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  PROLOGUE




  Fearfully, Charles Dugan searched his dark proximity. One tiny bulb, mounted way up high from a beam in the centre, lit the cavernous warehouse. To a stranger, it would appear to be empty, but Charles knew that Hawley, his adversary, never showed up anywhere without “his boys.”




  Again, he gulped down the bile tickling his throat as he took one tentative step, then another, towards the light. Hawley had definitely put his trademark intimidation tactics to work. Charles’s stomach churned with the Italian meal he’d bolted down at lunchtime, and he took another few steps, regretting—not for the first time—ever getting involved with Hawley and his gang.




  A rasping noise off to his left alerted him to movement. Although he had no inclination what it was, he could hazard a guess. He wanted to clamp a hand over his mouth, to hold back the scream desperate for release. However, before he had the chance, two sets of strong arms grabbed him from behind and forced him to the ground. Lying face down, Dugan realised struggling would be pointless. A pair of polished black shoes came to a standstill in front of him, a mere ten inches from his nose. He closed his eyes and braced himself for the impact.




  “Get him up.”




  Charles felt his six-foot frame being lifted and then lowered abruptly into the waiting chair, which sat alongside the light, just like in a torture scene from a movie about the CIA. “All right, Larry?” he asked, trying to disguise his rising hysteria.




  Hawley bent down, and Charles could feel the warmth of the man’s breath against his cheek when he sneered. “I will be, when I get what’s owing to me, scumbag.”




  Charles gulped noisily. “Ah, about that…”




  “Don’t bother giving me any more of your useless bullshit, Dugan. This has been going on for weeks now, and I’m at the end of my tether. No more delays. No more ‘just give me another few days to come up with your money’ shit. Your time’s up. Today is the deadline we both agreed on. Am I right?”




  When Charles didn’t answer immediately, one of Hawley’s men punched the back of his head. Jolted into action, he replied, “Yes, that’s what we agreed.”




  “So? Where’s my money?”




  Charles stared at Hawley, agog.




  “Lost the use of your tongue, have you?” Hawley nodded, switching his gaze to one of the men standing behind Charles.




  Charles prepared himself for a beating. Terrified, he shouted, “No! Wait. I’ll get it to you by the end of the week. I promise.”




  “Not good enough. We had an agreement, Charlie boy, and you’ve reneged on that. Now it’s time to pay…‌with your life, if need be.”




  A fist hit one side of his head, then a second blow hit the other before Hawley raised his hand to stop the onslaught. “Wait. I’ve just had an idea.”




  An ominous silence descended over the group. Charles closed his eyes. From past encounters with the notorious gang, he had a feeling what Hawley was going to say next.




  “How’s Mrs. Dugan and the little ’un? What’s her name now? Ah, yes, Peaches. She must be all of thirteen now, yes?”




  “They’re nothing to do with this. Larry, I’d rather keep them out of this. I swear I’ll get you your money. I’m begging you not to hurt my family. Your gripe is with me, not them.”




  “And you think you’re in a position to barter for either their lives, or yours?” Hawley spat at him, his eyes bulging with contempt. He swivelled on the heels of his expensive shoes, turned his back on Charles, and strode off into the darkness. His footsteps echoed to a dull thud before a door slammed.




  Charles knew that his life was about to change—how, he wasn’t quite sure. Maybe he would know more once Hawley’s men had finished with him—if he survived the imminent thrashing.




  Behind him, metal jangled. He turned and instantly wished he’d kept his inquisitiveness in check. His face took the brunt of the force of the heavy chain. The blow sent him reeling to the ground.




  “That’s sure to improve his looks,” the one known as Tiny joked. Both men laughed as Charles spat out the teeth that had rattled loose in his mouth. His lips swelled up straightaway. He swiped a hand across his mouth and gasped when he saw the amount of blood covering the back of his hand.




  He needed to try to buy some time. Convincing the men it would be in their best interest not to pummel him to a pulp was imperative. “Come on, boys, we can come to some sort of arrangement now your boss has gone. What do you say?”




  The other goon who went by the name of Sloath answered him with a kick in the gut. “You know what, arsehole? Deals like that are the ones that got you in this mess in the first place. You better shut your mouth if you know what’s good for you. Take your punishment like a true man, not the snivelling shit the boss thinks you are.”




  Charles knew arguing with the thugs would be a waste of breath. He clamped his mouth shut, closed his eyes to block out the smirks on the gorillas’ faces, and took the punishment Hawley had ordered them to mete out, like a man.




  After the ten-minute thrashing he could barely move. The men homed in on his lower back and kicked the shit out of it. Pain erupted at several points throughout his body. He recognised immediately that several bones were broken, among them a rib or two, and his right arm. He even feared that his kidney wouldn’t be salvageable.




  Dazed and on the verge of drifting into unconsciousness, he could only plead for his family’s safety. “Please, don’t hurt them…”




  The men’s crazed laughter echoed around him as the blackness descended. Whether he would wake up from the spiralling darkness, he had no idea.




  CHAPTER ONE




  Smiling, Ellen watched her nephews messing about on the newly erected trampoline in her brother’s back garden. “They’re naturals, aren’t they?”




  Suzie, Ellen’s sister-in-law, was sitting in the chair next to Ellen, sipping her Pimms and lemonade, a proud grin lighting up her pretty face. “You know what? It’s so nice to see them out in the fresh air for a change. Sometimes, I wish Jim had never bought them the darn Xbox. They don’t get nearly as much exercise as they should do.”




  “I agree. I bet thousands of families around the country wish the same thing.”




  “I’m glad we invested in the trampoline with the net surround. I think we’d have a few broken bones to contend with otherwise.”




  They both laughed as Ellen’s brother, Jim, joined them with a stern face. “I’ve been called into work. Don’t give me that look, hon. I think it’s going to be a big case.” He leaned over and kissed Suzie on the lips.




  “What about the barbecue?” Suzie asked, disappointed.




  “It’s all prepared. I’ll fire it up before I leave. Ellen can do the cooking for a change.”




  “What? Are you kidding me? I wouldn’t have a clue where to begin. First of all, that monstrous device happens to frighten the crap outta me,” she complained, pointing at the stainless steel gas barbecue her brother had treated himself to in the end-of-season sale the previous September. “And second, you wouldn’t thank me if your family ended up in hospital with salmonella, would you?”




  Jim pulled a confused face, and she sensed a witty riposte coming her way.




  “But salmon isn’t on the menu, Sis.”




  Jim chuckled and was already halfway to the back door before Ellen caught up with him. She jumped on his back the way she used to when they were kids and flicked the back of his ears as punishment.




  “Ouch! You know I hate that,” Jim whined, sounding more like one of his kids rather than the twenty-nine-year-old, hard-man copper he actually was.




  The kids shouted for their dad to retaliate. He tipped backwards so that Ellen ended up buried beneath him. Fits of laughter broke out. Ellen had prepared herself for the fall—it was the only way he could ever shake her off.




  They both stood and dusted themselves off. “Look, I’ve got to go. Just this once, will you please attempt to cook for my family?”




  “Crap, if I must. What’s the case?”




  “A fire out in Malvern.”




  Ellie frowned. “Really? You don’t usually get called out to them, do you?”




  “Not unless it’s suspicious. Hey, I can’t hang around here all day chatting, much as I’d love to.”




  “Go on. You go. I’ll start up the barbecue. The instructions are all in the manual, aren’t they?”




  “They are. Suzie will show you where they are. Won’t you, love?”




  Suzie nodded and waved goodbye. “Go. We’ll muddle through.”




  “I’ll check in later. Damn, I was looking forward to sampling that new marinade I soaked the filet steaks in. Have fun, everyone.”




  “We’ll be sure to save you some,” Ellie called after him. “Don’t count on any wine being saved, though.”




  “Same old, same old,” her brother shouted back before the front door closed.




  “I’m dying to know what that’s all about,” Ellie said when she re-joined Suzie at the table.




  “He’ll let us know when he gets back. We better get ‘the beast’ fired up. Otherwise, Jim won’t be the only one going without dinner.”




  Ellie and Suzie left the boys having fun on the trampoline and went inside to track down the instructions for “the beast.” With the half-inch-thick booklet in hand, Ellie stepped back into the garden and tried to follow the instructions. A full fifteen minutes later, she managed to locate the button to ignite the damn thing. Her frustrations got the better of her, and her good mood had dwindled. She went back inside the house. “What say we cheat and grill the steaks in here instead?”




  Suzie laughed. “We could always rub some charcoal over the steaks before we grill them to give them that authentic barbecue flavour.”




  Ellen held out her hand, and Suzie shook it. “Done. Now we just need to find a way of getting the boys not to snitch on us.”




  “Ah, that’ll be the sticking point. We better fess up the minute he gets back before the boys get to him.”




  “If we must.” Ellen gave a dejected shrug. “Either way, I’m just glad I’m here and not back at home today.”




  “I thought things were working out fine with your new housemate.”




  “Oh, they are with Sasha. It’s her boyfriend crashing virtually every night that’s annoying the hell out of me.”




  “Did she run that past you before you entered into the house-share agreement?”




  “Nope. Most of the time, I can put up with it. Although he’s a right slob where the bathroom is concerned, he’s quite handy in the kitchen. Lucas is a chef. It’s the night-time activities I object to, really. I’m not joking when I say they’re at it at all hours. If there was an Olympic sport for the bedroom activities, they’d win, hands down.”




  Suzie laughed. “I’m sorry. I know I shouldn’t laugh, but…”




  “Hey, I don’t blame you for laughing, if someone else had to deal with their gymnastic sex, I’d be hysterical with laughter about it, too. However, when I’m only getting about two or three hours kip a night, it’s beyond a joke.”




  “Have you spoken to them about it?” Suzie asked, her smile slipping.




  “I wish I could summon up the right words. ‘Do you mind stop screwing at night? Your insatiable sexual appetites are keeping me awake.’ Somehow, I don’t think that will go down too well, do you?”




  “You have a point. Hey, they might even invite you to join in.”




  Ellen’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. “Christ, I hope not. I think I’d die if ever that subject reared its ugly head. Ew…” Ellen shuddered at the thought.




  “Maybe have a quiet word with Sasha when she’s on her own one day.”




  “Maybe. Enough of this doom and gloom—I’m starving. I bet the boys are ravenous, as well, after all that bouncing.”




  Ellen took the steaks out of the fridge, and one by one, she placed them into the sizzling griddle pans on the stove. Using her forefinger and thumb, she treated the meat as if it were contaminated with a deadly disease. “I hate handling raw meat.”




  Suzie laughed. With a glint in her eye, she said, “I thought we had changed the subject.”




  “Ha, ha. Very funny.”




  Eventually, their so-called barbecue was ready to serve. After clearing up the kitchen, Ellen decided to leave her sister-in-law and the boys to their nightly bath-time ritual and venture home, apprehensive about what her housemate and her boyfriend would be up to when she got there.




  She made a point of slamming the front door when she entered, and the recognisable sound of giggling coming from Sasha’s bedroom ceased immediately. As she sat down on the couch in the living room, she noticed she had a message from her partner at the Worcester Missing Persons Hotline on her mobile phone.




  She called him back. “Hi, Brian. You rang?”




  He exhaled a deep breath. “Have you seen the news?”




  “What news? In the paper or on TV?”




  “On the TV. It’s on the local news.”




  “What is? Give me a hint, hon?”




  “There’s an ongoing fire raging out of control in Malvern.”




  “Oh, that. Yeah, Jim got a call to attend the scene.”




  “That’s strange. Why Jim?” Brian asked.




  “Not sure. Something about it being suspicious. Ellen fiddled with the remote control and turned on the ITV news, which was showing a story about some of the local teachers being on strike, wanting a pay rise of sorts to come in line with inflation—the usual thing. Once the VT had finished, the newsreader recapped the breaking news of the fire. “Holy crap! That place is huge. Do you know who owns it?”




  “An ex-banker by the name of Charles Dugan. That’s what the reporter is saying. Do you fancy taking a trip out there?”




  “Er…‌why?”




  “Er…‌’cause I’ve got nothing better to do, and I’m going out of my mind with boredom.”




  Ellen looked up at the ceiling. The increasing momentum of squeaking bed springs during her housemate’s workout helped her make up her mind. “What the heck. Do you want to pick me up?”




  “Yeah, I was hoping you’d say that. I’m dying to clap eyes on your housemate.”




  “You’re in for a disappointment there, matey. She’s upstairs at the moment with her fella. I reckon it won’t be long before she starts swinging from the chandelier.”




  After a moment’s silence, Brian snorted. “Oh, I get it. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”




  “I’ll be at the top of the road, waiting for you.”




  “That bad, eh?” Brian laughed before he hung up.




  Ellen gathered her handbag and coat. “Yeah, it’s that bad,” she grumbled under her breath as she walked out the front door and trotted up the road. As she passed the row of terraced houses, a strange thought entered her mind. I wonder how many other couple are at it right now on a Sunday afternoon. Was her life that miserable that what others were up to on their days off should be her primary concern?




  Brian tooted his horn as he pulled up. Ellen jumped in the passenger seat, and they set off on the twenty-minute trip out to the Malverns—her favourite spot to accompany her father on their days off before he’d died a few years ago.




  When they arrived, the road had already been cordoned off, and four uniformed police were patrolling the area to keep rubberneckers at bay.




  “Hi, Sam. How’s Tracy?” Ellen asked the young copper, whom she used to work with on the West Mercia Police Force.




  “Ellen, long time, no see. Yeah, Tracy and the baby are doing great, thanks. What brings you out here?”




  She crossed her fingers in the hope that the lie she was about to tell wouldn’t come back to bite her in the arse. “Jim called me. I’m here to offer my advice.”




  Sam smiled and raised the tape so she and Brian could duck under. “Yeah, I saw Jim milling around here earlier. I think he’s around the back. It would be best if you went that way.” The officer pointed to where the flames seemed less out of control.




  “Cheers, Sam. Good luck being a new daddy. I hear it’s major hard work. Brian here can vouch for that.”




  “I’m sure we’ll cope. I’ll give Tracy your regards.”




  Brian fell into step beside her. Once the PC was out of earshot, he said, “Neat work. I’m impressed. Perhaps I can start coming out in the field more with you?”




  Puzzled, Ellen turned to face him. “But you don’t like getting your hands dirty. Right from the outset, you’ve said that your strengths lie back at the office, as the ‘office geek’—your words, not mine.”




  “Yeah, but I’ve been thinking. After that Endersbe case, and the fieldwork I did with Jim to rescue you from that Fallon bloke—well, it got my adrenaline pumping. Maybe we could employ someone else to do the office side of things. I could still lend a hand with any necessary research, but I think the time has come for me to join you out in the field. I’d much rather be doing that than keeping my seat warm back at the office, anyway.”




  Ellen stopped walking and stared at him. Nothing much got past her. “Now wait just a minute. Cut the bullshit, Brian. It sounds to me like you’re talking about babysitting me.”




  The colour rose in her partner’s cheeks. “No. I wouldn’t put it quite like that.”




  Ellen stomped off and mumbled under her breath, “One mistake—one lousy mistake—and you’re going to punish me for the rest of my life.”




  Brian pulled her arm and spun her around to face him. “It’s not that. I swear it’s not, Ellen.”




  “Then what is it?” she snapped back. Brian’s face contorted while he tried to come up with a feasible excuse. Before he had a chance to offer one, she clicked her fingers together. “It’s Jim, isn’t it? He’s put you up to this, hasn’t he?”




  “No.”




  “Don’t lie to me.” She stormed off again and shouted over her shoulder, “I haven’t got time for this now. We’ll thrash it out later. I’ll guarantee you that, partner.”




  This time, she sensed Brian knew not to bother trying to catch her up, and his footsteps laboured behind her.




  Don’t you dare feel guilty about speaking to him like that! He had it coming after doubting your abilities.




  Ellen spotted Jim in the crowd of emergency crew in front of her and strode towards him. She tapped him on the shoulder. “Have you managed to find out anything yet?”




  “What are you doing here?” Her brother’s gaze fell to her partner standing a few feet behind her. “Brian?”




  “Yeah, it’s all his fault. Nice for me to be able to pass the buck sometimes. Bri, saw it on the news and wanted to come take a look. You haven’t answered my question. Found anything yet?”




  Jim shook his head, more in recognition that arguing with his elder sister was pointless than in answer to her question. “The fire is still too intense for the fire crews to go in using their breathing apparatus. They’re trying to focus on dowsing the flames down enough in that section over there in order to gain access to the building. I overheard one of the firemen saying that the stables out the back are also on fire.”




  “No, really? I hope there weren’t any horses in there.”




  Jim pulled a face. “Yeah, there were. They’re all dead.”




  Brian joined them and stood alongside Ellen. “Damn, that’s tough,” he said. “Any news on the family? Were they at home when the fire broke out?”




  “We’ve yet to determine that, Brian. I sure hope not. The early report from the officer in charge is that he thinks some kind of accelerant was used.”




  “That would explain why the fire took hold so quickly,” Ellen replied.




  “How do you know that?” Jim frowned.




  “It was on the news. Who’s to say whether that’ll turn out to be the truth or not?”




  “Well, I’m sure we’ll get the lowdown on the circumstances behind the blaze soon enough. Let’s hope if there is anyone inside that these guys rescue them soon.”




  “I think it’s too late for that.” Ellen crossed her arms, resting against the car behind her as she watched another section of the burning building collapse. The noise of the rubble hitting the ground made her jump.




  •     •     •




  With a heavy heart and hot tears streaming down his face, Dugan hid behind a tree, watching the fire devastate the home he had shared with his wife since the birth of their beautiful fourteen-year-old daughter, Peaches. He’d been hiding in the same spot for more than an hour, observing the flames lick through every room of his treasured mansion. His wife, who was a former interior designer, had lovingly and tastefully decorated each room. Every time the fire engulfed another wall, fresh tears flowed from his already painfully sore eyes.




  How had it come to this? He regretted the nights he’d sat around a poker table, frittering away thousands, which had quickly turned into millions, of pounds. What sort of man did that to his family? What kind of man put his own flesh and blood through the torment of going from having millions tucked away in their bank accounts to scrabbling around for pennies overnight? At least, that was how it seemed. In truth, he’d been gambling, with mixed success, for almost a year. But poor Tina had no knowledge of the fact. Every time she returned from hunting for the latest designer outfits to put on her credit card, he cringed, in case she was angry that her card had been refused and might demand to know why.




  The dreaded situation had finally transpired the week before. The memory of her anger as she thundered through the house, looking for him, caused his beaten body to shudder. He loved Tina deeply. Right from the beginning of their relationship, he’d set out to give her the world, lavishing her with gifts of stylish jewellery and original paintings by artists who had made it big since the millennium. But all of that had been wiped out. Soon, their multi-million-pound home would be reduced to charred, crumbling remains.




  He had watched the first fire engine arrive. Unable to get the fire under control, they had quickly called for reinforcements then continued in vain to do what they could to tackle the blaze. However, by the time the other teams had reached the house, the fire had already fiercely taken hold and refused to relinquish its ever-tightening, suffocating grip.




  The cruellest memory he would have to endure from this day forward was the chilling sound of the three screaming horses as they perished in their stalls. What an utter waste. Everything was such a tragic, inexcusable waste. His life would never be the same again since his home, his family, and his entire empire had fallen pitifully.




  He trudged back through the trees to his Audi RS 5, feeling as if he had hundred-pound weights strapped to his ankles. Sitting behind the steering wheel, he placed his head in his hands and winced when he felt the open wounds Hawley’s men had given him. He glanced in the rear-view mirror and, for the first time, saw the devastation they had caused. Two black eyes, swollen and still bleeding here and there, stared back at him. He opened his mouth to survey the damage there and shook his head when he realised the two front teeth he thought were missing turned out to be four. Taking a final look at the inferno, he started the engine with his left hand, holding his right busted arm across his chest, thankful that his car was an automatic. Then he slipped away from the burning building and his former life. One thought was uppermost in his mind. Revenge.




  CHAPTER TWO




  When Ellen woke the following morning, she found it difficult to open her eyes due to the excessive smoke she’d been subjected to the day before. She dipped into the bathroom to use an Optrex eyebath. Within a few minutes, she could see properly without squinting. After showering, she returned to the bedroom and pulled two outfits from her wardrobe. Hmm…‌what do I feel like wearing today? Scruffs or smart casual? In the end, she opted for a black skirt suit and a white blouse.




  Ellen set off for work before her housemate surfaced. She was keen to avoid Sasha and her rampant boyfriend for fear of laying into them. It was important for her to bide her time there as she could ill afford the down payment on another rental place.




  Brian whistled as she entered the tiny estate agent type office they shared. “Nice. What’s with the outfit?”




  “Thought I’d make an effort for a change. A girl doesn’t want to always be seen in denims, you know.”




  “Let’s hope you don’t get into a position where you have to chase someone today then, because unless you intend hitching up that skirt of yours, baby, you ain’t gonna catch nothin’ but a snail, an injured one with the inability to move very fast, at that.”




  Ellen batted her eyelashes. “You’re hilarious! I bet I could outrun you over a hundred metres any day of the week.”




  “I dare say you could ordinarily, just not in that skirt.” He winked and the left side of his mouth hitched up at the same time.




  She pulled a face at him and ordered, “Shut up and go make the coffee.”




  When he returned and handed her the warm mug, they sat down and spoke about the previous day’s events.




  “What time did Jim get home? Any idea?”




  Ellen shook her head. “We left at around eight. I rang Suzie at ten thirty, and he wasn’t home by then. I’m going to ring him in a moment once this coffee has worked its magic. This is my first cup of the day. I couldn’t leave home quick enough this morning.”




  “You’re going to have to say something to Sasha. I haven’t said anything before, but sometimes, you come in here looking like you’ve spent the night chasing sheep around a field, instead of counting them to get off to sleep.”




  Taking a sip of coffee, she looked over her cup at him. “To be honest, I feel like shit most mornings. I need eight hours sleep minimum a night, always have done. Mum said I used to sleep for about thirteen hours when I was a baby. What I wouldn’t give for a full night’s sleep right now.”




  Brian booted up his computer. “You can crash at mine if ever you need to.”




  Ellen smiled as she watched his cheeks turn ruby red. “Thanks, Bri. I think I’ll have a word with Sasha the next time we’re alone—if we’re ever alone,” she corrected herself. “What are the AP lines saying about the fire? Anything?”




  “You read my mind. I’m just going through them now.”




  She left him to get on with that while she dealt with the morning post. At that moment, they had only a few small cases on their books. Most concerned missing husbands whose wives suspected they had run off with another woman. So far, leads had been few and far between. Ellen had itchy feet, and she was dying to get involved in a real juicy case, especially after the praise she and Brian had received nationally for cracking the Fallon case.




  “Here we go. Looks like three bodies were found at the scene.”




  “That’s a terrible shame. So, do you think the whole family died?”




  Brian nodded without looking up. “Yes, according to the news reports. Of course, they won’t be able to confirm anything until the post mortems have been carried out. I don’t envy the pathologist that job.”




  “Yeah, I agree. Not sure even my stomach could handle those PMs.” As a former detective, Ellen had sat in—or rather stood in—on a number of post mortems in her time. She had encountered some horrific sights and regarded herself as having a strong stomach, but thankfully, she’d never had the misfortune to attend the PM of a charred body. Jim had, though, and he’d told her the smell of burning flesh had stuck with him for days, especially since he’d forgotten to use the old trick of placing Vicks vapour rub underneath his nose to combat the smell and ward off any fumes from attaching themselves to his nostrils and lingering there.




  The phone interrupted their conversation. Ellen answered before Brian could pick up the phone. “Good morning. Worcester Missing Persons Hotline. How can I help?”




  “Yes, I…‌er…‌well, it’s like this. I need help.”




  Ellen was used to receiving calls from hesitant prospective clients. Reporting a loved one as a missing person could be tough. “That’s what we’re here for—to help.”




  “I’m not sure what to do. My sister…‌is dead, and…” The woman cleared her throat.




  “Would it be better if we spoke face-to-face? I appreciate how difficult a call like this can be. Sometimes, meeting with me in person can help.”




  Silence filled the line.




  “Hello?” Ellen prompted quietly.




  The caller seemed to spark into life again. “Yes. Maybe that would be best.”




  “Okay, no problem. Can I have your address?”




  “It’s number ten Gosport Road, Powick.”




  “Will it be all right if I call round to see you now?”




  “Oh…‌I wasn’t really expecting anyone to visit so soon. The house is a mess, and…”




  “I’m not an estate agent, Miss…‌?”




  “Sorry, it’s Lord. Marsha Lord.”




  “I can be there in twenty minutes, and I promise not to judge the state of your house. How’s that?”




  “So soon?”




  “It’s obvious you’re distressed about your sister’s death. I think it would be best if we meet up as soon as possible.”




  “Okay, make it half an hour, will you?”




  “Very well. There’s no need to be concerned. It’ll just be an informal chat, honestly,” Ellen added to reassure the woman.




  “What was that all about?” Brian asked as Ellen hung up.




  She glanced over at her partner. “It was all rather strange. According to Ms. Lord, her sister is dead.”




  “Okay, that’s terrible in itself, but what has that got to do with us? We’re a missing persons hotline remember?”




  “Yeah, I know. I got the impression that there was more to it than just that, something she was holding back.”




  “Sounds to me like she wants a private investigator outfit, not us.”




  “Yeah, that’s another thing I want to run past you. I’ve been thinking things over and came to the conclusion we should diversify, do both.”




  Brian’s brow creased into a frown. “Both, as in PI and missing persons?”




  “Why not? It makes sense to have two strings to our bow, doesn’t it?” Ellen said defensively. “Anyway, think about it while I’m out, and we’ll discuss it further later, yes?”




  She could already see the cogs turning in Brian’s brain. He rubbed his chin. “Hmm…‌we could get someone in to man the office, and I could be out on the road with you.”




  “On separate cases, you mean? Sounds like a great idea. I wouldn’t want you cramping my style.”




  Brian gave her his uncool hurt-puppy-dog look. “Moi? I’d never cramp your style, not intentionally, anyway.”




  Ellen stood up, collected her handbag, and walked towards the front door. Theatrically, she looked up at the sky. “Wow, look. There goes another pink farmyard animal swooping past.” She ducked out the front door before he could throw anything at her, and turning back to peer through the window, she poked her tongue out at him.




  •     •     •




  Ellen parked her car and waited patiently for the seconds to tick by on the dashboard clock, until finally, the time she’d arranged to meet Ms. Lord clicked over.




  The blonde, petite woman opened the front door almost immediately after Ellen knocked.




  “Ms. Lord? I’m Ellen Brazil. We spoke earlier.” She offered her hand for the woman to shake.




  “Please, call me Marsha. Come in. Would you like some coffee?”




  “That’d be great, thanks.” Ellen followed the woman into the tidy minimalistic living room, which surprised her because Ms. Lord had specifically told her that her house was a tip. From what Ellen could see, it was anything but. One picture dominated the wall behind the sofa. It appeared to be a commissioned portrait of Marsha and four other people: a man and woman of a similar age and another man and woman in their late sixties to early seventies. All were well-dressed, obviously had more than a few pennies between them.




  Marsha caught Ellen staring at the portrait. “That’s Tina and our Mum and Dad.”




  “And the other man is? The younger one?”




  Marsha left the room and returned carrying two mugs of coffee. “The man is Tina’s husband, Charles.”




  “I see. I’m sorry about your loss, Marsha. Your sister was very beautiful.” Ellen could see the similarities between the two sisters and their mother. All three had the same glistening chestnut-brown eyes.




  Marsha took a seat in the leather easy chair and indicated for Ellen to sit on the sofa.




  “To begin with, I must say that your call intrigued me enough to drop by and see you, although usually, we only take on missing person cases. I did run it past my partner, and at the moment, we’re looking at possibly expanding the business to incorporate other PI work.”




  Staring down at her mug, Marsha said, “I hope you consider taking me on. I was impressed with the case you managed to solve about all those women being abducted who were kept in that barn by that madman. Shocking, truly shocking. The thing is, I believe my sister’s death is suspicious.”




  Ellen held up her hand to halt the woman, but Marsha’s gaze was still fixed on her mug. “Sorry, Marsha, I’m going to have to stop you right there. If your sister died in suspicious circumstances, then you’re talking to the wrong person. You should be saying all this to the police, not me.”




  “The police are dealing with the case, I think. However, I want to find my brother-in-law, Charles. I believe he’s gone missing.”




  “And you suspect that he killed your sister?”




  “Good lord, no.” Marsha glanced up at Ellen and placed her spare hand to her chest in horror. “He wouldn’t do that. I do believe he’s in trouble, though. To see his house go up in flames and to learn that his wife and daughter, my niece, were inside the building will destroy him.”




  Alarm bells rang in Ellen’s head. “Fire? What fire? When did this fire occur?”




  “Last night. You must have seen it. It’s been all over the news.”




  “In Malvern?”




  Marsha nodded.




  “Yes, I saw it.” Ellen gulped air before she continued. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but the early reports are that there were three bodies found in the fire, not two.”




  Marsha’s eyes welled up with tears. “I know. The thing is Charles rang me after the fire. He is well and truly alive. He survived the blaze.”




  CHAPTER THREE




  Dugan was ducked down, hiding behind the white van. He’d seen the woman arrive approximately ten minutes before. She looked official in her neat black business suit, but he didn’t get the impression that she was a copper. What’s taking them so long? He noticed one of the downstairs windows in a neighbouring house had twitchy curtains. After one last glance at his watch, he gave the tyre of the van an exasperated kick and trotted back to his car.




  He leaned his head back against the headrest. His injured arm throbbed a merry rhythm; the pain was getting far worse than he could bear. Soon, he would have to seek some form of help. That was why he’d taken the risk to come to Marsha’s house—for help. The damn helplessness was the underlying feeling that he hated most about the situation. He’d spent the night in the car, aware that he didn’t have even enough cash left in his wallet to pay for a shoddy hotel room. All he had left in his wallet were the three useless credit cards that his bank had insisted he should cut up. He’d begged and pleaded with the manager to raise his overdraft limit, but the smug officious little twerp had lifted his shoulders in mock regret and shaken his head.




  He undid the zipper part of his wallet and appraised the one thing he could possibly use to get some cash—his eighteen-carat gold wedding ring. The question prodded his conscience, causing him an immense amount of heartache. Did he have the courage to part with something so cherished, especially after his wife’s death? He thumped the steering wheel with his good hand, and the vibration shuddered up his arm and trickled down his other one. He made the decision to leave Marsha’s house to look for a pharmacy.




  Driving back through St. Johns, he found a pharmacy tucked away on a small estate. Two women in white uniforms stood behind the counter. One customer was also present, milling around the shelves, sniffling as he searched the numerous hair products on offer.




  Dugan walked up to the counter, ignoring the assistant’s look of surprise. “I had an accident, a car crash, and wondered if you could possibly help me rather than me waste time in A and E. I’d probably have to wait hours for someone to treat me.”




  “Why don’t you take a seat. I’ll come around and have a look.”




  Nervously, Dugan looked behind him. Thinking he had few options, he sat in the solitary chair and waited for the blonde assistant. The woman approached him with a small first-aid kit. She asked Dugan to remove his jumper. He winced as he pulled the jumper off his injured arm. The assistant gasped when he exposed his blood-soaked sleeve.




  “My God! That’s broken. You need to go to the hospital right away. I’m sure it’ll need resetting. You’ll probably need an emergency operation to mend such an awful break.”




  “I can’t. I don’t have the time. What about a strong bandage? Just as a makeshift measure until I can find the time to slot in a visit.”




  “It would be irresponsible of me to patch you up and send you on your way, sir.”




  Out of frustration, Dugan snapped at her, “Just do what you can. I’ll get to the hospital when I’ve got more time.”




  The assistant started to back away from him. He grabbed her and shoved her against the display unit. Several items rattled off the shelves and hit the floor. The customer ran from the shop, instead of sticking around to help the assistant who was shaking and pleading with Dugan to let her go.




  “I have no intention of hurting you, providing you help me. Get out here,” he shouted at the other assistant, who appeared to be as equally terrified as her colleague.




  The shorter girl came from behind the counter and hugged her co-worker. Tears ran down their cheeks, and Dugan felt bad for scaring them.




  “What can you give me that will ease the pain?”




  “Painkillers…‌that’s all we’re allowed to give you,” the blonde assistant stuttered.




  “Stuff what you’re allowed to give me. What have you got that will ease the throbbing?”




  The two assistants looked at each other, threw a few product names between them, and asked him several health-related questions, until they agreed on a suitable product. The shorter girl dipped behind the counter and came back with a box of tablets.




  She handed Dugan the box of morphine. “They’ll make you drowsy to begin with. They’re more powerful than normal painkillers. Please be careful not to abuse them.”




  “Thanks, I appreciate it. Have you got some kind of splint for my arm?”




  The blonde assistant shook her head. “We can give you an elasticated bandage, which will help in the interim, but you really need to get it sorted by a professional as soon as possible, or you could end up being permanently disfigured.”




  “I’ll take the risk, for the time being at least. Give me the bandage.”




  The blonde went over to one of the shelves and pulled an elasticated bandage from its packaging while the shorter girl went out back to fetch Dugan a glass of water.




  “Quick, take a tablet first—one at a time, no more than twice a day.” She passed Dugan the water. He swallowed the pill with a sip of water then nodded his appreciation.




  The blonde girl started to fold back Dugan’s shirtsleeve and sucked in a breath when she saw the splintered bone jutting out of his forearm.




  “Ignore it. Just put the bandage on,” Dugan ordered.




  “We should wait a few minutes to give the painkiller the chance to take effect.”




  “There’s no time.” Dugan clenched his mouth shut and prepared for the pain.




  The shorter assistant took a loofah off the shelf behind him and told him to bite down on the wooden handle.




  Dugan sank his teeth into the wood and stifled his agonising yell as the assistant tugged the bandage over his wrist and wiggled it into place on his damaged forearm. The other assistant opened the first-aid kit, tore open one of the sachets, and took out an antiseptic wipe.




  “It’s for the wounds on your face,” she told him when he pulled his head away from her.




  Dugan closed his eyes as one woman tended to his arm and the other wiped his face with the stinging cloth. After a few minutes of suffering, the women gave him the all-clear to go on his way.




  “I appreciate your help, ladies, and I apologise profusely for scaring the crap out of you. Good day.”




  Both women gave a brief smile before he turned and left the shop. He got in the car and drove, contemplating his next course of action. One name pushed to the forefront of his mind. Hawley. Let’s see what he’s up to, shall we?




  CHAPTER FOUR




  The second Ellen left Marsha’s house, she made two phone calls. As per their code of conduct, the first was to the office, to let Brian know that she was safe and that she was going elsewhere before returning to the office. The next call she made was to her brother.




  “Hi, Jim. How’s it going?”




  “Slowly. What are you up to, Sis?”




  Ellen pressed her key fob, and her door locks clunked open. “I was wondering if I could drop by and see you. I’ve just been given some information which is important to your case—or should I say our case.”




  “Our case?”




  “The fire out at Malvern. Look, I’ll explain when I get there. Is it convenient for me to drop over and see you now?”




  Without hesitation, Jim replied, “Sure. Come on over. I’ll even treat you out to lunch.”




  “Coffee will do. I remember how much money a detective takes home.”




  “Yeah, all right, you have a valid point. I could stretch to a packet of crisps for my sister. See you soon.”




  “I’ll be ten minutes.”




  Ellen drove back over the Worcester Bridge into town and pulled into the police station car park situated in Castle Street. Jim was standing on the front steps, ready to greet her.




  “What’s with the frown?” Jim asked.




  “I’ve just had a very enlightening conversation which I need to run by you. Can we talk inside?” Ellen walked up the steps.




  “Sure.”




  Ellen followed her brother through the secured doors and up the winding staircase to his office. Several other serving officers nodded and smiled at Ellen as she passed. She hadn’t visited the building in a while. She felt surprisingly comfortable in her surroundings, as if the building had wrapped two concrete arms around her to give her a welcome-home hug.




  Jim stopped at the vending machine and chose two white coffees and two packets of cheese-and-onion crisps—his idea of a satisfactory lunch. Ellen sat down and put her open notebook on the desk in front of her.




  “What’s this about, Ellen?”




  “Can I ask you what you know about the fire?”




  “So far? Not much. We’re waiting to hear back from forensics about the identities of the bodies before we can really get this investigation under way. Why? What do you know?”




  Ellen took a sip from her cup. “We received a call this morning from a Marsha Lord.”




  Jim frowned and scrabbled through some papers on his desk. “I recognise that name.”




  “I’d be surprised if you didn’t. Marsha is, or was, Tina Dugan’s sister. The woman who we think has died in the fire.”




  “Ah, yes. Okay, I’ll ask the obvious question. Why did she ring your missing persons hotline?”




  “Here’s the thing. First up, I want us to expand, to become a general PI business as well as keeping the missing persons angle going. Secondly, I’m seriously concerned about one aspect she shared with me.”
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