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  Prologue




  From his chambers high up in the Vatican Cardinal Desayer looked out on St Peter’s square. As usual it was brimming with bodies; even the inclement weather hadn’t stopped the onslaught of tourists and pilgrims. Come hell or high water they would arrive in their droves, either seeking answers or solace, or perhaps just to marvel at the divine beauty of the city and its works of art. The majority though, were here because they believed; because the knowledge of God’s existence was deep in their hearts. He smiled to himself at the unshakable faith of the masses.




  A knock on the door turned his attention. “Come,” he said with authority.




  A priest entered the room. He was tall with wavy blond hair and spectacles. The cardinal eyed him gravely. “What is it Father Cronin?”




  The priest bowed his head. “I have news, Your Eminence; news from abroad. It may be nothing, but you did say to keep you informed of any strange occurrences.”




  “Yes, indeed I did. What has occurred?”




  Father Cronin produced a newspaper clipping. “Shall I read it out?”




  The cardinal nodded.




  “The headline reads ‘Vicar feels thunder of God’, it’s from a regional newspaper in England: When Reverend Robin Garrett sat down to say grace on Christmas day, little did he know that he was about to get something for which he wasn’t truly thankful. As the unfortunate vicar, 30, started his prayer, the ground began to shake violently, throwing him and his family from their chairs. ‘It was pandemonium,’ said Robin. ‘We all fell to the floor closely followed by the turkey.’ When the hapless —”




  Desayer held up his palm. “Father,” he interrupted. “Perhaps just the salient points.”




  “Of course, Your Eminence,” Cronin apologized. “It’s basically a localized earth tremor with its epicentre at the church. When the vicar went to investigate, he saw five men hurrying from the building. The altar was cracked down the middle.”




  Desayer stiffened. “Why haven’t you told me this before?!” he snapped. “Christmas was almost three months ago.”




  “I’m sorry, Your Eminence, but all this research takes time. There’s only me and my assistant, and we have a whole world of articles to get through.”




  Desayer calmed himself and said, “I’m sorry Father, you do an excellent job. Where exactly did this happen? Have you checked the location against our map?”




  “Yes I have. The church in question is on a power point. And there’s something else.”




  “And what is that?”




  “A report in a different paper mentioned the stealing of a corpse from a mortuary on Christmas Eve. The incidents might not be related but—”




  “They are related,” Desayer enforced. “I’m certain of it. I can feel it. Someone has acquired the sacred knowledge.” He paced behind his desk, a thoughtful finger to his lips. Then he approached the young priest and rested a hand on his shoulder. “You must go to England to investigate. It is time for you to fulfil your purpose. You know what to do.”




  Cronin nodded solemnly. “Yes, Your Eminence,” he said, and took his leave.




  Cardinal Desayer turned back to the window and looked up to the blackened sky. A storm was coming.




  Chapter 1




  The Grand National maybe the most famous race in the world, but to the aficionado the Cheltenham Gold Cup is the ultimate prize for the steeplechaser. Three and a quarter miles of undulating turf and bone-crunching fences are followed by a stiff uphill climb to the finish that can break the heart and will of the most talented animal. It is a test of skill, speed, and stamina unlike any other; a gauntlet of grit, guts, gumption and galvanism. Only the bravest need apply.




  Thomas Jennings had no particular interest in horseracing, but at the bidding of the First Lord of the Treasury, he found himself in a luxury box overlooking Prestbury Park anticipating the start of the big race. The Prime Minister, Jonathan Ayres, was the owner of the favourite, a horse named Jumping Jon who was unbeaten in eight starts. Jennings was on duty as personal protection.




  It was not the first time that Ayres had specifically requested Jennings’ services. Over the past couple of months, since the Mulholland incident, Jennings had found himself increasingly in demand by the premier. It was a huge compliment but he wasn’t quite sure what to make of it all.




  Ayres put down his binoculars and turned to address Jennings. “Exciting isn’t it?” he said.




  “Yes sir,” Jennings replied. “It was good of you to think of me.”




  Ayres smiled. “Not at all. A hero like yourself has to have some perks to the job.”




  “That’s very kind of you to say sir, but I’m not really a hero.”




  “Nonsense, don’t be so modest,” said Ayres. “You risked your life to find a killer – the killer of my best friend.”




  “I suppose so. But there were other people involved.”




  “Yes, yes, I know. But you’re part of our team.”




  Ayres returned to his binoculars and watched the horses circle at the start. Jennings got to his feet and viewed the action on the giant screen. He shuffled nervously. It was his first time at a race meeting and he’d been instantly smitten by the buzz of the crowd. The atmosphere at the course had been electric all day. Whether you were into horseracing or not, there was no denying the infectious energy permeating the air. Even the incessant rain hadn’t dampened the spirits of the happy-go-lucky enthusiasts. They were expecting something special; and now, by suggestion, so was Jennings.




  The horses got into line behind the starting tape. The flag went up. The flag came down. The tape lifted. The race began. A crazed clamour came from the crowd.




  The horses approached the first fence at speed. Jennings’ heart filled his mouth. As Jumping Jon touched down safely there was audible relief in the Prime Minister’s box. One down, twenty-one to go.




  After the second obstacle the field came past the stands for the first time, and the crowd let out another mighty roar. Jumping Jon lobbed along in the middle of the fourteen runners, his jockey content and still, saving energy for the two circuits ahead.




  As the horses headed away from the stands Jonathan Ayres took a sip of water and steadied himself. Jennings stayed glued to the action, unable to take his eyes away. He’d broken the habit of a lifetime and placed a bet. He’d put fifty pounds on the Prime Minister’s horse at 3/1. He stood to make a £150 profit if it won; which the PM had assured him it would.




  The horses passed the stands once more and headed out onto their final circuit. Jumping Jon was in third place, a couple of lengths off the leader, still cruising and his jockey yet to move a muscle. Jennings tightened up and whispered “come on boy” under his breath.




  The tempo of the race wound up, and one by one the lesser lights tailed out of contention. As the leaders flew downhill towards the tricky third-last there were only four horses left in it; Jumping Jon was in second, still tanking along. He negotiated the fence with ease and continued to breathe down the neck of the leader. The other two contenders began to flounder in the rain-softened ground.





  At the second-last it was still neck and neck, but then Jumping Jon’s rider let out some rein and he started to shoot clear. He arrived at the last fence with an ever-increasing lead of four lengths. Jennings held his breath, willing the horse over the final flight. Jumping Jon rose majestically, flying through the air with the grace of a gymnast. But then, on landing, he lost his footing and stumbled almost to a halt. The jockey shot halfway up his neck and held on grimly. The crowd let out a great gasp. The horse in second, Barney’s Bluff, jumped the fence and drew level.




  With all his strength, Jumping Jon’s jockey righted himself and pulled hard at the reins, virtually picking his mount off the floor. Barney’s Bluff drew away. Back on an even keel, but with three lengths to make up, Jumping Jon started to rally, slowly whittling away his opponent’s lead. The crowd regained their voice and cheered violently. Jennings, forgetting the company he was in, rode out the finish with flailing arms and falsetto voice.




  A hundred yards from the line Jumping Jon was still a length down and seemingly destined for the runner-up spot. The Cheltenham hill, however, is most unforgiving, and Barney’s Bluff began to tire. Jumping Jon was wearing him down with every stride: three quarters of a length; half a length; a quarter of a length; a neck. The crowd screamed like never before. And then there was hush. The horses had crossed the line together, nobody could tell who had won.




  “Photograph!” called the announcer. “Photograph for first place!”




  A breathless Jonathan Ayres turned to Jennings. “What do you think?” he asked.




  Jennings shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know sir. I couldn’t really tell. It looked like a dead-heat to me.”




  “I couldn’t tell either,” said Ayres. “Let’s just keep our fingers crossed.”




  “If it helps sir, I think there’s another 30,000 people here who are hoping for the same thing.”




  “I suppose I’d better go down to the winner’s circle, just in case.”




  Jennings led Ayres and his wife down the stairs towards the enclosure. Two other Special Branch operatives, Stone and Davis, cleared a way through the crowd.




  The horses and jockeys returned to the unsaddling enclosure. The hanging silence spoke volumes. Jennings was as tense as everybody else. Even with his limited knowledge of horseracing he sensed that he was part of a unique moment. The wait was interminable, the air growing thicker with every agonizing second. Then, just as patience reached the end of its elasticity, the loud speaker crackled to life.




  “Here is the result for first place,” said the announcer. There was a Mexican murmur and the crowd rocked nervously. Please be number eight, thought Jennings.




  “First…number eight!”




  The whole place exploded with cheers of joy and relief. Hats dotted the sky. Carried away in the wave of euphoria Jennings punched the air with delight. But his fist froze at its apex. His eyes fell upon a bearded Indian man standing behind a rail twenty yards away. He wore a dark grey suit and trench coat, and matching trilby hat. Unlike the rest of the crowd he was neither vociferous nor animated. His right arm was in a shooting posture, his hand hidden under the sleeve of the coat and pointing towards Jonathan Ayres. All Jennings could see was a dark tunnel, but he was almost certain that the man had a gun.




  Instinctively Jennings jumped in front of the Prime Minister. He felt a thud in his chest and he hit the ground. The man disappeared into the crowd.




  Chapter 2




  It had been three months since Stratton had died. Stella Jones was still coming to terms with her loss. Even now his death seemed dreamily unreal. As she paced up and down the supermarket aisles, she wondered what she could do to lay his ghost to rest. There had been no funeral – the body snatching incident had seen to that – and so no chance to say a proper goodbye. The stagnant cloud of her soul was hovering in the past. She needed the storm to break and wash her clean. The world was moving on apace without her. She needed closure.




  A suspicious-looking figure in a white hoodie broke her thoughts. He was hanging around the spirit section with light-fingered intent. She casually wandered over to the beers to get a closer look, just in time to catch the youth secreting a bottle of Blue Label into the pouch of his top. He turned to leave, only to find the way barred.




  “I think you ought to put that back,” said Stella, standing firm, arms folded.




  The gawky thief looked at her incredulously. “Put what back?” he said.




  “The vodka. And don’t pretend you haven’t got it.”




  The thief grunted. “Who the fuck are you anyway?”




  “I’m the store detective.”




  Realizing the futility of playing dumb, the thief grunted again, removed the bottle, and put it back on the shelf. Then, with gazelle-like speed, he made a break for it. Stella didn’t move. It was enough for her that the goods had been returned. Chasing after him would involve a lot of effort for a minimal result. Apart from the physical side there would be the police and a stream of paperwork to deal with. And all for what? The kid would get a slap on the wrist and carry on as he had been. There would be no repercussions, arrest was just an occupational hazard.




  Stella chided herself for being so cynical. She was slowly losing her moral grip. She could hear Stratton’s voice in her head, telling her not to stop caring. But how could she care? She felt like she was up against insurmountable odds. The world was a desolate place these days; if it wasn’t war and starvation abroad, it was knifings and shootings at home. The streets of Britain were fast becoming a savage dystopia, as a disaffected and forgotten generation waged their anger at a society in which poverty itself had become a crime. In the face of this, was it possible to stand firm and true? Where could you find the strength to hold your head up high and continue doing the right thing?




  Stella carried on dutifully pacing the aisles with her mock trolley of goods. It occurred to her that by letting the shoplifter go, she had missed out on the only excitement she was likely to have that day. A good chase might have stemmed her malaise. She had only taken the job to stop herself moping around the flat, but instead of lifting her spirits it had chiselled away at her even more.




  The store manager Barry Bathwick approached Stella in the frozen food section. “Hi Stella,” he said. “How’s it going?”




  “It’s ok,” she said. “Very quiet.”




  “What about that lad in the drinks’ aisle stealing the vodka?”




  “He put it back.”




  “Why didn’t you try to stop him?” said Bathwick nervously. Stella’s forthright nature made him uncomfortable.




  Stella shrugged. “To be honest with you Barry, I just couldn’t be bothered. What’s the point? Nothing would have happened to him anyway.”




  “That’s not the attitude is it?”




  In a show of petulance Stella pushed her trolley into a cabinet. “No, it’s not the fucking attitude! Do you think I don’t know that! But what do you expect? Trudging up and down this two-bit store all day! Listening to your tedious crap! It’s enough to break anyone’s spirit!”




  Barry Bathwick raised his head and straightened his tie officiously. “Well, if you don’t like it…”




  “Yes. I know exactly where the door is, thank you.”




  Outside the supermarket she reached into her handbag and fished out her cigarettes. She had been thinking about quitting but hadn’t quite gotten round to it. She lit up and took a deep lungful of smoke. Ahh…a friend in need, she thought.




  She walked slowly to her car, regretting her rashness. The job had been shitty, but it had been something to do. Now all she had to look forward to was Jeremy Kyle and endless repeats of Diagnosis Murder. She had to break free and leave the past behind. Perhaps she needed to see a psychiatrist.




  As she opened the door to her MR2 a soft voice spoke to her. “Are you ok there?” it asked.




  Stella turned round to see a young bespectacled priest. He was carrying a bag of shopping and his face looked full of genuine concern.




  “I’m ok,” she said. “I’ve had worse days.”




  “Of course,” said the priest. His voice was kind with a gentle Irish lilt. “You just look like you could do with talking to someone.”




  Stella smiled politely and said, “Thank you for your concern, Father, but I’m really ok. I just want to get home.”




  “Of course you do,” said the priest. “I’m sorry to have troubled you. You must forgive my intrusion.”




  Stella looked at the apologetic priest and felt a twinge of guilt: he was, after all, only trying to help. “Don’t mention it Father,” she said. “It’s nice to know that there are still people who care.”




  “Of course there are. And there always will be.”




  “Goodbye Father,” she said, and got into the car.




  “Goodbye my child,” the priest hollered after her. “And if you ever need solace you can find me at Our Lady’s – ask for Father Pat Cronin!”




  Chapter 3




  The crowd continued to cheer. Jonathan Ayres was lost in a world of confusion. He looked down at Jennings’ prone body and then looked around for help. Jennings’ two Special Branch colleagues sprang into action. Davis headed into the crowd to chase the gunman, and Stone shielded Ayres and his wife. The noise began to die as section by section it dawned on the racegoers that something was wrong.




  “What the hell happened there?” Ayres asked Stone.




  “An attempt on your life sir, I believe,” he said calmly. He then radioed the rest of his team with a description of the gunman and a command to seal off all exits.




  “What about Jennings?” said Ayres, pointing to the lifeless body.




  “Oh, he’ll be alright sir. Just a bit winded I expect. He’s wearing body armour.” He kicked Jennings in the ribs. “Come on lazybones! Stop playing dead – we’ve got a gunman to catch.”




  Jennings groaned and got to his knees, looking down in disgust at his mud-covered suit.




  “Thank God!” said Ayres. “I thought you were dead.”




  Jennings got to his feet, and after a brief discussion with Stone raced into the bewildered crowd to join the search. He jostled his way through the masses, frantically turning this way then that. Intermittently he bobbed his head up above the throng in a desperate search for his man. It was nigh on impossible though; he was drifting, lost in a never-ending sea of trench coats and trilbies.




  He barged through the melee and found some breathing space at the back of the paddock. He was joined by an equally disconsolate Davis who, being near to retirement, was almost worn out with effort.




  “Anything?” asked his colleague between gasps for air.




  “Not a thing,” replied Jennings. “All I can see is hats. I think we’re going to have to evacuate the place and get him on the way out.”




  “I agree,” Davis nodded. “It’s going to be a nightmare, but it has to be done.” He radioed Stone who gave authorization.




  Two minutes later the public address crackled to life and advised racegoers to exit the course. There was no cause for alarm.




  In true British fashion, the crowd began to vacate in an orderly manner. No fussing or complaining, just a sombre stroll to the gates. Jennings watched with a tinge of national pride. When it came to a crisis nobody in the world coped better than his fellow countrymen.




  Two men were posted at each gate. They all had a description of the gunman. Jennings, Davis and Stone waited patiently as the stands emptied. Their man was unlikely to risk exiting with everyone else. He would probably try and hide out somewhere until the place was deserted.




  With the last patron gone and the Prime Minister safely on his way back to Downing Street, Stone organized his search team. As well as himself, Jennings and Davis, there were another five Special Branch operatives. They split up into four teams of two, and each pair was allocated a separate area.




  Jennings and Davis walked into the main stand. The heaving sardine tin of an hour before had been replaced by long, empty spaces, and deserted lobbies and bars. Plastic cups and discarded betting slips littered the carpets and corridors. The air was heavy with the lingering scent of sweat and stale alcohol. Jennings cast his eyes around looking for places to hide: there were plenty, too many – counters; cupboards; toilets; elevators; stairwells – their man could be anywhere.




  Davis sighed. “Where do we start then?” he asked resignedly.




  They ambled slowly to the end of the stand and began their search. The day wasn’t panning out quite as Jennings had planned. The joyful punter had turned into a weary hunter. He wondered if there was any way of removing himself from the Prime Minister’s list of favourites.




  Outside the clouds drew closer. The soft patter of rain pinged the windows, and the heavens gave a hungry rumble. Jennings looked to the skies with a thickening sense of doom. He suddenly noticed how dense and warm the atmosphere had become. Converse to the open space in which he stood he was feeling quite claustrophobic. Beads of sweat began to form on his brow. He glanced across to Davis who was searching behind a Tote counter. “Is it just me, or is it stifling in here?” he asked his partner.




  “I think it’s just you,” Davis replied. “I’m feeling a bit chilly myself. Maybe you’re going through the menopause,” he chuckled.




  Jennings ignored the comment and headed towards the other end of the long counter. He loosened his tie as he walked. His breathing became laboured. An invisible force bore down, suffocating him with a cloying cloak. The world started spinning around him. He stumbled and searched for the counter, but his legs had already buckled and he fell to the floor like a scarecrow. A fleeting vision entered his head; and then nothing.




  Davis raced over to his stricken colleague. He knelt down and shook Jennings’ arm. “Jennings! Are you alright? What the fuck’s going on?” There was no response. He felt for a pulse and was relieved to find one. He shook him again, this time with more vigour. “Jennings! Wake up man!”




  Jennings groaned and opened his eyes. The room had thankfully ceased to spin.




  “What happened mate?” Davis asked earnestly.




  Jennings sat up and shook his head. The fever had left him. “I’ve no idea Bob, I’ve never had anything like that happen to me before. I overheated, stumbled, and then…”




  “And then what?” Davis pressed.




  Jennings sprang to his feet. “The toilets! We’ve got to get to the toilets at the far end. I think Stone’s in trouble.”




  Without another word Jennings raced off, followed by a befuddled Davis who believed his partner to have gone off the rails.




  Jennings slowed to a halt just before the entrance to the washroom. Pulling out his gun he signalled Davis to be quiet. Davis, still bemused, nodded and drew his own weapon. They silently sidled up to the wide arch. Jennings steadied his breath and cautiously poked his head round. There was a narrow aisle with a bank of cubicles on either side. At the far end was a urinal trough. All seemed quiet, and he was about to enter the convenience when his eyes fell upon something sticking out of a compartment on the far left. “Fuck,” he muttered, turning his head away.




  “What is it?” whispered Davis.




  “Stone’s leg,” said Jennings. “It’s sticking out of one of the cubicles. I think he’s down.”




  Davis sighed. “What about Appleby? Weren’t they supposed to be paired up?”




  “Yes,” Jennings nodded. “But all I can see is the one leg. I’ll have to go in. Cover me.”




  Jennings edged round into the tiled opening. He cringed as the stench of stale urine hit his nasal receptors. All was silent and there was no movement from Stone’s protruding leg. He proceeded slowly checking each stall in turn, left then right. Behind him Davis moved his gun from side to side in nervous anticipation. A noise came from the urinals, and for a split second Jennings froze. Then, realizing that it was just the automatic flush, he carried on down towards the end booth.




  Stone’s bloody head was slumped against the toilet bowl, his dark hair matted above a crimson stream. Jennings reached down and felt his neck. The pulse was faint, but it was there. He signalled Davis for help.




  “Looks like he’s just hit his head,” said Davis.




  Jennings put a finger to his lips and shook his head. He then carried on round towards the bank of wash basins on the left-hand wall. He turned the corner and froze.




  In front of him, with an arm round Appleby’s neck and a gun to his head, was the would-be assassin. His dark skin glistened with sweat. Eyeing Jennings with a cold detachment he said, “Put down your weapon and throw it across to me.”




  Jennings hesitated for a moment but decided to comply. This man was not for messing with.




  “Good,” said the man. “Now tell your partner to come round and do the same.”




  Davis duly obliged.




  The assassin kicked the guns into the corner and instructed Jennings and Davis to sit down on the floor and cuff themselves to the basin. After they had complied he whacked his pistol down on Appleby’s skull and sent him crashing to the ground. He then walked up to Jennings and stared down at him curiously. “You are a good man,” he said. “Your eyes tell me this. Your aura tells me this. Get away from these people before it is too late.”




  “What do you mean?” said Jennings.




  He received no answer. The man disappeared and said nothing more.




  Chapter 4




  A bitter wind swept across the dimly-lit yard. Jack Jones pulled his woollen hat down over his ears, adjusted his scarf, and carried on shovelling the slurry. The milking was done and his wife had gone indoors to make dinner. Once he’d finished mucking out he would be joining her. The thought of a delicious farmhouse stew was keeping him warmer than any garment ever could. Farming had become a thankless and profitless vocation, but there was still nothing to compare with the satisfying moment when, after a long day’s labour, he walked into the glowing kitchen and caught that first whiff of proper home-cooked provender.




  A high-pitched bleat from a nearby field stopped his tireless efforts. He listened intently as the noise grew. Within seconds the entire flock was acting as one giant ovine alarm bell. He threw down his spade and raced into the barn to fetch his shotgun. It was the fourth time in a fortnight that the sheep had kicked off, and on each of the previous occasions one had gone missing. This time he was going to catch whoever or whatever it was in the act.




  He approached the field at pace, his firearm cocked at the ready. He reached the gate and stooped to switch on the generator. The previous day he had installed a bank of lights across the nearside fence; the dark would be no hiding place tonight.




  The lamps blazed across the meadow, startling the sheep and even Jones himself. He squinted and lifted his free hand to his eyes as he accustomed them to the light. The sheep were scattered and bleating harder than ever. He scoured the horizon. About two hundred yards away, beyond the far fence, a figure hovered in the shadows. Jones moved quickly towards it, hoping to get in range for a decent shot. But as he moved so did his quarry. He stopped and aimed at speed, shooting twice. The dark figure halted briefly and Jones thought he caught two flashes of yellow staring back at him. But then, in an instant, the eyes and the silhouette were gone, swallowed up by the pitch of the moor. Jones sighed and let his gun hang loose.




  The flock began to quiet. Jones headed for the far fence. On the top line of barbed wire he found strands of fleece peppered with blood. It had been the same on each previous occasion. He shook his head with perplexity. What was he dealing with here? What sort of creature managed to get a whole sheep over a three-and-a-half-foot barrier? He’d never believed the stories of a beast hiding out on the moor, but he was beginning to wonder. He fingered the fleece thoughtfully.




  An object on the grass next to the fencepost caught his eye. It appeared to be a piece of cloth. He bent down to investigate and found that it was in fact a small canvas bag no bigger than his hand. He tried to pick it up but it was attached to the post. Freeing the package he opened it up, delved inside, and pulled out a roll of banknotes. He scratched his head.




  After checking on the rest of the flock and finishing the mucking out he headed inside for dinner. Mrs Jones was at the sink draining the potatoes. “Foxes again?” she said.




  “What?” replied Jones absently.




  “Foxes,” she reiterated. “I ‘eard them sheep goin’ off again. An’ you with that gun.”




  “No, not foxes. Something else. I dunno what.”




  He pulled the bag from his pocket and emptied the contents onto the table. Then he unfurled the money and counted it. There was £1000 in total. Tucked between the last two notes was a small scrap of paper. Jones opened it up and eyed the inscription. It read: ‘Thanks for all the sheep, hope this covers it’. He sat back with a half smile, more confused than ever.




  Chapter 5




  Stella washed her hands and began preparing the vegetables for her soup. With a potato as a head, celery as torso and limbs, and a limp carrot dangling, she made an effigy of Barry Bathwick on the chopping board. She brought the knife down forcefully, striking a blow against petty-minded little Hitler’s the world over. The slicing of the carrot provoking particular pleasure.




  A phone call from Jennings stopped her vindictive dissections. He said he was in the area and asked if it was okay to pop round. Stella was only too pleased to say yes. Her social life hadn’t exactly been setting the world alight of late, and Jennings was always good company. He had been a real rock since Stratton’s demise, and although she would never admit it, she had come to rely on his frequent visits for her sanity. There was probably more to his intentions than met the eye, but he always behaved impeccably towards her.




  “What a day!” said Jennings as he entered the flat.




  “Why?” said Stella. “What happened?”




  Jennings looked at her in disbelief. “Where have you been?” he said. “Haven’t you seen the news, or listened to the radio?”




  “No. I’ve been asleep all afternoon. I had a bad day myself. Anyway, don’t keep me in suspenders, tell me what happened.”




  Stella made some coffee and listened intently as Jennings gave her a blow-by-blow account of the afternoon’s events.




  “Fucking hell!” she said, when he’d finished. “I can’t believe it. So the guy’s got clean away then?”




  “Well yeah, I guess so,” said Jennings sheepishly. “I didn’t have any other choice.”




  “I know you didn’t. I just thought that maybe one of the others would have got him on the way out.”




  “No. He left the toilets and disappeared,” shrugged Jennings. “We had people posted at all the exits but no-one saw anything. He just vanished into thin air.”




  “What about that fainting business?” she asked. “Weren’t you scared?”




  “I don’t know really. It was kind of scary, but it was more weird than anything else. I felt like I’d been overcome by some exterior force. As if I wasn’t there anymore. I’m sure Stratton could have explained it.” Stella’s face fell, and Jennings realized his faux pas. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”




  Stella put the thought from her mind and braved a smile. “It’s alright,” she said. “There’s no point skirting around the subject. He’s gone and that’s that. It’s best that I get used to it. I can’t live my life hanging onto ghosts can I?”




  “No, you can’t. But you can’t just block things out either. You have to go through the grieving process or else the pain will stay hidden inside.”




  “I guess so,” she said. “Anyway Doctor Jennings would you like to stay for something to eat? I’m in the middle of making soup.”




  Jennings accepted the invitation gratefully. His recent diet of burgers, pizzas and curries was beginning to take its toll on both his body and his mind. His workload had been so heavy that he’d barely set foot in his flat, let alone cooked for himself. A home-made meal was just what he needed.




  He turned the TV on to watch the news, wondering what the media was making of it all. As he suspected they had already put the blame squarely at the feet of Al-Qaeda. Apparently, a ‘reliable source’ had informed the BBC that the secret services were almost certain the assassination attempt had been carried out by the Muslim terror group. Jennings laughed to himself. Was there anything the newsmongers wouldn’t blame on Islam? Sure, the guy had been Asian, but he was a Sikh, not a Muslim. Jennings had noticed the long hair peeping out from under his hat, and the traditional bangles on his wrist. He went to the kitchen and voiced his concern to Stella.




  “Do you think they’ve just made it up then?” she asked.




  “Probably. It wouldn’t be the first time. But I suppose it could be deliberate misinformation. If the guy thinks they’re looking for a Muslim then he might get a bit lax. Although I doubt it would work with this man, he had that look about him. You know the one I mean?”




  “Yeah. Professional, unfeeling, inscrutable, and deadly. Just like Yoshima.”




  “Pretty much,” he nodded. “But there was something different in his voice. Yoshima was just plain cold and inhuman. This guy seemed like he had a purpose, as if he took no pleasure in what he was doing.”




  Stella finished off in the kitchen and brought the soup and a couple of warm baguettes to the table. Jennings set about his food assiduously.




  “What do you think he meant when he said ‘get away from these people’?” Stella asked.




  Jennings finished a mouthful of bread and replied. “Just what he said I suppose. God knows why. Your guess is as good as mine. He seemed concerned though. Maybe he’s right, maybe I should get away. It’s not like I haven’t been thinking about it anyway.”




  “You’d be lost,” said Stella. “You wouldn’t know what to do with yourself.”




  “I don’t know. I could maybe do something a bit more fulfilling. Something creative perhaps?”




  “Trust me, you’d miss it if you left. Take it from one who knows. There’s not a day goes by when I don’t wish that I was back in the fold. Leaving was the worst mistake I ever made.”




  “Why don’t you come back then?” asked Jennings.




  “Because Brennan won’t let me. He thinks it’s a kneejerk reaction to Stratton’s death. Thinks I’ll quit as soon as a better offer comes up. What do you think?”




  Jennings knew better than to get involved and carried on with his meal.




  “Well?” pressed Stella.




  “I don’t know,” said Jennings diplomatically. “I know you want to come back, but you have to respect his point of view. Give it another six months and try him again. If you’re still interested you’ll prove it’s not a flash in the pan.”




  “That’s exactly what he said,” tutted Stella.




  Jennings finished his food in silence, contemplating Stella’s words. Much as the job got to him every now and then, he knew that she was probably right and that he would miss it. Deep down there was a part of him that craved the danger and excitement of days like these.




  Stella cleared away the crockery and they adjourned to the living area. Cigarette in one hand, glass of wine in the other, she proceeded to regale Jennings with the events of her day. He feigned interest as he always did. “You should really learn to curb that temper of yours,” he said when she’d finished.




  “Thanks for that,” snorted Stella. “A bit of support wouldn’t go amiss.”




  “Sorry, you’re right. I’m not really thinking about what I’m saying. My mind’s still elsewhere.”




  “Don’t worry about it,” said Stella guiltily. “The last thing you probably need is some neurotic woman burdening you with her problems.”




  Jennings smiled at her. “I don’t mind,” he said. “You’re not neurotic, you’re just going through a tough time. Everyone needs someone to talk to.”




  Stella finished her glass of wine. “Do you fancy another drink?” she asked.




  “I would, but I’d better be getting off. I’ve got to be in early tomorrow.”




  “Of course,” said Stella. “Meetings to attend and reports to write. Now that’s something I don’t miss.”




  “Yeah, it’s going to be a long day,” said Jennings.




  Chapter 6




  It was nearing midnight and the backstreets of Peckham were all but deserted. Abdullah Abebi halted briefly and drew up his collar to keep out the cold. He gave a cursory backward glance and continued onwards, his footsteps echoing eerily in the emptiness, and the icy air reflecting his nebulous breath. The dusty languor of his hometown seemed a million miles away.




  He was on his way back from the mosque. His meeting with the elders had gone smoothly, he thought. The atmosphere had been grave but not hostile. The discussions had been open and honest. Abdullah had expressed his concerns and they had expressed theirs. He had used his cover as an emissary to good effect. If they were hiding anything then they were hiding it well.




  Abdullah stopped again and looked over his shoulder. The street behind him appeared to be devoid of life, but his instincts told him to be on guard. A fog was drawing in and visibility was low. In the prevailing conditions a man could easily be followed without his knowledge. Alert to the possibilities he stepped up his pace.




  As he walked his sense of uncertainty grew. Shadows leapt out from behind every wall and gateway. Phantom footsteps dogged him with a sinister resonance. A brisk walk became a slow run. His heart drummed.




  The unseen menace drew closer and closer until he could feel it almost clawing at his heels. Conquering his fear, he stopped dead, and span round in fighting stance. The street was empty. Abdullah caught his breath and then laughed at his paranoia. He continued on his way.




  The actual attack happened quickly, about two hundred yards from his bedsit. A noise from behind preceding a sting in his side. He turned to face his assailant, but all he saw was a dark figure dissipating into the mist. For a moment he stood frozen, and then the pain hit him. He clutched his ribs and fell to the ground. Blood trickled between his fingers and pooled on the pavement.




  Abdullah stared up to the heavens. A break in the fog allowed him a clear view of the stars. He smiled and took comfort in the knowledge that he would soon be joining them. But as he drifted into darkness a voice halted him. He had to stay alive; he had to warn them.




  Chapter 7




  After a dull morning of meetings and debriefs Jennings found himself standing outside Jonathan Ayres’ office. Anthony Bliss, the Prime Minister’s private secretary, knocked on the door and led him through. Ayres got up from his desk and offered his hand. “Ah, Jennings, good to see you,” he said genuinely.




  Anthony Bliss left and Jennings took a seat opposite the PM.




  “Would you like a drink of anything?” Ayres asked. “Tea, coffee – something stronger?”




  “Just coffee please sir. I’m still on duty.”




  “I wouldn’t worry about that,” said Ayres. “Nobody’s going to know.”




  “I appreciate that sir, but coffee will do just fine.”




  Ayres poured two cups from the cafetiere and passed one to Jennings, then produced a half bottle of brandy from the desk drawer and laced his own drink. “Are you sure you don’t want to make your coffee more interesting?” he asked.




  “I’m sure,” said Jennings, tempted but wishing to keep a clear head.




  Ayres sat down and took a sip of his coffee. “Well,” he said. “Yesterday was rather exciting wasn’t it?”




  “Exciting?” queried Jennings. “I suppose so sir. That’s one way of looking at it.”




  “Sorry Jennings, that was the wrong phrase to use. I appreciate that it was a difficult day for you.”




  “No need to apologize to me sir, you were the one they were trying to kill.”




  “Yes, of course,” said Ayres. “But you were the one who took the bullet. I’m extremely grateful you know. I’m going to be putting you forward for the George Cross.”




  Jennings bowed his head and blushed inwardly. “I don’t know what to say sir. It was just instinct really. It’s what I’m trained to do.”




  Ayres smiled. “It may well be, but to risk your life for another human being is the noblest gesture of all.”




  “To be fair, I was wearing body armour sir.”




  Ayres waved his hand dismissively. “That’s as maybe. But that wasn’t in your mind when you acted. You could have been shot in the head – body armour wouldn’t have saved you from that. I admire your humility, but the fact is, as I said yesterday, you are a hero.”




  “Thank you sir,” said Jennings accepting the compliment to end the conversation. The barrage of praise was making him uncomfortable.




  “Do you mind if I smoke?” Ayres asked.




  Jennings said he didn’t.




  Ayres got out an ashtray and lit a cigarette. “What do you make of it all then Jennings?” he said. “Who do you think wants to kill me?”




  “Could be anybody sir.”




  “Am I that unpopular?” laughed Ayres.




  “No sir, I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant that it was difficult to narrow down. Nobody’s claimed responsibility yet. Until then we have to look at all the possibilities.”




  “I know that,” said Ayres. “But what’s your opinion? What does your instinct say? Do you think it’s Muslim fanatics?”




  Jennings shook his head. “That’s the obvious assumption to make, but I’m not so sure. I’m fairly certain the guy was a Sikh. You haven’t done anything to annoy the Sikhs have you sir?”




  “Not that I’m aware of.”




  “Anyway sir,” said Jennings. “Wouldn’t it be better to ask Brennan about all this? He’s probably got a lot more information than I have.”




  “Yes, yes, of course he has. I’ve spoken to him already. But Brennan, for all his brilliance, is slow and methodical. You Jennings, on the other hand, appear to be blessed with fantastic intuition. What does your gut tell you?”




  Jennings looked at the expectant Prime Minister, unsure of what to say.




  “Well?” Ayres pressed.




  Jennings shrugged. “It’s not really telling me anything, sir. Except that I don’t think there was a political agenda.”




  “Why do you say that?”




  “Just because. I can’t validate the statement with hard facts. I just got the feeling that, whatever was going on in the assassin’s head, it was much deeper than just political idealism.”




  Ayres raised his eyebrows. “Are you suggesting that political idealism is somewhat frivolous?”




  “Not at all sir,” said Jennings, slightly embarrassed. “I only meant that his grievance didn’t appear to be a secular one. To me, he seemed to be operating at a higher level – on a spiritual plane, if you like. I know it may sound stupid, but you did ask what I thought.”




  “Absolutely,” said Ayres. “I’m glad you’ve been honest with me. And, for the record, I don’t think it sounds stupid at all. If you think there’s more to it than politics then I’m quite prepared to believe you, but that brings us back to religion.”




  “I suppose so,” admitted Jennings. “But like I said: he was a Sikh. And unless you can think of a reason why they’d want you dead…”




  Ayres shook his head. “I can’t,” he said. “Of course, there may be some old grievance that I’m not aware of. But remember Jennings, the assassination attempt wasn’t personal against me – it was aimed at the nation as a whole.”




  Jennings took a sip of his coffee and looked across at the Prime Minister. He wondered if Ayres was right and that it was an attack on the British as a nation. Personally, he had his doubts: a bullet was a device of singular intent. It would have been more efficacious to use a bomb; but a bomb would have killed others and the assassin hadn’t wanted to do that. After all, he’d had the chance to kill Stone, Appleby, Davis and himself. If it was a statement against the nation, he would have shot them without compunction. No, this guy wanted Ayres, and Ayres alone. But why?




  “Are you alright Jennings?” Ayres asked. “You’ve gone a bit quiet.”




  “Yes, I’m fine sir. I was just thinking, that’s all.”




  “What about?”




  “Yesterday, sir. Nothing seems to add up.”




  Ayres got out of his chair and paced behind the desk. “I agree with you Jennings,” he said. “The whole thing’s entirely confusing. Between us and the Yanks we’ve got the best intelligence network in the world. It’s got to the point where it’s almost impossible for a terrorist to sneeze without our knowledge. And yet, a man breezes in to Cheltenham and takes a shot at me, and we don’t have the first clue as to who the hell he is, or who or what he represents. It seems that we have a new enemy; an unseen enemy. I’ll be honest with you Jennings – I don’t feel safe at all.”




  “I understand your concern sir,” sympathized Jennings. “But I wouldn’t have thought that he’ll try anything again soon. It’s highly unlikely that anyone will – not with the step up in security.”




  Ayres returned to his seat. “Yes, you’re right, of course. I’m just a little jittery about the whole thing. It’s very easy to get complacent when you’re in a privileged position. You forget that not everybody’s going to like you and your policies. ‘You can’t please all of the people all of the time’, as they say.”




  “No, sir,” agreed Jennings.




  “Anyway,” said Ayres. “This all leads to the reason I asked you to come over. In light of yesterday’s events I’ve decided to have a slight change in my security arrangements.”




  “Sir?”




  “I’ve asked Brennan if I can have you permanently assigned to my little team, and he has agreed.”




  Jennings contemplated the news. It was an honour to be asked, but at the same time he had reservations. Of late, he’d had quite an easy time of it work wise: small assignments here and there; mostly daytime, no weekends. Being part of the Prime Minister’s personal team was going to throw his leisurely life out of kilter. With the current state of alarm he’d be lucky if he saw his own bed more than once a week.




  “Well?” said Ayres. “Is there a problem?”




  Jennings forced a smile. “No, sir, not at all. I was just thinking what a great honour it is.”




  “Of course it’s going to be a lot of work,” said Ayres, reading Jennings’ mind. “You’ll be on duty for long periods, and you’ll have to stay here most of the time. But,” he smiled, “don’t worry, you’ll be well rewarded for your sacrifice.”




  “Thank you sir,” said Jennings, resigned but unconvinced. He felt the thundering hooves of trouble galloping towards him at pace.




  Chapter 8




  “Is he going to survive Doctor?” said a voice.




  “I don’t know,” replied the doctor. “He lost a lot of blood. The knife only just missed his heart. We’ll have to see how he goes over the next few days.”




  Abdullah kept his eyes closed. Opening them would be too much of an effort. He was comfortable and warm, and loathe to ruin the moment. He had been drifting in and out of consciousness for he knew not how long. The last thing he had seen was the blue flash on top of the ambulance. At that point he had let go the fight and put his trust in the abilities of the paramedics: a trust, it turned out, that hadn’t been misplaced.




  Abdullah’s mind floated back to the orphanage. A surge of joy flowed through his body as he remembered his youth. For most people the thought of such an institution conjured up images of misery and squalor, but not for Abdullah. His childhood had not been one of quiet desperation, it had been one of education and wonder and enlightenment. He wasn’t pleased that his parents had been taken from him, but that unfortunate accident had opened up windows of opportunity that would otherwise have been closed to a boy of his underprivileged background.




  The first day had been the worst; emotional and frightened and not quite knowing what to expect, he had tried to escape before he entered the building. But his fears had been quickly allayed by the kindness of Gabriel.




  Gabriel was a missionary of no fixed country or religion. Intuiting a difference from the other children, he had taken the apprehensive Abdullah under his wing and helped him acculturate. With unceasing patience he had schooled him in mathematics, the sciences, languages and literature. By the time he was sixteen Abdullah was better educated than most university graduates.




  And then there was Miguel, Abdullah’s best friend. Miguel had arrived at the orphanage two weeks after himself. Having been orphaned at roughly the same time Gabriel decided that the two boys should room together. From day one, and throughout their childhood, they had been inseparable; sharing the vicissitudes of life, and helping each other through them. They were more like brothers than friends, and with Gabriel as a father figure they had formed their own little family. When the time finally arrived to leave the orphanage and enter the world outside, both boys were filled with regret.




  Abdullah remembered their last day with Gabriel vividly. After calling the boys into his room to say goodbye, he had confided in them the great secret. As he spoke, all that they had been taught suddenly fell into place. It became clear that Gabriel had been tutoring them for a purpose. Abdullah had always wondered why an unreligious man had taught them scripture so thoroughly; why he had given them such an in-depth knowledge of all persuasions. Now, at last, he knew.




  After Gabriel had finished speaking, a heavy silence hung over the room. Not only had he stunned them with a revelation, he had also set them a task that would consume the rest of their lives; a task that would mean the two friends going their separate ways. They had planned to travel together, the two brothers against the world, but Gabriel’s request put paid to this, and they knew it was right to comply with his wishes. Without him they would have been destined for a life of abject poverty like most of the other orphans. However hard it was to give up their plans, they had to respect the man who had given them so much.




  Abdullah had seen Miguel just twice since that fateful day, although they made a point of writing to each other at least once a month. Had it really been forty years? The time had gone so quickly. And now everything was coming to a head. The day Gabriel feared was fast approaching. Abdullah made a sign in his head, beseeching the universe to give him strength.




  Chapter 9




  The air was crisp and the sun was shining. Stella stepped out of her front door and took a deep invigorating breath. She had spent too much time indoors of late, and she was starting to go ‘stir crazy’. The current inertia meant that her fitness levels had dropped to an all-time low. To remedy the situation she had dusted off her running shoes and was about to attempt a two-mile run. A few years back it would have been no problem – she could have done five without breaking sweat, but since leaving Special Branch she’d let herself go. She wondered if she’d make it to the end of the road.




  She started off at a sedate pace, breathing rhythmically, and reached the end of the road without succumbing to a coronary. Considering their rustiness, her legs felt surprisingly springy. She upped her pace slightly and sped on with confidence, her system becoming clearer with every blood-pumping inhalation. She’d almost forgotten the joys of running and its mentally cleansing effects; she vowed that she would keep it up and go out at least four times a week.




  After a mile she’d had enough: her lungs were bursting, her legs had gone scarecrow, and her pulse was thumping faster than Michael Flatley’s feet. It didn’t matter that she was in the middle of a busy street – she had to stop. She collapsed onto a bench and lay face up with her eyes closed, oblivious to the passing world. Every mouthful of air felt like an icy stab to her chest. What had possessed her to go for a run? Never again, she thought. Never again.




  “Are you alright?” said a familiar voice.




  Stella opened her eyes. Looking down on her was the priest from outside the supermarket. “I…I’m…fine,” she stammered heavily.




  “Good,” said the priest. “I’m glad to hear it. It’s just that you looked to be quite distressed. That’s twice in two days.” He gave her a kindly smile.




  Stella dragged herself up to a sitting position and steadied her breathing. “I haven’t been running for ages. I think I might have overdone it just a tad.”




  “Just a tad, eh?” he grinned.




  “Yes,” said Stella, finding herself reciprocating. “Why are you here anyway? Are you stalking me Father Cronin?”




  “Ah, so you remember my name then. I suppose that’s a good thing. And no, I’m not stalking you, I just happened to be passing. It is a thoroughfare after all.”




  Stella stood up. “Well, thanks for your concern. But I’d better be heading back home.”




  “Oh, that’s a shame,” said Cronin. “I was going to ask you if you wanted to grab a coffee. I’m new around here, and I don’t really know anyone. Unless of course you’re too busy?”




  Stella’s instinct was to pretend she was. But looking into Cronin’s warm eyes she felt unable to lie. And what would be the harm? He was hardly going to hit on her, he was a Catholic priest. “No, I’m not busy,” she said. “I could do with a drink and a sit down. I hope you like Starbucks, because that’s all there is in Chiswick.”




  Stella grabbed a table at the back of the busy café while Father Cronin got the drinks. Her pulse was just about back to normal and she was thinking about how nice it would be to have a smoke. Unfortunately, she’d left her cigarettes at home, so she was going to have to sit it out. And besides, standing outside like a social pariah was never appealing.




  “There you go,” said Cronin, returning with the drinks. “One hot chocolate with cream and marshmallows.”




  “Thank you, Father.”




  “No, thank you Stella, for coming here. You probably have better things to be doing than humouring the clergy of a Saturday afternoon.”




  “You’d be surprised,” said Stella, prodding at a marshmallow. “My social diary hasn’t exactly been full of late.”




  Cronin eyed her thoughtfully. “I sense that you’ve been through some sort of trauma. Divorce maybe? A death in the family?”




  Stella continued to play with her drink.




  “I’m sorry,” said Cronin. “I’m being too nosy.”




  “No, don’t apologize,” said Stella. “I don’t mind. I was just thinking, that was all. It was a death.”




  Cronin sipped his coffee. “Family?” he asked.




  “Not exactly. It was an old friend of mine. An ex-boyfriend to be precise. Except he wasn’t really an ex when he died.” She shrugged. “It’s complicated.”




  “Ah,” said Cronin. “I shall pry no more then.”




  “It’s not like that, it’s just difficult to explain. Although I suppose, in a nutshell: I loved him; we split up; we got back in touch; I realized I still loved him; he died.”




  “It must have been awful for you,” Cronin sympathized.




  “Yes, it was. The worst thing was that I never got a chance to be with him properly again. We were reunited under extreme circumstances, and just didn’t have the time to really tell each other how we felt. I guess if we’d had the opportunity for that then I wouldn’t feel quite so bad. Even though he’s dead, I just feel like there’s still something hanging in the air between us. There doesn’t seem any way that I can make my peace with the situation.”




  “Of course. It’s a common phenomenon. Making your peace is extremely important. But it’s more about making peace with yourself than anybody else.”




  Stella gave an ironic laugh. “That’s exactly what he would have said.” She took a sip of hot chocolate and luxuriated as the warm liquid trickled slowly down to her stomach. Father Cronin was having a soothing effect on her. She didn’t know what it was – perhaps his reassuring smile, or his anodyne voice – but he made her feel safe, and she felt comfortable opening up to him. She couldn’t believe that she was saying so much to a man she hardly knew.




  “He must have been an exceptional man,” stated Cronin.




  “He was, most of the time. He had his moments though.”




  “If you don’t mind me asking, what exactly happened to him?”




  Stella thought for a moment. “He was shot. But I can’t tell you much more than that I’m afraid – it’s classified information”




  “Sounds intriguing,” said Cronin. “But I won’t press you.” He drank some more coffee. “What about the funeral? Did you not have a chance to say goodbye then?”




  “That’s part of the problem. There was no funeral.”




  Cronin raised his eyebrows. “No funeral?”




  “No. His body was stolen from the mortuary. God knows how, or why.”




  “Very odd,” Cronin mused. “Sounds very Burke and Hare. I didn’t realize bodysnatching still went on in this day and age.”




  “Well, seemingly it does.”




  “And there’s been no sign of the body since?”




  “None whatsoever. There’s just nothing for the police to go on.”




  “Well, I can see why it’s so difficult for you,” said Cronin. “What about a memorial service? Wouldn’t that help?”




  “Yes. I’ve thought about that. I’ve been trying to arrange something with his brother. But there’s a problem.”




  “Oh. What’s that?” asked Cronin.




  Stella sighed. “They didn’t get on, for one thing. The other being that their parents were murdered at roughly the same time as Stratton. His brother put the blame squarely on him. He doesn’t seem interested in remembering Stratton at all. It’s a case of good riddance as far as he’s concerned.”




  Cronin shook his head. “That’s a real shame,” he said. “But perhaps all is not lost. I can help you organize a service if you like. I can also have a word with his brother. He might be better disposed towards a priest.”




  Stella was about to answer when she caught sight of someone glancing over at them. Two tables down to the right a man was sitting reading the Daily Telegraph. He was Mediterranean-looking, wore a suit, and had dark brown hair greying at the temples. He had arrived just after she had sat down. When Stella returned his gaze he quickly went back to his paper.




  “Something wrong?” asked Cronin.




  “No. Well, I don’t think so.” She lowered her voice. “I just had the feeling we were being watched by some guy. It’s probably only paranoia. I’m always suspicious – it’s an unfortunate side-effect from years of duty.”




  “Oh yes. You said something about classified information earlier. What exactly do you do?”




  “It’s more a case of what I did,” she said. “I used to be in Special Branch, protecting government ministers and the like.”




  “Sounds very exciting,” said Cronin.




  “Yes, I suppose it was. But I’m out of it now, and that’s that.”




  She was thankful that Cronin didn’t press her any further on the subject. Instead, he asked her some more about Stratton and the possibilities of organizing a memorial. He seemed very interested in Stratton, and asked her plenty of questions about how they’d met, what sort of person he was, and what he was into. Stella put his inquisitiveness down to genuine concern and a desire to bring forth any latent emotions she was harbouring. He was a fantastic listener, and talking to him was proving a cathartic experience.




  After another hot chocolate Stella decided it was time to leave, or more importantly – time to go home for a cigarette.




  “Thank you very much for the chat, Father,” she said, as she left her seat.




  “It’s been my pleasure,” said Cronin. “I feel like I’ve made at least one friend around here now. I’ll be in touch with you about the memorial service.”




  “Yes, of course. Do you have a pen?”




  Cronin produced a silver biro from his pocket. Stella wrote down her number on a napkin.




  “Thank you,” said Cronin. “And remember, if you need to talk in the meantime, you can find me just down the road at Our Lady’s. Pop in whenever you like.”




  Stella thanked him again for his kindness and left smiling. Cronin followed her out.




  A minute after their departure, the Mediterranean picked up his paper and wandered out onto the street. He found a quiet spot and made a phone call.




  Chapter 10




  The sun sank into the horizon, a perfect pink semicircle surrounded by faint wisps of cloud. Stratton sat in the lotus position on a tree stump at the edge of the wood, looking out over the moor. By his side Titan sniffed the air inquisitively. It was chill, and a light frost was beginning to form.




  Stratton smiled as he took in the panorama, losing himself in the vast expanse of unbroken tranquillity. He’d been living in the woods for nearly three months and every afternoon he came to the same spot to think and reflect.




  His thoughts were currently with Stella. He wondered what she was doing, and whether she was happy again. He hoped with all his heart that she was getting on with her life. It was probably cruel not to let her know the truth, but telling her would have been far too dangerous. Only Oggi and his three lieutenants knew that he was alive, and he wanted to keep it that way. There was a whole world of trouble waiting for him beyond the fringes of the moor. A world of questions and assumptions that he wasn’t ready to deal with.




  Titan strutted out into the open, nosing the ground for scent. Stratton watched him for a while. The panther still fascinated him after all this time. He seemed happy enough in himself, but Stratton was beginning to wonder whether life on the moor was enough for the big cat, and whether it was becoming unsafe. Sooner or later – when enough livestock had been taken – men would hunt him down, and either kill him or capture him. A zoo was no place for his friend. Stratton had been contemplating the situation for some time, and an idea had occurred to him. A plan that might kill two birds with one stone.




  As the last light faded over the moor Titan finished his territorial rounds and Stratton walked with him back to base camp. The wood was darkening by the minute, but Stratton had trod the route so many times that no illumination was needed.





  In the distance, amidst the trees, he saw a flicker of orange, signifying that Oggi had lit a fire. The biker attended to the daily tasks of outdoor living with gusto. Stratton got the feeling that, despite his protestations, he was actually enjoying the fugitive lifestyle. Although he suspected that much more time in the wilderness was going to prove testing for their friendship. They couldn’t stay out here forever, but what could they do? Oggi was Britain’s most wanted man, and Stratton was supposed to be dead.




  “I’m making a stew,” Oggi said triumphantly. “I’ve used the last of the veg that the boys brought us. It should last us for a good few days. Hopefully by then they’ll be back with some more.”




  “Yes, hopefully,” said Stratton. “If not, then we’ll just have to survive on what we can find in the forest.”




  “Don’t even think about it Ray Mears. It might look appetizing on the telly, but I don’t expect the reality is half as good. Neither of us are survival experts. We’ll probably end up eating something poisonous – and it might not affect you Mr Messiah, but us mortals have a slightly weaker constitution.”




  “I wish you’d stop calling me that.”




  “What?” said Oggi. “Ray Mears, or Mr Messiah.”




  Stratton grinned. “You know which one.”




  “Well, you do have Messianic tendencies: healing the sick, rising from the dead etc.” Oggi paused. “I tell you what we could really do with though – some fish and some loaves. And maybe you could turn this stagnant water into wine. I’m dying for a drink.”




  “Maybe the boys will bring you some,” said Stratton. “That’s the least of our worries at the moment though. We can’t carry on living out here much longer. The weather’s getting warmer and soon the woods will be crawling with people in the daylight. It’s only a matter of time before someone discovers us.”




  “I guess so,” said Oggi. Much as he disliked life in the woods, it was better than prison. After the initial hardship he had inured himself to the harsh realities of life on the run. He and Stratton had dug out an underground shelter, and with the help of his boys had made it habitable. It was four feet deep and twelve feet square with a mattress at either side. There were a couple of low chairs, a table for eating, and a large supply of candles. At the front they had installed a makeshift chimney for an indoor fire. The roof was a wooden framework covered with a tarpaulin, earth and leaves. You could walk within two feet of it and not know it was there.




  “The stew smells good,” Stratton complimented. “You’re becoming a bit of a dab hand at al fresco cuisine.”




  “Well, when needs must,” said Oggi. “I’ve got to admit though – I’d give my right arm for a good curry and a pint of lager. When the lads come next I’m going to send them off for a takeaway.”




  “Sounds like a plan,” agreed Stratton. “I could do with one myself.”




  Half an hour later Oggi declared the stew to be ready and dished some out into bowls. Sitting on logs opposite each other they ate in a hungry silence next to the fire. Stratton finished quickly and spooned himself a second helping.




  “Better not have too much,” said Oggi. “That’s all we’ve got.”




  “Don’t worry, I’m sure fresh supplies will be arriving in the next few days. We won’t starve – I promise you. Besides, I don’t think you’re going to be wasting away any time soon.”




  Oggi ignored the last comment and helped himself to some more stew. Men had been beaten for less in the past, but he was used to Stratton’s cheek and accepted it in the playful spirit that was intended. Whatever Stratton might say or do, Oggi knew that there was always an underlying respect. And, if he was honest, he quite enjoyed the badinage that went on between them. Most people were too scared to share a joke with him.




  Oggi finished his food and gave a contented burp. “So,” he said. “It’s pretty clear that we can’t stay here much longer. What are we going to do?”




  “I’m working on it. But to be honest, our options are limited. Ideally it’d be best to get out of the country. Unfortunately, every port and airport is going to have your picture. The only other thing is to find a safe house. But again, that’s going to be difficult with the police watching all your known associates like hawks. I’m surprised they’ve managed to get food to us without being followed.”




  “You’d probably be a lot better off without me holding you back,” said Oggi.




  “Don’t be silly,” said Stratton shaking his head. “I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for you. You and the boys brought me back. I’m not going anywhere until you’re sorted as well.”




  “But still, it might just be easier if I handed myself in. I’m going to be a wanted man for the rest of my life otherwise. There’s no real freedom in that is there? Whatever happens in the future, I’m always going to be a prisoner in some respect. At least if I hand myself in I can do my time. I might not even get that long a sentence if they consider the circumstances properly. I could be out in ten years.”




  “Perhaps,” said Stratton. “But I wouldn’t bank on it. You’ve killed a cop; and whatever he did they’re still going to come down hard on you. I know he was a dirty paedo, and you know he was dirty paedo, but he was awarded medals for bravery and they’ll just cover it up. There’s no way that the truth will come out – it’ll just be buried. You’ll rot in jail for the rest of your life.”
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