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  Chapter One




  At the sound of helicopter blades whirling in the distance, Detective Inspector Lorne Simpkins leaned over the steering wheel and peered up at the sky. She couldn’t see the chopper but judged it to be hovering beyond the towering buildings to her left, which bordered the Thames. She imagined the armed response team crouched inside it, guns locked and loaded, waiting for her call.




  If this tip-off turned out to be good, precious minutes would be lost getting the team to her. For the millionth time, she rued the fact that she and Pete couldn’t carry guns on these missions. Damn politics!




  For the second time, she drove past the alley: still quiet, nothing suspicious. She eased the car to a standstill.




  Pete shifted uncomfortably in the seat beside her.




  She turned and asked, “Nervous?”




  “No. As usual, the dry cleaners sent these trousers back to me a size smaller than when they went in…”




  “Yeah, right, Pete. The fact you’ve gained about twenty pounds lately wouldn’t have anything to do with them shrinking, I suppose?”




  “Hey, it takes a lot of calories to keep my shape, you know. Besides, I eat more when I’m stressed, and these wild goose chases don’t help.”




  “Let’s hope this one’s for real and we finally nail the bastard.”




  “Fifty quid says it’s another Brixton?”




  “No thanks. Take the far side of the alley, get into position, and stay put until I give the all clear—Christ, Pete, fasten up your bullet-proof, and start taking this seriously, will you? If it turns out to be another dud lead, so be it, but—”




  “The bloody thing gives me indigestion, squashes me in like a fat thigh in a stocking. I’ve had a bigger one on order for yonks. One of the vest-type that fastens at the side, but—”




  “Look, zip up, and shut up, ’cause if this is for real, we’ll be sussed before we get out of the car.”




  Lorne took up her position, leaned forward, and surveyed the long, narrow alley. The stench of urine and the rotting, fly-infested waste spewing from overturned bins tinged her nostrils. She motioned the all clear to Pete and waited for him to dash across to the other side before she checked the alley again and gave him the thumbs up.




  They picked their way along the graffiti-stained walls. A skinny dog, hunting for its next meal, growled at them, but hunger won over conflict, and he grabbed a chicken carcass and made off with it.




  Lorne released the breath she’d been holding and mouthed to Pete, “Anything?”




  “Not a fucking dickey bird. If you’d taken up the bet, I’d be fifty—”




  A crack split the air.




  Pete slumped to the ground. Horror held Lorne rigid as his bullet-proof flew in all directions. Oh no, Pete, no! You didn’t do the bloody thing up.




  His body jerked as he took another hit. Lorne bent over, making herself as small as she could, trying to cross over to him, but a sting vibrated off her face and spun her to the ground.




  She swallowed back the rising panic and delved into her inner resources. Everything by the book, Lorne—make the call!




  She grabbed her radio. “Backup needed…‌Officer down!”




  The sound of the helicopter changed from a distant hum to an urgent drumming, and its blades chopped the air faster as it sped towards her and Pete.




  Pete groaned.




  Thank God, he’s still alive…​‌But he needed her help. Another spray of bullets echoed down the alley. Dust and rubble jumped into the air. Lorne looked around, desperate to find a way of getting to him.




  A large steel rubbish bin stood just inside the backyard of one of the shops behind her. Its contents bulged out of the top, but the wheels looked in good condition. She positioned it between her and the gunman as more bullets ricocheted off the walls and the ground. Some hit the bin. Splinters of plastic bottles, tin cans, and debris showered her, but her shield held, and she made it across to Pete.




  His throat rasped as she ripped open his shirt. A ragged hole in his stomach and a wound near his heart put the fear of God into her.




  Shit…​‌this is bad.




  After whipping off her jacket, she removed her blouse, tore it in half, then used it to plug the holes. Her hands trembled as she pressed on the wound.




  Bullets rained down around them. A tyre blew on a nearby delivery van. Sweat flowed from her pores. Jesus, where’s the bloody response team?




  “Lorne…” A cough stopped Pete’s croaky voice. Blood trickled from his mouth.




  No…​‌Oh, please, God…​‌Let us both get out of here alive…​‌




  “It’s too late, Lorne…​‌I’m…”




  The tears she’d held back trailed down her nose and dripped onto his chest.




  “Don’t try to talk. Everything’s okay. The team is on its way…”




  “It’s…​‌It’s not…”




  “Look, you idiot. I’m the boss around here. If I say…”




  “I…​‌I’ve got…​‌I…​‌must tell…​‌you…”




  The helicopter swooped into the airspace overhead and hovered above the building from where the shots had come. Two officers slid down ropes from the helicopter and landed on the roof.




  “Stay where you are. Don’t move,” a voice ordered through a megaphone.




  “Like we’re…​‌planning on…​‌going anywhere…”




  Pete’s dry, cracked lips stretched into a half smile. Lorne smiled back at him, appreciating his attempted humour.




  “How’s the pain? Is it bad?”




  “It’s nothing…​‌Listen, I…” The ambulance siren’s whine joined the helicopter’s racket.




  The gunfire had ceased. Had the Unicorn escaped again, or had they finally caught him? She hoped it was the latter.




  She sat back on her legs and looked up. An officer on the roof gave her the thumbs up, and the helicopter moved away. For a moment, the chaos descended into an eerie silence, then a bin crashed behind her. She turned and saw two officers kicking at rubbish and throwing bins to one side. The ambulance crew followed just behind them, laden with equipment and a stretcher.




  Thank God…​‌




  A smile of hope froze on her lips as she looked down at Pete. His head rolled to one side. A throaty breath gurgled from his lungs. Through half-closed lids, he looked up at her, staring, but not seeing her. Everything that had been Pete fell into an expressionless, waxy mask.




  The cold lining of her jacket around her shoulders chilled her as strong hands helped her to stand. She didn’t resist. Standing to one side, she stared at the paramedics, willing them to revive him. Then she heard the words she’d been dreading.




  “Dead on arrival at the scene.”




  With an officer supporting her on each side, Lorne stepped into the ambulance. She sat up and watched them load Pete’s covered body into a second ambulance. It pulled away, not bothering to use its siren. A paramedic tended the wound on her face, cleaned her bloody hands, and injected a vial of something into her arm.




  She did little to stop the tears flowing. She thought of the information relayed to her as she left the scene. The Unicorn had escaped. The bastard had been a thorn in her side for too long, and now he’d taken her dearest colleague and friend from her. Every nerve and sinew of her body screamed its hate and her need to take her revenge.




  As she drifted off into a drug-induced sleep, she repeated the same words over and over again…​‌I’ll take care of things, Pete. I’ll get him, I promise…”




  Chapter Two




  “He’s here, Pete. I’ve finally caught the bastard…”




  “Oh God. What…?”




  A loud bang catapulted Lorne from the terrifying dream. The unfamiliar, sterile white walls reflected her fear.




  Where am I? A fog clouded her brain, obscuring any answers. She turned her head as a waft of cool air brushed her face. Tom.




  The door swished closed behind him. Her fear eased as her husband walked towards her.




  “Awake, at last. How are you feeling?” he asked.




  “I’m okay. How long have I been asleep?” Memories she’d rather forget flooded her fuzzy mind.




  He didn’t answer.




  “God, Tom. How long?”




  She threw back the covers and swung her slim legs over the side. She winced when the iron bedstead dug into the back of them.




  “What are you doing? Darling, you have to stay in bed…” Before she had time to think, he pounced and tucked her legs back under the covers.




  Words failed her. She glared at him.




  “Tom for God’s sake, tell me how long?”




  “Twenty-four hours…”




  “What?”




  “They thought you were suffering from shock. Sean and I agreed with the doctor to knock you out for a while to let your body recover from the ordeal. After all, you were injured…”




  “Injured? It’s a bloody scratch…‌You and Sean? Since when did you become bosom buddies with my boss?”




  He thwarted her second attempt to leave the bed.




  “I must get out of here. You and Sean have already cost me valuable time.”




  She pushed the heels of her hands against his chest, but he refused to budge.




  “Look, I know Sean and I have never really seen eye to eye, but in this instance…‌after what happened to Pete—”




  “Oh right, so you do know about Pete, then? Well, I must say, you hide your bloody grief well. Didn’t it occur to either of you that Pete’s murder is exactly why I didn’t need drugging up to the eyeballs? Pete’s killer is out there somewhere. How the hell am I supposed to catch the bastard when I’m confined to a hospital bed? Jesus Christ, the shit has a head start on me. One hour is enough for him. What in the hell was Sean thinking of? Am I the only one around here with any brains?”




  “No, you just think you are. It’s always the same cry—Lorne against the rest of the world. I’ve heard the same bloody argument more than a thousand times over the years.”




  As his words sunk in, regret swept through her. Yes, she had put him through the mill at times. He had never grasped the dedication she showed her job, the priority she gave it over her family.




  His look changed to one of angry resignation. Not exactly a truce, but at least he’d given in. He fetched her clothes from the locker. Sometime during her imposed sleep, he’d had the foresight to replace her bloodstained suit with a fresh outfit.




  She pulled up her skirt over her rounded hips. Her legs wobbled. She reached out to the hospital bed to steady herself. As she zipped her skirt at the back of her slim waist, Tom’s growing annoyance filled the room with sighs.




  Bloody childish.




  “I need to get to HQ. Will you drive me, or would you rather I get a taxi?”




  “Cut the crap. You’ll probably find this hard to believe right now, but I’m not one of your many enemies. Don’t take your frustrations out on me. I’m as gutted about Pete as you are. He was a good mate of mine, too, remember?”




  She turned to challenge him, but the pain stretching across his handsome features shocked her. Oh, God, I’m a selfish cow, at times.




  He flung out an arm and marched heavy-footed towards the door. “What’s the bloody point? The doctor will need to give you the all-clear. I’ll see if I can find him.”




  Shocked, she retaliated. “Don’t bother. No one is going to stop me checking myself out of here. No one, do you hear me? Just do as I ask, and bring the car round the front.”




  Needing to lash out, she attacked her shoulder-length brown hair with her brush. The pain went some way to lessen her anger.




  Lorne burst out of her room and marched down the hallway. The blonde middle-aged ward sister sprinted around the desk. “Mrs. Simpkins, you can’t just up and leave.”




  “You want to bet on that? Watch me.”




   “At least let me try and get hold of Dr. Carter. He’s due to start his rounds.” She tried to turn Lorne back to her room.




  But Lorne shrugged her off. “I’ve wasted enough time as it is. Just get me the release form to sign to get me out of this dump. No offence.”




  The sister thrust the release form under Lorne’s nose.




  “Thanks. Now, which is the quickest way to the mortuary from here?”




  “Take the first left, then the second door on the right. The lift will take you down to the basement. You’ll find the mortuary at the far end of the corridor on the right.”




  No more bedside manner then?




  She was filled with trepidation and hoped her good friend and occasional colleague, pathologist Jacques Arnaud, would be on duty.




  She hadn’t gone far when she needed to lean against a wall to catch her breath. Did that sister say second or third on the right?




  The jerky ride on the lift left her shaken up. Once more, she took solace against the cold painted brick wall of the corridor. What the hell is wrong with you, girl? She knew the answer. This would be the last time she ever laid eyes on her partner, her dead partner.




  “Ma chérie, how are you?” Jacques startled her. His voice came from behind a mountain of reports. He placed them on the desk, then approached her, his arms outstretched.




  Her cares and worries eased as she nestled into his embrace, clinging to him. He caressed her back and whispered in his native tongue into her ear. In his adopted language, he said, “Ssshhh…‌chérie, everything will be okay.”




  She wanted this moment to last forever. She could tell he felt the same way.




  Why does life have to be so damn complicated?




  She pushed away from him, trying to deny the stirring feelings. She refused to let this happen. Not here, not now.




  They had known each other for years, but over the last twelve months, their friendship had deepened.




  “Is he here, Jacques?”




  “He’s here, yes. But I don’t think it would be wise for you to see him.”




  Puzzled, she looked up at him. Her heart threatened to betray her, and his words annoyed her, but she shivered away the feeling. Why does everyone think they know what’s best for me? Why can’t anyone, even Jacques, give me credit for keeping my emotions in check?




  Anger fuelled her exit. She headed down the hallway towards the changing rooms. Jacques followed her, making no further protest.




  “I’ll be the judge of that. Has he been opened up yet?” she said, flinching at her callous words.




  She tore off her jacket as she walked, preparing to don the regulation protective suit before entering Jacques’ theatre. “No greens, no admittance,” he’d told her the very first time they’d met.




  “Oui, I performed the post-mortem this morning. If it is any consolation to you, Lorne, not only would he not have survived an operation due to his injuries, though his heart was strong, he, well—”




  “What you’re trying to tell me is his cholesterol-filled diet would have killed him soon, anyway.”




  “I try to be tactful. I wouldn’t necessarily have put it quite like that myself. But yes, that about sums up his state of health. Did he have any family?”




  “Yeah, me…‌No, only me. He had a sister, but she died three years ago from a heart attack. That’s why I nagged him about his poor diet. Maybe I should’ve left him to his own devices, at least he would’ve died happier—”




  “Pete had a happy life. He loved his job. You know he was besotted with you, yes? I know, I watched him. I saw the way he hung on your every word. Um…‌he warned me off you, too. Made it clear he did not think I was ‘good enough to wipe the drips from your nose’. I thought it a funny expression at the time. I had to ask a colleague what it meant. Once I knew, I thought he was probably right.”




  Was this what Pete had tried to tell me? Why hadn’t I seen it if others had? The thought of them discussing her behind her back didn’t sit well with her. When and why had they been discussing me? What gave them the right? She didn’t feel in the proper frame of mind to challenge Jacques about it. Instead, she tried to reassure him of Pete’s motives.




  “Don’t take it personally, Jacques. He was like a brother to me. We looked out for one another. My family was as much his family. He was just protecting Tom and Charlie. Oh God, I feel as though I’ve lost a limb. I’m going to miss the old sod.”




  Jacques didn’t speak. Not often lost for words, he was struggling to know what to say. Maybe if she spoke French, he could convey his feelings, but then, she knew he would respect her wishes not to offer shallow words of comfort. He knew how close she and Pete had been. They had a true understanding that rarely happened in the Met.




  After donning their pathology greens, they walked in silence towards the pristine, newly equipped post-mortem suite. Covered by a green sheet that stopped just short of the floor, Pete’s unmistakable shape lay on the nearest stainless-steel table.




  This is it. Hi, Pete, I’m here.




  Her hand shook as she folded back the sheet, but her dread gave way to relief. The fear and pain etched on his face in his final moments had gone. Pete’s chubby features were now angelic, pure, and peaceful.




  Jacques lingered behind her. “Are you okay?” He squeezed her quaking shoulder.




  She welcomed the support, and when she raised her shoulder, her cheek rested on the back of his hand. “I’ll survive, Jacques.”




  The comforting moment lasted for a few minutes.




  “What happens now? When will his body be released for the funeral?”




  “We need to carry out a few more tests first. A couple more hours should do it. The funeral home will collect him around five o’clock. Do you know what his preference was? Burial or cremation, I mean?”




  “Now there’s a question. It’s not something we ever discussed. The subject never cropped up. Why would it? We regarded ourselves as indestructible.” The mood had changed. She turned to face him. “I guess he’d prefer cremation. He once helped in the garden at home and squirmed when a long worm crawled across his hand.”




  “I think you are right. Cremation appeals to me more and more nowadays. I take it the police force will give him a good send-off?”




  “They’d better, or I’ll have something to say about it. Look, I have to go. Tom’s waiting outside for me.” Her cheeks flushed as she mentioned her husband’s name.




  Facing Pete’s body again, she kissed his icy forehead, then whispered in his ear. “So long, sweetheart. Thanks for all the times you took care of me. Sorry I wasn’t able to repay the favour.”




  As they left the post-mortem suite, Jacques said, “Lorne, you must not blame yourself for what happened. He had several near misses in the past, and going in with a jacket not properly done up—”




  “I know. I’m mad at everything at the moment. Pete for flouting the rules, myself for not challenging the screwed-up system we work in, but then, if we’d had guns, we still couldn’t have done much. We walked into a trap.”




  “And your one-woman campaign stands very little chance after the hoo-hah of the De Menezes case. I think it’ll be a while before this country thinks of arming its police. Now, go home, try and get some rest. Let me know when the funeral has been arranged. I would like to attend, and, chérie…”




  She had stripped off her protective suit and was about to slip on her shoes, but something in his tone caused her to search out his ocean-blue eyes.




  “I was going to say, you know where I am if you need a shoulder to cry on.” He tapped his shoulder and gave her a cheeky wink.




  After stepping into her shoes, she walked over to him, kissed his cheek, and embraced him in a bear hug. “Thanks, Jacques. I’m so lucky to have you as a friend.”




  Without waiting for a response, she walked towards the exit, afraid of what the consequences might be if she stayed around him any longer. She allowed herself one peep back before closing the door behind her. The dejection outlined in the slope of his shoulders tugged at her heart, but what could she do?




  Chapter Three




  “Shit.” She’d driven straight through a red light. The sound of the indignant honking of the driver’s horn behind her was still ringing in her ears as Lorne turned into the police station. She needed to pull herself together. And now, she would have to contend with the sympathetic looks and the meaningless condolences. Shutting the door on the reception and outer offices, Lorne closed her eyes and thanked God things hadn’t got out of hand. She’d coped well with the nods and patronising smiles.




  Her agenda to solve Pete’s murder took priority over everything. Now, to make that clear to her colleagues in the Major Crime Squad, she entered the room with determination.




  Silence greeted her. A rehearsed spokesman, Sam O’Connor, stood up and cleared his throat. “Ma’am, we’re sorry—”




  Lorne lifted her hand. Disappointed in their reaction, she spoke harsher than she’d intended. “Right, take it as read, we’re all damn sorry, no one more than me. But what I want from you is action. Pete’s gone, and while there’s a breath left in my body, he’ll not be forgotten. But now we need to nail the bastard who murdered him. I want one hundred and fifty percent from all of you. Our focus has to be on tracking the Unicorn. When we’ve caught him, then we grieve, right? In fact, if I catch anyone doing so before that, I’ll suspend them on the spot. Have I made myself clear?”




  No one answered. She turned her back on them. One more milestone needed to be tackled.




  Lorne opened her office door and hesitated for a moment. The air held a tinge of Pete’s Cool Water aftershave. They’d shared this cardboard box of a room for the past year due to refurbishments taking place in another section of the station.




  “Free to speak honestly, ma’am?”




  Detective Sergeant John Fox’s voice came from behind, forcing her to step into her office.




  “Yes, come in and take a seat. Is there something troubling you, John?”




  “Um…‌A little harsh out there weren’t you, ma’am?”




  He sagged into the seat as if his reprimand had sapped his strength. She hoped he had more balls than that, considering he’d have to step up into Pete’s shoes for a while.




  “It needed to be said, John. I’ve seen better teams than mine crumble when a colleague has been lost in the line of duty. It’s better to acknowledge how upset everyone is and quickly move on rather than let things fester. Pete would’ve wanted that too. You of all people should understand that.”




  “You’re right as usual, boss. The gangs meeting down at the White Swan after work to have a commemorative drink for old Pete. You’re welcome to join us.”




  “We’ll see. Let’s get down to business, shall we? What have you uncovered so far?”




  He took his notebook from the top pocket of his black jacket, the same jacket he’d worn every day in the six years she’d known him.




  “Right, this guy should be calling himself the Magician, the amount of tricks he’s got tucked up his sleeve. It looks like he deliberately lured you and Pete into that alley.”




  “That fits the bastard’s mentality, and I’d already come to that conclusion. Okay, give me what you have?”




  “On the roof, SOCO found around thirty or so spent shells from a machine gun, rigged up to rotate at regular intervals, firing off three to four shots per second. If they hadn’t stopped it when they did, it would’ve fired several hundred and kept you pinned down longer.”




  “So, he set off the machine gun to cover his escape. The crafty little shit. But judging by the amount of rounds fired, he couldn’t have got away much before the response team got there. If only they’d been a little bit quicker…‌What else? Any idea how he escaped?”




  “There were prints found on the weapon, but we know from past experience they’ll turn out to be forged, so I don’t hold out much hope on that front. It seems most likely he made his getaway down the fire escape.”




  “Where does it lead?”




  “Market Street. I’ve got a couple of guys looking through the CCTV footage now.”




  “Good work. But there’s one thing puzzling me. How did he know we’d sent for backup? Oh, I know, it’s natural we would, but he wouldn’t know we had it close by. The noise from the helicopter could have been anything. They’re always hovering over London. Anyway, John, keep me informed as things develop.”




  “Will do, ma’am. By the way, the DCI popped in earlier, said he wanted a word with you as soon as you arrived.” John rose as he spoke.




  Lorne’s conscience prodded her. He looked weary. She may not have wanted sympathy herself, but she had a duty of care towards her team. Bugger. She’d mucked up…‌




  “John, how are you holding up?”




  “Fair to middling, ma’am. Pete was a good man, one of the best. I’m gonna miss the old git. Been buddies for years, in the same class at Hendon, we were.” Tears glistened in his eyes.




  “I know, John. It’s going to be hard for all of us over the next few weeks. Hey, I’m going to be relying on your support.”




  Taking him in her arms came natural to her. They all went back a long way. They jumped apart when the phone rang on her desk. Lorne turned back to answer it.




  “DI Simpkins…”




  “Ah, Lorne. How nice of you to answer my call personally…”




  She immediately recognised the Unicorn’s smug voice. “You bastard.” She covered the mouthpiece and indicated to John to trace the call.




  “One step too far, Lorne. You only have yourself to blame for that. You had enough warnings to back off, and yet you chose to ignore them. Tut tut. Perhaps you’ll be more vigilant next time, and I’m confident there will be a next time, dear Inspector.”




  His laughter sickened her.




  “Just get on with it. Why are you ringing?”




  “Am I keeping you from something, Lorne?”




  “Yes,” she snapped back.




  “Very well. I’ve had my fun, now let’s get down to business. I want twenty million pounds. No, let me correct that. I’m demanding twenty million in cash be deposited on the roof of Great Ormond Street Hospital, within the next twenty-four hours—”




  “Twenty million…‌Is this a joke?”




  “Remember, remember, the fifth of November…‌Only I, dear Lorne, am not your Guy Fawkes. I won’t fail.”




  “That’s ludicrous. You wouldn’t dare.”




  “Doubt me at your peril, dear lady. In twenty-three hours and fifty-nine minutes, and oh, thirty seconds, London will see the biggest firework display ever. Speak later, dear.”




  The phone clicked.




  Lorne stood as if she were encased in ice. The Houses of Parliament.




  Chapter Four




  “Is he in?”




  Lorne anticipated the secretary’s move to bar her way and marched towards the chief inspector’s office.




  “Yes. But he’s in a meeting.”




  “With whom?”




  “Superintendent Greenfall. And I have strict instructions they’re not to be disturbed.”




  The secretary lived up to her nickname, Wily Fox, as by the time she’d said this, her sly, hop, skip, and jump had her positioned in front of DCI Roberts’s office before Lorne could reach it.




  “Get out of my way.” Tugging Wily Fox’s cardigan achieved nothing but a resounding bump louder than a knock on the DCI’s door.




  If Lorne had been a lesser woman, she would have given in under the look Wily Fox gave her. Instead, she tried a shove. The other woman’s resistance had them locked tight against the door.




  “I have urgent news for the—” Her words became lost in a mouthful of shirt as a gaping hole sucked them both in. Mortified, Lorne could do nothing. A few wobbly moments later, the chief regained his balance.




  “What in God’s name…”




  It took Lorne a moment to disentangle herself from Wily Fox.




  “Sorry, Chief. I’ve just received a call from the Unicorn and thought you should know about it straight away.”




  “Well, if it’s that important you’d better come in. Thank you for trying, Margaret. Perhaps you can rustle up some refreshments for us?”




  Wily Fox’s protest stayed locked behind tight lips. Another deadly look and the door slammed behind her.




  “Lorne.” Superintendent Greenfall acknowledged her with a curt nod. His balding head shone like a beacon beneath the office lights, his face a picture of disgust at her abrupt intrusion.




  “Sir.”




  “Take a seat, Lorne,” the chief said.




  She sat down next to Superintendent Greenfall, the man she despised most in the Met.




  “Before we find out what made you barge in here, I would like to offer my condolences for the loss of your partner. Pete was a fine man…‌One of the best.”




  “He was, Chief. He’ll be hard to replace.” Anxious to keep her composure, she said, “About the Unicorn—”




  “Of course, Inspector. Surprise us,” the superintendent stated in a bored tone.




  “He’s holding the Houses of Parliament to ransom.”




  “That’s absurd!” Greenfall shifted uncomfortably in his chair.




  Detective Chief Inspector Roberts ignored him. “Go on.”




  “He’s demanding twenty million pounds in the next twenty-four hours…‌Actually, make that twenty-three hours and fifty minutes. He warned that unless we meet his ultimatum, he’ll blow up the Houses of Parliament. I think we should take him seriously, sir. It’s not in his genes to make idle threats.”




  “I see…” The DCI sounded calm, but his pen raced over his pad.




  “Well, I don’t,” Greenfall snapped.




  “With respect, sir—”




  “Lorne,” Roberts warned.




  “With respect, sir, havoc is this man’s middle name. I should know. I’ve been on his tail for the past eight years. Only a fool would take what this man says lightly.” Lorne narrowed her eyes.




  “The inspector has a point, sir. She knows this man better than anyone else on the Met.”




  “Is that right, Chief Inspector? Then answer me this. Why is it that DI Simpkins has been unable to capture him? After eight bloody years. The fact is this terrorist has avoided capture for that long. The inspector here has let him slip through her fingers.”




  Lorne’s pulse thumped. How dare he question my detecting skills!




  “Have you any idea what type of person Unicorn is, sir?”




  “I’ve read the reports, Inspector—”




  “You may have read the reports, but—”




  “That’s enough, Lorne—” Roberts jumped in.




  “I will not stand for insubordination, Chief Inspector.”




  “I’m sorry, sir.” Roberts said.




  “I didn’t mean from you, man, but from your inspector here.”




  A smile threatened, but Lorne managed to suppress it. She found it priceless watching the superintendent huffing and puffing like a raging bull.




  “Perhaps you can make an exception, in light of what happened to her partner. This isn’t Lorne’s normal behaviour.”




  “Sir, I—”




  “Leave it, Lorne.”




  “No, let her speak. Let’s hear what the wise inspector has to say.”




  The superintendent’s smugness tortured her. She clenched her fists tightly again; the temptation to wipe the self-righteous grin off his face was so great, her fingernails dug into her palms.




  “The fact is, sir, the Unicorn has resources at his disposal which, frankly, leave us standing. He alters his appearance more times than I change my underwear. He clicks his fingers, and helicopters, boats, or even private jets seem to appear in minutes. He has guns the Russian army would be proud of owning. Whereas, I’m forbidden to even look at a bloody gun, let alone put my hands on one. Even protective vests are in short supply due to the cutbacks. If they hadn’t been, my partner wouldn’t be lying in the morgue at this very moment, because the one he had didn’t bloody fit.”




  “It’s your duty to society to arrest this man at the earliest opportunity.”




  The pompous bastard didn’t even acknowledge the difficulties.




  “How? We thought we had him cornered yesterday, but he’d set us up. What I need, sir, is special dispensation to carry a gun. I have the necessary training. I gained these skills in my own time with a force instructor.”




  “Out of the question, and besides, you had no right to the training. The ranges are for selected staff. I demand to know the name of your instructor,” Greenfall said angrily.




  Shit. “I’m…‌er…‌I can’t remember his name, sir.”




  Roberts coughed awkwardly. “Actually, sir, I think Lorne has a valid point, and I’m personally asking you to consider her request. I’ll take full responsibility, as her senior.”




  Lorne held her breath. She could see Greenfall mulling it over in his mind.




  “Okay, I agree if it’s the only way to capture this criminal. But the commissioner will need to give the all clear. What’s your next step, Inspector?”




  “My team’s looking through the CCTV footage from yesterday’s incident. Our priority is to get an ID on this guy. We have clips of him from other scenes, and the forensic guys are trying to use facial recognition software to make a match. Unfortunately, to our knowledge, he’s only been spotted on camera at three other locations.”




  The superintendent stood up and headed towards the door. He threw a needless order over his shoulder as he left the room. “Keep me informed of any developments.”




  “Yes, sir.” Lorne spoke in unison with the chief.




  The instant the door shut behind him, Roberts demanded, “What the fuck was all that about, Lorne?”




  “He’s a prick, Chief. We both know that.”




  “I agree, but you’ve got to curb that temper of yours, or he’ll have you off the force quicker than you can say, ‘I’ve got tickets for the policeman’s ball, want to be my partner?’”




  “Similar to the way he forced my father off the force, you mean?”




  “Let it go, woman. God knows, your father has.”




  “Has he? How the hell would you know? When was the last time you visited him? It’s pitiful the way he spends every day sitting in his conservatory, staring out at his garden. A garden he used to tend with pride, which now resembles a miniature jungle in the middle of suburbia.”




  “Lorne, your father left the force two years ago, and you know as well as I do, his decline has only happened since your mother died.” He came around his desk, sat in the seat the superintendent had vacated, and placed both his hands on top of hers. The show of concern affected her, and tears trailed down her face.




  “Come on, sweetheart, let it out.”




  Roberts’ hypnotic voice transported her back to a family party five years earlier. She could see her beautiful mother, fussing over a table laden with food. It was a hot July afternoon, and they’d all gathered for a barbeque. Dad, dressed in the latest obscene apron, turned the sausages and burgers while Pete, guzzling cans of lager, talked to Tom about Arsenal, their favourite football team. Charlie, her angelic little daughter, helped her grandma, carrying cardboard plates and plastic knives.




  And what had become of those fine people? Pete was dead, Mum had been stolen from them by breast cancer ten months previously, and Dad was acting as though he couldn’t wait for the day he’d join her. Her own marriage was at breaking point, and Charlie was having a ball living up to the terrible-teenager tag.




  “Don’t be nice to me. I’ll be all right in a minute. It’s just dealing with arseholes like Greenfall. It makes me question if it’s all bloody worth it.”




  “Look, Lorne. You could do with a break—”




  “No!”




  “Okay, relax. I just thought—”




  “I know, and I appreciate the thought, Chief, but I can’t afford the time. Not now. Not with the Unicorn active. I have to be on hand to deal with his latest threat. I would be letting Pete down if I bowed out. Besides there is something I haven’t told you.”




  “What?”




  “I think we have a mole in our midst…”




  Chapter Five




  The moment Lorne walked through the swinging doors, she made for DS Fox.




  “John, that CCTV footage, anything come of it?”




  “Yes, boss, a bit of a breakthrough. We have a full-on mugshot from Marks’ camera. Forensics are comparing it with earlier shots, and a four-by-four on the edge of an alley just off Market Street. They’re running the plates through the system. Storey, got anything yet?”




  “Give us a chance, boss. Hey, wait a minute. Yes.”




  Lorne and John crossed the room and looked over DC Storey’s shoulder.




  “UNI 123 is licensed to a Russian businessman, Sergei Abromovski. He lives in the heart of the city. Runs a business called Trelgo Oil. I’ll start a background check on both.”




  “Good job, Storey. I’ll put a pint behind the bar for you later. That’s if our send-off to Pete is still on. Any decision on that yet, boss, in light of us being in the thick of it all?” John said.




  “Yep, I think we should go ahead as planned. I’ve told the chief about it. He didn’t object and said he’d join us for a while.”




  “Great, so what do you think of this little lot?”




  “It sounds too bloody good to be true to me. What the hell is he playing at? He never makes mistakes like this,” Lorne replied thoughtfully.




  John nodded. “Well, let’s hope he has. Surely not even he can be on top of his game all the time.”




  “I’ll drink to that one. Right, let’s go see what Mr. Abromovski has to say for himself. Give me a ring when you get more info, Storey.”




  •     •     •




  The lift reached the penthouse office at breakneck speed.




  “Shit, good job I didn’t have that full English.”




  “Wimp.” Lorne mocked him, despite the unsettled feeling in her own stomach.




  The plush foyer had several doors leading off it. They chose the one marked Mr. Abromovski’s Personal Assistant. Flashing their IDs at the buxom blonde behind the desk, Lorne asked, “Is he in?”




  “Yes, but—”




  Lorne nodded to John. Together they barged through the ornate double doors behind the PA’s desk.




  “Hey, you can’t…‌I’m sorry, Mr. Abromovski, they just—”




  The office’s brightness startled Lorne. Everything in it glittered, giving the impression of a room made of mirrors.




  “Mr. Abromovski, I’m Detective Inspector Simpkins, and this is my…‌my partner, Detective Sergeant Fox. We need to ask you a few questions.”




  The man sitting behind the thick glass desk looked to be in his late fifties. She focused on him for a moment. Apart from her distrust, the view through the wall-sized window behind him, though magnificent and far-reaching over the capital, did nothing to stave off her queasy feeling. This vast expanse of light reflecting in the desk had formed her first opinion of the office, but when she glanced away, she saw the other three walls held floor-to-ceiling books, stacked library fashion. All leather bound and of the legal and encyclopaedia type, they relieved the dazzling effect and settled her stomach.




  Abromovski stood up and shrugged into his expensive jacket.




  He spoke with a thick accent. “Police? What can I do for you? And why have you barged in here in this way? Am I under arrest? If so, it can only be because you British hold me responsible for the high price of petrol.”




  Lorne ignored his poor attempt at humour. “Where were you on Tuesday afternoon, sir?”




  He gulped and turned towards the window. “I believe I was here all day. Of course, I would have to verify this with my diary.” He spoke to his reflection.




  Lorne went to stand beside him. Forcing herself to look out, she couldn’t help being taken aback. He had a bird’s-eye view of the Houses of Parliament. Any thoughts of him being an innocent bystander soon disappeared.




  “Thank you. I’d like to see your diary. Did you have any meetings that day?”




  When she looked back at him, she found his eyes scrutinising her body. She scowled at him, and a cold trickle of unease ran up her spine. He shifted his gaze, and she felt triumphant. He shuffled some papers as he answered her question. “Yes, I am a busy man. My life is a series of meetings.”




  “We’ll need a list.”




  The Russian looked at her and quizzically raised an eyebrow.




  “What type of car do you drive, sir?”




  “Take your pick, Inspector. I am a very wealthy man.”




  “On Tuesday, what car did you bring to work?”




  “Let me think. Ah, that’s right, my chauffeur brought me in my black limo. The white one was in the workshop for a service. I prefer the white model, though. So much more stylish than plain black. So much more sexier, wouldn’t you agree?”




  “I’m not really interested in cars, Mr. Abromovski. I tend to see them as a reflection of a man’s ego.”




  He laughed. “Inspector, I am a very busy man. Tell me what this is all about.”




  “Do you own a black four-by-four, licence plate UNI 123?”




  “Yes, I do…”




  “Did you lend that vehicle to anybody or notice it missing at all on Tuesday of this week?”




  Lorne stepped towards the retreating Russian, trying to unnerve him, an old trick her father had taught her at the start of her career, one of many he’d written in a notebook. Her father had mastered the art of dealing with unsavoury characters with something to hide. It worked. Abromovski stepped backwards and bumped into his chair.




  “No…‌No…‌As far as I know, the car remained at my home.”




  Her mobile’s high-pitched buzz interrupted the conversation. With her eyes fixed on Abromovski, she flipped the lid.




  “Storey, ma’am. I’ve dug up some stuff on Abromovski. I think you should give him a wide berth at the moment and get back to base ASAP.”




  “Elaborate for me?”




  “He is already under surveillance, and we could be stepping on some very important toes.”




  “Right. We’re on our way.”




  Abromovski’s relief was evident in his smirk.




  “We’ll have to leave it there, sir. Something has come up.” She couldn’t let him think he had the upper hand. “We’ll be back. I’m not convinced by your obvious attempts to put me off course—”




  She caught John’s eye. His gaze held a warning. He must’ve guessed the phone call had warned her to back off.




  When they left the room, Lorne could feel Abromovski’s steel-cut eyes boring into her back.




  “Guys like that make my skin crawl.”




  John didn’t comment.




  Chapter Six




  The Unicorn traced a finger along the scantily clad girl’s thigh. A whore, a high-class one, but still a whore, she’d serve his purpose for now. He had better things lined up for the very near future…




  His phone juddered the tune he’d assigned to the Russian. The interruption to the pleasure he’d anticipated rendered his patience tauter than a hangman’s noose. As he flipped the lid, he told the girl to take a hike.




  “Sergei?”




  The Russian’s part as a useful link in his plans would soon end.




  “The police have just left here. They know my car was used by you on Tuesday‍—”




  “Calm down, Sergei. What exactly did they say?”




  Sergei Abromovski relayed in full his conversation with the two detectives and how the phone call the woman detective had received caused her to abruptly end their meeting.




  “So…‌Just what, exactly, are you worried about?”




  “What’s going on? Are you listening to me? You were careless. You’ve implicated me in your little game. I demand to know what you intend doing about it.”




  “Trust me. My plan is about to get interesting.”




  “What the hell do you mean by that? Did you incriminate me intentionally?”




  The Unicorn bit off the end of a Havana cigar and lit it with the solid gold lighter lying beside him on the antique mirror-topped bedside table. Another few hours, and it’ll all be worth it. Tomorrow will be the start for him. He thought about the yacht he would acquire and sail to Monaco, where he would surround himself with beautiful rich people. For the Russian, it would be his last day…




  “Sergei, would I do something like that to you, my great friend? It was a genuine accident, I assure you.”




  The lie sounded convincing enough, and after a moment, the Russian accepted it and rang off. The Unicorn reclined on his bed, a smile curling his lip. My father would be proud of me.




  Thinking of his father triggered the pleasing memory of his sixteenth birthday. On that day, he’d savoured the sweet taste of revenge for all the lessons of ‘use and abuse,’ which had been ground into his very soul after years of watching his father’s fists, large as melons, brutalise his mother into submission. Then, when she cowered at his feet, a bloodied heap of nothing, he’d beat him, his only son, as a warning of what he’d get if he stepped out of line.




  But his day of retribution had come. A mercy killing some might say. His father had begged for mercy. He’d begged in hollers, loud, hoarse, and deeper than screams, drowning out the crack each of his chubby fingers as they broke in two.
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