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			‘Before embarking on a journey of revenge, dig two graves’. 

			 

			Confucius

			



	

CHAPTER 1

			THICK BLACK STORM CLOUDS RUMBLED menacingly low across the night sky. Silent and foreboding they cloaked the moonlight. Below, on the ground, it was uncommonly dark.

			An arsonist crouched behind a high privet hedge that flanked a narrow passage between adjacent rows of terraced houses. He peered up at surrounding windows, scanning for signs of unwanted curiosity; a curtain pulled back, a blind lifted, hidden faces secretly tracking his every move. He could see none, yet the nerve tingling threat of discovery gave him a delicious thrill. One slip and it would be all over. It was intoxicatingly exciting.

			At three in the morning it was so quiet he could hear his heart pumping and blood rushing through his head. A lone jet rumbled high overhead, breaking the silence, its tail lights flickering red against the leaden sky.

			Close to his chosen target a few downstairs lights glowed from behind closed curtains. He had to pass close by them and then cross a brightly lit square. On the other side was another dark alleyway. He had to reach it. Anyone looking out would be bound to see him. Frustratingly, there was no way round it; he had spent hours testing alternative routes but found none suitable and so, for a few seconds, he would be clearly visible.

			He carried his tools in a black leather rucksack. He gripped it tightly in his right hand, took a final look round, and sprinted across the square. As he ran his trainers thumped into the damp grass, echoing off the surrounding buildings like a base drum. To him the noise was enough to wake the dead. His breath was coming out in loud bursts. Halfway across his heart jumped when a dog barked and someone shouted. He sprinted harder. Ten feet from the alleyway he jumped and slid to a halt on cold concrete. He sat up, legs bent, and put his head between his knees, trying to catch his breath. He thought his heart might burst. He remained motionless, senses on full alert, and waited until his breathing returned to normal.

			He stood up slowly and took a final look round. There was nothing; only still silence. He dug into the rucksack and pulled out a pair of night sights. They had cost him a small fortune but they were military standard, used by U.S. Special Forces, and for his purpose worth every penny. They were light but rugged, and could be operated when he was motionless, like now, or moving. He lifted them to his eyes and slowly scanned a one eighty degree radius. The twin image tubes provided daylight quality vision. He zoomed in on his target, a block of three small terraced houses.

			The three houses stood together in a row. Built in the late sixties each had identical, slightly weathered red facia bricks, two bedrooms and a bathroom upstairs, a lounge, kitchen and toilet downstairs. He had seen the plans and memorised the internal layout to the square inch.

			The upstairs windows were double glazed with white PVC surrounds. No lights were on. There was no sign of any movement. It confirmed what he already knew; nobody was home. The house was empty.

			He lowered his binoculars to survey the ground floor, inspecting first the windows, then the white PVC front door. The night sights played over the heavy brass letter box cut into the middle panel, and then a small square glass window, centre top. He swept the adjacent properties for any sign of movement. There was none. He looked around again, slowly sweeping the whole area, but saw nobody.

			He reached down into the rucksack and pulled out the few items he needed; a thin cotton tea-towel, a Tupperware container about an inch deep and eight inches long by four wide, a soft rubber hose one inch in diameter and about three inches long, a plastic tube two inches long, a jubilee clip, and a litre of petrol in a small sealed can. He set them down on the concrete floor and reached into his pocket. Inside were a screwdriver and a small plastic funnel. He set to work quickly with practiced hands. It took him less than two minutes to assemble the parts together. The finished product was a small fire-bomb in the form of a plastic container full of petrol to which was fastened a long cotton fuse.

			Finished, he gathered up all his tools and put them back in the rucksack. Then with a final look round he marched purposefully toward the front door of his target house. Quickly lifting the letterbox, he peered inside. He saw nothing in the darkness.

			He pushed the petrol-filled container into the letterbox and gently lowered it to the floor by feeding the cotton towel through inch by inch. With about a foot of the towel still protruding he reached into his pocket for his cigarette lighter. With a practiced flick of the fingers he lit it and put the naked flame to the tea-towel. It burst into flames with a whoosh and he wasted no time in poking the remaining few inches through the letterbox. He retreated quickly back to the dark alley.

			This was his favourite time; the few seconds when already high on adrenaline, he could stand back and admire the artistry in his work. He knew it would take only a few seconds for the flames to reach the petrol-filled container, but those precious moments, so fleeting, were deliciously satisfying. His stomach was churning and his eyes were wide with excitement when he heard a soft whump. A ball of white flame shot up with frightening speed and filled the small square window cut into the PVC door. It would not be long before the whole house was engulfed by fire.

			



	

CHAPTER 2

			LESS THAN FIFTEEN MINUTES LATER three fire tenders arrived at the scene followed quickly by two police cars. The fire crews had driven at full speed from the station at Moulton but it was already too late to save the house when they arrived. Instead they concentrated on preventing the fire spreading to the properties flanking it left and right, although as soon as the more experienced of them saw how quickly the flames were spreading, they realised even that was going to be unlikely.

			The Police soon raised the occupants of the threatened houses and insisted they swap the comfort of their warm beds for the chilly night air. People stood shivering in their bed clothes, huddled together clutching blankets, watching in dull shock as their homes were reduced to smouldering wrecks by the inferno raging in their neighbour’s house.

			It had been a busy night for Incident Commander Skip Henderson although autumn was not an especially busy period for his team. If you ignored Guy Fawkes and the lead up to it, mostly all you were left with was the occasional Road Traffic Accident. It was a good time for his men to recharge their batteries after the busy summer months.

			Tonight though had been an exception; first a farmer’s barn had gone up close to Boughton, probably started by kids, then an eighteen year old boy-racer had managed to wrap his car round a Right Turn sign close to Collingtree Park Golf Club, and they’d had to cut him out. The young man lost a foot and part of a leg from just above the ankle. It was a depressingly common occurrence. When a car hits an immovable object at speed the front end crumples, the driver hurtles forward. Metal tangles and bends under tremendous force and feet get trapped under pedals.

			Skip was busy co-ordinating the actions of the twelve fire officers attending the scene, but they were well drilled and didn’t need much telling. Three of them were already manning the hoses, directing the high powered water jets onto the flames sprouting from the centre of the fire. Another three were hosing down the adjoining properties. Three more were manning the tenders, and his remaining crew was helping police control the small crowd that had quickly gathered to watch the unexpected entertainment.

			Skip was monitoring progress when a spokesperson for the householders, an old lady wrapped in a pink blanket and a man’s overcoat, approached him.

			“One of your blokes says we won’t be able to get back in for months. Is that right?” the middle-aged spokeswoman asked in an accusing tone, as if Skip was personally responsible for the tragedy that had befallen her and her neighbours.

			Skip ignored the question. “Any idea if anyone might be in there?” he asked, nodding towards the burning block.

			“Don’t think so; the place has been empty for months.”

			“No squatters, tramps, gypsies around?”

			The woman shrugged. “Who knows? It’s been cold enough; haven’t seen anybody though.”

			Skip nodded, relieved. It was odds-on the roof was going to cave in any minute and he didn’t want to think about sending his team in there on a rescue mission.

			“Anyway, is it true?” she persisted.

			Thrown for a second Skip replied, “What?”

			The woman gave him a stern look and said, “Our houses. When can we get back in? We all have stuff in there you know; it might only be a job to you but these are our homes.”

			“I’m sorry but you can’t go back inside until after we’ve had a good look round and assessed whether it’s safe. Fires like this weaken the walls and infrastructure. The roof and the whole upstairs might cave in any minute. It’s just not safe at the moment,” he explained as reasonably as he could.

			“Well what are we going to do? We can’t just stand here all night until you’ve finished. Where are we going to go?” the woman asked, obviously becoming more alarmed as the enormity of the situation began to sink in.

			“Do you have any relatives who can put you up?”

			“Well I don’t know, it’s a bit late to call anybody even if I had a phone.”

			As much as Skip sympathised with her predicament, welfare wasn’t his department and so he said, “Best thing you can do is go and speak to one of the police officers over there and in the morning contact your insurance company. They’ll be able to sort you out.”

			The woman’s eyes widened. “Insurance, why?’

			Skip took a deep breath. “Because from what I’m seeing you’re going to need to make a claim.”

			The woman stared at him for a few seconds and then seemed to understand. She trudged off towards one of the policemen holding back the crowd. Skip noticed her summon her friends towards her on the way.

			He turned away from her and headed towards the fire. At that very moment the upper floor of the middle house collapsed. Skip looked on, relieved that none of his men were under it. He sighed. With the main beams exposed now to the full fury of the fire, he knew it wouldn’t be long before the roof caved in.

			



	

CHAPTER 3

			DCI BRIAN THOMAS CHECKED HIS heart rate by placing both hands on the pressure sensors of the cross trainer. He had been going for twenty minutes and his target rate was 150 beats per minute. That was the goal his personal training assistant Josh had set for him.

			Josh had the kind of smile that sparkled like Christmas lights and could be switched on just as easily; day or night, rain or shine. He was one of half a dozen personal training assistants attached to the local gym whose job it was to welcome new members and show them how to use the bikes, treadmills, cross trainers, power plates, and all the other assorted instruments of torture.

			Thomas thought Josh was a patronising jerk. He talked at him not to him, and in a tone that was just a little too slow and loud, as if Thomas was somehow hard of hearing. Josh would explain everything just so carefully and precisely, and always with that neon smile on full power. When Thomas did as Josh instructed, Josh was embarrassingly effusive in his praise, so much so that Thomas half expected to be given a pat on the head and a biscuit.

			Josh reminded him of the kind of United States Marines drill instructor seen in Hollywood movies. Crew cut hair, broad shoulders tapering into an impossibly slim waist, not an ounce of fat in sight, arms like ham hocks, and a sadistic personality. Thomas was sure Josh took genuine pleasure in seeing the agony on the faces of his clients as he took them through his routines.

			Thomas had signed up at the gym one morning after taking a long hard look at himself in the mirror and not liking what he saw. At forty two he was getting flabby, and according to the internet he had a BMI of thirty, was a stone and a half overweight, and his blood pressure was too high. His wife Alice hadn’t complained but he wasn’t ready to turn to seed just yet and so he and Josh had designed a punishing routine that took an hour three times a week. It was early days but psychologically he felt better already.

			The digital pulse display on the cross trainer had been sticking stubbornly to 138 for about three minutes and Thomas thought he detected the merest hint of disapproval in Josh’s tone when he barked, “Come on Brian, step on it. Let’s try for the 150. Go!”

			Thomas pushed and pulled, trod and lifted for all he was worth, and the number slowly began to rise, 143, 146, “Come on Brian; go for it,” Josh encouraged, the neon smile on full beam, the tone almost genuine.

			Thomas pushed on until he hit the 150 mark but at a cost; his heart was pounding, his legs were burning with lactic acid, and he knew he wouldn’t be able to maintain the pace for long.

			“Well done Brian, well done,” Josh gushed. Thomas tried his best to give him a dirty look but it was too difficult when he could hardly breathe and sweat was leaking from every pore. Instead he put his head down, determined to persevere despite every muscle demanding he stop immediately.

			The only time he had seen the smile disappear from Josh’s face was at their first session when he had pulled out his mobile phone and placed it in the water bottle holder at the front of the treadmill.

			“Er, we don’t normally allow mobiles in the training suite Brian,” Josh had explained, but Thomas had insisted his job demanded he carried it with him at all times. It could be a real irritation, especially if someone called when he was trying to relax off duty, but today, at this moment, when the air-raid siren of a ring tone exploded into life, Thomas was more than a little grateful for the interruption. He stopped his workout and picked up the handset.

			“Thomas,” he gasped.

			“You sound knackered Thomas; I do hope I’ve not caught you doing anything biblical,” his boss, Superintendent Malan said.

			“No sir, just working out.”

			“Yes,” Malan replied, stretching the word and somehow managing to make it drip with derision. “Well when you’ve caught your breath perhaps you could spare the time to pop in and see the Chief Fire Officer at Moulton station. It seems he believes we might have an arsonist on our hands.”

			Thomas had long ago told himself not to rise to Malan’s bait; Malan possessed a naturally disdainful tone that could spark Thomas’ short fuse in no time, and it had taken him many months to realise that Malan meant very little by it; it was just his way. He was one of those people who believed that he could get the best out of his staff by goading them into action rather than treat them as human beings. Thomas did not like him, but he was his boss and he could do very little about it without resigning from the force, and he was not prepared to do that.

			“Well I have to attend the PACE seminar in Coventry, so if it’s OK with you I’ll call him then put Grey on it sir,” he replied.

			There was a long uncomfortable silence before Malan said in a low disapproving tone, “If you must Thomas, but make sure she doesn’t ruffle any feathers.”

			“Sir,” Thomas replied, amazed that Malan still held a grudge against Grey after all this time. She had done nothing to deserve it.

			Malan rang off and Thomas smiled apologetically at Josh. “Sorry Josh, I have to go; duty calls.”

			Josh beamed his national grid busting smile and nodded in dutiful understanding. “No worries; see you in two days?”

			Thomas grunted agreement and grabbed his towel before making his way to the changing rooms.

			 

			 

			



	

CHAPTER 4

			DETECTIVE INSPECTOR SHEILA GREY WAS swilling out a cup in her kitchen sink, waiting for the kettle to boil. Satisfied, after a brief inspection, she reached for a towel and dried the cup before spooning coffee granules and sugar into it. The kettle boiled and she poured the bubbling water over the coffee granules. After a quick stir she held the cup under the cold tap and gave it a quick burst, then sipped a hesitant sample before pouring a good mouthful down her throat.

			The toaster popped two slightly burned slices of wholemeal out and Grey reached over to extract them before spreading both with thick dollops of marmalade. She took a crunchy bite of one, quickly followed by another mouthful of instant.

			Her partner of four years, Chris Atherley, was still fast asleep in the bedroom of their small bungalow in Booth Lane. It was still relatively early and they had been up until the early hours watching a video of Stieg Larsson’s The Girl With The Dragon Tattoo. Grey admired Lisbeth Salander; she was a woman out of her own heart; didn’t take shit from anybody.

			She took another bite and switched on the kettle again in preparation for a refill.

			Dressed in her habitual work clothes, charcoal grey designer label suit, this one from Gio-Goi, and white blouse, Grey was bored. There had been nothing but drudgery for weeks at the station. Top that with Malan and the Chief demanding progress reports twice a day on the recent spate of burglaries, and she had become utterly fed up. In her opinion their reasons had nothing to do with solving crime; they had everything to do with arse covering and self preservation; the local press had been running daily leaders for weeks on stressed out victims, and how unsafe the town had become.

			Malan’s vitriol in particular seemed to be directed at her and her alone. Thomas had deftly shunted the problem onto her shoulders. Meanwhile he had busied himself with training sessions, finding a sudden interest in day release courses on PACE, Human Rights, and most obscurely The Role of the Policeman in a Secular Society, whatever that meant.

			It kept him out of the firing line, leaving her well and truly exposed. Lord alone knew why Malan had let him get away with it. It wasn’t as if the criminal fraternity had decided to take a couple of week’s leave of absence to allow him time to bury his face in books. Thomas should have been in his office watching her back. He knew that Malan had never forgiven her for upsetting that tree hugging, self-righteous brief who had represented Dale Haynes.

			Grey sighed and took another sip of coffee. She was about to take another bite of toast but just then her mobile phone went off and she pulled it from her pocket and put it to her ear.

			“DI Grey,” she said.

			“It’s Thomas. Listen I know you’re tied up on these burglaries but Mr. Malan has just called and he’s in a flap about a possible arson. I’ve just had a quick word with the Chief Fire Officer and he tells me that his men are still at the scene in Laurel Court. I want you to meet the officer in charge, a Skip Henderson; he’ll take you through it.”

			“Priority sir?” Grey enquired, trying to cover her back. Arson might be Malan’s flavour of the morning, but by afternoon he might have burglary on his mind again.

			There was a brief silence before Thomas replied, “You be the judge; if it’s definite then we need to put a stop to it as soon as possible.”

			“Ok sir, I’ll get on it now.”

			“Report back to me in the morning. I’m in Coventry all day,” Thomas said and rang off.

			Oh great, Grey muttered to herself, you be the judge DI Grey while I attend this life or death conference in Coventry, and then when it all goes tits up there’ll be no-one to blame but you.

			With a final crunch of toast she reached for her keys and headed for her car.

			It is only a very short drive from Booth Lane to Laurel Court and Grey covered it in less than five minutes. When she arrived she saw two fire engines and half a dozen firemen, two of whom were still playing hoses onto two houses adjoining what looked to be the seat of the fire, a smouldering wreck with no roof. Two more firemen were packing away their equipment and another, whom she imagined was in charge, was standing near what had once been the front door, talking into a mobile phone.

			Gathered around were a few onlookers, kept safely behind police tape about thirty yards from the action by two special constables. No doubt they had been drafted in overnight.

			Grey parked her Focus in a convenient bay close by and walked slowly towards the officer talking on the phone. He seemed to notice her out of the corner of his eye and turned to face her, raising a hand in a ‘wait there’ gesture. Grey did as she was told.

			After a few seconds the officer put away his phone and walked towards her with a huge smile on his face and hand outstretched.

			“I guess you’re from the police? I’m Skip Henderson,” he said.

			Grey shook the offered hand. “Detective Inspector Grey,” she said.

			Henderson held her hand longer than necessary before releasing it. “Pleased to meet you; I guess you’ve come to have a look at what we’ve found here. Any experience with fires?”

			“Only bonfires and penny bangers when I was a young girl,” Grey answered with a nervous laugh. Henderson’s piercing blue eyes seemed to be studying her every move.

			“Well this one’s on a slightly different scale. Follow me, but tread carefully and don’t wander off anywhere without asking; it’s a very dangerous area; these buildings could collapse at any moment.”

			“Don’t worry I have no intention of becoming the next Joan of Arc.”

			“Glad to hear it. Now watch your step,” Henderson warned as he turned towards the smouldering house. Grey followed close behind until he stopped just short of what had been the front entrance. Henderson stood to one side to allow her to catch up, and then crouched down close to the threshold. He pointed at a spot on the floor. “See here, we’re just inside the entrance hall behind what was the front door. There’s a scorch mark thicker than anything close by which tells me that this was where the fire started. There’s also an unmistakable smell of petrol. Petrol burns, but the smell doesn’t dissipate for days.”

			Grey knelt beside him and sniffed the high octane odour still present. “There are three elements needed to sustain any fire,” Henderson continued quietly, turning towards her so that their faces were close together, “oxygen, some kind of fuel source, and heat; the holy trinity we call them. Now in this case our arsonist has brought the fuel source with him.”

			“How do you know it wasn’t an accident?” Grey challenged while standing up. Henderson’s eyes were hypnotic and she needed to break their spell and concentrate on her job.

			Henderson stood too and scratched his chin. “Well it would take quite a stretch of the imagination to picture this being an accident. According to the neighbours the house is unoccupied, yet there happened to be a container of petrol sitting next to the front door, and somehow this accidentally caught fire? I don’t think so. Like I said, there needs to be three elements; difficult to see how it could be accidental.”

			“Hmm, I take your point. So how then; some kind of Molotov do you think?”

			Henderson shrugged. “Perhaps; more likely some kind of container fed through the letterbox. Fill the container with petrol, light the fuse, and wait for the fireworks. It makes sense. Whoever did this needed a few seconds to get to safety before it went up.”

			“Why a container; why not just pour the petrol through the letterbox?”

			Henderson gave her an admiring look. “Good question DI Grey; the answer is to prevent flash burns. With a fuse there would be a slight delay, maybe only a few seconds but enough time to move clear. With petrol poured onto the floor there’d be a flash as soon as the match or whatever was used touched it, and the culprit might suffer flash burns or scorching to the skin.”

			Grey said, “I see; and you’re certain the fire started here?”

			“No doubt whatsoever. Forensics will confirm it but I’ve seen enough over the years to know arson when I see it.”

			“But you have no idea who might have done it or why?” Grey asked.

			“No idea; you’ll need to speak to the Chief because I don’t reckon this will have been our culprit’s first attempt. This boyo knew what he was doing.”

			“He?” Grey queried, raising one eyebrow.

			Henderson smiled. “Point taken Miss Grey; lots of arsonists are women.”

			“Ok well thanks, I’d better get on. I need to talk to the neighbours, ask around a bit.”

			“Good luck; some of them are feeling pretty sick. It’s just sinking in that they’re homeless. Let’s hope they saw somebody and can help you because I suspect this one won’t be in any hurry to stop.”

			Grey said, “Thanks.”

			Henderson held her gaze for a few seconds and said, “Hope to see you again soon.”

			Grey gave him her best smile and replied, “Me too.”

			Steady girl, she told herself as she turned away from him and headed towards the curious onlookers, you’re spoken for remember? Still it was nice to pull every now and again and she was bouncing on air as she approached the small group of onlookers.

			One of them, a woman in her mid fifties, seemed to be their spokesperson, and it was with her that Grey decided to start.

			“Hello I’m Detective Inspector Grey,” she announced. “Do you live around here?”

			The woman pulled the oversized coat she was wearing tighter to her and nodded towards Henderson. “That fireman over there told me we wouldn’t be able to get back inside for months; that’s my house, the one to the right of the fire,” she said. There was an inferred question in the remark. Grey imagined the old lady was hoping she would somehow be able to overrule Henderson and allow her back inside.

			“I’m sorry to hear that, but I’m sure he’s right. It does look very dangerous. Were you asleep when the fire started?”

			“Well the police knocked us up at around four this morning. By then the blaze was coming out of the front windows. It’s unbelievable.”

			“It must have been a terrible shock for you. Did you notice anyone hanging around, either this morning or in the last couple of days?”

			The old woman gave her a sharp look and said, “Why do you ask? Did somebody do this deliberately?”

			Grey decided to back track; she didn’t need to fuel any panic among the residents. “We’re not sure yet but we do have to cover all the angles. Have you noticed anybody?”

			“Not a sole. This is a quiet neighbourhood; we don’t see many strangers.”

			“What about people knocking on doors in the past few days? Any sales person you didn’t expect?”

			“No.”

			“And you didn’t hear any unusual noises last night?” Grey persisted.

			“No, nothing, but then it takes a lot to wake me up.”

			“Do you have any idea who owns the house?”

			The old woman pursed her lips and paused for a moment before answering. “It’s been unoccupied for months. The last person to live there was old Mr. Jeffries. He died last summer and nobody’s been in it since as far as I know.”

			“Did he have any relatives that you know of?”

			“A son I think, but I haven’t seen him for ages. For all I know he might even have sold the place.”

			“Do you have any idea where I might find him? He’ll need to know about the fire.”

			She shook her head. “No; I hardly ever spoke to him.”

			Grey noticed Skip Henderson approaching out of the corner of her right eye. “Thanks,” she said to the old lady and turned towards him.

			“I needed to ask you something before I left,” he said.

			“Oh really; what was that?” Grey asked.

			“Will you have a drink with me, maybe tomorrow night? I have the night off,” he asked with a glint in his eye.

			Grey flashed the ring Atherley had bought her for Christmas and shook her head. “I’m spoken for.”

			Henderson grinned mischievously. “Oh well, you can’t blame a bloke for trying.”

			Grey decided enough was enough “I’d better call in Scenes of Crime Officers and see what they can come up with. Our arsonist might not have been new to his work but even he might have left some kind of trace evidence. I’ll have the perimeter sealed off and call the boys in.”

			Henderson scratched his head. “But my crews have been trampling all over this place since the early hours and half of them have gone back to base.”

			It was Grey’s turn to smile mischievously. “Then it’s going to be a long day, especially for your men.”

			Henderson groaned as Grey pulled out her mobile and began punching numbers.

			



	

CHAPTER 5

			IN THE LIBRARY OF CHURCH Brampton Hall, a late Victorian mansion set back from the estate road leading to the County Golf course, ‘Chez Manny’ to Manny Elsdon and his family, the owner whose name it boasted was pacing up and down his drawing room, waving his arms and shouting.

			“You’ve made a bloody fool out of me Franklin and nobody does that and gets away with it.”

			Franklin, a tall overweight solicitor about sixty years old, was lounging comfortably in a deep leather easy chair adjacent to Manny’s desk, one leg crossed over the other, hands resting lightly on his right knee. He exuded calm confidence despite the fact that deep down he was livid. He had been summoned to ‘this farce of a breakfast meeting’ at this ungodly hour -what was it? -eight thirty for goodness sake, by a frantic phone call from Manny’s secretary at eleven thirty the night before. Could he possibly attend? Manny was insisting. Well of course he could attend; having spent the last thirty five years representing his one and only client, frantic phone calls and breakfast meetings came with the job. Nevertheless this was different. Manny was spitting bullets, and all them were aimed at him.

			“Be reasonable Manny; it was only business,” Franklin protested.

			“Only business; only business!” Elsdon repeated in a roaring crescendo, “You’ve stolen my money. Thirty five years I trusted you Franklin, thirty five bloody years!”

			“Yes and that should tell you that this was a mistake; an unfortunate mistake I admit, but a mistake nevertheless.”

			Elsdon stopped pacing. He took a deep breath. Sweat was glistening on his brow, his cheeks were purple and pulsing, and his wide eyes were bearing down on Franklin with utter disgust. He used his last ounce of self control to keep his voice low and calm. “Tell me, have I been a fool for all these years?” He asked.

			“No,” Franklin protested, “I’ve tried to expla……”

			“Don’t interrupt me when I’m speaking!” Elsdon seethed, pointing an accusing finger. Spittle landed on Franklin’s cheeks, Elsdon was so close. “Here’s what’s going to happen. First thing in the morning I’m going to have a forensic accountant pitch camp at your office and he’s going to comb through every transaction, every bank account, every bloody little penny of mine you’ve ever laid your sticky fingers on, and do you know why?”

			Franklin raised an inquisitive eyebrow. “I’m sure you’ll enlighten me,” he said, barely able to hide his contempt. This was not the Manny he knew and had worked with for all these years. That Manny was diamond hard and ruthless as Stalin, but always fair, always reasoned. This Manny would not listen to reason, had forgotten about the bond that had bound them together for all these years, was accusing him of being a common thief, was prepared to ditch thirty five years of friendship in the time it took to drink a cup of coffee and scoff a couple of marmalade muffins. Franklin was appalled.

			“Too bloody right I will; I don’t think this was a ‘mistake’ as you call it. I think this was just the tip of the iceberg, the scratch on the surface, the first tiny indication in thirty five years of you systematically skimming off the top of my bloody pile!”

			“Oh come on Manny; be reasonable,” Franklin said trying to remain calm. “How long have we known each other?”

			Elsdon said sadly, “You know Franklin, I don’t think I’ve ever really known you at all.”

			Franklin had heard enough. He stood up tall and straightened his tie. When he spoke he made no attempt to hide his contempt. “Well then, send in your bloodhound; he’ll find nothing. That much I guarantee,” he said coldly. “My conscience is clear. This was a single simple mistake; the first one in thirty five years. Alright I admit it, I’ve been stupid, but I would have thought that after all these years you owe me more than this. Frankly Manny I’m disappointed.”

			Elsdon laughed scornfully. “Owe you? Don’t kid yourself. I owe you nothing. If it hadn’t been for me you wouldn’t have had a practice. You’ve made a bloody good living out of me Franklin, and don’t think I haven’t noticed those little extra overcharges you’ve accidentally added to your bills over the years. Do you think I’m stupid? Of course I noticed, but I didn’t care. I trusted you and was happy to pay. But this? This is different. This is you taking the piss and nobody takes the piss out of me. Now get out of my house!” Elsdon ordered, his face blue with rage.

			Franklin stared at Elsdon in disbelief for a few seconds, but seeing nothing but contemptuous rage, he picked up his briefcase and marched out. On the forecourt, still furious he zapped the central locking of his Mercedes, climbed in and gunned the accelerator, wheels spinning and kicking up gravel as he slewed out of Elsdon’s drive.

			Foot hard to the pedal he accelerated down the hill past Brampton Heath Golf Club, his heart thumping, fury overtaking caution and reason. He hit seventy five approaching the tight left hander on the brow of the steep decline down to Brampton Crossing. Too late he realised he was going too fast, and stood on the brake pedal while wrenching the wheel left in a terrified hopeless last ditch effort to will the hurtling pride of German engineering round the corner. Heading in the opposite direction a lorry laden with flour was struggling to climb the hill, its driver having decided that the back roads to the Bugbrooke mill would help him avoid the school traffic.

			The designers at Mercedes know a thing or two about cornering at speed, and although the chassis of the SLK Roadster creaked and groaned in protest, it almost made it round until the G force became just too much and the rear end started to slide inexorably towards the centre of the road. Eyes wide with panic, Franklin felt the movement and spun the wheel again to opposite lock, but it was too late. The Roadster careered into the lorry with a deafening clang against its front wing. A one ton SLK versus a thirty ton fully loaded HGV is no contest. The Roadster was flung spinning and tumbling into the roadside ditch, while the HGV only juddered momentarily under the impact. Inside the Mercedes Franklin was fully conscious and had the good sense to duck down nano seconds before the airbag exploded and the roof caved in.

			The dazed lorry driver tumbled out of his cab onto unsteady legs and stumbled over to the steaming wreck that had landed upside down in the roadside ditch. He knelt down and craned his neck to look inside. He saw a blood covered head, partly obscured by the inflated airbag. He moved in closer to get a better look, but jumped back with a start as the eyes suddenly opened and a bloodied hand shot out towards him. Hands trembling, the HGV driver fumbled in the pockets of his overalls until he found his mobile phone. Then with shaking fingers he punched in emergency services.

			Back at Chez Manny, Elsdon had slumped down in one of the leather chairs, his chest heaving, his fury unabated. His doctor had warned him against over stressing himself; his blood pressure would not take it. He willed himself to calm down, breathe deeply, bring his temper under control, but unbeknown to him the forces that would soon turn him into a dribbling wreck of a human being were already in play. In his brain blood was surging through vessels already narrowed by fatty deposits built up over a lifetime of good living. A tiny morsel was dislodged by the rushing waves and carried along on the tide until it became wedged between arterial walls too narrow for it to pass. Under the force of the powerful torrent the fatty deposit formed a dam that stopped the flow of blood abruptly, and within seconds the vessel had exploded under the pressure. Manny’s brain, starved of blood, ceased to function.

			Manny felt a sudden severe headache and tried to raise a hand up in a subconscious gesture. Vaguely aware that his arm hadn’t moved, his face tried to register surprise but instead crumpled within itself just before he collapsed into a coma from which he would never recover in any meaningful way.

			



	

CHAPTER 6

			FRANKLIN OWNED A SMALL OFFICE building along Marefair close to St. Peter’s Church. Constructed of Sandstone with a slate roof, he had bought it years earlier for its convenience; it stood a short walk from the railway station and, in the opposite direction, the centre of town. There was easy parking at the rear.

			Inside was a ground floor office furnished with an old mahogany desk, two grey steel filing cabinets, and a small table. A narrow corridor ran alongside it to the bathroom and the tiny back yard. Upstairs was an empty room that he did not use, and a storeroom in which he kept all his old files.

			He returned to the office a week after crashing into the ditch near Brampton Crossing, and he still nursed a sore neck, but it was as nothing compared to the pain Manny Elsdon had inflicted on him when he had called him a thief.

			The fury inside him had raged unabated as he had lain in his hospital bed and dwelt on his reward for thirty five years worth of unflinching comradeship, loyalty, and faithful service.

			Wasn’t it he who had guided Elsdon through his first uncertain forays into the unforgiving world of equities?

			Wasn’t it he who had introduced Elsdon to the host of invaluable contacts without whom he would never have risen above the humdrum mediocrity of provincial also-ran?

			Wasn’t it he who had carefully invested his millions, advised him about people and potential take-overs, mentored him, as success had followed success?

			And in Elsdon’s darkest hour of desperate need, wasn’t it he who had been that best and rarest of friends; unquestioning, loyal, ready and willing to do his bidding without judgment, demurral, or caution?

			In short, didn’t Elsdon owe him everything?

			And what was to be the reward for this lifetime of allegiance?

			Summary dismissal over coffee and muffins in less than five minutes.

			Well he wasn’t about to let Elsdon get rid of him so easily. He had something that would make him regret such a curt cold hearted dispatch of someone so loyal; something that no doubt Elsdon had forgotten about, but that was forever implanted in Franklin’s memory.

			Without an ounce of remorse Franklin sat down at his computer and began typing.

			It was a simple enough letter, one that looked no different from the hundreds of others that left his office every week. In all respects, from the outside it was singularly ordinary.

			Inside, the contents were not.

			



	

CHAPTER 7

			GREY HAD SPENT OVER A week interviewing just about everyone who lived on Lumbertubs, including the postman and two milkmen, but to no avail. She had also trawled through the many local files on possible suspects and even the national HOLMES2 database of major enquiries, but found nothing.

			There had been a couple of possibilities; one a sixty year old man, a serial offender with a drink and drug problem, the other a thirty year old prostitute with a grudge against welfare homes, and for a few minutes Grey had been hopeful, until she discovered they were both still serving time.

			Whoever had committed the arson had been very careful. SOCO’s had found no trace evidence within a thirty yard radius of the fire. The fact that Henderson’s men had trampled all over the scene had not helped, but there was nothing she could do about that; they had only been doing their job. She had considered widening the area of search, but it was a busy little neighbourhood and there was only so much disruption people would be prepared to accept. They would not take kindly to police tape and no-go areas for any length of time, and the last thing she needed was a complaint sent in to Malan. For a short while following the fire he had called three times daily demanding to know what was happening, but now he was beginning to lose interest and focus once again on burglary.

			When she had discussed the case with Thomas he had seemed pre-occupied with his course material and had offered little advice except a vague suggestion she speak to a profiler.

			She needed a break.

			She had made an appointment with the Chief Fire Officer at Moulton and she was on her way to see him now. Skip Henderson had said the arsonist was experienced. There was a chance the CFO might remember other recent suspicious fires that he had kept to himself. Surely it wasn’t an unrealistic idea, she reasoned; nobody liked to cause a panic, especially those in high places. In her experience they would do almost anything to stay out of the spotlight. If the story of an arsonist on the loose leaked out the press would be all over it. All the more reason to keep quiet.

			Grey was taking her time driving from the station on the Mounts to Moulton. She could have turned left and headed straight for the Kettering Road; that was the direct route. But it was a lovely sunny autumn day and she decided instead to go the long way to Boughton Lane. The fire station is a couple of hundred yards past the turning into Moulton Park industrial estate on the right hand side.

			She loved cool crisp mornings such as this with the sun low in the sky and the air clean and dry. Sitting inside the cosy cabin of her Focus she could bathe in the warmth of the sun. She had wound down the passenger window about an inch to allow fresh air to drift in.

			The hedgerows were changing colour fast as summer faded into fall; leaves were turning brown and gold. Magpies were frantically flying from one branch to another, bullying smaller birds away from their territory. Atherley had told her once that Magpies were one of the very few animals that could recognise themselves in a mirror. He didn’t say how many actually owned one. He was full of useless information like that.

			Fallen leaves provided a patchwork carpet over the tarmac, but they were too few to make driving dangerous, and road cleaners had already brushed aside twigs and bracken blown from trees by the autumn winds.

			There was little traffic; she had deliberately waited until the school run was over so to avoid it. All she had to contend with were a few thirty tonners heading slowly towards industrial units on Moulton Park, and occasional cyclists making the most of the glorious conditions.

			With the furore raging among the powers that be over burglaries and now this case, she was feeling quite exposed. She desperately needed Thomas back to his old self, if only to watch her back. He always claimed to be no kind of politician but at least he knew how to manage Malan. Christ the man must have been fed on drain cleaner as a child, he was so corrosive. He was the only man she had ever met who could make her skin crawl with a ‘good morning’. Before joining the police he must have taken a master class in virulence. She had long held a burning ambition to move up to DCI rank, but if this was what she would have to put up with every day then ‘no thank you’.

			The county fire and rescue service was formed in 1974 when the borough and county fire brigades joined forces; it is currently managed by the County Council. The headquarters in Moulton, a faceless nondescript red-brick construction was built in 1982. Soulless to look at, it is anything but in the intensity of its operations; it handles about twenty thousand calls a year and serves close to three quarters of a million people. It is also home to all the service personnel, a workshop, and senior officers, including the CFO Douglas Channing.

			Grey parked her car in one of the visitor’s spaces and made her way into reception where she introduced herself. Channing’s secretary appeared shortly afterwards and guided her up two flights of stairs into his office. Channing was already out of his seat, ready to greet her when she walked in. He was in full dress uniform, buckles and buttons glinting in the mid morning sunlight that streamed into his office.

			“Detective Inspector Grey; I’ve heard a lot about you,” he said, offering her his hand.

			Grey shook it and smiled back, wondering who he had been talking to. “Pleased to meet you sir; thanks for agreeing to see me so soon.”

			“Not at all, not at all. Please do take a seat,” he said, waving at a vacant chair opposite. Channing returned to his chair behind his desk. “Coffee?”

			“Thanks sir, but I’m drowning in it this morning,” she replied.

			Channing smiled. “So, what can I do for you Inspector?”

			“Well sir I’m investigating the fire at Lumbertubs last week. Your officer Skip Henderson is of the opinion that it was started deliberately and that whoever did it has done it before. I’m wondering if you can think of any other recent fires where there was an element of doubt?” Grey asked.

			Channing was silent for several seconds while his expression changed from welcoming to downright hostile.

			“I’m not sure I understand what you mean Inspector Grey,” he said slowly.

			Unusually, Grey’s radar did not pick up the danger signs flashing from Channing’s expression and so she continued unabated. “Perhaps there have been fires where your men suspected foul play but couldn’t be sure. If Henderson is right, this was not a first attempt.”

			“And you’re thinking that my men might have mentioned their suspicions to me but I did nothing about it?”

			Too late, Grey could see suddenly where this was going. She had made a monumental error of judgement in giving Channing the impression she was accusing him of keeping any suspicions he might have to himself. Of course he wouldn’t admit such a thing; not a man in his position. Desperately she tried to defuse the situation. “No sir, of course not, but, well if there’s anything at all you can think of,” she said, floundering.

			“Well now Inspector; firstly recent fires, you say. Well I can think of nothing recent. Secondly, and more importantly, if I’d known about anything ‘doubtful’ as you put it, I would have had it thoroughly investigated and reported it to your Chief Constable.”

			“Yes of course sir, but I was just wondering….”

			“Wondering what Inspector? Whether I might be withholding something detrimental to public safety from the police? Why do you think a man in my position might do something as irresponsible as that?”

			Grey was becoming flustered and trying hard not to blush. “Well no sir; of course not that, but sometimes surely….”

			Channing stood up quickly and approached her. When he spoke his voice was cold. “No Inspector Grey; never. I find it insulting that you march into my office and accuse me of failing in my duty without a shred of evidence. How dare you?”

			Grey was still seated and she had to look up to meet Channing’s eyes. She had dug herself into a hole and she really did not have any idea how to climb out of it.

			“If I’ve given you that impression sir then I really am sorry. That was not my intention,” she tried, hoping Channing would cool down and let it pass.

			“Then what was your intention inspector?” Channing demanded to know.

			Grey stood up ready to leave. This was taking her nowhere except into deep mire. “Simply to attempt to put the Lumbertubs incident into some kind of perspective sir; we found nothing at the scene, no forensics, no evidence of any kind. I was simply hoping that you might recall something, anything at all, that I could look into that might just provide the lead we need. I’m sorry if I didn’t explain myself very well. It wasn’t my intention to cause any offence.”

			Channing glared at her for several seconds then grunted and turned away from her. “Yes well, I think we understand each other Inspector. If anything does come to mind I’ll let you know,” he said.

			“Thank you sir,” Grey said, and hurried out.

			She almost ran to her car, zapped the lock, and flopped onto the driver’s seat. “Stupid, stupid stupid!” she shouted and thumped the steering wheel until her knuckles hurt.

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			



	

CHAPTER 8

			SAMUEL BENNETT, SAM TO HIS friends and surrogate family, was in a state of shock. He was trying hard to regain sufficient control of his senses to undertake the early morning tasks he did without thinking every day, but somehow he found himself dithering. He had already picked up a razor and put it back down, wondering where the soap was when all the time he could see it in front of his nose. Then he had raced to the kitchen to switch on the kettle only to decide at the last moment to return to the bathroom. Then he thought he had left the kettle on and it might be overheating, so had raced back to the kitchen only to find he had not switched it on in the first place, so had sloped back, muttering under his breath as he went. Now he couldn’t decide whether to take a shower first or have a shave.

			Standing naked before the bathroom mirror, he turned away in disgust and cursed, “Beastly man.”

			At that moment Bennett hated himself. He hated his outward self deprecation, his timidity, his slightly effeminate gait, more of a mince than a stride he’d always thought but nevertheless had never done anything to change it, and most of all he hated himself because all his life he had allowed himself to live off the grace and favour of Manny Elsdon and now that Manny was gone, or at least as good as, he was at the mercy of his son Sol. And Sol thought he was a sponger.

			What he wanted to do was to confront that beastly man and batter him until he begged for forgiveness. How could he, so soon after Manny’s dreadful stroke, be so cruel, so heartless?

			Yet there was nothing to be done about it now, it was too late. He should have claimed his independence, moved out years ago as soon as he had qualified, found himself another job, another home, one of his own, not stayed in the rooms that Manny had so kindly provided for him after his parents died.

			But no, he had been too lazy, too comfortable, too grateful to do what he knew deep down he should have done, moved on, thanked Manny profusely for all he’d done and bowed out gracefully, left the family home and the family job, and fended for himself.

			Instead he had accepted the charity, stayed in the rooms, slaved at the job with no hope of advancement, at least for as long as Sol was in charge. Until now; now, only a few short days after Manny’s demise, Sol had pounced.

			Leave the job, leave the house, you have a month, he had written. A letter; Sol had sent him a letter. He hadn’t even had the courage to talk to him man to man, face to face. The coward had sent a letter. No doubt he had dictated it to his
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