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Prologue


It was a few minutes after eight and almost four hours since the sun had set, on a cold and wet mid-November evening in South Wales. Beth Crane selected the phone symbol on the car’s touch screen. She was driving through a narrow but well-lit street with cars parked on both sides of the road. Her recent call list appeared on the screen, and she selected the third option from the top labelled “Hubby”. The music stopped playing and was replaced with the unmistakable long dial tone when making a call overseas. 
As the second ring began, Beth’s car approached the entrance of a country lane. Even though most of the leaves had fallen off the trees, the thick tangle of branches that extended over the road created a dense canopy. This, combined with the lack of any lighting in the lane, made it look as if she were heading towards a dark tunnel. Beth eased off the accelerator and slowed slightly. She even subconsciously ducked her head a little as the car passed beneath the branches and into the blackness. She flicked the stalk next to the steering wheel to activate her main beam headlights, illuminating the road in front of her. The ground was wet from earlier rain, with only a few small patches of black asphalt visible amongst the sodden mush of dead leaves.
Her husband’s voice came through the speakers at the end of the fourth ring. “Hello, you.”
“Hi, honey,” Beth replied, relieved to hear his voice. 
“Is everything okay?” Tom asked, his tone laced with concern.
“Oh no, sorry. I’ve woken you, haven’t I?” She could just imagine Tom now, sat up in a four-poster bed in a fancy hotel room, or maybe even his own suite. He was currently away on a close protection detail for some wealthy business owners visiting Abu Dhabi. “I keep forgetting the time difference. What time is it there now?”
Tom chuckled. “Don’t worry, it’s fine. It’s a little after midnight. Anyway, it’s always good to hear your voice. Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m just on my way home, and I wanted to tell you how much I love you. You mean so much to me.” Her voice broke slightly, and she blinked away the tears that sprang to her eyes. “I don’t deserve you,” she added, hoping that Tom wouldn’t notice how emotional she was. 
“That’s sweet, and you, baby. It’s just a couple more days and then I’ll be back home with you.”
“I really can’t wait,” she choked.
“Me neither. Where have you been tonight?”
Beth cleared her throat in an attempt to keep her emotions in check. “Oh, just out for dinner with a friend from work.”
“A friend from work? Do I need to be jealous?”
Beth forced a laugh. “Yeah, right. I was with Ella.”
“Now I’m definitely starting to get jealous,” Tom joked. “You two have been inseparable these last few months.”
Beth noticed a pair of headlights appear in her rear-view mirror, around a hundred yards or so behind. “Stop it. She’s lovely, and we get on really well. You should be happy she’s looking after me while you’re away.”
Tom chuckled. “I am, you know I’m just messing with you.”
The headlights in the rear-view mirror became bigger a lot quicker than Beth had anticipated. Her heart rate quickened, and she felt an instant hit of adrenalin enter her system. She tried to focus on the winding road ahead but struggled to keep her eyes away from the golden globes growing in the mirror.
“Oh no,” she uttered, her grip tightening on the steering wheel. “I think he’s following me.” 
“Who’s following you?” Concern was creeping into Tom’s voice. 
Beth was busy watching the headlights in the mirror. They weren’t showing any signs of slowing, and she braced herself for impact. Thankfully, it didn’t materialise. The driver applied the brakes at the last second and slowed. 
“Beth, who’s following you?”
The headlights quickly closed the gap again so that they appeared to be just a few inches from her rear window. She could hear the roar of the vehicle’s engine. It was some kind of large SUV, and it dwarfed her little hatchback. 
“Oh, nobody,” she replied. “Just some guy with a bit of road rage. I think I may have cut in front of him on the roundabout earlier.” 
“Is he getting close to you?”
Beth was temporarily blinded when the SUV flashed its headlights just as she was looking directly into the rear-view mirror at them. She squinted and strained her eyes to look ahead and concentrate on the road. The headlights continued to flash behind her, filling her little hatchback with blinding light each time. 
She grunted in frustration. “Yes, and now he’s flashing me. I can’t see properly.” 
“What an arsehole,” Tom fumed over the speakers. “Listen, whatever you do, don’t speed up and obviously don’t stop. It sounds like he’s trying to intimidate you. Just concentrate on the road and keep moving slowly. Is he still flashing?”
“Yes. What is he doing? He’s an absolute psycho.” Fear was beginning to seep into Beth’s angry tone.
“Can you see the number plate? Or at least make out what make, model, or colour it is?”
“No. Nothing. It’s pitch black. I think it’s some kind of SUV. It looks big.”
“Just try and stay calm. He can’t do anything if you keep moving. He’s not going to hit you and risk damaging his car. He’s just trying to scare you. Don’t let him. Just stay calm.”
Another set of headlights appeared around two hundred yards in front, heading towards them. The flashing behind stopped. The country lane was extremely narrow; there was only enough space for one vehicle to pass at a time. Every fifty yards or so, it would widen on one side so that one of the cars could pull in to allow others to pass. 
“A car’s coming towards me. I might have to stop.” 
“Don’t panic,” Tom instructed. “Even if you do, it’ll just be for a few seconds and then you’ll be back on the move. He won’t be able to do anything.”
Beth watched as the SUV backed off slightly behind her. An area to her left opened up, and she pulled in as the headlights in front approached them. The SUV followed suit and stopped a few feet behind. In her peripheral vision, she noticed the car in front flash their headlights as a “thank you” when they passed by, and she naturally raised a hand to say “you’re welcome”, her eyes still fixed on the SUV behind. 
The driver’s door opened as soon as the car passed it, and the dark silhouette of a man got out, framed by the red glow coming from the taillights of the car that had just passed them as it continued down the lane. She immediately hit the accelerator and, after a few spins on the greasy surface, the tyres finally found some traction, and her small hatchback took off. The man was shouting, but she couldn’t make out any words.
“What’s happening?” Tom asked fervently.
Beth was too busy concentrating on the road ahead to answer. She just wanted to gain as much distance as possible. 
“Beth, talk to me. What’s happening?”
“He got out and started shouting at me,” she blurted. The country lane curved to the right, and the SUV’s headlights disappeared from view. “I’m just trying to get away from him.”
“Is he still behind you?”
Beth was about to answer but stopped herself when the two globes reappeared in the rear-view mirror and sped towards her, even quicker than they had before. They started flashing from dipped to the main beam over and over again. Then, when he got to within a few feet of her rear bumper, the horn started blasting in short bursts.
“Is that him beeping his horn?”
“Yes.” Beth’s voice was shaky. “I’m scared, Tom.”
“Listen to me carefully, Beth. Just keep driving slowly, don’t speed up. Get through the lane and obviously don’t turn into our house. Just keep driving and head to the police station. When you reach a main road with streetlights, try to take in as many details about the car as possible. If you get a view of the plate, try to memorise it. If he follows you to the station, great, the police can sort him out. If he doesn’t, hopefully you’ll have enough details so they can find him. Or better still, I can find him when I get back.”
Beth could hear Tom’s voice, but none of the words were going in. Her heart was pumping so hard it felt as if it were going to burst out of her chest. Her breaths were quick and shallow. The SUV was so close, she couldn’t understand how it could get so close without actually hitting her. The sound of both engines racing, combined with the blasting horn, was beginning to reach deafening levels. Consciously, she knew that speeding up was the wrong thing to do, but subconsciously her foot applied more pressure onto the accelerator. She desperately wanted to get away, but the SUV wasn’t letting up. Not even an inch. It stayed right on her rear bumper, lights still flashing, horn still blaring. 
“Beth,” Tom shouted. “Speak to me. What’s going on?”
But Beth was completely oblivious to his voice. She was peering through the windscreen, trying not to be distracted by the flashing lights and the roaring noise. She focused solely on the road ahead, applying even more pressure onto the accelerator.
“Beth.” There was desperation in Tom’s voice. “Please. Tell me what’s happening.”
Suddenly, the flashing seemed to stop for a few seconds. Beth risked a glance in the mirror and then her eyes were hit with the full force of the main beams. It felt as if the light had scorched holes in the back of her eyes. She blinked frantically, trying to regain her vision, but all she could see was a big black circle ahead. She could just about make out the tree trunks rushing past on either side of the car in her peripheral vision, but there was a dark empty hole straight ahead. She had no idea that the lane was starting to curve to the left. 
By the time she realised the hatchback was travelling off the road and up the embankment, it was too late. She stamped on the brake pedal, but the front wheels were already airborne and the rear tyres were on a mixture of dead, rotting leaves and wet grass. There was no traction to slow the momentum down. A drop on the other side of the embankment meant that the whole car eventually became airborne. Beth screamed as she sensed the weightlessness. The car twisted and began to turn on its side. Time itself seemed to almost stand still. She closed her eyes, tensed, and braced herself for impact. 
They say in moments like this your whole life flashes before your eyes. But that wasn’t the case for Beth. She didn’t have time to think, she just felt a combination of regret and pure dread fill her entire being. 
The hatchback was completely upside down when it struck the base of a giant beech tree. It was the classic case of the unstoppable force versus the immovable object. Unfortunately, in this scenario, the immovable object won effortlessly. The beech tree stood strong and gallantly as the small hatchback crumpled into its trunk like an aluminium can being crushed against a wall. An eruption of exploding airbags, shattering glass, and the excruciating sound of metal being torn apart resonated around the woods. It was abruptly followed by a chilling silence. 
The engine was no longer running; in fact, it was no longer in the engine bay. The impact had forced it back into the cabin. The wheels were no longer spinning, and all the electrics were ruined, leaving the wreckage in total darkness. If someone were to drive past, they would have no idea it was even there. No one would know the absolute carnage that had just taken place. 
But one person knew. 
That person stopped his SUV and stepped out onto the road. He ran back to where he’d seen the hatchback leave the road and scrambled up the embankment, slipping on the slimy surface. He looked down but could only see black. His eyes strained to adjust to the darkness, but their efforts were futile. No light reached the forest floor.
He took out a bunch of keys from his pocket. There was a small LED torch keyring attached to the bunch. He switched it on and used the small yet powerful beam of light to guide him as he clambered down the other side of the embankment. He could faintly smell petrol in the damp, cold air. It was getting stronger with each step closer. He focused the light on the wreckage and took a sharp intake of breath. It was difficult to imagine that this distorted lump of broken glass and metal had been a nice little hatchback driving on the road just a few moments ago. 
He stepped around the left side. Now that the car was upside down, this was the driver’s side. He crouched down and aimed the beam from the torch into the car, then immediately turned away, clamping his eyes shut and sucking in a breath through gritted teeth. With just a glance, it was obvious the driver had sustained catastrophic injuries that no human could have possibly survived. The man rubbed his eyes, trying to erase the grotesque image.
“I’m so sorry,” he whispered.
He stood and moved to step away when something caught his eye. It was a glimmer of light obscured by a couple of leaves a few yards away, just past the beech tree. He stepped towards it and started to hear a strange noise. It sounded faint and tinny. A little like a man’s voice shouting from the bottom of a well. As he stepped closer and bent down, he realised it was a phone. He brushed the leaves off and picked it up. Now he could clearly hear a man’s voice shouting.
“Beth.” There was absolute despair in the man’s voice. “Beth.”
Remarkably, the phone had survived the crash and seemed to be fully functional. Somehow, it must have been thrown from the car during the impact and landed on the sodden dead leaves that carpeted the forest floor. 
The man tapped the red icon on the screen to end the call. He proceeded to depress and hold down the power button on the side to switch the phone off, then shoved it into his pocket. He hastily made his way back up the embankment and sprinted to his SUV. He jumped in and, before his door was even fully closed, the chunky tyres bit through the layer of dead leaves and down into the asphalt. The SUV sped away up the lane with one final roar of its powerful engine.
Beth’s heart had stopped beating the moment her hatchback struck the tree. The other smaller heart inside her continued to beat a little longer. A tiny heart that fought valiantly for its own survival but unfortunately faced a losing battle. Without its mother’s support, the little heartbeat weakened until it eventually faded away.




Chapter One

Almost five years later...


Tom Crane hardly took notice of the impressive properties lining both sides of the road as he drove his dark grey pickup truck through one of the most affluent areas of Cardiff. He was only paying attention to the property numbers. Some were on the front doors, and others, typically where the house was set further back from the road, were displayed on plaques on the front wall. And even though the street was well-lit, most of the plaques were further illuminated with LEDs.  
Crane was peering out of the driver’s window at the even numbers, ignoring the odds ones on the left. He slowed the truck and flicked the stalk to indicate before turning into the driveway of number sixty-two. The home of the Welsh first minister. The first minister of Wales was the elected leader of the Welsh Government. Not that this meant or changed anything; a client was a client. Nothing more, nothing less. 
He drove through two red brick pillars, the black iron gates with gold spears at the top left wide open behind him. The surface of the driveway appeared to have been recently finished with a resin compound, meaning the pickup’s all-weather tyres rolled silently over the smooth surface. Well-manicured lawns lay on either side. The driveway opened up wide for parking as it got closer to the large double-bay fronted home. Two cars were already parked up facing the house—a red Range Rover Evoque on the left and a black BMW saloon on the right. Crane came to a stop behind the Evoque. 
It had been a warm and sunny mid-august day, but at almost 10 p.m. and a little over an hour since the sun had set, the temperature had dropped a few degrees. It wasn’t cold; there was only a slight chill beginning to creep into the night air. Crane stepped out of the truck and closed the door behind him. Standing at six feet two, he was tall but not too tall that he would stand out in a crowd. He was athletic and trim like a cruiserweight in boxing. Again, nothing that would stand out too much in a crowd. Not underweight, not overweight, and not bulky like a bodybuilder. He was handsome, in a rugged way, with neatly trimmed dark hair. He wore grey denim trousers, dark walking boots, and a burgundy T-shirt. Comfortable, practical, and easy to blend in. Nothing too memorable. His only standout feature was his piercing ice-blue eyes.
He walked towards the house and noticed a large dent on the bonnet of the Evoque, highlighted by the security lights shining down on it. As he reached the couple of steps leading up to the front door, it opened. A slim man around five feet ten dressed in a navy suit and a red tie stood before him. He looked to be in his mid to late twenties, blonde hair gelled in a side parting. 
“Are you the fixer?” he asked.
Crane hesitated before nodding. After four years of freelancing as a fixer, the term “Fixer” still seemed a little funny to him. He often referred to himself as a consultant, but essentially clients would come to him with a problem and he would help make their problem go away for a considerable fee. So, admittedly, “Fixer” probably was a more accurate title for the work that he did.
“I’m Adrian,” the man said, offering his hand. “I’m the first minister’s personal assistant.”
“Crane.” He took Adrian’s hand and gave it a firm squeeze. “What needs fixing?”
“You’d better come in.” Adrian moved aside to let him past.
Crane stepped in and waited for Adrian to close the door before following him into the living room. The decor inside the house was old-fashioned, with lots of colours, and even more patterns. There was a well-dressed lady standing in the bay window, in front of some very busy red and gold curtains. She had a large glass of red wine in her hand. The bottle, with half its contents gone, stood alone on an enormous mahogany coffee table in the centre of the room. It was difficult for Crane to put an age on the woman. She was wearing a lot of makeup and he suspected she took regular trips to a cosmetic clinic for botox injections to help drag back the years. She could have been in her late forties, but he wouldn’t have been surprised if she was actually a decade or so older. A young man, probably early twenties, with brown scruffy hair sat on the sofa. He was bent forward with his head in his hands, wearing skinny jeans and a black hoodie. Crane could instantly feel the tension when he entered the room.
“Patricia and Lloyd, this is Mr Crane. The fixer,” Adrian announced.
“Thank you for coming at such short notice,” Patricia said. Her voice was controlled, but her eyes were showing the strain. 
Crane nodded. “How can I help?”
She took a gulp of red wine before replying. “Well, my son has had an accident. You see, he borrowed my car earlier today to go and see one of his friends. Then, when he was on his way back, he…” She looked at her son and shook her head. “I can’t even say it, Lloyd. You tell him.”
Lloyd lifted his head. His eyes were puffy and bloodshot, as though he’d either been crying or rubbing them. “I was driving back from my friend’s house, who lives on the other side of Cardiff, near the Principality Sta—”
Tom’s get-to-it glare had the desired effect of cutting Lloyd off and pushing him to the point. 
“Anyway, on the way back, I mostly stuck to all the main roads, but to save a little time, I cut through the quiet road that goes behind the school grounds. There’s a part of it where it opens up a bit so that you have the woods on the one side and the school playing fields on the other. The sun was going down by the fields and it was really, really low and shining right in my eyes. I mean, I couldn’t see a thing. Seriously, it blinded me. I slowed down but...” His voice trailed off and he started to fidget. “It wasn’t my fault.”
“Shut up,” Patricia spat. “Of course it was your fault. All of this is your fault.”
“What was she even doing there?” Lloyd retorted, crossing his arms like a sulky child. “There’s no pavement for pedestrians. She must have been walking right in the middle of the road. Who does that? How was I meant to know she’d be there?”
“That’s your defence?” Patricia asked, raising an arm in exasperation. “She shouldn’t have been walking there. It was all her fault, was it?” She turned her attention to Crane. “In case you haven’t put two and two together, he hit a young girl with my car.”
“That explains the dent on the bonnet,” Crane replied matter-of-factly. “What happened after you hit her?”
Lloyd rubbed his face vigorously before continuing. “I stopped, obviously. I didn’t know what I’d hit. I thought maybe it was a fox or maybe a sheep that had escaped from a local farm or something. I mean, I knew it was something big, but...” He lowered his gaze to the floor and took a deep breath. “But I never thought it would be a person. She was just lying there, in the middle of the road. All twisted and not moving. I was going to call an ambulance, but she was already…” He put his face in his hands.
“Dead,” Patricia finished for him, saying the word as if it left a bitter taste in her mouth. “She’s dead, Mr Crane. Lloyd killed her.”
“Where is she?” Crane asked. 
“In the boot of my car,” she replied, turning away and taking another mouthful of red wine.
Crane turned to Adrian. “Show me.”
He followed Adrian out to the Evoque. Apart from the open gate for the entrance to the driveway, tall Leylandii hedging surrounded the entire perimeter of the property, providing complete privacy from potential nosy neighbours. Adrian pressed a button on the key, and the lights flashed on the red Evoque, the tailgate clicked, and it raised open electronically. There she was, illuminated by the artificial light from inside the boot. She looked young—Crane guessed she was around sixteen, but she could have been younger. He had planned to check for a pulse, just in case, but as soon as he laid eyes on her, he knew that it would be futile. He’d seen a lot of dead bodies in his time, and unfortunately this poor young girl was another one to add to the list.
Her eyes were open wide and looked as though they were made of glass. She had a ghastly, pained expression frozen on her face and her skin already had a pale grey hue. Thin trails of dark, dried blood came from both of her nostrils and another came out of one corner of her mouth. She was wearing a yellow summer dress with a blue floral pattern, one white sandal remained on her left foot, and the other sandal seemed to have been thrown haphazardly into the back of the luggage compartment with her. Her long auburn hair had been tied up in a high ponytail, but it was now loose and limp, caused either by the impact of the accident or from being thrown into the boot of the car. Which was exactly how she looked—like she’d just been tossed into the boot of the car without any care, without any respect, without an ounce of remorse.
Crane took his phone out of his pocket and took a photograph. 
“What are you doing?” Adrian asked warily. “Why are you taking pictures?”
“I’ll explain when we get back inside,” Crane replied. “Close the boot.”
Adrian did as he was told. The lights flashed again before the electric motor hummed and the tailgate lowered until it locked shut. Crane walked around the car and took another picture of the front, then he took one of the dent on the bonnet and another one of a crack he found in the headlight on the driver’s side. Adrian watched him dubiously the whole time. Judging by the damage on the car, Crane guessed he must have been travelling at over forty miles per hour when he struck the girl. Possibly even closer to fifty. A lot faster than he should have been driving for a cut-through road. Certainly too fast if you’re blinded by the sun. Reckless. 
“Open the driver’s door for me.” 
Adrian once again did as he was told. Crane, without touching the car, leaned in and had a quick look around. Apart from a packet of chewing gum inside the centre console cup holder and a can of deodorant on the floor of the passenger footwell, it was relatively clean and tidy.
“Okay.” He nodded. “Let’s go back inside.”
Adrian locked the Evoque, and they both went back into the house and back into the living room. Patricia was still standing in the window bay; Lloyd was still on the sofa with his head in his hands. Crane noticed that Patricia’s wine glass had been refilled. The bottle was still in the same place on the coffee table, but it was now down to its final quarter. 
Crane walked up to Lloyd. “Stand up.”
Lloyd looked up at him. “What?”
“You heard me. Stand up.”
Lloyd pushed himself up off the sofa. Once fully standing, he swayed slightly, a little unsteady on his feet. He looked down at the floor like a child being scolded by a teacher.
“Look at me,” Crane instructed. 
Lloyd was a few inches shorter than Crane. He raised his head and looked up until they made eye contact.
“Okay. Sit back down.” 
Crane stepped back as Lloyd flopped back down on the sofa. He turned his attention to Patricia.
“I can’t help you.”
“What?” Patricia’s brow furrowed “What do you mean you can’t help us?”
“Sorry.” Crane held his hands up. “I’ll rephrase that. I don’t want to help you.”
“What are you talking about? You’re a fixer. This is a problem, and you”—she jabbed her index finger in his direction—“need to fix it.”
“Let me explain,” Crane said coldly, glaring at Patricia’s finger. “I get the impression that your version of fixing this problem is by making that young girl’s body disappear, fixing up your car, and then you all carry on with your lives like nothing happened.”
“That’s exactly how we want you to fix it,” Lloyd chipped in.
“Look.” Patricia raised her hand to Lloyd as a signal for him to be quiet. “I get it. This is a big job; you want big money. How much are we talking? What’s your price?”
Crane shook his head. “It has nothing to do with money. It’s simply down to morals and principles.”
Patricia snorted. “Yeah, right. You’re a fixer with morals and principles? Come on, Mr Crane, stop playing games and tell me how much you want.” She bent down, placed her wine glass on the coffee table, and dragged a large burgundy leather handbag out from underneath. Conveniently, a chequebook and pen were at the top and within easy reach. She stood up straight, opened the chequebook, and looked at Crane with an arched brow. “Forty thousand? Fifty? We have very deep pockets.”
“It’s not about the money, Patricia. You can keep it,” Crane said, keeping his eyes away from the chequebook to make his lack of interest clear. “In fact, I think you’ll probably find that your money is part of the problem. It’s one of the main reasons you’ve ended up with an entitled brat of a son who thinks he can go around getting high on drugs, kill an innocent young girl, and get away with it without any repercussions. Which it seems he can because he knows Mummy will come along with her big chequebook and make it all go away.”
“Hey,” Lloyd cried out, turning to Patricia and shaking his head. “I haven’t been taking drugs. Don’t listen to him, Mum.” 
“She isn’t stupid, Lloyd. You might think you fooled her by spraying yourself with deodorant and chewing a piece of gum before you came back in the house, but whatever you’ve been smoking is radiating from you. You stink, and so does the car.” Crane looked down at Lloyd disdainfully, as if he were nothing more than a skid mark on the seat of the sofa. “Just take a look at yourself in the mirror; your pupils are so dilated I’ve got no idea what colour your eyes are even meant to be.”
Lloyd jumped up from the sofa. “This is bull—”
“Shut up,” Patricia yelled, “and sit down.” She took a breath to steady herself before continuing. “He’s right, Lloyd. You’re not fooling anybody. You do stink and your pupils are the size of dinner plates, for Christ’s sake.” She took another sip of wine. “Look, I’ll admit Lloyd has some issues, and yes, it probably would be good for him to take responsibility for his actions a bit more. But at the end of the day, he’s my boy. I can’t let him go to prison.”
“No, you can’t,” replied Crane. “But let’s not pretend you want to keep him out of prison for his benefit. It’s because you don’t want this to affect your and your husband’s reputations. It wouldn’t look good for the first minister to have a son go to prison for killing a young girl under the influence of drugs, would it?” Crane paused, but only for a second. He wasn’t going to give her an opportunity to respond. Not yet anyway. “The papers would have a field day. It would certainly be an embarrassing topic of conversation for you at your posh dinner parties. I can see it now, all of your so-called friends at your private members’ club and your fancy health club and your husband’s golf club. They’ll love it. I’m sure they’ll all have a good laugh and gossip at your expense.”
“How dare you.” Patricia’s face reddened to a deep shade of crimson. “Throwing accusations around and judging me. Judging my family. How dare you. I love my son, and I’m doing this for him. He means the world to me.”
“I’m sure the poor girl that has been dumped in the back of your car is loved. She’s someone’s daughter, someone’s granddaughter. She’s someone’s world too. But that doesn’t matter to you, does it? It doesn’t matter to you that a young girl has lost her life tonight, lost her entire future. All because your drugged-up son decided to get behind the wheel of a car and drive like a lunatic.” It was Crane’s turn to jab his index finger towards Patricia. “You don’t care that her family will have no idea what happened to her. That they will spend the rest of their lives desperately searching for her. Desperate to know what happened. Desperate for some kind of closure. As long as you and your family are okay, and as long as your privileged lifestyle doesn’t have to change at all. To hell with everyone else.”
The veins in Patricia’s neck and temples protruded as if they were about to burst. “Get the fuck out of my house.”
Crane bowed slightly and tipped an invisible hat. “With pleasure.” 
Lloyd turned and looked up at his mother like a scared little boy. “What are we going to do now, Mum? I can’t go to prison.”
“Don’t worry,” she said, “we’ll find a real fixer who can help us.”
“Unfortunately not,” Crane said, pulling his phone out of his pocket. “I took the liberty of taking a few pictures of your car. I got some decent snaps of the body, clearly showing your number plate too. I even have a few close-ups of the damage on the bonnet and the headlight.”
Patricia looked at Adrian, contempt burning in her eyes. “Is this true? Did you let him take pictures?”
Adrian nodded timidly. “He said he would explain why later.”
“Idiot.” Patricia scowled and turned away from him. 
“I’ve also recorded this conversation.” Crane turned the phone so that they could all see the voice recorder was active. “So this is what’s going to happen next—I’m going to leave and you’re going to call the police. When they arrive, you’re going to tell them exactly what happened. Every little detail.”
“What if we don’t?” Lloyd challenged.
“Put it this way, if you’re not in a police station confessing in an interview room within the hour, I’m going to start preparing an anonymous package for them. It will include pictures and an audio file that will clearly show not only what you did, but also how you and your mum tried to cover it all up. I think a few media companies would appreciate a copy of it too. I could be wrong, but I suspect you’re all bright enough to know which scenario will cause the least amount of damage.”
He went to walk out of the room, but Adrian stepped in front of the doorway and placed a firm hand on his chest. Crane looked down at the hand, then back up and into Adrian’s eyes. 
“Really?”
Adrian quickly removed his hand and stepped aside.
“Say hello to the first minister for me.”
“He isn’t here,” Adrian said. “he’s in London, getting prepared for meetings tomorrow.”
Crane raised a brow. “Really? Does he often go to London for meetings without his personal assistant?”
“I’m meeting him there tomorrow.”
“Of course you are,” was what Crane said; plausible deniability was what he thought.
As he walked out through the hallway, Patricia called out, “You’ll regret this, Mr Crane.”
“I doubt that very much,” Crane called back, closing the front door firmly behind himself.




Chapter Two


The pickup’s tyres crunched over the loose gravel as Crane turned into the driveway leading to Ricky Burr’s barn. He had met Ricky over seven years ago on a close protection detail for an electronics-based technology company. Ricky had been the “computer genius” of the four-man team sent to Beijing to pitch a new app they had created to a number of Chinese tech firms, with Crane hired to protect them throughout their trip. Ricky’s full background check on Crane within an hour of them meeting each other had both impressed and intrigued Crane.  
At the end of those sixty minutes, Ricky knew what schools Crane had attended, he knew his father had died in a motorcycle accident when he was two, and he knew his mother had died after an arduous battle with cancer when he was twenty-six. He knew that he’d joined the army as an engineer at sixteen straight from school, and although it was classified, he even knew that Crane had later served in the Special Reconnaissance Regiment before leaving to pursue a career in close protection. Not only did he know what Crane’s bank details were, he told him exactly how much money was in his current account, right down to the penny. He had even put a tracking app on Crane’s mobile phone without him knowing, which Crane thought was impressive, but it also scared the hell out of him.
During that trip to Beijing, they’d struck up a close friendship, and in recent years their relationship had inadvertently evolved into a joint business venture too. 
Crane parked just a few yards from the front door, his pickup the only vehicle on the driveway. The barn had been completely restored and renovated around three and a half years ago, just before Ricky moved in. It was now a fresh and modern-looking property. 
As Crane approached the front door, there was an audible clunk as the electric motorised multipoint locks on the door disengaged—Ricky took the security of the barn very seriously due to the abundance of valuable computer equipment inside. Crane pushed down on the chunky steel handle to enter.
Inside, the barn was very spacious and all open plan. There was a kitchen and dining area to the left and a work area at the back, where the rear wall was practically filled with computer monitors and other electrical items Crane couldn’t identify, let alone work out what they were for. A spiral staircase was dead centre, which led up to what looked like a balcony but was actually the sleeping quarters. Again, it was all open plan up there amongst the huge wooden beams. To Crane’s right was a sitting area, with big leather sofas surrounding a TV the size of a billboard, and that was where all five-eight of Ricky stood with a big grin that was barely visible inside his bushy brown beard and his arms open wide in a greeting. What appeared to be some kind of shoot-em-up video game was paused on the enormous screen behind him. Ricky was slightly overweight, mostly due to the lack of any kind of physical exercise more than his diet. Although his diet wasn’t the healthiest either. Crane had tried to entice Ricky on walks many times, but it was clear to everyone except Ricky and his denial that he was suffering from a very real case of agoraphobia.
“How did it go with the first minister?”
“Good question,” Crane replied. “When they called, did you ask them what their problem was?”
“No, it was the first minister’s personal assistant. I just assumed it was some kind of political issue. Why? What happened?”
“And why shouldn’t you assume?”
Ricky rolled his eyes. “I make an ass out of you and me.”
Crane cracked a smile and dropped himself down on one of the sofas. “I’m just busting your balls, I would have thought the same, but it ended up being a job that I had to turn down.”
“Really? Why?” Ricky asked, seating himself on the sofa opposite. “Morals and principles?”
“Morals and principles,” Crane agreed before explaining exactly what had happened with the first minister’s wife, son, and personal assistant. 
“That’s horrendous,” Ricky exclaimed after Crane had finished talking, scrunching his face up in disgust. “What a bunch of scumbags. Where was the first minister when all this was happening? Wasn’t he there?”
“Oh, he was definitely there, but I didn’t see him. I think he was hiding upstairs. His assistant told me that he was in London getting ready for meetings tomorrow.”
Ricky raised a cynical brow. “Surely his assistant would be with him?”
“Exactly.”
“Plausible deniability?”
Crane nodded. “That’s what I was thinking.”
“I’m sorry.” Ricky sighed. “I should have asked more questions when they called.”
“Maybe not,” Crane said, with a single-shoulder shrug. “It all worked out for the best in the end. The girl’s family will now get some closure, which I know doesn’t sound like much, but it’s certainly better than not knowing what happened to her. On top of that, if the British judicial system works, Lloyd will be made to pay for what he did. If you’d asked them more questions over the phone and then turned the job down, they may have found someone else willing to cover it all up for them.”
“That’s true.”
Crane yawned and stretched. “I’m going to take a long weekend off. So, unless someone calls you with a problem that could result in the world coming to an end, I’m on radio silence until Tuesday.”
“I’m hearing you loud and clear.” Ricky gave a thumbs up.
Crane pushed himself with effort off the sofa, ready to leave. “How about we go to the pub for a pint tomorrow night?” He already knew what the answer would be, but he felt a need to still try his luck, hoping for some sort of miracle.
Ricky visibly squirmed. “I can’t, sorry. I’ve got a few things to sort out.”
It was Crane’s turn to raise a cynical brow. “Really?” He looked around the almost obsessively clean and tidy barn. They didn’t have any work on and Ricky hadn’t mentioned any new clients getting in touch, hence the long weekend off. He didn’t have a girlfriend and hobbies didn’t count as “sorting things out”, so what could he possibly mean? “Like what?”
“Don’t look at me like that. You don’t know what I get up to when you’re not here.”
“Maybe not, but I have a good idea.”
“Go on, then,” Ricky said. “What do you think I get up to when you’re not here?”
“I think you spend all your time alternating between playing video games and masturbating vigorously to hardcore porn.”
They both burst out laughing.
“You know me too well,” said Ricky, struggling to breathe from laughing so hard.
He was still laughing when Crane left the barn and the door closed behind him.

Standing at 271 metres above sea level, some geographers would argue that Caerphilly Mountain technically wasn’t a mountain, being twenty-nine metres short of their 300-metre requirement, but those who ventured around the popular walking routes of the summit considered the title to be appropriate and well deserved. Around the peak, people were treated to spectacular views of South Wales. The one side looked down onto the valley and town of Caerphilly, which boasted the largest castle in Wales and the second largest in the UK; the other side displayed stunning views across the city of Cardiff, all the way down to the Severn Estuary.
As Crane turned off the main mountain road near the summit of Caerphilly Mountain, he pressed a button on his key fob. The electric front gates parted as he approached the entrance of his home and were open wide enough for him to drive his truck straight through by the time he reached them. He’d done it so many times it had now become a habit that was timed to perfection. His driveway led to a double garage, which was already occupied by two other vehicles, so the pickup was always left outside. It was the workhorse, albeit a workhorse that was less than a year old.
Crane’s home had only been built a little over six years ago. He had bought the land with Beth just as he was leaving the forces and starting his career in close protection. It had taken the best part of three stressful years to plan, design, and build the large four-bedroom property. All worth it. Contemporary in style, it had striking, clean lines, with light grey stone complemented by sections of dark grey wood siding and lots of glass.
They had planned for it to be their forever home, the home they were going to start and raise a family in together. Unfortunately, they’d only got to spend a little over a year enjoying it together before those plans were stolen from them. Losing Beth was heartbreaking enough, but finding out after the post-mortem that she’d been pregnant at the time truly broke him. He kept thinking back to the emotion she’d been trying to hold back on the phone that night. She would have been desperate to tell him, but she wouldn’t have wanted to tell him over the phone—not something of that magnitude. She may have even been a little nervous to tell him. They’d discussed starting a family but hadn’t officially agreed to start trying; they were waiting for “the perfect time”. Does the perfect time even exist? 
Over the last couple of years, Crane had considered selling up and maybe downsizing; after all, the house was far too big for him on his own. But he just couldn’t bring himself to do it. Too much had gone into creating and building it and he also felt as if he would be betraying Beth’s memory. Technically it was only bricks and mortar, but it was their bricks and mortar. And even if you took all those reasons away, the truth was he loved it. It was his dream home that he’d built from scratch, and he couldn’t imagine himself living anywhere else. 
Crane unlocked the front door and then held his alarm fob against the unit to deactivate it as he stepped in. He locked the door behind him and then reactivated the alarm. In his line of work, he’d learned a long time ago that you could never be too cautious. 
The foyer of the house contained a wide elegant staircase leading up to the first floor, but Crane went left and into a spacious open-plan kitchen-diner. The whole house was decorated in a clean almost clinical style using mostly whites and greys, with the odd splash of colour from the cushions on the sofa and several landscape paintings on the walls. The kitchen had large white floor tiles, light grey cupboards, and solid white marble worktops. 
Crane checked the time on his watch—five minutes to midnight. He shrugged. It was almost Friday and the start of his long weekend off, so why not treat himself to a nightcap? He walked around the island in the middle of the kitchen and grabbed a large tumbler out of a cupboard. Next, he stepped sideways to the large American-style fridge freezer and added two large ice cubes to the glass before heading to his whisky cupboard, which was the furthest cupboard from the double oven and its heat. A number of bottles stared out at him. He took a minute viewing all the bottles before finally settling on one of his favourites, a single malt Welsh whisky, matured in bourbon barrels and finished in ex-Madeira casks. He poured three fingers and then took out a bottle of ginger wine from the fridge and added three fingers to the whisky. Equal measures. The perfect whisky Mac. He took a sip and savoured the heat and the sweetness. 
He took his drink upstairs and into the master bedroom, placing it on the bedside table so he could undress. An involuntary sigh escaped him as he sat on the bed, the situation from today taking him back to the past, back to losing Beth, and even though he knew it wasn’t a good idea before bed, he opened an album on his phone that he had filled with pictures of Beth. He flicked through the pictures slowly, taking each one in. A picture of her on a beach in Spain, wearing sunglasses and holding a colourful cocktail, her long brunette hair flowing to one side in the warm breeze, smiling without a care in the world. Another one of them together at the top of Mount Snowdon, wrapped up warm in woolly hats and scarfs, surrounded by ice and snow. He remembered climbing it with her like it were yesterday. Enough time had passed that he was now able to look at the pictures without tears, but he still felt the familiar lump in his throat coming back.
He drained the whisky, closed the album, and headed into the ensuite to shower and brush his teeth. Afterwards, he turned out the lights and slid into bed. He connected his phone to the bedroom’s Bluetooth speaker and started to play a relaxing guided meditation. He had been struggling with sleeping for a few years now; his mind seemed to constantly be on the go. Whenever he stopped, there was a faint hum or buzz inside his head. He joked sometimes that he was so highly strung he was a knot and he needed some help to unwind. Tonight, he had the warmth from the whisky and a soothing voice playing over the speaker. They both helped him to drift off in just a few minutes.




Chapter Three


Crane’s body clock woke him up at six, but he forced himself to stay in bed and doze until a little after eight. The first thing he did was check the news headlines on his phone. The top headline read, “First Minister’s Son Involved in a Traffic Accident”. It went on to explain that there were reports of a young girl losing her life in the incident. The police were in the very early stages of their investigation, and the first minister’s son was cooperating fully with the police.  Of course he is, thought Crane. 
He put on a pair of shorts and a running T-shirt, then went downstairs and fixed himself a bowl of muesli and a coffee. He didn’t want to exercise on an empty stomach, although he didn’t want to exercise too soon after eating either, so he waited around twenty minutes before starting some dynamic stretches. Once he’d got a bit of blood flowing and loosened his muscles a little, he set off for a quick jog around the mountain trails. It was a route he knew well, just under five miles in total, with a good mix of inclines and declines. It took him just under thirty minutes—not too shabby for a warmup.
It was a radiant summer morning with clear blue skies in every direction. The sun was warm, but the fresh mountain air made it comfortable and cool, which was perfect for some high-intensity training. Crane ran around to the back of the house and unlocked a set of bifold doors that opened into the gym room. He went inside to fetch a pair of dumbbells. Today, he was going to make the most of the weather and the fresh air. 
He took the weights around to the side of the house where he’d built a frame out of scaffolding bars. The frame consisted of two horizontal bars, one of which was overhead and the other around waist height. He used it for two of his favourite exercises—chin-ups and inverted rows. A lot of people spent too much time doing pushing exercises and neglected the pulling movement for their backs. Not Crane. He knew the importance of creating balance throughout the whole body. 
He preferred using bodyweight exercises whenever possible, and this workout was no different. He used a combination of bodyweight exercises and a couple of exercises that required the dumbbells, completing five different exercises that incorporated every body part and utilised every range of motion. After five rounds, he grabbed a bottle of water from the kitchen, then repeated another five rounds. To finish, he went into the gym room and went six rounds with the heavy bag, which hung from a reinforced section of the ceiling in the centre of the room. It was a brutal workout, but Crane relished the feeling of the endorphins flooding his system. 
He walked around the garden with his hands on his head to open up his chest and inhaled deeply to cool down and recover. Drenched in sweat, he closed his eyes and tilted his head up towards the sun, enjoying its warming rays on his face. 
Before heading inside, he grabbed his keys out of the bifold doors and walked around to the front of the house and down the driveway, pressing a button on his fob. The electric gates silently parted towards him. Built into the stone wall just outside the gate was a mailbox. He used a small key to unlock it and grabbed everything inside. He hadn’t emptied it for a few days, so there was more inside than he’d expected. He was only just about able to grab all the letters and leaflets inside with one hand and then he locked it back up and headed up the driveway. The gates closed smoothly and soundlessly behind him; they were timed to automatically close after thirty seconds. 
Once inside, he dropped the mail on the island in the kitchen and grabbed another water, this time in a glass and the water coming from the filter that was built into the fridge. He leaned against the island to sort through the mail, putting his drink down next to him. First was a menu from a local takeaway, which he filed into the recycling. Next was a charity bag collecting clothes to raise money for cancer research, which he toyed with for a minute before finally putting it to the
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