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ANGLESEY

There is a word in Welsh that has no exact translation into English – Hiraeth. It is best defined as the bond you feel with a place – a mixture of pride, homesickness and a determination to return. Most people that have visited Anglesey leave with an understanding of Hiraeth.




Prologue

West Manchester, 12 August 2018

Detective Inspector Laura Hart of the Greater Manchester Police – or ‘the GMP’ – sat quietly in the back of an Armed Response Vehicle as it drove slowly out from behind the disused petrol station where it had been hidden for the last ten minutes. It turned left and headed towards Brannings Warehouse on the Central Park Trading Estate, situated to the west of Manchester.

She was sharing the stuffy vehicle with four Armed Response Officers – AROs – in full combat equipment. Within the police, AROs were referred to as ‘shots’, and they were clad in black helmets, Perspex goggles, balaclavas, Kevlar bulletproof vests and Heckler & Koch G36C assault rifles. The G36C carried a 100 round C-Mag drum magazine and fired at the deadly rate of 750 rounds per minute. In an operation like this, the AROs needed more firepower than the 9mm pistols or carbines that they usually carried. They weren’t going to take any risks today.

As the armoured BMW X5 slowed, Laura reached up to hold on to the leather strap that hung from the car roof, to keep her balance. She could feel the adrenaline surging through her body. She felt agitated and highly alert. Her Kevlar bulletproof vest was heavy as it bounced against her shoulders. As always, it was way too big. She was a diminutive 5' 4", which meant even the smallest vest, with its heavy armour plating, jolted around her body and left scratches and bruises.

Why can’t they make a vest that fits me? It’s not as though I’m an elf, is it? she thought dryly to herself.

If wearing a vest had been a rare occurrence, she might not have minded. But because of the escalation in the number of armed gangs in Manchester, she was permanently putting one on. Part of her found it annoying, as she had never received as much as a scratch while on these operations. The other part of her thought of her kids: Jake, aged eight, and Rosie, fifteen.

There can always be a first time, she told herself. You’re not bloody immortal.

Laura was forty-three years old, blonde, with arched brows that framed her large, expressive chestnut eyes. She wore a permanent expression of reassurance, whether it was on a police operation like today, or holding the hand of her son as he walked along the top of a high wall.

The inside of the ARV was silent except for the crackle of the Tetra police radio and the mumbled voice of Gold Command giving the driver instructions. It smelt of gun oil, male sweat and stale cigarettes. Looking over at the young ARO next to her, she got a waft of his chewing gum as he stared at the floor, readying himself for the operation.

As he scratched his dark beard, he sensed her gaze and looked up at her. ‘You okay, ma’am?’ He had a thick Yorkshire accent.

Laura nodded. ‘Never better,’ she replied sardonically. Her accent had a trace of North Wales.

He grinned. ‘Just keep behind us, eh? We don’t want you having to use that thing,’ he said protectively and then gestured to the Glock 19 pistol in the holster on her belt.

She smiled back at him. Neither did she. It might have fifteen bullets in it, but she had never fired a gun in over twenty years as a police officer – other than at the police firing range.

She glanced back to the road behind where another ARV BMW followed them.

Today was Operation Solar. A reliable Covert Human Intelligence Source – the over-complicated Police vernacular for a snout, a grass or an informant – had identified the disused Brannings Warehouse as a major drugs factory for the Fallowfield Hill Gang, a notorious and powerful Organised Crime Group in South Manchester. The gang’s formation and roots went back as far as the early seventies, and they had been part of the eruption of gang warfare in the nineties that saw over three hundred shootings in five years – the UK tabloid press had renamed Manchester ‘Gunchester’ at the time. However, the gang had become nervous and volatile after the arrest of their two leaders, Lee Jennings and Tyrone Amis, for a drive-by shooting at the funeral of a member of the Doddington Gang. Manchester CID had intel that the gang members they were on their way to intercept, who were running the manufacture of crack cocaine, were heavily armed.

The driver spoke into the radio. ‘Gold Command, Gold Command. Sierra Oscar five, are you receiving, over?’

Gold Command, the officer in charge of Operation Solar, was Superintendent Ian Butterfield. He would be watching the operation in the warm safety of West Didsbury nick, via remote cameras placed in the ARV and the helmet of the lead ARO, Sergeant Phillips. Laura didn’t rate Butterfield as an on-the-ground copper. He was a political animal, more interested in schmoozing and working his way up the career ladder. He had no interest in straightforward police work as his time and energy were spent dropping poison into people’s ears and watching his back in case there was a knife headed for it. And that made him a dangerous liability on operations like this.

‘Gold Command to Sierra Oscar five. Receiving, go ahead. Over,’ Gold Command acknowledged.

‘Sierra Oscar five. We have arrived at the target destination. Out,’ replied the driver. ‘Stand by.’

Laura unclipped her seatbelt and opened the door.

Phew! It’s even hotter outside than in the ARV.

Getting out slowly, she gazed up at the concrete warehouse. A few of the windows on the first floor were boarded up and covered in red graffiti. It looked dilapidated and abandoned, no doubt the reason why it had been chosen for a covert drugs factory.

She clicked her radio on and spoke. ‘Five-three to Gold Command, we are approaching target location, over.’

In their well-rehearsed technique, the AROs fanned out and moved swiftly towards the flank wall of the warehouse in total silence.

It was going to be CQC once they were inside – Close Quarter Combat, which entailed moving quickly through a series of rooms and corridors until the suspects were captured or nullified.

A rusty, graffitied sheet of aluminium that covered a doorway shook noisily in the wind as if warning the gang of their presence. Two black birds, possibly ravens, flew from behind the doorway and up into the air, eventually resting on the filthy guttering above, where they squawked and chattered loudly.

She heard the faint sound of a police siren in the distance. It had become the incessant backdrop to many parts of Manchester in recent years.

It’s very quiet, she thought. Too quiet, maybe?

There was a whoosh as the wind picked up again, and a discarded can of Coke rattled and skittered boisterously across the concrete ground beside her.

She felt uneasy.

Glancing to her right, she saw the AROs fan out further as they moved into position, crouching low against the building. They weren’t going any further until everything was secure. Three of them reached to their belts and took out G60 stun grenades.

There was a sudden glint of light as a window on the first floor moved slightly and caught the sunlight in its glass.

What was that?

Her heart now pounded against her chest.

Was someone watching them from inside? Did they already know they were there?

How could they know we were coming?

Her pulse quickened as she approached the derelict doorway that had been covered by the rattling aluminium sheet.

She listened for a moment.

It really is too quiet, she thought.

Moving back, she peered through the smeared glass of a downstairs window to see nothing but an empty shell of a room. Not a single movement to indicate anyone was inside.

Maybe the intel had been wrong? It wouldn’t have been the first time they turned up to find that a gang had been tipped off and cleared out. It had become a worrying pattern. CID was full of rumours about a leak. Was one of her fellow officers really bent and taking money to keep the OCGs one step ahead of them?

Taking a breath to calm her nerves, she glanced back at the AROs, who still hunkered down by the wall. One of them shook his head to show he hadn’t seen anything either.

Looks like we’re going in.

She clicked her radio on as she took a few steps away from the warehouse and glanced up at the first floor again.

‘Gold Command, Gold Command from five-three. Over.’

‘Gold Command. Receiving. Over.’

‘Five-six. I’m at the target location, but we have no visual on suspects. Entry team is in final assault position, over.’

‘Gold Command. Received. Proceed with caution—’

CRACK! CRACK! CRACK! CRACK!

Before she could react, bullets hit the ground beside her foot, throwing dust and dirt into the air.

Jesus!

The burst of automatic gunfire was deafening. All the firearms used by the GMP were configured to not fire on semi-automatic, so the sound of the automatic gunfire was particularly frightening to the police officers because they knew it couldn’t be them firing.

They were under enemy fire.

Laura flinched and jumped backwards. She glanced up at a window where a man in a balaclava held some kind of assault rifle to his shoulder. Another flash from the gun’s muzzle and she dived for cover.

CRACK! CRACK! CRACK!

Bloody hell. They did know we were coming.

The air above her exploded like an ear-piercing fireworks display.

Move! Move! You’re a sitting bloody duck, Laura.

She crawled across the grimy concrete towards the cover of the warehouse wall.

Jesus H Christ.

CRACK! CRACK! BANG!

Shouting, glass breaking, a yell.

An ARO appeared beside her and shouted, ‘You okay, ma’am?’

‘Yeah, just about!’ she gasped over the din. Her breathing was shallow, her heart thumping, but she didn’t think she’d suffered more than a bruised knee and grazed palms from diving to the floor.

‘Right, ma’am, I need to get you back to the ARV. Come with me, I’ve got you covered!’ shouted the ARO as he grabbed her bulletproof vest and yanked her away from the wall. He wasn’t really giving her much choice in the matter.

The sound of gunfire was ear-splitting as they sprinted across the ground to safety behind the ARV.

A bullet zipped over her head.

‘Thanks,’ Laura said, hitting the ground behind the vehicle.

The bullets from the gang members inside the warehouse hammered into the ARV’s bodywork with a series of loud, frightening metallic thuds that rocked the vehicle.

Jesus! Please let me get out of here alive today.

The faces of her children flashed through her mind and she winced at another burst of gunfire. ‘Gold Command from five-six. Code Zero! Code Zero! Officers under fire! I repeat, officers under fire!’ she yelled into her radio.

The air was full of thunderous noise and the smell of cordite.

The ARO opened the back door of the BMW. ‘Ma’am, we need to get out of here. We’re outnumbered.’

Her radio crackled. ‘Gold Command to five-six, we have reports of two uniformed officers inside the target location, over.’

What did he say?

‘Can you repeat, over?’ she hollered. The noise of gunfire made it hard to hear anything.

‘Repeat, we have reports of two uniformed officers inside your target location, over.’

What the hell are they talking about? How could two uniformed police officers be inside the warehouse?

As the AROs retreated and scuttled back towards their ARVs, the gunfire from the warehouse started to subside a little.

‘Five-six received. Why weren’t we told this intel earlier, over?’ she growled. It was information that would have changed their whole approach to the operation and their attempt to storm the warehouse.

‘Five-six, apparently there was a delay somewhere in Dispatch, over.’

Well, that’s not bloody good enough, she thought. Those officers could have been killed if we’d gone in with all guns blazing.

‘Do we have any more details on the officers inside, over?’ she asked, fighting to keep the anger out of her voice. Her ears were ringing incessantly.

‘Gold Command to five-six. Officers’ names are PC Sam Hart and PC Louise McDonald. They were on a routine call-out when they entered the target premises, over. We believe we now have a hostage situation, over.’

Laura felt sick at the news as she mumbled, ‘Gold Command, received.’

An ARO pushed her into the back of the car and slammed the door behind her.

The side window exploded, showering them in glass.

‘Let’s go!’ an ARO yelled.

Panic threatened to overwhelm her as the ARV started to pull away.

‘Stop the car!’ she yelled. Her head was spinning with what she had just been told.

The ARV slammed on its brakes, throwing everyone forward sharply.

As Laura grasped the handle as if to open the vehicle door, an ARO stretched out his gloved hand to stop her. ‘Ma’am, we need to get out of here or we’re going to get killed.’

She looked at him pleadingly and said, ‘I need to get out. Please.’

Another bullet hammered into the chassis of the vehicle with a deadly thud.

‘Why?’ the ARV asked, looking completely baffled.

‘PC Sam Hart is my husband,’ Laura explained, her whole body now stiff with terror.

‘If you go out there, you’ll die,’ the ARV shouted over more gunfire. ‘And if we sit here any longer, there will be casualties. We’ll have to come back for him.’

Laura nodded and closed her eyes. Her overwhelming instinct was to go and save Sam, but she knew the ARO was right.

‘Go! Go! Go!’ the ARO yelled.

The ARV lurched away from the warehouse, but Laura didn’t really notice.




Chapter 1

Anglesey, 24 June 2021

Laura had set her alarm for just before dawn. It was late June – the summer solstice – so that meant 4.45 a.m. She didn’t mind. She rarely slept properly anymore.

In a dozy, fumbling haze, she got out of bed and put on her swimsuit, woollen hat, hoodie and trackies, and tiptoed through the still, sleepy darkness of the house. Looking at her reflection in the hall mirror, she pulled her wavy blonde hair back into a ponytail.

Elvis, their three-year-old Mountain Mastiff – a Bernese Mountain and English Mastiff mix – turned his big brown eyes towards her from where he lay in his basket by the back door. Elvis was a beautiful caramel colour with a black and white muzzle. Not only was he a big softie with the kids, he was also a great guard dog as he was enormous, and his deep, thundering bark would make it clear to burglars that it wasn’t just a designer cockapoo standing behind the front door.

‘Come on, Elvis,’ she whispered as they slipped out of the kitchen door and into the darkness.

The beach was within walking distance and she let Elvis off the lead almost immediately. He trotted over to the grass verge and sniffed like his life depended on it.

On the journey down, she gazed up at the sky, which still twinkled with stars, then looked low towards the north-east. She read that Venus and the waning crescent moon, which were only nine degrees apart, would be visible, and to her delight, they were. For a moment, she imagined what it might be like to look back at herself from the moon’s surface. There was such relief to realise she would be just another indistinguishable speck on the surface of a tiny planet. If only she could keep that perspective throughout the day.

She undressed on the vast, empty beach, the only sounds the rhythmic whoosh of the waves and buffeting moan of the wind. The air was pregnant with the familiar salty fragrance of the sea. To the left was the endless span of wind-scoured coastal land that stretched to the north. A rugged kiss where the grey rocks met the indigo waves of early morning, as if they were playing a game where neither worried about who would win. Below the tide line, the rocks were festooned with swathes of glistening, dark green seaweed.

She and Jake, her eleven-year-old son, had recently explored the rocks, which were covered in exquisite crystalline flecks. There were many V-shaped ravines containing screes of colourful stones and small pools of seawater. Crannies that were filled with flowers: pink thrift, mauve mallow and white sea campions. At certain places, the water had worn the rocks into holes, like tiny, secret caves, and a stunning arched bridge of rock. Standing on the bridge, she and Jake had watched the violent force which the powerful waves generated within such a confined space. The noise and sheer energy had been thrilling and scary.

To the right was the long, dune-backed sweep of white sand that dusted this part of the island. Elvis settled himself down and lay by her clothes, as he did on mornings like this.

She padded down the beach, realising that somehow the flat, wet sand that she dug her toes into had become her natural habitat.

A wave raced towards her feet and covered them as she waded in. Soft ribbons of birch-coloured oarweed, the local kelp seaweed, gently curled around her toes and then disappeared as the wave receded.

Across the icy water that now lapped at her calves were the dark, colourless shadows of the Snowdonia mountains on the Welsh mainland. It was only three miles across the narrow strip of sea. Yet, because of there being two tidal pulls, the Strait was a lethal mixture of powerful undercurrents and whirlpools.

Come in, Laura, you can do it, came the encouraging refrain from her reluctant mind.

Steeling herself for a second, she dived into the freezing water. Fully submerged, her whole body sparked, and she broke the surface with a tremendous gasp. It was like nature’s defibrillator, shocking her back to life. Endorphins raced through her neural pathways and found their way to her brain, bringing exhilaration. All the pain, frustration and grief had been blasted away. She felt saved, reborn.

It’s good to be alive, she thought.

Now dressed, Laura traipsed through the sand dunes with Elvis at her side. Her legs had that satisfying ache she got after exercise. The rising sun burnt a strip of orange across the horizon, and the air felt several degrees warmer than when she’d arrived forty minutes earlier.

A figure appeared out of the dunes in front of her and startled her.

It was Gareth. Or Detective Inspector Gareth Williams, to give him his full title.

‘Christ, Gareth! You scared me!’ She laughed a little too hard.

He pulled an apologetic face. ‘Sorry. I was miles away.’

Crouching down to calm Elvis, she looked up at Gareth. In his early fifties, he was tall and muscular, with dark, hooded eyes and a shaved head. She definitely fancied him.

‘How is it?’ he asked, gesturing to the sea. He wore a grey hoodie and was carrying a sports bag, which she assumed contained his swimming gear and a towel. It had been Gareth who suggested she get involved in the early morning cold-water swimming club, the Bluetits.

‘Colder than I thought it was going to be,’ she admitted.

‘Given the state of my head, that might be a good thing,’ he said with a rueful smile.

‘Hangover?’ she asked.

‘Either that or someone played football with my head last night,’ he joked.

‘That bad?’ She snorted. ‘Full-fat Coke and bacon seem to work for me.’

‘Thanks for the tip.’

A couple seconds of silence followed before Gareth leant down to give Elvis a stroke. ‘And who’s this?’

‘Elvis.’

‘Elvis! Brilliant!’ He chortled. ‘He’s beautiful, isn’t he?’

‘Yeah, he’s a big softie.’

‘I had a dog once. I called him Shark,’ Gareth joked. ‘Bit of a nightmare when I took him for walks on the beach.’

Laura groaned and rolled her eyes. ‘Gareth, that is terrible.’

He grinned. ‘Hey, it’s dawn, so it’s the best joke I’ve got.’

Their eyes met again. There was something reassuring, even soothing, about the way his soft brown eyes just rested on her.

‘I didn’t know you came down here on your own,’ she said, fumbling for the right thing to say. ‘I mean, I thought you only did the Saturday morning thing?’

‘I haven’t swum solo for ages,’ Gareth explained. ‘But I quite like having company. I think I have to be in the right frame of mind to come on my own.’

‘Or seriously hungover?’

He laughed. ‘Yeah. That too.’

‘Hey, let me know you’re coming next time and I’ll meet you here,’ she suggested and wondered if she was being too forward. ‘I mean, if you want?’

‘That would be great,’ he said with a nod and a smile. ‘I’d really like that.’

‘You need to promise not to laugh at the noises I make getting in the water,’ she said with a grin. ‘I can be a bit of wimp.’

‘Yeah, well, I sound like a ten-year-old girl being attacked by a wasp when I get in, so you’re in good company,’ he quipped.

She laughed and then caught his eye for a second longer than felt appropriate. There was definitely an attraction between them. She could feel it.

‘I’d better go and drag the kids out of bed,’ she said. ‘Enjoy your dip.’

‘Thanks,’ he said, looking directly at her. ‘I’m going to hold you to that morning swim.’

‘Good.’

Turning to go, she walked away with an extra spring in her step as she clicked her fingers to beckon Elvis.

Does swimming together count as an actual date? she wondered. She felt a little tingle of excitement.

Two hours later, Laura’s eyes flickered open slowly. She blinked as she felt the warmth of a tongue running down her body, over her breasts, rounding her belly button and heading further south.

Straightening her back, she took a breath in anticipation. A soft hand guided her legs open gently.

She moaned.

‘Sam, Sam, what are you doing to me? We’ve got to go to work,’ she said, but she wasn’t the sort of wife to offer too much resistance to her husband’s morning attention.

His breath was hot against her neck and he bit her gently, and then with increasing force. He whispered in her ear and goosebumps shivered down her spine.

Then she felt the weight of him on top of her. This would be the perfect way to start the day.

As she wriggled in anticipation and moved the duvet away from her face to look at him, Laura realised that the hand and tongue had vanished.

Was I dreaming? Really? How is that fair? said the grumbling voice inside her head.

Reaching out her left hand, she could feel that the other side of the bed was cold and empty. An overwhelming sense of disappointment descended.

Sod it.

When she thought of her husband, Sam, she always imagined his face first. His strong majestic forehead, dark thick eyebrows and deep blue eyes. When she first met him, her sister said he looked like the film star Paul Newman. She couldn’t see it herself – she thought he was more along the lines of Oasis frontman Liam Gallagher. She thought of the tiny lines around his eyes that made them twinkle, like he knew something she didn’t. Or the flick of his eyebrow just before he said something sharp and witty. Because that was Sam. Sharp and witty. And if he said nothing, she would give him her usual quizzical look and ask, What are you thinking, Sam? Always a dangerous question in a marriage that had lasted over twenty years. Did she really want to know what he was thinking? Not those transient thoughts about what he might pick up for tea, questions for that night’s parents’ evening or whether there was enough petrol in the car to get to work. No, the deep, dark questions about life, its meaning and its future.

‘You’d better get out of bed,’ said a voice she recognised.

Sitting up on her elbows, she glanced over and saw that Sam had dressed for work and sat cross-legged in an old armchair on the other side of the room. He had an inner stillness that she found incredibly sexy. Other men his age were balls of nervous or awkward energy, weighed down by the stresses of middle age. But not Sam. He was a constable in the Manchester Met Police and he walked into rooms like a cowboy. Her cowboy, thank you very much.

‘Were you just sitting there, watching me sleep?’ she asked him with a knowing smile.

He smirked. ‘Yes.’ His accent contained a trace of Leeds, where he was born and brought up. Yet he was anything but the dour Yorkshireman.

‘And you know that’s creepy?’

He shrugged. ‘You always say that, but there are wives who might think it’s cute, or even romantic.’

‘Not me, buster,’ she joked, shaking her head with a grin. ‘First, it’s the watching you sleep. Then it’s the demands to know where I’ve been. Then a tracker in the car. Finally it becomes stalking, divorce and a restraining order.’

‘Bloody hell, love!’ Sam chuckled. ‘At least your career as a police officer hasn’t darkened your view of the world.’

‘I prefer it that way.’

The sunlight from outside had started to prod through the frail curtains. It was going to be another glorious day on the Isle of Anglesey.

Anglesey. A beautiful, historic island off the north-west coast of Wales. With Holy Island to its west, and Puffin Island to its south, Anglesey had 260 square miles of stunning mountains, lakes and beaches. An island steeped in the folklore of druids, Arthurian legend and dark tales of Roman and Viking invasion. Laura had travelled the world and yet found Anglesey to be a unique place with a character and mood all of its own. More importantly, their kids, Rosie and Jake, loved it and the move allowed them a new start with a chance to lay some of the ghosts of the past to rest.

Laura and Sam had first met when they both worked as uniformed officers in West Didsbury in Manchester in the late 1990s. They connected over their dry and inappropriate sense of humour and love of music and film. On their second date, she played him the whole of Nick Drake’s Five Leaves Left album as they smoked a spliff. When Sam got up to go, she made him listen to her favourite Velvet Underground song, Sunday Morning, telling him they could listen to it again while having breakfast.

Within four months, they had moved into a tiny flat in north-east Manchester, five miles from where they worked as their Sarge had told them to keep a decent distance from where they worked as coppers. You didn’t want to be popping into your local for a pint, only to bump into someone you’d nicked the week before. It could still happen, but it was far less likely.

The first two years of living together were a blissful mix of working hard and playing hard. Sam’s genuine passion lay within ‘on the ground’ local community policing. He had a real knack for winning the trust of locals, and an ability to communicate with and listen to everyone. From community leaders to the disenfranchised teenagers on the streets who felt that dealing drugs was their only option for a better life, Sam had time for everyone.

In contrast, Laura had wanted to be a detective ever since she developed an early teen girl-crush on Christine Cagney, a scrappy, feisty NYPD female detective in the eighties television show Cagney & Lacey. The show was way ahead of its time, featuring nuanced storylines about date rape, abortion and working mothers. The two female protagonists were in control of their own cases and were rarely rescued by their male colleagues. They were brave and gave as good as they got, with a repertoire of acidic one-line put-downs. On top of all that, Christine Cagney was attractive, with a great eighties blonde hairstyle, the gravelly voice of a smoker, a complex love life and a slight drink problem. Growing up in a tiny village in Anglesey, Laura found everything in life relatively boring and mundane, so Christine Cagney became the perfect role model for someone looking to lead a colourful and interesting life as a young woman. So, Laura had resolved to become a detective.

Swinging her feet over the side of the bed, she stretched her arms towards the ceiling.

God, that feels better.

‘I love the shape of your back,’ Sam purred.

Grabbing a cream cotton dressing gown from the back of the door, she smiled. ‘You always said that.’

‘It’s perfect,’ he insisted. ‘You’re perfect.’

‘Why, thank you,’ she said in a jokey voice. Compliments, even from Sam, made her feel uncomfortable.

‘Where did you disappear to at the crack of dawn?’ he asked her.

‘I went swimming. It was beautiful. But then I cheated and crawled back into bed and fell asleep. That’s not really the idea.’

‘You swam on your own?’ He sounded suspicious.

She laughed. ‘Yes, on my own.’ Why was he being so weird about it? It wasn’t as if it was the first time she’d been swimming at dawn.

‘I’ll come with you next time,’ he promised.

His comment stopped her in her tracks for a moment. She knew that he’d never come with her.

‘What are you after?’ She laughed as she headed for the en-suite bathroom.

‘Nothing,’ Sam said with a shrug. ‘Although your spaghetti carbonara and a blow job wouldn’t go amiss when I get back from work.’

She rolled her eyes, realising that a tear had appeared. ‘That’s what I always loved about you. You always made me laugh.’

As she wiped the tear from her face with the cuff of her dressing gown, she looked back at the old armchair, which was empty.

She would have given anything to have Sam sitting there right now. Anything. Everything.

But Constable Samuel Edward Hart had been killed while on active duty in West Manchester three years earlier.




Chapter 2

Detective Inspector Gareth Williams yawned, stretched his back and then finished his second strong coffee of the morning. Despite a thundering hangover, he’d arrived at the CID office at Beaumaris Police Station just after seven. He had started the day with a swim in the icy sea and bumped into Laura Hart – or Lovely Laura, as he called her in his own internal dialogue. They had arranged to go for an early morning swim together one morning, and he couldn’t wait. She had been on his mind for months now. She was attractive, intelligent and confident.

He glanced at his watch. Only 7.30 a.m. As far as he was concerned, the perfect time of the day. First, he could get on with his work uninterrupted. Second, in the peace and quiet of the early morning, he had time to think about the cases he was working on with a sharp clarity. No phones, no meetings and no petty arguments about overtime or budget cuts.

The top button of his cobalt-coloured shirt was already undone, shirt sleeves rolled up and his navy-coloured tie unravelled on the desk. The shelves in his office carried the obligatory family photos, although he had removed any trace of Nell. They now mainly featured his teenage nephew and niece, Charlie and Fran. Gareth’s brother, Rob, lived in Hong Kong and made a fortune working for the Bank of America. He was happily married to a Kiwi called Aleida, had two healthy kids and a penthouse that looked over the harbour. Rob was officially a jammy wanker, but he was happy for his brother. They spoke at least once a week, usually about rugby, and shared a love of obscure eighties bands such as The Associates and Talk Talk.

On the rest of the shelves, there was the usual senior officer memorabilia. Framed commendations. A couple of newspaper cuttings. And, of course, his pride and joy – a signed photo of the Grand Slam winning Welsh Rugby team from 2012.

There were seven police stations on Anglesey: Holyhead, Amlwch, Benllech, Menai Bridge, Gogledd Cymru, Rhosneigr and Beaumaris, which was one of the smallest. With a population of seventy thousand, Anglesey had a relatively low crime rate, although Holyhead, the UK’s major port for Ireland, brought in its fair share of problems from across the Irish Sea because, until recently, the port was perceived to be an easy entry point for gangs involved in human trafficking and drug smuggling. There had been attempts in recent months to address that and tighten security, which had helped. However, a darker, more menacing problem had appeared on their radar. With Merseyside less than eighty miles away, Anglesey Police were beginning to see various county lines operations on the island. And extreme violence was the inevitable by-product of county lines operations, as gangs fought out turf wars. It was a worrying trend.

Born and bred in Beaumaris, Gareth saw little reason to spread his wings beyond the island of his birth. A brief spell at the University of Aberystwyth had been cut short by a keen interest in rugby, drinking and girls. His degree in psychology became an unwelcome distraction to everything else on campus, and at the end of his second year, he was told not to bother coming back. A fight and an incident with a fire extinguisher had then nearly resulted in his arrest, which would have put paid to his real ambition in life: to become a police officer and eventually a detective.

Pushing two paracetamol from a blister pack, Gareth took a large mouthful of ‘full-fat’ Coca-Cola and swallowed them down. His raid on a fresh bottle of Jameson’s whiskey the night before was driven by pride, self-pity and anger. His wife, Nell, was having an affair and he could do nothing about it. Last night, they had finally agreed their marriage was over and they needed to get a divorce.

Was he surprised? Of course not. They’d both known it was coming for a long time. There had been a terrible inevitability about the affair and their split that they’d ignored for years. Doing little to dispel the stereotype of the hard-drinking detective who worked long hours, Gareth had allowed Nell to play the part of his long-suffering wife. And then Andrew Leith, with his twinkly brown eyes and salt-and-pepper hair, took over the headship at St Cuthbert’s Primary School where Nell worked – and that was that. Nell was ten years younger than Gareth and he wondered if the attentions of the forty-year-old Leith had proved too much to ignore.

Gareth knew there were more divorced and separated detectives than happily married ones. A cliché that proved the rule.

It wasn’t just the hours they worked. It was the way that what they did and saw on a daily basis gnawed into their very being. As a defence against that gnawing destruction, detectives became increasingly detached, unemotional and morose. Civilians didn’t get it, which explained why the older coppers got, the more they stuck to their own.

When it came to Nell, Gareth knew he had it coming. If you neglected your wife, ignored her pleas to work less and spend more time together, then infidelity became the inevitable result. He might as well have packed her an overnight bag, given her a lift to Leith’s house and left her with a pat on the back and an encouraging ‘Fill your boots, Nell’. It had got to the point where Nell was spending increasing amounts of time away from their home. He no longer bothered to ask where she was going or where she’d been.

Now it was just a matter of time before the documents were signed and it came legally to its inexorable conclusion. It still made him sad as they had been so happy once.

Logging on to the crime report system, Gareth tried to ignore those thoughts and focus on work – he could see that his file was full of updates. It was all local volume crime. Burglary, theft, fraud and a Friday night punch-up outside the pub at closing time. Sometimes there was a report of a missing person or an alleged sex offence.

He spotted a note in a dark red font that the local coroner needed the file back for a non-suspicious death. It was routine stuff. The computer fan’s whirring seemed louder than usual – but maybe that was just his delicate head. By his calculations, he had fifteen live crimes to have a look at.

‘Boss, I’ve got some intel from the National Crime Agency on that OCG we’re looking at,’ a voice said, breaking his train of thought.

It was Detective Sergeant Declan Flaherty, a thick-set Irishman in his early forties who had been part of the Beaumaris CID team for nearly fifteen years. His bearded face was chubby, his mouth full but a little lopsided and his eyes dark green and thoughtful. He always had a look of wariness about him, which could quickly change into a smile of amused friendliness when he felt happy or relaxed.

Gareth liked Declan and his no-nonsense attitude to policing. It wasn’t that Declan broke or even bent the rules. It was that he could apply common sense when it was needed. There were others who would get bogged down in procedure and the policy of modern policing, often losing the actual focus of an investigation.

‘Anything interesting?’ Gareth asked as he turned in his chair to look at his colleague.

‘Seems that our operation up at Holyhead has rattled them,’ Declan explained as he rubbed his chin. ‘A DCI on Merseyside has an informant who reckons they’re gonna try a softer target on Anglesey to get the gear in.’

He was talking about a drug shipment. These days it was usually heroin or crack cocaine, although seizures of Ecstasy pills and marijuana weren’t unheard of.

Gareth wasn’t surprised. Anglesey Police had stepped up security at Holyhead in the last year with some impressive results. In October 2020, cocaine with a street value of £6 million had been seized as part of an investigation involving Anglesey Police, the NCA and the Police Service of Northern Ireland. They’d discovered over 83kg of cocaine concealed in packages hidden within a lorry load of refrigerated goods.

Gareth scratched his scalp and asked, ‘Any indication of where?’

Declan arched a meaningful eyebrow. ‘He mentioned the beach or pier at Beaumaris.’

‘What?’ Gareth gave him a quizzical look. ‘That’s news to us. So, he thinks they’re coming in by boat then?’

Declan nodded. ‘Sounds like it.’

‘Any idea when?’

Declan pulled a face. ‘He thought it would be early this week, boss.’

‘What? Shit!’ Gareth said. The intel left him uneasy. They’d spent the last month tying up the loose ends of a series of local burglaries and so he had been looking forward to a week of mundane paperwork and minimal stress. ‘How reliable is this CHIS?’

‘DCI in Merseyside is an old mate of mine,’ Declan explained. ‘He reckons he’s legit.’

‘Bollocks!’ Gareth mumbled as he sat forward in his chair. It wasn’t good news. ‘Nothing more specific than early this week?’

Declan shook his head. ‘No, boss. Not yet.’

The busy pier or beach at Beaumaris would certainly provide a fairly innocuous place to land a small shipment of drugs if no one was looking out for it.

Gareth smoothed his hand over his shaved head, which he was prone to do when under pressure. ‘What have we got down at the pier these days?’

‘They still run the boat trips out to Puffin Island and the Menai Strait. Get the odd private charter,’ Declan replied. ‘There’s that new company with a nine-metre RIB that takes out people wanting to see seals and dolphins. Plus fishing charters.’

‘Oh, good.’ Gareth pulled a sarcastic face. ‘So, there are dozens of tourists getting on and off boats on the pier, never mind those sitting on the beach?’

‘From what I can remember, there are boats coming and going around that area all day,’ Declan informed him.

‘Shit!’ Gareth muttered as he ran through the logistics of intercepting a boat full of drugs, manned by criminals, in an area full of tourists. ‘Thanks, Declan. Let me know as soon as you hear anything else.’

Michael Cole took another £15 bag of crack cocaine and put it with the others. Even though he wore a face mask, he could still smell the freshly produced drug as its thick, pungent stench was like burnt plastic and nail polish remover. His hands were getting sweaty inside the blue latex gloves, but there was no way he was taking them off. The bizzies had had his prints on record since he was twelve, when he and his brother Callum stole a Vauxhall Cavalier in the Old Swan part of Liverpool and then crashed it into some railings.

Michael could see that the large black Puma sports bag in the centre of the living-room table was nearly full. £100,000 worth of crack cocaine and heroin cut, weighed and bagged.

Michael’s brother, Callum, or Inks as he was sometimes known because of the multitude of tattoos on his body, peered down at the mobile phone in his hand. He was tall, well built and generally had an easy-going nature. However, when he was under pressure, he became spiteful and vindictive, wearing a frown that dragged his dark eyebrows together and a pronounced pout like that of a sulky child.

‘Anything?’ Michael asked nervously in his thick Scouse accent. Today’s drop was a big opportunity and this time they were going by boat.

‘Nah,’ Callum replied, shaking his head. ‘Any time now though. Don’t worry, lad.’

A junior member of the notorious Croxteth Crew, based in Liverpool L12, Michael had just turned seventeen. Callum was twenty. Their mother had died when Michael was only three and they had been in and out of care since their dad went to prison seven years earlier.

They lived in a small flat just off Stonebridge Lane, Croxteth, which they shared with Paul Griffin, or Red, as he was known because of his ginger hair and patchy beard. Michael was terrified of Red, who had served time for assault and manslaughter. Red, in his late twenties, definitely had a screw loose, and he enjoyed dishing out beatings to low-level street dealers. Michael knew Red didn’t like him and only tolerated him because of his brother.

Putting the last two bags of crack cocaine into the sports bag, Michael zipped it up and then lifted it to check its weight.

‘Perfect, lad.’

Today, they were transporting the drugs by boat from the Princes’ Dock in Liverpool. From there, the plan was to take a nine-metre RIB speedboat along the ninety-mile stretch of water along the coast of North Wales to Anglesey.

They didn’t know the exact location of the drop yet. It was safer that way.

The Croxteth Crew had been running county lines drug operations – trafficking drugs from major cities into rural areas and small towns – into Wales and Anglesey for several years now, but the North Wales Police were getting wise to their operation and had started intercepting runners carrying drugs on trains and cars with Merseyside registered plates. The Croxteth Crew had lost over £75,000 worth of product in recent months and transporting their drugs by boat seemed the safer option.

Michael strolled over to the kitchen and grabbed a cold beer from the fridge, which made a weird shuddering noise every time it opened. The sink was full of washing up and half a packet of spaghetti lay opened by the cooker. Callum had attempted to cook food the night before but ultimately decided it was safer to go down the chippy. A mismatch of chairs sat around a wobbly round table whose surface was patterned with brown circles from endless mugs of tea. At its centre, an ashtray filled with the remnants of last night’s spliffs. The tired plaster walls were spotted with random shapes indicating where photos once hung and above the sink was a Premier League football pull-out from a tabloid newspaper with a guide to the current season’s schedule.

‘You two queers finished yet?’ asked a gravelly voice in a thick Scouse accent.

It was Red. His blue eyes were narrowed. His skin was pockmarked with a swathe of depressed scars, evidence of terrible teenage acne, and he had the stature of a middleweight boxer – tough, muscular, but also lithe and quick.

Michael’s stomach clenched a little, as it always did when Red entered the room. Red was violent, volatile and completely unpredictable. Michael had once seen Red throw one of the young ‘runners’ from a balcony at Primrose Court Housing Estate in Huyton because he thought he had stolen money. It turned out Red was mistaken, but he didn’t care. In fact, he thought it was hilarious that the runner fractured his spine, shattered his pelvis and broke two legs because of the error. ‘Fuck the little rat’ was his response to finding out the boy needed to spend the next four months in Broadgreen Hospital.

Michael opened his can of beer, took a swig and felt the bubbles fizz in his throat. He needed a bevvy before they left, to ‘take the edge off’. He gestured to the bag. ‘All done, mate.’

The word mate stuck uncomfortably on his lips. Red wasn’t his mate. The only time they ever bonded was when Michael taught Red the lyrics to a Liverpool football chant about their striker, Mo Salah, set to the old-fashioned tune of ‘You Are My Sunshine’.

Mohamed Salah, a gift from Allah,

He came from Roma to Liverpool.

He’s always scoring, it’s almost boring.

So please don’t take Mohamed away.

Red thought it was brilliant and could often be heard belting it out in the shower.

‘Where we dropping this then?’ Callum asked. ‘Holyhead?’

‘Nah.’ Red shook his head as he slumped down on the sofa and farted loudly. ‘Bizzies are all over Holyhead these days. Fucking Paddies trying to get their gear over on the ferries from Dublin. They’ve ruined it for everyone.’

Callum looked over with a grin. ‘Got a joke for you two. This Irishman, Paddy, goes into a pub and orders himself seven shots of whiskey and a pint of Guinness. The barman lines up the shots and goes to pour the Guinness. By the time he comes back with it, all the shots of whiskey are gone. “Bloody hell, you drank those fast, didn’t you?” he says. “So would you if you had what I have,” this Paddy says. “What’s that then?” the barman asks. Paddy reaches into his pocket, puts a coin down on the bar and says “50p”.’

Red roared with laughter, a little too much for Michael’s liking, and then there were a few seconds of silence.

‘So, where we going then, Red?’ Michael asked him uncertainly. He didn’t like the idea of heading off with no idea of their actual destination.

Red was still grinning at the joke and rolling a cigarette. He suddenly fixed Michael with a suspicious stare for a few uncomfortable seconds. ‘What’s it to you, lad?’

Michael forced a thin smile as he drank more beer. He shrugged. ‘Just wondering, that’s all.’

‘What you wondering for?’ Red asked.

‘No reason,’ Michael replied, his pulse quickening. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

Red stared at him for a few more seconds. ‘But it does matter. Cos you just asked me.’

Michael’s stomach tightened. Red could be like a dog with a bone when he was in this kind of mood. ‘I was just asking, Red. Don’t worry about it.’

‘But I am worried about it now,’ Red snarled, getting up from the sofa with the rolled cigarette in his hand. He lit the cigarette, took a long, deep drag and blew the smoke from his nostrils towards Michael. ‘Why do you want to know?’

Michael braced himself in case Red decided to physically attack him.

Callum looked over. ‘Red?’ he said in an effort to distract him.

‘Shut up,’ Red barked.

Michael was now stuck for an answer. ‘I just wondered, that’s all. It’s nothing.’

‘But it’s not nothing. You meeting your faggot boyfriend there?’

Michael felt sick. He didn’t want to end up on the end of one of Red’s senseless beatings. ‘No.’

‘Or maybe you’ve got someone to tell?’

Michael shook his head, but he was shaky. What was Red implying? That he was a grass?

‘No. Of course not,’ Michael insisted, aware that the tone of his voice had gone up a little.

There were a few seconds of tense silence.

‘Yeah, well, leave it to the grown-ups to worry about where we’re going, eh?’ Red sneered as he took out his mobile phone and peered at the screen.

The tension in the room dissipated as if it had been released in a relaxing exhale.

Michael felt his tense muscles ease as he and Callum exchanged a look.

Jesus Christ! What the hell was that all about?

Michael then glanced at the owl kitchen clock up on the wall. Nearly eight a.m.

‘Beaumaris?’ Red mumbled, looking at his phone and frowning. ‘I think that’s how you say it?’

‘Eh?’ Callum asked.

Red pointed to his phone as he got up from the sofa. ‘We’re making the drop at the beach in some place called Beaumaris on the south of Anglesey.’

‘It’s a holiday place, isn’t it?’ Callum asked.

‘No fucking idea, mate,’ Red snapped as he came over and gave Michael a hard, ‘playful’ cuff around the head. ‘And now you know, you little prick. We’re going right now, so get your shit together, sunshine.’

Michael winced from the blow to his head, but said nothing. One day, Red was going to get what was coming to him.




Chapter 3

August 2018

A small garage repair shop and warehouse had been quickly turned into a temporary operations centre for the siege that was now taking place at Brannings Warehouse. The area bustled as police officers came and went, relaying snippets of intel and their latest conversations with the GMP top brass or the police media and press unit.

Laura sipped the last of her lukewarm coffee as yet another ARV arrived – she’d counted six so far. That meant close to forty AROs were now on site. Most of the firearms officers were in their vehicles or sitting on boxes and work benches in the main body of the old repair garage. They were checking their weapons and kit as they chatted in low voices or smoked, waiting for the order that would see them leap into action. A stack of ballistic shields rested beside one ARV, making it look vaguely medieval. She heard whispered snippets about their planned MOE – method of entry.

She was overcome with anxiety and walked outside for something to do. Her husband and his colleague Louise were being held hostage somewhere inside the enormous warehouse opposite. Since the gun battle, there had been no contact from anyone inside. They had no idea what the gang wanted, or even if they were prepared to negotiate for the two police officers’ release. What if they just shot them? Or what if they were getting their kicks by hurting them? It didn’t bear thinking about.

As the wind picked
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