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As soon as she began speaking, McQueen knew she was lying. Maybe it was in the little cough to clear her throat or her general tone and body language, or perhaps it was something less obvious that his training and experience had flagged up to his subconscious. The off-key music of lying? Whatever it was, he was certain that what she was saying wasn’t the truth, the whole truth, or anything like the truth. Sometimes you have to trust your human instincts, see the whites of their eyes. There’s a good reason why the lie detection results of polygraph machines aren’t admissible in court, even though their shocking lack of reliability doesn’t seem to trouble the name-and-shame day-time TV shows.

As a forensic psychologist and criminologist now turned private detective, McQueen had spoken to a lot of very good liars in his time, a few of them had completely fooled him, but not this one.

‘It’s absolutely outrageous,’ she was saying. ‘I didn’t steal that money.’ And then she said it again, this time reaching out to tap the syllables on McQueen’s desk with her bony finger. ‘I. Did. Not. Steal. That. Cash.’ She leaned back again. ‘Oh, they'll make up some nonsense, false accounts but I had nothing to do with it, so that’s why I’m here. You’re a private detective and I need you to work with my solicitor to prove I’m innocent. It’s terrible, Mr McQueen. I worked for them for years. Day after day. And now I’m being victimised and made into a scapegoat. But I've kept the evidence, I've got a computer memory stick with all the spreadsheets on it.’

McQueen sat back in his chair and looked her over carefully. He’d read the briefing sheet his assistant, Sekalyia, had prepared for him which summed-up Mrs Bolton’s case. She was an aging company bookkeeper who had worked for a successful multi-national firm called Summertown Industries for many happy years, until they’d discovered a two-million-pound hole in their accounts and decided that she was the thief. Sitting there with her short grey hair and friendly eyes, she looked every inch the trustworthy grandma. She was clutching a large mustard-coloured shopping bag on her lap and was fiddling nervously with the strap. He wanted to believe her, he really did, and so would a jury, but he hadn’t seen the prosecution’s evidence yet, although Sekalyia’s note described it as “compelling”.

Whether she was lying or not, McQueen didn’t want this case. A big part of it was going to be tedious number crunching. Forensic accountancy wasn’t his specialty, which would mean he’d have to outsource that aspect of the work and he’d be left interviewing her colleagues and acquaintances. He’d have to spend endless hours trying to piece together a glowing character reference while at the same time attempting to point the finger of suspicion at someone else. McQueen wasn’t sure why Sekalyia had let this one slip through the client-vetting process, probably felt sorry for the old lady and her sob story, but McQueen had already decided to let the kind old woman down gently.

‘Mrs Bolton,’ he said. ‘Something like this could take a lot of time. Many painstaking hours and, to be frank with you, you’ve seen my rates.’ He smiled and shrugged apologetically. ‘This could get very expensive for you and it wouldn’t be fair for me to—’

But the seated woman didn’t let him finish, she held up a crinkly hand to dismiss his concerns.

‘Oh, you don’t need to worry about the money,’ she reassured him. ‘That’s not going to be a problem. And if it works out as a little more tax-efficient for you...’ With surprising dexterity her hand dipped into her bag and came out with two large bundles of twenty-pound notes which she tossed onto McQueen’s desk with a thud. ‘A good faith retainer,’ she added. The word that immediately forced its way into his mind from Sekalyia’s notes was compelling. He looked her straight in her slightly watery but unblinking eyes and then he stared hard at the money, trying to give it the respect it deserved. He didn’t ask where she’d got her hands on that kind of cash, he didn’t really want to know. Above him he could feel the weight of his accountant’s expectation pushing down on him and could almost see the unpaid bills being waved in his face. 

‘It’s okay,’ he said after a long pause, ‘you can put that away. I’m sure you have other important uses for it.’ She kept her eyes on him as she plonked the stacks back into her bag. He wanted to tell her he just wasn’t interested, that he didn’t believe her story and she had very little chance of fighting the case, but something was stopping him. He didn’t know why but his usual unwavering decisiveness seemed to have deserted him. Based on his clinical training he was a big fan of the medical approach of telling a patient the unvarnished truth. Better to be upfront with bad news than to nurture false hope. But for some reason today, watching her fiddling with her bag as she fixed him with an almost-pleading stare, he just couldn’t do it. Instead he took the coward’s way out.

‘Listen, Mrs Bolton,’ he said attempting a reassuring tone. ‘I’m going to speak to my colleague, we’ll review the case and the evidence and then I’ll get back to you. I’m not saying I’ll take the case, but as I say, we’ll be in touch.’ He stood, smiled, and then moved towards the door hoping to usher her out. Mrs Bolton stayed seated.

‘But do you believe me?’ she asked, an annoyed tinge to her voice. ‘Because if you don’t believe I didn’t steal their money there’s no point to this.’ It was unsettlingly blunt and McQueen felt cornered. The politician’s answer to the question would have been to not answer the question. To avoid committing and loop back to, “it’s too early to say” and “we’ll review the evidence”, but McQueen took the other gutless route favoured by politicians the world over.

‘Of course I believe you,’ he said in a confident voice.






After the woman and her bagful of money had gone, McQueen went into the adjoining office and flopped down onto a small sofa that was across from Sekalyia’s desk. He was fairly clueless when it came to office furnishings or any other kind of furniture for that matter, so the couch had been her idea, a touch of comfort for any traumatised clients. There was also a box of tissues on the desk. Patiently he watched and waited while she finished typing, knowing better than to break her train of thought while she was in full flow.  

Although McQueen had an ex-wife, he had no children but he was still able to recognise that his feelings towards Sekalyia were paternal. He felt warming pride at her every achievement and stinging pain at her occasional missteps. Straight out of university Lia, as everyone called her, had started as his office manager but with her ambition and talent it hadn’t taken long for her to also become his assistant and co-investigator. Initially he had simply valued having someone with a different perspective to listen to his theories as he picked his way through the vagaries of any challenging cases. She had her own opinions and a confident voice that was more than prepared to tell him if he was talking nonsense. He had started to rely more and more on her youthful insight and reasoning until she had become an integral part of his work. Sometimes she saw things he hadn’t even seen or perhaps hadn’t wanted to admit. There was also the fact that, on one occasion, she had risked her own life to save his by driving her car at a gunman. It was an incident they rarely discussed but of course neither of them had forgotten.

These days Lia worked a few of their cases by herself, but at the same time she was still the perfect first point of contact for the prospective new clients that came in. Like a one-person triage department, she quickly assessed the merits and risks of their problems as they arrived and decided whether they would interest McQueen. In short, she decided which ones needed immediate detective attention and which could be sent home with a paracetamol and a pat on the back. Her instincts were usually impeccable, that’s why McQueen was curious to know why she thought the Bolton case was worth pursuing.

When she’d triumphantly tapped the keyboard to end her email Lia swivelled in her chair to face McQueen. She held up her hands in surrender, she knew he’d been waiting to ask her about the Bolton woman.

‘I know, I know,’ she said apologetically. ‘Looks like a terrible job. Mountains of boring spreadsheet work, I mean she even left me her precious memory stick.' She smiled and showed him the small object, its silver casing glinting in the light. 'We'd be facing off against the well-funded legal experts of a hugely powerful organisation. Trusting the word of a single elderly woman. And I know you’re wondering why I thought this might be something for us.’ She grimaced and shrugged her shoulders, ‘What can I say, David and Goliath?’

‘I get it,’ he said, nodding. ‘The hero complex, helping the old lady across the street, but Lia, what makes you think she’s telling the truth?’ All playfulness dropped away from Lia’s demeaner as she straightened in her seat and pointed at the door that Mary Bolton had exited.

‘Oh, she’s telling the truth, McQueen,’ she said, ‘That woman isn’t lying, I’d stake my career on it.
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The meeting was about to start and Tania was squirming a little on her chair. There was a vibe in the air, something testosterone-fuelled and faintly dangerous, and it was making her feel uneasy. In contrast, next to her, Richard was almost bouncing in his seat, a barely supressed grin on his face. Even as they’d pulled into the carpark he’d said, ‘You’re going to love this,’ although based on the online videos of the great man he’d already shown her she strongly doubted it. She’d managed to smile and nod as if she hadn’t already made her mind up.

Richard was the only reason she was there. It was her attempt to show interest in the things that interested him, she was making a sacrifice in support of their relationship and all she could do now was see it through. Things had been a little rocky between them recently, especially since Richard had lost his job again leaving her as the earner in the household. It was the third job he had lost in a year. They’d all been great-sounding sales positions except that the basic salary was minimal and the attractive bonuses were reliant on achieving unattainable targets. Or at least that’s how Richard had described them. Easy jobs to get and even easier to lose. Fortunately, in financial terms, Tania’s career was going very well although that did nothing for their domestic tension. She’d been in banking since leaving university and year after year her diligence and hard work had been recognised and rewarded. She was on an upward swing which seemed to be making it hard for Richard, whose own pendulum was decidedly south-bound.

The hall was in a small rural community centre in a north Yorkshire market town outside York, a popular public space for hire that regularly hosted a diverse range of community gatherings from council meetings to formal wedding celebrations and raucous ceilidhs. A solid, stone-built structure that had once been the village school and had witnessed much in its hundred-odd years but was about to see something new.

The uncomfortable chairs were arranged in rows all facing the low-level stage which was still completely empty. She’d expected a lectern or projector screen but there was nothing, which for a thrilling second made her hope that perhaps it wasn’t going to happen. The echoey room was bumbling with an excited murmur punctured by occasional coughs. As casually as she could, she turned her neck to look around her and wasn’t surprised to see the audience was ninety percent male and aged between twenty and forty.

At exactly eight o’clock a man walked forward from the back of the room and all heads turned to watch him enter, including Tania’s. He was about thirty years old, handsome, with a neat short blonde haircut and a prominent forehead that shone slightly in the lights. He was wearing a white open-necked shirt and light-coloured slacks and a small black microphone headset curved round to the side of his mouth. His look put Tania in mind of someone about to announce the exciting launch of a new mobile phone or software release. She easily recognised the man from Richard’s videos as he strode purposefully to the stage and turned to face his audience who had already started clapping their appreciation, their restlessness turning to excited anticipation. The man clasped his hands together in front of him forming a finger pyramid which he then pointed into the front row. He wasn’t smiling, there was no manufactured warmth or false friendliness. Without preamble he launched right into it.

‘I’m Zach Lindley,’ he said in a non-discernible accent booming through the speakers that Tania had only just noticed at each side of the hall. ‘But you already know who I am or you wouldn’t be here. And yes, I’m here to talk to you tonight about those other people.’ He paused and scanned the room, many of the heads in front of Tania were nodding.  ‘Yes, the ones who lie and cheat and steal,’ he continued. ‘The ones who don’t get caught. The ones who always win.’ He threw his arms wide to encompass the whole room. ‘And then there’s us,’ he said. ‘The good people who always lose. We can’t compete. They are better at this rigged game than we are because they invented the game.’ He unclasped his hands and held up a finger. ‘And before you ask, no, I don’t believe in karma. There is no reckoning. There is no natural levelling up. There is no justice. And what about traditional religion? Well, I’m here to tell you that the ones who believe in God, that’s why they believe in God, so they can con themselves even if they don’t get to see it in this life there is still punishment for the bad and reward for the good. But let me tell you very clearly, here and now, that’s not what I believe.’

There were mumblings in the crowd of “that’s right” and “yes!”. Zach was pacing now, trying to make fleeting eye contact with as many people as possible. He fumbled in the back pocket of his jeans and brought out a piece of paper which he carefully unfolded. He held it aloft. ‘It was when I got this, I knew. It doesn’t really matter who it came from, all that matters is it was my thousandth corporate rejection. That’s when it all became clear to me. It was at that point,’ he raised his finger heavenwards, ‘That was when I realised, qualifications don’t matter. Hard work doesn’t matter. Intelligence doesn’t matter. Talent doesn’t matter. I knew then that no matter what I did it was never going to happen for me.’ The heads that had been nodding were now bobbing enthusiastically, his words resonating and causing the human waves.

‘The system has been set up to stop people like you and me from achieving our dreams. They have it all sewn up.’ He was smiling as if this was a funny idea, but it was an acid-bitter smile. ‘They mock you. They tell you to chase your dreams, to never give up, and then they sit back and laugh and laugh and laugh at your stupidity as you batter yourself into a bloody pulp against the invisible walls they have already put in place to protect themselves and their own kind.’  He stopped walking the stage and waited until he was certain everyone was ready for his next words. ‘And how dangerous are they, these others? The ones who are blocking you? Well, I have the evidence and I can tell you they have been murdering people and getting away with it. They own the authorities and they own the police. If you step out of line, they will kill you.’

Tania had to supress a giggle and she turned to Richard so they could share a laugh at the self-pitying pomposity of it all, but her boyfriend’s eyes were wide, his face rapt, smiling as if he’d just heard from God himself. Looking at him submerged in this other world she suddenly felt very lost. She reached over and shook Richard’s arm.

‘Toilet,’ she said, as she stood and squeezed past him. He hardly seemed to notice and neither did the other three men she had to get past on her way to the aisle, their total focus was on the man who was tapping into their hurt.

Tania waited an hour for Richard in the car. When he came out she’d already prepared an explanation of how she’d been feeling sick and hadn’t wanted to spoil the meeting, but her excuse wasn’t required. Richard was too hyped up to even ask her.

‘That guy knows,’ he said, sliding into the passenger seat. ‘He’s absolutely on it.’

‘I’m sorry I missed it,’ she said quietly. ‘So what was his point?’ For the first time Richard turned to look at her, an incredulous scowl on his face.

‘His point? Did you even listen? That man is a genius and you’re asking what his point was?’

‘Yes, what was his answer to all his problems, apart from blaming everyone else and charging fifteen quid a ticket to do it? I assume he had an answer?’

Richard turned away and stared out of the window. ‘It’s always about money with you, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘Zach said there’d be negative voices,’ he added, his voice getting louder, ‘and they often come from the ones closest to us.’

‘I’m not being negative,’ she answered, starting to feel anger rising, ‘I’m just asking a simple question.’ But Richard had already shut down, it was the same whenever she tried to find out exactly what had led to his latest sacking.

‘Let’s just go home,’ he said, ‘but I’m telling you now there’s another meeting next weekend and I’ve booked a place. It’s the whole weekend and it’s at a retreat.’ She had started the car and had been pulling out of the carpark, so was slightly distracted, but then the information filtered through.

‘Next weekend? But you know that’s when I’ve got—’

‘You’re not invited,’ he interrupted, still staring out of the window. ‘I’m going on my own.’
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Darkness was slowly embracing the office, casting its gloom into the corners, turning the gentle glow of McQueen’s computer screen into a dazzling portal that wanted to lead him straight into the pain of his clients. People only turned to a private investigator when they had exhausted all other possibilities, when their suspicions were no longer bearable, or their suffering had been ignored by the rest of the world.  McQueen saw his primary role as emergency pain relief. Often that pain was mental, sometimes it was physical, and from time to time it was both.

When McQueen had given up the relative security of his position as a respected forensic psychologist and criminologist, it had been with the best intentions. Naïvely he’d thought he could do more for the world by chasing actual murderers than teaching students about their possible motivations. He recognised that belief now as part of his own fantasy hero complex.

His gradual transition into hands-on crime fighting had started when on a couple of occasions he’d been asked by the local police to produce psychological profiles of possible suspects. Taking the pattern of events surrounding a criminal incident he'd had to translate that into the possible age, job, or habits of the unknown suspect. It was a challenging task that brought theory into the harsh realm of real life, and it came with responsibilities. Get it wrong and you could lead an investigation down a blind alley, but get it right and it could be a useful tool. Fortunately, McQueen had been very good at the task. One of his character profiles of a serial rapist had been so accurate that it had helped the police to narrow their search and track the guy down in days. Based on the evidence seen in the guy's previous attacks, McQueen had been able to predict where and when he was likely to strike again. A policewoman in plainclothes, that on McQueen's suggestion included an ankle length dress, had done the rest. The win was a professional buzz for McQueen and it had given him a taste for the gritty realities of life and the thrill of the hunt. Unfortunately, his mid-life career shift had not gone down well with his then wife, and coupled with the way he was drinking at the time had resulted in the end of their marriage. He regretted the hurt he’d caused to his wife but not the change of career.

Since leaving academia and the insular world of books and students, McQueen had helped to bring to justice five different murderers who, between them, had been responsible for the deaths of at least thirteen people, probably more. On the back of his victories, McQueen had gained a certain level of tabloid fame and even turned up on TV a few times. In the early days of his one-man agency it had been a struggle to find interesting clients, but after his famous triumphs they started to come looking for him.  However, there had always been something that had eaten away at McQueen ever since catching his first killer. It was obvious but inescapable — bringing to justice was not the same as bringing victims back to life. Victims' families could feel some semblance of closure, but their lives were never the same. Stopping a murderer before they ever killed had to be the goal.

McQueen got up from his desk and walked across to the window to look down on the empty carpark, the very place where he had once been shot and where Lia had saved his life. He turned away from the window and then, to avoid the glare of his computer, he went into Lia’s empty office. She had gone home hours before to her boyfriend, Carl. She’d done enough late nights at work to cause some domestic friction and even though Carl had time-consuming work commitments of his own, they’d both agreed to schedule at least one night a week when they ate together. Tonight was one of those nights.

On the screen McQueen was avoiding were the graphic details of his most recent cases, one in particular which had ended badly in his eyes. A murderer called Sutton had eventually been taken down, but the wife and three children of his final victim would never see their father alive again. Crossing the office he went into the bathroom. The overhead light reluctantly flickered into life and he was confronted by his own image.

‘You’re losing it, McQueen,’ he said as he studied the tired eyes, the sagging face, the expression hovering somewhere between mild panic and defeated resignation. Where was the old confidence and swagger? He saw none in that look. He ran his fingers through his hair, massaging his scalp as he did so, trying to squeeze out the doubts that had begun to plague him. Was the brain inside his lumpy skull still up to it? 

‘Too many wrong decisions,’ he said quietly, ‘Too many mistakes.’ He sighed and turned away from the brutal honesty of the mirror.

Back at his desk he was about to shut down and leave the empty office to go home to his equally unoccupied flat when an email pinged in. It looked like spam. It said it was from Intrusive and when he hovered his cursor over the name to reveal the details of the sender it only said intrusive.thought@empty.com. The subject line also said Intrusive, someone obviously had a point to make. He stared at the words for a second and mused on the idea that all emails were intrusive by their very nature, forcing their way uninvited into your life. As he paused, his mind floated free for a couple of milli-seconds before suddenly a mental connection was made through the miracle of human synapses as they linked to a faded memory. Before he'd even clicked his mouse to open the email he could feel a faint panic rising. When he'd finally read the short message he closed his eyes and let his head slump forward as if gravity had finally won the lifelong battle against his neck muscles. With his chin on his chest he breathed in deeply. He instinctively followed the calming advice he had given to so many others. Breathe in for four seconds, hold for four more and then breathe out for the same count. Eventually, when the anxiety had subsided he straightened up and forced himself to read it again.

Dear GREAT AND WONDERFUL Doctor McQueen, please help. I’m having these terrible intrusive thoughts. They are hounding me. I keep imagining that I am going to kill you. I’m afraid to be around knives because I feel sure that if I picked up a knife I would STAB you. I can visualise it, it's very clear, it terrifies me. 

Is this dangerous? What do you think? Is this something I should be worried about, I mean you’re the doctor, right?

The message wasn’t signed but it didn't need to be, McQueen knew exactly who had sent it. An echo from the past, an unwelcome visitor who had never really gone away. If he was still drinking, this was the time when he'd have been reaching for the bottle in his bottom drawer, an emotional crutch that would inevitably collapse under him. These days there was no whisky waiting in the desk to trip him up, not because it might have been a temptation but because he knew he'd never need it again. What he had instead, was the brutal pain of facing his problems straight on and the intrusive email was just such a problem.
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‘You know the rules. The deal is no work and no screens tonight.’ Lia was pointing at Carl’s open laptop on the kitchen table. He nodded and closed the lid immediately.

'Actually, it wasn't really work,' he said. ‘It's just some YouTuber all the guys in the office have been talking about that I wanted to check out. I thought he'd be one of the usual idiots but it turns out he talks a lot of sense about stuff. A few of the guys have been talking about going to one of his meetings, they wanted to know if I was up for it...' then he tailed off. Lia wasn't really listening to his explanation and he knew it didn’t matter what he'd been doing, a deal was a deal. 

They sat at the table to eat the homemade vegetable curry, one of Lia’s specials. It was another date night rule: no slouching in front of the TV balancing trays on their knees as they did most nights. Sit at the table, eat, and talk to each other, a simple little recipe to make sure they didn’t lapse into an indifferent boring routine.

As they ate, they talked about some of their upcoming family events but Carl could tell Lia was distracted and he had a pretty good idea why that might be. It was the other rule, no talking shop at the table he guessed she was wrestling with. After a few minutes of watching her chase a piece of cauliflower around her plate with her fork, Carl knew they’d have to do some rule bending.

‘Okay,’ he said with a sigh. ‘I was working at my computer for ten minutes while you were cooking, so that buys you exactly ten minutes to get your work worries off your chest.’ They both smiled. She didn’t need to ask him how he’d guessed, Carl’s mind-reading capacity was one of the many things she loved about him. She put down her cutlery.

‘It’s McQueen,’ she said, ‘he’s just...’ she grimaced as she struggled for the right way to phrase it, ‘he’s just not himself at the moment.’

‘How do you mean?’ Carl had continued eating but he was listening.

‘Things seem to be getting to him much more than they used to. Much more than they should.’

‘Like what?’

‘Well, I told you about the Sutton case?'

‘Yes, sure, you helped to catch that psycho and now he’s in prison. End of story.’

‘Yes, it should have been the end, a job well done, but McQueen’s been beating himself up about it. He’s convinced all the signs and clues were already there and if he’d been a bit faster he could have prevented that last murder.’

‘And could he?’

‘Maybe, but that’s hindsight. What’s done is done and he did his best at the time. But it’s affecting his judgement. It’s like he’s lost his confidence. For example, an old woman came in today who is clearly being set-up by her company to take the blame for some missing money and McQueen flat-out refused to believe her, based on nothing more than his gut instinct. I gave him a pre-brief note telling him the evidence was too compelling to be true and he misread it. He thought I was saying it was compelling evidence that she was guilty.’

‘So,' he smiled, knowing exactly where this was heading, 'are you going to help her?’

‘No, the McQueen agency has declined her case.’

‘Okay, but that’s not what I asked, I said are you going to help her?’ Lia took a forkful of food and frowned as if the thought had never crossed her mind.

‘Weeeellll,’ she said, stringing out the word as if this was an idea that had only just occurred to her, ‘to do that I’d need someone to help me with some of the heavy financial analysis. Someone who can crunch serious numbers accurately.’

‘Oh, you mean someone who works in finance and knows their way around a spreadsheet?’ 

She nodded innocently. 

‘Yes, I suppose so,’ she mumbled through a mouthful of curry.

‘C’mon, Lia, you’re talking about me aren’t you?’

Lia checked the kitchen clock. My ten minutes is up,’ she said cheerfully. ‘Back to date night.’ Carl laughed. 

'Nice,' he said. 'but I'd have to think about it.'

'I know.'

'I mean I'm up to my ears at work at the moment.'

'I know.'

'And it's not really my speciality.'

'I know.' Lia had nodded along at all his protestations. 'All I want you to know,' she said airily, 'is that she's an old woman, probably the same age as your mother, and she's been seen as an easy target for some unscrupulous corporate thief.'

Carl shook his head.

'My mother? You managed to get my mother into your pitch?' Lia scooped another spoonful of curry onto Carl's plate.

'Did it work?' she asked.

'I'll get back to you,' he said digging into the food, 'but my office is closed right now, I'm on a date.'
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Tania was sitting alone on the couch gazing vacantly at the late news even though the various international disasters being brought into her home were washing over her with less impact than a cartoon. As alarming as some of the footage was, she wasn't taking any of it in, it was just moving images and background noise in the quiet living room. The plate with the congealed remnants of a take-away Chinese meal, which she'd eaten without really noticing, lay on the coffee table. Tania didn't need the news, she was preoccupied with a developing story of her own so she grabbed the remote and turned off the TV.

It was Saturday and Richard had gone on his second weekend retreat to a mysterious rural setting in Yorkshire, and once again she had not been included in his plans. She couldn’t even speak to him. While he was at the retreat he said he wasn’t allowed to have his phone, all delegates had to hand them in at the entrance. They’d been told this was so they could stay focused on the meetings but Tania suspected it was so no rogue video clips could leak onto the internet. It didn’t really matter, Richard had only one topic of conversation these days and that centred around his current well-ness guru, Zach Lindley.

There had been some noticeable changes in Richard since he’d been going to the meetings and Tania wasn’t quite sure how to deal with them. She couldn't deny he had been more energised and motivated recently, but that energy didn't seem to be directed towards finding a job. He was quicker to anger too, and she'd learned not to question him too closely about his plans, which seemed to be a particularly sensitive subject with him. In an offhand way he'd told her he spent a lot of time researching on the computer while she was out at work, but she knew it wasn't recruitment agencies he was trawling. He was vague about what he was searching for, but she was fairly sure it would be something to do with his new obsession. When she tried to check his search history, it had all been deleted.

From what Tania had been able to pick up from the YouTube videos she'd seen featuring Zach Lindley, the main thrust of his presentations seemed to be around how unfair the world was and how it was only the righteous and good that suffered. It all sounded very childish to her, but the videos only went so far, they were meant to be teasers, bait for the live meetings. Zach Lindley seemed to be bucking the modern trend of putting absolutely everything online, conversely he wanted to get his followers off line and into his lecture halls.

Meanwhile, Richard's activities were starting to drain the joint bank account. It was worrying, he had no income, but it wasn’t even the money that bothered her the most, she had savings of her own kept separately from Richard’s, no Tania's main concern was she simply didn't understand what was going on. In the language of her work she wasn't able to quantify her exposure to risk, either emotional or financial, and that made her feel very uncomfortable. She couldn't get any real answers from Richard, he was evasive and quizzing him only seemed to make him mad and drive a wedge between them. However, Tania had never been the type of person to let things get too far out of her grasp. Sure, she wanted to be supportive no matter what kind of crisis Richard was going through, but it was getting more and more difficult to sit and wait for the next phase whatever that might be. At heart she was a do-er not a watcher and if she was going to rescue her relationship she felt it was time for her to actively do something. Opening her computer Tania began to do her own research, she knew she needed help, but not the soft wooliness of emotional support or therapy, she wanted hard practical help and she had decided that what she needed was an investigator, someone who could find out exactly what she was facing.

A quick search turned up several private investigator companies and, looking through them, they all seemed to offer similar services. There was the corporate side which included sections such as unauthorised absence checks, injury claim verification, and employee theft. It sounded horrible but then there was the even more awful personal side of the business with the daunting-sounding matrimonial investigations and cheating partner investigations. Tania’s eyes scanned through the headings which were presented like a shopping list: surveillance, vehicle tracking, lie detection tests, it was starting to become a depressing blur. All the companies were keen to point out they offered discreet, professional, and experienced services, but Tania was starting to think she was in the wrong place and maybe it hadn't been such a good idea.

The search had also brought up several news articles so she randomly clicked on one she thought was vaguely familiar.

The piece was about a serial killer who had been tracked down by a private investigator called McQueen, who was some kind of professor of forensic psychology or something. She was scanning and not reading in any detail, but she liked the sound of it. Maybe a psychologist would have a good insight into what was going on with Richard beyond the general facts of where he was and what he was doing? There was a link to the McQueen Agency website, so she plunged right in.

The website mentioned several of the high-profile cases the agency had helped to solve, including the murder of a TV presenter called Emma Cullen. Tania didn't remember Emma, but she did have a fuzzy recollection of the story. The examples all stressed how McQueen's forensic psychology and criminology expertise had been essential to the solving of these cases, rather than the cold and pragmatic tracking and surveillance the other companies talked so much about. She was wondering if perhaps her minor problems weren't going to be glamourous enough to be of any interest to this Dr McQueen, as far as she knew no one had been killed yet, but she couldn't escape the thought even that was a possibility.

There was an interactive enquiry form on the site to book an appointment and she quickly filled in her contact details. There was a large section with room to explain the reason for the request. She started to type into the space but after a few sentences she stopped and erased it all. There was a big part of her that was resisting the idea of spying on her partner, she knew she was crossing a line and could even be seen as paranoid, controlling behaviour in itself. A thought went through her mind that maybe she was the problem, but quickly kicked that nonsense into touch. She wanted to think that what she was doing was about more than simply grubby sounding hidden bugging devices. And she had another pressing reason to find out where her relationship was heading to, but it was yet to be confirmed.

She thought hard for a few seconds and then wrote the two words that summed up all her concerns: Dangerous cult. Without giving herself the chance to change her mind she pressed the button and submitted the form.

She felt some satisfaction in the feeling that she had started a ball rolling, but there was also the nervousness of not knowing what damage it might cause on its path. In truth, she didn't really expect to get any response from the agency but it was almost a test, if they weren't interested then perhaps she should leave it alone.

She would have liked a comforting glass of the white wine that was cooling in the fridge, but knew she shouldn't, not now, so she made a cup of tea instead.
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'Come on, McQueen,' said Lia, her impatience finally getting the better of her. 'What the hell is the matter with you? You've been brooding on something for weeks. Surely it's not still that Sutton thing?'

McQueen shook his head. 'Not really,' he replied, 'even though that does still bug me. I should have seen it all quicker. I had all the clues, I just wanted to be sure.' He sighed heavily. 'But I didn't and that's that. Nothing I can do now.'

It was lunchtime and they were sitting in the same Italian restaurant they visited every Wednesday. McQueen had made it a habit to buy lunch for Lia once a week, partly to show her some well-deserved appreciation but also to get them away from the office, the clients, and the computers. In the informal comfort of the restaurant they could usually get to the bottom of anything that might be bugging either of them. Sometimes it was trivial stuff like his lack of dedication to cleaning the office microwave after a messy snack, and sometimes it was more serious such as clients who still hadn't paid their bills. They'd been a good team so far and McQueen didn't want to jeopardise that closeness.

For her part, Lia was wondering if McQueen was going to bring up her interest in Mrs Bolton, the accused embezzler. Lia had been honest with her boss telling him she had not given up on the case and she
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