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  PROLOGUE




  The head of the group watched the other women arguing amongst themselves, frustrated that her well-thought-out plan appeared to be doomed from the outset. What is wrong with you lot? I’ve spent months hatching this plan! Months!




  She clapped, calling for everyone’s attention in the Griffin Hotel’s conference room. She had booked the room at short notice because some of the women had complained they didn’t have the time to drive out to the group’s usual meeting place. Felicity had been cute when making the booking and used a fake name to avoid leaving a paper trail. “Keep the noise down to minimum, girls, as agreed. Right, have we decided?” Silence greeted her, and by the looks on the other members’ faces it wasn’t difficult to tell that in the past hour they had accomplished exactly nothing. She puffed out her cheeks as she sighed. “Okay, maybe we should just call the whole bloody thing off?”




  “No! We can’t do that.” Julie stepped forward, towards Felicity. “I’ll volunteer to go first, if you like.”




  Felicity acknowledged the woman’s bravery with a smile. “That’s settled then. The next question is: when should we carry out the deed? We need to be discreet, girls. The last thing we want to do is draw attention to ourselves. Not yet, not at this early stage. Any suggestions, Julie? You know him. We’re at a disadvantage in that respect, we have no idea about his routine.”




  “Well, tonight would be an ideal opportunity. He usually goes to the pub on a Friday night around nine. Is that too soon to organise something?”




  Felicity looked at the watch on her slender wrist and swept back a wisp of long blonde hair as she contemplated. “Well, it’s seven o’clock now. I set up the other venue earlier just in case we came to a decision today to forge ahead with the plan. Let’s take a vote on it, shall we? All those in favour of grabbing our first victim tonight, say I.”




  The I’s were slow in coming much to Felicity’s frustration. But eventually, after a few stragglers finally agreed, the plan was approved by the rest of the group. Her heart pounded; was that through fear or because of the excitement building within?




  “Okay, let’s get this plan sorted into some semblance of order. Julie, you say…” she paused and waited for her second-in-command to fill in the man’s name.




  “Don.”




  “Right, Don. Ah yes, I remember him well.” Not personally, but she thought she had a fair idea of the pain and anguish the man had put her friend through over the years. It was time to rectify all those wrongs. And tonight we’re going to hand that punishment out, all of us. That’s what this group was about, righting the wrongs the men in each of the women’s lives, had put them through over the years. “What pub?”




  “The Horse and Cart.”




  “Okay, I need two more volunteers to accompany Julie and me this evening. The rest of you will go back to the other venue and wait for us.”




  The women chatted amongst themselves before Mags and Elaine raised their hands.




  “Excellent. I have the weapons ready in the car.”




  “Weapons? No one said anything about using weapons,” Elaine mumbled, fear lingering in her pale grey eyes.




  Felicity folded her arms and tapped her foot. “How else do you expect us to overpower these men, Elaine? I’m all ears, hon?”




  The woman gulped. “I suppose I hadn’t really thought about that side of things.”




  Felicity raised her hand and pointed a finger at the crowd. “If anyone wants to back out, you need to speak up now. After tonight it will be too late to change things.”




  The other nine women shook their heads. Felicity couldn’t help wondering how many of the women would regret agreeing to go ahead with the plan after the night was out. She thought the older women in the group would be the first to revolt after they captured Don.




  For the next half an hour they wrote out the details of the attack in full and thirty minutes after that the group split up. Six of the ladies jumped into two cars and headed back to the cottage, while Julie, Mags, and Elaine joined their leader in the car and drove to the Horse and Cart, where they awaited their prey.




  Julie pointed at a silver Mondeo which cruised to a halt at the rear of the car park. Fortunately, the car park was pretty quiet for this time of night, especially on a Friday due to the local football team holding their annual awards dinner at the community centre down the road. Don left his vehicle and walked towards the car the ladies were hiding in close to the entrance of the pub.




  “Get ready, girls. Julie, you get out of the car first and strike up a conversation with him. Can you do that?”




  Julie shrugged and her mouth twisted. “Oh my! I’m not sure.”




  “It’s too late to have second thoughts now,” Mags snarled in the back seat. “Get a grip, woman and get out there.”




  “Thank you, Mags, less of the anger.”




  “Sorry. Come on, Julie. We have one shot at this,” Mags stated, offering her friend a smile.




  Julie let out an exasperated breath and hooked her hand around the door handle. “Wish me luck.”




  “Good luck,” the three girls responded. Felicity reached down beside her and pulled out the cricket bat. It was the only weapon she could lay her hands on at her home; everything else was at the cottage. She squinted as she watched Julie take slow, hesitant steps towards the man who’d made her life hell throughout their ten-year marriage. Don’s pace never faltered as he neared his ex-wife but his face contorted with rage. “Get ready, girls, I’m not liking the way he’s greeting her.”




  Julie tried to stand in her ex’s path but he brushed her slight frame aside. The car doors opened at the same time and the three occupants formed a line in front of the shocked man. His eyes drifted down to the bat Felicity was tapping in the palm of her hand.




  “What’s going on here? Get out of my way?” He spun around and shouted at Julie. “Are you behind this?”




  Julie stormed forward and slapped her ex hard around the face. “Yes, meet my friends. They’d like a little chat with you.”




  Before he had the chance to respond, Felicity swiped the bat, aiming at his head. The man tottered unsteadily in place. Another blow with the bat forced him down on the ground. The girls launched, attacking him with their weapons. A high-heeled shoe stabbed him in the upper leg. Another blunt instrument in the shape of a stunted iron bar came crashing down on his forearm. Everyone in the group heard the bone snap and Don cried out in pain.




  “Stop! I’ll get you for this, Julie, if it’s the last thing I do.” He cried out again, his injured arm clutched the top of his other arm as the pain increased on his face. He gasped for breath and whimpered, “Help me, the pain…‌I need to go to the hosp…” his voice trailed off as the women continued to beat him.




  A few seconds later, Julie called a halt to the attack. “Stop. That’s enough. We want him alive, don’t we? What’s the pleasure in killing him now, we need him to really suffer.”




  The four women looked around them, then stared down at the man writhing in agony on the tarmac at their feet.




  “We didn’t hit him that much. What’s wrong with him?” Mags asked bewildered.




  Julie gasped and her hand flew up to cover her mouth.




  Felicity took a step toward her, confused by her friend’s reaction. “What? What is it, Julie?”




  “Damn, I forgot.”




  “Forgot what?” Felicity demanded.




  “He has a bad heart.”




  “Crap, now you tell me?” Felicity paced the immediate area as she thought and clicked her fingers when she came up with a solution. “Okay, let’s get him in the car.”




  “Why?” Julie asked.




  “We’ll drop him off near the hospital.”




  The four women each grabbed a limb and bundled the groaning man into the back of the car. Felicity jumped in the driver’s seat and revved the engine while the others strapped on their seatbelts. “Ready? Keep an eye on him, he might be pulling a fast one.”




  “I doubt that, his lips are turning blue. Hurry!” Julie replied, unmistakable panic in her voice.




  Felicity put her foot down, the car sped out of the car park and headed towards the hospital. The only sound in the car was the increasing moans of their victim. The vehicle came to an abrupt halt in the street just around the corner from the hospital entrance. “Okay, let’s get him out.”




  Julie gasped again. “My God, you can’t leave him here. We have to take him to A&E. If he dies what will happen to us then?”




  “Stop panicking, Julie, he’s not going to die.” Felicity got out of the car and opened the back door. Mags jumped out and together they heaved the victim from the vehicle. He fell to the ground amidst more grunts and groans. “Get back in, Mags.”




  Felicity sped away from the scene at seventy miles an hour, taking a cursory glimpse in the rear-view mirror at the pain-riddled man they’d left lying on the ground, uncertain if he’d just taken his final breath or not.




  CHAPTER ONE




  “How could someone do such a thing?” Lorne raked a hand through her shoulder-length hair. The dog with the sorrowful brown eyes stared up at her.




  “Mum, we can worry about that later. We need to get this poor girl to the vet, quickly.”




  Lorne bent down to stroke the petrified creature, which couldn’t have been more than a year old. A thinning layer of hair covered her trembling, sore-covered body, obviously suffering from demodectic mange. Thankfully, her four pups appeared to be faring better than she was, even if they were a little underweight. Some callous bastard had dumped the five dogs down by the boating lake twenty minutes away, leaving the pups tied up in a black bag. Getting the dog into the car had been a mammoth task because the mother was understandably terrified of people. Lorne cautiously held out a hand for the dog to sniff, and the bitch turned her head away. Lorne felt as though a knife had pierced her heart. No dog had ever avoided her like that.




  Standing up, she flung an arm around Charlie’s shoulder. “You’re right, off to the vet we go. I’ll go ring him to let him know we’re on our way. Why don’t you try and gain a bit of trust with her, eh?”




  “Okay. Looking at her, that’s going to take an eternity. I’ll try and give her some food. She looks like she hasn’t eaten in weeks.”




  “I’ll be right back.” Lorne left the kennel at the rescue centre she ran with her family. Well, actually the job of running the place was now safely in the hands of her husband, Tony, and her daughter, Charlie. Although she’d returned to the Met a year ago, she still found it impossible to stay away from the centre, especially when a case as deplorable as this came their way. Mercifully, not many cases as bad as this one passed through their doors. However, when they did, Lorne despised the human beings who would dream of treating an animal, any animal, in such a horrendous way. She could see no reason for it. Any form of animal abuse was uncalled for, in her eyes. No one ever forced anyone to give a dog a home. Lorne was saddened and infuriated by the weekly reports of just how many dogs were being dumped in shelters across the country. Whatever happened to that saying, ‘A dog is for life, not just for Christmas’? Surely nowadays, there were enough programmes on the TV telling people how much daily exercise a dog needed. Were people really dumb enough to think a dog would be happy stuck in a backyard, often no larger than a postage stamp, all their lives? How would they feel to live such a pitiful existence?




  “Hey, you. What’s with the frown?” Tony stepped forward and kissed her on the lips.




  “I’m sorry, hon. I’m internally ranting about how stupid the human race can be regarding animals, better internally than chewing your ear off all the time, eh?” She smiled and picked up the phone. “I have to ring the vet. I’ll go with Charlie while you carry on with the morning chores if you like?”




  “What about your own job, are you forgetting that, love?”




  Lorne grimaced. Yes, she had temporarily forgotten about it. “Oops, should I ring in sick?”




  “That’s up to you. Knowing your conscience the way I do, it wouldn’t be happy with that scenario. Why don’t you trust Charlie and me to take the dogs to the vet and you get ready to start your proper job?”




  “You’re right. You’re always right. Let me at least make the appointment for you. The mother dog might have to be separated from her pups for a while until she recovers. I’ve never seen such a bad case of mange. I don’t think the pups have been affected yet, but who’s to say what those little parasites are up to; they jump from animal to animal undetected most of the time.”




  “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves just yet. Let’s see what the vet’s test results come back first. What if he wants to keep her overnight or for a few days?”




  Lorne thought over the proposal thoroughly before responding. “I’m not averse to that, there will be a cost implication involved though. Unless…”




  “Unless? What are you hatching?”




  “Just plead poverty. Make sure the vet knows how many strays we’re caring for at the moment, lay it on thick if you have to.”




  “You’re impossible, woman. I’ll be sure to let him know. Make the call and get ready for work.” He tapped her on the backside and winked.




  Half an hour later a reluctant Lorne drove into work, having made the appointment with the vet for eleven that morning. It was at times like this she really missed being her own boss and caring for the dogs who needed her help on a daily basis, not that she didn’t trust Charlie or Tony to look after the animals well, of course. In her eyes, no one cared for the dogs as much as she could. However, necessity had forced her back to her role in the force, both financially and for her own sanity. She had struggled with the concept of giving up the daily grind of chasing criminals after ten years on the force; even starting up her own private investigator business with Tony hadn’t satisfied that hunger.




  So, there she was driving into work, a detective sergeant in the team she used to run, which was now under the leadership of her former DS and good friend, Katy Foster. At first, Lorne had felt awkward taking orders from Katy, not that she issued many anyway. Katy had reassured her that everything would turn out fine. On her first day back on the force Katy had taken her to one side to ensure her that she would be treated as a proper partner, an equal. It made complete sense considering Lorne’s wealth of experience. They were like-minded women and so far their partnership had been a huge success which had come as no surprise to Sean Roberts, their DCI, who had begged Lorne for months to return to his team.




  She drew up alongside Katy’s car in the station car park. Her partner was sitting inside her car having what looked to be a fraught conversation with someone on her mobile phone. Seeing Lorne, she rolled her eyes and intimated with a raised finger that she would be another minute or so. A few seconds later Katy’s door sprung open.




  “Trouble?”




  Katy shook her head. “Not really, just strife from Mum and Dad for not visiting them in months. When are they going to realise that I live a very stressful life and that I now live almost one hundred and fifty miles from them? I can’t just drop everything and take off for the weekend.”




  They walked through the main entrance of the station and up the flight of stairs that led to the incident room they called their second home. “They miss you. Try and see it from their point of view, hon.”




  “I know. It’s hard for all of us. I’ll put my thinking cap on and see if there’s a way I can get them down here to visit me soon.”




  “That’s a great idea! You could buy one of those West End packages. They could go see a few shows and stay in a plush hotel.”




  Katy snorted. “Steady on there, I ain’t made of money.”




  “Oops, yeah I totally forgot what a detective inspector’s wage is. Mind you, it’s a darn sight better than what I’m on.”




  “Point taken. How’s Charlie and Tony?”




  They stopped at the vending machine to buy two cups of coffee and proceeded into the office. “Fine. They’re on a mission today. We had a sorry-looking boxer arrive yesterday. I made an appointment at the vet for later on this morning. The poor dog has got the worst bout of mange I’ve ever seen. Her owner dumped her. How can people disown a dog like that?”




  “Eww…‌is it really bad? I mean I’ve seen some awful cases with dogs suffering from that on the TV.”




  “Yeah, it’s horrendous. Her skin is just one large patch of sores, either red raw or full of crusty skin. At least the pups seem to have escaped it, so far.”




  “What? She has pups? That’s terrible, Lorne.”




  “Yeah, four of them. I reckon they’re no older than about four weeks old. We got a call from a member of the public about a dog clawing at a black bag. When Tony and I shot down there we found the pups tied up in a black bag.”




  Katy gasped. “Poor things. What a shitty start to life they’ve had.”




  “I’m hoping we can change that. I sense the vet’s bill being extremely high though.”




  They were interrupted by a knock on the door. AJ poked his head into the room and gave Katy one of his special smiles, which didn’t go unnoticed by Lorne. She supressed the urge to giggle and wished the couple would admit they had feelings for each other and get on with having a good time. The flipside of that notion was that if they came out of the closet, so to speak, they would no longer be able to work on the same team whilst both employed by the Met. It just wasn’t appropriate behaviour for serving officers.




  “Hi, AJ. What’s up?” Katy asked, her professional etiquette clear to see.




  “We’ve got a body, ma’am. Out near the hospital, it was discovered a few hours ago.”




  “Okay, male or female? And is the pathologist aware of the discovery?” Katy asked, taking a sip of her coffee.




  Lorne did the same as she listened to the conversation. She had a feeling the few sips of coffee she managed to slurp down now would be all they had time for the rest of the morning.




  “Male, and yes, the pathologist is on site.”




  “Thanks, AJ. We’ll set off shortly.”




  AJ left the office and the two women gulped down a few extra sips of coffee before they followed him out.




  Katy addressed her team of detectives. “Okay, hopefully Lorne and I won’t be too long. Busy yourselves with finishing up the paperwork for the crimes we completed last week in the meantime, folks. Just in case this victim comes with a lot of baggage that needs solving promptly.”




  All four detectives nodded and got back to work.




  •\ \ \ \ \ •\ \ \ \ \ •




  Lorne and Katy made their way over to the screened off area, produced their IDs and ducked under the tape. “Hi, Patti. Are you close to finishing up?” Lorne asked.




  “Yep, I’m just about done. It’s not as cut and dried as I first thought,” the pathologist replied, studying the body from a few feet away.




  “In what way?” asked Katy, glancing sideways at Lorne, as if to say, ‘here we go again.’




  “Well, at first I presumed—I know, never presume—the gentleman had simply suffered a heart attack. But upon further inspection, it looks like he received a whack to the neck and head, as well.” Patti crouched and pointed out the specific areas affected then shuffled along the body to the man’s legs. “However, this injury here seems to be the origin of what has actually caused his death. I’ll be able to determine more back at the mortuary, when I have a naked specimen before me. Will you ladies be joining me?”




  Katy shrugged. “Why not, we’ve got nothing better to do. Any idea when the PM will be?”




  “I’m pretty clear today. If you follow me back I can get started right away.”




  “Wow, that’s unheard of for you, Patti. Is crime that much down in the area, at present?” Lorne smiled and raised an expectant eyebrow.




  “Hardly, I’ve just been given an associate to work with. He’s pretty keen to lighten my load at the moment while I get on with sorting through my mountain of paperwork. Some of which is almost six months behind.”




  “Well, it’s about time the department gave you some extra help. Fit is he?” Katy winked as she asked the question.




  “Fit as in physically fit, yes, apparently he works out at the gym at least four times a week, so he says. Fit as in would I give him one? Well, let’s just say if I were twenty years younger I’d have taken him on one of the examination tables on his first day.”




  The three women roared with laughter; it wasn’t uncommon to lighten the mood at a scene and crack a joke. If they didn’t they’d all go nuts.




  “Patti, you’re a married woman for goodness sake,” Lorne said, taking in the scene once more.




  “You forgot the happily married part. Yes, but it doesn’t mean I can’t keep an eye on what’s going on around me, you did with Tony.”




  Lorne’s eyes widened and her mouth dropped open much to her friend’s amusement. “Excuse me?”




  “I remember you telling me that all it took was a quick jaunt to France and bingo bango!” Patti went on, adding to Lorne’s embarrassment.




  “Bingo-bango? Good grief, woman. I think you’ve been working in that mortuary too much. You need to get out into the real world more often. And FYI, my marriage to Tom was over long before I started any funny business with Tony, just saying.”




  Katy sniggered, and Lorne turned to look at her.




  “Stop encouraging her. Now that we’ve dissected my relationship with my husband—or should that be husbands?—can we get back to the case in hand?”




  Patti smiled. “Ah avoidance tactics! Yes, okay. I’m finished here, why don’t I get my people to load up the body and we’ll make our way back to the mortuary?”




  Lorne sensed the pathologist, her good friend, striking an imaginary finger in the air, marking a win for herself. She would need to come up with an idea of how to get her revenge for that uncalled for ridicule.




  CHAPTER TWO




  Suited and booted in the appropriate uniform fit for a post mortem, Lorne and Katy walked into the examination room with Patti to find the victim was already in situ, ready awaiting the pathologist’s knife.




  Lorne and Katy watched Patti search the man’s naked body, looking for any other external injuries before she cut him open. “Yep, this definitely contributed to his death.”




  The detectives leaned over the corpse. “Odd shape. It’s not a knife wound is it?” Lorne asked, glancing sideways at Patti who shook her head.




  “Nope, that would be more like a slit in the skin. This is more like a puncture wound.”




  Frowning, Lorne asked, “From what?”




  Patti retrieved her measure from the movable trolley and placed it on the wound to obtain the length and width of the opening. “Well, if I didn’t know any better I’d say it came from a woman’s shoe, a stiletto to be more precise.”




  “Really?” Katy moved in for a closer look. “A stiletto can do that much damage?”




  “It only really needed to puncture the skin. It was the accuracy of the blow that caused the real damage—it struck the main artery. An inch to the left or right, and this man probably would have survived. Of course, the heart attack might have ended up killing him, but he would’ve had a greater chance of survival. The blood at the scene told me he bled out from this wound, which makes sense, considering the heel connected with the artery. The fact that the body lay undiscovered for a good few hours after the attack was also a contributing factor in his death.”




  Lorne studied the wound for a second or two. “So, are you saying that the wound was intentional? As in, we should be out there looking for a murderer? Or could this simply have been an unfortunate accident?”




  Patti raised an eyebrow. “An unfortunate accident? The person probably had to take her shoe off to cause the wound, Lorne. I’d say that was an intentional act, wouldn’t you?”




  “Sorry. That came out like a dumb conclusion. So you’re saying the victim would have been upright when struck, not lying on the floor? What I was thinking was that maybe the perpetrator could have stamped on the man’s leg while he was on the floor.”




  “That’s plausible. Hey look, at this point, I’m just giving you the facts. It’s down to you to find out the whys and wherefores.”




  Lorne shrugged. “It helps if we have an inkling, Patti. Maybe this was just an accident after all.”




  “Hmm…‌not too keen on that idea, Lorne,” Katy said. “I don’t know about you, but in all my years of wearing high-heels, the thought has never occurred to me to use one of my shoes as a weapon.”




  “Extenuating circumstances, possibly? Perhaps the man tried to rape the woman? You’d reach for anything available to try and fend off an attack, wouldn’t you?”




  “She has a valid point, Katy. I know if I were in such a perilous situation, I would slip off a shoe and whack the bastard before he even thought about attacking me.” Patti picked up her scalpel and inserted it into the man’s flesh, ready to make the Y-cut that would allow her to peel back the man’s flesh to expose his organs.




  Lorne and Katy both turned their heads and walked over to the side of the room.




  “We’ll hang around here for another half an hour or so and then get on with the investigation. We have the man’s bank card, we can use that to track down his address as that’s all he seemed to have on him. I’ll get AJ to do a background check too, maybe he’s got a record for sexual assault charges or something along those lines, it’ll be a start anyway,” Katy said, taking charge of the investigation as any detective inspector would.




  “Agreed. I don’t think we need to stay around here longer than necessary, Patti has already told us what the cause of death is in her opinion. The quicker we get things started the more chance we have of capturing the culprit. Seems a little unbelievable that a woman’s shoe caused his death though, doesn’t it?”




  “Put it this way—nothing surprises me anymore in this game.”




  Patti concluded her findings and reiterated her first assumption of how the victim, Don Alder had died. Initial bleeding from the artery had led to a major heart attack, although the heart attack, at least the start of one, might have come first. Lorne and Katy left the mortuary and headed back to the station.




  Katy handed AJ the bank card. “AJ, the victim had this in his wallet, nothing else. Track down his address, if you will?”




  She and Lorne went through to the office.




  “What do you want me to do?” Lorne asked.




  “Once AJ has the address, we’ll head out. In the meantime, see what you can dig up about the victim. No—wait a minute. Let AJ do that while we’re out. Can you start filling in the details on the investigation board?”




  “Of course, although there won’t be much to fill in, apart from the man’s name and the scene of the crime—oh, and the suspected weapon.”




  Katy nodded. “That’ll do, for starters. I’ll be out once I’ve been through the post. If I don’t make a start, you know what it’s like.”




  “Yep, definitely one part of the job I don’t envy you having to deal with daily. Oh, can I ring home before I begin, to check on how Tony got on at the vet’s?”




  “Go for it. Let me know what the outcome was.”




  Lorne rang home once she returned to the incident room. Tony answered after the second ring. “Hi, how did you get on with the vet?”




  “You were right in your assessment—she has mange. The good news is that it’s treatable. We can aid her recovery here, the vet said. No need for him to keep her in. The pups had a clean bill of health, which was a relief.”




  “That’s fantastic news. Did the vet give her an antibiotic injection?”




  “Yep, we’ve got to give her a course of tablets, too. Here’s the funny thing: he also told me to put a T-shirt on her.”




  “That’s right, to stop her from scratching. Can you imagine the irritation to her skin? It’s red raw, Tony. Grab one of my old crop tops from the chest of drawers. That should be large enough to cover most of the affected area.”
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