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  Author’s note

  

  Reiki - Universal Life Force Energy

  Modern Reiki originates in Japan and is used worldwide as a healing practice. At the heart of Reiki are the sacred symbols that connect the practitioner to his or her energy source. There are four main symbols used in traditional Usui Reiki, with a total of twenty two in use in other forms of the art. It is said that another 300 symbols exist, and that they are hidden in a temple situated in either Tibet or India. The symbols will only be released by the monks that guard them when the human race is ready. Nobody knows what these symbols are or what they do. Until they are released we can only speculate…


  Prologue

  The study was silent save for the soft ticking of the grandfather clock. Henry Mulholland closed his laptop and sat back in his chair. It was three o’clock in the morning and he was beat, yet his head still swam with numbers. He poured himself a generous malt whisky and lit a cigarette. Closing his eyes he breathed out a sigh of smoke. It had been a long day. The markets were still volatile, as they had been for weeks, and on top of that he had spent most of the day negotiating with the GMB union over the closure of the steelworks. His offer had been more than fair but they were becoming greedy. Maybe if…

  His train of thought was suddenly interrupted by his subconscious.

  Henry opened his eyes and focused back on the room. The atmosphere had changed. He couldn’t put his finger on it but something was different. He felt cold and the back of his neck was starting to tingle. He tried to take a drag of his cigarette but found himself unable to move his arm. In a panic, he tried to move each limb in turn. It was no use: he was totally paralysed.

  “Don’t bother trying,” said a voice from behind.

  The man walked slowly round to the front of the desk and stared hard at Henry. He was Oriental and dressed in black from head to toe. Henry tried to speak, but found that too was impossible.

  “I’m going to release you now Mr Mulholland. When I do, I want you to stay still and quiet. Only speak when I ask you a direct question. If you understand and are willing to comply, blink three times.” His voice was calm yet commanding.

  Henry blinked three times. The man made a zigzagging motion with his right arm and Henry felt life come back to his body. He stubbed out the cigarette which had nearly burnt down to his knuckles.

  “I’ve come for the box, Mr Mulholland. Where is it?”

  Henry looked quizzical. “What box?”

  “The box.”

  “I really don’t know what you mean.”

  The man made a sign in the air and immediately Henry was paralysed again.

  From his trouser pocket the man drew a six inch stiletto blade. He leant over the desk and pushed it to Henry’s throat.

  “Mr Mulholland, I will not hesitate to kill you if I don’t get what I want. I suggest you think very carefully about this.”

  He slowly withdrew the knife and put it back in his pocket. From the desk he took a notepad and pen and drew a symbol. He released Henry again and held the symbol in front of him. “The box I’m talking about is made of wood and is covered in symbols, this one,” he pointed, “is larger and is positioned directly in the centre. Now again, where is it?”

  Henry shook with fear. Beads of sweat ran down his forehead and stung his eyes. He had no idea what the man was talking about.

  “I…I…don’t know. I have no box like that,” he stammered.

  “I thought you might say that…Very well.”

  Without another word he paralysed Henry again and drew the knife. The blade entered Henry’s heart with surgical precision and he died instantly: eyes wide with horror and helpless as a newborn kitten. The man put his mask back on and crept out of the window into the shadows of the night.


  Chapter 1

  It was dark and it had started to rain. Stella Jones braked swiftly and took a hard left into the lane that led up to Addington Hall. Since the call had come through her mind had been in overdrive. How the hell had someone breached the tightest, most modern security that money could buy? There were no scapegoats, there was no-one else to blame, the buck stopped with her.

  She pulled up to the gatehouse and was greeted by the sight of squad cars. A young policeman strode up to the car window and she whirred it down.

  “Evening Madam,” he said politely. “What is your business here?”

  “Stella Jones, head of security,” she said, and flashed him her ID.

  He carefully scrutinized her pass, and when satisfied he wandered out of earshot and spoke into his radio. Thirty seconds later he was back at her window.

  “Ok Ms Jones, the boss says you can go up.”

  She drove slowly up the driveway and parked behind the mass of marked and unmarked cars that had gathered on the gravel frontage: Henry Mulholland was a well-connected man.

  The ornate front doors were wide open and the entrance was barred by crime scene tape. Another young PC was standing guard and Stella strode briskly up to him, ID in hand.

  “Stella Jones, head of security,” she said.

  The PC radioed his chief, and a minute later a smartly-dressed, portly, middle-aged man came across the entrance hall to the door. He was Stella’s old boss. His name was David Brennan and he was the head of Special Branch (SO1).

  “Hello Stella,” he said warmly.

  “Hello David, what are you doing here?” she said, pleased to see a familiar face. “I didn’t think this was Special Branch’s territory.”

  “Strictly speaking it isn’t, but the PM wants this dealt with quickly. They were good friends, as you know.”

  Henry Mulholland had been friends with the Prime Minister, Jonathan Ayres, since university. They had both studied philosophy, politics and economics at Oxford. They were joint owners of three racehorses, one of which was favourite for the Cheltenham Gold Cup. Well, they had been joint owners - now one of them was dead.

  Stella and Brennan climbed the grand sweeping staircase, heading for the upstairs study.

  “What have you got then?” she asked.

  “Not a lot to be honest,” said Brennan, slightly downbeat. “The killer came in through the window and left the same way. No fingerprints, no nothing. Forensics has swept the room minutely, we may get a few fibres or a hair if we’re lucky, but I’m not holding my breath. Highly professional job, may as well have been a ghost.”

  “How did he manage to get in? This place is wired up like Fort Knox.”

  “Good question. The gatehouse guard can’t remember a thing, one minute he’s awake, the next - nothing. Same with your man in the CCTV room.”

  They walked into the study. Stella’s eyes immediately fell upon Henry Mulholland, sitting bolt upright with startled eyes. He looked like he’d been frozen in time. Perfectly mummified save for the dried blood that stained his Saville Row shirt.

  “Odd isn’t it?” said Brennan, seeing the look on Stella’s face.

  “That’s an understatement,” said Stella. “Surreal is what I would say.”

  “Yes, surreal is a better word. No struggle, no resistance, he just sat there and let himself be stabbed. Can’t quite get my head round it.”

  Stella carried on staring at the body: Henry Mulholland, 43 years old, billionaire businessman and philanthropist, sportsman and playboy, drinker and gambler, gentleman and scholar; the last of a dying breed. Henry Mulholland; dead.

  Brennan produced a baggie from his pocket. Inside it was a piece of notepaper. “I said we have nothing, that’s not strictly true. We do have this,” he said, handing it to Stella. “Mean anything to you?”
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  Stella looked at the symbol on the paper. At first she stared blankly at it but then a hint of recognition hit her brain. She was sure she had seen it before, not here at the house but years previously; another time, another place.

  “No, what is it?” she said, not wanting to get Brennan’s hopes up.

  “I don’t know, but it was on the desk in front of him when we got here. Seems reasonable to assume that it was either him or the killer that drew it. It’s really the only clue we’ve got.”

  “We’ve got a bit of a mystery on our hands then, haven’t we?”

  “Our hands?” Brennan looked across at her with quizzical eyes. “I hate to point this out to you Stella but you are a civilian, and have been for a few years.”

  Stella bowed her head dejectedly. “I just thought I might be able to help out. I’ve been here for two years now and I probably know more about Henry’s life, private and business, than anyone else. I could be very useful.”

  Brennan sighed. “Well I suppose you could assist us with our enquiries, as they say. Just remember The Official Secrets Act is for life, you’re still bound to it.”

  Brennan liked Stella. He’d liked her ever since she was transferred to Special Branch as a wide-eyed young constable. There was something about her that had set her apart from her contemporaries. She had a natural feel for the job, and an animal-like sixth sense that had made her ideal for close protection. Brennan had nurtured these raw talents and she had become one of his best and most trusted operatives. He had been extremely disappointed when she left to work for Henry Mulholland. Although he understood that the money must have been a huge carrot.

  “Shall we go and get some coffee?” suggested Brennan. “It looks like you could do with one.”

  Stella took a quick glance in the study mirror. She looked a mess. Her eyes were puffy, her dark, shoulder-length hair was loose and bedraggled, and the black sweat suit she’d grabbed off the bedroom floor was twisted and crumpled. She looked more like a drug addict than a security chief.

  “Yes let’s get some coffee, we’ll go to my office.”

  Her office was elaborate and traditional, in keeping with the rest of the house. Brennan was impressed. “You’ve certainly done all right.”

  “Yes, not bad is it.”

  She made them both some black coffee and they sat down on opposite sides of the large walnut desk. Brennan looked old, Stella thought. It had been two years since she’d last seen him; he looked like he’d aged a decade. His bright keen eyes still shone through but his face was ashen and drawn. The pressures of work had caught up with him.

  “So let me get this straight,” said Stella. “Someone put two security guards to sleep without them knowing, disabled the entire security system, climbed through the study window, killed Henry, and then disappeared without a trace. What about the dogs? Did none of the staff hear them?”

  “The dogs were asleep as well, just lying there on the lawn. The staff heard nothing.”

  Stella’s head hurt. “No-one could have done all that on their own.”

  Brennan nodded. “I agree. Somebody’s lying. Probably one of the guards. If not that, then one of the staff has drugged them. Either way the killer’s had help from the inside. Must have done. We’ll know more when the blood tests come back.”

  Stella gazed out of her office window. It was now 7am, and daylight was starting to creep through the drab December sky. Some holiday, she thought. She was due to fly out to Mauritius at 3pm that day; Christmas away from it all. Two weeks of lounging on white sandy beaches being waited on hand and foot. Two weeks of doing nothing and thinking nothing. A dream getaway. The dream would have to wait: she was going to get to the bottom of this, with or without Brennan’s blessing.

  “Any idea who’d want to kill him,” asked Brennan.

  “Can’t think of anyone offhand. He was pretty much wellliked by everyone he met. Could be a jealous husband I suppose - he was a bit of a rogue where ladies were concerned. Didn’t seem to care if they were married or not, they were all fair game.”

  Brennan gave her a knowing look.

  Stella answered the look with scorn. “No - if that’s what you’re implying. Our relationship was purely professional. He flirted a bit occasionally but I made it very clear where my boundaries lay. He accepted it - end of story.”

  Brennan laughed. “Ok, ok… No need to be so touchy.” He’d been winding her up, he knew very well that Stella wouldn’t compromise her position in that way.

  “Anyway,” said Stella regaining her thread, “I’m pretty sure that symbol’s behind it, not some love-crazed man.”

  There was a knock on the door. Stella beckoned the knocker in, and a tall, muscular, suited man with blond hair entered the room. He was in his early thirties, Stella guessed, and he was good-looking in a pretty boy way. He nodded to Stella and smiled.

  “Hello Jennings, what have you got?” asked Brennan.

  “Not a lot sir, just thought I’d let you know that the initial blood tests are clean.”

  “Nothing?” said Brennan, bemused.

  “None of the usual drugs sir, no. They’re going to test for some of the more obscure ones but it’ll take a while. This afternoon at the earliest they said.”

  “Any news on the symbol?” asked Brennan hopefully.

  “Not yet sir, we’ve got people trawling the Internet at the moment.”

  “Ok, keep me updated.”

  Jennings left the room.

  Brennan turned to Stella and shrugged. “Well this is all fucked up then, isn’t it?” he said.

  “Yes it’s all fucked up. Dogs, guards, laser trips…everything!”

  Brennan eyed Stella thoughtfully; she was holding something back. “You’ve seen that symbol before haven’t you?” he ventured.

  “Maybe…How did you know?”

  “I’ve been studying body language for over thirty years. I worked with you for five of those. I can tell when you’re on to something - your left nostril twitches. It twitched when I showed you that symbol.”

  Stella laughed. “I should know better than to hide anything from you, shouldn’t I?”

  Brennan pressed: “So about this symbol.”

  “To be honest David, I just don’t know. I’ve seen it before but I can’t quite place it at the moment. I’m sure it’ll come to me, I just need a memory trigger.”

  “Ok, no problem,” said Brennan. “Just relax and take your time, there’s no point trying to force it. Just let me know when you remember.”

  There was another knock on the door and Jennings came bursting in. “We’ve found it sir!” he said excitedly.

  “Found what?” asked Brennan.

  Jennings caught his breath. “The symbol sir, we know what it means.”

  “Well go on then, spit it out,” Brennan demanded.

  “It’s an ancient Japanese symbol sir, from some healing art called Reiki.”

  “Oh, ok. But what does it mean?”

  Jennings paused nervously, as if embarrassed by the answer he was about to give. “God is here sir, it means God is here.”


  Chapter 2

  Yoshima stared aimlessly at the cracked motel ceiling. The whore was snoozing happily beside him. It was good to get it out of your system. A kill was a kill: it was exhilarating, mesmerizing and yet not soul-fulfilling. There had to be some release afterwards. £200 was a cheap ‘no questions asked’ release. It would be even cheaper if he killed her, but then he would need another. It could go on ad infinitum. Best to pay the £200 and be done.

  Unfortunately it had been mission unaccomplished. Nothing good to report back with; apart from the death of the pig, the greedy Western pig. Why couldn’t these ignorant bastards keep their noses out of strictly Oriental business. Weren’t they happy with their money? Couldn’t they find sanctuary in their mindless capitalism? Obviously not. No, they had to keep searching for ‘something else’, some unfathomable answer that they strived for. Acupuncture, feng shui, yoga. Everybody wanted in on the bandwagon. There was no respect for the thousands of years of history that had made all these practices possible. All the West wanted was to take the knowledge and treat it as a transient symbol of their spirituality. The lazy man’s way to enlightenment!

  He grabbed the cell phone out of his mini kit bag and locked himself in the bathroom, out of earshot. He dialled the number that was committed to his memory. After two rings someone somewhere picked up.

  “Hello,” said a voice, in Japanese.

  “Hello, this is Ghost,” said Yoshima.

  “Go ahead Ghost. The line is clear.”

  “Suspect questioned but the item was not in his possession.”

  There was a pause at the other end. “Are you sure?”

  “Yes,” said Yoshima. “I am certain. The man was not lying. I know people, I can see through lies. He had no knowledge of the item whatsoever.”

  “Ok, Ghost. Proceed down the list as planned.”

  After taking a cold shower Yoshima felt refreshed. It had been a long night but there was not yet time for sleep. He was still too close to the murder scene for comfort. The whore would provide a good alibi if needed, but it was best not to need it. He relied on stealth and secrecy.

  The whore was up and dressed when Yoshima emerged from the bathroom. She was attractive but in a dirty way, certainly no Geisha. If he’d had the time he would have fucked her again. Time, however, was pressing and he would have to take a rain check.

  “Are you off my dear?” said Yoshima.

  “Yes,” said the whore. “Unless you want to go again that is.”

  “A tempting offer, but I’m afraid that I have an important meeting to attend. There is no rest in the financial world.”

  “Your loss.”

  Yoshima got his wallet and counted out three hundred pounds. “Here’s your money plus extra for your trouble…and of course your discretion.”

  The whore took the money gratefully. A couple of grams of charley, a few cocktails, perhaps even some food. It was going to be a good day.

  The whore left and Yoshima made ready to get going. He had got her to check in the previous night so as not to be seen. She had paid cash so there was no need to check out. He hadn’t been there. The whore had seen him of course, but what was she going to say: just some kinky Jap businessman looking for a bit of rough sex, he was there all night. What did he look like? They all look the same to me, would be the answer.


  Chapter 3

  The Angel Inn, Peckham, was a ‘spit and sawdust’ establishment. It had chairs, it had tables and it had a bar. Its only concession to luxury was the fantastic Wurlitzer jukebox that stood proudly luminescent in the far corner. It was a drinkers’ pub: no women, no children, and no wine or cocktails. If you liked beer and shots and rock then it was the place for you, if not then you could always try the wine bar down the road. The punters ran it for themselves, the name above the door was just that - a name. Wild and uncontrollable, fierce and legendary, it was home to the Devil’s own.

  Stella stood uncomfortably in the street. Jennings had volunteered to go into the Angel and make some enquiries. She wasn’t happy at having been landed with a chaperone, she was quite capable of looking after herself, but as Brennan had pointed out - she was no longer a policewoman; and officially she was still under suspicion as an accessory. Jennings wasn’t too bad anyway, perhaps a bit eager and keen to please, but a good bloke nevertheless. Whether he had the ability to handle himself in a dive like the Angel, she doubted very much.

  Within a minute of entering the pub Jennings was back out again; not walking but flying. He landed without grace on the pavement next to Stella.

  “All under control then,” she laughed.

  “Yes, very fucking funny,” said Jennings. He pulled himself to his feet and dusted his suit down. “They’re not exactly a welcoming bunch in there. Are you sure this is the right place?”

  “This is the address I was given by his brother. It makes sense as well - what better place for an alcoholic to live?”

  “I suppose so,” Jennings agreed. “But I don’t see why we need the help of some down-and-out booze hound. How’s he possibly going to further the investigation?”

  “I don’t know, but I’ve seen that symbol before and it’s got something to do with him. And anyway he’s not just some idiot drunk, he’s…well he’s just him ok.”

  “Ok, ok, enough said,” said Jennings seeing the look of pain in Stella’s eyes. “So how do you suggest we get in there?” he asked.

  “I think perhaps a woman’s touch is needed in this situation,” said Stella. “You aren’t going to get very far flashing your badge in a place like this. Law and order mean fuck all to these guys. I’ll bet the local police never set foot in here: too scared. You wait out here for me.”

  Stella strode confidently through the door. The bar was busy but not heaving. The rank smell of stale beer and cigarettes hit her almost immediately, and she tried desperately not to make a face. Heads turned. Her smart dark blue trouser suit made her look like a high flyer from the city, not the sort of woman who would walk into the Angel. Appearing unfazed she squeezed in between two barflies and waved a twenty pound note at the barman.

  “Pint of lager and a shot of tequila please,” she ordered.

  The barman, a bearded lunk, looked bemused but went and got the drinks.

  As she waited she felt like the whole pub was staring. The jukebox played on but all voices were hushed. She stared straight ahead, acting as naturally as she could. The smoking ban appeared to have eluded the Angel so she pulled a pack of B&H out of her handbag and lit one up. When the drinks arrived she ignored the lager and downed the tequila in one swift movement.

  “Another one,” she said, gesturing at the empty shot glass.

  She scanned the room quickly trying to gauge who out of all these apes was the Alpha male. If she could lock on to him then she might last longer than five minutes. There were plenty of likely suspects, every man in there looked like they could rip you limb from limb. They ranged from short, muscular and psychopathic to huge, muscular and psychopathic.

  Unable to make up her mind, and with her bladder bursting from the long drive, she took the opportunity to make a trip to the toilets.

  The ladies’ room, such as it was, stood to the right-hand side of the bar. The unhinged door was chipped and cracked, and the skirted icon was hanging upside-down. Inside it was no better. There were two rancid cubicles, neither of which had locks, and the feculent floor was covered in a year’s worth of scum and grime. The one consolation was the provision of toilet paper. Stella gritted her teeth and entered one of the cubicles.

  A minute later she was about to exit when the sound of music from the bar grew briefly louder and then deadened again. Someone else had entered the toilet. Stella froze. Her heart hammered away in her eardrums. There had been no sign of another woman in the bar. She crouched as low as she could and craned her neck down to get a view of the floor outside. There was no-one there. She got to her feet and inched back the door. The room appeared empty. Perhaps someone had just poked their head in.

  She exited the cubicle and went to the hand basin. After a bout of pantomime chugging the tap eventually produced some water. Before she could rinse her hands though, a sturdy arm had grabbed her round the neck. She tried to break free but the hold was too tight. A knife waved in her face.

  “Don’t struggle or I’ll cut yer face,” said a clammy voice.

  Stella lifted her leg and kicked back hard into her assailant’s shins. He grunted but held firm. He moved the blade towards her right eye. “I told yer not to fuckin’ well move. Any more trouble an’ yer lose yer sight. Understand?”

  Stella gave a strangled “Uh huh”.

  Keeping his arm round her neck and the knife at her eye, he grabbed her handbag from the side of the basin. Then he loosened his hold and made to escape.

  Instinctively Stella turned and let fly a kick at the back of the man’s legs. It wasn’t a hard strike, but it was enough to send him headfirst into the ground. She made a lunge for her handbag. The attacker flipped himself over and swiped at her legs. She fell to the floor. After a brief struggle she found herself pinned to the ground with the knife at her throat.

  The man lowered his head to within inches of her own. His face was skeletal and cragged; his eyes were wide and popped; his breath was fetid. He pressed the knife hard against her throat.

  “Yer shooda jus’ let me go,” he whispered with menace. She felt his free hand groping at her belt. She felt sick and helpless.

  The blade still tight to his victim’s throat, he fumbled and tugged at her trousers, slowly inching them down. Stella lay still, waiting for a split-second chance to throw her attacker off. It didn’t come. He moved his hand towards her thigh. Angry and resolute, Stella braced her body for an upward surge. If she died, she died; this wretched snake was going to take more than her life.

  As she prepared for her thrust the toilet door burst open. Before she could grasp what was happening she was free, and the would-be rapist was lying on the floor beneath the hand basins. Above him was a bear of a man with ‘United Bikers’ emblazoned on the back of his leather jacket. He had wild black hair and a beard that could house a family of crows. He gave Stella a stern look and motioned for her to leave. She straightened herself up, grabbed her handbag, and did as he asked.

  Back at the bar she tried to steady herself. Her hands were shaking and her eyes were fit to burst. She took a large gulp of her lager which, thankfully, was still there, and ordered another shot of tequila. She pulled out a cigarette and sparked it up with a tremulous flame.

  “Are you all right luv?” slurred one of the barflies.

  “I’m fine,” she said flatly. “I just need a drink.” The tequila arrived and she downed it swiftly.

  “Good girl,” said the barfly.

  Stella ignored the comment.

  The biker emerged from the toilets, muscled the barfly along, and stood next to Stella. He gave her an ambiguous look.

  “Thank you,” she said. “That could’ve been unpleasant.”

  The biker said nothing. He continued to stare.

  “Would you like a drink?” she asked.

  He nodded and pointed to the Guinness tap.

  “I’m Stella by the way,” she said, feeling uncomfortable with his silence.

  “Oggi,” growled the biker. Then he took her arm and said, “Now Stella. Come with me.”

  Stella stiffened slightly and looked up at him. His eyes were blank, unreadable, neither filled with menace nor kindness. What did he want?

  Oggi sensed her trepidation. “Look, it’s ok. I’m not going to hurt you. I know what you want. I know who you’re looking for. We need to talk in the back room, it’s quieter; not so many ears.” His accent was surprisingly public school.

  Even though he’d saved her in the toilet Stella was still wary of the giant biker. But she needed information. If he was telling the truth then it was a good lead. If not, well, best not to think about it.

  The back room was sparse and dimly lit. In the middle there were a couple of NF louts playing pool on a table that had seen better days. Oggi gestured for them to leave; which they did obediently. He then led Stella to a rickety table in the far corner, and they sat down on the equally unstable chairs. Stella lit another cigarette and took a swig of her lager.

  “Ok then Oggi, who am I looking for?” she said.

  “Stratton,” he said and looked at her hard. “You’re looking for Stratton.”

  “How do you know?”

  “For a start, you came in just after that poncey squealer who was poking his nose about. Two strangers in the space of five minutes is rare in here.”

  “Well why didn’t you throw me out as well? How do you know I’m not a copper?”

  Oggi smiled and took a gulp of the Guinness that he’d brought with him. He wiped off the milky moustache and continued. “I don’t know but I recognize your face.”

  Stella was confused. “How do you recognize me, I’ve never been here before in my life. And I certainly don’t recognize you. I’d definitely remember you.”

  “I’ve seen your photo: Stratton had a photo of you in his wallet,” said Oggi.

  Stella’s eyebrows’ rose. “Stratton had a picture of me in his wallet. I don’t think so.”

  “Well, believe it or not, he did. I saw it once, just before he….” Oggi stopped mid-sentence.

  “Just before he what?”

  Oggi thought for a brief moment. “Just before he burnt it.”

  “Oh,” said Stella, slightly hurt but not surprised. “Anyway, how do you know so much about Stratton? I didn’t think that you guys associated with non-bikers.”

  “That’s a bit of a sweeping statement isn’t it? We wouldn’t get very far in life not talking to anyone but bikers. I do understand where you’re coming from though, we’re not renowned for our great sociability. As for Stratton, well, let’s just say he’s a good friend and I owe him one.”

  “Ok, but where is he?” Stella pressed.

  “To be honest, I don’t know. Lenny the barman said that he saw Stratton leave via the back door at about half nine this morning. In a hurry he said. Had a rucksack with him. Told Lenny that he’d be back in a couple of weeks. Looked really stressed according to Lenny, which is strange because Stratton never stresses about anything. I’ve tried his mobile but it’s going straight to answer phone.” He paused. “I’m worried about him.”

  Stella took the information in. Oggi was right: Stratton never worried about anything. What had happened to make him leave in such a hurry? Could it be related to Henry’s death?

  She picked up her mobile and dialled Jennings who was still outside. She let him know that she was all right and asked him what time the press had broken the news of Henry’s murder. Sure enough, as she had guessed, it had been around nine am. She told Jennings to go back to the car and wait for her and hung up.

  “Is there any way of getting into his flat upstairs?” she asked Oggi.

  “I think there’s a spare key behind the bar, but I don’t really like the thought of poking about in his flat. He’s a friend. Whatever’s up there is his business.”

  “Fair enough,” said Stella. “But it seems like the logical option at the moment seeing as we can’t get hold of him. Unless you have any better ideas of course.”

  Oggi shrugged and they went to get the spare keys from Lenny. At first he was loathe to hand them over, but a stern look from Oggi helped oil his conscience.

  Stratton’s flat was neat and uncluttered. It was a studio with polished pine floorboards and minimal furniture: a far cry from the half-assed drunken mess that Stella remembered from the days when they lived together. Searching the place was not going to take long.

  “What are we looking for?” asked Oggi.

  “Anything really. An address, a name, a phone number. Whatever you can find,” said Stella.

  Within fifteen minutes they had covered the whole flat. Drawers had been opened, furniture had been moved, and cushions and mattresses checked under. No clues.

  Stella stood by the breakfast bar and thought hard. Was Stratton on a mission to find someone or something, or was he running away? Running scared from whoever got Henry. If it was the latter, where would he run to? Where would he be safe?

  Oggi interrupted her thoughts. “What’s all this about anyway Stella? Why are you so keen to find Stratton? You’re obviously not here for a social call. From what I can make out, you two aren’t exactly the best of friends any more.”

  “No we’re not, and the last person in the world I want to see is Stratton. But I think he might be able to help me with something important. I can’t tell you a whole lot more - it’s classified information.”

  Oggi mumbled to himself, obviously dissatisfied with Stella’s curt answer. However, she was no longer paying attention, her eyes had been drawn to a small painting on the kitchen wall. It was a watercolour depicting a thatched cottage, and it gave her an idea as to where Stratton might have gone.


  Chapter 4

  Scott Grady was an UFA, he joked that it stood for U Fucking Asshole. In reality it meant that he was an Unaffiliated Field Agent. He was a gun for hire available to any government department that wanted him: CIA, FBI, NSA; they had all used him at some point or other. Unaffiliated meant untraceable. Whenever there was a job to be done, and it was too dirty for their own hands, they would call Grady in. His ID and cell phone number were known only to a select few, namely directors and deputies; and you wouldn’t find him on any database. To all intents and purposes Scott Grady didn’t exist, just another faceless black guy making his way through a nondescript life.

  His latest secondment differed from the norm. Two days previously he had received a call from a Mr Sharlo Miles, purporting to be from an organization called the National Institute of Paranormal Studies (NIPS). According to Mr Miles, NIPS was government funded and had close links with the security services. Grady had taken Mr Miles’ number and said that he’d get back to him: it all sounded like a load of hokum. After ringing deputy director Bob Tobin at the CIA, Grady realized that Mr Sharlo Miles was on the level. He called back and they arranged to meet the next day.

  The Screaming Chicken on route 66 was the designated rendezvous. It was a place that Grady often chose to meet people. In the middle of nowhere, it afforded a good view of the highway in both directions. The booths were private and the service friendly but not intrusive. It also served the best steak he’d ever tasted.

  Sharlo Miles had been twenty minutes late. Grady hated tardiness but was used to it from the chiefs. Miles was Caucasian, late fifties and thin and bald. After ordering two steaks and two beers they had talked.

  “I’m assuming that you’ve never heard of NIPS before Mr Grady,” said Miles.

  “You assume correctly Mr Miles.”

  “What do you think we do?” asked Miles.

  “I guess you study ghosts and shit like that. Don’t you?”

  “Well that’s a small part of it. We look at everything that is beyond normal scientific explanation. Things like telepathy, telekinesis, clairvoyance and the like. All the stuff that the scientists have no answer to.”

  Grady had seen some of these so called psychics exposed on TV. “It’s just a load of tricks and nonsense isn’t it?” he said.

  Miles laughed. “Of course there are a lot of frauds about making money out of the weak and vulnerable. They tend to be the showmen, very clever, very resourceful, but ultimately grifters. There are, however, people in this world who appear to have certain, shall we say - supernatural gifts. You won’t see them on TV or at the local theatre. Everyone I’ve met with real ESP shuns the limelight; they have too much respect for their abilities. They’re scared that if they profit from their talents then they might lose them. A reverential bunch.”

  The beers arrived and Grady took a swig.

  “Ok, so what do you want me to do? It’s hardly international espionage is it?”

  “Well you wouldn’t think so would you? But back in 1943...”

  Grady cut Miles off mid-sentence. “Whoa, hold on there Professor. Let’s just cut to the chase here. I don’t need any goddamn history lessons I just need to know what you want done. Usually when I’m called it’s because somebody needs finding and / or bumping off. Which is it?”

  “Somebody needs finding,” said Miles. “Somebody and something.”

  “Ok,” said Grady. “I’ll find them.”

  Now, two days later, Grady was in London. He sat quietly in his rented green Focus and pondered his next move. The blond cop was no longer standing outside the pub, but the girl was still in there. He recognized her from a photo in the mark’s file and guessed that she was there to find him. Grady hoped that the girl would lead him to the mark. He cursed himself for losing his man on the subway earlier on. Things were getting complicated; too many people, too many variables.

  Ten minutes later the girl walked out of the pub and headed down the road. She stopped after a hundred yards and got into the blond-haired man’s car, a blue Lexus. After a brief exchange of words they drove off. Grady sparked his engine and followed them.


  Chapter 5

  Jennings drove calmly through the staccato evening traffic. He was used to the city streets and the inevitable gridlocks. There was no point getting flustered, it was just the way it was. Stella sat quietly beside him, seemingly deep in thought. She intrigued him greatly and he wanted to know more about her, but the circumstances dictated professionalism.

  “So, what makes you think that he’s hiding out on Exmoor then?” he asked.

  “Just a hunch really. But it’s where he always used to go to clear his head. It’s a little cottage in the middle of nowhere. It’s an ideal place for someone who doesn’t want to be found,” said Stella.

  “And you want us to go there now?”

  “Yes I do. We can’t waste time. We need to find out what’s going on.”

  “But it’ll be almost midnight by the time we get there,” Jennings protested. “Surely it can wait until the morning. I can’t imagine he’ll be going anywhere soon.”

  “Maybe not,” said Stella. “But we need to get on the trail of the killer ASAP.”

  Jennings decided not to argue any longer. He knew that she was right; the problem was that he was tired. He’d been up since four in the morning dealing with this Mulholland shit and he needed a break. His brain was all over the place and his eyelids were heavy and lethargic. Even the cool breeze from the open window wasn’t helping. He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a brown plastic pill bottle.

  “Can you open this and pass me a couple of tablets please?” he said, handing the bottle to Stella.

  “What are they?”

  “Just some stay awake pills. A kind of Pro Plus.”

  “Are they legal?” asked Stella.

  “Well you can’t get them on the high street if that’s what you mean. They’re standard issue for the intelligence community though. I believe the CIA developed them - some sort of Benzedrine based compound I think. Whatever they are, they do the job.”

  Stella passed Jennings two pink capsules and he swallowed them with a swig of mineral water. The effect was almost immediate.

  Within a couple of minutes his eyes were once again wide and bright, and his mind was back in focus. He was also starting to feel the enhanced confidence that was a benign side-effect of the drug. His body tingled with enthusiasm and he was now looking forward with relish to the task ahead. It never failed to amaze him how two small tablets could make such a vast difference to his frame of mind.

  It was nine o’clock when they finally broke free of London and hit the M4. A motorbike accident on the Chelsea Embankment had put them back by at least an hour. Stella had been attempting to have a power nap but the constant stop-start of the traffic had made it impossible.

  Instead she had been thinking about Stratton and what she was going to do when she saw him again. It had been nearly five years since they’d parted and her last memory of him was not one she cared to dwell on: a broken man he had been; wallowing in a heady cocktail of alcohol and self-pity; crying and begging her not to leave. She had been physically sick as she walked out of that door. It had broken both of their hearts. At the time though, it had been the only option: his alcoholism and roller-coaster mood swings had torn her apart. Self-preservation had taken over before she too drowned in his whirlpool of depression.

  As if echoing her thoughts, Jennings spoke. “What is it with you and this Stratton guy anyway? You seem to be worried about him, and yet I’m sensing reluctance.”

  “It’s complicated,” said Stella. “We have a lot of history.”

  “Fair enough,” Jennings conceded. “But from what I can make out it’s been about five years since you’ve seen him. It’s a long time to be harbouring feelings for someone - he must be one hell of a guy.”

  Stella was silent and her eyes briefly glazed. “He was once,” she said eventually.

  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry,” said Jennings honestly.

  Stella regained her composure and put her pragmatic head back on. “That’s all right. Don’t worry about it. This is a serious case and you need all the information you can get. He could be a suspect for all you know.”

  “Do you think so?” he asked.

  “No, of course I don’t. But having more information about him isn’t going to hurt so I’ll give you a brief rundown…Do you mind if I smoke?”

  “Well, technically it’s illegal given that this is a works vehicle. But I won’t tell if you won’t.”

  Stella lit a B&H. “Stratton was born in London on November 8th 1975 to middle-class parents. His father was a trader on the stock market and his mother, who was of Oriental origin, kept the house. He grew up in the Home Counties and at an early age it was noticed that he was exceptionally intelligent. He was sent to a special school for gifted children when he was six years old but he hated it and his parents took him out. After that experience he refused point blank to be educated anywhere except for the local school with his friends. And so that’s how it was until he’d taken his ‘A’ levels in which he got four ‘A’ grades: pure maths, English, history and physics.” Stella paused. “Do stop me if I’m going into too much detail.”

  Jennings laughed. “Not at all. It’s like having a report read. I’m impressed.”

  Stella took a deep drag on her cigarette and carried on. “He went to St Peter’s college, Oxford, where strangely, considering his scientific bent, he studied theology. He got a first and was encouraged to stay on for his doctorate but he was bored and left education. He stayed in Oxford where he drifted about doing bar work and generally enjoying himself. There were no money worries as he had a substantial trust fund that had been released on his 21st birthday. Drink, drugs and women were the order of the day and he enjoyed all three in equal measure. Then all that changed when he fell in love with a beautiful young policewoman…”

  Jennings smiled. “Who was that then?”

  Stella grinned and continued. “We lived in Oxford for a while but when I got into Special Branch we moved to Greenwich. By this time he’d spent most of his trust fund and was having to look for work. He drifted in and out of temporary jobs but couldn’t really stick with anything; he was lost really. In the end he was just sitting around the flat all day drinking himself senseless. It got to the point where I didn’t want to go home. His mood swings were becoming increasingly erratic and he spiralled out of control.”

  Jennings interrupted. “Did he ever hit you?”

  “No; never. He’s not like that; even when he was completely out of it I never felt in any physical danger. He was cruel with his tongue, not his fists. Although he hurt me so much emotionally that maybe taking a punch would have been less painful. Every day he chipped away a little bit of my heart. It was more than I could bear watching this brilliant, beautiful man self-destruct. I made up my mind that I had to get out to save myself. It was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. I walked out and I haven’t looked back.”

  “So you haven’t heard anything of him since then?” asked Jennings.

  “Not really. He kept trying to contact me after I left but I changed my mobile number and that was it. I had to be single-minded even though I missed him terribly.”

  “All sounds very sad,” said Jennings sympathetically.

  “I suppose so,” said Stella and lit another cigarette.

  Jennings left Stella to her thoughts for a while, sensing that it was politic to do so. She had shown him a certain vulnerability in her words, belying their perfunctory delivery. This was a woman who, out of necessity, had methodically built a stone wall around her heart. Once violent emotions were now brushed aside with seemingly casual ease. And her previously inseparable heart and mind had drifted apart; co-existing in a practical state of detachment. But Jennings had caught a fleeting glimpse of the sadness that she bore deep inside, and guessed that she wasn’t as impervious as she would have liked.

  “Do you really think he’s going to be able to tell us any more about that symbol and what’s going on?” asked Jennings, breaking the silence.

  “If anyone can then he can,” said Stella. “It’s too much of a coincidence that he did a runner this morning for a start. And that symbol was on the front of a tatty old book he had around the flat. I remember because he was always very secretive about it. It was handwritten in some ancient language, probably Sanskrit or something like that. He seemed to understand it though, or the majority of it. But I’m pretty sure that there was some of it that he didn’t get. I could always tell when something was bugging him: and that book definitely bugged him. It was almost like an obsession at some point, he would just sit staring at it for ages with a puzzled look on his face. He was like that. He couldn’t let anything go until he understood it completely. He always had to have an answer. A ‘thirst for truth’ is what he called it - I called it neuroses.”

  “How do you know that he has any answers now?”

  “I don’t, but he’s going to know a hell of a lot more than we do.”

  Thanks to fast driving and a clear road they made rapid progress. By 10.15pm they had reached Bristol. Jennings needed the little boys’ room badly and so they made a pit stop at Gordano services. Stella got out of the car as well, to stretch her legs and catch some fresh air. Inside the service station it was relatively quiet. The steady flow of daytime custom had given way to the trickle of late evening. The fast-food outlets were getting ready to close, and the newly-arrived graveyard shift were on the wrong side of a long and torpid night.

  Jennings strode briskly to the toilet and whizzed to the urinals, almost bumping into the gawky teenager who was busy mopping the tiled floor. The youth muttered something but Jennings was on a mission and couldn’t be bothered to take the kid to task. Two minutes later he was at a hand basin and looking at a pale, drawn, version of himself. Even his miracle pills couldn’t disguise the physical signs of exhaustion. He washed his hands and splashed his face with cold water and took another tablet. After drying himself with a paper towel he walked out.

  Whether it was tiredness or preoccupation he didn’t know. But by the time he saw the man as he rounded back into the corridor it was too late; they collided. The man was black and smartly dressed in a grey designer suit. And he was extremely apologetic.

  “Jesus. I’m sorry man; I wasn’t looking where I was going. What a dope,” the man said. His accent was American. Jennings guessed New York.

  Jennings pulled himself together. “It’s no problem, it was probably my fault anyway.”

  “No man, it was definitely me. My mind’s elsewhere,” he insisted.

  “Well whatever. No harm done is there,” said Jennings and walked off.

  The man smiled to himself and went into the toilets.

  Jennings got back to the car and found Stella stubbing out yet another cigarette. It was a habit that he found unattractive in other women, but with her he could forgive it. They got back into the car and drove off; oblivious to the tiny transmitter in Jennings’ pocket that was now monitoring them.


  Chapter 6

  The beast sat upright and alert, his sleek black coat glistening in the pale radiance of the moon. Whiskers twitching, he sniffed the cold night air hungrily, hoping for the scent of prey. But his friend the wind was absent tonight, and the sweet smell of the moor was all that greeted his nostrils. It was two days since he had eaten and the thought of that last juicy meal was now in his mind; he might have to chance another visit to the ambrosial utopia that lay just a mile away from where he now stood. It was a big risk: the last time he had nearly been caught by the man with the gun. But the potential reward was also great: a whole sheep could keep him fed for at least a week.

  He decided very quickly that he had no option. Wildlife on the moor was scarce at this time of year and he needed to eat. He started off at a smart trot, his huge paws bouncing lightly off the brisk dewy turf. He came to the top of a rise and stopped to survey his surroundings. The farm was directly in front of him, only half a mile away, but his gaze was drawn to his left side. In the distance he could see a light. A light he had not seen for many moons. The sheep could wait, he had to investigate.

  Onward he bounded, his long loping stride devouring the ground. All thoughts of hunger were banished from his mind. He focused on the light and hoped that it meant what he thought. Had his friend really returned? He had waited so long for him to come back that he dared not believe it was true. A lonely existence it was on the moors, constantly on the move, hiding from the men who knew he was there but could never catch him. Companionship was a luxury not afforded to the life of the rogue predator, and although it was seldom that he craved it, it was nevertheless a welcome gift. The nearer he got to the little cottage the surer he was that his friend was there: his sixth sense told him so. There was a psychic bond between the two of them that had existed since they had first come into contact with each other. That had been in the summer three years previously and he remembered it well. He remembered sitting in the hedgerow watching the man curiously as he performed some sort of ritual in the back garden of the cottage, moving and twisting his body into strange positions. His aura had glowed pure white and the inner peace that he exuded was hypnotic and infectious. The beast had stayed out of sight, but he was sure that the man was aware of his presence.

  The beast had remained in the hedgerow even after the man had gone back inside; he had felt compelled to. He had watched the cottage way into the evening, feeling that he had to be there but not knowing why. His patience had been rewarded, when, just after sundown, the man had reappeared in the back garden. In his hands was a huge slab of meat that he had proceeded to set down but ten feet from where the beast lay hidden. Hands together, he had bowed his head gently towards the beast and had gone back inside the cottage. The beast had come out and sniffed the meat cautiously: it was cattle. And, satisfied that it was good, he had eaten his fill.

  This had continued for the next few days: beast watching man and man feeding beast. Eventually on the fourth day the beast decided it was time to show himself. Creeping slowly out of hiding he entered the garden and approached the man from behind. The man was in the middle of his daily routine, and if he was aware of the beast he didn’t show it. The beast moved ever closer, finally stopping about twenty feet to the man’s left, just in his line of sight. Still the man carried on, engrossed in his own world.

  It was not until he had finished his routine that the man turned his head toward the beast. He eyed the beast with a smile, his bright green eyes beaming with wonder. The beast held his gaze and let out a small roar. By now a normal man would have either run or gone for a shotgun. But not this man; this man was calm and unafraid, as if he were embracing the beast’s enormous muscular power, and drawing it into himself.

  The man moved slowly toward the beast, his arms hanging loosely and unthreatening by his side. The beast sat still, undaunted by the advancing man. Their eyes were still locked and both knew that there was nothing to fear from this encounter. When he was close enough, the man held out his right hand and laid it gently on the beast’s forehead, and a calmness that he’d never known before enveloped the beast’s innate visceral psyche. The power emanating from the man’s hand was incredible and the beast’s mind leapt wildly, as if transcending both space and time. Then the man let go his hand and the beast was back in the garden. And ever since they had been connected by a deep-rooted understanding and telepathy that endured beyond the physical world.

  These thoughts occupied the beast’s head as the cottage loomed before him. As usual he took the back way, and eased himself through the gap in the hedge that was just wide enough to accommodate his frame. The illuminated window was downstairs on the right, just as he expected. And he trotted up to it keenly, placing his front paws on the sill and staring into the living room. Sure enough, his friend was there, lounging in the easy chair reading a book. He signalled his presence with a friendly roar. Inside the man smiled to himself, and put down his book, and went to let the beast in.

  “Hello Titan,” said the man, greeting the black panther warmly as he opened the back door.

  Titan let out a loud affectionate purr and brushed against the man’s side. Then he got on his hind legs and nuzzled him. The man fell backwards under the weight of the unwittingly forceful feline, but he wasn’t scared, not in the slightest. He just lay there laughing as the panther’s head nestled below his chin.

  “Okay Titan, that’s enough,” he said after a brief and playful wrestle.

  And the panther let him up immediately.

  On the kitchen sideboard was a large uncooked leg of mutton. The man had purchased it that afternoon, knowing that the beloved cat would be stopping by. He presented it to Titan who accepted gratefully, and set about demolishing the joint messily on the terracotta tiled floor.

  The man watched thoughtfully as Titan’s power-packed jaws ripped the meat apart, his pointed teeth scything through flesh and stringy sinew alike. It was an awesome spectacle to behold, and he knew he was fortunate to have this animal’s trust. There couldn’t be many people in the world who would be allowed this close to a killing machine like Titan, he thought. He closed his eyes and breathed in hungrily, bathing himself in the dangerous glow of primitive crimson energy that filled the room, letting it wash over him like a warm surf, and empowering the beast within.

  He felt like he’d been away from the cottage for too long. He missed the fresh country air, and he missed exploring the moors and woods with Titan at his side. It was down here, far from the selfish commotion of urban life that he was most at peace. Inner tranquillity came easily in the back of beyond: there were no smog-filled roads packed with cars and buses and vans; and neither were there grey and dirty sidewalks, occupied by nameless, faceless, lemmings with flailing elbows and an acquired contempt for humanity. The simple charm of rural life made exercising self-discipline seem effortless. The only problem was the solitude: solitude was both his friend and his enemy. As much as he enjoyed the idyllic isolation and the verdant views; he missed the company of people just as much. Whether they were good people or bad people, tall people or short people, fat people or thin people; or whether they were black or white or multicoloured, he would thrive off them. It was the energy that he loved, and his entire being drew upon it with voracity.

  For the moment though, he had had enough of people and was quite content to spend the next few weeks in hiding. Would it just be a few weeks though? He wasn’t sure how long it would be, and he wasn’t even sure who or what he was hiding from. Maybe he was being paranoid, and Mulholland’s death had nothing to do with their shared family histories. Only instinct was persuading him of the connection: there were no cold hard facts to support it. He only knew what the news report had said: that Mulholland was dead, possibly murdered, and that the police were investigating. He needed more details and the media were providing very little. For now he would have to sit tight just in case there was a link.

  The man returned to the living room, and Titan, having eaten his fill of mutton, followed. The open fire was starting to fade so the man added a couple of medium-sized logs and stoked it. The embers spat and crackled back to life. He sat down in his favourite black leather chair and watched the flames dance lightly above the newly-lit wood. Titan lay down near the fire and readied himself for a post-dinner catnap.

  The man reached for his book on the side table, but instead his hand hit upon the slim, rectangular, form of his mobile phone. He picked it up and realized that it was out of power. He retrieved the charger from his rucksack and plugged the phone in. After half a minute the message alert sounded its single beep, and he dialled his voicemail. There were two new messages, both from Oggi. The first was just a general one asking him where he was and if he was ok. The second one was more interesting and very surprising, he listened to it a couple of times to make sure he’d heard correctly.

  Stella Jones was the last person he expected to be looking for him, albeit in an official capacity. He wondered what she could possibly want. Oggi’s message had been brief and lacking in detail: he’d simply said that Stella and another copper had been trying to find him and that it seemed important, there was no mention of why. Perhaps she had been assigned to investigate Mulholland’s murder, she was after all in Special Branch, or had been when they parted. But that didn’t explain why she was trying to find him. There was no way she could know about the connection between him and Henry, only a handful of people did; and he was pretty sure that she wasn’t one of them. Still, whatever was happening, his stomach could feel the steady offensive of big trouble coming his way, and he would have to deal with it.

  A good sleep was what he needed. He would phone Oggi in the morning and attempt to track Stella down; there was nothing more to do tonight. He left Titan snoozing by the fire and made for the bedroom.

  Halfway up the stairs he heard a growl from the living room. He went back down and saw that the previously dormant panther was now upright, his ears keen and alert. Titan trotted to the small drawing room at the front of the cottage and the man followed. He kept the lights off and looked out of the window. At first he could neither see nor hear anything, and thought that the cat was imagining things. But after a few moments he espied it: about half a mile away he could just make out a set of headlights, advancing slowly down the weather-beaten track that led to the cottage. It was gone midnight now - so it wasn’t the local cub scouts on Bob-a-Job week.

  He let Titan out of the back door and turned off all the lights, and keeping out of sight he sat in the front room and awaited his untimely guests.


  Chapter 7

  The rock-strewn dirt track was beginning to narrow considerably, and Jennings was finding it increasingly difficult to navigate the harsh terrain. He needed a 4x4; the Lexus for all its comforts was not built for the countryside. He was not in the best of moods anyway. During the last hour the inbuilt SatNav had guided them to five dead-ends, and number six looked like it was on its way. Stella had been no help either. It was her misdirection that had got them lost in the first place. Tempers had flared and words had been exchanged. And so the car was now engulfed in a stony silence, broken only by the sound of the underside hitting pointed protrusions in the earth.

  The headlights fell upon a small hand-painted sign at the side of the way. Jennings stopped and read it. It stated: ‘Beware of the Beast.’

  “Beware of the Beast,” he said aloud. “What the hell does that mean?”

  “It means that we’re on the right road,” said Stella. “The cottage is about 300 yards on the left.”

  The cottage was surrounded by a tall thick hedge. The only space for parking was a grass verge on the opposite side of the track. Jennings stopped the car and killed the engine. He leant over to the glove compartment and produced a torch.

  “Come on then,” he said. “Let’s take a look.”

  They approached the cottage through the tall archway cut into the hedge. As they walked through, disappointment hit them: there were no lights on. Jennings shined the torch over the vacant windows.

  “Looks deserted to me,” said Jennings with just a hint of annoyance in his tone.

  “Maybe he’s gone to bed,” said Stella optimistically. She walked up to the front door and knocked loudly, and when there was no answer she repeated the motion. Two minutes later there was still no sign of life.

  “Heavy sleeper is he?” said Jennings.

  Stella was determined not to give up. “Look, I’m sure this is where he would come. Let’s go round the back. I know where he keeps a spare key to the back door.”

  Jennings begrudgingly agreed. There was nobody at home; he was certain of that. But he decided to humour her for a bit longer. Secretly he wanted to get out of there as quickly as he could, and not just because he thought that Stella was wasting their time. The place was giving him the creeps. Perhaps he’d seen one too many bad horror movies, but there was definitely a menacing atmosphere out there on the moor. Ever since childhood he had disliked the dark, although he couldn’t remember specifically why, and in the middle of nowhere he liked it even less. Vision was his friend and blindness his enemy, that was how it had always been. And now, even with his flashlight, he felt blind. He was sure that he could hear rustlings and scratchings emanating from the ominous thicket that surrounded the cottage. But every time he shone the torch at the suspect point, he saw nothing.

  Stella noticed Jennings’ edginess. “Bit jumpy aren’t we?”

  “No, I’m fine,” he said manfully. “I just thought I heard something in the bushes, that’s all.”

  “It’s probably the Beast of Exmoor,” she said. She raised her arms menacingly above her head, and laughed a diabolical laugh.

  “You’re very funny. Ever thought about stand-up?” he said. “But seriously, what is the Beast of Exmoor?”

  “Just what you would call an urban legend, or in this case a rural legend. It’s supposed to be a large black cat that stalks the moor killing and eating livestock. It’s generic. Bodmin and Dartmoor have their own beasts as well. I’m surprised you’ve never heard about it. Every few years they drag it up on the telly: some West Country weirdo claiming to have seen the alleged Beast, or, better still, captured footage of it on some grainy amateur video. It’s usually in the light bits at the end of the news, along with cats on diets and dogs that play football.”

  “Oh right,” said Jennings, feeling a little stupid. “So what’s the sign on the road all about?”

  “Oh, that’s been there for years. Stratton’s grandfather put it there. It appealed to his sense of humour.”

  The gap between the side of the cottage and the hedge was filled with tall unkempt grass and weeds and brambles, and Jennings was slow in negotiating their way through the muddled foliage. Stella had wanted to take the lead but he wouldn’t part with the torch. She thought it was a show of his male pride, and didn’t realize that it was purely nyctophobia. And so, after more stumbling and cursing than was necessary, they made it to the relatively well-kept back garden.

  At that moment Jennings heard a distinct rustle in the bushes, and he pointed the torch to where the sound had come from. He was greeted by a pair of brimstone-yellow eyes that sat upon a large dark figure; a catlike figure. Jennings froze and almost stopped breathing. The figure turned and sloped off out of sight.

  “Did you see that?” he said heavily.

  “See what?” said Stella.

  “That animal in the bushes over there,” he said, pointing his finger wildly.

  Stella looked over. “I can’t see anything,” she said.

  “Well it’s gone now hasn’t it, but it was there a second ago. It was a huge cat with big yellow eyes.”

  Stella sniggered. “Oh really. Don’t you think you’re imagination’s running a bit too wild. There are no big cats out here, it’s just a myth.”

  “Well I saw something. I know that.”

  “It was probably just a fox,” she said.

  Stella asked for the torch, and Jennings reluctantly handed it over. She walked up to the stone birdbath that stood central in the garden, and rummaged around in the gravel at its base. Searching by torchlight was tricky but she eventually found what she was looking for: a medium-sized smooth grey pebble with sporadic white markings. She opened up the fake plastic pebble and drew out the key that was hidden inside.

  “Lucky he still keeps it in the same place,” said Jennings.

  “I suppose so,” said Stella. “But there’s no reason for him to move it. Crime isn’t as rife out here in the sticks.”

  She tried the key in the back door. The lock was old and stiff and she struggled to get it to turn, but after some frantic wiggling it finally clicked. She opened the door carefully and reached for the light switch to her left. The hallway was thirty feet long and stretched from the back door right up to the front entrance. The kitchen and staircase were on the left-hand side as she looked, and the living room and drawing room were on the right.

  She entered the kitchen and turned on the fluorescent strip light. There were two pans and a plate drying at the side of the sink: someone had used the kitchen that evening. On the floor, on top of some blood-stained newspaper, was the leg bone of a sheep. It had been completely stripped of its flesh, and the embedded grooves indicated that it had been gnawed viciously by incredibly strong jaws. A large dog perhaps, she thought.

  “Well someone’s been here,” she said.

  “You’re right,” said Jennings. “But where are they now?”

  They walked across to the living room. The fire was still smoking and the embers glowed red. There was a large green rucksack leant against a black leather chair, and a book open spine side up on the adjacent table. Alongside the book was a half drunk cup of herbal tea, and next to that was a mobile phone on charge.

  Stella picked up the phone and checked for text messages: there was only one and it was from the voicemail centre. She rang the voicemail and was greeted by the familiar educated tones of Oggi.

  “This is definitely Stratton’s phone,” she said.

  “If that’s the case, then where the hell is he?”

  “I don’t know but he can’t be far away. Maybe he’s gone for a walk. He used to do that a lot at night.”

  They searched the rest of the house but found nothing, and decided that the only thing to do was wait. Stella went back to the kitchen. She returned three minutes later with two steaming cups of strong black coffee, both sugarless. Jennings grabbed his eagerly; itching for a hit of caffeine. Stella got the fire started again and threw on a couple of fresh logs, and they sat quietly for a while and sipped their drinks.

  “Why don’t you check out his rucksack?” said Jennings. “There might be something of interest in there.”

  “If he doesn’t turn up in the next hour then I will do. Until then we have to assume that he’s coming back,” she said. “And anyway I don’t really want to be snooping about in his personal belongings, it doesn’t seem right.”

  “And I suppose breaking and entering is?” said a cheerful voice that wasn’t Jennings’.

  Stella’s stomach began to turn: she knew that voice; it was one she couldn’t forget. She had been mentally preparing herself for this encounter all day, and thought that she would be okay. Yet now the moment had arrived, she was far from okay. Her brain had suddenly turned to scrambled egg, and her limbs were beginning to feel uncomfortably numb and independent. The past: their past, flashed through her mind in an instantaneous blur: the good times and the bad times, the arguments and the shared laughter; it all span round in an irrational kaleidoscope of liquid thought.

  ‘Pull yourself together,’ said an inner voice. ‘Pull yourself together…. Now!’ It repeated. The internal struggle came to a swift head, and then, just as quickly, it abated.

  She steeled herself and turned her head towards where he stood, in the doorway. He looked just the same as he had done when they’d first met. His scissor-short jet black hair was still loose and unruly, and his defined, slightly Oriental features, seemed to be defying the laws of both time and gravity. His skin, once pale and wan through drinking and smoking, had flourished, and it now glowed with a healthy blush. And those eyes, she thought, as she stared into them for the first time in years. Those bright green smiling eyes that danced and dazzled with mischievous delight. They were as boyishly infectious as ever, and yet they seemed to have grown older and deeper and wiser at the same time. “Hello Stratton,” she said neutrally.

  He looked into her eyes, and she saw a fleeting spasm of pain cross his face. Then it was gone. “Hello Stella,” he said, “how are you?”

  “I’m good thanks, a little bit tired though.”

  “Well you would be, it’s one o’clock in the morning. A bit late to be snooping around people’s houses. And who’s this?” He gestured toward Jennings.

  “This is Jennings,” she said. “He’s a detective with Special Branch.”

  “Hello,” said Jennings, and nodded courteously.

  Stratton reciprocated and said, “Well that’s the pleasantries out of the way then. Now what can I do for you? I’m assuming this isn’t a social call.”
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