye at the top of the door gave way with a crack and the door flew open. 


Dani stepped back, her foot hitting a patch of fluid, and she slipped and stumbled, falling against a shelf of canned fish and knocking several of them to the floor.


‘Shit,’ she said, but she knew she had no time.


She stood up and the light from the torch spilled across the floor, illuminating the dirt in a rusty red glow. Dani collapsed the baton and put it back in her pocket. Then she picked up the torch and held it in her mouth, gagging at the taste of dirt that covered the handle. She reached in through the open door and grabbed Evelyn’s body, reaching under her arms and dragging her out of the refrigerator.


The woman was emaciated, but even so, she was bigger than Dani’s five-foot-and-two-inch frame, and as she dragged Evelyn out, she was unable to stop the woman’s skinny legs slapping down against the floor with a crack that made Dani wince.


She laid Evelyn on her back, straddled her and gritted her teeth as she lifted her under the arms into a sitting position. Then she took one of Evelyn’s arms, wrapped it round behind her head and tried to heave the woman’s body up on to her shoulder in a fireman’s carry.


Dani knew that Simmons may well be on his way, but she also knew that meant John would be too, and she had to trust him to be here so that she could get Evelyn out of harm’s way.


It took her three attempts to lift Evelyn’s naked, unconscious body, and she staggered at first, struggling to find her balance beneath the weight. When she finally did, she turned to head for the front of the shop just in time to see David Simmons jump at her. 


He was already in the air, flying towards her, and he landed a two-footed kick to her stomach.


The blow doubled Dani over and collapsed her, throwing her back hard against the fridge and shattering one door as both she and Evelyn crumbled to the floor.


Dani was dazed and winded. Her arms and legs seeming to be tied together with Evelyn’s bare limbs. She barely registered Evelyn’s body being dragged off her in a single movement and being tossed out of the way, flying through the air, the limbs as loose and free as a child’s rag doll, before landing with a sickening, wet thud on the floor more than six feet across the aisle.


A blow caught the front of Dani’s face, skimming her cheek, but catching the side of her nose hard enough to make her head flick over to her right shoulder and blood to start flowing.


Her nose was blocked in an instant, her eyes filled with reflexive tears, and instinctively, she leaned away again, her head moving into the space that would have been blocked by glass, as another wild punch whistled past her head.


Even in her dazed state, Dani knew she was in big trouble. The ferocity of Simmons’s attack had left her airways seemingly blocked at her throat, her nose numb and pouring blood, her vision obscured. The fear she now felt was intensified by the fact that, in her mind, the images flashing faster than anything she’d ever seen, she replayed the result of his animal aggression on Petty Officer Amanda Collins.


She felt a sickening pain on her left shin and knew, though she couldn’t properly see, that he’d stamped down on it with all of his weight.


Simmons wasn’t trying to win a fight, he wasn’t trying to subdue her or keep her down, he was trying to break bones, disable her, to kill her if he could.


There was a loud crash and through her tears she saw the shadow before her disappear.


John Granger, her partner and friend, had arrived.


Dani was blinking repeatedly, clearing the tears from her eyes now, trying to calm herself down so she could recover her breath.


John had tackled Simmons to the floor, was on top of him now. 


She could see that John wasn’t trying to restrain Simmons, the violence she was watching had gone too far for that; John was fighting for everyone’s safety, and she watched as Simmons drove his hand up into John’s face, keeping his fingers there and reaching to try and gouge at John’s eyes.


Both of John’s hands were trying to fight off this attack, and Simmons, a former soldier who was physically fit, large, strong and aggressive, reached out with his other hand, grabbing a large tin of fish, ready to use it as a weapon.


Dani willed her body into action, though it was slow to respond. She tried to stand, the leg where Simmons had stamped her giving way, and she hurled herself at Simmons, catching his thick forearm, unable to stop him, but diverting the direction of his arm and forcing the weapon to bounce off John’s shoulder just a second before it would have slammed into his temple.


Simmons was strong, so strong, easily a foot taller than Dani and more than twice her weight. He had the overdeveloped forearms of a man who loved lifting weights and training hard and he turned to Dani, his teeth bared, and in the instant that he looked away, his attention divided, John Granger leaned back enough to free his face from Simmons’s grip and sweep his other arm aside.


John dropped forward fast, driving his elbow down on to the bridge of Simmons’s nose.


Simmons didn’t make a sound. He easily ripped his arm free of Dani’s grip, dropped the can and grabbed John’s head in both of his hands, drawing John’s skull down towards him at the same time as he drove his head upwards, headbutting John in the centre of his face.


Dani watched John go limp for a second, watched as Simmons easily reversed their positions, and in what seemed like an instant, John was rolled on to the floor, Simmons atop him, and she saw Simmons again drive his head down into John’s face.


She reached for her baton, grabbed it and extended it quickly, the cracking sound drawing Simmons’s attention. He reached out for her, looking away from John who immediately swung a punch at Simmons’s head.


Simmons looked back at John, grunting for the first time and torn between two opponents. His arm was still outstretched towards her, and Dani, taking her chance, whipped the baton down hard on to Simmons’s forearm, feeling the vibration travel up the length of it to her hand as it impacted. He screamed in pain as the loud crack of his radius bone breaking in two rose above the other sounds.


John looked as though he was spent, was on the edge of losing consciousness, and Dani looked at Simmons as his arm hung limp. 


Simmons stood, leaving John on the ground, and swung his good arm at Dani, missing, but making her stumble backwards. He seemed to take in his surroundings, unsure of what to do, and Dani saw the first flashes of blue light as they touched his features and glinted in his eyes.


He looked at her and then at Evelyn, seemed to sneer and then headed for the unconscious woman. 


Dani rushed him, swinging the baton, but he ducked.


The baton glanced off his shoulder and he swung at Dani again, catching her clean on the side of the head and knocking her back against the broken fridge.


Confused, she looked across at John who was out cold, his face like road kill, and then she saw Simmons dragging Evelyn into a clear space. 


He was making a sound under his breath, the same one again and again, and it took Dani a moment to realise he was repeating the word ‘bitch’.


He laid Evelyn flat and stepped towards her head.


Dani knew exactly what he was going to do; she’d been the one to find Amanda Collins, her skull almost split open from where he’d repeatedly stamped on it. He meant to crack Evelyn’s skull before he was taken.


Dani pushed herself up and threw herself at him. She swung the baton, aiming for his lower back, but he was ready, a trained fighter, clad in muscle and pumped with adrenaline. 


The baton landed, but not hard enough, and this time, instead of striking Dani and pushing her away, he clubbed her to the ground.


She slumped at his feet and he smiled down.


‘Bitch,’ he said. ‘Her first, so you can watch, then you.’


He moved his feet, placing one next to Evelyn’s head as he raised the other. His broken arm was hanging limp at his side and Dani forced herself up off the floor, reaching for that hand and grabbing it tight. 


With everything she had left, she pulled hard on the broken arm, twisting her whole body so that the arm contorted too. Then she reached up for his elbow and tried to bend his forearm as far back on itself as she could.


He howled, stumbled back, swung at her but missed, and he fell away, Dani hanging on to his arm like a terrier. He fell to the ground and only then did she let go. He was sitting against some shelves, his breathing heavy, sweat pouring from his brow.


Dani could hear more people in the shop now, could see torch beams.


She willed them to come.


He looked at her, was close enough to push himself forward and grab her one last time. The word was coming out again, ‘bitch, bitch, bitch’. He heaved himself forward and Dani felt a hard object in her hand.


She’d swung the can of fish at his head before she even realised what it was.


It struck him on the temple, hard, and he slumped to the floor in front of her just as the first of the military and civilian police appeared round the end of the aisle.






Chapter 2


Thursday, 29th January


Dani felt her phone vibrate and grabbed it from her pocket. She checked the screen, then smiled at the military assistant behind the desk, who simply looked irritated, and then stepped outside the door of Captain David Harrow-Brown’s outer office.


‘Charlie,’ said Dani, hearing her sister sigh as soon as she heard the tone. ‘I can’t really talk now.’


‘You can never talk,’ said her sister. ‘Where are you?’


‘Cheltenham, broadly. If I’m to be exact, I’m at GCHQ, outside Captain Harrow-Brown’s office.’


‘Really? What does that cock-blister want now?’


Dani snorted, caught out by her older sister’s unusual use of foul language.


‘Charlie!’ she said reprovingly.


‘Yeah, sorry. I just learned that one yesterday. I know swearing doesn’t really suit me, but, you know, he feels like someone it’s worth having a go for.’


Dani smiled, looking away from the assistant and feeling like a naughty child outside the headmaster’s office.


‘What’re you there for anyway? Have you got a big book stuffed down your pants again? I mean, you did what he wanted, saw the shrinks, got the clean bill of health – what more can he possibly want from you? Blood?’


Dani was silent as she thought about that.


‘Seriously, Dani, what are we now, January? He’s been on your case since you got off that stupid submarine in October. That’s three months, almost four. At what point does it become bullying and harassment?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Dani, looking at the assistant and turning away a bit more. ‘At the point I start to give a crap, I guess.’


‘Well start. He makes me mad and Dad wants to pull his arms and legs off.’


Dani laughed, keeping the volume low but glad for the smile it put on her face. ‘Look, I really need to go. I’ll call you back.’


‘Do. It’s important. Oh, and we didn’t manage to get a hard copy of the story on your latest heroics, but Dad printed it off some of the newspaper websites from down there. They’re saying that your actions saved the social worker’s life, which is a reason why you should be going in there for a commendation, not a bollocking. Anyway, I know you won’t do this, but I said I’d ask you to get a proper copy for Dad; he collects them.’


‘You’re right, I won’t. It’ll be a load of crap and it’s probably why I’m here needing a book down my pants. Plus, he needs to ease to a frenzy. It’s like he’s stalking me since I got off Tenacity.’


‘He loves you and he’s worried about you,’ said Charlie, ever calm. ‘I’ll tell him you said you’d try your best, and I also need you to plan a trip back home. We all want to see you, and your place isn’t big enough for us all.’


‘It’s big enough for us two,’ said Dani.


‘Love you. Call me back later,’ said Charlie, and ended the call.


Dani stepped back into the office and sat down on the chair opposite the assistant. Her bum had barely touched the seat when the door off to her left, the one that led into Captain Harrow-Brown’s office, opened, and Roger Blackett stuck his head out.


He didn’t smile, just grimaced and nodded towards her.


‘You’re on, Dani,’ he said, and leaned out of the way to let her pass into the office.


Dani didn’t make eye contact as she brushed by; she just tried to ignore the serious frown etched on to his face as though she hadn’t even noticed it.


‘Ah, Lieutenant Lewis. So often do I wish that I could start a meeting with you by stating what a pleasure it is to see you again, and yet, I feel we both know it just never seems to be the case.’ Captain Harrow-Brown stared at Dani as he finished speaking, his eyes cold and gleaming as he looked at her from behind his large, very clean, sterile-looking desk.


Dani had a flashing vision of Harrow-Brown alone, flicking his tongue out like a lizard and licking his own eyeball; Charlie would’ve loved that, and Dani suppressed a smile.


‘Morning, sir,’ she said, meeting his stare and holding it.


He looked at her now in a way that would be familiar to anyone who’d seen a cat watch prey. His eyes were fixed, unblinking, looking through her. 


Her dad had once said something to her about the family cat as it lazed on Dani’s lap, gazing up at her as she stroked him. He’d said, ‘He may love you, but only because he can’t eat you. If you were small enough, I can assure you he would.’ That’s how Captain Harrow-Brown looked now, predatory and bleak, like if he could do Dani harm, he genuinely would; but he was compelled, for the moment, to tolerate her.


Harrow-Brown sighed, deliberately loud, and looked to Roger Blackett, who was sitting in a chair off to the side; he didn’t invite Dani to sit down.


Roger nodded at Dani again.


She nodded back, looked at the two men in turn, then let her eyes settle back on to Harrow-Brown. 


Roger Blackett, her immediate boss and the man in charge of the military investigators across the United Kingdom, was a man she’d known for years, since she was a child, and he was also a good friend of her father’s. He was less than a year away from retirement now, a whisky drinker and diehard Scottish rugby fan, and had the stocky look and red nose of someone who’d partaken regularly in both, often to excess. He’d always been Dani’s strongest ally in the Special Investigation Branch and Dani hoped this was about to continue. 


Captain Harrow-Brown might have been the polar opposite of everything Dani admired about Blackett. He was a tall, thin and slimy man who made Dani’s skin crawl if she thought too much about him. He reminded her of a spider furled up in his chair ready to expand outwards, as though he would lengthen his long, delicate limbs if he were to stand up and fully reveal himself. He was pale, looked like the typecast baddie in a children’s movie, with slicked-back, black hair and pallid skin. He was, it was fair to say, Dani’s strongest detractor in the Special Investigation Branch and, unfortunately for Dani, he was also the Head of Investigative and Intelligence and so, her boss’s boss. One step higher than Harrow-Brown and you were into the military men who’d become bureaucrats, joined the executive and transcended specialisation. That was where Harrow-Brown would be headed in short order.


Dani knew that he was changeable, adaptable, he was everything he needed to be to succeed in this world. He was a survivor, who could catch the eye and leave his mark, just as easily as he could slither along the floors of power, his mucus trail drying behind him and leaving no trace. He mixed effortlessly with both the military leaders and politicians; her foe was only going to grow in strength while her ally went out to pasture.


Judging by Harrow-Brown’s look and tone, he’d not come to like her any better since they’d bumped heads shortly after she’d left the submarine HMS Tenacity. 


‘I believe we can be honest in that I wasn’t enamoured to hear that you’d returned to active duty,’ he began, reaching for a file in front of him and just touching it, sliding it forward towards her, not so that she could read it, but just so she could see what it was.


It was the report that had been written about her by the psychiatric assessment team at Catterick; Dani could see the crest on the front of the buff-coloured card.


‘And yet it seems that those who are reckoned to know, after a few months of talking to you, believed you ready to do so.’ 


He left the folder alone and leaned back in his chair.


Dani was still standing, had expected as much, and watched him touch the fingertips of each hand to the fingertips of the other, steepling his fingers and resting his chin against them.


‘And now, lo and behold, we meet again in another situation where your judgement has to be called into question. Where you’ve colluded again with our friends in the British media to further your celebrity.’


‘I can’t control what the press publish,’ said Dani. ‘I never even spoke to the—’


‘The reports from the medical staff are clear, sir,’ interrupted Roger, forcing his way into the conversation and cutting Dani off, but supporting her. ‘Had Lieutenant Lewis not gone in and attempted rescue, and had the situation ended in a stand-off, the most likely outcome was that Evelyn Simmons would have died from her injuries. The medical—’


‘Thank you, Roger.’ Harrow-Brown cut Blackett off. ‘I read the reports too, and while I saw that, I also noted that it was not a firm conclusion, but a hypothesis that supported Lieutenant Lewis’s actions. The report also mentioned that Mrs Simmons was further hurt in the ensuing struggle, that Master at Arms Granger was badly concussed and is recovering from a broken nose, among other injuries, and indeed, though some may say they were well deserved, our very own Lieutenant Lewis still bears the bruises from her encounter. So it was hardly what one might call a resounding success.’


Roger made to speak again, but Harrow-Brown raised a hand and silenced him.


‘Indeed, if I may continue, Roger, I often lament the fact that we have only Lieutenant Lewis on our military police front line, only Lieutenant Lewis willing to venture into such dangerous places. Perhaps we should consider recruiting in some more people? Perhaps we could train some of them up to deal with hostage situations, or have some specialists whose job it is to breach buildings and rescue those who are trapped within them.’ He looked at Blackett. ‘What do you think, Roger? As the senior-most Investigator for the Special Investigation Branch, do you think you could use such skills?’


Roger just looked at Harrow-Brown, refusing to be drawn into his sarcasm, and Dani was again glad of his support.


‘Silence, Roger? I would have thought these would be useful men, though we can also seek help from our civilian counterparts if needs must, can we not?’


Roger didn’t look at Dani, but she could tell from his profile, the way he was squaring himself towards Harrow-Brown and reddening, that he was getting angry at the needless sarcasm. His proximity to retirement meant that he would advance no further, had little to prove and cared less and less for the bureaucracy and snobbery of Harrow-Brown, something he occasionally voiced to Dani when they were alone. 


Roger leaned forward. ‘She was on the ground. She was faced with a choice and she made a decision,’ he said, his voice low.


‘The wrong decision,’ said Harrow-Brown.


‘Not according to the reports from the first responders and medical teams at the University Hospital, Southampton,’ said Roger. 


The two men looked at one another and Dani had the sense, for a while at least, that she’d been forgotten.


‘Indeed,’ said Harrow-Brown, breaking the deadlock. ‘And yet while the reports will protect Lieutenant Lewis, they do not fully exonerate her. I have been given reason, once again, to question, to lose faith, in her decision-making and her confidentiality concerning the press and media.’


He looked back at Dani and tilted his head as though unsure of what she was. ‘You are an honest person for your faults, are you not, Lieutenant Lewis?’


Dani looked at him, clenching her jaw tight and refusing to reply.


‘Indeed, I believe that too much honesty has been a problem in your past, but will it be a problem in your future, I wonder? So answer me this. After you closed the Tenacity investigation and were ordered to move on and make no further enquiries into anything or anyone involved in that unfortunate series of events, have you, or have you not, been spending your own, private time, in as much as a serving member of the British Armed Forces has such a thing, trying to track down Able Seaman Ryan Taylor?’


The question hung in the air and both men turned to look at Dani.


She watched Harrow-Brown carefully, thinking about her answer and the young man who’d gone missing without trace shortly after she’d escaped from the nuclear submarine HMS Tenacity. He was presumed on the run, presumed to have been part of the conspiracy that had been allowed to fester on board there, and yet Dani still believed him to be a key pivot in unlocking a larger conspiracy that she’d not yet been able to break. She had indeed been looking for him, had spent evenings and weekends researching his family history, trying to figure out where he might go or who he might run to, walking around areas he and his family had frequented throughout Taylor’s life, and showing pictures of him to people there, hoping for sightings; to date, she’d found nothing.


‘And what am I to understand by your silence, Lieutenant Lewis?’ said Harrow-Brown.


Dani looked at Blackett.


He looked both angry and hopeful, maybe not in that order. He’d be hopeful that she hadn’t and already angry because he knew she probably had; though she hadn’t told him. It was something that was against his orders, against his advice, and against military protocol.


‘I have,’ said Dani.


Blackett turned away and slumped back in his chair.


‘Well, I appreciate your honesty on this occasion, Lieutenant Lewis,’ said Harrow-Brown, smiling at her and then at Roger like a child proved right. 


‘I’m a police officer in the Royal Navy,’ said Dani, hating how sanctimonious it sounded. ‘I don’t believe that Tenacity could’ve been an isolated incident. The network required to move and process the quantity of narcotic that was found on Tenacity has to go beyond the sailors we know about. How could they distribute it and sell it? Finding Ryan Taylor is central to answering these questions . . .’


Harrow-Brown smiled triumphantly and looked at Roger as he gestured towards Dani. He said nothing, as though there was nothing to be said, as though his point was twice made.


Roger was watching Dani now. 


She knew him well enough to see the waves building beneath the calm water.


‘And, while I’m sure Commander Blackett will impose sanctions and court further discussion about your “off the records” investigation, I’m also sent this.’ Harrow-Brown raised a file and showed it first to Roger and then to Dani.


The file bore the mark of the National Crime Agency. Dani frowned.


Roger hadn’t mentioned it when they’d met in a cafe a few hours beforehand, even as he’d told her to, ‘Keep your mouth shut and your ears too, if it helps’, and to say nothing, ‘absolutely nothing’, while she received her ‘bollocking from Sparrow-Frown’, one of the many names Blackett privately reserved for his boss.


‘We should discuss that separately, sir,’ said Roger, and Dani detected a change in his voice, some stress maybe, a weakening, as though he were asking Harrow-Brown to listen to what he was saying. ‘Once Lieutenant Lewis has left.’


‘No, Roger, not at all. Lieutenant Lewis must hear this.’


As Harrow-Brown opened the folder, his eyes on the pages within, Roger looked at Dani and again she couldn’t read his expression. It could have been an apology for something that was coming or maybe a warning to keep her mouth shut for longer, but there was anger in it again, that was for certain.


‘So, we’re all security cleared here and I need to call upon your advice, Lieutenant Lewis. We have a request for assistance from the National Crime Agency, no less.’


Dani felt her stomach flip.


‘They believe they’ve discovered evidence of a series of disappearances with a possible single offender and, it seems, they’ve decided there may be a current or former link to the armed forces. They’ve asked for a liaison to support them. I can’t really say too much more about it, except that the target demographic seems to be women between the ages of twenty and forty-five and that they’ve found very little at all, except that these women are no longer where they should be.’


Dani opened her mouth to speak, but this time it was Roger who raised a hand.


‘Sir,’ he said. ‘I would very much appreciate it if we could discuss this in private.’ He turned to Dani. ‘Dani, would you please wait outside?’ 


‘No, Roger, not at all. Standing before us at this very moment, we have the preeminent armed forces mind for cases such as this. Why would we eliminate Lieutenant Lewis from our discussion?’


Roger turned towards Harrow-Brown and Dani again saw something pass between them. He’d always been a consummate professional but lately, as his retirement neared, he seemed to be hastier in his decisions, more willing to stick his head above the parapet.


‘Sir,’ said Blackett, the word a warning in its delivery. 


‘Commander Blackett,’ said Harrow-Brown, his voice casual, the use of Blackett’s rank reminding Roger of his subordinate position. Harrow-Brown’s eyes gleamed at Dani. ‘She will stay, and we will listen to her advice.’


‘I’d prefer to stay, please,’ said Dani, looking from one to the other.


‘Good,’ said Harrow-Brown. ‘So, with this small amount of knowledge in mind, I need to ask you this, Dani. Who should we attach to this case? There are few candidates in your branch qualified to investigate loss of life, a skill set required for this type of investigation. Only two of you are left in the navy, eleven in the army and three Royal Air Force, so the pool is shallow.’


Dani reddened as she realised why Blackett hadn’t wanted her here.


‘Captain Kevin Sharpe from the army investigative team could be a good choice, don’t you think, Dani?’ said Harrow-Brown, his use of her first name adding insult to the growing knowledge that he was going to block her appointment to this case. ‘He gained good experience working in the Iraq Historical Allegations Team, among other assignments. He’s an officer that has always shown excellent judgement.’


‘Sir,’ she said, looking at Roger and then at Harrow-Brown, trying to compose herself. ‘I’m far and away the most experienced and qualified to support an investigation like this, and I’d be willing to do that.’


Roger looked away, his head turning as his eyes fell to his lap.


‘Indeed,’ said Harrow-Brown. ‘You would be eminently qualified, and I have a request here,’ he brandished a letter, ‘that specifically asks for you, by name, but . . .’ He paused and let his eyes run up and down her until Dani had to brace herself to prevent a shiver from crawling up her back. ‘Your judgement cannot be trusted, as we were only moments ago discussing. Furthermore, we aren’t able to trust your relationship with the media, a lesson we all learned the last time Commander Blackett saw fit to place you into a role like this one.’


‘That’s bullshit,’ said Dani, remembering how the dissertations she’d written had been leaked to the press, that in them, she’d stated that the man reckoned to be the United Kingdom’s most prolific serial killer, Christopher Hamilton, a serving Lieutenant in the Special Investigation Branch, who’d twice been seconded as a liaison to the very investigation that was trying to hunt for him, had not worked alone. She’d hypothesised that he’d had help, she was certain of it, and when the national media got hold of that, the subsequent frenzy that another killer might still be out there, travelling around the world under the cover and protection of our armed forces, nearly ended her career and still haunted her now.


Harrow-Brown threw his hands in the air in mock exasperation. ‘And here she proves our point. Foul language thrown at superiors and a disregard for the authority of this office.’


Dani was clenching her fists now, her jaw tight, and she could feel a rage trembling in her stomach. ‘You’d jeopardise an investigation to punish me,’ she said; a statement, not a question.


‘Dani,’ warned Roger.


‘Let her speak,’ said Harrow-Brown, and Dani could tell from his tone that he was enjoying this, was hoping for a further reaction from her.


Dani breathed deep, trying to control her emotion. ‘Sir,’ she began, ‘I would respectfully ask that you consider me for this role. I’m experienced in this field and was central to the capture of Lieutenant Hamilton. I swear to you now, as I have done before, that I had no hand in leaking those dissertations to the press, which almost ruined my career. I’d take steps to ensure nothing like that happened again and I have not engaged with the press or media at all concerning the Evelyn Simmons events. But, sir, if people are being hurt, and the NCA believe I may have something to offer, then it’s possible that we really could help.’


He leaned back in his chair, looked at her for a few moments and then clapped his hands several times, a snuffling laugh escaping from his lips.


‘Bravo, Dani, bravo,’ he said. ‘I knew you’d eventually learn to control yourself, if you only had the right motivation, but I’m afraid my mind is made up.’


‘Then why include me in this at all?’ asked Dani.


‘Several reasons, Lieutenant Lewis.’ Harrow-Brown’s voice had regained its usual hard edge. ‘Because you will now know that there is a team of well-trained and trustworthy investigators around you, who have sound judgement, and, as such, you are not indispensable, as you currently seem to believe.’


He leaned forward in his chair, his hands on his desk as he watched her. ‘You will also know that you cannot continue to live off, and be protected by, your single success, which you seem to drag around behind you, drawing it like a gun whenever you feel undervalued.’


He stood up, raising himself to his full height and looking down his nose at Dani. ‘And finally, you will realise that in this branch and in this profession, we do not tolerate, nor reward, those who do not conduct themselves as full and valued members of our team.’


Dani stared at him, watching the vein on his head push against his pale, almost translucent skin as he forced the words out.


‘You will know that I have reached the end of my tether with you, and whilst this last debacle isn’t enough to allow me to dispense with your services, it does give me sufficient reason to consider whether you are the best face for this branch to present to our civilian counterparts when they ask me for help. I am utterly certain that you are not.’


He stared at her and Dani looked back at him.


‘Do you understand, Lieutenant Lewis?’ he asked, his voice even.


‘Yes, sir,’ said Dani, swallowing hard. ‘Are we finished?’


‘Yes, Lieutenant Lewis, you very nearly are.’






Chapter 3


Thursday, 29th January


Dani pulled into the communal parking area outside her house and killed the headlights. Her phone buzzed in her pocket and she answered it immediately.


‘Lewis.’


‘Ah, also a Lewis here. Well, I was a Lewis and like to think I do have many of the family traits, though I lack the stubborn pig-headedness of you and Dad, and I definitely got Mum’s looks, social skills and charms.’


Dani laughed. ‘Hey, Charlie.’


‘So, you got some time for your wittier, prettier big sister?’


Dani laughed again. ‘I’ll concede prettier, but not really. I just got home and Felicity’s coming any minute. What’s up?’


‘It’s OK. I just wanted to see how today went. Call me when you’ve got time for a proper chat, but soon, OK? I mean, like, tomorrow, or the day after for definite. I’ll send Dad to visit you for two weeks if it goes on any longer. Or,’ Charlie paused. ‘I’ll just mention to him that I called your home phone and a man answered. I’ll tell him it might be a boyfriend, but I couldn’t be sure . . .’


‘Call you back. I get it,’ said Dani, unable to suppress a smile. 


‘And book to come up for a visit soon, too. Or I’ll tell him how you’d love it if he just came down to meet your new man and help get the garden straightened up for the summer.’


‘What’s with the threats and coercion?’ asked Dani, laughing again. ‘Do you know he calls me weekly now? After no news being good news for years and years, he calls me every week without fail. He’s got nothing to say, really, so he just babbles. He’s getting worse with age.’


‘Not if you like the stories and fables from his time in the marines. If you like those then you’re quids in, but honestly, if I have to sit through—’


Dani heard a noise in the background at Charlie’s end and her sister stopped talking for a second, then there were muffled sounds as she covered the handset and spoke to someone else.


‘I have to go,’ Charlie said when she was back on the line. ‘The man of the house,’ she paused and giggled, and Dani could hear that she was fending off her husband, ‘is deploying for a few months. So I’ll be home alone and he wants something from me before he goes. I’m not sure what, but he’s dragging me in the direction of the bedroom.’


There was more giggling and Dani waited, not sure of what to do, or say.


‘OK,’ she said after a while. ‘I’ll leave you to your . . .’ She paused. ‘Bedroom,’ she finished.


‘Love you,’ shouted Charlie. ‘And you’re pretty, witty and wonderful, don’t ever think otherwise.’


‘Bye, Dani,’ shouted Charlie’s husband in the background, and the line went dead.


Dani looked at her phone. There was a missed call from Felicity a little while ago and five missed calls from Roger. She touched the screen and called Roger back.


‘Ryan. Bloody. Taylor,’ he said, as soon as he answered the phone. 


‘Why didn’t you tell me about the NCA?’ asked Dani.


‘Why did I not tell you? You made us both look like fools. If I’d even thought for one second you’d continued the Tenacity investigation, I could have had some response ready, but no, I knew nothing, because you told me nothing. The fact that he knows and that I didn’t is double worrying and makes me look stupid and incompetent. I just had my ass handed to me in there.’ He trailed off now, his temper starting to cool and the line falling quiet.


‘You know, Dani, I don’t have long left. I leave the service in less than a year. With resettlement and termination leave, I’ll be gone in less than nine months. I applied for my own job in a full-time reserve role, but they won’t do it, so I really am going.’


‘I know,’ said Dani.


She looked over her shoulder, scanned the road and treeline around her, turning back and shaking her head when there was no one there.


‘You there, Dani?’ said Roger.


‘Yeah. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you,’ she said. ‘I just can’t let what happened on Tenacity go.’ She let the words trail off and hang. ‘There’s more, Roger. That quantity of drugs – how were they going to sell it? How were they going to move it and manage the money they got? And they were well off, but not that rich, not almost-a-ton-of-cocaine rich. Where’s the real cash? There’s more there, I know it, and it eats away at me that they’re getting away with . . .’


Roger sighed. ‘You’re going to stop now, though, right? Because I just gave my word that you would and that I’d make sure of it.’ 


‘I’ll stop getting caught,’ said Dani.


He laughed. ‘Well, we’ll need to discuss this later then,’ he said. ‘Because that’s not going to work for me.’


‘So how come you kept a secret?’ asked Dani. 


Roger was silent for a few moments.


‘I couldn’t tell you and Sparrow-Fart shouldn’t have either, you know that. These requests come in and they’re treated with total confidence. I’d planned to talk it through with him today and see if we could support the recommendation.’


‘He used it as a stick to beat me with,’ Dani said. ‘That’s not right.’


‘He’s a petty man, Dani, and he has no love for you, but I won’t dress it up, you gave him all the ammunition he needed. You can’t do the things you do and then feel wronged when someone else uses that as permission to step out of line as well.’


Dani looked around at the front of her little terraced house with her new security door, cameras and lights. 


‘So there’s no way?’ she asked.


‘Dani,’ said Roger, his voice softer now. ‘The Hamilton investigation requested military assistance five times, or maybe even more. That was before you came along and broke it. This one, I can’t say much – to be honest I don’t know much – but it feels early to me. It feels like they’re seeing patterns up at the NCA, but they’re not even certain what they’re looking for yet; I think this will have a time to run. And, for what it’s worth, I thought you did the right thing going in there to get that young woman. I like to think I’d have done the same. I believe she’s alive because of you and your willingness not to give a rat’s ass about your own welfare, or indeed that of anyone who’s around you.’
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