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  Also by Jim Elridge


  Prologue


  The screams came from the man tied to the chair in the middle of the room. He’d been screaming for hours, in between sobbing and pleading for the torture to stop. There were two other men in the room. One was tall and muscular, with the broken nose of a boxer. The other, small and wiry, was holding something metal in his hand that glistened with blood. Both men looked on impassively, although the shorter man’s face seemed to show a hint of a smile. The man in the chair suddenly slumped forward, his blood-soaked body straining against the ropes that held him. Boxer frowned and ran his fingers down the side of the tortured man’s neck, feeling for a pulse. Then he switched to the wrist, the tips of his fingers searching for a sign of life beneath the flayed skin of the man’s arm.


  He looked up and shook his head. ‘He’s dead,’ he said.


  The short man scowled. Just then his mobile phone rang. He pressed the phone to his ear, and then said abruptly: ‘No, he ain’t talked.’ He cast a look of annoyance at the body strapped in the chair and added: ‘And he ain’t likely to any more.’


  He listened some more, then hung up. He turned to Boxer. ‘He says forget about him. He’s got another job for us.’


  Boxer gestured towards the lifeless body. ‘What about him?’ he asked.


  The short man gave an evil grin.


  ‘One for the pigs,’ he said.


  Chapter 1


  Jake Wells sat in front of his computer and smiled into his webcam, beaming at the face looking back at him from his screen. Lauren Graham. Fugitive, exile, killer; his girlfriend.


  He looked at the clock. 11 p.m. here in the UK. 11 a.m. in Wellington, New Zealand. In the old days people had to content themselves with intercontinental phone calls and echoing time delays. But now, with Skype, they could see one another, even though they were on opposite sides of the globe.


  It was three months ago that Lauren had boarded a plane for New Zealand to start a new life with a new identity. Samantha Adams. That was what it said on her passport, her birth certificate and all the other documents MI5 had provided for her. But to Jake, she would always be Lauren.


  ‘I went on a trip to South Island the other week,’ she said. ‘We went to the Franz Josef Glacier. It’s amazing. It runs down to rainforest — two totally contrasting climates right next to each other. . .’


  ‘We?’ Jake said, his heart sinking. Had she met someone else?


  Lauren laughed.


  ‘Me and a girl from work,’ she reassured him, sensing his discomfort. ‘She’s really nice. Her name’s Anna. She works with me at the research centre.’


  The Antarctic Survey Research Centre, where Lauren — or rather, Sam Adams — had found a job studying environmental information from the base stations all over Antarctica.


  Jake smiled.


  ‘I’ve been doing some exploring, too,’ he told her. ‘Last week I went for a stroll at a place called Firle Beacon. . .’


  There was a pinging sound from the screen, and suddenly the image of Lauren vanished. In its place a message appeared: An error has occurred. This programme will close. And then, as Jake watched, one by one the logos on the screen disappeared and finally the screen went blank. His computer had shut down.


  He pressed the keys to reboot it. While it was starting up, he picked up his landline phone and dialled Lauren’s mobile number. He got an automated message telling him: ‘The mobile you are trying to call is unavailable. Please try later.’


  He cursed. Lauren’s mobile wasn’t switched off. They’d been cut off deliberately. It had happened a lot when she had first been in New Zealand, but they’d learned that it was always when they started talking about Malichea and the hidden books. So they’d been more careful, and for quite a while they’d only discussed day-to-day things, where they’d been, what movies they’d seen.


  Sometimes he’d be silly and romantic, holding up a single red rose towards the camera and then feeling happiness pour through him as she blew him a kiss and told him how much she wished they could be together again.


  ‘We will be,’ he promised her.


  He didn’t know how, there were so many obstacles to overcome, but he knew they were destined to be together. He needed her properly in his life — not just a moving image of her on a computer screen.


  He tried phoning her again, but the connection was still broken.


  He sighed and sent her an email, and hoped they’d at least allow this through to her . ..


  Chapter 2


  Next morning, Jake arrived at the Department of Science building in London’s Whitehall district; the heart of government. As a working-class young man of nineteen, Jake was an anomaly in this place. Everyone else here, especially in the Press Office where he worked, seemed to have come through the same route: public school, then university, mostly Oxford or Cambridge. Jake was different. Eighteen months before a national newspaper had pointed out how elitist this was, and the department had acted to prove them wrong: a competition had been launched to offer an opportunity for a trainee press officer from what was termed ‘the disadvantaged’. Jake had entered. He fitted the bill perfectly: abandoned at birth, brought up in a children’s home and then a string of foster homes, and left school at sixteen because he couldn’t afford to go on to further education. After he left school he worked in a series of dead-end jobs. But he always had one burning ambition: to be a journalist. He wanted to write witty and biting articles about the issues of the day, expose corrupt politicians. But getting into journalism wasn’t that easy; he discovered that he needed a degree.


  It was while he had been wondering how to get over this problem that he’d read about the Department of Science competition, entered it, and won his place. That had been a year ago. At that time everything had seemed exciting, a life and a career full of possibilities.


  And then the hidden books of Malichea had come into his life, and everything had been turned upside down.


  He knew what lay ahead for him this morning: there’d be a message for him to go and see the head of the department, Gareth Findlay-Weston, and then a dressing down from Gareth for breaking the rules. But he hadn’t broken any rules. All he’d done was talked to his girlfriend and told her what he’d been doing. All right, privately he admitted to himself, there had been more to it than that. Each time he and Lauren talked, they tried to find a coded way of talking about the Order of Malichea and the hidden books, without the people who were listening in and watching them, picking up on it. So far they hadn’t succeeded. But Jake had thought this time he’d found a way: an uncontroversial chat about a walk he’d been on in the Sussex countryside. He’d hoped that Lauren might read between the lines; that he’d been through her list of possible hiding places for the hidden library, and was checking one of them out: a long ancient barrow at West Firle. This first visit he’d made had been to recce the site for a possible dig later, perhaps under cover of darkness, but the size of the site had given him doubts. He needed to narrow down his area of search in some way. Right now, he wasn’t sure how, but the place was a definite possible.


  Jake walked into the large open-plan office where the department press office was based. It was just after nine o’clock, and already everyone seemed to be at their phones or their computer terminals, chasing down stories or responding to press requests. As Jake got to his desk, his fellow press officer, Paul Evans, hung up from a phone call and greeted Jake with a cheery grin.


  ‘What time do you call this?’ he demanded.


  Jake looked at his watch.


  ‘I call it five past nine,’ he said. ‘Why?’


  ‘You should have been here at nine,’ said Paul.


  ‘My bus got stuck in traffic,’ said Jake.


  ‘You should use a bike, like I do,’ said Paul. ‘It’s better for the environment, and gets through traffic quicker than anything else.’


  ‘Yeah, and you get lungfuls of diesel fumes and you’re liable to get knocked off it by some crazy driver,’ pointed out Jake.


  Paul shook his head.


  ‘Not if you’re careful,’ he said. ‘Also, I wear a filter mask to protect against fumes. Trust me, Jake, you’d be a lot healthier if you biked it to work.’


  Jake looked at him suspiciously.


  ‘Are you involved in some sort of government press initiative to get everyone in London cycling?’ he asked.


  Paul looked slightly uncomfortable.


  ‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘Although it’s just in the planning stage at the moment. Anyway, Gareth was looking for you.’


  Jake’s heart sank. As he’d feared.


  ‘When?’ he asked.


  ‘He was waiting by your desk when I came in dead at nine,’ said Paul. ‘That’s why I said you should have been here on time. It doesn’t do to upset the big boss.’


  ‘What did he want?’ asked Jake.


  ‘He wanted to know if you were in. I covered for you, told him you were most likely in the toilet, but I’m not sure if he believed me.’


  Unlikely, thought Jake. Gareth never believed anyone about anything. That was why he was so good at the job he did. Officially, Gareth was head of the press office at the Department of Science. Behind the scenes, he was a very senior MI5 spook, with the power of life and death over people. People like Lauren and Jake. But, as far as Jake was aware, he was the only one in his department who knew about Gareth’s real role. And he knew his life, and Lauren’s, were at stake if he breathed a word to anyone about it.


  ‘I’d better pop up and see him,’ said Jake.


  Just then, Paul’s phone rang, and he was soon engaged in a conversation that appeared to be about how exercising the legs increased the supply of oxygen to the lungs and brain. Yes, Paul was definitely on a ‘cycling is good for you’ story.


  With a sense of foreboding, Jake left the large office and began to mount the wide staircase to the third floor, and Gareth’s sanctuary. As always, he noticed the change to the decor as he went higher. From the ground floor to the second, everything was hi-tech, thrusting modern. Then, as you left what could loosely be called the ‘public’ areas and entered the upper echelons, where the real power lay, the world changed, slipping back in time a hundred years or more. The banisters changed from ordinary metal to brass. The light fittings, which were plain white plastic up to the second floor, became shining gun-metal.


  As Jake walked along the narrow corridor, panelled with dark oak, the wood adorned with old paintings showing an England long past, hunting scenes, countryside celebrations, his sense of dread was replaced with one of anger. Yes, he knew that Gareth was going to look at him and sigh with that tone of unhappy resignation Gareth did so well, and then proceed to tear him to shreds with his caustic, sarcastic language, which was not a happy experience. But what right did Gareth have? thought Jake indignantly. Jake hadn’t been doing anything wrong. Well, not on the face of it. Even if Gareth suspected that Jake was trying to pass on some information to Lauren about the books, there was no proof. Not this time, anyway. And Gareth had had a nerve to shut down the Skype connection between him and Lauren. Well, Jake would have something to say about that!


  Jake arrived at the door to Gareth’s office, knocked, and went in to be met by Gareth’s assistant, Janet.


  ‘He’s ready for you,’ said Janet, and she ushered Jake smartly over to an inner office. Gareth was sitting behind his huge desk, empty except for a few papers, on which he was scribbling some annotations. He looked up as Jake arrived, and the inner door closed behind Janet.


  Gareth gave an unhappy sigh.


  ‘What are we going to do with you, Jake?’ he asked in a tone that showed his deep disappointment.


  Jake said nothing, just waited for the dressing-down he knew was coming, and got ready to bark back.


  ‘I thought we had an agreement,’ continued Gareth. ‘That you and Ms Graham would forget about the secret library of Malichea.’


  ‘No,’ Jake corrected him. ‘Our agreement was that we wouldn’t search for any more of the books.’


  Gareth regarded Jake with his standard bland expression, but Jake could see the steel in his eyes, and now that same icy hardness entered Gareth’s voice as he said flatly: ‘Don’t mess with me, Jake. We could have put your girlfriend on trial for murder, but we didn’t, because we wanted to give both of you a chance at a fresh start.’


  ‘Her in New Zealand and me over here, and not allowed to meet, is hardly how I would describe a fresh start.’


  ‘Separately, Jake. It has to be separately,’ said Gareth. ‘We both know why.’


  ‘Yes, but I’m sure you’re going to tell me, anyway.’


  ‘To remind you.’ Now it was Gareth’s turn to do the correcting. ‘Apart, on opposite sides of the planet, you’re not a danger. When you get together, insane ideas seem to take on some kind of reality for you both.’


  ‘All we wanted to do was put the library into the public domain. Let the people know about the texts. What they contain. How they can help people.’


  Gareth shook his head, wearing his more-in-sadness-than-in-anger expression again.


  ‘They won’t help people, Jake. Not the kind of people you’re talking about. The only people who will benefit are gangsters, warmongers, terrorists, patents lawyers.’ He shook his head sorrowfully again. ‘I thought you’d accepted that. But obviously, you haven’t.’


  ‘You shut down our Skype call yesterday,’ said Jake, doing his best to control his anger.


  Gareth shook his head.


  ‘An automatic safeguard in the system shut it down,’ he said. ‘Obviously, we then got an alert to tell us what had happened, and a playback of your conversation.’


  ‘We didn’t mention the word Malichea,’ said Jake. ‘Or anything about the books.’


  Gareth looked down at a print-out on his desk. Looking at it upside down, Jake saw that it appeared to be a script. He assumed it was the transcript of his and Lauren’s Skype call.


  ‘You said: “I went for a stroll at a place called Firle Beacon”,’ read Gareth.


  ‘Well, I did,’ said Jake, annoyed. ‘So what? That’s what you do when you talk to friends, you tell them what you’ve been up to. Things you’ve done. Interesting places you’ve been. I thought it might cheer Lauren up, remind her of England.’


  Gareth didn’t bother to look up. He took a sheet of paper from a small pile at one side of his desk, and read aloud: ‘Firle Beacon, West Firle, East Sussex. Said to be the burial place of a giant.’ He looked up at Jake. ‘In other words, one of the list of places that is said to be sacred, cursed or haunted. According to your very own Ms Graham, the very place that one of the Malichea texts might have been hidden.’


  ‘I wasn’t looking for any of the books,’ defended Jake. He was lying, of course. And he could tell that Gareth knew it.


  ‘Jake, I would have thought you would have been aware of it by now, the number of times you have been cut off when talking to Ms Graham; but in case you haven’t yet worked it out: in addition to the security system being programmed with the name Malichea, and every other possible permutation that may be used to describe either the Order of Malichea, or the library, or the abbots or monks of the Order, it also contains every place in the British Isles that fits with the definition of sacred, cursed or haunted. It is also programmed with the list of the author and name of every suspected title believed to have been hidden by the Order. Any of those words can trigger the cut-off of any Skype conversation, email, or phone call, and a report will then be automatically generated and delivered to me.’ He looked Jake directly in the eyes. ‘Do you understand what I’m saying, Jake?’


  Yes, thought Jake. If you even think we might be talking about the secret library, we’ll get cut off. And as he and Lauren had discovered that their letters were also being opened and read, and censored, the powers-that-be were making absolutely sure that Jake and Lauren would never again be able to even hint at mentioning the forbidden books.


  ‘Pierce Randall are still looking for the books,’ blurted out Jake.


  Pierce Randall, the powerful international legal firm, with a client list that included dictators, organised crime around the globe, as well as governments and multinational companies.


  Gareth hesitated, then he nodded slightly. ‘We are dealing with Pierce Randall,’ he said. ‘They know the rules of the game. At this moment, you are the wild card, the unstable element. I hope I don’t need to remind you that unstable elements cannot be tolerated in an orderly world.’


  In other words, stop or we’ll kill you. You and Lauren, thought Jake in horror as he decoded Gareth’s outwardly bland words. It would be done in an untraceable manner. An unfortunate and tragic accident.


  ‘Do I make myself clear?’ asked Gareth.


  Jake hesitated, then he nodded.


  ‘Yes,’ he said.


  Gareth’s happy smile returned to his face.


  ‘Good,’ he purred. ‘Then we have an understanding?’


  ‘Yes.’ Jake nodded again.


  Chapter 3


  Jake caught the bus home. It was crowded and slower than the tube, but after his experience a few months ago, when a would-be assassin had almost succeeded in pushing him under a tube train, he felt safer. He still didn’t know who had been behind that attempt on his life. He suspected Gareth’s secret service people, but it didn’t make sense. Not now, now that Gareth knew about Jake’s interests in the secret library, and Jake knew about Gareth being the person responsible for keeping the books hidden and the truth about them hushed up.


  He thought about Lauren, far away in New Zealand, exiled. Never able to return. Unless he could find a way to force the government to change their mind. And there was only one way to get them to do that, and that was to get the whole business of the Order of Malichea and the books out into the public arena. End the secrecy. Once it was out in the open, they wouldn’t have the same hold over Lauren. OK, there was the murder charge. But Jake still felt that was a bluff. For one thing, it wasn’t murder, Lauren had killed Parsons in self-defence. For another, if they prosecuted her, it would bring out a lot of stuff they’d prefer to keep hidden: like the secret experiments at the government research laboratory from where Jake and Lauren had taken the one book he’d seen.


  Jake thought about contacting Pierce Randall, offering to work with them. They had at least one of the old books; Alex Munro, the chief executive at Pierce Randall had told Jake so himself. But Jake also knew that Pierce Randall weren’t interested in finding the books for ‘the common good’, as Munro had claimed. The international law firm wanted the books for their clients for the money they would make, for the power they would bring: to be able to hold governments and companies to ransom, to destroy and remake national economics, to use the scientific information as weapons.


  No, Pierce Randall would be the wrong direction. They wouldn’t help him gain Lauren’s freedom.


  The bus pulled up at his stop in Finsbury Park, and he walked to the small block of flats where he lived. As he walked, he cast glances around, looking for anyone suspicious, anyone who might be keeping a watch on him. It had become a habit of his, ever since he had become involved with the Order of Malichea.


  I have to stop worrying, he told himself. Gareth and his men know about me. They’re keeping watch on me. Pierce Randall aren’t interested in me if I don’t have one of the books. No one’s after me. I’m safe.


  But he didn’t feel it. Sometimes, he thought he’d never feel safe again. That was another reason to get the whole business of the Order of Malichea and the hidden library out into the open. No one would touch him or Lauren once it was out there.


  He opened the door of his flat, picked up the mail from the doormat, walked into his kitchen, and stopped dead. A large envelope was lying on his kitchen table. He knew it hadn’t been there when he’d left. Someone had been in his flat and put it there. They hadn’t broken in, the lock on his front door was undamaged. He looked at the windows. All of them were shut, and locked, exactly as he’d left them. And no one had keys to his flat except him.


  He approached the table warily. The envelope looked bulky. It had his name, Jake Wells, printed on it.


  Warning bells sounded in his brain. His mind went back to the site in Bedfordshire, when he’d seen that digger driver dig up one of the books, open it, and then the man’s whole body had been consumed by a mass of writhing vegetation within seconds. Was there something like that in this envelope? Some booby trap, waiting for him to open it, and fall victim? Jake wondered if he should plunge the envelope into a sink full of water as a safety precaution, just in case. But then he reflected that whatever was inside the envelope might be more dangerous when it came into contact with water.


  Of course, he could always throw the envelope away, unopened. But someone had deliberately come into his flat and placed it carefully there for him. And he reasoned, if they wanted to kill him, there were plenty of easier and more straightforward ways to do it.


  This was to do with the hidden Malichea books, that was obvious. And any piece of information he could get about them could be a step nearer to freeing Lauren.


  Jake picked up the envelope carefully. Whatever was inside it was light. And soft. Nothing hard-edged or rigid. Not metallic. So, hopefully, not a bomb.


  Jake opened the flap. It wasn’t sealed. Cautiously, he peered into the envelope. There was something thin and dark in there. He upended the envelope, and an object dropped out on to the table. He recognised it straight away: old darkened leather, still soft, dull but with a strange sheen to it where it had been made waterproof. It was the cover of a book, with its pages removed. On its flat surface was the embossed symbol of the Order of Malichea, a capital letter M with a snake coiled through it. And carved into the leather, the Roman numerals CXXI. 121.


  It was a protective cover from one of the hidden books, hundreds of years old. And it was book number 121. It was identical in style and material to the book that Jake and Lauren had rescued from the research centre at Hadley Park. That book had been number 367.


  Why send me just the cover? thought Jake. Straight away, he knew his question was idiotic. The information in the books was what was valuable. So where was the book? And what was it about?


  Jake looked again into the envelope, and saw there was a piece of paper inside. He took it out. On it were typed the words: Suggest we meet.


  Yes, please, thought Jake. This could be exactly what he needed to get Lauren back to England: one of the books. Proof of the existence of the library.


  The sound of his doorbell ringing startled him. He wondered who it could be, he didn’t get many callers. Then it struck him that his caller could be the person who’d delivered the cover to him. If so, why didn’t they just walk in, like they had before? Perhaps they wanted to play it carefully, not frighten him by just appearing inside his flat unannounced.


  The doorbell rang again. Whoever it was, was impatient.


  ‘Coming!’ called Jake.


  He hurried to the front door, and looked through the spyhole on to the landing. A figure in a courier’s yellow top and wearing a crash helmet was standing there, holding a small parcel. Could this be the book itself?


  Jake unlocked the door and opened it. As he did so, he was aware of another figure out of the corner of his eye, this one appearing from by the wall of the landing. Then something was sprayed into his eyes. He let out a yell and stumbled back, groping for the door to slam it shut, but before he could do so, they were on him. Strong arms wrapped themselves around him, pinioning his arms to his sides, and then a pad was pressed over his mouth and nose. A sickly smell filled his nose. Chloroform. . .!


  Chapter 4


  Jake came round. He felt sick. His head felt heavy. He was blindfolded and with a gag over his mouth. For a second, he couldn’t work out where he was, he seemed to be suspended. Then he realised he was tied to something with ropes across his chest. He was sitting on a hard chair with his head hanging forward. His hands were tied behind him at the wrists, and his ankles were also tightly bound.


  He lifted his head up, and pain flooded through it.


  Where am I? he thought. Who’s doing this to me? Why?


  He strained his ears for movement, trying to work out where his attackers were, but there were no sounds nearby. Maybe he was in one room and they were in another. He tried to work out his location from the acoustics, but there was nothing to help him. No echoes, no noises up close.


  He sniffed the air, seeing if he could get any clues that way. Indoor smells. Industrial. Grease, timber and other things he couldn’t quite place.


  He tried to move, but the chair itself was heavy, and his own weight made it hard to manoeuvre. He attempted to push himself up and bring the chair down on its legs, but he was tied too firmly for that. All that happened was the chair moved a bit, its legs scraping on the ground. But the sound of that scrape was metal on concrete, not wood. And there was a hint of an echo.


  He waited, just in case anyone had heard the chair scraping and was coming to him. No one came. He tried again, dragging the chair this time. It only moved a few centimetres, but there was definitely a touch of an echo. He guessed it was a large building with a high roof. The smell of wood and grease suggested it was a warehouse of some kind.


  Suddenly he heard a sound. Footsteps in the distance. Careful footsteps. Someone moving cautiously.


  They don’t want me to hear them coming, he thought. Why? What are they going to do? Creep up on me and hit me to silence me? They must have heard the scrape of the chair.


  He stayed still, every nerve and sense now straining to follow the footsteps as they came nearer. Come on, he urged them. Get near enough so I can. . .


  So I can what? he thought miserably. I’m tied up so tight I can’t move. I can’t even fall over on to them.


  The footsteps came nearer. Light footsteps, by the sound of it. Soft shoes.


  He sat in the chair, waiting for them to get close beside him, tensing himself against the blows he expected to rain down on him.


  They were beside him now. He felt something pull at the blindfold . . . and then he was staring into the face of a young woman, who looked at him in astonishment.


  ‘My God!’ she said, awed.


  Jake stared back at her, his mind a mess of bewilderment. Who was she? And what was she doing here?


  He felt a sudden pain as she tore away the tape from over his mouth.


  ‘It’s OK,’ she said, her tone still one of awe and astonishment. ‘I’m a journalist.’


  This only made Jake feel even more bewildered.


  ‘A journalist?’


  ‘Yes. My name’s Michelle Faure. I had a phone call telling me if I came here I’d find something interesting. I thought it was a crank call, but I’m just starting out, and a story is a story. . .’


  As she began to untie the ropes that held his wrists to the chair, she apologised. ‘Sorry, I’m gabbling, but I’ve never been in this situation before. Are you hurt?’


  ‘No,’ said Jake, his mind still racing. What was a journalist doing here?


  As she worked at the knots, he looked around. As he’d guessed, he was in a large warehouse. Timber was stacked around in piles, but it didn’t look as if any of it had been moved for some time. There seemed to be a fine layer of dust over everything. The ropes fell away as the knots around his wrists and ankles were finally loosened.


  ‘There!’ she said. ‘Now we’d better phone your family, let them know you’re safe.’


  ‘I don’t have any family,’ said Jake.


  ‘Well, whoever paid the ransom,’ said Michelle.


  Jake stared at her.


  ‘What ransom?’


  Michelle looked at him, and now it was her turn to look puzzled.


  ‘Well, someone must have paid the ransom, otherwise why did I get the call?’


  Jake shook his head.


  ‘Look, I’m not a kidnap victim. Yes, OK, I was grabbed and tied up and left here, but I don’t think it was that long ago.’ He shot a look at his watch. ‘In fact, it only happened about two hours ago.’


  ‘And I got the call twenty minutes ago,’ said Michelle. Suddenly her expression changed and she looked at Jake suspiciously. ‘Is this some kind of gag?’


  ‘Gag?’ echoed Jake indignantly.


  ‘Some sort of practical joke.’


  ‘God, no!’ said Jake, heartfelt.


  ‘So, who did it? Did you see them?’


  ‘I saw one of them, he was wearing a sort of courier’s uniform and he was holding a parcel.’


  ‘Where was this?’


  ‘Outside my flat. And when I answered the door, this other figure was there, and the next second I had some stuff sprayed in my eyes, and then a pad with chloroform was put over my mouth and nose.’


  Michelle still regarded him suspiciously.


  ‘You’re sure it’s not some kind of joke?’


  Jake shook his head.


  Michelle fell silent. Then a look of determination entered her eyes.


  ‘We need to phone the police,’ she said.


  ‘Why?’ asked Jake.


  ‘Why? Because you’re a victim of a crime! And a weird crime, at that! Kidnapping for no reason. Assault.’ She looked even more determined as she added: ‘And I need some kind of police comment, otherwise I don’t have much of a story.’


  ‘You don’t have a story,’ said Jake. ‘They let me go unharmed.’


  ‘No,’ said Michelle firmly, shaking her head. ‘This is obviously a warning of some sort. Gangsters? Drug dealers?’ she asked hopefully. ‘You’ve been poking your nose into their business and this is a warning to you.’


  ‘I don’t do drugs,’ Jake told her, ‘and I stay away from people who do.’


  Michelle let out a heavy sigh.


  ‘Then why call me to tell me you were here?’ she complained.


  ‘I don’t know,’ said Jake. ‘To release me, I suppose.’


  ‘But if that’s all it was, why not phone a friend of yours?’


  Because I don’t have many friends, thought Jake ruefully. ‘I don’t know.’


  Michelle shook her head.


  ‘There has to be a story here,’ she said grimly. ‘Something I can use.’


  And suddenly it hit Jake that this was the opportunity he’d been thinking about for getting the Order of Malichea into the public domain. Getting Lauren’s freedom. Of course, he’d have to keep some things back from this woman. Like Lauren killing Carl Parsons. But, if he managed it properly, it could be the answer.


  ‘Actually, Michelle,’ he said, ‘I think I may have a story for you.’


  ‘And is what’s happened here part of it?’


  Jake nodded.


  ‘Oh yes,’ he said. ‘This is definitely part of it.’
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