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      Due to the different locations in which  these short stories are set, readers will notice that both UK English and US English is used throughout this collection.

      

      A brief description about each of the short stories follows.

      

      The Date

      
        
        Lucy and Michael keep a regular lunch date, but their rendezvous hides a twisted secret that neither wants to share…

      

      

      

      The Back Nine

      
        
        Two old friends meet for an interstate game of golf, but this time the stakes are higher than their usual ten dollar bet…

      

      

      

      The Protégé

      
        
        A police investigation into an accident on a country road takes an unexpected turn for Inspector George McKlinnon.

      

      

      

      Devil of a Favor

      

      Michael's looking forward to a quiet night after he finishes work – but then he's asked to bury a body…

      

      Six Underground

      

      Elodie helps run a busy old London pub not far from the River Thames, but her shift takes a dark turn when she’s trapped in the cellar with little hope of escape…

      

      Three Ways to Die

      
        
        It should have been an easy kill…

      

        

      
        When Xander MacKenzie gets the job of assassinating a prominent FBI agent, it's his chance to prove he's still got what it takes.

      

        

      
        Except sometimes, even the best plans go wrong – and Xander's luck is quickly running out...

      

      

      

      All Night Long

      

      Zoe Michaels is working the late shift in the Easy Stop Diner on Route 15.

      

      Vince, the owner is nowhere to be seen, and the fryers and griddle went cold over an hour ago.

      

      But luckily for Zoe, it’s a Monday – and quiet. Because something smells off tonight, and it isn’t Vince’s famous fried bologna sandwich…

      

      A Burning Question

      
        
        When a fire deliberately destroys a boat, nearly killing the occupant, Detective Kay Hunter and her colleagues suspect a serial arsonist is targeting a small community of river dwellers.

      

        

      
        With another man dead and people fearing for their lives, Kay is desperate to catch a killer who shows no sign of stopping...
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      Lucy pulled up the fake fur collar of the bright red waterproof waxed jacket and cursed under her breath at the bitter wind that whipped her peroxide-streaked blonde hair into her face.

      She squinted in the weak daylight that dipped and waned behind scuttling white clouds and eyed the ice-covered duck pond at the perimeter of the car park with disdain.

      Behind the pond, clad within a mist that seemed reluctant to release its grip from the barren landscape, the tower of the Suffolk village’s Norman church poked up from its nest of six ancient yew trees into a sickly cream and grey sky that threatened more snow before the afternoon.

      Lucy turned and ran a practiced eye over the pub’s exterior, her top lip curling at the chipped burgundy paintwork surrounding the four windows that faced the cracked and potted asphalt of the car park, which had fared little better over the winter than the quiet country lane that had led to it.

      The thatched roof of the pub had been replaced at least, although the fresh reeds reminded her of a new haircut that hadn’t yet worn in. Smoke rose from two of the four red brick chimneys and the faint aroma of burning logs filled the air as she drew closer.

      She tugged threadbare gloves from her hands and pushed against the dark oak front door, the rough surface scarred and scratched, its fifteenth-century iron hinges creaking theatrically under her touch as she crossed worn flagstones.

      A silence greeted her, an eeriness she hadn’t expected exacerbated by the lack of music or conversation.

      She paused at the threshold and peered around at the uneven windowsills lined with bric-à-brac that had seen better days – pewter jugs with dull surfaces, hardback books with torn and faded spines that only hinted at titles and writers’ names, and a thick layer of dust that rose into the air as the door swung shut behind her.

      A fire was burning in the hearth to her right, the crackle and pop of logs settling into the grate ricocheting off the stone mantelpiece and exuding a warmth that seeped into her bones and eased some of the cold from her feet.

      Lucy turned her attention away at the sound of someone clearing his throat.

      A middle-aged man in an expensive-looking grey suit who perched on a rickety wooden stool at the bar lowered his broadsheet newspaper, raised a well-plucked eyebrow and pointed to a glass of red wine next to his pint of Guinness.

      ‘I take it you still prefer Shiraz?’ he said by way of greeting.

      ‘I do, thank you, Michael.’ She clinked her glass against his, took a sip, then lowered her voice as a barman in his late twenties appeared through a doorway behind the counter and began to wipe down the wooden surface. ‘It’s gone downhill since we were last here.’

      ‘Hasn’t it just?’ Michael pointed to a table for two beside a dirt-flecked window set into the back wall of the pub. The tables next to it were empty. ‘I took the liberty of asking for our usual one. Is that all right?’

      ‘Perfect.’

      He shot her a perfunctory smile, then ushered her towards it, catching the barman’s eye as they passed and giving him a slight nod.

      ‘I’ll be over in five minutes to take your order,’ came the reply.

      Michael pulled out one of the wooden chairs for Lucy, and she sat before casting her gaze out the window. Beyond the glass was the pub garden, a tired affair with a pockmarked paved terrace and two picnic tables, both of which looked rotten. The terrace gave way to a grassy expanse that swept down a low hill to a blackthorn hedge bordering a shallow stream that was bitterly cold at this time of year and often flooded.

      On the other side of the stream was a rolling hillside bordered by a woodland of oak, beech and hornbeam, the landscape home to a herd of deer that were reared by a local farming family.

      ‘He said the soup of the day was carrot and coriander,’ said Michael, opening one of the menus that had been left in the middle of the table with a flourish, ‘and they’re still offering the tuna steak you enjoyed last year.’

      Lucy picked up the menu and grimaced. The cover was sticky with use, and when she flipped it open, the first two items on the entrées list were stained with the remnants of a tomato-based sauce. ‘I’m not very hungry today. I may just have a sandwich.’

      ‘If you’re sure.’

      ‘I think I’ll have the cheese and pickle one if that’s okay.’

      ‘I’ll join you. Would you like to share some chips?’

      ‘As long as you don’t put too much salt on them, yes. Thank you.’

      The food appeared twenty minutes after the barman had taken the order, the same man returning with plates, each comprising a ciabatta stuffed with Cheddar cheese, pickle and a wilted salad leaf, accompanied by a bowl of chips.

      Lucy nibbled at the food while she listened to Michael’s talk of his latest acquisitions, the mergers he had overseen and the latest takeover gossip in the City, but her attention was waning by the time the one-sided conversation turned to golf and his other endeavours.

      Pushing away the last of the over-toasted bread and setting down her knife and fork, she waited until he had finished before draining her wineglass.

      ‘Shall we?’ she said.

      ‘Of course. I’ll pay on the way out.’

      Lucy shrugged her coat over her shoulders, flicking her hair over the collar, and followed him through the front door. Once outside, his steps faltered, and then he stopped and looked over his shoulder at her.

      ‘Are you ready?’

      ‘It’s why we’re here,’ she said. ‘Lead the way.’

      He walked past the cars and followed the line of the pub until he reached the corner where the path angled to the right and led to the garden.

      Despite the view from inside, it appeared that the current landlord was preparing for the warmer months ahead and had assembled a wooden swing set that was standing above a sand-filled area to stave off unwanted injuries. A stack of new half-barrels was beside the back door of the pub, beside which were four plastic bags of compost, one with a split in the side that was spilling its contents onto the cracked pavers.

      Michael ignored it all and strode over to the edge of the terrace where he paused and stared at the hillside opposite.

      Lucy joined him, her gaze scanning the undulating landscape, heart racing.

      ‘I can’t see anything, can you?’ she said after a while, shielding her eyes against the fine rain that needled her face.

      ‘No, it looks just like we left it, apart from those new saplings that’ve been planted over in the far corner.’

      Lucy felt some of the tension leaving her shoulders and gave a contented sigh.

      ‘She’d have liked it here,’ Michael said, his hands in his pockets while he watched the small herd of deer that grazed. ‘She always did love the countryside.’

      ‘I think you chose a good spot.’

      He smiled sadly, then reached out for her hand and gave it a squeeze.

      She didn’t return the gesture, and after a moment, he let go.

      ‘A shame it didn’t work out for us,’ he said, leading the way back to the cars.

      ‘It was good while it lasted,’ Lucy agreed. She scowled as the wind caught at her hair once more before pausing to tuck a wayward strand behind her ear. ‘But at least we got away with it. Nobody has ever suspected anything, have they?’

      ‘True, they haven’t.’ He jangled his keys in his hand, his gaze hardening. ‘But we should always make sure that her grave hasn’t been found.’

      ‘See you next year, then?’

      ‘Yes.’ He leaned in and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. ‘See you next year.’

      

      
        
        THE END
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      A rosy tint was kissing the brightening horizon when Curtis Palmer lifted his battered canvas golf bag from the trunk of the eighteen-month-old sedan that morning.

      He could hear the psst-psst of the sprinkler system soaking the fairway and glanced over his shoulder to see a fine mist lifting into the air from the hoses dotted throughout the course. Another few minutes and they would be turned off, leaving behind a sparkling dew that would quickly evaporate.

      Beyond the first hole, an ibis poked and prodded the shallows of the ornamental lake that had been carved into the 18-hole course. The gentle eddy of water carried an undertone of marshland rot while it lapped lazily at the fringes of the course, the flow dependent upon the sprawling swamp that surrounded these parts.

      There was no breeze tickling the cabbage palm trees above his head, and a haze clung to the back nine on the far side of the lake. It was already obscuring the flag for the fifteenth hole that lay beyond a sand-filled bunker that tapered towards the water, creating an artificial beach.

      The humidity was going to be off the charts today, no doubt about that.

      Curtis lowered the bag to the asphalt and slowly straightened, digging his knuckles into his hip where the muscles protested.

      The five-hour flight from LA yesterday hadn’t helped, not at his age anyway, and the pitiful excuse for coffee that the hotel served this morning had only taken the edge off his bleariness while he’d washed down the painkillers.

      He shielded his eyes against the brightening sunrise beyond the clubhouse, then raised his hand as a groundskeeper trundled past in one of the many utility vehicles used to maintain the course.

      His was the only car parked in the bays allocated to players at the moment, its rental plates and age marking him as a visitor before he’d even signed in.

      Reaching into a side pocket of the duffle, his fingers found a plastic bag that crinkled under his touch as he tore it open, tipping some of the fresh plastic tees into his palm. Those found their way into the pockets of his pants, the rest were tucked away once more, safe.

      The clubs were a motley collection of wedges and irons, a well-used driver, and two favourite putters garnered over the years.

      Time and again, the professionals at his home club in Santa Monica tried to persuade him to ‘upgrade’ as they called it.

      He scowled.

      He was done being screwed by people.

      In the distance, the ibis let out an indignant squawk, and he turned to watch while it lifted into the air, leaving behind a series of ripples that chased themselves across the lake. The bird banked, the white patches on its wings reflecting the pink and gold sunrise as it circled above his head with an ethereal grace.

      An orange and black butterfly fluttered from a border of lilies in front of his face, startling him. He raised his hand to bat it away from his face, then stopped.

      Jane would have loved it.

      It was a crying shame she wasn’t here to see it.

      He inhaled deeply to calm the grief that rose in his chest.

      There was a promise to the air, a freshness that smacked the back of his nostrils, tickled his throat, and sucked a hacking cough from his rotten lungs. He hawked into a nearby oleander shrub, then grimaced as he bent double and spat out the remnant traces of blood.

      Bowing his head, he used the shoulder of his pale green cotton polo shirt to wipe away the sweat that bubbled at his brow, then straightened at the sound of an approaching car.
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      He wasn’t surprised to see the gleaming silver paintwork of a two-door sports car that looked no more than a day old.

      He couldn’t see the driver’s face – his features were obscured by the shadows from a large Panama hat – but the man’s knuckles sparkled with two diamond-encrusted gold rings, one on each hand that rested nonchalantly on the steering wheel. One of the hands raised in a brief greeting as the car drew closer.

      The chrome fender had been polished to within an inch of its life, and its driver took one look at the horseshoe-shaped car park before passing Curtis and parking at the far end.

      The engine gave a final soft purr and then died.

      Henry Forrester climbed out, keys jangling in one hand and a six-thousand-dollar smile on his lips.

      Curtis had recommended the dentist.

      His golfing partner of forty years wore his age well, his naturally tanned face surprisingly unlined for a man in his late sixties. And for a man who survived three tours with the Marine Corps, two of which Curtis had witnessed.

      After leaving the Corps, Henry purchased a tire sales place near Greenwich, Connecticut, found his niche and had a dozen franchised workshops by the time he quit. He sold the business and now spent a comfortable retirement playing golf in Florida and skiing in Colorado – when he wasn’t on vacation somewhere in Europe with his fourth wife, Eleanor (twenty years his junior).

      On the rare occasions he was at home in Greenwich, he kept a watchful eye on a part stake in a string of racehorses, all named after Union generals.

      “Ready to get your backside kicked?” Henry called as he fetched his bag of clubs from the trunk.

      “You wish. Usual stakes?”

      “Ten dollars, yes.”

      The familiar routine of a three-monthly game, easily remembered after all this time – even if those first holes were plastic cups in the middle of a desert somewhere in the east, far away from the sultry Florida swampland.

      For that was what this was, after all.

      An oasis in a swamp.

      Curtis could smell the rotting vegetation under the green veneer of the manicured fairway beyond the second tee. He snorted under his breath and turned back to the trunk of the rental car. He was aware of Henry walking over before a shadow fell across him.

      “Are you still using that beat up old wedge of yours?”

      Curtis bit back his first response, fixed a tired smile, and gave a slight shrug before lifting the bag of clubs from the trunk and slamming shut the lid. “It does the trick.”

      Henry winked. “We’ll soon see about that, won’t we?”

      Any other time, and Curtis would have found that mildly funny, but not today. Still, he chuckled under his breath because it was expected and followed Henry towards the clubhouse.

      It was a low-slung red brick affair with gables and a wraparound veranda that hugged floor-to-ceiling privacy glass panes facing the car park and sliding partitioned doors that opened onto the course. A pair of smoked-glass doors with polished chrome handles led into the clubhouse and were kept closed to prevent losing any of the precious air-conditioned coolness escaping the building.

      “How did you get on at the doc’s last week, anyway?” said Henry, opening the door for him. “Did you get your test results back?”

      “Not yet,” Curtis lied. “Apparently, there was a mix-up at the lab. I’ve got to go back next week.”

      “Got to admit, bud, that’s why I prefer private healthcare over the public system.” Henry snorted. “At this rate, you’ll be dead before they get an answer, and probably not from what you think you’ve got.”

      Curtis stumbled over the threshold, righted himself and shot the other man a wan smile. “We’ll see. I’ve got a few things I’d like to do before I go. Things I’d like to put right, you know?”

      Henry wrinkled his nose. “I’ve never seen the point of that. You’ve got to live for the moment, my friend. No regrets. Especially now. Jane would have wanted that for you, wouldn’t she?”

      “I suppose so.” Curtis unzipped the side pocket of his bag, extracted his wallet as they reached the reception desk, and handed over his credit card. “We’ve booked under the name of Palmer.”

      The pretty girl behind the desk flashed a smile, then promptly swiped his card and removed three hundred dollars from his account, just like that. “Enjoy your game, gentlemen.”

      “What are the ’gators up to?” said Henry. “Any trouble?”

      “No, sir. There are two females out on the number six fairway that shouldn’t bother you,” said the girl. “We haven’t seen Mikey for a few weeks.”

      “Good.” Henry clapped Curtis on the shoulder with such force that his spine shuddered. “Come on, less talk, more golf.”

      “Thanks.” Curtis shot the girl a smile, then hitched the bag up his shoulder once more and followed Henry through the clubhouse and out the back doors to the course.

      A hire cart was already waiting for them.

      Henry placed his leather golf bag into the back and slid behind the wheel, a predatory smile on his lips. “Ready?”

      After using one of the bench seats to change his shoes, Curtis threw his bag beside Henry’s and climbed in, barely having time to get comfortable before the other man pressed the throttle.

      He squinted at the haze obscuring the back nine holes before aiming a sideways glance at his opponent.

      Alligators or no alligators, he was determined to beat Henry Forrester today.

      While he still could.
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      Curtis shielded his eyes, his right hand sweating within a white leather glove, and looked between the palm trees at the flag in the distance.

      According to his notes, the sixth hole was a par four with a tricky bunker a few hundred yards from the tee. The river created a dog leg opposite that.

      And he needed to do this on a par three if he was going to level with Henry.

      The other man leaned against the side of the golf cart, arms folded and a confident smile on his lips. He had teed off first, the ball sailing into the air in a beautiful arc before bouncing onto the green beyond the bunker and rolling to a stop without tumbling into the rough on the far side.

      Curtis dropped his hand and clutched the club grip once more, wriggled his shoulders to hurry a trickle of sweat down his spine, and slowed his breathing. His gaze traveled from the ball to the green, from the ball to the green.

      The third time, the club met the ball with a satisfying whack, sending it high and far.

      He exhaled, watching as it found its zenith before starting to fall, and then it bounced on the edge of the bunker.

      “Damn,” he murmured, his heart lurching.

      In his peripheral vision he saw Henry push away from the cart, straightening in anticipation, and then the ball rolled to safety and stopped five yards behind the other man’s.

      “Lucky,” said Henry.

      “Yeah.” Curtis climbed into the cart and tried to relax for the ride over to the green. They passed the bunker and then an area of rough grass with a fringe of reeds. He sat up as Henry turned right towards the green, then whistled under his breath and pointed. “Check out the size of those two.”

      The other man slowed the cart as they passed the two alligators lying side by side. The pair of them eyed the golfers with lazy interest as they bathed in the sun’s rays.

      “Female, I reckon,” Curtis said. “About eight feet, no more.”

      “They won’t bother us by the look of it,” said Henry. “You’d think they were at an all-inclusive resort, waiting for the next round of cocktails to be brought over to them. All that’s missing are the gossip magazines.”

      Curtis kept his eye on them anyway as the cart sped up again, twisting in his seat until the fairway dog-legged and the green came into full view. “If those are that size, how big is Mikey these days?”

      “I don’t know, but have you seen some of the monsters on those videos online?” Henry cut the engine and shrugged. “Most are docile anyway. They’re too well fed around here. Maybe keep your phone handy. If Mikey does make an appearance, we might be able to film it and sell it to the networks. Go viral, as the youngsters like to say.”

      Curtis followed him round to the back of the cart and pulled a putter from his bag. “Perish the thought.”

      Henry had never had kids, but Curtis was well aware of how social media had taken over his grandkids’ lives. It was all his daughter, Sophie, talked about during one of their rare telephone calls. He preferred to video call, but there was always an excuse. The house was a tip, she was in a rush, Josh – the second husband – was using the internet, and the connection was too shaky.

      They had drifted even further apart after Jane’s funeral.

      He wandered over the green and waited while Henry made a show of selecting a putter from the collection he had brought with him, each one glinting in the sun as it was extracted from his bag, weighed in his hand and then returned. Finally, the man crossed to where he stood and held up his selected weapon.

      “Reckon this one will do the trick just fine,” he announced. “Tried it in a tournament back home last week, and it lived up to the hype.”

      “I’m sure it did.” Curtis stood to one side, allowing the other man more room to manoeuvre and line up his shot. It was a difficult one, for sure, and he didn’t know if he could pull the same stunt he was expecting from Henry. Because despite the man’s bluster, he was a good player, he’d give him that. “Good luck.”

      Henry looked
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