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Friday 23 September 2022

The small village church was packed, and Taylor, who had arrived at the funeral late, just as the service was beginning, had to stand at the back, dripping wet from the pelting rain outside. But he wasn’t looking at the coffin, nor at the cleric, the almost overbearingly pious Reverend Ian Parry-Jones with his pristine cassock, zealot’s eyes and mad white hair, who was giving a good impression of genuine sincerity – but a less convincing one of having actually known the unfortunate star of the show.

Instead, Taylor was staring at the back of the head of a man sitting six rows in front of him. Transfixed.

Even though he hadn’t yet had a chance to see the man’s face clearly – the man was wearing dark glasses, a scarf and a baseball cap – Taylor was certain it was Rufus Rorke. His old school friend. Except it couldn’t be. It wasn’t possible.

The man inclined his head slightly to the left, as if resting it on his shoulder – the quirky way Rufus had always done when he was composing a reply to something someone had just said. And now Taylor was even more sure. It was Rufus, it absolutely was!

Except it could not be. Rufus Rorke had been dead for two years. Taylor had given the eulogy at his funeral.
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Friday 23 September 2022

WTF???

Taylor could not take his eyes off the man as the service proceeded, interminably. There were two cheesy poetry readings by – according to the service sheet – Barnie’s nieces, and another that Taylor liked, about not being dead but just in the next room, which was read by a woman in a veil, Barnie’s ex-wife, Debbie Martin (she’d kept her maiden name even when they were married), though several lines were drowned out by a baby screaming.

These were followed by a tribute given by a dapper man of around forty, who in a virtuoso performance of pure fiction, interrupted again by the baby, portrayed the deceased as pretty much just one miracle short of sainthood. The sun had come out and its rays shone through the stained-glass window behind the pulpit, creating a halo effect around the man’s head.

Maybe Barnie would be canonized one day, Taylor thought wryly. He could be the patron saint of losers.

Taylor had only come to the funeral out of a sense of duty – he’d not seen Barnie for years, other than briefly at Rufus’s funeral two years ago. But the three of them had been tight at school – Taylor, Rufus and Barnie. The Three Musketeers, they called themselves. And, for a while after leaving, they’d continued meeting up for lunch or for an evening at a boozer close to one of them. They’d vowed they would always stay in touch, but of course life had other plans.

The more time passed, the more they’d gone their own, very different ways. None of them had really had anything in common – beyond a shared dislike of their school – to bind them together. Rufus, the boisterous, loudmouth charmer, had bragged that he’d be a millionaire by the age of thirty. And maybe he had been, not that it had done him much good. He was dead at thirty-nine.

Well, so it had seemed.

And now poor Barnie, the eternal dreamer of fame and fortune, who had changed addresses more times than Taylor could count, was about to move to his forever home, Plot PY136, Woodvale Cemetery.

But at least poor Barnie was finally having his day in the sun, Taylor thought, the attention he had always craved. The coffin was far grander than its poor occupant had ever been, sitting centre stage on the catafalque, brass handles gleaming in the stained-glass sunlight. It looked magnificent enough to house the Pope.

Taylor wondered who had paid for it. Not that he really cared.

He only cared about one thing in that moment: the identity of the man sitting six rows in front of him.

Could it be Rufus?

Of course not.

And yet . . .

He continued to stare, totally fixated. Every move the man made further convinced Taylor that it was him. It was all he could do to restrain himself from walking down the aisle, reaching across and tapping the man on the shoulder, but with the church this rammed, that was not an option.

Then, suddenly, inexplicably, the man turned around, a full 180 degrees, and, for a few seconds, stared directly at him as if sensing his presence.

Although his face was almost completely obscured by the scarf and the peak of his cap, Taylor shivered, chilled to the core.

Then the man turned away again.

All kinds of thoughts rushed through his mind. Did Rufus have a brother? A twin? But never, ever, in all the years that they’d known each other, had Rufus given any indication that he had a sibling.

Shit. This was insane. Maybe, Taylor thought, he was going crazy?

Normally scrupulously punctual, he was cursing the circumstances that had conspired to cause his late arrival here, starting with a flat tyre after dropping off his son, who was staying with him this week, at school. And then, having changed the tyre, getting stopped in a speed trap. Not the best of days, but at least a better one than Barnie was having.

Had he arrived earlier, perhaps he could have seen who this man really was. He had to be imagining it was Rufus. Had to be.

But he could not stop staring at him. And he was feeling a deep prickle of unease.

There must be well over 150 people in here, he thought, and so far, other than Debbie and potentially Rufus, he didn’t recognize any of them. He wondered sardonically if all of them – like himself – were owed money by Barnie.

Always the loser, Barnie had constantly been in debt at school – gambling away his pocket money – and nothing had changed. Every few years, in those early days after they had left, Taylor used to get calls from Barnie asking if he could loan him a few bob, promising to pay it back. And sometimes Taylor had reluctantly ponied up, because he felt sorry for him. Barnie seemed to have been born with a big ‘L’ tattooed on his forehead.

Rufus had once cruelly told Barnie, to his face, that he was the kind of man who would come second in an election, even if no one was running against him.

And yet, for as long as they had known each other, Barnie had always craved the limelight. Today he sure had it. Too bad he wasn’t able to enjoy it, Taylor thought.

He took his eyes off the back of the head of the man six rows in front of him just for a moment, to glance at the order of service sheet he’d been handed. He looked from the photo on the back – angelic little Barnie, aged four, with blond curls, baggy shorts and mischief in his eyes – to the photo on the front: a balding, overweight and older-than-his years Barnie, with haunted eyes peering out from their hidey-holes in his flesh, as if trying to spot where all of life’s promise had gone. Even the smudged funeral service sheets looked like rejects. Poor Barnie Wallace: failed musician, failed chef, failed husband, failed everything – including, fatally, failed forager.

The story Taylor had heard was that Barnie had been felled by mushrooms he was cooking as a starter at a dinner party, though fortunately his group of friends never got to eat them. According to Debbie, who had notified Taylor of the funeral, Barnie had mistaken death cap mushrooms for field mushrooms – apparently an easy error. Luckily for his intended guests, Barnie had prepped the meal a day in advance to do a photo shoot for his Instagram account. He’d eaten the leftover mushrooms for his dinner that night and been hospitalized twelve hours later, subsequently dying from multiple organ failure.

Taylor looked around the congregation again, but couldn’t spot anyone else he knew. He was a little surprised that there were no familiar faces from school. Mind you, the trio had left over twenty years ago.

The tributes were followed by the eternally rousing hymn ‘Jerusalem’. As the last strains of ‘in England’s green and pleasant land’ faded, a man staggered up to the pulpit to deliver the eulogy. His name was Geoffrey Letts – a total tosser by any standards, Taylor thought. Geoffrey began by professing to be a drinking companion of Barnie at some pub (and he already appeared worse for wear at this hour). He told the congregation, slurring his words, that Barnie had once beaten the Belgian burping champion in a contest, played in tennis sets, that was, according to this chap, pretty much the sum total of Barnie’s life achievements. Then he staggered back to his place unsteadily, holding on to each pew in turn, grinning like an ape.

That really pissed Taylor off. Whatever dark cloud of bad luck had hovered over poor Barnie throughout his life, he deserved a better finale than this.

A collection bag went around. The smallest note Taylor had was a fiver and he stuffed that into the crimson purse. After the closing prayers, the vicar told the mourners that there would be a private family committal. He asked everyone to leave in peace and continue to remember Barnie in their prayers and thoughts, reminding the congregation that they were invited to share further memories of Barnie over drinks and bites in the village hall.

Then – and credit to the Rev, Taylor thought, for forewarning everyone that what followed was on the explicit instructions of the deceased – the most ludicrous song began to play. It started with a plinkety-plink on the piano, followed by lyrics sung in a staccato voice.

They’re coming to take me away, ha-ha, they’re coming to take me away.

The mourners were looking around, bemused. Was this Barnie’s final jibe at a world he’d never quite got to grips with?

People began filing out, starting from the front. Taylor, keeping his eyes on the back of the man’s head as best he could, tried to squeeze his way along the aisle to catch up with him, but it was impossible. A tall woman in a ridiculous black hat was now blocking his view.

Meanwhile, the song kept playing.

It was several minutes before he reached the door where the Rev stood. A woman in front of Taylor was thanking the vicar effusively for such a wonderful service. Taylor gave the cleric a shake of the hand and lunged out into the torrential rain that was coming down again, searching every way for Rufus. Clusters of mourners were standing around, chatting beneath umbrellas. He hurried past them, until he reached the busy high street and looked up and down it.

There was no sign of him.
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Friday 23 September 2022

‘Trying to improve your culinary skills, Roy, to impress young Cleo? Or have you taken up foraging? Searching for your inner caveman?’

Grace looked up with a start. He’d been concentrating so hard on his computer screen he’d not heard the DI enter his office. He grinned and gave him the bird.

Glenn Branson was wearing an electric-blue suit that would have been more appropriate for a games-show host than a detective inspector in Major Crime, Grace thought, but he said nothing. He’d long given up trying to explain to his best mate – and protégé – that the reason detectives wore conservative suits was to appear respectful when visiting the families of the victims of crimes. But Glenn, being one of life’s natural peacocks, had his own definition of conservative.

And, as for his tie, Grace thought, don’t even go there. It could rank, along with Perth, Australia, as one of the few things that would be identifiable from space. ‘Culinary skills?’ he asked.

Branson nodded at the book lying on Grace’s desk, titled The Complete Mushroom Hunter.

‘Ha!’

The DI gave him a sideways look, turned the book around, opened it and flicked through a few pages, barely glancing at them. ‘Heard the one about the guy who walked into a pub, puts a mushroom down on the bar and orders a pint for it?’

Grace winced. ‘No, but I’m clearly about to.’

‘The landlord asks why he’s brought the mushroom into the pub. And he replies, “Because he’s a real fun guy!” Geddit?’

‘Fungi,’ he said flatly.

‘Good to see you haven’t lost your touch, despite your age.’

Roy Grace had turned forty-five a few weeks ago and Branson, who was thirty-eight, never missed an opportunity to rib him about it.

‘And sad to see, despite your own advancing years, matey, your humour never improves. So can I do anything for you, or have you just come in here to annoy me?’

Branson pulled up one of the two chairs in front of Grace’s desk, turned it around and straddled it with his powerful frame. ‘I wanted to have a chat. Since being promoted to DI I’ve not had a really challenging investigation. Not that I’m wishing anyone dead, but I’d like a real complex murder to get my teeth into – know what I’m saying?’

Grace knew exactly. While every murder was investigated thoroughly and without prejudice, the vast majority of the twenty-five or so annual murders in the counties of Sussex and Surrey were domestics or involved drugs, drunks and petty feuds. There was also the worrying trend of the increasing use of knives – an unwelcome import from gangland London and other cities.

All murders were tragic in their own way, and left devastated loved ones behind who would never get over it. But they were not the cases you were ever going to put in your memoirs. What every homicide detective secretly hoped for – and Grace himself was no exception – was a high-profile and intriguing murder that would challenge their skills and, as a bonus, ultimately impress both their superiors and the media, as well as being part of their legacy.

‘What do you know about mushrooms, Glenn? Apart from rubbish jokes.’

‘I know Paris browns get their name from being grown in the catacombs under Paris, back in the eighteenth century. And they’re one of the few that taste good raw. Love them thinly sliced on a salad.’

‘And normal field mushrooms – the type you can buy in any greengrocer or supermarket?’

Branson nodded. ‘Yeah, I like them too. Delicious on toast with a fried egg.’

‘Ever picked any yourself?’

He shook his head. ‘No, I don’t trust my skills – I wouldn’t know an edible one from a poisonous specimen.’

‘What about the death cap?’ Grace asked.

‘Yeah, a mate of mine who’s into the whole foraging thing warned me about them. Said they look quite like a field mushroom. That’s one of the reasons I wouldn’t trust myself to pick anything.’

‘From what I’m reading on Google, the death cap is not a pleasant death.’

‘Who you planning to despatch?’ Branson quipped.

‘Funny.’ Grace grimaced at his friend. ‘We try not to talk shop at home, but something happened at the mortuary that Cleo thought I should know about. There’s not been a recorded death from mushroom poisoning in the city of Brighton and Hove for over twenty years, if not longer, but she told me over dinner that a fortnight ago they had a thirty-nine-year-old male who died from liver and kidney failure seventy-two hours after eating mushrooms he’d prepared for a dinner party – which he is believed to have bought in a local supermarket. Fortunately for the guests, he had to cancel the dinner party as he was so ill. Then two days ago there was another death from suspected poisoning by death cap mushroom – a man of fifty-nine.’

‘For real?’

‘The victim fell ill within a few hours of eating mushrooms his wife had picked while playing golf. She’s critically ill too, in Intensive Care but expected to survive. The pathologist rang Cleo this morning to say the lab results indicate death cap mushroom poisoning again.’

Branson frowned. ‘Is this a massive coincidence, or is something else going on?’

‘Funny you should say that. I had a call from the coroner earlier this morning, asking exactly the same question. I sent Will Glover off to Brighton Library to see what he could find on poisonous mushrooms and he came back with this book.’

‘None for twenty years and then two in a fortnight?’ Branson ruminated. ‘Not great optics – if the press get hold of that.’

‘And they won’t, will they?’ Roy Grace stared at him levelly. ‘Not until we are ready.’

Branson was married to the senior crime reporter of the local newspaper, the Argus. He smiled, then ran his forefinger and thumb across his lips, zipping them shut.

‘Good man. So here’s your challenge for the day – go see if there’s any link between the two people who died. On behalf of the coroner, we need to rule out foul play – or not.’

‘Mushroom poisoning’s not exactly the multi-layered investigation I’m hoping for.’

‘Well maybe you just need to unearth some mould-breaking clues?’

‘Funny,’ Branson said, then grinned, shaking his head. ‘Don’t give up the day job.’

‘I’m making you my deputy fungi.’
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Friday 23 September 2022

Because of the rain coming down even harder now, the mourners were dispersing rapidly. Taylor, holding up his umbrella, followed another group from the funeral along the High Street, which would have looked a lot prettier in sunshine, he thought.

After a couple of hundred yards they turned left towards a large municipal car park, and for a moment he wondered if he’d made a mistake following them, but then they hurried into a characterless, single-storey modern building, totally out of keeping with the mostly Georgian facades of the rest of the village.

If the outside was lacking charm, the interior, he thought, was even more bland. Trestle tables laid out with a buffet that only the British could do quite so badly. White bread sandwiches with the ends curling up, drab quiches, sausage rolls that looked like they were still defrosting, a platter of cheese and pineapple cubes pierced with cocktail sticks, and bowls of crisps, cheese straws, and mixed nuts and raisins. There were glasses and bottles of cheap red and white wine on another table, with no indication that the white wine was at anything other than room temperature.

Fifty or so people were already in the room, some awkwardly holding laden paper plates in one hand and glasses in the other, and many of them glancing around with an air of desperation, as if looking for someone they knew to go and talk to.

Taylor, whose sole interest in being here was to see if he could spot the man in the baseball cap and scarf, recognized none of them. Single himself once more, after a long and challenging divorce from his wife, Marianne, and custody fight for his ten-year-old son, Harrison, he was just getting back to feeling himself again after a difficult time. He knew it wasn’t really appropriate, but he couldn’t help casting a glance around at the women in the room – it had been at a funeral that he met Marianne. But none of them that he could see were his type. Not that he was really sure any more who was his type.

‘Hello, James!’

He turned sharply to see Barnie’s ex-wife, her veil gone now, smiling at him beneath stylish fair hair, holding a glass of red wine. A confident and very good-looking woman in her midthirties, with the faintly husky voice of a smoker. She smelled of smoke now – no doubt she’d had a quick fag after the service. Taylor, who had quit some years ago, still had the occasional craving, and he had one now. Badly.

‘Debbie!’ he replied. ‘I’m so sorry about Barnie.’

She gave him a wan smile. ‘Thanks.’ She hesitated. ‘I guess he was someone who was never going to make old bones. But I didn’t think he’d go this young.’ She shrugged.

‘It’s good to see you,’ he said. And it was, really good. Taylor had always liked her, although they barely knew each other. One of the few times he’d met her before had been at Rufus Rorke’s funeral.

‘It’s lovely of you to come. Really, I do appreciate it and it’s nice to see your face again.’

He shrugged. ‘Of course. Barnie and I go back a long way. How are you doing?’

‘I’m fine,’ she said. ‘Although I’m sad. We became much better friends after we separated than when we were married. I’m really fine.’

And she looked it. Totally fine. Handsome, classy and even more attractive than when he’d last seen her two years ago. He’d always thought that Barnie had been punching above his weight when he and Debbie married. But there was no rationalizing attraction.

‘Of course I’m sorry he’s dead,’ she added. ‘And I’m sorry it never worked out for Barnie and me. He is . . . was,’ she corrected herself, ‘a lovely guy. But a dreamer. With a temper.’

Taylor frowned. ‘He had a temper? I never saw that at school.’

She tilted her head. ‘You never saw it?’

‘Nope! Honestly!’

She gave him a disbelieving frown.

He shook his head. ‘I was shy as hell – still am. Barnie always wanted to be the centre of attention. He made sure he got a part in every school play, but unfortunately the drama teacher always gave him the smallest role, usually with just one line or no speaking part at all. Barnie always accepted it. He told me he would be an A-list movie star one day. Or a rock star. I remember he started a school band, but the others kicked him out after a year because they said he was tone deaf. As well as being completely unreliable.’

‘That’s Barnie,’ she said with a wistful smile. ‘He tried hard to get into a drama school but none of them would take him – partly because he couldn’t sing. When we married, he was on the books of a film extras agency, hoping to get discovered in a walk-on part. But that never happened. He did once have a small speaking part in an episode of Endeavour – as a copper. He got to say “good morning, sir” to the actor playing the lead, Shaun Evans. But most of it was cut, so when he appeared he was like a tiny ant in the background!’

He grinned. ‘The old cutting-room floor, eh?’

‘Exactly. Then he lost his job as a chef at a pub when one evening all the diners went down with salmonella. He ended up doing telesales for a company in Newhaven that sold advertising space in the Network Rail staff bulletin and The International Review of the Red Cross journal. He’d come home all excited, telling me he’d sold a quarter-page, a half-page or a whole page! Then a week later, crestfallen, he’d tell me they’d cancelled.’

‘He was a nice guy, though,’ Taylor said.

She shook her head. ‘No, James, that’s what everyone thought, including me when I first met him. I don’t want to speak ill of the dead, but he turned into a total bastard, angry and bitter at a world that did not appreciate him. And he got increasingly desperate for success and recognition – to the point where he scared me.’

‘Scared you? In what way?’

She shrugged. ‘I can’t explain it very well. I just got the feeling, during that last year we were still together, he would have killed to get what he craved – that elusive success. I did my best but it was never enough.’

‘Instead he was felled by a mushroom.’

That made her smile. And when she did so, he knew again, after a long time, what his type was.

‘Let’s have lunch sometime,’ he said.

‘I’d like that, James. I’d like that a lot.’

‘So would I. A lot.’ He wondered about asking her if she fancied a cigarette, then he could cadge one from her, but first he asked, ‘Do you remember Rufus?’

‘Rufus Rorke?’

‘Yep.’

‘I do,’ she said, hesitantly. ‘I’m afraid I never liked him – the few times we met. But you, he and Barnie were tight, you were the Three Musketeers, right? Athos, Porthos and Aramis?’

‘We were.’

‘I always thought there was something of the night about him.’

‘Something of the night?’ Taylor frowned. ‘About Rufus?’

‘He had a dark side, I can’t explain – he made me feel uncomfortable. I went to his funeral with Barnie – you gave a great eulogy. Too bad you didn’t do the one today instead of that total twat,’ she added. ‘But I have always wondered just how heartfelt your eulogy really was?’ She questioned him with her eyebrows.

‘Heartfelt?’

‘Uh-huh.’

He looked at her, wondering how to reply. The truth was (not that he would ever have admitted it): Rufus had intimidated both him and Barnie. He had been a control freak, and part of the reason Taylor had delivered such a gushing eulogy was that, even though Rufus was dead, he was still a little in awe of him. Worried about upsetting him if he’d said anything Rufus didn’t approve of – upsetting him even beyond the grave.

Maybe in view of what he thought he’d seen in church, he had been smart to worry about that.

He looked her back in the eye. ‘Now there was someone with a big temper. Did you know Rufus had to go to anger management therapy due to awful road rage? It was terrifying if you were ever in the car with him, it was like a switch had flipped. We grew apart for sure, but we couldn’t change the fact we were very old mates. Boarding school at a young age bonds you with people – even those you’re not that keen on. It was like a glue that held us together despite us all growing up and changing, some for the better, some for the worse. I guess, as you say, we were the Three Musketeers, that’s why I did his eulogy. In all honesty I don’t think there was anyone else lining up to do it.’

‘All for one and one for all.’

He smiled. ‘Exactly!’

‘Do you really think Rufus would have given a toss about either you or Barnie, when the chips were down?’ she said, her voice suddenly laced with venom. ‘One for all? No way. Rufus was for Rufus and hang the world. You were generous to Barnie, I know you loaned him money a number of times. But Rufus never did – he’d made a fortune and he could have helped Barnie, it would have cost him relative peanuts. I’m not saying he deserved to die, but he was a shit, a total shit.’

‘You know, this is going to sound strange,’ Taylor said, ‘but I could have sworn I saw him in the church today, just now, sitting a few rows in front of me.’

She gave him an odd look. ‘Rufus?’

Taylor nodded.

‘At the funeral?’

‘Yes.’

‘What do you mean saw him? Like, you saw his ghost?’

‘No, not his ghost. I saw him. Rufus – or someone who looks very like him.’

She frowned. ‘Does he have a brother, perhaps – a twin?’

‘I’m certain he doesn’t. We were close enough friends at school for me to have known that. Maybe he has a doppelganger. I don’t know. They say we all have one. I just felt a shiver go through me when I saw him.’

‘Did you talk to him – this chap?’

‘I tried really hard to get to him at the end of the service, but there were dozens of people in the way. By the time I reached the door he’d vanished. I hoped maybe he’d be here.’

‘As far as I’m aware there was only one dead man in that church today,’ she said irreverently, and smiled.

Smiling back, he studied her face carefully. He saw no hint of disingenuity. If it really had been Rufus in the church, she genuinely had not seen him.

Then the drunk who’d delivered the eulogy tottered over, holding an open bottle in his hand, and put an arm around Debbie. ‘Think I messed it up a bit,’ he slurred.
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October 2021, eleven months earlier

Pelting rain, howling wind and darkness. The forecast had delivered its promise of foul weather, with bells on – and it had been well worth the wait. Ten days of repeatedly returning to this spot on London’s Bond Street at the same time every weekday evening – 6.16 p.m. – watching, learning and then waiting for the right conditions.

A tall man, he wore a dark tracksuit with the hood up, and clutched a small, weighty black velvet bag. Weighty because it housed a brass knuckle duster. He had long ago named this bag and its contents Uncle Johnny. And Uncle Johnny often served him discreetly and well.

Unseen in this maelstrom of weather, he waited a few yards down the pavement from the doorway between a dress shop and a shoe shop, from which Darius Sacher would emerge more or less any time now, as he did every weekday when he wasn’t away on business or holiday, and he wasn’t away at the moment.

The rag-trade tycoon had made his small fortune from copying the latest fashions at the Paris and Milan shows and getting them made in factories in China and out across the UK’s major low-cost fashion retailers within weeks. He had a personal wealth in excess of £7 million, yet every weekday night the tight bastard caught the bus to Trafalgar Square, then hurried to Charing Cross station to catch the 18.46 train to Tunbridge Wells with his season ticket.

Tightwad Sacher could have afforded a taxi, or even a chauffeured limousine, for God’s sake! A crowded bus and a rammed train every night – what was that about? Sacher didn’t know it, but he had made a big mistake. He had gifted his son, Zach, £250,000 on his recent twenty-first birthday. The money had been to set him up for life and give him a head start. But not content with that chunk of cash, Zach was angry that there would be no further inheritance from his father, who was now engaged to be married next year. Married to a woman Zach despised. His father had made it clear that she would be the sole beneficiary in his will once they were married. Hardly surprising that Zach, who had hired him, was hacked off. Anyone would be.

Oh yes, it was just such a perfect evening! All the pedestrians had their heads bowed against the rain or were fighting the elements with their umbrellas – and mostly losing. None of them hurrying past, thinking about a pint in a pub or their centrally heated living room or cosy kitchen, even cast a glance at the figure sheltering in the doorway of a fashion brand emporium.

Darius Sacher was coming out now! Yes! There he was, caught in the street lighting and in the passing headlights of a black cab, shaven head and bright red spectacle frames, wearing a natty overcoat with a velour collar, battling the elements to open his brolly, then turning right and heading up Bond Street in the direction of Oxford Circus, towards the bus stop.

He began to follow, quickening his pace, so that within a few yards he was right behind him, unseen and unheard. Waiting for the right moment.

And as if the same god that had answered his prayers about the weather tonight had now arranged for the right bus to come along, he saw a blare of headlights and the hulking shape of a double-decker looming out of the rain and wind-lashed darkness, travelling down the street at a pace.

He drew towards Darius Sacher and then, just seconds before the bus was level, he ducked under Sacher’s umbrella and whacked him hard on the right side of his head with Uncle Johnny. Hard enough to have killed him, although that wasn’t necessary – just a precaution. The massive sideways push he gave the already unconscious man, straight off the pavement and directly in front of the bus, was actually all he needed to have done. But he liked to make sure.

He heard the slither of the bus’s locked tyres on the wet tarmac.

Heard someone scream. Then someone else.

He briefly looked at what was left of Darius Sacher, lying on the wet, black, glistening surface, half his entrails spread around him. Then he broke into a jog. Jogging was good. It was just under three miles to the Airbnb in Westbourne Grove where he was staying. But he ran a further three miles once he was there. It felt so good to be out running, and with a job done!

But not as good as it would feel tomorrow when the second payment of £50,000 from Zach Sacher landed in his Panamanian bank account. He had no doubt it would. For insurance he had recorded all of Zach Sacher’s instructions about killing his father.

Or – as the man in the hoodie, jogging happily through the foul night, preferred to call it – simply facilitating a very tragic accidental death.
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October 2021

Shannon Kendall was twenty-four. She was looking good right now and she knew it, but that hadn’t always been the case. She had come on a long personal journey since her dark university days that had, on the one hand, given her a first-class honours degree, but on the other hand stripped her of so much.

During the few years between finishing university and meeting Paul, she had had very few friendships and no other boyfriends. She lived in a small flat close to Hove seafront, never accepting invites to parties, and with just her cat for company. A stray, ginger moggie, a chunk of its fur missing down one side, along with half of its left ear, who two years ago had walked in through the cat-flap left by the previous tenant and decided to stay for a while, until he’d eventually moved on.

She’d called him Chancer, because it felt like he’d taken a chance on her. Sometimes she looked into his eyes and asked him how he had got hurt. ‘Have you been in a fight? Did you win or lose?’

He’d always just look back at her, and she could swear he had a smug grin on his face, as if replying, I’m not telling.

She liked that. She was the same, she wasn’t telling either. Not even her best friend Tara knew the story – not the full story, not the bit that actually mattered. She had told no one that she was damaged goods. Vulnerable. Afraid. Angry.

Maybe she’d have confided in her father, Don. He would have listened and understood and kept the secret. But he was dead. He’d been dead for four years, killed in a stupid avalanche while climbing a stupid mountain in stupid Switzerland.

She had not spoken to her mother, Holly, for seven years, not since the day she had left her father, breaking his heart. She had vowed never to speak to her again, and so far had resisted replying to any of the endless barrage of texts, emails and Facebook messages from her.

For her primary job, she was buried away in a computer research laboratory, called SQLMT Ltd, on an industrial estate near Shoreham Harbour. She loved the work but hated the workplace, where all her colleagues were assholes, most of all her line manager, Derek Northrup. He was the computer geek equivalent of Ricky Gervais in The Office. The groups of programmers working in silos with dimmed lighting were discouraged from socializing with each other, and even from chatting – not that there were any she remotely fancied socializing with.

No one knew what SQLMT stood for. There was a rumour the lab was funded by Microsoft. But another rumour that it was funded by Elon Musk. A geeky guy, with a furtive voice and a stupid man bun, who Shannon had met at a watercooler, told her with a wink that it was the Chinese government who secretly owned the company.

That kind of fitted, she thought. The CEO was a smart Chinese-English woman. Not that it mattered to Shannon who owned it. She only stayed there for three reasons. Firstly, because she liked the anonymity of the job: no one apart from Derek Northrup ever attempted to engage her in conversation and she’d long developed the art of dismissing him quickly.

Secondly, being a part-time post, the job allowed her to take on other freelance work as she pleased, and she’d helped a few clients selling merchandise through the dark web – mostly cannabis and cocaine, but also, on a couple of occasions, high-profile stolen works of art that were too well known to ever be sold on the open market. She’d found homes for them in China and Russia.

But the main reason she stayed – quite apart from the big monthly paycheque – was that she was genuinely intrigued by the work she and everyone there was doing. It was cutting-edge computing science, creating artificial intelligence algorithms to spy on people and companies operating on the dark web. At times her role totally consumed her, often working long hours into the night. It enabled her, if not to forget, to at least park for a while what had happened over three years ago, refusing to recede into a past where everything else in her life had faded like a photograph left in the sun.

But not this.

It would never fade.

She’d been encouraged – after much reluctance – to register on a couple of dating apps by Tara, who was concerned about the way she’d retreated into her shell since leaving university, turning almost into a recluse. Tara and the others in her friendship group were having fun; two were now engaged, with weddings on the horizon next summer. And she had been just so damned lonely. But not any more. She had struck lucky after swiping right on her fifth attempt, after she’d gingerly put a toe in the water of online dating. Paul Anthony had used one of his privileged swipe ups to indicate he was super keen. He was sitting opposite her now.

Being with him had awoken something inside her that she had thought was gone for ever, and since meeting him she had felt secure and safe in a relationship like never before. She was completely enamoured and had actually come really close to telling him her secret, but so far had protectively held back. She planned to tell him someday soon. If there was one person in the world she would share this with, it would be him.

There were so many things about this charismatic man that captivated her. He was tall and good-looking if not exactly handsome. He was damaged goods, like herself, but in a different way. Her damage was psychological, his was physical and a lot more superficial. A big scar above and below his right eye from a car crash in his teens, leaving his eye slightly misaligned, gave him a raffish look, accentuated by his straight, dark hair that hung at a slant across his forehead. Dead sexy, actually, she thought. As was his very slight limp.

He was strictly pescatarian, borderline vegetarian, borderline vegan. Another box ticked.

She felt seen by him, like he really understood her. A rare tick.

He was intensely interested in her and curious about her. A big tick.

It took him three dates before he’d made any sexual advances towards her. Biggest tick of all.

Right here, right now, after those three years of being single, she felt she could be falling head over heels in love with Paul Anthony.

But there was a negative. Of course there was.




   
7

December 2021

‘Cheers, my gorgeous! To us.’ He clinked his Champagne glass against hers.

‘Cheers,’ Shannon replied, smiling at him.

‘Eight weeks to the day since our first date – not bad, eh?’ Paul Anthony tilted his head and grinned.

She grinned too. ‘Eight weeks!’ she replied. ‘Sort of flown by! We’d make a good team,’ she said, and immediately wondered why she’d used those words.

‘More than just a team, right?’ he urged. ‘Kindred spirits. It really feels like we’re soulmates. I’m falling in love with you, Shannon. Actually, strike that.’ He grinned at her again, over the top of his glass. ‘I am in love with you. I love you.’

‘I love you too,’ she replied. But she didn’t say it with her entire heart and soul. She was in thrall to him, and yet there was something, some part of him that she didn’t know – yet, at any rate – which she felt he was holding back from her.

Or maybe it was just that negative. Because it was a big one.

That negative was the business Paul Anthony ran. During those first magical two months when they had begun dating, she could not get out of him exactly what it was that he did for a living. From the way he dressed, in stylish jackets, smart shirts, neat jeans and classy shoes, and the fact that he collected her in a chauffeured Mercedes, she figured he had to be well off. He’d told her, somewhat evasively, that he was involved in a number of businesses, but never said what they actually were.

She’d used all her skills in navigating the internet to see what she could find out about him, and had come up with absolutely nothing. It was as if he did not exist.

It was on a date a month or so into their relationship, over a monkfish stew in Tosca, a riverside restaurant in Shoreham, to the west of Brighton, when Paul and she had drunk more than they had together previously, that he finally explained a little about his work. Or at least one part of it: 3D printed handguns.

Up until then, while she had heard about 3D printed guns, she assumed they were just toys, harmless replicas. Far from it, he had explained, and had shown her photos on his phone of examples he had produced. Some did look very plastic, more like water pistols, but some looked chillingly realistic. All of them, he told her, he had made from raw materials – mostly easily obtainable – on his 3D printing equipment in his workshop. Even the bullets. And each of the guns she looked at, he told her, almost boastfully, was capable of firing live rounds of ammunition that would be lethal at varying distances.

It had shocked her. But, she had to admit, it had also thrilled her.

To be fair to Paul, since they had first met, she had always been quite cagey about her career, so neither could quite extract specifics from the other, but they each recognized that they spoke the same techy, somewhat underground language. As the boozy evening went on they asked each other more and more revealing questions, testing the water, pushing the boundaries, playfully. By what they each interpreted as a bizarre alignment in the stars, they soon realized that some of their work overlapped.

Both of them operated on the so-called dark web, via Tor – a network also known by the less sinister name of The Onion Router, partly because accessing it was like peeling back the layers of an onion. And that night each of them peeled off a few layers of themselves, including their clothes. She confided in him that she worked for a number of agencies, monitoring the dark web for a variety of objectives.

‘Shannon Kendall,’ he had said flirtatiously, back in Tosca that night. ‘I’d like to formally offer you the position of Business Development Officer. If you should choose to accept what will be a very generous offer, you will be the discreet face of my 3D gun printing business. You can start part-time to dip a toe in, as it were, and you’ll be the one to get the sales transactions, deal with manufacturing process and sort the Bitcoin payments and the despatching. It would relieve me of a load of work and free me up to focus on other aspects of my business. What do you think?’

At that moment, Shannon had the strange sense it was destiny. Paul made light of that, merely calling it a favourable circumstance. But it clearly excited them both. She liked that it was completely different to her work at SQLMT, and she knew her skill set was a perfect complement to his. But one thing concerned her.

‘You and me in the business of printing 3D guns, Paul, it’s not quite what I had in my thoughts for my next career move. Before I accept, you need to convince me that my morals haven’t gone AWOL.’

‘Look, babe,’ he’d replied. ‘You know how it is. People who want guns, want guns. They are going to get them whatever anyone does to try to stop them. You and I may as well benefit from the purchase. There’s a lot of money in this. I mean a bucket load of money. It will make both of us very rich. We don’t have to do this for ever. We don’t know or care what they use them for. We don’t ask any questions, so there’s no guilt. Supplying the guns is our business, what our customers do with the products they buy is not our concern. If we don’t do it someone else will. Right?’

‘I suppose so,’ she said somewhat hesitantly.

‘Are you in?’

She shut her eyes, leant back in her chair, took a deep breath and smiled seductively. This guy was dangerous. Dangerously attractive. And, what the hell, she felt dangerous!

‘I’m in.’
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Friday 23 September 2022

Paul Anthony, Shannon had come to realize over the past year, was a man of habit, and some of those habits a little unfathomable. Such as why, when he lived in Kemp Town, to the east of Brighton, a mecca for eateries, did he prefer to dine in the same restaurant, Tosca, several miles by car to the west of the city, and always at the same corner table, with his back to all the other diners.

Tonight she arrived fifteen minutes late and sat down opposite him, with her back to the river, without saying a word, looking and feeling really pissed off and flustered. She gulped down most of the glass of wine he’d poured for her.

‘You OK, babes?’ he asked.

‘Not really, Paul, no.’

‘What’s the matter?’

She pulled out a sheet of newspaper from her handbag, turned it to face him and pointed at the headline. ‘Have you seen this?’

It was a page of the Daily Mail.

3D PRINTED GUN SERIOUSLY WOUNDS SCHOOLBOY

Beneath was a photograph of the gun, which had been seized by the police. Beneath that was the story of a 3D printed handgun, a facsimile of a Glock pistol, that had got into the hands of a fourteen-year-old boy, who had used it to shoot a fifteen-year-old in a suspected Hoxton gang turf war. According to the article, the bullet had missed the boy’s heart by the narrowest of margins. The article then went on to point out just how easy it was for anyone with the right equipment and technical know-how to create such a weapon through the latest advances in 3D printing technology.

‘Wow!’ Paul Anthony said, looking animated. ‘That’s one of ours – I can tell from the colour combination.’

‘You look excited, Paul. This is awful. A kid has been shot and might have been killed. And you are excited? Don’t you feel any responsibility?’

‘No. No I don’t. You know exactly what I feel about this. These people will get guns somehow. It’s not our business what they do with them.’

She was silent. She did know what he felt about this. But that didn’t make it any better.

‘Babes, listen,’ he replied. ‘You don’t know these kids, they’re just gangland scumbags, county lines drug dealers or whatever, just vermin. Why do you care?’

He gave her a really strange look that she’d not seen before. And she saw something in him that she’d not seen before, this previously tough, confident guy squirming, almost weaselly. She felt as if all her trust in him had spilled out of a bottle onto the floor. Had she badly misjudged him?

As if sensing this, he said, ‘Babes, listen, I love you more than anything. It’s you and me versus the world, that’s what being in love means. We’re good together, we’re strong, we get that we’re in a morally questionable business, but, hey, we’re in it with our eyes open. Love is like a wagon-train circle. We make that circle and we sit inside it – with the rest of the world outside. Understand?’

She frowned. ‘Yes, but—’

‘You make me so happy, I’ve never felt like this in all my life. It’s like – you make me complete.’

‘I love you too, Paul. I just find it hard to be a part of this sometimes. Like now.’

He filled her glass, then drained his, picked up the bottle – their second – or maybe their third – to refill his, and it was empty. He put it down. ‘Well, you’re kind of in it now, hun, it’s a bit late to be preachy. That horse has bolted. Just think of all the money we’re making – much of it, credit to you.’

She smiled, uneasily. ‘Maybe I need to stop reading the news.’

‘No more news!’ Paul said. ‘Good plan! OK. Let’s change the subject. Tell me some more about you before we met. Your uni days, what were they like?’

He was feeling a little smashed now but it didn’t stop him reaching for the complimentary amaretto they’d each been given after they’d finished their meal.

‘Really? What do you want to know? I wasn’t all that happy.’ She was trying to buy herself a bit of time to think more clearly and decide how to answer him. Should she tell him tonight? The glasses of wine she had lost count of were making her reckless. She told Paul about her course and about the university.

‘So in your third year you were told by your professor, Bill Llewellyn, that you were on track for a First – but then you quit the university and had to come back and retake a year later? I’m trying to make sense of that. Why?’

The booze had really gone to her head, and she was feeling quite drunk now.

‘What’s up? Did something happen?’ he pressed.

She was silent for some moments, thinking. There was something about this evening and the drink that made her feel that she could speak up and confide in him.

She said the four words she had not said to anyone else, ever.

‘Professor Llewellyn raped me.’
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Friday 23 September 2022

Paul Anthony acknowledged this bombshell with a widening of his eyes, and then a toss of his head in which he shook away the forelock over his eyes. ‘That’s a pretty big ticket,’ he said.

‘One way of describing it.’

She felt a burden had lifted in telling him. And he wasn’t judging her like she feared he might.

‘Do you want to talk about the circumstances?’

She shrugged. ‘Not really. I – he seemed very charming when I first knew him, in a bit of a boffin kind of way, if you know what I mean? Almost the classic absent-minded professor. He even looked it, you know, bald at the front, tangled hair, a little shambolic, but he wore the kind of glasses that shout, I am cool! Big, round black rims.’

He nodded. ‘Don’t tell me he has leather patches on his sleeves.’

‘He has leather patches on his sleeves.’

‘Part shabby-shabby, like a down-at-heel teacher, part shabbygenius, like Einstein, and part vain cockerel?’

‘That sums him up pretty well. His nickname was Lechy Lew.’

‘You didn’t go to the police?’

‘I should have done, I know.’ And she felt that more than ever at this moment. ‘I’m sure there would have been evidence. I know he took the underwear I was wearing, the dirty pervert, so that would be somewhere. Pink, it was. Isn’t it strange the stuff you remember? But – I was in such a messed-up state. I needed my degree, I just couldn’t think straight. It was the brutality of his attack – I realized he was a freaky Jekyll and Hyde character. I couldn’t go back to my tuition that year because I was scared it would happen again. In the end I had to request a change of tutor and go back a year later to complete it, at further expense. I never told anyone what he’d done. This is the first time I’ve told anyone.’ She shrugged. ‘I guess it’s because I totally trust you not to judge me.’

‘I’d never judge you.’ He twisted his glass of amaretto around in his elegant hand. ‘I could get rid of him for you,’ he said, with a casual, cheeky grin.

She looked back at him. ‘Oh yeah? Pop, pop, gone? One of our 3D guns? Um, small problem there, Paul, you’d get caught!’

‘No, I wouldn’t get caught. I would set it up like an accident. Simples.’

She shrugged. ‘Nice idea, Paul.’ She paused. ‘But, I’m not a murderer, are you?’ she said sarcastically.

‘Do you think I look like one?’

‘Do I think you look like a murderer?’ She saw a waiter hovering nearby, asked for another amaretto and turned back to Paul. ‘I don’t know, I’ve no idea what a murderer looks like.’

He gave her an intense gaze. ‘Did you ever see the Hitchcock movie Strangers on a Train?’

She had but a long time ago. Trying to recall it, she had a faint black and white image in her mind of two men, in business suits, in a railway carriage. ‘I did, I’ve always loved Hitchcock. I can’t remember who the actors were – but from memory they agreed to swap murders. One stranger kills his new friend’s wife, and the other his new friend’s father, so there would be no apparent motive for either murder, right?’

He nodded approval. ‘Pretty much spot on!’ He was silent for a moment then gave her a strange smile. ‘You just said you have no idea what a murderer looks like, right?’

She nodded.

‘In the book that film was based on, Guy says to Owen, “Nobody knows what a murderer looks like. A murderer looks like anybody!”.’

She sat in silence, absorbing this. After a moment she said, ‘Ha-ha, nice one. OK, go on then, see ya later, Llewellyn. Night night!’

He tilted his head so that his damaged eye was looking at her, almost piercingly, like the eye of a bird of prey.

‘I’m going to sort it out. Payback time. You don’t need to say anything else.’

She glanced around, checking that the diners on the tables either side of them and behind them had left.

‘Am I dating a murderer?’ She was playing with him but quite enjoying it.

‘I wouldn’t call it that, Shannon. Let’s just say you’re dating a facilitator.’

‘Facilitator? Meaning what, exactly?’

‘You keep asking me more about my businesses,’ he said and downed most of the liqueur in one tip of the glass. ‘Do you want to know where I make most of my money?’

‘I do, I’m intrigued.’

‘I’ve another business I operate on the dark web.’

He fell silent as her second amaretto was delivered, then continued. ‘How much do you really know about the dark web – and The Onion Router?’

Letting her guard down, she said, ‘Probably a lot more than you realize. I prefer using the acronym Tor myself. So your other business on the dark web is what?’

‘It’s also in facilitating,’ he replied, but this time more cagily.

‘Facilitating what?’

‘It’s your turn first to tell me what exactly you do at SQLMT.’

She gave him a teasing smile. ‘I’m not allowed to tell you. I’ve already said more than I’m allowed under the terms of my non-disclosure contract, which is why I’ve never talked about it. You know this, Paul.’

He didn’t return the smile. ‘Let me guess – the company you are working for is developing systems to crack the different onion layers of the dark web, and it could only be doing that for one of three clients – the police, the military intelligence services or the members of the British Bankers’ Association, right?’

After a brief hesitation she said, ‘It’s two of those, actually.’

‘Of course it is. So what else do you do for them?’

‘I program bots to dig deep into it, learning as they go. Every now and then, in my down time, I take a trawl around the dark web out of curiosity – I see a lot more shocking stuff than what we’re doing.’

He stared back at her for a long while. Finally he said, ‘So you could tell the police or MI5 or MI6 everything about my business, in theory?’

‘It will be a while before we’re that smart and sophisticated but, yes, that’s the aim of the team I’m working with. To stop people like you being able to hide what you do.’

He shook his head. ‘That will never happen. We’ll always be one step ahead. We always have been. Criminals don’t get locked up because the police have caught up with their technology, they only get locked up when they make a mistake.’

‘Have you ever made a mistake?’

‘I don’t make mistakes.’ He said it as a flat, bald statement. ‘Well – one, once, but that’s another story.’

‘OK.’ She shrugged and smiled then asked, ‘So we know we could get a gun, one of our untraceable 3D printed handguns, but could you actually shoot it at someone? Could you shoot that bastard Llewellyn? I’m not sure I could, however much I would like to.’

He looked at her, hard. ‘What if I could produce someone who could?’

Lowering her voice she said, ‘You mean a hitman?’

‘Exactly.’

She stared at him, surprised by how disturbed his words made her feel, despite her loathing of Llewellyn. ‘I don’t think so, no.’ She shook her head. ‘I guess that’s not in my DNA. I don’t think I could live with having paid someone to murder him, however much I hate him, however much I want him dead – or however much I’d like to cut his dick and balls off and shove them down his throat,’ she said, vitriol rising in her voice.

Paul replied quietly. ‘Shannon, how would you feel if Professor Bill Llewellyn were to die an accidental death?’

‘I’d feel the world had been rid of one piece of vermin.’

He smiled. ‘OK, now we’re on the same page. You are starting to understand my business more.’

She stared back at him hard. ‘You arrange accidental deaths?’

He looked back at her dubiously. ‘Does that shock you?’

‘I . . .’ She hesitated, wondering, Is this guy for real? Is this conversation actually happening with my boyfriend of nearly a year? ‘If you’re telling the truth then, no, well, sort of, I suppose. I’m up for him getting a lesson, not an accidental death, of course, but a wake-up call. A taste of his own bitter pill, perhaps.’

And he could see in her eyes that she really meant it.

‘I guess,’ she went on, ‘I guess I’ve always believed that things happen for a reason. That people meet for a reason. Maybe that’s why we’re both sitting here.’ She shrugged.

‘Maybe,’ he said, searching her face with his eyes. ‘OK, for this wake-up call, there are two things I’m going to need from you. The first is your absolute trust.’

‘And the second?’

‘You’re going to tell me everything you know about the professor, Shannon. What his habits and hobbies are. Things he likes and dislikes. Does he support a football team? What does he like to eat, drink?’

‘Well, he’s a functioning alcoholic for certain, and he’s a Diet Coke freak. I’d call him an alco-coke-oholic! He drinks continuously throughout the day. If he’s not drinking whisky, he’s drinking cans of Coke. Honestly, I’ve never seen someone drink so much Coke.’

Paul nodded. ‘OK, he’s a Coke-oholic,’ he said slowly. ‘Interesting. Does he have any allergies?’

‘Allergies? You mean any kind of allergy?’

‘Any kind.’

She thought for a moment, then, despite herself, smiled. ‘Yes, yes he does, actually. A bad one. There’s something he’s petrified of.’

He leaned in over the table and lowered his voice even more. ‘Tell me about it.’




   
10

Saturday 24 September 2022

Roy Grace had been reluctant to go in to work today, wishing he could spend the whole of what promised to be a glorious weekend at home instead with his family. The weather forecast was brilliant, and he was planning to barbecue tomorrow. There were few things that brought a bigger smile to his five-year-old son Noah’s face than a barbecued sausage smothered in ketchup. Although actually pretty much anything that had ketchup on it made Noah very happy. He looked at the photo on his desk, of Cleo, Noah and Molly, who was coming up to her third birthday, and Humphrey, their dog, and just wanted to be home with them all.

But a major and complex trial was looming. Three particularly unpleasant specimens of the human race – members of a Sussex crime family, currently on remand in prison. They faced charges of murder, attempted murder and worst of all – from Grace’s perspective as a dog lover – conspiracy charges relating to illegal breeding and importation of puppies. Which was why, at 8 a.m. on this fine Saturday morning, he was sitting at his desk in his office in the Major Crime suite at Sussex House, staring at his computer screen, and surrounded by piles of paperwork he had to read through, and check word by word.

The public mostly only ever saw the headlines. The first announcing the bust and arrest of a criminal or a whole gang. Sometimes, the second, much later on, announcing their sentences. Guidelines stated that suspects should be brought to trial within eight months of their arrest, but in practice that time was often much longer.

What the public never saw was the tidal wave of paperwork that an arrest created, in building the case for the prosecution. It all ultimately landed on the Senior Investigating Officer’s shoulders. This paperwork contained minefield after minefield, which Roy had to navigate with great caution. He had to ensure every step of the way that there was nothing in the police prosecution case that a smart defence barrister could drive a coach and horses through. Timelines that matched the events. Chains of evidence that had no gaps that could be challenged. The correct cautions given to arrested suspects. The procedures followed at the labs. And much more.

Although some of the trial paperwork was now digitized, there were still a good eight piles of documents lined up on his office floor, each tied with a different-coloured tape to signify their relevance.

At this moment he was reviewing, on his screen, the process of obtaining search warrants for two farms, and the legality of the raids that were subsequently carried out, resulting in over eight arrests, including the two men and one woman currently in prison, when he was interrupted by a phone call. It was a DC he had worked with in the past, Jamie Carruthers, attached to the Digital Forensics Unit but working in the field, undercover, as part of a small team looking at criminal activity on the internet and particularly the dark web.

After a brief exchange of pleasantries, Carruthers came to the point. ‘Sir, we’ve become aware of some criminal activity where we believe the offenders to be based in Sussex, possibly in Brighton and Hove – relating to the supply of 3D printed handguns. We believe there may also be links to an individual offering their services as a contract killer with a guarantee that the death will be seen by the authorities as an accident or misadventure.’

‘How much hard information do you have at this stage, Jamie?’ Grace asked.

‘It’s early doors with our research, sir, but we are monitoring a number of sites. I wanted to give you a heads-up as this is an active investigation, and we may need the involvement of the Major Crime Team if we make substantial progress. But in the meantime we need to keep this very confidential and treat it in a sensitive manner.’

‘OK,’ Grace said. ‘I’ll have Polly Sweeney act as liaison with you, and all contact should be either through her or to me directly.’

As he ended the call, he heard the sound of his door opening, followed by Glenn Branson’s voice, far too breezy for this hour.

‘Hey, fun guy!’ Branson said.

Grace, dressed casually in jeans and a polo shirt, narrowed his eyes, looking suspiciously at his friend, who was fully suited and booted as ever. ‘What are you so damned perky about at this hour? And what are you doing in here on a Saturday instead of cherishing your wife?’

‘This!’ Branson fished in his pocket and produced a shiny USB memory stick, which he laid on the detective superintendent’s desk as delicately as if it were a priceless Fabergé egg.

‘What is it?’

‘Our ticket to that headline murder investigation I’ve been after. Perhaps?’

‘Seriously?’

‘Seriously. Take a look.’

Grace inserted the memory stick into the side of his computer, then opened the folder that appeared after a few moments on his desktop. It contained three files. He double-clicked on the first one, labelled Organica Exhibit 1 and it began to play; a digital time display in the top right-hand corner read: 3.25 p.m., Saturday 3 September.

He saw an overhead view of a supermarket checkout till. A young woman, distracted by a bawling baby in her trolley, was lifting various items from the trolley onto the conveyor, finishing with a bagged bunch of bananas. She put the ‘next customer’ board up and wheeled a buggy and her trolley forward, in front of the cashier.

A rather shapeless man, in his late thirties, with fair, threadbare hair, chinos, a big jumper and poor posture was queuing behind her, his back to the camera.

‘That’s Barnie Wallace,’ Branson said. ‘His partner’s confirmed it.’

Behind Wallace was a tall figure in a bulky black jacket, hoodie, jeans and trainers, with a very confident, erect posture. As Wallace began placing items from his heavily stacked trolley onto the conveyor, the hooded person behind him glanced around, shiftily, his face further obscured by a scarf and dark glasses, then lifted a pack of what looked like mushrooms out of Wallace’s trolley and replaced them with an apparently identical, shrink-wrapped pack. Wallace had not noticed.

The hooded person dropped the pack into his own trolley, which contained just a handful of items.

‘What’s going on?’ Grace said. ‘Does hoodie think the other pack of mushrooms looks better?’

‘I don’t think so, boss.’ Branson paused the recording. ‘This is the supermarket Organica, where Barnie Wallace’s ex, Angi Colman, who was still friends with him at the time, said he may have bought the mushrooms. She also said he likes to forage for mushrooms because he’s too mean to buy them. Organica is a new all-organic place in Western Road. Doing a roaring trade, apparently.’

‘This Angi didn’t eat any of the mushrooms herself?’

Branson shook his head. ‘She’s allergic to them.’

‘So, it seems, was Barnie Wallace.’

‘Hummm,’ the DI said softly.

Grace gave a thin smile, then indicated for him to continue.

‘There’s not much else worth seeing.’ Branson ran the rest of the recording, which showed the hooded man paying cash for his items after Barnie Wallace had left, and exiting into the busy street. They watched two more short clips, marked Exhibit 2 and Exhibit 3, showing the hooded man, face always obscured by the scarf and dark glasses, in a couple of aisles of the supermarket, always closely following Barnie Wallace.

‘OK,’ Roy Grace said. ‘We know there are a lot of CCTV cameras in that area – both our own and the ones owned by the shops.’

‘I’m on it,’ Branson said. ‘I’ve got an outside inquiry team collecting all the footage to see if we can plot our hooded friend’s movements after leaving the place.’

‘Creepy-looking – he’s like a crow,’ Grace said. Then he frowned. ‘So, whoever the Crow is, he seemingly swapped the harmless, edible field mushrooms that Barnie Wallace bought in the supermarket for the highly toxic death cap mushrooms, in identical packaging. Which gives me a number of questions. The first is, if the Crow did this swap deliberately, and I think we hypothesize that he did, was he targeting Barnie Wallace, or did he have another agenda?’

‘Another agenda? It’s been over two weeks since he died, boss. Don’t you think if there was going to be a ransom demand to Organica it would have happened by now? And we’ve checked back with the supermarket and they’ve had no other issues with any of their mushrooms at the time or since.’

Grace nodded. ‘Yes, it makes it unlikely. But, if he was targeting Barnie Wallace, how did he know he was going to be at this supermarket, at this exact time, and buying field mushrooms? We could just be dealing with a random nutter.’

‘I can answer that, boss.’ He held up his phone, opened Instagram and took them to @barniewallacegourmetdinners.

Grace was surprised to see he had 12,500 followers. 

‘It looks like he’s been posting a recipe every day, and where he’s going to buy his ingredients. His last post was Saturday, September the third.’

‘The night he died?’ Grace quizzed.

‘Technically he didn’t die until the early hours of the sixth, never having regained consciousness, but I’ll give you that one.’

‘You’re all heart.’

Branson raised a finger. ‘You learned me, boss, that every detail counts.’

‘I did, yadda, yadda. Can we move on? It’s the weekend and I’d quite like to get home to my family and show them I’m capable of having a life. Just like you should be going home.’

‘Even though we’re in a murder inquiry?’

‘We’re in slow time, matey – if we have a murder at all. We’ve just watched a man swap a box of mushrooms in a supermarket. We don’t have enough yet to launch a full-on inquiry – we’re not yet at that level you’re hot to trot for. This is a suspicious death at best, so let’s continue with our enquiries first.’

Branson shrugged. ‘Siobhan’s off up in Birmingham chasing a story.’

‘And your kids?’

‘My sister’s with them. I’m taking them to the skate park this afternoon.’

‘OK.’

‘Trust me, Roy, Barnie Wallace was murdered.’

‘That’s what you really think?’

Branson touched the side of his nose. ‘Copper’s nose!’

Grace grinned, and scanned the recent Instagram posts from Barnie Wallace. ‘So, if our Crow followed Barnie Wallace on Instagram, he would have seen the post that he would be buying his mushrooms at Organica on Western Road, Brighton. That post was on Thursday, September the first. The footage of him buying them is at 3.25 p.m. Saturday, September the third. That gives our killer, if he is a killer at all, very little time to pick the death cap mushrooms and then put them into identical packaging to the ones on display in Organica. That’s a pretty big ask, don’t you think?’

Branson nodded pensively. ‘You’ve a point.’

‘And here’s another point. Wallace, a professional chef, cooked these mushrooms as part of his menu for a dinner for a group of friends. If he was a trained chef, how on earth did he not realize these were deadly? Was he a total idiot?’

‘I’ve done a bit of digging into Barnie Wallace’s background,’ Branson said. ‘He wasn’t a trained anything, he was what you’d call a proper dilettante. Seems like he has gone from one career to another. He started out as a failed actor, then got sacked as a chef in a gastropub – the Three Horseshoes in Rottingdean – after a whole bunch of diners went down with salmonella poisoning. At the time of his death he was working in telesales for a company in Newhaven, but trying to build up his following as a cookery expert on social media in the hope of monetizing it.’

Grace nodded. ‘OK, so let’s go for a moment with Barnie Wallace being a total plonker who thinks he’s a chef. Who is this guy who is switching the mushrooms and why?’

‘You’ve still got all three lifelines left, boss. Want to ask the audience, phone a friend or go fifty-fifty?’

‘I’ll go fifty-fifty. Did the Crow target Barnie Wallace because he wanted to harm – or maybe kill – him, or, as I said, are we dealing with a highly dangerous nutter who is randomly targeting people?’

‘I’m going with the first part of your question,’ Branson said. ‘EJ and Norman interviewed the golfer, Susie Pfeiffer, who is still in a bad way but lucid enough to talk. She said she often picks mushrooms when she’s on the golf course. She did think these particular ones looked a little different to the normal field mushrooms, but she checked them on an app on her phone and decided they were OK to eat.’

‘They were in her possession all the time, from the moment she picked them to when she cooked them?’ Grace asked beadily.

‘So it would appear, boss.’

‘OK, let’s park her for now and focus on Barnie Wallace. Have you done an association chart on him?’

‘It’s on a whiteboard in the conference room. He’s got a pretty wide circle of friends or acquaintances. We’re working through them. He’s divorced with a long trail of people he owes money to. We’ve interviewed this ex-girlfriend of his, Angi Colman. She said that in the weeks before he died, Barnie was acting a bit mysteriously. Said he told her he had a deal brewing that was about to make him a great amount of money.’

‘Did he tell her what that was?’

Branson shook his head. ‘But then we interviewed Barnie’s ex-wife, Debbie Martin, and it gets more interesting. She said Barnie was making a hard play to try to win her back. She said part of the reason they’d broken up in the first place was Barnie never sticking to anything, and always in debt, always promising the next thing would work out. He told her this time that he really was on the verge of making a fortune. That he had the goods on someone – an old school friend or former work colleague, possibly, she thought. She said it sounded like some kind of blackmail.’

‘Sexual blackmail?’

He shook his head. ‘I didn’t get that impression.’

‘Did she speculate who it might be?’ Grace pressed.

‘No. But Barnie Wallace’s debts had mounted up significantly in the months before his death. We’ve requested copies of his bank statements from our financial investigators and should have them early next week.’

‘What about his phone and computer?’
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