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27th June 2024

Canterbury, England

As much as Private Investigator Bettie English flat out loved politics, dealing with politicians as President of the British Private Eye Federation (an organisation with more power than governments of small countries) and speaking with her political friends, she was so looking forward to the end of the next week.

Then the General Election would be over.

Bettie tried to go along the long, cobblestone High Street in the wonderfully historical heart of Canterbury, but that was impossible today. There were so many people that she just couldn’t move. 

There were the normal university students in their shorts, dresses and skirts who had decided to hang out around in Canterbury for a few weeks after their exams had finished to just relax before they went home. Bettie had no problem with the students because they were brilliant and they were always her best way to find out the new trendy coffee places in the City.

Sadly, all the students only had the standard coffee cups, like Costa and all the other hundreds of independent shops that littered Canterbury. There were no new ones.

The wonderful aroma of freshly ground coffee with a rich splash of vanilla cream and a dusting of caramel sugar made Bettie smile as a few students managed to force their way through the crowd. A few young men groaned and shouted at them but she couldn’t blame the students. 

Bettie tried to glide through a massive crowd of middle-aged women in their long flowery dresses with their husbands on their arms in jeans and white polo shirts but they were too busy listening to the various political activists littering the street. 

It was impossible to get through all of them.

Bettie forced her way through the crowd and almost knocked over a bunch of French, Chinese and Spanish students in their black school uniforms, because she was not waiting round all day. 

She apologised in French to the students and kept fighting her way through the immense crowd. She really didn’t mind politics and political activists, even if they were representing stupid parties that wouldn’t know what “real life” was like even if it bit them in the ass.

But this amount of people was just insane.

“There you are Bet,” 

Bettie smiled as her personal assistant Fran fought her way through the crowd towards her. She had no idea why Fran was in tan high heels, a long sweeping blue dress and a pearl necklace. Fran looked great for someone who was certainly closer to 60 than 50 (not that she would ever say that to her face) but high heels on cobblestones was never a good idea.

Bettie had learnt the hard way more than she wanted to admit.

“I did my postal vote earlier today,” Fran said passing Bettie a latte.

Bettie nodded her thanks, as much as she wanted to frown at the place where Fran had brought the coffee. They did okay vegan lattes but there were certainly better places. And places that paid their workers better too.

“Did you vote Skylar again?” Bettie asked.

“Of course,” Fran said stepping out the way of a young boy, maybe five years old. 

Bettie was relieved. It wasn’t only that Skylar Mason, the current Member of Parliament for Canterbury, was a brilliant friend but she really cared about the local community, she fought for them day and night and she might have been an independent, but all governments wanted her apart of them.

Skylar was the sort of woman who could just get stuff done, even if she called out her own government when it went against the interest of her people.

And Bettie respected the hell out of her for that.

“Good,” Bettie said stopping and focusing on the young boy for a moment.

The young boy was maybe five years old with a brown bowl cut and he was just wandering through the crowd. He looked unsure and he was shaking.

Bettie looked around. She couldn’t see any parent or adult looking or going after him. 

The young boy turned round and started heading towards her again. Bettie knelt down so she was eye-level with him. Even though, it was so packed and deafening that if someone knocked her, Bettie was pretty sure she’ll be crushed to death instantly.

“Are you okay?” Bettie asked the kid. “Are you lost?”

“I want my mummy,” the young boy said.

Bettie gently shook him by the hand and she was about to create a plan when the kid stomped on her foot and ran away.

But she understood why as a very tall, elegant woman wearing only the latest fashion and massive dark sunglasses stood in front of her grinning. The woman played with her long blond hair like she was a supermodel and she had certainly changed since last August.

“Penelope Bishop,” Bettie said grinning. “If you’re here then this has to be bad,”

“Oh my darling Miss English, you have no idea how bad things are about to get,”
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27th June 2024

Canterbury, England

“I’m sorry Graham, that was our last try,” 

Special Detective Graham Adams’ hands formed fists as he leant against the cool white marble of his kitchen island. The sound of his nephew Sean with his illuminous pink mullet (thanks to a haircut disaster two months ago) tapping a spoon against the side of a mug rang in his ears. 

He looked at Sean and nodded his thanks as Sean passed him a large red mug of decaff coffee. He didn’t really want to give up coffee but he wanted to attempt to be healthier, even if decaf wasn’t actually much better than the real stuff. 

The golden light of the kitchen shone elegantly off all the copper and rose gold cabinets and appliances, creating a perfectly modern, elegant and expensive finish. Graham was glad him and Bettie were so successful and had helped so many people that companies had just wanted to give them the stuff for free.

He had loved how Bettie had been furious that companies weren’t taking her money (they could easily afford the kitchen) but everyone was simply too grateful for everything Bettie had done for them over the years.

It was still a sore subject and that was what he loved about the wonderful woman he loved.

“Thanks,” Graham said to Forensic Specialist Zoey Quill.

Zoey leant against their copper fridge in her long white lab coat, that Graham was sure was a second skin. Him nor Bettie had never seen her without it so they were sure Zoey just lived in her lab coat. She ran a hand through her long black hair and shrugged. 

Graham couldn’t really blame her. Early last month, a master criminal who led one of the world’s biggest drug empires (and a friend of convenience of Bettie) had given them a corpse killed by the Criminal Mastermind who wanted to destroy Bettie, the Federation and everything she held dear.

For the past month (almost two) they had been trying to find any forensic evidence on the body of the hitman and link it to the Criminal Mastermind. A person they still had no ID on.

All they had managed to find was a single fingerprint on the hitman’s throat and they couldn’t identify it. Partly because it was far too degraded but also because it wasn’t in any system.

Something that terrified Graham. 

The Federation had access to all global police, intelligence services and more databases than anyone should have had access too. The Criminal Mastermind wasn’t in a single one.

Graham took a sip of the wonderfully strong coffee with refreshing hints of fresh flowers from a drizzle Sean always added for him. 

“We have the print. That’s all that matters,” Graham said knowing he was lying to himself. “It doesn’t matter if the AI and computer programmes can’t help us restore it,”

He took another sip so he could hide his frown more than anything else. He flat out hated that there was a Criminal Mastermind free in the world hunting the woman he loved and trying to destroy everything they had worked to achieve. 

If the Federation got annihilated then it wouldn’t only be Bettie and the private investigators who would suffer, but all the amazing innocent people they got justice for every single day. People, communities and livelihoods depended on the Federation.

Graham was not going to see it fall. Not on his watch. 

Zoey clicked her fingers. “Actually, there is one more thing we could try but... it’s expensive and requires me to break a few moral codes,”

Graham folded his arms and Sean came over and stood next to him. He wasn’t sure he liked the sound of this.

“My first boyfriend,” Zoey said, “now works for the CIA and he is very high-ranking in their forensic department,”

Graham nodded. He actually did like where this was going.

“We’ve tried all the British stuff on this print,” Zoey said. “I’m sure the Federation could pull a few strings to let me test this print with CIA tech,”

Graham bit his lower lip. It wasn’t as crazy as it sounded. The Federation, him and Bettie had worked with MI5 and other intelligence agencies a good handful of times over the years, and he had heard Bettie mention the Federation had attachés with different services. 

He wasn’t really sure how it all worked but that was why Bettie was President and he wasn’t. 

“It would mean I would have to travel to the USA,” Zoey said tapping her fingers against the fridge. “And I don’t know if my bosses would let me,”

Graham smiled. Part of him really wanted Zoey to just quit Kent Police because she was the most amazing forensic specialist he had ever had the pleasure of working with and she was wasted on Kent Police. Yet Zoey believed in public service way too much to leave.

And he loved her for it.

“I’ll get Bettie to make the arrangements with the CIA and Kent Police. And I’ll get Fran to arrange a security detail for you,”

“Why?” Sean asked. 

Graham laughed. “Come on Sean, we have the print of the Criminal Mastermind. Whoever they are, they have always been one step ahead of us, they have killed, hacked and done everything to stop us.”

“We can’t let Zoey go alone,” Sean said.

Graham hugged Zoey because they all knew this was a massive risk because the Criminal Mastermind had proven they were that dangerous over the past few months. And even though the bastard had promised to leave them alone until August, he wasn’t leaving that to chance.

Not at all.

And as Graham’s phone rang he realised everything was about to get a hell of a lot more complex.

And deadlier.
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27th June 2024

Canterbury, England

Bettie poured herself a delightfully warm white China cup of black tea after Penelope had led her and Fran through the insanely busy streets of Canterbury towards a high end tearoom that Bettie tended to avoid like the plague. Not because it was bad, but because it was just full of Russians.

Not that she didn’t like Russians and Russian culture was fascinating but in this day and age, half the clients were either Russian Security Forces and other half were either CIA, MI6 or half a dozen other intelligence agencies. Getting involved with that was just suicide to her.

It was times like this that she almost regretted not bringing her security detail everywhere, no matter how much Fran insisted. She didn’t like guns, body armour and her security detail, as lovely as they were, just felt a little suffocating to her.

Bettie rather liked how Penelope had managed to book the entire tearoom out so it was only the three of them. The tearooms themselves were lovely with their massive white plastered walls with grand paintings of battles and portraits of British kings and queens hanging on the walls.

Rows upon rows of little round tables with white linen cloths, cute bronze pots of sugar and teas and small jugs of milk were neatly arranged round the tearooms. It was perfect and Bettie could understand why so many Russians went to this place to meet and socialise.

A young male waiter came over with three small copper pots of strawberry jam, honey and custard. Bettie licked her lips. She flat out loved this part of Russian tea traditions because they didn’t have sugar, instead Russians tended to have add custard and jam to their tea.

And Bettie didn’t have a problem with it. Not one problem at all.

As much as Bettie enjoyed the tearooms, she just looked at Penelope as she explained Russian tea traditions to Fran who was moaning about how wrong and un-English this was. There was something wrong about the entire situation.

Last August, Penelope had saved her from various assassination attempts ordered by the Russian President because she had found out Bettie and Penelope had stopped a crypto plot the year before that would have completely allow Russian to violate Western sanctions and fully fund its war effort.

Then the Russian President had branded Penelope a traitor and Mother Russia wanted Penelope dead, so she was meant to be hiding in the world and building a criminal empire for herself.

Why was she here now? And so publicly?

She didn’t want to admit it, but that concerned her a lot more than she wanted to admit even to herself.

“Miss English?” Skylar asked coming into the tearooms with two rather heavily armed men behind her.

Bettie just shook her head. Was Skylar okay? Was she hurt? Was Penelope back working for the Russians?

Skylar looked okay in her white blouse and black trousers but
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