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  CHAPTER ONE


Near the village of Almondsbury, in South Gloucestershire, England, a Tudor-style Victorian mansion stood proudly, surrounded by nine acres of land. It had been used as a naval training base during World War II, then later as a training school for prison officers until it eventually became derelict and finally suffered a large fire. However, over the last two decades, it had been vastly and skilfully restored and renovated into a truly breathtaking family home. The grounds boasted an outdoor heated swimming pool, a tennis court, orangery, and a large vegetable garden that provided fresh produce for the in-house chef to use during the summer months.  
The interior was even more impressive than the exterior. There were several elegant reception rooms, a cinema, a library, and even a fully stocked bar room. The vast open foyer contained a grand staircase that led to seven substantial bedrooms, each with an en-suite bathroom.
The owner of this remarkable property was the business magnate and philanthropist Michael Brookes, who was sleeping soundly next to his fiancée, Lindsey, in their super-king-sized bed in the master bedroom. It was the end of September. A Thursday, to be precise. The time was approaching half seven, and although it was beginning to get lighter outside, the blackout curtains ensured that the room remained middle-of-the-night dark. 
Thirty-six-year-old Lindsey, who was twelve years younger than Michael, was just beginning to stir. She was in that blissful place between consciousness and unconsciousness. She let out a sleepy groan, turned, and snuggled into Michael, resting her head on his chest. The movement temporarily brought Michael out of his deep slumber, and he used his left arm to pull her in even closer before drifting off again. 
Michael and Lindsey dozed together like that for a few minutes until a woman’s voice dragged them reluctantly to the land of the living. The voice belonged to their young Spanish au pair, Eva.
“Jacob,” she called out.
At this time of the morning, Eva would be getting four-year-old Jacob, Michael and Lindsey’s son, up and ready for school. However, she normally did this quietly so as not to disturb them. 
Michael stretched and yawned. Lindsey let out a heavy sigh and pulled the duvet over her head. Eva continued to call Jacob’s name. Her voice came from Jacob’s bedroom next door and it increased in volume with every repetition. Michael switched the bedside light on and swung his legs out of the bed.
“What’s going on?” Lindsey asked, her voice sounding sleepy and muffled from beneath the duvet.
“It sounds like Eva’s struggling to wake up our little man,” said Michael, rubbing sleep out of his eyes with the heels of his hands. “Either that or he’s hiding from her again.”
Lindsey pulled the duvet down to her chin and squinted at the light. “He’s probably just tired from his first few weeks of school, bless him.”
In the room next door, Eva’s voice was not only getting louder, it was sounding as though she was edging closer to the verge of panic.   
Michael pushed his slender five-foot-ten frame off the bed and padded across the master bedroom wearing only black boxer shorts. He grabbed his blue dressing gown off its hook on the back of the door and threw it around himself. 
Lindsey flung the duvet off herself and jumped out of the bed. “Wait for me,” she urged.
She followed Michael’s lead and threw her pink dressing gown over her silk black nightie and quickly brushed her fingers through her long blonde hair. Michael opened the door, and they hurried along the landing before turning into the room next to theirs. Jacob’s room. The room from where Eva was now sounding frantic.
“What? What is it?” Michael cried out as he entered the room. “What’s going on?”
The room was huge. Not quite as big as the master bedroom, but it had more than enough space to double up as a bedroom and a playroom for little Jacob. Storage units filled with toys and games covered almost every wall. There was a large play rug on the floor covered with toy cars and a big ramp that was used to make the cars perform jumps. A space-themed play tent was in one corner, and in the other corner was Jacob’s bed. However, his bed usually would have the duvet haphazardly strewn across it at this time of the morning. Sometimes, half of it would be on the bed and the other half would trail off onto the floor. Typically, it would stay that way until the housekeeper arrived at nine. 
But this morning, there was no duvet. And there was no Jacob. The pillow was on the bed, at the top, exactly where and how it should be, but Jacob and the duvet were nowhere to be seen. Instead, two items had been placed at the centre of the mattress. Michael stepped past Eva to get a closer look.
Eva shook her head and spoke with a mild Spanish accent that was laced with fear, “I cannot find him anywhere.”
Michael walked up to the bed, his eyes fixed on the two objects. On the right was a cheap black plastic phone with big rubber buttons. Not a smartphone. On the left was a charger, presumably for the phone. 
“Whose phone is this?” Michael asked, turning to look at Eva.
Her eyes bulged and she shook her head and shrugged her shoulders animatedly.
He turned back to the bed and picked up the phone. The screen illuminated and displayed an icon of an envelope with a bubble in the top corner containing the number one: one unread text message. Michael pressed the biggest button at the top of the keypad, and the envelope opened. Black letters on a luminous green background filled the screen. 
As Michael read the message, the blood running through his veins turned glacial and he suddenly felt lightheaded. Becoming unsteady on his feet, he sat down on the bed to stop himself falling, but his eyes remained fixed on the words written across the garish green screen. He didn’t even notice that Lindsey had crossed the room and was now standing right in front of him.
“What… what is it, Michael?” Lindsey asked, becoming more and more perturbed. “What’s wrong?” She had never seen the colour drain from someone so quickly before. 
Unable to speak, he raised the phone and handed it to her without looking up. Lindsey took the phone from him and started to read the message. She took a sharp and audible intake of breath and raised a shaky hand to her mouth. The message read:
“If you ever want to see Jacob again, answer this phone when it rings and DO NOT call the police. Yours sincerely, The Craftsman.”






  
  CHAPTER TWO


At twenty-five past nine on the same morning, Tom Crane was walking into a modern office building in Cardiff city centre, Wales. His six-foot-two athletic frame was suited and booted in a navy-blue suit, dark brown brogues, and a crisp white shirt. Usually, he opted for comfort and practicality. He had drawn the line at wearing a tie though, and his collar was unbuttoned and open. His short dark hair was neatly trimmed, and although this wasn’t his first choice of attire, he wore it well. 
There’s something about confidently wearing a suit that seems to enable you to walk in and around places unchallenged. Like you have a right to be there. Although, looking around at the people loitering in the foyer, Crane questioned whether he’d made the right call. Skinny jeans and loafers with no socks seemed to be the popular choice for most of the young men. He was relieved to see a man around his age, mid-thirties, wearing a suit and an open-collar shirt, albeit a light grey suit and pink shirt. 
The building was home to the popular online news website Red Dragon N&S, the N&S standing for news and sport. Crane walked to the right and around the large circular reception desk in the centre of the foyer. He nodded at one of the two receptionists. She smiled back as he continued to head towards the lifts. She didn’t ask him if he needed help or attempt to challenge him in any way; he looked as if he’d been here before and acted as though he knew exactly where he was going. In truth, it wouldn’t have been a big problem if he had been challenged; there was already a contingency in place. But it certainly made things easier. 
There were two lifts, side by side, with a call button between them. The button with an arrow pointing upwards was illuminated, a lift having already been summoned by the man in the grey suit and pink shirt. Pink-shirt man was a good five inches shorter than Crane, rotund, and had a dark designer goatee. He was standing in front of the lifts, head down, scrolling through his smartphone. He sensed Crane’s presence and looked up. Crane gave him a polite nod, which the man reciprocated before returning his focus to his phone. 
A couple of seconds later, there was a high-pitched ping and the doors to the lift on the left opened. Crane motioned to the man in the pink shirt to go first, and he followed. Pink-shirt man pressed the button for the fourth floor and then looked at Crane with raised brows as if to ask, “Which floor?”. 
“Five,” said Crane. “Thanks.”
The man pressed five and the doors closed. He looked at Crane as the lift began to ascend and said, “The top floor.” It was a question masquerading as a statement. “Going up to see the editors?”
“Just one of them.” 
The man didn’t seem to recognise Crane’s bluntness and the fact he wasn’t up for a conversation. “Which one are you here to see?” he asked. “I’ve not seen you around here before.”
“You should consider yourself lucky,” replied Crane sternly. “If you see me, it means you’ve done something wrong.”
The man looked into Crane’s icy blue eyes and wilted. He broke eye contact and averted his gaze to the lift doors. The lift continued on its journey up to the fourth floor in complete silence, and when the doors pinged open, the man kept his head lowered, shuffled out of the lift, and walked away without glancing back. 
The doors closed, and as the lift began to rise to the fifth and final floor, Crane’s phone started to vibrate and ring in his trouser pocket. He pulled it out and looked at the screen. The call was coming from a private number. He rejected it and slipped the phone back into his pocket. He never answered calls from private numbers. If it was important, they could leave a message. 
The lift doors pinged open once more, and Crane stepped out into an empty corridor and turned left. He had never been in the building before, but after spending ten minutes studying the blueprints last night, he had a good idea of where he needed to go. He was heading for the largest corner office. That was where he was expecting to find the senior editor. 
Crane navigated his way through a couple of corridors, past several office doors and two glass-walled conference rooms. The two people he passed in the corridor and the four who were sitting in one of the conference rooms paid no attention to him.
Eventually, he reached an open area. On the left were four black leather sofas surrounding a large coffee table. On the right was a large desk with two black armchairs facing the person currently occupying the desk. A middle-aged lady with a mousy bob cut and black-framed glasses. A large plaque on her desk declared that she was the secretary. She was the gatekeeper.
She looked up and gave Crane a welcoming smile. “Can I help you?”
He returned the smile and approached the desk. “I’m here to see Trevor Awbrey.” 
Her smile remained, but her brow furrowed slightly. “I don’t recall seeing an early appointment in the diary for Mr Awbrey. What’s your name, please?” She looked down at the laptop in front of her and ran her index finger over the touchpad.
Crane gave her his name. she double tapped the keypad and raised her eyebrows. 
“Oh, you’re right,” she said, surprised and confused. “There you are. Nine-thirty appointment to see Mr Awbrey.”
To be fair, her reaction was completely warranted. The appointment hadn’t been in the diary until late last night when Crane’s best friend and business partner Ricky had hacked into the company’s intranet and put it there.
She pushed her chair back and stood up. “If you’d like to take a seat, I’ll let him know you’re here.”
Crane thanked her but remained standing as she scuttled off up the corridor behind her desk. This part of the building was notably quiet. He could clearly hear her lightly knocking on a door at the end of the corridor followed by the low rumble of a man’s voice instructing her to enter. She went into the office and closed the door behind her, but even with the door closed, Crane could hear their voices going back and forth for a minute or so. He couldn’t hear any specific words, but from the tones, he figured they were debating who had arranged the appointment. 
Eventually, the secretary emerged from the office looking a little flushed and flustered, but she forced a smile when she reached Crane. He found himself hoping that his actions hadn’t got her into too much trouble.
“You can head straight down,” she said. “It’s the last door on the left.”
Crane thanked her and headed up the corridor. The last door on the left had been left wide open. He walked straight in without knocking and closed the door behind him. The office was just as big as he’d expected it to be from the blueprints. Large windows covered two of the walls and offered panoramic views of the city. There were two black leather sofas with a small coffee table in the middle for informal meetings, and a large desk at the back with two armchairs facing it. 
Behind the desk stood a tall, slim man, probably mid-forties, with medium-length brown hair styled into a side parting. He wore a dark pinstripe suit with a light blue shirt and no tie. He was clean-shaven and smiled broadly as Crane approached the desk.
“Trevor Awbrey,” the man said, confidently offering his hand. “And it’s Tom Crane, isn’t it?”
Crane shook his hand. “Just Crane is fine.”
“Okay… Crane.” For a second, Trevor seemed a little taken aback about only using Crane’s surname, but he quickly recovered and gestured to one of the armchairs. “Please, take a seat.”
They both sat down.
“Are you police? Or were you? Isn’t that a police thing to go by your surname?”
“Ex-forces.”
Trevor grinned smugly. “I knew it was something like that. Which branch?”
“Army.”
Trevor nodded as if he’d guessed correctly in his head again. “And which regiment?”
“The Special Reconnaissance Regiment.”
Trevor stopped nodding and frowned. “I’ve not heard of that one.”
“Not many people have,” replied Crane matter-of-factly, making no offer to elaborate. 
“So,” said Trevor after a few seconds of awkward silence. “I have an apology to give and a confession to make: I have no recollection of arranging this appointment, and to be completely honest, I have no idea what it’s in reference to. Would you be able to enlighten me?”
“Of course.” Crane sat back and placed his right ankle on top of his left knee. “I’m here representing my client, Lloyd Price.”
This wasn’t strictly true. Lloyd Price was a young Welsh boxer and the current British and Commonwealth lightweight champion, and although Crane was there to represent his interests, technically it was Lloyd Price’s manager who had contacted Crane and asked for his help.
Trevor peered at him through narrow eyes. “Why would a representative of Lloyd Price need to speak to me?”
“Because you’re planning on publishing a big story about him this weekend.”
Trevor’s brow furrowed. “If that’s right, and I’m not saying that it is. But if it was right, how do you know?”
“Because the source who provided you with the story, and apparently a few photographs, called Lloyd when he was drunk a couple of nights ago and told him all about selling the story to you.”
The source was Lloyd’s ex-boyfriend Jamie. They had been together for just over a year. Both the relationship and Lloyd’s sexuality had so far been hidden from the public eye.
“So you’re a lawyer here to warn us off publishing the story?”
“No, I’m not a lawyer, I’m a—” Crane stopped himself from saying fixer. “I’m a consultant. And no, I’m not here to warn you off publishing the story. Well, not exactly.”
Trevor was listening intently, his lips slightly pursed.
“We want you to delay publishing anything about Lloyd for one week,” Crane continued. “And we want a slightly different story to be told.”
“A slightly different story?” Trevor’s face scrunched up in confusion. “Why? There’s nothing to be ashamed of; it’s completely natural. I’m sure Lloyd coming out as gay will be celebrated. It’ll raise his profile.”
“None of that is being disputed,” replied Crane calmly, “but understandably, Lloyd wants to come out on his terms, not yours or Jamie’s. How about instead of running with a vulgar story with some crude pictures from his bitter ex-lover, you get the exclusive coming-out interview with Lloyd himself? It might even give your website some credibility—publishing a real story straight from the horse’s mouth rather than some sensationalist clickbait bullshit.”
Trevor took a deep breath. “The problem is sensationalist clickbait bullshit is what sells, and unfortunately for you and Lloyd, that’s what this business is all about. It’s the reason why we’re waiting until the weekend to put it out—that’s when most of our subscribers and followers will be active on social media.” Trevor raised a hand and rubbed his thumb across the tips of his middle and index fingers. “More clicks equals more money. Simple as that. It’s the way of the world nowadays.”
Sadly, Crane knew he was right; humans were their own worst enemy. Negative news always spreads further and faster than positive news, and as with all businesses, journalism provides a service based on supply and demand. The more people click and share negativity, the more journalists are happy to pump it out for us all to consume. 
“And that’s exactly what’s wrong with the world nowadays,” Crane retorted. “Morals and principles no longer seem to matter. In fact, the truth doesn’t even matter anymore. It’s all about being first and creating as much hype as possible, regardless of who you hurt or how much damage you cause in the process.”
“Don’t hate the player...” Trevor gave a one-shoulder shrug and an arrogant smirk. “Look, an exclusive interview with Lloyd would be good, but what we already have is huge. We’re projecting it’s going to go viral instantly and the amount of revenue it’ll bring in from clicks alone will be tremendous. Not to mention, we’ve already paid good money to Jamie for his story and the photographs. If we don’t use them, it’ll be a complete waste.”
“We could reimburse you.” Crane said, upturning a hand. “Whatever you paid Jamie, we’ll cover it, and then you can run the exclusive with Lloyd next weekend free of charge.”
“Why next weekend?”
“Because Lloyd’s team has been negotiating for a shot at the world title for months. Everything’s been agreed in principle and the contracts are due to be signed on Monday.”
“How would Lloyd coming out affect that?”
Crane raised a brow. “Come on, I’m sure a man in your position has been involved in negotiations before. If there’s anything that the champ’s team can use to try and squeeze an even higher percentage of the purse, they’re going to use it. Lloyd’s team can’t afford to risk negotiations starting all over again and the fight being delayed.”
Trevor leaned forward and placed his elbows on the desk. He steepled his fingers and placed them in front of his pursed lips. He stayed like that for almost thirty seconds before giving a little shake of his head. “I’m sorry,” he said without a hint of sincerity in his voice. “I’m going to run with what we have. It’ll generate more interest and more revenue than an exclusive with Lloyd. Plus, I’ve already told the shareholders that we’ve got something big being released this weekend.”
Crane sighed and got up from his armchair. “Okay.” 
“What? That’s it?” Asked Trevor, looking around the room as if he were searching for an invisible audience. “You’re not going to threaten to sue us or anything?”
“Sue you?” Crane chuckled. “That’s really not my style.”
He turned and walked away, stopped after only a few steps, then turned back as though he’d just remembered something. “Just one last thing—why did you email that video to me last night?”
Trevor frowned. “What video? What are you talking about?”
Crane casually walked up to the desk. Trevor looked up at him, his frown deepening with frustration and even a bit of fear. He pushed himself backwards so that he sank deeper into his chair, as if worried Crane was approaching for a physical confrontation. 
“The video of you masturbating in your study,” said Crane. “I must say, it makes for pretty grim viewing. But I suppose it’s the kind of thing that could go viral and get lots of clicks. Although, I’m not sure your wife will be too pleased when she finds out what you really get up to when you’re working late.” Crane used his hands to put the last two words in air quotes.
Trevor’s panic-stricken eyes popped and his mouth opened and closed wordlessly a couple of times. Eventually, he uttered, “What… What the hell are you talking about?”
“You tell me. You’re the one who emailed the video to me.”
Trevor grabbed his phone off the desk to check his emails.
The truth was, Crane and Ricky had gotten lucky last night. While they were doing a little research on Red Dragon N&S and Trevor Awbrey, Ricky hacked into Trevor’s personal devices and noticed that he’d been logging into an adult website at the same time almost every evening, last night being no exception. 
Ricky had activated the camera on Trevor’s laptop and they watched as he sat in his study working. Then at around ten, his wife came in, said goodnight to him, and told him not to stay up too late working. At ten fifteen, Trevor proceeded to log into the adult website, which connected people via their webcams so that they could pleasure themselves while watching each other online. Ricky was able to record the whole interaction, although neither Ricky nor Crane could stomach watching or listening to it. They had muted the computer and walked around Ricky’s converted barn to avoid the visual and sporadically took turns risking glances until Trevor had… finished. Thankfully it, or rather he, hadn’t lasted too long. Ricky then hacked into Trevor’s personal email account and used it to email the video file to an address he’d created for Crane solely for this purpose.
Trevor had obviously found the email in his sent folder because he spat, “What the fuck is this?” There was a mixture of panic and venom in his tone. “How did you…”
“Don’t worry,” replied Crane. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of; it’s completely natural. You never know, it might even raise your profile.”
If looks could kill, Crane would have been obliterated and plastered across the office wall by now.
Trevor hissed through gritted teeth, “What do you want?” 
“I’ve already told you what we want. A one-week delay on anything being published about Lloyd. Jamie’s story and pictures disappear, and as a gesture of goodwill, we’ll still give you the exclusive with Lloyd free of charge, but his team has to sign off on the final edit before it goes public.”
“And you’ll reimburse us the money we paid to Jamie?”
Crane held back a laugh. “Don’t push your luck. That offer expired when I stood up.”
Trevor slumped back in his chair. 
“Do we have a deal?”
Trevor sat in silence for a while, seemingly running the whole situation through in his mind, trying to think of another way out. Crane knew he would only be running into dead ends.
“Fine,” Trevor conceded reluctantly. “But what am I going to tell the shareholders?”
“That sounds very much like a you problem.”






  
  CHAPTER THREE


After leaving Red Dragon N&S, Crane drove to Ricky’s converted barn in north Cardiff. Crane and Ricky had been good friends for over seven years and became business partners around four years ago. Ricky was a technological genius with hacking abilities that not only astonished but even scared Crane at times. He was certainly grateful Ricky was his friend and not an enemy.  
The only thing that Ricky struggled with was social interaction. He had always been painfully shy and awkward around new people, but over the last couple of years, he had been clearly suffering from severe social anxiety and even agoraphobia. He ordered everything online, including his groceries, and never visited anyone. Crane had been considering arranging a therapist to visit Ricky at home, but he knew deep down that for any kind of intervention to work, Ricky would need to admit that he had a problem in the first place, which he so far hadn’t done.
Crane slowly turned his magna red Maserati GranTurismo Centennial Edition into the loose gravel driveway and parked a few yards from Ricky’s front door. The Maserati wasn’t Crane’s usual mode of transport. It generally only came out of his garage on weekends, but Crane figured it would have looked unusual stepping out of his dark grey pickup truck dressed in a suit for his meeting with Trevor Awbrey.
Crane pushed himself up and out of the Maserati and heard an audible clunk as the electric motorised multipoint locks on Ricky’s front door disengaged. Ricky took the barn’s security very seriously because of all the valuable computer equipment inside. Crane twisted the chunky steel handle and pushed the hefty reinforced steel door open.
Ricky’s barn had been completely restored and renovated less than four years ago. It was modern, spacious, and entirely open plan. There was a kitchen and dining area on the left, and a sitting area with large leather sofas surrounding a giant TV on the right. Stretched across the entire rear wall was an array of monitors, big screens, and computer equipment that looked as if it were a set-up straight from GCHQ. Directly in the centre of the barn was a spiral staircase leading up to a balcony that held the sleeping quarters.
Ricky pushed his five-foot-eight and slightly overweight frame up from one of the sofas and walked towards Crane with a game controller in one hand and a headset with a microphone in the other. What appeared to be a car racing game was paused on the enormous screen behind him.
“Someone wants to say hi.” Ricky held out the headset to Crane. 
Crane gave a lopsided grin and took the headset. He put it on and adjusted the microphone. “Shouldn’t you be in school, Chloe?”
“You know, Uncle Tom, conversations usually start with a hello.”
“Hello, smart arse. Shouldn’t you be in school?” he repeated. “I know you seem to think you’re an adult, but you are only fourteen.” He could already picture her rolling her eyes.
“I’ve got a free period. I don’t need to go back in until after lunch.”
“And you think using this time to play computer games with strange men online is a good idea?”
Ricky shook his head and placed his hands on his hips in feigned annoyance. Crane couldn’t stop himself from laughing and neither could Chloe.
“Uncle Tom,” Chloe scolded him in jest. “Ricky’s not a strange man, he’s lovely.”
“I wouldn’t go that far.” Crane smirked. “He’s okay, I suppose.”
Ricky directed an explicit hand gesture at him, but although it was partially hidden by his bushy brown beard, there was a smile on his face. 
“On a serious note, how is school going?”
Chloe hesitated for a split second. “Yeah, it’s good.”
“Remember, you need to knuckle down and get good grades if you want that car and those driving lessons I promised you.” 
“I will, I promise. And then when I’m driving, I’ll be able to start my apprenticeship with Ricky.”
Crane raised a brow and looked at Ricky. “Start your apprenticeship with Ricky?”
Ricky looked back at Crane, shaking his head and shrugging.
“Yeah, he's gonna teach me how to become a super hacker.”
Crane laughed. “And what makes you think that Ricky’s a super hacker.”
“Because I’ve got eyes,” Chloe quipped. “The back of his barn looks like something out of a sci-fi movie. Why else would he have so much high-tech computer equipment?” 
“Maybe he’s a web developer,” offered Crane. 
Chloe snorted in his ear. “Yeah, okay. I’ll tell the jokes.”
“You really are turning into a smart arse. Look, I need to borrow your buddy for ten minutes. He’ll be back online playing with you soon.”
“Okay. But before you go, are we still going for pizza on Saturday night?”
“Definitely.”
Chloe’s tone suddenly turned coy as she said, “Uncle Tom…” 
Crane’s eyes narrowed. “What?”
“You know when you pick me up…”
His eyes remained narrow, but the corners of his mouth began to turn up in a knowing grin. “Yeah.”
“Could you pick me up in your Ferrari?”
“We’ll see.” He, and she, already knew that was a yes.
They said their goodbyes and then Crane handed the headset to Ricky. 
“How did it go with Trevor Awbrey?” asked Ricky, once he’d fully disconnected and switched off the headset.
“It’s done. Although, I did need to use the video to persuade him.”
Ricky gave a thin smile. “I had a feeling that was going to happen.”
“Lloyd’s team needs to organise an interview with Trevor before next weekend, and they’ll have the final say on the edit before anything goes public.”
“What about reimbursing them for the money that they paid for Jamie’s story?”
“Not required.”
Crane’s phone began to vibrate and ring in his pocket. He pulled it out, and the screen once again informed him that a private number was calling. He turned the screen around to show Ricky before rejecting the call.
“That’s the second time this morning.” Crane frowned, slipping the phone back into his pocket.
“Do you want me to see if I can trace the call?”
“No, don’t bother. It’s probably just telesales. If it’s something important, they can leave a voicemail.”
“Fair enough.” Ricky turned as though he was about to head over to the kitchen area. “Are you staying for lunch?”
“No thanks, I’m meeting up with Ella for lunch.” Crane glanced at his watch. “In fact, I should probably head off; I’m meant to be meeting her soon.”
“Again?” Ricky’s eyebrows shot up. “It sounds like things are getting serious between you two.”
Crane hesitated, not quite sure how to respond. They had only been officially dating for a month. He settled with honesty. “It’s going well, I really like her.”
“It seems like you’ve been seeing each other almost every day this past couple of weeks.”
A wry grin spread across Crane’s face. “Awww… are you getting jealous?”
“No, not at all,” Ricky said dismissively.
“Really? Because it sounds like you’re getting a little jealous.”
“Shut up.”
“Come here.” Crane grabbed Ricky and wrapped him up in a bear hug. “Don’t you worry, I’ll always have time for my bestie.” He laughed heartily as Ricky struggled to wriggle free and push him away.
“Get off,” Ricky cried out, but he was laughing just as hard as Crane.






  
  CHAPTER FOUR


Ideally, Crane would have preferred to have popped home, got changed, and swapped vehicles before meeting up with Ella, but he didn’t want to risk being late. Punctuality was one of his bugbears. It had been instilled in him to always be five minutes early for everything when he joined the army at age sixteen. Plus, it was Ella’s lunch break from work, so he couldn’t afford to be late. 
Ella was employed by a local charity that supported families with sick and often terminal children. Sometimes, she helped the families to research and raise funds for special treatments; other times, she helped them raise funds to fulfil the child’s final wishes, then supported them during their loss. Crane truly admired the work she did and was fascinated by her strength of character. How she was able to help families during the most heartbreaking of circumstances yet maintain such a positive and happy-go-lucky attitude was beyond his comprehension.
The charity’s head office was in Rhiwbina, a peaceful suburb of north Cardiff that was fortunately not far from Ricky’s barn. It took him less than fifteen minutes to drive there, then another five minutes to find somewhere suitable to park. He eventually found a scarce non-permit-only space just around the corner, in front of a residential property.
As soon as Crane got out of the Maserati, he sensed several pairs of eyes on him. Externally, he remained composed, but internally he was cringing. He only had himself to blame. If he didn’t want to stand out, he shouldn’t be driving around in a bright red sports car. That’s it. I’m selling the Maserati and getting something a bit more low-key.
Crane set off, turned left onto the high street, and inhaled the homely aroma of freshly baked bread as he passed a bakery. Ella’s head office was only a few doors up, nestled between a florist and a barber. The ground floor was a shop run by volunteers and the first floor, where Ella worked, was office space. Crane pushed the glass door of the shop open, and an unnecessarily loud electronic beep notified the shop assistant that someone had entered. At first, he thought the place was empty of people, then a head suddenly popped up from behind a shelving unit towards the back of the shop. 
A lady with short white hair and thick red-framed glasses beamed and waved enthusiastically. “Hello.” 
Crane raised a hand and smiled back, then navigated his way between clothes racks and shelving units to reach her. The shop predominantly sold second-hand clothes, books, and knick-knacks that had been donated by generous locals. When Crane reached her, he noticed a half-empty box of books at her feet and a half-full shelf of books in front of her. She was wearing a red cardigan and a big white name badge that declared she was a volunteer and her name was Maggie. 
“Can I help you?” asked Maggie, still smiling broadly.
“I’m meant to be meeting Ella for lunch.”
“Oh, yes.” Maggie’s eyebrows went up so high and so fast they almost flew off her head. “Ella did mention her new man was coming to take her out for lunch.” She looked him up and down. “You’re a strapping young man, aren’t you?”
Crane laughed. “Thank you. Although, I’m not sure I can be described as young anymore.”
“Well, compared to me, dear, you’re a baby.”
It was difficult to put an exact age on Maggie, but it was probably fair to say she had been collecting her pension for more than a few years. Crane glanced down to check the time on his watch, and Maggie’s smile fell away. A troubled expression overcame her. 
“Ella might be a little late coming down for lunch, dear. They had some bad news this morning.”
“Really? What’s happened?”
“One of the children Ella has been helping had some results back from the consultants this morning.”
Oh no. “Not Megan?”
Ella had told Crane all about a nine-year-old girl called Megan she’d started supporting this week. Megan had been a happy and healthy young girl until just a few weeks ago when she began suffering from headaches. At first, they were mild and sporadic, but they very quickly became frequent and more severe. Her parents became increasingly worried and took her to their local surgery, but the GP they saw didn’t seem concerned and just put them down to childhood stress. Tragically, he was wrong. A couple of days later, she had a seizure in school. She was rushed to hospital in an ambulance, where she was immediately admitted for tests. The last Crane knew was that the initial scans showed a growth inside her brain, but further tests were required to determine exactly what it was.
Maggie nodded solemnly. “It’s growing fast and it’s not in a good place.”
“Is there anything they can do?”
“They’ve advised that it’s inoperable. They don’t think she’d survive any invasive interventions.”
A heavy silence fell over them and Crane’s heart sank. What that poor girl and her family must be going through was unimaginable. 
“It’s terrible,” continued Maggie. “They’re saying she only has three months, maybe six at the most.”
“That’s heartbreaking.” Crane’s voice was barely audible.
“Ella’s setting up a fundraising page on our website as we speak. Megan’s parents wanted to take her to that big Disney park in Florida, but the doctors advised that she shouldn’t fly. I think it’s got something to do with the air pressure during the flight; it could cause complications.” Maggie gave an unsure shrug. “Anyhow, they’re looking into taking her to the one in Paris instead. The thing is, time is of the essence. They need to raise as much money as they can as quickly as they can. The doctors are worried that she’s going to deteriorate very quickly, so understandably, they want to take her now while she’s still able to enjoy it.”
“How much is Ella trying to raise for them?”
“I think she said she was going to set a target of around ten thousand pounds. I guess she just wants to make sure the family has more than enough to really spoil her while they can.” Maggie hesitated and then lowered her gaze and her voice before adding, “And maybe to help towards the cost of the… you know…”
Crane knew exactly what word Maggie didn’t want to say—funeral. 
A crushing silence fell over them once more as they retreated inside themselves to reflect. Crane didn’t have any children of his own so felt as if he couldn’t fully comprehend what the family was going through. He just knew that he felt overwhelmed with sympathy for them.
“I’ll just go and let Ella know you’re here,” said Maggie, breaking the silence.
She walked to the back of the shop and went through a door labelled Staff Only, leaving Crane all alone in the shop. He immediately pulled out his phone from his pocket and dialled Ricky.
Ricky answered on the second ring. “Is everything okay?”
“I need you to do me a favour,” said Crane, then gave Ricky a brief rundown of what Maggie had just told him.
“That’s awful. What do you need me to do?”
“The charity Ella works for is setting up a fundraising page on their website. They’re looking to raise around ten grand so that her family can make her final few months as special as possible. Can you keep an eye on the website and as soon as the page goes live, pay it? Whatever the target amount is, just pay it all.”
“Consider it done.”
“And if it allows you to, do it anonymously.”
There was only a slight hesitation from Ricky, but he said, “Will do.”
Crane thanked him and ended the call just as the door at the back of the shop opened and Ella and Maggie walked through. Ella’s long wavy blonde hair framed her delicate features. She smiled when she saw Crane, and even though there was sadness in her green eyes, they still sparkled.
“You’re looking very smart. Very smart indeed. What’s the special occasion?”
“Well, I thought I’d make an effort for our lunch date.”
“Really?” asked Ella in a sceptical and jovial tone. “Or did you happen to have a formal meeting somewhere this morning?”
Crane couldn’t stop a wry grin from spreading across his face. “Maybe.”
Ella giggled and turned to Maggie. “See, I told you he wouldn’t have made the effort for me.”
“You did, dear.” Maggie shook her head in mock disapproval, then cracked a smile. “Now go on, you two lovebirds, go and enjoy your lunch together.”
Maggie shooed them away with her hands. Crane headed through the shop to the front door, then held it open for Ella, quickly realising she wasn’t behind him. She was still with Maggie, who was holding her arm and whispering something in her ear. Ella burst out laughing, then shook her head. She was grinning like a mischievous schoolgirl as she walked away.
“What was that all about?” Crane asked as she reached him and stepped onto the pavement outside.
Ella chuckled to herself and said, “Nothing.”
“Well, whatever she said seems to have really tickled you.” He was just happy to see her smiling, especially after the morning she’d had. “So, where do you want to go for lunch?”
Ella’s eyes lit up. “Ooh, there’s a new deli that’s just opened around the corner I’d like to try.”
“Sounds good to me.”
As they started walking, Ella reached out and held Crane’s hand. They had known each other for years and had been dating for several weeks, and during that time, they had been as intimate as two people possibly can be. But holding hands, especially in public, still felt a little strange to Crane. This was his first relationship since his wife’s death almost five years ago, so a lot of things he was experiencing with Ella still felt new and fresh and, in truth, a little alien. But it also felt good. Really good. He gave Ella’s hand
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