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Messiah complex: a state of mind in which an individual holds a belief they are destined to become a saviour.







CHAPTER ONE

FLORENCE

FIVE DAYS TO WINTER SOLSTICE

It sounds like a summer meadow. I can hear the faint gush of a stream, birds chattering over each other. Insects humming and the wind whistling through the long grass. I can almost feel the warmth on my face.

There’s something else. I listen intently, tuning into a sound that keeps repeating. A beep beep, steady and rhythmical, like a heartbeat.

My eyelids are heavy, as if they’re weighed down. I manage to crack them open but then the gritty, dry sensation moves in and there is no meadow or stream or sunshine.

Only darkness.

I attempt blinking, but even that’s an effort and I have a horrid taste in my mouth. Blood? No. It’s far more bitter, as if I’ve been swallowing medicine.

Everything feels numb and leaden. The beeping noise is speeding up, growing louder.

Feeling my way like a blind person, I manage to lift a hand to my face, tracing across the uneven skin – the scars – until I touch something I don’t recognize. It’s soft and brushed-cotton-like. I push the eye mask aside and blink.

I blink again, taking a breath as I inhale my surroundings.

Where am I?

Why don’t I know? A shooting pain fires into my temples as I try to remember.

I drag my gaze around the room, searching the dark for clues. Taking in the mint-green tiles, the ventilation grille, a toilet cubicle and the powerful smell of disinfectant. The speaker built into the wall is now playing wind-chime sounds. There’s a door at the far end, but it is shut.

A sudden sensation of déjà vu arrives. I know this place; I’ve been here before. I’ve woken up like this before. And then, the memory fades, like a fistful of sand slipping between my fingers.

The beep beep spikes. It’s painfully loud. A drill to my temple.

I press my head back into a soft pillow and stare up at the ceiling, which is tilting, seesawing left to right, and the walls, my God, they’re now warping like mirrors in a fun house.

What’s happening to me?

It’s a dream. It’s PTSD from the fire. Relax, you’re having a panic attack.

I’m Florence Lewis Jones, I’m twenty-nine years old, I’m Florence, I live alone in my three-bedroom bungalow in Hove, I’m, I’m—

The noise, it’s now a constant high-pitched buzzing, a roaring in my ears. I manage to turn my head a fraction. Parked behind me is an ECG machine with green lines sprinting across a monitor. The spike and fall of a heartbeat.

My heartbeat.

It’s only now I notice how I’m cocooned in white sheets pulled so tightly across my body it feels like I’m wearing a straitjacket.

I’m in hospital. But why? Have I been in an accident? I scan my body for pain, but I don’t feel anything. Nothing at all. Think, I need to think clearly. What do I remember? My head is fuzzy, woolly, like candyfloss, and the memories, they flutter and lift off each time I try grabbing hold of them. What happened yesterday? A black hole opens up. Last week? I can’t remember anything.

My gaze falls to my right arm, to a butterfly plaster and a constellation of needle marks arranged around a bright blue vein.

Something’s wrong. It’s not like the last time.

I try moving and I feel a sharp scratch. There’s a cannula in my other hand, pulling under my skin. I follow the tube, which feeds into more machines that pump and shuffle. A transparent bag, heavy with liquid, swings on a hook. The squeak-squeaking makes me nauseous and the room sways, the ground slides. Down is up, and the knot of tubes and wires, they’re suddenly moving.

No, slithering.

Acid yellow, speckled black with scales, they’re coiling around my wrist, tightening, squeezing. With black pins for eyes and a forked tongue.

Snakes.

‘Arrrgh!’ I scream. ‘Get them off me!’

My pulse echoes as I fight them off. The cannula drags under my skin. I grab it, rip it right out, and then I shut my eyes tightly and count to five.

This isn’t happening.

Three. Four.

This can’t be happening.

Five.

Slowly, I open them. Blinking into the stillness.

The room is quiet again except for the ECG machine and everything I imagined has gone.

I’m hallucinating. I’m having some sort of episode. I need to get out of here. I try swinging my legs off the bed but they won’t budge. My fingers feel thick and clumsy and it takes all my concentration to get a grip on the bed-sheet. With an almighty heave, I pull the sheets to one side.

I’m in a white hospital gown. My eyes run along my thighs and across my knees and shins, coming to a hard stop at my ankles, where I feel my stomach plummet.

My feet.

Oh God, what is this?

Thick, creaking leather straps are looped around my ankles, fastening me to the bed, the sort of restraints you’d find in old psychiatric wards. I don’t have enough strength to sit up, I strain against them but the bind yanks me tighter and then, then I notice the trolley.

It’s parked several feet away, loaded with syringes and vials of liquid lined up in neat rows. On the tray below are half a dozen bottles of pills and a roll of grey duct tape.

I woke up in a sweat, now I’m shivering. My teeth are chattering and all my hairs are standing on end, the way they do when you sense someone’s watching you. I don’t know why I didn’t see it before.

There. Fixed to the wall in the far corner is a CCTV camera. Someone is watching me.

Oh God, Oh God.

What is this place?

Adrenaline tips in my veins.

‘LET ME OUT!’

I buck and twist but the restraints pull me back down.

‘SOMEONE HELP ME!’

I hear voices talking over each other and the squeak of feet approaching quickly. My pulse jump-starts as the voices grow louder, and then there’s more beep beeping, this time the sound of an electronic lock being deactivated.

The door slides open. A light snaps on. It’s momentarily blinding and I scream.

Three people dressed in pale green medical scrubs enter the room along with a rush of cold air.

I hear the scream rising in my throat, but nothing. This time not a sound comes out. I’m paralysed with fear.






CHAPTER TWO

HOLLIE

16 December 

3 p.m.

I know what Martyn’s mother must be thinking: I don’t look like an investigative reporter for a major Netflix docuseries.

She’s doubting whether I can help.

I suppose I’m not your typical polished presenter. My nails are bitten down and my black varnish is chipping off. My hair is bleached and shaved on one side, a buzz cut arcing from my neck to above my ear, and I have a silver bolt through one eyebrow.

Tattoos cover my forearms and run across my shoulder blades. One for every milestone I’ve overcome – and a roadmap to remind me where I’ll never return. A freshly inked swallow spreads its wings across my collarbone, threatening to break free.

My ghostly pale reflection stares back at me in the window. Cheekbones that jut out and a small pout of a mouth that I can feel flattening into a hard line as I return to Mrs Eves with a surge of determination.

Slumped behind the kitchen table, she stares past me out to the street and the row of unremarkable terraced houses, studying their Christmas decorations with a misty-eyed longing.

Her skin is grey and lined from sleepless nights and she has that helpless look of someone who doesn’t know what to do with themselves.

A tree twinkles forlornly behind her, pushed right into the corner, along with a small heap of presents.

The air is thick with grief. It feels like a room preparing to receive funeral guests rather than Christmas. A child’s laughter drifts through the open window and I notice the effect it has on Mrs Eves. 

Her face crumples.

I take a breath and hold onto it, fighting off my own emotions.

Be strong. Stay focused.

Picking up the photo of her teenage son from the side table, I study him closely.

Since the docuseries aired, I’ve been overwhelmed with people needing my help. But Mrs Eves’ message stood out. I came as soon as I heard.

‘I know this is difficult, Mrs Eves, but I need to know when Martyn was last in contact.’

She leans forward and smiles wistfully, as if reliving a memory.

‘Mrs Eves?’

Her eyes slowly slide from the street to meet mine.

‘Three days ago,’ she says softly. ‘We got another one of those messages.’

‘Can I see it?’

She passes me her iPhone and sinks back into the chair.

‘I was unpacking my weekly shop.’ Her voice chokes with emotion. ‘I’d stocked up on all of Marty’s favourite things, like I always do. He loves his Müller Corners and choc fudge cheesecake. I don’t want the fridge empty when he comes home.’

She pulls out a tissue from her sleeve while I read over the WhatsApp message. A photo of a bright plate loaded with noodles and a bottle of Asian beer and a short message:

Hi mum, food here is amazing. Trying new things. [image: Smiling face emoji] 
Missing you, love M x

Nothing out of the ordinary. I scroll back to a similar message one week earlier. A hazy image of a hammock strung between palm trees, a dull amber beach and a flat ocean in the distance. The Thursday before, another travel snap with a brief note. Seven days earlier, the same. No photos of Martyn though. I hand back the phone with a puzzled expression.

‘And when did you last speak?’

Mrs Eves brings her hand to her throat. Slowly she says, ‘It’ll be three months this Sunday.’ She swallows. ‘The twenty-first of September, when my angel was starting his treatment.’

‘Treatment,’ I echo, my eyes sharpening.

‘The ice rebirth is the official name for it, I think.’ She hauls herself out of her seat and heads into the living room, where she plucks something off the shelf. She returns with a thin book and hands it over. A slick information pack printed on recycled paper, featuring an impressive wraparound panorama of the Swiss Alps. The pure white snow, iridescent beneath the kitchen lights.

HEAL YOUR PAIN. HEAL YOUR LIFE.

I flip it over.

DON’T LEAVE IT UNTIL IT’S TOO LATE

#IceRetreat

Fear-instilling, triggering language – it’s how she snares her victims. I flick through the pages, gnawing at the inside of my cheek. Glossy images of mountains, valleys and the lakes that Switzerland is famous for, plus photos of dewy fruit and colourful chia breakfast bowls sandwiched between affirmations on how to heal, but nothing about the retreat or the therapy.

No surprise there.

Despite an unprecedented amount of social media hype, celebrity clients and sports stars, the Ice Retreat – which famously claims to cure all forms of pain through extreme cold therapy – has remained shrouded in secrecy since it opened two years ago.

Located 3,200 metres above sea level on the summit of Mount Turin, it boasts views over the entire Lauterbrunnen valley. Access is restricted due to the altitude and its cut-off location.

And there’s the other small obstacle. A three-day ‘healing and cleanse’ will set you back a minimum of £15,000. And those wanting to attend must first submit to a vigorous vetting process to see if they meet the requirements needed to undergo the treatment.

Nobody seems to know much about the treatment, rooted in Nordic cold lake therapy, or its leader . . .

The mysterious Ariel Rose.

It’s easy to see why everyone’s been sucked in, though. She’s a poster girl for youth and vitality – twenty-four years old, pretty, a two-time Olympic skiing gold medallist, claiming she cured herself of a career-ending injury with her own therapy.

First bursting onto the wellness scene in her late teens, riding the wave of the trend, Ariel has acquired godlike status. She knows how to pull you into her web, no question about it. I hand the brochure back, scowling.

‘Martyn kept insisting it would be life-changing.’ Mrs Eves’ voice cracks.

I grit my teeth, the quiet rage building.

‘And you haven’t spoken since he arrived at the retreat?’

‘He rang the day he arrived – he sounded so happy. But that was the last time I heard his voice. He sends one message a week but never calls. He won’t pick up and he won’t reply to any of our questions. We share everything; it’s not like him to shut me out.’ Her eyes move to the crucifix on the wall. Then I notice there are half a dozen more sacred icons spread around the room. A statue of the Virgin Mary on a side table. A small carving of the sleeping Saint Joseph on the windowsill.

‘He says he’s in Malaysia, but I know that can’t be true,’ she continues.

‘How can you be certain he didn’t go travelling after the therapy?’

‘Not our Marty.’ She shakes her head. ‘He doesn’t have that kind of money, and even if he did, he . . . he wouldn’t go backpacking. He couldn’t, he isn’t well enough.’

She searches for a fresh tissue while my gaze drifts to the fireplace and a mantel crammed with family photos.

Camping holidays. Beach breaks. Nothing beyond Europe though. Mr and Mrs Eves wearing tense smiles while Martyn seems to disappear into the background. I take down one of the heavy silver frames.

Pale and brittle-looking, like he might snap in two, I can instantly tell Mrs Eves’ son is suffering from an illness and my heart contracts.

‘What have the doctors diagnosed Martyn with?’

‘Fibromy . . .’ his mother stumbles over the word.

‘Fibromyalgia.’

‘It’s so complex, I don’t really understand it . . . Of all the things for Marty to suffer from.’

‘It presents as chronic inflammation or an autoimmune condition, when in fact it’s caused by abnormal sensory processing in the central nervous system,’ I explain. ‘Often it’s triggered by a traumatic event.’

I should know – it was one of the hard-to-treat conditions we were searching for a cure for when I worked at the lab.

I exhale sharply. Because it feels like a past life.

Only two years ago, I was considered one of the country’s top biochemists, part of a research team on the cutting edge of molecular engineering redefining a gene-editing tool that will someday cut DNA as precisely as a pair of scissors.

At Chroma Tech we were creating a biological platform to tackle a wide range of hard-to-treat diseases from MS to cancer to sickle cell anaemia. A prototype that could one day be worth over four billion pounds.

Then, on the verge of a major scientific breakthrough, I walked out. I abandoned my team, I let down people who were important to me. My decision was sudden and reactive and made in hot fury, but what choice did I have?

I grit my teeth, pushing away the past and the shattering moment that put a chokehold on my life.

Focus, Hollie.

That was then and this is now. And the now is Bad Medicine.

I present a Netflix docuseries that sees me pull back the curtain on a health industry worth trillions of dollars globally.

I debunk the fake science behind wellness trends, extreme therapies, alternative medicine. I highlight the dangers of under-regulated health movements. I expose the charlatans claiming to end the sort of life-threatening diseases I was using science to find cures for.

The billionaire biohacking movement, compression therapy, red light healing, IV vitamin transfusions, extreme restrictive diets – they’re all on my hit list.

The show features interviews with victims who have been left even sicker and penniless in their desperate search for a cure.

My investigative reporting has led to the closure of five wellness retreats for dangerous practice. And, yesterday, ‘biotech entrepreneur’ Jared Caine, who injected his patients with their own bone-marrow-harvested stem cells, in what he claimed was a revolutionary cure for arthritis, was arrested and charged with aggravated assault.

I did that. I made it happen.

I feel my pulse pick up.

The viewers, my followers on X, they call me a truth warrior because I go up against a multi-billion-pound industry intent on silencing people like me – investigative reporters who throw shade on all the ‘good’ they do.

With new messages daily from people needing my help, every waking hour is spent hunting down charlatans who rob desperate families of their savings by promising fake cures.

Families like the Eves. Victims like Martyn.

Just thinking about it brings enough adrenaline to make my hand tremble. I suck in a breath before returning to the family photo and what I’ve come here to do.

I hesitate.

My heart is thudding. I need to keep a lid on it. I know I can come across as intense, and I don’t want to scare off Mrs Eves, but, finally, a breakthrough. I’ve been waiting months for a lead like this.

I take a breath and continue, as calmly as I can: ‘Martyn must have been in a lot of pain.’

‘So much pain,’ Mrs Eves softly echoes, fresh tears appearing. ‘And nobody would help us.’

‘That’s why you turned to the Ice Retreat?’

She nods, looking past me onto the street again. ‘We didn’t know what else to do. What poor Marty has isn’t one of those easily treatable conditions, and the retreat offered fresh hope. The NHS weren’t doing anything. We were running out of options and—’

I reach over and pat her arm, instantly feeling awkward for doing so. I want to say something, to comfort her, but I can’t find the words.

Why is it so hard to connect? I have a crippling aversion to showing emotion. I feel pain, I feel loss, but I can’t find a way to show it. And it’s only gotten worse after everything that’s happened.

‘It’s all my fault.’ Mrs Eves looks up with wide, wounded eyes, searching mine for reassurance.

I swallow, feeling terrible because I’m unable to give her what she needs.

‘Gary – that’s Marty’s father – blames me. He said I should never have sent him away, that it was a load of mumbo jumbo. But Martyn was convinced that that woman was the answer to getting better. He became obsessed. Fixated by her and the things she does.’ Her voice breaks. ‘First it was long talks over Zoom – a kind of mentoring. He said he needed to pass the tests before he could be considered for treatment. That was when he changed.’

‘Do you know who he was talking to online?’

‘I assumed it was Ariel, but it could have been any of them. He’d shut down the computer screen as soon as I came in the room.’

Them – Ariel Rose’s core group. A dozen or so of her most loyal followers who live with her on the mountain all year round. Then there are the ice warriors – a 2.5-million-strong online community, most of whom have never visited the Ice Retreat, but that doesn’t stop them being fanatical and obsessive, championing her work on social media and fighting off criticism, as fierce and aggressive as any real army.

I think about how they would have brainwashed Martyn and I feel a swell of emotion.

‘How did he change?’ I ask.

‘More withdrawn, I suppose. Then he stopped communicating with me entirely. He became distant and unreachable. I thought, if I let him go there, if I let him see for himself, that will bring him back to me.’

I swallow as my own painful memories return. The similarities are uncanny.

‘And you paid for his therapy?’

‘He was in so much pain, our poor boy,’ she replies. ‘He was begging by the end, and Gary wasn’t going to help. I haven’t seen a penny out of him since he left us. It wasn’t easy, but I managed to secure an interest-free credit card and arranged for Marty to travel there. He’d never been away from home before, bless him. He’s a sensitive soul, not like others his age. It was only meant to be three days, that’s all. The website said it would be ice baths – ice baths, for heaven’s sake! I mean what harm could it do?’ She stares at me, unblinking. Searching my eyes for an answer.

‘How much did the treatment cost?’

‘Fifteen thousand pounds.’ Mrs Eves winces. ‘I know, I know, it sounds like an awful lot, but Marty was begging. And you have to understand, I was desperate. I was at the point I’d do anything, and there did seem to be some logic behind it. The ice was meant to reduce the pain.’

I bite down on my anger. As a scientist, I depend on facts and data to get to the truth, and there are no reliable test results to substantiate the claim that ice therapy can make any significant difference in healing.

A mild and temporary reduction in pain, perhaps: something akin to using a frozen pack of peas to stop swelling. The Ice Retreat in Switzerland is an unregulated, extreme therapy, cashing in on the latest health craze, preying on the desperate and vulnerable with a dangerous leader at its helm.

Ariel Rose.

And I intend to prove it. I’ll crush her. I’m going to expose her vile, vile lies.

Setting my bag on the floor, I begin unpacking my equipment.

Ordinarily, I’d wait for a camera crew and team, but I don’t have time for that. I can’t risk losing this lead. I’ve been waiting for this moment for what feels like an eternity.

‘Is it all right to start recording?’ I ask, my voice hardening.

Mrs Eves nods and reaches for her crucifix, nervously tugging it back and forth along the chain.

She watches with a quiet intensity as I arrange the tripod and adjust the camera. I direct Mrs Eves to sit forward in her chair.

‘You’re the only person who’ll listen. The police wouldn’t help, not after they read his messages. They can’t understand why I’m panicking. They used the word fussing, making me out to be some overbearing mum. They think my son’s living off savings.’ Her voice breaks. ‘He only worked sixteen hours a week at the local pub – how much could he have saved?’

‘And what did the retreat say when you contacted them?’

‘They confirmed that Marty had stayed on longer than usual – a couple of weeks after the therapy ended – and then decided to go travelling.’

‘Without any extra cost?’

‘Right – you see, none of it makes sense.’ She throws up her hands. ‘Apparently, he’d been accepted into the community, whatever that means.’

‘Did you speak to Ariel?’

‘She’s always busy. They said they haven’t heard from Marty since he left, but wished him well.’ Fresh tears start falling.

‘Did you insist on speaking to Ariel?’ My tone sharpens.

‘I ring them daily for news, but they’re making me feel like I’m a nuisance. That I’m unhinged. They keep insinuating I’m the one who needs therapy. ME!’ She bursts into tears. ‘Gary’s in Malaysia, trying to get the British Embassy to do something, but he’s wasting his time. Marty’s not there.’ She dabs her eyes with the damp tissue. ‘They’re lying to us, they’re covering up. Marty wouldn’t go off alone.’ The tissue is entwined in her thin, bony fingers. ‘He’s a homebody . . .’

‘You OK to begin?’

She takes a breath.

‘How many others have you interviewed?’

‘People are frightened, they don’t want to speak out.’

Mrs Eves tugs at her crucifix again.

‘It’s a cult, isn’t it?’ She exhales. ‘Oh, dear God, I should have known.’ She lowers her gaze and draws the sign of the cross.

‘What makes you say that?’

‘It’s her. Their leader. She frightens me.’

I know what Ariel Rose is capable of. But I don’t want to alarm Mrs Eves any more than she is already.

‘It’s impossible to say what’s really going on, but I’m working on it,’ I say instead.

There’s a creak in the hallway and I turn to the girl who’s appeared behind me. Standing quietly in the doorway, stony-faced and pale: Martyn’s baby sister.

‘Hello, you must be Abigail.’ I smile.

She blinks.

‘I’m Hollie, I’m a friend of your mum’s.’

She runs her eyes over my camera and microphone.

‘Would you like to be on TV?’

She blinks quickly. Wide-eyed, fascinated by me.

‘Go to your room, Abbie. I won’t be long,’ Mrs Eves says firmly and the girl disappears.

‘I’ve signed the papers.’ Mrs Eves passes the release form across the table, granting me permission to use the recording. ‘When will it go out?’

A second series of Bad Medicine hasn’t been confirmed yet. Rival shows are threatening my future, trying to copy my success. That’s why this is so important and the pressure is greater than ever to produce results. I must deliver if I want to keep my investigations going and my work in the public eye. The world needs to know about these charlatans. The world needs to know about Ariel Rose.

My pulse jump-starts.

‘We’re still in the early stages of development.’

Mrs Eves’ shoulders sag with disappointment. A fresh sheen appears across her eyes.

I grit my teeth, frustrated I can’t promise more.

‘Please.’ She looks at me with big, pained eyes. ‘No one else will help.’

I shouldn’t be making promises I can’t keep. I probably shouldn’t even be here. Martyn’s disappearance is too close to home and it’s triggering my obsession.

‘I’ll find out what’s been going on.’ My voice softens.

‘And doing this will help bring Marty home, won’t it?’ A note of hope.

‘I’ll do everything I can.’

‘And what will happen to the Ice Retreat, if this goes out on the telly? I mean what will happen to that woman?’ She can’t even bring herself to say her name.

‘Ariel Rose?’ I look up, fixing the grieving mum in my stare. Blood heating with rage. ‘It’ll be shut down and the people in charge will be held accountable.’

Mrs Eves takes a sharp breath.

‘Ready?’

She nods, reaching for the notes she’s prepared.






CHAPTER THREE

HOLLIE

11.45 p.m.

‘I’ve got something on her.’

‘Hollie?’ Grace croaks. ‘Where are you?’

‘Ariel – I’ve got her. I’ve really got her this time.’

There’s movement. Some whispers of reassurance to her husband: I won’t be a minute, go back to sleep. Then the sigh as she hauls himself out of bed to speak somewhere private.

‘I’ll call you back.’ She hangs up suddenly.

Seconds later, she’s requesting FaceTime. Grace wants to see me, look me in the eye and check I’m not nearing burnout again.

I accept, reluctantly.

‘I thought you were taking time off?’ She runs her hands back and forth through her short hair. A thatch of thick grey, kinked and unruly from sleeping. Her face is in the shadows of her book-lined study and a small desk lamp glows from behind.

As CEO of Guerrilla TV – a small production company in east London – Grace took a chance on me when I walked out on my research at the lab. She bought into my vision for Bad Medicine and gave me the tools and a platform to pull together a pilot. A pilot that was snapped up by Netflix for an eye-watering amount.

After a childhood like mine, you’d think that was all I’d care about, but this has never been about the money. It’s sitting in a savings account, barely touched. I use what I need and get by on not a lot.

Grace says I should invest, put it towards my future. She fusses too much, she’s become a mother figure: the mum I should have had instead of the childhood I try to forget. But at thirty-two, I can’t see anything beyond the next few months, not until I’ve got justice.

She peers into her screen. ‘Are you in your car?’ A note of concern in her voice.

‘Just got back into London. Anyway, about this fresh lead . . .’

‘Why aren’t you at home resting?’

‘A nineteen-year-old who went to the retreat is missing. No sign of him for three months. Ariel’s denying any knowledge, but it stinks of her lies and cover-ups.’

‘The Ice Retreat?’ It doesn’t take Grace long to get up to speed.

‘The police refuse to help; I’m all the mother’s got. We have to find him, Grace.’

‘How are you feeling?’ she asks tentatively.

‘We need to move quickly on this.’

‘What were you doing, interviewing someone without giving me a heads-up first?’

‘Ariel claims the boy’s gone travelling, but his mum says that’s impossible, not with his health problems or without his medication. And he had no savings. A flight to Malaysia would have set him back £600. So where is he?’

I can’t stop thinking about what Mrs Eves said, turning her question over: Ice baths, for heaven’s sake – what harm could it do? I feel a swell of dread. I didn’t want to frighten Mrs Eves, she already seemed so worried, but I’m certain it’s not her son sending those messages.

‘How do you know Ariel’s involved?’

‘I just know. I can feel it. Something’s happened to him, and they’re covering it up.’

Silence. A heavy sigh. Then: ‘You’ve got to drop this; it’s turning into an obsession.’

I feel my pulse pick up. Why isn’t she listening to me?

‘I have something, I promise. Give me time and I’ll pull it together.’

The silence continues, growing in volume.

‘Leave it alone, Hollie.’

‘I’m close. I know I am.’

‘I don’t know how or why you’ve become so fixated on Ariel, but drop it before – Christ, before she takes legal action. It’s a litigation nightmare. You have no proof, of anything. She’ll have a restraining order put on you.’

‘Let her,’ I say defiantly.

Grace rubs her hand across her face.

‘That’s not the kind of thing I need to hear.’

I shrug.

‘I’m still cleaning up after last time.’

I look away. OK, so I’m a little outspoken on X. I can jump in without thinking it through. Grace is referring to my X rant accusing Ariel of brainwashing her followers. I may have even used the word cult.

Ariel, her army of warriors and the Ice Retreat have been on my radar for some time, ever since the suicides started happening. Ever since him. There’s three now, three deaths within months of each other. My throat tightens. Three normal, well-adjusted people who sought therapy for pain relief, with no prior record of depression, who suddenly took their own lives. It doesn’t add up.

And now Martyn.

There’s been rumours. Locks on doors. Strict confidentiality clauses. Patients signing NDAs. Abuse, extortion, fraud, even pagan rituals. But nothing seems to stick.

I’ve tried everything – speaking to family members and friends of those who’ve died, tracking down former ice warriors who left the tribe suddenly, but I’m always met with a wall of silence. Doors closed in my face. Nobody wants to talk. It’s as if they’re frightened, it’s as if they’ve been warned off.

I’ve been waiting months for something concrete that couldn’t be dismissed as rumour and hearsay. Now, finally, a lead. Someone who’ll go on the record, someone to flush out Ariel Rose, and Grace is blocking it. I feel my hands clench involuntarily. How can I make her see sense?

‘Being brave is our thing, that’s what we do,’ I say urgently.

‘We’ve always had a lot more to go on,’ says Grace. ‘They’ve been open-and-shut cases. This is a legal nightmare. Ariel’s a big player in the wellness community; a lot of important people care about her.’

I lift my head quickly. ‘Even more reason to take her down.’

‘We haven’t taken on a story this big before. It could backfire – we need to approach this carefully.’

‘We have someone willing to go on record.’

‘Are you listening to me?’

‘They won’t be able to ignore us, not this time.’

‘Hollie, Christ! Am I talking to a brick wall? DROP it.’

‘You know I can’t.’

‘Slow down. OK?’

But I don’t know how to. And especially not now when we’re finally making progress. I must find Martyn Eves.

‘We’ve had another one of those letters.’

What’s Grace getting so worked up about? Receiving death threats – it’s inevitable in our line of work. I have a bullish interrogative style. I go digging around where I’m not wanted. I’m authority-pushing and yes, I piss people off. And I send charlatans to prison. That’s what I do, it’s part of the job. Bring it on.

‘I don’t think you understand how big this story is.’ I exhale.

‘Get some sleep. Please.’ She rubs at her face and yawns. ‘It’s Christmas next week.’

I frown.

‘Have a digital detox. Relax, and we’ll recalibrate in the New Year. The world is full of health sharks to take down. We don’t need Ariel Rose to get our Netflix contract renewed.’

I feel the heat of frustration. A tightening in my chest. I press back into the car seat but my head is throbbing, the dull ache of a migraine coming on. I wish I could explain, make her see, tell Grace the truth – why I began all of this. But if I did, it would change everything. And I’m not ready for anyone to know my secret just yet.

As for Christmas, with everything that’s been going on, I’d genuinely forgotten all about it.

Grace tells me to go to bed – sleep is important – and hangs up. I slam the car door as I get out.

I hear a movement behind me. Sudden steps. Then silence. And there, in the stillness of the night, that feeling I had this morning when I set off for Leeds, of someone watching me. Like a cold wind on my back. I swing around but there is no one there.

More ghosts. Christ, I’m losing it. Grace is right, I need to sleep. My eye twitches in agreement.

I lock my door, check over my shoulder and then cross the road, changing my mind about heading home.






CHAPTER FOUR

FLORENCE

FIVE DAYS TO WINTER SOLSTICE

‘Please don’t hurt me,’ I beg. A choked sob, stuck in my throat.

Two strong hands land on my shoulders, pressing me into the bed. The room seesaws, nausea swells and I try focusing on the person standing next to the trolley loaded with medicines.

She looks back at me, eyes narrowed, staring at me for a second longer before bringing her attention back to the tray of equipment.

‘Don’t hurt me,’ I say desperately. I feel weak and afraid, I don’t have the strength to fight back. ‘Please,’ I whisper. ‘Please.’

But there’s no warmth there. There’s no feeling at all. Only cold, hard stares, as all three examine me with curiosity like a lab rat primed for testing.

The woman frowns as she brings a syringe filled with liquid towards my arm.

Oh God, oh God.

There’s something about her determination, her deep-set eyes, that looks familiar.

‘Wait!’ I gasp. My mind scrambling. ‘Is this about money?’ I’m trying to unravel what’s happening. It must be. It’s the only thing that makes any sense. ‘Please,’ I sob into my chest. ‘Whatever it is, I can help you. I can pay you.’

The woman with the needle slows, her hand stills above me. Eyes creasing in irritation beneath her surgical mask. Then from my right comes the ripping sound as one of them takes a length of duct tape from the roll.

‘Please, no no no—’ My scream is suffocated as the tape is pressed over my lips.

My breath rattles in and out of my nose as they wind the tape right around the back of my head.

The woman’s brow relaxes; liquid spurts from the syringe and dribbles onto my arm. She lowers the needle towards my vein while the others pin me to the mattress, and then comes a high-pitched noise. A wailing. The sound is so foreign and grotesque I don’t realize it’s me at first.

‘HELP ME!’ My voice is muffled against the duct tape while desperate tears fall down my cheeks.

Forcing air through my nose is making me dizzy and light-headed and the room is swimming around me, and then, within the haze, something loosens.

A piece of the puzzle.

I grab onto it with both hands, turning it over in my palm. I’m hallucinating again, but I’m lucid enough to read the words.

An invitation.

No, an email.

Oh God. I remember. I know why I’m here.

I can recall the invitation arriving in my inbox, the link that swept me away to the Swiss mountains, the offer to help me heal, and I remember thinking at the time, Why me? Why now? Oh, dear God, why didn’t I trust my instincts?

Cold feeds into my arm. A pressure building in my vein. My eyes instantly feel heavy and solid and close without my say-so.

I try not to think about what’s in that syringe, I try not to think about what they’re going to do to me if I lose consciousness. I listen to my heart. A beep beep beep. A rapid thud on the ECG until even the sound of that peters out, like echoey footsteps fading into the distance.

Then, silence. There’s nothing – nothing at all.






CHAPTER FIVE

HOLLIE

17 December

1.30 a.m.

The cold snap of water splashing my face does nothing to sober me up. Lazy-eyed, I study myself in the toilet mirror. Gripping the basin to steady myself.

The dulcet tones of Slade’s ‘Merry Xmas Everybody’ call to me from the bar and my reflection blurs around the edges from all the wine.

Could I bottle this numb feeling? Drink from it for a while. Fill my mind with nothing so I don’t have to feel the call to action any more.

I squint at my reflection. No. It’s time to go home.

I’d planned to stay for one, to take the edge off, but I can’t flush Martyn out of my head, or that nagging sense of responsibility. Martyn reminds me of him, and it’s tearing me in two.

What now? WHAT now, Hollie?

I need to be alone to recentre. Focus on how to find Martyn and bring him home. I pull the baseball cap low on my head to hide my face, I don’t need anyone recognizing me, not like this. I miss a step as I reach out for the door.

I don’t have a drinking problem, really, I don’t. When I’m stressed, it calms me, it knocks me out so I can sleep – and I don’t think I’ve slept properly for two years.

Back in the heat of the late-night bar, I swing my gaze around, searching for an exit. I force my way through the crowd, until someone steps in my way with wide-open arms.

‘Hey, you.’ An untidy hug. Beer sloshing.

‘Mikkel?’

He sways, his eyes instinctively drawn above us to the drooping mistletoe. ‘Thought I’d find you here.’ He knows this is my local.

‘And I thought we agreed we wouldn’t speak for a while?’

He looks wounded and I breathe out impatiently. ‘Come on, let’s not do this again.’

‘Do what?’ He shrugs and stumbles.

I hate seeing him like this. When he’s working in the lab, he’s confident. He’s self-assured, he’s Nobel Prize-winner Mikkel Jensen. But here, on my side of town, penned in by Christmas drunks and hurting from our break-up, he’s a shell of himself.

Which irritates me, because I don’t want someone nice, or sweet. I feel myself hardening.

‘Look, you’re drunk. And I’m too knackered to have an argument.’ I drag my hair behind my ear. ‘Please. Go home.’

‘I don’t want to fight with you, Hol . . .’ I can hear his confidence collapsing.

‘OK, I’ll go home then.’

‘Two minutes. Please.’

‘Fuck’s sake!’

His mouth twists in distress and I instantly regret what I’ve said. Mikkel’s a good person, the best, and I used to appreciate his thoughtfulness. His earnestness.

Reliable, trustworthy and straightforward about his desire for me, he was everything I wanted in a husband. Plus he didn’t irritate me, which was a big win because most men get on my nerves.

We met when I was twenty-three, right after I was crowned one of the youngest students in the country to be awarded a PhD. Fresh out of my scholarship at Oxford University, I was rudderless, unsure what to do next because I never expected to do so well. With the start I’d had in life, I still looked at everything with fear.

Mikkel approached me to join his team at Chroma Tech. He discovered me and taught me how to manage my anger; soothed me when I was having an episode.

We worked well together, late into the night at the lab. High on fresh discoveries, feeding off one another’s energy and, yeah sure, it took no time for our professional relationship to spill over into a romantic one.

A considerate lover, Mikkel would always check in on how I was feeling. Was he being too rough? Did I like it when he touched me there? The cuddling after sex.

And the leaving me restless in bed.

I cringe at the memory. Because now I just want the impersonal thrusting of some one-night stand. Someone to talk filthy to me, to treat me unfairly so I can feel raw and more alive. To give me what I deserve. My skin heats up with shame, the burn rushing up my neck. I shove my way past Mikkel.

‘Jesus, Hollie!’ He knocks into someone’s beer. Mikkel shakes his hand dry, staring at me in disbelief. ‘I don’t understand.’

I slow. My back still to him.

‘I don’t recognize you.’

Walking away brings the guilt flooding back. We’ve been separated for a year, yet I can’t bring myself to ask for a divorce. I should, because the ambiguity gives Mikkel hope we will one day find our way back to each other.

‘Since you left the lab, you’ve become . . .’ He trails off, changes tack: ‘Where is this anger coming from?’ His accented English shows itself despite fifteen years in London. He’s from Denmark originally. White blonde hair and ice-blue eyes. Tall and lithe and handsome, he turns heads but not mine any more. My jaw clenches as I bear down on my decision to break away.

‘I’ve always been that person; you didn’t want to see it.’

Our backgrounds are too different. We should never have been together. He needs to let me go.

‘That’s not true.’

Slowly, I turn to face him. The man I’ve been with on and off for nine years, married for three, and I’ll say anything to force him to give up on me.

‘You’re jealous.’

‘Jealous?’ he echoes, frowning.

‘Because I’m the star now. It’s me getting all the attention and you can’t deal with it.’

‘Jealous?’ He lets out a small laugh. ‘What we’re doing at Chroma Tech, you don’t need me to tell you it’s life-changing. I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.’ His face softens. Eyes creasing in kindness. ‘Come back, we miss you.’ He chews his lip, holding onto the words I know he’s not brave enough to say.

I miss you.

I stand stock-still. The anger is sudden and blinding.

‘What I do now is life-changing. I have a platform and what I say matters.’ I dig even deeper. ‘And I don’t need you to hide behind any more.’

He looks even more wounded than before.

‘And who are you trying to ruin this time?’ A note of bitterness enters his voice.

I don’t have time for this.

‘Is it that woman?’

My nostrils flare.

‘I know what happened to him was awful, but you need to move on. For your own well-being. Stop chasing after ghosts, Hol. Let it go.’

It arrives like a punch to the gut. I despise how Mikkel knows too much about me and how he’s using it against me. I need to get control back. I need to run. I turn around sharply and someone knocks into me.

The man’s eyes widen with recognition. ‘Aren’t you the woman off—’

I lower my cap but he blocks my getaway. A polo shirt buttoned to his throat. Hair side-parted and flattened with gel.

‘It is you!’ He continues to stare and then turns to his mates. My heart sinks.

‘Lads, it’s the lady off Bad Medicine.’

Get the fuck out of my face.

I hear a cheer, the circle of men closing around me whispering my name. I look to Mikkel; he’s already there.

‘Please, not tonight, gentlemen.’

As Mikkel steps in, I manage to slip away, leaving my ex to fight my battle. His eloquently spoken words fade into the din as I burrow through the crowd.

I glance across to the bar and falter because for a moment I think it’s him. A dishevelled, dark-haired man in a beaten-up leather jacket smiles at me. I blink and refocus. Swallowing down the sadness, I grab my coat off the stool.

The door is heavy, creaking arthritically. I ram a shoulder against it and it swings open, spitting me into the December-cold night. I drink in the fresh air like ice-cold water in a heatwave, a spritzer on my clammy skin.

Home is around the corner; and should be peaceful now Ed’s moved the last of his things out. A two-month fling with a much younger guy that quickly turned volatile.

‘A staggering lack of emotional involvement’ came up – again. Avoidant. And last night, when our break-up spilled out onto my doorstep: ‘What’s WRONG with you?’

Ed’s character assassination continues to echo in my head and I feel an intense wave of sadness. I didn’t mean to hurt him. I don’t set out to have this effect on people. The more detached I am, the harder they seem to fall. Since my separation from Mikkel, I can’t find a way to make any relationship last, and I’m convinced I should give up trying.

I slow down my breathing, reminding myself I’m not a monster. I feel pain, a deep wounding ache most of the time. I have a constant churning in my stomach from loneliness. But these feelings – I don’t know what to do with them. I’m afraid to let them out because I’m barely holding it together as it is. They get jammed up inside, packed together so tightly most days I find it difficult to breathe. But on the surface, I appear hard and removed and lacking empathy.

Something’s wrong with me. Emotions can feel too strong. Everyday sounds and noises can be too loud; I often wish I could turn down the volume on life. Apparently, it’s a common symptom of burnout, according to the therapist Grace made me see after the last series finished.

I look around.

It feels cold enough to snow, but the air is dry except for some sleet stinging my face.

The numbness of the alcohol is fading and I light a cigarette. I only smoke when I’m drunk, or stressed, but it feels good. I know what the team whisper about me at work: that I’m reckless. Still, Grace knows if she gives me an ultimatum to clean up my act, I’ll shrug my shoulders and be gone.

Grace can’t afford to lose me, not now Bad Medicine is soaring in the ratings. And my investigation into the Ice Retreat will be bigger, bolder, on a global scale. Most importantly, it will uncover the truth. I swallow back my anger and strap down my plans, storing them up for later. I take another drag on my cigarette and hook around the street corner.

It’s close to 2 a.m. and the shortcut takes me through Chapel Market. The smell of fish guts still clings to the air. Festive lights glow through windows, a painful reminder of how Christmas will never be the same.

I cross the Tesco Express car park, dark and deserted except for one street light and a skittish fox. The alley that splices two buildings in half is up ahead. It shaves ten minutes off my walk home, and right now I’m in desperate need of a shower. I can’t wait to get home and wash the evening off my skin.

The darkness swallows me whole and the tang of urine assaults my senses. I stumble, cigarette slipping through my fingers as I reach out a hand to steady myself. The wall is ice-cold and stings like a burn.

A flurry of noises comes from behind. The rattle of a buckle, heavy boots pounding towards me, but I’m too slow to make the turn in time. Something loops around my throat. An arm, crowbarring me backwards so that my feet lift off the ground.

My breath is choked out of me while he whispers, hot in my ear:

‘Scream and I’ll kill you.’






CHAPTER SIX

HOLLIE

I try to pull myself out of the headlock but then comes something cold. A new pressure against my throat and, from the corner of my eye, I see the flash of silver from the blade.

My knees weaken and my attacker spins me around, shoving me into the wall. I sprawl backwards, air pushed from my chest.

Coughing hard, I nurse my throat while he holds the knife to my eye. Three inches of serrated steel.

‘Take it,’ I wheeze, offering up my handbag.

He stares at me. A buzzcut. A narrow face. His features hardening as he runs his pale green eyes over me.
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