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			A COP NEEDS TO CRACK A DEADLY CASE

			 He’s a detective hunting cold-blooded killers, but does he know more than he admits?

			   

			 A MOTHER HAS TO SAVE HER DAUGHTER

			 She’s a lawyer who must defend a murderer – but how far will she go to protect her only child?

			   

			 A COUPLE WILL COMMIT THE PERFECT CRIME

			They have a plan – but can they trust each other with their lives?

			   

			 THREE STORIES. TWO DAYS. DOES ONE SECRET CONNECT THEM ALL?

			 

			 THE FIRST 48 HOURS . . . MAY ALSO BE THEIR LAST.
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			‘If anything happens to my precious boy, I don’t know what I’ll do . . .’

			These are the words that no police officer ever wants to hear. They’re delivered with such animal anguish that Cotton and I just look at each other, knowing full well we’re taking a real risk here. And as the senior officer of the two of us, I’m the one whose career goes down the pan if we fail. 

			The woman who utters those words is forty-­six-­year-­old Jenny Day. She’s in the front passenger seat of the car fifty yards in front of ours, and she’s talking to us on an open phone line. The man driving her is her husband, Nigel, and they’re the parents of eighteen-­year-­old Henry Day, the latest victim of a team of professional kidnappers operating throughout south-­east England known by both the media and the National Crime Agency’s Anti Kidnap and Extortion Unit – the people who employ both Cotton and me – as the Vanishers. 

			These days, kidnapping’s often considered something of an old-­fashioned crime, and one that, in the age of cameras on every street corner, has had its day. But nothing could be further from the truth. There are kidnappings and abductions happening around you all the time, whether it be drug dealers holding those who owe them money for ransom, or parents snatching kids from their partners. The difference is, they don’t tend to make the headlines. For a long time, the Vanishers flew under the radar too, because they made use of the one technological development that takes out a huge amount of the risk involved in kidnapping. 

			Cryptocurrency. 

			Crypto is every criminal’s friend. It may not be quite so anonymous as its proponents think it is, but it’s still very hard for law enforcement to trace if you know how to move it around, and it’s helped make the Vanishers’ MO near-perfect. 

			They pick an ordinary upper-­middle-­class family, one that’s got ready access to significant liquid savings, and then snatch the most vulnerable member. Contrary to popular belief, this isn’t usually a young child. The easiest to take out are those between the ages of eighteen and twenty-­three, especially if they come from a good family. They’re the ones making the most of the freedom that adulthood brings them, and who are still naïve enough to trust people, as well as being generally unobservant of their surroundings. They’re not going to be missed quickly, especially if they’re at uni, and if the abduction’s done swiftly and efficiently (potentially when they’re inebriated), no one’s going to notice a thing. 

			When the Vanishers have their victim safely stored, one of their number calls the mother (it’s always the mother), using the victim’s phone, and explains the situation. As long as the family cooperate and don’t involve the police, then as soon as a ransom is paid into a specified crypto wallet in bitcoin (the amount varies but is usually equivalent to about half a million pounds), the son (it’s been a son in every case so far) is released unharmed. However, it’s made very clear that if they don’t pay, or are foolish enough to involve the police, then they’ll never see their child again. As an added security measure, the caller warns them that if they contact the police after the victim’s release, they’ll be targeted again. 

			It may or may not come as a surprise to find out that almost everyone cooperates and pays the ransom without involving us, and it’s for that reason that we still don’t know the exact number of kidnaps there’ve actually been. But it appears that in every instance, the Vanishers have been true to their word and have released their victim unharmed within twenty-­four hours of receipt of the money. It’s only afterwards that the truth has begun to seep out. When someone’s been the victim of a trauma like a kidnapping, it’s very hard for them to keep quiet about it to those around them, so word ends up spreading. In one case, a nineteen-­year-­old man who’d spent three days locked in a basement tried to commit suicide three months later, causing his family to finally report what had happened to the police, even though they were still terrified of being targeted again, and the media to pick up on the story. As a result of the press coverage, three other families came forward anonymously, which is how the NCA’s Anti Kidnap team, which I head up, finally built a picture of what had been happening. The four cases we know about for sure took place over a period of just under three years, and the problem’s been that the trail on all of them has long gone cold. The bitcoin ransoms have disappeared into the ether; the CCTV footage has been wiped; and there’s no longer even any DNA evidence of any kind. 

			The Vanishers have left clues behind, of course. There was no way they could avoid that. We know for a fact that there are at least two of them: a man who liaises with the victims while they’re being held (although because they’re always blindfolded, there’s no description of him other than that he talks in a London accent and sounds like he could be in his thirties or forties, which doesn’t exactly narrow it down); and a woman aged somewhere between twenty-­five and forty-­five, who’s taken an active part in all four abductions. They like to snatch their targets from the street at night. According to the victims, the female kidnapper approaches them pretending to be drunk or distressed, and unsteady on her feet. As they go to help her, she jabs them with a needle containing a powerful sedative, and in every case the next thing they can remember is waking up in a locked basement cell, where they’re kept for the duration of their stay. During that time, they’re fed and given water by the male, but they have no real communication with him. At the end of their ordeal, they’re injected with a sedative again, always without warning, and the next thing they know, they’re waking up in the middle of nowhere (an abandoned quarry in one case; a field in the middle of the countryside in another), often only minutes before they’re discovered by their family members, who’ve been given the coordinates of where they are. All four known victims were released within an area of approximately fifty square miles around south-­west Surrey, which suggests that the Vanishers have connections to the area and are keeping their captives somewhere in the vicinity. 

			But that was it. And it wasn’t much to go on. The media made a big thing of the story when it first broke, but when it became clear that the Vanishers weren’t going to be identified and arrested any time soon, interest faded away. Which meant we had to wait and hope and keep alive in the minds of the public the fact that there remained a dangerous kidnap gang out there somewhere, and if anyone else fell victim to them, it was imperative they contact the police straight away so they could finally be brought to justice. But our big problem is that the Vanishers are almost too reliable: every prospective victim knows that if they pay the ransom, they get their loved one back in one piece, whereas if they call the police, there’s no guarantee that they’ll achieve the same result. 

			And then three days ago, we finally got our break when we received a phone call from property developer Nigel Day to say that the Vanishers had their son, a student at Reading University, and were demanding a ransom in bitcoin just short of half a million pounds. 

			The first thing we did was get hold of the council camera footage for the previous twenty-­four hours covering the street where Day lived. And that was when we got break number two. At 7.23 p.m. the previous night, Henry Day had walked out of his front door, turned left and gone approximately fifteen yards before a woman approached him from out of shot, appearing to ask him a question. As he paused to talk to her, she jabbed him with something. He then stumbled, and she put her arm round his shoulders and led him to where a grey Chrysler people carrier had pulled up. She slid open the rear passenger door, pushed him inside, and the car drove off. 

			We knew it was the Vanishers. The woman matched the basic description we’d been given of the female kidnapper, although it looked in the footage like she was wearing a long blonde wig. The driver of the Chrysler was wearing a cap, glasses and the criminal’s other best friend, the face mask. As soon as we ran the car’s plates through the ANPR system, we saw that they were fake. So we now had a confirmed kidnapping in progress, although the suspects had again made sure they were hard to recognise and track. 

			Our plan with the Days has been to keep a low profile and let them pay the ransom before simply following its trail to the kidnappers. And that’s what the couple have done, paying the whole sum into a crypto wallet in the name of a non-­existent individual called Arthur11138. Theoretically, any wallet can be traced back to its real owner, because every transaction is recorded on a public ledger called a blockchain. However, this process can take months, or even years, if the owner is tech-­savvy enough to set up virtual barriers: fake IP addresses, logless VPNs, etc.

			But that doesn’t matter to us, because our plan is to wait for the Vanishers to grab the money from the wallet, at which point we’ll be able to watch as they move it round the system. Because here’s the thing. Eventually they’ll want to turn it into hard cash – the type you can actually spend – and in order to do that, they’ll need a bank, which means identifying themselves and setting up accounts. And that’s when we’ll pounce. 

			So for the last twenty-­three hours, we’ve been waiting for Arthur11138 to take the money out of the wallet, which any self-­respecting kidnapper would want to do as soon as possible so he can start the process of making it disappear. 

			Except it hasn’t moved. 

			Which is something of a worry.

			But then just over an hour ago, one of the kidnappers got in touch with the Days via text, using a burner phone that was then immediately switched off, acknowledging receipt of the money and telling them where they could find their son. 

			That’s where we’re heading now, to an abandoned barn two miles south of the village of Ockham, in the same general area where the other victims have been released. We haven’t had time to put a surveillance team in place, nor have we told the local police what’s going on, in case they inadvertently do something that tips off the kidnappers.

			‘Your son’s going to be okay, Mrs Day,’ I tell her. ‘We’re almost there now.’

			‘Then why is he not answering his phone?’ she replies, an almost hysterical edge to her tone. ‘The man said he would have his mobile phone with him. I’ve just tried to call it.’

			Henry Day’s mobile phone started pinging from the location we’re heading to approximately five minutes after the kidnappers’ call to the Days, but they were under strict instructions not to call it until 10 a.m., which was two minutes ago. 

			‘He’s almost certainly been drugged before release,’ I explain, ‘because that’s what happened with the other victims. Which means he’s probably still suffering the effects of it.’

			‘Will he be all right? They won’t have given him an overdose, will they?’

			‘I very much doubt it, Mrs Day. None of the other victims suffered any tangible side effects.’

			‘None of the other victims’ families involved the police,’ she says, her voice shrill. Contacting us was her husband’s idea, and Jenny Day has been something of a reluctant participant, who clearly would have kept quiet about the kidnap if she’d had her way. 

			‘These people don’t know you’ve involved the police,’ I say, exchanging another look with Cotton. ‘We’ve kept everything completely under wraps. Only a handful of people are aware of what’s going on.’

			‘They could have been watching.’

			‘They weren’t watching, Mrs Day, and even if they were, they would never have seen us together. And neither your phone nor your house was bugged, so they wouldn’t have known about any phone calls either. It’s going to be okay.’

			‘It will be,’ I hear her husband telling her. ‘We’re nearly there.’

			And we are. We have a tracker on the Days’ car, and we can see on the dashboard screen that they’re pulling up to a T-­junction, having moved a little further ahead. Now they turn right. It’s only another two hundred metres to the barn from where Henry’s phone is sending its signal. 

			‘I’m going to try him again,’ says Mrs Day, and inadvertently or otherwise, she ends the call with us. 

			‘Do you think it’s a good idea to let them go first, Fish?’ asks Cotton, now that we’re not being overheard.

			‘We’ll let them pull up outside. If he comes out to greet them, fine. Otherwise they wait for us to go inside.’ Our plan has always been to let the Days arrive first while we stay back, just in case the kidnappers are watching the barn – although doing so would again represent the kind of needless risk that the Vanishers tend to avoid. But like all hastily made plans around kidnaps, you never know. 

			We’re at the T-­junction now, and I use the radio to tell the convoy of unmarked vehicles following us that our ETA is only one minute, and that they should keep a mile back and wait for further instructions.

			Mrs Day comes on the line again, sounding worried. ‘He’s still not answering.’

			Cotton looks at me. He mouths the words: ‘I don’t like this.’

			I know exactly what he means. All four prior victims we know about were drugged before release, but they’d all woken up before their families got to them. Also, none of them were in possession of their mobile phones. It’s always a dangerous move for criminals to keep hold of traceable mobile phones, because even switched off, we’re able to track them. And yet they’ve turned Henry’s back on. Which is not like them. 

			And still the ransom money hasn’t moved from the account. 

			The combination of all these things makes the atmosphere in the car tense. I’m ultimately responsible for this operation, and it’s my head that’s going to be the one rolling. 

			I can see from the tracker signal on my phone that the Days’ car has turned onto the short track leading to the barn and is pulling up directly in front of it. I call their mobile phone, and when Mr Day answers it, putting us on speaker, I tell the two of them to stay in the car. ‘Can you see any sign of Henry?’ I ask.

			‘No, we can’t,’ he says. ‘The place looks empty and the doors are shut.’

			‘I need to go in there,’ says Mrs Day. ‘I need to find him. It’s freezing. He could die of exposure.’

			I hear the passenger door opening. ‘Please stay where you are, Mrs Day. I don’t want either of you contaminating the scene. There may be clues we can pick up about the kidnappers.’

			‘I don’t care,’ she answers. ‘I just want my boy back.’

			‘Please stay put,’ I tell her firmly. Then, to Cotton: ‘Pull in next to them.’

			Cotton nods and slows down as he comes to the turning at the end of a high hedge running along the road. The barn, a large one-­storey structure with a dilapidated roof, sits behind a piece of potholed waste ground. I look round as we stop next to the Days’ car, and Cotton cuts the engine. The ground here is flat and open, interspersed with hedges and fences that divide the fields all around the property, and although there are a couple of outhouses and residential dwellings in the distance, there are no obvious vantage points from where we can be observed. 

			‘The Vanishers aren’t going to be watching this place,’ I say, before getting out of the car and shivering against the wind. It’s a dreary, cold December day, the kind that makes you wonder why you live in this country, with sleet forecast for later. 

			The Days are out of their car too, both looking at me. Mr Day, early fifties, dressed too young for his age, is clearly working hard to stay stoic and calm. Mrs Day, a short, intense woman brimming with nervous energy, and the look of someone who’s used to being in charge, is almost bouncing up and down on her feet. ‘He’s going to freeze in this. Get in there if you won’t let us in,’ she says. ‘I’ve called his name. There’s no answer.’

			‘We’re going in now,’ I say, putting on a pair of evidence gloves and motioning for Cotton to follow me. I repeat the instruction for the Days to remain where they are. I’m feeling anxious now, although I try not to show it. 

			But I know Cotton can see my tension. He looks worried too. We’ve worked together in Kidnap for close to six years and we know each other well. Every case is very different, and you can usually predict the way it’s going to go. But there are alarm bells sounding all over the place with this one. 

			We get to the barn door. I can feel Nigel and Jenny Day’s eyes boring into my back. Once again Jenny calls her son’s name, her voice rising above the wind. 

			I knock loudly and call his name too, asking if he’s in there and all right. 

			No answer. 

			There’s no point hanging about. If Henry is lying in there unconscious, he will be at risk of hypothermia, so I open the door and step inside, Cotton following. 

			The barn is empty. Completely. Even the cobblestoned floor is comparatively clean. I look up, as if I’m going to see him there, but there’s nothing but cobwebs between the beams, and a hole the size of a suitcase that looks straight out onto a relentlessly grey sky. 

			‘The phone’s got to be in here somewhere,’ says Cotton, glancing at his own phone as he walks across the room. ‘The signal’s coming from south of the barn.’

			‘But where the hell’s Henry?’ I say, conscious of the helplessness in my voice. ‘This isn’t how these people operate. He should be here.’ But the fact is, I’m not missing anything. He isn’t here, and that’s the end of it.

			‘Here’s the phone,’ says Cotton, crouching down at a spot in the corner of the building. 

			Then he says something that stills the room. ‘There’s a note with it.’

			I’m at his side in two steps as he stands back up, unfolding a piece of A4 paper with gloved hands. 

			We both stand in silence for a moment as the bold typewritten words on the page sink in. 

			 

			YOU SHOULDN’T HAVE INVOLVED THE POLICE. NOW YOU’LL NEVER SEE HENRY AGAIN. CHECK THE PHOTOS SECTION. PASSCODE 999911.

			 

			It’s me who picks up the phone. I do it instinctively, wanting to get this over with. Without speaking, I punch in the passcode. The home screen comes up with a photo of Henry Day looking mean and moody in a hoodie

			‘How could they have known, Fish?’ says Cotton, incredulous. ‘We kept it tight. We kept it fucking tight.’

			I don’t answer. I find the photo icon, open it up, and there it is. The first picture I see. It’s a close-­to-­full-­body shot of Henry lying on a bare stone floor in the foetal position, a thick puddle of blood pooled beside him, emanating from what look like a number of stab wounds to his abdomen. His mouth is gagged, his hands tied behind his back. This photo is not faked. When you’ve seen as many dead bodies as I have, in twenty-­one years of police work, you know what a dead person looks like. This is definitely Henry. And he is very definitely dead. 

			‘Oh Christ,’ says Cotton. ‘They really did it.’

			Because he knows a dead body when he sees one too. 

			‘Have you got an evidence bag?’ I say, my voice quiet, constricted. The words an effort to get out. 

			He reaches into his coat pocket and takes one out, and I hand him the phone, not wanting to look at the picture any more as the barn door opens and Jenny Day strides inside, followed closely by her husband. 

			‘Where is he?’ she demands as I turn to face her. ‘Where’s my son?’

			But as I walk towards her, not sure how I’m going to say this, she must see the expression of defeat etched into my face, because she lets out an animal howl and comes at me. ‘Where is he? What’s happened to my boy?’

			‘We don’t know yet for sure,’ I say, and I could take the coward’s way out and not elaborate until I’ve got more information, but I don’t, because I owe them the truth. ‘The kidnappers found out we were involved,’ I continue. ‘There’s a possibility he may have come to harm.’

			She goes for me then, and who can blame her? She slaps my face, tries to scratch me, and though I put my hands up to defend myself, such is her fury that she just keeps coming, her nails cutting my cheeks, until finally Mr Day grabs her with both arms in a bear hug and pulls her backwards, his eyes flashing a cold fury as they meet mine. 

			I stumble outside, just keep walking into the blessed biting cold, knowing that this whole thing is on me. That I have failed. 

			And I’d say that this is going to be something that haunts me for the rest of my life. But that wouldn’t be true. 

			Because, you see, I planned the whole thing. 

		

	
		
			Three months later

		

	
		
			1

			Thursday, 11.15 a.m.

			Okay. So let me introduce myself. My name’s Keith Fisher, but no one calls me Keith because, frankly, it’s a terrible name, and I’ve always been known as Fish. Obviously you know by now that I’m not one of the good guys, although I suspect it was a shock to find that out. 

			I wouldn’t say I’m evil. That would be far too simplistic. Let’s just say that twenty-­one years of dealing with criminals, back-­stabbing bosses and an unappreciative public has left me with the opinion that if you want to get on in this world, you’ve got to step on a lot of toes and not worry too much about the consequences. There are plenty of arseholes out there who deserve what’s coming to them. 

			Take the Day family, for instance. Nigel Day, the dad, is a property developer who knocks down perfectly good houses and sticks back-­to-­back monstrosities in their place, cutting financial corners wherever he can and basically not giving a monkey’s about anyone else. He and his wife also own a portfolio of five student rental properties in various locations where they charge young people extortionate rents to live in mould-­infested dumps, thereby helping them to pile up huge amounts of debt for the future. Jenny is also a Conservative local councillor, which probably helps explain why planning approval never seems to be a problem for Nigel’s latest development company (he’s had two others in the past, both of which went bankrupt, owing their suppliers a lot of money that none of them ever saw). He’s also fucking his secretary, the dirty dog. 

			Both of them have behaved appallingly since the disappearance and presumed death of their son (who, incidentally, wasn’t an especially nice kid either, although more on that later). They’ve been appearing on TV criticising the police, writing articles in newspapers about the incompetence of the Anti Kidnap unit and especially its former head (i.e., me), acting like they’re the only people in the country let down by the forces of law and order. Message to the Days: you’re not. Everyone gets let down by the forces of law and order these days.

			So why does a man who’s a bit of a villain make a career out of the police? Well, to be honest – and I feel I can be honest with you now – I wanted adventure, and power too. At first, my plan was to join the army. I’d always fancied the idea of carrying a gun and potentially firing it at people, but at that time, in the mid nineties, the only war zone the British army were involved in was Northern Ireland, where I was far more likely to get shot or blown up than have a chance to take on the bad guys face to face, and actually, when it came down to it, I really didn’t want to get shot. So instead I opted for the police. And do you know what? I’ve had a pretty successful career, having spent the best part of the last fifteen years as a detective (including a stint in armed surveillance), putting away some seriously bad guys in the process. Guys a lot worse than me

			After the Day case and the ensuing fallout, I thought that was going to be it for me. That I’d be drummed unceremoniously out of the force, sacked with a decent pay-­off and my pension intact, and that the pressure of public opprobrium would force me to leave the country and retire to a beach somewhere in southern Thailand where I could enjoy a nice relaxed life in the sunshine eating great food and drinking too many beers. Ouch!

			Except it hasn’t worked out like that. Right now, as you may have heard, there’s a serious dearth of experience within British policing. Half of the detectives in the Met have had less than five years on the job. The people with the knowledge have been leaving in droves, and consequently, even when someone appears to have messed up like I have, the bosses can’t afford to lose them, so instead of the boot, I’ve been demoted from the NCA equivalent of DI to DC, and Adam Cotton, the man who was my second in command, has taken over my old role, which I have to say, I’m not impressed with. Cotton’s a good guy, with even longer on the job than me, but he’s not leadership material, and I’d have thought the unit could have scored some serious diversity brownie points by appointing DS Riva Patel instead. She’s an excellent detective and totally incorruptible, which is what you want in that kind of role. 

			But hey, that’s not my problem. I just do my job and attempt to line my pockets without anyone spotting it, and that’s why I’m still here. I’ve made decent money from my side hustle helping the Vanishers avoid capture and supplying them with fruitful targets, but the problem is, it hasn’t made me rich. There are too many people involved and therefore the money’s spread too thinly. 

			But now, three months after the Henry Day debacle (which obviously didn’t pay any of us anything, as it was way too dangerous to touch the money), it’s time for the Vanishers to go to work again, and this time is definitely going to be the last. The payday’s going to be a hell of a lot bigger too, and as the man who’s set it up, I’m going to be getting a very sizeable share of it, as I both deserve and need. 

			And then I’m out of it. Because in truth, the whole thing’s getting far too risky. Over the years I’ve noticed that most intelligent and resourceful criminals get caught because they don’t know when to stop. The lure of easy money is simply too much. It’s always just one more job, and eventually, through probability as much as decent detective work, we get them. And I tell you this. There’s no way that’s happening to me. I’ve worked too hard and planned too well to fail now.

			I’ve got the next four days off, and I’m going to take it easy. I’ve just come back from a nice walk down to the river, where I sent a text from a burner phone I bought in cash to another burner phone, letting the person on the other end know that the job’s on and we’re ready to move. And that’s pretty much the extent of my involvement. Now I sit back and let others do the work for me, and hopefully by Monday I’m going to be a wealthy man. 

			I’m making a coffee when my regular phone rings, and straight away I’m thinking it’s probably one of the three women I’m currently talking to on Tinder, so I pick it up with a wry smile on my face, only to discover to my disappointment that it’s Cotton.

			This isn’t good. He never calls on a day off unless it’s really urgent. Of course, I’m under no obligation to take it. I’ve just put in seven days on call during which I worked close to eighty hours. But I also know that if it’s something to do with the Vanishers case then for obvious reasons it’s better I hear it now.

			And that’s exactly what it is. Almost as soon as I’ve pressed the green button, I hear Cotton’s voice, sounding far too enthusiastic as he says the four words that fill me with horror.

			‘We’ve got a lead.’

		

	
		
			2

			Thursday, 11.25 a.m.

			Katherine Steele-­Perkins, known to her tiny circle of friends as Delvina, takes great pleasure in her corpses. She considers it a privilege to be the person tasked with preparing them for their final send-­off. She is the artist who works her dark magic, breathing a freshness into their dead flesh so that they are almost brought back to life as they lie empty and cold in their open coffins while the weeping relatives file past.

			Right now, she’s inserting the needle that will carry the embalming fluid into the carotid artery of her latest client, Norman Whitly, a very large seventy-­six-­year-­old Caucasian male with legs full of gout. Norman had numerous health issues over the years, according to his relatives, but what finally got him was a blood clot to the brain that had somehow evaded the blood thinners and every other drug he’d been existing on. It’s a foolish thing, thinks Delvina, keeping the old and infirm just alive enough so that they crumble and fall apart slowly. But then the road to hell has always been paved with the best of intentions. 

			‘Look at you,’ she whispers, running a nail lightly across his face. ‘Fat, helpless and ugly. And today I’m going to make you look far better than you ever did in your miserable little life.’

			There’s a knock on the embalming room door, followed by a pause. Her husband and submissive knows better than to come in before Delvina gives him permission. 

			‘Enter,’ she calls sharply, and Vincent Steele-­Perkins steps inside, shutting the door behind him. 

			He’s a short, hard-­looking man of thirty-­eight, which makes him close to a decade Delvina’s junior, and a former amateur lightweight boxer. When she met him five years ago, he was something of a rough diamond, to say the least, an ex-­con known as Vinnie Slice by his friends because he once slashed a man’s face from ear to ear with a Stanley knife in an argument over something so petty that he can’t even remember what it was. But somehow Delvina (who’s good at such things) saw potential there, and in the intervening years she’s moulded him into exactly the kind of man she likes: obedient, industrious, well mannered and utterly expendable. Now he’s her co-­director of the Travellers Rest Funeral Home and the one who tends to act front of house, which just shows how well she’s trained him, and makes her very proud. 

			He gives her a little bow, part of their ritual when they’re alone, and Delvina steps in front of Norman Whitly’s bloated corpse so that her husband doesn’t have to see the embalming fluid being pumped into the neck. She knows he gets creeped out by this part of her work, which is strange considering he’s a naturally violent man. 

			‘What can I do for you, Goddess?’ he asks. His accent is still rough around the edges, as befits his upbringing, but the effort he puts into improving it pleases her immensely. 

			‘I’ve heard from McBride,’ she tells him. ‘He’s given us the go-­ahead. He wants the snatch done tonight. Are we ready?’

			He nods, his demeanour less subservient now they’re talking business. ‘We’re ready. Has he paid us the first chunk yet?’

			Delvina frowns a little. ‘It’s a tranche, pet. Not a chunk.’ This first tranche is 7.7 bitcoin, which at the previous night’s exchange rate is approximately £150,000, although the way the bitcoin price swings, it’s almost certainly different now. This represents one third of the agreed price for the job they are about to do. The other two thirds will become payable as soon as their victim is safely stowed. 

			Now, this isn’t the way Vincent and Delvina usually work. As professional kidnappers, they’ve always used a tried-and-tested technique of abducting individuals for a set ransom, paid by the victim’s family. The names and details of the victims are supplied by Delvina’s contact, Keith Fisher, who insists that she call him by the codename McBride in front of Vincent because he doesn’t want Vincent to know his real identity. Fisher is a man you wouldn’t trust a millimetre, but she has no choice but to work with him. He knows things about her that can never be made public, which is the main reason he always gets to take a decent cut of the proceeds. But the job he’s getting them to do this time is different. There’s no ransom involved. Fisher has provided the details of the victim, and he’s the one who’s paying them a third upfront, which means he’s almost certainly working on behalf of someone else, and Delvina knows that her husband has doubts about this.

			‘Are you sure you want to go ahead with this, Goddess? I don’t like it that McBride’s working for people we don’t know.’

			‘McBride has always been reliable and we need to trust that he knows what he’s doing this time, pet. We’re making the equivalent of four hundred and fifty thousand pounds for this.’ She smiles at him. ‘Then we retire from the game.’

			‘Just one last job, eh?’ he says, with a hint of doubt.

			‘Yes. Just one last job.’ And in truth, she knows that this will indeed be his last job, and possibly hers too, but only possibly. Because, you see, Delvina enjoys the power she wields too much not to take big risks like this. She’s a natural hunter, and although she feels the same twinge of fear she always feels before a job, she also experiences a warm glow of pleasure. 

			Because tonight she’s hunting again.
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			Thursday, 11.30 a.m.

			The thing you notice about prison is the number of doors you have to go through to get to your destination, all of which have to be unlocked then locked behind you as you go further and further inside. And when you’re visiting an inmate in Belmarsh, the UK’s most secure penal establishment, which even has its very own prison within a prison, that’s a lot of doors; Becca Barraclough counts fourteen before she finally enters the High Security Unit. 

			Becca is the kind of barrister any defendant wants on their side. And that’s because she’s a winner. In her seventy-­seven criminal defence cases since coming to the Bar almost two decades ago now, she’s won sixty-­six. She’s quick and ruthless, but also comes across as empathetic, even kind. 

			Becca knows that some people absolutely despise her, particularly so after the now infamous Tamzan case four years ago, when she secured an acquittal for her client, a failed asylum seeker, on a double murder charge. The victims – Oliver Tamzan’s girlfriend and her thirteen-­year-­old daughter – were bludgeoned to death in the girlfriend’s flat in an especially brutal crime. Becca was convinced Tamzan was innocent, even though he didn’t have an alibi and had been at the flat earlier that evening. He wasn’t a violent man, and he had no motive, but far more importantly than that, the prosecution offered no forensic evidence testifying to his guilt. Their case was weak. All Becca had done was exploit that to create a perfectly reasonable doubt in the jury’s mind. 

			In fact she was convinced of Tamzan’s innocence right up until eighteen months ago, when he was charged with the attempted murder of a businesswoman who’d taken pity on him and allowed him to stay in a flat she owned. The woman had visited him there one evening and had ended up with injuries that included a broken jaw, a broken wrist, six broken ribs and a detached retina, as well as marks on her neck where she’d been strangled unconscious. Tamzan had fled the scene when a neighbour, hearing the commotion, had knocked on the door and threatened to call the police, and he’d been arrested four days later.

			Once again Becca had defended him in court, but this time the jury weren’t swayed by her argument that he was suffering from PTSD and therefore had diminished responsibility when he carried out the assault. He was found guilty and sentenced to eighteen years. What Becca hadn’t been prepared for was the media storm that followed. She was named and vilified in the press as the lawyer who’d got a murderer off the hook and then tried to help him evade justice a second time, leaving behind a victim with life-­changing injuries, something that was made even more heinous by the fact that Becca was herself a single mother of a daughter. 

			The result of all this was a slew of anonymous death threats for months afterwards, and even the offer of police protection, which she’d turned down.

			Because Becca knows you can’t let things get to you. She does her job even if sometimes that makes her unpopular, and she’s going to continue to do it until she – and no one else – decides it’s time to do something else. There’s no shortage of work either. Her reputation has spread far and wide in legal circles, and so there are plenty of clients vying for her services, the latest of whom is the enigmatic and undeniably handsome Logan Quinn. 

			Quinn is being held in Belmarsh’s maximum-­security wing on remand while awaiting trial for murder. And it’s one of the strangest cases Becca’s ever come across in her time in the legal profession. What happened, at least according to Quinn, was this: he was driving on an isolated Essex road through woodland on an unseasonably warm November night four months ago when he went to overtake the car in front of him. As he pulled out, the driver of the car in front, thirty-­one-­year-­old Jess O’Sullivan, inexplicably did the same. The two cars collided, and Jess’s Renault Clio left the road, went down a steep bank and travelled a further twenty yards before hitting a tree head-­on. 

			Quinn immediately stopped his own car, climbed down the bank and went to check if Ms O’Sullivan was all right. However, as soon as he got to her, he could see that she was badly hurt. Her head was resting against the wheel and she was bleeding badly from a head injury. He reached inside her open window and felt for a pulse, first on her neck, then on her wrist, but could find nothing. Realising that he could get into serious trouble for what had just happened, he ran back to his car and drove away without reporting it to the police. 

			And there it might have ended, with Ms O’Sullivan’s death being treated as a tragic accident and Logan Quinn off the hook. But unfortunately for Quinn, a young couple were wild camping on the edge of a river only fifty metres from the spot where Ms O’Sullivan’s Clio left the road. They were both asleep at the time (it was 12.50 a.m.), but alerted by the commotion, the male half of the couple, Josh Harvey, climbed out of the tent and went to investigate what had happened. 

			The Clio still had its headlights on, and as he approached it through the trees, still unsure what was going on, he saw a man heading towards the vehicle from the road at what he described as a run. The man reached through the open window, looking like he was feeling for the driver’s pulse, although it was hard to tell for sure from where Harvey was watching. But he was definitely sure of what he witnessed next, which was the man opening the door, grabbing Ms O’Sullivan by the hair and smashing her forehead repeatedly and violently into the dashboard for a period lasting as long as thirty seconds. He then closed the door and reached beneath the Clio’s rear driver’s-­side wheel to retrieve something, which he placed in his jacket pocket before running back up to the road. 

			Harvey followed at a safe distance and saw the man get into a car, which he described as a dark-­coloured saloon with the letters NB on the number plate, and drive away at speed. He then returned to the Clio and felt for Ms O’Sullivan’s pulse himself. She was apparently still breathing at this point, but it was some minutes before he was able to call the emergency services for help, because the signal in the area was poor, and by the time she reached hospital, she was already dead. 

			As a result of Josh Harvey’s testimony, Essex Police launched a murder investigation, and were quickly able to identify the suspect’s car using footage from a CCTV camera at a junction three miles from the scene of the crash. Its registered owner was Logan Quinn, who, when arrested, gave the account he still stands by: that he panicked and fled the scene without reporting it but did nothing to harm Ms O’Sullivan, who was, according to him, already dead when he reached her car immediately after the crash.

			Even so, he was still charged with murder and remanded in Belmarsh to await trial, which was when he made contact with Becca through his solicitor. 

			The case intrigues her. Logan Quinn is a self-­styled property developer who lives in Buckinghamshire and had no prior contact with the victim, nor any obvious motive for killing her. The police and the Crown Prosecution Service hold a different view, however, as became clear when Becca met up with her CPS counterparts to discuss the evidence against her client. Forty-­two-­year-­old Quinn might be a property developer but he’s also a former commando with over ten years’ military service, including two tours in Afghanistan, where he saw action and won several medals. And according to the police, he’s a contract killer who murdered Jess O’Sullivan for money, although the evidence that Becca’s seen so far to back up this claim (and as Quinn’s defence barrister she’s entitled to see everything the CPS have) is scant to say the least. 

			There’s no mention of who hired him to kill Ms O’Sullivan, or why. According to the CPS, friends of the victim said that she’d been acting strangely recently and had appeared worried about something. She’d also contacted a national newspaper, telling the reporter who answered that she had a potentially very big story about her employer, a large multinational mining company for whom she worked as a marketing manager, but refused to go into further details over the phone. She’d wanted to meet, but the reporter had been reluctant to without some idea of what the story was actually about. Ms O’Sullivan had given no further details and had promised to come back to him. But she never did, and nine days later she was dead. 

			And that’s it. The sum total of the case against Logan Quinn. In Becca’s opinion, as it stands, even with a very average defence barrister representing him (and she’s a hell of a lot better than average), there’s no more than a twenty per cent chance of a conviction. In reality, all the CPS have is one witness who, by his own admission, had just woken up and could easily have mistaken what he thought he’d seen in the darkness. And yet they’re still going ahead with the trial, which is set to begin in two months’ time. It isn’t unheard of for the CPS to try cases with only a slim chance of conviction (and which almost always end in acquittal), but they do try to avoid it, so Becca is certain that the police are holding him on this charge while they try to find evidence against him for other murders.

			Does she believe Logan Quinn is innocent of Jess O’Sullivan’s murder? The truth is, she’s not sure, but then that’s the case with plenty of the suspects she’s defended, including Oliver Tamzan. Where the client has declared his or her innocence, and where the evidence isn’t so overwhelming that it’s wasting everyone’s time, then Becca will always do her utmost to secure an acquittal, because that’s her job. 

			Logan Quinn is a good-­looking guy with plenty of charm and a winning smile. He doesn’t look like an archetypal killer, and yet he’s seen action in Afghanistan and almost certainly killed enemy fighters there. And his background is sketchy. Though he claims to be a property developer, apart from flipping three houses over a period of nine years, there’s no obvious evidence that he’s done any actual developing. Since leaving the army in 2009, he’s worked in a variety of security jobs for blue-­chip companies and private clients, but always in a freelance capacity, and in the last four years, his official earnings total less than £40,000 annually, yet he owns two properties with a total value in excess of a million pounds, as well as two cars, and has investments in his name worth another hundred thousand. So he’s getting the money from somewhere. More damningly, he had no good reason for being in the vicinity of the accident, a distance of sixty-­seven miles from his home. His claim that he’d been driving round looking at possible houses to buy doesn’t sound plausible at all. 

			But again, none of this is evidence. And right now, Becca’s main aim is to get Quinn out of the zoo that is Belmarsh and into a less brutal and dangerous Category B or, ­ideally, C prison to await trial. At least then she won’t have to come to this place, which always fills her with a deep sense of unease. 

			It’s Quinn who’s called her in today. He said it was urgent that they talk face to face but didn’t tell her why on the phone, although as soon as she entered the prison, Belmarsh’s health-and-safety manager took her aside to explain that the previous day Quinn had been attacked on the wing during recreation by a prisoner armed with a sharpened spoon. 

			‘He’s all right, though,’ insisted the manager, who clearly had one eye on a potential lawsuit for negligence. ‘And we’ve moved him off the block and into a segregation unit in maximum security, away from the other prisoners. He’ll be safe there.’

			‘He’d better be,’ Becca told him sharply. ‘You owe him a duty of care.’

			From her brief discussion with the manager, it appears that the attack on Quinn was sudden and apparently unprovoked, but he managed to fight off his attacker, sustaining a minor injury on his forearm in the altercation, before prison staff intervened. He was checked over and patched up before being given a clean bill of health, none of which he mentioned in his phone call to Becca the previous evening. 

			A meeting room has been set aside for them in the middle of the maximum-­security block next to the small indoor garden with its large skylights, where the inmates are encouraged to tend the plants and grow vegetables. Becca thanks the guard as he unlocks the door and lets her inside. 

			Logan Quinn’s already there, sitting on the other side of a large wooden table. Because he’s on remand and hasn’t yet been convicted of any crime, he’s wearing civilian clothes: a neatly pressed checked shirt with the sleeves rolled up and a white T-­shirt beneath, and jeans. Only the bandage covering part of his exposed left forearm looks out of place. 

			He stands up and smiles at her, his blue eyes twinkling. Quinn knows he’s good-­looking and charming and he plays to those two strengths, something Becca doesn’t much like, although she knows a jury will. It’s like he’s constantly trying to convince her he’s a nice guy, but he’s working too hard at it, which tells her he’s probably not. 

			‘Good to see you, Becca,’ he says, his voice deep and resonant, the handshake firm. ‘Thanks for coming in at such short notice. I hope it wasn’t too much trouble.’

			‘I heard about what happened to you in here,’ she says, motioning towards the bandage as they sit down opposite each other. ‘What was that all about?’

			‘It’s one of the things I wanted to talk to you about,’ he says, leaning forward with his elbows on the table. ‘I was deliberately targeted. That prisoner came straight at me from out of an open cell door. It was an ambush. He had a home-­made knife and was trying to stab me in the neck. In other words, he wanted to kill me.’ He speaks slowly, carefully, emphasising the importance of his words.

			‘Why would he do that?’

			‘I’ve never even seen him before, and from what I can gather, he’s not talking to the authorities. But I’m certain I know the reason behind it.’

			‘Go on.’

			Quinn looks thoughtful. ‘You said that at your last meeting with the CPS you were told the police think I’m responsible for another two murders?’

			‘That’s their theory. They named two men. Avtar Singh and Victor Otogo. Killed two years apart. The first in Glasgow. Found drowned in his bath. The second in London. Shot dead outside his home. And as I recall, you told me you didn’t know either of them, or anything about their deaths.’ 

			‘Have the police got any evidence at all to back up their claims?’

			Becca’s instincts tell her that Quinn might well be about to come up with some revelations. When defending a client against a charge, she always asks them whether they’re guilty or innocent. Not one has ever told her they were guilty. In some cases she didn’t believe their denials, but that was irrelevant. 

			‘They haven’t given me any details yet,’ she tells him, ‘which I take to mean they don’t have much. But I expect they’ll want to question you about the murders at some point in the near future.’

			Quinn nods, taking this in. 

			‘Have you got something you want to tell me, Logan?’ Becca’s tone is firm. 

			He sits up in his seat, his back ramrod straight, looking right into her eyes, which is a habit of his. He’s the very opposite of evasive. ‘I’ve got a lot of information that would be very, very useful to the CPS and the police,’ he says carefully. ‘That’s why there was an attempt on my life.’

			‘I’m your lawyer. You can tell me what that information is in confidence.’

			Quinn hesitates, and Becca can see he’s not entirely convinced. Finally he speaks. ‘I can help them solve a number of murders and bring to justice the people who ordered those murders.’

			‘So I take it from that that you are who the police say you are. A contract killer.’ 

			Again he hesitates. And this time he looks away. 

			‘Did you murder Jessica O’Sullivan?’

			He sighs, runs a hand through his thick black hair. ‘My actions resulted in her death, yes.’

			‘Was it deliberate?’

			‘That depends on who I’m talking to.’

			Becca’s getting tired of this. ‘You’re talking to me, and I need to know the answer in order to build a successful defence. When we first met, and in all our subsequent conversations, you stated that Ms O’Sullivan’s death was, in your words, an accident. If you want me to defend you in court, you have to tell me the whole truth. No evasions.’

			This time Quinn doesn’t pause. ‘Yes,’ he says. ‘I killed her deliberately. And yes, I suppose I am what the police would call a contract killer. But that’s not my whole story. You have to believe that.’

			Becca isn’t sure what to believe. She wasn’t expecting Quinn’s admission and it makes her evaluate him very differently. She’s no longer sure she wants to represent him. 

			‘I’m not an evil man, Becca,’ he continues. ‘I’m a deeply troubled one, I’ll admit that, but—’

			‘How many?’

			‘How many what?’

			‘How many victims?’

			‘This goes no further, right?’

			‘I told you it won’t.’

			He takes a deep breath, looks her straight in the eye. ‘Twenty-­three.’ 
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